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Captain Mark Rein. Instructor, Platoon Leaders Course, OCS Quantico. 



A name on an otherwise unremarkable directory on a military unit's website. Basic contact information, no photo, no service record. 



David had to scroll through dozens of other names to find the one he was looking for. The name was easily buried in the pile of other names: instructors, support staff, both military and civilian, that made up the Marine Corps Officers' Candidates School in Quantico, Virginia. 



David wasn't sure what he expected when he finally looked him up. He thought Captain Rein's entry would be more prominent, have his own web page listing his military and athletic accomplishments, or even display his physical measurements. But in this sphere, he was just one instructor among several, serving a quiet yet dignified function as an officer in the Marine Corps. All of the things that made him remarkable were tucked neatly under the stoic ethos of the few and the proud. 



The quiet stoicism of his directory entry matched his personality in most ways. He was powerfully soft-spoken almost all of the time. He exuded a calm, confident, and intimidating air without a hint of ego or bombast. In retrospect, David's cuckolding was inevitable. What was really remarkable, however, was the full flowering of Jordan's sexuality under the influence of Captain Rein's--Mark's--appetites.



Jordan and David met in graduate school. He had graduated from Abilene Christian with a degree in accounting, she had graduated from Wheaton wither a degree in psychology. They met in graduate school despite being enrolled in different programs. David was going for a finance MBA, she was pursuing a doctorate in psychology with aspirations of becoming a counselor. David's undergrad experience included required daily chapel attendance, and he continued to go to services several times a week in his new school. Jordan was church-raised: a pastor's daughter who was actively involved in our congregation's outreach. They met at a church service in their first month of their graduate studies.



Jordan noticed David first, her natural tendency for outreach gently overcoming his preference for back corners and out of the way spaces. She could easily see that he was socially awkward, and she knew he needed a friendly face to make him comfortable in his surroundings. He had a dark hair, thin features and glasses. He was stronger than he looked, but his thin-set frame underscored his social anxiety and aversion to conflict. But those who looked deeper quickly found him to be deeply kind and fiercely intelligent, but shy enough to hide those attributes in order to maintain invisibility in a crowd. 



But Jordan chatted with David each time he came to services, gradually bringing him out of his shell and into their shared church community. More friendships followed; he began to feel comfortable in his new home. David worked hard to hide the fact that he was dumbstruck by Jordan's beauty: long, brunette hair, pale, smooth skin, and a smile that persisted naturally even when nobody was looking. She had a trim build that betrayed her accomplishments as a college runner and a modest style that complemented her quiet faith. But her most magnetic feature was her eyes. Deep, engaging, gun-barrel blue eyes that would make whoever she spoke to feel deeply connected to her and convinced of her sincerity. 



In their first few encounters, David's heart fluttered when she made eye contact. He thought the intensity of her gaze was flirtatious, but he soon realized that each member of the congregation she spoke to enjoyed the same gaze. He had spent a lifetime in the friend zone, and so prepared himself for the all too familiar wet towel of friendly rejection by a beautiful woman. Even if--and this was far from certain--he could muster up the courage to ask her out.



Thank God for church gossip. This normally toxic inevitability of church life actually turned the wind to David's favor early in his first semester. Unfiltered rumors about their weekly chitchats burned through the congregation--and all the old ladies whispered back and forth: David and Jordan are dating! 



They weren't, but it didn't take long for the non-couple to hear it. On their way out of the church from opposite ends of a pew, they paused long enough to laugh together about the rumor. However, David knew a passing opportunity when he saw it, and threw his Hail Mary pass. He asked her--eyes down on the floor--if there was a man in her life, and if not...would she like to go get some coffee sometime and get to know each other? His heart pounded so hard as he asked that he wasn't sure if the last words out of his mouth were even audible. 



He braced for impact, knowing that beautiful young women with deep and engaging eyes want nothing to do with unremarkables like him. Primed for a disarming reference to a boyfriend in another town, or an insistence that she is simply too busy with school, or even a gentle suggestion that she valued their friendship too much to risk it with a date, she dropped the biggest, most terrifying bomb of all. 



"I'd love to. How's Tuesday morning?"



David was shocked enough to look up off the floor, meeting her eyes. She smiled from her core and lit him on fire. Holding her gaze, he stammered...re...re...really? She sensed the tension and disarmed it with a laugh: "Yes, really. I'd love to get to know you better, you seem like a nice guy."



A gentle buzzing on the desk snapped David out of his reverie and back into the present. He looked down from the unit directory--currently open to Mark's entry--on his laptop and picked up his phone to read a new text message.



"OMW. Get ready."



David's heart thumped. He hastily looked around the living room of their small apartment to make sure everything was cleaned and orderly. He closed his web browser, powered down his laptop and closed it on the coffee table. He hastily pulled off his shirt and pants, carefully folding them and placing them on the coffee table next to his laptop. He left his socks on, along with the silky black panties that covered his small, erect penis, and laid back on the couch to wait. 



His mind raced and his heart pounded as he watched time pass on their wall clock. 



5 minutes. 



10 minutes. 



As the minute hand inched toward 15 minutes since the arrival of the text, David heard a key slip into the door and turn. He sat up eagerly, propping himself on his elbows. Jordan entered the apartment and closed the door behind her, turning to face her husband.



David stammered..."Hi...hi honey, how was?"



Jordan raised her finger to her lips and David pursed his lips together in silence. Jordan walked calmly over to the side of the couch and knelt next to her husband, leaning over to kiss him gently on the lips. 



"Shhh, baby. Remember...no questions until it's done, okay?"



David nodded slightly, mumbling assent. Jordan could see the angst in her husband's eyes. She stroked his hair, and leaned in to kiss him more deeply. The scent of the feminine perfume that she left the apartment with several hours earlier had diminished, masked now by another, weightier musk. Jordan locked eyes with David deeply and smiled. 



"Are you ready?" Jordan whispered.



"Yeah..." David answered with a catch in his throat.



"Okay." Jordan stood up, unzipped her jeans and pulled them down along with silky black panties that matched the pair tented over David's trembling penis. She stepped gracefully out of her bottoms and extended her right leg to kneel over her husband, straddling his face. Small drops began to fall onto David's chin. His heart beat even faster. 



She stroked his hair gently one more time, then cupped the back of his head and lifted it up to meet her.
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As inevitable as David's cuckolding seemed in hindsight, its slow journey to fruition seemed to be anything but certain at the time. Eyes stuck wide open, David laid restlessly next to his wife, who was sleeping soundly after a passionate evening with Mark. David recalled with burning cheeks the affectionate indignity he experienced as Jordan fed Mark's cum to him just hours ago. They had been married for two years last night, and were a couple for eighteen months before that. How did this happen?



David felt it might help him sleep if he recalled the journey in detail. This turn of events in their marriage was all the more emotionally potent given the innocent origins of their love. To call Jordan and David a vanilla couple prior to meeting Mark would be an understatement. They were an adorable, naive couple in their early twenties...graduate school newlyweds. Their love story was almost unbelievably wholesome--they stole the hearts of their small congregation, who watched them progress week to week from awkward conversations, to sitting together in pews, to holding hands as they left the service. One day, they finally made the church bulletin, announcing their intentions over the pulpit as the women who gossiped about their involvement began to fawn over the modest engagement ring that had appeared on Jordan's left hand.



Jordan handled all of this attention with ease, broadly compassionate social creature that she was. Also, being raised as a pastor's daughter, she was skilled in navigating the obstacles of church gossip while maintaining decorum. She met each squeal of delight with a broad, genuine smile and showed her ring to anyone who wanted to see it, matching their glee with her own.



From Jordan's perspective, the marriage was meant to be. She was initially drawn to David's shy, nervous personality out of habit as a pastor's daughter trained in outreach. She developed an enormous emotional intelligence as a result, which she would display in her instinct to befriend. She had been raised to make people feel welcome, after all, and had practiced it her whole life in a church setting. Once it became apparent that David was attracted to her, however, she began to look for his good qualities, quickly finding many. She knew he wanted to date her within a few minutes of their first meeting, but also knew that he would have a lot of trouble asking her. She thought about asking him, but ultimately decided that may send him deeper into shy withdrawal. He needed to find the courage to ask her. 



So she waited, and continued their friendly communication each week.



Their conversations revealed a young man whose shyness betrayed intelligence and capability. David was successful in school, in college, and had worked several part time jobs which gave him a strong work ethic and a sense of moral gravity. Jordan found this to be very attractive, given her steady diet of Hallmark movies growing up in a sheltered Christian household. David had worked as a carpenter's apprentice during summers and at a movie theater during school. He also worked in the fields early in the morning before school while he was in junior high school, waking up at 5 AM to move irrigation pipe in his hometown in Iowa. He always had a job--sometimes two or three--and was well thought of as punctual, serious, and capable. He learned quickly, and despite his shy demeanor, he established himself as invaluable wherever he worked. Jordan learned these details a little at a time over their initial passing conversations. She observed his character through small details of his behavior--he was always at the service a few minutes early, and helped clean up the pews after the service was over. He seemed to instinctively want to do the right thing and be helpful when nobody was looking. And he seemed to prefer that nobody looked while he did the right thing.



From David's perspective, the marriage was a lightning strike on a sewing needle. Sheer, dumb, electric luck. Jordan was beautiful--pale skin with light brown hair; thin, graceful frame, petite features and strong facial symmetry. She had been a successful college track and field athlete. She had graduated college on full athletic and academic scholarships. She had been accepted into a top tier Ph.D program with one of the most renowned research psychologists in the country, Dr. Lev Lukascz. By all accounts, she was doing extremely well, and would, in a few years, earn her doctorate degree and begin a promising career. In contrast, David fumbled his way through college, working too much to have a social life, only got into a Master's program, and only by the skin of his teeth. He felt that his IQ didn't wow anyone so he had to work twice as hard. Girls didn't notice him, and most of the time his invisibility didn't bother him. But Jordan would talk to him each Sunday, even though he knew SHE knew he was weird. It was strange to admire a girl that would freely talk to him. He wasn't used to it. But asking Jordan Simms out on a date? 



Don't be ridiculous.



But he took his shot, and she agreed. Probably out of pity, he thought at the time. But she agreed! David met her at a coffee shop Tuesday morning, arriving several minutes early to make sure he could find a table for them to sit. To his surprise, she was already there, holding a table with both a notebook and textbook open in front of her. She didn't seem to notice him come in. She probably forgot. This is just her morning study place, he thought. He should go, he thought. Save them both the awkwardness...



"David!" Jordan met eyes with him an instant before he turned around in the doorway. She closed her books and stacked them neatly on the side of the small table, standing up to meet him. She was wearing blue jeans and a loose, forest green turtleneck. She wore casual sneakers. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail. It was the first time he saw her in something other than her Sunday best. She was still stunning. He smiled nervously and began walking toward her. 



Oh no, David thought...How do I greet her? Does I shake her hand? Hug her? Kiss her cheek? Too far. How was this supposed to go? David nervously extended his hand, and she looked down at it, then lifted hers to meet it. As they awkwardly shook hands, she lifted her eyes to meet his with a smirk. "Is this a business meeting David? Are we going to finalize the merger?"



David jerked his hand back and muttered an apology. This was going well. He managed a weak smile and gestured toward the counter to place their orders. She smiled and nodded. "Feel free to use words, David," Jordan laughed. He would usually be offended by remarks like this, but she had a sincerity about her that made him realize her playfulness had absolutely no malice in it. He began to relax a little.



"So...so, do you come here often?" he asked as they moved to the ordering line. 



"Maybe once a week. Most of the classes I assist with are in the morning, but I have Tuesdays off. I like to come here then."



"Glad you could fit me in your schedule," David quipped with a slight smile. 



"Me too."



The logjam of awkwardness that had built up over David's lifetime of shy misunderstanding began to slowly break apart under Jordan's patient interest in him. Conversation began to flow. Their hometowns, their families, their interests. Jordan coaxed a couple honest-to-goodness stories out of her shy date.



"How old were you at the time?" Jordan asked



"I would have been...fifteen. I'd been working as an apprentice since I was twelve, and I noticed that he had enough workers for two crews, and even three depending on the job. I told him how I thought he could reorganize everyone by skill level and dependability, and he went from one to three crews by the end of the summer. By the next summer when I came back, he had taken on a lot more work, and made enough money to buy a second truck and a speedboat. He taught me how to drive his old one, and even took me out on the boat sometimes."



"Sounds like a nice guy."



"He was, he could sure yell alot. But that's just how construction work is, you get used to it. And I know he meant well. He still calls me sometimes."



"So you were reorganizing businesses for efficiency before you could drive?" 



"I mean, I guess if you call a group of hammerheads throwing up frame walls and stripping roofs a business, then yes..."



"I do. I do call it a business, David. What else is on your resume?"



"I don't really have a resume, I've always just sort of worked hard and my last boss recommends me to my next boss. So I have steady work. Right now I'm handling early morning deliveries for a distributor."



Jordan squinted slightly, perplexed at how someone as ambitious and talented could still be driving flower trucks. But she could help him with that later, he was still clearly vulnerable, and she wanted him to feel comfortable with her.



"Early morning..." she said. "How early?"



"I'm usually on the job between 3:30 and 4," David responded.



Jordan gaped slightly. "So you came to our early morning date after a full day of work?"



"More of a half day." David paused. "Wait, is this a date?"



Jordan laughed in disbelief. David's eyes went down to his coffee cup, and he became silent. 



Jordan stopped herself, realizing that David probably misinterpreted her laughter as dismissing the idea of a date. She reached across the table and put her hand on his. David's entire body warmed, and, against his better judgement, looked up. Her gun barrel blue eyes locked with his, freezing him in place. She smiled and squeezed his hand.



"Yes David. This is a date."
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David opened his eyes to a newly cleaned bedroom filled with mid-morning light. He had fallen asleep, and passed a dreamless night. He turned on his side to find Jordan already gone, her side of the bed gently rumpled from a peaceful night's sleep. He sat up, turned to the side, and then stood up and stretched--straining to release the tension of waking. As he extended his arms up and his back out, he caught sight of himself in Jordan's small vanity mirror still wearing small black panties. The previous night's intensity flooded David's memory.



He grabbed some pajama bottoms from their dresser and put them on, walking out from the bedroom to the main living area of their small apartment. Jordan was in the kitchen, wearing fresh white cotton panties and David's old lifeguard hoodie. 



"Hey you!" Jordan said, cheerily. She was standing over a frying pan, cooking breakfast. French toast. David's favorite. She flipped the toast in the pan, setting it back down on the burner. She then walked over to David, throwing her arms around his neck and leaning into him. "Good morning, baby." She loosened the hug enough to kiss him deeply and look into his eyes. "How did you sleep?" 



"I had some trouble getting to sleep, but I slept like a rock afterward. How about you?"



"Oh, I crashed immediately. How are you feeling now?" She had a relaxed glow about her this morning.



"Surprisingly well rested. I fell asleep thinking about our first date. You might not even remember."



"I remember how nervous you were. You're so cute when you're outside of your comfort zone." She paused for a minute, as if trying to remember something she planned on telling him. "Speaking of which..." She reached down and pulled open the waistband of his pajama pants, revealing his panties, then let it go to snap shut. 



David's face flushed. Jordan leaned into kiss range of David's face. "You were great last night..." Jordan said with a low voice, lightly pecking his lips. 



"YOU were great last night!" David responded indignantly. I was so nervous, but you..."



Jordan giggled and put her finger over his lips. "Shhh! It's Sunday morning, and we don't talk about this before church. Now help me put the rest of this breakfast together so we can make the 11:00 service. I know how you can't stand being late!"



Jordan was often playful in the mornings. Her spirits seemed to come up with the sun. David had been worried about an awkward morning after, worried about her changing perception of him. But she had always been a fresh-start mornings kind of girl that way. Each day was a new day. She never let awkwardness, hurt feelings, or disagreements fester through the night. It made it easy for them to fall in love over and over again. Sitting down to french toast, bacon, and an orange--the height of luxury for newlywed grad students--David tucked in hungrily.



The couple showered together as husband and wife, wordlessly washing each other's bodies, then quietly dried themselves off and put on their church clothes. Jordan curled her hair slightly, wearing a modest dress with a pastel blue top that matched her eyes. David read a book on the couch while he waited for his wife to be ready. They arrived about 15 minutes early, and Jordan made her way to the front of the chapel as David sat quietly in a pew near the back. Jordan was singing in the choir this morning, which was good and bad. Good, because he got to look at her performing beautiful music. Bad, because he would sit alone while she did it. 



As the service started, his mind wandered back to their dating days, picking up where he left off the night before. Jordan made it clear after their conversation at the coffee shop that she wanted to see him again. He gradually became more confident in asking her out. They shared some interests, enjoying the outdoors by going on hikes and even took a canoe trip together, sleepin in separate tents for several nights. They both loved to help, deciding together to volunteer with the church youth program mentoring teens. Jordan would help them with English and history homework, and mentoring student athletes too. David would corral the nerds, focusing on Math and Science. Not to be outdone by Jordan's extracurricular mentoring, he began to teach woodworking classes. The two would sit in on each other's games and classes. David was in awe of Jordan's athleticism. Jordan was impressed with David's skill with tools. He could shape and assemble amazing things with basic lumber. She'd never met a guy that could do that!



About six months into their courtship, Jordan invited David to her hometown to meet her family for a weekend. David was terrified to meet her pastor father, and worried (albeit only to himself) they would all be weird. When he met them, they were (it) a little sheltered, but extremely welcoming. David offered to get a hotel room--which he couldn't afford--but Jordan's mother made up a makeshift bed out of the couch in their den. Her little brother and sister were curious but friendly, and quickly took a liking to David. Penetrating his shy demeanor seemed to be skill shared by the whole family. Jordan's father did have a talk with David about respecting his daughter, but by the end of the talk he became convinced of David's noble intentions and appreciation for his daughter's boundaries. 



On Saturday afternoon, David was invited to go with the family to their favorite swimming spot at a local lake. David was happy to be invited, excited for the chance to show off his lifeguard-honed swimming skills, and asked to borrow a towel. Jordan's mother pointed to a linen closet was down the hall next door to Jordan's room, where he retrieved a fresh beach towel. Just as he pulled the towel out, Jordan emerged from her room in a forest green one-piece bathing suit. Jordan had always dressed modestly, and while David knew and consistently admired her tight, athletic frame, this was the first time he saw the real contours of her body. He was taken aback at just how stunning she was. He briefly realized why the term "attraction" worked, as his attention was drawn to her body like iron to a magnet. Trim, athletic arms and shoulders were topped by the spandex straps holding up the suit that tautly covered her small, perky breasts, flat tummy, and tucked between her strong, toned legs. As she turned around to close her bedroom door, she turned slightly, revealing a well toned rear. David froze. She noticed his eyes lingering on her, with one hand still on the open closet door and the other holding a towel halfway in the closet.



"Hey there," she said, smiling.



"I'm sorry..." He said, quickly pulling the towel the rest of the way out and closing the closet door. He looked down. "You caught me by surprise..."



"It's okay, David." she said quietly, lowering her voice so that her siblings or parents couldn't hear. "I like it when you look at me. I'm your girlfriend. I want you to be attracted to me. Just look, and don't touch, okay?" 



David now had an issue that required he hold his towel discretely over the front of his trunks and excuse himself from the conversation. Prior to leaving for the lake, Jordan put a t-shirt and shorts on over her swimsuit, which David both appreciated and resented slightly. Once they got to the lake, however, she trotted out on the boat dock with her brother and sister, removing her overshirt as she did. David's earlier swimsuit issue began to return, threatening to make the rest of the weekend awkward. He made a quick decision.



Walking briskly to the dock, he quickly kicked off his shoes and pulled his shirt over his head. He then sprinted full bore down the dock, flying past several other swimmers lounging or walking on the boards. When he reached the end, Jordan and her siblings squealed with delight, thinking he was just leading the way, jumping in the cold water. In a way, he was. Reaching the edge of the dock at a full spring, David took a flying leap, landing flat on his belly with a slap on the water. The whole dock full of swimmers groaned in sympathy.



"Are you okay, David?" Jordan leaned over the water slightly with concern as her boyfriend surfaced. "Yeah," David sputtered, the cold water and pain resolving his swimsuit issue temporarily. "I was going to dive, but I slipped." Hollering, Jordan's younger siblings cannonballed in after him, and Jordan's look of concern faded as David forced a wide grin. As she bent toward, him, he could see down the front of her swimsuit slightly, getting the first view of her bare chest--or a portion of it. His heart raced again.



"You jumping in or what?" David taunted his girlfriend. Jordan grinned, took three steps back on the dock, and then ran and dove smoothly into the water. Splash fights and Marco Polo followed. Jordan's parents even jumped and joined in for a bit. David's erotic conundrum faded as he had genuine fun with Jordan's family. They enjoyed a kind of effortless joy together, something he had not known in his family. It was something he deeply craved, and he knew that he wanted to pattern his own family life in a similar way. Jordan's father was not the stern, preacherly pastor he was expecting. His congregation was small, theologically and politically moderate, and more interested in caring for each other than making a name for themselves. So unlike many congregations David had found himself dissatisfied with during his undergraduate years. He was good at his vocation. Jordan's mother reflected her own intensity, but was excited that Jordan had found a nice, churchgoing boy. She quickly warmed to David, and her siblings were in awe of his ability to fix things.



As the afternoon faded, Reverend and Mrs. Simms called everyone back up to the dock to head back for burgers and ice cream. Jordan emerged from the dock ladder first, her body posture in the inadvertently sexy crouch that goes with exiting a body of water from a ladder. David drank in the sight of his dream girl dripping wet in skin-tight clothes, but didn't linger too long--the Reverend was definitely watching. He deliberately turned away and looked at some old men bringing their fishing boats into the docks while he slowly swam toward the ladder to get out himself. Waiting on Jordan's younger siblings to climb out of the water, David found (mercifully) that Jordan had put her t-shirt and shorts back on before his turn came, saving him the conundrum of having to hide his arousal when he got out of the water. Still, he was wary. Jordan, a form-hugging swimsuit, David's eyes, and the Reverend were a dangerous combination. After getting out, David quickly wrapped the beach towel around his waist tightly, knotting the front in order to preclude the need for emergency belly-flops.



With Jordan's family sharing their affection for David, it was not long before he mustered up the necessary courage and inventory to propose. She knew it was coming...but acted surprised. She did not have to feign delight, however. She was deeply in love with David, and equally deeply impressed by his character. He was far more flummoxed than she was as the ring went on her finger. Roughly three dozen overtime, overnight shifts at a nearby 24 distribution center went into buying the modest ring, and feared it wasn't enough. She loved it though--it was the symbol of a good man falling for her. A true prize.



Their wedding was small and sweet. Jordan's home congregation hosted and made it truly special, but it was a small-town wedding. David fought hard to make sure his own family behaved around his new wife and in-laws, with mixed success. But eighteen months after they met, they were married.



Their wedding night took place in the honeymoon suite of a small, rural hotel...which was basically a regular room with a slightly larger tub. The couple nervously checked in as man and wife, and the elderly clerk smirked knowingly as he handed them their keys. David's mind kept returning to Jordan in her swimsuit...salivating at the prospects of the coming hours. Approaching the door to the room, his hand trembled as the keys kept missing the lock. Jordan had changed from her wedding dress to plain jeans and a knit top. She looped her arms through his and leaned her head on her shoulder as he fumbled with, and eventually opened, the door. Her scent was intoxicating, and her body was warm against his. She, too, was nervous...a true virgin. Once they got in the room with the door closed behind them, they dropped their bags in the corner and began to kiss passionately and grope each other hungrily. David ran his hands up and down Jordan's back, first over her clothes, and then slipped his hands under, feeling the warm skin on her back for the first time. He slipped his hands under her brassiere strap, reveling in the new-felt territory. Jordan held him close, kissing his mouth, his face, his neck. She removed his glasses and threw them on the table behind her.



David took the opportunity to reach for her shirt and pull it up. His new wife stood before him in just jeans and a bra. She looked so vulnerable, so beautiful. He stared at her body and began stroking her front lightly. His right hand passed over her left breast for the first time. She instinctively reached up to stop him, then stopped herself--this was okay now. He nervously reached up and cupped both of her breasts over her bra. She responded by leaning forward and kissing him deeply. He reached around and fumbled awkwardly with her brassiere strap. Unable to get it open, he returned to stroking her back. She stepped back, looked down, and reached behind herself to remove it for him. As her bra dropped, his jaw followed, and he saw her topless for the first time. Her breasts were gorgeous--a perfect handful. Firm, smooth, with hardening pink nipples. He was not ready for the full effect, however. When he looked up and met her eyes again, their locked gaze nailed him to the floor. Trembling again, he reached for her chin again and brought her close to share a deep, passionate kiss. 



Jordan's skin became warmer, and she began fumbling with his pants. He began to breathe rapidly as she wrestled his belt apart, then unbuttoned his top button and jerked his zipper down. She slipped her fingers into the waistband of his boxers, then reached in with her right hand trembling. 



Initially her hand found nothing. She felt around while holding the kiss and smoothly passed her hand over his lower stomach, his right thigh, his left thigh. She then moved to his crotch and discovered his rigid penis. 



David's body jerked suddenly, and Jordan broke the kiss to look down in shock--her fingers were suddenly wet and sticky. She took a half step back and pulled his pants and boxers down, finding a weak dribble dripping from a small, thin, rigid penis.



Jordan looked at David's penis for a moment, holding it between her thumb and forefinger and watching the liquid ooze out of the end--one small drop at a time. She looked up and met his eyes again. "David? Are you okay?"



 "Yeah, yeah, I'm okay," he heaved. "Just really, really excited." 



Jordan's nose crinkled as she smiled affectionately at him. She then looked down at what she held between her fingers, then looked up at David's face again. 



"Is that it?"
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Jordan's playful reminder to David to keep their secret life out of church was intended seriously. Jordan valued their community and had many friends that she didn't want to find out about the new dimensions of her marriage. David, too, held the little congregation in high regard–this was the place where he met, courted, and dated the love of his life. To have this space tainted by scandal was unthinkable. 



Jordan's perspective from the choir seats allowed her to look out over the conversation. She briefly made eye contact with David, three rows from the back toward the corner, and smiled at him. He used to sit in the back row, all the way in the corner. He had moved up a few rows. It was progress. She turned her attention to the preacher, now beginning his sermon. She tried to focus on the teaching from the pulpit, but the gravity of last night's experiences pulled her into a brief reverie. It was an emotionally intense evening, rivaling the emotional intensity of her actual wedding night. In some ways, it exceeded that intensity. 



Jordan didn't remember her wedding night the same way her husband did. David remembered that night with shame and embarrassment–a fact that she had learned recently. She remembered his jerking premature ejaculation when she took off her bra and touched him for the first time, but she remembered that as a flattering experience that excited her. What David never seemed to remember is that he recovered quickly and they resumed the journey of love soon after. She remembered smooth, warm, comfortable feelings throughout. She remembered the first time she expressed her love physically. She remembered falling asleep happily in David's arms.



Last night had also ended with her falling asleep happily in her husband's arms. The hours before that slumber, however, were intense…



Jordan shook her head and consciously refocused on the sermon. From her seat in the choir, it could be harder to focus on the sermon since the pastor's back was to her. She looked around briefly, and noticed the woman sitting next to her smiling conspicuously at her. It was Carol, one of her first friends in the congregation. Carol was in her late fifties, and was a mother of 3 and grandmother of 2. She was also a career school teacher and an all around fun lady. Jordan looked up to her and they talked often at church. Carol leaned in to whisper to Jordan:



"You're looking very pretty this morning!"



Jordan blushed, "Thank you Carol…"



"You look like you're enjoying married life…you know?"



Jordan playfully slapped Carol's knee. "Of course I am. Aren't you?"



"Sweetie, I know what that look in the eyes. That level of distraction means you're really enjoying married life, you know what I mean? And good for you. Enjoy it while you're young."



"Stop!" Jordan whispered, giggling. 



Their conversation was interrupted by the rest of the choir standing up to sing. Jordan and Carol rushed to stand, red faced, having missed the end of the sermon and choir conductor's cue entirely. 



After the service, Jordan and David chatted amiably with the other people as they all filed out of the building into a warm Sunday afternoon. Jordan and David held hands as they walked to their car–a decades old Subaru that David had managed to buy right before they married. They drove home, chatting about the service and their upcoming weeks until they arrived at their apartment and closed the door behind them. David had been fixated on Jordan for the whole service, and couldn't wait to get her home. They kissed passionately as they fumbled with each other's clothes. Church clothes were hard to tear off in passion. Too many buttons, long zippers, underlayers, stiff shoes…Nevertheless, the two found themselves passionate and nude in their bed within minutes, hands roaming and caressing each other. David felt the wetness of Jordan's pussy and eagerly moved between her legs, excited to enjoy the pleasure of his wife's body.



"Wait, David…"



David halted, perplexed.



Jordan reached into the end table and pulled out a condom. She quickly ripped open the package, pulled out the petite prophylactic and began to roll it on to David's body. David was confused.



"Jordan, I thought your birth control was…"



Jordan continued to roll until the condom was tightly covering the modest length of David's stiff penis, then laid back and eagerly pulled his body on top of hers. She didn't seem to have heard David's protest. David gently pushed inside of Jordan, her warmth stimulating his whole body and filling him with passion. He began to thrust as he kissed his wife.



"I love you baby…you feel so good," Jordan cooed in between kisses.



David pulled her body close to his, concentrating to regulate his pace. He didn't want to end things too quickly. The condom deadened the sensation somewhat, which helped to moderate his excitement. 



"You like my body, David? Do you like making love with me?" 



"Oh, I love it. I love your body. You're so hot, it's just…"



A single, brute fact intruded on David's consciousness as he slowly moved in and out of Jordan's pussy. Mark had filled her pussy with his cum last night. His dick began to warm uncontrollably. 



Mark had filled her…David knew. He had received her lover's cum in his mouth.



David shuddered and came, groaning involuntarily. Jordan tightened her arms around his neck and her legs around his waist. The tension slowly drained from David's body, and Jordan kissed gently up and down the side of his face and neck as he relaxed into sleep.



* * *



David woke up next to Jordan roughly an hour later. He felt well rested after an excellent Sunday afternoon nap. Jordan was breathing steadily next to him, clearly still asleep. He gently leaned over and kissed her on the cheek, then gingerly worked his way out of their bed. He had a full shift on the truck tomorrow morning starting at 3AM, and he had homework to finish before that. He looked at the clock. 2PM. He had approximately 7 hours to finish his homework, have dinner with Jordan, and then get to sleep if he wasn't going to be a zombie at work and school on Monday. He left the bedroom, gently closing the door behind him so he wouldn't disturb his wife's sleep, and moved to the kitchen table where the couple's laptop computers were stacked neatly. He moved Jordan's Macbook to the side and opened his old HP. Booting up the system, he stared at the screen as his programs struggled to load. Once the operating system seemed to be online he began opening browser windows. Again, he was frustrated by delays. He grunted in dismay as the system itself locked. This happened sometimes when he didn't wait for the system to be completely booted up before getting to work. It was an old laptop, and it was on its last legs, but David didn't want to spend money they didn't have on a new laptop he could do without.



He looked over to Jordan's Macbook. Much newer. All of his work this afternoon was web-based, and Jordan didn't mind when she borrowed his laptop, as long as she didn't need it. He reached over and turned on the macbook, then turned to reboot the HP and let it do a slow start. He could get to work on Jordan's laptop while his warmed up, he reasoned. The system booted up quickly, and the browser windows opened up effortlessly. He began to get to work while his old HP clicked, hummed, and delayed next to Jordan's smoother machine. 



It didn't take long for David to get into a workflow. He began efficiently moving through tasks, quizzes, and assignments, forgetting to switch back to his computer in the process. Suddenly, an iMessage notification appeared in the top-right of Jordan's screen. Jordan's texts were synced with iMessage. This message was short:



Hey yourself.



David's curiosity was piqued, but he continued to work through it. Another moment passed, and another notification appeared.



About to go for a run, then doing some fitness reports. That time of year for me.



David looked more closely at the notification and saw the source. It was Mark. His heart quickened. After briefly wrestling with his better judgment and losing, he opened the iMessage app so he could see both sides of the conversation coming in. Just as he did, Mark's next message populated, and the text stream began to flow. 



M: What about you?



J: I just woke up from a nap. I have some homework to get started on, but I'm feeling lazy… 😛



M: Well you shouldn't wait too long…don't want to get behind things. That's my job…



J: Don't I know it 😉



M: Where's hubby?



J: David's in the kitchen doing homework. I just wanted to reach out and thank you for last night…



M: Thank me? For what?



J: Don't be silly, M…you know for what…



M: Not sure I do. My memory is a little hazy.



David's eyebrow lifted and he began to feel blood flow in response to his arousal. At the same time, he began to be anxious…why was Jordan reaching out to Mark without talking to him first? They didn't have a hard rule about that, but he felt it was implied that he should be included before any communication.



J: Mark, don't make me say it.



M: I'm going to make you say it. I'm also going to make you touch yourself while you say it.



David felt his cock begin to stiffen.



J: OMG Mark 🫢

J: You're bad…



M: Not as bad as you are going to be if you're going to get what you want.



J: What's that? 🤔



The texts paused. Mark didn't respond. It seemed for a moment as if the conversation had run its course. A few minutes passed. Then, a new message. From Jordan.



J: Mark?



M: So you do want something.



J: 🥴



M: Are you touching yourself?



Another pause. Then 



J: Yes.



M: Good girl. Now what do you want? Why did you text me? 

M: I know how busy you are.

M: Jordan.



David thought about an excuse to knock on the door, interrupting this awkward exchange. His rational mind briefly entertained the idea of sitting down and talking about rules with Jordan, as this was pushing the boundaries they set together. Then a message from Jordan.



J: I want to feel good.



M: You want me to tell you that you get good grades and the people at church like you?



J: LOL, no, you know what I mean…



M: I do, Jordan, but I don't like the game. You want me to do all the work here, and I'm not your sex toy.



J: OMG Mark

J: I'm sorry, I didn't mean to insult you.



M: It's okay, but it seems like everyone's boundaries are a little fluid here, and things get messy at this stage. So a few things are going to happen right now. Understand?



J: Yes



M: Good. What are you wearing?



J: Nothing.



M: Get out of bed and put on some clothes.



J: OK. I'm sorry, Mark.



David was shocked, and put in the awkward position of wanting to jump in and tell Mark not to be an asshole to his wife. However, he couldn't let on that he was snooping on Jordan's texts either. He stopped working and stared at the message app, transfixed.



J: OK I have clothes on now.



M: Good. What are you wearing? 



J: A t shirt and some sweatpants. 



M: Send me a picture.



Another pause. Then a picture came through, Jordan facing her small vanity. She had taken out her contacts and was wearing her glasses. She sported a pouty face that tried to restart the earlier playful tone, but retained a small but discernible amount of genuine concern. She was wearing a church camp counselor t-shirt and loose gray sweatpants. Not her sexiest combination.



M: That's better. Now, we need to re-establish some things. Where's David?



David held his breath.



J: In the kitchen, studying.



M: If I remember right, your couch and TV are open to the kitchen, right? 



J: Yes, why?



M: You're going to go out there and lay down on the couch. I'm going to make you feel good.



Another pause. Then 



J: 🤭



David heard the doorknob to the bedroom click open and quickly shut her laptop, shifting his in front of him and hers to the side. Jordan came gingerly through the door, a little flushed and tentative. David tried to act casual.



"Hey Jo, how'd you sleep?"



"Really good, you?"



"Pretty good. Just knocking out homework before dinner, if I can manage to do it…"



"That's my hardworking man…" She walked past him and out to the living room area. She laid down on the couch, feet facing where David was sitting. David grimaced, uncomfortably aroused. 



Jordan pulled the blanket off the couch from its usual spot and draped it over her legs, then leaned back and began scrolling through her phone. She was quiet for a good while, and David actually found his way back into his workflow. Then, slowly and quietly, Jordan's right hand slipped under her blanket. 



David's face burned. 



Jordan moved her phone more directly in front of her face. David wasn't quite sure, but he thought he saw her move her legs apart, very slightly. His face burned deeper, and his heart began pounding. How could he let this happen? What kind of a man lets this happen? 



Thoughts of shame were quickly replaced by throbbing curiosity, however. Watching Jordan out of the corner of his eye, he very quietly moved Jordan's Macbook to the far side of his own laptop, with the hope of concealing it from Jordan's angle, and ever so slowly eased the monitor open to see what was going on between his wife and her lover.



J:OK I'm in the living room. David's doing homework.



M: Can he see you?



J: Yes, kind of. I have a blanket on.



M: That's fine. Begin to touch yourself now.



David caught up to the end of the text change. Then the flow began again…



M: Are you touching yourself?



J: Yes. I'm so worked up, I want to cum



M: You won't cum until you're told.



J: Yes sir…🥵



M: Can David tell you're touching yourself?



J: I don't know. 



M: Open your legs wider.



David stared blankly at his own laptop screen, straining to see out of the corner of his eye as Jordan opened her legs imperceptibly wider. She responded



J: They're wider.



M: How do you feel?



J: Good



M: How good?



J: So good…🫠



M: As good as last night?



J: No.



M: Why not?



J: Last night you were there…🥵



M: Was I there to talk through your dissertation proposal?



David heard Jordan stifle a small giggle. His breathing quickened, and he struggled to conceal it as Mark finally engaged playfully with his wife.



J: LOL no.



M: Were we feeding orphans?



J: Lol no…we were having fun! 😈



M: Dissertation conferences and orphan feedings aren't fun?



J: You know what I mean, haha.



M: I'm afraid I don't. Now focus on your clit. Keep the touch light, keep it slow. 



The room seemed to become more silent. David began to hear small, hushed gasps from his wife behind her phone screen.



M: So, why was last night different, Jordan? Go a little faster.



J: Because we were together…



M: I know. Say what we were doing.

M: Say it. 

M: Say it now, Jordan.



J: We were having sex, Mark.



M: Who's we?



J: You and me…



M: Let me spell it out. I know I had sex with you last night. What's my name?



J: Mark, we were having sex last night Mark. It was so good because you were there, Mark…



M: There it is. Add a little pressure to your clit. So you had sex with me last night?



J: Yes.



M: And you liked it?



J: OMG YES…



David heard a small, nearly imperceptible whine come from his wife. His erection edged into painful territory. 



M: You want to cum, don't you?



J: YES. 🥵



M: Good. Stop touching yourself. Take your hand out from under the blanket. 

M: Right now.



David heard Jordan exhale in frustration, and she pulled her right hand out from under the blanket. She slammed it down in frustration, throwing a silent mini-tantrum. David squinted at the iMessage. Jordan's hushed, rough breathing began to regulate and calm down. Mark sent the next message.



M: You didn't come, did you?



J: No. 🤬



M: Good girl. Now, I have a question for you. Did you tell David?



J: No, but I kept my promise.



M: The promise was to tell David.



David was taken aback. Tell me what? He thought…



J: I will tell him. I'll tell him as soon as I cum. 



M: No. Before.



J: Please Mark, I'll go back to the bedroom, you can make me cum so good, and I'll go right out and tell him.



David's heart dropped. This was bad. Really bad.



M: No. Tell him what you've been doing, and tell him what we decided. Then you can go back to the room and finish.



Another pause. Then Jordan. 



J: 👍



M: Good girl.



J: 🫠



Jordan began to stir on the couch, and David subtly shut the Macbook. She stood up, folding the blanket and laying it over the back of the couch where she found it. David's heart raced as she took the few steps over to the kitchen table and sat down.



"Hey baby, how's it going?" David asked, his trembling voice betraying the innocence of the question.



"Hi David." She sat down in a chair across from him. "You didn't have to shut the laptop, I know you were watching my texts." She smiled coyly at him.



David chuckled awkwardly. "Sorry baby…" 



"It's okay. Mark is right, we need to be clear on where everyone is and where our boundaries are. So we need to have a talk, and then I need to finish something." Jordan blushed noticeably. 



"I guess you do," David tried to force his erection down between his legs.



"So, first off, you already know what I've been doing. I woke up a little while ago and began texting with Mark and masturbating. But you knew that. I'm guessing by the way you're trying to sit in the chair that you're okay with that?"



David squirmed, embarrassed. "Yes, I think it's pretty hot."



"So do I, baby. I'm glad we're together on that. But there's something else I was a little afraid to tell you."



"We can work it out, Jo. If we have to tell Mark no, I'm okay with that, whatever you need."



"Earlier when we made love, I put a condom on you, and I pretended not to notice that you didn't know why."



"Okay…"



Jordan looked down, her own face burning. "So last night, our two year anniversary, was the first time we let Mark cum inside me."



"I remember." Jordan broke into a smile, still looking down. "Of course you remember, baby."



"So I'm okay with that if you two want to keep doing that. I think it's really hot…"



"It's not about what you're okay with, baby."



"Okay, if you're not okay with it, that's fine too Jo, I totally get it…"



"David, shut up for a second. This is hard for me."



David sat up straight, listening intently. Jordan held her gaze down toward her folded hands on the kitchen table. "Mark says that now that I've received his cum, he owns my pussy." David began to feel the tip of his penis leaking. Jordan continued: "He says he will dictate who uses it, and he says you can use it, but you have to wear a condom. He doesn't want your cum in the same place as his."



David covered his crotch with both hands, and looked at his wife's downcast eyes, face burning. Jordan looked up and met his eyes. 



"I really, really don't want to hurt you, and so I didn't want to tell you this. I tried to get him to go back to condoms, but he said once he claimed my pussy, it's his or it's not. We can't go back. I have to stop seeing him. I don't want to take away anything from you, and I don't want to hurt or disrespect you." Her eyes were pleading with his, hoping he would not take offense. "So if you want me to stop seeing him, I absolutely will. But if you want me to keep seeing him, you have to wear a condom for as long as I see him."



David's eyes were saucers. Jordan reached across the table, extending her hands to meet his. David wiped the moisture off of his hands with his pants, pushed his laptop aside and met her, holding hands across the table. Jordan inhaled deeply, then exhaled. Then she gave the ultimatum.



"I'm leaving it up to you, baby. You're my husband, and I love you. I know you enjoy this, and I enjoy this too. I can keep having sex with two men. But I can only have Mark's cum. Or, we can go back to it just being us, and I will love to have your cum."



David was trembling with shame and arousal. Jordan could tell, and let him take a moment to gather himself. Then he stammered out a response:



"Wh-wh-what do you w-w-want to do Jordan?



"I don't know what I want to do. I know what I don't want to do, and that is to hurt you. So if making you wear a condom is going to hurt you, I don't want to do that. But I like having sex with Mark, and I think you like when I have sex with Mark too. So if it won't hurt you, and if you'll keep enjoying that, I want to keep doing that."



David was deep in cuck space, and Jordan could tell. "I also don't want you to decide this when you're horny and then decide you don't want it later. So I'll make the decision a little clearer. If you even want me to touch or receive your cum, I'll do it and be happy. But that will be the end of my time playing with Mark. I haven't told him that, but that can be our deal. So basically, you can end this whenever you want. OK?"



David nodded excitedly. Jordan smiled, relieved. They were still holding hands across the table. She giggled to herself. "This is so naughty, isn't it? I was so scared to bring it up! Are you okay, David? Are you really okay?"



David nodded. "I'm so good, Jordan. This is so hot, you have no idea…"



Jordan nodded back: "It IS so hot! I know!"



David let go of her hands and leaned back in his chair, emotionally taut. "So, do you need to text him back, or…?"



Jordan laughed airily: "I KNEW IT! You love this. I love you baby. I'll text Mark right now." She picked up her phone off the table and began to walk back to the bedroom. David instinctively reached down to touch his trembling penis. 



Jordan entered the bedroom, and turned to close the door behind her, then stopped right before closing it all the way, looking through the narrow opening. "David?"



"Yeah?"



"You haven't asked me yet."



"I haven't asked you what?"



"Mark said you'd ask me."



"I don't know what you're talking about."



"Yes, you do."



David pursed his lips together, perplexed. Jordan opened the door again, and walked slowly toward him. "Ask me, David."



"What do you want me to ask you, Jo?"



"Ask me before I go back to phone sex with my lover. Ask me."



David looked at his wife's face, the nervous tension of their earlier conversation replaced entirely by a sultry, unbroken gaze. 



"What do you want me to ask you?"



Jordan stood next to David's chair, placing her phone down on the table in front of him. She crouched down so that her face was right next to his. He could feel her breath. She leaned into his ear and whispered below a whisper:



"Ask me, David."



David's face reddened, and he looked down. 



"Does Mark cum more than I do?"  



Jordan lifted up her hand, setting her index finger gently under David's chin, using it to lift and turn his head until his eyes met hers. 



Those eyes. So deep. So blue. Like staring into a glacier lake. 



"So much more, David. So much more."



David began trembling again. 



"You know, baby. You ate some of it."



"Some of it?"



"Oh yeah, honey. That cum you ate out of my pussy? That was my lover's last orgasm. Out of four." 



Jordan lightly kissed her husband on the lips, and then stood up. Wordlessly, she lifted her top up over her head. Her perky bare breasts were next to David's face, pink nipples noticeably erect. She placed her top gently on top of the two laptops, still in front of David on the table. She then pulled her pants down, stepped out of them, folded them in half, and hung them over David's shoulder. She then picked up her phone off the table, and turned to walk back into their bedroom. 



As she crossed the bedroom door threshold, David called out after her tentatively:



"Jo? Where did the first three go?"



She turned to look over her shoulder, her pale, bare back and taut hindquarters causing David's eyes to ache with hunger. The door clicked shut behind her.




Post 9 — Guest

Tue Nov 21, 2023 2:58 pm

Great character development & really hot story 🔥




Post 10 — Crushing

Wed Nov 22, 2023 9:38 am

LIGHTS, LIGHTS, LIGHTS!!!



The barren lights flooded the quiet, dark squad bay with light and instant chaos. Two long, neat rows of bunks exploded into action as wiry recruits tumbled out of bed and shuffled briskly to stand stock-still at the end of their bunks to be counted. Morning count-off commenced, the recruits shouting their numbers at the top of their lungs, shredding the 5 AM air. The frenzied bustle of morning head call and report to formation followed standard US Marine Corps training models–frenzied, chaotic movements terminating suddenly in tight lines or boxes of aspiring marines moving in tight coordinated movement.



Recruit Mark Rein had fallen afoul of a particularly vicious drill instructor this morning, as he had taken too long tying his boot laces prior to forming to march to breakfast. Now, in front of the chow hall as his platoon mates filed briskly into the building to shovel food into their aching stomachs, Mark hung helplessly on a pull-up bar with a surly drill instructor glaring up at him.



"5 more."



Mark had already completed over 25 pullups in a single set. His arms were dead. Sweat poured from his forehead and stung his eyes. His posture hanging from the bar betrayed his disadvantage: He had long arms and legs, and his larger frame made it harder to pull his whole body up than his smaller squadmates. He struggled, muttering muffled profanity to himself as he tried and failed to get over the bar one more time. He felt his fingers begin to slip. Panic crept in, as the young recruit gasped slightly with biceps, shoulders, forearms, and even fingers burning. The drill instructor began to break into a sadistic smile as Mark's fingers moved toward the point of no return, dropping him down to the ground in public, weak shame. Not a good start to the day at 5:20 AM.



Suddenly another recruit slammed into the drill instructor, throwing him off his balance and knocking his flat-brimmed hat off as they both tumbled to the ground. It was Jared Poisson, Mark's bunkmate. Jared was pursuing the incredibly bad idea to play catch with his hat, and, following another recruit's overzealous throw, he had attempted an end zone catch which put him on a collision course with a particularly vicious authority figure. Mark's fall to the ground went unnoticed as the entire platoon watched Jared and the senior marine tumble to the dust in horror. The drill instructor shoved Jared off him, stood up, picked up his hat, and began dusting it off along with his uniform. Placing the hat calmly on his head, he began to stare silently into the cowed platoon. The only way for a drill instructor to regain his dignity was to extract it out of an entire platoon's pain.



That night, after a particularly brutal day of training and punishment (honestly it was hard to tell the difference on most days), Mark and Jared were hastily organizing their footlockers before lights out. The air in the squad bay was heavy with exhaustion, the collected recruits clearly relieved to have survived another day. Mark turned to Jared with a half-cocked grin, voicing under his breath: "Nice job today dumbass."



Jared smirked, shooting a look at his bunkmate, responding with an intense whisper. "You think that was an accident, genius?"



Mark furrowed his brow, startled. He looked hastily around to make sure no drill instructors were nearby. Talking could start the platoon's pain clock again.



Jared leaned in. "Rein, you really think I'm dumb enough to take a flying leap into Staff Sergeant I'm-An-Alcoholic-Who-Never-Gets-Laid-And-I'm-Taking-It-Out-On-Recruits to save a uniform item?"



"So why did you do it? It fucked up the whole day for everyone!"



"You're my squad leader, Rein. You're also the squad leather to 20 other recruits. You were about to lose face, and maybe your leadership spot. I was looking out for you, and spreading out the pain. How can you not see that?" 



Mark was stunned. "I just thought you were being a dumbass, man."



"Is that something I do, Rein? Am I the platoon shitbag? You can't lead if you can't actually see your people. Know your people, man. If you don't know your people, you can't lead. And if you don't want a day of unnecessary pain, tie your damn boots faster." Jared slammed his footlocker shut and turned back to his bunk. Mark had no response. He looked at his watch. Two minutes to lights out. Time to quickly review the squad before inspection and lights out. He took off briskly down the row of bunks.



30 minutes later, the squad bay was dark and shrouded in exhausted silence. Mark laid in the top bunk, staring uncomfortably at the squad bay ceiling. Tossing and turning, he wrestled with the reality that his weakness caused pain for the whole platoon that day. It couldn't happen again. He slipped noiselessly out of his bunk and crept to his footlocker. Removing his boots, he sat down on the floor, trying not to disturb Jared, who was sleeping on the bottom bunk with his back to Mark. He began tying and untying his bootlaces quickly and silently, stopping to examine every point at which he slowed down. 



Out of the darkness, Jared whispered to Mark without turning to face him:



"Hey man, I don't think you need to practice tying your shoes. This morning was a one-off."



"It can't happen again."



Jared paused. "Thanks, Rein."



"Yeah."



Another pause. Then Jared, again, whispering:



"Hey, sorry for flipping out earlier. I think you're a good leader. I was just tired."



"Don't be sorry. You're right. I gotta do better."



Mark continued to focus on tying and untying his boots. Jared shuffled to turn and face him. "Rein…you're the big guy. You're the biggest target, and people count on you. It's not your fault, but it's your burden. I'm smaller, but I'm here in the same place. I'm in the same shit pile you are. You can count on me, but you have to see me. You can count on anyone, but you have to see them. You can't just march at the front, you gotta hold the whole line behind you. You gotta carry that whole line of weight in your mind. But they're gonna be there when you need them. You get my front, I'll get your back. You know?"



"Yeah," Mark grunted dismissively.



Jared sighed, turning away. More silence passed, and Jared began to drift off to sleep.



"Poisson…" Mark whispered. Jared opened his eyes slightly. "What?"



"Where you from?"



Jared smiled slightly. "Northern Vermont. Near the Canadian border. You?"



"San Antonio."



* * *



The doorknob clicked and Jordan emerged from the bedroom. Her hair was disheveled, her breathing noticeably relaxed. She walked, naked, to the kitchen sink, turned on the water, and washed her hands carefully with soap, humming the hymn she sang with the choir that morning. She turned off the water, dried her hands on a towel next to the sink, and turned to face David, leaning back against the sink. She wore a contented smile and nothing else. Her smooth shoulders hung slightly with noticeable comfort. Her perky breasts rose and fell with her measured breathing, nipples slowly losing their earlier visible erection. David noticed a small, shiny hint of moisture on her inner thighs and between her legs. Jordan spoke first:



"How's your homework going?"



"Good. How are you doing?"



"I'm great, baby. Thanks for asking." Jordan walked smoothly to David's side of the table and picked up her sweatpants, still folded over her husband's shoulder, putting them on casually–one leg at a time. She then picked up her camp counselor t-shirt, holding it out in front of her until it hung naturally before putting it on. She sat down across the table with a deep sigh. "I've got some homework and grading to do too. Can you slide my laptop over here?"



David pushed the laptop across the table. "I noticed no more texting…"



"No, we facetimed. What's the story on dinner? I'm pretty hungry."



"We have some leftover chicken, I thought we could heat that up, and some instant mashed potatoes and carrots. I can roast the carrots, if you want."



"That sounds tasty, honey. I'd love that." Jordan picked up her glasses off the table and put them on. David stood up, walked behind Jordan's chair to the refrigerator and stove, and began preparing food to share with his wife.



"Jordan?"



"Yeah baby?"



"I love you."



Jordan turned around to her husband, making a playful kissy face at him. "I love you too…" She turned back to her work.




Post 11 — Crushing

Fri Nov 24, 2023 10:13 am

Jordan woke up suddenly, realizing she had slept through her alarm. She reached out to her nightstand to pick up her phone and check the time. 7:25. Her eyes widened; she had to hurry to make it to class by 8. 



Shuffling to the drawer, she quickly opened and shut a series of drawers in quick succession, grabbing one item off the top from each one. Normally she liked to be more put together, but this morning she simply had no time. She ran into the bathroom and turned on the shower. Dropping her clothes on the vanity, she grabbed her toothbrush with one hand while testing the hot water with the other. This shower always took too long to get warm. Oh well...time for a hard wake-up!



She yipped as she stepped into the cold shower, then shut the shower door behind her as she crammed her toothbrush in her mouth. She washed her hair and body rapidly, ever conscious of the time slipping away. Hopping out, she quickly toweled herself off and put on her underwear, then frantically ran a brush through her wet hair before tying it back into a ponytail. She then threw on the top and bottom she grabbed from the drawer, noting that the colors went together surprisingly well. She quick-stepped out of the bathroom, down the hall, and into the kitchen where David had left a note on the table before leaving for his early morning delivery route. 



Morning Beautiful,

	Hope you woke up on time…if you're running late, I made a smoothie the way you like. It's in the fridge. Have a great day.



David



PS: You are truly stunning, you know that?



She smiled to herself, taking the sealed breakfast cup out of the refrigerator in her left hand and threw her backpack over her shoulder with her right. She leaned down to the table and kissed the note before whirling around and heading to the front door of their small apartment.



Fast-walking her way to campus, Jordan kept looking at her watch as she raced to make the first class. She was a teaching assistant in a large, introductory psychology class with over 200 students. Normally, a tardy TA could slip in the back of such a large class without being noticed, but the professor she worked for had eagle eyes. 



She made her way through the door of the theater with most of the students seated already. Thankfully, she made it there before Professor Lukacz. She waved to the other teaching assistants and found a seat in the front row of the theater–always the last to fill up–and pulled out her laptop. Professor Lukacz bouldered into the room a minute later, quickly setting up his laptop to project on the main screen and standing expectantly in front of the room. Jordan looked at her phone screen--7:59 changed to 8:00 exactly as Professor Lukacz stepped up to the lectern. Incredible. 



The man's punctuality was legendary, second only to his reputation as a scholar and researcher. He was a hard-edged teacher, too. Undergraduates feared his classes, avoiding them if possible. Graduate students figuratively cut each other's throats for his letters of recommendation. Jordan had been accepted as one of his doctoral students, and over the course of her first two years in the program had become familiar with his habits. She knew he was tough, but brilliant. Even good work was met with fierce criticism. If a student brought a good proposal or paper to him for comment, he would return it bleeding with red ink. If they brought him less than their best, it would go in the trash. 



Jordan's memory drifted back to her first few weeks of marriage, when she learned the truth of this aspect of his reputation. She had dashed off a draft research proposal the night before a due date during midterms. Having so recently gotten through a stressful wedding, coupled with the stress of setting up a new life with her husband, the normal chaos of grading midterms for her TA classes, and studying for her own exams, she simply didn't have time to make the deadline to submit that semester's research proposal. When she arrived at Professor Lukacz' office for her monthly check-in meeting, she knocked on the partly-open door and was waved in impatiently. She sat down across his desk and apologized for the draft, asking what he thought about her skeleton research proposal.



Looking straight at her, he silently pointed to the trash can next to his desk. Her eyes widened.



Jordan was stunned. "So...you didn't like it?"



Professor Lukacz snorted dismissively. "No, I didn't read it. I do not read drafts. I'm a busy man. Bring me the finished proposal, or bring me nothing." The quiet intensity of his voice pressed into her and she began to panic. 



Jordan attempted to stammer out a follow-up question, but found herself at a loss. She had never been dismissed this way before. Her naturally personable demeanor and obvious intelligence, coupled with her consistency and dependability always made her a favorite with teachers, professors, and bosses. Here was a man filling all three of those roles projecting a blank wall of displeasure. A blank wall into which she slammed, headfirst. She was in a daze.



"I'm so sorry professor, it won't happen again. Can I get you a completed proposal for review and feedback?"



"I leave for Vienna on Friday. Today is Wednesday. We can meet tomorrow after class if you email me the proposal no later than 5 o' clock this afternoon. And this is the last time I will accept late work from you. Do you understand?"



"Yes sir," she briskly replied, gathering her things. He returned his head to his work, waving her away. Her face had turned a deep shade of red. Her heart was pounding with embarrassment as she hurried out the door. She walked briskly down the hallway of the faculty office building, holding back tears. Once outside, she pulled out her phone and called her fiancee.



David answered on the first ring: "Hi beautiful, what's up?"



"I'm just calling to say I can't make our lunch date today. I have to revise and resubmit my research proposal. I'm so sorry!"



"Professor Lukacz didn't like it?"



"He didn't even read it. He said he doesn't read drafts and..." she lowered her voice to guard her admission: "he could tell I didn't do my best work."



"He didn't even read what you had and give you notes? What a jerk."



"He's not a jerk...he's...okay, he's a little bit of a jerk. But he's right, I didn't do my best, and I want to always do my best."



"I completely understand, Jo. Why don't you call me tonight after you send it off and we can check in on dinner plans then?"



"That's fine. I love you David, thank you for understanding! I've got to go, I'm walking into the library now."



"Love you too Jo, good luck."



She ended the call and hurried into the library, found her favorite study space unoccupied, and plopped down to fix her mess. With feverish effort, she managed to send off the corrected proposal at 4:55, just under her mentor's deadline, wary of the dangers of sending in late or unfinished work after the morning's confrontation. 



She then hurried home to make dinner for her husband, but was surprised to be met with tasty smells as she opened the door. David had already cooked for her. He leaned back from the stove so he could see her come in. "You were supposed to call! I don't even have the table set!"



Jordan smiled like the new bride she was, put her backpack down in the corner, and walked up behind David, hugging him tightly from behind and kissing him on the cheek. She then reached into the cabinet for dishes and began to set the table for two while David finished the cooking. 



Discussing their day over dinner, David predictably took her side against her professor's rigid expectations, which validated her own self doubts. While cleaning up the dishes, the newlyweds chatted about his day interning at a local accounting firm, and his dread of his own upcoming midterms in the final year of his MBA program. Then they settled down to snuggle on the couch and scroll through the latest streaming offerings on the open laptop in front of them. They couldn't afford a TV, or really anything other than basic furnishings yet, so movie night was an open laptop on the rickety coffee table across from the ragged brown couch they found at the thrift store. Tonight's show was an episode of a science fiction series that David had taken an interest in and loved to talk about. 



As the show's theme music began, Jordan snuggled up to her husband, but couldn't concentrate on the show. She had met her deadline, but her thoughts kept returning to her stern encounter with Professor Lukacz. Why couldn't she let it go? She kept thinking of him pointing to the trash can with stern eyes fixed on her. His blank-wall stare loomed over her even while trying to relax with her husband. As she fixated on this unsettling encounter, she became gradually more agitated--even a little flushed. She finally decided that she needed to go to bed, and kissed David on the cheek. 



"I'm tired, honey. I need to go to bed."



"Don't you want to finish the episode? This is a good one..."



"No, I'm a little distracted and need to get some rest. You finish up."



"No, I'm okay, I'd rather come to bed with you..." David's eyes were bright with newlywed expectation...a look that Jordan had learned to decipher during their honeymoon. She smiled and playfully beckoned him into the bedroom.



Both David and Jordan had deep religious roots, and followed a strict moral code before marriage regarding their sexuality. They were virgins when they married, and although David in particular found it hard to keep his hands off his then-fiance's tight young body, he respected their upbringing and her desire to save herself for her husband. Now that they were married, he was enjoying the freedom to explore her body, and she loved the excitement she was able to stir in her husband. Once they got in bed they fondled each other, kissing deeply and breathing heavily. David was still clumsy and overeager pulling off Jordan's clothes. Jordan--while loving her husband's enthusiasm--felt awkward slowing him down, and felt a desire to meet his excitement with her own. She handed him a condom...smiling knowingly as he rolled it over his eager, rigid penis.



David's heart fluttered as he moved to make love to his wife. He noticed that she was more flushed than usual. As he kissed his way down her stomach, he removed her panties and found her sex to be quite warm to the touch, much warmer than the rest of her smooth body. This excited him even more. He gently feathered the soft, warm tangle of light brown hair between her legs and found her wetness...which was wetter than he had ever felt before. He turned his eyes upward and met hers, which had a hunger in them that drove him crazy. He began kissing her thighs, gently moving his hunger between her legs. 



Jordan moaned softly, reaching down to place her fingers in David's hair. She felt the intensity of her pleasure building, but also had the stern eyes of Professor Lukacz lurking in her mind's eye. She had hoped making love with her husband would clear her mind of her earlier confrontation, but the stern dressing down of his young doctoral student seemed stuck on a loop in her minds eye. Luckily, David's gentle lips and tongue were raising the intensity of her feelings, creating a general fog of mind that Jordan sunk into happily. She loved this part of sex, when the intensity of her pleasure rose steadily before her husband took her.



David snapped her out of the fog by abruptly shifting his body up to meet her eye. He kissed her deeply, and guided his rigid penis into her valley. David grunted passionately, and a light moan caught in Jordan's throat. She tried to focus on her husband as he thrust frantically in and out of her, but her heart began to pound with the returning memory of her stern, intimidating encounter. As she remembered, her pleasure grew too...an odd juxtaposition between the anxious remnants of her day and her eager husband's activities. 



David was in heaven, as he always was when reveling in his wife's body. He kissed her and tried to look deeply into her eyes, but she seemed distant, detached. She had leaned her head back and closed her eyes, clearly enjoying the moment. David grunted and spurted into his condom. Jordan purred with self-satisfaction. She loved how good she could make her husband feel. David twitched in ecstasy as she stroked his back. As he gradually returned to a rational state, she opened her eyes to meet his, communicating genuine love with a hint of a lingering hunger. He pulled out of her, holding the condom to avoid spillage. He lifted up the prophylactic, crumpled with a few small drops of semen in the reservoir as a kind of trophy. "See what you made me do?" He smirked. 



Jordan laughed, delighted that she accomplished her task. David dropped the condom into the trash can and kissed her one more time before laying back down and passing out. 



Jordan, flushed and excited with the pulsating remnants of her earlier excitement still warming her inner thighs, laid her head on her husband's chest and tried, unsuccessfully, to fall asleep.



Coming out of the memory to the bland air of Professor Lukacz's lecture, Jordan remembered the early revelations of their first few months of marriage. Revelations that were very difficult to decode at the time. Revelations that had since evolved into stunning, life affirming insights about herself and her body. She knew sex excited her, but was perplexed as to why she didn't experience fulfillment the way David did. David's experience always culminated in body shuddering climax, consummating the experience with deep relaxation that she wasn't experiencing. She didn't enjoy her husband on the same level that he enjoyed her.



Jordan wasn't totally innocent–as an educated woman she knew much about the psychological dimensions of sexuality. She had studied sexual psychology as an undergraduate as part of her required curriculum. She knew what an orgasm was, but had not bridged the experience gap for herself yet. She simply thought that she had experienced her own sexual climax differently–-in the nice warm feelings her husband gave her each time they made love and stared deeply into each other's eyes.



But it was a different set of eyes that Jordan locked with when she experienced her first real, deep orgasm. And it was a different manhood–one that filled her deeply and totally–that ripped that experience out of her body.



* * *



Lance Corporal Rein. Report!



Lance Corporal Mark Rein and Private First Class Jared Poisson glanced at each other through side eyes. They were standing stiffly at attention for a normal afternoon formation. 18 months had passed since basic training, where they had become fast friends. They were always looking out for each other, and intimately aware of the details of each other's lives. Both looked perplexed. They had both assumed that this formation was the usual "safety brief" that reminded everyone to avoid the standard set of circumstances service members got into on liberty: not to drive drunk, remember to practice safe sex, and not to try jumping off a third story hotel roof into a pool. Standard stuff, really. But now Mark was being summoned directly. He fell out of the formation and marched smartly to the front of the formation. He saluted the company commander, and stood at attention. 



Bracing for the worst, Mark's mind raced. What had he done? He was trying to extract some hint from his commander's eyes, but they were blank walls–a seasoned infantry officer never broke his bearing. Mark was a solid six inches taller and noticeably broader than Captain Wolfe, but the captain had the power to ruin anyone's day, weekend, year, maybe even a whole career. Mark certainly hadn't intentionally crossed him. The captain calmly pulled a small notebook out of his breast pocket and spoke, holding eye contact face-to-face with Mark, but speaking loudly enough for the company to hear.



"Lance Corporal Rein! You have been ordered to report in this formation in response to the feedback of your squad mates and platoon superiors. Your fellow marines have noted your willingness to step up as interim squad leader in the absence of Sergeant Sandoval. They have reported to me that even though you are…and I quote… 'kind of a douche sometimes' and 'too big to fit in any normal fighting vehicle,' and my personal favorite: 'a pretty good wall to catch bullets,' they have also noted that you are…and I quote again…'a legitimate badass,' and 'a great leader,' and again my favorite: 'someone we would charge into hell behind.' Having been made aware of Sergeant Sandoval's change of station, I have advised the battalion commander that I am appointing you to the squad leader position permanently. He, noting your time in grade and excellent Pro/Con marks, along with your excellent physical fitness and military bearing, has directed me to promote you to the rank of Corporal meritoriously."



Rein's platoon hooted behind him, breaking ranks briefly to show their approval. The company gunnery sergeant barked at them to quiet down. The promotion warrant was read, and Captain Wolfe removed Rein's collar insignia and replaced it with the new rank. He left the bronze fasteners off the insignia pins, leaving the needle-sharp fasteners less than an inch from Mark's skin. Then, following the unofficial Marine Corps tradition, he made two fists and pounded the new rank insignia, causing the needles to dig into the flesh above Mark's collarbone. Mark stood motionless, stunned at the surprise and wincing internally at the pain. Captain Wolfe stepped back, and spoke to Rein more quietly while extending his hand to shake: "Good job Rein. You're a natural. Keep it up." 



Later that night, Mark was surrounded by his squadmates, packing the local watering hole to celebrate his promotion. Liquor flowed freely, and the occasional wrestling match broke out over the surrounding tables. Mark endured many playful gut-punches, tolerating them with good humor, but inwardly wishing to leave.



The party scene was not for Mark. He was an introvert at heart. He much preferred quiet time in his barracks room, long, solitary runs or solo workouts with his earbuds in, listening to music. He was also an avid reader, often spending whole Saturdays sitting on the lawn in front of the barracks devouring a new novel while his fellow marines walked by, mystified. He could keep up with his fellow marines in a given drinking contest, but generally shied away from the party scene. 



Still, he stood out in the crowd favorably. Sensing the buzz about him, several women attempted to approach Mark as he chatted with his squad mates. He was definitely one to draw attention. Standing at 6 feet 4 inches with broad, square shoulders and a muscular physique, Mark had no problem attracting women. He had tightly cropped, brown hair and tan skin, and a movie star face. Women approached him often. He was not, however, one to get drunk on attention or to bed women simply because they were available. Not many women caught his attention the way he caught theirs, and even fewer held it after they started talking. Mark couldn't stand vapid conversation or shallow people. He could be friendly, but would not form attachments with those who he suspected did not match his intensity or depth.



So it was a little surprising when a slight, thin young woman with light brown skin and dark brown hair caught his eye from across the bar. She was sitting at a table by herself, clearly uncomfortable in her surroundings. Her unease intrigued Mark: she was showing what he was trying to hide in this social situation. He made his excuses to leave the conversation he was in and took his drink away from the bar. He walked over to the table, leaning over and extending his hand.



"Hi, I'm Mark Rein. I noticed you're all by yourself. Did a blind idiot stand you up for a date?"



The young woman raised one eyebrow at Mark's line. "I know who you are. Half the people at the bar are clearly revolving around you, so you don't need an introduction." Mark blinked in surprise. She continued. "...And for your information, I'm here with someone. He's just in the restroom at the moment."



Her curt response put Mark briefly on his back foot. "Well, can I get your name?"



"No, you can't."



Mark was not accustomed to this treatment. He squinted in surprise, unsure of his next step.



"If you're wondering what your next step is, it's in the other direction,"  she said, reading his mind.



Mark shook his head and started to turn away as Jared walked up behind him. "Hey CORPORAL Rein," Jared enunciated, sarcastically drawing attention to Mark's recent change in status. "I'm glad you guys met, I was hoping to introduce you tonight."



"Introduce who?" Mark asked, still a little jarred from rejection. Jared walked over to the table and tapped on the shoulder of the woman who had only just finished spurning Jared's new squad leader. She stood up, mildly horrified. Jared commenced with the introduction. "Mark Rein, meet Megan Rodriguez. Megan, this is Mark Rein, my boot camp buddy, barracks mate, and squad leader. Also, I'm pretty sure he's part sasquatch." Jared laughed at his own joke as Mark and Megan sheepishly extended arms and shook hands across the table.



Mark stared helplessly at Jared for a cue. Jared had been talking about his girl as long as they had known each other, but he always called her Mags. Was this the same girl? Was he dating someone new? Mark didn't want to blow it and make trouble for Jared either way. 



The three sat down. Mark hoped to reset the conversation, awkwardly fumbling for a line to not antagonize her. "So you guys are on a date, huh? Hope I didn't spoil it, this bar's kind of a dump. There's probably better places to get to know each other."

Jared smiled, looking at Megan and blushing. 



"No man, Megan is my fiancee. We're getting married next month."
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More, more please…
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The cab of a box truck making 4 AM deliveries is an excellent place to get some serious thinking done. 



David hated to leave Jordan in bed, but he didn't have much choice. Rent and food weren't free. He was up at 3 on all of his working days, moving as quietly as possible so as not to disturb his sleeping wife. This morning, he left a quick note for Jordan–directing her to the smoothie he made for her while she was in the shower last night. He picked up his own lunch bag and walked out the door, quietly closing it behind him. 



Arriving at the distribution center at 3:30, David helped the dock workers secure his morning delivery in the old box truck, carefully checking each item off the list and ensuring no damage or poor loading would complicate his morning or make his customers unhappy. Climbing into the cab at 4 sharp, David started up the 30 year old engine, noting a slight droop in the battery level from Friday morning. 



Old battery. 



He should talk to his manager about replacing it before someone got stranded on the delivery route. He quickly put a note in his phone under the heading "work stuff to remember." One of many phone notes that helped David control a rather chaotic life–balancing full time graduate school, internship, a near full-time job and, now that he was moving toward the end of his penultimate semester as an MBA, a near full-time job search. Not to mention the added complexity of his marriage. Especially lately.



David shifted his weight unconsciously in the driver's seat as he put the truck into gear and pulled away from the dock. Usually he turned on the radio to pass the time between delivery points, and he had nearly an hour to his first dropoff. But on this Monday morning, David's mind drifted back to the surreal events of the past weekend. 



Jordan had been involved with Mark for a few months, and they were meeting roughly once a week for an hour or two. Most of the time, David was either at work or at his internship when the encounters happened. He found those encounters unbelievably hot, but kept his distance knowing Jordan's reticence to talk about sex. Simply knowing she was in the arms of another man drove David wild. They had an agreement: She would text as she was leaving to see him, and again when she was heading home. As long as he knew when they were together, he felt involved.



The texts Jordan sent him bookended intense periods of erotic distraction for David. It was hard to hide: his face flushed, his erection pressed against his underwear, and he would pace around manically. If he was at home, he would often masturbate furiously and quickly ejaculate in powerful orgasms, subsequently dropping into extreme angst at the notion that his wife was enjoying sex without him, which would then quickly arouse him again. A vicious cycle. It was the most intense erotic emotion he could imagine. It was all-consuming, dark, and beautiful. In his lucid moments, he would wonder why. But any contemplation of Jordan's carnal pleasure never left him lucid for long, so his contemplations never got very far.



This past weekend was their two year wedding anniversary. Both wanted to make it special (within the limits of their budget, of course). They had planned and budgeted for a nice dinner at the restaurant where David proposed to her–the scariest night of his life thus far. Afterward, they would go home and have a special movie "screening," meaning snuggling on the couch in front of the open laptop, watching one of their shared favorite movies. David also had another surprise ready for Jordan: a new white-gold bracelet he found in a pawn shop the week before, which he would reveal over dinner.



Jordan didn't know that last part, of course, but she was still excited to celebrate the milestone with her husband. As they finalized their plans by securing reservations at the restaurant, she excitedly pulled out her phone and began typing. "I'll text Mark to let him know this Saturday is off," she informed David.



David's face had flushed, and he shocked himself by reaching out to place his hand over hers, preventing the text from being sent. Seeing his hand playfully covering her phone display, Jordan looked up and grinned. "Somebody having second thoughts?"



David reddened a little more. "I don't want you to not have fun because of me." 



Jordan smiled. "I'll have fun with you, David."



"You know what I mean."



"I do."



There was an uncomfortable pause as the couple tried to evaluate what this shared desire meant for their marriage. The weight of their new sexual adventure might be a sinking ship in uncharted waters. Jordan attempted to open an escape hatch.



"I see Mark all the time, David. I can take a week off."



David looked down, embarrassed. Jordan was visibly confused. 



David pulled out of his thoughts for a moment, returning to his driving route. He noted a slight dimming of the headlights and dashboard lights with concern. There was a real problem now. The truck had been running for 15 full minutes. The battery should be recharging. Either the battery wasn't getting a charge or the alternator was going out. Either way, there was a very real risk of the truck being stranded mid-delivery. He pulled over and called his supervisor to tell him there might be a problem. 



The response was typical from the lazy middle-management of the early morning shift–they accused him of being dramatic and flatly told him to push forward with his deliveries. David rolled his eyes as he hung up the phone. This could be an aggravating day, and he knew that he would be blamed for late deliveries regardless of mechanical circumstance. Hopefully the battery would last for the whole route, and he could reason with the more practically minded managers that came in for the afternoon shift as he left. 



His mind's eye drifted back to the past week when Jordan offered to forego her lover for him. It should have been a no-brainer for a red-blooded straight male. He almost agreed, but every time he lifted his eyes to meet hers, he knew she would know he was lying to placate her. She could always see right through him. 



While David was awkwardly trying to articulate his confused desires, Jordan's face had shifted from confused to contemplative. David called it her dissertation face. It was distant but active. She was working through an idea. She usually held that look while she was writing or mulling deep thoughts. After a moment, Jordan broke the look and the silence.



"I think I know what to do. We both want our anniversary night to be special. Right?



David nodded earnestly.



"I think we have a couple options. First, I could tell Mark that I want you and I to spend our special night together just the two of us and, and that he and I can just get together another night, possibly just skipping a week. Or…"



David's pupils narrowed intently as his wife's voice took on the hint of a playful tone.



"Or…"



"Yeah?"



"We could make my time with Mark special." 



David's heart leaped.



"What do you mean?" he asked hungrily.



"Well," Jordan reached innocently for her purse. "I know we're on a budget, and I thought…" she paused as she rifled through the contents of her purse, then grasped on to what she was looking for. "Ha! There it is." 



She pulled out a thin black package of condoms, clearly distinct from the baby-blue box that held the condoms David and Jordan used when they made love. Jordan turned the box on its side so David could see its empty contents. She locked eyes with her husband. David was stunned, seeing the box for the first time. His eyes fixed on the two letters in the bottom right corner. XL.



"I'm out of Mark-sized condoms. Would you like me to save a few dollars this weekend?" 



A harsh buzzing jolted David out of his memory fog. He looked at the dash. The battery was dropping fast. He likely wouldn't even make it to his first delivery. He would be surprised if the truck started again if he did make it. He reached down and turned off everything electric in the cab that he could. He picked up his phone to call his supervisor again. Then he stopped. Exhaling impatiently, David brought up a map search on his phone, looking for salvage yards nearby. He looked at the clock. 5:45. He knew at least one junk yard opened at 6, if he was close to it, he might be able to find a working alternator and swap it out himself. He always kept tools in the back. It was an old truck, after all, and David liked to be prepared. 



A hit. Bingo. A junk yard he'd been to before opened at 6. He followed the directions on his phone and arrived just as the crusty old owner was slowly pulling the gate open. David drove through the gate and pulled up to the payment office. He turned the engine off, knowing full well it wouldn't start again if he didn't replace the alternator and probably the battery. He walked purposefully into the office and asked if they had an alternator and battery for the make and model of the old box truck. Luckily, they did–at the bottom of a heap of alternators sorted from other heaps by decade. No luck on the battery, though. David nodded gratefully and paid for the part, walking briskly back out to the truck. Pulling his tools out of the back and popping the hood, he dove into the repair. It took about 30 minutes, but he managed to remove the fried old alternator and replace it with the not-yet-fried old alternator. He placed all his tools neatly back in his box but left it open. 



Moment of truth.



He got back into the cab, inserted the key, and turned it. The engine sputtered and died. He tried again. Sputtered and died. David put his head on the steering wheel. Now there would really be trouble from his supervisor.



"Wanna try a jump?"



The old owner surprised David, who jerked upright from his slumped position as the old man spoke from behind him.



"Yeah. Yeah, that would be great. Thanks!"



The owner went away for a moment, returning with an old wrecker–nearly as old as the box truck itself. David hopped out and hooked the two batteries up. He jumped back into the truck, turned the key, and the engine roared to life. 



"Boom." He quietly said to himself, allowing a small celebration. He glanced at his watch. He'd be half an hour late to his deliveries. If he called them all now, maybe they wouldn't report him to the supervisor, and he could make up time with shortcuts and hasty unloading. He unhooked the battery and shook the owner's hand gratefully. The old man nodded, a hint of admiration in his eyes, as David leaped back into the truck and looped around the lot to drive away.



After making his calls, David began formulating a plan to minimize the fallout when he drove the truck back into the warehouse this afternoon. Part of him contemplated not saying anything, while the other part contemplated ways to go around the morning supervisor in reporting the repair. 



He had good reason to be wary about if and how he delivered the news. There was a constant tension in the warehouse, as the men who worked the docks were constantly trying to one-up each other–compulsively bragging about their own toughness and masculinity. David never went in for that sort of thing, and it made work uncomfortable sometimes. He didn't like how they talked about women, he didn't like their hostile, myopic worldviews. As insecure as he was about his intellect, he was a college graduate and almost an MBA graduate. He didn't let on about his education, though. That was poison. He could talk a little about sports, which helped, but he had not established himself as a tough guy in the warehouse. He mostly tried to keep his head down and be reliable.



It was silly, and he knew it, but men competing with each other for masculine dominance really bothered him. But it was unavoidable in that place. And if a supervisor didn't like you, you were branded as weak. Or so they'd make everyone think. And the only thing worse than a weak worker was a bitch. You did not want to be labeled a bitch in the warehouse–most guys didn't last more than a couple more weeks on the job after being labeled a bitch. David knew he couldn't establish himself at the top of any warehouse pecking orders, and frankly he didn't want to. He just wanted enough respect to do his job and live his life. Late deliveries and calling about mechanical problems might get him labeled a bitch if the wrong supervisor found out. 



And there was only one label worse than a bitch.



Cuck.



The sun peeked over the horizon as David pulled into the loading area of his first delivery. He swung the truck around and began backing slowly into the dock, trying to shake the intrusive memory of his most recent Saturday night. But it was hard to shake the powerful mix of sensations flooding his memory: his beautiful young wife straddling his face, gently encouraging him as he lapped up semen while it slowly descended from her swollen womanhood. 



Bumping gently against the dock, David locked the truck in park and leaped around to meet the receivers. "Sorry I'm late!"



* * * 



Sergeant Mark Rein crouched behind a large concrete barrier that was set up in the street. His platoon was scattered in front and behind him, clustered in small groups taking cover behind makeshift shields: building corners, parked cars, whatever they could find. Mark was attempting to direct the squads in different directions, but his radio was malfunctioning. He keyed his handset over and over, attempting to be heard, but kept getting garbled responses. Frustrated, he forced the handset back into its holster and began darting quickly from one position to the next, giving terse orders to each group and moving on. The squads began to fan out neatly, as he did so, moving to surround the source of incoming fire. Three squads were accounted for. The last was much closer to the enemy position, and a lot of open ground threatened his movement. To get to them. He wasn't sure he could make it.



But fourth squad was led by Corporal Jared Poisson. Mark quickly picked him out from the rest of his squad, struggling to know how to move under intense and close enemy fire. He, too, kept keying his radio, unable to contact Mark. 



Mark whispered harshly to his subordinate unit, wanting to avoid drawing attention to himself, crouched behind a bike rack: 



"Fourth squad!" 



No one heard him. He tried again. 



"Fourth squad!" No response over the increasing crackle of gunfire. It was useless. 



"Frenchie!" Mark yelled at the top of his lungs, drawing all eyes–friendly and enemy–to his position. Jared snapped a glare in his direction. Knowing he was now exposed, Mark stood and sprinted to a better cover–another nearby concrete parking barrier. The crackle of gunfire seemed to follow his heels. Jared followed his friend with his eyes…cursing his radio and Mark's hubris. Watching Mark disappear behind the barrier, Jared feared the worst. Then, Mark's hand appeared near the bottom of the parking barrier. 



Hand signals. 



The number 4. 



The number 2. 



Sign for grenade. 



Jared slammed the butt of his rifle against the wall next to him to signal a problem. Mark peeked around the side of the parking barrier, and Jared frantically signed back to him. 



Empty. 



Jared had no grenades, and his squad was out. They had been pinned down to this position for close to an hour waiting on the reinforcements that Mark brought. With no radio and no visual contact with his other squads, Mark was out of options. He repeated the signals again. Four. Two. Fourth floor, second window from the left. 



Mark pulled a grenade out of his own ammo belt, briefly popping over the barrier to pitch it to his friend. Jared hastily moved into the open to catch it.



Mark's heart stopped as he realized the grenade's pin had caught on his glove. Drawing his eyes from the dangling pin to the still-airborne munition, he panicked. It was possible the safety lever was still attached, but he didn't know, and didn't dare risk it. The pin was out. Jared should bat it away and take cover.



"Get rid of it!" Mark shouted. 



Jared reached out and caught the grenade, whirled like a pitcher picking off a runner, and hurled it right through the fourth floor window. A world series throw. A tense second passed, then a small pop. Then silence. Nobody moved.



"Reset!"



Mark and his fourth squad stood up and walked back to the training officer for evaluation. The other squads gradually moved out of the adjacent streets of the training town set up in the middle of the Mojave desert to prepare marines for combat deployments to desert areas. 



Mojave Viper. 



Mark and Jared had done this training exercise before. This was different, however. This was the workup to their first combat deployment–they had been on expeditionary units on ship before, but never gone into the "sandbox", as it was called. Mark was seen by his colleagues as a rookie platoon sergeant–other platoon sergeants in his company and battalion had seen more combat than he had, and he was acutely aware of that experience gap. He nervously approached the training officer–a captain–as his platoon gathered around for debriefing.



"Sir, that communications breakdown was on me. I'll get that fixed, I'll do triple comm checks. That can't happen again."



"That wasn't you, sergeant," the captain replied dryly. "We were jamming you. Wanted to see how you acted when it hit the fan. You didn't disappoint. That grenade alley-oop was the dumbest fucking thing I've seen in this scenario. Fun to watch though. Glad you and your boy could pull it off. Got it right through the window. Four floors up, no less. But you got lucky. Never count on that."



Jared was standing a few steps back in deference, but broke into a wide smile. Their inexperienced platoon was doing well. Better, by some accounts, than the more experienced platoons. Mark, however, was unmoved. Hyper fixating on each detail that should have been under his control, he began to plan out remediation training for his marines and gear checks for their gear. He also began thinking through backup communication strategies. The captain's backhanded praise rolled right over him. He still had work to do.



Later that night, Jared and Mark were lying awake next to each other in their cots in a long, thin shelter covered by partially buried corrugated steel. The accommodations at Mojave Viper were not elegant, but they beat sleeping out in the desert–which happened on most days of a given training week. The shelter was packed with marines–some already asleep, others on laptops or playing cards and chatting quietly. Jared was texting his wife, a pleased smile on his face. Mark was still working through his morning tasks in his head, distracted by his responsibilities. 



"Hey man…" Jared said



"Sup?" Mark said, only partially listening.



"You ever see that Brittney girl again? Megan wants to know." 



"No." Mark replied, flatly.



"Why not? Help me out here, Megan wanted to fix you up. She says Brittney really liked you."



"She was annoying. Don't tell Megan that. Tell her something else."



Jared laughed. "Like what?"



"I don't know. Like…no chemistry or whatever. That's technically true. She was just annoying as hell."



Jared laughed. "Alright. I'll tell her no chemistry. She was hot though, man, did you at least hit it?"



"No. Once she started talking I couldn't imagine getting with her. I can't stand women like that. Like, they're walking instagram posts or something. No substance, all presentation. Not into it."



"But she WAS hot, right?"



Mark turned and squinted quizzically at his friend. "Yeah…"



"I mean, you're not gay, right? Like, really? I promise I don't care."



"Fuck you, man, no. I'm not gay. I just don't fuck every woman who gives me the eyes. Gotta be something behind the eyes, or I can't get into it. Figured that out a few years ago…"



"You need a church girl…"



Mark laughed. "Yeah, right. I need someone like Megan to scowl at me all day. That gets me going…"



Jared snorted. "Yeah, I can see how you'd think that. Megan's actually really great, I married her for a reason, man. And she likes you too, she just had her guard up the first time you met, and she's always felt bad about that. But that was a long time ago. We've been married for more than a year now, she's relaxing around marines now. She's kinda shy, but I promise she likes you. She just hadn't been surrounded by that much testosterone when you met. Like, ever. It freaked her out."



Mark laughed again, this time, a little more freely. "Yeah, I can imagine…from sunday school to a bar full of marines…that's an adjustment. Can't imagine the sex is that good with a church girl, though…"



Jared's eyebrows raised. "Oh, that's where you're wrong, Rein. That's where you're wrong. Church girls get cr-cr-craaazy. All that repression…then you take off their leash…" Jared groaned and smacked his lips like he had just taken a bite of something delicious. 



"Bullshit…" Mark snorted. 



"Trust me dude…"



Mark snorted again. "Shut up, Frenchie. You're so full of it…Look, I gotta be up in three hours for gear inventory. You gotta be up in four to get your squad ready. We should get some sleep."



Jared nodded, smiling. "Fine, run away from the truth. You're the boss, SERGEANT…"



Mark ordered lights out and the platoon wrapped up their card games and conversations. The shelter gradually grew quiet, with just the two fire watch marines slowly pacing around both entrances. Mark and Jared slipped into their sleeping bags and began to drift off to sleep. 



"Rein…" Jared whispered in the dark.



"What…" Mark responded.



Jared extended his hand over the space between cots, a small square of light creating a discreet glow over a small patch of the concrete floor. Mark reached out and grabbed the light. It was Jared's phone. He turned the phone face up to see the display. A full-frame picture of Megan Rodriguez-Poisson. She was naked. Golden brown skin with visible tan lines. On her knees. Looking up to the camera. Smiling hungrily. Her dark hair was visibly tousled, her pretty face gently spattered with semen. Her bare breasts were ample–solid C-cups, and they too had small drips of semen on them. Her nipples were erect, betraying visible arousal. Her hands were placed submissively on her kneeling thighs, her wedding ring clearly displayed on the third finger of her left hand.



"Holy shit…" Mark whispered.



"Told you…" Jared whispered back.



Mark started to hand the phone back, then drew it back to look at it once more. He felt blood begin to move into his cock, and he shifted his hips in response. 



"Hey man, give it back." Jared whispered. Mark handed the phone back to his friend. They laid next to each other in silence. Mark tried to change the track of his thoughts to curb his arousal. Finally, he whispered back to Jared.



"That's kind of fucked up to show me that, man. You're wife's hot, I knew that already. But it's kind of fucked up."



"No it isn't."



"Yeah it is. What would she say if she found out you were showing that picture to other marines? Think about that, man…"



"I'm not showing it to other marines." Jared whispered back, his voice noticeably husky. "I showed it to you. And she told me to."
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Jordan was walking through the student union building, swimming upstream against a current of undergraduates heading out the doors to class. She had completed her teaching for the day, but was now under pressure to finish her own projects. She had some class readings to do. And there were always, always more writing projects on the horizon. The academic grind. But she broke up her day, drawing an organizational wall between her teaching and her own student time. She wanted to get some coffee from the cafeteria before returning to the graduate student offices. 



As she made her way to the cafeteria, she passed a familiar room and her heart fluttered slightly. 22B. The campus ROTC office. An unexpected place for a drastic change of life trajectory. Or at least that's how it felt now, in retrospect. At the time, more than a year ago now, walking between the service flags and through the otherwise nondescript door of 22B was more of an irritation than anything. 



It was the day after Jordan's confrontation (if you want to call it that) with Professor Lukacz over her incomplete proposal. She had been anxiously waiting for Professor Lukacz' feedback on her proposal. She had submitted it in the specified time frame, although it was technically late. She had wasted a whole study day fixing it, then went home to her husband to relax and unwind. Relaxing had been difficult, however; her faculty mentor's stern dismissal of her initial work left her anxious. 



After making love with David that night, the tension remained. It couldn't be the sex. That was what eased her tension. She always felt so good and relaxed while her husband enjoyed her body, although if she was honest with herself, she also noticed a lingering tension after he finished. Some days it was worse than others. 



The next day at school, she avoided interacting with her colleagues, unsure of if or what they had heard about her late/unsatisfactory proposal. It was a tough spot to be in. Too much tension. She tried not to be irritable, but her fuse was short. She wanted everything to appear effortlessly put together, including herself, for her meeting with Lukacz at 2:00 that day. She dressed smart: tan slacks, a dark blue turtleneck sweater, and a light gray scarf.



It went well. He was in a much better mood. He cheerfully greeted her as she came in and handed her the printed out proposal, dripping with red ink as usual. However, his in-person feedback was refreshingly helpful. 



He was clearly rushed though–he had an upcoming presentation at a Vienna conference, and his own stress was peeking through his stern veneer. Jordan took careful notes, responding politely and cheerfully, easing the tension on both sides. By the end of the meeting, the two were chatting amiably. Jordan was visibly relieved as she stood up to leave.



"One more thing, Jordan…" Professor Lukacz said, turning around to rustle through some papers behind him. "I was doing a spot check on some of the student papers you and your colleagues graded, and came across this." He pulled a paper out of the stack. "You gave an A to a student paper…a Mr…Greg Schett. Do you remember?"



"I do, actually. I think he shows a profound understanding beyond his sophomore status. I think he's one to watch. The paper is pretty impressive."



"Yes…" the professor grunted in assent. "It does show advanced acuity. Probably because he copied almost all of it from a paper I wrote about fifteen years ago."



"Oh." Jordan responded sheepishly. 



"Not to worry…" Lukacz continued. "You aren't expected to read everything I've ever written. At least not in your second year." He briefly made eye contact and a small, sarcastic smile broke across his normally stern face. 



"I'll definitely be more careful about…" 



"Again, not your fault, dear." Lukacz interrupted. "You did nothing wrong. You correctly graded a paper that is obviously brilliant." His smile widened and Jordan began to relax again. "There is not question…this paper deserves an A in a sophomore class. It just wasn't his."



Jordan smiled and nodded. 



"Normally, I refer these issues to the academic office for action," Lukacz continued. However, young Mr. Schett is in a military officer's training program. Are you familiar?"



"The ROTC cadets? Yes, I see them around campus in their uniforms sometimes."



"Well, his commanders need to be notified since this will likely affect his scholarship. In my experience, they prefer to be notified before the academic office is notified."



"I see." Jordan said, unsure of where she came in.



"They'll want to talk to the one who graded the paper…that's you…and they'll want to talk to me. I can't talk right now, I have a plane to catch. But I don't want this to sit for a week. I need you to take the paper down to the ROTC office and explain the situation to the officers there. They will contact me and I can finish the process. But I'd like you to get the ball rolling as soon as possible."



"I understand, professor. I'll stop by on my way home today," Jordan replied confidently. "Good luck in Vienna, professor."



"Thank you, Jordan. The ROTC office is in the student union building. You can look up the location in the directory. That will be all."



Jordan smiled and nodded, placing the offending paper in her bag.



Ten minutes later, she had located the ROTC office. 22B. She stood in front of a blank, brown door flanked by military flags. She took a deep breath and reached for the doorknob. 



* * *



In a desert environment, even a few minutes of rain makes a huge mess. A rare cloudburst had dropped about an hour's worth of heavy rain early in the morning. Sergeant Rein was intently aware of the unstable soil and its effects on his marines' ability to move efficiently around the battle space. He had woken up early that morning and function checked every platoon radio 3 different times, checking every battery and spare battery twice.  Although he had learned on the previous day that the communications breakdown was manufactured, he didn't dare risk a repeat under any circumstances. Yesterday's success was entirely too close to catastrophic failure. And today promised to be a messy day–mud always interferes with the mission.



He was standing in the shelter doorway. Only he and the fire watch marines were awake. The sun had not yet risen. He looked at his watch. 4:59. Thirty seconds left. 



His mind drifted briefly back to the previous night. The glowing phone screen in front of his face. He had seen his best friend's wife naked. Not only naked, but in an extremely compromised, sexually aroused state. It was undeniably hot. He felt the blood move into his cock as he remembered her bright brown eyes staring up at the camera. Staring up at him.



Poisson had said she had given him permission to show that to him. No…Poisson had said she had TOLD him to show him. He wasn't sure he believed him. It seemed incredible. Irresponsible. Pretty depraved. Not really the behavior he would ascribe to his fourth squad leader and boot camp buddy. But there was one thing that Jared Poisson was definitely not known for: lying. Of all marines, in fact, of all people Mark had ever interacted with, no one was more consistently honest and straightforward with him. But love and sex make people do strange things. If he was lying, then he was essentially sharing his wife's most intimate moment with another man without her permission. A serious breach of trust displaying a shocking, inexcusable defect of character. If he was telling the truth, then his best friend's wife was either complicit in sharing their most intimate moment with her husband's superior, or actively inviting an affair. 



In either case, Mark had a serious problem on his hands. This sort of thing could and would lead to a serious breach in the discipline and cohesion of his platoon if not handled with tact and discretion. 



He wasn't certain how to proceed. He was, however, absolutely certain that reporting this to his own superiors would only make it worse. Whatever the cause, whatever the outcome, this issue was his to deal with. 



Sergeant Rein looked down at his watch. 5 seconds to 5. 4…3…2..1..



Mark's eyes stayed fixed forward as he addressed the marine awaiting his orders at the light switch. "Lights." 



The light switched on, and the shelter sprang to life as marines fumbled about, getting ready for the training day.



* * *



Walking through 22B, Jordan was surprised at how spare and neat the office was. Most university offices were packed with welcoming furniture, fun and affirming posters, perhaps little bowls of candy. This office was more…spartan. There was a reception desk, a few office doors, and a small cluster of straight backed wooden chairs parallel to the entrance. Jordan approached the reception desk, finding a polite young female cadet in uniform. 



"Hello! I'm wondering if I could have a quick word with the ROTC commander? My name is Jordan Stark-Simms, and I have one of your cadets in my psychology 121 class."



"Of course." The cadet briskly typed something on her keyboard, eyes on her monitor. After a moment, she looked up and smiled. You can go right in. Captain Lund says he has a few minutes.



"Thank you." Jordan walked around the desk and toward the three office doors in the back. All three were ajar. The one on the left had a nameplate on the door matching the name given at reception. Sam Lund, Captain, USMC. Jordan gingerly knocked on the door. 



"Come in." A raspy, tenor voice emerged from the open part of the door. Jordan pushed the door open, a little hesitant. Behind a basic wood desk sat a man of medium build, short hair, and thin, wiry glasses. He was wearing a button up khaki shirt with no tie, a small square of multicolored rectangles above the left breast pocket, and two silver bars on the lapels of his open collar. Jordan was a little flummoxed. It seemed so formal. Was there a protocol for interacting with military officers? Professors usually responded to their title, so she risked it and addressed him by rank. 



"Captain Lund. I'm Jordan Stark-Simms. Hello."



"Good afternoon. What can I do for you?" Firm, but polite.  



"Captain, I'm a doctoral student and teaching assistant to Professor Lukacz in the psychology department. We have several of your cadets in our introductory psych class."



"Big class, right? Couple hundred students?"



"Yes. And we love your cadets, they're very good and engaged students."



"That's good to hear."



"Yes sir. However, we did have something come to our attention recently. It seems that one student plagiarized a paper. Professor Lukacz indicated that you like to be informed before this goes to the academic office."



Captain Lund's eyebrows furrowed. "Yes. Yes we do. I'm very sorry about this. What is the cadet's name?"



"Gregory Schett. He's in my section, so I graded his paper." 



"Can I see it?"



"Of course." Jordan opened the file and pulled out the paper. 



The captain glanced at the heading, and handed the paper back to her. "I'm going to refer you to his direct superior. Please tell him what you told me."



"Of course. Thank you for your time, captain."



Captain Lund stood up and led Jordan out of his office, crossing over to the opposite door, also ajar. He knocked once and pushed the door open. Jordan stood behind him, unable to see into the office, thinking it proper to wait to be introduced. Captain Lund spoke brusquely through the doorway. 



"One of yours. Plagiarism. The grading TA is here."



Jordan heard a sigh emanate from the other side of Captain Lund. The captain stepped aside, motioning to Jordan through the open door. 



"Miss Stark, this is Lieutenant Rein. He'll handle the situation from here."



* * *



 "All squads roger up."



"Squad 1 Lima Charlie."



"Squad 2 All present"



"Squad 3 Up."



Mark squinted. He was located with squad 2 for this part of the mission, following the morning's frag order splitting up each squad to handle different objectives around the training town. Poisson's squad wasn't responding.



"Squad 4, roger up."



Silence.



"Squad 4, radio check."



Silence.



Mark exhaled in frustration. He looked at the squad 2 leader, who shrugged back at him. Mark keyed his radio handset quickly. Still no response.



Mark was ordered to report his platoon status to company HQ in 2 minutes. No response meant that he would report only 3 out of 4 squads in his platoon. He began to walk impatiently toward his second squad leader. They conferred in hushed tones while the other squad marines looked on, annoyed. 



Exhaling audibly, Mark motioned to the back half of the squad to follow him. They began to file off, breaking the initial route plan in order to account for the missing squad. They only had a minute to do it. Quick stepping on an unplanned route was a really good way to get blown up by IEDs, and Mark knew it. Nevertheless, he had a whole squad missing. 



Just as they rounded the corner, with Mark in the lead, two clicks came over the radio speaker. 



"Squad 4 up."



Mark rolled his eyes, motioning the 6 marines following him back into their original line. He barked into the handset.



"Squad 4, radio check. Can you hear me?"



"Loud and clear. We were talking to a local, I rogered up as soon as they stopped talking."



Mark grunted. They would have words about this later.



* * *



"Miss Stark, is it?"



"Mrs, actually. Jordan Stark-Simms." Jordan walked through the door and extended her hand over the desk. The lieutenant reached out to grasp her hand. His hand was huge, big enough to completely surround hers.



"Have a seat, please." The lieutenant said. Jordan sat in the plain wooden chair across the desk from the lieutenant. "What can I do for you?"



"I'm here on behalf of Professor Lukacz. We have a student in our class, in my section actually, that we believe to have plagiarized a paper."



"I understand. Do you have the paper?"



"I do." Jordan handed the small sheaf of stapled pages over the desk. The lieutenant examined it intently, looking through the pages. After a moment, he returned to the first page and turned it around to face Jordan.



"Mrs. Stark, this paper has an A grade on it."



Jordan smiled. "I understand that, Lieutenant. I initially graded the paper and found it to be very good. Very advanced, in fact. Later on, Professor Lukacz checked over this particular paper and informed me that it was actually plagiarized."



"There are no indications on this paper that it is anything other than exemplary."



"That is true," Jordan responded, a little taken aback. She was not prepared to be challenged on this paper. "I brought it straight here from Professor Lukacz' office, I didn't have time to re-grade it or anything."



"How does Professor Lukacz know that it's plagiarized?"



Jordan was increasingly uncomfortable with the officer's intensity. Her voice began to shake…almost imperceptibly. "Professor Lukacz is very familiar with the paper it is copied from."



"So let me get this straight, Mrs. Stark." The lieutenant's voice was low and powerful. When he spoke, Jordan could almost feel the vibrations of his voice. She felt powerless and frustrated as he locked eyes with her. "You want me to discipline and possibly revoke the scholarship of a cadet because YOU gave him an A on a paper, then YOU heard from SOMEONE ELSE that they thought he plagiarized that paper?"



"I don't think Professor Lukacz would lie about that, Lieutenant," Jordan responded, beginning to get angry.



"Could he possibly be mistaken, Mrs. Stark?" The lieutenant lowered his voice even more menacingly.



"No, I don't think so, Lieutenant," Jordan narrowed her eyes at him, her indignation finally causing her to match his intensity. "I suspect he's not mistaken. You see, PROFESSOR LUKACZ wrote the paper that your cadet stole it from." She let that sink in, as they locked eyes like rams lock horns. "He copied a paper written by his examining professor, then turned it in for a grade."



Jordan was shocked at herself. She shifted uncomfortably in the plain, wooden chair. This seemed to be going so poorly. She had no control of this situation, and a specific charge to fulfill from her boss and academic mentor. What would she do if this man refused to forward the paper to the academic office? It had her handwriting all over it, singing its praises! It would make her look ridiculous! She had given an A to a plagiarized paper! Maybe she would have to contact Professor Lukacz in Vienna to push back. But that would certainly annoy him and make her look weak and helpless. 



Lieutenant Mark Rein paused, leaning back in his chair thoughtfully. "Well, that was pretty stupid of him, wasn't it?" He smiled disarmingly. 



It took Jordan a moment to realize the tension was gone and to regain her composure. 



"I thought so," Jordan responded, nodding solemnly. 



"Mrs Stark. I apologize for my line of questioning. I'm very protective of my charges."



Jordan smiled a little and softened. The Lieutenant continued. 



"Mrs. Stark…I'm sorry, you're still very young…may we call each other by first names?"



"Of course. You're Mark, right?"



"I am. And you're Jordan."



She nodded.

 

"Jordan, I recognize we have a serious situation to deal with. I am more than willing to handle it. However, I need more than a paper with an A on it in order to respond properly. Could you find me the paper that it was taken from and bring that in for us to look at? Maybe point out the sections you think are plagiarized? Or if you're too busy, you could point me in the direction of the paper myself and I'll review it. Either way, I need some more to take action. Clear, thorough communication is absolutely crucial to what we do here. We cannot have any weak or ambiguous communications in military life. That's just how we do things here."



"I understand, Mark. I'll take the paper back and find that for you," Jordan responded amiably. "I'm familiar with Professor Lukacz' work, it shouldn't take me long to find it and annotate Greg's paper. When you do take action, however, I'd like to be involved, and hopefully resolve this amicably. I think we can bring closure to the situation without damaging your cadet's future."



"That's a wonderful sentiment, Jordan, and I appreciate the assistance. However, there will be damage to the cadet's future. Of that, I assure you."



Jordan was taken aback. "It's his first offense, though…I'm sure there's an explanation. Perhaps he was under stress and panicked…"



"I have no doubt of that, Mrs. Stark," Mark replied, returning to formalities. "But I have a cadet who is working toward a commission as an officer with the power over life and death that that commission brings. In an academic setting, he has chosen to cheat, and will likely lie about it. Stress and panic are not mitigating circumstances in this case. In fact, they make it worse. Any of my Navy and Marine cadets, perhaps all of them, will be put in situations of extreme stress. Many, many panic inducing circumstances. If it drives them to misbehave, then I cannot allow them to occupy that position."



Jordan was stunned. "I understand. I'm very sorry to hear that. What about his age? He's young. I'll…I'll work with him." She found the prospect of such final consequences to be very jarring. She began to feel responsible for the young man.



"Good day, Mrs. Stark. Thank you for bringing this to my attention."



Mark stood up behind his desk, allowing Jordan to see his whole frame for the first time. He towered over her, with broad shoulders and a clearly powerful build that was poorly concealed under his form-fitting khaki shirt and dark green slacks. Jordan noticed that the square of colored ribbons over his left breast pocket was noticeably larger and more colorful than that of Captain Lund's–his superior. She briefly wondered about that.

 

Mark leaned over the desk, picking a business card with his contact information out of a box and handing it to her. Once she took it, he grasped her small hand in his again warmly, gently moving her whole arm up to the shoulder.



Jordan held on to his hand for a moment, looking directly into his eyes. Bright, blue, icy eyes. They were stern and unyielding. But she thought she saw a hint of mercy–of compassion–deep below the surface. Something of depth covered over by a stonewall self-image. Holding his gaze, she tried to regain some control of the situation.



"Please keep me in the loop on this, Lieutenant. He's my student, as well as your cadet. I have charge of him too." 



"I will. It was nice to meet you, Jordan. Good day."



Jordan let go of his hand, picked up her bag, and walked out the door.



* * *



A brutal training day, 5AM to 10PM. At 10:15, Mark and his squad leaders were holding their final huddle of the day, standing loosely in a circle apart from the platoon, eating out of open MRE bags. Mark was listening to each squad leader's concerns and complaints, making a final inventory of everyone's gear issues before they all fell into their cots for a night of well-earned rest. 



Mark and Jared were facing each other on the opposite ends of the circle. Jared seemed to be slightly tuned out, staring past Mark toward the blank wall behind him. Fatigue stares…Mark thought to himself. Mark reached a long right arm across the circle and poked him in the cheek. "Pay attention, Poisson. Don't tune out like you did on comms earlier."



The other squad leaders snickered. Jared narrowed hostile eyes at his friend. Mark ignored the look, offering final parting instruction to the young marines. "That's the word for tomorrow. Keep. Tight. Comms. Communication is what is going to make or break us. We're doing good overall, but keep tight comms among your squads and with me. I will not wait for answers tomorrow. I'll just beat asses. Got it?"



The corporals grunted in affirmation and parted, returning to their corners of the shelter. Mark and Jared walked together back to their corner. 



Jared kept a slight, conscious distance from Mark–clearly miffed.



"You calling me out in front of people now? What the hell, man?"



Mark scoffed back. "You taking advantage of our friendship and running your own little mini-platoon over there?"



Jared gritted his teeth, saying nothing.



"You embarrassed me in front of people, Frenchie. In front of our whole platoon." Mark grabbed his friend's face and turned it to lock eyes. "I'm your guy, Frenchie. But you. Can't. Ignore. Me. You got it? You play games in front of people, I'm gonna slap you down in front of people. You got it?"



"Got it…" Jared mumbled, grudgingly. 



They sat down on their cots in silence, picking out the last morsels from their food bags and chewing slowly to hide their deep fatigue. 



"So you still mad at me for showing you that pic? You ought to be grateful, man…"



Mark paused, thoughtfully. "She's really, really hot man. I'm not going to deny that."



"Really? What'd you think..?" Jared changed his tone, barely masking his excitement. 



Mark paused again, staring down at the ground. Exhaling deeply, he looked back up at his best friend. "You ever read the Iliad?"



"The Lily Pad?"



"That's what I thought. No, The Iliad. It's a long story–an epic poem, actually–about the Trojan War. Ancient Greece."



"Uh, I think we read some of it in high school, I don't really remember. Why?"



"There's a character in that story named Briseis. She's a young woman…a captive slave, really. There are two warriors fighting on the same side–Achilles the invincible warrior, and Agamemnon the king. They end up fighting over who has the rights to this girl, basically as a sex slave. It pisses Achilles off so much that he refuses to fight, and he holds back his own troops from fighting. Tons of people die because these two guys fought over a girl. Including Achilles' best friend."



"You're worried we're going to fight over my wife because I showed you how hot she is?"



"No, I'm worried things will change because now we're connected in a way that turns things messy."



This time it was Jared looking down to the floor. "That was a huge leap of faith on my part to show you that pic, man. I'm sorry I did it."



Mark sighed. "I actually know that was a big deal for you. That's part of the problem. You should know I still respect you. But you didn't think that all the way through. I'm worried about what this means…You get me?" 



Jared nodded, still looking down.



Mark continued: "Dude, you have to, HAVE TO assure me that this doesn't change things. I'm still your platoon sergeant, you're still one of my squad leaders. We have to count on each other. No matter what."



Jared looked up and nodded, determined. Mark held his gaze for a moment, waiting. Then, his eyes softened slightly.



"Show me that pic again. I can't get it out of my mind." Jared excitedly reached into his pocket for his phone. 



Mark thought twice.



"Wait."



Jared stopped, phone in hand, and looked at Mark, confused.



"Text Megan. Tell her you showed me the picture. I want to hear what she says."



Jared grinned and nodded, looking down at his phone and typing quickly. A moment passed, and his phone buzzed.



"She said 'OMG what did he think?'"



"Let me see." Mark verified the text and handed the phone back. "Tell her I want to see it again, but I want her to give permission. Jared nodded excitedly and began typing. "Wait…"



Jared stopped again. 



"Give her my phone number, and tell her I want to see it again, but I want her to text me and tell me to look at it."



Jared's breathing quickened and his face reddened. He wordlessly complied, hitting SEND on the message. No response. 



The friends waited, finishing their MREs and standing up to throw the remains in the trash outside the door of the shelter. As they were walking back to their cots, Jared's phone buzzed again. 



"She said no, she's too scared."



"That's what I thought. You're thinking with your dick too much, man. You two gotta figure this out."



Jared nodded solemnly, clearly disappointed. "I get it man. You're right. Sorry for bringing this up." Mark grabbed him and gave him a back-slapping hug. "No worries, Frenchie. Let's put it behind us."



The two removed their fatigues and climbed into their cots. Jared laid on his back with his phone in front of his face, clearly still texting Megan. Mark took one more look around, ordered lights out, and laid down to sleep.



A gentle buzzing stirred Mark out of pitch-black sleep. It was his phone, tucked underneath the rolled up clothes he was using for a pillow. He reached down and pulled it out, hiding the light under the lid of his sleeping bag. 



New text message. 



3:00 AM. 



He looked over at Jared. 



Sound asleep



Mark opened the text message. 



An unknown number.



Hey, it's Megan. Are you awake?



Mark squinted. 



Mark: I am now. What's up?



Megan: Thanks for being understanding and talking Jared down. He gets excited sometimes, it's good he has a friend like you to keep him level.



Mark: No problem. You guys okay? 



Megan: Yeah, we're okay. I just wanted to say thanks.



Mark: Yeah, no problem.



Mark put the phone down and began to drift back down into sleep. The phone buzzed again. He picked it up, annoyed.



Megan: Mark.



Mark: What's up, Megan?



Megan: Jared told me about Briseis. He definitely spelled it wrong. 🤪



Mark: Lol.



Megan: He hasn't read the Iliad, but I have. I think what you say makes sense.



Mark: Cool. You've read the Iliad?



Megan: Yeah. We should talk about it sometime.



Mark smiled.



Mark: Sure, totally.



Megan:But Mark…

Megan: One thing I know about that story is that nobody, ever, asked Briseis what she wants.



Mark's attention narrowed, zooming in on the last text. His heart quickened, and he sat up slightly.



Mark: That's definitely true. 



Megan: So. Don't you wonder what Briseis wanted? What she would have wanted?



Mark's face began to flush, his cock stirring.



Mark: Yeah, I guess I do. What would Briseis want?



Megan: I think she wants you to look at that picture…



* * *



Jordan thanked the young student employee handing her coffee to her. She smiled at the not-too-distant memory. Her first meeting with Mark was mixed, with no real indicators that their relationship would evolve beyond collaborating on the fallout of a plagiarized paper. Turning back toward her graduate student office in the adjacent building, Jordan walked thoughtfully, holding her coffee cup in her left hand, her phone in her right. She passed 22B again.



She pulled up the contacts on her phone and looked up the contact page of a man who occupied so much room in her life and marriage lately. The contact entry was old, a carryover from when she first put it in her phone on the day he handed her that business card. A card promising a business relationship. 



Lt. Rein, ROTC.



Jordan clicked edit, and changed the entry.



Cpt. Mark Rein, USMC. 



She then recategorized the contact from "work" to "personal." Then, on a lark, she texted him.



J: Hey. Just walked by 22B on my way to get coffee. Remembering how we met. Thinking about you. Hope you're having a good day.



The text was marked sent, not read. She returned her phone to her pocket and walked briskly back to her work space.



The graduate student "offices" were really just a collection of large open rooms divided by dozens of half-cubicle walls. Jordan's desk was near the corner, furthest from the entrance. She walked to her student desk, set down her coffee, and immersed herself in her work. 



Deadlines, deadlines, deadlines. Always more deadlines.



Her phone buzzed on the desk next to her laptop. 



New text from Cpt. Mark Rein, USMC. 



She opened it.



M: I think you wore a dark blue turtleneck.



Jordan blushed.



J: You remember! I'm flattered. I certainly wasn't dressing to impress you…I didn't even know you then.



M: What are you wearing now?



J: Jeans and a dark brown blouse.



M: Are you wearing a bra?



Jordan blushed again.



J: Of course…



M: No you're not.



Jordan blushed again.



M: Jordan, are you wearing a bra?



J: Yes…



M: No you're not.



Jordan's heart began to beat faster. She glanced around to see if anyone was looking. All the others had their heads down, many with headphones on. She wasn't drawing attention to herself.



M: Jordan, tell me you're not wearing a bra, or I'm going to up the ante by telling you you're not wearing a top.



Jordan began to feel her pulse rising gently between her legs. 



She looked around once more. No one was outside of their own little work bubble. It was risky, but she loved doing what Mark told her to do. She leaned forward over her desk as if she were stretching, and then reached behind her back and unclasped her bra strap. 



The familiar sound of elastic releasing tension seemed ten times louder than it ever had before. She frantically scanned the room again, then quickly pulled the shoulder straps through her sleeves. Finally, she reached under her shirt and pulled the bra out, quickly folding the cups in half and stuffing it in her bag.



Face flushed, Jordan quietly picked up her phone again.



J: I'm not wearing a bra.



Silence. Then, one more buzz.



M: Good girl.



Jordan began to carefully regulate her breathing, as she feared her arousal would become audibly apparent to her colleagues if she didn't watch it.



J: I did what you wanted. Do I get a reward now?



M: That depends. Are your nipples showing through your blouse?



Jordan looked down.



J: A little.



M: Good. Rub them a little, so they show more.



Jordan bit her lower lip slightly as she reached up to rub her nipples through her shirt. Unsurprisingly, they quickly began to poke into the fabric of her shirt.



J: OK. I definitely can't go anywhere for a while. 



M: I understand. So I just have one question, and I'll leave you to your work. I know you're busy after all.



Jordan smiled to herself.



J: Oh, thank you…

J: What's your question?



M: Do you know how long sperm can stay in a woman's body after sex?



J: I don't know…like 4 hours?



M: Definitely longer than that. Sometimes 3 days.



J: That's very interesting.



M: I think so. So just a quick follow up question. Did you and I have sex recently?



Jordan bit her lip harder.



J: Yes.



M: When?



J: Saturday night.



M: Did I cum inside you on Saturday night?



Jordan began to pant. The pulse between her legs grew steadily in intensity.



J: Yes.



M: A little or a lot?



J: A lot. God, so much…



M: That's my memory too. What day is it, Jordan?



J: Monday



M: Let's see. Saturday night…Sunday night…Monday afternoon. What might that mean for your body right now, Jordan?



Jordan couldn't stand it. She needed him. She felt so submissive. So beautifully used. Her fingers shook as she texted back:



J: I might have your cum in me right now.



M: That's right. So here's what you're going to do. You're going to stand up, nipples showing or not, and you're going to quietly go to the nearest bathroom. 



J: OK…



M: When you're there, you're going to go into a stall, pull down your pants and panties, and you're going to remember how much I filled you up two nights ago. You're going to remember the feeling of my cum, and you're going to do your best to find whatever is left in you with your fingers.



Silence.



J: Yes, sir…
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Turning into the distribution center's loading docks, David glanced at his wristwatch, not trusting the truck's clock after the electrical troubles he had fought through that morning. He was just over ten minutes late back to the dock. Managing to make up most of his lost time through sheer grit and hustle wasn't quite enough to cover his earlier delay. He gritted his teeth as he threw the box truck into reverse and backed smoothly into the dock. Bumping gently into the rubber stopper at the end of the dock, he ratcheted the gear shift into park and exhaled, exhausted.



Vinny was waiting for David as he walked through the door into the driver's lounge. Vinny had been David's morning shift supervisor since he began his delivery route. They were not friends.



"You're late," Vinny sneered as David began to apologize. 



"I know you were worried about some electrical shit, I don't care. You complain early in the morning, you obviously don't want to work. Probably late 'cause you pulled over to check the battery every five minutes or some nervous bullshit like that."



David's face reddened. He knew it was pointless to argue with Vinny. Working at the loading dock for almost ten years, he was just dumb enough to think he was smart. A walking, tobacco dipping Dunning-Kruger effect. Any attempt to correct him was extremely counterproductive. Furthermore, he was physically larger than David, and, like most bullies with bargain basement IQs, liked to threaten subordinates and smaller people through physical intimidation. 



David was self-conscious about his height at 5 feet, 7 inches, while Vinny was easily 6 feet tall, wiry, and mean. David was non-confrontational to a fault, always preferring to use his brain to find better ways to do things rather than using his personality and physicality as a battering ram to get his way. Trying to muscle his way through things was never going to work for David Stark. Using his brain did. At least eventually. In situations like this, however, he was at the mercy of whatever lunk wanted to steamroll him.



David feigned remorse and submission. "I'm sorry, Vinny. I thought there was an issue, and I stopped to check it. I was wrong, but I made up time on almost all my deliveries. I'm very sorry, and it won't happen again."



Vinny sneered, perceiving his subordinate's capitulation. 



"That's right, bitch. It won't happen again. If it does…"



David held his eyes down, where his eye caught his wedding ring. He was grateful Jordan didn't see him like this. 



Vinny continued. "Don't touch my fucking trucks. They work fine, and you don't know shit. And I'm not authorizing you overtime when you're coming back late. As far as I'm concerned, you clocked out at 2:30. Got it?"



David glanced further up his hand and saw his watch. 3:15. "Got it…" David muttered.



"Get out of here."



David nodded and walked out toward his car. Covering about half the distance to his car, he thought twice. He turned on his heel and walked briskly back to his work truck, still parked at the loading dock. He looked around. Shift change. No one around. He quickly opened the cab door and pulled out his toolbox. Opening the metal case, he pulled out the fried alternator and closed the lid, replacing the toolbox and shutting the door quietly. He then walked the other direction, away from Vinny and the other delivery managers, and toward the mechanic's shop.



"Hey Hamad, I got something for ya…" David called out as he walked through the shop door where the distribution hub's mechanics worked. Hamad had been his go-to guy, a first generation immigrant who was very handy but a little hard to understand. He and David had bonded, since both were thought to be weirdos on the outside edge of their work groups. Hamad walked up and grinned at David and shook his hand. David took the opportunity of the handshake to slip Hamad the burned out alternator. 



"This went out on my truck this morning. I got it to a junk yard before it completely fried and replaced it with another used one. Got it?"



Hamad nodded, confused, and gesturing to the blackened metallic junk he was now holding: "Get it. What I do with this?" 



"Just throw it away, I just wanted to show you." He then leaned in to Hamad and lowered his voice. "Then, when you change the oil on truck 14 next time, I want you to do an inspection and find a broken alternator. Then get a new one on there. I don't know how long this junk one is going to last. And…" David pulled a ten dollar bill out of his shirt pocket and shook it into Hamad's hand, "this conversation never happened. Got it?"



Hamad, who loved a conspiracy, just grinned as he took the bill. 



David smiled and slapped Hamad on the back, then turned and walked out the door, without noticing Jack, the crusty old mechanic's supervisor, standing in an adjacent hallway.



* * *



David fumbled with the keys to his apartment, jiggled the lock open, and stumbled through the door. Artfully kicking the door shut behind him, he flopped face first onto the couch. What a day. 



After a few minutes, he rolled over on his back and looked at his watch. 4:05. Jordan usually got home between 4:30 and 5, and they liked to eat early. He forced himself to stand up and walked to the bathroom, dropping his work clothes in the hallway. After a quick shower scrubbing at the weird combination odor of dockworkers, diesel, and fresh flowers, he changed into a t-shirt and basketball shorts and walked into the kitchen. 



Jordan arrived about 5 minutes to 5, when David had nearly finished dinner. She was humming to herself as she came through the door, and although David couldn't see her from the kitchen, he smiled unconsciously to himself. Just her presence brightened his day. Jordan put her bag down next to the couch and tiptoed into the kitchen, playfully placing her hands over his eyes as he worked the skillet. "Guess who?"



"Salman Rushdie?" David responded. 



"Close. So close…" Jordan giggled. David turned around to see her. God, she was so beautiful. Smooth, symmetrical face. Shiny, wavy auburn hair. Slim, feminine build. Gun barrel blue eyes. Kind of an Anna Kendrick vibe, but a little taller and with even daintier facial features. 



Jordan leaned in playfully and kissed her husband. "What's for dinner?"



"I've got a stir fry going. With chicken. OK with you?" David leaned in to kiss his wife one more time. 



"Sounds great." She took two steps back and leaned down to get some juice out of the refrigerator. Placing the pitcher on the counter, she reached up to pull a glass out of the cabinet. David noticed something different about her.



"You're not wearing a bra!" David observed, taken aback.



Jordan smiled coyly. 



"Way to go, eagle eyes." 



She was wearing a slim fit T-shirt, so the smooth contours of her breasts were fairly apparent through the fabric. Any doubt was removed by noticeable dents–her nipples pressing against the fabric. David was instantly flustered. This was so unlike his wife, who dressed conservatively to a fault. Had she walked around all day like that? How should he respond?



"Is that…like…on purpose?"



Jordan's eyes crinkled as she smiled evasively. "I'll set the table."



* * *



Corporal Poisson was in lockstep with his platoon sergeant. It was almost like boot camp. 



Rein and Poisson anticipated each other's moves and communicated almost without speech. Jared had taken yesterday's correction to heart, and, after a good night's sleep, slipped back into his old self. The training day went off without a hitch; the whole platoon received high marks in all training criteria. Sergeant Rein was definitely catching the attention of the company commander and senior enlisted marines. His lack of experience seemed to pale under his natural leadership, which appeared effortless from the outside. All of these things combined to substantially improve Mark's mood at the chow hall that night.



Jared, along with the other three squad leaders, were a bit suspicious of Mark's good mood. It wasn't like him to be this relaxed. Something had changed. But they didn't want to spoil a good evening by questioning it. After eating a hasty, unappetizing field mess with his platoon, Mark huddled with his squad leaders, giving them a rough outline of the next day's schedule before dismissing.The platoon had an actual night off, albeit in their tin-can camp in the middle of the Mojave desert. 



Mark and Jared laid back on their cots, trading barbs, jokes, and stories as military men do. Eventually the topic returned to their exchange from the night before. 



Mark broke the ice.



"Hey man, I don't know if you know this, but Megan texted me last night after lights out."



Jared's eyes widened. "Really? What did she say? What did you say? What…?"



Mark laughed, cutting his friend's line of questioning off. "We discussed…ancient literature."



Jared laughed tentatively. "No really, what did you guys talk about?"



"She said she wanted me to see that picture again."



Jared's eyes widened a little more. "So…you want to see it again?"



Mark stretched out on his back, put his hands behind his head, and looked at the ceiling. He took a deep breath, then let it out slowly.



"Send it to me."



"Holy shit…Ho.Ly. Shit…"Jared muttered under his breath as he reached for his phone and, hands trembling, pulled up the picture. He tried to play it cool, but held his breath as he began to hold out his phone for Mark to take.



"Nope" Mark asserted, not moving his eyes from the ceiling. "I didn't say hand it to me. I'm not borrowing it. I'm taking it. Send me the picture, then delete it from your phone. It's mine now."



Jared froze, his hand still frozen halfway across the distance between their cots. "You…you serious?" He asked, dumbfounded.



"Yep. That's how it's going to be. We're not going to haggle and fight over shared property. We're going to obtain knowing consent from everyone involved, and we're going to draw clear boundaries. Got it?"



"Dude, that's awesome," Jared choked out a nervous laugh. "You have no idea…"



"I think I'm getting the idea, Frenchie. Send the pic."



Jared looked down to his phone, pressed a few buttons, and Mark felt the buzz in his hip pocket indicating a received message. His heart began to beat more quickly. However, playing it cool in tense situations was a craft he had honed for years now. He kept his gaze held straight upward. 



"Now, delete that pic from your phone."



Jared hit a few more buttons on his phone display, pausing slightly before pressing the final one. "Done." He said tentatively, trying to avoid a slight tremor in his voice. 



"All right." Mark replied, matter-of-factly. He made no motion to get his phone out of his pocket. He simply acknowledged that the racy picture was now his possession. "So what now, Frenchie?"



Jared squinted. He hadn't thought this far. He never thought he would get this far. He was dumbfounded at the new heights of excitement he was already experiencing. He struggled for a moment, but had no answer. 



"Allright Frenchie. You did really good in training today. Night and day difference from yesterday. We had clear communication about this situation, and that seemed to fix the situation. I'm trusting that this isn't going to get in the way of our mission, as long as we're all communicating." 



"Yeah…" Jared rasped.



Mark continued, cooly in charge: "So since you're kind of at a loss for words here, I'll go ahead and make a couple things clear, just to make sure there are no more problems. Cool?"



"OK, cool," Jared said tentatively.



"I have your consent to communicate with Megan in whatever way she and I decide. Right?"



"Yeah, uh…yeah, I guess so."



"Say yes," Mark said, briefly taking his eyes off the ceiling and looking directly at his friend.



"Yes," Jared said, barely above a whisper.



"OK." Mark stood up, picked up his jacket and cover, put them on, and slung his weapon over his shoulder. Zipping up his jacket, he looked directly at Jared, and gave orders. 



"I'm going to take a walk. You're the ranking NCO on deck. Do not leave the shelter, handle any platoon issues, and call lights out at 2300. Report anything relevant to me when I get back. I'll be back later." 



"OK," Jared said, voice still clearly tentative. "When will you be back?"



Mark locked eyes with his subordinate, and spoke with a low voice, avoiding drawing the attention of the rest of the platoon. Nevertheless, he made his intentions crystal clear: 



"When I'm done with your wife, Frenchie."



* * *



Jordan loved David's stir fry. It was one of her favorite dishes, and David usually made it on Monday or Tuesday, when the vegetables they bought for the week were the freshest. Already seated at the set table, she closed her eyes and deeply inhaled the scent when David brought in the skillet, still steaming from the stove top. He set it down on the table between them and sat down across from her.



David asked Jordan to say grace. She folded her hands and rushed through the meal prayer, still intoxicated by the aroma in front of her. After the "Amen," she grabbed the serving tongs and dug in. 



David grinned as his wife attacked the food. He had discovered a fascinating synergy growing between them since he and Jordan got married. He was most happy when he could see her happiness. When she got excited, he got excited, and vice versa. It was exactly the type of feelings he hoped would develop, but he had never experienced this dynamic, where one partner's emotional state so clearly reflected and fed the other's. 



He was also fascinated–on a much less psycho-spiritual level–by Jordan's wardrobe this afternoon. Jordan always dressed professionally, or at least as professionally as graduate students generally dress. But not wearing a bra with a form fitting top was pretty out of the ordinary for her. Unprecedented, really. David's eye was repeatedly drawn to his wife's chest. The gray  cotton hugged her bare skin, accenting the contours of her body. Her nipples were still slightly visible through the fabric. And unlike the Jordan he knew six months ago, this Jordan did not seem self-conscious about it. It was almost like she was viewing her own body differently. More comfortable in her own skin. Maybe.



David snapped out of his "meditation" to see Jordan's eyes focused on his face, a slight smirk reflecting his rather bewildered fixation on her body. 



"David? I'm up here."



"Oh, right. Sorry."



Jordan giggled. "I guess I'll say it again. I like that you look at me. It makes me feel sexy. OK?"



"OK," David said, still a little embarrassed.



"So, how was work today?"



"It was okay. I ended up being late and getting chewed out by Vinny."



Jordan frowned, a little surprised. It wasn't like David to under perform or miss marks. "What happened? Was there a wreck, or traffic or something?"



"No, the alternator went out on the truck. I found a junkyard, got a different one and swapped them out, but it put me back a little. I rushed to catch up for the rest of the day, but didn't make up enough time." David's tone was flat, clearly expressing some repressed irritation at not meeting his daily goal.



Jordan squinted, trying to make sense of the story. "So you found a part in a pile of junk, brought the truck back, got it fixed, and still almost finished all your deliveries on time?"



"No, I didn't bring it back. I had my tools in the truck, I just fixed it in the yard and kept going." David sighed and put a forkful of stir fry into his mouth, chewing absently while he digested his frustration.



Jordan caught a chuckle in her throat, thought for a minute, then let out a full laugh. Shaking her head in disbelief, she looked down to get another fork full of stir fry before looking back up at her husband. "Okay baby, I know that you get wrapped up in end products and goals and stuff. But you're a flipping ninja. Seriously! Who fixes their own truck while on their delivery route and still makes all of them almost on time?"



"Me, I guess." 



"Yeah you," Jordan nodded incredulously, smiling. "And Vinny gave you crap for being late?"



"I didn't tell him I fixed it. I thought it would be a bad idea. I told Hamad though, so he can check my work and make sure it's good." David's tone remained flat, unimpressed with himself.



"Well, Vinny's a jerk. And I think you're amazing."



David blushed, his wife's admiration finally breaking through a little. He changed the subject.

 "Okay, enough about my boring day…how was your day?"



"Pretty standard. Professor Lukacz was lecturing on abnormal psych. Always entertaining. At least the class seemed to stay awake this time. Most of them, anyway."



"Abnormal psych? What makes anything you study abnormal? It all seems weird to me."



Jordan playfully poked her fork across the table in the direction of her husband. "That is too big a question for this dinner, you turkey. And I'm not too sure we should be the arbiters of psychological normalcy lately."



David blushed again. 



"So…were you in a hurry to get out the door this morning?"



"Yeah, I kinda was. Slept in a little. Thanks for the smoothie, by the way."



"I was just saying," David cleared his throat. "It seems like you dressed in a hurry."



"I did. Do you think the outfit is badly matched? Maybe you should lay out my clothes…" Jordan smirked again.



"I was more wondering if you forgot something."



"Oh. No, I don't think so…" 



Jordan, clearly cognizant of her husband's intention, began nonchalantly and surgically drawing out his curiosity. 



She moved her fork around the plate, gathering the last of her helping of stir fry, and put the final bite in her mouth, chewing nonchalantly as she locked eyes across the table. David cleared his throat.



"So, you looked…like this…all day? I mean, it's great, I think it's great…"



Jordan lifted an eyebrow. "You're wondering if I left the house with a bra."



"Yeah, I guess."



"Funny thing, baby. I did leave the house with a bra. And I had a bra on while I was teaching, and when I had my lunch, and when I went to get a coffee in the cafeteria."



"So…did you take it off, or…"



"Well, after I got back to the office and started working, I found myself in a text conversation with a friend of mine. His name is Mark Rein. He's a marine. Have I mentioned him before?" Jordan inflected innocently.



David grunted, loving and hating the direction of the conversation.



Jordan leaned back in her chair, sitting straight against the back. The soft curve of her petite breasts was perfected in that pose. She was both fully clothed and suggestively exposed. Exquisite. David found himself consciously trying not to lick his lips. Jordan pretended to stretch, then continued her story.



"So I was texting with this friend, and he just happened to ask if I was wearing a bra. Of course I told him yes…why wouldn't I be?"



David tried to keep his eyes focused on Jordan's face. It was a slow, losing battle. "Did he tell you to take it off?"



"No. Of course not. That would be wildly inappropriate for a man that is…Not. My. Husband. Don't you think?" 



David's fork was frozen in the small pile of stir fry still on his plate. She leaned forward and put her fork into his food, lifting out half of the remainder and raised it to her lips. 



"Mmm, baby. That's so good. I love your stir fry." She leaned back again, seeming to end the conversation. "So…after we clean up, I thought we could start watching that new Star Trek series. I heard they brought back Picard as an admiral! Pretty cool, don't you think?"



"Yeah…that…um…that sounds great."



Jordan leaned forward again and gently used her fork to move David's fork out of the way, which was still frozen on the plate. She then scooped up the remaining stir fry, clearing his plate, and placed the fork in her mouth. 



Despite half of him screaming to let the conversation go, David couldn't. Moths and flames and whatnot. 



"So…what happened?"



Jordan chewed and swallowed the last of the meal. Then she affected an look of innocent curiosity, both eyebrows raised disarmingly. "Hmm?"



David blinked, still blushing. "What happened with…you know…"



"Oh, that." Jordan nodded innocently. "Well honey, it was the darndest thing. Even though I thought Mark's question to be wildly inappropriate, I did tell him that yes, of course I was wearing a bra. But then the strangest thing happened. He told me that I wasn't. Just flat out called me a liar. Can you believe it?"



"But…" David stammered, heart racing. His cock stiffened.



"I know, baby. I was livid. I thought to myself…'how dare he assert a false reality! I know what I'm wearing. Mark Rein has another thing coming if he thinks he can gaslight a Ph.D student in psychology.' I was about to tell him off." Jordan stood up and picked up both plates, carrying them into the kitchen and placing them in the sink. She then returned and picked up the silverware. David remained sitting, not wanting to draw attention to his erection by standing up.



"So…you told him off?"



"Well, like I said, I was about to. But then, I looked down…and…you'll never believe this, David. He was right! Somehow…and I know unexplained things happen every day…but it's always so strange when it happens to you, you know. So somehow, I wasn't wearing a bra! It has never happened to me before."



David swallowed. "So did you lose it? Where did it go?"



Jordan walked purposefully over to the door of their apartment, bent down, and pulled her neatly folded brassiere out of her bag, holding it incredulously up next to her face. "No baby, it turns out it was right in here. Folded in exactly the way I fold my bras. Weird, don't you think?"



David shifted in his seat. He was now sweating. 



Jordan slowly walked back toward the table. She pulled the back of David's chair. David shifted, helping her move the chair away from the table. She held her bra in her right hand and sat down on his lap, placing her left arm around his shoulders. Her breasts were right at David's eye level, and her nipples had stiffened slightly. 



"How do you think it got off my body and into my bag, David? Isn't it weird?"



David's erection ventured into painful territory. "It's a mystery…" he weakly responded.



Jordan kissed David's forehead gently, and responded with a silky smooth voice. "It is, baby. It is. A. Mystery." She kissed him gently on the cheek and stood up to take the remaining dishes and dropped them into the sink. Turning around and leaning against the counter, once again highlighting her unsupported breasts under her thin cotton T-shirt, Jordan affected a change in subject. 



"So…if you could clean up the dishes real quick and then meet me in the bedroom? I was looking for something earlier, and I'd like some help finding it. Can you do that for me?"



"Okay…"



"Thanks baby!" Jordan walked past him down the hall toward their bedroom.



* * *



Mark found an isolated space behind the chow hall. No marines were milling around, smoking, or patrolling. He was most likely to be interrupted by coyotes in the desert night. He sat down with his back to the outer wall of the building and pulled out his phone.



Mark: Hey Meg. How's your night going?



Megan: Hey Mark, what's up?



Mark: Did Jared tell you I was going to text?



Megan: Yes…☺️



Mark: So…I have your picture in my phone now. I made Jared delete it. 



Megan: That's what he said.



Mark: I needed to see how serious he was. So, now that I know, you and I need to have a little talk.



Megan: You're right. I'm sorry if we're coming on too strong. I've had my doubts about this whole thing, but J is super into it. I'm sorry if we're pushing you and putting you in an awkward position. If you want to talk about, I don't know…maybe strategize about how to talk J down, I'm totally ready to have that conversation.



Mark: Well, we might need to do that. But I guess the first thing we need to figure out is what kind of conversation you want to have. 



Megan: Ummm…what kind of conversation do YOU want to have? 😬



Mark: I'm open to a few different ones. But first things first, you're absolutely right. J is way more excited than he is rational at this point. He usually has better judgment, and it's worrying me a little bit. But people get crazy around big changes, and we have some big changes coming. Whatever happens here, we need to have an escape plan where this all goes back to zero and we forget it and move on. 



Megan: I agree.



Mark: Good. So, what I need to know before we go any further than this, is where YOU are at. What are your feelings about this? Don't hold back, I can handle whatever answer you give.



Megan: …

Megan: …

Megan: …

Megan: This is so weird.



Mark: Oh, I know. It's weird for me too. And admittedly hot as hell too.



Megan: OK…yeah kinda 🤪



Mark: OK, let's start with the basics. Are you on board with this? Or are you just going along to make J happy?



Megan: OMG this is so embarrassing…

Megan: J and I have been doing some role play, and we both think it's kinda hot. J has this fantasy that I sleep with other guys while he's deployed, but he's the only man I've been with. I can't just go nuts on my own, so I don't really know what I'm doing. WE don't know what WE'RE doing. All we know right now is it's a pretty hot fantasy. But obv, the deployment's coming up, and I'm kinda scared.



Mark: OK, I think I get it.



Megan: I told J I didn't want to be with a total stranger, and he asked me if we knew anyone that I'd be into, and I kinda said you…



Mark: Obviously I'm flattered. Question though…

Mark: When you say you're scared, is it because of the deployment or just because you're thinking about trying this new thing?



Megan: Both, kinda, I guess. I mean, it's both, but I'm not really sure. 



Mark: A lot of intense emotions? Hard to figure out?



Megan: Yeah, kinda.



Mark: Makes sense. I'm not in a relationship, and basically all my friends are going with me on deployment. So I'm feeling as safe as I probably could be in the circumstances. I can only imagine how weird it is to know your SO is going to be gone for a long time, and be in danger the whole time.



Megan: OK this is officially not hot anymore, lol 🥹



Mark: I know. But it's important, so hear me out. I just need all of us to know what kind of a minefield we're getting into, and emotions get confused and intense. The absolute last thing any of us need is some kind of messy emotional triangle that pits me and my best squad leader against each other and leaves you alone and isolated. And I knew that talking through this with J would just have him telling me that it would all be cool. He's a great squad leader, totally dependable, but when he wants me to go along with something, he just goes nuts. If I were to just go off what he says, I would have no idea how you feel, and we could all really mess things up.



Megan: You're right. That makes sense. Mark, seriously, thank you. I'm glad I have someone to talk to like this.



Mark: I'm glad I have someone to talk to like this too. The fact that that person is my best friend's smoking hot wife is obviously a bonus. 🔥



Megan: 😊

Megan: OK, sloppy stuff aside, since we're being honest, I'm kinda wondering if your being super sweet and talking about emotional minefields and stuff is just kinda…



Mark: Kinda what?



Megan: Kinda like…letting me down easy? Like you're not into me but you don't want to just say no?



Mark: …

Mark: That's not it.



Megan: OK. Since we're being honest, I was just so scared to even approach anyone, much less J's boss. It was kind of a nightmare scenario to put myself into, well both me and J, and then make things weird and ice the cupcake with knowing that you're just not into me. It sounds stupid now that I'm saying it. I know, I'm so vain…



Mark: Meg, you should know something. I took that pic from J because I wanted it. Seriously, Megan, you're a damn smoke show. If you weren't married to my best friend…



Megan: ?



Mark: Well, let's just say that I definitely wouldn't be showing the restraint I have been so far in this text chain. 



Megan: 😊



Mark: And no shit…that picture is crazy hot. CRAZY. Now I know not only how hot you are, but what a freak you can be. I can't get it out of my head. 



Megan: That's good to hear. 😚



Mark: So, let's cool it and think about it some more. But yes, to be clear I'm both flattered and interested. I just want to be careful and respectful of everyone's situations and emotions. Gotta do my job and be a good friend, you know?



Megan: Seriously, Mark, thank you. 



Mark: No problem Meg. Thanks for being so open. I'm gonna get back to the shelter. Have a good night.



Megan: Can I say one more thing before you go, Mark?



Mark: Yeah, sure. What's up?



Megan: *image* Click to open




Post 20 — Johng1953

Wed Dec 06, 2023 4:31 am

I just came across this. What a great story and so well written. What have we done to deserve such a treat? Can't wait for more!




Post 21 — Crushing

Wed Dec 13, 2023 12:02 pm

Jordan smiled as she heard the organ play the introductory bars of "All Things Bright and Beautiful," one of her favorite church hymns since she was a little girl. Her grandmother used to play it on the family piano, and she would sing it at the top of her lungs. Even before she could read. She soaked in the memory as she stood up next to her husband, opened the hymnal so he could read the music, and joined the congregation in song.



The choir wasn't singing today. Jordan was excited to sit next to David in the pews. As they had walked in, she held on to his arm so he couldn't go to his usual spot in the back corner, and instead steered them both gently toward a center pew, still near the back. She was working on making him feel more comfortable in the space, but she knew it would take time. Now, they were standing next to each other, singing happily. It was a beautiful spring morning.



The song ended. Jordan reflected on the penultimate verse, which teaches that "great is the Almighty, who has made all things well." The young couple sat down and braced for community announcements and a very hit-or-miss sermon from the congregation's elderly emeritus pastor, Pastor Ripkin. Their normal, younger, and substantially more engaging pastor was out for the week and had handed off the service to his elderly predecessor. 



As the old man approached the pulpit, Jordan put her arm through David's and leaned on his shoulder, enjoying the idyllic morning. Everything is beautiful. She almost instinctively zoned out of the sermon before it even started, her memory drawn into the past and upcoming week. The busy life of a grad student and newlywed. 



She was quite busy. She was moving into the dissertation proposal phase of her program, which required quite a lot of work. She had more students this semester, and while most were fine, some could be a real pain. Daily emails from a handful of disgruntled students could throw her off center on bad days. She also sang in the church choir, requiring rehearsal time, and tried to do charity work. She also had some things she wanted to organize in their home. So much to do, and not enough time to do it all…



Drifting along through benign thoughts revolving around her practical life concerns, she found another, stronger memory intrude. She tried to bat away the thoughts of her Saturday night sins, but they were too powerful. 



She checked her watch. 11:15.  Just under 12 hours ago, she was totally naked. On her back. She was trembling in ecstatic pleasure as her legs extended out under a tall, muscular man. 



She remembered in the moment a strange, almost out of body detachment from the noises coming out of her as he filled her deepest physical place. Small whimpers. Heavy, rapid, and irregular breathing. Occasional long, involuntary wails. She had lost the ability to track time. Moments with her lover passed as hours in the world outside his bedroom. Inside his bedroom, time simply slipped away. Last night was a blur, but she did remember languidly staring at the light gray ceiling past his bed posters as she felt his core stiffen and jerk, releasing copious seed into her body. 



This was the second time he had cum inside her. 



This was the second time any man had cum inside her. 



This time she had unconsciously locked her arms around his neck. This time she had wrapped her legs around his waist as he flooded her. 



She felt exhaled for forever as his body slowly relaxed into hers…



"HYPOCRITES!"



Jordan snapped out of her reverie when the shouted word invaded her consciousness from the pulpit. She shook her head, slightly dazed. What did the old man say?



"Jesus pronounced curses on hypocrites. Those who say one thing and do another. Who promote themselves as good, but are bad. Bad in the deepest places of their souls. In Matthew 23, Jesus calls such people "whited sepulchres…nicely painted tombs that look clean and orderly from the outside, but are filled with rotting corpses."



Jordan was familiar with this passage of Scripture. She was familiar with quite a bit of the Bible, in fact, having taught Sunday School to children in her father's church fairly regularly from her teenage years onward. Growing up, her natural curiosity and intellectual appetite focused deeply on the central text of her family's faith. This scripture had never struck her this way before. 



Pastor Ripkin cleared his throat and continued.



"When I was a younger man, we had enough people in the churches to speak about this fairly often. Now, the churches are emptying out, and it seems like all Christians talk about is the wickedness of all those sinners who never darken the doors of our churches. But we…we who do come together to worship…we do not come to church as saints. We come as sinners seeking the forgiveness of God. If we walk in thinking we are saints, we fool ourselves. When we walk past the altar of the church as self-identified saints, we mock the cross. When we hide our sins under a veneer of sanctity, we become part of a very exclusive group: those who Jesus has little or no patience for. We become…hypocrites."



Jordan tightened her grip on David's arm. David, barely paying attention to the old man's ramblings, turned his head to face his wife, who was grimacing on his shoulder.



"Are you feeling okay Jo?" David whispered, trying to avoid drawing attention.



Jordan forced a smile. "Yeah, I'm fine. I just…I'm just feeling a little…nauseous." 



David's lips pursed, concerned. "Are you feeling sick? Do you need to go?"



Jordan didn't answer right away. She closed her eyes and seemed to zone out. Pastor Ripkin's fatigued voice drifted between them, detailing additional scriptural passages that indicated Jesus' dissatisfaction with hypocrisy. 



David was far too focused on Jordan's condition to notice. He noticed the early signs of tears welling through her closed eyelids. She seemed to be in pain. David put his hand on her knee which caused her to wince slightly, so he withdrew and closed his hand in a fist, resting it on his own leg instead.



The sermon dragged on. After a few minutes, Jordan nodded slightly and whispered back:



"Yeah, let's slip out. I don't think I can make it to the end today."



David reached over her lap and picked up her purse, helping her to her feet. They sidestepped their way out of the pew and made their way toward the back of the church. Jordan was now noticeably pale, using her hands to cover her mouth and stomach, poorly hiding her discomfort. Some of the gossips they passed on the way out noticed the signs of morning nausea and smiled knowingly to each other, excited at the prospect of juicy news–not their own–that they could transform into social capital for themselves. David kept a hand between his wife's shoulder blades as they passed out of the sanctuary and moved to the outer door of the church. As the sanctuary door shut quietly behind them, the phrase "hypocrites and sinners" drifted past Jordan one last time.



When they got to the car, David helped his wife into the passenger seat, then walked around the back to get in the driver's side. By the time he sat down and closed the door, Jordan was sobbing audibly. David froze in shock.



"What's wrong, baby? What happened? Do we need to see a doctor or…"



"No, I'm fine. I'm just a terrible person!" Jordan wailed, scrunching her face in moral panic and hiding it behind her hands. Her shiny, Sunday morning auburn curls hair fell around her face and hands, veiling her anguish. Her shoulders shook.



David was stunned. "What…why would you say that, Jo? You're a great person. The best person! I love you so much…"



Jordan paused for a moment between involuntary sobs. "You shouldn't though. I've hurt you so much. I've hurt you so much!" The tears started again.



David's manstinct was to categorically deny the hurt. Surely, that would solve the problem. "I'm not hurt, Jo. You haven't hurt me!" Jordan sobbed louder.



"Yes I have…and of course you'd say that…" she sniffed through her hands. She looked up and looked imploringly at her husband. Her face was red, her makeup running with tears. Her breath still stuttered with anguish. 



 "David, can we just go home? I don't want anyone to see me like this." 



David noticed that the key was frozen halfway to the ignition. He nodded slightly, giving a sympathetic smile to Jordan as he started the car.



Once they got in the house, Jordan ran into the bedroom and shut the door behind her. David stood at the entrance of their apartment, the door shut behind him, with absolutely no idea how to proceed. He went to the kitchen and got a glass out of the cupboard. Filling it with water, he walked to the bedroom door and knocked twice, gently. No response. He knocked twice again, with no answer. He reached down to the knob and turned.



Locked.



David frowned. He knocked again. "Jordan? Can I come in?"



"Jordan?"



* * *



Sergeant Mark Rein, Corporal Jared Poisson, and Megan Poisson sat asymmetrically around a booth in a Shoney's restaurant. Jared and his wife sat together on one side, Mark on the other. Mark's hands were folded, his eyes down and focused on his twiddling thumbs. Megan, wearing more makeup than Mark had ever seen her wear before, looked like she wanted to run screaming from the restaurant but had taken some kind of drug that paralyzed her in the sitting position. Jared was holding his wife's hand under the table, sporting a thousand yard stare fixed on some random point across the restaurant. They had just ordered. No one was hungry.



Mark and Jared had just returned from Viper two days ago, with a full deployment date in 30 days. Back from the Mojave desert training, their unit was at full readiness to fulfill their orders to Afghanistan. Mark and Jared were on pre-deployment leave. Jared and Megan had plane tickets to Burlington, Vermont the following morning, returning to their hometown to visit both of their families prior to the deployment. Mark had no plans to leave the area, but he had bought a kayak and planned to drive up the coast and do some shallow water exploring and swimming, enjoying his prized solitude. 



Megan cleared her throat. 



"So…it's been a while since I read the Iliad, Mark. Is this how Achilles and Agamemnon figured out their differences? Like…if there was a Shoney's and cell phones to send nude pictures of Briseis on the beach outside Troy, then the war would have been over in like…one year instead of ten?"



Mark laughed in spite of himself, keeping his eyes down. Jared smirked, still not fully getting the reference. Mark, charmed by her wit, looked up and grinned at Megan sporting an impish raised eyebrow. Her eyes betrayed a crippling anxiety. Humor was a weak attempt to deny what everyone knew. It was awkward.

 

Mark found that mixture of smart sarcasm and heart-pounding vulnerability extremely attractive. Normally he would be more assertive at this point, but he was still on eggshells. Unsure of exactly where he stood. He turned to Jared.



"Frenchie, just so we're on the same page…Agamemnon initially got the girl, but Achilles sulked and fucked up everything for everyone for like…a long time. That's what your wife is talking about. So, if we're using them as a metaphor in our situation, am I the king or the unstoppable warrior?"



Jared grinned nervously and slowly let the smile fade. He took a deep breath. "Rein, you know where we stand. We just want to meet and go over ground rules and stuff before anything happens. Like, officially."



Mark nodded. "Got it. What are your rules?"



Jared cleared his throat, then folded his hands on the table. "Megan goes home with you, she keeps me posted, I get pics, and it goes as far as she wants it to. Anytime she says stop, it's over, and anytime I say stop, it's over. Also, any rules she wants to add when you guys leave count as both of our rules."



"Geez, Frenchie. Do I look dangerous? I'm not going to hurt her."



Jared snorted. "Yeah, but don't you like…have a boner for open communication? Clear, precise communication?"



Mark nodded. "That's fair."



"So…" Jared continued awkwardly, "this is us…communicating." 



Mark turned to look at Megan. "What about you, Briseis? Would you like to add anything?" She smirked. Another attempt to hide her latent fear. 



"I would just add–" she paused for a moment, then blurted out quickly: "you don't have to do anything you don't want to do."



Mark smirked back. "What do you think I wouldn't want to do?"



Megan turned her head shyly away, showing rare vulnerability. She said softly, "I'm not a charity case."



"Say again?" Mark said, leaning forward.



Megan turned and locked eyes with Mark, displaying a much more familiar expression: defiance. "I said I'm not a charity case. Don't do this as a favor to your friend."



Mark nodded, trying to hide a smirk. He failed. 



Megan snorted. "You think I'm kidding?" 



"No," Mark responded. "I think you're deluded about how attractive you are. If you're game…" here he paused to check eyes with Jared, whose excitement was beginning to show, "If you're game, Briseis, I'm going to fuck you tonight. Quite possibly more than you're ready for." Her eyes widened. He lowered his head and leaned forward, whispering. "You've been sending me pics of that body for weeks now. You've got my attention. I don't want a piece, I want it all. But I won't beg. You don't do me any favors, either."



Megan's eyes sparkled. "Ok, then."



The two locked eyes across the cheap dining table. Off in an invisible periphery, Jared's breathing quickened audibly.



* * *



David sat helpless on the couch, unsure of what to do next. Jordan normally had such tight control of her emotions. This was totally out of character for her. He was surprised to note that he still held the glass of water in his hand. Looking at his watch, he realized he had sat in that state of tension for some time…over an hour! He shook his head in disbelief.



He put the glass down on the end table, leaned back, and rubbed his eyes. Jordan was having second thoughts about her trysts with Mark. That had to be it. Must have been something that happened in church, but he wasn't paying attention. He had preoccupations of his own. Furthermore, he had insecurities of his own relative to the Mark situation. He was ashamed to admit that he found it unbelievably, mind blowingly hot. He never thought–not in a million years–that he would end up with someone as smart and beautiful as Jordan. The fact that she was sexually adventurous, or at least had turned out to be, was icing on an already rich cake. 



But he knew they were pushing moral boundaries. This made him uncomfortable when he was not aroused. It also made him incredibly insecure. He loved seeing Jordan pursuing sexual adventures. He really loved when she came home and he knew that she had caught those adventures. She had a kind of seductive confidence about her that just drove him wild. But this behavior was clearly outside the boundaries of their wedding vows. He knew that, and it made him think. Problem was, whenever he began thinking about it, he got aroused, and when he got aroused, he loved the idea. So he hadn't spent too much time really probing the downside. If he did, would he panic like Jordan had an hour ago? Was his own emotional breakdown on the horizon? He didn't know. How would Jordan handle him if he was the one suffering? She would definitely know what to do.



Down the short hallway, David heard the lock switch turn on the bedroom door. David sat up, tense. He waited for the door to open and for Jordan to come out. She didn't. 



Crap. 



What now?



David shook his head and sighed. "Well, if I'm going to screw this up, then now is as good a time as any…" he thought to himself. He walked gingerly down the hallway, halted at the closed door, and knocked quietly.



"Jordan? You okay?"



Jordan's voice drifted quietly through the closed door. "Come in if you want…"



David carefully turned the knob and slowly pushed the door open. "Hey baby…" the concern in his voice was all too apparent. Jordan was laying on her back on the bed. She was still fully dressed in her modest church clothes, including her nice dress shoes. Her right arm was draped over her face, blocking her eyes. David looked at her. She was clearly peeking under her arm and could see him perfectly. He smiled at her, and a mirror smile broke through on her face to match his. 



"Don't look at me…" she moaned melodramatically, rolling onto her side. "I feel so stupid!"



David walked over and sat down on the edge of the bed. He put the glass of water on the nightstand, and leaned down on his side, propping himself on his elbow and stroking her hair with his other hand. 



"Don't worry about how you look. Which is beautiful, by the way."



Jordan mumbled through her shirtsleeve, now definitively hiding her face. "So you're into crying girls? That's weird. You're weird, David." 



David laughed. "You have no idea, Jo. Yeah…I'm weird."



Jordan laughed through her sleeve again, hiding her eyes from her husband. The awkwardness had not yet dissipated. The laughter died, and the room fell silent. She sniffed again. David kept looking at his wife, and she kept hiding her face.



"David?" She said, this time with gravity.



"What's up, Jo?" David said, reaching out to stroke her hair again.



"Why don't you hate me?"



"Why in the world would I hate you?"



Jordan paused, and David saw her torso tighten and jerk again. She was trying not to sob. 



"Because I hurt you!" she choked out between tears. "Because I'm a selfish whore who steps out on her husband!" Jordan rolled away to face away from David. David kicked his church shoes off and rolled to his side, scooting up behind his wife. He stretched his arms around her and pulled her in close. His face was buried in her curled hair. It smelled nice. She always picked out the nicest scents. David loved every part of being close to her body. He breathed in deeply and squeezed her into him.



"Jordan. Do I seem like I'm hurt to you?"



Jordan's grief lightened somewhat. "I don't know. Would you tell me if you were?"



"I think I would. I think we've been pretty honest with each other so far, don't you?"



Jordan sniffed, then grabbed one of David's hands, still stretched out behind her from behind, and kissed his fingers gently. The feeling of her soft lips on his fingers began to arouse him. 



"I just don't understand it. Why would you be okay with this? I mean, I know what I get out of it. But I would never, ever, ever be okay with you being with another woman. You're mine…" She kissed his fingers again. "All mine."



David's heart warmed, and he squeezed her again with his free arm. "You're darn right I'm all yours. And I love it. That is non-negotiable."



She squeezed his hand as he continued. "I don't know what's wrong with me, Jo. I hate to think that I'm the cause of this. We can stop this right now if you're uncomfortable." 



Jordan let go of his hand, and then flipped on her other side so she faced David on the bed. "I am uncomfortable, David. Maybe we should stop."



David nodded. "We can do that. No problem. What is it that makes you uncomfortable? Does Mark make you uncomfortable?"



"No, I like that part. Too much, maybe."



"What do you mean too much?"



Jordan grabbed David's hand and kissed his fingers again. There was no stopping the arousal now. 



Keeping her eyes down and focused on the fingers she was kissing, Jordan confessed. "I really, really like being with Mark. Physically, I mean. Only physically. I kind of…crave him. But that feeling makes me uncomfortable when I don't have it. As soon as I stop feeling comfortable, I feel like I should feel bad. I feel like I shouldn't feel that way. Ever."



David's heart picked up. He tried to tamp it down. This was not the time to get horny. "Why shouldn't you ever feel that way? You're human, aren't you? Humans feel ways sometimes. Ways that are weird. You know that way better than I do, with all your research. And I know the feeling from my end. I love it when you go do what you do. I think it's so hot, it drives me crazy for days. And when I don't actively feel that, I'm like…what are we doing?"



Jordan laughed. "Yeah, that's kind of it. But for me it's more than just psychological weirdness. For me it's paired with this deep physical fulfillment. After I spend time with Mark I just feel…good. For days after. And it makes me want to do more things. It even makes me want to be with you more, and I think that's good too. But I just feel like it should feel bad. I'm afraid of the good feeling when it doesn't feel bad. It feels dangerous. Like I'll get addicted to it."



"Are you afraid you're going to leave me? And that when you leave me it will hurt me? Is that what you mean?"



"No, baby." Jordan looked at David. Her messy makeup was so cute once she calmed down. Her unkempt appearance was scary to David when she seemed to be out of control or in pain. Now that she was calming down, it was cute. God, she was beautiful. 



"I really don't think I'd leave you for Mark. I don't even really know him very well. I don't love him, and I do love you. It's just a purely physical thing. It's weird, I can't seem to even put it into words. My body…just…needs his body." She shuddered slightly, and her eyelids fluttered. 



David cleared his throat and her eyes opened again and focused on her husband. 



"That part doesn't hurt me, Jo. I mean it does, but it doesn't. It's kind of weird, I think the jealousy actually turns me on."



Jordan giggled. "That's so weird, baby."



David grinned. "The only part that really would really hurt me is if you do start loving him. If you get closer to him, or start making life plans with him. That would hurt me. If that's not part of this, then I actually think it's like…crazy hot…"



Jordan shook her head in disbelief. "So weird…" she muttered.



"Do you feel a little bit better now?"



"Yeah," Jordan smiled weakly. She grabbed his hand again and began lightly stroking his fingers.



David breathed a sigh of relief. "So what got you all upset today?"



"I don't know, it was the sermon. Pastor Ripkin was talking about hypocrisy, and I felt so fake being in church. I love being there. My religion is really important to me, and I just feel…" she started to stammer again. David took her hands in his and squeezed gently. "I…I just feel so dirty and like a fake liar. I feel like a hypocrite. We took vows in church, David. To only be with each other. And I broke those vows last night. And I've done it every Saturday for months now. Last night Mark came in me and I didn't even feel bad about it! At least not until that old guy started in on hypocrisy…"



David shifted his weight to hide his growing erection. He tried not to let the thought of his wife's lover inseminating her overpower his focus. He nodded to her. "Yeah, I thought that might be the case. But don't listen to that old grouch. I think whatever we do in our marriage is all our business, and none of his. I think if I'm okay with what you do, then it's okay. That's what I think. But I'm not as spun up on the Bible and psychology stuff as you are. I'm just a delivery truck driver. As long as I'm involved and consenting, I don't think you're a hypocrite. Honestly…" David laughed, "I think it's awesome. It makes our love life all the better. As long as I'm included, it's even better than it was before you met Mark!"



Jordan's eyes widened as she saw her husband's excitement. "You think our love life is better now?" She hadn't thought of this enhancing their love life. It certainly enhanced hers. How could it not, with Mark's endowments and sexual assertiveness? But she had always thought of this as David's sacrifice to her selfishness, with his enjoyment of her escapades simply a small sex kink that she could kick back to him in compensation for her dalliances. That made her Saturday nights…dirty and disrespectful. What would they mean now? After this conversation?



She squinted as she looked into her husband's eyes. He once again spotted her dissertation face. She had to figure him out. This impulse of his was a puzzle. A puzzle that dovetailed into an extremely convenient lifestyle for her own sexual desires. But could it heighten their marriage How could she do that?



"You say you want to be involved? What do you mean?"



David cleared his throat again, face reddening. "I don't really know. I just. I get hot when you come home, and thinking about you when you're gone. When I know stuff about how you feel, I feel…strong feelings. I don't know if I can put words to it. But when you tell me things, or when you tell me to do things so you can have sex or do stuff with Mark, I…I love it. I just love it. And it scares me. And it makes me jealous. And I can't get enough. I guess, the more you let me in to your sex life, the more I feel involved."



"Hmmm." Jordan's dissertation face deepened. "I'll have to think about that. It's hard for me to tell you this stuff, because I don't want to scare you. Or hurt you. Or make you jealous. I'm not sure what to do that will work for both of us. I'll have to think…" Jordan's eyes glazed with thought again.



David interrupted her thought process. "I love you, Jo, and I'm not hurt. And I don't think you're a hypocrite. But what I can't do is figure this out for you. You're so much smarter than me. You know the Bible better, you're an almost Ph.D psychologist. You can figure this out. All I can do is support you and…I guess…enjoy the ride. I love hearing when you come back, and thinking of all the things that made you feel good."



Jordan pulled his hands to her lips again and kissed his fingers one by one as she responded. "You're so sweet, baby. I just…I feel like…I just wouldn't want to do anything that I wouldn't want my dad to see or know about. You know? So when I go to church, that's kind of like my childhood home. I feel like when I think about what I did last night inside the church service, it's always going to gnaw at me. I don't know how to reconcile that."



David's eyes stayed fixed on his wife's lips as she kissed his fingers. Almost without thinking, he responded with:



"You wouldn't want your dad to see us having sex, would you?"



Jordan froze. Then laughed out loud. "Where did you come up with that? That's so twisted! No. I mean…No!" Jordan laughed again. "That's NOT what I meant!"



David flushed with embarrassment. "I'm sorry, that came out wrong. I mean…I guess what I meant was…our sex life is for us, right? We don't owe anyone any details or explanations about what we do together. Why do we owe anyone details on what we decide to do, together or not? I just think…you're a hypocrite if you're doing something wrong and pretend you're not doing it. But we're actually not doing that. Nobody asked us if we're doing regular sex stuff, or weird sex stuff, or whatever. It's nobody's business but ours. We're married. This is our space. That's how I feel about it."



David had drifted from an insecure tone to an adamant one near the end of that speech. Jordan nodded, impressed. "You actually have a really good point there, Mr. David Stark. I'll have to think about that one."



David blushed again. He didn't think he'd pull out of the tailspin after mentioning Jordan's dad and her sex life in the same sentence. But, he pulled it out. Somehow. Maybe he was better at this than he thought.



Jordan squinted again, the dissertation face taking over.



"I want to figure this out together, but I need to do some thinking on my own. What do you say we meet right here…" Jordan patted the bed between them "to…discuss the meaning of our love life next week. In the meantime, I'm going to mull over what we talked about."



She seemed to have brightened up. Almost to her old self again. David's heart lightened. "So you feel better? No more crying?"



Jordan sat up, and pivoted to sit upright on the edge of the bed. "I think I'm past the crying part, but I could do without the condescending tone…" Jordan shot a playfully hostile look at her husband over her shoulder. "But I think we need to actually work through some of this stuff or it might get out of control. I know I have trouble controlling myself when Mark comes up, anyway." 

David remained curled on his side on the bed, hoping not to betray his erection when his wife mentioned her lover's name.



"So meet back here, one week after church? We'll have a real talk about moving forward?" Jordan concluded.



David nodded. Does that mean you aren't going to see Mark on Saturday?



Jordan stood up and walked to the closet. She began efficiently removing her church shoes, and stockings. She faced away from David toward the interior of her closet and began zipping down her church one piece dress, starting between her shoulder blades and ending at the small of her back. 



"I'm sorry, what did you say, David?"



"I said, does this mean you aren't going to see Mark on Saturday?"



Still facing away, the zipper reached its destination near Jordan's midsection. Jordan shrugged off her dress, revealing her porcelain skin, covered only by a thin black lace bra strap and thin black lace lingerie panties only partially covering her tight backside. She seemed to examine her front in the closet mirror, hidden from David's view, really examining her sexual assets. David fought the urge to ask her to turn around.



"Am I going to see Mark on Saturday?" Still facing away from David Jordan reached behind her and unhooked the black lace bra strap. It fell to the floor on top of her church dress.



David suddenly realized. He had not seen that lingerie before. Where did that come from?



Still facing away from David, Jordan reached up to cover her breasts with her crossed arms. She tossed her curls and looked back at him over her shoulder.



"Ask me Friday, okay baby?"



* * *



Megan and Mark sat silently in Mark's car. Pulling out of the Shoney's parking lot, Mark took a left turn onto the main road. In his rearview mirror, he saw Jared's headlights turn right to head in the opposite direction–to the small home he rented with Megan. He glanced over at his passenger, who was staring nervously forward.



"How are you feeling?" He asked.



"Fine." She answered.



"Looks like it." Mark quipped back. He expected a shot back from the usually quick Megan, but she continued to look forward. She was clearly anxious. "Are you really okay?"



"I'm just nervous." She said, eyes still forward.



"Do you want to do this? Like really?" Mark said.



"It's just…surreal I guess. I've only ever been with Jared. You and I have been texting, and It's been crazy hot, but…"



"Now it's real, right?" Mark intoned. 



"Right."



Mark let the silence settle as he turned from the town road onto the country road. He had rented a small house about 15 miles out of town for the occasion. Unlike many single platoon sergeants, Mark preferred to live in the barracks with most of his platoon. He rented a private place for the occasion. Megan was more than worth it, but Mark was still focused on playing it cool. Jared, who was married, lived off base with his wife. But Mark thought the first time should be on neutral ground. Mark had given Jared the address as a precaution, showing Megan where it was on his phone map before they left the restaurant to make sure all parties were aware of all the details. 



He looked over at Megan again. "You look good tonight."



Megan smiled slightly at the compliment. "That's the best you can do? That's how you talk your way into a girl's pants?"



Mark grinned. "There she is…" he chuckled at her verbal challenge. "There's the Megan we know." Megan grinned back, her nervousness subsiding slightly. Another short stretch of silence settled into the car as she worked up the courage to speak again.



"So…" Meghan turned to look at Mark through the dark. "What do you usually say to get into a girl's pants?"



Mark grimaced. "Honestly? I don't like to think of it that way. I don't like to trick a woman into sex. I usually just figure out if she's into me, and if I'm into her, I play it straight. I tell them what I want, and they tend to respond. If they say no, I go on with my life. If they say yes…"



More silence. Then Megan:



"If they say yes…"



"I take what I want."



Megan shivered slightly. This was very different from her husband's mode of romancing her. Jared's method was either pleading for, or playing elaborate games to get her attention. Mark was direct. His low, rumbling voice contrasted her husband's warm tenor, and the sound of her voice alone was stirring her excitement. But she was still in a state of near paralyzed anxiety. 



Yet she felt a sense of warm arousal, knowing that her second sexual partner would not coax her across the threshold, but would simply take her. She had felt that same arousal in the previous weeks as she and Mark exchanged texts and pictures. Mark simply took charge, directing her to produce and send the digital content he desired, and she felt increasingly hot as she complied. Pictures of her in various states of undress. Videos of her masturbating and moaning his name. Voice memos of her expressing her desire for his body. She had made them all. Sent them all. 



But he was always out in the desert–far away–when it happened. The encounters, such as they were, remained…virtual.



Her stream of consciousness was interrupted by the feel of a large, muscular hand resting gently on her left thigh. Mark held on to the steering wheel with his left hand, and kept his eyes forward. Megan looked down in shock, then looked up at Mark. He did not share her anxiety. He was simply asserting. Her anxiety began to be replaced with desire, and she slowly placed her left hand on top of his right hand on her thigh. The modest ring on her third finger flashed periodically in the dark as approaching headlights intermittently illuminated the inside of the car. 



A shiny ring. On a small, brown, delicate, feminine hand. On top of a large, tan, rough, masculine hand. On top of a smooth, firm, nervous thigh.



After a few minutes, Mark pulled the car into a long driveway, which wound several hundred yards through a copse until it broke into a clearing. Presently, they arrived at a house. It was dark. Mark pulled out his phone to find the access code for the rental in his text messages. Finding it, he turned to Megan.



"Wait until I get inside and turn on some lights, then take a picture of this house and text it to Jared. Tell him that we've arrived and I've gone inside. Tell him that this is his last chance to back out, that if either of you decide you don't want this, I'll come right back out and take you home. No harm, no foul, and we move forward as if this never happened."



"Okay…" Megan responded, her voice shaking with anxiety again. 



Mark clenched his teeth through a closed mouth and inhaled deeply through his nose. Then he unbuckled his seat belt and opened the car door. He turned to Megan before getting out of the car. The two locked eyes under the harsh dome light. 



"If you get cold feet, if you decide this isn't for you, or you're not ready, or whatever, that's fine. Just communicate that to me, and I'll respond. But if you decide to come in that house, I'm going to fuck you. I've seen your body. I want it. And I know you want me. And I want you. So if you walk through that door, I'm taking you. Understand?"



Megan shuddered and breathed deeply. 



Inhale. Exhale. "Yes, I understand." 



Mark ducked slightly and exited the car, closing the door behind him. Not looking back, he moved confidently up the walkway to the porch of the small house. He manipulated the lock box, removed the key, and opened the door. He reached around the door frame into the house and turned the porch light on. Megan saw him in the new light, casting a giant shadow that stretched effortlessly down the driveway into the trees. She drew her eyes away from the shadow and back to the man. Tall. Muscular. Confident. Close cropped hair. Strong facial features. Deep, masculine voice. 



For the first time in her life, Megan made a decision to have sex with a new man. She just…wanted him. Her feelings of anxiety fluttered about in her chest, trading blows with her rising arousal. The pit in her stomach faded. 



Mark disappeared into the house. One by one, lights appeared in the windows. 



Megan pulled out her phone and took a photo of the house, and selected the option to send it to her husband. She pulled up her texts and thumbed in a message.



Megan: We're here.



Jared answered immediately.



Jared: OK. Is everything okay?



Megan: Yeah. Mark went inside already. I'm going in now.



Jared: Okay. Are you okay?



Megan paused.She didn't know what to say. She began to write a few different messages, deleting each one until she realized she didn't have words for this. The time for words had passed.



Megan: I'm going inside now. I'll text later.
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Megan was visibly shaking as she quietly closed the front door behind her. The small house opened to a modest living room with a picture window that faced outside into the dark. The view outside was illuminated by the porch light, showing the shadows of the copse of trees that blocked the distant roadway. The house itself was nestled cozily in solitude. No one was around. No one except Mark.



And Mark was not in the room. She looked around at the decor. It looked like someone's grandmother lived here, died, and then the kids turned it into a rental. The carpet was old, but well cared for. The furniture was old fashioned. The colors were slightly faded. Yet the room was warm. Comfortable. Homey.



Heart pounding with anticipation, She walked toward the back of the house through a small doorless archway into a small galley kitchen. The stove and counter sat on one side, the sink and dishwasher on the other. The refrigerator was at the end of the narrow galley, facing the archway. Megan moved toward the refrigerator. Maybe there was some beer. Something to calm her nerves…



Her heart continued to flutter between waves of erotic anticipation and crippling anxiety as she remembered Mark's large, muscular hand on her thigh a few moments before. Where was he? Opening the fridge, she found only butter, a few bottles of water, and some ketchup and mustard. She shut the door. 



The appliance was covered with magnets. Many of them clearly came from a local church, St Martin Luther. Lutheran. Megan was pretty sure she knew where it was. It was not the church she went to most weeks (she was raised Catholic) but the two congregations probably had much in common. Other magnets were advertisements for local handymen who had likely done work around the house. And a plumber…



Megan's heart began pounding as she heard heavy steps coming down the hall toward her. The light through the archway darkened as Mark's frame filled it, casting a shade of gray over the white refrigerator. He didn't pause, but walked right up behind Megan, who attempted to turn to face him and disarm him with a sarcastic quip that would put him on his back foot.



Instead, before she could turn, he felt his hands slide forward on her hips, securing her by the waist. 



Jared would often do this move in the kitchen while she was cooking or doing dishes, hold her around the waist from behind. It was cute. She loved the feeling of safety and affection. 



But it was strange to have new hands move forward on her body.



But the new hands were not holding her affectionately. The left hand went upward immediately, but deliberately. It passed lightly over her left breast with a brief squeeze that jolted her into the reality of the situation. Then it moved up her neck to cover her mouth and clench the sides of her jaw firmly. At the same time, the right hand moved confidently downward, deftly unbuttoning the top of her cute new jeans, maneuvering under the waistline of her pants and panties, and moving smoothly over the warm, smooth, soft skin that led to her vagina. 



Megan had, earlier that evening, shaved her pubic hair into a thin landing strip–a fact discovered by Mark's hands. He moved his right hand gently around her pubic area, inspecting her by touch under her panties. His fingers moved around her bare skin across the thin patch of hair designed to attract his attention, and back onto bare skin again. 



Megan's plan had been to reveal this seductive grooming by showing Mark when she undressed. But Mark had taken control. 



Her heart pounded. He made a V with his first and second fingers and ran them lightly up and down on either side of her little strip of hair, moving a little further down with each stroke. Megan's terror increased. This is not how she had planned for the evening to go. But the rhythm of her heart betrayed a measure of anxiety equal to her arousal, each emotion vying for dominance. This was totally new. 



Mark's fingers slowly drew together–from a V shape to a tight parallel–and moved the first two fingers of his right hand between her legs and curled them up, tightening the pressure over her sex, and reveling in her smooth, soft warmth.



His left hand tightened slightly over her mouth as she groaned in surprise. Pulling her whole body into his, Mark leaned down to her ear and said in a low, soft voice contrasting the tight grip of his hands over her mouth and sex: 



"Welcome, Briseis. Welcome to the tent of Achilles…"



* * * 



David arrived at the loading dock at 4:20 AM as usual. He was scheduled to leave the dock at 5:00, just like every other day. He walked toward the bay door where his truck was loaded and found the flower carts set in front of the door with the door closed. The other loaders were dispersed among the other trucks, working efficiently to load them. The quiet absence of work in his truck bay stuck out like a sore thumb in the early morning bustle of the warehouse. He scanned the floor and saw Vinny grinning at him over his clipboard from across the floor.  



David rolled his eyes and put his lunch bag down on the ground. He moved quickly to the bay door and threw it open, stepped forward and opened the truck door, and began preparing the container to be loaded. 



David's primary skillset was in evaluating efficiency. He could quickly identify a list of tasks necessary to completing a goal and order and prioritize them to get the job done quickly and well. Scanning each of the wrapped flower racks for size and mobility, he mentally grouped them for packing. He then looked for the delivery schedule, but only found an empty clipboard on top of one of the shipping racks. 



Crap. He had to talk to Vinny. 



David sighed and walked over to the taller, skinny man sporting a poorly concealed smile. 



"Morning, Vinny. I can't seem to find my delivery schedule, but I have orders on the dock. Any idea where that might be?"



Vinny innocently looked down at his clipboard. "I printed them all this morning. Everyone else has theirs. You must have lost it, little man."



"I didn't lose it. I came in to an empty clipboard."



Vinny glared at him. "You callin' me a liar?"



"No, but you might be mistaken." David cleared his throat, hiding his frustration. This was not going well. He had to defuse or at least deescalate the situation. "Maybe you're right, Vinny. I'll be happy to run to the office and print out a new schedule."



"I think that's what you're going to do," Vinny grunted, looking back down at his clipboard.



David walked briskly back to the office area. Dimly lit, depressing. The shipping office had one clerk and then the supervisor's–Vinny's–office. David approached the morning clerk and politely asked her to re-print his delivery schedule. The clerk grunted acknowledgment, and a few seconds later he heard the printer whirring into action. He walked over and pulled the warm pages out of the queue as they came out. 



"Stark!"



David jumped as a vaguely familiar voice called his name behind him. He turned around to see Steve, the general manager of the whole distribution center standing in front of him. Not just flowers. Groceries, construction materials, everything. He probably oversaw 800 employees. 



Steve never came in early. Steve rarely came in at all. He'd been in charge of the whole distribution for more than a decade, and working at the center for at least three decades beyond that. What was he doing here? David swallowed nervously. 



"H…hi Steve. What brings you in so early?"



"I received an informal report from the mechanics that you hot-swapped an alternator out of a truck while out on delivery."



David grimaced. Had Hamad told on him? That wasn't like him. He cringed, bracing for impact.



"That's some ninja shit, Stark. That's really impressive."



David's features softened. "I…I just kinda…did what needed done, I guess. I hope I didn't cause anyone trouble. Next time, I'll…"



"I'm gonna level with you Stark," the older man interrupted. "I know more about you than your coworkers out there." He motioned toward the office door. "They all think you're just another guy off the street with a loading or delivery job. But I know you've got an active accounting internship with Chauncy and Smythe. I know you're a couple months away from an MBA. I know your work ethic is strong, and I know you take personal responsibility for your own success and failure. I also know that all of this has gone unnoticed. But I've been watching you."



David shifted his weight nervously. To deflect attention, he turned briskly around and got the rest of the pages from the printer, picked the stapler up off the table, stapled the sheaf, and turned back to face Steve, who was shaking his head in disbelief. What was this kid scared of?



"I'm retiring next year, Stark. I think you should apply for my position. I'll recommend you."



David's jaw dropped. This was huge. He didn't know what to say. He stammered out a weak 'thank you' and nervously took Steve's hand to shake when it was extended. "I…I have to get a delivery out." 



"I know you do, Stark. Get going."



Steve watched David hustle through the door and watched him through the window. Steve had also noticed no loaders at David's truck bay. He watched David quickly shove the papers into his empty clipboard, flip through them, and then speedily lift racks of flowers off the pallets and into the truck. Steve noticed that he moved deliberately out of order, clearly working out a different loading system than the program suggested. He looked down at his watch. 4:55. David finished loading, strapped down the racks, and shut his truck door. Steve glanced around the dock. Every other bay had two or three loaders, and none was more than halfway done. David, oblivious to this, stepped outside the bay door and shut it behind him. First truck to roll out of the bays this morning. This kid sprints up hills on instinct, Steve nodded to himself. 



* * *



Mark's right middle finger had curved upward into Megan, with his first and third fingers now cupping her vagina firmly. He alternated gentle probing and smooth, light stroking, contrasting the firmness of his grip. Megan had closed her eyes. It felt good. Really good. And she was standing in a galley kitchen, fully clothed. She was not in bed in lingerie. She was not in a warm shower. Her body began to slowly relax into a sexy feeling while standing in an unsexy place. She shuddered as he found her clitoral hood. He curled back his middle finger and began to gently but firmly press down on it, moving gently from side to side. Her excitement grew, and she moaned gently under his left hand, still covering her mouth.



Mark was enjoying the sensation of Megan's arousal. She was getting noticeably wet, and as his finger became more coated with her moisture at each pass, the better his manipulations seemed to make her feel. It was good progress. She was relaxing, but still clearly nervous. 



Mark released her vagina and withdrew his hand from her pants and from over her mouth. He took a half step back in the kitchen and used her shoulders to turn him around. Her pupils were dilated, and they stared up at him, tense but wanting. He lifted up his right hand, using the bridge of his first finger to lift up her chin. He leaned down and began to kiss her deeply.



Still tingling with warmth between her legs, Megan welcomed the kiss. She kissed him back gently. Their lips smacked with low but distinct noises that filled the small silence of the narrow kitchen. After a few exchanges, Megan lifted her arms up and around his neck, standing on her toes to approach his superior height.



The two breathed heavily through their noses as they kissed.



Mark wrapped his arms around Megan's back, pulling her close. He felt the swells of her breasts on his body, noting the rise and fall of her chest as they exchanged passionate kisses. During one kiss, Mark gently probed her open mouth with the tip of his tongue. She responded with a quick inhalation before she met it with her own. 



Megan, in turn, felt the swell of Mark's cock against the surface of her stomach. It was noticeably larger than her husband's, which she suspected from the picture exchanges they had shared while he and her husband were training in the desert. It both excited and concerned her. She pushed her hips slightly forward into his body, instinctively trying to get closer to him.



Mark inhaled deeply one more time and stood up straight, breaking off the kiss. Megan's arms stayed wrapped around his neck. Still holding her back with his left hand, Mark moved his right hand out of the embrace.



She leaned back slightly and turned her head up to look at him. He reached up and ran his right hand from the top of her chest, up past her neck, and then over her mouth. 



"Open your mouth."



Megan blinked in surprise. Then, she complied. Mark slipped his still moist second finger into her mouth, introducing Megan to the taste and smell of her arousal. Megan was shocked at his level of confidence. She had never tasted herself before. She almost didn't notice the taste itself, just doing what he was doing and what he was saying. It was…exciting.



"Suck on it." Megan closed her eyes and began to draw in her cheeks around Mark's middle finger. She ran her tongue gently around his finger, feeling his cock harden slightly more against her stomach.



"Good." Mark rumbled. He removed his hand from her mouth and began stroking her face, then her hair. 



She looked up at him in anticipation. He was silent as he stroked her face, then her hair. He leaned down to kiss her again, which she met willingly. A single smack from the extra kiss sounded outsized in the small galley kitchen. She leaned forward, laying the side of her face against his chest and felt his breathing. She almost got up the courage to ask if he wanted to take her to bed, when his chest rumbled as he spoke. 



She wasn't totally sure what he said, just felt him speak. 



She leaned back again and looked up at him. "Sorry, I didn't hear you." 



Mark nodded and repeated himself, looking down into her eyes.



"Get on your knees."



* * *



David's morning deliveries had gone well. He was efficient and courteous as always. He particularly drew the gratitude of a customer by noting 5 out of 12 roses had a small amount of damage and a few withered petals before they went into the customer's display fridge. David noted the damage on his clipboard, returned quickly to his truck with the damaged bouquet, and came back with a fresh, undamaged bunch. He took his job seriously, and felt that poor quality reflected poor work. And poor work was unacceptable to David. Anyone who worked with him could see that.



It was 11 AM. Lunch time for an early shift delivery driver. He pulled into a box store parking lot and parked off to the side, where no other cars were. He put the truck in park and turned the key off, then reached under the passenger seat and pulled out his lunch bag. Jordan had packed his lunch the previous evening, something she didn't usually do, but David suspected some residual guilt from their afternoon conversation. 



Rifling through the bag, it had all the hallmarks of a Jordan-packed lunch. Carrot sticks. Yuck. Turkey sandwich with his favorite kind of mustard. Yum. Wrapped brownie from the bunch she made after dinner. Double yum. Naked Juice. Yum. Wait…it was one of those green spinach ones. Yuck. 



David noted a small envelope tucked into the lunch bag on the far side of the cooling pack. She left a note! David smiled and reached for the sandwich. He unwrapped it and took a bite. Amazing. She always found that perfect balance of turkey to mustard. He savored the first bite, then clumsily opened the little envelope with one hand. Instead of a single paper or card with a note, David found a small sheaf of handwritten notepaper. There were probably 5 or 6 pages, completely filled. 



David's eyebrow raised involuntarily as he unfolded the sheaf and found the first page. It was a letter. David's heart skipped slightly as he began to read.



"Dear David,



I wanted to write to you since we're still trying to figure this out together, but communicating about it is hard. I feel so disrespectful to you when I communicate the things I feel. Also, like I said yesterday, I'm struggling with the morality of what we're doing, and I feel like I need to work through that. I thought maybe I could work on communicating and processing my own feelings at the same time, and this way we can come up with a way to be open until we get better at communicating face to face. So here's what I think should happen: I'll leave letters in your lunch, and then when we have dinner after I get home, you can tell me if anything bothered you. Then I can address that in my next letter. 



So here goes. I wanted to start by just sort of narrating how we got here from my perspective. I want to examine my own thoughts and actions and see if I can find what's bothering me, and see if there's anything in that story that we need to address as a couple. Besides all of it I guess. Oh jeez, this is so weird. OK. Here goes. For real this time.



As you know, I initially met Mark because we caught one of his ROTC students plagiarizing a paper. He was actually pretty intimidating the first time I met him, and I was kind of scared of him, but I got the sense that it was kind of his job to be scary. But I didn't want to totally ruin the future of that student, so I offered to work with him to mitigate any damage to his scholarship. Mark didn't agree, initially, but I guess the ROTC commander wanted to give this student another chance. So Mark emailed me to meet with him and the student in his office. I did, and Mark really tore into him, and said that he was only still there because I fought for him. I was really, really uncomfortable throughout that whole meeting, and the student was kind of groveling to me, which was so weird. I left the meeting a little disgusted with the process, actually. I was kind of upset at Mark for a while at the beginning.



I had a few meetings with the student over the next few weeks, emailing Mark after each meeting with an update. My student made up the paper and did some other make up work. He was doing okay. I felt like he had learned his lesson and could come off probation, so I asked Mark if I could meet him to discuss it. 



This is where I have my first confession. I was physically attracted to Mark. And I knew it by then. I could have probably resolved the issue with an email, but I asked to meet him. I felt bad about it as soon as I sent the request, and kept feeling bad every minute until the meeting. I compensated for it by purposefully dressing really modestly for the meeting, as I didn't want to betray any signals that I was attracted to him. 



As it turned out, he only had time to meet for a few minutes before leading PT (that means physical training, I learned later). So I met at his office at the time he suggested. He wasn't in his normal uniform, he was in a kind of matching tracksuit that said MARINES on the jacket top. It was different than the ones the ROTC students wore, theirs was a kind of gray sweatsuit. So I was a little confused by it. Anyway, the meeting went okay, he agreed to take my student off probation as long as I kept him informed of all his other assignments, and we parted ways. 



After we shook hands and I turned around to leave, he thought I was already through the door. He stood up and took his tracksuit top off. He had on a normal green workout shirt under it, but the shirt kind of lifted with the tracksuit so I saw under his shirt for a minute…"



* * * 



Megan had nervously descended to her knees. She was in a tight spot, still in the galley kitchen with her back to the refrigerator. The lower cupboards now extended over her eye line. It was almost like being under water. She felt a little trapped. All she could see was cabinet doors and drawers on her right and left, and Mark's pants in front of her. She looked up at the man who had ordered her to kneel, who was looking expectantly down at her. Was she supposed to take the initiative now? What was her role?



Mark, sensing hesitancy, unbuttoned and unzipped his pants, pulling them down to his thighs. With his left hand, he reached into the fly of his boxer shorts and pulled out his penis. Then, with his right hand, he reached behind Megan's head and gently grasped the back of her skull.



Despite knowing why she was where she was and what was expected of her, Megan was shocked as Mark's cock fell out of his underwear. It was only partially erect, but already noticeably larger than her husband's. Jared was between 6 and 7 inches long, and fit perfectly in her hand and inside her. She often joked that their parts were literally made for each other. 



This was different. Without even being fully hard, it was already noticeably longer, and the slow swelling that was apparent in front of her eyes noted the definite difference in thickness. She began to panic slightly. How could that possibly fit into her body? Could she even get it in her mouth?



She felt the pressure on the back of her head as Mark guided her head toward him. Her eyes focused on the bottom of his shirt, dangling directly at eye level, and nervously opened her mouth. Her heart began to pound again as she felt Mark's heavy member slip in between her lips. She opened her mouth wider as she felt her teeth lightly scrape the head of his cock. 



Mark smiled and groaned slightly as he felt the warm wetness of Megan's mouth for the first time. He slowly pulled her head closer until he felt the back palate of her mouth touch the tip of his cock. He held her in that position for a minute, then let go. He lifted up both hands and placed them on the opposite sides of the galley kitchen counters, resting comfortably. 



"That feels good. Just like that. Now, suck it."



Megan's head began to slowly and uncertainly bob forward and back on his penis. The warmth of her mouth felt wonderful. He leaned his head back slowly and closed his eyes, enjoying the sensation.



Megan's jaw began to strain as she felt Mark's cock get even harder. She worried about scraping him with her teeth, but she continued to move her head forward and backward in a slow steady rhythm. She placed her hands gently on Mark's thighs to stabilize her activity, then reached around and gently grasped the back of his thighs. Her arousal was climbing still as she felt his manhood in her mouth. He had strong, sinewy leg muscles that had real bulk and heft to them. Jared was wiry. In shape, but wiry. This was a new sensation to feel on a man's body.  Furthermore, the sheer heft of his cock was becoming more apparent as he got harder. It was, literally, more massive than she was used to.



Mark looked down to see Megan's brown eyes staring submissively up at him. He wasn't expecting that. His own heart began to beat faster. He stroked her hair once, twice, then let go and slowly pulled back from her. Mingled with saliva, his hard cock dropped out from between her lips. 



"Get up."



* * *



"So it was only for a second, but he clearly had this incredible body. He had actual pectoral muscles, like you see in professional athletes. He had definition in his abs. He also had that thing, you know, when men are really in shape, and there's this kind of V shape that goes from over their hips down to…you know…



Anyway, I screwed up. I knew it. If I wanted to avoid thinking about him or being attracted to him, that incident didn't help. I also saw this bulge under his tracksuit bottoms, but at the time I thought it was like, just his shorts. It was way too big to be anything…anatomical. I was wrong about that. Now I definitely know better. That bulge is all him. But I didn't actually know that then.



I'm sorry, this is still super awkward! I'm really, really, really hoping this doesn't hurt you or make you mad or jealous. I know you say you like it, but it's just so weird to be telling you this stuff! OK, focus, Jordan! Focus…



So after that meeting, I didn't have any professional reason to see him in person again, and I thought I could just shake it off and go on with my life, you know? But I kind of found myself walking a little slower past the ROTC offices when I got coffee sometimes. That didn't work, so I kind of planned when I would leave the office to come home so I could walk by the drill field where the ROTC students do their afternoon training. He wasn't there every time, but he was there sometimes. I never talked to him or flirted with him or anything, I just kinda wanted to see him.



I really want to stress that I wasn't trying to, or even thinking about cheating on you, David. I hope you know that. But it was the weirdest thing. When I saw him, I would get butterflies, but differently than when I get butterflies with you. When I with you, I feel happy. Like, spiritually. I just feel light and happy. But when I saw Mark, I kind of felt excited, and felt kind of warm and fuzzy between my legs. A lot like the way I feel when you and I make love. It was more physical.



I mean think about it, David. Just by looking at a man…I got as aroused as I do when I have sex with my husband. I had no idea what to do with that. I felt so weird. Like when I was 13 at a boy band concert or something. Just intense feelings, but I didn't really know what to do with them.



That's when I decided I needed to talk to you. Do you remember that conversation? I bet you do. I sure do, baby…"



* * *



Megan was left standing in the kitchen, back to the refrigerator, facing the archway with wet lips and a sore jaw. Mark had pulled up his pants and zipped up, walking out to the living room. She was beyond flummoxed. What was his game?"



"Megan. Come in here."



Megan squinted in disbelief. She walked to the archway and leaned out slightly, looking suspiciously at Mark, who was standing across the living room. She stepped nervously toward him, feeling confused but aroused at the discovery of her submissive tendencies. She stood in the center of the living room, facing Mark. 



"Don't move. Not at all until I tell you. And don't speak. Nod your head if you understand."



Megan nodded slightly. Her heart began to thump again.



Mark stepped forward and lifted her chin again, leaning down and kissing her deeply. She melted slightly, but kept her arms to her side as they kissed. Mark's hands began to move over her shoulders, then up the sides of her back as he kissed her. He broke off the kiss and took a half step back, moving his hands over the front of her torso. First her hips, then over her stomach, and then over her breasts, cupping and caressing them slightly. 



She was still fully clothed, but with the top button of her pants was still undone and the zipper still down. Her panties were still visible through the jeans hanging open. After gently exploring her body over her clothes, Mark took another half step back. She was staring up into his eyes. Docile. Aroused.



"Take your shirt off." Wordlessly, Megan slowly grasped the bottom of her shirt and lifted it over her head. As it came off, her long, black hair fell through the neck of her shirt and some of it cascaded over her front. It reached nearly to the bottom of her rib cage. Dangling hair covered both of her breasts, albeit imperfectly. Mark stepped forward and moved her hair back over her shoulders, one side at a time. 



Thus revealing her breasts modestly covered by a thin Victoria's Secret bra, Mark stared at his best friend's wife. He briefly lost focus on his dominant position as he took in her body. Rather than directing her to do it, Mark stepped forward, reached behind her, and unclasped the bra to expose her perky, C-cup breasts. They were full and soft, with clearly erect nipples poking out directly toward him. Her body was smooth and enticingly shaped. She clearly was an athlete, and worked on herself. 



Mark bent down further and kissed the top of her shoulders. Then, he got on his knees and began to kiss all over her torso and breasts, stopping briefly to nibble and suck each nipple.



Megan was on fire. She was topless and totally passive as this statuesque man was worshiping her body. She heaved in a big breath and bit her lip slightly as Mark bit down ever so gently on each nipple. She was sensitive. It felt…



Mark seemed to come to himself and resumed his commanding presence. Still on his knees, he sat back on his heels and reached up to pull her pants and panties down in one jerk, exposing her freshly groomed pussy with the thin strip of dark hair extending from the cleft of her opening upward. Her pants were still bunched around her ankles and her shoes were still on, restricting her movement. 



Then, standing up, he walked behind her, put his hands around her hips with his fingertips on the iliac crests of her hips, and led her forward and to the left toward the couch.



Megan's heart was racing. This was it. He was going to lay her down on the couch, take off her shoes, pants, and panties, and take her. She felt her wetness with one hand as she shuffled toward the couch. She was so ready…



Mark stopped her movement as she faced the couch. He held her waist with her left hand, and then pushed her down with his right so she bent at the waist over the couch.



"Grab the back." Megan bit her lip again and breathed in heavily as she reached forward and grabbed the back of the couch. She felt his large fingers reach into her from behind, checking her wetness. 



She whined slightly.



She heard him unzip his pants again. 



She felt pressure on her pussy, and she realized this position wasn't for inspection. She wasn't going to be gently laid down. She was going to be taken where she stood. She briefly panicked. The picture window was wide open, the curtains flung to the side. Who might look through and see them…?



Her worries were cut short as she felt him push inside her for the first time. It was painful. She tensed. She winced. She yelped. He drew himself in and out very gently, pushing a little deeper each time. Little by little he pushed into her, and she felt more full than she ever had before. The pain subsided slightly as his cock took on more of her moisture and found its way deeper insider her. Deeper than she had ever felt Jared…



He reached her depths and stopped, clearly bumping into her cervix. She became aware that she had not taken all of him. He had more cock than she had room to give him. He, being accustomed to that, slowly drew out, then pushed in again to ease her. He did it again. Thrice. 



By the third time, Megan's eyes rolled back in her head as Achilles, the invincible warrior, began to slowly, confidently fuck her from behind.



* * *



"I was so, so, so scared to talk to you, but I felt terrible! I was having these feelings, and I didn't know what to do with them, and I never wanted to shut you out or hurt you. So I remember sitting you down after dinner and telling you that I loved you and that that would never change, but that I was being tempted with something. I remember bawling about it, and I remember you were so sweet, saying that it's only human to have crushes, and that you weren't offended, and you were proud of us for being able to talk about it. I remember feeling so much better. I remember thinking that the feelings would go away, since I had confessed it to you and you forgave me.



The problem is, they didn't go away. I tried to avoid thinking about him, and I did avoid seeing him. But he kept creeping into my thoughts, and I would get hot. Then I would take that hotness and I would want to be with you right away, but most of the time it was hours and hours before I would see you. I remember you liked that I started attacking you when I got home. I know you loved the spontaneous sex. I remember you burned some dinners because I would drag you to bed. Those were fun times. I remember thinking that as long as thinking about Mark did this, as long as it made me hot for you so we could have fun, then it would be fine. 



The bigger problem with that was, once I was with you, I didn't get less hot. I got more hot. I didn't know what to do with this. You would finish, and I would just be like…on fire. I'd want to ask you for more, but I felt selfish. I felt like I had a real problem. I did have a real problem. I just didn't know what it was. Mark started to show up in my dreams, and I'd wake up needing you, and sometimes you didn't wake up and I couldn't get back to sleep. It was awful.



I didn't know what the real problem was at the time, but I do know now, baby. And please, please, please forgive me if this hurts you. But I have to admit it, because it was true. 



You weren't satisfying me. 



I loved being with you. I still do! I love being with you, and I love feeling our bodies close together. I love giving you good feelings. I love everything about it. But it would just sort of get me going, and then leave me hot. I needed more. I didn't know it at the time, because I had to be with Mark to really come to understand what my body was telling me. But I needed more than you could give me.



* * * 



Megan, a former competitive swimmer, was breathing like she had just finished a 400 meter freestyle. Her forehead was resting on the crest of the old couch frame, her arms crossed and hanging over the edge. Her knees had become weak and collapsed into the couch cushion. Her ass was straight up in the air, her back sagging and her breasts hanging down freely. Her pants were still bunched around her ankles, her shoes and socks still on her feet. 



She had just had an orgasm. It was not her first of the night. Through the heavy breathing, she recapped the surreality of her very recent past…



The first orgasm had come after Mark had been thrusting into her for about 5 minutes. The sheer friction of his size and the dirtiness of this exposed and vulnerable position made her whole body tremble as she stuttered out an orgasm. Mark had felt her legs shake and her pelvic muscles contract and remained silent as she rode it to completion. Then, as she began to relax, he shocked her by grabbing a fistful of her dark hair near the base of her scalp and pulling her head back tightly.



"No. You're not done yet."



Megan felt this sudden pressure and pain that held her neck in tight tension, her head nearly perpendicular to her torso, which was bent over the couch. Her eyes widened and she felt her whole body tense as Mark's large cock continued to take pleasure from her. He had been silent up to that point. Now, he began engaging her verbally.



"You just came on my cock."



"Yes…" Megan gasped.



"You want my cock."



"Yes." 



"Say it."



"Oh God, I want your cock. Please…"



Mark increased the pace and Megan began to moan. She tried to drop her head, but he had not let go of her hair. She jerked her head back sympathetically with her lover's pressure and held it there.



Mark's eye caught her wedding ring as her left hand curled around the crest of the couch.



"You're married, Megan."



Megan moaned.



"Say you're married, Megan."



"I'm m…I'm m…married." she said in syncopated rhythm with her lover's movements.



"What's your husband's name?"



"Jared. J…Jared…"



"Am I Jared, Megan? Is my name Jared?"



She began to clench around his cock again. This was so bad…



"Am I your husband, Megan?"



"N…no…"



"And you're going to cum on my cock again. You're going to cum deep, and you're going to cum hard. Because you want me."



Megan moaned again. Mark let her hair go and her head dropped between her arms. The tension continued to build around his cock. God he felt so good!



"Megan…" Mark rumbled out again.



"Yeah?" Megan asked weakly.



"You're going to cum hard. And deep. And you're going to do it…"



Megan's moan raised in pitch.



"NOW!" Mark barked, using his full Marine Corps sergeant voice. Megan quivered and collapsed forward, knees digging into the couch cushion and head falling on to the couch. She yelped as her legs twitched involuntarily. Mark held her hips tightly, continuing to thrust until he felt her relax around him. 



Now she was breathing heavily. Much like an athlete does after intense aerobic exercise. Mark smiled, and stepped back, withdrawing his large cock from her body. It was still erect, and coated with Megan's pleasure. 



He had not yet been satisfied. He was also still wearing all of his clothes. 



Still bent over the couch, Megan weakly looked over her shoulder at him. He looked back at her and removed his shirt, then removed his shoes, pants, boxer shorts, and socks. For the first time, he stood naked. Statuesque.



Megan drank in the sight through glazed over eyes. She felt a profound fatigue. She was thirsty. He had taken her more deeply than she knew was possible. She looked at his erect penis. He was still hard. He wasn't done.



Mark noticed her eyes on his manhood. "You want more?" he asked her, eyebrows raised.



Megan hesitated, then nodded weakly over her shoulder, still panting.



"OK. Text your husband and tell him you just came harder than you ever have in your life. Then take off the rest of your clothes and come find me in the bedroom."



Mark's footsteps thumped away down the hardwood floor of the hallway. Down the hall, Megan heard a bedroom door open, then close. 



"Okay…" she panted, reaching for her phone.



* * *



The letter ended there. David was stunned. He looked at the clock. 11:30. Time to go. His sandwich remained in his left hand, one bite missing. He would have to eat while driving to the next stop. 



David was rock hard after reading. He wanted more. He also knew that some response was required from him. Jordan felt most comfortable communicating indirectly, at least for now. 



He put his sandwich back in the bag, and ran around to the back of his truck. He opened it and disappeared inside. Seconds later, he returned with the bouquet of damaged roses. He took the five damaged roses out and threw them off to the side. Then, he bundled six together and left the seventh separate. 



When he arrived home, Jordan had not yet finished her workday. David quickly found the notebook she had written her confessions in, and he opened it to the first page. It was blank. She hadn't moved on to the next installment. He pulled a pen out of his work shirt and wrote on the top line. 



"Jordan. You're incredible, and I love you. Please don't stop.

     

     -David"



He placed the notebook on the kitchen table with a rose on top. Then he took the remaining half-dozen, trimmed them and put them into a vase, and placed them on the nightstand next to her side of the bed.




Post 24 — Johng1953
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Loving this and so well written. Greedy for more!
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Sat Dec 16, 2023 6:16 am

Incredible work.  Especially with the main character Jordan’s dialog, subtle actions, and thoughts.  She’s wrecking me.
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Really enjoying this sizzeling story!!




Post 27 — Tire_Kicker

Mon Jan 01, 2024 1:02 pm

This is an awesome story, very well written, the USMC tie drew me in immediately. My first trip to Sand land was way back in the 80's, it is truly a hot miserable part of the world. Being a Marine means you can get orders to deploy and you've got a day to get your affairs in order. I was single but always felt bad for the married enlisted men. Leaving a young wife for 6 months can be rough on the relationship. Sleeping with another Marines wife is punishable under the UCMJ by Court Martial. 



This doesn't mean it won't happen, there are also cases where your buddy will ask you to "look after" his wife. I never went to her place, but if she felt the need she would show up with a six pack and dinner. It was kind of weird but I guess they both felt like it was better than the unknown. They were both good people.




Post 28 — Crushing

Tue Jan 02, 2024 12:50 pm

Mark: Squad 4 roger up



Jared: …



Jared: … Squad 4 accounted for, everyone's on Pre-D leave, no incidents to report.



Jared: … WTF man? You call in a sitrep text while my wife is in your bedroom?



Mark: 🤣



Mark: I'm messing with you, man. Megan's fine, she's asleep. I'm gonna give her a minute, then get her up and bring her home. When's your flight?



Jared: 0700. We gotta be at the airport by 0530 probably, and need to leave here by like 0430.



Mark: Shit. It's 0300 now. I'll go get her up.



Jared: Yeah, I didn't think she was gonna do a sleepover…kinda surprised. 



Mark: We didn't do a sleepover, she just fell asleep about 10 minutes ago. 



Jared: Seriously? You guys got there at like…what…2200? You've been at it for 5 hours?!?



Mark: We took breaks. I actually fell asleep for a bit. But yeah, I guess so. 



Jared: Holy. Shit. Dude.



Mark: Sorry. TMI?



Jared: No man…it's just a lot to process. Sorry if I get weird, but…



Jared: There's a lot of different feelings. Kinda throws me off a little bit.



Mark: K. I get it. Take your time.



Mark stood up from the couch and began to walk back toward the bedroom where he had passed the evening with his best friend's wife. He had just finished showering away the night's fatigue before texting his friend with an update. With a white towel wrapped around his waist and phone in his right hand, he passed down the hallway and gently nudged the door open. Megan was stretched out like a starfish, body down and face turned toward the door, sheets and blankets twisted around her. Her hair was ragged with sweat. Her breathing betrayed equal parts fatigue and relief.



Mark's phone buzzed again. 



Jared: So you're bringing her home now?



Mark: Yeah man. We okay? Don't leave me hanging.



Jared: We're good, we're good. It's just…really hot for me is all. Kinda confusing.



Mark: K. I don't get it, but K. 



Jared: Think you could send me a pic of the aftermath? Meg sent some earlier, but I kinda want another one.



Mark squinted. 



Mark: Stand by.



He raised his phone up in front of him and snapped a photo of Megan's sleeping frame wrapped in vintage bedding. He then walked gently over to the bedside and nudged Megan's shoulder. Megan groaned and rolled away onto her side. 



Mark smiled to himself, then lightly grasped her shoulder and shook her gently. 



"Megan. You've got a plane to catch…"



Megan shot upright. "Oh my god! I can't believe I fell asleep…I told Jared I wouldn't sleep over…"



"Relax, you didn't sleep over, you fell asleep and I let you lay there for a few minutes. Just to take the edge off. But yeah, we gotta get going."



Megan rubbed her eyes and groaned. "I'm so tired…" She swung her legs over the edge of the bed and stood up, holding the bedding up over her chest with both hands. She shuffled toward the door, which Mark was blocking. The bedding covered the front of her body and trailed behind her. 



An ironically elegant train. 



Mark lifted up his phone and snapped another photo, this time capturing her face in a cute pout, framed by dark hair frizzled and cascading over her bare shoulders and upper chest.



"Can I get by?" Megan continued through her pout.



"In a minute," Mark responded brusquely. "I'm taking some pics for Jared."



Megan's eyes widened and she pulled the bedding more tightly around her body. "He wants you to take pictures? I already…" Her voice trailed off uncertainly. Mark noted the dilation of her pupils in genuine fear before her head dropped, avoiding eye contact. He knew complex emotions were likely to feature prominently throughout the remainder of the evening. Wanting to blunt their effect, he took control.



"I want these pictures. Jared wants whatever we give him, but these are for me. Drop your little blanket robe down to your waist."



Megan looked up at Mark again. She was conflicted. The aftermath of their first liaison was beginning to tug at the seams of her usual savvy composure. Increasingly uncomfortable, she contemplated just asking Mark to take her home when he interrupted her thoughts.



"Do it. Now." 



Megan held his gaze as she relented, letting the blankets fall down to her waist. Her torso bore some light bruises–marks of passion–and her perky, full breasts had clear remnants of thick streams of dried semen streaking down them and dripping onto her stomach. Mark lifted his phone again and snapped the third photo.



"Good girl. You did good. Now let's get you home."



"OK," Megan said weakly, emotions beginning to brim.



Ten minutes later, two thirds of the new throuple were in Mark's car, returning his lover to her regular bed. She was turned away silently. Mark noted the telltale signs of quiet crying.



"Megan? Are you okay?"



Still facing out the window, she nodded. She had hastily pulled her hair into a ponytail, hiding some of the disarray of the evening.



"Are you sure? I need to know whether or not you're okay before we get you home. Either way, we need to be on the same page and deal with it."



"I'm okay, I really am," she stammered. "I just…I'm going home to my husband after having sex with another man. What's he going to say?" Megan choked a little on the last two words.



"I don't know, Meg. I know he was on board, and he seemed fine when I texted him. Did you tell him you were on your way home?"



"Yeah…"



"What did he say?"



"He just said OK…" Megan held back more tears. "I really don't know how this is going to go…"



"Are you afraid?" Mark interrupted. "Do you feel like you're not safe…?"



"No no," Megan hastened. "It's not that at all. It's just…this is so crazy."



"It is," Mark said. "But did you enjoy yourself?"



For the first time, Megan turned her head to face Mark. She strained out a smile. The dim lights of the car's interior reflected gently off the tear tracks on her face. "You needn't concern yourself with THAT, Achilles. This insecurity of yours is very unbecoming," she intoned sarcastically.



"There she is…" Mark laughed. Meg couldn't help a characteristic smirk after her joke landed. 



Mark seized the lightened mood to soften the gravity of his more serious point. "Look Meg, I know this is weird, but I know your husband. If you guys decide you made a mistake, we'll work through it. If you decide you didn't, we'll work that through too. But I know that he loves you like crazy. Always has. And I'll never cross him. Never. I wouldn't have done this if I thought it was something he didn't want."



Megan looked down at her hands again. The car pulled into the modest apartment complex to find Jared sitting on the steps up to their second floor apartment. Mark reached over and squeezed her leg as he pulled into a parking space and turned off the car. "You want me to go with you? We can talk it out…" 



"No…" Megan answered quickly. "This is between Jared and me now."



Megan quietly exited the car and shut the door behind her. 



The lights were off inside the young couple's apartment, complementing the very late hour. Jared wordlessly closed the door behind them. 



She looked different. It was dark, but somehow he could tell.



She had a tentative yet powerful glow about her. Not a visible glow that would literally light up the dark room where they stood facing each other. One pace apart. 



Rather, despite being noticeably nervous, Megan projected an equally noticeable aura of relaxed confidence. Of satisfaction. Of power.



Nevertheless. 



She was clearly nervous.



Jared was unable to wait any longer. He moved decisively forward to embrace and passionately kiss his surprised wife. Megan melted into his arms and returned his affections in the dark. 



* * *



Jordan leaned back in her office chair and sighed deeply. 



Midterms. 



A virtual stack of academic mediocrity hung over her head on a Wednesday afternoon. She had just finished her lunch–a delicious pita with fresh vegetables that David packed for her that morning. She was not too full, not too tired, and had no other immediate deadlines or pressing concerns that stood in her way before boring through the pile of student papers. She just didn't want to do it. The task was just…exhausting.



Lolling her head back, Jordan groaned silently to herself. Two desks down in the communal grad student office suite, a young man laughed in sympathy. Jordan looked over and grinned at Patrick Lin, another psychology Ph.D student sharing in her midterm grading grief. 



"How far in are you?" 



"I'm looking at the starting line, and hating the whole race already…" Jordan groaned through a smirk. 



Patrick chuckled. "I would say that starting is the worst part. But then that part where you grade the first few…that part really sucks. Then the next few after that…then the next few after that…"



Jordan swiveled her chair to face her office friend and theatrically bent over to drop her head into her hands. "I know…" she whined through her hands.



"Well, the only way out is through, Ms. Stark Simms," Patrick mockingly imitated Professor Lukacz's harsh speaking voice, which inspired another laugh from Jordan. Patrick had a different faculty advisor, but Lukacz's persona was well known among the department students. And very conducive to mockery.



Jordan sat back up, lifting her head out of her hands to treat Patrick to a smile. She briefly met his eyes. 



He was handsome. 



Medium height, almost six feet, bright blue eyes, dark brown hair, high cheekbones, and an inviting but non threatening smile. His body was lean but clearly in shape. Jordan knew that while she was a competitive runner during her undergraduate years, Patrick had played water polo on the club team of the university he attended. From what she could see, it looked like he continued his swimming regimen. Jordan wondered what he looked like getting into the pool. Or out of it…



She mentally pinched herself. This was new. She and Patrick had always been friendly, but she had never thought of him…that way. This was mildly disturbing. She was beginning to think of men she knew…differently. 



The silence between the two of them inched toward the awkward, and Jordan could tell. 



"Well," she sighed deeply, "time to dive in."



Patrick nodded. The two graduates turned back to their work. Jordan opened the first paper and began reading the first paragraph.



Fifteen minutes later, she was startled to look at the small clock in the bottom corner of her monitor to find that she had not gotten past that first paragraph. 



She needed coffee. Jordan reached for her refillable mug in preparation to get a pick-me-up and found the mug already full. She had coffee. 



Damn.



She needed motivation. But she wasn't quite sure where to get it. She pulled out her phone to check her messages out of habit and was met with a photograph of her husband smiling up at her from the lock screen. She smiled to herself. There's some motivation. She put the phone down on her desk.



Jordan caught herself briefly glancing over at Patrick, who was focusing on his computer screen, typing away. He really did have a nice face…



She turned back to her computer, seeing David's face again. Her lock screen had not powered down to a blank screen yet. He had such sweet eyes. 



She softened. 



She really was drawn to his soul. He was so charming, and she had never met a man who could rival his strength of character. He worked so hard, never complained, and was constantly trying to improve himself and his situation. He was humble to a fault, often undervaluing his skills and contributions. 



The phone screen had darkened to a blank display a while ago. She still couldn't focus, pulled in various directions by her daydreaming. Her eyes drifted around her desk. Why couldn't she focus?



Jordan's eyes came to rest on her book bag which was sitting on the back of her desk behind her laptop. The top flap was open, and the metal spirals of her small notebook peeked over the top of her other papers and folders. 



Jordan had not written the next letter to her husband. She had intended to write on Tuesday, but she was scared to proceed. She had put a lot of feelings on paper that she was still grappling with, and she felt she was morally on thin ice. 



She looked down at the clock again. Another fifteen minutes had passed. 



Reaching for her notebook, she rifled through her pen drawer to find something to write with. She took a deep breath and opened the cover of the notebook. High on the first page, she had forgotten the response her husband had written, accompanied by roses:



"Jordan. You're incredible, and I love you. Please don't stop.

     

     -David"



Jordan blushed as she read. She focused on the last three words of her husband's note. 



"Please don't stop." 



Not "I accept you," or "We need to talk." 



Not "You've destroyed me," or "You're a whore." 



Not "I'm leaving you."



None of the things she feared. 



He had written "Please don't stop." 



Words can be powerful. These words indicated need. Not on her part, on his. 



Words that she herself had moaned a number of times on the previous Saturday night. 



Just not to David.



Jordan's blush deepened slightly. She clicked her pen and began writing her second letter.



* * *



Airport parking was stressful enough. Megan sat next to Jared, positively drained and confused. Her husband had moved to take her with a ferocity she did not recognize. She was married to a Marine, so she was used to a certain degree of intensity. But his advances after she came home from her liaison with his platoon sergeant were on a whole new level.



She had prepared herself for a number of scenarios. Her worst nightmare was sudden hostility or alienation. She was also prepared for elation, but in reality she was planning on a reception somewhere between those extremes when she returned to her husband. 



What actually happened was surprising. She had returned to a dark living room and her husband couldn't keep his hands off her. She was excited by this development. In fact, she was delighted. 



However, when he laid her back down on the couch to take her, she expressed concern that she couldn't give herself fully to him. She was quite sore–more so than she had ever been before. This frightened her. She was worried that Jared would be frustrated. Jealous. Perhaps even angry that he was not given an opportunity to enjoy her after her long night of passion.



She was wrong.



Jared had immediately relaxed his passionate grip on her and became surprisingly solicitous of her comfort. He shifted his weight to sit next to her, as she remained on her back on the other half of their couch. Her legs, initially wide open to receive him, closed slowly, and she sat up next to him. The mood shifted rapidly from sexually charged to lovingly concerned. She leaned over and rested her head on his shoulder, running her arm through his. As they cuddled, Jared repeatedly checked in on her, asking her if she was in pain, if she was uncomfortable, if she needed anything. His noticeable erection, however, remained visible, poking through the hole of his boxer shorts. 



Megan had snuggled her husband, assuring him of her well-being. This level of attention and affection was rare from him. He was–like many Marines–stoic, even emotionally inaccessible at times. She always knew he loved her, but he struggled to show it. But there was something new at play here. Some kind of dynamic shift that she couldn't put her finger on. It was sweet in the moment, but also made her nervous. 



Jared had stood up and pulled his shorts up from around his ankles. He had hastily pulled them down in anticipation of enjoying her body, but that ship appeared to have sailed. He walked around to the light switch and turned it on. Megan blinked in the sudden glare of light. She had spent most of the evening in subdued light or darkness. 



The full light was harsh. But the apartment looked different. She was surprised to find their vacation bags neatly packed and stacked next to the door. The apartment was neat as a pin, the floors vacuumed, every surface dusted. Jared had been cleaning. 



"Wow…" Megan had said, surprised at this new development. "Looks good, baby. Oh my god…have you finished packing? For both of us?"



"Yeah," Jared replied softly. I thought we might not have time to pack so I did it for both of us."



"Thank you, baby!" Megan exclaimed. 



"Well, if you want to shower or get changed or whatever, we need to leave in a little bit."



Megan had looked down at her watch. 4:10. They had to leave soon. She nodded and stood up.



Jared had drunk in the view of his wife. She was still wearing the attractive top she had on at Shoney's earlier, but now she was bottomless, having pulled off her pants in their shared moment of passion. Jared looked at the thin, sexy landing strip of pubic hair that she had styled for her new lover. Beneath the thin, vertical line, was some evidence of swelling beginning at the cleft of her vagina.



Megan's eyes had followed Jared's down to her sex. She walked softly over to him and took his hand in hers. She then gently guided it between her legs. He felt her wetness. She was swollen and damp. She winced slightly as he gently inserted the first knuckle of his middle finger in between her lips, finding an intense dampness he had not felt since their honeymoon. He withdrew, knowing her discomfort. He looked up and she bent over, her face now inches from his. 



Her eyes had locked into his imploringly. "Jared, are you okay?" 



Jared had broken eye contact and looked down, nodding briskly.



Megan had hunched down, trying to find his eyes, but they kept avoiding hers. She stood back up and leaned against his body, exhaling audibly. Part satisfaction, part concern.



She had then turned away and walked down the hallway toward the bathroom to shower.



Now, as Jared pulled into a long-term parking space at the airport. Shifting the gear shift into park, Megan placed her left hand over his right, holding it tightly.



"Jared."



"Yeah?" Jared said, not making eye contact.



"I love you, Jared. I need you to talk to me."



"I'm fine, Meg. Are you okay?"



"I'm okay if you're okay." She smiled nervously. "Are you ready to go deal with family for two weeks?"



That line usually elicited a laugh from her husband. Nothing. Just a nod and a grunt of assent.



Megan's eyes began to tear up. She looked past their hands, hers still grasping his intently. Her wedding ring glistened briefly as it caught a passing light. Just past her tense grasp of his hand, Megan saw the tense bulge in his pants. She looked up at Jared's face again, still concerned. He didn't move. She let go of his hand and he began to move to open the door. However, as his body turned to unbuckle his safety belt, Jared was surprised to find his wife's hand had changed its grasp from his right hand to his erect penis through his pants. He turned to face Megan, shocked to find tears welling up in her eyes. 



For a moment, they said nothing. Then Megan unbuckled her seat belt, rose to her knees in the passenger's seat, and bent down over the center console to release her husband from his pants. Once she had done so, Jared was shocked at the audacity of his wife as her head descended into his lap. 



In the dark, empty crowd of cars in a long-term airport parking lot, Jared felt the inviting warmth of his loving wife once more.



* * *



"Dear David,



Thank you for the roses. I'm guessing that the combination of those and your note add up to an overall approval of my last note. I had hoped we would actually talk about it, but I don't think either of us are all the way there yet."



Jordan clicked the pen closed and reviewed the last sentence. 



Her eyes lingered on her husband's words, acting as a header to her own written response. 



"Please don't stop." 



She was full of uncertainty as to the best way to proceed with her letter. Ideally, she wanted to open up lines of communication around the awkwardly powerful sexual arrangement they had settled into. Still relatively newly married, she knew her emotionally damaged husband was unlikely to open up on his own. 



Knowing his childhood, and knowing her near-Ph.D level expertise in psychology, Jordan was intently attuned to the fact that David would have trouble communicating while feeling vulnerable. His childhood was completely saturated with situations that punished vulnerability, and most other things that contribute to a healthy psyche. Some small breakthroughs had come about recently. Some of which, Jordan had to admit, definitely resulted from the fallout of this transgressive relationship arrangement.



This left her with the problematic dilemma. Should she fulfill her husband's erotic hunger by increasing the erotic intensity of her narrative? Or at least holding the current level? Or should she try to cool down the discussion to a presentation of bare facts, that might allow them to engage honestly? Would in either case, would she risk shaming him or even herself and damaging the relationship? Would the erotic intensity amount to a kind of manipulation resulting in harm to the man she loved? She was playing with fire, and she knew it.



Was there a middle ground? Could she find a way to present facts openly and honestly while still stimulating her husband? Could she tease his triggers in a healthy way without becoming harmfully manipulative?



She clicked her pen open again.



"I ended my last letter by indicating that you weren't satisfying me. I was terrified to write that, but it seems like it didn't hurt you like I feared it would. It occurred to me after I wrote it that I should clarify some aspects of that realization. As I said before, I had hoped we could talk about it, but it seems we're still at the roses and letters phase of communication. That's okay, we're walking on new ground and I think it's fine to move slowly and be cautious. 



However, since it seems like you like hearing it, since, from your roses and your request that I not stop, I think we need to make sure that we bridge the gap between fantasy, role play, and a serious discussion between a husband and wife who love each other. So here it goes. I'm going to say this, and you should know that I'm completely serious I am when I say it. So bookmark this page in your notes, and refer back to it whenever you have questions about this aspect of our relationship. Are you ready? Here goes.



David, I love you. I've loved you since I met you. I'm your wife. I'm so very, very happy to be married to you. I'm so very, very happy that I married you. I want to be by your side forever. You and I have made love many, many times since our wedding night. I have loved every one of those experiences. But David, you also need to know that, despite the fact that we were making love several times a week from the day we married, you did not satisfy me sexually. Not once. Not ever.



Does that hurt, baby? I really hope it doesn't. Or if it does, I hope that you can talk to me about it so we can work on it. It might help, in any case, to keep a couple things in mind. So here are two things to think about when I say–truthfully–you weren't satisfying me.



First thing I want you to think about is that it wasn't really your fault. A significant part of the blame lies with me. I was still so new to sex, I didn't really understand my body, and I didn't know what sex could be like. Like many young women of faith, I had been brought up to resist sexual impulses, to keep myself pure for my future husband. Not all of us do that, but I did. I'm glad I did, too. I was happy to save something special for the man I loved, and that was you. You were the first man to see me naked, and you took my virginity. I love being with you, and I love to have sex with you. I feel like I can't stress that enough. Am I sounding desperate? I am desperate. At least a little bit. I'm terrified of hurting you. Please believe that I love you!



When I say you weren't satisfying me, the fact that I wasn't having satisfying sex was partly, maybe even mainly, my fault. I wasn't holding out, I just didn't know very much. I just felt so good when we were together, and that feeling was unlike anything I'd felt before. Sex with you always felt good. I loved it! It still feels good! I still love it! I just didn't know there was more. When we would finish in bed, or technically, when you would finish in bed, I would still feel kind of hot and tense. I figured that's just how it was. I would fall asleep and cool down and eventually get back to normal. It seemed natural at the time.



The second thing I want you to think about is that it wasn't really your fault. Wait…wasn't that the first thing? Yes, but this one is different from the first one."



Jordan paused, staring at the paper. She clicked her pen closed again. Here was the fine line she was trying to walk. 



Honesty at this point of the letter had the potential to go two ways. On the one hand, it could be devastating to David's ego. Jordan's impulse was to sugar coat, to shine up her narrative to mitigate harm. Her words had enormous potential to wound the only man she ever really loved. 



On the other hand, the tone had already leaned hard into brutal honesty. Her husband seemed to crave it, and sugarcoating how she felt didn't seem to serve any real purpose. Worse, sugarcoating may cause David to suspect her candor, putting up barriers to the open communication she was trying to cultivate. She had tempered her earlier honesty with pleading language of deep love. That would have to be the balance for this, much more difficult revelation.



Jordan hesitated again, then clicked open her pen and returned to her paragraph in progress.



"The thing is, David, I'm going to tell you something that is very hard for me to admit to you, because I love you so much. And I really do! And as you read this, I want you to remember that I love you more than anything or anyone in the world, and that this is NOT YOUR FAULT…"



Jordan paused on the last few words. After writing them in all capitals, she underlined them. Then underlined them again. She took a deep breath and held it. Tears welled in the corners of her eyes as she forced out the next line.



"The thing is, David, and I didn't know this then…but I do know it now. There are men that are better at sex than you are."

 

* * *



Mark stood blankly in the doorway of the small, rented house. An uncanny and ambiguous feeling came over him as he entered the living room. Several hours ago, a beautiful young Latina had bent over the old couch in front of him. He had gripped her hips to stabilize her body for him. Her olive skin had become flushed as he had demanded she vocally admit her infidelity to her husband with his cock inside of her body. He remembered seeing her hands grip the back of the couch more tightly as she enjoyed a deep orgasm both during and following that vocalized admission. He remembered the gleam of the diamond ring on her left hand as her fingers clutched the vintage fabric in desperation.



Through the kitchen archway, Mark saw an otherwise undisturbed space with the lingering feeling of submission. Megan had kneeled in front of him here for the first time. He had felt her mouth close around his stiffening cock, and had directed her as she worked to arouse him from a kneeling position. She was still mostly clothed at that time. Again, the memory of her wedding ring found its way to the front of Mark's mind. This time, her left hand was laid flat, gently covering a portion of his right thigh as her right hand curled around most, if not all, of his manhood while she sucked it.



Walking down the hall, he looked through the open bathroom door, finding the twisted sheets Megan had dropped before leaving. The telltale signs of sexual release were apparent in the pile of sheets and blankets. Mark remembered how the cheap white cotton acted as ad hoc drapery over his lover's naked frame. She really did have a beautiful body. Certain of her curves were visible through the cotton in certain angles of light. After photographing her for her husband, Mark had impishly reached for her breasts, a move that she playfully swatted away with her right hand as she pulled the bunched sheets up over her chest with her left. Again, Mark recalled the diamond at the clutched apex of drapery, crowning the cascading cotton covers descending over her smooth brown skin in an upside down V. She had walked awkwardly around the living room, picking up her strewn clothing piecemeal and finally retreating into the bathroom, shutting the door behind her.  When she emerged, she was dressed and ready to return home to her husband.



The wedding ring was clearly a theme in Mark's enjoyment of the recent memory. Walking the rest of the way down the hall, he looked in the bedroom to find an eerily quiet scene contrasting the one in his memory. The bed was stripped of both blankets and flat sheet. Now only the fitted sheet stretched simply over the mattress. Rumpled, yes. Moist spots, several. But the still, quiet bed had squealed, groaned, clicked, and even slammed into the wall for multiple hours earlier that night. Mark embraced the theme and consciously sought to remember the sight of Megan's wedding ring as she had crawled naked under the covers for the first time. 



She had pulled the covers over her head. Mark assumed she was embarrassed by the situation, which was strange given the fact that they had already had sex by that point. 



The experience was still new, however. Her body and face had disappeared under the then-neatly made bedding, but her wedding ring had peeked over the top of the covers as she held them over her.



Her embarrassment had been half coquettish, half sincere. 



Mark didn't care at the time, but it was exquisite in retrospect. Such an interesting mix of emotions. At the time, however, he didn't have the time or the mental bandwidth to enjoy it. She had simply aroused him, and he needed release. 



Mark had ripped off the covers entirely, exposing Megan's fully nude and giggling frame. The giggles continued, further betraying the exquisite paradox of his virginal seductress both instinctively afraid of and primally desiring possession by him. He had crawled on the bed, deftly parting her legs and crawling between them. Her arms had crossed over her breasts as her legs were pushed apart. He had grunted in displeasure at her instinct to cover herself, and grabbed her wrists and lifted her arms above and to the sides of her head in response. He had then let go, fully anticipating her arms to snap back like springs and cover her chest, but they remained frozen in the position he had arranged. He looked into her deep brown eyes, finally pausing to enjoy the full mixture of fear and hunger. He then leaned forward so that his eyes were inches from hers, kissed her gently, and gave instruction before snapping back upright on his knees between her legs.



"Watch."



Megan's eyes had widened as she propped up her torso on her elbows and turned her gaze downward to her abdomen. Mark had gripped both thighs and pulled her outer labia apart slightly before placing the heavy head of his penis between them. He then paused to look Megan in the eyes, but her gaze remained fixed on the prelude to their coupling. Mark had shifted his whole massive body weight briefly to the grip on her thighs as he leaned forward. Megan had groaned involuntarily as she both watched and felt his large, hard cock slide between her thighs and into her body. 



Megan's eyes had rolled back, and she gradually dropped back to a full supine position, legs out, and arms draped casually over her torso. Mark shifted his weight again and moved her arms in order to once again expose her breasts to his view. She instinctively raised her arms around his neck, and he had pulled her close to her as he began to thrust.



The rest was wordless. Both had made noises, but spoke no words. Periodically, Megan's whimpers would crescendo to a wail, and Mark would feel her tense around him to ride a deep orgasm. He maintained a moderate, deep thrust throughout. After a time–how much time, neither knew–Mark had glanced at Megan's exhausted face, and…wait, yes, he now remembered…had felt her grip the back of his neck with her left hand. The diamond on her wedding band had fallen to the side of her finger and scratched his neck slightly. This had broken his erotic trance and began to thrust more aggressively. Megan had begun to wail again and he found his own crescendo, ramming deep into his best friend's wife with sufficient force to knock the vintage headboard solidly against the wall. The bed had swayed slightly, then settled again as Mark felt an enormous pressure found release through his cock. Megan had inhaled desperately and locked her arms around his neck as she felt his release. Her jaw had locked in place, involuntarily biting Mark's shoulder as her own orgasm responded to his. 



Mark had never ejaculated unprotected into a woman before, he had always worn condoms. The feeling was unbelievable. He felt like he came more than usual, which was saying something. He generally made quite a mess. He smiled to himself as he saw the wet spot on the bed sheet, wondering if the stain was more attributable to him or to Megan. Hard to say.



* * *

"I hope that's not too hard to hear David, I really hope it's not harder for you to hear than it is for me to write. But it is true. But I didn't know that either, at the time. I do know that now. I know that because I took a new lover. A new sexual partner. And he satisfies me sexually. You still don't. Once I found that out, once I discovered what sexual satisfaction was, I couldn't go back to not knowing. I felt like Eve eating the apple. I might get thrown out of the Garden of Eden, but I can't un-eat the apple. My feeling of horror is that I got you to eat it too. So we're out of the garden now, but we're still together. And we've both eaten the apple."



Jordan paused again. Now that the hard admission was over, she wondered if she should lean in or back off. Now that she was writing obliquely about her lover, she found herself getting excited at the reference to Mark. Best not to impose her own excitement on her husband, she thought to herself. Best to just move on.



"The fruit of the tree, David, represents good and evil knowledge. Or the knowledge of good and evil. Those aren't the same thing, but I've read translations that say one or the other, so I think it could go either way. The first one is interesting though, don't you think? The idea that the knowledge itself is either good or evil, or maybe both, seems very resonant to our situation. All of the knowledge that we have now could be either good or evil.



I'll give a couple examples, and maybe we can talk through a few more. Here's something I know that I didn't used to know. I am attracted to some men on a purely physical level. Some men arouse me physically, my attraction is really just physical, and I desire them physically. How is that good? Well, I'm experiencing levels of physical satisfaction that I never have before. How is that bad? Well, we figured out that I don't have that kind of attraction to you. More accurately, I don't have ONLY that type of attraction to you. I do find you physically attractive, but I don't get sexually aroused at the mere sight of you. The first part of that knowledge is good for me, maybe for us, depending on how we approach it. The second part is bad for us, or for you. Maybe bad for me. It could make you insecure, make you worry about whether I love you, or whether I'm attracted to you in the way you want me to be attracted to you. It's scary!



Here's another thing I know now that I didn't know before I ate the apple. Penis size matters. I have experienced heights of sexual feeling that I literally didn't know were possible when I have had sex with Mark, and I'm convinced that the size of his penis was the main reason I had that experience. Again, that is good knowledge, if we want to know how to bring me sexual satisfaction. That knowledge could be evil, knowing that the man I'm married to (you) has a very small penis. It's not your fault, but now you know that you have a small penis, and you know that I get sexual satisfaction from a large one. You can't make your penis better, so how could that knowledge be good for you? It would just make you more insecure, and it might drive a wedge between us.



Here's the last example I can think of right now. I now know that I will enjoy sex with Mark more than I will enjoy sex with you. That seems like good knowledge to have, as long as I can have sex with Mark. If can't, then it could be evil knowledge. I might start to resent you, resent our lovemaking. I won't want to, but it will always be there between us. I didn't expect, once I got married, to have sexual needs that my husband couldn't satisfy. That bothers me, and makes me feel selfish and hurtful to my husband, which I don't want to do. I feel like my physical needs are going to destroy my marriage, and I don't want to do that. It hurts me to think about it, and I really hate it sometimes. That is evil knowledge.



So we have eaten the apple, David. The knowledge we got when we ate the apple, or really when I ate the apple and gave it to you, is both good and evil. I'm not sure what to do with it, other than trace back how we got here, and then talk about how to move forward with it. 



I think I've really laid it on heavy here, baby. I love you. I love you so much. Let's talk more about this, okay?



* * *



Megan's rapid breathing had gradually slowed to a normal rate before Mark pulled his cock out of her. She moaned as it fell out, and propped herself up on her elbows so she could look again down toward her abdomen. Thick, viscous, opaque white semen was leaking from between her legs. She was staring at it, and Mark wasn't quite sure what to say. He laid down next to her and sighed. Megan dropped back and laid flat on her back staring up at the ceiling. Mark had reached over to pull the bedding over them and closed his eyes, exhausted.



He had woken up to the warm, wet feeling of a mouth on his cock. His eyes fluttered as he stumbled back toward reality. The disorientation dissipated slowly, blanketed by the warm ministrations of a willing mouth. Where was he? He was in a strange bed, looking down at a bump in the bedding, slowly bobbing up and down over his midsection. He pulled off the bedding again to reveal a caramel skinned woman, nude and hunched over him, facing toward his feet. The feeling was incredible, she was swirling her tongue around hungrily, spreading the sensations all around his stiffening manhood. The bedding now gone, she had shifted her weight to the other side and had begun fellating him while facing upward toward his face. Her eyes, initially focused downward on the task of her mouth, at last rose to meet his own eyes submissively. 



He finally remembered where he was, and who he was with. This was Megan. His best friend's wife. He had had sex with Megan, and she was now making clear overtures to get more sex from him. 



His arousal was unconscious, almost hypersomnolent. Primal. His earlier reservations, already put aside for their first round, were now conspicuously absent.



This woman was not his. But he had made her his. He would do it again. He wanted more. His cock had stiffened in her mouth. 



Mark sat up and pulled her mouth off of him. "Hey sleepy…how ya…" Megan's coy beckonings were rudely interrupted when Mark pivoted off the bed, stood up, turned around, and grabbed her hair, pulling her head toward his crotch.



"Shut up. Suck it."



Megan squeaked in surprise as he cupped the back of her head and pulled her head toward his body him. She opened her mouth to have him thrust down her tongue toward the back of her throat. He had began to thrust toward her face with more intensity than before. She initially struggled, but soon relaxed and began eagerly reciprocating his movements. A large dribble of drool formed and dropped where her lower lip met the bottom of his cock. 



The sweet spot.



His cock sufficiently prepared, Mark pulled out of her mouth, and gently but firmly grasped her jaw, pulling her whole body to a standing position off the bed. He then grabbed her shoulders and spun her around, pressing her face against the wall behind them. He then positioned himself lower behind her and took her from behind again. 



Megan squeaked in surprise, but soon began moaning in delight again. After a few moments of submitting to the wall, she shook from another orgasm again, her knees nearly buckling. While she was still shuddering, Mark had pulled out and wheeled her around to face him. He picked her up by the thighs and pressed her back to the wall, entering her from the front.



Under drooped eyelids, Megan had locked eyes with her much larger lover as he began thrusting into her while she wrapped her legs around him, remaining suspended and pressed up against the wall. Her moans gave way to whines as Mark noticed her noticeably losing control again. 



"I'm going to cum again…I'm…"



"No." 



Mark had flatly said, pulling out and gently letting her down onto her feet. Her legs buckled slightly, but Mark held her up, leading her back over to the bed where he arranged her. At his direction, she had kneeled on the bed in front of him, facing away. He then grasped her shoulders from behind and forced her down onto her hands and knees. He positioned himself behind her again and entered her once more. As he had before, he had reached forward and grabbed a fistful of hair as he began thrusting wildly. 



Once again, he remembered her wedding ring hand clutching sheets as he increased his pace. As if on instinct, he had let go of her hair, leaned forward, and grabbed her wrists. She squeaked again as he pulled her supports out and her face fell forward and buried in the bedding. He pulled her hands behind her, and locked her small, thin wrists by grasping them together with his left hand. With his right, he gripped her right hip and began thrusting wildly.



He held her in this position as she made surprised, gutteral sounds into the bed. He vividly remembered her position, bent over, face down, hands behind her back, moaning and whimpering. 



This went on for some time. 



It seemed that both were in a trance, until Mark began to tire. Catching sight of her wedding ring one last time, he pushed through the fatigue and toward a new release. His eyes narrowed on the cheap diamond cut on his submissive partner's limp fingers and he began to build toward an apex of tension.



Mark grunted and dropped Megan's wrists. Her arms fell limp at her sides as he pulled his cock out of her. Her sleepy eyes turned lazily up toward him questioningly, then widened in shock as he grasped a large handful of hair and dragged her off the bed to an upright kneeling position on the floor next to it. Lifting up her chin to look at him, he had grasped his large cock and began stroking it, towering over his best friend's wife until he grunted powerfully, releasing several thick streams of semen across her perky breasts. 



Megan didn't move. She offered no resistance. No assertion of power. No playful banter or sarcastic quip. Just doe-eyed receptivity as Mark's thick liquid ran down her torso. In a final gesture, Mark had followed up his orgasm by leaning down and picking up her left hand, and squeezed the last few drops of semen onto the diamond on her ring.



Megan offered no resistance, waiting for her lover to finish before placing both hands on his thighs and using her mouth to gently and quietly clean his penis.



Mark snapped back to the present, looking at the blank spot on the floor next to the bed where he had sexually humbled his best friend's wife. 



His was a mix of emotions. He felt uncertain about whether and how this would affect his relationship with a crucial subordinate during the upcoming deployment. 



He was worried about whether and how this would affect his most valued friendship. 



But there was a third emotion. He felt like he was standing on the top of something. A mountain that needed to be summited. He couldn't quite place the feeling, but it felt…right.



One last memory occurred to him then. Mark had recently earned his black belt in the mixed martial arts discipline taught in the Marine Corps. Leveling that high was not required, but Mark's ceaseless drive to excel drove him to challenges like that one for their own sake . The final test for the black belt had been a hand to hand match up with a more experienced fighter. A formality that allowed the new black belt to realize that they still had things to learn when they suffered a defeat. Mark's opponent had been a heavily tattooed, grimacing senior gunnery sergeant, who strode fearlessly into the pit to dominate the much less experienced junior–Mark. After several minutes of punching, gouging, and twisting, Mark's right hand had been lifted as the winner while he had casually nursed a bleeding lip with his left. The other marines standing around the edge of the pit were stunned to see the senior marine holding an injured arm gingerly and shaking his head in disbelief after submitting to the crippling hold Mark had forced upon him. 



That feeling was a little like this one. He had felt bad about besting the senior marine, who now had significant work to do to save face with his peers. At the same time, he felt like there was a mountain that needed climbed. A mountain that it was his job to climb. Now, the empty room seemed to signify something about Mark and his place in the world. What it signified, he could not yet name, but he did recognize the feeling.



Mark turned off the light and closed the door. 



* * *



Jared choked out a moan as he ejaculated into his wife's mouth. She had given him head before, but she had never done it long enough to let him finish. Granted, given the state of arousal he found himself in, he wasn't going to last long. He had refrained from masturbating while his wife was away, fearing the angst that followed sometimes in their fantasy play would return with devastating force when she had her first real hotwife experience. 



The feeling was incredible, a first for both of them as her lips locked more tightly around his dick while he gradually relaxed. She hesitated for a moment, seeming to expect more from him. 



After a moment, she lifted up her head and smirked sassily at Jared, cocking an eyebrow for emphasis. He looked noticeably more relaxed. 



"Damn girl, you rocked it…" Jared said, still catching his breath.



"Mmmmhmmm…" Megan smirked again, saying nothing. Jared's concern returned.



"You okay Meg?"



Megan nodded slowly, then opened her mouth and stuck out her tongue, showing a modest pool of thin, grayish semen resting in the middle. She then closed her mouth, winked at Jared, and swallowed.



Jared was flabbergasted. Who was this woman?



Megan's face shifted definitively back into the moment. Indicating toward her husband's penis sticking out of the fly of his pants, she playfully concluded the liaison. 



"Put it away, hotshot. We've got a plane to catch."




Post 29 — Tire_Kicker

Wed Jan 03, 2024 5:24 am

Outstanding! Can't wait for the next installment.




Post 30 — Crushing

Fri Jan 05, 2024 11:24 am

"Stark!"



David's eye twitched slightly as he wiggled the flower rack into position in the back of his truck. He turned around and walked briskly toward the voice that was impatiently shouting his name. 



"Morning, Vinny. What can I do for you?" David asked warily. 



"You're late leaving. Don't ever be late leaving out the dock. This is your warning…" Vinny glared menacingly down at David. 



David looked confused. He looked down at his watch, then up at Vinny again with a raised eyebrow.



"Sorry, Vinny, I think there's been a misunderstanding. I've got 15 minutes before we're even allowed to go. Late departure isn't until 5:30! It's only 4:45 and I'm almost loaded. I'm ready to go…"



"No, Stark, you're late. Your watch is wrong. Don't ever do it again, or you won't be driving for us no more. Understand?"



David grew defiant. "I know you got power on the dock, Vinny, but you can't bend time. I'm late when I'm late, okay? And I'm not late. I'm going to finish loading and I'll be out the door in ten minutes." David turned away in frustration back to his work. Vinny snickered behind him, and David watched him out of the corner of his eye as he turned away to make his morning rounds along the loading dock. 



David hastily grabbed the next two racks and began pushing them into place in his truck. He looked quickly back and forth down the line of docks, seeing the warehouse workers still in the midst of loading the other trucks. None were as far along as he was, and it was now unofficially understood that no dock workers were to help him load. Some of them clearly felt bad, but Vinny was established at the center of the old timer's clique. If they didn't like you, then no one was allowed to like you. And for some reason, David seemed to find himself permanently on Vinny's bad side.



He locked the last rack in place and closed the truck door, then the dock door. He picked up his lunch bag and delivery schedule and walked hastily down the line to the exit door, shouldering the door open with a bang. Walking past the other trucks still being loaded, he finally arrived at his truck to find a man hunched over near the driver's side door. 



David was not expecting anyone out there, and in the low dawn light, the appearance was almost ghostlike. He was shocked enough to jump back. The motion caused the man to turn his head to face David.



Hamad. David's friend in the mechanic bay.



"Hey Day-feed. How you doing?" Hamad smiled.



"I'm good Hamad, what's up? What are you doing here?"



"Yeah, I see Vinny and friends over here earlier. They let out air of your tires, Day-feed. I grab compressor and come over here to fill. Almost done."



David held his breath. This is why Vinny said he was late leaving. He clenched his teeth, saying nothing. The hissing of filling tires filled the silence.



"How is Yordan? How is wife, Day-feed?" David shook his head, realizing that he completely neglected to thank the man who had his back.



"She's great, Hamad, everything's going great. She's working on her degree, she'll be writing her disser–her really big final writing project–pretty soon now. Then she'll be done!"



"That's good, man. She work hard, you work hard." Hamad pulled out a pressure gauge to check the last tire. Full. He pulled the compressor hose back and replaced the cap on the tire stem.



"Hamad," David said gravely, "I'm serious, thank you for watching out for me. You really saved me today, and I didn't even know I would need it. I really appreciate it. How's your family? How's Eisha, how's the baby?"



"Aisha. Say it Eye-shaa," Hamad smiled as David pronounced it back. "Your pronouncing is not so good, but I help you, Hamad smiled again. Aisha is good, baby is good. I work too much, but I make good money here."



"That's great, Hamad. Hey, I want to thank you properly, would you want to come over to our place for dinner sometime? Maybe this weekend? Bring Aisha and the baby?"



Hamad smiled. "Sure, we come! You want to talk to Yordan first, make sure wife okay?" 



"Yeah, I'll check with her and let you know for sure tomorrow. For now, I gotta get going. I want to clear the dock before 5." He glanced at his watch. 4:55.



"No problem, stay safe man." David nodded to his friend in appreciation. Then he paused again and stuck out his hand. Hamad smiled broadly and shook it. 



"Seriously, Hamad, I count you as a friend. Thank you for having my back."



David turned, opened the truck door, and climbed in. He cleared the dock first, before any other truck even started its engines. As he turned out of the gate into the road, David glanced in his rearview mirror, seeing Hamad rolling the heavy compressor across the parking lot to the mechanic's bay.



* * *



The exposed coastline glistened in the post-dawn golden hour light. Mark had driven straight north from the rented house until the sun broke in the east. Finding the next public access beach along the coastal road, Mark pulled into the barely maintained parking lot and shifted his truck into neutral and set the parking brake. He stepped out, stretched, and inhaled the salty air lustily. He leaned against the hood of his truck and looked out over the ocean. 



The day was calm, and the waves were gentle as they lapped up at mid tide. Mark sighed in satisfaction and turned to undo the straps holding his kayak to the rack on the back of his truck.  His phone buzzed in his pocket as he wrestled the small craft down onto the ground in the parking lot. He carefully rolled the straps and replaced them in the toolbox before checking his phone. 



It was a text message from Jared. A picture. Mark smiled and touched the screen to open the photo and pulled the paddle out of the back of the truck while it downloaded.



The picture was of Megan in the window seat of a commercial airliner. She was leaning against the bulkhead, clearly asleep. Her head was lolled back, and her mouth hanging all the way open. Mark chuckled as he responded.



Mark: Looks like she's wiped out.



Jared: Ya think? Haha



Mark: Seriously, though, you guys ok? She was a little nervous when I dropped her off.



Jared: …

Jared: Yeah, we're good. I could tell she was nervous, and she said she was sore. We haven't really talked about it yet, but I think we're okay. Also, she gave me a bj in the car!



Mark: Nice, man. Nice!



Jared: Seriously! We got to the airport, I was about to get out, and she just grabbed it and went down. All the way to a happy ending.



Mark: Congrats man. That's good! She just horny or something?



Jared: I guess…whatever you did, if it gets her in that frame of mind. Obv. I'm down with that, haha. 



Mark: Gotcha. Obv you can't text out that pic when you're in the air, are you guys home now?



Jared: We're in Boston now, layover for our connector to Burlington. My parents are going to pick us up there.  Where you at?



Mark: I drove up the coast, gonna camp on a few beach campgrounds before I head back. Taking ten days, hoping to do a lot of time on the water.



Jared: You by yourself?



Mark: Yeah. Just clearing my head. Pre-d workup got me all tied in knots.



Jared: K. Stay safe man.



Mark: You too. 



Mark placed his phone down on his tailgate and fished out a waterproof bag from his backpack. He locked his truck and placed his phone, keys, wallet, and the book he was reading into the waterproof bag and sealed it, replacing it in his backpack. Shutting the tailgate, he shouldered his backpack, picked up his paddle with his left hand, and grasping the kayak at the center with his right, he strode out of the parking lot toward the water.



* * *



David's chest heaved as he gradually came down from a full body seizing orgasm. The trembling fingers of his right hand were coated with drops of semen, the clutch of steno pages containing Jordan's letter was grasped and crinkled desperately in his left. 



He had been delighted to find another fold of letter paper tucked into the dry pocket of his lunch bag when he opened it up. He managed two bites of his sandwich this time, but once he arrived at the paragraphs where Jordan expressed his sexual inadequacy directly, he found himself unable to focus on anything other than intrusive erotic images of his beautiful young wife. 



Her voice seemed to rise directly out of the handwritten lines. In his mind's eye, her gunbarrel blue eyes locked in his as she openly confronted him as the source of her sexual frustration. And as she openly confessed to the sexual fulfillment she had found with another man. 



Against his better judgment, he had tucked the letters into the pocket of his work shirt, and speed walked into the gas station where he had parked to eat his lunch. Finding the single-toilet bathroom room unoccupied, he had shut the door, locked it, and dropped his pants to his knees. Jerkily caressing his small penis with his fingers, he drank deeply of ecstatic humiliation. 



Over and over he had read the deliciously damning language:



"I didn't know this then…but I do know it now. There are men that are better at sex than you are."



He had mouthed the words silently as he came, the shimmering warmth of feeling extending from the tip of his penis back into the depths of his pelvic floor and causing both his arms and legs to convulse. 



Now he was frozen in a half-hunch, standing in the middle of a gas station bathroom, slowly returning to comparative sexual sanity.



"What the actual hell am I doing?"



David looked down at his fingers, at the letter, at the undignified crumple of pants around his ankles. He blinked hard and pulled his pants up as if someone had just walked in on his shame. Tucking the papers back into his shirt pocket, he hastily buttoned, zipped, buckled, and tucked in his workshirt. After washing his hands, he turned around to reach for the doorknob, hesitated, then reached back to flush the toilet. Once the tank began to fill again, his breathing had regulated enough to walk out. He walked to the candy isle, picked up a Mounds bar and paid for it before walking back out to his truck.



Glancing at his watch, he found ten minutes remaining on his lunch break. He tucked into the tasty sandwich Jordan had prepared for him, and tried to forget the now-crinkled fold of papers in his shirt pocket. 



He lasted two minutes before pulling out the papers again. As he did so, he realized that there was more letter to read. He hadn't gotten past the line that ripped the shameful ecstasy from his body.



He turned the page.



Five more lines in, he was aroused again. Not aroused enough to run desperately into the gas station again, but aroused enough to dull the edge of shame he walked out of the bathroom with. He finished the letter just as his watch buzzed out the indication that his lunch break was over. 



Jordan certainly had a way with words, and had made some very good points. The central biblical metaphor she had explored was particularly insightful. She was really good at this. He needed to think. 



Starting the truck and rolling out of the gas station parking lot, David absently opened the candy bar and took a bite.



Gross. Coconut. He hated coconut. Why did he buy a Mounds bar?



* * *



The sun was low in the sky. Mark's kayak came to a stop with a relieved hiss as the fiberglass made contact with the smooth sand at low tide. He deftly tucked in his legs and popped out of the kayak, picking up the craft with one hand and carrying it across the beach toward his reserved campsite. He liked this beach. Not too crowded. A small gaggle of high school kids were setting up a bonfire about 500 yards in one direction down the beach, and a few families were milling about at the campsites behind them. A broken row of RVs filled almost half of the RV lot in the other direction off the beach. Retirees lounged in camp chairs in front of most of them. Nearing the high tide line, Mark passed two young children arguing about how to build a sand castle. 



"I want a big tower on this side!" whined the younger, a boy of kindergarten age with wavy brown hair. The older, a girl of about ten with shocking red hair in pigtails and a conspicuous lisp, answered with practiced impatience.



"I underthtand that, but the thtructure ith inthufficient. We need to build a bathe under it or it won't thtand up on itth own."



"I don't want to do any more on your part, I want to build my tower!"



"You need to underthtand…I'm trying to help you build a BETTER tower!"



Mark chuckled to himself as he walked by. He arrived at his campsite and set the kayak down next to his tent. Rummaging through his tent, he found a dry shirt and threw it on. The hour was starting to get cool. He retrieved a few pieces of firewood from his truck and began arranging it in and beside his fire pit. He would fix dinner and settle down to read and relax for the evening. He was 3 days into a ten day leave. He had just begun to truly relax. Text updates from his squad leaders had slowed to a trickle as everyone settled into their pre deployment leave. He hadn't shaved in 4 days and had grown noticeable stubble, a departure from his usual clean cut look. The tension had begun leaving his body as he heard the waves gently lapping up and down with the tidal cycle near his tent.



The paddle.



Mark tutted to himself. He left the paddle at the shoreline, just carrying the kayak up. He finished stacking the night's firewood and took off back down the beach at a light jog, retrieving the paddle and walking back again toward his campsite. As he passed the sand castle construction site, he was flagged down by the red haired girl.



"Ekthcuthe me thir, my brother and I are building a thand cattle, and we don't have any toolth. May we borrow your paddle to gather thome thand tho we can work more efficiently?"



Mark stifled a laugh at the precocious dignity of the girl with a lisp. Putting on his serious platoon sergeant face, he approached the girl and the sand castle with the air of a foreman ready to inspect a job site. He towered over the children, both of whom were curiously unfazed by the approach of a stranger of huge stature.



"I suppose tools might help. Would you explain the project to me? Perhaps I can help with design, or give you some tips. I have some experience with castle building…"



The red haired girl nodded in a businesslike manner. "Of courth, thir. We have here a nithe courtyard, and thome outer wallth. I wanted to make the wallth taller with thome flying buttretheth, but we found that thand ith not conduthive to conthtructing buttrethteth…"



Mark covered his mouth to stifle a laugh at the absurd line. He listened intently as she took him on a tour of a relatively unformed and uneven and nearly random collection of sand piles, explaining the virtues and features of the sand castle of her aspirations. The boy held back shyly, letting his sister explain everything.



Mark agreed to assist with his paddle, deftly creating a large pile of wet, workable sand next to their site with a half dozen powerful digs of his kayak paddle. The children were wide eyed as he produced more wet sand in a few seconds than they had dug up in the past hour. Mark was preparing to give them another pile to work with when they were interrupted.



"Lucy, are you bothering strangers again?"



Mark looked up from digging, finding a harried young woman with frizzled red hair, a loose gray t-shirt, and loose black sweatpants walking toward the little work crew. He was startled, hoping that he wasn't perceived as a threat to the children. He began to answer defensively,



"Ma'am, it's really okay, they just asked me to dig up a little sand, it's no trouble, I've already finished. I'll be on my way…"



"No I'm, sorry," the woman rushed in response. "You're trying to relax on the beach and you're conscripted into my children's work crew…"



"Not at all!" Mark laughed. "We're having fun. I've been fully briefed on the project, and I'm rather enjoying the process."



The woman softened, but maintained a cautious suspicion. "Well, it's time to come back up for dinner, anyway…maybe it's time to wrap it up?"



"But mom, we've made tho much progreth!" the little girl whined, drawing a charmed smile from Mark, which in turn drew a subtle, sympathetic smile from her mother.



"Well, we still need to go eat. You can work on it tomorrow…" she promised over the spontaneous whines of both her children.



"Tell you what…" Mark said as they stood up to leave. He squatted down to talk to them on their level. "I'm here for one more day, and I'm going kayaking in the morning tomorrow. How about this…right before I leave in the morning, I'll meet you right here. The tide will come up by then and probably wipe out this castle. But I'll dig three big piles of good, wet sand so you can just get right to building. Is that okay?"



The little boy responded enthusiastically. The little girl remained sullen. "I thuppothe that ith actheptable…"



Mark pursed his lips to stifle a smile again. "Very well then. I'll see you bright and early. I'm in campsite number 24 over there, right on the edge of the campground. If I don't meet you here, you can come get me there and I'll help you out."



Having agreed to the terms, the children took off toward the campground. Their mother hung back a moment.



"That's really kind of you. You don't have to do that," she said, noticeably grateful. 



"It's genuinely my pleasure. Your kids are really fun. Your daughter?" 



"Lucy. And the little boy is Max."



"Right. They're both great, but Lucy is pretty adorable. She seems very smart."



She smiled. "She is. Sometimes too smart…"



"No such thing…" Mark smiled back. "I'm sorry, I never introduced myself. My name is Mark Rein." He extended his hand, and she gratefully shook it, brushing some frizzy hair away from her face with her other hand as she did so.



"Nice to meet you, I'm Molly."



"Molly…"



"Molly Cohen." 



"Well, Molly Cohen, I'm available for sand castle consultation at your leisure," Mark grinned as he turned to walk away.



"Thank you, Mark. Have a good night…"



"You too!"



* * *



The truck touched the rubber dock stop with a satisfying, gentle thunk. David threw the gear into park and turned the engine off. He waved to Hamad across the lot, who was outside power washing the mechanic bay doors.



Walking toward the back office, David glanced around the bay, finding it eerily quiet. He was a little early returning, but usually there was something more going on around the docks. Strange.



Walking through the warehouse toward the shipping office, David's mind was preoccupied with Jordan's metaphor. Namely, his mind was filled with thoughts of apples, and their meaning. The apple came from the tree of good and evil knowledge. To eat them means knowing things that were both good and bad. Taking a bite from something that cannot be un-bitten. Did he want to un-bite the apple? To un-know things? Certainly the revelations of the past few months were powerful, but also filled him with self-doubt, and in certain moments, profound self loathing. Crippling fear and jealousy were bound up in the ecstasy. Certainly it was simpler not to know those things. Probably easier, too. Better? 



What is an apple that is never eaten, anyway? Certainly it's something, but it's not the same as an apple that is eaten. It's untouched…in a very real sense, the apple is unknown as an apple. It's just an object. One that can be seen, touched…but if it's not tasted…it is not fully what it is. To known an apple as it is, it should be…no, it must be eaten.



But tasting it necessarily mars it. Rips a whole in it. Disfigures it. Exposes its flesh. The sweetness is intense. Even nourishing. 



But it comes with a price.



And what happens when the apple is eaten up? Gone? What then?



David pushed open the shipping office door and walked through, making a beeline to the inbox to drop off his day's paperwork. David was surprised to find Vinny standing in front of the inbox wearing a toothy grin. 



"You're late, Stark."



David's heart jumped a little. "I…I'm really not. I'm actually a little early."



"No, you're late. You're late now, and you were late this morning."



"Vinny, I know you let air out…"



"You don't know shit, Stark." Vinny interrupted. David's anxiety crept up, but he tried to maintain eye contact. Vinny was so effortlessly confrontational. It was like he liked to fight just to fight, not to achieve anything. David never understood it. And David hated, HATED confrontation.



"Listen…I'm your supervisor. When I say you're late, you're late. Get it?"



David trembled. "I don't know what you want me to do, Vinny, I wasn't late. I'm not late. I can prove it…"



"You can't prove shit. I'm saying you're late. That's my job. Your job is to say…I'm sorry, Vinny. I was late. I'm a piece of shit. I won't be late again."



"I'm sorry…" David looked down, eyes burning. "I…I won't be late again."



"Good start. Say the rest…" David hesitated.



"Say it, bitch…"



It was official. David was branded a "bitch" on the dock. That would be difficult, if not impossible, to overcome.



"Repeat after me…" Vinny's voice lowered menacingly. "I'm sorry Vinny…"



David began to shake. "I…I'm sorry Vinny…"



"I was late…"



"I was…I wasn't…"



"Say. It…"



David clenched his teeth as Vinny stepped even closer to him. Vinny looked straight down at David, highlighting their height difference. "Say…it…"



"I wasn't late…"David said quietly, almost at a whisper.



"Yes you were."



"No, he wasn't." A third voice spoke up behind David. Both he and Vinny turned, surprised, to see Steve, the general manager of the distribution center standing in the doorway. Vinny stepped back instinctively and turned toward the door. 



The old man walked in purposively. "What's going on here?"



"Nothing sir," Vinny said casually. Stark has had some issues getting out the door on time, we were just talking about it." Vinny's eyes narrowed at David.



"Yeah, he's been leaving early. Every day. I've seen him. He's also back early now."



"I wasn't referring to today, sir, I just…"



"Yes you were. Not sure what your beef with this young man is, Vincent, but it seems like it would be a good idea to make up with him. Why don't you two shake hands?"



Vinny grimaced. "Of course, Steve." He stuck out his hand. David shook it, flabbergasted. 



"Vincent, there are three managers between your rank and mine. Do I need to have a chat with all of them?"



"Not at all."



"Great. Glad to hear it. I noticed the other trucks are starting to arrive. Probably time to meet them, don't you think?"



"Yes sir." Vinny nodded, and walked through the door. Steve flicked the door shut behind him.



"That shit will resolve itself when you start signing his paycheck," Steve confided to David with a smirk.



David was beyond relieved. "I honestly have no idea what his problem is…"



"He sees that you're on your way up. Vinny's not stupid. He's useful where he is. But he stays where he is by stomping others down. You'll have to learn to see past him. You'll figure that out…" Steve answered nonchalantly. "So, I reviewed your resume. Looks good. I've got the corporate goons coming in tomorrow to interview candidates. There are 3. You're one of them. You ready?"



David's jaw dropped. All along he thought Steve was joking. He submitted his resume because he was told to. He didn't think this was real. He stammered out a response.



"Uh…yeah. Yeah, of course! Thank you!"



"No problem. For now, gather up every process you've improved shipping flowers since you got here and write them down. Then write down how you could apply those principles to all the shipping that comes through here. Receiving, delivery, perishables, construction, load booking, everything. Go home and make a nice powerpoint or something that illustrates your ideas. Got it?"



"Yeah. Yeah, I'm on it Steve…"



"I know you are, Stark. One more thing. When you're done with your little presentation prep, tell your wife that you have a shot at a job that's going to quadruple your income with full benefits. Tell her your interview is tomorrow, and that you need to feel like a man tonight. She'll know what to do." Steve delivered the last line with a knowing grin.



David looked down at his feet, grinning. "Okay, Steve…"



"Get out of here, Stark." 



"Okay. Thanks Steve, seriously…I'll see you tomorrow."



* * *



Finishing his chapter, Mark closed his book and placed it in the basket behind his camp chair. He stood up, stretched, and headed down the campground trail toward the bath house. On the way, he passed some familiar faces.



"Sand castle man!" The little auburn haired boy called out from his seat at the picnic table.



"Hi Max!" Mark responded cheerfully, glancing over the campsite. Molly was hunched awkwardly over the fire pit, and looked around, startled, when she heard his voice. Lucy was sitting in a camp chair, reading a Percy Jackson book by the light of a small electric lantern set up next to her. On the other side of the picnic table, a man sat basically motionless, fixated on a laptop screen. 



Molly stood up quickly, turned around and smiled. "Kids, sand castle man's name is Mark. Say hello."



"Hello, Mark," the children said in a drone unison, clearly practiced at prompted greetings. Molly continued.



"Mark, this is my husband, Chris. Chris, this is Mark. He was helping Lucy and Max make their sand castle earlier…"



"Hey…" the man said, not looking up from his screen. Mark nodded in his direction. Molly looked embarrassed. "What brings you by, Mark?" She asked politely.



"I was just passing by on my way to the bathroom. Max spotted me."



"He'll do that," Molly smiled.



"Well, I don't mean to interrupt. I'll be on my way," Mark said, turning to walk away.



"Actually, Mark…sorry…"



"What's up?" Mark said, turning back.



"Do you have…like a lighter? We had one, but it looks like the butane ran out or something. I'm trying to get a fire going for S'Mores…"



"No, I don't, sorry. Don't smoke…"



"That's okay, just thought I'd ask," Molly said, smiling sheepishly. 



Her eyes had a particularly striking hue in low light. Green in the daylight, something deeper in the dusk.



"Well, hang on…" Mark said, glancing toward the picnic table. There was a stack of camping dishes, and a small frying pan and pot with a little package of steel wool in it, along with some soap and rags for cleaning cookware. He walked on to their campsite, and indicated toward the bag. "May I?"



"Umm, sure…" Molly replied, perplexed. Mark bent over and picked up the bag, extracting a small piece of steel wool and holding it between his thumb and forefinger. Then he looked over toward Lucy in her camp chair. "Lucy, may I borrow your lantern for just a moment?"



"May I finish my paragraph?" Lucy replied without looking up.



"Of course…" Mark said, with a surprised smile. He looked over at Molly, who was grimacing awkwardly. "You really don't have to…"



Mark held up his hand, waving off her objections. 



While they silently waited, Mark and Molly were positioned facing each other on opposite ends of the empty fire pit. Max broke the silent tension as only little boys can.



"Are you Superman?"



Molly laughed outright, and Mark chuckled. "No Max, I'm not Superman."



"Batman?"



"No…"



"The Hulk?"



"No…"



"Wolverine?"



"Wow, you know them all, don't you? No, I'm not a superhero…"



"He'th a marine," Lucy said, matter of factly, placing a bookmark in her book and closing it. "The mark on hith back ith an Eagle, Globe, and Anchor, thymbolizing worldwide maritime thervith. I googled it on mom'th phone while you guyth were in the bathroom."



Mark was a little taken aback. Lucy had seen the tattoo between his shoulder blades, and had actually researched it. "Wow, Lucy. You're right, I am a marine. I'm on leave, so I'm camping. Good job!" He said, looking over at Molly, who was shaking her head in knowing disbelief. "She sees everything…" she muttered. 



"Well Lucy, I hate to interrupt your reading, but if you'll give me just a moment…" He picked up the lantern and popped open the end, removing a nine volt battery from it. He crouched down to the fire pit, arranged the newspaper and kindling that was already there, and gently touched the battery terminals to the tuft of steel wool, which promptly ignited in a bright orange glow. 



"Whoa…" both children muttered in unison. "How did you do that?" 



"The steel wool completes the electrical circuit between the two terminals, so it catches on fire. Gotta be careful…" Mark explained while lighting the fire, then bending down to gently blow on it until the medium sticks caught on fire.



"Ath a marine, it'th likely that he hath exthtenthive thurvival training…" Lucy explained, matter of factly, as the little flame began to grow and stabilize. 



"That's true, Lucy, but I actually learned this from my next door neighbor when I was about your age…" Mark explained, standing up. "There you go. Should be good for S'mores as soon as the wood burns down a bit…"



Molly looked across the fire pit, gratefully. "There's no way they'll wait that long," she said, smiling.



The soft glow of flames illuminated Molly's face. She had a health collection of freckles that matched her red hair, and the orange light of the growing fire lent her features a warm, inviting quality. 



"Well, I think you're set. See you kids in the morning for sand castles…"



"Kids, say thank you to Mr. Rein," Molly instructed as he turned back toward the bath house. 



"Thank you, Mr. Rein," the two droned in unison.



"Chris, nice to meet you." The man grunted in acknowledgment, not looking up. Mark nodded awkwardly in his direction. 



 "Good bye, Molly. See you in the morning, kids!" 



* * *



Jordan inhaled deeply, savoring the smell of seasoned pork chops that greeted her as she opened the door to her apartment. 



"Hi honey!" David greeted her from the kitchen. The sizzle of cooking meat accompanied the delicious smell. Jordan, still in the crush of midterm grading, was fatigued and a bit short-tempered at the end of the day. Being literally and emotionally fed soon after she walked through the door of her home certainly helped to mitigate that, though.



She took another deep whiff of cooking food, then set her schoolbag down beside the couch and walked into the kitchen. She kissed David on the cheek, then leaned back against the opposite counter. 



"How was your day, Jo?" David asked, still focused on the frying pan in front of him.



"Long. Lo-o-o-o-ng…" Jordan groaned. "I'm almost done with the midterm papers, though."



"Any good ones?"



"Are there ever?"



David laughed.

 

"No," Jordan said, "there's some undergraduate level promise in some of them. Some of them are clearly interested, even passionate. But they're still new, figuring things out. I've got to find a way to motivate them without making them cocky. Or I have to find a way to correct them without destroying their confidence. It's a fine line."



David nodded. "If anyone can find it, you can…"



Jordan leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek again. "What about you? Your internship is getting to that crucial stage now. Have you done any good networking for jobs after next semester? Any accounting firms might want your bod?"



David smiled. "Well, actually, there is something."



Jordan's eyes brightened. "Yeah?"



"Yeah," David responded. He lifted the pork chops onto their plates, already covered with rice and vegetables. He spooned some savory sauce out of a small pot next to the frying pan. "Aaaand, we're…ready!"



Jordan eagerly picked up her plate and walked over to the table. After the two had said grace, Jordan attacked the vegetables before pressing her husband on his news.



"So, who did you talk to? I hear the job market isn't too bad in this area, someone's going to need a brilliant, hardworking, exacting junior accountant, don't you think?"



David blushed. "Well, not quite…"



Jordan smiled as she tore into her pork chop. "Seriously, anything is better than that dock and delivery job. Those people treat you like garbage…I'll be so glad when you leave that place forever…"



David cleared his throat. "Yeah, Jo. About that."



Jordan looked up at David inquisitively. "What about it?"



"Well, you remember a little while ago I said I had a run in with Steve about maybe moving up?"



"Yeah…" Jordan's eyebrow cocked up slightly.



"Well…I know that Steve's retiring, and I kinda thought that some spots would open up above me, like maybe I'd get Vinny's job and Vinny would move up, or maybe something in accounting, you know, move out of the docks and into the office, right? Anyway, Steve told me to put in my resume, so I did, then I forgot about it."



"Okay…" Jordan sounded apprehensive.



"Well, I ran into Steve today, and he said that I was actually applying for his job. Like, literally. Like, general manager of the whole hub."



Jordan's eyes widened. David hastened to sweeten the pot, unsure of his wife's reaction. 



"The pay goes up. Like a lot. Like, more than four times my current take home. And benefits. And regular hours if I want them. And I don't have to do dock work…"



Jordan's eyes sparkled. "Baby…that's so amazing! Are you serious? They want you to go from delivery driver to general manager? That's…just…wow baby!"



David's heart swelled and swelled. An involuntary grin broke across the whole breadth of his face. He loved it when he could impress Jordan.



"I'm so, so, so proud of you! Oh my gosh…Can I tell my family! I want to tell everyone!"



"Slow down, Jo…" David laughed, still smiling broadly. "I don't have the job yet…we definitely shouldn't tell anyone. I'm just interviewing for the job, and the interview is tomorrow."



Jordan shot up from the table. "Tomorrow! Oh my gosh! Oh my gosh! David! Are you ready? Do you have a clean suit?"



David laughed again, soaking up the joy. "I do, I have that really nice one your dad got for me last Christmas. I've only worn it once, and it's cleaned and pressed. Ready to go."



"I have to pick out the right tie for you. My man is going into that interview SPARKLING…" Jordan said as she took off down the hall. Catching herself halfway, she turned around and strode up to David, pulling out of his chair, throwing her arms around him, and kissing him deeply.



David had never felt so full of happiness.



Jordan relaxed her embrace enough to gaze deeply into her husband's eyes. "How many people are they interviewing?"



"Three."



"Oh my gosh, you're going to crush it. You're going to crush it! Do you have stuff prepared?"



"Yes. Steve told me just what to do. I have a little power point with my accomplishments and ideas. I finished it a little while ago."



"Try it out on me. I'm your interviewer. Go!"  Jordan sat briskly down at the table and pushed the empty food plates to the other end. 



"Um…okay. Let me grab my laptop…" David rushed to the entryway and retrieved his laptop from his bag. He set it on the table, opened it, opened the program, and turned to face Jordan, running through his presentation as she gave him pointers. 



"So basically," David concluded several minutes later, "with this reallocation of dock resources, load booking practices, and scheduling changes, efficiency will likely improve six to ten percent. Maybe more. If they get four, they'll be thrilled. But I know I can get six."



Jordan smiled and clapped heartily. "Awesome, baby! Just at the end, stick to six to ten percent, maybe more. No maybes, ifs, ands, or buts. Those words are for later meetings, when you actually are…you know…the boss. Stick to doable but impressive promises now. Try to under promise and over deliver, but that under promise should still sound impressive. OK?"



David grinned and nodded. "Oh my gosh, I think that's great, David! Did Steve give you any other pointers?"



"No, that's it…"David said. 



"You're going to be great, honey. I just know it. And even if you don't get it, just getting this interview is huge! You can use it to impress anyone else who's interested. And a recommendation from Steve is in the bag either way, right?"



David nodded again. 



"That's so cool, baby. That's so cool!" Jordan's vocal pitch raised to a girlish squeak as she repeated herself, clearly struggling to contain her excitement. 



David cleared his throat. "Steve did…ummm…" David hesitated, flushed. He cleared his throat again, and looked down at the table. "Steve did say one more thing…"



"What? What did he say?" Jordan asked excitedly.



"He said…" David cleared his throat a third time. "He said to tell you that, since my interview is tomorrow, I need to feel like a man tonight. He said you'd know what to do."



Jordan's smile faded, and her right eyebrow cocked upward. Then her left lifted up to match it. Finally, her face relaxed and her lips pouted slightly in a more thoughtful posture. 



"I see."



"So…he said that." David said, still looking down. A moment passed in silence. Then Jordan reached across the table and took his hand in hers. David lifted his eyes to meet hers. Those eyes. Gunbarrel blue. They were deep. They were soulful. They brimmed with affection and admiration. Deep wells for David's heart and soul to drink from.



Jordan gave her husband a coy smile. "That's a very interesting thing for him to have said."



David briefly looked down, breathing out the beginnings of a shy laugh. When he looked up, her coy smile had faded back into thoughtful serenity. She squeezed his hand. 



"Wait here. Don't move." David smiled excitedly as Jordan stood up from the table.



Jordan walked seductively down the hall, entered their bedroom, and closed the door behind her. She opened her closet, flipping through her modest collection of boudoir attire, picking out a few that she thought would tantalize her husband. She hummed happily to herself as she laid down three options next to each other on their bed, weighing the possibilities of each. As she thought it through, a change in the room caught her eye.



On her nightstand, leaning next to her reading lamp was a folded cardstock with a single red heart on it. She walked over and picked it up. Written in David's shaky handwriting was a simple message. 



XOXO

-David.



In front of the card sat a clean, crisp, red apple.



Jordan walked over to her nightstand, and picked up the apple.



A few minutes later, Jordan reappeared slowly, thoughtfully out of the hallway and into the living area of their small apartment. She was wearing a bathrobe with bare legs and feet underneath. Her hair was down and her glasses were gone. She held her hands together behind her back as she moved.



David was transfixed as his wife moved smoothly toward him at an excruciating pace. She held his eyes with hers for each small, smooth, slow step. When she was two arms lengths from him, she stopped and spoke with practiced gravity.



"David."



"Yeah?" David's heart picked up, and his small penis began to stiffen.



"I think Steve is right. I think I do know what to do."



She took one more step toward David. He was literally salivating.



"Steve thinks you need to feel like a man tonight. I get that. I could see that. But David…" 



She took another step closer. She was now at arm's length from her husband as he sat and fidgeted at the table.



"Yeah?" David asked warily.



"That's not what you want, is it, David?" She unclasped her hands from behind her back and produced a clean, crisp, red apple. She took the final step forward and sat gently on his lap. She lifted his chin and kissed him deeply. Then, holding his gaze tightly, she lifted the apple to her lips and gently took a bite. She bit slowly, with two sounds breaking the tense silence between a woman and her husband: the crack of crisp, red skin followed by the firm squish of torn fruit flesh. Each sound sent shockwaves of arousal through David's body. 



"Mmmmmmm…." she moaned, closing her eyes to savor the mouthfeel.



She slowly chewed her bite, a small stream of fruity juice dribbling down the side of her mouth. 



Jordan leaned forward and positioned her mouth just outside her husband's ear. 



Then, in the softest possible whisper, she asked: 



"It's so good…Would you like a bite, David?" 



David sucked in his breath and held it involuntarily. 



She repeated the temptation. 



"It'ssss ssssoooo gooood, baby. Would you like a bite?"



David bit his lip and closed his eyes. Once more, Jordan offered, this time gently sucking his earlobe.



"David…would you like to taste what I have tasted first?"



David anxiously nodded. 



Jordan pulled back from his ear, smiled at him, and lifted the fruit up to his lips. His lips trembled and his heart pounded as he took his own bite. After he had hastily chewed and swallowed, Jordan placed the fruit gently on the table beside them, then leaned forward to his ear again, whispering:



"That's what I thought…"
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Mark was awake and moving as the first hints of dawn began to prod the night sky. It was a force of habit to be up before the sun. First among his duties on a given day was gathering marines for a full workout well before breakfast. No such obligation existed on the beach, but his brain was now wired to rouse him before the sun. He sat up, rearranged his sleeping pad and bag neatly, and exited his tent. The tide was high, approaching the line of vegetation that separated the campground from the beach itself. Mark inhaled the morning salt air and grabbed a pack of granola from his backpack, quickly devouring it as the day grew a little brighter. 



Finishing his breakfast, Mark stepped back into his tent and changed into his swim trunks before jogging down to the shoreline, wading into the cold water, and eventually diving into the waves. Swimming aggressively past the breakers, he switched to leisure strokes as he found deeper water, enjoying the periodic rise and fall the waves provided. For some reason, he felt at peace in ocean water. He bought his kayak shortly after joining the marine corps, and it stayed attached to the rack on his old pickup most of the time. He would frequently take evenings and weekends to skim along the inlets and coastal areas near where he was stationed. 



Eventually the dawn broke entirely and the daylight arrived. He was swimming back toward the shore by then. Sensing the depth was shallow enough to stand, he rose from the receding tide about a hundred yards back from his campsite. His wet body was nearly on full display–even a casual observer would not miss his muscular body striding confidently along the beach. Broad shoulders, strong pectorals, clear abdominal definition, and muscular, almost sinewy legs. Like most marines, Mark's walk was distinctive–head high, shoulders back, smooth, even steps–the product of countless hours of marching in tight formation. A slightly less casual observer would not miss his swimming trunks clinging to his body, along with the unambiguous outline of a large, thick penis extending down and to one side of his inner thigh. But since he was reasonably sure that no one but him was up and about yet–evidenced by the otherwise empty beach–Mark was not self conscious about how he presented himself. Nobody was looking, after all. Well, almost no one. 



Returning to his campsite, Mark grabbed a towel and a fresh set of clothes and headed to the shower house. He quickly showered, toweled off, got dressed, and headed back, passing the Cohen family's campsite. Molly was standing over the cook stove, frying up some eggs and sausage. Today she wore tan shorts that rose to her mid thighs, and a cleaner, loose fitting red sweatshirt. Her husband Chris was precisely where Mark had seen him last night, glued to a laptop and intently fixed on the screen. The kids were nowhere in sight. 



"Good morning…" Mark said politely as he was passing.



"Oh, hello!" Molly said cheerfully. I think that Lucy and Max went to find you…I'm glad you're awake. They're not great with boundaries when they have a goal in mind. They might have beaten down the door of your tent." 



Mark laughed. "Not to worry. I've been up for a while. I usually get up pretty early. How's your morning going, Chris?" he said, turning to her husband.



"Fine…" he said, still not looking up. 



"Good, good. Well, looks like I'm on castle duty. I should get to work."



"Oh…do you want some breakfast? I made some extra…" Molly offered, indicating toward the sizzling frying pan.



"Maybe later…I don't want to hold up construction," Mark grinned as he headed back to his towel. Molly smiled and nodded gratefully.



Mark arrived back to his campsite to find Lucy and Max gingerly stepping around his tent, trying to ascertain his whereabouts. Mark cleared his throat. 



"Hello. Can I help you?"



Lucy spotted him first, followed by Max, who quickly turned around to see him and brightened. "Superman!" 



"We came to find you thinth you thaid you could help uth thith morning, Mithter Rein. Are you thtill available?" Lucy asked politely, still sporting her Swiss Miss pigtails. 



"I am." Mark said in a businesslike voice. "Are we ready to begin?"



"Yeah!" Max shouted, taking off toward the beach.



"Follow me, pleath…" Lucy said, mirroring Mark's businesslike tone and turning to follow her little brother. Mark grinned and grabbed his paddle off the ground, following the kids to the beach. Then, thinking twice, he quickly doubled back to grab his service issued entrenching tool from his backpack before following the small trail of footprints out toward the beach.



A couple hours later, Mark found himself nearly hip deep in a deep hole, excavating sand and helping the kids build. The new structure was impressive. It was about the size of a standard bedroom spread out across the sand near the mid tide mark where the sand was still wet. Actual walls surrounded and divided the space and were big enough for Max to hide behind, and yes, a messy tower stood on one side. What had started out to be a quick excavation of a few spadefuls of wet sand to work with had quickly become a series of polite yet firm requests for assistance or direction from one or the other of the precocious children, and Mark was simply too charmed to refuse. Molly appeared near lunchtime, surprised to see him still at work.



"Oh my god…" Molly said. "I'm so embarrassed! Kids, Mr. Rein has other things he wants to do! You can't take advantage of people like this."



"He'th not a thtranger, mother. Heth from El Patho, he liketh kayaking, reading, and good muthic, and he doethn't have a girlfriend."



"And he helped me with my tower!" Max shouted.



Molly smiled helplessly at Mark. "I don't know what to say. I'm mortified…did we keep you?"



"Not at all. I didn't have any set plans today, I'm playing it by ear. This was a fun diversion. We had fun. And look what we built!"



"I know!" Molly said, genuinely impressed. "I don't know how you did it…Mr. Rein…"



"Mark, please."



"Right, Mark, I don't know what to say. Thank you for helping out my kids. You're so kind."



Mark smiled and shook his head. "Not a problem. I think I'd better run to the bathroom and wash some of this sand off my hands, don't you think? Come on, kids, time to close up the construction project." Mark picked up his tools and headed to the bath house, cutting through their campsite on the way. After hosing off, he returned to his own campsite hearing the muffled sounds of arguing as he approached the family's spot. As he got closer, he seemed to see Molly and Chris exchanging frustrations. Mark pretended not to see and walked on by. 



Arriving back at his own little spot, Mark replaced his entrenching tool in his backpack and picked up his kayak, heading back out on the beach. It was almost noon, and nearly low tide. Heading toward the water, he passed the sand castle complex he had spent much of the morning on. Lucy and Max were playing on the far side, but this time Molly was there too, sitting back against a nearby driftwood log, watching her children play. 



She had a blank expression on her face, looking out toward the water. She didn't seem to notice him, but the children waved and called after him as he waved to them with his paddle.



Molly looked up as her children called his name, giving him a weak smile. As she looked up, it was clear she'd been crying. Mark hesitated, not wanting to intrude, but then decided to offer an ear, at least. He set down his kayak and paddle and walked over to Molly, who tried to hastily wipe her tear tracks and smile politely. 



"Mind if I sit for a bit? I can supervise further construction from here…" 



"Of course, go ahead!" Molly forced a smile. Mark sat down next to her with a few feet of space between them, leaning back against the log and resting his forearms on his knees.



"You okay?"



"I'm fine, really."



"You sure?"



Max crawled out from behind one of the small walls and stood up to run over. "Can you help me build another tower on the other side?" he inquired urgently.



"Maybe in a minute, buddy." Mark answered diplomatically.



Gesturing to a small island on one side of the bay, Max explained: "We were gonna go to the island but my daddy has to work, so we're playing sand castle again."



"Oh, I'm sorry to hear that, buddy. Going to islands is cool. But so is building sand castles." Max nodded and returned to crawling around behind the wall.



"Change of plans?" Mark inquired casually, looking over. Molly had a fresh tear running down one side of her face. She wiped it away and shook her head.



"Chris promised the kids that we would paddle to the island and have a picnic. I have it packed, but he says he can't leave. So I'm…a little frustrated, I guess." She laughed to mask her irritation. 



"Bummer." Mark responded sympathetically.



"We rented two sea kayaks, and we were each going to take one of the kids. I can't get both in one. Or more like…I'm scared to take both of them out there by myself. I don't really know what I'm doing."



"Ah." Mark said. "Your husband's work is pretty demanding, huh?"



Molly snorted. "He's not working. He's playing World of Warcraft. He agreed to come camping because this campground had good Wifi. He loves that stupid game more than anything else."



Mark blinked in surprise. 



"We tell the kids he's working, and Max buys it, but Lucy knows her dad is blowing her off. She pretends not to be bothered, but…" Molly pursed her lips together and fell silent.



"I might be overstepping here, but I can totally take a boat and help you guys. I was going out on the water anyway, it's not a problem."



Molly brightened, then returned to her standard apologetic mode. "That's too much…you spent all morning with the kids, and now you're going to blow the whole afternoon too…"



"I'm telling you, I'm fine. Your kids are fun. If you're okay with it, it's done." Mark hopped to his feet and offered a hand to Molly. 



She looked up in surprise. "Seriously?" She asked.



"Seriously." Mark said smiling. Molly smiled broadly and took his hand as he lifted her to her feet. 



"Kids," Molly called out, "We're going boating after all. Mr. Rein is going to take one of the boats and go with us."



Lucy and Max both popped up behind the mounds of sand. "Really?"



"Yes," Molly said. Go get the life jackets and paddles." Both children popped to their feet and ran into their campsite. Mark and Molly followed.



"Mark is going to take the other boat so the kids can get to the island," Molly called over to the picnic table when they walked onto the campsite.



"K," Chris droned in response, not looking up.



"We can each take an end. Two trips, right? Molly asked, indicating to the two sea kayaks that were laid next to the family car. 



"No need. Just bring the cooler, have the kids bring the life jackets." Mark stepped in between them, picking up one in each hand by the rim, and carefully maneuvered them out to the beach. Molly watched him walk down the beach for a full ten seconds before she caught herself. She shook her head and grabbed the packed cooler containing their picnic lunch and followed him down to the shore.



* * *



"So…" Jordan whispered to David solemnly. What do you want to know?



"Whatever you want to tell me…" David whispered back urgently.



Jordan was still sitting in her bathrobe on her husband's lap with her arms draped casually around his neck. She stood up and walked casually toward the living room, turning around as she reached the back of the couch, directly facing David.



"I suppose you noticed that I have changed clothes," she said, matter of factly.



"I have noticed that…"



"Well, I did it for you, baby." Jordan smiled genuinely. "Your boss said you need to feel like a man tonight, and that it's my responsibility to conjure that feeling in you. I'm happy to take on that task."



David smiled excitedly.



"However, I suppose, given the little ritual we just performed together, that I need to compose a little variation on that theme…don't you think?"



David's excitement grew. "What do you mean?" he asked.



"Well, I'd like to make you feel something deep. Something satisfying. Special. But we'll have to dig deep to find it. Make sure it's…really…really satisfying, don't you think?" Jordan tilted her head down and bit her lip slightly. 



David's penis, already stiff, stirred as she treated him to a seductive pose. Jordan reached down to the end table next to the couch and pulled a scrunchie out of the drawer. She gathered her hair into a ponytail and secured it with the scrunchie. 



"Remember when you came to meet my family for the first time? Before we got married?"



"Yeah…"



"We went swimming at the lake…and you had a little bit of an awkward experience, didn't you?"



David remembered all too well. The unstoppable erections, the cold water belly flop, the frantic arrangement of towels to avoid calling her parents and siblings attention to his deep, animal attraction in the most embarrassing possible way. Why would she bring that up? 



"Yes…it was awkward. And terrifying," David chuckled.



"I think it was the first time you saw my body…or at least enough of it to get a sense of what I would look like naked. You looked at me in a way I had never seen before. I didn't let on then, but it was a pretty powerful experience. I remember being so flattered…"



 "I remember running into you in the hallway…I was so…you were just so hot…"



"Ah, you remember that too. I remember the look on your face. You were scared, but also…hungry? That's how I would describe it."



"I bet…" David responded. Where was she going with this?



"Well," Jordan said, matter of factly. "I thought it might be interesting to try something." She stood up, untied the belt on her bathrobe ,and opened it to David's view.



"Remember this?"



Jordan was wearing the one piece swimsuit she had worn that day. Apparently she had kept it. Relatively modest by swimsuit standards, it still hugged her body perfectly, suggesting every curve and softness that her body had to offer, without really revealing any of it. Her perky breasts still filled out the suit perfectly, and the smooth, forest green material hugged her flat belly tightly, stretched over her pubis, and disappeared between her legs.



David was thunderstruck. The memories of his first face plant into uncontrollable lust for Jordan's body–-not to mention his literal face plant into cold lake water–stunned him.



"Yeah, I remember…" David whispered hoarsely.



"How do I look? Does it still fit okay?" She dropped her bathrobe off her shoulders and turned around. The scooped back of the swimsuit exposed about half of her back, and the material stretched tightly around her firm butt. She wiggled it a little, playfully jockeying for David's approval.



"You didn't do that before…" David said, transfixed.



"Didn't I? I guess I wouldn't back then…" She wiggled her butt one more time for effect. "So, David…" she continued, turning around, walking back toward him, and sitting on his lap. He felt the warmth of her bare legs through his pants. 



She looked down to see the small strain on the crotch of his pants. 



"Good…" she said, matter of factly. "I was hoping for that. A girl always hopes to be able to get that reaction. Now. David." 



Jordan stood up and walked back to the couch again, leaning back and sitting on the back of the furniture. "It occurred to me that this particular outfit might be significant to you…so I opted to wear it instead of…other things I could wear. Is that okay with you?" 



She looked at him earnestly. God, those eyes… 



"Yes…"



"Good. It occurred to me that on a special occasion–such as this one–it might be particularly affirming for your manhood to take this swimsuit off of me and take me to bed. A kind of…sexual closure. One where you might see me as I was when you first wanted to have me…you know…sexually. Then, when the suit is removed, you get to see, feel, possess, the body NOW that you lusted after so powerfully THEN. Does that make sense?"



"Oh my god, Jordan…"



"Language, David!" Jordan snapped back playfully.



"Sorry…"



"That's okay. Your enthusiasm is appreciated." She paused to think for a moment. "



So…I'm glad we've both pinned down the significance of this little outfit, I need you to do something for me."



"Anything…" David responded desperately.



"I need you to stay in that chair and not move. Seriously David, don't move an inch. Don't move your arms, don't move your legs. Just stay put, okay? Let me do all the work."



"Okay…" David sputtered.



"Good."



* * *



Okay, everyone ready? I'm just going to lift and…off we go!" 



Mark lifted the back end of the sea kayak and gently thrust it into the water. Molly was seated in the back of the launched craft with Max seated in front of her. Lucy waited patiently in the other small craft, waiting for Mark's return. With one boat now floating freely, he hopped back over to the other and shoved off, hopping nimbly in the back as it ungrounded. Lucy began dutifully paddling on the side as Mark situated himself and took control. 



"Follow me!" He called out to Molly.



The two boats began to bob gently on the waves. The weather was perfect–just a few wispy clouds in the sky and no wind. The little crew made their way to the small uninhabited island situated about a half mile into the bay. Max chattered away in one boat while Lucy kept a pensive silence in the other.  



Looking over to the other boat at Molly, Mark could still sense some awkward tension. A fear of hidden resentment on his part, perhaps. She seemed convinced that she was bothering him. 



"So, Molly. I know all sorts of things about your kiddos…tell me about yourself?"



"About myself?" Molly asked, a little abashed. "Umm, I'm not sure what you want to know. I'm married. I have two kids. I work as a nurse in the oncology unit of the hospital where we live."



"You're a nurse?" Mark asked.



"Yes…"



Mark raised his eyebrows, impressed. "I would think you had your hands completely full with these two…



"I do," she laughed. "I just…Chris had some difficulty with work. He's a programmer, and he's a very good one, but the work hasn't been steady. A few years ago, when I was pregnant with Max, I decided we needed something a little steadier. And I like nursing. It's hard, but it can be rewarding sometimes." She held her gaze forward, still unsure of her footing with Mark.



"So you went to nursing school, made it through and graduated..while pregnant?" Mark asked, impressed. "That's no small feat."



"And I was working as a CNA at the time, too. It was pretty busy. It's still pretty busy. But we get by…and who am I to tell a marine that my training was hard?" she laughed a little more easily.



Mark chuckled back. "Don't worry, I'm not comparing. But I'm still impressed. And I do say that as someone who is familiar with brutal training schedules. That's a real accomplishment. And your kids are great." Mark paused for a moment, weighing his next words before speaking again. "I'm impressed, Molly. You're an impressive woman." 



Molly seemed briefly taken aback, then flattered. For the first time, she gave a genuine smile, blushing slightly. 



"What's on the island?" Max shouted suddenly.



"I don't know, buddy, we're going to find out…" Molly replied, diverting the conversation.



Max stayed silent for a moment. His paddling, while more or less ineffective at propelling the boat, was both earnest and enthusiastic. "Are we the first people ever to go to the island?" he asked thoughtfully.



"No, buddy, I've been there before," Mark replied casually.



"Do you know what's on the island?"



"Not much. Just some rocks, a few animals and birds, some pirate treasure, a few interesting plants, and tons of bird poop…"



"Wait, what?" Max stopped him excitedly. Lucy turned around to look incredulously at him.



"Oh, the bird poop? Well, that happens when they hang out in big numbers…" Mark replied, stifling a fake yawn.



"No, the pirate treasure!" Max and Lucy shouted in unison. Molly's smile widened as she shook her head to herself. 



"Oh, that. Well, there's an X somewhere on the island, with some pirate treasure under it. I didn't dig it up. I mean…who needs more treasure, right? So heavy and rusty…"



Max stared open mouthed at Mark, then turned forward and increased the fury of his largely pointless paddling. 



Lucy attempted to throw some water on his fire. Looking across the small strip of water toward her brother's boat, she stated matter of factly:



"It'th unlikely that there'th actual treasure on the island. I think Mithter Rein ith joking. We'll probably find thome interethting plantth and thea creatureth though…"



"I guess we'll just have to see," Mark said brightly.



The two boats, rocking on the gentle water, gradually made it to a soft beach on the small island and the little expedition disembarked. Molly removed the cooler from the kayaks, while Mark lifted the boats out of the water and placed them out of the reach of the tide. Shedding their life jackets, they walked up to a small thatch of trees above the high tide line.



* * *



Jordan reached over her seated husband to the kitchen table and picked up her phone. She flipped through the contacts and dialed a number, walking away from David toward the couch again. David looked up and down at her pale, toned legs and arms, her tight butt, and her smooth back partially exposed by the back of her swimsuit.



"Jordan…who are you…"



Jordan whirled around and put her finger to her lips, the phone still at her ear. She then extended and turned her raised finger, shifting the "hush" sign to the "wait one moment" sign. Whoever she called picked up on the other end.



"Hi Mark, it's Jordan. I mean, you know that, everyone has caller ID now, haha!" Jordan's laugh was bright and enthusiastic, a marked shift from the solemnly erotic tone she established with her husband moments ago. 



David sat frozen in his chair, enthralled.



"I hope I'm not bothering you, do you have a minute? Oh good…Yes, we just finished dinner too. How was your day?"



Jordan paced slowly and evenly back and forth in front of her husband, modeling the swimsuit that was burned in his memory. Her curves were smoothly and subtly concealed under the low-gloss, skin tight fabric.



"That's good. I'm still grading papers, but I'm almost done. Stressful and boring, yeah. Listen, about why I called…do you mind switching to facetime for a moment? Okay, good." Jordan dropped the phone and hit the video call button. Moments later, the tone indicated that she and Mark could see each other. A deep, masculine voice emanated from the phone.



"What's up? What can I do for you? Wait…what are you wearing?"



Jordan smiled down at the phone. "Oh, it's just an old swimsuit. Nothing special, we thought we might go to the YMCA later, have a swim. You know, clear our heads." 



"I see…" Mark said, clearly unconvinced.



"But I have David here behind me, and we were just talking about whether you and I should meet again Saturday night…"



"Oh, I see. Something come up? Everything okay with you guys?" Mark asked, concerned.



"I think so. David left it up to me, and I thought I'd talk it through with you."



"Entirely up to you guys. No pressure in any way." 



"I guess…I'm just a little uncertain…well, let me put it this way," Jordan hesitated. "I suppose I just have a couple questions for you. Do you mind if I show you something real quick?"



"Sure…" Mark replied, a hint of suspicion in his voice. 



Jordan quickly walked across their living room and picked up David's bag where it sat next to the door. She placed it on the center of the coffee table and pulled the coffee table toward the TV, making some extra space between it and the couch.



"Sorry, just a second…" she explained into the phone. "Didn't think this all the way through before I called," she laughed awkwardly.



Mark chuckled back. "Okay…"



Jordan propped her phone against David's bag on the table and stepped back. She stood in front of the couch, visible to both men, but neither David nor Mark could see each other. She tossed a quick look over her shoulder at David, who remained fixed in his chair. Briefly holding his gaze, she slowly turned her head toward the phone.



"Okay, so I just have a quick question, Mark. And please, be honest. It's important."



"Okay, I'll be brutally honest. I promise"



David watched from behind as his wife slowly reached up in front of her and nervously pulled the straps of her one piece bathing suit off her shoulders, then continued to pull the swimsuit down until it bunched around her waist. David saw her bare back, topless, while she presented her breasts to the man on the video call. 



Unable to regulate, David started to breathe heavily.



"Mark…" Jordan asked with an affectation of innocence, "Are my boobs too small?"



Mark laughed. "No, Jordan, they're not. I quite like them. Where is this coming from?" 



"Well, I know you've been with many women, and I just get a little insecure. I can't imagine I would compare well with…say… a buxom blonde supermodel that I know you could get."



"I see. No, I quite like them."



"Thank you! You're so sweet. Hang on one sec." Still facing away from David, Jordan reached through her shoulder straps and pulled up the swimsuit until it covered her again, the shoulder straps snapping against the tops of her shoulders securely. She turned around to face her husband, covered again by her swimsuit. "David, honey, what do you think? Are my breasts too small?"



"No…no, they're perfect, baby." Jordan beamed and turned around to face Mark again. "I don't know why I get insecure sometimes. I guess it's just something girls do, you know?" As she explained, she pulled the shoulder straps down again to reveal her naked torso to her lover. 



"Now that you mention it, I'd like to get a better look at those. Could you come a little closer?"



"Of course!" Jordan replied with enthusiasm. She dropped to her knees to be closer to the level with her phone's camera and scooted forward to ensure that her uncovered torso was tightly in frame. "Is that okay, Mark? Can you see them?"



David resisted the urge to unzip his pants. This exchange had him so hot…unconsciously, he grasped the apple on the table with two bites missing and squeezed it gently.



"Yeah, that's good," Mark's voice drifted over the back of the couch. "Yeah, you've got good ones. Nicely proportionate to your body. Perky. Soft. Nice pink nipples, too. Looks like they've gotten a little hard there. Does that mean you're starting to feel some special way?"



Jordan giggled. "I'm not sure. Let me check." She slipped her right hand down the front of her bunched up swimsuit around her waistline and reached down between her legs. She maintained eye contact with the phone camera as she did so. Withdrawing, she inspected the tip of her middle finger closely. "It looks like I might be, Mark. Hang on a second." 



Jordan lifted up her swimsuit again to cover herself and snapped the shoulder straps into place again. Then she stood up and turned around to face David. "Honey?" she asked innocently.



"Yeah?" David asked breathily.



"Talking to Mark is…well, let me show you." She walked around the couch and stood next to David, lifting her right index finger to his nose. "Do you know that smell, David?"



He did. He nodded, closing his eyes.



"I think…and don't quote me on this…I think Mark has begun to make me feel like a woman."



David's heart skipped as she reversed Steve's wording. The evening was changing course. He should hate this. He knew he should hate this. He loved it.



"What should I do, David?" Jordan's nipples were denting the fabric of her swimsuit noticeably. "Should I end the call and get control of my feelings? Maybe take a cold shower? What do you think?" 



David shook his head slightly in exquisite shame.



"No? Well, okay…well, I'd better get back…" David nodded slightly, gripping the apple tighter.



Jordan glanced at the apple tightly gripped by her husband, smiled, then walked around the couch again. She remained standing and facing away from her husband. She once again deftly removed her shoulder straps and pulled her suit down to reveal herself to Mark. Then, she dropped gently to her knees to frame her body for the camera.



"Mark, can you see me okay?"



"Oh yeah. I see you fine."



"Okay, good. Mark, if you have a moment, I need your help with something…"



* * *



Mark sat next to Molly on a wide rock overlooking a modest beach on the far side of the little uninhabited island. The small expedition had exhausted their exploration in an hour or so before setting up a picnic lunch on this rock. After eating peanut butter and jelly sandwiches with Capri Sun chasers, the children ran down to the beach. Max was combing the area searching for the telltale X that concealed hidden pirate treasure. Lucy seemed fixated on a single tide pool, crawling around on her hands and knees and occasionally extracting some small, colorful creature to examine and then replace. 



For the most part, Molly was quiet. Occasionally she would point out features on the island, or ask Mark where he had been on his solo kayak trips. Mostly, however, the two slipped into the comfortable silence usually enjoyed by old friends. 



"I want to thank you again for helping us out today. I'm sure doing short trips to rocky islands with some woman and her kids wasn't how you envisioned spending your vacation. And I can't imagine you're overly fond of PB&J as…you know…a grownup."



"Actually, PB&J is kind of a delicacy in MREs. Long field exercises, deployments. Figuring out how to squeeze PB&J into tortillas or something…delicious."



Molly laughed, surprised. "Really…"



"Oh yeah. Eating MREs can get pretty old pretty fast. You go back to basics, and it's great. And don't worry about how I envisioned my vacation. I don't envision my vacations too specifically. I like the freedom to go and see and do things as they come, without the need to control them."



"What do you mean?" Molly asked, looking over.



"My professional life is very loud. Very tense. Pretty high stakes, and a premium is placed on control. I have to know and be responsible for everything my people do, or might do. Every piece of gear, every vehicle, everything. It's all on me, all the time. When I get away, I like to let things happen as they happen. Let experiences come to me, and decide if I want to be a part of them or not. Just go with the flow, you know?"



"So that includes making sand castles?"



Mark smiled, looking over at Molly. "Yeah, that includes making sand castles. I think our sand castle turned out pretty good…"



Molly smiled back. As she leaned back, Mark got a better view of her body. She had generally worn old sweatshirts and sweatpants, but today's choice of mid-length shorts and a T-shirt began to hint at an impressively fit body for a mother of two. He tried not to linger as his eyes roamed from her feet to her face, but he couldn't help but notice.



"So…tell me if I'm overstepping here," Mark said, looking down to the beach where Molly's children played, "Does Chris do this alot?"



Molly sighed, and her face dropped. For a while she didn't say anything. Mark let the silence pass for a moment, then decided to apologize.



"I'm sorry Mol…"



"Yeah, he does it alot…" Molly interrupted. "It's partly my fault. We married young. I was 18, in fact. He was 20. I got pregnant with Lucy and his family basically made him make an honest woman out of me."



"I didn't know. 18? Wow."



"I was actually excited then. You know how it is when you're just out of high school. I was nuts about him. He was…he is…really smart. I thought he was going to go to Silicon Valley and change the world with some cool new internet platform. He had great ideas, but when Lucy came along he got a job working for someone else and kinda burned out. He doesn't work well with other people." Molly paused and looked out over the ocean again. Mark just listened intently.



"I feel like I ruined his life sometimes. I feel like I trapped a guy with real potential. I try to make family life good for him, but I'm so busy working." She sighed. "And he's basically given up. He's really into gaming now, as you have probably noticed. Now that I make enough to get by, he just sort of…"



Molly trailed off.



"You really think you ruined his life?" Mark asked gently.



"I don't know. It's how he acts, and I feel like…I don't know. Yeah, I guess I do think that."



"Huh. That's not what I see, but I've only known you guys for a couple days now."



"Oh really…" Molly replied laughed playfully. "What do you see?"



"I see an incredibly determined woman who works hard. I see a woman who throws her heart and soul into raising a family while still providing for them. Based on what I've seen of her bright, curious, polite, and well adjusted kids, I have to say I see her succeeding at that, despite the uphill battle. And…"



Mark was silent for a moment, looking out over the water. Molly was looking over at him, mildly shocked. He continued:



"And I see a man who, for whatever reason, can't see that. But none of that is your fault. You've got grit, Molly. I can tell, I see it every day. I can tell who has it, and who doesn't. You've got grit, you've got guts, and you've clearly got character. And you're gorgeous to boot."



Mark immediately regretted the last line. He looked down at his feet, avoiding Molly's eyes. An awkward silence followed before he spoke again.



"I didn't have a dad growing up. I'm from El Paso. It's right on the border, if you've never been there. My mom was an immigrant who slipped over the border when she was 17, got involved with my dad, got pregnant with me, and then he split. They never married, but my mom still gave me his name. She had nothing. She worked at an Arby's down the street my whole life growing up, whatever shifts she could get. I was mostly by myself."



Another pause. Molly, trembling slightly, put her left hand on his right  forearm. Mark looked down at her hand. A ring sparkled on the third finger. He continued.



"I had this neighbor, two doors down in our apartment complex. He was an old guy. Really nice. Really smart. Korean War era marine. He'd been wounded and lived on a Veteran's pension. I'd hang out with him every day after school, and he taught me stuff. He'd help me with homework, and tell me stories. His name was Benny. He died when I was in 9th grade."



Molly's hand squeezed his forearm gently. Mark hesitated, and continued.



"My mom would always say that God's holiest angel lived two doors down from us. She used to make him dinners, and he'd eat with us sometimes. He was a good guy. When he died, I got to keep his uniform cap from when he was in the corps. You know the one? White cap, small black brim, gold insignia on the front. I still have it."



"Wow," Molly said gently, squeezing his forearm again. "That's so cool. Sounds like he was a great man." Mark turned to face her.



"Whenever a kid reaches out to me, even just to get a ball out of a tree or something, I just think of Benny, and how good he was for me growing up. So I don't resent for a second any time your kids want from me. I'm paying it forward."



Molly smiled. "That's really good of you, Mark. That's such a touching story. Thank you for telling me about that."



Mark smiled and looked down again. "I like it too…" he continued. "I like spending time with kids who want to learn stuff. And for what it's worth," he turned to look at her again, "I like spending time with you too."



Molly blushed, looking down and shaking her head. Her skin was beautiful. Pale, smooth, a smattering of dainty freckles. And her eyes crinkled when she smiled. Her entire look was just…charming. 



"Exthcuthe me, Mithter Rein…" Lucy said, appearing suddenly in front of them. "I found thome interethting cruthtacianth, would you like to thee them too?"



"Yes! Yes I would." Mark stood up and Lucy extended her small hand, which he grasped. She pulled him away. 



Molly laughed at the sight of a nine year old girl towing a 6'4" marine across a beach to look at hermit crabs.



The little expedition departed the opposite side of the island an hour or so later as the sun began to hang low in the sky. The distance to the shore wasn't too great, perhaps a half mile, but the waves were a little choppier, accompanying a light wind. Mark thought it best to depart sooner than later. 



A small skirmish had ensued as Lucy and Max both wanted to ride in Mark's kayak. Max prevailed, since Lucy had ridden with him earlier. About halfway across, Max had largely given up his efforts to paddle and was leaning over the side of the boat, trying to spot sea monsters.



"Don't lean too far out, buddy, you'll slip right in…" Mark warned. 



"Do you use paddle boats in your job? Like, do you kayak in to fight bad guys?" Molly joked as the two paddled in parallel. 



"Not too much. We do amphibious assault things, but they usually involve heavy, armored vehicles. Not a lot of quiet harmony with nature." 



Molly laughed. "I guess not. I was wondering, though…" 



Her question was interrupted by Max tipping over the side of Mark's kayak and slipping in the water. 



"Oh, dammit…" Mark leaned over the boat to grab Max's life jacket, but pulled up an empty set of orange floating pads. He had slipped right through. He must have unbuckled it when he was trying to lean in to the water. Shit. He dropped the pads back in the water and began unbuckling his life jacket.



Molly tensed immediately. "Max…Max!" She began paddling furiously in their direction. Mark rolled off the boat and into the water after Max. He disappeared for a breathless moment. Molly covered her mouth in horror, looking over the right side of her kayak down into the dark, briny water.



Mark appeared on her left side, causing her to jerk around in surprise to see the man holding a sputtering, coughing six year old out of the water. 



"You okay, buddy? Just cough it out…that's right…just cough it out until you can take a deep breath. I've got you now. I'm not going to let you go…"



Max began crying. Mark cradled him in a lifeguard carry and swam over to Molly's kayak, lifting him up so she could pull him into the boat. 



"He's okay. He just panicked a bit, that's all, he's okay." Mark reassured her. 



Molly hugged Max tightly, then pulled him back to look right in his eyes. "Don't ever scare me like that, okay buddy? Life jackets have to stay buckled all the time, okay?"



Max sniffled out in agreement. Mark swam over to his now capsized kayak floating just under the surface. Looking over to the shore, he estimated only 500 yards, more or less, to be covered before he could walk the craft in. Rather than emptying it here, he decided just to wrap the tie line around him and tow it in while swimming. He turned back to the other three in their boat.



"Everyone okay?" he asked.



"I think we're okay." Molly replied.



"Okay, well we're not far from the shore. Here, let's get Max's jacket back on…" He handed the floating orange pads back to Molly, who fastened them tightly around her gradually calming six year old. "You think you can paddle in with the two of them? I'll just tow this one and we'll drain it on the shore."



"I think I'll be okay. Will you be okay?" 



"I'll be fine." 



Molly paddled the boat toward the shoreline, with Mark swimming alongside, the capsized kayak trailing behind him. 



"Mithter Rein…I'm sure you're a great thwimmer, but I'm a little contherned about sharkth…"



Mark grinned to himself, leaning into his stroke.



* * *



David had never actually seen Jordan masturbate before. There was the teasing incident of a few Sundays ago…but she had playfully concealed the fact. Now, the game continued.



Jordan kneeled, with her knees shoulder width apart and her swimsuit bunched around her waist again. Her left hand gently caressed her breasts, occasionally tweaking a stiff nipple. Her right hand had disappeared down the front of her suit, fondling herself between her legs.



Or so David could surmise. She remained turned away from him, facing another man via facetime. Since she was kneeling, much of her body had dropped below David's line of sight, concealing the lower ⅔ of her body behind the couch. Her bare shoulders and shoulder blades taunted him with the view from the other side.



The view that was being denied him.



Jordan flirted playfully with the man on the call.



"I'm sure you say that to all the girls, Captain Rein…" Her ponytail swayed easily from side to side as she moved her body for him.



"What girls?" Mark replied, "I only see women. Beautiful women. And I'm looking at you right now…"



"You ARE looking at me right now, captain…do you like what you see?"



"I do. And I love that you're showing it to me…"



David squeezed the apple harder. A few drops of juice dripped into the palm of his hand.



"Is there anything else you'd like to see?" Jordan asked coquettishly.



"Now that you mention it, I'd like to see what you're doing with your hand there."



"Oh, I see. Well, I'm doing wonderful things with both hands. At least they're wonderful for me…I'd be happy to show you. Could you be more specific?"



"Of course I can. I can see your top half. Show me the bottom."



"So you want me to remove the suit entirely? I suppose I can do that. But I would prefer some reciprocity…I'd like to see your bottom half too."



"Oh, I see," Mark responded playfully. "You're bargaining. Well, why don't you show me yours, and if I like what I see, we can talk about mine."



"You drive a hard bargain, captain."



Jordan sat back, then rolled on her back as she slipped the swimsuit entirely off her body, her bare legs sticking over the couch barrier and briefly visible to her husband. She returned to her kneeling position and continued caressing herself.



"That's nice. Very nice. How are you feeling, Jordan?"



"I'm good. Really gooooood," she moaned playfully, then giggled.



"Well, I like what I see. What would you like to see?"



"I'd like to see your bottom half."



"No, I don't know what you mean by that. Try again."



Jordan's tone shifted slightly from playful to increasingly serious. David could see her neck, shoulders, and upper back gradually begin to tense.



"I'm sorry, Mark. I want to see it."



"See what?"



"I want to see it, Mark…"



More drops of juice slipped into David's palm as tightened his grip, hearing his wife's tone gradually shift from playful to pleading. 



"See what? Say it, Jordan…" Mark replied sternly.



"I want…" David began to hear the first sounds of wetness from the other side of the couch as his wife's caresses became audible as she touched herself.



"I want…I want to see your cock, Mark. Please…"



David noticed wetness forming at the apex of the small tent in the crotch of his pants as he heard his wife verbally hunger for another man.



"There's the magic word…" Mark replied, followed by a few seconds of silence. "Is that what you wanted to see?"



David couldn't see the phone from his position, as Jordan's naked body was interposed between them. From the context, however, it became clear that Mark had shifted his own camera view to frame his cock to Jordan's view.



Jordan's vocal pitch lowered. "Yes…I want that…" The sound of wetness seemed to increase in volume. Or at least it seemed so to David.



"It's Thursday evening, Jordan," Mark said. "What do you want to do on Saturday evening?"



"I want to be with you…" Jordan whined. 



David's breathing became erratic.



"What was that?" Mark asked. "You'd like to be with me? To go grocery shopping? Antiquing? What do you mean, Jordan?"



"I want you." Jordan's voice became breathy, increasing in desperation. 



The sound of wetness was definitely louder now, David observed.



"Say the words, Jordan."



Jordan hesitated as she began breathing harder. Her visible tension increased. David had never seen her like this before. He shifted his weight in his chair, gripping the apple to avoid pulling his penis out of his pants.



"Mark…" Jordan coughed out. I want your cock. I want it inside me. Please…"



"That's better. Now you sound ready. Can I expect you at my home Saturday evening?"



"Y-yess…" Jordan moaned.



"Excellent." Mark's tone was cheerful as David's wife masturbated with increasing intensity. Jordan's body began to tremble.



Mark's voice shifted down to the quiet deep bass reach of its natural range. 



"Now cum, Jordan. Do it now."



David watched his wife's head and shoulders hunch, convulse, and curl forward. Her ponytail fell over her shoulder as she bent down and made a sound he had never heard from her before–a combination grunt and cough. Then she held her breath for what seemed like forever and let out a long, low moan. 



She stayed hunched over, still in the kneeling position for a moment as the tension slowly but visibly drained from her neck, back and shoulders. 



For the first time, David saw his wife have an orgasm. She was facing away from. And he was transfixed. It took a moment for him to realize that the small patch of wetness in his pants had spread significantly across his crotch. The juice from the apple also had overrun the boundaries of his palm and was dripping down his forearm.



Jordan languidly rose to her original upright kneeling position and reached forward to pick up her phone off the coffee table. 



"Thanks Mark. I feel much better now…" the playful tone had returned to her voice, although about a half pitch lower than before.



Mark laughed. "I'm glad. So you guys okay?"



"We're fine. Thanks for being so understanding. I'll see you Saturday."



"Sounds great. See you then. Bye."



"Bye Mark."



* * *



Molly watched Mark out of the corner of her eye as he set the second Kayak down next to the first. She and Lucy had wrestled the first craft up to their campsite, stopping to rest every few dozen feet or so. Mark had stayed behind to drain the swamped second kayak and check it over. About ten minutes later, he carried it effortlessly over his head to ensure the last few drops of water would drain out along the way. Now, he walked up to Molly, who pretended to have just seen him.



"Oh!" She put her hand over her chest. "Scared me. You move quietly. Gotta put a bell on you, so I can hear you coming…" Molly grinned as Mark smiled at her joke. 



"Listen.." she continued, "I know you said you don't need it, but I just wanted to thank you again. You basically saved Max's life today…I just…Thank you again, Mark. I'm really glad we ended up at the same campground this week."



Mark smiled. "No problem. Seriously."



"Can I at least convince you to stay for dinner? I've got some burgers and chips, maybe a cold beer or soda or something? I was just going to run the kids through the showers and change, then come back and grill it up." Molly offered.



"That sounds delicious. Let me run back and change, get a hoodie and some jeans on. It's starting to get a little chilly out. I'll pop back in a bit and eat dinner with you guys."



"Deal," Molly smiled. Her eyes were a deep emerald green. Mark held her smile and gaze for an instant too long. Her smile faded into something more solemn. A hint of desire fluttered under the surface of her gaze, just long enough for Mark to politely excuse himself. 



30 minutes later, Mark had hosed the briny salt water off of his body and had changed into clean clothes. He walked casually over to the Cohens' campsite and announced himself before walking up to the picnic table. Molly and the children were not there. Chris sat alone at the picnic table. Mark gave a casual greeting, then sat down across from him.



"Sup." Chris grunted.



"Looks like you're pretty busy there," Mark offered, breaking the rude silence.



"Yeah." Chris leaned back and looked at Mark. "You guys have fun boating?"



"We did. The kids are fun, Molly's great. Fun afternoon." 



"Cool. Hey, thanks for taking them off my hands, man. Gave me some breathing room. I owe you one"



"Ummm…no problem."



Chris picked up his beer can and drained the remainder, then stood up, threw the can into a trash bag, and got a new one from a nearby cooler. "You want one?" He called over his shoulder to Mark.



"No, I'm good. Maybe with dinner," Mark replied. 



"K." Chris returned to the table and sat down, returning his gaze to its default, fixated on the screen. 



"I'll tell you man…" he continued without looking at Mark, "don't ever get married."



Mark's eyes narrowed. This fact was lost on Chris, whose eyes were otherwise directed.



"Yeah, it's just meh, meh, meh, all the time." Chris pitched his voice higher to mimic a shrill pitch coming from his wife. A pitch that Mark had never observed and had trouble imagining.



"Is that so?" Mark intoned.



"Yeah, and kids make it ten times worse. It never ends. Everyone is so fucking needy. For me, getting an hour of time to myself…it's better than gold. That's why you're the man of the day today, my friend. You got me some me time. You are the man…" Chris made a frustrated noise, presumably a result of an undesired outcome in his game play.



"I see. Well, uh, glad I could help you out." The memory of Max sputtering out sea water as Mark held his head above the surface popped to the front of his mind. He briefly wondered what would have happened if Molly was alone on the water when that happened.



"And don't get me started on the sex, man. Sex with the same woman for years…dude…"



Mark's eyes narrowed more. He didn't respond.



"Anyway, yeah. Don't get married, don't have kids. Man to man. Trust me."



Mark grunted acknowledgment. The two sat in silence for a moment. 



Mark saw Molly emerge from the bath house, gently shepherding her kids out of the shower stall room and back to the campsite. Her normally bright red hair was wet and darker, hanging down a little past her shoulders. She wore a tighter T-shirt, accenting the shape of her breasts--petite and perky. She also wore a clean pair of black yoga pants, accenting her curves. 



A stark contrast from the dirty old sweatsuit she wore when he first saw her. 



She didn't see him yet.



"Chris," Mark said through the silence.



"Yeah, what's up?" Chris grunted, not looking up.



"I'm going to fuck your wife tonight."
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Jordan laid on her back on the floor, hidden from David's view. She was breathing heavily for a few moments, then seemed to stabilize and relax. Her bare legs–up to her knees, anyway–shot up over the couch as she threw the tangle of her empty swimsuit over her bare feet. Giggling to herself, she maneuvered her feet through the leg holes of her swimsuit and pulled it up over her legs before dropping out of David's sight again. The soft swishing of spandex stretching over skin was audible, concluded by the gentle snaps of shoulder straps holding the suit tightly into place. She was covered again.



Jordan's face and shoulders appeared over the back of the couch with a mischievous smile. She ducked her head down slightly so that only her eyes and fingertips rose over the ridge of the couch.



"I feel naughty…" 



David laughed nervously.



"You can stand up and move around now, honey…" Jordan said, standing up and walking around the couch. Once again, David was treated to the sight of his beautiful wife in the modest bathing suit. The simple forest green garment had strange power over him, pulling a core memory from his bachelor past into his married present. 



She was then, as she was now, utterly alluring. 



Carrying on as if nothing happened, Jordan cheerfully walked up to the table where her husband sat. David stood up, still clutching the chewed apple, and threw his arms around her, holding her tight to his body.



Jordan giggled again, confidently reaching around his neck to match the intensity of her husband's embrace. The two squeezed each other as she tucked her head into his shoulder and soaked in his affections. She breathed in deeply and let out a contented sigh.



After a lingering moment, the couple broke their embrace. Jordan casually lifted David's apple clenching hand to her mouth, taking another bite as he held it.



"This is actually a really good apple. Tastes great. What kind of apple is this?" She muffled out while chewing.



"Uhhh…" David said, still flummoxed. "I don't know. Pink lady, I think."



"That's awesome…" Jordan giggled as she swallowed. "I'm a pink lady too!" 



David laughed back. "Poetic."



Jordan smiled and took another bite, talking with her mouth full again. "Maybe we should always keep a pink lady on hand for new sexual revelations…" She grinned. She chewed and swallowed again. 



Gesturing downward to David's pants, Jordan's voice lowered with mock gravity: "Looks like you had a little accident there, honey."



David flushed as he covered the wet spot on his pants with his free hand. 



"Yeah…"



Jordan smiled again, a hint of triumph in her eyes. "Take a bite David, and tell me what you learned." She gently took the apple out of his hand and held it up to his mouth.



David nervously bit a little more flesh off the apple. 



"I learned…" he hesitated before continuing. "I learned you're amazing…" he said helplessly.



"Really?" Jordan cocked an eyebrow. "Is this the first time you've noticed that? I can't help but be a little insulted." She smiled and held his gaze for a moment before continuing. "No, I think you learned something totally new, didn't you?"



"I didn't, really see you…" David said quietly, looking down.



"No, you didn't," Jordan answered gently. "But you saw…something…didn't you, David. Something you've never seen before. What was that?" 



She leaned forward and whispered directly into his ear.



"I'm dying to know, David. What did you see?"



"Ummm…" David groaned. "You had an o…"



"I had an orgasm, David," she interrupted in a low whisper. "I came. Didn't I? Just a few minutes ago."



"Mmmhmmm."



Jordan pulled back to look him in the eyes. "What did you think?"



"You were amazing."



Jordan giggled happily. "You said that already."



"It's true."



"Well…okay. I suppose that's an acceptable answer." The apple was nearly gone. Jordan took the last bite and placed the core back down on the table.



"So…" she continued, chewing her last bite. "Is that good knowledge or evil knowledge?"



"It's good. So good," David gushed.



"I think so too. But…is there evil knowledge too?"



"No, it was all good…so good…" David's was rushing back to full arousal.



"Are you sure about that?"



David hesitated.



Jordan's face fell slightly, breaking the playfully seductive persona she had, up to that point point, presented masterfully. 



"What about…the fact that it wasn't you that caused it?" she asked quietly.



David sensed apprehension on Jordan's part. He stepped forward and hugged her again. "That doesn't bother me, baby. In fact, that's one of the things that makes it really hot for me…"



Jordan tucked her head into his shoulder and wrapped her arms around his neck again. "I know, David. I'm trying to understand. But sometimes…I feel bad. And I feel bad after I feel really good. And that makes me feel worse sometimes, you know?"



"I know, Jo. It's actually the same for me."



"Really?" Jordan asked, surprised.



"Oh yeah. After I climax, I can really crash. I feel ashamed, mad at myself, even disgusted with myself. But then I come up again eventually. It's like a roller coaster. I don't really understand it either, baby. It's as confusing as it is intense. But however confused I'm feeling, I feel intense love and attraction to you. That never changes. Not for a second. That's always there."



Jordan teared up slightly. "Okay. I don't understand it, but okay." She hugged him close again and snuggled into his shoulder.



From the outside, the pair looked ludicrous–locked in a tight, emotional embrace, with the young wife in a swimsuit in the middle of the day, her husband with stained pants and a wet shirtsleeve. Ludicrous and beautiful.



"So…" David asked cautiously. "Can I take the swimsuit off now?"



Jordan laughed through her tears. She stepped back and wiped her cheeks dry, and looked back at her husband playfully.



"Not now. After you've nailed the interview and gotten the job. I'm going to go change and we can clean up the kitchen. For now, you need to stay hungry."



* * *



Chris looked up over the top of his laptop monitor.



"Sorry?"



"I said I'm going to fuck your wife, Chris. And I'm going to do it tonight."



Chris blinked in surprise, then let out a loud guffaw.



"HAAA!! Good one, man. Good one."



"Not kidding, Chris. Midnight tonight, after the kids are asleep, she'll be at my campsite, and I'm going to take her. How do you want to handle the logistics? Would it be easier if you just send her over, or, if you'd like, I can come get her. What works better for you?"



Chris squinted and threw his head back, incredulous. "Who the fuck do you think you are?"



Mark smiled. "I'm sorry, I thought we had been introduced earlier." He stood up halfway and extended his hand across the table. "Mark Rein. Pleased to meet you. I'm camped over on site #20 on the edge of the property. Platoon sergeant, third platoon, Alpha Company, Second Battalion, Second Marines. Also, I'm the guy that's going to fuck your wife tonight."



Chris did not take the hand Mark offered in greeting. Mark withdrew his hand, sat back down, and looked over to the shower house. Molly was still there, bent down to comb out the tangles in Lucy's hair. Max was holding on to her shirt, looking off in the distance. 



They were going to be another minute.



"You have to be kidding. You think you can just walk in here and…what…just take my wife?" Chris asked, noticeably agitated.



"No Chris, I don't think I can do that. I know that I already did do that. I walked in yesterday afternoon and basically took over your family vacation. You resented it, so I walked in and took the territory without any resistance. And I had a great time, thanks. I've been here for the last 36 hours spending the quality time with your family while you're pissing away with your nerd friends in an online fantasy land. I didn't even have to try. Now, since I've stepped into that role, I rather like it. I've had fun. Now I want to spend the evening with your wife. Or more accurately, in her. I guess it's kind of both, really. With her, in her. Semantics really. Anyway, that's what I think, Chris."



"What the fuck? Are you serious right now?"



"Incredibly." Mark's voice lowered. "I couldn't get a single word out of you until now. Your wife and kids don't seem to be able to get ten consecutive seconds of your attention no matter what they do. Your wife is exhausted and basically alone. She's also beautiful, hard working, smart, kind, and god knows what else if I spend more time getting to know her. Your kids are bright, fun, and incredibly easy to spend time with. You have the makings of a charmed life here. Who the hell would blow all that on a fucking computer game?"



Chris sneered. "Oh, I see. So you're like some fucking ghost of Christmas future trying to get me to mend my ways…scare me into being a better husband and father or whatever…well fuck you. None of this is any of your business."



"No, Chris. I'm not the ghost of anything. I'm the very real man that is very really here, and is going to fuck your wife in…" Mark paused to check his watch. 7:45 PM. "Four hours and fifteen minutes. Give or take."



"Fuck you. Get out of here." Chris growled.



"No, I don't think so, Chris. I was invited for burgers." He looked over toward the bath house again. Molly was walking toward them now, each child holding one of her hands. Her pale skin almost glowed in the receding light. 



"And Chris…"



"What?" Chris snapped back. 



"I'm hungry." 



Spotting Mark from a few dozen feet away, Molly called out happily from the campsite trail.



"Mark! You made it! I hope you're hungry!"



"I am, actually…" Mark stole a side glance at Chris, who was clenching his jaw. He continued, "I really appreciate the invite, Molly." 



Chris glowered at him. "Fucking leave," he whispered. "Right now. Leave, or I'll beat your ass."



Mark looked back at him. Folding his hands across the picnic table, he leaned forward on his elbows.



"Care to rethink that threat, Chris? Just for a second or two? Maybe try another one that's a little less ridiculous? I'm not sure your orc warrior friends are available to crawl out of that screen and back you up…"



Molly and the kids walked onto the campsite, freshly showered and smelling of fruity soap. Mark smiled broadly as he stood up to meet them. 



"Hey again kids! Molly, you look great. Can I help with anything?"



* * *



Dear David,



I'm glad we had a chance to communicate a little yesterday. That was fun, wasn't it? I know you're nervous about your interview. I am too! It's a big deal! Just remember to breathe, and act like you know what you're doing. Because you do! I have total faith in you. You can do it!



Also, I hope this goes without saying–no matter what happens…no matter how unbelievably awesome or catstrophically awful or anyway in between this opportunity turns out–I am so, so proud of you. You are the man. You're my man! And I'm so happy to be married to you…



Love Forever and Always,

Jordan XOXO



David smiled to himself as he read the note. He tucked it into the pocket of his work shirt and reached into his lunch bag for the sandwich that Jordan had prepared for him. He deliberately did not reach for the second fold of lined steno paper tucked into the inside pocket of the bag. That would likely take over his mind, and he needed a clear head. He was going to finish his route, return to the dock, change into his suit for the interview, and then take his laptop bag to the main office, several buildings over from the dock where he usually worked. He would hold off reading Jordan's newest letter until the interview was complete. This afternoon called for discipline. This was a big day.



He was a long shot choice for the job. He knew it, and even Jordan knew it–although she would never admit it to him. But undoubtedly her faith in his skills and talent was a major boost to his confidence. Which he needed. David's life prior to meeting Jordan had been filled with self-doubt, reinforced by a school and family that were largely disinterested in him. 



He bit into the sandwich and smiled to himself. Jordan had used the fancy mustard. She wanted to make his lunch an occasion today. She always knew how to make him smile. 



His mind shot back to another sandwich with significantly less fancy mustard. He had eaten it sitting alone at a table in his public school lunch room. White bread, plastic tasting meat, packet mustard. He remembered chewing thoughtfully while his glasses were snatched off his face from behind. He had whirled around to snatch them back, but the faceless cluster of boys had already begun passing them back and forth, forcing him to chase them around. Still clutching his sandwich with a single bite missing in one hand, he protested helplessly. One of the boys slapped the food out of his hand. The sandwich was stomped and soiled  in the scuffle. He eventually got his glasses back with one lens missing. He had to wait for the crowd to go elsewhere so he could drop to his hands and knees and hunt for the missing lens.



When he had gotten home, his mother's boyfriend had seen the cracked lens, demanding the story behind it. David told the truth, and learned from this that only bitches and pussies got worked over like this. That he needed to learn to stand up for himself, or this would keep happening and happening.



David chewed thoughtfully as he recalled the past. It hadn't been non-stop bullying. He had figured out ways to minimize it, or at least lessen the impact. With no parents or authority figures to stand up for him, he had developed strategies instead. Mitigation strategies. He had cultivated the skill of keeping a low profile. Invisibility was the key to defending himself, being so much smaller than the other boys. He learned quickly that most conflicts were best resolved by being avoided entirely. The remainder involved negotiation, and the forfeiture of things. Toys, money, pencils, and not infrequently, food. He also found that he could use academic mediocrity to deflect dangerous attention, as long as he was careful about it. He didn't know it at the time, but he was an exceptionally bright student. He never really struggled. But he would never talk in class unless called on, and then would give one or two word answers. He would always do his homework, but usually skip over one section or a handful of questions to make him appear sloppy and uncaring. He would fail every fourth test to make sure his name didn't end up on any public honor rolls. All strategies calculated to make sure no one who was overtly hostile to him would pick him out as a source to draw from when they wanted to cheat on tests or papers. Most of the time, people simply walked past him. Still, every now and then he was targeted and simply had to endure the indignity. 



But it seemed like things were changing. He was trying as hard as he could now–he had found room to do that once he left high school. People were beginning to notice his skills and intelligence. He was beginning to be valued in a way he had never experienced before. It seem to be working for him.



Now, no one was going to stomp on his food. Now he wore contacts, and found a way to walk away from or negotiate his way out of altercations with bullies. Even Vinny, annoying as he was, was more or less handled. Now he had a shot at being the boss. 



And now, he had a beautiful woman to go home to every night. A beautiful woman who loved him. The most beautiful woman in the world. 



David had won.



He finished his sandwich and zipped up his lunch bag. Turning on the truck, he wiped his mouth off with his sleeve, took a deep breath, then exhaled. 



Four deliveries to go, then the interview. 



He threw the truck into gear.



* * *



"What's that seasoning?" Mark asked, sniffing the air.



Molly smiled, turning one of the burgers over on the grill. "It's a secret…" she giggled.



"No, no…I don't like secrets…Mark walked up behind her, a full head taller, and leaned over slightly to inhale the aroma.



"It's a combination of little things," Molly explained. "My dad and I fiddled with it for years, but the secret ingredient is a little brown sugar. Balances the spice with…just a little sweet."



"I gotta admit, Molly…that sounds…awful. But it smells amazing."



Molly laughed. "Just wait till you taste it…" 



Mark stepped away and sat back down at the picnic table, facing away from Chris and toward the rest of the campground and the family. Max was sitting by the firepit, playing with an action figure. Lucy was in the kids' tent. Molly was at profile, facing the grill. He stole a glance at her rump, tightly cradled in black yoga pants. It was…exquisite. Not too big, not too small. Just enough meat to make him salivate. 



"Want me to get the fire going?" Mark asked, snapping out of the thought.



"That would be great! Thank you!" Molly replied enthusiastically. 



Mark noted that her enthusiasm was likely, at least in part, due to the appearance of someone to help her in the day to day tasks of raising children. Simply splitting the workload was a big deal for Molly, and her reactions seemed disproportionately enthusiastic given the relative ease of the tasks he was offering to perform. The product of neglect. He looked over his shoulder, finding Chris once again immersed in his game. 



Chris' cell phone was set behind his open laptop. Mark subtly slid it toward himself, then picked it up. He sent a quick text to his own phone number from Chris' phone, then added his own name and phone number into the contacts. He then replaced Chris' phone, pulled his own out of his pocket, and added the new number associated with his most recent text message to his address book. He typed in "Shithead" as the name of the contact. Replacing the phone in his pocket, he stood up and walked over to the firepit where Max was playing.



"Hey buddy. Want to help me build the fire?"



Max's eyes widened. "Really? Mommy says I can't play with fire."



"Mommy's absolutely right, buddy. But if we respect the fire, then we can do whatever we want with it. There are some things that just aren't toys. Fire is one of them."



"Can we do the magic fire starter again?"



"You mean the thing I did last night? Sure, buddy. Go grab me a little chunk of steel wool, it's over there by your mom in that bag of cleaning stuff. Just enough to pinch between your thumb and finger, okay?"



Max darted off to find it.



Chris watched Mark patiently teach his son how to arrange flammables, kindling, and bigger chunks of wood into a pile before lighting it. He watched Max eagerly touch the battery to the steel wool and his eyes light up as it glowed in his hand. He saw Mark quickly guide his son's hand down to the base of the fire to drop the chunk of glowing metal fiber before it burned him. Within a few seconds, the flames appeared vigorous at the base, then slowly caught on to the heavier firewood. Within a few minutes, the tall, muscular interloper was exchanging an enthusiastic high five with his young son in front of a robust, stable campfire. 



He also saw his wife watching the pair work with misty eyes and a gentle smile.



"Dinner's ready!" Molly called out as she began placing meat patties into buns. 



Mark walked up behind her again, a little closer than last time. He reached for the arranged condiments. "Who wants what? I'll stack them for you. We got…lettuce, tomato slices, cheese, ketchup, mustard, some kinda other sauce…looks like your mom's got it all here. Who wants what?"



Lucy emerged from her tent, book still in hand. "Lettuth, cheethe and muthtard for me pleathe…"



"You got it, girl…" Mark nodded. He took everyone's order and stacked the meat before putting the top buns on. Within minutes, the happy little crew was sitting around the firepit, tearing into the delicious burgers. 



Chris glanced at them over the top of his game display. His feelings began to curl with resentment.



"Mithter Rein…" Lucy asked, "I notithed a book thitting on your chair when we went to find you thith morning. I couldn't pronounth the title, tho I wanted to athk you about it. I think it wath called Don Kwickthote?"



"Don Quixote," Mark corrected. "Pronounced Kee-ho-tay. It was written in Spanish, and they pronounce some letters different from us."



"Oh. Do you thpeak thpanish?"



"I do speak some–I grew up near the border with Mexico. But I don't really read very much in Spanish. That book is a translation from the Spanish. Really fun book, actually."



"What'th it about?"



"It's about a man who reads stories about knights and ladies and dragons all day long, until he becomes convinced that he's a knight too. He goes around having fake adventures, and getting into trouble. It's really funny, but also a little sad. He doesn't live in the real world, but you kinda come to love him for it by the end. Finally he realizes he isn't a knight, and it's a real bummer. So, you know, like I said…a little bit sad. But mainly, it's just super funny."



"That thoundth interethting. Maybe I can read it when I get older." 



"Read it any time you like, you're certainly smart enough. I can't imagine you couldn't get through it. You seem plenty smart to me. It is a pretty long book, though, are you up for that?"



"I think tho…"



"Well, then, if you want to read it, read it. Nobody's stopping you."



Lucy beamed with pleasure. An adult expressed confidence in her intelligence.



Molly beamed too.



Chris, still seated at the table away from the fire pit, began to feel his face flush behind his computer screen.



* * *



The truck bumped gently against the rubber dock stops. David shifted into park, turned off the truck, and took another deep breath. He looked down at his watch. 3:30. His interview was at 4. He'd have just enough time to change into his nice suit and walk over to the office suite. He pulled the keys out of the ignition, grabbed his lunch bag, and walked briskly into the warehouse. He walked into the employee locker area, opened his locker, and pulled out his suit bag. He set his lunch bag in his locker and walked into the bathroom. 



Ten minutes later, David stepped back into the warehouse in a neatly tailored, clean gray suit. He had combed his hair and wore a tie that Jordan had picked out for him–red with thin black diagonal stripes. He stuffed his work clothes into the locker and shut the door–or tried to. The locker wasn't big enough to hold his bulky work suit and his boots. He tried to rearrange them so the door would lock, but couldn't quite get everything in. Finally, he just leaned on the door until the bottom latch clicked shut, leaving the top latch leaning out. 



It would have to be good enough. David walked nervously back out through the warehouse, ignoring the curious stares directed at him in his clean business suit. He stopped at his car on the way and fetched his laptop bag before walking across the parking lot to the office suite.



"Stark!" Steve smiled as David walked in. "Just in time. Are you ready?"



"Ready as I'm likely to get…" David grinned back.



"Good man. Go right in, I'll introduce you."



David would never admit it to anyone. His personality was simply too compulsively modest. But he nailed that interview. Absolutely crushed it. The hiring committee was made up of five executives, four of which had traveled from other states. The fifth was Steve. They made much of David's degree and prestigious internship, noting that they had never employed such a massively overqualified delivery driver before. His modesty charmed them. He would be easy to work with.



David's presentation was concise, cogent, and convincing. He didn't add fireworks, he simply explained the logistics models as he saw them, laid out his proposals to improve them, and then gave reasonable projections for increased efficiency and resulting saved costs.



At this point, Steve informed the others that if he wasn't retiring, he would have already hired David to work directly below him, but he thought the big chair was more appropriate. David smiled modestly. Steve put the cherry on top by recounting the story of David's fixing a delivery truck while on the route. This was a young man who could think and act on the fly, and who would always keep things moving. No excuses.



The hiring committee was clearly impressed. They wouldn't commit to hiring him, but did thank him for applying and for interviewing, promising him an answer by the end of the day Monday. David smiled confidently, and shook each hand gratefully. The last executive let it slip as they gripped hands.



"Look forward to working with you."



David smiled and returned the good wishes, inwardly elated at his now elevated chances. He walked out of the office suite with a spring in his step. He walked briskly into the warehouse, opened his locker, pulled the lunchbag off the top of his clothes, and gathered the rest into a bundle before walking out of the locker room and through the warehouse.



"Stark!" David cringed at the voice. Vinny. He stopped and turned around to see his delivery supervisor walking confidently toward him.



"What can I do for you Vinny…I was just headed out." David said flatly.



Vinny didn't say anything as he approached within arms length. He squinted at David as he looked up and down, trying to ascertain the meaning of this change.



"Nice suit, Stark."



"Thanks Vinny. Is that all? I'm off the clock, and it's Friday. I want to head back home."



Vinny took another step forward, and reached out to feel the material of David's lapel between his thumb and forefinger. "Real nice, Stark."



David just endured, trying not to let his annoyance show.



"I just wanted to say…have a great weekend, Stark. I'll see you on Monday." Vinny grinned.



"Yeah. Okay." David responded warily. "I'll see you then." He turned away and walked out of the warehouse. 



He took a moment to speculate on what Vinny's overtures meant. Perhaps he had heard that David was possibly the next general manager and wanted to get on his good side. 



That would be weird. Vinny kissing his ass? He didn't want to think about how to handle that. "One thing at a time…" he thought to himself as he walked the rest of the way back to his car. 



He couldn't wait to tell Jordan.



* * *



It was now dark at campsite #20. Mark leaned back in his camp chair next to the glowing orange light of his modest campfire. He had enjoyed a fulfilling day with new friends, capped off by a delicious meal. After exchanging heartfelt good night wishes, he was now back in his own space, reading Don Quixote by headlamp, lost to the world.



His phone buzzed.



A new text. From Shithead.



S: Hey. I noticed you put your contact info in my phone.



Mark stared at the display screen, unsure of how to answer such an obvious question. He stuck with the obvious answer.



M: Yes. Yes I did.



Mark waited, and no response came. He went back to reading. Nearly a full chapter later, his phone buzzed again. 



S: Who the fuck do you think you are?



M: I thought we covered that earlier. 



S: Well, don't come around our space again. You'll regret it. 



M: OK.



Mark carefully laid his bookmark and closed his book before setting it in the basket behind his camp chair. He then stood up, stretched, and walked directly over to the Cohen's campsite. Molly and the kids were getting ready to have S'mores. He made one, showed Max how to make one, and then gave the uneaten half of his to Molly, who giggled and then took a bite before handing it back to him. He told a ghost story that Benny had told him when he was a child, which had Max clinging desperately to his mom's leg and Lucy rolling her eyes incredulously. Finally, he stood up and bid the kids goodnight again before looking directly at Chris and nodding meaningfully. 



Arriving back at his campsite, his phone buzzed again. 



S: Fuck you.



Mark smiled. 



S: What I meant was, don't come around here. You're not welcome over here. Take a hint.



M: Funny, I felt welcome. I'm going to feel much more welcome in about…



Mark checked the clock on his phone. 9:30.



M: 2.5 hours. 



The phone went silent for a little longer, and Mark went back to reading. After a while, another buzz.



S: Hey man, I'm telling you, if you show up here at midnight while we're sleeping, I'm calling the cops.



M: You're welcome to do that. If Molly wants me to leave, I'll leave. Whatever she tells me, I'll do it.



S: I'm telling you not to come here. I am. I'm her husband. I'm saying no.



M: You don't get to say no. She does.



S: What the fuck does that mean?



M: It means that you're the husband of a grown ass woman who can make decisions on her own. Decisions about who she wants to spend time with, and how she wants to use her own body. She makes those decisions. You do not.



S: Yeah, says the guy who has never been married.



M: Yeah, says the guy who told me never to get married. Not sure you're the authority on marital bliss here, pal. Here's the deal. One of us is going to tell Molly that I want to fuck her. If you tell her, you two are welcome to discuss it, and you can make your case to her. If I do, I'm going to be less interested in talking her out of it than you are. Either way, by midnight, she's going to know how I feel. Whatever she says, goes. 



S: This is crazy. This is not happening.



M: It is happening, Chris. And it's not crazy. Your wife is hot, smart, and pretty clearly frustrated. You're a schlubby piece of shit that provides nothing but frustration. That's the reality. I'll put it another way. I want your wife's body, and she likes mine. She's going to look at you, then she's going to look at me. Then she'll pick what she wants. I like my odds. That's not crazy, Chris. It's nature. 



Mark waited for a few minutes, but Chris appeared to be done texting. He checked the time again. 10:45. He fished his book out of the basket and turned his camp lantern up slightly, then continued reading. A few paragraphs later…



"Mark?"



Mark looked up, surprised. "Molly…"



* * *



David walked in the door of his apartment and set his computer bag down next to the door. He carried his work clothes into the bedroom, dropping them into the hamper, then returned into the kitchen to empty out and clean his lunch bag.



The folded yellow steno paper peaked out of the top of the bag.



David was so excited after the interview, he had forgotten that he had another letter from Jordan. He clumsily unzipped the bag and dug through the remaining baggies and food, until he found all the pages. They seemed in slight disarray. Very unlike Jordan. Interesting.

 

He pulled it out and brushed the crumbs off before sitting down at the table to read. His hands fumbled with the neatly folded sheaf until all the pages were present, with Jordan's warm and welcoming handwriting ready to embrace him.



"Dear David,



I know I told you to ask me Friday whether or not I will be seeing Mark on Saturday. I'm writing this on Thursday night, having just changed out of my swimsuit into some nice, comfy pajamas. You're in the next room, doing homework. I have homework too, but I'm very tired after a frustrating day grading papers. I think I'll do my homework tomorrow. But Despite having an exhausting and frustrating day, I actually feel quite relaxed right now. I think you know why. With that in mind, it can't be too surprising that I made my decision about Saturday a day or two early.



I know you're nervous for your interview. By the time you read this, you will either be hours away from the interview, or will have just finished it. I hope you know how confident I am that you will do well. I also hope you know that whether or not you're the next general manager, you're definitely top-shelf material in my book. I'm going to be proud of you either way. I love you!



Now, to the business at hand. I left off my previous letter recalling the history of our little arrangement–how I met Mark and how this whole situation fell into place. I'll continue that next week, but given the special circumstances of today, I thought I'd write a little bit of an interlude. Today, I want to reflect on our arrangement itself, and how it makes me feel. Then, when we return to our little historical exercise, you can have some things in mind as you digest my side of the story.



I began my sexual relationship with Mark three months ago. So, for three months I have been having sex with someone other than you. However, I have never had a sexual experience that you didn't know about. That part is very important to me, and I hope it is important to you. I don't, and I won't, sneak around on you. You have been accepting, and even enthusiastic about my liaisons with Mark for the entirety of that time. If you weren't, I would have stopped immediately. That deal stands, by the way. But what started as a curiosity on both our parts has evolved into a kind of hunger, and for me at least (if I'm being honest with myself), a significant aspect of my overall wellness. I really like having sex with Mark. He makes me feel good. I like having sex with you too. You make me feel good as well. But the experiences are different. I'd like to explore that difference for a moment.



That difference bothered me, and still does if I'm being honest. I have trouble comparing you two. Before I met Mark, I used to think sex was sex. 



It isn't. 



I love being intimate with you, David. I love feeling physically close to you, and I love making you feel good. I love to give you things and do things for you that make you happy. And you make me feel good too! Making love with you is very…emotionally fulfilling. After we make love, I just want to cuddle you and hold you close and be with you forever.



Sex with Mark is good in a different way. It's not particularly emotional. In fact, he can be a little distant, which actually turns me on a little bit. I don't know why. But I might have found a hint at an answer. While I was working through our recent history this week, and wrestling with the morality of what we're doing, I stumbled across something that gave me a little insight. I dug in and used my old Sunday School teacher roots, and researched love, sex, marriage, and gender roles in the Biblical texts I know. I found one phrase, surprisingly, that really put a name to what I'm feeling. In the Bible? I know…I was surprised too. Let's see if I get struck by lightning by writing this…



1 Corinthians chapter 11 is a problematic chapter for me–it starts by arguing that women should always keep their heads covered, and essentially makes the case that women have to be subordinate to men. I'm not totally on board with this, and I used to get in arguments with my dad about it. Thankfully, he didn't read the text literally. Neither do I. So the jury is out on how exactly to use that chapter as a whole. But, it does have a phrase that really stuck out to me. I quote from my old King James version here: "Neither is the woman without the man, nor the man without the woman, in the Lord."



It's one of those phrases that you think you understand instinctively, but becomes mysterious when you think about it. I don't know that I have the key to it, but the words really stood out to me. I assume that the writer was saying that married couples complete each other, and I like that interpretation. I'd like to think you complete me, David, and I complete you. But what if the complementary relationship between a man and his wife doesn't really make a whole? What then? I couldn't help but think–is it just two parts that make a whole, or is there more to it? Is it static, like two puzzle pieces fitting together, or is it more dynamic? Like…does a woman transform a man more of a man? Or, and I think you might see where I'm going with this…can a man transform a woman more of a woman?



I didn't think too much of this until last night you told me your boss said I should make you feel like a man. I like that idea. I thought of this scripture. Then, when I saw the little symbolic note you left me, I realized our dynamic was a little different. And I wondered how this interesting phrase from scripture applies to us. You see, David, I have a man that I love, who is my best friend,  who makes me happy, and who always supports me. I'm married to that man, and I love him more than anything. That man is you, David. That man is you.



But I also have a man that makes me feel like a woman. That man is Mark. And when I'm with him, that's what I feel like. I'm not a nice little girl that grew up anymore, I'm a woman. And I feel like I'm a woman because I'm with a man who is…well…manly. He's tall. He's muscular. He has a deep voice. He is aggressive, and he simply takes what he wants. And I struggle to write this, David, but I know you want to know. He has a physical endowment that makes me feel like I've never felt before. Like a woman.



You saw me cum for the first time last night, David. I came because Mark showed me his penis and told me to cum. That's all it took. I don't know what it would take for you to make me cum. It hasn't happened yet. This aspect of comparison is now known to both of us, for good and evil, as we discussed last night.



So I hope you realize my choice is obvious, and comes from a deep and almost unconscious part of me. 



I'm going to go to him again, David. Saturday night. I'm getting aroused right now thinking about it. I'm going to go to his bed, and I'm going to have sex with him. And it will feel amazing. I'm particularly looking forward to when he cums inside me. As you know, Mark and I used condoms initially, but Saturday will be the third time we have gone without. It is so much better. I wish I could convey to you the incredible feeling I have when he gets tense and lets himself go inside my body. It's almost an out of body experience for me. And I get to share that experience with you when I come home. I'm looking forward to that too.



So there it is, David. I feel like a woman when I'm with a man. That's true when I'm with you, but it's just…more true with him. More…deeply true, I guess. I'm still struggling to explain it to myself.  



And also–don't forget this: the fact that I can come home to you and feel that depth of emotional intimacy afterward…I just love it. I don't ever want to go back.



I hope you find this little reflection useful, David. I have found it helpful to clarify some of my thoughts. Things can get muddy when all you know is how good something feels. Getting a little bit of distance and writing it out was a good idea. 



Also, one more thing. In doing some research on our arrangement, I have discovered some terminology that I would like to use going forward. There are a lot of names for what you might be in our configured relationship, David. But I have only found one name for what I am. Hotwife. I rather like that. It feels right. I would like it if you refer to me as your hotwife when appropriate. Your designation, as I suggested, is a little tricky.There are many options in nomenclature for what the man is in a relationship like ours. But after considering how you approach this situation, and in particular how you prefer to greet me when I come home from my time with Mark, I think we can settle on a label for you, David. I think you are a cuckold. We are living in a happy marriage, but it is a cuckold marriage. And I, the happy hotwife, am deeply, irresistibly, eternally in love with my cuckold. But on Saturday night, I will take my time with my lover before I return home to you.



Well, I think that wraps it up for this letter, David. I love you. You'll do great in your interview. And when you come home, it will be our home. Soak that up when you walk in the door. It's "our" home! I don't know about you, but I love coming back to "our" home, don't you? It makes me feel so safe. So loved.



Best of luck-



Jordan XOXO



P.S. Even though we've already established my Saturday plans, before you put your Saturday night panties on, I'd like you to specifically ask me to have sex with Mark before I leave. It seems like the kind of thing a good cuckold should do. 



Kisses–

J



* * * 



Mark stood up quickly to greet Molly as she walked nervously onto his campsite. She had her arms folded and her shoulders slightly hunched. Although the campfire and lantern limited his vision, Mark could see visible strain on her face.



"What can I do for you?" he asked, a little nervous.



Molly sat down on the picnic table across from Mark's camp chair. "Umm, Chris said…I came to talk to you about…"



Mark waited, holding his breath. After a moment, Molly broke through.



"Chris said he doesn't want you around us or the kids anymore. He said…I don't know, I guess you guys had an argument or something…I just wanted to apologize if he…He can sometimes be…"



Mark exhaled, annoyed. "I'm sorry, Molly. The last thing I wanted to do was create drama for you. Although looking back at the evening, I'm not sure how else it could have turned out. I was stupid."



"What happened?" she asked, quietly.



"I got annoyed with him, and I…" Mark paused. "I told him that he was blowing the vacation, that he was ignoring the kids and you, and that he shouldn't do that."



"Oh…" Molly said, a little defeated.



"I also told him…" Mark paused and took a deep breath again. "I also told him that I thought you were beautiful, and that I wanted to be with you." 



"What?" Molly said, clearly shocked. Mark strained to see into her eyes over the campfire, but the smoke and darkness obscured his view. He struggled to explain.



"I'm not ashamed of that, Molly. I think you're beautiful, you're interesting, you're fun to talk to, and you're an impressive person overall. I'll be real here. I'm attracted to you. When I saw him ignoring you, and even disrespecting you, I popped off and…I think I took it too far. I got carried away. I totally understand if you want nothing to do with me."



Molly was quiet for a moment, elbows resting on her knees, looking down at her feet. The sound of waves lapping against the high tide mark punctuated the silence. 



Molly looked up. "Well, Mark, I'm flattered. But I'm also married."



"I know," Mark said sadly.



"I know you know. But if I'm honest, I've…I'm interested in you too. But I can't, Mark. I can't do that to my family."



"I totally understand that. And I respect that. I won't bring it up again. And if you want me to stay away, I will. I can pack up and hit another beach, no problem. I'll be gone before breakfast. Go with the flow, right?"



Molly gave a halfhearted laugh. "No, don't do that on our account. Honestly, Mark, I'm a little jealous you can 'go with the flow.' I'm kinda stuck making it work wherever I stand. I love the kids. And I love Chris too. But it's…it's hard sometimes. To be…stuck."



Mark sat in the silence for another moment. The smoke had changed direction slightly, and Mark got a clearer picture of Molly over the subtle orange licks of the campfire. Her pale skin glowed in the firelight, and her red hair, now dry and tied back in a sporty ponytail, seemed almost a golden yellow in the sympathetic firelight.



"Well, I promise not to bring it up again," Mark said finally. "But I will maintain that I think you're very, very attractive. And also…I'm not so sure you don't need a vacation." Mark chuckled awkwardly. 



Molly didn't respond. She stood up, crossed her arms again, and walked around the campfire. Sidling up next to Mark, who was still seated, she bent down to kiss him. He thought she would go for his lips, but she turned her head at the last minute and gave him a gentle, lingering kiss on the cheek. 



Her lips were warm. And soft.



She stood up and began walking stiffly away toward the trail to her campsite.



"Molly." Mark said, still looking down. She stopped without turning around. 



Mark called out confidently: "A man like that needs to know that you can do better. Not think you can do better. Know it. And for what it's worth, you should know that too." 



Molly hesitated for a moment, then continued to walk away, her trim body fading away into the darkness.



After she had gone, Mark slapped his forehead. How could he have been this dumb? He had created family drama for a woman that he really liked. How selfish was that? How would it affect the kids if their parents started fighting? Although it didn't seem like they had the healthiest relationship to begin with…still… 



Dammit.



This was none of his business. He was on leave, and he was clearly suffering from vacation brain. Living in the moment could generate some astonishingly stupid decisions. He really hoped he hadn't offended Molly. He would have to tread lightly. Maybe he should leave. For another campground in the morning. Like he said…earlier, when she was here in his space… 



He shook his head in frustration at himself, and turned off his reading lantern. He then made his way over to the fire, gently kicking the few flaming logs apart until they faded down to glowing embers. 



He looked at his watch. 11:45. Time for bed. Sighing, he found his backpack, got out his toiletry kit, faced the ocean, and brushed his teeth using water from a water bottle. Finishing, he spit out the toothpaste, and then rinsed his mouth and spat again. Wiping his face with a small hand towel, he turned around to make his way into his tent.



Molly was there, in front of his tent door. Standing silently with her arms folded again, looking down toward Mark's feet. She looked exactly as she had before, but slightly less luminescent, as the light from the fire had deepened to an ever cooling orange with the fading embers. She had a fleece blanket tucked under her folded arms.



"Molly…" Mark started in surprise. "Is…is everything okay?"



"Mark…" Molly said softly, not looking up. "I need a vacation…"
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Mark took a deep breath as discreetly as he could. He tucked his hand towel into his toiletry bag, zipped it up, and tossed it into his open backpack. 



Molly stood on the other side of the dying fire pit. Clutching a blanket bundle in her crossed arms, she continued to hold her gaze down toward the glowing coals nestled in the ring of rocks standing between her body and Mark's. 



Despite the reasonably balmy night air, she shivered.



Mark walked silently around the small fire pit and wrapped his long arms around her trembling body. The fruity smell of shampoo had faded somewhat from earlier, but her hair, tightly pulled back into a sporty ponytail, still had a strong hint of that attractive aroma. 



She turned her head to the side and leaned into him as his embrace closed around her. Holding her silently for a time, she suddenly giggled.



"What's so funny?" Mark asked, not releasing his hold. 



"I'm still holding the blanket…" Molly giggled again.



Mark chuckled and let her go. She looked up at him as he took the blanket from her and lightly tossed it through the open door of his tent. 



She stood defenseless, with no literal or symbolic barriers between her body and Mark's. She trembled again.



Mark stepped forward, closing the distance and renewing the embrace. This time, Molly nervously answered by extending her arms up and around his neck. They held each other for a moment, with Mark noting small episodes–fits of shaking from her while he clasped her body in his arms.



"Are you okay?" he asked gently.



She hesitated. "I'm just. I've only ever been with Chris. And some guy from high school. I'm not sure how this goes with a new person. And you're so much taller…" she giggled.



Mark smiled. "So the other guy from high school, not a tall guy..?" 



She giggled again. "He was pretty skinny, not much taller than me. Vice president of the school Audio Visual club, actually. I'm thinking…it might be different with you."



Mark snorted slightly. "Reasonable assumption…But who knows. AV vice presidents may be totl stallions. I guess we'll have to find out."  



Another short moment of silence. Then, Mark leaned back slightly and looked down to find Molly's eyes rising to meet his. They held a mix of apprehension and hunger, matching his own feelings. Apprehension and hunger. A delicious–or dangerous–combination. 



Molly's lips parted slightly as he leaned down and kissed her gently.



Her lips were warm and soft. He held the kiss, following it with another. Then another. Molly's shivering began to wane, and her breathing began to pick up. Mark's hands began moving up and down her back, occasionally pausing to grasp her body and squeeze her to him. He could feel the soft impressions of her perky breasts pressing against his own torso. 



She was surprised at how large his hands were, alternately touching and lightly grasping at her body as they embraced. She was equally surprised at what he held below the waist…that what she had only glimpsed before through clingy swimsuits–already significantly larger than anything she had encountered before–seemed to swell even more as they fondled each other. 



And he was a good kisser. Soft, but just aggressive enough to make her feel desired. 



It was wrong. She was a young mother with obligations. Her husband was sitting at a campsite a hundred yards away. She couldn't. She had to stop this…



Mark's hands slipped under the back of her shirt and began to massage her bare skin. Molly began to melt, relaxing into his embrace. She hadn't been touched like this since…since…



She had never been touched like this. Chris didn't do foreplay, generally just demanding that she do what he wanted to meet his needs. He could be assertive, which she liked, but also neglectful of her needs.



Mark was assertive too–and was taking time to attend to her. She began to kiss him more urgently, and felt the bulge in his pants continue to grow in response. 



The two continued to exchange slow, moist kisses as Mark massaged her under her shirt. He relished the feel of her soft, alabaster skin passing underneath his fingers and warming his palms. 



He wanted more. 



Grasping the bottom of her T-shirt, he pulled the garment straight up. Molly squeaked in surprise, then relented as she lifted her arms from around his neck and held them over her head. She giggled nervously as her torso was exposed to the night air, and her ponytail dropped sloppily out of the neck of her shirt as it passed over her head. 



Mark stepped back and took in the sight of the beautiful redhead. She wore a plain white brassiere. She clearly did not pack clothing intended to seduce. Yet the firelight dimly illuminated her pale skin and red hair, giving her form an erotic glow. Her physically demanding job as a hospital nurse was clearly keeping her in shape. Her body held an alluring, trim form. Her breasts were–as he had noted before– perky and attractive. Most likely B cups. Her stomach was trim, but not gym-trim. In addition to being naturally beautiful–a fact that her marriage to an entitle lout seemed bent on erasing–Molly simply took care of herself and stayed active. Her attractiveness emanated effortlessly from that. She, however, seemed unaware of this.



She began to tremble slightly again, exposed to the night air and the visual scrutiny of a new man. It was too dark to read the expressions on his face as he evaluated her body.



"Mark?" She said, folding her arms in front of her again.



"Yes?"



"Can we…?" Molly motioned toward the tent door.



"In a minute." Mark's tone was firm. Commanding. She hadn't heard him like this before. He stepped forward and began caressing her shoulders and arms. She nervously looked around, exposed. She didn't want to be seen in such a…compromising position…



To her shock, Mark reached behind her and deftly unclasped the strap of her brassiere, which loosened without fully exposing her. Mark stepped back and looked at her again as she tightened her folded arms in front of her breasts. So dangerously near exposure. She looked uncertainly at him, waiting for a cue to take their liaison into the slightly more private space of his tent. 



He stepped back again, looking quietly at her. 



"Take it off."



Molly's heart began pounding. She shyly shook her head, looking down to her feet. This was not expected. This was terrifying. This was…



"Molly."



She looked up at him. His eyes were kind, yet firm. 



"What…" she asked, trembling again.



"Show me." His voice was low. Firm. Kind.



Molly awkwardly pulled the remaining clothing off, but returned her folded arms to concealing her breasts. Her bra dangled from one strap hanging off her right hand which was clinging to her uncovered torso.



Mark reached forward and took the bra, and then gently rearranged her folded arms to an analogous position behind her, ensuring the full exposure of her breasts. He then stepped back and looked deeply at her.



Molly stood exposed in the dim firelight, breathing heavily. Her arms were tucked neatly behind her back, her pert breasts exposed to the air, nipples erect. Her pale skin reflected the dim orange firelight–a stark contrast to the darkness around her. Her eyes remained fixed on Mark, who stood unmoved, taking in her form. After a moment, he broke the silence.



"You're getting cold."



Molly nodded, a hint of embarrassed tears gleaming in the corner of her eyes. 



"Get in my tent."



* * *



David woke up from a dreamless sleep to an empty bed. Jordan's side was messy but warm, indicating she had just left. He scooted over to her side, soaking in the residual warmth of her body and the smell of her hair on her pillow. 



Time to get up.



David stood up and stretched, his Star Trek T-shirt exposing his skinny midriff. He pulled his shirt down and adjusted his pajama bottoms. Walking out of the room, he heard the sounds of peppy rock music floating down the hall from the kitchen. Curious, he stretched his head around the corner to look in the kitchen. Jordan's phone was playing Journey, one of her favorite bands. She sang along quietly as she broke eggs into a frying pan, clearly under the impression that her husband was still asleep and not wanting to wake him. David picked up the words



"She loves to laugh

She loves to sing

She does everything

She loves to move

She loves to groove

She loves the lovin' things"



Jordan swayed her hips carelessly, tossing her hair back and forth as she sang along. David grinned and made a noise indicating he was in the room. Jordan shot a look at him, and broke into a wide smile without missing a single note. He walked around the corner and hugged her from behind, soaking in the smooth movements of her hips as she danced and continued to sing–though now at full volume. He kissed her neck and turned around to go to the bathroom. 



Jordan whirled around and caught his shoulder, pulling him around to watch her for the chorus. She raised the spatula still dripping with egg yolk to her mouth and sung into it like a microphone, holding David's gaze as she moved:



"She said, any way you want it

That's the way you need it

Any way you want it!"



David broke into laughter and shook his head, opening the dish cabinet to set the table for breakfast.



"What's eatin, beautiful?" He asked playfully.



"Omelettes! With stuff in them. Ham, cheese, and…um…etcetera." She said mysteriously, returning his playful gaze.



"How'd you sleep, Jo?"



"I was a little restless, but once I zonked out, it was great! Very restful. How about you?"



"I woke up a few times. Still a little nervous about the job," David confessed.  



"Oh, I know, baby. I'm sorry. I'm sure it went fine, though. They said they'd give you the answer Monday, right?"



"Yeah, Monday."



"Well it's only Saturday morning. Just relax and enjoy the weekend! I'm not worried at all. My baby is on his way up…" She intoned, giving him air kisses across the kitchen as she folded the omelet. 



David finished setting the table and sat down, waiting for Jordan to finish cooking so he could serve them up. "What's the plan for today?"



"Well, we need to get some groceries, and then I thought we could do a little day hike down by the beach? The weather is…delightful. We should take advantage of it," Jordan suggested.



"Sounds great. What about tonight?"



"What do you mean, what about tonight?" Jordan responded innocently, folding the second omelet and serving them both onto plates.



"What do you want to do tonight?"



"Well," Jordan replied with nonchalance. "I thought we could watch the long version of the BBC adaptation of Jane Austen's Pride and Prejudice. It's four and a half hours long. That'll definitely kill the evening, and I'll be a blubbering mess by the end. Does that sound fun?"



David laughed. "Sounds like a barrel of monkeys." 



Jordan walked over to the table and set down the food, then walked back over to place the frying pan in the sink. "Although…Mr. Stark…" she continued, "I'm getting the sense that you already know the plans for tonight, and you're trying to bait me into saying something."



David blushed. "You know me so well…"



"Well, it's not going to happen, I'm just too darn smart for your little…traps." She said matter-of-factly as she walked back to the table behind her husband.



"Can't blame me for tr…"



David was shocked to suddenly feel Jordan's left hand clasp onto his shoulder, and her right sliding down the front of his gym shorts. She was leaning over his shoulder behind him, her breath audible in proximity to his ear. She wrapped her fingers around his penis, which instantly began to harden.



"What's happening tonight, David?" Jordan whispered.



"Uhh, Ummm…" David sputtered helplessly.



"Am I watching a Jane Austen movie marathon tonight, David?" she asked quietly as her right hand caressed his stiffening organ.



David shook his head no.



"Aww…I love Jane Austen. Is there something else I might want…a little more than Jane Austen tonight?"



"I can't imagine…" David tried to quip playfully.



Jordan squeezed his dick tightly, cutting off his response.



"Oooh, wrong answer. Just for that, I'm not going to tell you what my plans are."



David groaned as she relaxed her grip slightly.



"I think I have an idea about what you're doing tonight, However. Missterr. Ssssstark," she drew out his name in a tease.



David sat helplessly, hoping she would continue. She began to move her fingers lightly up and down him, noting the increasing tension in his breathing. She kissed him gently on the cheek, then moved her mouth right next to his ear before whispering as low as she possibly could:



"You're getting cucked tonight, Mr. Stark…"



David groaned and she felt a drip of precum leak out of the tip of his penis. She let go of it, removed her hand from his pants, and moved around to sit across from him.



"David? Would you like to say grace, or shall I? We don't want our breakfast to get cold…"



* * *



Molly crawled awkwardly through the tent's cloth door into the dark and kicked off her shoes, leaving them outside. Sitting cross legged on the floor, she felt intensely vulnerable as a man that seemed to be twice her size crawled in behind her. That vulnerability was compounded by the fact that she had no top on. Instinctively, she crossed her arms over her chest again.



Mark zipped up the tent behind him. He hadn't planned on this. Bringing a woman back to a tent for a first time together was–suboptimal, and his tent was not the ideal space to carry out a seduction. Just a zipped up sleeping bag and a pillow lay in the center of the tent. Mark suddenly realized why Molly had brought a blanket. He blessed her instinct as he grabbed the folded fleece from the corner of the tent where it had been tossed, and quickly spread it across the bare floor. He then unzipped his sleeping bag and spread it flat on top of the blanket. 



Molly shifted around as he worked, giggling nervously. After he finished the rough arrangement, he sat up and looked over at her, smiling. The light from the fire pit barely made it through the tent, making the encounter almost entirely dark. Mark could still see Molly's body, but not very clearly. He pulled his shirt over his head and tossed it aside, moving gently closer before leaning in to kiss her. She returned his kiss. Then another. 



The two exchanged gentle kisses for a moment before Mark wordlessly peeled back the corner of his sleeping bag. Molly understood and quietly crawled underneath the cover before Mark joined her. He pulled her body into his and resumed kissing her with more intensity, exploring the naked half of her body as he did.



Molly surprised herself with how readily she returned Mark's affections. She felt his warm body pressed against hers, lying on the ground in what ought to have been a sordid affair. Perhaps it was a sordid affair, but it didn't feel like it. She felt warm and loved. She felt desired, but not objectified. She felt lost in the moment, relishing being held by strong arms that completely enveloped her, loving being touched by large hands attached to a handsome, kind man that seemed to genuinely desire her.



She hadn't felt genuinely desired in a long time.



She hadn't been touched by a man like Mark…ever. 



She warmed as he felt her body, alternating between the tips and pads of his fingers as he stroked her back, occasionally giving her flesh a firm squeeze. His hands were rough, but his touch was light. She shivered in anticipation, and she in turn ran her hands over his shoulders and back, excited by the warmth of his taut skin. 



The soft, sensual intimacy of their embrace increased her hunger. She moved her arms in between them, running her palms over his chest before working her way down over his abs.



Mark felt her hesitate as her hands approached the top of his pants. He reached down to unbutton his pants in encouragement, but left the rest to her. He kissed her forehead as she bent her head down to look between them and gingerly lower his zipper. She kissed his cheek, then his chest, then the top of his stomach, and then gently tugged down his clothing. She giggled quietly as he wiggled to assist her as she pulled down past…



Oh God. 



Molly couldn't see through the dark, but she had just eagerly wrapped a hand around what had before been hinted through clingy swimsuits, and which she had briefly felt as they embraced by the fire pit. Now, she was holding an erect man of a size…



She laughed.



Mark raised an eyebrow. "Everything okay down there?"



Molly's head popped out of the sleeping bag. Her eyes were wide. "I don't…I haven't…"



Mark smiled. "You want to try?"



"Yes." Molly answered immediately. 



Mark reached down and grasped her wrists, pulling her hands off his cock and rolling her onto her back. He pressed her hands firmly into the ground with her palms up on either side of her head. 



"Don't move."  



Molly's breath picked up as Mark began kissing down her body, pausing briefly to kiss and suck on each exposed nipple, which began to harden as he drew on them. After savoring the moment, he broke contact with her breast and firmly grasped the waist of her yoga pants, pulling firmly down in one strong motion. He left her panties in place, but slid his hand under the waistband of her panties as he kissed her stomach.



His fingers ran over smooth, soft, freshly shaved skin before finding the delicate cleft between her legs. She moaned softly as he explored her surface before sliding his middle finger into the moistening space between her lips. He kissed his way back up to her face, noting with satisfaction that her hands had not moved.



Molly's eyes were closed as Mark began kissing her again. She could hear the light smacking sounds from between her legs as Mark caressed her womanhood. Her whole body was rising in temperature, and she felt the warmth and excitement rising in her body as this new man explored her body without resistance. She moved her hand back down between them, wanting to feel his cock again. She found the tip and began petting up and down the length of him.



He was big. Much, much bigger than her husband. She had never…



"Are you ready?" Mark asked, interrupting his thoughts.



Molly nodded nervously. She shuffled to pull her plain panties down and off her body before laying her legs open to her lover. Mark gave her one more gentle kiss, lingering in her softness, then gently nudged her legs slightly further apart and settled his body between them.



* * * 



"Slow down, honey…"



Jordan called out to her husband who disappeared around a bend in the trail ahead of her. He stopped, grinning as she caught up.



"Sorry…"



David was a quick walker, and a quick worker. With his instinctive focus and high energy, he had trouble taking things slowly. This occasionally led to gentle reminders from Jordan–who preferred and enjoyed a more leisurely, contemplative way of life. She was not lazy–quite the opposite. But she didn't see life as a race to get to a goal before anyone else. She married a man who very much did see life as a race toward tangible goals–one reason he was so instantly attractive to employers. When given a task, David was unstoppable. But it made some things–like a Saturday morning hike–a little awkward.



Jordan caught up to her husband, who smiled sheepishly.



"Look at this, honey…" Jordan indicated toward a patch of mixed wildflowers blooming in a small clearing. A break in the forest canopy created a patch of light roughly ten feet wide, allowing the conditions for a miniature explosion of flowers–yellow, blue, and even pink. 



Jordan walked off the trail and into the small patch. She sniffed the air deeply. "Come smell the air over here, honey, it's magic."



David walked over to his wife, smirking. "When I see flowers, or smell flowers, all I can think about is delivery times."



"Oooh, we've got to deprogram that, baby," Jordan said, bending down to smell individual flowers. "Some of these don't smell at all, I can't tell which are the really fragrant ones. But something in the mix makes the whole bunch smell…so good…" She was working through each flower, taking a deep breath before each one. David looked at his watch. After a few minutes, Jordan was ready to move on. She took his hand in hers.



David's heart warmed. He could cut his pace for this. Jordan gently took the lead as they strolled along the forest path. They talked about this and that, gradually drifting toward one of two things that loomed large on their minds–David's promotion.



"So…" Jordan said cautiously, "What changes for us if you don't get this job?"



David paused before answering. "I'm not totally sure. I guess nothing."



Jordan nodded. "I don't think that's reasonable–I think it's time for you to look around and move up either way. You're in your last semester of your MBA, you've already got an accounting degree. Why don't you apply for actual accounting or management jobs? What about your internship? Is there any chance you could get hired on after it's over?"



"There's a chance. A decent chance. They like me," David admitted. He didn't relish the prospect of being a junior accountant in the bottom ranks of a firm. Even a prestigious firm. But then again, he could focus on working hard and moving up…



"I just know you tend to stay put where you can stay busy," Jordan explained. "You short change yourself. You're educated, hardworking, and skilled. Steve recognized your value. If you don't get this job, then others will recognize it too, don't you think?"



"Maybe," David replied. "I'd have to establish myself somewhere new, it'll take some time."



"I have another two years before I defend my dissertation, honey. We have some time. I  just don't want you to get stuck spinning your wheels and not going anywhere."



"I know…"



The couple walked in silence for a few minutes before David spoke again.



"What changes if I do get the job?"



Jordan smiled. "You're not worried about cursing it by talking about it?"



David shook his head. "You know I'm not superstitious. What happens to us follows the choices we make. I did my best, so I think it's reasonable to make tentative plans. Or at least dream plans."



"Okay," Jordan said cautiously. She was clearly pinning significant hopes on the job, but was actively restraining her enthusiasm. "I'm not sure. I know the extra money will be nice–-the hours might be better for you too. What do you think?"



"I think the extra money will be nice. We can start paying off student loans. Maybe buy a house. Start thinking about kids," David said casually.



"Whoa…" Jordan laughed. "Slow down there, cowboy. One job interview and all of the sudden we're Ward and June Cleaver…"



David laughed back. "I'm sorry. Do you not want me to talk about that?"



"No, it's fine. I want all of those things too. It just seems…kind of early, you know? We've only been married for a little while."



David nodded. "Okay."



The couple walked silently for a little longer.



"I mean," Jordan continued awkwardly, "I do want those things. I want them with you. I want a house we can live in and call our own. And I want to have your babies…" She turned her head and smiled at him, catching his eyes with her beautiful blues. 



David couldn't help but blush. "Well…that's…okay I guess…" 



Jordan burst out laughing. "Wow, David. Sweep me off my feet, why don't you?"



"No, no, I just mean…I hadn't thought of it that way before."



"You mean you thought about having children when you get married, but you never thought about getting your wife pregnant? About what it would be like for me to carry your child?"



"Yeah, I guess so," David confessed.



"Babies aren't manufactured, honey. It involves a person–a woman–going through a lot of unpleasant things over a long period of time."



"I know that, baby. I really do. I'm just saying I haven't thought about it like that before."



"That's because you're a man, sweetie. You don't have to. I have to think about it. If children come along, they come along through my body." Jordan's explanation was gentle, but stern. 



"You're right, Jo. And I haven't thought about it, and I should shift my thinking into that headspace. I was really just spitballing. You know, giving the standard answer of 'what you do after you get married.' That's all." 



"I know that, honey. I'm just saying…"



They walked in silence for another moment. Jordan began to feel relaxed as they got deeper into the woods, listening to the gentle, damp sounds of the forest. 



"Are you mad at me?" David sputtered all of the sudden.



"What? No!" Jordan replied, taken aback. "No, honey, we're just talking. I'm just trying to broaden your horizon a little here. Help you see things through my eyes. That kind of thing."



"So…" David struggled with his next thought. "So, what happens if you get…uh…pregnant…um…before we plan on it?"



* * *



Molly held her breath as she felt Mark's large cock press between her legs. She was wet, and her desire to take her lover was strong, even consuming, but his size made her nervous. He reached between them to place himself at her opening, and ran the tip up and down her cleft, spreading her wetness as he did so. 



She closed her eyes in pleasure as he rubbed himself on her, pausing to push the tip into slightly into her with each pass. He maintained that pattern for longer than she expected. He seemed to be tightly attentive to her readiness, giving her pleasure and making her comfortable before…



She whined gently, opening her eyes to look at him through the dark. He was watching her carefully, observing every movement of her face and twitch of her body. She nodded slightly, signaling…



Mark leaned forward, pressing the tip of his cock into his lover. She winced and he stopped, withdrawing slowly, then pressing a little further in. She made small sounds of submissive invitation as he continued to press deeper and deeper into her, until she placed a hand on his stomach to stop him.



His cock was not all the way inside. He had bottomed out inside her. 



Molly was tense. She was aroused, but tense. She felt discomfort as Mark's cock stretched her, but also…



Mark began to slowly withdraw and return, moving his hips gently as he slid in and out of her. With each movement, the points of friction disappeared, and discomfort was replaced with…



"Uhhh…" Molly groaned involuntarily as he withdrew most of his cock and then pushed it deep enough to fill her again. It felt like nothing she had experienced before. The warmth, the tingling, the moisture was radiating around inside her, building toward an intensity…



It left her speechless. Her mind raced in a fog, just a swirling feeling emanating from the union of her body with Mark's.



Mark began to increase the pressure and intensity as he moved in and out of the young mother. She began to curl her hands around his shoulders and instinctively pull him into her. He pushed harder in response, careful not to go too deep. Her small groans began to increase in volume and decrease in pitch. Mark propped himself up on one elbow, using his free hand to cover her mouth as he continued thrusting. 



"Shhhhh…."



Molly's eyes rolled back in her head as she breathed in fits into Mark's hand before her legs began to shake. Mark leaned forward and whispered gently into Molly's ear, leading her whole body to convulse and curl into him.



Her silent orgasm was accompanied with frantic swishing as the makeshift bedding rubbed against the nylon tent floor while Molly's body twitched and convulsed before…eventually…relaxing into heavy breathing. 



Mark held still, holding his hand over her mouth as her body gradually went limp under him. His hard, long, thick cock was still buried in her warm body as the focus returned to her eyes. He removed her hand and kissed her lips, her chest still heaving.



"Oh my god. Oh my god…." Molly whispered through heaving breath as Mark lifted the kiss. He let her calm down for a moment, holding eye contact with her as he did. Once the sharp focus in her eyes returned to him, and once her breathing returned to normal, he smiled down at her.



"What the hell…" she whispered to him, laughing under her breath.



"Hold on…" He whispered back.



She grunted again as he began moving inside her again. Her mouth dropped open as she felt his mass stimulate every part of her vagina at once. She lifted her knees to welcome him.



His gentle thrusts brought her to a second shattering culmination with his hand over her mouth several moments later. Her own peaked arousal brought his own climax. Pulling his cock out of her, Mark rose to his knees, lifting the unfolded sleeping bag off their bodies, exposing the naked lovers. Molly fixed her gaze down on his cock as he grasped it and released his semen onto her body. 



It wasn't a fire hose, but it was a genuinely shocking volume of white, viscous cum that spurted out of his cock and coated her smooth stomach and shaved pubic area. Still coming down from her own second orgasm, Molly saw through bleary eyes the small streams and pools of her lover forming on her pale skin, creating brief spots of warmth before cooling. 



Mark grunted quietly, then laid down on his side next to Molly, absently fondling her breasts as he recovered. The two said nothing, but Molly turned her head to look into his eyes. Mark matched her gaze as their breathing slowed to normal.



* * *



"So you have been thinking about it…" Jordan responded to David's pointed query playfully.



"I mean…I think it's…I mean…yeah…" David stumbled out.



"Oh sweetie…" Jordan stopped walking and faced him, grasping his other hand. "What kind of conversation is this?"



"I'm just…you were asking about plans and stuff, so I…"



Jordan let go of his left hand and reached down to feel his crotch. She grasped around for a moment until she found his small penis, noticeably stiff. "I see. So, this is a factor."  



She deftly unzipped his fly and reached in to pull him out into the air. David winced in embarrassment, but offered no resistance. Jordan began to stroke him with the pads of her fingers.



"So you're worried about us getting pregnant, David? Is that it?"



David nodded.



"But we use condoms, baby. You know that. Right?" She added the pinch of her thumb on the underside of him and continued to stroke.



"Yeah…we do."



"So what's the worry?" 



David hummed silently.



"David?"



"Yeah?" David answered breathlessly.



"What are you worried about?"



"You don't use condoms with…"



"Sorry? I didn't hear you there, love. With…?"



"With Mark. You don't use condoms with Mark." David gasped as Jordan picked up the pace.



"Oh, right…I forgot." Jordan responded, feigning sexual amnesia. "I suppose that's right. I do occasionally experience the feeling of a man filling me with semen. A lot of it, now that you mention it. So I suppose there's a risk of pregnancy there, isn't there?"



David scrunched his eyes together, nodding desperately.



"Well…" Jordan leaned in close to him, "I can't imagine how it must feel to contemplate the possibility that your loving wife will fall pregnant with another man's child. I can't imagine." She picked up the pace of her stroking as her husband's body began its telltale tensing.



She looked down away from him and observed her hand deftly working her helpless husband's sexual organ. "Well…" she said again, as if to no one in particular, "I suppose that's just something a cuckold learns to live with…"



David choked and came, a few translucent drops dropping from the end of his stiff member. Jordan slowed her stroke until he stopped convulsing, then let go and wiped her fingertips on his pants. She looked into his eyes, kissed him on the cheek, and walked briskly down the path, leaving her husband to awkwardly zip up and chase after her.



* * *

 

"So what did Chris say?"



"Hmmm?" Molly replied. "Sorry?" She was laying on her side, with her arm draped over Mark's chest and her head on his shoulder.



"I was wondering what Chris said when you came over here."



Molly laughed quietly, then squeezed his shoulder. She didn't answer.



Mark let the silence hang for a moment, then asked again.



"So…did he say anyth…?"



"He doesn't know," Molly interrupted. She was silent for a moment again, then explained. "After you and I talked initially, I went back and he was actually waiting for me instead of playing that game. For the first time in a long time, we just talked. It felt nice to have his attention. We talked about what you said, and he was upset, and basically told me I couldn't talk to you anymore. I told him I wasn't going to, and he was really relieved."



"OK." Mark said. "So what did he say when you walked over here again?"



"He didn't. He got right back on the computer. Something just broke inside me. I realized nothing was going to change. I realized that you were nearby, and you said you wanted me and…I don't know. I walked away without him noticing," Molly replied bitterly.



Mark sat with that information for a moment. Molly lessened her grip on his shoulder, then slid her hand down his chest and wrapped her hand around his cock. 



"I don't know what to do about Chris. I just want to enjoy this for a while…" Molly said distantly, almost to herself.



"I think he should know about this," Mark said after a moment.



"I assume he'll figure it out if he goes to bed and I'm not there. That's assuming he doesn't play World of Warcraft all night…" Molly said, running her fingers up Mark's shaft.



"I'm going to play all night. Just not in a fantasy world…" Mark said, matter of factly.



Molly looked up, cocked an eyebrow, and smiled. "Really?"



"Yep." She closed her grip around him and began stroking up and down, looking down under the covers to watch what she was doing. Even with the darkness under the covers, she saw the dim outline of him swelling in her hand. Soon her fingers could not touch each other around his hardening cock. 



"Taste it." Mark's rumbling chest buzzed Molly's cheek as the crude order arose through the darkness of the little shelter. Molly hesitated, then slid down to rest her head on his stomach. His abdominal muscles were firm, his skin tight and warm. She moved her mouth directly next to the tip of his cock. 



Mark could feel her breath on it. He shifted his hips in anticipation.



Molly extended her tongue and touched it to the tip, getting a first taste of her lover. She then began to kiss around the head, pausing to lick every three or four kisses before opening her mouth wide to take him in. Finally, his head slipped past her lips and she began to suck.



Mark breathed in deeply, enjoying the sensation. He gave small but masculine grunts as his cock found its way around her mouth. She responded in kind with her small, feminine vocal tones. 



Through bleary eyes, Mark reached out to find his phone. He opened it,  found the contact labeled Shithead, and accessed the text chain he had started earlier that evening.



M: Hey man. Glad we could work this out.



A few moments passed. Mark watched the sleeping bag bob gently up and down as Molly sucked on him.



S: Yeah we worked it out. Just stay away from my wife, and everything will be fine.



Mark smiled.



M: I'm not sure we're on the same page. 



S: I think we are. 



M: Might want to check your tent. 



S: What the fuck are you talking about???



M: If I were you, I'd check your tent. Then, if you need further clarification,  check mine.



There was no immediate response. Mark reached down and wordlessly grasped Molly's ponytail and used it to lift her head off his cock. He then quietly indicated for her to situate herself on her hands and knees before arranging himself to kneel behind her. She quietly looked over her shoulder in anticipation as he placed his large palm on the center of her ivory back, pushing firmly down until her arms buckled and her chest rested on the bedding, her arms folded beneath her. He then lined his cock up and pushed firmly into her body.



She whimpered audibly. 



"Shhhhh…."



He hushed her. Taking his cue, she covered her own mouth with both hands. He grasped her hips and began to thrust in, getting deeper in this position than he had during their earlier tryst, but still bottoming out. He began bucking slowly into her, becoming slightly less gentle as her wetness responded to him.



Mark heard rustling outside the tent, smiling to himself. He raised his right hand and gave a firm slap to Molly's exposed ass, causing her to squeak past the barrier of her hand over her mouth. He then used his free hand to grasp a fistful of red ponytail and pull it back toward him.



Molly moaned in surprise as he shushed her again. He applied stead pressure to her hair as he fucked her. Mark was fairly sure the dim outline of a man's form was crouched some feet away from the tent. He stopped for a moment. 



Molly gave a small, inquisitive tone with no words, curious as to the reason he stopped. Mark responded verbally:



"You want more?"



"Mmmhmmm…" Molly said quietly.



"Tell me you want more."



"I want more," she whispered. "Please give me more…" 



"Good girl. Now keep quiet," Mark said as he began to thrust into her again. Molly covered her mouth again and clutched her arms together under her as Mark brought her up into ecstasy again. When her body gave the signs of climax again, Mark encouraged her.



"Good girl. Cum on my big cock. Cum now."



Molly's breathing became rapid before she inhaled deeply, holding her breath, then giving off several small, hushed, high pitched squeaks as her body squeezed involuntarily. Mark looked over. The figure was still there. He held himself deep inside her until she relaxed and her breathing regulated again. His cock fell heavily out of her as he withdrew, and she tipped over to rest on her side. Mark laid down next to her, pulling her into the position they were before they started their second coupling. Her head rested on his left shoulder, her hand clutching his right across his chest. 



Molly, naked, satisfied, and still coated with Mark's drying semen on her stomach, fell into deep sleep.



As Molly's breathing deepened, Mark looked out the side of the tent. The figure was gone. He reached for his phone, fully expecting to find a new text from Molly's husband. 



There was none.  



He sent out a feeler text.



M: Hey, bud. How you holding up?



No response from Shithead.



M: Well, now we're on the same page. Your wife is fantastic in bed, by the way. Great body, tight pussy, the works. Good mouth work too. You're a lucky man.



No response from Shithead.



M: I'll have her back before sunrise. She's tired now. And I'm not done with her.



* * *



David's head was clearer now, and he walked briskly to catch up with Jordan. He was very, very glad that no other hikers happened upon them within the last few minutes. He sighed with the relief of a newly cleared head. Very glad indeed.



Rounding a bend in the trail, David found Jordan bent over to smell another patch of flowers. "Hey baby!" she called out as if nothing happened.



"Hey yourself…" David said uncertainly. She reached out and took his hand again and they resumed their walk down the trail. He was in knots. His stomach hurt as he contemplated his own abject perversion. He realized that he had just had a standing, public orgasm contemplating Jordan's impregnation by another man. What was wrong with him? And she was due to visit him tonight…



"So, what do you want in a home?" Jordan asked seriously. "If you do get that job, I think it would be neat to get our own place. Really make it our own…"



David shook off his doubts. "I don't know. Something modest, but a nice neighborhood. Or maybe out in the country. What do you think?"



"I like being able to walk to school, so I'd like something near where we are, but I know that might be tricky. What do you think?"



"We can look…" David said. "And we don't have to go too high end. I can do repairs and stuff, so we can get a little bit of a fixer upper if the price is right. Maybe one of the places students have been renting forever will come up for sale–they'll have trashed the place, but then we can probably get a better price…then renovate."



Jordan smiled to herself and turned her head toward him. "I'm so glad I married a guy who knows how to do stuff! How to fix stuff…Smart with money, smart in general, hard worker…my dream guy…"



David blushed as his wife heaped praises on him. She squeezed his hand, and her tone lowered gravely. "I do want to spend my life with you, baby. I want my house to be our house. I want my babies to be our babies. Nothing…extracurricular…is going to interfere with that. Okay?"



David nodded in appreciation. The knots in his stomach lessened.



Jordan smiled and began swinging their held hands playfully. "So…" she said happily, "you think you got the job?"



David beamed. "I think I got a real good shot. Interview went well, and I think…well…I think I have a real shot at it." 



Jordan beamed back. "Whatever happens, baby, you keep moving forward and up. Don't get bogged down by what other people think or what other people need. I love that you do well wherever you're set, but you should make your own path. You're a winner! I believe in you."



The couple grew silent as the trail took a turn up a steep rise. Making their way to the top, they huffed and puffed until they came to a beautiful vista with a small, rainbow shrouded waterfall. Stopping to enjoy the view, David extended his arm around his wife's shoulder, pulling her close to him. 



Jordan took in the beauty as her husband held her close. She meant every word she said to him. She admired him, and loved him, and had every confidence in him. 



She wondered if she had crossed a line earlier, however. Not once, but twice. 

The first line was psychological. Teasing him with the very real consequence of unexpected pregnancy to push his sexual buttons seemed…crass. Flouting an actual nightmare scenario in the name of playfulness. Especially if she was wrong about why he asked. She felt that she may have misread him, that he may indeed want to talk about the risk of pregnancy she had taken with Mark.



The risk she was going to take again that night.



It was not totally reckless behavior. She was on birth control, and took the pills religiously. She did not have time or mental bandwidth for children yet. Furthermore, she didn't yet feel that she wanted children. At least not at this point in her life. She and David were just getting started. And David wore protection too. That part was true.



But Mark didn't. That part was true too. 



Jordan swallowed and blushed slightly. David didn't notice.



The second line she feared having crossed was simply taking control of her husband's sexual release more or less in public. After he finished, she couldn't help but grin broadly to herself–a fact concealed by the fact that she briskly walked away after wiping her fingers off on his pants. But what if someone came along on the trail while she was doing it? She shuddered at the thought of a stranger, or worse yet, someone she knew from church, walking up to them while she teased and manipulated her husband. 



It wouldn't do to get pregnant now. And it simply wouldn't do to expose her husband in public.



She wrestled with the creeping shame. The shame of this new, troubling, emergent self. The old Jordan wouldn't be caught dead acting out, manipulating her man, or taking serious things lightly. 



It wouldn't do. She had to get ahold of herself.



But an even deeper shame was stirring, awareness of which was just beginning to flash…albeit weakly under the surface of her conscious mind. That shame feared being seen with her husband while his penis was exposed. The thought that people would know that her chosen mate had such a small organ. Perhaps even seeing the weak dribble of his ejaculation. Knowing that she, on some level, invited that small penis and weak dribble into her body.



It lurked under the surface of her conscious mind–she was barely aware of it, but it tugged at the edges of her more conscious feelings of shame. 



Instead of confronting that shame, she found her thoughts pulled in a new direction, drifting off into reveries of Mark's large, thick cock. Of the feeling of Mark's hearty, thick release in or on her body. The deep feeling of submissive fulfillment when her large, masculine lover found satisfaction in her body…



"Ready to get home, Jo? We can hit the grocery store on the way back…" David interrupted. 



It took a moment for Jordan to reorient herself to the present. The early stirrings of arousal were making their way to the surface. 



Anticipation of her evening. She shook her head to clear it.



"Sure, baby. Let's go." She smiled and kissed him on the cheek. 



* * *



The early shift from midnight blue to the dark pre-dawn gray called Mark out of sleep. His had been a deep, dreamless sleep, and he was mildly surprised to find the beautiful naked redhead still asleep on her side next to him. For a second, he thought the absence of dreams meant that he had dreamed that part. 



He reached for his phone, dimly cognizant of having taunted her husband with his sexual conquest. Chris had to be dealt with.



New Message.



Mark hastened to open it. From Shithead.



S: Just make sure she's back before the kids are up.



Mark squinted, allowing the corners of his mouth to hint upward toward a smile. Molly stirred, and he placed a large hand over her shoulder. The morning was cool, and the interior of the tent was still dark. 



Molly muttered weakly, then turned on her back. Mark stroked her cheek, moving down over her neck, and caressed her breasts and stomach. She opened her eyes, then they snapped open in panic.



"Oh my god. What time is it?"



Mark looked at his phone. "4:30. No one is up."



Molly began to shuffle around in the dark looking for her clothes. "I have to get back. Chris definitely knows by now, I don't know what he's going…"



"Relax, Molly. I told him. I'm going to go back with you, hopefully we can clear the air before the kids get up. For now, take a walk with me."



Molly held her shirt up to her chest, looking suspiciously over at him. "Take a walk? At 4:30 in the morning? For what?"



"It's just something I do when I wake up. And I'd like you to do it with me."



"Okay…" she said, maintaining her suspicion. Mark opened the door of the tent, and gathered her scattered clothing, handing each item to her as she put it on. He slid into his own pants, then stood up outside the tent and stretched. Molly followed him, looking out toward the tide, which was slowly receding from the high water mark. 



They walked along the beach away from the campground. They were quiet for a while, and Molly had trouble seeing where she was going. Instinctively, she placed her arm through his as they walked together.



"How are you feeling this morning?" Mark asked.



"Good. Weird. I don't know. I feel bad, you know? But I feel good too. I'm just…a little confused…"



"I believe that. But you're okay? Do you regret anything?"



"I don't know…" Molly hesitated. "Do you?"



"Nope." Mark said flatly.



Molly smiled to herself. The light was growing as they walked along, and their features were becoming clearer to each other. 



"I'll admit I…liked it," Molly said at last, a little afraid of her admission.



"Me too," Mark assured her. "I'll go further than that, though. I want more."



Molly blushed and looked away, over the water. "I just don't know what Chris will say."



"It's your marriage, Molly. And your life. Whatever you do is your decision. But Chris knows. We'll figure out what that fallout is when we get back over there. But for me, right now, I really only care about one thing. Do you like me?"



Molly blushed again, looking down. "Yes."



"I like you too. I'm also heading to Iraq in two weeks. I have five days left on leave, then I go home, get my stuff, get my platoon together, and I'm gone. I'm not saying this to manipulate you, or to get you to go along, just telling you where I'm coming from. I just want to enjoy this moment. I want to enjoy you for a while. But I also respect where you're coming from. I respect that it might mess up your family, and if you want to back off, I can go away. Find another beach. But if you don't…"



"Don't leave," Molly interrupted.



"Sorry?"



"Don't leave," Molly repeated. "I like having you here. I'm not sure about Chris and me. But you've transformed my vacation from a chore to something magical. You're good with the kids. You're interesting to talk to. And I like spending time with you. And I like…you know…spending…um…time with you."



Mark smiled and nodded. "I'm really happy to hear that, Molly." 



They walked a few more minutes before reaching a rocky end to the beach. Several tall boulders jutted out of the sand, transitioning the landscape from a soft beach to a rocky cliff. Mark led Molly behind a boulder, took her in his arms, and kissed her deeply. 



After returning his kiss, she leaned back and looked up into his eyes. He looked back. Emerald green eyes. 



The gradual brightening of the day was reflecting off her red hair. 



He leaned down and kissed her again. She held his gaze again. Then, running his fingers through her hair, he gently grasped a handful and pulled down.



Molly smiled and blushed, understanding his signal and dropping to her knees on the sand. She rested her palms on his thighs as he pulled his pants down to reveal his cock. It was the first time she had actually seen it–albeit in the low and growing light. She held it in both hands. It was heavy. Thick. It had a pronounced head, and she could see it growing slowly more stiff in her hands. 



She looked up at him and took him into her mouth.



The ebb and flow of the water continued to pull the tide out as Molly sucked on her new lover. He guided her head to maximize his pleasure, rewarding her with grunts of satisfaction. She could not fit more than half of him in her mouth, but seemed to relish what she could take. 



Mark had never experienced an orgasm from or in a woman's mouth. None had been able to take enough of him or last long enough to bring him to that point. This was just recreation. 



Noting the passing of time, Mark knew they had to make their way back to her campsite before the children got up. He withdrew himself from her mouth and instructed her to stay still. He stroked himself powerfully, looking down at the attractive redhead on her knees looking up at him in expectation until his arousal peaked and he released himself onto her face. 



Molly sat serenely as Mark covered her.. The thick semen shot over her mouth, draped over the bridge of her nose, and speckled her cheeks. Taking a deep breath, Mark concluded his climax and brought his cock to her mouth again. She sucked the tip into her mouth, tasting the last bit of his pleasure before returning his cock to him. She remained on her knees, unmoving and aroused, until Mark zipped up his pants and told her to get up. 



She felt so…she wasn't sure how to say it…useful? Usable? Used? having this man use her for his pleasure. It surprised her how aroused she felt. Strangely…proud.



He took her hand again, and, without cleaning her face, she walked with him out onto the beach.



"Molly."



She turned to look at him, the trails and spatters still visible on her face. He smiled at her.



"We'll clean you up at my campsite before we head over to yours."



"Okay."



They walked further in silence. Then Mark:



"Molly."



"Yeah?"



"You're my girl this week."



She paused, then looked forward again.



"Okay."




Post 45 — Tire_Kicker

Sun Jan 21, 2024 9:44 am

Jordan, Meghan, Molly... More Meghan please.




Post 46 — Crushing

Fri Mar 15, 2024 1:14 pm

Chris was seated nervously on the front bench of the campsite's picnic table, facing toward the beach with an absent look on his eyes. Mark and Molly approached, walking side by side, clearly relaxed. Molly saw the absent look in her husband's eyes as she approached. She had never seen that look before. Ever since she met Chris, he was always fiercely concentrating on something. It just usually wasn't her. What did this vacant stare mean? Her heart turned nervously, a pit forming in her stomach. 



Jumping to his feet when they approached, Chris watched the pair walk casually toward him in the growing dawn light, the thick silence punctuated by the slow lapping of nearby waves. 



High tide.



"Hey…" he said quietly.



"Hi honey…" Molly replied, quietly but cheerfully. 



Mark nodded toward Chris in acknowledgement.



Although she had been dreading this conversation, Molly found herself surprisingly relaxed. She enjoyed an unfamiliar feeling. A kind of decompression in her body, which in turn affected her confidence. 



She knew this could get ugly, but it felt like the long, drawn out unpleasantness of her clunky marriage was working its way toward some kind of consummation. Her infidelity now seemed inevitable in retrospect, and she wanted to just address it and then move forward.  She seemed unaware that in spite of her uncertainty, she wore a natural, easy smile.  



She was glowing.



Chris noticed.



For the first time in a long time, his eyes were fixed on her. 



Molly noticed.



They locked eyes for a moment before she spoke.



"Mark's joining us for breakfast," she said as she sat down in a camp chair. "Kids up yet?"



"No, not yet."



"OK. What's on your mind?"



Chris, still standing, shifted his weight uneasily. "I…I thought we should talk about…" He gestured weakly toward Mark.



"OK," Molly responded. 



Her confidence surprised her. 24 hours earlier, this conversation would have paralyzed her. She would have been falling all over herself trying to fix things. Now she seemed undisturbed at the prospect of simply letting the chips fall.



Chris sat down again on the picnic table bench seat. "So…you and Mark…ummm?"



"Yep," said Mark, speaking for the first time. The low, confident resonance of his voice shocked Molly in contrast to the trepidation and almost whisper-pitch of her husband.



"Yes," Molly affirmed.



"Shouldn't we talk about that?" Chris asked meekly.



"What do you want to talk about? We're all adults. We're not hiding anything." 



"I'm just…I don't know what it means, you know. For…for us." Chris replied in an anxious monotone.



"Well, it doesn't necessarily mean the end of us, but it means something, doesn't it?" Molly smiled tersely, feeling the first pang of anxiety. Her voice moderated, taking a slightly less confident tone. "I guess we'll have to figure that out." 



Confidence or not, Molly knew she had crossed a line. The line of fidelity that she vowed not to cross when she married Chris. 



When she was barely out of high school. 



She was torn. Guilt was there, but it wasn't the usual guilt that dictated most of her decisions and the majority of her life. But it was still….something. Confused, Molly tried hard not to show it. 



On the one hand, she wondered what effect this would have on her life, on her children. Her relationship with her husband was tense already, and she worried about making it worse. 



On the other hand, she had trouble imagining a less-functional relationship than she already had. Chris was almost entirely disengaged emotionally. From her, and from their children. And her own feelings had stagnated as a result. She still admired his intelligence, but the past few years had seen his obvious intelligence consumed by pettiness. He could be quite petty, taking offense and returning emotional acid at anything he viewed as a provocation. He didn't like to be viewed as subordinate or inferior, and often flew into rage when he felt slighted. 



And Mark and Molly didn't blur the line. They had stepped all the way over.



So it naturally surprised Molly to see Chris fumbling about with his response to the situation. It could be genuine fear. There was a man, a trained killer twice his size, standing in between them. But his posture didn't seem fearful, and his tone of voice seemed…different. 



Whatever it was, it was new.



"Shouldn't we talk about that?" Chris repeated at last.



"I'm here, Chris. Talk. What's on your mind?"



* * *



David and Jordan bantered playfully from the opposite sides of their shopping cart. Parked in a wide aisle in the produce section, the two exchanged puns for the fruits and vegetables they were inspecting, stuffing into bags, and placing in the cart.



"In order to for a more perfect onion…" Jordan grinned, holding up a golden one.



"Oooh, Patriotic. Nice. How about…lettuce pray…" David grinned back, inspecting all sides of a fresh green head.



"We must be…pre-peared…" Jordan shook her head in ironic pain at her own terrible joke, setting the fruit in the basket.



"I love hanging out with my best spud…" David shot back, selecting several russets from the display.



Jordan groaned. "I can't believe you beat pre-peared!" 



David laughed, turning around to place the bag in the cart. Jordan was standing silently, wearing a smirk, and holding a small pre-packaged bag of pink lady apples in her hand. 



David was caught off guard. He looked at his wife, unprepared for the tease. He was surprised at how instantly his heart picked up. Jordan was fully clothed in hiking gear–not the most provocative attire. They were not in their bedroom or even in their apartment.



All it took was his wife, a smile, and an apple to instantly arouse him. 



Or…and his heart fluttered further at this…a bag of apples.



"I seem to have read about something like this happening before…" A familiar voice broke into their exchange from behind the vegetable display. They both turned to see and froze as a familiar old man stepped into view. He was dressed casually in a tucked in plaid shirt and jeans, wearing an old faded baseball cap.



"Pastor Ripkin…" Jordan's eyes went wide as she recognized the emeritus pastor from their church that had thrown her into a moral spiral earlier that week. She discreetly placed the bag in the cart and shifted her posture from playful to formal and deferential. "How are you this morning?"



The old man grinned. "Nice young lady, offering her husband some fruit. Looks tasty. What could go wrong?"



David was surprised to see the old pastor as well, but was taken aback at how instantly and totally it changed Jordan's tone. She had switched from erotically playful to abjectly horrified. Almost as if a stranger had walked in on her while naked. He didn't understand why the appearance of this old guy would have such an instant impact. But he was very aware that he didn't grow up in Jordan's world, either. 



"I'm fine dear, no need to be formal. And you can call me Joe. That's my name, after all. I just wanted to say hello, and couldn't help making a little Bible joke when I saw you showing your husband those apples." The old man smiled genuinely. "How is your Saturday going?"



"Fine. We had a nice breakfast and then went for a little hike this morning…" Jordan seemed poised to give a full report, but stopped when she realized what was planned for the evening.



"That sounds lovely, dear. I heard you two having fun and thought I'd come say hello. And to thank you for lending your lovely voice to our choir, dear. I'm looking forward to hearing you all sing tomorrow. Highlight of my week." He nodded at Jordan. "You two seem so well suited. It's nice to see a young couple in love. Makes me miss my Josie…"



Jordan softened. "I'm so sorry…we've only been in the church for a couple years, I never met her."



"That's okay, it was before you joined us. She died six years ago next month. I thought I'd get over it, but I still miss her." He paused for a moment, soaking in the sentiment before turning back to pastoral admonition out of habit: "You two enjoy each other. Especially when you're young!" 



The old man's eyes twinkled as he walked back to his own shopping cart and began to walk away, waving at them genially. "See you both tomorrow morning, I hope!" 



Jordan waited until he disappeared around the aisle cap before her rigid stance began to soften. She leaned slightly forward, looking down toward the ground and grasping the rim of the shopping cart. She exhaled deeply. David lifted an eyebrow. "You okay Jo?"



"Just give me a minute…"



David waited for a moment while she gathered herself. She wearily stood up straight and let out a relieved sigh, rolling her eyes in relief. "That was close…"



"Was it?" David asked, puzzled.



Jordan had a small gleam of moisture breaching the corner of her eyes, which she quickly dabbed away. 



"You okay Jordan?" David repeated himself.



"I just…that was close." 



"It really wasn't, honey. He doesn't know."



"You don't know that. Don't underestimate what a pastor can figure out. Some of those guys can see around corners…"



David snorted incredulously. "What?"



"I'm just saying…just…I know it looks stupid, okay? I just…"



David took a deep breath to reset, then modulated his tone to match her concern. "I get it, honey. I really do. I think we're okay, though. He said we were a good couple. Reminded him of himself. Reminding a pastor of himself…that's like…the best compliment you can get from a pastor, right?"



Jordan laughed in spite of herself. She took a deep breath and seemed to genuinely calm down. "Okay." 



She took another breath."It's okay." 



One more. "I'm okay."



David wasn't convinced. "All right, honey," he said softly, attempting to reassure her. "Should we get the rest of our groceries then? Let's get home and make lunch…I'm starving."



Jordan nodded bravely. "Yeah. I'm okay. I'm good. Yeah, let's go. I'm hungry too. Yeah. For sure…"



* * *



Chris shifted his weight back and forth as he looked down at his hands. His fingers fumbled in his lap, and his face reddened. 



Mark was perplexed. With his limited experience of the family dynamic, he was accustomed to what seemed to be their marital norm: Chris' bored disengagement coupled with Molly's harried attempts to placate him and maintain some appearance of a functional family. Watching Chris fumble awkwardly with words was new. Mark had goaded him into conflict via text message over the last couple of days, and was anticipating…



He didn't know. Something else. A fight. A challenge. A sulk. Something else.



Chris was presenting something entirely unexpected. He looked like a third grade boy with a crush on his teacher.



If Mark was perplexed, Molly was floored. She had known Chris for ten years, and had been married for 8. He had passed through many different personality phases–high achiever, low achiever, industrious, lazy, kind, cruel, disinterested…but all of them were arrogant. Chris liked to be at the front of the stage. When he wanted to control a situation, he grabbed the reins. When he didn't, he would fiercely criticize whoever did have the reins. Watching him rock back and forth in his seat with nothing to say…she had no reference point for that.



Molly was startled as Mark broke the silence. His voice was deep, calm, and commanding as he shattered the thin ice that Chris stood on.



"We've kicked around the edges so far, Chris, but now it just needs said. I had your wife last night. It was great, I really enjoyed it. I took her again this morning. Or at least I took her mouth. Not sure if you count that. I suppose I would. She seemed more than willing both times. 



Silence. Mark continued.



"So…what are your thoughts on that, bud?"



Molly held her breath and looked at her husband. Mark's diminutive use of the word, "bud" would usually trigger her husband into a demeaning, acerbic confrontation. 



Chris's face darkened to a deeper shade of red. He awkwardly threw his hands up in a shrug and let out a one-breath laugh. "I don't know…she's my wife!" He said awkwardly.



The fumbling awkwardness was brought into stark relief as both Mark and Molly saw, when he threw his hands up in a shrug, what had been hiding under his fumbling hands.



Sticking out at a 60 degree angle from his body, his sweatpants concealed–poorly–the telltale sign of a small, but very rigid penis.



Following his experience with Megan, his squad leader's wife the previous week, Mark was less shocked than he otherwise might have been. This was apparently a thing for some married men. Interesting. He had initially been motivated to humiliate the brooding, arrogant underachiever out of sheer disdain. This was not the anticipated outcome. But now everyone knew it. The small fulcrum pressing against Chris' sweatpants was more than enough to shift the weight of the conversation into a new direction. 



This time Molly broke the silence. "Chris?"



"Yeah?" He said, hastily putting his hands in his lap again. 



"How do you feel about that?"



Chris looked down and returned her question with a breathy query of his own. "How do YOU feel about that, Molly?"



Molly paused. Mark looked over at her, catching her eye and causing her to look down toward her own hands and blush. 



The awkward silence returned. Then Mark's low voice broke in again, gravely asserting what neither could bring themselves to admit:



"I think you both liked it."



Neither answered. Unsure of what to say, Mark followed his gut. He stood up, walked behind the camp chair where Molly was seated, and squatted down behind her. From Chris' perspective, all he could see was Mark's square jawed, grizzled face resting over her shoulder. 



Mark reached around the chair and placed his right hand on Molly's stomach. It was large, spanning much of the width of her tight tummy. Molly blushed again, looking down. Chris' eyes widened as Mark's hand angled downward and slid confidently under the waistband of her pants.



* * *



Jordan's eyes were distant as she put away the groceries. David sat at the kitchen table, watching her over the top of his laptop screen. She seemed lost in thought, but this wasn't her dissertation face. She wasn't untangling a complex intellectual problem, she wasn't digging to the root of an issue. She simply seemed concerned, as if someone were looking over her shoulder.



He opened his email to see if any news on the job had come through. Nothing. It was only Saturday, no reason to panic or celebrate prematurely. Still, he was deeply anxious about his prospects. If he got the job, so much would change. And so quickly. If he didn't, it was now known that he interviewed for it. He couldn't stick around as a delivery driver. He was already on Vinny's bad list. But he wasn't sure where he'd go.



"You okay honey?" Jordan interrupted his thoughts. He shook off his worry and smiled. "Fine, babe. How about you?"



Jordan leaned forward, gripping the back of the chair across the table from David. She sighed, then nodded.



"I'm not convinced. What's on your mind?" David asked gently.



"I'm just…I keep running into that old Pastor…it's got me…I don't know. I'm conflicted, baby."



"Why? He seemed cool enough. Are you still bothered about Sunday..."?" David trailed off.



Jordan nodded. "I'm just. It's just kind of deep in my soul to be a certain way, to act a certain way. I always thought that I'd feel a certain way too. Especially after I got married. You know what I mean?"



"No, I don't follow," David said, squinting slightly. Jordan stood up, sighed, and then sat down in the chair across from her husband.



"I always believed, and I was always taught to be a certain kind of girl, to act and present myself a certain way, and most importantly, to be faithful to the things I believed. And to the people I loved."



"Okay, I get that. But we've already talked about…"



"I'm not finished, honey," Jordan grasped his hands to stop his response. 



David held back.



"I want to be faithful and good, baby. I really do. And I know how you feel about it, and that's really important too. But…" Jordan paused again, gathering her thoughts, then continued.



"It's really important to me that my loyalty–my goodness, I guess–comes from feelings. Feelings that I really, truly feel and experience. I want to be faithful to you because I love you. I want to be a good Christian because I love Jesus. I want to have those feelings be a real, present part of my life. When I see Pastor Ripkin, or hear sermons about hypocrisy, I feel like I don't have those feelings. I feel like I've left my commitments behind. I feel like a bad person, a bad wife, and a bad Christian. That's how I feel."



"Okay." David acknowledged. He paused, looking closely at his wife. She seemed like she had more to say, so he waited for her to finish. After a moment, he saw small tears of frustration well out of her eyes.



"I feel like this because I have another feeling, and it's a feeling I'm fighting right now. I feel like this when I'm about to go to M…you know…" 



David nodded. 



"I feel something really deep. Like, a kind of craving. But it's from my body. Not my heart. It…it calls out to me. I can't really explain it. But it's really powerful. I feel like when I listen to my body, that's kind of like listening to the devil, you know? The will of the flesh fighting against the spirit, like it says in the Bible…"



David nodded. "Do you want my opinion, Jo?" Jordan nodded. The tears were now forming tracks down her cheeks. "I don't know know firsthand what you're feeling, baby. But I do recognize what you're describing in myself. That feeling. That conflict. I feel it too. When you're on your way to…you know…I feel like I'm a bad husband, a bad man, a terrible Christian. I feel all of that. I feel that other thing too, how'd you say it? That…deep call from your, right? I definitely feel that, and it scares the crap out of me."



"Really?" Jordan asked, surprised. 



"Definitely," David answered gravely. I don't think it's the same thing you feel, but I think it's close enough for us to realize that we're in this together. And I know I feel that I love you, I love all the things you said. Sometimes those things get a little buried under…I don't know how to say it…the hunger? So when you're gone I feel like those things–that love, that loyalty–are being damaged, but as soon as you come back, there they are. They come right through the door with you. And usually stronger. When you come back to me…" 



Here David paused, emotions rising. His voice broke slightly. 



"I feel so incredibly happy that you come back. You go, and then…Then, you come back. That's really something, baby. That makes me so happy, and makes me love you and want you even more. I don't know everything, but I know this isn't making me feel less love. It's making me feel more love. If that's true for you, too, then…I think that changes things."



Jordan's eyes beamed at her husband's insight. She hadn't thought of that. Looking back, she remembered the intense, deep satisfaction of settling into bed with her husband every night. On the nights that she returned from Mark's bed, she felt that satisfaction more deeply. 



"I think you might be on to something there, mister…" Jordan smiled. "I'll need to think about that some more."



"Okay," David said, cleary relieved. Jordan seemed less preoccupied, more focused on him. They held eye contact, and Jordan leaned over the table and deeply kissed David. He returned the kiss, soaking in the feelings of affection that it brought, squeezed her hands, and then let go to stand up. "Should we make some sandwiches for lunch? Maybe watch a Star Trek episode or something?"



Jordan leaned into a relieved smile. "I'd love that…" 



* * *



Chris looked down in surprised arousal as he watched Mark's large hand slip into his wife's pants. Molly's head stayed down, but the flush in her face moved down her neck and began to spread across her pale chest. Mark felt the smooth skin of her shaved pubis, slowly moving downward until he felt the beginning of her cleft. Molly subtly opened her legs, just enough to allow his large fingers to move between them. 



Molly hoped it wasn't noticeable, but Chris definitely saw her legs move subtly apart. His breathing picked up as he saw the hint of Mark's hand curling between his wife's legs and confidently grasping the space between. Mark stopped and simply held his prize for a moment. Then, he turned his head and whispered gently into Molly's ear. 



"Look at him…"



Molly giggled shyly, then looked up, biting her lip nervously. Chris was deliberately looking down at his hands, avoiding the scene. Mark whispered again.



"Call him."



Molly inhaled quickly, shocked by the unexpected delight of the suggestion.



"Chris."



"Yeah?" Chris said, still looking down.



"Chris. Look up."



Chris looked up and saw Molly, seated comfortably in a nylon camp chair. Red hair, green eyes and her porcelain face reddening with the complex of embarrassment and pride, crimson blossoms opening across her pale white chest. Her white upper teeth were gently biting her lower lip. A man she barely knew was holding her pussy tightly under her pants, and his left hand was confidently moving around her back, slipping under her shirt, and grasping her left breast. 





Chris felt a wet spot forming in his sweat pants.



Mark gave Molly one last squeeze, let go of her body, and stood up.



"It seems we're on the same page, at least at the moment." His voice was confident. The married couple faced each other across the firepit, blushing in silence. 



"Why don't you two take the morning, talk this out, and I'll be back this afternoon. We'll figure out the logistics from there. The kids will be getting up soon, I don't want to confuse them, so I'll head out on my own for a while."



Molly nodded, aroused. Chris said nothing. Mark gave one last look at Chris, placing his right middle finger under his nose and smelling them before walking out toward the beach again.



"One more thing…" Mark said, turning around and facing Molly. The couple looked up at him expectantly. "I felt some wonderful things last night, but I haven't actually seen your body. I'd like to see you in a swimsuit…and not a mom swimsuit. Something that shows off what you've got. I hope you brought something like that. Have it on when I come back. I don't want to be disappointed. Say…around 5?"



Molly looked down and nodded, blushing again.



"Very well. See you at 5, Molly." He nodded at her husband, who had returned his hands to fumbling over his crotch, one last time. "Chris."



Mark turned on his heel and walked back out toward the shore.



* * *



David squeezed Jordan's hand gently to wake her. They had settled into the couch after lunch, binge watching Star Trek: The Next Generation. David loved the show, and Jordan enjoyed it too, although she seemed to enjoy that he enjoyed it more than she enjoyed it on its own merits. Two episodes in, to his delight, she had drifted off to sleep on her husband's shoulder. 



It was a peaceful, snuggle filled afternoon.



David loved when she fell asleep touching him. He loved the fact that she felt safe enough to drift off into such a deeply vulnerable state with him. He loved the gentle, rhythmic breathing she settled into, and the occasional little snores that drifted out of her when she slept at certain angles. He also loved how cute she was when she woke up.



She was exceptionally cute this time, only slowly coming back to consciousness, and running her hand up and down his stomach and chest as she did so. She loved physical affection and connection, it was a major part of her love language, and David loved it. When in that quasi-conscious state, that affection was unfiltered, totally natural. Her instinct was to touch and love, which deepened his feelings for her in the moment.



Jordan mewed gently as she came out of her afternoon post turkey sandwich coma. "Hey baby, did Picard beat the Cardassians yet?"



"That was three episodes ago, sweetie," David chuckled.



"Oh, sorry." Jordan sat up, looking apologetically over at him with messy hair. "What time is it?"



"It's 5:30, and don't worry about falling asleep honey. I think it's cute."



Jordan smiled. They sat in silence for a few moments.



Her appointment with Mark was at 7. They both knew it, but neither would outright say it.



After a few awkward moments, Jordan, finally fully conscious and present, broached the subject obliquely. 



"Well…I guess I'll go get ready…"



David nodded gravely, trying to hide his excitement.



Jordan ran her hand through her hair, provisionally straightening it before standing up and walking down the hallway. David placed his hand in his lap and turned back to watching his show. 



Jordan moved efficiently through her dresser, working through what to wear. Cute pink panties with matching bra. Check. Are yoga pants too forward? Are jeans too awkward to mess with? Don't want to spend too much time awkwardly fumbling, but she needed to look presentable on the way over. She needed to look like she wasn't going where she was definitely going. Like she wasn't about to do what she was definitely about to do. How does a girl dress for that?



She finally settled on light blue jeans that hinted at, but didn't show off her butt too much and a maroon top that hinted at her cleavage. Enough to catch Mark's attention, but not so much that anyone who saw her on her way to or from his place would automatically suspect a playdate was afoot. Grabbing the pile of clothes and heading to the bathroom, she became aware of her elevated heart rate. This part always got her going. Getting ready for…



She took a deep breath…



Getting ready for him.



Crossing the hallway, she saw David looking at her through the corner of his eye, pretending to focus on the TV. She smiled to herself as she moved into the bathroom and shut the door, removing all of her clothes. Then, as she turned the shower on to warm up, she got an idea.



She opened the bathroom door and came out to the living room, surprising her husband. Thankfully, the blinds had been shut to block out the sun while they watched TV. David's eyes widened as Jordan, fully nude, walked toward him.



God she was beautiful. Perfect proportions. Smooth, soft skin that was basically flawless. Her post-nap messy hair was also strangely magnetic, although he couldn't tell why. Her small nipples were tightened on her perky breasts already. Clearly her engines had started…



"David…" Jordan said quietly.



"Yeah?" David responded, still focused on her body.



"Do you want to watch me get ready?"



David's slow ascent into arousal shot upward. "Ummm, okay?" he fumbled out.



"You don't have to…I just thought, you know…you might like to watch me get ready for him."



For him. Just that pronoun. That third person masculine pronoun. Him.



David caught his breath. "Okay. yeah, I think I'd like that…" He stood up quickly to follow her, but she put out her hand to keep him at arm's length. "Just watch, okay? No hanky-panky. That's for later." She smiled playfully at him. He nodded in understanding. "Oh, and David?"



"Yeah?"



"Go put your panties on."



David blushed and nodded. She called out after him. 



"I'm wearing the pink ones tonight, so find your pink pair. I want us to match…"



David didn't hesitate to make his way into the bedroom. He threw open his top drawer and dug through to the bottom, where a small multi-pack of women's panties in various colors was stored. The arrangement, begun the previous week when she began taking her lover without a condom, was that he wear the same color panties that she wore to her date. He found the pink pair, and hastily dropped his pants and boxer shorts down to his ankles, awkwardly kicking them off. Then, following a strange instinct he couldn't quite place, he removed his shirt, so that he was completely naked. 



He caught a glimpse of his body from the side in Jordan's full-length dressing mirror. His relatively short, thin body standing over a pile of discarded men's clothes, clutching a pair of pink panties in one hand, his small penis visibly erect. He looked away, briefly stunned, and turned away from the mirror before sliding the smooth fabric over his legs and snapping it into place over his erection. 



Walking back into the bathroom, he found Jordan already in the shower, facing away while washing her hair.



"Hey baby," she called out cheerfully. "Did you find the pink ones?"



"Yes."



"Are you wearing them?" 



"Yeah, I'm wearing them," David struggled against his own voice.



Jordan finished rinsing and turned around, peeking around the transparent curtain in surprise. "You're not wearing anything else!"



David reddened and nodded, looking down.



"Interesting…" She paused, then ducked back into the shower. "I like the impulse, honey, but I don't think you're ready for that. Go put your clothes back on, just keep the panties on under them. Okay?"



"Okay," David said, obeying. 



He scuttled across the hall and picked up his discarded clothes, dropping his boxer shorts in the hamper before hopping and flailing into his jeans and shirt. 



When he returned, she was nearly finished with her body wash. A new scent. The bathroom was filled with flowery, feminine air. Still rubbing the lather over her skin and curves, David was once again mesmerized by her movements. She looked up from her work and smiled as she finished her rinse. Then she turned away and turned off the shower. 



"Hand me a towel, honey?"



David pulled a fresh, neatly folded towel out of the closet and handed it to her. Moving to dry herself off, she appeared to have an idea, and handed David the towel. 



"Why don't you do this part?" she smiled playfully, stepping out of the shower toward him.



"Okay…" David took the towel and began patting down his wife's moist body. The softness of her skin was most apparent right after the visible drops leftover from the shower disappeared into the towel. 



Her skin was warm, David observed to himself. Warmer than usual. Likely from early, perhaps latent arousal. Passing over her arms first, he walked around her back and moved the towel gently over her smooth, bare back and tight buttocks. Jordan's head drooped forward slightly, luxuriating in her husband's touch. He walked around her front and repeated his motions, pausing briefly to kiss her breasts and stomach. 



Then David dropped to his knees and began to dab her feet before stretching the towel around each leg and drying up to her middle. Finally, he patted her pubic hair dry before yielding to the impulse to kiss between her legs.



Jordan giggled and put her hand on the back of his head. He took that as an invitation and extended his tongue into the soft, tangled thatch covering her sex.



Jordan clicked her tongue and closed her hand around a tuft of David's hair, pulling his head away. "No."



Her voice was playfully stern, admonishing her husband on the evening's boundaries. David yielded and stood to meet her eyes apologetically.



Jordan smiled gently. "It's okay sweetie. Just hop on out for a bit, I'm going to get dressed, okay?"



"Okay," David responded, disappointed. He hung the towel on the rack and left the bathroom, closing the door gently behind him. He paced between the kitchen and living room area of their small apartment. He heard a hair dryer running in the bathroom. Nothing out of the ordinary there. 



Yet the time dragged. He sat down on the couch and opened his laptop, looking for a show to watch. He had a pretty good collection of science fiction shows, but he liked to share those with Jordan. He decided to access the CNBC live stream, catch up on the economic news. He leaned back, comfortable in the scrolling numbers and running commentary on equity, market fluctuations, accrued value. He briefly forgot the strange circumstances unfolding around him.



Then the bathroom door opened. In an instant, his entire predicament leaped into the front of his mind. He jerked around to see Jordan emerging. She was wearing a tight, but otherwise unremarkable sky blue jeans and a dark red top. Her hair was dry and neat, clearly freshly groomed. She wore makeup, but it was subtle. She looked like she was on her way out the door for a lunch date. Casual, sexy, confident. But not overly so.



God, it was perfect. 



David stood up involuntarily, turning to face her directly. A kind of unconscious deference to her. He subtle placed one hand over his growing erection.



Jordan checked the time on her phone. "I'm running late, honey. Could you do the weekly kitchen clean while I'm gone? I'd really appreciate it…"



David nodded. "Yeah, I can do that. Ummm. Have fun…I love you…"



Jordan smiled and walked forward, stepping confidently into his personal space. 



They stood face to face. In silence. 



David was unsure of what she wanted. He leaned forward to kiss her.



She leaned back, shaking her head slightly. "I just put on makeup honey." 



David's erection stiffened. "Ummm, okay."



Jordan waited expectantly for a moment before breaking the silence. Finally, she did:



"What are the rules, David?" 



David shook his head. Of course. "Sorry, forgot. I have to stay here, and I can't touch myself, and I have to keep the uh…you know…panties on."



"Good." Jordan smiled. "One more. What's the big one?" 



David looked down, embarrassed. "You text me when you get there and when you're leaving…"



"That's my part…what's yours? Remember?"



David mumbled out a few syllables, saying nothing audible.



David…" Jordan prodded.



"I'm not allowed to interrupt you when you're having sex." David blurted. 



"That's right, honey. So no texting or calling unless it's an emergency, okay?" Jordan reached out and grasped her husband's hand.



"One more thing. Remember what I said earlier, about…before I go?"



David returned her look, perplexed.



"I wanted you to ask me something…"



David's eyes widened. She was serious. His face flushed. She couldn't be serious. He looked at her in a panic.



Jordan's gaze was soft, imploring. She waited. After a lengthy pause, she let go of his hand and reached for her phone. "Maybe we should cancel tonight…"



"No…" David shot back, grasping her hand again. "I can do it." 



This time, Jordan's face flushed slightly, and she almost giggled, momentarily breaking the facade of her gentle, commanding presence.



"Can you…um…can you go have sex with Mark tonight?"



Jordan regained her composure. "Of course I CAN, honey. But that's a little too seedy. You make it sound like it's all about me. We need to think of this in terms of us, of our relationship. There are good words to use here. Maybe we should have practiced. Let's try it again. You're my husband, and you want me to do something, right? Remember to use all the right words…"



David thought for a moment, then tried again, still sputtering. "Jordan, will you…um…be my hotwife tonight?"



Jordan smiled and squeezed his hand. "Closer, honey. You used one of the magic words, but not all of them."



"Jordan…" David felt his small penis begin to weep in his pants. "Will you be my hotwife tonight? And will you…umm…make me your cuckold tonight?"



He was sweating, still looking down at his shoes. Jordan let go of one of his hands and lifted up his chin so she could see his eyes. "You want me to cuck you tonight, David?"



David inhaled quickly, holding his breath and nodding. Jordan smiled sweetly, soaking in a new feeling. He was wrapped around her little finger now. This was…interesting.



"One more magic word, David, and then I'll go make your wish come true. Try again. One more time."



"Jordan," David took a deep breath and let it out. "Will you cuck me tonight? Please?"



Jordan nodded, smiled, leaned forward, and gently kissed her husband's cheek. 



David watched her, heart pounding, as she picked up her purse and keys and walked out.



The door clicked shut behind her.



The apartment was quiet.
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Jordan pulled into the parking lot of a sprawling condo complex on the far side of town. She navigated the used Camry she owned with David into the guest parking lot. She pulled into an empty space opposite a neat row of townhouses. 



The complex contained a half dozen rows of townhouses arranged around a shared central courtyard. Her destination was on the far side of that courtyard, so she had to walk through the common area.



It was nice. Not fancy, but nice. 



This complex was mainly occupied by junior officers and staff non-commissioned officers who worked at the nearby Marine Corps base at Quantico. Many of them had small, young families. Jordan smiled to herself as she walked past a small playground with a stray unpaired children's shoe abandoned on a bench near the swing set. 



Jordan checked her watch. It was 7:45. Most of the children were likely being coaxed to bed. Exhausted parents were probably collapsing in front of a TV after doing battle with young children all day. 



The air was sleepy. Jordan made her way through the nicely landscaped walkways that moved between the rows of townhouses, observing several neatly organized porches that showed yet more signs of young children. Small bicycles tucked behind grills. Little play kitchens next to stacked adirondack chairs.



Her destination was unit 60. Row 6, first unit on the left. Jordan took a deep breath as the door came closer, trying to regulate her breathing and walk casually. 



She was secretly terrified that the military wives would see her and know why she was there. She left her wedding ring locked in the glove box of her Camry to soften the scandal of her being here. Her outfit definitely indicated a date, but not necessarily of the…benign variety…



Shaking her head to herself, she tried to seem casual as she walked. Like she belonged there. 



Easy. 



Or not. 



In her mind's eye, Jordan ran a gauntlet of judgmental looks lurking just behind the front-room window shades of each and every townhouse she passed. Young mothers on the lookout for bad influences in their living space. Hostile, gossipy fingers parting blinds every so slightly, single, squinting eyes identifying her as "that girl…"



Premature tears of embarrassment welled just inside the corners of Jordan's eyes as she approached unit 60 and walked up the two steps to the stoop. She knocked briskly and hastily pulled her phone out of her purse to text her husband. 



Jordan: Just got here.



The answer came immediately



David: I love you! 😍



Jordan smiled, put her phone back into her purse, and waited, secretly willing her heart to slow. She made hasty adjustments to her hair as she heard the smooth, heavy approach of his footsteps. The lone inhabitant of unit 60. 



The doorknob clicked and the portal opened quickly, confidently and wide. 



Jordan, a thin, brunette, 24 year old grad student stood face to face with a tall, dark, broad, 35 year marine captain. 



He was nearly a foot taller than her.



Mark smiled warmly as he looked down at his visitor.



"Jordan." His voice rumbled. "Glad you could make it. Please, come in."



He stepped aside to let her walk in. 



Jordan shivered.



* * *



Sergeant Mark Rein had just settled down in his camp chair to pass the morning with his book when it occurred to him to check his phone. After his evening and morning with Molly, he had been pleasantly distracted. It was a nice feeling to have someone infatuated with you. He had conquered a married woman, and it had successfully relaxed his tensions to a surprising degree. He hadn't checked his phone since he had taunted his lover's husband the night before. He picked up the phone, entered the code, and unlocked it. 



3 messages. 



1 message from Shithead. Apparently Chris reached out at some point in the evening, and he had missed it. 



Interesting. 



He opened the message.



One word.



Shithead: Thanks



Interesting.



Very interesting.



Mark's eyebrows lifted, shrugging off the cryptic expression of gratitude sent by the new cuckold. He'd figure that out later.



Next message.



From Megan Poisson.



He smirked in disbelief. Hard to believe his luck, bedding two married women within a month of his first combat deployment. This could make it much harder to get on the plane when the final orders came.



Megan: Bonjour, Achilles. Hit me up if you're in the mood.



Even more interesting. This could take the morning in a new direction. 



Third text…



From Corporal Arnold. Second squad leader.



Arnold: We had an incident last night. Jett got arrested. Underage drinking. They didn't end up charging him. He's home now, no DUI or anything.



Fuck.



Well…fuck.



Mark hit the dial button on Arnold's number. It rang twice…



"Hey sarge, what's…"



"What happened?" Mark cut him off.



"Just a kid at a party. Got caught drunk, didn't run, didn't resist. Cops arrested him, found out he was about to deploy, let him out when his parents showed up."



"Shit. No charges, though?"



"Nope."



"You talk to him?"



"Yep."



"He sober yet?"



"Yeah, I talked to him about an hour ago. He's pretty much shitting himself. First time he's ever been in any kind of trouble. Probably ever."



"Good."



"You gonna suspend his leave?"



Mark sighed. "That's up to the brass. I'm gonna talk to him first."



"OK. Take it easy, it could have been way worse."



"I'm aware of that. Thanks for the heads up."



They hung up. Mark scrolled through his phone contacts until he found Jett's number and dialed it.



It gave half a ring before



"Good morning, sergeant…"



"Good morning my ass, Jett," Mark barked into the phone. "Explain yourself."



"OK, first off, I fucked up. I know it. I'm really, really sorry. I went to this party, my buddies and everything, some girls…"



"I know what a party is, Jett."



"Right, okay…so, I was just hangin' out, and I had a few beers. I'm 20, it's like…I'm almost 21, it's not an excuse, but like…"



"I know how numbers work, Jett. They're not working in your favor. You know how I feel about excuses."



"Right, sorry. So like…the cops show up to tell us to turn down the music, and we do it, and they see some high school kid who was there, and he was passed out…once they started asking questions…everyone bolted."



"You didn't?"



"The high school kid was my buddy's little brother, I couldn't just leave him there. Looked like he needed help. Plus, the party was kinda out in the boonies, I would have had to drive, and I knew I shouldn't…so…"



Mark sighed and rubbed his eyes in exasperation. 



"OK," he said at length. "Pack your shit. You're coming back."



Mark could hear the wind coming out of the young marine's sails. There was still a week of leave left. Nobody wanted to be pulled back to base now, especially when everyone else was gone. Jett would have sat at the barracks alone. Missing out.



"Aye, sergeant," Jett replied glumly.



"Keep your phone on, I'm gonna call the captain, make it official."



"I will."



They hung up.



Mark sighed again and searched through his contacts. Normal protocol would have him notify his platoon commander, a lieutenant, but he was out of the country. He dialed the company commander, Captain Wolf. The phone rang twice.



"Rein. What's up?"



"Good morning sir. I'm afraid I've got a marine who was arrested, although they didn't charge him and they let him go last night. He's at his parents' house now."



"Who?"



"PFC Jett."



"Not one of the usual troublemakers. What was he charged with?"



"Underage drinking."



"That's not uncommon."



"No it's not, sir."



The captain sighed into the phone. "Well, what do you think we should do?"



"Let me handle it, sir. Don't revoke his leave."



"If he were physically with you, I'd be more inclined to do that, sergeant."



"I understand, sir.And I agree. But he showed some good judgment in the moment when he was caught. He didn't run from the cops, he didn't get behind the wheel, and there was someone that needed his help, and he didn't leave him behind. He made some bad judgments, but he made some good ones too, when it went down. I'm inclined to reward that instinct. And I'll deal with the bad judgment when leave is over."



"I suppose that's a fair point, Rein." Captain Wolf paused before continuing. "If he messes up again, I'm charging you both."



"Understood, sir."



"Anything else? Are you enjoying your leave?"



Still on the phone, Mark heard a noise behind him. He stood up quickly from his camp chair and turned around, only to find Molly smiling as she walked onto his campsite. She was wearing…good God…



"Rein? You still there?"



"Sorry sir," Mark shook his head to regain focus. "Yes sir, I am…I am enjoying my leave. Some…beautiful scenery up here…"



Captain Wolf chuckled. "I'll let you get back to it. Keep Jett in line, and I'll see you when we all get back."



"Aye sir. Thank you for your time."



They hung up.



Mark took in the new sight. Molly's red hair hung just below her pale, smooth shoulders, her femininity thinly concealed by a sporty black bikini. 



Her body was impressive. Especially impressive after having two kids. Her thin, work-toned frame betrayed a physically active life. Her B-cup breasts were cute and soft, half covered by the subtle curves of her bikini top. Her tummy was smooth, soft, and inviting, leading the eye down to her bikini bottom, which took the form of a slight curve on the three sides of an inverted triangle converging in a tuck between her legs.



Molly giggled. "I hope I didn't interrupt anything important," she said playfully. "I actually drove into town to buy this while Chris watched the kids. Do you like it?" 



And her legs…Good god. One of those rare women whose legs looked better out of yoga pants than in them…



Molly blushed as Mark looked up and down her body. He raised his finger in the air next to his face and swirled it around, gesturing to twirl. Slowly. She smiled deeply as she turned around, looking over her shoulder as he checked out her back side. 



The backside was as appealing as the front. Shoulders, back, all exposed with just a small string stretched slightly above the middle. The bikini bottom was a little wider, covering just a little extra weight. Just enough to make the whole picture…



"Turn around." Molly turned to face him again. "Very nice. I like it." Molly grinned happily. 



She hadn't heard a compliment like this in…



And she definitely hadn't heard a compliment like this from someone like… 



Mark took a step forward so that their bodies were close together, slipping his hands under the waist of her bikini and pulling it forward so that he could look down the front. Molly blushed more deeply as he ran his fingers over her smooth skin under her bikini bottom, briefly slipping one finger between her legs.



Moist.



He snapped the bikini bottom back into place, and ran his hands up her stomach and over her breasts. He pulled the cups down slightly to reveal her nipples.



Molly bit her bottom lip slightly, then hastily looked around to see if anyone was looking. Mark picked up on the signal and let go of the garment.



"It's good, Molly. It's real good. You ready for tonight?"



"Yeah…" Molly whispered under her breath, looking down shyly. Afraid to admit just how ready.



"Good. Just put a shirt and shorts on over this when you get back."



Molly looked confused.



"You're my girl this week. This outfit is for me," Mark clarified. "Chris should know you're wearing it, but he can only enjoy it if I'm around. Make sense?"



Molly looked surprised, then smiled in recognition. She nodded brightly. 



"OK, good. I'll be by for dinner. Same time, right?" Molly nodded again, turning to walk away, subtly emphasizing her steps to draw attention to her swinging hips. She looked over her shoulder to see Mark's eyes still on her and gave a playful finger wave before disappearing down the trail.



"Good God…" Mark muttered to himself. He sat back down in his camp chair and sat still for a moment, waiting for his erection to go down.



He composed himself, he called Jett again. 



Half a ring.



"Good morning, sergeant, I'm almost done packing, my dad said…"



"Shut up, Jett. You're not coming back, you're going to stay on leave."



"Really?" Jett's voice betrayed obvious excitement.



"Yeah. I just got off the phone with the CO. I told him he should revoke your leave. He stood up for you. You're staying out on leave because he told me to back down. He pulled rank so I couldn't haul your ass back. You get it?"



"Yes, sergeant…"



"Now listen closely. No more parties. It's family time now. You drink another drop of alcohol and I'll break my foot off in your ass. Count on it. Understand?"



"Yes sergeant."



"You will call your squad leader every night to verify you're sober. He will report that fact to me. Do. Not. Try. Me. I will turn you into my new living room rug. Understood?"



"Yes, sergeant, I understand."



"Good. Let me talk to your mom.



Shocked silence. "Umm, she's not here…my dad is…" Jett stammered.



"Fine, whatever. Whichever parent is closest to you now. Hand them the fucking phone."



"Umm…okay."  The phone went silent for a moment before the voice a nervous middle aged man came on.



"Hello?"



"Mr. Jett, my name is Jack Rein, I'm your son's platoon sergeant."



"I thought so…he's mentioned…we've heard about you before."



"Hopefully all bad," Mark chuckled.



Mr. Jett chuckled back nervously.



"I'm sorry to take your time, sir, and I appreciate you talking to me. The command has to address your son's arrest. I just want you to know that he's in no real trouble, but we need to keep him away from parties and friends that might cause this to happen again. He's a good marine and a highly capable machine gunner, and we're deploying in a few weeks. I need him there with us."



"Okay…" Mr. Jett replied uncertainly.



"I've already told him what we need, but I'm just bringing you into the loop. I can't control this when he's on leave, but I'd really like it if he spent the rest of his leave with family. Keep it low key. Just to make sure he doesn't get into trouble."



"Okay. I think his mother will be happy to hear that."



Mark laughed. "Yeah, I guess she would, wouldn't she? Anyway, thank you for your time, sir, and tell that little turd I love him like a brother. And don't tell him this part, but just so you and his mom know: I've got his back."



The line was silent for a moment, and Mr. Jett replied, trying to hide his emotion. "That's good to hear from his leaders. That's really good to hear. Thank you."



"Thank you, sir. And please, have a good day."



* * *



Jordan darted past Mark and into his condo. Mark smiled slightly and shut the door behind her. 



She turned around, red-faced.



"I hate the walk up to your place. So many people between my car and your door…"



Mark chuckled. "What are you afraid of?"



Jordan looked down. "I don't know," she mumbled slightly. 



"Are you ashamed of me?" Mark asked.



Jordan looked up and shook her head vigorously. "No, that's not…"



Mark smiled slightly and stepped forward toward Jordan, extending his arms around her. She leaned into his chest and slid her arms around his neck. She liked the feel of his larger body against hers.



"It's okay, I get it." he said gently. Jordan could actually feel his deep voice vibrate in his chest where her cheek lay.



Mark held her for a minute, before engaging in polite chitchat.



"How was your week?"



"Fine. Busy, but fine. David and I went on a hike this morning, that was fun."



"Uh huh. See anything?" Mark slowly let go of Jordan, and took a step back. 



"Nothing out of the ordinary. Just nature. Just relaxing." He took her hand, and began to walk away, leading her through his front room. Through a small hallway. Back, toward the kitchen. 



Jordan continued to chat nervously as she followed through the neatly kept living room, down a short hallway, and finally into a tidy kitchen with a small breakfast island. 



"I fell asleep watching Star Trek reruns," she said nervously, trying to maintain the chitchat. "David loves Star Trek, and I think it's fun too. Have you ever seen it? It's kind of…um…maybe you wouldn't like it…"



Mark had casually led her up to the edge of the island, moved a stool aside, and directed Jordan to stand in its place. He let go of her hand, and walked to the refrigerator. "Would you like a bottle of water?"



"Umm, yeah, thanks…" 



Jordan felt silly standing there. This was new. In the past, Mark had her sit in the living room and they would chat for a few minutes before he made his move. Then, after some passionate kissing, he would point upstairs. She would go, he would follow. She was looking forward to that part.



But again, this was new. What was in the kitchen?



Mark retrieved two cold bottles of water and returned to the island, standing across from Jordan. 



"I have seen it." He said, responding to her Star Trek question. "I'm actually a fan, although it's not something I say too loud at work." He smiled, and Jordan smiled back. A slight scar was just visible on the ridge of his chin. On the right side, where the skin curved under the bone. She hadn't noticed it before. Maybe the light in the kitchen made it visible.



"Well," she continued, "I fell asleep on the couch, so I was a little groggy when I drove over. I'm all good now though." She chuffed out an awkward laugh. 



Nerves. Making the uncertain air between them awkward. 



Both unscrewed the caps on their water bottles, and Mark raised his in a toast. Jordan touched her bottle to his, raising an eyebrow at him as she did so.



Mark took a drink, then asked: "Who's your favorite character on Next Gen?"



"Next Gen? Next Generation? You know the lingo!" Jordan laughed.



Mark smiled and nodded.



Jordan began to relax, pausing to think about it. "Well, I guess it would have to be Data. The idea of an android gaining consciousness and trying to understand humans, while not feeling emotions…he's got an interesting…umm…interesting…um.."



As she spoke, Mark had come around the island and stood behind her, brushing her hair back over her shoulder, first on one side, then the other. Then he ran his hand up and down her back, causing her skin to buzz with excitement. She began talking through a shy smile, and fumbling with her words.



"An interesting what?"



"An interesting journey, I guess. A journey of…of…um…of  self discovery." Mark's touch became a bit heavier, as if he were signaling something to her. Like he wanted her to do something, but she couldn't know what.



"I suppose he does. Do you think Data eventually discovers himself?" Mark now settled his hand in the small of her back and nudged her forward until she took small awkward steps, her waist gently soon touching the edge of the counter top. 



"Hard to say," she replied. "Do you? Does anybody? I think Data thinks he's different…um…what's going on?"



Mark's hand had risen up to between her shoulder blades and he had gently but firmly pushed forward. He didn't speak. 



The push became firmer. 



Jordan leaned, then braced her body with her hands, and eventually succumbed to the pressure and laid her torso across the counter. Mark gently ran his outstretched palm back and forth over her back again as they conversed. 



Their conversation was now marked by incongruity. He stood straight up with one hand holding a water bottle,, she flopped awkwardly on the counter top, toes barely touching the ground. She, too, still held a water bottle, unsure of how to let it go or where to put it. 



What was happening?.



"Don't worry about it," Mark responded casually. "I could see you being intrigued by Data. Lot of interesting psychology in a compelling android character. What makes a mind, that sort of thing. I can see it." His left hand danced lightly around her back, and she began to relax again. This was…a kind of massage? She could get into that…



"I'm more of a Worf fan myself," Mark continued. "Warrior culture, an ethos of honor, compelling family story. Gels with my own choice of profession, lifestyle. I don't like, speak Klingon, though. I'm not that much of a nerd." Mark chuckled at his own joke. Jordan echoed with her own contented hum. This back rub felt good, even if her legs hanging off the counter was a little awkward. 



Mark continued. "But your point is interesting. How do you think Data thinks he's different?"



"Mmmm…That's a tricky question," she said lazily. "He thinks…um…"



Mark casually replaced the cap on his water bottle and set it down on the corner of the counter. He reached around and confidently unbuttoned Jordan's pants, pulling the zipper quickly down to its base. He then gently but firmly grabbed the waistband of her pants on either side of her hips.



"Don't mind me…" Mark intoned, with surprising indifference. "How does your favorite character think? I'd love to know your thoughts."



Jordan's face flustered. "He's..um…very self aware, and he knows he's different, but he has trouble imagining the ways that he's the same. There's more depth…uh…ummm…"



Mark pulled her pants down to her ankles. 



"He knows so much about…" Jordan's flustrated responses seemed to annoy Mark as his motions became less gentle. He slipped his right hand around her waist and down the front of her small, lacy pink panties. Sliding his fingers through the soft, downy thatch of her pubic hair, he slipped two large fingers between her legs.



"More depth, you say? Come on, Jordan. Focus." Mark's tone was impatient. "We're having a conversation here. I'm interested in your thoughts." 



Jordan was in a fog. She her arousal had been building for much of the evening, and his touch threw her off her usual conversational poise. She moaned as he began moving his fingers back and forth, her moist arousal beginning to coat his fingers.



"He, umm…What are we talking about?"



"Star Trek. Data. Depth." Mark said curtly. 



"Umm…I think he's more human than anyone is ready to…ohh…" Jordan abandoned the thought as Mark's masculine middle finger slipped between her labia and penetrated her. Her eyes glazed over as her whole body began to warm to his attention.



"Nothing more to add?" Mark asked innocently.



Jordan moaned in response. 



"Okay. Kind of a weird place to end a thought like that, but okay." Mark paused, withdrew his hands, and pulled her panties down to her ankles, just above the crinkled pile of her pants still bunched on top of her shoes.



Jordan's breathing was nudged into an elevated rhythm as Mark exposed her. He stood up, reached his long arm over her back and pressed her head gently down. Jordan surprised herself with her willing acquiescence, turning her head toward the wall and resting her cheek on the countertop. 



Cold. 



She was now resting entirely on the smooth tile of Mark's kitchen island, cheek on counter, arms spread, right hand awkwardly clutching a water bottle, toes barely touching the ground.



Mark returned his attention to her legs and the space between, crouching at her side and caressing the outer and upper regions with his right hand, and inserting the middle finger of his left hand directly into her warmth. He continued this two pronged approach for a few minutes, responding to the twitches and tensions of Jordan's body until it became clear that her arousal was building toward something concrete.



"Oh my gosh, Mark. What…umm…what are you…"



"Shhhh," Mark hushed her. He increased the pace of his left hand and kept the same, gentle, soothing motions with his right. A wet rhythmic sucking noise slowly rose in the kitchen, followed by gentle, moist slaps. A soft, sustained feminine moan soon followed. Mark sensed the clear signs of an orgasm rising as Jordan's legs began to twitch and her pussy tightened. He increased intensity until her legs began to curl upward, rushing toward the threshold, and then deftly extracted his finger from her body, pulled up her panties, pulled her pants up over them, and stood up to walk out of the room.



* * *.

David paced back and forth from the living room to the kitchen. She had texted about an hour before. It was too early to worry.



Worry.



Not the right word. 



Worry implied some degree of uncertainty. And David knew exactly what was going on. Well, not exactly.



He knew where she was. 



Although, not really. She didn't give him the address or anything. Just that it was near the Quantico base.



He knew who she was with. Although, not totally. He knew who her lover was, knew his name, knew some things about him. A marine captain she met at school. Tall, handsome, strong. Other physical attributes that were relevant to both their arousal.



David shuddered.



So he knew who she was with. But he had never met the man. He remained a foggy presence in his mind. An idea that was real. Just real somewhere else. Somewhere he didn't have access to.



And it was that thought that upped the tension in this evening's stream of consciousness. The thought of a reality he couldn't reach, couldn't see, couldn't contribute to. And yet this misty reality drove his desire in a way he couldn't comprehend…



He shook it off. What else did he know?



He knew what she was doing. Although, not entirely. He knew that her clothes were likely no longer on her body. The cute pink lacy bra probably rested in a rumpled pile on the floor of this man's bedroom. The cute pink panties that, at some point in the last hour, had dropped around her delicate bare feet before she stepped out of them toward her lover. 



Lacy pink panties that matched the ones he was wearing.



David shuddered again, pacing back and forth. His breathing picked up. 



He had asked her to cuck him. The look on her face as he asked…



He winced, unsure what to name the feeling that caused the convulsion.



He had asked her to cuck him. She had agreed. The gentle acquiescence of her eyes burned deeply into his mind's eye.



He knew it. There was no doubt. Her panties had dropped around her delicate ankles, resting on her cute bare feet before she stepped out of them.



He was sweating. He paced again.



Her panties had dropped around…



David yielded to the intrusive thought and dropped his pants to his ankles, flipping his shirt over his neck. He tried to step out of his pants, forgetting that his shoes were still on. He awkwardly kneeled, fumbling with the shoes before pulling them off violently without untying them and tossing them aside. He then rolled onto his back like a turtle and yanked his pants off over his feet before standing up and composing himself.



He closed his eyes and breathed in deeply before opening them and pacing again, this time with a much more calm, measured step. 



David Stark paced around the interior of the little apartment he shared with his wife, wearing only white gym socks and the lacy pink panties gently strained into a tent by his small erection. He counted off his breaths, one per step, as he slowed the pace of his body.



But his mind and heart continued to race. 



He knew where she was.



He knew who she was with.



He knew what she was doing. 



He closed his eyes and let the thought off of its leash.



He knew that her cute pink lacy bra lay in a rumpled pile on the floor of this man's bedroom. He drank in the thought of those cute pink panties that, at some point, had dropped around her delicate bare feet before she stepped out of them toward her lover. 



David looked at his watch. 8:15. He walked back toward the bedroom he shared with his wife, coming to a stop perpendicular to Jordan's full length mirror. 



Only through the corner of his eye could he see himself in this grossly inappropriate situation. 



It was repulsive to see, on one level. He looked forward, minimizing his view of himself.



That repulsion was no match for the intrusive thought.



And even with his gaze turned forward, he saw lacy pink panties, standing out against the tamer colors of the room, loudly signaling to him like a nautical flag in a storm. 



David looked at his watch again. 8:16. 



By now, her cute, lacy pink panties had certainly dropped around her delicate ankles, resting on her feet before she stepped out of them. 



Stepped out of them toward her lover. 



Before she stepped out of them…



David's trembling hands grasped the waistband of his own lacy pink panties, pulling them over his taught penis and halfway down his thigh. 



He let go of the material, watching it fall down his own hairy legs and rest in a delicate pile on top of his own stockinged feet.



Jordan's legs were surely smoother. And her feet would be bare. And so much more feminine…



David stepped out of the panties and desperately grabbed himself, rubbing furiously with his thumb and forefinger. He hunched over as a bright intensity of feeling washed over his body. 



Oh God. 



David fought to keep his balance.



Oh my god. Jordan is cucking me. Right now. I know it.  I asked her to cuck me. I asked her to c… 



* * *



It took Jordan a few moments to process what was happening. She didn't quite grasp what was happening in between her rising sexual climax and the feeling of her pants being pulled over her hips to rest on her waist. 



It was as if a blanket were thrown onto an open flame. The flame, smothered, the heat remaining.



It was disorienting, to say the least. 



Also not just a little bit mean. 



Like being punched by a stranger while luxuriating in a warm, thick fog. 



Jordan, beyond confused, lifted her head off the counter top, her eyes darting around. Mark was walking out of the room, leaving her torso sprawled awkwardly on the island. She rose up to her elbows and looked over her shoulder.



"Umm…Mark?"



No response. She stood up straight, turned nervously around, and tiptoed into the hall. 



No Mark. 



She tiptoed down the hall and leaned forward to peek into the living room. Mark was there, sitting in a leather chair, reading a book. 



She ducked back into the hall, confused. 



A little scared. 



Had she done something wrong?



Mark had left her pants button undone and her zipper down. She zipped up her pants and buttoned them, and straightened her shirt, which had gotten slightly rumpled when she was laying on the tile counter top. Running her hands through her hair, she hoped her efforts bought her a little bit of dignity as stepped gingerly into the front room. 



They didn't. Mark didn't look up. 



She knocked gently on the wall to get his attention, and then cringed, immediately regretting it. 



"I can hear you," Mark said gently.



"Ummm, okay…uh…everything okay?"



"Fine. Just reading."



Jordan's face reddened. "Did I, um, do something wrong?"



"What do you mean?"



"Well, you…you left."



"I did."



Jordan's face warmed further.



"I'm just, uh, I'm just wondering why? Did I do something to offend you? If I did, I'm sorry, I don't really know…"



"You agreed to be here at 7:00. You arrived at 7:50."



Jordan's face burned. "I'm sorry, I didn't realize…um, I'm…I'm sorry."



"I accept your apology."



Jordan looked down, crossing her arms by grabbing her opposite biceps. The standard girl pose signifying the worst kind of feeling: the terrible nexus between humiliated, scared, and insecure. 



"Do you want me to go?" she asked, the vulnerability of that feeling lacing the question.



"I do, yes. Your purse is on the end table there." Mark gestured toward the table with the spine of his book.



Jordan stole a glance at Mark's face. It was calm and serious. She looked away and hurriedly crossed the room, grabbing her purse and reaching for the doorknob.



"Jordan."



She turned around, her face bright red.



"I'd like to see you again."



"Okay…" Jordan responded, dumbfounded. 



"Before I do, I want you to ask yourself if you actually want me to own your pussy. You have said you wanted that a few times in our previous time together. You should take some time to think about what that will mean. And if you really want it."



"I, um…I just thought that was like..l mean I just said what you were saying…" Jordan mumbled.



"I did say that, but I don't say things I don't mean." Mark's voice narrowed in intensity. "Do you say things you don't mean, Jordan?"



"No, I guess not. I mean…I don't mean to. I guess I just…" 



"You need to decide if you mean it. And if you do, you need to act accordingly."



He returned to reading. Jordan stared at him, floored. The clock on the end table next his chair read 8:15.



Jordan's face burned fresh as she hastened out the door of the townhouse and walked briskly through the complex back to her car. Her head spun. 



She made it back to her car and fumbled for her keys, wobbling the car key into the ignition. 



She paused before turning the key. 



She sat for a moment, thinking. Then she reached into her purse and pulled out her phone.



She opened up her reddit app, opened up a thread, and began typing quickly with both thumbs.



* * *



David's chest heaved as the shimmering intensity retreated from the tip of his extremities into his body. 



His body was hunched over, his torso at a ninety degree angle to his legs, both palms twitching as they clutched his knees.



Gradually, his vision returned to focus as he became aware of the carpet. A small pair of lacy pink panties lay in a petite rumple under his eyes. Four or five small drops of liquid had dotted the material.



His eyes regaining focus, his heart rate slowing, and his breath returning to normal, David stood upright, seeing himself in the mirror. 



My God. What have I done?



The dazzling feeling that had consumed his body half a minute before receded into his deepest parts, leaving behind it…



Scorched earth.



Oh my God. Oh my God. I can't believe…Jordan. I have to call Jordan.



Wait, I can't call, she'll get mad…Shit. Shit. Shit. Fuck.



David ran back to the living room, grabbing his pants from the floor and wrestling them back onto his body. He grabbed his phone from the coffee table and began to write a text. 



"Hey, I need to talk to you. Call me now please…"



He paused, then deleted it. She would think it's an emergency.



It is an emergency.



No it's not. Not that kind of emergency.



Show me a bigger deal than what's happening right now. 



It is a big deal. 



It's a big deal because you let it happen.



It's a big deal because you had to be a cuck bitch. What the fuck, Stark? What the actual fuck? Are you really blowing up your marriage? For some dumb fuck perverted…



Shit. I have to text her.



Something nicer.



"Can we talk real quick?"



Just hit send before thinking about it, or you'll just be writing drafts all day and end up with a Haiku or some dumb shit. God, Stark. For fucking real. What the fuck?



David stood up and picked up his shirt from the kitchen table, where it had apparently landed when he threw it, and put it back on. He then sat on the couch, tucked his face into his elbow, and bit his shirt sleeve while the emotion rose up to his head. Almost like a vomiting, David couldn't hold back and choked out a few hysterical sobs before regaining composure.



He shouldn't have texted her. What if she calls? What will he say?



She won't want to leave. Telling her to leave would be…



She won't want to leave, but she'll feel guilty, and then you'll make her feel super guilty when she goes to church again. This is only going to hurt you both…



Shit.



He hoped she didn't call.



He stared at her phone, waiting for the call. 



* * *



New post in r/sex



u/curly_sunshine_1999



I just got fingered and shown the door. What just happened?



"Umm….Hey reddit strangers,



So I(26F) need help. I've been hooking up with this guy(35M) for several weeks now, and everything's been great so far. He's hot, the sex is amazing, no issues before, it's totally NSA on both sides, blah blah.



So we planned on meeting tonight all week, I come to his place, and I'm running late, my bad, but he doesn't seem to mind at first. So we just talk for a minute, but instead of going up to his room like we usually do, he takes me into his kitchen, gives me a water bottle, bends me over the counter and just starts fingering me."



Jordan's phone beeped briefly. A new text from David.



David: Can we talk real quick?



Jordan shook her head distractedly. David knew better. She closed the message app and returned to her post.



"It's weird, I wasn't expecting it, and I was getting into it, and then just when it's starting to get really good, he stops and kicks me out for being late. I had no idea how to react.



Has anyone else had something like this happen? He said I was late and I should leave. I apologized, and he said it was okay, but still kicked me out. 



I genuinely don't know how to feel. I'm kind of mad, but also kinda still hot about it, but also super embarrassed. I'm just really, really confused. What happened? Has anyone else had this happen? What do I do in this situation? Help!



* * *

The emotional roller coaster began to slow, gradually descending into a dark depression.



I have a test Monday. I need to study, but instead I spent all day doing this. I'm going to fail that test.



Jordan is definitely going to leave me for this guy. He seems so much better. It's just a matter of time. How could I let this happen?



I'm not going to get that job. There's no way. I'm too young, too inexperienced. I'm a gosh darn flower truck driver. Who wants that guy running anything?



That thought stuck. David knew he wasn't going to get the job. He just knew it. He also knew he couldn't keep his real job after being turned down for the promotion. Vinny and his guys already had it out for him. They'd make life hell and find a way to push him out. 



David sat, slumped on the couch. Morose and flaccid. 



He reached over to the coffee table and grasped his laptop, and lazily opened up his resume. He began to update and polish, having not used it since his internship applications. 



Probably better send this out to a few places. I'm gonna be jobless soon. 



And probably divorced too.



Oh God…



* * *

Jordan's head swirled with insecurity. She tried to keep a level head, but she couldn't keep up with the feelings that were surging in her. Had she been so rude to her host that she had to be thrown out? That had never happened to her before, she had no idea how to fix it. 



Her thoughts moved on to other possibilities. Was this Mark's not-too-subtle way of saying he'd grown tired of her? He was a devastatingly attractive man, and she knew he had his pick of women. He had alluded to others. Maybe he'd gotten what he wanted from her and was ready to move on…



She recoiled at the thought of being rejected so callously. Indignation followed the fear. Who did he think he was? To just grab her, bend her over…do…that…and then throw her out?



No. Something else was going on. She checked her reddit post. A few snarky comments had populated the thread. About punctuality, someone calling her a slut…someone saying she'd been assaulted and should call the cops…this wasn't going anywhere. Maybe some people responded with private messages.



She opened her inbox. A sadly predictable chain of one-word messages from men who were as stupid as they were horny…a couple offering to show her their penis or offering to "finish the job" for her…



…this was a bad idea… 



…wait.



One DM was different. 



Title: Submissive?



She opened it.



u/please_yssir: Hey girl, just reaching out because I think u might not rlize ur being dommed. Might be shady or dangerous, but might be fun 2. Depends on the guy, and if ur into it, if ur submissive. Hit me back if you wnna chat.



Jordan read the message a few times. 



Submissive?  



Jordan had enough education in psychology to come into a bare familiarity with the concept of sex and strategic power, and with the psychology behind sadomasochism. She had always imagined this kind of dynamic to exist among more…extreme personalities than hers. 



Or it might exist in marriages that had grown so sexually stale that theatrical experimentation was necessary to keep the spark, or grow it. 



The insecurities returned. Was Mark tired of her already? Or was this sadomasochism thing just…his thing? Should she play along next time? 



She wasn't sure she wanted to.



Jordan shook her head and hit reply on the message.



u/curly_sunshine_1999: Hello, hi, I'm not sure I know what you mean. I'm not going to like, a sex dungeon or anything. Am I missing something?



u/please_yssir: lol u don't need a dungeon. It's just about sexual style, u know? Frm what u said, sounds like your guy is playing with ur head to dom u. A head game to get u in subspace.



u/culy_sunshine_1999: I'm sorry, I'm kind of new to this. What do you mean subspace?



u/please_yssir: lol its like where ur heads at when u get together. Like, u get into subspace, like ur playing a part in a movie and ur the sub character. Hes the dom. So u dont just act submissive, u feel submissive. Its soooo good if ur dom is good.



u/curly_sunshine_1999: So it's like a play? I'm supposed to act out a role when he's like this?



u/please_yssir: Kinda, but more like you turn into the role. If you act, its 4 him. But if u become sub 4 urself its 4 u. It's hard to xplain, but dont knock it till u try it



u/curly_sunshine_1999: I think I understand. Thanks for explaining that, that's helpful!



Jordan did not understand. She ditched the thread, typing into the search bar.



"Submissive"



She found a new thread. r/submissive. 



She blinked in surprise.



A waterfall of discussions, rants, testimonials, questions. There was a surprising amount of activity here.



Jordan began selecting a few threads, reading through them. A mix of genders and education levels. Most, however, seemed significantly more articulate than her previous interlocutor. And she needed some clarity if she was going to understand this… 



Some of the messages creeped her out. Those were the ones where people sounded either like cult devotees or hostages. She worried about the rampant abuse that could result from some of the situations described. 



But others she found striking. Even a little exciting. Testimonials about sexual devotion that despite her reservations and confusion, warmed her. 



After several minutes of browsing, she copied her original posted question and reposted it in the r/submissive thread. She changed the title slightly. 



"I just got fingered and then told to leave. Did I do something wrong?"



She left the body of the question unchanged, and posted. Responses came quickly.



One:

-Sounds hot. Punctuality play. Don't be late, haha!



Another

	-Sounds more like an asshole than a good dom.



A third:

	-I think we need more context. It sounds like you're new. Have you two played with d/s stuff before?



Jordan replied to the third.

	-Sorry, I'm new, what's d/s?

	

		-dominant/submissive.

	

	-Oh, okay. No, I don't think so. I mean, kind of. We don't wear special outfits or do handcuffs or whips or anything. He did say that he owns me, but I thought that was just kind of dirty talk. I don't know, I've never had a relationship like this before. I'm kind of inexperienced.



		-OK, he said he owns you, and that didn't seem weird to you?



	-Of course it seemed weird! It was also kind of exciting at the time, so I went with it. You know how dirty talk is.



		-Yeah, I think he was sending you signals you didn't actually understand. You said you went with it, did you like that idea? Like now that you're out of the moment, is it still exciting?



	-I mean, yes, kind of. I was really just excited to tell my husband about it, because he gets excited about that kind of stuff.



		-Wait, you're married? OK, you're adorable. This level of newbie energy never happens. I love it. Okay sweetheart, you might not know if you're a sub, but I am. Ask me anything, and we'll figure it out together.



	-Okay. I'm so confused…thank you!



* * *



Mark now had the rest of the afternoon to himself. He picked up his beach chair and carried it out to the sand, setting it out to watch the tide come in. He thought about taking a quick trip around the bay before dinner. Maybe after he read a few more chapters.



He loved having nothing to do every once in a while. 



As he reached for his book, he remembered an unanswered message.



Megan.



He smiled to himself and pulled out his phone one more time. He opened the message and read it again.



Megan: Bonjour, Achilles. Hit me up if you're in the mood.



He paused before responding. 



Mark: Bonjour, Meg. What mood would that be?



He smirked again, fully expecting her not to respond. He set his phone down on his lap and opened his book.



When the phone vibrated.



That was quick.



Megan: Any mood, really. Just wanted to chat



Mark: Well, I'm here. Everything okay? You and Frenchie enjoying family?



Megan: Ummm…mostly. You know how it is.



Mark: I don't actually. Just me and my mom before she passed.



Megan: Oh right, I'm sorry. God, I'm sorry Mark. That was really insensitive.



Mark: No, it's okay. No worries.



Megan: What are you up to?



Mark: Just reading, actually. Don Quixote.



Megan: God, that's so hot.



Mark: lol



Megan: I mean it as a joke, but it actually kinda is, lol. Not to be too forward, but, you know?



Mark: Yeah, I figured you'd go for bookworms.



Megan: Yeah. How is it?



Mark: Really fun. I'm having a good time with it.



Megan: I read it in college. I liked it too. You ever think of going on a quest to impress a lady?



Mark: Occasionally. That might just be my whole life, though.



Megan: Haha, right… You don't have to go far to impress a lady. 



Mark: That's good to know, I guess. So what's up? You just bored?



Megan: Kind of. 

Megan: I was just thinking about the night we spent together, wanted to check in.



Mark: OK. I'm certainly okay, as long as you and J are. You guys good?



Megan: OMG I can't keep J off me. We've been at it like rabbits. We're fine, I assure you.



Mark: He know you're texting me?



Megan: He's next to me on the couch, pretending not to be sneaking looks at the text chain.



Mark: Lol. So that's a yes.



Megan: It's a yes. 



Mark: Well, how do you feel about it?



There was a pause. Mark worried he touched a nerve. The old fears that this would drive a wedge between his best squad leader and him began to



Megan: I kind of want to do it again, if you want to do it again.



Mark blinked hard.



Mark: I thought it was like an experiment thing. You try something crazy, and we have a little fun, and then stay friends, right?



Megan: Yeah, I think it was. But J loved it, and I'm finally okay admitting…I liked it too.



Mark: Wow. Meg…That's a lot.



Megan: No pressure or anything. But I know there's a week or two after leave before you guys ship out…can we maybe do another night?



Mark: I mean, I'm obviously down. Who would turn that down?



Megan: You mean you want me too? I was so scared you were like, doing us a favor.



Mark: Meg, we talked about this already. I really enjoyed myself. Of course I want you. Are you totally sure J is on board with this?



Megan: He just said yes really loud while playing his video game. I think he's on board.



Mark blinked in surprise again.



Mark: Wow. Okay. Let's do it.



Megan: Wow, OMG, I'm relieved. I was so scared to have this conversation, you have no idea.



Mark: I'm glad you found your courage. It obviously works for me…



Megan: Can I ask you one thing, though? Like a favor? 



Mark: Sure. 



Megan: It's stupid…



Mark: It's not stupid.



Megan: OK, don't laugh. Could you call me Briseis again?



Mark laughed. It was a strange request.



Mark: Sure, no problem. Can I ask why?



Megan: I'm kind of…it's kind of like role playing. I like being your slave girl, I guess. I like it that you kind of…

Megan: I like it that you kind of own my body, you know? I think it's hot. I liked how it was kind of like that when we were…



Mark: Wow. Okay, I think I get it. You like to be owned?



Megan: Lol, I guess. Yeah, I guess I do.



Mark paused before answering again. Squinting, he took in what she had just confided to him. Then he responded.



Mark: I'm going to change your contact from Megan to Briseis. Once that is done, I want you to talk to me like you would talk to your sexual master.



Megan: 🥵



Mark: Do you understand?



Megan: Yes.



Mark: Very well. I will change your contact now, and then I will send you a text referring to you by your new chosen name. From that point on, I will own you sexually. Understand?



Megan: Yes. 🥵



Mark changed the contact info, leaving her real name in the contact notes, but changing the contact title. No last name. Just Briseis.



Save contact.



Mark: Briseis.



Briseis: Yes, master.



Mark smiled to himself. This was going to be fun.



Mak: Briseis, go into your bathroom, remove your clothes, and take a picture. Then show that picture to the man currently sitting next to you, and take care that he watches you send that picture to me.



Briseis. Yes, master. 



Mark smiled as he felt his cock stir. He replaced his phone in his lap and returned to his book. 



He took out a pen and marked the following observation from Sancho Panza: 



"I’ve always heard the old folks say that if you don’t know how to enjoy good luck when it comes, you shouldn’t complain if it passes you by. It wouldn’t be a good idea, now that it’s come knocking, to shut the door in its face; we should let the favorable wind that’s blowing carry us along.”



Twenty six years old, sergeant of marines on the cusp of his first trip into war. Mark felt the urge to enjoy the luck that seemed to be knocking down his door lately.



His phone buzzed in his lap.



* * *



Jordan's face burned as she walked quickly through the condo courtyard. The sun was all the way down now. Most windows were dark or dimmed, all doors were closed. Most children were in bed, most parents squeezing a little relaxation out of the fatigued hour. 



9:15. Jordan had spent the last hour learning new things from her new internet friend. 



The things she had learned were daunting.



Intimidating.



Exciting.



Terrifying.



She had weighed whether to take that bundle of emotions back home to her waiting husband. It seemed to her the obvious right thing to do. She had been thrown out of her lover's home. She had a sexual encounter, which excited her. He would find it arousing, even thrilling. He would welcome her home, care for her, provide her emotional support. They could figure out what to do together.



She could also share the things she learned while scrolling through her phone in the car. The things she learned while discussing this strange, scary sexual dynamic with a woman who had experienced it. David would go absolutely wild at the prospects. And she would stay out of danger. It was a win win.



She definitely knew that she needed to process all this new data. It would be foolish to return to a situation she didn't understand, especially when she wasn't thinking clearly. This is exactly the kind of situation she had been raised to avoid. The very temptation she had been brought up to reject. This was wrong, and she knew it.



This was not who she was. Sensible, level headed Jordan Stark-Simms, a Ph.D candidate in psychology studying under one of the world's foremost researchers. She needed to leave this situation and go home to her husband. She needed to turn around, walk back to her car, and drive home. And she needed to do it now.



Jordan knocked gingerly on the door of unit 60. 



A few seconds passed, then heavy footsteps grew steadily louder as they approached the other side of the door, never quite reaching the intensity of Jordan's own heartbeat.



The door opened. 



Captain Mark Rein visibly surprised to see her. He quickly regained the composure of a stone face.



"Jordan. You're back. Is everything alright?"



Jordan began visibly shaking. Mark softened slightly and opened the door wider, ushering her inside. 



In the dim light of his living room Jordan hoped the redness of her face might not be too obvious. She walked toward the coffee table, noting the book still on the table. Against the Day. The same book he was reading when...Jordan made a mental note to look it up later, after



"Jordan, is everything okay? Are you okay?" Mark repeated himself.



Jordan took a few seconds to compose herself, then took a deep breath, unconsciously, fumbling with the small, thin gold cross on her necklace.



Slowly but deliberately, Jordan lowered herself to her knees, bowing her head down to the ground and releasing the jewelry from between her fingers before resting her open palms gently on her thighs. 



A slight smile broke through Mark's stony face. Again, he quickly suppressed it.



"Good evening sir," Jordan said in a soft, low voice, keeping her eyes fixed on the ground in front of her knees. "I want to offer my apologies for making you wait for your pussy this evening. I want to offer my body to you now. If you want it.




Post 52 — subtoall

Sat Mar 30, 2024 8:09 pm

Fantastic writing.  I can't wait to find out what Vinny has in store for our gentle cuck.




Post 53 — Tire_Kicker

Sat Mar 30, 2024 8:58 pm

David is growing a set! Fuck yeah Dave, git you some...




Post 54 — Jacko

Mon Apr 01, 2024 8:07 am

↳ Replying to: Tire_Kicker

David is growing a set! Fuck yeah Dave, git you some...



LOL what? Set of breasts maybe. He just jizzed into pink panties while thinking about his wife with Mark, then got remorse for cumming without permission ...




Post 55 — Tire_Kicker

Mon Apr 01, 2024 4:52 pm

↳ Replying to: Jacko

↳ Tire_Kicker wrote Sat Mar 30, 2024 8:58 pm:
David is growing a set! Fuck yeah Dave, git you some...



LOL what? Set of breasts maybe. He just jizzed into pink panties while thinking about his wife with Mark, then got remorse for cumming without permission ...



Right? But hey, he did have that little epiphany for a minute there. Can't help cheering for the little guy, it could happen if all the cards fell his way. Go David!




Post 56 — Crushing

Wed Apr 03, 2024 4:03 pm

Jordan looked down at David through half-closed eyes. Leaning back in a kitchen chair, she was uncovered from the waist down; her pants lay crumpled at her side, accented at points with lacy pink cloth sticking out of the open waistband. 



David knelt quietly, cleaning his wife. Her legs wide and her posture relaxed as she held her husband's head between her legs. He matched her level of comfort with an uncanny level of his own. 



No words were exchanged. Just a wet smacking as he alternated between deep, appreciative kisses landing in Jordan's fluffy thatch and a gentle probing of her inner parts with his tongue. 



David relished the taste of Jordan. Especially so when the signs of her arousal were so clear. She had quietly entered the house moments before, a kind of calm glow hanging about her, simply removing her shoes, pants, and panties before turning a kitchen chair toward the living room, sitting down, and opening her legs.



A moist, reflective glint darkened the auburn hair between her legs, accenting the light brown hair that crawled upward toward her waistline.



Sweat damped hair. Tangled.



And, as it turned out, full of viscous surprise. David found that out after kneeling instinctively between her open legs. He dove in hungrily while Jordan ran her fingers wordlessly through her husband's hair.



Her unique taste was punctuated by another. David had tasted it before, and was still unready to name the taste, or the experience to himself. It was simply…



"Another man's cum?" 



A gentle, feminine voice kicked a delicate hole in the heady silence.



David started and looked up at Jordan, shocked at the interruption. He raised an eyebrow, not understanding. Or perhaps pretending not to understand. In the depth of his moment, perhaps he didn't know himself which of those was true…



Jordan repeated herself. "Are you enjoying the taste of another man's cum?"



David was shocked. She named it. Named the act.



It was a knockout punch. He wasn't ready to answer, and fought hard to push down the shame rising in his throat. Instead, wordlessly, he returned his burning face between her legs.



Jordan smiled and hummed in pleasure.



"That feels so good, baby. Keep doing that."



David's heart began pounding at the encouragement. 



A few minutes more, and the second flavor that punctuated the first began to diminish, replaced by new arousal. David tried to match her rising enthusiasm, lapping up waves of his wife's arousal. She began moaning more audibly. David stole a glance upward, looking past her shirt to her face. She had leaned her head back, face toward the ceiling, and the gentle playfulness of her hands in his hair intensified as she began grabbing and pulling tufts of his hair.



David had not experienced this kind of reaction from his wife before. He began flicking his tongue with more excitement. Jordan's hips began to buck gently, her grip on his hair tighter. It began to hurt his scalp.



Her moan rose in intensity. 



Then it rose in pitch. 



Finally, her legs snapped together around her husband's face, her knees rising up toward her chest. David leaned into her body to keep her from slipping out of the chair.



The tension held for a few moments before Jordan gradually relaxed her legs, releasing her husband's head. David kissed her cleft gently and sat back on his haunches.



"David…" Jordan heaved, her glassy eyes filled with surprise as she fixed on her husband, still kneeling before her.



"David…you made me cum…"



* * *

Mark found little Max with his head poking out of a tangle of driftwood halfway between his own campsite and the Cohen's. Trying to fight his way loose, Max wiggled back and forth between two long, wrist thick branches wedged under a large log. 



Mark approached quietly on the boy's blind side, trying not to be noticed. Max alternately squirmed, turned himself, and tried to lift one branch or another to create enough space to squeeze through. 



Nothing was working. 



Mark watched him work on it for a while before he cleared his throat to alert Max to his presence.



"Oh hi, Mr. Rein. I'm stuck in a forest. I think it's magic"



"That's a forest?"



"Yeah, it's a little one. But there's a curse on it. I thought there would be treasure in here, but now I'm stuck."



"Well, that happens sometimes with magic forests…"  Mark waded into the pile of driftwood until he found the large log resting on top of the two branches holding him down. He squatted down next to it, locked his hands under the bottom, and stood up, wrenching the other branches free. 



"Snake yourself under here, buddy. I'll hold this up until you're through."



"OK…" Max crawled through the tangle of branches until he made his way between Mark's legs and out to the beach. Mark grunted and dropped the log.



"Wow, You'e thtrong, Mithter Rein…" Now it was Mark's turn to be surprised. Lucy had walked up behind him as he was lifting the log. Mark grinned as he turned around to see her.



Molly was there too, watching him.



"Thank you again, Mark…wow, you're always getting Max out of jams, aren't you?" 



"He seems to find his way into jams, but that seems like just what a kid his age should do…don't you think?" Mark grinned.



Molly smiled widely at him and nodded. 



Her red hair was tied back in a ponytail, her t-shirt hanging loosely down over the waistband of her clean, sporty exercise pants.  



"When Mackth got thtuck, I went to get mom to help becauth I couldn't move the brancheth…" Lucy explained, bringing everyone up to speed. "Wait, where did you come from, Mithter Rein? Are you going kayaking? I don't thee your boat."



"No, actually I'm going to have some dinner with you guys, if that's alright. Your parents invited me."



"Yeah!" Max shouted jubilantly. "Can you show me how to do a fire start again too?"



"Sure thing, buddy," Mark chuckled. 



The siblings took off running toward the campsite, leaving Mark and Molly to walk along behind.



"I'm glad you came along. Might have needed to get you anyway to get him un-wedged from there. Looks like he stopped crying by the time you got there, though. Lucy said he was pretty upset when she couldn't help him out."



"Yeah, he's tougher than he lets on. Sometimes boys take a while to learn they're tough. Letting them wrestle with things by themselves is important. Within reason, of course. I hung back for a while, and he actually got pretty close to getting himself out."



"Well, anyway, thanks. You ready to eat?"



"Is dinner ready? I'm a little early."



"You are a little early, we weren't expecting you for another hour. We haven't started, but we're pretty laid back today. I can get it started if you're hungry."



"No rush." Mark looked over at her as they walked, catching her looking at him out of the corner of her eye. 



"Actually," he continued, "I think I'd like to go for a little swim first. Maybe take the kids?"



"Okay…that sounds fun…" Molly replied, surprised. 



"So go ahead and take those clothes off when we get back, I want to see you in that outfit again."



Molly blushed deeply. "Oh, that's why you want to go swimming…" she said under her breath, smiling to herself.



"Well, partly…Maybe mostly. Either way, I want to see it before the sun goes down."



Molly blushed and said nothing.



They came at length to the family campsite, finding Chris busily sorting through the cooler, pulling out small packages of meat and cans of beer and soda, and placing them on the picnic table.



"Hey Chris, how's it going?" Mark called out as he walked confidently onto the camp site.



"Hey Mark, how are you?" Chris replied 



"Fine, thanks. How's your day been?"



"Not bad…not bad at all." His tone was noticeably more genial than in previous encounters. "You want a beer?"



"Not yet, thanks." Chris nodded, then sat back down on the picnic table bench. 



Mark continued. "Actually, I thought it might be nice to have a quick swim before dinner." He turned to the children. "You guys want to come?"



Lucy and Max cheered, shouting over each other as to who got to swim with Mister Rein. Mark laughed out loud.



"Great. Well, let's do it. I'll need to borrow a towel if you've got one…" 



Mark pulled his shirt off over his head, revealing his broad, toned upper body. Chris looked at Molly instinctively, whose head was subtly cocked to one side–leaning in Mark's direction as he disrobed.



"Would you like to come along, Chris?" Mark asked.



"No, I think…I'll just hang back, you guys have fun. I'll get dinner started." 



He grimaced, and then pushed a smile through it.



"Your loss, friend. If you want to come along, please do. The more the merrier. Molly, I'm assuming you're coming?"  



She paused. 



Then smiled and nodded. "Of course. Kids, grab a towel and meet back here in your suits. Max, you stay close to Mark in the water, okay? The waves make the water deeper and they can pull you right out to the ocean."



The siblings dashed into their tent to grab towels. Molly stood up, looked at her husband, and pulled her shirt over her head. Chris' eyes bulged as he saw his wife reveal herself in sexy new attire. 



Noting his reaction, Molly wiggled slightly as she dropped her sweatpants to reveal the rest of the outfit. She stepped out of her pants and sat down next to her husband for a moment, strapped on her sandals, and finally whispered something in his ear as the children came crashing out of their tent again. Molly stood up energetically, and clapped her hands together.



"Ready kids?"



The two took off out of the campsite and shot toward the water. High tide falling.



Mark stood up next to Molly and nodded knowingly to Chris. 

"Ready?" he asked.



"Ready…" Molly said. The two grabbed towels and walked out after the kids. 



Chris watched them go. They walked easily together. Naturally. As if they belonged together. 



He watched Mark's hand slide around his wife's waist, slide casually over her rump, and then squeeze her right cheek playfully, holding his handful firmly for a moment before releasing and raising it again to her waist.



As they took the last steps out of the campsite, Chris heard his wife giggle with delight as she felt the squeeze.



* * *



6 'o clock Sunday evening brought a gentle knock on David and Jordan's front door. David, dressed carefully in a clean polo shirt and slacks walked briskly across the living room to answer it.



"Hi! Welcome!"



The greeting was echoed with enthusiasm as Hamad shook David's hand with a big grin. "Thanks you for inviting!"



"And you must be Aisha…Hamad has told me many good things about you, welcome!"



The young woman, dressed modestly in loose fitting jeans, a long sleeved top, and a richly colored hijab smiled shyly and nodded in acknowledgment as she shifted a baby seated on her hip. 



Jordan, still wearing an apron, walked out of the kitchen just as the little family made their way into the living room. She moved like metal to a magnet as she saw the baby girl on Aisha's hip. 

"So adorable! What's her name?"



"Her name is Fatima," Aisha replied proudly, her shyness melting under Jordan's enthusiasm for her baby.



"She's so beautiful, oh my goodness! She just lights up the room!"



David and Hamad stole a glance as the women fell to cooing around the baby. David, always delighted to see enthusiasm in his wife, struggled not to laugh. Hamad pretended to be laughing at their wives' excess, but was clearly proud that his new baby evoked such an enthusiastic response.



David offered them a seat, and Jordan returned to the kitchen to tend to final preparations for dinner. They chatted amiably, mostly about the baby, when Jordan called out of the kitchen.



"Aisha, could you give me a hand with something?"



The young mother stood up quickly and handed the baby off to Hamad before joining Jordan in the next room. Hamad began bouncing the little girl on his knee.



"So, you the next boss man, eh?" Hamad said with a grin.



"I don't know what you're talking about," David said evasively.



"Everyone said they going to make you the boss. You had the interview, you had the fancy clothes. I saw you Fridays…"



David chuckled and nodded. "Yeah, I got an interview, but that doesn't mean anything. I guess we'll find out when they tell us. I haven't heard anything."



Hamad chuckled back. "You interview, you good guy. Hard worker. They will give you the job, and you will give me a raise!" 



They laughed, and both women peeked out from the kitchen. "What's so funny?" Jordan asked.



"Just work stuff…" David threw back.



Jordan squinted and stuck out her tongue playfully, brandishing a wooden spoon.  The women disappeared back into the kitchen, and started giggling between themselves.



"No, seriously…" David said with a low voice, "I'm really not sure I'm going to get it. To be honest, I'm not feeling too confident."



"You good man, Dafid…" Hamad responded, patting David on the back. "You get good job here, you get good job somewhere else. You be okay at the end. But I think you get the good job here."



David smiled at the compliment. 



"David?" Jordan peeked out of the kitchen again. "Can you set the table? We're just about ready here…



"Yeah, of course…"



* * *

Molly sprawled contentedly on her back, looking up to the dome of Mark's tent. The racing heartbeat had slowed, her pulse slipping down to a resting rate, perhaps dreamily a touch below resting rate. Her breath, only recently filled to capacity in a series of desperate heaves, was also settling into rest. 



All in all, the rhythm of her body was settling after wrestling with frantic arousal for what seemed a very long time. She rested in the dark of the warm summer night, content and half exposed on top of a few more blankets she had snuck over from her campsite earlier that day.



Mark had left the tent a few moments ago. He had wrestled his board shorts back on his body, unzipped the door, and walked out to get water bottles for them. 



Molly still wore the bikini top that had aroused Mark to his most recent passion. Her bikini bottoms had been pulled off earlier, and tossed to the side somewhere. 



With the tent door still open and the young mother sprawled lazily on the tent floor, Molly's naked sex was exposed to anyone who might walk by. 



A fact that would have paralyzed her with fear and embarrassment only a few days before.  Now she was too exhausted to care.



Maybe it wasn't exhaustion, though. Something else…



She reached up and stretched, feeling her muscles relax, and running her hands down her torso. In spite of herself, she felt a little shy as she slipped her right hand between her legs.



Wet. Very wet. She didn't know if she had ever been that wet before. She was definitely passionately aroused, and she knew her body was responding to that arousal. But some of that moisture wasn't her, she realized as she probed herself in a daze. it was left by



Him… She closed her eyes, moaning to herself.



A rustling at the tent door snapped her out of it. She sat up hastily and covered her sex with her hand. 



It was Mark. He motioned for her to come out of the tent. She looked around, confused for a moment, then fumbled around the darkness to find her bikini bottoms…



"No. Just come out. It's dark, and it's one thirty in the morning. You'll be fine."



"Umm, it's okay, just a second…" Molly hesitated, reaching under the blankets to find it. Mark's hand appeared in front of her face. She stopped searching and nervously took his hand, and he pulled her to her feet through the door of the tent.



Molly stood in the open air of Mark's campsite. 



Top covered by a thin bikini bra.



Bottomless, bare assed, and shaved. 



The air was strikingly warm for the hour. Nevertheless, Molly shivered and covered herself. She felt further hints of moisture gather around her fingertips as they fought to save her modesty. Some of that moisture seemed ready to drip down her thighs. 



His moisture.



That train of thought was interrupted by Mark extending his long arms around her and pulling her body into his embrace. Molly turned her head to rest her face on his chest.



She rested here for a few moments until their breathing slipped into rhythm with each other. Then, she broke the silence by giggling.



Mark pulled back, looking down at her. "What's so funny?"



Molly involuntarily covered her mouth with the flat of her hand, stifling the giggle. "I don't have any pants on…."



Mark chuckled. "No, Molly. No, you don't." 



He broke the embrace, reaching back to his picnic table to grab the two water bottles he brought out earlier, handing her one. They held playful eye contact in the dim starlight as they twisted the caps off their bottles. Mark held his out in a toast. "To proper hydration." 



Molly grinned and tapped his bottle with hers. "Cheers."



They drank deeply. Mark finished his disposable bottle in one shot, crushing it with his fist and tossing it into his refuse bag. Molly took longer, taking many long sips. Mark didn't mind. This allowed him to look up and down her body, appreciating the reflection of the moon on her pale, exposed skin. 



She finished her drink and delicately placed the bottle in the bag.



"Let's take a walk," Mark suggested.



"It's late…" Molly replied.



Mark pouted playfully. "Awww, you don't want to take a walk with me?"



Molly giggled again. "No, that's not it, it's just…it's late."



Mark furrowed his brow and his face turned serious. "It's a beautiful night, Molly. The stars are out, the moon is bright. It's warm and we're in a beautiful place. We shouldn't miss moments like this. I want to take a midnight walk on the beach with my girl."



Molly melted slightly at hearing herself referred to as this man's girl. She hadn't felt like anyone's girl in…



"Actually…why not? What with the stars being pretty and all. Just let me find my bottoms…" she giggled and turned toward the tent door.



"No." 



Molly started at the sound. The playfulness and charm had dropped from his voice. The tone was somber, commanding. Like the tone she overheard when she walked in on his phone call earlier. '



"Sorry?"



"I said no." Mark's voice lowered another half pitch. Molly's mouth opened slightly in shock.



"I don't understand…no what?"



"Don't get your pants. In fact, take your top off."



Molly's mouth opened wider. Mark's tone softened slightly.



"No one's around, it's late. I want to see my girl walk naked on the beach." 



"Ummm…" 



"Are you my girl this week, Molly?"



Molly could feel her face burning as her heart began to pound.



"Are you?"



She lowered her head.



Mark let the silence speak for him.



"Yes…" she said finally. Quietly.



"Yes what?" Mark's voice softened a little more, a hint of the playfulness returning.



"Yes…yes, I'm your girl this…"



"Stop there. Say it again." Molly smiled in spite of herself.



"Yes, I'm your girl."



"Good. Prove it."



Molly smiled again, heart pounding. She reached behind her back and unclasped her bikini top. 



Her last bit of covering fell to the ground, leaving her pale, soft breasts exposed to the starlight.



Mark smiled and said nothing, but extended his right hand. Molly smiled and nervously took it with her left. He grasped it in hers, squeezing her wedding ring gently between his thumb and forefinger. 



He felt his cock stir as they walked out toward the water. 



And from a concealed space behind Mark's 4runner on the edge of his campsite, a hungry set of eyes saw a tall man in board shorts lead a thin, pale, nude woman out onto the dark, deserted beach.



Mid tide. Rising.



*** 



Baby Fatima was fast asleep on her mother's lap. David and Jordan chatted amiably but quietly with their guests over coffee, afraid to wake the baby.



The meal had been pleasant. Aisha had turned out to be much more lively company than she seemed at first, as Jordan's gregarious temperament had helped her relax into easy conversation. Once the shyness wore off, all four were bantering like old friends. 



Naturally, the major lifestyle overhaul of a new baby was a major part of the conversation, as both the new parents expressed concern and frustration at their mounting expenses and pressures on Hamad's hourly income. Despite his mechanic skills and work ethic, they couldn't seem to get ahead. Hamad's joke about needing a raise seemed like less of a joke. He seemed to really count on David's promotion to help his family.



David was unused to the feeling of another full grown man depending on him. To feed his family. This was serious. David was sure he could look into the raise if he got the job, but he wasn't sure it would be the right decision for the business. He just didn't know enough yet. And at this point, his certainty that he would be passed over for the promotion was solidifying. Yet he still wanted to help.



"Have you ever thought about opening your own shop?" David asked Hamad thoughtfully.



Hamad seemed surprised. "My own shop? I need more money, not less. I don't have tools, I don't have garage, I don't have money for signs or other workers…I cannot afford."



David nodded gravely. Jordan and Aisha fell silent as the lighthearted conversation turned serious. 



David had his business face on. It was a rough analog to Jordan's dissertation face. Serious. Focused. He was moving things around in his head. Thinking through contacts, obstacles, assets, risks, possibilities. Getting things in order so he could charge at them full speed. He was getting ready to move on something. Boldly.



Jordan loved that face. It was David's time to shine. She smiled to herself, and offered a thought to ease the conversation in a more hopeful direction.



"Hamad, if you had the money, would you want to own your own shop? Having the money is one thing, but actually wanting to do it is another thing entirely. It can be a headache, there is a lot of work in owning your own business. But you can do very well for yourself if you do it right."



Hamad squinted at the floor. "I would love to start my own…It is my dream. But it is so hard to get started. I try to save, but…" He shrugged sadly and looked over at Aisha and the baby. 



"Have you thought about investors?" David interjected.



"Who would invest? I don't know anybody. Maybe after you become boss man's boss man, you can invest!" Hamad laughed.



"If I become boss man's boss man I'm going to be more interested in keeping you working for me." David grinned. "But if you had someone, maybe a group of people who help get you started, help you run things, you can share some of your profits with them. They'll get you tools, a place to work, some advertising maybe, and help you with payroll for a helper or another mechanic. If you got all that in line, what do you think?"



"I'd say yes!" Hamad "Do you know investor?"



"I intern for a pretty big accounting firm, and I know a couple of our firm's clients who might be interested. I can't promise anything, but I have a good relationship with a couple of them. I could try to talk to them for you, maybe set up a meeting?"



Hamad looked stunned. He looked over at his wife, whose face lit up in surprise.



"So that's a yes?" David half smiled through the question.



"Yea…yes! Thank you!" Hamad exclaimed.



"Don't thank me yet. Let me see if I can fix a meeting. You'll need a business plan, though. I can help you with that. Do you need to head home now or can you hang out for a little while?"



"We can hang out…" Aisha blurted out. Hamad was still stunned, and simply nodded. David reached for his laptop. 



"Let's get some rough numbers together. While I look up startup costs, I want you to think about what kind of customers you can line up. Do you have any special certifications? Any friends in the business that need a subcontractor? Any big shops that can't handle all their work? That can be a good place to start. Maybe we can pay them a visit this week, see if they're interested."



Hamad nodded, bewildered. "I visit, sure. But I don't know how to talk business, just engines and cars. You come too?"



"Of course…" David said, seemingly oblivious that Hamad was moved by his willingness to help him. "For now, let's get it all on paper, so we can make you look like a good investment. Here, let's move back to the table so I can type easier…"



The two men stood with David's laptop and moved to the adjacent room to work. Jordan beamed with pride. This was the man she fell in love with. Selfless. Competent. Bold. Hardworking. He looked so handsome with his business face. And the look of surprised gratitude from their new friends was icing on the cake. She blinked hard to hold back tears. Then she turned to her guest.



"Aisha…you mentioned you like to read books. What are you reading lately? I'm always looking for the next best book I've ever read…"



* * *



The moon had passed zenith, and the night had cooled a bit. Molly lay on her side, naked, tucked in between the chest and the muscular arm of a man she had met only a few days before. Her two children were asleep a mere two hundred yards away. Her husband was there with them…but as to whether he was asleep or not, she didn't know.



But Molly was awake. 



She pulled the camp blanket a little higher over her shoulders. The tent dome was now open to the sky–after their walk Mark had removed the rain fly so they could look up to the stars together.



Mark, as it turned out, knew a surprising amount about the constellations in the night sky. He had casually pointed out things she had never learned, speaking with a confidence and passion of one who had spent a lot of time looking up at the night sky. She had walked alongside him as he talked, cool water lapping around their feet and ankles as they moved in the moonlight. In many ways, it felt like the kind of first date she dreamed about as a little girl. With one notable difference.



She had been naked.



Mark had insisted she remove her clothing, and she had agreed. Initially, she thought it was a kind of dare–that she would dart out 20 feet or so onto the beach and then run back in, giggling at the shocking thing she was doing. That he would laugh at his prank and then playfully toss her a shirt and some pants. Or they would find her swimsuit together, then watch her slide back into it before they would leave to go on the walk along the beach as normal. 



But he had confidently taken her hand and walked out on the beach at a leisurely pace. She passed 20 feet. 50 feet. 100 feet. 100 yards. By then they were at the water's edge. He turned and walked along the beach. She had panicked, squeezed his hand, looked over and around for any strange eyes on her exposed body. Thankfully, there were none. 



Then, she surprised herself by settling into the experience. As if nothing strange was going on. As if she actually had clothes on. As if nothing whatsoever was out of the ordinary.



Now, she reflected on that feeling. She felt…safe. That's what it was. This man would protect her if something or someone unexpected had come up, Had some unexpected set of eyes popped out of the bushes, he would have covered her 5 foot 5 body with his 6 foot 4 body. Because she was his girl. She would do what he wanted, and he would protect her. Look after her. Take care of her when she was so vulnerable. That was it, she thought to herself. That was the feeling. She felt…safe.



She breathed in deeply and sighed into his chest as it rose and fell in steady sleep. 



Her memory drifted more deeply into the last few dreamy days. 



Remembering him spending a whole morning building an elaborate sand castle compound with her children. Which her husband wouldn't do. 



She thought of other things he did that her husband wouldn't do.



He took them out kayaking, spending his whole day with strangers on a deserted island a mile offshore from a public beach searching for "treasure" with children that weren't his. 



He dove aggressively into the ocean when Max had slipped out of his life jacket. Pulled him to safety. Gently patted the water out of his lungs as he sputtered and cried. 



He talked to Lucy about her books. Shared stories from his own.



He patiently taught Max how to build a fire.



It was exactly what she had hoped would come from this vacation. A man had spent time with her. Meaningful, happily, freely given time. He had looked after, played with, taught, and protected her children. Then, after the sun had set, after the fire had burned down, and after the children had gone to sleep, he laid her down in his tent and took her body.



Molly inhaled deeply again. Then exhaled. The problem with this reflection is that the man who so fully realized her hopes for the week was not the man to whom she was married. Furthermore, upon reflection, changing out the man who was supposed to provide these things for her with another available man didn't bother her as much as she thought it should. Or, it didn't bother her at all, really. Which was, in its way, worrisome. She worried, briefly, that the scandal of this week would gnaw at her conscience later. That she would feel ashamed. That she wouldn't recognize herself in the mirror anymore because of the decisions she had made, and the days…and nights…she had enjoyed. That this encounter was tawdry, beneath her sense of morality.



But then she remembered all of those other things again, all those things Mark had provided without prompting or obligation, and she sighed deeply into his chest again. And then, she found her fingers gently caressing Mark's wide, muscular, tan chest. 



Chris' chest was narrow. Pudgy. Pale. 



She shook the thought off. Her hands slipped lower, caressing his firm abdominal muscles. 



Her husband's belly was not large, but it was soft. Betraying his sedentary lifestyle. 



Mark's lifestyle seemed much more active…she didn't know the details of physical training marines subjected themselves to, but clearly something was working.



Her hand descended further. 



There it was. 



The biggest difference.



Mark's penis was thick. Heavy. It hung noticeably lower on his body when he stood. When hard, it was intimidating. Enticing. 



Chris' penis was…



She shook off the thought. Instead, she allowed herself to imagine a little fantasy. A playful exchange between herself and Mark. What she would have tried to initiate if he hadn't been asleep. She would have teasingly wrapped her hand around his heavy cock and said in a quiet, singsong voice:



"look what I found…"



She ran her fingertips up and down his cock as her own playful words ran through her mind.



Look what I found…



It began to grow slightly under her hand as the answer occurred to her.



"I found…a man. A real…man." She thought to herself. 



She breathed in deeply one more time. She didn't want to disturb him, and normally she would be scared. Scared of asking too much. Scared of bothering him.



But now she felt safe. She had named the feeling. She was safe. She gently ran her hand up to his chest and rested her flat palm on his chest, pressing down slightly and shaking gently.



"Mark…"



He groaned slightly and opened his eyes. He blinked through the fog and turned his head to look at her.  



"Everything okay?" he inquired sleepily.



"Yeah, everything's fine. I...um...Can we…um…can we go again?"



Mark smiled.



"Yeah," he whispered gently. He kissed her. She closed her eyes and returned his kiss. "Yeah, we can go again. Lay on your back…"



* * *



Jordan looked down the galley kitchen toward the table where David was working. He and Hamad had been hunched over his laptop for more than an hour, gathering what information they needed. Then, when David said he had the basic information he needed to finish the business plan, the other young couple had left, taking the baby home to bed.



They had left with excited, hopeful smiles on their faces.



Something her husband had made happen.



Jordan grinned to herself in pride. After they left, she had quietly offered to handle the dishes (usually a shared responsibility) while David typed away, organizing a business plan for a mechanic he was friendly with.



Not a family member.



Not a lifelong friend.



Just a nice man with a new baby he wanted to help out.



She began humming to herself. Humming the songs she sang in the church choir that morning. She found herself looking out of the corner of her eye at her husband, concentrating hard on his work.



She still had a little bit of a crush on him. Especially when she saw him like this. Helpful, hardworking. So giving and caring. The man she fell in love with not so long ago.



As she finished placing the last dishes in the drying rack, she thought she should do something nice for him. Something thoughtful.



She thought about taking his hand and leading him back to the bedroom. But she didn't want to break his focus. She would definitely make his night a happy one when he did come to bed, but if she took him now, it would interrupt the very activity that made him so charming to her.



Catch-22.



She dried her hands, and went to the bedroom to change into pajamas. She took off her outer clothes and bra, then put on loose, comfortable pajama pants and a small, thin t-shirt so David could see her chest without a bra. She smiled in the mirror, then tied her hair back in a ponytail. Then, surprising herself, she winked and kissed at the mirror.



So unlike her…but she had felt more cute and frisky lately. Something about her recent experiences was giving her new confidence…



She had an idea. Something nice to do for David. 



He had a big day tomorrow. He'd find out about the job. He'd be nervous. 



Jordan wasn't worried. She knew it was going to go well. She knew he was about to get a promotion well out of proportion for his experience and current role. He would blow the roof off of that place, he always did. Albeit in a quiet, diligent way. No showboating. Just cool competence and hard work. Success tended to follow.



God, she loved him.



She walked back out to the living room, noting David's attempt to subtly glance at her chest as she walked into the room. She smiled to herself as she sat down on the couch and rifled through her school bag. She found her steno notebook and a pen, then stood up and walked over to the table. She bent down and kissed him on the cheek, whispering into his ear:



"I love you, David. You're my hero…"



David blushed as she walked into the kitchen for a moment, then returned. 



She sat down at the table in the chair opposite her husband and set down a pink lady apple, casually but conspicuously, next to her notebook and pen. She shot a playful glance under her eyebrows and across the table, noting David's keen eye on what she was doing. She looked down and opened her notebook to a blank page.



She removed the cap from her pen, stared thoughtfully at the blank page for a moment, and then began writing.



"Do your work, David…"



* * *



Chris Cohen paced back and forth between his family campsite and the shower house. It was after 2 o'clock in the morning. 



He had not slept well for a couple of days. 



Just after midnight, his wife had followed her new boyfriend away from the campsite. 



Prior to that, the three had chatted amiably after the kids went to bed. The fire slowly burned down, the flames carefully tended by Mark. Each time he had added wood or moved the fire around to stoke the flame, he moved his camp chair a little closer to Molly. Eventually, she noticed his movements and began to subtly move closer to him. By the time the fire dropped down to cinders, the deep sleep breathing patterns coming from the children's tent was apparent, and Molly was making unambiguous eyes at Mark. 



As they stood to leave, Chris' penis stood with them. He, however, remained seated, face turned away, and burning. 



He waited in angst for several minutes. Who knows how long, really. Then, against his better judgment, he walked down the camp road, quietly, keeping his head low. He approached Mark's 4runner and nervously peeked into the empty front seat. Nothing. He moved to the side. Nothing in the back seat. Crouching awkwardly on the driver's side, he squatted down, leaning back against the the rear wheel of the vehicle. 



He held his breath and focused. 



Then, he heard it. Molly. 



Breathy. 



Low. 



Desperate. 



She was still quiet, but clearly struggling to control the noises she made. 



He craned his neck around the back of the 4runner, but couldn't see much. Just a blank wall of a medium sized dome tent, the rain fly secured tightly over the top.



The sound grew clearer though…now he could hear a new sound rise, a gentle slapping in a brisk tempo.



Mark's balls slapping against his wife. 



Chris grabbed at himself, finding his own desperation down the front of his sweatpants.



His body relaxed into a deep focus as he began to touch himself, stimulated by the muted sounds of his wife's pleasure. A small wet spot appeared on the front of his sweatpants.



At intervals, he noticed her breathing would quicken, then go silent…as if she was holding her breath for a moment before starting again…



She was having an orgasm. 



She said…he remembered she had said she couldn't come from sex…



It became a cycle every now and then, with more time passing in between each cycle as Molly became exhausted. 



She was cumming for him. Over, then over again.



Chris shuddered at the new revelation and stroked himself more desperately. As another breathless silence spread over the campsite, punctuated by the soft, rhythmic slapping, he felt his own orgasm approaching. 



A new breathless silence was rising. He leaned into it, waiting for evidence of another quietly climactic release from Molly.



But as he leaned into the silence, the brisk tempo of smacking skin suddenly halted, followed by a low, masculine groan.



Mark had released inside his wife.



Chris' heart stopped.



Molly let out a long, low, contented moan. 



The small wet spot on Chris' pants grew.



He let go of his desperation and buried his face in his hands.
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A gentle vibration buzzed Jordan awake in the pitch black of an all-too-early Monday morning. She reached down and pulled her phone out of her pajama pants pocket.



Normally she didn't sleep with her phone in her pocket, but she didn't want to wake David.



2:25 AM.



God, what a horrible hour. How did David do this every weekday? He was up at 3, out the door by 3:30, and delivering flowers from 4 until…usually early afternoon, but…



Groggily she came to the realization that she didn't even really know what his shifts were. He worked himself to the bone and never complained, never even mentioned his horrible hours. He just quietly, reliably provided for their needs. And most days, he had dinner waiting for her when she got home.



God, what a man. 



Jordan looked over at her sleeping husband, and then slipped gently out of bed, trying not to disturb him . She walked quickly to the bathroom and shut the door before turning on the light. 



She looked at herself in the mirror. Standard bed-head, maybe some sleep crust in her eyes. She still wore the tight shirt from the Sunday night teasing she had dangled in front of him. But David had stayed up working, and she had fallen asleep. Her plans to ambush him for some love were thwarted.



Hence the early alarm. 



She ran a brush through her hair, washed her face off, brushed her teeth quietly, and took a big swig of mouthwash to stave off the dreaded morning breath. Standing up straight, she noted how her breasts seemed perky and her nipples visible through the fabric. She smiled to herself, knowing what her husband liked to see. She pulled her pajama bottoms and panties off, folding them carefully and placing them on the counter. Spritzing one modest puff of a light perfume under her chin, she squinted one more time at the mirror, shook out her hair one more time, and smirked at herself in reflection. 



Showtime.



She turned the light off before quietly opening the door and tiptoeing back to bed. She checked her phone one more time. 2:28.



Gingerly, she slipped back into bed and pulled the covers over her. David groaned slightly but didn't wake up. 



And she waited. Until…



2:30. Jordan's phone, no longer silently buzzing, blared out in the familiar alarm tone used by David to wake him for work. A tone she would have ignored any other day. David groaned again and reached for his phone on the nightstand near his side of the bed. 



David's phone was dark.



He uttered a quizzical grunt, then activated the phone, noting that no active alarm was on it. And it was going 30 minutes earlier than... 



It was that kind of morning, apparently. Where small changes in routine are so utterly confusing as to render one helpless and frustrated. He looked around the room, confused. What…? Where…? How..?



"David…"



David squinted in further confusion at his sleeping wife. 



Wait. 



She wasn't sleeping. 



It was dark, but he could tell from her voice that she was wide awake. Or at least more awake than he was…Was the alarm coming from her pillowcase? What the hell was..?



Jordan giggled and pulled him onto his back, rolling on top of him. She began kissing his cheeks, his nose, his forehead, his neck. Then she began planting deep kisses on his mouth, which he instinctively–although still in a deep haze of bewilderment–returned. 



Jordan spread her legs over his waist, and tucked her knees up, doing a push-up on his chest until she sat upright, straddling him. 



"Jordan, what are you…it's so early…"



Jordan giggled in response. She leaned forward in the dark and turned on the lamp on David's nightstand. The dark retreated slightly, casting orange light on her torso.



"I woke you up early, silly. It's a big day for you, and I want you to feel confident…"



Accompanying that thought, she playfully grabbed his hands and pulled them up to her face. She kissed each one of them deeply, then slowly lowered them, palms open, onto her breasts.



"You worked late last night, David…I didn't have a chance to jump your bones before I crashed out…but I loved watching you work. You're so helpful, so selfless. I love that about you…go ahead, David, play with them. They're yours…"



David's sleep fog was breaking apart in the light of this unprecedented development. He smiled groggily as he stroked, squeezed, and fondled his wife's breasts while she smiled permissively down at him. 



"I just need you to know how much I love you, David. How proud of you I am. How lucky I know I am. You're going to do great today. No matter what happens, you need to know I'm with you."



She leaned forward again and kissed him deeply. He began to grunt less in confusion and more in delight. 



Jordan sat upright again. "Do you want me to take my top off for you, David? That way you can see my boobs better? And play with them?"



David had never before seen the coquettish style of sexual enticement that his wife was currently displaying. He didn't know exactly how to answer a question with such an obvious answer. In keeping with his usual awe of his wife's charms, he simply grinned and nodded with a gesture not unlike Dopey Dwarf from the Snow White cartoon. 



Jordan giggled, and pulled her top off over her shoulders. 



David was caught in the headlights. 



What a way to start an early shift…



Jordan giggled at her husband's frozen reaction and repeated her earlier action of gently kissing his hands and placing them on her now bare breasts. 



For a while, she simply smiled down demurely at him, enhancing the feeling of the new and the naughty she was cultivating so well. Then, she began bucking her hips slightly, forward and backward, forward and backward.



David looked down for the first time, and noticed with shock that Jordan was in fact completely nude. Her light brown fur was pulsing slightly from the back and forth motions as she rubbed herself on him.



"Would you like to feel something else, honey?" Jordan asked innocently, looking down toward where their bodies were meeting. David let go of her breasts and began tracing a line down to her lower half. Slipping a finger between her thatch and his own pajama pants, he was shocked to find her wet.



Very wet.



He looked up in surprise. "How..?"



She smiled down at him. "Well, mister questions…I happened to start getting this way last night when I saw you spring into action to help your work friend change his life for the better forever. Actually, if I'm being honest, it really started when I saw you bouncing little baby Fatima on your knee, but I don't want to get ahead of myself."



David's jaw dropped.



"I get hot when I see you at your best, baby. When you're my David. When you're the full, all the way, no holds barred David. I guess you didn't know that…"



David shook his head in disbelief.



"Anyway," she continued in mocking exposition, "I came to bed, and just laid here for a good long while, hour after hour, with a needy body and no man to help me…"



Jordan felt David's already stiffening penis get noticeably more rigid.



She smiled again, and pulled his left hand up to her right breast, leaving his right hand to explore the wetness under her downy thatch.



"Yeah, keep doing that, baby…that feels good…anyway, I ended up almost sending a message to someone else, but I thought…no, I want my husband tonight…"



She leaned forward and kissed him deeply on the mouth before making her way to his ear.



"But my husband never came to bed…"



David began responding to her hip thrusts with some involuntary bucking of his own. 



Jordan maintained the tight distance between her mouth and his ear, holding him at whisper distance:



"What's a girl to do, honey? I went to bed…wanting…"



David frantically let go of his wife's body and shoved the waistband of his pajama pants down. As she felt his stiff penis nudging around her opening, a sly grin broke across her face.



* * *



Molly Cohen was having a wonderful vacation. She had made the transition to motherhood early in life, so she had been busy with small children more or less directly out of high school. She had worked her way through nursing school with those small children. She had then taken on the busy, ever-shifting life of a career hospital nurse with those children, constantly juggling childcare and patient care. Both aspects of her life often had her staying up late and getting up early. Both aspects of her life had her running constantly, working constantly, and attending to the needs of others. Constantly.



She had known Mark Rein for 5 days now. They were nearly the same age–her 28 years to his 27–but he seemed younger. It was the circumstances of her life–the demands of those who depended on her that made Molly feel older. But in another life, if she had taken another path, she could easily have seen herself dating this man. And seeing how he interacted with her children, how easily he played with them, how easily he engaged them on their level, how much satisfaction he took in teaching them little things, how instinctively protective he was of them, Molly could not stop the intrusive thoughts–the fantasies–imagining her life deeply entangled with his. 



She loved how he called her "my girl." She was keenly aware of the outrageous nature of that appellation as a married woman. Nevertheless, she loved it. She got butterflies in her stomach everytime he said it. She never had the courage to return the designation out loud, but she secretly wanted to call him "my man."



However, while she didn't allow herself to say that out loud, she relished thinking it to herself. In her mind, in that hazy middle ground between fantasy and reality that makes up every truly great vacation, Molly had a new man. And Molly and her man were having a perfect week at the beach. Each morning as the light slowly rose, Molly would wake up naked and slip away from Mark's bedding, wiggling into her clothes before exiting the tent and returning to her campsite before Lucy and Max woke up. On these occasions, Chris was usually up and waiting for her. She would plant a small peck on his cheek and start gathering things for breakfast.



This was what happened on Tuesday morning. And Wednesday morning. And Thursday.



By Friday, the day before everyone was set to leave for home, Molly found Chris already making breakfast as she slipped back into the home campsite. The kids were already stirring, but not yet up. Thank God. 



"Molly…" Chris said, bent over the grill cooking sausages. The smell was delightful, but his intonation was ominous.



"Yeah honey?"



"We should…we should talk about stuff."



Molly's heart sank, and her face fell. The real world was beginning to creep in. Mark had to head back to his unit to deploy tomorrow. The Cohen family, too, had to leave tomorrow, and she loathed it.



"Yeah, Chris, we should talk about stuff. But…not now, the kids will be up soon…"



Chris didn't respond, and didn't look up.



"Thanks for making breakfast, Chris," she said, affecting a conciliatory tone. "It smells yummy…"



Chris just nodded.



She sat down on the bench and looked down at her feet. The deep contentment of waking up next to Mark. After spending the night with him. God, it was good. It was too good to last. 



The shuffling from the kids' tent turned into the unmistakable sound of children shoving each other and whining. Eventually the sound of a zipper announced a wild haired and bright eyed Max stumbling through the door and dashing toward the bathroom in the shower house. Lucy sleepily followed, nodding with a formality becoming her precociousness.



"Good morning mother. Good morning daddy. Good morning Mithter Rein…" 



Molly looked up to see that Mark had quietly slipped into the site and was standing across the cold fire pit from her. He was dressed casually: board shorts, sandals, and an olive green t-shirt with some numbers on it. He had some stubble–a vacation break from his strict shaving routine. He was smiling warmly as she looked up. She broke into a bright smile as her eyes met his. 



With all adults properly greeted, Lucy glided away toward the bathroom. All three adults watched the precocious nine year old make it into the ladies side of the shower house, the door shutting behind her. Mark grinned and walked boldly up to Molly, planting a kiss on her forehead as she looked down and blushed. The two embraced playfully, her head on his chest. 



It was cute.



It was fun. 



Chris seemed less inclined to find it fun.



The embrace broke as the men's door of the shower house opened with Max toddling out and making his way back to the site. Five days ago, he would have been clinging to his mother's legs all the way to the shower house and back. For some reason, Molly observed, he had a little more confidence. Maybe just a week in a different place. Or…some other reason.



Max spotted Mark about halfway between the shower house and the site and broke into a dead run to meet him. Mark sat down casually on the picnic table bench just before the boy ripped into the campsite full speed, tripping over a tree root and splaying fantastically onto the grass. Molly instinctively moved toward him, but was surprised to see Mark gently holding up a hand, advising her to wait. She stopped, holding her breath. 



She knew her son. The wailing, the drama, the tears were only seconds away…



"You all right buddy?" Mark asked casually. Max picked himself up, a little bewildered. "Yeah, I'm okay. I've got green stuff on my knees though…"



"Let me see," Mark said, maintaining his casual tone. Max limped up to him, the limp emphasizing the bravery of pushing through this major incident without crying. 



"Yep…" Mark observed. "Just a grass stain. The green on the grass gets on your skin sometimes if you slide on it. Kinda cool, no?"



"Yeah…" Max agreed.



"It's kinda like…snot-colored, isn't it?" Mark wrinkled his nose at the boy. 



Max giggled. Molly smiled to herself. 



"You know," Mark continued, "when I was in boot camp, they made us go in a gas chamber. It was pretty scary, and I coughed and coughed, and it was crazy. But what I didn't know was how much snot would come out of my nose after I got out of the building." 



He gestured, making the sign of a waterfall falling out of his nostrils.



Max giggled. Molly covered her mouth casually to hide her own laugh as Mark continued his story, distracting Max from his skinned knees as Lucy made her way back into the campsite. She walked over to the grill and hugged her father around his waist, holding him as he cooked breakfast.



"That thmellth good daddy. Do you have any more work to do today?"



Chris paused, weighing a response. "No, I don't think so."



"That'th good. We're going on a hike later, and I'd like it if you could come. I found thome interethting thpecieth of flowerth I can show you."



"That'd be great, sweetie. I'd love to see anything you want to show me."



Behind them, Mark, Max, and Molly giggled at some amusing turn in Mark's story.



"Daddy?"



"Yeah, sweetie…" Chris said, reaching for the plates to scoop eggs and sausages on to.



"Mom thmileth a lot when Mithter Rein cometh over."



* * *



David pulled into the dark parking lot, turned off his headlights, and turned the car off.



He was early. Normally he arrived around 3:30, but Jordan had gotten him up early in the most energizing way he could imagine. She had woken him and…



David closed his eyes, savoring the memory. Jordan had gently shaken him awake and climbed all over him, inviting him to enjoy her body, actively placing his hands on her breasts, even guiding his stiffness toward her…



He had ejaculated just as he began to feel the down between her legs. It was powerful, seizing his whole body. Jordan had smiled, a look that signified something between shock and amusement. 



She had squeezed him until the last drop or two squished out of the tip, then looked down at her thatch and dabbed the few drops that stuck there away as well. 



She had giggled, leaned down, kissed her husband, and rested her nude body on top of him. 



After he finished, she had felt a little bit tense as she laid on top of him. Tense but loving. Her face had lilted to the side and come to rest on his chest. 



David had been enthralled by her enthusiasm, and had been embarrassed at by own. They had held each other for about ten minutes when Jordan had fallen back asleep. He had gently moved her to her side, where she had murmured something approaching "love you so much," and he got up, got dressed, and left early.



She had gone out of her way to make him feel like a man. 



Now…that was a hell of a feeling. Again…what a way to start a day.



David got out of the car and looked around the dark lot. Today he would find out one way or another if he would be running this place. He glanced around, noting things that needed to be fixed, cleaned, updated, upgraded. He made a list in his mind to present to the board if they offered him the job to show his readiness to take the wheel. 



Jordan had seemed convinced that this was going to work. If she was right, his life would change drastically between the beginning and end of his shift. He'd have to figure out how to deal with some of his more hostile co-workers on the dock. With Vinny. But the promotion and his position over their paychecks would be sufficient leverage for now. The respect could come later after he established himself.



And the pay. And the benefits. He could get Jordan her own car. They could look into buying a house instead of renting a tiny one bedroom apartment. They could get a dog. They both loved dogs. 



His pre-dawn reverie carried him through the double doors into the dock. All eyes stopped and turned to him. The dock fell silent.



Had they heard already?



David looked around, unable to read the vibe in the room. Steve appeared at the dock manager's door, beckoning David in. His face was stony.



It didn't look good. 



As David walked to the office, Steve motioned behind him, and Sherry, the early morning dock secretary, walked out with her head down.



Followed by a sneering Vinny.



David blinked in surprise as Vinny passed by, then followed Steve into the room. 



David shut the door behind him, and sat down nervously across the secretary's desk from Steve. The surroundings weren't very impressive. Decades old wood paneling, a veneer desktop with coffee stains, and memos from who knows when hanging awkwardly from old thumbtacks that swung back and forth when the door shut. But after a few seconds of silence, everything fell still.



"So, what's up?" David asked, puzzled. 



Steve looked down and to the side, and he seemed to be chewing absently on the inside of his cheek. He didn't answer for a minute. Finally, he answered.



"Two things happened independent of each other this weekend, Stark." 



David gulped. 



"First, we had to give the job to someone else. I didn't know that one of the senior board members had a nephew. The nephew is getting the big chair. It's bullshit, but that's how it goes sometimes. I want you to know, and I want you to remember that right here, right now, I'm telling you that you did a great job, you interviewed perfectly, and I fought for you until the board voted on Friday night. It just wasn't meant to be."



David took a deep breath, and sighed out. "I kind of figured, when I didn't hear anything…"



"The second thing…" Steve interrupted.



David waited before following up. "What…uh…what's the second thing?"



"The second thing is this." Steve pulled out a small sheaf of printer paper folded in quarters and handed it across the desk to David. "This was handed to me on Friday after you left. I didn't read it until this morning when he asked me about it. So I haven't given it as much thought as I might have wanted to otherwise. I'm still…uh… reacting to it."



David gingerly unfolded the paper, finding in the crumpled papers a hastily xeroxed copy of one of Jordan's letters to him.



His heart stopped.



"The dock supervisor from your shift brought these papers to my attention. He said he thought I should know about them before I promoted you. He doesn't know that we aren't promoting you, but he clearly thought this would make a difference."



David gulped.



"I'm assuming you recognize these?"



"Yeah…" David responded at length, his voice gravelly and just above a whisper. "Yeah, I do. Not sure where he got them."



Steve paused, leaned forward on the desk, and clasped his hands together.



"Stark, I'm not about to intrude on your personal life. I don't know what this is about, but it is pretty shocking. Now let me be clear: I can't, and I won't, make any personnel decisions based on information of this kind unless it affects your work. And whatever these documents represent about your personal life, it has to be said, you're a model employee. Obviously, you have a job here as long as you want it."



David's face burned. He found himself curling into himself defensively. The desire for the roof to collapse, to bury him and his boss, along with the whole dock and its workers, was too cliche. Too small scale. To escape this level of humiliation, David wanted the entire world to end, right there. Right then. Just the whole damn globe to collapse or explode. Where's a Death Star when you need one?



But all he could do was grunt in acknowledgment, and then clear his throat. 



"With that said, Stark…well…you've got an enemy out there. Not a very smart one, but a committed one. What you do with that information is up to you."



David looked down at his feet, holding back tears.



"You need a minute, son?" Steve asked gently.



David shook his head.



"All right. I'm sorry, Stark. I'm sorry on a bunch of different levels. I really saw this going a different way. But I didn't want you to think Vinny won. He didn't get to me before the decision was made. But I know guys like that. He doesn't like you. And he's gonna keep on…."



David clenched his teeth, gritted them together, and then inhaled sharply through his nose. He wiped the corners of his eyes, looked up, and locked eyes with Steve. He stood up and extended his hand across the desk.



"Steve, I can't thank you enough for the opportunity to shoot my shot. It means the world to me."



Steve was slightly taken aback at David's quick return to dignity. He stood up, grasped David's hand, and shook it firmly. "Good luck, Stark. What are you going to do?"



"Not sure yet. But I'll figure out something."



Steve smiled, still surprised, but visibly relieved. "I believe you will."



David released the handshake and turned around to head out the door. As he grasped the doorknob, Steve called out one more time.



"Stark…"



David turned to look at him.



"Keep your head up, son."



David nodded and turned the knob.



* * *



With the tines of his fork, Chris chased the last remains of his scrambled eggs around his plate. The result was an intermittent tapping, scraping, metal-on-porcelain sound. An irregular but noticeable and somewhat cutting background noise to the laughter and easy repartee between his wife, his children, and this new guy. 



Beefcake McDickface.



Sergeant Douchebag. 



In his mind's eye, Chris glowered across the campsite at the intruder. This…interloper. He had read and reread the text chain he exchanged with Mark on Monday night. He had entered Mark's number into his contacts as Douchebag. 



The balls that guy had to say the shit he said. The sheer arrogance. 



In addition to the text chain, Chris also had the one private confrontation the two men had running on a loop in his head. 



When he had challenged Mark, confident in the relatively safe rhetorical position of a seemingly absurd question: 



Did this jarhead square jawed asshole really, truly, honestly think he could just walk in and supplant the husband and father of a family? Did his physique, his tan, his…fuck it…his masculine whatever and how much ever…did he really think he could just…take over?



It was Mark's response that lived rent-free in Chris' head.



"I don't think I can do that. I know that I already did…" 



Mark's response rolled over and over in his mind. Dimly lit but sharply recent memories accompanied the looping phrase. 



"I don't think I can do that. I know that I already did…" 



Molly walking away from the campsite that first night. Ostensibly to refuse Mark's advances. Later, the dim silhouette on the wall of Mark's tent, her face buried in his sleeping roll and rump raised to meet him.



"I don't think I can do that. I know that I already did…" 



The half-moon light that made him question whether he really saw her drop her bikini top, take the usurper's hand, and follow him, nude and giggling, onto a public beach.



"I don't think I can do that. I know that I already did…" 



The muted but poorly concealed sounds of her rollicking pleasure as she lay under him, as he took her. His low, menacing growl as he released into her.



"I already did…"



"I already did…"



"I already did…



"...two separate cars?"



Chris snapped back into the moment. Molly was standing over him, her hand out to take his now empty plate.



"Sorry? I was thinking of…I was…distracted," Chris sputtered.



"I was saying if you can make it, we'll need to take separate cars so we have enough seat belts. The trail Mark wants to show us is only about ten miles away, but since there's 5 of us…"



"Right. Um…okay. Well, I'm not sure I can get away…"



"Daddy…" Lucy objected. "Daddy, I want you to come…I thought you thaid you'd come…"



Chris looked at Lucy, pouting, a half minute away from actively pretending not to cry. He looked up at Molly, whose eyes were pleading, and then down at Max, who stopped playing with a rock pile he'd made for long enough to hear if his dad would leave the computer for a morning to go on a hike with them.



He was silent, unsure of how to navigate the situation, when Mark's low voice broke the silence.



"We'd love it if you came, Chris. The more the merrier."



Chris' stomach turned. Who's the "we" in that sentence? Who the fuck does this guy think he is? He wanted to stand up and tell Mark to get the hell away, and leave his family alone. He wanted to spartan kick that statuesque douchebag straight into next week. But all he could come up with was…



"Okay, sure…"



Lucy cheered, jumped up, and ran over to hug Chris' knees. Mark grinned, and Max inexplicably began stuffing the rocks into his pockets. I guess he thought he'd need them later..?



 He looked up to find Molly smiling at him. 



Chris softened. He hadn't seen her smile like this in…



"Yeah," Chris said. "Yeah, let's do it! Everyone got your sunscreen? Bug repellant? Snacks and water? Let's do this!"



Lucy grabbed Max's little backpack and helped him put it on before slithering into her own. "I want to ride with Daddy!"



"I want the front seat!" Max shouted over her.



Chris hastily changed from sandals into walking shoes before shoving some things into a backpack himself. 



"Mol, you got everything you…"



He looked up to see Mark and Molly walking away. Down the path toward Mark's campsite, and his old 4runner. 



"We'll follow you!" Mark called out over his shoulder.



Chris felt a pit in his stomach. He tried to shake it off.



He threw his backpack in the backseat next to Lucy, then got in and started the car. 



"Wait, do you know where this place…" he asked into the air.



Lucy rattled off the name of the trail, accented with erudite lisps. 



"You turn left out of the campground, then it'th a few mileth till the turnoff. Here, daddy…I'll put it in the G.P.eth for you…" Lucy leaned over the front console into the front seat, expertly typing into the on-screen navigation, then sat back into the back seat, buckling her seat belt.



Where did this kid come from? He chuckled to himself with pride. So smart…



"Okay, here we go…" He said, pulling out. He adjusted his mirror as he pulled onto the road. 



Mark was directly behind him in the driver's seat of his 4runner. Next to him was Molly, beaming and chatting, her shiny red ponytail swaying in sympathy with the shifting tilt of her head in conversation. 



He felt his stomach turn again.



"Is the turn up here, honey? Did I pass it?" He asked Lucy.



"No daddy, it'th a wayth further. Jutht follow the map…" Lucy said matter of factly. He glanced down at the map. 



10 minutes to destination.

Turn right in 2.4 miles.



He checked his rearview mirror again. Mark in the driver seat, but…



No Molly. She was gone.



Chris did a double take. Where..? He turned quickly around to look over his shoulder behind him, then looked forward again quickly. He checked the mirror again, looking more closely.



It was easy to miss. Almost invisible unless you knew what to look for. 



Barely cresting the steering wheel of the old 4 runner, the curve of a shiny red ponytail was gently bobbing. 



Up and down.



Up and down.



* * *



David opened the creaky dock office door and walked out toward his truck bay. 



Vinny was waiting for him there.



David ignored him, striding purposefully by the taller man to pull open his delivery truck door.



"Hey Stark. Did I say you could walk past me?"



David turned and squinted.



"Didn't know I had to ask permission. Is that a new rule?"



"Yeah. For you it is. Got it?"



"Ummm…okay…"



"Uhhh, okay…" Vinny repeated his words back to him, mocking in a gutteral tone.



"Well, I gotta load these carts and get going, Vinny. That okay with you?"



"Yeah, Stark. Just remember, you play by my rules now. Got it?"



David rolled his eyes at him. "I thought that was always the deal, Vinny. Aren't you my supervisor? Isn't that the whole basis of this little social contract we got going?"



Vinny snorted. "Smart guy. Smart. Guy. Yeah, I guess we got a contract going. I know you thought you was gonna be boss. I fixed that."



"Did you now?" David responded, smirking. He set down a flat of flowers on the cart and walked toward Vinny. 



He had had enough.



Vinny squinted in surprise. To see David gesturing in challenge toward him. "Yeah, I did. And since you brought up our contract, we gonna re-negotiate now." He grinned triumphantly.



"Okay." David replied calmly. 



Vinny stared back through narrow eyes. David smirked again.



"I'm waiting."



Vinny took two steps toward David. They were within arms reach of each other. David didn't flinch. Didn't react. The dim light of an early morning dock glinted off the concrete floors, the steel posts, and the kaleidoscope of commercial flowers ready to be loaded and delivered.



"Number one, you my bitch now."



"I wasn't before?" David responded calmly.



"Yeah, but you really my bitch now."



"Okay."



"Two…I'm docking your pay."



"Why?" David's eyes narrowed in amusement. 



"Because you my bitch now…" 



"I see." David took a half step back, and returned to stacking flats of flowers onto a cart. "I think we should probably call that subpart b of point 1 on the contract, seeing as all of your terms seem to just be variations on a theme of 'I'm your bitch.'"



Incensed, Vinny grabbed David by the back collar and yanked him off balance. A tray of pink carnations spilled to the floor, scattering everywhere. He spun David toward him, getting right in his face.



"You gonna be a smartass to me? I ain't gonna take no shit from no cuck. You get me?"



David simply stared back into his eyes. The entire loading dock halted. All eyes were on Vinny and David. Vinny and David's eyes were on each other.



"You. Get. Me?" Vinny growled again. The dock employees began to gather in a wide semicircle around them.



"I'm sorry…" David said after a pause. "I wasn't listening. What did you say?" 



A blinding light flashed in front of David's eyes as Vinny's forehead smashed violently into David's nose. David staggered back, blinded by pain and shock. He took a moment, shook his head, and checked his nose. Not broken. He looked up at Vinny, whose eyes were boring into him. 



David straightened his shirt, stepped back, and bent down to return what undamaged flowers were on the floor back to their tray. 



"You want me to talk louder, cuck?" Vinny yelled, echoing down the loading dock. "I said, you show me respect or I tell everyone here that you're a cuck. A for-real cuck! Your wife fucks around and your bitch ass loves it. I'll tell everyone!" 



Vinny's bellowing bounced around the length and width of the dock, filling the silence as everyone watched the confrontation.



David finished gathering the flowers and replaced the tray on the rack before turning to face Vinny again.



Vinny sneered in triumph. "Yeah, cuck. Yeah, bitch. Watch me. I'll tell everybody!" Vinny repeated himself, lower but still quite audibly.



David took a deep breath. "I think you just did tell everybody, Vinny."



Vinny squinted in surprise. "I'll tell Steve. I'll tell Steve everything."



"You definitely already did that, Vinny." David pulled the papers out of his shirt pocket. "Steve gave these back to me."



"Yeah…" Vinny said triumphantly. "Yeah, see?"



David checked his nose again. It was tender. Swelling a bit. Not bleeding, though. He walked toward Vinny again, tucking the folded pages back into his shirt pocket.



"I do see, Vinny. But…I'm not sure that you do."



Vinny smirked, looking around the dock for approval as a chuckle rippled through the workers.



David motioned to one of the nearby workers, a smoker, to lend him his lighter. He paced around the perimeter of the observers in a semicircle, moving around Vinny as he held his sneer. 



"You might want to educate yourself, Vinny, speaking of smart guy stuff, on what leverage is. You know what that term means? I doubt it. I know you don't know how leverage works." He stopped in front of Vinny again. "You want to renegotiate our little contract, that's fine. But you pissed away your leverage." 



David now had everyone's attention. He felt like he was in a movie. He began flicking the zippo open and shut, open and shut. The flame popped up, then went out. Popped up, went out.



"You thought you had some leverage on me," David continued. "Great. Good for you. Bad for me, maybe. Then, you tried to use it. Great. But you popped early. Sad. Embarrassing, really, when you think about it."



"What the fuck are you talking about, bitch?"



"You already told Steve," David snapped back, exhausted at Vinny's inability to follow his explanation. "Steve knows. Then, you just…yelled it to everybody. Everybody knows. If you want leverage over me–it's the threat that holds it. Telling everybody…now the threat means nothing!"



David flipped the lighter open again, the small flame holding steady.



"You basically planned a bank robbery for half an hour after you burned the bank down. The money's all burned up now. You gotta do stuff in the right order, Vinny. " 



The dock erupted into laughter. Vinny whirled around, glaring at his subordinates. 



David waited for the laughter to die down before continuing. He touched his nose again. It was definitely swelling. Maybe it was broken, after all…



"Also, leverage, much of the time, is about not doing something. About holding back. You blew it all."



Vinny's sneer was unbroken, but his eyes registered confusion. David's eyes rolled again in exasperation. 



"I don't know what you think you know about me, Vinny…" He pulled out the folded papers, flipped open the zippo, and lit the bottom corner. The flame sputtered for a moment, then grew until David let the flaming mass drop onto the concrete floor. "I don't know what your actual plan was, or if you even had one. I only know one thing for sure." 



David pointed down to the flames at his feet. "I know you know how to make one copy. Do you know how to make two?"



Vinny's eyes widened.



"Didn't think so." David stomped on the flames as the blackened paper crumbled apart. He turned around and lifted the last flat of flowers onto the rack before reaching for the broom to sweep up the trashed flowers and paper ash. 



"Yeah, well I know one thing." Vinny shouted as the semicircle started to break up. "I know…I know you're a cuck." He grinned in triumph, waiting for the dock to laugh.



Nobody laughed.



David completely ignored him, pushing the wheeled cart of flowers onto the truck, disappearing into the dark.



Vinny doubled down, yelling after him: 



"Tell that wife of yours I'm up next. I'll fuck her good. Fuck her like you can't. I'll make that little cunt beg for…"



David flew out of the darkness and tackled Vinny to the ground. The workers, most of whom had begun walking back to their own loading bays, rushed back to see David throwing his hands desperately at Vinny's head and body. Vinny just laughed and parried the smaller man's attack, continuing to taunt as he did. The dock erupted into cheers, jeers, and laughs as Vinny reveled in the reconquest of his audience.



David, aware that his flurried ground fighting was accomplishing nothing, stood up and brushed himself off. He wiped his face with his sleeve and tried to turn back to his work. The crowd died down again, spurring Vinny to scramble to his feet and stoke the conflict.



"I ain't gonna be tackled by no cuck-ass bitch. Come back here, you little cuck-ass bitch." David grabbed another roller cart and, red faced, rolled it toward the truck. 



Infuriated, Vinny ran up behind him, grabbed the back of David's head and slammed it into the metal cart. The metallic clink of teeth to metal drew a pained gasp from the other workers. David hunched over, holding his mouth. Blood pooled around his fingers and began to bead toward the floor. 



"Yeah, bitch, that's what I thought!" Vinny drew back his right foot and swung the pendulum directly into David's side. David tipped over on his side and curled into the fetal position, covering his face. Vinny kicked him again. 



Then again. 



And again.



David's silence turned into involuntary moans and exhalations as Vinny's rage boiled over. Finally, he leaned over and, with three quick blows, jackhammered his fist into David's temple.



David Stark, with his characteristically pressed, tidy, tucked, and clean work shirt now uncharacteristically rumpled, untucked, and bloody, went limp.




Post 60 — Guest
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O man...this story elicits emotions across the board....excellent writing.




Post 61 — Crushing

Wed Apr 24, 2024 7:45 am

Jordan mumbled in protest as her phone buzzed. 



6:30. 



Daylight was well on its way up–morning light pushed through the closed white blinds and cast a blue-gray glow spreading through the bedroom. She hit snooze on her phone and laid back into her pillow, tucking her hands back under the covers. As she did so, she felt her own warm, soft skin under the sheet.



She was naked.



Suddenly, the events of the early morning flooded back in her memory's eye. She had woken up early to give David a sexy surprise. She had taken off her bottoms in the bathroom…and her shirt was…



She looked over toward the window to see her crumpled t-shirt half draped over David's nightstand where she had thrown it.



She had teased him, woken him up early. She had playfully announced her intentions. She had climbed on top of him, and he had gotten excited as she reached down…



Jordan smiled to herself at the memory of David's penis twitching, diminutive but violent, in her hand. He had ejaculated instantly at her overtures alone. She had wanted to give him sex, but…



She had cleaned herself up, then laid down to snuggle him until he recovered. Maybe he'd want to try again before he left for work..?



But, apparently, she had fallen back asleep. It WAS 2:30 in the morning, for heaven's sake…



Jordan now explored her nude body, running her palms and fingers over her breasts, down her tummy, and down the front of her legs. On the way back up, her legs parted to let the fingers of her right hand find…



She was wet. She wasn't lying to David earlier when she said she had been turned on. She had gotten even more excited as she mounted her husband, and, without actually enjoying him inside her, she had fallen back asleep with a warm, fuzzy, but dimly frustrated feeling of confidence.



Apparently, residual feelings of warm, fuzzy, confidence dimly tinted with frustration had followed her through sleep. She kept her right hand fingers between her legs and reached for her phone. 



6:34.



She had until 7 before she really needed to get up and get ready for class…



She set her phone down and returned her left hand under her covers. The playful caress of her right hand fingers stirred the warmth of her bodily feelings, and she began to lightly pass her left hand over her nipples. 



One after the other. 



She began to imagine the early morning she hoped for, where she would present herself to her husband. 



Where he would attend to her needs hungrily. 



Kissing her mouth, her neck, her collarbone. 



Kissing and gently licking her breasts…sucking her nipples, driving her crazy…



Jordan moaned as the warmth between her legs began to concentrate. She shifted the broad caresses of her right hand fingers to tight, light circles around her stiffening nub, letting out a gentle moan as she did so.



She imagined her husband, himself clearly on fire with her body, climbing between her legs and jamming himself into her. She imagined him grunting in passion as she gently caressed his face. She imagined looking into his eyes as he became more desperate…



Jordan's phone buzzed, breaking her concentration. 



She took her dry left hand and, without looking, hit the button to silence it. Hopefully that shut the alarm off, instead of just activating the snooze…



She should have just turned the alarm off…



That thing would keep buzzing every nine minutes…



She returned her concentration to the sensations warming and intensifying between the middle finger of her right hand and the moistening space between her legs. She began to put more pressure on her caress, moving her finger back and forth between her lips…



A muted squishing sound began to nudge its way through the sheets and bedspread, subtly making itself known in the growing dawn light of the bedroom.



Her mind returned to her fantasy. She imagined her tall, muscular husband between her legs, thrusting desperately, his deep voice giving her both gentle affirmations and firm instructions, guiding her to give him pleasure. HIs large cock causing…



She started to herself as she realized that the body in her fantasy had shifted its person. The man between her legs was now tall. His voice was deep. His cock…



Jordan's moan dropped in pitch as she realized the man in her imaginary bed was now Mark. Instead of giddy, short, and desperate hip thrusts, she was now receiving long, confident strokes that stretched her. 



Filled her.



She moved her left hand down between her legs, moving one finger deep into her wetness, then a second as her right hand continued the back and forth motions above it. 



Jordan's deliverance began to present itself. 



The voice of Captain Mark Rein was now the only sound in her head, the low resonance of his words adding to the intensity of her pleasure.



"Are you going to give me what I want, Jordan? Are you going to give it to me..?"



"Yes…" Jordan gasped as her orgasm rushed forward to meet her. "God, yes…yes…"



Her phone buzzed again, breaking her focus.



"God, dammit!" Jordan cursed the phone, throwing down the covers and grabbing the phone, leaving a subtle trail of slime on the screen as she opened it. 



She looked for the alarm shut off, but the alarm was not the display…



It wasn't an alarm. It was a phone call.



Jordan, confused, stared at the screen, until she gradually came back to herself. 



She didn't recognize the number. The caller ID said "CONTINENTAL LOGISTICS."



The warehouse. David was calling. Her heart leapt in excitement for him. He must have gotten the job! Why didn't he call from his cell..?



Jordan swiped right on the screen, smearing the liquid a little more, as she answered and lifted the phone to her face.



"Hello?"



* * *



The hike had gone well so far. 



Friday's picnic lunch was, for the first time that week, packed for five. The little troop had settled down about fifty yards back from a riverbank, a few miles inland from the ocean. Molly dug into her backpack to distribute sandwiches, each one carefully customized to everyone's taste.



Peanut butter and jelly with the crust off for Max. 



Peanut butter and jelly with the crust on, cut in triangles for Lucy so that she could demonstrate the Pythagorean Theorem with one half of the sandwich to anyone who would listen while she ate the other half.  



Tuna fish with light mayonnaise for Chris. 



Turkey with fresh lettuce and tomato for her. 



And more recently, she had figured out how to load bread down with juicy roast beef for their new family friend, a young infantry marine set to deploy to the middle east in a few weeks.



Lunch was idyllic. Mark watched with amusement as Lucy and Max competed with each other for their father's attention. He was locked in to both of them–a complete about-face in attitude from the beginning of the week. 



Molly beamed as she watched Chris divide up potato chips out of the shared bag to each of his children as they chatted with them.



"You thee, daddy, the thquare of the long thide here, known ath the hypotenuth, ith actually equal to the thum of the thquareth of the other two thideth when you add them together. And that ith true for every thingle triangle with a ninety degree angle in it. Every thingle one."



Chris nodded, interested. "That's really interesting, Lucy…where did you learn that?"



"I watched a video about it on the internet…mom found me thome youtube channelth that teach math thtuff…I like shapeth and geometry."



Max was less interested in conversation, attempting instead to squeeze half of his sandwich into some kind of shape to display for his dad with pride. 



"It's a duck!" 



Chris, vocalizing his pride at Max' sculpting ability, gently suggested eating it instead.



Mark took a large bite of roast beef before looking over at Molly. "You've got a hell of a little family here, Molly," he said through a half-chewed bite.



"Eckthcuthe me, Mithter Rein…" Lucy interrupted, "we don't talk with our mouth full…"



Mark nodded gravely and swallowed. "Quite right. Of course. Thank you for reminding me."



Molly's mouth was full too, and she covered it to keep from spitting out the sandwich with her laugh.



Everyone chewed in silence for a bit, until they were nearly done eating. The hike had tired out the kids, although they would not admit it. The sound of the river running over the rocks gave the scene an added air of tranquility. Then, with one bite left in her sandwich, Lucy spotted a river otter and took off after it. Max dropped his squished last bite in the dirt and tore down toward the river bank after her.



Molly, Mark, and Chris watched them go. Each waited for another to speak, but no sound came other than the nearby flow of water. Finally, Chris, avoiding eye contact with his wife and her lover, walked down toward the river to look after the children.



The silence continued for a little longer, then Mark spoke up.



"I have to leave tomorrow. I have to report back before my platoon starts coming back from leave."



Molly sighed. "We have to leave tomorrow too. We've got a full day drive, and I have a shift on Sunday. Vacation's over, I guess."



Silence. 



Then Molly: "Chris is…acting different. Obviously things have changed." 



Mark nodded, waiting for her to finish her thought. She seemed conflicted. 



:"They kind of changed because I got so frustrated with him…and now…look at him…"



Mark chuckled. "No accounting for it. Lucy and Max are loving it. It's cool to see."



Molly laughed back, a little sadly. "God, I hope it lasts. I kinda came to your tent that night because I was…I don't know…I guess I was done with him. At least in that moment. I thought I was being selfish. I mean, I am being selfish…but I wasn't expecting this to happen." She gestured toward the riverbank, where Chris was now wading in the water with the kids.



"What do you mean?" Mark turned toward her.



She stayed facing forward. "I finally came to you because I was just…so done. I needed a break. Or maybe I needed to convince myself that someone good would want me. I didn't know what would happen. I thought he'd just keep ignoring me, and it would give me the kick in the pants I needed to leave. I didn't see this happening. It's like…you showed up and…he pulled his head out of his ass? I'm just…I'm really confused."



Molly hung her head, letting out a single gasp of a laugh in frustration.



Mark grimaced as he turned to face the river again. "Anything I can do to help?"



Molly was silent, thinking what to say. Then she was silent in a slightly different way, thinking about whether to say it. Finally, she jerked her head toward Mark.



"Screw it. Yes. I just need to say some things and get an honest answer from you."



Mark raised an eyebrow, and turned to face her. "Okay…Fire away…"



Molly hesitated again. 



"I really like you, Mark. I know you're single, and I'm not. I know you wanted to get in my pants, and…well…you did."



Mark chuckled. "Guilty."



Molly smiled, blushing a little before regaining her composure. She took a deep breath. "Do you really like me? Like, really? Like, if circumstances were different, and I was single and unattached, no kids or anything…would you like…date me, or just try to get in my pants? Or ignore me entirely? Am I just your beach girl for the week? Just killing time?"



Mark took a deep breath, a little taken aback at the direct nature of her question. He was surprised she was bold enough to ask it. The press of time seemed to force the issue.



"That's tough to answer, Molly. You're certainly attractive enough."



Molly blushed deeper.



It was Mark's time to breathe deeply and thoughtfully before giving his answer.



"I'm actually attracted to you for more than your body. The fact that you're such a great mom, that you have such great kids, that you're interested and engaged and caring and smart and hardworking. A lot of what makes you attractive is only visible to me because I see you as a great mom. I wonder if you were single…maybe you'd think you had to play games. Maybe we wouldn't connect because you'd be trying all sorts of tricks on me instead of just showing me who you really are. Now you don't have time or energy to play games. You're just…who you are. And who you are with your kids is very attractive to me. All around. Not just sex. You're an impressive person, Molly."



Molly was surprised to the point of tears. She looked away, embarrassed, and wiped her eyes. "That answers my next question then…"



Mark laughed. "You were going to ask if I would date you with kids?"



Molly nodded.



"Yeah. Yeah I totally would. You're a hot mom, Mol."



Molly choked out a laugh despite herself. She looked down at her feet, suddenly shy.



"So now…" Mark continued, "You're wondering whether this sudden attentiveness Chris is showing is…"



"Permanent." Molly finished his sentence. 



"One way or the other, things are going to change between Chris and me. At the very least, you've given me…" she looked back up at him, locking eyes. Emerald green. 



"I don't know…a little confidence, I guess."



Mark smiled back until it faded into a grimace again. "So can I be honest with you for a minute now?"



Molly nodded easily. She seemed a bit lighter.



"You and me…won't work. At least not now. I'm deploying in like ten days, and I have to stay focused on that. Also, I think your kids are great, I love spending time with them. Under other circumstances, I'd want to keep going. But…"



Mark gestured toward the river, where Chris was wading into the water with Lucy, each holding their shoes over their heads, looking down into the water.



"They love their dad."



Molly nodded gravely. "They do. And I agree this wouldn't work. At least not now. I like you, Mark. I like you a lot. But I have things to figure out too. I'm not going to war, of course…but I have things to figure out."



Mark nodded back. "Life is complicated sometimes, isn't it."



"Mmmhmm."



Mark reached over and rubbed Molly's back. Molly purred slightly at the touch. The silence returned. Then Molly looked over again.



"We still have today."



Mark smiled. "Yes we do…" 



"Can I ask you to do one thing for me? And you have to promise not to laugh…"



Mark raised his eyebrow, waiting.



Molly took a deep breath, and let it out slowly. Then she looked deep into his waiting eyes with her own emerald greens.



"Tonight, after the kids go to bed, don't hold back. I want you to take everything you want from me before morning. Everything."



* * *



Jordan, staring down at her phone, didn't respond to the small talk in the back of the Uber. The app said they were still 8 minutes away from the hospital, and David was not responding to her calls or texts. 



Her driver, apparently oblivious to the context of being routed to the hospital, was persistent. Jordan had quickly thrown on clothes after she had gotten the phone call. With no shower, the first pair of underwear, jeans and t-shirt she could find, Jordan had thrown a hoodie on over her T-shirt and, purse tucked under her armpit, she had run out to the Uber as it pulled up. 



Her hair messy, the clear indication of a hasty presentation and no shower, the driver observed the attractive young woman in the backseat of his car with bemusement. She was cute. Slender, auburn hair, magnetic blue eyes. The disheveled appearance must have meant a fun night. He wondered who she had gone home with. Lucky bastard.



"You live in Aspen Towers?"



Jordan blinked, unsure of what he was asking. "I'm sorry…what?"



"Do you live in Aspen Towers?"



"Sorry?" Jordan squinted.



"Aspen Towers. The apartment building across from the hospital? I can drop you…"



"No, I don't live there…I need to go to the hospital, emergency entrance."



"Oh…I thought…"



The driver quickly caught himself and shut his mouth.



Jordan squinted, now irritated. "What did you think?"



"I-I'm sorry, miss," he stammered. "I thought I was taking you home. I hope everything's okay."



"No…" Jordan's emotions welled up and her voice raised in pitch. "You picked me up from home…why would you think I'm going home? My husband has been in an accident, and I don't even…I'm sorry, I don't mean to be rude…can you just drive please?"



The pitch of her voice had tipped upward out of her normal, controlled tone. The driver, foot fully in his mouth, just nodded and focused on the road. 



Jordan's phone buzzed. She answered and lifted her phone to her ear as the car took a curve and the reflective high-rise hospital appeared. 



"Hi Mom. No…I'm almost there, I don't know what happened."



The driver watched her through the rearview mirror as he pulled up to the emergency entrance.



"No, don't tell Dad yet…don't tell anyone, I want to find out what happened first. They say he's stable, but he couldn't talk, I don't know why. I'm trying to call him and he's not answering…"



The driver pulled to a stop in front of the automatic sliding doors marked with red capital letters.



EMERGENCY.



He turned around and mouthed "I'm very sorry" in genuine contrition. Jordan nodded distractedly and nearly fell out of the car in haste. Running through the doors, she wrapped up her call.



"Okay mom, I'm at the hospital now, I'm going in. I'll call you when I know more. Thanks, I love you…"



"Miss!"



Jordan turned around to see the driver again, walking quickly toward her, waving something.



She had left her purse in the back seat. She ran back and grabbed it. He repeated his apologies while Jordan fought back tears once more, nodding in acknowledgment and running to the reception desk.



"Hi, my husband's here, can you tell me where he is?"



The receptionist, an elderly woman with glasses hanging around her neck, calmly turned to her computer screen and waited. 



Jordan was flummoxed and breathless. "Do you know where he is? He can't answer his phone…"



"Can you tell me your husband's name, sweetie?" 



"Oh, of course, yes. Sorry. David Stark. I'm Jordan…I'm his wife, my name is Jordan Stark Simms, just Jordan Stark, because that's his name…"



The receptionist was used to panicked blathering and simply nodded in understanding. She buzzed a nurse to take Jordan back through wide halls cluttered with empty gurneys and other medical equipment. At length they came to a light blue curtain hanging from a curved track. The nurse pulled the curtain back.



Jordan's hand jerked up involuntarily to cover her mouth. David was laying back on the hospital bed, bleary eyed but conscious, with a large strip of gauze running down one side of his face. One of his eyes was nearly swollen shut, and a large absorbent ball of gauze was jammed in his mouth. He was still wearing his work pants but his shirt had been removed, and bandages were hastily applied around his torso.



"Oh my gosh, baby, what happened? What happened?" Jordan's earlier attempts to hold back tears were now useless. She darted to the side of the bed and tried to find a place to touch his head or face that wasn't injured. She found some space on the right side of his face and cupped her hand around his cheek. She leaned in and kissed him, then turned to the nurse. 



"Can he talk?"



"He can, but it will be hard. He lost a tooth, and the one next to it is chipped pretty bad. Nothing life threatening, but it hurts. We've got him on some painkillers, so he'll be a little groggy."



David groaned a little more and tilted his head into Jordan's palm. She turned back down to face him. 



"Can you tell me what happened honey? Tell me where it hurts?"



He groaned again, then moved to pull the gauze from his mouth. The nurse stepped in to stop him. 



"Not now, sir, we've got to keep that pressure on for a little longer."



She turned to Jordan to explain.



"Apparently there was a fight, or somebody jumped him…whatever it was, he got beat up. He'll be okay, we're waiting on radiology to open up for an X-ray. And we've scheduled an MRI, but so far he looks okay. He's a tough one, your husband. He'll bounce back. He'll need some dental work, though." 



"X-rays? MRI?" Jordan asked.



"Whoever it was kicked him a few times after he fell down. We don't think any ribs are broken, but we're making sure any ribs aren't broken. And he was unconscious for a few minutes, so we need to do an MRI and pass it off to a neurologist. But it's precautionary, he really does look like he'll make it out of here okay. Probably today…"



Jordan was paralyzed. Who in the world would want to hurt David? 



She found herself growing angry.



The nurse asked her if she had any more questions, and Jordan said no, she'd just wait here with him until he could leave. 



She left them alone and closed the curtain.



Still in shock, Jordan began stroking her husband's hair. She leaned down to kiss him gently, and whispered a quick, silent prayer of gratitude that her husband was not hurt worse. Or killed. She kissed him again, and he began to mumble, trying to form words. 



Jordan lifted up her head and looked into his glazed eyes. He seemed to be smiling through the pain. Four short grunts came out from behind the gauze. 



"I love you too baby, just lie still." Jordan responded.



David shook his head, and reached up to his mouth, tilting the gauze out just enough to make out a few words.



"Ah gor ihd dack…"



Jordan squinted in confusion. "What honey?"



David grunted in sleepy frustration and lifted up the gauze a little further. She winced, seeing the blood saturating the underside of the gauze as he lifted it up. 



"I god id back…"



"You…you got it back? What did you get back, honey?"



His eyes widened, locking on to hers, pleading to be understood. After a moment, she recognized the look–a glow in his eyes. Pride. He was trying to brag about something. This was rare, and even more unsettling in the circumstances.



Gosh, he must be really high on those painkillers.



David lifted the gauze up even further, exposing the jagged front tooth, chipped nearly in half diagonally next to an open gum wound next to it. Jordan's heart nearly stopped at the sight. She pursed her lips and covered her mouth again. David seemed unaware that he had completely uncovered the wound, but now his tongue could move freely. 



Groggily, he enunciated his words as clearly as the injury and slurring effects of the painkiller would allow. Jordan leaned in, pulling her hair back and placing her ear as close to his mouth as she could get it. Then, with measured enunciation, pausing after each word, Jordan finally understood what he was trying to communicate.



"He got your letter. I got it back for you, baby. I got it back…"



* * *



"I wanna go in Mark's car!"  Max broke into a dead run, breaking off from the little hiking troop as they came into view of the two vehicles parked side by side. On the left, a tidy, well maintained and lightly used light blue RAV-4. On the right, a decade-old 4runner with mud splatters down the side, chipped paint, and clear signs of rust over the rear wheel wells. 



Max reached the passenger door and began pulling impatiently on the handle to open it. 



"It'th obviouthly locked, Mackth…" Lucy observed as she walked up behind him.



Mark walked up and reached over Max's shoulder to unlock the door. Max pulled it open and climbed in.



Lucy was more circumspect. "Mom, ith it okay if we ride back with Mithter Rein?"



Molly looked over at Chris. He shrugged in response.



"Sure kids! You can ride with Mark, I'll ride with daddy."



Lucy reached in to unlock the back door, then climbed in and buckled her seat belt. Mark stepped into the driver's side and reached over to buckle Max's seat belt before fastening his own. He looked out at Molly as she got in the passenger door of her car. Her face seemed strained. Worried. He put the 4runner into gear and pulled away toward the road as Max began asking him rapid fire questions about every scuff and tear he could find on the interior of the vehicle. 



In the Rav-4, Molly found herself growing anxious as Chris put the car into gear. That anxiety stood in stark contrast to the emotional ease and safety she had been enjoying that week. With the new man. 



Not to mention the excitement. 



Chris cleared his throat. 



Molly waited. 



Finally he spoke.



"What does this mean, Molly?"



Molly closed her eyes and took a deep breath.



"I don't know, Chris."



More silence. Finally, Molly again.



"We had issues before, Chris. I…wasn't happy."



"You seem happy now," Chris added, with a clear bitter edge to his tone.



Molly closed her eyes again, counting to 5. Then 10. When she got to 8, Chris spoke again.



"I'm sorry. I didn't mean to…"



Molly just looked out the window.



"I don't know what it means," she said at length with a sigh. "You and I, we have stuff to work on. Or maybe not. I don't know. But yes, Chris, since it seems important to you, I am happy when I'm with him. But I don't know what it means for us. Maybe that this thing has run its course. We have to figure that out when we get home, I guess."



Chris just nodded, grunting in agreement.



Although she tried not to show it, Molly was confused by his reaction. Usually, she spent most of her emotional energy hiding those emotions from her generally sullen, disengaged, or volatile husband. Their arguments usually followed a standard arc: He would vent about everything in his life that was going wrong, with either implicit or explicit references to his misery somehow being the result of Molly's inability to be the perfect wife. 



She had been bracing for that level of recrimination, amplified to white hot rage and resentment by the demonstrable and repeated reality of her infidelity over the past week. 



She had intended to throw his inadequacies right back in his face. To parade her easy seduction of a new man in front of him. To ensure that he knew, firsthand, that divorce would not leave her out in the cold. That she would neither depend on, nor beg for the largesse of her underachieving spouse, perhaps soon to be ex-spouse for support, affection, and attention. 



In a way, she had even looked forward to that. Chris could be so. God. Damn. Frustrating. For once, she just wanted to throw it back at him. 



"Yeah," she thought to herself, "I've been unfaithful. It's my fault. But I don't care anymore. I'm not a good enough wife? I'm not giving you everything you need? Well, I'm good enough to make this six foot four muscle man with a huge cock lose his goddamn mind inside me four nights in a row…I can give him all sorts of things. He wants me. What do you think of that?"



She blinked, shocked at the aggression that clouded her thoughts. This wasn't like her…



Chris cleared his throat again. They were pulling into the campsite. 



Chris parked the car. 



Mark and the kids were already walking out on the beach away from them. He put his hand on his wife's knee and cleared his throat for a third time.



"Molly…"



She looked over at him, a little scared of herself after the aggressive tirade that had just ripped through her normal stream of consciousness, although not spilled into the already tense space between her and her husband.



"Molly…I don't hate this."



Molly looked down at his hand on her knee. Then, looking behind his hand, she saw a small erection pressing against the fabric of his shorts.



Confused, bewildered, and a little scared of herself, Molly looked back up and met her husband's eyes. Chris smiled awkwardly, betraying a vulnerability that Molly had not seen in him since…maybe high school?



She put her left hand on top of his right hand on her knee, and reached over with her right hand to unbuckle her seat belt. She held his gaze as the click and whirr of the retracting seat belt released her.



"I want you to watch tonight, Chris."



Molly let go of his hand, opened the car door and stepped out.



* * *



Jordan sat in the hard chair set next to the rolling hospital bed. Her face was blank, her eyes distant. David had fallen asleep, the painkillers caught up to him. He had already been wheeled to the X-ray and wheeled back. Then he had been wheeled to the MRI and wheeled back. The emergency doctor had come back, indicating he needed a few days rest and he would recover from most of the injuries, but he wanted to hear from a neurologist about the MRI.



So now she was waiting for the neurologist. Nothing to do but think.



David's face was noticeably swollen. The gauze was out of his mouth now, but his upper lip was fat. Every now and then he would breathe in deeply through his mouth and she would catch a glimpse of the jagged wound in his mouth, with half a tooth and a lacerated upper gum.



Her head swirled. 



First, with questions. Who did this? Who would do this? David never, ever hurt anyone. All he ever did was work so hard and try to help people. He had mentioned some trouble at work, but the details were always unclear to her, she'd never met anyone from work except Hamad, and she didn't ever get the sense that it was worse than the usual workplace politics. She knew workplace politics. Wherever there was work, there follow workplace politics, right? They don't usually lead to people beating on each other.



Of course, she had never worked on a loading dock, and some things were probably different. Well, obviously they were. Obviously. But even so…



David had said something about someone getting her letter…that he had gotten it back…



Fear grabbed Jordan by the stomach and she doubled over. 



A record of her sins…horrible, flagrant sins…she had bragged about them. Bragged to her husband! In writing! What in the world was she thinking?



The fear in her stomach began to turn to horror at the depth of her own depravity. She had simply drifted into this world of sexually permissive…even wanton…whatever it was. 



She had cheated on her husband repeatedly. 



She had bragged about it, lorded it over her husband…



The fact that David seemed to like it didn't help. True, they "did it" together…but she knew it was wrong. She should have put a stop to it. What if he had "liked" heroin? Should she just go out and get him some so they could both use it? Would that make it better? 



What in the world made her think this wouldn't blow up in her face? 



She could have gotten pregnant, she could have gotten assaulted or even worse…



The horror in her stomach turned to guilt, and gradually to self-loathing. She looked up at her husband, still sleeping. Face swollen, a visible cut above his cheek, and darkening bruises on the side of his torso. 



She didn't know who actually did this. She didn't really know why, or what led to it. She didn't know if it would happen again. She only knew one thing.



This was her fault. She did this.



The blank stare in Jordan's face broke and she began crying again. She dropped her face in her hands, and tried to let it out quietly, not wanting to draw attention to herself or her husband.



After a few minutes, she was interrupted by a gentle hand on her shoulder. She looked up.



"Hey, Jojo, how are you two holding up?" A gentle voice asked.



"Dad…" Jordan jumped up and hugged her father, who held her close as she began crying again.



"It's okay…it's okay. Everyone's still here, everyone's together. We'll be okay. We can work this out, sweetheart…"
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Tucked inside the makeshift space partitioned by emergency room curtains, Jordan sat rigidly in a chair next to her husband's bed. David, still bruised and swollen, drifted in and out of a sleepy haze brought on by painkillers. Sitting caddy corner across from Jordan was the Reverend Jack Simms. He was a thin man of slightly above average height with horn rimmed glasses and graying temples fading from dark brown hair. He was dressed in casual slacks with a leather belt and a light pastel button up shirt neatly tucked in. His posture betrayed a comfortable attentiveness. The posture of a man who spent a significant amount of his time near hospital beds. 



His level of comfort in an emergency room chair set him apart from the rest of the visitors. No one would be surprised if he introduced himself as a pastor, but he was undoubtedly a friendly one. He occasionally shot comforting glances over to Jordan through his polished yet economical glasses, and periodically broke the silence with bad jokes and familiar anecdotes in the attempt to get his daughter to smile. It worked a couple of times. 



After what seemed like forever, a nurse came in to check on the patient, and soon after a doctor walked in. One that Jordan had not yet met.



The neurologist. Thank God. Finally.



Jordan stood up to greet him, and her father followed suit.



Placing a laptop on a rolling table near the bed, the doctor, a stocky woman in her mid fifties, introduced herself briefly before launching into an explanation of the images on her screen. She pointed to some indications of acute trauma on the side of David's head, then explained that no obvious indicators of serious brain trauma were apparent from the scans.



"As far as we can tell, there shouldn't be any residual effects. The scans look good. He was unconscious for a little while, and while that's never good, I'm not seeing anything on these scans that worries me. Even though he'll have some nasty bruises."



Jordan exhaled in relief. Jordan had held her breath through most of the doctor's exposition, wishing she'd skip to the end. The Reverend Simms broke his pastoral facade briefly to show signs of genuine relief as well. David, of course, was still asleep under a cloud of painkillers.



"I'd like to see him in a few weeks to follow up," the doctor concluded. "Other than that, I think he's ready to go home. Make sure he takes it easy for at least a week." 



Jordan nodded gratefully. "Thank you, doctor…thank you. That's a big relief."



The doctor smiled and nodded before walking briskly out of the room. 



"See? God's looking out for you two…" Jordan's father smiled.



Jordan burst into tears as her father pulled her into a hug. "What are your feelings, Jojo? Seems like he's gonna be fine. Seems like we can get through this…and I'm here to help. What can I help with?"



"I told mom not to tell you…"



He nodded. "I know you did. Don't be mad…"



"I don't know, I just…I just panicked. I felt like we were in trouble."



Reverend Simms pulled back and held her eyes as he furrowed his brow.



"What trouble, Jojo? With who? You're a grownup now. You're almost a Doctor! Not a real one…I mean…not a medical one, but a doctor of…of…"



Jordan, her face still buried in his shirt, laughed in spite of herself. "Psychology, Dad…"



"Right, anthropology. A doctor of anthropology! That's something…"



Jordan laughed again, and stepped back, shaking her head.



He smiled at her. "Let's get this iron man back into his own bed, what do you say?"



"Cheeseburger…"



Jordan and her father whirled around to see David speaking, slurred, and through half-closed eyes.



"Yuguys wansum cheeseburgerzzz..?"



* * *



Jordan fumbled with her keys and the doorknob for a few moments before managing to wiggle and then throw the door open. She bolted through the entrance and shot straight back to her bathroom, gathering the discarded clothes off the bathroom floor. She then ran into her bedroom where the bed was unmade and her shirt from last night that still hung off the corner of the nightstand. She gathered them up and hastily made the bed, throwing the clothes in the hamper.



She felt bad running away from the car as soon as it parked, but she had to get in the house before her father. There was no other option…she had to scrub their apartment of any indications of their…of her…activities. 



* * *



Reverend Simms was perplexed. He had noted that his oldest daughter had not giggled at the curiously childlike exchange between her husband and her father over cheeseburgers that kept coming up as they wheeled him out the door and walked him to the car. He had shot several grins in her direction as David's confused mumbling request finally became audibly coherent. She seemed oblivious. This was unlike her. Unlike the two of them, father and daughter, really.



Jordan was close with her father, a blessing he thanked God for daily since the happy day she came into his life. 



His first child, a daughter, and one that had her mother's beauty, tact, and compassion, and her father's intellectual drive, was as much and more he could ask for to bring light into his life. But she was always a force of nature. She could be a handful in classrooms–from an early age teachers would mistake her ravenous curiosity for disrespect, and the young pastor had been obliged to use his moral and social authority as a minister to smooth over such misunderstandings on several occasions. She always wanted more to read, and when she read the entire Bible from cover to cover before she finished third grade, the Reverend Simms had clear proof of her abilities to brag about in his own social and professional circles. Just a little accomplishment that allowed him to say with confidence to anyone who would listen what he knew all along: 



Little Jordan Simms was gifted. 



Exceptional. 



The delicate line of raising an exceptional daughter to be a good Christian was one he was happy to try and navigate, but kept him on his toes. Her fierce independence and curiosity could be intimidating, even scary at times. She accepted no teaching at face value. She wasn't rude or rebellious, she simply wanted to understand on her own terms, in her own way. So occasionally she would challenge adults to match wits. And occasionally she would win. On more than one occasion, he had to talk her Sunday School teachers down from an outright panic. And her teachers weren't the only ones to notice. Some of the more conservative parishioners in his congregation did not care for her independence, and so he would often take his daughter aside and try to show her how to carry herself without getting on the wrong side of such people. How to be both smart and kind, how to be herself without alienating the simple-minded and the jealous. These little sidebar conversations often led to father and daughter giggling together conspiratorially about all the people who "just don't get it." 



Over the years, his obvious delight in her gifts made her confident that he was always in her corner. The young pastor and his daughter really came to "get" each other. They developed a library's worth of inside jokes that mystified outsiders, even Jordan's mother on occasion. 



Reverend Simms knew that Jordan trusted him deeply. Implicitly. At least he hoped she did. She always seemed to.



His greatest fear when she grew up and graduated high school–valedictorian of course–was that she would fall head over heels for some obtuse meathead of a man that would bench her obvious gifts in order to pursue his own. 



But after a few years, when she didn't seem to be dating anyone seriously, he had gotten worried that perhaps there was no man who could keep up with her. She would complain about the low emotional maturity or intellectual deficiency of the boys that would take her out on dates, taken by her beauty but utterly unprepared for her intelligence and independence. When she graduated university–summa cum laude of course–he was proud, excited, and not surprised. He was a little worried that she wouldn't find anyone. However, when she was accepted to a prestigious doctoral program with a famous research professor, he contented himself that a fulfilling career might be just as fulfilling as a good husband. However, he held those thoughts quietly as his wife expressed her own interest in grandchildren.



Then David had entered the scene. Remembering when Jordan had brought him home, Reverend Simms smiled to himself. David was a bright, polite, and very hardworking young man, and he was clearly terrified to meet their family. 



Initially, Reverend Simms had been leery of the young man, as it was clear that he was not an intellectual match for his oldest daughter. However, as the family got to know him, it became clear that David was intensely aware that Jordan was out of his league. As a result, he absolutely adored her, and clearly counted himself the luckiest man alive to be allowed in her presence, much less in her life. 



It was the exact attitude Reverend Simms had hoped for in a future son in law. And as he got to know David better, his good heart and sheer determination made it obvious what his oldest daughter saw in him. She was clearly more gifted, but he seemed utterly determined to work himself into her league. When she agreed to marry him, everyone was thrilled.



It was a good match, and a happy wedding. The only strange spot in that chain of memories had been the dearth of family and friends that had attended from David's side. David brought along an old roommate to be his best man, and had agreed to let Jordan's little brother be a groomsman–his first time wearing a tuxedo. But that was it. The rest of the wedding party were his own family and congregation. 



David had seemed to come from nowhere, from no people. When the Reverend had expressed concern about this, Jordan had explained that David had had a painful upbringing, and an alienating family situation. David, she had explained, had wanted to leave that behind, and had worked hard to redefine himself as a better man. But his family were in his past as a result of his own conscious choices. 



Reverend Simms was concerned about this issue initially, but was familiar with such situations in his line of work, and David's determination to establish himself on his own terms tracked with the young man's clearly visible grit and determination. His daughter was marrying a young man of character. One that absolutely adored his daughter.



It was a win. 



So he was concerned when he found out David was hurt, but was confident he would pull through. A little scrape between blue collar workers on the loading dock didn't surprise the Reverend as much as it did his daughter. Loading docks can be rough places. He knew David was on his way up either in the company or in a new job after completing his MBA. So once the neurologist expressed confidence there would be no lasting injuries, he was confident that David's grit would be sufficient to pick himself up and build himself into a better man as a result of the experience. 



Of course he would be willing to chip in for the dental bills to fix his teeth. 



This was going to be okay, and when David sleepily asked for cheeseburgers, Reverend Simms had hoped they were reaching the point where they could start to laugh a little about this situation and begin to heal from not only the injuries, but the fear.



So when Jordan didn't laugh–didn't make eye contact, and didn't even acknowledge the silliness of the situation, Reverend Simms noticed. 



Admittedly, the lack of acknowledgment did make sense in her situation. To her father's knowledge, Jordan had not seen anyone get beat up like this before, and undoubtedly her first exposure to rough-and-tumble violence being her husband did not help the consuming nature of her worry. However, decades of pastoral experience, not to mention decades of being Jordan's father, had made him confident he could talk her–no, talk them both–through this. 



Hence, the surprise when he pulled into the parking lot and Jordan bolted out of the car and dashed into their apartment before they got David out of the back seat. 



No matter. David wasn't a big man, and he was increasingly lucid, albeit still in a fog of narcotics befitting his recent thrashing. No need for more hands to move him. He could get out of the car with a little help. 



Still, it was odd. He watched her disappear into the apartment building with a raised eyebrow. It didn't add up. True, it could be that she was simply frantic, the obvious result of not having yet processed the violent attack on her husband. 



Or…she could be dashing ahead to clean her room before her dad walked in the door. It was something she used to do growing up, he recalled with a smile. 



Or…something else could be wrong. Something he hadn't yet thought of or seen.



Either way, it was clearly driving his daughter to distraction. And therefore something to keep an eye on.



* * *



"Jordan?"



Jordan had hastily thrown all incriminating clothes into the hamper and was now pulling the sheets over the mattress. Darn. She had moved quickly, but not quite quickly enough.



"Jordan? Honey? Can I come in? I brought the patient…he made it up the stairs just fine…"



"Come in dad, I just wanted to make the bed for David…"  She darted to the other edge of the bed, pulled the blanket tight, ran her hands over it to smooth it out before reaching for the bedspread.



"I think he wants to eat his cheeseburger first, so we'll just sit down in the kitchen here if that's okay," he called down the hall.



"Okay, I'll be right out…" Jordan called back, throwing the bedspread over the bed and adjusting it.  She took one last glance around. 



It wasn't perfect, but it was tidy. 



She straightened her hair and walked out to the kitchen. Her father and husband were seated across from each other, devouring their lunch. Reverend Simms had carefully half-unwrapped David's cheeseburger for him so that he could grip it without getting greasy. David now fumbled with it, trying to bite into it with his side teeth, his head turned to the side, avoiding the obvious pain of his broken and missing top incisors.



Jordan pursed her lips and fought back tears as she saw him struggle. 



Reverend Simms patted the chair next to him. "Have a seat, sweetie. We got your cheeseburger right here. Extra onions, right?"



Jordan sat down and smiled in spite of herself. "You know I hate onions, dad."



"Is that right? Since when?"



"Since always, dad…" Jordan lifted up the top bun of her burger. No onions. She shot her dad an appreciative look.



"Did they put enough onions on there for you, Jojo?"



"They didn't put any on there, dad…" she replied, rolling her eyes.



"Huh…I told them extra onions. In fact, I told the nice young man that took our order…David, you remember this right…? I told him…I said…if it comes down to deciding if there's only room for the beef patty and more onions, then we want a burger that's literally all onions. Just a pile of onions. Didn't I say that, David?"



David grinned and nodded through half-closed eyes. 



Jordan laughed again as she took a bite before looking down and covering her eyes with her hand. She tried to hide it, but her father knew instantly she was crying. He reached over and patted her back gently before leaning over and whispering in her ear.



"It's okay, sweetie. He's okay. You're okay. Everything's going to be okay…"



* * *



The parking lot of the Continental Logistics was nearly empty as they pulled into a spot next to the parked Camry shared by the young married couple. Reverend Simms noted a middle eastern man in work coveralls waving at them from across the lot as soon as they pulled in. As he shifted into park, Jordan bolted out of the car again and walked quickly toward the man. He turned the car off, got out of the car, and followed her, perplexed.



"Hamad…what happened? Were you there?"



The man looked warily at the newcomer. Jordan pressed Hamad until he responded with a question of his own. 



"Is he okay? He look bad when they take him to hospital…"



"Oh I'm sorry…" Jordan apologized as she noticed Hamad glancing again at her father. "Hamad, this is my dad, Dad, this is Hamad, one of David's friends from work…"



The men nodded at each other as Jordan continued.



"Did you see what happened? Do you know who did this?"



"I see it, yes…David came out of the office door and he goes to do his work…and then Vinny come and they yell at each other. I did not understand why they are yelling. Then David tries to ignore him, you know, and do his work…then Vinny says something about you, he said something about David wife…and David tackle Vinny like in football and Vinny just laugh."



"What were they saying…" Jordan looked nervously at her father, who was listening intently to the broken narrative.



"I don't understand what they say, but Vinny say David is cook. He say it over and over again…then David set some paper on fire and Vinny gets really mad and beats up David. I did not know what Vinny means by cook. I think maybe David light thing on fire, and Vinny ask him if he cook paper or something?"



Jordan's eyes widened in recognition. She quickly shifted the conversation away from this part of the story.



"What happened after he got beat up? Did they call an ambulance?"



"No, I run up and push Vinny away, and some other guys grab him, and David is knock out, asleep. So I turn David around and his mouth bleeding real bad. So I take handkerchief and try to put pressure, and Steve the boss come in and says he take David to hospital. David does not wake up for a little while after though, so we wait until he can get up and walk. He seem okay after he wake up, though. Just dizzy."



Jordan teared up once again as David's friend related the incident in broken English. "What happened with Vinny?"



"Oh, that's good news. Steve fire him. Right there. He just say…Vinny, get the fook out. You fire!" Hamad grinned. 



Apparently, Reverend Simms thought to himself, he didn't like this Vinny character any more than David did. Must be the shift's designated, or more likely self-designated bully. 



"So…" Hamad continued. "He okay? He back home now?"



Jordan wiped her eyes. "Yeah, he's back home. He's okay, but his teeth are broken. He's sleeping now."



Hamad looked visibly relieved. "Tell him I pray for him? Aisha too."



Jordan nodded, squinting back more tears. "I will."



The Reverend Simms was also noticeably touched as he spoke for the first time. "You're a friend of David's?"



Hamad nodded. "Yes. We good friends. He help me with starting my shop!"



The Reverend's eyebrows lifted, impressed.



"Well thank you Hamad, we'll keep in touch. Can you do me a favor? Tell the bosses here that David isn't coming back. He's going to find a better place to work." A touch of bitterness in her voice was apparent. 



"Of course. I tell them."



* * *



The light was getting low, but the sun was still out. Breathing deeply as she went, Jordan hit her second wind just as she made the final turn into her fourth mile. After the fast food lunch, Jordan had found a dentist that could see David tomorrow and made an appointment. 



David had quickly fallen asleep in their bed. 



The apartment was quiet, and her father had insisted she take some time to herself to clear her head. She had opted to don some modest workout clothes and return to the university track to run for a while. She hadn't run competitively since before she was married, and she wasn't running now as much as she would like to. It seemed like the best thing to do to kill time.



It was a good decision. The oxygen flow and endorphin rush was helping to break the clouds of confusion, fear, and guilt that had blocked out the clear thought she was fighting to find. 



Focusing on her pace, her stride, and her breathing, Jordan easily passed the casual runners and walkers on the track. Each lap helped her to untangle the snarl of undifferentiated but powerful negative feelings that choked her thought process, and to figure out the mess of emotions that needed to be mopped up. 



The first four laps were pure emotional release. Jordan pulled hard at each stride. She didn't quite reach a sprint, but she leaned hard toward it as her brisk pace signaled to the other runners on the track to make some room. The tense knot of emotion slowly broke apart as she named each strain in the knot: anger at this Vinny person, fear of his finding David in a dark alley somewhere, horror at David's disfigurement, worry about his dental appointment, concern about his job prospects, and indignation at the fact that what was supposed to be a day of triumph turned into a total catastrophe.



The second set of four laps were saturated with guilt. She felt responsible for what happened. She had done things that led to the humiliation of and violent assault on her husband. She knew better, and she had allowed herself to be swept up into this vicious hedonism that blinded them both. She had been selfish, and her husband had paid the price. She realized to herself that she had continuously,l even happily humiliated him. 



He would be right to leave her and never forgive her.



By the third set of four laps, she began to process the situation with a little more emotional and practical nuance. This Vinny person was far more likely motivated by David's meteoric rise from the dock to the manager's chair than he was by her indiscretions and saucy letters. He was certainly a bully, that was clear. David was a smaller, gentle man, a prime target for bullies who couldn't see his enormous value, or who were intimidated by his obvious talents and high work ethic. She didn't make this happen. Vinny, metaphorically, already had a gun, and had already been inclined to point it at her husband. The letters were, admittedly, a bullet in that gun, but he would have found other bullets. 



Probably. 



Definitely.



Probably.



The fourth set of four laps brought some clarity in the form of a decision. This "hotwife" experiment was over. She couldn't believe she allowed herself the massive lapse in judgment that led to her cheating on her husband willfully–even gleefully–a half dozen times. The fact that David seemed to enjoy it did not make it any less horrifying in retrospect. Her husband had some kind of…self-annihilating, self-humiliating impulse that could not be good for him psychologically. As a professional in training, she should have seen that and sought to help rather than goad him along in his self destructive behavior. And she certainly should not have gone along with it and cheated on him! It seemed more than tawdry. It was exploitative. She had taken advantage of him.



The decision helped to stabilize the wild swing of emotions she was contending with. Five miles was a good amount to effectively clear her head. Rounding the track four more times to finish her fifth mile, Jordan began to think practically through how to best move on from this. 



How to make amends to her battered husband. 



How to decisively break it off with Mark. 



How to encourage David in moving toward a new career, maybe get a second job herself to help them along while he found something that fit his abilities better.



How to help David get past this destructive psychological impulse, and how to grow closer to him knowing she had exploited it.



A force of habit from her competitive running days, Jordan sprinted the last hundred yards to cross the finish line one final time, heaving in and out. She put her hands on her hips, walking in tight little circles as the fiery blood pumped through her veins. 



The cool down. For Jordan, there was never a moment when her head was clearer. She felt better, but her guilt remained. And would likely remain until she had made amends. She now knew–for absolute certain–one thing and one thing only:



The hotwife experiment ends today.



* * *



Reverend Simms had dutifully reported the day's developments with all relevant details to his wife, Mary Simms, who probed each data point with predictable worry. 



Jordan, he explained to her, had taken off to run around the track for a while to clear her head. 



"And David's asleep?" she asked.



"Yep. Sawing logs." He smiled.



"So what are you doing now?" she asked.



"I did some dishes, and I went down to their little pay laundry room to put in a load of laundry a while ago. I'm heading down to get it out of the dryer in a bit here…Thought they could use some nice clean clothes…"



"That's a good idea. How is she? Really?"



"She's scared. She's pretty scared and distracted. You know how she is…she's so convinced that people can work things out, she's so convinced she can find the answer–the possibility of violence just doesn't make sense to her. And then she saw her husband laid out in an emergency room. So she's pretty shaken up."



"Who did this to David? Who would do this to David?"



"Apparently some other guy who works at the loading dock. A guy named Vinny. We met one of David's work friends when we went to pick up the car. A middle eastern fellow. He said he saw the whole thing."



"So this man who attacked David…he's just a bully? Did he try to take money or something?"



"I couldn't tell. Apparently they were hollering at each other, and this Vinny guy said something about Jordan, and David lost his cool and tackled him."



Mary paused. "So he got into a fight because this Vinny guy was talking bad about Jordan?"



The Reverend chuckled under his breath. "Yeah, that's what it sounds like. Kinda proud of him for that, I hate to admit."



"Don't tell him that…"



"No, of course not. Still, it's good to know he'll go to bat for her. Even with a guy that'll beat the stuffing out of him for it." The admiration in his voice was no longer hidden.



"Well, let's just hope it never comes to that again."



"Of course, of course…" he nodded gravely, returning to a serious tone of voice. "But I'll tell you, honey…I bet if Jordan let him, he'd be back on that dock tomorrow paying their bills."



"But she's not going to let him, is she?"



"No. No, she made that clear. Oh, there's the alarm. Honey, I've got to go. The alarm I set for the dryer went off. I'll call later tonight when Jojo gets back, you can talk to her."



"Okay."



The two hung up, and the Reverend descended to the pay laundry to get clothes out of the dryer. He brought up the basket full of hot laundry, nudged the apartment door open with the toe of his loafers, and dumped it out on the kitchen table to fold. When he had everything folded and arranged in neat little piles, he returned the piles to the basket and tiptoed into the bedroom where David was still sleeping. He set the basket down and gingerly nudged open the drawers, filling them with clean clothes from bottom to top.



Arriving at the last drawer, he opened it up and reached down into the basket to get one small pile of folded boxer briefs, and another pile of feminine cotton panties. He looked down into the shared drawer and set the boxer briefs on the right side, and panties on the left, matching the young couple's division of space. 



He moved to quietly nudge the drawer shut, but it stuck. He turned around to make sure he wasn't disturbing David, who groaned slightly and turned to his side, apparently still asleep. He then reached down to quietly wiggle the drawer into place. As he did so, he noticed a partially open pack of lacy women's underwear on the right side of the drawer.



Strange.



He reached down and slid the package to the left side, nestling it under the freshly folded panties.



* * *



A heavy fog saturated David's head as he drifted in and out of consciousness. It had been a strange day. The line between deep dream and waking reality was difficult to find in the fog. He wasn't sure what was real and what was dream, as his memories, his dreams, and his perceptions drifted in and out of his stream of consciousness. Short vignettes with familiar characters mingled with unfamiliar scenes, all seemingly equally real in the here and the now in front of him. 



He saw Vinny glowering at him as he gripped something hot in one hand. Maybe a hot water pipe? But it burned…he let it go. Something orange dropped down to the floor on his left side. Then his upper teeth began to hurt.



The low distinct thuds of throbbing pain pulsed just under his upper lip. The steady rhythm of the throbbing pulsed and changed the view in front of him. He now looked up Jordan's naked torso through her open legs. He felt the same rhythmic throbbing as her hips gently bucked against his lips. Her face wore a look of surprise as she looked down at him…a steady tension rising in her body, ascending toward a shocking, unprecedented climax as he offered the best efforts of his lips and tongue to the woman he loved. A warmth met his lips as the pitch of his beautiful young wife's voice rose inexorably into…



The voice of her pleasure drifted into the distance, but didn't fade away entirely. Instead, it modulated to gentle, hushed weeping that seemed to rise behind a…a light blue curtain. The pain returned and the warm welcome of his wife's open legs vanished to be replaced by…a cheeseburger? 



Now David was startled into awareness back at his own kitchen table, looking across at Jordan, now fully clothed with messy, unwashed hair pulled back in a hasty ponytail. Next to her was seated someone new…her dad? 



What was he doing? David strained to see. He had a knife in one hand and something round in the other. He was… peeling and cutting something…a large onion, which was making Jordan cry…



The fog returned, then fell again as David tried to reach across the table to take the onion away from him. As he grabbed the onion, it turned into a folded piece of paper in his hand and he was shocked to see the Reverend Simms bare his teeth in anger and swipe at him with the knife. The knife cut his lip open and blood started to drip down his chin.



He didn't care…the onion…or was it a folded paper…was making Jordan cry. He dove across the table into the knife and kept sliding and sliding until he saw blood pour from his face. The sound of metal clinking rose out of the darkness, punctuating Jordan's gentle sobs…



The fog rose again and David was back at work. His shirt was dirty. Very dirty. Vinny must have stolen it and rubbed filth all over it. It smelled…metallic? 



He ran to the grimy dock bathroom and reached for a handful of paper towels, dabbing them with water from the sink before trying to clean off his shirt. As he began to soak his shirt, he looked in the mirror to find his mouth stuffed with gauze. Jordan was in the bathroom too, standing behind him. 



He whirled around to see her and found himself in a new place. A hospital bed. 



Jordan was sitting in a chair next to the bed, messy bedhead hair pulled into a hasty ponytail. She held his hand as she gazed off into the distance. 



He squeezed her hand, but she didn't notice. 



She was looking at one of the curtains. Shadows, silhouettes moving back and forth indicated activity on the other side of the curtain. 

 

One shadow in particular stood still while lighter shadows flitted around it. The singular shadow, a large male figure with broad shoulders and a head held high, stood still looking back and forth, seeming to observe the world outside the curtain with the air of command. Jordan's eyes held firm to the outline, occasionally rippled and distorted by the subtle movements of the curtain.



Jordan let go of his hand and stood up, walking toward a break in the curtain. David tried to speak, but no words came out. His mouth opened, but only helpless, guttering grunts came out. 



Jordan parted the curtain and walked through until she, too, became a silhouette outside the curtain.  Her silhouette walked calmly, wordlessly toward the other silhouette, which towered over her. Her silhouette moved toward his, and sunk slowly to her knees. 



David's tongue, still tied, began to salivate. He began to grow aroused, then excited, his body humming in tension as his eyes fixed on the two shadows, or really only one shadow now.



A single silhouette.



A new presence startled him inside the curtains…a middle aged man on the inside side of the curtain space…



Only it wasn't curtains anymore. It was a room, and the bed was the one he shared with Jordan. The middle aged man was…again…his father in law, struggling to close the top drawer in his dresser. He grunted slightly and turned on his side, hiding his erection as the memory of Jordan's silhouetted hands moving forward to rest on the standing shadows thighs lingered in his mind's eye. 



The fog shifted, and the bedroom was empty again. Then the door opened and Jordan walked through in her wedding dress. She looked scared. Her hair was still unkempt, pulled hastily into a ponytail, and the dress was stained. Not unlike his work shirt. He began to panic…how could she walk down the aisle like this? He couldn't allow this on her wedding day. She was so beautiful. How did her dress get so dirty? She would be humiliated…



He struggled to get up, to help her clean her dress, to help her fix her hair. He stumbled slowly forward as if he was under water, but she kept backing away from him in fear. She seemed to think it was him that had ruined her dress, and she wanted to run away from him. 



Up to this point, no words had been spoken in his dream, hallucination, whatever it actually was. But then the first words of his dream came out of his terrified young wife as she held out her hand to keep him away, to keep him from making a bigger mess, to keep him from humiliating her…



"David…"



David strained to apologize, but he couldn't speak. He threw his entire weight into his dead tongue to try to speak, to say he was sorry, to promise to fix it for her. 



To make everything better.



Nothing came out.



"David…"



He couldn't get to her. He pushed harder. She inched away again.



"David…"



His eyes opened, and Jordan was laying beside him in the bed. Her eyes locked on to his, a mixture of concern and amusement. They were alone in the room, and the door was shut. The fog began to recede, and David felt the sheets rustle against his sweaty skin in the waking world.



"Oh good, I thought you weren't going to wake up. How are you feeling? Sounds like you were having a bad dream…"



David blinked. Hard. He squinted as his eyes adjusted to the light. Jordan was looking down into the covers and pulled back the bedspread.



"Or maybe a really good one?" Jordan's eyes sparkled as she looked back up at him, smirked, and then gestured for him to look down.



There was a small, moist circle saturating the sheet between his legs. His body was sweaty, and his heart rate elevated. He took a moment to gather himself before answering. 



"Jordan…are you okay?" David was relieved to find his tongue worked. The dream was fading into the back of his mind.



"Me? I'm fine, honey. I went for a run, took a shower, we're about to cook dinner. Are you up for some food?"



"Yeah, I could…wait…who's we?" 



"My dad's here. You remember…you asked him for cheeseburgers at lunch."



David squinted again. "That was real?"



Jordan laughed. "Well, the painkillers are working. We've got a dentist appointment for you tomorrow, they're gonna get you all fixed up." She drew closer and gently kissed him on the cheek. "I love you baby. You sure you're okay?"



"Yeah, yeah. I'm fine. Let's eat…" 



David sat up and threw his legs over the side of the bed, looking down as he found his footing. 



"If your dad's here, I think I need to find some new pants…"



* * *



Dinner had gone well. The Reverend Simms had made a nice, soft, flavorful macaroni and cheese with hot dog slices. Simple, soft enough for David to chew, and Jordan's childhood favorite. Jordan threw together a fruit salad before she went to wake David, and the three of them shared a genial meal. After eating, David had chatted a bit before deciding to take another dose of painkillers and go to bed.



After calling her mother, Jordan sat quietly with her father in the living room flipping through Netflix to find something to watch. Nothing struck the fancy of either of them, so Jordan kept flipping through the choices in silence.



"So…" Reverend Simms broke the awkward silence with an awkward word. Jordan kept scrolling through the menu, feigning boredom.



"So…" she responded.



"How are you feeling, Jojo? Crazy day…"



She sighed. "Yeah. Yeah it was. I'm just glad he's okay."



"He'll be fine. How about you? You look like you're carrying a load, sweetheart."



"No, I'm okay."



Another moment of silence, then Jordan attempted to redirect the conversation, purposely avoiding eye contact.



"Do you want to see a documentary or something? I think there was one about Viking swords I flipped past the other day. Seemed like a thing you'd be into…"



"You know me well, honey." He smiled, and she smiled too, still looking forward. "But I know you too. Knowing when something is bothering people is…it's kind of my thing."



Jordan's eyes didn't move from the screen. "I'm fine, dad. I'm really okay. It's just been a crazy day."



"Okay." He replied quietly. He leaned back on the couch and rubbed his eyes. 



Jordan hesitated, wanting to get it out, but afraid to go there. "It's just…school is hard, and I'm starting my dissertation, and then David…"



Her father leaned forward and looked down, nodding. He knew that this part of a conversation was delicate. Confession was good for the soul, but it was very fragile, and often broke on its way out. Best to step back gently and let whatever was inside spill out on its own.



"I'm worried about this guy David got in a fight with, and maybe he might come back…and…"



"Mhmmm…" he nodded unobtrusively.



Jordan paused, choking a bit on her words.



"...and I might have done something bad, Dad. I think I might have made David get hurt."



"Hmmm…" He pursed his lips and smiled slightly in sympathy. He waited for he to say more, but she seemed stalled. So he took a risk and gently leaned into a follow up question. 



"Jordan? Honey? Can I ask you something? And if I ask you something, can you promise to answer me honestly? Knowing that I love you more than my whole life and everything I have no matter what your answer is?"



Jordan looked down to the floor and squeezed her eyes shut. Her hair fell down and covered her face. She nodded with a short, quick, jerk of the head.



"Sweetheart…is there any chance…and take your time to answer if you need time…is there any chance that you are secretly in the mafia and hired a hitman named Vinny who works on the docks with David so he could take out a rival gang leader that you're also secretly married to?"



Jordan burst out laughing and wiped her eyes. Reverend Simms smiled as his daughter looked up at him for the first time since David had gone to bed. "No, dad. I'm not in the mafia, and I didn't do any of that."



"Well, that's a relief, sweetie." She smiled and shook her head, wiping her eyes again. He continued. "Because that's the only scenario that I can imagine where something like this is your fault. And if it were true, I think first we'd need to try to make it right with David, but then we'd need to sell the movie rights to someone. Because if that's true, then there's a story behind that. Something that should be a movie somewhere."



Jordan smiled gratefully. "I just…I feel like I might have hurt him…accidentally…"



He smiled and nodded. "That's called being married, sweetie. Accidentally hurting the people you love…that's just…what love does over time. But then you work it out and it gets stronger."



She nodded and clenched her eyes shut again. She took a deep breath, and then let it all out in a big sigh.  



"Did you want him to get hurt?" Revered Simms asked gravely.



"No!" Jordan responded indignantly. 



"Were you happy he got hurt?" He continued.



"Of course not!" Jordan shot back, horrified.



"I didn't think so. I heard what David's friend said, that maybe this man said something bad or mean about you. I didn't understand the story. I can see where you might think you had a part in this."



Jordan nodded, the look of guilt creeping back into her face. 



"But I don't have to understand the story, Jojo. It seems like a pretty clear case of a bully picking on a smaller man. Happens a million times a day, all over the world, unfortunately."



"I know…but he didn't have to…I mean he should have just…"



"He should have done exactly what he did. He might have done it in a smarter way, but if the choice is whether to defend his wife…who happens to be my daughter, by the way…or to let some bully get away with stomping over the most precious person in his life…if that's his choice, then he made the right one. He paid for it, but…I think when he gets off the drugs, he'll agree–no, he'll insist that he made the right decision."



"Yeah, but I don't want to be some damsel in distress, dad. I'm a grown woman, and I don't need to be defended. And I certainly don't want my husband throwing himself in front of me when I'm not even there! That's just…it's just stupid. It's pointless! And it gets people hurt."



The Reverend nodded. "That's a fair point. And I think you and David should talk about it when he gets a little more lucid."



"Oh, we will have a talk about that…" Jordan promised.



"Good. That's what matters. I don't know what all went into this incident. I get the sense that there's some more to the situation. But you're a for-real, no-foolin' grown up now, Jojo. You're a married woman. Whatever happened, and whatever happens now, it's your business now. This is your world right now. You own it. You and David. I'll help if you want help, but I think it's better if you know that I think..and your mom thinks…that you are absolutely capable, and we're confident that you can make your own decisions, and work out the kinks in your own relationships. All you need is love. I think someone said that in the Bible or something, I don't know. I haven't read it…" he grinned as he blunted off his heartfelt admonition with a joke.



Jordan teared up again, briefly, and nodded before falling forward to hug her dad. As he hugged her, he offered one more thought.



"So…when you do have that talk…I think it worthwhile to realize that you're married to Iron Man. Not the comic book one. The real one. That man you married is tough. Way tougher than he looks. And he's ready to throw every ounce of that toughness in front of a speeding train to save you. It's worth thinking about."



"I know it dad," she nodded before settling back into the couch. For the first time since he arrived, he saw a hint of relaxation in her body. 



"So…Viking swords? You got my attention."



"Yeah…let me make some popcorn."
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Chris Cohen sat sullenly in the sinking late afternoon light, typing furiously on his laptop. On the last night of the family beach vacation, he had a work issue come up. 



Perhaps "work issue" was not the right term. What had really happened was one of his gaming buddies had pitched a programming idea via email, and it had caught his interest. Not having had a paying job in some time, Chris was suddenly motivated, and looking to change his situation. 



The pitch was a good idea, a new way of approaching encryption protocols so secure communications required fewer processing resources. One of those ideas that wasn't flashy, sexy, or mass market app driven, but could run like wildfire through the programming, engineering, and security worlds where plenty of money was waiting to be made. It could be big if they could find a way to make it work. Chris was intrigued, wanting to work through the big idea with his gaming companion so he could get to work on untangling the specifics.  



However, this particular gaming buddy was not responding to Chris' email. 



No matter. Chris knew exactly where he would be at 4 in the afternoon on a Friday. He logged on to his character in the game, checked his presets, and began walking through the game world, typing messages to his companion as he went



c4u2n1te: Hey, got your email. Seems cool, we should break out some time, figure it out.



donkeypunc$h442: Later.  Where u been, man?



c4u2n1te: Family. Wife, kids, vacation.



donkeypunc$h442: lame.



c4u2n1te: yeah.



donkeypunc$h442: u back now?



c4u2n1te: no still here. What's the deal with this engine u sent to my email?



donkeypunc$h442: just an idea i had when my encryption protocols fucked up.



c4u2n1te: ive been thinking about that functionality for like years now. U want to try to make it work?



donkeypunc$h442: mayb



c4u2n1te: ?



donkeypunc$h442: U gonna disappear for days again? We need u man



Chris paused and looked around the campsite. It was empty–the kids were working on sand castles with Molly's new boy toy again. Molly was here a minute ago…she must have gone out to play with the kids…



c4u2n1te: i got some time now.



donkeypunc$h442: Good. 



Chris pulled his headphones on and returned his focus to the game. Molly, just emerging from the shower house and walking back toward the campsite, saw her husband from a distance pulling his gaming headphones over his ears. Rolling her eyes, she sighed and began adjusting her expectations for the future. Chris had seemed to be jolted out of his surly cocoon of gaming addiction when she had begun spending time with Mark, but here he was again…



Back under the headphones.



It never took long.



She shook her head, attempting to clear out the negative energy that welled up every time she saw her husband vanish between his headphones. 



This was her last day with Mark. She wanted to enjoy it. 



He had really opened her eyes. He had shown her things that she could have with a different man. Better conversations, inside jokes, quality time with the children…



And the sex. 



My god…the sex…



She walked into the campsite, walking up to the picnic table where her husband's attention was entirely consumed. 



Once again. 



She set the razor she had carried back from the shower house down on the table, and unzipped her toiletries bag to replace it. She looked over toward the beach, where the sounds of Lucy and Max explaining the desired features of their Sand Castle 3.0 to their patient new friend drifted in and out between the crashing, mid tide waves. 



Unbeknownst to Molly, Chris noticed her smiling to herself as she looked out toward the beach. His eyes flitted back and forth between his video game and his wife, his focus pulled toward her as she casually pulled her shirt over her head, revealing her perky breasts in her new bikini. She then pulled down the waistband of her pants, stepping out of her sandals, stepping out of her pants, and then stepping daintily back into her sandals. 



Chris cocked his head slightly. Did her body tighten in the last week? Her legs were really striking, accented attractively by the bottom of her bikini, which accented her bum in an alluring way. 



She did not wear those types of things usually. She was very insecure about her body after having two children.



That seemed to have changed.



Chris' character almost died in the video game as he was distracted by his wife casually undressing. Molly seemed totally unaware that he was watching. After all, she was used to being ignored while in the same room with him. A slight pang of recognition shot through him as he considered this possibility, but it didn't stop him from carefully pulling his video game character out of danger and plotting his next move while chatting with his team.



Stealing another glance over the screen, he found Molly applying suntan lotion on her body, beginning with her forearms, then touching her shoulders, upper chest, tummy, and then running down each leg. Her light skin, slightly tanned despite her pale complexion after a few days spent in a bikini, glistened with moisture as she rubbed the lotion in. As she was finishing the last leg, she looked up and noticed her husband staring at her. 



She looked startled. 



Then, noting the unusual lack of focus in his eyes, she smiled slightly.



She stood upright, then walked around the table and handed her husband the bottle of suntan lotion. She smirked slightly, then, still standing, she turned around and pulled apart the knot holding her bikini top together.



Chris quickly turned away from his laptop and unscrewed the top, squirting the white cream into his hand. He quickly but clumsily rubbed lotion on to her back, moving in generous circles until the whiteness of the lotion faded into the slightly less pale hue of his wife's skin. 



The sounds of his game from his headphones still dominated his ears, but he faintly heard Molly's voice as she looked over her shoulder. He pulled his headphones around his neck quickly.



"Sorry, honey, say that again?" He asked solicitously.



Molly was pleasantly surprised at his tone. Interrupting his gaming and getting a cheery, friendly voice…that tone of voice…that was new.



"I said, make sure there aren't any white spots left…" She said, clutching her bikini to her chest, holding the cups over her breasts to avoid accidental exposure.



"Okay…" Chris said, his heart rate increasing. He gently rubbed in the lotion, running up and down her bare back with the flat of his palms.



"Thanks honey…" she smiled over her shoulder at him. "Could you tie me up?"



"Yeah…of course…" he answered breathlessly. The sound of his character's in-game death rose unmistakably in his headphones.



Molly scrunched her eyes shut, waiting for the loud obscenity, sometimes followed by a physical tantrum, that followed that well-known sound coming from his game.



She waited. No shouting. No foot stomping or slamming his fists on the table. 



Instead, he simply glanced down at the screen, then back up to tie her top together. 



She opened her eyes, surprised. He was looking up at her…



The look in his eyes was new. Helpless. Like a puppy begging for a treat.



She took it in for a moment, then took the bottle from his hand and replaced it back in her toiletry bag.



"Thanks honey…"



"No problem…" 



She walked away toward the beach, swaying her hips slightly.



Chris looked down at his screen again, and found a flood of angry messages from his gaming friends. In particular:



donkeypunc$h442: dude, WTF? You just died for no reason???



C4u2n1te: sorry, lag. Connection is shit here. I'm back now



Chris looked down, noting goopy white splotches on his keyboard. The suntan lotion.



Shit.



He mumbled to himself as he reached for some paper towels, wiping off his palms and fingers, and then began carefully digging out the goop from between the keys on his keyboard as he heard Molly's laughter join their children's from the beach.



* * *



Mark had, once again, been tasked with excavation for the ever expanding sand castle. 



But another development put Molly on her back foot. Rather than arguing about features and design, Molly's children were now…cooperating. The towers and walls did not get taller, but when they discovered they could each have their own room in the castle, they were consumed by the new possibilities of the now sprawling complex.



The resulting hole in the sand was more than large enough to hide an adult body. Taking a short breather from digging, Mark had laid down in the hole, enjoying the cool, moist feeling of deep, wet sand on his back. From there, he had seen Molly walk out onto the beach from the campsite. Her shiny red hair was tied back in a sporty ponytail, and her pale skin had a mild, moist sheen. 



She had probably just put on more sunblock, Mark thought to himself. Whatever the reason for the glow, he couldn't help but compare Monday Molly from Friday Molly. The former, the harried young mother with tangled hair, dirty sweatpants and an old, loose fitting t-shirt that had been so visibly anxious and compulsively apologetic. 



She now wore a relaxed smile as she walked easily out to meet them. Her taut, black, two-piece swimsuit presented a sexy, confident vision. It wasn't just the suntan lotion. Molly's body, now accented with a new confidence, simply glowed. A stark contrast to what her old sweatpants and t-shirt had been hiding when they first met, only days before.



One impediment remained, however. Her sunglasses hid her eyes. Mark couldn't quite tell where she was looking…she seemed to be fixated on what her children were doing. Mark looked over, concerned that something might be wrong. But they were just chatting and piling sand on yet another wall. He turned to look toward Molly again and saw her standing over him, having run the remaining distance while he was distracted. She dropped to her knees, shoving the large pile of sand he had excavated back into the hole where he was laying, covering him with sand.



"Hey…what the..?"



Molly laughed as Lucy and Max stood up to peek over their castle walls. Molly was playfully shoving sand onto Mark in the hole he had dug. His protests seemed weak–he was in on the game. Lucy and Max looked at each other, then dashed around their little construction site and joined in the fun. Giggling, all three of them shoved pile on pile of sand on their new friend, who kept up an exaggerated protest to further the game.  



The sand started to get heavy over his chest and limbs. Subtly, Molly maneuvered behind his head and lifted it up, making a little sand pillow under his head as they finished covering him.



"Okay…" Mark said sarcastically, "so now, you kids know how to dig?" 



Molly choked out a laugh and quickly covered her mouth with her hand as Lucy and Max giggled. Now he was completely covered. Only his head stuck out of the sand at an angle.



"Well guys…" Molly said with mocking gravity, "I guess he's trapped now."



"Now you can never leave. You're our prisoner!" Max yelled in triumph.



"I think he can thtill get out. He'th pretty thtrong…" Lucy countered.



"No, he's stuck!" Max insisted as he began scooping more sand on top of the mound over Mark's body.



Mark heard a dull buzzing behind where Molly was sitting behind his head. 



His phone.



"Could you grab that for me Molly?"



"Yeah…" she quickly twisted around to find his phone, picking it up and looking at the screen. "It says it's from…Captain Wolf?"



Mark immediately sat up, the large mound of sand crumbling and tumbling down underneath him. He extended a sand-covered hand and took the phone from Molly. 



"Thanks…" he hit the button to answer the call. "Good afternoon sir, what can I do for you?"



He stood up, gesturing an apology to Molly and the kids. The Mark-burying joke now over, the children began scooping up armloads of sand and staggering over to pile it on their project. Mark smiled and turned away.



"Sergeant Rein. Nothing urgent, just checking in. You're checking back in off leave tomorrow, correct?"



"Yes sir, taking off tomorrow morning, I'll check in tomorrow evening."



"Fair enough. Most of the company, myself included, aren't going to be back in range until Monday night. However, I checked in with the battalion, and the weapons inspection that was supposed to happen this week…it didn't happen. I want you to take charge of it. Whoever's back when you get there, round them up and make sure we're good, nothing's missing or broken in the armory. I'll want your report when I check in Monday."



"Understood sir."



"Good man. Hey, any news on Jett? He keeping his nose clean?"



"Yes sir, I've had him checking in every night. His mom's babysitting him."



"Damn shame. Good for her, though."



"He's a good marine, sir. I'm confident this was a one-off."



"I'm sure you're right. You having fun?"



Mark looked over at Molly, sitting a few feet away from her kids while they played. She subtly looked over at him, then looked forward again…embarrassed that she was caught looking.



"Yeah, I'm having fun sir.:"



"Good. Stay safe, and I'll see you Monday night. I want a perfect inventory report. See to it."



"Yes sir. Good night."



* * *



She had tried to hide her smile the first time he met her. When she finally did smile, it was clear why.



She had braces. 



Chris found himself following a stream of memory back to his sophomore year in high school, when Molly had sat across from him in Calculus. It was an advanced class for sophomores, and only a handful of students from their large suburban school had qualified for the class. 



Chris was always known to be gifted. He loved Math, and he loved logic puzzles. He could grasp new mathematical concepts almost instantly, often developing shortcuts that his teachers didn't know about or think of. In any Math class, from the 7th grade on, Chris Cohen was king.



But being the king of the Math class did not translate to being king of anything else in high school. In fact, to his dismay, it often seemed to have the opposite effect. The popular boys taunted him, and when he asserted himself, those taunts turned to threats. The popular boys were hostile to him. The popular girls ignored him.



It was almost like there were separate schools within the school. Chris would represent the school in Math competitions, winning most of them. He also had a handful of chess tournament wins under his belt. He had earned trophies. Trophies that he had won almost single handedly for the Math or chess teams, and they sat in the trophy case with the other trophies for football, basketball, swim, and so forth. They were in the back corner of the case, but they were there. It was prestige. It was accomplishment. What was the real difference?



The attitude of his classmates, that explicit devaluation of his gifts and skills, of his contribution to the school and its reputation bothered him. It bothered him a lot. 



But he tamped down those feelings. 



After all, it only seemed to encourage the taunting when he expressed his feelings and frustrations. 



By his sophomore year, he simply learned to be quiet.



Now, on the first day of his advanced class, he was looking forward to an hour of time where he was king again. 



The popular kids didn't come in here. 



The teacher would like him. Math teachers always did. 



The other kids would admire him, and look up to him.



But he didn't recognize this new girl. Red hair, freckles. Skinny with white sneakers, jeans, and a maroon hoodie. She was shy, a little anxious. She kept looking around nervously, hoping no one noticed.



"Hey…" he had said awkwardly.



"Hey…" she said, equally awkwardly, casting her eyes in his direction and then immediately looking forward again. 



"I'm Chris. I don't recognize you. Are you new to the school?" He stuck out his hand across the aisle.



"I'm Molly." She tentatively shook his hand, then nervously looked forward again.



"So…you good at Math?" Chris prodded.



"Umm…kinda. You?" Molly smiled uncomfortably. 



"Yep."



Chris squinted as he recalled that awkward exchange. Her braces. She was shy and awkward. He didn't remember why he talked to her in the first place. 



Confidence. It had to be confidence. He was in the room where he knew he was king. She was new, didn't know anybody. The class was small, and more boys than girls. He wanted to make her feel comfortable, and since he was king, he knew he could do it.



Her self-assessment that she was "kinda" good at Math was unhelpfully modest, Chris came to find out. Molly, while still being awkward and a little disheveled, came to gain his respect as she became his rival. She kept up with the class when everyone else began to struggle and fall behind. They would casually exchange information across the aisle, always related to the subject. They didn't share answers…that was out of the question. The problem solving was just too fun. They wouldn't ruin the fun for each other.



Molly's awkwardness seemed to diminish when she talked about Math, and she gradually grew more comfortable around Chris. She even joined the Mathletics team–the only girl in a small gaggle of boys who were all terrified of girls. Chris wasn't though. He was king of that group, and so naturally he could interact with Molly easily. She performed well in their competitions, but tended to choke under pressure. She would often score in the top 10, while Chris rarely left a competition without winning it.



Their weekend Mathletics competitions were where they got to know each other enough to find their differences. Molly loved reading fantasy books, and would talk about them at great length. Chris preferred computers and computer games. He would often show her a program he had been working on. She would ask if she should be impressed, which rankled him initially. After a while, though, it became obvious. She just didn't know that world, or speak that language. He tried to teach her, but she would quickly lose interest, instead choosing to bury her nose into a new fantasy series rather than a new stack of computer code.



He always liked her. But he didn't like her that way. 



He liked the status she gave him among his Math friends. He had a girl-friend, but she wasn't his girlfriend. They didn't date, they rarely even touched. They were just friends who shared a core competence in Math.



Actually, truth be told, He liked someone else "that way." Becky Hill. Becky was a competitive diver. He first saw her at a pool party for his cousin's birthday when he was a freshman. She would climb up to the highest diving platform over and over, twisting and flipping gracefully as she slipped into the water. He was drawn to her athleticism, to her confidence. Her body was tight, lithe, and tanned. He became fixated on her. He would watch her from across the pool, or from down the hallway at school, but he knew he couldn't talk to her. She would pass him in the hall, not even aware of his existence. She was one of them, one of those people who belonged to the "other school." By junior year she was dating John Hicks, the captain of the swim team, who was a nice enough guy…Chris knew him, had helped him with Math. He wasn't an idiot like some of the athletes, and he always appreciated the help. But Chris had an ulterior motive in helping him: Becky would often drop by. She would sit with them sometimes, and eventually even learned his name and exchanged friendly greetings as they passed each other in the hall. They became something approaching friends. And when John broke up with Becky, Chris had been thrilled to take his shot. 



Then came Champion's night. Every spring the school would host an awards night for everyone who excelled that year. Medals were handed out for anyone who took first, second, or third place at the state level in any sanctioned competition. It was pretty stodgy, but there was always an unofficial bonfire and barbecue afterwards. It was the first time Chris had been expected to go to a social event where athletes were. He was excited.



Here was a chance for the king of one world to visit the kings of the other. Or so he thought. The football team had done well that year, taking third in state, so they were all wearing a single bronze medal. Track athletes had one or two medals, some for first place, some for second or third. Becky was there–third in state in one of her diving events with her bronze medal. Even on that semi-formal occasion, her dark hair was pulled back in a sporty ponytail, ready to dive. She wore a dark green form fitting top, snug jeans that accented her slim figure, and green lace up boots with a low, fat heel. She looked amazing.



Molly even made the cut to go to Champion's night. She took third in one of the Mathletics events, so she was recognized, and Chris hooted loudly for her when she got her medal. She blushed and smiled at him. The braces were gone then. She didn't go to the bonfire, though.



In his mind, Chris was, objectively, king of that night. He had 4 first place medals, and 2 second place medals. He clinked when he walked. His gifts and accomplishments were literally dangling low around his neck. Shining for all to see.



It didn't go as planned. But it wasn't a disaster. By the end of junior year, the worst of the cruelty was fading away from everyone's  impulses. But very few people wanted to talk to him, or recognize him in the crowd. 



The bonfire was a bit of a bust. Then Becky arrived at the bonfire. The dark orange light reflected off her hair, giving it an auburn glow. She moved around the crowd, chatting and smiling, until for a brief moment she stood alone, her first beer still in her hand. 



Chris had screwed up his courage and walked over to talk to her. She seemed genuinely pleased to see him. It was hard to make out her face in the dark, though. He chatted nervously with her, congratulated her on her win. 



Then she blew his mind. Reaching out, she touched the top medal. A bright gold one, laying on top of his other gold and silver medals. She gently lifted it up to inspect it. 



"You've got a lot of these…" she said, dropping it back down onto his chest.



Clink.



"Yeah…" he said, playing it cool as his heart pounded. "I've had a good year, I guess."



"That's cool…" she said, nodding.



Chris' heart had pounded out of his chest. This was his shot. He opened his mouth, and…



"Hey Beck–there you are…"



A new voice floated out from behind him and severed his train of thought. Chris jumped and turned around to find Roger. Starting linebacker for the football team. He was big, probably 6'3" or 6'4". His face was also hard to make out in the dark light, but when he turned back around, Becky's face was all too visible, having lit up at the sight of him.



"Hey Roger, how's it going?"



"It's good, how you been?"



"Good…"



The conversation drifted effortlessly into nowhere. 



Well, nowhere relevant to Chris. Just like that, he had become the third wheel. Becky had politely, but unambiguously dismissed him. 



Stinging from the blow, Chris attempted a dignified walk toward the beer table and grabbed another. He drank it in the shadows on the outside of the party, grabbed another, and drank it halfway back to the parking lot. No one came to talk to him. But no one made fun of him either. It was a half-win.



Finally, Chris realized the night was over for him. He stood up to walk home, heading through the parking lot when he saw it. A dark green 4Runner. Bobbing slightly, rhythmically on its struts. 



Wonderful. Some asshole and his slut are getting lucky. Gross.



He started to turn to walk the other way when a green lace-up boot with a fat heel rose up in view of the back window.



Becky.



As the green lace up boot traveled up the window, the distal end of a gradually straightening leg, the green 4Runner continued to bounce. 



Gently.



* * *



"Report."



Molly watched Mark from the other side of a robust campfire as her new lover took a call. She was surprised at her reaction to his work voice. He always had a deep, powerful voice, but in their interactions, it had been used lightly. Generally friendly, at times grave, open, and sincere. 



This voice was sharp. 



Crisp. 



Commanding.



"I'm not interested in the reasons why you can't get a solid head count. We're reporting back in 3 days. I want full accountability now. Tonight. I want to know that nobody's dead, injured, sick, in jail, or whatever."



He paused. Molly bit her lower lip slightly.



Sitting perpendicular between his wife and this new…friend of his wife…Chris noted Molly's eyes…fixated…drawn across the firepit. The sky had grown dark after their last day at the beach. 



"You'll call back in one hour with an incomplete report or text before then with a complete one. And, you don't want to call. Trust me."



He wasn't yelling, Molly noticed. It wasn't unhinged or out of control. In fact, a sense of control was the primary effect of this way of speaking. A firm, strong grip on the reins.



"Don't fuck up my night, corporal. I've got plans."



Molly shivered. 



Chris' heart began pounding.



Mark ended the call.



"I apologize. Right before a deployment, the stakes get a little higher, and I have to get tough sometimes."



"No worries…" Chris responded, gently.



Molly shrugged awkwardly, trying to feign nonchalance.



The three were silent in the flickering firelight for a moment. Then Molly broke the silence.



"Thanks for dinner…you really didn't have to buy steaks and potatoes. And mushrooms. And then grill them for us! I feel spoiled. They were really tasty. Even Max liked them. And he never likes anything new, unless it's in dinosaur shapes."



"No problem…I've really had fun getting to know you guys. This has been an unexpected pleasure."



Chris grunted slightly, shifting his weight in his chair.



Molly smiled to herself and looked down.



"So…" Mark continued,"kids are asleep, looks like. You guys are packing up early morning and heading out?"



"Yeah…" Chris replied vaguely.



More silence.



"Well…" Mark said, unsure of what the silence meant, "I'm going to head to the shower, hose some of this sand off. Then I think that's it for me."



"Thanks again, Mark," Molly said with an air of finality. "You really made it a memorable week. I hope you'll keep in touch."



"I'd like that too. Chris, it was really nice meeting you. You've got a great little family here. I'm a little jealous, honestly."



Chris looked up, surprised. Mark was standing, brushing himself off. Preparing to leave. Molly was still seated. What was going on?



Mark walked over and extended his hand to Chris. "Safe journeys, man…" Chris grasped his hand, stupefied.



He did the same with Molly, who rose up from her chair and leaned forward to give him a light, friendly hug. "Thank you so much, Mark. Please stay safe…"



Mark nodded briskly at Chris one more time through the dark orange light, then turned to walk toward the shower house. Molly quietly sat down in her camp chair.



Another silence rose, and sat blankly between them. Finally, Chris couldn't take it anymore.



"Weren't you guys going to…ummm…like you did before? Did something happen?"



Molly turned her head to face him. Her face was hard to see against the light of the bonfire, but the dark orange glow gave her red hair a bright glow of its own. 



"Nothing happened, Chris. Mark and I just decided that it would be better to leave things as they are. He wasn't sure you were on board, and he didn't want to cause problems between us. I tried to tell him that it wouldn't cause any more problems than we came to the beach with, but…"



Chris gulped. "I just…"



Molly cocked her head slightly. "You just what?"



Chris shook his head and looked down. Molly sighed.



After another moment of silence, she grunted in frustration, standing up. The evening air had required her to put sweats and a shirt back on over her bikini. She pulled her hair out of the ponytail and let her red hair fall down over her shoulders. The firelight once again combined with her natural hair color to produce an almost brilliant white. She folded her camp chair and set it against the picnic table. "I'm going to bed, Chris." 



"Molly…wait…" 



As she began walking toward their tent, Chris stood up to stop her. She turned around to face her husband, and her jaw dropped in shock.



His swim trunks were hastily dropped to just above his knees. In the fading firelight, his small, erect penis stood stiff, exposed, and quivering in the night air.



"If you, um…I mean if you guys wanted…" Chris sputtered. "I just mean to say, if you want…"



Molly's eyes narrowed and her jaw closed. She stood in silence as her husband, exposed, melted for her on the other side of the embers. She ground her teeth slightly, looking back and forth between his exposed crotch and his desperate eyes.



God, he had a small one. How had she not known that for so long?



She strode purposefully over to him and grasped his small member tightly in her right fist, pulling their bodies close together and putting her face right in front of his.



Nose to nose.



Chris was overcome with some new emotion. His wife's green eyes, now glowing in proximity to his own eyes in the darkening night, seemed to drill directly into the depths of his psyche. 



He was paralyzed by something. 



Fear? 



Arousal? 



Awe? 



He couldn't tell. Whatever it was, he was paralyzed. 



Molly, with a voice he'd never heard before, uttered a demand he'd never heard before. Through gritted teeth, she simply ordered him in a low voice:



"Tell me you want this."



Chris' heart thumped, and his feet remained nailed to the ground. His tongue, also glued to the roof of his mouth, refused to respond. With pursed lips and short breath, he simply nodded quickly.



"Good." Molly let go of his penis, taking a half step back before looking into his eyes again. Her voice dropped a half octave lower than he'd ever heard before. "Because I need it."



She bent over and flicked the tip of his erection with her finger before hiking his shorts back up to his waist. Then, turning around, she casually picked up a beach towel and strode confidently toward the shower house.



* * *



The last text from the squad leaders pinged Sergeant Rein's phone just as he set his towel down next to the shower. He heaved a sigh of relief. 



The night was clear of frustrations now. 



He had wrestled with two significant worries throughout the evening. The first had been accountability for his platoon going into the final weekend of pre-deployment leave. Barring any last minute disasters, he would be able to go into a war zone with his full strength. The last weekend before deployment had a tendency to bring out a kind of crazy desperation. Which often led to spectacularly bad life choices for those who did not guard against them.



This led directly to his significant worry. He had begun a surprising and whirlwind relationship with a married woman. A woman for whom he was fast developing powerful feelings. She was smart, energetic, compassionate, and nurturing. 



She was also very attractive. 



He knew that a week at the beach before going to a war zone for the first time lent a kind of piquant, intoxicating flavor to the experience of bedding an attractive young woman. 



It was well within the normal limits of a pre-deployment leave agenda for a man like Mark. 



But he was falling for her. And she was married. With children. Her husband seemed curiously…no, creepily compliant with the development, and his own powerful instinct to simply mule kick the little man out of the way and take his wife was unsettling. Upon a few moments of sober analysis and reflection earlier that day, this seemed like the kind of decision that might screw things up for everyone well beyond the confines of the week. It just wasn't a good idea.



If she had been single, unattached…



Mark shook his head, pulled his shirt over his head, and pulled his shorts down to his ankles, stepping out of them. He stepped out of his water shoes and into the flip-flop shower shoes he had picked up from his campsite after leaving Molly for the last time. 



He sighed again. 



It had go be this way. Leave her back here. The week was fun, but it's time to move on. Go back to camp, read for a while, soak in the sound of the waves, and get a good night's sleep. Probably going to be the last good night of sleep he would get for a while, he realized to himself.



The shower house was not large, and consisted of two identical bathing areas, one for men, one for women. A row of sinks ran down one wall, and two rows of 4 showers each perpendicular to the sinks, with plastic curtains extending nearly to the floor allowing each shower some privacy. Mark was alone in the shower house, so he had his pick. He walked to the back of the row, choosing the shower stall on the left. Setting his toiletries down on the little tile bench, he turned the hot water on and pulled the curtain closed behind him.



Time to turn the brain off and just enjoy a night off…he let out a long breath as the warm water hit his chest and ran down his torso. 



He heard the outer door of the shower house click and swing open, followed by the sound of footsteps shuffling around the sinks.



He hadn't figured out yet what to do about Jett. He was a good kid, and trustworthy. His little slip up with the law was a consequence of him doing a stupid thing followed by the right thing. Mark worried about an evenhanded but clear response–one that wouldn't turn the kid bitter or make him sneaky, but one that would still allow Mark to hold up the level of discipline he…



The shower curtain was pulled aside behind him mid thought. 



"What the f…" Mark whirled around to find Molly standing in front of him. She was naked, with her hair and eyes down and her cheeks flushed. Mark peeked out of the shower to make sure no one else was there, seeing little piles of clothing she had shed as she walked toward him: sweatpants near the sink, t-shirt between the first shower stalls, bikini top between the second stalls, and bottoms between the third. 



"Molly…"



"I know Mark…"



"We talked about…"



"Shut up. I just…I need you now…"



The warm water now running down his back, Mark felt the slight coolness by comparison on his front, now exposed with the shower curtain open. Yet that coolness did not stop his cock from swelling and beginning to lift. 



Not so much in response to the vision of Molly's pale, nude form…although that was a significant factor.



No, the blood rushing to raise Mark's cock was much more due to Molly's humble, vulnerable confession of need.



This was a stupid idea. This is a last night before deployment kind of idea. This is the kind of shit that's gonna blow up in my face. I shouldn't…



Molly's right hand extended nervously forward and cradled her fingers gently under the swelling mass dangling between his legs. Mark looked down to see the tentative union, then looked up her body, pausing on her smooth, freshly shaven pubis, up past her smooth stomach, and rested briefly on her pert breasts, with her nipples visibly hardened. The flush in her cheeks had extended to her upper chest, he noted as he continued to lift his gaze until, still looking down at the petite young mother, he met the green depths of her pleading eyes.



Fuck it. In for a penny, in for a pound.



He grasped her naked shoulder and pulled her into the shower, sliding the curtain closed behind her.



* * *



Chris was livid at his own rushed, awkward actions as he watched Molly open the door to the men's shower. 



The perfect trapdoor to escape from this awkward, confusing, and humiliating predicament had just been handed to him, and his response had been to basically beg for more by dropping his pants and stuttering–a symbolic act falling somewhere on a spectrum between criminal indecent exposure and modern interpretive dance. After Molly turned away he had hastily fastened the button of his shorts and sat down in the camp chair again.



This was out of control.



Once she disappeared into the men's shower, the sneaker wave of arousal that transformed him into a sex-offending imbecile, Chris was pulled out to sea by an undertow of shame and horror. 



5 days. It had been 5 days since his wife was the woman he no longer recognized, but felt strongly inclined to worship. Monday Molly was anxious, tightly wound, tentative to an unattractive degree. When they had arrived that morning, he had helped her set the tents up. The kids were running and chattering around, annoying him. It was, more or less, what he expected from the trip. A trip he wasn't crazy about going on, but Molly had a week off and he wasn't working, so there was no way out of it. He had reluctantly agreed, but made sure that the campground had wifi so he could game and keep some degree of sanity.



In a moment of honesty, he realized that for most of their relationship he had been cranky and reluctant, while Molly had always been eager and helpful. He just hadn't seen that for the attractive attribute it was. 



This was true from the beginning of their official "relationship." After being rejected by Becky on Champion's night, he had asked Molly to junior prom, and she had eagerly agreed. Something about her excitement to be with him on a date made him see her even more as a second choice. She was cute, she was pretty in a nerdy girl sort of way, and she was admittedly smart. And they shared…some…interests. 



But he never got over the emotional jolt of the fact that he was a king, and nobody cared. He didn't get the hot girl, he got the girl in the desk across the aisle in calculus. After prom, they dated, in his mind, by default. He didn't want to leave her, because he really did like her, and he didn't ever want to hurt her. But she wasn't the lithe, erotic goddess flipping and twisting off a high diving platform. She was the good Math student with braces. When the braces came off in the summer between their junior and senior year, she steadily began to grow out of the shy, nerdy girl persona, but she didn't grow into a particularly remarkable or beautiful woman. But it was good, as a kind of special friendship with some benefits. 



At least that's how he felt. They would spend nearly every other weekend together at Math competitions. She began to hint, albeit awkwardly, that she was ready for a physical relationship, which led to an awkward exchange of groping and headbutting masquerading as kissing in the back of the school bus after yet another tournament where he had won and she had come in the top ten somewhere. 



They had taken the next step of losing their virginity to each other in the most cliche way imaginable–in his car after senior prom. It felt good, and he felt different afterward. Like more of a grownup. Molly couldn't stop blushing, and she began to profess her love for him. He said it back. It seemed right. 



Then came the bombshell. She was pregnant. When both their parents found out, a wedding was arranged and the arc of ascent he anticipated for his education and career was flattened into a hard landing. Still, Molly was determined to make the best of it. She was terrified to be a mother at 18, but when Lucy came along, she dug in and worked hard. He fell in love with her for real this time, genuinely admiring her moxie, and they were actually quite happy for a while. She eventually worked her way through a nursing degree, and he kept taking odd programming jobs that simply didn't meet his skill level or ambition, and made him deal with idiots. He'd hate it, he'd quit, and Molly would say she knew he'd find something, and he'd believe her, and he'd try something else. And he loved Lucy. She was the easiest, sweetest baby, and an even easier toddler. 



Things were good. Not great, but good. Molly kept his spirits up, and he wanted to do right by her and Lucy. When Max came along, he felt he wasn't ready for another kid, but he bucked up and kept trying. But Max was noisy, and when he learned to walk, rambunctious. Molly had to take extra shifts with the added expense, and he was alone with the kids more. He would still find jobs, and they still wouldn't work out. Eventually Molly's encouragement wasn't enough. He began to sink into depression. 



He found an outlet. A release valve. He had fun gaming with his friends. They understood his frustrations. They would share in his rants and negativity. He felt like he really belonged somewhere. At some point, Molly's peppy optimism became annoying, even alienating. She just didn't get him anymore. 



He started snapping at her. Eventually she stopped encouraging him, and then avoided talking to him altogether. 



Then they come on this vacation, and Sergeant Casanova shows up…and then she gets hot? Like…Becky Hill times ten hot? What the hell? 



It was almost a mythological metamorphosis. She had the same body, the same skin, the same face. Objectively, nothing had changed. When Mark had gotten in his face earlier in the week, spouting some bullshit about taking over his family…he didn't anticipate this. When she walked back into the campsite the morning after the first time with him, she was…



She was glowing. 



Chris shifted in his camp chair, responding to another uncomfortable erection. He looked toward the men's shower, savoring the memory of his wife's hips swaying seductively as she confidently walked toward the door. 



How she pulled the door to the men's shower open with no shame. Like she owned it. Like any man who wanted to use it would have to ask her permission.



He never saw it coming. This…change. Now, he was in awe of her. Now he couldn't see anything else but her face, her body, her smile in his mind's eye. 



He did, however, see another camper, a paunchy, middle aged man, heading up the short stairs to the shower entrance.



Shit.



Chris jumped to his feet and walked quickly toward the shower house, hoping to intercept. He didn't even make it halfway before the man opened the door and slipped inside.



Shit.



Chris hastened his stride, totally unsure of what to do. What was he going to find in there? The look on her face when she walked away…he could only imagine…



He took a deep breath and opened the door to find the stranger crouched down next to the nearest shower stall, peeking around the corner. He turned quickly around to see Chris and put a finger to his smirking lips, casting a conspiratorial look in Chris' direction. 



Chris returned a puzzled look. 



Shit.



Maybe he could distract him…



The man beckoned, and motioned for Chris to crouch down too. Chris shuffled toward him, and heard the first whisper.



"Somethin' hinky's going on over there." He winked, and jabbed a pointed finger in the direction of the shower stalls.



Gulping, Chris lowered himself to his hands and knees and peeked around the corner. Four small piles of discarded clothing set rumpled where they dropped between his vantage point and the back shower stalls. Peeking under the bottom of the shower curtain were two, pale, dainty, and very recognizable women's feet, toes in the tile and heels in the air.



The paunchy man leaned forward to whisper in Chris' ear. "Some lady's on her knees in the shower…looks like somebody's havin' a great night, eh?" 



Chris forced an awkward smile, showing a little teeth as the man elbowed him jovially. 



"Let's give 'em some privacy, eh? I can get a shower later…" Chris whispered back.



"Good idea…don't want to interrupt. I know I'd kill anyone that interrupted me if I was in there…" He grinned again.



The two voyeurs clambered quietly to their feet and shuffled out the door, closing the door quietly behind them.



* * *



Sergeant Rein and his nominal girlfriend entered the Cohen family campsite once again dressed in their beach clothes and holding hands. Their damp, warm skin and wet hair acted as a physical premonition of their last night together. 



Chris sat in the camp chair where Molly left him, grasping his sweaty hands together. 



Mark had a new look on his face. It was grim. Grave, even. Despite the dark orange light, he held a narrow gaze directed at his girlfriend's husband.



It wasn't a challenge. When there is no need for contest, a challenge is a waste of a word, or a gesture, or even an acknowledgment. To acknowledge a challenge is to admit the possibility of a challenger. A rival with a potentially valid claim to the same, contested prize.  



That was not what this was. Chris didn't know it, but this was much closer to the look the young platoon sergeant gave to brand new privates assigned to his unit after their graduation from boot camp. A look that spoke volumes to those who understood it. A look that conveyed in the least ambiguous terms that the receiver of that look must know their place.



And if they didn't know their place, the giver of that look would educate them.



Mark gestured silently toward the children's tent. Molly briefly broke the handclasp to check through the zipped tent door, and nodded to Mark that they were asleep. Mark gestured for Chris to stand and walk toward the beach.



High tide.



When the three stood together on the beach, Mark returned the narrow look to Chris and spoke in a low, but commanding tone:



"She wants you to see this."



Chris nodded excitedly, but then dropped his eyes to the ground without knowing why. 



Molly blushed and, letting go of his hand, hugged both arms around Mark's elbow, pulling it to her chest.



Mark spoke again. "You will walk ten paces behind us, and you will do as you're told. You can watch for twenty minutes, and then you'll come back here to make sure the children don't wake up."



Chris nodded, his mouth dry. Then Mark:



"They can't see their mother like this."



Chris nodded again.



Molly hugged Mark's elbow more tightly and buried her face against his shoulder. 



Chris nodded one last time and gulped. 



Mark turned to lead the trio back to his campsite.



* * *



Chris nervously rounded the shrubs to enter Mark's campsite. He had snuck there, peeking and leering uninvited on more than one occasion during the past week. However, this time he had been invited, and it felt different. Very different.



One of the emotions in his new cocktail was terror. He was visibly trembling, and his hands were covered in sweat. Rather than forms, shadows, and muffled hints of audible pleasure, he was now a known spectator. An invited guest. 



And somehow, though he couldn't quite figure out how, a participant. 



He felt like he should be here, but his role was unclear. 



Every instinct that drove his actions, his facial expressions, his helpless hand gestures were unthinking, driven utterly without precedent, and all accompanied by a dense but silent emotional scream insisting that things like this shouldn't happen. Ever. 



And even if they did, his presence for the event, his lack of resistance to it, and indeed, his visceral eagerness to see it through was in fact socially, morally, and even biologically wrong in every way. 



This strange sense of ambivalent welcome made each moment burn deeply into his memory. 



The emotional energy seared his entire body, causing his limbs to tremble, his mouth to seize, and his heart to pound out of control. Thousands of volts coursed through his body, shimmering up and down his limbs and finally concentrating all their force on his small, stiff penis, sadly struggling to lift the fabric of his shorts. It was almost as if his body was throwing all of its energy into that one little member. To cajole, to prod, even try to force his penis to enlarge, to rise to meet the challenge. But the unfortunate little member simply trembled vainly against its own limitations, unable to make itself bigger, able only to periodically secrete a few drops of concentrated milt. 



Little tears of despair.



There was no fire lit in Mark's campsite–he had spent the day with their family. So while Chris could see what the waning gibbous moon allowed him, he relied heavily on sounds. Even though his wife and her lover were only feet away. 



So while one imagines what Chris saw during his brief audience that night, one must not think of "seeing" in the narrow sense. Rather, Chris saw what Chris was present for, with hearing, feeling, and simply experiencing having their own kind of undiscovered, raw sensory power. In this sense, one must conclude that Chris saw things that night that threw him over an edge he didn't even know existed, and no one could be prepared for the kind of shock to the identity that he found himself falling into. And craving. Like a moth to a flame. 



A handful of vignettes will have to suffice to illustrate the experience from his perspective.



Here's one: When a petite woman desires a larger man, and when he extends his arms around her to pull her close, she elongates herself to meet him. Her ankles extend and her toes point, her torso lengthens, her arms stretch upward to clasp around his neck, and her neck cranes until she delivers her willing lips to his. She instinctively exerts herself to hold this tense position, as Molly Cohen did with her lover while Chris trembled a few feet behind her. He observed this elongated, even lithe tension as he heard the gentle, moist smacking noises of lips enjoying a passionate connection. A connection that seemed to sustain itself organically in free-flowing mutual need.



Here's another: Chris found that instructions given between one man and another in this context took on an incredible aesthetic potency, but the same instructions in another context would be so bland as to not bear mention. He had been asked to fetch a blanket before, and it was an unremarkable thing. However, now a break in the kissing saw Mark giving instruction to Chris as he ran his large hands up and down Molly's smooth back under her shirt. He informed Chris that his wife had lent him an extra blanket as a temporary furnishing to aid in their desire to share his tent over the last few nights. Mark now required the blanket, and wanted it spread across the picnic table in the campsite. Chris was shocked at how readily he, trembling, complied. He dashed to the tent and found a blanket usually crammed in a box in the corner of his living room, and spread it out over the tabletop, smoothing it down as Molly cooed in satisfaction at Mark's touch.



Another: Chris had watched many times over the years, with varying degrees of interest or disinterest, as his wife had removed her clothing. The mere fact of Molly's bare body was a known quantity in his experience, and he had himself removed that clothing on occasion in contexts that, one would think, resembled this event. But there the resemblance ended. Something new appeared as the shirt came over her head and the bikini top dropped to the ground, as her pants and then her bikini bottom followed their downward path and she gingerly stepped out of them. She was…something new, and something very…elemental. She glowed as she looked up at the man removing her clothes. She glowed as he lifted her gently to sit on the edge of the blanket covered picnic table. And she glowed as her lover's thick, hard cock parted her, entered her, and claimed her. Chris observed time dilate as his wife accepted the larger man, and as that man bathed himself in her warm, willing moisture. The careful work of Molly's mouth in the shower had primed them both for an early, albeit initial release. They were in sync. They were one. As she choked in pleasure and convulsed in ecstatic climax for him, he shuddered in desperate thrusting for her. 



And in her. 



And then, the only sound was the sometime crashing of the waves and the syncopated panting of the large man and Chris' wife, still coupled in the moonlight.



Chris grasped tightly onto his own supercharged penis, not daring to stroke for fear of losing himself. Mark gently withdrew from Molly, followed by the unmistakable sound of thick drops of liquid spattering onto the ground below the picnic table. Mark looked over at Chris briefly, then adjusted Molly's naked body to lean back slightly, resting her upper half on her straight arms extended behind her back with the palms of her hands flat on the table. He then lifted her knees up, keeping her legs spread wide until her heels, too, rested on the edge of the table. Chris couldn't stop himself from inching forward to see the pale, slightly pink spread of Molly's vulva in the open air of the campground. Mark stepped aside to allow him a clear view, and then reached forward to begin manipulating her sex with his hands. Molly, still electrified, began to whimper. Whimpers became moans, and her weakened elbows buckled, causing her posture to slip, her torso to fall back to elbow height and her heels to fall off the table. Mark grunted, straightening her elbows and replacing her heels on the table before continuing.



Returning to his work, Molly began to whimper again. After a few minutes with the clear sounds of wet play offsetting the steady rhythm of the waves, Molly began to whine and tremble, with her elbows collapsing again just as Mark raised his hand to hush her noises. Molly weakly apologized as Mark grunted in frustration, then reached down under the table and pulled out a tightly looped length of parachute cord. He measured out an arm's length of cord, cutting it with the knife in his pocket, and wrapped it tightly around her elbows, binding them tightly together as they extended behind her back. Molly giggled slightly.



"I've never done this…"



"Shhhhhhh…" Mark covered her mouth with his left hand as he returned his right between her legs. 



Molly, shocked at being silenced, was drawn into sharp focus, and soon the whimpers returned again. Mark paused briefly, reached down to find her bikini bottom, and held it up to her face.



"Open your mouth."



Molly's eyes widened before she complied, and widened more when he stuffed the soft, smooth fabric into her mouth. He then returned to his work between her legs. The whimpers returned, barely audible through her impromptu gag. 



"Molly."



Mark spoke soft, but low. 



His tone was gentle, but firm.



"Molly, look at me."



She whined and looked into his eyes. 



"You told me not to hold back, Molly. Didn't you?"



Molly's eyes squinted briefly, then she nodded in trepidation as Mark's manipulation of her open sex picked up in intensity.



"Listen to me, Molly. You're all mine tonight. Do you understand?"



"Hmmmm…." her voice rose half in pitch, half in volume.



"Your husband's right here, Molly. I want him to know what I'm about to tell you." 



Molly's voice stopped and she opened her eyes wider, shooting a nervous look in the direction of her gaping husband.



"No, Molly, you look at me. You look at ME."



He punctuated the last word with an index finger inserted deeply into her, hooking the first knuckle to probe for her pleasure spot. Molly's whine returned.



"I'm going to war, Molly. I'm leaving tomorrow."



"Hmmm…" she whined through her stuffed panties.



"Tonight, I want you Molly. I want you."



Her pitch raised more as the wet sounds between her legs began to slosh.



"I won't see another woman for a year, Molly. A year with no women. So tonight's got to count. You get me? Do you GET me, Molly?"



Her eyes rolled back in her head and the high pitched whine dropped two octaves into a choking, gutteral moan.



"Listen to me, Molly. I'm going to fuck a year's worth of my cum into your tight little body tonight. I'm going to fill that pussy. Fill it. That's what I'm going to do. Do you understand? Show me you understand."



Molly's head jerked forward as her bound arms shook violently. A few seconds passed, then another unmistakable sound: a heavy volume of liquid squirted from between Mrs. Cohen's legs, splashed over her lover's hands and forearms, and spattered heavily on the grass below the picnic table.



Mark withdrew his finger and stepped back to expose her as nervous aftershocks caused her legs and torso to jerk inconstantly.



"Good girl."



Chris looked at the moonlight reflecting off Mark's hands, courtesy of his wife's ecstatic desire. He looked down and saw a similar reflection of copious moisture on his own hands, courtesy of his own inability to contain the largest ejaculation he had ever experienced. 



Mr. and Mrs. Cohen panted together in the dark. Then Mark spoke.



"Your twenty minutes are up. Head back to your tent, and make sure the kids don't wake up early. Molly and I are going to be busy until sunrise."



Chris meekly pulled up his soiled shorts and wordlessly left his wife bound, exposed, splayed, and heaving on the open air tabletop.



High tide receding.
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5 minutes to destination.



The banner text topped the twisting blue lines of the scrolling map on Jordan's phone display, nestled in its cradle. Midway between Jordan and David in their Camry.



She was dressed in the light gray business suit–the only one she owned.This ensemble had a button up top, light blue blouse, and knee length skirt. She bought it for academic conferences, and had only worn it a handful of times. But it felt important to dress professionally for something like this.



She had considered some different wardrobe options. Couldn't go too casual, of course, but there were always church clothes. She had quite a few dresses–colors and materials that matched the seasons, a broad reach of style reflecting the wide horizon of her personality. A relic of her formative years when there were practical reasons for knowing how to present herself. Being the daughter of a pastor, in particular the oldest and prettiest daughter of a pastor, she had learned to dress attractively without drawing too much attention. 



But none of those options seemed like they would work for this. A trip to a lawyer's office seemed more like business than church. 



David felt differently about the attire for this meeting. He had expressed a desire to just show up in his normal weekday clothes–khakis and a polo shirt. But Jordan had insisted, and he had changed into a button up shirt. With a tie. David's church and business clothes didn't seem to be too distinct from one another, Jordan noticed. Another one of those little ways that life was just…simpler for a man. 



At least she managed to get him in the car. He didn't want to go at all. It was pride. He said so himself…he felt no need to stoop to this. 



But when she insisted, he yielded. 



The drive was silent. Tense.



Jordan was worried about the tension in the car. 



She wasn't totally sure where it came from, she just knew it was there. They had not yet taken the opportunity to clear the air after David's ordeal, and focused instead on his recovery. But there were clearly issues between them to be worked through. 



Jordan braked to a stop approaching a red light. From the driver's seat, she looked over at her husband. 



The swelling was mostly gone, and the black and blue around his eyes and cheekbone had faded down to a pale yellow. The deep cut on his upper lip had narrowed and shallowed to a thin scab. The dental work had restored his front teeth to look surprisingly natural, although he hadn't smiled a whole lot in the past week. 



He looked more like himself, but distracted. 



Sad.



Jordan looked forward again as the light turned green.



"Hey baby?" she ventured, gingerly.



"Yeah." David replied flatly.



"How are you feeling?"



"Fine."



More silence held the awkwardness in the car until they turned into the law office parking lot. Jordan pulled into an open space, shifting the car into park. 



"Okay, we're here…"



"Yeah."



Jordan took a deep breath and reached across to pick up David's hand. "Baby?" she asked gently.



"Yeah…"



"Can you look at me?"



David looked over, and softened seeing the tentative look on his wife's face. She held his hand in both of hers, lifting it to her lips to kiss.



"I know you don't want to do this, honey. But it's not about the money. It's really not. I just…I would like a way to…ummm…"



David waited for her to find her words.



"I need something to help us close the door on this. I don't know if this will do it, but I want to try."



David nodded. "Okay."



She kissed his hand again, then let go. "Ready?"



David, still clearly hesitant and distracted, briskly nodded as he opened the car door to get out.



* * *



Midtide rising.



The stars crouching near the horizon slowly washed away as a hint of gray over the waterline shrugged the night sky toward a slow dawn.



Sergeant Mark Rein stared through the uncovered bug netting of his tent toward the shifting light in the east. 



He hadn't slept all night.



It wasn't just the restlessness of the last night before returning to duty.



It wasn't just the worries of last minute preparations he needed to attend to when he got back to base. Or the new assignments ordered by his captain. 



It wasn't just the worry about whether his platoon–all forty of them–would arrive back to base safely, on time, and with no residual legal or familial concerns that would diminish the unit's readiness to deploy.



It was the prospect of war itself. 



He had trained for years now, excelling above his peers in that training. Many infantry marines deployed as juniors, in their first year or soon thereafter, learning the harsh realities of deployment and combat, testing their mettle and hardiness while still relatively young in the corps, and lending weight to their authority when they later occupied roles as seniors and leaders.



Mark was the only platoon sergeant in his company who hadn't deployed. And only one of two in the whole battalion. 



Would he freeze under fire?



Would he chicken out?



Would he overreact or overcompensate in his inexperience, losing the respect of his juniors and the authority of his command?



He didn't know.



He didn't like to think so.



But, he didn't know.



Mark took a deep breath and sighed, causing his chest to drop suddenly. A groggy murmur rose from a tangle of red hair covering the exhausted face that rested on his chest. A thin, delicate, female frame tucked in to the crook of his arm, with a semi-conscious twitch that doubled as a caress from the pale, delicate fingers resting gently on his bare chest.



Without thinking, he tucked his head up and gently kissed her forehead. 



The light was rising, and his kiss nudged the woman toward consciousness. She buzzed out a sharp but gentle hum of protest, then moved her hand across his chest to clutch him under the armpit.



His thoughts drifted again to what awaited him when he checked in from leave. He would be under enormous pressure from the very break of the following dawn, running operations, planning, maintaining, disciplining, encouraging, and holding together a group of young men that, on certain days, would best be described as a giant cage full of Rottweilers. 



He loved it. 



He loved those guys.



And he loved the pressure.



But it was nice to turn it off sometimes. 



Here, with the dial of dawn turning toward true daybreak, he was soaking in a completely new experience for him. Laying quietly on a tent floor, the rain fly off and open to the sky, he held a woman that had–in the course of only a handful of days–stunned him by captivating him. 



A half dozen hours ago, after her husband had slunk off into the night, Mark and Molly had passed the night making love. 



It was something he had never done before. Sex, yes. That was easy to come by, at least for him. And it was an enjoyable means to the end of physical and emotional decompression. He enjoyed the power play that women seemed to want from him, and loved to play the part of the stud. It was always a good time.



He and Molly had enjoyed the sex along those well established lines of casual play for their first few days together. 



But something had changed last night. He wasn't sure what, or why.



Maybe it was the full submission of Chris. Prior to last night, he had been a variable in the equation of their liaisons, with neither Mark nor Molly really sure how he was going to react. As a result, the sex had a kind of sharp edge to it. Partly sneaky, partly aggressive, even territorial, with Mark as the alpha wolf snarling at the would-be competitor while Molly melted into a hungry submission of her own.



It could just be that Mark had spent more time with Molly than he usually spent with women. Dating was superficial for Mark. Going on single dates with single women during pinched off hours of leave or liberty on weekends, he hadn't yet really gotten to know a woman well. And he hadn't wanted to. Many of them irritated him, others just didn't hold his interest. And alcohol was usually involved, which both lubricated and muddied the process of connection. 



There was a possibility that finding himself in a family–however briefly–had upped the emotional significance. He did grow up more or less alone, after all. Having children look up to him, compete for his approval, rely on his patience, and eat up his attention was an unexpected joy. And he knew, and even had admitted to Molly, that seeing how she was with her children, how much she had accomplished more or less on her own with them and for herself, was impressive. So when she expressed her desire for him, he felt…



He didn't know what it was that he felt. But there was something deep about it. A depth that kept excavating, until now he wasn't sure where the bottom was. And from that deep, black well, rose a fountain of unaccountable excitement. His whole body jolted when she smiled at him.



It was probably the fact that, in spending time together, they had actually opened up and shared themselves. Little things. But meaningful things. About their past and present, bits of childhood, young adulthood, anxieties, disappointments, fears, insecurities, hopes, and desires.



It all added up. 



But the whole still seemed greater than the sum of its parts.



Whatever it was, this feeling–this pre-dawn snuggle with the gentle rhythm of contented breath warming the little spot on his chest just below her nose…this feeling that someone was really there with you, not just physically, but in some other, deeper sense…



That was a nice feeling. 



It was especially nice to have before going to war.



Perhaps it would be even nicer to have coming back from war.



The last bit of pitch black sky was fading, and finally the first volley of sunlight pricked the horizon. 



Time to get up.



Mark gently placed his hand over Molly's on his chest and squeezed it. She opened her eyes and breathed in deeply before propping her body up on one elbow and leaning over to kiss her lover good morning. 



"Did you sleep all right?" he asked, his rumbling voice vibrating against her.



"Did you sleep all right?" Molly replied in jest, mockingly pitching her voice down as far as she could to imitate him. He broke into a wide smile. She matched it, giggling. They held each other's eyes for a moment.



"What time is it?" she asked. 



"5:20."



Molly nodded, her smile tightening to a grimace in acknowledgment that their time together was ending. Then the grimace relaxed into a solemn, meaningful stare, held for a few thick seconds before breaking her gaze and shifting her body down, pulling the blankets with her until she lay perpendicular to her man's hips. 



Without a word, she grasped his heavy, flaccid penis and lifted it into her mouth. Attending to him for a few moments, she lifted her eyes to meet his when his cock, nearly exhausted from a long night between her legs, returned to the full measure of its desire, filling her mouth completely.



Her eyes found a new look in his–one she hadn't seen before. Whatever was behind there, he couldn't express it with words. That much was obvious, but this look was…



Needful. 



Desperate. 



Mark was pleading to her. 



She knew he was bound for the conflict overseas soon, and he had in no uncertain terms announced his intention to get a year's worth of use out of her the night before. But this wasn't just sexual. It seemed like…



She lifted her mouth off of him and smiled, her own emerald green eyes trying to draw it out of him. But he seemed stuck, confused. 



Finally, she ventured to try his unspoken words out for him, a little afraid that her interpretation of his eyes was wrong.



"You…you want me, don't you?" she intoned, barely above a whisper. "You want to be with me…" Mark's lips pursed, and he barely nodded. 



Wordlessly, Molly held his gaze as she threw her bare leg over his waist and kneeled upright, finding his large cock with her small hand and angling it up toward herself. While certainly sore from long, unaccustomed use, she was still very wet–a mixture of her own arousal and the copious leavings her lover had left inside her the night before. Still, she had to rock tentatively back and forth for a time until he was fully seated in her. Once set, she leaned forward and began to kiss him as she rocked back and forth.



"You don't want me to go…" she whispered. Mark shook his head.



"I'm so glad we met…" he whispered.



"Me too…" she whispered back. 



The light over the horizon, directly behind Molly from Mark's perspective, was now clearly showing the arc of the sun. Yellow light streamed into the tent, lighting up Molly's pale, bare back.



"Sit upright, I want to see you…" Mark whispered to her. She complied, her bare torso now open to Mark's large hands and hungry eyes. He reached up to caress her breasts and cup his hands down around her sides and over her waist as she began to gyrate gently, back and forth, on top of him. The light now cast a mild glow around the edges of her naked torso, but brilliantly illuminated her red hair, with bright, blinding splinters of light bursting through her tangles as her gyrations deepened and her breathing grew sporadic.



"You ever read Greek mythology?" Mark asked in a husky voice.



Molly slowed down, confused but smiling, the light beaming around the edges of her face as she looked down at him. "Yeah…why?"



"I always wondered what it would be like to fuck a goddess. I think it's like this."



Molly's smile opened as her jaw dropped. Her breathing quickened. Her eyes held his while her pupils dilated. She planted her hands on his broad chest and her gyrations became deep, broad, and desperate. Her wet enthusiasm drew out the last bit of resistance left in her lover. His defenses fell. 



He capitulated.



Grunting powerfully, he released his love into her.



She gasped as she received it, drew him in, and, convulsing powerfully and involuntarily, she welcomed his gift, then collapsed onto his heaving chest, matching his desperate breathing with her own.



High tide. Peak.



* * *



"I understand your medical bills are going to be substantial, that's the unfortunate nature of emergency room visits and diagnostic scans. Unfortunately, I don't control how hospitals bill. It's simply criminal." 



Seated at the conference table, the local attorney retained by David's former employer was a squat, balding and pugnacious man in an overpriced and underperforming gray suit. Jordan quietly committed to forgetting this unpleasant man as quickly as possible following this meaning. 



David didn't respond.



"They're substantial because your company doesn't offer insurance benefits. If we were talking about a co-pay, this would be a very different meeting," Jordan explained calmly. 



David sat next to her, seemingly passive, the pale yellow shades of his bruises appearing more tan in the fluorescent office light. 



"The benefits offered are clearly indicated in the employment contract that your husband signed," he replied with a smirk. "And, to be fair, the benefits he had were nullified when your husband failed to report to work on Tuesday morning."



"He was recuperating from a vicious assault that happened on your loading dock!" 



Jordan was unprepared for the low-blow characterization of her husband, herself being far too accustomed to academic style disagreements where good faith differences of opinion were discussed respectfully. And where losing an argument didn't mean losing your shirt.



"How could you say that? David was the most dependable employee this company has ever had. He was never late, never missed a day…until he was beaten so badly his teeth fell out…"



"I can't speak to the overall performance of your husband during his period of employment, which again, is in the past," the lawyer replied calmly, turning to his laptop to access a file. "And while the eventuality of your husband's injuries is regrettable, and while his performance may or may not have been exemplary, I don't have video footage of him showing up on time for years. I do, however, have footage of him assaulting another employee." He flipped the laptop around so they could see. 



For the first time, Jordan saw grainy overhead footage of a crowd of drivers and dock workers, all dressed in matching work shirts like the one she saw her husband put on every weekday morning. Several dozen men were crowded around an open space on the loading dock with racks of flowers stacked loosely around. She saw David in the middle of the circle, charging at a taller, skinny man and tackling him to the ground. 



She couldn't see him past that moment, as the crowd of spectators blocked the view. The attorney stopped the video file and pulled the laptop back to face him.



"That…that doesn't prove anything." Jordan stammered, feeling her face get warm. She turned to David, who was leaning back in his chair, staring at the ceiling, and seemingly disinterested in the whole process. She was on her own.



"All I'm saying…" her voice cracked. She took a moment to modulate and even her tone. She was clearly losing this sleazy lawyer's game. "All I'm saying is whoever that man is, he didn't end up in the hospital. My husband did."



"It also appears from our footage that that man was defending himself from your husband. The fact that he did so quite successfully," he stole a look at David's bruises before continuing. "The fact that he was particularly successful in subduing his attacker simply means that the attacker simply didn't gauge his victim well. Any jury would quickly agree. Just because shrimpy little men can't hurt me too badly doesn't mean that I should tolerate shrimpy little men tackling me for no reason." Here he looked at David, looking for a reaction. David's look remained passive. 



"Quite frankly," he continued, "the victim in this footage may well have a civil or even criminal case against your husband."



"Are you serious?" Jordan was now shouting. "I was called into the hospital before the sun came up on Monday morning and found my husband's face swollen up like a catcher's mitt, with two broken teeth. And you're going to press charges? Who the heck do you think you are?"  



"Easy now, little lady, no need to get hysterical." The lawyer smiled.



Jordan fumed, her face turning red.



"What I'm saying is simply that our original offer is likely the best case scenario, and one that will end the matter from our perspective. Amicably. We're willing to pay his wages for the day he went to the hospital. Beyond that, I simply don't see any liability here. I have Mr. Stark's final check here. Which you can take with you now if he'll just be kind enough to sign these papers."



Jordan's eyes welled up with tears of frustration. The attorney slid a small sheaf of stapled papers across the table toward David, who didn't hesitate to pick them up, pulling a pen out of his shirt  pocket to sign. 



Jordan looked down and tried to hold back her tears, defeated.



"So…there's going to be a problem here." David spoke for the first time. 



Jordan looked up, surprised.



"And what might that be?" The lawyer responded, amused.



"I was ready to sign this. I wanted this to be over. But then you insulted my wife."



The attorney squinted. "I meant no offense to your wife, sir, I just wanted…"



"You disrespected her. You don't even know her name."



"Sure I know your name, little lady…it's a pretty name, it goes with her pretty face…" he shuffled through papers, finding no mention of the wife's name on any of David's employment documentation. "Well, perhaps I forgot it. I do see so many clients through the course of the day…"



"You needled her until she reacted and then called her hysterical." David cut him off, leaning back in his chair and tossing the sheaf of papers in a trash can.



"Sir, I'd advise against that. This is the best…"



"I heard you the first time." David cut him off again. 



The room was silent for a moment before the lawyer broke the silence.



"And?"



"And while you are a lawyer, you're not our lawyer. And you seem to think I'm confused about that."



The attorney blinked. "That's true, sir…I am speaking in good faith. I'm just a professional, giving you the facts"



"The facts in the interest of Consolidated Logistics, your client. I understand that. Again sir, I think it best if you not treat me like I'm an idiot."



The attorney waited, unsure of what direction the meeting was taking.



"Threatening to prosecute me for assault was a nice touch. It definitely got Jordan's attention. But, I can't help but notice that the company fired Vinny. Like, immediately after the incident. Interesting coincidence…the man I tackled is Vinny, and he's the victim in your scenario, right?"



"I think the tape shows…"



"I know what the tape shows, sir. I was there. Is your client in the habit of firing assault victims immediately after the assault?"



No answer. The lawyer sat, squinting, lips pursed. 



"Another thing your video shows…" David continued, "is a crowd of about 5 dozen men standing around watching while I was force-fed some steel pipe. It seems like the docks of Consolidated Logistics views prolonged, violent assaults to be some kind of a spectator sport. A Roman Colosseum, maybe. I wonder what a jury would think about that?"



The lawyer's squint smiled slightly. "I admire your guts, young man, but I think you're bluffing." 



"There you go with the disrespect again. I am young, it's true, but it's also true that I was in the final round of interviews to run that entire place."



"So I heard." he responded gruffly.



"In fact, at the time of that video, I had just heard that I didn't get the job. I walked out of the shipping office to find the whole dock in a horseshoe around my loading bay, and Vinny calling me out. Ten minutes later I was unconscious in a pool of blood. I'm sure the extended footage, which would come out in the discovery process before any trial, would corroborate that. Strange human resources policies you've got there at Consolidated Logistics. Don't get the promotion, get savaged until your teeth are on the floor. Do I have that right?" David leaned forward onto the conference table. 



"No, I don't think you do, sir."



"Well, I suspect that the extended video footage will lend credibility to the theory, and we'll see if a jury likes it."



Jordan's mouth was sealed shut. She stared at her husband, transfixed.



"I'm not empowered to negotiate a different offer, Mr. Stark."



"I doubt very much that's the case, sir. But if it is, then go ahead and tell your client that I threw this offer in the trash. Literally. And tell them my first, and by far my lowest offer is this. I'm sending all of my hospital and dental bills to Consolidated Logistics, and they will be paid in full without question. Then, I'm expecting $50,000 for my wife because you insulted her. If they don't have that amount in ready liquid assets, which I suspect they do, they can extract the remainder of the sum out of your ass. Before my attorney moves to have you disbarred for falsifying evidence and fundamentally misrepresenting facts in negotiations for a binding settlement."



"Now hold on, young man…"



David stood up, and Jordan, flummoxed, stood up with him. The lawyer, somewhat flummoxed, followed. David extended his hand across the conference table. "We have a meeting with another attorney in half an hour, so we need to get going. I don't want to be late for that one. I'm betting she'll be nicer to my wife."



The lawyer paused before grasping David's hand and locked eyes with him, smiling. "You're a terrible bluff, Mr. Stark." 



The fluorescent lights reflected obnoxiously off the grease in his hair.



David shrugged and dropped his hand. "I suppose we'll see." 



David and Jordan turned to walk out the door. As David opened the door for his wife, he turned back to the lawyer, who had just sat back down at the table. "One more thing, before I forget. In the interview process for the promotion I didn't get, right before I was almost beaten to death by your victim, I was given some access to the center's financials, just to do an overview. You know, pitch some ideas to cut costs, widen the margins, that sort of thing. I'm friends with Steve, you know Steve, right? The general manager? Anyway, Steve thought it would be a good idea for me to be familiar with the last five years or so of the balance sheets. I have an MBA with an emphasis in accounting, or at least I will in a couple weeks after my finals. It occurs to me you might not have known that. Anyway, I did take a nice, deep look at those financials. I still have the files in a flash drive. It seems likely that those financials will be examined in the discovery process of this suit. I wonder if they'll find anything?"



David gestured to Jordan to walk through the door, then followed her, leaving it open as they walked back into the lobby. As they approached the outer door of the office, they were interrupted.



"Mr Stark…" the attorney said, a little breathless, having jogged out of the conference room to catch them before they left. "That exchange was unnecessarily confrontational. I'd hate to leave things as they are. Will you and your lovely wife–Jordan–ma'am…would you and your husband join me again for a few minutes before your next meeting?"



David looked over at Jordan. "What do you think, honey? Should we hear him out?"



* * *



There really was another meeting shortly after that one. Just not with another lawyer. After leaving the law office, David drove Jordan to the student drop off area of the school, kissing her before she hopped out of the Camry and walked as briskly as possible to Professor Lukacz' office. He was nothing if not punctual, and she didn't want to be late. She got to his door with seconds to spare before knocking. 



He opened the door and waved her in.



"You're looking very businesslike today, Ms. Simms."



"Thank you, professor, I had a rather formal meeting earlier this morning, I felt I should dress the part."



Jordan closed the office door behind her and sat down across from her dissertation advisor.



"I see. And how did the meeting go?"



"Better than expected, actually. Thank you for asking."



"I'm glad to hear it."



They paused for a moment until the professor broke the silence.



"Well?"



"I'm sorry, well…what?" Jordan asked, still distracted from the morning's meeting.



"This is your meeting, Ms. Simms. What do you want?"



"Oh, of course. I apologize…" Jordan continued, flustered. "With the semester wrapping up, I just wanted to, um, solidify some plans for my dissertation, and discuss the timeline."



"Of course. But I've already approved your prospectus, it seems promising. A survey of theories in adolescent and young adult identity development is needed in the scholarship, and it will allow you to synthesize some of the data and trends. And to do some critical writing on the overlapping trends in the literature. It's a big project, but you're a young, hungry academic. Is there a problem? Have you run into a wall already?"



"No, no…quite the opposite. I'd like to pitch another chapter to add to the prospectus. I've come across a research gap in my overview of identity constructs that I think needs some attention."



"I reviewed your prospectus, I didn't see any obvious defects. What do you think needs more treatment?"



Jordan paused to clear her throat before continuing. "Ahem…um…sexual identity."



Professor Lukacz squinted for a moment, puzzled. "You address sexual identity in your chapter on adolescence. I can see it right here. You want to do more?"



"I do." Jordan regained her professional composure. "I'd like to extend that analysis into young adulthood, to the stage of full neurocognitive development between the ages of 25 and 27."



"I see. Any particular aspect of sexual identity?" he continued, holding the furrow in his brow.



Jordan, avoiding eye contact, looked down at a blank sheet of paper as if she were consulting notes. Then she answered.



"Sexual power dynamics. Perceptions of dominant and submissive roles in sexual identity, with data controlled and grouped by gender identity and sexual orientation."



"Hmmm…" he leaned back in his chair, still holding her in his gaze. She looked up at him and caught his gaze. She felt a shiver come over her but managed to hold it back. The sweat was definitely finding her palms, though. 



"This seems like more than a chapter, Ms. Simms. This seems like a whole new dissertation."



"I realize that. I've amended my prospectus with my intended parameters, I don't intend to do more than a full literature review and synthesis, I don't plan to do any theorizing myself."



"Hmmm." 



Silence.



"I really just want to understand this, Professor, I came across some material recently that convinced me of the relevance of this issue to the larger project."



"I see. What was the material?" 



Jordan paused in spite of herself, vivid memories flashing intrusively into her mind's eye. 



Kneeling naked in front of Mark, holding her wrists together silently in a wordless request to be cuffed.



Being led, naked on her hands and knees by the hair as she crawled after him, stopping only to open her mouth and have his meaty cock jammed in, then moved to crawl after him again on his whim.



Fighting for breath as her face is buried in his bedding, held down by the weight of her torso as he lifted the cuffed hands high behind her back, transferring the weight from her knees to her face as he confidently penetrated her intimacy from behind.



"An article by Thomas Schenk. His explores identity crises and BDSM sexual practices. It piqued my interest, and seemed to dovetail with the other points of my proposed research."



Professor Lukacz nodded, holding his brow in a furrow. Jordan thought she saw a slight twinkle in his eye behind his practiced severity. But she might have imagined it. 



The Professor's face softened.



"I'm familiar with the article, and I agree. I'm rather surprised I didn't think of that myself. Approved."



"Thank you, Professor." Jordan held desperately to her businesslike facade as she handed him the paperwork to be signed approving the change. He signed it, handed it back to her, and she stood up to pack up her shoulder bag before leaving. 



"I have an ambitious timetable lined out, I'll email you my planned review and writing benchmarks," she continued. "I hope to be ready to defend the dissertation in 18 months."



He nodded. "Get a little more ambitious, Ms. Simms. You have 12 months."



"What?" Jordan's eyes widened. "I'm sorry, I was to understand the department policy was to allow 24 months to complete the dissertation before applying for extensions."



"That is the department policy, but it is not mine."



Jordan sat back down, shocked. "I'm sorry, professor. This is the first I've heard…"



"I have a long list of prospective graduate students, and I cannot have my mentoring cohort become bloated with delays while candidates dither about. My doctoral candidates stay focused, work consistently, and meet with me regularly. They finish their dissertations and defend in 12 months. You are one of my cohort, and you will do the same."



Jordan stared back, agape. 



"Come now, Ms. Simms. You have tolerated my unreasonable expectations thus far. And you have excelled. Surely you can handle this?"



"I'm not sure…I'm not sure I can, professor."



"Well, if you want my name as your advisor on the dissertation, and the career advancement that usually comes with having my name as your committee chair, you will meet these expectations. Understood?"



Jordan closed her mouth and nodded, still in shock. 



"Good. Now get out of my office and get started. You have much work to do."



"Of course." Jordan stood up as her mentor turned his chair toward his computer and resumed his work, ignoring her as she closed the door behind her.    



* * *



High tide. Falling.



The sun was more than halfway over the horizon when Mark and Molly, hand in hand, returned to her family campsite. 



It was quiet. Mark checked his watch. Still ten minutes to six. Nobody was going to be up yet. He looked over at Molly, noting a vacant look on her face as she stared straight ahead through the campsite.



"Molly? Everything okay?"



"The car is gone." Her voice was flat. Anxious. A total reversal of the bubbly, lively intonations of their morning chatter mere seconds before. 



He looked across the campsite. She was right. The family car was gone. 



She dropped his hand and darted to the children's tent, unzipping the door and peeking inside. She stepped back, visibly relieved.



Mark followed her, noting the small sleeping bodies visible over her shoulder and through the open slit of the tent. Molly slowly let go of the tent door and took a step back, exhaling audibly. 



Mark stepped over to meet her, gently grasping her shoulder. She turned her eyes up toward him, a look of panicked desperation clearly taking over her earlier contentment. 



Her panic scared him. An unfamiliar feeling–one where he felt helpless and responsible in equal measure, spread across his chest. He let go of her, and walked over to the empty space where their car was parked. Molly walked over to the tent she shared with her husband.



Although, not shared lately.



She crawled inside as Mark looked in vain for clues and struggled–equally in vain–for some idea about what to do with the situation. 



Molly crawled back out of the tent, then over to the picnic table where Chris' laptop was conspicuously absent. She scanned the table, looking around the cooking stove, opening the cooler, clearly looking for something. 



"Looking for the keys?"



"No, he obviously took the keys," Molly said. "I'm looking for the note. He always leaves a note."



"Always?" Mark was confused.



"When he takes off, he always leaves a note saying he can't take it anymore, blames whatever stupid thing he decides to blame everyone else for. But sometimes it says where he went. He usually doesn't answer his phone for a couple of days, so I need the note to know where to start looking for him."



"So he's done this before?" Mark's voice raised in outrage.



"Shhhh…yes. But keep your voice down, the kids are still asleep…"



Mark hushed his tone to a harsh whisper. "Are you serious? Why…Molly…why do you..?"



"I know, Mark. Believe me, I know. He usually does it when we're at home, though. He's never ditched us away from home before. Now I've gotta figure out how to get back before my shift starts…"



"I'll take you." Mark said without hesitating. 



Molly's head jerked to look over at him. "What?"



"I'll take you home."



"Don't you have to be back on base today?"



Mark shrugged. "Technically I have to check in before midnight. But you're only two hours out of my way. If we pack up and leave before noon, I can get you guys home and still get back in time for my check in deadline."



Molly smiled. "Really?"



"Duh," Mark quipped back, reaching forward to take her hand. 



"You don't have to, you know. I would have been grateful for a ride to a rental car place…"



"Don't worry about it…"



As Mark reassured, her, a pair of red braids and a squint popped out of the child tent's door, blinking in the sunlight. Mark dropped Molly's hand and they stepped away from each other. Lucy opened the tent door the rest of the way and tumbled out, unfolding her glasses and putting them on, looking over at her mother and her new friend.



"Hey Mithter Rein. I thought you left. What are you doing here? Where'th dad?"



A gut punch stunned Mark in the gut. How would they explain this to the kids? Dad got jealous because mom found a side guy and then dad ditched you all? Mister Rein broke up your family? The nice guy who went paddling with you and built sand castles with you sabotaged the stability of your young life?



Mark had a flash of memory, looking up at his own mother as she explained that daddy probably wasn't coming home.



"He had to take off early for a work thing, honey," Molly interrupted his train of catastrophic thought. "He didn't know how long it would take, but he''ll be back. He asked Mr Rein to help us pack up, and Mr. Rein was nice enough to agree."



Lucy bought the line, nodding. "That'th very generouth of you. Can you eckthcuthe me pleath? I need to uthe the rethtroom." 



Mark stepped away, allowing her to walk by. 



"Do you want some breakfast, Mark?" Molly slipped seamlessly into mom mode, masterfully laying down on the barbed wire so her children could walk over without knowing the razor-sharp tangles that dug into her flesh. 



"Sure. Can I help?" Mark said. 



Just play along…



"Of course. Can you cook eggs?"



* * *



When Jordan arrived home, David was nearly finished with dinner. The table was already neatly set with a few flowers he had found earlier that day parked upright in a drinking glass centered between the place settings. 



"Hey honey…" he called out from the kitchen.



"Hi!" She dropped her bag on the couch and zipped into the kitchen to throw her arms around her husband.



"I missed you, baby…" she purred. 



David squeezed her body to his, and then leaned back to kiss her hello. "That business suit is way sexier than you think it is, Jo."



Jordan broke into a wide, involuntary smile, narrowing her eyes into a smile and another kiss. "Butter me up all you want, sweetie…I've been warm all day since we left that meeting."



"What meeting?" David asked, innocently, turning back to the stove to stir the pot. 



"What meaning…" Jordan chuffed lightly, rolling her eyes.



"I think we're ready to eat, baby. Grab the salad bowl there, put it on the table for me?"



"Okay…" Jordan picked up the bowl and tongs and walked to the table, sitting down in her seat opposite her husband's empty chair. David followed with the pot of stew, setting it on a hot pad in the center of the table. Sitting down, he nodded to Jordan, who bowed her head to say grace for the meal before eating.



It was delicious. The bread was baked fresh too.



"Oh my gosh, honey…" Jordan gushed. "This is soooo good! What is it?"



"It's just stew, but I used lamb instead of beef this time. Felt like an occasion." The pale yellow curves around his eyes were still apparent, though fading. Jordan winced briefly, the memory of his swollen face, and broken, bleeding mouth intruding in her memory. 



She shook it off, smiling in David's direction again. The combination of warm, delicious food and the obvious avoidance of an awkward conversation held the table in silence.



She took another bite of stew. It melted in her mouth, the warm mixture and savory flavor extending a pleasant feeling down into her fingers and toes.



"Oh, jeez, honey, this is so good!" She emoted again. David smirked, genuinely pleased as she pressed him. "How did you get so good at this?"



He shrugged as he took a bite of bread. "Practice and a picky little brother, I guess."



"Nobody taught you? Like, your mom didn't show you how to measure ingredients or something?"



"Not really. Sometimes she'd tell me if she liked it. Or if she didn't." 



Jordan laughed.



"If she was sober…" 



Jordan's laugh stopped midstream. 



She still forgot sometimes how different David's childhood was from hers, and made the mistake of assuming the nurturing and support she took for granted was something her husband grew up with, too. The revelation that things were otherwise in the Stark household always gave her a little empathic jolt, a slight stabbing pain in her stomach, accompanying her worry that she was opening old wounds.



"I'm sorry, baby…I just…dinner's so good." 



David smiled in genuine pleasure. He went along with her effort to paper over the memories of how he really learned to cook. It didn't matter, really. What mattered was that he was here, now, with the woman of his dreams. 



And she liked his cooking!



"So…do you have the check?" Jordan asked after a pause.



"No, I deposited it after you went to school. Is that okay?"



"No, of course, that's fine…I'm just still kind of in shock that we got it."



David shrugged. "I knew he was bluffing."



Jordan smirked. "Yeah right you knew…how did you know? Did you learn how to call out a bluff playing poker in Vegas or something?"



David shrugged again. "It was obvious."



Jordan squinted. "No, it wasn't. I'm genuinely interested, David. How did you know? I'm a psychologist in training, and I'd really like to know what you saw that I didn't."



David sat up slightly, a little surprised to find one of his abilities to be of professional interest to his brilliant wife. 



"Okay…" he started, "Um, well, first off, he clearly bought into my bluff. A bad bluffer is pretty likely to buy a bad bluff from someone else."



"So, you mean, when you said we had another meeting with a lawyer…"



"And we didn't…yeah, not that. That was an even worse bluff, and he bought that too. No, I mean when I was pretending not to care. You know, I pretended that I wasn't paying attention, and it became obvious he bought it when he started putting pressure on you. I just had to let him talk himself into giving us the most unacceptable deal he thought he could get away with."



"Wait…" Jordan's mouth dropped, trying to form words. "That was an act? I was ready to kill you! You left me alone with a scummy lawyer! I thought he was going to steal our car or take our firstborn child or something!"



David squinted, confused. "Yeah, you had to be genuinely scared. You can't fake it. It kept him pushing the envelope until he got to an offer so stupid that he felt invulnerable. Then I drop the idiot act, counter the offer, scare him with some very real facts that are in no way a bluff, and then add a tiny little bluff about another meeting of my own. Just a little cherry on top."



David's matter-of-fact explanation stunned Jordan. "Why…why didn't you tell me going in that that was your plan?" She asked.



David shrugged. "It wasn't my plan. I just read the room when we walked in, and improvised."



Jordan huffed. "So you just leave me twisting? I'm a pawn in your little chess game?"



David shook his head briskly, realizing he was being misunderstood. "No, not at all! Jojo, I…it was only for a little while. I would have told you before, I swear. I just…I didn't think he'd be that stupid! I thought we'd meet with…like…a real, professional lawyer. I forgot for a minute that I was talking to a low level, shady, trucking lawyer. Total scumbag. You weren't the pawn. He was."



"No, you played with my emotions! You let him make me cry! You used me, you threw me out as a pawn! Like a sacrifice play!" Jordan's indignation genuinely put David on his back foot. He held his silence for a moment to let her words settle in. She dropped her head down and continued eating.



He broke the silence gently: "No, sweetie. You're wrong. I didn't throw out a pawn. I used my queen to draw him out, took his knight and checkmated him."



Jordan looked up, her face an ambiguous mix of smirk and scowl.



"That was corny, David."



"So's the stew. And you said you liked that."



Jordan snorted in spite of herself. David smiled, having broken the tension. "I'm just using your chess metaphor, baby."



They continued eating in silence for a moment while Jordan thought about what he said. Something was still bothering her. 



"Still…you kind of used me. You let me hang out there, and I was really scared and upset."



Now it was David's turn to drop his head. They continued eating in silence. When they were down to the last bites, Jordan offered an olive branch.



"It worked though. I can't argue with that."



"Yeah, it did." David decided to tread carefully. 



"We can't use each other, baby. We've got to be really careful about that. We can hurt each other, even when we don't mean to…" Jordan pleaded.



David nodded gravely, acknowledging the plea.



They finished their last bites and David stood to clear the table. Jordan helped him, wiping down the table and counters and sweeping the kitchen while he put on his yellow gloves and washed the dishes. Jordan hung up the broom as David was rinsing the last few dishes and placing them on the drying rack.



"Dinner was really good honey. I mean that. Thank you." She turned to leave, walking toward her backpack to get her homework for the night.



"Jordan."



She turned around.



"I'm sorry you felt like I left you out in the cold. I won't do that again."



Jordan nodded. "Okay. Thank you." She turned again, but David walked forward to grasp her shoulder, stopping her. She turned to face him again.



"I need you to trust me, baby. I need you to know that I would never, ever abandon you or let you get hurt. Never. I would…I don't know, dive into a meat grinder to save your scrunchie. So believe me when I tell you. I won't hang you out to dry. Ever. I hope you know that."



Jordan teared up and she threw her arms around his neck. They held each other tightly for a moment before letting go. Jordan wiped her eyes with the crook of her index finger. "I don't want to throw you in a meat grinder, baby. I need you in one piece. Don't hurt yourself for me. Please. I can't take it. And if you have a plan like this…just…just tell me next time, okay? I don't want you to get hurt."



David smiled. "You think this is my first time getting my ass kicked by a bully?"



Jordan's eyes widened. "What?"



David shrugged nonchalantly. "I'm not a big guy, honey. I've been a target for bullies since second grade. It's just a fact of life for me. But I learned how to win in other ways."



Jordan nodded silently, the empathic tension stabbing her in the stomach again. David leaned forward to kiss her again, then walked out into the living room and pulled his own homework out of his backpack.  



Jordan stood alone in the kitchen, processing this new information.



* * *



Max tried as hard as he could to hold the stuff bag still as Mark lined up the rolled tent. But it was just too hard for his short little arms and his shorter attention span. He could only do so much. Molly couldn't help but laugh as Mark repeatedly missed getting the bottom of the tent into the opening of the bag, Max moving it or dropping it every time, distracted by every sound and movement that happened along. After six unsuccessful attempts, Molly came in and held Max's hands still so Mark could finally wrap the tent. Once the tent was halfway in, Mark took the stuff bag from Max/Molly and shook it up and down until it settled in, neatly packed. 



"See, that's how you do it."



"OK." Max was clearly more delighted at the attention he was getting than he was informed by the instruction he was ignoring.



Still, Mark didn't mind. It was just fun to teach the little guy things. Molly noticed Mark's delight. He seemed to be genuinely at ease with children…so unlike men his age. Their age. She was only a year older than him. 



Mark lifted the bag up and tossed it toward the little pile of gear near the entrance to the campsite. They were nearly done, and Lucy was carefully combing the area for trash, ensuring a good cleanup of the camp. 



"I've got to go pack up my site, Molly, then I'll bring the 4Runner over."



"That might not be necessary…" she pointed out toward the campsite drive. The Cohen family car pulled up, turned around, and backed in toward the pile of gear Mark and Molly had stacked up. Parking, Molly's husband stepped out of the driver's side door holding two cups of Dunkin Donuts coffee and a bag of donut holes, walking briskly onto the site.



"Hey, guys! Hey, Mark. Looks like you helped pack up the site. That was really nice of you. Wasn't that nice of him, guys?"



"Yeah!" Lucy and Max answered in unison. 



He handed a coffee cup to Molly. "Hey honey, thought you might like this."



Molly nodded as she took it. "I do, thanks…"



"Anytime. And kids, I brought donut holes!" They ran up and dove into the bag.



"Mark, I understand you have to get going too. Don't let us keep you, I think we've got it from here." Chris extended his hand toward his wife's lover.



Mark's eyes narrowed, looking over at Molly. She returned his look, shrugging helplessly.



"Yeah…well, it was nice to meet you guys. Kids, take care of yourselves and be good for your mom, okay?"



Lucy approached him, cramming a donut hole in her mouth on the way. She extended her small hand upward and took his, shaking it vigorously. "It wath very nithe to make your acquaintenth, Mithter Rein. I hope we meet again."



Mark grinned in spite of himself. "I hope that too." He crouched down. "Max, give me a high five." The little boy jumped up to slap his raised hand. "Take it easy, little buddy. Be good for your mom."



"OK."



Mark left the campsite with a dragging, empty feeling in his stomach, returning to his own empty campsite to pack up and return to the base. 



He had just finished loading his green military seabag into the back of his 4Runner. when Molly appeared, standing a few feet away in an awkward, uncomfortable posture.



"Hey…" she said.



"Hey yourself…" Mark pulled the back hatch closed.



He picked up his last bag–a half full camouflage daypack, and tossed it across the driver's seat until it landed in the empty passenger's seat. Then he turned around to look at Molly.



"That was weird…" she said.



"Yeah…"



Another awkward pause. Then, Mark shrugged, a pit in his stomach. "Well, guess I better hit the road." 



Molly watched him climb into the rusty 4Runner and shut the door behind him. Molly leaned on the open window frame as he turned the engine on.



"So…um…can you call from wherever you're going?"



"Probably not."



"Oh. OK."



She looked away and stepped back, her lips pursed. 



"I'll try though."



"Really?" Molly smiled involuntarily.



"Yeah. Really." Mark forced a smile as he shifted the 4Runner into drive.



"OK. Drive safe. And be safe. And…" Molly looked quickly behind her then leaned quickly through the window to gently kiss Mark's cheek. "Take that with you."



Mark nodded and pulled onto the drive, seeing her standing with her arms folded tightly across her chest, fading in the rearview mirror.



With a lump in his throat and a pit in his stomach, he pulled onto the highway.



* * *



Jordan paced uneasily back and forth the few steps between the kitchen and the living room. She looked at her watch. 9:05.



David looked over his shoulder from the couch. "You okay honey? What's up?" From the angle, she couldn't see his bruises, but his face was still a little swollen.



"He's a little late." she answered.



"He's..who's a little late?" David asked, taken aback.



The knock at the door was confident, and almost unbelievably timed.



Jordan's face turned red. "Honey, could you get the door please?"



David squinted in confusion, pausing the show on his laptop before standing up to open the door.



"David Stark?" The voice was low, a stark contrast to his.



"Yeah…I mean yes. Can I help you?"



"Mark Rein. I've heard so much about you. It's nice to finally meet."
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Oh no! You can't leave us like this!
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You are pure evil Crushing
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Wait, no that wasn’t the end.  I just looked again to be certain and Crushing didn’t THE END it.  👀
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It could be the 'end' but then we're left with many questions; so me thinks it's just at/near the end of the beginning.  At least, that's what I'm hoping.




Post 78 — Crushing

Sat Jun 01, 2024 7:48 pm

↳ Replying to: Guhunkadorn

It could be the 'end' but then we're left with many questions; so me thinks it's just at/near the end of the beginning.  At least, that's what I'm hoping.



Yep. Just checked my project notes, we’re about 1/3 of the way through this one.
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Your writing is so good. Love it. When you write you are “1/3 of the way through this one”, do you have other stories out there? How do we access them?
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So happy you put pen to this project, really enjoy reading. Ty.
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Your writing is so good. Love it. When you write you are “1/3 of the way through this one”, do you have other stories out there? How do we access them?



Unfortunately, no. I'm pretty new on the scene, this is my first and only publication in this genre. I've just been drawn to themes of intense psychological/identity transformation in my writing and this forum has a treasure trove of it, so I thought I'd try my hand at a few interlacing/interlocking narratives, see if they hit home for you guys. Looks like it's working for a few of you, which is good! 



I've got a few pages of draft for the next chapter down, but since some of you seem to be getting invested in the story, I thought I'd open up the thread for a little AMA, if you have any questions, I'll see if I can give you some insight into the story without giving away any spoilers. So let me know if you want to know anything in the next day or two while I do the first spit draft, and I'll answer whatever I can without giving away the store.
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OK. There are 3 interlacing narratives - Megan/Jared, Molly/Chris and then Jordan/David. Of course all with Mark in role. Molly’s narrative comes immediately after Megan’s and before the deployment. How much later is the narrative with Jordan? Many years? Is there a follow on to the two earlier narratives? Do they weave in together at some point? Once again - love your writing. You have real talent.
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Looks like it's working for a few of you, which is good! 




I'm confident that it is many more than a few of us.
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OK. There are 3 interlacing narratives - Megan/Jared, Molly/Chris and then Jordan/David. Of course all with Mark in role. Molly’s narrative comes immediately after Megan’s and before the deployment. How much later is the narrative with Jordan? Many years? Is there a follow on to the two earlier narratives? Do they weave in together at some point? Once again - love your writing. You have real talent.



I worried a bit that the chronology was confusing, and you nailed it. The longest storyline is Mark's, and there are a couple of reasons why. The main reason is that he's got a pretty significant character arc between his boot camp experience where he becomes friends with Jared (the earliest point in the narrative) and what will be a culminating relationship with Jordan/David as the novel peaks. 



Part of that character development includes relationships with other women who attract, challenge, and change him in different ways on his way to Jordan. His relationship with Jordan, which will be the deepest and most intense, really won't have the emotional impact I want to achieve without taking the time to establish a pretty long view of his life and character development. As far as the actual timeline--the distance between Megan/Molly and Jordan is round about 8 years. 



Megan is going to be a regular character, since she's married to Mark's best friend, and that dynamic will have some significant effect on Mark's development. Molly's involvement is going to be a little more intensive and shorter term, but she's going to be in the picture for a little while yet. Another young woman will also make her way into Mark's orbit in between Molly and Jordan as well. 



My intention in drafting out the broader narrative this way is to leave the door open for shorter, more intense spin-off novels that dive more deeply into the individual relationships with Mark. Part of that depends on how readers react to the characters.




Post 85 — Guest

Mon Jun 03, 2024 1:29 pm

Love it. 

For me, Mark’s character came through strongest with Molly. He seemed to really connect with her and her kids. You could see that developing into a long term bf relationship, and Chris seemed to be good with that. 

Obviously early days with Megan/Jared: just one hook up, with all three of them questioning a bit what they had done and how it would impact on their 1:1 relationships, as well as any emerging thruple. 

And then there is Jordan/David. I may have missed it (but don’t think so), but didn’t really get how Mark/Jordan went from the professional interaction about Mark’s cadet plagiarizing Jordan’s prof, with Jordan being conservative/church going/newly wed, to the relationship they now have. I suppose that is why I will keep coming back looking for the latest installment, and loving it!




Post 86 — Crushing

Mon Jun 03, 2024 4:56 pm

↳ Replying to: Oneillfranko

Love it. 

For me, Mark’s character came through strongest with Molly. He seemed to really connect with her and her kids. You could see that developing into a long term bf relationship, and Chris seemed to be good with that. 

Obviously early days with Megan/Jared: just one hook up, with all three of them questioning a bit what they had done and how it would impact on their 1:1 relationships, as well as any emerging thruple. 

And then there is Jordan/David. I may have missed it (but don’t think so), but didn’t really get how Mark/Jordan went from the professional interaction about Mark’s cadet plagiarizing Jordan’s prof, with Jordan being conservative/church going/newly wed, to the relationship they now have. I suppose that is why I will keep coming back looking for the latest installment, and loving it!



Good catch. I deliberately jumped over Mark and Jordan’s threshold moment.

The start of any of these relationships has a thick cloud of uncertainty over it, and a weird, jerky momentum that is equal parts disorienting and powerful. Kind of like popping the clutch in a car. But also like popping the clutch in a car, once the momentum levels out and the speed matches the engine, whoever is in the car forgets that scary feeling when the engine seems too powerful, where it feels like you’re going to break the engine or crash the car.

Jordan’s intense attention to everyone’s mind and relationships, including her own, is going to revisit that transition moment and try to make sense out of it. This includes coming to terms with everyone’s desires (including her own) as well as her religious convictions/upbringing and her worries about David’s damaged sense of self.

This little pause in the story lines up at the same moment or developmental point for all three “throuples.” Everyone is both stunned by the momentum and intoxicated by the speed. But Jordan is the only one with the insight to try to make sense out of it.




Post 87 — Crushing

Fri Jun 21, 2024 12:16 pm

A thick tension sat in the doorway. Thick enough to chew. 



David froze, left hand clenching the doorknob as the stranger's frame filled the doorway. 



He was tall. Well over six feet. His shoulders were broad and his arms long. His casual dress in khaki hiking pants and a blue, loose fitting polo shirt suggested, although did not outright reveal, a muscular physique, tapering in width from the shoulders down to the waist.. His hand extended across the threshold of the doorway, offering the basic gesture of cordial acquaintance to David. 



David let go of the doorknob and grasped Mark's hand. 



Thick fingers. 



Powerful grip. Almost painful. 



But not a put-on. David had, in the course of finding his way into the entry level business world, endured many handshakes that smacked of affectation, with men oversqueezing the greeting in a clear but hackneyed attempt to establish dominance. With Mark, that didn't seem to be the case. He just gripped things–including hands he shook–with a firmness that matched his physicality. He was clearly a big man. Noticeably bigger than David. He got the sense that when Mark picked up a hammer, the hammer would be a little intimidated. 



"I apologize, David. I don't mean to impose or assume. But Jordan invited me over. May I come in?"



David snapped out of his funk enough to nod and grunt his assent in a flushed tenor. The pitch of his awkward, inarticulate voice was a clean octave higher than Mark's. 



He walked confidently into the apartment as David stepped aside, then closed the door behind him.



Mark confidently approached Jordan. As he did, David caught a glimpse of his wife with a new look on her face. 



Her eyes sparkled as she looked up at him. What could only be described as a breathless smile fought its way through her attempts to remain calm and suppress her excitement. Her eyes darted up and down his body, then shot over toward her husband. Seeing him more or less agape, she cleared her throat and regained her composure. She nervously turned and greeted Mark with a quick, awkward side hug before inviting him to take a seat in the living room chair. 



David stood motionless with his hand still on the closed doorknob. Jordan nervously took his hand and walked him over to the couch, cornered at an angle from Mark's chair. They sat down together. 



David didn't know where to look. He was completely unprepared for this encounter, In the room with his wife's lover, a man that had occupied a prominent place in his fantasies. But no…he stopped himself. He wasn't in his fantasies. In fact, the man in his fantasies was not the object of those fantasies. Jordan was. Jordan, the girl of his dreams, enraptured by a man of impressive physique and superior skill. But not any particular man. Just a generic…man. A faceless set of abs and a large, stiff, greedy cock bringing his dream girl pleasure overwhelming. 



It's not like he didn't know Mark was real. Jordan had returned home dripping with the evidence of the fantasy man's reality–and virility–multiple times by now. He had seen…tasted the evidence. A fact that–now set in the room with the actual source of that evidence–filled him with nervous apprehension. 



Fear?



Maybe.



David's eyes darted around the room, trying desperately to fall on any object of interest other than the obvious. This desperation expanded to the rest of his body. Now clenched in rocklike tension, David was obliged to be polite, all the while consumed by a feeling so strong that the differing dimensions of jealousy, fear, and arousal remained a throbbing, indistinguishable psychic mass. Squeezing the couch's armrest with one hand and Jordan's leg with the other, he embodied an awkward, somewhat scary tension, like a guitar tuned two and a half octaves higher than normal.



How long since they had sat down? Had they just been sitting in awkward silence? What is the proper protocol for meetings like this? Should he offer the man a drink, or..?



He glanced over at Jordan, who was waiting for his gaze. She was smiling, but differently. A genuine expression of affection, but similarly strained by the tension. Her eyes were solicitous. But solicitous of what? Approval? Affection? Remorse? What did she want from him? Did she want him to "take charge?"



A tense, tight nod of her head seemed to confirm the latter, so David glanced over to their guest, who was seated comfortably in the offered chair. 



He, too, seemed to be waiting for David to speak.



"So…" David cracked out a phoneme. "Mark, is it?"



Mark nodded, then spoke. "What happened?"



"Sorry?" David squinted.



Mark pointed toward David's face. "You're all bruised up. What happened?"



"Oh, right…" David involuntarily raised his hand to touch his bruises. "I got in a fight."



"You got in a fight?" Mark raised an eyebrow.



"Yeah."



"Okay…I know we don't know each other, but do you mind if I ask what happened?"



David looked down at his hands fidgeting in his lap. 



"It was just a guy at work, he pushed my buttons," he muttered.



"I see. Are you okay?"



"It was my fault." Jordan blurted out.



Mark looked over at her, surprised. "Your fault?"



"He was fighting because of something I did."



Mark squinted, then briefly fought back a smile. "So, this evening is going in a different direction than I anticipated."



Jordan smiled painfully. 



"Okay…" Mark fought back another smile. "Well, uh, interesting. I'm glad everyone is okay. That's what matters. Do you want to talk about it?" He nodded gently toward Jordan, who seemed hesitant. "I'm getting the sense you want to talk about it." He nodded until she matched her nod with his.



"No." David said.



"Yeah…" Jordan said.



"Okay…so what happened?"



"Well," Jordan started,  "I wasn't there, but there was this guy named Vinny at David's job who picked on him all the time."



"And Vinny attacked you?" Mark directed the question at David. 



David shook his head, still looking down.



"So, this is where it gets weird…" Jordan interrupted again. "It started because, um…I was writing David these little letters about us, you know, as a kind of fun thing to play with the fantasy…"



"Letters about you?"



"No, us. You and me." Jordan gestured back and forth between herself and Mark.



"Oh. So by us, you mean…" Mark clarified



"Us, yeah."



"Okay. So Vinny…"



"Vinny found the letters, and he was teasing David, and David was up for this promotion, and then Vinny slammed his face into this metal rack and his teeth broke and…"



"Okay!" David broke in. 



Jordan stopped talking, surprised. David threw up his hands. "I got my ass kicked because Vinny found letters. That doesn't make it your fault. It makes Vinny a dick."



Mark nodded toward Jordan. "I'm inclined to agree with David on that. At least from what I know."



Jordan looked over at David and grabbed his hand. "But I said some really terrible things, baby…I'm really sorry…" her eyes welled up.



"It's not your fault, Jojo. It's not your fault. And I'm fine, I told you…"



Mark sat silently, observing the exchange. David ran his hands through his wife's hair and kissed her. The affection seemed to calm her down a little, but her eyes remained misty. For a moment, it seemed as if they had forgotten he was in the room.



After calming down, Jordan looked back over to him. "I'm sorry Mark, I just wanted to see…I just wanted…"



Mark tilted his head empathetically, holding her gaze.



"I don't know what I wanted to accomplish. I think we need to stop, I feel like it got out of hand. But I felt like I should invite you over for…I don't know…closure? I don't know how these things go." 



She laughed awkwardly, trying to hide embarrassment. "Now I'm ugly crying and my husband's all beat up, and…ugh, this is not going well…"



Mark laughed out loud. Jordan smiled back. David looked even more confused. 



The three sat in awkward silence.



Mark leaned forward attentively before speaking again. "Okay, so some bad stuff went down. And believe me, I know how hard it is to reconstruct events when something crazy like this happens."



Jordan nodded. David looked down at his hands again. 



"I also know," he continued, "that the instinct to blame yourself can be hard to shake off when someone you love gets hurt. So let's forget all of that for a second, figure out what really happened, and then see if we can talk about it. Okay?"



"Okay." Jordan took a deep breath, calming noticeably as Mark took control of the conversation. David, too, nodded, still clearly uncomfortable.



"Okay, let's take it from the top. David…you got to work. What happened then?"



* * *



"Sergeant Rein."



"Yes sir."



"Report."



The young sergeant had a fresh, high fade haircut and a newly pressed uniform as he stepped briskly into the company commander's office and snapped to attention.



"All weapons are accounted for by serial number and function checked. The armory is exactly as we left it, sir."



"Good to know. Thanks for taking that on last minute."



"Absolutely, sir."



Captain Wolfe dismissed the young platoon sergeant. He walked out of the inner office and headed out, pushing open the company office door briskly and walking toward a single, neat row of free-standing steel pull-up bars. There he found a young marine with a newly shaved head crouched at the base of the pull-up bars and furiously scrubbing the rough painted steel with a toothbrush. Intermittently, he would pause scrubbing to rub it with a small polish cloth. 



"Jett."



The young marine snapped up and stood at parade rest: feet shoulder-width apart with his hands tucked behind him in the small of his back.



"What's up, Jett? What are you doing?"



"Disinfecting the pull-up bars, sergeant," he answered, staring straight ahead. 



"With a toothbrush and a washcloth?"



"Aye, sergeant."



"Is that the best tool for the job?"



"Sanitizer has alcohol in it, sergeant, and I can't be trusted with it. Corporal Arnold ordered me to use these."



"Very well. Carry on, then."



Jett dropped back down to a crouch and resumed scrubbing and wiping furiously.



The last day of pre-deployment preparations was fading, and the sun had dropped below the tree line. Walking over to where his platoon's end-of-day muster point, Mark briefly pulled out his phone and opened his text messages.



Nothing. 



He put his phone back into his pocket and resumed his walk toward his platoon's muster point.



"Squad leaders on me, now!" He barked as he arrived at the gaggle of uniformed men.



Four corporals hustled up to meet him, reporting the status of their squads, their gear, and their other responsibilities. After hearing their report, he gathered the rest of the platoon around to give them final instructions. Tomorrow morning they would stage their gear and check their weapons out of the armory. They would then wait on transportation. The bus was set to arrive on the following evening to take them to the air base, where they would board a large, chartered jet liner to Germany, then Kyrgyzstan, then Afghanistan. With final instructions in place, Mark dismissed everyone back to the barracks for one final night of decent sleep. 



As the marines dispersed, Mark called out one more time.



"Arnie."



Corporal Arnold stopped and looked over his shoulder. 



"Have Jett pick up that cinder block over by the smoke pit, and run the neighborhood perimeter. When he's done, he's done. He's paid enough."



Arnold nodded and turned across the parking lot toward where Jett was still scrubbing.



"Arnie." 



The squad leader turned again.



"When he's done, pick up the cinder block yourself and run the block twice."



Arnold's teeth clenched involuntarily, resenting the punishment. "Aye sergeant."



The squad leader walked over to Jett, who received instruction, nodded briskly, and jogged over to pick up the heavy, rough cinder block, before taking off down the sidewalk.



"Arnie's a good leader, Don't give him too much shit."



"Shut up, Frenchie…" Mark shot a half-cocked grin to Corporal Poisson, who hung back to chat with his best friend after the platoon dispersed. "You and Meg have a good vacation?"



"Yeah, as good as visiting family can be. Never enough time, always a little drama. But the food's good. And my mom loves Meg. Nuts about her. Can't put a price on that."



"That's good. How's she holding up?"



"She's doing okay. Nervous, but not letting on. She wants to know if you want to come over tonight. For dinner or whatever."



Mark smirked. "Nah, I appreciate the offer. Tell her I was sorely tempted."



"All right. You sure? She'll be disappointed. We both will."



"You and I are gonna get real sick of each other in the next year, Frenchie. Take the night off and show that woman a good time."



"I was gonna. But…you know…"



"Yeah, I know. I…I kinda met someone, Frenchie. Came out of nowhere."



"No shit? That's great, man. Local?"



Nah, she lives a couple hours away. But I thought I might try and call her before we ship out.



"All right, man. Good luck. See you at staging tomorrow."



"Yeah. Seriously, thank Meg for the offer."



"I will. Looks like Jett's coming around the other end of the neighborhood."



"Yep, looks like. See ya, Frenchie."



"Around the neighborhood," was a known colloquialism for a running route that skirted the collected cluster of company and battalion offices, along with several clusters of barracks that comprised two infantry battalions, two support battalions, a chow hall, a couple gyms, a large training pool, and even a small convenience store. The distance around "the neighborhood" was 1.3 miles. Running it in sneakers and shorts wasn't too bad. Pleasant, even. Running it in boots with a cinder block clutched to the chest was…unpleasant. It was unpleasant enough at the beginning of the day, even for physically fit marines. Running it at the end of the day was brutal. Running it at the end of the day immediately coming back from leave, with the remnants of too much beer and ribs sticking to your insides was just plain cruel. But Jett had taken off without complaining, eager to expiate his misdeeds in the eyes of his leaders. 



After he disappeared around the corner, Mark pulled out his phone again. 



Nothing.



He had resisted texting Molly. He had thought about her the entire drive home, snapping out of it intermittently to castigate himself for his lack of focus. After checking in at base, he admitted to himself–albeit briefly–that he had looked forward to the long road trip back with Molly and her kids. He had enjoyed the idea, and took a strange joy in playing "dad" to two cute kids and a cute young wife. He was a little resentful that Chris had shown back up. He even texted her late that night to make sure she got back all right. She didn't respond, but he knew she was working a shift as soon as she got home. Maybe she didn't have time. But he hadn't heard from her since.



A stone's throw away, Jett huffed and puffed back toward his squad leader, who ordered his wheezing  subordinate to drop the cinder block and stand for one final ass chewing before he was dismissed for the night. Then, casting a quick but unmistakably resentful glare toward Mark across the parking lot, Corporal Arnold tucked the block under his arm and began running down the block. When he, too, disappeared around the corner, Mark compulsively pulled out his phone again.



Nothing.



Mark clenched his teeth and shook his head. This was stupid. He wasn't about to get all fuzzy in the head over some woman…he had shit to do. Important shit. 



He waited for a few moments, then checked his phone again.



Still nothing.



Arnold rounded the corner as Mark checked his watch. Not bad time. The young squad leader was putting effort into it. Maybe all that resentment gave him a boost. He actively avoided eye contact as he passed his platoon sergeant, slowing a little as he rounded the far corner a second time. 



Mark swore to himself that he wasn't going to check his phone again, a few seconds before pulling out his phone and opening his text messages. His last one to Molly:



"Hey, it's Mark. Just checking in, I had a really good time this week, hope you got home ok."



He had written that…how long ago?



A couple days now. 



Shit. 



Impulsively, he thumbed out another message below the unanswered first:



"Hey, you okay?"



Send.



Mark put his phone back in his pocket. Arnold was huffing toward the starting point, completing the "neighborhood" circuit for the second time. Mark waved him over toward the smoke pit to drop off the cinder block with the stack of others. Arnold nodded, poorly concealing his annoyance as he did. Mark walked over to meet him as he approached, drenched in sweat.



"Not bad time, Arnie."



"Yeah, thanks," he replied, resting his palms on his knees, heaving. I'm just gonna…I just wanna be done for the day."



"I hear ya. Take off, I'll see you in the morning."



"Aye sergeant."



Arnold dropped the cinder block and turned back toward the barracks. Before he walked away, he saw Mark out of the corner of his eye quietly picking the block back up, along with another laying nearby. Mark then hoisted both rough blocks over his shoulders, one at a time, and took off down the block for the first of his three laps around the neighborhood. 



It was brutal. Mark regretted the almost immediately. But he had set the price, and he wasn't  going to expect his people to pay it while he just watched. 



By the end of the first lap, his lungs were near bursting. 



By the end of the second, his legs were on fire, his shoulders raw from the rough concrete rubbing through his shirt. 



As he rounded the final corner of his third lap, he felt his phone buzz in his pocket.



God, let it be her…



* * *



Captain Mark Rein leaned forward in his chair, listening attentively. His hands clasped together with the pads of his index fingers touching each other, resting on his chin. The two newlyweds, adorably unaware of themselves, fell all over each other as they tried to control the narrative for their visitor–the tale of David's bruises. 



Mark took it all in. From what he could tell, David had embraced his cuckolding wholeheartedly, as, in his experience, most cucks did. Jordan, enthralled by the fun of getting an unexpected rise out of her husband, had been using letters detailing her trysts to poke his buttons. All the while, David had been offered a substantial and unexpected promotion at his job at the docks that would allow him to leapfrog over a jealous supervisor. That supervisor had lifted one of the letters and publicly outed David, and David had snapped and rushed someone twice his size, ending up in the hospital.



It was an interesting story. A bit overwrought for his taste, like the plot twist in an amateur serial on a website somewhere. But interesting.



He was accustomed to hearing pairs of stories like this thrown in his lap, but it occurred to him that neither of the young people on the couch were aware of how regular an occurrence this was for him. Listening to competing stories with two storytellers blurting awkwardly over each other was pretty routine for a captain of Marines. Every bar fight, every DUI, every attempt to dive into a pool from a second story balcony, every bullet through the foot after playing catch with loaded pistols–in short, every kind of incident routine to the experience of young enlisted marines found its way into his office, and each one played out with between two and five young people stepping on each others' stories as the truth shook out of between the cracks of their competing stories.



In his experience, much could be learned about the character and relationships of the storytellers by observing such narrative competitions. Those contests usually fell into one of two categories: On the one hand, a pair of storytellers would compete to place the blame on each other, with the incrimination of the other and the absolution of the one clearly the desired outcome of both speakers. 



"Sir, the incident was entirely his fault…"



"Bullshit, sir, due respect, no, I was there, I'll admit it. But the incident was completely his fault…"



On the other hand, another pair of narrators would fall all over themselves to protect each other, grabbing details from each other as the story came out. Jumping on the barbed wire of responsibility so their friend could run over them. It was a pretty good indicator of character, of the strength of friendship, of reliability:



"It was my fault, sir. He was barely involved."



"No, not at all, sir, he's trying to cover for me, but this one's on me…"



The newlyweds, whose young marriage he had seduced, sexually dominated, and ejaculated all over in the past few months, couldn't stop themselves clamoring for blame. Even though Mark was not an employer, judge, parent, or police officer. 



Just a guy in their living room. Invited over to fuck this guy's wife.



Watching them dive in front of bullets for each other.



He expertly restrained a smile, knowing that such a gesture would throw off their story, a story which they clearly had a psychological need to straighten out. Perhaps for themselves, perhaps for each other. 



He didn't really know. He wasn't a psychologist. 



Ironically, Tammy Tell-All over here was. At least she almost was. Another academic year and a dissertation from now, his most recent sexual conquest would finish a doctorate with one of the most prestigious researchers in the world of psychology. 



It was beyond ironic. A woman who could cite diagnostic criteria for every mental condition imaginable. There she was, regressing to a guilty schoolgirl right in front of his eyes. 



It was cute. In a way. 



"So anyway, that's about it…but now, David doesn't work there anymore, and neither does Vinny." Jordan had the last word.



The three sat in silence, unsure of where the clumsy confessional was supposed to lead. 



"Well," Mark broke the silence. "That's quite a story."



"Yeah…" David chuckled nervously.



"So…I guess the real question here is, are you okay?" 



"Yeah, I'm fine. The dental stuff worked out, and I'm not even really sore anymore." David answered quickly, eager to save face.



"No, I meant you. In the plural. You guys. Are you two okay?"



Jordan and David looked at each other, then back at Mark. 



"Yeah, we're fine," Jordan answered confidently before looking back at her husband. "Aren't we?"



"Of course." David nodded, a little surprised at the question.



"Well, I feel a little strange about this," Mark responded gravely. "Admittedly there's a lot about me being here that might seem strange, but in this case I find myself in the strange position of telling a psychology professional that…you know…survivor's guilt…it's…it's a thing. And it can complicate relationships."



Jordan's eyes widened quickly in surprise. Then she looked at her husband, then back at Mark.



"I know, Mark. I really do."



"Oh. Good. Because this…this right here," Mark gestured with his finger pointing back and forth between himself and Jordan, "is going to complicate that." He changed his gesture to indicate Jordan and David. 



Silence. Then Jordan.



"I know." Her tone shifted from the apprehensive, the cloying, to the solemn. 



Mark's eyebrow shot up, surprised. "What?" 



"That's why you're here, Mark. I invited you over here for…I guess we can call it closure. But I wanted everyone in the room together when I say to both of you that this has to stop. Now. Someone got hurt, and it's nobody's fault, but this is irresponsible, and it ends here."



Mark locked his gaze on Jordan, impressed. She had shifted from playing the innocent maladept to the confident, even stern school teacher without missing a beat. 



She had planned it.



She was playing them both, and he didn't pick up on it. At all. 



Clever girl.

 

David was more shocked than impressed. He blinked at his wife in disbelief for a moment, adjusting to the strange, moral/sexual/narrative whiplash. 



"Jo?"



"Yes, honey?"



"What's..?"



"I'm ending my…extra relationship with Mark, honey. You hadn't met him before, and I wanted to end it with you in the room so you'd know I was serious. I'm committed to you. You're my man." She took his hand with both of hers and set it in her lap, then looked over at Mark. "I didn't want you to feel like you'd done something wrong, either. But we're all adults, and we tried something, and now it's time to end it. We can do that and still be friendly, right?"



Mark's mouth pulled back in a genuine, surprised smile. "Of course. I'd love to be friends with you guys. I've been excited to meet David for a while now."



The feeling in the room was apprehensive. Even dubious. What now?



David snapped out of his fixed stare and looked over at Mark. "This is…friends…" He shook his head in frustrated confusion. "Wait, are you guys serious?"



Jordan dropped David's hand and hugged his elbow tightly to her chest, nuzzling her face into his shoulder. "Of course, sweetie. I think you guys would actually get along really well."



David, seated between his wife and her–former?--lover, looked back and forth between them, puzzled. "How…how can we be friends after…"



He shot a look toward Mark: "What kind of friends do you have?"



Jordan and Mark laughed out loud. 



"I'm serious!" David protested as the laughter died down.



"Well, that depends…" Mark responded jovially.



"On what?"



Mark gestured toward the open laptop on the coffee table, still paused in the middle of an episode of Star Trek: The Next Generation. 



"Is this the one where Commander Riker becomes the captain of a Klingon ship?"



David's eyes widened involuntarily. "Yeah, that's the one. Season 2, episode 8. A Matter of Honor."



"That's what I thought. It's one of my favorites. Can we restart the episode?"



David's eyes sparkled. Jordan grinned as she reached over to restart the episode. 



"One more question…" Mark asked as the familiar theme music drifted out of the speakers.



"What's that?" David asked.



"You got any beer?" 



* * *



---Hey, it's Mark. Just checking in, I had a really good time this week, hope you got home ok.



Hey. 



---Hey! Thanks for getting back to me. Wasn't sure if you would.



Sorry, I wasn't sure how to respond, or if I should…You know how it is. 



---Yeah.



We got home alright. Thanks for checking in. And for being willing to cart a car full of strangers hours out of your way. Glad you didn't have to. 



---I don't know, Molly, are we strangers?. I was kind of looking forward to the drive. 



That's nice of you to say…😋



---No, I mean it.



Awww…Anyway, I thought you were off to the other side of the world by now?



---Tomorrow night. We're staging gear now. It takes time to move a full battalion. 



I bet. How many people is in a battalion?



---Around a thousand guys.



You're in charge of a thousand guys?



---Haha, no. I'm a platoon sergeant. There are four platoons in my company, four companies in the battalion. Plus some added support elements, a few extra guys for specific missions. It adds up. But I'm a pretty small fish.



I see. How many people are you in charge of?



---Around 40.



That's still impressive. I'm a section lead on my floor at the hospital, and it stresses me out of my mind sometimes. And I only have 8 of them to deal with.



A knock on the door jarred Mark out of his happy place. "Rein." A stern voice through his barracks room door. He hopped out of bed and opened the door. He knew the voice, and knew not to take his time answering. It was a peer, not a subordinate–Staff Sergeant Jimenez, the platoon sergeant from third platoon. 



A 5' 10", wire-thin combat veteran with two Iraq deployments under his belt, he was physically smaller than Mark, but held much more sway with both superiors and junior marines due to his level of experience. His marines occupied the floor below Mark's in the barracks.



"What's up, staff sergeant?"



"One of my guys cold cocked one of your guys. Out at the smoke pit. Arnold, I think."



"Someone hit Arnie? What the hell? What happened?"



I don't know. Some bullshit, I got a doc out here putting some ice on it. My guy had a few, who knows. It's the night before we ship out, everyone's got nerves. Don't read into it."



"Which one of your guys took the swing? I'm gonna…"



"No you're not, Rein. That's why I'm here. I'm handling it. Arnie's fine, there's no real harm. Probably gonna have a little bruise, but he's fine. I talked to him, he wasn't gonna say shit, but word gets around, and I don't want you poppin' off and complicating shit tonight. I think they both had a few, got a little loose. Everyone's got nerves, especially the first timers."



First timers.



Mark gritted his teeth.



"You know I don't mean anything by that, Rein. I'm just saying that's how it goes when people get nerves. I'm helping you out here. Keep a clear head. I'll handle my guy. Trust me, he's gonna regret hitting Arnie. I don't want two-ton Rein out here literally killing one of my guys to save face. It's not the time for that."



Mark took a deep breath and nodded. "I agree. Thanks for the heads up. Arnie go to medical? I'll go check up on him."



"Nah, it ain't that bad. My doc is with him in his room. Didn't get cut, didn't get knocked out, just a bruise." Jiminez punctuated his reassurances with a cutting gesture, emphasizing the small stakes as he saw them.



"All right," Mark exhaled. "I'm gonna go check on him."



"You want my advice? Give him an hour. Let the doc finish up and clear out, Arnie'll cool down, put on a movie, relax a little. Then go in there and you can find out what really happened. But Rein…"



"Yeah?"



"You go after my guy, I go after you. Got it?"



Mark nodded. "Okay. Thanks."



"No problem." The senior marine tapped his forehead with his fingertip. 



"Clear head, Rein. Don't get foggy. This shit...this is life and death shit now."



"Copy that, staff sergeant." 



Mark shut the door as his colleague turned to walk away. He took a couple deep breaths himself, vowing to find out who the aggressor was without alienating Jiminez. 



Later.



He sat back down on his bunk and pulled out his phone again.



I mean, I'm sure it's nothing like what you do.



…



Mark?



…



You there?



…



I hope I haven't offended you…🥺



---No, no, sorry. Just distracted for a minute.Had something come up. You didn't offend me, don't worry. 😘



Oh good. Hey, you used the kissy face emoji!



---Yeah…I was just responding to yours. I'm bad at emojis. I feel stupid using them.



Don't. I liked it.



---OK Good. 

…



Mark?



---Yeah?



Why did you text me?



---Honestly, I don't know. I wanted to make sure you got home alright. And I like talking to you.



I thought we might be done. I mean, I agreed to be your girlfriend for the week. But that was last week.



---You want to be my girl this week too? I'm down if you are...fair warning though: being a marine's girlfriend gets a lot harder when we deploy.



Lol I'm flattered. But I don't know. Honestly, I'm pretty confused. Chris has been trying pretty hard the last few days.



---Oh. And I guess he wants to make a clean break. Is he going to be pissed that we're talking?



No, actually. He's the one who told me to text you back. 



---Really?



Mark shook his head at the phone as he typed, recalling Jared's subtle invitation to spend the evening at his house. With his wife. Now the little gaming rage weirdo was asking his wife to text the guy she spent the past week fucking? What the fuck was up with married guys? Is this a thing that happens after you get married?



His phone buzzed. New message received.



Honestly Mark, I have no idea what's going on. I'm sorry to vent all over you, but I'm really confused. It's like when you and I hooked up it lit up some spark in him, like a good-boy spark or something, and now it's just burning along like one of those little homey jar-candles you get at craft stores. Honestly, I can't explain it. I was positive that I'd be interviewing divorce lawyers when I got back.

	

Mark caught himself with a lump in his throat. He swallowed it before he responded.



---So things are good between you guys?



I don't know. I really don't know. All I know is he's trying lately, and Lucy and Max are loving it. And it's great for me, too. I haven't seen him like this in a long time. I've missed it.



The lump in Mark's throat rose again. He swallowed it again.



---Well, that's good, right?

	

Well, it's not that easy. There's one other thing that makes it messy.



---What?



…



I'm trying to come to terms with something.



---What's that?



The lump returned to his throat.



I'm having some feelings. About you. About us, I guess.



Mark's heart fluttered. He didn't know what to say.



…



I'm sorry, Mark. That's too much. I hope I didn't freak you out.



He replied quickly.



---No. I'm glad you said it. I feel the same way, Molly.



😍



---I don't know how to respond to emojis. I keep coming up with the s-mouth face and the birthday face.



lol

No, I just got excited, that's all. I just didn't think, you know…

I mean, I'm married with two kids. 

I felt so stupid. Like some teenager in high school crushing on the quarterback or something.



---Well, to be fair, I played outside linebacker. 

	

Ha Ha. Smart guy. 



---But I'm with you. It's kinda confusing. I don't know what to do here. You're married, and I'm out of cell service for the next year. What do we do here?



I don't know, either. I'm a little scared. For a lot of reasons. 



---Well, since we both don't know, maybe we just have these feelings and see where they go? Try to keep in touch, I guess. We can't control anything else about our situations now. Let's just see where it goes.



I like that idea. 🥰



---Me too. 🤢



Did you just use the sick face? 🤣



Shit. Sorry. It was next to the…screw it. Never mind.



🫢

Mark, I'm excited. I'm glad we talked. 

Or texted. Whatever.

	

---Me too. I've got to go check on one of my guys for a few minutes, then I need something from you.



Okay…what?



---Tonight's my last night with a phone for a while. I want to use it for some Molly time.



🤭 What does that mean?

	

---Well, are Lucy and Max in bed yet?



Just about. Chris is tucking them in now. I'll go and say good night to them. 



---How long?



Maybe 15 minutes?



---That'll work. Then wait for me in a room where you can be alone for a while. 



Okay. 😘



* * *



Two hours and three episodes of the vintage sci-fi show later, Mark, Jordan, and David were all smiles. The tension had largely dissipated from the room. Mark was leaning forward in his chair, closely watching the small, shared laptop screen, the only source of entertainment the young couple could afford. David was firing off trivia, and batting opinions back and forth as Mark asked him questions about the series, the characters, the themes, the writing.



He was in heaven. 



Jordan dozed gently. 



In and out of a quiet slumber, her head on her husband's shoulder. She had had a long, stressful day, which had ended with closure on multiple fronts. She had gotten her husband into a law office, and he had pulled a rabbit out of his hat worth more money than she had ever seen at one time. She had amended her dissertation proposal without any blowback from her advisors. She had even brought her former lover and her husband together without offending him or jeopardizing her marriage. 



She was exhausted. And still a little insecure about the situation playing out, but most of all she was happy to hear the unrestrained enthusiasm of fandom work its way back into her husband's voice, and Mark's seemingly genuine, lighthearted interest in the show.



Mark wasn't humoring him, either. It was clear he had a genuine, if not quite as fanatical interest in the show, and he seemed to genuinely enjoy picking David's brain. Given her training in psychology, she could see Mark using the novel social situation he was in to operate on multiple levels simultaneously. His posture was relaxed, but other body language seemed focused, and his eyes kept finding new things to fall on. But not her. No, he seemed to be genuinely friendly, and genuinely having a good time, but was at the same time conducting some kind of evaluation of David. Testing his memory, his intelligence, his intellectual or social abilities. Something. 



Whatever the outcome, she was grateful that no more conflict was forthcoming as a result of her relationship with Mark. At least she hoped. No telling what tomorrow would bring. As exciting as the sexual fling had been, she knew better than to push it. Sanity had to have its day, and that day came when she saw David's missing and snaggle teeth jutting awkwardly about inside his swollen mouth in an emergency room. 



Still, she caught herself stealing glances in the direction of her former lover while he and her husband bandied Star Trek trivia back and forth. The beer was gone–Jordan herself almost never drank, but she had had one beer to be social, to toast the new friendship. It was silly, but she felt like it had taken the edge off the day a bit, and she was just a little bit happier, just a tiny bit more prone to giggle than she might have otherwise been.



David had had two, and Mark the other three. Everyone was having a good time, but no one was close to out of control. Just a little new, smooth ice for the conversation to skate on. 



The closing credits and their familiar theme music rose again, and Jordan sat up from her latest doze. David sensed the evening drawing to a close and shut the laptop screen.



"Still, I think it goes without saying that Picard is the better captain, but I'll admit that Kirk is more fun to watch sometimes," he observed to Mark.



"Hard to say, really," Mark replied. "The quality of an officer is part ability, part character, part context. There are great wartime officers whose careers flag in peacetime. There are brilliant administrative generals who totally botch it duing wartime. I think you've got two different captains who do very well in different contexts. I don't think we can quantify a better all around captain."



"I hadn't thought of that," David said, furrowing his brow in concession before switching the conversation. "So you're a captain. What kind of captain are you? Picard? Kirk? Janeway?"



"Easy now…" Mark chuckled. "I'm not that kind of captain. Captain is my rank, not my job. And a captain outside of Starfleet–or the Navy that its rank structure is modeled after–is a much lower rank than a captain inside it. I'd be a colonel if I was that high up. That's three ranks above me." 



"So who would you be on the Enterprise?"



Mark stroked his chin. "Probably Worf. Security, weapons. But comparatively low ranked on the bridge."



"Huh. Okay. So does everyone have to salute you when they see you?"



Mark smiled and shook his head. "Sometimes. If they're lower ranking officers. Or if they're enlisted."



"Haha…big man…"



Mark laughed. "Only literally. But I'm nothing now, stuck in ROTC hell. Just a bunch of cadets. My job right now is a glorified camp counselor. But when I get back to the fleet, I'm hoping to get an assignment with a little more clout. Maybe a company command."



"So do people call you 'sir' when they see you?"



"Sometimes. It's basically the same as the salute. If they're lieutenants, or enlisted marines. Or warrant officers sometimes."



"And me sometimes…" Jordan sleepily interjected.



David turned his head toward Jordan's, still nuzzled on his shoulder. "What did you say?"



"Hmmm?" Jordan asked, still sleepy. 



"You said 'me sometimes…'"



Jordan giggled, clutching his arm to her. David looked over at Mark and cocked an eyebrow.



"What's she talking about?"



Mark shrugged. "She calls me 'sir' sometimes."



David's face began to warm as the tension that accompanied Mark's arrival to their home a few hours before returned.



Jordan, realizing what she'd done, shot up to check herself. "It's just a joke, honey, don't worry about it. Do we want to watch one more, or?"



David's heart sped slightly upward as he caught his wife trying to backpedal. 



"No, no, I think we've enjoyed enough Rodenberry wine tonight," Mark replied evenly. "I think I'd better call it a night. You guys have been great. Let's do this again, huh?" He stood up, and Jordan popped up with him. David stood up warily with the other two, still a little dazed and unsure what was meant. Mark reached over the coffee table and grasped David's hand, shaking it warmly. "It really was nice to meet you, man. You've got a real brain on ya."



"Thanks…" 



Jordan looked nervously in her husband's eyes, noting the return of a vacant stare. 



Darnit. Cheese and Crackers. All the good she'd tried to do bringing Mark over to show David it was over, all kicked over by her loose lips…



Loose lips sink ships…



"Mark…" she called out as he reached for the doorknob. "I don't…I think we should both just agree to reassure David that everything is done and over, and we had a good time, but…"



"Why did she call you sir?" David stammered out. 



The three stood in silence, unsure of how to proceed. Finally, Jordan took David's hand in hers and lightly stroked his forearm. "It's just…" she said quietly, "when Mark and I…you know…um…together…I called him sir sometimes, and it was just…like a game we'd play. It's no big thing."



She began to panic as the vacant stare in David's eyes deepened.



It was quiet for a moment.



"You made it real, Jordan." Mark interjected into the silence. "It's just part of this dynamic. I know you're trying to stop, and I respect that, but you nudged him over the line again."



"I don't understand…" Jordan said, understanding perfectly.



"Don't beat yourself up about it, he won't resent you for it. He'll probably love you more for it, actually. But the line is crossed. Before, you'd leave, you'd be gone, you'd come home, we were together, but he didn't see it. It was conceptual. Then you invite me over and show David we're friends. That's fine. But now look at him. He knows what I'm here fore. He knows about us. It's real."



"Baby…I'm so sorry. I'm so stupid. Just forget I said anything, okay?" Jordan pleaded, turning toward David's thousand-yard stare.



Mark laughed quietly. "He's never going to forget that, Jo. Never in a million years. He'll eventually wipe that dumb look off his face. But he'll never forget that little giggle you let out when you admitted you like to call me sir. He knows you like to play power games with me. Now look at him. He's imagining what you look like when you call me sir. He can't help himself."



It was true. David may have seemed catatonic, but he was really just frozen in a lightning fast change of perception. The phrase "power games" hit him like a wall of fog, muddling his thoughts by suggesting things he had not before considered. But the words that couched that phrase were all to clear:



"You (Jordan) like to play with me (Mark)."



David's conscious mind began to process the concrete reality standing 6'4" in the room with him.



You=Jordan. Loving, talented, sweet-tempered and nurturing. Wife. Avowed companion through thick and thin, sickness and health.



Me=Not me. 



Me≠ David.



Me=this new man with the bronze skin and the tall, wide build.



Play=(...)



"Give him a minute, Jordan," Mark said calmly. "I know you're worried it's hurting him, but it's actually good. Trust me." He stepped forward and put a hand on David's shoulder, looked down into his face and spoke gently, reassuring him. "Hey man, you know I've been having sex with your wife, right?"



David gulped audibly and nodded. Mark slowly nodded back. 



"Are you upset by that?"



David's eyes held their blank stare. His shoulders lifted uncertainly in a half shrug, his chin tilting slightly. An ambiguous answer. Mark looked over at Jordan, whose gun barrel blue eyes flitted restlessly between the two men. 



"Jordan, take off your shirt."



Her eyes widened. Her lips pursed, and her head shook slightly. 



Mark dropped his hand from David's shoulder. "David, you can stop this at any time. Do you understand?"



David nodded dumbly, turning to lock eyes with Jordan as Mark spoke again. 



"Jordan, what do you say?"



Under the blanket of shock, Jordan found hunger in her husband's eyes. Her lips, pursed in tense uncertainty, broke slowly into a thin smile, her eyes narrowing to match. 



Ordered by her lover, another man, Jordan took the leap of faith to meet her husband.



"Yes, sir."



She grasped the hem of her pajama shirt and pulled it up over her head, exposing her pale, toned torso in a plain white brassiere. The inverted shirt caught her wavy auburn hair in the neck before it all cascaded down, some falling forward to obscure the view of her chest with the remainder tumbling between her shoulders. Her recent running–a stress reaction to David's injury–had paid off in a noticeably tight figure with taut, soft skin curving subtly in, then out between her bust and her hips. 



She looked back and forth toward the two men in her life who had seen her in this state. The trio made a triangle of silence, both men facing each other but with their heads turned inward to take in the sight of Jordan. She briefly noted that she should feel silly, having not anticipated any kind of seduction that night. She wore plain underwear and dark blue plaid flannel pajama pants. 



She didn't feel silly though. She didn't know how she felt. But it was new.



She should have covered herself instinctively, prodded by the modesty of her upbringing or the self-consciousness of her all-too common insecurities. 



She didn't.



"Jordan."



"Yes, sir?"



"Rearrange your hair. Behind your shoulders."



Jordan lifted both hands up, gathering her hair as she would a ponytail, then letting it fall loose behind her back. She held the thin smile for a moment, before her bottom lip curled slightly, held under her top teeth. Her chest began to rise and fall more rapidly.



Mark smiled and waited a moment for Jordan to compose herself. Then,



"Jordan."



"Yes, sir?"



"Remove your bra."



Her face reddened involuntarily as her left hand reached deftly between her shoulder blades. The clasp clicked open and the tension in the garment released, shuddering slightly while still hanging off her shoulders and tenuously concealing her breasts. Then she reached one arm up, then the other, removing the shoulder straps to let her modesty crumple willingly onto the floor by her feet.



Standing at the apex of the triangle was a vision familiar to both of the other corners. Jordan was topless, clad only in cheap pajama bottoms and fluffy socks. 



Yet for both, the thrall of her willing exposure in front of the other caused blood to move rapidly downward.



Mark looked over to David, noting the deep red in his face and his audibly pressed breathing. 



"Is it real yet?"



David nodded, looking downward.



Jordan was herself flushing, beginning to identify a new feeling–a new kind of power of her own. Something that could be actualized only as she stood between them. 



"No, not yet…" Mark's voice surprised them both, with both Jordan and David unsure to whom he was speaking. Mark clarified, looking over to Jordan. 



"It's almost there, but it's not totally real, yet."



He took two steps over to Jordan, breaking the equilateral triangle and closing the gap to force the delicate balance of the figure out of equilibrium. Jordan smiled coyly toward David as Mark placed his large hand over her pale, perky breast, leaving her pink nipple exposed between two fingers. He then bent down and took that nipple between his lips and began to suck loudly.



Jordan's coy smile dropped into an open mouth and her eyes closed involuntarily. David held his breath watching his wife's small hand reach up and gently clutch the back of Mark's head as he suckled her. He could hear the blood pumping in his ears, and he instinctively jammed his hands downward to hide his small erection.



Mark stopped and stood back up to his full height, then stood aside so Jordan could see her husband, unobstructed.



"There it is. Now it's real," he said, pointing casually to David's hands trembling over his crotch. 



Jordan cocked half her mouth into a smile and dropped her eyes, unsure of what to say next as Mark stepped around her to reach for the doorknob.



"Thanks guys, it really was a fun night. Take it easy, get some sleep. You've got some stuff to figure out together. I won't come in between that. But hit me up for another Star Trek night. We can do it at my place if you want…"



He briskly opened the door, exposing a bewildered and topless Jordan across from her humiliated and erect husband to the–mercifully–empty hallway outside the apartment, then shut the door behind him. 



Mark briskly pushed the outer door of the dumpy apartment complex wide open, moving with a purpose. Heading toward his car in the parking lot, Mark dialed a stored number in his contacts and raised the phone to his ear. 



"Hey, it's me. I need a favor."
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2:00 AM.



Last call.



A sullen but surprisingly lucid Vinny Ricci lingered over his last of many beers. Last for tonight, anyway.



He suppressed the urge to complain as the lights came up. As belligerent as he could be, he knew not to alienate a bartender he knew he would need tomorrow. 



It was time to go home. 



He knew it. He had requested an Uber to take him back to the dingy apartment where his girlfriend Toni was inevitably waiting to give him shit for being out too late, for being drunk, for getting fired, for…



For…



For whatever…



Who gives a shit. She was an ungrateful bitch anyway: never appreciated the roof over her head and the nice things he'd buy her. And for someone who let herself go physically, she really wasn't hot enough to get away with the attitude. And she gave shit head. 



Who needs her? He'd get another job, then another girl, and then kick this one to the curb. 



He didn't have to take shit like that…



And she wouldn't dare to give him shit tonight. Not after the beating she got last night. 



She'd learned her lesson.



Probably.



And if not, he could teach it again. 



"Lights out, Vinny. Time to go, we gotta lock up the joint."



Vinny grunted in affirmation and slid off his bar stool. He vaguely gestured to put that last drink to his already sizeable tab, picked his coat off the rack, and headed toward the front entrance, leaning the door open onto the street.



He was the last one out of the bar. As soon as the door swung shut behind him, he heard the lock click shut from the inside. 



He took a deep breath of cool night air and walked over to the street, checking the status of his Uber on his phone.



Shit. 



Still 10 minutes away. 



Not as many cars out at 2AM on a Tuesday night, and a of demand. Too many drunks to cart back to shitty homes, with shitty women waiting to bitch them out. 



He'd just have to get in line.



Cursing to himself, he realized that he forgot to stop at the bathroom before they closed up the bar, and he had to bleed the lizard.



Fuck it. The alley. 



Just make it quick. 



Behind some dumpsters or something. 



He had made it half a block down the empty street and turned down the alley, making a beeline to the nearest dumpster, when he inadvertently kicked something in the dark. Something about the size of his foot. 



Metallic. 



What was it? Too dark to tell. 



He bent down and picked it up.



Looks like…



Huh.



A camera. With a wall mount. A surveillance camera? 



The bolts on the mounting plate must have rusted off.



Wait. No. Ripped off? 



He looked up at the wall to see a pale square standing out in stark contrast from the dirty bricks. 



Looked like the same mounting plate. 



While he puzzled over the broken camera, a dark figure emerged from the shadows behind him, wrapped a dark gloved hand around his mouth and swept his feet, throwing him hard onto the asphalt.



Vinny grunted in surprise, the wind rushing audibly from his lungs as he landed on his back before pulling his hands over his face in defense. 



The attacker grabbed the collar of Vinny's jacket and dragged him out of sight of the street.



Vinny flailed around, struggling to gain control, but the silent figure confidently twisted then restrained Vinny's arms into impotence, smashed to one side against the pavement. Then, holding the arms steady, the attacker dropped to his knees, straddling Vinny's torso and deftly jammed his four long fingers, forming a knife up Vinny's neck and under his jawline.



The pain of a pressure point is always surprising to those who haven't felt it before. The stabbing, incapacitating pain of four strong fingers jammed into Vinny's hypoglossal nerve caused him to squeal and squeak for several seconds, writhing involuntarily.



Then the pressure was released, but the hand stayed in place, threatening a return of the pain. It was dark, and Vinny couldn't make out the face of his attacker. But he did make out a jet black balaclava pulled over the attacker's head. 



Finally, the attacker spoke. 



"David Stark."



The voice was robotic, monotone, and full of clicks. Like that Star Wars movie he saw a while back with that guy…that Kylo Ren character. When he had his helmet on. 



"What the fuck?" Vinny asked breathlessly.



"David Stark. Back off. This is a warning."



"What? Stark? Really? Fuck you! That bitch ass little cuck motherfucker got me fired! I'm gonna…"



The attacker jammed his left hand into Vinny's armpit, found another pressure point and squeezed, causing Vinny to squeal before twisting, causing the squeal to rise in pitch. 



Then, letting go of Vinny's arms, the attacker closed his fist and, twisting his body to maximize momentum, landed four sharp, hard hooks to Vinny's rib cage. The fourth hit let out a dull crack that echoed down the alleyway.



Vinny snapped out of his intoxicated fog. Adrenaline cleared his mind enough to know he had to act. He had been in enough street fights to know when shit was serious. 



This was serious. 



He had to get out of there. 



He bucked his hips straight up, throwing his attacker off balance. 



The attacker instinctively but accidentally placed his right hand on Vinny's face to stabilize himself as he fell forward, and Vinny bit down hard on the attacker's fingers.



The sound of a scream through a voice modulator is an uncanny sound. More crackles than tones. It was enough to shift the balance of the fight for a moment. The attacker rolled off of Vinny, clenching his right hand with his left while Vinny quickly scrambled to his feet, picking up the broken metal camera and brandishing it as a weapon. 



Despite his surprise, the attacker recovered quickly–on his feet well before Vinny and shaking the pain out of his fingers. 



Already recomposed, he stared angrily toward Vinny holding the blunt object.



"So you want me to shove that thing up your ass?" Crackled the voice modulator.



"Bring it, bitch. Imma beat the shit outta you, then Imma find that little cuck ass bitch and kill him. Fuckin' watch me."



He took a hard, loopy swing at the masked attacker, who deftly stepped aside, knocking Vinny's arm helplessly away before grabbing his wrist, twisting it into tight control, and forcing Vinny to bend over, howling in pain.



"You fucked up, buddy…" crackled the attacker. 



Vinny, totally frozen with his arm and wrist twisted tightly out behind him, let go of the camera, gasping in pain again. The attacker kicked the appliance up to his free hand, grasping the fat edge of the mounting plate. He tossed it up and down, adjusting his grip on it with his free hand until he found the optimum balance with the thick metal slap now the edge of the blunt, improvised weapon. He raised it high, then brought the metal edge down hard onto the back of Vinny's head. 



Then again.



Then again.



The attacker felt the resistance begin to drain from Vinny's body. His arm grew slack as the pain in his head overruled the pain in his wrist. Blood began pooling through his hair and dripping down to the ground. 



He reversed his wrist control on Vinny and threw him against the brick wall with a thwack. Vinny tumbled to the ground, raising his hand for mercy. The attacker grabbed a fistful of his dark hair and dragged him up the wall until he sat upright.



"I'm sorry, man, fuck…I won't…I won't do shit. Just stop…" He scrunched up his knees and buried his face in his arms.



"This coulda gone way easier, Vinny," crackled the attacker. "You made it hard. I'll make it harder if you move a fucking muscle without me telling you. Get it?"



Vinny nodded, looking up. His eyes were wide and white under the dim, distant street light.



The attacker was panting, winded by his own adrenaline rush. "I'm here to make sure David Stark, you remember that name?"



Vinny nodded. The attacker panted for another moment, catching his breath before he resumed.



"I'm here to see to it that David Stark never sees or hears from you again. If I have to kill you to make that happen, I'll do that. But I don't want to. Get it?"



Vinny's eyes widened as he struggled to see his attacker. The blows to the back of his head had blurred his vision.



"I asked you a question, motherfucker. You get it?" 



He nodded in understanding.



"You wanna die tonight, you piece of shit? I will make that happen. And I'll sleep like a fuckin' newborn baby. I'll do the world a service. One less asshole in the world."



Vinny shook his head vigorously.



"Good. Now. Just to make sure we understand each other. If I find out that you came within a mile of David Stark…" 



The attacker paused, catching his breath again. "David Stark, or anyone he loves, or fuck it…anyone he knows, that's the day…Vinny…look at me…"



He leaned in and put his face right in Vinny's way. Vinny got a brief glimpse of intense blue eyes that had absolutely no fear or hesitation in them. 



Somewhere in the back of his mind he thought…no, he knew that whoever this guy was, he'd killed before. 



This was no joke.



"That day, Vinny…that's the day you meet Jesus. You get it? Nod your head, bitch. Do it now."



Vinny nodded vigorously. "Yeah. I got it." 



The attacker let go of his hair and stood up, turning to walk away. Then, after a few steps, hesitated and turned back around.



Fearful tears welled in Vinny's eyes as his blurry vision caught the attacker moving toward him again. He winced and put his hands up in defense, but the attacker simply reached past his hands into Vinny's coat pocket and pulled out his phone. The masked man looked at the screen for a monet, then handed it to Vinny.



"Call 911. You need an ambulance."



"No, no, I'm good, man, I'll just go home. I got a Uber coming…"



"Fucking do it now. Tell them you got jumped. Tell them to send paramedics." He now stood over the cowering Vinny. 



He unlocked his phone and complied.



When the dispatcher acknowledged the location and assured them that the help was on the way, the attacker took the phone, threw it on the ground, and stomped it with his heel. Then, turning back toward Vinny, he swung the camera hard into Vinny's face, drawing out a metallic tink as it came in contact with his front teeth. 



Vinny slumped over. The attacker leaned down and opened Vinny's lips with his gloved fingers.



One. two-three. four. 



Four broken teeth. Two on top, two on bottom. Close enough.



He stood back up and inspected his glove, noting no tears in the cloth or blood resulting from Vinny's bite, then threw the camera down between Vinny's limp feet and walked down the alley toward the opposite street. Moments after he disappeared around the corner, a middle aged man in jeans and a polo shirt peeked into the alley. 



In the distance, sirens were audible.



"Hey! Buddy… Sir! Are you okay? I'm looking for…uh, I'm looking for Vinny. Are you Vinny? Ordered an Uber…"



"Buddy?"



"Hey, buddy…can you hear me?"



* * *



The university exercise track seemed to thin out after about 8:30. It was crowded in the early morning, and between the last class and dinnertime, but it wasn't too bad if you could find time to run around 9. 



Jordan, not an early riser herself, didn't like to wake up too early to run, but also liked to start her day with one. She loved the boost of energy it gave her at the beginning of the day. If she didn't have a class first thing in the morning, she usually took a gym bag with her clothes for the day and dress in her workout gear, walk to the track, do a few miles around the track, shower in the gym locker room, and go to her desk in the "office" allocated to graduate students in her department. 



It was a good workout.  A few miles. Between 3 and 6 usually. Nowhere near the routine she did when she was on the track team as an undergraduate, but it kept her feeling fit. Fitness had to be something she made time for now. A result of a senior graduate student's priorities: long days that were pretty uniformly sedentary with study and research.



This particular Wednesday morning, she had a lot on her mind after a particularly eventful couple of days. Monday was too much…it took her most of Tuesday to decompress enough to think it through. 



What had started with a tense conflict to goad her husband into a confrontation with the corporate face of his attacker, which led to a shockingly productive meeting with a very unskilled lawyer. Then jumping straight to the awkward meeting about amending her dissertation proposal, sending a wild-hair text to her former lover, which led to an awkward dinner and an even more awkward meeting with her husband and former lover. This meeting, ostensibly set up to conclusively shut the door on the "hotwife" experiment, in fact ended with her topless and putty in her lover's hands before said lover abruptly walked out the door.



Every time she recounted the events of the day, it sounded ridiculous. 



But, she had to admit, it fit the recent pattern. Unthinkably strange developments seemed par for the course in the last few months. Snapshots of recent memory seemed equal parts ludicrous and morally horrifying in Jordan's eyes–if those eyes were Jordan's as a fiancee or a brand newlywed before this whole thing started. Directing her husband to wear women's panties? Traipsing off weekly to a strange man's house with the full knowledge of her husband. Craving, begging for, and eagerly receiving a large volume of that man's semen. Bringing that semen back to her home and brazenly–eagerly feeding it to her husband? 



It was surreal. The whole thing was surreal.



Thus, it wasn't the strange compressed life changes of a single day that bothered her, she realized as she rounded the first corner of her first lap. It was something else. 



Something frustrating. Deep. And frightening.



This rapid change in morality–rather, the rapid change in wholehearted acceptance of new moral realities–It was crazy. 



How did she let herself–there was no other way to put it–go insane?



Her breath evened out as she began to hit her stride. Now she could think. 



And she really needed to think. Perhaps she was overthinking. But it was a necessary corrective of the massive underthinking that had her leaping headfirst into this mess, and dragging her husband with her.



It was no less existential a question than the definition of sanity itself. While her own research interests were in developmental psychology, and the formations of identity in youth and early adulthood, Jordan had done the requisite coursework, along with some honest to goodness clinical observations in the field of abnormal psychology. She had read about, and even met a respectable sampling of people with personality disorders. 



Sociopaths. 



Psychopaths. 



Even some garden variety sex criminals. Most of whom didn't require lock-and-key institutionalization. Just regular people. Normal seeming people–at least initially–who lived something approaching regular lives, but who were…for lack of a better word…dangerous.



Although thoroughly versed on the literature and research surrounding these unfortunate individuals, and their even more unfortunate train of victims, Jordan balanced wariness with pity around them. But she always kept her distance, quietly grateful that she was not one of them. Many of them, perhaps most, could be identified by the toxic traits of their close relationships. Quite often, their victims were their loved ones. Family. Close friends. 



We hurt the ones we love. Or if we can't love, we hurt the ones that love us. 



The initial ragged breath of the first mile began to even out as her body grew accustomed to the familiar, loping stride that served her well as a competitive distance runner. She rounded the fourth turn for the fourth time, completing her first mile.



We hurt the ones we love. Or if we can't love, we hurt the ones that love us. Isn't that some kind of definition of insanity? Isn't it fundamentally irrational to harm the ones we depend on, and who depend on us? Or does it mean that those who hurt, don't love, and those who love, don't hurt. 



If so, doesn't it mean that those who think they love, but hurt their loved one, are fundamentally wrong in thinking they love?



The observation had a theological ring to it. Was it a platitude, a useless turn of phrase that made people think they understood deep things? Or was there substance to it?  



Those who think they love, but hurt their loved one, are fundamentally wrong in thinking they love.



We hurt the ones we love. Or if we can't love, we hurt the ones that love us. 



One might find a turn of phrase like that splayed out in pretty cursive lettering against a piercing, rising sun in the inspirational art section of a Christian bookstore. Even though she it's really a horrifying sentiments. Nevertheless, her churched upbringing gave observations like these the ring of truth to her mind. 



Hmmm. Let's try to kick this around logically. More Aristotle, less televangelist. Try the reverse. If we don't like the idea, reverse it, see if we like the reverse idea.



We don't hurt the ones we love. If we can love…no…if we do love, we will not hurt the ones who love us.



Fair enough. That sounds better. Now try the inverse. If we hurt someone, we must not love them. Therefore it follows that if one hurts someone, then their love for that person is suspect. Conclusion: We will never truly hurt one we love, and we never truly love one that we have willingly harmed. That is to say, in harming someone, you betray your lack of true love.



It rattled around in seemingly tight logic, but it was hard to wrestle with. She would have to revisit this with a whiteboard and some more pacing about. But other things equal, the nuts and bolts seemed right. Of course misunderstandings and small slights aside, this seems to hold logically.



And she had seen–clinically, anecdotally, not personally–she had seen what sociopathic family members had done.to their loved ones. They hurt, while claiming to love.





It was insane. Literally insane to think and act that way. Just not quite insane enough to lock away.



She was never totally able to keep an objective eye when reading about or observing the cadre of unfortunates that were held prisoner in this way by their own minds. Largely because of the moral horror she felt when seeing them turned loose on their families. The unsuspecting victims who only wanted to love them and to be loved in return.



So often unable to help them, Jordan, whose faith had matured significantly from the simple acts of childhood devotion, still found herself quietly praying for them instead.



And more fervently for the ones they hurt.



But they were among us. Unavoidable. Psychopaths often found their way into success in the business world and academia, where a remorseless drive and cutthroat nature were rewarded with money and advancement. Lauded as leaders and visionaries, they frequently view themselves, and present themselves as servants of a greater cause. Saviors of industry and culture. Imagining themselves as lovers of all–they would smile as they destroyed the livelihoods of entire corporate divisions, impoverishing hundreds or more just to nudge their stock up a quarter of a percent. Claiming to love, they took joy in the fruits of harm.



Sociopaths were lurking everywhere…wherever people got together socially. Jordan had already identified two of them in her Wednesday night Bible study. Perfectly coiffed, well-mannered women quietly turning other women inside out with insecurities brought about by gentle, passive aggressive observations masked with fake concern. Some weeks, the whole ladies' group descended into a kind of Machiavellian snakepit. But with herbal tea and pecan sandies. 



Sex criminals were often amazingly adept at the long game of cultivation and manipulation, grooming victims by offering what seemed at first to be an endless source of help and affirmation desperately needed at a vulnerable time. One observed case history rung in Jordan's mind: a seemingly well-meaning tutor to a confused and vulnerable foster child had, over time, cultivated the otherwise appropriate power dynamic of student and teacher into something far more sinister. She had read about it. She had even met the man. 



She could go on. This was a real thing people did. Claiming to love, they hurt.



Are these people insane? 



In the purely functional sense, no. Largely because their seemingly uncontrollable impulses can be controlled by the right circumstances. If properly checked by their social circles, many of those impulses can be called out, stopped, rendered ineffective, shamed into dormancy, or at least rendered ineffective by good policing. But where is the social circle that is savvy and vigilant enough to catch every manipulator and shove them back into habits of decent behavior? So, since they can theoretically be assimilated into normalcy under the right circumstances they aren't considered insane.



But with the problematic notion of functional sanity set aside, Jordan felt strongly that an argument could be made that such people were in fact insane. That fundamental misreadings of the nature of human relationships rendered them deeply irrational in how they interacted with human beings. That their own bend to satisfy their own immediate desires, their willingness to feed themselves at the expense of their victims was, in fact, a kind of insanity. 



Sanity defined as the ability to think and behave rationally, in conformity with the reality of the world in which you live. A manipulator simply does not do that. Serial manipulators–of each and every stripe–showed by their lack of empathy in pursuing their own desires, that they perceive those people they claim to love–the same ones they use to their own selfish ends–are in fact…not people in their eyes. Not real ones, anyway.



That is objectively untrue, and irrational. But the fact that manipulation is possible…the fact that it works sometimes, that a psychopath can in fact manipulate people into conformity with his desires convinces him that he is rational. That he sees the world correctly.



But he doesn't. The people he doesn't regard as people–his victims–are people. He's simply wrong in his worldview, and he persists in it. Insane. But his victims, those who have been abused and manipulated, may actually come to see the world as he does, if he forces them. If he gaslights and twists their reality until they agree. The insanity becomes memetic. Infectious, even. The behavior is morally reprehensible. Psychologically damaging to both victim and manipulator.



In other words, irrational.



Insane.



Jordan's shins began to ache slightly as she rounded the fourth corner for the eighth time, completing her second mile.



All of these observations are perfectly academic and theoretical…she observed as she started her third mile. 



Yes, perfectly academic…until she began to see some of these irrational and manipulative tendencies in herself. 



In her own behavior.



Around ten hours ago, she had, under the guise of ending a sexual relationship and mending bridges with her husband, orchestrated a situation where she bared her breasts in a lewd act signaling her sexual availability to the very man she claimed to be done with. 



At least, that might have been what she did.



She wasn't sure. She had started out with one intention, and had ended with the opposite intention.



Irrational.



Insane. 



She hadn't set out to do that. It wasn't her conscious intention when she texted him to come over that she would crave to be taken by him in front of her husband. And most of the evening seemed largely to go according to her initial plan. 



Until the very end.



She just wasn't sure what she did. That was the problem. Her desire in the moment created a fog around her normal, rational process of deciding. 



Or that momentary fog outright eclipsed her rational mind.



Another way one might phrase it…she went insane.



Yes, she was aroused. She was embarrassed, but she could admit that. But that answer wasn't enough for her. The physiological excuse for poor decision making–it was an excuse. A copout that had never sufficiently explained human behavior. She had too high a view of her mind–of mind itself–to simply say that her body made her do it.



She knew very well  the power of sexual arousal as a psychological motivator. The literal flood of blood and hormones around the body, the wide open shots of nerve signals through both sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous pathways, the opening of blood vessels to enhance the nervous receptivity and reactions of the genitals. The lubrication of the vagina, buffering its natural acidity and increasing the oxygen tension. All of this happening as a backdrop along the known sexual arc: excitation, plateau, orgasm, resolution. 



The pupil dilation, rising heart rate during excitation and plateau. The involuntary contractions caused by orgasm–thought to aid in assisting rapid sperm transport to facilitate fertilization. All grounded observations of human behavior in the normal course of reproduction. The slow relaxations of resolution that allowed the sperm to find its way to…



Jordan shook off the thought. None of these objective, physical realities touched the deep essence of mind as she understood it. It just didn't explain enough, Jordan observed as she rounded the fourth turn for the twelfth time, heading into the fourth mile. The "runner's high" had begun. Endorphins began to flood her system, and a slow smile broke across her face.



A familiar feeling of elation, but clearly different from the arc of sexual excitation, plateau, orgasm, and resolution. One that brought clarity of mind, not a fog. 



Like the fog she felt last night. After the third episode of Star Trek. The one where she flipped an innocent remark into a dwindling conversation. Like a penny into a wishing fountain. The fog that made her completely forget the violent assault of her beloved husband. Who she would never hurt, because she loved him. 



She would forget that entirely, and blurt it out…



"Sometimes I call him 'sir.'"



Stupid. Not even funny, really. Why did she say that? What purpose did that serve?



She mentally kicked herself for the thoughtless quip. What was she hoping to accomplish? And was that hope rational? 



Or, more likely, was it manipulative?



She knew that by the time her bra fell at her feet, her rational decision making apparatus was… just gone. 



Only desire was left. 



And when Mark grasped her breast and began to suck her nipple, that fog thickened, and that desire struggled to find words.



Or rather, the desire could find words just fine. 



But the words that her desire found–scared her. Outraged the rational morality she preferred during the light of day. Such morality feared and loathed such words.



Words like…



"Take me."



"Oh, Mark. Oh my God. Please…"



"Deeper….please..."



"Please, sir. Please cum in me…"



Jordan's eyes burned as she acknowledged the real desire that spurred those unspoken words. Words she had hoped to find as Mark suckled at her bared breast. Words that–mercifully–had not been fulfilled as–after Mark had abruptly left–she coaxed her husband's face between her legs, thinking only of her wish to shove him aside–making way for her lover's stiff cock were it to make its way back through the door.



Jordan shook off the memory as she turned the fourth corner for the sixteenth time.



David had liked it. That much was obvious from the small drops dripping from his penis as she pulled his pants down immediately after Mark left, the click of the closing door still hanging in the room. 



The small drops were not anticipatory. They were the aftermath. He had spurted as soon as she touched the waistband of his pants, the small mess apparent as her fingers wrapped around the waistband and felt the wetness. She smiled coyly, knowing his sensitivity about these things, and guided him to bed, opened her legs, and pulled his head down to aid her in her unexpectedly powerful release. 



What were those stages again. The arc of sexual progression?



Excitation. Check. Thank you Mark.



Plateau. Check. Thank you David. His diligent tongue



Orgasm. Hmmm…



As much as her rational mind resisted, Mark had made his way into her inner eye as the convulsions of her orgasm rose to meet her. She stopped resisting long enough to remember the strong suckling feeling on her left nipple only moments ago. Her body had convulsed deeply, David's eager tongue received her climax.



Orgasm. Check. Thank you…both? Mark for mind, David for body. Tongue, at least. Team effort? 



Resolution. 



Jordan remembered the fog slowly clearing and laying her weary head on David's chest as he clutched her shoulders. She had a vague memory of mumbling her love before passing out.



Resolution. Check. Thank you David.



But that mumbled love–the result of using him to arouse her. 



She denied him to satisfy herself. 



She claimed to love him, but she hurt him.



Insane.



And David had been manipulated into her own wild, irrational worldview. One where her pleasure mattered, and his didn't. Where their vows only benefitted her, and faithfulness only extended so far as the intensity of her pleasure.



She had used David. Used his own irrational desires to fuel the achievement of her own. 



It seemed wrong. At least it did in the clear light of day, on an endorphin high in the fifth mile of a run. 



And not just good-and-evil church wrong. There was that to consider, too. But that would have to wait.



No, this was different than just a question of religious right and wrong. It was a fundamental misperception of the sexual relationship within a marriage. A true, reciprocal bond is supposed to cultivate a deep impulse to surrender equally to each other, and to each other only. To maximize the feelings of love and strengthen the bond through that mutual submission and giving. 



Jordan had to admit it. Her desire for Mark and her manipulation of David's own sexualized insecurities was…



Irrational.



Insane.



The resulting lack of control made absolute sense now. 



The fog was not compulsive sociopathy. It was something else–a stimulant-driven impulse to manipulate.



An addiction.



She was in danger of becoming an addict, and torpedoing her relationship with the man she so deeply loved.



No. 



She couldn't allow that to happen. 



She wouldn't. 



She rounded the fourth corner for the twentieth time. Five miles. She slowed to a walk and put her arms over her head, letting the blood flow return to match her slowing heart rate. 



So. 



Now that she knew she was insane, what's to be done?



* * *



Fumbling with his keys in the dark, Gunnery Sergeant Jared Poisson finally managed to find the house key and slip it into the knob. His hand shook slightly as he turned it right, and the door opened easily with a familiar click. He walked into a darkened kitchen, shutting the door quietly behind him.



It was definitely later than he thought. Almost 3:30 in the morning. He quietly took his boots off and placed them on the shoe rack by the door, then tiptoed in his socks across the kitchen, down the hall, and up the stairs. 



No way she was still awake. Tread quietly.



He looked left at the top of the stairs. The door to both kids' bedrooms were closed. Bedtime was…shit, seven hours ago. They were definitely out by now. He tiptoed to the right, finding his own bedroom door closed, and gripped the knob, applying the gentlest pressure possible to make no noise. The door squeaked slightly as he slipped inside, shutting it quietly behind him.



The lamp on the nightstand clicked on.



"Hey man. Everything all right?"



The dim, yellow light half illuminated Mark Rein, his oldest friend. His solid yet lean muscle was clearly visible as he sat up, his shirtless torso leaning back against his headboard. Shrouded further in shadows was Megan's sleeping figure.



"Yeah, I'm good. Looks like you had a good time…"



Mark grinned, his teeth showing in the dim light. "Yeah, we always do." He reached over and nudged Megan's shoulder. 



She groaned in protest.



"Hey. Slave girl…your husband's home." Mark whispered playfully.



She rolled on her back, covering her eyes from the light. "What time is it?" 



Mark checked his watch. "3:30."



"Jeez, honey, what took you so long? We waited until…umm…"



"Yeah, we didn't wait." Mark finished her sentence for her. She smirked conspiratorially. 



"Yeah, doesn't look like you did," Jared grinned.



Megan sat up and turned, draping her legs off the side of the bed. She stretched, reaching up to the ceiling, the bedding falling away and exposing her naked torso. 



They had been married ten years. 



A decade. 



Ten years and two kids later, she still had an incredible body. Childbearing had gently plumped her already seductive curves, and her breasts were slightly fuller, although she still wore a C cup. Jared stared at her body as she dropped her arms out of the stretch and stood to walk over to him. She had freshly shaved herself for Mark. Must have done it after he left but before Mark arrived. Her tanned legs were silky smooth, continuing the baby soft texture up under the tan  line where her legs came together–the result of an active swimsuit season. The thin landing strip of dark pubic hair centered on the top of her cleft rose a couple inches toward her belly button, but stopped well short of it. 



She always groomed herself that way when she was trying to captivate a man's attention. It was almost a trademark of her sexual charms, and was neatly trimmed, giving a sharp, darker accent to the lighter skin of her pubis on the inside of her bikini line. 



She walked over and threw her arms around her husband's neck and kissed him deeply. "We missed you. What took you so long?"



"Just a couple things I didn't count on. People dragging their feet. Everything's fine though."



He kissed her one more time, and he pulled her close. Her hair smelled like Mark. His heart began to race.



"Hey…" Megan said, turning around. "Where do you think you're going?" 



She had caught Mark quietly dressing on the opposite side of the bed. 



"I've got to take off. I've got an early morning."



"Come on, stay…" she whined. "You can sleep in the den. The kids will be thrilled Uncle Mark's here for breakfast."



"I can't. Thanks though, Meg. I'll be back."



Meg pouted, looking over at her husband. He shrugged helplessly.



Having finished dressing, Mark buckled his belt and quietly made his way to the door. Jared followed. Megan quickly donned a bathrobe hanging on the inside door of her wardrobe and followed them.



 The silent convoy made their way downstairs to the kitchen, where Megan flipped on the light, revealing a clean, modest family kitchen. She walked to the refrigerator, which was covered with crayon drawings of knights, princesses, GI Joes, and Jedi knights, and opened the door. She pulled out a carton of orange juice and poured a glass, handing it to Mark.



"I know you don't eat breakfast," she said with half-playful sternness.



"Well, I am parched. I'll give you that." Mark took the glass and drank half of it in one long swig.



The trio stood in silence for a moment, until Megan looked at her husband in the light for the first time.



"Oh my god, Jared, what happened to your hand?"



Jared pursed his lips and sighed. Busted.



"I just got a little dog bite is all. I was checking in on one of my newlywed boots. He's been married for five minutes, he got a dog he doesn't know how to train. The dog nipped me, I checked, it's had all its shots. I'm fine."



Mark and Jared made fleeting eye contact. Mark's eyes were narrow, demanding a better answer.



Meg picked up Jared's hand, turning it over and over again in the light. 



"Doesn't look like any deep wounds, just kind of red and raw. Did it break the skin at all?"



"Nope. Don't worry about it, honey. Just a dumbass dog with a dumbass owner."



"Well I'm going to get some peroxide and band aids anyway…don't move." She moved quickly down the hall to the half bathroom at the front of their small house. 



"What really happened?" Mark demanded in a low, urgent voice just above a whisper.



"I got bit. Your boy bit me." Jared responded quietly. Annoyed.



"You serious?"



"Does it look like I'm lying, Cap?" He raised a raw middle finger.



"Well fuck, Frenchie, I didn't know he was a biter. You were supposed to just scare him.,,"



"Yeah, about that. He didn't scare as easy as you thought. I had to go a little harder."



"How hard?"



"Couple ribs, probably. Couple cuts on the face. And his front teeth."



Mark nodded gravely. "Anyone see you?"



Jared shook his head. "Nope. Took out all the cameras around, street was empty. Closing time on a Tuesday. No one was there."



The pair heard Meg moving back toward the kitchen, so they lowered their voices further.



"Just tell me one thing…"



"Yeah…" Jared whispered.



"Did he deserve it?"



"Oh yeah. Looked up his record. Long list of domestics. Guy's a full-on wife beater."



Mark nodded again as Megan came back in the room with a first aid kit. Jared dutifully extended his hand to let her daub peroxide over his fingers. Mark casually finished the orange juice and rinsed it out in the sink.



Mark cleared his throat.



"I do actually have something I wanted to talk to both of you about." 



"Oh?" Megan looked up curiously as she toweled off her husband's hands and began to pull finger bandages out of their individual wrappings.



"I was wondering, Frenchie, you've been here for a few years. You're up for PCS orders, right? Any idea where you might move?"



Jared shook his head. "Don't know yet. It's a few months out. Haven't actually talked to anyone yet."



Mark nodded. Well I got a call from Major Wolfe last night. He's picking up. Going to be a lieutenant colonel, and they're giving him a battalion."



"No shit? Good for him." Jared smiled. 



"Oh, you mean Captain Wolfe?" Megan asked, wrapping the bandages around Jared's middle fingers. "Sorry, I didn't know who you were talking about for a minute. So they're making him, what, a battalion commander? That's cool."



"Yeah, so…um…." Mark hesitated.



Megan finished bandaging her husband and put the wrappers in the trash, then closed the first aid kit.



"So…spit it out, Achilles…" Megan goaded playfully.



Mark smiled modestly. "Yeah, so Wolfe called me, he wants to bring me in with him. He wants to make me Charlie company commander."



"Really? Your own company? That's great! That's what you wanted!" Megan gushed. "Congratulations!"



"Yeah," Mark looked down, unable to contain an excited smile. "Here's the thing, though. I told Wolfe I wanted to bring my own company gunny."



Megan's mouth dropped as she looked excitedly at her husband. "Honey…that's great! That's a fast track to first sergeant. And you two get to work together again!"



"No shit?" Jared said. "You serious?"



"Yeah, no shit Frenchie. Just make sure you don't get any pastries or poetry, or any other kind of French shit on my desk or whatever. All right?" 



Jared smirked at the joke. 



The joke had a history extending back to their early days in boot camp. When Mark had found out Poisson–Jared's last name–was the french word for "Fish," he began calling him "Fishy," and "Fish boy," Jared hated it. When the disagreement came to a actual blows, Mark gave him the choice of two nicknames. "Fishy" or "Frenchie." Jared had chosen the latter. The subtle references to Jared's family roots in Normandy always overplayed Jared's actual affinity or familiarity with anything French. But the name stuck. Jokes like that were a way for the two men to express genuine joy and other feelings together without…you know…actually admitting that they had feelings.



Megan punched Mark in the arm. "I'm gonna drop a croissant right on your desk on day one, Captain. You watch me."



Mark grinned.



"There is one thing, though. Frenchie. Meg. For both of you."



"What's up?" Jared asked.



Megan's smile faded, listening intently.



"This." Mark gestured between the three of them. "What we've got here is fine. What we've got up there," here his hand pointed up to the bedroom, "that's fraternization. That's a career ender for both of us."



"Yeah, it was fraternization when you were my platoon sergeant too, genius. You think we don't know? Think we can't keep a secret?"



"I just wanted to make it clear from the outset. There's gonna be more people watching this time. We gotta be careful."



Megan smiled and drew a closing zipper across her lips. 



"Yeah Cap. We get it. Not a peep."



"Good." Mark picked up his jacket off the kitchen rack and put it on. "We'll talk soon. I'll figure out the details and get orders cut so we can report together." He opened the door, preparing to leave. "And sorry Meg, you know how it is. Time to get ready for the move. Should be okay to finish out the school year. But we're going back to Camp LeJeune in the summer."



He shut the door behind him. A few seconds of silence, and the couple in the kitchen heard Mark's ancient 4Runner fire up, crank into gear, and back down their driveway. 



"So…Company Gunny, huh? Pretty cool." Megan said casually.



"Cut it with that…" Jared said, grinning impatiently. "You know what I want, baby."



"What's that?" she replied innocently.



He stepped behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist. "You two have a good time?"



"Mmmhmmm…"



"You two leave me anything good?"



"I honestly don't remember, Gunny Poisson. I was pretty busy. Kind of a blur."



"So that's a no, then?"



"No."



"No, that's not a no, or No, that's yes, the answer is no?"



She giggled, saying nothing.



Jared began kissing his wife's cheek, then moved slowly down the side of her neck.



"So what is it? Come on…you know what I want, Meg. You can tell me…"



"Hmmmm." Megan purred. "I'm really not sure if I remember…I have a dim recollection…yes…your soon-to-be commander was pumping..pumping really hard…pumping something into me. I remember a lot of energy. But the details. I just don't know, honey. It seems familiar, but like I said…I might have just dreamed it…"



Jared groaned, sliding his hand between the folds of her robe, exploring the bare skin underneath.



"Of course…if there is evidence of such an outrageous thing…don't you think you should try and find it? Isn't it…like…your duty as my husband and protector?"



Jared's breathing, now ragged to match the rough thumping of his heart, let out an exasperated gasp. Unable to restrain himself any longer, he picked Megan up and set her on the kitchen counter, spreading her legs open and bowing his head down between them. 



She giggled quietly, then reached over to the light switch at the end of the counter.



Click.



* * *



"Can I help you, sir?"



The elderly receptionist looked suspiciously at the young man with traces of fading bruises on his cheek. 



"Yes, thank you. My name is David Stark, I have a 2:00 meeting with the district comptroller. I'm a few minutes early, so I'm happy to wait if necessary."



"Oh, you have an appointment…I see. I'll let her know you're here."



"Thank you so much, ma'am." David smiled warmly and sat down in the row of cheap metal chairs, watching his posture and nodding politely to people as they walked back and forth past him.



The local school district office wasn't terribly busy, but there was more movement than David had anticipated. It was a fairly large school district, to be fair. 5 high schools, 12 middle schools, and 21 elementary schools spread out over a suburban area with significant rural spread. Most importantly, between the schools and the sprawl of the district, there were 121 school buses, 24 vans, and a dozen or so other vehicles that ran hard every weekday for 9 months out of the year. 



And the school board met tonight.



To discuss the budget.



Including the maintenance of their bus fleet.



"Mr. Stark. She's ready to see you."



David smiled and nodded, walking to the door identified by the receptionist and politely knocking.



"Come in."



Michelle Spencer, the district comptroller, was probably in her late thirties, brunette, bespectacled, heavyset, and harried. Clearly annoyed at the interruption, she nevertheless didn't turn down the appointment. Probably because, as a school district comptroller, she wasn't used to turning people away if they wanted to talk to her. Not a lot of appointments with a comptroller.



"Ms. Spencer, David Stark. I'm very happy to meet you." He extended his hand over her desk, and she shook it before they both sat down.



"Mr. Stark. I'm sorry about the mess, I'm preparing for a major meeting tonight, you may be aware."



"I wasn't aware, but what perfect timing!" He responded enthusiastically.



She raised an eyebrow, waiting for him to continue. She looked like she had about 90 seconds before she lost interest. David leaned in slightly.



"Well, I won't waste time then. Ms. Spencer, I'm representing a new business venture, and I'd like to get my foot in the door to bid on providing some services for the district."



"Mr. Stark, you should really lobby the school board directly…"



"I know that ma'am, but I'm aware that with the recent elections, several of the board members are looking to trim the budget, and I preferred to talk to you. I suspect you know far more about what that budget actually is than any elected official ever has."



She smirked. "I suppose you're right."



David smiled warmly. "I think we both know I'm right. Just to be up front, I'm firmly on your team. I have a degree in accounting, and in about two weeks after my last finals, I'll be adding an MBA to that. I expect to have CPA licensure in the next year or so as well. So I'm very, very eager to talk numbers, and to offer assistance to your predicament in any way I can."



"I see. Congratulations on the MBA. And what is my predicament?"



"Your buses."



"Our buses?"



"That's right. The company I'm starting, ma'am, involves a new business model for vehicle maintenance. A subscription service, catering to fleets. We offer yearly subscriptions based on the number of vehicles and engine types, and we take care of all routine maintenance…fuel and air filters, oil and lube, tire rotations, maintenance checks, all for the baseline subscription fee. After that, we offer significantly discounted rates for bigger repairs. And all of our mechanics have the capability to do roadside calls, even for buses."



"Interesting. A subscription service?"



"That's right. The subscription service allows us to have a fixed revenue, the stability helps us to limit the risk of variables in the business model. Kind of like a smaller, scrappier, and way more comprehensive triple A service. We get steady work, you get to save on maintenance. Everyone wins."



"Hmmm. You say you're new? How new?"



"Brand new. If that makes you nervous, I'll just point out that your current fleet is maintained by 2 full time mechanics, both of whom are planning to retire this year. You need someone, and we're ready to jump in."



"Wow." She blinked in surprise. "You've done your homework. 



"I have. And only the company entity is new. I have several years experience in logistics, and we're bringing on 3 full time mechanics, 1 more part time, and a handful of retired old grease monkeys to keep on call in case we get busy. We have plenty of manpower and flexibility, more than you actually need right now. 



"Now," he continued, removing a small, laminated booklet from his briefcase and sliding it across the desk, "I've taken the liberty of typing up a comparison price sheet. Since you'd be taking a chance on us, I'm guaranteeing a ceiling on total costs, so if you have major repairs up to the amount in the right column, we'll eat the rest, only charging you for parts. But given what my guys know about diesel engines and big rigs, we're confident you won't even approach that limit."



"Wow again…" The comptroller's eyes carefully perused the spreadsheet. "This estimate of our current maintenance operating costs…this is impressively close. How did you get these numbers?"



"I listened to my mechanics. They know their stuff, and I crunched the numbers. That's all. I'm not a mind reader, I'm just thorough. But I'm curious…how close am I?"



"Incredibly."



David smiled to himself.



"Your projections show…almost a 30% cost reduction from our current budget in the year over year. Are you confident you can meet that?"



"Yes. But we'll shoot for 35%. I highballed our costs to make sure we can deliver. A cushion for any real-world hiccups."



She looked over the spreadsheet once more, then set it down and adjusted her glasses. "You said your mechanics, you have three of them? Are they as new as this company?"



"No, ma'am. I've poached them from a local shipping and distribution hub. Full time diesel mechanics, accustomed to quick turnaround, and used to working on big engines. The youngest one has 7 years experience, and about 30 years between the three of them. All certified."



"You poached them from a big distribution hub? That's impressive. How'd you get them to come work for you?"



"Ownership stakes. One of them is a good friend of mine, he's my partner, and we agreed to give a minority profit share deal to the other two. When I showed them the profit potential at scale, they jumped. They're all excellent mechanics. We won't let you down."



Ms. Spencer tapped a pen on the desk thoughtfully. "Mr. Stark, as you know I can't award this contract on my own, the board will have to approve it. But if you present it tonight , I'll vouch for your numbers. Will you agree to a three month trial period before we sign for the year?"



"Absolutely. We were hoping you'd give us the summer to do deep maintenance on the whole fleet. Get everything shiny and purring for the new school year. Is that possible?"



"We'll see how it goes."



"Excellent. I greatly appreciate your time, Ms. Spencer, and I'll be there at the meeting. I think you're about to gain a great deal of favor with the new board members."



She pursed her lips tightly, concealing a smile as she stood up and extended her hand across the desk. "Thank you for bringing this to me, Mr. Stark. I'll admit I'm wary. But you're right, we're painted into a corner for the moment. I'm very interested to see if you can deliver at the rate you quoted. Again, I have my doubts, but as you know, our mechanics are retiring. It's a good time to try you out."



"I'm very grateful for the opportunity," he replied warmly, shaking her hand. "We won't let you down."



"By the way, what happened to your face?"



* * *



J: Hey there. "Sir." 😝



M: Hey, how are you today? How's Professor Cockroach? You two figure out the mysteries of mind yet?



J: Professor Lukacz is fine. The human mind remains a mystery. But I'm working on figuring it out. Just a normal Wednesday. 



M: How'd it go after I left? You guys okay?



J: I think so. D was…pretty excited.



M: Yeah, that's usually how that goes.



J: Usually? You're an expert?



M: Yeah, kind of.



J: Okay, mister expert. How long have you been doing this?



M: You mean texting? I guess since flip phones.



J: No…🤣 You know what I mean.



M: A while. About ten years.



J: So I guess you know what you're talking about, then.



M: I know some things. Every couple is different, so there's always some surprises. I've learned some things along the way.



J: Like what?



M: Like when to push, when to back off. When to be hard, when to be gentle. That kind of stuff.



J: There's more to it than that, I bet.



M: Yeah, there is. But there are some basics. Why do you ask?



J: I'm just thinking about stuff. I'm a little unsettled about everything. I feel good about the decision to stop. But now I'm trying to understand it. Feelings, motivations, mental health. David's, yours, mine. All just stuff in my academic wheelhouse. But I'm interested in what you think. Your perspective. Tell me more. What are the basics?



M: Well, there's two things I know for sure, because I learned them the hard way. The rest is just…guesses and some accumulated data.



J: Interesting. What do you know for sure? What's the first thing?



M: The first seems obvious when you say it out loud, but is actually hard to see and put into practice sometimes.



J: What's that?



M: I'm talking more emotionally than literally here, but it helps to picture it. In any 3 way configuration I'm involved in, the woman has to stand in the middle. If I get between husband and wife, she catches feelings, he's not ready for it, I'm a homewrecker, and everyone gets hurt. If the husband gets between me and the wife, she gets confused, she might feel used as a pawn for his kink, she closes down and he gets demanding. Then I get frustrated and it falls apart. So the lady stands in the middle, and ultimately, she's got to call the shots.



J: 🤔 That's really interesting. I'll have to think about that some more. What's the second thing?



M: It's really like a footnote to the first thing. Here it is: I can't catch feelings. I can't fall in love with the wife.



J: …

J: That's also interesting.

J: …

J: Has that been an issue before?



M: Yes.



J:…

J: I hope I'm not flattering myself, but now I have to know. At least to clear the air. Is that an issue here? With us?



M: No. 

M: No, No worries there. You're a lovely person, you're beautiful, you're smart as hell, you're great to hang around with, and you're a fantastic piece of ass. But you haven't broken down my emotional walls, haha.



J: Haha OK. Good. 😅



M: So…you and David okay?



J: Yeah, I really think so. He said he was fine with everything. He agreed we jumped into this too fast. I think we're okay to go back to normal now.



M: Don't be so sure.



J: What do you mean?



M: You really want to hear this?



J: I think I need to. 

J: Come on, Mark. I'm a big girl. Let's hear it.



M: Your husband is a cuckold. It's who he is. I know he got hurt, that's a bummer. And I know you feel bad, and you feel responsible. But I absolutely guarantee that that Vinny guy didn't beat the cuck out of him. He's hooked. 



J: Interesting. I feel I have to point out the obvious: This is an awfully self-serving observation for you to make. To me, at least. Is this a ruse to get back into my pants?



M: No. No, Jordan, I promise you it's not. 



J: For real promise?



M: Stack of Bibles. I swear.



J: OK, that's concerning. So…what do I do with this information?



M: Honestly, I don't know. That's up to you two. You'll have to work it out. All I can do is not get in the middle. But seriously, Jordan. I've met a decent number of cucks. I've seen them resist their urges, some of them can go kind of dormant. But none of them get over it. It's a lifetime addiction.



J: Jeez, Mark, if you want me back in your bed, just say so. 🤣



M: I promise it's not that, Jordan. I'm just telling you what I've seen.



J: I know, I believe you. I'm just joking. It's a lot to process. Sorry, I have to ask, gauging the credibility of your theory here. How many couples have you "seen?" 



M: Long term? Five. And sporadically quite a few more. Maybe a dozen total.



J: Are you serious? Have you really?



M: Yeah, it's a little over a dozen, now that I count it out.



J: You're really going to tell me you've seduced a dozen men's wives in the last ten years?



M: You don't believe me?



J: Honestly, on the one hand, I totally believe you. On the other hand, it just seems so…outlandish. I don't know. You swear you're not just trying to brag your way back into my bed?



M: You're the one who keeps bringing that up.



J: 😳

J: I guess I am.

J: Touche. Sir.



M: I promise that's not the case. You said we're done. We're done. The wife is in charge.



J: Okay, I believe you. 



M: Okay, good. You just need to understand, when you told me it was over, I took that seriously. We fooled around a little after, but I knew that was the last time.



J: Yeah. Yeah it is. 

J: *It was.



M: Also, I was going to tell you this in person, but…



J: What?



M: You kind of had good timing. This wasn't gonna last anyway. I got word a while ago. I'm being transferred back to the fleet this summer. I've been offered company command. Kind of a career milestone for a mustang officer. Big step on the ladder for me.



J: Oh. 

J: That's great!

J: Congratulations!



M: So, yeah. I'll be moving back to North Carolina. I'll probably leave next month.



J: Well..,okay. 

J: I'm happy for you, Mark. I really am. 

J: Just, some unexpected emotions here. Maybe it's better we didn't do this face to face.



M: Hey, I get it. But I do really like hanging out with you and David. In fact, I saw this flier on campus…if you want to do another Star Trek night, they're showing Star Trek 4 at that discount theater next weekend. You and David want to go? I'll bring a date. We can double, get some ice cream after or something?



J:...

J: Yeah, that sounds fun! I'll let David know!



M: You okay?



J:, Yeah, I'm fine. I've got to go, a student is here to see me. Office hours. 



M: Okay. Take care, talk to you soon.



J: 👍
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This continues to be the best story I’ve read in a long time, maybe ever. Thank you, thank you, thank you!



MBD
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This continues to be the best story I’ve read in a long time, maybe ever. Thank you, thank you, thank you!



MBD


I can only agree!
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This story is so good I can't help but think it's being written by a famous novelist moonlighting in cuckold erotica.
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Still as good, and what's more, you update quickly, thank you!!
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Really great writing. Thank you!
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↳ Replying to: subtoall

This story is so good I can't help but think it's being written by a famous novelist moonlighting in cuckold erotica.


I was thinking just the same. Excellent story telling.
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Hey everyone,



So I have a draft for the next installment pretty far  along, hoping to post the final draft this weekend, but I’m hung up on something, and thought I’d try and see what you guys think. 



There’s a scene in the draft where Jordan tries on lingerie in front of her mirror, and I’m not having a ton of success describing the scene. The lingerie in particular. I’ve taken a few runs at it, and it just keeps coming back sounding generic, and the scene doesn’t punch the way I want to as a result.



Basically the lingerie should be sexy, but still a little tentative. I’m thinking of it as a “first try,” something that an observant religious young woman would think is daring and sexy, but still plausibly tame. If you’ve come across a design that you think would fit those specs, send me the link and I’ll take a look. Either reply here or via private message. Also keep in mind it should work well with Jordan’s body type: runner’s build, full B cups, shoulder length auburn hair, dark blue eyes. Interested to see what you all come up with, and thanks for the help!
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Sorry about the delay, all. I know I said I'd get it up this weekend, but here it is now.



Also, thanks for your help with my stuck point earlier. I ended up splitting the difference between a couple suggestions I liked. Props to Jacko and Joe Pilot, you guys got me over the block. Hope you enjoy this installment.
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Holding hands high in the air, the choir conductor beamed in pleasure as the final choral hymn reached its crescendo. The harmony was an exquisite blend of male and female voices warmly filling the wide open space of the chapel. The open air was arrayed in striking harmonies before finally, dramatically resolving in unison with an "amen." 



Jordan loved to sing in the choir. She had done it ever since she was a little girl in her father's church. At first, she had no choice, the congregation was small, her mother played the piano, and it was no secret that an adorable little voice lent an innocent charm to the church choir. As she grew, she went through a phase of resenting it, but when her voice found its natural strength and range around the age of 16, she began to enjoy it. Now, in her mid twenties, she went out of her way to sing in the choir, volunteering whenever they asked. She was skilled enough that the choir director put weaker singers next to her so she could help them find their pitch. The quality of the whole choir was elevated noticeably after she arrived.



After a lengthy benediction by the pastor, the service ended and the organ began playing recessional music. Chatting politely but absently with the women near her, Jordan looked out into the congregation to see David sitting near the back. 



Still afraid to move forward. 



At least he still came to church with her. She worried the attack may have heightened his social anxiety. 



If it did, he worked hard not to show it. It had been two weeks now. Well, two weeks tomorrow. So much had happened since then…



"Mrs. Stark…Mrs…Hello…Jordan!"



Mrs. Dolly. The portly, middle aged choir director, was flailing her arm, waving at Jordan to come down to talk. Jordan made polite excuses to her choir friends and went to see what she wanted.



"How did we sound?" Jordan asked excitedly.



"Marvelous, sweetie. You are positively carrying the sopranos. Just carrying them. You can never leave. Never ever ever!" The effusive tone was not an uncommon affectation for the woman whose job was to get people excited and confident enough to sing loudly. Nevertheless, Jordan detected sincerity in the compliment.



"What can I do for you, Mrs. Dolly?"



"I'm so glad you asked, dear. I think we're finally at the point where everyone is comfortable in their voices, and I'd like you to step forward. Have you sung solo before?"



Jordan was stunned. She was reasonably comfortable as one of a group. And she liked to sing. But standing…by herself? Singing by herself, or even over and above the rest of the choir? Would she be using microphones? 



A look of consternation clearly showed on her face, and the peppy choirmistress leaped to reassure her. "Oh sweetie, there's nothing to it. Nothing at all. We'll practice together for a few weeks, work on your vocal projection, make sure everything is just in your key…Maybe try to sing for services in a month? What do you say?"



Jordan turned red, conflicted. She loved a challenge, and she loved to sing. But being this visible…



On the other hand, one of her deepest, most constant personality traits–her drive to improve herself, to always grow into the next thing–that impulse bubbled intensely, just under the surface of her insecurity.



She liked to sing. She was a section leader in the choir. Developing into a soloist? 



It was the next thing. The next challenge. 



She nodded, a tight smile of grim determination on her face. "I hope I don't fall on my face. But I'll give it a shot."



"Wonderful! Oh, Jordan, you've made my day. What say we meet Wednesday night…just before ladies' Bible study? About 6, if you can make it. I'll coach you, and we can pick out a number you'd like to start out with."



"Deal." Jordan said, smiling. The two parted, and Jordan hurried off down the chapel to find David. 



Making her way down the center aisle, Jordan passed by several friendly faces nodding greetings. She nodded back, giving small, sincere compliments to the parishioners she passed. The women's dresses were changing colors, shifting from the bright pastels of spring into the more subtle yet vibrant floral patterns, light grays and even off whites of summer. Jordan's own dress was a favorite–in fact, the one that she wore for her high school graduation. It was gray, almost a faded pewter, but with a deep blue daisy print. Sleeveless and made of a smooth, breathable linen, it extended just below her knees and hugged her hips with just enough subtlety to straddle that impossible line between the modesty and attractive femininity demanded of women in church. 



Several rows back still, David saw her moving toward him and stood to meet her. Jordan, fixed on telling her husband the exciting news of her solo part in the choir, was surprised when Mrs. Deleuze stepped confidently in front of her, blocking her way.



Mrs. Deleuze, the youth Sunday School teacher. How she got that job, Jordan could not even guess. In all the time they had been coming to this church, she never saw her smile. Not once. Well, not a real smile. She did have a…kind of a smile…



"Oh, Mrs. Stark! I'm glad I caught you." 



Jordan stumbled to a halt, surprised. "Oh hello, Mrs. Deleuze, it's nice to see you. I hope you're well?" Jordan practiced her own warm smile, the old reliable pastor's daughter smile, hiding her annoyance with affected sweetness.



Her perturbation was not without reason. The Deleuze woman…just…argh. She definitely gave off a vibe that Jordan didn't like. Not openly hostile, but she was well practiced in the subtle art of…well…it was hard to describe. But church women know that behavior when they see it.



"I love your hair, what have you done with it?"



"Just combed it, really, nothing special…" Jordan nodded politely.



"And your dress is such a pretty pattern…you always look so…striking." Mrs. Deleuze fixed on Jordan's uncovered shoulders, her eyes betraying a subtle edge of quiet disapproval at the presence of bare skin in church.



"Thank you, you're very kind. It's an old dress, but it fits the season, I think. If you don't mind…"



Jordan motioned toward her husband, now standing awkwardly about twenty feet away, waiting. 



"Oh, I'm sorry Mrs. Stark, I know you're on your way out. I just wanted to make a teensy weensy request."



"Of course, Mrs. Deleuze. What can I do for you?" Jordan instantly regretted the impulse to accommodate. The impulse so thoroughly instilled in her by her upbringing.



"Well, it's a little awkward, really, but I've got a bit of a challenge on my hands. As you know, I teach the girls youth Bible study on Wednesday nights at 7."



"I did know that, yes…" Jordan nodded. She had seen her in passing on her way to the ladies' group on Wednesdays. Back in the children's Sunday School room, haranguing the poor teenage girls toward some kind of emotional collapse or other. She always felt bad for them.



"Well, we're coming up this week on a lesson that I could use some help with. It's about…" here the older woman drew close to Jordan conspiratorially. "It's about virtues…proper virtues for a young lady. And the lesson calls for a very frank discussion about…well, you know…"



"I think I do, Mrs. Deleuze. That's always tough with teenagers. You have my sympathy." Jordan smiled jovially.



The older woman smiled back, flustered. "Well, I thought you might be a real asset for that discussion. You're much closer to that age, and you're so pretty…"



"I appreciate the compliment, Mrs. Deleuze. I really do. But I can tell you from some professional experience I've had, that at that developmental stage teenagers are less concerned with being taught by people they perceive to be peers than they are about feeling respected as young adults. I'm sure with the proper tone, you'll be fine."



"Well, it's just that…experience…or expertise, I'd say, that I could really use. You see, I do know that you're in advanced training as a psychologist, and I've heard that you are specializing in development…I just think I could benefit from having you participate. Maybe give me some pointers?"



Jordan silently cursed the luck. She had to admit it. She had some expertise in this field. And she felt bad about the homicidally awkward sex talk that these girls would have to endure from this woman.



"I see. Well, I'd be happy to join you this week, and I'll certainly do what I can."



"Oh, wonderful!" She gushed. "Thank you! I'm just so grateful for the help. It's just so hard to teach these girls to wait for marriage these days, what with their phones and social media, and my goodness, the music they listen to! I think it would be so helpful to see a beautiful young woman like you who made the right choice and waited for marriage…I assume…"



Jordan smiled thinly, not taking the bait. "Like I said, I'll do what I can. Wednesday at seven then?"



"Precisely. And we'll have cookies!"



"Wonderful. I'll see you then." Jordan nodded warmly and walked past the cloying woman to meet David, who waited with a knowing grin.



"That didn't look good…" he said under his breath.



"You have no idea…" Jordan whispered back, rolling her eyes high in her head.



* * *



It would be grossly inaccurate to describe the cargo hold of the Super Stallion helicopter as quiet. It was loud, even by helicopter standards. The heavy lift chopper was surprisingly large, with a wide open cargo hold and the capacity to carry 24 troops with equipment. The horsepower needed to lift that amount of weight…the things that could go wrong…



One cracked rotor, and it would fall out of the sky like a stone. 



It was best not to think about it. 



Sergeant Rein looked up and down the row of seated, fully equipped marines, backs to the wall on both sides of him. 12 marines in total, including himself. He looked across the pile of sea bags stacked in the middle of the cargo hold to see the other row. 12 more. 



Everyone was silent. They had to be…the heavy drone of the engine drowned out any chance to hear a normal speaking, or even shouting voice. Everyone wore ear plugs, and communicated with head and hand signals. 



But there was nothing to say. The tail of the bird hung wide open to the bright morning sky, the broad desert hazily visible below the clear blue horizon. A lone marine sat passive behind a mounted machine gun, legs hanging off the edge of the cargo door into the open air.



Mark shuddered at the sight and turned away. He wasn't sure how high up they were. Pretty high. Thousands of feet at least. He'd flown before, but never in a helicopter. He was surprised at how nervous it made him. 



But he was on his way to their assigned area of operations. He couldn't betray anything but confidence. Thankfully, his sunglasses hid his eyes, and his clenched jaw was an ambiguous sign. Nobody knew. 



He looked across the cargo hold to the other line again to see Coporal Jared Poisson staring straight at him. The two locked eyes behind sunglasses. Jared knew his best friend's fear. It was obvious to him, and Mark knew it. Was it apparent to anyone else?



Jared's right hand dropped off the pistol grip of his M4 assault rifle and slowly brought up a hand, clenched in a fist, fingers touching the front of his face. He held it still for a moment while Mark waited for the hand signal, until his middle finger popped up between his eyes.



Mark burst into a wide smile at the rude gesture, betraying a genuine laugh drowned out by the noise of the engine. Not realizing that the 22 other marines were watching the exchange, he was surprised to see everyone else break into wide smiles, a collected laughter that could be seen, but not heard.



Mark shook his head, grinning. He glanced around to see the nervous silence had ended, his juniors elbowing each other jovially and trying to yell to each other. The tension was visibly broken. Well played, Frenchie.



Mark nodded in appreciation to his senior squad leader. 



This chopper held two squads, the other two were in another helicopter some few hundred yards below and behind, occasionally visible past the tail gunner through the open back door of the cargo hold. 



Within an hour, both helicopters descended and gently thumped to a landing at the forward operating base. Company headquarters, Mark knew from the briefing. He shot to his feet and gestured orders as marines swarmed the cargo and ran out into the bright light of the midday desert carrying full packs and stuffed sea bags. Mark helped hoist bags onto the slower marines, encouraging them to pick up the pace before he grabbed his own bags and hustled off the now empty Super Stallion. As he emerged into the blinding light, he saw Captain Wolfe, arms folded and carefully observing the collective dismount. Mark walked briskly up to him to greet him and get orders.



"Stage your platoon against the south wall of the base! Near the southeast guard tower!" The captain shouted at the top of his lungs, barely audible over the heavy whipping sound made by the still running rotors of both helicopters. Mark nodded and made eye contact with each of his squad leaders, indicating where to move and pumping his arm in the "double time" gesture. The platoon exploded into action, flowing as a single cluster on his orders. 



Captain Wolfe smiled in recognition of the hustle as Mark walked briskly away behind them. The pitch of the two helicopters' engines picked up noticeably and within seconds the entire zone was washed out in blinding wind and dust kicked up by the high speed rotors. A full minute later the dust had settled, with the rapid whipping noise of the helicopters fading into the distance. 



* * *



On the other side of the bedroom door, down the hall and seated, surrounded by notebooks and an open laptop, sat David. Studying away. Jordan knew it. 



Finals week.



For Jordan, having finished virtually all of her coursework and entering the dissertation phase of her doctoral program, this week was comparatively light. Until being buried in final papers and exams to grade, of course. But that was next week.



For David, this week was the big one. One more stretch of exams, one more final paper, and he would walk with an MBA. In addition, he had just lined up a respectable number of clients to keep his new company busy…busier than he anticipated, in fact. 



Jordan had been impressed, if not entirely surprised to see her husband explode into action over this new business idea. He had initially planned on lining up investors through the contacts of his promising internship, but when the nervous lawyer handed them a check for fifty grand, David floated the idea to Jordan of using "her" money to seed the new venture.



"Her" money.



Jordan shook her head in the floor length bedroom mirror as she unzipped her faded pewter dress with the rich blue floral print, and stepped out of it. 



He called the settlement check "her" money. The money that came from his pain, his suffering, his humiliation. The money that would never have hit their bank account if he hadn't brilliantly orchestrated a negotiation in their favor. 



"Her" money.



David was always doing that. Insisting on succeeding for her. Building things for her. Accomplishing things for her.



On the one hand, it was sweet. David clearly wanted her to view him as her gallant knight, fighting battles and overcoming obstacles to win her hand. The only reward he fought for was her love. 



Sweet. Truly.



On the other hand, it could get a little uncomfortable. She felt a great deal of pressure to live up to everything he dedicated to her. As if she was the only motivator for his accomplishments, the only source of his talents, the only reason for his success. How could she live up to it? How could she be worthy of this level of devotion? More importantly, how could she cultivate balance and equality in the relationship with her husband's clear inclination to throw himself into the meat grinder to impress her, provide for her, or save her?



Staring into the mirror, Jordan unclasped her brassiere and pulled it off, tossing it casually into the hamper. The underwire left a small, sore line of red under the curve of her breasts, and she gently rubbed the skin to alleviate the tension. She frowned into the mirror as the irritation peaked, then subsided with the massaging motions. 



She obviously had no objections to putting their new financial windfall into his business idea. They could live on her graduate student stipend for a little while. David was very careful with their finances. They had a little money saved up. And she would be willing to take on a night job, or do some tutoring to bring in money if it helped. 



She didn't tell David that, of course. Her offer to contribute would just throw his misguided gallantry into higher gear. Best just to let him try and make this venture work, and watch the budget closely. They would make it. And if anyone could make the business work, David would. 



In that respect, and in that respect alone, David was her gallant knight, she realized. Utterly dependable. Utterly committed, and ready to work his fingers to the bone. Jordan had absolute, unshaking confidence in him. 



And even if the business didn't work out, his accounting degree and soon-to-be MBA would set them up for a stable future, with transferable skills into any number of lucrative jobs. And no need to stay in any one area with that business skill set. 



She was a little more limited, launching an academic career. She would have to move wherever she could get an academic position. David had a little more flexibility. 



Jordan's frown turned up as she contemplated the blessings in her life. The emotional stability. The dependable husband. She felt lucky. She felt safe.



The red line now faded from her torso, she bent down and pulled her panties down, crumpling them and tossing them in the hamper after her brassiere. She walked to the closet and hung up her dress before returning to the mirror.



David would be stressed right now. Very stressed. Not without reason. While David's work ethic was unmatched in any man she had ever met before, he struggled to assimilate new information quickly. He learned slowly, but he never forgot. So if he worked hard, he succeeded. She learned this after they were married. To her surprise, she didn't pick up on it while they were dating. They had similar grades, and seemed to be on the same level academically. Dates usually happened at lunch time, or dinner after a day of studying at the library. But when the date was over, when David would nervously kiss her good night and drop her off at her apartment, she would walk through the door, change into pajamas, watch some TV or read a novel, then go to bed. David would return to the library, and was often the last to leave, shooed out the door by security. 



This didn't become obvious until they were married and living together. Jordan's work day ended at 5. Most of the time. Not David. That's why he was slamming the books the night before his first final exam. Making sure he had mastered the material. 



But he needed to relax.



Jordan smiled again, examining her nude body in the mirror. The lighting in the room was not good, but she found herself less drawn to the flaws in her skin, or the perceived incongruities, small moles, or other marks in her body than she used to be. Her eye drifted down, catching the wild tuft of light brown hair forming a rough, wide V with a semicircle at the top of her legs. She smoothed it down, smiling at its wild tangles.



Mark had referred to it as her briar patch. 



On one occasion, as they lay naked together, heaving on top of his bedspread, Mark had patted her thatch, making a crack about whether a small group of adorable woodland creatures lived in there.



She had laughed and covered herself, blushing. She had asked him if his other girlfriends had thick patches of pubic hair too.



He had answered that most of them shaved themselves. Some partially, others totally. 



Jordan had blushed more deeply, feeling suddenly insecure.



Taking her hand away from her shame, Mark had hastened to reassure her. That he had no preference, that a woman's desire to groom and present herself to fit her own personality and preferences was far sexier than any single, preferable grooming choice. He had then followed this reassurance by repositioning himself on the bed and playfully licking and nipping at her pubic hair, finally nestling his strong chin firmly between her legs. 



Jordan had giggled, she had sighed, and she had moaned. Mark had lapped eagerly.



Jordan shook her head, clearing the thought as she came to herself in her bedroom again. 



That was over, she thought to herself. A little experiment that she regretted. And would not happen again, she reiterated uncomfortably, ignoring the stiffness of her nipples following her drift into daydream.



But David. David would be stressed. She knew it. She walked over to her dresser and pulled out two small tangles of blue lace, lifting them up to examine them as they fell open. 



The lingerie she had bought on impulse at the mall was a real leap from her normal style. An impulse, really. She had been on her way to the bookstore to meet a friend for coffee, but was early and found herself drawn to that section in one of the department stores. 



She had remembered that Mark seemed fixated on her breasts, holding his large hands up to her chest to fully cup them, then uncovering them before gently sucking one nipple, then the other. She had felt a powerful arousal when his gaze seemed fixed on her body, and thought that a playful strategy to draw his eye and hold it might please him. 



Them.  



Please them both. She smiled at the memory, predicting a likely similar effect on David. 



The lingerie was two-piece. A tank top and panties. Both top and bottom were dark blue, almost navy blue with thin straps. The underlay of lace showed plenty of skin, yet the preponderance of embroidered leaves lent a plausible modesty to the ensemble. Jordan slipped the panties on before sliding the tank top over her head. She pulled the top down, attempting to cover the bare midriff the set left gently exposed. Her belly button–a cute innie that Mark had at one time playfully poked while she giggled–stood open to the air between the two pieces. 



Plenty of skin was visible, but not lewdly so. Jordan twisted one way, then the other, watching the skin under the lace shift. At certain angles, in certain positions, the dents in the tank's fabric that hinted at her erect nipples subtly showed a shift in skin tone when she twisted her body one way or the other. 



The impulse to check the function of new clothing to hide her breasts–especially her nipples–was of course deeply ingrained. Yet here she caught herself pleased that in certain positions…from certain angles…she was exposed to the gaze. 



Mark would love it.



I mean David. David will love it.



She smiled at the catch. Then she bit her lip, imagining Mark's hungry look at her. She mimicked the imagined look, following her eyes up her torso to her face, recognizing an echo of Mark's hungry eyes in her own. Her eyes drifted downward again. She pursed her lips in dismay as she saw her thatch of hair slightly distorting the otherwise smooth contours of the panties. Small, uneven tufts of hair were just visible through the translucent lace. It drew the eye toward an asymmetry below her cute, available belly button. in contrast to the smooth, pale presentation of her torso under the fabric, Jordan frowned. She didn't like this kind of visibility. Smaller tufts of hair jutted out the side of the panties, resting on the insides of her legs.



No. It wouldn't do.



She shook her head again, pulling the tank top off and pushing the panties down around her feet before stepping out of them. 



She wanted to excite her husband, reduce his stress, and help him relax before his last big week. She folded up the mass of lace again, but this time shoved it to the bottom of her drawer. Then, she reached for the familiar  white silk robe with dark brown trim she had found in a shope on their honeymoon. It never failed to drive David crazy. She pulled it over her shoulders and tied the white silk sash around her waist. She pulled the sides slightly open, loosening the covering and hinting at her open torso. The robe was short–ending halfway between her knees and hips. David loved to lay her down and flip up the bottom before nestling his face between her legs. She looked up and down at herself in the mirror one more time. She smiled, smoothed her hair behind her ear, then turned around to open the bedroom door to the hallway,  leaning seductively against the doorframe.



"Hello there, Mister Stark…I hope I'm not interrupting your studies…"



* * *



Captain Wolfe had his first minute alone after a long day…no, a long week of coordinating movements for his company and providing countless updates for Lieutenant Colonel Chen, the battalion commander. The battalion's occupation of this area had not yet begun; the previous battalion was still in charge, they were there as replacements. A one week handoff was to begin tomorrow, before the old battalion shipped out and they began their mission in earnest. He had released the platoon commanders and their sergeants earlier in the day to dispose of their unit's time as they saw fit until the platoons made their final moves via armored vehicles to the smaller, less secure permanent patrol bases and observation posts tomorrow. After arriving, the first paired patrols were set to begin.



He didn't let on to his executive officer, to his company gunnery sergeant or his burly, obtuse first sergeant that he was inspecting the walls of the base. While firmly within his prerogative as incoming commander, it always seemed to him a bit silly. Something more fitting medieval warfare than modern. The operating base was punctuated with guard towers and machine guns, each manned 24 hours a day. Stacked, razor sharp concertina wire extended a wider perimeter around the walls of dirt-filled, artificial barriers that marked the practical boundaries of the base. Any Taliban fighter that tried to get in here would surely be dead before they got to the concertina wire, much less over or through the walls.



But it was only the walls that stopped bullets. And, as he had heard from the weary captain he was replacing, rockets were increasingly common, most exploding harmlessly on the outside of the walls, a choice few cresting the top of the walls and exploding inside the base.



He shined his flashlight up and down the interior of the east wall, passing within hearing of the sleeping first platoon. Well, not all sleeping. Many were sitting up, backs to the wall with laptop screens casting pale glows against their faces. Rest up, fellas.



He continued to move down the wall, turning a corner to find a similarly tucked-in second platoon. This group was mainly asleep, but he noted that many had salvaged wire fronts and some light armor plating, along with other metal salvage laying around the motor pool, making rudimentary bedding out of the trash. Clever. 



"It's just some noob-ass shit. I didn't do that my first time."



Captain Wolfe overheard talking. Familiar voices from the north side of second platoon's sleeping area.



"Hey, we all pumped out to the Gulf before we hit sergeant. Rein knows what he's doing, he just doesn't know the value of conserving energy yet. He'll figure it out, trust me."



Wolfe recognized the voice of Staff Sergeant Jiminez, platoon sergeant of second platoon. The other must have been Sergeant Chalmers, the platoon sergeant for first. 



"Yeah, well, it's annoying. I can hear him shouting, and my guys are trying to sleep. Imma go say somethin'."



"Go for it, but he ain't listenin. I pretty much had to tie him up back at the barracks when one of my guys popped off at one of his. But he's a good guy. He'll figure it out."



"He can figure it out with my foot up his ass. I'mma say somethin…oh, good evening sir, I didn't see you there."



The two platoon sergeants whirled around to see Captain Wolfe, listening in curiously.



"What's going on?"



"Nothing at all, sir," Jiminez replied quickly. Sergeant Rein is doing house clearing drills with his platoon, we just noted they're a little loud. Sergeant Chalmers was going to have a word."



"I see," Wolfe responded sharply. "Well, my orders were that each platoon could spend the evening as their leaders saw fit. If Sergeant Rein wants to drill his men, that's his prerogative. Understood?"



"Yes, sir," they answered in unison. Jiminez shot Chalmers a dirty look, who looked down, embarrassed.



Captain Wolfe softened. "Rein's new, but don't underestimate him. You watch. Take that energy, add some experience in this deployment, he'll be unstoppable. I've seen it before."



Captain Wolfe caught Chalmers' eyes beginning to roll before stopping himself. He nodded to the two platoon leaders, then turned to walk away. "I'll tell Sergeant Rein to keep it down."



"Aye, sir…" their voices caught up to him as he walked away toward third platoon's area.



They were around a corner on the north wall. Sea bags, backpacks, and sleeping bags were tightly ordered along the wall. All sleeping bags were empty. Well, all but one, which flopped about frantically like a fish out of water when Wolfe stepped into view. 



Lieutenant Macintosh. Platoon commander, third platoon. He liked to be called Mack. The kind of foreshortened name that made it sound like he was well liked.



The problem was…nobody liked him.



"Captain. Good evening, sir." The barefoot lieutenant scrambled to meet him. Wolfe didn't slow down, moving past him toward the noise. Macintosh scrambled awkwardly to keep up, tender feet hopping on the loose gravel.



"We're just practicing some urban movement, sir. I was in the middle of directing the training, and realized I needed to change my socks…if you'll wait a minute we can check in on the platoon together."



"No, go ahead and…change your socks, lieutenant. Catch up when you're ready." The captain walked briskly past him, but approached the activity carefully, wanting to see but not be seen.



Each of third platoon's squad leaders were running each fire time through small, improvised obstacle courses, made up by stacking scrap metal and other trash. It seemed like the circuit training drills they had been doing for months. One squad would run the course, the leader would critique them, then they would move to the next course. 



Everyone was sweating, tired. Captain Wolfe looked around the group for Rein, starting at the usual places where leaders stood to the side, observing. He wasn't there. He turned to look through the whole platoon, working through dozens of bodies in identical uniforms and combat gear. Rein wasn't usually this hard to find. A 6'4" bronze skinned marine with long arms, broad shoulders, and a square jaw, he was not easy to miss in a crowd.



Then he saw him. Squatting down, arms under the armpits of one of his marines who was pretending to be dead. Wolfe moved closer, beginning to make out the young sergeant's voice.



"You have to keep your back straight. You have to! You're lifting someone who weighs…shit, you never know…could be 120 pounds, could be a buck and a half…hell, it could be me! You think you can drag my gangly, 210 pound ass out of a pile of rubble by lifting with your back? Look at the difference…"



Wolfe watched Rein demonstrate the difference between lifting an injured marine with the back–weak, ineffectual, prone to injury, and the legs–standing powerfully up, clutching the smaller man under the armpits with hands clasped together in front of his chest. Mark stood to full height holding the "dead" marine. The height difference was stark. Even comical. The "dead man," was PFC Jett, who had gotten into some trouble over the leave period. Now he dangled like an oversized toddler in the arms of his equally oversized platoon sergeant. Jett struggled to maintain his dignity with arms stuck awkwardly out and legs dangling off the ground.



Wolfe couldn't help himself. He laughed.



The whole platoon knew the laugh and turned to see the company commander. Everyone stopped moving and stood up quietly.



Rein placed Jett back down on his feet just as Lieutenant Mack shuffled hastily up next to the Captain.



"Okay, marines, that's looking great. Let's do one more circuit, show the CO what we can do, huh?"



Everyone looked incredulously at the lieutenant. 



"You heard him…" Rein growled, and everyone snapped to reset.



"Sergeant. A word."



"Aye, sir." Mark walked briskly up to the two officers. "What's up?"



"How's the training going?"



"So-so, sir. I just set up a course, just to run once, but it was like they forgot everything. So we set up a circuit, we're just working the kinks out."



"They're going to forget things, Rein. They'll forget it the first time. Maybe the first couple of times. Then they'll remember. That's how it goes. When you do it for real."



"Totally normal, sergeant," Lieutenant Macintosh interrupted. "That's what I was trying to tell him, sir, but"



"What does it look like they're forgetting?" Wolfe interrupted the obsequious lieutenant.



"Little things, sir. Checking corners, lifting casualties with their legs and not their backs, that kind of thing." Mark answered, masking frustration.



"Yeah, sir, just little things. Little things we've noticed…" the lieutenant persisted.



"Lieutenant Macintosh, it looks like the squad at the first drill station over there needs another set of eyes. I think Corporal Arnold is busy adjusting someone's helmet. Could you?"



Macintosh's lip betrayed a momentary pout before snapping back in place. "Of course, sir." He stepped away, heading in the indicated direction. "First squad! Eyes on me!"



"Did he just call your second squad, first squad?" Captain Wolfe asked, smiling slightly.



Mark sighed. "Yep." 



Captain Wolfe chuckled. "Good luck with that. Anyway, just calm down a little bit. Look Rein. You are a great training sergeant. But it's showtime. Let your guys rest. Let 'em screw up a little. After a little time, they'll remember. They'll surprise you."



"Understood, sir."



"Good. I'm gonna finish what I was doing, and then go to bed myself."



"Of course. Good night, sir."



"Night, Rein."



* * *



David's breathing was deep and smooth, betraying comfortable sleep. Jordan laid on her side, head nestled on his chest, his arm still around her. She sighed happily.



Sex with love is the best, she realized, now knowing the difference. David had been eager to take her. The silk robe worked like a charm. She hadn't held back, trying out some of the things she had done for Mark…and David went bananas. 



She had had two orgasms. With her husband. Two!



She stifled a giggle.



He had feasted between her legs. He always loved doing that, and he seemed extra thrilled that she was already wet with excitement as he began. A valuable byproduct of trying on lingerie in the mirror, it would seem.



File that away for later.



He feasted relentlessly, his enthusiasm infectious, until she wailed in surprise and bucked her hips into his face. She had caught his excited eyes looking proudly up her torso as her pleased contractions slowed. She saw his excitement peak as he recognized the combination of love and pleasure in her eyes. 



He had hastened to mount her, and she had stopped him, set him on his back, and gently straddled him. Placing her flat palm on his chest, she explained that she was going to take care of him. 



Specifically, she said "let me love you this way…"



He had submitted to her will, relaxing under her straddled frame. She had taken his small, stiff cock into her body and leaned forward, then back as she gently bucked, taking care not to let the small member pop out of her. She found a perfect angle as she leaned back. Where the tip of his penis just barely nuzzled a sensitive spot.



So sensitive.



She sensed his excitement as her tight movements focused his penis into the exact spot she needed. She had stopped her motions and admonished him, carefully explaining that she would take care of him…but that she needed this.



She just needed this little bit.



She just needed a little bit longer.



Just like that.



Please, David, don't cum yet.



Not yet.



Please.



Yes.



Yes.



Yes, David. Oh David. Yes.



Oh my gosh.



Oh my gosh…yes…



YES!!!



She had been shocked to feel his own pelvis stiffen in orgasm as she crested her own pleasure. David was heaving and twitching in powerful pleasure.



Together with the man she loved, Jordan had leaned forward to kiss him deeply.



David wrapped his arms behind her and squeezed.



This was it.



This was how it was supposed to be.



Jordan smiled deeply, happily, as his warm, even breath gently ruffled her hair as she drifted into sleep. 



* * *



The operating base functioned as headquarters for the company. Battalion headquarters–the big one–was at another, larger base about 12 miles down the nearest road.



If you could call it a road.



But all of the company level operating bases–this one included–had morale tents, Mark learned. Nothing fancy. Just a canvas arch spanning about 20 feet with a plywood door. But with valuable amenities.



Once inside, you could turn right to find a row of laptops with an internet connection. No gaming or anything fancy, but marines could get on the internet to check facebook or check email, or occasionally do a Skype call with their loved ones if the timing lined up.



Or you could turn left for a row of phones. To call home. 



Mark had learned that the platoon could come here once a week or so, but only in shifts for a few hours to use the showers, do some laundry, and use recreation facilities. Here, first and second platoon had already stuffed the little tent to capacity hours before, but they were now all asleep. It was just after eleven in the evening, and the jet lag of switching nighttime and daytime hours by flying halfway around the world meant everyone who had any sense was asleep. Trying to regulate their new routine.



But Mark couldn't sleep. And he had no one to call. So he turned right to sit down at a laptop computer and log onto his gmail account.



Mostly junk mail. He paid his cell phone bill. Checked the news, then began clearing out his inbox. He scanned the list of senders as he checked off messages to delete.



Interesting.



Sender: Molly Cohen.



Mark's heart jumped slightly as he opened the message.



Dear Mark,

	I'm sorry, do I call you Sergeant Rein? I asked the kids, because they asked about you and I told them I'd write you an email since you said you had email sometimes over there. Lucy insisted I call you Mister Rein, but you know how formal she is. Max says I should just call you Cool Guy. Or Hulk. I think any of those are accurate enough. Let me know what you prefer.



I'm sorry, is this weird? I'm really unsure of what to say here. I know we left it at "seeing where it goes," but I've never been with someone who is in the military, or deployed overseas. I've been looking up things on military family websites to get some guidance, so I've learned some things. We're supposed to try to keep things positive but honest, try to make you guys feel caught up on things. Oh, and I learned that care packages take a long time to get to you, so they say to send those early. 



I'm sorry, I'm not quite sure if that's over the line for us, for where we are right now. Do you want me to put together some things to send to you? Candy bars, books, maybe some Sports Illustrated magazines? Not sure what you guys need out there. 🙂



I'm sorry, I'm just really new to this. All of this. I guess I'll let you know the latest news here, and you can tell me what you do or don't want to know. Max is starting soccer in two weeks. We got him some shin guards and cleats from the mall yesterday, and I caught him stomping around in the yard, trying to make holes in the grass yesterday while making monster noises. Lucy goes to the library with her friend most days. They convinced the children's librarian to let them do some of the story times for the littler kids without any grownups helping. I guess one of the little kids made fun of her speech impediment, and she came home crying, but she didn't quit. All that library time though. I had to limit the amount of books she checks out at a time, it was getting to be too much keeping track of them all. Oh, and she checked out Don Quixote. I had to remind her of the name. I don't think she's cracked it yet, though. It's pretty thick, and I think she's intimidated by it.



As for me, I'm pretty much back to normal. Working, mostly evening shifts, some weekend overtime. Work is work. Chris is working a lot too, which is a change. He still games with his friends, but now he feels like he has to tell me that's for work too. He says he's developing a new software thingy with some of his gaming friends. It's still weird, he's just trying to be better at communicating, I guess. It's confusing.



I'm sorry, I don't know if you want to hear this part, but Chris and I are in a weird place. He never used to justify himself to me, and now he's seeking approval from me. Now he never games when the kids are home, and he's been spending more time with them. That's new too. We had a talk last night about the fact that I basically have a boyfriend, and I'm not sure where that leaves us. He seemed fine with it, and I'm trying to wrap my head around that. Actually, he's more than fine with it, he's excited. He wanted to know if I'd heard from you yet. And…sorry if you don't want to hear this…he asks about you in bed.



So I'm sorry to bring that up, but I don't know what to make of it. If you don't want to hear about it, I'll never bring it up again. All I told him was that you and I had a good time over vacation and that you said we could email while you were deployed. I'm trying to meet him halfway with the communication too, so I also told him that I was developing some feelings for you, and that it might get messy if we keep seeing each other after you get back. He asked me if I wanted to keep seeing you, and I was scared to answer, so I said I didn't know. But he still didn't see bothered by it. I kind of think he wants to use it as an excuse to sleep with other women. And if he does, then we can just split up, I definitely don't want to deal with that.



Anyway, sorry to throw all that on you. I just think you deserve to be in the loop, I'm just not sure how much you want to be. I do want to keep seeing you, though. I'm not scared to say that to you.



 I miss you, Mark. I liked being with you. You're great with the kids, you're fun to be around, and I felt happy when I was with you. If you don't want to hear anything else, I hope you want to hear that.



Anyway, sorry for the long letter, hope it wasn't too weird or boring. Write me back if you can, if you want to.



I miss you.

-Molly



P.S. Do you really want a care package? Or is that too much like summer camp? I'll definitely send you something if you want, just let me know.



* * *



Final exams: Done. 



MBA: Done. 



School: Done.



David wasn't completely done yet. He still had to study for his CPA licensure exam, but he was taking some time now to get this new business started. Once things were running steady, he could go back and finish that. 



But for pretty much everything else, he was done. Success. He had walked out of the last final just a few minutes ago. A huge weight lifted off his shoulders.



David whistled happily as he stepped out of the Camry. The gravel crunched beneath his dress shoes as he made his way across the large lot to the maintenance building. The school district's bus yard was tucked away in an industrial part of town, surrounded by corrugated metal buildings with wide roll-up doors on the street side. 



David's mind drifted as he made his way past row after row of yellow buses. The contract he had managed to negotiate with the school district was solid for the moment–they had work ordered and clearance to be paid upon completion. They could start today. Hamad and the other new guys had been there all morning. 



The probationary period written into the contract was three months before they had an option to renew. But they weren't going to find a better deal or train up new full-time maintenance mechanics in early September, right when everything started up at the same time. If his new crew performed even halfway decently with the summer spruce-up, this deal would print money for their little business for the next fiscal year at least.



But this wasn't his only success. He had also secured two other deals. Hanging around dive bars in this part of town was pretty handy for intelligence gathering. Within an hour he could find all the older guys nearing retirement, and find his next target in the business where they worked. That little trick had gotten him in the manager's office of a small concrete company with a fleet of 15 trucks that ran more or less constantly, along with a medium sized used truck lot that wanted to do on-call services to inspect new acquisitions as they rolled onto the lot.  



He had gotten contracts with both of them. Starting two weeks from now.



It was almost too much. Hamad had been reaching out to some of his mechanic friends working at local dealerships, as it looked like their aggregate full and part-time staff wasn't going to be enough to cover all their business for long. Especially if they kept growing.



And David had his eye on something else. Consolidated logistics. His last job. The depot. Hamad had brought two of their mechanics along with them. The old guy who ran the shop was ready to retire next year, and David felt that with the right push and a little luck, he could swoop in, snatch all the remaining mechanics with better offers, and leave the depot scrambling impotently for maintenance help. 



Right before he shows up with an exciting new offer on a maintenance contract for their fleet. Stepping up to save the day. 



The numbers that would come with that deal made David salivate. 275 local diesel trucks running all day every day, and a constant in flux of long-haul tractor trailers, always in need of a new tire here, an oil change there, with lucrative major repairs probably dropping into their lap multiple times per week. A contract with his old company would position this little start-up quite well for a long, steady, prosperous future. He couldn't rush it though. Not even Hamad could know about that plan yet. He'd have to keep his eye on it from a distance until the timing was perfect.



David caught himself smirking at the fantasy. He would lock in the contract, and shake hands with the grateful new manager–the slimy little boss' nephew or whatever that slipped into the job that was supposed to be his–he'd shake his hand and get ready to take their money, imagining the account entries pile up into the receivables column. He would prudently reinvest the revenue, of course, but at some point his ownership share would turn into a nice, fat, rising stack of numbers in his own bank statements, pushing digits toward the left as the billings rose, past the first comma, then the second. Maybe the third, if they kept growing.



David imagined Jordan bouncing excitedly next to him as they bought a nice house together. She would hug him excitedly in the entryway after signing the papers and getting the keys, and he would smell her shampoo, or her work perfume. Or maybe she'd wear her special sexy perfume for him that day. Since it was a special day.



Maybe she'd wear something special under her business clothes while they signed the papers. Then, when they walked around their new, empty house, they'd find the bedroom, and he would walk in first, carefully inspecting the carpet, the walls, the window. He would turn around and see a small pile of her clothes at her feet. She would be leaning against the door in something exciting, like a sexy swimsuit, or even that white silk robe she wore Sunday night. She would use that voice she used Sunday night, when he was studying…



Hmm. Yeah…that voice…



"Excuse me, Mr. Stark…I hope I'm not interrupting..?" 



It was a playful voice, but it had a little hunger in it.



She would lean against the door frame and say something like…"I'm so glad I married you, baby…I love how you take care of me…now, how about I take care of you?"



Her eyebrow would cock upward when she said that last bit, and she would pull open her silk robe and show her full, naked body to him. Her perfect breasts, her small, stiff, pink nipples, her smooth, silky tummy, the sweet patch of fluff above and between her legs. 



He would drop to his knees and begin lapping between her legs, and she would purr at him like she did the other night.



"Oh, David…" she would say.



"Oh, David…"



"DAVID!"



Hamad shouted from down one row of school buses. Near the maintenance shed. David shook out of the fantasy and turned to walk briskly, if awkwardly, toward his new business partner. 



"How's it going, Hamad?"



"Is good, David. Busy. I am doing oil changes according to list we get from district. Jeff and John are doing inspections. How you want to do inspections?"



"I've got a google form they can access on their phones and just upload each one with the relevant bus number. When they're done I'll compile it all into a spreadsheet and meet with the money lady again, figure out what they're willing to pay for before we do any big repairs." 



"Okay. I never think of these things before. Before, boss points, I grab wrench and I fix. Now I have to think about all the stuff!" 



Hamad laughed at the new problems, smiling broadly in recognition that he was the boss now. David had sat him down to explain that they were partners now, and that they were both responsible for the whole business, and that they should talk about everything. If Hamad didn't understand numbers, billing, taxes, payroll, or expenses, they would meet and David would explain it. If David didn't understand repair or maintenance timing, complications on repairs, or anything mechanical, Hamad would call him over to the opened hood, or crawl under the engine, and they wouldn't leave until they both understood. That was the deal.



After showing Hamad the google form for engine inspections, David headed back to the Camry, passing Jeff and John as he went. 



He couldn't help but overhear them as he passed.



"So this David guy…he's like the boss?"



"Yeah, him and Hamad are the main owners. But we own a piece of the company. 10 percent of the profits. Each. Plus an hourly rate. So he can't give us too much shit."



"He ain't gonna say shit to me. I don't care about what some business-casual college boy thinks. He signs my checks and stays out of my way, we'll get along fine."



"You know he was supposed to be the main manager at the depot before we left? He interviewed and everything. Steve was grooming him. I think that's why Vinny kicked the shit out of him. Didn't want to work for him. Some of the guys didn't like him. Said he's one of those up-his-own-ass kind of college boys."



"Nah, Hamad says he's a good dude. And we're set to make a lot of money if he keeps selling the way he has. So don't be an asshole."



"Still. Better not bring his white collar ass around, telling me shit. Bet he doesn't know a wrench from his own dick."



They laughed. David smiled at the image as he passed out of hearing range before arriving back at his car. He put his laptop and notebooks back into his bag, and pulled out a dark blue jumpsuit from under the seat. He looked around, then ducked into the passenger's seat where he removed his tie, button up shirt, slacks, belt, dress shoes and socks before slipping into jeans, a t-shirt, and then put the jump suit on over them along with a comfortable pair of work boots. Then he fished a used tool box out of his trunk. He had bought it from a pawn shop the night before, anticipating some down time from sales and accounting to help Hamad with oil changes. He pulled out one large wrench from the box before snapping the box shut again with a rusty squeak and a clunk. Then he jammed the large wrench sideways in his pocket, picked up the toolbox, and headed back toward the bus lot.



As he approached the voices of Jeff and John, David detoured down the row toward them so they could see him pass. He reached into his pocket and twisted the wrench sideways in his pocket so it forced the fabric of his work clothes to tent out comically near the crotch.



"Hey guys…" he said to Jeff and John as they whirled around unexpectedly to see him.



"Hey, have either of you seen my big wrench? I can't seem to find it…" 



* * *



Mark's smile was entirely involuntary. Seated on a plywood bench facing a plywood countertop, he hunched over the pale light of a laptop screen and read the message one more time.



Molly wrote him. 



She really did it.



Mark fought back the smile, turning to the business of responding, but unable to restrain a fluttering heart every time he read the words



I miss you.



Mark had never written a letter to a woman before. He wasn't quite sure how to do it. He wrote and rewrote the opening paragraph, deleting line by line time after time before finally mirroring the structure of Molly's message to him in his response back. Finally finishing, he read over it one more time.



Dear Molly,



I'm glad you wrote to me. It's nice to hear from you. You can call me whatever you want, but Mark's fine. I think it's cute how formal Lucy is, and I'm glad Max thinks I'm cool.



I think it's cool that you looked up ways to be a good deployment girlfriend. I don't really know how it goes either. This is my first deployment, and I'm honestly kind of nervous. I can't tell that to anyone else, though, so I hope I can tell you. I think a care package would be cool, I never got one before. I guess you can put whatever you want in it. I think I would just be happy to get something from you.



I'm glad Max is starting soccer, I'm sure he'll be good. He's got a lot of energy and he tries hard. And I'm not surprised Lucy is already trying to be a grownup at the library. That seems like a total Lucy thing to do. And if you want, I can teach her how to throat punch the other kids until they get speech impediments too. But seriously, does she do speech therapy? There's a guy in my unit who said he had a lisp in elementary school and the other kids made fun of him, but by sixth grade he didn't have it any more. Good thing he didn't have it in boot camp. I don't know what they did to help him, though. Maybe I'll ask him. But even if it never goes away, Lucy's really smart, I'm sure she'll be fine no matter what she does.  



It sounds like you and Chris are back into the work routine. I've never had a 9-5, really, but sometimes we have workdays that are close to that. But they get longer sometimes in training and work ups to deploy, and then when we're out here, you're pretty much on all the time. Down time when you can find it, work the rest of the time. I hope Chris' programming thing works out, you said he's a smart guy. Maybe he'll make a billion dollars in tech or something.



I'm not sure what I can say about you and Chris. It sounds confusing, and it's a little confusing to me, too. I will say I've heard of husbands liking when their wives have a side guy, though. I don't know how common it is, but I know it happens. I'll be honest, though. I don't know if I want to be a side guy, because I kind of like you. I know your situation, and I know we said we'd let things go where they go, but cards on the table and all that. I'd rather be your main guy, or even your only guy than your side guy. Honestly, I try not to think about you guys together too much. If he's fine with us being together, then I guess that works for me, and hopefully it works for you too. I obviously don't want to mess anything up for you and the kids, though, so I guess I should just be careful.



As far as how things are going here, I just got to the company HQ base today. We are transferring further out to our platoon patrol bases tomorrow, and that's where the real stuff begins. My guys are mostly asleep now, but I can't sleep. I miss you.



Thanks for writing again, Molly. I was really glad to hear from you. I might not be able to answer back quick, because we only get to these morale laptops every week or two, might be more or less, I don't really know. But if things aren't too bad out here, I might be able to block out time for a Skype call if you want. I'll know more in a few weeks.



I miss you.

-Mark R (cool guy).



PS, if you do send a care package, could you send some pictures of you? I'd really like that. My forward deployed mailing address is in the signature line. Thanks

-M



* * *



"Jordan! So nice of you to come!"



Jordan's lips pursed into a thin smile as Mrs. Deleuze threw her arms awkwardly around her and hugged distantly. 



"You're just in time. The girls are almost all here, and we were about to get started. Was that you singing in the sanctuary earlier?"



Jordan nodded bashfully, her face turning slightly red. "Mrs. Dolly asked me to sing, she has some pieces with solo soprano that she wants me to try out. I'm actually pretty nervous, I…"



"That's wonderful, Jordan. Wonderful. Come meet the girls!"



Jordan was slightly taken aback at the interruption. She took a beat and looked around the semicircle of teenagers. Maybe a dozen, all between the ages of thirteen and sixteen. Some sullen, some nervous, some bored. A solid mix of teenage affectations.



"Hi girls! My name's Jordan. Why don't we take a moment and you can tell me who you are. I'm interested in your name, of course, and what your favorite and least favorite part of school is. And, if you want, you can tell me what you'd do with a million dollars if I just gave it to you. That way we can…"



"Oh, the girls all know each other, dear." Mrs. Deleuze interrupted again. "I think we should just get right to the point, tonight is a very important night, with some very important lessons. Mrs. Stark is an expert in teenage girls, and she's going to talk to us tonight about the importance of keeping ourselves pure before God."



"Well, that might be a bit hasty, Mrs. Deleuze, I really would like to get to know the girls before we get into the heavy stuff, establish a little rapport, and then maybe ask them…"



"Oh, they never answer questions, Jordan. It's just who they are, it's their generation. I think it's social media. Here, I'll help you get started. Girls, would anyone like a stick of gum?"



A dozen sets of puzzled eyes looked at Mrs. Deleuze as she picked up a small tray with sticks of chewing gum and began to present it to the girls, one at a time. Jordan squinted slightly at the display, noting that there were two girls who didn't get any gum at the end of the row. Mrs. Deleuze made a show of setting down the tray and asking the girls if they enjoyed the gum. The ones who had it nodded, confused. 



Then the question.



"Excuse me, Mrs. Deleuze, I didn't get a piece..?"



"Of course Lacy. I'm sorry, I didn't forget you. But all the fresh pieces have been taken. How about…" here she paused and dug a wet, gooey piece of gum out of her mouth. "How about this one?"



"Eww!" all of the girls recoiled at the offer. Jordan squinted a bit harder, clenching her jaw. Where was she going with this?



Mrs. Deleuze walked confidently toward Lacy, the girl with no gum, and jammed it within inches of her eyes. Lacy leaned back in her chair to avoid it, as the gum kept getting thrust closer and closer to her face. Finally, her chair tipped over, and smacked onto the carpet with a thunk.



The girls laughed and Mrs. Deleuze smiled serenely. Sitting down, she held the look for a moment before delivering the moral of the lesson in a soft, even tone.



"You see girls? No one wants something that's all used up. When you all grow up and get married, do you want your husband to have a nice, clean, virtuous young woman as his wife? Or a chewed up, sloppy, sticky mess with a stained soul?"



All eyes went wide. Including Jordan's. The room was silent. Mrs. Deleuze turned confidently to Jordan and handed the lesson back over to her. "Now, girls, Mrs. Stark is going to tell you a little about the developmental harm that you can do to yourself and your mental health when you go too far with boys. Mrs. Stark?"



Jordan blinked in surprise before regaining her composure. She cleared her throat awkwardly, and nervously tucked her hair behind her ear. 



"Well, girls…I hope you don't mind…I'm going to take a slightly different approach than Mrs. Deleuze, and I hope she'll forgive me if she finds my methods a little unorthodox. I think it might be helpful to maybe deconstruct Mrs. Deleuze's analogy a little bit. For instance…"



"I think my analogy was perfect, Mrs. Stark. I think it had tremendous impact."



"I don't disagree with you there, Mrs. Deleuze, but I'm not sure that kind of impact is healthy for girls this age. So, girls…maybe we can hit the reset button and maybe just lighten up and chat for a minute, huh? What's everyone's favorite movie? Personally, I'm a sucker for…"



"I'm sorry, Mrs. Stark, I don't mean to interrupt, but I think we should…"



"You know, for someone who constantly says she doesn't mean to interrupt, you do an awful lot of interrupting, Mrs. Deleuze." 



Jordan had had enough. The girls froze in delighted horror, seeing the normal stream of passive aggression that flowed from their teacher cut short. There was silence for a few moments, and all eyes were on Jordan.



No one dared to step in, and Jordan had lost her train of thought along with her composure. The older woman, seeking an opening, quietly tried to push Jordan onto her back foot again.



"Mrs. Stark, why didn't you answer my question on Sunday?" she asked quietly.



Jordan clenched her jaw. "What question was that, Mrs. Deleuze?"



"Did you save yourself for your husband? Were you pure on your wedding day?"



Jordan gritted her teeth, then stared straight at her accuser. "Yes. Yes I did."



Mrs. Deleuze's tone softened, dripping with that all-too recognizable tone of passive aggressive sweetness designed to pose as love but only convey judgment.



"Aren't you glad you did that, Mrs. Stark? Tell the girls…"



Jordan Stark-Simms, highly accomplished athlete, promising young scholar, and increasingly respected musician, suddenly felt like she was thirteen again. Discovering her sexual self piecemeal through the lens of pervasive shame and passive aggressive humiliation. She had not encountered the "chewed gum" metaphor before, but many others that were almost as bad had made their way into Sunday School lessons that made her terrified of her own body, and had conflated her otherwise healthy desires with moral horror. 



Jordan paused. She had an opportunity to change trajectory. 



"Mrs. Deleuze…and girls…I'm absolutely glad I waited until I met and married my husband to have sex. We've been married for two years now, and we've had a lot of sex. We had sex last night, actually. And Sunday night, after church. And after I'm done talking to you, I'm going to go home, and I'm going to have sex with my husband. I'm really looking forward to it." 



The color drained from the older woman's face as the mouth of each girl dropped open. A short, pregnant silence gave quick birth to delighted shrieks and uncontained giggling.



"Mrs. Stark, this is beyond outrageous…"



"No, Mrs. Deleuze, that horrible metaphor about chewing gum was beyond outrageous. By your logic, every married woman is a chewed up piece of gum. By that same logic, I'm still squishy from it last night. And also, by your logic, my husband wouldn't want me tonight because he had me last night." She grinned as the girls burst into giggles again.



"I've heard enough. I have never, in all my years…I think we need to bring the pastor into this conversation. Girls…let's take a break." She motioned for everyone to stand up. Nobody did. Aghast, she darted for the door. As it clicked shut, Jordan began fielding questions as rapidly as they came.



"Do you really do it with your husband every night?"



"Is he that skinny guy that you sit with sometimes?"



"Did he try to get you to do it before you were married?"



"Were you scared your first time?"



Jordan smiled broadly as she began fielding their honest questions. The round robin quickly turned into an evaluation of Mrs. Stark's goofy looking husband, finally coming to the conclusion that he was at least a little bit handsome, but also not tall at all.



Rapid footsteps were audible coming toward the door. Two sets of feet instead of one. Jordan felt like a kid with her hand in the cookie jar, expecting her own father to come through the door and devastated her. 



But one last question let fly just as the door opened. "Does he make you do it with him?"



Jordan laughed freely as Mrs. Deleuze and the old Pastor Ripkin came through the door.



"Does he make me? Of course not." 



"So why do you do it?" The final question came from Lacy, the girl who had the chewed gum shoved in her face. 



Jordan paused, and her eyes beamed, a hint of moisture apparent in the inside corners



"Because, you guys…I love him! I am absolutely nuts about David. I know he seems weird, but he's such a cool guy. He can fix anything! And he's super smart, and really hard working, and he's fun to talk to. And when you love someone…that desire, that just comes naturally when you feel love. And love is what God wants us to feel. Waiting until you're married…it's just…"



Jordan stumbled with words as she saw the old Pastor listening intently to her speech.



"Waiting until you're married is a good way to know that there's lots of love there. That's really it, I think. And sex and love go best when they're together. You're not a chewed up piece of gum if you do it before. Jesus doesn't love you any less if you jump the gun or go too far with your boyfriend. You should always be careful, and never, ever let anyone talk you into anything you don't want to do. But it's just so much better if you really, really love someone the way I love David. And the way he loves me."



Jordan looked over at the old pastor, who was smiling brightly next to the fuming Mrs. Deleuze.



"That's why I'm glad I waited, Mrs. Deleuze. Because I knew I was in love. Then when it happened, it was beautiful."



The angry woman cleared her throat before trying to regain control of the conversation. 



"That's all very well, Jordan. But the Bible is very, very clear on immorality. It says that impure women should be stoned to death!"



"The Old Testament says that someplace, yes." Jordan responded. "But if you read the New Testament, you know, the part with Jesus in it…Jesus met multiple 'impure women.'" Jordan put the offensive phrase in air quotes. "He was very kind to them. And actually stopped one group from stoning women. He said that whoever has no sin should throw the first rock. Nobody was dumb enough to throw a rock. Then when they all left, Jesus talked to the woman, and told her he didn't judge her. I take that passage very seriously, Mrs. Deleuze. Women are valuable in God's eyes. The pure, and the 'impure.' Although, I'm not sure the whole pure/impure distinction really matters for any woman that comes to Jesus with a broken heart. Because he loves everyone most of all. Am I right, pastor?"



The old man chuckled. "You're absolutely right, Mrs. Stark. And girls…listen to this young woman. She's something else. You can definitely learn a thing or two." 



Mrs. Deleuze grunted indignantly, picked up her purse, and stormed out. 



"Pastor, I think we're done with the heavy stuff. We were just talking about our favorite movies. Would you like to have a cookie and tell us what yours is?" Jordan offered him the plate of treats laying on the side table. The elderly Pastor Ripkin smiled and sat down in the seat vacated by the angry woman.



"Or maybe you want a stick of gum?" Lacy quipped, as the room burst into giggles again.



* * *



Mark's feet were light as he made his way back to the outer wall where his platoon was sleeping. He nodded toward the lone young marine standing guard over the sleeping platoon–the fire watch, scheduled by squad leaders and changed every two hours. Mark made his way to his own sleeping bag, still smiling to himself. Shucking his boots and socks, he zipped himself into his sleeping bag, laying easily on his back in the dirt, hands behind his head and looking up at the stars. 



"What's so damn funny?"



Mark looked over to see Corporal Poisson peeking out at him from a slit in his sleeping bag, one eye squinting through the opening. 



"Nothing, Frenchie. Go to sleep."



"Bullshit, nothing. You just talked to that girl, didn't you…Walkin' out of the morale tent like nothing happened, then laying here with that shit eating grin…don't bullshit me…"



"Fuck off, Frenchie." Mark smiled again.



"Damn, she got you twitterpated. She must be fine as hell. What's she look like?"



"I said fuck off, Frenchie…" whispered Mark, laughing quietly.



"Bet she ain't fine as this…" Poisson poked a thumb drive through the open slit of his sleeping bag. Mark dutifully picked it up and looked at it, then turned and raised an eyebrow at his friend.



"What's this?"



"Don't play dumb. Pop it in. Check it out."



Mark pulled his laptop out of his backpack, plugged in the thumb drive, and opened the icon on his desktop. Two folders were on the drive. One was named "hubby." The other, "Achilles." Mark looked over at the slit in the sleeping bag to see the same eye, intent on him as he looked at the screen.



"So if I copy this folder onto my hard drive, is it going to give my laptop syphilis or something?"



"Dude, your laptop has AIDS already. Just take the damn thing and stop pretending you don't like it."



Mark smiled again and copied the folder into a password protected folder on his hard drive. He then pulled out the thumb drive and stuck it back through the slit in Jared's sleeping bag. Then, opening the folder, he hummed in approval.



"You married a damn fine lookin' woman, Frenchie." Mark scrolled briefly through the small library of photos of Jared's bride. Some photos were casual, wearing athletic gear or jeans with a tank top. Some were swimsuits. As the library of photos went on, the clothes came off. Mark paused the show on a photo of Megan wrapped loosely in a white sheet, not unlike the one she wrapped around herself after they first had sex a few weeks ago. Her wide, brown eyes were focused in on the camera, looking straight back at whoever might be looking. Mark felt–no knew–that she was looking at him. She was clutching the hem of the sheet in a tentative fist just under her collarbone. Her dark nipples were only just visible through the sheet. Clearly erect.



"Damn fine…" Mark repeated to himself under his breath.



"So what's this new girl look like? Swedish? Blonde? Gigantic titties?" Jared's voice was muffled through the still sealed sleeping bag.



Mark chuckled quietly again. "No, not that. Pretty cute though. Hot in her own way. Like, in a way that only she could pull off. It's…I've never seen it before, honestly."



Jared popped his head out of the sleeping bag. "No shit? This is real? You got a girl, like for real?"



"I don't know, man," Mark said, smiling slightly. "What does it mean, real? All I know is, I like her, pretty sure she likes me. We had a great week together on leave. Chicks usually annoy me by the second date. I spent five nights with her. In a row. And I was sorry to leave. If that's real, then it's real."



"Ooooh, damn. Five in a row, huh? Damn. She suck a mean dick?"



"Fuck you, Frenchie," Mark grinned. "And yes."



"So…you never answered. Swedish? Blonde? Gigantic titties?"



Mark sighed. "Redhead. Kinda skinny. But mainly…she just…she just loves. Like, instinctively. She just loves and cares, and I can feel it when I'm with her. That's hot to me. I just…like that, I guess. She made me feel good." He shrugged, not knowing how to describe it.



"Prioritizing feelings over tits…" Jared cocked an eyebrow. "Damn, son. You're in love."



"Third Platoon!" A strange voice barked into the quiet night. The entire gaggle of several dozen sleeping bags began to groan. Mark sat straight up in his sleeping bag, blinking painfully in the harsh light of a flashlight pointed directly at him.



Mark spoke out confidently. "I'm third platoon sergeant. What's up?"



"I'm the sergeant of the guard on post tonight. You're the relieving company, right?" Mark grunted in affirmation. "We got two guys sick, can't take post. We're tired as fuck, and our CO says he wants two guys from third platoon to take the midnight to 0400 shift. Pick two guys to gear up and report to posts one and two. Five minutes."

 

"Copy that," Mark's voice dropped into command mode. He grabbed his flashlight, turned it on and swung it around, noting most of his juniors blinking painfully when the light hit them, having just been woken up. 



Mark knew that he would see that look a lot in the coming months. That, 'please don't pick me, I just got to sleep' look. He grimaced. 



"Well?" the sergeant of the guard's voice was impatient. 



Mark briskly slapped the sleeping bag next to him. "Gear up, Frenchie. You and me, we got guard duty."




Post 100 — Guest

Wed Jul 10, 2024 1:40 am

Great chapter. Love how you are developing the characters and filling in the storyline. The lingerie part worked well: was hot and fitted in really well. Thank you.
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↳ Replying to: Oneillfranko

The lingerie part worked well



Agreed! Thanks for the shout out, Crushing  :D




Post 102 — Joe Pilot

Thu Jul 11, 2024 7:42 pm

Crushing - I enjoyed reading the latest segment. Happy to have helped and thanks for the feedback.




Post 103 — Crushing

Fri Jul 12, 2024 7:20 pm

Hey everyone, here's the next installment. I usually take a little longer to post, since these things take time to write and edit. I appreciate your patience, I know it can be annoying to wait sometimes. 



This installment is coming a little more quickly because I had most of it drafted a year or so ago before I posted anything on this site. There are a handful of key plot points that are crucial to the overall character arc that I sketched out before I posted anything. It's a habit of mine to write out most of the key scenes in a project to make sure they feel right before I commit to writing a whole story. Suffice it to say, this one seemed okay when I opened it back up this week, and I only had to add a couple segments and polish some details. 



Also, one more note. Feel free to post feedback as you feel inclined, as I am always interested in reader's reactions. You seem to be enjoying it overall, which is gratifying! And if nothing else, if people post a few more reactions to each chapter, then we won't all break our thumbs or mouses scrolling down the page because I have four or five 30 page chapters on one page. I was looking for a section back around chapter 8 to check a detail for this chapter, and I just kept scrolling and scrolling on my phone, and caught myself thinking...jeez, do I really write this much?



Anyway, hope you enjoy, and thanks for all of your feedback and help.




Post 104 — Crushing
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Most judges' offices–colloquially referred to as "chambers"--are usually quite tidy. Neatly kept to a fault. It's probably a good thing. A courtroom is a serious place, and no one presiding over matters of life, liberty, and livelihood should be perceived as messy or cluttered. 



This judge's office was no different. Furnishings were comfortable, but stodgy and cerebral. The standard leather chairs with rivets, a neat bookshelf on one side with the US Code of Federal Regulations centered to view. On the desk itself was a small Newton's cradle, with five metal balls nestled together, suspended by a thin thread of wire. 



Megan Rodriguez-Poisson sat politely across from the presiding judge. He was squinting as he quietly shuffled through some stapled papers, adjusting his glasses with every turned page. 



Megan was dressed for court. She was dressed in a light blue blouse with a gray suit jacket and matching skirt. Black pumps and stockings on her feet and legs. A modest white gold necklace with matching earrings to accent her black, shiny, shoulder length hair tied tightly in a bun behind her. 



"Hey, does this thing actually work?" Megan asked, breaking the silence and reaching up and lifting one of the balls to the side of Newton's cradle. She released it, hearing the clack, clack, clack in steady rhythm as one ball delivered momentum through the three middle ones, throwing the far ball up into the air and back down.



Clack, clack, clack…



She smiled widely. "Whoa, that's neat…" she whispered to herself.



She looked up to see the judge glowering impatiently.



"Sorry…" she said, gently cupping the device until the clacking stopped. 



Two sharp raps came from the door behind her.



"Come in…" 



The judge's impatient tone indicated that his mood was not entirely Megan's fault. 



Not entirely.



The opposing attorney stepped briskly inside and shut the door behind him before sitting in the chair next to Megan. 



Rick Kreutzer. A high priced white collar defense attorney. He was notorious. Silver hair slicked back, freshly shaven with perfect posture, his entire presentation was instinctively irritating to Megan. His suit likely had a price tag in the thousands, custom fit from a designer boutique. He checked his Rolex pointedly before apologizing.



"I'm sorry I'm a few minutes behind. My client…"



"Mr. Kreutzer, I have another hearing in ten minutes, let's just get to it, shall we?" The judge interrupted.



"Of course, your honor. The latest motion…"



"The latest motion is a bogus delay, your honor," Megan interrupted. The defense is utilizing arcane procedural loopholes to pretend they had an excuse for not doing their homework. You should throw it in the trash like the night-before term paper it is."



The judge cleared his throat. "Mr. Kreutzer, While I don't entirely condone her metaphor or her attitude, I'm inclined to agree with Ms. Rodriguez. I can't make heads or tails of this motion. I'm beginning to suspect there's an intention to simply flummox the court with piles of extra words. If that's the case, I'm disinclined to grant it. I'm an educated man, but this…" he pointed to the sheaf of paper on his desk, "this is baffling." Can you distill the merits of this motion for me here? I don't want a repeat performance of what I saw out there this morning."



Megan smirked at the recent memory. The judge was alluding to her reading portions of the filing out loud to the court reporter, emphasizing the run on sentences, stopping to spell out misspelled words, and pointing out the flagrant misuse of at least three crucial legal terms. 



"That wasn't funny, Ms. Rodriguez," the judge warned. "You need to treat your peers with respect in my courtroom."



"Well, if I see a peer, your honor, I'll be sure to do that…" Megan muttered under her breath. 



The judge cleared his throat again and moved on.



"Your honor," Kreutzer began, "the motion is simple. Given the complexity of the issue and the sheer variety of documents admitted to discovery and evidence, we simply need more time to be ready for trial. We cannot start next week. It is unreasonable to…" 



"Variety of documents?" Megan laughed in spite of herself. "The documents are yours! They're your client's documents! We subpoenaed them, we got them, we read them, we indicted him, and then we gave you copies! You don't need more time…you know how I know? I made it through the whole stack by myself in a week and a half. You've had 3 months and a team of lawyers!"



"Ms. Rodriguez…" 



"I'm sorry your honor, but this motion is vexatious, and I'm appropriately vexed. The defense is trying to buy his client six more months out of jail by throwing gibberish at us and then pretending that reading is too hard. This is federal court, these are felony charges. These are serious matters for serious people. Not this dog-ate-my-homework nonsense…"



Here Megan gestured contemptuously toward the stapled papers on the judge's desk.



The judge sighed. "Mr. Kreutzer, Ms. Rodriguez has a point here. The prosecution has given you more than enough time to prepare. I have granted three discovery-related delays already."



"And we've been grateful, your honor. And I'd like to emphasize, my client has been more than willing to cooperate with the discovery process…"



"You mean that when he jammed his cooked books in his toilet before realizing he couldn't flush entire folios? That kind of cooperation?"



The judge looked over his glasses at Megan. She rolled her eyes and leaned back in her seat.



"Yes, more than willing," Kreutzer continued. "And please don't give undue weight to the bad temper of this woman in weighing our motion, your honor. With all due respect."



Megan smirked.



"I don't need the federal prosecutor's office to tell me a motion is ill-conceived and bogus, Mr. Kreutzer. I've got a dead tree's worth of word salad right here in front of me to say that." The judge tapped on the papers with his finger. "The motion, whatever it might actually be in reality, is denied. The trial is still set to begin next Monday. Be ready at that time. Now both of you, leave."



"Thank you, your honor," Megan said, picking up her briefcase and moving toward the door.



 The door clicked shut behind them. As soon as they were a stone's throw from the judge's chambers, Kreutzer caught up with Megan's brisk pace and grabbed her elbow. 



Megan whirled toward him. "Excuse me?" 



"That conduct was wildly unprofessional, and you know it." His voice was curt. Clearly offended, he wanted to cut this angry little woman down to size.



"Which part? The part where I accurately described the garbage you put in front of the judge, or the part where I compared you to a grade school kid?"



"All of it. You want to get petty, we can get petty. My client is a very well-connected man. Your boss is a political appointee. Do the math."



Megan smiled widely. "I have done the math, genius, and that math shows your client getting most of his wealth and connections by robbing pension funds. I take a dim view of it, and so will the jury."



"Alleged. He's alleged to have…"



"Oh, please. You know what we have on him. You're dumb, but you're not so dumb you haven't actually seen bones of the case we have. Wait until I get into that courtroom and put some meat on them bones. You know what the difference between an alleged multiple felon and a convicted felon is?"



Kreutzer rolled his eyes. "What?"



"Let's see," Megan mimed counting on her fingers. "Today is Tuesday…six days. The difference between your well-connected client being an alleged felon and an actual felon is six days. Come Monday morning, I'm going to eat you alive in that courtroom, and your boy is going away. From the yacht club to the yard. Gonna get a good long taste of that 5 x 8 cell life. Gonna get a roommate that calls him Betsy…"



Kreutzer laughed. "We'll see."



Megan squinted at him. "Think this is funny? I don't. We both know I could make five times what I make doing this in the private sector. We both know that I could because we both know you're making three times what I make right now, and I'm a lot smarter than you. I'm glad you found a rich, piece of shit sap to rack up your billable hours. But I don't need that kind of motivation. I've got a full on boner for making sure your wealthy, well-connected client only gets an hour of supervised exercise a day in a cage for the rest of his goddamn life. Take a look at my witness list: I'm going to line up three dozen little old ladies that got their pensions cleaned out. They can't eat lunch anymore, and some of them eat cat food for dinner. I'm going to go through the witness facebook to make sure every victim witness I call looks like every single juror's grandmother. Then I'm going to make sure they know that your client made their grandma eat cat food, and he bought a yacht to fill with hookers and blow with the money they wanted to give for their grandkid's birthday. Then, I'll strongly suggest that they have the power to make sure your wealthy, well-connected client– which, by the way is the exact kind of defendant that juries fall right in love with–I'll strongly suggest to them that since their grandmothers can't eat lunch anymore, they, a jury of his peers, are empowered to make sure your client gets the rest of his lunches served on a small, metal tray filled with the food that Walmart rejected. Breakfasts and dinners too."



Kreutzer blinked, a little stunned. "Jesus…" 



"Sure, why not. I'm not particularly religious myself, but if the Incarnate Son of God wants to hop in the witness box, we'll make sure he's comfortable. Pretty sure he'd have no problem locking your boy up either." 



.Megan took her first breath after a long rant. Then she smiled sweetly at her disoriented opponent. 



"Kreutzer, I know your reputation. And I know your pathetic attempt to leverage me by threatening my career just shows you don't have shit for a real defense. My boner just got an inch longer."



Her sweet smile faded into gravity. "Fuck with me at your peril, dumbass. I don't give a watery shit if your client has leverage over my boss's boss's boss. If I have to go down to take down your client, believe me, I'll do it. I'm not gonna stop. I'm just too horny for it."



She jerked her elbow away from the grasp of the well-dressed and befuddled defense attorney and walked smoothly and confidently toward the courthouse exit. Planting her feet to emphasize her walk, her hips swayed suggestively as she moved away. 



"See you Monday…" she called over her shoulder.



* * *



"All squads, roger up."

crrk

"First squad up."

crrk

"Second squad up."

crrk

"Third squad up, on post rotation."

Crrk

"Fourth squad up, coming at you."



Mark turned around to see Jared at the head of his group of 12 marines approaching the outside perimeter of the small patrol base. He was dressed in full combat gear, as was Mark. Desert camouflage, flak vest, kevlar helmet, ballistic sunglasses, ammo pouches, grenade pouches, elbow pads, knee pads, gloves, and tightly laced beige boots. Each marine carried an M4 assault rifle. Jared's M4 had an M209 grenade launcher attached under the barrel. Mark also had an M9 pistol strapped to his right thigh. All weapons, magazines, and grenades were live. No more training rounds.



No more training at all. 



"Frenchie, we're outbound.," Mark barked at his subordinate. "Your guys ready?"



"Yep."



"Gear check?"



"Yep."



"Function check, weapons clean?"



"Everything's good to go."



"Hydrated?"



Jared tapped the mouthpiece of his camelback drinking reservoir.



"Anything I should know about?" Mark continued.



Jared raised an eyebrow.



"Nothing I can't handle, sergeant."



"Good. Let's go. Call it in."



"Tower, Echo four Papa requesting clearance to depart, 14 on foot."



Receiving the confirmation, Mark unhooked the concertina wire gate and stepped outside the patrol base for the first time. 



It was a warm morning, not yet hot. The sky was clear, and the small village in Kandahar province was buzzing with activity. Young men zipped by the base on mopeds. Women wrapped in full linens walked in small groups, carrying bags or jars. Some of them had small children tagging along behind them. Moving through the street toward the market, they passed old men squatting on their heels and smoking pipes. 



Mark's eyes were wide under his sunglasses. He didn't realize there would be this many civilians around. He began rapidly taking note of each person that passed, making quick calculations of how to pivot or direct his marines to avoid innocents getting caught in crossfire. Fixated on that particular danger, he began directing small movements about every thirty seconds: telling this marine to move three feet left, that marine crouch down, everyone stop while I check this corner…



The tension that naturally arises from micromanagement was beginning to mix with the more routine first-patrol jitters. Mark had orders to rendezvous with the old platoon sergeant, who had stepped out with his patrol before the sun had come up. They were set to conduct a joint patrol in the crowded marketplace to help the new platoon get oriented to the area. They were late. They had to hurry.



Mark's eyes darted around the street. Still busy. He decided to take a chance. He pumped his fist in the air twice, directing the squad to follow him quickly. His eyes shot quickly down side streets as he passed, wincing at the possibility of an ambush, as he didn't have time to properly clear the way before crossing.



His heart was pounding as he huffed into the open air market. 



Looking around, he noted a similar number of marines to his own little group, maybe 14 or 15, scattered around the space. Mark signaled to hold his own marines in place, and he began looking around to find his counterpart, the platoon sergeant preparing to rotate out. He hadn't met him yet.



Two marines broke from the loose group on the other side of the market and began to cross the market to meet him. They both had dirty uniforms, and seemed unnaturally thin. 



It looked like the year had been rough on them.



Mark squinted at the rank insignia set in the upper center of their flak vests. It was hard to tell from across the market street, but one rank was clearly bigger than the other. Squinting, he was able to see three chevrons on the marine on the left. Sergeant. Probably his counterpart–the departing platoon sergeant. The other insignia was noticeably larger. Mark squinted again. Three chevrons, and two curved lines (rockers, they call them) beneath. 



Shit. Company level NCO. Three chevrons up, two rockers down. Gunnery sergeant.



Anyone who has ever been a marine, knows a marine, or knows anything about the US Marine Corps knows an unwritten rule high on the list of those few, unwritten, cardinal rules of Marine life.



Never, ever, ever fuck with a gunny.



Mark nodded in acknowledgment and walked to meet them. He only made it a few steps before an explosion thundered in the distance. Then another. The ground rumbled in sympathy.



Mortars. Overhead, indirect fire.



Fuck. 



Mark whirled around to his marines. "Incoming!!! Cover!" He shouted. Instantly the whole squad scattered, darting all across the far side of the market: crouching in doorways, behind display tables, wherever they could find cover. 



The civilians in the market stopped, staring at the scene. Half the marines in the market were crouched, preparing for imminent danger. The other half seemed unmoved. Mark, himself crouched next to a stand selling pills, began to notice the incongruity, along with the panicked look in some of the civilian's eyes. He looked over to see the gunnery sergeant with his hand over his sunglasses, looking disgusted. The platoon sergeant wore a huge grin.



Fuck.



Mark stood up casually and turned to the squad. "All clear. Return to position."



The marketplace hummed back to life as the tension relieved. 



In that moment, Mark would much, much rather have his body shredded by a mortar than to walk the remaining dozen steps to meet the outgoing platoon sergeant and company gunny. 



Fuck.



"Morning Gunny," Mark said sheepishly as he approached. "I apologize for that. That was…not great."



The skinny platoon sergeant burst into laughter. 



Mark broke into a nervous grin. The company gunnery sergeant, a lean, mean looking man in his late thirties shook his head gravely. Mark's smile dropped off immediately.



"Jesus. Fucking. Christ, kid. What the hell was that?" The gunny growled.



"I apologize, gunny, that was all me. Not used to all the sounds out here."



"No shit you're not. We've got a mortar firing position in a base about 300 yards north of here. That sound was us, shitwit. There's a lot of boom booms out here, and at least half of them are us. Learn the fucking difference."



"Aye, gunny." Mark yielded, sheepishly.



"I ain't got time for this amateur Call of Duty shit! I don't want to hand off to a fucking amateur improv group! We're goin' home in a week. Look at us! We look like…fucking…anorexic Ken dolls! We need food. We need beer. We need pussy. You fuck that up for me or anyone in my company, I will take away your goddamn birthday, sergeant. I will fucking end you."



"Understood, gunny. I promise it won't…I won't…"



"You get that jumpy in a public place again," the gunny growled over him, "you spook the locals like you just did, you're gonna fuck up everything we're trying to do here. Everything we've spent the last year doing here. Everything some of my guys went home in boxes for. I don't care if you are the size of a goddamn tractor…I see you twitch under fire like that again, I will find a stepladder, I will set it up, I will climb it, and I will skullfuck you. You get me?"



"Understood, gunny. It won't happen again."



The salty gunny paused, seeming to chew on his own words. Mark caught a slight twitch in his left eye.





They were silent for a few moments. The gunny seemed to be thinking about something else, and the platoon sergeant on the left opened his mouth to rescue his new colleague. 



He didn't get the first word out. The older gunny shot him down.



"Shut the fuck up Jones. I'm not done with him yet."



"Aye, gunny." Sergeant Jones took a half step back, indicating he wouldn't interfere.



"Listen kid…it's your first day, and…I'll say this: Your guys fucking moved when you ordered. Moved with a purpose That's a good sign. Don't lose that. But you have to be the cool head, but you need to keep that level of control at the same time. They need to trust you and fear you at the same time. They need to know you got power. A shit ton of power, enough to kill them or get them killed. They gotta fear you more than the enemy, and respect you more than their own goddamn fathers. They gotta know that you'll get their back when shit goes sideways, they gotta want you to have that power. And they gotta trust you with it. They gotta fear you and trust you at the same time. Fear and trust." He held up crossed fingers, symbolizing the intertwined nature of the imperative. "Fear and trust. You get me?"



"I do, gunny." The words hit home to Mark. He knew the gravity of his position beforehand, but this…



Shit…



This wasn't just a middle management job. This was life and death.



"Good," the gunny said. "Keep your head on a swivel, but keep cool. Only go hot when you need to. You'll be alright." 



"I appreciate that, gunny."



The gunny laughed in disbelief, looking Mark up and down. "Jesus, you're a big one. Thought they stopped makin' 'em that big." He elbowed the junior sergeant, who started to smile again. "Allright Jonesie, show this colossal, jumpy motherfucker where the bathrooms are. And all the other shit around here."



"On it, Gunny…what's your name again?"



"Rein. Sergeant Rein."



"Rein? My name's Jones." He extended a gloved hand to Mark. "Welcome to Kandahar."



* * *



4:15.



The clock on the nightstand indicated he would be home any minute.



Megan, still dressed in the business suit she wore to the courthouse, hummed happily to herself as she picked stacks of neatly folded clothes out of a laundry basket and placed them into drawers. Rowdy and Chopper, a black lab and a collie mix rescued from a shelter two years ago watched her intently as she worked. She had two stacks to go when she heard the door open downstairs. The dogs leaped to their feet and scrambled down to see.



Megan smiled as she heard Jared's voice pitch high in excitement as he greeted the dogs. The well-known sound of marine boots made their way up the stairs, down the hall, and into the bedroom. 



Jared, dressed in dark green camouflage, was startled to see Megan as he turned into the bedroom.



"You're home early…" he said.



"Yeah, I took off a couple hours early."



"Everything okay?



"Yeah, everything's fine." She smiled, then placed the last stack of folded clothes in the drawer before shutting it.



"Okay…what's the occasion?" 



"The Corelli case."



"The one that starts next week?"



"Yeah. He took the plea deal."



Jared's eyes widened and he grinned. "No shit? I thought you said they were gonna drag it out forever…"



"Yeah, they filed some bullshit delay motion, and I could tell the judge wasn't having it, so I just…let him have it."



Jared's eyes narrowed playfully. "You made that guy your bitch, didn't you."



Megan smirked. "Yeah, kinda."



Jared walked briskly over to his wife and swept her into an embrace, spinning her around the bedroom. She giggled in delight, kicking her feet into the air, still in black pumps, before setting her down. 



They held their embrace but leaned back to kiss. Megan kissed her husband deeply, holding the back of his head in place with her hands until she was done. Then, breaking the kiss, she pulled her elbows down so that her hands rested on his shoulders as he held her around the waist.



"Congratulations, Meg. This is huge for you. I know you wanted to nail that guy."



"Yeah, well, the boss was happy. Gonna get 5 years federal prison, and full restitution. Little old ladies gonna get at least some of that pension back."



"Meg-justice…" Jared grinned and kissed her again. "Kids home yet?"



"No, they're going straight from camp to JJ's game. Camp van is taking them. And everyone on JJ's team, I guess."



"The game's at 7, right?"



"Yep."



"So we have…two hours and forty-five minutes before we have to be there, right?"



"Yep."



"Oh, hell yeah. We're gonna celebrate…" He kissed her again, holding the kiss as their tongues began to dance. 



"Hold on for a minute, there…" Megan broke the kiss and leaned back again. She ran her hands slowly down his shoulders and over his collar bone. Passing down onto his chest, she uncovered two large, black rank insignia pinned to the lapels of his jacket.



Three chevrons up, two rockers down.



Her hands went further, down his chest, running her fingers across the embroidered name tapes above the pockets. 



The left tape read: "US MARINES." 



The right read: POISSON."

 

Megan stopped, holding her hands flat on her husband's chest and looked up at him.



"You know I love you, right baby?"



Jared grinned. "Shut up…you know I know it."



"Okay, good…because I have to tell you something." Megan reached up and bopped his nose playfully with her index finger. "And you can't get mad. Okay?" 



"Okay…" Jared answered apprehensively.



"I'm feeling pretty excited, you know, about my news?"



"Okay…" 



Megan leaned in and gently kissed Jared again. Then again. Then she began gently caressing his chest again as she looked into his eyes.



She spoke quietly, but above a whisper. "I've got a little date tonight. I'll make it to the game, though."



Jared breathed in sharply. "Really?"



Megan nodded, smiling. "Yep. I texted Mark. He'll be at his place at 5."



Jared began kissing her passionately. "Really? No shit? You texted him?"



"Of course, sweetie. You know his new girl called things off, and I thought he could use some company. And I could, you know, use some company too. To celebrate. I thought it'd be nice to, you know, be available for him."



Jared's cock began to harden in his pants.



"Oh my god, Meg, I need you right now. Get on that fucking bed."



Megan laughed and shook her head. "You know the rules. Gunny." She leaned back further as her hands found their way down his stomach until finding the hem of his jacket. She lifted it up and began to undo the black nylon belt holding his pants up.



"But I think I might know something that might help…"



Jared let go of her waist and caressed the soft bronze skin of his wife's face. He leaned forward, bending at the waist, and kissed her. "God, Meg. I love you…" he whispered.



She giggled again, unbuttoning his pants and pulling them down below his thighs. She reached into the fly of his boxer shorts and pulled him out, still passionately kissing his lips as she did.



"Hold it for a minute there…" she said playfully. "I wanna see…"



Jared stood up straight as Megan squatted down to be at eye level with Jared's stiffening cock. She took it, gripping the excited member with her right hand. It was thick…thick enough for her fingers to barely touch as she gripped it, and extended well past the circle made by her forefinger and thumb. 



They had measured once, playing a game very similar to the one they played now. 7 inches long.



"Yes," Megan said quietly, looking up at her husband. "Yes, it's a nice one. But we both know Mark's is bigger."



Jared's cock twitched at her words. She smiled to herself, standing up. 



"So since we've got a little time before JJ's game…I think I'd like some sex. I'm certainly in the mood." She flipped her hair playfully behind her. "Riding the high of my big news, I'm in the mood to, you know, ride…



Jared looked helpless as Megan let go of his penis and turned to walk out the door.



"Wait…" he said, gripping his stiff cock.



She turned around. "Yes?" She asked innocently.



"Can you…"



"Oh, right…" Megan answered, her tone suggesting she had forgotten something. Something obvious. 



Something trivial. 



Routine.



She made her way to their dresser and took out a small squeeze bottle of lube. Then, applying a small dribble on to her husband's desire, she replaced the lube in the top drawer, then carefully ran her fingers around him, applying the lube evenly.



"Is this what you want?"



Jared nodded helplessly.



Megan gripped him firmly and began to stroke slowly. Jared's head fell back, reveling in the warm feeling of his wife's grip.



"So…" she said quietly. "Did you get your transfer orders today?"



Jared's head snapped forward again, and he looked quizzically at her. "Yeah, why?"



"So, it's official. You're going to be Charlie Company's gunny?"



"Mmm, that feels good. Yeah, we knew that was coming…why?"



"I'm just checking…"



"Okay…"



The wet smacks of a lubed penis being stroked slowly were the only noise in their bedroom for a few minutes.



"So…" Megan spoke up a little louder this time. 



"Yeah?"



"So I guess Mark got his orders today too?"



"I think so…not sure, haven't talked to him…mmm…yeah…"



"Okay."



Sklurp. Snck. Sklurp. Snck.



"So…Mark's officially your commanding officer now?"



"Not officially, there'll be a ceremony. But basically, yeah. Why?"



"Just curious."



Sklurpsncksklurpsncksklurpsnck



"Oh, baby…yeah…just like that. Yeah, keep going, just like that. Please…"



Megan began to smile as she saw the clear signs of Jared's crisis brewing. As he began to swell in her hand, she looked up into his eyes. They were still closed, soaking in the sensation as his breathing quickened.



"Jared."



He opened his eyes to meet hers. Her eyes, a rich brown with deep wells in the center were calm. Confident. Maybe a little arrogant.



He had trouble answering between his increasingly erratic breaths. "Yh..yeahh?"



"I'm gonna go fuck your commanding officer…"`							



* * *



Two weeks had passed since that jumpy, embarrassing first patrol. The old unit had rotated out, vacating the patrol base to be occupied by third platoon. 



Sergeant Rein was pacing the inside of the patrol base. The base itself was not large. Maybe the size of a mid-sized gas station lot. It was enclosed by excavated dirt stacked end to end in pallet sized boxes made of grated metal and rough cloth. The walls weren't towering–maybe 9 feet tall, maybe a little bit more in places, and the towers that cornered it weren't so much towers as they were square plywood boxes lined with sandbags.



It stopped bullets, but it wasn't pretty. 



It was like living in a dirt prison. One where, if you escaped, you were likely to be killed, or captured, tortured, and then killed anyway. 



Approaching the northwest guard tower, Mark met Corporal Arnold coming down the ladder.



"Arnie."



"Hey, sergeant. What's up?"



"Everything locked down for the night?"



"Yeah, we're squared away."



"Who's on now?"



"Longman, Jett, Smith, and Novak."



"Longman looked like shit today. He sick?"



"I think so, yeah."



"Pull him off. Put someone else up there, have the doc take a look at him. I need him rested tomorrow."



"I was going to. I don't have enough guys." Arnold shrugged helplessly. "And Longman said he didn't wanna fuck anyone over. He said he'll gut it out."



"Really."



Arnold nodded. 



"Okay, fair enough. But have him check in with the doc as soon as his shift is over."



"Aye, sergeant."



They parted, and Mark made his way around the wall, checking the other towers. 



Satisfied that the guard was adequately scheduled and staffed, he returned to the command center.



Command center. It sounded cooler than it was. Really, it was a little mud house with a generator outside of it. It had three rooms: One held the ammunition, one had a floor-to-ceiling map of their assigned area, and one was where the platoon commander and platoon sergeant slept. 



Rooming with Lieutenant Macintosh. Jesus. 



Mark would have preferred to have roomed with Bin Laden. 



"Evening, sir."



The lieutenant was wearing only shorts and socks, stretched out on his cot. Clearly distracted, he had his laptop open on his chest, an unwrapped candy bar jutting sideways from his closed fist. "Hey, Rein. How's it going."



"Everything's secure, sir. Guard shifts are laid out, nothing to report."



"Okay."



"If you don't mind me asking, sir, where'd you get the candy bar?"



"Care package from my girlfriend. Well, one of 'em. Mail came earlier."



"Mail came?" Mark perked up. "First I heard of it."



"Yeah, it was while you guys were out on patrol. I found mine there. The rest are piled in with the ammo."



Mark rolled his eyes as he walked briskly to the outer door. Stepping one foot outside, he barked out, "Mail's here!" The two tents holding the rest of the platoon emptied out instantly as the mud house was swarmed with eager marines. 



"Linkin. Frenchie. Get in there and pass that shit out."



He stepped back inside to his room and put on his flak jacket, helmet, rifle and other combat gear. Then, sidestepping the frenzied mob shoving each other in order to grab the small, uniform postal boxes from the hands of Mark's designees, he headed to the northwest tower and climbed the ladder by himself.



Private Longman was seated, eyes facing out toward the darkening flat landscape. Quiet night.

 

"Longman."



He shot up and stood nervously. He looked pale. A little shaky. "Evening, sergeant. All clear, nothing to report."



"Good. You're relieved."



"Um, okay…who's relieving me?"



"Me, dumbass. Go talk to the doc, get something for whatever the hell this is, and go right to sleep. You can stop and get your mail on the way, but no fucking around."



Longman smiled gratefully. "Thanks. I mean, thank you, sergeant."



"Whatever. Get out of here." Mark answered gruffly, avoiding eye contact as Longman shuffled by him and down the ladder. Mark stepped into his place, preparing for four hours of staring into blank space. 



They never attacked at night. They'd bury their little dollar store landmines at all hours of the night, and that was always something to keep an eye out for, but the departing platoon sergeant had assured him. Don't worry. They never attack at night.



Twenty minutes passed before Mark felt the rudimentary tower jiggle slightly as someone climbed the ladder up. He checked his watch. His relief wasn't due for another three hours.



"Hey, man." Jared climbed into the space with him.



"Hey, Frenchie. Get some mail?" 



"Yeah. Something from my mom, and Meg sent me a package." He handed him a package of peanut M&M's. "Meg said these were for you specifically."



"Hey, thanks man…" Mark said gratefully. "How's Meg holding up?"



"No idea. Says she was bored and decided to start studying for something called the LSAT."



"No shit?"



"Yeah. I guess she's thinking about going to law school. Since I'm gonna be gone the whole next year, I guess something's gotta keep her busy."



"Well, she's crazy smart, man. I'm sure she'll do great."



"Yeah, she will." Jared hesitated. "She's scared, though. Really scared. About us. I don't know what to say to her. All this deployment shit is new to her, too."



"Yeah, new to all of us."



They sat in silence for a moment. Mark tore off a corner of the candy package and squeezed a piece out, popping it into his mouth.



"Hey, I was gonna talk to you tonight anyway, before you decided to jump in for Private Pukes-a-lot. You got a minute?"



"Yeah, take a look," Mark said, gesturing to the open desert. "I got nothin' but time. What's up?"



Jared hesitated. Finally, he grimaced and began to speak quickly.



"You gotta get up out of my ass, man. You've just gotta. This micromanaging shit… And not just me, Arnie, the other guys…you're losing the respect of everyone."



"What the fuck are you talking about?" Mark's head jerked back, surprised.



"You're out on every patrol. Every single one, and you're completely running shit. Your squad leaders are totally superfluous. Look, I know what happened that first pump out. I was with you. We were all embarrassed. No shit, man, if I was in your shoes, I would have made the same call, and would have looked equally stupid. But you're not going to get respect back by just…fucking…being up everyone's ass every second of the day."



Mark cocked his head ominously. "Who the fuck do you think you are, Frenchie? I don't know if you forgot the basic rank structure of this thing we're doing, but this…" he gestured to the three chevrons pinned to his flak jacket, "This doesn't take orders from this!" He reached over and slapped at the two chevrons pinned to Poisson's uniform. 



"Yeah, no shit. That's why I've waited so long to talk to you. It's been two weeks. Twenty patrols have left this base, and you've led every one of them, totally undermining your squad leaders, and pissing everybody off."



"Fuck you, Frenchie. You don't know what you're talking about. I've got a responsibility…"



"So do I!" Poisson raised his voice, then quickly looked around, hoping nobody heard. He dropped his voice to mitigate the force of his accusation. "So do I. So does Arnie. So does everyone here. I know we have a shit lieutenant and you feel you have to carry him. But you don't have to carry everybody. And by the way…you don't know more than we do about this…this is your first time out just like mine. Just like everybody's"



"Enough!" Mark snapped at his friend. "I will delegate when I feel it's time to delegate. If I don't see my squad leaders taking initiative, then obviously…"



"You don't see because you're not looking, shithead! You're doing it right now!" Mark's face reddened as Jared continued. "Don't you think Arnie was on his way back to gear up and do exactly what you're doing right now? You really think you're the only one who can take a shift for the team? Now you look like the hero and Arnie looks like an asshole. Like he wouldn't step up so his platoon sergeant had to. And every goddamn step I take outside the wire, I can't look out for my guys…I can't look out for the enemy…I have to look at you! I have to be constantly checking my shoulder or radio to see if I'm allowed to put one foot out ahead of the other!"



Mark's already pronounced jaw was slowly pulsing as he grit his teeth. 



Realizing he'd gone too far, Jared stood up and began to walk out. "That's all, just think about it."



"Corporal Poisson."



"Yeah?" He turned around. Mark was standing to his full height, glaring down at him. "I didn't dismiss you."



Jared took a deep breath, then sighed. "So that's how it's gonna be?"



"That's how it's gonna be. I don't need a best friend. I need my marines to respect my authority."



Jared turned to face him, then placed his hands behind his back,elbows out, and feet shoulder width apart. 



Parade rest. A symbolic posture, signifying submission to rank. 



Mark waited in silence for a moment as his fourth squad leader stood patiently. Then he spoke in cold, curt tones.



"Tell Arnold if he wants to step up, he can tell me what he wants to do. I don't want to have to guess what my subordinates are thinking."



"Tell him yourself."



"Excuse me?!?" Mark leaned down and put his nose millimeters away from Jared's. "Care to try that again?!? Corporal?"



Jared didn't flinch. Now it was his turn to clench his jaw. "Aye sergeant. I'll convey the message." 



"Good. Dismissed."



Jared briskly broke the parade rest pose and turned to step down the ladder. Halfway down, he paused, looking up at Mark, now fully towering over him.



"It doesn't have to be this way, man."



"Here…" Mark growled, throwing the nearly full bag of peanut M&M's down the ladder. It sailed past Jared, exploding on the ground below. Brightly colored candies scattered in all directions. 



"You can keep that shit."



* * *



Megan, still dressed in her courthouse clothes, sat on the front steps of unit 50 in the officer and staff NCO's housing. Jared, now a gunnery sergeant, could have gotten a spot in this complex to be near his best friend. But Megan and Jared preferred finding their own housing, generally avoiding areas that were too densely populated with career marines. Enlisted men and women, and frequently their spouses, were occasionally uncomfortable and sometimes even hostile to a professional working woman like her. Not all of them, of course, but enough to make it weird to live too close to it. And Jared liked to leave work at work. It was hard enough having a family in the corps. A little distance on nights and weekends was good for them. 



She felt a little silly sitting on the steps like this. She had arrived right at 5. Mark didn't like her to be late. 



She looked at her watch. 5:10. She looked up to see him striding quickly through the complex toward her. Toward his condo. She stood up to meet him.



He was wearing his service uniform–the equivalent of a business suit. Dark olive trousers, a khaki shirt. An array of rectangular ribbons neatly pinned above his left breast pocket. Two silver bars pinned to his lapels, and the jaunty garrison cover, also sporting two silver bars.



She waited until he was within whisper range before acknowledging him.



"You're late…" she said with a low voice.



"You know where the key is," Mark's voice matched her curt tone, just a full octave lower. "Let yourself in."



"I shouldn't have to. You shouldn't make me wait."



"I didn't text you to come over. You texted me. I've got shit to do. I'm busy."



"Well, maybe, fuck you then…" Megan's voice began to rise in pitch. "Maybe I'll just leave."



Mark stuck his key in, then opened the front door. "Get in the fucking house."



"No. I'm leaving."



"Get. in. the. house…" Mark growled.



Megan glared at him, then silently walked through



It was immaculately clean as always. Megan noted a thick book on the coffee table. She squinted to see the title. Against the Day. Thomas Pynchon.



She turned to face Mark as he closed the door behind him and put his keys in a little bucket next to the door.



"So…" he said slowly. "You want to have fun, or you just want to bitch at me some more?"



"Who the fuck do you think you are?" She raised her voice. "You can't talk to me that way."



"Yeah? Stop me." Mark responded, matter of factly.



Megan burned with indignation. She leaned forward and shoved him. 



He barely moved. 



She shoved him again. 



Same result.



Mark's angry look cracked momentarily, and a brief smile flashed on his face.



Megan caught the look, then broke into giggles herself. She leaned into a third shove, to little effect. "Shit…this isn't working at all…"



Mark giggled back, then tried to force his face into an angry stare again. "Come on, stay in the moment. Use your body. Come on…come at me."



"Fuck you, you oversized asshole!" She threw her shoulder into his chest, and he stumbled back into the wall. 



He regained a stable stance, then began to walk menacingly toward her. "Are you serious with this?" 



Megan's heart began to beat faster as the larger man towered over her. 



He smoothly reached forward with both hands to grip to the button line of her blouse, then yanked both hands outward forcefully. The sound of a dozen buttons ripping from their mooring was quickly followed by a dozen little plastic ticks hitting the hardwood floor. 



"What the fuck is wrong with you?" Megan demanded. 



Mark was staring at the exposed skin visible now that her blouse hung open. She wore a plain white bra today. Pretty conservative. Looks like she had no plans when she got dressed this morning. Other than a day at the office.



Megan gestured at her ruined blouse in outrage. "What am I going to wear now, dumbass? Leave it to some oversized imbecile like you to just…just…"



"Jesus Christ, woman, don't you ever stop talking?" Megan's eyes widened. She wound up and slapped his face. Taken aback, Mark raised his hand to his face, unsure of what just happened.



Megan smiled to herself and she wound up again. This time, Mark caught her wrist, gripped her fingers, and put her in a firm wristlock and twisted it down. She yelped in surprise as the hold forced her to one knee.



"Enough." Mark growled. "Both knees. Now." Fear flashed in Megan's eyes as she looked up at him. He let go of her wrist. As she clutched it painfully with her other hand, he grasped a handful of her shiny, dark hair, twisting it until her face looked up at him.



Mark spoke in an even, measured, but deep tone. "I don't want noise in my home. I want quiet. You''re going to stay nice and quiet down there. Understand?" He firmly shook her hair. She nodded silently.



"Good."



He reached up to his zipper with his free hand and pulled out his penis. Already hardening, Megan's eye dropped to see it near her face.



"Look up at me." Mark's voice was firm but quiet. "The prelude is over. You had your fun with our little play. Now it's time to do what you came here to do. Understand?"



Megan nodded again, the look in her eyes shifting. Some fear was still there, but a more stable look tempered it. 



Trust.



He let go of her hair, but continued to lightly grip the back of her head as she straightened her kneeling posture. 



"Open your mouth." Megan opened her mouth, holding absolutely still. Mark lifted his cock between her lips. She began her gentle ministrations, bobbing slightly back and forth as he hardened further, as he filled her mouth more.



"That's better. Now you're being a good girl."



Megan didn't respond, but began to lean forward slightly to grant Mark access to her throat. 



Chlk. Chlk. Chlk.



"Excellent. Now, isn't that better than fighting? Doesn't it feel good to do just what you're told?"



Chlk, Chlk, Chlk



Mark felt the resistance drain from Megan's body. The obvious tension of her day began to melt out of her as he gave her firm but gentle commands, as she focused simply on obedience.



On his cock.



"Take off your top."



Megan, holding Mark stock tentatively in her mouth, quietly pulled open her destroyed blouse and shrugged it off until it fell behind her. Then, reaching behind her back, she unclasped her bra, again shrugging it off as it fell forward onto her knees.



"Straighten your back. You know I like the look of your breasts when your back is straight."



She straightened up, shuffling forward so she could continue to take him deeply while keeping her back straight.



"Good girl. Now, put your hands behind your head."



Megan complied, removing all visual and physical obstacles to her breasts, and ensuring that Mark could control the pace, rhythm, and depth of his cock in her mouth without resistance or interference..



A symbolic posture of submission. 



Mark reached his large hand behind hers, fingers laced together behind her head, and began to guide her movements.



"That's better. You know what I like to see. Now, get back to it. No hands, I'll tell you when I'm ready." 



Chlk, Chlk, Chlk





"Listen to me, Meg." 



Her eyes rose up. 



"You're going to swallow the first one, and then we're going to go upstairs.Do you understand?"



Chlk, Chlk, Chlk



* * *



"Echo five Romeo, this is Echo four Papa."



Mark turned his head to the radio handset attached to the shoulder strap of his flak vest. He tapped the key.



"Go ahead."



"We've got a suspect line here. Not sure if we should move forward or reroute. Please advise."



Suspect line. Usually that meant some indication of an explosive device. A line of freshly dug dirt, or a wire sticking out of a doorway. Something out of place that might spell trouble.



"On my way." 



The platoon was conducting a routine patrol of a small village about a mile from their patrol base. The departing platoon had told them that marines hadn't been there since the first month of their deployment. That nothing ever happened there. 



Mark had convinced the company commander, Captain Wolfe, that the lack of patrols likely meant that enemy forces could either be hiding or storing weapons there. That it only made sense to check it out. See what was there. They had been there a month, and found nothing. No engagements with Taliban fighters. A couple found IEDs, which they promptly called in and which were promptly defused by disposal teams. Pretty boring so far, really.



Mark didn't think much of it, but he definitely didn't want to leave anything to chance. He was, however, still a little leery of interacting with Jared, who had found the "suspect line."



Mark made his way from one alley to the other–he had two squads walking parallel down two adjacent alleyways, checking in on houses within and between the two units. Coming around the corner, he saw Jared standing with one of his fire team leaders. He gestured to Mark to look toward the ground.



A straight line of freshly dug and replaced earth spanned the alleyway. It seemed to run under the outer wall of one of the houses, then disappear on the other side. Mark signaled to the platoon's interpreter, a paid local, and instructed him to knock on the door of the house and ask if they knew what it was. A short conversation followed.



"He says it is power cable, they just did repair on his house." The interpreter explained.



"Okay. You believe him?"



"Yes sir. He showed me the plug it runs into."



"Good. Okay. Good looking out, Corporal. Carry on." 



"Aye, sergeant," Poisson answered flatly, signaling to his team to move further up the alley. Mark dipped between the houses to return to second squad with Corporal Arnold, when two loud pops rang out.



Shit. That was definitely gunfire. 



Mark sprinted toward Corporal Arnold, who looked back at him from the front of the line and shrugged. Mark turned around and sprinted back, keying his radio as he ran. "Fourth squad. Report!"



The radio crackled, but he only made out the word "contact" and "east side." The voice was Jared's. Definitely elevated. This was real.



Fuck.



Mark burst around the corner to see Jared and his squad covered down around the opposite corner of a house. Small puffs of dust popped out of the wall concealing Jared and his squad. 



They were definitely being shot at. 



Mark looked across the alley to see the only house the fire could be coming from. Little puffs of smoke were visible from the side of the window. 



Mark sprinted across the open way and squatted down next to Jared.



"Anyone hit?"



"No!" Jared shouted back over the gunfire. "We were turning down this way anyway, we just covered here."



"Good!"



Jared hesitated for a second, then admitted: "I don't know where it's coming from. Just across the way…I don't know where. Can we get eyes on somehow?"



"It's the house with the blue door!" Mark shouted back. "I saw it when I was crossing…"



He turned to each of the fire team leaders and shouted directions. 



On his signal, Jared would lob a grenade round through the open window and first fire team would breach the corner and move toward the north corner. Second team would provide suppressive fire into that window. Third team would follow Mark and Jared into the house to clear it. 



Mark then told everyone to get ready as he shouted into his radio for second squad to cover the other side of the house in case the shooters came out the back. Jared loaded a grenade round into the launcher mounted underneath his rifle barrel, and nodded his readiness to Mark. Mark looked around to visually confirm with each of the team leaders, who nodded in affirmation.



Fear was loud in every eye.



Mark held out his fingers to indicate a three, two, one count, and they exploded into action. Jared popped around the corner, fired the grenade which sailed through the open window, then crouched immediately back down out of sight. A second later, a deafening explosion gave the signal. Four marines sprinted around the corner to the north side of the house while four more moved directly toward the open window, firing as they walked. Mark, Jared, and the other fire time sprinted to the blue door. Mark raised his foot forward and slammed it into the thin metal door near the knob. It clanked open, bouncing off the wall as Mark breached the house. The six of them quickly and methodically cleared each room in the house, finding the room with the open window empty, but with a large trail of blood leading toward the back entrance.



More gunfire.



"Down!" Mark shouted, and they dropped to their faces. The gunfire continued for about ten seconds, then stopped. 



"Up!" They jumped up again, and continued clearing. "Second squad, report!" He shouted into his radio, his breath heaving from adrenaline.



"Two hostiles, one of them pretty badly hurt. They came out shooting, we took 'em down. You guys in there still?"



"Affirmative. Hold your fire. We're coming out." Mark signaled toward the back entrance and they walked out. Two AK-47 assault rifles were lying, useless, next to two dead men who tried to kill his marines. Mark breathed a sigh of relief. He leaned back into his radio, switching channels.



"Command, this is 3-1. Come in."



"3-1, this is command. We heard something from your direction. What's your status?"



Mark gave a brief report, then waited as the information was conveyed to the commander. After a moment, the familiar voice of Captain Wolfe came over the line.



"3-1 this is command. Sounds like you popped your cherry. Good work."



"Affirm. We're going to do some slow clearing of the village now. Looks obvious that it's hot, over."



"Negative, 3-1. Hold your position. We've got eyes on you from the air, looks like there's some more movement to the north of you. I'm sending first platoon to support. We need to cover the whole area. Stand by, don't move, we've got air support on the way too. Just hold."



"Roger."



Adrenaline pumping and breathing heavily, Jared and Mark allowed a brief smile to break between them as they caught their breath. 



* * *



"I love your sheets…"



"What?"



"I love your sheets, they're so comfy…"



Megan stretched her arms and legs out to resemble a starfish, luxuriating in the feel of the crisp, new, gun barrel blue sheets. "They feel new."



"Yeah, I ordered them about a week ago. Just liked the color."



"Well, good purchase, captain." She turned toward him on her side and snuggled up to him, extending her left arm and leg over his body. 



They were naked together, relaxed. Their breathing had only a moments earlier returned to normal. Both relaxed, the tension drained out of them. A serene glow was apparent on Meg's face. 



She had taken what she needed from her lover.



Mark broke the silence. "JJ's game's at 7?"



Megan nodded, and he felt her affirming nod on his chest before hearing her response. 



"Yeah.7. You want to come?"



"Sure, sounds fun. He's the only one playing?"



"Yeah. Marky's got practice, but no games this week."



"Oh. Marky doing any better on his team?"



"He's fine, he's just…he's hard to get along with. He got in trouble with his coach because he brought a book to the outfield during practice. Just sat down in the grass and stopped paying attention, apparently. I guess a fly ball almost hit him."



Mark chuckled. "He's a bookworm, like his mom."



"He's a pain in the ass, like his dad…" 



Mark stroked her hair quietly.



"So, did you get your orders yet?" Megan asked, matter of factly.



"Yeah, cut this morning. My report date is July 1. I'm assuming Jared's is, too?"



"He didn't say, just said he got them. But I think so."



"I hope so." Mark sighed.



Megan propped herself up on her right elbow, the flat of her left hand still resting on Mark's bare chest. Mark was briefly distracted by the momentary sparkle of her wedding and engagement rings. 



"Why? Something wrong?" Megan asked, squinting slightly.



"No, it's nothing. Just…it's my first command. I'm a little nervous. I'd just like to have him with me when I check in."



Megan looked concerned. "I don't think you have anything to worry about, Mark. You're the picture perfect officer. Seasoned, deployed, decorated, a mustang…shit, handsome as hell. Hung. All the goods. They're going to love you. You'll distinguish yourself immediately. You always do."



"Yeah…" Mark sighed.



Megan laid back down, resting her head on his chest and lightly running the pads of her fingers up and down from his mid rib cage to his iliac crest.



Just like he liked it.



"The thing is…" Mark started.



Megan waited as he formed his thoughts.



"Hmmm?" She goaded.



"The thing is, Wolfe's the CO again. But battalion level this time. And I know you remember how I left the last time. No way HE doesn't remember that."



Megan paused to consider before responding, continuing to gently rub his chest the way she knew he liked. 



"Look," she started. "I know you left with a bang, but that was years ago. And don't forget…Wolfe called you. You didn't call him. He wouldn't have reached out if he wasn't over it. No way he would give you command of a whole company if he didn't fully trust you."

 

She propped herself up on her elbow again, looking right at him. His eyes were fixed off in the distance, but he was listening intently. "You really have nothing to worry about, Mark. I'm serious. You're just being hard on yourself."



Mark didn't respond. She grasped his chin with her hand and turned his face toward her. 



"Mark. Look at me. You've got this. Okay?" She leaned down and slowly, gently kissed his mouth before leaning back up on her elbow. 



Now Mark was holding eye contact, his brow slightly furrowed. She leaned forward and gently kissed him again, holding the weightless kiss for a few seconds longer, then leaned over again. She stroked his hair with her free hand as his features softened. 



"And my man's got your back, captain. Believe it."



One more kiss.



"We both do."



She smiled warmly at him before laying her head back onto his chest.



"What time is it?" Mark's chest rumbled. Megan strained to look at the clock on the nightstand. "6:14. Why?"



"Just asking."



Meg leaned up to look at him again, pausing as they caught eyes again. "You want more?"



"Do you?" Mark cocked an eyebrow.



"You know I'm up for it, Cap."



"Yeah. Only…less rage fucking maybe?"



Megan smiled and rubbed his chest again. "You need some love, Achilles? A little affection?"



"Maybe. Kinda. Yeah, a little."



Megan smiled again and rose up to her knees, then extended her left leg over Mark's waist. Now straddling him, she leaned down and began gently kissing all over his face, her obsidian hair falling all around his head. He kissed back, soaking in the affection. His cock began to stir again as Megan kissed his lips lightly, pulling back after every few kisses to look into his eyes.



Her eyes were a rich chocolate brown, a beautiful accent to the richer, only slightly lighter tone of her skin. She scooted back a few inches and reached behind her to lightly grip his now erect member. She rose slightly and wiggled as she slid it into her body, finding little resistance after the spirited events of the previous hour. Wiggling slightly more, she sighed deeply as it disappeared inside her, filling her.



"Just you and me right now, Mark. No games, no worries. Just you and me together, okay?" She intoned affectionately. Mark nodded silently, holding her gaze.



Megan sat up straight, throwing her hair behind her and began rocking gently back and forth on top of her lover. Her eyes dulled in pleasure, her naked torso now illuminated as her posture opened her front to the light. 



Mark instinctively reached up with his right hand to feel her breasts. After two children, her lovely C cups remained intoxicating to him. Remembering fondly the first time she exposed herself to him in a little rented house in the woods, nearly a decade ago, he ran his fingers up, over, and around her breasts. 



Megan tilted her head forward, smiling at his attention, and caught sight of a small scar on the underside of Mark's right forearm. Her smile faded, and she reached over to touch it with the pads of her fingers.



"I wish you wouldn't do that…" Mark said, breaking the breathy silence.



"I'm sorry. I know. I just…"



Megan leaned forward and found another scar, just on the ridge line of his chin and gently kissed it, then kissed his lips again.



"It's important to me," she insisted quietly. "To us."



She sat back up and placed his hand on her breast again. "Take what you need. Just talk to me. I'm here for you right now…"



Mark groaned and began thrusting upward to meet her. She quickly set her hand down on his chest to stop him.



"Easy big guy…I've got this one. Just let me take care of you, okay?"



* * *



The news of Mark's rapid, flawless response with his first firefight spread like wildfire. Not only back at the patrol base where his platoon knew him, but all through the company. Everyone knew that the rookie sergeant got two enemy KIA, clearing a live fire house in under two minutes with no injuries to his own people. 



Even the salty senior marines, the ones who had deployed three, four, five or more times, had to admit they were impressed. 



Pretty good for a rookie.



Pretty good for anyone.



But that wasn't even the big news. The big news was, after ordering first platoon to assist in clearing the village, Captain Wolfe had radioed in full hearing of the whole company that the chain of command for the short afternoon operation was to be directed by Sergeant Rein, not the higher ranked, more experienced Staff Sergeant Jiminez.



Mark suspected it was simply because he was more familiar with the terrain, the layout of the village and houses, that sort of thing. 



Nobody else suspected that. 



Mark had to move quickly, but he couldn't prep the whole operation himself. He turned one squad east, one squad west to do a snap recon of the area and return with a plan to utilize 8 squads instead of 4. They were ready in an hour when first platoon arrived. 



Staff Sergeant Jiminez met Mark with a smirk.



"Well, kid…you cleared your first hotbox. Let's see how you do with a whole village."



Mark, struggling to not show his apprehension at the sudden assumption of a higher level of command, simply laid out the plan with his colleague, established a shared radio channel, and within minutes 8 squads were fanning out to clear two dozen odd streets. Most of the local civilians, having heard the earlier firefight, had all moved west to the far side of a poppy field under the shade of some pomegranate trees. 



The operation was flawless.



Three hours later, four more houses were found stocked with weapons, explosives, and opium nesh. Each of the houses were occupied by hostiles waiting in ambush. First platoon cleared two, and Mark's third platoon cleared the other two. 



Mark called in the battle damage assessment as the sun began to sink toward the horizon.



First platoon: Two engagements. Roughly 15 minutes of exchanged gunfire each. 2 enemy killed, 1 captured. One friendly casualty, mild–dislocated shoulder as one of the marines tried to batter open a door.



Third platoon: Two engagements. Roughly 5 minutes of exchanged gunfire each. 3 enemy killed, 3 captured. No friendly casualties.



Company command took the report in a businesslike manner. But even Jiminez was impressed.



From there, Third platoon was first to be tasked in new, unexplored areas. They were efficient, thorough, careful, and ruthless when needed. Each of Mark's four squad leaders rose to become confident combat leaders under his direction. 



A month passed, and the star of Sergeant Mark Rein began to rise. Other platoon sergeants began to visibly respect Mark, and even defer to him. The battalion commander, Colonel Chen, stopped by their patrol base to congratulate him and shake his hand. There was even talk of a meritorious promotion.



The rise of Mark's reputation had a footnote. Things stayed frosty between the platoon sergeant and his fourth squad leader. The confrontation in the guard tower had ruptured their easy association, and Jared clearly felt that Mark was more interested in rank than friendship. 



Mark was at a loss as to how to mend it. Unfortunately, to his mind, friendship simply could not take priority. If his longest friendship and his billeted responsibilities to his unit and mission couldn't exist in the proper priority to one another, friendship would have to go. He simply shifted his tone and approach to Corporal Poisson–no longer given the moniker "Frenchie"--to match that of the other three squad leaders. Probably better that way, he thought.



But Jared showed himself highly competent too, albeit in a less visible fashion. His squad was always the neatest, leanest, and quickest to report and to move when ordered. His own wiry frame made him particularly useful to squeeze through tight spaces or bend around tight corners to check if the coast was clear. A new nickname rose through the platoon for him: "Gumby." It seemed to fit. Most of the time he seemed to be a pretty chill guy, and flexible in more ways than one. 



When promotion recommendations came around for review, Mark made sure to put his estranged friend forward as a candidate. He just didn't tell him.



It was weird.



A week or so after the village clearing operation, when it became clear that the spat between friends was deep enough to suggest permanence, Mark quietly deleted the "Achilles" folder from his own laptop. He felt bad that he had shared such a level of intimacy with his subordinate's wife. He knew it was stupid at the time. He knew he should have just resisted or outright refused the strange offer. Now, Mark wished he just hadn't done it. It might have made things less awkward when they had a falling out.



Once a week or so, Mark could slip over to the company HQ and use the laptops at the morale tent. There, it took his whole body weight to hold down the smile on his face when he saw Molly Cohen's name as the sender of an email. Writing back every week, he shared his successes and his insecurities. She responded with enthusiasm and empathy, and her excitement at his successes gave him permission to be proud of himself. She even let Lucy and Max send him a message once. 



It was nice. 



Without fail, he would leave the morale tent smiling broadly. 



He did not, however, tell Molly about his falling out with his best friend. She didn't know about him, anyway. And what could she do? Probably best not to bother her with it.



On a morning patrol with third and fourth squads, the group was moving on the outskirts of the town, with an open field in front of them, and small orchards on either side. Small houses intruded on the full view of the orchards. 



The morning was quiet, however. None of the usual signs or marks of a firefight. 



Mark was engaged in dealing with one of those unavoidable irritations of deployment life–trying to re-attach his handset to his radio when one of Jared's squad members tapped him on the arm.



"Hey sarge. I think I see something. That treeline over there."



Mark continued to fiddle with the handset. The damn thing was always coming unplugged. 



"Gimme a sec." Failing to reconnect the wire, he finally gave up and let it hang down from its holster on his shoulder. "Fuck it. Where? Show me."



The marine pointed to the west toward the bigger orchard. "Looks like someone's crawling around over there. Looks shady."



"All right, let's get eyes on. Poisson. You see what your boy sees?"



"Negative, sergeant," Jared said, straining to look. "I got a house in the way."



"We're coming to the end of the street. Think you can slip around one of these houses and get a better view?"



"Aye, sergeant." Jared motioned for his squad to fan out and cover him. All eyes and rifles found a line of fire through the gaps between houses as everyone kept an eye out for the suspicious movement. Jared found a low wall, about 4 feet tall, situated between two tight rooftop awnings. He motioned toward Mark and gave the signal for a boost. Mark moved over, then crouched down, his body concealed by the half wall. He laced his fingers together next to his raised knee so Jared could step into his cupped hands and walk right up to the wall. His skinny frame fit perfectly between the awnings, and he leaned forward to look out over the west side orchard. Mark remained crouched behind the wall, avoiding exposure as he carefully watched for Jared's signal.



Out of the corner of his eye, something moved. He turned his head just enough to see a man, crouching in the east orchard, taking aim at Jared's back. 



"Contact, east side!" Mark boomed with his full voice. Everyone turned around quickly except Jared, who was still wedged between the two awnings. Mark stood up to full height, grabbed Jared's belt loops and yanked with his whole body weight to throw Jared off the half wall and onto the ground just as the frantic pops of gunfire began. Mark heard two loud cracks just as Jared's startled body hit the ground and lay motionless.



Mark reached for his rifle, which, dangling from the sling around his flak jacket, had become tangled in the disconnected cord of his radio handset. Cursing, he reached down and quick-drew the pistol off his leg and fired off at the shooter. Emptying his entire clip, he saw the crouched man slump over and lie still. 



"Report!" he shouted into his handset.



Still detached.



Shit.



Mark's eyes darted around the street. Fourth squad was with him, all 12 crouched behind the corners of houses, looking for more shooters. Some had spotted them and were returning fire. Third squad was about two hundred yards down the street. Hearing the gunfire, they had begun to run to help. 



Mark looked closer, about four feet away, and saw Jared's still body haphazardly crumpled on the street.



Shit.



He ran over and shook him. 



Nothing. 



He rolled him on his back, then checked his pulse, then his breathing. 



Pulse good, breathing, good.



He noticed a spot of blood near his collar bone. 



Shit. 



"Poisson, wake up. Get up. Goddammit, get up!" 



No response. Third squad was getting closer, but still not in range. Fourth squad was holding. Nobody else was down. Mark grabbed the handset on Jared's radio out of the holster and called in the attack.



"Company, this is 3-1, we have contact. East from our position. How copy, over."



"3-1 this is company, we acknowledge contact. What do you need?"



"I don't know. They're in an orchard, we can't see how many. Sounds like at least 4 or 5 Maybe more. We have partial cover. Can you get eyes from the air?"



"Stand by 3-1, we'll get eyes on."



Mark knelt by Jared. It didn't look like the blood spot was getting bigger, but two new blood stains had appeared closer to his neck.



Mark called for a medic, then turned to check again. Third squad had arrived. He pointed furiously to the open spots in their defense and ordered them to hold the opposite side in case the ambush came from the west too. The squad leader nodded acknowledgement and directed his teams. Mark checked Jared's pulse again, then dropped the magazine from his pistol and reloaded. 



The medic rushing toward him unexpectedly dove to the ground and covered his head. Perplexed, Mark turned to look behind him.



Another man  with a gun had rounded the corner of the house and was taking aim. Mark whirled around and drew his pistol, firing again. The man ducked behind the corner out of sight. Knowing that he was exposed and standing near an injured man, Mark was clearly holding the weakest part of the line, He squatted down and pulled Jared by the collar up to a sitting position. Then he looped his left arm under Jared's armpits and stood up. Jared's head, arms, and legs dangled forward as Mark pivoted, standing sideways with his pistol arm pointing toward the dangerous corner and the limp frame of his former friend facing away behind him.



The man peeked around the corner again, aiming and shooting down the street. Mark was completely exposed to the fire, but the man, too, was exposed for long enough for Mark to let off a half dozen rounds. The man crumpled forward into the street. Mark carefully backed toward the rest of Jared's squad, still holding their injured leader. The sound of helicopters began to rise from the distance, and Mark called a ceasefire. They heard their attackers disappearing into the orchard.



Mark's adrenaline was hot enough to make his head explode. He could hear the blood flow in his ears, and he began to feel light headed. He gently set Jared down on his back again and knelt next to him, trying to wake him up.



"Poisson. Get up. Get up. Frenchie, get up. Get up! Come on, man…"



Jared began coughing erratically, then his eyes popped open, disoriented.



Mark exhaled for the first time since he saw the first shooter. The helicopters got louder, and communicating with his stunned fourth squad leader became even harder. 



The medic, kneeling on the other side of Jared, opened his bag and pulled out gauze and reached for Mark. Mark leaned back, indignant.



"Don't touch me, asshole!" He shouted, barely audible over the helicopters. "Check him. He's bleeding! Look…" Mark pointed to the blood splotches on Jared. There were more than two now. At least five.



The medic shouted again, but the roar of the helicopters drowned him out. He reached for Mark's face, and Mark slapped his hand away. Mark pointed angrily at Jared again, trying to redirect the medic's attention. The medic responded by pointing to his own face, touching his right cheek near the jawline. Mark squinted, then realized what the medic was trying to indicate. He reached up to touch his own face and returned his fingertips covered in thick, dark blood. He looked down to the ground and saw large splotches of blood on his pants, his flak vest, and the ground all around him. A few more had landed on Jared, still dazed on the ground.



Now knowing what the medic was indicating, Mark inspected himself further, surprised to find his pistol, still gripped in his right hand, also covered in blood. He lifted it up sideways to inspect it, finding the sleeve of his right forearm saturated with a deep red, almost brown stain. The roar of the helicopters reached a peak, and was topped with the sound of high speed machine guns spraying metal into the orchard in front of fourth squad. 



He could still hear the sound of his blood vessels in his ears over the roar of the helicopters and the gunfire. A distant, persistent ringing accented the sound as his vision dropped into a still, quiet blackness.
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"Thanks for the ride!"



Jordan waved to the car as it drove off. Lacy, the girl whose encounter with chewed up gum had literally knocked her onto the floor, had noticed Jordan walking away from the church after their youth meeting ended. Her mother, a single mom who sang in the choir with Jordan, had finished with the women's group and, on noticing Jordan walking, offered to drive her home. Tired from a long day of school, vocal coaching, and a horrifically awkward sex talk with teenagers and a pearl clutching malcontent, Jordan was more than happy to accept a ride home. All she wanted to do now was relax…



She had told David she would be home between 8 and 8:30. The proffered ride had cut her commute down, so she was a little early arriving home. 



She looked at her watch.



7:45. 



Still a late dinner, but she was looking forward to eating, cleaning up, and falling asleep with her man. Maybe after a little fun…



Walking up the hall to the front door of their apartment, Jordan reached out for the doorknob with her left hand, rifling through her purse with her right for her keys. To her surprise, the door was unlocked. 



She turned the knob and walked in. 



David was seated on the couch facing the open laptop. His basketball shorts were pulled down over his knees. The unmistakable sounds of a woman moaning in pleasure emanated from the speakers. 



She froze in the door as David furiously tried to salvage the scene. Tucking his penis back into his pants, he quickly slammed the laptop shut. The moaning continued to rise from the laptop speakers for a few seconds.



Then, silence. 



David's face turned deep red, and he clenched his lips together as he stood and pulled his shorts up to his waist. 



Jordan stood in the doorway, clearly in shock. Gathering herself, she stepped into the apartment and shut the door behind her.



David stood up to meet her. His face a deep firetruck red, a small tent of fabric awkwardly dented one side of his shorts, betraying a persistent erection.



Jordan also turned a deep shade of red. She dropped her school bag in front of the door, stepped over it, and walked briskly by her husband, turned down the hall, and disappeared into the bedroom, slamming the door behind her.



A few seconds passed, and she heard David's tentative knock on the door.



"Jordan…honey, can we talk?"



She didn't answer. She crouched into a corner of the bedroom in the fetal position, covered her mouth with her hand and began sobbing silently.



"Jordan…baby, I'm sorry. I really am sorry. 



Jordan's shoulders shook as she buried her face between her knees.



"Honey…I know…I screwed up. I just…I'm sorry. If you want to talk, I'm willing to talk about this."



"Just talk to me, honey…"



"Honey?"



"Jordan..?"



* * * 



Vibrations. Full body vibrations.



It started with just an awareness of feeling. Then, the darkness faded into dim, blurred colors. Then some shapes began to emerge against the colors. Somebody, standing over…a person…in some kind of weird outfit…a tan jumpsuit…



The vibrations increased in intensity. They buzzed through Mark's whole body, causing a deep hum to saturate his skull.



It was the closest he could come to hearing. There was noise, and he was hearing something, but it wasn't anything he could pick out of the din. It was less like hearing, more like drowning in a waterfall of sound.



The shapes got clearer. A surgical mask. A flight helmet.



He shifted his eyes in the other direction. Another person, same jumpsuit, holding on to a metal bar above him.



The sounds got clearer. The unmistakable sound of helicopter rotors roaring over all. 



The medic with the surgical mask saw his eyes open and leaned down to shout in Mark's ear.



"YOU'RE GONNA BE OKAY! LOST SOME BLOOD! GOING TO SURGERY, BUT WE STOPPED THE BLEEDING!"



The masked man leaned back up to standing position and gave a thumbs-up with inquisitive raised eyebrows.



Mark nodded weakly, then let his head drop.



It was cold here. Did anyone have a blanket? It was like…really cold here. 



Mark mouthed the words "I'm cold." Nobody saw him.



He began to shiver. Trying to move his arms, he had hoped to mime the sign for "cold," by grasping his opposite arms and shaking slightly, but he found both arms bound to a gurney. He lifted his head up to see an IV line filled with blood draining into his left forearm. His right forearm was a mass of gauze, elbow to fingertips. He couldn't feel it.



He still had his undershirt on, but he didn't have his flak vest, his overshirt, gloves, none of that. He wondered where they'd gone. It would be a bitch to get new ones out here. Jesus. The paperwork. The explanations. The stern lectures on responsibility. 



But he realized he couldn't really feel the absence of his protective gear either. He had trouble feeling anything. Just a general…tingling. More in his arms and legs. He had to lift his head up to see himself to notice that layers of clothes and protective gear, which he had carefully donned that morning before leaving for the patrol, were gone. 



He couldn't feel much, really. Just cold.



Morphine? It was probably morphine. Felt..dull.



His body broke into another involuntary shiver. This one was noticed by the medic, who reached behind him and produced a small square of plastic with silver contents. A space blanket. He produced a knife, cut open the package, and spread the blanket over the patient.



Mark nodded gratefully, sleepily, to the medic as his head fell back against the gurney. The people faded into shapes, the shapes into colors, and the colors into blackness again.



* * *



"Jordan?"



dok dok dok



A few gentle taps on the bedroom door indicated that David's confidence was tentative, at best. He was as terrified to talk to his wife as she was to open the door. 



Jordan had moved from fetal position in the corner to laying flat on the bed, eyes fixed on the ceiling. She couldn't get away from the image burned in her mind: her husband, seated and leaning back into the couch, eyes fixed on the open laptop screen, shorts around his knees, and the nub of his stiff penis pinched between his thumb and first two fingers.



"Jordan?" 



dok dok dok



The quiet sobbing had run its course, and now Jordan found herself navigating the raw, hollow feeling of emotional aftermath when the high tide of outrage had subsided.



Jordan looked over at the nightstand clock. 



8:45. 



It had been an hour since she had caught David playing with himself in the living room. While looking at other girls on the internet.



She wasn't naive. She knew David touched himself sometimes. Men in their twenties? They couldn't help themselves. 



Still.



She was naive enough to assume that it was her body, her looks and personality, her sensuality freely imparted to David multiple times every week, that was the only engine of her husband's arousal.



The very body, looks, personality and sensuality that she was looking forward to sharing with David tonight.



Jordan sighed, wiping her eyes. If things were otherwise, this exact moment could be the exact opposite it was now. She could have been snuggled right here, right now, in this very bed with the man she loved. 



Instead, she was alone.



She could have given and received sweet, hungry kisses, and he could have felt up and down her body and held her close. 



Instead, they were on opposite sides of a closed door, on his side an air of anxious uncertainty and shame, on her side, crying.



He likely would have kissed gently down the front of her torso, licking and teasing, until he pulled off her panties and employed his tongue in a lively dance with the electric button between her legs. A button he was more and more able to find lately.



He might even give her an orgasm. He had done it before…he was getting better at it. And best yet, he would wait until her body fully worked itself out–released the tension, the tightening and the crisis–and then he would climb up next to her again and kiss her deeply and hold her close again. 



Then, in the haze of deeply felt love, she would have asked him to climb between her legs and take her. He would have trembled with excitement. As he always did. Fumbling about trying to line up his penis with her opening, he would gasp and she would sigh as he found his way inside. He would enjoy himself, and she would luxuriate in his pleasure before he trembled more deeply, this time in sexual exhaustion.



She would fall asleep warm, relaxed, happy, and in love.



These were the kinds of thoughts she had hoped inspired her husband's arousal. Not some balloon breasted bimbo from the internet. 



The hollowed emotion began to fill again, this time with insecurity and indignation.



Am I not enough for him? Is my body not everything he needs? 



No. I'm his woman. I'm the one that arouses him. No one else.



The thought of David staring gape jawed at the laptop screen while some double D cup Playboy model made virtual eyes at him turned her stomach. 



She felt sick. And angry.



Stewing on these thoughts for a moment, she rode the wave of indignation. 



She would never. No way would she cast eyes toward another man for arousal. 



But that wave dried up quickly as she caught herself. The heat of indignation slowly subsided for a while before it, too, hollowed out and left her depressed. 



Her thoughts turned inward.



Obviously there was some amount of hypocrisy in her evaluation here. Some moral impasse to be navigated. 



An unpleasant, if necessary task. 



Her memory drifted back to the first talk. The first talk where she had mentioned Mark to David. It was innocent enough. She didn't quite remember how the conversation went. 



In fact, the whole process leading up to her first time with him was a little hazy. She had written letters dramatizing the exchanges for David's benefit, but she tended to embellish to cater to her husband's weird proclivities. The reality of the process was far different.



That first conversation, where she mentioned Mark to her husband, she didn't even know what she was feeling. Probably nothing. She was simply recounting an experience, telling David about her day. In retrospect, her talk about meeting with Lieutenant Rein (Lieutenant at the time) seemed routine, but she noticed that David's eyes were a bit wide as she told her story. 



Looking back on it, her tone may have been…a little effusive. Unconsciously bubbly. Excited. 



Nothing came of that talk, of course. But subsequent conversations seemed to map the same emotional territory: an excitement that was hard to suppress or to hide. Mentioning her interactions with Mark, although those interactions were purely collegial, just felt a little different. Her voice would lilt a pitch or two higher, laughing a little more easily as she remembered some joke they shared. David's reactions were consistent. His eyes would widen, then look down.



She caught on to that reaction after a while, realizing that she might be sending the wrong impression to David. She felt the need to assure her husband that there was no attraction between her and this man. Just class business turning into a passing friendship. Colleagues who shared nothing more than responsibility for a sneaky, if not particularly clever student-cadet.



She had, at one time (she couldn't remember when), hastened to make that clear to David. That she was not attracted to Mark, and that he had absolutely nothing to worry about. 



This time David's reaction was memorable. She had said that, and his eyes had widened, then shifted down as before. But this time she had followed his falling eyes and reached for his hand to grasp, reassuring him that she would never have eyes for another man. As she grasped his hand, she felt his stiff penis just underneath, straining against the fly of his pants.



Shock didn't begin to describe that feeling, but, trying to stay in the moment, she suppressed it. She held focus on reassuring David. He had nodded gratefully and had stammered out his appreciation and love. 



She had kissed him gently to return the love.



It wasn't until a few weeks later, when, out of the blue, he asked about Mark, that she saw his erection again. Unwilling to sweep the issue under the rug, she casually reported on her last few Platonic interactions with the Marine officer, then checked to see…yep. 



There it was again, fighting not to be seen just on the left side of his zipper. 



She confronted him about it. He parried the question, made excuses, tried to initiate an intimate touch. She hadn't let him. Finally, backed into a corner, David admitted that the thought–and the thought only–of her being both attractive and attracted to a handsome man was surprisingly arousing to him. His eyes had widened again, then fallen, and his hand descended to hide the excitement of his shame.



With data in full view, so to speak, Jordan had done what any self-respecting psychology professional does at that point. She looked into it. Starting with peer reviewed journals, then books by sex therapists and researchers, then a few narrative and advice blogs on the internet produced by self-proclaimed hot wives (an interesting moniker that suggested a high opinion of themselves, she had thought at the time) that engaged in a consensual infidelity kink described under various labels, the most prominent one being



Cuckolding.



As she came to understand the mechanics and rough psychological drive of the kink, Jordan studied David for signs. When she asked him about it, he admitted to the various proclivities that marked him as an aspiring cuckold. She had to take some time to adjust to this reality, not quite sure what it meant for their relationship.



For instance, all the while buried in research, Jordan found herself terrified and enraged in shifts–convinced that on some level, David wanted to sleep with other women. That the arousal he felt amounted to a smokescreen. A moral faux-projection, an act to convince her to be unfaithful so he could then pressure her for the same privilege to enjoy other women. 



Furthermore, the more research she read, the more muddied the pragmatic morality of the issue seemed to become to her–many of the studies she read were peppered with all the hallmarks of weak, tendentious methodology: poor sampling, mixing quantifying and qualifying analytical criteria, an over-reliance on anecdotal data. And more. 



Reading anecdotes, case studies, articles…she began to draw her own tentative yet professional conclusion: The whole practice seemed to be a kind of relationship death-drive, a desire to play hot-potato with a live grenade that threatened to blow up the relationship by ripping apart monogamous behavioral and ethical norms. 



Thus, fully aware that such a live grenade was threatening her marriage, i.e. knowing that David had some strong attractions leaning into the fetish, she sat down and had a talk with him. 



She explained that she didn't want him to feel ashamed or scared, that he could tell her anything, and that even though she would never, ever stray from her marriage vows, that they could do…other things. Things that could scratch his itch, without pulling the pin on the grenade, so to speak.



The first dirty talk scenarios soon followed. Just generic hypotheticals, improvised narratives about a chance meeting with a handsome movie star. Kissing her, or grabbing her tush. 



David never failed to find quick arousal. His reactions were strongest when she held eye contact and pinched his penis while she narrated the scenarios. 



Later, she found stronger reactions as the make-believe encounters moved away from movie stars and toward handsome but faceless strangers with random names. Sebastian. Troy. Jose. Mark.



The last one really was an accident. 



Or at least she thinks it was. 



Hard to know what subconscious factors were at work when that particular fantasy encounter found a name. 



Oddly enough, that time, as she laid on her side, clad only in a bra and panties and facing her husband, she had only begun to pinch his penis, lightly stroking it. The fantasy itself was still in the opening paragraph, so to speak. Just recounting an experience while on vacation in Hawaii (she had never been), where she met a man named Mark working behind the counter at a surf shop.



The name had caused David's eyes to roll back, and soon she felt her fingers grow warm with a thick coating of semen.



Another curious piece of data. 



This was easily the most she had ever seen. David was usually not a mess-maker when he finished–just a couple of drops. Easy to mop up. She remembered at the time being surprised, but also very aroused at his reaction.



Thus, "Mark" made his way into the fantasy rotation over the next month or so, and it was only a matter of time before "Mark" became Mark. A man Jordan actually knew, and a man who seemed to make her laugh or smile subconsciously–just a little easier than normal.



It was dangerous territory. But David, too shy to admit it, clearly craved it. 



And Jordan was reveling in the newfound ability to drive her husband bonkers. 



Each time he would leak into the pads of her thumb and fingers, she would giggle to herself, and deeply kiss his exhausted face. He seemed to be in heaven. She loved to carry him there.



The scenarios got more graphic, and inched closer to reality. Make believe narratives were replace with plausible hypotheticals:



"What do you think Mark would do if I just walked up to him and said I wanted to try him out in bed?"



"I wonder if Mark's penis is bigger than yours?"



"I wonder what Mark's penis tastes like?"



Each hypothetical sent David into paroxysm. 



Each of David's paroxysms caused Jordan's heart to leap with satisfaction and arousal.



She felt good that she had found her husband's pleasure button. She also felt good that she was the center of his fantasy world (so much for that…).



But she also refused to admit that she, herself, liked the hypotheticals. That they weren't abstract exercises. That her hand would find its way between her legs on occasion when contemplating these same hypotheticals. And others.



And this led her to the admission she had danced around–the one she was avoiding at all costs in this little trip down memory lane. She admitted that there was a time…a time in between that first talk–where she agreed to pursue his fantasy as long as it stayed fantasy–and the second talk–where they gave each other trembling consent to take that last terrifying, taboo step through the door of David's real world cuckolding–a time when those hypotheticals…



Weren't actually hypothetical.



David didn't know, but…some of the things she wondered out loud about…some of the hypothetical fantasies, the what if's…



She already knew.



Jordan, rolling to her side, returned to the fetal position, the wave of silent sobs rising again. 



High tide.



* * *



The surgery was far less dramatic than Mark had imagined. Fully conscious, he was carried by the medevac team into a surgical tent at the main provincial air base. There, he was met by a trauma team. 



A nurse tried to get the story of his injury from him.



He couldn't remember much. He remembered seeing an insurgent firing toward his unit, and he fired back, but with his pistol for some reason. He remembered calling into company HQ, but on one of his squad leader's radios, he couldn't remember why. 



It didn't seem right.



He also remembered Jared lying on the ground, motionless.



Fuck.



Mark immediately began panicking, asking where Jared was. 



If he was on the same medevac chopper. 



If he was alive or dead. 



The nurse assured him they were apprised of Jared's injuries, that they were minor, that he had gotten knocked out but was otherwise fine. Just a little dazed. 



Mark dropped his head back in relief, holding still in a foggy silence while the nurse unwrapped the gauze around his arm, and unpacked the gauze under his chin.



A middle aged man in uniform–a senior officer–approached the gurney and spoke directly to Mark.



"Good afternoon, Sergeant Rein. My name is Commander Hunter. I'm a surgeon. It looks like we're going to need to get some metal out of a couple places, but other than that, it just looks like stitches. We'll do X-rays later to make sure, but you are a very lucky man. Nothing vital got hit.



Mark, still cold, tired, and foggy, didn't have the wherewithal to respond. He felt a new needle pricking his right arm near the crook of his elbow, then on the other side of his forearm. Then he felt the nurse prompt him to open his mouth, where another needle was injected into his gum, behind his lower right molars. Within a few moments, the right side of his face was numb, as well as his arm. 



A morbid fascination drove Mark to watch the surgeon as he used long, thin forceps to dig into the flesh of his forearm and extract several small, red metal shards. Each one was dropped into a metal cup with a pointed clink.



After the senior officer was satisfied with the extraction, he deftly stitched up the wound and applied fresh gauze, covering a significantly smaller area. He then moved up Mark's torso and began to examine his jawline. 



Mark could feel the strange pressure one feels when one is numb as the forceps grasped onto more debris where his neck met his jaw. These small shards, too, were dropped into the tin, but made a slightly different sound: a drier, less metallic click as opposed to the metal-on-metal clink of the bullet fragments.



Weird.



The surgeon seemed to be taking more time on this part, and kept shining small lights around Mark's face. Eventually, he indicated to one of the attending nurses, who left the room and returned with another senior officer. He, too, shined lights on his face until they nodded solemnly to each other. The second officer left the room and the first began stitching up his face. 



When he finished, Mark felt himself crashing again. The fear, or morbid curiosity, whatever it was, seemed to hold his attention enough to keep him awake during the surgery, but now he was slipping under the waves of morphine again. He felt the gurney begin to move as his vision faded into black.



When he woke up, his head was much clearer, and the first thing he noticed was stabbing pain in his forearm. 



Fuck. It hurt.



A nurse working nearby waved someone over, and the surgeon walked over and smiled. "Well, Sergeant, good to see you're awake. How are you feeling?"



Mark groaned. "My arm hurts, and I have a taste of metal in my mouth."



The doctor nodded. "Well, both of those things will go away, that's the good news. We got all the bullet fragments out of your arm. I couldn't find any in your jaw, but I did find some very small bone shards. Looks like the bullet just took a tiny bit of bone but didn't leave any metal behind. We confirmed it with an X-ray after you fell back asleep."



"Bullet fragments?"



"You don't remember? You were shot, sergeant. Twice. Looks like they both hit your chest plate, one bounced into your arm, the other up past your shin. Thirty degrees difference in that bounce angle, you'd be a dead man."



"No shit?"



Doctor and nurse both laughed at his stoic incredulity. "Yeah, no shit, sergeant."



"Okay, cool. So when am I better?"



"Shouldn't be too long, actually. And you're fully ambulatory. You can walk out of here, hang out at the morale tents, wait for your flight to Germany, and they'll check my work at the hospital there. Then you're going home."



"What? Home? How long was I asleep?"



The doctor laughed again. "Not that long, but you were wounded. We can't return you to duty like this."



"My platoon…"



"Your unit has a plan to adapt, someone will take your place."



"No, you don't get it, doc. I can't." Mark's eyes began to widen with panic.



"It's okay, sergeant, you were wounded. No one will blame you or think less of you. You're a hero."



Mark began to shake his head in protest, then stopped as a stabbing pain in his jaw shot through him like lightning.



The surgeon grimaced. "Take it easy with that. I'll be sure to inform your command that you expressed a desire to return to the front. That will look really good on your fitness reports. This won't hurt your career, I promise."



"Fuck the fitness reports reports, man…I mean, I'm sorry…uh…fuck the fitness reports, sir…"



The surgeon smirked in admiration. "I admire your dedication, Sergeant Rein. I really do. But your family will really want to see you after what happened. You're going home, and I'm afraid that's final. Those are my orders."



Mark stared straight ahead, furious, but unable to talk or fight his way out. 



The surgeon waited for a moment, then tried to soften the blow. "If you'd like, I can bring you a phone, you can call your family."



"I don't have a family," Mark answered gruffly.



"No family at all?"



"No, my mom died, I don't have any siblings. I don't got nobody."



"Do you have a friend at home you'd like to call? Maybe a girlfriend or something?"



Mark briefly thought about calling Molly, then rejected the idea. This "deployment girlfriend" thing…it wasn't real. It was just a game. No way she could take it that seriously. Certainly not seriously enough to deal with a situation like this. Now that he was really injured, he couldn't put that on her. What could she do? She'd just feel obligated to…but then how could she even…but then…



No, it was a terrible idea. He shook his head silently.



"Well, who's your next of kin? Who's listed as your emergency contact, life insurance beneficiary?"



Mark started as the realization hit him.



"Sergeant? Who do you have listed as your next of kin? I'm sure the Red Cross has already informed them…"



"Megan. Megan Rodriguez-Poisson."



"Who is she to you?"



"My…my best fr…my fourth squad leader's wife."



"Okay, would you like to call her?"



He shook his head.



"Are you sure?"



He wasn't sure if it was the morphine, the pain, the frustration, the powerlessness he felt in the situation, or more likely some combination of all of those things, but Mark surprised himself by snorting impotently. Tears began to run down his cheeks.



He closed his eyes to signify the end of the conversation. The surgeon nodded silently, motioned to the nurse, and they and left him alone.



* * *



"Hello?"



"Hi dad, it's me."



"Hey Jojo! I wasn't expecting to hear from you tonight! To what do I owe the honor?"



"Oh…" Jordan trailed off momentarily. "No reason really. Just checking in. How's mom? How's everybody?"



"Mom's fine, everyone's fine. You want to talk to her?"



"No…" Jordan stopped herself, realizing she had answered too quickly. "I mean, not right now, I actually want to run something by you, if you have a minute."



"Okay…I'm listening. Shoot."



Jordan instantly recognized her father's pastoral voice. The voice he pulled out of the tool box when someone was distraught, confused, or even combative. The voice he used for her during her childhood "wrap ups," on occasions where she would get in trouble (which were rare), where after her punishment they would talk about what she did. They always ended with her being assured that Jesus and everyone still loved her, that it's okay to make mistakes as long as you say your sorry and try to make it better.



In short, it was the tone of voice that clearly knew something was wrong. Despite her attempt to present a casual tone, he had clearly picked up on it. 



She should have known.



Jordan took a deep breath. "I had something happen tonight, and I'm a little disturbed, I wanted to know what you thought."



"Okay." He started to sound nervous. "What happened?"



"Well, last Sunday I was approached by a woman in our church. Mrs. Deleuze. Ugh. She's in charge of the girls' youth group. She said she wanted some help with the Bible study this week."



"What ages?"



"Teenagers, I think they're all between like…twelve and sixteen."



"Okay. What did she ask you to do?"



"She asked me to help with her Bible study on moral purity. She said she wanted my help because I'm studying developmental psych, and I said okay even though I'd never done anything like this before."



He laughed gently. "No one's ready for that kind of thing."



Jordan smiled to herself and continued. "So I get there tonight, and the lady in charge kept talking over me. She was super harsh, and it was obvious as soon as she started that she just wanted to scare the girls, and she wanted me to back her up. Just pure fear tactics."



The Reverend Simms sighed. "Oh. Well, hellfire and brimstone is tried and true. People with weak imaginations love to use that stuff. It will probably never totally go away. Sadly. So what did you do?"



"I kind of tried to temper what she was saying for a minute, but she kept running over me when I would try and take the temperature down a notch. So finally I just kind of just…put my foot down and took over. She went and got one of the pastors, and it turned into a whole thing…"



"Oh wow…" he groaned. "I'm so sorry! What happened when the pastor came in?"



"She actually got the emeritus pastor, old, retired guy but he always comes and fills in sometimes. He was actually very nice and supportive, and said I was doing it right. The other lady got super mad and left."



He laughed again. "Well that's good, at least. I bet you'll get some dirty stares from her next Sunday. But you know, Jesus got dirty looks from…"



"Jesus got dirty looks from mean people all the time." Jordan finished her father's sentence, allowing another brief smile. 



"It's a badge of honor, Jojo. Sounds like you did good. I'm proud of you."



Jordan's smile widened and she looked down bashfully, a warm feeling entering her heart. "Thanks dad."



"Seriously! Don't feel bad about that stuff! You do the right thing, and let the mean people do what they do, and give it time to let love win. Keep your head up."



"I know dad," Jordan answered, the nervousness creeping back into her voice. "But it wasn't just that."



"Okay…"



Jordan paused and took a breath. "So one of the things this other lady did was a kind of object lesson. She had a little plate with a bunch of gum on it, and there wasn't enough for everybody."



"Okay…"



"So when she runs out of gum to hand out, one of the girls says she didn't get a piece, and so the lady pulls a piece of gum out of her mouth and shoves it in the girl's face!"



"Ugh, gross!" The pastor began to laugh.



"Yeah, right?" Jordan's voice lifted into her father's laughter. "The girl was so freaked out she tipped over in her chair!"



He laughed harder. "Oh no! Was she okay?"



"She was fine, and then the lady was all like…wow, I'm such a good teacher…"



"What was the point of that? Chewed gum in the face? That doesn't make sense..?"



"Well, this is the thing that's bothering me." Jordan's tone returned to gravity, and her father sensed it. The laughter subsided and he waited, clearly listened intently.



"She said that a girl who has sex before she's married is just a chewed up piece of gum that nobody wants."



"Oh." He sounded disheartened. 



"Yeah. That's when I kind of took over."



"Yeah, that was the time to do it, Jojo," He said, reassuring her. "That's a really hurtful analogy."



"Have you ever heard of that before? I know I haven't."



"No, sweetie, but you were raised in my church. You know we don't do stuff like that. But…yes, I've heard of teaching and preaching tactics that are kind of like that."



"Well, I wasn't sure what to do with it. I basically told the girls that girls aren't gum, and that Jesus loves them no matter what."



"That's perfect, honey. That's what they should walk away with. Good job."



"But Dad…the analogy is sticking in my mind. I can't seem to shake it off. And if I can't stop thinking about it, I'm worried the girls might really start believing that they're…you know…chewed up pieces of gum. Or at least that they will be."



Jordan heard her father breathe in deeply, then sigh. "Okay, well, time to go to work on it then, right? We've done this so many times. When you find a metaphor in the Bible or a sermon, what are you supposed to do?"



"Test it."



"Exactly. So, what are the strengths of the analogy? What works about it?"



"Well, umm,  it's…I don't know, potent? It's simple but it punches hard. Like you feel it in your gut."



"OK, good start. What is the feeling? What do you feel in your gut?"



"I feel like…I don't know. I feel like I might be gross. Or, used up. Or if I do certain things, then I'll just…I don't know, I'll just be chewed up? And nobody will want me?"



"Okay, so it works rhetorically. It seems like it's supposed to. But dig in a little more. What's the difference between gum before and after it's chewed?"



Jordan thought for a moment. "I guess everything? Shape, feel, texture, taste. Everything changes."



"Can it go back to how it was?"



"No, it loses its flavor and you have to throw it away."



"So when a young woman isn't a virgin anymore, is there the same before and after effect? What do you think?"



"I don't know. I think there's a real psychological and developmental difference between a young woman before and after she becomes sexually active."



"Is she totally different? Does everything change? Like before and after chewing gum?"



"No. I don't think so."



"Looks like it doesn't quite work then."



"I get that, Dad. But I don't think it has to actually be true. It just has to feel that way. I think women can feel like they're chewed up and spit out after...you know, certain relationships, some situations involving sex."



"I think you're onto something here, honey. Chase that idea. You said, 'some' situations. So in some situations they don't feel like that?"



"Yeah, I think it's case-by-case."



"Tell me more. What kinds of 'cases' make a woman feel like a chewed up piece of gum?"



Jordan paused to think. "Obviously cases of violence, abuse. Rape, incest, stuff like that. Situations where manipulation is involved, or where they're told lies to convince them into doing things. Toxic situations. Or wherever they feel used. Spoken for instead of spoken to, that sort of thing."



"That makes sense. Could I use the word 'objectified?' Would that cover the scenarios?"



"Maybe. I'd have to think about it."



"How about we put it this way, honey. Can a piece of gum choose to be chewed?"



Jordan's eyebrows lifted. "No."



The reverend waited a moment for his daughter to think. She was a marvelous thinker, and he could always tell when she was nearing a breakthrough. Then, he spoke again.



"So let's start over, Jojo. Does the chewed gum analogy work? Can we save it? Use it in a better way?"



"Yes." Jordan answered with more confidence this time. "Girls aren't gum, because gum can't make choices. But if a girl thinks of herself like an object, like gum, as if her body is something to be used by someone else rather than her own to choose what to do with, of course she'll feel like a chewed up piece of gum after she has sex. Maybe more, maybe all the time! How could she feel otherwise? She had no choice. She was either forced, manipulated, tricked, pressured, or lied to. If she has a choice, if she really wants what she really wants, and if there's no force, manipulation or bad faith in her partner, she won't feel like a chewed up piece of gum."



"There she is. You're off and running now, smartypants."



Jordan grinned, but her grin quickly faded. "I like the idea, Dad, but I also know it won't cut it all the way. Why should I try to convince a young woman to wait until she's married? If this holds, couldn't she just choose to start having sex when she wants to?"



"Well, yes and no, honey. I don't know how deep into the dogma you want to dive tonight, but there are real moral questions about sexual ethics at play. So much ink has been spilled over this…too much, I think. But it is a thorny issue."



"Okay, so what do you think? I know I grew up with a pretty heavy dose of purity culture, and I think it might have warped my thinking a little bit. I don't know."



Jordan could almost hear her father grimacing over the phone. "I hope that isn't the case, sweetie. Let me say this. I have always been fairly confident that I'm teaching the right thing, but I've always been less confident that I've been teaching the right thing in the right way. I didn't use fire and brimstone, but we did have an understanding that you should wait until you're married. Lucky for us, you never found a boy that could keep up with you in high school."



"I got bored pretty quick, I know. I never had a boy-crazy phase. But I did have feelings, dad, and I didn't really know what to do with them. And I'll be honest, it's still confusing. I don't think waiting necessarily helped that."



"Maybe not. But I don't think it really hurt you, either. We try to keep moral teaching simple and straightforward  when we teach young people, a lot of them can't really handle a lot of nuance. You probably could have, in retrospect, but who knows? Maybe there's a better way to do it. I think if there is, Jojo, you'll find it. And then you can show me how to teach the next batch of randy teenagers." 



Jordan laughed. "Maybe. I just…I don't know."



"Not yet, but you will. You can figure out anything, Jojo." 



Jordan smiled warmly again. She recognized the feeling of talking to her dad settling into her voice. She felt safe.



"Dad, can you help me out with one more thing?"



"Sure, hon, I can try…"



"Well, just, as a pastor, I kind of want to know how you talk to a girl, or a woman who feels like a chewed up piece of gum. You know, after…"



"Yeah, after…" the reverend sighed, thinking for a moment. "It's tricky, and it depends on a lot. If they really got chewed up, if we're using that term…I mean if they're stuck in or just out of a terrible relationship and they feel used because they got used, the first thing I do is brainstorm with them how to get some distance from that situation. After that, we work on healing, on finding Jesus' love, and hopefully finding some self worth so she can find a better situation. One where she can get and give love instead of just being chewed on by some mean or selfish bastard. But it's a process, honey. And I will say this: it's way more about listening than talking."



"So what if…" Jordan paused briefly to compose herself, as the gut-check of her next hypothetical was not something she wanted her father to perceive. "So what if she wasn't really used, what if she just slipped up? What if it's a married woman in…like her forties or something…and she just…did something she regrets?"



A brief silence on the other end of the phone nearly suffocated Jordan emotionally. 



Finally, the reverend's voice came back. His tone was even. Gentle.



"Well, if that were the case, I think I'd tell her that she needs to be honest with her partner, and then try to rebuild trust. I'd offer to help them negotiate that if they want, or refer them to a professional if they're open to that. But it's not something that can just fade into the past. Because it's likely that she hurt someone she loves. And that's the real problem. The act itself isn't the worst part. It's what the act does. The hurt. The betrayal. The love it threatens to demean, or even destroy."



Now it was the Reverend Simms' turn to suffocate on silence from the other end as he waited for his daughter to respond. 



"I get that, Dad. I'm just…I worry about a woman just feeling like garbage forever because of something she did in the heat of a moment. I mean, this is the problem with purity culture…one slip up and you're garbage forever, you know? You're chewed up gum. You can never undo it."



"But you're not, remember? I don't know what the analogy is for "slip ups," or anything other situation. But remember, the analogy doesn't work, because girls aren't gum."



"But you can't undo it. You can't go back and un-choose something like that. There's no going back."



"No, I don't think it's like that, honey. I know that might be what it feels like, but people come back from things like this. And that's the message you need to push if you're approached with this kind of situation. If you hurt someone, and you truly didn't mean to, there's a way back from that. If you truly love someone, and they love you, and you work on it together, you can not only fix the hurt…you can actually come back stronger. Like building muscles–you break down some of the tissue, it comes back stronger. It's possible. I promise. I've seen it. Lots of times."



Jordan had muted her end of the call to hide the sound of her sniffling. Her father, picking up on the silence, continued.



"Love is the thing, honey. Not the individual things we do. Not the mistakes we make. Partners hurt each other all the time through carelessness, thoughtlessness, selfishness. Some hurts are little, some are big. Some of those can't be overcome, and most of those ones involve malice or contempt. And they usually happen again and again because one partner doesn't really love the other one. But think about it: if our hypothetical woman hurts her partner, and she and her partner really love each other, then over time, by sharing and growing in love, they'll find the act itself, and the hurt that comes with it, fading into the background. Love can replace it. Never underestimate love. And if love is there, if love is growing all the time, if you feel love, and you give it and you get it back, if it's always there with you…then you're doing it right. All the other stuff is just silly little details. Focus on love. The rest…who cares? It will work itself out."



Jordan had composed herself during her father's monologue. Thankfully, she noted to herself, you can always count on a preacher to preach. She wiped her eyes and her nose and unmuted the phone.



"That makes sense, dad. I appreciate it. Sorry about the third degree, I just…it was a weird night. And I'm guessing the way things went tonight, they might ask me to take a more active role in the girls' group. It's just a little intimidating, and I want to be ready."



"You're ready, honey. You're more than ready. You're a Simms. You're almost a Dr. Simms! The first ever! Mom and I are so proud of you, we could just pop and leak everywhere."



Jordan laughed in spite of herself. "Thanks, dad. I appreciate it, I really do. Can I call you if I get blindsided with impossible questions again?"



"Anytime, sweetie. But I don't have all the answers. You're the genius in the family."



"I'm not a genius, Dad. But thanks anyway."



"Love you, Jojo. Hugs from mom."



"Love you too Dad. Bye…"



* * *.



After a full day in the surgical tent, Commander Hunter and his surgical team checked Mark's wounds just after lunch. They noted the progress in healing, changed the wound dressing, and released him. 



He couldn't go far, of course. But Kandahar AirField was significantly larger than the small patrol base he was used to. And they had a surprising variety of amenities. A large chow hall that served hot food, a large shower complex, even a couple little stores and a restaurant.



Must be nice, Mark thought to himself. This is the good life. This was the provincial command. 



But, on the other hand, there were definitely general staff–bigwig officers here. Probably best to avoid them. 



He was incredibly hungry. They only ate MREs when they were out at the patrol base. Occasionally they would send out some morale food–a crate of gatorade bottles to pass around, or a box of Clif Bars. But he hadn't eaten a hot meal in almost two months now.



But it wasn't time yet. It was only early afternoon. The chow hall wouldn't open for dinner until 1700 hours. He didn't have his laptop, or his music player. He didn't have other clothes to change into. All of that was still back at the patrol base, along with his rifle. They had even taken his pistol, which he still had in his hand. Last he remembered. 



He asked a passing marine where the morale tent was, and received concise directions back. The marine stared uncomfortably at Mark's arm and face, both bandaged and with his arm in a sling. 



A few minutes later, he found his way into the largest morale tent he had ever seen. It was almost the size of an entire house, with flat screen TVs surrounding one room, with different sports channels on display. A whole room full of computers, and another one with a long row of paperback books on a handful of shelves. Being the middle of the day, almost no one was in there, just a local civilian standing by to check people in. Mark signed his name in and walked toward the computer room. 



He hesitated, unsure if he wanted to look at his email account. With Megan having been his emergency contact, and with Megan certainly being informed of his falling out with Jared, it seemed almost inevitable that drama would be in his inbox. Drama that would be impossible to ignore.



He decided against it. Instead, he moved to the other wall, finding all of the phones available. He picked one booth and sat down, reaching for the notebook in his pocket. He had written Molly's number down there just in case, knowing that he couldn't carry his cell phone which stored the number. He was glad for that foresight. 



He wasn't going to tell her about what happened. But it would be nice to talk to her. He found the number and dialed. His heart picked up slightly as he began to hear the ring tone.



One ring.



Two rings.



Three rings.



Four rings.



"Hey, it's Molly. I'm sorry I missed your call, please leave your information and I'll get back to you as soon as I can. Thank you!"



Mark's lips broke into a slight smile, causing the pain in his jaw to jab. 



It felt good to hear her voice. 



The tone buzzed, but he hesitated to leave a message.



He hung up, then sat still for a moment, staring at his hands. Then, looking around to make sure no one was in the room to see him, he picked up the phone again and dialed.



One ring.



Two rings.



Three rings.



Four rings.



"Hey, it's Molly. I'm sorry I missed your call, please leave your information and I'll get back to you as soon as I can. Thank you!"



He hung up again. Her voice had a lightness to it. You could almost hear the compassion in it, the desire to help. Mark smiled again, but this time more broadly. He felt the tension pull on his stitches, but he didn't care this time. Hearing Molly's voice was almost like…he didn't know. Maybe feeding his heart? He didn't know how to describe it. But it felt good.



He looked around the room again. Still empty. He checked his watch. 14:10. He could go find a paperback to read. He could go online and see if Molly wrote him an email. He could just ignore an email from Megan if it was there. That way he wouldn't have to deal with the drama.



Suddenly, a feeling of disgust rose in Mark's chest as he heard himself think. It wasn't like him to set problems aside and walk away. If the Jared and Megan situation needed to be dealt with, he'd deal with it. He would just apologize to Megan and hope she would get over it. Maybe put in a good word with Jared. Or if they told him to fuck off, then everyone would know where they stand. Resolution.



But then, she was probably super pissed that he made Jared get up on that wall. Even more pissed that he threw him off it and knocked him out. The people at the surgical tent assured him that he was okay. Later when Captain Wolfe called to check on him, he'd said the same thing, that they had the battalion physician check him out. Still though. It was a shitty thing he'd done to his former best friend.



Captain Wolfe also said that he was taking over responsibilities as platoon sergeant, Mark remembered. 



Mark wasn't sure how to feel about that. On the one hand, he was totally confident in Jared's abilities. On the other hand, he felt like he had abandoned everyone. Including Jared. He remembered mumbling something to Captain Wolfe about having full confidence in…



Fuck it. He at least owed Megan an apology for the reckless moves. If she hated him, he'd understand. If she called him a selfish, neglectful, pompous asshole, he could agree and then they'd at least have an understanding. But he couldn't just leave it where it is. He owed her an apology. Jared too, when he saw him again.



He flipped the page in his notebook and found Megan's number, gripped the handset of the phone and lifted it to his ear, then dialed. 



It rang once.



It rang twice.



The third ring was interrupted with an uncertain, "hello?"



"Uh, hi, Megan. It's…it's Mark."



"Oh my god, Mark…Mark, are you okay?"



"I'm fine, Megan, I just wanted…"



"What's going on out there, Mark? These two guys in dress blues showed up, and I thought something happened to Jared, but then they said you were hurt. They said you got shot!"



"Yeah, it's…yeah, kinda. Listen, Megan, I just wanted to…"



"Jared said that you…"



"Sorry, Meg, I have to interrupt, I'm really sorry. I just…let me say what I have to say, okay? Then you can yell at me all you want, and I'll deserve it. Just let me get this out."



"Why would…ummm…okay…"



Mark took a deep breath. "I just wanted to say how sorry I am, that I screwed things up. I put him up on that wall, and then I pulled him down, I really thought he was hurt but thank god he's not. And then we had that fight a couple weeks ago, and I really lost his respect, and I feel like I betrayed your trust and let you down too. I'm really sorry, and I understand if you just want me to fuck off. There. That's what I have to say."



There was a pause. 



"Mark?"



Mark grimaced into the phone and gripped the handset harder. 



The squeezing caused the wound in his forearm to throb.



"Yeah, Megan?" 



"What the fuck are you talking about?"



"Ummm…I was just saying I'm sorry."



"I heard that. And I heard about your little fight. Jared told me. He's not pissed, he's sad. I figured you guys would have moved on by now."



"Yeah, well, I kinda stepped over the line."



"Well step back over it then. Mark, are you serious right now? I swear to god, if I hadn't fucked both of you guys I'd swear you were literally, literally fourteen year old girls. Can you not talk to each other for five minutes, apologize and move on? Jesus Christ!"



Mark was stunned. "You're not mad at me?"



"Mad?" She gave a stunned, single breath laugh. "Mark. Listen to me carefully. You. Saved. Jared's. Life. You saved my husband's life, Mark! Why would I be mad at you? He said you pulled him out of a firefight. He said you physically carried him by yourself out of harm's way. He said you put your body between him and bullets. And he wasn't using his bullshitting voice. I believe him. Are you saying he's lying?"



"Well…" Mark blinked in surprise, "I don't…uh, think so. I mean, I guess technically I did all that…"



Megan sighed in exasperation. "Sweet, merciful Christ, Mark. I can't even…with you two. This is beyond ridiculous. Can we start this conversation over? Let's start over. Say Hello, Meg."



"Ummm…okay. Hello, Meg."



"Hell, Mark. How are your bullet wounds? Are you alive and recovering?" 



"Um, they hurt a little but I'm okay. I'm kinda hungry."



"Okay, that's a start. Maybe get some food, Mark. Now it's my turn. Thank you for saving my husband's life, Mark."



"I mean, I kinda put him in…"



"No, Mark. Try that again. Okay? Here we go. Thank you for saving my husband's life."



"You're…welcome?"



The phone went silent for a minute before Mark could make out the sound of a tearful sniffle. 



"It really wasn't a big deal, Meg. I'm totally fine. And I'm, um, coming home apparently."



The sniffling stopped. "You're coming home?"



"Yeah, I guess they're flying me to Germany, then back home. I told them I was good, but those were the orders."



"Ummm, okay. So Mark, listen to me." Megan's frustration was replaced by a new tone, one of genuine fear. "You have to talk to them. If you're really okay, you have to go back. Jared's struggling out there. I know they made him platoon sergeant when they flew you out, but he doesn't want it. He's trying, but he's really struggling. He made me promise not to tell anyone, but I'm worried. I really think he needs you. He already came too close to not coming home once."



Mark was dumbfounded. "I don't know what I can do, Meg, orders are orders. I can try to talk to the Captain, but I think this is over his head too."



The line went silent again. Mark heard another muffled sniffle. 



"I'll try, Meg. I really will. I'm going to go…I'll try. I'll promise you that."



One more big sniffle and she cleared her throat to signal a return to her more natural sass. "That's all I'm asking. And if you two stop being pussies and actually make up again, that would be okay with me, too."



Another slight smile broke across Mark's face, bringing another jab of pain. 



"Okay. I'll let you know if I come up with anything."



"Mark?"



"Yeah, Meg?"



"I mean it. I'm…I'm really glad you're okay. And thank you…"



* * *



David slept on the couch that night. A first in their relatively fresh marriage. And the couch, while comfortable enough to lounge and cuddle on, was not particularly nice to sleep on. Especially with no blankets. They were all in the bedroom, and Jordan wasn't opening the door.



David felt sick, tossing and turning on the narrow width of the couch. 



He had screwed up royally. After returning from the bus yard, where his little crew was a full week ahead of schedule on summer maintenance, he was excited to show Jordan the first deposit in the company bank account. The first haul of subscription fees from their first little batch of clients was substantial–David had anticipated the number down to the penny well before that time, of course–but actually seeing a number like that hit a bank account…



Plus, a few invoices for larger repairs were paid. Altogether…



It was thrilling.



It was far too soon to count chickens, but there were way more eggs in the basket than he anticipated at this stage. He had hoped to have a couple small clients and maybe begin advertising on local websites, maybe get a phone app in development. He had worried in the beginning that there wouldn't be enough billable work to pay Hamad and the other two guys. 



He definitely didn't anticipate that the school district gambit would work out.



Now, he was looking at the opposite problem. They were too busy. David, while still responsible for managing, selling, accounting, and recruiting, was donning the blue jumpsuit every day to help with lower level maintenance and small repairs, the other three were running around like chickens with their heads cut off. Three of the school buses, and one concrete truck, needed bigger repairs, things that took four, six, or even eight hours to complete. Their billable rate was significantly below other mechanic's shops, and customers didn't have to tow the vehicles anywhere–David's guys would come to them. The convenience and savings were obvious already. But keeping up with the demand was getting tricky.



Word was spreading. David didn't have time to do any more cold calls and walk-ins. Now potential customers–including the school district in the neighboring county–were calling him. He had appointments booked out for the next two weeks.



He had maxed out their part time and half-retired mechanics on the new work, and Hamad and the other two were mainly focused on the bus yard for the school district. Hamad had enticed three more full time salary mechanics from a local truck dealership to come on board, and they were due to start next Monday. Already, it looked like their time would be fully booked within a week of starting. David had plans to visit two nearby trade schools to pitch jobs to the trainees who were just finishing their certifications. If he could get five more full time certified mechanics to work under Hamad's master certification,, they could accept the contract for the neighboring school district. 



It was all a blur. Running the numbers, he could have a thriving–no, a booming business in his first year. His forty percent share was already, at their current billings, bringing in multiples over his delivery job. Even after subtracting out salary for the new mechanics, the benefits package he was working on solidifying for the employees, investments in some new tools and their own tow truck…he was set to do much better than anticipated. At this rate, within two years the company could be worth over ten million dollars. And that was only if they kept work and growth at their current rate. 



It wasn't a guarantee, of course. But so far, customers were happy. Shocked, even, at how efficient and low-stress his little company's services were. David was simply a pleasure to work with. Grizzled, salty company managers and stuffy public administrators alike were charmed by David's energetic courtesy, and comforted by his clear attention to detail and competence. 



They were ahead of schedule. A full week ahead…David had thought proudly as he returned home that afternoon. He had the company bank account open on his phone, along with his master calendar showing his progress. He was in a mood to show off to the girl of his dreams. But when he walked through the door, Jordan wasn't there.



He had forgotten. She had church stuff that night. David was a little deflated, but understanding. He changed from his blue jumpsuit into basketball shorts and a T-shirt and heated up some leftovers. Browsing through a wide selection of sci-fi series on his laptop, he chose an episode of Farscape and set up the laptop next to him on the table. After eating, he opened his spreadsheets and went to work distributing pay to employees, then splitting up the profits that weren't earmarked for operating costs and depositing the allotted amounts into everyone's accounts. 



Jordan usually spent the early evening on Wednesdays with David, eating dinner and relaxing before going to women's Bible study, but tonight she said she was meeting with the choir director. Apparently she was doing vocal lessons now, maybe singing solo parts in church. David didn't understand it, but he loved that it made her excited. After that, she was helping some woman talk to the girls group instead of doing the ladies' Bible study. Apparently, that made her less excited.



After depositing the money and double checking his schedule for tomorrow, David had leaned back in his chair and stretched out in satisfaction. He pulled up the bank account he shared with Jordan, pleased at the number that confirmed that things were going well. Then, closing the window and the laptop, he carried it to the lounge area and laid down on the couch. 



With no more work to do, the emptiness of the apartment seemed…different. There was nothing to do, really. Just maybe watch another episode of Farscape and wait for Jordan to come home. 



He looked at his watch. 7:00. She wouldn't be home for at least another hour. So he was stuck waiting.



Waiting. 



Waiting for her to come home. 



As if on cue, David's mind wandered aggressively to other recent memories–waiting for Jordan to come home. 



Memories of the angst. Debilitating, crippling, delicious angst about what she was up to. Of the calm, confident glow about her when she walked through the door.



Memories of what she brought him when she returned.



David leaned forward and opened up the laptop, opening up an internet browser and a bookmarked linked in a hidden folder.



A strange bookmark to hide, one might think. Just the personnel page for a local Marine Corps unit. 



Captain Mark Rein. Instructor, Platoon Leaders Course, OCS Quantico. 



No picture, just the name. Just the name of the man Jordan was with while he waited.



David began to stiffen. Memories of waiting, of staring at blank walls, of trying to distract himself, and never succeeding.



He opened up a new window–in cognito, of course. He began searching for pictures of young women.



Young brunettes.



He typed it in the search bar.



The results were…okay.



He tried again. Young brunette–athletic–blue eyes.



Better. The search term for the eyes gave him some results where the woman looked directly at the camera. His heart quickened as his mind's eye flashed to another recent memory: the sight of Jordan's eyes locked on to his. 



She as topless, her arms demurely crossed behind her as Captain Mark Rein cupped one breast and sucked the other.  



And she looked at him. Looked right at him. No smile, no fear, and…if there was any regret or shame in the look, she hid it well. 



But the look said something. It was hard to translate to words. 



It didn't say, "I'm sorry," or "I'm leaving you," or "This is your fault." 



No, it was something more basic. Something simple. Factual.



Something like…"David, this is happening."



David pulled down his shorts to his knees and pinched his penis as he continued to scroll. He continued to refine the search terms, stroking himself gently as he did.



Young brunette–athletic–blue eyes–topless.



Young brunette–athletic–blue eyes–nude.



Young brunette–athletic–blue eyes–nude–unshaven.



Jackpot. Scrolling through images, then videos, he found a collection of women who looked just a little bit like his dream girl. Some simply staring at the camera, others candid, others engaged with lovers. One particular video clip caught his eye.



"Young brunette hotwife with bull." David eagerly opened it.



She didn't look exactly like Jordan. A little more muscular, shorter hair. Bigger breasts. The eyes were a dead match, though. The woman was with a lover. The video began with her kissing a large, muscular black man in a suit for several minutes before he removed her clothing. Top first, then bra, then bottom, then panties. 



She stood naked in front of the fully clothed man, hands casually fondling his crotch before descending to her knees and pulling a thick, rigid cock out of his pants. The shaking cameraman moved closer to see her open her mouth wide and stretch her lips around it.



David stroked faster as he watched the scene unfold. The woman had misty, distant eyes, but they would occasionally look toward the camera and hold. Each time she did, David felt a powerful orgasm rising until she looked away.



It was an exquisite video. He'd have to remember where he found it. 



The woman, having fully aroused her partner, removed his clothes and took him by the hand to the bed. Laying on her back, she lifted and opened her legs and waited for him to enter her. When he did–a little at a time–the moans that came from her were deep and guttural. Much different from Jordan's voice. While that detail took him out of the moment briefly, he was sucked back in at the occasional looks she would flash toward the camera. 



David couldn't help himself imagining his wife in a similar position while under her lover. Mark. He wondered what it would be like to watch them. Would she look at David the same way she did when Mark got her top off?



"David…" She would moan…



"David, this is happening…"



"David…"



"David!"



His reverie was ripped open as Jordan's real voice shocked him back into the real world. The smut film kept running, the moans of the woman continued to rise into the fabric of the shocked silence.



Jordan stood in the open doorway, a new look on her face. A clear contrast to the demure look of arousal she had shared with David while Mark was enjoying the feel–and taste–of her body.



No, this look was not arousing.



It was a totally different look.



One of pain.



One of betrayal.



* * *



"Hey man, slow down a little."



Mark looked up from the chow hall table to see a tall, wiry staff sergeant with a slight drawl standing across the long table, holding a tray of food and looking down at him.



The remark was sarcastic, but not misplaced. Mark sat by himself at the table, preoccupied. Alone other than the two trays of hot food, which included two hamburgers, a fried chicken sandwich, and a turkey cold cut, each garnished with french fries, potato chips, and tater tots. The spillover landed outside the perimeter of his plates, basically a hillbilly junkyard of muffins, cookies, and a half bowl of chocolate ice cream. 



Mark squinted with one eye to gauge if the senior marine was serious. He was relieved when the staff sergeant broke into a wide grin. 



"You're back from the front, aren't you. Got those bandages. Looks like you got a sling too. What happened?"



Mark took a moment to chew and swallow. "Firefight."



"Shit man, you okay?"



"Yep." Mark took another large bite of burger and shoveled three fries in behind it.



"How long you been out in the shit?"



"Couple months," Mark said, mouth still full.



"I'm Staff Sergeant Rickles. I'm pleased to meet you."



"Mock Ein," Mark said, trying to enunciate through the half-chewed food. 



"Pleased to meet you, Mok." Rickles seemed to have an accent. Southern. Mark's curiosity was piqued.



"Wheyuu fom?" Mark snarfed out.



"Dallas," was the response.



"No sit…Epaso!" Mark pointed to himself with his fork.



"What?"



Mark chewed and swallowed. "I'm from El Paso."



"Allright, brother, another Texan! Always a pleasure." He started to extend his hand, then saw the sling and thought better of it. 



"So," Mark said, preparing to jam the next mouthful in, "what do you do around here?"



"Air traffic control. I never leave the air base, it's basically a shift job. It can get crazy sometimes, but nothing like what you're doing."



Mark nodded, chewed, then swallowed again. He was actually making it through the ludicrous pile of food pretty efficiently. As it all disappeared into his mouth, the two men chatted about shared Texas experiences, similarities and differences between their home duty stations (Rickles was stationed at a base in Hawaii), and their different military jobs while Mark made up for two months of garbage food. To the staff sergeant's surprise, Mark actually found the senior staff sergeant's job to be quite interesting. 



All but the ice cream cleared, Mark loosened his belt slightly and started in on it.



"So, are you on shift now?"

 

Rickles nodded. "Yeah, it's my lunch break."



"Motherfucker's got a lunch break," Mark chuckled to himself.



Rickles smiled in good humor. "Yeah, it's a pretty cushy job, most o' the time."



"So, I've never seen the inside of a control tower before. Would it be, like, a security violation if you just showed me around?"



Rickles hesitated. "Well, usually, yes. But it's a slow night, and seein' as you're injured from the front…I'll run it by my shift lead, he'll probably be okay with it. No promises, though. An' even if you do get in, it's boring as shit. Just a bunch o' spreadsheets, radar screens, and shit. Basically a big office with big windows."



"That's cool, man. I'm just bored, I got nothin' to do for two days. I really appreciate it." He scooped up the last of the ice cream from the bottom of the styrofoam cup as Rickles stood up with his tray to dump his trash and return to the tower. Mark cleared his trays (there were three total if you counted all the extras) and followed the staff sergeant out.



A short walk through the base, then a move to one side cordoned off by razor wire. Mark followed quietly as they approached the tower door. Rickles had Mark wait for a moment, then came back out and motioned him upstairs.



Rickles was right. It was basically like an office but with big windows all around. Mark met the shift lead, a salty looking gunnery sergeant, and nodded politely as they walked around. 



"So the runways're numbered, and then there's the helicopter pads, one to eight, north to south over there. Basically we just gotta keep track of what's empty and what's not, who's takin' off when, and who's on their way home. That kinda stuff. It's simple, but there's a lot of it, so it c'n get messy fast in here sometimes."



"How do you keep track of who's leaving at what times?"



"Pretty simple, just a big shared spreadsheet. Corporal Leeds over here takes care o' that." Another young marine nodded in acknowledgment as he heard his name. 



"That's really cool, staff sergeant. Mind if I just sit and watch for a minute?"



"Yeah, take a seat. I gotta get back to my station, just let me know when ye're leavin. I'll let ya out." 



Mark took a seat next to the young Corporal Leeds, who was distracted by comparing his spreadsheet to a printed document on his desk. Mark watched his screen closely.



It seemed like the sheet was broken down by runway or helicopter pad, with departure and arrival times, as well as time marks for stops along the way. Below each entry was a manifest, what cargo, what people were on board, and where each flight was going. 



Mark sat quietly as activity buzzed around him. After a while, Corporal Leeds stood up to use the restroom and left his station. Mark leaned over casually, scrolling through the flights for the evening. Finding a helicopter flight going to his battalion headquarters at 2300 that night, he noted a comparatively small manifest, only 5 marines and a small amount of gear. He quietly typed in his own information at the bottom of the entry, then returned the spreadsheet to the place where the young marine had left it. 



Looking around to see if anyone had seen him touching the laptop, it seemed clear. He stood up to leave, stopping to pat his new acquaintance on the shoulder.



"Staff sergeant, it was nice to meet you. I really appreciate you showing me around, I was curious. But you were right, this is boring as shit."



Rickles grinned, then nodded as Mark turned to leave. He followed him through the razor wire, then waved one last time and shut the gate behind him.



Mark looked at his watch. 1800 hours. Got some time to kill.



Four hours later, Mark stood up from his chair, replaced the paperback book in the morale tent and walked toward the airfield's terminal. It was late. The walkway was pitch black, and Mark took the opportunity to pull the gauze off his jaw and remove his sling, rolling the fabric tightly and putting it in his pocket. Thankfully, nothing bled. Just stitches. 



He then entered the terminal–a small plywood and concrete building with some folding chairs, a desk, and a TV–and checked in for the helicopter flight. 



The marine in charge of checking him in looked suspicious, and asked him for his ID. When he produced it, she squinted at the card, then the screen, then the card again.



"How'd you get on this flight, sergeant?"



Mark looked confused. "I don't know. I was just told by my command to be here for the 2300 flight. I'm not late, am I?"



"No. No you're not. Looks like you got added from…the tower? Weird. Well, okay. The others always arrive in a group. As soon as the bird's on the pad, I'll call for you."



"Thank you."



Mark's hands were shaking as he watched the sports on the TV in the waiting area. 



This may have been the stupidest thing he'd ever done. But he couldn't walk away now. His name was on that schedule and he was checked in. 



"Sergeant Rein? Go ahead and suit up, the bird's on pad 6. Get comfortable, it leaves late sometimes, but you'll take off as soon as the group gets there."



Mark nodded to her like he knew what she was talking about, and walked out. 



Pad 6 contained a VA-22 Osprey. With two large rotors that tilted to transform the helicopter into an airplane and back if needed. Cool to see, a little scary to fly on. 



Mark walked up the ramp and into the aircraft, meeting two crewmen with noticeable shock on their faces.



"Who the fuck are you?" The nearest one asked.



"Sergeant Rein. I was told to be here for a 2300…"



"Bullshit you were. Sit down right there." He indicated toward a seat in the front corner of the helicopter. Mark nodded and complied.



"I am so, so, so fucked," he thought to himself.



The crewman leaned into a radio handset and seemed to be asking questions. Nodding silently for a while, he finally returned and addressed Mark.



"I don't know how the fuck you ended up on this manifest. Sit in that chair, don't move, and don't get in the way. The general will be here in a few minutes, and we'll leave then."



General?



Mark leaned forward to place his elbows on his thighs and to put his hands between his knees. Leaning forward as if in deep thought, he tried not to attract attention. 



Within five minutes, a small entourage of older marines strode confidently onto the aircraft, completely engrossed in their own conversation. They never even looked in his direction. Mark recognized General Pack, the commanding general for all of Afghanistan. He looked quickly back down at his feet, trying to avoid notice as he saw the general and his entourage sit down and buckle in. The general gave the hand signal for departure, and the rotors roared to life. Thankfully, that same noisy-quiet sound profile characteristic of helicopters in flight seemed to dull the possibility for discovery, and the night flight went surprisingly quickly. As the flight neared its destination, Mark recognized the feeling of gradual descent. 



Finally, the bird thunked down and the rotors of the helicopter backed off from their overwhelming roar. The entourage stood up and walked out the door. Mark waited for a few moments, then headed for the door himself.



Stepping outside, he found himself in a familiar space–the main operating base for his battalion. 



He also found himself in the unfamiliar situation–having two armed marines pointing loaded weapons at him.



"Hands up, motherfucker. Right now. Where we can see them."



Fuck.



Mark sheepishly lifted his left hand, then his right, showing the sutures on his forearm in the spotlight now shining on him.



General Pack strode purposively toward him. He was several inches shorter than Mark, and had to look up into his face to glower.



"Since you just got a free ride on my bird, sergeant. I think it's time you tell me who the fuck you are…"
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"Sir, the general has landed."



"Thank you. I'm on my way."



Lieutenant Colonel Grant Chen stood up from his makeshift desk tucked off in a corner from the open floor of his command and control center. 



The facilities were less than ideal. Field conditions always required adaptation–in this case, the Battalion had occupied a bombed out former elementary school. Having made the necessary repairs to keep the weather out, the marines had fortified it with sandbags and repurposed classrooms as sleeping quarters, teachers' offices as storage rooms and repair work spaces. What had been the principal's office, adjacent to a large, open meeting space, was cleaned out and set aside for the battalion commander.



That battalion commander was a tall, beefy man in his mid forties. Standing 6 feet 3 inches and weighing  235 pounds, his physical presence only underscored the naturally intimidating bearing of his high rank. He was the embodiment of a vague but well grounded intuition–a single word out of the mouth of an infantry battalion commander could level a small city. 



Best not to cross him.



Raised by immigrant parents–his father was Chinese, his mother Tongan–Chen was the first in his family to graduate from college. Recruited as an outside linebacker by the Naval Academy, he had significant athletic and academic success, but found the structured life of the academy surprisingly comfortable. Although he was approached by multiple pro scouts as he neared graduation, he opted instead for a military career where he developed the reputation of being a savvy, pragmatic field commander who rarely spoke more than a few words at a time. 



Chen was halfway out the door to the helipad–what was a playground at the school was cleared for a landing zone–when his aide stopped him.



"Sir, there's an issue with the general's aircraft."



"What issue…" Chen replied, continuing to walk with his eyes forward.



"They said it was a security breach. They requested a security detail when we cleared them to land."



Chen said nothing, pushing the outer door open and continuing to walk toward the helipad. He could see the blades of the Osprey slowly spinning down, and, seeing it was safe to approach, waved his way past the gate guard.



After passing through the gate, he saw two armed guards with weapons drawn on a kneeling figure, and General Pack talking down to the man with a severe look on his face.



This was unexpected.



Chen approached the scene and stepped to the side of the guards to greet the general. "Good evening sir, what seems to be the issue here?"



General Pack's head jerked toward his subordinate. "Chen. Got a stowaway. Said he's one of yours. That true?"



Lieutenant Colonel Chen walked closer, and the kneeling marine looked up at him, hands laced behind his head. 



Rein. 



A small trickle of blood was running through stitches on the side of his jaw, and the hands laced behind his head showed the bandage on his arm.



Chen looked toward his superior and nodded. 



General Pack looked down at Mark again, then back at Chen. "Well?" he asked pointedly. "What is he doing here?"



Chen looked at Mark, who returned his look with a stony face. He knew he was in trouble, but seemed to be characteristically defiant.



"Don't know, sir." Chen replied flatly. "I was unaware. He was recently wounded. Evacuated day before yesterday."



"No shit?" General Pack looked back down. "That explains the stitches then. Did he get his bell rung? Is his head fucked up or something?" 



Lieutenant Colonel Chen shrugged. "Not to my knowledge, sir."



"Well then I ask again, Colonel…" General Pack said, squinting toward his subordinate. "What's he doing here?"



"Don't know, sir." Chen replied again, flatly. "Have you asked him?"



"Yes. But now that you're here, let's try that again." Pack looked back down at Mark. "Alright marine. Explain yourself. What in God's name did you think you were doing slipping your name on the manifest for my helicopter and coming back out here without authorization?"



Mark, his fingers still laced behind his head, still sheepishly on his knees, simply shrugged. "I don't know, sir…" he replied casually. "All my stuff's here."



A genuine laugh rippled through the guard detail and the General's entourage. Even Pack cracked a slight smile.



"No really, Sergeant. What the fuck are you doing back here?"



Mark shrugged again.



"Rein. Answer." Lieutenant Colonel Chen growled, clearly growing impatient. 



Mark looked down sheepishly. "I just felt like I should be back. I ain't hurt that bad."



The guard detail shifted uncomfortably. 



General Pack nodded slightly, a slight smile stretching his lips before he caught himself and returned his expression to a scowl.



"What's this marine's billet, Colonel?" he asked, looking over at Chen.



"Platoon sergeant, sir. Third platoon, Charlie Company." 



"No shit?" Pack replied. "Are they in trouble out there? They gonna die without you, son?"



Mark shrugged awkwardly, his hands still behind his head. "I don't know, sir. Probably not. Just felt like a thing I needed to do."



The general grunted. "You could be halfway home by now. Spend some time with your family. Bet they're shitting their pants over you right now. You just got shot by the bad guys."



"I got no family, sir. I got nobody."



General Pack softened visibly. "Really, sergeant? Nobody?"



"Just my platoon, sir."



General Pack looked over at Chen. "Colonel, is this little hide and seek stunt a sign that your man is going apeshit on us?"



Chen raised an eyebrow, unsure of how to answer. 



"Let me phrase it a different way…" Pack rephrased. "Is this behavior going to escalate, or can we trust him?"



Chen looked over at Mark. They locked eyes for a moment. Mark, not usually one to break a rock-like military bearing around superior officers, betrayed a barely perceptible plea to his superior.



"I trust him, sir," Chen said confidently.



General Pack gritted his teeth for a moment, then turned to walk away, leaving Mark behind. 



"Detail, stand down. Colonel, return this marine to the front." 



"Aye, sir."



The guards lowered their weapons and Mark got up from his knees as General Pack and his entourage started going through the gateway into the base.



"Thanks for the ride, sir…" Mark called out to the general.



"No problem, dumbass…" he returned cheerily over his shoulder.



* * *



David had left early to work. 



Jordan had fallen asleep alone, crippled by the indecision that followed her early return from Bible study, her subsequent encounter with David in the doorway, and her later conversation with her father. 



Her feelings were like a mixed cocktail still spinning in the blender. Indignation at David's weakness. Or revulsion at his disgusting display. Or horror at his betrayal. Which phrase she used to describe the act seemed to depend on the feeling she was having at the moment. And that feeling shifted rapidly as she grappled with her own admission of weakness, disgusting display, or betrayal. The difference between her and David's–whatever you want to call it–was that hers was brazen, rubbed in his face, went on for weeks, and resulted in injury and humiliation on his part. The difference between David's and her–whatever–was that she was unaware and unconsenting, walking in on a transgression that excluded her entirely from her husband's sexual preferences.



Both situations were terrible. It was a mess. She just couldn't deal with it then. She couldn't face him that night.



She had hoped that getting some sleep would clear her head. That she would wake up, meet David in the kitchen for breakfast, that they would apologize to each other and he would hold her again. 



She badly wanted to be held. Even for one night, she missed being snuggled in bed as she fell asleep. It was her favorite part of married life.



David had offered to talk, of course, but she wasn't ready. Her emotional blender was still spinning, and if David were foolish enough to stick his hand in there too soon…well…



Anyway, he slept on the couch. And he was gone when she woke up. Early to work.



She fixed herself some cereal, made some coffee, picked up the lunch bag off the table, and then took her insulated mug from the counter as she headed out the door to school. 



Most of the students were gone by now, so the campus was likely to be deserted. The arduous task of grading final papers and exams now hung like a depressing fog over an otherwise beautiful day. The drudgery of grading would drag out the day for sure. It might even go on for a week, depending on how well she could focus. And given last night's events, a long day of focused productivity seemed unlikely.



Now, as she pushed the outer door of their apartment building open and turned to walk toward campus, all she could think of was how to tell David she had cheated on him. 



A particular phrase seemed to intrude on her stream of consciousness, over and over again.



"I just…can't believe I'd do that," she thought to herself.



Jordan was struck with a sudden sense of deja vu. 



That phrase. 



She had said/thought/heard it before. It was inextricably tied to her own voice. It seemed to echo in her memory. Several times before, that phrase echoed in her memory, invoking different, but all recent experiences. Each memory contained the same phrase, but with different emotional valences. 



Nodding amiably to passers by, she took a sip of coffee as she approached the crosswalk onto campus. She hit the crosswalk signal button, then stepped aside to wait before crossing.



Yes, she thought. Nearly identical words, only slight differences in verb tense and emotional valence. The signifiers of each word pointed in wildly different directions depending on the context of feeling and situation. What did it mean?



I can't believe I'd do that.



This version of the phrase, the one in the here and now…this particular "I can't believe I'd do that…" 



A fixation on memory in the present tense. I, now, am remembering a "then" as if it were now, and judging myself in the present based on that memory in the past. That's what the phrase means. Here and now, I judge myself based on my past.



Jordan's analytical mind went to work on the syntax and the emotional color of her own inner monologue: 



I (subject of sentence, self-referential indicating that identity..her own perception of herself as a moral being…is the core of the meaning of the utterance)



can't (simple present tense) 



believe (simple present tense) 



I would do (present tense referring to a past conditionally) 



That. (object referent–the crux of the utterance) 



"That." 



Reference to a specific act with a strong emotional valence of disbelief and disgust. 



Referentially tied to the "I" as the subject of the sentence, indicating that the disgust felt is because "I" have done something…disgust-ing. 



Therefore, as a result of the object of the sentence, i.e. as a result of "that," the subject of the sentence, the "I" is disgusting. 



Now, test the phrase. Rework it. Try present tense, reformat the utterance in a simplified emotional valence.



Because of, or as a result of that, I am disgusting.



I am disgusting. Me. Jordan.



I am disgusting.



Jordan's stomach turned as she took another sip of coffee, barely noticing the pedestrian walk signal changing. She crossed the street and walked under the arch of the campus entrance, still mulling over her own words.



So much for the here and now, the present utterance. But "that" referred to a thing in the past, naturally invoking a previous version of the phrase, nearly identical in form, but radically different in context, and therefore, meaning. 



"I can't believe I would do that…" 



The phrase echoed in her memory. When she said it back then, the emotional valence was a potent mixture of fear, apprehension, and excitement. Like sitting down and clicking the retaining bar into place right before a roller coaster starts moving.



The words were identical. The "I" still referring to herself, the "I" that, at that time, was presently unable to believe that "I," Jordan Stark-Simms would do…"that."



This time, however, "that" was not a vague reference to something disgusting in the past. The "that" of this memory was very much present at the time. Centered in this memory, as it was centered in her vision, was a clear physical object referent. Namely, in the middle of her outstretched fingers curled in a gentle grip, "that" was a large, erect penis. 



"That," was in fact, the first penis she had seen in real life other than her husband's, and which she now felt growing hard while the skin stayed pleasantly warm and soft to the touch of her hand.  



But no, she thought. A correction of term referent is needed at this point. In this instance, the "that," referred not to the penis itself, but to the act of her gripping the penis. Her hand gripping a new cock, one that strongly contrasted that of her husband in various dimensions of size and presentation. 



It is an important distinction, Jordan noted to herself, since Mark's cock was not the "that" that later caused her moral revulsion. It was, rather, her interaction with the member, not the member itself.



"I can't believe I would do that…" she had mumbled to herself before answering Mark's invitation to inspect "that" more closely. 



To smell it (surprisingly not unpleasant. He must have had good taste in body wash). To stroke it awkwardly at his encouragement, as tunnel vision thickened around her while gentle moans signaled his pleasure. To–much to her own shock–instinctively lean forward and lick the tip of it as a healthy gob of viscous fluid seeped out and threatened to dribble down the side.



Her first taste of semen. 



Followed moments later by an eruption that frankly scared her. 



Too accustomed to David's excited dribbles, Jordan–even in her tunnel-vision focus bordering on hypnosis–was jolted back into sanity as thick ropes erupted from Mark's large cock and cascaded down around her gripped hand. 



Then followed the familiar utterance, yet again. A slight grammatical variation on the earlier utterance, now notably missing the conditional modifier, and simplifying both the statement and the emotional valence.



"I can't believe I did that." 



Stunned disbelief, the effect of "snapping out" of "that", of soberly confronting a crossed moral threshold. Realizing that "I" had, in fact, done…"that."



"That," of course, had now changed form. "That" was now physically present as thick, viscous pools attached to streams running down her hand, wrist, and forearm. A liquid memento of what was, by any sober definition, a major transgression on her part.



Flummoxed, she apologized to Mark (who laughingly insisted that no such apology was necessary), then began searching his office for napkins or paper towels. Unable to find any, she had darted out into the dark, empty hallway of the ROTC offices and into the bathroom to wash up. 



The harsh fluorescent lights burned her eyes as she opened the door to the empty bathroom and made her way to the sink, only to encounter her own look of shock and confusion in the mirror. 



As she turned on the water, her eyes fixed on the residue of her sin: a thick, white liquid running down the back of her hand, the thickest pool nearly completely covering the abductor pollicis transversus, i.e. that delicate muscle group between her thumb and forefinger, the very part of her body that had snuggled the thick circumference of another man's cock for the first time. 



Stunned, Jordan froze at the sight of the mirror.



With the water running, Jordan's conscious intention was to wash away the evidence, but was for some reason fixated on the pooled and streaming semen on her hand and forearm. She looked into the mirror again, into her own dilated eyes, and lifted her hand to her mouth, hastily licking up a thick gob off the back of her hand.



The taste wasn't pleasant. A thicker, more voluminous portion than the smaller drop she had playfully taken straight from the source earlier. It wasn't revolting, either. It was just…new. 



But she was shocked to find her heart thumping powerfully in her chest.



She licked again, targeting another, thinner pool between the knuckles of her first and second fingers. Then, her hand now shaking with some unknown emotion, gave several quick licks to clean the few streams running down her forearm to her wrist. 



The visible remains of her sin now gone, Jordan carefully and quietly washed her hands with soap, and dried them. She avoided her own eyes in the mirror as she scrubbed. 



Then, again, the phrase.



I can't believe I would do that.



A return to present tense. The semen now gone, the "that" had again morphed into self-directed disgust as Jordan snapped out of the memory and turned down the walkway toward the campus building to her shared office space.



But her analysis was incomplete. One more instance of that phrase echoed in her mind. One she wanted to avoid…



Deep in the roleplay phase with her husband, well before the flurried encounter in the empty ROTC offices, but well after the faceless movie stars of her fictional liaisons had evolved into "Mark," and then finally becoming Mark without scare quotes, Jordan had been shocked as David, through hazy eyes caught up in the narration and the loving caress of her pinched fingers, expressed for the first time his earnest desire to be cuckolded.



Having previously–and clearly–established that any such indulgence in David's fantasy on her part would be strictly imagination based, she had burst into tears that her husband would think such a thing were possible. 



If this was what he wanted, he married the wrong woman.



David's furious backpedaling sought to reassure Jordan that his desire was not literal, that he was merely trying to push gently on the edges of the fantasy, to bring the savor of reality into their roleplay. That he certainly never thought of her that way. 



That he didn't believe she could ever do "that."



Some time later, after more crying, more reassurance, and more desperate cuddling, with the erotic fog of roleplay having long since dissipated, Jordan had locked eyes with her husband and made the deeply felt truth of her stance on the matter crystal clear:



"I just…I can't believe I would do that."



This utterance…the first of the three chronologically, bore the emotional valence of moral certainty. Of long held conviction flowing from a confident moral identity. 



A firm stance that "I" cannot, would not, will not do "that" and still remain myself. 



Jordan snapped out of the memory again, walking into the building and turning up the stairs toward her office. She sighed audibly. Her stomach turned again.



She found herself wishing that she could claim that it had been a long moral battle from that earlier moment of moral certainty to the uncanny moment in the mirror. That a long, drawn out process had been necessary to lead from the moral certainty of memory 3 to the giddy, sexually playful exuberance of memory 2. That the journey between the identical phrases with opposite meanings was long. Difficult. Studied.  



But the truth was, Jordan admitted to herself with another sigh, less than a week had passed between the night when she castigated her husband for thinking she was "that kind of woman," and the night where she tentatively but willingly gripped Mark's cock for the first time.



Less than a week between never doing "that" and doing…exactly…"that."



She felt sick to her stomach as she walked through the door of the shared work space for psychology graduate students and made her way to her desk.



She blinked tears to herself as she sat down. If she were to focus on the task of understanding and correcting herself, she had to complete the analysis. Otherwise she would be distracted all day by the moral horror of her actions and what they meant.



"So, Mrs. Stark," she thought to herself, "time to wrap up your thoughts." 



Tentative conclusion: Reordering the syntax of the same utterance in memory two–the excited one that led to the encounter in the mirror–one can remove the unnecessary conditional modifier from "I can't believe I would do this," since the deed was–regrettably–not hypothetical. If she hadn't so instinctively created emotional and moral distance between her identity and the cock she was gripping, she would have more accurately said, in the simple present:



I can't believe I'm doing this.



Present tense. One more breakdown of the phrase and meaning.



"I" (subject again, highlighting moral self-evaluation as the central function of the utterance)



Can't believe (simple present tense, indicating current, real world, very much not hypothetical action)



I'm doing (tying the moral act directly to the doer.) In this case, "I am doing" refers, Jordan, to your very own trembling, feminine fingers pumping up and down around Mark's stiff cock as you bite your lower lip sympathetically with the gentle, masculine moans resulting from "that." 



Or more accurately:



This (relative pronoun, indicating moral and physical proximity rather than using the implied moral distance of "that"). 



"This." "I" did "this." An act that seemed strangely inevitable once started, as if it had its own built in momentum. An event that seemed to draw her along rather than wait for her to decide when to start. An event that culminated in the shocking force of a powerful ejaculation from a large, stiff cock–the combination of which awakened a new, latent layer of fascinated desire in Jordan's psyche. 



One that she was not prepared to deal with at the time.



Or, for that matter, was she prepared to deal with it now. 



So…she thought, sitting down at her desk…a pattern arises from these memories if analyzed chronologically. A familiar arc of feelings guides the same sentence said three times to three different emotional destinations in three different contexts.



I can't believe I would do/did that/this.



1) Moral horror arising from moral certainty. (fantasizing with David)

2) Sexual excitation strong enough to cause a near-delirium of tunnel vision (first sexual experience holding Mark's cock)

3) Moral revulsion as the transgression from the earlier moral certainty is contemplated. (Here, now, and present moral revulsion directed at myself, Jordan, the "I" of all the sentences. The one constant of all these phrases.)



She sighed, depressed, as she booted up her laptop. Watching the screen flicker on and the operating system load, she arrived at a preliminary conclusion: 



Hypothesis: The moral and emotional arc that followed her evolution through step 1, 2, and 3 seemed like it could only mean one of two things in terms of her own moral identity. 



The first possibility was that her identity as a moral, Christian woman, fiercely devoted to her husband and her faith is in fact her real identity, and the emotions that make up step 2 are a departure from her moral self. The result of some kind of temporary insanity, as she had contemplated earlier. The solution in this case is daunting but practical: to work on herself, discover the roots of that insanity, and remove the impulses to avoid any more reprehensible behaviors. Ideally, the outcome would reinforce her true identity as a moral, Christian woman fiercely devoted to her husband and faith.



The second possibility was that she didn't in fact know who she was. That her real moral identity was revealed in step 2, unleashed by the crossing of the moral threshold. That she was actually–deep down–a sexually craven woman unable to control herself despite her more sober desires to be, or at least her desire to appear to be, fiercely devoted to her husband and her faith. Therefore, steps 1 and 3 were an elaborate attempt on the part of her ego to mask her true identity…to convince herself that she was something–a good person and a faithful wife and Christian–which she simply was not. That she was a hypocrite of the highest order who was either doomed to go crazy with sinful desire, or that she was a harlot who would only find psychological equilibrium by freely indulging her most powerful sexual appetites, all the while living in exile from the faith that she loved.



And, in all likelihood, destroying her marriage to the man she loved.



Both options were deeply troubling. Her stomach turned again. 



She thought briefly of what she stood to lose. Memories of her father preaching love and the brotherhood and sisterhood of humankind from the pulpit, swimming at the lake with her family, her wedding day with David, her voice lessons with Mrs.Dolly, coming home to the smell of David's cooking, snuggling during Star Trek…Who could leave all that behind? 



Who would want to?



Following hot on the trail of that sobering question, an unwanted, intrusive image flashed in her memory. Again, the image of herself…Jordan…looking in the mirror as she transferred a healthy gob of semen from the back of her hand to her tongue. 



Was that a sparkle in her eye?



Jordan shuddered.



Very troubling. 



* * *



The armored convoy out to third platoon's patrol base wouldn't leave until the next day. Mark was ordered to report to the Battalion physician to get his wounds checked and redressed. But he had no sleeping bag, no extra clothes, and nothing to do. Wandering around the base for a time, Mark eventually found an empty cot with no bedding on one side of the bombed out school and stretched out to go to sleep.



He was just drifting off when he heard his name down the hall.



"Rein."



Mark's eyes jolted open and he shot to his feet.



"Evening sir." 



It was rare for Mark to encounter another marine nearly eye to eye and pound for pound. Lieutenant Colonel Chen was almost Mark's size exactly, and had a similar, if older physique. So the physical similarity, coupled with the fact that Chen was Mark's commander's commander's commander, put Mark immediately on a back foot. 



He stood stiff, waiting for his battalion commander to speak. 



Chen stepped back and sat down on the old cot, patting the spot next to him.



"Sit down, Rein."



Mark sat warily, keeping his back straight to emphasize attention and respect. 



The colonel locked eyes with Mark again. 



"Well?"



Mark cleared his throat. "Well, um…thank you sir, for sticking up for me with the general. That could have been a career ender for me."



Chen nodded, saying nothing.



"And…I feel fine, it hurts a little when I chew and grip stuff too hard, but I'm at 98 percent. Maybe more."



Chen nodded again. Mark waited for him to speak. Nothing came.



"Is there anything else I can do for you, sir?"



Chen cleared his throat and nodded one more time.



"Rein, I'm glad you're okay. And I've got your back. Count on that. But I need you to get mine."



"Sir?"



"I actually do need you back at the head of third platoon. Wolfe needs you too. I've informed him you're back. He was glad to hear it."



Mark nodded respectfully. "I'll do my best sir."



The colonel continued. "The kinetics are getting hotter north and east of your position. Charlie company is doing well, but they're skittish after the ambush your patrol fell into the other day. Seems like the local Taliban are getting aggressive, planning some more ambitious stuff. Seeing you disappear on a medevac helicopter made your boys nervous. They'll be happy to have you back. Your job is to help them find their balls again."



It was the longest Mark had ever heard Chen speak at a time. He didn't know what to say.



"Understood, sir. I…I'll do my b…"



"Your boy Poisson…"



Mark raised his eyebrows, uncertain at what was coming next.



"Corporal Poisson. I've been watching him for a while. He's good stock, he's trying hard. But he's not cutting it." 



"I'm sure he's just finding his sea legs, sir. I have total confidence…



"He's a number two man." Chen interrupted. "Do you understand what I mean?"



Mark shook his head slowly…"I'm not sure I do, sir…"



Chen sighed. "It's a hard thing to realize, especially when you're friends with one of them. Some guys are number-one guys. True leaders. Some born, others made. Lead from the front, inspire hope, loyalty, greatness. But some guys are followers, not a leading bone in their body. But some…some are just number two guys. They'll lead, but they can't be leaders. They'll accomplish everything you need them to do, but they can't be the guy. Their place is right next to the guy. That's where they belong. As long as they're in that place, they do great. Exceptional, even. But that's their place. That's your boy Poisson. He's got everything you've got. Grit. Fight. Brains. Dedication. But he's a number-two man."



"I think I understand, sir. But I think if you gave him a chance…"



"No, Rein, this isn't about who's gettin' promoted or who will have the most opportunities. There's loads of opportunity in the world, and in the marine corps, for number-two men. Tons of 'em. More opportunities than there are for number one guys, in fact. But they need to be in their place. Put 'em where they feel right, and then watch 'em work miracles. That's what we gotta do."



"I…I'll have to think about that, sir. I appreciate the advice."



"I'm not done, Rein. I know something went down between you two…the look on Poisson's face when he gave his first report after you got lifted out…He feels responsible, and you left it in a bad place. Whatever's going on there…fix it. That's an order."



"Aye sir. I will."



"Good. Convoy leaves at 0700 hours. Be on it."



"Aye sir."



The commander stood up and began to walk away. As he rounded the corner, Mark called out to him one more time.



"Sir…just…"



Chen looked back at him and stopped walking.



"How…with a number two man…"



"You get a good one, it's real simple. You just tell them exactly what you expect. Then you take off the leash and step back. They take care of the rest. They are great leaders, as long as they have someone above them taking the full heat of responsibility. Give him the reins, then tell him you're still in charge. He'll surprise you. Then you focus on actually leading. Use your eyes and ears twice as much as your mouth. Expectation trumps straight direction every time if the leader is trusted. You don't need to say shit. Let your number two do that. It'll work. Trust me."



Mark nodded briskly, beginning to understand. "Thank you sir. For everything."



He nodded one more time and disappeared around the corner.



0645.



The next morning's convoy was lined up at the base exit fifteen minutes before departure. Mark had triple checked he had formal permission to be on the convoy's manifest, then took his seat in the back of an armored vehicle, waiting for departure. The compartment was unfamiliar–Mark was used to riding in the front passenger's seat as vehicle or convoy leader. The back was dark and cramped. Especially for a man of his size.



The convoy all started their diesel engines together with a vaguely musical metallic grinding sound that reverberated stronger with each additional engine. Within minutes, they were through the security wiring and out among the Afghan people. 



As windows to the outside not being available to look out of, Mark had to guess where they were located at any given moment based on the vehicle's turns. Now they were probably on the south side of the Market…now crossing the bridge…now climbing the hill…



Eventually the convoy arrived at his patrol base. Mark closed his eyes briefly as he felt the vehicle shift into park, and took a deep breath. When the "all clear to exit" call came back, he opened the back compartment door to step outside.



He was not anticipating the entire platoon–minus those on guard in the towers–bunched around the outside of the vehicle. When the light burst into the back compartment, he blinked painfully as the collective cheer of several dozen dusty marines greeted him. Stepping down onto the dusty ground, his arm back in the sling following the battalion doctor's orders, he smiled awkwardly as his marines slapped his back or fist-bumped his left hand. 



Jared was the last to greet him, holding his rifle and pistol with its holster.



Both weapons, sling, and holster were Immaculately cleaned.



"Thanks, man. How you holding up? How's the head?"



"I'm good, sergeant. Glad to have you back, how are you holding up?"



"I'm good. Hey, you got a minute later to…"



Mark stopped himself as he realized the crowd of marines was silent again, listening. He looked around, unsure of what to do. Realizing Jared was also waiting silently, he shook his head briskly and snapped the pistol holster around his thigh with an audible click. Then, he slipped his rifle sling over his head and stood up to his full height, looking straight at Jared.



"Corporal Poisson. Report."



Jared briskly gave an account of the last few days, the fallout from the ambush, the state of food, ammunition, and guard shifts, and informed him of a video call with Captain Wolfe at 0930.



Mark listened intently, jaw tense but not clenched, and nodded when the report concluded. Then he turned to the platoon.



"Break's over, ladies. First and third squad, be ready to pump out on patrol in fifteen minutes. One-five minutes. Gear and water. Go."



The platoon scattered, and Mark began to make his way back toward his own quarters in the hut. He was going to take Jared aside, but he had scattered with them, ostensibly to check on his own fourth squad, who was on guard rotation. 



Or possibly to avoid Mark.



He wasn't sure.



Mark took a deep breath and sighed as he pushed the door into the hut, then found his cot more or less the way he had left it. 



Except…



There was a small box neatly placed next in the center of his cot. 



Mark darted to the cot and fumbled to pick it up with his left hand, resting the weight on his right hand in the sling.



The address line read: To Sergeant Mark (Hulk) Rein.



From: Molly Cohen.



* * * 



The department secretary had placed the exams for Professor Lukacz's Introductory History and Principles of Psychology lecture class, along with the papers for her other class, in separate manila envelopes in Jordan's correspondence box. She sighed as she lifted both envelopes out and walked back to her desk, opening the one with the exams first. She reached for a red pen in her bookbag and clicked it open before getting to work on the top test.



She was less than halfway through the first test when Patrick Lin, her graduate student colleague, walked in with his own set of manila folders. He, too, sighed as he sat down and opened the first envelope to remove a stack of paper. He looked down the row of desks to Jordan and sighed loudly.



Jordan smiled. 



"How far in are you?" He asked.



"About halfway through the first one. I just got here," Jordan responded matter-of-factly. 



"I'm so jealous you're farther along…" he groaned.



"Barely…" Jordan laughed back.



"Every little bit helps…" he insisted, smiling.



They worked in silence for a few minutes, only the sound of pen skritching standing out from the hum of fluorescent lights. 



Patrick cleared his throat. "I have a student who spelled Freud F-R-O-O-D."



Jordan smirked. "Isn't that how they spell the cereal name? Freud Loops?"



Patrick snickered again. "Frood Loops. Test your oral fixation…"



Jordan laughed out loud.



The silence returned as they continued work. Then Jordan:



"This student said that Erikson's biographies were a Netflix series originally written for the History Channel."



Patrick snickered. Then returned:



"This student said Pavlov was the founder of Behaviorism, since he worked with dogs. I guess they think dog training and Behaviorism are the same thing?"



Jordan giggled.



"This student thinks penis envy is the same as erectile dysfunction."



"No! Really?"



"Yeah…" Jordan giggled. "Right here. Listen: 'question-How does the concept of penis envy fit into Freud's schema of gender and development? Answer-because if you can't get hard you feel like a woman and you get jealous.'"



Patrick laughed out loud.



Jordan joined him:  "Think about it…A student…an adult…wrote that on a paper for me to read. I'm thinking of giving him half credit for style."



Patrick snorted. "Well, strictly speaking…a thing that doesn't exist…can't…you know…I mean, to not have a penis, and then live with the knowledge that the penis you don't have is also inadequate–that could mess you up. Let the neuroses roll, right?"



Jordan grinned. "I wouldn't expect a man to understand the concept of penis envy. That's only for us."



"Oh yeah?" Patrick grinned back. "Feeling a little incomplete, are ya?"



Jordan rolled her eyes, still smiling. "Oh, you have no idea. All girls–all women just wish they had penises. Pine for it, day after day. You just don't understand the pain we go through…"



"Maybe not," Patrick smiled as he returned to grading. "Although…"



Jordan looked back down at her work, still smiling. "Although, what?"



"I don't know. I've always wondered what it would be like to have two of them. So I think I do understand penis envy. At least a little."



Jordan's head dropped to her desk, giggling. "You did not just say that…"



Patrick grinned again. "You can't tell me in all your years of envying the penised folk, that you didn't once…just once…wonder what it would be like to have two penises. And not just one?"



Jordan's laughter tipped up in pitch and volume, until she threw her head and body back in her chair, holding her sides. 



Patrick grinned, thrilled that his joke had landed so well.



When she finally stopped laughing, she sat up and wiped her eyes. "Oh my gosh, thank you. I needed that."



Patrick nodded proudly, turning back to his stack of papers. "Glad I could help."



* * *



The box itself was unremarkable. A standard military care package in a standard box provided by the US Postal Service. 8 ¼ x 11 ¼ x 6 inches. White cardboard with blue lettering. Identical in every way to every other care package handed off a truck to an eager servicemember.



But Mark's heart fluttered as he held it. It was the first package he had received while deployed. 



Or ever.



The first of an anticipated zero. The feeling was, naturally, unexpected. It was similar to the feeling he had when he saw an email from Molly in his inbox…that fluttery feeling, that involuntary deep breath that felt like the first bite of a juicy steak…that feeling was back, but a little bit stronger as he held the physical box in his hands.



He was touching something she had touched. In a weird way, however distant, it seemed like she was there with him. 



It was a welcome feeling. After the drama of the last few days, he found himself thinking often about being back in the beach tent with her. Feeling the warmth of her cheek on his chest. Hearing her giggle as she hastily took off her clothes for him. The deep feeling of contentment after releasing inside her–soaking in the afterglow as she clutched the back of his neck before he withdrew his cock from between her legs.



After the stress of the last few days…he craved it.



Mark pulled out his pocket knife and cut the box open. 



The first thing he saw was a small bundle of socks. 



He broke into a wide smile as he lifted to inspect them. Black, noticeably fluffy, and with little blue hearts on them. 



Interesting.



They weren't regular military-issue socks, they were much softer, but still looked like they would fit and extend above his boot tops.



Mark eagerly unlaced his boots to try on the socks. 



"Hmmm…" he heard himself cooing as he slid them on. They were comfortable. Good socks were as good as gold out in the badlands. The little blue hearts were…a little distracting. But also a little endearing. He dove back into the package, pulling out individual items and arranging them on his cot, all the while with a big smile on his face. 



A handful of candy bars. Snickers, Three Musketeers, M&Ms. 



Two boxes of Slim Jims.



A manila envelope containing a letter from Molly, and even a letter from Lucy, along with a crayon drawing of a dinosaur from Max. He set the letters aside and kept going.



A package of razors. A medium sized package of granola. And laying flat at the bottom–



A couple of pictures. One–a wallet sized picture of Molly. It looked like a graduation photo from nursing school–it was clearly a studio photo. She was wearing dark blue scrubs and had a stethoscope hanging around her neck. She was beaming at the camera, her red hair pulled back into a working ponytail. 



Mark picked up the other picture. This was candid photo–and he was in it. It was a picture of him and Molly from the back. The two of them were walking on the beach toward the ocean in their swimsuits. Mark smiled again as he looked up and down the back of her mostly-exposed body, her copper hair swishing across her back and shoulder, the string of her bikini top tied together behind her neck and under her shoulder blades, the bottoms tightly hugging and partly revealing her soft, cute butt. 



The photo showed the two of them looking toward each other, the profile of their faces clearly visible. Molly appeared to be laughing, an open mouth smile betraying her delight. There was a smile on his face, too. The fingers of her right hand were gently curled around the inside of his left elbow.



Good picture. Chris must have taken it.



At least he was good for something, Mark smirked to himself. He set the photos down next to the candy bars and looked over his haul of goodies.



He smiled again. He hadn't received a package before. Usually he was the charity case, the one that other guys would share their goodies with. Now he had a box of his own.



He couldn't stop smiling. The pressure pulled on his stitches.



Having cataloged all of the goodies in the care package, Mark opened the letters.



First, the carefully neat handwriting of Lucy.



Dear Mr. Rein.

	I'm writing to you because my parents have informed me that you are in a war. I read some books about wars, and many of them have letters that girls write to boys in them, so I thought I would try to write a war letter. 

	My school started two weeks ago, and I like my teacher. My desk is on the right side of the class, and I have a new glasses prescription that helps me see the board better. I'm better at reading than Math, but my dad helps me with Math now. He's really smart at Math.

	My little brother is in school too, but he can't sit still. He's new, and I told him I couldn't sit still when I was his age, either, but he says it's different because I'm a girl. I just think he's ridiculous.

	My mom has been helping me with the book you told me about. I got Don Quixote from the library, but I had to check the spelling when I wrote that. So far I like it. It's funny, especially how the main character sees things that aren't there. I also like how he dedicates his adventures to the lady of his dreams, but he hasn't met her. So I like it so far, but it's really long. 

	Please be safe in the war and don't go too close to the bad guys. I hope we can do another vacation to the beach where you take us on boats and treasure hunting again. That was fun. 



Kindest Salutations,

Lucy Cohen



The last "n" in the signature line terminated in a massive flourish with both overlapping and interlacing lines that extended to cover the remainder of the lined page. 



Mark's grin pulled the stitches on his chin as he read Lucy's precocious prose. He couldn't believe she was actually tackling an 800 page novel. She would almost certainly grow up to be a genius.



Mark's heart quickened as he reached for the other letter. Once he got it open, he took a deep breath, then…



Dear Mark,

	I feel weird handwriting a letter to you in addition to email, but Lucy insisted. She also insisted we use fancy paper, but I don't have any in the house. Add it to the shopping list, I guess. And Max wants you to know that is his best triceratops. 

	I hope I did the package right. I looked up advice on military care packages online, and they were helpful. I hope the pictures aren't too forward, but I realized you probably didn't have any. Lucky for us, Chris was doing his pervert thing and got some good shots of us together. Don't worry, none of them get racier than that, I checked his whole camera roll to make sure.

Things are still weird with me and Chris. I'm weighing my options, and I think he knows it. He's definitely trying hard. Harder than I've ever seen him try, but I think you scared him. But also think we flipped a different switch too, one with some very weird sexual tendencies. I don't know how I feel about all of that. And I don't know if you want to hear that, but you're kind of the only person I can talk to about it, so I hope it's okay. I'll leave out the details, though. 

	Overall, things are going okay here, probably better than where you are. Like I said, I've been doing some overtime, but Chris has a paying project now, so he's busy coding most days when the kids are at school. He's also been helping Lucy with her Math, which is a first. She's loving the attention. On top of that, I've been reading Don Quixote with her. She's determined to get through it. I have to admit, I'm laughing as I read through it. It's fun.

	I'm not sure what else to say, other than that I'm thinking about you. I like it when I get an email from you, I get excited to open them. I even reread them sometimes when I don't hear from you. It feels good to hear your voice in my  head.

I really enjoyed our time together, and I'd like to see you again when you get back. I'm not sure how to make that work, but I thought you should know that if you want to  spend some time together after you come home, I'd like that too. Even if it is just to tie me up on a picnic table. 🙂



LoveBest,

Molly.



P.S. Please stay safe out there, Mark. I did an overtime shift in the ER last week, and it made me worried for you.



Mark looked again at the photos she sent, then reread the letter one more time. The palimpsest in the signature in particular–she had tried to write over the word "love" with the word "best." It didn't cover it entirely, though. He touched the letters "love/best" on the paper, wondering what she was thinking when she wrote over it. Was it an accident? Just the muscle memory of signing off a letter with the word "love?" Or was she afraid of saying something she didn't mean? Or maybe she was afraid of saying something she did mean? 



He felt a cyclone of contradictory emotions. He and Molly–he didn't quite know what they had. They really didn't know each other that well, but the short time they had spent together was intense. 



He hadn't felt this way about a woman before, but the obvious encumbrances of his deployment and her family…he wasn't sure where he stood. And not knowing where he stood, he wasn't sure how to get where he wanted. If he even knew what he wanted or where that was.



He looked at the photo again. Whatever he felt, it was strong. He missed her. He wished they were together, but he would never bring her here. 



Maybe he could tell her that. Would that be going too far?



* * *



Patrick left after lunch. She enjoyed the banter with him, he was a nice guy. They had started the program together, and had some shared classes. But their separate research areas and mentoring professors meant that they didn't collaborate very often. 



Just friendly colleagues. He always made her laugh though.



Unless plans had to change based on circumstance, they were both amping up for their final year before graduating as Ph.Ds. Both had had their dissertation prospecti approved, both had finished their coursework. Both were slated to begin teaching their own classes next year, and, fingers crossed, completing and finishing their dissertations at the same time. So while they didn't work together in the strictest sense, they shared experiences, and their path to the profession seemed to move parallel: same direction, same speed. Travel companions in early academia.



So it was always nice to chat. But Patrick usually left a little before noon, opting to have lunch with his girlfriend and then work from his home during the afternoon. Other grad students had come in, all of which were cordial with Jordan, but none particularly friendly. It was a work space, after all.



So, come noontime as Patrick was leaving, Jordan had stepped out onto the lawn in front of the building to eat the lunch David had packed. Yes, even though she made him sleep on the couch, David still packed a nice lunch for her, leaving it on the table so she saw it. Nutritious, tasty, and a nice note proclaiming his love.



He really was a great husband. His heart was so…uncomplicated. Attentive. Devoted. Sweet. Whatever he focused on got his absolute attention and utmost care. Jordan felt that way when he fixated on her…his love was total. Consuming. In a good way. 



That's why it was so disorienting to imagine him masturbating while looking at other women on the internet. It seemed so at odds with the way he looked at her. Was she wrong about the totality of his devotion? Was he faking it, all the while lusting after every big-boobed girl with shiny hair that popped up in a google search?



Was she not enough? What did they have that she didn't? Why did she have to compete with them? How could she possibly compete with them?



She hated this feeling. Confused. Powerless. Insecure. She wanted to slap him, but she also wanted him to hug her tight and promise her it would never, ever, ever happen again. 



She knew that their sexual politics had become…unconventional. Although it was not without his consent. Willing consent, in fact. She had done some sexual experimenting with his blessing. His encouragement, in fact. She had a nagging sense of the unfairness of it–that she had romped in the garden of earthly delights with another man, that she had openly lusted after him, and that David wasn't allowed to even look at other girls.



Maybe it was hypocritical. Definitely, it was unfair. Or at least…unequal. Briefly entertaining the possibility that she could grant David the same liberty he had granted her, Jordan's stomach turned with revulsion. The mere thought of David with another woman…



No. 



Just no. 



Her indignation rose, and she determined to put the thought from her mind. She picked up her phone and opened her email app.



Her inbox was predictably arrayed with junk mail, students begging for paper extensions well after the deadline, a couple bills, an ad for a new Netflix series.



One message jumped out. It was from Aisha, Hamad's wife. Jordan's brow furrowed as she opened it.



Dear Jordan



I write to say thanks! I am not believing this. Hamad said we got the first money from the new business and he showed me. I looked at the number and said is this for the month? And he said no this is for the week. He says that David got so many clients and they have more work than they can do, that they are trying to hire more mechanics. Hamad is talking to all his friends, and he says it's all because David runs the business so well!



I just thought to write because I am so happy! This is such a blessing for our family! Hamad said we could start to save for our own house if business stays busy like this!



I just wanted to thank you for David and your help. Me and Fatima are dancing! This is so exciting!



Love Aisha



Jordan felt her heart soften and her eyes begin to mist. 



Apparently the business was going well. David had expressed cautious optimism, but she never knew what that meant. 



He was probably excited to tell her about their first successful billing cycle when she came home. He probably had the bank app up on his phone, ready to show her the windfall. A conversation that was awkwardly preempted.



Darn it.



Jordan sighed and opened up her text messages and composed a new one: 



J: Hey baby, I love you, but we need to talk about last night.



The message was barely marked as read before his response popped back.



D: I'm ready to talk. Whenever, wherever. I love you, Jo. 



Jordan smiled tightly, considering her response.



J: Just be home for dinner, regular time. I love you too.



D: Okay. I'll be there. 



J: 😘



D: ❤️



* * *



The next day after Mark returned, having returned from afternoon patrol, Jared's squad was set to take on guard duties in just a couple of hours. He took off his helmet and shucked off his flak vest, setting them down next to his cot–set at one end of the long tent, closest to the door from 12 other cots occupied by his juniors. 



He only had an hour or so to rest before having to supervise the 24 hour guard shift. He sat down on his sleeping bag and tipped over onto the makeshift pillow of rolled up clothes. As he did, he felt a plastic crinkling under his body. He sat up, fumbling under, then through his sleeping bag until he found an unopened bag of peanut M&M's.



He looked at the yellow bag in his hand, unsure of what to do with the obvious peace offering. 



He didn't know how to feel, or what to do with this. While showing strong promise and definite skill and ability as a leader, Jared was often crippled by uncertainty. Uncertainty that took the form of insecurity–an emotional state that he fought ferociously to hide, often overcompensating with aggressive or hostile displays of overconfidence. 



It usually worked. Nobody could hear the inside of his head, but it was full of recriminations and second guesses. Only Megan knew about his emotional tendencies…she was the only person he felt safe enough with to be honest. She knew when he was floundering in anxiety. She knew all of his tells. So when he told her that he was called up to be platoon sergeant, she was far more concerned than proud. She heard the angst in his voice. The crippling self-doubt that might lead him to implode, lose face, mess up his career…



Maybe get himself killed.



All of the catastrophizing thoughts that always accompanied an anxious stream of consciousness.



She had reassured him, told him she was proud of him, called him invulnerable, the ultimate warrior.  She did all the things that usually help…but all of those things were usually accompanied by the offer of her body as a physical comfort. Megan's sexual appetite was an intense emotional validator for Jared. When he could tell she wanted him…he felt like Superman. When they would finish, he felt like he could take on the world.



But they couldn't have that now. He had received a promotion he didn't want, he didn't feel ready for. And he didn't have his woman to build him up every morning and talk him down every night. 



Thank god Mark had basically hijacked a helicopter to come back 3 days after the ambush. 



Thank god he could go back to being a squad leader where he felt more comfortable. 



Thank god there had been no firefights. Jared had laid awake dreading the word "contact" coming over his radio. Or a bullet coming for one of them. 



The plastic package crinkled between his fingers. 



A clear peace offering. 



Things had been less cold between him and Mark since he got back, but it was still awkward. He had disrespected Mark, then Mark had saved his life, and then he had failed at Mark's job.



It was a disaster.



Still, knowing that his body was destined to be full of bullets before Mark threw him like a rag doll off that half wall…



He didn't have a word for the feeling. Grateful. Embarrassed. A little in awe, and a little resentful. All of those things together. 



He stood up and walked out of the tent toward the command hut. Knocking on the door, Lieutenant Macintosh opened the door in nothing but his shorts.



"Afternoon, sir. Is Sergeant Rein available?"



"Yep. He's in his bunk. Everything go okay this afternoon?"



"Yes sir, all good. I've got an after action report if you'd like…"



"Nah, give it to Rein. I'm busy." He walked back to his cot and flopped down. Jared followed him through the door. Mark was sitting up on his cot across from the Lieutenant. When he saw Jared, he folded up a piece of lined paper, tucking a photo in between the folds before sliding them both in his breast pocket and folding the pocket closed.



"Afternoon, Sergeant." He held up the package of candy. "This from you?"



Mark turned to sit sideways on his cot, setting his boots on the ground. He nodded uncomfortably. "Yep."



"Okay. You want to talk?"



Mark nodded, then looked over toward the platoon leader. "Sir, I need a moment with Corporal Poisson."



Macintosh grunted. "I'm platoon leader…anything that needs said, I should hear."



Mark flexed his jaw. "Sir, I think we might interrupt your enjoyment of The Sopranos over there. Maybe take your laptop out somewhere else where there's less noise?" 



The lieutenant looked moodily over his laptop screen to see Mark's eyes filled with menace. He gave an exasperated sigh and relented. Mark and Jared watched awkwardly as he fumbled to put clothes on and stomp moodily out the door.



"That fuckin' guy…" Jared muttered as the door slammed behind the lieutenant.



 "You have no idea…" Mark responded, patting the cot next to him. 



Jared sat down.



"I got a taste while you were gone. Dude…what the fuck…"



Mark smiled. "Dude, you have no idea. He watches the weirdest pornos at like two in the morning. Full volume. Deranged shit. Like, barely legal girls with clowns. Actual, literal clowns. In makeup, red noses, everything. It's…baffling."



Jared snorted. "Are you serious? No shit? Oh my god, really…"



Mark nodded, brow furrowed with a half smile. I can't get to sleep, all I here is clown fucking and Macintosh jacking off…and then when I finally do get to sleep, my dreams are like…insurgents are around the corner, but when I come up on them they're being fucked by clowns…then my mom shows up and yells at me for failing Algebra…it's so weird. I'm having the weirdest time here, Frenchie. It's torture living in this place. Like…literal psychological torture."



Jared laughed out loud. Mark's reversion to his nickname had lifted much of the awkwardness between them. "Wait…do the clowns have like…makeup on their dicks too? Or just their faces?"



"I don't know, I haven't actually seen it…I can only hear it. It's just like girls moaning…'ooh Sprinkles, give me more of that clown dick…' and then like a bike horn sound. That's all I know."



Jared snorted again. "That's fuckin' wild, dude."



"Yeah…"



The humor had cut the tension, but it soon returned. Finally Jared spoke.



"Thanks for the candy, man. Was that in that box you got?"



"You saw that?"



"Yeah. Is Molly that girl you met on leave?"



"Yeah."



"Cool, man. That's…that's awesome. Good for you."



Mark cleared his throat. "Look Frenchie, I overreacted when you called me out. I shouldn't have done that."



Jared nodded. "Water under the bridge, man."



"No, it's not. Shit's weird now, and the ambush made it weirder. But I came back because…I don't know, I got nowhere else to go. I just don't want you to feel like I didn't trust you to take over. Because I do."



Jared nodded again, a lump rising in his throat. "Thanks man, I really appreciate that. But I'm glad you're back. Everyone is. And…I'm glad you…did what you did during the ambush. I was a dead man. I owe you."



"You don't owe me shit, Frenchie. I did it all on instinct. I'm sorry I rang your bell. I really didn't mean to. Your head okay?"



"Yeah…totally fine. My ears rang for a little while after they medevaced you in the helicopter, and I threw up like an hour later. Doc said I might have a mild concussion, but I was good to go by nighttime. I'm fine. So seriously, don't worry about it."



Mark nodded gravely. "How was being platoon sergeant? You were only on for a few days. You get a taste for it?"



Jared grimaced. "I'm just…glad you're back, man."



"You don't want the job?"



"Maybe someday. Not today."



Mark nodded and paused for a moment. "That's too bad, Jared."



"What?" Jared didn't understand.



"I need you to basically keep on. I'm taking over, but I need a number two. It's why I was micromanaging so bad earlier. I can't delegate. But I can't be everywhere. I need someone who I know can take over in a second to basically make sure everything's tight in every room I'm not in. You've proved yourself. So you're my number 2 now. Understand?"



Jared blinked in surprise. "No. Are you leaving again?"



"No. I'm still in charge. I'm staying right here. I'll deal with Macintosh's clown porn and the brass, and the day to day shit. I'm still running the platoon. But I need you to anticipate what I need when I can't get to it. In every room I'm not in, on every patrol I'm not on. Every guard shift I'm too busy to supervise…you are to make sure things run the way I want them to run. Don't wait for my orders. Do what I expect. If I'm not available, you're the guy everyone goes to now. Understand?"



Jared nodded. "I don't know if I'm ready."



"You're ready. You're ready because of two things: first, you're perfectly competent, and second, I'm here with you. Everything you do, you're doing under my supervision.  I'm still responsible for everything. I'm still the guy. You're my extra eyes, ears, and hands. You don't need to prove yourself to your guys, to the other squad leaders, to Macintosh, to Wolfe, to Chen, or to God. Just me. You focus on me. I'll handle the rest."



Jared nodded, a sense of pride and purpose welling up in his chest. 



"Good." Mark nodded back, standing up. "Now go get Arnie and the other squad leaders in here. I'm gonna make it official."

 

* * *



4:30. The alarm on Jordan's phone went off. 



She sighed in faux relief as she clicked her red pen shut. She had finished the comparatively easy final exams, they were now tucked back into the manila envelope. 



Now came the much more arduous task of grading the final papers. She had gotten through a few of them, but at least another day would have to be devoted to finishing them. Maybe more.



Jordan sighed as she tucked the papers into the other envelope and placed both envelopes and her laptop back in her book bag to leave. Glancing at Patrick's neatly kept desk, she smiled to herself remembering his Freud penis-envy joke and walked out of the office.



She was not looking forward to the talk. Dealing with David's porn-fueled romp was going to be awkward, and he knew she was hurting from it. But she couldn't be okay with it. She couldn't get there. As unfair as it might be, Jordan was ferociously indignant that David would be aroused by another woman. That was simply unacceptable to her.



But she also continued to grapple with the monster of hypocrisy. The fact that David was beyond permissive of her lust for Mark ought to soften things in a situation like this, but it just didn't. Her heart hurt and her stomach was filled with rocks when she saw his erection while looking at that screen. 



She honestly didn't know how he experience the same horror and revulsion thinking about her and Mark.



Having read up on it, she understood the psychological phenomenon of compersion, of cuckoldry. She just couldn't wrap her head around it. 



And before she saw what she saw last night, she could observe and even indulge David's behavior and fantasies without entering that same emotional space. 



She just couldn't watch him have eyes for others. Now that she had seen him masturbating to other women, the revulsion for his fantasy grew strong and held deep. How could he do that? How could he like that? How could he enjoy her…doing what she did?



Jordan's mind snapped back to the intrusive memory of that morning. Standing in the bathroom, scooping semen off the back of her hand with her tongue. 



She couldn't remember if she had looked in the mirror before she began cleaning her hand, or if she began cleaning her hand, and then caught sight of herself in the mirror. 



The difference seemed important psychologically. On the one hand, if it was the latter scenario, where she caught sight of herself as she cleaned her hand, then she was simply responding to some primal curiosity, and then shocked herself by catching herself in a gross, humiliating act. 



On the other hand, if she looked at herself and then began cleaning…she wasn't sure what that meant. Almost as if she wanted herself to see herself in a gross, humiliating act. If that were the case, then it was almost like there was another woman in her–one that genuinely wanted these gross things, and further, wanted her–the good Jordan, to watch her depravity. 



She genuinely couldn't remember which one it was. She felt more certain this morning when processing the memory, but she was less sure now. She definitely remembered the complex emotions she felt as the salty, still-warm-but-cooling viscosity pooled in the hollow of her tongue. Curiosity, excitement, revulsion, even a little self-horror. The emotional flavor profile was complicated, but it also felt strangely deep. 



Holding eye contact with herself in the mirror, she had watched her hand fall and her lips close, hiding the secret in her mouth before her tongue lifted, the tip touching the roof of her mouth, causing Mark's semen to flow back into her throat before her epiglottis flexed to cover her airway, inviting Mark's semen into her body for safekeeping. She remembered the shock at seeing the subtle contraction of her throat.



Swallowing.



She definitely remembered being shocked at the feeling that followed as her epiglottis extended to uncover her airway, as her tongue dropped down and her mouth opened to breathe again, Mark's thick semen safely on its way to her stomach.



It felt…



Natural.



Reaching the crosswalk at the edge of campus, Jordan shuddered. With the comfort of some physical and emotional distance, as well as time, she was extremely uncomfortable with that feeling. 



One was not supposed to feel so right about something so wrong. It was simply unacceptable.



She also realized that the "two Jordan" theory she had been developing had some traction to it. The more she thought about the mirror episode, the more she realized that there were multiple voices in her, contradicting each other. That in some way, there were two Jordans in the room. Something the mirror had shown, but she had been unable to see until now. That the complexities of her emotions, the sense of both wrongness and rightness crashing over each other…there really was something to it.



It wasn't just a sexual self vs a regular self, though. There wasn't just sexual Jordan and non sexual Jordan. She was confident about that. She didn't feel that way every time she had sex. She didn't feel the deep chaotic swirl of conflicting emotions at all when she was having sex with David. 



When she was with David, she simply felt happy, loved, accepted, excited. She felt warm, safe, loved. Even euphoric. A clean emotional palate. Purely nourishing emotional food. 



No, her other self was…some other way. Maybe a subset of her sexual self that stood in opposition to her normal, more familiar self. Something that had made itself known that night. The night where Mark was promoted to Captain. That night where he and Jordan went for a coffee and pastry to celebrate. Where Jordan had intended to spin a sweet little fiction about a sexual liaison to feed to her husband in bed. Where she hadn't planned for or anticipated crossing any real moral boundaries whatsoever. Where they had stopped at Mark's office to pick up a uniform item he needed before dropping her off at home. Where they had shared a new kind of look in the dim light of his office. Where he had kissed, and she had kissed back.Where she had asked to see another man's penis for the first time. Where she had felt another man's penis for the first time. Where her trembling hand had brought pleasure to another man for the first time.



Where Dr. Jordan had met Mrs. Hyde in the mirror.



She couldn't tell David about this. 



She couldn't.
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A half eaten bowl of store brand macaroni and cheese sat cold on a sea of red shag carpet–a spoon still jutting out awkwardly to the side.. 



Next to the bowl was a pair of deeply worn pajama pants, with a once-colorful print of vibrant red, yellow, blue, and green dinosaurs, now faded with the knees worn down. 



Above the pajama pants was a loose shirt, white, with a green Tyrannosaurus Rex prominently centered, with bits of fake cheese sauce daubed in messy little bits beneath the collar.



Occupying that combined hodgepodge of dinosaur pajamas was a little boy, age six, clutching a red stuffed Triceratops named Tony. 



Directly in front of that little boy was a television, with a grainy thrift store VHS playing The Land Before Time for what was easily the hundredth time.



"David, scoot back from the screen, sweetie. You'll burn your eyes out."



The little boy wordlessly clutched his dinosaur and scooted back several feet until his back was to the edge of the couch. 



The little boy's mother flipped silently through a magazine while the boy adjusted his glasses every few minutes, fixed on Little Foot and his friends searching for their new family in the Great Valley.



The glasses were a size too big. They kept sliding down. 



He would grow into them eventually.



At some point in the evening the door opened and Dad came home. 



"Hey, buddy? How's Tony? How's the dinosaurs?"



Ricky Stark, owner and operator of Ricky's Car Jam, a used car lot one town over, was accustomed to asking easy questions that he really didn't care to know the answers to. 



David answered with a monotone grunt while his father flipped through the mail on the kitchen table.



"I think it's bedtime, pal. Turn off the TV."



"It's almost done."



Ricky gave an exasperated sigh. "You know this movie, buddy. You seen it before. Let it go. Take Tony and get up to bed, okay?" 



Still looking down at the opened mail, he walked toward the television to turn it off, stepping right into the half eaten bowl of macaroni and cheese. The contents tipped up and spilled out, dropping greasy cheese product onto the red carpet and coating Ricky's shoe. 



"Mother FUCKER!" Ricky roared as he kicked the bowl into the wall. The shattered fragments splintered outward, tinkling into the carpet fibers. 



Bits of macaroni still clung to Ricky's shoelaces. He whirled around to face Mom. "Why is there fucking food on the carpet, bitch? Can't I come home to a clean house?"



David winced as Ricky stomped toward them. Mom stood up, defiant. "It's not like we can do family meals, Ricky…you're never home! Guess you had to work late again. Who was the "client" this time? Claire? Becky? That…whatever, that Chinese girl? Who were you fucking this time, Ricky?"



"Fuck you, bitch. You don't even know what I do for this family. Sit the fuck down."



"I'll sit when I feel like it!" She was shouting now.



"I said sit…down…" Ricky growled.



"Make me…" Mom growled back.



With the force of his whole body, Ricky shoved Mom into the couch. She sat still, glaring up at him. 



"Yeah, that's right. Stay down." He began to walk away, then leaned against the wall to take off his soiled shoe. 



He inspected the gunk on the leather and wedged in with the shoelaces. Then, whirling around, he threw the shoe full force at Mom.



"And clean this shit up!"



The heel hit Mom in the face with a noticeable thok, just under her left eye. She lifted her hands to cover her face, nursing what would soon be a bruise. 



A small metallic tuuoog bounced off Ricky's cheekbone. 



The spoon.



The one from the now shattered bowl of macaroni and cheese. The impact of the spoon caused Ricky's head to jerk back involuntarily. 



It didn't hurt, just stunned him briefly. When he looked back down, he saw David, still clutching his triceratops in his left hand, standing with a set jaw and a closed right fist. 



"DON'T THROW STUFF AT MOM!!!" he shouted, his young voice cracking from the enraged pitch of his voice. 



Ricky bared his teeth and picked up the spoon, walking intensely toward his son. He smacked the back of the little boy's head full force, catching the arm of his glasses on the forward swing. They flew off, the plastic frame half folding and clicking awkwardly onto the carpet.



David dropped his toy and charged his father with the whole force of his body. Crashing against his knees, he stopped dead, and Ricky picked his whole body up by a fistful of his t-shirt and the waistband of his pajama bottoms, and threw him bodily onto the couch. 



David flailed as he fell face forward onto the furniture, his mouth smacking directly into the hard arm of the couch.



There was screaming. And blood. 



Mom jumped in between Ricky and David, stopping the onslaught to follow. 



"See what you did, bitch?!?" Ricky shouted, pointing at the little boy weeping and bleeding from the mouth. 



Mom didn't answer. Just stood there between her husband and her son with her eyes down.



Ricky backed off, chuffed, and turned to walk out of the living room.



Mom turned around to check on David. 



"It's okay, baby…let me see. Oh, looks like it hurts, I'm sorry honey. Mommy's sorry."



There was a lot of blood. Most of it coming from a split upper lip, which was swelling rapidly. Mom ran to get ice from the fridge and put it in a sandwich bag, then grabbed a handful of paper towels. "It's okay, sweetie…just hold these to your lip, the blood will stop in a minute. Can you open your mouth for a second?"



David opened his mouth. No more blood, but his top front tooth was knocked loose. She reached in to wiggle it. David whimpered.



"Hold still, sweetie, I'm just gonna…" Mom pinched the hanging tooth between her finger and thumbnail and jerked gently. It popped out with a thuck, and she showed it to David. "See? It's okay…it's just a baby tooth, honey. It was on its way out anyway. See? The others will fall out, and they'll grow back. Everything's gonna be fine, okay?"



"Uh..huh…Okay…" David blubbered in agreement. 



Mom wrapped the ice bag in a rag and pressed it against his upper lip, holding the paper towels in place against his lip and upper tooth cavity.



"Now honey…I have to tell you something very important. Can you listen very carefully?"



David nodded, wiping tears out of the corner of his eyes. 



"We don't want to get Daddy in trouble, okay? You don't want to get Daddy in trouble, do you?"



David shook his head meekly. "Uh-uh…"



"Okay, sweetie, that's good. So when you go to school tomorrow and they see your lip, they'll ask you what happened. So when your teacher asks you tomorrow, just say you were playing dinosaurs, and you fell and hit your lip. Okay?"



"Okay…" he blubbered.



"Say it for me, okay? Just say it once just like I said it."



"I…I wuh…was playing dinosaurs, and I fuh-fuh-fell, and I hit my l-lip."



"Good. That's good, honey. Just like that. Now…here's Tony…Just hold that there nice and tight against your lip, and we can watch the rest of Littlefoot."



David took the stuffed toy and clutched it tightly to his chest with his free arm.



He sat down again, still clutching the dinosaur under one arm while holding the ice pack against his face with the other. As his whimpering died down, he found comfort watching Littlefoot and his friends trudge on through the grainy VHS resolution in search of the Great Valley, pursued all the way by the ever lurking, ever threatening Sharptooth.



* * *



"Nice socks, man."



Mark looked up to see Jared grinning at him. He had just pulled up the socks and was pulling his boot tops open to slide his feet in.



"Ha! Nice catch. You like them?" He broke into a wide smile as he lifted his feet up slightly to show them off. Black, noticeably fluffy, and with little blue hearts on them. 



"Yeah, I do. Good shit. Adds a nice flair to your whole outfit. Just a little hint of the feminine. Just a touch, you know?"



"Fuck you…" Mark grinned, pulling his boots on and lacing them up. 



"Just don't let gunny see 'em…" Jared warned. "He'll flip his shit for being out of uniform."



"Gunny ain't gonna see shit…" Mark muttered defiantly. "And I don't give a shit if he does. I like 'em. They're soft."



Jared grinned back. "Where'd you get them? That…uhhh, that Molly girl send you socks in that care package?"



"Yeah. She's a nurse. And believe me, nurses understand footwear man. They don't fuck around with that."



"That's awesome man. So you're keeping in touch with her. That's cool."



"Yeah, I'm gonna hit up the morale tent tonight after the patrol's over. Head over there with second squad, do some laundry, see if she sent an email. Maybe call her if I have time."



"No shit…look at you, man. Calling a girl back. Little Mark's growing up on us…"



"Fuck you, Frenchie…" Mark chuckled. What are you doing here anyway? I've got to get you and Arnie's shit together for the patrol, I'm already runnin' late…"



"That's why I'm here."



"What? Something wrong?"



"No, we're just ready to go. Waiting on you now."



Mark blinked up at Jared. "You serious?"



"Yeah, man. Both squads are assembled, gear checked, water, everything. I already went over the frag order with everyone. We're good to go. Just waitin' on you, boss man…"



"Really…" Mark said, surprised.



"Yeah man. You were serious about that number two man thing, right? Just doin' my job…"



Mark raised his eyebrows, impressed. He finished lacing his boots, then stood up and threw on his new flak vest (the last one had to be retired when they found the bullet holes in it), his helmet, his pistol, and rifle, then headed out the door. Jared was on his heels.



The two squads were neatly lined up, patiently waiting. Mark walked quickly up and down the line. Weapons and magazines were freshly cleaned. He tapped water bags as he went. Full. No hanging straps. All radios working. 



Holy shit.



Mark looked back at Poisson, who stood waiting for his approval. They exchanged a quick nod and Mark turned back to the assembled patrol.



"Corporal Poisson, clear us with company. We're heading out."



"Aye sergeant…"



* * *



Underneath the interlocking mash of metal bars that made up the jungle gym–halfway between the slide and the monkey bars–six year old David Stark sat huddled and fortified, knees tucked up to his chin, arms wrapped around his knees. It was a tight space under there, difficult for bullies to access, as one would have to crawl to get there. Any prospective attacker would have to be on their hands and knees to throw punches or kicks or put their hands on him. 



Advantage: Defense. A temporary tactical advantage. 



It was recess time. Respite for some, liberation for others. 



Brutality for David.



This time the little assholes made fun of his glasses–the ones with a fresh crack in them. Since they had fallen off last night, his mom didn't have time to get him some new ones, and with the crack in the lens, she couldn't repair these. Stealing them off his face, the bigger boys played keep-away until they got bored, then the biggest one simply threw them on the ground, leaving a big gash in the non-cracked lens. As he bent down to pick them up and put them back on, they attacked him again. 



Weakness is instinctively spotted by predators. They generally hunt in small packs at that age. David had eventually escaped, with just some torn pride, and torn clothes.



Under the jungle gym, David winced as he heard the gravel shift near him. 



Were they coming again? 



Leering sideways, he saw the approaching figure: two pale knees attached to black saddle shoes. The knees bent down to reveal a sky blue dress. Presently, a pale face with light freckles and auburn hair braided in pigtails presented itself at David's level. He squinted in suspicion with his one free eye while she looked inquisitively at him. 



"Can I come in?" she asked.



David said nothing, burying his face between his knees. 



"Please?"



Not lifting his face, David's skinny shoulders popped up and down in a quick shrug. 



The little girl crawled under the jungle gym and sat quietly next to David.



"I'm McKenzie. I like dinosaurs too. What's your name?"



David didn't move. He didn't respond.



"My favorite is the Brachiosaurus. It's fun to say Bra-a-a-akiosaurus. It sounds like I think they sound. Bra-a-a-ak!"



David remained locked in place for a moment, then a little voice rose up, muffled between his clenched knees:



"Brachiosaurus. They're herbivores. It means they only eat plants."



"That's gross," she replied. "Do you think they like candy?"



David's head popped up from between his skinny knees. "Duh…"



"Yeah, you're right. It's a stupid question. Everyone likes candy."



"No…" David insisted. "They didn't have candy back then. Just natural plants like leaves and stuff. They ate them off of tall trees. That's why their necks were so long."



"I guess you're right," McKenzie responded after some thought. "But I bet some of the leaves tasted like candy. They probably liked those leaves better than the other leaves."



David lacked the data to refute that, so he just dropped his head between his knees again.

 

After a moment, McKenzie held out her hand, and opened her palm up with an offering.



"I found this. Do you want it back?"



It was a small, stubby red cloth cylinder with a tuft of cotton fluff sticking out of the bottom. David lifted his head to see, then quickly dropped it again. McKenzie patiently held out her hand, waiting for David to respond. Gradually, his skinny knees parted, revealing the hidden stuffed Tony Triceratops, its front horn ripped from its nose.



David drew the toy out and sheepishly took the severed horn from her hand. "Thanks."



"You're welcome," she said, matter-of-factly. 



"If you want, I can take it home and my mom can fix it. I'll bring it back tomorrow."



"No, it's okay. I'll fix it."



"Do you know how to sew?"



"No, I can't sew. I'll tape it."



"It won't look right."



"It's okay."



"Okay. But if you want, my mom's a good sewer."



They sat in silence for another moment.



"Did those boys hit your lip?" McKenzie asked?



David shrugged, then shook his head silently.



"So what happened?"



David shrugged again.



"OK. So what's your name?" 



"David." He said, burying his face between his knees again.



"I'm pleased to meet you, David. I just moved here. My dad's a marine, so we move around a lot. What does your dad do?"



"What's a marine?"



"They're like GI Joes, but real life. They fight bad guys. But also, they smell kinda bad sometimes."



"Oh. My dad's a businessman. He smells like cologne."



"Okay."



The bell rang, summoning everyone back to class. 



McKenzie crawled out from under the makeshift crawlspace and offered her hand to David. Ignoring it, he crawled out and stood next to her, getting a good look at her face for the first time. 



She was pretty. She had blue eyes, but a little dark. And some light freckles across the bridge of her nose. She squinted earnestly at him. 



"David, would you like to be friends?"



"I don't have any friends."



"I know. I saw the boys pick on you. But if you're friends with me, nobody will pick on you. Girls are more powerful than boys."



"No they're not."



"Yeah huh."



David shrugged ambiguously. 



Friends with a girl? It was unheard of. But making friends with boys wasn't working out either. And she liked dinosaurs…



McKenzie stuck out her hand. 



"I promise I won't ever be mean to you, David."



David hesitated again, then stuck out his hand to match hers. McKenzie grasped it and shook it. They began to walk quickly back, heading to line up for their class.



As they made their way, David discreetly handed the stuffed toy and severed horn over to the little girl in the blue dress. 



She accepted it discreetly, tucking Tony under her arm.



* * *



Dear Molly,

	

	I thought about calling, but I did the math, and it's like 2 in the morning where you are. So I figured I'd just type up a little note. I Hope you're doing well, I hope work's good, and the kids are good.



	I got your package earlier this week. I just wanted to say thanks. I didn't tell you this before, but I've never gotten a care package. My mom passed away right before I joined up, and I think I told you my neighbor Benny died when I was in 9th grade. I had some friends from high school that joined up around when I did, but we lost touch. So it actually means a lot to get something from you. I don't mean you have to send stuff because you feel bad for me, but I don't know. I just like to get stuff from you. It's like a little piece of you came out with me. I really like that.



	Candy and jerky are always great to get, good way to break up the food routine we get out here. If you even want to call it food. And the socks are amazing. So comfortable. One of my guys was giving me shit for looking feminine, but I don't care. If it's comfortable, that's all that matters. Thank you.



	I loved getting the note from Lucy and Max's dinosaur picture. That was a nice surprise. The dinosaur picture is hanging on the dirt wall by my cot now, so you can tell him that. And Lucy writes really well for her age. I hear the lisp in her voice when I read it. It's fun for me.



	I really liked those pictures you sent. Is that a graduation picture from nursing school? You look hot in scrubs, girl. Get a man all hot and bothered…and I like that one of us on the beach. I look at them both when I can. 



I don't know, I just miss you I guess. 



	Okay, enough mushy stuff. What's new out here…my roommate is our platoon leader, a lieutenant. He's pretty weird, and he and I don't get along very well. The good news is, he's really lazy, and so he doesn't really get in the way unless there's a higher ranking officer around for him to show off to. They all know he's worthless, though. But he's really, really weird. 



	I promoted one of my squad leaders, I guess kind of unofficially. He's still the same rank he was, but I made him my number two. He's really growing into it. He's also my best friend from boot camp, but that's not why I promoted him. He's just a really good number two. We were butting heads for a while, but I respect my guys when they call me out. He's the only one that always does, so I figured it's a good time to give him some responsibility. And he's definitely stepping up. 



	I'm doing okay. Nobody thinks I'm wet behind the ears anymore. We've done a lot of pretty serious clearing operations, and a ton of regular security patrols. I haven't lost any guys. We did have an incident where one of us got shot, but thankfully the injuries were minor, just some stitches. Just a hazard of the job out here. I do get nervous about IEDs, though. Those things are everywhere. We've found a few dozen of them in the last few months, and we're trying to stay vigilant. But a couple of the other platoons in Bravo company haven't been as lucky.



	I don't want you to worry, though. I'm staying safe. I want to do well out here, and I want to bring all of my guys home in one piece. And I'll admit it, Molly. I want to come home and spend time with you. I hope that's okay. Thanks again for the package. I really do appreciate it. Let me know how you and the kids are doing, I want to know. 



I miss you, Molly

-Mark



PS-just a thought…if you get the urge to send another package sometime, send some little hard candies, we hand them out to the little kids in the village here when we patrol. They're good to have around. 



PPS-Also, just another thought, feel free to ignore it, but if you want to send some more photos, I wouldn't mind seeing a little more of you, if you know what I mean.



* * *



This time there were spreadsheets. Beautiful, wonderful, wildly informative spreadsheets.



David smiled broadly as a sea of number filled rectangles filled on his screen. He took off his glasses to wipe the lenses on his sleeve, then returned them to their place.



Nice, (comparatively) neat spreadsheets detailing every expenditure. Accounts payable…employee salary and benefits…facility maintenance fees…accounts payable for oil, fuel, tool replacements…and the all too hilarious "miscellaneous" category…all the goodies.



It was like stealing an opposing team's playbook the day before the Super Bowl.



Having heard about how much his school district client had projected in budget savings over the next school year, an adjoining county comptroller had reached out to David proactively, wanting in. This included the school district, but also included county vehicles, the sheriff's department, road maintenance equipment, snow plows, fire trucks. Each with nice little dollar signs attached to them. 



If David could land the deal.



He had taken a full day to respond to the email, not wanting to seem too eager, or worse yet, too desperate. But after a week of back and forth, David had managed to convince the prospective client to send him the budget and expense sheets for all vehicle maintenance for the last three years to see if he could submit a favorable bid. 



It was enough to make him salivate, especially after the backslapping he'd received from Hamad and the guys that morning. Everyone was pretty happy with their first pay/profit sharing checks. 



So things were going well, and this contract alone could more than double their workload. Hamad was running out of friends to recruit, but David's visit to the vocational program had gone well, with 4 new applicants ready to jump on board next month. And Hamad's friends had friends. So David was comfortable making a bold move toward growth.



David's hands shook noticeably as he scrolled through the spreadsheets, taking notes on a paper notepad next to his laptop keyboard. Despite the exciting prospect in front of him, David had trouble focusing. He hadn't slept the night before, and the third cup of coffee wasn't helping. He shook his head and blinked hard, taking a third run at organizing the data in front of him.



An office would have been nice. He was seated, legs crossed kindergarten style in the gravel, hunched over a half stack of bus tires hastily assembled to give him a work space. He was wearing his work coveralls, a ball cap pulled down over his glasses. He was analyzing spreadsheets while the others turned wrenches, drained oil, and cursed at cross-threading lug nuts on the school bus lot around him. Every few minutes, he would leap up and run over to wherever the mechanics were working: fetching a specific tool, or clearing away dirty oil pans or bringing fresh ones. 



Hamad was set up nearest to David's work station, bent deeply into the yellow engine compartment working on a major repair. 



David's mind kept running back to last night. Jordan had burst through the door unexpectedly and caught him in an embarrassing moment. 



She had clearly been deeply hurt and hadn't talked to him since. 



He had tried to talk to her through the closed door of their bedroom, but she wouldn't answer. He had knocked to invite her out to talk, and she wouldn't respond.



Horrified at having hurt her, David had sat on the floor outside the door, knees tucked up to his chin, arms wrapped around his knees. While he occasionally made his way back to the couch to sleep, he would always think he heard her move, and he would run to meet her. 



But she never came out. 



Eventually, he just fell asleep next to the bedroom door in that same awkward upright fetal position, hoping she would come out.



At one point, he heard her talking on the phone, but he couldn't tell who she was talking to or what she was saying. All he heard for sure was sniffling, a sure sign she was crying.



To say he felt like scum would be an understatement. David was utterly disgusted at himself. Thinking of how he was caught…seeing Jordan's blue eyes widened in shock, tears of bitter disappointment forming on the inside corners of her eyes before she ran past him into the bedroom…



It was gut wrenching. Like finding blobby goop of dog excrement in the bridge of your boot soles. You almost want to throw the boots away.



By the time the alarm had gone off on his phone, David's head hung limp between his knees, certain that he had torpedoed his marriage. He had risen, showered, and changed into his coveralls before making Jordan's lunch and leaving it on the table. He tried to write a note to stuff into the lunch bag with the food, but he didn't know what to say.



It was an early start, as always. Hamad liked to start work at 6. David agreed–the first few hours of cool morning light were always the most productive. The other mechanics arrived at 9, and David always helped Hamad with some routine work until they arrived. Not a certified mechanic, David always made sure Hamad inspected everything he did before signing off on it.



At 9, David ran around the lot getting everyone set up and dividing up the day's workload. He fielded calls for the part time work, and drove by the concrete company to check in with customers before a work appointment the next day. 



It was a whirlwind. He had just finished dropping a used oil drum off just after lunch when the second email came through. From the county. The huge new client. Potential client, anyway.



They were following up with him. Not the other way around.



It was a good sign. Returning to the bus lot, he informed everyone he had some bids to do before setting up the "desk" and diving into the spreadsheets.



Only he couldn't focus on them.



Jordan's eyes blinked in horror at him from the computer screen.



"David!"



His mind raced, running wild with the myriad catastrophes that could await him when Jordan finally talked to him again.



If she ever would.



"I can't believe how disgusting you are. You're not who I thought you were…"



He could imagine the bitter recrimination in her voice. The disappointment. 



His heart sank.



"I'm so glad I discovered who you really were before we had kids…"



She was right. She could have any man she wanted. Better men were a dime a dozen. More handsome. More successful. Not gross, like him.



"I'm leaving. I think that's what's best for both of us. Good luck, David…"



David nodded sadly to himself. 



The spreadsheet swam in front of him. 



He tried to focus.



Sheriff's Department vehicles needed a lot more maintenance than any of the others, it seemed. More miles, more major issues, some body repairs. It made sense, but if he wasn't careful, they might lose money on that part of the deal. And body work wasn't something they were set up to deal with. Might need to subcontract on that, or see about recruiting some body guys on a job-by-job basis. 



New problems…Natural byproducts of vigorous growth. Good problems to have, even if they could be daunting.



"I love you, David. You're my hero…"



This particular intrusive thought, unlike the hypothetical catastrophes that parroted Jordan's voice, that last thought was real. A real memory–something she had really said on another occasion involving spreadsheets.



The night they had invited Hamad and Aisha over for dinner, when they had sat down to work through the idea for this business. 



After Hamad, Aisha, and Fatima had left, Jordan had said…



Yeah, that's it. That was it...



She had, lovingly and unprompted, whispered her confidence into his ear, then sat down across from him at the table. 



She had…walked into the kitchen in pajama pants.



And a tight, thin t-shirt. With no bra.



David savored the memory of her body in that moment. In that shirt, her breasts defined the shape of her shirt, and not the other way around. Delicious.



No…intoxicating. Her nipples were more than hinted at through the thin cotton blend… 



"I love you, David. You're my hero…"



She had whispered it lovingly into his ear, then sat down across from him. 



She was so sexy that…even though he could only access the sight through his memory, he thought his head might explode. 



She had sat down and…clicked open a pen…and had been writing in a steno notebook…



While eating a pink lady apple. 



That was it. The apple.



Whatever happened to that letter, anyway? It wasn't the one that Vinny had snatched, it was right after that, but before…



That letter was in his lunch bag when he got attacked. After he got back from the hospital, the lunch bag had been cleaned out. He didn't know how, or by who. Hopefully Jordan secured it. He didn't get the chance to read it, though.



His heart fluttered at the thought of what was in that last letter…then raced in panic when he realized that Jordan would never whisper that phrase in his ear again. 



He wasn't her hero anymore. 



Now he was just…her perverted, disloyal little worm of a husband.



Maybe soon-to-be ex-husband.



Shit.



Breaking his intrusive stream of consciousness, one of the new mechanics called for a fresh oil pan. David raced to comply, then returned, poured the used oil into the fresh drum, and then sat down and tried to work again. But no matter how much he squinted at the spreadsheet on the screen, all he could think of was the fading sound of…



"I love you, David. You're my hero…"



He would never hear those silky caramel words from Jordan's lips ever again.



His heart raced, his breathing picked up. 



He had to call her. 



He picked up his phone and pulled up her contact on the screen. 



His thumb held steady over the call button, trembling.



He couldn't do it.



Tears formed, which he quickly wiped with his trembling free hand.



A small electronic ding accented a cartoon text bubble on his phone screen, jolting David out of his frozen posture. 



From Jordan.



"Hey baby, I love you, but we need to talk about last night."



David's heart nearly exploded. She said it! She said she loved him! 



He had a chance. 



She wanted to talk. Jordan wanted to talk to him!



A vague but pressing memory leaned into David's consciousness as he quickly typed the response–an echo of the excitement he felt at this moment. A memory of Jordan touching his hand for the first time, saying



"Yes, David. This is a date."



His body warmed in the memory of that moment. 



Arguably the greatest moment in his life. Easily in the top 10. 



But this moment…this one was up there, too. The moment in time where she gave him a chance at a second chance. His thumb hastily pressed send on his response.



D: I'm ready to talk. Whenever, wherever. I love you, Jo. 



David stared anxiously at the phone as Jordan typed a response. 



It took several years to arrive.



J: Just be home for dinner, regular time. I love you too.



David hungrily responded.



D: Okay. I'll be there. 



J: 😘



D: ❤️❤️❤️❤️❤️❤️❤️❤️❤️❤️❤️❤️❤️❤️



David paused on the send button, realizing how neurotic that last response seemed. He deleted all but the first heart, then hit send.



D: ❤️



His head swam. She wanted to talk! All he could hope for was…yes, he could throw his weight into an apology and promise to make it up to her.



Suddenly the collection of spreadsheets was visible again. Head still abuzz at the good news, it remained difficult to focus. But not impossible…



"Do your work, David…"



Another warm memory…her next words…after she had whispered that he was her hero…



Yes, he remembered now. She sat upright in that chair, in that shirt…god, that shirt. She had the tip of the pen between her lips as she contemplated her writing. The pink lady apple was on the table between them, two bites missing. She had looked up at him under her eyebrows, noticed his eyes flitting back and forth between her face, the notebook, and the curves of her breasts through her shirt. 



She had treated him to a sweet caramel smile.



"Do your work, David…"



David dove back into the spreadsheets, a new intensity of focus gripping him by the eyeballs.



* * *



Dear Mark,



	I'm glad you got the package, and I'm glad you liked it! I wondered if it would be weird to send stuff from the kids, but it seemed like you guys bonded so well, and I can't keep Lucy from getting involved in anything, so I figured I'd just embrace it. She wants to know whether her war letter was up to your standards. I don't know what that means, so good luck answering.



	I love your updates. It sounds like you're doing as well as you can in a nasty, scary situation. I'm glad your friend is doing well, too. It must be a good thing to have a good friend backing you up like that. And I'm sorry to hear about your friend that got shot! If he really is okay, he's lucky. Just stitches after a gunshot wound…that's really lucky. And I'll keep all my fingers and toes crossed about IEDs. I can't even imagine what that's like.



Also, sorry to hear about your roommate. I've never had a weird roommate, or even a roommate at all. It must be pretty stressful to have a weird, difficult roommate. And if he's an asshole, then it's a special kind of hell. Wait, I actually do know what that's like, now that I think about it. :-) I just described life with my husband. Well, at least until a couple of months ago. He's getting better, though. I have to admit it. He is apparently in the process of trying to patent and sell some software he's working on, so he's pretty busy. Still making time for the kids though, which is good. And he's been treating me a lot better. After years of putting up with his garbage, I don't want to trust it, but it's starting to feel like he's turning a corner. Things are getting a little less unpleasant around here. I still don't know what to make of it, though.



	Max is getting in trouble in school. He's just a little hellraiser, apparently. He's a good kid, but he can't sit still, and he won't raise his hand. I've been called by the school 5 times this month, and met with his teacher twice. I'm sympathetic, I know he can be a handful, but I'm just not sure what they want me to do. Neither of my kids will sit still when they're bored, but Lucy at least finds productive outlets. Max just sort of spins like that Tasmanian Devil character in Loony Tunes. Now that I'm thinking about it, it occurs to me that you might have been like that as a kid. Just a guess though, I don't really know. But if you were a Tasmanian Devil kid, did you learn to sit still eventually? And if so, how?



	Lucy is doing well, they're talking about having her skip a grade. I'm not sure how I feel about it, I know she's bored but I'm worried about her not developing social skills for her age. Chris thinks it's a great idea, and who gives a damn about social skills, but of course he'd say that. Frankly, Chris is the exact cautionary tale I'm worried about Lucy repeating. She does spend a lot of time at the city library, so I think she's getting a lot of access to what she needs if she gets bored. But still, I want to do the right thing for her. I don't know. 



	I'm sorry, I just realized I spent the last paragraphs just dumping parenting problems in your lap, but I don't have a whole lot else to write about. Work is okay, and I don't do much socially outside of PTA things. And don't even get me started about PTA bitches…they can get nasty. 



I'll admit it Mark, I'm kind of impatient for you to make it back here safely, since I was hoping you could supplement my social life with some welcome variety. I'll admit to thinking about you late at night sometimes, and wishing you were with me. I miss you too. Please come back safe.



I miss you,

-Molly



PS-I'll see about putting together another care package, and I'll try to include the stuff you mentioned. I brought up the picture request to Chris, and he got really excited (weird, I know). Anyway, he set up an appointment for me next week to do a session of boudoir photography. Have you heard of that?  If you don't know what that is, I hope you'll like the surprise. I'm doing extra leg lifts and crunches to get ready. 



PPS-I really hope you like it, because I'm super nervous to do it. Kisses, Molly.



* * *



"An extra order of Nan, please. And a medium Mango Lassi."



David smiled gratefully at the young woman punching up the total at the register. He handed her his debit card as he eyed the steaming chicken smothered in rich, earth toned sauces, the fluffy white rice, and the airy bread being ladled, paddled, and wrapped into containers and set in a white plastic bag. The phrase THANKYOUTHANKYOU was emblazoned in a wall of all caps text up and down the sides of a bag tied expertly at the handles by the cashier as she handed him his card back. He signed the receipt as the bag was placed in front of him. 



Jordan knew all the names of the people there. He wasn't as good at that. Of course she would be. It was her favorite Indian restaurant, and she often stopped here for lunch. 



David nodded gratefully one more time as he lifted the bag of Jordan's favorite food and hastened to place the bag in the passenger seat next to the bouquet of Jordan's favorite flowers–pink peonies–which was in turn set in front of the box of Jordan's favorite chocolates–Cadbury salted caramels.



David–now clearly identifiable as the man who hoped he was still Jordan's favorite person–eagerly hopped into the driver's seat and shut the door. He glanced at the car clock as he turned the key. 



4:00. 



He would probably get home first, which would give him time to arrange all this stuff to surprise her. He wasn't quite sure how this evening's conversation would go, but surrounding himself with all of her favorite things couldn't hurt his chances.



Pulling onto the main road, David's mind wandered back to their wedding. She had looked so beautiful, and her face was absolutely beaming. She had grinned in spite of herself walking down the aisle toward him, her arm tucked in her grandfather's elbow and holding her white bouquet. 



He remembered looking at her through her veil. She seemed so happy to be looking back at him. He remembered wanting to see her eyes more clearly, and then feeling his whole heart lift as the veil came up over her face and was tucked behind her…He remembered her deep blue eyes sparkling at him.



It had been a beautiful day. Even his surly father hadn't managed to ruin it. Not for lack of trying, of course. But Jordan's father was surprisingly adept and misdirecting Ricky Stark's more dramatic misbehaviors. Apparently they teach that sort of thing in pastor school. 



David stopped at a red light, leaning forward to see if he could make a right turn on red. Clear. Another five minutes and he would be home.



He remembered those same sparkling eyes during their first dance. He remembered just thinking over and over…



"I can't believe this woman would want to be with me at all. And now we're married! She's mine forever!"



"Hopefully forever…" David's thought snapped back to the present, turning into the parking lot of their apartment complex. He gathered up the food, flowers, and chocolate after lifting his shoulder bag into place, and made his way into the apartment.



"Jordan? Honey? You home?"



Silence. 



Good. He made it home first. He checked his watch. 4:20. He'd have to hurry. He ran to the kitchen and found the glass vase, filling it with water and snipping the base of the peonies so they fanned out voluptuously over the neck of the vase. He turned the oven on warm and stuffed the takeout food in to keep it from cooling. Then, placing the vase in the center of the table, he leaned the box of chocolates up against the front of it. Then he dashed into the bedroom to put down his shoulder bag, and caught sight of himself in Jordan's full length mirror. 



He looked atrocious. Still in blue coveralls covered in grease. He had smudges on his cheeks and he was wearing his scratched glasses. He looked down at his hands. 



Grime under the fingernails. 



David dashed into the bathroom and turned on the shower. He shucked the coveralls, then jammed his hands under the faucet while the shower warmed up. Scrubbing under his fingernails, he periodically raised his trembling hands to inspect them, then set them down under the water again.



He remembered his trembling hands on their wedding night. The noticeable tremor as his hand caressed the front of her bare torso–only just revealed to him. He remembered how intoxicating that sight was, how her skin warmed when he kissed her after touching her naked breast for the first time.



She was still exactly as intoxicating, he realized. Still. Maybe more. How long would that last? Probably forever. As long as he could get those sparkling eyes to look at him the way they did through her bridal veil–-she would always be intoxicating.



He leaped in the shower, letting the grease run down around the drain as he washed himself. 



They had showered together on their wedding night. What turned out to be an erotic slow dance under the gentle stream of a hotel shower had actually started to make up for an accident–he had powerfully jizzed himself the instant she touched his penis for the first time. 



She had played it off as flattering, but she was clearly a little amused. She seemed to like having that powerful of an effect on him. 



She had invited him into the shower to clean up, where she had casually pulled her jeans down and stepped out of them, her panties following soon after. She had looked over her shoulder with a touch of insecurity while revealing her smooth, tight, curved butt, then let her body follow her face in turning to give her husband his first full, delicious drink of her nudity. 



Good holy God in heaven. It was too much.



David had been frozen in place, his twitching penis stiffening again as she smiled and took him by the hand into the shower, then gently shut the curtain behind them.



David shook off the memory and quickly finished scrubbing himself, flicking his small, stiff member to get down. The sudden intense rigidity was going to greatly complicate the upcoming conversation. He hoped the gentle violence would convince "little David" to take a back seat for the evening while he hashed out a difficult conversation with the woman of his dreams.



David toweled off, gathered his dirty clothes, then ran back into the bedroom. Dropping the dirty coveralls into the hamper, he suddenly wondered what to wear.



What's the dress code for major apologies? Was there a style guide for groveling? He didn't know. 



Probably slacks and a button up shirt. 



No time to iron, better find one with no wrinkles… 



Church shoes. Definitely. 



A tie?



Too much?



Not enough?"



He realized that if he did decide to wear a tie, then the question of which tie befits a major apology would likely burn up too much time.



He finally decided to just leave the top button opened and forego the tie. 



He checked his watch. 



4:40. 



She would be home any minute.



He dashed back in the bathroom and spritzed a little cologne, walking through the mist, then combing his hair. He found his good glasses and put them on, made final adjustments, then headed out to the kitchen, where he hastily emptied the takeout boxes into neat serving dishes and set the table for two. 



Dammit. Forgot the church shoes…



David sprinted back to the bedroom and shoehorned the shiny leather onto his feet. Hastily tying, he briskly returned to the living room/kitchen to find Jordan standing in the doorway, one hand on the doorknob, with wide eyes and her mouth hanging open in surprise.



"David!"
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"Hi Jo…uh…welcome home…"



David's tone was tinted with uncertainty. Jordan stood in the doorway with her hand over her mouth. 



"I…I missed you, Jo. How was your day?"



Jordan said nothing, still holding her hand over her mouth and walking toward the table. She lifted up the box of chocolates, then wordlessly set them down. Dropping her hand from her mouth, she gently touched the flower petals brimming the vase.



Then, she turned to look at David, a gentle gleam in her eye.



"You got me pink peonies…" she said quietly.



"Yeah, well, uh…yeah. I did. I went to one of the flower shops I used to deliver to, I knew they had them because…you know…anyway…"



"Shut up, honey." 



"Okay." David closed his mouth obediently as Jordan sauntered over to where he stood. She gently extended her arms around his neck and pulled him close. He mirrored the action, gripping tightly around her back.



They held each other tightly for a moment in silence. Then, not breaking the embrace, Jordan asked:



"That smell. Is that Curry Cottage?"



"Ummm…yeah. Murgh Curry. Boneless. And some Naan."



"You got my favorite food."



"Yyyeah?" David responded, unsure of where he stood.



Jordan sighed deeply. David, heartened, began to relax. This was her contented sigh. She had many different sighs, but this was his favorite version. It was the sigh she gave when she melted into her husband's arms after a long day. 



She relaxed her embrace and stepped back to kiss him deeply. He drank in her kiss, his heart floating.



Jordan leaned back, locking his gaze with hers. "I missed you last night, David."



"Oh, god, I missed you, Jo. I'm so glad to hear you say that. You have no idea."



Jordan smiled warmly, then let go of her husband, turning to sit down at the table. "Have a seat honey, I'm hungry. And somebody got my favorite food…"



David hastened to sit across from her, heartened by her playful tone. They said grace and dug in, both plates full before he dared broach the question:



"So am I out of the doghouse?"



Jordan stopped her fork halfway to her mouth and looked up at him. Then, resuming, she took a bite of chicken, and chewed with her eyes closed in ecstasy at the warmth and the taste. Then, swallowing, she opened her eyes again.



"Not yet. But this…" Jordan used her fork to gesture toward the material tokens of David's love and contrition that literally filled the table, "this is a pretty good start." 



* * *



Two weeks had passed since Mark had made Jared's elevated status official. While neither said it out loud to the other, both Mark and Jared were worried about the resentments it might cause among the other squad leaders. However, since the added duties entailed no real promotion, no pay increase, but instead more responsibility without any clear material benefit, Jared was surprised to find that nobody actually wanted what he now had. As a result, nobody resented him. 



Rather, they simply watched him. Watched to see if he could rise to the challenge. He had clearly struggled for the few days that the platoon sergeant was gone, but now that Mark was back, he seemed perfectly comfortable taking charge. His leadership style, however, contrasted sharply with Mark's. Where Mark was calm and friendly, Jared came off as sharp edged and hostile. Where Mark preferred to stand back, supervise, comment and correct when necessary, Jared would simply step in and work alongside, whether that was cleaning weapons, counting inventory, filling sandbags, or whatever needed tending to on the small, dirt-rimmed patrol base in Kandahar province.. 



Where Mark's solo leadership was respected, and even catching the clear notice of everyone up to and including Battalion command, the combination of Mark and Jared at the helm tightened the ship even more. Mark stepped almost entirely into the role of platoon leader, as Lieutenant Macintosh avoided work, responsibility, or even basic hygiene wherever possible. Mark was the primary point of contact for company command, and was soon included on the nightly company level call. Outside of the command center, Jared could always be found keeping two watchful eyes on every man, every bullet, every nook and cranny on the base, waiting for Mark to step out the doorway and give instructions for the next day's patrol orders.



So by the day that Mark's stitches came out, Charlie Company's third platoon was the model unit in the battalion. More than a hundred successful patrols, over forty enemy killed or captured, over sixty IEDs disarmed, zero fatalities, only two battlefield injuries. And those two battlefield injuries –Mark and Jared–were quietly leading the most disciplined, most successful platoon in the region.



That platoon had fallen into a solid routine of success, and their leader (on paper), Lieutenant Macintosh, was thrilled. It seemed to run almost entirely without him. He could hop on any convoy to the bigger forward bases and spend time at the morale tent, he could watch pirated movies on his laptop, he could work out at the improvised gym set up by Mark and Jared on one side of the patrol base whenever he wanted. And by joining on the occasional patrol–always with Mark, who did the actual work of planning, executing, and debriefing–he could credibly report a string of successes for his own fitness reports. 



Lieutenant Macintosh had one duty that he never delegated, however, and that was the nightly report to the company commander. Which is why Mark was surprised when Lance Corporal Jett, who was on radio watch, approached Mark as he was supervising food preparation for next day's breakfast for the platoon and called him into the communications tent one night at about 2200 hours.. 



"Sergeant Rein, Captain Wolfe is on secure channel, and he wants to talk to you."



Mark raised an eyebrow. "Did Macintosh do the report?"



"Yes, sergeant, a couple hours ago. But he said to get you."



Mark nodded across the tent to Jared, who returned the nod as Mark turned to hasten toward the communications tent. He sat down near the radio and picked up the handset.



"This is 3-1, go ahead."



"Good evening, sergeant."



"Evening, sir. What's up?"



"Clear the tent, sergeant."



Mark looked over toward Jett and gestured with a jutted chin to leave the tent. Jett nodded and stepped out, closing the flap door behind him. 



"Tent is clear, sir. Go ahead."



"These orders are for you, sergeant. You will carry them out exactly as I give them. Understood?"



"Yes sir."



"You will be at the battalion forward base tomorrow at 1500 hours. You can either convoy here with a full squad or simply patrol in that direction, arriving no later than 1445 hours. There will be a meeting with other members of the company and battalion, and third platoon will need to be represented at that meeting. Since Lieutenant Macintosh is ill, you will take his place. Understood?"



"Almost sir, I wasn't aware the lieutenant is ill…did he report..?"



"I'm not privy to the details of his illness, sergeant, all I know is that he isn't fit to travel tomorrow. You will be there in his place. We don't want this meeting to interrupt his convalescence. Can you carry out these orders?"



"Of course sir. Anything else I should be aware of?"



"Not at this time. Don't be late."



"Aye sir."



"Good. Company out."



Mark hung up the handset and furrowed his brow. 



"Jett, get in here."



The young marine unzipped the tent door and stepped in.



"Resume your post."



"Aye sergeant."



Mark walked out toward the command hut, wondering what he wasn't being told. He stepped in the door to find Macintosh in his shorts again, trying to cobble together a burrito out of the elements of a half dozen open MREs. Mark scowled at the food waste, but the lieutenant greeted him jovially.



"Hey man, look at all this stuff I found!"



"I see that, sir. Are you feeling okay?"



"Yeah, I'm fine. Why, what's up? Do I look sick or something?"



Mark hesitated, his eyebrows crinkling slightly. "No sir, you look fine, I just get the sense something's going around. I'd recommend washing your hands often."



"Good call, Rein."



"Anything I can do for you tonight, sir?"



"Nope, I'm good."



"All right, sir. Good night."



"Night, Rein…"



* * *



"So…"



"So…"



David and Jordan exchanged  the same meaningless word, naming the dense awkwardness of the meal.



Jordan took another forkful of curry. "Seriously, honey…"



"Yeah?" David said hopefully.



"This chicken is to die for. What's your secret?"



David smiled awkwardly. "About 35 bucks, handed directly to the right people, I guess."



Jordan smiled back. "Seriously honey, thank you. For all of this. It's very sweet."



"My pleasure, Jo." 



They ate in silence for another few moments. Finally, Jordan cleared her throat.



"So, what happened yesterday?"



David returned quickly, having braced for the question. "I screwed up, honey. I crossed a line. I have no excuse, I just need to own it."



Jordan paused, chewing thoughtfully. "And what would 'owning' it entail? What do you mean by that?"



David squinted, unsure of the question. "I guess just that I don't want to make excuses. Or blame anyone except myself."



"Okay…" Jordan said, warming up slightly. "That's a pretty good start. But I think you know I'm going to want to go deeper. My psychologist's instinct, right? Tell me more."



David hesitated. "I don't know what more you want. I'm just…I'm just really sorry, honey."



Jordan rolled her eyes. "Baby, I know that you jerk off sometimes. You're a male in your twenties. I'm not naive. Honestly, most of my reaction was shock. Most of it."



"Okay…what was the other part of it?"



"Other part of what?"



David cleared his throat. "You said most of your reaction was shock. What was the other part? Of your reaction, I mean."



"Oh." Jordan paused, chewing thoughtfully. "Honestly? I was pretty mad at you. I'm still a little mad at you. But I feel a little dumb about it, so I'm just going to try to get over it."



"Dumb? Why do you feel dumb? I don't understand…"



"Really, David? You really don't understand why I'd feel dumb about getting mad at you for looking at other women?"



"No…I think you'd have every right to be mad."



Jordan stared blankly at her husband across the table.



"I really don't understand, honey. Help me out here…" David said, perplexed.



"Really?" Jordan replied, dropping her fork noisily onto her empty plate. The volume and shrill pitch of her voice surprised them both. She took a deep breath and tried again, softening her delivery. 



"Really, David? You don't think it's a tiny bit dumb that I would flip out over you looking at other women on the internet after…"



David blinked, starting to follow. "After..?"



Jordan's voice dropped to a mumble, her eyes falling to her empty plate. She picked up her fork and began tracing the tines on the bare porcelain, the sound softly but painfully cutting the silence.



"After, you know…after I did…what I did with Mark."



David's features softened, and he didn't respond. She stole a glance under her eyebrows to see a concerned and loving look on her husband's face, his eyes utterly free from judgment. 



She wasn't sure exactly what the look meant. It was either total love and acceptance flavored with concern for her own feelings, or it was absolute forgiveness flavored with a desire to make her feel entirely wanted. 



Or something in between.



Whatever it was, Jordan felt utterly unworthy of it. She dropped her fork on the plate, buried her face in her hands, and began to cry.



David leaped up from his chair and ran around the table. He grabbed Jordan's shoulders and pulled her close to him, her head leaning sideways on his sternum. She continued for a few moments, then composed herself. 



David dropped to his knees as she dropped her hands from her face, uncovering tear stained eyes. He took her hands in his and looked up at her.



"Jordan. Baby. Look at me. I love you. Nothing has changed. Nothing. I don't see you any differently. You're still the incredible woman I married. I wake up every day thanking God that you agreed to be with me. Except this morning. I woke up this morning peeing my pants out of fear that you'd leave me." 



Jordan let out a choked laugh, wiping her nose and eyes on her sleeve before returning her hand to David's. 



"I wasn't going to leave you, David. I'm just…I don't know what happened to us with the whole Mark thing. We both just…went crazy or something. I just don't feel right about it, and I feel like I got you fired and hurt. I just saw you in that hospital bed with your teeth…" She began to cry again.



"Baby, honey, no…" David cooed. "You didn't get me fired, I quit. You didn't get me hurt, some jerk at work did. None of that was you, baby. None of it."



She slowed down and started sniffling, wiping her face again on her sleeve. 



"Look, Jo, look here, baby…" David insisted, forcing a grin and tapping his front teeth. "I got better ones. They're fine. I'm okay. And I hated that job anyway. You did, too, remember? And the business is going really well…that's how I was able to get you the flowers and the dinner."



Jordan sniffled again, looking around at the nice things David had brought her. She nodded uncertainly.



"That's right, Jo. See? Nothing's broken. Everything's good. In fact, everything's better! I love you more than I ever did. It just keeps growing. Every day. I love you more every single day."



Jordan blushed as David planted a deep smooch on her cheek. She was silent for another moment, holding her gaze down at their hands clasped together in her lap.



"So…" she said, her voice barely above a whisper, "if you love me, why do you need to look at other girls?"



Now it was David's turn to look down, ashamed. 



"I know it sounds stupid, but I was thinking about you, and I got impatient. So I went online to see if I could find a woman that looked like you."



Jordan rolled her eyes. "Really, David? You were doing so good until now. You really expect me to…oh my gosh, I can't believe you."



Jordan stood up in a huff and stormed down the hall.



"I'm not lying, Jo, I promise. It's embarrassing, but it's the truth."



Jordan stopped and turned around, her eyes hardening. "You're really going to say with a straight face that of all the women in the world, David, that you can get through internet porn, that you only wanted to look at Jordan Stark? Or her doppelganger?"



"Yes. That's exactly what I'm saying."



His eyes weren't lying. Jordan found herself morbidly curious. 



"Bullcrap. Show me. Did you delete your history?"



"No…" David said honestly. After you…after it happened, I just kind of paced around the apartment all night. I closed the browser windows, and then used the laptop for work today, but it should still be in the history."



"Okay. If you're so sure, show me."



David's face reddened, not wanting to reveal his shame to his already angry and humiliated bride. But he complied, pulling the laptop out of his bag and setting it on the table. Jordan walked behind him and watched him open his browser history. He found the entry and showed her.



"See? It's right here. You can see all my search terms. This is what I was watching when you came in. There's the time stamp, a few minutes before you came home."



Jordan leaned in to see. Timestamp: 7:42. 



Checks out. 



Title: "Brunette Hotwife with Bull."



"Open it." Jordan's determined tone was edged with insecurity.



David sheepishly opened the web page. The scene opened to a naked woman, likely in her thirties, undressing a muscular man in a suit. She had brunette hair, dark blue eyes. 



Jordan watched, carefully scrutinizing the features of the woman in the video.



"Well, I'll give you this: she does look a little bit like me."



"See?" David insisted, pausing the video. "I know I shouldn't have done it. And I won't do it again. But that's what happened, honey. I swear. She looks just like you."



Jordan nodded, looking up from the laptop to her husband. Her lips pursed slightly.



"She has bigger boobs than me."



"Yeah, I know…" David said without thinking. "But other than that, she's got some good things going for her, don't you think? Look at her eyes…they're so much like yours, it's just…mmm…" 



David caught himself. He looked back to Jordan, who had a surprised half smile on her face.



"Oh no, honey, I didn't mean…"



"Shut up. You mean to say you wish she looked like me, and not that you wish I looked like her?"



David paused, unsure of how to answer. Finally, he let it out.



"Well….yeah, honey. I mean…duhhh…look at  her…then look at you!"



Jordan's eyes glistened and her smile widened. "So if the lady on the sexy video looked more like me, she'd be hotter?"



"Honey. Yes! Duh! If she looked like you, she'd look…I guess…perfect. Yeah. She'd look perfect."



Jordan's cheeks flushed at the compliment, her eyes progressing from glistening to sparkling.



David, sensing he'd found a vein of truth to mine, jammed his shovel deep and hit gold.



"I don't need this woman…" David said, closing out the browser window. "I don't need any woman when I have you. You're a goddess. To me, and to any other man with eyes." 



Jordan's features softened visibly. "Really?"



"God yes, Jordan. All I want is…I just want to worship your body every night. Forever. And every morning. Forever. If you'll let me…"



Jordan bit her lower lip, blushing more deeply and nodding slightly. 



"Okay, Mister Stark. That's a good answer. So if I really am…a goddess…" She shook her head slightly and giggled, her auburn hair swaying gently.



"If I really am a goddess…how'd you like to worship my body tonight?"



David didn't respond immediately. His face dropped the importuning expression and took on a grave expression with deep conviction.



"I'd give everything I've ever owned and everything I'll ever earn to worship your body for one night, Jordan."



Jordan's eyes widened as the earnest look in her husband's eyes hit the deep of her heart. 



Without another sound, she gently took his hand and led him to the bedroom, the door gently clicking shut behind them. 



* * *



Mark was surprised to see Captain Wolfe waiting to meet him as his patrol finished the count-off inside the wire of the main battalion operations base. They had done a joint patrol with an adjacent platoon, and had plans to trek back after a brief respite at the battalion base. 



Nobody but Mark knew about the captain's orders. Turning to Corporal Arnold, Mark gave the respite order.



"Arnie, tell everyone to take an hour, get some water. If they want to hit the morale tent, that's fine. But be ready to head back at 1600."



Arnold acknowledged and the patrol dispersed. 



"Good afternoon, sir. Hope I'm not late."



Captain Wolfe nodded. "Not at all, Rein. Come with me, and don't open your mouth. Let me do the talking."



"Aye, sir…"



The two walked together into the repurposed school, walking down a long hall toward an area Mark had never been before. Pushing through double doors, Mark saw a wide array of large monitors, clusters of laptops, and communications devices packing an open space…what was probably a cafeteria when the school was functioning. A large drop down screen on one end of the room had a satellite image of the northern area of operations, including Mark's own platoon's base and patrol area. 



Captain Wolfe pointed to a plywood rack for weapons. "Drop your gear on this rack and come with me." 



Mark hastily unclipped his helmet and flak vest, hanging them in a plywood cubby and stacked his rifle underneath it. He moved to sit down in a group with the captain, recognizing the lieutenants in charge of first, second, and fourth platoons, all giving him stink eye.



"Where's Macintosh?" One of them asked.



"Sick." Captain Wolfe didn't allow Mark to answer. Mark simply nodded nervously.



Within moments the doors opened again and everyone snapped to their feet as Lieutenant Colonel Chen walked in with his operations officer, Major Harris. Everyone waited for the battalion commander to sit at the head of the room. After he sat, they followed, silent in anticipation. Major Harris remained standing and began the brief.



Mark looked around and realized he was the only enlisted man in the briefing. Officers everywhere. Platoon leaders, company commanders, battalion officers…This was clearly a brass-only meeting, and Captain Wolfe had corralled him into it. 



What was going on?



"Good afternoon marines," Major Harris began. "I'm sure you're all aware that insurgent activity is heating up everywhere, and this area of operations is no exception. We have reason to believe that the main thrust of this surge in activity for our AO, and much of the region, stems from…wait…what the fuck is he doing here?"



Major Harris interrupted his brief to look directly at Mark. 



All eyes turned to him.



"Where's Lieutenant Macintosh?" Major Harris demanded.



"He's sick, sir," Captain Wolfe interjected. 



"Is that so..?" Major Harris growled. "How convenient. Wolfe, this is an officers meeting. A full command briefing. I did not authorize any substitutions…"



"It's just the succession protocol, sir…" Captain Wolfe began.



"Shut up, Wolfe." Major Harris cut him off. "I wasn't asking you. Sergeant, pray tell, what is Lieutenant Macintosh's diagnosis?"



"Major." Colonel Chen's spoke evenly, but briskly from his seat at the head of the briefing table. Given his usual silence in meetings, he startled everyone. "Proceed with the briefing."



The Major turned around to face Chen, incredulous. "I'm sorry sir, my directive for these briefings was to follow strict chain of command protocols. I wanted the officers here to brief and counsel. I believe Captain Wolfe is undermining my orders."



"Very well." Chen responded calmly. "I wasn't going to do this, but here we go." He turned to the assembled officers. "Is anyone here not familiar with Sergeant Rein's record thus far on this deployment?"



No one responded. 



"I'll take that as a no," Chen said flatly. "So now I ask this. Can anyone here say with a straight face that they'd rather have Macintosh here to plan an operation like this?"



A strained laugh rippled through the room.



"That's what I thought," Chen concluded. "Major, your protocol does not meet mission requirements in this case. I'm overriding it. Briefing personnel assignments are now at the company commander's discretion. Mission before politics. And before you get started, Major, I'm well aware of who Lieutenant Macintosh's father is. Just in case anyone in this room is unclear, they can take notice: I am in command of this battalion, not some limp dick who sits on the House Armed Services Committee."



The room fell quiet. Major Harris' face was red, unaccustomed to being publicly corrected. Colonel Chen didn't say another word, just directed a look at the Major, who resumed the briefing.



 "Yes…okay…uh…where was I. Ummm. Okay. Well," he turned to indicate toward the map. "There is significant intel identifying this village as the center of enemy operations for not only this AO, but most of the province. We have reason to believe that most of their weapons and IED manufacturing material are located somewhere in the village. However, we've got a double bind. When we go into the village with platoon strength, we're met with shocking force. When we go in with company strength, they scatter, and then we don't find anything. We need to find a way to do a big and small operation at the same time."



He paused to look around the room again. Then, clicking the remote in his hand, the map changed to show graphic symbols superimposed on the map, with unit designations now surrounding the village.



"Our intention is to surround the village with battalion strength. Alpha and Bravo companies will blockade on the North/East and South/West roads with their open poppy fields, denying enemy egress if they try to run. Charlie Company will cordon the village proper, but only after a single patrol goes in as bait. The patrol will go in to distract them long enough for us to make a bigger move. If they think they can beat us, we're gambling on them staying to fight just long enough so we can surround them, flush them out, or squeeze in with reinforced company strength and take them where they stand."



A murmur rippled through the assembled leaders as they squinted at the map, taking notes as to where each officer's units were marked on the map.



"Battalion Intel will provide you with specifics for time, movement, placement, armament, egress, and so forth. But this is the big picture idea. Any questions?"



"Just one, sir…" a young captain answered. Mark looked over at him, recognizing him as the commander of Alpha company. "Who's the bait platoon?"



Major Harris deliberately avoided eye contact with Mark as he answered:



"Third platoon. Charlie Company."



* * *



David and Jordan lay in bed, a thin sheet covering their naked bodies in the early summer heat. David lay on his back, his arm loosely wrapped around the back of Jordan's neck, his hand resting on her shoulder blade. She fully accepted his embrace, who lay front side down with her head resting on his chest, along with the palm of her left hand, while her left leg draped over his. 



David's repose was one of happy exhaustion. Jordan's was a repose of anxious need.



She listened to his steady heartbeat and the slow draw of his breath, eyes open, her face gently riding the subtle rise and fall of his narrow chest.



He had fulfilled his promise to worship her body. And then some.



At first his attention was desperate. But as he grew in the confidence of her forgiveness, of her acceptance of him as her lover, David's appetite grew ravenous. He grasped, teased, squeezed, pet, licked, and nibbled her all over. She had never felt so desired before. 



He said he'd give anything to worship her…



Jordan blushed at his earnest words. They clearly weren't just a line to get out of the doghouse. Jordan had married a man who viewed her body as perfection. The intensity of his devotion lit her on fire, her cheeks flushing, her skin heating, her heart racing. After more than an hour of hungry foreplay, she had, impatiently but gently, pinched his stiff penis and guided him between her legs. 



She had felt her whole body light up as he entered her. She had reached around his neck, and locked her ankles behind his waist, wanting to squeeze him with desperate affection until they became a single body. He had responded powerfully to her embrace, shuddering violently with his whole body as she felt a small, weak stream of his best effort dribble into her body. 



Consumed by the high heat of her body, David had remained rigid, until all at once he melted into her tight embrace. 



Jordan's emotions had diverged at that point. On the one hand, she held the embrace earnestly, accepting the man she loved–and his offering in her body–with genuine, affectionate enthusiasm. 



On the other hand, that heat in her body, that tension in her body, that flush in her skin, all remained. Like a powder keg packed with potential energy needing only the right touch for a powerful kinetic release, she simply held her husband as the possibility of that touch slipped away, relaxing into peaceful slumber. 



He had kissed her gently. She had needily returned the kiss, watching the mist rise in his eyes as he rolled off of her onto his back. She rolled to meet him, laying her head on his chest, as he crooked his elbow around the side of her neck and slipped under the waves, sinking from a dream come true down into a more conventionally unconscious, although still happy dream.



Jordan's left hand twitched, then tightened involuntarily into a claw on his chest. Her wetness still had contact with her husband's thigh. She gently bucked her hip forward, enjoying the electric warmth of his skin still between her legs. 



It felt good. It helped stoke her warmth a little…



Yeah, this might work.



She bucked again, still gently, the warmth rising between her legs. She bucked again, a little less gently and closed her eyes. 



Yes…



Yeah, that's it…



She bucked a little more urgently, drawing an unexpected groan from her sleeping husband. She stopped immediately and flattened her palm again to gently rest it over his heart. Steadying his slumber.



She thought about waking him. About asking him to go again. He wouldn't resent her. He'd try to give her what she needed. 



But even if he lasted longer, it seemed unlikely he could…



Jordan sighed in frustration, trying to redirect her thoughts to the deep emotional fulfillment of their extended foreplay. The look in David's eyes as he kissed her, then kissed her again, then kissed and nibbled his way down her neck, her torso, her stiff, pink nipples…burying his mouth in the hair covering her swelling mons, licking eagerly between her legs before moving down her thighs. The kisses to her feet as he rubbed them. The gentle kisses to her back, to her shoulders…



He would have gone all night. That's how much he loved her. How much he wanted to show his love. He would have foregone all pleasure for himself. 



All night, if she wanted.



But she wanted more, and he eagerly gave it.



Or, tried to give it.



And he tried so hard…it was beautiful. The sheer effort.



The level of emotional fulfillment experienced that night was incredible. She felt. So. Deeply. Loved. 



So why this lingering tension? Her left hand began to close again, involuntarily. 



Gently, Jordan removed David's hand and snaked her way to the edge of the bed. She stood up and walked noiselessly to the door, carefully turning the knob so as not to wake him. She tiptoed down the hall and slipped into the bathroom, shutting the door behind her and turning on the light.



The sudden light found her facing the mirror. Her hair was a mess, tangled and a bit frizzy. Some strands were definitely sweat soaked, matching the fading drops on her forehead.



It was the deep flush of her cheeks that really startled her. A flush that crept down her neck and spread boldly across the top of her chest. Her nipples were still stiff, with small marks nearby where David's enthusiasm had turned playful nibbles into passionate, yet still somehow gentle, bites.



Jordan giggled to herself, relishing the level of enthusiasm her body aroused in her husband. She ran her hands up her torso, briefly caressing her breasts, and pinching her nipples, giggling again as the small shock radiated out and down from the pinch. 

 

Almost without thinking, her right hand slid back down her torso, disappearing below where the mirror could see, and cupped her light brown thatch. The pad of her middle finger found a gratifying spot between her folds: swollen, damp, electric to the touch. Jordan saw her facial expression change from playful to focused. As her features tightened, she caught herself looking into her own eyes.



Hello, Jordan.



Crap. Not again.



Jordan's finger began to work slowly, crosswise between the folds of her swollen lips.



That's right. That's the spot. Well, one of the spots, anyway. 



"Shut up." 



She said it quietly, but out loud. She didn't want to engage with this insanity right now. She had had a good night with her husband. Full stop. She closed her eyes, focusing on the feeling. 



It worked for a moment, until the silence began to distract her. She opened her eyes, catching her own gun barrel blues in the mirror, earnest but ever so slightly manic.



There's no need to be rude, sweetie. We're on the same team.



She stopped touching herself. "You're not real. You're a psychological avatar I created to create moral distance from myself. You're just a fiction to help me avoid taking responsibility for the terrible things I've done."



She didn't hear anything for a moment, until she began to feel silly for challenging a fictional mirror-girl. 



Wow. This was stupid.



You're probably right. But that doesn't make me any less real.



Crap.



"Yes it does. It means exactly that. You are only a projection of unresolved issues. Just go away."



If you wanted me to go away honey, you shouldn't have stopped what you were doing just now.



Jordan shifted her weight uncomfortably, pulling her hand from between her legs, turning on the faucet and washing her hand. Unsettled, she forgot to turn the water off as she dried her hand on a towel, catching her eyes in the mirror again.



Oh, honey. I think we both know that if you push me away, I'll just go deeper into your subconscious. Then I'll come out in new ways. Weird ways. I can be very creative…



"This is crazy." Jordan whispered, closing her eyes again. She held them squeezed shut before whispering again:



"What do you want…"



Silence.



She leaned forward and opened her eyes again, this time closer to the mirror.



That's better. Look right at me, honey. That way we can really talk. 



This was insane. Jordan sighed, then whispered back: "I'm listening."



Good. Here's the thing, Jo. If you want to talk about me existing to create moral distance between you and what you've done, sweetie, I think you need to admit the logical conclusion of that. You and I? We're the same. And we want the same thing.



Jordan's breath quickened.



It's okay, honey. I can help. The best thing about me? I can help make myself go away. You just have to cooperate. And more good news: I've got all the footage right here. I can pull up anything you need to take care of us. 



Jordan blinked at the intrusive memory rising as she stared at herself in the mirror. 



It was Mark. Naked, his powerful body towering over her. The view from the bottom.



Oh, here's one. Remember this view? Remember how strong his jaw is? Remember kissing that? Touching it? Oh, and how small it made us feel when we saw it from below. You know, when we were looking up at him from down on our knees?



Jordan squeezed her eyes shut, reaching between her legs again.



The warmth quickly rose in her body again as the pad of her middle finger found her stiff clitoris.



Oh, you like that memory. Good, so do I.



Jordan's breath became more rapid as she rubbed herself more vigorously.



Would you like to hear his voice, honey?



"Yes." she whispered quietly.



I'm sorry, honey. I can't hear you.



"Yes," she said out loud, but still quietly. The water faucet drowned out her voice, and most of the sound of moisture sloshing between her legs.



Okay, honey. Here it is.



Jordan. Hold still. Stay right there. Don't move. 



Mark's voice. Deep. The rumble vibrated to heighten Jordan's arousal.



Mmmmm…isn't that nice? So deep. Rich timbre. Powerful. That tone of…mmhmmm…command. And that was what he said, right? Right before he did that thing on our face?



Jordan, eyes still squeezed shut, felt the heat rise desperately inside her as her finger vibrated back and forth between her legs.



We had our eyes shut that time too, right? He told us to shut them? That was sweet of him, wasn't it? Making sure we didn't get any in our eyes…



Jordan held her breath as her orgasm rose powerfully. Desperate to meet it, she opened her eyes while her finger flew roughly back and forth between her lower lips. 



Remember how warm it was when it hit our face? Remember?



"Huuuhh…" Jordan grunted quietly.



And then he let us lick it off…



Jordan's orgasm peaked. 



As her body stiffened to lock in ecstatic tension, Jordan barely glimpsed a gleam in the eye of her counterpart in the mirror before her eyes closed again involuntarily. Her mouth locked open and she grabbed her crotch tightly, the intense warmth radiating up her body beginning to ebb.



With the tension draining from her limbs, Jordan leaned wearily against the sink. 



She opened her eyes again. 



The woman in the mirror seemed tired. 



And she seemed like…herself. 



Just Jordan. 



Tired, but relaxed.



The gleam was gone. 



And the voice.



"Where did you go?" Jordan asked through heavy breath.



"Jordan?"



Jordan snapped upright to a knock on the bathroom door.



"Jordan, are you okay?"



She jammed her wet fingers under the running faucet again. "I'm fine, honey. I just…lost my contact lens case."



"It should be in the medicine cabinet where it usually is."



"Okay, thanks honey. I'm gonna take my contacts out and I'll come back to bed," she called through the door. 



"Okay baby. I love you. Come let me snuggle you."



Jordan smiled genuinely, reaching for the contact lens case behind the mirror. Closing the mirror, she saw herself again. Just herself, still flushed but now relaxed, ruminating on the deep emotional fulfillment of having a husband who adored her.



She sighed deeply, turning off the faucet and reaching for a hand towel.



* * *



"Charlie Company."



"So you're the captain of Charlie Company?"



Jordan sat across from Captain Rein, quizzing him on the specifics of his news. The promised night of Star Trek 4 had come, and Mark and Jordan were talking. In public. As friends.



"Yes, but there are many charlie companies. Every battalion has a few companies, designated Alpha, Bravo, Charlie. And captain is my rank,not my title. I'm just the commander of one particular 'Charlie Company.' One of many."



"Ah, I see. When you told us the other night, I didn't really know what that meant."



"Yeah, it's gonna sound weird to civilians. We organize our lives by unit numbers, stacked up and down a hierarchy. I'm getting a command somewhere pretty close to the bottom."



Jordan laughed. Mark's casual humility was predictable, but charming.



"Hey, honey…sorry I'm late!" David hustled up to meet Jordan, who stood waiting with Mark in front of the movie theater.



"Hey baby…" Jordan leaned in to kiss her husband. "You're not that late. Mark was early, and I was exactly on time. He was just telling me about the new promotion."



"Oh yeah? You mentioned a transfer, where to?"



"Camp LeJeune," Mark replied. "North Carolina Coast. I've been offered a company command under an officer that I served under a while ago. Guess he wants me back."



"That's great! Are you excited?"



Mark was surprised at how easy David's manner was. Usually cucks were awkward around him in public. Maybe it was their shared love of Star Trek.



"Yeah, excited's a good word to describe it, I guess. Commanding an infantry company was my main career goal when I decided to become an officer. Now that I've got it, I just have to avoid screwing it up, I guess."



Jordan laughed, tapping him on the shoulder. "You're going to do great. I've seen what you've done with those cadets. How much harder can an infantry company be?"



Mark laughed back. "Oh, you have no idea…"



David grinned, catching sight of a thin woman in a dark blue form fitting sundress walking toward the group. She looked to be in her late twenties, dark brown hair, bright blue eyes, strong curves and large breasts. Walking up behind Mark, she tapped him boldly on the shoulder, and he turned around.



"Rhiannon…glad you could make it…" Mark said brightly.



"I hope I haven't kept you waiting," she responded, betraying a husky vocal timbre and a smooth English accent. 



Jordan was visibly taken aback by her arrival. She was gorgeous. Distractingly so. Mark reached behind her waist and gently guided her into the now completed circle of the double date.



"Rhiannon, let me introduce Jordan Stark-Simms, and her husband David. They're friends of mine, fellow Star Trek nerds. Jordan, David, this is Dr. Rhiannon Davies, she's a visiting professor of sociology. She'll be joining us for the evening."



"A pleasure…" she extended her hand to David to shake hands, then repeated the action with  Jordan.



"I think I've passed you in the hall, but we haven't had a chance to meet properly." Jordan offered.



"Oh, I'm sorry, I don't think I noticed you…do you teach in another department?" Rhiannon answered.



"In a manner of speaking, yes. I'm in my final year as a doctoral candidate. Psychology."



"Ah…I see. Different floors in the same building. And of course, you're stuck in those dreadful graduate offices. Packed in like sardines, aren't you?"



Jordan smiled and nodded. "It can get a little cozy in there sometimes."



"Well…keep at it, darling. You'll take your degree and join our ranks soon enough."



Jordan smiled and nodded warmly again, deftly parrying the condescending tone of Rhiannon's last comment.



"And what do you do, David?" Rhiannon turned away from Jordan.



"Me? Uh, nothing really. I guess business. I do business."



Rhiannon raised a perfectly coiffed eyebrow, indicating curiosity.



Jordan jumped back in, willing to supplement her husband's awkward modesty.



"He started a business that manages regular maintenance for fleet vehicles. School buses, city buses, long haul trucks, stuff like that. It's brand new, but he's already gone from one full time mechanic to five, and they keep growing. Right honey?"



"Yeah, that's right…" David nodded, beaming. He always felt fifteen feet tall when Jordan bragged about him to people.



"Mechanics? Trucks…How nice…" Rhiannon replied, her voice trailing off. "Well, Captain, do we set sail now?"



Mark smiled ambiguously. "We have a few minutes before the movie starts, I thought we could get some popcorn, then settle in. There's a nice pub a few blocks down where we can grab a drink or even a meal after it's over. If everyone's up to it."



"Lovely," Rhiannon spoke for everyone. "Shall we then?"



Two hours later, the foursome emerged back onto the street. It seemed that everyone enjoyed the film, but for different reasons. 



"I was intrigued by the premise…" Jordan started. "The central problem is communication, the inability of an advanced civilization to communicate with an outsider, and the need to go to extraordinary lengths to secure an extinct species to aid in that communication. Establishing new media of communication by reaching into the past, an extinct species. Fascinating."



"Fascinating? Hardly…" Rhiannon chuffed. "I'm afraid I simply can't suspend disbelief to that extent. But I loved how terrible it was…just delighted by the sheer camp value of it all. Wooden acting, bad writing, shoehorning whales into it all. It's like a train wreck…you can't look away…" She laughed at her own joke. 



Mark nodded politely. "I think there are a few levels where the film can be enjoyed. I agree it has a distinctly 1980's aesthetic, which can be a little weird to see now. And Shatner can be hard to watch sometimes. But I also agree with Jordan about the premise. I think like a lot of Star Trek, the situations they encounter raise some interesting questions about how humans navigate unique problems."



"About whales and alien probes? Please…" Rhiannon laughed again.



"David, what did you think?" Mark asked, trying to steer the conversation away from his date's disdain.



"Me? Oh, I liked it. But you know me and Star Trek. I always love it. I love everything about it. And it was really fun to see it on the big screen. I've only ever seen that one on TV. So this is a real treat for me. I'm just glad we could be here together."



Knowing that he knew more about the series than anyone in the group, and possibly anyone alive, Jordan was touched by David's childlike response. She grabbed his hand, beaming as they began to walk down the street to the pub. 



Once seated, the conversations began in earnest, ranging widely from the film, to current events, to career ambitions, to music, to economics, and even to anthropology in science fiction. Throughout the otherwise pleasant conversation, Rhiannon peppered the exchanges with alternating jabs: on the one hand fawning on her date, missing no opportunity to rest a hand on his arm or pat him on the shoulder or chest, and on the other hand subtly demeaning Jordan and David. Starting as she did before the movie, she poked fun at David's pedestrian business, at Jordan's as-yet incomplete degree, then moved on to mock their appearance: Jordan's hair, her t-shirt, a small stain on one leg of her jeans, then David's crooked glasses and the traces of grease under his fingernails.



At length, the practiced patience of a pastor's daughter wore thin and Jordan rose to use the restroom. She needed a break from the insufferable busty English academic. Unfortunately, following the girl code, Rhiannon rose with her and they found themselves in the ladies' room together. 



After emerging from separate stalls, Rhiannon approached the large mirror over the row of sinks, pulling out a small compact to touch up her makeup. "Having fun tonight, dear? I'm so glad we could double date."



Jordan looked down at her hands, squeezing soap bubbles up between her fingers. She thought about not answering. But at length, this woman's blatant disrespect of her husband got the better of her.



"You know, we're not so stupid that we don't understand all the little digs you've been throwing at us all evening. I don't know what your problem is, but whatever it is you're trying to do, I don't think it's very nice."



"Of course it's not nice, darling…" Rhiannon said, leaning forward to touch up her mascara. "But you're also not so stupid that you don't realize that I haven't said a single untrue thing to you all evening." 



Jordan's face burned as she turned to face her. "I don't even know you. What did I ever do to you?"



Rhiannon kept her gaze fixed on the mirror. "Don't be stupid, Jordan. I didn't agree to go on a date so that he could look at you all night." 



"What?" Jordan asked, incredulous.



"You heard me. You might pretend not to notice, and that ninny husband of yours may be so wrapped up in daydreams about spaceships and Klingons to notice, but for anyone else, it's as plain as the sharp little nose on your little freckled face. And don't think I don't see how you look at him."

 

Jordan was aghast, her head jerked back and her mouth hung open in shock. "I have never…"



"Save it." Rhiannon cut her off. She tucked her mascara pencil back in her clasp and clicked it shut before turning to face Jordan directly for the first time. "Here's what's going to happen, darling. I have a colleague sitting at the bar, and I'm going to pop over and say hello. Professional courtesy, you know how it is. You can say your goodbyes to Mark, and take your hubby home, and then I'll take Mark home and spend the rest of the evening making sure he forgets all about you."



Jordan's mouth closed, and she blinked back tears of shock. Unsure of what to say, her lips pursed in indignation.



"Do hurry, dear," Rhiannon said, heading toward the door. "And don't worry about Mark holding on to your memory. I can be very memorable when I'm enthusiastic." She pulled the door open and walked through it, her hips swaying ostentatiously.



Jordan took a moment to blink her way back into the present. Instinctively, she turned away from the mirror, carefully avoiding any more unexpected encounters with…other women…that could complicate the evening. Then she walked out of the bathroom, seeing Rhiannon glancing at her sideways from the bar while chatting amiably with someone. She crossed the room and sat down again at the table with Mark.



David had, inconveniently enough, gone to the bathroom.



Mark looked sheepish. "I'm sorry…she's just someone I met at a faculty mixer, I didn't know…"



Jordan put her hand up and shook her head. "Don't worry about it," she said wearily. 



"I'm really sorry." Mark cringed.



"I said don't worry about it." She looked up at him and smiled. He really did seem sorry. 



"So…" she started again after a moment of awkward silence. "What now? You gonna take her to bed? Shame all men to follow? That sort of thing?"



"I mean…that was the tentative plan. Now I'm not so sure."



"Come on, Mark. Release your man-beast. Pound her until she forgets she's British."



"I think that would probably take a while…"



Jordan laughed in spite of herself, then the silence rose again.



"So you're leaving…next week?"



"This weekend, actually. Movers are showing up at the condo tomorrow. I have to check in at the battalion on Tuesday. I'll leave Sunday night."



Jordan nodded. "That's quick."



Mark shrugged. "That's the military."



Jordan stole a glance over at Rhiannon at the bar, still throwing side-eye in her direction. David still wasn't back yet.



"You want to come over tonight?"



Jordan started, her eyes widening. "What?"



"You heard me." Mark's voice was low. "I don't like her. She's mean. Come home with me."



Jordan smirked. "So you're going to call me in from the bullpen because your starting pitcher is mean?"



Mark smirked back. "Yeah, I guess."



Jordan shook her head in disbelief. "You live a strange life, Captain Rein."



Mark looked down in silence for a moment, then spoke softly.



"I want you, Jordan."



Jordan's face began to warm. She, too, looked down, afraid to meet his eyes. 



"I…I can't."



More silence.



"Okay." 



Mark began drumming gently on the table as Jordan saw David emerge from the men's room.



Jordan stood up from the table, lifting her purse from her chair back and slinging it over her shoulders.



"Well, Captain, I suppose this is goodbye. It really was a pleasure, and I wish you all the luck in the world for your move and your new charlie company command."



Mark rose with her. She extended her small hand, which was grasped by his much larger hand. She looked up into his eyes, shocked to see something in them she had never seen before. 



Was it fear?



Need?



Longing?



She didn't know. 



But he clearly wanted something from her, and it wasn't sex. Or at least it wasn't just sex. Whatever it was, she knew that the window was closing to give it to him. 



He didn't let go of her hand.



"Jordan. Please…"



David had not yet reached the table, but was only seconds away. Jordan's heart raced, a pit grabbed her stomach, and tears rose into her eyes. 



She wasn't prepared for this reaction. There were emotions rising in her that she didn't anticipate.



Jordan blinked back tears again. "No, Mark. I'm sorry, but this is the end."
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Bzz bzz…



The hum of her phone tilted Megan Rodriguez-Poisson out of an exhausted sleep. She looked over at the clock.



1:44 AM.



Lime green numbers radiate in the quiet dark of an extended stay hotel room in Jacksonville, North Carolina. Shaking her head in attempt to shed a sleepy fog, she reached over to the clean nightstand and picked up her phone.



New Message



She opened it.



Two words.



Come over.



Her heart skipped a beat as she smiled to herself. She looked over to see Jared turned on his side facing away, still deep in sleep.



She propped herself quietly on her elbow to look past him, seeing their two sons peacefully asleep in the second queen bed. 



It was the kind of quiet a bus mom in her thirties dreamed of, but the kind of quiet she was usually asleep for.



She slid to the edge of the bed and stood up quietly, carefully replacing the sheet and blanket before tiptoeing to the bathroom. She shut the door behind her and turned on the light. She used the toilet, washed her hands, and splashed some water on her face. Gargling some single-use mouthwash, she turned off the light and opened the bathroom door to walk out. Checking to make sure her three boys were sleeping peacefully, she grabbed the keycard from the TV stand and quietly left the room.



Mark's room was on the other end of the hall, but on the same floor. She moved quickly, not wanting to be caught by a stranger having bed hair and wearing plaid pajama bottoms and an old sweatshirt. The risk of moving through a hotel hallway in the middle of the night.



Arriving at Mark's room, she found the door propped slightly open. Having been summoned already, Megan didn't knock. She gently pushed the door open and peeked inside.



Mark was sitting in an easy chair in the corner, wearing a long terrycloth bathrobe and reading a book. Seeing the door open, he looked up and waved Megan in. She quietly entered and clicked the door shut behind her.



"Everything okay?" She asked.



It was a fair question for a stressful time of transition. Mark and Jared were ordered to report to their new battalion at 0800 the next morning. Checking in to a new unit was always nerve wracking, and she knew both Mark and Jared had to prove themselves to a new group of marines. A few old friends, including the battalion commander, would be helpful. However, Mark and Jared were checking in as company commander and company gunnery sergeant. All eyes would be on them. That didn't bother her husband too much; Jared simply shrugged the pressure off, but he also had Mark to rely on as the ultimate leader. Mark always seemed to carry the burden of leadership a little more heavily. Although he, too, preferred to keep quiet. But he was clearly on edge.



Mark looked down and nodded. "Yeah, everything"s fine." He marked his place in his book and set it on the nightstand, then stood up. 



"Take your top off."



Megan nodded and pulled her sweatshirt off over her head, tossing it on the TV stand, the words GEORGETOWN LAW draped halfway over the corner of the furniture. She then pulled her plain white undershirt up, her full, C-cup breasts dropping down as the hem passed by them. She wiggled slightly as the shirt passed over her shoulders, her head dropping through the neck, and her hair tumbling wildly down as she pulled it off all the way. 



Mark's eyes were fixed on her, inspecting her body as she presented it to him. She stood casually in plaid pajama bottoms with her breasts exposed, waiting for his next directive.



"Get on your knees."



Megan knelt down, sitting back on her heels, the flat of her palms resting on her thighs in a practiced pose of obedience. She looked expectantly up at Mark.



"Eyes down."



Megan looked down to the floor, her chin dropping slightly. Mark walked behind her and opened a drawer on the dresser where the TV stood. Megan couldn't see what he was getting, but she knew what was coming next.



She felt a gentle mist being sprayed around her hair, a vague scent of lemon following. 



He had the hair detangler ready. Interesting.



The next sensation Megan felt was a sturdy brush running through her hair. At first it pulled painfully, but Mark had become very proficient at smoothing out her hair when it was tangled. 



A few moments of silence passed with just the smooth sound of a hairbrush running from the top of her head to the tip of her hair, hanging just between her shoulder blades. 



She kneeled in silence as Mark set the brush on the dresser and began to braid her hair into a tight, high ponytail, extending straight out of the back of her head to hang smartly down between her shoulder blades, terminating in a single point. She held her head still as he passed the braids over each other, tightening the braid as a whole as he progressed down her hair.



"Too tight?"



Megan shook her head gently. Mark finished the braid at the bottom, then reached in the drawer for a hair tie, which he fastened securely at the bottom of the braid. Then, replacing the detangling bottle, the brush, and the package of hair ties in the drawer, he slid it shut, walked across the hotel room to the easy chair, and sat down without a word.



Megan kneeled quietly, her head down, naked from the waist up. Mark watched her silently from his chair, observing the steady stiffening of her nipples as she awaited instructions. After a few moments, they had hardened visibly, and he broke the silence.



"Come here."



Megan quietly crawled over to Mark, stopping between his knees. She resumed her former posture, eyes down, palms down on her thighs.



"Suck my cock."



Megan quietly pulled open the folds of Mark's robe, uncovering his stiffening cock. She suppressed a smile, not wanting to break the mood of quiet submission, and grasped his member near the base. 



She leaned in and took him into her mouth.



Mark sat silently watching the tight ponytail swaying gently while Megan's head bobbed up and down. 



The feeling of her mouth was exquisite. Warm, soft, inviting. 



And he loved how she always made these gentle little sounds while she sucked on him.



Mmm. mmm.  Hmmm.



"Good girl."



Mark enjoyed the silence punctuated by gentle murmurs and wet smacking sounds as his best friend's wife carefully fellated him. He felt tension draining from his body as she focused on his pleasure. After a few minutes, he felt relaxed enough to talk.



"You guys get the keys to the new place yet?"



Slurp. 



"No, not until next Monday. We'll be here until then. Did you find a place yet?"



Slurp. Hmm… slurp.



"No, not yet. Kinda left in a hurry, you know how it is."



Slurp. "Mmmmhmmm…"



Mark's head lolled back, soaking in the sensation of Megan's attentive mouth.



"Marky and JJ like the new place?"



Slurp, slurp. "I think so. We took them by yesterday." Slurp. "JJ likes the yard. Marky's happy to get his own room." Slurp. "Jared said they could get a dog, so everyone's excited. Plus Jared gets a den in the basement." Slurp



"Look up at me."



Megan shifted postures and knelt lower so she could look up in Mark's eyes while she sucked. 



Mark loved eye contact. And Megan loved it when he held her gaze…it made her feel hot. He had steely eyes that could either freeze or melt whoever he was looking at. But also, she had noticed over the years with him, locking eyes with Mark was a way to gauge what he was thinking. She stopped sucking for a moment, laying his hard cock against her face as she rested her cheek on his thigh. 



"You really liked her, didn't you?"



Mark hesitated, then nodded. "Yeah, I kinda did."



"What was her name again?"



"Jordan."



"Hmmm…" Megan began sucking again. Mark's eyes grew distant for a moment. 



Slurp. "You want to stay with us for a while? You can take your time finding a new place." slurp, slurp…



"I don't want to impose, I know moving in is crazy…"



Slurp "Don't be silly. You can help Jared set stuff up, make little fixes around the new place, play with the boys." Slurp. "Stay as long as you want." slurp slurp.



"Does that invitation extend to your bedroom?"



Slurp "mmmhmmmm…" slurp.



"Sounds good, then."



"Hmmmm…" slurp…slurpslurp…slurp.



"Okay, stop."



Still grasping his member, Megan lifted her mouth off of Mark's cock, looking up at him for instruction.



"Take off your bottoms and get on all fours on the bed. I'm going to fuck you."



"Okay…" Megan stood up and pulled her pajama bottoms down. As she bent over to reach down and pull them off her feet, Mark leaned in and grasped her between the legs.



"Hmmmm. Wet. That's good. Prickly. That's less good…"



Megan laughed and slapped him playfully on the shoulder. "I don't have time to shave when we're in the middle of a move! I don't even know where my razors are…"



"I'm just sayin…if I'm gonna stay with you guys, I expect this to be silky smooth for me." He patted the outer lips of her vagina gently.



"It will be, big guy…" Megan laughed, crawling on to the bed, her taut butt sticking up in the air.



"Down on your elbows…" Mark instructed, shucking the bathrobe and kneeling on the bed behind her. Megan dropped her torso down, keeping her back arched, her braided ponytail lolling down the side of her face and touching Mark's mattress.



Mark lined himself up and began gently pushing inside his best friend's wife. "You got wet fast, Briseis…"



"Only for you, Achilles," she shot a look over her shoulder, her ponytail whipping to the other side. Her eyes closed and a contented sigh escaped her mouth as she felt the thick tip of Mark's member nudge into her.



"You okay? I'm not going too fast?"



Megan shook her head. 



"You stressed from the move?" he asked, beginning to thrust slowly. 



Megan nodded silently. 



"You need this, Meg? You need what I'm giving you right now?"



Megan nodded again, this time with more energy.



"What do you need right know, slave girl? Say it to me."



"I need you to fuck me…" Megan said breathily, moaning as he picked up the pace. 



Mark silently took her for several minutes, enjoying the tight warmth of her eager welcome. As she began to whimper and tense, he reached down and grasped the end of her braid, pulling it tightly back. Her head snapped back in tension, and he began to pound harder. 



"You like it when I fuck you, Megan? You like this?"



"Mmmhmmm…" Megan whined again, squeezing her eyes shut. Mark could feel the tension building in her body, seeing it in her trembling posture.



"Here comes the first one, slave girl." Mark began to thrust harder, audible slapping noises coming from the rhythmic contact of their bodies. 



"Come on my cock…" he growled. "Do it now."



Megan's body shuddered as her orgasm rippled through her. Mark let her braid go and watched her head drop, her legs twitching noticeably. Mark stopped thrustung and held himself still inside her, landing a firm slap on her right butt cheek before he withdrew, letting her collapse face first onto the mattress.

 

Megan panted on her stomach for a moment until Mark rolled her on her back. She opened her legs, shyly covering the stubble of her pubic hair with both hands. Mark smiled and swatted her hands away, grasping the prickly space between her legs with a firm thumb on her clitoris. "Just relax, Briseis. I'm not done. You want me to finish, right?"



"Yes…" Megan nodded. 



"Good girl." Mark pushed inside her again, drawing a laugh/gasp from her. He leaned over her, propping his torso up with his hands and elbows, and began thrusting again. "Where do you want me to finish?"



"Wherever you want, Mark…just take me however you want." 



He smiled as he pushed deep inside slowly. She gasped. Even after a decade and having two kids, Megan never fully got used to the feeling of all of him inside her body. He withdrew nearly all the way, then slowly pushed all the way back into her body. She wrapped her arms around his neck, locking eyes with him.



"I know you're nervous about tomorrow. You're going to be terrific Mark. You're ready for this. I believe in you. We both do."



Mark's eyes softened, but he didn't stop moving. Megan continued, never breaking eye contact.



"Jared's got your back. So do I. He loves you. So do I. We love you…we believe in you…"



Mark's thrusting picked up speed, and Megan's eyes began to get misty as her body tensed. She wrapped her legs behind Mark's waist, locking her ankles together.



"Do you know we love you, Mark? You know it, don't you?"



Mark nodded. 



Megan whined slightly. He felt so good…but moments like this–when she could get him to be vulnerable while he took her…she became so much more open to the subtle influences of his body. After a decade of on-again off-again sex with her husband's best friend, she still craved his body, and knew it well. But when he really opened up and showed vulnerability, when she could feel the deep desires of his heart while he was inside her, when she could intuit his deepest needs and meet them while their bodies coupled…



It was on a whole other level. Even sex with her husband–who she loved deeply and was attracted to deeply–it didn't come close to this. 



The magic moment always came when she discovered what he needed in the moment. Sometimes it was easy, almost generic. Sometimes he just needed to be held. To be told he belonged, or that he was loved. She thought that was it this time. Just some emotional reassurance. But it looked like just telling him he was loved wasn't what he needed. He needed more. Something to make him feel secure…



She closed her eyes and dropped her head back as Mark pushed as deep as he could into her body. Megan's whimpers dropped in pitch as the pleasure intensified and deep warmth began to emanate from the space of Mark's careful probing. He held his cock deep, giving small quick thrusts, almost as if he was trying to access the deepest part of her…



She lifted her head to find his eyes again. God…he felt so good. 



He needed something from her…but it was becoming clear that even he didn't know.



She recalled a conversation they had had before he met that last girl…Jordan? 'He seemed to laugh it off at the time. To forget about it. But maybe…



Megan tilted her head, holding Mark's gaze, and lifted her knees up, holding her legs wide open, superfluously signaling the invitation to his cock to take the deepest part of her body. 



Then she asked him in a voice just above a whisper:



"Do you want me to give you a baby, Mark? I'll give you a baby…if you want. I'll carry it for you…" 



Mark's eyes widened. He began thrusting harder. Megan's whining began to choke desperately as Mark's deep probing.



"Let me give you a baby, Mark…Please…" she whispered. His pupils dilated, and she felt almost like she was falling into them as another powerful orgasm rose within her, towered over her, then leaned to collapse into her.



Mark's excitement peaked and he grunted, applying the full weight of his frame in steady pressure to ensure that the entirety of his large, thick cock had completely disappeared into Megan's body. 



Then he ejaculated. 



Megan's own peak followed powerfully as she responded to his primal impulse with her own, pulling her arms tightly around his neck and her legs around his waist. Her body seized in ecstasy as she felt Mark release several thick pulses of semen into her. She held him close and tightly as he panted, shivering as she felt the small twitches of his body signal the remaining tension flowing out of him.



For several moments, Megan simply clung to her lover, arms and legs locked around him. 



Mark held himself deep inside her until he felt his heart rate begin to slow.



Eventually, he leaned back and pulled out of her body, kneeling upright and looking down at her.



She was smiling broadly, her naked body lewdly open with legs spread wide and knees tucked up, a small stream of semen beginning to flow out between her legs and drip down between her buttocks. 



"Feel better?" Megan said with shining eyes.



"Much, thanks…" Mark said, flopping down on the bed next to her. 



She rolled on to her side, leaning over him, kissing his chest and shoulder and stroking his cheek. 



"You want me to stay a little while? Or just stay over tonight?"



Mark took a deep breath, thinking. "No, Jared needs you too. And you should be in the room when the boys get up. I feel much better. Thank you."



"OK. You're the boss…" Megan smiled and kissed him. Then, standing up, she hopped awkwardly back into her pajama bottoms, a small trickle of semen beginning to run down the inside of her right thigh. Then she wrestled her undershirt and sweatshirt back over her head and wiggled her arms into the sleeves before covering her naked breasts. Finally, she undid the hair tie and pulled the braid out, shaking her long hair until it was back to the expected bed-hair shape, albeit a little damp from the detangler.



Mark stood up and put his bathrobe back on before walking over and kissing her again. 



"Thanks, Meg. I'm really glad to have you guys in my life. I'm…really grateful for both of you."



She smiled and kissed him again. "Likewise. And you have no idea, big guy…" Grabbing her key card, she began to turn toward the door.



"You're on the pill, right?" Mark said, almost an afterthought.



Megan laughed. "Yes, Achilles. I'm on the pill."



She walked to the door and turned the handle. 



"Meg."



She turned around, smiling to herself.



"Yeah?"



"Did you mean it? What you said?"



Her smile faded. Gravely, slowly, she nodded. 



"Yep. I did."



He nodded back, swallowing. "Okay."



She gave a half smile again and opened the door to walk out. 



* * *



"You can wait here, Mr. Stark. The meeting hasn't started yet. They'll have me bring you in when they're ready."



"Thank you very much." David smiled warmly as he nodded to the receptionist. He took a seat in an old but serviceable chair in a small reception area. 



The facilities weren't particularly impressive. The building served its purpose as an office for local government, but it wasn't much more than functional office space. 



It was a rural county, after all, and while the handful of elected commissioners that ran it weren't exactly rubes, they weren't exactly big time politicians either. David wasn't quite sure what he was in for with this meeting, but he hoped it went as well as the school board meeting had gone more than a month ago. 



That early lucky strike had catapulted his little business into a thriving, functional startup humming with potential. They were still a little short staffed, but they had five new mechanics starting next week. 



David looked up at the door marked "conference room." Anyone else watching the meeting that was about to take place on the other side of that door would have been bored to the point of insanity. But to David it meant yet another huge leap forward. He had thus far secured a total of six contracts, most of them with small fleets of ten to twenty vehicles, and of course the school district was the anchor to their business. 



This contract, if he could land it, would more than double the combined sum of all the others in both work and revenue. Every single county vehicle would generate more revenue. And there were alot of them. County vehicles, the Sheriff's department, road maintenance vehicles, fire trucks, parks and recreation vehicles, and even a little fleet of commuter buses for senior citizens and the disabled. 



If this worked, the five mechanics starting next week wouldn't be enough. He'd need at least three more. 



If he didn't land this contract, it wouldn't be a disaster. He'd made a leap of faith with the most recent batch of hires, but he could keep them busy with what they had. But if he did land this contract, they would encounter an influx of more work–and more money–than they had ever anticipated. In the first year. 



He couldn't wait to tell Jordan, who was beginning to slide into the stressful dissertation year. He could help take all the financial stress away from her. He could take care of her every need, give her anything she wanted. They could get a real TV instead of watching shows on his laptop. Maybe they could get a car for her so she didn't have to share the Camry. They could take a break at the end of the summer, maybe go on a nice vacation. She had always wanted to go to Greece. Maybe he could make that happen. Really spoil her.



He really wanted to make her feel special. She had been extra sweet for the last couple of weeks. Recent circumstances helped. Since classes were now out, she was focused on her research and writing, which she could stay home to do sometimes. When she did, she would bake things for him. Cupcakes, brownies, sometimes savory little pastries that were read when he came home from work. She seemed to take real joy when he bit into something she made for him and liked it. She would snuggle tightly up to him when they watched TV after dinner. She would routinely reach over and grab his hand to hold when they were driving or walking together. Now that she was singing solos at church, she would look straight at him in the pews. While her clear soprano voice enchanted the whole sanctuary, he always felt like she was singing just for him. 



It was intoxicating.



She was intoxicating.



And he felt all the more lucky since…it had been a few weeks since she had caught him watching internet porn. That night, she had asked him to come back into her bed. He had eagerly worshiped her body, enjoying the softness and the steadily increasing heat of her skin as he kissed, caressed, and nibbled around her. She had voiced her own pleasure at his attention, and after inviting him inside her, he had enjoyed a mind-shattering climax. She had snuggled up to him again, and he had fallen asleep, exhausted. 



He had woken up to hear her muffled voice coming from down the hall in the bathroom. He had knocked on the door, and she had told him it was nothing, she was just frustrated that she couldn't find some toiletries. When she did find them, she had emerged smiling sweetly from the bathroom, and sleepily walked hand in hand with David back to bed.



Since then, she hadn't brought up his transgression. It seemed that all was forgiven, and his renewed attentiveness to her seemed to delight her. She expressed happiness that her body was–in her words–the only pinup girl in his world now. Each night, excepting those preempted by her monthly cycle, she had giggled as he made an affectionate move to devour her. She loved when he took her clothes off, and she always held his head gently when he kissed around her body. She would gently guide him as he feasted between her legs, purring in approval as he would hit the right spots. Each night he felt the heat of her skin rise as he attended to her. The flush in her cheeks was irresistible to him. And with Mark and his strange sense of ownership over Jordan in their rearview mirror, the condom rule was forgotten, and he enjoyed a powerful release into Jordan's body on most nights.



After his release, each night, in what appeared to be a new ritual, Jordan would snuggle and caress her husband after they finished for a few moments, then rise to the bathroom to freshen up. She would be in there for a few minutes, then return with cool water having been applied to her flushed face. A welcome sight always accompanied that little ritual: Jordan would always smile deeply at him as she slipped her naked body under the covers to snuggle him again. She would kiss him one more time, then settle onto his chest with a long, deep sigh of contentment. He would fall asleep happy at the full contact of her naked skin with his. 



For some reason, he found one particular aspect of the snuggle gesture fulfilling emotionally. The downy skritch of her pubic hair on his thigh was particularly comforting in the moment she draped her leg over his. 



Every night was perfect. They almost didn't need pajamas at all anymore. 



With David's more flexible work schedule, and Jordan's new focus on writing, they had time and energy for each other. Their love was strong. David rightly counted himself the luckiest man in the world. Jordan loved him. Accepted him. Welcomed him into her body, and willingly returned his attention and favors. It seemed that married life couldn't possibly get better.



"Mr Stark?"



David nodded his head slightly, shaking off the daydream. "Yes?" 



"The meeting has started, but they've asked for a few more minutes. I hope it's not inconvenient."



"Not inconvenient at all. Thank you for the update. I'm ready whenever they are."



"I'll let you know."



David nodded politely, then checked his watch.



The reverie returned with the memory of one sour note in the otherwise beautiful harmony of their relationship. 



David's mind turned back to the drive home from Star Trek IV. 



The double date with Mark and that awful woman. He and Jordan had left a bit abruptly, with Mark's date merely waving goodbye from the bar as Jordan had urgently pulled David's elbow toward the exit. Mark had seemed embarrassed but had said nothing, merely shook David's hand awkwardly as David wished him luck on his career move. 



Jordan had been oddly quiet on the drive home. David had asked her if that Rhiannon woman had been as rude in private as she was obnoxious in public. Jordan had just smiled sadly and nodded. David had said that he hoped that woman didn't hurt Jordan's feelings, that it seemed like she just wasn't enjoying herself, that she just seemed to be unhappy with the date and with Star Trek in general. David had further expressed that anyone who was unhappy with Star Trek wasn't a person that should be taken seriously. Jordan had smiled dutifully at the joke.



David sensed she didn't want to talk further and let it drop. Out of the corner of his eye, it was clear that Jordan was crying. It was also clear she did not want to be seen doing it. David had respected her space, and he had let her enter the apartment first where she had run to shut herself in the bathroom for about twenty minutes. She had emerged with puffy eyes, but had thrown her arms around his neck and told him that she loved him more than anything.



He couldn't shake the feeling that her crying had nothing to do with the rudeness of Mark's date, but rather with the exit of Mark from their lives. Obviously Jordan had engaged physically with him on multiple occasions, but those encounters were, in her words, meaningless. Just an exploration of a shared kink. 



Jordan was, she had assured him, only spending intimate time with Mark to fulfill David's fantasy rather than pursuing any inherent desires of her own. Merely playing the part of an eager hotwife. While she had admitted to enjoying the sex she had with Mark, and while she used her research skills and psychological acumen to poke his cuckold buttons in the leadup to and aftermath of their encounters, she was merely turning up the dials to razz her horny husband. 



Mark was a nice guy, but just a prop to achieve that end. A friendly and admittedly very attractive and sexually capable prop, but a mere prop nonetheless. 



Jordan felt that it had run its course. She had expressed a desire to just be a couple from now on. That they had enjoyed an experiment, and that it was time to move on.



If the crying in the car was about Mark moving on, David realized, he had played with fire and very nearly got burned. Mark's transfer orders were a godsend that would save his marriage from the dumbest mistake of his life. If she had developed feelings for this man, how could David possibly compete? The kinky wife sharing play would lead powerful erections quickly leading to losing everything he cared about. The excited erections he got when Jordan played the naughty girl…they just weren't worth it. 



So when Jordan, at least partly motivated by David's being physically attacked, indicated a desire to leave the naughty game behind them, he had eagerly agreed, grateful for an opportunity to shut the door on the existential threat to his happiness.



If Jordan harbored residual feelings for Mark, she didn't seem to show it beyond that car ride home from Star Trek IV. The increased attention and affection she lavished on David seemed genuine. 



Organic. 



The loving lock of her gun barrel blue eyes as she threw her arms around his neck and kissed him when he arrived home every day–it was all he needed and more. It made him want to be everything for her. To give her everything. To be her man and more. And that feeling–the one where she came back from the bathroom…slipped under the covers…where he felt her hand and arm rest on his chest, her cheek on her shoulder, her forehead on his cheek, and the downy tussle of soft brown pubic hair whisping against his thigh as her leg extended over his…



He felt invulnerable. 



He felt like a man of strength, ability and mission. 



More, actually. 



He felt like a man. Like Jordan's man. Her one and only.



David smiled to himself.



"Mr. Stark? They're ready to see you now."



* * *



"Good afternoon, gentlemen…"



Mark returned the sharp salute from the marine manning the guard post outside of battalion headquarters. As was customary when reporting to a new unit, Mark was dressed in the snappy service alpha uniform, dark green slacks, matching suit coat held shut with a high belt and brass buckle. A large mosaic of colored ribbons adorned the left side of his chest, and two silver laurel wreaths hung below those. Two silver bars sat on the button strap on top of his shoulders, indicating his rank.



Jared was at his side, nearly identical in uniform, except his rank was sewn in a large patch on the sides of his shoulders. 



Three chevrons up, two rockers down.



Everyone knew what that meant.



Stepping past the guard, Mark and Jared stepped in through the main door of the headquarters building. They proceeded to report to the officer of the day, announced their assigned unit, and then handed their orders to the administration chief. Waiting patiently while their papers were examined, neither spoke. Both were nervous. Neither wanted to show it.



"Excuse me…captain? And..uh, gunnery sergeant? I'm sorry, I don't know your names yet…"



Both looked up to see a young, pimple-faced junior marine standing in the doorway of the administration office. 



"Spit it out, kid…" Jared growled, standing up. Mark remained seated.



"Uh, sorry gunny…a..and sir. Just, um…the battalion commander told me to have you both report as soon as you arrive. He said to take care of administrative stuff later. I didn't know you'd arrived until just now, the officer of the day didn't say…"



"Shut up." Jared walked briskly past the bewildered private, knocking his shoulder to the side on the way. Mark stood up and extended his hand. The private took it gingerly.



"Don't worry about him. At least not yet. I'm Captain Rein. I'm the new Charlie company commander."



"Charlie company…oh…uh, okay. Well, um, good luck sir."



Mark's eyebrow raised. "What's that mean?"



"Nothing sir, I…nothing. Just…welcome to the battalion."



"Thank you, private. Can you show me to Lieutenant Colonel Wolfe's office?"



"Yes sir..right this way."



He was led down a series of twisted hallways until he found a modest office suite. Jared was already seated there, smirking at Mark. 



The pimple-faced private sat down at the reception desk and hit the talk button on his intercom.



"Sir, the Captain and Gunny are here."



"Send them in."



Mark and Jared walked through the door and stood rigidly at attention. 



Wolfe had aged, but not terribly. His close cropped hair had salt mixed in with the pepper. A few leathery wrinkles showed with his broad smile. 



He seemed glad to see them. But all Mark could remember was the look of pained disappointment on that very face the last time he had seen him. But he couldn't dwell on that now.



"Wow…look at you two…" the commander grinned. "All grown up. Gunnery Sergeant Poisson. You weren't even selected for sergeant the last time I saw you."



Jared grinned. "Time flies, sir."



"Yes it does. You've got kids now, don't you?"



"Yes sir. Two boys."



"Good man. Also, I noticed in your file that you're a martial arts instructor. We need more of those–only have one in the whole battalion. Green belt. What's your ranking?"



"Black belt, sir. Third degree. Instructor trainer."



"That's excellent. We'll put you right to work with that, Poisson."



"Very good sir."



He turned toward Mark. 



"Captain Rein."



Mark stiffened to attention. "I just wanted to apologize sir, for how I left things when…"



"Save it, Captain. Water under the bridge."



"It's good to see you came back, and as an officer," Wolfe said gravely. "I couldn't be happier to have you here. Just don't let me down."



Mark swallowed. "I won't, sir."



"Good."



Mark and Jared stood stiff at attention, waiting for orders.



"At ease, gents. Have a seat." Lieutenant Colonel Wolfe stepped behind his desk and sat down. Mark and Jared followed.



"I'm glad you're both here. I just want to get you acquainted with the lay of the land. There are five buildings in this complex, plus the mechanics' shop and three full barracks buildings. I've moved the headquarters and support company into this building. So with three line companies, and four buildings, I've assigned one company per building. That assignment is based on a friendly competition between company commanders." 



Mark sat up, intrigued.



"Here's the deal: Every six months, we do a battalion wide evaluation. Physical fitness, skills test, community involvement, combat readiness, paperwork audits, all of it. The best company gets the old CO's house. It's a pretty nice building, the air conditioning works well, and it's next door to the gym. The second best company gets the second best building, a newer building. Not as fancy, not as well placed, but everything works in it. The losing company gets the old mech shop. No offices, just an open space partitioned, and the windows have to stay open because the AC doesn't work. Also, there's a shitty modular trailer on the outskirts, across the way from that smelly old water treatment plant. It's where I put people who piss me off. But really, it's useless. I'd prefer to just demolish it. But I figure if we have shitbags in the battalion, we need a shit place to put them."



Mark nodded, confused. Jared spoke up flatly.



"Charlie company is in the shit trailer right now, isn't it, sir?"



"Very perceptive, Gunny. You've hit it. Right on the money."

  

"So who's in that, uh, the third place? The old mech shop?" Mark asked.



"I've been using it to grow potted plants. Just a new hobby of mine." Wolfe set his fingertips together, waiting for Mark and Jared to respond.



Mark was still a little stunned. Jared could tell, and spoke up for him again.



"So, pardon if this is a little crude sir, but you're giving us the fucked company with orders to un-fuck it?"



"Bingo." Colonel Wolfe pointed at Jared.



"Understood, sir." 



"Good, gunny. You're dismissed. Report to the battalion sergeant major. He'll have a whole file cabinet of details on the situation. Take all the advice he gives you. But tell him that I want you and Captain Rein in that trailer by noon. You start today."



"Aye sir." Jared stood up and left the room, shutting the door behind him.



Mark shifted his weight uncomfortably in his chair. "Sir, permission to speak freely?"



"Of course, Captain. I welcome it."



"Is this…because of how I left things before…"



"No, Rein. Stop right there. I told you that's in the past."



"I'm just a little confused. This…this is my first command. I just had cadets before this. Don't you want someone with a little more experience?"



"No, Rein. That's not what I want. However things went after we got back from Afghanistan, you need to realize that your platoon was the absolute model of combat efficacy. What you and Poisson did with that platoon, you need to do with this company. I could never pull that off at the company level when I was your company commander. I believe that you can pull that off. With Poisson's help."



Mark nodded. "I think I understand sir."



"Good. Now get to it. Dismissed." 



Mark stood up and walked to the door. Then, pausing, he turned back.



"Sir, if I may…any advice you could give me starting out would be greatly appreciated."



Not looking up from his papers, Wolfe simply replied:



"First, get their attention. Then do your Rein-Poisson thing. Whatever it is you two do. Something will work out."



* * *



"Hey Jordan!"



Jordan smiled and returned the wave as she twisted her earbuds into her ears, but didn't turn the music on. Walking onto the track from the locker room, she was surprised to see the friendly greeting coming from Patrick Lin, her office friend, running the track with his girlfriend Kristy. Patrick usually worked out in the pool, being a former water polo player, but he had begun running track at the behest of his girlfriend. 



Still, Jordan was surprised to see him. She thought he usually ran much earlier in the morning. 

Jordan herself had arrived at the track a little earlier than usual, but still hours later than Patrick's usual exercise time. She had more flexibility to run without getting lost in crowds, as the school year was officially over with and all students had gone home for the summer. Since the campus had basically emptied out, with only overworked doctoral candidates and other year-round staff stuck behind, it was easier to access amenities like the track without having to fight a crowd. 



She hit play on her running mix and began to stretch against the half fence next to the trick while Patrick and Christy circled the track again. Jordan caught herself glancing over at Patrick from the corner of her eye. He was wearing a tight running shirt and shorts that stopped at mid thigh. Knowing Patrick, she would have guessed he would prefer the longer, looser basketball shorts. The ones that hung below the knees. On the other hand, he probably got comfortable showing a lot of skin from his water polo days. The uniform for that sport, of course, was…



Jordan shook the thought out of her head and smirked to herself. Bad Jordan.



Patrick and Christy jogged by again. Jordan had one leg up over the half-fence, and was leaning over it, touching the toes of one foot, then the other before switching legs. This wasn't to show off: she didn't imagine she was attracting much attention with her wardrobe. Her workout attire was just an old gray T-shirt from church camp in high school and a pair of thigh cropped running shorts. Her legs were exposed below the shorts, of course, but not in any way that Patrick would…



Jordan shook the thought from her head again as she pulled her arm over her head to stretch. Patrick and Christy, finished with their run, walked over to chat with her.



"Jordan, I've never actually introduced you." Patrick heaved, still winded from the run. He took a moment to pant out his elevated heart rate before pointing to his running mate. ""This is my girlfriend, Christy. Christy, Jordan. We're in the same year, both doing dissertation year together. So life sucks kind of equally for both of us right now."



Jordan grinned. "Yeah, you could say that. It's really nice to meet you finally, Christy. I've heard many good things about you."



"I've heard nice things about you too," Christy said, smiling with a slight shade of threat in her expression. "I didn't know you did runs in the morning."



"Well, I usually go later, but in the summer, things aren't as crowded. So it's kind of whenever I need it to clear my head. Old habit. You used to run in college too, didn't you Christy?"



"I did, yeah. Sprinter. Relays, actually. So, you know, team running. You?"



"Solo. Distance," Jordan nodded as she explained. "My main event was the 5k. So you could go grab a sandwich or something between the start and end of my races. My dad actually did that, sometimes. He'd cheer me on from the line at the snack bar."



Patrick laughed. Christy smiled wryly. 



Jordan cleared her throat. "So Christy, you work in finance, Patrick says?"



"Yeah, banking. It pays the bills."



Jordan laughed. "My husband's in business. Not quite finance, but he's definitely more of a numbers guy than I am. Just finished his MBA, actually."



Christy nodded politely. 



"Hey…" Jordan pitched her voice as if she'd just had a grand idea strike her out of nowhere. "We should double date sometime! If you guys want…maybe find a show we all like, or go bowling or something?"



"That sounds fun, we should set it up…" Patrick agreed.



"That's great…I'll have to check my schedule, I'm super busy this time of year…" Christy returned ambiguously.



"Okay…" Jordan replied uncertainly. Not wanting to push, she decided to end the introduction. "Well, I'll get going then."



Christy smiled. "It really was nice to meet you, Joanna."



Jordan smiled, unsure whether or not to correct her. She decided to let it go, nodding in farewell before taking off down the track and hitting "play" on her running mix. 



* * *



After meeting with the battalion leadership, Mark and Jared had changed from their dressy service uniforms into the uniform of the day–green camouflage. After hanging up their dress clothes in suit bags, they hung them up in their assigned lockers and left the battalion headquarters building.



Mark returned the salute of the guard again, then followed the proffered  directions to their company headquarters. 



It was definitely a shitty modular trailer. Wolfe had not exaggerated. It seemed like the kind of building that should be condemned by the city, but nobody got around to it. 



Ascending up the grated metal steps, Jared opened the door and shouted through it as Mark walked into the building.



"Attention on deck!"



Mark walked in and saw an open office space with a few office doors running down the far side. In the open area sat a half dozen desks covered with food and messy stacks of paper. Only 3 of the desks had people seated at them. All three marines looked unimpressed, simply looking up at Mark as he walked in.



Jared walked in behind his best friend, seeing the slovenly response. He deftly jumped over one of the empty desks and approached the seated marine behind the desk. Leaning down, he screamed directly into his ear. The marine winced and fell out of his chair, surprised.



"Well, that answers that question…" Jared said, walking back to Mark. "I thought they were deaf." He whirled around. "I said, " ATTENTION ON DECK."



The three marines stood up slowly. One of them, a corporal, leaned against the wall with his hands in his pockets.



Mark and Jared looked at each other. 



Mark spoke up for the first time. "Who's in command here? Who's the acting commander of this company?"



"That would be Lieutenant Reynolds." The corporal leaning against the wall said. The others nodded in agreement. He seemed to be the senior marine in the room.



Jared scowled. "Care to try that again?"



"Uh, that's Lieutenant Reynolds, uh, sir."



Mark ignored the tone. Jared walked to the nearest empty desk, found a notebook in a drawer, and pulled it out as Mark continued. Once he had the notebook, Jared sat down, opening the notebook to write.



"Where is Lieutenant Reynolds?"



"Don't know. Probably playing racketball. That's usually where he is in the morning."



"Huh. Okay…" Mark said patiently. 



Mark watched Jared walk to a desk and sit down, opening the notebook to write.



"Is there any officer here at all? Any platoon sergeant? Anyone above corporal?"



"Nah. I mean, uh, no sir?"



Mark's jaw clenched. "And what do you do around here?"



"I keep the unit diary, sir. Just track who comes and goes, major events, then submit it to battalion."



"That's perfect." Jared butted in, still writing in the notebook. "I've got another unit diary you'll be keeping." He finished writing, closed the notebook, pulled a black permanent marker out of the drawer, and wrote "THINGS C COMPANY REALLY REALLY REGRETS" in all capital letters on the front cover. He handed it to the corporal. "Hang on to that. That particular unit diary is about to get a lot of entries." 



"Uh, okay Gunny."



Jared rolled his eyes, biding his time before looking back to Mark. 



"Gunnery Sergeant Poisson," Mark's tone dropped to a growl.



"Yes sir?"



"Assemble the company on the parade ground."



"Aye sir." 



Twenty minutes later, the company was in the slow process of sloppily assembling on the parade ground in front of the trailer. Having no other working channel of communication, Jared had sprinted up and down the barracks halls, pounding on doors and in some cases physically dragging out marines from their rooms. Most were playing video games, others were sleeping. A couple were already drinking beer in their underwear. Nobody seemed to either know or care that there was a change of command. But all were shaken by the new gunnery sergeant who seemed oddly psychotic, as he would speak softly,allow them two seconds to comply, and then resort to physical force, pulling their chairs over, kicking doors open and tossing barracks furniture on its side. It didn't take long for word to spread, and the flow of surly marines began to move toward the parade ground.



"Move it!" Jared barked while everyone sauntered past him. 



No one noticed Mark, and no one saluted the new commander.



Jared caught eyes with another corporal muttering as he walked by.



"Shit, man, we're coming. Jesus..."



Jared grabbed him by the collar and yanked him back. "Pardon?"



"I said we're coming, gunny. Geez." 



Still holding him by the collar, Jared looked back at Mark.



"This is worse than we thought," Mark leaned in to whisper to Jared. "Fuck the formation. We don't need a meeting. They need an intervention. Get their attention. Now."



"Aye sir." 



"I'm going to find the officers. Get it done." Mark said over his shoulder as he turned to walk away.



Turning back to the sullen corporal, Jared snarled:



"Where's the pit, motherfucker?"



 The pit, of course, is a well known feature lying somewhere within or near any active Marine Corps unit. That feature consists of an open air depression dug out of the ground and filled up with soft rubber shavings. Officially, it's a training facility. In the pit, officially, marines practice ground fighting. But in the pit, unofficially, scores of disrespect are settled, and command dominance is established in extreme cases. When order and discipline breaks down, and when the conventional customs and courtesies fall by the wayside, the pit is an option. One that Jared was more than ready for. 



The corporal rolled his eyes and pointed to a patch of trees on the far side of the parade ground.



"Good. Thank you." Jared let him go, then called out to the assembling company:



"Everyone to the pit. NOW!"



Within minutes, everyone was assembled in a large semicircle around the pit. Jared walked into the center, alone. He removed the blouse of his utility uniform, folded it carefully, and set it off to the side. The insignia of his rank was now hidden, folded in the lapels of the blouse he had just set aside. The only indication of status left on his uniform was on the top of his pants: a black belt with a red stripe on one end, three notches next to the red stripe. He pointed at the nearest marine, summoning him into the pit. It was the corporal that had loudly complained a few minutes earlier.`	  



"Everyone take a look at corporal shit-talk over here. You wanna talk shit? You meet me here, and we'll have it out. No rank. Just marine to marine. One mind, any weapon. Let's go, kid."



The corporal rolled his eyes, unbuttoning his own uniform blouse. 



"Yeah, roll your eyes, motherfucker. That's going in the book…" Jared muttered. As soon as the corporal's blouse was off Jared flew at him, taking him to the ground and knocking the wind out of him. Then, twisting around and manipulating his limbs, Jared got him in a leglock and pulled down hard on his foot. The corporal tapped urgently on Jared's leg to let him go. Jared didn't let go. Instead, he pulled slightly harder. 



The corporal tapped more urgently. Jared increased the pressure further and the young man began to squeal in sharp, desperate pain.



"Say you're a bitch," Jared growled.



"I'm a bitch…" the younger man choked out.



"Louder. So everyone can hear…"



"I'm a bitch!"



"You're my bitch."



"I'm your bitch! I'm your bitch, Gunny! I'm sorry! Please!!!"



Jared let go of his leg, then got to his feet as the corporal grabbed his blouse and scrambled away, avoiding eye contact with the other marines. They snickered as he skulked past. 



Jared looked around the pit.



"Laugh it up, motherfuckers. There's one hundred twenty six of you here. There are two ways of leaving this pit. The first option should be the easiest. If anyone here can do to me what I just did to Corporal Shit Talk over there, everyone can leave for the day. No consequences."



Jared paused and looked around.



"What's the second option?" Someone called out from the crowd.



"I make every one of you my bitch. Just like I did with him."



The crowd shifted uneasily. Jared looked back and forth.



"Who's next?"



Mark smiled to himself as he watched the show from a respectable distance. About a hundred allowed enough space for Jared to establish his own credibility while still signaling to anyone walking by and watching that this exercise in discipline had his tacit approval. 



Jared wasn't bluffing. He really intended to forcefully submit every marine in the company in one brutal session. The spectacle went on for more than an hour with an increasingly bruised and winded Gunny Poisson twisting, jerking, and hammerfisting his way through dozens of marines. Some of them went quickly, others put up a respectable fight. Some got in a few good hits. 



Nobody bested him.



Everyone who stepped into the pit with the new company Gunny left after loudly denigrating themselves. It seemed like option two was going to be the way out of the pit. Unless Jared got so tired he couldn't carry on.



"I think he hoped something like this would happen…" A familiar voice surprised Mark, coming from behind him. He turned around to see Megan carrying a bag of burritos and a couple bottles of water.



"Hey, Meg. Didn't know you were dropping by…"



"Yeah, I was out in town with the boys. Thought I'd get some lunch for you two, drop it by. See how your first day is going. This isn't a bad time, is it?"



"Not for me. Maybe for your husband…" Mark chuckled. "Or maybe for everyone but our husband." A faint cry of submission wailed out from the pit as Jared secured another armlock.



Megan smiled. "How's it going? Wolfe gave you two the bad company, didn't he?"



Mark nodded. "Looks like."



"Good." Megan said confidently. "You both were always going to do better with a challenge."



Mark smiled. "I do feel a little bad though. Making him do that. There's more than a hundred guys down there. He's got to get tired sometime."



"Oh please…" Megan snorted. "He's loving this, trust me. He's had this exact fantasy. He's told me. He beats up like a hundred guys, comes home all bruised and tired, and then I get all horned up and let him do anal."



Mark laughed. "That's his fantasy?" 



Megan laughed back. "Yeah, one of them."



Mark nodded, eyebrows raised. "Impressive, I guess."



"Yeah, well, you know Jared."



"Yep. I do."



Mark paused as they watched another screaming submission. 



"So, are you going to let him do it?"



Megan lifted an eyebrow. "Do what?"



"Anal. After he beats up all the guys."



Megan smirked. "Maybe if he asks nicely."



Mark laughed again. "But he beat up a hundred guys, Meg! More, actually…"



"Hey, that part is his fantasy. Not mine."



"Fair enough."



They paused, watching Jared attack another junior, taking him to the ground almost immediately.



"So…" Mark continued. "What if I ask nicely?"



Megan smirked again. "Oh, you don't have to ask. You know that."



Mark laughed. "Good to know."



They watched another submission as Jared wrenched another body in the pit, signaled when a faint "I'm your bitch" rising from the distance. 



"Your husband's impressive as hell, you know that?"



Megan nodded. "Yeah. I know that."



"It does create a little bit of a problem for me. Anything he does I have to do something bigger. Not sure how I'm gonna beat this."



Megan smiled, not looking over. "You'll figure out a way. You're good at topping." 



They watched in silence as Jared flipped a marine over his back, landing flat on top of him. Even from a hundred yards away, they heard the air whump out of Jared's victim. Megan winced as Mark grinned.



"Oho, he's gonna remember that shit…" he chuckled.



"Well, I'll get going," Megan set the food and water bottles down next to Mark's feet. "I told the boys we'd go see the beach before dad gets off work."



"Sounds good. Thanks for coming by…might be a while before we can actually take a lunch break though. Looks like your man's gonna be busy for a while. But I'll make sure he gets the food. Looks like he's gonna need the energy. Just make sure you pick up some lube before you go back to the hotel."



"No problem," Megan responded, turning away before she fully processed what Mark said. 



Then, a delayed reaction. Her face warmed at the sudden turn of Mark's last sentence. 



"I'm sorry, what?"



Mark didn't turn to acknowledge her, keeping his eyes on the distant savagery of his number two man down in the pit. His words were casual, nonchalant even, still directed at that man's wife. 



"You heard me. I haven't taken your ass in a little while, and your little quip put me in the mood. Sounds like it would hit the spot. For me. And for you too, I guess by definition. And, I'm assuming if you guys have some lube, it's still packed away somewhere. So you'll need to pick up some more."



"Okay…" Megan said, her voice trembling slightly.



Mark pointed back to the pit. "Look at him. He's really earning it out there. Whatever his fantasy, he deserves it. So make sure you've got some lube handy. Be ready when we get back. And sexy underwear. You can bring regular pajamas to change into when we're done. And you and Jared can use my room when I'm done with you. I'll watch the boys. We'll go out for pizza or something."



Megan blushed. "Okay. I'll get some." 



Mark turned to look at her. She was blushing. He loved it when she blushed.



"You gonna be a good girl for me, Megan?"



Megan's eyes dropped to the ground, her blush deepening. 



"Yes."



"Good. See you tonight."



Megan smiled tightly to herself, her face red as she walked back to her car. 



* * *



"Are you serious? That's incredible baby! When did it happen?"



"They called with the handshake deal about an hour ago," David's voice drifted out of Jordan's speaker phone. "We'll actually finalize everything next week, but it's basically a done deal."



Jordan pulled on a blue t-shirt over a plain white bra. She pulled her damp hair out of the neck and shook it out. Changing after her afternoon run. Her second of the day. 



"Well that's so cool, honey. I'm so proud of you! Uh! My man! Big business!"



David laughed from the other side of the call. Jordan shut her locker door and put her running clothes and shoes into a washing pouch, then zipped it into her gym bag. "So where are you now?"



"Terry's. The guys wanted to celebrate when I told them. We got a few tables and we're ordering drinks. Hamad says Aisha's coming too."



"Awesome. I'm on my way. I'll be like…fifteen minutes."



"Okay Jo. Love you. See you soon."



"Love you baby. Mwah!"



Jordan air kissed to end the call and threw her duffel bag over her shoulder, followed by her shoulder bag containing her laptop and books. She could drop the bags off at the house on the way. Terry's Bar and Grill was only two blocks away from their apartment. 



The weather was pleasant. Not too hot for a late June afternoon. She had had a productive day, she had outlines and drafts for the opening chapters of her dissertation–ahead of schedule–and it sounded like David's business was heating up.



Life was good.



She reached the campus crosswalk, waiting for the signal to turn.



She was thrilled for David. He had always worked so hard, and until now he had always worked for other people, and most of them simply didn't appreciate the value of his contributions. This business was a way for David to realize his own worth, and it looked like his exploding customer base was a strong indicator that she was right about him. 



He was an amazing man. Something that was too often overlooked.



She fumbled with her keys and opened their apartment door, dropping the bags off on the table before locking the door again and heading back out toward the main road.



Beyond the success of the business itself, Jordan was deeply touched at how committed David was to improving his friend's life. Hamad and David had been friends at their previous job, and a primary motivator for David's business was as a booster for Hamad's own desire to own his own mechanic shop. David's ambition, drive, and skill was almost magic; he had managed to turn a devastating attack and terrible injury into a livelihood for almost a dozen people in a matter of months. Even better, the benefits rippled out to lift up the families of everyone involved: Hamad's wife, Aisha, would regularly send her emails, detailing how much this opportunity changed things for her family. Each message brought a tear of happiness to Jordan's eye.



This good feeling was reinforced ten minutes later as she walked in the front door of Terry's Bar and Grill, only to be met with Aisha scurrying excitedly to hug her. They jumped up and down, squealing as Aisha shared her excitement with Jordan. Neither could stop grinning and chattering until David intervened. He took the time to take Jordan aside so she could meet all the new mechanics, getting to know each one for a few minutes before moving on to the next one.



Her husband's employees. It was a social situation with an awkward dynamic she wasn't entirely prepared for. She didn't know how to act, other than to just be friendly. The exchanges were a little awkward, but everyone seemed in good spirits. Good news like that in a startup company has a powerful shockwave effect. Everyone gets on board. Everyone's happy. Good feelings find a high water mark.



David had already bought the first round of beer, and several people had ordered dinner. Jordan and David sat down at the table with Hamad and Aisha, with little Fatima bouncing in her high chair. Aisha seemed to take particular pleasure when David began discussing the specific needs that they would have to meet in the new contract. Background checks for the mechanics working on law enforcement vehicles was part of the deal, for example. They would need to have access to a wrecker truck, perhaps talk about investing in one in the next couple of years. 



Management talk. Aisha beamed with pride as her husband talked with David about management. Big decisions. So exciting!



An hour passed. Most of the salary mechanics had enjoyed a couple of drinks and gone home. A couple stayed, setting up at the bar and talking amongst themselves. But the little party of majority owners, wives, and the baby continued to chat amiably, until Jordan noticed David's eyes widen. 



She heard the door open behind them and turned around to see Steve, David and Hamad's former general manager, walk in the door. He was dressed casually in jeans and a polo shirt with a baseball cap. The little party dropped into silence as he walked up to the table, smiling. Jordan was stunned. This was the guy in charge when David got attacked. She stood up in protest. 



Steve raised his hands in friendly surrender. "I don't want to break up your party. I understand congratulations are in order. One of the county commissioners is a nephew of mine, he told me about your little venture. Pretty impressive, David. Hamad, you too. You guys are making a real run at it. I'm impressed. I mean that."



David smiled broadly, and Jordan relaxed a little, seeing he wasn't threatened. David gestured to an empty chair. "Join us for a beer, Steve. Old times."



"Not that old," Steve said, smiling back and sitting down. Jordan sat down, after, still a little tense, as Steve continued. "Tell me about what you're doing here? Whatever it is, people are talkin' about it."



David eagerly described the business model to his mentor, who listened attentively. Occasionally Steve would turn to Hamad to ask questions about services offered, how long different work orders took, and other hands-on questions about day-to-day operations. After he was satisfied, he took the last swallow of his beer and leaned back in his chair.



"Hell boys, you really got something here. You keep service running smoothly, there's no telling how big you can grow something like this. And focusing on municipal government and small business is a good starting point. Who knows where you can go from there?"



David grinned again, drinking in the approval. Jordan, both eyes protectively on her husband, smiled, happy that he was happy.



"Almost makes me hesitate to bring this next part up…" Steve said, a slight grimace forming on his face.



"What? What's the matter?" Jordan asked, sensing a shift in tone. 



"Nothing's the matter, Mrs. Stark. Just some good news with what might be awkward timing," Steve explained. He sat with the silence for a moment, waiting to be asked more.



"What's up, Steve?" David asked at length.



"Well, here's the deal, David. You too, Mrs. Stark."



"Jordan…" Jordan said.



"Of course, Jordan. Sorry about that. Well here's the deal. As you know, David's departure and my retirement came pretty close together, and David's departure was…problematic. It didn't go how I'd hoped. I tried to line up a job for him that I thought he'd be great for, and it didn't work out."



"I'll say…" Jordan said. David put a hand on hers, grasping her fingers. She held her peace while Steve continued.



"So I felt bad about that, and I thought I'd do what I could to make it right. I don't work for Consolidated anymore, and I don't represent them or their interests. But I do have a lot of friends in the shipping industry. One in particular. A VP of logistics for Maersk."



David squinted. "The European shipping conglomerate?"



"Danish, yeah," Steve nodded. "One of the biggest international shipping concerns in the world. So I'm chatting with this guy about some of the proposals you gave in your interview, David, about cutting down inefficiencies in loading and transport. Long story short, my friend was interested. Real interested."



"Really…" David's eyes widened.



"Yeah. I sent him your spreadsheets, David, I hope you don't mind, and I told him some of your proposals. I'll tell you, if he saw what you're doing here with routine maintenance efficiency, he'd blow his stack."



"So what does this mean for David?" Hamad spoke up, concerned.



"Nothing, if David doesn't want, of course. But he wanted me to float a tentative job offer. Logistics consultant. International. They'd have you inspect ships, loading manifests, warehouses, intermodal transfer, everything. Just basically do efficiency audits and propose improvements that they can try at small scale before implementing worldwide. You wouldn't be alone, either, there's a little team they're putting together with subject matter experts."



Jordan blinked in surprise. "This sounds like he'd be gone a lot."



Steve nodded gravely. "That's certainly true. Probably 2-3 weeks a month for the first year while he does the initial audits. After that, it would slow down, basically become an as-needed thing. But the pay should help compensate."



"What's the pay?" David asked.



"No specifics, you'll have to negotiate with them, but mid six figures at a minimum. I doubt they'll do an initial offer below $250,000. Maybe more. Don't tell them I told you this, but they're open to negotiating a kickback percentage for saved cost based on any improvements made. If you do what I think you can do, David, you can make a lot of money doing this. And they cover travel, of course. Jordan, you could go with him. Travel all sorts of places. They'd pay for it."



David's eyes bugged out. Just the salary was more money than he thought he'd earn in ten years. Guaranteed in only one year. 



"But what about us? What about the company?" Aisha answered, her voice wavering. 



"That's the bad timing of it. There's no guarantee, David, but if you keep growing the business like you are now, you could probably bank as much as you would at Maersk in a few years. And you're the boss here. There's a lot of good things in the "stay" column here. But there's real value in the "go" column too. And I promised my friend I'd float the offer. I'll email you his contact information, if you'd like, and he said he'd give you a week to think it over. It's a big decision, no doubt about it."



Jordan was stunned. She didn't know what to say. She just squeezed David's hand again. 



David looked down at the table for a moment, then shook his head slowly.



"I'm really grateful to you, Steve. It's a great offer. Very tempting. But I've got people counting on me here." He turned to look at Jordan. "And people I just don't want to leave behind. I think the answer is a polite, grateful, no."



Aisha exhaled audibly, clearly relieved. Hamad nodded in agreement. Jordan squeezed his hand harder, smiling into his eyes.



"I absolutely understand. Still, take a week. Sleep on it. Then let me know, or contact Arne. That's his name. You can reach out personally and talk it through with him, if you'd like. He's a decent man, very straightforward. Whatever you decide, I respect the hell out of you, son."



"Wow. Thanks so much Steve. I just don't know what to say…" David stammered out.



"No need to say anything. Hey, any chance I can get one of your maintenance subscriptions? Sounds like a hell of a deal, and I got a truck that needs an oil change coming up here…"



David laughed out loud. Hamad shook his head vigorously.



"No. No paying for Mr. Steve! We will take care of your truck, no charge. You are a good man." 



Steve stood up, and David and Hamad with him. Hands were shaken, nods exchanged, and Steve walked out of the restaurant. 



David sat back down, taking a long sip of water. When he set the glass down, Jordan grabbed his hand again, squeezing it. David looked at Jordan. 



Her blue eyes sparkled.



* * *



Midafternoon in the pit. The final bout ended with more of a whimper than a bang, as Gunnery Sergeant Jared Poisson simply caught the hand of a lazy punch in a tight maneuver of wrist control, dropping the stunned young marine squealing to his knees. 



One last submission.



Dark pools of sweat soaked Jared's undershirt, mixed with a little blood dripping from one side of his face. His close-cropped hair was a mess. Several bruises had formed on his cheeks, and on his forearms and biceps, with many more tender spots hidden under clothing. He wasn't entirely sure, but he suspected that he might have chipped a tooth. Couldn't let on, though. He looked back and forth at the assembled company, most of whom had sat down against the small incline on the far side of the pit. Fear was in many eyes, admiration in others. A hint of cynical irritation or even boredom remained in a few. But there were far fewer dead eyes than there were a few hours ago. Progress.



"Attention on deck!"



Someone from the crowd shouted as Mark walked up behind Jared. Everyone–one hundred twenty seven marines all told–snapped to their feet and stood rigidly at attention.



"As you were." Mark said flatly as he stepped into the pit. "Have a seat, everyone. You too, Gunny. You've earned it."



The assembled marines murmured quietly to each other as they sat nervously down. Captain Rein remained standing. 



"Oh, before I forget…" Mark reached into the cargo pocket of his utility pants and pulled out a paper bag and a water bottle. He tossed them both to Jared, who caught them with a raised eyebrow.



Mark turned to the company. "That's a burrito and some water. Gunny Poisson skipped lunch because he was busy kicking all of your asses. Anyone gonna give him shit if he grabs a bite and some water while we chat for a minute?"



A surprised chuckle rippled through the crowd. Jared grinned and unwrapped the cold burrito and raised the water bottle in a mock toast to his commander.



"Marines. My name is Mark Rein." His tone dropped to indicate the pleasantries were over. "As of noon today, I assumed command of this company. I have yet to locate your platoon leaders. No one seems to know where they go during the day. But I understand all of the enlisted men are accounted for. As a quick side note, so everyone knows where I stand on this, be aware of the following: When I do find your platoon leaders, they're going to wish they were in hell with their backs broke."



Dead silence.



"Moving on to business. I can see that Gunny Poisson got your attention. Full disclosure, Gunny P and I are old friends. Boot camp buddies, actually. That's right, I started out as an enlisted marine like all of you. He and I trained together, deployed together, and went through all kinds of shit together. This man is easily the toughest, most loyal, and most capable enlisted leader I've ever worked with. And while I went off to college to be an officer, spending the day reading world literature and fucking coeds, Gunny P spent every waking minute hardening his skills as a warrior. Your company gunny is one of the most highly qualified martial artists in the marine corps. You likely weren't aware of this before you arrived, but I'm guessing you know now."



Another chuckle rippled through the crowd.



Mark paused, looking into several faces before continuing. 



"When I arrived, it became very apparent that some things need to change around here. And I think you all know that for us, change means pain. But I want you to know that none of that pain is coming from an angry or spiteful place on my part. Or on Gunny P's part. I walked around the barracks, and that shitty trailer we call the company office, around the sad-ass, messy parade ground, and I knew there was a big, thick, widespread problem. I could feel it in the air. I could smell it. Dead potential. Dead potential just laying around out in the open. Everywhere you look. Unburied. Rotten. Decaying. Infectious. 



"Dead potential kills everything worth having in a well-lived life. It kills dignity. It kills self respect. It kills ambition, hope, happiness, even true friendships. It kills combat readiness–and when it does that it kills marines on the battlefield. We cannot have it here. Or anywhere. No more dead potential." 



Mark paused and took a purposeful step toward the other side of the pit where the company sat listening to him, and pointed firmly to the ground.



"This ends today. This ends now. The pain that's coming has a purpose. And it comes from a strong sense of purpose. It comes from a place of deep respect on my part. I'm not going to beat you into submission because you piss me off. I'm going to reach down this company's throat and yank every bit of greatness out of it."



Mark paused again, then took a step back, looking back and forth into the crowd.



"There is only one way to revive dead potential, gents, and that is painful change. That change began just now. Right here, in this pit, with Gunny P's foot up your collective ass."



This time a full laugh rippled through the crowd. Mark allowed himself a brief smile before continuing. 



"But that's only the beginning. We will run ourselves into the ground until we revive that potential. Until we seize it. Until we maximize it. Until we make that potential our bitch. This company will go from the shithouse to the history books. That process starts today. That journey starts now."



Mark turned and pointed to Jared, who was listening intently as he chewed the last bite of his burrito.



"See this man? You've no doubt seen his belt. Third degree black belt. Instructor trainer. Combat decorated. That one man just took on one hundred twenty six of you, and won. Also, his wife is like…crazy hot too. So there's that."



Another laugh. Jared snorted. Mark continued.



"That's greatness, gents. Sitting right there. Which of you wants that for yourself? Who here aspires to morph up into that level of badass?"



A murmur of approval rippled through the company. Several nodded silently to themselves.



"Imagine it for a minute, gents…" Mark's tone softened. "Imagine an entire company as tough as Gunny P. You'd want to be a part of that, don't you?"



"Yeah…" The murmur began to take enough shape that unified words were coming out of the crowd.



"Today we began. Here, in the pit. Tomorrow, the true pain that brings meaningful change will take hold of all of us. Each of us individually, and all of us together, as a company. That pain will drive out our weakness, drive us toward greatness, build our character and make us unstoppable."



Mark stomped the ground in the pit to emphasize. "Tomorrow we move toward greatness. Gunny and I will be with you every step of the way."



He stomped again, harder. The thud of his boot heel reverberated to the edges of the pit. 



"TOMORROW! Who's with me?"



"Ooorah!" The crowd shouted in one, booming voice.



Mark looked down at Jared. "Good?"



Jared nodded, chuckling to himself. "Yeah. Good." 



Mark nodded, twirling his finger in a "wrap it up" gesture.



Jared snapped to his feet.



"Ten, hut!"



One hundred twenty six marines snapped to attention, their right hands snapping up simultaneously in salute. Mark followed to return the salute, holding his hand still at the brim of his cap as he gave final instructions.



"Tonight, rest. Recharge your batteries and prepare for tomorrow. Form up before dawn. When the sun breaks the horizon, we move."



He paused one more time for effect. 



"Think about this: Gunny P got your attention today. Tomorrow…you're mine."



He cut the salute. The crowd followed, and one hundred twenty six right arms snapped back down to attention.



"Dismissed."
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"Reset!" 



Corporal Poisson jumped briskly to his feet, his squad mates following. 



Drills. 



In the fading daylight of their dusty little patrol base, Sergeant Rein paced back and forth between second and fourth squads, pretending not to hear the not-so-subtle murmurs of discontent from the tired marines.



Jared directed each fire team back to their starting place for the drill, barking at them to hustle. The grumbling stopped as everyone jogged back to their starting positions.



It had been a full week of drills. When they were not standing guard, or patrolling, third platoon was busy with drills. House clearing drills. Street clearing drills. Nobody could understand it. They were already out in a combat zone, there hadn't been any accidents or casualties since the ambush…why were they doing hours of training every day?



"Execute!" Mark called the order, and watched the twenty young marines scatter in tight order, moving to their pretend objectives, covering each other as they ran, ducked, covered, and ran in shifts. They would jump up, crouch down, dive on to their faces, or drag each other around as the scenario called for.



And they were clearly getting sick of it.



To complicate matters, Mark saw the telltale sign of the supply convoy rolling up to the little base's entrance. No way he could hold their attention now. The mail was here. New food was here.



Shit.



"Assemble!" 



Everyone clambered to their feet and formed a half circle around the platoon sergeant, a full head taller than the next tallest man.



"Good job, everyone. Take the night, unless you're on post. We drill again tomorrow. After morning patrol."



The collective groan brought a grimace to Mark's face. He didn't want to alienate his guys, but he also still saw some chinks in their armor, tactically speaking. They would still make little mistakes: clearing corners, checking for traps. Little things that could cause big problems.



Mark looked over both squads, then dismissed them. 



"Get out of here. Frenchie, Arnie, you stay behind. And two fire teams go and unload the trucks before you take your gear off. Second squad, fire team one and three. Go. Now."



The two squads scattered to their evening tasks and amusements. Corporal Arnold and Corporal Poisson walked up to join Mark, forming a small circle on the inside corner of the small patrol base.



Mark looked back and forth at them. "You think they're ready?"



The battalion operation was three days away. Mark had been under strict orders not to tell his platoon about the operation or its details. He had convinced Captain Wolfe to let his squad leaders in, since his platoon had such a dangerous and central role to play, but they hadn't told their squads that a major combat operation was coming. And they definitely didn't tell them that they were selected to be the "bait" in a battalion level clearing operation.



Arnold's lips were pursed in thought. He spoke first.



"Ain't gonna be perfect. But I think at this point resting up is more valuable than practice. Better to be fresh on the day."



Mark nodded, acknowledging the point. Then he turned to look at Jared. "What about you?"



"I think we're tight," Jared responded thoughtfully. "I think we got good rhythm and good communication. I think pretty much everyone's got their head on straight. That said, I don't think anybody's ever really ready for shit like this. I think we're as good as we're gonna get for now. I agree with Arnie. Better to be rested."



Mark nodded again. "Good points. I agree. Don't tell anyone we're canceling drills until right before, though. Keep their heads in practice mode a little longer."



Both squad leaders nodded. 



"All right. Take the night. See you in the morning, guys."



Arnold walked straight off to his squad's tent, while Jared followed Mark back to the communications tent. They were almost walking inside when:



"Sergeant Rein. You got a package. You too, Corporal Poisson."



One of Arnold's guys had the mail bag over his shoulder, a huge grin on his face. He cut an interesting figure. Not unlike a dusty desert camouflage Santa Claus. He dropped the mail bag down and dug into it, drawing out a box for each and handing it to them.



"Thanks…" Mark said, taking the box and squinting at the sending address.''



"No problem, sergeant. Good night."



"Night."



Mark couldn't quite read the address line, and he didn't want to betray the hum of excitement in his chest, so he nonchalantly brushed some dust off the top of the package before lifting it closer to his face.



From:...



Molly Cohen.



A wide smile flashed onto Mark's face before he suppressed it.



Jared grinned. "Nice try, dude. It's from that Molly girl, isn't it?"



"Yeah…" Mark laughed, a wide grin lingering as he shook the box gently.



"Well, shit man, get out of here then…" Jared laughed. "Go open it. I'm gonna see what Meg got me."



"Allright. Meet back at the radio tent in fifteen. I wanna go over maps. Get your opinion on the movement plan."



"Okay, man. Have fun."



Mark briskly walked back to the command hut, shouldered the door open, made his way to the back room and sat down on his cot, setting the package on his lap.



"Hey man, looks like you got a package…" Lieutenant Macintosh observed from his cot across the room. "From your mom?"



"No sir, my mom's dead. You know that."



"Oh right, yeah. Sorry. Who's it from then?"



Mark ignored the question, pretending not to hear as he pulled his knife out of the sheath and gently cut open the taped edges.



He greedily pulled out the contents, holding up each one and smelling them. He thought he could get a whiff of a body scent she had used when she came to his tent one night. He loved that smell. Maybe it was a shampoo? He couldn't be sure, but maybe…



There were a few more pairs of socks, several candy bars and some jerky. A little paperback book…looked like…yep. Harry Potter. Must be an offering from Lucy. Also letters from Molly and Lucy…and…looked like some more drawings from Max. Cowboys this time. He couldn't stop smiling. He opened each one and read hungrily, a huge grin pasted on his face as he caught up on the recent news of Molly's work and hobbies, Lucy's school, Max's cowboys. Some of which rode dinosaurs. 



Mark shook his head to himself, then did a finger sweep of the box and found a small thumb drive taped to the bottom of the box. He lifted the box up and looked in, finding another envelope, this one taped tightly to the underside of the package lid. He carefully peeled both the thumb drive and the envelope from the cardboard, and opened the envelope. 



Two pieces of paper were folded in: one, a full letter-sized sheet of paper and a post-it note. The post-it contained a password, written in unfamiliar handwriting, and some instructions on a filename to find. Presumably in the thumb drive. 



Mark squinted, still a little uncertain as to the meaning. He unfolded the other sheet of paper to find another letter.



Mark,



I'm writing this note separately because I don't want Lucy to see it. Chris left instructions on how to access the pictures on the thumb drive. Please keep them to yourself. They're just for you. I mentioned before that I was going to do a boudoir session for you, and I did. I was so nervous, I've never done anything like that before, I was shaking so bad…but then the photographer told me to just pretend my husband was there, like we were the only people in the room. Obviously he didn't know that I wasn't there for my husband. So I was blushing the whole time.



But I wanted to tell you I pretended you were there in the room with me, and for part of the time it almost felt like you were. I really liked that feeling. I like doing things that I think will make you happy, and make you feel good. It feels stupid to say this, but I actually felt close to you when I was doing the session. That helped me relax. I hope you like the result. But the whole experience made me realize something. I like feeling close to you.



I hope I don't regret saying this, Mark, but I think I might love you. I know we only hooked up for a week, and maybe I'm just high on my own drama, but I love being your girl. Even when you're on the other side of the world and I can't touch you, you're on my mind. You inspire me, and make me want to be a better person, and I feel like I'm a more complete person when I think of myself as your girlfriend.



If I sound like a lovestruck thirteen year old and it creeps you out, I understand. But I feel like when I did this photo shoot, I kind of wanted to give you the real me. It's scary to do that, but that's what I want. And I want to send the real feelings I'm experiencing along with the pictures. Those pictures, and this letter, is the truth. It's all of me, just for you. And the truth is, I think I love you.



Please come back safe to me, Mark. We'll make time together. I want to find out if you might love me too.



-Molly.



Mark was stunned. It was a baffling feeling, to read the words that you want more than anything, but fear more than anything at the same time. He held up the thumb drive against the bare lightbulb hanging from the ceiling, as if some light transparency would reveal more of Molly's feelings to him.



Obviously it wouldn't work that way, he smirked to himself.



He pulled his laptop out of his backpack and slid the thumb drive into the port. Looking at Chris' instructions and password, he found the file (he wasn't sure what else was on there, he just knew he wanted to find that file first) and typed in the password to open it.



A photo album. Actually, looked like four of them.



Mark clicked twice to open it, his eyes bugged.



Jesus. H. Christ.



There she was.



Red hair, pale skin, emerald green eyes, lithe, smooth body. 



Yeah, just like he remembered. But where before he had only seen her nude body in the moonlight or early dawn during their time together, here she stood in the full, thick, professional lighting of a photography studio. 



The first album seemed to be a series. The first photo saw Molly standing in a silk robe, alone in a well-lit studio space. Her smile was awkward, as if she were laughing her way through her embarrassment. The next several photos had her changing poses, one leg forward, then back, arms playfully behind her back, that kind of thing, and progressed until one where she looked down at the silk tie holding the robe closed. 



Then one here she pulled on the tie, looking up toward the camera. 



Then one where the robe fell open.



A strange thing happens to the male gaze after months of a combat deployment. For combatants in a war zone, it's a well known phenomenon. Several months pass without any real female contact. Following that, just about any woman starts to look good. Real good. Then, in that state of mind, you encounter a conventionally attractive woman, and…



Well, the effect is a powerful one.



So it was with Mark now. His jaw fell open along with Molly's robe. She wasn't lewdly advancing the sensual reveal by holding the robe wide open. At least not yet. Not in this particular picture. No, this was all gravity. The inner lateral hems of the robe hung straight down, revealing a thin longitudinal gap of pale skin extending from her neck to her thighs, leaving the space between those thighs open to the air. And the eye. The upper half of her body was erotically suggestive, but still subtle: between the open folds of her robe, the inner curve of her perky breasts were visible while her nipples remained concealed. Lower down, however, saw Molly uncovered. The pale upper cleft of her vagina gently punctuated the space between. Above the meeting of her legs, but below the small sea of silk-smooth, clean shaven milky skin forming a  featureless V  under the subtle protrusion of her Iliac crest. 



The clear sign of Molly's warm welcome, addressed specifically to Mark's gaze.



Mark stared at the powerful image, drawn magnetically into a kind of hunger for that delicate pinch of smooth cleft skin, the barest hint of new swelling marking the entrance into her body. 



Mark inhaled sharply, then lifted his eyes up to see her own forest green eyes staring back at him. 



He was stunned. Frozen by the look she gave him. 



It wasn't a fearful look. Part of it seemed to register as fear, and might seem fearful at a quick glance. But Mark looked hard at her face. That look was more specific than that. 



No, not just fear…more like…a blend. Fear, and desire. Her eyes weren't hiding. They weren't begging for mercy or hoping for protection.The seemed to be…timidly seeking approval. Knowing that her most intimate space was exposed to his view, she felt no shame. It was freely offered. She only feared that he would reject it. 



The desire was equally potent. She wanted him to see her sex, for that sight to spur his desire. 



The fear pulsed viscerally from that desire.



Her eyes both asked a question and begged for an answer



If I offer this to you, will you take it?



Mark gulped, his face beginning to warm. Aware that Lieutenant Macintosh was still in the room, he decided that any further perusal of the photo album would not be practical at this juncture. He passed one more slow look up and down Molly's body, closed the album and the laptop, hen removed the thumb drive.



Standing up to meet Jared again, he closed his laptop and replaced it in his backpack below his bunk, zipping the thumb drive in a smaller pocket on the side.



"You never answered me…" The Lieutenant's interruption startled Mark as he zipped up the main pouch in his backpack.



"Sorry sir, what was the question?"



"I asked who your package is from."



"Oh." Mark stood up and picked up his rifle, slinging it over his shoulder. 



"It's from my girlfriend."



* * *



She was an angel.



David's integration into church life was awkward at times, but it was part of the package when marrying Jordan. She loved life in the church, and he always loved to support her. 



He had gone to mass a few times as a child, usually with one of his grandparents, but it wasn't consistent, and it always felt weird. The otherwise chaotic nature of his young life didn't leave a whole lot of space for any cultivation of deep faith, but he knew where the church was, and claimed Christianity as his creed growing up. At least as far as he claimed anything.



But sitting in the pew, watching his wife stand alone in front of the choir, her strong soprano voice saturating the space in rich tones that almost dripped from the ceiling when she paused for breath…



Yes. He believed in angels now. There was one. Right in front of his eyes. Wearing a sky blue one-piece dress with cream-white trim around the collar, short sleeves, and a wide, cream colored belt around her waist. A light pink peony corsage was wrapped gracefully around her right wrist; David had bought it for her big performance. A little memento so she could know he was with him up on that riser.



Yep. Angel. 



David knew he was biased. But he clearly wasn't alone in his thoughts. He looked around the crowd and found all eyes fixed on her. He took particular delight in those that had their phones out. Usually distracted with their heads and eyes down, phones weren't the center of focus anymore. No, the phones hung loose in the grip of their hands, their eyes up and witnessing the miracle.



She had been terribly nervous this morning. She had trembled while curling her hair and ironing her dress. Intently aware that all eyes would be on her, she had refused any breakfast and physically clung to her husband multiple times before they left the apartment, and then again when they walked from the car into the church. When she let go of David's hand to walk up to the choir seats, the trembling had continued. 



She had sung solo parts with the choir before. Not many, but following the few months of instruction from Mrs. Dolly, she was brought forward more and more. But until this morning she was never completely alone. Now she was solo. The only singer for the closing number, accompanied by an organ and violin. 



She didn't seem to be shaking now. Not in body, not in voice. She had found her center.



David beamed as she her voice faded out in the closing bars of the piece. The violin and organ faded out a few notes after, and a profound silence fell over the sanctuary before thunderous applause. Normally they didn't clap after songs in this church, but it seemed everybody just felt…something. 



Applause came naturally. Jordan blushed. David looked around, nodding proudly as other men nodded toward him.



Yep. That's my wife.



Yep, she's with me.



Yep. Believe it friend, she's going home with me after the service. 



The benediction was mercifully short, and the congregation stood up to leave as recessional music floated from the organ pipes and drifted through the air toward the exits. A small crowd pressed toward the front of the church, gathering around Jordan to congratulate and thank her. David stood back, drinking in the shy relief on Jordan's face as the praise and gratitude came from all directions. 



She was so beautiful when she blushed. A slight pink hue, matching the flower on her wrist, tinting her smile. Like a perfect sunset.



An angel.



When the crowd thinned, David finally approached her and she threw her arms around his neck. "How was it? I was so scared…"



"It was perfect, Jo. You nailed it. Everyone was melting while you sang. Couldn't have gone better."



"Really? You're not just saying that?"



"Nope. Nailed it."



She squeezed him tighter, nuzzling her cheek into his shoulder. "Thank you, honey. You're so sweet to me…"



The smell of her shampoo blended with the remnants of the peony on her wrist. It was nice.



She released the embrace and took his hand as they walked down the side of the pews toward the exit. 



"You hungry, baby?" David asked.



"Oh gosh, yes. I skipped breakfast. What do we have at home?"



"Nope. Not gonna do that. Not after your big solo. I'm taking you out to lunch. What do you want? Name it."



Jordan blushed. "Really? Can we afford that?"



David grinned. "I'm a big-time businessman now, Mrs. Stark. I can afford to spoil you."



Jordan grinned back. "Okay, Mr. Big-business. I won't argue with that. Can we go to Frank's Deli? I'd really like a fresh cut turkey sandwich…"



"Try and stop me, Mrs. Stark."



Jordan giggled. "Lead on, Mr. Stark."



* * *



Mark and Jared stood alone in the radio tent, having cleared the central table of all the communication equipment.



"So we're giving the warning order in the morning?" Jared asked, rolling out the village map on the table.. 



"Yep. 0700. 24 hours before. Make sure everyone who's not on post is assembled and ready. Captain Wolfe left the details up to us, we just have to tell battalion how we're moving into the village so they can coordinate behind us."



Jared nodded, smoothing out the map. "OK. So walk me through it."



A single naked lightbulb swung over the plywood table, revealing an overhead view of the village.



"Okay," Mark said, indicating on the map as he spoke. "We'll approach in four groups, broken down by squad, from the south here. About a half click below the village, your squad is going east into this poppy field, and you'll circle around the east side of the village, then cut across the northern edge. You're going to hold tight to cut the baddies off if they try to run. While you move, we're going to slow down and let you get into position. Once you're set, we're moving in. Your job, other than cutting them off if they try to run, is to try and get a couple guys on rooftops, and keep eyes on the streets they aren't using. There's gonna be IEDs fucking everywhere, and it'll be a miracle if we don't pop any. So if we can tell where they aren't running, that'll help tell us where to avoid. Then, call out which buildings fire comes from. 



Jared nodded again, gravely. "What's your part of the plan?" 



"I'm going to be with Arnie and his guys down the main road here, first squad on this other road, and third on this alley lookin' thingy. Intel is telling us that's where they're seeing people still moving freely, so we think that's the safest approach, at least for the fewest IEDs. Of course it could be a funnel for a fucking ambush too, but we'll just have to see."



Jared nodded again. "Makes sense. When does battalion roll in?"



"They're going to stage about a mile behind us when we start moving. They'll make their move as soon as we call first enemy contact. So once that happens, we gotta go apeshit, maximum pressure to make sure the baddies are only looking at us. Once the cordon is set, Colonel Chen is gonna give the disengage order, and we'll back off. Move to the closest armored vehicles to your position. You'll go north, we'll probably go south unless we make it closer to one of the other edges. The baddies will either run after us and get caught by the cordon, or they'll stay put and battalion will move in to pinch them out. That's the plan anyway."



"How long do we have to distract them?"



"Probably fifteen minutes. Maybe half an hour."



Jared nodded, then sucked in a deep breath. "Okay."



They stared at the map in silence.



"What about air? Is battalion gonna get any air support?" Jared asked.



"Yeah, and that's the kicker. They're giving us access to air control for our push. They're taking it back once the cordon is set, but they want us to be able to call it in ourselves if shit gets hairy too fast."



Jared's eyebrows shot up. "Holy shit. Platoon level air control? Who's gonna have the air radio?" 



"You."



Jared's head jerked back in shock. "Me?" 



"Yep."



"Why me?"



"You're gonna be on rooftops, you're gonna be elevated, you can see more than I can. And you only have 12 guys blocking the whole north side. If all the enemy in the village run to the north when they spot us, you'll get overrun and they'll get away. Can't have that. So I want you to have air support in your back pocket."



"Shit man…I've never. Okay…"



"You'll be fine, Frenchie. You've got this."



"Okay…I'm definitely gonna memorize these building numbers now…shit…"



Mark smiled. "It probably won't come to that. We'll probably just catch them with their pants down, they'll shoot at us out some windows for a while, then we'll back out and then Colonel Chen'll come in and fuck 'em up."



"Allright." Jared thought for a moment. "How many guys do they think we're gonna be dealing with?"



"Intel says at least forty," Mark replied. "But as many as a hundred."



"Fuck."



"Yep."



The two stared at the map for another moment, then Mark knocked the table twice with his knuckles and reached in to roll the map up. "Allright Frenchie, take your own advice and get some sleep."



"Allright, man." They walked out of the tent. 



Jared punched Mark lightly in the shoulder. "Hey, anything good in that package from your girl?"



"Hell yeah, man. What about you? What did Meg send you?"



"Usual stuff, but also a flash drive with some pretty awesome stuff on it. Got some videos this time," Jared grinned.



"No shit…" Mark laughed. "Mine did too. She did this whole boudoir photography shoot. Like…professional photographer and everything. It's like…artistic. I almost jizzed myself walking over here."



Jared's eyes widened. "No way…can I see?"



Mark smiled, shaking his head. "No way. Not how this works, muchacho. My girl's my girl."



"Come on, man, I showed you mine."



"Yeah, but your girl's my girl too."



Jared laughed. "Yeah, good point."



"Hey, that was your idea…" Mark laughed.



"No, I know…well, anyway, that's awesome man. Enjoy. She hot?"



"Would I have almost jizzed myself on the way over here if she wasn't hot? Fuck yeah, man. She's crazy hot. Fucking smoldering." 



"Hot how? Like, who's her celebrity lookalike?" Jared punched his shoulder again. "Come on, every hot girl's got one somewhere."



"Yeah…she's got her own look, but like…maybe a crossover. Like…Emma Stone meets Jessica Chastain. Redhead, killer body, these really piercing green eyes…just…fuckin' exquisite, man."



"Fuck, man. That's awesome. She's not hotter than Megan, though…"



They had come to a stop in front of the command hut, where Mark's bunk was.



"I don't know how to rank hotness, Frenchie. That's a rabbit hole I'm not gonna fall down with you tonight. Women are hot in different ways, and Megan's hot as balls. But Molly…she really gets me going man. No shit…I don't think you can really rank hotness. At least I can't. But don't get all butt hurt…I agree your wife is a fuckin' smokeshow. Now fuck off…I'm gonna get back in there, see what else is on that thumb drive."



Jared laughed. "All right man. Happy for ya. Night."



"Night, man." 



Mark pushed in the door open and walked through the first room, moving excitedly through the open archway to the room he shared with Lieutenant Macintosh. The lieutenant was seated on Mark's bunk, typing furiously on Mark's laptop, the new thumb drive sticking conspicuously out of the side inserted in the proper port, the light activated indicating connection.



"What the fuck?"  Mark strode in and yanked the laptop away from the panicked platoon leader. He flipped it around so he could see the screen, finding only the password box open.



He hadn't managed to open the photo album. 



Mark yanked out the thumb drive and put it in his breast pocket. Then he calmly shut the laptop, set it to the side, and jammed his fist into the shocked lieutenant's throat.



Macintosh bent over and gagged, clutching his throat in a panic. Mark pulled him off of his cot by the shirt and heaved him away, sending him running awkwardly across the room until he tripped onto his own cot, which flipped on its side awkwardly. Candy bars and socks, which were previously tucked away and hidden under Macintosh's sleeping bag dripped, scattered onto the dirt floor. 



"You're stealing my shit, too? Watching clown porn while I'm trying to sleep isn't enough? Holy mother of fuck, sir!"



"hhhhuh didn't see..hhhasswordhhh…" he choked out.



Mark stood straight up, crossing his arms across his chest, waiting for the lieutenant's voice to return. 



At his full height, arms crossed, eyes glaring and his jaw set, in the frame of mind to protect his woman, Sergeant Mark Rein was a terrifying sight. Macintosh put out a hand of surrender, the other still clutching his throat. After a moment, his voice returned.



"Spit it out, shithead," Mark growled.



"I didn't see anything. It's password protected, and I couldn't figure out the password. And sorry about your socks. They looked comfy. And the candy."



"What the…who the fuck are you? How did you get to be a marine officer?" Mark asked in exasperation.



Macintosh shrugged sullenly.



"Crikes, man. I can't even…" Mark emoted. "And don't give me the 'I didn't see anything because I couldn't find the password' bullshit. That's like saying you didn't peep on my girlfriend because the blinds were closed. You were still standing outside the window trying to see, and I'm still gonna beat your ass."



"Don't…don't." Macintosh raised his hands in surrender. "I'm sorry, Rein. I'm sorry. I shouldn't have done it."



Mark glared at him. "Toss me the fucking socks."



Macintosh complied. He'd taken three pairs.



"What's with these? They're pink..?" Macintosh asked, his voice slowly returning with intermittent coughing.



"Yeah, my girlfriend sent me pink socks. It's a joke. It's funny. Fuck you. None of your business. You want me to wear them when I jam my foot up your ass?"



"No…" Macintosh pouted.



"Jesus, man…" Mark rolled his eyes, unsure of what to do. "I don't even…just stay away from my shit, okay? I already do your job for you. Don't touch my shit."



"Okay…"



Mark carefully returned the items back to the package Molly sent and returned the package to its place under his cot.



"Rein."



Mark sighed. "What is it, sir?"



"Does Captain Wolfe think you do my job for me?"



Mark shook his head and sighed. "I don't know, sir. I don't really care. Honestly, I wouldn't worry about it. I think your career will be fine. Just relax, and stay out of my shit. We'll be fine."



Macintosh didn't answer. He quietly returned his cot to its upright position, resetting his sleeping bag and pillow on it.



"And sir…" Mark added as the lieutenant laid down on his cot.



"Yeah, Rein?"



"I'm dead serious. Try to ogle my girlfriend again and they'll never find your body."



* * *



David puffed out an exhausted sigh, his rigid penis slipping out from between the warmth of his wife's legs before rolling onto his back. The protrusion of his softening erection in the sheets lifted a stubby little tent that hung an awkward square of fabric extending delicately, if precariously, away from a single, thin pole. 



Jordan pulled the sheet up to her chest, covering her small, soft breasts, but leaving a hint of pink flush below her clavicle exposed to the air. That flush was a shade deeper on her face. It matched the flush of her earlier shy acceptance of praise and gratitude following her solo in church. Now it seemed drawn from the praise and gratitude of her depleted husband, still panting on his back. 



Both flushes matched the pale pink peony on the corsage, now resting delicately on the nightstand, the freshness of its plump morning presentation now showing the first signs of droop. Not unlike the subtle drop in angle of her husband's small penis, which was gradually dropping the low-profile tent down to a regular, flat sheet that covered the young married couple. 



"You're amazing. In every way. You know that? Thank you…" David began to catch his breath.



Jordan smiled to herself. "I'm glad you liked it…"



"Are you kidding? How could I not love every second? I'm a lucky man…"



"I'm glad you think so…" Jordan rolled to her side, resting her clenched hand on his chest, her cheek settling onto his skinny clavicle, and throwing her leg over his waist. David felt the soft thatch covering the space between her legs nuzzle against his thigh. He loved that feeling in particular. He couldn't identify why, exactly. There were so many features to love about Jordan's body, especially when it was completely uncovered for him. And he loved them all. But for some reason, when that part of her body snuggled against his…



He felt like she was his. And there was no feeling that competed with it. He felt like a man. A man that could land a woman like that, and share a bed, a home, and a life with her.



A lucky man.



Jordan sighed to herself, nuzzling her cheek against him again.  



"Honey? Can we talk about something?"



"Of course." David lifted up his head to look at her, but she didn't look up at him, preferring the touch of his skin to the look in his eyes.



"Have you given a final answer about that job yet?"



"No…" David replied cautiously. "Steve said to take a week. But I don't see why I'd reconsider. I don't want to leave you here to get lonely, and Hamad and the guys need me here."



"I know. And I love every part of that answer. I just want to talk it through as a couple. I feel like you jumped to an answer before we talked it through together."



"Oh. Okay. Do you think I should take it?"



"No, it's not that. I just want to feel like I'm part of the decision, that's all."



"Oh…I'm sorry, honey. I didn't know you felt that way…it was rude of me to answer so quickly. I just felt like Hamad and Aisha were panicking…"



"No, I think you did the right thing. But still, can we talk about it?"



"Of course we can. What's on your mind?"



"Well..." Jordan scooted up to rest her head on the pillow instead of her husband's chest so they could look at each other. Taking the cue, David turned on his side to meet her eyes.



God, her eyes were beautiful. But there was a look of real concern in them. Conflict, even. 



"I think I can make my feelings make sense if we talk about my career for a bit first, then talk Steve's offer through.. Is that okay?"



"Yeah, of course. What's on your mind?"



"Well…" Jordan's eyes dropped in uncertain embarrassment. "I just…I'm not sure you thought about my career when you started this business."



"What do you mean?" David's eyes widened slightly, startled.



"The original plan was to help Hamad get a mechanic shop going, right?"



"Yeah, that was the plan."



"How were you going to do it?"



"Well I was going to try and find investors so he could set up his own shop."



"What happened to that plan?" Jordan's eyes stayed down, avoiding her husband's look.



"We got that settlement, and I had this other idea. I figured I'd try it first, and it worked." David shrugged. "Is that a bad thing?"



"No, honey. It's not a bad thing. It's a good thing. You've done a really good thing."



"So what's the problem?" He took her hand in his.



"The problem is, you've built something that depends on you. When it was just the shop, you could have helped Hamad get established and then leave."



She lifted her eyes to meet his. "Baby, I'm in my last year. And I'm on an academic track, not a clinical one. After I write and defend my dissertation, My career is at any college or university that will hire me. I have no idea where that will be. But I know I can't work here. You never get a job at the same place you get your Ph.D. And frankly, I don't want to work for Dr. Lukacz forever. I want to build my own research, and find my own place in my own department. If we stay here to grow your business, I don't know how I'll get to do any of that."



David was shocked. "Honey, I never even considered that. I'm so sorry. I don't know why I didn't think of it."



"I think I didn't want you to think of it at first," Jordan hastened to interrupt. "I don't want to get in the way of your career, either. And I don't think I thought your business idea wouldn't work, I just didn't realize it would take off so fast. I guess I sort of pictured you handing off the business to Hamad and then finding a job wherever I get a position. I feel selfish even saying that, but I didn't think anything like this would happen. Until it did."



David nodded solemnly. Jordan looked down again. "That's all. I just wanted to say that. I'm so impressed by what you've been able to put together. I just don't know where it leaves me."



"Honestly?" David responded. "In my mind it puts you in a nice house with a nice car and everything you need. That's what I was thinking. But I didn't factor in the logistics of your career, and I should have done that. I just wanted to create a situation where…anything you wanted, you could get."



Jordan smiled. "That's sweet, baby. But it really flattens me into a paper doll. I know you don't mean to do that, and you've never stood in the way of my goals, but you do sometimes have this tendency to assume that I just want to be taken care of."



David nodded soberly. "I could see that. I do want to take care of you. But I should have thought about what you want, not what I want for you. I feel terrible. I don't know what to say…"



She looked up at him again. "You don't have to feel terrible, honey." She leaned in and kissed him. "We just need to work it out."



"Okay," David answered. "What do you propose?"



"I don't know, really. I thought we could work it through together."



"Okay," David said. "Well, I'll put on my logistics hat for a minute." He mimed putting a baseball cap on, and Jordan giggled. "I don't necessarily have to stay in the company. I could exit without it collapsing. I just need to find a good manager. I could even work on expanding the model into a new area. Wherever you get your job after graduating."



"Really?" Jordan said, her eyes brightening.



"Yeah, why not? I can definitely sell Hamad on it once he gets used to the idea of me moving. Grow the business even more. He's got a 40 percent stake, he'll love the idea of expanding to new areas once we're established here."



Jordan beamed, kissing David again. "So we can still move when I graduate?"



"Of course we can move. I just have to figure out how all the pieces fit together. But that's what I'm good at."



"And you're so good at it, baby…" Jordan swelled with happiness. She felt heard, respected, considered. She felt empowered. An equal partner. It was exactly what she had hoped to feel as a married woman.



"So…since we're talking about everything," David continued, "Should we talk through this job offer?"



"Yeah, of course!" Jordan smiled brightly. "What's on your mind? What do you want to talk about?"



David hesitated. "There's a part of me that wants to take the offer."



Jordan was surprised. "Really?"



"Yeah," David said quickly, covering his tracks. "I still probably won't, but it's attractive for a few big reasons."



"The salary is huge…" Jordan agreed.



"That's part of it. Definitely," David nodded. "Some of the performance incentives could be pretty good too. But really, what's knocking around in my head is just the size of the challenge. Being a high level logistics consultant for Maersk? It's like…This is like my Olympics. This is what I'm good at, it's exactly what I like doing in my professional life. Plus I like the idea of traveling, and Steve said you could come with me. We don't have kids yet, I just thought it might not be a bad time to do something like this. We could travel together, Jo. Wouldn't that be fun?"



Jordan nodded back. "Of course it would be fun. I'd love that. But I could only go with you some times, not all the time. I can't really just pick up and leave. I have my own stuff going on here, then when I get my first position, I'll have to be around for the school year…"



"Right," David said. "Yeah, there's just not enough to make it work."



"Well hold on," Jordan objected gently. "If this is what you want to do…I mean you're finding a way to make my career happen. Isn't there some way to make yours work? Apply that organizational brain of yours? Solve for x with all the other variables?"



David smiled. "There's always a way, but I don't love the idea of being away from you for three weeks out of every month."



"Yeah, that would be hard. But he said that was only for the first year, right? Then it would be a week out of every month. Could we handle that first year?"



David paused. "Maybe. I'd have to think about it. And yeah, he did say it would go down to one week a month after the first year, you're right. I'd forgotten that. I don't know, I hadn't really considered it seriously before. Now I'm really thinking about what it."



Jordan hesitated before continuing. "Honestly, honey, I'm going to be a zombie this whole year. I'm teaching my own classes now, and I've got my dissertation to write. I think we'll be functionally separated one way or the other for much of the time. I'll probably spend 20 hours a day in the office on a lot of days. There's no way around it. I don't love the idea of being apart so much, but if there's a year in our life where this would work, I think this next year is the one." 



David nodded again. "I hadn't thought about that either."



Jordan kissed him again. "See, it's better when we talk things through. We see new things together."



David smiled. "God damn…I love you Jordan."



"Don't swear, honey…" she said, giggling. "But I love you too."



"Okay. Sorry."



She rolled onto his chest again. David's eyes closed in a smile as he felt her pubic hair rest on his high.



Lucky man.



"So…" Jordan continued. "Where are we landing on this conversation? What's next?"



David took a deep breath. "I'm going to work toward a stable exit from the company. At least from the day to day running of it. I'm going to quietly look for someone to replace me. After that, I'm not sure."



Jordan rubbed his chest affectionately. "Maybe reach out to the guy at Maersk? The Danish guy? Just talk to him? The more we know, the more we can make a good decision. One we both feel good about."



"Okay. Yeah. That's good." David nodded. "I'm still not really sure how it will work. But I'll email him tomorrow. See what he says."



"Okay." 



Jordan was silent for a moment, stroking his chest. Then, her hips began gently bucking into David's thigh. 



David felt the matted hair crumple between their bodies. He sighed in deep contentment. 



"David, I love it when we communicate like this. I want to talk like this all the time, baby. I feel so close to you." She nuzzled her cheek into his chest.



"Yeah, baby. All the time. I promise."



"Good." Now Jordan sighed as she rubbed his chest. Back and forth, up and down, her hand going slightly lower at each pass. Eventually, she slid down past his waistline and gently pinched his penis between her thumb and two fingers.



"David?"



"Yeah, baby?"



"Can we…I mean can I…um…have some more?"



* * *



"All units check in."



crrk



"First squad up."



"Second squad up."



"Third squad up."



"Fourth squad up."



Mark stood tall in the clear morning light against a harsh desert backdrop. The target village was now visible ahead of them. Maybe 500 meters. He turned his head one way, then the other, silently counting the platoon and checking positions.



"All right. All units, listen up. Keep it frosty. Reminder. Chain of command goes 3-1, 3-2, 3-actual. If you can't get me, hit up Poisson. If you can't get Poisson, get Lieutenant Macintosh. If you need battalion, go through me. If you need air, go through Poisson. How copy?"



"Squad 1 copy all."



"Squad 2 copy."



"Squad 3 copies."



"Squad 4, copies, let's do this fucking shit! Rah!!!"



Mark smiled to himself. He looked over to his right side and signaled for Jared's squad to move into the poppy fields. The remainder of the platoon consolidated into one line, a mine detector in front. He held up a fist to halt as soon as the last fourth squad marine passed into the poppy field. Knowing that he was being watched, he paced back and forth conspicuously, occasionally stopping to pretend-inspect something: gear, weapon, helmet adjustment, giving small words of encouragement to his nervous juniors. He wanted to pull focus toward himself before the shooting started, giving Jared a chance to move without being noticed. But he was still shocked when in less than a minute a conspicuous whizz caused him to startle sideways, seeing a puff of dust rise a few feet behind him. 



More whizzing and hissing sounds, followed by loud pops from the village.



Fuck.



"3-2, this is 3-1. The jig's up, Frenchie. They don't want to wait. Book it. Get to the north end and set up now!"



"Copy! Moving!"



Mark looked around at the rest of the platoon, most of whom dove to the ground when they heard the gunfire. But while they were low, they were exposed in the wide open space: the approach to the village. 



He was in the obvious kill box. Why did he think they would wait until they got into the alleyways to start fighting? What was he thinking?



"Move forward and set! Double time! Triple! Find cover now!"



The remaining three squads leaped to their feet and diverged into their assigned lanes, charging wildly toward the outer walls concealing the first row of dirt houses in the village. Mark stayed in the center, reaching for his other handset. 



The intermittent popping and whizzing intensified, gaining a new source. This one steady. Fast. Rhythmic.



Machine gun.



A deafening thomp came from Mark's right side, followed by another. Mark jerked his head to see two car sized dust clouds rising about 50 feet away, on the far right flank of first squad.



IED.



Mark charged over toward it, quickly getting lost in the dust until kicking something that groaned.



Fuck.



He looked down quickly and saw one of his marines, face down. He couldn't tell who it was. He reached down and grabbed the handle on the wounded man's flak vest and began dragging him toward the first wall, where the rest of the squad was already huddled for cover.



"Doc! Get a corpsman over here, now!"  



Mark huddled down with his back to the wall, grabbing his radio handset. 



"3-2. Status!"



Jared's voice crackled in his ear. "We're here, just getting two up on a rooftop."



"Fucking be careful. Tell air to be on standby. This could be quicker than we thought."



"Roger."



Mark switched channels.



"Battalion, this is 3-1. We've got contact from the front. We got a lot of fuckin' contact. North cap is set. Move when ready. Better make it fast. They're not fuckin' around."



"Copy. Moving now."



Mark looked toward the south. He couldn't see the convoy, it was more than two miles away. It would be a few minutes. He had to keep the focus on him. He had to move everyone into the village so the enemy wouldn't see the convoy before the battalion armor arrived and closed the circle.



He switched channels back. "Squad 1,2,3. Move in now. Try and find cover."



He ran back toward the center group as all three squads slipped in past the first row of housing compounds. He heard another thomp off to his left, closing his eyes and grimacing at the sound. 



Another IED.



The machine gun sound came back. 



"3-1, this is squad 3. We got one wounded, and that gun's right on us. Please advise."



"Move the wounded and find cover. Hold in place, we're coming."



Mark turned to the squad with him. "Arnie, Jett, take two fire teams and find that fucking gun. We've got to disable it. See if you can lob a grenade up in there."



They nodded, and half of second squad moved out of his line of vision down the alley toward the sound.



"3-2, come in. Frenchie, can you see where that machine gun is?"



"Yeah I think so. Looks like building 42. Two up and one to the left from your position."



"Arnie, you copy?



"Second squad copies."



"Frenchie, give me status on enemy movement. Anyone coming toward you guys? And tell air to be on standby, target building 42. Don't engage yet, but tell them to be ready."



"No movement heading this way, looks like you got their attention. Copy on air targeting…" 





Mark rolled frequencies quickly. "Battalion, we've got some heavy contact, and we're having trouble moving. Might be a PK. Not sure, but it's definitely belt-fed."



"Copy. Advise on any movement to the North?"



"Negative. No movement. First squad is set. What's your ETA?"



Mark saw more little dust puffs run alongside his foot, and one of the first squad marines to his right collapsed. He only heard a male voice from the radio, he didn't understand the response.



"Say again, battalion, what's your ETA…"



"Give us 5. We can see you, but we're still moving to set."



"Copy."



He switched frequency again, only to hear Corporal Arnold shouting incoherently. He couldn't make it out, and he couldn't break in, so he ran down the alley toward them until he was pinned to the wall by gunfire, alone. 



"Break break break!" He shouted into the radio. The line went silent. "Arnie, report."



"There's no way we can get into that house. They've wired the door to blow, and we can't get close enough to blow the wall."



"Copy. Clear out, head south now. I'm calling in air."



"Copy but we…"



"3-2, you hear that? Make the call."



"Roger." Jared's voice sounded panicked.



Mark looked down the alley to see Corporal Arnold and a handful of his men running toward him.



"Arnie, keep moving, clear south!" He shouted over the gunfire. "At least 100 yards."



"Jett's back there!"



"What?"



"Jett went down. We were trying to get to him, but you made the call. I think he's still alive."



Mark reached for his handset. "3-2, this is 3-1, call off the air. Do it now!"



The line went silent. Then Jared's voice.



"They're not responding..."



Mark looked directly at Arnold and pointed south. "Move it!" He shouted as he began loping north toward the building and Lance Corporal Jett. The popping of gunfire became deafening in the empty echo of the alley, and his vision began to break down into an adrenaline fog–only seeing isolated, jerky picture frames of activity as he ran.



One of those frames included the sound of a low jet engine, one that Mark easily recognized after months of living in a combat zone. 



An A-10 Warthog. With a firing rate of 3,900 rounds per minute, one burst from an A-10 cannon would melt an entire housing complex. And anyone unfortunate enough to be caught inside it.



Or near it.



No time to plan how to get to Jett. 



Just fucking run.



Mark exploded around the corner toward building 42, hearing gunfire all around him. He saw Jett laying face down about 10 feet away and sprinted to him, dragging him by the handle of his flak vest around the corner away from the machine gun. Now protected from the brunt of the gunfire by a corner wall, Mark repositioned Jett's limp frame, lifting him halfway to his feet until he slung him over his shoulders in a fireman's carry and sprinted south down the alleyway. Within seconds, the unmistakable low-buzz thunder of the A-10's cannon roared through the air. Seconds later, the machine gun fire, much of the other gunfire, and the entirety of building 42 melted into silence. 



Mark reached for his radio again, rolling to the battalion frequency.



"Battalion, this is 3-1. Status?"



Mark could clearly make out Colonel Chen's voice. "3-1, this is Battalion. We're set. Disengage and move south with your casualties. Have first squad roll north and rendezvous with Alpha Company's armor. We've got medical teams standing by."  



* * *



7AM.



David sat alone at the donut shop, waiting for his partner Hamad to arrive. They had set a meeting that morning with the Sheriff to work out a maintenance schedule. 8AM. Meeting the cop at the donut shop. 



Very original.



No matter. The contract with the county was finalized, and now the wheels were turning, so to speak. The schedule was filling up, and David's job was to keep everyone happy now–customers and mechanics alike. Not an easy balancing act. 



They were still short two mechanics. David had four interviews lined up, but it was getting hard to get people. They had gotten too big, too fast. Good problem to have, but hard to staff up that quickly. In the interim, Hamad had been working long hours to cover the spread.



He sipped the cheap coffee and began reviewing the spreadsheets. Nothing too problematic. There were a few low priority appointments he could kick down the road a little bit, make a little more breathing room for everyone. 



He wondered what the range of problems a shipping giant like Maersk actually dealt with on a day to day basis was. Ports, customs, sea conditions, weather, intermodal transfer, staffing, fuel costs.



The complexity seemed to multiply into infinity.



This spreadsheet…this little scheduling problem…was fairly straightforward. A dozen mechanics spread between a half-dozen clients of varying size. Three priority levels. Reasonable estimates of work orders. 



It was almost too easy. It was fun to get started. But after ten years of this? David knew he would get bored. He knew it. 



He had initially turned down Steve's offer just out of sheer gut reflex, knowing that Hamad counted on him. But what was he doing now?



Other people could do what he was doing. He could make Hamad see that. In time. He could maybe keep a toehold in the company for a while to reassure Aisha. Probably do the books. He was all but a CPA now. HIs licensure exam was next week. He could stay on as CFO, or even sell his shares and just offer to consult. 



There were options.



Jordan had opened his mind to that possibility yesterday after church. She had a way of helping him understand things he couldn't see. Blind spots. It was like she could see around corners, and he was just too obtuse to catch some things. Especially about their relationship. 



She was right. His idea of being sole provider while she just luxuriated in the bounty he brought home…it was an antiquated attitude at best. Insulting at worst. Jordan was a brilliant academic nearing the end of her training. She would have to leave the area to find her job at a university. And maybe more than one move. She had explained before that young academics often bounce around from fellowships and postdoctorates, sometimes getting temporary or adjunct work before they land a stable position. She would have to be flexible. He would have to be flexible too.



Luckily, a licensed CPA is pretty employable in a lot of places. And if he took the job with Maersk, they would let him work remotely. Apart from the travel to audit and inspect assets, of course. 



David smiled thinly. It wasn't ridiculous. But it wasn't an obvious solution, either. He was glad they had talked it through. 



His heart warmed remembering how Jordan had stroked his chest while she encouraged him to think about this new opportunity. She wanted to maximize his happiness, the same way he wanted to maximize hers. And when she draped her naked body over his and told him that she believed in him…



He felt like he could fly out the window. But…who would want to fly out the window with a warm, naked Jordan holding you close? 



David's face warmed as he recalled her fingers pinching his stiffening cock. When she had asked for more…



David's lips pursed as he tried to focus on the schedule. 



Nope, that won't work. Hamad can't be at the bus yard Wednesday at 2, he's got to replace a radiator in a concrete truck at 1. No way he'll make it back in time. We can get Rick to cover the bus yard until 3…



In his mind's eye, David saw the thin bedsheet lift and his wife's thin, warm body straddle his, angling his rigid excitement up toward her open body. He had slipped easily inside…the emotional closeness of their conversation seemed to have excited her even more than before…She had leaned far down, kissing him gently as her hips made tiny bucking motions, holding the angle between them rigid…absolutely still. 



Something about her slow, gentle kisses. It was too much. David couldn't hold back, apologizing as his own hips jerked in involuntary shame. Jordan's reddened face had smiled widely, insisting that she treasured the compliment. That she loved his enthusiasm. She laid down one more time, her closed first tense, albeit gently resting on the center of his chest. 



David had hugged her tight, kissing her hair and offering to continue their lovemaking by massaging her thatch with his tongue. She had gently refused, reminding him that she didn't think it was a good idea for him to do that after he had released into her body. That it was too much like what they used to do, after she came home from…



It was best to just leave that chapter permanently closed, she had reiterated. Gently but firmly. That was in the past.



David deferred, knowing that she understood what was best for their relationship, and apologized again. She had purred as she nuzzled her cheek against his thin chest again. 



David had drifted into sleep, waking some time later, well after dark, to a pitch black room and Jordan's body gone from the bed. Feeling her side of the mattress, he found the sheets still warm. 



She had just gotten up. 



He had gotten up and opened the bedroom door, noting the razor thin line of light at the bottom of the bathroom door. Not knowing why, he had walked over and pressed his face quietly against the door.



"Yes."



It was Jordan's voice. 



It was low, but somehow urgent. Was she on the phone with someone? It wasn't like Jordan to take a call in the bathroom…



"Shut up. I'm here, aren't I?" Her voice was husky. But also strangely…defiant? Who was she talking to?



David's brow had furrowed, and he had leaned in to listen. It didn't help him hear much better, but he had begun to hear a hint of something else…a squishing sound. Almost like someone wringing out a sponge, but a very small sponge, and repeatedly.



"Mmmhmmm. Please. Please?"



David had squinted again. She must be on the phone…but who? 



The squishing sound seemed to grow in speed as David had suddenly realized what was going on in the bathroom. 



He had stepped back immediately. He felt guilty invading her privacy. But hearing her…



Against his better judgment, David had leaned back in, feeling his penis stiffen. 



She wasn't saying anything now. But the squishing sounds had continued. He leaned in a little further, his cheek and ear flat against the hollow door.



"Mmhmm. I'll swallow it for you. Mmmhmm. Just give…just give it to me…please?"



David had jammed his hand down the front of his pajama bottoms and grasped his stiff penis. The squishing sounds had intensified in speed and volume, morphing into a rapid little repetition. 



splishsplishsplish 



"Yes…" the pitch of Jordan's voice had risen, the volume diminished, until he heard her squeak quietly, then hold her breath conspicuously.



splishsplishsplishsplishsplishsplishsplishsplish



A stifled but gutteral exhalation had brought a decrease, then a halt to the wet noises. He had heard her breathe deeply and slowly. Then he heard the faucet turn on.



As lightly as possible, David had darted quickly back into the bedroom, shutting the door quietly behind him. He had slipped under the covers and resumed his previous posture. Moments later, Jordan had quietly opened the door, slipped in, closed it, and slipped quietly under the covers on her side. Waiting a few moments, David had turned to his side and pulled his wife's body close to his own. She had purred in contentment, clutching his hand as it hung over her waist. He had noted the clear absence of tension in her body. She felt relaxed. 



She might have noticed his stiff erection. 



David shook his head, clearing the intrusive thought and returned to his schedule in the booth of the donut joint. He looked at his watch. 



Hamad wouldn't arrive for another half hour. 



He couldn't focus. He needed a real distraction. David's lips pursed in thought. Then, opening a web browser, he searched



"What time is it in Copenhagen"



Answer. 1:30 PM.  



David took a deep breath, then pulled the business card out from his wallet. Dialing the series of numbers, a woman's voice answered.



"Goddag, Arne Clausens kontor."



"I'm sorry, do you speak English? I'm very sorry, I wasn't prepared…" David was flustered.



"Yes I do, sir. Can I help you?"



"Yes, I'm calling to speak with Arne Clausen, if he's available. I was told to call him with questions regarding a logistics auditor or consultant position. I'm not sure which. My name is David Stark."



"One moment please."



* * *



Sergeant Rein's hand grasped the handset of the morale phone, the veins in his forearms distending frenetically. He felt a full-body weariness he had never felt before, and he still had a metallic taste in his mouth.



The battalion operation was a massive success. The battalion had moved in with heavy armor and pinched out the insurgents efficiently. Most of the insurgents had tried to run to the east through the poppy fields, and were snapped up by Bravo company. Overall, the battalion had captured more than fifty enemy fighters and found large stores of explosives, ammunition, and poppy nesh in the buildings after they were cleared by the infantry. 



The intel was right–for once. The village was clearly a major supply center for the enemy fighters.



Mark had been personally congratulated by Captain Wolfe and Lieutenant Colonel Chen, and had been the recipient of much back slapping from other enlisted leaders throughout the company, some of whom were jealous that he had been chosen to lead the "tip of the spear" for the operation.



He was not strutting in his victory, however. 



He had lost men. Two dead, three wounded–one of the wounded in critical condition with a sucking chest wound.



That was Lance Corporal Jett. Mark still remembered talking to Jett's father on the phone, promising to watch out for him. To keep him safe. He couldn't stop thinking about that as he had helped carry the stretcher to the medevac helicopter.



He couldn't stop thinking about it now.



Mark sighed and looked around at the somber morale tent. It was filled with his platoon, everyone reaching out to their loved ones. Jared was hunched over a phone three chairs down from Mark, clearly talking to Megan.



Mark looked at the little holes in the mouth and ear ends of the phone, unsure of what to do. He looked at his watch and did some math. It would be…ten in the morning there. 



Well, fuck it. At least he could hear her voicemail.



He took out his notebook, found the number and dialed. It rang three times, then cut in the middle of the fourth ring.



"Hello?"



"Hey Molly. It's Mark."



"Mark, oh my God! Are you okay? Is everything okay?"



"I'm fine, just…" Tears formed on the inside corners of Mark's eyes. "I just wanted to hear your voice. I hope I'm not interrupting you at work or anything."



"No, no, it's fine. I worked an overnight shift, I actually just got off, driving home now. Are you sure everything's okay? You sound a little shaken."



Mark sat in silence for a moment.



"Mark, if you want me to be your girlfriend, let me be your girlfriend. Something's obviously wrong. Talk to me, okay?"



Mark sat for another moment, then his voice shook out an answer.



"I had a kind of rough day today, Molly. We had a big fight. We won, but I lost a couple of guys, and a few more got hurt."



"Oh, Mark, I'm so sorry." She paused for silent sympathy. "I don't know what to say."



"You don't have to say anything, I just wanted to hear your voice."



"Okay, okay, that's fine. We can talk. Let me pull over and we can talk." Molly's voice was stable, soothing. He felt it calm him to the bones. The tremor in his voice began to even out, and he felt his muscles relax. 



He gulped. "Thanks Molly, I really appreciate it."



"Don't worry about it, Hulk-man." 



Mark smiled. "Can you just…tell me how things are over there? How's Lucy and Max?"



"They're good! Lucy entered herself in a reading contest, where they give the student who reads the most chapter books in a month free pizza."



Mark's smile deepened. "Oh yeah? How'd that go?"



"Well the previous record was 19 books. Wanna guess how many Lucy got?"



"20?"



"31." 



Mark laughed out loud, feeling some of the tension drop from his chest. "No shit…of course she did."



Molly laughed back. "She doesn't even like pizza." 



Mark laughed again, more easily. It felt good. "How about Max?"



"We came up with a little reward system. Every day he doesn't get in trouble he gets to go to the lake with his dad. Just the two of them."



"Yeah, is it working?"



"Some of the time. Not always. But it's helping. We're figuring it out. He's definitely trying, though. He doesn't like to disappoint."



"Yeah, I could see that." Mark's smile faded a little and he breathed in deeply, soaking in the conversation.



"Hey Molly?"



"What's up?"



"You ever have a really bad day that's supposed to be a really good day?"



Molly paused. "Yeah….I'm a hospital nurse, Mark. I work in the ER pretty regularly. It happens a lot, actually. I don't know exactly what you're going through, and I'm sure there's all sorts of stuff I don't understand, but…I think I know a little bit what you're feeling right now."



Mark cleared his throat. "How do you…um…keep going?"



Molly sighed. "Sometimes I don't want to. But then I realize people are counting on me. My patients, my kids, my friends. Then when I get off the clock I try to focus on the good things I have. Doesn't work all the time, but that's what I do."



Mark listened intently, then sat silent for another moment. "Thanks Molly."



"No problem, Hulk-man." 



Mark smiled again at the nickname. "I got your care package a couple days ago. Sorry I couldn't write to tell you I'd gotten it."



"Oh yeah? What did you think?" Mark could sense an anxious edge to her voice.



"It was fucking amazing, Molly. I didn't even get through the first set before…well, you know…"



"Really?" He could hear her smile through the phone.



"Yeah, really. You looked great before at the beach, but it looks like you've been working out more."



"Yeah, I have been, um…yeah." She laughed, clearly flattered. "Yeah, I'm, um, so happy you noticed."



"Yeah, I noticed. Thank you for doing that whole photoshoot for me, Molly. I'm really flattered. I love it."



"No problem. I was sooooo nervous though…" she giggled.



He loved her laugh. 



The silence was less corrosive now. He could sense her smile, wishing he could see it. But even imagining it helped take the edge off. Mark felt himself relaxing more.



"Can we talk a little more, Molly? Just tell me about your day, how you're doing. I just want to hear your voice for a little bit."



"Yeah, okay. Of course…um, my day…well, I did a shift in the cardiac unit. It went mostly fine, but there's this one doctor there, he's just…ugh. I can't even."



"Shitty boss?"



"Shitty boss, yeah! But I have to basically double check to make sure he's checking everything. He misses stuff all the time. And he's a flippin' heart doctor! So I have to keep pointing stuff out to him on charts. I know I'm annoying him, I can tell, but I can't just let it go. He's going to get somebody killed."



"Yeah, I know the feeling a little bit. I've got a shitty boss, too. Mine's a lieutenant, total shitbird."



Molly laughed. "Well, I guess it's universal. Shitty bosses."



"Yeah, pretty much," Mark laughed.



Molly paused for a moment, then her tone shifted. "Forgive my ignorance, here, Mark. I don't really know how the military works, but if he's that bad, why don't you just take over? It sounds like your other bosses like you. Just talk to them, see if you can move up."



"Doesn't work that way in the Corps. He's an officer. I'm enlisted. I'd have to go to college and get a degree. For that I'd have to get out for four years, then get back in. It just wouldn't work."



"So that's the only reason? You just need a degree?"



"Well, there's some other stuff, but that's the main one. I joined up right out of high school. And I can still have a career doing what I do now, I can move up in rank and stuff. I just can't be an officer."



"Oh. I didn't know that. Well, it sounds like you'd be a good one if you did it."



Mark smiled. "Thanks Molly."



"I mean it Mark. I'm not blowing smoke. But you're welcome."



Mark smiled into the phone, feeling his body shakes slowly leaving him as Molly spoke again. 



"You feeling a little better now? You sound a little less on edge."



"Yeah, actually. I really am. Thanks for picking up."



"Thanks for calling, Mark. Call more. I like to hear your voice too."



"Okay, that's good to know. I'll try to make that happen."



"I'd like that." 



He loved how she sounded. Her voice was playful, caring, nurturing. Hearing her voice was almost as good as holding her. Almost.



"Hey Molly…"



"Yeah?"



"Same question to you. You work for doctors, some of them are shitty. Why don't you be a doctor?"



Molly laughed. "Me? A floor nurse with two kids? Are you kidding?"



Mark's voice turned sober. "No, I'm not actually. I think if you did it, you'd be a good one. I know you're smart enough, and I know you can put in the work. Why don't you do it?"



Molly paused. "Apart from the obvious?"



"Yeah."



"I don't know. I wanted to be a doctor when I was growing up. But then Lucy came along, then Max, and it was hard enough getting through nursing school. I just…I thought the door was closed."



"Maybe it isn't."



"Maybe you're right. Think I should look into it?"



"I think if you still want it, you should."



Molly's tone turned thoughtful. "You really think I can?"



"Yeah, I do. Something about you inspires me, Molly. I think you can do great things. I can feel it when we're together."



Molly was silent for a long moment. "You really think so?"



"I really do. I just said that!" Mark laughed out his response. Molly laughed back.



Out of the corner of his eye, Mark saw Jared hang up the phone and stand up, gesturing toward the clock. Mark nodded to him.



"Listen, I've got to go. Thanks for picking up, you really made me feel better."



"Good. I like doing that. You made me feel better too."



"Good. I'll call more."



"Please do."



"Bye, Molly."



"Bye, Mark."




Post 132 — soupcan_99

Tue Aug 20, 2024 11:41 am

So good, thanks Crushing…




Post 133 — nnjcpl2002

Tue Aug 20, 2024 1:18 pm

Support from home when you're deployed means everything!  My loving wife wrote me every day.  Of course, her letters arrived in bunches and she always made me happy at mail call. 

But it may be a bit more complicated with Molly. It doesn't seem like her husband is a total shit.  However, I believe that a very loving woman can have the capacity to love two men, as long as the guys can handle it.  Clearly, her relationship with Mark has helped to shape him up.




Post 134 — nnjcpl2002

Sun Aug 25, 2024 8:58 am

We all hope you're working on the next chapter, Crusher!  It' a great account of what seems to be some actual life experience.




Post 135 — Tire_Kicker

Sun Aug 25, 2024 9:30 am

I keep forgetting this is titled Jordan. Megan offering to give Mark a baby sent this into another dimension.



She sounds like a 12, great stuff Devil Dog!




Post 136 — Crushing

Wed Aug 28, 2024 6:06 pm

Brrm, brrrm, vrrrrrrrm!



A matchbox car raced across a short, straight line of skin before taking a hairpin turn and tracing a broad curve, straddling a sharp line of deep blue ink. The car, guided by a small, pale hand, then leaped a chasm of unmarked space, landing on a straight line before jumping again and tracing two broad arcs. 



Gunnery Sergeant Jared Poisson lay exhausted on the hotel bed, noticeably bruised. After his brutal first day, he had stripped down to basketball shorts and collapsed onto the hotel bed, exposing a cut, lean torso with an elaborate mosaic of tattoos extending across his chest and down his upper arms. Halfway up his left pectoral was a comparatively blank space: a fist-sized circle, unbounded, with "3-2" inscribed at the center. 



Jared's younger son, JJ, a fair skinned five year old boy with blue eyes, close cropped blonde hair and grubby fingernails, was tracing the numbers of that tattoo with his toy car while his dad passively watched a baseball game.



Jared's older son, Marky, a light brown skinned eight year old boy with dark brown hair, brown eyes, and a somber expression on his face lay on the bed opposite his dad, immersed in a chapter book.



After a hot shower and stretching out on the bed for a little while, Jared had begun to feel almost human again. The physical toll of dozens of fights–however short in duration most of them were–was taxing in the extreme. When his new CO–Mark–had finally walked out to the pit, he was fighting with every remaining bit of strength not to pass out in a puddle of his own sweat. 



He and Mark had stopped at a burrito joint on the way back to the hotel to pick up and eat another one, chasing the first he devoured in the pit. 



Mark had grinned at Jared as he had stuffed it down his mouth. Thereafter, returning to the hotel, Mark had parted off toward his room and Jared to his. Megan was there, waiting impatiently with the boys, and announced to her husband that Mark had expressed an intention to use her, with instructions to meet in his room as soon as possible.



Jared had felt annoyed at hearing that his wife was leaving him with the kids. 



He was exhausted. 



But when he heard the phrase "Mark wants to use me…"



He couldn't help himself. He had, in spite of himself, perked up with excitement. Megan immediately picked up on that excitement, and, while the boys were distracted with a show on TV, she had surreptitiously slid the front of her pants down to reveal lacy black lingerie, then with a little awkward wiggling, bared a portion of the smooth, freshly shaved skin underneath. Shooting a look to check on her boys, whose eyes remained glued to the screen, Megan had grinned impishly at her husband before returning her underthings and waistband to cover her again. 



Jared had nodded in brisk understanding and agreement, ushering her out the door. After showering and changing, he had confiscated the remote from the boys without protest and changed the channel. The boys, apparently having spent a few hours at the beach, were too tired to complain, and simply flopped down on either side of him to watch the game.



Until Jared heard a beep and a click from the door. His heart skipped.



Megan was coming back..?



"Pizza time!" A decidedly un-Megan voice bellowed from the doorway before walking into the room



"Uncle Mark!" JJ gripped his matchbox car and hopped off the bed. 



"Hey, buddy! Whatcha got there?"



"It's a racecar!" 



"It looks like a minivan to me, but hey, whatever! Where's your brother?"



"Right here…" Marky dropped his book, peering up at Mark as he walked over and tousled his hair.



"Whew..you're the quiet one, aren't you buddy? Come one, get your shoes on and use the bathroom. We're going to get pizza!"



JJ sprinted back to the queen bed he was sharing with his brother and dove under the bed skirting, digging out his shoes.



"Can I finish my chapter?" Marky asked.



Jared sat up, still perplexed as to what was going on. He swung his legs over the edge of the bed and reached for a shirt in the drawer.



"How many pages left in the chapter?" Mark responded.



"One. ummm…no…one and a half."



"You've got five minutes."



Marky nodded and lifted the book up over his face again. Jared walked barefoot toward Mark with an eyebrow raised.



"What's going on?"



"I'm taking the boys tonight," Mark said.



"Why? What's up?"



Mark stepped in closer and spoke in a low tone, setting his keycard inconspicuously on the TV stand. "You're going to take my keycard, and get over there."



JJ darted between them and into the bathroom, slamming the door behind him.



Jared looked down at Mark's key on the TV stand. "Why…what happened? She okay?"



"More than okay, dude. She's good to go. Hungry. Ravenous, actually. She wants you."



"Bullshit. You said you were gonna use her…she was all hot for that. I'm all for scraps, you know, but…"



"No man…trust me. I barely took the edge off. She saw you in the pit today. We watched you together…she was the one that brought you the food. That wasn't me."



"Really…" Jared responded, confused.



"Dude…your smokeshow of a woman just watched you dominate two barracks' worth of dudes in one session. One session. You know Megan... You know what gets her going. You think she really wants me tonight?"



"Really?" Jared's face brightened.



"Trust me. Take as long as you want, I'll watch the boys, get 'em to bed after we get dinner. Now stop gaping, get your damn shoes on and limp your bruised ass over there and get some. That's an order."



"Yeah. Okay…okay. I'll just…" Jared quickly fumbled around looking for shoes in his suitcase. Finding a pair of tennis shoes, he slipped them on and headed for the door. 



Mark caught him on the way through the door. Grabbing Jared's ears and pulling his face close, Mark spoke in a harsh voice just above a whisper.



"Thank you for today. That was fucking perfect. You're a legend, Gunny. A fucking legend..."



Jared grinned broadly as Mark slapped him jauntily between the shoulder blades. Tucking Mark's keycard into his pocket, Jared slipped out the door and walked unsteadily down the hallway as the door clicked shut behind him.



* * *



Jordan…



Crap. Not again.



Laying naked on her side next to her sleeping husband, Jordan rubbed her warm forehead with her free hand. She had just finished a second round of gentle but somewhat desperate sex with David. 



They had both soaked in the first round of spirited intimacy, followed by a deep and vulnerable heart to heart conversation. Then, spurred by her desire, which was in turn spurred by her own intimate feelings, she had initiated another coupling.



It was beautiful.



But the intervening conversation was one she had been dreading. But it had gone so well. So much better than she had anticipated. 



She had been worried about the unanticipated crossroads they were approaching. With divergent career opportunities, she was terrified of either her need to eclipse his career or of his need to eclipse hers. She had feared a fight. One with a zero sum outcome where, even if she won, she feared the resentment generated when her husband left the business to support her.



But she had underestimated David. On the contrary, the level of his honesty, his vulnerability, his willingness to hear and acknowledge her concerns…she had felt so heard. So respected.



So validated.



Loved. 



David had willingly heard her concerns about where his business left her career and had instantly yielded his own ambitions. She had felt bad about that, until he brought up his own thoughts on the Maersk job offer. 



They had found some provisional middle ground. They both stood willing to yield some ground to each other. To compromise, sacrifice a bit for each other. The love was mutual. 



As was the respect. Her heart had been full.



As she had basked in that deep feeling of emotional safety, the profound sense of connection had supercharged her physical desire. A desire not helped, she had to admit to herself, by David's relatively quick release into her body just prior to their heart-to-heart.



A desire that persisted unabated beyond their second coupling. 



Jordan. Come in here. We need to talk, honey…



Jordan shook her head instinctively, refusing the call. 



After their deep emotional connection, Jordan had timidly asked for more. She was afraid of what that timidity meant. 



Did it mean she was being selfish? 



Demanding he meet her needs after he had already yielded so much to her? 



Did it mean that she knew on a not-so-subtle level that another few minutes with his excitement in her body would be unlikely to slake the warm thirst that generated the heat in her face?



She had smiled excitedly as he had exuberantly agreed to take her again. Nurtured by their deep emotional connection, she had followed her deep feelings in planting several wet, loving kisses on his mouth as she bucked her hips gently over his, taking care that he didn't slip out of her body.



That seemed to be too much for him, and he had shuddered inside her. But his quivering peak only increased the heat in her face, now spreading across her upper chest.



She had laid down, holding him tightly as his breathing slipped into the steady rhythm of sleep. She had reclined next to him, waiting for the heat to pass so she could sleep. 



She had been tossing and turning for a while. She didn't know how long.



Jordan…



A different voice. Not her usual demon. A deeper voice. Commanding.



Jordan, come in here. Now.



Mark.



As if on auto pilot, Jordan's pale, lithe, uncovered body slipped obediently out from under the top sheet. 



There, in the middle of a warm June Sunday night, Jordan padded quietly out the bedroom door, shutting it behind her, then slipped into the bathroom and shut the door behind her. Turning on the light, she saw her reflection in the mirror, the harsh bathroom light catching the upper half of her naked torso. The marks of crumpled sheets lined some sections of her skin. Her hair was messy. Bed head. And her cheeks were definitely flushed. Along with the scarlet fog hovering over her breasts. Her nipples were noticeably stiff.



She looked warily into the mirror, waiting for instruction. Now her own voice returned.



I'm glad you could make it, honey. I'm sorry to resort to dirty tricks like that. I know we can't resist that voice. I just wish you wouldn't keep me waiting.



Jordan shook her head, refusing to engage. She closed her eyes and focused her mind's eye on her husband. Listening attentively to her. Holding her. Making her feel safe. She reached between her legs and found her moisture, gently moving the pad of her middle finger around it. David's face smiled at her in her mind's eye. She smiled to herself. She felt warm. Nice.



I love him, too, you know.



Jordan shook her head again, refusing to take the bait. She began to focus the motion of her finger toward the anterior cleft of her opening, parting the soft wiry hair around it to ensure soft, skin-to-skin contact. The warmth began to rise gently in her body.



I really do, Jordan. I'm not all bad. David's the love of my life too.



She shook her head again, holding her eyes closed.



Look at me, honey. We need to get something out in the open.



Annoyed at the distraction, Jordan opened her eyes, locking her gaze with her own gun barrel blues in the mirror. She stopped her play, resting both palms on the edge of the bathroom sink, leaning in to confront her interlocutor.



Her voice was exhausted. "What? What do you want?" 



That's better. I promise I won't take long. I just think I've noticed something that you're trying really hard not to see. But I think it could help us both if you did.



Jordan stared at herself, frustrated. She ran her hand through her hair, smoothing it slightly as she waited for the nonsense to find its natural conclusion.



Honey, you know where I'm going with this. You know that every time David finishes is just about the time I start. Come on. Tell me you've noticed that. We're both grownups here…



A twinkle of delight sparkled out of the frustrated depths of the eyes of the woman in the mirror. Surprised, Jordan looked down, avoiding eye contact with herself.



Well? Have you noticed that?



She answered quietly.



"Yes."



So why don't you just come right in here when he's done so I can take care of you?



"Shut up." She sighed, rubbing her eyes before looking back into the mirror. "I'm here, aren't I?"



She heard a vague and foggy laugh. You're such a bitch when you get like this. I love it. Okay, mean girl…now that that's out of the way…you want me to talk you through it?



Jordan nodded, reaching between her legs again, surprised to find her stiff nub so sensitive. She began gently circling it with the pad of her middle finger. The warmth was stronger now. Radiating.



Or maybe you want him to do it?



Jordan nodded again.



A pause, then a deeper voice.



Get on your knees, Jordan.



She quickly knelt down, knees apart. The subtle convexity of her wetness pressed outward, which she began to explore, closing her eyes and breathing heavily.



Isn't it nice down there? 



His voice took on the subtle playfulness of her usual interlocutor. He had never said that. 



Don't you feel like you belong down there? At eye level with this?



Her mind's eye opened on Mark's cock. It was beautiful. She looked up to meet his eyes, but saw only fog. She looked down and saw the same. Only a thick, stiff, light brown cock wrapped in his powerful hands extended toward her. The warmth between her legs began to hum as her finger audibly slipped inside her body. She tilted her chin up, eyes closed, and let her jaw fall open and her tongue slide forward.



You want to taste this?

 

"Mmmhmmm." 



What do you say, Jordan?



"Please." 



Is that a question or a statement?



Jordan was on fire with the banter as she imagined the thick tip tantalizing her, just out of reach. Her voice pitched upward. 



"Please?"



Jordan imagined the wide coronal flare behind the thick tip of Mark's cock pressing the circumference of her lips outward as he fed her. The warmth between her legs began to build steadily as she imagined…or remembered? The feeling of the full volume of him in her mouth. Of straining to hold her jaw wide enough so that her teeth didn't graze his skin. The terrifying invasiveness of his corona pressing against the narrowing space where her mouth softened and constricted into her throat. The desperate, arousing gagging and gurgling that followed. 



The heavy member withdrew from her imaginary mouth as her real mouth hung open, miming the desired action still.



You did so good, Jordan. You're being a very good girl. Would you like me to cum for you?



"Mmhmm. I'll swallow it for you. Mmmhmm. Just give…just give it to me…please?"



splishsplishsplish 



Jordan was mortified to hear the sound of her fingers moving in desperation as her moisture began, one drip at at time, to move in a shallow stream down her open thighs and, as she was kneeling obediently, the moisture even touched the curve of her heel where her thigh rested.



She saw Mark's powerful hand wrapped around the thickness, moving quickly. She was mesmerized as the stiffness rose to meet the velocity of his movements.



Are you sure you want this? In your mouth?



Jordan nodded, eyes clenched shut and mouth wide open, miming her eager receptivity.



Okay. All you have to do is cum hard for me. Then I'll give it to you.

  

"Yes…" the pitch of Jordan's voice rose, her volume diminished into falsetto, until she squeaked quietly,



Splishsplishsplishsplishsplishsplishsplishsplish



Jordan held her breath conspicuously as the warmth of frenzied motions of masturbation collapsed inward into a full, trembling orgasm.



Good girl. Here it comes. 



Jordan couldn't hold her breath anymore. Her knees were trembling, eventually slamming together, strapping her hand in a vice grip between her thighs. She tried to stifle a gutteral exhale as her hand stopped moving. She focused on regulating her breathing, opting for forced, deep breaths to mask the obtrusive sounds of her own gasping. 



Slowly, Jordan returned to herself, retracting her tongue, closing her mouth, and withdrawing her hand from between her legs. 



The voices were gone again. Her body felt relaxed. Her mind felt troubled. Her soul felt ashamed. She knelt, confused for a brief moment, then rose to wash up and return to the bed she shared with her husband.



* * *



"Good evening, Gunny."



Megan's voice was bourbon smooth. She sat in a soft chair on the far side of Mark's bed, clothed in a soft, white, fluffy robe. Her legs were crossed casually, an acute triangle opening between the folds of the robe that dangled from her higher knee with a smooth run of coffee-with-cream skin showing on her inner thigh. She had a large paperback book open.



Joseph Heller. Picture this. 



She spoke while reading, feigning disinterest without looking up.



Jared took a step into the room and shut the door behind him, setting the keycard in the TV stand. "Hey honey…how was your day?"



"Good," Megan replied, nonchalant. She didn't look up from the book, casually turning a page. "Great, even. Did a few errands, took the boys to the beach. Then I got fucked into pudding by your commanding officer."



Jared took two more steps toward his wife. "What did you say?"



"You heard me." Megan stood up, the exposed skin on her milk chocolate thighs fell beneath the cover of the front folds of her robe–or was it his robe? 



Jared didn't know. 



Her eyes narrowed at her husband and her voice took on a firm, assertive tone. 



"I just fucked your CO. What are you gonna do about it?"



Jared's lips pursed involuntarily, his cock stiffening noticeably under his smooth basketball shorts. 



"Megan. Come here."



Megan's head cocked confidently, smirking as it tilted to one side. "Make me."



Jared pounced like a panther, clearing the intervening bed and landing directly in front of her. With a lightning movement, he reached confidently into her robe with both hands, yanking it wide open.



Megan didn't resist. 



She had dressed for the occasion, wearing a two piece matching lingerie set made of smooth, sky-blue silk. 



The thong panties with a smooth, solid, sky-blue front betrayed only one imperfection–a small, moist dark spot at the bottom–while the sides tapered into thin straps that matched and continued the high arc of her iliac crest. 



Her brassiere was a luxurious underwire, supporting her breasts without covering them, leaving them exposed entirely to view and touch.



Jared stood frozen with his arms out, holding the robe open. Megan smiled sarcastically, looking up at him and cocking an eyebrow.



"See something you like?"



Jared grunted.



Megan pouted playfully. "I feel like I got left out. You spent all day in that pit. You rolled around with the whole company, and I was left out. Just standing offside, watching the boys. Watching my husband…"



Jared's eyes narrowed, looking her body up and down.



"I just think…" Megan continued the charade of faux grievance, "that you should maybe roll around with me a little bit too? See if you can make me your bitch. I mean…if you have the energy."



Jared's basketball shorts had shortened visibly, hanging off his stiffening cock. "How do you want to go down, baby…" he grinned, eyes narrowing.



"That's up to you, gunny. All you have to do is out-fuck Captain Mark Rein. Think you're up to it?"



Jared jerked the robe down, causing it to fall around her feet. He slowly took her hand in his and kissed it. She smiled saucily when, with an audible yelp from her, he grabbed her thumb and twisted her hand into a wristlock, then twisted it further causing her elbow to wrench, her whole body contorting in a corkscrew until she flipped around to face the bed. 



Megan whined as her "attacker" gently applied pressure to bend her over the bed and step behind her, her smooth, full buttocks–exposed by the thong panties–pressing against his crotch. With his free hand, he slipped a finger under the thong and began to probe the wetness between her legs. He smiled to himself as she whimpered and giggled. Then he moved his finger upward under the thong between her buttocks, surprised to suddenly encounter a deposit of smooth, sticky, yet viscous…



"Is this lube?"



The back of Megan's head, now forcibly profiled into the mattress, nodded. "Mark said you could have my ass when he was done…"



Jared's heart skipped and a growl emanate from his pursed lips. Still tightly controlling his wife's wrist, he pulled her thong out from between her buttocks and slid it to one side, then used his free hand to pull his basketball shorts down, his cock springing up toward her.. He squeezed her wrist a little more, causing her to gasp in pain.



"Ow. Owowow…"



"Say you're my bitch." Jared said quietly.



"Owwww, gunny…oooh, okay…I'm your bitch…"



"That's right." He relaxed his grip slightly, the tension of pain still apparent in her legs. "You want me to take your ass?"



"Mark said you could…"



Jared squeezed and lifted the tense locked arm. Megan, squirming in pain, involuntarily flailed her free arm against the bed.  



"I didn't ask him. I'm asking you. And I'll ask again. Mrs. Poisson. You want your ass fucked?"



"Yes. Yes I want my ass fucked…please?"



"Somebody already have it?"



"Yes…uhhh, yes. Mark fucked my ass, now I want you to…ahh!"



Megan winced as Jared's free hand smacked her exposed buttock deftly, then reached forward to grab her hair. Her legs were now trembling in the tension of pain, her torso hung between her wrenched arm and her head dangling from her hair. A relieved smile accompanied the pained tension on her face as her breathing began to excite.



"Please baby…please take me. Take whatever you want…"



Jared let go and the vice grip of pain that seized three of her four limbs dropped into passivity on Mark's bed. Megan gasped, attempting to catch her breath as Jared reached into the nightstand for lube. Applying it generously to himself, he stepped confidently behind her, deftly slapping her rump again.



Buckle up, baby. I've got plans for you tonight.



With her face partially covered by strands of flailing hair left limp after writhing, contracting, and dilating in full body pain, Megan's eyes closed and her lips turned up in a smile as she felt Jared's pressure against her.



* * *



"Quit it, Tommy! Let go!"



Little David Stark heard the squeal of a familiar voice from across the playground. He had stayed in the classroom for the first precious minutes of recess time to organize his cubby. Then, trotting out the door, he saw a grubby boy from another class grabbing the back collar of Mackenzie's shirt and pulling it untucked from her high denim play coveralls. 



Tommy. One name on a notable list of boys that harassed David for fun. David gritted his teeth when he saw another boy tossing pebbles at her.



Ricky. Another regular name on the list. Not as big as Tommy, but much meaner. 



Mackenzie was distracted between the two of them, fearlessly flipping her head back and forth, her twin pigtails whipping as she whirled. She was at a disadvantage one way or the other,  either by trying to wrench her shirt free or trying to swat away the pebbles as they came at her. She had plenty of fight in her. She was just outnumbered.



David charged across the open playground, leaped, and landed on the shirt-grabber, Tommy. His fists moved as tiny windmill hands, flailing furiously with no control or target. The sheer velocity of his attack caused Mackenzie's shirt collar to rip as Tommy fell down while clutching it, leaving a small tatter of cotton clenched in his hand. All three children tumbled to the ground. David, totally unfamiliar with how to fight, simply copied the behavior of the bullies who picked on him by grabbing a fistful of nearby dirt and jamming it in Tommy's mouth. Then another. And another. 



Tommy coughed and swung his fist upward, catching David in the cheek and knocking his glasses off. David clutched his face as he tipped over onto his side, curling himself into a protective ball as Ricky came from behind and began kicking him in the back.



The teacher on playground duty had her hands full pulling Mackenzie off of Ricky's back, scratching his face viciously as he kicked David. Eventually another teacher got involved and the four were separated.



30 minutes later, David sat with shoulders slumped outside the principal's office, a sandwich bag of ice tucked against his bruised face. Mackenzie sat in the chair next to him, legs swinging freely without touching the ground as the principal stepped out of her office and beckoned them in. Mackenzie moved jauntily through the door, with David following sullenly. 



In the office was a semicircle of six chairs on the far side of the principal's desk. The four on the left were empty. The two on the right were occupied by an adult man and woman. Mackenzie hopped easily into the seat next to the woman. David moved warily to the empty chair on the far side and sat down, leaving two empty chairs between him and the next person. He looked down at the floor as the principal took her seat behind her desk.

 

The woman spoke first as soon as Mackenzie flopped down in her seat.



"Oh, honey, you ripped your shirt…"



"I didn't rip my shirt, mom…" Mackenzie answered brightly. "Some asshole did."



"Mackenzie!" Her mother was scandalized. "Where did you hear that word?



"From daddy," she explained. "He said if someone picks on me for no reason, then that person is an asshole, and assholes don't get second chances. That's why I scratched Ricky's face. I got him good, too…"



The man's hand rose to cover his mouth, feigning consternation, but poorly concealing a grin. His wife stared daggers at him. He cleared his throat, but said nothing.



"I see…" the principal responded. "Well, Mr. and Mrs. Joner, I think we can all agree that fighting among the students cannot be tolerated. We understand that your daughter didn't start the fight. But she should have at least tried to get the teacher's attention. We cannot have children taking these things into their own hands and thinking that violence is the answer."



"Actually…" the man, now clearly Mackenzie's father, spoke for the first time, but he was quickly silenced by the firm grip of his wife on his wrist. Thinking better of it, he changed his tone, pointing over toward David, who sat still, looking down at the floor. "Where's his parents?"



"We weren't able to get in touch with Mr. or Mrs. Stark, but we will meet with them to discuss…"



"Stark," the man interrupted, directing his words to David. "David Stark. You're the guy with that cool Red Triceratops. He was at our house a few weeks ago. Had a little bit of an injury. His name was…it was Tony…right? Tony the Triceratops?"



David glanced up under his glasses, then down again, his head still hanging. He nodded silently.



"Triceratops. That's a cool dinosaur. I'm a Velociraptor man myself. Smaller, but whip smart. Runs around on two legs. Cool teeth. Good hunter." 



The man's voice was jovial and kind.



"They hunt in packs…" David muttered. 



He briefly looked up for the first time to see the man who knew his dinosaur. He was smiling warmly, dressed in a tight green suit coat with a tan shirt and tie. He had a neatly ordered stack of different colored rectangular ribbons pinned neatly on one side of his jacket, and two shiny silver bars attached to straps of fabric on the outer edge of each of his shoulders. His hair was cut short, almost bald, and he held a hat matching his coat in his lap. He was smiling warmly. 



"Yeah, they do, buddy," he said. "They do hunt in packs. That means they know how to strategize. Cooperate. Pretty smart, huh?" 



David smiled back. "Yeah…"



"So where's your mom and dad, buddy?" he asked gently. "I want to tell them how brave you were for jumping into it earlier. I heard all about it."



David blushed, looking down again. "My dad works at the car lot. He's busy. I don't know where my mom is."



"OK. I'll find out their info later, and let them know. Proud of you, bud. You did good."



David beamed, looking away from Mackenzie's father to hide his flushed face. He sniffed and wiped his nose on his sleeve, swinging his legs off the edge of the chair as the principal spoke up again.



"Yes, Mr. Joner. I can appreciate where you're coming from, what with your…professional commitments, but still I think we can all agree that violence is never the answer."



"Of course we can all agree on that," Mrs. Joner replied amiably.



"That's the second time you've said that," Mr. Joner replied. "Violence is never the answer…I love a good catch phrase as much as the next parent, but if you can't teach your students not to start fights, then I'm going to teach my kids to end them. These two kiddos didn't start anything. And they were looking out for each other. I'm not going to punish my daughter for stickin' it to a bully. End of story. Now if little Mack Mack here…"



Mr. Joner reached behind his wife to tousle his daughter's head. She shot a proud grin back at him past her mother's mortified silence.



"If little Mack Mack here ever starts a fight, you call me and I'll come have words with her. But every time she finishes one she didn't start, she's getting ice cream. That's how this is gonna go."



The principal's eyes widened in scandal. Everyone sat silently until Mackenzie's father stood up. Everyone else in the room, including David, instinctively stood up with him.



"So," he said confidently, "anything else?"



"I suppose not. Good day, Mr. Joner."



"Good day, ma'am. Thank you for your time. Come on Mack Mack. Let's get you into a shirt without a rip in it."



With her parents turning to walk out of the office, Mackenzie hopped down from her chair and followed. The door shut behind them.



David sat back down alone, uncomfortable with what had just happened. That man had basically said Mackenzie wasn't in trouble. In the principal's office! So she wasn't in trouble? How was that possible? Was he in trouble now? Did the blanket of amnesty extend to him? And did that man in the green suit really just say no to the principal? Did he have to do what she said at all anymore? Was the spell broken? He didn't know.



"Well, Mr. Stark, I haven't been able to get ahold of your parents, so I suppose we'll just have to chat, the two of us. I understand…"



The principal's office door burst loudly open behind David, and he whirled around in his chair to see Mackenzie standing at an angle, hanging off the doorknob with one hand.



"Hey David, my dad said I can invite you to have dinner at our house, and then we'll get ice cream. So do you want to have dinner at our house and then we'll get ice cream?"



David was flabbergasted and froze. He didn't know what to say. 



Mackenzie just swung innocently from side to side, hanging off the doorknob and waiting for his response.



His eyes holding wide open, David nodded.



* * *



A thin, delicate brown finger traced a short, straight line of deep blue ink in white skin before taking a hairpin turn and tracing a broad, sweeping curve. That finger, complete with cream colored nail polish, hung delicately from a coffee-with cream colored wrist. It leaped a chasm of white space to land on a straight line before jumping again, tracing two broad arcs stacked on top of each other. 



Gunnery Sergeant Jared Poisson lay exhausted on his best friend's king sized hotel bed, still bruised but significantly more relaxed. He now lay fully naked above the sheets, exposing a lean, muscular body with an elaborate mosaic of tattoos extending across his chest and downward on his stomach, lacing over and past his iliac crest and on to his thighs. In the middle of his body, in a blank space surrounded by tattoos, hung an above average sized cock, spent and gasping limply at an off center angle, a dab of milky semen still beading out from the tip. His upper body presented as before: halfway up his left pectoral was a comparatively blank white space containing a fist-sized circle of white space with the number 3-2 inscribed in the center. It was these numbers that his beautiful wife of ten years was languidly tracing with her left hand, her wedding and engagement rings clearly visible on her tracing hand.



She lay naked on her side, tucked into her husband's embrace with a trickle of semen of undetermined origin dribbling from her backside onto the top sheet. Her husband's arm was curled around her naked back, stroking her breast and toying with her nipple. They had enjoyed multiple rounds of passionate sex over the past few hours, and both had caught their breath only moments ago. Now they were simply soaking in exhausted afterglow: the full post-coital silence so rarely enjoyed by the parents of young children.



Jared sighed, his chest rising and falling deeply when Megan broke the silence.



"So, how was it really? Your first day?"



Jared hesitated. "I don't know yet. It's gonna be an uphill fight, for sure."



"Sure looked like it."



Jared chuckled. "What did you see?"



Megan giggled back. "Not that much. Maybe ten minutes. I just chatted with Mark. You were busy. But I'm pretty sure he watched the whole thing."



Jared didn't respond, gazing up at the ceiling.



"Did he tell you to take on the whole company?"



"Basically."



"What did he say?" 



"He told me to get their attention."



Megan snorted in disbelief. "That's one way to do it, I guess."



"Yeah, it's my way."



She sighed and snuggled quietly up to him again.



"How's he doing?" Megan asked after a pause.



"I'm not sure," Jared answered. "He was in good form in the pit. Gave a whole speech, got everyone pumped. He was himself. Normal, inspiring Captain Rein. But something's definitely bothering him."



"I think it was the girl he was with before the transfer. I guess he really liked her."



Jared nodded. "Could be."



"Did you ever meet her?"



"No," Jared answered. "They weren't together for that long. He did mention her a couple times, and of course, there was that…"



Jared cut himself off.



Megan propped herself up on her elbow. "There was that what?"



"Nothing. Just, he mentioned something…I don't really remember. But yeah, I agree, I think he really liked her. But he always does at this stage."



Megan squinted at her husband for a moment, then moved on, resuming her idle tracing of his tattoos.



"I know," she said, "but he's usually not this glum if it breaks off at this stage. I don't know, I don't think it's just the girl. I think he's just at a life stage where he wants a stable relationship. Maybe a family."



"Maybe." Jared sighed again. "But he's also just worked up about this command. Probably ought to see how that pans out in the next few months before you start playing matchmaker."



Megan slapped his chest playfully. "I am not playing matchmaker!"



Jared laughed.



She pinched his nipple and pulled on it. "If anything, I'm cockblocking him. Keeping him all to myself…"



Jared smiled, stroking her hair and trying to ignore her last response as he felt blood move into his cock with the thought.



Megan dropped down and set her face on his chest again, still absently tracing the tattoos across his torso. "Do you think he knows about Marky?"



Jared blinked. "Knows what about Marky?"



"You know."



Jared paused. "He's not stupid. We named Marky after him, for God's sake. But he's never asked. And it's not like we know anything. Not really."



Megan nuzzled his chest. "I know. But…he's tall for his age."



"So was I."



"Yeah…But his skin's darker than JJ's." 



"So is yours."



"Yeah…"



They lay in silence for a few moments. "I know that Mark feels like a part of our family, and I know we both want that, but…" Megan trailed off. "I don't know. Maybe we should…"



Jared didn't answer for a moment, waiting for her to finish her sentence. 



She didn't finish.



Jared answered carefully. "I think we should let him hit his stride with this command. This is what he wanted. I think he'll calm down once he gets a firm grip on the rudder. Give him a little time. I know you care about him. I do too. But he always comes around. And I'm not gonna let him collapse. You know I'm looking out for him."



Megan propped herself on to her elbow again, leaning down to kiss her husband. 



"I know you are, honey."



She sat up the rest of the way, pulling her hair back and running it through a hair tie. "Well…probably better get back and relieve the captain, don't you think?"



Jared sat up slowly, grimacing. "Yep. Let's head back. I need some sleep, tomorrow's gonna suck."



They dressed quickly and made their way back to their room. As the key card clicked and the door opened for them, they stepped in quietly, noting the near darkness in the room. 



Everyone was asleep. Mark was still propped up on their bed, back to the headboard. Marky was asleep sideways on the same bed, stretched out perpendicular just below Mark's feet. JJ was passed out face down on the floor. 



Megan and Jared smirked at each other. Megan tiptoed quietly over to the side of the bed to wake  up Mark while Jared scooped up his younger son and tucked him into his own bed.



Mark jolted awake. "Oh, hey Meg. I thought you guys were taking the night. I was just about to put the boys down…" He stood up quickly to see Jared pull bed covers over JJ. Mark stood up out of the bed and followed suit, picking up the oldest son and setting him in bed opposite his younger brother. 



Megan watched Mark and Jared tuck her children into bed, uncertain of her feelings. She followed Mark as he reached for his key card and headed toward the door. As he reached for the door handle, she stopped him,sliding her hands around his neck and pulling herself close to him. 



Jared couldn't help but notice the near match in the skin tone of the faces of his wife and best friend as she quietly kissed Mark's cheek. He heard them speak a few words to each other in low tones before they kissed each other quietly on the lips and parted their embrace. Then Mark waved quietly to him before slipping out the door.



* * *



"Honey, I appreciate the thought. And the initiative. But I don't think that's going to fit."



"It'll fit. Just gotta get the right angle. It'll fit perfectly."



"David, I'm telling you, it's too much."



"Trust me, baby. You'll love it. Just give it a chance."



A rare argument in the bedroom between the young couple, as David wrestled a recently unboxed TV into place between the bedroom door and the closet door. After rocking the dresser into place, he set the TV down on top of it.



They were both right. The TV fit. It barely cleared the space between the bedroom door and the closet door. The dresser it sat on, however, extended into both doorways by a half inch, blocking both doors from closing. After wrestling the dresser back and forth several times while his bemused wife watched, David finally sat down on the bed, defeated.



"I measured for the TV. I just didn't measure for the dresser. Sorry baby."



Jordan sat down next to him, her hands folded in her lap. "I'm devastated, baby. I really wanted this TV in our bedroom."



David sighed. "I know you're joking, but I thought it would be cool."



"What's cool, honey, is that you got this nice thing for us! Let's put it out in the front room? Like adults?"



David shook his head, smiling. "Fine…" They each picked up an end and carried it into the living room, setting it down on the floor in front of the coffee table. They both stepped back, looking down to their feet to see the screen.



"Okay…" Jordan admitted, a hint of laughter in her voice. "Maybe I didn't think this all the way through either. So…if we're making a list, maybe something to put the TV on?"



David mimed checking a box in the air in front of him. "On the list."



"Still, baby, thank you. Our first TV! And it's a nice one, too. We don't have to watch stuff on the laptop anymore."



"Well, I wanted to get us something nice. We're not straining the budget every week any more. What the hell, right?" David joked as Jordan unwrapped the remote control and put batteries in it. She sat down on the couch and patted the seat next to her. David flopped down, squeezing her shoulders and kissing her on the cheek as she turned on the TV. 



She turned to her husband as the display lit up, her lips pursing sheepishly. "The coffee table is still blocking it."



David stood up and, laughing, shoved the coffee table theatrically off to the side. "We'll make it all work later!" He sat down on the floor in front of the couch to be at eye level with the new TV. Jordan slid down to sit next to him. She opened the Netflix app and scrolled through the options, settling on an episode of Black Mirror. 



"This okay?" she turned to ask David. 



He nodded. 



Looking past her husband, she saw the open TV box behind him, cellophane and plastic still sticking out. David would compulsively clean that up as soon as they stood up. She knew it. He always cleaned up after himself. It was almost like an auto-pilot setting for him. As much as she loved having a clean house, she sometimes worried that she wasn't pulling her weight. She was a little less inclined to tidy up after herself. She hoped he didn't resent her for it. Even subconsciously.



She shook off the thought and nuzzled into his shoulder to watch the show. As always, Black Mirror was a little weird, and a little thought provoking. David and Jordan both loved things that pushed the boundaries of their expectations or imaginations. So she always felt close to him when they watched things like this together, even though they didn't talk. Watching something that made them both think. They would be planning things to say to each other after it was over. Little observations and insights saved up. Watching a show like that, they were separate. Individuals having an individual experience,  but also together somehow. Just sitting and watching together was enough.



Sitting on his left side, she tucked her right arm through the elbow of his left, absently stroking the underside of his forearm with her fingertips. She felt the muscles in his arm relax under her fingers, and she felt his shoulder relax under her cheek. 



During a scary moment in the episode, she squeaked and then playfully bit his shoulder. He laughed, turning to look at her. She kissed him.



"The resolution's really good on this new screen," he observed. "I didn't realize how much of a difference that would make."



"Mmmhmmm," Jordan agreed. She flattened out her palm and slid it over his crotch. Quietly, she pinched the zipper of his pants and tugged it downward. 



David looked down, then looked back up at the screen. Jordan felt his face begin to warm. She reached into his open fly and pulled out his penis, rubbing it between her thumb and first two fingers. It began to stiffen and grow, not extending far out of the fly of his pants, constrained in extension by its own limited size.



David cleared his throat, and Jordan smiled slyly to herself as he stiffened fully. She stopped rubbing him between her thumb and forefingers, and instead held him in a gentle half-pinch, moving slowly up and down bending only her wrist.



It was a casual interaction. David did not anticipate it, and did not know how to react. He was trying hard to focus on the highly cerebral storyline in front of him, all the while his breath became increasingly rapid. His fists intermittently clenched as he resisted, but yielded. After a minute or two of smooth wrist pumping, Jordan lifted her head off her husband's shoulder and looked at him.



"David? Honey?"



"Yeah?" A flustered David turned to look back at her.



"You don't need to worry about me tonight. Just cum, okay?"



David's pupils dilated and she felt his pelvis tense under her hand. She looked down to see little beads of liquid bubbling from his tip. 



"There. See?" She said playfully. Smiling, she bent down and licked the tip of his penis and deftly sucked the tip. Then, sitting up, she met eyes with her shocked husband as she lifted her fingers up to lick them clean of his ejaculation, eventually pulling her index finger out of her mouth with a pop. Then, with David's eyes still gaping at her, Jordan resumed her original position, head on his shoulder, clutching his arm and stroking the underside of his forearm with the now-moist pads of her right hand fingers.



David's body was twitching, yet clearly more relaxed. Jordan smiled to herself as the show went on.



When it was over, Jordan found the remote and flipped the TV off.



"It's a great TV, baby. Good purchase. We just need…you know…something to set it on."



"I'll take care of that tomorrow…" David replied quickly.



"Hold on, baby," Jordan giggled. "Wait until Saturday. We can pick something out together."



"Oh, right. Okay."



"You're so jumpy, babe. What's up?" She squeezed his arm, looking over at him. 



"I just…I don't uh. I'm not jumpy."



"You're a little surprised I did that, huh?"



David smiled, embarrassed. "Yeah."



"Did you like it?"



David's face reddened more deeply. "Yeah," he nodded.



"Good. I liked it too. I like to just…do stuff for you sometimes."



David laughed, surprised. "Well, don't ever resist the urge. I'm game for…you know…whatever."



She giggled again. "Good."



They sat in silence for a moment.



"David?"



"Yeah, honey?"



Now it was time for Jordan's face to turn red. She buried her cheek in his shoulder again, clearly hesitant to speak her mind. Finally, she spoke quickly, as if she wanted to shove all the words out at once. 



"You can tell me what to do sometimes. I like that. Just sometimes though, okay?"



David's flush continued. "Okay. That's…good to know. Thanks for telling me. I like it when we communicate like this."



She nodded silently into his shoulder, still afraid to look at him. 



"David?" she asked again after a moment.



"Mmm?" David sat silently, waiting for her to form her thought.



"How did your talk with the guy at Maersk go?"



"It went okay. Sounds like it's pretty much what Steve told us. One year contract, option to renew. Twelve rotations of three weeks away, one week back. Christmas week off, and one summer week. He gave me a rundown of the auditing project, too. It's big. I'd be busy. But I could walk away after that first year if it doesn't work out."



"Did you find out how much it pays?"



"Yeah, it's a lot. He offered $280,000. I countered with $310,000. He sounded like they'd take my counter. He sounded a little desperate, actually. I'm kinda wondering what I'm getting myself into here."



"That's a lot of money."



"Yeah."



"How do you feel about it?"



"Honestly?" David paused. "If we're just talking about the job, I'm excited. I kinda want to see what I can do. If we're talking about life, us, everything, that's when I get nervous."



Jordan let go of his arm and scooted around so she could look straight at him. She picked up his hands and held them in hers. "David, I can't be the reason you limit your career. Just like you couldn't be the reason to limit mine. I support you. And we can work out the details. If you want it."



David nodded. God, her eyes were beautiful. He smiled involuntarily. She smiled back, confused. 



"What? What's so funny?" She cocked her eyebrow.



"Nothing's funny. I just like looking at you. That's all."



Jordan blushed again. 



"So," David said carefully. "What do you think? Should I take it?"



Jordan paused, choosing her words carefully. Then she squeezed his hands. "David, I took a long time choosing a husband. I didn't date much, because I don't love who I can't trust. And I didn't feel like I could trust anyone else I dated. But I trust you. And I love you. And I chose you. And once I love, and trust, and choose my man, I want him to take charge. Not run roughshod over me, but take charge. That's attractive to me. So you know how I feel. You know I'll support and love you either way. But…I need you to make the choice."



David nodded slowly, holding her gaze. She was serious.



"Okay." David said confidently. "I'm gonna take the job."



Jordan smiled deeply. "Good for you, baby. I'm scared too. But we'll work out the details. And if you're excited, I'm excited for you. You've earned your shot at the big time. Now go out there and take it."



David beamed, squeezing her hand back. Jordan's smile grew to a grin. "I'm so proud of you baby. You brought me in, listened to me, then made the call. I feel so close to you right now. And I love a man who takes charge…"

 

* * *



"Company! Ten-hut!"



Day two.



Four formations, four lines each, formed in tight rectangles in the dark of the morning. Each man snapped into position, standing rigid at attention and clothed in green physical training uniforms consisting of thigh length shorts and matching blank T-shirts.



Captain Rein walked broadside to stand face to face with his company gunnery sergeant. They both smirked as they said the customary formal greetings, then had a brief exchange in low tones.



"How's it look? Any issues?" Mark began.



"Half a dozen are hung over. Had to drag them out of the rack. You'll spot 'em quick. Platoon sergeants are serious, though. You got their attention yesterday." Jared grinned conspiratorially.



"Good news for us."



"Maybe."



"Okay. Well, let's do this."



"After you, sir."



Mark dismissed Jared, who took his place in the formation as Mark began to speak.



"Good morning, Charlie company."



The sleepy murmur of the crowd returned the greeting.



"Oooh, that was a mistake on your part…" Mark winced visibly. "See, I like enthusiasm. Now let's see if we can find some, shall we? Company, on me."



Mark darted forward to the front of the long formation and took off down the dark morning road. Caught by surprise, the first platoon took off after him, then the second, then the third and fourth. The crowd of over a hundred followed their leader, who was clearly visible as the tallest man in the company loping powerfully at the front. They continued at the brisk pace for the better part of a mile in relative silence, the collective breathing becoming audibly tired and raspy before Mark turned to the man behind him.



"Are you the first platoon commander? What's your name?"



"No sir, I'm not. Lieutenant Jenkins is our platoon leader. I'm Corporal List."



"Where is he?"



"I don't know, sir. He never comes to morning PT."



"I see. Well, List, keep this pace. I'll be back."



"Aye, sir." 

 

Mark sprinted down the line, stopping to jog next to each platoon sergeant, introducing himself, chatting and joking as they huffed and puffed. Making his way to the end, he noted that nobody had fallen out of the run yet. Good sign. He then sprinted back up to where Jared was working the line, shouting at the marines to keep form.



"How's it going?"



"Two have puked so far," Jared smirked. "Looks like a third is on a hair trigger over there." He pointed to a young, crew cut marine whose face nearly matched his shirt in color.



Mark snickered. "Good start." He ran back to the end of the line, then shouted out. "Fourth platoon! Overtake first! Move! Now!"



The fourth group reluctantly broke into an awkward sprint, moving to the side of the column and making for the front. Mark darted ahead of them, turning around and jogging backwards, grinning as he watched them gasp for breath. Once the returned to normal pace at the front, Mark ran to the end again. "Third! Overtake fourth!"



The same desperate sprint ensued, with Mark leading each time. It became clear by the time all platoons had sprinted the length of the column that their new CO was not going to get tired. His breath deepened, and sweat spots grew on his shirt, but his grin never broke. And the fact that he was doing four times as many sprints as any of them did not go unnoticed as he darted back and forth up and down the column, cracking jokes on the run.



Nobody dared to ask how long this punishment would go on, but little puddles of vomit punctuated the trail behind the company run as they strained themselves to the breaking point over several miles of intermittent sprints. 



Eventually they found an open parade field, and Mark led the company on to the grass, calling a halt. The formation broke, staggering and heaving as they tried to regain their breath.



Mark stood silently watching from the front, breathing heavily but still in clear control of his body. 



"Good warmup, gents."



Mark laughed out loud as he saw the fear light up the eyes of his charges. Warm up? That was the warm up?



The light had risen noticeably, but the sun hadn't broken the horizon just yet.



"Don't worry," he called out jovially. "You'll get used to this. For now, take five. Get some water from the fountain over there, then circle up. Gunny's gonna check your form while you do more pushups than you ever thought were possible, and we're gonna do the same sprint drills back."



The bewildered company staggered over to the water fountains. Mark moved among them, slapping them on the back and joking. Few had enough wind to joke back.



Over an hour later, Charlie company, sweaty and staggering, made their way back to the battalion campus. The other companies had already completed their morning exercise, and laughed at the unfortunates in Charlie Company as their sweat-soaked, shaky bodies jogged by on the way to the trailer that served as Charlie's company HQ. 



Mark called a halt, and stood for a moment, waiting for everyone to catch their breath when he noticed a young first lieutenant in the normal uniform of the day walking past the group, nodding jovially to Mark as he passed. Mark turned to Corporal List, who was back in the front where he started.



"Who's that?"



List, still gasping from the run, answered. "That's Lieutenant Reynolds, sir. He's early today. Guess he heard you were coming or something."



"He was the acting company CO before I got here, right?"



"Yes, sir."



Mark nodded. "Thanks List. You did great this morning. I appreciate it. Keep it up."



Mark walked over to Jared, who was calling the formation to attention again. Again, they had an exchange in low voices.



"You hear anything about the officers? Apparently they come and go as they please here."



Jared nodded. "Sounds like. I was talking to the platoon sergeants on the run. Sounds like they basically run the show here. They told the platoon leaders about the run, I guess they didn't get the message. Or didn't care."



Mark nodded back. "Okay. Well, I get to deal with that. Fuckin' wonderful. Well, I guess that eats up my whole morning." He gestured to the company, all still heaving in short breath. "The rest of them…they're yours until lunch. Let them get some chow and get dressed. Keep them busy. Assemble again at 1300 for a uniform inspection."



"Aye sir." Mark turned and walked up and  into the trailer/Company HQ as Jared spun back to address the company. He began to give instructions, but was interrupted with the harsh sound of glass breaking behind him. He whirled around to see what the entire company facing him could already see–an office chair flying through a closed window, with glass shards tinkling to the ground under it.



Jared stifled a laugh as he turned back around. "Looks like somebody's gonna have a worse day than you pukers…" 



The company broke into laughter as he grinned. "All right. Fall out, get chow, get dressed. Back in an hour. I'm not done with you motherfuckers yet."



* * *



A quiet evening after a schoolyard altercation found a seven year old David Stark sitting next to seven year old Mackenzie Joner at her family's dinner table. Her mother and father, now changed into more casual after-work clothing, sat across from each other, and he was set next to Mackenzie. Mackenzie's baby brother Mikey sat in a high chair across from them, within arm's reach of his mom. 



The dining room table was a menagerie of empty plates interspersed with plastic dinosaurs. Mr. and Mrs. Joner were both thoroughly charmed by the polite, nerdy first grader chattering away with extensive and unnecessary details about the various species that Mackenzie produced, one at a time, out of her toy box. A system developed organically: Mackenzie would run to her room, pull out a dinosaur and drop it on the table, then David would casually recite an encyclopedia entry's worth of information about the dinosaur before arranging it neatly with the others. A small army of prehistoric lizards had formed to the left of his plate.



"That one's called Ankylosaurus. It's from the Cretaceous period, and it has heavy armor. The club on the end of his tail is a dead giveaway. Not a lot of dinosaurs have that."



"Looks like it would hurt if he hit you with his tail…" Mrs. Joner replied.



"It would definitely hurt. But not as much as the Stegosaurus. That one has spikes in it."



"Interesting…" Mr. Joner nodded, smiling.



As everyone had finished eating, David instinctively hopped down from his chair and began gathering dishes from around the table, stacking them neatly and carrying them to the sink. The adults looked quizzically at each other as he continued to discuss the foraging habits and anatomical curiosities of the Ankylosaurus while making multiple trips to clear the table and walking into the adjoining kitchen, reaching over his head to slide the dishes awkwardly into the sink. 



After the clearing was done, David paused his dissertation briefly to hunt for something under the kitchen sink.



"Excuse me, Mrs. Joner. Where do you keep the stool?"



"I'm sorry David, what stool?"



"The stool for washing dishes. I can't reach."



Mackenzie's parents shared a confused look. 



"You don't have to wash the dishes, buddy. I'll take care of it later," Mr. Joner said.



David didn't respond. Instead, he began rifling around under the sink. The adults shared another, more concerned look. Mr. Joner stood up and walked over, finding David trying frantically to climb up onto the counter near the sink.



"Hey, hey buddy…what are you doing?"



"I'm doing it now, I promise…I just can't reach." David's voice rose in pitch, and tears began running down his cheeks.



Mrs. Joner came around to pat David's shoulder. "It's really not necessary, David. But thank you for being so willing to help!"



David began to cry, his breath heaving in panic. Mackenzie dropped her dinosaur and ran into the room. With all three of them looking at him, David covered his eyes with his hands while Mackenzie's father patted him on the back, trying to calm him down. Mr. and Mrs. Joner exchanged worried looks. When he caught his breath, Mrs. Joner gently tried to ease his worry out.



"Sweetheart, don't worry. You're our guest. We can take care of this."



"I just want him to like me…" David blubbered, pointing toward Mackenzie's dad. Mrs. Joner looked at her husband, puzzled. He shrugged.



"His dad gets mad when things are dirty," Mackenzie explained flatly.



The kitchen fell silent. Only the gurgling sound of the baby in the next room, still in his high chair.



Mr. Joner cleared his throat and squatted down to look David in the eye. "Is that true, David?"



"Sometimes…" David nodded, still holding his hands over his glasses. 



"Okay," Mr. Joner replied gently. "Well that's okay. I'm not going to get mad if you don't do the dishes. And I like you anyway. I think you're pretty great." 



David held his ground, his hands still up over his face.



Mr. Joner waited for a moment. "Okay, how about this…we can do the dishes together, okay? Me and you. I'll wash, and you can sit on the counter and dry them. Then Mack Mack can put them away. We'll be a team. How does that sound?"



David waited for a moment, thinking. Then he nodded, slowly dropping his hands from his eyes. Mr. Joner silently lifted him up by the armpits to sit on the counter and handed him a dish towel, before turning on the sink. 



When the chore was done, Mackenzie happily led the whole troop out to the car for the trip to the ice cream parlor. Her parents exchanged concerned looks as the duo marched out of the house ahead of them, unsure of how to respond to David. As Mackenzie appeared unfazed by David's emotional display, her parents assumed she had seen a breakdown like this before. 

Baby Mikey's car seat was situated on one side of the back seat of the Joner family car, so David and Mackenzie sat hip to hip next to each other on the other side and in the middle seat. Mackenzie chattered away as they pulled out of the driveway, explaining the ice cream store procedure patiently to David. "You can get any ice cream, but just one scoop. Because you don't want to be a psycho all night because of the sugar rush…" 



David nodded gravely, grateful for the instruction as Mackenzie chattered on.



"But if you don't know what flavor you want you can ask for a sample and they'll give you a little spoon to taste. But you can't go overboard and ask for a million samples, 'cause sometimes other people are waiting."



Captain Joner kept stealing glances at the little boy with the glasses in his rearview mirror. He was laser focused on his daughter's non-linear instructions with a concerned, almost panicked look on his face. 



Then, noting a lull in his daughter's chatter, he looked again to see that she had noted David's anxious look as well. 



"It's okay, David. I'll be there too. I'll help you if it gets hard."



Captain Joner smiled into the mirror as he saw his daughter take David's hand into both of hers and hold it tightly.
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Another fantastic chapter, Crushing! I never want it to end. 
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I must admit that I started reading your Jordan story with a primary interest in the juicy erotic passages.  As it all unfolds, however, I have become more interested in your intriguing character development.  Each player in the work is beginning to take shape as a real person with his/her own unique and interesting background and personality.  Hey, we still enjoy the juicy parts, but I've pretty much been captivated by what the future may hold for your characters.  This has become a serious piece of literature by a talented author.  Thanks, Crushing!
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Couldn't agree more. This is a great story even without the erotic bits and I'm genuinely interested in how it develops as it goes on.
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With the deployment coming to a close, the command center was abuzz with activity as it did the work of transition, handing off responsibility to the incoming marines. The new infantry battalion had arrived in force, and everyone from the war-weary incumbent battalion was busy getting them up to speed. With two marines for every chair in the command center, many had to find space elsewhere in the bombed out school to meet or conduct business.



Sergeant Mark Rein stood in the doorway watching the hubbub. He didn't remember things being this crazy when he arrived. Although, he admitted to himself, he was not in the battalion command area when he arrived. So he had no idea what it looked like then. He had been a platoon sergeant, one of twelve, whose primary responsibility had been outside the building, tending to and training his marines. While that was still his role, things had evolved, as, over the course of the deployment–for reasons that were obvious to everyone but him–Mark had been called in to company and battalion level meetings with increasing frequency.



Now he stood confidently next to Captain Wolfe, his company commander, as they waited to meet with Lieutenant Colonel Chen and the new battalion commander. Apparently the new commander wanted a full, in-person brief of the clearing operation that Mark had spearheaded, as there was reason to believe the enemy was stockpiling weapons and manufacturing heroin again in a similar village, and a similar action was already being contemplated by the new unit. 



There was good reason for the new commander to consider repeating the action. Mark's clearing operation had been enormously successful. Despite the unfortunate casualties, the gamble had paid off, and local insurgent activity had dipped significantly. The firefights and IED explosions didn't end, of course, but the second half of the deployment had been fairly quiet compared to the first. 



So quiet, in fact, it had almost been boring.



Mark saw the outgoing and incoming commander talking over some maps rolled out on a table on the far side of the room. Catching their eye, Lieutenant Colonel Chen waved Mark and Captain Wolfe over to talk.



"Wolfe. Rein. Thank you for coming." Chen was characteristically gruff and short spoken as they approached. "I'd like you to meet Lieutenant Colonel Joner. He's taking over."



"Nice to meet you both." The new commander, a slender, light skinned man in his forties with a balding crew cut extended his hand to both and shook in greeting. Unlike Chen, his bearing was warm and friendly, even gregarious. He cracked jokes as they talked and made eye contact without making them shift nervously or even cower. With Chen, they were used to a very different feeling in meetings. Joner took the time to make them feel comfortable before talking business. Chen shifted his weight impatiently as they spoke.



Eventually they turned to the map and Lieutenant Colonel Joner took over the conversation, his tone of voice shifting from pleasantries to business.



"I know how the operation went at the battalion level. I read the orders and the after action reports. What I couldn't glean from the reports, your battalion commander here filled me in on. I think I understand everything at my own command level. But I want to hear some voices closer to the ground. So I'm going to ask you some questions about it. That okay?"



"Yes, sir," Wolfe and Mark answered in unison.



"Captain. I understood you were on foot, filling in gaps in the cordon. How did you move there?"



"We caught a ride with Alpha and Bravo companies, sir. We just had two extra guys in every truck and a couple seven ton troop trucks in the rear. When the armor rolled into place, we dismounted and hustled up."



"And they didn't see you?"



"They might have, sir. We tried to find concealment in the fields, and I think we had some success with that. But really, if they didn't see us it was because Sergeant Rein had them so thoroughly distracted. No shots came in our direction until after third platoon disengaged."



Joner nodded, then turned to Mark.



"Sergeant, tell me how you planned this move. Would you have done anything differently if you could do it over?"



"I would, sir, yes. Definitely." Mark stepped forward and began indicating on the map as he spoke. "The biggest mistake was getting caught on approach. There's a wide open space moving up to the south entrance to the village. I thought it would be a clear approach, that they would wait and ambush after we were caught in these tight alleyways. That's what we were prepared for, since that's always what they did before. This time they opened fire well before we got to any cover. And they had mined the area extensively, which ended up going badly for us."



"Not bad enough to stop you, though."



"No, sir."



Joner nodded, turning back to Wolfe.



"Captain, how involved were you in planning third platoon's movements?"



"Very little, sir."



"Don't you think that might have been a mistake?"



They fell silent. Chen looked silently back and forth at Mark and Captain Wolfe.



The company commander spoke up. "Honestly sir? No. Sergeant Rein knew that territory better than anyone. Furthermore, I concur that most of the IED activity we've seen on this deployment has been squeezed into tight spaces, not spread out in open fields. We hadn't seen it before. And there were no indications that they would fire that early, nor that they would scatter IEDs so widely in an open area. They're usually just more…efficient than that. We were planning on being bottlenecked."



"I see. Well, indulge me Captain Wolfe. If you had planned the movement, what would you have done differently?"



"Honestly sir? I would have staggered the movement with multiple platoons moving in obliquely from the southeast and southwest. And if I had done that, it would have been a catastrophe. When we sweeped that approach after we took the village, we found 84 IEDs buried. Sergeant Rein hit three of them. Two in the field, one in an alley. With my plan, we would have hit…at least 20. Maybe more. I would have generated ten times the casualties, simply because I only know the area from maps, and I would have overplanned in the wrong direction. Sergeant Rein kept his men in a tight single file, which avoided almost all of the mines. His plan was as good as it could have been."



Lieutenant Colonel Joner nodded slowly as he spoke. Then, after digesting Wolfe's response, he turned back to Mark. "So if you could do it again, what would you change?"



Mark answered quickly. "I would have stayed single file in a vertical column until we got to the front walls, then fanned out. We spread out too quickly when we got caught off guard. I…I panicked. I take responsibility for it. The rest of it…once we got into the village, we were more prepared for it."



"You were massively outgunned, sergeant."



"Yes we were sir, but that was the point."



Joner turned to Chen. "Was that the point?" Chen paused, thinking, then nodded solemnly. 



"Hmmm…" Joner intoned, looking down at the map. "Well I appreciate your insight. I have a lot to think about, but I gotta hand it to you. It seems like it did the trick. The fact that the medium term objective worked out so well definitely makes this kind of action attractive. Anything that sees a fifty percent drop in insurgent activity has got my attention. So I'm impressed as far as that goes. I appreciate your time, gentlemen." He turned back to Chen. "Do you need them for anything else?" 



"No," Chen grunted. "Dismissed."



Captain Wolfe and Sergeant Rein walked wordlessly together out of the bombed out school. Following the fated mission, they had, of course, done the requisite after-action reports and briefings. And Captain Wolfe knew that Mark took on the full emotional weight of all the casualties suffered by his unit. But given the need to stay focused on the mission, they didn't talk about it much after the fact. They just kept their eyes forward and fixed on what was in front of them: the present day. Then the next. Then the next. Now that they were preparing to move out from combat, toward a time of reflection… 



Neither of them relished the prospect of reflection. Staying mission focused was just…it was easier.



"I meant it, Rein," Captain Wolfe said at length as they approached the armored convoy waiting to take them back to their bases. "I would have botched that operation. You saved it. It was never gonna go perfectly."



Mark nodded and said nothing. 



"Hey," Wolfe changed the subject. "One more thing before we hop on the convoy. I've got the awards recommendations for the company ready to send up. It's not final, but I thought I'd run the ones for your guys by you first. All the ones you recommended are approved, and a few more."



"That's great, sir…I thought we wouldn't do that until after we get back?"



"We won't actually hand them out until we get back, but the paperwork is moving."



"Okay. So how did it break down, sir? If you don't mind me asking."



"Combat action ribbons all around, eight purple hearts, an achievement medal for Corporal Arnold for charging that machine gun, a bronze star for Poisson for stepping up and a handful of other stuff, and then a dozen or so commendations. All like you recommended."



"Eight purple hearts? I sent up seven. Do you remember who they all go to?" Mark raised an eyebrow.



"Yeah, I do." Captain Wolfe fished a folded up piece of paper out of his breast pocket and opened it. "Purple hearts…third platoon…here it is. One, Poisson, two, you, obviously…three, Jett, four, Jackson, five, White…six and seven are Manta and Seely, your two KIA of course, and eight…Lieutenant Macintosh."



Mark's head jerked back in surprise. "Lieutenant Macintosh?"



"Yeah," Wolfe replied. "Apparently he got peppered with IED shrapnel in the charge. Did you not know that?" 



Mark shook his head in disbelief. 



Captain Wolfe cocked an eyebrow. "Is there something I should know about here?"



Mark's jaw clenched. "No…no, sir. Just do me a favor and don't finalize them until tomorrow? I just want to check on some things."



"No problem," Wolfe replied, tucking the paper back into his pocket. "Oh, and Rein, there's one more award going up, but it requires division level approval, so it's likely to take a little while. Won't be able to award it with the others."  



"Okay," Mark replied, lifting on his flak vest and strapping it around his torso. "What is it?"



"Your silver star." 



* * *



The morning was gray and cool, a welcome break from the early summer heat. A flat light coated the dark running track surrounding the empty grass field with a cool, almost detached feeling. Those who had arrived to use it for their morning exercise were similarly detached, with very little chatter between runners.



Jordan was two miles into her usual five mile run. Her heart rate was up, her breathing was steady and deep. She had hit her stride.



As was usually the case when she hit her stride, Jordan's mind was in a state of cool equilibrium, primed to process anything from the previous day's irritations, to the overwhelming complexities of a given psychological school of thought, to the meaning of life itself. Whatever happened to interest her that morning.



This morning, she couldn't shake a feeling. Troubled, but non-specific. Unable to identify the actual source of the feeling, she began to move through the various stressors of her life, scanning for the root cause of her unease.



The obvious frontrunner in possible sources of unease: Change was coming. 



Her recent conversation with David had been very productive in quickly rooting out issues that may have festered over time. She was glad that she expressed her concerns early about the inevitable conflict in their careers with the way things stood. 



It was a little awkward for her to think about how the looming conflict had come about. David's success in business had been…not unexpected, but surprising. 



Jordan found herself hunting for a word to describe her husband and his recent success that matched her feelings about him. Obviously she loved him, she loved to be with him. He made her feel wanted and valued, and she loved how overtly he admired her not only as his wife, but also as a professional woman. It was hard to describe, but it was apparent in how readily he yielded his own ambitions to make room for hers. 



It was almost like…he looked up to her? It was a good thing, but she had mixed feelings about it. Feelings that situations like this career impasse seemed to bring to the front. Feelings both good and…well, if not bad, then…less good.



It didn't seem like the right way to phrase it. She wanted the outcome in this case. David had deferred to her, making room for her own career ambitions. But it was like…he looked up to her or something? Was that it? 



She had other people who looked up to her, so the dynamic was recognizable. She had recently taken a larger role in the Wednesday night girls group at church, and had unsurprisingly been viewed in favorable terms compared to the humorless, frumpy Mrs. Deleuze. Jordan had been approached by some of the girls, and even some of their mothers with earnest solicitations for advice and gratitude for her contribution to the group. Some of the girls–not all, but some–would flag her down on the street to eagerly chat. 



She liked that feeling. It was fun to be a mentor. That said, that wasn't quite the dynamic she felt that she had with David. But there was a degree of overlap in the eagerness of her informal teenage church proteges to please her and the solicitude consistently shown by her husband. In particular, the instinct to yield when she spoke. David never talked over her, and always made sure she had room to talk.



This wasn't to say they never disagreed. But Jordan always found that her husband was always more concerned as to whether he fully understood her than he was concerned that she understood him. So disagreements were never fights, just a long series of requests for clarification. When she wanted his thoughts, it was always a bit of work to pull the truth out of him, not because he was inclined to lie or hide the truth, but because he seemed willing to bury an inconvenient truth or opportunity if he thought it would get in her way. 



The recent flash of success in business was a perfect case in point. Jordan did not relish raising the objection of her own career. She didn't want to stand in the way of his success. And she knew that he would leap off a tall building before he stood in the way of her own career path. But she also found herself very conflicted about the kind of power imbalance inherent in their relationship. It made meaningful compromise difficult when she knew her husband would simply leap out of the way whenever she asked. And that impulse on the part of her husband led her to feel like she was an emotional steamroller–guilty about the course and outcome of any conflict. 



It was hard to see herself as a good wife the day or week after interactions like the one she had last night. She had basically asked David to throw his business in the trash. Or at least discard his stake in it. And he did it. Immediately. In fact, he was probably at work, doing it right now. Pulling out of the success he'd made for himself.



In his mind, the success he had made for them both. For her.



Not only did he not resent her for that, he didn't even hesitate to hit the big red button on himself. In fact, she recalled, he apologized to her for the logistical complications of his success!



Coming to the end of the third mile, Jordan rounded the turn on the track, surprised to spot Patrick and his girlfriend Kristy doing pre-workout stretches at the starting line. Approaching them, she smiled and waved, and Patrick waved jauntily back. Kristy gave an ambiguous smile that Jordan decided to ignore. 



Suddenly, Jordan was conscious of her outfit. What was she wearing? It wasn't overtly provocative, but it might have sent the wrong message. Maybe a source of the mild stink-eye she got from Kristy just now. Jordan's shorts were fairly high cut, but that was standard for a competitive distance runner. Which–not too long ago–she was. She had run in distance events competitively. Kristy knew that.



Maybe it was her top. Rather than her usual gray t-shirt, she was wearing a skin tight tank top with thick shoulder straps. David had commented once that it looked like a cross between a sports bra and a swimsuit top. 



That might be it. She liked to feel the cool misty air on her skin when the weather was like this. A small indulgence, but perhaps her choice of activewear this morning did send the wrong message. Probably best to keep clothing loose when she ran at the school in the future. She was a married woman, after all.



Rounding the turn away from the couple, Jordan's thoughts returned to David. She had braced for impact when raising her concerns to him last night. Would he be angry? Resentful? Would he sulk, or be passive aggressive? Would he subtly belittle her career, or make vague references to starting a family since he was moving into the position of a breadwinner, effectively sidelining her ambitions?



He did none of those things. 



Just jumped right onto his sword. 



Jordan shook her head to herself. She had tried to salvage the situation by offering her support for the Maersk job. No question: it was a huge opportunity, and it seemed like David's old boss Steve felt bad enough about how things went when David left the warehouse that he swung for the fences to secure that opportunity for his protege. It seemed stupid to waste it. 



Yet she assumed he would still pass, opting to spend time with her rather than go gallivanting around the world mending every weak link in the global supply chain.



Going into another turn, Jordan caught herself. At least one source point of her unease. David's new job. He had sent an email accepting the position this morning. She didn't know when he would start, or how his time away would work. But on some level she felt like he was leaving her behind, and she…



She had feelings about it. 



She had meant everything she said to David in support. About how busy the next year would be, how it's the perfect time in their life to do something like this, about how she wanted to make room for him to chase his career goals. She meant every word. She also felt a little left behind when he said yes.



It was silly, really. Even a little hypocritical. Sometimes supporting the one you love requires sacrifice. He was clearly willing to do that for her. Why wasn't she so obviously primed to jump on her sword for him?



Jordan spotted Patrick on the opposite end of the track, chatting and laughing with Christy. Christy wore a much more revealing running outfit than she did. Skin tight from head to toe, her workout pants were almost obnoxious in accenting her shapely rear end. She had big boobs, too…



Jordan shook off the thought, looking straight ahead and pulling her stride just a bit, picking up speed. 



She wanted David to do what he wanted. She just wanted that thing-he-wanted to always be with her. She liked sharing a bed with him. She loved his dinners, and his nerdy monologues that would drop out of his mind with little provocation. She liked their nature walks, and how he went to church with her every Sunday. 



She didn't want to miss that.



But it was done now.



Coming out of another turn, she saw Patrick on the opposite side again. Kristy was looking seriously ahead, but Patrick caught her eye and made a funny face, scrunching his eyes and sticking out his tongue.



Jordan laughed and shook her head at him as he passed out of view.



She had explicitly asked David to take the lead. She said she liked it when he did. And she did like it. But she still felt…a little left behind. She didn't want to feel that way. 



Maybe she would feel differently after they fell into the rhythm of this new job. And she would have very little time this year for anything except research, writing, teaching, and the million little tasks that accompany the last touches on a doctoral degree. 



"This can work…" Jordan whispered to herself. 



Pulling into another straightaway, Patrick made another face from across the track as they passed, this time pulling his lips out sideways and crossing his eyes, stumbling slightly. Jordan smirked and looked away.



She noticed Patrick's tank top was beginning to get a little sweaty. He's starting to get a good workout. The sweat is starting to cause his hair to clump a little…hang a little differently than his usual smooth, jet black, floppy haired look.



Jordan shook her head again and looked away as she moved into another turn, starting her fifth mile. 



The change would be fine once she got used to it. She loved David, and she had absolute faith in him. 



But here came the contradiction. An unavoidable observation that cried out for resolution in Jordan's mind. One of the curious dimensions of their relationship was how he always came through with unstoppable grit and determination, yet he always seemed…small. Like Mighty Mouse, or something. 



Heroic. But…small. 



That was a good word for it. It sounded mean, but Jordan realized that at some point she began to view her husband as strong (in his way), loving, morally centered, supportive, handsome, smart, caring, and…a little small. Even though he was an inch taller than her. 



Once again appearing across the track, Patrick had hit his stride now. As an experienced runner, Jordan could always tell when a runner hit their stride. His gait was smooth, comfortable. Sustainable. Even graceful. Christy loped along beside him, but, being shorter, she had to move more quickly to keep up. Patrick's legs were longer. He had good form. Well turned calves, lean but hard quadriceps. Good arm swing. His shoulders were broad. Swimmer's body.



He passed out of view again. Jordan leaned into the final turn of her fifth mile and did the customary sprint to the finish line. Crossing the line, she raised her arms up, her elbows draped over her head as she cooled down. Facing away from the track, she paced back and forth until her breath and heart rate slowed. She saw Patrick again out of the corner of her eye as he passed by and she turned toward the door into the changing room. 



He had worked up a pretty good sweat…



Jordan shook her head, returning her thoughts to her own situation as she entered the women's changing room and headed to her locker. 



She did genuinely like how he finally committed to the job. She wanted to lean into supporting him. She wanted to encourage him to be more assertive. If he could do that, perhaps the sense of his…smallness wouldn't nag at her. She wasn't sure what to do with that. It was one of those…feelings that seemed to rise from nowhere in her mind. Feelings that seemed to have no source or logic to them. But they kept coming up…



She grabbed her towel and toiletry bag out of her locker and headed to a shower stall, closing the curtain behind her. She hung the towel on a peg and hastily undressed, draping her workout clothes over the shower rod. She turned the shower on, waited for it to warm, then rinsed off her body, running her hands through her hair as the warm water coated her. 



Those feelings…those little nagging impulses that she neither welcomed nor wanted to entertain in her mind. Those little things that all seemed to threaten to drive little subconscious wedges between her and her husband. She just wanted to be rid of them all. What purpose did they serve but to distract her? And to indirectly hurt her marriage?



Jordan began to wash her hair with fruity shampoo, then lather her body in bodywash as she consciously directed her thoughts to her husband's virtues. 



He wasn't a small man in any sense that mattered. He had a big brain, a big work ethic, and a colossal heart. He was dependable, safe, and had a big love for her. She wasn't sure where this vague sense of his diminution came from. 



It was strange.



She finished rinsing her hair out and turned the warm water off. Squeezing the excess water out of her hair, she lifted the towel off the peg and began patting her body dry. She smiled as the terry cloth dabbed between her legs, patting her soft pubic hair dry. A sweet memory, as recent as early that morning, of David's ears wedged between her thighs in the shower. They woke up together, and he simply dove under the sheets so that he could... 



He was getting better and better and making her feel good…



Jordan fastened the towel around her body under her armpits, gathered her things, and walked to a sink. She jerked her head forward and backward, then side to side, her wet hair flopping in response, shaking out the bigger clumps before reaching into her shower bag for a hair brush.



She didn't want to linger. She had to get to the office and get to work. While she did not have many entries on her daily calendar, it was still a busy time. She had to maximize every second she could during the summer so she could get a strong start on her dissertation draft. She would get to the office, crack a joke or two with Patrick, then lean in to her review and research work with gusto. 



Running the brush through her hair, she wondered when Patrick would get there. Maybe he would stop for breakfast with Christy first, or maybe he would shower like she was now, then head straight up to the office…



Patrick really did have excellent form when he hit his stride. Especially for a swimmer. Maybe she should tell him that when he got to the office. She had heard that men aren't used to getting compliments. She didn't want to be misunderstood, but she also felt she should be nice. They were friends, after all. He would probably like the compliment. She would make sure to be diplomatic. Like a coach, just making an observation. Not like…you know…



Jordan caught the surprised twinkle of a gun-barrel blue eye in the changing room mirror as she pulled the brush through her hair.



Hello, Jordan.



No. 



No. 



No,...not here…



* * *



"Dude…there's soooo many muffins over there. All the flavors too. Just sitting on this big-ass tray, nobody's guarding it!"



Corporal Jared Poisson dropped an armload of individually wrapped muffins on the cafeteria table. They rolled in all directions, bumping into five lunch trays marking the inner perimeter of a circular table. 



Mark shook his head, smiling to himself as Jared and the other squad leaders ripped into the muffins. 



Ali Al Salem Air Base. Kuwait. A staging area between the combat zone and the final leg of the journey home. With Afghanistan behind them, but home still several days away, the battalion's sole duty was to wait their turn for a flight home. 



No more firefights, no more IEDs, and a seemingly endless supply of food–junk and otherwise–overflowed the base chow hall. 



The prevailing feeling among the troops was a strange mixture of excitement and boredom. Fresh from the fatigue and deprivation of a forward combat deployment, everyone was eager to get home, but no one was ready to re-assimilate into decent society. A pack of crazed wild men craving…god knows what…the marines could get a little unpredictable. 



Mark's sole duty at this point was to make sure his marines didn't steal food, start fights, or burn anything down.



It was a harder task than one might imagine.



But…he had observed…it was nice to see smiles again.  Spirits were high, as the deployment was all but over. Everyone was about to return to their loved ones, and everyone in third platoon had proven their worth several times over. 



Well, almost everyone.



"So Macintosh is getting away with the purple heart thing, huh?" Corporal Arnold asked bitterly, knowing the answer. He took a comically large bite out of a chocolate muffin.



Mark's smile faded and he nodded, sighing wearily. 



"Yep. Looks like it."



The little cluster of platoon leaders sat glum with the thought for a moment. Wanting to change the subject, Jared interjected.



"Jackson. First thing you're doing after getting off the bus at home. Go."



Corporal Jackson didn't hesitate. "Taco Bell. I'm gonna shut that fuckin' place down. I'm takin' a wheelbarrow to handle all the dollar tacos. And a credit card, cause I probably don't have enough cash on hand to get a full wheelbarrow full of tacos. And I'm not leaving until the wheelbarrow is full."



Mark grinned. "Good answer, Jackson. What about you, Frenchie…"



"I got some sweet…hot…brown…pussy…waiting…for…me…" Jared spoke in singson, miming an awkward pelvic thrust under the cafeteria table with each word. "I'm gonna rail the absolute bejesus out of that woman." 



Mark smiled as the others laughed out loud. 



"It's been a year, Frenchie," Arnold objected. "You're gonna last 4 pumps, dude. 5, tops. You know it." He punched Jared in the arm.



"Yeah, I know. But those 4 pumps…baby…they're gonna blow her mind…" 



The laughter continued through Jared's acknowledgment and after. Mark only chuckled, a thin smile on his face. Noting sadness in his eyes, Jared steered the conversation toward him.



"What about you, boss man? You gonna hook up with your girl Molly?"



Mark shook his head slightly. "Nah, not right away. She's busy. She's a no-shit grown-up. She's got a job and obligations and everything. And she lives a couple hours away. She ain't gonna hang around base waiting for me. So I'm gonna wait for the weekend, get a liberty pass and head out to meet her then. I don't really know what I'm gonna do on the first day back. Taco Bell sounds good. Maybe go to the bookstore."



The five marines sat in silence.



"Nah, he's hanging out with me, obviously…" Jared interjected.



"After you rail the bejesus out of your woman?" Jackson joked.



"Yeah, well, four pumps ain't gonna take long. Even if they are the best four pumps she's ever had. I can probably knock it out in the back seat of your car before we leave base, Arnold. Then I can get Sergeant Sad Face over here back home for some decent food and TV and shit."



"My car? What the fuck, man?" Arnold objected. 



"Well I don't wanna get mine dirty." Jared mimed his fist hammering his open palm: "It's gonna be one…two…three…four…then firehose, baby. And I don't wanna fuck up the interior of my car."



Mark laughed out loud with the group, then reached for one of the muffins. 



The group chatted about post-deployment leave plans until everyone but Mark and Jared went back to their tents. The two best friends sat in silence, munching away at the leftovers on their plates.



"You okay, man?" Jared asked. "Seriously?"



Mark nodded. "Yep. I'm fine. I was just thinking…I need to reach out to Manta and Seely's parents. And Jett's, of course. Again."



"You already talked to Jett's parents?" Jared's eyebrows lifted in surprise. 



"Not since the op. But before we came over, when we were on pre-deployment leave, he got arrested at a party for underage drinking. I talked to his dad on the phone. I told him I'd look out for him, keep him safe. Molly was with me when I said it."



"Oh." Jared replied flatly. 



"Yeah, I think I owe them an apology."



They sat in silence for a moment, before Jared cleared his throat and asked:



"How's he doing? Do you know?"



"Jett?"



Jared nodded.



"Not that bad, apparently," Mark said. "Bullet collapsed a lung, but they say he's recovering well. It's been a couple months, so he's making progress. Apparently he's up to jogging on treadmills, but it's still hard for him. And if he can't pass fitness tests, they'll discharge him." 



Jared nodded. "He's a tough little shit. He'll bounce back."



Mark nodded quietly, increasingly aware of the thousand yard stare defaulting in his facial expression. He shook it off and smiled warmly at his friend.



"What about Meg? Did she ever take that LSAP test she was talking about?"



"LSAT. Yeah, actually." Jared nodded, grateful for a chance to change the subject. "She did really good, too. I don't know how the scoring works, but she said she got a 177, which apparently is pretty high."



Mark nodded. "She's wicked smart, dude. She applying to law schools?"



Jared shrugged. "We don't know yet. She wants to, but we don't know where we're gonna be next year. My contract's up, and I'm gonna get transferred when I re-enlist."



"So apply to law schools in all the places you might go." Mark replied, shrugging back. "Where do you want to go?"



"Honestly?" Jared replied hesitantly. "I don't know…I was thinking about applying for presidential guard. I always wanted to do that when I was a kid. Don't know if I'd get it though. It's competitive."



"Dude, you should go for it. You've just been cleared for a purple heart and a bronze star. You're resume is fucking sparkling right now. They'll totally take you."



"You think so?"



"I mean, I don't actually know, but shit, how many decorated combat marines are there that want to sweat in their blues all damn day while smug assholes in suits ignore them?"



Jared laughed. "Good point. Wanna do it with me?"



Mark laughed incredulously. "Fuck you, man, that sounds like it sucks!"



Jared's smile broke slightly. "Come on, man. Please?"



Mark's lips pursed as he picked up on Jared's body language. 



"Uh…I'll think about it. I'm not really into the ceremonial stuff. But if you want to do it, you should definitely do it. And Meg should definitely apply to law school. You know what's hotter than a smokeshow of a woman who loves you and totally wants to suck your D?"



Jared's smile widened and his eyes dropped modestly. "What?"



"A confident, successful smokeshow of a woman who loves you and totally wants to suck your D."



Jared laughed. "Good point."



"You know damn well it's a good point. You're planning on doing ceremonial shit in DC. They'll probably take you. I don't know if there's law schools in DC, but I'd be surprised if there weren't a shit ton. She's smart as hell. She'll get into one of them for sure."



"Yeah…You're right. It's just that no one from her family has done this before. Mine either. We just don't know how to do it I guess." Jared said, still looking down. 



"Hell, man…you think I have? I don't know what the fuck I'm talking about. But I can't imagine that someone as smart as Meg can't figure that shit out. And you got a job you can't get fired from for the next four years. How long's law school?"



"She said three years."



"There you go. You can pay bills while she does it. Bing, bang, boom. You get presidential guard, she gets a law degree, you get your D sucked by a hot lawyer. Nothing to it."



"Yeah, maybe. Maybe you're right. I should probably get a little louder supporting her. She wants to do it, but she's nervous."



"Fuck yeah, man," Mark said. "I'll be loud too, if it helps. Whatever it takes to get her over the hump."



"I really appreciate that, man. I really do." 



"No problem. Whatever you guys need." Mark nodded seriously.



Jared shifted uncomfortably in his chair. "Hey, also…ummm, I was thinking…one of the reasons I want to do presidential guard detail…it's half an hour from Quantico and the MACE. You know, the martial arts center? I was thinking I could spend some free time down there. I want to belt up, maybe build up my resume that way. If you go with me, maybe we could do that together. Might make up for sweating in our dress blues during the day…"



Mark nodded thoughtfully. "Yeah. I hadn't thought of that…That would be cool." He paused for a minute, then brightened noticeably. "Yeah, that does sound cool. Seriously. Good pitch, man. I'll seriously think about that."



The conversation hit an awkward wall as Mark finished his muffin. Then, crinkling the cellophane wrapper into a ball and tossing it into a trash can, Mark slapped the table and stood up.



"All right, Frenchie. We're going to the phone room and calling Meg. We're going to tell her, together, that she's gonna burn up DC area law school applications, and she's gonna do it right the hell now. Get up. That's an order. Move your ass."



"All right, let's do it…"Jared grinned and followed.



Thirty minutes later, Mark was alone. After shepherding Jared through a phone call encouraging Megan to chase her dreams, he had left the call to give them some privacy, returning to his own empty tent. 



Now, in the hot dark of an early summer night of desert heat, he lay on his back, knees up, laptop opened on his chest. Fiddling around with a computer game, he found himself actively avoiding thoughts of the deployment.



Despite having handed over all the heavy gear and responsibility of his platoon's area of operations to the incoming sergeant, Mark had trouble believing that he wasn't still there now. He still felt like there were guard shifts to check up on, patrols to plan, things to inspect and repair. To prepare for, or dangers to leap into reacting to. 



The tent was silent except for the noise of his computer game, just above the level of a dull buzz in his ears, the constant signal that something unexpected and dangerous was just around the corner. 



But the only unexpected thing that arrived was the silence and solitude of the tent. And that seemed to heighten his tension rather than relieve it. 



He swallowed as he tried to shake off the vague, uncomfortable feeling. He turned up the volume on his game, sitting upright and changing posture intermittently. 



He was tired, but he didn't want to sleep. 



Eventually he closed the game and decided to watch a movie, reaching for his portable hard drive. Closing the game window, the background photo on his laptop appeared, dominating the display, speckled only with the few desktop icons tucked into the corner. 



The photo. A closeup shot of a woman's face, cropped from the forehead to the chin.



Green eyes, pale skin, light freckles, button nose, high cheekbones. A happy smile with exposed, straight, white teeth. Two strips of shiny red hair dropped down both sides of her face, framing it.



Molly.



Mark instinctively touched his screen with his fingertips, then, catching himself, he shook his head and fumbled in his bag for the hard drive with his movies on it. 



He could touch her soon. Maybe a week. Maybe two. But soon.



* * *



The morning was cool. Misty. David pulled on to the school bus lot as his car clock clicked seven, seeing Hamad already at work leaning into the back engine compartment of a yellow school bus. 



"Everyone already on their sites?" David asked, the gravel crunching as he walked up to greet his friend.



"Yes…I get your text and we are all good." Hamad said without looking up. "The two new guys are meeting me here at 8, and we can start training them. I just want to get this new alternator on before they get here."



"You need a hand?"



"No, it's almost finished."



David nodded, waiting for him to finish.



"Hey, remember that time when you swap out alternator from the junkyard?" Hamad looked back at David, grinning. "I hid the burned out one in my locker so Vinny never finds out?"



"Yeah…" David laughed. "I still can't believe that worked."



"It works because you think so fast, boss man." Hamad switched wrenches and leaned back into the compartment.



David grimaced to himself. He wasn't looking forward to this conversation. Hamad finished tightening down the new part and leaned out of the compartment. David helped him move the cover back into place, then clipped it shut.



"So," David began, "the new guys will be here at 8. I've got tools ready for them, we can have a sit down, then the three of you should probably head out to Triple D concrete for the day. The new guys seem good, but fresh out of the program. They're certified, but they'll probably need babysitting for a while."



Hamad grinned, wiping off his hands. "That's okay. I can babysit."



"And…" David continued hesitantly, "we need one more hire. I'm lining up some people to interview later this week."



"We keep growing, we need more people," Hamad shrugged.



"Yeah, this is different. We need to bring in a manager."



Hamad cocked an eyebrow. "Why manager? You do a great job."



David nodded. "Well, we're getting bigger, and…I'm…not gonna be around forever."



Hamad furrowed his brow, nodding in unwilling acknowledgment. "You took Steve's job."



David hesitated, a little shocked that he knew the truth. "Yeah. I did."



Hamad's shoulders slumped. "I thought you might do it. It sounds like good job."



David didn't know what to say. Hamad looked down at the ground, defeated. 



"I'm actually really confident in the list of potential managers. I got some of the names from Steve, and some others from this accounting firm I interned at. We've got five good options. One of these guys will work out great."



"They're not David Stark," Hamad said, turning away and putting his tools back into his bag.



"No, they're actually going to be better," David insisted. "More experienced. I asked Steve if he knew anyone who worked in local government, someone who knew the people we have to keep up our local government contracts with. He gave me a few names…one was a former mayor, another handled contracts for the whole state. This could be really good. They could keep expanding into other areas in the state."



"Maybe good. Maybe not. You keep the show running."



"Actually, Hamad," David corrected him, "you keep the show running. I agree, I make the schedule, but you're always the one checking in, making sure people are on time and where they need to be. Making sure everything gets done on schedule. You're the one running the things that matter."



Hamad smiled, still looking down. "I can get guys to work, yes. I can keep doing that. But what if a customer gets mad? They won't want to talk to me, I'm just the mechanic!"



"I don't think that's true," David insisted. "Customers will actually really like talking to you if you're comfortable doing it. It's true, I talk to the office people about numbers, but they know I'm not actually getting the work done.  I'm basically a walking calendar who…I don't know…shakes hands with people. We can get someone else who's just as good at that as I am. But you're an owner here. You are a huge reason this is working. You should get the respect that you deserve. People should see you and know what you do. I think that's just as important as what I do. Maybe more."



Hamad nodded, looking up. "Really? I'm not used to that, though. I've never been the boss."



"You'll pick up all the skills you need with a little practice. If you keep everything running on time, if everyone's vehicles are in good shape and they know you're responsible, people will respect that. That's 90% of the job. After that, just act like an owner, because that's what you are. You don't work for me. We work together. And all these other guys work for you." 



Hamad nodded again, thinking, as David continued.



"And I'm not leaving all the way. I'll be back once a month for a week, I'll check in and do whatever needs done when I get back. I can watch the finances and do payroll and everything from my laptop wherever I am. So I'll have a firm grip on the money stuff, and I'll coordinate with whoever we hire to make sure no one drops the ball. I'll still be involved."



Hamad looked up, nodding with a little more confidence. David moved to put the cherry on top. 



"And when Jordan and I set up wherever she gets a teaching position, I'll look into expanding the business there. We can get a regional thing going. That's when the big bucks really start rolling in."



Hamad nodded through David's explanation, starting to see the picture David painted.



"Okay."



"Okay?"



"Yeah, okay," Hamad responded. "So who are the guys? When do we meet with them?"



* * *



"Weapons check will move as quickly as humanly possible so we can get everyone home to their families." 



Captain Wolfe was huddled with the platoon leaders at the front of the bus, which was lumbering along between the military airfield and the battalion headquarters after a 14 hour flight. The clear air of a midsummer's midafternoon showed the world zipping past the bus windows in bright, lively color under the canopy of a cloudless blue sky.



"We'll line up every platoon alphabetically, disregard rank, so they can basically stack weapons as efficiently as possible and we can get the hell out of here. Everyone has cleaned their weapons before the flight, correct?" Captain Wolfe looked around to get eye contact and confirmation with all his subordinates.



Everyone nodded. 



"If we get held up because one lazy bastard didn't clean his rifle I'm going to rain hell down on all of you. I got stuff to do. As do all of you, I know."



Everyone nodded again.



"All right. We're about ten minutes from the armory, then we'll head to battalion HQ from there. Everyone's people are waiting there, I understand. Lets get everyone back in their own beds tonight. Under an hour, tops. No hiccups."



"Understood sir…" The little group of lieutenants, staff sergeants, sergeants, and the company gunnery sergeant murmured acknowledgment before returning to their seats. 



The buses rolled up to the armory. The marines tumbled out to turn in their weapons. The company was a model of efficiency moving briskly and in an orderly fashion. Once the company's arms were secured, the marines mounted the convoy of buses again and rolled toward the battalion headquarters. Turning the corner, Mark saw an excited crowd assembled on the grass by the parking lot. He looked around at his marines, seeing the excitement in their eyes as they saw their families for the first time in many months. The hunger for affection they had been deprived of for so many months. He smiled to himself.



He knew nobody was waiting for him in that crowd. Well, not waiting just for him. He had friends, and their families would be kind to him. But he knew the routine, shaking hands diplomatically and hugging the wives and families of his friends. But Mark's family was gone, and all his real friends were on the bus. Even Megan, with whom he had had a more intimate connection, was ultimately his best friend's wife. Even when he was in her bed, he remained the third in the relationship. And while both Jared and Megan had insisted that he was welcome to spend time with them in their home, he had insisted back that they spend some time alone to reconnect after the deployment. Jared had earned that privilege several times over. 



Mark was actually looking forward to running to Taco Bell with Jackson, then changing into something other than camouflage and settling down to read in a soft chair without anyone or anything exploding to interrupt him. 



The bus rolled to a stop, and the marines filed off, greeted by a cheering crowd of loved ones. Mark watched through the window as the same motions repeated themselves over and over: a marine would step off the bus, look around, and find his people frantically signaling him. So summoned, the marine would make a bee line to his people, where he would be swallowed in embraces. He smiled to himself in satisfaction. This was a cool thing to watch.



He waited until everyone else got off the bus, checking all the seats quietly to make sure no gear had been dropped or messes left behind. Then, descending the steps, he began navigating the crowd as his marines enthusiastically introduced him as a hero to their parents, spouses, girlfriends, friends, and siblings. He shook dozens of hands and smiled warmly, commending his marines to their loved ones and moving along. Nearing the end of the crowd, he was looking forward to making his way up to his barracks room, where he could change, pick out a book, and…



"Sergeant Rein?"



"Yes?" Mark turned around, ready to shake the hand of yet another relative when his heart froze.



"Molly…"



There she was. Her pale, lightly freckled face, nervously smiling, her emerald green eyes locked upward in a hopeful gaze that met the shock of his own. Her bright red hair cascaded down her neck, splashing fore and aft over her bare shoulders. Over her body hung a light seafoam green sundress from thin straps, flowing seamlessly down her body and stopping just above her knees, leaving her smooth legs bare until her dainty feet settled into modest, beige strap sandals, her little toes pointing out from the tip, each one painted to match her dress.



"I took a couple days off to see you when you got back. I hope that's okay…"



Mark stared into her face, dumbfounded. His silence tilted her insecure apprehension upward into open fear, worried that she had overstepped. She began to apologize.



"I'm sorry if…"



Her apology was snapped short as Mark leaned down to kiss her deeply, pulling her body in tightly until her front was fully pressed into him. Her arms swung up around his neck and returned the kiss, exhaling in relief.



A collective swoon rose from the crowd around him, as no one in his platoon had seen him with a woman before. Well, almost no one. A general wave of laughter could be discerned, and a few isolated strains of "go get 'er, sarge!" and "Holy shit…it's good to be the sarge…did you see her? Jesus…" could be heard interspersed with the general applause. The next interaction, following the break of a long kiss, should have been predictable, had Mark been in the mood to predict things.



"You must be Molly. My name's Jared."



Molly, still a little dazed at the force of Mark's greeting, shook her head slightly and grasped Jared's outstretched hand. 



Jared shook it gently, smiling. "My man Rein here has…well, he's got the hots for you, let's just say that."



Molly beamed and blushed, taken aback by Jared's words. Mark looked over to see Megan looking up at him, an ambiguous look in her eye. She, too, extended her hand and introduced herself. The two women cooed and complimented each others' outfits, seeming genuinely friendly, but a little wary. Jared just stared at Mark with a cheese eating grin on his face until Mark shook his head and laughed back.



"Fuck you, Frenchie."



"So…" Megan broke the awkward silence. "We should hang out, don't you think? Maybe get some dinner?"



"How about lunch tomorrow?" Mark said, looking back down at Molly. She blushed again, running her left hand through her hair and tucking it behind her ear. 



No wedding ring. 



Interesting.



"That works great for me…" Molly answered diplomatically. "But I'm up for whatever. Whatever you all want..?"



Mark and Jared exchanged a look. 



"We want lunch tomorrow," they said almost in unison as both women laughed, blushing together. The four parted ways and made their way through the crowd, each couple holding hands. Jared was slapping Megan repeatedly in the behind as she squealed, breaking into a jog across the parking lot toward her car. Mark smiled after them, following Molly back to her little SUV and getting in on the passenger side. They shut the doors behind them, buckled seat belts, and looked at each other.



"Well, ummm….where to? Are you hungry?" Molly asked.



Mark nodded. 



"Okay, well, we could stop somewhere and get a bite, I saw a place…" Molly offered.



"Where are you staying?" Mark interrupted her. 



"I…I, uh, got a hotel room," she gestured, pointing awkwardly in a random direction. "It's not too far from the base entrance. I think there's a little steakhouse on the way…"



"No. Let's go to the hotel. Now."



Molly blushed, looking down and tucking her hair behind her ear again. 



"Okay…"



* * *



It was nearly lunchtime in the shared office space. The other researching students–the ones that stuck around during the summer and had no other research or internship commitments–had more or less cleared out. The foggy morning having shifted into a steady rainfall, Jordan wasn't about to take her lunch bag out onto the lawn. Instead, she moved the growing pile of books away from the edge of her desk and set her lunch down in the cleared space.



Pulling out her sandwich, she leaned back in her office chair with a sigh.



"Sounds like a riveting turn of events over there."



Jordan smiled to herself, then turned to roll her eyes at Patrick.



"Very perceptive, Dr. Lin."



"Well, that's what I'm paid so well for, Dr. Simms."



She grinned. They often sarcastically referred to each other by the titles they had not yet earned. A shared joke to ensure they didn't take themselves or each other too seriously.



"So what are you into? How's the reading coming?" he asked, not looking up from his laptop.



"Social dimensions of identity construction. Anthropology stuff. Some of it's pretty cool. Most of it is horribly repetitive."



"Some of it's pretty cool. Most of it is horribly repetitive…" Patrick repeated. "Isn't that the motto of our whole department?"



Jordan laughed. "Seems like it should be."



Patrick continued working in silence as Jordan swiveled her chair to stare out the office window.



"What are you working on?" Jordan asked. 



"I've got a working draft of my second chapter. Just fiddling with it."



"You're already on your second chapter? I'm still in lit review. I'll be reading for another three months, probably, before I can get pen to paper at all. How'd you move so fast?"



"Good clean living. And, you know, drugs. Crack, and the like." He smirked, still not looking up as he typed.



Jordan smiled as she shook her head. He had great hair. Shiny, a little floppy. Hanging over the ears but not greasy or unkempt. Kind of a surfer look…



She shook her head and reached for her water bottle, washing down the most recent bite of sandwich.



"So…" she said when she swallowed, "You going to lunch with Kristy? Aren't you usually gone by now?"



"No…" he replied. "She's got an interview lined up this afternoon. So I'm sticking around." He turned his head to look over at her for the first time. "Hope I'm not cramping your style."



Jordan shook her head. "Not at all." She took another bite and looked out the window again. Patrick returned to typing. She thought about telling him that his running form was good, but this seemed like a weird time. And, the more she thought about it, a weird thing to say to a work colleague. And the fact that it kept occurring to her was a little weird, too.



The thought was interrupted with the main door to the shared office space flying open. Jordan whirled around in her chair to see Professor Lukacz, her dissertation advisor and mentor, standing in the doorway. She stood up, half a bite of sandwich still in her mouth. 



"Pwfssw Wukach…." She caught herself, chewed quickly, and swallowed. "Professor Lukacz, hello. I didn't know you ever even came down here. Is something wrong?"



The professor looked back and forth across the nearly empty room, his eyes settling on Patrick, who had turned and begun to stand politely as well.



"I feel like we've met before…" Lukacz said to Patrick, not acknowledging Jordan.



"We have, Professor Lukacz. Several times, actually. You're on my dissertation committee."



"I am?"



Patrick blinked in surprise. "Yes…yes you are. You signed off on my prospectus a month ago."



"I did?"



"Yes. It's on therapeutic approaches to death counseling…I'm tackling the issue from the perspective of…"



"Oh, yes, that one," he interrupted. "I do remember that now." He turned to face Jordan again, apparently finished talking to Patrick. "Ms. Simms…"



"Yes? Is there something I can do for you, Professor?"



"Yes there is…we met some time ago about adding a section to your dissertation, specifically addressing the work of Thomas Schenk."



Jordan nodded, turning a little red. "Yes, I remember. Is there an issue?"



"No, not a direct issue. But I thought you should know that the department has invited Professor Schenk to lecture at a symposium here in October. He has accepted the invitation."



"Oh, I see.." Jordan nodded. "I…I'll be sure to attend, I may have some questions for him…"



"No, you won't attend, Ms. Simms."



Jordan's face reddened further, confused. "I won't, why not?"



"Because you will be participating. Professor Schenk prefers to have a faculty member read his paper before he delivers it and respond to it after he gives the lecture. He prefers to start a debate on the issue before opening the floor to questions in order to focus the conversation. He asked me to respond to his paper. I deferred. I informed him that you would respond to his paper."



"Me? Why…I'm not sure I understand…" 



"Your work seems to be tangentially related to Professor Schenk's current research interests."



"I'm flattered, Professor, but…Schenk is a big name. Shouldn't someone closer to his academic stature do it? Like you?"



"I already said I deferred, Ms. Simms. And I think you're a better fit. Your research is showing…promise. Professor Schenk is indeed, as you say, a 'name.' And other 'names' are also coming to present research at the symposium. If you want to be a 'name,' this is an opportunity to be seen as such."



Jordan gulped. "Well I…I'm grateful for the opportunity, of course. What should I do to prepare?"



"Professor Schenk will send you a draft of his paper a few weeks before he arrives. In the meantime, I'd suggest familiarizing yourself with his work. Beyond the articles associated directly with your dissertation that we discussed previously."



Jordan nodded, her heart fluttering nervously, not daring to smile at his huge opportunity to impress her colleagues–many of whom would be on the very search committees she needed to impress for her first job. 



Professor Lukacz's customarily severe look broke slightly, a hint of a smile appearing at the corner of his mouth. "You'll do well, Jordan. I wouldn't have deferred the assignment to you if I thought otherwise."



Jordan smiled nervously. "Thank you, Professor, for the opportunity. I'll try not to let you down."



He nodded briskly, then turned to walk back out the door, catching Patrick's eye as he did.



"It was nice to see you again, Mr…"



"Patrick. Patrick Lin." Patrick said, an edge of disappointment in his voice.



"Yes, Mr. Lin. Until…next time."



* * *



In the quiet, empty hallway of a respectable, but affordable hotel, walked a tall marine wearing  faded desert camouflage. He moved next to a fair skinned, red haired, bare shouldered woman in an attractive sundress somewhere on the chromatic spectrum between light blue and airy green.



Neither spoke, but he held her small right hand clutched in his large, caramel toned left hand. There was a hint–albeit a distinct one–of heat rising from her palm as she gently pulled him toward a specific door. 



Removing a white keycard from her purse, Molly beeped the pair into the dark room, towing her lover past the threshold with her hand clutched in his. The door clicked shut behind them.



Molly felt his large hand drop hers a fraction of a second before two long and strong arms wrapped around her back and pulled her in. Lifting her face in the dark, she was delighted to discover that his mouth moved desperately around her, latching affectionately on any available patch of skin on her face, neck,  or bare shoulders. Finally his lips found hers, locking and holding the shared kiss as his hands ran up and down the length of her back.



She tried to keep up with him, but found herself on her back foot with the vigor of his advances. Not having encountered this level of desire in a man before, she simply tried to keep up, feeling an urgent heat begin to take shape in her, rising to meet his passion. 



His large, rough hands found the zipper at the top of her dress, pulling aggressively down, opening the back of her dress down to the waist with the speed and force of a sword slash. She felt the open air tickle her bare skin for an instant before feeling his hands pulling the hanging shoulder straps of her sundress away from each other. 



The form hugging tension and the small strap suspension holding Molly's dress failed together, and the airy cotton garment crumpled past her waist to the ground. Molly stood bare breasted in the dark before her lover, a breathy pant her only rejoinder as he broke the kiss and bent in to suck deeply on the stiffening skin of her nipple.



Unnnhhh…



Molly instinctively clutched the back of his head, feeling the fresh stubble of a new haircut on his neck as the intense arousal expanding outward from the focal point of her breast. Her jaw dropped open, inhaling quickly and exhaling heavily, the rasp of her breath layering the dark silence of the empty room. A brief reprieve followed as he switched from one nipple to the other. 



Molly felt herself tumbling at his behest toward a blank wall, the shock of the cold painted surface pressing against her bare back. Mark's left hand now covered her right breast, his mouth suckling her left. 



His right hand slid directly down the front of her panties.



His fingers found a radiating heat, equal parts smooth and swollen, well before his fingers found the damp of Molly's welcome. 



His lover was offering him something he had not before encountered. At least, not anywhere near to this degree. 



Heat.



Pure heat. A beacon of desire. The sign of a woman at the apex of arousal following a desperately long, slow burn. The heat of a woman who, knowing full well that she shouldn't, dreamed of him while asleep in bed with her husband. The heat of a woman who found in him and only him the outlet of desires just recently discovered. The heat of a woman whose feelings for him did not yet find or possess words to dull, diminish, or divide their power.



That heat mixed with Mark's own hunger, also well beyond words. He felt a level of drive, of desire, that he could neither name nor tame. Here she was, her porcelain skin laid bare to him, the gentle, unformed utterances of her desire calling powerfully to him. 



He, too, had dreamed of her in the restless nights to push back against thoughts of danger and death. Her voice had called him through the fog of war. The mere thought of a word on a laptop screen from Molly had buoyed him through horrific anguish of mind. Now her body stood ready to warm his, ready to receive him, ready to give and be given, to take and be taken.



Mark, still fully dressed, lifted Molly's nearly naked body and dropped it on the hotel bed. Molly giggled in the dark, and he heard her shuffling to kick her shoes off, followed by that whhsssspp, the smooth, unmistakable sound of panties, hooked under thumbs, sliding down legs. 



Mark hastily unbuttoned his uniform top, shucked it off, then threw it into the dark behind him. He then ripped open his belt and unbuttoned his fly, jerking his pants down to his knees. 



The dignity of the moment seemed lost when he realized that removing his boots would simply take too long. Grateful for the dark, he answered the urgency of his hunger, climbing on the bed with his pants bunched around his ankles over his boots. Leaning down over the vague, pale, feminine shape below him, Mark felt Molly's hands slide under his undershirt as he lifted his stiff cock to find the eager warmth of her welcome.



Thus Mark and Molly's bodies found each other in the thick darkness with the relief  of their shared exhalation filling the blackest corners of the room. Molly's rhythmic breathing began to rise as Mark's settled, and each one of her measured sighs was tinged with a small squeak as Mark gently maneuvered himself into her body. Unaccustomed to his size, Molly bucked her hips slightly to signal a continued welcome to her lover, who withdrew, returned, withdrew, and finally slid gently in, fully seated in his lover's body.



A moment of silent, motionless bliss to savor the long deferred coupling was followed by long, deliberate motions as Mark began to ravish Molly. 



Still, no words formed in the dark, only deep breaths and short, gutteral cries at widely divergent pitches. A few moments in, seemingly without the usual prelude, Molly felt her lover release a thick stream into her body. But his movements didn't slow. She instinctively wrapped her legs around his bare waist, hooking her ankles together when she heard his first whispered words in the dark.



"I have more…you want more…"



The darkness did not reveal the intent of Mark's words. Their meaning was ambiguous. Molly did not know if, in response to his whisper, she was expected to answer a question or to affirm a statement. 



Lucky for her, the answer, whispered desperately from the deepest place in her lungs and released into the darkness, was the same regardless:



"Yes…."



Mark's motions gained in speed and force, He urgently seated himself in the depths of her secret place, continually shocking her and forcing her mouth open to choke out joy. 



He continued. Molly felt her own rump being pushed less and less gently down into the bedsprings. The anguished creak of the bed finally began to register in her ears.



Molly's head was spinning. It was all so fast…she felt herself wondering if this is what it felt like to be truly "taken." She tried to catch up to the present moment, constantly pulled away by the deep feeling of her thick lover filling her. 



Delirious from her lover's passion, it took a few minutes for her conscious mind to contemplate the grand sum of sexual stimulus that had taken place since she had towed him into the darkness of this hotel room and shut the door behind them. 



Sergeant Mark Rein had followed her in, had attacked her with desperate kisses and embraces, throwing a level of passion at her she had never experienced before. Within moments, he had stripped her of her clothing, suckled deeply at her bare breasts, thrown her on the bed and had slid his large, thick cock into her. Moments later, or maybe hours later, she couldn't tell anymore, Sergeant Mark Rein had filled her with his thick semen. And now, utterly undiminished, his hard cock continued to…



The syncopated exchange of desperate breath and inarticulate whispers was eclipsed as the long crescendo of a desperate wail spilled into the darkness out of Molly's gaping mouth. The force of the feeling brought Molly to near unconsciousness as her body involuntarily gripped Mark's cock. Undeterred, Mark continued, intensifying the pressure at the deepest part of each stroke as he felt a bubbling release of liquid press flow from his lover. Withdrawing from Molly, he grinned as the remainder of her fountain sprayed into his pubic bone. Molly's hips bucked twice more before falling, spent, back onto the mattress. The subtle sound of a few drops of liquid pattering on the bedspread was all that punctuated darkness of Mark and Molly's panting.



Mark caught his breath, gently stroking Molly's warm inner thighs as she caught her own breath. When his panting slowed to resemble normal breathing, Mark's deep voice, no longer suppressed in a whisper, cut a deep slice out of the darkness.



"I'm not done, Molly."



Her panting continued, the end of each exhalation tipped with a light whimper. Finally, she replied:



"Okay…"




Post 142 — nnjcpl2002

Fri Sep 06, 2024 9:08 pm

Great work, Crushing!  And I have a feeling that we're just getting started.  The friends to whom you have introduced us have some interesting and fairly complicated life situations to be resolved. Can they all live happily ever after? I foresee some difficult challenges. Your device of skipping around the sequential time line works well.  It's like we're going back in time to fill in some blanks.  



Again, thanks for your gift to your followers!
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What nnjcpl said! Loving this story!
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Just caught up with this gem...amazing.
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↳ Replying to: nnjcpl2002

Great work, Crushing!  And I have a feeling that we're just getting started.  The friends to whom you have introduced us have some interesting and fairly complicated life situations to be resolved. Can they all live happily ever after? I foresee some difficult challenges. Your device of skipping around the sequential time line works well.  It's like we're going back in time to fill in some blanks.  



Again, thanks for your gift to your followers!



So just a quick peek behind the curtain, if anyone's interested, since I've gotten some feedback about the timeline. Overall, we're about halfway through the whole story if I stick to the plan I have now. 



The chronological style I'm using for this story is a kind of modernized version of medieval romances--long narratives about a knight or group of knights with their ladies. If you've read some of those, you'll recognize that they tend to bounce around from character to character quite a bit as the characters wander around seeking their own adventures. While they don't split time the way I do here, they do develop (somewhat problematic) archetypes of masculinity who frequently define themselves by the women they love. Frequently, those relationships are adulterous. I came up with this story to explore that dimension of attraction, but in a more modern, soap-opera kind of style that drills down on the psychology of the participants. 



So the through line of the narrative is this: Mark is wandering around looking for a woman to define him as a man. Jordan, in turn, is trying to come to terms with a dimension of her libido that she thinks she shouldn't have. The individual episodes focus on key characters in different times of Mark's life, the epicenter of which is when he and Jordan meet for the first time.



A quick key if you get lost in "when" we are at a given moment. If David and/or Jordan are present, we are in the "present" (unless of course one of them is flashing back to childhood.) Molly is in the past, and Megan is a kind of through-line, a constant in Mark's life. She is increasingly connected to Mark, but unlike the other women, she very much has her own knight, so the dynamic is a little different. Also, whenever Mark is referred to by lower rank, it's a flashback to the past, and when he's referred to as captain, it's in the present. For the most part, I'm running the Jordan/David part of the story constantly, and flipping back and forth from past to present in individual chapters for Mark. The end of part two (of three) will culminate in a much more detailed recap of Mark and Jordan's initial encounters from Mark's perspective, as opposed to the description in Jordan's letters that we saw in part 1.



Hope that's not too much detail. Here's the next chapter.
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The small group of stunned lieutenants stood frozen as the new company commander shifted from a strained posture toward one more dignified: standing up straight, adjusting his uniform, and brushing broken glass off of one of his sleeves. 



It was…disorienting.



What were they to think? When the new captain had entered, he had seemed friendly and casual, nodding affably at each of them as he walked in the door. One of the young lieutenants, with the name "Frank" on his uniform, had stood up to greet him and shake his hand. Instead of grasping it, the new captain, who was easily a head taller than him, had walked right by him, picked up the heavy old-style leather office chair that sat behind the company commander's desk and heaved it through the closed window of his office, shattering it in the process.



Now Lieutenant Frank stood gape jawed, his hand still tentatively stretched out. The captain continued to ignore him.



The cluster of officers stood silently looking back and forth at each other.



"I guess I'll start," the new commander said suddenly, breaking the silence. "Good morning, gentlemen."



"Good morning, sir…" they murmured in more or less weak unison. 



Lieutenant Reynolds, the acting company commander, approached him confidently and stretched out his hand. "Sir, I'm Danny Reynolds, I was provisionally…"



"Yes, I heard," Mark cut him off, seeming to insist on the silence. They all waited awkwardly as the Captain's jaw flexed.



A third officer, a lieutenant with the name "Mitchell" on his uniform, cleared his throat and squinted at the nametape on the new commander's uniform. "Good morning sir, Captain…Rain, is it? We're happy to meet you, sir."



"Rein. Pronounced like the river in Germany."



"Oh, I apologize sir, I didn't know. 



"Don't sweat it, Mitchell," the new commander smiled. "Common mistake. I know, I know…I don't look German. Actually, my mother was El Salvadorian. She kept my father's name after he ditched her when I was a couple weeks old. Motherfucker never came back. Now, forgive me, maybe that's too intimate a detail for me to share. It's probably a little too early in our work relationship for that kind of stuff. If so, I apologize. I don't want to bore you with my biographical details, but that particular detail might be helpful for you to understand why I have a a pet peeve about authority figures who, you know, aren't where they're supposed to be." 



Mark looked back and forth at the wide-eyed younger officers before continuing. 



"Speaking of that particular pet peeve, does anyone here want to enlighten me on why I didn't see any of you yesterday? You know, the day I reported to take command of Charlie Company?"



"Light training day, sir," Lieutenant Reynolds explained. "We had a tee time at the officer's club at 11, so I gave them the morning off. I take full responsibility." 



Mark nodded. "I'm glad to hear it, Reynolds. Responsibility. I'll let you take all of it. So go ahead and get your shit out of your desk and get out. You're fired. Report to battalion headquarters for reassignment. Or run off into the sunset, never to be seen again. I don't care…whatever you want, really. Just get the fuck out of here."



Lieutenant Reynolds looked shocked and indignant. "Sir, if I may, isn't that a bit drastic? I can talk to Lieutenant Colonel Wolfe, and…"



"Please do, Reynolds. Please do it. I would love to have a sit-down with you and the battalion commander. Name the time and place. But right now, I have a company to command, and you're not in it. Get out, or you're gonna find out what being that chair felt like."



The young lieutenant's face reddened as he picked his hat off his desk and walked angrily out the door. It slammed behind him. 



The other officers didn't dare to speak. Mark looked back and forth across the faces of the remaining four lieutenants. Eventually, he broke into a broad grin. The others nervously began to laugh as their new commander seemed to relax.



"Sorry about that, guys…" Mark explained, leaning back to sit casually on the edge of an empty desk. "I just wanted to get your attention, you know?"



They all laughed a little harder. "Well, it worked, sir…" Lieutenant Frank said, sticking out his hand. "I'm Jim Frank, second platoon leader. Nice to meet you."



"Hey, it's great to meet you, Frank." Mark shook his hand warmly. "Sorry for being so rude earlier. First day, you know."



"Hey, it's fine, sir. Totally fine. We'll get that window fixed right up. I think it had a crack in it anyway." 



"Hey, that's great. Just got one question for you, Frank."



"What's that sir?



"How much patience do you think I have for shitbag lieutenants?"



The smile faded from Frank's face. Then the others.



"How much, Frank?" Mark repeated ominously. "Go ahead, I know it's hard to quantify, but give it a shot, would you?"



Lieutenant Frank's eyes dropped down to the ground. "Ummm, none sir?"



"YOU'RE GODDAMN RIGHT!" Mark shouted and stood up. With a single hand, he gripped the empty desktop and flipped the whole metal desk into the air, causing it to overturn and rip a large gash into the cheap drywall of the trailer.



Now all of the officers fearfully took several steps away from him, then snapped to stand at attention.



"Fucking finally!" Mark exclaimed, referring to their stance of polite attention.  "I was beginning to think I actually stumbled into the Nantucket Yacht Club on costume night or something. It sure didn't look or feel like a company office when the commander walks on deck."



No one dared answer. 



"So, first things first. Call me old-fashioned, but I have some expectations of you. As is customary in the US Marine Corps, please remain at attention when I enter the room until I indicate otherwise."



They stood stock still, waiting for orders. Mark began to pace back and forth across the room. 



"Frank."



"Yes sir."



"Who's the best shot in your platoon. Both rifle and pistol scores please."



"I…I don't know, sir."



"You have five minutes to find out. You show back up here in six minutes, or in less than five minutes with no answer, you get to chase after Reynolds and beg the battalion head shed for a new job. Dismissed."



Lieutenant Frank grabbed his hat off the rack and darted out the door.



"Dodd. Who's the youngest marine in your platoon, and what is his mother's name?"



"I…I don't know, sir."



"Better fucking move, then…"



He darted out the door after Frank.



"Lieutenant Jenkins. Who's got a best friend in your platoon?"



"Sir?"



"Name the two marines in your platoon that are inseparable."



"Kuhn and Remington, sir."



Mark paused. "Really?"



Lieutenant Jenkins nodded. "Yes sir. You'll never find one without the other."



Mark nodded, continuing. "Good start. Let's keep it going. Most reliable NCO in your platoon. Go."



"Corporal List, sir. Just promoted."



Mark nodded. "Why is he your most reliable?"



"Lots of reasons, sir. Never late, always runs in front, keeps tabs on everyone. He's my go to guy in the platoon."



Mark nodded. "I met him yesterday. I could see that."



Lieutenant Jenkins stood still as Mark paused, thinking. 



"Jenkins, you're currently the front runner to be my executive officer."



"Thank you, sir."



"You want the job?"



"Not sure, sir."



Mark laughed genuinely for the first time. "Good answer…"



Lieutenant Frank burst through the door and stood at attention. Mark turned around. "Well?"



"Corporal Hopkins, sir. He's had two perfect scores at the range in a row, and the test before that, he missed a perfect score by one point."



"That's goddamn impressive…" Mark said, walking toward him and lowering his voice. "Do you know if he's expressed any interest in sniper training?"



"No, sir, I don't know."



"Don't you think that would be a good thing to know?"



Lieutenant Frank nodded nervously as Mark continued, his voice softening as he walked toward him, placing a hand on his shoulder.



"Don't you think it would be a good thing for me to know, too? Seeing as I could probably set that up for him? Help his career and all?"



"Yes sir. I'll have a talk with him."



"Do it today," Mark nodded as Lieutenant Dodd burst through the door and stood at attention. 



"Private Jenkins is still eighteen, sir," he shouted awkwardly. "His mother's name is Mary Jenkins."



"Good. Anyone got anyone younger than Jenkins?"



Silence.



Mark looked at each one of the officers again, then lifted the upturned desk back down into its place, sighing. 



"Stand at ease, men."



They all relaxed their stance, but remained tense as they waited for Mark's next order.



"Gentlemen. The days of Charlie company being the battalion shitbags are over. The enlisted men are a day ahead of you in un-fucking the mess I walked into here. You are the leaders of this company. You will catch up to them, surpass them, and then lead them. This is my expectation. Understood?"



"Yes sir…" 



"Now listen carefully to this next part. You might be aware that I brought someone with me. A company gunny. Gunnery Sergeant Jared Poisson. You might have heard some talk about him, since he fucked up every single marine in the company yesterday. Well, everyone except you shitbags. Understand this: They don't make better enlisted leaders. I trust him completely. I know you technically outrank him, but if he gives you advice, consider it an order from me. Understood?"



"Yes sir."



Mark paused, thinking for a moment before speaking again. "I'm a better friend than an enemy. And I don't want to be your enemy, but if that's what it takes to fix this pile of shit, I will be. So that choice is up to you. But if you want to be friends with me, the command culture of Charlie Company has to change. As of today, you all hate golf. So lose your fucking clubs. The next time one of you misses training or work for tee time, you're going to find out if I can remove your mandible from your skull with my bare hands. Understood?"



"Yes, sir." 



Lieutenant Dodd still looked confused, holding his brow furrowed. 



"You got a question, Dodd?" Mark asked,a hint of weariness tinting the question.



"No sir…just…can you remove someone's mandible from their skull with your bare hands?"



"I don't know, Dodd," Mark said, sighing. "I haven't done it before. But I can try. Do you want to find out together?"



"No, sir…" Dodd shook his head briskly.



"Very well then. As for the rest of you, unlike Lieutenant Reynolds, you still work here. I am reinstating your positions as platoon leaders. But you lead from the front now. Unless I have specific business with you, I expect to find you with your platoons at all times. Get to know your marines like sons. Whenever you report to me, expect that I will have many questions like the ones I asked earlier. I expect you'll have ready answers when I ask. Understood?"



They all nodded in unison.



"Okay then. Dismissed."



* * * 



"Welcome to the Port of Los Angeles, Mr. Stark."



"Thank you…" David nodded in acknowledgment toward the attractive HR representative that greeted him. 



The new move had been a whirlwind. Within a month of accepting the job with Maersk, David had interviewed several candidates to manage his business and, with Hamad, had hired a new manager and spent the following weeks getting him up to speed. He had also begun his onboarding with his new company which included a bleary eyed, jet-lagged 3 day trip to Denmark and a meeting with Arne Clausen, the Chief Operations Officer of one of the largest freight moving companies in the world. 



The meeting had gone well–or so it seemed. It was hard to tell with everything so new. But essentially David discovered that he had fallen out of a very small frying pan and into a very large fire. Arne–his new boss–had informed David that the company he now worked for had a standing policy–what amounted to a clandestine headhunting operation–where mid level managers from subsidiary and even competing logistics hubs would scout talented young upstarts and give them a shot at the big time. Steve's referral of David to Arne was just that–a shot at the big time.



Arne and David had discussed the specifics of the job he was about to start. That job, while sounding simple with the title of "logistics auditor," was mired in infinite overlapping complexities, a near total chaos of moving parts. His "shot" at the big time was to bring a fresh set of eyes to critically examine every single friction point in the global supply chain that Maersk had a hand in. He would audit how freight moved, identify friction points and make recommendations for increased efficiency, always accounting for upstream and downstream effects of his recommendations. 



Once he accepted the job, David was presented with a carrot and a stick…or perhaps a carrot and an omen. The carrot? The job would be lucrative. The promised base pay, which was substantial, would remain the same, but substantial bonuses were on the table if his recommendations were accepted, implemented, and resulted in profit-measurable increases in efficiency. And if the success was sticky, resulting in multiple months of increased efficiency, the current one-year offer would be extended to full time employment. On the other hand, the stick, or the omen, was a sobering statistic. Of the last three dozen talented young auditors, only two had lasted the whole first year. More than half had given up in despair in the first month. But the two that lasted the whole first year? They were now senior management. One of them was Arne himself, the recently appointed COO. 



David had nodded in understanding through bleary, jet-lagged eyes. Arne had handed him the schedule for his first "tour," starting with a week at the Port of Los Angeles, followed by a week at the major midwest US rail hubs in Chicago and Kansas City, followed by a week at the Port of New Orleans. Then, after a week home, he would spend the following two weeks in Japan moving between Nagoya, Tokyo, Kobe, and Yokohama, with a follow-on week in Busan, South Korea. If he lasted that long, he would be informed of his next audits after his second week back home with his wife.



While still a bit bug-eyed, David had agreed to the terms and expressed genuine eagerness to get started. That eagerness increased as he was given a brand new company laptop–his first ever–with access to the company's tracking software which he used to familiarize himself with thousands of little dots on maps that moved carefully in real time around the globe: trucks, trains, ships, and airplanes. 



Now, David found himself with the task of comprehending the entire Port of Los Angeles. Walking down the hall, accompanied by an attractive woman in her twenties, he was let into a temporary office and introduced to an assistant, a mousy young woman named Tara, also in her twenties, who seemed more nervous to meet David than he was to meet anyone. 



The office, while far from glamorous, had a panoramic view of the port, which was filled end to end with huge stacks of multicolored shipping crates, massive storage tanks, rail lines zigging and zagging, and several large cranes hulking over ships sitting in the port, all actively being loaded and unloaded.



"Can I get you some coffee, Mr…Stark?" Tara asked as he looked intently out the window.



"Call me David. And no thank you, I'm fine."



"Would you like to walk around the port? Maybe start with a tour?" she asked.



David shook his head, then took off his glasses and wiped them clean on his shirt. "Not right now. Actually, I need some things thrown together, if you could. If you have them on paper, I'd prefer that, but if they're in electronic format, just email them to me while I look over the cargo flow data from the last few weeks. I'm going to need historical weather reports and tide charts for the last six months for this area. I need detailed schematics for the piers and crane infrastructure as well as maintenance reports. Then I need traffic patterns for the ships themselves, how they approach and when, all that kind of stuff. We'll focus on the big stuff at the pier first, then we'll move on to moving, stacking, and intermodal and rail stuff later. Probably tomorrow."



Tara furiously typed on her keyboard as David talked, clearly bewildered at the list of instructions. 



"Usually the people want to walk around the port first," she explained. "They do that and then they write up recommendations."



David shook his head. "Nope. I want to understand how it works on paper first. Then I'll see if the reality matches the paper. If it doesn't, recommendations will be pretty obvious. But a walkabout at this point would be a waste of time."



Tara finished typing and then stood up to get to work. David took one more look out over the port, then sat down and opened his laptop.



He was surprised at how quickly he missed Jordan. She had dropped him at the airport the previous night with a "proud wife" hug and kiss before climbing back into their old Camry with a wave through the windshield. 



Then she drove away. 



After enduring the sterile silence of a Sunday evening flight, he had a brief text exchange with her before checking into the hotel. But he had not enjoyed the crisp, neat, yet lonely feeling of his hotel bed near the Port of Los Angeles. 



To kill the time, he had done some more review work on his company laptop, then found a few episodes of Battlestar Galactica to watch before he had tried to fall asleep. But it was hard. He struggled to relax, preoccupied with the anxieties of his first real day of work. 



He had tried to think about Jordan. About her face, her smile, her flowing auburn hair. The sound of her laugh when he caught her off guard, or the delighted squeal when he surprised her by preparing her favorite foods. He had lain awake past midnight, wishing she was here beside him, that she would offer her warm body to comfort him.



David had imagined Jordan sitting cross legged on the bed next to him. He smiled as, in his mind's eye, she began chatting about her upcoming week, or something that happened that morning when she sang with the church choir. With his gaze initially fixed on her face in his mind's eye, David's focus drifted downward, noting that she was wearing the forest green one-piece swimsuit that had so thoroughly captivated him when he first went to the lake with her family. The same swimsuit she had donned, removed, and replaced as she teased him while on a video call with her lover Mark. 



That seemed like it was so long ago.



He had unbuttoned the fly of his pajama pants and began to masturbate quietly in the empty dark of the hotel room. His eyes still closed, he could see Jordan, still seated next to him on the bed in her swimsuit. In his mind's eye, her smile had faded as she had seen his hand move rapidly up and down under the covers. A grave expression replaced her smile, and David had fallen into her deep blue eyes as she seemed to convey a solemn, silent focus on his pleasure. Then, without thinking, his mind's eye drifted downward again, noting the small but distinct protrusions pressing up against the forest green fabric from the center of the bulb of her petite, perky breasts. 



In his mind's eye, Jordan had looked down and noticed this slight breach of modesty herself before raising her pinkening gaze to meet his own again. Noting that David had acknowledged a smothered hint of her arousal, she had smiled and nodded at him as he had quietly ejaculated, feeling the damp daub of the sheet where his small penis had pressed before beginning to droop.



He had slept soundly, waking on time, and reporting to work where he now again found himself. Tara returned into the office, an armful of file folders to stack on his work space.



"Thank you very much! I'll have the next list for you in a moment." David smiled brightly, reaching for the first file.



* * *



Black pumps, nude pantyhose extending up to a trim, dark gray professional skirt. A classy belt, white blouse with faux-ivory buttons, and a snappy coat to match the skirt. Light makeup and a modest lipstick, brown eyes smoldering with intelligent intensity under black horn-rimmed glasses that matched her black pumps and her black hair, pulled back tightly into a neat, black bun. 



Walking up the walkway to the house, Megan looked much as she did when she left that morning. Having received a transfer to the US Attorney's office in the Eastern District of North Carolina, she had yet to be assigned any cases. Today was only her second day, and it was a late day, as she was directed to drive from her assigned office in Wilmington to the office in Raleigh, several hours away, to meet colleagues and her regional boss. It had gone well, but it was a boring day. Now, at the stroke of nearly seven, she had spent twelve hours in the business suit. She was more than ready to switch to sweats and relax with a bowl of popcorn and some trash TV.



Jared had said he would handle dinner. Mark was still living with them, having not found a place of his own yet. Between the two of them, dinner was likely pizza, burgers, or some god-awful concoction from canned chili, shredded cheese, and leftover odds and ends they found around the house. Of those, she would prefer a slice of pizza.



She opened the front door and looked around. No one in sight. Walking over to the living room, she found JJ in his pajamas, playing with his Legos in front of the TV. 



"Hey baby!" Megan crouched to meet him.



"Mommy!" The five year old hopped up from his pile of legos and ran over to hug her.



"Where's Marky and Daddy?"



"Daddy's in the garage with Uncle Mark. I don't know where Marky is…"



Megan stood up and walked up the stairs to her older son's room, seeing him reading a Harry Potter book through the open doorway.



"Heya…" she called through the doorway.



"Hey Mom. How was work?"



"Boring…but I'm glad to see you! Whatcha reading?"



"Prisoner of Azkeban," he replied, not looking up.



"Cool. Didn't you already read that one?"



"I'm reading it again," he replied flatly.



"Okay, okay…that's fine. How was baseball?"



"Dumb."



Megan smiled to herself. "You had fun, though, right?"



He nodded, not looking up.



"Okay, that's all that matters. You know where Dad is?"



"He's in the garage with Uncle Mark."



"Okay. You guys get dinner?"



"Yeah, Uncle Mark brought pizza home."



Bingo. She smiled to herself.



"Okay, sweetie. I was thinking of going to the beach again tomorrow, since I'm off work. Think your new friend might want to come? What was his name…Ryan?"



"I'll ask."



"Okay."



Megan smiled to herself again, surprised that she always found her older son's flat affect so charming. He was so serious for an eight year old. She always imagined him as a newscaster, or giving little press conferences, standing on a box in front of a podium as he briefed on serious matters of state or finance.   



She made her way down the stairs and to the kitchen door that attached the house to the garage. She heard the distinct sound of music. A heavy, forward leaning beat. 



She leaned closer.



Old school hip hop. 



The sound had a kind of obnoxious, not quite angry flow to it…



Megan smiled in recognition. Beastie Boys. 



Jared had definitely decided what music they would listen to…



She leaned in, pressing her ear against the door, hearing muffled hints of conversation. She heard Jared's voice.



"Back foot. Back foot, man. Watch your back foot…"



"I'm watching it, Frenchie…don't tell me my business."



Thap…thapthap…thop…



"See? I've got major reach on you. And my footwork's fine."



Megan smiled to herself. 



They were sparring. The sound of heavy boxing gloves–training gloves–making contact with skin.



Mark had asked her husband to coach him in martial arts. Now it seemed like they were having their first training session.



"Yeah, you think I didn't let you land those?" Jared's voice insisted through the door. "I'm trying to fix your damn stance, Lurch…"



thapthap…



"You let me land those, too?"



Megan heard her husband laugh at the taunt. "Yes. Yes I did. You move with the grace of a goddamn river barge, man. I could take out your left nut anytime I feel like it. And Just the left one. Don't even have to get both of 'em."



Thapthapthap…



"Oh yeah? Put up or shut up…take your shot, little man.



thapthap…thop… 



"Come on, Frenchie. I'm standing right here…"



"Mark, I'm serious. Fucking pick up your back foot or I'm gonna take out your left nut…"



"Seriously, Frenchie, try it. You can't get close enough to…uuuuuuunnnhhhhhh…"



Megan lifted her hand to her mouth, stifling a giggle, still straining to hear through the door.  



She could hear Mark heaving in pain. 



"Fuck man…FUUUCK! That hurts. Owwww! And how…how'd you get just the left one? Ahhhhhh….hsssshhhh…How did you even do that?"



Megan could hear Mark breathing heavily through his teeth, clearly doubled over in pain before her husband answered him.



"I told you to fix your footing, dude. You're the dipshit who wanted to taunt me. You doubt me? You call my bluff? Now you only got one nut. Consequences, man. Action, reaction. Cause and effect… "



Megan's eyes crinkled as the whisper of her stifled laugh caused her to bend forward and her shoulders to stoop. She stepped quietly away from the door to finish her giggling fit. Once she regained her composure, she walked out of the kitchen to check on JJ again, still completely immersed in his lego building project, before she took off her pumps and jogged upstairs. 



Marky was still nose deep in his reading, so she slipped into her own bedroom and quickly undressed, separating her clothes into the bins for either dry cleaning or the laundry cycle. Once she was undressed, she stepped into the master bedroom shower and washed her body, soaking in the warm water and steam after a long workday. After she had dried off and brushed out her hair, she stepped back out into the bedroom, a towel tucked around her body under her arms.



She smiled again at the memory of Mark's gutteral response to her husband's superior hand-to-hand skill. She could picture his larger frame in her mind's eye, doubled over as Jared taunted him.



While funny, the outcome was predictable. Jared was one of the best unarmed combatants in the Marine Corps, confirmed by multiple in-service and inter-service tournament victories over the past half dozen years. This automatically made him a world-class fighter, a fact that Mark knew well. But Mark could be…overconfident at times. His superior size and strength often gave him an advantage, but he didn't fully realize how much Jared had studied to be able to neutralize the advantage of any opponent, including and perhaps especially an opponent as big and strong as Mark. 



So Jared was good at what he did. Really good. He didn't have to play second banana to Mark to advance his career. In fact, returning to a line company in the Marine Corps might even have held him back. He could easily have returned to the MACE with his reputation, and finished his career with more prestige. They certainly knew and liked him there, where he had spent years training while she was in law school. Or, if he wanted, he could likely have gotten out of the service entirely and pursued a professional mixed martial arts fighting career. 



But, curiously, he clearly felt most comfortable as the second man to Mark's first. It was almost like destiny. He settled so naturally into that role. So he jumped at the chance to be the senior enlisted man in Mark's company, a position with significantly less prestige than a lead instructor at a world renowned martial arts training center. 



Jared simply wanted to be there for his friend. In every way possible. 



And Mark clearly felt the same way. To that end, in the few weeks that he had been staying in the spare room in the Poisson's new basement, Mark had been politely, at times even painfully deferential to the family's needs. He had been helping unpack, moving and assembling furniture, even doing some repair work on weekends. He was always playing with the kids, cleaning up after dinner, and joining in on family movie night. He was clearly preoccupied with his new assignment, and he and Jared frequently held informal private "meetings" in hushed voices about their "rehabilitation project," namely, bringing Mark's first company from the worst reputed in the battalion to the most highly regarded. But even when they were clearly talking business, if Megan poked her head in and said that the boys needed something, or that it was getting late and Jared needed his sleep, Mark instantly deferred, not wanting to jam up the smooth operations of the Poisson family.



With Mark's clear intention to avoid intruding on the family dynamic, Megan never stopped being surprised that on most nights, after climbing into bed with Jared, she was wordlessly nudged back out of her marital bed by her husband after their children fell asleep. She knew what his silent gesture meant, and she had long passed the point of needing to lie to herself that she didn't also crave it. She would eagerly and sweetly kiss her husband, rise from her bed, walk quietly downstairs to the main floor, then tiptoe down into the basement to Mark's room. 



And while Mark never made overt demands, he was always expecting her. She would enter, he would smile, stand, quietly remove her clothing, position her body to his liking, and use her for his pleasure. 



While still highly gratifying, the ritual was routine. Mark and Megan had been eager sexual partners on and off for years now. But the vigor and aggression of Mark's style in using her body never grew stale. He was bigger, stronger, and more aggressive than her husband–who was not a small, weak, or passive man. Frankly, Jared could be downright savage in bed. He had incredible endurance, paid very close attention to her needs, and ensured her pleasure above his own. He even had an above average male endowment.



Yet each night with Mark, she would desperately stifle the involuntary sounds coming from her mouth as she would be brought to one or more deep, body curling climaxes as her body clenched around his larger, thicker cock. Following the throes of her own pleasure, each nightly coupling would culminate in a tight, still embrace for several moments after Mark's own urgent movements relaxed into the smooth release of his warm cum into her body. Then, after the still panting slid into gentle cuddling, Mark would withdraw and they would kiss affectionately until Mark's eyelids got heavy and Megan returned dutifully to her husband's bed.



She would find Jared exceptionally eager for her return. Every time. 



The intensity of that ardor, too, had not diminished over the years.



Now, as her two men sparred in the garage, Megan felt the urge to change into something more comfy. She looked down into her half-filled dresser drawers to find loungewear to pass the evening. 



It was always a delicate balance when Mark was staying over. 



If she was all alone, she would have preferred to don her trusty gray sweatsuit for sheer comfort. But that wouldn't do tonight.



She pulled out her black AC/DC T-shirt. Jared loved that shirt, not only because it was one of his favorite bands, but because of the way it hugged her body. She could wear that, and her maroon pajama bottoms that he liked.



Then again, she knew Mark preferred bare shoulders. She could wear this navy blue tank top. He liked that one. Especially without a bra. And he liked the way her black yoga pants hugged her rear end…and Mark was more likely to take her from behind if she drew attention to it…



So, should she dress to excite her husband? Or her lover?



Ten minutes later, Mark and Jared walked into the kitchen from the garage, sweaty and breathing heavily, to find Megan leaning against the counter in a navy blue tank and black yoga pants, eating a piece of pizza.



"Hey Meg…" Mark said. "Lookin' good. Love that top."



"Thanks…" she responded casually. Jared walked over and leaned in to kiss her. She returned the kiss, then went back to eating. "You guys working out or something?"



"Just working on my fighting form…" Mark responded, matching her casual tone.



"How was your day, love?" Jared asked, grinning as he changed the subject.



"Not too bad…"



* * *



The bedroom was dark and lonely. Jordan had anticipated feeling a little lonely, but was surprised at just how empty the apartment felt without David in it on a Sunday night. 



She had hugged him tightly with a sense of real pride when she dropped him at the airport departures curb. He had scored a major career opportunity, and he seemed ready and eager to tackle it. She had seen him digging into numbers and data on his brand new laptop over the last week or so. 



His trip to Denmark was only a few days, and they had texted each other nearly constantly through all of them. Now, David's travel was more than for a single interview. Now he had work to do, and from what she could gather, there was going to be a lot of it. David was going to be busy. 



The feeling of knowing your husband is going to be gone for three days is a very different feeling from knowing your husband will not be back for three weeks. 



So the silence in the apartment was loud. Distractingly loud. Rather than do homework, which was her original plan after her husband left, she opted to fill the deafening silence with comforting noise. She sat down on the couch, turning on the new TV that David had bought them just weeks before and flipped through shows she might want to watch. Finally, she settled on The Little Mermaid, a favorite movie from her childhood.



Jordan sat still on the couch, fixated on the children's movie in front of her. She found herself smiling, eventually grabbing and hugging a couch pillow, tucking her knees up to her chest as Ariel the beautiful but naive mermaid tried to find her way without a voice in the strange new world of men. 



Eventually the movie ended and the deafening silence returned. 



Jordan turned off the TV. 



She looked at the clock. 



9:30. 



Still an hour before David was set to land in Los Angeles, and she couldn't text him until he landed. She decided to take a hot shower and go to bed early.



Emerging from the shower, Jordan toweled off and put on comfy pajamas before turning off the light, turning on her nightstand lamp and climbing into bed with a book. She read for a while, expecting the eye strain to make her tired. 



It didn't work. 



She closed her book around a bookmark and replaced it on the nightstand, clicking off the lamp.



David had made the bed that morning. Crisp, clean sheets smoothly shrouded her. It smelled like fresh linen. It was nice.



She rolled to her side, absently pulling David's pillow toward her body and clutching it to her chest.



In the loud, still darkness, Jordan felt herself begin to cry.



* * *



A modest black Toyota Tacoma rolled into the driveway, pulling up to a closed garage door. 



Still sweaty from the long day at work, Gunnery Sergeant Jared Poisson turned off the engine and stepped out of the truck, pulling his gear bag out after him. He checked to see that the garbage cans had been brought into the backyard, then walked up to the front door and let himself into his home.



"Meg?" 



Jared shouted into a quiet house. He checked his watch. 



6:15. 



Usually the boys were home from day camp, but they had a movie night and sleepover tonight. He had forgotten. Setting his gear bag down next to the door, he tossed his hat onto the rack and began to check the house.



No one in the living room. He walked upstairs and saw the empty boy's rooms, and his own empty bedroom. 



Meg must have had to work late. 



He untied his boots, then pulled them off, setting them neatly next to his dresser. He then stripped down and stepped into an ice-cold shower. 



He had developed a love for the shock of cold water while doing advanced hand-to-hand training. It was a way to jolt his system after long, fatiguing stretches of training and combat. He had found a kind of magic quality to it, extending his stamina and giving him the sensation of a fresh start. Heaving in air as he ran a bar of soap over his body, he felt his energy return and the fatigue drop from his eyes. 



Turning off the water, he quickly toweled off and stepped into a fresh pair of old jeans and a Led Zeppelin T-shirt. He dropped his sweaty clothes in the hamper, then moved back downstairs to get a bottle of water from the refrigerator. 



Rounding the corner into the kitchen, he leaned down to open the fridge, pulled a cold bottle of water, then closed the door. 



Unscrewing the cap, he took a big swig from the bottle when he saw Mark in the room, dressed in a plain black t-shirt and light blue jeans, leaning against the counter and jutting his chin up in greeting. 



"Hey man."



Jared swallowed his swig and dropped his hand, still clenching the bottle. He looked down with widening eyes to see his wife in a dignified kneeling posture in front of Mark. She was facing away from her husband, her flat palms resting on the thighs of her bright blue yoga pants. Her torso was only partially covered by a black tank top, the rumpled back of the garment riding slightly up her partially exposed back, signifying that, although not visible to Jared, the front of that tank top was lifted cleanly over her fully exposed breasts. 



Megan's black hair was knotted tightly into a trim, braided ponytail that waved gently back and forth between her shoulder blades as she performed a steady, silent, meditative fellatio on her husband's best friend.  



Jared was frozen in place at the sight, the cold shock of his shower giving way to a rising heat in his face. Mark's palms rested on the edge of the counter, his fingers casually gripping the ledge as he engaged Jared in casual conversation.



"So, how'd it go?"



Jared blinked, then responded. "What?"



"How'd it go?"



"How…how'd what go?"



"The clinic."



"Oh, that…" Jared's eyes were fixed on the back of his wife's head, moving steadily in and out, the peak of her forehead nearly touching the clasp of Mark's belt buckle with each silent bob of her head inward. 



"It went fine. I'm basically working through the company two squads at a time. Just seeing where everyone's at. We'll get everyone up to green belt, then I'll pick a handful to go up from there."



"That sounds great. Any early prospects?"



"Yeah…" Jared struggled to look up from his wife's hypnotic motions. "Yeah, a couple. That List guy in third platoon, you were right about him. He's got potential. A couple others stood out, but it's only the first day for them. All the platoon sergeants seem like they want to break the funk. So there's plenty to work with."



"That's good to hear," Mark responded, nodding. "Getting everyone belted up is a great idea to start. If we can get them in fighting form, we can build skills from there, maybe start with…hang on…" Mark paused, looking down as he grasped the base of Megan's braid near its base at the back of her head and pulled her mouth off of him, gently pulling down on the braid to direct her face and eyes upward. 



"Watch the teeth. Tilt your chin up a little, then take it as deep as you can. Once it's in your throat, just pulse. You got it?"



Megan, looking quietly up into his eyes, nodded obediently.



"Good girl. Get to it."



She opened her mouth and held her head as she was instructed. She then took his wide cock as deep as she could while Mark returned to his original posture and turned his attention back to Jared.



"What was I saying?"



Jared cleared his throat, reaching for the crotch of his jeans. "You were talking about building from…"



"Right," Mark cut him off. "We've been running the hell out of them, and that seems to be doing the trick at this stage. But it's time to pair it with some head games. Stuff that drives them crazy. Daily uniform inspections, barracks inspections, that kinda stuff. Then once they're on their toes, we pepper in actual skill building and skill testing, until that's the main focus. I can line up whatever we need to get that going, just get me a sense of a schedule when you figure it out. Oh, and Wolfe was saying we might have…actually, hang on a sec…"



Mark paused his thought, a look of concentration coming over his face. his fingers gripped the counter's edge more tightly, throwing his head back and grunting powerfully. He took a couple deep, careful breaths before dropping his gaze down toward Megan, whose posture was now stock still below him, her lips tightly sealed around his pulsing cock.



"Hold. Hold right there. Get it all…"



Jared's heart pounded as he saw his wife's cheeks suck inward. 



Then again.



Then again. 



He pulled a kitchen chair away from the table to sit, dumbfounded.



"You get it all?" Mark asked, looking down into the eyes of his silent partner. Her body held still, her head nodded slightly. 



"Good. Now be a good girl and show him."



Megan's head withdrew slightly and Mark's thick, wet cock fell from her lips. She stood up and turned around, the bottom hem of her tank top resting up under her collar bone, leaving her full breasts and erect nipples plain to view. She took a few steps toward her husband, then kneeled again, dropping below his eye level and opening her mouth to reveal a thick pool of semen bathing her tongue and bubbling up between her lips and gums.



Mark tucked his cock back into his jeans and zipped up.



"Swallow."



Not breaking eye contact with her husband, Megan's lips closed, concealing an impressive volume of Mark's viscous enthusiasm before the muffled yet certain sound of a gulp rose from behind her pursed lips.



"Show him," Mark said, tersely.



Megan opened her empty mouth to reveal what she had done.



"So," Mark continued casually, "Wolfe is saying we might do an amphibious landing exercise with Division sometime in the next few months. Think we can be ready?"



Jared's eyes were glued to his kneeling wife looking up at him, her mouth still open, her breasts still exposed.



Mark smiled. 



Business could wait. 



"Megan. Up. Cover your front."



Megan closed her mouth and stood quickly, pulling the front of her tank top down.



"Hands behind. Now."



Megan reached both arms behind her back, each hand gripping the alternate forearm, elbows at tight, parallel right angles as she stared straight ahead.



Mark walked over and grasped the base of her ponytail again, leading her gently to the edge of the kitchen table. With the family move-in still not entirely complete, the tabletop was cluttered with odds and ends that had not yet been put away. Mark shoved things from one side of the table to the other, then gently bent Megan over it, turning her head so her cheek rested on the table top. He ran his large hands down the back of her tank top, slipping his fingers slightly under the back hem of it before curling around the waistband of her yoga pants and underlying panties, pulling them down to her mid-thighs in one smooth move.



"Frenchie. Come here. Check this out." 



Jared, visibly shaky, stood to see Mark's fingers visibly probing his wife, moving around her genitals, parting her lips, and sliding his fingers in and around in an exploratory manner.



"Seriously man. Come check this out. Feel."



Jared reached down behind his wife, who remained stock still in the position Mark had placed her, and began to feel the warm, wet welcome of his wife.



"She's been pretty good to go, lately, huh?" Mark said casually, holding his thumb over her clitoris while Jared parted her lips with his fingers.



"Yeah…" Jared said.



"Yeah," Mark continued. "She got mouthy earlier, wanted to play the part of the fussy strumpet. I wasn't in the mood. So she's not allowed to talk tonight until I say so."



Jared could see Megan's eyes look lustily into his, her face still resting quietly on the table. 



"So," Mark explained, "she's gonna be a nice…quiet…compliant…free-use piece of ass tonight." Mark pulled his hand away from her and dropped a firm, noisy slap on her bare right ass cheek. "Isn't she?"



Megan quietly nodded, her eyelids falling heavy.



"Yep. Since the boys are at sleep-away camp tonight, we've got ourselves a nice slice of opportunity. So I got some plans for this cute little pussy.."



Megan moaned as Mark firmly slapped her bare rump again.



"Yeah, that's what I thought, noisy girl." He slapped her bare cheek once more before turning to look at Jared again. 



"Team effort tonight, amigo. We're gonna rail the shit out of her. You want first crack at this pussy? As you can tell, it is good-to-go."



A red-faced Jared, his mind nearly detached from his body, nodded quickly, clearing his throat.



"All right," Mark said, laughing lightly. "We'll talk business while we're gearing up for round two. Or three. Or whenever you snap outta this little pussy-drunk haze you're in. For now, get in there. You got about ten minutes before I'm good to go again. Make 'em count."



Jared stood clumsily, fumbling with the button and zipper on his jeans.



* * *



Bzzzz



Jordan perked up, looking over at her phone buzzing on the nightstand, the display screen lit up with a new message. She rolled onto her back and reached to pick it up.



From David.



D: Hey, Jojo, just landed, heading to the hotel now. I miss you already!



Jordan sniffed and smiled, wiping her eyes. 



J: Thanks for checking in, honey! I miss you too…😘😘😘 



Jordan waited for a response, anxiously refreshing the text box. 



Several minutes passed. 



Then,



Bzzzzz



D: Sorry, took me a minute to get a taxi. How was your evening?



Jordan smiled again.



J: Kinda boring. Watched a movie, read a little bit. I'm in bed now, thought I'd turn in early and get a fresh start tomorrow.



D: Oh, okay. If you want to go to sleep, maybe I can call you in the morning?"



J: No baby…I want to talk. How was your flight?"



D: Good. Boring. Couldn't get my headphones to work. But you know. Long flights.



J: Sorry baby…Are you going to go to Disneyland while you're there?



D: 😂

D: I wish. No, I'm looking at all the material I've got here…there's gonna be no free time this go around. I'll probably work late every day, actually. Then straight to Chicago.



J: 😒

J: That's no fun. 



D: It's okay. It's a job. And so far, it's kind of cool just seeing how things flow together. Maybe I'll change my tune and hate it later, though. Arne said pretty much everyone burns out within the first six months.



J: Not my man. My man's a finisher.



D: 😊

D: I like to think so.



J: I know so. I'm so proud of you I could explode. I wanna grab you and kiss you a million times. 



D: If only. All I can think about is why hasn't someone invented matter transporters like in Star Trek yet? We could just beam me back to you every night.



J: I wish! 🥰 Get my man home every night. Take care of my womanly needs.



D: 🥵

D: Gonna drive me crazy here, Jojo. 

D: In a good way. 

D: To be clear.



J: I'm just teasing you, baby. 

J: But can I be really honest about something?



D:...

D: Of course, baby. What's on your mind?



J: I'm super, super proud of you, baby. And I support you. But I really do miss you. I know it's just the first night, and that's probably part of it. But I'm in bed, and it feels wrong. This is our bed. I just miss you. I don't want you to change careers or anything, but I also want you to know that I miss you.



D: I miss you too, honey. It'll get a little easier, and it's only for a year. We can figure out the next steps later. But I'm glad you're honest about your feelings. I miss you too.



J: 🥰🥰🥰



D: I'm pulling up to the hotel, honey. You want to do a call when I get set up in my room?



J: Actually, I'm getting sleepy now. You should go to bed too. Be fresh for your first day.



D: Okay. I'll text you in the morning. Sleep tight.



J: You too. Love you baby!



D: ❤️❤️❤️



Jordan smiled warmly in the dark. She closed out the text chain with David, leaving her phone contacts up as the last application opened. David's contact [STARK, DAVID (hubby)] was still selected. Scrolling up the screen, the names descended back toward A by last name. The next entry up made her smile to herself.



[SIMMS, THE RIGHT EVER REVEREND JONATHAN (dad)]



Jordan and her father had an inside joke, over-inflating his name and title to sound fancy. She remembered giggling as she had entered the pompous sounding contact into her phone the first time, and just never changed it back. He had promised to do the same for her once she had completed her degree, even buying her a gag gift–a fake desk-plate with "The right good professor doctor Jordan Stark-Simms, Ph.D" engraved in brass.



She scrolled up again, passing a few other names from school…church…some colleagues she met at conferences before



[REIN, CAPTAIN MARK (ROTC liaison)] 



Her thumb hovered over the contact for a moment, hesitating. 



Finally, she opened the last text chain with him…completely innocent. Plans to meet for a double date at a vintage Star Trek movie. With David and that mean woman.



She scrolled up, feigning innocent curiosity, and at length she came to what she wasn't ready to admit she was looking for. Her face warmed as she saw some of their exchanges. 



The empty bed loomed larger, drawing her attention to a more specific dimension of loneliness.



She closed out the text chain and the contacts, placing her phone face down on her nightstand and turning back onto her side. She clutched David's pillow to her chest again, taking a deep breath and focusing her mind on relaxing…eventually…sleeping…



Jordan…



She shook her head in the dark.



* * *



1:30



The square numbers on the alarm clock glowed in the dark of Jared and Megan Poisson's master bedroom. Megan lay on her stomach, her cheek resting on the mattress between her husband and her lover. Her posture was exhausted, her arms akimbo, twisted into odd angles that she had no energy to straighten. Her dampened ponytail braid flipped at a strange angle, a kind of light fishhook bending at the base of her neck, the tip dropping over the edge of her left shoulder.



Jared and Mark lay on their backs on either side of her, sweaty but otherwise relaxed. After the last of a half-dozen releases of semen in or onto her, all three participants seemed content to simply enjoy the silence as they caught their breath. 



"Can I talk now?" Megan said, her voice slightly muffled by the sheets.



Mark smiled, looking past her toward her husband. "What do you think, Frenchie? You get what you need?"



"Don't pull me into this decision. I get in trouble for this shit…"



Mark laughed, his grin spreading broadly. "Allright Briseis. Achilles and Patroclus are done using you. For now. You okay?"



Megan wearily moved her hands until she carefully pushed her torso up from the bed, then turned around to sit, her back against the king-sized headboard.



"Yeah…I'm good."



Megan reached under the sheets to feel between her legs, wincing at the tenderness as she felt the warm, outer evidence of the semen pooling and beginning to drip from her. She shuddered knowing that she had been filled by both men.



"I'll tell you boys, it can be rough being a marine wife. All the moving, the uncertainty, the long hours sometimes, the deployments…But you play it right, and there are…some advantages."



Jared grinned and looked over at her naked torso, now marked here and there with passionate bite marks. A still visible but dried sticky trail of semen trailed from her middle left clavicle down her breast, almost reaching her nipple, with a few additional drops flanking the run. Her eyes were exhausted, sweat still beading under her dampened hair.



She turned her head and smiled at her husband, winking and making a quick kiss face. He felt his exhausted cock twitch.



Megan sighed deeply, looking over at Mark. Mark leaned over and kissed her deeply. She returned it, her fingers clenching the top sheet now pulled up to her belly button. 



"Can you hand me my phone, Achilles?" she asked.



"Yep…" Mark reached to her nightstand and handed her phone to her. "Something up? Work thing?"



"No…" Megan replied casually. "Just making sure I didn't miss a message from camp. Last time JJ bit a counselor."



Jared smirked.



Mark lifted an eyebrow. "Really?"



Megan nodded, flipping up on her screen, then turning it off and handing it back to Mark. "Yeah, really. Looks like we're clear though."



"When do you pick them up?"



"They've got all day at camp tomorrow too. So Jared can get them after work."



"Jared's teaching another clinic. But I can get them." Mark answered.



Jared nodded. "Yeah, that works."



"You're too sweet…" Megan said, kissing Mark again. Then, turning the other way, she ran her fingers through Jared's hair. 



"I found a place." Mark's voice came from behind Megan's turned head.



Jared saw a shift in Megan's eyes before she caught herself at the announcement. 



"Oh. Cool. It's a nice place?" She asked innocently, not looking back at Mark.



"It'll do. Not a condo. Got sick of that last time. Just a little place, kinda secluded. Got a lawn I can mow. Thinking I might get a dog or something…"



Megan nodded. "Sounds great," she said softly.



"When do you move in?" Jared took over as he saw Megan begin to blink a little faster.



"Next week. I get the keys this Saturday, but the travel office isn't dropping my stuff off until Monday. I'll set it up then."



Jared nodded. "You need a hand setting up?"



"Maybe," Mark answered. "I'll see. But you guys come over whenever. Boys can play in the yard. Barbecue sometimes. You know. All that stuff."



Megan's eyes were definitely watering now. Jared sat up with his back to the headboard next to her, discreetly wiping her eyes so Mark wouldn't see. She regained her composure, then turned back to face Mark.



"Duh…of course we'll be over there all the time. You won't be able to get rid of us."



"I was hoping that was the case…" Mark smiled gently, understanding the look in his lover's eyes.



The three sat in silence as Jared gently rubbed Megan's back. Finally, Mark sat up too, turning to get out of the bed.



"Wait…" Megan insisted as he turned his back. Mark looked over his shoulder, waiting.



"You…ummm…have to take my braid out. Since we're done with…you know…"



"Oh yeah, of course…" Mark answered. "Yeah, turn around."



Megan shifted to face away from Mark, smiling at her husband as Mark undid the braid and slowly unraveled her dark hair, letting it fall loose around her shoulders. She shook her messy hair lightly, then ran her fingers through it, making sure it was fully unraveled. Mark took the hair tie and replaced it in the bedside drawer, swinging his feet over the edge of the bed to leave.



He felt a small, soft hand gently grip his bicep as he leaned forward to stand up.



"Don't go. Please?"



Mark grimaced, not turning around.



"You know that's not a good idea, Meg."



"Not forever. Just tonight. The boys are at sleep away camp tonight." 



Mark shook his head slightly, still looking away.



"Please?" she requested quietly.



Mark turned his head to look past her. 



"Frenchie? Thoughts?"



Jared cleared his throat. "It's cool. We got room for one more tonight."



"You sure you're okay with this?"



Jared cleared his throat again. "Yeah. You know me, man. I, uh…I like it when she…wants things."



Mark half smiled, shaking his head, then lifted his feet back up on the bed and slipped back under the covers. Megan beamed happily as she reached over Mark to turn off the bedside lamp. She settled in and laid her naked body down next to Mark's. She turned on her side, her leg draped over his leg, her upper thigh making pointed contact with his thick, exhausted cock. Then, reaching behind her, she found her husband's hand and pulled him onto his side behind her, gently placing the palm of Jared's hand on her bare breast. Resting her head and arm on Mark's chest, she sighed deeply and closed her exhausted eyes in the dark.
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Geez, Crushing, we're hungry for more.....just like Rein's women!  Great work, thanks!
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Wed Sep 18, 2024 7:59 am

↳ Replying to: Crushing

Overall, we're about halfway through the whole story if I stick to the plan I have now.



I’m thrilled that we’re not close to being finished with this erotic masterpiece! As other commenters have noted, I would read this even if there was no sex. The character development and storytelling is top notch. 



Thanks again, Crushing!



MBD




Post 149 — Crushing

Mon Sep 23, 2024 7:47 pm

"Hey kid, that was a hell of a game! Way to take it to 'em! Keep it up!"



Mark grinned and waved amiably at the middle aged man driving by, hanging out of his car window. 



It wasn't out of the ordinary for him to be noticed walking down the street. He was pretty visible. Both because of his size and because of his growing reputation. Several other cars recognized him and honked excitedly as he walked down the road in the fading Texas heat after the big game, a backpack full of books hanging over one shoulder and his cleats dangling over the other.



It was a hell of a game. 4 QB sacks and a touchback. A star outside linebacker, he was unstoppable. And it was the season rivalry game, too. Homecoming. He was bound to get noticed. Maybe some college scouts. Cheerleaders started the chants of his name after only the second time he broke through the offensive line and threw the opposing quarterback ferociously onto the ground. By the fourth quarter, the stands echoed with his name each time the defensive line set. After each dominating display, Mark had stood up quietly and helped the defeated player stand, shaking his hand with a stoic look on his face. 



Every play was a chance to prove himself again. Every play saw him reset his game face. Every play saw the opposing team look toward him with fear.



It was a big win, and when the game was over, Mark had been invited to the usual post-game party. Even though he was a junior, the senior girls were making eyes at him. 



But his mom had made it clear: No parties on weeknights. And he had a big paper that he hadn't finished. So he had to shrug off the invitations and leave to walk home to the apartment he shared with his mom.



thok



Mark rolled his head to hear his neck pop. It felt good.



Mom couldn't make it to his game. It was okay. It wasn't her fault. She couldn't make it to most games. The restaurant was always short on help. He had offered to take a job there to help her out, since he had just turned sixteen, but she wouldn't hear of it. They didn't have much money, but she would make it work. Nothing could get in the way of his education. 



He knew that he was Leticia Martinez-Rein's one chance to make a mark on the world. When her husband had abandoned them, she knew it was just the two of them, and she simply gritted her teeth and dug into it. She worked her fingers to the bone to give him every opportunity she could, and he knew it. He always made sure not to disappoint her. He wouldn't go party–even on the night of a big victory–if it meant letting her down. 



And all the other varsity players knew she worked at Arby's.



They didn't say anything, but he knew on some level that they looked down on her. On him too. On both of them. He knew that if he was less of an asset on the football team…if he was smaller, nerdier, weaker…if he was anything less than the star outside linebacker that brutalized any opposing team dumb enough to try and get past him…



They wouldn't like him. They would be brutal to him. They'd probably go to Arby's and make fun of her.



thokthok



More popping as Mark shrugged, pulling his shoulders back and shifting the weight of his backpack. He turned to take the shortcut home: through the alley behind the grocery store. 



The game had gone long. It was pitch black. 



But he wasn't worried. He knew the way.



A few dozen footsteps into the dark. 



Mark began to feel uneasy. 



Looking around, he couldn't see the entrance to the alley anymore. He didn't remember it being this long. Somehow he got the sense he wasn't even in El Paso… 



Startled by an unfamiliar noise on one side of the dark alley, he froze, listening.



scchhhlllk



He leaned forward, straining to hear. The sound grew a little louder, holding in a steady 1-2 rhythm.



scchhhlllk … scchhhlllk … scchhhlllk …

 

He put down his backpack and walked tentatively toward the noise. 



He saw something. A dim outline…a man laying on the ground. It became clearer as he moved closer.



 SCCHHHLLLK … SCCHHHLLLK … SCCHHHLLLK …

 

The man was wearing camouflage…he had a helmet on his head. He was clearly hurt. Mark ran up and knelt next to him.



"Hey man, you okay? Can you hear me? I can run in the store and call 911."



SCCHHHLLLK … SCCHHHLLLK … SCCHHHLLLK …

 

Mark reached down and gently shook the man's shoulder. The man didn't move, but the hand Mark pulled back was covered in blood. Mark saw a large, dark stain on the back of the man's shirt. 



The bloody hand. The stain. The noises. He knew what this was. He had trained for this. Or had he? Didn't he just come from a football game? 



SCCHHHLLLK … SCCHHHLLLK … SCCHHHLLLK …



It was a sucking chest wound. Evidence of a lung ripped apart by a bullet.



"Sir, are you okay? What should I do?" 



He didn't answer. Shaking, Mark reached down to gently turn the man over, then snapped back in shocked recognition as the body rolled onto its back.



"Jett?"



"Sarge…" Lance Corporal Jett's eyes bugged out. Blood poured out of his mouth and down his chin.



"Jett, we got a medevac right outside. Just hang on, buddy, we're gonna get you help."



SCCHHHLLLK "sarge…" SCCHHHLLLK "sarge…I said I'd be good. SCCHHHLLLK "Was I good?" SCCHHHLLLK 



Jett's eyes bugged as he reached out, grasping for the reassurance of Mark's hands. Mark pulled his bloody hands back, horrified. Looking down, he could make out the gaping, sucking wound in Jett's chest. 



"Hang on, Jett. Just keep looking at me. Don't look away. Don't close your eyes. Don't look away for a second."



"Mark…"



A woman's voice. In the dark.



Mark looked around in the dark. "Hey lady…if you can hear me…call for help!"



He couldn't see anyone.



"Mark…I'm here…"



His eyes opened in the dark, bugging grotesquely as his chest heaved. 



He wasn't in an alley. Now he was on his back looking up, covered in sweat and looking into the dark outline of a woman's face.



"Mark…it's Molly. I'm here, Mark. You're with me in a hotel. Everything is okay. You're in a hotel with me. It's just us in here…"



Mark blinked slowly as he gradually came to recognize the speaker and surroundings. She reached over him and turned on the lamp on the nightstand. 



Mark stretched his body out, the tension showing as he fiercely clutched a clump of flat bedsheet in his fist. She leaned over him. He could see her clearly now. It was definitely Molly, brushing her hair out of her eyes, a worried look on her face.



Mark's breathing was shaky and labored. Molly gently put her flattened hand on his chest and slowly rubbed back and forth. As he caught his breath, Molly held his eyes firmly.



"Tell me where you are, Mark."



"I…I'm in a hotel. By the base. I'm home now…"



Molly nodded. "Tell me who I am."



"You're Molly. You're my girlfriend…"



Molly nodded again, taking his pulse under his chin. "Your heart rate is coming down. That's good. Try to relax. Take deep, slow breaths. You're here, I'm here with you…"



Mark nodded back. "I…I don't know what happened."



"It's okay…everything's okay…" Molly whispered gently, going back to rubbing his chest back and forth. 



For some reason, it was only at that moment that Mark realized they were both naked. He blinked slowly, trying to process everything.



"Tell me what you did today," Molly asked quietly.



"I…I was on the bird…coming home, then we landed. I came back on the bus."



"Mmmhmmm, what else?"



"We got back, turned in weapons, then all the families were there. And you were there…"



"I was, yeah…I was there…" Molly leaned down and kissed his lips. "I came to see you. I'm here now, too."



"Yeah…we came back here."



"Where's 'here?'"



"Your hotel. We came to your hotel."



"Mmmhmmm."



"We had sex, Molly."



"Mmmhmm, we did…" Molly cooed. "See? Everything's fine. You're here with me."



Mark's body began to relax, and his vision became fuzzy. He squinted. "What time is it…"



"It's late. We can go back to sleep…"



"I don't want to go back in there, Molly."



"You don't have to go back there. You're here. With me. Just take some deep breaths. You can go back to sleep. I'll be sleeping here too. I'm right here with you. If you don't like where you go, when you wake up I'll be right here…"



Mark's eyes unfocused, his fading vision awash in a tight cascade of bright red hair reflected off the hotel lamp. His head dropped back on his pillow as Molly leaned over to turn out the light.



"I'm glad you came, Molly…" Mark murmured in the dark as he felt her face come to rest on his chest.



* * *



Technically, there was room for her open laptop. Technically.



Jordan's desk was beyond cluttered. On one side of the desk were loose stacks of printed articles, and some soft-cover scholarly journals. On the right side were stacks of bound books. Some hard, some soft. Some old, some new. Freud. Plato. Kristeva. Jung. Sapolsky. Mead. Chomsky. Augustine. Goffman. Erikson. Arnett. Taylor. Marcia. Husserl. Marion. Kant.



The names disappeared below the upper rim of her laptop screen. The two stacks of reading material created a canyon of paper into which her laptop barely fit. She had arranged two separate stacks of books to serve as a kind of reading pedestal where whatever she was reading at the time could sit while she typed notes on her laptop and drew diagrams in her notebook.



"You did go home last night, didn't you?" Patrick laughed as he walked through the door and sat down at his desk.



"Huh?" Jordan turned around and looked at him perplexed. 



To Patrick's credit, Jordan did not look like she had been home in a while. She was wearing an old gray sweatshirt and faded jeans and red converse sneakers with little stains on them. Her hair was tangled, and she hadn't worn contacts in a few days. Her glasses were sliding about ⅓ of the way down her nose.



"You look like you pulled an all-nighter. Or three."



"Oh, yeah…" Jordan answered in monotone, turning back to her notebook. "No, I went home and everything..just skipped running. I'm busy…working on stuff."



"I can see that. Want me to move some of these to an empty desk? Maybe give you some room?"



"Don't touch anything…" Jordan responded absently. "I have a system."



"Okay. Just asking."



Jordan nosed back down in her notebook, writing. Patrick opened his laptop and began working. A few other graduate students trickled into the shared office space to do the same. 



Jordan was oblivious to it all. When she got in the zone, when her "dissertation face" became her primary facial expression, it was not easy to pull her out of it. 



Patrick looked over to her occasionally, noting her messy hair and glasses. She was usually more put together, but the intensity of her expression…



It was…



He looked forward again, focusing on his work.



Hours passed. People came and went. Patrick stole glances at Jordan. Jordan's eyes only went from book, to notebook, to laptop, and back. Patrick could see her lips move as she whispered to herself, deep in thought.



Eventually he stood up and walked over to her. 



"You gonna take lunch? Or a bathroom break? Or like…breathe?"



"I am breathing. Lunch is in my bag when I'm hungry. Don't need bathroom. Grown woman. Thanks."



Patrick checked himself and put up his hands in defense. "Sorry…I was just kidding. Didn't mean to overstep. You just look like you're redlining the engine a little bit."



"Not redlining. In the zone," she mumbled. Patrick stepped back and began to head back to his desk.



"Ms. Simms…"



Patrick looked over his shoulder to see Jordan's mentor walk in the door and stand behind her. She didn't even react to his voice.  Patrick walked back and tapped gently on her shoulder. 



"Hey…uh, hey Jordan? Professor Lukacz is here."



"Funny…" she answered in monotone, still laser focused on her book.



"I'm afraid he's right, Ms. Simms."



Jordan snapped out of the fog and stood up quickly, turning around to see the professor standing and waiting impatiently. 



"I sent you an email and two text messages, and you didn't respond," he began.



"I didn't have it…um, I'm sorry Professor, I was doing other things. I'll check it right now."



"No matter," he lifted his hand to stop her. "I could use the walk. My physicians tell me I don't walk enough. So I came here. To this…place. Again." He looked around with thinly veiled disdain at the shared office space.



"Well, um…what can I do for you, Professor?"



"Your course syllabus. We need to make a change before we officially assign you to your two sections. I understand you volunteered to teach an introductory philosophy course as well?"



Jordan nodded, pushing her glasses back into position, still flustered at the interruption. "I did…they said they needed people and I thought…"



"I just wanted to make sure you thought you could handle it with your schedule. Three classes each semester during your dissertation year, it might be too much."



"Well, I want to help if I can. And I can handle it. And…my husband's working abroad this year, so I'm kind of looking to fill the time…"



"I see." The professor knitted his eyebrows, then looked past her to the tall stack of books, scanning the bindings quickly. 



"Augustine? This isn't on your agreed reading list."



Jordan turned to look at what he was seeing and then turned quickly back. "Yes. Well, I've read him before, and you know I think a longitudinal approach to identity constructs is crucial to supplement a contemporary survey, which is the key to my first chapter, and it's kind of a classic in identity theory in antiquity. I've read it a bunch of times before…actually most of those…"



The professor's eyebrow cocked upward as he looked at the small library piled on his protege's desk. "You've already read most of those?"



Jordan hesitated. "Well, yeah."



"When have you found time to read this much material? I know for a fact that you don't have time when you're my doctoral student. I've kept you very busy."



"Yes, you have. Um, well, it was before. Junior high school for some. High school for others. My dad had a library…"



"You read Husserl in junior high school?" 



"No," Jordan quickly corrected him. "I read Augustine and Aristotle in junior high school. Husserl…let's see, my early phenomenology phase was probably…eleventh grade, I think."



"I didn't know you were so precocious," he smirked. "Didn't you have other, normal, teenage girl things to do? Sports, parties, boys? Perhaps the occasional trip to the mall?"



"I ran on the cross country team, but I didn't do parties. I still don't, really. And boys in high school were annoying. And look at what I'm wearing. Does it look like I know my way around a mall?"



The half dozen or so workers in the office space held their breath, horrified at her sarcastic barb. 



Then the unthinkable happened. Professor Lukacz broke into a wide smile and laughed out loud. 



No one had ever seen or heard that before. 



Jordan, however, was unmoved. 



Still in the zone, she stood uncomfortably facing her mentor with an earnest look on her face. 



"Well, Ms. Simms," Lukacz concluded, "carry on. Please check your email and return a corrected syllabus immediately. I believe Professor Andrews has also reached out about the class in the philosophy department. Please don't keep him waiting. We have to finalize classes with their instructors by the end of the day."



"I'll do that right away, Professor," Jordan said, sitting back down in her chair and opening the email app on her laptop.



"Thank you. And Jordan…"



The room froze again. Nobody had ever heard Lukacz refer to a student by their first name, either. 



"Yeah?" She said, typing without looking back.



He paused, and at length cleared his throat. She caught herself, stood, and turned around to face him respectfully.



"I'm sorry. Yes, Professor?"



"I like the way you think. Just don't get sucked down the whirlpool when you need to go downstream in your research and writing. Forward momentum. Every day this year. Don't get bogged down in too much extra work. Come see me if you get stuck. We'll work it out."



"Thank you, Professor. I appreciate that. And I will."



The older man nodded and smiled again, his dress shoes clicking as he briskly exited the office space. 



Jordan returned her attention to her work as the other doctoral students looked in shock at each other. 



In the past five minutes, the most notoriously difficult, standoffish, and pompous professor in the department had openly laughed, called a doctoral student by her first name, and had made an open-ended offer of assistance on her research and writing.



Jealousy seethed through the room.



Patrick couldn't stop looking at her.



Jordan didn't notice.



Her nose stayed down, her eyes focused, her fingers flying on her keyboard.



* * *



C: You up?



M: I am now. 



C: Sorry, didn't mean to wake you. I just didn't hear from you. I was worried.



M: Yeah, sorry. I've been busy.



C: Everything okay? Where are you?



M: Everything's fine. I'm at the hotel.



C: Is he there too?



M: Yes.



C: OMFG

C: That's so hot.



M: 😚



C: How was it?



M: Fine



C: Come on, Mol…give me a little more than that



M: God, you're insufferable. 😆



C: Yeah, I am. So what happened. What did you do?



M: I met him at the base, he came back on a bus with a bunch of other marines. It was weird being there, most of the guys had families and I wasn't sure where to stand. I don't think I could have done it if he had family or something. Would have been too awkward. Anyway, he was literally the last guy off his bus, and I was super scared to approach him. I almost left, but then I just did it. 



C: Was he happy to see you?



M: Yes.



C: Did he kiss you?



M: Yes.



C: Oh god. That's so hot…



M: You're so weird. 

M: I'm glad you like it though. 

M: I'm starting to like this arrangement.



C: OMG Mol, I'm gonna lose it.



M: Well do it quick. He's starting to stir, and I want him to fuck me again before breakfast.



C: OMG Molly…🥵



Molly heard Mark rustle and felt a large arm slide under the covers onto her stomach and move slowly up to cup her breast. She set her phone down on the nightstand and turned her head to meet Mark's dark brown eyes. They still seemed a little blurry, but he was smiling.



"Hey."



His voice was so deep. 



Molly turned on her side and touched her nose to his.



"Hey. How'd you sleep?"



He took a deep breath and let it out slowly, then kissed her. Then, rolling back onto his back, he sighed again. 



"I had a weird dream."



"I know."



Mark squinted, looking over at her. "What?"



Molly leaned over him and nuzzled his nose with hers again. "I thought you wouldn't remember. You were pretty fuzzy. I could tell you were getting upset. I just rubbed your chest and told you where you were. You went back down pretty easy."



Mark cocked his head and held the squint, confused. 



Molly pulled her lips back into a tight smile, her deep green eyes showing concern. "Have you had a lot of dreams like that?"



Mark didn't answer. "I don't remember you talking to me…was I sleepwalking or something?"



She shook her head. "Nope. Just agitated. Making noises and shaking a little bit."



"What the fuck…" Mark questioned himself under his breath. 



Molly ran her hand up and down his arm and looked into his eyes. 



"You know this stuff can happen with you guys, right?" She asked carefully.



Mark didn't answer. Instead he just shook his head again as if trying to clear cobwebs out of it.



"It's not a big deal," he finally answered. "First night back. I think my brain's just trying to get used to sleeping in a bed again."



Molly nodded, her eyes showing that she was unconvinced. "Okay. If it keeps happening, don't ignore it. Okay? And don't shut me out."



"Yeah, yeah. Of course. I'm fine, though."



She rolled onto her back next to him and sighed deeply. "I slept like a rock." She playfully slapped his bare chest. "You, sir, work wonders on a girl's sleep cycle."



Mark laughed. "Glad to help, I guess."



She giggled and leaned over him again, kissing him playfully. "So, what's the plan for today?"



"Didn't really have one, actually. I didn't know you were going to be here. When do you have to go back?"



Bzzzzzzz 



Molly looked distractedly in the direction of her phone, then looked back down at Mark. "Sunday night." 



She kissed his arm. 



"So we've got all day…" She kissed his cheek. 



"All night,.." she pecked him on the lips. 



"And all day tomorrow. I'm all yours…" She kissed him deeply, holding it for a moment, then pulling back slightly to hold his gaze again.



"Awesome…" Mark grinned. "I don't know, Jared and Megan wanted to meet for lunch or dinner or something, that okay with you?"



"That sounds great. I want to meet your friends," she said with a grin before kissing him again. 



Bzzzzzzz 



"You need to get that?" Mark asked, looking over toward her phone.



"Later. You want to go get some breakfast?"



"Yeah, I'm hungry," Mark answered. 



Molly pushed herself up to a seated position facing away from Mark and ran her fingers through her tangled hair. The flat sheet fell away, exposing her pale, bare torso with the smooth alabaster skin of her back.



"I know a good breakfast place in town," Mark said.



Bzzzzzzz 



"Okay…I want to take a shower fir…" Molly squealed as she felt Mark's strong hands pull her forcefully over his own body and throw her on her back on the opposite side of the bed. The sudden movement made her legs catch the bedding, landing on her back on the top of a hasty rumple of bedcovers and exposing both of their naked bodies.



"Pussy first," Mark growled. "Then breakfast."



Molly giggled, looking up at him from her back. "I'll have to check my calendar, but I think we can make that work…"



Mark grinned as her creamy legs fell open in welcome. He sat up and rotated his body, climbing over her. As his strong, muscular V-shaped upper body positioned itself above her and his own long legs between hers, Molly's soft, white hands climbed up his arms and settled flat against his clavicles. She gazed up into his eyes and smiled as she felt his excitement press between her open legs.



"Oh…looks like you woke up ready to go, didn't you…"



Mark grunted.



Bzzzzzzz 



"Mmm…I might still be pretty sore, and you're a big boy…don't go too fast…"



Bzzzzzzz 



"Ohhh, yeah…god…a girl could get used to this…"



Bzzzzzzz 



Bzzzzzzz 



* * *



Bzzzzzzz 



Bzzzzzzz 



Jordan sat up in bed, grabbing her phone and lifting it to her ear. 



"Hey baby…" 



"Hey, Jojo. Sorry it's late. How was your day?"



"Good. Busy."



"I'm sorry I'm calling late. I just got back to the hotel."



"It's okay. Another long day?"



"Yeah, that seems to be the norm. I'm beginning to see why other guys give up in a month. This is an intense schedule."



Jordan smiled to herself, looking down. "For lesser men, maybe. Not my David."



"No, not me. I'm actually fine. I just don't want to mess up your sleep. How's the dissertation coming?"



"I've got notes, but I'm still trying to straighten out my ideas. Doing a lot of philosophy stuff, so my brain's in knots. Should get easier when I just get to the empirical and data driven stuff. But now my head's just…all over the place."



"That's what comes from being a genius, I guess. Everyone's got a price to pay."



Jordan blushed to herself. "You're sweet. But I'm not a genius. Just a nerd."



David chuffed through the phone. "Not all nerds are geniuses, but all geniuses are nerds. Isn't that a philosophical something or other?"



"Not really," she responded automatically. "It's moving toward a syllogistic construction, but you're really just describing a set and a subset within a category, in this case intelligence. Technically you just indicated a semantic relation: a hypernym and hyponym. There's no real deductive premise, and no real conclusion. It just sounds like a syllogism because of the way the phrase is worded."



David laughed out loud. "Not a genius, huh?"



"Shut up!" Jordan caught herself grinning into the phone, feeling herself blush. "I'm not a genius." 



David laughed again. 



"I don't feel like one, anyway. Just a girl trying to figure out the world."



"Well, charting new intellectual waters. That's not going to be easy, no matter what you do."



"Yeah, that's true. Plato…well, kind of Socrates I guess…compared coming up with new ideas to the pain and work of delivering a baby."



"That's intense."



"Yeah, not like he'd ever done it. But…I guess I haven't either."



"But you will, right?"



Jordan blushed again. "Yeah, I guess I will. Then I'll take that experience and shove it right in Plato's face!"



David laughed. "Ah, I miss you, Jojo. But it's still fun talking to you."



Jordan giggled back. "I'm glad." 



She paused for a minute.



"Hey David?"



"Yeah?"



"Can you imagine what our kids are going to be like?"



David laughed again. "Pretty high strung, I'm guessing."



Jordan laughed back. "Super nerds! Sci-fi junkies with OCD and crippling social anxiety. It's going to be a mess!"



David laughed back. "Yeah, they'll be cute though. Because they'll be half you. And the part of them that's half me will…well, it'll keep them humble."



"Easy there, baby…" Jordan chuckled. "You're actually quite handsome, in your way. I didn't marry a troll. I have good taste…"



"That's good to hear…"



Another pause. At length, David broke the silence.



"I was super into dinosaurs when I was a little kid. Like, full-on obsessed."



"Cute!" Jordan cooed, delighted. "I didn't know that! I was an obsessive little kid too, but with astronomy. My room was literally covered from floor to ceiling with those star charts you could print off the internet back then…"



"Our kids are going to have adorable little obsessions…" David gushed.



Jordan squealed, "I can't wait…it's going to be so cute!!!"



Another pause. Then, Jordan.



"I am excited to have kids with you, baby. For real. I know it's not the time, and I know I'm a career gal, but I don't think we've ever really had a serious talk about this. Not today, but I want a baby. Babies. I want your babies."



David appeared flustered through the phone. "That's really good to hear. And just…We're on the same page. Once we get settled…"



"Yeah…" Jordan agreed quietly.



Another silence. Then David.



"This got awkward."



"Yeah.



"Why…why is it awkward?" David asked genuinely.



"Because, David. Usually after an intimate exchange like that, I'd want to make love."



"Oh."



"Yeah. And you're in New Orleans."



"Yeah, I am."



"And I'm here. By myself."



"Yeah. No good."



"Yeah." Jordan sighed, then changed the subject.



"So what's on your schedule tomorrow?"



"Actually, they're flying me out to an oil rig in the gulf. I didn't plan on it initially, but when I started looking over the port traffic, I realized a lot of it was unloading oil from tankers and smaller ships, and I didn't know how they get loaded from the rigs. So I'm going to go out and see how it happens."



"That sounds fun…"



"Yeah, I've never ridden in a helicopter before. They've got a resupply flight scheduled, they said I could tag along. But the flight leaves at 5 tomorrow."



"5? Baby, you need to get some sleep. It's after midnight there."



"Yeah, you're probably right."



"You're coming home Sunday night, right?"



"Yeah."



"When do you land?"



"6:30 I think. I'll double check, then text you."



"Okay. Get some sleep, baby. I love you. Thanks for calling."



"Of course, Jo. I love you too. You get some sleep too."



"David?"



"Yeah?"



"I miss you."



"I miss you too, love. Sunday night. We can talk about babies again."



"Okay. Be safe."



"I will. Bye."



"Bye, baby." Jordan wiped the corners of her eyes as she hung up the call and placed her phone on her nightstand. 



She leaned back onto her pillow, laying her forearm onto her forehead. 



Her forehead was warm.   



She felt her cheeks.



Warm.



Her neck. Clavicle.



Warm.



She turned on her side, squeezing David's pillow against her chest and tried to go to sleep.



The night wasn't particularly warm. She was just…



Restless.



Hey sweetie. Long day?



Jordan buried her face in David's pillow. Shaking her head in frustration, she rolled onto her back and sighed into the dark.



"Fine. You win."



She reached for her phone. Opening her old text thread with Mark, she began scrolling upward.



* * *



"Are they here?"



Mark looked around the bar and grill, spotting Jared and Megan tucked back into the corner of the building.



"Yeah. Back there. Follow me."



He took Molly's pale, lightly freckled hand and led her across the room, weaving in between tables and the raucous ambient noise of a bar and grill on a Saturday night.



Jared noticed them approaching and waved them in. Megan stood up, looking a little nervous.



Molly noticed and went in for a quick hug, then pulled back, holding Megan's shoulders. "I'm Molly. I know we met once, but the boys were in such a hurry to leave. How are you? Megan, right?"



"Right…" Meg answered, a little shy.

 

"Mark won't shut up about how great you two are…"



Megan blushed as the party of four sat down around the table. After ordering drinks, the women largely carried the initial stage of the conversation.



"So you're a nurse?" Megan answered.



"Yep. Registered nurse. Hospital stuff. Emergency Department, sometimes surgery. Sometimes maternity. Kinda depends on where the most chaos is."



"That must be exciting…" Megan raised an eyebrow.



"Some days. Some days it's boring, others it's tragic. Sometimes it's just people yelling at you for no reason while you're trying to get them to take their medicine. But then sometimes you can really help out, and that feels good. So, it's a mixed bag. It keeps me on my toes."



"You like it?" Jared answered. 



"For the most part, yeah, I do." Molly nodded, continuing. 



He prodded further. "Got any cool stories?" 



She thought for a moment. "I'm sure I do, I just don't know what counts for 'cool' with two marines who just got back from a war zone…"



"Try us…" Mark laughed.



"Okay, let's see. So, last week…"



Jared had seen the pictures near Mark's bunk while they were deployed. Mark wouldn't let him see the more risque pictures, of course, but Jared had a sense of her physicality from the ones he was allowed to look at, and she seemed pretty. But here, in person, in a social setting, Molly positively sparkled in the low light of the restaurant. He could easily see why Mark was so taken with her. The way her head moved expressively with her hands as she told a story, her red hair flipping playfully back and forth. She had a delighted half-smile that she would employ strategically at different points during the story to cue a laugh. She was obviously very charming, in addition to being attractive.



Megan was trying to sort out her feelings for the new girl as she told her story. Molly was very pretty, a little thinner than she herself was, but not stick-thin. She was clearly in great shape, as the clear muscle definition in her arms was apparent in the sleeveless shirt she was wearing. She seemed genuinely nice, and a good storyteller. 



Megan had only been with Mark that one time. It was an experiment. A playful dalliance they had jammed sideways into the emotionally intense pre-deployment period about a year ago. Once Mark had met Molly, he had stopped their sexy communication and clearly just wanted to be friends. But she and Jared had returned to the memory of her night with Mark quite often, both individually and as a couple. Seeing him with a new girl was…weird.



"So…you never know what you'll find up there…" Molly concluded her story as the table laughed at the anecdote.



Molly smiled warmly at Megan, aware that she was uncomfortable, but not entirely sure why. 



"So Megan, tell me about you. What do you do?"



"Junior high school English teacher…" Megan's eyes dropped shyly. 



"Oh, that's so cool! Do you love it?" Molly followed up brightly.



"It pays the bills. And I like to read. And I like the students. Well…some of them."



The table broke into laughter again. 



"How long have you been teaching?" Molly asked.



"Not long. Two years. Started just after graduating and marrying this guy…" She nudged Jared.



 "Yeah," Jared quipped, "She can't get enough of dealing with my seventh grade bullshit at home, so she decided to teach middle school."



Molly smiled. "Did you grow up wanting to be a teacher?"



Megan shrugged, looking down. "Kind of. I liked my teachers, so I think I wanted to do it when I was younger. But it's not my dream job."



"Really? What is?" Molly leaned in, interested.



Megan hesitated, then looked up again.. "I kinda want to be a prosecutor. Like Casey Novak on Law and Order, you know? Putting bad guys in jail."



Molly smiled, nodding intently. "Totally. So you wanted to be a legal badass, huh? I could see that."



Megan smiled, looking down again. "Yeah. Actually, I, uh, took the LSAT a little while ago."



"Really?" Molly brightened. "So you're thinking of going for it? For real?"



"Thinking about it, yeah. Applying to some law schools. I don't know if I'll get in, though."



"Do you mind me asking how you did on the LSAT?"



"Yeah, um…pretty good. I scored, uh, a 177." Megan blushed.



Molly's eyes widened. "Really?"



Mark spoke up. "I think that's pretty good, right?"



Molly turned to look up at him, wide eyed. "A perfect score is 180. 177 is really impressive. Like…really, really good." She turned back to Megan. "Was that your first test?"



"Yeah, it was."



"That's so impressive! Girl, you've got to go for it. Be a badass prosecutor!" She slapped Megan's hand playfully from across the table. "You'll be the woman that brings down the next Capone!"



Megan blushed again. "Yeah, well…I was happy about the score anyway."



Mark turned to Molly, curious: "How do you know about LSAT scores?" 



"I was looking into the MCAT. So I was curious what top scores were for all the big tests. GRE, MCAT, LSAT, some others. Just curiosity."



"MCAT? You're going to be a doctor?" Jared asked, surprised.



"I don't know yet. But if we're talking about chasing dreams, that was mine growing up." Molly said. "I like being a nurse though. I might stay put."



Megan was warming to the new girl. "You should go for it.," she said, encouraging Molly. "I didn't think I'd do as well as I did. You should at least take the test. See how it goes."



Molly nodded. "I am definitely thinking about it."



The conversation continued amiably, with both women trading the spotlight as lively storytellers, comparing seventh grade classroom and hospital emergency room horror stories. Both Mark and Jared seemed content to listen as their dates traded animated anecdotes. Both men had muddles of tired and sparkling eyes, evidence of their mixed dispositions: enchanted by their dates and the beginnings of delayed exhaustion resulting from the deployment.



"So, Jared…" Molly changed her tone after they finished eating dinner. She looked over at Mark's best friend. "I've got to know…what's it like working with this guy?" She elbowed Mark playfully.



Jared seemed a little taken aback at the question. "It's…good. He's a great platoon sergeant. I'm not sure what you're asking, though."



"I'm just curious what a work relationship is like in a deployment. I know you guys are good friends, does that get in the way of work at all?"



"Never." Jared said firmly.



"That's cool…" Molly replied. "I really respect that. I think that divided loyalty between friendship and professional commitments might make things awkward sometimes." 



"Nope. Not at all." Jared replied confidently.



"That's awesome." Molly held eye contact with Jared, clearly ramping up to something. "So…you wouldn't mind if I test that theory?"



"Go for it." Jared smirked, and Megan's eyebrow raised, uncertain as to where the conversation was going. 



Molly smiled at Mark and slipped her hand into his on the table, their fingers interlacing. "I was wondering if you might be able to tell me which one of your platoon mates got shot in the firefight where you got knocked out. Mark never told me who it was."



Jared's pupils widened slightly. Megan's eyes narrowed in confusion.



"That was…Jett." Jared answered.



"Jett. You sure?" Molly asked.



Mark looked uncomfortable.



"Yep. I'm sure. You can check his purple heart citation."



"I wouldn't begin to know how to do that, but it's okay. I trust you." Molly answered. Megan looked down, shifting her weight.



"So Jett got shot in that firefight, right honey?" Molly looked up at her boyfriend.



Mark nodded silently. "Why do you ask?"



"Just curious," she responded. Then, leveraging their interlaced hands, she pulled Mark's arm to the center of the table and pointed to the scar on his inside forearm. "So, anyone want to tell me when this happened?"



Nobody answered. Mark fumbled to respond when Megan jumped in.



"I didn't know he didn't tell you…" she whispered urgently across the table. Then, turning her gaze to Mark: "What the hell, Mark? You didn't tell her?"



"I told her it was someone in the platoon."



Molly nodded with a tight smile, displeased. "And thought I wouldn't notice the obvious bullet wound in his body? Because an ER nurse probably wouldn't notice. Or the one on your jaw." She smirked at Megan, scrunching her nose playfully, "don't you love it when they think we're stupid?"



Megan smiled uncomfortably.



"So, hulk-man…" Molly said, looking back over at her boyfriend. "Here's your chance to come clean. That scar on your jaw line? Anything you want to tell me?"



Mark's jaw flexed uncomfortably.



"Yeah. I got shot. Twice. Not a big deal though, they pulled out the bullets and stitched it up. I'm really fine. I just didn't want you to worry."



Molly nodded, holding her tight smile. "Okay. Well, thanks. Anything else you wanted me not to worry about?"



Mark shook his head and shrugged, uncertain of what to say.



Molly looked into his eyes, her lips pursing together. "Just don't shut me out. I can't help from the outside.Okay?" 



Still holding his hand, Molly squeezed it urgently. Megan threw a napkin at Mark's face from across the table.



Mark nodded, swallowing uncomfortably.



"Okay…" Molly's face brightened. "Sorry to be a downer, everyone, but we got all that figured out. I'm ready to have fun again! Let's get another round over here, huh?"



* * *



The air conditioner wasn't working.



Granted, it wasn't the heat of the day, but even a little after midnight, Jordan found the room sweltering. 



If David were here, he would have had the cover off that thing in a jiffy, and then he'd have been elbows deep in gears and little tiny screws…



Then it would work again.



There was a middle space, of course, between when he dug into a repair and when things would work again. But that was David's time to shine. She ceded it to him entirely. It was one of the things that she loved about him. 



Having a handy husband who will twist himself into knots to make you comfortable…who could beat it?



But David wasn't going to be home for several more days. She was stuck with a hot, empty bedroom.



Exasperated, she crawled out of bed and opened the window as wide as she could, and then flopped back down on top of the bed. She kicked the blanket off, and slid under the flat sheet.



Another busy day. And now she couldn't sleep. She had already talked to David again. He had lots to say about his visit to the oil rig yesterday. 



It was like talking to Mr. Rogers sometimes. He was just endlessly fascinated by things.



Jordan smiled to herself at the thought, wondering what he was doing now. Probably sleeping.



But if he wasn't sleeping, maybe he was thinking of her, too. 



She thought about texting him, but with the time difference…and he was so busy…and he needed his sleep.



She thrashed on the bed, throwing a small tantrum to vent her physical discomfort. She was stressed. 



And now she was hot. She couldn't get to sleep.



Maybe…if David was thinking of her, maybe he might be…



Jordan bit her lip in a sly smile. She pictured her husband, lonely in a hotel room, unable to sleep without her. Pining for her. Thinking about her as he reached down into his underwear…



Jordan closed her eyes and stretched out on her back. She let out a sigh as her right hand began to tease between her legs.



There you are. I've been waiting for you.



Jordan rolled her eyes impatiently but didn't stop. Her attentions were creating a smooth, warm feeling of comfort.



I know you like thinking about him…want to up the ante a little?



Jordan closed her eyes and shook her head, turning her focus onto her husband's face. Imagining him smiling at her. Drinking in her body.



The warmth between her legs deepened.



She pictured him pushing her against a wall and kissing her deeply. Taking off his glasses and tossing them aside as he pulled up her shirt. Noticing the air conditioner was broken. Stepping back and putting his glasses back on, and raising a finger in indication.



"Just a minute Jo…I'll get that fixed…"



Jordan felt the frustration as she tried to force the fantasy back into the erotic space. 



No. He can't hold back from needing her. He comes back in the room with his tool box. He sees her. She's wearing a loose tank top, and her nipples are hard. He drops the box and moves aggressively toward her, grabbing her around the waist...



Jordan's free hand slipped under her shirt and began to tease her nipples as she imagined her husband's hand doing the same.



"God I've missed you, Jordan."



It was David's face that spoke in her imagination, but the voice was deeper.



She shrugged. No matter. She kept kissing him. He took his glasses off again and began to run his hands up and down her back under the tank top.



"It will only take a minute, and then we'll be so much more comfortable. Just give me…twenty minutes. I'll fix it, and then the room will feel so good…"



David's higher, reedier, chipper voice returned as he slipped away from her embrace and picked up his toolbox, heading to the window unit.



This wasn't working.



This isn't working.



Jordan shifted uncomfortably, physically frustrated.



Improvise, honey. You take the lead, I'll follow.



Jordan chuffed indignantly in the dark. She snapped her hand over to the nightstand and picked up her phone, opening an internet browser and typing quickly in the search bar.



"Hot Latin Men."



The image search returned an infinity of attractive men with varying shades of pale to tan to copper skin.



Mmmm. I like it. You're gonna have to be more specific though.



She went back to the search bar.



"Tall hot latin men short hair."



The image search refreshed with a new haul. Jordan began scrolling through.



That's a nice one. Look at his eyes.



She kept scrolling.



Oooh, I like the shoulders. And how he stands…



And scrolling.



Until.



There. There he is. Almost a twin. Give him a scar on his jaw and you'd have him. Oooh, good choice, sweetie. I like him…



Jordan switched the phone to her left hand and slid her right hand under the waistband of her panties. 



Her fingers grazed over the tangled soft hair under her panties until they found her moisture. Her middle finger found its mark as she gazed intently at the handsome model on the screen.



He really did look like him. Similar cheekbones, similar eyes. They could be cousins at least. Maybe a little shorter than he was…



The warmth began to spread into her body as her finger alternated between toying with her stiff nub and exploring her wetness. She extended her middle finger into her body, drawing out moisture and using it to methodically cover the space extending up to her excited clitoris. The smooth back and forth motion caused her legs to tense.



You want him to talk to you, honey?



"Yes…please…" She whimpered in the dark. Her excitement grew as the image on her phone screen smiled and extended a hand to her.



"You ready to be a good girl for me tonight, Jordan?"



"Yes…" her whimper was truncated, the crisp pitch of her voice rising.



"Okay. Now be a good girl. Give me what I want."



"Okay…" she whispered as the movement of her middle finger became frantic. The edge came nearer, then nearer still as she sucked in her breath and held it, until…



the smooth warmth transformed into a silky lava flow of relief radiating from between her legs.



Jordan gasped a few times before catching her breath, then, red faced, withdrawing her hand from her panties and closing the browser window on her phone.



Once her breath returned to normal, The room was somehow emptier than before.



She turned on her side and curled into the fetal position, clutching David's pillow to her body again.



See? That wasn't so hard, was it? Don't you feel better?



"Go away…" Jordan pouted into the dark silence of her empty bed.



* * * 



"I'll be home soon."



"I'm sorry, I can't keep him out of your room if I'm not there. I'm not magic." 



"So what did Dad say?"



Molly looked over at Mark, her phone up to her ear, and mouthed an embarrassed apology. Mark chuckled silently and waved off the apology.



"I'm not going to say anything that your dad didn't already say."



"Okay, I'll talk to him. Put your little brother on."



Molly looked over to Mark again and rolled her eyes in embarrassment before snapping back into her conversation.



"Hey Maxy. No, I know all about it. Don't make excuses, young man. Do we need to put a lock on Lucy's room?"



"Well, we've talked about this. That's her private space. You've got your own room."



Molly involuntarily put her forehead in the palm of her hand in frustration.



"So play legos in your own room."



"Well, the rule is the rule. If you go and mess up her books again, we're going to ground you and put a lock on her door. Understood?"



"Ok. Did you apologize?"



"That didn't sound like a real apology."



"Go give your sister a real apology. And I'm gonna ask Dad if it was a good one."



"I'll be back tomorrow night. Probably late."



"I miss you too, short man. Be good for dad. And stay out of your sister's room."



"Okay. Love you baby. Sleep tight."



Molly snapped her clam phone shut and hastily set it in the center console. "I'm so sorry. Mom stuff."



"It's really okay," Mark replied. "I think it's great."



"Great?" Molly smirked. "That's not the word I would use."



"I actually think you're pretty attractive when you're in mom-mode."



Molly's nose crinkled, flattered but incredulous. "Really?"



"Yeah. I think it's cool seeing you raise your little people. I mean, I'm sure it's not all fun, but they're great kids. Makes me see you as a woman that has her shit together, you know? It's… attractive."



"Well…can't say I've heard that before," Molly said, a little under her breath. "But…thank you."



They drove on in silence for a moment before pulling into the hotel parking lot. She put her car in park before she spoke up again.



"I'm sorry about calling you out in front of your friends. I feel stupid about that. I should have just talked to you."



"No, you were right. They didn't know I didn't tell you. I should have told you. I was thinking I'd tell you before we met up, but…you surprised me. But yeah. Secret's out. I got shot. Twice. But I'm okay."



Molly reached over the console and grasped his hand in hers. "Mark, this is new to me. I've never had a grown-up boyfriend before. So I'm kind of learning here. And like we keep saying, I don't know where this is going. But I want to be there for you. If I feel like you're shutting me out, or if I feel like I'm not enough for you, I get insecure. So…that's how I feel about that. I just want you to feel okay talking to me."



"I know." Mark answered. "I feel like it was easier to be open when we were on opposite sides of the world. But I'm glad we're talking. I'm learning about grown-up relationships too."



Molly stroked the back of his hand with hers. "Are you enjoying our time together?"



Mark nodded confidently. "Definitely. I wish I could've planned some stuff or something. But…I'm really, really glad you came. I needed this."



Molly smiled and lifted his hand to her lips and kissed it. "Is this how you imagined our first time together after your deployment?"



"No, but you don't hear me complaining," he laughed.



She kissed his hand again. "What did you picture?"



He shrugged, feeling his blood start to stir as she gently kissed him and touched his skin with her fingertips. "I don't know. A bunch of different stuff. Some of it you were flying naked through the window. You know. Random dream stuff."



Molly grinned. "Okay, the naked Supergirl fantasy is probably off the table, since we'll need a crane or something to make it work. But other than that…you said you had other fantasies. About me. Did you hope I would do something specific?"



"Honestly, Molly, I'm just happy we're together."



"I know. Me too. But…Like I said, I feel more secure when I know I'm doing what you need. So if you tell me what you want, I like that. It makes me feel confident."



"Oh, I get it. Okay, yeah, I could see that. I think I understand."



Molly dropped her eyes and lifted his hand up to kiss it, then his wrist, and finally gently kissed the scar on his forearm.



"I like that you dreamed about me. I dreamed about you."



"Yeah?" Mark's breath shortened slightly. He swallowed, regaining his composure. "Did you dream of me?"



"Mmmmhmmm."



"What happened in your dreams?"



"The sexy ones or the regular ones?"



"I think I should hear about the sexy ones first."



Molly continued to kiss around the underside of his forearm. "Well, Sergeant Rein…what happened in the sexy dreams was…whatever you wanted."



"Oh, come on Moll…" Mark laughed. "You gotta get more specific than that."



"But I am being specific." She brought her head back up, looking into his eyes under the dim dome light of her car. "My dreams were you telling me what to do. Like, exactly."



She leaned in and kissed his lips. 



"And…whatever you wanted…I did it."



She kissed him again, slowly.



"All of it."



She pulled back slightly, her eyes full of uncertainty.



Mark didn't know what to say, but his cock was hardening noticeably. Eventually his voice nearly cracked as he clarified.



"All of it?"



Molly's eyes relaxed as she smiled and nodded slowly. She leaned in and kissed him again.



"Tell me your dreams, Mark."



She began kissing gently around his face as he cleared his throat.



"Well, I did have one fantasy that…um…helped me relieve stress on some nights?"



"Mmmm?" 



"Okay. So I'm sitting in a comfy chair and I'm just reading or watching TV or something. Kinda casual. Just relaxing."



"Mmmkay…" She continued kissing, moving down his neck, then back up.



"So then you come into the room, and you're wearing cute jeans, but no top. It's like you were changing or something, but then you come in and see me. Also, you have your hair braided in those double pigtail braids that you had on the beach a couple times?"



Molly giggled. "Really?"



Mark chuckled back. "Yeah, that was actually pretty hot to me."



She giggled again and kept kissing. "Okay. Then what?"



"So then you just sort of kneel down in front of me and unzip my pants and start to go down on me. It's like, kinda casual. Then after a while I'm hard and pretty worked up, so I tell you to stand up and take your pants off, and then I bend you over the bed and just kind of take you. And I finish inside you. Hard."



Molly kissed him on the lips again. "I like it. Let's do it."



"What? Now?"



"Why not?" Molly pulled back and smiled at him. Give me ten minutes in the bathroom, I'll freshen up and fix my hair and we can do it."



"Really?"



Molly nodded brightly. "Now you've got me excited. I'm gonna make your fantasy come true…" she grinned.



Mark's eyes widened in excitement. "Okay…" 



His eyes widened more as he realized what was about to happen. He reached for the car door handle.



"Okay! Let's get in there!"



* * *



Jordan held an uncertain tension in her facial muscles as she held her phone to her ear. The steady ringing tones on the other end of the call increased the odds that she could put off this conversation a little longer. Until the fourth tone, which cut off halfway through.



"Hello?" A man's voice.



"Hey Dad."



"Jojo!" He seemed genuinely pleased. "To what do I owe the honor?"



Jordan smiled into the phone. He had a way of brightening her mood. She kept forgetting that.



"How's the sermon coming?"



"You know I have the sermon locked and ready to go by Wednesday at dinner time, young lady. And what day is it?"



"It's Friday afternoon, Dad."



"Exactly. So how do you think the sermon is going?"



"You haven't started it yet, have you?"



"Not as such, no. But I've got some good ideas."



Jordan grinned at her father's buffoonish answer. "What's the topic?"



"Matthew's Gospel, chapter 21. Parable of the landowner."



"Oh, that's a provocative parable. A lesson on being satisfied with what God gives when God gives it? Hope the air conditioning doesn't break this time."



"You're not kidding there. No, actually I'm thinking of parlaying the parable into a lesson on the value of human diversity in the work of the church. But it's still…pretty nebulous. Haven't yet put pen to paper, as you so astutely observed."



"Well, I'm sure it will be awful."



"I'm sure you're right, Jo. So what's up?"



Jordan shifted uncomfortably. "I'm…in a kind of a weird place…with my dissertation. I just wanted to talk about it. Get some fresh ears, kick a couple ideas around. Do you have a few minutes?"



"Oh, Jo…that's so cool! I am nowhere near qualified to contribute to a fancy scholarly project like yours, and of course psychology isn't my vocation. But I can listen, and then you can answer the million stupid questions I'll probably have."



Jordan smiled to herself again. "Well, I haven't quite put pen to paper either. This apple didn't fall far from that tree with that particular habit."



"That's good to hear. So you'll finish your dissertation the night before it's due, and then it will be a work of unparalleled genius. Just like all my sermons."



Jordan snorted. "I hope not, but yeah…probably."



"Good. So…it sounds like your ideas are a little nebulous too. Why not let me into the cloud? What are you thinking about?"



"Well I actually wanted to talk to you about St. Anthony."



"St. Anthony?" He sounded surprised. "That's a little random. What about him?"



"Well, it's been a long time since we read Athanasius together, but I've found myself thinking about something from that book."



"Athanasius. You would have still been in pigtails and coveralls when we read that. You decided you wanted to read my whole library in…second grade, if I remember. Since you decided that alphabetically by the author was the proper way to eat a whole library's worth of knowledge, Athanasius would have been pretty close to the beginning. You still remember that?"



"I just remember that he lived in isolation in the desert, and that he talked to himself. I've been thinking about that a lot."



"Yes…St. Anthony. Founding figure in monasticism. He lived alone, actually shut himself in some kind of building by himself. I don't remember every detail, it's been years. Although it doesn't say he talked to himself. That's probably how wicked, secular psychologists such as yourself would describe it."



Jordan snorted again, laughing at the barb.



"Only kidding, sweetie. But no, the story goes that he wrestled with the devil, or devils or demons or whatever. He would speak to them, presumably they would speak back, and that exchange was pretty constant for him. Kind of defined his particular path to sainthood, I suppose. A lifelong wrestle with the devil in an empty room. There's more to his life, of course, but I'm guessing that's what you're interested in?"



"Yeah, that's it…" Jordan said. "I've been thinking about it a lot."



"So how would you account for someone like that? A patient with symptoms where he talks to devils. Paranoid schizophrenic?"



"Possibly," Jordan responded thoughtfully. "But for me, that's just too easy. Like saying St. Paul was epileptic. It only explains one thing, and when you look at the whole person, it doesn't explain it enough to really account for his whole personality. People are more than disorders."



"How do you mean? Don't schizophrenics hear voices?"



"They do, but there's a lot more to it, and it sounds like Anthony could be coherent and even pretty high functioning when he wanted to be. Schizophrenics have a lot of trouble with that. In fact, that's a big aspect of mental and personality disorders in general–we don't just define them by symptoms, we define them by how well they're able to function."



"I'm not sure I understand. So if someone hears voices but they can still balance their checkbook then they're not schizophrenic?"



"Not quite. It is more complicated than that, of course, but I think we can classify all sorts of people as hearing voices who are totally healthy. That trope about conscience–having an angel and devil on your shoulder…isn't that just voices in your head?"



"I suppose it is, in a way."



"I'd take it a little further, and I want you to actually answer this one, Reverend…" Jordan's voice began to pick up in intensity, the sign that she and her dad were beginning to have fun kicking ideas around. "Isn't the very concept of temptation a kind of voice in your head? Counterbalanced by the little, soft voice of the Holy Spirit? Or did I just shatter your whole theology?"



The Reverend Simms chuckled. "No, you didn't shatter it. But I'm going to have to write a sermon on schizophrenic spirituality now, see if I can get my head around it. No, I see your point, Jojo. There's a kind of line between a healthy inner monologue, which sometimes has more than one interior voice, and an unhealthy kind of clamor of voices. And you can draw the line between healthy and unhealthy by seeing how well someone can actually function in the real world. That makes sense from a psychological perspective. I think if we were to go back to ancient theology, they'd draw the diagnostic line in a similar way, but within a very different frame."



"Where would they draw the line?"



"They'd call it demonic possession."



Jordan swallowed. "Yeah, that's what I thought."



"Yeah. The story of the crazy guy in the New Testament, you know the one. Lives in a graveyard, cuts himself with sharp rocks, refers to himself as 'Legion?'"



"Oh yeah, I remember that story. I used to have nightmares about that story. Where Jesus sends all the demon spirits into pigs and they all run off a cliff or something?"



"Freaky, right?"



"So freaky."



"That's probably closer to full-on schizophrenia, don't you think?" The reverend answered.



"Yeah, I think so. So, if that's the line between normal people and the demonically possessed, what's on the other, more normal side of the line? What about the broader Christian concept of temptation, drawing people into sin? 



"I'm not sure I follow. Are you asking if everyone is possessed by demons, but some are smaller? Like some inner voices are monsters while others are pets?"



Jordan laughed at the suggestion. "No, I don't mean that. I mean…well, you know what my dissertation is about, I'm trying to figure out how people form an identity, especially in young adulthood. So I'm trying to decide how to draw a distinction between a regular inner monologue that might be split between good and bad things, and the bigger, more pathological stuff. The louder voices that might seem ominous, demonic, out of control. How do you account for that more regular stuff?"



"How do I account for it, or how does the New Testament do it?"



"New Testament. I'm trying to approach my first chapter from a long historical perspective before I get into modern theory."



"Well, I think they viewed it in the framework of a war between spirit and flesh. The spirit gives you your divine impulses, the impulses of the flesh are…not as good."



"How do you know which is which?"



"That's not totally clear, but they're better at identifying the flesh stuff than they are the spirit stuff. Sex is a big one, obviously. Violence. The concept develops later into the seven deadly sins, but that's not Biblical, it's a later thing. But many of the seven deadly sins have pretty obvious physical aspects. Lust, gluttony, laziness. That kind of stuff. Indulging the body as an end in itself. That's how I'd draw a circle around the idea of the temptation of flesh."



"So pleasure is bad? The voice that says…hey, do this thing, it will make you feel good…that's always bad?"



"It depends on how you read the text. But some go that far, yes. Paul especially seems pretty hostile to the impulses of the body. The suspicion that the body is a source, maybe the source of evil…well that predates Christianity, you know that. So it's not a brand new idea, or unique to Christian thought. But short answer, yes. You're right. Body, bad, spirit, good."



"Okay, this is pretty close to what I thought, so I'll tell you my theory of voices in identity formation. I'm gonna just throw out my main idea, and you shoot it down if you think it's bad. 



"Okay." The Reverend Simms made a show of settling in to listen by clearing his throat several times until she laughed again. 



"Okay, Jo. For real this time. Shoot."



"Okay, here goes. I'm thinking that identity is formed when someone places themself in a moral scheme–a kind of worldview where they define good and bad. They associate their identity with the good, and the "voice" that talks to them from the "good" side kind of goes quiet. Since they already live in and identify with the "good" side of themselves, that voice doesn't have to be loud to be heard or have influence over them. But that voice that represents the bad stuff, the stuff they think is evil, that voice becomes louder. More apparent. So temptation is just a kind of corollary to a broader identity construct, where your mind reassures you that you're not bad by creating a voice that sounds like it isn't quite you. A little demon that tells you to be bad. That way it externalizes your desires for "bad" things in the form of a second voice. So in other words, you define who you are by hearing someone else telling you you're not bad, even if you kind of want to be. But that voice is still you."



"Hmmmm." Reverend Simms thought for a moment before answering. 



"That is an interesting idea. I think it could still work within the scheme of the spirit/flesh war inside each of us that we find explored in the New Testament. So I don't have a knee jerk reaction to push back against it. So what you're saying is that St. Anthony just had a really powerful sense of identity, and so he had an intense, prolonged battle with himself to convince himself that he wasn't evil? No real conversations with the devil?"



"I don't know either way, dad. You're the theological guy. I'm just trying out ideas. But I do think his isolation is interesting data in the bigger picture of how that stuff happened to him. Same for other monks who lived in isolation. They seemed to have pretty intense battles with demons. If you are the only one in the room, you talk to the only one you can: yourself. And of course you're going to talk to the loudest voice. Your inner demon will always talk back to you, trying to get you to obey your worst impulses. So if my theory is correct, St. Anthony lived out an identity crisis for years, simply because he didn't really interact with anyone else."



"So isolation breeds a more intense identity crisis? Interesting."



"It's just an idea."



"A moral crisis or an identity crisis?"



Jordan thought for a moment. "I think that for me, in the theory I'm trying out here, that's a distinction without a difference. A moral crisis is a different frame for an identity crisis and vice versa."



"Hmmmm. Interesting. I like it. Turns out my daughter's a pretty smart cookie."



Jordan blushed into the phone.



"So dad, what do you think? The voice that tells you to do bad things? Is it the devil, your own body, or the dark side of your own identity talking louder so it can be heard? We're done with Biblical stuff. What do you think?"



"Oooh, a million dollar question for the pastor. Okay…I can't say I know for sure. But I have to give the devil some credence. But he's got some rich, fertile ground in weak human flesh. And as for your theory, Jojo…I have to say, after decades of pastoring, I will admit that the people with the most fragile egos are prone to do some of the most destructive things. To themselves and their loved ones. So personally…I wouldn't cut the devil out of the equation, although I know you probably have to in your academic work."



"So I haven't converted you with my wicked secular ways?"



He laughed out loud. "Nice try, sweetie. I know you go to church every week. You can't fool me."



Jordan blushed again. "Yeah, I do."



"No, I think there's still room for metaphysical evil in the world. I like your idea. I think you're on to something. But there's just…levels of evil that I don't think your identity model accounts for. Serial killers, child predators, that kind of stuff. I think church, therapy, good friends and family, and good work can be excellent remedies for most normal human evils. But some of those scarier things…they seem beyond us. They need bigger remedies. Exorcism, maybe. Certainly Jesus."



Jordan nodded, swallowing. "So, back to the earlier question. Where do we draw the line?"



"Between a normal troubled soul and a demonic pathology?" The Reverend Simms paused thoughtfully. "You drew the line at whether someone can function in society. I don't think that works theologically. At least not for me. I think I draw the line where someone's attitudes or behaviors cause real harm to innocent people. Or to themselves. As long as people can still love and be loved, serve and be served, I think we can work with that. Once the love goes, once hate, pain, distrust, and all of those terrible corrosive things come…once abuse comes into the mix…that's the line for me. Yeah. Now that I think about it, I think that's it. The line starts when the love leaves. If you have love, real love, and as long as that love has room to grow, then I think you're still on the right side of things."



"That's a good church answer," Jordan replied at length. "Not sure I can use it, but it's good to think about."



"Well, we all know how useless my sermons can be…" he joked.



Jordan laughed. "You know I don't think that, daddy."



He laughed back. "You haven't called me daddy since you were…eleven? What's the occasion?"



"I don't know, just glad to talk to you I guess. Glad you're here to help."



"Always. How's David's new job going?"



"Seems good. He's really busy. He's coming home for a week Sunday, so I'm excited to see him."



"I bet. Sounds like you're a little lonely yourself, kiddo."



"I'm alright. I'm busy too, so that helps. But yeah, I miss him."



"So you're stuck all by yourself. Not turning into St. Anthony, are you? Hearing any voices?"



Jordan's laugh had a touch of nervousness. "No more than usual."



"Good to hear. You and hubby…you two still in love?"



"Oh yeah. More than ever."



"That's great to hear, Jojo. You're on the right side then."



"Thanks, Dad…"



* * *



Sergeant Mark Rein had a noticeable spring in his step as he walked up to his barracks room early Monday morning.



His mind was leaping back and forth, processing enormous changes. 



The deployment was now behind him. In terms of raw experience, it was a mixed bag. Some part excitement, some part boredom, some part terrible and tragic loss, some part victory and the glory and reputation that came with it. 



Professionally, the deployment promised to jumpstart his career. He had started the deployment as the least experienced, lowest ranked platoon sergeant. Now the other marines with the same billet not only accepted him as an equal, they even appeared deferential when he was around. There was a rumor that the Marine Special Forces recruiters were interested in him. There was even talk of meritorious promotion. With a little luck, he could work his way up to be a company gunnery sergeant in a few years. He had to be smart about his next career move. He wanted to explore his options before re-enlisting in a few months. 



But things were clearly looking up.



And the past weekend was life-changing. Molly had surprised him by clearing a whole weekend from her busy life and making time for him as soon as he got off the bus. As much as he didn't want to admit it, it was exactly what he needed. And the time spent was magical. It was not unlike their time at the beach: she was easy to talk to, and could be either fun and casual or somber and deep. She was instinctively empathetic and yet world-wise: open eyed about the world as it is. She clearly cared about him and wanted to watch out for him. And she rocked his world sexually. Saturday night, she had gone above and beyond his fantasies. She couldn't get enough of him, and he more than mirrored her enthusiasm. He had more than enough energy after nearly a year of abstinence to turn her body into jelly after a half-dozen or more whining, quivering climaxes that had her most intimate space squeezing his cock in a desperate, involuntary signal of intimate bond and deep satisfaction. 



She had actually snored a little bit later on. Tucked into his arms as they slept together. It was cute.



Now, he felt relaxed and confident as he made his way into the barracks to change into his uniform for morning formation. He felt like he could take on the world. 



It was a new feeling. He had had sex before, with a good number of willing women. This was different. He couldn't quite put his finger on it, but he almost felt like she was with him, even when she wasn't. And having her at his side made him feel…



He wasn't sure. But it was good. He wanted that feeling to continue.



Shucking his weekend clothes, he pulled out a clean uniform from his closet. He arranged the camouflage clothes to fit the instructions for the uniform of the day, rolling the sleeves and setting the rank pin on his collars. Three chevrons over crossed rifles.



As he pulled his clothes on, he allowed himself to project his relationship with Molly into the future. 



Things were going well. But the relationship status was fraught with ambiguity. 



Identifying herself as his girlfriend started out as a cute, kinky joke, then taken on more serious dimensions as they corresponded throughout his deployment. The fact that she met him on base when he came home clearly meant something. 



But she was married. And didn't show any signs or immediate intentions of leaving her husband. Mark hadn't asked and Molly hadn't brought it up over the weekend. But if they were going to be together, that had to be addressed. 



He liked his chances. She was falling for him. She said exactly those words as they woke up together on Sunday morning and sleepily fell into more sex. They had romped on the bed, still weary and sore from the night before until he heard her sigh as he released into her body again. 



She had looped her arms around his neck as he breathed heavily, not yet withdrawing from her body. Her eyes sparkled as she confessed it to him.



"I think I'm really falling for you, Mister Rein…"



But the husband situation remained unclear. He had some kind of pervy investment in their relationship, which clearly worked for Mark. For the moment, at least.



But if he was going to be with Molly…



Mark clipped his belt buckle and buttoned up his top, striding confidently outside to see the marines of Charlie Company gathering loosely before forming into a tight rectangle to receive orders. 



Mark slipped quickly down the stairs and made his way through the crowd, finding Jared with the other squad leaders standing in a small circle.



"Morning gents. We up?"



"Morning, sergeant…" they all grumbled. Nobody wanted to be there, the first Monday morning back. And everyone but Jared seemed a little annoyed at how chipper Mark seemed. Jared just smirked.



"So…are we up? Anybody missing?"



"No, sergeant," Jared answered. "Everyone Is accounted for. We'll snap to at your order."



"Good. Thanks. We got a few minutes, though. Everyone have a good first weekend back?"



Three bleary-eyed, hung-over nods were all the answer he needed.



"You had a good time, I bet. That redhead…that's your girlfriend?" Corporal Arnold asked incredulously.



Mark grinned in spite of himself as he nodded. "Yep. That's my girlfriend."



"God…damn, man. Where did you find her?"



"Beach camping. You should see her in a bikini."



"Sweet holy Jesus…" Arnold laughed. "You lucky bastard."



Mark laughed. Jared looked knowingly at him and nodded approval.



From across the way, they saw the company commander and company gunnery sergeant walk toward the crowd.



"Showtime." Mark said, running out to his place. He called his platoon to form up and stand at attention, well ahead of the other platoons. 



The orders for the day were simple, and the day was light. Weapons cleaning, attending to the barracks, things like that. There would be no training for a couple weeks while everyone caught their breath after deploying. 



After instruction, Captain Wolfe dismissed the company, then beckoned for Mark to come speak to him privately. Mark jogged briskly over to his commander.



"What can I do for you, sir?"



"Rein. Hope you had a good weekend."



"Great sir, actually. Thanks for asking. What's up?"



"I'm afraid I've heard some disturbing news. I was only informed this morning, or I would have told you earlier."



Mark's eyes narrowed in confusion. "What's going on?"



Captain Wolfe sighed. "It looks like an investigation is going to be opened to determine some facts about the deployment. Specifically the conduct of your platoon."



Mark's head jerked back in shock. "What? Why? For what?"



Captain Wolfe clearly didn't want to say, but pressed on. "Allegations have been made that your platoon commander was put at deliberate and unnecessary risk of life and limb." 



Mark was beside himself with confusion. "Deliberate and unnecessary…Lieutenant Macintosh…he barely left his room! What could they possibly be…Who are they saying put him at risk?"



Captain Wolfe's lips pursed in a grave reluctance to speak. "You, sergeant."
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"Hey, kid…Hand me that gasket scraper…"



"Right here…" 



Thirteen year old David Stark stood in the mechanic's bay of A1 Star Motors, a car lot his father had recently acquired. A shrewd businessman, Ricky Stark had managed to triple the size of his business in the past few years by purchasing two failing car lots in two nearby towns. A1 happened to be a mile away from the Stark home, and David had stopped by on his way home from school. 



He handed the tool to an old mechanic named Frank, who groaned as he bent over an open engine compartment.



"Thanks kid…" 



Frank had come with the dealership in the buyout. A holdover through multiple owners, Frank simply didn't want to retire. 



David tried to inconspicuously lean over Frank while Frank leaned over the ten year old Chevy Silverado, a new-old acquisition that had found its way onto the lot earlier that week. 



"If you're gonna hang around, shouldn't you be cleaning something?" Frank muttered without looking up.



"I swept the bays and cleaned all the tools. I wanted to organize the tools too, but my dad said don't bother. Since it would probably mess you guys up."



"Is that what he said?"



"Well, not exactly. He said not to fuck with your tools or I'll fuck up your work and then everything will be fucked and go to hell and the lot will close and we'll be homeless."



"That sounds more like your dad."



"Yeah."



David stood silently, watching the older man work. "Can I ask what you're working on?"



"Just swapping out some older minor components, putting on a new belt, new filters, some basic stuff."



"Is that all it needs to be fixed?"



Frank laughed. "Hell no. This rust bucket's been driven into the ground. But we don't make money doing it right. We make money doing it fast. Quick fix, clean it, put it on the lot and sell it to whoever will buy it."



David nodded. "But if it's still mostly broken, who will buy it?"



"Hopefully nobody who needs their car to last for long…" Frank muttered. He stood up and set a handful of miscellaneous nuts, bolts, and other odd fittings in a tray while dropping the old, oily, and cracked gaskets in a trash can.



"Want me to clean those parts?" David volunteered. "I can do it real quick."



Frank shrugged. "Sure, kid. Knock yourself out. If you can clean them before I get the rest of these off, why not?"



David scooped up the handful of bolts and fittings and ran over to an empty table. He grabbed a rag, a brush, and some cleaner and went quickly to work, finishing just as Frank dumped the next handful onto the tray.



"Not bad. Thanks."



They built a two-man assembly line, David laughing at the game as he scuttled back and forth dropping off clean parts and picking up dirty ones, scrambling to keep ahead of the older man's process. 



Frank was beginning to like the youngster's pep. 



"Shouldn't you have a girlfriend or something? What are you doing here?"



"No. I mean, I don't," David explained. "I don't know, really. My best friend was a girl, but she moved last year. Her dad's in the military, so her family moves around a lot. But I think all the other girls think I'm weird. They like the sports guys."



Frank chuckled. "Well, maybe you'll grow out of the weird phase. I'm just surprised to see you here. This lot's had 5 owners in the last twenty years. But I've never seen the owner's son hang around the shop before."



"My dad doesn't want me at home by myself when my mom's sick. So I come here."



"Fair enough. Grab me that 9/16 socket, will you?"



David handed him the tool. "Can you teach me about engines? I like to know how things work."



Frank grunted again. "As long as you don't slow me down, I'll walk you through stuff."



"Okay. I won't slow you down. I can clean stuff for you. Maybe it'll go faster with the two of us. I can organize the shop too. I'm good at that stuff."



"Don't go nuts, kid. I want to be able to find stuff." Frank stood up again. "Now grab that fan belt, I'll show you how it fits over all the pulleys. Then we'll see if you've got enough torque in those skinny arms to adjust it."



David nodded, grabbing the part off the table. "Okay…"



* * *



"Excuse me."



"Excuse me…."



"Excuse me, young man…"



In the back corner of a second grade classroom in El Paso, Texas, a paperback book wrapped in library plastic dropped with an audible crinkle to reveal a bewildered brown face framed with scraggly long hair. Although not intentional, the haircut came dangerously close to mullet territory. 



The lad looked wide eyed up into the stern face of his teacher.



"It's not reading time, Mark. We're doing our math worksheets now."



"But I finished my worksheet, Miss Ramirez…"



"Let me see."



The boy sheepishly slid a piece of paper across his desk to reveal a filled out worksheet. Each question was answered with a neatly drawn number 5. 



Miss Ramirez fought back a smile. "Five isn't the answer to every question, Mark. This is for your grade. Try again."



The boy chuffed and set his book down, spine up to hold his place, and began to erase the worksheet and start again.



An hour later, as the bell for recess rang, A skinny but tall-for-his-age Mark Rein ran out the back door of his third grade classroom with the library book tucked inconspicuously under his arm. He stuck close to the school wall, heading toward a small patch of bushes near the playground fence where he wouldn't be spotted.



"Hey Mark! You coming?" A stern but solicitous young voice called out from the basketball court.



He pretended not to hear.   



"Mark! Hey!"



He continued to move toward the bushes, unsuccessfully, as he was thwarted by his classmate running over to intercept him. 



"Hey Mark. It's three on two right now. Come be on our team. You ready?"



"Yeah, I was just…yeah. I'm coming…" Mark said, feigning agreeability. He slipped his book into his jacket and followed the boy to the paved basketball court. He carefully took his jacket off before stepping onto the court, keeping the book folded away inside so it wouldn't be seen. He then folded his jacket carefully on the ground at the corner of the court and ran to join the game.



He was a few inches taller than the other boys, with wide, gangly arms. Especially at his age, his size was a noticeable advantage, but he was surprisingly graceful. He showed much more ease handling and shooting the ball than the other, smaller boys. As a result, he dominated. Everyone wanted him on their team, and, although he had other interests, once he got playing, his enthusiasm for the game matched everyone else's. 



A rogue ball bounced onto Mark's carefully folded jacket, ejecting the library book concealed inside. The book slid out a few inches, exposed in the open at an awkward angle. Mark's eye was nervously drawn toward it as they continued the game, afraid that it would be kicked or stolen. 



He didn't want to get in trouble for losing another library book.



But the game continued, his team handily defeating their opponent until the bell rang again. The boys gathered their things to head back to the classroom, but when he went to pick up his jacket, Mark found his classmate Maria holding his library book open. 



She had black hair, like him. But she wore it in a long braid. And she had brown eyes. Like him. But she wore glasses.



Mark picked up his jacket and stuck out his hand.



"That's mine."



Maria shyly closed the book and looked down. "I like the Redwall books too. I like the badgers."



Mark was surprised. "I like the badgers too. I've read three Redwall books."



"I've read seven," Maria said proudly, looking up at him.



She wanted to talk more. Mark didn't know what to say.



She was pretty.



He managed to break the ice with characteristic third-grade charm: 



"Okay…can I have my book back now?"



Maria's face fell. She bashfully handed the book back and turned to dash away and line up at the door with the class.



Mark walked slowly back, flipping through the book to check for damage.



None. He wouldn't get in trouble again. He watched Maria skip away toward her class.



"Hey, did you get in trouble or something?" One of the boys he was playing basketball with surprised him from behind.



"What?" Mark snapped the book shut and turned to face him.



"That." He said, pointing at the book. "Do you have to do a book report because you got in trouble?"



"Umm…yeah. Yeah, I faked a bunch of answers on my test, so I have to do a book report or I'll get detention."



"That sucks."



"Yeah. Yeah, it sucks."



Mark sheepishly tucked the book under his jacket again and headed to line up with his class just as Miss Ramirez opened the door.



* * *



Jordan slammed David against the backside of their apartment door, hands spread, fingers out and palms flat on his chest.



"Hey baby…"



"Hey…" David responded as his wife leaned forward and attacked him with deep, hungry kisses. 



David fumbled his suitcase, dropping it awkwardly and then wrapping his arms behind Jordan's back. She pushed her hands up over his shoulders and clutched him as she pushed her face more and more urgently into his. The back of his head thunked against the recently closed door as her tongue darted into his surprised mouth. 



She was breathing heavily. Her hands found the back of his head, cupping it and pulling it further into her embrace. 



She moaned as David's hands began exploring her back. The kisses broke for a moment as Jordan reached in between them and began fumbling with the buttons of his shirt.



"I missed you too, honey…" David said, smiling.



"Oh, baby, you have no idea…" Jordan panted, pulling his shirt open and slipping her hands up under his white undershirt. 



David began kissing her back as her fingers explored his bare chest. His breath had quickened in excitement, and he reached down to the hem of her shirt, pulling it quickly over her head. Jordan eagerly followed the motion with up-raised arms to help her husband disrobe her. 



David licked his lips as he watched her hair tumble back down from the neck of her shirt and spread over her bare shoulders. 



She leaned back in, kissing him desperately as he rubbed her bare back, his fingers finding the clasp of her bra.



Fiddling with the hooks, he couldn't get it open.



He kept trying. No dice.



With an exasperated chuff, Jordan reached behind herself and unclipped her bra with two fingers, wiggling her shoulders until the garment fell off.



Now topless, Jordan attacked her husband yet again. His palms found her naked breasts, and his fingers caressed the tips of her stiffening nipples. She hummed in delight, not letting their lips part as she grasped the back of his head again. David's hands slipped around her back again, rubbing up and down the smooth surface of her toned musculature, then slipped under the waistband of her jeans and began cupping her buttocks. 



Jordan giggled playfully, smiling into her kisses. "Right where you left it, right?"



David chuckled back. "Thank god…"



Jordan kissed him deeply again, then broke the embrace, grabbing his hand and striding purposefully toward the bedroom with her husband in tow. 



David was delighted by the welcome.



He was even more surprised by the neat-as-a-pin state of the apartment. Jordan was usually less committed to anal retentive organization and cleanliness. She clearly cleaned before he came home. 



They walked into the bedroom, and Jordan sat down on the bed, rolling onto her back and quickly shucking her pants and panties down her legs.



"Is it hot in here?" David asked as she wrestled with her pants bunched around her ankles.



"A little, yeah. Come here, baby…" Jordan cooed.



"Is the AC broken? I can fix that…" David said, looking over toward the silent window unit.



"Yeah it's broken, baby, but fix it later. Come on…" Jordan scooted urgently up the bed, her legs open and exposing the furry warmth that craved and invited her husband's attention.



"It won't take long…" David said, turning.



"NO!" Jordan shouted. David started, surprised, and looked over and down at her.



Jordan composed herself. "I mean…no, baby…I've missed you. Let me take care of you…"



David smiled and pulled his dress shirt off, then his undershirt.



"Yeah…that's what I like to see…" Jordan grinned impishly as David began to undo his belt. 



He looked down at his wife, naked and open for him. His focus shifted, honing in on her body. 



Her pose. 



Her eyes. 



There was something in her eyes. 



Hunger.



Inviting was not the word to describe Jordan on the bed. Nor was magnetic. Some other word, maybe. Maybe there isn't a word for it. But now he craved…



David kicked off his shoes, dropped his pants and slid his boxers down to reveal his small penis, stiff and eager at the sight of Jordan spread for him. 



She cocked a half smile seeing his eagerness revealed, then looked up into his eyes and beckoned with her finger.



David fell onto the bed and scrambled on top of her. She lifted her legs as he lined himself up and slid inside her. 



She was warm. Very warm. 



They both moaned as they began their coupling. 



Jordan wrapped her arms behind his neck and locked her ankles around his waist. 



He began kissing her deeply as his hips began a shallow pulse between her legs. He twitched with eagerness.



"Oh, honey…" Jordan cooed between kisses. "I've missed you so…"



David grunted as he stiffened, jerked, and ejaculated.



Jordan stopped mid sentence, her eyes widening as her husband choked out his orgasm, then collapsed on top of her.



"I'm sorry…" David gasped out. "I just…it's been a while, and you really got me going…"



Jordan was speechless for a moment, then smiled, her eyes still holding wide in surprise as David withdrew from her body and flopped onto his back, his office socks still on.



"It's okay, honey…" Jordan said after composing herself. "It's actually flattering…" 



He was still panting desperately. She propped herself up on her elbow, forcing a smile as he regained composure to look over at her. 



"I like to know I drive my man crazy." She poked him playfully in the chest, then snuggled up next to him. "I got ya just where I want ya."



David caught his breath after a moment, then rolled onto his side to face his wife. "Are you okay?"



"Yeah, I'm great honey." Jordan answered, smiling and nodding.



"You look…your face is flushed. And your chest. Are you sure you're okay?"



"Yeah, baby. I'm fine. I'm just…it's hot in here, you know?"



"It really is…" David answered, looking over his shoulder toward the AC window unit. "You want me to fix it?"



Jordan was speechless again.



"Or…" David said, catching himself, "You…you want to cuddle some more, maybe?"



Jordan cleared her throat. "No. I mean, I'm always up for cuddling, but it is hot. Maybe you can fix it and then we can cuddle after?"



"On it." David replied, sitting up quickly and moving to the drawer. He quickly changed into jeans and a work shirt before heading out through the bedroom door to get his tool bag.



Jordan watched him go, bewildered. After a moment, she shook her head quietly got up, and found a robe and put it on over her naked body. She went into the bathroom and ran cold water in the sink, then splashed it on her face and the back of her neck before drying off.



When she got back to the bedroom, she felt a little less flustered, and sat down on the edge of the bed. David had the cover of the AC off, and was already testing components. 



"How long has this been broken?" David asked over his shoulder.



"Not super long. Like a week." Jordan answered.



"Huh. You know, honey, I'm happy to fix this, but you could have called someone. We can afford it now. I don't want you suffering just because I'm not here to fix it."



Jordan smiled genuinely. "Thanks honey. But I'm glad you're home. I really am. I've missed you. I like watching you fix stuff."



"I missed you too, Jojo." David grinned over his shoulder, pulling the cover off the window unit.. 



* * *



Three H-shaped barracks buildings were interposed between the battalion headquarters building and the dilapidated trailer that served as the head shed for Charlie company. The most direct route between one and the other involved walking through successive sets of doors that contained a training space nestled between the long ends of the "H" that formed each building. Pushing open the first door, he found a group of marines in a small semicircle, all dressed in half-uniform, grunting as they held their bodies in a tense, downward push-up position.





"Ten-hut!" one of them shouted, and all snapped to their feet and saluted. 



"Good morning sir!" the one in the middle shouted.



"Good morning. As you were." He returned the salute and they dropped back down into push-up position as he pushed through the second door. 



Walking between the buildings, he opened the entrance to the second barracks, pushing into the second courtyard to find a similar sized group of marines, all seated on the ground with disassembled rifles and cleaning gear. They, too, snapped to their feet and saluted.



"Good morning, sir!" One of them shouted.



"Good morning," he responded, returning the salute. "Carry on, marines. I'm just passing through."



"Aye, sir…" They all made to sit down as he pushed through the second door. 



Fully expecting more activity, he was not surprised when he pushed into the third training space to find a larger group of marines huffing and puffing as they raced each other, dragging and carrying each other around a hastily assembled course made up of small orange cones. Seeing him, they all stopped and snapped to attention, saluting.



"Good morning sir…" the one nearest to him puffed. 



"Good morning, marines. Don't let me stop you. Carry on with your training." He pushed past the final door, moving across the grass toward his destination as he heard the huffing and scraping continue behind him. Reaching his destination, he opened the door and walked through.



"Attention on deck! Battalion Commander on deck! Good morning sir!" The nearest marine snapped to attention. Lieutenant Colonel Wolfe looked around, a curious expression on his face. No one in the office was seated. All were standing, and waist-and-chest high desks had been assembled out of what looked to be salvage plywood. There wasn't a chair in the room.



"Stand at ease, Charlie Company," Lieutenant Colonel Wolfe said calmly. "I'd like to speak with your CO. Is Captain Rein around?"



"Yes sir, in his office."



"Thank you. Carry on, marines." He walked to the company commander's office and opened the door.



Mark was surprised to see him. Walking toward him, he extended his hand. "Good morning, sir. Good to see you. What can I do for you?"



The older officer shut the door behind him and looked thoughtfully around the sparse office. Mark, too, had a plywood standing desk with no pictures on it. Behind his desk was a framed American flag with a mild tear and some stains on it. Wolfe recognized the exact flag as one that flew over Mark's patrol base during their deployment to Afghanistan almost a decade prior. On either side of the framed flag were two more frames: On the left was his promotion warrant to captain (with a relatively recent date) and on the right his bachelor's degree in English Literature from the University of Texas, El Paso. The sole window looking out of the office was boarded over with plywood with the phrase "try it again" stenciled with spray paint on the compressed wood face.



"So I'd heard there were no chairs in the building. But I thought that was just a rumor." Wolfe said, with an eyebrow raised.



Mark smirked. "No rumor, sir."



"What happened?"



"Bit of a breakdown in discipline, sir. So no one in Charlie Company gets chairs until they've earned them."



"So what…you burned the rest of them?"



"No, not at all sir. I wouldn't do that. Well, I threw one through this window, but that was…never mind. But no, they're all stacked in storage."



Lieutenant Colonel Wolfe nodded, mirroring Mark's smirk. "Well, I wanted a shot to the arm of this company. Looks like you're trying some things. So, you've had a month. I haven't seen much, I just got back from Washington. How's it going?" 



"It's going well, sir. Slow but steady. Takes a while to tighten a ship that was that loose."



"You fired your XO on the first day."



"Technically second, sir. He didn't show up on the first day."



Wolfe nodded. "Fair enough."



"Were you able to reassign him?" Mark asked.



"I could have, but no. I booted him from the battalion. They sent him over to the logistics battalion. Get this…he's working for an old friend of ours."



Mark raised an eyebrow. "Macintosh?"



Wolfe nodded. "Yep. He's a major, now. Shlubbin' it up somewhere where they count bullets or stack tires or something. Lieutenant Reynolds was garbage. He and Macintosh will get along fine."



"So you're not upset I fired him right away?"



"Not at all. Looks like the message got through to the others, too. They're scared shitless of you."



"Fear first. When they trust me, we can build toward respect."



"That's why I brought you on, Rein."



"I appreciate that, sir. I really do. So what brings you over?"



Wolfe looked around the room again, distracted, then snapped back into focus again. "I want to steal Poisson."



Mark's eyes narrowed. "How do you mean, sir?"



"Not totally, don't panic. Just to do some instructor training. We've got a handful of brown belts in the other companies that I want leveled up to black belt, then instructor. Normally we'd send them temporary up to the MACE for training, but that takes forever to get approved with all the travel.  Since we've already got Poisson here, I figured that'd be more efficient."



"Gunny P's pretty busy with my guys, sir. I'm not sure how much more we can stretch him as a resource."



"He's brought your guys up to speed for now. They can practice what they know for a while, I want to get the other companies to advance, that way we can train everyone more efficiently. This is a battalion priority."



"How much time do you need him for?"



"Give me a day a week. I'll send another staff sergeant over to pick up the slack if he needs paperwork done while he's busy helping us out."



"I think we can make that work," Mark said. He leaned over and smacked the wall with his large flat palm, his voice booming around the trailer. 



"Gunny P! Report!" 



Jared hustled out of his office and opened the door to Mark's office, stepping inside and closing the door behind him. Wolfe extended his hand and Jared shook it.



"Morning, sir. What can I do for you?"



"I was just telling your CO here that we need you to bring a few brown belts up to black belts and then certify them as instructors. Can we borrow you one day a week?"



"Of course, sir, but I've got…"



"I already covered that, we've got extra staff sergeants coming out of our ears over at battalion headquarters, I'll send one over to help you out with paperwork and administrative redundancies. You game?"



"Sure thing sir. Just one question. These brown belts–what are my limits?"



Wolfe grinned. "Don't actually kill them, break their bones, or take them out of action in any way that would render them undeployable. Beyond that, you can torment them however you want."



Jared grinned back. "Sounds good, sir. Name the day."



"I'll get back to you."



"Not a problem, sir. Anything else we can do for you?"



Wolfe chuckled. "No, from what I can see, you're following my intent pretty closely in cleaning out the rot in this company. Although the no-chairs thing, that's a new one on me. So unless you can talk my daughter out of going to law school, I think I'm happy for now."



Mark chuckled, and Jared's eyes brightened. "Law school, sir?"



"Yeah," Wolfe responded wearily. "My oldest…she's about to graduate college, she wants to go to law school. I don't want to say no, and I guess I really can't, but I'm not thrilled about it. But I don't know what I'm talking about, either. Don't even know why I'm against it. Just weird to see your kids grow up, I guess."



"My wife's a lawyer, sir." Jared offered.



"Really?" Wolfe's eyebrows raise. "I had no idea. Although I don't know why I'm surprised. I hope you know I meant no offense, gunny."



"No sir, that's not…I just meant if your daughter wants to talk to someone in the profession, or even if you do, Meg's been a lawyer for…over six years now."



"Really? What does she do?"



"DOJ." Jared said proudly. "Federal prosecutor. Specializes in corporate fraud and government affairs. She really likes it."



"Sir," Mark interjected. "I've got a barbecue going on at my place this Sunday. Not the whole company, just for the platoon leaders and Gunny here. And families. A little peace offering after all the hammers we've been dropping on them. Why don't you swing by? You and your daughter can talk to Meg, figure all that out. Have a beer and a brat. We'd love to have you."



Wolfe nodded agreeably. "I'll run it by the missus. That sounds really helpful. Gunny, you're full of surprises…" the battalion commander playfully punched Jared in the arm. "Captain, I'll let you know." 



Jared and Mark exchanged a look as Wolfe turned around to walk out of the office. Through the door, they heard the outer office snap to attention again, then relax to resume work as the outer door closed behind him. 



* * *



Jordan's fingers compulsively caressed her husband's chest as she snuggled him on the couch. His eyes stayed fixed on the big screen of their TV, occasionally commenting on the show.



"I've never been able to square how the Enterprise crew could basically just beam on board the Borg ship and walk around without resistance. I mean, I know it's a hive mind and there are no individual egos to spot them, but you're really telling me that a super advanced ship doesn't have some kind of automated non-assimilation detection technology? Or even some kind of proximity or breech alert?"



"Mmmm," Jordan replied. "Yeah, it's weird." She clutched him tighter, turning her head to plant a kiss on his chest.



David looked down and ran his fingers through her hair. "It's good to be home, Jo. I like couch time with my woman."



"Mmmm, I love couch time with my man…" Jordan murmured, kissing his chest again. She slipped her hand under his shirt and ran her hand back and forth across his skinny torso. Then, sitting up, she leaned over to kiss back and forth across David's face, nudging his glasses out of place. 



"Easy there, honey…" David said, adjusting his glasses. "You're awfully affectionate tonight…"



"I missed you." Jordan began kissing down his neck, still rubbing the skin on his torso. 



David paused the show and set the remote down on the end table. "You want to move back to the bedroom, honey?"



"No, I want you to kiss me back…right here…" Jordan murmured, pulling at the back of his head and kissing his lips. They exchanged affections for a few moments with gentle mutual smacking noises punctuating the silence of the muted TV. Jordan then guided David's head downward to kiss her neck, then her collar bones, then, gently but tentatively, the softening tissue just below her collar bones. 



Jordan's breathing was heavy. She wiggled to pull her tank top off, exposing her breasts, then kissed David once more before guiding his mouth directly to her nipple. 



Taking the hint for once, David quietly began to suckle, eliciting a gasp from his wife. She clutched at his hair, biting her lip and bucking her hips a few times before moving his lips to her other breast. He repeated the directed action, flicking his tongue across the stiffening tip before she pushed him back and climbed onto his lap, drinking in his lips again. 



David's hands desperately fondled his wife's breasts, pausing to caress and lightly pinch her nipples. Each time pressure was applied, a little mmm…mmm… vibrated from her mouth into his through their kiss. Then, with surprising agility, Jordan rolled back into the couch and pulled her pajama pants and panties off, let her knees fall apart and pulled a shocked David by the hair down between her legs.



"Yeah…Yeah…oh David. Oh, honey..yeah…please…"



David's arousal spiked with his wife's encouragement as he began to lap up her eagerness. Recovering from the initial shock after a few deep licks over her vulva, he focused his efforts on finding and teasing her exterior pleasure spots for a few moments, then going right for the button.



Jordan gasped and her legs twitched. She heard David moan into her and she went off like a rocket, throwing her head back and squeezing his head between her legs as she pulled his face roughly into her warmth. 



She choked out her orgasm, her whole body tensing as she lifted her head to see her legs snapped shut around her husband's ears before relaxing and dropping her head back onto the couch pillow, and letting her legs fall open.



David kissed her wet folds gently, then sat upright and wiped off his mouth. Jordan's look was one of sweet relief. Like being able to sit for the first time at the end of a twenty hour shift. She breathed heavily but happily, then managed to lift a weary smile as she looked up at her husband.



"Baby…thank you. I needed that."



"Any time…" David smiled in surprise. "I've never seen you like that."



"Yeah, well…" Jordan shrugged, reaching down to put her pajama pants back on.



"Yeah, well, what?" David asked, curious. "Are you sure everything's okay? You seem really stressed."



Jordan shrugged again. "Don't worry about it, baby," she said, reaching for her tank top and pulling it back on over her head. "I am stressed, but it's just dissertation year, and, you know…I miss you."



"I miss you too, baby. More than you know." David said, smiling tightly with sympathetic eyes. 



Jordan leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. "I know, honey. And I still think we're doing the right thing. But we knew it was going to be hard. And it turns out–it kind of is."



"Yeah," David conceded. "We're both so busy, and the distance…it can be hard to talk and connect. But I can work on that. We can get better at it."



"It's not just that," Jordan replied after a pause. "Baby, I don't quite know how to say this."



David waited expectantly for her to form her thought.



"David, I miss you…physically. I don't know how to explain it. I kind of need you. Physically. And it kind of builds up. It can really add to my stress sometimes."



"Oh…" David said. "I think I can relate. I mean, I always miss your body, and I definitely need sex sometimes. No better stress reliever."



"Yeah…" Jordan agreed sheepishly, looking down at the floor. "I don't know if it's the same. Maybe it is. But I just…I kind of go crazy if I don't get to be with you physically."



David held his breath, unsure of how to answer. "Well, we're together now."



"Yeah, we are…" Jordan grinned, looking up at him. "And you make me feel so good, baby. Like just now…I just…" She looked down again. 



"I'm not sure what to do when you're gone."



David nodded, patting her back and rubbing it gently. "Yeah, it's not ideal."



"I don't know…" Jordan said, unsure of how to phrase it. "I feel like it just keeps…building up, and the pressure adds up day by day. It's just…I don't know."



They sat in awkward silence on the couch, the TV frozen on an exterior shot of the starship Enterprise.



David spoke. "Do you…um…take care of yourself?"



Jordan blushed, keeping her eyes on the ground. "You mean…do I masturbate?"



David's eyes held down at his feet, blushing back. 



"Yeah…that."



Jordan didn't answer directly. "Um, do you?"



David nodded silently. "Sometimes."



Jordan didn't look up. "Me too. Sometimes."



David squeezed her leg. "That's okay with me. I…I actually like that you do that. It turns me on."



Jordan brightened, looking over at him briefly before looking back down. "Really? You sure?"



Red faced, David nodded. 



Jordan's blush deepened. "Okay."



"So…" David said carefully. "Maybe, since we're apart a lot, maybe we could like, kind of do that together?"



"Okay…" Jordan replied quietly. "How would we…um, do that?"



"I don't know, maybe, like…we could call and talk to each other while we both do it."



"Yeah, that could work," Jordan nodded, looking up at him hopefully.



"You used to do that sometimes, with…"



Jordan looked back down, her voice dampening. "With…with Mark. Um, yeah." Her voice was just below a whisper. "Yeah. We did that a couple of times."



David's voice trembled with excitement. "Did you…did you like it? With him?"



Jordan shrugged. "It was…okay. But I knew it excited you. That's what I really liked. Can we not talk about Mark?"



"Okay." David said quickly. "All I'm saying is, it's something we could do."



"Yeah, we could do that," Jordan responded quickly, trying to shift focus back to her relationship with her husband. "It might be weird, but we can try it."



"Okay." David began rubbing her leg again, squeezing her gently just above her knee. 



"It might be better if I had something that was kind of like you…" Jordan offered at length.



"Something like me?" David wasn't sure. "Like a toy or something?"



"Yeah. If we could get one that's just like you. I'd like that, and then when we talk and…do that together, I could use it. It would feel a little more like you're with me. I think I'd want that."



"Okay…" David choked out. "That…that's fine. That makes sense."



Jordan grinned, looking over at him. "This could be fun. Even a little naughty…" She giggled. "Want to go find a prosthetic David to buy tomorrow?"



"Tomorrow? Sure."



"Okay…" Jordan giggled again, clapping the palms of her hands together excitedly. "I'm going sex toy shopping with my husband! Oh, this is naughty…" 



Her blush returned until her eyes lit up with a new idea. 



"Oh! We should measure you! You know, to make sure we get just the right one."



"Measure me?" David asked, a little taken aback.



"Yeah. So we get just the right one. Perfect size and shape, and everything. I want it to be just like being with you. I'll go get my tailor's tape from my sewing kit. Don't move a muscle." 



Jordan launched out of the couch and ran back to the bedroom. 



David's face began to redden again, unsure of how to feel, but noting the blood rushing to his penis. From their bedroom, he heard her rummaging around, pulling her sewing kit out of the depths of their shared closet. Then she returned giddily to the living room. 



"We should get you excited. You need to be just like you are when we're together…want me to help you with that?"



David cleared his throat. "Um, no…I think I'm ready, actually."



"Really? Okay…" Jordan giggled again. "Stand up, I want to get a good measurement. Stand right here," she indicated to a spot on the floor next to the couch. 



David moved to stand there. 



"Now, take your pants down…" She began unrolling the measuring tape as David sheepishly dropped his pants to his knees, his boxers following. His erect penis stiffly jutted out from his skinny frame.



Jordan kneeled in front of him, carefully placing the edge of the tape at the base of his penis and rolled it out until it ran smoothly over his full length, draping over the tip of his erection. She leaned in closely to inspect the mark on the tape. 



"3…just over 3 and a half inches. Now let's wrap it around here…" She giggled again as she tightened the tape until it was snug around him, then leaned in to inspect where the base tape and the marking met. 



"That's…just under 3 and…yeah. That's 3 and a quarter inches."



She reached out to her phone and opened her notes app, making a new entry while David waited, the measuring tape still draped and hanging off his erection.



Note for shopping tomorrow:



David's penis: 3 ½ inches length, 3 ¼ inches circumference



She closed the note, then wrapped up the tape again. "There," she said, brightly smiling up at him. "That way we don't have to sneak into the bathroom and measure you in the store or something."



David's face burned and his member twitched. For the first time, Jordan noticed the pitched arousal of her husband. His labored, stammering breathing, and a new, nearly perceptible twitch in his legs. 



She had missed the signs in her own brief moment o–whatever that most recent impulse was– either scientific curiosity or careful consumer behavior. 



She smiled slyly up at him.



"While I'm down here…" She intoned playfully. "I suppose I can return the favor. Since you were so accommodating to me earlier…" 



She set the tape down and pinched his penis between her thumb and forefinger, then leaned forward to lick his tip. 



David coughed nervously. 



"You like that, Mr. Stark?" She licked his tip again. "You like when I get naughty like this?"



David nodded quickly and silently.



"Well. That's good to know." Jordan held eye contact up toward her husband as she opened her mouth to suck him. She went immediately to the base of his member, swirling her tongue around him as he began to gasp. 



"Mmmm…" Jordan's pleasure at his response couldn't find words–since her mouth was, if not quite full, at least occupied.



David, swarmed by arousal and warm pleasure, began to lose his balance. He steadied himself on her shoulder, then leaned back to sit on the armrest of the couch. Jordan followed him, her auburn hair swaying subtly as her head made small, shallow bobbing movements.



A moment passed like this. 



David gulped, gasped, and hollered as his wife finished the job. 



As his twitching died down, Jordan held her head still, her lips tightly sealed around the desperate stiffness of her husband. 



Once he was clearly finished, she relaxed and pulled her mouth back and let him fall limp. Feeling extra saucy, she opened her mouth to display three little translucent beads–a neat little row of David's ecstasy–nested in the middle of her tongue. Then, she swallowed ostentatiously before smiling broadly and giggling, clearly pleased with herself.



David caught his breath, then bent at the waist to kiss his wife deeply.



"You're amazing Jordan. Good god. You're amazing."



She giggled again. "Thanks for noticing…"



David pulled up his pants again and flopped back on the couch. 



Jordan rose from her knees and resumed her snuggling position next to him. 



David kissed her one more time, then resumed the show, watching the crew of the Enterprise gallantly resist the Borg assimilation attempt.  



* * *



"Alright, anyone full-on drunk yet?"



The little party laughed at the half-joke. Mark was casually dressed in comfortable tan slacks with a black leather belt, a black polo shirt, tucked in. Standing next to the grill, which was still heating up, he addressed the little gathering of platoon commanders, platoon sergeants, and other company leaders with their families. All told, around two dozen adults and a handful of children, all of whom were milling on and around the playset Mark had built in the backyard for Jared and Megan's boys.



"So no pressure, but Colonel Wolfe is stopping by with his wife and daughter in a little bit. So enjoy yourself, help yourself to whatever, but don't get drunk enough to say or do something stupid and ruin everyone's career." 



"Aye sir…" a few voices tumbled awkwardly over each other, unsure of just how serious he was.



"That's it. That's all I got. No speeches today. Just have fun."



Everyone laughed again, and a few raised beers in cheerful acknowledgment.



Jared stood opposite the grill, silently observing everyone milling about, and keeping half an eye on his sons playing with the other kids. Megan was occupied, darting in and out of Mark's house carrying food for the grill and for the table, and generally making sure everything was running smoothly.



It was a dynamic Jared was familiar with, although the shift to this public and quasi-professional setting was definitely new. Whenever Mark didn't have a girlfriend, Megan would step in to take care of him. This had been the arrangement, recurring regularly with varying degrees of intensity for years now. And after years, he was still surprised at how natural it felt. 



In fact, watching Megan cheerfully attend to Mark had a powerful effect on him. And she clearly loved to be available for him. He would text or call her on occasion, talking for hours sometimes, usually about whatever book they decided to read together. Sometimes she would go on dates with him, usually to high-culture events like symphonies and art galleries–things that Jared himself had no patience or understanding for. And of course she would present herself at his home regularly to see to his sexual needs.



Jared shuddered and blinked. 



Megan emerged from the house again, carrying a tray of freshly cut watermelon, smiling as the little crowd dove in to get their piece of fresh fruit when she set the platter down on the table. 



Mark laughed over his shoulder at the little melee around Megan. The grill was now hot, Jared could see, and Mark began to throw slabs of meat and bratwurst on the grill.



Megan looked beautiful today. But in a wholesome kind of way. This wasn't her woman-of-the-law femme fatale look, the one she donned on her way to the office every morning. And it wasn't her normal casual cool-chick outfit of sweatpants or jeans with T-shirts sporting sports team or rock band logos–her usual outfits for quality time with her husband. And it wasn't even the normal Mark-pleasing attire, either. Normally when they went to visit Mark at his home, she would dress in a way she knew he liked. Tank tops were common, with a hoodie over the tank top in cold weather. And yoga pants or shorts, depending on the weather. Mark loved Meg's bare shoulders, and liked to see the smooth contour of her rear end highlighted by tight pants or short bottoms. But today she wore a much more conservative Sunday barbecue outfit: a plain T-shirt that hugged her form without showcasing her assets too overtly, and plain shorts that showed her legs, but were not cut particularly high. Her hair was tied back in a clean, sporty ponytail. She wore her black horn-rimmed glasses instead of contacts, and she had applied a little bit of makeup.



She looked like a respectable wife and a mother. 



Which, of course, she was.



But she had mentioned something to Jared while getting dressed that morning. That she didn't want to look like a slut if the colonel's wife came. 



It made sense. She was married to the senior enlisted man in the company, so she shouldn't dress in a way that could make her husband look bad. But now, watching her smile and work the crowd, diligently attending to the needs of the event…watching her cast occasional admiring glances over at Mark, standing by the grill…



Megan was approaching the line of playing a new part altogether: the captain's wife.



It wasn't so overt that it would cause a scandal. The long friendship between the Poissons and Mark Rein was well known, and since Mark didn't have a girlfriend or wife, it was understandable for Megan to help out as the bachelor-commander tried to cater a family event. 



But Jared was feeling things as he watched her dip her toes into that gray area…



Jared wiped the sweat off his forehead, walking over to help Mark at the grill.



The first round of brats and burgers came off the grill and landed on plates that were quickly snatched up. 



Some guests stood, others sat, and everyone seemed to be having a good time. 



Mark was in good spirits, and had just set down the last cold beef patty of the second batch on the grill when the latch to Mark's fence clicked open, and the new guests arrived.



The vibe of the party stiffened significantly as Lieutenant Colonel Wolfe stepped into the back yard with his wife and daughter. He was dressed in jeans and a golf shirt, a St. Louis Cardinals baseball cap on his head and aviator sunglasses over his eyes. His wife, an attractive woman in her early forties was dressed in a casual but modest sundress with sandals, sunglasses, and a small silver crucifix around her neck. Their daughter, a pretty young blonde woman in her early twenties trailed behind, visibly nervous and wearing unassuming jeans and a maroon T-shirt.



"Sir!" Mark waved over to the senior officer as Wolfe headed to greet him at the grill. "Glad you could make it. Welcome to the craziness."



"Doesn't look too crazy…" Wolfe cracked, slapping Mark on the shoulder. "I suppose that's a good thing since we've all got work in the morning. Everyone, meet my wife Beth, and my daughter Charity. Honey, this is Captain Rein, he'll introduce everyone else…"



"You must be Mrs Rein…" Beth interrupted her husband, leaning in to greet Megan with a hug. "I'm so happy to meet you…"



"No…uh…hi!" Megan awkwardly returned the greeting, looking over at Mark for help.



"No, I'm sorry Mrs. Wolfe," Mark corrected her awkwardly. "I'm sorry, uh, Beth…that's actually Megan Poisson, my company gunny's wife. Gunny Poisson, Meg, meet Mrs. Beth Wolfe and, uh, Charity…"



"Oh my goodness, I'm mortified. I'm so sorry!" Beth emoted, clutching Megan by the shoulders. "I jumped the gun, I'm so sorry, dear. I hope I didn't offend. And you, too, Captain, I hope I didn't offend. Is your wife here?"



Mark smiled. "Not offended at all, Beth. Megan's a beautiful, brilliant woman. Gunny P's landed a woman way out of his league. And I'm not married, I'm a bachelor."



Beth turned to her husband, playfully swatting him on the shoulder. "You didn't tell me he wasn't married. Why aren't you married?" She turned back to Mark.



He shrugged. "Just haven't found the right girl yet. Still looking."



"Well, we'll have to fix that. I have a lunch every month with all the commanding and executive officers' wives, and I haven't seen the new Charlie company girl. I thought she was just shy, that's why I jumped to conclusions and put my foot in my mouth…again, I'm so sorry, sweetie…" She gripped Megan's forearm imploringly.



"It's really not a problem," Megan reassured her. "He's a handsome devil, that Captain Rein. I'll be happy to be mistaken for his wife any day. Not that my main squeeze of a man over there isn't also devastatingly handsome."



Jared had been standing quietly with a blush as the bungled introductions commenced. Now he saw the battalion commander's wife look over toward him with imploring eyes. "I'm so sorry Gunny Poison? What an interesting name."



"Poisson, ma'am. Pronounced Pwe-son. It's actually the french word for fish. But it's hard for people to pronounce. So I usually just answer to Gunny P. Or Jared if you prefer first names." He extended his hand to her and shook it. She continued to apologize.



"Well, that went well…" Wolfe said, laughing. The little group laughed, then stood awkwardly in silence. Mark turned around to flip burgers.



"You're thinking about law school, aren't you Charity?" Megan broke the ice, talking to the younger woman. "I heard you might want to talk about it. I'm a lawyer."



"Really?" The young woman spoke for the first time. "Yeah, I'm interested. Can I ask where you went to law school?"



"Georgetown," Megan said casually, sipping her drink.



"Wow. That's so cool. And what do you practice?"



"I'm a federal prosecutor. Still low on the ladder, I specialize in white collar crimes. Embezzlement, corruption, insider trading. Some mob-adjacent stuff like money laundering. And some government affairs stuff too."



"Is that what you always wanted?"



"No, actually. I wanted to be a courtroom litigator for violent crimes, but then when I started practicing I realized that you can do way more good cutting off bad guys' money than you can finding thugs to put in jail. Also, I discovered my favorite part. See…people who do big money crimes genuinely don't think they're criminals. They all think they're just really smart businessmen, or that they're just misunderstood. I like showing them they're wrong. It's fun to watch their faces when they realize how screwed they are. It's like, my favorite hobby now…"



Jared watched the little group laugh as Megan's charisma led into a lively exchange between the young woman, her parents, and Mark. He stood to the side and watched.



She was so damn smart. She talked way over his head. She always did, but she was also careful never to talk down to him. He wasn't dumb, but he knew from the moment they met that she was the brain in the relationship. 



And she was so beautiful…when she spoke eloquently about her professional life, she took on a confidence that just…enhanced her beauty somehow. He never understood it, but it happened every time.



And other times, she wasn't so much beautiful as she was traffic-stopping gorgeous. Other times she was drop-dead sexy. Today, here, now, she was just beautiful. Charming. Magnetic. 



The Battalion Commander's wife had publicly mistaken his wife for Mark's. It was understandable. She was standing next to Mark at the grill. She had been running little errands and doing little tasks to keep the barbecue going smoothly. Mark and Megan had similar hair color, skin color, eye color. And they had obvious chemistry. They were clearly bonded over a long relationship–of some kind. 



They even had the same initials, if you left off Megan's hyphenated married name. MR + MR. 



Mark and Megan were a match.



He felt some kind of jealous. But it was a strange jealousy. It didn't make him fear or resent Mark, and it didn't make him feel betrayed by Megan. It spurred the impulse to struggle in him. It made him feel like he had to be better. That he had to stay sharp and competitive in his marriage to hold on to the woman he loved. But as a born and trained fighter, he loved that feeling. The constant need to struggle, to improve, to fight for something. For someone. To conquer. The knowledge that limitations were meant to be pushed. Overcome. 



At the same time, he loved that he had limitations that Megan knew about, loved, and accepted. And that she respected him enough to let him be fully himself by not requiring him to be everything for her. By acknowledging needs she had that he just couldn't quite meet. 



This strange, productive jealousy resulted in Jared both suffering and enjoying a potent cocktail of yearning happiness rising organically from a singularly threatening fact: that his wife had a deep connection with another man who understood, appreciated, and returned her affections. That that man–his best friend–was a solid match for Megan, meeting her excess needs by complementing those dimensions of her personality that he could only admire. Her intelligence. Her culture. Her desire to bond and even couple with an enigmatic, deep, brooding man. While he could never fully account for it, he admitted he loved that she could get things from her lover of lasting and deep value. Things that Jared would never begrudge her, never resent. 



Some of which he would even treasure himself. 



Mark and Megan shared a deep friendship, many interests and passions, inside jokes, and an incredible physical chemistry.



And in all likelihood, they shared a child.



Jared looked over at the playset, seeing Marky sitting cross legged just outside the little ring surrounding the play space, his nose buried in a book. 



Jared paused to think of the playset itself. Mark had not asked him if He and Megan wanted a playset for the boys at his house. He just assumed that it was needed, and quietly built it so the boys would have somewhere to play when they came over. 



And they came over often.



Jared breathed in deeply, then exhaled, caught in the thickening intensity of his thoughts. 



It was a strange brotherhood that had started with chance: he slept in a bunk next to Mark in bootcamp. It had evolved through all sorts of twists and turns, high points and low points, to the present reality: That the two men shared a woman who had, again, in all likelihood, given a son to each of them.



He looked back at Megan, who had just dropped the punchline of another story, rollicking laughter rippling from her happy face. In the midst of the laugh, Jared smiled at her when she caught his eye. She smiled back, a knowing concern in her eyes.



Are you okay?



Jared nodded. She returned the nod and continued to keep the conversation going. As the banter rolled on, Mark periodically turned around to tend to the meat on the grill, but then quickly rejoined the banter with an easy grin. 



Mark was relaxed. Jared could tell.



Mark and Megan's smiles were astonishingly similar. 



MR + MR. They were a match.



Jared's heart began to race. 



"All right, next batch is up!" Mark called out to everyone. "Who wants a burger, and who wants a brat?" 



Megan sat her drink down and began to busy herself setting out paper plates to be taken by the guests as Mark portioned out the grilled meat. 



It was clearly a natural instinct for her. To dive in and help him.



Jared knew that in a few hours, after the guests had gone, after he and Megan and the boys stayed to help Mark clean up, at some point after everything was put away, when the boys settled down in Mark's living room to watch TV or take a Sunday afternoon nap…at that point in the day Mark and Megan would share a quiet, private laugh about being publicly mistaken as husband as wife. 



Jared knew that the joke would lead to a wordless acknowledgment of their deep compatibility. Perhaps an awkward silence would follow. A kind of luscious, affectionate tension would build between them as a result, and that tension would need to be released. 



So they would find someplace out of sight and hearing from the boys, Megan would bare her body to Mark and present herself, likely bending expectantly over a couch, a table, a bathroom counter–whatever was handy. 



Some time would pass, and then the tension would be relieved.



Jared excused himself, stiffening, and retreated into Mark's house to find the second bathroom. The one in the basement. 



Jared needed some privacy.



* * *



It was a surprisingly large, open retail space. Jordan knew these places existed, but always saw them squeezed into seedy strip malls in between pawn shops and liquor stores. 



This one was right off the freeway exit, about a 45 minute drive away from their apartment. Jordan and David had agreed that they needed to go someplace where they likely wouldn't be recognized. They held hands nervously as they walked through the blackened glass of the front doors.



Hence, the surprise. Or one of several: the inside of the store was spacious. Repurposed, Jordan supposed, from a different business model in the not-too-distant past. Maybe a sporting goods store or something.



Now, the closed off entryway, which sported a few mannequins in risque-but-still-PG-13 poses and lingerie, opened up to a large retail space, occupied mostly by row after row of DVD racks. 



Bewildered would not begin to suffice in describing Jordan's emotional state seeing the racks of DVDs. In every direction, row after row, stack after stack, display after display…there were pictures of naked girls. Some of them in very compromising poses and situations. Most had larger breasts than she had. Some of them were very pretty. All of them calling to her husband.



Jordan struggled to tamp down the panic–a result of the intense consciousness that her husband now stood helpless in a vast, photographic harem. An endless buffet of sexual competition. A gob-smacking display of wildly unrealistic sexual expectation, leering at the love of her life with vacant eyes and lewd, bare bodies.



She squeezed David's hand and ran her other arm through his elbow, clinging to him. Sensing her discomfort, David whispered to her, asking if she wanted to leave. Jordan, blushing, dug her face into his shoulder and shook her head silently.



Recovering somewhat, David walked to the counter, where a young woman with several facial piercings appeared to be the only employee in sight. She looked up expectantly as they approached. 



David cleared his throat. "Excuse me…" he said quietly. "We're looking for the, um…do you…do you have a toy section?"



She wordlessly pointed to the back corner of the store. David thanked her and pulled Jordan awkwardly along through the rows of DVDs.



At length, they arrived at the back of the store to find a wide selection of toy options. It was a bit surreal: taking the form of some kind of erotically charged Lovecraftian nightmare–a wall of disembodied cocks available for sale. Different colors, some tan, some pale, some clear some…other. Some glass, some silicone, some plastic. Some committed to anatomical plausibility, others simple, smooth cylinders with tapered or bulbed tips. Some with accessories and accoutrement…others simply stiff and available. Down the line, the faux phalluses morphed into smoother, futuristic wands in varying shapes and sizes, where visual and tactile verisimilitude gave way to the advantages of electric stimulation, configured with contours to meet her needs with elegant scientific precision.



Jordan's face stayed buried in David's shoulder, the red skin of her blush extending deep down her neck.



"Well…" David said. "We're here."



"Mmmhmmm…" Jordan responded awkwardly, not looking up. 



"Do you…want to pick out the one you want?"



"Mmmhmm…" Jordan repeated. After a moment of composing herself, she giggled desperately as she looked up at the display. 



They seemed to be arranged first by size, then by color. The top left made her jaw drop. All cartoonishly large, some didn't even appear human, with some even having fantastical rainbow colors. She moved on.



Next were an assortment of anatomically possible but still laughably large penises. Some nearly a foot long, with a girth that Jordan simply could not imagine generating anything other than terror and pain in a woman.



She moved on as they shrunk gradually, until she briefly paused–involuntarily–on one in particular. A tan phallus. Stiff. Large but not ludicrous. The label said 8 inches. The thickness seemed to be just above what she could wrap her hand around. The label indicated the product had a name: 



RICARDO



Her eyes lingered for a moment, until she realized David was watching her. She quickly and casually moved past, walking slowly down the display. 6 inches. 5 inches. 5 inches and thin.



She pulled out her phone to check her notes, opening the most recent entry.



David's penis: 3 ½ inches length, 3 ¼ inches circumference



She squatted down on the far right side of the display, finding the bottom shelf. There, penises that looked much more like her husband's were interspersed with gag gifts for bachelorette parties. One such label included the all caps descriptor:



FUNNY



Was that necessary?



At length she found a modest selection fitting her specifications and began pulling them off the shelf one by one. Including one of the "funny" ones. Eventually she turned back to David to show him the two options she was contemplating. She was surprised to find his face far redder even than hers when they walked in the store.



"Are you okay, baby?" She asked, her head tilting slightly in concern.



"Yeah. No, I'm good. Did you find the one you want?"



Jordan looked back down the display and saw the vast display of larger items, then looked down where she had been browsing to see that there were a few smaller fake penises for sale than the ones she was holding.



Not many, though.



She began to realize that David had picked up on the display pattern. That he was suddenly conscious of his own limitations.



This may have been a terrible idea.



Jordan pulled the ripcord.



Placing both of the toys back on the display, she smiled broadly at her husband.



"Yeah, baby. I found the one I want. And I want to go use it right away." She took his hand and began to walk briskly back toward the entrance of the store, empty handed.



"Wait…you put them both back. Which one did you want?"



"The one on your body, doofus…" Jordan responded playfully. "Now come on. Take me home so I can play with it…"



"Oh…" David caught on, smiling in recognition before matching her pace. "Okay."



They made their way toward the checkout counter, with Jordan stealing one tiny glance back toward the RICARDO toy before it passed out of view behind the sinful DVD racks. 



Catching herself, Jordan checked her husband's eyes, which were firmly fixed forward. She felt relieved that he didn't see that brief glance over her shoulder. 



Remember Lot's wife.



They quick-stepped through the front door, with David fumbling in his pocket for the car keys. Halfway across the parking lot, both David and Jordan simultaneously broke into a run.



* * *



"Knock knock…"



"It's open…"



The sturdy wooden door opened into a modest but tastefully decorated office.



"Megan…right?"



"Yep…" Megan replied, seated at her desk, but not looking up from the file she was leafing through. "You can call me Meg if you want. Or whatever. I'm easy."



The nervous intruder stepped tentatively inside and moved toward Megan. "I'm Diana, from HR. We were just processing your transfer paperwork, and I had a couple quick questions."



"Fire when ready, Diana from HR." Megan looked up and smiled. Diana, a plump, blond girl fresh out of college clearly finding her feet in her first job, smiled nervously back at her.



"Um, okay…well, first…"



"You want to sit down?" Megan interrupted, leaning back in her chair. "I usually don't have to offer, but it looks like you'd just stand in the corner awkwardly if I didn't offer."



"Okay, sure…" Diana blushed and sat in one of the chairs opposite Megan's desk.



"I was just going through your files and noticed that the names used aren't consistent. You know how picky payroll gets about that stuff, so I just wanted to clarify. So look here: on this page it says Megan Rodriguez, and on this one it says Megan Poison."



"Poisson. Pronounced pwe-son." 



"Oh, I'm sorry. So that's your legal name?"



"It's both. The official paperwork, anything legally binding or pay related should be hyphenated. My legal name is Megan Rodriguez-Poisson. But I use Rodriguez on my letterhead. Keeps it short. Also, people have trouble pronouncing my married name."



"Okay, that clears that up. And I am sorry about that."



"Don't worry about it, Diana from HR. Anything else?"



"Yes, I just need you to sign these new beneficiary forms…and then I think we're set."



She slid a few papers across the desk, which Megan grasped, clicking open a pen. "Sounds great."



It was quiet in the office while Megan reviewed the document before signing. 



Lawyer habit. 



Diana sat uncomfortably, then cleared her throat. Then she cleared her throat again, a little louder.



"What's on your mind, Diana from HR?" Megan asked, still not looking up.



"Um, do you mind if I ask you a personal question?"



"Go for it."



"Is it true you've never lost a case?"



Megan's smile morphed into a smirk. "No, that's not true. I've lost cases. But I won some big ones. So that's probably where that rumor got started."  She signed one form, then the other before sliding them back across the desk.



"Ummm, okay. Is it true you made a judge cry in chambers once?"



"No, but I made one spit out the last bite of a Reuben once."



Diana giggled. "Really?"



Megan nodded, holding her smirk.



"Is it true…"



"Probably not…" Megan interrupted her. "Look, Diana. I know everyone wants to razz the new girl. I think they might be messing with you, but yes, I do have a…reputation. Specifically, the reputation of a new transfer with a couple brand-name wins. And I had a bit of a reputation for…my predilection for aggressive tactics in my former location. Sometimes aggression works. Sometimes it doesn't. I guess we'll see if it works here. If not, I'll have to learn a new schtick."



Diana blushed and smiled, clearly nurturing a feeling–somewhere between fan-girl enthusiasm and a full-on girl crush for the confident new attorney. 



"So if you don't have any more questions, Diana from HR, I've enjoyed our little chat. But I have stacks of paper to highlight. So shoo…"



Megan waved her hand playfully, smiling as the younger woman stood up and turned to head out of the office. 



"Can I ask just one more…" Diana said, pausing as she opened the door.



"One more…" Megan said, her head already back down in her work.



"Is it true you married a cage fighter?"



Megan snorted.



"Okay, I thought that one was obviously not true…" Diana apologized.



"No, that one's true."



Diana's eyes widened. "Really? For real?"



Megan laughed. "Yeah, really. My husband is an active duty marine, he's spent most of his career training in unarmed combat. He's won a good handful of military tournaments, and did some charity exhibitions for Toys for Tots that made it onto TV. But he hasn't fought professionally."



"That's so cool…" Diana gushed, clutching the file to her body in excitement.



"Well, he certainly thinks so," Megan quipped, uncapping her highlighter.



"You don't think so?" Diana asked.



"No…" Megan chuckled. "I definitely do. I just think it's funny that that's the one true rumor about me."



"Oh, right."



Megan waved the new girl away just as her supervisor, Jack, knocked on the open door.   



Jack was a career associate counsel, senior to Megan by more than a decade. He handled the distribution of cases, and he and Megan had met several times to determine her role on the team. She hadn't started working any cases herself yet, just doing triage on a backlog of potential cases to get started on.



"Did you finish reviewing the Navy files yet?"



"Not quite. But almost. Some of them have potential, and I think we give them a go."



"Well, if we do, you can pick the ones you want. Don't worry, you won't have to fight for them. Nobody here wants these."



"They don't know what they're missing. The pure adrenaline of corruption cases…can't compare the high when you lock up one of those dickheads."



"Well, here's one more that might fit those specs. But trust me: you definitely don't want this one."



"Why not?" Megan asked, opening the file.



"You'll see." 



Megan summarized out loud as she read.



"Inspector General's report, possible misappropriation of funds…"



"Yep, keep going."



"Mid seven figures unaccounted for, principal suspect is a logistics officer…"



"Almost there…"



"Father of the principal suspect is…a congressman on the house appropriations committee. Shit. Yeah, I don't want any part of that." She closed the file and handed it over the desk to him.



Jack laughed, grabbing the file back. "Yeah, that's what I thought. Nobody wants…"



"Wait…let me see that again…"



Jack raised his eyebrow and handed the file folder back. She opened it and her eyes darted rapidly back and forth as she read further down the page. Finding what she was looking for, her eyes slowed, then stopped. 



Her face broke into a slow, wide, smooth, and deeply ambiguous grin.



She looked up from the file. 



"Actually, I think I'd like to look at this one a little more. If that's alright with you?"




Post 153 — Tire_Kicker
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Megan... What a woman, gives Intellisexy a whole new meaning.



Looking forward to where this is going, well done Crushing!
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Seems to me Jordan needs some real stress relief while David's away!

Thank you for another great chapter.
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Very cool.  The shithead Captain gets his comeuppance.  Brings to mind the old addage that Karma is a bitch!



But Crushing, we're eager for your next instalment. Please, sir!
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Sorry for the delay, all. The next two chapters are kind of a tight pair, and I was going to post them together. The second one isn't really landing where I want it to yet, though. Hence the delay. But here's the first, and the second should follow before too long. Hope you enjoy!
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"So what did he say? Like, exactly?"



Jared leaned over his half-empty plate in a back corner of the neighborhood bar and grill. He was still dumbfounded by the news. 



Megan didn't say anything, her face drawn in a mixture of shock and sympathy.



Mark's voice was monotone. 



"He said there was going to be an investigation. Willful endangerment, I think that's the words they used. I don't know, it's all officer shit. Legal terms or whatever. Basically they're saying that I deliberately injured Lieutenant Macintosh when we charged the village and broke formation early."



"But the answer's already there in the way they phrase the charge," Megan insisted helplessly. "It couldn't be willful endangerment if you broke from the plan. How can you on-purpose hurt someone when you don't plan to do it? That's an accident. That's almost the definition of accidental!"



"Yeah, and don't forget one more little detail…that the whiny little lump of shit wasn't actually hurt!" Jared slapped the table.  



Several other patrons turned to look quizzically at their table.



"Right!" Megan said, resting her palm on Jared's hand to stop him from making a scene. "So it's obviously a ridiculous idea from the get-go. He didn't get hurt, and it wasn't on purpose."



"Total fuckin' bullshit." Jared muttered.



Mark shrugged, his eyes hanging down. "It almost doesn't matter. An investigation is just bad. I might not get a court martial, but this is still probably a career killer. Especially right now…I'm up for re-enlistment, this might fuck that up. I don't know, man. I just don't know what to do."



"You fight it. We fight it. That's what we do. Come on, man…you're not gonna let fucking Macintosh get this one over on you…" Jared pleaded, just above a whisper.



"Who does the investigation?" Megan asked.



"I don't know. Someone from JAG probably." Mark said sullenly.



"What did Captain Wolfe say about it?" Megan pressed. 



"I mean, he knows it's bullshit but he can't say it's bullshit. I know he's not happy about it, but he's not gonna do shit to stop it. I don't think Colonel Chen's gonna stop it either. I guess Macintosh has some connections higher up. I think I'm just fucked." Mark put his head in his hands.



"I'm not sure it's as bad as you think. I think you just let it play out, Mark," Megan responded. "I think it's obvious nonsense, and I think as long as you tell the truth, it will be fine. Macintosh will come out looking stupid, it won't hurt your career. Everybody knows you, and everybody knows Macintosh. The investigators will find out pretty quick who the good guy is here. Let them do their thing. Just relax, keep being you. Keep calm and make sure it's obvious you're the good guy. It'll be okay."



"Yeah…I don't know…" Mark flopped back in the chair and let his hands drop helplessly onto the table.



Megan lifted her hand off of her husband's and rested it on Mark's. He looked down and saw her shiny wedding rings accenting her delicate caramel fingers. She squeezed his palm. He looked up into her eyes.



"Whatever happens, Mark, we've got your back. Let them talk to us. Let them talk to me. I'll tell them what kind of man you are. I'll tell them how you saved my husband's life. I'll tell them the truth."



Mark nodded uncertainly. "You really think it'll be okay?"



"It'll probably be scary for a while, but I think it'll be okay. I'm not an expert or anything, but I think this is a pretty open-and-shut situation."



Mark nodded again. "Okay." 



He took his hand from hers and leaned forward, resting his forehead in his palm again. "What am I gonna tell Molly?"



"That's easy, Mark." Megan said quickly. "Tell her the truth. She's not going to want to do anything but support you." 



"I just…I don't want her to think…that stuff about me. You know? Even if it's bullshit. I don't want the idea that I'd…I just don't want it in her head." Mark sighed.



Megan was confused. "You don't think she'll believe you?"



"No, I think she'll believe me. I just don't want to be on the ropes around her, you know? I don't want her to see me like this." 



"Like what?"



"Like this. You know…all scared and not knowing what to do and shit. I don't want her to see me like that."



"You think she'll think less of you?"



Mark didn't answer.



"I get it," Jared offered. "You don't want your woman to see you weak. But good women don't think like that, man. Trust me. I know."



"Yeah," Megan continued, "I think you've got the wrong idea about my tribe, Mark. We don't really keep score. I think anyone wants to be seen as vulnerable or less than our best, but when you love someone, they actually like that part. It can bond you, you know? When Jared and I started sleeping together, I used to set my alarm so I could get up and fix my hair and use mouthwash before he woke up. Now…fuck that…I'm sleeping in. And it turns out he likes when my hair's messy."



Mark broke into a smile. "Alright. I don't love it, but I believe you I guess. So how do I tell her? Like, for real?" 



"I don't think it matters," Megan answered. "When you're ready to tell her, just be honest. Actually, she'll probably sense something's up immediately. You're bad at hiding when you're upset. So don't put it off."



"How do you know she'll know?"



"Uhh, hello?" Megan made a sarcastic face. "How long before she found your bullet scars and called bullshit on your story about "someone in the platoon" getting shot, Mark? She's obviously not dumb. You're going to act different around her, and she's going to figure it out immediately. And if you don't tell her soon, she'll think you're acting differently because she did something wrong. And that will cause problems. So don't wait too long."



Mark nodded. "Okay. I could see that."



"When are you seeing her again?" Jared asked.



"Friday night. We're meeting halfway between her place and here since she has to be back for a shift Saturday night."



"That's when you tell her, then." Megan said confidently. "And listen to me, Mark…" she tucked her chin and looked under her eyebrows at him to emphasize intense eye contact. "You listening?"



Mark nodded.



"It'll be fine. She's going to be on your side. Might even get some sympathy sex out of it."



Mark scrunched his face up. "Sympathy sex? What?"



"Oh, dude…" Jared interjected. "You've never had sympathy sex before…dude…oh, dude…shit…I'm actually jealous."



"What? What the fuck are you talking about?"



"Since you've been a pump-and-dump player your whole life," Megan explained, smirking, "let me explain something to you. When you're with a woman that you actually like, and the two of you actually develop real feelings, things change. And feelings make sex better. Okay? You accept that premise?"



Mark chuckled. "Okay, I'll buy it. So Molly gets feelings and it makes sex better? I'm pretty sure we have feelings already."



"No, dude…you have no idea…it's like…" Jared struggled to find words. 



Megan grinned impishly. "She's gonna feel some specific things here, Mark. She's gonna want to defend you, and then she's gonna want to take care of you. So she's gonna feel possessive and nurturing at the same time. Those two things make quite the cocktail of affection." 



Mark laughed out loud. "You serious? This is a real thing?"



"Fuck yeah it is, dude," Jared said excitedly. "Remember how I had that black eye coming out of boot camp? When Staff Sergeant G popped me in the eye right after the final drill? So after graduation, I go home on leave. That was when Meg and I were dating, she couldn't make it to graduation…so I didn't see her until I get home…I walk in the door after coming home from the airport, I'm in uniform,  she sees the black eye, and…"



"What?" Mark scrunched up his face again, looking at Megan.



"Well, I mean…we're married now."



"Bullshit…" Mark retorted, grinning.



"Seriously dude. After the way she took care of me…mmm…I just had to lock that down.



"Believe it big guy…" Megan laughed. "I wouldn't let him move until I was sure I'd taken care of him in every way I could think of." She blushed and shook her head, embarrassed at the confession. "I don't know what it is. Maternal instinct or something. But actually not. But kinda. Mate instinct? I don't know. But…it's something. Protective and nurturing instincts. I'm telling you, It's a potent cocktail."



"No shit…" Mark said thoughtfully. "Maybe I'm thinking about this the wrong way…"



"Yeah, you are." Megan answered matter-of-factly. "Honestly, I'm feeling it right now. If you weren't with Molly, I'd be giving you the most tender sympathy fuck tonight…Oh my god, you have no idea."



Jared's face reddened and Mark's head jerked back slightly, surprised. 



"No shit…seriously?"



"Believe it, Achilles. I'm not your girlfriend, but I do care about you. Alot. I'm feeling pretty protective of you right now. And even though I'm not your girlfriend, I am your friend, and we've had some benefits. And since we've crossed that line," she settled her gaze into Mark's bewildered eyes, pausing for effect.



Mark raised his eyebrow, waiting for her to continue.



She paused and took a drink, then set it down and looked into his eyes again. "If you needed me right now…god…I'd take care of you." She ran her fingertip around the tip of her glass, holding his eyes. "All I can think about right now is making it all better…" 



She bopped him gently on the nose with her index finger. 



"You're missing out, Achilles."



Mark nodded silently, his eyes wide in sustained surprise. 



"Well…" Mark paused to clear his throat. "…that changes things a little bit. I may have the wrong attitude about telling Molly." 



Megan giggled and looked down at the table, hiding behind her dark hair. 



It didn't completely hide the blush in her cheeks.



They sat quietly, nursing their remaining drinks for a few moments, until Jared broke the silence.



"So if he's not gonna take the sympathy sex, can I have it?"



Megan punched his arm, grinning through her blush.



* * *



J: Hey



D: Hey yourself! How was your day?



J: Okay. Kinda boring. 



Jordan had flopped down on her bed in her pajamas after eating a vegetarian microwave dinner. She had promised herself that she would keep drafting the next section of her dissertation after she ate, but her brain was fried and her body exhausted. She just wanted to lay down and chat with her husband. He couldn't talk though, he was already at work. So she had to settle with texting.



Her phone buzzed with David's next response.



D: What did you do?



J: Mostly reading. Didn't get a ton of writing done. 



D: How are you feeling?



J: Honestly a little stressed. I always stress on days that I can't get much down on paper.



D: But you're not behind, right?"



J: That's the thing. I can't tell, I've never done a dissertation before. Some days I get a ton done, some days I get nothing. It's hard to plan and hit benchmarks that way.



D: That would drive me crazy.



J: Oh, yes it would, lol. You would absolutely lose your mind in the endless nebula of academic work. Vague deadlines, no real directions or parameters. We all chart our own course, and who knows where we're going? 😂



D: I don't know how you do it.



J: Lol. 😘 Where are you tonight?



D: Well my jetlag is definitely reminding me. It's actually morning in Nagoya.



J: Nagoya! What's it like?



D: Not sure, I've only seen the port…😁 But it seems cool. Everywhere I go I wish I could bring you along to see it. 



J: Aww…baby! 🥰



D: I know, it's corny



J: It's not corny! It's sweet. I love that you think of me. 



D: I think about you literally all the time, Jo. You're my whole world.



J: 🥰🥰🥰



D: I'm sorry you're stressed, honey. You should get a massage or something.



J: Yeah, right…Just take a spa day. At the free spa they have for all the grad students. 🤪



D: I'm serious! We're doing okay now. I've got this job, and the business is still doing well. Have you checked our bank account lately?



J: No, that's your thing. You know I hate doing money management stuff…and you're the genius at it.



D: Take a look real quick.



Jordan opened the banking app on her phone and opened their joint account page.



Her eyes bugged. She swiped back to her text conversation with David.



J: Baby…is this real?



D: 🤣

D: Yeah, it's real. We're having a good first year with the business. Turns out those sheriff's department vehicles are a gold mine, we've got three mechanics doing major stuff pretty much every day for them. And the rest of the contracts are doing their thing. Hamad's keeping it going. And we got the first two paychecks for the Maersk job. So things are going okay. 



Jordan didn't know how to respond. She had a flash of memory, back when she was standing at eye level with the kitchen table, watching her mom and dad emptying the collection plates after Easter services. 



A literal pile of money. The biggest haul of the year except Christmas. It was always exciting to see, but she always remembered the worried look on her mom's face as they counted it.



Pastor Simms' rural church was not rich. His congregants weren't wealthy, and the church itself was modest. The pile of money was always exciting, but they had to make it last, usually for months. It kept the family of five, and the whole church going for the rest of the year. 



She snapped out of the memory and looked down at her screen again.



J: That's so great, baby! I'm kinda speechless.



D: Well, the point is, you can get a massage if you want. We can afford it.



Jordan wasn't sure. She didn't know how to respond. She couldn't waste money like that. Didn't they have to make it last?



D: Jo? You there?



J: Yeah baby, I'm here. I'm just…really impressed and grateful, I guess. You're just…



D: What?



J: You're a really impressive man, and I'm happy to be your wife. You're a really good provider. And I don't really need my man to be a good provider, but you are. And I'm really grateful. So thank you.



She watched as three dots flickered while David responded. The flickering stopped for a moment, then started again.



D: That's really cool to hear, Jo. You make me feel good. You always make me feel good, but this makes me feel good.



J: 😍😍😍

J: You make me feel good too, baby. I kinda want to jump your bones right now, honestly. But that'll have to wait, I guess. 🤤



D: Aww, now you got me all flustered. I won't be able to stand for a little while. Thinking about my woman getting naughty.



J: I'll get naughty for you, babe. Name the time. Want me to get naughty for you now?



D: 🥵



Jordan blushed, looking back at the bank statement before closing the app.



J: 😘



D: You serious?  



J: Well, I don't want to distract you at work…



D: I do! I want that!



J: 🤣

J: Okay mister business genius man…what can I do to tickle your fancy?



D: OMG, even reading that…🥵



J: 🥰

J: I love driving you crazy…

J: Come on, baby. Tell me what to do to drive you crazy…



D: Okay…

D: What are you wearing?



Jordan looked down at her fluffy gray pajamas. She thought about lying. Then she thought again.



J: My fluffies. The gray ones. But I can change if you want?



D: No, don't change. Panties?



J: Yeah, I'm wearing granny panties, lol. Sorry, not very exciting…



D: They would be if you slipped them off?



J: Ooooh. Is that an order?



D: That's a request…



J: Well, since my husband is such a good provider, I'll honor his request.



D: Okay, I definitely can't stand up right now. I hope no one comes in here.



Jordan giggled as she set her phone down and wiggled out of her pajama bottoms, pulling her panties down with them. She flung them over the edge of the bed, then stretched out her uncovered legs, sliding them under the cool sheets, savoring the feeling on her skin.



J: Okay, I have nothing on from the waist down. Any more requests?



She smiled to herself as she waited for his response. He didn't answer right away.



Jordan waited, her smile slowly fading as it was clear David was distracted. 



She rolled onto her side and began scrolling through instagram. 



A few minutes passed. She opened her text messages again. No response.



J: David?



A few more minutes passed. Jordan checked the news on her phone, then checked her texts again. A tight but deep sense of irritation seemed to grip her. Not enough to be outright hostile, but just enough that as she stood up to go to the bathroom, she picked up her panties and pajama bottoms with jerky, slightly exaggerated motions. When she pulled her bottoms up, she let the waistband snap in place hard enough to make an irritated sound, then moved toward the bathroom with the hint of a huff slipping out under her breath.



When she got back to her bed, David had responded.



D: Hey, Jo, I know this is terrible timing, but they scheduled someone to take me to look at the cranes, and I have to go with them. They're really punctual over here. I'll talk to you tonight, sleep well!



Jordan's huffed sigh was audible as she drafted a response, then deleted it, then drafted another. Finally she landed on



J: That's okay, baby, I totally understand. I'll talk to you tonight/tomorrow morning, my time. Just call me when you're ready! 😍



Sighing audibly once again, Jordan turned off her phone and set it on her nightstand. Then, turning off the light, she slid under the sheets and laid still, her eyes open uncomfortably to the solitary dark of the bedroom.



* * *



A tight, neat, and floppy dangle of bright red hair hung in a ponytail and rested on Molly's pale left shoulder. The ruby curve of shiny hair emerged neatly from a bunched hair tie. It dipped and swayed in a steady rhythm, the ponytail tensing and slackening as the angle of her head moved.



An observer entering the room would have seen haste in the intimacy. Both Mark and Molly were still clothed, although Molly's shirt bore the ruffled signs of enthusiastic groping on both the front and the back. Other than that, she was decent–even modestly dressed by mainstream American standards–in a serviceable pair of jeans and a forest green T-shirt.



Mark, too, was nearly completely clothed. Having unexpected platoon sergeant duties that kept him late on a Friday, he hopped into his rusty 4Runner an hour later than planned, and had no time to change. As a result, Molly had gotten to the hotel first and checked in a few moments before he had arrived. Mark simply carried his bag with him and walked into the hotel room in his desert camouflage uniform of the day. 



The lewd dimension of the lovers was defined entirely by their respective postures, and in the synergistic aesthetic of those postures in relation to one another. Mark was seated in a chair near the small round breakfast table on one side of the room. Molly knelt comfortably between Mark's open legs, her tight bum resting on the heels of her sneakers. Her body leaned forward in a mild hunch, her head down in diligent attention.



The small slurping sounds that were incidental to the act had a funny way of focusing Mark. His thick cock, pulled hastily out of his unbuttoned camouflage trousers, had begun to tighten as soon as Molly threw her arms around him when he walked through the door. By the time their kisses involved the play of tongues, he was sufficiently erect to take his lover. And when he had sat down to unlace his boots, Molly had interrupted by kneeling between his legs, unbuttoning his fly and pulling his cock out of his boxer shorts. 



She had hummed in delight when she found a soft-white bead of semen already emerging from the tip of his cock.



Molly took it as a sign and eagerly licked it and sucked the tip of Mark's cock to pull and savor any more excitement he might offer her in this early stage of their date. Then, unprompted, she smiled up at him, gathered her hair in a grip, and slipped a hair tie to secure it into a ponytail. Then, smiling again, she gently kissed both of Mark's thighs through his uniform pants a half dozen times, gripped the base of his manhood with her left hand while resting her right palm flat on his left thigh, and began to eagerly suck his cock.



 It was a nice way to start the weekend.



Molly still had her wedding ring on this time. Probably since they were meeting an hour away from the base, she didn't anticipate meeting any of his friends, and therefore didn't need to keep up the bachelorette charade. Or, possibly, she just forgot to remove it in her enthusiasm to meet him. 



Slirp…slorp…



The investigators from JAG were supposed to interview him on Monday morning. Apparently they took this whole bullshit charge pretty seriously. He intended to tell Molly about it, but he had her tonight and tomorrow. He would probably tell her tomorrow morning. Maybe at breakfast, after they had connected physically a few times.



Mark struggled to concentrate as the snug, warm moisture of Molly's attentions sent a stream of pleasure down his length and into his body. 



Best to just relax and let this go. 



Molly was bobbing up and down, passing her soft lips past the corona gently but quickly, with occasional pauses where she would dive down in an attempt to welcome the head of his cock past the soft tissue of her back palate and tease the threshold of her throat. 



It felt amazing. Each time, he would savor the feeling of her soft lips more than halfway down his shaft, stretched and snug, with her tongue wagging playfully along the length of the underside. The hypersensitivities ringing around the head of his cock were sweetly embraced by the soft tissues in the very back of her mouth. She seemed eager to take him as deeply as possible, taking great care to hold her jaw open wide enough so as not nick his skin with her teeth.



Mark groaned and began to flip her ponytail back and forth, savoring the feeling of her silky red hair between the palm of his hand and the tip of his fingers. 



Molly pulled her head back, Mark's wet cock falling back toward his body as she straightened her back and neck, looking up toward her lover.



"What's wrong?"



"What? Nothing. You're doing great…"



Molly shook her head. "Something's wrong. You were tense when you got here, and you're not relaxing. And you're starting to go soft. What's up? Am I doing something wrong?"



"No way," Mark rumbled, smiling down at her. "You're doing great…"



Molly gave him a wary look before taking him in her mouth again. Mark's head dropped back, savoring the feeling.



Bzzzz



Molly's phone buzzed on the floor next to her right knee. She stopped and checked, then put it down.



"What's up?" Mark asked. "You need to take that?"



"It's Chris," she said, wrapping her hand around his cock again. "He's perving out. He wants pictures. It's weird." 



Slirp…slorp…



Mark's thoughts drifted back to his meeting with Captain Wolfe earlier that day. Lieutenant Macintosh had been reassigned to company headquarters, and Mark was running the platoon entirely on his own. Jared had pointed out that fact as evidence that the Captain was probably taking Mark's side, although he couldn't say it out loud. If he thought Mark was guilty, he wouldn't have taken Macintosh's platoon leadership, he would have sent Mark back to a desk somewhere. Since that wasn't the case, and Mark was still very much in charge of the platoon, it seemed like a good sign. So when the investigators showed up on Monday…



"Seriously Mark, what's going on?" Molly looked up at him, concerned.



Mark hesitated, remembering his conversation with Megan. He'd hoped to wait to tell her, but she could clearly tell something was bothering him. 



He cupped the side of her face in his large hand. "I don't want to ruin our time together."



Molly tilted her head to nestle in the palm of his hand. She looked down at the rigid member gripped in her hand, which was gradually deflating, and frowned.



"Well, whatever's on your mind, you're losing momentum. Which isn't like you, mister Hulk-man."



She climbed on his lap, her jeans neatly straddling his legs, and her face inches above and away from his. She draped her forearms over his shoulders, kissed him slowly with wet lips, then pulled back to look at him.



"So…I'm all for jumping right into bed as soon as we see each other. But I'm also okay asking how your day was first."



Mark smiled. "My day was fine, how was yours?"



"A handful of dumbass motorcycle injuries, a couple premature births, a nasty car accident. Also I ripped my favorite scrub top. Caught it on a hook on the way out of the treatment bay. Oh, and Max is chewing on the back of chairs now in his class, apparently."



Mark nodded. "And you still made it out to see me? I'm impressed. Honored, actually."



She smiled and kissed him again. "Trust me, hunky boy, you're much more medicine than symptom for me. So…really. What's on your mind?"



Mark sighed. "Something came up at work."



"Tell me."



"Remember I told you about my shitbag lieutenant? The guy that was technically in charge of my platoon, but really didn't do anything?"



"Yeah. Is he giving you trouble?"



"You could say that. He's claiming that I deliberately put him in danger, that he got wounded in Afghanistan because of a plan that I came up with. They've started an investigation, and I have to go on record and defend myself on Monday. It could be a career ender."



Molly's eyes dropped and her hand lifted to cover her mouth. "Oh my god, Mark. I'm so sorry. That's awful. Are you scared?"



Mark hesitated, then looked down, avoiding eye contact. She leaned forward and pulled his head into her chest.



"You don't have to say anything," she whispered into his ear. 



"I don't know what to do," Mark muffled in response. "I prepared for so many things in combat–but they never tell you about this stuff."



Molly leaned back so he could look up at her. She listened carefully as he explained the facts of the case, trying to hold his voice steady as he gave details. She listened intently, offering encouragement until he was done. He seemed content to sit quietly, embarrassed that he had killed the mood of their meeting. 



Molly climbed off his lap and stepped back. She sunk to her knees and carefully unlaced and removed his boots, then pulled his socks off.



"Stand up," she directed quietly. He stood uncertainly, and she carefully unbuttoned and removed his uniform top, folding it neatly and setting it on a dresser. Then she unbuckled his belt and pulled his pants down, lifting each foot gently as she pulled them all the way off and folded them neatly on top of the uniform top. She then pulled off her own shirt and pants, folding and setting them next to Mark's clothes. She then stepped close to his body, resting her palms and elbows on his chest as she looked up into his eyes.



"You want to get in bed right away, or do you want to shower first?"



Mark breathed in deeply. "Actually, I could really use a shower. Again, I'm really sorry…"



Molly placed a finger on Mark's lips and shushed him, leading him into the bathroom by the hand. She reached into the shower and turned on the water, then turned around and finished undressing Mark, pulling his shirt over his broad shoulders and pulling his boxers down to reveal his cock hanging heavily down between his legs. Looking up at him again, she unclasped her bra and let it drop onto his boxer shorts, then bent down and slid her panties down to her ankles, stepping out of them. 



Turning around, she reached into the shower to test the running water for temperature, then took Mark's hand and stepped inside, pulling him in after her and closing the glass door behind them. Mark began to explore her smooth body with his hands, rubbing her skin all over as she lathered up some body wash and began to wash him.



"Is this okay?" She asked, gently lathering the skin of his chest and working down.



"Yeah…I've never had anyone wash me before."



Molly smiled, continuing downward.



Mark looked between them as she worked the lather over his body. "I like how you shave your pussy…I  think that's hot."



Molly looked up at him as she continued lathering. "I'm glad you like it. I do it for you."



"Really? That's even hotter." 



Molly smiled again, reaching up under his armpits and then clutching each of his forearms as she lathered up and down his long arms.



"You want to touch it?" She asked innocently.



Mark leaned down and slipped his hand between her legs, cupping her bare crotch in his hands.



"God, it's so smooth. Your skin, Mol…damn…"



"I got a wax yesterday before my shift."



"You did that for me?"



Molly nodded.



"Sounds like that would hurt. Like, a lot."



Molly giggled.



"Oooh, my strawberry-top baby goin' all out for her man…I'm gonna reward that effort…" Mark said playfully, cupping her vagina and feeling her soft, smooth skin against his palm. 



She purred, beaming in pleasure. 



He was starting to feel better.



Mark gripped her arms and began to move her into position. Molly resisted and gently slapped his hands away, shaking her head. "Nope. Not tonight, Sergeant Hard-body."



Mark squinted, confused. "What? Why not?"



Molly turned him around to face away from her, and began lathering up the top of his back, moving slowly across the wide breadth of his shoulders.



"Ever since we met on the beach, you've been taking care of me." Molly rested her cheek against the muscular contours of his back. "And you've done quite a good job, I have to say. But tonight…I'm going to take care of you. Let me be your little love slave. You just relax and tell me what you need."



Mark grunted as she reached around him and began to lather up his stiffening cock and nethers. He could feel her perky breasts pressed against his back as she fondled him. Her face nuzzled in the crease of his back, affectionately signaling both her willing presence and her desire for deep physical intimacy.



It was exactly what he needed. He felt his body begin to relax.



Once she had rinsed him off, she began to wash herself, visually encouraging him to grope and caress her wet, naked body. She giggled as he tweaked and caressed her breasts, purred as he rubbed her back, and began to moan in excitement as he explored between her legs. Once she finished cleaning herself, she turned off the shower, then pulled a towel off the rack to carefully dry him from head to toe. Then she dried herself, making eyes at him while she squeezed her now darkened red hair off in the shower and stepped out, leading Mark back out the door and into bed. 



She gently positioned him on his back, then threw her leg over his waist, sitting back so that the length of his erect cock, resting on his stomach, was cradled in the moist fold between her lower lips. She smiled warmly and leaned down to lay on top of him, kissing him gently. Then, looking deep into his eyes, she waited for him to speak.



Mark was both surprised and delighted, but shockingly calm. Molly's insistent gentle touch had turned the cataract of anxiety and dread that balled up in his chest into a placid lake of calm affection. Her pale, naked body rested comfortably on his; her soft, warm skin cradling the insecurity he didn't dare show, and promising love that would flower both in and through his vulnerability. 



Mark's breathing slowed. His muscles began to relax. Molly took her cue.



She reached between their two bodies and lined up his now-rigid cock with her opening. Once his thick tip was poised and pressured in her opening, she slid her body downward in several small stages, eventually taking his full length into her body. 



Mark experienced a warmth he'd never before experienced–one of gentle affection and acceptance rather than animalistic need. Molly had provided hints of that kind of affection before, as her style of sex always included that feeling at some point. She was, after all, a naturally affectionate and nurturing woman. 



But now, sensing his emotional need, Molly was in her element.



She stretched her body to maximize skin contact between her lover and herself, holding him close as her hips moved gently, maximizing the friction of their coupling while minimizing the distance between their skin that such motions threatened when that coupling inevitably became more desperate and vigorous.



Mark's sharp vision descended into soft focus. The damp ropes of Molly's dark red hair draped around his face as she planted deep kiss after deep kiss, interspersed with small kisses around his cheeks, jaw, and neck. Mark wrapped his long, thick arms around Molly's narrow back, holding her close. The gentle motions of her hips were drawing extremes of pleasure from his otherwise motionless body.



"I'm gonna cum, Mol…" He whispered.



She whispered back. 



"I know. I want you to."



"You didn't cum yet."



"I will. Don't worry." Her delicate whisper connected directly with his ear, the hushed sound of her words like a gentle wind inside his head that then moved the rest of his body to tingling excitation. "Just give it to me. Let me take it. I want your cum inside me."   



Mark's grunt was deep, leveling out into a long groan that rumbled Molly's chest in sympathy with his. His toes, calves, and buttocks tensed, and he felt his body eject, in addition to the tension, worry, and insecurity he had been carrying all week, copious amounts of thick semen deep into the warm, affectionate welcome of Molly's body.



She slowed the motions of her hips as she felt his body twitch with the ripple of his release, then simply held still.



Mark and Molly lay still for several minutes, naked on the bedspread, their arms tightly around each other, still fully coupled. Molly seemed unwilling to let him pull out of her body. Mark seemed unwilling to leave.



Eventually Mark spoke. 



"That was incredible, Molly. I've never had a woman do that for me."



Molly kissed his cheek gently, still whispering in his ear. "I'm glad to hear it. But I'm just getting started. Don't move. Just let me hold you inside me…"



* * *



8:08 PM, Japan Standard Time.



A weary David Stark flopped onto the small, comfortable bed in the Nagoya hotel. He had been dragged all over the dock by polite salarymen, eager to demonstrate efficiency and clearly hoping to get a glowing review in his reports. 



He had been unprepared for this part of the job–the cultural differences from location to location and from country to country. The previous tour of American locations had been met with wary hostility–longshoremen, rail engineers, and switchyard managers who were convinced they knew the best way to do things and suspicious of a young interloper evaluating them. Here, the amount of polite deference he encountered threw him onto his back foot, and he had been unsure of how best to interact with the personnel here when they would only show him the shiniest parts of their operation.



This had resulted in walking back and forth through the huge shipping area, combing every square inch and taking careful notes while trying to match the politeness of his hosts. All the while trying to gently nudge them in other directions so he could inspect what he wanted to inspect.



He was exhausted.



To top it off, he had started the tour with the horribly awkward conundrum of hiding an erection pressing against his slacks. A conundrum he had not had to fight back since junior high school.



He pulled out his phone and opened his last text chain with Jordan, reading her last messages. 



J: Well, since my husband is such a good provider, I'll honor his request.



His heart skipped a beat. His mind's eye saw his wife scrunching her knees up to her chin and rolling back, slipping her pajamas and panties off, exposing her tight bottom, then kicking her clothes off and letting her legs flop back down onto the bed. 



In his mind's eye, he saw her smiling playfully at her phone–meaning smiling virtually at him–from the bed, her furry crotch exposed to the elements. Her posture was docile, her eyes sparkling with impish anticipation, her hand gracefully moving down and slipping between her closed legs.



He read further.



D: Okay, I definitely can't stand upright now.



Now a shot to real-world memory, as a knock on the door behind him jolted him out of his flustered state. He stood up jerkily, ramrod straight, and then fumbled to shift the small tent in his pants to lie as flat as possible, then opened the door, still trying to conceal his shame.



It had been Mr. Takahara, his assigned translator, who had arrived to take him around the port.



He didn't even see the next line of text from Jordan, until his next response, sent hastily as he was walking awkwardly down the hallway to begin his tour.



He now reviewed her next line, and it sent a jolt of electricity through his body. 



J: Okay, I have nothing on from the waist down. Any more requests?



He could hear that silky mezzo-soprano voice in his mind, dripping with sultry invitation. He imagined her index finger hanging playfully off her lip as her other hand began to move gently between her legs.



David began to unbutton his shirt, then undo his pants, wiggling out of them. Stripped down to his underwear, he fished his small erection out from the elastic folds and began to stroke himself between his index finger and thumb. He initially wasn't drawn to the text that followed, but as the electric warmth began to radiate down from the pinch of his fingers into his body, his imagination seized the line.



J: David?



David imagined his wife staring happily at the phone as they engaged in their back-and-forth. He imagined her rubbing herself, her eyes intermittently closing with a warm smile of pleasure. He imagined her waiting for his response.



He imagined the first row of knuckles on her hand rising and falling sensually, drawing her fingers in and out of the tight pinch of her legs, moving a petite clump of hair pubic hair in sympathetic motion. When no response came, he imagined she would look at the phone and scowl slightly. Her hand would slow the tempo of movement.



He imagined a high alto squeak of indignation as the flow of her arousal was interrupted because of his delayed response. He imagined that her indignation grew while he was half a world away, darting about trying to find his suit jacket and not reveal the small but rigid erection that was pressing against the fabric of his pants. 



He imagined that, halfway across the world in their quiet of their shared bedroom, Jordan's indignation found an unnamed inclination–a preverbal formulation of her own desires and his own inability to meet them.



He imagined that warm mixture of Jordan's indignation and inclination fumbling about until they found a descriptive word in her mind, and a definition to follow that word.



What word would form in her mind to describe her situation?



Needs.



Noun. 

 

1) Circumstances requiring a certain course of action. Necessity.



2) A thing that is wanted or required.



3) The state of requiring help, aid, or assistance; a lack of basic necessity.



David imagined Jordan finding a name for the nameless hunger that he had awakened between her legs. 



A need that had been awakened, teased, then neglected. 



He imagined that once she had named the feeling, once she had applied her prodigious verbal acuity to defining the term that she had applied to that feeling, that she would then apply her tremendous logical acuity to address the now-named feeling on its own terms. 



Her…needs. Something requiring a certain course of action. As requiring help, aid, or assistance.



As the requirement of help to address a necessity.



He imagined her rolling to her side and deducing the most expedient course of action. With her husband on the other side of the world, and not even meeting the barest of her needs by answering her saucy texts, she would open the contacts on her phone, select one of them, and summon the requisite help, aid, or assistance. To address the necessity.



David un-pinched his rigid little member and jumped off the bed, squatting down to dig into his suitcase. Sweeping open a space on the bottom, he unzipped the backing and reached into the secret compartment, pulling out a small plastic package. Tearing it open, he then kicked his shoes off and awkwardly danced his pants off from around his ankles. Then, reaching into the package, he unfolded and slipped on a lace pair of women's panties, savoring the cool feeling of new fabric spread across his bottom. Looking down, his heart skipped again as he saw the lace subtly obscure the rigid protuberance that tented the front of the fabric.



He ran back and laid on the bed, picking up the phone and looking at that deliciously ambiguous last text:



J: David?



He imagined the call made, and a knock on their apartment door following shortly. She imagined Jordan, still bottomless and with flushed cheeks, running to answer the door.



He imagined a faceless man in the doorway. Tall, broad shouldered. Stepping into the apartment as Jordan smiled shyly and thanked him for coming. 



David reached into his panties and pinched himself again, reveling in the thrill as he resumed masturbating. 



Gently, he reminded himself. He was sensitive when he got this excited, and had had to be careful and avoid ruining the reverie by being too eager…



He imagined Jordan gently taking the man's hand and leading him back to the bedroom, the man looking down to admire her bare bottom as it peeked out from the draped hem of her fluffy gray pajama top.



He imagined her gently pushing open the bedroom door, and the man following…



bzzz 



bzzz 



bzzz



David's left hand vibrated, and a new call blocked out the text chain and interrupted the fantasy.



Shit.



It was a FaceTime call. 



From Hamad. 



They had planned an 8AM business meeting call to discuss acquiring a wholesale parts inventory. They were losing money buying parts piecemeal, and Clint, the new business manager, had lined up a potential supplier. It could be a great way to widen their profit margins a little more. David had agreed to the meeting the day before, but given the extreme time difference, this was the only time he could make it work.



It was 9PM JST. 8AM EST.



David shuffled to slip his dress pants over his panties, hastily buttoning and tucking in his button-down shirt and smoothing out his mussy hair and clearing his throat before answering.



"Hamad! Clint! How's it going?"



* * *



"Sergeant Rein. Thank you for coming."



A marine captain in his professional service uniform extended his hand across a conference room table. Mark reached across and shook it.



"Good morning sir…" Mark mumbled, flummoxed. The officer, accompanied by an assistant and a digital recorder on the table, motioned toward a chair. 



Once everyone was seated, the officer spoke first.



"Sergeant Rein, I have reviewed your fitness and after action reports, and I've spoken to several of your superiors. With one exception, you seem to be quite highly regarded in your unit. I don't think you have much to worry about from this investigation. Just tell me what you remember, and give as much detail as you can remember. If you want an attorney to sit with you, I can arrange that."



Mark nodded warily, mumbling in agreement.



"Would you like to avail yourself of legal counsel?" 



Mark shook his head quietly.



"Okay. That will speed things up. Let's begin." The assistant started the recorder.



"Sergeant, could you describe your working relationship with Lieutenant Macintosh?"



Mark took a deep breath. "Lieutenant Macintosh was my platoon commander in the workup and during the deployment. I was the platoon sergeant. That's our relationship."



"I understand that. Could you give me a sense of how well you two worked together?"



"I'm not sure what you want me to say. He pretty much had me run everything."



"Everything?"



Mark shrugged. "Yeah."



"Can you give me a comparison between an average day for you and an average day for the lieutenant during the deployment?"



"Sure…" Mark hemmed in apprehension. "Uh, I'd get up with the shift change for guard posts at 6, earlier if something happened in the night. I'd check security, write the plan of the day including guard shifts and patrols, do inspections, usually go on squad patrols, come back, check in with guard shifts, check and order supplies, liaise with Charlie Company headquarters, make sure food was ready on time, direct fire missions, and whatever else came up. Lieutenant Macintosh would hang out in his cot and watch movies on his laptop. Sometimes he would go on patrols, but he usually got in the way. I think he knew that, so he kinda hung back."



"Interesting. That's quite a contrast. And that's a big job to do on your own. Did you have any help?"



"About a month into the deployment I tapped one of my squad leaders to be my number 2. He helped run the day to day alot."



"Who was that?"



"Corporal Jared Poisson." 



The officer wrote in his notebook. "And how involved was he? Did he do everything you did?"



"Pretty much," Mark smiled proudly. "When I was out for a few days, he stepped up as platoon sergeant. He would have done it for the rest of the deployment if I'd gone home like they wanted me to."



The officer furrowed his eyebrows slightly. "What do you mean like they wanted to?"



Mark stopped himself. "I mean…I don't know."



The officer leaned forward in his chair. "I'm sorry sergeant, I'm just not familiar with any orders to send you home. Could you tell me more about that?"



Mark's fingers tapped his thigh nervously. "Uh, there was a firefight. I got shot, and they said they might send me home, but…then they didn't."



"I know you were wounded, I wasn't aware you had orders home. What changed?"



Mark paused. "The wound wasn't that bad. My arm was pretty much healed in like a week. At least so I could use it again. And the shot in my jaw wasn't deep. So it was just a bandage. So I went back out."



The officer nodded, writing down more notes. "Thank you. I didn't know that part. Now tell me, this number 2 man. Was he involved in planning? Patrol routes, guard rotations, things like that?"



"I mean, yeah. I always talked to him before I finalized a plan."



"Would you talk to Lieutenant Macintosh?"



"I mean…not really."



"Why not?"



Mark shifted in his seat. "Do I need a lawyer?"



The officer smiled and shook his head. "If you want one, but we're almost done already. No need to slow the process down."



Mark sat up straight.



"So…" the officer continued, "why wouldn't you clear plans with Lieutenant Macintosh?"



Mark cleared his throat, thinking. "He…I don't think he wanted the responsibility. If I did tell him, he'd usually just tell me that whatever I wanted to do was fine. Then if it worked, he'd tell Captain Wolfe it was his idea. If it didn't work, he'd tell him it was my idea. I didn't care either way, I just didn't want him fucking…um…messing things up."



The officer smiled. "Did you two argue much?"



Mark shrugged. "I mean…not really. He just wanted to be left alone, I think. I don't really know. But if I just sort of handled things, he was usually pretty chill. And if he was chill, I was chill. He gave me room to run things, and I gave him room to kind of hide and take credit for it. It worked for us. At least until now, I guess."



The officer was scribbling quickly on his pad on the desk, clearly trying to keep up. After he finished, he clicked the pen closed and set it down on the pad, leaning back in his chair.



"Let's get to the village clearing operation. Did Lieutenant Macintosh participate in the planning of that operation at all?"



"No."



"Did he attend company level briefings prior to the planning of the mission?"



"I don't know."



"Guess."



"I'm gonna say no. I was representing the platoon at company briefings by then. But I don't remember for sure."



"Why were you representing the platoon at company briefings?"



"Captain Wolfe told me to. Battalion level briefings too. Specifically for that mission."



"So Captain Wolfe knew you were planning the mission?"



"Yeah, he definitely knew that."



"So you take responsibility for the planning and execution of that mission?"



"Yes."



"Does taking responsibility include the deaths and injuries that occurred?"



Mark swallowed, then paused. "Yes."



"Was your number two man…" He leaned down to check his notes. "Corporal Poisson…was he involved in the planning of that mission?"



Mark saw the trap and shut his mouth quickly. Sensing the rapid shift in trust, the officer softened his stance. 



"Sergeant, I understand how this must look from where you're sitting. I promise I'm not out to get you. I'm just trying to get a solid timeline of all events. This will help clear you. And your friend."



Mark shifted uncomfortably again.



"So I'll ask again. Was Corporal Poisson involved in the planning of that mission?"



Mark clenched his jaw for a moment, then folded his arms. "No. Not really. I informed him of the details before the rest of the platoon, but he had no input in the planning. That was all me. I take full responsibility for all of it."



"Did you ask for his input?"



Mark hesitated. "No."



"Did you usually ask him for input when planning missions or patrols?"



Mark shook his head. "That's not how we work. If he thinks I need to know something, he just tells me. Otherwise, he just follows orders."



"So in this case, did he give any input without being asked? Following your dynamic?"



Mark clenched his jaw again. "No."

 

"Are you sure?"



"No. I don't actually remember. But if he did give input, it didn't change the plan. The mission was planned and executed by me, top to bottom."



The officer picked up the pen again and clicked it open, writing more notes. Mark tensed further in the silence.



"We're almost done here, sergeant. One more question about the clearing operation. Did you deviate from your plan after the mission commenced?"



"Yes."



"Why?"



Mark's ears began to ring. It was so quiet he didn't notice it, but it grew as he formulated his thoughts. He felt his heart begin to pound. He began to feel like there was dust in his throat. He closed his eyes.



"The enemy started shooting sooner than we anticipated," he said at length. "We broke formation and ran for cover. Since we were farther out than we planned, we spread out too quickly and hit a couple of IEDs."



"And that was where Lieutenant Macintosh was wounded."



Mark grunted, then nodded grudgingly. 



The officer wrote more, waiting for Mark to continue. 



He didn't. 



"So, correct me if I misunderstand you. You had planned a certain movement to the target area, the enemy engaged earlier than you anticipated and the resulting break in formation led to injuries?"



"Yes."



"Was Lieutenant Macintosh the only one injured in that movement?"



"No. In fact, one of my marines was killed. Lieutenant Macintosh's injuries were…minor."



The captain nodded. "So the injuries would not have happened if you had been able to stick to the original plan?"



Mark clenched his jaw.



"I don't know. I think so."



The officer nodded, still scribbling. 



Mark's breathing was getting shallower. He noticed he was sweating. He began to smell ripe poppy, and he had a vague sense that the soft moon-dust of Kandahar was beneath his feet. He tapped his thigh to check that his pistol was secure and found that it was missing. In fact, his knee pads were gone, and he wasn't wearing boots. His pants were…dress pants? He began to panic. His heart began to pound audibly. He reached up to his shoulder to find his radio handset and only touched the smooth khaki of his dress shirt. He let his hand fall down his shirt, then began patting his body, suddenly aware that it wasn't just his pistol and radio. All of his combat gear was missing. All of it. He was naked. Defenseless.



"Sergeant?"



Mark snapped back to see the officer looking at him with his eyebrow raised. He didn't recognize where he was for a moment.



"Sup? I mean…what? I mean…I'm sorry, sir. Could you repeat the question?"



The officer looked him up and down for a moment. 



"Are you alright, sergeant?"



Mark nodded, wiping sweat from his forehead. "Yeah, I'm fine. Ask your questions."



The officer nodded, clearly thrown by the change in Mark's demeanor. He hesitated before continuing.



"I think we've covered the incident itself. And I think I'm satisfied in your description of your working relationship with Lieutenant Macintosh. But I did want to give you an opportunity to respond to one other specific allegation before we wrap up."



Mark cleared his throat. His ears were still ringing, and he was still slightly unsure of where he was. He shook his head, trying to hide his disorientation.



"Are you sure you're okay, sergeant? Do you want to take a break? Can we get you some water or something?"



Mark shook his head. "I'm fine."



"Very well. Well, here it is. It has been alleged that you have a history of threatening and assaulting Lieutenant Macintosh."



"What?" Mark jerked back in surprise. The suggestion brought him sharply back into the here-and-now of the conference room.



"You deny these allegations?"



"Yeah, I do." His heart began to pound again. His fists clenched.  "What did he say happened?" 



The officer flipped back a few pages in his pad, checking his notes. "The Lieutenant alleges that at one point you threatened him. That you told him that his body would never be found. After you shoved him across the room."



Mark clenched his teeth, his breathing picking up to match his heart rate. He was really sweating now.



"Do you deny saying that?"



Mark didn't answer, looking down. He remembered two nights before, as Molly focused deeply on his worries, nourishing him with her affections and giving him the depths of her body. Then he remembered the sullen lieutenant trying to steal a peak at Molly's body. Mark's jaw clenched, and his ears began to ring again.



"Sergeant. Think hard. Did you ever shove him, or jostle him really hard? Anything at all that may have been misperceived or exaggerated? You were in a combat zone, things can be misperceived, I understand that. Just tell me if you remember anything like that happening. Anything at all."



Mark shook his head.



"So you deny all of this?"



Mark shook his head. "No," he grunted. "That happened."



The officer's eyes widened. 



Mark looked up, defeated.



"Do I need that lawyer now?"



* * *



5:00 PM EST



Jordan dropped her bag off at the empty kitchen table before running to the bathroom. Once she was done, she washed her hands and opened the door to the bedroom, flopping facedown on the bed.



Another long day. Her brain was fried.



She reached for her phone and opened her text chain with David. He had seemed extra gushy this morning. She had received a small burst of lovey-dovey texts from him while she was running on the track at around 9:00 AM. 



Which was…



She checked the time zone converter app on her phone.



10:00 PM Japan time.



He must have had a long day, but by the time she got to the texts in the locker room after her run, he had gone to sleep for the night. She didn't want to bother him. He was working so hard.



She now opened the text chain, smiling as she read.



D: Jo?



D: Hey baby, I know it's hard to connect with the time difference and all. I just wanted to apologize for leaving you high and dry this morning–I guess last night for you. Hope you slept well, and I want you to know that you're beautiful and amazing and perfect. And I love you. Text me when you get home from school, hopefully I'll be off by then. Kisses! 😘😘😘



Jordan smiled to herself again, and typed a response.



J: Hey you! I'm back from school. Sorry I missed you earlier. And thank you for the sweet message! I'm a lucky woman. Can you talk?



She waited a moment, then saw three dots form as he typed.



D: Stuck in a waiting room, so I can't talk. But I can text for a while!



J: Hey, it's still time spent with my man. I'll take it!



D: How was your day, honey? Did you sleep alright?



J: Yeah, I slept okay. Not great. I toss and turn more when you're not here.



D: 😞

D: That's bad and good, I guess.



J: ?



D: Bad because I'm not there to take care of your needs. Good because you decided you like having a man in bed.



J: I like having YOU in bed, mister.



D: Right. That's what I meant.



J: Sure…🙄



D: Well, I wish I was there too. I don't like hotel beds. But I think I'd like them more if you were in them. In fact, I know I would.



J: Cheesy line.



D: Not if I meant it.



J: 🫠

J: I do miss you, David. I'm much more relaxed when we're together. 



D: Me too.



J: I'm not saying you need to quit and come home. But I do miss you.



D: Yeah.



J: "Needs" is a funny word.



D: Yeah, I guess it is.



J: It's weird. I didn't know I needed to snuggle up with you to feel safe at night. Before we got married, I had roommates and stuff, but I slept alone, obviously. Then after we get married, I don't know. I guess I do kinda have needs. But how can they be needs if you don't have them or don't know about them until after? Are they really needs then?



D: Good point. 



J: I mean, if I hadn't met you, I'd probably still be sleeping in a twin bed by myself with some annoying roommates. And I'd be fine with it. But now that I've slept with you for a couple of years, I kinda feel like I need that. It's weird.



D: I think that's just how we evolve through life, babe. We find little things that fulfill us, and we discover needs being met that we didn't know about before.



J: I guess. Weird to think about, though.



D: Do you think it's me specifically you need?



J: What?



D: Like, is it me you want to sleep with? Or just someone?



J: David. I thought we'd agreed we don't bring this up anymore. 



D: I know, I'm just curious. We can stop.



J: …

J: Okay, you've pried the lid off the worm can. What do you want to know?



D: Jordan, I'm not mad about what we did before. I'm not threatened, either. You know I think it's actually really hot.



J: It's not healthy, David. For either of us. Especially when we're apart like this.



D: I know. And I'll stop if you really want. But I'm curious. 



J: Curious about what? What do you want to know, David?



D: Okay, I can see I'm making you mad. Let's drop it.



J: No, you pried the lid off the worm can, David. The worms are out. Ask your question.



D: I'm really sorry, Jordan. I'll back off.



J: You think I'll feel better if I sleep with someone else? That I can just pull a man off the street into bed with me to take care of my "needs?" I'm gonna say no, David. I'm gonna say that a random man in my bed isn't going to make me stop missing you, and isn't going to make me feel safe and happy. It will probably make me feel like crap, actually. Like a whore. Is that what you want?



D: Oh jeez, Jo. I'm really, really sorry. I'm thinking with my dick again.



J: Yeah, you are. And yes, I've been with another man. And you know who it is. And he and I slept together, but we didn't do any actual sleeping. And it felt really, really, really good. But I don't know what it would feel like to fall asleep in Mark's arms, because if I was with him, I wouldn't want to sleep. All I'd want to do is beg him to fuck me again. So there. I know that's what you want to hear. I hope you're happy. Now go jerk off your little dick thinking about what a craven slut your wife is. I'm going to school. 



In Nagoya, After hastily excusing himself from the gaggle of salarymen to run to the bathroom, David Stark's body jerked and convulsed in ecstasy as the little bubble of text called him to the most powerful orgasm of his life. As the dazzling, tingling aftershocks began to drain from his limbs, and as he slowly returned to his awareness of place in the small bathroom stall, he became acutely aware that he had broken something that might not be able to fix. He also became acutely aware that he could not hold his wife until this leg of inspections in East Asia was completed. 



Two more weeks. 



Across the world, David's wife stared angrily at her phone screen for a moment, waiting for her husband to respond. When he didn't, she slapped the phone down on her nightstand with a huff and stomped to the bathroom to shower.



* * *



Sergeant Mark Rein sat despondent in a nylon camp chair on the outer walkway of the third floor of his barracks building, reading outside his barracks room. 



The meeting with investigators had gone on longer than he thought. It had included several hasty consultations with his new JAG lawyer, and by the time he returned to the barracks, everyone had been released to liberty. 



He had showered and started a load of laundry in the barracks laundry room, then cracked open a beer and sat down to read. 



It was definitely dinner time, but he wasn't hungry.



"Whatcha reading?"



 Mark turned his head behind him to see Megan standing awkwardly a few feet away. He smiled, grateful to see a friendly face.



"Orlando Furioso. So far it's pretty good."



She walked over and picked it out of his hands, looking at the back cover. 



"Never heard of it."



"Yeah, well, it's a nerd thing."



"I'm a nerd. I caught your Briseis reference immediately. Back when we were…that way."



Mark smiled. "Yeah, I guess you did."



She handed the book back. "Shitty day?"



Mark took a deep breath and let out a sigh. "I don't know yet. But it wasn't awesome. Where's your husband?"



"He said he had to stop at someone's room…someone on restriction. I'm sure you know all about it."



Mark nodded. "Yep. Whitey took an extra day off and didn't tell anyone. So…he's having a bad day."



"Yeah, that's what Jared said. Anyway, he said when he was done chewing that kid's ass we should drag you out to see a movie or something. You game?"



"Actually, I think I'm good."



Megan half smiled sadly. "You sure?"



"Yeah. Thanks, though."



Megan walked closer and leaned against the railing. "You tell Molly how your meeting went yet?"



"No, not yet. She doesn't get off her shift until 10."



"You gonna tell me how it went?" She turned her head to look at him.



He shrugged. "Not well."



Megan nodded. "She texted me the other day, you know."



Mark cocked his head. "Really?"



"Yeah."



"Did she want to know about…if we…" Mark didn't know how to phrase it.



"No, no worries there, Achilles. I don't think she's the jealous type. And we only hooked up once. I'm no threat to her. She just wanted me to keep an eye on you. I told her I'd be her spy. Gotta make sure you don't go all coocoo for cocoa puffs." 



Mark smirked. "Not sure if I like being surveilled."



Megan looked outward, her elbows resting on the railing. "Tough shit, Achilles. That's what happens when people love you." She turned and looked at him again with raised eyebrows. "And you're dealing with a lot of shit right now."



Mark nodded, saying nothing. They stayed silent for a few moments. Mark could hear Jared's voice, somewhat muffled rising from the floor below them, yelling at Lance Corporal White.



Megan snorted. "You guys have the weirdest job sometimes."



Mark snorted back. "Yeah. Yeah, we do sometimes. If I didn't feel all shitty, I'd probably be down there yelling with him."



Megan shook her head, smiling as she looked back out from the railing.



"You get to the part where Bradamante has to rescue Ruggiero?"



Mark cocked his head again. "So you have read Orlando Furioso?"



"Yep. Well, parts of it. I took a medieval and renaissance lit class as part of my major. That book's huge, though. Never did finish it."



"Did you like it?"



"What I read, yeah. I liked the strong women characters, even if they were obviously written by a man. At least he liked the idea of badass bitches, you know? So that part was fun, at least."



"I forgot you were an English major." Mark stood up, suddenly animated. "How have we never talked about books before?"



"I don't know. You're my husband's best friend. I'm your best friend's wife. So we're really just…kind of step-friends or something. We never really talked much, the two of us. Or spent time together, just the two of us. Just that one night."



Mark nodded. "Yeah, we didn't really talk much that night, either."



"Well, unless you count grunts, obscenities and disjointed sentence fragments."



"Well, actually, I do count that," Mark grinned.



Megan laughed again. "But yeah, I know you like to read. If you want to do a book club or whatever, I'm down. Hell, I'll even pick up Orlando Furioso again if you want. Always wanted to finish it."



Mark's face brightened. "Really?"



Megan laughed again, turning her head to see Jared coming up the stairs to meet them. "Yeah, really. Now put your camp chair away, Achilles. You're coming to the movies with us. And after we can get ice cream and argue about Hemingway or something. We'll get you to 10, then you can call Molly…"




Post 158 — Crushing

Sun Oct 20, 2024 10:01 pm

Sergeant Rein picked up his camouflage uniform top, which was neatly folded at the edge of the ground fighting pit. He slipped it on one sleeve at a time, buttoning up the front before replacing his hat. He pulled his phone out of the breast pocket and found a new text message waiting. 



From Molly Cohen.



M: Hey, just got off shift. Give me a call when you get a minute. XO.



The message brought a smile to Sergeant Rein's face. 



Two months had passed since he had his first disastrous interview with military police investigators. The revelation that he had muscled his superior officer across the room and made threatening statements in Afghanistan had snowballed the investigation into formal charges against him. Mark initially had the option of accepting a lower form of non-judicial punishment, essentially a plea deal to avoid the hassle and potential higher consequences of court martial. He had strongly considered it, wanting the ugly patch to pass so he could move on with his career. However, his assigned defense lawyer seemed convinced that they could win at court martial. After reviewing the facts and evidence of the case, Mark's appointed JAG lawyer was scandalized by the Lieutenant's shady dealings and stolen purple heart award, and he was certain that he could clear Mark's name entirely and expose Lieutenant Macintosh as the fraud he was.



The push that nudged Mark over the top was Megan, who insisted that she couldn't live in a world where the worst man in the unit could humiliate the best man and get away with it. She made a strong case to him that he had earned a place of honor with his long list of accomplishments and an unimpeachable reputation resulting from his actions during deployment. To throw that away would be to back down from defending not only his honor, but his platoon's, and by extension, the honor of her husband and Mark's best friend.



Megan had made a compelling case, and her sentiments were shared by the platoon and the company. Mark even had near strangers slap his back at random–well-wishers from other companies in the battalion who knew his reputation. There was even a rumor that Lieutenant Colonel Chen, himself up for promotion to full Colonel soon, was considering a meritorious promotion once the court martial resolved in his favor. Justice demanded that he stand up for himself. He even had a dream, imagining the stern talking-to he would have gotten from Benny, the aged Marine veteran in his apartment complex that helped raise him. Benny would not have gone down without a fight.



Molly seemed nervous for him, but was unwavering in her support. She vowed to be there for him whatever choice he made, and whatever outcome may result. It was nice to hear, but not surprising, as their relationship was intensifying. Mark's feelings for Molly had deepened to a level he had not before experienced. They talked for an hour or more on the phone nearly every day. They had also continued meeting at least every other weekend for an overnight or weekend stay, making sure to reconnect physically whenever they could. 



Molly had also made some surprising moves. In particular, she had decided to devote herself more fully to Mark by being sexually exclusive with him, denying her husband access to her body. 



She had explained to Mark a few weeks ago that she and Chris had begun to practice something called "chastity," which Mark had to look up online. He was shocked to find out what it really was. Essentially, Molly restricted her husband from any sexual release by locking his dick in a little plastic cage. Apparently it allowed him to pee but not get an erection. Molly would not touch his penis, but occasionally removed the cage long enough for him to jack off in another room. When he found out about the practice, Mark had asked Molly if she would bar her husband from seeing her naked anymore. 



Molly had happily agreed. 



It wasn't the storybook romance Mark had expected his real first love to be. 



But it was weirdly satisfying. Molly always giggled happily when talking about the arrangement with her husband, and her voice consistently took on a happy warmth in tone at the prospect of reserving her sexuality wholly for Mark. She had complained on occasion about the utter sexual inadequacy of her husband in comparison to her boyfriend. And Mark came to  love the idea of establishing himself as top dog in his woman's eyes. And, with the incident with Lieutenant Macintosh serving as a catalyst for his protective feelings, he was becoming increasingly hostile to the idea of any other man seeing, touching, or having his girl. 



And, apparently Chris enjoyed the frustration. Which was a bonus. Or at least it helped keep the flow of his relationship with Molly smooth and satisfying. There appeared to be no real downside to the arrangement.



More importantly, Mark saw this as a clear sign that Molly was beginning to reject her husband in favor of him. Whatever weird sexual predilections Chris had, Molly clearly preferred Mark in her life, in her bed, and in her body. He knew things were complicated with her children, but he felt confident that she would simply realize that she wanted him in her life, and choose him. They could figure out the details then. Maybe when he picked up the next rank of staff sergeant, he could convince Molly to come live with him somewhere near the base. He was up for transfer in the next six months, but he hadn't applied for any specific transfer. The court martial had put that on hold. But once that was past, he could apply for a transfer when he renewed his enlistment contract, Maybe somewhere nearer to her city. Or maybe he could even convince her to move in with him wherever his next duty station was. He could make sure Lucy and Max were settled in the new school and rent or even buy a house big enough for all of them. Chris could take the kids on weekends or something, with however shared custody works, and he and Molly could begin building their life together.



Of course, he had never communicated any of these hopes to Molly. He had to be delicate, as he knew how sensitive she was to the prospect of disrupting her children's lives. And apparently Chris was making money now. So it was a dicey prospect to bring it up. 



But the nights were lonely in his barracks room. And the nightmares were coming back. Molly seemed able to keep them away. But he was starting to avoid going to sleep.



He couldn't tell anyone. Especially not with the court martial pending. Going to the doc was out of the question. Mental health treatment was a guaranteed career killer. 



He needed Molly's magic whisper to pull him out of the dark places. 



Now, having seen her text message, he was wiping his brow with the bottom of his shirt, walking back toward his barracks room after dismissing the platoon for the day after an afternoon grind of hand-to-hand combat training. Having recently completed the green-belt instructor training, going to the pit was the new afternoon pastime for third platoon. Since Mark had recently qualified to provide basic instruction to newer marines, he felt that his platoon could use the practice. Jared was helping, having also just finished his green belt instructor training. He seemed to have a knack for the stuff, and clearly had ambitions to go further with it. 



So even though he was sweaty and exhausted after hours of teaching and drilling his platoon, it was a good day. He almost forgot about his troubles. Especially when Molly texted him in the middle of the day. He unlocked the door to his barracks room and went straight to the shower, hosing off the sweat and grime of the day before changing into a t-shirt and basketball shorts. He grabbed his camp chair and his book and headed out to the walkway, flopping down in the late afternoon heat. 



Raising his cell phone to his ear, two rings came and went. The third was interrupted with enthusiasm.



"Hey you!" 



Mark smiled to himself. Her voice really was magic. Like drinking a silky sweet cocoa on a cold, windy day.



"Hey Mol. What's up?"



"Just waiting for you to call me back…how was your day?"



Mark could hear the excitement in her voice. She had news. Good news. He could feel it.



"Not bad. A lot of groundfighting training. So a bunch of sweaty dudes rolling around in shredded rubber pits."



"Oooh, sexy…"



Mark snorted. "Yeah, not really. At least not that I could tell. More smelly than anything. So what's up? You've got your 'I-know-something-you-don't-know' voice all fired up."



"I do not!"



"Yeah, you do. I can hear it."



"Fine…" Molly sighed in mock exasperation. "I just thought you might like to know that Chris is taking the kids to his parents' place for the long weekend. I have a shift on Sunday, the normal surgery nurse is on vacation so I can't leave town. But the house will be empty."



"Okay…" Mark said, not quite following.



"So…" Molly intoned ambiguously.



"So what?" Mark asked, puzzled.



"Wow, you can be really thick sometimes, Hulk-man. I'll just come out and ask it. You want to come play house with me for the long weekend? You have Monday off, right?"



Mark's eyebrows raised. "Yeah…so what…we just hang out at your house?"



"That's the plan. You know, snuggle on the couch, watch movies, I can cook for you, that kind of stuff. We can go out too, if you want, but then we come back here. And of course, you can take me in my own bed. But only if you want to, of course."



As intriguing as the thought of having Molly's body in her marital bed was, Mark was more charmed at the idea of getting a taste of living with her would be like. But he certainly wasn't going to let on about that particular motivation.



"I don't know…What kind of bed you got?" Mark responded impishly.



"I don't know…a bed. It's a king…it's soft…it's mine so it's got a bunch of pillows on it…you know, a bed!" Molly laughed, enjoying the game.



"Is it stable? Is it gonna break when I start blowing your back out?"



"That's unclear…" Molly said sarcastically. "It hasn't really been tested. To be honest, the only sex this bed has seen was with my husband, which is pretty weak sauce. You might turn it into matchsticks. Who knows? But I'll be interested to get your notes after…you know…some extensive testing."



"I see. Well, I suppose I'm game if you are."



"Awesome…" Molly gushed. "There's just…ummm…there's just one thing."



Mark cocked an eyebrow. "What one thing?"



Molly's voice turned nervous. "We just…I just want to…um…record one time when we're together. For Chris."



Mark squinted. "Record? For Chris?"



Molly sounded flustered. "Yeah. It's kind of part of his whole cuckold thing. He's been bugging me to get pictures or a video or whatever when we're together, and I've kinda blown him off because I think it's weird. But then we also had a rule where you don't come to the house. But I really wanted to have you over, because I really want to have sex with you in our bed…and he said he was cool with it, but only if we put a camera in the room."



Mark paused before answering. "He wants to watch?"



"Yeah…kinda like he did sometimes when we first got together on the beach. He likes…he likes to see you being better at sex than him. That's what he gets out of this."



"Yeah, I remember that. I kinda hoped he'd just lock those first times in his spank bank and we could do our thing. But I get it, I guess. But I thought you said he wasn't allowed to see you naked anymore…"



"Yeah, well, this time I'll be with you. So I said he can see me naked, but only if I'm with you. I mean…only if I'm naked for you. I know, it's weird. If you don't want to do this, we can just not do it, and we can get a hotel on Friday again…"



"No, no…I like it. I want to spend time with you in your space. I really do want to do it, Mol. Let's do it."



"Okay," Molly exhaled, clearly relieved. 



"I'm just not sure…so what's my role here?" Mark struggled to understand. 



"Really nothing, just come over and we do it how we normally do. Like I said, he likes to know you're better than him, and…well, you always are. So just come and do your thing…we'll do our thing. Then when we're done I'll turn the camera off. That's it."



Mark paused again. "So we for sure turn off the cameras when we're done? I don't want him watching me sleep. Watching us sleep."



"No, of course…" Molly hastened in response. "No, we'll just do it once, then we'll turn it off for the rest of the weekend. It will be just us for most of the weekend, honey. I promise. And I'll take good care of you."



Mark melted. She hadn't called him "honey" before. 



"Okay, sounds good."



"Really?" Molly sounded elated.



"Yeah, really. Brace yourself. I'm gonna rail the shit outta you. I'm bringing handcuffs and shit."



"Oh, I like that…" Molly said, clearly through a smile.



* * * 



"Your first chapter was adequate. I have provided some notes. How goes the second chapter draft?"



Jordan sat across the desk from Professor Lukacz, who had resumed his stern, official persona after some friendly banter. Their relationship was becoming cordial, which she hadn't expected after the first couple of frigid years under his supervision. She was surprised how warm he could be, but only in short bursts. 



"I have an outline, and some preliminary data and analysis. So the bones are there, I'm just trying to get meat on them."



"An apt analogy, as the "meat" are muscles that make the bones move. Making the data dance is a methodological gift of yours, or at least it seems so from your initial work. Do you require anything from me at this point?"



"Nothing major," Jordan reached into her bag and pulled out a prepared sheet of paper, sliding it across his desk toward him.  "I do have a few methodological questions, speaking of dancing. I'd like to get your opinion on these issues before I flesh out my analysis. I have them listed here so I don't forget any."



Jordan waited quietly while her mentor perused the document. A knock on the half-open door startled them both.



"Jordan Stark? Is there a Jordan Stark here?"



"That's me…" Jordan replied, confused. She stood up to open the door fully and met a delivery man holding a huge arrangement of flowers with both arms. Behind him was a wheelie cart with several boxes of chocolates and a large stuffed rabbit clutching a blood red heart between its paws.



Jordan's mouth fell open. 



"I delivered this to the office cluster but your desk was all covered with books. I asked the other people there, and they said you were here, so I brought it all here," the delivery man explained. "Where would you like me to put it?"



Jordan's mouth hung agape, unclear on how to respond. 



"Not here…" Professor Lukacz replied sternly from behind her. Jordan quickly looked over her shoulder and whispered a horrified apology before turning back to the delivery man.



"Ummm…I'm sorry, I really don't have a place to put all this. I wasn't expecting any…There are some empty desks in that office cluster. You can ask Patrick which ones aren't being used, and maybe just put them there?" Her face contorted in embarrassed sympathy with the delivery man's predicament. "I'm so sorry about this, I had no idea."



"It's okay, it's fine," the delivery man responded. "I'll take this back and find an empty desk."



"Thank you so much…" Jordan bent down to pull her wallet out of her bag, reaching in and pulling out a few dollars. "I'm sorry to put you to extra trouble."



"No, it's okay," the man responded, refusing the tip. "The sender already provided a pretty big tip, so I'm not mad or anything. I'll drop it all off, I'll ask, uh…you said his name was Patrick?"



"Yes. Patrick Lin. And thank you. And I'm so sorry…"



She shut the door, holding her hand to her forehead in embarrassment as the delivery man set the oversized bouquet back down on the cart and began to walk away. Red faced, she sat back down and picked up her notebook. Adjusting her hair, she forced herself to look back up at her amused mentor. "Where were we?"



"Methodology," Professor Lukacz smirked. "Given the level of surprise, I'm guessing this delivery isn't for a known occasion. No anniversaries, birthdays, or any such like?"



Jordan shook her head, mortified. 



"So…this bears the mark of an overcompensating apology on the part of a husband. Is everything okay with you, Ms. Simms? Are you well?"



"I'm fine. Everything's fine…my husband is abroad. He's in Japan right now, he travels all over. We're…just…adjusting to the distance."



"I see." The professor set the sheet down on the desk, and his normal stern look softened in sympathy. "Jordan, I don't mean to alarm you, but distance was a major factor in the end of my first two marriages. It's not just physical space between you. You should be aware of that."



Jordan nodded, her blush deepening in shame. "I'm really sorry. I had no intention to bring any personal problems into our meeting today."



The professor nodded in understanding and resumed perusing the paper before launching into lengthy responses to her questions as she took furious notes. The conversation quickly found its rails again and the tone of a collegial exchange on substantive matters resumed. Jordan almost forgot the embarrassment. Almost.



Wrapping up the meeting after nearly an hour, Jordan began to pack up her notes to return to her office space. The professor's tone softened again as she zipped up her book bag.



"You said your husband is in Japan?"



"Yes, that's right. Just this trip though. He goes to different places every few weeks."



"Hmmmm…" Professor Lukacz' lips pursed as he weighed whether to continue. "Stop me if I'm overstepping. My first marriage involved a decision on both our parts to take teaching positions in different states. We saw each other when we could, but professional commitments made it hard. Eventually we grew apart, and an infidelity on my part broke it apart. I still regret that. I loved her deeply."



Jordan was dumbfounded. She had never heard him get personal at all, let alone express vulnerable regret. She was also keenly aware that he was trying to warn her without coming across as meddling. 



She cleared her throat. "What would you have done differently, knowing what you know now?"



"I don't know…" Professor Lukacz leaned back in his chair and looked up and away. "Specifically, what would I do differently? I don't know. You said your husband is in Japan…that means that your day is his night, and vice versa. He moves about constantly, you are stationary. He is in business, you are in academia. You must realize that the physical distance is only one component. You two are beginning to live radically different lives. Emotional distance is as inevitable as physical distance."



"So do you think I should ask him to come back here? I think he would. He has a little business here, he could focus on that maybe?"



"I don't presume to dictate the right thing for your relationship. But asking him to change careers also has the danger of generating resentment. No, I only mean to say that the normal avenues of emotional connection are not available when you live such radically different lives.You have to create a new space for connection. You have to get creative. You have to think outside all of the normal boxes, because the normal boxes where we fit all the experiential categories of a relationship are simply not available to you. At least not right now. So you need new boxes. Or you need to change the shape of the boxes you have…if you'll permit me to strain an already weak analogy. For my situation, whatever the slow cascade of petty physical and emotional distances consisted of in reality, I simply wish I had found a way for us to be together. To connect. Regularly. It would have to have been creative. Perhaps unorthodox. Perhaps outright transgressive. Who knows. But, as I said, when none of the normal avenues of connection are open, you must create new ones in order for the relationship to survive."



Jordan nodded, trying to hold her composure. 



She had carried a pit in her stomach all day after having sent that horribly mean text to her husband. He had never responded, and now, after the delivery…



"Thank you, professor. I'll give that some thought."



He smiled. "Take the time you need to find the connection you need. Then relax. You're clearly very tense. And your work is much better when you're relaxed. You're doing well, and I don't say that lightly. So try to relax."



"Thank you…I'll try," Jordan blushed, standing up and picking up her bag.



"Now shoo. I'm late for a conference call with some empty-headed administrator and a fund-raiser…"



"Of course. Thank you again…" Jordan nodded gratefully and slipped out the door, closing it behind her.



* * *



It was dark when Mark arrived at the address Molly had sent him that morning. 



It was a nice suburban home. A cape style home with an attached garage on one side. A large oak tree accented one side of the front yard, and some well-kept bushes backed a neat row of flowers leading to the front door. The garage door was open, and he recognized Molly's car parked on one side of it.



Pulling into the open garage as Molly instructed, Mark chewed on mixed emotions. On the one hand, the excitement of spending the whole weekend with his girlfriend was buzzing his emotions at a high pitch. On the other, the idea of planning a sex act as a performance for someone else to see…



He didn't like it. He didn't like the idea of anyone seeing his girl in such a compromising position, and he wasn't thrilled about pulling out his own equipment for some weasly perv to jack off to.



But then he remembered the dozens of professional photos Molly took for him when he was stuck in the desert. How uncomfortable it must have been for her to strike sexy poses and take her clothes off for a photographer. She had said she just pretended he was there with her when she did it. She focused on him…doing something for him. And he loved it.



It was only fair to return the favor.



He turned off the 4Runner, grabbed his weekend bag from the passenger's seat and stepped out. As instructed, he pressed the button to close the garage door behind him, ostensibly to conceal his car from the prying eyes of neighbors. Then, with one hand shaking, he turned the knob and walked into the strange house without knocking.



As instructed.



The open door revealed a modest kitchen. Tidy, with navy blue cabinets and well-kept hardwood floors. The refrigerator was clustered with Max's crudely signed crayon drawings, mixed in with A+ tests–Lucy's name written neatly on the top of each page. A bowl of fruit sat in the middle of a kitchen island.



"Hello? Molly?" Mark called out, uncertain of his next move.



"Up the stairs and left down the hall…follow the trail!" Molly's voice was faint, coming down a staircase barely in view from where he stood in the kitchen. He looked down to see a little trail of rose petals leading toward her voice.



He smiled to himself as he followed the trail through the kitchen, up a dozen or so stairs, and then turned left. He heard a small rustling coming from behind a partially shut door that seemed to be the end of the rose petal trail. 



Mark nudged the door open to see a bedroom in dim candle light, a king sized bed with a warm vanilla scent coming from the flickering jars on the nightstands flanking the headboard.



Molly was kneeling in the center of the bed on a small scatter of rose petals, her knees apart at about thirty degrees. She wore a blood red lingerie bodysuit made of sheer lace. The top was mostly sheer, supporting but mostly exposing her perky breasts. A graceful ribbon underwire blended below her bust extended down into a more ornate, somewhat more dense pattern, the floral arabesque extending downward further to hide the modesty between her legs. Hanging down from the bottom of the bodysuit were shiny garters holding up a set of matching leggings, smoothly hugging her milk-soft legs from her upper thighs down to the tips of her toes.



Molly wore nervous smile of aroused terror as her lover approached her most intimate space. Her hair was carefully styled, her dark red locks falling over her shoulders in tight, shiny curls. She wore blood-red lipstick that matched her outfit, and she had made up her face. Behind her head, hanging centered over the headboard  was a candid but professional photo–Molly in a bridal gown, tossing her bouquet over her shoulder as Chris looked on, smiling. 



She was clearly a teenager in that picture. Uncertain. Unknowing. Scared.



She was clearly a woman now. But those emotions still seemed to hang from her body as she kneeled seductively before him. 



Presenting herself to him.

 

Mark stood frozen in the door, taking in the sight and smells of the room. 



Molly's posture was tense, waiting for Mark's reaction. 



He just looked at her until she smiled nervously. 



He smiled back broadly, excited. 



Her nervous smile broke into a wide grin.



He dropped his bag and attacked her.



The resulting fumble of arms, legs, and mouths flailed erotically within a sonorous texture of excited hums, contented moans, and relieved sighs. Mark's lips were soon stained red with Molly's lipstick, and her neatly curled hair began to fray as he pawed his fingers through it, clutching and inhaling deeply to smell it. As their tongues found each other, he pulled the straps of her bodysuit down just enough to fully expose her breasts while constraining her arms at the elbows. She, in turn, fumbled awkwardly with the button of his pants, then pulled the zipper down and plunged her hands down past the inside of his waistband. Gently gripping his thickening member, she hungrily returned his kisses until, having freed his manhood from his clothes, she leaned back, gave him a naughty glance that flashed from the depths of her emerald green eyes, then bent at the waist to bob and suckle him.



Mark clutched a handful of red curls as the excitation of nerves that ringed the head of his cock began to melt into her mouth. He groaned as his head fell back slightly, seeing the camera set up on the dresser by the door for the first time. 



He tensed, fixated on the black, unblinking eye of the lens that stared back at him. 



It was Soulless. Motionless. Dispassionately watching him as his woman fellated him.



She sensed his tension and stopped. Looking up, she saw him fixated on the camera. 



Molly's nervousness returned, as her eyes shifted from hunger to a solicitous worry.



She rubbed his thigh gently. "Everything okay?"



Mark's eyes narrowed at the unblinking eye of the camera's lens. Instinctively, he pulled Molly up into a full embrace, tucking her face into the crook of his neck and shoulder.



It wasn't stage fright. He was familiar with the expectation of spectators: the apprehension of standing behind a line of defensive linemen, a crowd of hundreds–sometimes more than a thousand–people counting on your performance. Chanting your name. 



This wasn't that feeling.



It wasn't the apprehension of exposing himself to a camera, either. He had worked through that before he walked in the door. If Molly could do it for him, he would do it for Molly.



No, it was a vague sense of displacement–an unblinking, black, motionless eye standing in for another eye.  



The eye that sat in the head of the usual occupant of this bed.



The man whose hands and body had enjoyed the fullness of his girlfriend's body.



A rival. A competitor. A threat.



Mark's hunger for Molly's affections deepened steeply. A new wave of desire mixed with defiance surprised him enough to bring his reverie crashing back down to a singular focus: the feel of Molly's soft, warm skin pressed against his. 



Her body radiated a mirror of his desire, but the setting of her bed, her bedroom pressed in around Mark. This room–curated and occupied by the woman who had dominated his thoughts for more than a year–this room represented something that he wanted. Something that called out to a deep place in his psyche. The room, or what the room meant, seemed poised to invite him into the bottomless constancy of a woman's sustained affections. A shared space where woman and man bodily merged with regularity in the hopes of–over time–merging souls.



Molly propped herself up, looking up into his eyes with trepidation, waiting for him to say something. He looked down and tilted his head slightly, drinking in the deep, life-giving green of her eyes, a pure and vital contrast to the unblinking black eye of his rival.



His hunger for her and his defiance for the black eye coupled. 



He had to claim this woman. This room. He had to make them his. 



Mark grasped Molly's upper arms and threw her body completely over his, causing her to land startled on her back, squeaking in surprise. Mark looped his fingers under the shoulder straps of Molly's lace bodysuit, still loosely hanging about her forearms, and pulled the whole ensemble cleanly off her body, leaving only the stockings. The lace material collapsed helplessly into a delicate ball in his fist, which he casually threw toward the black, unblinking eye.



He then reached down to hook his elbows under the back of Molly's knees, then stood to full height on the edge of the bed and raising her inverted, naked body up to him, spreading her legs wide as her bottom lifted off the mattress, her shoulder blades following her up as her womanhood was lifted in one smooth motion to meet Mark's mouth.



Mark grunted as the pillow-soft, baby-smooth skin of Molly's most intimate space met his lips, and he began to feast. Molly dangled, her knees draped over his powerful shoulders with only her head jutting upward, the broken curls splaying out on the bed. Her mouth hung open, stunned at the first time her lover had taken her this way. Her arms clawed the bedding for any fistful of sheet or bedspread to hold onto as her eyes rolled back in her head. 



A long, deep moan rumbled from Molly's chest as Mark lapped hungrily.



Sensing her excitement, Mark began to hum a low drone under the wet smacks of his lips as he began to alternate rubbing his broad chin back and forth between her legs and to flick her small stiffness with the tip of his tongue. A few short moments passed with no real words before Mark felt Molly's heels, draped over his shoulders, begin to dig sharply into his shoulder blades.



Molly's periodic squeaks dropped an octave as she desperately bucked her inverted hips into her lover's mouth and gasped out a body curling orgasm until all her limbs hung limp. 



Mark kissed the smooth, wet lips of her pleasure. Then, grasping her waist, he tossed her milk-pale body gently away from him. She bounced on the mattress and lay stunned for a moment, recovering. 



Mark watched as she caught her breath. Then, coming to herself, she looked up at him with hungry trepidation. She propped herself up on her back, her legs open and her eyes wary as Mark pulled his shirt off. She unknowingly bit her lip as his long, toned arms reached down and undid his belt and dropped his pants down to his ankles. 



Molly's eyes were fixed on the tall, broad, body of her lover flickering in the candlelight. The wide V-shape starting at his wide shoulders tapered gradually until narrowing steeply below his iliac crest. The lower muscular definition of his abdomen narrowed further still until terminating at his long, thickening cock hanging deep between his powerful legs. He stood casually at shoulder-width looking down at her, a full presentation of powerful masculinity. 



Seeing the look in her eyes, Mark crawled onto the bed. 



Without thought or command, Molly's legs tucked upward and spread outward to receive him. Mark positioned his body between them, preparing to take her in her bed.



He curled his hand behind Molly's head, leaning down to kiss her as his growing erection found her invitation. Pausing and resting the thick tip of his cock on her moist crevice, his weight applied a gentle, steady pressure that was insufficient to penetrate and subsequently drew indignant squeaks from her as they kissed. She began to blindly reach between their bodies to coax his excitement into hers, but he gently swatted her wrist away and continued to kiss her. 



The silent room was punctuated with the gentle smacks and moans of hungry foreplay. As they exchanged kisses, Mark periodically leaned forward slightly, nudging but not parting her opening with his heavy cock. Molly's indignations took on the quality of a whine with a gradually ascending pitch at each tease. At length, he broke the kisses and kneeled upright, glancing briefly at the observing black eye on the dresser.



"You want this?" Mark asked pointedly.



Molly nodded silently.



"What do you want?"



"You…" Molly said quietly.



"I can't hear you, Molly. Speak up, please."



Molly stole a glance toward the black eye herself, her face turning slightly red. 



"I want you…"



"Who am I?"



Molly glanced toward the dresser again, then back up at Mark.



"You're Mark…"



"Where are we, Molly?



"We're in bed…" Molly''s breath began to quicken.



"Whose bed, Molly?"



"My bed…" She began urgently nudging her pelvis toward Mark, attempting to slip him into her, but Mark shook his head and held her at bay with his hand.



"Your bed, Molly?"



"Mmmhmm…Mine and my husband's…" Molly whined, her eyes crinkling in desperation.



"What are we doing in your bed, Molly?"



"We're having sex…oh god…"



The last outburst was drawn from Molly as the tip of Mark's cock found its way briefly into her before withdrawing and resuming its tense pressure.



"Are we?" Mark teased.



"Yes…no…yes, please?"



"Please what?"



"Please…give me, no…um, take me…please can we..?" Molly's flustered whine dipped into a high pitch bordering on the absurd.



"You want me to take you?"



"Yes…" Molly's harsh whisper tumbled out of her mouth, her bare breasts rising and falling rapidly.



"You want me to take your pussy?"



"Yes…please…"



"Ask me, Molly."



Molly's eyes darted nervously toward the camera again before looking back up in giddy frustration toward her lover.



"Please take my pussy, Mark…please?"



Mark nudged gently but only partially into her again, stopping just before the corona of his penis slipped past her slippery vulva.



"Oh god…" Molly's whisper was harsh, grimacing in frustration. Mark dipped in and out of her shallows, teasing but not breaking the solemn, unmoved look he had held since he first noticed the camera.



"I'm going to fuck you, Molly. But on one condition."



Molly's head wagged back and forth in frustration, waiting for him to relieve her.



"You want me to fuck you, Molly? You gonna do what I say?"



She nodded quickly, grimacing.  



"This is my pussy, Molly. Mine. Do you understand?"



"Yes…ohmygodyes…" Molly exhaled. 



"Tell him, Molly. Tell him right now." Mark pointed toward the camera. 



Molly's eyes widened, then softened in desperation, then pleaded up toward the face of the large, amply endowed man who held her in his thrall. Her eyes reluctantly followed down his arm to find the unblinking black eye, then locked her gaze into the still, emotionless depth of the device.



"It's Mark's pussy now, Chris."



Molly's eyes and jaw snapped open as Mark shoved his considerable body weight into Molly, savagely penetrating her depth. She gasped out in surprise, forgetting to look away from the camera. Still facing the unblinking eye, her eyes began to roll, then slip back into focus, then go vacant as her boyfriend began to fuck her with deep, confident strokes at a steady pace. 



Several moments passed, holding Molly in the embrace of deep pleasure when a familiar wail from her body surprised her, splitting the silence of the candlelit room. Mark felt a thick coating of moisture rapidly supplement the already gooey welcome of the pussy he now claimed as his property. He turned Molly's face away from the camera and began to kiss her while her hips and limbs twitched in the aftershocks of shuddering orgasm.



Mark touched his forehead to hers and kept pounding, picking up his pace. Molly wrapped her pale legs around his hips, signaling a desire to fully receive him.



"You want my cum?" Mark grunted, holding her gaze. 



Molly nodded, cooing up at him with misty eyes.



"Ask me."



Molly picked up on the signal, her eyes darting toward the camera again.



The admission of Mark's primacy, indeed ownership of her body, seemed to cause her to pivot from a halting apprehension toward an easy, seductive confidence. She put her fingers gently on his cheeks, her green eyes boring into his. In a smooth, even, and confident voice that departed entirely from the insecure trepidation that colored the beginning of the night, she held Mark's gaze and gently requested that he ejaculate into the intimate space that he now owned.   



As Molly's mouth fell open again in the shock of deep fulfillment, Mark grunted and complied.



Their gentle kisses lasted until Mark's cock deflated, then slid heavily out of her smooth opening, a generous trickle of thick semen flowing out.



Mark rolled onto his back. Wordlessly, Molly cuddled up to him as she pulled his arm around her. 



Naked and sated for the moment, Mark and Molly lay in silence. The candle flames made the shadows of the stable bedposts dance against the walls behind them, and the vanilla scent blended ambiguously with the scent of their passion.



"I meant it, Molly." Mark's voice interrupted the silence.



"I know." Molly said, sighing contentedly.



Mark was unsure if she understood him. Clarifying, he continued.



"I own your pussy now. I want it. Just for me."



Molly didn't answer right away. Instead, she stood up and walked over toward the dresser, her naked body fully exposed to the unblinking black eye. Moving toward the camera, a hint of reflected candlelight occasionally showing a glimmer of fresh moisture–a mixture of hers and his–thinly coating the upper cleft of her shaved vagina and dripping down to moisten the tops of her stockings. She stood before the unblinking black iris, a poised sense of calm informing her stance. 



For a moment she said nothing, looking directly into the camera, displaying herself. Then she reached between her legs, scooping up a gob of mixed-source moisture. She extended two fingers straight up in front of her, watching the moisture slowly drizzle down toward her palm. 



Molly tilted her head slightly, her hair swishing as she looked directly into her husband's proxy eye.



"You heard him, honey. It's his now." 



Molly's voice was flat, stating a mere and incontestable fact. She slipped her finger into her mouth, sucking off the viscous white substance before swallowing ostentatiously. She then displayed her clean fingers to the camera before casually reaching down and turning it off. 

  

* * *



"Hey baby…"



"Hey…" David fumbled in the dark to find the switch for the night light. He couldn't find it. 



Japanese lamp. 



There was probably some elaborate unintuitive switch…maybe a touch-screen or something…



"Did I wake you up? I hope I didn't wake you up…" Jordan's voice sounded genuinely concerned on the other side of the call. 



David continued to fumble, knocking the alarm clock off the nightstand. He was new to international travel, and he wasn't prepared for the little differences in convenience between an American and a Japanese hotel. 



"No…well, kinda, but my alarm was set for five minutes from  now anyway, so it's not a big deal."



"Oh, honey…I really am sorry. We should come up with a better system for time differences, since this is going to be a thing."



"Jordan, It's fine, it's really fine." David found the switch on the underside of the lamp, and pressed it. A pathetically dim light illuminated the room. He looked at the button again, pushing it again, and the light got a little brighter. Then he held it down as the light became adequate to use.



Dimmer switch. Of course. 



David awkwardly set the lamp down flat, then sat up in bed.



"I'm glad you called. Really glad." David said, rubbing his eyes. "I had some trouble sleeping. I sent you…some things, did you get any of the things I sent?"



"Yeah, David. I got them. You're sweet…" Jordan's voice sounded unconvinced.



David went into full apology mode. "I'm so sorry, honey. I shouldn't have brought that stuff up. You know how I get sometimes, and I know it's painful for you to talk about. I promise it won't happen again."



Jordan sighed. "I'm sorry too, honey. I'm…I just don't know how to move past this, and now that we're apart so much, it's getting hard to communicate. The time difference is really throwing me this time. And it's going to change every time you go out? We've got to figure something out. We've got to get better at this."



"Yeah, of course. I'm all ears, what do you need? I'll make time for it."



Jordan sighed again. "Honestly, honey, I don't know what I need. I'm kind of a ball of stress lately, with all the stuff going on. I always look forward to talking to you, but we keep missing each other. We're really only connecting like once a week, and always at a weird time. It's so much easier when you're here. At least then we always have evenings together."



"Yeah, and your evening is my morning. At least for this trip. For the next couple of weeks."



"Where's your next tour?"



"Eastern shore of South America. Couple ports in Brazil, then the last week is Buenos Aires."



"That'll be close to the same time zone, at least."



"Yeah."



Jordan paused. "I don't know, honey. I just want to feel connected to you. At least a little. Maybe we could do little texts throughout the day or something?"



"I could do that." David responded hopefully. "Like little love notes or something?"



"Yeah, and whatever else. Just like…whenever you're thinking of me, send me a text with what you're thinking about."



Jordan could sense the smirk on David's face as he responded.



"Anything I'm thinking about?"



Jordan smiled for the first time since she called. "Sure...but with the caveat that sexy time should be special."



"Ok, fair enough. Even just a heart emoji or something?"



"Yeah, just…I like to know you're thinking about me. That makes me feel like we're connecting."



"Done."



"Okay…" Jordan smiled again, unsure of what to say.



"So, am I still in trouble?"



Jordan rolled her eyes. "I guess not. I mean…It's not all you. I'm actually really sorry too. That's why I've been dreading this conversation, honey. You poked a soft spot, and we haven't really dealt with what happened, and I overreacted. And I'm really sorry. I said some really, really mean things to you." 



"It's okay, Jo. I didn't take it that way. I didn't get mad or hurt at all."



"I know you didn't…" now it was Jordan's turn to rub her eyes, but in frustration. "Baby, I know about your little horny fixation, obviously. And I'm glad you think it was hot, and you don't hold any of the things I did before against me. But it all went so wrong. I don't blame you for what happened, but I just don't think it's healthy, baby. What we have should be special between us."



"I agree."



Jordan paused, thinking. "So…do you accept my apology?"



Now David paused. "Do you want me to be completely honest?"



"Yes, baby. Always."



"Okay." David took a deep breath. "Here goes. I don't see you having anything to apologize for. I know you wish you hadn't said what you said in that last text. I know you wish you hadn't hooked up with Mark, too. I know you feel bad about all the stuff we did, even the stuff that you think degraded and humiliated me. I know you feel bad about what happened with Vinny. But I don't feel bad about it. Any of it. I feel a little bad that it makes me so excited, because I know you're uncomfortable with it. But I don't feel bad that you did any of it."



Jordan squinted, trying to process what her husband was trying to explain. "So…tell me if I don't understand this…but you're saying you only feel bad that I feel bad? But you don't feel bad about any of the things I said or did?"



"Yeah, that's it."



"That doesn't make sense, David."



"I know. But it's how I feel."



Jordan shook her head in confusion. "But I hurt you. I humiliated you, and degraded you, baby. I f…" Jordan instinctively looked around the empty apartment, suddenly worried she would be overheard. She dropped her voice to a harsh whisper. "I made you eat Mark's…stuff. Out of my body!"



Jordan heard her husband clear his throat, clearly affected by the admission. "I know."



"Baby, I know about the whole…c-word thing, but how can you think that's healthy? And how can you see our relationship as healthy when I did that stuff to you?"



"I know it's weird, Jo. Believe me, I know. And maybe I'm sick in the head. But it's how I feel. So the only bad feelings I have are that you feel guilty. If you didn't feel guilty, I wouldn't feel bad."



"Baby, you're not thinking this through. I mean, what happened with Vinny…"



"You had absolutely nothing to do with what happened with Vinny." David's voice was suddenly strong in protest.



Jordan was stunned at the interruption. 



"How could you say that? He found a letter I wrote…a letter filled with incredibly disrespectful things about you. I wrote that letter, David! I did it!"



"Vinny was an asshole, honey. And he was looking for reasons to undercut me, because he thought I was going to be his boss. He would have taken any excuse to pull me into a fight and beat me up. He was trying to do it for months before."



"Yeah, and I gave him all the ammo he needed…"



"I didn't get the job. I would have, but nepotism is a thing. In response to Vinny's bullshit, we got a debt-free start to a new business, and that business is thriving. And I got a free lead on the job I have now which has more than twice the salary of the one I lost out on. We have two or three times more money, now than we would have if I'd taken the manager job. Maybe more if all the contracts hold for the business. And Vinny's probably still on unemployment, trying to find another dock foreman job. While I'm gonna be in a position to pay cash for our first house in a year when you find a place to teach."



Jordan was stunned by her husband's indignation. "I know that honey…I know how hard you work. I didn't mean to imply…"



"You think I need protecting, Jo. And that's sweet. But I don't, okay? I've gotten a lot of lemons in my life, Jo. I make lemonade. It's what I do. I can handle myself, and I can take care of you. Vinny thought he was cute letting the air out of my truck tires every morning. I put air back in them, and I made my route on time. Now I've got two dozen Japanese salary men at the Nagoya dock kissing my ass and recalibrating their entire crane operation when I tell them to. I won, honey. We won."



Jordan was flushed. She didn't know what to say. 



"I, uh…okay, baby. I can see that. I hadn't thought of it that way."



"Well, that's the way it is." 



Now it was Jordan's turn to clear her throat. "So…what do you want me to do, David?"



"Relax, baby. I want you to relax. Stop beating yourself up. If I'm hurt,...if you're hurting me, I'll tell you. Otherwise, just treat me like a man."



Jordan nodded, brushing her hair behind her ear. "Okay. I'll work on that, honey."



"Good. I love you, Jordan. You're my whole world. Just relax, okay?"



"Okay. I love you too, David."



"Good. Now I gotta shower and get going. I'm catching the train to Tokyo in an hour. I'll text you when I think about you. You gonna do the same for me?"



"Yeah, yeah of course baby."



"Okay. Have a good night, sweets."



"Good night, David. I mean, have a good day! Sorry, I'm still mixing it up…"



"That's okay. Gotta go. Kisses!"



"Bye, honey."



They hung up. Jordan was still a little taken aback. She walked over to the table and gently touched the bouquet of flowers she had found waiting for her when she arrived at the door of their apartment. 



Yes, he had sent one large arrangement to her office, another to their house. This one came with even more chocolates.



She quietly opened a music app on her phone and went to the kitchen to cook some spaghetti. She kept returning to think about David's strident defense of himself. She felt bad that she was interpreting his deference to her as weakness. He wasn't a weak man. He was a gentle man. But not weak. Not in any sense. Being raised by a pastor with a very similar temperament, she was surprised that she still confused the two attributes. But finding David in the hospital after his encounter with Vinny had made her reflexively defensive of, and indeed protective of, her husband. 



Maybe she had overreacted.



Her phone dinged as she transferred the spaghetti to the colander to drain.



A text from David.



D: Just got on the train. It's one of those bullet trains. Super cool. Thinking of you, wishing you were here. XO



Jordan smiled and responded.



J: Wish I was there too! Sounds fun. I really love you, David. I hope you know that.



D: Yeah? How much do you love me?



J: A million billion tons.



D: That's a start. I'll get to work on how many freight liners it would take to move all of that. 😉 What are you doing now?



J: I'm heating up some spaghetti sauce. About to sit down to eat.



D: Okay. I got something for you.



J: 🥰 You already got me two deliveries of flowers with chocolates and doodads, David!



Jordan was pouring the spaghetti sauce on when the phone dinged again. She opened her phone. The text message had a link to a gift card. To a local spa.



J: David! What's this?



D: It's a subscription. Two massages every month. You pick the time. Hoping it can help you relax a little.



J: Baby! 😊 You're so sweet! I've never had a massage before.



Jordan sat down with her food and began eating.



D: Well, me neither. But I've heard they help you relax. So it's worth a shot.



J: Thank you baby! How much did this cost?



D: Don't worry about it. And not that much, actually. It's way cheaper with the subscription. So you got six months worth of these things. Go nuts.



J: 😍



D: Okay, honey. I've got a work call coming in. TTYL.



J: ❤️❤️❤️



Jordan couldn't stop smiling as she ate her spaghetti. Finishing up, she quickly washed her plate and then sat back down with her laptop, resuming her research for her dissertation. 



She found it tough to concentrate. She was still a little worried about the tense exchanges between them in the last couple of days. She felt like she couldn't stop herself from being a little snippy, and was expecting David to be solicitous to reconcile and make her feel better. She wasn't expecting him to assert himself so strongly. She wasn't sure how to react to the change in tone.



She ate a couple of chocolates from the box he sent, a hint of the flush from the earlier conversation lingering on her brow and in her cheeks.



Her phone dinged again, and she picked it up.



D: Thinking about you again. I want you to do something for me.



Jordan smiled.



J: Okay, what?



D: I want you to tell me when you touch yourself. Text me whenever you do it.



Jordan's eyes bugged, shocked. 



J: Ummmm….okay?



D: You do that, don't you?



The hint of crimson flush in Jordan's face deepened. She hesitated to respond.



J: I don't know what to say?



D: Say the truth. Do you masturbate?



Jordan's heart began to pick up as she remembered hearing David's commanding tone over the phone earlier. She replied to the text, tucked her hair behind her ear nervously, then hit the send button.



J: Yes.



D: Good. I want you to do it. I just want to know when you're doing it, so I can picture you naked. I like doing that. And we can have a little bit of a connection that way.



Jordan breathed in deeply, straightening in her chair.



J: Okay. I'll try. Do you want me to just say it…or..?



D: You don't have to come out and say it if you're not comfortable. You could use a special emoji, if you want. Something that says when you start, and when you're done. Just tell me the code beforehand, so I know.



J: Okay. What emojis should I use?



D: You pick them. Then let me know whenever. I've got a minute to text. My call just ended, I'm just looking over the port schedule for Tokyo now. And we're not due at the station for another 45 minutes. So take your time. Just let me know what you find.



J: Okay.



Her face beginning to heat, Jordan scrolled through the long display of emojis, her left hand unthinkingly over her mouth in mild scandal as she flipped back and forth through the menu, weighing the perfect balance of a subtle yet engaging symbol to signal her husband when she was about to begin her most private moments.



J: How about…💃 for when I start?



D: What's that? 



J: It's a dancing woman. For when I want to get a little frisky…😜



D: Okay, I love it. You made me smile IRL. What about when you're finished…



J: I was thinking this one 🌼. 



D: Why that one?



J: I don't know…

J: This is kind of embarrassing, but you know how my legs kind of close when I'm finishing? Then after it passes they relax and kind of fall open a little bit?



D: Oh yeah, I've had that happen around my ears a couple times.



J: I know you have. 😘 So I thought I kind of relax like a flower opening. That's what I was thinking. Do you approve?



D: A blossoming flower. I love it. Good choice, Jo. Man, I'm getting excited now. You're really good at finding my buttons. It's incredible.



J: 😊



D: Okay, sounds good. I look forward to my first dancing lady!



J: This is so weird…



D: It is. But it is in a good way. Just do it for me, Jordan. 



J: No, I will. I like it, actually. The idea of it. I like that it might help us feel more connected?



D: That was my thought. 



J: Okay. It's a deal. I'll be a naughty girl for you. 😜



D: Love it. 🤤😚

D: Okay, gotta go now, Jo. Got another call coming in. 



J: Okay, love you!



David took the call from the Tokyo office. It was a polite, soft spoken secretary expecting his arrival and giving him details on who would meet him at the train station. As the train pulled in, he looked through the window and recognized the man in the suit as described, holding a sign with his name on it in the insanely crowded station. Grabbing his suitcase, he left the train and met the man, shaking hands and bowing politely. After getting in the car, he began reviewing the details of the upcoming day as they drew near the port entrance. He felt his phone buzz in the inside pocket of his suit jacket. He reached in to check it.



J: 💃 



* * *



Mark bent over at the waist, looking into a crowded refrigerator. He was barefoot and clad only in loose fitting basketball shorts, his wide, muscular torso open to the air. 



Bright morning light poured in through the kitchen window as a small collection of ingredients found their way onto the island countertop across from the stove. Closing the refrigerator door, Mark hunted through the kitchen until he found a cutting board and a knife. He began slicing up tomatoes and part of an onion, then found a skillet and set it on the stove, adding butter and turning on the heat.



Within minutes, a dazed but delighted Molly stumbled into the kitchen in a plain gray bathrobe and mussy-red hair. 



"Something smells good…are you cooking?"



The confused squint against the bright morning light combined with a gravely voice. Molly displayed the signs of an intense and energetic night.



"Yeah, just making some eggs. That okay?"



"More than okay…" Molly sat down on the barstool set behind the kitchen island. "You really know how to treat a girl right."



Mark smiled, his back still to his girlfriend as he tended the skillet.



The sizzle of eggs intensified as he scraped diced tomatoes and onions into the mix and shuffled them around with a silicone spatula.



"Everything okay?" Mark asked over his shoulder.



Molly smiled widely, closed her eyes, and sighed deeply. 



"Everything's great. Just…awesome…"



Mark grinned and turned back to his cooking. When the dish was done, he divided up the mash into plates and poured two glasses of orange juice, before setting the plates down and sitting next to Molly.



"Oh my god, Mark…you're so sweet. I'd kiss you but I don't want you to die from my morning breath…"



"Try me…" Mark half smiled and leaned in, giving her a slow, open-mouth kiss. "Now dig in."



Molly blushed and ate a forkful. Her eyes opened wide, talking excitedly with her mouth still full.



"Holy…what is in these?" 



"They're just eggs. Tex-Mex style. My mom used to make them. You didn't have any green onions though, so I just used a little more white onions than I usually do. And a dash of tabasco."



"Oh my god! They're so good!" Molly dipped her fork heavily into the mash, then stuck it into her mouth and moaned.



"I love that sound…" Mark smirked.



"Shut up, you…" Molly poked his bare arm with her fork playfully. They ate in silence for a few moments, Molly savoring the food. Mark was delighted she liked it, but kept quiet while they ate.



"Your mom's from South America, right?" Molly asked.



"Yeah, technically Central America. El Salvador."



"Sorry, I guess I didn't really know where the central part ends and the south part starts…" Molly said sheepishly. "But I googled it. It looks like a really beautiful country."



"Yeah, maybe. I've never been. Whenever I asked mom about it, she'd just tell me I can never go back. It's pretty violent there. She said once she got across the border into El Paso the first time, she wanted to chain herself to something so she could never be pulled back. She was a little dramatic, though." Mark took another bite and smiled.



"Right…I bet," Molly said, unsure if she should pursue the line of conversation. "I just wondered where this recipe came from. It's amazing. You have to write it down, I want to try and make it for Lucy. Max hates everything, but Lucy will probably love it."



Mark chuckled. "I can make it for her if you want."



Molly didn't answer.



Mark got the hint.



They finished breakfast, and Mark collected the dishes, walking over to the sink.



"No, let me…" Molly hastened to the sink. "You made the food, I'll clean up. You're my guest, Hulk-man…let me take care of you."



Molly raised her eyebrows, signifying a playful edge to her comment. 



"Works for me…" Mark leaned in and kissed her deeply again. Then again.



Molly broke away and turned on the sink as Mark put all of the ingredients back into the cupboards and the refrigerator where he found them. Then leaned against the counter next to her. 



Molly soaped up the dishes and went to work, occasionally stealing glances over at her half-naked lover's body.



"So I took a little tour of the place before I came to the kitchen. Hope that's okay…"



"Yeah, of course…" Molly said, looking over at him. "Find anything interesting?"



"Only everything," Mark quipped. Molly smiled and returned to wiping the plate in her hands.



"So, the room with the tall bookshelf and all of the little robot gidgets. That's Lucy's, obviously."



"Yep…" Molly smiled proudly as she nodded.



"And the explosion in the lego factory in the next room, that's Max."



"That's the one," Molly laughed.



"And the one I slept in last night…that's yours…"



Molly blushed. "Yep. Right again."



"So the fourth one? The explosion in a…something factory?"



Molly sighed. "You found Chris' office. He's…messy. But he's been better about confining his mess to that one room. But I'd be lying if I said it doesn't drive me a little crazy."



"Is it like…a disordered genius thing? I guess I just don't understand it. I come from a place where I'll ruin a guy's life for having too much dust on the back of the TV in his barracks room. And my mom was a total neat freak. So I don't really understand it."



"It's kind of a disordered genius thing, yeah…" Molly admitted. "Say what you want about Chris, he's really smart. He's always trying to crack some new code. And apparently there's a bidding war going on right now for some new software he built with one of his gaming friends."



"Really?" Mark raised his eyebrows.



"Yeah. I mean, he's said he's made game-changing hacks before, but I've never actually seen them pan out with the payday he thinks he'll get. This one seems different though. So he's pretty excited. And his office is a little messier than usual. But it is always messy."



"Huh…"Mark nodded.



Molly turned off the water and set the last plate in a drying rack next to the sink. "Anyway…I hope it doesn't freak you out, coming to my house where the kids live. And my husband."



"I'm not freaked out. I love it."



Molly smiled, blushing slightly. "Good. I'm glad."



"I love it here, Molly. And I love you."



Molly's smile strained and her face reddened more. 



She seemed at a loss for words, leaning awkwardly forward and clasping her hands behind his bare back before resting her head on his chest. He could feel her hands shaking against the small of his back. 



Mark waited for her to respond. She didn't.



"I hope I didn't just step in the punch bowl here…" Mark said after an uncomfortable silence.



"No…it's not that…" Molly said, not pulling herself away from him. Her voice was shaking too.



"I'm really sorry, Mol. I didn't mean to…"



He didn't finish the sentence.



"I mean…" he continued awkwardly. "I hoped that you would, you know…"



Molly nodded into his chest. He felt a warm drop of moisture touch his chest where it met Molly's cheek.



"Talk to me, Molly. What are you thinking? I'm a big boy, I can take it."



Molly leaned back against the island. She wiped her eyes, looking up to him without touching him.



"I'm really sorry, Mark. I'm a mess, and I don't know what to do."



Now the tears started in earnest, a second rolling down the other cheek. Then a third.



"I was hoping you'd say that, and I was hoping you wouldn't say that," she explained. "It was like Schroedinger's cat or something…"



Mark laughed, and Molly let out a single desperate laugh through her tears before continuing.



"I'm just totally torn. I've been able to live two lives for a while now. I have strong feelings for you. Like…really strong. I think I love you too."



Mark beamed, but listened on, concerned.



"But I have more on my plate than just what I want, Mark. I have Lucy and Max…and a life that isn't…it can't work out the way I want so easily."



"Oh…" Mark said, trying to hide his disappointment.



"But I do want it. I want you." Molly grabbed his hands earnestly and looked up into his eyes. He looked down into hers. The deep emerald rings around her pleading pupils briefly reassured Mark.



"So…what do I do? What's my role here?" Mark asked quietly.



"I don't know…" Molly began crying again. Mark pulled her into his arms and held her while she cried. After a few moments, she regained her composure, then broke the embrace and leaned back against the counter again.



"I mean…I do want you in my life. In a big way. Some days I just want to kick Chris out and move you in. But I know you move around a lot with your career. And I can't do that to the kids. Chris is their dad, and he's actually been turning into a better one. I can't just walk away and get what I want. Even if I really, really want it."



"No, I see. I get it. It's disappointing, but I get it."



"I appreciate that," Molly said sincerely. "And I feel cruel sometimes, because I don't know what to do with all this. And I'm not the only one with a messy situation. I know you have your life and career drama, with the bullshit court martial and everything. I want to be there for you. And I will be there for you, Mark. I will. I want to be your girlfriend. I want you in my life. I really do. I just haven't figured out how to do it right yet. But I'm trying."



Mark's heart warmed, a little more reassured.



"You're a dream boyfriend," Molly said, clasping his hands in hers again. "You're sweet, intelligent, handsome, tall, ripped…" 



Mark smiled at the compliments.



"You're good with my kids, you're supportive of me and my career. And you're incredible in bed. You've got all of that going for you, Mark. You've got me swooning over you. And if you left me it would rip my heart out."



Mark nodded gravely. "Yeah, me too."



Molly held his gaze again. "So can we give it more time? I just need to figure out some things. If I tell you I love you too, can we just enjoy it as it is while we figure it out?"



Mark nodded again. "Yeah, I think I can do that."



Molly wiped the tear tracks from her cheeks, then stepped forward and extended her body, reaching her arms around his neck and stretching up on her tiptoes to kiss her boyfriend deeply. Then she set her heels down on the floor again and rested her cheek against his broad, bare chest.



"I love you, Mark Rein," she whispered, as if she had been holding the words back for years. "I love you…"



* * *



Jordan lay back, her hair spread out around her head on the bedspread. Still fully clothed, her jeans were unbuttoned and unzipped, her right hand stuffed down underneath her panties. Her left hand held her phone over her face.



The warm, calm flow of feeling that always accompanied her self-abuse had already begun to spread slowly from her most tender place up into her torso. Soon, a broad, gooey state of relaxation would overtake her whole body as she reveled in the feeling. Then, after a while, that gooey state would ramp up in intensity. Her mind would find what it needed to bring that tension to a peak before releasing it, cradling her in a cozy cocoon of relaxation that would carry her through the evening and into deep sleep.



Normally she was summoned to this state of mind by the gentle push-pull of Mrs. Hyde…the woman in the mirror that Jordan tried valiantly but pointlessly to avoid. Late nights often found her vulnerable, although the frequency of such events seemed inconsistent. Some weeks would involve four or five such calls from the mirror woman. Other weeks would have only one night of desperate self-fondling. 



In any event, she would often toss and turn in bed, her body knotted with discomfort. Answering the call of Mrs. Hyde could take the edge off, but it also usually left a heavy feeling of guilt. And it certainly didn't culminate in the deep feeling of love and emotional connection that followed sex with her husband. So, while physically quite pleasant, the overall experience of quietly masturbating in the dark of her bedroom could result in a mixed bag of outcomes, emotionally speaking.



Tonight, however, the call had come not from the woman in the mirror, but from her husband. Jordan was delighted at the change, although she couldn't tell David that. 



But his call–and his sudden assertiveness–had pleasantly surprised her.



The warm feeling deepend as she pressed slightly harder, moving her middle finger in small circles near the apex of the opening between her legs.



Jordan pulled up David's texts again, drinking in the sudden sternness of her husband's sexual directions.



D: Thinking about you again. I want you to do something for me.



J: Okay, what?



D: I want you to tell me when you touch yourself. Text me whenever you do it.



Jordan moaned imperceptibly, the light pitch of her vocalization resembling a sigh more than a groan. Her breathing deepened as her finger slid further down between her legs, finding the moisture between her labia with the pad of her long finger. She began to slide it luxuriously up and down the length of her opening, staring at David's commanding words. She scrolled down a bit.



D: Say the truth. Do you masturbate?



J: Yes.



Jordan remembered the tinge of arousal she suppressed when admitting her secrets to her husband. That tinge returned, sending a brief flash of pleasure radiating up from her sex as she shifted her hips. She read on.



D: Good. I want you to. I just want to know when you're doing it, so I can picture you naked. I like doing that. And we can have a little bit of a connection that way.



Jordan let out a sigh, imagining David sternly directing her to take her clothes off. She blushed as she pulled her hands from her panties and sat up, pulling off her shirt and tossing it over the edge of the bed. Then, reaching behind her back, she unclipped her bra and tossed it after the shirt. 



She lay back again, running her hands back and forth across her torso, pausing to caress her nipples with the pads of her fingers before reaching under the waistband of her pants and panties and, bucking her hips up, pulling them off and throwing them on the pile of her discarded clothes. Her legs fell open again, and she draped her palm lavishly over her mat of pubic hair before resuming her self-care.



She picked up the phone again, her eyes drawn excitedly to the line:



D: I just want to know when you're doing it, so I can picture you naked.



Jordan dropped the phone and began clutching her right breast with her left hand, her right hand busy between her legs.



"I am, baby…I'm naked for you…" she whispered to the dark. Her middle finger hooked and found its way into her moisture. She sucked in her breath, closing her eyes. She imagined she heard David's voice in the dark space in her mind behind her eyes, staring at her uncovered vulnerability. Smiling at her. Nodding in approval at the sensual motions of her hands around her body. She imagined her husband standing at the bedside unzipping his own pants, pinching himself and masturbating as he watched her touch herself. 



I want to know when you're doing it, so I can picture you naked.



Jordan smiled to herself hearing her husband's voice through the naughty text. Her excitement pitched up as she realized that she had sent the requested emoji. She knew that wherever he was…Tokyo somewhere doing business meetings, he knew she was touching herself right now. He knew it.



Her fingers began to move faster.



"He wants this. He wants me to do this for him…" she whispered to herself. 



I want to know when you're doing it, so I can picture you naked.



The phrase repeated, but in a deeper, baritone voice. 



The text had changed authors in her mind. 



Or at least voices. This wasn't her husband speaking.



I want to picture you naked. Tell me when you're touching yourself. 



She imagined the phrase reworked, an imaginary text coming from another source. 



From some dark space in the back of her mind, she heard a slight giggle, and felt a vague sense resembling a wicked grin cropping up to stand behind her stream of consciousness. 



She knew the giggle. 



Mrs. Hyde.



Jordan didn't resist, promptly switching text chains on her phone. She opened her text chain with Mark, scrolling up to when her lover had instructed her to covertly masturbate near her husband. She found the texts, reading with the rich oak texture of his voice seeping into her consciousness as her legs stretched open a little wider.



J: OK I'm in the living room. David's doing homework.



M: Can he see you?



J: Yes, kind of. I have a blanket on.



M: That's fine. Begin to touch yourself now.



The deep rumble of Mark's voice had the clear tone of command–over and above the stern assertiveness of her husband earlier that evening during their phone call. Jordan whined helplessly as she conjured the deep voice in her mind. The warm, gooey relaxation phase had decisively resolved and the tension was building in her body. She was shocked to find that the single finger probing her had turned into three at some point in her reverie, and the added pressure of three fingers was causing her eyes to lose focus. She scrolled down.



M: Are you touching yourself?



J: Yes. I'm so worked up, I want to cum



M: You won't cum until you're told.



J: Yes sir…🥵



Jordan groaned, her eyes rolling back. She once again heard her husband's text with Mark's voice:



I want to know when you're doing it, so I can picture you naked.



She whined again, the release of tension evasive. She imagined Mark taunting her again, but all she could get from the voice in her mind was the same phrase repeated.



I want to know when you're doing it, so I can picture you naked.



The thought of reporting her self-care to David was exciting. But the thought of reporting it to Mark…



Thinking only to enhance the fantasy sufficient to pull her over the edge, Jordan tapped the reply box on the text chain and opened up the emoji screen. The wetness of her left hand's motions was becoming audible. She felt the edge of the cliff nudge toward her. 



She found the little emoji and pasted it into the reply box, careful not to send it.



💃



The cliff met her and she tumbled over it. The Cheshire grin of Mrs. Hyde beamed with approval in her subconscious as her legs snapped shut and her knees tucked up into her chest, her left hand slapping down onto the bedspread, letting go of her phone and sending it sliding off the bed. Her body tucked in and out in convulsions. Jordan rocked back and forth as the heavy tension of her climax unfurled into dazzling relief. She let her curled three fingers slide out of her body, coated in her now-calming excitement. 



Jordan took a minute to catch her breath, then laughed helplessly to herself. She rolled onto her stomach and reached over the bed to pick up her phone. She smiled as she opened the text chain with David, and, with some satisfaction, sent him a message.



J: 🌼



She rolled onto her back again, waiting for her heart rate and breathing to stabilize. Within moments, she heard her phone ding and she opened her response from David.



D: ❤️❤️❤️❤️



Jordan grinned to herself as she responded.



J: 😘❤️😘❤️😘❤️😘❤️



She set her phone on her bed and stood up unsteadily before making her way to the bathroom to clean up. Once she had toweled off, she heard her phone ding from the bedroom, and she scurried in to see what David said. 



Her hand shot up to her mouth when the notification appeared on her screen.



From: Captain Mark Rein 



M: Hey! Haven't heard from you in a bit. Hope you're doing well with the dissertation and all. What's with the dancing girl emoji?



* * *



Molly sprawled lazily on her side, the blankets on her bed covering her pale body. Mark lay behind her in big-spoon position, his right arm tucked under her head, extending down over her right shoulder, his large right hand gently squeezing and caressing the strawberry tip of her erect left nipple. His left arm extended lazily over her waist, his hand cupping her vagina as he absently stirred the wetness between her legs.



It was Monday morning. 



Molly and Mark had spent the weekend as a couple. Mark had cooked for Molly, and Molly cooked for Mark. They did dishes, went to a movie, and went for a hike on a trail running by a nearby river. They held hands and kissed. They watched the TV in Molly's bedroom, and made deep, slow love each night.



Sunday, Molly had a shift at the hospital that started early in the morning. Mark got up and showered with her, lathering her lithe form in sweet-smelling body wash. They had shared coffee after she had slipped into her scrubs, and she had waved shyly at him through the windshield of her car as he stood in the doorway of the garage while she backed out into the street. He had spent the day in comfortable solitude, entering and exiting her home freely. He had even gone on a run on that same trail, before spending the rest of the day reading on the comfortable couch in her living room. It was a near-perfect Sunday. Totally relaxing, apart from responding to a few calls regarding his marines under discipline. The house was quiet and comfortable. None of the regimented rowdiness of barracks life.



When Molly came home Sunday night, Mark had a little meal prepared, to the delight of his girlfriend. They shared the meal as she talked about her day. Then she wanted to shower again, wanting to wash off the residue of an Emergency Room weekend shift. Mark had joined her, washing her body, again, to her delight. They had tumbled, moist from the shower, into Molly's bed again, and he claimed the deepest parts of her as his own while she loudly ceded her depths to him in eager pleasure. They fell asleep watching an episode of Star Trek, the Next Generation on cable.



 Now, Monday morning had arrived. It was a holiday weekend, and Mark didn't have to report back to base until later that evening. Molly didn't have another shift until Wednesday, and Chris and the kids weren't due back until late afternoon. So they had the day. Part of the day, at least.



Molly had woken up first this time, slipping under the covers and gently fellating her lover until he awoke and took her. Worried that she might be sore after the weekend, he was slow and gentle when pressing himself into her eager warmth. Nonetheless, her heels had dug into his lower back regardless of the force or tempo of his movements, and she had barked out in the full ecstasy of feminine release twice before asking him to fill her again. 



Mark had propped himself up on his elbows, hooking his arms under her shoulders and locking his gaze into her misty green eyes. The jerky intensity of his own masculine release had caused Molly's jaw to lock open, almost as if she needed to utter something primal but could not remember the words as his liquid spilled copiously into her. They had settled back down into the bed to rest, assuming the spooning position that had Molly smiling from her depths as Mark's hands and fingers explored her.



"I really had fun this weekend…" Mark said into the tangle of her dark red hair.



"Me too…" Molly said, looking straight out before reaching down to pull his hand off her breast. She kissed his fingers, then replaced the hand on her breast. "Thanks for doing the whole camera thing…I know that was weird."



"No problem. I didn't hate it, actually."



"Really?" Molly strained to look over her shoulder at him. 



Mark shrugged. "It was good. Kinda made me feel like I was competing for you. Marking my territory, you know? It was hot."



Molly laughed and turned forward again, shaking her head. "Trust me, Hulk-Man. In the bedroom, you have no competition."



Mark beamed. 



Molly cooed as he slipped a finger inside her.



They lay in lazy silence for a while before Molly spoke again.



"I took the MCAT. Like you suggested."



"Really?" Mark perked up. He propped himself up on his elbow as he rolled Molly onto her back to look up at him. "How'd it go? How'd you do?" 



Molly giggled. "Okay, I guess. It's so cute that you get excited about that."



"Sorry, is it weird?"



"No, it's not weird. I love that you push me to chase my ambitions."



"So how'd you do?"



"I got a 520."



"Is that good?"



Molly laughed. "Yeah, it's pretty good. I studied for months while you were in Afghanistan after we talked. So I was more ready than I thought I'd be. But yeah, 520 is enough to get me into some medical schools."



"So, are you going to do it?"



"I don't know," Molly said, rolling back on her side again, inviting Mark to resume spooning her. He laid down and cradled her, and she wiggled contentedly, pressing the back of her nude body against his. "But now I have the option. I haven't told Chris yet, though."



"Are you going to?"



"I don't think so. Not unless I apply and get in somewhere. He's too much in his own little world."



This might be a way in, Mark thought to himself. He didn't respond, but instead squeezed her hard into his body. 



"Proud of you, Mol. I knew you'd do great."



Bzzz bzzz bzzz



Molly's phone buzzed on the nightstand. Not leaving Mark's embrace, Molly pulled the phone off the nightstand and looked at the caller information.



"Speak of the devil…"



Molly answered the call, putting the phone up to her ear. With his face so close to her head, Mark could hear both sides of the conversation, the voice of her husband clearly coming from the speaker.



"Hey…" Molly started.



"Hey, how are you doing? I haven't heard…we haven't…"



"I talked to the kids last night. You were busy."



"I was? I wasn't too busy to talk to you…"



"Your mom said you were doing a project. It's okay, I'm not mad. How are you?"



"I'm…I'm good. How are you?"



"I'm fine. Great, actually. Where are Lucy and Max?"



"With their cousins."



"Okay…" Molly said cautiously. "You by yourself?"



"Yeah. How are you doing?"



"I said I'm great, Chris. What more do you want to know?"



Mark heard Chris stumble over his words, clearly flustered.



"Is…is he still there?"



"Yes. We're in bed, Chris."



Mark heard the panting deepen from the other side of the phone.



"Did you…um…the video?"



"We did that when he got here Friday. Then we took the camera down. Mark wanted us to have some privacy."



"Okay…can we, um, when I come home..?"



"I doubt it, Chris. I'm pretty worn out."



"It's been a long time, honey, I just…"



"If you didn't have such a tiny little dick, we wouldn't be in this situation, Chris. But you do. So here we are." Molly turned her head up so Mark could see her wink back at him. 



Mark heard the breathing get harder. His mind recalled the unblinking black eye of the camera. He tightened his grip on Molly, feeling his cock begin to harden as Molly continued.



"We made the video for you, Chris. And frankly it was a lot to ask of Mark. So I think you should just be grateful for that. When you get home, I'll take your cage off for a few minutes so you can watch it, but then you go back in. Okay?"



"Yeah…" Chris choked out through the phone. "Yeah, that sounds good. You're so beautiful, Molly. God…I love you…"



Mark's cock found its way to Molly's wetness. She yelped in delighted surprise when he began pushing into her again.



"Molly? Everything okay?" Chris asked, unsure of what to say.



"No, everything's fine Chris. Mark's just…uhhh…Mark's just starting to…unhhh…"



Chris began hyperventilating.



"I've got to go, Chris. Mark's inside me now, and he's ready to fuck me again. He has to head back to the base around 3. Don't, ohhhh, shit…."



"Don't what?" Chris said at the end of a gasp.



"Don't be home before 5," Molly blurted out, rushed. "I want to have dinner ready and clean up before the kids…"



Molly lost her train of thought as Mark began pumping his hips against her backside. He lifted the phone out of her hand and dropped it in front of her without ending the call. Molly reached out and grabbed his hands, pulling them toward her body as his length fully filled her.



"Oh…fuckkkk….yeeeesssss..."




Post 159 — nnjcpl2002

Tue Oct 22, 2024 1:30 pm

A little phone sex for the cuckold.  It seems fair. Better if he gets something out of his support of the lovers.  



I guess Molly no longer loves her husband.  But from my own experience with a loving, shared wife, a beautiful good hearted woman can be capable of loving two men at the same time.  Even in the same bed.  Of course the guys have to be capable of sharing her too.  In our case we all became very close friends, whose mutual concern went beyond sex.  And the sex was great!




Post 160 — Guest

Sat Oct 26, 2024 8:53 am

Finally caught up on this gem of a story and all I can say is thank you for taking the time to write and post it.




Post 161 — Shauncuckold

Sat Oct 26, 2024 1:25 pm

I am sure that Chris is enjoying the video and the phone time but I wonder if he is worrying that he might lose his wife. Maybe he is just enjoying the adventure until that time comes.



Mr. Swan




Post 162 — Crushing

Sat Nov 02, 2024 8:11 am

A cool Monday morning. 



Clean morning light streamed through recently wiped windows. A dull sheen betrayed recently waxed floors. The ancient brass doorknobs gleamed with the September polish, while traces of crisp autumn air followed students through the door as they tentatively looked for a place to sit.



Her outfit was smart. Attractive, but not too flashy. 



Clean black matte flats and crisp white ankle socks rose to reveal pale, smooth, bare calves. From there, a knee length white pleated skirt pleated by a variety of geometric figures in a variety of fall colors. An uncomplicated sky-blue button up blouse tucked itself neatly into the skirt. And a modest white gold necklace hung around her neck with a small protestant cross dangling just below the suprasternal notch between the taunt of her clavicles. 



She wore just enough makeup to even out the tone of her fair skin, a neutral lipstick punctuated the look with intentional subtlety. Her glasses had thin, jet-black rims framing the gun-barrel blue of her eyes. Her hair was pulled back into a sporty ponytail that hung just below the collar of her blouse. A cream colored sweater draped over the open book bag that sat near her feet at the base of a creaky old wooden lectern. The second hand of an old analog battery clock passed the twelve mark.



9:00 AM. She smiled nervously.



"Good morning, everybody. My name is Jordan Stark-Simms, and I hope everyone is in the right place. Before we dive in, I just want to point out that you can call me Jordan if you want, or Mrs. Simms, or whatever you're comfortable with. I do not respond to "Doctor," or "Professor," since I'm still only a doctoral candidate, and I don't have a Ph.D. I don't want to give you the impression that I'm senior faculty or anything. At least I hope I don't look that old…"



Jordan paused to grin. A tepid, transactional laugh found its way out of a few confused faces. 



She cleared her throat awkwardly and turned around to write her name and contact information on the chalkboard as she continued her introduction. The click and drag sound of chalk on a board briefly reminded her of her childhood Sunday School.



"Since this is a sophomore class, we won't be digging too deeply into the more nuanced problems of, or trends in, epistemological thought, or the moves between empiricism, and idealism, or the advances in mathematics and their relationship to truth paradigms, or the shift from transcendental phenomenology into the broader phenomenological trends that gave birth to twentieth century existentialism with its multi varied offshoots, or the enduring conflicts of various branches of phenomenology with the various reboots in empiricism we keep encountering up to the present. As much as I'm sure we'd all like to."



Jordan paused for another laugh. Twenty three blank faces stared back at her. Her face reddened slightly. Eager to move on from the failed joke, she hastily pulled a narrow sheaf of papers out of a folder on the lectern.



"Only joking, of course…" she continued, counting off individual sheets of paper and distributing them to each row of students. "But as you can see in the syllabus I'm handing out, we will get a taste of these traditions, as well as a sampling of Enlightenment era political philosophy, the birth of economics as a sociological and historical paradigm, and then the slow emergence of a delicious buffet of thought in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. I hope by the end of the course you'll find sampling modern philosophy to be a fun way to engage history, psychology, and the world in general."



The class stared blankly at her. She began to redden again.



"Any questions about the syllabus? Or should we dive right in and talk about Descartes' world?"



A nervous hand went up in the second row.



"Yes! What's on your mind?" Jordan asked brightly, indicating toward the student who had her hand halfway up.



"Is this intro to modern philosophy or intro to modern psychology?"



"Philosophy," Jordan responded, smiling. "Did you accidentally go to the wrong class? It's no big deal."



"Actually," the student next to the first spoke up, "I have it here on my schedule. This is supposed to by modern psych."



"Really?" Jordan seemed perplexed. She walked over to the table in front of the chalkboard and, bending over her laptop, checked her schedule. The redness in her face darkened, and she stood up stiffly, clutching her hands awkwardly in a poor attempt to hide her mortified distress.



"So…" she said sheepishly, "Would you all mind passing those papers back to me?"



The class burst into laughter. .Red-faced, Jordan joined them with her own nervous laugh, holding back tears of embarrassment.



"So, are you in the wrong class? I do have Jordan Stark-Simms listed as the instructor here," the second student said, pointing to his laptop.



"No, I'm in the right room, right time, I just mixed up my morning and afternoon classes. I'm so embarrassed you guys…" The class laughed genuinely as she tucked the papers back into a black folder, then hastily tucked the black folder into her book bag. She then pulled out a red folder, and held it prominently in front of her. "Okay! Intro to modern psych. Let's hit the reset button, shall we?"



The room was all smiles as Jordan passed out the appropriate syllabus and began her introduction over again.



"So…psychology, unlike philosophy, is a discipline that relies primarily on an empirical approach to human thought and behavior. There are some very sticky methodological problems with examining human structures of thought and behavior, not to mention the evasive concept of "mind" in general when all researchers are, themselves, examining their subjects from the vantage points of the researchers' own thoughts and behaviors. Trying to be truly objective in psychology is a complex game, as many philosophers have astutely observed. 



"As you have probably guessed by now, my own area of research and expertise has a foot in both of these worlds. I am not studying to be a clinician, I'm more of a big ideas kind of gal. So while I have strong interests in psychological studies, models, statistics, case studies, diagnostic criteria, and so on, I am also very interested in the big questions that seem to be at least partially inaccessible to empirical research, like, how do we define emotion? Or what is beauty?

 



"So, I'll give an example. I am profoundly interested in the impact of opposite-gendered caregivers–think fathers with daughters or mothers with sons–on the development of cognitive capacity and emotional stability, and the overall impact on a stable identity, or a stable sense of who we are. A sense of self, if you will. This kind of question is very accessible to studies that produce data in the form of numbers. How many children with or without opposite gender caregivers meet developmental milestones, form meaningful relationships on their own, and/or fall into maladaptive behaviors such as crime, addiction, or even suicide. We can measure things like that, and hypothesize patterns based on the data.  



"But on the other hand, as soon as I read those studies, I find myself asking questions such as, 'what exactly do we mean by 'identity?'' Is counting the ones that graduate college versus the ones that go to prison really a meaningful answer to the question of stable identity? Obviously not. But questions like this are conceptually squishy, and numbers rarely go very far in answering them. Which is why I love the dual approach, as I find things work best in dialogue. Numbers and ideas. Questions with answers that raise more questions. And when two approaches to the same question talk to each other, or when two kinds of questions end up having the same answer, amazing new things can come to light. Entirely new paradigms and models of thought and behavior. I love it when that happens!"



Jordan slapped the lectern to punctuate her enthusiasm. Jordan's genuine excitement got her class smiling with her–a fact she noted with pleasure as she continued. 



"This means I often find myself butting heads with one side or the other. The numbers guys and the philosophy guys. And they're almost always guys, ladies. Let me tell you…"



The girls laughed. 



"This also means that when I publish my work, I am going to annoy empirical researchers who think I'm entirely too squishy, but I will equally annoy pure philosophy types who find my work to be cluttered with too many numbers and case-study anecdotes. My career goal is to have absolutely no friends when I retire."



Another genuine laugh rose out of the class. The redness was fading from her face as she saw she was genuinely gaining their attention. Her pose relaxed, and she smiled broadly.



"So, naturally this means my approach to this course is going to be a little different than others. Don't worry, we'll hit all the wickets and benchmarks set by the department. Have no fear. Those of you who are majoring or will go on to major in psychology, as I did, will still get a good sampling of the evolution of mental health paradigms, social constructs, and methodological approaches that bring us to the present state of the discipline, although you may be annoyed at how often I reference writers and thinkers you've never heard of."



Jordan paused to walk to the chalkboard, then continued to talk as she began to write.



"Those of you who are majoring or will go on to major in philosophy, as I did, will get a lot of opportunity to make connections between new empirical models of mind with classical, enlightenment, and more contemporary approaches to the grand questions of life and meaning, but you'll have to learn science stuff too."



"Mrs, uh…Jordan?"



"Yes?" Jordan turned around to see a young man with glasses tentatively raising his hand.



"Which is it? You said you majored in both."



"Yep!" Jordan said brightly. "Dual major, one bachelor's degree. Then two masters' degrees, one in each, and my Ph.D includes philosophical research. I thought about doing two Ph.Ds, but I got married, and my husband likes to see me sometimes."



The class laughed again. Jordan stepped away from the board to reveal a phrase, all capital letters in a firm but feminine script:



WHO AM I?



She began to pace slowly back and forth, establishing roving eye contact around the room as she gauged individual students' reactions and developed her thoughts.



"I know most of you are here for a credit or a grade. And don't worry, you'll get both. But I'm not here to give grades. I'm here to get you to ask hard questions and make attempts at good answers. And at the heart of my approach is this seemingly simple question."



She tapped the question on the board gently with her extended fingertips.



WHO AM I? 



"This question is particularly targeted to you guys. You're probably aware on some level that this question governs and motivates most of the aspects of your lives right now. It's a tough question. I think in some ways, it's an impossible question. And everyone in this room, including me, is fumbling around with it. But you all are in the thick of it, having just left your homes and the communities that raised you. Here you are in college, living on your own for the first time. You're not children anymore, but you also likely don't see yourselves as grown ups. So you're emerging from your own little chrysalis. You're trying on different hats, poking around different areas of study, changing your clothing styles. You're deciding if you like this party scene, or that sport. You're meeting different versions of yourself–your hobby self, your drunk self, your romantic self, your sports fanatic self.



"You're trying on ideas. Political affiliations, ethical systems, maybe even religions or spiritual traditions. You're finding out if you believe what your parents believe. You're deciding what ideas to accept and what ones to reject. You're making decisions about what beliefs to hide from your friends and what ones to celebrate with them. You might even find yourself choosing some beliefs to evangelize, to take on the road. To try to persuade others to join your side.



"But it goes further than that. You're also trying to answer the question through the relationships you find yourself in. You have new friends. You're probably dating new people. You're going on great dates and terrible dates, and you're trying to figure out the difference. You may find yourself experimenting in new areas of the tangled and fraught world of sexuality and sexual identity. And in all of these realms you may find yourself surprised by how much you like something you had never considered an option before. And then–particularly in the sexual realm–you're probably grappling with the fraught question: do I celebrate this discovery, whatever it is, or do I conceal it from my friends and family?



"All of these things interact dynamically–in infinite complexity–with that three pound mass composed of a gigantic Gordion knot: some hundred billion-odd neurons that hide behind your eyes."



Jordan tapped her head provocatively. 



"Think about it. How can you know what or who you are, if the thing that does the knowing is basically unknowable. Do you really know your own brain? You know, that thing you never see, but is the thing that allows you to see? The thing that enables you to exist, think, breathe, love, and exist in the world, but that same thing you never touch, smell, hear, or interact with directly? That's right. The human brain lies at the center of all experience, but is itself trapped and inaccessible." 



Jordan smirked imperceptibly as she looked at the widening eyes of her students. She stopped in the center in front of the lectern and leaned back on it, folding her arms casually.



"The key to understanding the brain, or the essence of the human (the two objects of study of the psychologist and the philosopher, respectively) seems to require us to observe its effects more than the thing itself. While MRI research and neuroscience generally has provided some interesting data, very few breakthrough answers to any of the big-time questions seems to have come from that avenue of research. Because somewhere buried in that maze of a hundred billion some-odd neurons, there arises…"



Jordan pulled a small mirror off of the lectern behind her and walked to a girl in the front row, holding up a small reflection of herself to her.



"Somewhere buried in that maze of a hundred billion neurons, there arises an entity. A thing that looks at itself and says…'this is me!' This entity–identity, or the thing we all identify as 'me'--it is a thing of astonishing complexity. Cosmic complexity, even. Not the least because that identity, that sense of "me," is constantly reinventing itself in new social, ethical, sexual, ideological, and practical ways."



She pulled the mirror back and walked back to the lectern, leaning against it again.



"Given the staggering complexity of the question, I certainly won't be able to provide the answer of 'who am I?' for any of you. That's your own journey, and it may well be the most meaningful journey of your life, and will probably only end when your life ends. My hope is that as we spend class time together, I can acquaint you with some of the bigger nodes of meaning–the more central facets of the question. And it's a real hum-dinger of a question, as my dad used to say. This is the question that has motivated my own career path. It's the question that has me staring blankly at the wall at dinner time. The question that has my husband asking me if I'm okay because I look catatonic with a forkful of spaghetti frozen halfway to my mouth for entire minutes at a time." 



Another chuckle rippled around the classroom. Her smile faded slightly, a thoughtful yet slightly ambiguous look on her face.



"Not all of you will be as preoccupied with this question as I will. It's likely that some of you have shallow enough personalities that your life will be preoccupied with material acquisition, career success, and petty distractions. But those of you with a little depth of personality will likely have an unsettling experience at some point in your life."



Jordan's eyes seemed to mist slightly, unfocusing and growing distant as she folded her arms again. 



"A day where you…uh…a day where you…uh…meet someone…in the mirror. Someone that seems to be a part of you, but who you don't fully recognize. You may feel…a kind of uncanny call to explore or even embrace a part of you that you didn't know existed, or that you encounter for the first time. You might feel a call that summons you from a deep, deep place, inviting you to explore that deep place. A place that may appear dark and scary. A new part of yourself that frankly scares you. A realm of experience that may hold the potential for tremendous growth, but also seems to threaten your very sense of self and safety…"



She trailed off for a minute, then shook her head and snapped back, smiling.



"See? I just did it. Drifted off into the deep water of the question."



The class laughed again.



"Now, let's dive in and kick this concept around a little, shall we? Let's have a little fun before we hit the books." 



She picked up a piece of chalk from the chalkboard tray and held it out.



"I need a volunteer. Someone come to the board and draw me a picture of a house, a tree, and a person. And then prepare to be analyzed…"



Another chuckle rolled through the room as a few hands shot up.



* * *



It was a small courtroom, tucked in a back corner of Division headquarters. A building that Sergeant Rein had never had reason to visit before. He had been ushered through a series of narrow hallways by his appointed JAG lawyer until they arrived at the room. 



He had found the room lacking in the kind of grandiose drama he expected. No cavernous ceilings with rich wood-paneled walls. Instead, a small setup included the elevated seat and desk for the judge, a small, lower witness box next to it, and a third box perpendicular to the judge, where three marines, a sergeant, a first sergeant, and a warrant officer were already seated as the jury. The prosecution and defense tables were small, with two seats each, and two rows of cheap chairs without armrests were arranged behind the tables for spectators.



Mark walked toward the defense table behind his lawyer, nodding gratefully in acknowledgment as he passed the little group of spectators. Jared, dressed carefully in his service uniform with coat and tie, complete with his recently awarded purple heart and bronze star dangling on the left side of his jacket, nodded back stoically. On his right, Megan was dressed in a business casual blouse and skirt, smiling helplessly at him in support. She had taken a day off from wrangling junior high schoolers to be there for Mark. He told her not to, but secretly appreciated the effort.



On Jared's left sat Molly, carefully dressed in a smart blue sweater and black skirt, her eyebrows raised in solicitous concern as Mark made eye contact with her. Mark smiled casually, trying to defuse the tension.



Lieutenant Macintosh sat at the opposite table with his lawyer, fastidiously avoiding eye contact with anyone.



"Ten-hut!"



The courtroom stood, the military members snapping to attention as the military judge, a surly looking colonel who looked to be in his mid sixties, walked confidently in and sat down in his place, pulling reading glasses out of a case on the desk and putting them on before glancing at the papers in front of him.



"Be seated." 



The judge's voice was wispy. Almost as if he had spent decades yelling at people. He began to speak.



"The special court martial has been convened to adjudicate the accusation of assault and battery of a commissioned officer by an enlisted marine. Is the accused present?"



Mark stood.



"Identify yourself for the record, sergeant," the judge ordered.



"Sergeant Mark Rein, sir. Present for duty."



"Very well, sergeant. Be seated. Is the prosecution prepared?"



"We are, sir." The prosecutor was a first lieutenant in her mid twenties who stood calm and confident, rattling off a series of unit numbers, dates, deployment identifiers establishing the basic facts of "who, what, and where" at issue in the case, then finally arrived at the meat of the matter.



"We intend to prove that Sergeant Mark Rein did, with malicious intent, threaten, assault, and batter his superior officer and platoon commander, Lieutenant Brian Macintosh, as part of a pattern of harm that led to deliberately endangering the life of the lieutenant in combat actions thereafter."



"Very well," the judge replied. "How does the defense plead?"



"Not guilty." Mark's lawyer stood and spoke confidently. He was slightly older than the prosecutor, and higher ranked–a captain. Mark didn't know him well, but he seemed like he was more experienced.



"And a point of order, sir…"



"Proceed." The judge looked at Mark's lawyer over his glasses.



"I'm aware that charges of conspiring grievous harm in a combat situation were considered by the prosecution, but that those charges were never filed. If the prosecutor wishes to file charges of reckless endangerment, the proceedings need to be postponed until we are sufficiently briefed to respond."



"Correct," the prosecutor stood to respond. "We are not charging Sergeant Rein with conspiracy to commit or allow grievous harm, but we are including the facts that came from that investigation, including the wounding of Lieutenant Macintosh in battle, in order to establish malicious intent for the charges of assault and battery." 



"The defense submits that the allegations of conspiracy are irrelevant to the course of action against Sergeant Rein. The Taliban laid the IED that hit the lieutenant, not my client. If he is accused of such a thing, then the prosecution is obliged to help the court find that he did in fact conspire to cause or allow grievous bodily harm. And if he is accused, formal charges and procedures should be the avenue of that course of action. If he is not accused, then there is no finding of fact, and any such proof of intent will be predicated on hearsay. The defense moves that any reference to any such investigation, or to the combat mishap that wounded the lieutenant would be either irrelevant or prejudicial, and should therefore not be admissible."



The judge nodded, turning back to the prosecutor and raising his eyebrows.



"The prosecution is ready to prove a pattern of malice, and evidence from that part of the investigation is relevant to establishing that pattern."



"Is that the only evidence you have to establish the pattern of malice?"



"No, sir. We have other evidence, but…it…uh, yes sir. We have other evidence."



"The defense's objection is sustained. Without finding of fact on the matter of conspiracy, the use of that evidence would be hearsay. Furthermore, I am aware that other marines were injured and killed by the same cluster of IEDs, and no one is speaking for them. The captain is correct–the Taliban buried those weapons, not Sergeant Rein. The jury will disregard any reference to any conspiracy to cause or allow grievous harm in combat."



Mark's lawyer sat down, as the prosecutor reached down for her legal pad, clearly flustered.



"What the fuck is happening right now..?" Jared whispered quietly to Megan, seated next to him.



Megan cupped her hand and whispered into his ear. "He's saying they can't use any evidence from the investigation that tried to prove Mark wanted Macintosh killed by an IED. It's the worst evidence they have against him, and they can't use it. This is good for Mark."



Jared nodded. "How do you know this shit?" he whispered back.



"I watch a ton of Law and Order. So I know everything. And I can tell the prosecutor's totally new. Look at her squirm."



Jared nodded again, a hint of a smile breaking. He looked over at Molly, whose attention was fixed forward, unbreakable.



"Is the prosecution ready to proceed?"



"We are, sir. Yes."



"Very well. Proceed."



* * *



"No lunch date today?" Jordan asked her office mate.



Patrick shook his head, leaning back his chair and chewing on his first bite of sandwich.



Jordan sat in her chair a few desk hutches down from Patrick, unzipping her own lunch bag. "You used to go to lunch with Christy like…every day! What gives?"



Patrick shrugged, still chewing. Swallowing his first bite, he finally answered. "Christy's interviewing for a grown-up job. She's done with her degree now. She's not just hanging around in the middle of the day waiting for me anymore."



Jordan grinned, lifting up her water bottle in a mock toast. "Well, someday that'll be us, right? To grown-up jobs after a decade of…whatever the heck we do all day."



Patrick laughed, picking up his own water bottle and completing her mock toast. They both took a deep drink and continued eating.



"So how'd your first class go?" Patrick asked. "It was this morning, right? My first one is tomorrow afternoon."



Jordan threw her head back and sighed dramatically.



"That bad, huh?" Patrick sympathized.



Jordan sat up straight again and grinned. "No, not really. I just forgot which class I was supposed to be teaching. I had two first-day introductory spiels all planned out to grab students' attention, and I started the psych class with the philosophy one."



Patrick laughed out loud. "Wow. That's…how'd you recover from that?"



Jordan blushed, taking another bite of her sandwich. "I just owned it," she admitted, talking with her mouth full before swallowing again. "I just said I grabbed the wrong folder, then I switched it out and hit the reset button. It went fine after that. They thought it was funny."



"Nice…" Patrick nodded. "Way to think on your feet. So you had psych this morning…when do you teach philosophy?"



"In…" Jordan looked down at her phone. "42 minutes. I'm gonna eat and head over, make sure I can find the classroom. I've only been in the Reynolds building once before, and it was this morning. And I forgot which class I was teaching. So I'm taking any chances."



"Yeah," Patrick nodded. "It's where the underlings teach the basic classes. Just a rectangle building filled with smaller rectangles of rooms. It's like a Soviet Bloc apartment complex or something. With all the amenities that go along with that. Get ready for 90 year old desks and chairs. Oh, and like, for-real chalkboards with chalk. No whiteboards over there." 



Jordan's eyebrows raised. "Yeah, I saw that. The last room had chalk on the tray, but do I need to stop by the bookstore and get chalk? I've already started carrying my own whiteboard markers since they're never in the room…"



"Yeah, I'd grab some chalk just in case. Actually, I think I have some in my desk…" he rummaged through his top drawer, eventually producing a small box, which rattled with a few loose sticks of chalk. He tossed it over to Jordan who caught it with her non-sandwich hand.



"Furnks…" Jordan said with her mouth full. She blushed, took a moment to finish chewing, then repeated herself. "Thanks. I owe you some chalk."



"Don't worry about it," Patrick replied. 



They ate in silence for a few moments, with Jordan casually flipping through the book she'd been marking up for most of the morning.



"Is that Schenk?" Patrick asked.



"Yep," Jordan answered, turning a page with one finger.



"Reading up on weird sex stuff?"



Jordan flashed a smile toward Patrick. "More like reading up on the people who do weird sex stuff. But, yeah, more or less." 



"When's he doing the visit?"



"Three weeks. He gets here on Wednesday night, he's doing two of Lukacz' seminar classes on Thursday, then doing his keynote lecture on Thursday night. Then the rest of the conference sections come Friday and Saturday." 



"And you're doing the rebuttal?"



"More of a response. But yeah."



"How long's his lecture, and how long is your response?"



"His lecture's an hour. My response is supposed to be like twenty minutes, but with open discussion after. So I'll be on the hot seat for a while."



Patrick nodded, silently concealing his jealousy. He would kill for the opportunity to be center stage among a large gathering of influential academics. Especially when he knew she would likely be introduced and bragged about by Lukacz. She would definitely find a good first job after graduating if this went well. 



"So, are you gonna tear him apart? Schenk, I mean?" He asked.



Jordan looked up and took a drink from her water bottle before setting it back on her desk and picking up her sandwich again. 



"Schenk? No. I mean, I think his fundamental premise is flawed, so I'll be pushing him on that, and then some other details. But to be honest, I'm just not an expert on weird sex stuff. I think Lukacz just wants to see if I choke."



"Yeah, could be. Still, huge opportunity. How many people are supposed to be at the conference?"



"Couple hundred, I think."



"And at least a quarter of them will be on search committees. Could be good for landing your first job…"



Jordan snorted, chewing her next bite before responding.



"Not sure how I feel about my first impression with search committee members being an extended foray into weird sex stuff."



"Then you probably shouldn't have studied psychology," Patrick quipped.



Jordan laughed out loud. "Fair point…"



They ate in silence for another few moments, then Patrick pressed her again.



"So what's Schenk's thesis? What's his whole conceptual approach to weird sex stuff?"



"It's hard to pin down, actually. That's one of the things I'm going to be pressing him on. His basic assumptions are vague. But overall it seems like he's trying to make the case for BDSM practices having a kind of stabilizing effect on personality given the community's emphasis on consent practices, and a tendency for community members to be open to exploration and, by extension, personal growth."



"So nipple clamps and whips cause your personality to stabilize?"



"More or less…" Jordan smiled into her book.



"So what's your response?"



"I'm not totally sure yet…" Jordan said thoughtfully. "Something along the lines of extreme sexual practices being predicated on impulses and behaviors that have strong parallels with other addictions. Since addiction obviously has huge negative impacts on personality stabilization, I might contend that BDSM runs the risk of personality or even identity disintegration. It is predicated on segmented scenes of lived fantasy, after all. And building identity on fantasy just isn't stabilizing. The Don Quixote effect. But instead of living in a fantasy world of medieval chivalry, it's just…weird sex stuff. And also I'm thinking I might look into whether the perceived benefits that Schenk is talking about can be construed in similar ways with gambling, substance, or other sex addictions. But I'm not sure about that, haven't really thought it through." 



She took another bite, chewing thoughtfully. 



"Wow." Patrick was impressed. "Sounds like you've got it whipped. No pun intended."



"Funny…" Jordan flashed another smile at Patrick, popping the last bite of sandwich in her mouth.



"So is it individual BDSM practices, or just the whole culture or sphere of activity in general that destabilizes personality? In your view?"



Jordan raised an eyebrow. "What do you mean?"



"Well, the experience is pretty different depending on a lot of factors, right? You can't imagine the same effect happens to the dominant participant and the submissive participant in a power exchange, right? So there's likely to be mirror effects that may reflect personality instability. And what about the difference between physical pain and stuff like verbal humiliation? Do they all have the same effect?"



Jordan squinted thoughtfully, a hint of her dissertation face finding its way to the surface. "I hadn't thought about breaking it down quite that far. It's interesting, but I don't know if I have time in my twenty minutes."



"Seems like the kind of question you might get asked after you finish presenting, though…" Patrick offered.



"You're right." Jordan's eyebrow dropped, and she turned to her laptop to begin a google search. "Thanks for that feedback. I need to take a look at some of these individual strains of activity, see how they fit together."



"Just don't do it here," Patrick laughed.



"What do you mean?"



"I'm sure you've done scholarly lit reviews and stuff, but if you actually start googling individual BDSM practices while you're on the university wifi…it seems like the kind of thing that might get someone from HR to show up here.



Jordan's hand shot up to cover her mouth. "Oh my god…you're totally right. I didn't even think about that!"



Patrick grinned. "Just lookin' out for ya."



Jordan giggled. "Well, I'll just have to do that on my own time, and my own wifi I suppose…"



"Suppose so…" Patrick shook his head knowingly and began to pack up the remnants of his lunch into the bag. Jordan did the same, then looked at the time on her phone again.



"Well…thanks for the advice, Patrick. And the chalk. You're super helpful. I'm going to head over to the Reynolds building, get set up before the little sophomore gremlins show up. This time I actually know what class I'm teaching…"



"I still can't believe you're teaching in two departments before you even graduate…" Patrick said admiringly.



Jordan shrugged. "Yeah, well…they needed people, and I just so happen to have an MA in it, so…lucky me, right?"



"Lucky you…" Patrick turned back to his laptop and open dissertation work as Jordan stood and gathered her things.



"Seriously, Pat, thanks. That was really helpful advice. And it's always good to just talk through stuff with a colleague. Please feel free to bounce ideas off me for your stuff if you need to."



"I will," Patrick said over his shoulder as Jordan picked up her book bag and headed out the office door.



* * *



"State your name and rank for the record."



"Sergeant Mark Rein."



Mark sat nervously in the witness box, leaning stiffly forward and clasping his large hands together. The prosecutor stood at an angle to his right, her small frame standing barely taller than Mark was while seated in the box. 



Directly across from Mark in the small courtroom, just off center in the first of two rows of spectators, sat Molly. It wasn't planned, but every time he faced directly forward, Mark found her green eyes holding his with a concerned smile. He noticed two small gold studs with Marine Corps insignia flashed on her earlobes under her bright red hair. 



New earrings. For him.



He smiled back.



"Is that your girlfriend, Sergeant?"



Mark's head snapped toward the prosecutor questioning him.



He nodded.



"Answer out loud please, Sergeant. For the record."



"Yeah, that's my girlfriend."



"She came to support you. That's nice…" The young lieutenant intoned genially.



"Yeah, it is…" Mark responded flatly, holding the lieutenant's gaze. "Why do you care?"



"At ease, Sergeant…" the judge interjected sternly. "I understand you're nervous, but you're still addressing a commissioned officer in the US Marine Corps."



"Aye, sir." Mark sat up straight. "Apologies ma'am. Yes, that's my girlfriend, and it is nice she's here."



"She seems nice."



Mark didn't like the line of questioning. "She is. She's also irrelevant to the case…Ma'am."



He added the "ma'am" to take the edge off his voice. The young lieutenant was getting on his nerves.



"That's true, Sergeant. I'm just trying to establish rapport here."



"You're failing, ma'am. Move on."



The judge grunted.



"With due respect," Mark added hastily.



The prosecutor smiled. Mark caught Molly's eyes, still concerned but sparkling with his open endorsement of their relationship to strangers. 



He winked at her.



"Fair enough," the prosecutor conceded. "You and I don't have to get along to get at the truth, Sergeant Rein. I will say, however, that a review of your personnel records has been an inspiring journey. Honor graduate from basic training. Commendations. Meritorious promotions to both Corporal and Sergeant. A purple heart, and glowing fitness reports. And I have a note here that says you've been recommended, but not approved for a silver star. Is that correct?"



Mark shrugged. "I'd heard about that, but if it hasn't been approved, I didn't earn it. So no silver star. The rest of the stuff is probably true, though."



"Modest. I like it. But I just want to acknowledge before we get into it…you appear on paper to be an exemplary marine. On paper."



Mark didn't respond, letting the silence get awkward. 



"Moving on…" the prosecutor continued. "I'd just like to establish  a sense of the working relationship you had with your platoon commander before we get to the incident that brings us here today."



"Shoot. Ma'am." Mark's voice remained flat. Cool.



"In your previous statements, you indicated that Lieutenant Macintosh gave you quite a bit of latitude in your role as platoon sergeant."



"That's accurate."



"So you ran much of the day-to-day operations in the platoon, you were well regarded by members of your platoon, and you ran a pretty tight ship."



"Sure."



"You remain in the billet of platoon sergeant presently, correct?"



"Yes."



"Did you collaborate with the Lieutenant on major projects?"



"Not really. He preferred to hang out in the command hut and watch movies on his laptop."



"So you attested in writing. So he never left the command hut?"



"No, he did. He came out on patrols sometimes, and on one major operation."



"The one where he was injured."



"Yyyyyeeesss…Yep." Mark drew out his answer awkwardly.



"You hesitated there, sergeant. Was he not there?"



"No, he was there."



"Well, was he not injured then?"



"I can't speak to his injuries. Others were injured during that operation, and some killed. I never saw his wounds, and he seemed fine to me at the time. But I understand he took some shrapnel."



"That's not an injury?"



"It is. I just didn't see it myself, as several others of my marines were in much worse shape. That's all I'm saying."



"You sound disappointed."



Mark's eyes narrowed. "I'm not, ma'am. And I don't mean to sound that way."



"You didn't even check on him after he got hit by an IED?"



THOMP…THOMP…



Two huge dust clouds rose in a thick pillar of topsoil and moon dust off to his right. Mark briefly found himself caught in the memory before shaking out of it. His head twitched slightly before refocusing on the prosecutor.



"I…we…um, We were taking fire…"



Mark heard the rapid tats of small arms fire as the front line walls of the village clouded his view of the courtroom. Through the mist of his mind's eye, he could see Molly's eyes widen in recognition across the courtroom.



"We uh…we had operational responsibility to keep moving. I dragged the casualties I could out of the line of fire, but then we pushed into the village. I didn't have time to check on him."



"No time to verify that your commanding officer was alive? Not even to check?"



Mark's nostrils flared. Across the room, Molly quietly stood and darted toward the defense table, leaning over the bar and whispering in his lawyer's ear.



Mark's memory zeroed in on the image of Jett lying crumpled in the street. The sound of gunfire in his mind became louder, and he couldn't make out the prosecutor's next question. 



"I'm sorry…"



"I said, it seems like…"



"Objection!"



Mark's attention snapped back into the room to see his lawyer standing.



"Yes?" The judge's voice was calm. 



Mark blinked in surprise. How was everyone else so calm? His heart raced, he could feel himself starting to sweat. His ears were beginning to ring.



"You ruled that any reference to my client's culpability in an alleged scheme to cause grievous bodily harm to Lieutenant Macintosh was irrelevant to the course of action undertaken in this case. This incident is immaterial. It happened well after the alleged assault."



"Sir, the prosecution simply wants to establish a pattern of disregard for his commanding officer. The episode is material to that end."



The judge looked back over at Mark's lawyer.



"I disagree, sir. Furthermore, the incident is a deeply upsetting one to Sergeant Rein, as he lost men that day. And I remind the court that when I cross examined Lieutenant Macintosh earlier, he couldn't even name the marines killed that day. If we want to establish a pattern of disregard, that argument cuts hard the other way. The case should be confined to whether or not what transpired in the command hut on the night in question constituted an assault on a superior officer. That is all."



The judge paused, then answered.



"Objection is sustained. Stick to the facts, Lieutenant."



"Aye, sir."



Mark's breathing remained heavy, his pupils dilated. He still felt his heart pounding. 



He looked across at Molly, who had just sat down again. Her eyes were wide with concern. She made a signal to him–her hand flat and horizontal, slowly descending from her eye level down to her collar bone.



Calm. Down.



Mark took a deep breath and turned to face the prosecutor again. His heart remained erratic, thumping in his chest as he began to fidget in his chair.



"So, I suppose we can get right to the night in question. You assaulted Lieutenant Macintosh because…"



"Objection. Leading." Mark's lawyer interjected.



"Sustained."



"Apologies, Sergeant. Why don't you tell us what happened in the…confrontation?" She looked at the judge, who nodded in approval.



"Sure. I was returning from doing a map review ahead of a major mission…"



"This was the mission we were just talking about, right?"



Mark nodded. "Yes."



"You were reviewing the maps with the Lieutenant?"



"No, with my number 2. Corporal Poisson."



"So you reviewed major plans for a significant assault operation with your immediate subordinate, but not with your immediate superior."



"Correct."



"Interesting. And this Corporal Poisson…he was involved in the planning."



"Is that relevant? Ma'am?" Mark's eyes narrowed again.



"Not to this case, perhaps. But I'd like it on the record. In case we revisit the issue of Lieutenant Macintosh's injuries, we'd probably like to look at Corporal Poisson's role in planning the event, as well as yours."



Mark's eyes flared. He looked over at the gallery and saw Megan's hand covering her mouth. Seated next to her, he saw Jared's lips tightening. Mark clenched his jaw, accenting the bullet scar.



Molly waved to get his attention, then repeated her earlier hand motion as he looked at her.



Calm. Down.



He nodded, and she pressed her fingers together in a heart shape. 



Mark smiled uneasily.



He took another breath. "The meeting was to inform French…Corporal Poisson about my plans. My plans. Mine. As I made abundantly clear in my earlier statements. But it doesn't matter. I talked with my number 2 for a minute outside the command hut, walked inside, and saw Lieutenant Macintosh using my laptop. I confronted him, and he backed off."



"So you threw him across the room because he touched your stuff?"



"Basically, yeah. But it wasn't an intentional assault. I really just pushed him away. From my stuff."



"What was on your laptop?"



"Objection!" Mark's lawyer stood. "Irrelevant."



"I'm trying to establish a timeline, sir. The contents of the laptop are material to Sergeant Rein's emotional reaction, and his emotional state constitutes the difference between nudging my client and assaulting him," the prosecutor explained.



"Overruled. Continue."



The prosecutor turned back to Mark. "So?"



"Pictures." Mark muttered.



"Pictures of what?" She leaned in toward Mark, lowering her voice.



"Private pictures. They were personal." He began to squeeze the wooden arm rest on the witness chair.



Thomp. Thomp. 



Mark couldn't see past the dust clouds, still rising in front of him. He struggled to understand the questions being put to him, but it was difficult to follow. He thought he caught a whiff of loose moon dust…



"Oh," the prosecutor nodded. "I see. Personal pictures. Private pictures. I could see how you'd want to protect them. Pictures of your dog?"



Mark shook his head. "No."



The intimate images flashed in his mind, interspersed with the earlier flashes of combat. Images of Molly playfully and lovingly exposing her body to him. Only for him. He saw Macintosh's tongue hanging out as he tried to figure out the password so that he could violate Mark's girlfriend with his beady, useless, little bitch eyes.



He heard the prosecutor continue, her voice distant in his mind. "Pictures of…maybe your grandmother? Your eighth grade trip to Six Flags? Help me out here, Sergeant."



Mark caught Molly's eye, which were deeply concerned and solicitous as they tried to hold his gaze. In his mind's eye, a blood trail coming from Jett's chest followed him down the alley as the sound of jet engines rose higher and closer.



Mark grunted, shaking his head again. His right hand gripped the wooden arm rest so hard it began to creak.



"So…I'm going to go out on a limb and suggest the pictures were of the more…intimate kind." 



The prosecutor stuck her finger out and swung her arm around toward the gallery, pointing at Molly.



"Maybe pictures of her?"



Molly's mouth took hasty cover under her pale hand. Shocked and humiliated, her pale, freckled face drained of its remaining color.



Mark shot up out of his seat, standing straight up and inadvertently ripping the arm rest completely off the chair. Towering over the prosecutor, she saw his eyes on fire, gripping a weapon of opportunity–a severed wooden armrest with nails sticking out of it. She quickly retreated, stepping back five paces even though Mark made no clear move to threaten or attack. 



Mark's heart pounded faster, and the contours of his jaw distended the skin of his face as he audibly bared and gritted his teeth.



The three man jury all looked panicked, poised to jump over and restrain Mark before he hurt the smaller woman. The judge smacked the gavel on his desk.



"Sergeant! Stand down immediately! That's an order!"



* * * 



"It's pronounced Moo-kek-a?"



David quizzed his host as they sat across from each other in a small Rio de Janeiro cafe overlooking the warm Atlantic ocean.



"Correct. But spelled M-O-Q-U-E-C-A. It is a fish soup, but is very tasty. You like?"



David nodded enthusiastically. "I do. It's very good. But it's really not necessary to take me out to dinner, I'm just here to do the audit and I'll be on my way. Although I do appreciate the gesture, of course. You're very kind."



The middle aged man, wearing smooth khaki pants and a bright yellow polo shirt smiled widely.



"It's my pleasure, Mr. Stark. We want you to feel welcome and at home when you visit Rio."



"I haven't even been to the dock yard yet." David took another mouthful of soup, closing his eyes as the flavor and texture melted in his mouth. 



"We'll get there in the morning. We'll arrive just at shift change. Everyone is excited to meet you."



David shook his head, confused. "I don't know why. I'm not anyone important. I'm just observing."



His host shook his head, smiling. "I can see you want me to be direct, Mr. Stark. Yes?"



"Please."



Bzzz bzzzz



David lifted his index finger to pause the conversation while he checked his phone. "So sorry. One moment."



The man smiled and paused, looking thoughtfully out at the view as David checked his messages.



From Jordan.



J: Hey, baby. Miss you.



David quickly typed back.



D: Miss you too baby. Everything okay? I'm in a meeting, I can call after a while.



He waited as three dots flashed on the screen until her response came.



J: No, no rush. But I thought I'd just give you a heads up about something.



David's eyebrows raised under his glasses.



D: What's up?



J: 💃



David's face warmed, and he began to fidget slightly in his chair. He took a breath to compose himself, before responding



D: 😘❤️😘❤️😘❤️



He set his phone face down on the table.



"I'm sorry, please continue…" David took another spoonful of the delicious fish stew.



"Mr. Stark, we are periodically visited by efficiency auditors such as yourself. We understand the reason, of course. Efficiency is crucial to the smooth operation of the port and the company's operations within the port. But the last visit resulted in several dozen of my workers losing their jobs."



David forced himself to shift focus to the conversation. "How? Did my predecessor recommend layoffs?"



"Your predecessor seemed…desperate to cut costs, and insisted we could cover our workload with a ten percent reduction. We have been struggling ever since, and the laid off workers have families to feed. You understand…"



David caught his eye looking down at his phone, hoping for the next buzz before responding.



"I do understand. And I will tell you that I rarely find layoffs to be useful for the kinds of efficiency gains that I aim for. In fact, if I identify slack in the line anywhere, I may recommend hiring more to address the issue. Other than that, I'm a believer in re-allocation over reduction. I assure you, if I recommend layoffs, it will only be after I've tried everything else."



"That is good to hear." His host smiled widely as David took his last bite of stew. His host signaled the waiter to clean up, then ordered some cake for dessert. 



They chatted amiably, David trying to understand the national fascination with soccer, and his host explaining the game and the fan culture with mild amusement, all the while waiting for the next bzzz.



David continued to shift in his chair as several minutes passed. His phone remained dark and blank on the table, well past the completion of the dessert and coffee.



"You seem tense, Mr. Stark. Is everything alright?"



"Yes, everything's fine." He smiled. "Just, some…unconcluded business at home, I'm anxious to hear the results when things have run their course."



His host nodded again. "Is there anything else I can do to make your stay more comfortable? Some…companionship, perhaps?"



David shook his head, his cheeks flushing. "Definitely not. I'd just like to get some sleep and get to work first thing tomorrow. I'm all business. And very, very happily married, if that's unclear."



"Of course. I'll walk you back to your hotel."



They continued to chat on the short walk back, a mild buzz tickling David's thigh as they approached the lobby. David left the phone in his pocket and shook his host's hand graciously, smiling as he made his way stiffly to the elevator. As the doors closed shut behind him, he pulled his phone out and



J: 🌼



The flush in his cheeks returned. He instinctively clutched his stiffness through his pants, bending over slightly and pacing in the empty elevator, clearly overstimulated. He looked at the blossom again and again, squeezing himself each time before he heard the elevator ding on his floor. He rearranged himself and walked briskly to his room, awkwardly wiggling through the hotel room door after opening it. It had barely clicked shut when he wrestled his pants down to his knees and began tweaking his erection erratically.



"God…oh god…" He whispered as he looked at the phone again.



J: 🌼



A silly little symbol. But the reception of the message hit David like a sexual sledgehammer. The little animation signified the confluence of his fantasy with reality–that the most attractive woman in the world had found herself in a state of arousal, that she had decided to masturbate, and that she had told him.



J: 🌼



 What had aroused her? What prompted her to acknowledge and address her needs? 



He stared at the phone as the tide of his excitement rose to engulf his stiffness:



J: 🌼



David squinted and gasped in climax, a dribble dropping from the tip of his small penis into the open top of his crumpled khaki work pants. Leaning against the hotel dresser, he collected himself, caught his breath, and then pulled his pants up before calling his wife.



It rang twice.



"Hey honey!" Her voice sounded smooth. Bright. Relaxed.



"Oh, baby…you're so great…" David gushed.



Jordan giggled. "You like that?"



David grinned. "Yeah. Yeah, I really, really do." He laughed. "Is it true? No fooling?"



Jordan giggled again. "No, it's real. I really just did that."



"How was it?"



"It was good…not as good as when you're here, though."



"You flatter me, baby." David grinned again. 



"No I don't!" Jordan insisted. "I love it when we're together. You know…physically. You've got a magic tongue, mister…" she whispered into the phone.



"I'm glad you think so…"



The young couple talked about their days, both relishing in the endorphin braised afterglow of shared intimacy at a distance. After an hour or so, they both decided to return to the lengthy checklists of evening work required by their respective jobs. David relished the silky brightness of Jordan's voice as she signed off. It seemed to have a faint, but clear aura. A glow.



"I love you, baby. I miss you. Sleep tight…"



"I love you, Jordan."



The call ended, bringing up the home screen on David's phone. A photo of the two of them together, taken by a friendly stranger from the top of a mountain at the midpoint of a long hike. He wore the practiced, awkward smile of a man who hated posing for photos. 



She, however, wore a bright, wide smile of genuine joy and deep love. 



Sparkling eyes–deep and gunbarrel blue, high cheeks, and a full row of teeth straight, pearly white teeth hanging half open in a laugh. A look he loved to see on her. 



A look she consistently gave him when he went out of his way to do something nice for her. 



Or when he came home after a three week stint.



Or when she looked down at him with weary relief as he lifted his similarly weary mouth from between her open legs. 



He hoped she had that smile on her face after she pleasured herself this evening. He liked imagining that. 



He hoped she looked mistily up at the ceiling as the tension left her body. 



He hoped she wore that smile now.

 

* * *



Molly stood anxiously  with arms folded–outside the large, impersonal division headquarters building. She wasn't alone. She faced into a small circle composed of her boyfriend's friends–Jared and Megan–who she knew, but didn't know well. 



Mark had been marched out of the room following the guilty verdict and a hasty sentence following the verdict, using language she didn't understand. She was still stunned, leaning in as she tried to follow Jared's explanation of what was going to happen to her boyfriend.



"Reduction in rank, forfeiture of pay and restriction," Jared explained. "So he's not a sergeant anymore, and they're going to dock his pay for two months, then…"



Jared stiffened suddenly and snapped his right arm up in salute as the little group was approached by Lieutenant Macintosh.



Macintosh walked stiffly. Awkwardly. Clearly uncomfortable by the situation. He lazily returned Jared's salute. The two women turned toward him, unsure of what to say. 



He broke the silence.



"Hey, uh, guys. I just…I wanted to say I'm, uh…"



His eyes moved around the group. Jared's eyes held a professional veneer partially concealing his disgust, but he stayed quiet, politely waiting for the superior officer to finish speaking. Much as he desired to defend his friend by attacking the lieutenant, Jared had just witnessed the consequences of insubordination and assault. He wasn't about to test the boundaries with this particular lieutenant. 



Looking over to the red haired woman to Jared's right, the lieutenant found Molly's green eyes to be bewildered and confused, unfamiliar with the workings of the criminal system she was now in the secondary grip of, and consequently uncertain of her boyfriend's legal status and worse, his mental condition. The hurt in her eyes was a clear indictment of his fecklessness, and he fumbled with what to say.



Moving his eyes over to Jared's left side, he found Megan–a pair of brown eyes locked on his, fixed and focused with bubbling magma poorly concealed below the surface of her stare. 



If looks could kill, Megan's evening would have been spent looking for a drum of acid in which to dissolve the feckless young officer's body.



Lieutenant Macintosh quickly looked away toward Jared and continued his halting explanation.



"I just…I didn't want things to go this way, I hope you, uh, understand that."



Jared cleared his throat and said nothing. Molly squinted and cocked her head, her confusion deepening. Megan continued her attempt to flay him alive with her gaze.



"Well…give Sergeant Rein my best, uh, I guess," the lieutenant concluded. "I'm being transferred. I thought you should know that. So, uh, I probably won't see you again." He extended his hand to Jared. 



Jared looked down for a moment before grasping it with a perfunctory shake, then dropped it.



"Well…see you around." The lieutenant returned Jared's departing salute and deliberately avoided Megan's furious gaze as he turned to saunter away. 



The little group watched in silence as he made his way to the parking lot before getting into a car and driving away.



"Is that normal?" Molly was the first to speak, gesturing vaguely toward the direction the lieutenant walked.



Jared shook his head in disgust. "No. He's an exceptional piece of shit. Always kissing ass, hoping someone will like him. I think he thought Mark would get acquitted, then he could say it was all a misunderstanding or something. Or maybe he had some other dipshit plan. Who knows. But no, he's not normal. That…guy is not normal."



Molly nodded, still confused. "So what's happening with Mark?"



Jared resumed his earlier explanation as Megan's jaw clenched, looking off into the distance.



"So he's not a sergeant anymore, he's gonna lose half his pay for two months, and then he's on restriction for a month."



"So he's going to jail?" Molly's eyes welled in fear.



"No, that's confinement. Restriction is more like house arrest. It happens all the time, actually. It's actually not that bad in terms of what they can do to you. It just means he can't leave his barracks room except to get food and some other stuff. So, yeah. It's not that bad. It could have been way worse. I mean, it sucks. But he can recover from this. I mean, he's not gonna be our platoon sergeant anymore, that's for sure, and he's gonna be bored as hell for the next month. But everyone in the battalion knows the court martial was bullshit, his reputation is still really good. He'll pick up sergeant again real fast. He'll be okay."



Molly nodded, unconvinced. 



"It sucks, don't get me wrong, but it could have gone way, way worse."



Molly nodded as he explained. "Can he, uh…go to the doctor if he gets sick?"



Jared looked surprised. "Yeah, of course. Why do you ask?"



Molly looked over at Megan, who broke her death stare silence for a moment and cocked her head slightly at Molly, unsure of what the question meant.



Molly hesitated. She lowered her voice, looking grave as she explained. 



"Mark's been having nightmares."



Jared's eyebrow cocked up. "Like…what kind of nightmares?"



Molly hesitated again, unsure of what she could say without causing more trouble. Finally she addressed Jared directly.



"Have you seen him act like he did in there before? Like…losing his temper really fast in a scary way? Breaking furniture?"



Jared shook his head. "I think he was just being protective of you, right? You know, because of…"



"He wasn't." Molly cut him off. "I mean, he was, but…" 



Molly looked both ways to make sure no one was listening, then lowered her voice again.



"He almost definitely has PTSD."



Jared's eyebrows furrowed in suspicion, but he didn't answer. 



"When we're together, sometimes he wakes up thinking he's still in Afghanistan," Molly explained. "He's having trouble regulating his emotions, especially when people remind him of certain things. When that lady kept bringing up that village mission, you know…it triggered him He didn't know where he was for a minute. I could see it in his eyes."



Megan nodded in recognition. "I thought something was up. I didn't know what it was, but I can totally see that now."



Jared's lips pursed.



"He needs treatment," Molly began to explain. "I know he's scared because…"



"It's a career killer." Jared cut her off. "He's not going to get help, it's a career killer. Especially now. A court martial then a trip straight to behavioral health? He'll never get to be a sergeant major after that. Hell, they might not even let him re-enlist."



Molly shook her head vigorously. "No. He needs help. And you say they're going to lock him in his room for a month? By himself? That's the worst thing you can do for him right now. If you isolate him, his symptoms will get worse. He'll spiral. Can we talk to someone? Maybe say something that can get him some help without really letting on about what's happening?"



Jared shook his head. "I don't know. Once the order is given, he's stuck in his room until the restriction period is over. I mean, they would let him out if he said he wanted to talk to a shrink, but there's no way in hell he'd admit to that. No way in hell."



Molly's eyes welled with a hint of tears for a moment before she composed herself. 



"Well…can he maybe have visitors? I'm just worried if he's all alone, he'll spiral and get worse."



Jared shook his head. "No visitors except the chaplain. And Mark hates the chaplain. He thinks he's a schmuck." 



Molly looked down, discouraged for a moment before looking up again. "How do they keep him in the room? Do they lock it or something?"



"No, they don't lock him in. They just put a guard in front of the door. But it's just a guy from the company. Just part of the duty watch. Not like a full-time prison guard or anything."



Megan looked up at her husband. "You're platoon sergeant now. Right? You can go in there."



Jared nodded. "Yeah, but I can't like, stay and hang out. Just to check on him and stuff."



"Better than nothing," Megan's voice betrayed disappointment.



The three stood in awkward silence, trying to untangle the knotty conundrum.



"Can you sneak me in?" 



Jared squinted in surprise. "What?" 



Molly was surprised at her own hasty suggestion.



"Just for tonight. He's triggered right now, I guarantee it. That's why he lost control in there. Now he's all alone and he thinks his career is over and that he let everyone down. He's going to spiral, and his nightmares are going to be really bad. If he even gets to sleep at all. Just get me in there tonight, and I'll spend a few hours with him, and he can stabilize a little bit."



Jared looked blankly at Molly, unsure of how to respond. 



Megan intervened.



"Listen to her, honey. She knows what she's talking about…remember at the restaurant…"



Jared nodded. "No, I remember." He turned to Molly. "And I trust you, I just…how do you know that's what's happening?"



"Didn't you see how he was zoning out, and he started squeezing that armrest really hard? Even before he pulled it off. And his breathing picked up…and his pupils kept expanding and contracting when she was grilling him about the IEDs and stuff. And then he kept saying he didn't remember things, You know, after they got the new chair and everything."



"I thought he was just doing the 'I do not recall' thing to cover his ass."



Molly shook her head. "No. He actually has real memory gaps. I've seen it happen when I'm trying to calm him down. He'll forget what he just said, and you have to remind him." 



Jared chewed his lip. "You're telling me he's gonna have some kind of mental health episode, and the solution is to defy a court martial and put a civilian woman in a locked room with the El Paso Hulk? Seems like a really bad idea, Molly. A really, really bad idea."



"It's not like that," Molly assured him. "He's not actually dangerous. Just like…really confused. Confused enough to be frustrated and lash out a little. But it's only gonna get that bad if he's stuck by himself in a blank room for a long time."



"He looked pretty dangerous when he ripped that chair apart…"



Molly shook her head. "That was an accident, and he immediately caught himself. And don't worry about me. He has nightmares alot. Almost every time we sleep together. I'm always, always able to settle him down. Trust me. I'll be okay."



Jared looked over at Megan, who nodded up at him. He chewed his lip again, then flipped open his cell phone, dialing. He lifted the phone to his ear.



"Arnie. It's Poisson. Who's the sergeant of the guard tonight over in barracks E?"



 Molly's eyes finally began to well over, and she wiped a tear as it ran down her cheek. Megan caught her gesture and walked over to hug her reassuringly as Jared listened to the other side of the phone call.



"Okay," Jared said. "Well, spread the word. Sarge is on room restriction for a month. They're bringing him back now. He should get there in the next fifteen minutes, and they'll order a guard posted on his room. I'm taking over as acting platoon sergeant for a little while. Tell Smythe to make up a family emergency and have him reach out to me to cover for him tonight. And get yourself on for a walking post in barracks E. Switch shifts with someone. Do it now, before anyone gets there and notices the change."



Jared nodded over to Megan, who smiled helplessly at her husband as she held Molly, who was now crying into Megan's shoulder in frustration.



"No…" Jared continued, "Just swap with whoever's on. And keep it quiet. I'll be there in twenty minutes and I'll explain what's going on."



* * *



The kitchen table was messy–a familiar configuration of academic clutter strewn across the tabletop. This configuration happened mostly when David–and his quiet but firm preference for tidiness–was traveling during Jordan's dissertation work. Several books and printed journal articles lay about in loose stacks surrounding an open laptop computer. Having finished her lesson preparations for the classes she was set to teach tomorrow, she had one more task on her to-do list–one that she had been putting off until the end of the night. 



A spiral notebook lay open in a cleared space next to the laptop with a fresh, clean page ready to receive notes and observations. 



Although seated by herself in her apartment, Jordan felt strangely nervous. The laptop screen showed a video on full screen, paused. On the screen, a young woman sat comfortably in a chair in front of a dark gray backdrop, an easy smile on her face.



Jordan picked up her pen and pulled her notebook toward her.



Encounter is staged and pre-planned on a simple set with minimal furnishings. Subject is female, caucasian, early twenties, and appears healthy and relaxed. No visible signs of distress, constraint, or coercion. She is dressed in business casual attire and is wearing light makeup. Appears alert and oriented x4. No other persons are visible in the frame.  



Reviewing her initial notes, Jordan checked the frozen frame once more before hitting play.



Initial interaction is an interview, with the subject centered and the interviewer off camera. Initial conversation is casual, orienting interviewer to subject's background. Subject self-identifies as college educated, raised middle class in a small community in central Michigan. Subject self-identifies as having religious upbringing, attending services weekly or biweekly. Subject indicates confusion re: sex and sexuality in childhood and adolescence, reveals first sexual encounter to be in college after leaving home. Subject admits to only two sexual relationships prior to interview, and has recently ended a three year relationship following an amicable breakup resulting from "different priorities" with partner. Subject admits heterosexual orientation while admitting curiosity re: homosexual encounter. 



Jordan paused the video again, rewinding to review the tape thus far to make sure she didn't miss anything substantive. Satisfied that she had caught the essence of the scene thus far, she continued.



Subject admits to encountering the previous work of the interviewer on the internet, leading to curiosity re: BDSM. Subject indicates confiding to roommate re: curiosity, and was encouraged by roommate to contact studio. Subject resisted, but repeated positive exposure to interviewer's online content piqued her curiosity and led her to emailing interviewer, and ultimately to the present meeting. Subject emphasizes this is her first time on camera, and her first non-virtual exposure to BDSM practice of any kind. Subject self-identifies as nervous but excited.



Jordan rewound and watched one more time, adding an addendum before continuing.



Subject's relaxed affect manifests gradually in regress approaching acute tension as social cues indicate that the interview portion is nearing completion. Subject is still smiling, but pulling her lips back tightly, and appears to be clutching her skirt with one or both hands intermittently. Claim to be her "first time" is credible.



Jordan tapped her pen on the pad momentarily, not noticing a light sweat forming under her hairline. She resumed the video.

 

Subject is presented a written contract, which she reviews and signs. Follow on questions from interviewer gauge understanding of explicit sexual acts which she is expected to perform. Subject indicates understanding. Verbal consent is elicited and given for each intended sex act individually, and interviewer establishes a tiered system of "safe words" and accompanying gestures if and/or when subject is bound or gagged during the encounter. Emphasis is given to clear consent and communication with detailed specifics. Subject appears increasingly flushed and inclined to avoid eye contact as instructions become implicit. Interviewer asks the subject if she is ready to begin the encounter. Subject admits readiness. 



Jordan reviewed her notes, leaning her cheek on her open fingertips, surprised to find her own cheeks hot. She took a moment to get a glass of cold water, drank half of it, and sat back down, unconsciously looking around her to make sure she was alone before picking up her pen again.



Subject stands in front of the chair and is given specific instructions re: posture. Subject is instructed to remove clothing in stages. Subject seems inclined to cover herself and is reprimanded. Subject stands still in plain undergarments as interviewer enters camera frame for the first time. Interviewer is male, early middle age, caucasian, medium build. Interviewer is fully clothed and seems preoccupied with subject's posture, arranging her arms behind her, elbows at right angles facing inward behind her back. Subject appears to shake slightly, a clear flush on her face, neck, and upper chest. Interviewer fondles subject's breasts and genitals over, then under remaining garments. Subject does not resist, and appears aroused. Subject is reprimanded when she makes noise and is instructed to stay silent.



Jordan checked her notes, then noted that the video, which was 50 minutes long, was only 15 minutes in. She ran her fingers through her hair, exhaling deeply as she felt the sweat of her brow with her fingertips.



Subject is instructed to remove underwear. Subject complies and is reprimanded for moving slowly. Subject appears self-conscious when nude, instinctively covering herself, and is reprimanded, then instructed to resume the earlier posture. Interviewer remains fully clothed and instructs subject on the need for her posture to conform to instructions. Interviewer states a particular way of displaying her breasts conforms to his preference. Informs subject that her display and compliance should prioritize his preference. Subject complies with instruction and is praised and fondled. Subject smiles and is reprimanded for smiling. 



Jordan ran her hand through her hair again. Her forehead felt hot, almost like a fever.



Subject has a clean-shaven pubic region. Subject is questioned about shaving habits, and is fondled as she responds with her preferences and grooming routines. Interviewer instructs subject that her grooming will continue, but according to his preferences. Subject consents verbally. Arousal visibly intensifies as interviewer begins to fondle her more aggressively. Subject's nipples are aggressively manipulated, causing her to contort uncomfortably. No safe word is invoked.



Jordan shifted in her chair, trying to ignore the growing heat between her own legs.



Subject is instructed to withhold climax until allowed by interviewer. Interviewer leaves camera frame, then returns with what appears to be a soft rope made of teal-colored material. Subject continues to hold original pose as interviewer binds her forearms together behind her back. Interviewer continues arranging rope in pre-planned geometric patterns around her torso and around her thighs. Subject is instructed to kneel upright with her legs apart. Subject complies, but struggles with balance as her torso is tightly bound.



Jordan paused the video and reviewed her notes, looking at the screen. Her left hand slipped under the waistband of her pants, finding her own heat. She toyed briefly with that heat for a few seconds, then shifted in her chair again before resuming the video.



Interviewer leaves camera frame again, returning with a teal marital aid, matching the color of the rope. Subject is instructed to open her mouth as interviewer probes subject with the implement. Subject is asked questions with increasing aggression. Subject cannot articulate answers with her mouth filled. Subject appears increasingly flustered. Probing induces gagging and choking periodically. Subject is visibly uncomfortable but no safe word or safe gesture is invoked.



Jordan paused the video again and slipped her left hand under her underwear again, finding her heat combined with wetness. Briefly sliding her middle finger between her moistening lips, she felt the unmistakable glow of sexual pleasure. She grunted in frustration and then pulled her hand out, resuming the video.  



Subject's face is messy from saliva and gag reflux. Subject appears fatigued and disoriented, but expresses desire to continue. Subject is informed that she is to be penetrated. Subject consents. Interviewer wipes marital aid clean, using subject's hair to clean the implement. Subject does not resist. Subject is penetrated vaginally.  



Jordan sighed as she paused, this time dropping her pen and slipping her right hand down her pants, her left hand sliding up her shirt to pinch a nipple. Her mind returned to the one night she consciously submitted to Mark, when he probed her throat for the first time with his…



Jordan groaned in frustration and stood up, gripping her laptop in her right hand and picking up her cell phone with her left. Striding urgently down the hall to her bedroom, she activated her phone screen and opened the text message app to her last conversation with her husband.



J: 💃




Post 163 — MustBeDenied2

Sat Nov 02, 2024 11:11 am

Thanks, Crushing. My favorite days are when you post another installment!



MBD




Post 164 — nnjcpl2002

Sun Nov 03, 2024 12:13 am

Well, Crushing, you have us on the edge of our seats.  Excellent work 👍 

Now really eager for what comes next.

Thanks.




Post 165 — Jacko

Sun Nov 03, 2024 12:28 pm

Great stuff.



I have my fingers crossed that Jordan doesn't end up playing around with Patrick. Lukacz or Schenk get my vote ;)




Post 166 — Crushing

Thu Nov 07, 2024 1:10 pm

"So who did he bite this time?"



Megan pinched the bridge of her nose in frustration. Stopped at a red light, she was getting the news of the day from her husband, who had wrapped up an early training day and dismissed the company shortly after 3 in the afternoon following Captain Rein's orders. 



"He bit one of the yard teachers during morning recess. I didn't get the whole story, but…he obviously did it. It's JJ. He bites people sometimes."



Megan could hear her husband shrug over the phone. She closed her eyes and counted backwards from 10 as Jared continued.



"Anyway, the school wants to meet with us tomorrow. I've got to lead a battalion training starting at 4, but I think I can slip away before that. Maybe right after lunch sometime. What's your schedule look like?"



Jared's voice was annoyed, but resigned to the crisis. JJ had been a biter since preschool, chomping down on anyone who threatened or overpowered him to the point of desperation. Jared, the consummate hand-to-hand fighter, had tried every tactic he could think of to discourage the behavior: shame, joking, grounding, even teaching him other tricks to get assailants away from him. Nothing worked. Difficult to restrain on his best day, JJ was a menace when he got worked up. Many a well-meaning teacher had attempted to calm JJ down only to get little bite marks on various parts of their anatomy.



They had never had this problem with Marky. Always an even-tempered kid, he seemed inclined to "talk it out" as soon as he could actually talk. Despite being big for his age, he was non-confrontational almost to a fault.



The light turned green and Megan eased into the intersection, speeding up to match the flow of traffic heading north from Wilmington. 



"I can probably take an extra hour for lunch," she responded. "I don't have any court days for at least a month, I'm just getting spun up on my caseload. So I can do…I don't know…maybe one o' clock tomorrow? Can you get them to agree to that?"



"Yeah, I'll call them back and see if I can swing it. I need to make sure Mark doesn't need me then, though. I'll call him first."



"Don't bother," Megan replied, turning right off the main highway. "I'm about to talk to him. I'll just tell him we've got a meeting tomorrow. Another post-chomp debrief courtesy of JJ. He'll think it's hilarious."



"You're about to talk to him?" Jared sounded surprised.



"Yeah, I'm on my way to his place now. I need to stop by before I get home. But I won't be too long. I just need to talk to him about something."



Megan pulled into the driveway of Mark's house, where he was outside mowing the front lawn. Noticing Megan's car pulling in, he pointed toward the open spot in the garage, where Megan pulled in.



"Just talk?" There was a thick anticipation in the tone of Jared's voice.



"That's the plan," Megan teased. "Of course, if something else happens, I'm open to possibilities." The tone of her voice turned playful in response.



"God, you're so hot, Meg. You drive me nuts."



"That's why I do it…" Megan teased again. 



"What are you going to do with him?"



"Honestly, honey, I just need to talk to him about something. It's not a big deal, I'll fill you in later."



"Oh." The playfulness quickly drained out of Jared's voice. "Everything okay?"



"No, everything's fine. I just have a case that may involve a marine corps officer, and I'm not sure of protocols for dealing with officers in this situation. I'm trying to figure out how to navigate the officer world without looking like either a bitch or an idiot. Since Mark knows the whole officer world thing, I'm going to pick his brain for a minute. That's all."



"You couldn't do that on the phone?" Jared asked.



"I could. But I can't fuck him over the phone. And I think every conversation with Mark should at least leave that avenue of possibility open." 



Jared didn't answer, but she heard him clear his throat, flummoxed. 



Within moments, Mark had finished cutting the last row of grass and was wheeling the mower back toward the garage where Megan sat in her car. 



"So…are you gonna…" Jared asked awkwardly



Megan smirked. "Yes, baby. If he wants to have sex, we'll have sex. If we do, I'll bring you home a present, okay? I promise."



"Okay…" Jared's breathing got heavy again.



"Call the school back. See if they can meet at one. Then talk to JJ about using words instead of teeth, please."



Mark, having returned the mower to its place in the garage, now made his way toward the driver's side door of Megan's car.



"Alright, Meg," Jared said through the phone. "I'm on it. Have fun. Make it good for him."



"I always do, baby. I'll be home for dinner."



They hung up just as Mark opened her door. Megan stepped out of the car, looking up at Mark, dressed in ratty jeans, his powerful torso casually accented by his sweaty undershirt. His tight musculature showed hints of vascular protrusion following the heat, with a few stray veins standing out against his skin on the underside of his forearms leading up to his green-tinted hands. The faint smell of lawn clippings still hung delicately in the air.



"Good to see you Meg, but I won't touch your nice clothes. I'm gross at the moment. What brings you by?" He asked, smiling down at her.



Megan didn't answer for a moment, preferring just to look up at him. She then placed the flats of her hands on his chest and extended her body up to kiss him deeply. Her wedding ring sparkled in the late-afternoon light as the tips of her fingers curled around the inside of his shirt collar. After ensuring that enough affectionate moisture had transferred from her mouth to his, she pulled back slightly and smiled silently up at him.



Mark grinned. "I mean…If that's why you came by, I'll take it, but did you need to borrow sugar or something?"



Megan held her smile and shook her head. 



"Actually, Mark…I've got…something we need to talk about. A bit of news from your past. Our past, really. You want to go inside and sit down for a minute?"



A look of concern flashed across Mark's eyes. "Of course. Come on in, you know you don't have to knock here. I'd like to take a quick shower, first, though. Maybe you can grab an iced tea from the fridge or something and I'll be out in a minute?"



"Can I join you? Achilles?" Megan asked innocently.



"Yeah, I'm totally in Achilles mode right now," Mark grinned sarcastically. "Achilles got grubby mowing lawns after a full day of filling out stupid paperwork. That's what made the Trojan War so epic."



They began walking from the garage toward Mark's front door. Megan gently took his green, calloused hand and interlaced her fingers with his. Mark looked back down at her, puzzled by her sudden desire for casual intimacy. Clearly she had something on her mind.



"Didn't Achilles say he wanted to be a farmer?" Megan asked. "Or like a slave that farmed? Something like that?"



"Oh, yeah…in the Odyssey, Odysseus meets Achilles in the land of the dead, and Achilles says he'd rather be a dirt-farming slave than a hero among the dead. Which is the exact opposite of what he says while he's alive in the Iliad. So I guess that means that if Achilles came back from the dead he would have started a second career in landscaping. I guess dying really changes your perspective, huh?"



He opened the door and motioned for her to enter.



Megan laughed. "Isn't that when he said it's better to reign in Hell than serve in Heaven?" she said as Mark stepped in behind her and closed the door.



"No, that wasn't Achilles at all. That was Milton's Satan. But I like where your head's at…" Mark grinned.



Megan grinned back. 



"So. You didn't answer my question, Achilles."



"I'm sorry, what was your question, Briseis?"



"Can I join you for your shower?"



* * *



The soothing sound of a bubbling mountain stream rose out of David's phone and filled the dark room. He opened one eye, holding the other closed in an awkward squint, aware but unwilling to admit that it was time to get up. 



He looked over toward the alarm clock on the hotel nightstand. 



4:00 AM. 



He was always an early riser, but combining his normal early-to-rise habits with rapid weekly travel, often involving large shifts in daylight hours across the world–it was rough. The strain had degraded his normal circadian hardiness. 



He groaned and stretched his arms over his head, clicked on the small light on the nightstand, and then picked up and silenced his phone. 



The home screen on his phone showed a handful of text messages that came through overnight. 



8 messages in total. 1 From Arne…in Copenhagen. David opened the message immediately, wanting to be quickly responsive to his new boss. 



Arne: Good morning. Please call me at your earliest convenience.



The text had arrived only moments before David woke–3:56AM. Arne would have sent that at… 7:56 AM local time…probably right when he got to the office. 



David stood up and moved to the bathroom so he could splash cold water on his face. He needed to call Arne, but he still felt fuzzy. Stumbling through the bathroom door, he ran water, then splashed his face a half dozen times. 



Nope. 



Still feeling fuzzy, he soaked a washrag and draped it around his neck, feeling the cold drips run down the back of his T-shirt. He took a deep breath and picked up his phone, moving toward the work table in his room where his laptop was set up. 



Arne probably had questions about some recent visits, and David needed his spreadsheets handy for reference. He sat down and booted up his laptop, then looked at his phone screen as the operating system began to load.



7 more text messages.



All from Jordan.



The laptop was still loading the operating system, and David opened the text chain, knowing that he couldn't contact his wife for another 4, or perhaps more like 5 or 6 hours. 



Weird. Normally he woke up when she texted, but the days in Rio had been longer than usual. He must just have slept through them all…



David's mouth fell open as the screen populated with Jordan's messages.



Sent 10:42 PM

J: 💃



Sent 10:58 PM

J: 🌼



Sent 11:11 PM

J: I love you baby. I miss you



Sent 12:04 AM

J: 💃



Sent 12:21 AM

J:🌼



Sent 1:12 AM

J: 💃💃💃



Sent 1:44 AM

J: 🌼🌼🌼



David's palm slapped his forehead and his eyes bulged. He scrolled up in the message chain looking for earlier texts–any hints of what may have brought about this…interesting episode…or episodes. 



His wife had clearly passed the night in flushed–perhaps frenzied–bout of sexual self-care. 



No hints leading up to the first dancing girl in past texts. No texts after the final bouquet to explain. 



His mind began to crunch the data, his imagination soaking up the possibility of his beautiful, intelligent, eminently self-controlled wife laying back on the bed with her legs wide, her knees tucked upward, and her fingers sensually roaming the downy auburn tuft surrounding her warmth. 



According to the messages she sent, she began touching herself at 10:42, with her first climax at 10:58. So she was masturbating for 16 minutes. She likely would be primed beforehand…based on…what? 



Something must have gotten her in the mood.



Interesting…



The next message was clearly eliciting a response from him. 



I love you…I miss you…



An attempt to draw him into conversation…she was clearly still aroused and wanted connection. Generally she would get sleepy after experiencing a climax–that was his experience of her.



Clearly the wetness–the arousal–had continued, eventually spurring another episode beginning at 12:04, culminating in another climax at 12:21. A 17 minute session, almost identical in duration to the first…



David imagined Jordan's eyes rolling back as her hips gyrated urgently, her slender fingers disappearing into her body. Did she still have her top on, or was she fully naked by then? He took a moment to savor both possibilities…



He looked at the texts again.



The third time her beautiful, soft, feminine hands ventured south down her torso to address the call of her needs began after midnight. 



1:12 AM–and the message contained a tripling of the flower symbol…did this mean an intensification of arousal? or perhaps multiple, previously undocumented impulses to touch herself in the interim? Had she just masturbated compulsively for four hours?



He took another moment to savor each possibility, his penis very rigid by now. David absently reached down to touch himself, staring hungrily at the little cartoon symbols on the phone.



Three flowers at 1:44. The third dalliance had a duration of 32 minutes, and again, either an intensification of orgasm or a thrice repetition of peak pleasure. 



David's own pleasure rose sharply. He felt his breath slip into an excited arrhythmia at the tasty reality of his wife's willingness to report. His arousal heightened further at the thought of Jordan finding full physical release in his absence. 



Three flowers for the first time. Did she have multiple orgasms? He had not known her to have those in the past…although she may well have done so with Mark. He didn't know either way, she was usually in a happy daze when she came home from Mark, and loathe to supply details at that level. 



Perhaps, like the three dancing girls, the three flowers just meant an increase in intensity…and here he imagined her slender runner's frame–her heels firmly pressed together with her knees spread apart in a diamond shape–bucking involuntarily and lifting her smooth, tight buttocks off the mattress as the pleasure engulfed her. 



He couldn't wait to ask her.



David's analytical mind couldn't be restrained. He ran the numbers again. Three sessions of active masturbation. 16 minutes, 17 minutes, and 32 minutes respectively. A total of…65 minutes. 



He made a hasty comparison. When he and Jordan made love, she usually took between 15 and 20 minutes to climax from his mouth. On rare occasions, with very specific angles and fierce concentration, she seemed to be able to find orgasm from his penis, but only when he himself withheld climax, which was difficult. And that had to be within 10 minutes, he can't remember ever lasting longer than that. Although an average time to her climax from intercourse was difficult to happen–the occurrence was quite rare.



So here, Jordan was stimulated for 65 minutes in total: the first two sessions being shorter and the third longer, but also more intense, possibly with multiple instances of either involuntary hip bucking or, more likely, legs slamming shut and tucking her knees toward her chin in quasi fetal-ecstasy. At the conclusion of each climax, she would have withdrawn her beautiful, slender fingers slowly from her body, coated with honey…



David threw his head back and groaned, feeling the intensity of his own climax illuminating the tip of his penis. Choking silently for a moment while the dazzling dance of pleasure extended down his modest length and into his pelvis, he cried out without words as the pleasure began to radiate down the nervous pathways of his now stiffening legs. Again, as before, his eyes fell on the little yellow flowers on his phone screen: the symbol of his greatest sexual desire, which was his wife's confirmed, confessed, and documented sexual pleasure.



He began to catch his breath as his legs dropped down and his feet came to rest on the floor.



He took a moment to compose himself, then got up to clean the modest drops of semen that had pooled on his fingertips and make a cup of coffee before sitting down to quickly review the work of his first few months on the job. 



Once he felt fully human again, He dialed Arne, then set the phone on speaker and placed it on the table next to his laptop keyboard so he could have his hands free to search his files if needed.



Arne's secretary made him wait on hold for a moment, then put him through.



"David!" Arne's voice was warm. A good sign.



"Good morning, Arne. I hope everything is well in Copenhagen."



"Everything is well in Copenhagen, yes. And how is Rio?"



"Beautiful. They've been very kind to me here."



David's mind had trouble leaving the thought of Jordan touching herself behind. Absently, he opened the text conversation, feeling a small flutter as he saw the little parade of dancing girls and yellow flowers.



"Excellent, David. I'm pleased to hear it. I'm just calling to…I believe your idiom is…to 'check-in' on how you are doing."



"Yes, well, I have the reports I've submitted here, as well as the data to back up my suggestions. I'm happy to answer…"



"Yes, yes, I have all that already…" Arne interrupted. "I'm actually more interested in how you are doing. Your job is a very busy one, and can be very exhausting. Do you feel exhausted?"



David wasn't sure how to respond. "I…I'm holding up fairly well, I think. I'm getting used to the travel, although the shifting time zones can be tough."



"I see. Are you enjoying the work itself?"



"Oh, that's great, Arne. I love the job. New challenges every week, new puzzles to figure out. I love it. So no complaints there."



"That's good to hear. And how is Mrs. Stark?"



"She's good…" David answered uncertainly.



"She is…doing okay with your traveling? Excess business travel…It can be a strain on a marriage, especially a young marriage. Is she managing without you there?"



David looked down at his phone again, seeing the three dancing girls, and the three yellow flowers. In his mind's eye, Jordan had now changed positions–upright on her knees, her beautiful petite breasts on full display with her shiny auburn hair falling forward over her clavicles. Her head rolled back as her mouth fell open and she lost control–her hips bucking backward and forward, her hand jammed between her legs.



David cleared his throat. "She…seems to be keeping herself busy. She's finishing up her doctoral degree. It's her dissertation year, so she has a lot to occupy her time and attention. But she's still very supportive of this career move, so I'm not too worried."



"I'm pleased to hear that, David. I ask because you are four months into your first year contract, and this is about the time that our new analysts begin to…what's your idiom? When they begin to…crack?"



"Oh, I don't feel that's the case, Arne. In fact, I feel like I'm just getting started. There's still so much to learn."



"That's excellent. And the pay is sufficient to your liking?"



"Oh yeah, the pay's wonderful. No complaints there." David was unsure where the conversation was headed.



Arne's tone shifted. "Well, David…I do have some just a couple questions about some of the suggestions you have given that we have implemented. From the Port of Los Angeles specifically. Which was, I believe, your first inspection?"



"Yeah, that was. Let me pull up the data from that real quick…"



"Well, you gave a number of recommendations, and many of them are promising. But in particular, one of your suggestions stood out as unusual: you suggested to switch the regular shifts of two specific employees–the morning and swing shift employees who operate the southern crane. Do you remember?"



"Oh yeah, Eddy and Tank. Yeah, Tank was on swing shift, and Eddy was on mornings. Eddy liked the morning shift, but Tank kept missing his kid's ball games because he was always working from three until eleven. Also, I noticed that it took Eddy about three cups of coffee and at least two hours to really start to move efficiently in the morning. So there was a ton of operational drag on that crane. I figured if you switched them, Eddy might be mad for losing his morning shift, but Tank would be way happier. And Eddy would be awake for his whole shift, even if he didn't like it. Seemed worth a shot to try it."



"Interesting. I ask because that is not usually the type of suggestion we get. Normally, analysts recommend route changes, equipment upgrades, changes to tracking software, things like that. Hyper specific personnel changes that are…well to be honest David, these are quite granular, lower management decisions…we're not used to getting those. You spent time talking to both of these gentlemen?"



David tried not to sound defensive. "I certainly don't mean to break the mold of the job, but I noticed that the south crane was operating at about 30% less efficiency than the middle and northern ones, so I looked into it. Everything about the crane itself–and the dock and ships it services–they're all the same as the other cranes. The only thing that was different was personnel. Eddy and Tank."



"Well, it turns out you were right. We switched their shifts, and, after a little grumbling from one of them (as you predicted), all three cranes are operating at almost identical rates of load and unload now. And between that and the downstream benefits of that change, the port is moving much, much more smoothly. Much more than we anticipated from your first visit, in any case. I'm sending you the most recent movement reports."



A notification sound indicated the email had arrived for David's review.



"That's great, Arne…" David grinned. "That's just what I like to hear. It feels good to be making a difference."



"Well, I should tell you that your success in Los Angeles has gotten the attention of the board of directors. You should know that no one in your position has achieved that level of improvement that fast. Especially with a change that cost the company nothing. So…I'm reaching out to you at the board's request. They want me to make sure you are happy, to make sure that you have everything you need, and that you'll continue your tour. They'll be happy to hear that you're feeling comfortable. But they've authorized a…cherry on the top. Is that the right way to say it?



David laughed. "Yeah, you've nailed it. What do you mean though?"



"They've authorized me to disperse your bonus early. Even though the third quarter isn't over for another two weeks, we've calculated your bonus based on the changes you've made thus far. I transferred it to your bank account this morning.



David's brow furrowed in surprise. He quickly opened his online banking app. 



His eyes bulged again.



"I see the deposit there, Arne. That's incredibly generous…I wasn't expecting that."



"Well, then it seems you and I are getting in the habit of pleasantly surprising each other. Let's make it a habit, shall we?"



"Yes sir…" David shook his head, still struggling to wrap his head around the giant cash drop. Hastily, he moved it into a savings account–still unsure whether it was real.



"And David…"



"Yes?"



"I wouldn't presume to direct you on how to spend your earnings, but may I make a suggestion?"



"Of course. I'm all ears." David cocked his head, half smiling in anticipation.



"Take some of that bonus and purchase something nice for Mrs. Stark. You can let her know how well you're doing and make her feel taken care of at the same time. Two birds, one stone…I believe is the idiom?"



"That's it, yes. I'll certainly do that, Arne. Thank you so much for calling."



"Thank you, David. We're so happy to have you on the team. Please call me if you need anything."



David closed his banking app, once more finding himself face to face with…



J: 🌼🌼🌼



"Thank you Arne. I will certainly do that…"



* * *



A delicate, caramel brown index finger traced a weaving path through a thick spattering of semen–a rough map of the climax Megan had stirred from her longtime lover. The viscous leavings of his passion found broad purchase across and between her bare breasts, her darker brown nipples erect with the thrill of their coupling, still in the stage of heaving relief. 



The pad of her finger gently gathered the proof of her success with her lover and gently daubed it on her left nipple, spreading it thinly to coat herself before gathering another small pool of Mark's sperm and coating her right nipple to match. 



Mark lay exhausted on his back, staring at the ceiling of his bedroom as he caught his breath. The dazzling sensation of release brought about by Megan's physical charms still sparkled through the major veins of his body. With the slow return of focus to his eyes, he turned his head toward his best friend's wife and grinned, exhausted.



"Thanks for dropping by."



Megan playfully slapped his bare chest, giggling. She propped herself up on her elbow, looking up and down his long, muscular body. She rested her gaze on his face, which presently returned to stare distantly up at the ceiling. She noticed her playful slap had left a hint of semen from the pad of her index finger on his chest. Gently leaning over his torso to lick it up, she kissed the moist spot on his chest, then sucked the remaining moisture from her index finger and smiled silently at her lover. Then, looking down, she saw his softening cock laying back on his stomach, a bead of white liquid forming at the tip, ready to pool above his navel. She quietly leaned down and suckled the remaining seed from his body and swallowed it, then carefully licked the moist remains of her own passion from his shaft before laying back down next to him and staring up at the ceiling herself.



"No problem," she said sarcastically. "Any time."



Mark laughed out loud. "You keep dropping by, you're gonna make me not want to start dating again, Meg."



Meg smiled, not looking over. "You think that's gonna hurt my feelings?"



Mark chuckled. They both lay still for a moment, catching their breath.



"So," Mark broke the silence. "What did you want to talk to me about? Something about 'our past,' you said?"



Megan propped herself up on her side elbow again, unsure if or how to broach the conversation with her news. 



Mark turned his head to look at her, suddenly struck by a contrast. Her warm, clean, symmetrical face, her smooth, dark hair with its careful sheen, the clear, intelligent, empathic gaze of her deep brown eyes–all stood out in stark contrast against the explosive rivulets of his semen running down her torso. 



It seemed almost symbolic of her place in his life. Steady, beautiful, but consistently put upon with the insanity he brought with him everywhere he went. 



Yet she always accepted him with open arms. She seemed so comfortable with the chaos of his love, but yet so unshakably committed to her marriage. She really was an incredible woman.



He knew what was coming. Why she had come to talk about "their past." At least he was fairly sure the news was. 



This must be so hard for her…



Should he help her, or would she prefer to find her way to the words on her own?



She looked up at him, rubbing his upper arm gently. "How are you doing, Mark? Are you sleeping okay?"



Mark nodded. "Yeah, can't complain."



"How are your nightmares? Pretty much under control?"



Mark sighed. "They still get bad around the anniversaries and stuff. You know how it is. But honestly, lately, not that bad. Being busy helps me sleep better."



"You know you can call me if it's bad, right? I don't like the idea of you dealing with that stuff alone. Especially now that we're nearby. And I know that Molly used to…"



Mark winced noticeably, turning his head away.



"I'm sorry, Mark…" Megan's hand moved from his upper arm to rest on his chest. "I didn't mean…I just know it's better if you have someone to sleep with. When it gets bad. I just…I want you to know that I'm thinking about you. That I'll help if you want me to. That's all."



Mark nodded silently, then turned his head to face her again. "I know. I don't know why that still bothers me. And it doesn't bother me that much, really. Just an old habit, I guess. But I appreciate the thought, Meg. I really do."



"You'll call me if you need me?" Megan's eyebrows raised.



Mark nodded. "Sure. Was that your news?"



"No." Megan cleared her throat, looking down for a moment. "I just wanted to check in before…"



Mark smiled encouragingly as she looked back up at him.



"Mark, at work today, I came across…"



"Marky's my son, isn't he?" Mark interrupted.



Megan froze, her mouth hanging open. 



Mark's eyes softened, pleading for an answer.



"I, um…"



"It's okay, Meg. Just tell me."



She shook her head, looking down in disbelief before answering.



"I don't know, Mark. I honestly don't know. But it's possible."



Mark nodded gravely. "Do you want to know?"



Megan shrugged helplessly. "I don't know that either. I know Jared doesn't want to know though. At least not yet."



Mark nodded again. "OK. That's good enough for me."



"Good…" Megan sighed with relief. "Whoa. I was not expecting that. At least not right now."



"That wasn't your news? About our past?"



Megan shook her head, laughing nervously. "No, Mark. No it wasn't. But I think I'll sit on that news while we talk about this. My news is really not that big of a deal compared to this conversation. Now that it's hanging out there…"



Mark shrugged. "Okay."



Megan began tracing gentle doodles on his bare chest with her finger. "Do you want to talk about it more?"



Mark hesitated. "Yes. But I also don't want to overstep my bounds."



Megan stopped, a grave look now on her face. "Mark. One way or another, you're family. You might have fathered one of my children. You literally just blasted a load on my tits. What boundaries are you worried about?"



Mark stifled a laugh. "Good point."



Megan smiled as she laid down, resting her cheek on his chest. 



Mark hesitated, then continued. 



"If we were to talk about this, what would you want to talk about?"



Megan thought for a moment. "I'd want you to ask me everything you want to know. I don't like the idea of me having answers that you want and don't have."



Now it was Mark's turn to pause. "Can I ask anything?"



"Yep. Anything."



Mark took a deep breath.



"Okay, I have a few. I guess the first is just a follow up…if you don't know for sure, what do you think? Is he mine?"



Megan leaned up on her side and took his hand before looking deep into his eyes. 



"Mark, he's Jared's son. Regardless of biology. Jared is Marky's dad, and always will be. That's how we feel about it."



Mark nodded. "I think that's awesome. And I totally respect that. There's no man in the world I admire more than your husband, Meg. He's the best man in the world. And the best dad in the world. That's how I feel about it."



"Oh good," Megan sighed, relieved. "You have no idea how long I've been carrying the crippling fear of your answer to that question."



Mark smiled, squeezing her hand. "I bet."



"But you probably still want to know what I think about the…um…biology part of that question…right?"



Mark nodded. "Yeah. If you're comfortable."



Megan looked down, avoiding eye contact. 



"I think you got me pregnant. But I didn't know until after you left. I don't know for sure, but…I think you got me pregnant."



Mark lifted her chin with his finger, then pulled her close to kiss her. 



She pulled back and looked in his eyes. "You're not mad?"



Mark took a deep breath. "Not even a little. I think we knew we were playing with fire back then. Things happen. And look what a great kid he is. And what great parents you are. If Jared can handle it, and it seems like he can, then it looks like everything worked out great."



Megan smiled broadly, kissing him again. "I mean, we didn't exactly hide it, naming him after you…"



Mark laughed. "Yeah, not particularly subtle."



"That's not why we did that, though. I mean, I didn't know for sure either way when I was pregnant, and when he was born we had our suspicions, but that's not why we named him after you."



"Why did you, then?" Mark's eyebrow popped up.



Megan shrugged. "You were such a big part of both of our lives, and then you were just…gone. After you left, Jared and I both…we didn't want to really lose you forever. So when Marky was born, way before either of us really, truly suspected…we named him after you."



"Still the biggest honor of my life," Mark smiled proudly. Megan smiled back, and he tickled her chin playfully.



"What else do you want to know? Come on, hit me again, mister questions. Sorry, Captain Questions…"



"Okay," Mark thought again for a moment. "Since it's still hypothetical, I guess I'll ask this. What would it mean for us if it were true? You and me? I'm not gonna break up your marriage or try to get custody, or whatever. But it does feel a little different now that we're talking about this. So what…what do we do now?"



She grimaced. "I don't really know. On the one hand, nothing. On the other hand, everything."



Mark shook his head, trying to understand. 



Megan sighed. "I guess if it were true, we would know for sure that you and I will always share something. Something that I value more than anything else in the world. So on some level–even just pure biology–I guess we'd have a really, really deep bond. Well, a deeper bond than your run-of-the-mill sex friends, anyway."



Mark paused, then kissed her again. "I guess so. How do you feel about that?"



Megan's toes began to tingle with excitement as his kiss seemed tinted with a new affection. She giggled to herself, then began to doodle on his chest again. "As long as it doesn't get weird between us, I love that. I really do love you, Mark. And not just because you're good in bed."



She giggled again. 



Mark smiled in spite of himself.  "Okay. One more question."



"Shoot." Megan wiggled closer to him again, and gently kissed the scar on his jaw. She was clearly getting more comfortable with the situation. 



"If it were true, what would you need from me? What can I do for you? And if it's appropriate, what's my role with Marky?"



Megan paused, uncertain of how to answer. "I don't know, Mark. I…I guess I've only kind of thought through what I need you not to do. Which isn't very helpful, and may have been the wrong way to think about it."



"What do you need me not to do?"



Megan grimaced. "A few things, I guess. The main one is to just, um…keep this between us…even as a hypothetical. Don't bring it up to Jared unless he brings it up first…He's just not ready. I know he knows. And I don't think he's mad or carries any negative feelings about it…I just don't think he's ready to face this possibility yet. Not fully."



Mark nodded. "What else?"



"Obviously, don't bring it up with Marky. Maybe when he grows up…I don't know. But definitely don't tell him."



"Yeah, that's a no brainer…"



"Good." Megan sighed again. "And then the obvious stuff–don't come charging in demanding custody or paternity tests or make a mess of things. But I don't need to tell you any of that. But yeah, since you asked, that's what I really don't need."



"For sure."



"As for what I do need? I'm not sure. "



Mark hummed in response, also unsure of how to respond.



"I'm not saying I'm not answering," Megan hastened. "I'm just saying I need some time to think about it. Oh, shit…speaking of time…what time is it?"



Mark checked his watch. "6:15."



"Shit. I gotta get going, dinner's going to be late."



Megan quickly kissed him and stood up to get out of bed, hunting around the room for her clothing. She found it in a neat pile near the bathroom door, and began to dress hastily.



Mark sat up, a little bewildered at her hasty desire to exit. "We could go back together. I could order you guys a pizza or something…"



Megan looked over as she bent down to pull her pants on. "I don't think so, Mark. I'm glad we talked about this, but now I need a little time to think by myself. I didn't plan on having this conversation today. I'm a little gobsmacked."



"You want to clean up first?" Mark asked, standing up and pulling on some basketball shorts, pointing at her semen splattered breasts, still apparent after the bra was on.



"No time. It'll be fine, I'll just button up my blouse."



Mark shrugged. "OK. Fair enough." 



He left the room and walked down the hall into another bedroom for a moment while Megan was zipping and buttoning her clothes. As she sat on the edge of his bed slipping her work pumps on her feet, Mark entered again, a small, ratty paperback book in his hand.



"What's that?" Megan asked.



"Something I want Marky to have. I first read this when I was about his age. I really liked it then. Thought he might too."



Mark extended his arm, offering the book to her. Megan hesitated before taking it.



"Redwall," she read, smiling. "Don't think I've heard of this one."



"Yeah, part of a series. They sold them at grocery stores for a while when I was a kid, and my neighbor Benny got this one for me. So it's…kinda special."



Megan smiled deeply, looking over at the back cover. "Benny bought this for you? Wow. That's a real treasure. That's so sweet, Mark…"



Mark shrugged. "No problem. I just thought…he might like it. That's just the first one, though. If he likes it, I can get him some of the other ones. I ate 'em up when I was around his age. The librarian had the next one waiting for me every time I came in for a while." 



Mark laughed at the memory. "If he doesn't like it, fine. But I thought…you know, since I don't have a son of my own, and he seems to be a reader, I thought maybe he'd like it." He shrugged.



Megan stopped, looking carefully over the well-loved volume, unsure of how to respond. 



"I'm sure he'll give it a try. Should I tell him it's from you?"



"That's up to you."



Megan smiled knowingly. "Okay." She stood up and kissed again him before walking out toward the front door. Mark followed. She picked up her keys and purse from a small decorative bucket sitting on his kitchen counter, tucked the paperback book carefully into her purse, then headed to the door. 



He didn't say anything. 



As she reached for the doorknob she hesitated, then turned thoughtfully to face him.



"Ummm…I do have one more thing?"



"One more thing what?" Mark asked.



"One thing I would like you to do. Just, you know, in contrast to the list of things I want you not to do."



"Sure. Anything. What?"



"Well, you know how sometimes when we're together I make little references to having a baby with you? To get you going?"



Mark nodded, grinning. "Yeah, it's crazy hot."



Megan nodded back, then looked down, suddenly bashful. "Not every time, but…I think I'd like it, sometimes, if…when we're together…I'd like it if you'd make love to me like I'm the woman who carried a child for you. Because…I think I did. And I'd like to know what it feels like with you when you know that. If it's beyond a hypothetical." 



She stepped forward and turned her head to kiss him one more time. 



"I want you to make love to me like you know that, in a little three bedroom house about ten miles away, there's a tall, skinny, ten-year old boy reading fantasy books in his room, and he's only there because you and I made love eleven years ago. Before you disappeared."



Mark gulped. "I'm not sure I know how to do that."



Megan smiled to herself, then looked up at him, her eyes sparkling. "I'm not sure either. But I want to try. At least once. Could you do that for me?"



* * *



Mrs. Jordan Stark-Simms had become a regular feature in the Sunday worship service programs. Usually featured somewhere in the middle of the service, her vocal solos were a bimonthly feature by now.  Weekly sessions with Mrs. Dolly every Wednesday evening had paid off. 



Jordan's confidence had grown noticeably.



Not to mention her tonal range, her stylistic grasp, and her vocal warmth in general. What started as a fun chance to enhance her skills in a homegrown hobby now had parishioners bringing friends to church just to hear her sing. Much to the delight of the pastor and governing board of the church. Who didn't like to see the pews filling out a bit more–and the collection plates filling up a bit more too?



And of course Mrs. Stark-Simms, though modest about her own performances, was thrilled to help. Helping out at church was in her bones–it was a family business, after all. So she embraced an informal role in helping to build and grow the little community, as well as contributing to the success and stability of the church financially. There were even whispers of having her do a private recital for charity. She and Mrs. Dolly had been selecting and practicing songs with that in mind, although nothing had been officially decided or announced.



And Mrs. Dolly, the pastoral staff, and governing board were not the only beneficiaries of Jordan's selfless efforts. She had taken up a quasi-permanent role in the girls' youth group, tempering the frumpy and judgmental ministry of Mrs. Deleuze with a younger, more relatable, and happier air of fellowship. Some of the girls had even begun to copy her style in how they dressed for church…wearing soft pastel dresses and crimping their hair the way she often did on Sunday mornings. They had earned the affectionate nickname of "Jordanettes," showing a clear preference and affection for her upbeat, intelligent approach to life. The influence was clearly having an impact, much to the dismay of Mrs. Deleuze, but much to the delight of the girls' parents, who loved having a happy, intelligent, and hardworking young role model in their daughters' lives.



So this Sunday morning, as a prelude to the main sermon, Jordan stood in front of the choir in a knee-length beige skirt with a cream white belt, a navy blue sweater, and softly crimped auburn hair. Her posture was firm, straight, but relaxed as she sung the rich, warm opening bars of Schubert's Ave Maria into the open air of the chapel. 



All eyes were on her. The opening bars having passed, her eyes moved brightly around the congregation as her body swayed with each breath. As her eyes moved around the space, she looked down to many warm smiles, and even a few amorous stares from some of the men looking up at her.  



 Noticeably absent in the congregation was her loving husband. His new job had him constantly traveling, and even on his weeks off he was lucky to make it to a Sunday service–often needing to leave to catch a plane while she crimped her hair or ironed her dress for church. A tinge of sadness flashed momentarily across Jordan's mind as she closed the song, wishing that she could hold her husband's gaze and sing to him–at least for the last bar or two.



Her eyes fell for a brief instant before her voice faded. The organ accompanying her faded shortly after, and the congregation burst into warm applause. She smiled graciously before stepping back and taking her seat with the choir as the pastor made his way to the pulpit.



Jordan resisted the urge to glance at her phone as the sermon began. She couldn't appear rude or distracted after singing a solo. Mrs. Dolly had made it abundantly clear that the parishioners would continue to look at her after she sat down: "Something about a pretty songbird…" Mrs. Dolly had said, wagging her finger playfully before the service started. "They look because she sings so well, but then they can't look away!"



Jordan tried to keep her eyes fixed on the pastor, but was definitely aware of a proliferation of eyes on her. Dozens–perhaps hundreds of unknown eyes directed at her–it would have horrified her when she was younger. But she surprised herself by how comfortable she felt it now. Perhaps several successful solos in front of the same congregation gave her confidence. Or perhaps now that she was fully grown, married, and close to established as an adult, she simply felt like she had a place in the congregation. But it was clear she was less bothered by the attention than she used to be.



But the desire to check her phone nagged at her. She did miss David. As much as she felt herself to be a part of the congregation due to her increasing visibility as a solo singer and mentor of the girls' group, she didn't like going to church alone. And while she always missed David when he was traveling, the pain of separation seemed more acute when she went to church by herself.



The pastor droned on. Something about manna from heaven…



Jordan's mind drifted to her husband again.



Something had happened recently that had him on her mind more than usual. She had been delighted by his amorous enthusiasm earlier this week when he had woken up to a series of text messages she sent during an evening of self-exploration. The next day David had texted and called repeatedly whenever he could steal away a few moments from work. He had showered her with enough affection to make her blush over the phone, and that afternoon had found another (albeit smaller) delivery of fresh-cut flowers to her office.



That level of excitement from her husband made her miss him. When her husband showed that level of eagerness for her, it seemed to create a shortcut to the deeply fulfilling emotional intimacy she craved–an intimacy she felt most strongly with her husband's touch. 



When David wasn't traveling, the exchange of marital intimacy flowed naturally simply because they lived together and were near each other. David's excitement led to him reaching for her hand to hold. It led to spontaneous embraces, sweet kisses or, if they were in bed, an exchange of coos and cuddles that caused the tensions of her day to glide away. 



Sometimes these little exchanges involved sex, but it wasn't sexual gratification that led to the intimate connection she wanted.. In fact, David's sexual arousal didn't often correlate directly with Jordan's sexual satisfaction. Having been married for a couple years, she was surprised to find that to be the case. His excitement usually led to her gratifying him quickly–he never lasted long when she touched him. Her climax may follow if David spent time focusing between her legs with his fingers or mouth, but she was surprised to find she didn't often crave that. It was the intimacy that followed after sex that enchanted her.



So now, based on their new arrangement, when she symbolically alerted him to her moments of arousal and self-care, he would respond with the intense delight and excitement that led to the emotional intimacy she craved. 



Just without the physical touch.



As far as sexual gratification was concerned, Jordan was getting better at finding her own way to satisfaction than he was. She admitted this with some chagrin. But she had also been surprised at how excited she would get lying in bed waiting for him to text something saucy or affectionate to her. 



The pastor droned on. Forty years in the wilderness…promised land…



The catalyst to this spontaneous burst of affection at a distance had been…a research mishap. A careful attempt to document and analyze a psychological phenomenon via a video found on the internet had drawn Jordan into a rather deep hole of arousal that she had some trouble climbing out of. She wasn't prepared for that, but her arrangement with David led her to sending her warm feelings of arousal and release to him throughout the night. And the response from David had led to a week of nearly constant communication and affection. It was intoxicating– almost felt like they were first dating again.  



So she knew that in her phone, now tucked neatly into her purse under her choir seat, David was likely trying to text her. He wouldn't be home for another week. But, due to the constant texting, neither Jordan nor David could wait to hold the other in intimate embrace. 



Jordan glanced around the congregation briefly before returning her gaze to the pastor's sermon, noting that most of the eyes that had been fixed on her had now either turned upward to the sermon or fallen down to the phones in their laps. A few–three or four–sets of eyes still kept drifting subtly toward her seat in the choir. 



A small blush spread over her cheeks.



She would call David as soon as she got home. He would drop everything to ask her how her solo went. She couldn't wait to tell him.



* * *



"Hey baby. I'm home."



Jared turned around to see Megan walking tentatively into the kitchen. 



"Hey…" 



Jared stood in front of a skillet, stirring hamburger meat for sloppy joes. Megan walked behind him, clasping her hands in front of his stomach and hugging him from behind. He turned his head to kiss her hello, then stood still as she quietly rested her head on his shoulder.



"Everything okay?" Jared kept stirring.



He felt her nod, but she didn't say anything.



"You sure?" A hint of skepticism crept into his voice.



"Yeah, everything's fine. Just thinking through some stuff."



"What stuff?" Jared reached over to begin adding sugar and spices to the meat, combining them into a sloppy but sweet-smelling mixture.



"Just thinking about how good of a dad you are. And how lucky I am. With just…everything."



Jared smiled, relieved. "You sound relaxed. Sounds like you got taken care of…"



Megan snorted. "It's not that, perv. Well, I guess it's true, but it's not only that. I'm just…really happily married, I guess."



"Me too." Jared turned to kiss her again. "You know I want you to have a good time, babe."



"I always do…" she sighed. "Where are the boys?"



"Marky's buried in a book in his room. JJ's in time out."



"Where?"



"In his room."



"Did you set the meeting for tomorrow?"



"Yeah. 1 'o clock was fine. We're doing it then."



"Okay, good. I'll just take a late lunch…" Megan kissed him on the cheek. He set down the wooden spoon and turned down the heat of the burner. He turned around to face her, leaning against the counter, and she moved to clasp her hands behind his neck and lean on him again. 



"You figure out what to do with your case?"



Megan laughed. "We never got around to talking about that…"



Jared chuckled back. "Well, sounds like you had a really good time. What's the case? You said it involves an investigation of a marine officer? At LeJeune?"



"Yep…" Megan said, leaning back. "And there's…something about it that I thought you'd like to know."



Jared cocked his eyebrow. "What…really? Anyone I know?"



Megan's eyes sparkled. "Macintosh."



Jared's eyes bulged. "No shit…no shit? No shit!!!" He covered his mouth hastily with his hand, then whispered urgently, 



"No shit???"



Megan smiled gleefully. "No shit."



"What…who…why…?"



"It was a referral from the inspector general's office. I guess he's an executive officer in one of the supply battalions or something, and they've had some inventory discrepancies. I'm not sure about everything yet, but it looks like his dad's involved too. You know, the big-wig dickbag that…"



"That created all that trouble for Mark. No shit…"



"Yeah. Pretty amazing coincidence. No one wanted the case since it involves a sitting US congressman, but I grabbed it. Can't let on that I know the guy, of course. And I really doubt he'll remember me. So we'll see where it goes."



"Did you tell Mark?" Jared's eyes remained wide, still stunned.



"No, funny enough. We didn't get around to it."



Jared smirked. "Sounds like you had a good time."



Megan nodded, smiling. "Yeah. You could say that."



"So is it a good case? You think you can…"



"I'm pretty sure I can charge him," Megan said confidently. "He's a real dipshit. Didn't even bother to cover his tracks. I don't think he knows how to get away with stuff like this, honestly. But I don't want to move until I'm totally sure. And congressman daddy is much better at covering his ass, so that case is going to take time to build. I'm not doing anything until I've got them both. Plus, I have to convince my boss, and that's going to be a tough sell. Because…congressman. You know…"



"No shit…" Jared snorted.



"You're really articulate tonight, baby…" Megan grinned.



Jared laughed again. "I'm just…wow. What a coincidence!"



"Yeah, the case was on its way to the "pass" pile, actually. Glad I caught it when I did."



"If you get it past the boss, do you think you can win?"



"No." 



Jared's face fell. "Oh. Well…"



"I don't 'win' cases like this, baby. I'm gonna destroy that motherfucker. I'm gonna shred every goddamn page of his service record and make sure he spends at least a decade turning big rocks into small rocks in a federal prison. Then I'm gonna hogtie and skullfuck his congressman daddy in front of every goddamn TV camera I can find. I am going to fucking END this entire family…"



Jared's eyes widened again, an excited smile spreading across his face. Megan's eyes had taken on an intensity he rarely saw…and definitely never wanted directed at him. The set jaw, the flared nostrils, the clear, threatening pulse of red-hot magma just beneath her light brown irises…



"God, you're hot…" Jared chuckled.



Megan broke from her rage trance and laughed nervously. "Sorry. Just got excited. But yes, I think I can win. As long as I can get the case by the boss. So it's got to be absolutely airtight. And it's going to take some time."



Jared lightly pinched her chin in his hand, and leaned down to kiss her again. "If anyone can publicly skullfuck a congressman, it's you, babe."



Megan blushed. "Aww…baby…"



Jared turned around to stir the food again. Just a few more minutes left. He added a dash of salts…



"Jared…" Megan's voice floated up from behind him, calm and even.



"Yeah?" He turned around to see his wife with her blouse unbuttoned and held wide open, revealing the soft, creamy brown skin of her C-cup breasts with strong rivulets of thick dried semen striated across them. 



He froze in place.



"I brought you a present."



Jared was like a moth to the flame, reaching forward to pull her bra down and expose her more fully. The light crusting of Mark's passion for his wife had partially coated her hardening brown nipples. He leaned down and suckled on her right breast, gently kissing around the breast before suckling again…



They heard a noise on the stairs. Megan quickly pulled back and turned away, hastily buttoning her blouse as Jared returned to stir the food. She had just finished covering herself when Marky appeared around the far side of the refrigerator.



"Hey mom…when's dinner?"



* * *



If it was a crime, it would have been tough to tell from the footage.



The flat, low resolution picture that came from the off-the-shelf surveillance camera provided only a blurry picture as she stepped out of her car. She was dressed in a knee-length beige skirt with a cream white belt and a navy blue sweater. Large, dark aviator sunglasses covered her pale face framed by crimped auburn hair.  



The parking lot camera saw the young woman look left, right, and behind her, still clutching the open door of her car in hesitation. Seeming to be satisfied that the empty parking lot meant she was alone, she made her way at an awkwardly hurried pace across the lot and out of the view of the camera.



When she reached the blackened glass double doors, Jordan threw one more look over her shoulder as she pulled the door open and slipped inside. Again, she confronted the scantily clad mannequins. Although the specific lingerie being modeled had changed since she'd seen them last. She held her breath as she rounded the corner of the entryway and saw stocked shelves.



It was somehow more unsettling the second time. The bewilderment of her first visit took some of the edge off of the sheer volume of nude female bodies that flooded the shelves. Raunchy titles, many with terrible puns and overwrought graphic design competed for the customer's attention–the inevitably lonely male gaze. All of it seemed geared toward the lowest common denominator of male lechery. The women seemed devoid of personality or identity. Just dead eyes holding the gaze of the camera, with fake balloon breasts jutting out awkwardly and with fake facial expressions of an obviously contrived sexual hunger. Who could be aroused by this?



The sight almost pushed Jordan back out of the store. She shook her head and walked on, avoiding the hundreds of dead eyed stares calling out to her from row after row of DVD covers. Walking past these stacks and rows of empty souls resembled some kind of scene from Greek mythology–a young heroine braving the land of the dead–a harem of virtual women offering overwrought, sad, lonely pity sex, straight to your DVD player. Sixty minutes of dead-souled raunch at an absurd markup.



It was a real run of the gauntlet. When she had visited the store with David, her main objective was to keep his eyes off of the display. Now, like a train wreck, she couldn't look away.  



She moved past the worst of it, making her way toward the back as quickly as she could while the individual DVD covers began to blur past. 



She couldn't help contrasting the selection of content in the store with the scene that haunted her not more than an hour ago in her choir seat. Her memory had taken her away from her longing for David. Still looking toward the pastor's sermon, her light blush had deepened and spread as she remembered. 



She didn't seek it out. The memory came to her. It was intrusive. As if the devil himself had accessed the memory of the naked young woman tied up in a teal rope. 



She remembered not only the sight, but the feeling she had when she watched it. What had begun for Jordan as an academic exercise had led to a night of surprising pleasure, and with follow-on delights in the form of David's prolonged excitement. 



But the tail end of that delight had another tail–the involuntary recurrence of the bondage scene in Jordan's head, and the subsequent, intrusive return of her arousal. Often occurring during the most inconvenient or inappropriate of times. 



Like during the last half of the pastor's sermon. And again right before the closing hymn, causing her to miss the cue and to stand two seconds later than the rest of the choir.



It was a particular point in the scene–one that had come well after Jordan had dropped her pad and pen and relocated the laptop to her bed that night. 



Having settled on the bed and removed her pants, Jordan had been enjoying the delicious tease of her fingertip on the stiff apex of her womanhood when the young woman on the screen, who had been complying with instructions to pleasure herself with the teal phallus after it had been inserted into her, had finally been given permission to experience a climax. 



The young woman had complied with the instruction with a stammering shriek, coupled with several awkward and involuntary contortions of her body. And the awkwardness seemed to be a feature of the sexual exchange–with her arms tied securely behind her back, the only way to comply with the directive to pleasure herself to a full climax was by employing awkward, jerky movements with bucking hips and bouncing on her knees. The awkwardness increased in intensity to the point of desperate absurdity as the young woman had found the release of orgasm. 



The orgasm had made Jordan herself feel the deep wellings of climax rising from between her legs. She had just whimpered out her own initial release when the young woman on the screen, exhausted and with a hanging expression on her face, was ordered to kneel upright. The man–the interviewer in the scene–had carefully removed the toy from her vagina and then fastened it to some kind of fixture that sat nearly at the woman's eye level, but several feet away. The young woman had watched him carefully, still breathing heavily with drooping shoulders as he worked. 



When the man had fixed the phallic implement in place, he attached a small hook and line to the rope holding the young woman's arms behind her back and fastened the other end to a metal ring on the wall. Once finished, he ordered her to make her way to the phallus and suck it. She had wearily complied, shuffling awkwardly on her knees, her proud and perky breasts clearly visible between the decorative runs of rope wrapped tightly around her torso. Shortly before arriving at the teal object, the hook and line slack had snapped tight, and she was prevented from reaching the phallus.



The man had begun to insist on her obedience as she struggled to comply. No physical prodding or violence–just a low, calm, repeated demand for obedience. The woman had desperately strained, her torso pitched forward, her neck extended, her mouth wide and her tongue hanging out. The tip of the phallus reached but did not break the plane of her open lips. Obedience was kept from her at a tantalizing tease of almost no distance. Several minutes of intense effort followed, and, as the young woman's tongue had desperately grazed the head of the phallus, Jordan had found her second, more intense release. The copious flow of her arousal had coated her fingers as she, entranced, had continued masturbating furiously, plunging two of her fingers in and out of herself.  



It was at that point that the man playfully suggested he move the device closer. The young woman had nodded eagerly and silently, and the faux penis was moved several inches closer. She had eagerly–no, ecstatically–fellated the thick teal cock, humming as she relished the newfound ability to obey, moaning in rapture as she slurped. The combination of those sights and sounds had caught the tail of Jordan's second orgasm and thrown her hard into a third. The wave crashed over her, her legs slamming shut and her eyes squeezing closed, her teeth gritted and bared, a low grunt coming from the deepest part of her body. The dazzling sensation had sent shockwaves around her torso and shimmering down her legs. 



Jordan groaned deeply as the sensation subsided. She opened her heavy eyelids to see the young woman grinning ear to ear as the interviewer carefully untied her naked body. Jordan's breathy panting gradually slowed to normal breathing and her lips closed just as the young woman, seemingly quite relaxed and unconcerned by her naked body exposed on camera, chatted happily with the interviewer. Her posture and demeanor clearly showed a state of emotional and physical relief.



Jordan shook off the memory, finding herself standing in the adult store again, with the reason for her trip to the store in her hands. She was startled to realize she did not remember finding the thing on the shelf or picking it off the rack to examine it.



RICARDO.



An impressive likeness, to be sure. A long, thick, copper-toned cock with a believable arc of the shaft to accent its rigidity. Circumcised, with a head proportional to the ample proportions of the shaft. A suction cup attached to the base of the fake scrotum–a feature she could have done without. 



Jordan turned the package over, reading the product description on the back before suddenly realizing she was in a public place holding a large fake cock. Mortified, she looked hastily around again, relieved to confirm the store was still empty of customers. The woman working at the checkout counter was not visible behind the DVD racks. 



In order to take it home, she would have to hand the toy–RICARDO–to that woman. She would have to get money out of her purse, and exchange the money for..this…thing. A receipt would be offered. Eye contact made.



She couldn't do it.



She moved to put the toy back and leave before she stopped herself, suddenly returning to the memory of the bondage scene–the young woman straining toward the teal cock, her mouth hanging open in desperation. 



Jordan stopped, looking down again at the toy in her hands. 



Hazily, her memory shifted to another memory. A point of view she had occupied during her last liaison with Mark–the one shortly before David was hurt. Mark had surprised her with dismissal, and she had left his home shockingly aroused but confused. Then, armed with some hastily gleaned advice from the Reddit bondage community, she had returned, kneeled and offered herself to her lover. After removing her clothing for Mark, and after initially exploring her body with his large, copper hands, she had been surprised at her arousal when the thick tip of his copper-tone cock had found her gag reflex. Instead of stopping, Mark had waited for her to compose herself, but then continued to press his large cock back into her mouth and into her throat. 



The gagging had continued for a few minutes, making a mess on the floor between her knees. Jordan had not objected, despite the discomfort, and indulged the behavior for as long as he wanted before he had dragged her to his bed and fucked her.



She looked at the toy again. 



It wasn't exactly like Mark's. But it was close.



She turned to walk purposefully toward the checkout counter, her church shoes clicking conspicuously on the tile in the otherwise silent store.



* * *



The Poisson household was unusually quiet for 8:30 on a weeknight. 



JJ, having been sent back to his room to serve out the remainder of his banishment following his unprovoked gnaw on the yard teacher's left hand, had become sullen and fallen asleep early. 



Jared was in the basement with a beer, watching a baseball game on TV. 



Megan was set up at the family dinner table, spread out with a pile of ledgers, reports, and other evidence she had brought home from work. 



The only noise apparent in the house were the wet squeaks of her highlighter on the page in front of Megan and the running commentary of the sportscaster drifting faintly up the basement stairs.



Two lanky, uncertain feet thumped their way down the carpeted stairs toward the main floor. Megan's oldest son Marky appeared, walking past the table toward the kitchen. Disappearing into the kitchen, he presently returned with a glass of milk and a fistful of beef jerky poorly concealed in the hem of his shirt, moving quickly past his mother and back toward the stairs.



"Hey, bud…"



Marky turned around, caught.



"Where are you going with all that?"



The boy answered evasively. "To my room."  



"Is that peppered or teriyaki jerky?"



"Teriyaki. I'll put it back, I know it's late…" Marky dropped his head and turned back toward the kitchen.



"Put all but two pieces back, then come back here and give me one."



"Okay…" the voice drifted out of the kitchen. A moment later he came back and set a piece of jerky on top of her paper.



Megan leaned back in her chair and picked up the jerky.



"Sit down for a minute, bud. I've got something for ya." Megan took a little bite off the jerky as Marky pulled out a chair and sat down nervously. 



Megan hesitated, still a little raw from her earlier conversation. 



"What do you know about your Uncle Mark?"



The boy shrugged. "He's cool. I know he's Dad's boss, and I know they went to boot camp together and stuff. And he's nice. He comes to our games and stuff. And he takes us to get pizza sometimes."



Megan nodded. "He's…a really close friend to both your dad and me."



"Okay."



Megan took a deep breath. "Did you know he saved Dad's life once?"



The boy cocked his eyebrow, biting off a big chunk of jerky and chewing ostentatiously. "Really?"



Megan nodded. "Yep. In the war."



"What happened?"



Megan took another deep breath. "Well, they were on a patrol together, and they got attacked. Dad fell and hit his head and passed out. The bad guys were coming, so Uncle Mark picked Dad up and dragged him away, and fought off the bad guys when they tried to take Dad. He actually got a special medal for it. You know that bronze star that Dad has on his fancy dress uniform?"



Marky nodded. "Yeah."



"Uncle Mark has one too, but it's silver. They're pretty rare."



"Cool." 



"I just think it's time…I think you're old enough to know that story."



"Okay. Cool story. Does Dad remember? Since he got knocked out?"



Megan shook her head. "No, Dad doesn't remember. But he's got a lot of other stories about Uncle Mark being brave though. More than I have. But you can see why we're so close with him."



"Yeah, totally. I didn't know that."



Megan took one more careful breath, choosing her next words with trepidation.



"If Uncle Mark hadn't picked up Dad and fought off the bad guys, we might not even be a family. I personally think that if it weren't for Uncle Mark, you wouldn't be here, mister. So I'm…really, really grateful to him, because…here you are!"



Marky nodded. "Is that why you guys named me after him?" 



Megan smiled. "Yeah. Yeah, it is. I just…I just want you to know that he's a good man. That you can trust him, and you can talk to him about anything you want." 



"Okay." Marky took another big bite of jerky. Megan took another bite, and they chewed in silence for a moment before she made her final decision.



"Uncle Mark told me to give this to you." 



She reached into her purse and slid the paperback across the table. He picked it up and looked at it, clearly interested in the artifact. 



He squinted at the worn, cheap cover. "It's kinda old."



"It is old. He had it when he was your age, and he thought you might like it."



"What's it about?"



"It's about fantasy stuff. Knights and ladies and magic and adventures, all that jazz. But all the characters are animals."



"Sounds lame."



Megan smiled. "Well, give it a chance. See if you like it."



"Okay."



"Now go tell Dad goodnight and get up to bed, mister. It's about your bedtime."



"Okay."



Marky stood up from the table and planted a jerky-flavored kiss on his mom's cheek. He then sauntered toward the basement door, looking at the back of the paperback as he disappeared down the stairs.



Megan smiled after him with a warm–but unsettled–heart.



* * *



"Hey baby! How's Buenos Aires?"



Jordan playfully rolled the "r" in "Aires" to spice up the greeting.



David laughed. "Pretty good, I think. I just got here, so, I've only seen the airport and the hotel."



"Is it pretty?"



"Well, it's dark. So I haven't seen much. I'll tell you in the morning."



Jordan frowned sympathetically. "You know honey, sometimes I get a little jealous of your globetrotting, but whenever we talk, it sounds like you're just in hotel rooms and port offices."



"Yeah, that's pretty much it," David admitted. "Maybe after I do a few rounds and know the territory, a few years down the road, I can make time for some sightseeing. Who knows?"



"That would be nice. Maybe I can come with you sometimes?"



"Duh-doy!" David laughed. "Anytime you want to come, baby, Arne was pretty clear on that. You can hop along whenever. And you can do anything you want."



"Wish I wasn't so busy with my school stuff…" Jordan pouted.



"Well, when you finish you can totally come along…maybe in the summer after you graduate?"



"Yeah!" Jordan responded enthusiastically. "I'd love that. We can travel the world together…"



"Solve mysteries, fight crime…"



"And bang in every time zone." 



David chortled. "Haven't heard that one. Is that a goal of yours?"



"No. At least it wasn't before. But I think it is now." Jordan cocked a grin. "Is there a club for that? Like the mile high club, but for time zones?"



"If there is, we could be founding members. We'd have to name it ourselves."



"Interesting. I'm game to try if you are. Mister Stark…"



David laughed again. "Yeah, totally. I mean…I get to have sex with the hottest woman alive a guaranteed 24 times. Who would say no to that?"



"I don't know. Maybe women…"



"Not all women…"



"That is true…gay men then?" 



"Baby, please. Have you seen yourself in the mirror? Naked? No man would say no. Nobody's that gay." 



Jordan laughed out loud, smiling widely at the game, but the banter soon seemed to run its course. 



David broke the silence after a brief pause. 



"How was church?"



"Good. I got another solo. Schubert's Ave Maria. Classic."



"Really? That's a really pretty song. I'm sorry I missed that."



"Me too…" Jordan admitted. "I really miss you when I sing in church. I wish I could just sing for you, and everyone else can listen."



David sighed. "Well, not much we can do about that for a little while. Still, I'm happy for you–seems like you're getting really good these days."



"Mrs. Dolly thinks I could go pro. I don't really know what that means…I guess singing professionally in churches?"



"They have those, I think. Especially in some of the bigger, richer churches."



"Yeah, I guess. I don't know, I think that would suck all the fun out of it."



"Yeah, I could see that. But you're having fun with it now, right?"



"Oh yeah…" Jordan hastened to clarify. "I'm actually really glad to have a hobby to keep me from going all dissertation-crazy. It helps clear my head."



"Yeah, I could see that. That's great, baby."



"I have trouble keeping my head clear, sometimes." Jordan admitted, the tone of her voice falling.



"Well, that's what you get from being so smart. With all of those books running around the inside of your skull. It's gotta be a traffic jam in there sometimes."



"Yeah…" Jordan snuffed out a small laugh. "But…"



David waited for her to go on. She seemed hesitant to go on.



"It's not just dissertation stuff though, honey. I just feel like my head's all packed with fog sometimes. And I get frustrated, and I feel like I don't know who I really am. You know?"



"I'm not sure I do," David replied, furrowing his brow into the phone.



She puffed out a breath in frustration before continuing.



"Don't you ever feel like you might actually be two people? And that one of you is the good one but the other one likes to mess up your life and get in the way?"



"Like the angel and the devil on your shoulder? That kind of thing?"



"Kind of, yeah…" Jordan confessed. "I mean, I think that's the way I would have described it growing up in Sunday School. And I guess I still kind of think that's how to describe it, but I'm not totally convinced it's like a good-and-evil kind of thing. Like, instead of a good-and-evil thing, maybe it's like a higher-goals and lower-desires thing. Like, one part of my brain wants to do my dissertation, think great thoughts, build a stable life, that kind of stuff. But the other…"



"Wants to sit on the couch and eat chips?"



"Yeah…" Jordan replied. "Or sometimes it's not lazy–it's like, I want to just go out and buy a whole new wardrobe or something when I don't actually need new clothes. Or sometimes I want to just jump your bones and ride you dick all day long. You know?"



"Well, you should never resist that last inclination…" David smiled. "Never ever."



Jordan grinned. "I thought you'd like that. But even when you're not here…I mean…you know what the dancing girl means…"



David's cheeks began to heat. 



"I get really flustered, baby. And I don't quite know how to deal with it sometimes. And…please don't think I'm full-on crazy here…it's almost like there's this other voice that's literally calling out to me. And she won't leave me alone until I…you know…"



"Is it an actual voice? Like a person?"



"I mean, it's definitely my voice. It's definitely my own inner voice, but just like…one that stands in a different place than my regular inner voice does. Am I crazy?"



"I don't think so. But you're the almost Ph.D psychologist, honey. What do you think?"



"I don't know. I just feel like I should find a way to fix the split. Like, I could make some life change where every part of my life falls into a neat little lane, and I can visit all the lanes when I need to, and I'll be super efficient and get everything done. Like…here's the box for my teaching, a box for my research, one for my church stuff, one for my family, one for my relationship with you, one for friends, one for sex…and each box gets its own space in my life, and when I'm done with it, I put it back and move onto the next one. Everything's perfectly divided and set in its own space, and I don't feel like I'm two people anymore."



David paused before responding. "It sounds like you want a logistics expert to organize your life."



Jordan laughed. "I'd love that, baby. And I'd love it if you did it. But it's not that I don't know how to store all the little boxes. That's not the problem. The problem is that there aren't boxes, and it seems like all the things kind of run together in a mash, and I can't control it. My body, my mind…they go where they go when they want to go there, and there doesn't seem to be a whole heck of a lot I can do about organizing it."



"That sounds really frustrating. Especially to me–but only because I'm obsessed with organizing my life. And everyone else's."



"I don't know, baby." Jordan opined. "Maybe it is the whole Neo-Platonic/Christian spirit/flesh duality. Like my mind/spirit is organized and aimed at the higher, but my body has its own kind of muddled, selfish thing going on."



"What kind of thing?"



"You know, like bodily needs. And I know you know I hate that word. But I think I hate it because it's kind of accurate. Like, if I don't run at least 4 times a week, I get really tense and frustrated really easily. And since we've been married, I've noticed the same thing about sex…like if I don't get enough sexy time, it throws me off for a while. Like…for days, sometimes. It's really annoying. It's like there's this constant annoying hum in the background when I'm trying to focus, and it's really hard to concentrate."



David was silent for a moment, teetering on a knife edge. "I know you've been…uh…texting some of that to me lately. When you take care of things yourself. Has that helped, um, organize that part of your life?"



Jordan blushed. "Organize? No. But it does take the edge off. And it also helps me feel close to you, which makes it better, and makes the good feeling last longer after I'm done. And I like that we're doing that–that I check in. It's not as good as when we're actually together physically. But it's better than just…you know…by myself in the dark…



David shifted his weight, giving his erection room to move in his pants. 



"Well…I like it too, Jo. I get really, really excited when I know you're excited."



Jordan snickered. "I know you do, silly. I like that, too."



David hesitated again, then took a deep breath.



"I noticed when you mentioned your boxes, that the one box was for me...our relationship, and another box was for sex."



Now it was Jordan's turn to pause. "Yeah, I guess I did say that."



David didn't know where to go. "I just…noticed that."



"Yeah…" Jordan responded uncomfortably. "Good catch, baby. I mean, I do mean sex with you…I just mean…"



"That the idea of our relationship is kind of its own thing. Like our marriage as a whole…apart from our sex life. That makes sense."



"Yeah. Yeah, that's it. I mean…I just phrased it awkwardly."



"No, I get it." David cleared his throat. 



Another pause. Then,



"Jordan?"



"Yeah?"



He cleared his throat into the phone again.



"I'm okay with your sex life having its own box."



Jordan paused for an uncomfortably long time before answering timidly.



"Okay…"
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Thanks for the notes of encouragement, I appreciate them! Sorry for the delay, life gets crazy, you know how it is. I have the next chapter largely drafted, I've got one more section to finish and then I'll edit the chapter and post it. I'm shooting to have it up Thursday sometime, so look for it then.



Thanks again, and glad you're enjoying the serial. I'm having fun developing it, and I'm getting attached to the characters, which is fun for me. Keep the comments coming, I always appreciate the feedback.




Post 174 — Peacemiller

Wed Nov 20, 2024 9:52 pm

I've absolutely enjoyed the first handful of chapters I've read. The quality (grammar, style, dialogue) is everything I look for when investing into a story. 



Crushing, any general estimate when the whole story will be finished? (Sorry if it's been asked before! I'm the type of reader that prefers to binge in as few sittings as possible.)




Post 175 — Jacko

Thu Nov 21, 2024 9:31 am

@Crushing,



Thanks for the update!

Personally, I don't have a problem at all with you taking as much time as you need to complete chapters to your satisfaction. 

Especially as I came down with Covid this week and my brain's not in a place to devour and enjoy if you had posted already :)



Thanks for all your efforts!




Post 176 — Crushing

Thu Nov 21, 2024 6:00 pm

"I can't believe you turned them down, Jack. I can't believe it!"



Jordan Simms, a shy, skinny, bespectacled young girl in a clean, modest khaki dress from the charity store peeked inconspicuously around the doorframe into the kitchen. 



The oldest daughter of Pastor Jack and Mrs. Monica Simms (who had just turned nine last week), was an intensely curious girl. Focusing on being able to see and not be seen, she watched her parents argue. Her mother, visibly pregnant with her third child, refused to turn around to face her husband. Jordan's mother was usually so even tempered. Sweet, even. Now her posture displayed an unfamiliar set of emotions: frustration. Even anger. 



Her face was not visible–Monica leaned over the kitchen faucet as it poured out a weak stream of water into a sink full of dishes.



Jordan's father, Reverend Jack Simms, tried to put a gentle hand on her shoulder. 



But she shrugged it away angrily.



"It's not a good thing, Monica," he tried to explain. "I know it's more money than we have. But it's not a good thing."



"It's not just the money. It's just…security! Advancement! This is a big church! An established, successful church! They have an auditorium for a sanctuary! They have a full time praise band! A good Vacation Bible School! Jordan could learn the Bible from a professional teacher instead of just poking through your library! You could become a famous preacher on TV! Don't you want to reach more people for Jesus? What is the downside, Jack? Tell me!"



Jordan saw her dad cringe for a moment before formulating his response.



"I know you don't really believe any of that, Monica. There are downsides. Big ones. Their church is flashy, I'll give them that. And I know they have a lot of people attending. All that money comes from a big, excited congregation. But all that money goes somewhere, too. And not where it should. I don't trust it. I know who these people are. And so do you."



Jordan's mother stopped scrubbing the plate. Her shoulders slumped in defeat.



"I know. I know it, Jack. I'm just so tired of struggling."



"I know, honey. But we're really blessed, in our way. God will make a way for us."



"We don't have room in this little house for a third child, Jack. I thought we'd be able to move up by now."



The Reverend sighed. "I'll take care of that. I asked Lyle and he said he had some extra lumber and drywall. He said he'd come over next week and he and I can put another bedroom on the back of the house."



Monica sighed again. "That's very kind of Lyle. But he's 74 years old, Jack. I'm afraid we're going to kill him."



Reverend Simms laughed. "It'll take more than that to kill Lyle. No, he and I can tackle it together. We'll make another room for a nursery in no time. You'll see. Jordan and I can go find some shingles and a window or two at the salvage yard. And she can help us build. You know how she is, she'll love that. Maybe fetch us tools or hand us nails or help paint. It'll come together before you know it. And it'll be fun! And I'll make it nice for you, honey. You and the new baby. It'll be great. I promise."



Jordan's mother sighed again, finally turning around with a weary look on her face. 



"Jack, you're a sweet man, but you're naive. It's what I love about you most days. But some days…like today…I just…"



She clenched her fists and grunted in frustration before letting her head fall against her husband's chest. He wrapped his arms around her and kissed her frazzled hair.



"I know, honey. But we'll be okay. The Lord provides. Sufficient for the day."



Monica didn't respond as her husband stroked her back.



The Reverend's voice modulated to a low, gentle, reassuring tone. "You've been on your feet all day. With a baby on the inside and a toddler on the outside, honey. Go lie down and relax. I'll clean up here."



"Okay." Monica wearily agreed. 



Jordan scurried away out of sight into the pantry as her mother walked by, too tired to notice her daughter standing there. After hearing footsteps up the stairs, Jordan peeked out again to see her father tending to the dishes. She cautiously stepped out and walked up behind him.



"Hey Dad…"



He turned around, betraying a weary look on his face that brightened noticeably when he saw his oldest daughter.



"Heya Jojo…How's the homework coming?"



"It's done. It wasn't hard. Is mom okay?"



"Yeah, yeah. Of course, Jojo. Everything's fine."



"Are you guys fighting?"



Reverend Simms shook his head. "No. Mom's just tired. You wanna help me with the dishes? Grab a towel. You can dry."



Jordan picked a dish towel out of a drawer and stood beside her father as he handed her clean, wet dishes.



"You comb the dictionary yet, Jojo? What's your new word today?"



"Atavistic." Jordan responded proudly.



"Oooh, that's a five dollar word right there. What's it mean?"



She was ready with the answer. "Reverting to a concept that is ancient, outdated, or ancestral." 



"Sounds like something a wizard would study in an old dusty library."



Jordan giggled. "Maybe."



They worked in silence for another moment.



"Dad?"



"Hmmm?" He handed her a mug to dry.



"Why does mom think you're naive? You read more books than anybody."



Reverend Simms sighed. "I guess you heard that. Well, I can be naive. Mom's not wrong about that. But being naive can be a good or a bad thing. Naive just means innocent. Someone who hasn't been corrupted by the world or the evil things in it. And that's a good thing! But it can also mean that that person can get taken advantage of or exploited by tricky or evil people. Because naive people don't understand evil or know how to fight back against it."



"Was Jesus naive?"



"I don't think so. I think he knew exactly what everyone's game was, good or evil. But he, since he was such a special kind of good, he chose to resist evil in his own way. I'm sure people thought he was naive, though."



"So mom thinks you're naive because you turned down the offer from Maranatha Fellowship?"



The Reverend smiled. "How long were you listening to us?"



"The whole time."



Reverend Simms chuckled to himself. "Can't get anything by you, Jojo."



Jordan giggled. 



Her father continued.



"Mom's worried about the new baby, and our congregation isn't very big. She's right. It's not going to be easy with a third mouth to feed. And I don't make the money that the pastors down at Maranatha Fellowship make. It's tough to get by sometimes. But we're making it. I've got that job stocking vending machines in the mornings. They keep me busy, and we're getting by. I think we're pretty blessed, myself. But mom's not wrong to worry. She just wants what's best for you kids."



"What's wrong with Maranatha? If you made more money, you wouldn't have to drive the chip truck anymore."



Reverend Simms turned off the faucet and turned toward his young daughter, grasping her forearm gently and looking into her eyes.



"Listen to me, Jojo. There's nothing wrong with a man who drives a delivery truck, or who digs ditches, or fixes cars. There's nothing that makes uh…a doctor or…a professor a better man than someone who drives a truck and delivers things that make people happy. It's honorable. And an honorable job is far, far more important to a man's character than a lucrative job. A good man is a good man no matter what his profession is. Jesus was a carpenter. And the best man in the world may well be a regular old truck driver, or a plumber, or any honest trade."



Jordan hadn't seen her father look that earnest before. It hit her hard. She didn't know how to respond. 



He turned back to the sink and turned the faucet back on. Jordan thought about his response for a moment before following up.



"Dad, is it bad to be rich?"



Reverend Simms shook his head and smiled. "Not necessarily. But money…has a way of rotting things. In much the same way poverty can. Having too much can be just as dangerous to your soul as having too little. It rots things."



"Rotting things? How?" 



"Well, too much of something can be bad for you. You remember Mr. Wiles? He used to sit three rows from the back? He died last year?" 



Jordan nodded. 



"Do you remember that before he died, he didn't have his feet anymore?"



"Uh huh."



"Well, Mr. Wiles had diabetes. He'd had it for a good long while, and he got it because he kept eating things that tasted good. Now we all love candy and yummy food, right? Nothing wrong with it all by itself. But Mr. Wiles went overboard with it. Eventually he got diabetes. But then after he got diabetes, he just kept eating and eating, more and more candy and sweets…and eventually his body just shut down, a little at a time."



"Mr. Wiles' feet fell off because he ate too much candy?" Jordan asked, wide eyed.



"Well, it's a little more complicated than that, but basically, yes. Too much abundance…too much of a sweet thing…too much pleasure…too much comfort…it's bad for you, Jojo. It's nice to have nice things. You should always work hard so you can have enough. But when you get greedy, when you get too much…that's when things start rotting. It can rot your soul. Or your marriage. Or your family. You've got to be on your guard against it."



"Do you think Maranatha is rotten?"



Reverend Simms' lips pursed. "I don't like to pass judgment on other Christians. Jesus says we shouldn't do that."



"But they're rich."



He nodded. "They are. Very rich. And I don't judge them for that. But I also don't want to put my family in the middle of all that. I like our church. The people here need us. They need me preaching and visiting them when they're sick. They need you to sing in the choir and pick up song books after services. We can't just leave them. And I don't know if we're strong enough to just get rich all of the sudden and still be the family that we want to be. Don't get me wrong, I want to give a good life to you. But I don't know if I'm strong enough to resist the temptations that come with a rich man's life. Especially a man who gets rich off of Jesus' name. So you can blame me if you want to, Jojo. But I feel it deep in my bones. Nothing good can come out of having too much and still claiming to follow Jesus. That's why I said no when they offered me that job."



Jordan nodded.



"I don't blame you for anything, Dad."



Glancing sideways for a second, Jordan saw a hint of a tear form in the corner of her father's eye.



"I can help you build a new room for the baby too," she offered. "I like Lyle. I like his funny stories."



The Reverend nodded, fighting out a smile.



"Thanks, Jojo. I like Lyle, too."



* * *



Three loud, metallic slaps rang harshly through the steel fire door. 



"Yeah…come in."



The door squeaked as it opened less than half way, but then held steady. For a moment, no one appeared.



Sergeant–now Corporal–Rein stood up and cocked his head to see out the door, surprised to see a shock of long red hair nervously peek in, followed by a pale, petite woman's body. The door was pulled shut–but not before Mark looked past to see Corporal Arnold–one of his former squad leaders–dressed in his guard duty belt and looking hastily both ways to ensure the coast was clear.



Molly stood awkwardly at the entrance of Mark's barracks room–a nervous, half-cocked grin on her face. Her hair hung loose and flowed down to her shoulder blades and collar bones, her ears still studded with small gold earrings sporting the eagle, globe, and anchor–the symbol of the Marine Corps. She had a cloth shoulder bag slung over her right side, and she had changed from her courtroom clothing to a more casual outfit comprised of plain blue jeans and a forest green shirt that matched the color of her eyes.



"Hey…" Her nervous grin tensed further as her head and body tensed backward a half-inch, uncertain of what Mark's response or mental state would be upon seeing her. 



"Hey." He seemed to be at a loss for words. But he didn't look angry.



Molly looked around Mark's barracks room for the first time. It was not unlike a prison cell. 



Jared had tried to prepare her for the spartan reality of barracks life. A concrete floor with a solid, simple tile-print overlay. Walls made of large bricks, painted plain white. No decorations on the walls. On one side of the room was a small desk and chair. next to the desk, a waist-high bookshelf positively crammed full of paperbacks. On the other side was a single bed with a plain green blanket stretched tightly over the mattress. Centered on the back wall was a small alcove  with a vanity sink and two doors facing each other–probably a bathroom and a closet.



"You're not supposed to be here." Mark said flatly.



Molly took a deep breath. "I know."



She took a second look around the room, noting small indicators of Mark's state of mind. Several small, grubby red smudges were visible on the white painted brick. Matching, as she soon realized, the torn skin on the knuckles of his right hand. A trash can was on its side in the alcove behind the sink…seemingly having been thrown from across the room. 



"How are you feeling?" Molly asked gently, taking a step toward him.



"I'm okay. How are you?"



"I'm good."



Mark towered, trembling, in the center of his barracks room. He was dressed in his utility uniform, but had removed his button-up blouse. He still wore his tight green undershirt, camouflage pants, and utility boots. 



His eyes were wild, his posture tense. 



Molly took another step toward him. He looked like a wild animal–unsure whether to fight or flee, but stuck in a cage. She became suddenly and acutely aware of their size difference as she approached.



Mark twitched noticeably as she reached out to touch him, placing her flat palms on his firm chest and looking up into his eyes.



"So…tough day, huh?"



Mark nodded silently.



She slowly ran her hands up and down his torso. Then, when the shaking of his body began to diminish, she stepped in again to press the front of her torso against his and lay her cheek on his chest.



"Are you glad to see me?"



He felt the lilt of her voice resonate against his chest and the tension began to drain from him.



"Yeah. Yeah I am, actually. How did you get in here?"



"Jared set it up. I don't know how it works, but I think he called someone and changed the guard shifts before they brought you back here. He's doing guard duty tonight, and he put someone you know as the guard on your door. They waited until all the officers and senior people left and then snuck me up."



Mark allowed himself a half smile. "Sneaky bastards."



Molly sighed out a laugh. "Yeah." She looked up into his eyes. "Mark, where are you?"



Mark's eyebrow raised. "I'm in my barracks room. On motherfucking restriction…"



Molly smiled. "Yep. But I'm with you."



Mark sighed and allowed himself to put his arms around her and squeeze. She hummed and extended her own arms around his neck. They kissed deeply.



"So…" she said, stepping back from their embrace, "what's going to happen if they catch me here?"



"To you? Nothing. They'll just make you leave and escort you off base. I'll get some shit though."



"Like what?"



"I don't know. Don't really care, actually. I just got fucked over for some bullshit, might as well add it to the tab, right?"



Molly nodded sadly.



"I don't think we've got a problem, though. If Frenchie's running the shift, he'll know how to keep people out of here. We can hang out for an hour or whatever and he can sneak you back down."



Molly shook her head. "Uh-uh. I'm staying the night. I told Jared I'd leave before people get up for PT. That's when he says there's a bunch of people around."



"How are you going to stay the night?" Mark looked around, confused. "You see this bed? It barely fits me…"



"We can make it work. I don't mind being cozy. Of course, we don't even have to sleep, if you don't want…" She flashed Mark a saucy smile.



Mark allowed himself a small laugh. "Okay…I'm not going to turn down a night with Molly. Especially when I'm stuck in here by myself for the next month."



"That's what I thought…" Molly gave him another quick peck before walking over to his desk, setting the shoulder bag down on the plain wooden surface. 



"I brought you something."



Mark walked over and looked down into the bag as she began emptying it of a small stack of tupperware containers, along with some paper plates and plastic utensils.



"Megan made us some dinner. We had some time to kill before they could sneak me up so we went back to hers and Jared's place and made some pulled-pork burritos. You like these?"



"Oh, shit, I love those…" Mark said excitedly. 



"She's pretty worried about you, big guy. They both are. And so am I. You doing okay? For real?" Molly opened the tupperware and the delicious smell of savory meat in hot wrapped tortillas wafted upward into Mark's face.



Mark shrugged, then grinned. "I'm definitely doing better now…"



* * *



The phone rang three times before he answered.



"Hello?"



"Good morning, Reverend."



"David! How are you? And we've talked about this. Call me Jack. Or Dad. But it's great to hear from you!"



"Okay Dd…Jack," David stumbled over the appellation.



"That's better. To what do I owe the honor on a Wednesday morning? Is everything all right?"



"Everything's fine, Rev…Jack. Just wanted to chat for a moment if it's convenient. I've got a couple questions I'd like to run by you. Are you busy?"



"I'm on my way to visit one of my parishioners in the hospital, but I have a few minutes. If you don't mind me driving while I talk. Do you mind?"



"No…no, of course not…" David shook his head, confused. The man from the older generation still had odd hangups about conversational etiquette that occasionally took him by surprise.



"Good. What's on your mind? And while I'm at it, where the heck are you right now? I know you've been globetrotting, and Jordan said you were in South America. I'll admit it, I'm a little jealous. I've always wanted to go…"



"Well, yes, I'm in Argentina for another couple days. But I don't see much when I go to these places beyond seaports and railyards. And airports sometimes. But the weather is nice…it's spring down here."



"You don't say…spring in September. Can you beat it? I mean, I knew seasons were the opposite in the southern hemisphere, but wow. What a neat thing to think about…"



"Yeah, it's nice. A lot of flowers are in bloom outside my hotel room. It smells nice. I wish Jordan could be here too. That's the downside of globetrotting."



"Yeah, she'd like to be there too, pal. She sure misses ya. So what's up? You wanted to ask me something?"



"Yeah, if that's okay."



"Nothing serious, is it?"



"Well, a little. But not bad, serious."



"Ooh, I like where this is going. Hit me with it." A small laugh underscored the reverend's quip.



David took a deep breath. 



"Well, I'm not sure if Jordan told you, but the business I started is doing well. I took my ownership stake down from 40% to 20% when we hired a manager, but it's still generating a fair amount of income. Things are going well there."



"David, that's wonderful. What a blessing!"



"Yeah, well, this job pays pretty well too, and I also just got a pretty substantial bonus–some incentive pay for some changes I suggested at the Port of Los Angeles. Kinda technical, but suffice it to say, I've got a little extra money."



"Wow. I'm impressed, David. We always knew you were a hard worker. And savvy! I'm sure you've earned every penny, bud."



"Thank you."



David was surprised by the feeling that hit him when his father in law verbalized his approval. His face flushed, unaccustomed to approval from a father figure. He swallowed a couple times and caught his breath before continuing. 



"David? You still there?"



"Yeah, yeah. Just dropped the phone for a minute…" David lied. He stabilized his voice, then continued. 



"So here's the issue, Rev…Jack. My boss in Copenhagen thinks I'm working out in this position pretty well. And that's good. The bonus I got is great. And I do  miss Jordan like crazy, but after the first year with Maersk we can renegotiate my away time so I can get home more. But for now, Arne…my boss…said I should do something nice for Jordan with the bonus I got."



"Well, I'm not going to disagree with that. What did you have in mind?"



David cleared his throat. "I'm going to buy her a car. A new car."



The line went silent for a moment.



"Reverend?"



"Sorry bud, I'm just…wow. It must have been some bonus."



"Yeah, it's a pretty good chunk of change. I just wanted to get your thoughts on it. Is there any way this could backfire? Would she think it's too big of a gesture? And what kind of car should I get?"



"Well, David, I'm never going to tell you not to spoil my daughter."



His voice sounded strained. Diplomatic. The line went silent again as he paused for a moment, clearly uncertain how to continue.



"Jack?" David asked when the silence got awkward.

 

"Yeah. I'm here. Well," Reverend Simms replied thoughtfully, "I don't know if I can answer which car you should get. You might want to talk to her mom about that one, she's better with that stuff than I am. As far as the first question, about whether it's too big of a gesture, I guess that depends."



"It depends? On what?" David was surprised.



"Well…this is awkward. I'm better doing this kind of stuff with my pastor hat on, and I've got my dad hat on right now. And since I've got the dad hat on, I'll just be blunt. Is everything okay? With you two?"



David gulped. "Yeah. No, we're fine! I mean, being apart is awful, it's driving us crazy. But I think we're okay. I just…our car's kinda old, and I thought…"



"Are you totally sure about that? Are you two working through anything…major?"



"No…no, nothing like that, Reverend."



"Jack. Or Dad. I told you I had my Dad hat on, David!" Reverend Simms laughed.



David laughed back nervously. "No, I know, Jack. But, uh, no. No, we're good. I just thought…"



David didn't finish.



"Well, if that's the case, I think it's a wonderful idea. She'll be thrilled. Is it a surprise? Am I sworn to secrecy?"



"Yeah, actually. I want to pick it up when I get home this weekend and surprise her with it."



"Well, as long as it's not the Batmobile or something, I don't know how you could go wrong." The levity had returned to his voice. 



David began to relax. "No, no Batmobiles. I was thinking like a Honda or Toyota. Something reliable but fun. Maybe one of those mini SUV things we could take hiking."



"Boy, that would be neat. Yeah, I'd give Mrs. Simms a call, run it by her. She might tell you what color she likes, or whatever they do. But I think that's just great, David. I'm so happy for you, and I'm just so proud of you. We all are!"



David beamed to himself again.



"I'm serious, David. You're a good man. You're a..uh…a terrific provider, and you take good care of my daughter. I can't tell you how happy I am about all that. Now if I could only find a young man half as good as you for Jordan's sister. She just started her freshman year at college…well, you know all that. I'm just falling all over myself worrying about her. But that's my problem, not yours. I just sure am glad someone's looking out for my Jo-Jo."



David beamed brighter.



* * *



Pacing around the inside of Mark's barracks room, Molly was struck by just how much like a jail cell it was. No windows. Blank brick walls. Hard floor. A steel fire door. Although, the small bathroom counter was wood, giving that section of the space a bit of a homey feeling. But only a little bit. 



She opened the door on one side of the sink and saw a very small bathroom: just a toilet and a stand-up shower. Both were spotless. Shutting the door, she opened the opposite door facing it to find a surprisingly deep closet. The closet was neatly arranged with uniform items of varying degrees of formality hanging off a single dowel near the back, and a small cluster of footwear on a shoe rack on one side. A few large duffel bags were stuffed with something and stacked neatly closer to the front. The whole thing, even filled with Mark's belongings, was big enough to walk into. 



"Jealous of my closet?" Mark said, taking his place behind her and sliding his hands around the front of her stomach and pulling her back into his body.



Molly smiled and covered his clasped hands with hers. "A little. It's bigger than I thought."



"Yeah, some guys really stuff the space. I don't like to have too much stuff in here though."



"It's nice and neat. Like pretty much everything here."



"Yeah, well. You know. Barracks life. Everything spic and span." Mark sighed.



"Except the blood smears on the wall."



Mark tucked his chin, embarrassed. "You saw that, huh?"



Molly turned around and tucked her chin with an eyebrow cocked, throwing the classic "really?" look up at him as he avoided eye contact. 



"If this is going to work, big guy, you need to come to terms with the fact that I notice things. Now when are you going to let me fix up your hand?"



Mark sheepishly lifted his right hand up to her eye line. She held the "really?" look and posture for a moment, then gently took his hand and inspected it. She squeezed each knuckle and waggled each finger, then turned it over, then over again.



"Doesn't look like you broke anything. Which is lucky, since you punched a brick wall. Not the best target if you ever want to master the piano."



Mark snorted, but let her continue.



"Do you have a first aid kit? You definitely have some abrasions. Nothing serious, but could get infected."



"Yeah, under the sink." 



Molly stepped over and bent down, digging out bandages and peroxide before carefully cleaning the wounds on and between the swollen knuckles of his right hand. Once all the grime and half-formed scabs were tended to, she wrapped a neat layer of gauze across his knuckles and secured it.



"You're pretty good at that." Mark's voice was tinted with admiration.



"Yeah, well, you know…" Molly smiled, still looking down as she finished wrapping up his hand. "I've had lots of practice."



She finished up, then returned all of the first aid supplies under the sink., throwing the bandage wrappers in the trash. 



"I kinda lost it for a bit when I got back," Mark admitted sheepishly.



"I can see that," Molly replied.



"And a little bit when that lady was giving me shit."



"I saw that too."



"Molly?"



"Yeah?" She looked up after throwing the last bandage wrapper away and closing the cabinet door beneath the sink. She saw Mark standing awkwardly, his eyes glistening with a new look.



Shame. Embarrassment. Fear.



"Molly, I'm really sorry. I just…I don't know what…"



"Shhhh….." Molly stepped in to rub his chest and lean against him. "There's nothing to be sorry about. Just a really bad day."



She heard him clear his throat and try to swallow his emotion.



"Nobody's mad at you. Nobody's disappointed in you. We all just want to be there for you, okay?" She looked up at him, hooking her hands up and over his broad shoulders. He smiled stoically and nodded.



"Okay. Thanks, Molly. I'm really glad you came."



"Me too, honey." She stretched up to kiss him. He kissed back.



"Sorry about the accommodations and stuff. Not a lot to do in here."



"That's okay," she said brightly. "We had Megan's dinner, we got you cleaned up. We're on our way."



"Yeah."



Molly laid her face against his chest, rubbing his torso with the flats of her palms until she felt some tension release from his muscles.



"You want me to make you feel good?" She said into his chest.



Mark laughed, the vulnerability of a few moments ago fading from his voice. "Yeah. Obviously."



Molly grinned, then pointed to the small chair in front of his desk. "Have a seat…"



Mark made his way to the chair and flopped down, exhausted. Molly sauntered up and nudged his knees apart, kneeling between them and pulling her hair back into a ponytail. She wordlessly unbuttoned the fly of his fatigues and reached into his boxers, retrieving the ample fistful of his cock and setting it down in the open air. She looked up at him and smiled, running her fingertips up and down his length as he took a deep breath and began to relax. 



Molly's smile slowly faded and her face took on the amorous gravity of her task. She gripped his now-stiffening cock at its base, stretched upward to give him a deep kiss on the mouth with a sensual sweep of her tongue, then knelt back down and bent over to take him into her mouth. 



Mark's breathing began to even out, roughly matching the slow bob of Molly's red hair over his crotch. The sweet, warm welcome of her mouth provided him a comfort and intimacy he sorely needed, but could not articulate. She seemed to relish the opportunity to meet his needs, stopping only occasionally to kiss and lick him, but focused mainly on maximizing the moist friction between his cock and the inside of her lips, tongue, and cheeks.



She felt his body sink into deeper relaxation, and she smiled–only within herself of course, as she was unable to extend her lips beyond the tight stretch required to snuggle her lover's manhood. She began to purr gently, not sensing a building of arousal on his part, but rather a gradual easing into a zen-like state. Sitting quietly in shared intimacy with a lover. 



She paused after a moment, looking up at him. "How am I doing?"



"Good…" Mark mumbled with glassy eyes. 



"Do you want me to keep going? Do something else? What's good for you?"



"This is good…" Mark mumbled again. "Take your top off, maybe. Wanna see you."



Molly smiled, pleased that her ministrations had lulled him into that level of relaxation. She cheerfully leaned back and pulled the hem of her shirt up until the garment dropped her bright red ponytail out of the collar. Dropping it behind her, she winked up at her lover as she reached behind her back and unclipped her brassiere, letting it slump off her shoulders and fall limp across her kneeling thighs. 



Mark absently began to cup and pinch her small breasts and pink nipples as she leaned forward to give him all the head he wanted. 



The two were comfortably settled in their complementary postures, Mark seated in a chair, leaning back slightly while the young wife and mother kneeled in front of him and lovingly attended to his physical needs.



The joint meditation went on for a few more moments when three hard, metallic slaps on the door jarred them both out of their stupor.  



"Shit…" Mark stood up, scrambling to tuck his large, hard member back into his pants.



Molly, too, shot upward, instinctively covering her naked breasts with her hands and looking desperately around at the empty room.



"Just a sec…" Mark bellowed toward the door, then hastily turned to Molly.



"Closet." 



Mark whispered it urgently.



Molly nodded and darted back and into the closet, quietly shutting the door behind her.



Mark finished buttoning his fly, tucking his member off to one side. 



Still visible, but not as much.



"All right, come in."



The door squeaked open and Jared walked in, wearing the sergeant-of-the-guard belt, armed and coiffed for duty.



"Hey man. How you holding up?"



Mark grinned. "Oh, shit man…I'm glad it's you."



Jared looked down, indicating toward the woman's shirt and brassiere still lying on the floor in front of the chair.



"Where'd you hide her?"



Mark grinned awkwardly.



"Molly, it's Jared," Jared said loudly into the air. "Are you in the closet?"



Silence. Then, a humiliated female voice seeped through the wooden door on the side of the sink.



"No…"



Mark and Jared laughed out loud.



"Want me to bring you your shirt?"



The door opened slightly and her green eyes peeked through. "Can I come out?"



Jared motioned her over, and she came out, wearing a large green undershirt she found in the closet. One of Mark's Hilariously oversized.



"Are we in trouble?" Molly asked Jared.



"Nope. Just dropped by to say the officer of the day is Lieutenant Snell."



"Fuckin' Snell? Really?"



"Yep," Jared grinned.



"Who's he?" Molly asked, confused. 



"Total shitbag," Mark said confidently "He never makes the rounds, and usually sleeps through the night shift entirely. So no one's coming by tonight."



"Except me, obviously," Jared clarified. "You two can rest easy. Just be ready to slip out a little before 0500. That's when the staff and officers start getting in."



Mark nodded. "Sounds good. And seriously man, thanks. I really appreciate this. I was feeling…kinda fucked up after that whole thing. It's good to have my girl here." He reached around her shoulder and pulled her close to him. She blushed deeply.



Jared grinned again. "Glad we could pull it off. Arnie's on your door until 0500, so let him know if you need anything."



"Cool. Also, tell Meg thanks. For dinner. And everything. It was great. You guys are great. Sorry if I act all shitty. Just trying to figure this shit out, you know?"



"Yeah, no problem," Jared said, extending his hand for Mark to shake. "We'll get through it, man."



Mark grasped his hand and pulled him in for a tight hug. 



"You're the best, Frenchie."



Jared slapped his best friend's back, then broke the embrace. He nodded toward Molly, then grabbed the dinner bag off the desk and left, closing the door quietly behind him.



Mark turned toward Molly, his eyes bright.



"Now, where were we?"



* * *



J: 😭😭😭



D: I'm really sorry, baby. I underestimated traffic in Buenos Aires. This is completely my fault. I will be on the next plane home, I promise. 



J:...



D: I'm so sorry…nothing can prepare you for the traffic in Buenos Aires. I know that now.



J: It's okay, honey. I understand. I'm just disappointed, I've been so excited to see you! When is the next flight? Do you know yet?



D: Looks like I can get on a flight to Panama, then a connector in Houston. Should get me home a little after midnight.



J: Okay. Let me know when you know for sure and I'll come pick you up at the airport.



D: I will. 



J: Excited to see you!



D: Me too! 😘



J: 🥰



David put his phone back in the inside pocket of his sport coat just as his taxi pulled up to the car dealership a few miles from his apartment. A small smile broke across his face as he savored the little white lie that would allow him to surprise Jordan with her new car. 



The taxi rolled to a stop in front of the sales office and David stepped out, hauling his carryon bag out behind him. He reached through the window and paid the driver, including a generous tip, then stood up straight and adjusted his tie.



"Showtime…"



David had grown up around car lots, and was a veteran of their game. He had already picked out the car recommended by her mother, a brand new light blue Toyota Rav-4. Sporty, yet feminine. It had all sorts of extras–seat warmers, a great sound system, backup and side cameras, and he even negotiated some fancy black rims that matched the tires and accented the color of the body quite attractively.



Now all that was left was to mindfuck the salesman into dropping the price another thousand or so. 



He didn't need the discount–the entire price of the new car with the extras was still less than the sizable bonus he had received. But ratcheting down the sale price of a car just felt good. Not only because he was an accountant at heart, always looking to trim expenses and increase efficiency, but also because he had spent his youth watching his morally reprobate father screwing over vulnerable customers in order to move junk cars off his lot and put dirty money into his wallet. 



The thought of sticking it to a dealership was, indirectly, a way to fuck his dad over. 



Which felt good.



He walked through the door to the sales floor with the goal of knocking $2000 off the final price. He ended up getting the discount up to $3500 when, defeated, they handed him the keys. 



David knew their margins and tactics, and he knew just how to smile and take the same pressure they put on him and throw it right back on their shoulders. Once they were squirming, he made a counter offer, and it was accepted. 



They were even more floored when he waved away the financing documents and simply pulled out his checkbook. Not a lot of young men in their mid twenties could do that.



He thoroughly inspected the new sporty vehicle inside and out before signing the final papers and receiving the title. Once he was satisfied, he flipped his carryon into the back storage area and waved to the humiliated salesman as he slipped into the drivers side of the car and left the lot.



He parked in a guest parking space, a few spots away from their old Camry, parked in their usual spot. Jordan was home–not surprising on a Friday afternoon. Whistling, David walked into the building and made his way to their apartment. He fumbled with his keys, then, thinking better of it, decided to knock on the door instead. A better surprise if she opened the door to find him. 



He knocked, then placed his index finger over the peephole, hearing footsteps pad tentatively toward the door. He heard his wife lean up to look through the peephole, and, not seeing anything, carefully opened the door and looked through the crack. The chain latch was still on–a woman living alone couldn't be too careful. He stepped out of the line of sight so she couldn't see her.



"Ummm…hello?"



David pitched his voice up to mask his identity. "Good afternoon miss. We're Jehovah's Witnesses. Would you like to hear about God's good news for the world?"



Jordan wasn't fooled. She squealed in delight, slamming the door and fumbling to unhook the chain latch before throwing open the door and lunging at her husband. She threw her hands around his neck and squealed again, right in his ear, hopping about for a moment before kissing him wildly up and down both cheeks. Finally she settled into a nice, deep, wet kiss, holding his body close to hers, then pushed him playfully back against the opposite side of the hall outside their apartment.



"You punk! You said you weren't going to be here until midnight! Oh, I'm so mad at you!"



David grinned. Jordan's giggles and delighted smile gave the clear lie to her outrage.



"Sorry, honey. I just wanted to surprise you. Is that okay?"



"Is that okay? Baby, anything that gets you home to me is great…" She leaned in and kissed him deeply again. 



David felt relief spread through his body. Jordan's touch had an incredible capacity to emotionally feed him. He hadn't realized quite how drained he was after yet another intense three weeks of work in foreign countries.



He broke the embrace and walked through the door, swinging his carryon jauntily over his back. 



"Soooo good to be home!" He moaned loudly, elated. 



He heard Jordan close the door behind them as he headed back to the bedroom to put his bag away and sort his clothes for the laundry.



"No wait…" David heard Jordan squeak out an objection as he turned the doorknob and walked in.



The room was disheveled. The top dresser drawer was open, Jordan's full length mirror was askew, and the bed unmade. Jordan's laptop was open facing toward the pillow, the screen not visible from where David stood. But about two feet to the right of the laptop, coated with moisture and glistening in reflected light on the nightstand lay a prosthetic penis. 



It was long. Pretty thick. Tan. Circumcised. A slight bow in the shaft drew the eye to the prosthetic scrotum and a prominent suction cup at the base.



David turned around to look at Jordan, finding her cringing painfully.



"Are you mad?"



David stood in bewildered silence for a moment, then walked over to the laptop and turned it around. On the screen was a paused video: a naked young woman, bound in some decorative colored rope with her arms behind her, desperately sucking on a dildo. A dildo not entirely unlike the one currently in repose on his nightstand. He looked over at his wife again, who was now crossing her arms across her chest and looking down at the floor, blushing.



"I'm sorry honey…" she explained. "I know we have a deal, but I was just trying it out…and I thought you were on the plane, and I thought you were going to be late, and I got a little impatient thinking about you, and…"



David cut her off by lunging at her with more ferocity than she had when she lunged at him earlier. Her surprise dwarfed his, at least in his mind, and his mind was exploding in all the possibilities of his wife utilizing that…



After kissing her passionately for a few moments, he stopped himself. He had forgotten the real surprise.



David took Jordan's hand and headed down the hall to their living room.



"Come with me." 



"Baby, we can talk this out, I'm really sorry. Oh my gosh, I'm so embarrassed, I just…"



"I'm not mad, Jordan. Really." David turned around to reassure her.



Jordan looked surprised, then her face softened into a shy smile.



"Really?"



"Really! No, why would I be mad? God Jordan, you're so, so, so, so hot!" David grunted.



Jordan looked down and blushed, looking shyly up at him again after the delighted shock of embarrassment passed.



"Thank you baby…"  she said with a shy grin, twisting her torso playfully back and forth like an impatient schoolgirl.



"Get your shoes on, honey. We're going outside for a minute. I want to show you something."



"Umm…okay…"



She was dressed in casual wear for an autumn day: sweatpants and a hoodie. 



Wardrobe choices which were probably useful in facilitating her earlier solitary activities, David thought to himself. 



Jordan shuffled uncertainly to the shoe rack and slipped on some loosely tied tennis shoes. David opened the door and led her outside. 



When they reached the parking lot, David turned to his wife, beaming. "It's for you, baby. A little gift to show you I care."



"What's for me? I don't know what…"



David pointed to the new Rav-4 with the dealer's plates on them. "I got a bonus. Your mom said this was the car you wanted in high school but they couldn't afford it. I got it for you."



Jordan's mouth dropped open. She looked at the new car, then her husband, then the car again.



"Baby…are you serious?"



"Yes, I am."



She walked forward and put her hand on the hood, still in shock.



"David…baby, this is so much money. Is this new? Like brand new?"



"Yep."



"Baby, you should have talked to me about this…what kind of loan did you…"



"Paid cash. I got a bonus for my audit in Los Angeles. It was big. I wrote a check. After I haggled them down, of course."



Jordan's eyes bugged out. She put her hand over her mouth. "Are you serious?"



David nodded proudly, loosening his tie in a playful gesture. "You like it?"



Jordan's mouth hung open, still speechless. She turned to look over the car once more, then back at her husband.



"David…I don't know what to say. I love it."



David's grin got wider. "Good. Glad to hear it."



Jordan ran up and threw her arms around him, holding their bodies close together for an extended period. David fished the keys to the vehicle out of his pocket, and dangled them over his shoulder, in front of his face.



"All yours, Jojo. You deserve it."



She squealed in his ear and broke the embrace, grabbing the keys and running to open the door. David excitedly walked her through all the features, stopping to grin at her every time she felt the need to do a little dance to let her excitement out. 



After the tour, Jordan threw her arms around him again and began kissing him excitedly. In between her urgent displays of affection, David smiled at her again: 



"So, you like it? I did good?"



"Good…baby, so good. You did so good…"



David's heart sang, seeing the look of pure excitement on his wife's face, inches from his.



God, she was beautiful. Even in Friday afternoon sweatpants–she just glowed. 



She kissed him deeply one more time, grasping his hand and leading him urgently back into their apartment building.



"Get in here, mister. That thing you saw earlier…I'm gonna put that thing away…we're definitely not going to need it now…"  



* * *



Tucked tightly in the embrace of her lover, Molly wiggled her body to drape her leg over Mark's waist, leaning into his large, slumbering frame. She awkwardly pulled the blanket higher until it covered her bare shoulders.



She wasn't accustomed to falling asleep in a space like this. 



The windowless brick and cement quarters where her boyfriend lived were dark and quiet, but also felt hollow and cold. 



Had her visit been planned, Mark likely would have tried to alter his sleeping arrangements to accommodate her. But Molly was determined to make it work as the two of them clutched each other on his twin bed, the configuration precarious for both of them. It was tight. Molly, at least, had the blank brick wall at her back, holding her in place, but Mark's long left leg threatened to tumble out of bed at any minute, with the rest of him following.



Luckily, that hadn't happened. Luckily, he was sound asleep. After Jared had left them alone, she had lovingly continued to suck on him until he asked her to fuck. She had shed her pants and panties and climbed onto his lap on the chair, stifling the exhalations of her own pleasure as she gave herself to him to use. Thoroughly stimulated by her mouth, and clearly exhausted by the day, Mark had sat still for the most part while she bobbed and bucked in slow, gentle motions, giving him soft, gentle kisses until his breathing thinned into a rasp and his cock spurted thick, copious warmth into her body. 



She had settled him in bed, and tried to lay down beside him before finding that his blanket was not big enough for the two of them. He floated the idea of unzipping his sleeping bag for old time's sake–reminding them of their first sexual encounters on the beach–but finally exchanged a few hushed words with his door guard. The guard had made some subtle gestures to the other marines in adjacent barracks rooms, who quickly produced another, larger blanket from somewhere. Mark had settled sleepily into bed again and Molly had joined him, covering them both with the shared blankets. 



Now spent, Mark's breathing settled into a steady rhythm, his large body finally fully relaxed. Molly's head rose and fell gently with his breath. 



This time was definitely different. As she had ridden his hard cock, the familiar pleasure of his body filled hers, but she couldn't build toward a climax of her own. 



Maybe it was the austerity of her surroundings. Being surrounded by blank brick and concrete, sleeping in a single bed on a government issue mattress. 



Locked in a room with no windows. 



It just wasn't very sexy. 



Actually, the unusual absence of a powerful orgasm drew her attention to a striking contrast in the two relationships she found herself juggling. 



She was, after all, actually quite accustomed to sex without orgasm. But that sex was always with her husband, Chris. An utterly selfish lover with a shrimpy little penis. Although he had become more attentive in the last year. He definitely tried harder now, likely aware of the overwhelming strength of his competition in bed. 



In clear contrast, Molly had never coupled with Mark without coming. Hard. So it was strange that she didn't this time. 



Perhaps she was taking on his stress. Perhaps she was just overly concerned with the acute mental crisis he was dealing with, and, as a result of focusing overly on him, had not been able to relax sufficiently to focus enough on her own feelings. 



Whatever the reason, she noticed it. The first time having sex with her dream lover where she remained unfulfilled. 



It likely had something to do with the outbursts. The mental breakdown he seemed on the edge of when he was triggered. She didn't want to admit it to herself, but something had changed in her view of him today. When he had snapped in the courtroom. When she had found traces of blood from his knuckles on the wall. 



It was scary. 



He was a large, strong man. Trained to kill. A man who had killed–she was fairly sure. Granted, that didn't make him a murderer, or even dangerous on his own. The nature of combat changes the moral evaluation of killing. She knew that. And since he had returned from the combat zone, she had felt intense admiration for his known–not merely vaunted–heroism among his peers.



But today she had seen the dark side of it. The wild, uncontrolled rage that his enemies likely saw before he pulled the trigger. Or snapped their necks. Or beat them to death with his bare hands.



However it had happened. Over there. 



She wanted to tell herself that such rage would only ever be used in her defense. Never against her.



But she had worked in an emergency room too long not to be a little wary. She had seen young women that looked like her lying to her about bruises on their bodies. She had set broken bones that were most certainly not the result of a clumsy fall. Or a misunderstanding. And she had had to feign credulity when these young mothers explained away the bruises on their children.



Molly forced the thought away from herself. That wasn't Mark. It just wasn't. 



But what she saw in the courtroom…the wild eyes…the armrest ripped off the chair…the young woman tumbling backward in fear…



That wasn't Mark either. 



But there it was. Right in front of her eyes.



Molly's phone buzzed on the small metallic nightstand next to Mark's bed. She reached over her lover's chest and picked it up. 



Mark didn't move, still deep in sleep.



A text message from her husband.



C: Hey. Haven't heard from you. Everything okay?



M: Yeah, sorry. A lot of stuff went down, and it didn't go well. I spent the day with him.



C: Are you with him now?



M: Yes. Staying the night. I'll drive back early tomorrow.



C: OK. 



M: Everything okay?



C: Yeah, everything's fine. Lucy's jump-start math class is doing algebra now. She's in a whole new world. You should've seen her. She's loving this.



Molly smiled to herself in the dark.



M: Sorry I missed that. Lucy loving math, I mean. Just like her dad.



C: Just like her mom, too.



Molly smiled again.



M: Yeah, I guess you're right. Max okay?



C: Fine. Finished his Lego model of a star destroyer. So he's happy. They're both asleep now, obviously.



M: Good.



C: So, you and Mark get up to anything?



M: I mean, we had sex. But we always do.



C: Was it good?



Molly huffed, then typed a response, irritated.



M: It's never bad, Chris. I know this is a thing you get off on, but I don't want to turn this into a porno tonight. Mark had a really bad day.



C: Oh. Yeah, I guess you mentioned that. I'm sorry, Mol. I'll back off.



M: It's okay. Just not in the mood to push your buttons right now.



C: OK. Did you make a decision about JH yet?



Molly paused.



M: No, I haven't thought much about it. I guess we should talk about it. You really want to move to Baltimore?



C: I'll move anywhere you want, Mol. Just proud of you.



Molly allowed herself a quick smile, then hesitated before answering.



M: I don't know if we can afford it. I can't keep working if I'm doing full time medical school. It's too much. And you don't have any job prospects in Baltimore. Seems risky.



C: My software's got a bidding war going over it right now. Most of the deals have me staying on as a design and implementation consultant for at least a year, plus the sale price. I'll probably be involved for longer. Maybe 3 years. Or 5. I think we can make it work if you want to do it.



M: Is it a sure thing?



C: Not yet, but honestly, it's way closer than anything I've done before. I've talked to some real-world financial guys who looked over the offers. They all seem to think it's a lock.



M: When will you know?



C: Couple weeks. When do you have to respond to Johns Hopkins?



M: A month.



C: Well, maybe we can talk about it again when I know more.



M: Yeah, probably. I'm just scared, Chris. To start a new thing. I mean, being a mom and full time in medical school? 



C: People do it, Mol. And if you want it, you should go for it.



Molly smiled in the dark again.



M: Who are you and what have you done with my surly husband? You're starting to sound like you did when we were dating. Still an arrogant prick but…like…you care about me.



C: I do care, Mol. I've been a prick, but I want to be better. 



M: Well, I'm not going to say no to any of that.



C: To that end, I found a couple marriage counselors…if you want to try again. No pressure, just figured I'd tell you I'm willing if you are.



Molly hesitated.



M: This is a weird conversation to have when I'm in bed with another man. 



C: Yeah, but you know I love those conversations.



M: God, you're weird. 



C: Yeah.

C: …

C: So what do you say?



M: I guess I'll try again. I'll hand it to you, Chris, you've really been trying hard. We can try counseling again. See what happens. 



C: Great. I'll set it up. And have fun with Mark.



M: Fine, perv. 

M: Chris?



C: What's up?



M: Thanks for supporting me. With the whole med school application and stuff. I know we're not where either of us want to be now, marriage wise. But it means a lot. Your support, I mean. Whatever happens with us, I just want you to know that.



C: I'm glad it helps. And I'll keep trying to help. 



M: OK. 



C: Goodnight, Mol.



M: Night. 

M: You want me to throw you a bone?



C: What?



M: I could wake up Mark and fuck him for you right now. Would that make you excited?



C: God yes…seriously?



M: Yeah, I could use another round with a real man. You got your little guy out?



C: Yes. Holy shit. 



M: OK. I'll talk to you tomorrow. Right now I'm gonna fuck my boyfriend. You can play with your little dick thinking about it. Night, hubby.



C: OMG…I love you Molly…



Molly set her phone down and looked at Mark's sleeping face. His eyes were twitching, clearly in REM. But no sweating, no twitching, no heavy breathing or weird sounds. No clear signs of nightmares. She gently rubbed his muscular chest with the palm of her hand, then nestled back into the crook of his arm and slowly settled into sleep herself.



* * *



Jordan couldn't sleep. 



She reached over to her nightstand to check the time on her phone.



11:34. Not even midnight. 



As of 12 hours ago, she hadn't even expected to have David home by now. 



He said after midnight…



But then he surprised her. It was delightful to find him at the door–the exciting cocktail of shock, relief, and excitement all mixed when she realized her husband was home. Even if he had interrupted her in the middle of...



And the extent of David's surprise still had her reeling. She still couldn't believe she had a new car. She hadn't even driven it yet!



Although, after she had dragged David into the apartment and jumped his bones, he had insisted they go out and look at it together again. He walked her through all the features again, and she had been bewildered at the sight of an odometer with 7 miles on it. She'd never seen anything like that before. She had never driven a new car before. And David had picked out the exact model she wanted. And in a color she loved, too!



She was flushed with excitement, moved to overwhelm by the gesture and generosity. She had even soberly asked David if they really could afford it. Ever the careful money manager, David had shown her the spreadsheet of their current finances, with assets spread across three income streams, with David's two incomes each dwarfing hers, with a total balance of…



More money than she had ever seen in one place before. A lot more.



Her mouth had gaped, knowing that more was to come each month. As they lived quite frugally–the recent car purchase aside–that number would continue to go up. David's business was doing very well. David's job had an impressive salary. And the bonuses that David had told her not to count on were already arriving in their bank account. And reaching seven figures. 



It was a lot to take in. And it was clear from the look on his face that David's love language of providing for her was reaching the full breadth of expression. So she bracketed her shock…knowing that the right response to such a grand gesture was to gush out her appreciation and admiration to her beaming husband. 



That appreciation led to another hasty trip back to the bedroom, where she had seated him on the edge of the bed and sucked his penis. He had thrown his head back with a huge smile on his face that filled Jordan's heart with glee. 



It didn't take long before the hint of semen dripped onto her tongue. She had looked up into his eyes as his hips twitched, pulling his modest member out of her mouth and treating him to a wide smile. He had reciprocated her efforts, pulling her bottoms and panties off and nuzzling affectionately between her legs until she treated him to a mild but sensual climax of her own. 



They had ordered takeout and watched a few episodes of Farscape before David's head had drooped with jet lag. She had nudged him awake and led him back to bed, turning off the lights as she went.



After settling him in bed, she had removed all her clothes and mounted him, hoping to wake him for more sex. Rubbing sensually up and down his short length, she reveled in the sensual warmth of intimate connection with her husband. He didn't wake up, however, and she soon gave up and snuggled up next to him.



She loved to feel his body in bed with her. She loved this man more than anything in the world. And the bed had been empty for too long–another three week stretch of loneliness and sexual deprivation. 



Yet here she lay in the darkness, unable to sleep. She was afraid to feel what she was definitely feeling. She was afraid to admit the thoughts she was actively avoiding. But David's generosity had sparked some emotions in Jordan that she didn't know how to deal with. 



On the one hand, the obvious expression of love and caring, the desire to provide her with everything she needed and wanted was a beautiful gesture spoken loudly in her husband's love language. 



I have provided for you. I love you.



On the other hand…it was too much. It signaled something in their relationship that threatened her. She wasn't quite sure what it was.



The generosity, the talent, skill, and hard work that led to David amassing enough resources for this gift…all of those things were wonderful. And immensely attractive to her.



That was it. Attractive. She had been surprised by being attracted to David?



No, that wasn't it. But something like that.



Maybe a new dimension of attraction.



Jordan took a moment to think it through. She loved David because he was such an obvious fit for her. He was handsome in a nerdy sort of way. He was sweet, generous, hardworking. He was fiercely devoted to her, and supportive of her. He took firm control of his own life, success, and opportunities. And in his way, he was a very strong man. Tough. Smart. Even ruthless when it came to negotiating–as apparently (he couldn't help bragging) he had gotten a deal on the car.



In a word, David was a successful man. And given his talents and affinity for hard work, he seemed likely to be more successful in the future.



Jordan couldn't identify why a pang of panic hit her stomach as she thought of David as a successful man.



He would likely be a rich man. He was well on his way.



The panic grew. 



Money rots things. Relationships. The love of money is the root of evil. It is easier for a camel to squeeze through a needle's eye than for a rich man to enter heaven.



Tropes of her childhood. Still believed.



Of course David could manage wealth, Jordan hastened to reassure herself. It was a primary skill of his. And his heart was good. And he was faithful to a fault. Look how much good he had done in Hamad and Aisha's life. How generous he was in giving ownership stakes to people he easily could have exploited as employees. He was good to the core. There was no reason to suspect his integrity would degenerate into corruption. He wouldn't let money, or anything, rot their relationship.



Except…



He had told her that he wanted her to have her own sexual "space." Space in her sex life which didn't include him.



Isn't it only natural that she, too, should allow space in his sex life which didn't include her?



The stab of panic turned the blade in her stomach. Jordan saw dimly into the future as her husband's business grew. As he became more of a player in global logistics. She imagined him being promoted into powerful executive positions. His clothes would get nicer. Fancy cars. A nice house. Maybe big-city condos.



Women would notice him. How could they not? A rich wunderkind, shaking up world-economic supply chains and watching money rain down around him. His easy smile when he was relaxed. His cute laugh. His jokes–he could be really funny.



Other women. Women with perfect bodies and big boobs and sophisticated pedigrees would begin to see him as a catch. Women with vast sexual experience, skilled in the art of allure.



And here she would be. A skinny, auburn haired pastor's daughter eking out a living as an assistant professor of psychology at some third-rate college?



She would age. The list of women who wanted to be with a smart, successful man–her man–would always include younger competitors. 



She imagined one. A young blonde with D cups in a halter top. She probably had an impressive extracurricular resume too…something she couldn't compete with…maybe an olympic pole vaulter and New York economist. This younger, more attractive, more impressive hypothetical woman would talk about finance with David. The conversation would be easy and free flowing. She would laugh at his jokes. They would get a drink sometime when David didn't have his boring wife hanging around him.



And David was traveling for business now. A lot.



Jordan now found herself chewing her nails. She hadn't done that since junior high school. 



The cuckold thing–maybe it was a real fantasy that David enjoyed now. But how could it not evolve? If she actually went through with it again…if she started seeing other men while David was away, why in the world wouldn't he see other women when he was away? Hot young secretaries, eager to please…



Jordan's heart raced. 



She couldn't compete. She didn't have the body…she didn't have the personality…she didn't have the sexual "moves" that she was sure these other women had.



Jordan paused and took a deep breath. This level of panic was irrational. She was catastrophizing. An expert in human psychology, she was well aware of the signs of irrational anxiety, and she had some idea of how to keep herself from spiraling.



But the new facts were troubling. She had never encountered a threat to her marriage before. 



She rolled on her side to face her sleeping husband, and pinched his member between her thumb and two fingers. She rolled it, then caressed it, causing David to moan out in sleepy confusion. He woke up, groggy, just as she straddled him again and tried to direct his half-stiff penis into her body.



"What's up, Jo? You okay?"



He wasn't hard enough. She pinched it closer to the tip, and then attempted to sit down on it, but it wouldn't go in, nestling inertly between her folds.



She rocked her hips back and forth in the dark, resting her palms on David's chest.



"Baby…wake up…I need you…" she whispered urgently.



David's eyes were bleary. "I love it baby…but you wore me out earlier. Not sure what I got left right now. Kinda tired after my flight."



He looked up at her in the dark. She was naked, he could see that in her outline, and he could feel her naked womanhood, soft and furry, grinding gently back and forth on top of him. But he couldn't see her face.



"Tell me you love me, baby."



David squinted in surprise. "I love you, Jo. You know that."



"Please, honey?"



He heard the choke of a sob in her plea. He sat up quickly and tried to look into her eyes. 



It was too dark. He reached over to turn on the lamp, and saw tears streaking down his wife's face.



"Jordan…honey…what's the matter?"



She wouldn't look at him. She put her hand over her face to block the sight of her tears.



"Please David."



He grabbed her shoulders and tilted his head to try and catch her eyes as they looked away.



"Jordan. I love you. I love you more than anything! Just tell me what's the matter…"



She sniffled and looked back at him. 



"Say it again?"



David half smiled nervously.



"Jordan Stark-Simms. I. Love. You. You are everything to me."



She sniffled again. "Okay. Thanks."



David's smile widened. "Where is this coming from? Did you have a bad dream?"



She shook her head and wiped her face with the back of her hand. 



"No. I just really miss you when you're gone." She sniffled one more time.



"I miss you too, baby. Where is this coming from?"



"I just want to make sure you have enough. Because we don't see each other as much."



"Enough what?"



Jordan bucked her hips gently, drawing attention to their intimate touching.



"Oh, that…" David laughed. "Believe me, baby. You take care of me so good…"



Jordan half smiled, trying not to blubber. "You'll tell me if you need more?"



"Honestly, baby. I can't imagine wanting more than we have."



"Promise me you'll tell me if you want more from me." Jordan's face was serious. Pleading.



"Okay, Jo. I promise. I won't though. You're my own…personal…goddess. I get everything I want and need from you."



A final sniffle. A final tear wipe.



"Okay. Remember you promised."



David looked slowly up and down at her lithe, naked body perched on top of his. He turned his attention downward and felt the soft down of her pubic hair and the warm, moist skin of her vagina cradling his manhood. He felt himself stir between her legs.



"Hey baby. I think I'm waking up. I think I'd like some more."



Jordan's half smile broke into a grin, the tear tracks still lightly visible on her cheeks.



"Really?"



"Yeah. I think so…"



"Okay. Good." 



* * *



An uncanny whine jarred Molly out of her sleep.



It was an awkward, uncomfortable sleep on a narrow twin mattress. Crammed between the large, dense body of her boyfriend and the blank brick wall. 



Her eyes were fixed open, staring out over the vague landscape of a blanket stretched over Mark's chest. She had been up for some time, worrying about him. And about her future with him. Uncertainty about his mental health. About the effect this bullshit legal trouble was having on an already acute anxiety condition. 



But eventually, after worrying her way into deep fatigue, she had been able to drift off. But her sleep remained troubled.



Now she blinked in the dark, confused by the sound that woke her. 



She had trouble seeing Mark's face in the blank darkness of his barracks room, but she could feel the periodic twitching of his arms. 



Still fuzzy from waking suddenly, she became aware that, with his arm wrapped around her body, his hand was squeezing her shoulder. 



Hard. 



Harder than she'd ever felt his touch before.



She heard the whine again. Nasal. It was him. Crying out.



Grimacing at the pain in her shoulder, she gently tapped on his chest and whispered to him.



"Mark. Wake up, honey. You're here with me…wake up…"



The whine quickly dropped its pitch, landing and transforming into a pained groan. The pressure on her shoulder lessened. Molly reached over and turned on the lamp next to his bed. Then she propped herself up, rubbing his arms and chest.



"It's okay, Mark. It's Molly. You're with me…"



His eyes opened slowly, a disorienting fuzz apparent in the rapid shift of his pupils. 



Suddenly Molly heard a metallic scratch and a fumbling sound.



Keys making their way into the doorknob.



Molly yelped and pulled the covers over her head, hiding.



Suddenly aware of an intruder, but still not fully oriented, Mark shot out of bed and bolted to brace the door. A struggle ensued, Mark violently throwing his huge shoulder against the door over and over, a loud metallic thwack ringing out each time until an urgent whisper floated through the door.



"Sarge! I'm just making sure you're okay. I heard some weird noises…"



Molly peeked above the blanket.



"Honey. It's your friend. Arnold, I think? It's okay. He's okay."



She began to see Mark slowly orienting to his surroundings. Eventually he relaxed, then stepped away from the door. 



It opened tentatively, and Corporal Arnold peeked in.



"Shit. What's the matter, Sarge? Seriously…"



"I don't know man. Sorry. Don't know what came over me. I'm fine, though. I just…hang on, I gotta piss."



He stumbled back toward his bathroom as Arnold stepped into the room.



Molly cautiously sat up, clutching her blanket up to hide her naked body from this stranger.



Arnold nodded awkwardly toward her. "I'm sorry to bother…I just heard…you know..."



Molly nodded in understanding. "He's okay. He just had a nightmare. Sometimes he makes noises. But he's okay."



"Okay. Good. I just want to talk to him to make sure. Sorry, it's just my job. I'll be out of here in no time. Don't mind me…"



He was clearly trying to avoid looking at the fit young woman, clearly naked underneath the single blanket she clutched around her.



"No, I know you have your duty…" Molly offered. "What was your name again? Arnold?"



"Yeah. It's my last name though. And you're Molly?"



She nodded.



"Pleased to meet you, Molly. Like, officially. I know you kinda slipped by earlier…"



Molly nodded again. "The nightmares…I think…I know you guys don't get treatment for mental health, but is there any way…?"



Arnold shook his head. "Nope. Career killer. But Sarge'll get past it. He's the toughest man I've ever met. Don't worry about him, he'll power through."



"It's not about tough…" Molly muttered through a pained smile, but knew the conversation wasn't going anywhere. 



They heard the toilet flush from the bathroom, and Mark walked out in his boxer shorts. Arnold straightened up as he approached.



"You good Sarge? I just gotta check."



"Not Sarge anymore, Arnie. And yeah, I'm alright." He turned around to look at Molly. "Bout to get real good, actually. You're probably gonna hear some more noises. Be a bro, and don't come in." 



Molly blushed and pulled the blanket up over her face. Arnold laughed out loud. 



"Alright sarge. I'm out."



He slipped out the door, and Mark pushed it closed behind him. With one hand still on the door, he turned around and looked at Molly.



"Alright, little lady. If I'm gonna be up in the middle of the night, I want pussy. Spread 'em."



Molly curled up her body defensively, giggling in surprise. He usually wasn't frisky after she woke him up from nightmares…but he usually just went right back to sleep. Maybe it was different when he got up and walked around…"



Her train of thought was interrupted by Mark walking over to the bed, grabbing her feet under the blanket and pulling her body aggressively toward his, laying perpendicular on the bed with her legs extending over the edge. 



She squealed as he flipped the blanket up over her head, lewdly exposing her bare cleft to the lamplight. He pulled her knees up and apart as she protested, pulling the blanket off her face.



"Wait. Mark…"



He stopped moving and looked down at her.



"I need a minute, and I need to know you're okay?"



"I'm fine. Just want this." He gave a playful tap between her legs.



"Are you sure?" She was still uneasy.



"Yeah, no, I'm good. I woke up. It's gone. But then I found you here. And now I want your pussy. Why…am I not allowed to have it?" Mark furrowed his brow, confused.



"No, honey. You can…you can always have it. God, take it. But I still need a minute I can't just…go like that."



Mark squatted down at the edge of the bed and began kissing her thighs. "Can I taste it?"



Molly smiled, blushing. "Yeah…"



"Good. I'm gonna taste it. I'm gonna get it nice and wet. And then I'm gonna fuck it full of cum."



"Okay…" Molly sighed as his tongue found her cleft, shocked at the sudden turn of tone in the room.



"Tell me you want it."



She moaned in the dim lamp light.



"God, I want it…" 



* * *



Jordan woke up to the smell of bacon and fresh coffee. 



David was home!



She had become so accustomed to waking up alone, it was still a surprise to wake up with her husband in the house. She smiled excitedly and hopped out of bed, pulling sweatpants and a plain tank top over her naked body.



She trotted to the kitchen to see the love of her life cooking breakfast for her. He turned and smiled at her. Her heart glowed.



"Good morning, Jo."



She darted forward and threw her arms around his neck, giving him a wet kiss on the cheek. David set down the spatula and turned to squeeze her back, leaning in for a kiss on the lips.



"Mmmmm…" Jordan said, turning away. "Morning breath…don't smell my morning breath!"



David laughed. "I don't care about that…"



"Nonono!" Jordan darted down the hall into the bathroom and hastily gargled mouthwash. After quickly putting it back in the cabinet, she darted back to the kitchen, threw her arms around David's neck again and kissed him deeply with tongue.



"Mmmmm…. I like that…" David purred into her grin. 



"That's good. Because I. Love. You." She punctuated each of the last words with an affectionate peck on the lips, then followed it with another deep kiss.



"Eggs Benedict?"



"Baby! You treat me so good!" Jordan cooed, reaching for dishes to set the table.



"So what do you want to do today?" David called out as she arranged the table setting.



"I'm easy. I had no real plans. But we probably ought to take a ride in my brand new car, don't you think?"



"Yeah, that sounds fun," David replied. "Anywhere in particular?"



"I thought maybe hike the falls? It's a nice day, and we haven't done that since you got your new job."



"Sounds great," David said, carrying the hot food over to the table and plating it. 



Jordan poured coffee, then got juice out of the fridge to pour into glasses. "I figured we could catch up, see some beautiful nature, hold hands, maybe kiss a little bit, and then we can slip into the bushes somewhere and I can suck that hog of yours."



David snorted. "What has gotten into you? Are you serious?"



"I'm so serious, baby…" She stopped pouring and locked eyes with her husband. "I'm so freaking horny today, you have no idea."



David shrugged, flabbergasted. "Well, I'm not gonna turn that down."



"Darn right you're not, mister. Not when my engine's this hot. I may need to drag you to bed after we eat here. Take the edge off before we get dressed and go."



David beamed as he blushed. They sat down and said grace, then began eating.



David spoke first. "Seriously, Jo. What's gotten into you?"



"I don't know!" she emoted. "I guess I just really, really missed you. I'm all pent up. Need my man." She moaned in ecstasy as she ate another bite of breakfast.



David beamed again, looking down at his plate to obscure his shy, involuntary grin.



Jordan actually had some idea what had gotten into her. After last night, when she had spurred a second round of sex with her desperate display of moral insecurity, David had taken genuine delight in her body, pawing at her, groping and stroking her skin, suckling on her sensitive parts. Revving the engine of her arousal to its red line. All while she delicately mounted his stiffening penis, bucking and wiggling subtly, careful so he wouldn't slip out. Her enthusiasm had led to a powerful release for him. And given her insecure drive to satisfy him, to "be enough" for him, she had clung to his body after uncoupling, her engine still at a red line, her emotions needing the validation of a satisfied husband. 



He had promptly gone to sleep again.



Jordan had steadfastly ignored the call from the girl in the mirror. She knew what would happen if she ignored her, but she would not leave David alone with his thoughts. Not when she could be there to entice him with her body. To be everything he needed. 



She couldn't shake the thought: claiming her own sexual space as her own meant ceding his own sexual space to him. 



And, as the catastrophizing reverie that led to that second round of sex clearly indicated, Jordan did not like what separate sexual spaces could mean for their relationship.



But ignoring the girl in the mirror had lingering physical effects. And those effects could make things weird.



"So what's up?" David interrupted her thoughts.



"Hmmm?" She looked up.



 "What was that last night?"



"What was what?"



"When you woke me up last night. You were crying. While trying to get me to have sex. It…was weird."



"Oh, that." Jordan looked back down.



"Do you not want to talk about it?"



"No, we can talk about it…" Jordan said quickly. "I just…I really miss you when you're gone. And sometimes my imagination kind of runs away with me. It's stupid. I'll get over it."



David reached across the table, extending his hand to hers. "Come on, Jo. We're not together as much as we want. Let's not play games during the time we have. Something's bothering you. Let me in."



Jordan took another bite, not looking up. "It's really fine, honey. I'm just being dramatic. These eggs are fantastic, by the way."



"I'm glad you like them. And you're allowed to be dramatic. That's fine with me. Just tell me what's on your mind."



Jordan looked up, insecurity flashing in her gunbarrel blue eyes. 



"It's fine, baby. Don't worry about it. I just miss you when you're gone. That's all." She smiled awkwardly.



David nodded gravely. "Okay. Well, you don't have to tell me if you don't want to. But when you're ready to talk…"



"You're getting rich and traveling." Jordan blurted out, then ducked down and covered her eyes with her free hand. She quickly put two more forkfuls of breakfast in her mouth and chewed quickly.



"I'm getting rich and traveling?" David asked. "Am I saying that right?"



Jordan didn't answer.



"Help me understand, Jo," David pleaded.



"Baby," Jordan said at length, "too much money…it's dangerous. It rots relationships. I'm scared for us." She didn't look up, but began gesturing with her hand, emphasizing each word.



"Money rots relationships? I don't understand…"



"It's just…dangerous to have too much. I worry that if we do too well…if you do too well, we'll drift apart. I picked a profession that I knew would give us enough money to live, but not too much. And I was fine when you drove a delivery truck."



"You want me to go back to driving the flower truck?" David asked, confused.



"No, baby. It's not that. I want you to do whatever you want to do."



"Well, I want to do what I'm doing. And I don't see how being financially secure is a bad thing."



"I've seen money corrupt people, honey. And I've seen it ruin families. Look at us. I grew up pretty much hand-to-mouth with my family. We had enough for a roof over our heads, food for our bodies, and a few books to read. My grandpa used to carve the toys we played with out of firewood. And my parents are still together. And happy!"



"Well, there are plenty of people who have money who stay together. And are happy…"



"Look at your parents." Jordan dropped her fork and looked into his eyes helplessly.



"My parents…there's more going on there than money, Jordan…" David's voice took on a warning tone.



"Your dad was a sleazeball and beat you and your mom. And cheated on her constantly. But he was a successful businessman. You guys were rich." 



"No, he was a successful cheater. He got money…dirty money, by the way…and he got it by cheating people and screwing people over. That's not a good businessman. And I am not my father!"



His face was red, his fingertips purple as he death-gripped his fork in his left hand. 



Jordan's face broke. Tears began to run down her cheeks. 



David softened.



"I'm sorry, Jo. I didn't mean to yell…I just…" His head dropped in shame.



"No, I'm sorry baby. I didn't mean to compare you to your dad. I know you're not your dad. I know it." She reached across the table and took his hand in hers. "Baby, look at me."



David looked up.



"David Stark. You are not your father. You are my husband, and I love you. I'm just…worried about this. I don't know how to handle it. And then you lie about when you're coming home and drop a car in my lap…it's just…I don't really know what to think."



"Think happy thoughts about a new car!" David pleaded. "Just think of it as…my love on four wheels. That's all."



"I want to, honey. And I do. But with all this money, and all this time apart…"



"You think I'm cheating on you?" David recoiled, trying to pull his hand away from hers.



"No…" Jordan squeezed his hand. "No, David. I don't. I'm just afraid. Too many resources. Too much time apart. It's a combination that's a little scary for me. That's all."



"Well, I'm not quitting. I'm doing too well." David answered firmly.



"I don't want you to quit. I don't want to change anything." Jordan explained calmly. "I'm just…scared about how to make this work well. I never thought about how to be married this way. I just didn't prepare myself for it. I don't want to change anything, but it's scary for me. That's all."



"What's scary? Where is this coming from?" David seemed genuinely frustrated.



Jordan let go of his hand and resumed eating, looking down at her food.



David took a deep breath and asked again in a more measured tone.



"Jo. Where is this coming from? Did something happen?"



Jordan ate another forkful. "You said…you said you were okay with me having my own sexual space."



David squinted. "That's it? That…that has nothing to do with my job, or travel, or money, or any of that. That's just…Jo, that's just…me being a weirdo pervert. That means nothing."



Jordan continued to look down. "You didn't think that if you told me I should do my own thing sexually, that I might wonder if you wanted to do your own thing sexually?"



David was stunned into silence.



Jordan looked up at him, chewing her food matter-of-factly. "You travel three weeks out of every month. To places I've never been. You have money. You'll have power and influence soon. That always comes with money. You have more freedom than I do. How could I not worry about that? You're going to get approached, David. By women. It's going to happen. How could I not worry? At least a little bit. And each of us cultivating our own "sexual space?" It's almost a guarantee that you'll cheat on me. Eventually."



David's mouth hung open. "I…I didn't even think of that."



She looked down again and took another bite.



They ate the rest of their breakfast in silence. As David gathered the dishes and began running the sink, Jordan slunk behind him and slipped her hands around his waist, holding him tight.



"I love you, David. I really do. And I trust you. It's just happening fast. Six months ago we were budgeting half-tanks of gas and walking to church. We'd splurge on a weekly blizzard from Dairy Queen. Now you're paying cash for my dream car. I'm just a little overwhelmed, that's all. It's just whiplash. But I trust you."



David nodded, looking down at the dishes.



Jordan kissed his cheek gently, then walked back to the table with a washcloth and began wiping it down.



"Jordan?"



"Yeah baby?" She looked over her shoulder.



"I'm not my dad."



Jordan let go of the washcloth and walked thoughtfully over to him. She turned his chin to face her, locking eyes with him.



"I know that. If you were anything like your father…even one tiny little speck like him…I wouldn't have married you. But I did. You are a good man, David Stark. And I trust you."



David nodded silently, a glimmer of a tear in the corner of his eye.



"Just give me some time to adjust to this, baby," Jordan pleaded. "I'm so happy things are working out for you. I just…I just need time to figure out our situation. I need to wrap my head around how to be married this way."



"What do you need to figure out? I really don't understand."



"It's nothing serious. It really isn't. I'm just finding that some of the things I thought…you know, about how marriage works…are complicated. We're adjusting, and it's working. But I'm still trying to figure them out."



"We don't have to be poor to be happy, Jordan. And your parents would still be happy if they were more comfortable."



"I know that. And we're not my parents any more than we're yours. It's just the model for marriage that I know, you know? We're making our own way. And it's different from what I thought. From what I grew up with. Give me some time, baby. I'll figure it out."



David nodded, seemingly reassured. "Okay. I think I get it now."



"In the meantime, I love you. I trust you. And I'm so, so, sosososo glad you're home."



David smiled, placing a drinking glass in the dish rack to dry. 



She kissed him on the cheek and walked to the edge of the kitchen, finished wiping the table, then tossed the washcloth into the sink where David was finishing up. She stood silent, looking at David for a moment, until he turned his head to look at her. 



She wore a strange smile.



"What..?" David asked.



Wordlessly she grasped the hem of her tanktop and pulled it over her head, her auburn hair tumbling down around her shoulders.



David's eyes fixed on her perky bare breasts for a moment, then looked back up to her face, still wearing an ambiguous smile.



"I'm going to get back in bed. Finish up the dishes, then come and get it."



Her smile widened enough to show a hint of teeth, and she turned to walk provocatively away toward their bedroom.



* * *



3:00 AM.



A couple more hours before Molly had to dress and slip away in the morning darkness before anyone above Jared in Mark's chain of command reported to work and spotted her. 



Mark was asleep again. Molly was once again crammed between the warm density of her boyfriend's body and the brick wall. Still, he seemed to be sleeping more peacefully now. 



Although still troubled, she basked in the warm knowledge that her boyfriend had taken comfort in her body. That the hellscape of his unconscious psyche was charmed into restful sleep after she offered her body to him.



The sheer size of him struck her. As if for the first time. He was such a large man. So unlike her husband. Her only other sexual partner. Chris was an average sized man, a few inches under six feet. His frame was skinny with the loose flab of a sedentary lifestyle hanging off of his midsection. He wasn't ugly, just…small. 



And she never seemed to be enough for him. She couldn't satisfy him. Couldn't satisfy his intellectual restlessness, couldn't evolve his emotional immaturity. 



He had gotten better recently, but much of their marriage had been defined by her seeming helplessness to calm him down or satisfy him.



When she had met Mark on that beach campground…when she had slowly become enchanted by his kindness, his engaging and curious personality…when she had finally capitulated to her desire for his body…it was a total reversal of her experience with her husband. An antithesis.



Before meeting Mark, Chris was moody, demanding, unconcerned with her needs, and instantly dismissive of her when his own needs were met. He was passive, his body soft, his penis small, and his sexual style stiff and transactional. And his climax was a point of rupture–he would withdraw and turn away from her, or even leave the room and go back to his video game.



She could never figure out why she couldn't satisfy him. Why she couldn't make him happy. Why she was never enough for him.



Then she met Mark. And though sex with him was astonishingly powerful–she didn't even know such physical experiences were even possible–she was initially suspicious of her ability to satisfy him. 



It didn't make sense. Mark's body was bigger. Much bigger. More muscle mass. Bigger, broader torso. Longer limbs. A much, much larger penis–especially when erect. Molly had of course reveled in the pleasure Mark's body brought to her. But she was certain that–as she was unable to satisfy her much more diminutive husband–there was simply no way she could satisfy a man like Mark.



Yet she did. Opening her body to him, he would accept her welcome and relish the union of their most intimate parts. She would peak, usually more than once, before he shuddered and released inside of her. And then he would lie back and exhale deeply, inviting Molly to snuggle and be intimate, gently holding her pale, soft body in his arms as she held the thick residue of his relief in the warm depth between her legs. 



She felt strangely powerful. Being needed by a powerful man, and potent enough to meet his needs. Something she simply had not experienced in her marriage. Why could she be a ravishing, capable partner for such a powerful man, and utterly incapable of satisfying a petty, superior, moody, shrimp-dicked little man?



It didn't make sense. 



But the contrast was now heightened even more. Now, in the vulnerable throes of a damaged psyche, Molly's touch and voice could pull Mark, the war hero, out of dark places. In fact, that very thing had just happened, here in that cinder block cell he called home. A nightmare she had perceived…she had answered with a caress and a gentle waking–albeit complicated by an interruption from the guard outside the door. But then he bluntly expressed a need that she could happily meet. Baring her body and opening her legs for him–relishing the pleasure of his tongue before again taking his thickness into her body. She had held him close as his frustration pounded into her body, and she had shuddered in deep orgasm as he had flooded her for the second time that night. 



He had lain next to her on the narrow, spartan bed, and slipped back into deep sleep, apparently unperturbed. 



Molly reached between her legs, feeling some of Mark's semen beginning to pool on the inside of her left thigh as she lay on her left side. Almost unconsciously, she scooped it and tucked it back into her body.



She was in love with this man. Her body and soul craved him, and she had never felt more complete as a woman. She loved the feeling. She never wanted it to end.



But a small set of bruises was beginning to form on the pale skin of her right shoulder. Where Mark had gripped her in his sleep. She had seen him, still coming out of the twilight stages of his nightmare, throw his huge body violently against the door, clearly unaware of his surroundings. The guard–Arnold was his name–he could have gotten hurt. 



It was only 12 hours or so ago that she had seen him nearly catatonic in the courtroom, ripping furniture apart while triggered.



She couldn't help herself imagining what he would be like if he had a nightmare, then woke up like he just did and stepped on one of Max's legos. Would the sudden shock of pain make him think he'd stepped on an IED? Or what would happen if some other sensory trigger was activated that made him think he was in another place while watching a school play that Lucy was in? 



A brief hypothetical vision flashed in her mind's eye–Lucy's body dangling, feet wriggling in panic with Mark's powerful hand wrapped around her throat. That vacant, thousand yard stare in his eyes as he did the unthinkable without knowing where he was.



Molly shook her head. That would never happen.



No. Mark would never, ever hurt her kids. Or anyone.



The counter narrative ran into her mind–this time a real memory. 



Mark diving into the water in the bay when Max slipped out of his life jacket. How he didn't come up for several gut-wrenching seconds, but when he did, he produced a sputtering, coughing Max and lifted him effortlessly back into the boat. How he comforted the terrified little boy while he cried.  



That was the real Mark. 



The one before Afghanistan.



It was still the real Mark. When he knew where he was. When he wasn't dissociating. 



She reached between her legs and probed herself, feeling for the reassurance of his cum in her body.



She looked up at his sleeping face. 



He really looked peaceful now.



She had helped him sleep.



It felt good. In a weirdly deep way. An emotional fulfillment she couldn't begin to quantify.



She didn't want to admit it, but she had a choice to make. And she had to make it soon. If she waited too long, and she made the choice she desperately didn't want to make, she would hurt him. Badly. Maybe beyond repair.



If she didn't have children…if she was just married to Chris, this wouldn't be a dilemma at all. She was in love. She would simply put in two weeks notice at the hospital, hand Chris divorce papers, and get a job at the hospital nearest Mark. She would go wherever he went. She would find a discreet, off the books psychiatrist and pay cash to get him the help he needed without damaging his career. She would try to make him happy. She would stay with him. Carry his children for him, and raise them. 



She could see it. She could see that life.



But that wasn't her situation. She had children, and they were her priority. And with Mark's current mental condition…



With the clear fact that an active duty Marine simply would not seek treatment for obvious, acute PTSD…



The unpredictability of his symptoms–coupled with the terrifying size and reach of his body so near her young children…



It was more complicated than what she wanted it to be.



It was more complicated than what she wanted. 



What would make her happy.



Maybe she would continue to be enough for him. The way things were now. She could calm him with her love. With her body. With her caring, nurturing devotion. 



Maybe it would be enough…



Maybe…



The alarm on her cell phone went off.



4:45. 



Time to get up. 



Time to get dressed and slip away. She heard a gentle, discreet knock on the door. Arnold was signaling her to get moving.



"Mark…" she whispered in the dark, holding back tears.



"Hmmm?" He grunted, his eyes fluttering open.



"Mark, wake up. I have to go…"



* * *



It had been a relaxed, even frisky Saturday. David and Jordan had rolled happily around on their bed after breakfast, the awkwardness of the breakfast conversation forgiven in the haze of playful physical affection. They had finished, showered, and taken their first ride in the new car, stopping for Clif bars before arriving at the trailhead.



Jordan was over the moon to spend a Saturday with David, and it was a beautiful fall morning. Leaves were not yet turning or falling. But the air was crisp–not cold. And the sky was clear. Not a lot of people were on the trail, although they passed some groups of younger students along the way, a few older couples enjoying the morning. Some cute dogs.



True to her word, Jordan had grabbed her husband's hand on a deserted part of the trail and led him into a small copse of trees. She had leaned him against a boulder, knelt in front of him, unzipped and pulled down his pants, and sucked on him. 



He was too nervous to finish, but Jordan really seemed to get a kick out of it. Giggling, face flushed, she would look up at him with bright eyes, then drop and bob her head against his lap as he relaxed against the sun-warmed boulder.



A quick trip to the grocery store, the couple stopped by Jordan's office space to pick up a packet from Professor Lukacz before returning home. David took a quick jet-lag nap while Jordan did some homework, then David emerged from the bedroom with a quip about whether he was allowed to take her to a nice dinner without raising questions about infidelity.



They went to Jordan's favorite fancy place–an Italian restaurant two towns over, and had a good talk about life, love, and work. David's business was still going well. Jordan's dissertation was ahead of schedule, but she had to respond to a famous professor's lecture in a couple weeks, and she was worried about it. David had stories from Brazil and Argentina, including some recipes he wanted to try for her while he was home.



Jordan felt much closer to him on the ride home, gently taking his hand in hers as she drove them home in the brand new, modest-but-sporty SUV. She parked next to their much-shabbier-by-comparison Camry, and they retired into the house. 



David was checking work and business emails in the kitchen when Jordan emerged in lacy black lingerie. A black bustier with a lace front that obscured but did not conceal her nipples. A high waisted thong. Garters that clipped to the bustier. Her hair was tied back in a tight bun. David stopped typing mid sentence as she beckoned to him, and stood obediently to follow her down the hallway like an eager duckling.



"Tell me what to do, baby…" Jordan had purred as she shut the door behind him. "I like it when you tell me what to do."



"Okay…" David said nervously. "What do you want me to tell you?"



Jordan giggled. "If I wanted to tell you, I wouldn't ask you to tell me, would I?"



"No, no. Of course not." David coughed. "Well, um…I guess, uh…let your hair down?



Jordan wordlessly reached behind her head and undid her hair tie. Auburn hair tumbled down over her ears and across her shoulders. She looked innocently at David.



"Thank you…"



Jordan smirked. "No problem. Anything else?"



"Uh, yeah. Um…maybe take off your panties?"



She instantly complied, hooking her thumbs under the waistband and shucking the panties down before stepping out of them. The bustier and garter clips attractively framed the thin, soft, auburn colored  mass of hair that rose above her cleft.



Jordan stood silent, expecting David to continue. 



"Ummm…suck my dick?"



Jordan smiled. "Yes, master." Her voice was silk as she took the remaining two steps toward her husband, kneeling before him. Pulling him out of his pants, she kissed, then gently sucked him.



A moan escaped from his throat.



Jordan stopped and looked up, holding his rigid penis next to her face. "Does that feel good, master? Am I pleasing you?"



"Oh god, yes…" 



She licked his tip as her eyes held his with an innocent look. 



"Would you like me to do something else to please you, master?"



David began to tremble with excitement.



"Anything?" He whispered.



She smiled, then took him in her mouth again.



"Mmmhmmm…"



"Like, for real, or in fantasy?"



She shrugged, then pulled back, her lips creating a small, wet popping sound as he left her mouth.



"Is there a difference? Aren't I your fantasy  girl? And aren't I right here?"



"Yeah…you know what I mean…"



"Mmmm…" she said, moving to fellate him again. 



David felt a climax build. He took a deep breath.



Jordan looked up at him again, popping his stiffness out of her mouth.



"Why don't you tell me what you want, and we can decide if it's real or fantasy."



"Okay…" David groaned as she continued to please him with her mouth. He stayed silent while she worked, watching her hair sway sympathetically with the smooth, sensual movement of her head.



At last she pulled back from him and looked up. "You're not saying anything. Do you need my help, master?"



"Are you gonna help? How are you gonna help?" David's words started to slur in hazy delirium.



"I'm a good girl, and I know what my master likes…" she purred, taking him in her mouth again. She swirled her tongue easily around his modest girth, holding eye contact straight up past his torso into his sagging eyes.



"I can help master by giving voice to his fantasies. Would my master like me to name his fantasies?"



David moaned involuntarily, nodding.



Jordan looked down to sensually stroke her husband, then looked back up.



"David? Do you want me to fuck another man?"



David twitched, then convulsed, then grunted in a high tenor. The requisite drops of semen dribbled out of his body and dripped onto the floor under his wife's crooked grin. She still held his painfully stiff penis between her thumb and forefinger until his twitching subsided. 



Holding the crooked grin, she stood up and kissed him gently. 



"Stay there, David. Don't move."



He watched her turn, her exposed buttocks teasing him in his new clarity of mind. Jordan picked up her laptop from the nightstand, and opened a video, maximizing it to full screen. David could only just see the picture over Jordan's shoulder–it looked like a young woman sitting alone in a chair. Some kind of interview. The woman looked excited but nervous. It was paused at the beginning of the video. Jordan set it down gently on the bed, then walked to the other nightstand.



Opening the top drawer, she pulled out the large, brown, suction dildo David had seen when he arrived yesterday afternoon. Jordan flashed a smile at him, looked at the dildo, then back at him, setting the object gently next to the laptop on the bed. 



David's heart began to race as she walked demurely toward him, still partially concealed by lingerie but with her crotch fully uncovered. She slid a finger between her legs, then lifted her hand to his nose. The clear aroma of her arousal wafted into his head, causing blood to race to his cock again.



She wiped the hint of moisture onto his upper lip, then took his hand and kissed him gently on the lips. She then walked  past him, still holding his hand, and turned him around and walked him out of the room. 



Stopping him barely on the other side of the threshold of the bedroom, she smiled and kissed him gently on the lips again. 



Then, stepping backwards into the bedroom, she smirked as she closed the door between them.




Post 177 — Crushing

Thu Nov 21, 2024 6:14 pm

↳ Replying to: Peacemiller

I've absolutely enjoyed the first handful of chapters I've read. The quality (grammar, style, dialogue) is everything I look for when investing into a story. 



Crushing, any general estimate when the whole story will be finished? (Sorry if it's been asked before! I'm the type of reader that prefers to binge in as few sittings as possible.)



So no specific estimate or timeline, just a general idea. I will say that my current map for the project is in three parts. The chapter I just posted is chapter 44, and in terms of the narrative arc I've laid out, we're about 3/4 of the way through part 2 of 3. 



I try to knock out about a chapter a week on average. This last one took longer because it was longer than they usually are. But I'd guess another six months before I finish fleshing out all the ideas and characters I have mapped out. 



But there is good news--44 chapters are already laid out, and some of them are long as hell. So there's a good amount to chew on if you dig what I'm doing. 



But I'm glad you're enjoying it!
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My favourite story on ohw so far




Post 179 — guitarman

Fri Nov 22, 2024 8:24 am

This is simply masterful!  Keep up your excellent work.  I always look forward to the next chapter in this wonderful missive.




Post 180 — nnjcpl2002

Fri Nov 22, 2024 12:08 pm

Thanks, Crushing.  Great work.




Post 181 — Johng1953

Sun Nov 24, 2024 6:14 am

Loving this too. Thank you.
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"Easy there, big guy. I need you in fighting form later…"



Molly's pale hand rested on her boyfriend's wrist as he reached for his third beer. They had only just sat down to dinner. The entree was nowhere near arriving.



The restaurant was packed on a Friday night–weekend liberty at the popular off-base establishment. Good food, not too expensive, mostly enlisted guys. A large bar took up half the building. Along the bar line, amorous young marines enjoyed side-eye glances from equally amorous town girls. Obnoxious music played–loud enough to dance to, not too loud to talk.



Jared and Megan had set up a double date with Mark and Molly for his first weekend off restriction. 



Jared snickered from across the table as Molly restrained Mark. "Don't worry, Molly. He's just pent up. Spent a month on restriction, first weekend off. I'd want to get hammered too."



"Can't get too hammered…" Megan insisted, sipping her wine. "He's not going to be the only one who's pent up."



"No comment…" Molly responded, suppressing a smile as the table shared a laugh.



A hint of awkward silence followed, then Mark spoke up.



"Frenchie here's been killing it as platoon sergeant. He's got real chops."



"Really?" Molly said brightly. "That's awesome, Jared."



"I'm just holding down the fort until they put the Hulk back in charge," Jared admitted modestly. 



"No, no…" Mark insisted. "You're more than ready man. If anyone asks me, I'm gonna tell them you should be promoted. Meritorious. I don't know if anyone'll ask me, though. At least not for a while."



"Bullshit…" Jared rejoined. "You got the same reputation you had before. Everyone knows that entire court martial was bullshit. Cap Wolfe even gave you a positive fitness report this quarter. After the court martial. And Colonel Chen signed it, too. That never happens. You still got all the cred you had before, man."



"Maybe more…" Megan suggested. "Taking it on the chin like that and not flipping out. That shows real dedication. People notice stuff like that."



Mark looked down, unsure of how to respond. He wasn't used to being propped up. He was used to being the one who propped others up.



Molly sensed her boyfriend's ambivalence to the conversation and steered the conversation back to Jared. 



"So what happens if you're promoted?"



Jared shrugged. "Not sure. I mean, I'd be a higher rank, they might give me a permanent billet, like platoon sergeant of another platoon or something, but probably not now…"



Mark looked up. "What do you mean 'not now?'"



Jared grimaced, clearly hesitant to answer. 



"So…Megan and I…we both some news."



Molly squealed, putting her hands over her mouth excitedly. 



Megan laughed at Molly's reaction and put her palm down on the table, signaling Molly to restrain herself. "No Molly, not that news."



"Oh. Sorry." Molly's hands dropped onto the table.



The quartet of friends laughed again.



"So what's up, Frenchie?" Mark asked, grinning. "What's your news?"



Jared cleared his throat. "My request for orders got approved."



"Holy shit…" Mark said, a little too loud.



Molly turned to Mark, not understanding. "What does that mean? What's happening?"



"He's moving to DC. He's going to be in the presidential guard."



Molly's jaw dropped. "Really? Like…you'll be working at the White House? That's so cool!"



Jared smiled proudly. "Yeah, I didn't think they'd take me. But they did. So, pretty cool."



"Better get used to wearing that stiff-ass dress uniform every day…" Mark quipped, not entirely hiding his disappointment.



"Oooh, the fancy dress blues! I've seen those on TV. I bet you look so handsome…" Molly punched Jared's shoulder from across the table.



"More than handsome," Jared responded with a grin. "That uniform is full-on panty peeler. Straight up pussy magnet." 



Molly's jaw dropped in shock. "Really?" She asked, looking over at Megan.



"Okay, well, first off, I hate that phrase…" Megan put up a warning finger at her husband.



"Which one? Panty peeler or pussy magnet?"



"Both. Don't get smart with me, Jared Poisson. You will have a dry dick for the foreseeable future if you keep that up."



Mark grinned as Jared clammed up.



After holding her warning finger in Jared's face for a moment, she turned back to Molly.



"But to answer your question, yes. Jared puts on the blues, and it can have a powerful effect. Combine that uniform with a couple drinks, and I'm a puddle."



"Hmmm…" Molly said, stroking her chin playfully. "Interesting."



"And you think Jared's dangerous in that thing? Wait until you see your boyfriend in his dress blues."



Molly looked playfully over at Mark. "Even more interesting."



"You should have seen it. Last Marine Corps Ball, before the deployment, and before he met you, obviously, your boyfriend goes stag. No date. Then after the ceremony and dinner he goes out and starts salsa dancing with like half the women there. They pretty much had to call in a mop crew after a half hour of that."



"Is that so?" Molly asked Mark, delighted. "You salsa danced into a bunch of horny women's pants?"



"I remember it differently," Mark responded noncommittally.



"Of course you would," Megan said, rolling her eyes.



"So when do I get to see this…interesting display? Of fancy clothes and salsa dancing?" Molly asked Mark.



He shrugged. "Next Marine Corps Ball is in November. So…then, I guess?"



"And I'm going, right? This is how you ask your girlfriend to a formal ball?"



He shrugged again. "Obviously."



Molly turned to Megan with a hopeless look, shaking her head in mock disgust.



"So you guys are going to DC! That's so awesome. That's your news?" Mark asked.



"Well, that's not all of it…" Jared clarified.



"You are pregnant!" Molly squealed at Megan.



"No, still not that," Megan laughed.



"Oh. Sorry." Molly looked sheepish. "So, what is it?"



Megan and Jared looked at each other, as if bracing each other. Then Megan looked at Mark.



"I got into law school. Georgetown."



Molly's jaw dropped again.



"No shit?" Mark exclaimed happily. "That's so awesome, Meg! That's a good one, too, right?"



"Pretty good." Megan said, smiling. 



"It's one of the top schools in the country!" Molly emoted.



"Badass. That's so cool, Meg. You're gonna be the best lawyer!" Mark slapped the table excitedly.



"I appreciate the vote of confidence," Megan responded, blushing happily. "It'll be crazy hard, but…here we go!"



"So you two are going to be crazy busy when you're in DC…" Molly suggested.



"Yeah, looks like. Gonna be a wild time." Jared nodded in agreement.



"I'm so happy for both of you…" Molly said cautiously. "And I…have a little news of my own."



Mark looked at her quizzically. She turned to face him. "I was going to tell you first, baby. But this seems like a good time."



Mark's eyebrow lifted, uncertain what was going to come next.



She took his hand in hers. "I'm moving to DC too. Well, to the DC area. Baltimore."



"What? Why?" Mark was confused.



"You know how you said I should look into med schools? Well, after I took the MCAT, I applied to a few. And I got into Johns Hopkins."



Now it was Megan's turn to squeal. "Oh my God! Molly! That's incredible!"



Molly blushed, nodding excitedly. "I'm so, so, so freaked out. But it is exciting."



She turned to Mark. "Isn't it?"



Mark's eyes glimmered. "Fuck yeah it is! We're all going to DC!"



"Really?" Molly asked, her eyes sparkling. "You are too?"



"Well, not yet. Not like, officially. But Jared and I put in for the same orders. If he's going, I'm probably going."



Molly looked over at Jared who all of the sudden looked extremely uncomfortable.



Mark followed Molly's eyes and saw Jared's face falling. 



"Frenchie? You know something I don't?"



Jared shook his head firmly. "No. I just haven't heard yet. When I got my answer, I asked about you. They said your request was under review. Not denied, just didn't come through at the same time as mine."



"Oh." Mark responded, dejected.



"It's just administrative shit, man. I'm sure of it. Everyone I talked to said it was a lock, just a hiccup in the approval process. It's just paperwork, man. I'm sure it's coming."



"Yeah. Yeah, I'm sure it is." Mark said, a little more quietly.



Molly squeezed his arm. "If Jared says it's coming, that's good enough for me." She looked briefly over at Megan, who also looked worried. 



She squeezed Mark's arm again. "It's good enough for me, honey. I'm sure it'll come through."



Mark nodded, forcing a smile. "Yeah. Me too."



* * *



A greasy hand shot out in front of his chest and barred the way forward.



"Easy there, poindexter. That chair is for the founder. David Stark. He hasn't got here yet. You don't want to piss the boss off on your first day, do ya?"



David smiled to himself, then nodded agreeably and took another seat a few rows back. Adjusting his glasses, he looked around. The space was pretty full. Nearly all of the folding chairs were occupied by mechanics wearing the same matching work shirt with the embroidered company logo that he was wearing. 



Clint had done an excellent job with staffing. David only knew about a third of the guys there–the ones he had hired before starting his job with Maersk.



The room fell silent as Hamad and Clint walked in from a side door. Hamad looked around and caught David's eye, and gave a confused smile.



"What are you doing there, David? We have a chair for you here…it has your name on it."



David stood up and walked to the front of the room, purposefully shrugging off the slight of the new mechanic who didn't know who he was. He shook hands with Hamad and Clint, then sat down in his chair at the front of the room.



Clint, a short, beefy man in his mid-forties, stepped forward toward the seated employees and spoke up. 



"Alright guys, listen up. Some of you don't actually know David Stark, but this is the guy who founded the company and secured about 75% of our most lucrative contracts. This is the guy who bumped up all our paychecks, then took off to go fix the global supply chain. Let's give him a hand before we get started."



The room burst into genuine applause. David was taken aback, unsure how to react. He smiled and waved it away. The man who had barred his way earlier held his eyes wide open, fearing retribution. David stood up and turned to face everyone.



"Hey everyone. I'm David."



Clint briefly leaned over to whisper into David's ear, then took a step back, turning on a projector that threw a blue screen onto the white wall behind them.



David nodded, then stepped forward to address the company. He briefly realized that the last time he was in the middle of a crowd like this, he about to be savagely beaten by Vinny on the loading dock. 



A few of the men he recognized in the chairs were actually in that crowd. 



Clearly Hamad and Clint had poached some mechanics from Consolidated Logistics. 



Funny how things worked out.



"So, good morning guys. Sorry I haven't been around a lot, but I've got another gig that keeps me pretty busy. I'm actually only here in town for a week before I take off to a few countries in Africa. 



"So yeah, I'm technically part time here, but Clint is right, I did secure several of the initial contracts, and I do the accounting, and consult on the business end while Clint and Hamad handle the day-to-day. So you're not going to see a lot of me, but I see everything you guys do on spreadsheets and through calls with customers. And I want you to know, I'm impressed. You guys are killing it."



A murmur of approval rippled through the room. David continued.



"So I want you guys in on the story, since you're all a part of it now. About six months ago I pitched an idea for a new business model to my good friend Hamad, and we launched this venture with a single contract changing oil for a yard full of school buses. We're about 5 times larger than that now, and Clint keeps finding new work. If this keeps going, the sky's the limit. But it only works when you guys do. So here's my promise. You guys keep doing good work, and when the company grows, your paychecks grow. Deal?"



The murmur of approval pitched upward in enthusiasm. David read the room, and decided to ride the wave of approval for a moment before continuing. Eventually the noise died down.



"So, I'll play it straight with you guys. A mobile, subscription based auto maintenance business model isn't the only innovation we're trying out here. I think it's important that you guys understand that Hamad, Clint, and I all come from the blue-collar world. It's true, I'm a college boy and I've got some professional credentials, but I grew up elbows deep in engines, working in the mechanic's bay on my dad's shitty used car lot. And I drove a delivery truck out of the Consolidated Logistics depot to make rent and put food on the table until very recently. In fact, I see some of our new guys here, and I actually recognize some of you from Consolidated, where I used to run the early-morning flower route. Some of you probably remember the time I got my ass kicked in loading bay 4."



The room laughed, a few random claps appreciating the self-deprecating humor. David grinned, then motioned to Clint to turn on the powerpoint projector. The wall lit up with a graphic breakdown of revenue for the company. A simple pie-chart with names, percentages, and raw amounts of money.



"So here's the deal," David took control of the room again. "This is a profit-sharing enterprise. Founding members–that's Hamad, me, Clint, Jeff, and John–we split the revenues of the company, and your salaries come out of our shares proportional to the amount we own."



David flipped to the next slide, showing a money-in, money-out breakdown by month.



You can see what we're billing, what we're actually receiving, and where the money is going here. You can also see how much the founders are making. Hamad has the biggest share, of course, at 40%. Then Clint and me at 20 each, and Jeff and John at 10. You can all hit up Hamad if you want to borrow money now, 'cause he's gonna be a rich motherfucker pretty soon here."



The room laughed again. Hamad grinned.



"But every dime that comes through includes kickbacks and incentives for you guys. That includes not only the work you do, but any other revenue the business generates. We save $10,000 on parts? You all get a cut of those savings. We land a new contract and get another $50,000 in billings? You guys get a cut of that. On the other hand…we lose a contract because someone screws up? We might not be able to do bonuses. That's just business. You guys may not be owners on paper, but really? This is everyone's business. We own it together. If it succeeds, we all succeed. If it fails, well…we go back to an hourly rate at a dealership with an asshole boss."



David looked around to gauge the room. He had everyone's attention, and they seemed to be following. Good sign.



"So I mentioned making this an innovative business. Well, one big innovation in how we utilize our employees. I've always wanted to see a business like this one run kind of like a labor union. I know there's some shitty unions out there, but I want you to think of us as one of the good ones. I want us to feel like we're on the same team. So, to that end–management will be absolutely transparent with you guys about revenue, profits, contracts, and the business in general. We will meet once a month like this and give you guys the breakdown on how things are going, and then we'll propose changes that we as managers think are prudent. Any changes that may affect pay–and that's most of them–you guys vote on, or they don't happen. Understand?"



A murmur of approval whipped through the room again. David took a deep breath.



"So here's the other side of that innovation. You guys want to be involved in how the business runs, you guys gotta start thinking about things like businessmen. We're gonna let you in on this stuff, and we'll explain it in the most plain terms we can before the vote. But then we'll honor the vote. And we're gonna try the first one right now."



David flipped the slide to show the projected revenue, profit, and bonus breakdown for the next six months.



"Alright. Based on what we've been billing, this is my estimate for what we're making in the next two quarters. As you can see, there's pretty reasonable growth here. Personally, I'd be plenty happy to see this kind of money come in over the next six months, and I've got no reason to think we won't hit that goal."



David paused and looked around the room. He'd never seen an entire room hang on his every word before. It was a weird feeling.



"But, something's come up that I wanted to run by you guys. We have an investment opportunity. Another potential revenue stream that may make more money for all of us.. I was in Brazil a couple weeks ago, trying to figure out how to make forklift wheels work better on the shitty asphalt they have between different warehouses down there. I noticed that even though the asphalt was weak as hell, and crumbling all over the place, all the painted lines on the asphalt were super bright. Like they were painted yesterday. So I asked the foreman how often they repaint, and he said the last time they painted was 18 months ago. And it rains all the time down there. Like, constantly.



"So I was blown away by that, and I looked into what kind of paint they use. Turns out it's a local manufacturer, they have some special chemical formula, I didn't understand it, but I checked it out with a chemical engineer I knew in college. He looked at the formula and he thinks it's really good stuff. 



"So by now I'm interested. And I looked up what kind of road paint we use here in the states. Turns out that there's no single product, which wasn't too big of a surprise. What kind of paint they use depends on a bunch of different things depending on the state and locality and climate and whatever. But long story short, I found out we repaint lines about 3 times more often than the guys in this part of Brazil do. And their paint is about half the price of ours."



A hand shot up near the back of the room. 



"We don't use road paint. Why does this matter to us?"



David laughed. "No, we don't. But we could import it and supply it. To the state. Maybe more than one state. We already have contracts with multiple counties here, and Clint knows guys at the state Department of Transportation. We could mark up the price 25%, and the state would still get a 25% discount from what they're paying now. And each line on the road would last twice as long, at least. I think we've got a good shot at selling it."



"So what do we gotta do? Do we gotta paint roads now?" A different voice rose from the other side of the room.



"So that's the thing," David said, smiling patiently. "You don't do anything, in the sense of doing the work. You don't have to do any road painting. We're just suppliers. We get it from Brazil, mark it up, and sell it. Then we all get more money depending on how much profit we get from those sales."



David looked around at the nods of understanding in the room.



"But it's not all about the work we do. This is an investment, and it's possible that it won't work out. There's risk involved. So basically, here's the pitch. You guys see the graph here…how we grow doing just what we're doing now. You see that bonuses and incentives are going up…looks like between 5 and 10 percent over the next six months. What we're suggesting is capping your bonuses at the rate you have now for the next six months. Then we tap that revenue to pay for what we need to get this going. We'll need some lawyers to negotiate customs and get the import deals on paper, and we'll need to hire a salesman or two to go out there and make deals with buyers. Then if those deals come through we need to figure out how to get the paint to the customers, either hire a logistics subcontractor or get a couple of guys on our payroll just to move the product when it comes in."



The room was silent. David made the final pitch.



"So, that's the choice. Keep the pay where it is for 6 months, and have a shot at more…a lot more…or we just pass on this investment and your bonuses will go up. Just less than they would if the investment comes through. So less now, and a lot more later, or more now, and no more later. Got it?"



The room was silent again. Then another hand shot up.



"How much do we stand to make if the deal goes through?"



David restrained a smile. "A lot." He turned to the next powerpoint slide. "Here's the projected profit if just our state signs on to supply through us. This is the most likely outcome in the next six months, since we have the most contacts here, and Clint knows people in the right places."



A groan of surprise murmured through the room as they saw the numbers.



"I looked at a couple other possibilities, depending on how good the sales guys we hire turn out to be. If we sell to another state, a small one like…let's say Delaware…this is how much we can add to it."



The surprised noises spread.



"And this is what would happened if we landed a whale state. Like New York or California."



The surprise turned into shocked laughter. David smiled.



"I'm not saying we'll land those. There's politics involved, and big contracts like this can be tricky and take time. There's just…opportunity. That's all."



Clint stepped forward. "So, do you guys want to vote now, or you want the five owners to step out and let you guys talk it out?"



"Vote now…" seemed to be the consensus, as the crowd shrugged to each other.



"Works for me…" Clint said, matter-of-factly. "All in favor of capping bonuses for six months and investing in the road paint deal, raise your hand."



David counted the hands, then wrote it down, looking over at Clint. "24 in favor."



"Alright. How many opposed?" 



David counted the hands, and wrote it down. "6 against."



An excited whoop was punctuated by spontaneous applause. David smiled widely, turning off the powerpoint.



"Thanks for your attention, guys. We'll try not to let you down here, but I'm pretty confident we can make some money doing this."



They cheered him. A spontaneous cheer from a crown of men. A first in the life of David Stark. He grinned.



"That's it for now, guys. Let's get back to work. Grab some donuts and coffee on your way out. All that stuff's on me. And if you want donuts or whatever from your favorite place, just let me know and I'll get 'em from there. Then get out there and crank some wrenches. Have a good day, guys."



David's cadre of mechanics stood up and began making their way out of the room. Several of them went out of their way to introduce themselves and shake his hand, including the one that barred the way to his seat when he arrived. 



David was gracious and friendly, surprised at how differently he was treated from his time on the loading dock.



Clint slapped him on the back as the room emptied out, and Hamad shook his hand warmly. As he did, David noticed a shiny new watch on his friend's wrist.



"Good first meeting, David. You are natural business man." Hamad said warmly. 



"Thanks, Hamad. That means a lot. And you guys are killing it on the ground here. I'm really impressed with how smoothly everything's going."



"I gotta ask, David," Clint said after a moment. "You had everything for this Brazil paint deal set up already. Why not just start a new company on your own? Just for the paint deal itself? You're making enough here to fund the investments you need. You could make a killing. You've already got all the contacts, you know all the ways to do something like this. I might've asked for a finders fee to set you up with buyers or salesmen or something, but that's it. Why cut everyone in? You would make way more money doing it on your own."



David shrugged. "Well, Clint, I just bought my wife a brand new car with cash, and then I got the third degree for being a rich guy. Some things in life can't be solved with more money."



Clint broke into a belly laugh, slapping him on the back again. "Well, I'm certainly not gonna say no to splitting up that kind of money if it comes through. When do you want to interview candidates for salesmen?"



"How soon can you set them up?"



* * *



"Rein."



"Yes sir?" Mark perked up as his new platoon commander–Macintosh's replacement–called his name.



"Report to Captain Wolfe at Battalion. Now."



"Aye sir…at Battalion?"



Captain Wolfe was the company commander. His office was in Company Headquarters. It was strange for him to be at Battalion. Something was up.



"Yep. BC's office. Go."



"Aye sir."



Mark stood up and walked quickly toward the door, looking over toward where Jared was inspecting a pile of broken equipment with one of the squad leaders. Jared didn't look back at Mark. 



He was busy being a good platoon sergeant.



Mark smiled briefly to himself and pushed out the door, walking briskly through the grass until he arrived at the battalion headquarters. Entering the building, he found the commander's office suite and announced himself to the commander's secretary, who pointed to the door and told him they were waiting.



Mark took a deep breath and stepped into the office, snapped to attention, and reported as ordered.



"At ease, Rein." Lieutenant Colonel Chen's gravelly voice acknowledged the professional courtesy but indicated the meeting was going to be more casual than formal. He indicated toward an empty chair in front of his desk. The other chair was occupied by Captain Wolfe, his company commander. Mark nodded respectfully to Wolfe as he sat.



"Wolfe," Chen grumbled, "He's yours first. You want to tell him?"



Captain Wolfe sat stone-faced. He shook his head. "No. But I will."



"No need," Chen assured him. "I'll take it."



Lieutenant Colonel Chen was the only man in the battalion whose physicality matched or possibly exceeded Mark's in sheer intimidation. Tall and broad, he had the build and complexion of an outside linebacker–the very position he played for the Naval Academy prior to starting his career in the Marine Corps. 



Mark was an inch or so taller, and of similar weight and build. But nobody–nobody in their right mind at least–would pick a fight with Chen instead of Mark. His dark, almond eyes screamed "fuck with me at your peril" with intense credibility.



"Rein. Your orders to Washington have been denied. The court martial conviction pre-empted the necessary security clearance to be a Presidential Guard."



Mark said nothing. His stare grew blank.



"Captain Wolfe and I have done our utmost to run interference here, but frankly the call was over our heads. It's a stupid call, it's wrong, it's not fair. But it is what it is."



Mark nodded. 



Captain Wolfe spoke up. "Sergeant…"



"Corporal." Mark corrected him, his voice flat.



Chen shot forward like a lightning bolt. "Did you just correct your CO, Rein?" he growled.



"No sir." Mark's eyes shot forward.



"Good." Chen's growl got lower. "We are aware of your technical rank and billet limitations. You may not realize that they fuck us over as much as they fuck you over. You think I want to red shirt you? I can't give you that third chevron back for 6 months. By law. But 6 months and 1 day, I will pin that third chevron back on your collar, if I have to pull it out of the Division commander's asshole. Fuckin' watch me."



"Thank you, sir." Mark nodded, his eyes betraying a mild sparkle, a little taken aback by the sentiment. He turned back to Captain Wolfe, who continued to explain.



"The court martial came from over our heads. The conviction was a dirty trick. We're living with it, and everyone agrees it isn't fair. And there's no way around it: it has negatively affected this particular stage of your career. But we just wanted you to understand that there are many paths forward. You do well at your next duty station–and I think you know we have every confidence that you will do well–and you're going to be back on track."



"It's a kick in the ass, Rein. But there's light at the end of the tunnel here." Chen's tone softened.



Mark nodded again. "So, what are my options?"



"Brass gave you three choices, and you've got two weeks to decide," Chen explained. "First option, drill field. MCRD San Diego. You'd be a boot camp instructor, bustin' recruit heads. It's a shit job, but San Diego's a nice place to live, and it's great for your career. Most successful sergeants major I know were on the drill field at some point in their career.  Second option, combat instructor at Camp Wilson, Twentynine Palms. They want your chops and combat record to teach deploying units how to kick ass in real combat situations. You'd be in charge of training infantry units in urban warfare as they come through. Also good for your resume, and you'd interact with a lot of brass in the infantry world. Good networking. The job isn't as intense as being on the drill field, but Twentynine Palms is a shitty place to live. So there's a tradeoff."



"Okay…" Mark said, not liking either of his choices so far. "What's the third?"



"Out." Chen growled.



Mark blinked, then turned to Captain Wolfe. "Out?"



Wolfe nodded gravely. "You haven't officially re-enlisted. They're willing to accept your re-enlistment package now, since it was on hold for the court-martial. But if you want, they can just void the package and you can be discharged. Honorably. Colonel Chen and I will make sure of that."



Mark was stunned. "You want to get rid of me?"



"No!" Captain Wolfe was adamant. "Absolutely not. We're just as pissed about this as you are. But those are the options they're giving you. And the two on the west coast, even though they're not what you want, are both good career options. Now if you want to get out of the Corps and move on with your life, that's your business. But if you take either of these other options, and you do half as well as you did here, nobody is going to question your court-martial in two years. You'll be back on track."



Mark set his jaw, grinding his teeth. The room suddenly appeared smaller.



"My girlfriend's moving to Baltimore," he said at length. "I was hoping to get posted at DC because I want to be with her. I wasn't that excited about standing in front of doors in dress blues every day in the first place. But I don't know if I want to go to the west coast. Those are my only options?"



Chen nodded. "Want my advice, kid? You're young. Don't sell out your career for some trim. San Diego's got more hot girls than you can work through in a lifetime. Beaches full of 'em."



Mark's eye twitched, not at all happy with that advice.



"Whatever you decide," Wolfe added, softening the blow, "you should know that if you stay in, you've still got a bright future. And if you get out, you have to start over. If you want to talk about how to set up a path forward to something specific, say Special Forces, or officer training, or something else entirely, we can make that happen too. We can introduce you to the right people who can get that moving after your next duty station."



"Fuck yeah we can…" Chen barked. "You are a marine to keep and cultivate, Rein. Don't leave and start over flipping burgers or some shit. This is your path to greatness." He pointed down at his desk. "Right here. Follow it."



Mark nodded again, trying to ignore the rising volume of ringing in his ears. "May I go?"



"Yep. We're done here, Rein. Think it over, and reach out if you want to talk. Dismissed." 



Mark snapped to attention, acknowledging both officers before leaving the room.



The main hallway of battalion headquarters seemed to teeter to one side as he turned to walk down it. 



Mark put a hand on the wall, steadying himself for a moment while everything leveled. His eyes swam with unfamiliar emotion. 



Shock? 



Sadness? 



Betrayal? 



Rage?



Whatever it was, it was taller and broader than he was. 



He shook his head trying to knock the feeling loose, then walked out the front door past the sentry.



"Good afternoon, Sergeant Rein…" the unfamiliar voice seemed to come from much farther away.



"What the fuck did you just say?" Mark heard his own voice say it, and felt his body dart toward the junior marine. He found the terrified, acne pocked face of the battalion guard uncomfortably close to his, his eyes wide.



"Look at my collar, asshole. You see three chevrons?"



"N-no…"



"Count 'em!" Mark screamed down at the guard.



"Two chevrons. Corporal. Corporal Rein…"



"Goddamn boot…can't even count. GET IT RIGHT!" Veins bulged out of his neck as he let the full force of his voice, given stronger momentum by the huge mass of his body, assault the face of the new private.



The new kid seemed on the verge of soiling himself.



"Corporal. Corporal Rein. I'm sorry, Corporal. I won't…I just heard about you from…" 



"SHUT THE FUCK UP!!!" Mark screamed at the top of his lungs. He grabbed the duty logbook off the guard stand in front of the terrified private and hurled it onto the roof of the building. Then, glaring malevolently at his victim, he turned and stormed off, leaving the bewildered guard teetering back and forth in fear behind him.



* * *



Jordan was finding it difficult to concentrate on her work. She kept daydreaming, her thoughts drifting back and forth between memory and fantasy. 



In particular, her mind kept drifting back to Saturday night…



It should have been awkward.



After catching her breath and removing RICARDO from between her legs, Jordan had blinked twice to regain her composure and sense of self before standing up next to her bed and walking to the closed door.



David had been standing hunched on the other side of the bedroom threshold, his small penis erect between his fingers, with noticeable drips flecking the carpet below him. 



Jordan had been dazed but relieved. 



It was weird. Shutting her husband out of the room while she masturbated should have been awkward. 



But somehow, in the moment, it wasn't. 



But now that she had felt the full-body relief of a good orgasm, her head began to clear. 



And she knew what would happen if she went straight to the bathroom.



Jordan didn't want to endure a smug I-told-you-so from the girl in the mirror, so she had simply handed the glistening dildo to her bewildered husband.



"Can you wash that for me, baby? Thanks." 



She had shuffled past him, bypassing the bathroom and heading to the kitchen to get a glass of juice from the refrigerator. She had noted–with a sly, unconscious smile–the tremors in David's hands as he took custody of her toy–the tool of her recent wave of pleasure.



That had been three nights ago, and David had been so frisky since that night that Jordan had trouble keeping her clothes on when they were home together. 



It seemed her worries about whether or not she would "be enough" for her husband were ill-founded.



At least for now. While they were physically together, anyway.



It was Wednesday, and their one week together was more than half over. David's flight to Africa was to depart on Saturday night.



And Jordan still had work to do. Classes to teach, research to do, a dissertation to chip away at. 



Still, she found herself distracted. She thought about taking off early, right after her afternoon class. But David had set a business meeting for his company that morning, and said he'd be busy until dinnertime.



A shame, really.



Or so she thought as she flipped through pre-writing assignments handed in from her morning class. She could easily catch up on all this grading next week. She would be perfectly happy to walk straight home after her afternoon class, find her husband tapping away on his laptop at the kitchen table…filling out spreadsheets or whatever it was he did…and simply stand in front of him, pull her panties off, step out of them, and straddle him. 



No words. No explanation. Just assertive, sexy, wet, wifey time. 



Jordan looked back and forth in her office space, as if subconsciously checking to see if any of her colleagues saw her thoughts. But they were all absorbed in their work. She smiled to herself and returned to her thoughts.



She was enjoying the frisky reverie. Perhaps a little too much.



David would like that, wouldn't he? He seemed to like it when she did stuff like that. Just…spontaneous, sexy stuff.



And such displays seemed to come more naturally recently, as her baseline level of arousal seemed to be…elevated. Of late. 



In the last month or so…really since the nature of her assignment to respond to Dr. Schenk's lecture had spilled over into her personal time, Jordan had simply found herself thinking more and more about sex. Not just conceptually, either. She wasn't probing the socio-economic constructs of divergent sexualities. She wasn't doing deep reading and thinking about the phenomenology of arousal in the abstract. Nothing like that.



No, it was much more… personal. 



No, not personal exactly…maybe…first-person oriented? 



Was that the way to characterize the shift? The kind of thinking that was concrete and action based. 



The kind of thinking that wondered what she would do if Patrick, currently absorbed in writing his own dissertation three desks down, simply stood up, walked over to her desk, unzipped his pants and pulled out his cock?



It was an interesting question. With some interesting possible answers. 



And it was not the kind of question that Jordan found herself entertaining on a normal workday.



It was almost as if the girl in the mirror had begun to occupy the space behind Jordan's eyeballs. 



Jordan's face flushed mildly. 



Was the room unusually warm? She didn't want to ask.



She was fully aware that the girl in the mirror was all an unconscious construct. Just a quasi-voluntary projection of herself…and projected by herself. She was both creating and experiencing the girl in the mirror. A suppressed sense of identity thrown into the frame of the mirror. A part of her own psyche that she was trying to negotiate into either total moral rejection or perhaps a partial, but tightly controlled assimilation. 



While that sense of identity seemed to have a weird, almost demonic pull at times, she had remained firmly in control of it…apart from a few isolated moments here and there.



But this research project, which had set her watching online videos that featured young women taking off their clothes, submitting their bodies for decorative bondage, and hungrily seeking the dominant vigor of aggressive men…



The half dozen times she had watched these half-stage scenes–including multiple viewings of the first one she took notes on, which remained her favorite–had fed the pluck and outrageous forwardness of the already-too-forward girl in the mirror. 



The other Jordan seemed to have grown stronger. Bolder. At the very least, more prominent in regular Jordan's conscious, day to day experience.



In short, the girl in the mirror seemed to be a little more…in charge of things lately.



Regular Jordan remained in control, of course. For all intents and purposes, Jordan was still confident that she remained–herself. For lack of a better term. All outward signs pointed to her professional dependability. Her work held to its top-notch quality, her classes were taught effectively, and her writing continued apace.



But larger chunks of her day seemed to be colored with the impish notions of the girl in the mirror. That little quip earlier about what she would do if Patrick exposed himself to her. She didn't mean that. That wasn't serious. Patrick was a friend and colleague, and he had a girlfriend.



But he also had a great runner's body. Good hair too. And he was easy going. Nice. The kind of guy that might play with your hair while you blew him.



That wasn't a serious thought. She didn't mean it. It was just an exercise in…involuntary imagination. Identity projection brought out by hormonal imbalance…A kind of thought experiment, in a girl-in-the-mirror kind of way. 



The kind of thought experiment that imagined what Patrick would do if she just walked over to him and kneeled between his knees. Would he get the hint? Would he awkwardly ask her what was the matter? Or would he simply pull it out and tell her to get to work?



Jordan shook her head clear of the thought, then looked at the clock. Another half hour before she had to leave for class. 



It was okay, Jordan thought to herself. She was still in control. She could wait for a few hours, then channel that energy into more fun with her husband. He would love that. He loved when she was clearly worked up. He loved reaping the benefits of her recent research. He seemed to encourage such research. 



Although, to be fair, she wasn't sure if David had made that connection–the one between her recent research and her recent spike in enthusiasm. He didn't seem to have put those pieces together. The connection between her recent research foray into a specific type of psychologically fraught pornography and her extra enthusiasm. But he did seem particularly keen to know when she was aroused. Maybe she should let him in to what aroused her?



It was so embarrassing though. Without fail, once she had come down from the endorphin rush of masturbating to the virtual sights and sounds of smooth young skin being marred by ropes and whips, she felt silly. 



Regular Jordan inevitably took over and shamed the girl in the mirror. And Jordan was sure that David, while intrigued and aroused by the girl in the mirror, was primarily in love with Regular Jordan. The good girl. The Bible-literate, small town choir girl who loved to go on hikes and not debase herself by pulling her man off the trail and into some bushes to suck on him.



The girl in the mirror was fun, in certain contexts. But she had to be contained. If she wasn't, Jordan stood to lose so much–dignity, reputation, perhaps her career, her marriage, the respect of her family…



It wouldn't do. 



She shifted uncomfortably in her chair and stole a glance over at Patrick, leaning back thoughtfully in his chair.



She would fit so nicely there. On her knees and between his legs…Snug and sound, her body hidden by his desk.



She could help him think. He could think real hard, looking down at her while she helped him think. 



And then she could swallow it…



Jordan shook her head again, frustrated with herself.



Snap out of it, Jojo…Good girls don't do this…



* * *



Mark was fixated on a photo on the nightstand.



Molly's attention was elsewhere. Still panting, coming down from their frantic coupling, her spread knees slowly drooping after Mark had pulled out of her, leaving his liquid claim to her body pooling deeply in her warm, welcome space.



The photo was black and white: Molly and Chris' engagement. 



They were both ten years younger. Molly had aged extremely well–she looked like a literal child in this picture. The photo itself was clearly cropped, as Molly had explained before. Concealing a swollen belly, as she was carrying Lucy at the time. She had been a teenager.



He reached out and slapped the photo down onto its face.



"Mark?"



He turned to face Molly, who had a concerned look on her face. 



"Are you okay?"



"Yeah. Fine. Great, actually. I'm in bed with you." He sat up and leaned over to kiss her. 



Molly blushed as she kissed him back. 



"So…the kids are spending the weekend with their grandparents again?" Mark asked, rising from the bed and walking toward the bedroom door. He picked up his boxer shorts from the floor where Molly, after eagerly dropping to her knees, had yanked them down about 45 minutes before.



"Yeah. Chris' parents' place…" Molly said, sitting up and clutching the sheet to her chest to cover herself. She watched as Mark's heavy cock, still hanging low and thick as it recovered from her vigorous probing, was soon covered by the fabric of his boxer shorts.



"Right on," Mark interrupted her thoughts. "You want something to drink? What's in the fridge?"



"I'm not sure, actually," she said, coming to her senses. "Chris got the groceries this week, since I worked late yesterday. I don't know what he bought." Molly reached into her nightstand drawer and pulled out a silk bathrobe before standing up. Shuffling the thin covering over her naked body and tying it closed, she followed Mark out toward the kitchen.



She arrived to see him bent over, examining the contents of her refrigerator.



"Oh god…" Molly said, embarrassed. "You're seeing how dirty my house is…I don't know the last time I cleaned out the fridge."



"It's fine…" Mark reassured her. He found a gatorade tucked in the door and pulled it out. "So…Chris went with the kids?"



Molly nodded. "Yep. He could have stayed, his parents don't mind watching Lucy and Max…but he…wanted to give us some space."



"No camera this time."



"Nope. No camera. He's gotten a lot of use out of the one movie we made for him, though."



Mark took a big swig from the gatorade, then extended the bottle over to Molly, offering her a drink. She took a swig and handed it back.



"I know…" she cringed slightly. "It's weird."



Mark nodded. "It is, a little. What's the deal with that? Just something he pervs on or something?"



"Yeah, well I believe the term is cuckoldry. At least the research I've done on the internet seems to prefer that term. It's a pretty specific fetish."



"Guys get off on their girls sleeping around? That kind of thing?"



"That's part of it," Molly explained, still a little uncomfortable. "I'd never heard of it before. When Chris was actually happy that we hooked up on the beach, I didn't know what to think. I thought for sure he'd leave me. But it had the opposite effect. I understand it a little more now. But it still throws me sometimes."



Mark took another drink and nodded in understanding. "Yeah, I've…encountered something like it before. So what's the other part?"



"What other part?"



"You said getting off on the girls sleeping around was only part of...what'd you call it?



"Cuckoldry."



"Right. What's the other part of cuckoldry?"



Molly leaned against the counter, gesturing for another drink. Mark handed her the bottle, and she took a swig and handed it back.



"Well, it gets weirder, actually. It fetishizes a kind of humiliation. Poking at inadequacies, making unfavorable comparisons, that kind of thing."



"Like…you make fun of him for being bad in bed or something?"



Molly nodded. "Yeah, kind of. Or making fun of how small his penis is. That really gets him going. Also denying him. Telling him he can't have sex with me. Telling him I'll only have sex with you because he's bad, and small, and doesn't make me feel good. That kind of thing."



"Wild. Yeah, I've never heard of that before. He really gets off on that?"



"Yeah…" Molly laughed to herself. "Like a rocket."



"So what's my role? Like…just a stunt cock or something?"



Molly laughed. "Well, the term of art used in that lifestyle…you are the bull."



Mark grinned in surprise. "The bull? What?"



Molly grinned back. "Yeah, that's the guy who comes in and really gives it to the lonely, unsatisfied wife. The hotwife."



"Hotwife?" Mark's eyebrows shot up.



Molly giggled. "Yeah, I like that one. Better than being called a bull, I guess."



"I guess," Mark chuckled, finishing off the gatorade and throwing the empty bottle in the trash. He leaned against the counter. "So I'm a bull, huh?"



"No…" Molly insisted. "I mean, yes, in the context of the whole cuckold marriage dynamic thing. But you're also my boyfriend."



"There's a difference?"



"Yeah, there's a difference…" Molly walked over and leaned against his body, resting her chin on his bare chest. "A bull is just for sex. You know, like bulls do. You ever spend time around bulls? Like real ones?"



"Of course…" Mark said quickly. "I grew up in Texas. I know what bulls are for. Breeding and breaking shit."



"Yeah…" Molly laughed. "Yeah, that's kind of what they're for in the cuckold marriage dynamic. At least according to the research I've done. But there's a pretty big difference between a bull and a boyfriend." She began rubbing his chest lovingly with her palms.



"Yeah? What's the difference?" Mark wrapped his arms around her silk-robed back.



"My bull is just here to give me a good time. But my boyfriend is here because I love him."



Mark smiled and kissed her red hair. "So I'm both."



"Kind of…" Molly explained. "To Chris, you're my bull. To me, you're my boyfriend. He loves that you fuck the absolute stuffing out of me. I just love…you. So it's kinda complicated."



Mark took a deep breath, relaxing as he exhaled. Her hair smelled so good.



"And I'm a big fan of the fucking too…" Molly added.



Mark laughed out loud. They stood in a silent embrace in the kitchen for a moment before Mark spoke again.



"So…this is what it would be like…if I lived here, huh?"



Molly was silent for a moment, then began giggling. Quietly at first, then rising in pitch and volume as she lost control of herself. Eventually she hunched over, holding her stomach as she laughed.



"What's so funny?" Mark insisted, smiling. 



"You think it's just a sex and snuggle fest here, don't you? Every day. All day. Just great sex and quiet relaxation." She looked up into his eyes, grinning impishly.



Mark shrugged. "Yeah. Why not?"



She laughed again, dropping her forehead into his chest. "Mark…on any given night, I'm rushing around either getting ready for or getting home from work, and I'm completely exhausted. Lucy always has homework, Max has made three messes in four rooms, there's stuff all over the floors, the kitchen and bathroom is a mess, and a million things need done. This house is absolute chaos most of the time. You have no idea."



"Yeah, well…you're here, right?"



She looked up at him again. "I mean, sure. When I'm not working. Or running the kids around to sports games or activities, or doctor's appointments, or god knows what-all."



"But I could sleep with you every night?"



Molly's eyes softened. "I mean…yeah. Yeah, you could."



"And I could fuck the stuffing out of you before we go to sleep?"



Molly snorted, blushing. "I mean…we'd have to learn to be quiet. We can't be traumatizing the kids."



"I could handle some chaos for that tradeoff." Mark smiled down at her.



Molly smiled, her eyes glistening. She briefly blinked back tears. "I love the sentiment, Mark. But I…I don't know. And I don't think you actually know what you're signing up for. Plus, we're moving, and med school…"



Mark hastened to silence her. "I can move with you. I can get out of the Corps and get another job. My contract is basically up."



Molly shook her head insistently. "No, Mark. I can't have you torpedoing your career for me. Especially not when I'm doing a huge career change myself. I've got med school starting, and…what would you even do?"



Mark shrugged. "I don't know. Who cares? I'll be a janitor or a plumber or something. Or a cop, maybe. I don't really care. We'll be together. I'll make it work."



Molly shook her head more vigorously. "No, Mark. This relationship can't continue on that foundation. That you threw away everything to be with me. It might be great for a while, but you might grow to resent me. Especially since I'm not going to have any free time with all the studying and residency and…and Chris is still going to be supporting us through med school…"



"Fuck that. I don't want to hear about him. Fuck that little pervert. I'll take care of you."



Molly's tone got sharper. "Mark, I know you don't like sharing, but he's my kids' father. Even if I leave him, he'll be in the picture. And you'll have to live with that."



Mark looked away, chastened.



"Can you live with that?" Molly prodded.



Mark shrugged dismissively. Molly looked up in his eyes, a hint of sternness mixed with worry in her face.



"Why don't you want to go to San Diego, Mark? Or that other place, with the palm trees?"



"I don't like where this conversation is going," Mark said suddenly. 



Molly blinked in surprise, then answered in a measured tone. "I don't like where this conversation might go either. But you and I…we both come from careers where…you have to deal with what's in front of you. Good news or bad news. We should both be used to dealing with hard truths." 



Mark's head dropped again. He didn't answer.



"We can't ignore it, Mark. It's a fork in the road, and we need to be honest about that. And we have to be honest with each other, and with ourselves, about what's down both roads."



Mark stared silently at her, an anticipatory pain beginning to creep into his gaze. He cleared his throat, and then matched his girlfriend's measured tone.



"The palm tree place is a base in the Mojave Desert in California. Twentynine Palms. I've been there for training exercises, and it sucks. But I don't care about the transfer, I just want to be with you. They said I had to go to the West Coast or just get out. I don't want to go to the West Coast. I want to be with you."



Molly's lips pursed as she prepared to rip off a band-aid. She cleared her throat nervously and spoke softly.



"It's not that simple, Mark. If you want to be with me, you're going to have kids in your life. All the time. And you're going to have Chris in your life too. Maybe not as much as the kids, but he's gonna be around. A lot. And right now, Lucy and Max don't know about us. Right now if you show up, they'll like you. They'll be excited to see you and hang out with you. You're that cool guy from the beach that helped them with their sand fort. But if we go public…if we get together and I leave Chris…then you're stepping into their dad's place. And they may not like you. They might actually hate you. At least for a while. But maybe forever. You can't control that. I can't control that."



Mark was stunned. His head dropped, uncomfortable with the thought. "Yeah, I guess I didn't really think of that."



"There's so much more going on here than just you and I sleeping together every night. Which I promise you…Mark, look at me…"



He looked up to see her emerald eyes fixed on his. She stepped closer to him and picked up his large, copper hands with her pale, petite fingers.



"Mark, I want that too. I want to go to bed with you every night and wake up with you every morning. But we have to think about all of it before we seriously consider taking that step. And we can't put off thinking about it any longer. Not as a fantasy. But as it really might be."



Molly's voice rose in an intensity of concern as she tried to explain. She seemed increasingly panicked as the reality of the next step in the relationship set in.



"That's all I'd want, Mol," Mark insisted. "I'd want to share a bed with you every night, and see you when one of us gets home from work every day."



Molly's head dropped, her bright red hair covering her face. Mark extended his hand to move it out of the way. She still wouldn't look up at him.



"I'd totally deal with all that other stuff." He waited for her response. Nothing. "I don't really have experience with kids or whatever, but I can figure it out. I just want to be with you. Don't you want to be with me?"



Molly finally looked up into his deep brown eyes and cracked. She buried her face in his chest and began to sob.



* * *



Jordan's face was still red. Flushed from activity. 



David's face was red too. 



Panting from exertion, his body spent, he rolled off of his wife's body and onto his back, adjusting the bed covers around him.



Man and wife lay next to each other in bed. Both glistened with sweat. David was spent, exhaling happily as his body relaxed.



Jordan's flushed face and body turned to lay on her side, facing her husband. She could almost see the oxytocin coursing into and out of his brain: The happy fog in his eyes, the tension draining from his body, the slow, even breath. He was definitely satisfied. Down to his bones. 



She ran her hand up and down his chest affectionately.



"How'd I do?"



David laughed. "How'd you do? You…you're amazing, baby. I don't know how I got so lucky." 



Jordan grinned happily. "Good. Glad to hear it."



David turned his head to kiss her. "So how'd I do?"



Jordan nodded, smiling indulgently. "It felt good, honey. It's always good…"



"Did you…?"



Jordan's eyes briefly flitted down. "No. But that's not the point. The point isn't always…you know…to finish that way. It's really just being intimate with you. That's what I want."



David reached around the back of her head and stroked her hair. She cuddled up to his chest.



"Your skin's super warm."



"Yeah…" She trailed off. 



"Are you okay?"



Jordan nodded, not looking up. 



"Do you want some water or something?"



"No…it's…nothing. Kind of embarrassing. But I'm fine."



She seemed distracted, her face determined and focused. As if she was trying to talk to someone else. Or ignore someone. But she was silent.  



David was confused, but waited for a moment before responding.



"Okay…what's embarrassing?"



Jordan shook her head again, keeping her eyes down.



"Come on, Jo…you can tell me…" David coaxed.



"I'm just…gosh baby, this is mortifying."



"What is it, baby? You can tell me anything, I won't judge you. I just want to help."



"I'm just really needy. Like, really aroused. It's like my body has been sitting in a candle warmer all day, and I'm kinda…worked up, I guess. Warm. That's all. There. You happy?"



Mortified, Jordan pulled her hair over her face to hide it from her husband.



David nodded slowly, proceeding cautiously. "So…you're…horny?"



"I hate that word…" Jordan retorted, still hiding. 



"Sorry. You used the candle warmer analogy…you're…warm?"



"Mmmmhmmm," she said quietly, not daring to look up. Then, all of the sudden, her head jerked up to look at her husband, her right hand shooting up to cover his mouth.



"But it's okay, baby, you didn't do anything wrong. If I go and splash cold water on my face, and then wait a while, it goes away."



David was stunned. "It goes away? I don't understand.You said you've felt that way all day. Does this happen often? Like going whole days where you're…warm?"



Jordan's face contorted into a vulnerable insecurity. 



"I mean…sometimes."



"Like…what times?"



"I don't know…certain times of the month…and then, when you come home after being gone for weeks, I kinda just…stay warm sometimes. I think it's because now that you're home with me, I get to touch you alot. I think it's just like…getting pent up when you're gone, then you come home, and…you know? Anyway, it's not a big deal."



"So you don't feel the way I feel after we make love? I mean, I feel like I just got a massage or something, I feel great. But you look really tense. Almost stressed."



"No, it's not that…" Jordan reassured her husband. "I actually feel really happy and relaxed. And I feel close to you, and that's like…my all time favorite feeling. Of all time. The bonding. So I don't feel bad. Just…kind of warm, I guess. But I'm very happy. And satisfied."



She tacked on the last two words abruptly. As if they were contractually mandated.



David nodded. "Okay. I think I understand. Do you feel this way even when you do…you know…finish?"



She hesitated. "I mean…it's different. I'm still warm, but I guess I am a little more relaxed. But I think it's just different for girls, you know? Like…we're primed to last as long as our men last, so we just burn slow, and we stay warm for a while after. You know, the whole men-are-microwaves and women-are-ovens thing, right? Microwaves cool off as soon as they're done. Ovens take a while to cool down. That's all."



"Okay," David said, a little relieved. "Do you want me to help…with my mouth? Or something..?" He gestured vaguely down her body.



"Oh, no, no baby. You just…I mean, you just finished down there. That would be gross. I don't want to make you do that. Maybe later."



"Okay." David's memory flashed to the sight of his wife's hairy thatch slowly descending over his face, the thick nectar of her other lover still speckled in with her auburn tangles. More of it would slide onto his tongue as she gently rocked her hips back and forth when his tongue parted her opening.



They lay silent for a moment, Jordan running her hand up and down her husband's torso.



"Were you, uh, warm like that after…you know?"



"After what?"



"When you were with…him."



"Oh…" Jordan's voice took on a cautious tone. "I thought we weren't talking about that."



"No, I know how you feel about that. And I'll drop it if you want. I was just curious if it was…you know…the same. When you were with him."



"I thought you were okay with me having my own sexual space. Isn't that information kind of in my space?"



"No…I mean yes, it is, but no, that's not what I meant when I said…I mean, I want to give you space to…whatever, but I like to, you know…know about it. I like knowing about it. What's in your space."



Jordan looked up at him, her eyes tinged with concern. "David, I know you know how I feel about this."



"I know, yeah." David admitted. "But I know you know how I feel about it too."



An awkward pause settled over the bed as both of them struggled to find the next words. 



David found them first. "I mean, it's in the past, right? And I'm not going to get mad or anything."



Jordan frowned, unsure, but her hand stopped caressing his chest and migrated downward to find his quickly stiffening penis.



"Yeah, I know how you feel about it, baby."



David's legs stiffened in excitement.



"Okay…so maybe we can agree to just, you know, talk about it sometimes? If you're not too uncomfortable?"



Jordan sighed, defeated. "I guess so, honey. Against my better judgment." She began to caress his excitement, a weak smile breaking through the flushed concern on her face. 



"OK. Here's my compromise. I'll let you ask three questions. But they can't be too graphic or anything. No porno questions. I don't want to go there."



"Okay…" David said excitedly, his torso twitching. "Ummm, let me think. Okay, the first question was the one I just asked. Did you feel like you do after we…?"



"After we have sex?" Jordan asked, her eyebrows raised. "You mean, did I feel the same way after having sex with Mark that I feel after having sex with you?"



She felt him twitch between her fingers. Just the phrase "sex with Mark" seemed to light him on fire. 



"Yeah…" David whispered.



"Hmmmm…" Jordan intoned thoughtfully. "I'm not sure I really remember, it's been a while."



David looked pained, aching for an answer. 



Jordan smiled, then answered in a comforting tone. "Honestly baby, I just remember being tired. Like, exhausted. Like I just wanted to fall right asleep."



"So you wouldn't feel…warm? Like you do now?"



"I mean, not exactly. Like I said, I'd just feel super tired, but then by the time I'd get home to you, I'd be like…hot. Not warm. Hot. It was a delayed effect. I mean, you remember, right? I'd do all those crazy, naughty things when I got home."



David nodded, holding his breath as she continued to stroke him.



"And then sometimes I'd wake up in the middle of the night, all raring to go. So yeah, I guess it's kind of the same, but like…hot instead of warm. And it kind of came over me in intense waves. So it's a little different than this…slow burn."



"Better?"



Jordan shook her head, then gently kissed her husband. "Not better, baby. Just different. I love being with you. I love it. So intimate. So close. Just what I want from my man."



David grinned, his torso beginning to tense as he felt himself building toward another powerful climax. 



"Okay, those were your three questions, mister." Jordan kissed him again, then grinned. "Did you like the answers?"



"God, yes…David's head lolled back, then snapped forward. "But I only asked two."



"No, the third one was if he was better, remember?"



"Oh. I thought that one didn't count. It was just…like a follow-up question."



"Oh, I see…" Jordan shot back playfully. "Okay. Well, since I'm in such a good mood, I'll give you one more."



"Okay…" David whispered eagerly. "Was he bigger?"



Jordan's eyebrows shot up again. "That's awfully close to a porno question, Mister Stark."



"Sorry. If that's against the rules, I withdraw the question."



Jordan smirked, then leaned forward to kiss him, then kissed him once more. 



She let go of his penis and flipped onto her other side, digging into her nightstand drawer for a moment before pulling out her new toy. Then she flipped around again, the same smirk holding on her face. 



"You really want to know?"



David nodded eagerly.



Jordan laid the large, light brown faux penis on her husband's chest, then rested her hand on the top of the shaft, extending her finger out one knuckle past the tip. 



"About there. And…" 



She lifted it up and extended her thumb and index finger around the circumference of the shaft, a small amount of space visible between her finger and the shaft of the toy.



"There." She looked up to see if David understood. "Does that help establish the facts, Mister Stark?"



David moaned, his eyelids drooping in obscene pleasure. 



Jordan giggled. "Okay, I'll take that as a yes."



"Is it better when it's bigger?" David's eyes were nearly closed, his breathing shallow. 



Jordan hesitated. 



David seemed to be beyond the playful stage, and was now in deep arousal. Would it be cruel to stop the train now, or should she stick to her guns and keep playing the game, making him wonder?



"I mean, it's different…" she let the dildo drop lengthwise onto his chest and began caressing his torso around it again.



"Better?" David could barely form the syllables.



"It's not better. Good sex isn't just about how big your thing is, baby. I prefer being with you to using this thing…" She playfully slapped the dildo.



"It's bigger than me…"



"Yeah, it is honey," Jordan cooed. "But not better." 



"Mark made you tired?"



Jordan hesitated again, then nodded. 



"Yeah, honey. He made me tired."



"Made you cum?" 



Jordan hesitated for longer. 



"Yeah, honey. He made me cum."



"Because he's bigger?"



"No…I already told you."



"Why then?"



Jordan was taken by surprise. She paused again, this time for thought rather than effect.



"I don't…actually know…I'd have to think about that."



"You liked it?"



"Mmmhmmm…" 



Jordan reached down to stroke her husband's penis again.



He murmured, barely enunciating the syllables as her hand and words captivated his mind. 



"What'd you like about it? With him?"



Jordan almost answered, but quickly stopped herself when she heard her husband emphasize the last phrase.



"With him…"



This seemed dangerous. Was she allowing this to go too far? Was she indulging an unhealthy tendency? 



Jordan looked over at her husband, his eyes closed and locked in the paroxysm of fantasy. 



She sighed. They were already over the cliff. She mentally shrugged to herself and relaxed, just allowing herself to think out loud.



"I'm not totally sure what it was. But I think it was just how…in control he felt." Her thoughts were halting and widely spaced as she allowed herself to probe and analyze her memory for the essential source of the pleasure she shared with another man. 



"I mean, If I have to put words to it…I don't know if I can. It's just hard to describe. I mean, it's hard to describe…how it was. He would just kind of take charge, and then he'd…use me. It wasn't intimate. At all. It was almost emotionless, honestly. For both of us. If I had to describe it, it was just…pure…sexual need. He needed me for sex, so he used me. And somehow that made me…made my body…kind of need him back. So it was reciprocal. But it was only in the moment, you know?"



David moaned, clearly wanting her to continue. Sensing this, she obliged.



"But even though he had needs, he wasn't wild. He wasn't erratic, he wasn't out of control, or violent, or whatever. He was just…I don't know. Cool head, strong body. Deliberate. Powerful. He was…commanding. And I…my body really responded to that, I guess."



She could tell David was close. Picking up the speed of her stroke, she kissed him gently as he panted with his eyes closed. Then she put the cherry on top.



"And the fact that he had a huge dick probably had something to do with it."



* * *



The morning form-up. Marines milled around in their physical training clothes. The platoon sergeant hadn't arrived yet. 



"Corporal Rein."



"Sup, Jackson?"



Mark looked up, glassy eyed.



Corporal Jackson, Mark's new squad leader squinted in concern. "You alright?"



"Peachy man. How you doin'?"



"I'm fine. It's 0500, man. You been drinking?"



Mark put a lazy finger in front of his lips.



Jackson rolled his eyes. "I can't have that in my squad, man. I know shit's weird now that you're not the boss. But that kinda means you should definitely know I can't let this fly."



"You ain't gotta let jack shit fly, man. I'm straight. Ain't nobody gonna know."



"I know. And I wasn't looking very hard."



"Well, let's get runnin', and I'll school your ass. We'll see who notices then."



Corporal Jackson sighed, then signaled to one of his fire team leaders to keep an eye on Mark. The platoon formed into a box, Mark's head noticeably above most of the others, wobbling slightly. 



Corporal Poisson, the acting platoon sergeant, walked out in front.



"Morning marines. Let's make this one count. Six miles, lap ups. Gonna do some hill climbing and a couple calisthenic stations. Keep it under an hour. Nobody falls out today. Got it?"



The platoon barked out acknowledgement, and they took off down the road.



True to his word, Mark kept up with the platoon, showing no clear signs of intoxication. Once the group made it back to the lawn outside of Charlie Company headquarters, huffing, puffing, and sweating, Jared dismissed the platoon to shower and get breakfast before the workday started.



"Jackson. Rein. On me." Jared sounded annoyed.



Corporal Jackson sighed again, then turned to walk toward the platoon sergeant.



"Sup, Frenchie? Good run, brotha…" Mark grinned, his eyes bloodshot. He reached a long arm across Jared's shoulders, yanking him in for a hug. Jared patted him on the back, then stepped back, grimacing.



"You got your meeting with battalion this morning, man. You straight?"



"Straight. So straight. Like a…a bridge or somethin'."



Jared looked at Jackson, an eyebrow raised.



Jackson shook his head, his lips pursed.



"Fuck." Jared said under his breath. 



"So…we good here? I just spent an hour outpacing all you motherfuckers. I could eat a whole buncha breakfasts." Mark slurred happily.



Jared walked over to the pile of cinder blocks near the entrance to the Company Headquarters building. Picking one up, he walked purposively back over to where Mark and Jackson were standing, and casually tossed the cinder block on to Mark's shin, where it rolled down and slammed onto his foot.



Mark leaped up in pain, kicking the block off his foot and reaching down to grab his foot, howling.



"What the fuck, man? Seriously!"



Since they were meeting for early morning physical training, they were not wearing the usual steel topped boots and tear-resistant pants. Rather, they were wearing high cut green shorts, t-shirts, and tennis shoes. The impact of the block, therefore, tore into Mark's skin, leaving a noticeable gash, and the corner of the heavy stone made an audibly sickening thok when it landed on his foot.



Mark grabbed his foot and began hopping around, cursing his friend. Jared calmly picked up the cinder block and returned it to the pile. Returning to converse with Jackson, his instructions were calm and straightforward.



"Corporal Rein tripped during the run,and  he seems to have a foot injury. He can't meet at the scheduled time this morning. He'll be in medical. He's probably fine, but they're getting an X-ray just in case. He can't meet with the battalion reps until after lunch."



Corporal Jackson's eyes widened. "Do…do you want me to tell them that..?"



"Yes. Go. Now. Tell them I'm taking him to medical."



Corporal Jackson took off at a gallop toward battalion. Jared pulled Mark's arm over his shoulder and helped his limping friend back to his barracks room.



"We going to medical? My foot kinda hurts."



"No shit, dumbass." Jared was impatient. "We're going to medical, but we're going to your room first. And we're making a pot of coffee, and you're going to drink all of it."



"Okay." Mark hopped along, compliant. Jared clenched his jaw as he helped his larger friend begin to hop up the stairs.



"What's wrong with you, man? Today is not the day to pull something like this. You have to give an answer on whether or not to re-enlist. This is a career day for you, man."



"I think Molly's gonna break up with me." 



Jared paused, feeling Mark wobble on one foot next to him.



"I didn't know that, man. I'm sorry."



"I don't know what to do, Frenchie. I really like her."



"I know you do, man. I do too."



"What do I do?"



Jared paused, then began to climb the stairs again.



"You figure out the right thing to do, and you do that."



"I tried to do the right thing, Frenchie. And I got court-martialed."



His tone wasn't bitter or resentful. Just hurt. And confused. 



Hearing that was like a knife in Jared's gut.



He nodded, shifting Mark's weight as he pulled him up the next step. "I know you did, man. I don't know what you should do. But whatever you do, you need to be sober to do it."



"Yeah. That's probably a good idea."



They arrived at Mark's barracks room. Jared turned the knob and hip-checked the door open. He set Mark down in a chair, pulling his shoe and sock off, noting a significant bruise on the top of his foot beginning to form. There was swelling, but the bones didn't appear to be broken. He sighed in relief, then stood up and turned on Mark's coffee maker.



"I ain't got nobody, man…" Mark said as Jared filled the pot with water from Mark's sink.



"Bullshit. You got me. You got Meg. And Arnie, and Cap, and everyone here."



"You're goin' to DC, man. Gonna spend all day in dry cleaned suits saluting dickheads in different dry-cleaned suits. If I stay in, I'm either hanging out with tarantulas in the desert or yelling at zit-faced recruits all day."



Jared grimaced. "Yeah, I know."



"If I get out, I can move up there with you guys. And Molly."



"If you get out, I'd really miss you, man."



"I'll still be around. I'll be a plumber or something. Ain't no plumber gonna get court-martialed."



Jared started the coffee maker, and then opened the bathroom door to turn on the shower.



"Yeah, but I don't really see you as a plumber. Too big. They gotta fit in tight places sometimes."



"I can make it work. I fit in Meg that one time. She's a pretty tight place."



"Yeah. Okay." Jared nodded, grimacing again.



"I'll be a plumber, man. I'm serious. I don't give a fuck."



"Well, it's your choice," Jared said, trying to redirect his stream of thought. "But think it through. I'm sorry about Molly. But people break up sometimes. It's just life, you know? You'll meet someone else.There are women in Twentynine Palms." 



"No there aren't."



Jared laughed. "Yeah, maybe not. There are tons in San Diego, though. Just hit up the beaches."



Mark shrugged, shaking his head sadly. 



"I wanna be with Molly."



Jared sighed again, then grabbed his best friend's hand and pulled his arm over his shoulders again before standing him up to walk toward the shower.



"Get your shit together, man. Take a shower, get some coffee, and we can talk on the way to medical. Nothing's final yet. We can figure this out. Just get your head straight man…just get it together."



* * *



Navigating airport security was taking on an unconscious dimension now. It was such a part of David's routine, that he found himself losing chunks of time along the way. 



He naturally remembered deeply kissing Jordan, who was holding back tears as he moved away from her toward the checkpoint. Then he found himself gathering his shoes off the roller belt. But he didn't remember taking them off, putting his bags on the search tables or X-ray conveyor belt, or walking through the metal detector.



All he could remember was Jordan's tight embrace, unconsciously not wanting to let him go.



It had been a lovely week back home with her. And surprisingly productive, too. He had moved forward on another lucrative deal with the potential to net his company millions. He had established himself as a valuable leader in the company he started, and had caught up with Hamad and Clint on the running details of the company's day-to-day operations. He had left feeling involved and contributing to the company, even though his attention was elsewhere most of the time. 



It felt like the two ends of his work life were in balance.



And, of course, he had spent several days and nights just enjoying his wife's company. Going on hikes, going to dinner, movies, chatting about her work and his travels.



Holding hands, kissing, snuggling.



And she had been more than a little forward sexually. David never had to ask for sex. Not once. She seemed to be on some kind of horny husband patrol, ready to respond to his arousal at a moment's notice.



So it had been a great week for him.



And she had insisted over and over that it had been great for her, too. But after every time they finished, she had that flushed look on her face. She had wiggled her nakedness up to and all over his body, soaking up their intimacy with hot skin and a dim look of frustration concealed under a tight smile.



The one exception had been when she had gently banished him from the bedroom and masturbated alone with her new toy. 



David had been shocked at the intensity of his arousal as he had pressed his ear against his bedroom door. He had heard the sounds of the video coming from her laptop. And a few low, subtle grants that he identified with Jordan's voice. After about twenty minutes of that, he heard her gasp audibly, then fall completely silent for about fifteen seconds. Another moment passed, and she had opened the door, a visible look of relief on her face as she had plopped the slimy toy into his shaking hands.



"Can you wash that for me, baby? Thanks." 



It was almost like she was a different person. And while he was never even remotely disappointed in the sex they shared, there was another layer of allure about Jordan when she was like this.



This…other Jordan had a particular curve to her smile. It was easy. Disarming. Almost dismissive. The kind of look that says…don't worry buddy, I'll get mine.



The other Jordan moved differently too. He had turned to watch her naked body as she moved toward the kitchen. Her movements were smooth. Easy. Relaxed.



Her hips had swayed seemingly without voluntary thought. Her hands had seemed loose, her arms flowing. A casual look over her shoulder at him probably would have driven him insane with desire.



But she didn't look back. And for some reason, that hit him even harder.



Sitting down at the gate before his flight, he looked at his phone. She had already texted.



J: Miss you already, baby. I'm back in the car. Loving the seat warmers in my brand new ride! 🥰🥰🥰



David smiled to himself and responded.



D: Anything to keep you…warm…right?



The response was quicker than he anticipated.



J: 😘

J: Don't worry baby. I'm always warm for you.

J: 😘



D: Okay baby. Drive safe. My flight's pretty long, I'll let you know when I land in Lagos.



J: Okay baby. Fly safe! I love you!



The initial boarding call came over the intercom and David stood up to file onto the plane.



He was struck by her use of the term "warm" to describe how she felt when aroused. Naturally, being a red-blooded heterosexual male, David loved the idea of a persistently "warm" wife. It had certainly worked out well for him this week. The craven intimacy that his wife had initiated each day, sometimes multiple times each day, had contributed quite a bit to his sense of balance. He was going into the West and South Africa leg of his worldwide audits refreshed and clear headed. Jordan had seen to that.



He was quite sure, however, that Jordan was not going into the next three weeks with the same advantage. Of clear-headed equilibrium. 



It was fairly apparent that he didn't satisfy her, and that she was actively sexually frustrated to some degree. He was thrilled to see she had taken her own trip back to the sex shop, and that she found some things on the internet that stimulated her enough to practice sexual self-care. 



And his excitement at this was only partially motivated by an altruistic desire for his wife's well being. Jordan's sexual pleasure was an erotic end in itself for David. The fact that she pursued–and occasionally caught–sexual relief through erotic self-exploration lit David's fire like nothing else.



Yet when they were together, it was clear that she was very much out of balance. Unlike him. She could meet his needs easily and routinely. He struggled to meet hers even occasionally. His memory dropped back to their first sexual experience…their wedding night. She had removed her bra for the first time. He had been transfixed at her beauty, and she had fumbled his pants open. 



It took longer than he cared to admit for her to find his penis. Once she did, however, he shot off instantly. He still remembered the surprised laugh that came out of her mouth, and the damning question that both haunted him and brought him to a powerful climax when he recalled it during his own private sessions self-care:



"Is that it?"



God…there was something overwhelmingly powerful about the casual cruelty of that phrase. 



"Is that it?"



Implying the need for more. No. Asserting it. Eventually begging for it.



There was no accounting for it, but David had a primal desire for his wife to have more.



He fumbled with his bag as he found his seat on the plane, trying to handle himself in a way that would obscure or conceal his erection while he sat down. 



Fastening his seat belt, he felt his own face get hot at the memory of her description of her former lover Mark's sexual prowess. 



Cool head, strong body. Dominant. Powerful. Commanding.



She had described a Newtonian reaction in her arousal following his. A powerful call to fulfill another man's needs. He could only imagine how hard this man made his wife come. He strongly suspected that she didn't feel flushed, needy, or frustrated after he was done with her.



Actually, he didn't have to suspect that. She told him. She said that she only felt…sleepy. After he was done with her.



David's ears burned at the thought.



She would have been satisfied. After Mark was done with her.



In a state of equilibrium. Not out of balance. 



Satisfied. 



Sleepy. 



Fulfilled. 



David opened his phone screen to text her.



D: On the plane. Just sat down. You home now?



J: Yep. Just got here. Gonna try and get some writing done, I'm a little behind…and I have to be ready for Professor Schenk's visit next week.



D: Okay. I'm a little worried about how stressed you are. You haven't used that massage subscription yet, have you?



J: No, not yet. I'm sorry baby.



D: You should use it. As much as you need to keep your head clear. And you can use more than the subscription, too. They have my credit card on file. Book as many as you need. We can afford it.



J: That's soooo sweet honey. I'm just a little nervous, actually. I've never gotten a massage…I'd feel kinda weird having someone like…touching me all over, you know?



D: Don't worry about that, honey. And you can request a woman therapist, too. If it makes you feel weird. I just want you to be taken care of when I'm gone.



J: 😍

J: Thanks baby. You take such good care of me!



D: Well, you need to take care of yourself, too.



J: I will, don't worry. Text me when you land in Lagos. I should be up by then. And try to get some sleep on the plane!



David read the phrase over and over again: 



"I will, don't worry." 



His cuck fire flared as he imagined the possibility of strong male hands working over Jordan's body. He wanted her to make a massage appointment so bad. Not that he thought the massage would go dirty…although if it did…if she wanted that, even better, right? 



What was he thinking? He was too fired up. He had to calm down. This flight was 13 hours long.



But he struggled to restrain himself. He opened the text chain and typed one more message, his thumb hovering over the send button, his heart beating audibly as he weighed the possible outcomes of sending it:



D: 💃?



* * *



It was a horrible idea, in retrospect. 



But although he thought about that night for years afterward, he was never quite sure if it was just poor impulse control that actually ended things that night, or if the train had already jumped the rails.



But it was easy to see after the fact. He should not have just shown up that way.



But there he was, half a bottle of Jack Daniels already coursing through his veins, his left hand pinching together a set of Star Trek Legos and a fresh new copy of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight between his large thumb and forefinger. His equally large right fist knocking on the door of the quiet, cape style suburban home.



The look on Chris' face when he answered the door to see his wife's lover was priceless. He completely froze, his face locked in shock. 



Mark grinned at him, as they both processed seeing each other in person for the first time since the beach vacation more than a year ago. 



Mark could see in Chris' eyes the full realization that Mark was the better man. That he had utterly conquered Chris' wife. That he had charmed her, enraptured her, fucked her, inseminated her repeatedly and regularly, and that he held her heart in his powerful hand. That the very house he was now occupying was only one of the several sites of his own thorough cuckolding.



And now the bull had arrived to claim the rest of it. The home. The children. The love of his life and the life he, Chris, was fighting to retake.



"Hey man. Molly home?" Mark asked casually. 



Mark was dressed well for a civilian. Tan slacks and a light blue button up shirt. Tucked in with a new belt. He had freshly shaved and was wearing a cologne he knew Molly liked. He had bought new dress shoes earlier that day after moving all of his belongings from his old barracks room into his 4Runner and driving away from his life as a marine.



"Mark. I didn't expect…we weren't expecting you…"



Suddenly Molly appeared in the hallway behind her husband, dressed in plaid pajama bottoms and an old sweatshirt, her red hair tied back in a ponytail. She, too, froze, her eyes fixed and wide.



"Hey baby. I'm home."



Molly took a step back, bracing herself against the wall. Within seconds, a visibly taller Lucy and a Max with longer hair appeared behind their mother.



Lucy spoke first.



"Mister Rein. I'm glad you got back from Afghanistan safely. We were just having dinner."



Mark grinned. "Lucy! So nice to see you again. I see you've improved with the…you know…the lisp seems to be gone."



"I've had some speech therapy at school, and they tell me it's much better. I'm glad you noticed too."



Precocious as always.



"What's in your hand?" Max walked past his mother, then his father, and looked straight up to Mark.



"I brought some stuff. I got a lego set for you, and a book for Lucy."



"Cool, thanks! Star Trek…is it a space ship?"



"Technically a space station."



"Whoa…that's cool! Thanks Mister Rein!"



"And here's a book for you, Lucy. One of the King Arthur stories."



Lucy walked around and took the book as her father, who was still recovering his senses, stepped back a little as the children crowded in front of him in the doorway.



Lucy was questioning Mark about the book when he looked past Chris and saw Molly's hand over her mouth, tears streaming down her face. For the first time, their eyes met and held. He smiled broadly, expecting to be welcomed into the home.



Instead, he saw Molly's head slowly shaking. Back and forth.



"What's a critical edition?" Lucy asked, breaking Mark's concentration.



"It's just a version of the book with some extra stuff in it. You know, Literature professors write articles about it and that kind of stuff. You'll probably like that stuff when you're older, I just thought you'd want to keep this one for a while."



"That's very generous of you, Mister Rein. Thank you. I love it."



Mark's heart sank as he looked up to see Molly hastily drying her tears before her children turned around. "Yeah, well, I was…just kind of in the area, and I remembered you guys lived here. So I thought I'd drop by and…I brought a couple fun things. That's all."



"Well, thanks for dropping by," Chris said awkwardly. "We're kind of in the middle of dinner, and it's a school night, so…"



Molly turned around and darted down the hallway, disappearing around the corner.



"No, I understand." 



Mark felt utterly defeated. A dagger to the heart.



"You should come by again, maybe on a Saturday." Lucy said brightly. I'll read this, and we can discuss it. I'm getting good at discussing books now. We have a whole class for it in my new grade."



"That sounds great, Lucy," Mark said flatly. 



"Well, good luck to you, Mark."



Chris extended a pale, pudgy hand. Mark limply grasped it, then took a step back on the porch, letting the screen door flop shut. Chris nodded at him, took a step back, and closed the door.



The rest of the night was a blur. 



In the months that followed, Mark would occasionally tried to piece it together, but the salient moments always dominated the memory more than the details or chronology. Molly freezing. Molly shaking her head. Molly turning and running away, her hand still over her mouth.



But one more memory poked through occasionally. 



It Involved a checkout counter at a state liquor store, another bottle of Jack Daniels being set in a paper bag as Mark's flip phone buzzed on the counter next to it. 



He remembered ignoring it, a feeling of pervasive numbness fogging his mind. But the buzzes of the phone on the counter kept coming. 



He remembered walking unevenly out to his 4Runner, all his possessions still stuffed in the back. He remembered flipping open his phone and denying the call. He remembered hearing the buzz again, as he sat down in the driver's seat and put the keys in the ignition. 



This time, a text message.



Please pick up, Mark. I don't want to end things this way. Please pick up. 



Please?
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"Marco. Arregla tu corbata."



The gangly ten year old scowled and reached up to straighten his necktie. 



"I don't want to go now, mom. I look stupid. Can we just stay home?"



"You don't look stupid. You're a businessman. With a brand new haircut, too! You look handsome. Successful. All the girls will like you."



The boy pouted visibly. "I'm not a businessman, mom. These are just my church clothes, and they don't even fit good anymore."



He was right. The suit pants were visibly short, clearly showing his socks sticking out of his church shoes, and his shoulders were beginning to extend beyond the width of the suit coat. 



Leticia Martinez-Rein frowned, rustling her only son out the door of their apartment.



"Well, this is what we have, mi amor. You'll be handsome if you don't pout. Keep your head up. You're taller than the other boys, and stronger. Nobody will make fun of you if you carry yourself well."



If they hurried, they would just make it to the church, where Mark's rowdy group of other ten year old boys was gathering to go trick-or-treating for Halloween.



Even though she wouldn't tolerate his pouting, Leticia did worry about his church clothes. He was growing too fast. His nice pants kept rising up on his ankles, and his shirt cuffs were visibly gravitating toward his elbows. She simply couldn't afford to get him new church clothes as quickly as he grew out of his old ones. Nor could she get a Halloween costume from the store like his friends had. 



It broke her heart, but she could only do what she could do.



Making their way down the hall, a familiar door opened.



"Hey Benny…" Mark greeted the old man glumly.



The older neighbor squinted and answered back in a gravelly voice.



"Hey yourself, bean pole. Where are you going all dressed up like that on Halloween?"



"We're going trick or treating. It's my costume."



"Oh. You like dressing up in suits then?"



Mark looked away, a sour face poorly concealed from his mother's eyes.



Benny stepped out into the hall and had a quick whispered exchange with Leticia. Then, beckoning subtly to the boy, the old man squatted down conspiratorially.



"I think I might have a different costume for ya, bud. You're just about big enough. Wanna try it out?"



"Yeah!" Mark answered brightly.



Leticia beamed as they disappeared into Benny's small apartment for a few moments, then reappeared. 



Mark now sported an old Korean War era olive-drab combat uniform with the ankles and sleeves rolled back. The uniform was complete: boots that were two sizes too large, laced as tightly as they could go, a clanky old steel helmet, and a hitched-down web-belt with several empty ammunition and grenade pouches dangling harmlessly down his back and sides.



Mark completed the ensemble of Benny's old uniform, with a grin so wide and sharp it threatened to pierce his earlobes. 



Benny stood behind him, holding his church clothes draped over his forearm, nodding toward Leticia.



"I'll hang on to these until you get back, and we can trade back. Okay?"



"Okay…" Leticia smiled gratefully. "Thank you, Benny."



"Happy to do it. Just one thing before you go, bean pole…" He squatted down to make eye contact with Mark again.



"You like wearing that uniform, buddy?"



Mark nodded eagerly. "It'd be cooler if I had a gun!"



Benny shook his head. "Nope. Don't need it. A Marine's weapon is his body. And his mind. Understand?"



Mark nodded again, more solemnly.



"So here's the deal, bud…" Benny continued. "If you're going to wear that uniform, now or ever, you can never dishonor it. You can never pick on anyone smaller than you, and if you see anyone else bullying someone smaller than them, your responsibility is to step in and stop it. Never lie, never cheat, never do the wrong thing and call it the right thing, and never, ever, ever do any less than your absolute best when you wear that uniform. Is that clear?"



"Yes sir!" Mark grinned.



"Alright kid. Go get 'em." He patted Mark on the shoulder.



Mark tore awkwardly down the hallway in his ill-fitting boots and loosely cuffed pants. His mother trailed behind, looking over her shoulder and waving gratefully to the old man.



Benny stepped back into his apartment, smiling quietly to himself as the door clicked shut.



* * *



D: Just got to the hotel. Going to sleep in a while, then heading to the port in the morning.



J: Hey baby! How's Lagos?



D: Still a little jetlagged. The first day is always rough when you change this many time zones. Still getting used to it.



J: I'm sorry baby…🥺 It's night time there now, right? Just drink lots of coffee when you get up!



D: Oh, don't worry. I will. Did you sleep okay?



David held his breath, waiting for the response. 



Before he had take off, when the plane had pushed back from the gate and the crew ordered all cell phones turned off and stowed, he had finally opted not to send the dancing girl emoji with a question mark to Jordan. As much as he liked the idea of his wife enjoying himself, he didn't want to push his luck by nudging her into it, or making her feel obligated to put on a show for him. 



He also knew that the day he flew off was always emotionally raw for her, and she may feel pressured to do what he wanted, rather than what she felt drawn to, which dulled the erotic effect for him. So he simply deleted the emoji and turned the phone off.



However, he had hoped that she had utilized RICARDO to help her sleep. 



David had spent a sizable chunk of time on the flight imagining her fumbling underneath the covers, her spread knees causing two twin hills to rise symmetrically under their shared bedding, forming the bottom corners of a triangle with her flushed, beautiful face as it peeked out from under the covers. He had imagined himself standing in their bedroom at the foot of their bed, or perhaps off to the side a bit, seeing her glassy eyed stare in his direction: her eyes on him but her mind elsewhere as she carefully arranged RICARDO inside of her, moving him in and out, this way and that, in ways that pleased her and relaxed her.



He wanted to ask her if she had had fun with RICARDO last night after he left. Or perhaps without him, utilizing only her own slim fingers to help her sleep. 



But he chickened out. 



His phone buzzed with her response.



J: I slept okay. I'm kinda stressed about this conference coming up.



D: Your response paper? I'm sure you'll crush it, Jo. How's it coming?



J: You know how I am. 🙄 I write something, then I hate it and have to start over. I've done that a few times.



D: Are they different each time?



J: The first couple drafts were, but the last few have been pretty close to each other. In substance, at least.



D: Sounds like you're about where you want to be, then. Just go for it now! Just throw it down until you're done saying what you want to say, then edit it the next day. That usually works for you, right?



J: Usually, yeah. This one's a little different.



D: What's different about it? What's this paper even about, anyway? You usually tell me all about it and you haven't breathed a word about this one.



David waited for the response. He saw the three blinking dots on the screen, indicating she was typing. 



They appeared, then stopped, then started again. 



He squinted, unsure of what to think. Finally:



J: Yeah, I haven't told you, honey, because it's kind of embarrassing.



David's heart fluttered.



D: Is it related to the "research" you were doing when I came home early last time?



J: 🫣

J: Yes.



D: Oh. 

D: Well, all I have to say about that is…AWESOME! I fully support this kind of research.



J:🤣🥴🤐

J: I thought you might like that. But that's actually kind of the problem. This isn't like…a purely intellectual exercise anymore. My mind and my body are kind of going two different ways on this thing, and so I'm questioning my own objectivity, and I think the paper is suffering for it. 

J: I kind of don't know what to do, because this conference is a big career moment for me, and I don't want to flub it. 

J: This paper could be the difference between getting a job after my dissertation and being unemployed! 

J: And I only did it because Professor Lukacz assigned it. 

J: And I don't know the guy I'm responding to at all, I've only read his work, and what if he hates me and says I don't understand his work at all, and I look stupid in front of the whole conference?



David paused at the wall of text that came through, conflicted on how to respond. She was clearly stressed about this project. 



At the same time, the thought that she was professionally researching something that lit her own libidinal fires was incredibly exciting to him. 



Still, the role of the supportive husband was clear. And it took priority. He had to support her first…



Then, perhaps when he got her to calm down, he could pull his pecker until it damn near popped off his body. He relished the prospect of a savory trip into the imagination, exploring the delicious idea of her extensive "research." 



He took a deep breath and began to respond.



D: I can see how that might stress you out, Jo, but I wouldn't worry too much about it. Professor Lukacz wouldn't have picked you if he didn't think you could do it, and I highly doubt that your objectivity is that impaired. You're the smartest woman I know, I have total confidence you can figure this out.



Another pause.



J: 🥰

J: You're sweet, honey. Thank you for saying that.



D: I didn't make your insecurities go away, did I?



J: Not really, no. But I love that you support me! 🥰🥰🥰



D: Would it help if you talked me through it a little more? Maybe I can ask you what your thoughts on the paper are, and you can explain your position to me like I'm a seventh grader?



They often did this when she had to write other papers. She would sit David down at the table and talk him through her ideas, then he would try and explain it back to her so she could see if she was being clear. 



He had wondered why she hadn't opted to do that with this paper, initially assuming that it was because she didn't want to take up their limited time together using him for homework help. 



But now it seemed more likely that she didn't want to bring it up because she was embarrassed, conflicted, and scared by the content of her research. 



David's phone buzzed again.



J: Okay, yeah, maybe that would help. Do you have some time? I don't want you to miss out on sleep.



D: I'm fine, honey. The jet lag is screwing with me, but I'm fully awake. I can go down in an hour and still get a full 8 hours before I start in the morning.



J: Okay. You sure you're okay with this? I'm kinda horrified by the subject matter. And kinda more horrified by how I'm reacting to it. And even more horrified that I'm telling you about my weird sexual deviances…



D: Jo, you have no idea how okay with it I am. This is a dream come true for me. Not only am I going to be okay with pretty much whatever you say, I'll probably be SUPER into it. So I'll try to hold back a little.



J: God, you're weird… 😘

J: Okay, so here's the breakdown. Schenk's work analyzes what he characterizes as psychological benefits that come from consensual BDSM practices. You know what BDSM means, right?



D: Like tying people up for sex stuff, right? Like that video you were watching?



J: 🫣 Yeah. 🫣 Like that.

J: Anyway, moving on. So I won't go into the details of his arguments, but he's got some survey data that I think has some questionable methods behind it, and I'll address that, but the bigger problem is basically my thesis. I think that indulging in this kind of fantasy leads to a disintegrated identity that over-represents impulses toward the violent and self-annihilating.



D: Okay, I was following for a minute there, but the last sentence is confusing. Disintegrated identity? Like the identity dissolves or something? Like sugar into water?



J: No, but good question. Dis-integrated literally just means taking something that should be integrated–meaning the parts that make it up should occupy the same space in ways that are cooperative and harmonious–stops working that way.



D: Like an engine? Like if you lose the main driver belt, it isn't an engine anymore even if parts of it work because they have to work together to work at all?



J: Exactly. Hey, that's good. Maybe I'll use that. Anyway, think of it like this: The identity is made up of a bunch of different brain functions, all centered on how someone functions in the world. And the basic idea of identity, meaning who we perceive ourselves to be, is "integrated" out of those parts. So things like your social position, your profession, your core skills, your sense of right and wrong, stuff like that, they all need to be integrated. If they're not, the different parts of your identity separate and even clash, and you get an identity crisis.



D: Okay, I think I'm following. So you're saying when people do bondage sex stuff, it creates an identity crisis?



J: Potentially. What I'm saying is that…actually, now I'm not sure. Hang on. 



D: Keep going, work it out.



J: I guess what I'm saying is that in order for people to feel stable in their identity, they need to see that identity as morally good. Nobody wants to view themselves as a bad person, that creates all sorts of other problems. So if they give into impulses that are bad, or that even role-play as bad, they're basically creating this component of their identity that is bad. So naturally this "bad" part of themselves that's associated with their sexuality kind of separates from the other "good" parts of themselves that do more normal, everyday stuff. So their identity is kind of split. Like they become two people in one body: One person that's like a normal person by day, and one that likes to whip and beat people (or that likes to be beaten and whipped) for sexual pleasure by night.



D: Okay, I could see that. That makes sense to me. But I'm not really sure how having certain impulses that you know are bad makes a part of you bad. I mean, you can't really help how you feel, right? You can't choose what turns you on. Right?



J: You can choose to move away from bad impulses and toward good ones. I definitely sympathize with the struggle against your bad impulses, but for someone to feel comfortable and confident in who they are, they shouldn't give up control in order to indulge impulses that feed into a bad identity construct. Healthy people need a sense of control over their bad and worse impulses. 

J: I mean, Heroin addicts have impulses to take heroin. I don't blame them for the impulses, but acting on them is bad for them. It has bad outcomes. And the more they do it, the worse the outcomes are.



D: So BDSM sex is like heroin? That seems like an extreme position to take.



J: No, that's not what I'm saying. That's just an example of bad impulses that should be resisted for the sake of better health. You can swap out heroin with anything else that makes you feel good and is bad for you. A gallon of ice cream a day. Or spending twenty hours a day on video games or social media. Take your pick.



D: Okay, I can see that. It's coming together now.



J: Okay good. So what I'm saying is that giving in to impulses just because they're strong is a bad road to go down in terms of psychological health. In order to feel comfortable with who you are, you need to feel like you're capable of being a good person, and that includes refusing bad impulses. Of course giving in occasionally or in controlled environments like a BDSM dungeon party doesn't make those people bad, but it does threaten to split their identity. They're different people depending on what room they're in. And when they're outside the dungeon, they're ashamed of what they are inside the dungeon. Can you see how that could pull someone's identity apart?



D: Yeah, definitely. I could see that.



J: It's a perfectly coherent position to say that some impulses are deep and need to be expressed in controlled environments. That's definitely the position that Schenk takes, and it makes sense on the surface. But I really can't imagine a psychologically healthy person who looks in the mirror and sees someone different depending on the type of impulse they're indulging at the moment. You should be able to look in the mirror and see the same person every time. That's a healthy identity.



D: Is that what you do when you talk to yourself in the bathroom?



David froze immediately after sending the text. The conversation had been so easy thus far that he didn't think about the impact his question would have. 



The jet lag messed up his filter.



There was a long silence, and Jordan didn't respond. So he sent another text:



D: Sorry baby, I didn't mean to accuse you of anything. I just noticed…sometimes I can hear you talking to someone. In the bathroom. And then you seem kind of bothered afterwards.



J: You can hear that?



David hesitated, sensing a land mine he didn't want to step on.



J: David?



D: Yes. I can hear that.



J: What else can you hear?



D: Not much, just muffled talking.



David lied.



D: It's usually after we make love, too. So I thought it might have something to do with that.



J: I didn't know you could hear me. I'm sorry if I made you worry.



D:  As long as you're okay, I'm okay Jo. 



J: I'm fine. Just…



D: Just what?



J: Just…you caught me. I'm kind of uncomfortable with myself. With some of my impulses. So yeah, I have some personal experience with this. It's one of the reasons I'm uncomfortable talking about it. But it's also a driver of why I'm taking this position against Dr. Schenk.



D: I mean, I'm not really sure I see the harm. I like it when stuff turns you on. It gets me excited, and makes me feel close to you. You seem to like the bondage videos…you had fun with them last week.



J: I did, yes. But then, like twenty minutes later after you go to sleep, I feel like a terrible person.



D: Why? Again, I don't mind. I actually like it, Jo. I love it when you do your own thing. Sexually. It's really attractive to me. I love it!



J: I know you do, David. And I'm trying to be a good wife and do what you like. But I guess I just like what I like too much. It's scary. And the fact that you like it too scares me even more. 



D: Why? Help me understand here, Jo. I don't see anything wrong with you doing things that we both like. I know you were raised religious and everything, and I respect that, but that didn't stop you with Mark.



J: That's low, David. That hurts.



David froze. He really needed to avoid conversations like this while severely jetlagged. He scrambled for damage control.



D: I'm sorry, baby. I didn't mean anything by that. Again, you know how much I liked it! Actually, I loved it! You were so incredibly hot when you would be with him, and then you would come home…I still think about it all the time. I just…I know we stopped because I went to the hospital, and the thing with Vinny and the letters, but…I guess I just want to understand better why you think all of this is so wrong.



J: Because it is, David. I think it's wrong because it is. It's just wrong. I'm not going to go through arguments from five different schools of moral philosophy to prove it to you, but I promise you, I've thought about it A LOT. And whenever I'm in my right mind, When I actually feel like myself, I just know it's wrong. I shouldn't be doing it, and I shouldn't be thinking about it. And neither should you. We should be enough for each other. Sexually. That's it. Case closed.



D: Okay, baby. Agreed. And for what it's worth, I think I touched a nerve, and I'm not really helping with your paper anymore. I threw everything off the rails. I'm sorry. I really am.



J: It's okay honey. I jumped down your throat. And we should really have this talk in person, but I have this thing where I don't want to ruin our time together since you travel so much. I'm sorry too.



D: No need to apologize. 



J: I just want it to be…just us, you know? I want us to have a normal marriage. I want to buy a house and have your babies and go to parent teacher conferences and soccer games and church groups and to travel fun places with our children during summer vacations. 

J: I want to be a normal, successful mom with a reasonably successful career at a decent university. 

J: And I want to be a good wife to you and have a strong, stable marriage. 

J: And I think we both need to admit that following our worse impulses threatens all of that. People finding out about the things we did..or what we would do if we gave into these impulses…it could be career ending for me. 

J: And could make things really hard for us socially. There could be ruptures in our relationship if things go too far, which they probably will. 

J: Maybe even something drastic like an unwanted pregnancy…it's not worth it, David. 

J: Both of us…we need to be normal, good people, and we need to be able to look ourselves in the mirror every day and see the same, good, stable person looking back at us in order to do that. 



D: That makes sense, honey. I want all of that too. Maybe not the parent teacher conferences. But the rest of it is what I want too. More than anything. And doing it with you is a dream come true.



J: So do you see why I push back against this stuff? Do you see why that…other girl in the mirror scares me so much?



D: I absolutely do see that. I concede entirely. And I love how circumspect you are, and how committed you are to our goals to make a good family. You're the best wife ever.



J: 🥰

J: Now you're just buttering me up.



D: No, I'm not. I mean every word. Thank you for explaining your feelings to me. I feel much more up to speed on where you're at. 

D: But I also feel like I railroaded your project. Does any of this help clarify things for your paper? I feel bad.



J: It actually does help, yeah. Now that I've kind of cleared the air about our…um…shared deviances. Now that I feel like we're on the same page I think I can finally articulate my position for the paper. 



D: Good! 



David waited for a few moments, but Jordan didn't respond. He got the sense she might be typing up something for the paper. Not wanting to discourage that, he thought it best to end the conversation and let her work.



D: Well, I should get ready for bed. I'm exhausted.



J: Yes, you should. I need to take a shower and head off to school. I have to teach a class in an hour.



D: Okay. Good luck on your paper, baby. I'm rooting for you.



J: Of course you are. You're the perfect husband. 😘



D: You're the perfect wife, Jo. I love you.



J: I love you too baby. Get some sleep.



* * *



"Captain Stott, Alpha company. Reporting, all present." 



The officer snapped a salute, his movements mirroring Lieutenant Colonel Wolfe's, who stood about ten feet in front and thirty feet to the right of him.



"Captain Lindhurst. Bravo company. Reporting, all present."



Another salute.



"Very well." Lieutenant Colonel Wolfe snapped his own salute in return.



"Captain Rein, Charlie Company. Reporting, all present."



Mark snapped a stern salute, his eyes straight forward, waiting for Wolfe to return the salute. When it came, he snapped his arm back down to rigid attention and waited.



"Captain Dennett, Headquarters, Support, and Weapons Company. Reporting, all present."



The final salute was rendered, and returned by the battalion commander.



"Very well." 



Wolfe held his position rigidly, standing alone in front of the long formation of marines under his command. 



"Welcome to the gauntlet, gentlemen. As you all know, this friendly competition has become a battalion tradition. But it has also become a useful tool for inspiring ourselves and each other to be the best marines we can be." 



 Wolfe paused and looked over his battalion. 



Just shy of a thousand personnel, all standing at attention, gathered to spend the day in competition. Pushing themselves toward excellence. 



It was his third competition as battalion commander, and most of the officers and senior enlisted marines had been staffing the battalion nearly as long as he had. The two exceptions were the new Charlie company commander and his chosen gunnery sergeant. He had made the change rather drastically after relieving Captain Rein's predecessor for incompetence.



Prior to Rein's arrival, Charlie company had been the bearers of the not-so-affectionate appellation of battalion shitbags. Despite his attempts to mentor, prod, and even discipline them into shape from a distance, the momentum was simply against him. So, after firing the company leadership, he went against the grain and called in a favor: recruiting a mustang officer from out of a training command. A mustang officer who no one else would touch. 



Captain Rein had left the Corps as an enlisted man under less-than-ideal circumstances. Most of those circumstances were not of his own making. Nevertheless, when he left, no one thought they would see him in uniform again. But a few years passed, and when Wolfe heard that Rein had reapplied to join up again as an officer, he was stunned. He was even more stunned that he was accepted into Officer's Candidate School. 



After he had received his commission as a mustang Lieutenant, Wolfe had kept one eye on his career from a distance. Despite his glowing combat record, Lieutenant Rein seemed to only get training assignments in out-of-the-way commands. No one was taking him seriously. 



Probably because they only knew him from his personnel file. 



But Wolfe knew his potential. They had worked together before. And when the time had come to make a change at Charlie Company, Wolfe's request to reassign Captain Rein to a command role was met with snickering skepticism from his superiors at Division Headquarters.



Now Rein had been in his new position just over two months, and had been absolutely relentless in tightening the ship. Looking over toward Charlie company, Wolfe restrained a smile, noting the rocksteady bearing of the tightly formed unit standing at attention behind the captain. 



Just three months ago, they were a very different looking group of marines. 



Wolfe continued. "For those of you who are new to this, the competition is broken down into four events. First: the rifle range. A collective marksmanship score will be tallied at both short and medium range with your service rifles. Second: a physical training competition which will be run as a unit, not individually, and will include a timed obstacle course. Third: a drill competition judged by senior enlisted marines from Division who have been invited to observe. And the final event will be a head-to-head competition in unarmed combat. Each company will select a champion, and the four marines representing the four companies will fight in the pit. The winner will take the competition for their company."



He paused again, not able to restrain a grin. "And since Gunny Poisson is now assigned to Charlie Company, and I know you all know him by now, I wish the rest of you luck in the fourth competition."



A small laugh rippled through the battalion. Gunnery Sergeant Poisson remained stone-faced, staring straight ahead from his position behind Charlie Company.



Wolfe looked down at his watch, then back up at his marines. "The time on deck is 0740. We are expected at the range at 0800. Each company will report to the range corresponding to their own designations. Weapons company will report to Delta Range. No one will be late. Keep it tight. Good luck today, gentlemen. Fall out."



The long row of tight rectangles, comprised of nearly a thousand marines in military formation, dissolved in an instant into a loose crowd moving deliberately toward the rifle range.



* * *



Skewed Identity from Power Play: Dangerous Subsumption of Moral Identity in Bondage Fetish Practices



A response to Dr. Thomas Schenk, with respect, prepared by Jordan Stark-Simms, Doctoral Candidate in Cognitive and Philosophical Psychology, ABD



Colleagues and esteemed professors, I'm grateful for the opportunity to respond to Professor Schenk's paper, which is both well-researched and insightful in proposing both moral and therapeutic frameworks in which to situate the sexual practices he details. My intention in responding to his presentation does not aim to quibble with the nuances of his conclusions. Rather, I feel compelled to attack the moral and psychological foundations of the intellectual project itself. Undoubtedly the human impulse to pursue and sexualize the power exchanges inherent in the history of our species exists in many of us, and certainly that impulse cries out from the unconscious for expression or release in analogous symbolic sexual practices. Some human facts are too brute to deny, or perhaps brutal–in every sense of the word. Nonetheless, the impulse to sexualize brutality when one's identity is necessarily both situated in and partially composed of civilized society necessarily creates a layered identity existing in an unproductive tension. This fact I intend to demonstrate repeatedly and systematically in my remarks today. That tension may be livable, much as the life of a functioning alcoholic or a covert sociopath, but to assert health claims resulting from such stark dissonance in identity is problematic at best, and viciously destructive at worst.



Jordan leaned back from her laptop, which was set up on the kitchen table in her apartment, reviewing what she had written so far. 



Not bad. Not great, but not bad. Laced with five dollar words and clearly coded for a professional audience, it didn't yet mask the audacity of throwing down a gauntlet at the entire life's work of an established senior professor. 



She was taking a risk, and she knew it. She also knew that one of the reasons she had secured a spot in the prestigious and enviable position of one of Professor Lukacz' doctoral mentees was that she took big swings when she stepped to the plate. He had told her when they first met that her submitted writing sample, which addressed the sixteenth century French thinker Michel de Montaigne's observations on cannibals and moral perspective, had positively delighted him. He had always encouraged her intellectual explorations into odd or controversial territory that pushed back against the established assumptions of their shared profession. 



Which was basically what she was doing now. 



But this time her position came from unambiguously morally conservative commitments. In a word, her childhood was showing. This paper could well have been written by her father as a sermon, if all the philosophical psychobabble was extracted from it.



Nonetheless, it would make a splash, which she might be able to parlay into a job down the road. 



And she really felt that what she wrote was important. 



And true.



An obnoxious feminine moan erupted from her laptop speakers and interrupted her thought process. Jordan jumped slightly in her seat, then switched windows to a line of open internet tabs. 



The source of the feminine groan was discovered. Several open tabs were residual "research" from the night before. On one such website, an advertisement for cam girls that seemed programmed to restart periodically to get the attention of the viewer was now blaring out openly in her face. She quickly closed it, which left the room in awkward silence, but also uncovered a paused video in the center of the screen. 



Another young woman sitting in a chair, interviewed by someone off camera.



The paused video still showed the young woman smiling nervously. 



She looked different from the young women Jordan had seen in the other videos thus far. 



Jordan had browsed the site and opened half a dozen tabs last night after texting her husband. He was just starting his hectic first day in Nigeria, still trying to figure out where everything was and how the port worked, so he was harried and unavailable to talk for long. 



It was morning for him, after all, and for her it was late at night. The needs of their bodies were necessarily out of sync, and she didn't want to bother him with the nagging problem of the warmth between her legs. 



She had done what she felt a good wife should do. She had been supportive and lifted his spirits, then let him get back to work. 



Regarding her own needs, she had opted instead to let her fingers wander over her keyboard, around her mousepad, and eventually between her legs as she watched the decorative bondage and sexually tantalizing torture play unfold on her laptop screen, which had been conveniently and delicately set on David's empty pillow. 



After finishing the work of self care, Jordan had closed the video that brought about her wave of relief. But she had forgotten to close the other sampled tabs, which remained open after she closed her laptop and went to sleep. 



So…she now realized…sleeping next to her all night were a half dozen or so young women in the same chair, hiding in different internet tabs. Each of them virtually waiting to be stripped, tied and sexually teased. 



When she woke up, she had forgotten they were there.



Until now, of course. And this particular woman seemed to differ physically from the others. Her body was curvier. Almost Rubenesque. Her flushed face seemed to start well before the interview instead of several moments into it like the others. Jordan hypothesized a special intensity of insecurity on the part of the curvy young woman knowing that her body, which would soon be stripped bare for all viewers, may not conform to mainline standards of beauty. 



For that reason, Jordan hypothesized further, the anticipated humiliation may have been extra potent. And started much longer before the interview and subsequent scene.



Jordan's thoughts returned to her paper once again, noting a workable case-in-point in the video in front of her. 



This young woman, whose physical insecurities likely occupied a significant part of her conscious thoughts on a daily basis, was going to submit herself to public humiliation, presumably to evoke intense sexual gratification by means of that insecurity. Like jamming a finger into an open wound and turning it around. The feeling of such a violent intrusion would be intense, perhaps painful to a twisted psyche, but no one in their right mind would say that any kind of healing would result from it. 



If sexual gratification comes from pulling hard on the throttle of such insecurities, how does that not result in anything less than a morally split identity? Healthy long-term outcomes resulting from this kind of "therapy," as Schenk seemed tempted to call it, are as ludicrous as healing an infected wound by squeezing it really hard. 



Feelings that intense are not generative of stable health. They just can't be.



To prove her point, Jordan pushed play on the video and let the scene begin to play out.



The pink faced young woman, whose clothes may have been a size too small, was candidly answering questions through a constant blush. Where she was from, what her hobbies were, whether she had a boyfriend, that sort of thing.



Wait…she had a boyfriend. She affirmed it. The others…the other girls Jordan had watched…they never did…



The woman's face flushed deeper as the man off camera teased her for her infidelity. When asked if her boyfriend knew she was there, she smiled shyly and shook her head in the negative. When asked if the boyfriend would approve, her smile faded slightly, and she shook her head again as her blush deepened.



Jordan shifted her weight in her chair, and a hint of warmth rose between her legs from the motion. 



She ignored it, laser focused on the video.



This was it. This was the exact data she needed to prove her point. This woman was literally living two lives. And each of those lives existed in moral spaces that were diametrically opposed. One was respectable, faithful, and involved a healthy, nurturing relationship. The other was transgressive, craved abuse (even if only in the fantasy realm), and unfaithful. This young woman was two women, and her relationship was now two relationships as a result. And the pull between those two moral identities, while clearly creating potent sexual tension, would undoubtedly wrack her with cognitive dissonance and guilt when she returned, quite literally torn, to her boyfriend.



Jordan paused the video and added a thesis line to the opening paragraph of her response paper:



Therefore, it is my position, contra Professor Schenk's able characterization of consensual BDSM practices, to assert that such practices effect a forced subsumption of moral identity that creates, in effect, a split moral identity. This is untenable, as a stable identity must be predicated on a cognitively coherent and credible moral priority.



She smiled to herself. That was it. Just like she had talked through with her husband. A person ought to be able to be a good spouse, a good parent, a good member of society. He or she ought to feel confident in their identity as a good, productive, moral person, and that included saying no to such problematic indulgence of darker impulses. 



Jordan turned back to the video, skipping forward to the part where they tie the girl up. 



Jordan liked that part. Purely for the aesthetics. There was something about watching the man expertly coil soft, colorful rope in different geometric patterns around a woman's body that was just…impressive.



Something like that–being tied up with decorative rope–taken totally by itself within a consenting monogamous relationship–it did not rise to the standard of harm she was asserting in her paper. 



Or so she felt compelled to admit to herself. 



She noted the serene, still blushing smile of the curvy, naked young woman as the rope wrapped artistically around and around her. 



She noted the look of serenity on the young, unfaithful woman's face as she was consensually bound, and felt like she should address these–temporary–moments of bliss in these transgressive sexual practices in her paper.



But…given the purely aesthetic appreciation of this and only this artistic aspect of BDSM practice, she thought about healthy parameters where such things could be enjoyed by a couple. Maybe she could ask David to do that for her. Just for fun one night. Maybe on their anniversary or something, and he could practice on her. She would take off all her clothes for him, and he could gently immobilize her with colorful rope. 



Maybe they had some rope like that at that…one store. You know the one.



Maybe after she was beautifully arrayed and immobilized, David could work his mouth magic on her. 



The flat of Jordan's hand subtly found the waistband of her pajama pants and slid quietly under the cloth knot that held them up.



Hmmm…Maybe David could use his hands on her too. When she was tied up like that. Maybe…just…use her body in a way that felt good for her. He'd like that. He loved it when she felt good…



The pads of her fingers began to feel soft, wiry hair, and pushed down into it. She found herself rocking gently back and forth on the kitchen chair.



Turning her attention back to the video, she skipped ahead more to see the woman immobilized on her knees, her mouth hanging open helplessly, her face still beet red. The man, whose face was still obscured, had crouched beside her and applied a small, handheld vibrating device between her legs. 



The young woman was speechless, and seemed to struggle to breathe occasionally. 



Okay, Jordan admitted to herself. This is clearly intense. The point is conceded. This kind of transgressive act has a marked sexual potency. Good sex is healthy, is it not? Or is there a point of diminishing return? 



She wasn't sure how to address this. She might have to look into it some more. And she would have to come up with a workaround to that if it came to a debate with Professor Schenk.



Her fingers found their way to her cleft, and discovered a dampness below a stiffening nub. Grazing the latter with her finger, she pressed forward to find her dampness. An electric feeling shot into her pelvis, radiating gently into her legs.



Okay. Once again, the point is conceded. This kind of thing can be…potent. 



Looking at the screen again, she noted the woman now crying out in distress. The man applying the vibrating pressure into her body was verbally forbidding her climax. She seemed to struggle to obey his order, and he grabbed her hair and stared into her desperate face, which seemed to shift from deep red toward purple as she gritted her teeth in desperate resistance to the call of her body.



Schenk views this kind of sexual intensity as psychologically purgative. As a kind of detoxification. How to respond to that?



Jordan found her thoughts clouded as her fingers began exploring the generative tension between her legs.



This…intense exchange evoked by symbolic bondage…it could certainly be seen as purgative. A kind of psychological cleanse, given the intensity of feeling, the inevitable release of pleasure chemicals. The feeling of euphoria that results. The misperception was definitely understandable…



Yet Jordan remained confident in the thesis of her response…



The woman on the screen was given permission to climax. Squeezing her eyes shut for several seconds, she held her breath as veins began to appear in her neck and forehead. 



She looked unwell. 



Scary even. 



Then, barking out in a desperate cry, she forcefully released copious liquid from between her legs, splattering all over the floor, her kneeling calves, and darkening some of the colored rope that coiled around her inner thighs.



Jordan's own excitement intensified. 



Had this man forced this woman to urinate? Publicly? Or at least on camera? 



That couldn't be good. That level of humiliation…it was beyond cruel…



Yet Jordan's own face betrayed a flush and her own pleasure heightened. Leaning back, right there in her kitchen chair, she ran her fingers through her hair in frustrated confusion with her free hand as she processed the scene, trying to ignore the fact that she was masturbating with the other hand.



She stopped. 



This was it, she realized. 



This. This is happening right now. One part of my brain is aware of the moral problems, while the other is responding bodily…literally one hand doing the bidding of each part of my split moral identity.



Obviously this anecdote can't make it into the paper. 



Obviously. 



But it does rather prove the point, doesn't it?



Yes. Yes, I believe it does, honey.



Jordan froze.



The voice from the mirror. All the way down the hall from the bathroom. The gentle, mocking tone she had come to despise in her more shame-filled moments.



Of course she'd show up now. The girl in the mirror. Of course.



So what now? What's to be done? Now that she had figured a way to prove her thesis–to herself at least–what now?



You finish up what you started and blame it on me, sweetie. Then write your paper.



Jordan hated to admit it, but the girl in the mirror was right. 



Productive or not, the tension was there now, and it had to be resolved. 



She would feel ashamed later. She was sure of that. But for now…this tension had to be relieved.



Give hubby a taste, honey. He loves it when we do this.



Yes. That seemed right to her. A way to justify this lapse…He was probably asleep right now. But he would like it if he woke up to it…She quickly withdrew her right hand from the front of her pants, found her phone and texted her husband.



J: 😘💃



She replaced her phone on the table and slid her hand down her pants again.



"Thank you…" she whispered, looking at the video again to see the curvy woman heaving, looking desperately up at her sexual tormentor. 



No problem, babe. Now lean back a little. I have a feeling it's going to get even better. I don't think they're going to let this cutie clean up after the mess she made everywhere…



Jordan closed her eyes as the heat of her pleasure intensified from her dancing fingers.



"It's not me. It's her. Not me at all, it's all her, The girl in the mirror…" Jordan whispered to herself as her finger moved to find the moisture inside her body.



* * *



Unsurprisingly, Bravo company won the range competition. Captain Lindhurst and Gunnery Sergeant Scott were both accomplished sharpshooters, and weapons training had been the top priority in Bravo company for more than a year. The entire company had filed out of the exit to Bravo range nearly 30 minutes ahead of schedule, having efficiently filled the centers of their target sheets full of holes, and, cleaning up the remaining brass casings, they had confidently walked away with many high fives exchanged and high spirits expressed.



No one expected the runner up at the rifle range to be Charlie Company. They were dead last in the previous 4 competitions. They had been practicing, but it was widely accepted that the timeline needed to improve the average marksmanship of an entire company was going to be longer than two months.



Furthermore, a high-intensity, high-discipline leadership style–the exact kind of style that Rein and Poisson had brought to Charlie Company–was not conducive to accurate rifle shooting. Everyone knew that excess tension, or even a widespread sense of unease or fear was the last thing you needed if you wanted to shoot well. But the other companies watched in surprise as Charlie Company's demeanor changed on a dime, from rock-solid, stone-faced military bearing, largely enforced by the infamously savage Gunny Poisson, to an easy, joking, back-slapping morning at the gun range. Gunny P, as they now called him, paced jovially back and forth behind the firing lines, cracking jokes. Captain Rein was far more involved than his aloof reputation suggested would be possible He was even seen lying down in the prone position next to his most junior marines as they shot, easing their nervous jitters while gently correcting their posture and aiming technique. 



Wasn't this the guy who started his first day throwing a chair through the window? Wasn't Gunny Poisson the guy who literally beat the ass of every marine in the company on his first week? Weren't these the guys who removed every chair from the building, saying that sitting was a privilege that had to be earned?



Yet Charlie Company seemed to be all smiles and sunshine on the rifle range. Almost as if there were no competition at all. And the fact that they came in second place, not first, didn't seem to phase anyone in Charlie Company. Even though it stunned the rest of the battalion.



Now, an hour later, the drill competition had arrived. Each platoon took their turn in the empty parade lot, marching in tight formation according to a preset program. Outside staff noncommissioned officers stood at various angles to the performance with clipboards, judging the tight, disciplined choreography of movement. 



The savage discipline of Charlie Company now returned with the change of event. It was now apparent that Rein and Poisson's demeanor tended to shift depending on the task at hand. Gunny P was pacing briskly back and forth between platoons, loudly singling out the rare misstep with theatrical threats of grievous harm to each offending marine. The Captain stood quietly a few dozen yards away: expressionless, arms folded, watching the company execute verbal commands from their platoon leaders.



Charlie Company had a clear advantage in drill. They had prepared carefully. Their uniforms were crisp and clean, carefully groomed, creased, and ironed the night before. Their rifles reflected the dull glow that comes from carefully polished gun barrel steel. Their movements snapped, the sound of their boots on the asphalt produced consistent, tight, percussive, unified sounds in perfect rhythm. Their movements were brisk and geometric, the commands of their leaders clear and sharp.



They looked good. 



Noting the obvious change from the last competition, Lieutenant Colonel Wolfe couldn't help but saunter over to Captain Rein's position to check in. 



The younger officer noticed him approaching and snapped to attention, saluting. Wolfe returned the salute.



"At ease, Captain."



Mark nodded and returned to his observational posture in silence. The steady, bellowing rhythm of platoon leaders cadence weaved together in the air over the two command officers.



"How do you think it's going, Rein?" 



Mark waited a moment before answering. "Not bad. They're getting there."



"You should have seen them before you got here."



Mark chuckled. "Well, I saw them when I got here. They marched like a JV soccer team then. They're a little better now."



Wolfe nodded. "Yeah, I think that's a safe assessment. You did well at the range."



"Yes sir, we did. Thanks for noticing."



"That's my job."



They stood in silence as Mark's second platoon finished their program of drill maneuvers, standing rock still with weapons on shoulders, waiting to be dismissed. The men with clipboards paced around the still, rectangular formation, noting posture, symmetry, clean uniforms and movements. When they backed away, the platoon leader barked out a dismiss order, and the group dissolved instantly. 



"Not bad, Rein. Keep it up."



Mark nodded, still looking forward at his men as another platoon began hastily to form up in the place of the preceding unit. 



"I will sir. Thank you."



Wolfe moved on toward the next group of officers, who all snapped to attention and saluted. Mark moved away toward where the remainder of his company was aggregating, watching Charlie Company's last platoon begin their graded drill maneuvers.



They were clearly tired. They were obviously hungry. It was lunchtime. But everyone knew better than to ask to be dismissed. It was competition day, after all. But as soon as the last platoon snapped still for their final inspection by the men with clipboards, Mark called the company in for a pep talk and dismissed them to the chow hall ahead of the other companies. Charlie Company's marines eagerly ran to get food ahead of their battalion colleagues before they even knew the results of the competition. 



Weapons company won the drill event. But Charlie Company came in a close second place.



The other company commanders began to cast sideways glances at Rein. Who exactly did this guy think he was?



* * *



"Hey love!" David's voice was bright on the phone, just past the high of his morning coffee.



"Hey baby! How's Lagos? You find your footing yet?"



"Yeah, I think so. Just in the cab heading in to the port now. The traffic here is…wow, honey. It's crazy."



"Oh, don't tell me that. Just be safe, honey…"



David laughed as the cab driver swerved aggressively through the traffic, heading toward the port. "I'm okay. My driver assures me he's never been in a wreck, and he always gets people where they need to be on time."



"Okay…"



"So…moving on from my crazy ride now. How was your day, Jo?"



Jordan took a breath. "It was…good. I got most of my response paper, uh, done. Taught a couple classes. That kind of stuff."



"Classes go okay?"



"Yeah, no issues. Some of my students are really coming along, some are struggling. Pretty standard stuff."



"Are you enjoying it? The classes?"



"Yeah…yeah I am. I like that part of the job. Kicking ideas back and forth, that kind of stuff."



"Cool…"



"Yeah…"



They sat in silence for a moment. 



Jordan on the couch in their apartment, David in the back of a taxicab screaming through the streets of Lagos. 



Finally, David broke the silence.



"So…I got your message when I woke up. The dancing girl. Looks like you sent it…around 9 AM your time?"



"Yeah. A little early for me." Jordan chuckled nervously.



"I was happy to get it. Always am."



"Good. I'm glad."



"So…keep those coming, I guess. As often as you like."



"I'll keep it in mind, honey."



"Did you have a particularly good morning?"



Jordan blushed. "Yeah, kinda."



"Want to tell me what happened?"



"Ummm, not really…" She cringed, embarrassed.



"Okay. It's your space, baby. But I really enjoyed your message."



"Okay," she replied quietly.



"So your paper is almost done…it's Tuesday night where you are…when are you giving the presentation again?



"Thursday. They changed the schedule like five times, then finally decided Thursday morning. So I've got a full day to just freak out about it. Very healthy."



"Get a massage, honey. Get one tomorrow. You've got that subscription, you haven't used it once. What are you waiting for?"



Jordan balked. 



"I don't know, David. It just seems…like a rich girl thing to do. And I don't know if I want some strange, creepy dude touching me all over."



"You can request a woman, honey. Go on the website, and they have profiles of all the people who give massages."



"Really? I didn't know that."



"Yeah, of course. You just go on the website, pick out what kind of massage you want, and then pick the person you want to do it. It's no big deal. People do it all the time."



"And then…what? They just rub your back until you turn into jelly or something?"



David laughed. "Yeah, pretty much. They'll work on other parts of your body too. Arms, legs, shoulders, neck, glutes, whatever.



"Glutes? You mean I can pay some poor lady to rub my butt for an hour?" 



Jordan giggled at the absurdity.



David laughed back. "Well, yeah. If that's all you want. Or you can get a package. Legs, glutes, back. Or just neck, or whatever. It's a service, honey. It's whatever you want it to be."



"I just never thought of it. I always thought rich women went to these places and just sat in mud baths with cucumbers on their eyes and stuff. Or saunas. A lot of saunas."



"Well, I think the spa has some of that stuff too. You could ask…"



"No!" Jordan insisted, giggling. "That's rich lady stuff. That's not me. I'm a plain Jane. Just a small town girl-next-door."



"Well, massages are perfectly middle class, honey. In fact, doctors even prescribe massages sometimes. Physical therapists do it as part of rehab. It's just a body wellness thing. Like your daily run. Just taking care of your body."



Jordan paused. "Yeah, I guess I knew that. Just never thought that stuff would apply to me." She paused for a moment, thinking. 



"Okay, fine. I'll go get my butt cheeks rubbed for an hour."



David laughed again. "You don't have to get your butt rubbed."



Jordan giggled again, pulling up the spa website on her laptop. She found the service request, then the schedule. She selected a basic massage, 30 minutes. Two appointments appeared at 8:00. One with someone named Christina, and another with someone named Scott. After school, after her singing lesson and the girls' group at church. She could head there last thing, get the massage, make David happy, and then maybe help her sleep before her big day. If it worked.



"Okay, my very generous and solicitous husband. Looks like there's an availability tomorrow night. I've booked a 30 minute back massage with…Christina. Happy now?"



"Yes, honey! Yes I am. I want you to feel taken care of, and you should be relaxed before your big day. Thank you for taking the leap. I think you'll really like it."



"Okay Mr. Stark…" Jordan sighed playfully. "We'll see how it goes. For now, I'm gonna finish up the conclusion to the paper here and get myself to bed. I'm exhausted."



"Okay, sounds good baby. I just pulled up to the port, so I've got to go too. Sleep tight, and I'll talk to you tomorrow."



"Love you David. Seriously. Be careful out there."



"I will, Jo. Sleep tight, love you…"



* * *



A festive lunch break followed by a quick change of uniform. The battalion was now arrayed in a long line, set up to run a course extending through a loop that stretched just over six miles, with multiple stops along stationed obstacles that had to be negotiated by every marine in each company as quickly as possible. No unit could proceed to the next leg of the race until every marine had cleared every obstacle.



The physical fitness competition was notoriously difficult, and had changing requirements each quarter, so no one could completely replicate the course when preparing. Each company had staggered start times at twenty minute intervals to keep the companies from stepping on each other. An official timekeeper was at the start/finish line and others at each obstacle station. 



Captain Rein was visibly nervous. Everyone knew that Charlie Company's physical fitness was in the toilet only three months ago. While they had been subjected to a punishing regimen of physical training, two months was still not enough to execute an about face on fitness. The Captain was huddled with his junior officers, giving careful instructions on how to keep the unit together at each obstacle station, and assigning each of them lanes of supervision to keep everyone moving efficiently.



In the meantime, Gunny Poisson was stalking up and down the formed up platoons, glowering at the platoon sergeants as they led their platoons in stretching. 



"Listen up, marines…" he barked. "Your lungs and your balls are a pair today. I've made that executive decision. For all of you. You understand me? If your lungs give out, if you fall out of this run, I'm gonna kick down your door while you sleep and cut your balls off with my K-bar. If your lungs hold and you make the run with the rest of us, you can keep your balls. You get me?"



"Errah!" 



The younger marines looked nervous, but the salty pep talk seemed to energize the more experienced marines. Some of them began hopping up and down excitedly, raring to go, while others shoved, jostled, and slapped each other playfully. The energy was palpable.



Charlie company was the second to start. After Weapons company. They had already been gone for ten minutes by this time, so Captain Rein ordered the company into position on the starting line. Taking his position at the head of the column, Mark turned around and barked out orders.



"Each platoon gives five to ten feet of room in front so they don't step on the platoon ahead of them. Help each other through the obstacles, and form up immediately after you work the course. Nobody falls out, but if somebody gets injured, his unit assembles a carry team to get their man to the finish line. You get me?"



"Errah!"



Mark turned, stone faced, to look down the open road. Weapons company was no longer visible in the distance. The timekeeper nodded to the commander, then raised his hand to signal the imminent start.



"Stand by!"



His hand dropped, and Mark shouted the move order. Charlie Company exploded over the starting line. Within thirty seconds, platoon sergeants were singing out jaunty cadences at double time, and the unit loped confidently forward.



The first obstacle course involved rope netting, a rope slide, and a vertical climb. Seeing it from a distance of several hundred yards, Mark broke ranks at a sprint and clambered through it, alone and at top speed. His company arrived, huffing and puffing, just as he ascended powerfully up the vertical hanging rope and rang the bell. The rest of the company began filing quickly through the obstacle, shouting encouragement to each other. No one was particularly tired yet, and negotiating the low ropes course was fun. A fair amount of genuine laughter could be heard as Mark observed his junior officers making sure no slack formed in the line. The group was moving efficiently, and, exactly as ordered, each marine returned to wait in formation immediately after finishing the vertical climb. 



Meanwhile, Jared had perched himself at the top of the rope netting, barking out alternating threats and encouragement in a gravelly voice to the marines pulling themselves up on the wobbly structure. As everyone was now wearing short sleeved shirts and shorts, his full-sleeve tattoos were clearly visible on both arms and legs. After the last man made it to the top, Jared went behind as the last man through the course, pushing those in front of him to go faster.



The second leg found a second wind, and Mark found himself loping at a near sprint for most of the 2 miles of the leg, noting optimistically that no one had yet fallen out of formation. When they arrived at the second obstacle course, Mark did as he did before, dead-sprinting ahead of the company to race through the low-crawl mud and barbed wire, lifting up coils of wire and wiggling under them before hitting the climb wall at full speed and pulling himself up. 



A noticeably more fatigued Charlie Company arrived just as he topped the wall and began directing the movements. Despite the decrease in jaunty banter and laughter, the men remained focused on the course. Taking a page from Jared's book, Mark stayed perched on top of the climbing wall as his men began to make their way up it. Picking out the weaker climbers, he would walk over to them and pull them up the last few feet of the climb to speed things along, even though his back began to twitch with fatigue after the twentieth or thirtieth marine he pulled up. 



The tight formation resumed with Mark chopping the pace slightly, not wanting to push his luck. The jaunty cadence songs continued, even though the collective huff and puff of the company was almost sounding asthmatic. Still, no one fell out of formation. Another mile and a half later, they reached the final obstacle course, which consisted of several high, horizontal bars to be cleared, and several waist high and neck high fences to be vaulted. The final obstacle was a low stream running through a series of narrow culverts which had to be crawled and wiggled through. Mark broke formation to work through the course again, vaulting or climbing clean over each obstacle, but stopping in front of the culverts to help his men through. 



Most crawled through the culverts just fine, but a couple were clearly claustrophobic and took more time to wiggle through, especially as the water began to rise around them as their body mass displaced the flow until it ran over their bodies. Each one that emerged through the other side did so soaked and muddy, but smiling. 



"Damn, sir…how you gonna fit through that thing?"



One young marine directed the question directly at Mark, whose physique did present an obvious problem fitting through the culverts. 



Mark didn't have an answer. "I'll make it. Just move along, don't worry about me."



"Aye sir…"



The culverts formed a bottleneck, clearly slowing the units down as each marine struggled through. 



Jared brought up the rear again, and quietly asked the same question of his commander.



"How you gonna fit through that thing?"



"I don't know, man. Guess we'll see."



Jared gave a tight lipped smile of concern, then dropped to his belly and slipped easily into the culvert. Mark followed behind, his broad shoulders barely fitting through the entrance. Within three feet, he was stuck.



"Fuck…" he muttered to himself, trying to renegotiate the space. Murky water rushed over him, and he began to panic. He was holding everyone back. He wiggled back out the entrance and tried again, this time holding his arms straight over his head to decrease the breadth of his shoulders. 



He still barely fit, but could wiggle through enough, leaving all dignity behind, until his hands were within reach of the marines on the far side, who grasped his hands and yanked him through. In the process, his shirt became caught on a bolt and ripped from under the right armpit all the way down to the hem at the waist.



"Fucking awesome…" he muttered sarcastically in the tight echo of the culvert before emerging.



"You alright sir?" Lieutenant Jenkins, Mark's newly minted executive officer, pointed at the rip in his shirt. "You're bleeding a little there."



"I'm fine. Everybody formed up?"



"Yes sir. Everyone's good to go."



"No need to talk anymore then. We've got three quarters of a mile to the finish line. Make it count." Mark took off at a run to get to the front of the company.



"Aye sir…" Jenkins took off after him.



The jaunty cadences continued, but the voices were getting noticeably hoarse. The company had run nearly six miles at a brisk pace with fairly intense obstacle courses at roughly 2 mile intervals. They were tired, and by the time they rounded the final curve in the road about 300 yards to the finish line, the formation was sagging noticeably. 



"Gunny! Tighten 'em up!" Mark called out over his shoulder.



Jared exploded from the rear of the column, barking orders, shoulder checking, and shoving marines until they slipped back into formation. Darting back and forth up the side of the column, he diligently carried out his orders until, with his eyes fixed on the inner rows of the column, his right ankle rolled into a pothole and his body slammed audibly onto the asphalt.



"Sir, Gunny's down…"  Lieutenant Jenkins shouted, looking over his shoulder.



"Shit…" Mark said, darting over to the side of the column to see his best friend struggling to get up onto his knees. 



"Jenkins, they're on you. Get 'em over the finish line. I'll get Gunny."



"Aye sir." 



Mark loped over to Jared, who was struggling to get onto his feet, hopping and halting on a badly rolled ankle. 



"I'm fine…"



"Can you run it in? We've got like…200 yards."



"Yeah, I got this…" Jared began to slowly pick up the pace as the company passed by their commander and gunnery sergeant. Pinpricks of blood began to flow from an obvious abrasion from Jared's knee and calf. As the last Charlie Company platoon passed by them, Mark made a split second decision.



Grabbing Jared's right wrist, he bent down and curled his arm around behind his right knee and hoisted him in a fireman carry. He shifted his weight until Jared was balanced across his shoulders, then loped forward to catch up to his company at a dead sprint.



"Ah, no man…not…" Jared protested. "Why you always gotta carry me, man? This shit is humiliating!"



"You said anyone who falls out loses their balls, Gunny. I just can't do that to Meg…" Mark chuffed as the first marine crossed the finish line ahead of them. 



Mark, loping powerfully forward carrying the weight of his best friend across his shoulders, crossed the finish line nearly halfway to the front of the muddy, exhausted column, and set his company gunnery sergeant gently down next to the timekeeper. Jared hobbled toward the assembled company, all of them pacing around or hunched over, heaving from exertion after the 6 mile ordeal.



"I'm fine, I'm fine…no, I'm okay…Son of a bitch…" Jared half-laughed, clearly embarrassed as, one by one, junior marines asked him if his foot was okay. 



Lieutenant Colonel Wolfe smiled approvingly from a short distance, observing Jared as he limped confidently to retake control of the company while Mark discussed the time with the man at the finish line.



* * *



"Welcome to Happy Cloud Spa and Massage! Can I get your name?"



A bright, bubbly 20 year old that could have been one of Jordan's students greeted her from the reception desk of a clean, quiet lobby painted in soft autumn colors. 



Jordan nervously approached the chest-high desk, looking down at the receptionist.



"Hi. Um, yeah…my name is Jordan Stark-Simms. I have, uh, an appointment with Christine for a basic back massage for 30 minutes…I might be a little early."



"Thank you…" the girl chirped back. "And don't worry, you don't have to tell us all the information, just your name is fine. We'll do the rest!"



"Okay, sorry…" Jordan answered nervously. "It's just my first time doing something like this, and I don't know the etiquette."



"You're fine…" the receptionist beamed, typing into her computer. "One little hiccup, Ms. Stark-Simms…"



"Mrs…"



"Right, Mrs. Stark-Simms. Christina had to take off early today, her daughter got sick."



"Oh no! I hope she's okay. And I'm sorry I called her Christine…"



"It's really okay, ma'am," the receptionist assured her, leaning forward and tilting her head conspiratorially.



"Actually…" she whispered up to Jordan. "A lot of the ladies that come in here don't bother to learn names. So you're already ahead of the curve for trying."



"Really?" Jordan replied, wide-eyed in the affirmation of her preconceived notions about places like this.



The receptionist nodded gravely. "Mmmhmmm. So don't sweat it. You're a paying customer, you're fine!"



"Well, my husband is paying actually…well, never mind. Sorry, I'm kinda nervous. So do we need to reschedule? I'm fine if we need to reschedule…"



"We can reschedule if you want. Or, if you'd like, Scott is available for a session."



Jordan sucked in air through her teeth without realizing it. "I don't know…if…I mean, Scott's a man, and I'm married, and…"



"That's totally fine, we absolutely understand if you're not comfortable."



"I mean…I don't want to gyp him out of work, either…" Jordan caught herself in a sudden moral quandary. "And I guess it's…do you think it's kind of sexist? What I just said? Maybe I should just go ahead…"



The receptionist was becoming more and more delighted at the new customer's flubbing about in anxious indecision. Unable to fully conceal a smile, she tried to calm Jordan down.



"It's perfectly alright either way. We can just reschedule if you want, it won't hurt Scott's feelings."



"Oh, I definitely don't want to hurt…oh no. Maybe if I just met him? Maybe shook hands and then I can decide? Or would that offend him more if I met him and then said no?"



"You can meet him if you want, it's no problem…" the receptionist was genuinely laughing now.



"I'm sorry, am I being difficult?" Jordan asked, mildly horrified at herself.



"No, not at all. It's adorable. Really. I just messaged Scott, he'll be here in…wait, here he is now."



Jordan turned nervously as a smiling man of medium height and build walked around a corner into the reception area. He extended a large hand, which Jordan nervously shook.



He was approximately her age. Late 20's it seemed. Light brown hair, and cool gray eyes. He had a long, aquiline nose and a bit of a goofy, asymmetrical face. 



"You must be Mrs. Stark-Simms. My name is Scott. How are you?"



"I'm fine, and I'm perfectly comfortable with being massaged by a man." Jordan spat the words out quickly.



The receptionist was, by now, covering her mouth to stifle her laughter. Scott smiled and nodded. "That's great. Are you sure, though?"



"No, I'm not, Scott. And I don't mean to be rude, I really hope you don't take offense. I just…I haven't done a massage before, and I'm not sure how I feel about taking off all my clothes in front of a strange man…you know how it is."



"I do, yes." Scott nodded, smiling again. "But that's not what we do here. Any undressing you do, you decide, and I will be out of the room. And you can keep on as many clothes as you like, I'll work around them. And you'll be under a sheet, and I won't do or touch, or uncover anything you don't want. This is all about your comfort. And if you want to wait for Christina to come back, that's fine with me too."



Jordan hesitated, looking back and forth between Scott and the receptionist. Both seemed charmed by her objections, and she began to feel silly. She blushed visibly.



"I really am sorry. This is all really new to me."



"Totally understandable," Scott replied amiably. "Would you like us to reschedule you with Christina? She's great, she'll take great care of you."



"No, no…I have…I have a presentation tomorrow, and I'm very nervous about it. So my husband thought it would be a good idea for me to…get a massage. So let's do it, I guess. Scott…umm…lead on?"



Scott smiled again and gestured toward a hallway past the reception desk. Jordan headed nervously back past the grinning receptionist and disappeared into the halls.



* * *



Alpha Company won the physical fitness challenge. But only barely. 



And Charlie Company came in second place. 



Nobody expected them to do as well as they did. Some had expected the new captain and gunny to bring the company  up from fourth to third place overall, but, as they had taken second place in all events, they were in a strong position to win the whole competition if they won the hand-to-hand combat event. 



And they had a secret weapon: Gunny P. The ninja. The man who had actually defeated internationally ranked mixed martial arts fighters in charity events on TV. One of the top 5 unarmed combatants in the US Marine Corps. 



Everyone knew that Charlie Company would win the combat event. They had to. Everyone knew that Gunny P was unbeatable. That he had, not many weeks prior, taken down and submitted every single man in his company in a single session. The other companies had some decent fighters, but no one could approach Gunny P's skill and reputation in the pit.



As was tradition, the battalion commander invited family members to come to the last event, as the combat competition was always a crowd-pleasing spectator sport. Wives and children began to file around the battalion grounds near the combat pit, and barbecue grills were set up to cook an early dinner, completing the festival atmosphere as coolers and tables full of potluck side dishes began to fill the space while everyone waited for the final event.



And everyone, not just the marines but their families, was excited to see the battalion's new celebrity: Gunnery Sergeant Jared "Pit Bull" Poisson, who many had seen on TV in recent years. He would surely put on a good show, and, barring an unforeseen complication, he would lock up the competition in an upset that moved Charlie Company from the windowless trailer with no chairs and broken windows into the fancy building next to Battalion Headquarters. 



The competition seemed like it was locked up for Charlie Company. Until the whispered rumors of Gunny P's tumble at the finish line began to make their way around the battalion. The other chosen champions in Alpha, Bravo, and Weapons companies began to take heart at the prospect of not being publicly humiliated by the wiry, pugnacious gunnery sergeant from Company C. 



Back at Charlie Company's barracks, the door to the common room was closed and locked. Inside, a huddle comprised of all company officers and platoon sergeants formed a circle around the battalion physician, Lieutenant Stone, as he carefully examined Gunny Poisson's swollen, purple ankle.    



Everyone had changed back into their work uniforms, including Gunny P, minus his boots. There was some question as to whether he could actually get his boot over his swollen foot: a prerequisite to participating in the pit.



"What do you think, doc?" Mark asked the doctor as he turned Jared's foot over and back again, testing the range of motion carefully.



"I don't think it's broken. But the sprain is bad. And we need an X-Ray."



"Is he in fighting form?" Mark asked nervously.



"Fuck yeah I am…" Jared growled, then caught himself. "I mean…yes sir. I'm fit to fight."



The doctor shook his head gently. "I wouldn't recommend it. The unstable soft ground in the pit could make this much worse. I'm seeing definite weakness here. He needs rest."



"Yeah, but I can rest after the fights, right? I mean, I'll rest all day. Hell, I'll lay around all week if you want me to…" Jared insisted.



The unmistakable sound of keys in the door surprised the huddle, and everyone turned to see the door open. Lieutenant Colonel Wolfe stood in the doorway. Everyone jumped to their feet, including Jared, whose leg hung slightly bent with no weight on it.



"Report." Wolfe said gravely.



"Well sir, it looks like it isn't broken, but the sprain is bad. I don't recommend the fight go on," the doctor said gravely.



Wolfe pursed his lips and nodded, then turned to Mark.



"What are your thoughts, Captain?"



Mark looked apologetically at Jared, whose eyes were pleading.



"I'm benching him, sir. We'll put in another champion."



Wolfe nodded gravely. "Very well. For what it's worth, I think it's the right call. Gunny, you can kick all the ass you want in the next competition."



"Sir…" Jared insisted to Wolfe. "My wife…my sons are out there. They came to see me fight…"



"They'll see you next time," Wolfe retorted with a smile. "We do this every quarter. You'll be back."



Everyone snapped to attention as Wolfe turned and left abruptly, returning to the event. 



The door clicked shut, and Jared's head fell.



No one spoke for a moment. Then one of the platoon sergeants spoke up.



"So who's going into the pit?"



Ten minutes later, the cluster of company and platoon leaders emerged from the barracks and headed toward the pit, around which a sizable crowd of uniformed marines and civilians had gathered. Jared had managed, with help, to get his boots on, and he was now trying as hard as he could to hide a limp as he walked toward the action. Next to him walked the taller, broader, and thicker commander of Charlie Company, dressed to fight, complete with fingered MMA gloves and mouthguard. 



The crowd was stunned as they saw the change. Captain Rein had begun to establish his reputation as a calm, coolheaded, and strong leader, but no one had heard anything about unarmed combat ability. Now that his uniform top was off, everyone could see a brown belt–a high degree, but still several degrees of skill below that of his own senior enlisted man. And two of the marines waiting in the pit wore black belts.



As they reached the outer rim of the pit, the leaders dispersed, with Jared finding his way to his family. Mark stole a glance over to see Megan, dressed in a breezy, light brown sundress, looking concerned and solicitous as her husband found her. Marky and JJ seemed disappointed to see their father not in his proper place in the pit.



Mark shook his head and looked over toward his competition. Another brown belt and two black belts. Two were smaller than him, and the third–one of the black belts–was roughly his size. A staff sergeant from the motor pool in Weapons Company. 



All three were enlisted men, and seemed vaguely nervous to be in the pit with an officer. One of the company commanders, no less. This was highly unusual.



Lieutenant Colonel Wolfe spoke up from the head of the pit.



"Welcome to the final event, everyone. As it stands right now, Weapons Company and Charlie Company are tied for first, with Alpha in third and Bravo fourth. It's still anyone's game. Are the champions ready?"



"Errr!" 



The three other combatants barked enthusiastically, while Mark simply nodded respectfully at the battalion commander.



"Very well. I know you all hoped to see Gunny P in action, but there was an injury in the last event, and I just didn't feel right about him kicking all of your asses with one bad foot."



The battalion broke into laughter, and Mark looked over to his friend. Jared was blushing, clearly grateful to save some face. Megan swatted him playfully on the arm, then looped her arm through his, claiming him.



Mark smiled at both of them, then turned his attention back to the task.



"It's also unusual to have a command officer in a pit event, but Captain Rein is an unusual officer. So I'm allowing it. However, he will be fighting above his belt for the first bout, which will be Charlie Company against Bravo Company. Champions to the center."



Mark walked carefully toward the middle of the pit, more than a thousand pairs of eyes on him. He shook hands with the wiry, younger sergeant with the black belt, then raised his hands and crouched in a fighting stance.



The order to fight was not fully out of the battalion commander's mouth when Mark's adversary flew at him, diving for his legs in an attempted takedown. Mark deftly sprawled down and shoved his assailant facedown into the rubber shavings on the pit. The two marines struggled to gain control of each other's stance before eventually Mark rolled onto his back and managed to extricate himself from the spider-like movements of his smaller opponent. 



"Make distance and give him some bruises!" Jared called out from the sideline. Mark shoved his opponent hard, sending the younger man flying back before he regained himself. Mark used the superior reach of his long arms to keep the man at bay with long, smooth punches that landed neatly on his opponent's cheek, chin, and eye. Disoriented, he staggered a bit and Mark seized the opportunity and shot in, attempting to take control of the man's arm and submit him.



It backfired. The smaller opponent regained composure sufficiently to reverse Mark's move and get Mark in a leglock. It appeared to be all over. All his opponent had to do was extend Mark's leg straight out until the pressure caused Mark to tap out. 



He did not count on Mark's superior strength as he simply resisted the pressure, throwing all his effort into keeping his knee bent as his opponent threw his whole body weight into submitting Charlie Company's stand-in champion.



Eventually Mark sensed fatigue in his opponent and snapped up to jab and squeeze a pressure point in his opponent's thigh. The younger man grunted in surprise and loosened his grip long enough for Mark to pull his leg out of lock and land a heel kick squarely in the face of the young sergeant. Dazed, he struggled to uncross his eyes for a moment, just long enough for Mark to lean in, seize his wrist into a controlled lock and lean into it. 



The sergeant yelped in pain as Mark twisted harder. He felt two grudging taps on his forearm as his opponent submitted. The crowd erupted into cheers as the battalion sergeant major raised Mark's long arm in victory. 



Mark allowed himself a brief, triumphant grin as the wave of excitement rippled from the crowd into him. Stepping aside for the next match, he made his way to stand near Jared and Megan.



"How'd I do?"



"Wow Uncle Mark! You kicked that guy right in the face!" JJ exclaimed as Megan leaned down to hush him. 



Mark laughed abruptly, then popped his eyebrows up and down playfully at the boy. 



A small trickle of blood had formed by his right eye and was beginning to run down his face. Megan dug a handkerchief out of her purse and began to dab gently at his face as they watched the next fight. 



Since Mark would have to challenge the winner of this bout for victory, he conferred quietly with Jared as the other two marines rolled around in the pit below them.



"So really…how'd I do?"



"Sloppy. Lucky. Don't count on winning like that again."



"Okay. What do I do differently?"



"Not sure. I'm seeing this Weapons Company guy. He's making short work of a good opponent here. I think you're fucked. I think he might beat the shit out of you."



"Thanks, man," Mark nodded sarcastically. "I really appreciate it."



"No problem."



They watched the fight, noting how quickly the young staff sergeant from Weapons Company submitted his opponent. The crowd cheered again, and Mark prepared to return to the center of the pit.



"Forget form. This one's all psychological. Don't fight him. Dominate him." Jared said, suddenly serious.



"What?" Mark asked over his shoulder.



"He's your size, and he's got more skill. He's a better fighter. But he doesn't know you. I can see it–he's still scared. It's a head game. So don't fight him. Dominate him."



Jared's older son Marky piped up. "Fight like Orlando the Badger, Uncle Mark. Not like Matthias the Mouse."



Mark's face softened, looking down at him. "You're reading the Redwall books!"



The lanky ten year old nodded, grinning. "They're cooler than I thought they were gonna be…"



"Alright, buddy. Orlando it is…" 



Mark's moment of connection was broken by the battalion commander's barked order to return to the pit. 



He now stood to face a man of comparable size, but who was belted higher. Mark had just seen this younger staff sergeant make quick work of his Alpha Company opponent and, although he was slightly winded, seemed eager to take down a command officer–a rare opportunity. 



The young Weapons Company staff sergeant crouched into a fighting stance on the battalion commander's order. 



Mark replied by simply crossing his arms and glaring.



Lieutenant Colonel Wolfe seemed briefly taken aback by Mark's posture. 



"Are the fighters ready?"



"Ready…" The staff sergeant puffed.



Mark simply nodded silently, his eyes never leaving his opponent's. 



"Alright. Fight!" 



Mark's opponent moved briskly toward him, his fighting stance careful and choreographed. Mark didn't move, and soon took a solid left-hand jab to the face. He shook his head and didn't move. 



Another pivot. Another jab. Another shake of the head, and another glare.



Once his opponent got enough courage to move within arm's reach, Mark simply placed his palms on his opponents chest and shoved him back with his full body weight.



The younger man staggered back several steps, stunned. His eyes hung wide in confusion.



Mark spread his arms open wide, a questioning look on his face. 



"Come get it…" he growled.



His opponent charged in again, a little less control in his stance and posture as he began to dive to take out Mark's legs. Mark simply stepped to the side and landed a hard right hook to his ribs.



The staff sergeant groaned, winded, then turned to swing again. Mark leaned into the punch, blunting it, and grabbed his opponent's wrist. Then, curling his free hand around the back of his opponent's neck, he turned his body and catapulted the large man bodily up into the air over his back. 



The Weapons Company champion flopped unceremoniously onto his back. 



Mark landed right on top of him with his considerable body weight. 



Mark felt the wind rush out of his opponent's body, but he pushed harder, pulling his head into a lock and squeezing. He felt the arms and legs under his back begin to thrash, attempting to escape, and he heard the staff sergeant begin to gasp impotently as he tried to get a hold of one of Mark's limbs.



"No." 



Mark's single word, delivered as flat and matter-of-fact, seemed to drain the will to fight out of his opponent, who, purple faced, tapped on Mark's tricep to signal submission.



The crowd went wild.



Mark stood and dusted himself off, then helped his opponent up and bro-hugged him, slapping his back jauntily.



"Next time, staff sergeant."



"I'll get you next time, sir. Good fight."



They shook hands as Lieutenant Colonel Wolfe entered the pit with a trophy. The crowd hushed as he raised his arm to silence the cheering.



"Usually we have a whole ceremony after the fact, but since the winning company's commander is already here honoring the uniform…let's hear it for Charlie Company, the new battalion champions!"



* * *



Jordan closed the door to her empty apartment quietly behind her. 



9:10 PM. She checked the time difference on her watch. It was 3:10 AM where David was. She couldn't call him. 



She wasn't sure if she wanted to thank him or slap him over the phone. 



She felt…sooooo good. Scott had magic hands. Not in a dirty way. Or maybe…kinda in a dirty way?



She didn't know. She felt different. Scott didn't cross any lines. He didn't even come close. Upon arriving at the closed room with the lilting new-age music and the candles…she had been instructed to disrobe as much as she felt comfortable, then lay face down on the table with a sheet over her back. He had then politely stepped outside the room and closed the door. 



She had nervously looked around the room, noting the small arrangement of oils and towels on a countertop near a sink, and of course the long, flat, waist-high padded table with an O shaped pad on one end. Uncertain of how this worked, she had set her purse on a hook by the door, then removed her shoes and socks. Then, assuming that he had to have access to her back, she had pulled her shirt off and hung it on the same peg as her purse. 



She wavered on whether to remove her bra, deciding that this was one of the things Scott could work around her if he had to. Then she looked awkwardly down at her jeans. Should she strip down to panties?



She didn't want the butt rub. That was a line she wouldn't cross. And what she requested was a back massage only. But David said they did legs…and as a runner she was definitely accustomed to carrying tension in her legs…



She shrugged to herself, unbuttoned and unzipped her jeans and hucked them down to her ankles, hanging them on the peg. She then climbed awkwardly onto the table, laying on her stomach, feeling the breeze on her behind before realizing that she was supposed to be under the sheet. She slid awkwardly off the table, then lifted the sheet up, rolled under it, and wiggled her body down until the side of her face rested on the O shaped pillow extension, facing away from the door.



"Kay!" She called out awkwardly.



The door opened and Scott had walked back in. He had gently corrected her face to fit into the O-shaped pillow, ("so that's what that thing's for…") and then rolled the sheet down until it sat just below her shoulder blades, exposing just a bit of her horizontal bra strap.



Then the magic had started, Jordan reminisced as she pulled a bottle of water out of her kitchen fridge. He had applied a modest amount of oil to his hands, rubbed them together, and then…went to work.



First on her shoulders. Then her trapezius muscles, and then up the back and down the sides of her neck. They had chatted easily about her course of study, his hobbies, and where he was finding knots in her body. Which apparently was…everywhere.



She felt them too. But he had a way of smoothing them out, and after some initial discomfort, she actually felt the tension draining from her muscles. Like a goo that seeped out of her stress knots and dripped away.



By the end of the 30 minute appointment, Scott had pulled the sheet down to her waist and had worked on her lower back, even occasionally slipping his fingers under her bra strap to work the muscle tissue underneath.



She had even offered at one point to unclasp her bra to make it easier for him, but he had gently refused, insisting that he could work around it. 



She was surprised how comfortable she got with him. He was nice. Professional. And she felt like smooth jelly when he left the room. Thereafter, she didn't feel weird at all about standing up in just a bra and panties, pulling her clothes off the wall, dressing, and leaving. Scott had smiled and shook her hand one more time at reception. 



Now, sipping on water with a slight smile on her face, Jordan made her languid way to the bathroom shower, undressed, and stepped into the warm water. After rinsing off the massage oil and washing her hair, she stepped out of the shower, dried off, wrapped her darkened wet hair in the towel and put on her terry cloth bathrobe, tying it shut. 



Making her way to the bedroom, she dug out her charcoal peel-off face mask treatment, applying it generously before sitting down on the couch to relax and watch TV while the peel mask dried. One episode of Jeopardy later–which she won–she stood up and returned to the bathroom, finding herself in front of the bathroom mirror. 



Now for the fun part–she always enjoyed the weirdly satisfying peel-off reveal. Giggling softly to herself, she saw the first chunk pull away from her skin.



This IS fun, isn't it?



"Yeah…" Jordan acknowledged. "It's weird how satisfying it is."



Sometimes things surprise you, you know? How was the massage?



The first strip came off, exposing her forehead, still red from the treatment.



"It was fine…but it's not like you weren't there."



I know, but I also know you don't like it when we chat around other people. And I've been trying to respect your boundaries.



"That's an interesting development. Didn't know I could bargain with my demonic alter ego."



Another strip revealed the space between the hair on her right temple and her right cheekbone.



Don't think of it as bargaining, sweetie. I'm just…a little less stir crazy since you brought Ricardo home.



The next big chunk revealed the rest of the right side of her face, down to her jawline and below.



"Well, glad I could help, I guess."



I'm looking forward to the day when you realize I help you more than you help me.



The next chunk came slowly and satisfyingly off the chin up to her lower lip. She scratched away a few more lingering chunks of charcoal mask in the small of her delicate chin.



"I think you'll be waiting a long time for that. The massage was nice and all, but I've had some pretty good breakthroughs this week, and I think both you and I know that I'm gonna be in charge from now on."



Oh do we? Do we both know that?



"Yep. I wrote a whole paper on it. Gonna give it to a conference tomorrow. You don't come off well in it, but I'm sure you know that."



More charcoal peeled off her left cheekbone before she went for the bridge of her nose.



It's a good paper, honey. You should be proud of it.



"Thank you. I am."



The rest of the mask came off, and Jordan ran the water to splash off the residual charcoal. Her skin felt refreshed, and while still a bit red, would be all the clearer for her big day tomorrow. 



Satisfied that she had told off the girl in the mirror, Jordan took the towel off her head to detangle and comb out her stringy, wet hair before going back to the bedroom.



10:30. She could go right to bed, get a good night's sleep and wake up early for a run tomorrow. That would get her energy right where it needed to be for the conference presentation. 



It was as good a plan as any.



Scott.



Jordan turned to the full-length mirror in the bedroom, surprised to see the girl in the mirror tilting her head playfully out at her.



His name was Scott, wasn't it?



"Yes. And he was perfectly nice. And professional."



Ooh, no argument there. Smooth, strong hands. You enjoyed that, right?



"I'm not complaining. It's a good way to relax. And Scott was perfectly professional."



You said that. But massages? That seems more like a me thing than a you thing. But I'm all for it if you're into it too. It seems like some neutral ground you and I can meet on. 



"Fair enough. The occasional massage is perfectly healthy. Now that I'm over my jitters."



And the part about being naked…



"I wasn't naked. I kept my underwear on, and Scott was more than okay with that."



That he was. Perfectly professional. He didn't see anything but your back and your bra strap.



"Exactly. Totally appropriate for a massage." Jordan stared matter-of-factly at the girl in the mirror.



So being laid out on a table while a man with strong hands works over your body…that doesn't stir anything in you at all, does it?



Jordan stood silent in her terry cloth robe, her stringy wet hair hanging behind her shoulders.



"No."



Honey, I'm the one person in the world you can't lie to. If we're going to make this work, if you really want me to go away, you need to be honest with me.



"I am being honest."



Jordan. Come on, now. Please.



Jordan looked away from the mirror, avoiding eye contact. 



I can't help you if you keep lying to me, honey.



"I'm not lying. You're just being cruel. Making me think things that I don't want to think. Or making me think that I think things that I don't think."



Can you honestly tell me that my little accusations make less sense than what you just said?



Jordan turned to look again at the mirror and scowled at herself.



Jordan. Honey. Just be honest. I won't judge you. Not even a little bit.



Her scowl softened. Her elbows bent, her hands moved tentatively toward the belt of her bathrobe.



That's better, honey. You know the truth I want. Go ahead.



Jordan's fingers shamefully picked open the knot of her bathrobe.



Go ahead, Jordan. Tell the truth. After your massage, you wanted Scott to see something, didn't you?



"No…" Jordan insisted, just below a whisper. Her fingers pulled the knot looser.



You don't have to say it out loud. Just show me what you wanted Scott to see.



The belt fell open and hung apart, dangling parallel with her legs. Her trembling fingers gripped the inside hem of her robe and gingerly pulled the two flaps away from each other.



There it is. There's the truth. Doesn't that feel better?



Jordan looked at her naked body, consciously exposed by the parting of her robe in front of the mirror. Somehow she felt far more naked than the girl in the mirror, who now seemed to sneer at her. But her heart thumped in her chest, her trembling hands still trying desperately to shove away the truth that…



The girl in the mirror was right. As she got off the table, Jordan had–only briefly!--entertained the idea of whether she should have stripped entirely for her massage. Perhaps Scott would have caught a glimpse of her breasts, or her bum. Maybe his hands would have brushed some tuft of pubic hair below her belly button…or perhaps those hands would have found another way to help her relax…



"No." Jordan shut her robe and hastily tied it. "You're manipulating me, and I'm in charge now. We already had this conversation."



She turned haughtily away from the mirror.



Don't fight me, honey. I don't want to fight, but if we have to fight, you're definitely underestimating me.



Jordan ignored the girl in the mirror, turning off the bedroom light and climbing under the covers.



Not to hide. Just to sleep.
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The door to Professor Lukacz' office towered over Jordan, hanging halfway open like the wide, gaping jaw of a lazy predator.



A predator so sure of its kill that it could just bide its time, waiting to snap shut.



"Ms. Simms. Step in here, please."



Jordan's legs moved like lead bars stuck in molasses. 



She didn't want to cross the threshold, but she knew that no good would come of resisting, ignoring the summons, or running away. She had done what she had done, and now she needed to face the consequences.



Stepping inside, she held her eyes down to the floor, avoiding the gaze of Dr. Lukacz, her doctoral mentor, and her recent academic adversary, Dr. Thomas Schenk. 



Surprisingly young for an academic of his reputation, Dr. Schenk stood tall, comfortably over six feet, and in good physical condition with a full head of chestnut brown hair and a neatly trimmed beard. 



She had taken note of his height as he had stood at the podium mere hours before. Still obvious but slightly less daunting as he sat silent in one of the two chairs across the desk from Professor Lukacz, his chair was turned slightly, parallel to the long side of the desk with his back to the office wall. 



Trembling, Jordan crossed into the room.



"Close the door behind you, if you would, Ms. Simms." Professor Lukacz said quietly. 



Jordan could hear the disappointment in his voice. His words were a knife jab to her gut. 



Briefly glancing up to see his pursed lips, she did not look forward to the incipient conversation. 



But it had to happen.



"Take a seat, please."



Trembling, Jordan sat down in the other chair, which was also parallel to the desk. Turned to face Dr. Schenk so that both adversaries could face each other, yet sit perpendicular to their host in his seat of power behind the desk.



Schenk didn't say a word, his face blank and stern. Jordan avoided eye contact, nervously fixing her hair.



Lukacz cleared his throat. 



"I'm sure I don't have to explain why we're here, Ms. Simms. Your response to Professor Schenk's paper was beyond embarrassing. It was juvenile polemic at best, and better fit the style of an overzealous sophomore than a developing young hopeful in academia."



Jordan's face burned. Her face turned down to face the floor, nodding in shameful agreement.



"Honestly, Jordan. I thought better of you. You seemed to have so much more potential, but now I don't know what to say about you to my colleagues. And Professor Schenk here, although he has been quite magnanimous, propping you up in the embarrassing scene we both just witnessed…he too, is mortified. An apology is in order."



"I know, I know…" Jordan stammered out pitifully. "I can't begin to apologize enough, Professor…" her eyes were pleading in Schenk's direction, who remained stone faced, his chin jutting out haughtily.



"That won't be enough, Ms. Simms." Lukacz continued gravely. "Some amends need to be made. Contrition shown. Substantive recompense. Certainly you see that."



Jordan nodded sadly, tears beginning to seep out of the corners of her eyes. "I understand. I'll be happy to…"



"You know what needs done, Ms. Simms." Lukacz asserted abruptly. "Stop blubbering and do it."



Jordan nodded sadly again, then carefully slid out of the chair to kneel between Professor Schenk's knees. She looked up to see him looking sternly down, and she gingerly unhooked his belt.



"I really am sorry, sir. Truly."



"Prove it." Schenk's first words since she entered the room were gruff, his voice low and demanding.



Nodding again, Jordan unzipped his pants and reached inside, finding his cock beginning to swell as soon as she found it. It was well-proportioned, circumcised, and had a substantive thickness which she quickly, but sullenly fed into her mouth.



"Well, if she can't read my papers, at least she understands that, eh Lukacz?"



Professor Lukacz laughed heartily at Schenk's joke. 



His cock continued to swell in her mouth.



At least she could do this right, she thought to herself.



After bobbing up and down on him for a moment, Jordan paused briefly to tie her hair back, as it kept impeding her ability to suck Professor Schenk's stiffening cock. Then, taking him in her hand, she looked up at him once more, noting a small, unexplained scar along the underside ridgeline of his jaw. 



He ignored her, preferring to banter with Lukacz as she returned to her work.



Jordan's face burned deeper at the clear level of disregard the two men had for her while she serviced one of them sexually. 



Although their conversation didn't seem to interfere with Schenk's growing arousal. 



Taking a brief break to rest her sore, gaping jaw, Jordan began gently jerking with her hand, looking solicitously up at Schenk as he ignored her. When the slimy sounds of her hand on his wet cock began to fade, a result of the friction of her grip, she returned to gently sucking him, carefully ensuring his hard cock was wet all over. 



Wanting to gain his approval, Jordan extended her efforts, taking the opportunity to seat the tip of his masculine excitement in the soft tissue between her back palate and the back of her tongue. Schenk grunted quietly in surprise, his cock nudging gently at the entrance of her throat. 



Her recent practice with RICARDO had helped her develop the skill not to gag too readily, and another surprised groan from Professor Schenk seemed to indicate that he took some pleasure in her newfound ability. 



Encouraged, Jordan began to draw harder in sucking him, bobbing deeply down before each rise in a smooth, steady pulse.



Professor Schenk's stream of thought and conversation was briefly interrupted as he ejaculated copiously into Jordan's mouth. 



She hummed in surprise, shocked at the amount of volume that spurted from him. She found herself struggling to swallow, as the rhythm of his pulsations and her own hasty gulps didn't quite synchronize, leading to a small white mess dripping awkwardly from her lips. 



Carefully cleaning the excess with her tongue, she looked up to him for approval. He seemed to be done, nodding dismissively down at her, replacing his cock in his pants before zipping and buckling up.



Jordan, still mildly stunned from the casual ferocity of Professor Schenk's orgasm into her mouth, looked around the room in a daze. 



To her horror, the office door was somehow open, and the doorframe filled with the stern but gentle presence of a middle-aged bearded man looking down at her kneeling posture his face full of disappointment. 



And betrayal.



Reverend Jack Simms.



"Dad!" Jordan shot to her feet, frantically wiping the excess semen from her lips and chin as her father's lips pursed in moral pain. A slight rhythmic buzzing seemed to ring in her panicked ears.



"Oh Jojo. How could you?"



Jordan gasped as she shot up to a sitting position in her bed, the subtle sounds of her morning alarm vibrating from her phone on the nightstand. 



Drenched in a panicked sweat, her chest heaved and her hands shook as she turned the alarm off, slowly regaining her composure and orientation.



She wasn't in Lukacz' office. 



She was home. In her bed.



It was a dream. 



Only a dream.



Thank God.



She buried her head in her hands, still trying to convince herself it wasn't real. 



That she hadn't done anything wrong. 



But her moral panic was very real, especially as the hurt look her father gave in the doorway burned into her mind's eye. 



The whole scene threatened to send her spiraling. On a very big day.



She had to break that chain of thought…



Jordan convinced herself to stand up and open the window, the early morning light flooding into the room. She took several deep breaths, slowing each one down a little at a time until she felt fully oriented to her surroundings. She adjusted the terry cloth robe she fell asleep in, tightening the knot that held it together, then began to walk toward the bathroom past the floor length mirror in her bedroom, seeing a familiar figure smirk at her as she passed.



How'd you sleep?



Jordan chuffed angrily, then grabbed the bedspread off of her bed and draped it over the mirror, hiding it entirely. She paced back and forth at the foot of the bed waiting for her heart rate to go down, then made her way to the bathroom, turning on the shower before she found herself glaring into the bathroom mirror.



Well? At least check.



Jordan clenched her teeth, then reluctantly reached her hand into her robe and between her legs.



It was…sopping.



The girl in the mirror smiled triumphantly.



"Shut up." Jordan said to the mirror. 



She turned away, shucked her bathrobe, letting it fall into a heap on the floor as she stepped naked into the warm shower.





* * *



"Mark…wake up…"



Nudged out of a dark, heavy sleep, Mark opened his eyes to a modest apartment living room. Looking down, he saw his own long body stretched out on a familiar couch. 



Dressed in a playful blue business casual blouse and tan pants, Megan crouched next to him, she jostled his forearm gently, trying to ease him back into the waking world.



"Sup…Meg?" he murmured sleepily.



She left her hand on his forearm until he began to sit up. "You said you needed to be at your new job at 7, right? It's 6:30. I have to head into the school now, so I just wanted to make sure…"



"Yeah, yeah, of course. Thanks Meg, I appreciate it. Frenchie already take off?"



"Well, Mister Frenchie has PT at 5, so he's been gone for a while. But you know that drill. And Misses Frenchie gets to her classroom at 7. So I need to go."



"Meg…get real," Mark joked, still shaking off sleep. "You're not really Frenchie…you're…some kind of French-Spanish abomination now. Mixin' bloodlines and shit…" 



Mark's words were slurred. Just enough to give him sufficient latitude with his best friend's wife so as not to offend. He turned to sit upright on the couch, dropping his head in his hands and hunching down to set his elbows on his knees.



"Ha-ha wise guy…" she smirked. "Well I've got to go. Are you okay to drive?"



Mark nodded, his head hanging down. "Yup."



"Okay. There's coffee on in the kitchen. Get some. And juice and a protein shake in the fridge if you want it." 



She stood and headed to the front door of their small apartment.



"You're a peach Meg…" Mark called out after her. She waved backwards over her shoulder as she reached for the doorknob.



And then Mark was alone in his best friend's apartment. 



He was two weeks out of the Marine Corps. It had been two weeks and a day since…



Shit.



He didn't want to think about it.



Groaning, he stood and made his way to the kitchen and poured some coffee, nursing it as he tried in vain to open his eyes without pain.



Grumbling more, he moved back to the bathroom and turned the shower on, waiting for the water to heat up as he sipped more coffee. He set the coffee mug down on the bathroom sink and stepped into the shower, closing the curtain behind him.



The warm water felt nice, but, much to his chagrin, he was still fuzzy and wobbly. 



He wasn't as hung over as he had been on certain days in the past month or so, but trying to start his day was definitely still like being dragged backwards through gravel. 



Reaching for the soap, he began to wash himself, his memory flashing back to two weeks and one day ago, when Frenchie had pounded and kicked the door to his barracks room with such force. Mark had drunkenly shaken himself awake at the painful sound of metallic slaps and thuds that shot through the dark of his room. 



He was probably going to be late for morning formation again. And Frenchie, who was now his platoon sergeant, was trying to get him presentable in time to stand in a stupid box formation of people one last time before he took off the uniform forever.



He wasn't into it. He wanted to just sleep, get yelled at one last time, than leave the base and move on with his life. But the harsh metallic percussion on the doorhad been like an icepick to his brain due to the particularly rough hangover that morning, and he was willing to go along with Frenchie's bullshit just to get it to stop.



Not that the night before his last day in the Corps was particularly bad per se. 



Just another night of him shutting himself in his barracks room and ignoring anyone who tried to find him. 



Although this time was a little different. This time he had packed up his books and some other stuff…more than he had that last night he saw Molly, and jammed his 4Runner full of his belongings. His barracks room was mostly empty now. He still had a bag of clothes and his uniform for tomorrow, and his bedding in the room, but it was…properly hollow now. And it felt weird. So he started drinking a little earlier than usual.



He was about a third of the way through the bottle of Jack Daniels when he pulled out his laptop to look at Molly's nudes–the ones she sent him on deployment–and jack off. 



It had become a ritual. Booze and a quick nut–a way to ward off the demons in his sleep. Though he never made a conscious decision to structure his night this way, it seemed…somehow…that the right combination of sad drinking, solitude, Molly's nudes on his laptop, a handful of quick jerks, then a little more sad drinking would get him into the perfect kind of quiet, fully unconscious sleep. 



Perfect black stillness, where the sound of Jett's sucking chest wound and the sound of an A-10 gun run couldn't find him.



It usually worked. And if it didn't, and he woke up in the middle of the nightmare, he could finish off the bottle on his nightstand and the nightmare wouldn't follow him back into sleep.



It seemed like a pretty good system. 



So it had been the night before his honorable discharge. And his short tempered staggering to answer Jared's furious door pounding didn't make for a pleasant start to his last day. Bleary eyed, he had opened the door to find Jared there with four other marines from his platoon who, without any discussion whatsoever, had simply manhandled him into his shower, cleaned him up, and put a uniform on him. Loading him down with coffee in the process, a couple of them slapped his face a few times just to try to poke holes in the hangover fog. 



It wasn't like he was afraid of hazing. He was a marine after all. And he didn't even resist that much. 



So, with seconds to spare, they managed to get him down to his last formation, standing in the middle of the stupid rectangle instead of at the front of it where he used to be. Where he should be. 



Just counting down the seconds until the battalion commander dismissed them…



And then he heard his name called. He was surprised of course, but then instinct took over as he fell out of formation and marched to report to his company commander. Captain Wolfe waited at the front of the wide formation, with his first sergeant standing beside him holding a small, decorative red folder.



He didn't remember too much of what followed. He remembered staring into Wolfe's face while the First Sergeant read off a paper…some bullshit about "gallantry above and beyond…" while he rolled his eyes, wobbling noticeably in front of the whole company as Wolfe pinned a small, silver metal star with a ribbon onto his uniform.



The award citation naturally contained a bare outline of his actions in the village in Afghanistan. As this was read, he felt a little jolt back to the experience, which didn't really bother him until the First Sergeant mentioned Jett's name. 



Mark vaguely remembered snapping, and he remembered seeing Wolfe on the ground, a hand over his eye seconds before Mark was tackled from behind by a half dozen marines. He remembered being dragged back to his barracks room, and he remembered Jared–with a disgusted look on his face–ordering six marines to guard him and make sure he couldn't find any more liquor until the time came for his formal discharge. 



1200 hours.



When the time came, Jared had Megan pick him up. Then Jared drove Mark's 4Runner back to his apartment after his workday concluded several hours later, where he found Mark and Megan, reasonably sober, vigorously debating about a Tolkien novel. 



Mark smiled to himself in the shower. 



She was a gift from God. Or the closest thing to it Mark could stomach at that point in his life. Megan had run active interference on some of his more self-destructive tendencies for the last two weeks by keeping him busy. Short hikes and trips to town with her and her husband every night, reading several of the books she found in his car while he picked out some from her shelf so the could talk late into the night while he stayed at their apartment. 



With Megan catering directly to one of his great passions, reading, Mark found himself temporarily distracted from the intensity of his mental fog, which helped make his days much more bearable. 



His nights were still rough, though.



And he had to figure out what to do with his life now. He didn't like that at all.



Megan had helped with that, too, asking around at the middle school where she taught until she found something she thought he might like to do for a while. 



One of the assistant principals had a brother who was a stonemason who needed an apprentice, and Megan asked Mark if he wanted the job. 



It sounded cool. Stacking rocks until shit looked pretty.



And he needed money to get a place of his own. Not having anticipated his exit from the Marine Corps, he had not planned or saved enough to be on his own yet. 



So he accepted.



Which is where he now had to be in 20 minutes, he realized, checking his watch in the shower. His head still fuzzy, he took a deep breath and turned the water temperature lever all the way to the left, cringing and sucking in his breath as the ice-cold water began to assault his skin.



* * *



This was no dream. 



And it seemed like a disaster. At least for the first few minutes.



Jordan Stark-Simms, squeezing every ounce of cool and calm out of her nerves, had approached the podium after Schenk's presentation. All eyes fixed on her from the darkness of the auditorium seating. 



She was acutely aware that she was viewed with a keen mix of amusement and suspicion. Perhaps with an added shade of resentment from some junior faculty members. 



Normally a fully tenured faculty member responded when a famous academic gave a lecture. Jordan knew this, but thought Professor Lukacz simply couldn't find a faculty member in his own department with enough expertise in the field of abnormal sexuality to present a competent response. 



She was punching about her weight. She knew that, but she wasn't prepared to be the face of a scandal. And her dream last night had shaken what little confidence she had. 



Jordan had even overheard several of the audience members who had traveled to the conference–all of whom were potential future colleagues or employers–whispering about "Lukacz' "gambit" in throwing a graduate student to the wolves.



Which didn't help her already shaky confidence.



Nevertheless, she sat on the elevated stage in her prim but not overly fastidious outfit with her glasses fixed (she opted not to wear her contacts that day), and steady, careful attention held on the speakers–both the formal introduction and then the lecture itself.



Then he had approached the podium. Professor Thomas Schenk. 



To her surprise, Jordan was somewhat underwhelmed by him. Schenk (she noted firmly to herself in case the girl in the mirror was lying in wait to ambush her) was not the lantern-jawed stallion that dream-Jordan had so eagerly fellated the previous night. 



The real professor Schenk was a mid-sized, thin, clean shaven man in his early sixties who wore rimless glasses hooked around his ears with black steel arms. He was dressed in tan slacks, a blue sport coat, and no tie. 



Yet another attempt by the girl in the mirror to psych out the Good Jordan, she observed to herself as she watched Schenk approach the podium. The Real Jordan lived in the real world. Right here, on the stage, with a regular academic. A man with glasses and elbow patches. Nothing more.



The substance of Schenk's lecture was new to the audience, of course, but not to her. She had been reviewing the prepared text of the lecture for weeks now, consulting it over and over as she formulated her own response. She paid careful attention to see if he deviated from the text she had, just in case an unplanned intellectual curveball came her way. But it didn't. The presentation was nearly word-for-word. And Schenk didn't provide any visuals to accompany the lecture…which was probably just as well given the types of behaviors he was advocating for in his model of psychological health. 



He kept it classy. 



Or at least professional.



The conclusions were met with polite applause as the sea of experts in human behavior digested his data and conclusions, along with the healthy dose of moral philosophy he utilized in justifying sexual play-acting with whips, ropes, chains, clamps, pain, kneeling in humiliation, and the like. 



Jordan found the applause distasteful. There was entirely too little discomfort in that room. People should be deeply uncomfortable with normalizing or advocating such behavior. Even with a broad view of "normal" in human identity and sexuality, such behaviors, even if consensual and confined to the realm of fantasy, ought to at least lightly scandalize an audience.



Right?



And it was with that light dusting of indignation that Jordan stood to respond. Arranging her papers on the podium and adjusting her glasses, she made a conscious decision to not focus her eyes anywhere but her paper, as the thought of facing an audience of future employers and colleagues (at least potentially), was simply too much to think about in the moment. 



Best to just focus on the task at hand…



She read the first paragraph aloud just as she had drafted it. When she reached the thesis, she leaned into the delivery, enunciating to give gravity to her conclusion:



"It is my position, contra Professor Schenk's able characterization of consensual BDSM practices, to assert that such practices effect a forced subsumption of moral identity that creates, in effect, a split moral identity. This is untenable, as a stable, healthy identity must be predicated on a cognitively coherent and credible moral priority."



It took a moment for Jordan to register the laughter. 



Not the whole crowd, thank God. 



Just one loud, unexpected voice. Full throated laughter. Not cruel, but full of delight. A laugh that seemed unable to restrain itself, but a laugh that clearly wanted her to continue, as her thesis had clearly given breath to such delight.



But any unexpected laugh was beyond jarring, and Jordan was thrown off. Why would this person laugh? Was her thesis statement really so ludicrous? Did she deliver it in a way that seemed like a joke? Was there a slapstick element to it–did she have something stuck on her face or in her teeth? Was she being summarily dismissed simply for making a bold claim from such a junior position? And who would be so cruel as to mock or humiliate her at such a vulnerable juncture in her career?



She allowed herself to quickly look around, not finding the culprit in the audience, and then realizing that the laugh actually came from behind her. On the stage. 



She cleared her throat and arranged her hair, casting a quick look over her shoulder to find the shaking shoulders belonging to Professor Lukacz. Sitting next to him, with one gray, furry eyebrow cocked high into his forehead, was Professor Thomas Schenk.



Jordan panicked. Was it a joke? Was the whole plan to assign her the response to his lecture just an elaborate prank to knock her down a peg or two? 



Did they plan this together? 



She felt so disoriented. What was happening right now?



Jordan cleared her throat a second time and continued her delivery as if nothing happened, trying to keep the burning shame from showing on her face. 



The laughter made her feel like she was in high school again. 



Having competed successfully on her high school's debate team, she was used to being made fun of by the popular girls who were threatened by her intelligence. She had developed a thick skin and a capacity to persevere under mocking scrutiny. She could keep going while being laughed at. She did it then, she could do it now.



She squared her shoulders and continued her rebuttal with new energy, eviscerating the morally cynical framework of Professor Schenk's model of sexual identity. By the time she turned the last page and read the last paragraph, she was expecting the mocking laughter to return. Perhaps it would even expand outward to the whole crowd, filling the entire auditorium. 



So she was surprised when she was met with applause. More than mere polite applause. Enthusiastic applause. 



Jordan blushed, thanked the crowd, then turned to return to her seat, further surprised by the beaming pride on Professor Lukacz' face as he loudly clapped for her. 



She was even further surprised to see a look of genuine gratitude on the face of Professor Schenk as he nodded to acknowledge her before rising to the podium to answer her challenge.



Jordan was mystified. What the heck was going on? Why the laugh? Had she done it right? Was it enough? 



The applause faded as Jordan saw Schenk approach the podium. A hush settled over the room as the audience leaned in to hear his response.



* * *



"Hey…Molly, I hope this isn't a bad time…"



"Oh my god…Megan? Is everything okay? Can you talk?"



Molly's voice sounded surprised. Panicked, even. Megan cringed into her phone as she stepped outside the school's fire safety doors onto the empty back lawn. 



The spot where teachers would come hide and smoke a cigarette without being spotted by their students. 



Thankfully, Megan found herself alone for this dreaded conversation.



"No, nothing's really on fire or anything. I just wanted to reach out and…clear the air? Maybe get some advice, I guess…is this a bad time?"



Molly's voice dropped, clearly saddened. "Oh. Okay. No, it's okay. I…I can talk. I'm not on shift, and the kids are at school. What's up?"



Megan heard the trepidation in Molly's voice through the phone. Talking to her recently ex-boyfriend's best friend's wife couldn't be too high on the list of things she looked forward to on a given day.



Megan's eyebrows knitted involuntarily as she leaned against the wall. "How…um, how are you holding up?"



"I'm making it…" Molly sighed. "Not great, but I'm making it. Being busy helps. Getting ready for the move and everything. 



"Yeah, we're getting ready to move too…" Megan added, hoping to bond over some shared experience. "We're still kind of looking for a place to land when we get to DC. But we haven't started packing yet or anything. We've got another month, maybe six weeks before we have to think about packing up."



"Yeah, well. Two kids and a full house…there's just a lot to get ahead of. And I'm a planner, so I'm kind of obsessed, you know…staying ahead of things."



"Yeah, that makes sense. Jared and I don't really have too much stuff…we've only been married for two years…"



"Yeah…"



Megan cleared her throat. "How are you doing otherwise? After…you know?"



Molly sighed audibly. "Depends on the day. Today I'm okay. Yesterday I was a mess. Tomorrow, who knows?"



"Sorry…" Megan said quietly. "I don't mean to…"



"Don't worry about it."



"So…"



"How's Mark?" Molly asked suddenly.



Megan paused. "He's okay…but that's kind of why I'm reaching out."



"What's wrong?" Molly sounded, the concern in her voice rising. 



"Nothing big…just…I mean, he's okay," Megan hastened to reassure her. "He's out of the corps now, he got discharged, he's staying with us…you know, on our couch. While he figures out what's next…He's starting a new job today. So he's like, alive and well and everything." 



"Okay. But..?" Molly prompted her to continue.



"Well, um, he's drinking more than he used to. I try to distract him with books and stuff, you know how he likes that stuff. So we talk alot and go on hikes. When we do stuff as friends, it seems to keep his mind off of things."



"Okay…" Molly seemed to be listening intently.



"But he's definitely still having bad nights. Last night I woke up and he was making these noises…like I didn't even know he could make."



"High pitched?" Molly asked.



"I mean for Mark, yeah. Like it isn't even his voice."



"Kind of a wail? Like a ghost in a cartoon?"



"Yeah! Exactly. Did you ever see that? Like, when you guys were together?"



"Yeah, I did. A few times."



"Is he okay?"



The line went silent as Megan waited for an answer.



Finally, Molly replied. 



"It depends."



"What? Depends on what?"



"On what you mean by 'okay.' He's having bad nightmares, and it sounds like he's self medicating with alcohol." Molly's voice was clearly pained to admit it.



"Yeah, he kind of is. He was really in a bad way this morning, I kind of had to slap him around a little bit to get him up for his first day at a new job. It's just…really unlike him. So I'm worried."



"Oh god…" 



Megan could hear the tearful regret in Molly's voice.



"I'm sorry Molly, I really didn't mean to make this a guilt trip or anything. I just know that…well…Jared said that Mark told him you helped a lot. And after the court martial, we had that conversation, and you're a nurse…and I just had to reach out. I'm just trying to figure out what to do."



"You get him to see someone. A therapist that does trauma work. That's what he needs."



Megan grimaced. "I don't think that's going to fly. He's not going to agree to that. He's kind of not trusting anyone right now. I mean he's cool around us, but he's got this look in his eyes. Like he's waiting for us to betray him. He's just really suspicious."



"Yeah, that's one of the symptoms." Molly said sadly. 



"So what did you do? Like, to help him when he had nightmares?"



Molly paused again. "I mean…I had some things that calmed him down in the moment, but it was never going to really fix the underlying issue. Before we broke up, my plan was always to get him into therapy. Con him or convince him, or do it off the books. One way or the other. That was my plan. That needs to be the plan now."



"Well, I don't think I can do that. I don't know how. And I'm really worried. I just want to know what to do for him. I mean…he saved my husband's life. I can't just watch him burn himself down like this. Tell me anything. Whatever you did. I'm open to it."



"I mean, it was just a little intervention when he had nightmares or dissociative moments. Little things, mostly physical. It was just talking softly and reminding him that he isn't in Afghanistan. If you can do that, like…just rub his arm and tell him where he is, and that he's safe. Then when he starts to realize where he is, you can ask him to tell you where he is. It helps in the moment, he sort of comes back to you. It's not a magic bullet. But it can pull him out of some of the dark spots."



"Okay…" Megan replied. "That's good to know. I want to get him into therapy too, but I don't want to piss him off so that he won't do anything."



"Yeah," Molly sympathized. "It's really hard to know what to do. I mean, being with him was kind of like sleeping with a live grenade. Not like I was afraid he was going to blow up and hurt me or whatever, it was just like…I had to hold that pin down. No matter what, I had to hold it down or he'd fall apart."



"Is that why you broke up?"



Molly was stunned into silence.



"I'm sorry. That's none of my business…" Megan added hastily.



"No, no. It's fine. It wasn't that. I…I loved him. I still do…I just couldn't."



The line went silent for a moment. Megan didn't prod for a further answer, waiting for her to finish.



"It was the fact that…I have my kids, and Chris is really working on himself, and we were moving, and Mark wasn't going to be near us, and it…just…wasn't going to work…" 



Megan could hear her voice quiver as Molly tried to explained. 



She felt herself become angry all of the sudden. That everyone but her seemed to be walking away from Mark.



But she couldn't figure out exactly who she was angry at. 



Maybe not at Molly. Although she felt like Molly did run away from Mark right when he needed her most…



Maybe not at the Marine Corps. Although they did completely screw him over after he had finished a combat deployment defined by documented heroism.



Maybe just at the world in general. For screwing over a good man. Leaving him flailing and self-medicating.



It was becoming a more familiar emotion in her life. Feeling fiercely protective of the man who saved her husband's life. 



But even though Molly had clearly hurt him, blaming her wouldn't help. And her reasons for leaving were not bad reasons. 



Sometimes things…timing…they just don't work out. 



She took a deep breath and answered Molly. 



"No, I get it. And I know he hasn't reached out to you since you broke up…he's still kind of raw, but I promise you he gets it too. We've talked to him about it. He's just…he needs some time to move on. I just wanted to get your advice on the nightmares and stuff. Just to get him over the hump. He'll figure himself out, he always does."



"Okay…" Molly sniffled. "Can you tell him I'm sorry? And he can call me if he wants…for closure, or to talk, or anything. I still want to be there for him."



Her voice broke.



"Yeah. Yeah, of course I can," Megan reassured her. "And we should keep in touch, huh? You and me? I'd like to stay friends."



Molly sniffled again. "I'd like that too. Maybe when we're both settled in DC and Baltimore…"



"Yeah, for sure. Hey, thanks for the advice, Molly. Take care."



"You too, Megan…and thanks for calling. Seriously. Call…um…call anytime, okay?"



"No problem. I will."



* * *



The small congregation of academics, with a small mixture of psychologist and psychiatrists in practice, waited patiently as Schenk stood thoughtfully at the podium, his work having been savagely attacked by an unknown young woman–a whip smart upstart currently writing her dissertation under the umbrella of prestige held by her mentor, Dr. Janosz Lukacz.



Looking down at the podium, the older academic let a thoughtful furrow of his brow relax into a confident, but tentative smile as he prepared to reply extemporaneously to the young but tenacious Jordan Simms. 



His chin jutted upward, his face leveling with the expectant crowd as he took a deep breath and began. 



"Two roads diverged in a yellow wood. And sorry I could not travel both and be one traveler, long I stood and looked down one as far as I could.



"I hope everyone here recognizes the allusion. The opening to this poem…Robert Frost's poem on the road less traveled is iconic, notable for a misguided sense of individualism that many read into it. But I think we now have cause to reflect on the first stanza of that poem rather than the last cryptic reference to the road less traveled. We ought to consider what it means to travel two paths and be one traveler, as we have been ably invited by Ms. Simms here."



Professor Schenk gestured to his side, drawing the eyes of the conference to where Jordan sat.

 

"My intrepid interlocutor here has taken my model to task, and with a ferocity I did not anticipate. I'll put it this way: If my lecture was a beautiful woman, Ms. Simms has not commented on the color of her nail polish. Rather, Ms. Simms has attempted to knife her in the street. It is both bold and refreshing to encounter that level of savage candor in an academic conference. Bravo, Ms. Simms."



The audience applauded heartily. Jordan blushed, unsure whether he was being sarcastic. Stealing a glance at her mentor Professor Lukacz, she found him beaming with pride.



"So," Schenk continued,"I suppose my job now is to stitch up my intellectual consort, and I will do so by conceding nearly every premise of Ms. Simms' argument. I do not think our concerns are at odds at all, Ms. Simms. In fact, I believe that we have more similar constructs of mental health in mind than you may realize. 



"In the poem I quoted a moment ago, the observation rendered by the poet is both obvious and absurd. One cannot travel two roads and be one traveler. This observation serves as the launchpad for Ms. Simms' objections, and the landing pad for my own conclusions. As such, I wholeheartedly concede the premise. One cannot walk two paths and be one traveler."



He turned to nod respectfully in Jordan's direction. Squinting, she warily returned the nod, anticipating the turn to attack. She readied her pen for her legal pad.



"Further, Ms. Simms, I hope you don't mind me noting the small but attractive crucifix around your neck. When I asked your faculty mentor about the precocious student I would be tangling with on stage today, he told me a few things about your background, one of which being your upbringing in the home of a Christian minister. So while I think your argument is perhaps best understood in terms of Frost's two roads and only one traveler, I would submit an alternative reference to canonical literature to understand the issue. A reference that comes from your world, but also fits neatly into mine, albeit a little ironically."



Schenk paused to smile warmly to the audience before observing:



"One cannot be the servant of two masters."



A small laugh rippled through the audience at Schenk's clever parlay of a Bible reference. Jordan smirked, taking notes as he continued.



"I'm sure you anticipated a quick rebuttal, characterizing your argument as being grounded in archaic philosophical concerns, with the danger of reverting to a broadly dualistic, or even ancient Manichean view of morality. Undoubtedly some in the audience have already gone down that road in dismissing your objections. However, I certainly noted that you carefully skirted some of those pitfalls, and your assertion that, at its core, human identity is in fact not a unified entity, but a work in progress–to integrate that identity into broad axes of moral coherence and consistency. I concede. I think your argument is very good. Our traveler through life cannot walk two roads and be one traveler. Nor can she serve two masters. She will be on her knees for only one. Or at least one at a time. 



"Perhaps some in the audience will disagree, but I find the formulation of your objections, and your counter-argument to be internally consistent and thoroughly grounded in good thought."



Jordan's smirk, which had shifted to an earnest focus as she took notes, now shifted back to a shy smile at the public compliment. She did not, however, look up from her pad as she continued to scribble notes.



"So, Ms. Simms. I would simply posit the following reality for your consideration. Society and sexuality are two roads diverging at the fork of identity. That fork in the road is an inevitable consequence of being a living, conscious, human being. And traveling both while still being one traveler may seem absurd. But it is precisely what we must do to live. That tension simply exists, whether or not it is morally convenient. Or, for that matter, whether or not it is psychologically healthy. 



"Sexuality remains one of the most potent drivers of human behavior, and it is not BDSM practice that subsumes a coherent moral framework and splits a unified identity. I would argue precisely the converse. A coherent moral framework, rigidly adhered to at all costs, in fact subsumes the sexual identity and creates a split identity. An identity either lived through some degree of hypocritical cognitive dissonance, or reconciled at some cost to the purity of one's views about acceptable sexual desire and behavior.



"With that in mind, I would simply revisit our two positions with the literary allusions I began with. Your concern is one traveler traveling two roads. My concern is a servant of two masters. Two roads demand a choice. A commitment. But after that choice is made, when the road is chosen, the choice is gone. It's now back to one road. Just one. Two masters, however, remain two masters. Both have demands. Both require obedience. Submission. And that demand is consistent. Ongoing. It is, as I say, the converse. I would argue your subsumed moral identity, as you describe it, sees that identity as two travelers on one road. Good company? Perhaps. If the two of them get along. But sexual drive and social conditioning rarely get along. The companions will not walk a single road quietly. Unavoidably…it's a conundrum.



"But now that I have responded to your basic premise, allow me to illustrate my position with a few more examples from my research…"



Jordan's smile widened as she furiously took notes. Schenk's response was deft, charming, and thorough. He was more than a worthy adversary. She felt slightly outmatched.



However, she also felt strangely energized. The familiar competitive feeling (even if it had been shelved since high school) of outperforming the boys–her favorite pastime in her adolescent years–was now revving her engines. 



She was excited to get up to the podium and hit back. 



And that was just the cherry on top. 



Jordan knew she had already succeeded, as she was now seen by everyone in the audience as being able to hold her own in a knock-down drag out with an established professor. And a cutting-edge researcher too!



She even caught sight of Lukacz again, who, while now hanging on every word of Schenk's argument, was clearly basking in the reflective glow of his protege's big moment. 



It was a good day, she thought to herself as Schenk concluded his rebuttal and stepped away from the podium, gesturing for her to take her turn. Her place in the spotlight.



She couldn't wait to tell David after the conference session ended. 



But first she had to take this old guy to school…



* * *



"Is he asleep?"



Jared shook his head as he closed the bedroom door behind him. Seated up in bed with a book, Megan pursed her lips in concern as her husband made his way to slip under the covers next to her. 



Mark had been staying with them for a little while now. With no children yet, the young couple wasn't accustomed to having houseguests. Especially in their small apartment–it threw off their routine, and negotiating another person in such a small space was awkward at best.



But when Mark opted out of the Marine Corps unexpectedly, there was no question about giving him a place to stay. 



And he was as aware of the awkwardness as they were. He certainly didn't ask for more than the couch.



But, as both Megan and Jared were all too aware, he wasn't doing well. 



The court martial, the breakup with his girlfriend, and the nightmares, the jumpiness…it was a lot to contend with. 



For his part, Mark had been both grateful and helpful while a houseguest in his best friend's small apartment. He had worked as a stone mason's apprentice for a couple weeks now, so he wasn't just sitting around their empty apartment after Jared donned his uniform and went to work and when Megan left for her job at the school. 



He stayed busy, working all day–very demanding physical labor–and tended to return home exhausted and dusty.



And then he would try to help. With housework, with dishes, with cooking. 



And once it was clear there were no more household tasks to do, he would sit on the couch and start drinking. 



Both Megan and Jared would try to distract him–or at least slow him down. But he was usually slurred, sullen, and sleepy by the time they all went to bed. 



And the nightmares continued. Not every night. But most nights.



"How drunk is he?" Megan asked quietly without looking up from her book.



"He's definitely drunk. But he's chilled out. Sleepy. Right where he wants to be," Jared sighed. 



Megan put a bookmark in her book, set it on her nightstand and cuddled up on her side next to her husband, draping her leg over his and nestling her cheek on his chest.



"What do we do?"



Jared sighed again, and gave no response. 



"I mean…" Megan continued, "we're moving away in two months. What's his plan?"



"He won't talk about it," Jared replied flatly. "He just says he'll figure it out."



"Will he?"



Jared shrugged. "Probably. I think so. He just needs a little time to shake all this bullshit off."



"What if he doesn't?" Megan asked after a pause. "Is he just going to end up on the streets? Is he going to go to DC with us? Will he…"



"I really don't know, Meg. I really don't. I'm doing everything I can."



Megan was briefly taken aback. She propped herself up to look into Jared's eyes. 



"I know you are, honey. You know I know that, right? I'm not trying to say anything…"



Jared sighed again. "No, I know. I'm sorry. I'm just frustrated."



"You are doing everything you can." She began to rub his chest affectionately. "I'm just worried about him."



Jared nodded, rubbing his eyes. "You talk to Molly again?"



"No, just the once. I'm doing everything she said. I'm waking him up, rubbing his arm, reminding him where he is. Then I sit with him for a while after he goes back to sleep."



Jared nodded again, his eyes suddenly looking away from his wife.



"That's not everything."



"Yeah it is…" Megan insisted. "That's what she said. For the nightmares, that's exactly what she said."



"I'm sure that's everything she said, but it's not everything she did…" 



Jared's eyes held steady, fixated on an empty corner of the ceiling. 



Megan blinked in surprise. "You mean…" She fell silent, not wanting to finish the thought.



"Yeah, she definitely did more than that. Isn't it obvious?"



Megan's heart skipped a beat. "I mean…obviously that…but…"



Jared shrugged. "That's all I'm saying."



Megan looked at her husband's averted gaze for several awkward seconds, then reached over him to turn off the bedside lamp and settle back into her earlier cuddle position. Jared kissed the top of her head, but didn't say anything.



Finally, Megan's voice broke the darkness. "Are you saying I should…do more?"



Jared hesitated with his answer. 



"Not necessarily. Just making an observation."



Now it was her eyes' turn to look down and away, although Jared couldn't see her shift in the darkness of their bedroom.



"We did it before."



Jared's voice in the darkness betrayed a husky anticipation. Trying to conceal his excitement.



Megan responded quietly:



"I thought we decided that was a one time thing."



"We did. I mean, he met Molly like right after. So, you know…"



She clutched the fabric of his t-shirt, unsure of how to answer.



"Is that the only reason we decided it was a one time thing?"



More silence.



"I don't remember."



Megan hummed, acknowledging the uncertainty without trying too hard to resolve it out loud.



"I mean, I remember that you liked it…when we tried it that one time. After Shoneys?" she observed, releasing the crumpled T-shirt material and rubbing her palm on his chest again. 



"Yeah…" Jared's voice remained husky in the dark. "Did…I mean…you liked it too, right?"



Megan didn't answer immediately. Her hand moved south until it reached the tented rise of fabric that held the fly of his pajama pants taut.



Megan's heart began to beat faster. 



Still, she hesitated, choosing her next words carefully.



"I mean…do you think it would help him? Like…at night? If I would just…?"



She felt her husband turn quickly to face her in the bed as his lips found her, kissing her all over. Eventually their lips found each other in passionate exchange. 



Unprepared for the onslaught, she embraced the passion and kissed him back, reaching down the elastic waistband of his pants to find his penis rock solid, beginning to thrust awkwardly and insistently against her legs.



"Hang on honey…" Megan's voice whispered urgently in the dark. "I still have my pajamas on…"



Jared didn't answer, just pawed at her body, trying to pull her close as she awkwardly wiggled out of her sleepwear.



"Shhhhh baby…" Megan giggled. "Mark will hear us…". 



* * *



"Can you hear me?" 



"Yeah, I can hear you fine, honey." 



Nearly finished with her walk home, Jordan looked puzzled with her cell phone to her ear as she approached her apartment building.



"Oh good," David said on the other end. "The cell towers here…they're a little…in and out. Sometimes I'm not sure if we've got a connection."



"No, I hear you fine. Sorry I didn't answer earlier. It's been a busy day. What is it…like 11 at night there?"



"Yeah, 11 exactly…" David answered, then quickly changed the subject. "So don't beat around the bush, Jo. How'd your conference go? I've been on the edge of my seat all day!"



"Well, it wasn't good…" Jordan's voice was grave, but her manner of speaking seemed slightly off. 



She could almost hear David's face falling all the way in Nigeria.



"Oh, baby. I'm really sorry to hear tha…"



"It was GREAT!" Jordan squealed into the phone. It took a moment for David to get the joke, but then he laughed out loud.



"Oh, you're punking me! Oh…you got me bad. You evil, snake of a woman!"



Jordan giggled, wiggling her hips in a little dance in the hallway outside their apartment before inserting her key into the doorknob.



"So you did good? I mean obviously you did well, but they liked it? Tell me all about it. Give me the five dollar version." David's tone shifted to pure excitement.



"Five dollar version? Not sure what that gets you…but I'll try." Jordan giggled again, dropping her book bag on the table."



"Yeah, you'll try. Lay it on me, hot stuff."



"I am so hot, baby…" Jordan was elated, still riding the high of praise and positivity following her performance in the conference. Nearly every session of the conference that followed, she was pulled aside by some professor or other from this or that university department, all wanting to meet and chat with her. 



"You are so hot. So what happened?"



"I don't mean it like that. I mean, maybe I am hot like that. At least for you! But it was good. I mean, it was a regular conference. Schenk gave his paper, I gave my rebuttal."



"Were you scared?"



"At first. I thought I might pee my pants when I walked up there, actually." Jordan snorted and giggled again.



"You really are in a good mood, Jo. You had a little to drink?"



"There might have been a cocktail hour after the last session. And I may have partaken just a teeny tiny little bit…" Jordan giggled again.



"Oh, hoho…" David chuckled into the phone. "Giggly Jordan's in the house…wish I was there…"



"You do wish you were here, Mister Stark. Believe me, you have no idea. After the last twenty four hours I've had…You would be in for a good night, let me tell you…"



David, clearly stunned, didn't respond as Jordan smiled slyly, albeit a little sloppily, into the phone. 



"So as I was saying…I almost peed my pants but I didn't. Then I started to give my presentation…and then Professor Lukacz laughed at me! Like…right out loud. In the middle of my introduction and thesis!"



"He laughed? Like…wait, what? He laughed?"



"I know! I was freaking out too…but I just kept going…"



"What the hell? What an asshole!"



"No, it wasn't that. And he apologized after. I asked him about it and he just said he was happy that it wasn't going to be boring since I basically went right for Schenk's throat. He said he wanted more stuff like that in conferences, and if he gave the response assignment to another faculty member, they would have been boring and tried to play it safe. He said he likes how I 'attack with abandon…' I think that was the phrase he used. Anyway, it wasn't meant to be mean, and he apologized. But it scared me when it happened!"



Jordan's rapid narration showed the perfect blend of intoxication and excitement. It was strangely charming. David really wished he was home to enjoy it in person.



"I bet it did. Wow. I was not expecting that. So did everyone like your presentation? Anyone come up to you after and ask you about it?"



"All day, baby. I was the belle of the ball!" Jordan, overcome by disinhibited silliness, did an impromptu twirl that sent her tumbling and giggling over the back of the couch. 



"Wow, honey…that's…what was that sound? Are you okay?"



"I'm fine. I'm totally fine…" Jordan insisted as she dug the phone out from under the couch before swiftly standing up. "Just tipped a tiny bit over the couch. And who put a couch here, by the way?"



"I think you decided where the couch went, Jo."



"Impossssible," she slurred. "You slander me, Mister Stark! I would never put something in such a wildly inconvenient place. Never!"



David laughed again. "Okay, Mrs. Stark. Sounds like you had a really good day…and maybe had more than one of those cocktails?"



"Impossible!" Jordan insisted again, giggling. "But I do need to get dressed. I have been invited as a special guest to the faculty dinner with Professor Schenk. And I need to pick out a dress to wear to a fancy restaurant with a separate special wine list…"



"You're going back out?" David asked, suddenly concerned.



"I am indeed, Mister Stark. The night is young."



"Okay, that's great honey…and you should probably…um…is there any coffee in the house?"



"As a matter of fact, there is coffee in the coffee jar where we keep the coffee. Mister Stark…."



"Oh, shit…" David said under his breath. "Well okay, maybe you should make some of that coffee…then drink…all of it. Then maybe a quick cold shower and a little snack. And take an Uber to the restaurant, maybe?"



"Those are all really good suggestions. You're a very smart man, my handsome husband."



David chuckled. "Well, let's get cracking on the list then, shall we Mrs. Stark?"



"Yes, let's…do that. And you can help me pick out a nice dress before I go. Maybe with a little cleavage? You'd like that? Just show off a little bit of boob?"



David blushed into the phone. "Maybe not tonight, honey…" 



* * *



"Hey. Mark not home yet?"



Jared kissed Megan as he walked through the door, unbuttoning his uniform top as he moved. 



A savory, spicy smell wafted through the apartment, welcoming the young corporal home after a long day of training.



"Hey baby…" Megan smiled happily, kissing him back. "No, he's home, he's just taking a shower."



"Oh, cool. What are you making?"



"Sloppy Joes. I was gonna make street tacos, but we only had ground beef, and I was craving something a little sweet after I finished blowing Mark."



"Sloppy Joes sounds…wait, what?"



Megan turned to stir up the ground meat and add seasoning.



"You…uh…" 



"Sucked Mark's dick?" Megan looked up from the pan with raised eyebrows. She nodded casually. "Yep."



Jared was stunned, his jaw hanging open and blood rushing toward the center of his body.



"Oh. Um. Okay."



Megan held his gaze. "You okay? I mean, you wanted me to help him, right?"



Jared grabbed the edge of the counter to steady himself. "I mean…I know I said that, I just didn't know we were…Um…I mean, did you like it?"



Megan smirked, her eyebrow dropping halfway. "Did I like getting on my knees for my husband's insanely hot half-Latino best friend? Hearing him talk about how hot I am while I sucked his huge cock? Yeah, Jared. I liked it. It was a good time."



Jared remained speechless.



"Are you mad?"



He shut his mouth and shook his head. "He's in the shower now?"



Megan shook her head. "No, doofus. He's not home yet. I was messing with you."



Jared blinked hard. "Oh."



Megan's smirk widened into a grin. "Gotcha."



Jared, stunned, broke into his own wide grin. "Oh my god, Meg. Fuck you. Seriously…"



She squealed as he began to tickle her playfully, then pulled her in for a passionate kiss.



"Mmmmm, I like it when you get like this…" Megan cooed after their lips parted. 



"I like it when you get like that…" Jared cooed back with a low voice. "You give any more thought to that? Like what we talked about?"



"Obviously." Megan rolled her eyes. "Hence the prank. Which you totally fell for, by the way."



"Yeah, you got me." Jared sighed out, laughing slightly. "So…what do you think?"



Megan turned to face her husband, looking into his eyes. 



"I don't know, baby. He's kinda damaged right now. I kinda feel like it would mess with him more."



"No strings sex with a crazy hot woman? How could that possibly make things worse?"



Megan slapped his chest playfully. "You know what I mean. I mean…he might get feelings. You know? And then we have to move soon…I just don't want to mess with him like that."



"I can talk to him…make sure he knows it's just like a friend thing. No feelings. He'll definitely respect that." Jared replied gravely.



"I just don't want to hurt him more."



"I really don't think you'll hurt him, babe. I think he just needs a good woman to touch him. Molly was just what he needed, but she's gone now."



Megan looked down, stirring the ground meat again as it sizzled. "I don't know how I feel about it. Like…what if I start getting feelings? I mean…what happens if…?"



Jared stroked her silky dark hair, guiding it behind her ear and kissing her cheek. "You won't."



"How do you know that? If I don't know, then how can you possibly be so sure?"



"Because you promised to be my girl forever. In that big church, that whole congregation watching us. You know,l with all your grandmas and shit…"



Megan smirked again. "Yeah, I did."



"So I'm not worried about it. This is just fun. Helping out a friend…"



"You just want to perv out on me being slutty…" Megan playfully slapped his shoulder. 



"That's a bonus." Jared began kissing down her neck. "And it's not like it's a chore for you, right? You liked it that one time?"



Megan looked down again, shy. "I mean, yeah. It was good. But I thought it was a one time thing."



"I'll talk to him, set some ground rules or whatever. Whatever you want me to tell him."



"I didn't say I'd do it." Megan said tersely.



"You don't have to. No pressure. But if you want me to talk to him, I'll talk to him. I guarantee he'll be down."



Megan pulled the pan off the heat and turned to face her husband. She rested her wrists across his shoulders in a half embrace, leaning forward to kiss him. "Talk to him if you want. But I'm not promising anything."



"I'm not expecting anything, Meg, so don't stress about it. I'm just saying I'm open to…speak of the devil…"



The apartment door opened and a large, dusty man walked through. Jared and Megan quickly broke their embrace, Megan turning sharply around to the cook surface again as Jared began fumbling in the cabinets for dishes.



"Hey guys…" 



Mark stepped into the galley kitchen, covered in gray dust. 



"Smells good, Meg. What's for dinner?"



* * *



She was late. And mortified, of course.



Thankfully, the restaurant was running late too. The small assemblage of professors had not yet been seated, and they were all standing in a loose formation of clumps near the bar. Most already had drinks, and all turned to greet Jordan as she walked through the door, flushed with embarrassment.



"Ah, the happy warrior joins us!" Professor Schenk raised a tumbler of bourbon in greeting as she approached.



"Are happy warriors often late to important functions?" Jordan shot back, smiling gamely.



"This important function, if you wish to call it that, is not the battle, Ms. Simms. This is the feast after the battle. We have traded blows, and now we must be friends again through the medium of delicious food and liquor. A tradition likely older than written memory across the wide spread of human history. And such appointments are, by their very nature, quite fluid. Arrive when thou wilt." Schenk replied grandly, lifting his glass again in a gesture of greeting. An indulgent titter moved through the small crowd of colleagues. 



Jordan removed her coat to reveal a form-fitting, knee length dress made of a smooth, light gray cotton blend. Sleeveless, but fully collared to the neck with a flared skirt below the waist extending just over her knees. Reasonably modest, the top half was cut to fit snugly, emphasizing the modest curve of her small, perky breasts. Mildly intoxicated, Professor Schenk, and more than one other of his male colleagues, snuck an up-and-down glance at the lithe young woman with crimped auburn hair and a nervous smile.



"Welcome, dear…" Professor Lukacz approached, speaking gently. "The department is footing the bill for the evening, so please feel free to get a drink from the bar. Or would you like me to order one for you?"



"Professor, I'm so sorry I'm late. Really…I ordered an Uber and…"



Lukacz waved his hands dismissively. "It really couldn't matter less, Jordan. Please believe me. We're all friends now. Colleagues. You belong here. So what will you drink?"



Jordan hesitated. "I guess a glass of white wine would be nice?"



Jordan had followed her husband's advice, taking a cold shower, eating a snack, and drinking a fair bit of coffee before slipping out to catch the Uber. It was part of what made her late, but she became increasingly concerned about presenting a sober, professional appearance at the dinner as the buzz of the earlier cocktails wore off."



"Vintage? Region? Any preference at all?"



"I'm afraid I don't know enough about it. I'm sure whatever they have is fine…"



"Shall I pick for you? I'll endeavor not to disappoint."



"I'd love that, Professor. Thank you. I'm in your hands."



He smiled genially, then leaned toward the bar, rattling off a few French phrases she didn't understand. The bartender produced a bottle, poured a glass, and passed it across the bar. Jordan took it gratefully, and, tipping it gratefully toward her mentor, took a sip. 



Her face scrunched in surprise.



"Oh my goodness. That…that is really delicious!"



"I'm so glad you like it. Now, come along. Let me introduce you to everyone. I want everyone here to be as impressed with you as I think they should be. Come come!"



He gestured playfully as Jordan amiably worked her way around the room, chatting briefly with this or that department chairperson, member of the academy, or groundbreaking researcher. The party was composed of more than a dozen well-established academics, roughly balanced in gender with a near equal representation of men and women, all of whom seemed not in the least miffed at the invitation extended to a no-name girl like Jordan Simms. 



Each one complimented her spirited rebuttal of Schenk's presentation, and expressed admiration with the rigor and vigor of her work. After meeting them all, the host indicated that their tables were ready, and Jordan was seated at a table with Lukacz, Schenk, and three others. The conversation revolved around inter-departmental gossip from different universities and think tanks until well past the appetizer. The entree was consumed while debating the proper way to distribute research funding among various methodologies in the discipline, and the dessert was ordered and on its way before Schenk's paper, and Jordan's savage attack on it, was brought up again.



A late middle-aged woman, a department chair from the University of Chicago, gestured toward Jordan. "She really gave you a roots-deep critique, Tom. It nearly took my breath away."



The table chuckled. Professor Lukacz beamed, patting Jordan's arm in pride. "She did exactly what I hoped she would do. I know all of us at the table, with the exception of Ms. Simms, of course, try to pick doctoral mentees that we hope can surpass us one day. I like to think Ms. Simms here shows such promise. Here's to her spirited skewering of Schenk's sloppy mess of weak theorizing!"



The table laughed, including Schenk as Jordan's face blushed a deep red. All glasses were raised, clinking each other.



"I'd like to think I held my ground rather well, Janosz." Schenk shot back at Lukacz, half smiling. 



"I'll grant you that, Tom. Nothing more," Lukacz chuckled back as Schenk turned to face Jordan across the table.



"Forgive me if I'm overstepping or offending, but I only briefly explored something earlier today when you had me on the ropes. You were raised in a religious home, no? Christian? And you still practice?"



Jordan was slightly taken aback. "Umm, yes, as a matter of fact. But that can't be too remarkable, can it?"



"In academia, it's of note." Schenk smiled. 



"You seemed to indicate earlier that you knew before Professor Lukacz told you. How did you know?" Jordan asked, furrowing her brow.



"The key premise of your rebuttal seemed to me to be grounded in pre-Cartesian dualism. A split identity necessarily at war with itself shows a tendency to fixate on what is one of the longest running myths of selfhood in the canon of human thought. And while it is featured in a number of traditions, as you undoubtedly know, your particular strain seemed markedly Christian, and steeped in that theological tradition. That, and the lovely white-gold crucifix you wore earlier. I presume you still have it on now? Tucked in your dress?"



Jordan was startled at his guess. He was right. She set her wine glass down and fished the small ornamental cross out of her high-collared dress, setting it on top of the light gray fabric. 



"Quite perceptive, Tom." Lukacz conceded. "But Ms. Simms's approach has always been grounded in the western canon of philosophy. Christian and otherwise. She has dual emphases, as you know. I told you that earlier."



"True, true." Schenk raised his hands in submission. "But I think it fair to note that some of the marvelous energy comes not just from being very well read and deeply thoughtful. Though I concede readily that Ms. Simms is both of those things" He leaned back in his chair. "No, I think energy like that comes not from being informed, but from belief. I simply think that Ms. Simms believes every word she said. And I think she weighs that belief more heavily than she would weigh or hold a mere academic position in an argument. How would you respond to that, Ms. Simms?"



The older man turned a polite gaze toward Jordan, who suddenly found herself in the spotlight again as the rest of the table attended to her response.



"Well," Jordan cleared her throat. "I'll admit to being a practicing Christian, and one reasonably informed by theology. I learned to read in my father's study, and he was…is…a very well read pastor of a small church. So you're right there. As far as the depth of my belief in my argument, I think I adequately grounded my criticism in well-sourced research and coherent approaches to mental health and identity construction."



"Oh, come now…" Schenk tutted. "It was an excellent rebuttal, and all of that…stuff…about having good sources and arguments…all of that is true. But you were clearly scandalized by the notion that mental health and sexual bondage practices can coincide. Your argument was very well constructed, but it was motivated by scandal. A sense of heresy, if you will."



He paused, clearly trying to formulate the rest of his thought. Then, smirking slightly at Jordan, he finished: 



"Or at least…a part of you was scandalized."



Jordan smirked back. "Clever, Professor."



"Please. Call me Tom."



"Okay. Tom. I see what you're doing here. And I loved your use of Frost in developing the two roads and one traveler problem. I will likely steal that for my dissertation. With an attribution, of course…"



Here she smiled and placed a reassuring palm on Professor Lukacz' wrist. The table broke out into a polite laugh before she continued.



"Nevertheless Tom, I don't think your perception of me projecting a Christian concept of an identity at war with itself is entirely fair. I do genuinely think that when identity is expressed, a conscious choice should be made in regards to how that identity is expressed, and any healthy identity should be constructed out of moral coherence. And a moral coherence constructed out of fantasy play where power dynamics extract sexual excitement from master-slave relationships is simply…unhealthy."



Schenk's lips pursed together. "Hmmmm. But potent sexual experiences are almost by their very nature transgressive. Wouldn't you say? How did Paul the Apostle put it? 'Better to marry than to burn?'"



The table tittered at the allusion.



"He meant burn in lust, not burn in hell…" Jordan shot back.



"Ah, but that's precisely my point, Jordan. May I call you Jordan?"



"Of course." Jordan shrugged.



"Yes, that's precisely my point. Your most prolific apostle conceded that denying sexual release, as it stems naturally from the body, would cause…well…insanity. And marriage allows, through the medium of morally legitimized sex, the release of that 'burning,' no? The sexual impulse is so fundamentally transgressive, so fundamentally against the grain of the decent, 'moral' daytime identity, that even an aggressively asexual, celibate Paul granted space for young people to…well…work out that burning. The flesh must be…how shall we put it…vented? Purged? Expelled? If not, it–meaning the flesh, and the identity that goes with it–will go quite mad."



Jordan's response was quick and confident.



"To release sexual impulses does not require a recourse to some primal violence. The better self, by which I mean the healthy, coherent moral identity, can and should tame the primal, savage self. That is the work of moral formation. In or out of any coherent moral scheme. To include a religion." 



"Perhaps so…although the moral lessons of Euripides' Bacchae comes to mind. Have you read it?"



"Of course I've read it. And Hippolytus. I'm assuming you're going there next."



"I wasn't necessarily going to, but I see you're several steps ahead of me. Both plays show a fairly clear understanding of the violent, sickening and society wrecking fallout of either full blown sexual repression or a refusal to give expression or ventilation to our more primal impulses. That is to say, Ms. Simms, that violence and sickness follow sexual repression. They are in fact caused by it. Not prevented by it."



"I'm not disputing that sexual repression can cause mental health issues, Professor Schenk…" Jordan retorted evenly. "Although, I think Euripides may have been overstating the issue slightly. Playwrights who end their work with mothers ripping their sons' heads off and parading the decapitated remains through the streets…I think we can be forgiven if we dismiss that kind of depiction as rather hyperbolic. At least a little bit. No?"



The table broke into laughter again. Jordan, confident in her ability to parry and maneuver her opponent in the argument, began to relax a little. 



Schenk smiled. "Hyperbolic. Perhaps you should re-read some medieval Christian theologies of sex and sexuality. You might find some sexual hyperbole there."



Jordan laughed again. "Fair point, Tom." She took another sip of wine.



"Still," Schenk observed after another sip of wine,"One does wonder where the rubber meets the road in your argument. If the primal urges are to be repressed in the name of moral coherence…isn't that a kind of…well…bondage? Submission play? Making your libido slave to the master of your better angels?"



"I'm not sure I'd put it that way, but I can see what you mean." Jordan smirked. 



"What if…in the above scenario where the libido is slave to the master of moral coherence…what happens when the slave revolts? If she's not fed? What happens when she starts to make noise? Does that other self begin to pop out in strange ways? Does she start to go insane? Better to marry than to burn, after all…"



Jordan's eyebrows popped briefly. "Being married myself, I do find it better, admittedly. But I'm not ashamed to admit it. I was a virgin when I married at age 26.  I survived before, functionally celibate. In keeping with the moral coherence of my religious upbringing. And I stayed sane. I certainly didn't want to kill anyone before I got married."



The table tittered again.



"Of course," Schenk said as the dessert was set out on the table.  Jordan took a dainty fork and severed a small taste of cheesecake, slipping it delicately into her mouth.



"Delicious, no?" Schenk said, almost on cue. "Would you like another bite?"



Jordan looked around the table, confused. "Of course. It is delicious, and I have plenty left. Of course I want another bite."



"What if you denied yourself? Would your mind silently endure the indignity of being denied cheesecake it knows to be delicious? Cheesecake that is right in front of you for the taking?"



"I think my taste buds would be a little indignant," Jordan smiled. "But I…my coherent identity…would accept that I had made a decision, and my tastebuds would honor that decision."



"Undoubtedly. But would it honor that decision quietly?"



"How do you mean?" Jordan took another bite of cheesecake. The cool, smooth texture melted delicately on her tongue, the sweet, cheesy tang spreading over her taste buds and forcing a smile to her lips.



"Well," Schenk expounded, "if we were all to eat this cheesecake ourselves in front of you…after you have had only one or two bites…would we see a different reaction? Would we see that indignation your tastebuds hold? Let me put it another way. If we were to deny you something you wanted…something your body really, really wanted…would we meet a different Jordan Simms?"



Jordan's eyes widened momentarily before regaining control. 



But not before catching the notice of Professor Schenk. 



He smiled.



She was cornered, even if no one at the table but he and her knew it.



She cleared her throat again, looking down and taking another bite of cheesecake. "I'm sorry to disappoint you, Professor. But there is no other Jordan Simms. Just me. That's all you get."



"And she loves cheesecake."



"That she does," Jordan smiled as the table chuckled politely again.



"Does she love sex?"



Jordan choked slightly on her bite of cheesecake, taking a moment to compose herself. Professor Lukacz intervened.



"Now, Thomas. That's over the line, and I think Ms. Simms has been more than able to handle her side of the argument without you getting so personal…"



"She does, now that she's married." Jordan cut her mentor off, speaking suddenly in the third person and staring defiantly across the table at Professor Schenk. "I mean, I do, now that I'm married, yes."



Schenk smiled. "Your husband…he travels a good bit, no? For his business? I overheard you mentioning his business ventures during the cocktail hour."



"Yes, he's gone a lot on assignment." Jordan responded flatly.



"I see…" Schenk intimated. "Any…appearances by another Jordan Simms? After a week or two of your husband traveling? Nothing like that?"



"No, nothing like that, Professor." Jordan's response was cool and confident.



"And you're going to finish that cheesecake, no?"



"I have two bites left. I think I'll make it through."



"Good. A healthy appetite…it's good for you. For both of you, perhaps?"



The Chicago professor cleared her throat, quickly changing the subject, but no one took the bait. The controversy was just too fascinating. The table sat in silence as Jordan, eyes locked with her interlocutor, defiantly took the last bite of her cheesecake.



"Well, Ms. Simms," Schenk stated in a tone of concluding thoughts, "I think you show the admirable restraint of the very moral coherence you so clearly value. I applaud you. But I do have one question about your methodology."



He folded his hands and leaned forward over his empty dessert plate.



"How did you research mental health, identity, and sexual bondage?"



"How? Well, I read everything you've written, caught up on the most recent research and scholarship, and did a little anecdotal observation."



"Anecdotal observation?" Professor Lukacz asked, his eyebrow raised.



"Yes…I observed some…recorded testimonials that were published on the internet."



"Testimonials…" Schenk nodded. "I see. Do you mind if I ask if there was any more to the content?"



Jordan swallowed nervously. "There were…demonstrations. Following the testimonials. But I was primarily interested in demographics, language used, other relevant behavioral data. It was approached very scientifically." Jordan added the last bit hurriedly, clearly hoping no one would…



"Demonstrations. You mean pornography." Schenk smiled wryly.



"It may have been marketed as pornography, yes." Jordan conceded. "But as I said, I was more interested in the interviews. The demonstrations simply showed me what kind of pseudo-identities were being inhabited by the participants during fantasy play."



"Of course, of course…" Schenk replied with mock gravity. "And during that research, did another Jordan Simms make an appearance?"



Jordan's eyes narrowed. "I told you. There is one Jordan Simms, and she's sitting right here."



Schenk smirked again, sipping more wine.



"I think," Lukacz said to the table after an awkward silence, "I think that Ms. Simms' is right to emphasize that her rebuttal to your research was primarily grounded in scholarly literature, and that the…anecdotal research…was simply to familiarize herself with the structural assumptions…the genre, if you will, of the fantasy play."



"Exactly. That's exactly it. Thank you, Professor…" Jordan agreed readily.



"I don't doubt it for a moment, Janosz." Schenk replied. "I would just suggest that such 'anecdotal research' has some dubious value to that end, as such things can be staged and edited in such a way to distort how the play really works."



"Fair enough," Jordan replied. "I simply didn't have ready access to a sex dungeon that would let me conduct unfettered research."



The table broke into a laugh again, and the tension of the conversation lightened. Jordan took another sip of wine, smiling at the fact that she had extracted herself from a potentially humiliating confession.



"Well," Schenk said after the laughter died down. "As it happens, Ms. Simms, I do have such access. I like to conduct research in different locations when I travel. I've been invited to observe and conduct interviews at an event on Saturday night. Would you be willing to join me in observation? I've obtained full consent from all participants."



The table fell silent again. Professor Lukacz' eyebrows furrowed, looking imploringly at Jordan. 



"You are under absolutely no obligation, dear, professional or otherwise…"



"I'll do it." Jordan answered, defiantly locking eyes with Schenk.



"Excellent!" Schenk said brightly, slapping the table. "You were absolutely right, Janosz. Your student is fearless. How utterly refreshing!"



Eyebrows raised around the table, with all participants clearly impressed at a young woman so ready to step outside her comfort zone in the name of her research.



Jordan, however, had not broken her defiant eye contact with Schenk. She half smiled, tilting her head slightly.



"So, Tom…is there a dress code for these kinds of events?"



* * *



Megan Rodriguez Poisson sat at the kitchen table in her small apartment, grading midterm essays.



They were awful.



She was wearing an old soccer shirt and pajama pants with cartoon characters on them, her hair hanging loose down her back and over her shoulders. 



Mark exited the bathroom, still fresh from a shower, wearing only basketball shorts.



"What's the holdup?" he asked as he passed by the table.



"What holdup?"



"Frenchie's usually home by now. I was gonna order pizza, but I didn't want to jump the gun."



"Oh, that's nice…" Megan said, finishing her last note on one paper before flipping it into the completed pile. "He's gonna be late. I think it's evaluation time, and he said he was meeting with the first sergeant about some of his guys' evaluations."



"Oh, okay." Mark nodded, heading to the nearby couch to sit down. "Sucks to be him…I've been there."



"Yeah, he said like 7 or 8 probably."



"Depends on how much of a hardass mood the first sergeant is in. Hey, I'm good waiting to eat if you are," Mark said, lifting up the remote to turn on the TV. "Do you mind if I…?"



"No, go ahead. And I'm fine waiting too." Megan nodded absently toward Mark before he turned on the TV. 



The stuttering noise of flipping through channels slipped into the background of Megan's work. She was nearly done with the annoying task, but her mind began to wander.



Mark had been living with them for more than a month now. They were scheduled to move to Washington DC after the end of the school year, and Mark was…not improving.



He seemed to be holding steady, still drinking himself to sleep most nights. Still on their couch. Still not showing any clear plans for when they had to leave. Megan worried about him.



Furthermore, the secret desires of her husband to enlist Megan's help in meeting Mark's…needs…was finding its way to the front of her mind more and more often.  



The two concerns were not mutually exclusive. She genuinely wanted to help Mark. To keep him from spiraling. She had been with him before–physically–and she wasn't overly worried about the effect on her marriage. Especially since every time Jared brought it up they went at it like rabbits. And the test balloon she put up earlier that week had indicated that Jared had no reservations about it.



But would it help Mark or hurt him? Would a renewal of physical intimacy make him process his breakup with Molly and move on, or would it remind him of what he missed more?



Furthermore, who was to say that Megan could hold a candle to Molly in bed? Mark didn't talk too much about that kind of thing when they were together, but she knew they did it alot when they were together. 



Not that she thought she was bad in bed. Mark had seemed to enjoy it when they had sex the first time. 



Everything was more simple back then. Before he met Molly. Before the deployment. Before Jared's orders, and Mark's court martial.



She looked over to the couch. Mark's muscular naked torso was still moist from the shower, his long legs sticking straight out over the coffee table.



Megan's memory drifted back to their one night of wild time together. The view from her knees on the kitchen floor in that weird little cottage house that Mark rented. He had just…quietly dominated her, guiding the back of her neck as he seated his cock in her mouth. Later when he bent her over that couch…all she could see was a little display case of porcelain knick knacks across the room. They had reminded her of her abuela's shelf of catholic saints…quietly judging her as she offered her wet pussy to a man she wasn't married to. As he effortlessly fucked her to her first staning orgasm.



Later, when they moved to the bed, Mark had been gentle. He had carefully caressed her body as he fucked her. Her climax had returned more than once as she stared absently into the deep brown eyes of her husband's best friend, her eyelids drooping lazily as his large cock had filled her.



She looked over to the couch again, seeing Mark reach for the bottle of Jack Daniels he had brought home from work. 



"Hey Mark…" She surprised herself by speaking instinctively.



Surprised, he turned, not grasping the bottle. "Huh? What's up?"



"Whatcha watchin?"



"Uh, Star Trek."



Megan put down her grading pen and walked innocently over to the couch. "You really like that show, huh?"



"Yeah," Mark admitted. "It's nerdy, but I think science fiction is underrated. You ever read Dune?"



Megan sat down on the couch next to him. "No. I've heard about it, though. Kind of a classic in the genre now, right?" 



"Yeah. I've got a copy in the 4Runner if you want to read it."



"Yeah, I'll check it out. Mind if I watch with you? I'm going cross eyed with all the grading."



"Knock yourself out."



Megan settled into the couch, leaning back to get comfortable. They watched in silence for a few minutes, Mark's right arm settled on the couch between them, holding the TV remote.



Megan kept stealing glances at him from the side of her eye, not turning her head. 



He seemed sad. Lonely. But relaxed. Safe. Caught up in a fantasy on the TV screen.



Megan held her breath and, hand shaking, lifted her left hand to rest on his right forearm.



Mark's body stiffened for a moment, unsure of how to react. 



Her sense of nervousness climbing, Megan began to gently move her hand back and forth across the top of his forearm. 



"Meg?"



Mark's head turned toward her.



"Hmmm?" Megan kept her face forward toward the TV.



"What's this?"



She shrugged, looking down. "If you're uncomfortable, tell me to stop."



She saw his look of perplexity out of the corner of her eye, then he turned to watch the show again. 



"So where's Spock?" Megan asked.



"This is Next Generation. Totally different crew, different ship."



"Oh, right. I've heard of that. So what's with the guy with the gold bar sunglasses?"



Megan kept asking questions, and Mark kept answering excitedly, happy to share his nerdy fascination with a vintage TV show with someone. All the while, Megan's left arm slipped behind his right elbow, hooking around his bicep, and, trying not to tremble too obviously, she rested her head on his broad shoulder. 



She felt Mark's body relax as he accepted her overture to lighty cuddle, smiling to herself. She continued the easy conversation, occasionally lightly stroking the bronze skin of his arm as she held it between both her hands. 



The episode ended, but another was scheduled to come on after a commercial break. She clenched her jaw, lifted her head, held her breath and risked a slow, sweet kiss on Mark's cheek.



Mark turned and their eyes met.



"Meg…what's happening right now?"



Meg shook her head gently. Her dark hair swayed slightly.



"Don't worry about it. Just tell me to stop if you're uncomfortable."



"Okay…"



The opening scene of the next episode flickered onto the screen, and Mark began excitedly to identify the episode and what he liked about it. Smiling, Megan more confidently rested her head on his shoulder again. Then, just as the theme song and credits began to roll, her right hand lifted off his forearm and slipped gently under the waistband of his basketball shorts.



"Ummm…" Mark said anxiously.



"Just tell me to stop if you want me to stop…" 



Her hand found his already expanding penis. She began to run her fingertips back and forth on top of it, carefully savoring the feeling of the hardening tissue under her hand. Once the stiffness began to cause the member to rise vertically, she lifted his waistband and looped it under his balls, fully exposing his manhood to her. 



She gently gripped it and began stroking.



Mark began to moan.



"Does that feel good?" Megan asked, her head still on his shoulder.



"Yeah…" His voice was breathy.



"Good…" Megan continued the motion, gently. 



Slowly. 



The episode made its way through the first act with Megan carefully stimulating her husband's best friend's cock. He made small noises of approval, but did not seem to be approaching climax. When the next commercial started, she stood up and disappeared into her bedroom, then emerged with a bottle of baby oil. She applied the oil to the palm of her right hand, sat down, and continued stroking.



Mark's moan deepened.



"You like that?"



"Mmmm, yeah…" Mark's voice deepened. "What are you doing, Meg? I thought we were just friends?"



"We can still be friends. We can be this kind of friends…" 



She began jerking slightly faster, both of them still watching the TV. 



"Can we be the kind of friends…" Mark said silently, then trailed off.



"Yeah?" Megan prodded.



"Where…" Mark couldn't find the words, but his left hand crossed his torso and tentatively reached for her breast. She smiled, then shifted her seated posture to face him.



"Yeah…we can be that kind of friends."



His hand began to fondle her breasts, first one and then the other over her shirt.



"Can I…" He asked again, tentatively.



"Can you…oh, you want to see them?"



"Yeah…I remember the pictures you sent when we were at Viper…"



Megan giggled. "Yeah…okay."



She paused her work and lifted her shirt over her head. Then, reaching behind her back, she unclasped her bra, and shucked her shoulders forward so it could fall off. Her naked breasts exposed, she saw Mark's head turn and look at them.



She felt herself stir inside. 



It was…shockingly exciting when Mark looked at her…like that. 



She cleared her throat and gripped his large, stiff cock again, now shiny with baby oil, and began pumping her fist in earnest, tightening her grip slightly. 



Mark's eyes weren't on the TV screen anymore, and both hands were now caressing her naked torso.



Suddenly, his face tilted up and their eyes met.



"This feels really good, Meg."



She smiled warmly. "Good."



The silence was punctuated by the rapid wet squelches of her hand. Then, Megan felt an impulse to say one more thing.



"Mark?"



"Uhhh…yeah?" He groaned in pleasure, his breath catching as four deep brown eyes–his and hers–met in the Poisson's living room.



"Mark…I'm here for you. I just want you to know that."



Mark grimaced as thick, white semen spurted high above Megan's oily hand, dropping copiously onto his bare stomach, Megan's hand and forearm, and the cushions of his best friend's couch.




Post 197 — Crushing

Tue Dec 31, 2024 4:22 pm

Happy New Year everyone!




Post 198 — nnjcpl2002

Wed Jan 01, 2025 6:39 am

Happy New Year to you, Crushing, and thanks for the great, new chapter.  You are developing some interesting and complex personalities.  I can appreciate that this is more challenging to the author than just plain story telling, and your brain must be getting a good workout. 



Have you ever read any of the Patrick O'Brien novels?  His prose is complex and slow even to read, but he develops his characters in a way that brings them to life. I see this in your work.  High quality, with some food for the intellect. Again, thanks for your hard work and for delivering an excellent product.




Post 199 — Luis

Thu Jan 02, 2025 8:15 am

Bump for one of, if not THE, greatest story I’ve read on this site and it’s not over. This has it ALL.




Post 200 — Guest

Tue Jan 07, 2025 5:54 am

incredible at every level.





Post 201 — Crushing

Fri Jan 10, 2025 6:48 pm

J:💃

J: 🌼

J: 😘

J: 😴



"Mister Stark?"



David looked up from his phone, shook his head to clear it of intrusive thoughts, and focused his eyes on the polite, well dressed middle aged dock foreman with the hard hat. 



He had not checked his phone in hours, and clearly missed some…developments at home.



"Yes?"



"Are you ready to begin?"



"I am, thank you…and I didn't catch your name."



"It's David…" The foreman flashed a brilliant smile.



"Really? That's my first name too!"



"Yes, we are twins, no?"



David laughed and adjusted his glasses as the Nigerian man slapped him playfully on the back. David (the smaller one with glasses) donned his own hard hat and they walked out of the office building and out toward the docks.



"As you read in our report, our southernmost crane is not operational at the moment, but otherwise we are running at normal capacity."



"Why is the crane down?"



"Some issues were identified during routine maintenance, and we had to cease operations in order to repair some components."



"Is that underway?"



"Currently we're awaiting the arrival of parts. However, as you are aware, much of our port activity involves tankers that do not require cranes in the way crated commodities do. We have simply consolidated crate moving activity to the dock with the working cranes."



"That's certainly sensible. But I noticed in your recent records that the other three cranes had the exact same maintenance schedule and similar issues as the one that went down. Is there any reason to believe these cranes will fail before the southern one goes back up?"



"No reason that I can think of."



"You may lack imagination, David," David smiled. "It's my job to think of the million ways things can go wrong. Would I be stepping on your toes if I had a quick meeting with the maintenance and repair crews?"



"Not at all…" The host gestured toward an outbuilding on the southern side of the port complex. After discussing maintenance procedures with the crew, they returned to the main port offices, chatting as they walked.



"So, you are married? I noticed your ring."



"Yes, actually." David responded amiably.



"Children?"



"Not yet. We've not been married for long."



"And you travel."



"I do. And she studies. Finishing her Ph.D, actually."



"Ah. A power couple, then?"



David smiled. "Something like that."



His phone buzzed again. Opening the display, he found



J: 💃



"A traveling executive and a highly educated wife…" the foreman continued. "I am sure you are admired by your peers…"



David looked up at the smiling dock foreman, a slight flush on his face.



"No need to flatter, friend. So we covered cranes, but what can you tell me about the oil pumps? Are they operating at full efficiency?"



The other David gave the so-so gesture with his hand. "They are regularly maintained, but they still have problems with jamming, and occasional power outages."



David kept half an eye on the notifications populating his phone on the desk. One notification popped up as he listened.



J: I was naughty today, baby…



David coughed slightly, subtly darkening the screen of his phone so his coworker wouldn't see it.



"The power outages–are they limited to individual pumps or do the docks go down all together?"



"Individual. Mostly."



"Regular power outages…I'd like to understand more. Do you have the layout or schematic of your power setup? I'd like to take a look, see if there's a structural flaw in the power flow. We can't have pumps going out at random when tankers are stacking up…"



"Yes…I think we have them here…"



J: I'm with Ricardo, baby. 



He quickly darkened the screen as soon as the notification popped up. The other man named David had mercifully turned to pull files out of a drawer. 



It seemed like the foreman might be another moment. David quickly opened his messages and typed a quick response.



D: You're with Ricardo baby? Good for you…is he taking good care of you?



"The power layout is in two different schematics. I have one of them here…" The foreman turned around and laid out the blueprint on the table just as David sent the message and blanked the screen.



"Two different schematics? Do you know why?"



"The port expanded several years ago, and the power system was expanded with it. This is the old scheme. Another station was added when they expanded the port. The two are tied together."



"Do you have the new one?"



The other David nodded. "We do, but not just here. I can fetch it if you'd like."



J: Hey baby! So glad you texted me back…and yeah…Ricardo's taking good care of me. So good…oh my gosh…



David grunted again, nodding as he hastily blanked the phone screen. "Could you? I can review these while you get them."



"Of course. Half a moment, please." The foreman stood up and turned to walk out of the room as David leaned over the schematic. As soon as the other man left the room, he quickly opened his phone screen.



D: I'm so glad to hear that, Jo. I love it when you're taken care of. Is he making you feel good?



David heard his helper padding around in the next room, looking for the plans. 



He looked back down at the phone and scrolled up and down the text chain, looking at the saucy symbols and texts, waiting for



J: So good, honey. I had a good day today, and I came home kinda excited, so Ricardo took care of me. Then I woke up and I needed Ricardo again. Is that okay? I mean, as long as I tell you about it? Am I being greedy?



David sucked in a breath, hearing a file cabinet drawer close in the next room. He typed quickly.



D: You're not greedy, baby. You get anything you need, anything you want. And I'll love it. 



David heard his coworker making his way down the hall when the phone buzzed again.



J: I want Ricardo to make me cum, baby. Is that okay?



"I found the schematic here,Mr. Stark. And it seems very different from the other plans…though I am no expert. What do you think?" 



He began pointing out discrepancies between the two plans, as David carefully followed his observations. His phone buzzed again. 



Not wanting to be rude, he only glanced sideways to see the notification:



J: Baby? Please?



Without moving from his position leaning over the plans, David subtly opened the text chain without drawing attention to himself and quickly sent a response.



D: ❤️



The phone went silent and dark as David and the foreman–the other David–began to speculate as to problems that may have been overlooked integrating the expanded power panels in the dock as David nodded along. 



David struggled to focus, keenly aware that his wife was an ocean away, and the space between her legs was filled with an anatomically plausible prosthetic named RICARDO. He imagined her on her back–flushed cheeks and legs wide, her hand carefully guiding the member in and out of her. Her hips would buck gently as the excitement grew. Her breath would hold silent in deep tension as her pelvic floor began to convulse.



By some miracle, he still followed the power schematic discussion sufficiently well to ask a follow-up question, which was interrupted by a gentle buzz on the desk, just below the schematic. 



He glanced at the notification.



J: 💐🏵️🌼



David's hands began to tremble and he set them down on the schematics to steady them as the voice of his coworker seemed to fade into the distance.



The phone buzzed once more.



J: 🫠 😚 😴



"David…" the flustered young husband said, barely controlling the pitch in his voice. "I'm so sorry to interrupt, but I need to excuse myself to the restroom for a moment…"



* * *



"So do you get Friday off since you have overnight duty on Thursday?"



Megan's voice was hopeful, She dreaded every time it was Jared's turn for overnight guard duty. And now that he was an acting platoon sergeant, such duties were more common.



He shook his head. "Not this time. Gunny Davis has a stick up his ass. I might get a nap in the morning or something, but it looks like I'm working straight through."



The young couple had adjusted to a new routine getting ready for bed. They had had to adjust to their new roommate.



Before Mark had taken up an extended residence on the couch in the living room of their one bedroom apartment, they roamed the place freely in various states of undress. 



Usually shortly after dinner, pajamas would go on, and Megan's bra invariably found its way into the hamper. This paved the way for casual groping for Jared, which he loved and mildly resented losing access to. 



Now that Mark was always in the next room, they stayed dressed until bed for the most part, changing into bed clothes behind the closed door of their bedroom after they said goodnight to Mark. 



It was just one of those unintentional constraints on the casual intimacy of a young couple that houseguests never intend, but always impose.



Megan sighed with a mix of relief and exasperation as she unhooked her bra, flinging it toward the hamper, but missing it by more than a foot.



"Nice…" Jared laughed, bending down to pick it up. Megan pulled a faded Pink Floyd T-shirt out of the dresser and pulled it on. As her head popped through the neck of the shirt, she saw Jared's eyes fixed on her, the languid gaze of the smitten man so familiar to bedtime for a couple in their twenties. She smiled at her husband and pulled her hair through with a wave of both hands until it tumbled down around her shoulders. 



Jared had on pajama pants and a gray undershirt covering his lean, muscular frame. Gathering the remaining clothes to herd into the hamper, he reached for the light as Megan moved toward the bed.



"Can you keep it on for a sec, honey?" she requested.



"Okay…" he responded, unsure of the reason for the request. 



She sat down on the bed and patted the space next to her.



"Come here for a minute."



Jared cocked his head for a moment, then moved to the bed and sat down. Megan's eyes stayed looking down toward the blankets, and the fingers closest to her husband's legs playfully began to spider walk delicately from his knee to his thigh and back. 



"So…something happened earlier today."



Jared's eyes widened. "What?"



Megan wouldn't look up, but her eyes moved from the blanket in front of her to her husband's lower half, his legs stretched out on the bed in front of him.



"With Mark…we were, uh…watching some TV."



"Yeah?"



"It was a Star Trek episode, and you know he likes Sci Fi stuff. Nerdy stuff. And we were talking about some sci fi books and stuff…"



Her fingers began to walk closer to his crotch, but she didn't look up. A visible movement in the crotch of Jared's pants made her crack a small smile to herself.



"Okay?" he whispered.



"So we were on the couch, and basically I felt like I should…like…take care of him, you know? Like we talked about?"



"Uh huh…" 



Jared's eyes widened. The tension was much more visible now, rising from his pants. 



"Wow, honey," Megan joked. "I didn't know Star Trek got you going…"



Jared laughed nervously, with more breath than laughter as her hand slipped under his waistband.



"So do you want to know what happened on the show?"



Jared shook his head.



"You want to know what happened with Mark, then?"



Jared nodded.



"Okay. So I'm sitting there with Mark and I'm kind of just touching his arm and stuff, and then I just kind of give him a little kiss on the cheek, right?"



"Uh huh…" Jared was shocked at how quickly his excitement pushed him toward incoherence.



"So he kind of tries to stop me…" Megan continued, the flat of her hand exploring Jared's furry pubic bone, ebbing and probing toward, but not quite touching his penis.



"He kind of tries to stop me, and I have to tell him that you're cool with it, and we were fine after the last time we fucked. You remember, the last time Mark and I fucked, right honey? That night after Shoneys? Before you deployed?"



Jared's head trembled as he nodded. He remembered perfectly well, and she knew it. She was pushing his buttons, and he loved it.



"So I just kept touching him, kind of like a really light massage, and then I just…went for it, you know?"



Megan's hand slid down and her fingers wrapped around her husband's stiff cock.



"Like this…you know?"



"Uh huh…"



"So…are you mad at me?"



"Uh uh…"



"Okay."



Megan tucked the waistband of his pajama pants down, fully exposing him, and began stroking her husband. For the first time, she looked up into his eyes.



"Are you sure you're not mad?"



Jared shook his head, his eyelids drooping. 



"Okay." Megan nodded, then began to stroke faster.



"Are you going to be mad after you finish…this?"



Jared shook his head silently. 



"Okay."



Megan stroked him quietly for a moment, then added another thought.



"I took my top off for him, honey. He wanted to see my tits, so I showed him. You want me to take my top off for you too?"



Jared's eyes widened. Megan smiled, let go of him, and pulled her shirt off over her head–the shirt she had put on barely two minutes before. Her plump breasts fell out, followed by her dark hair cascading in jet-black drapery over her front, blanketing her chest. She pulled her hair behind her shoulders to fully expose herself, and looked at her husband again.



His eyes looked different. Excited, but with a sense of novelty. Almost like it was his first time seeing her naked. 



She couldn't quite understand it, but his excitement was obvious, and so she allowed herself a little smile while she resumed stroking him. 



Quietly, in the full light of their bedroom and over the covers of their shared bed, Megan continued to pleasure her stunned husband with her hand as he drank in the sight of her bare breasts. Amused by his fixation against the backdrop of hasty, gentle fapping sounds, she posed a simple question which was followed by a voluminous spurt.



"Mark touched them. Do you want to?"



* * * 



The dildo named Ricardo laid languidly on the nightstand, unwashed and tilting awkwardly at around a 30 degree left roll of its axis.



Right where it had been sleepily flopped just a few hours ago.



Jordan, now awake in a panic, was racing about, having overslept her alarm with only thirty minutes to shower, dress, and run to her Friday morning class.



In the haste to pick out an outfit and dash into the shower, she could only note in passing the absence of the girl in the mirror, relegated in her haste to the back of her mind. 



Usually the girl in the mirror would gently mock her for giving in to two non-consecutive rounds of furious masturbation in one night. But she seemed to be otherwise preoccupied by the haste to get ready.



That was the reason. 



Probably.



She puffed through the door of her morning class only thirty seconds late, silently congratulating herself on the efficiency that got her in front of the class–almost exactly on time.



"Sorry! Sorry if you were all waiting…" she quickly set her satchel on the podium and hooked up her laptop to the display panel. While it booted up, she unboxed a stick of chalk and walked to the board and wrote BEWARE THE POWER OF THE DARK SIDE in all capital letters, hearing a mild but general chuckle from the class behind her. Noting that the projector was now on, she arranged a powerpoint presentation and opened the spiral notebook with her lecture notes.



"Okay, here we go. Over the last few weeks, we've been exploring the legacy of Freud, especially his contributions to our understanding of how we view or construct identity or personality. As you are no doubt sick of hearing by now, we have to keep in mind that Freud's notions about personality arise from a division of its components–or we might say a balance of power between three components, or we might even say three operations. Whatever they are, there are three of them: the id, or impulses, the ego, or the broad sense of self, and the superego, which we can call the moral identity. Today, we are going to talk a bit about another one of Freud's inheritors, Carl Jung."



Jordan looked up from the podium for the first time, noticing a new presence in the back row. 



An older man, thin, with gray, messy hair and matching eyebrows.



Schenk.



He was leaning back in his desk with an open notebook in front of him, a half smile forming at being noticed by the teacher.



Jordan blinked in surprise, then realized that she was standing in a frozen posture. Unwilling to make a fool of herself, she continued speaking as if he weren't there, reverting to her routine of pacing back and forth in front of the class.



"Mr. Jung has since fallen out of favor, at least with practitioners. As has Freud. Such is the way of progress–big thinkers break theoretical barriers and give us interesting insights, then they fall out of favor. Although, if you look, you will still find orthodox Freudian and Jungian psychologists out there, practicing their methods in the old style. But for most of the world of professional psychology, they are certainly not the thought leaders they were for a time. 



"Anyway, back to Jung. Jung took Freud's idea of the ego and its satellite functions and changed the tripartite division of id, ego, and superego into just two components of identity." 



She turned toward the class, deliberately avoiding eye contact with the visitor in the back. 



"On the one hand, we have the ego. It's a nice, familiar term, and its meaning is close enough to Freud's to port over to Jung for our purposes in this…introductory conversation. The ego is exactly what the latin word means. It's the 'I am.' It's the thing that you recognize as yourself. When you look in the mirror, there's you! As a result, it includes the things you see, feel, think, and consciously desire. For the most part, it sees itself as good, or at least trying to be good."



She approached the podium and stepped behind it, nervously looking out again. 



Schenk had an eyebrow raised in anticipation. 



Jordan found herself annoyed, and slipped in allowing a slight exasperated exhalation to come out before starting again, looking away from the opponent she challenged yesterday.



"The other part of the identity he refers to as the shadow,"



Jordan's eyes bulged dramatically and she wiggled her hands playfully to give a sense of mock mystique to the concept. The class was a mixture of slight smiles and polite laughs.



"The shadow, of course, is something akin to what I wrote on the board here. We might call it the dark side of the self. The deep impulses, the fears, the trauma, really any of the unresolved garbage of life experience that cannot be assimilated into the ego. 



"So how do the ego and shadow relate? That's a pretty tricky question, and we could easily spend a whole semester on it. Since we can't do that, we'll have to rely on my interpretation of Jung, more than what he says himself…and since it's my class, we're going to go with it for now. So here's my read on Jung, simplified for a sophomore class: The ego does everything it can to subsume the shadow in a healthy way. You guys know what subsume means?"



A couple hands shot up. Jordan pointed to a young woman in the second row. "Regina. Subsume. Definition. Go."



"It means, like, to integrate, or include something from outside into the primary thing. Like a blob eating a smaller blob."



"Yes!" Jordan snapped her fingers approvingly. "Thank you, Regina. Like a big blob eating a smaller blob. And when that happens, the smaller blob doesn't really exist anymore, it doesn't have a separate existence or identity. So when something from the shadow is subsumed into the ego, it merges with the ego integrating as much as it can out of our life experience and internal desires. Whatever it can't subsume, stays in the shadow."



"So like a good and evil kind of thing?" asked a student with a backward baseball cap in the front row.



"Not so much good and evil, Todd, but you're running parallel to the idea here. What is contained in the shadow could be characterized by the ego in terms of evil. Or whatever way you classify anything that is morally unacceptable. But also whatever is so threatening or confusing that you just sort of reject it out of your personality. But evil is certainly part of it. Or what your ego decides is evil."



He looked confused.



"Let's try an example. Let's say, Todd, that on my way to class, you took my parking spot and made me late."



"Okay," he replied.



"Now, I walk in, late, knowing that your car was in my spot. I see you sitting here in the front row, happy as a clam with your hat on backwards. What do I do?"



"Maybe tell me not to park in your spot?"



"That's certainly what I hope I would do, Todd, or something similarly productive. But part of me, I have to admit, makes me want to pull your hat off and shove it down your throat."



The class laughed as Jordan smiled disarmingly.



"But you shouldn't do that, right? That would be wrong?" Todd observed as the laughter died down.



"Exactly, Todd. My ego wouldn't let me do that, even if my shadow wants to. The desire is there, but the ego refuses to assimilate it as morally acceptable. So it stays in the shadow. Where it belongs, quite frankly."



"And what if it doesn't?" A voice came from the back.



Schenk.



Jordan smiled, tight lipped.



"I'm sure you all noticed we have a guest here today. Class, this is Professor Thomas Schenk, visiting for a conference. And apparently brushing up on sophomore level Jung classes."



The class laughed again. He smiled warmly from his seat in the back.



"So?" he said again when the laughter died down.



"I'm unclear on your question, professor. What if what doesn't?"



"What if that desire doesn't belong in the shadow?"



Jordan's eyebrows raised, and she nodded thoughtfully as she strategized how to field the question.



"Well, I'll admit to putting my thumb on the scale a little there in saying that my impulse to feed Tom–sorry, Todd–his own hat belongs in the shadow. Jung's model doesn't go to great lengths saying what should and shouldn't be assimilated out of the shadow and into the ego. That's the work of moral philosophy, or religion, or survival instinct, or circumstance, or some combination of all of these things. And Jung is more interested in the "what" part of the question than the "should" part of the question. 



"The fact of the matter is, there is no reason my ego can't assimilate the destructive, violent, selfish, or antisocial desires that live in my shadow. And people routinely do. To take a particularly egregious example, grandiose narcissistic psychopaths readily and without shame will just murder or otherwise destroy people who get in their way. This is clear evidence that the ego is capable of assimilating much of the worst impulses that live in the shadow."



So whether or not the ego should or should not assimilate this or that shadow impulse is a much more practical question, with a great deal of nuance for each of us. However, I would argue that indulging morally reckless and harmful desires is…untenable. Doing things that either you or your social community views as morally unacceptable simply because you want to do it may lead to an identity crisis–having the effect of pulling your ego in two directions. Maybe even splitting it, leading to what many might call a 'double life.'"



"If it's only in your head, what's the harm?" asked a young woman in the fourth row.



"Well, Tracy," Jordan replied, "the problem is, it so rarely is all in your head. Things we do affect other people. You might think an opioid habit only hurts you, but it doesn't. It has ripple effects that harms the people you love. You might think having sex with someone who isn't your partner doesn't cause physical harm to your partner, so what's the big deal?"



Tracy nodded, understanding and taking notes.



"And I'm not just talking about right and wrong. People who struggle with addiction, who give in too much to what we might identify as shadow desires, if we observe these people, we can actually see the opposite pulls on their sense of self. They have the expectations of their community, their family, their job, all of these on the one hand telling them to be this way and live that way, and on the other end they have the addiction: the things they're ashamed of wanting. If they indulge those desires, they end up having to live two lives–one of them shrouded in shame and secrecy, which is very unhealthy–and they essentially become two people."



She looked back to Schenk, who was smiling and nodding, also taking notes. She took a gamble.



"In some of my own recent work, I explored the problem of what we might call forced moral subsumption. Imagine if you did something that you wanted, but something you knew was wrong. You could never really admit–even to yourself–that you wanted this thing. Not just because it's embarrassing, but because it's just too deep in the shadow. Like actually shooting the neighbor's dog when it barks too much late at night. Sure, the dog is annoying. Sure you fantasize about someone shutting that annoying dog up once and for all. 



"But then imagine actually doing it. You might convince yourself that you did something good, but deep down you know it's not good. You essentially force something that belongs in the shadow into the ego. This has the effect of a forced subsumption of a bad impulse that you justify to yourself as good while knowing that you're lying to yourself. That runs roughshod over your sense of moral goodness. No matter how you justify it, you're a dog killer. And if you spend all your time convincing yourself that it was okay, one of two things happens. Either you just become someone who kills dogs and doesn't feel bad, which is hopefully not something anyone wants to be, or you find some way to compartmentalize the thing you did and still call yourself a good person.



"We have a term for that second category of person. We call them hypocrites. Someone who does bad but insists–even truly believes–that they are good. And hypocrites are simply not mentally healthy. Living with cognitive dissonance–especially cognitive dissonance about who you really are as a person–inevitably catches up with you. One way or the other."



The class was silent, digesting her observation, when the voice popped up from the back of the room once again.



"Unless you repent…"



Jordan smirked back as more than half of the students turned to look back at Schenk.



"Well, maybe. Professor Schenk raises one of the functional responses to a moral identity crisis that has been used in various ways by humans throughout history. The religious impulse to confess, express contrition, perhaps work to effect reparation or reconciliation. It's one way to shove the bad thing out of the ego and back into the shadow. Or that's one way we could look at it. But Jung really doesn't use terms like that."



"Do you?" 



Again, Schenk from the back of the room.



He was directly challenging her now. 



In front of her students. 



It was starting to get annoying.



Jordan set her jaw and pursed her lips for a moment. Looking up and away thoughtfully, she parsed the question. Finally, she looked back down at him.



"Yes. But not exclusively. And I'm not a Jungian, of course. We're simply operating hypothetically in the frame of identity he articulated for the purposes of today's class. And getting into my views would be a little far afield of where the course syllabus locates us today."



Schenk nodded amiably, writing more notes. "Fair enough. Thank you."



"Your welcome, Tom."



He smiled, still writing.



Jordan's voice shifted out of controversy mode and back into teaching mode. "Any other questions about ego and shadow?"



No one's hand went up.



"Great. So, moving on…



"Now, if you thought the shadow was a weird concept, we're about to get weirder and talk about the collective unconscious. I'd like to look at a passage on page 14 of your reading packet for today, so if everyone could grab that…"



* * *



"Are these your shoes?"



An anxious looking new marine looked up wide eyed at the tall, thin corporal in the guard belt walking toward his newly assigned barracks room.



"Yeah…I mean…yes corporal. Those are my shoes."



"What are they doing on the deck?" The corporal had weirdly intense eyes. Light blue, but intimidating. Like…icy.



"Dry…uh, drying out, corporal. I'm drying out my shoes. We ran in the swamps this morning, and…"



"I know where we ran, dumbass. I was leading the damn PT."



He picked up the shoes and slapped them into the befuddled hands of the new arrival. "Look. I know this is your first day in the fleet, but holy shit. The balls you gotta have to leave shit on the deck of my barracks building…this is not your mom's back porch. Move them out of sight before I jam them down your throat."



The new private gulped. 



How did he not remember who was running at the front of the formation this morning? 



This corporal seemed to be in charge, everyone was kind of quiet and nervous around him. But he didn't know who he was…he had met so many new people… 



He glanced nervously at the name tape on the corporal's uniform.



Poisson.



Shit. He'd heard the name. 



"Sorry, corporal…" he hastily gathered his sneakers and thrust them through the half-open barracks door. 



"Don't do it again," he growled, stalking around the corner of the building. 



The new private watched him go, then turned to his roommate.



"That's our platoon sergeant?"



"Yep." 



"But he's not a sergeant…"



"No shit."



"How does that work?"



The roommate sighed. "He's a replacement. Our old platoon sergeant…he had a rough landing coming back from deployment. He's out of the corps now. Poison's a good dude though. Stay on his good side, he'll get your back. Just don't cross him. Never cross someone who's billeted above their rank like he is."



"His name's really Poison?"



"Nah, it's a French name, but nobody can pronounce it. Pretty much everyone calls him Poison."



"Kind of a hardass, isn't he?"



"Actually if you think that's being hard, just wait until someone really pisses him off. He can be a fucking savage. That right there? With the shoes? He was barely annoyed. You got off easy. Trust me. Never, ever fuck with that guy. He will eat your lunch."



"Okay, okay…"



One floor up, Corporal Jared Poisson inspected each barracks room, snapping out orders at marines who were pushing the limits of their liberty pass. 



He met no resistance, and no attitude. His reputation from deployment was well known: His Bronze Star, Purple Heart, glowing commendations, and his selection for Presidential Guard was now known as well. After Sergeant Rein, he was the most respected marine in the company. And since Sergeant Rein had…well…



It was a good warning to everyone. About what a rough deployment can do to even the strongest man. While nobody talked about it, everyone had taken note.



Corporal Poisson made it to the duty room on the third floor, checked in with the guards, and sent them back out to their stations before sitting down at the desk. 



Now for the mind-numbing reality of a 24 hour guard duty. Staring at the blank walls of a room while nothing happened. Stopping every hour to walk around the barracks and yell at people.



Jared leaned back in the chair and pulled out his phone.



Megan had texted.



M: You okay?



Jared's eyebrow cocked up.



J: Yeah, I'm good. Why?



M: Just checking in.



Jared smiled down at the phone. 



He had married a woman who was intensely solicitous of his well being. And of the well being of everyone she loved. Family, friends, really anyone nearby. She had an outgoing personality that compulsively took care of people. 



Unless, of course, you crossed her. Or crossed her people. Then she would rip your throat out with her teeth. 



She had a natural inclination toward passion that swung in both directions. Just one of the joys–and terrors–of marrying a gorgeous, brilliant Latina.



The force of her personality was what drew Jared to her in the first place. She just had an intensity that she couldn't conceal, no matter what she was doing. 



They met in college. Well, when she was in college. She had been attending the University of Vermont while he was bumming around Burlington, aimlessly working dead-end jobs after high school, hopelessly indulged by his upper-middle class, professional parents. The crunchy lifestyle surrounding the college was fertile ground for the young Jared to cruise for girls looking for a Vermont bad-boy. 



A Vermont bad-boy. If such a thing existed, Jared was it. And he loved picking up girls, spending time with them, taking some of them to bed, then moving on. 



Until Megan walked into the sandwich shop where he worked. There was a confidence about her–just how she carried herself. It was magnetic.



He took her order like he would any customer, but as she sat down at a small table by herself and opened a book, he found himself compulsively looking back over at her. Again and again. 



She stood out in Vermont. Darker skin than the average rural New England girl to which he was accustomed. Dark hair. Deep brown eyes. She wore glasses that day–those black rimmed ones that hot girls wore for a while back in the mid 2000's. 



She didn't look at him at all. Just ate her lunch, read her book, then headed for the door. when Jared caught her looking back at him.



It was only a fraction of a second. But he caught her sneaking a look out of the corner of her eye. Her deep brown eyes darted to the side, her head held forward, looking back at him.



Normally he played it cool. 



But not this time. 



He almost had to catch up with himself as he vaulted over the checkout counter, knocking the tip jar onto the floor. He hastily replaced it and bolted out the door to catch her before she crossed the street. Darting awkwardly to the corner where she stood, he stopped awkwardly next to her, then froze.



"Hey."



She had looked up at him, a look of amused curiosity on her face.



"Hi."



He had smiled like a jackass. She had smirked, and the crosswalk signal had turned.



As she stepped into the street, Jared had dithered like an even bigger jackass, until he swallowed his pride and shouted out after her.



"Are you coming back?"



She had looked over her shoulder briefly, then looked forward again, heading toward the opposite curb.



"Yep!"



It was high on the list of his top ten favorite memories. 



Jared's phone buzzed again.



M: I got that shirt I talked about.



J: The Star Trek one?



M: Yeah. You think he'll like it?



J: Definitely. How's he doing tonight?



M: Cagey. Seems like he's scared of me now. You talked to him, right?



J: Yeah. He knows.



M: I don't know how I feel about this, J.



Jared leaned forward impatiently. He wasn't sure how to respond without being pushy. Thinking for another minute, he typed in a careful response:



J: What are you feeling about it?



M: I just don't know if I'm helping or hurting. I keep going back and forth.



J: What happened the other night? After the handjob?



M: I hate that word. Sounds like I need to file taxes after doing it or something.



J: Okay, sorry. But do you think that doing that hurt him?



M: I don't know. He seemed to like it, but then he's been weird.



J: Probably not sure where he stands. I did talk to him, but he's just kind of cagey lately. And not just about this. About everything.



M: I know. That's what makes me nervous.



Jared paused and leaned back in his chair again.



J: What about you?



M: What about me?



J: How are you feeling? Do you want to do this?



M: I mean…if it helps.



J: No, I mean you. He definitely doesn't want a pity fuck, I guarantee that. That will definitely backfire. If you're going to help him, you have to want it. Do you want it?



M: I want to help.



J: Really? That's all?



M: I mean, I think I'll like it too and everything. I liked it last time, anyway. 

M: Are you sure you're okay with this?



J: Meg, no one is more freaked out than I am at the fact that I'm okay with this. But I am. I'm about to pop a seam in my pants. 



M: Okay.



J: Okay what?



M: Okay…I…want this. I want to take Mark to bed.



Jared sucked in his breath, his eyes widening.



J: Okay, I'm gonna jizz my pants here, Meg. I love you. Oh my god, you have no idea.



M: He's still really nervous around me. I'm really scared I'm gonna mess this up.



J: Meg, listen to me. You are the hottest woman in the world. There is no man…well, no straight man…that would say no to you if he was sure you wanted to fuck him. None. You make it clear to Mark, and he will go for it.



M: Okay.



J: Okay?



M: Okay.



J: Are you doing this?



M: Yeah. I'm on my way home now. Mark should be home already. We'll have dinner and hang out and…I'll see what happens. Maybe I'll try on the new shirt for him, see what he thinks.



Jared's heart skipped a beat at the thought of his wife planning to dress in a way that would attract his best friend. He felt his jaw tighten and his breath catch as his free hand instinctively reached down to press against his rising cock.



J: Great idea, baby. I know you'll look great. Just…keep me in the loop? Like when you're about to get started or something? I want to know when it happens.



M: Okay, J. Are you sure you're okay with this?



J: More than okay. I'm so hard right now, Meg, it's almost criminal. 



M: Okay. I'm in the car now, heading home.



J: I love you, Meg



M: I love you baby!



Jared scrolled up and down the text chain, savoring the words and digesting their meaning. 



He suddenly began to look forward to staying up all night. 



Shifting his erection to the side to be less noticeable, Jared stood up for his next hourly patrol, efficiently touring each barracks building, checking each guard post, and returning for his next patrol.



Then, an hour later, his next.



Then, an hour after that, his next.



Then, shortly after returning, his heart began to pound as he felt the phone buzz in his pocket.



His hands shook as he opened the phone to read the message.



M: Just tried on the shirt. Fits pretty well with no bra. It's cute. Gonna go show Mark and then fuck him.



* * *



"Ms. Simms!"



Jordan sighed and turned around in the crowded hall, seeing Professor Schenk walking hastily up to catch her.



"What can I do for you, Tom?"



He smiled broadly. "Thanks for letting me sit in today. You did great in there. Again."



She rolled her eyes. "Thanks, I guess. Do you randomly show up in sophomore classes after a pre-dissertation Ph.D student slaps you around on stage?"



"No, not really. I don't know, actually, it's never happened before. And I remember the exchange differently."



"You would." Jordan smiled and began walking away. He hastened and walked next to her.



"Jordan, I know this is a little strange, but you are rapidly moving out of the student bracket and into the potential colleague bracket. Try to remember that."



Jordan nodded, a little chastened. "Fair enough, Tom. But to that end, I'd like a little notice if a colleague is going to show up in my class."



"Understood," he replied. "Apologies. But now that I've seen your research and the level of debate and presentation skills you have, I wanted to see how you teach before I recommend to every hiring committee that I talk with that they hire you."



Jordan stopped walking, a little taken aback. "You don't have to do that, Tom."



The swirl of students moved past them in both directions as they stood in the middle of the busy hall between classes.



"I know I don't," he half grinned. "You're one of Lukacz' mentees. You can get a tenure track position or a post doctoral position pretty much anywhere. And he's nuts about your work, that much is obvious. Yale, UCLA, hell, even a lectureship at Cambridge if you want. You don't need me."



"No, I don't…I mean, I guess..thank you for thinking of me." Jordan's eyes were genuinely grateful, happy to hear that she'd impressed a senior colleague.



"Well, I'm happy to see what you can do. You're brilliant, you're fearless, and I just found out you know how to teach sophomores."



Jordan laughed shyly. 



Dammit. He was charming.



"Well, listen," he said, shifting tone. "I had thought we might chat about career prospects over lunch or something, but I've been asked by Dr. Wu to guest teach his graduate seminar today. So I have to run along."



"Of course. And again, thanks." Jordan shifted the weight of her shoulderbag as they turned to walk away from each other. 



Then she thought of one more thing.



"Tom?" She turned around.



"Yeah?"



"This is weird…but I asked you at dinner about a dress code? For the Saturday night thing?"



"Right."



"Well, everyone just kind of laughed it off. But I genuinely don't know what's expected."



"Nothing's expected," he answered easily. "You can come dressed as you are now. People know I'll be there, and I've informed the organizers that I'm bringing a colleague. Nobody will expect you to do anything but observe, and you can dress in whatever way makes you comfortable."



"I won't…ruin the vibe or anything if I just show up in regular clothes?"



"No, the vibe has less to do with clothes than…expectations…and nobody has any expectations for you. You can just observe, talk to whoever you want. Ironically, informed consent is taken care of pretty thoroughly at these events. Any above-board BDSM soiree makes triple sure that all participants are fully informed, fully consenting, and have ample and easy opportunity to opt out at any time with their safe words. So they're ready and easy research subjects if you know how to navigate that world. Just arrive when you want, I'll meet you there, and do whatever questioning or observation you want. We can compare notes after we leave, of course."



Jordan snickered, trying to stifle a laugh.



Schenk cocked his head slightly, curious as to her reaction. "Something funny?"



She shook her head, a little embarrassed.



"No, I'm just chewing on the phrase 'above board BDSM soiree.' It's a funny combination of words. I'm sorry. This is new to me. It's…just a lot to take in."



"Just a lot to take in…You might hear that phrase again on Saturday. In a very different context, of course. Fair warning."



Jordan guffawed and shook her head, smiling. "Okay, Tom. Send me the details, and I'll see you Saturday."

 

* * *



Mark sat on the couch with a blank stare, another episode of Family Guy running on the TV but barely registering in the background of his mind. The basic cartoon colors, the shape of the characters, they all made it past his eyes but not all the way into his conscious mind.



He was tired.



Physically tired, of course. That was a big part of it, anyway. While the new job was occupying his time and helping him relieve some pent-up frustration through brute force labor. And while he actually did enjoy helping to create structures and walkways out of cut stone, it was quite taxing physically. More so, in some ways, than the rigorous training schedule of the marine corps. Although less rigorous in others, of course.



But there was another fatigue that dulled his senses and held him down. He couldn't quite identify it, and wasn't quite sure how to address it. It was just a sense of…unease. A kind of edginess that was only relieved when he was closed in the four walls of his best friend's apartment. 



Being out and about, dealing with coworkers and strangers on the street…It was harder than he remembered it being. He found himself starting each day reasonably pleasant, but struggled to maintain a pleasant or chipper attitude as the day went on. And by the end of each day, he didn't want to talk to anyone. 



He would occasionally be invited to get a drink with a coworker, or even invited out for a night on the town at the end of the week. And while he had never been an overly extroverted person, preferring the company of close friends and his reading habit, he would usually go along and have a good time with people. 



But now he was just…tired all the time.



The routine was becoming stable, although he knew that was changing soon. He would wake up, Jared having already left for early morning physical training with the platoon he now had full charge of. Megan would get up around the time Mark did, and they often enjoyed a friendly breakfast together. Usually talking through her upcoming day or comparing notes on whatever book they were reading together. Then he would finish breakfast and leave for work with a smile. 



Then work all day, finally coming home dusty and tired. Jared would often be there when he returned, and they would chat and hang out, sometimes watching something on TV together. On weekends, the three of them might go out to dinner, rapping along with Beastie Boys on the car stereo as they drove through the military town on the way to a restaurant. Or they would watch movies, or play board or card games. Mark usually drank, and occasionally Megan and Jared would join him, getting obnoxiously drunk and giggling before they tumbled off to bed and left Mark alone on the couch.



Mark's earlier routine–well established by now–of drunkenly looking through the boudoir photos of Molly on his laptop and rubbing one out…that was still a regular way to end his day.



It usually tied up the evening with a nice, comfortable bow. Of sorts. A little period to end the sentence of the day before he went to sleep.



There was always a moment, somewhere during the perusal of images depicting Molly's naked body, that he would be tempted to reach out to her. To answer her texts. 



Thankfully, he was never drunk enough to go through with it. He wanted to talk to her. But it was a bad idea. She had dumped him. For perfectly good reasons. He even agreed with her reasoning and her decision. At least in most of his more sober moments.



Still, it cut deep. And the wound ached. And it wasn't the only wound aching.



And then was the baffling development of Megan's sudden handjob on the couch. Sometime last week (Mark had trouble differentiating the days, as a bottle of Jack Daniels each day made the complex recollection of time difficult) Megan had sat down to watch an episode of Star Trek with him and just…pulled his dick out. 



Obviously it was awesome. She took her top off, he fondled her, and just…took care of him.



He skipped the Molly-grief jackoff session that night. He'd even fallen asleep smiling.



But he woke up more confused than ever. Megan didn't even mention it during breakfast, and when Jared came home, he'd awkwardly confessed the whole thing to his best friend.



Jared's eyes had gotten wide, but he'd tried to play it cool. 



Mark had seen eyes like that before–on Chris Cohen when he was fingering Molly on the picnic table. 



Cuck eyes. 



Mark couldn't imagine Jared having any single character trait in common with Chris. And Jared hadn't come out and confessed any such leaning. On the contrary, he had attempted an easy sounding explanation that he and Megan had a kind of fluid or physically open relationship, that as long as they told each other stuff, they were cool getting physical with other people…



Mark had been wary, but accepted the explanation at face value. After all, he had fucked Megan that one time. And Jared definitely was into showing her off, he knew that…



And then Jared had quickly disappeared into his bedroom to change before Megan got home. Which was a little unusual. Probably jacking off in there or something, Mark speculated.



Whatever.



Nevertheless, Mark was acutely aware that this little apartment was the last small island of people he could trust, and Jared and Megan were the only two people left in the world who he felt genuinely comfortable–safe, even–interacting with. He didn't want to fuck that up. He couldn't. Molly had left him, the marines had rejected him…



These were the only people left. And shit could go sideways unexpectedly, and fast, as he had learned in Afghanistan. 



He was terrified that he'd overstep, that he'd go too far with Meg, and then they'd hate him too. They'd throw him out onto the street, just like his landlord did when his mom died. Just like the marines did when he came back from Afghanistan. Just like everyone in the world did when you stopped being useful…



So he politely made sure that a little physical distance was between him and Megan when they were together. And he made sure to sit on the opposite side of Jared on the couch just to make sure there would be no misunderstandings.



Tonight, however, he had been a little worried. Jared was going to be gone overnight–he was sergeant of the guard again and couldn't leave the base for 24 hours. When Megan had come home after Mark's shower (this time he made sure to get fully dressed again), they had eaten some dinner–Mark cooked this time–and then watched the second half of some artsy movie that Meg liked. 



Mark made sure to sit on the opposite end of the couch. Megan seemed to understand, and didn't make a move. Clearly she was picking up on his hesitation, and played it cool, keeping the conversation firmly in the friend zone. After the movie, they chatted about the nerdier aspects of the film with some ice cream (Megan was always delighted by how sensitive Mark could be when they watched art flicks together, given his love of literature). Then she stood up, stretched, washed the bowls and bid him good night, closing her bedroom door behind her.



Mark couldn't help but admire her body when she was stretching. Just a little. Her arms high over her head, her black hair falling down behind her back, the slight exposure of her midriff as the hem of her shirt lifted. 



She was hot. No question about it. Curves in all the right places. 



Normally, he preferred a slender body type like Molly's, and Megan was ever so slightly thicker than Molly, but she was…incredibly attractive. Not chubby. Curvy, in a strong way. An obvious athlete from her competitive days on the women's soccer team in college.



And she had noticed him noticing her as her body relaxed from the full body stretch, and had briefly smiled, which made him nervous. But then she gathered the bowls and headed straight for the kitchen, continuing their conversation without missing a beat. As the conversation reached a natural pause, she ended it and left. 



Which is where we found Mark earlier, and where he found himself, staring emptily at an episode of Family Guy he had already watched, waiting to get tired enough to go to sleep. He hadn't started drinking yet, as the lively conversation with Megan had distracted him from starting that routine early. 



But he knew what came next. First the empty stare at the TV, the Jack Daniels dulling his senses steadily. Then something would make its way into his mind. The court martial, or Molly, or Jett, or one of the ambushes, or sometimes even his mom…



Then it was time to really lean in and drink.



He laid down on the couch and sighed.



Then he heard a click behind him and half sat up to look over the back of the couch.



Megan stood timidly in the doorway of her bedroom. Mark could only see her face, as he was only just looking over the back of the couch. 



"Um…Mark?"



"Yeah? What's up, Meg?" 



"I…got a new shirt. Thought you'd like it."



Mark chuckled. "Yeah?"



"Yeah…" Megan walked toward the couch, and he saw a two tone gray and black T-shirt that fit tightly around her body. The design was a silhouette of Captain Jean-Luc Picard with a stern expression on his face, hovering above the words "MAKE IT SO."



Mark laughed. "That's awesome, Meg…I love it. Where'd you get it?"



She smiled widely. "Off the internet. It came yesterday, and I forgot about it until just now."



Mark's smile lingered as he looked at it. "Well, it's pretty rad. Maybe I should get one."



"Yeah, that'd be cool." 



Mark noticed that she had clearly removed her bra before changing into the shirt, as the dim outline of her nipples was apparent on either side of the face of the intrepid captain of the USS Enterprise-D.



"What are you watching?" Megan rested her hands on the back of the couch, leaning forward slightly.



"Oh, just a Family Guy rerun. No big deal. I wasn't even really watching…" 



Mark's eyes caught the bottom hem of the shirt and realized there was nothing underneath. Not just the shirt–as he had already established, but looking down he saw her soft copper skin exposed…all the way down.



Reality struck when he noted the thin vertical strip of pubic hair, centered in the slightly paler brown V-shaped tan line where her panties usually were, extending upward from the top of her soft cleft. The remainder of her pubic hair was neatly shaved off, making the line clean and stark.



Catching himself, Mark looked back up to Megan's face, which was now smiling down at him.



"Still scared of me?"



Mark laughed nervously. "Not scared…just, you know, respectful. Of Jared."



Megan nodded, her smile fading. "I appreciate that. I know he appreciates that too. But I'm guessing you'd appreciate a good night's sleep off the couch. Any thoughts on that?"



Mark coughed. "I mean…I really appreciate…"



Megan laughed, rolling her eyes. "For Christ's sake, Mark, come to bed. I don't have a husband tonight, and I want you to take me to bed. Do you want a written invitation or something? I think I've got stationery around here somewhere…"



Mark laughed nervously again. "You…you're sure Jared's okay…"



Before he finished the sentence, Megan held up her phone to an open chain of text messages. Mark read them quickly.



M: Just tried on the shirt. Fits pretty well with no bra. It's cute. Gonna go show Mark and then fuck him.



J: Really? Like, for real?



M: For real. Speak now if you don't want this to happen.



J: I ain't sayin' shit. Go get it, girl. God, Meg…you're so hot…I love you so much…



M: Love you too, JJ. Gotta go, gotta fuck Mark. TTYL.



J: Kisses! Tell me when you're done!



Mark gulped.



"So I'll ask again. Still scared of me?" Megan's eyes were smiling, but her face still showed genuine, indulgent concern for Mark's emotional state.



Mark shook his head. Megan's features softened more, and she extended her hand over the couch.



"Good. Come to bed."



Mark took her hand wordlessly, looking down at her bare, plump buttocks as she led him into his best friend's bedroom.



* * *



Jordan's phone buzzed again, rumbling against the wood of her nightstand as she rummaged in her closet.



It was definitely David. Her heart skipped a beat, unsure of how to talk to him. 



The buzzing stopped, followed by a short pause, then one more buzz.



He left a voicemail.



Jordan lifted a dark blue floral print dress in front of her, leaning back slightly in the mirror.



Who was she kidding? A church dress?



She sighed in exasperation, throwing the hook over the dowel in her closet again. 



Grimacing, she looked back and forth in her closet as her phone began to buzz again.



She held her eyes closed, grimacing, then walked to the nightstand and picked up the phone.



"Hi baby."



"Hey Jo! Everything okay?"



"Yeah, everything's fine. Sorry I missed your call earlier."



She walked back to the closet, the light metallic screech of hangers sliding over the dowel could be heard through the phone as she shifted clothes back and forth.



"What's up, honey? Doing laundry or something?" David asked, curious.



Jordan stopped shuffling in the closet, closing her eyes again.



"Jo? You there?"



"Yeah, I'm here…" she pinched her nose. "I'm trying to get ready for something, but I'm kind of scared to tell you about it."



"Scared…why? What's the matter?"



"I'm trying to figure out what to wear for a thing I said I'd go to tonight."



"Okay…" David's voice seemed to be bracing for the worst. "What's the thing…you're going to?"



Jordan's cheeks puffed out as she exhaled nervously. 



"A bondage sex party."



Jordan's eyes scrunched shut. 



The line went silent.



"But don't worry baby, it's just for work," she burst out.



The line stayed silent.



"A bondage sex party…for work?" David's voice was flat. Just seeking clarification.



"Yeah. I mean, kinda. But yeah."



The line was silent again.



Jordan's eyes scrunched shut again. "Okay, I know how that sounds, so let me explain…"



The line stayed silent. David said nothing.



"Just let me explain, honey…" she insisted.



"I'm listening, Jo…"



"Okay…so you know I had to give that rebuttal to Schenk, and then I did the dinner thingy afterwards with the faculty and visitors…"



"Yeah, I remember."



"Okay…so we kind of continued the conversation at the dinner, and we were going back and forth, and he asked me about my research methods."



"Okay."



"So I told him that I read his stuff, and then some other researchers in the field, and some stuff online, and then some interviews online."



"Interviews?"



"Yeah, you know what I mean. The videos where they interview the girl, and then she does the…because we…well, you know how I…kind of like them…"



David's voice got husky. "Yeah…"



"So he was like…'hey, porn isn't research'…and I was like 'it's not really porn the way other stuff is porn,' and he was like 'you should talk to real people who do this stuff,' and I was like, 'I don't really know where to find people who do that, and this isn't really my field, so that's not actually an option for me' and he was like, 'hey, I do observations at BDSM sex parties when I travel for academic conferences, cause that's not, like, weird at all,' and I was like, 'okay, good for you Professor Perv,' and he was like, 'well, if you want to talk to real people who are into this stuff you should come to a BDSM sex party with me and observe and interview real people,' and I was like…I mean…I couldn't back down, right? I had just done all this stuff to take down his conclusions, and all the senior faculty and other people from other universities were there. And so I was like, 'okay, fine, I'll go to your stupid weird sex dungeon or whatever and talk to people,' and then he was like, 'cool, I'll see you there,' and I was like, 'only in an academic capacity, obviously, just to observe and talk to people,' and he was like, 'obviously that's fine,' and so now I'm going and I don't know what to wear to bondage sex parties when you're not going to do bondage sex and I should have told you earlier but I was all excited from having a really good day and you were working and didn't answer the phone and so I played with Ricardo and went to sleep and then I played with Ricardo again and you were like…super into it and so I didn't bring it up, and oh my gosh do you hate me right now?"



Jordan's now trembling voice finally ended her run-on sentence. Wiping her eyes, she waited desperately for her husband to respond.



The line stayed silent for more than ten agonizing seconds.



"David?" Jordan's voice trembled.



"Huh. Okay. Well, my day was good. Busy at the dock. We looked at electrical grids and I tried something called Egusi soup. It was…pretty good."



Jordan laugh-sobbed at his deft sidestep. A trademark David Stark way of calming her down. Shift the conversation.



"Okay…" she wiped her eyes and sniffled. "What does eggy soup taste like?"



"Egusi," David said with mock gravity, like a teacher correcting a student. "It's a little creamy, a little kick of spice. You'd probably like it."



"Probably…" Jordan wiped her eyes again.



David paused for another moment, then took a deep breath.



"Just one question, Jo, before I weigh in on this?"



Jordan sniffed again, her shoulders tensing. "Okay…"



"Is that exactly how the conversation went at that dinner? Or are you paraphrasing? In particular the 'whatever, Professor Perv,' part. I…just need to know if academics talk to each other like fourteen year old girls when they interact socially."



Jordan laughed out loud, pushing past her nervous crying. 



It felt good, like breaking a deep emotional tension that had been building up in her…



She felt a sudden flood of love for her husband. David was good at this stuff. Really good.



"No…" Jordan answered between giggles. "No, we used bigger words. Although wine was involved."



"I see." David's tone was mock serious. "Well, thank you for clearing that up."



"Of course, Mr. Stark. Anything to help." She sniffled again, still clearing the tension.



"Well…" David pivoted, "that's an interesting development for sure. But I'm not sure what you want me to say. What is it you're worried about?"



Jordan was taken aback at his casual tone. "Worried about? It's a bondage sex party, David!"



"Well, there's that…" David chuckled. "But you're just there to observe, right?"



"Yeah…but I'm observing strangers having weird choke sex and stuff. Probably paddle beatings. Maybe nipple clamps or something."



"That's true. And I'll cop to it, I wasn't expecting this. But it actually sounds above board, even if it's a little weird on its face. I'll ask this, though: Would you feel this way observing other out-of-mainstream behavior and interviewing the people who participate in it?"



Jordan thought for a moment. "Like what?"



"I don't know…what about those people who have strange addictions? Remember that reality show that was on a while back? People who were addicted to coffee enemas, or who are obsessed with cleaning all day, or who have a rock collection they talk to and have tea parties with or something?"



"No…" Jordan replied honestly.



"Well…how is this different?"



"I guess…" Jordan thought for a moment. "I guess it's because I spent the last few days publicly attacking the immorality of BDSM practice, and now I'm going to a sex party. I…I feel like a hypocrite."



"Oh, okay. I see."



David paused again.



"Is that the only reason you feel like a hypocrite?"



"Okay, now you're playing therapist…" Jordan laughed.



"Isn't that what you pay me for?" David laughed back.



"I mean…" Jordan's voice pitched down and quieted awkwardly. "I mean…you know I kind of…like watching that stuff. It's exciting. Sometimes. So I feel bad coming out against it, you know?"



"Yeah, I see that." Now David's voice pitched upward slightly.



Jordan continued quietly. "So it's different this time."



"Yeah, I guess it is. But again, you just accepted the invitation to observe. In like, a professional capacity. Right?"



"Yeah."



"So, don't sweat it. Observe, take notes, revisit your positions, keep the conversation going. That's the job, right?"



"I guess."



The line went silent again, as David waited for Jordan to speak again. Finally, she did.



"What if I like it?"



David cleared his throat.



"Okay, I'm getting my dick out now."



Jordan laughed again. "I knew it!"



"Yeah," he admitted sheepishly. "Let's get that out in the open now, I'm biased. The thought of you at a sex party, even as an observer–I'm…I'm into it. I'm gonna have a pretty intense night."



"Yeah…" Jordan smiled into the phone.



"But if you like it, you like it. Don't worry about it. We can keep it between us, you come home, tell me about it, and we'll have fun with it. Together. No judgments. You indulge my weird fantasies, I can support yours. Think of it like leveling the playing field."



Jordan squinted, sitting with the idea. "Okay…"



"Not that it was an uneven playing field or whatever…just that we both have…unconventional things that we like, and that we love each other enough to be happy supporting each other's desires. Whatever they are. I like that about us, you know?"



Jordan liked that idea better. "Okay…I'm still nervous, baby. And I don't know what to wear."



David cleared his throat. "Ah, a practical question. I'm better at those. What did Schenk tell you?"



"He said wear whatever, since I'm only observing. Which really isn't helpful."



"Okay…how do you want to be seen?"



Jordan squinted. "I guess…professional but not like…a buzzkill."



"Okay…" David paused. "I'm going to say…your tan slacks and either your navy blue or mist gray blouse. Both are straight cut and button up. They're cute, but professional. Disarming but still pretty serious. And…I'm gonna say no ball gags."



Jordan laughed again, reaching for the two blouses in her closet. "Okay, that's helpful. Hair up or down?"



"Down. Don't want to come off as too playful."



"Right. Makeup?"



"Whatever you wore to dinner."



"Okay…"



The line went silent again. Then David:



"You feeling a little better?"



Jordan sighed deeply. "Yeah, I am actually. I'm still nervous, but I'm glad we talked."



"You gonna tell me all about it? Like, when it's done?"



"Of course. You're my husband."



David's voice became husky. "Awesome."



Jordan blushed into the phone. "Okay. I have to get ready. Try not to pull your weiner off thinking about my night."



"No promises."



She giggled again. "Okay, baby. Get some sleep. I love you."



"I love you, Jo. And relax, this will be fine. We'll laugh about it after."



"Okay, baby. Good night."



"Good night."



Jordan ended the call and tossed her phone gently onto her nightstand. She looked down at the clothes she had pulled off their hangers at David's direction. 



He was right. They would definitely work. He had a real fashion sense. Somehow. Something about his predilection for how things fit and work together. 



She gathered the clothes in her arms and crossed the room to her dresser, opening her underwear drawer to extract a clean bra and a new pair of panties. 



She only had one pair left. Usually Saturday was laundry day, but the anxiety of the evening's events had thrown off her routine. She could catch up on laundry tomorrow, she thought as she lifted the last clean pair up to see a tangled mass of black and blue lace nestled under it.



Jordan paused, and reached back into the drawer to pull out the forgotten underthings. 



Lacy lingerie. See through patterns with arabesque straps and floral prints. 



One black, one navy blue. 



They had been bought for Mark. 



Well, for her, but to wear for Mark. 



It had never happened. She'd never really worn them since that weird and somehow distant experience had ended  rather abruptly.



Out of pure curiosity, she untangled the black from the blue and let the black lingerie unfold. 



A see-through bra, with arabesques of lace and delicate mesh descending below the cups, a skin tight fit, attached by thin straps to matching see-through panties.



Ridiculous. And impractical.



Still, she lifted the garment in front of her, looking in the full-length mirror out of curiosity.



No words came. But the girl in the mirror narrowed her eyes into a tight smile.



* * *



While she couldn't remember the specific moment, she did remember what spurred her first feelings for him. It had been something about his eyes. 



Her time in Vermont had made Megan Rodriguez feel like a fish out of water. Surrounded mostly by the children of crunchy and/or wealthy white New Englanders, she hadn't made a ton of friends outside the soccer team where she played as a starting defender. Especially since all her roommates were also teammates.



And the gangly townie at the sandwich shop was just like everyone else in Burlington. And make no mistake–she had been acutely aware that he was looking at her while she was eating. He was greasy haired, maybe six feet tall, thin set face and a three-day shave. And he looked at her funny while she ordered, which she didn't like. But that was the first time she noticed his eyes.



His creepy stare threatened to ruin her weekly trip to the sandwich shop. It was her once-a-week splurge away from the university meal plan.  Her favorite aunt and uncle had given her a hundred dollar bill each semester when she left home to go back to school so she could treat herself once in a while at college. She spread that hundred dollars out over ten sandwiches in ten weeks, which almost amounted to the whole semester if you factored in the time away from Burlington for road games. 



So she usually didn't like to be bothered when she got her sandwich. It was Megan time. Special time. And frankly, this skinny white guy looked like every other Phish-following burnout that worked in a Burlington cafe washing dishes or cutting deli meats. He probably just wanted a taste of latina spice, she had thought to herself. Something different than he was used to.



But there was something about his eyes. Bright blue eyes. Icy, even. And just something about the way he looked at things. A casual intensity. And it didn't seem to quite matter what it was he was looking at. Could be the cash register. The sandwich he was making. The door as it opened. 



And of course, the way he looked at her. She couldn't quite put her finger on it. What was it?



Maybe he was anxious?



No… that wasn't it. More like…restless. 



An intense restlessness.



Like there was a ball of energy inside him that couldn't stop moving–couldn't stop driving forward. 



But to what end? What destination? He seemed like a near-perpetual motion machine stuck in a town a thousand miles from anywhere or anything that could match its energy.



Hence the restlessness, she had speculated from her relative position of safety at the table near the window.



So she had been intrigued, but only momentarily. And she had left the sandwich shop on her way back to the library without talking to him. 



But then she had felt genuinely scared when he vaulted over the counter and kicked the tip jar onto the floor as he moved toward her. She had hastened out the door and hit the walk signal, trying to avoid eye contact as the signal clicked and buzzed, not yet changing so she could cross the busy street.



When he entered her field of vision–still with his work apron on–she had expected…



Well, she had expected more than just the word, "Hey."



But at least he didn't attack her. 



No, he wasn't dangerous, she decided. Just…intense. And now she got a good look at his icy blue eyes. They had jerked up and down her body. 



Not lecherously, just curiously. Like he wanted to really figure her out.



He was turning the burning, icy intensity of his eyes toward her. To take her in.



She was surprised at how that made her feel. She liked it.



But the crosswalk signal had turned, and she had felt obliged to walk away, still unsure of what all this meant. Then, halfway across the street, he had called out after her, asking if she would come back to the sandwich shop.



Back in her dorm room, the next crisp ten dollar bill was tucked in her political science textbook. 



Her next ticket to meeting him. Maybe learning his name this time.



That next ten dollar bill was earmarked for next week. 



It lasted two days. And his eyes lit up when she walked in. And then she talked to him.



His name was Poisson. 



A French name. It just meant "fish," he had said, laughing. She learned that many of the old New England families were of French origin, and his family still used the original pronunciation. 



Jared was his first name. He was a year older than her, and didn't go to college. His high school grades weren't great. And he didn't really like school. 



But he wasn't dumb. He was intensely curious, and the first night they went out, she absolutely drank in the fixed attention of his icy blue eyes as he asked her everything. Absolutely everything he could think of. About soccer, how she got good at it, about her studies, about what hairstyles she liked, about her favorite cartoons as a child…



And he was sweet. And generous. And even funny sometimes.



The date had ended with butterflies as he walked her to her dorm room.



And the next date had ended with passion as the restless intensity poorly concealed by Jared's icy blue eyes continued to find its object in her body. 



She had been genuinely shocked at the intensity of their first physical intimacy. He was ravenous. Slam-her-against-the-wall-and-devour-her ravenous. She was so surprised that she felt stupid at her reactions, with flashes of self-consciousness as she showed involuntary facial expressions. Mainly a locked, gape-jaw look she kept defaulting to as Jared made furious, passionate love to her. 



Stuck in the shock of unprecedented passion for her body, she had fixed on his icy eyes when they looked down at her, her mouth hanging open awkwardly everytime she forgot to close it. 



And then the butterflies in her stomach had met the heat between her legs.



She came with intensity. An Intensity that naturally resonated with her new lover's own natural restlessness. 



And it wasn't just the intensity of a first time. She had had a few of those, and new the difference. She wasn't terribly experienced as an admittedly bookish sophomore at the liberal arts school. She had gone on dates, some had ended with sex. 



Nothing like this. Nothing close to this. Jared Poisson was a machine. His erection, tightly wrapped in an unremarkable drug store condom, was so hard for her…



It was incredibly exciting. And while the pace was fast, the duration was not brief. He continued without slowing after her first orgasm–her first ever while being penetrated–and brought her, sputtering, to a second just before he grunted and released his own into the condom. 



He had then pulled her into a tight embrace, her own arms instinctively closing tightly around his neck in response.



They had a few more dates, but it wasn't much longer after that that she had admitted it to herself. 



She was in love with a townie named Jared Poisson. She made him cut his hair though.  



It was a sweet memory. It was, however, a strange memory to have as she locked intimate eyes with another man. 



Not icy blue eyes of restless intensity. Deep, brown, sad eyes. 



Laying on her back wearing a Star Trek T-shirt and no pants or panties, she had played with Mark's scruffy, unkempt hair as he feasted between her legs. Now, with his larger body kneeling between her open legs, with his larger cock filling a larger condom, her husband's best friend prepared to enter her.



Megan, still in a haze, was shocked to find that love and memories of her husband filled her mind at this moment. 



There was no accounting for it.



But that coherent train of thought faded in a haze as Mark began to enter her. 



Mark stopped as she suddenly squeaked in either pain or protest, putting a hasty hand against his shoulder.



"Everything okay, Meg? You want me to stop?"



She shook her head. "No…just…slow. I forgot what a big boy you were."



"You sure this is okay?" 



She could hear a nervous edge in his voice. He wasn't leaning forward anymore, and the pressure of his penetration subsided. 



Her grimace turned to an uncertain smile as she looked up at him, unsure of how to respond. Then, remembering her conversation with Jared earlier, she sat up slightly, the tip of Mark's cock slipping out of her. 



Mark looked awkwardly down at the silly Star Trek shirt she bought–and wore–for him, and then he felt her soft kisses sensually dotting his cheek. Her fingertips closed around his chin, pulling his face and eyes into alignment with hers. She looked into his eyes and leaned up to kiss his lips slowly and gently.



"Mark…please? I want you. For real. Okay?"



Clearly encouraged, he nodded, reaching with one hand behind her shoulder blades and letting her down onto her back gently. Her legs fell open again, and he set his thick cock to meet her welcome, finding its way bit by bit into her body until…



"Oh…god. Hhhhhyes…" Megan whispered. 



Mark looked down at his best friend's wife, her eyes closed and her chin tilting up in the tension of pleasure.



Slowly, he withdrew halfway, then back in, noting that her second sigh matched the traction of his gentle thrust.



"Okay, Meg…you want more?"



She nodded urgently, her eyes still closed.



"Yes…please…"



* * *



The GPS screen in Jordan's still-shiny new Rav-4 indicated that she had arrived at her destination. A nice house with a long driveway about 15 miles from the nearest town. Other than the stack of cars lining the long driveway–more than a dozen from the look of it–there was nothing particularly remarkable about it. 



It wasn't a gothic mansion with towers, or a fancy chalet with multiple outbuildings. It was nice, it had an attractive facade and a well landscaped yard–more than a hundred yards back from the road. A light blue exterior with new-ish square windows and what appeared to be a solid oak door behind a full glass storm door. 



Not the property of a baron or duke, befitting the mystique of a sex dungeon. Probably the regular home of an upper-middle class local. Maybe a doctor, or a successful businessman. 



Jordan took a deep breath and let it out slowly after she turned her car off. Adjusting the mirror to check her makeup, she took off her glasses, made some quick adjustments, replaced her glasses and then unbuckled her seatbelt and exited the car with a spiral notebook and pen in hand. 



The night air was cool, but not cold. Pleasant, even. 



Walking toward the front door, she became suddenly aware of the clothes nearest her skin. 



She had expected the lingerie ensemble to feel scratchy and unpleasant with regular clothes over it. She had regretted the uncanny sensation of wearing lingerie under normal clothes as soon as she walked out her apartment door, having used the undergarment to make a bargain with the girl in the mirror to stay out of her way for the evening. 



The deal between them was simple. The real Jordan would conceal a saucy secret throughout the evening, one that only the two of them knew about. Nobody at the party, not Dr. Schenk, not even David would know. Just Jordan and the girl in the mirror. That seemed to satisfy the girl in the mirror enough to extract the promise that she would stay out of the way tonight.



But the garment was surprisingly comfortable. Which was a pleasant surprise. The lace and mesh were soft, delicately manufactured despite looking–otherwise. She made a mental note that David would probably like it if she came to bed wearing this. Maybe keep it on overnight now and then. She could fall asleep in this. And her husband would love it.



Her distracted reverie found her prematurely at the storm door. Noting the camera above the doorbell, she briefly began to practice her explanation before pressing it.



"Hi…my name is Jordan Stark-Simms, and I'm here with Dr. Schenk, as I believe he informed the organizers. I'm only here to observe and not participate. If you could tell me the best way I can be unobtrusive throughout the event, I'm sure that…"



Her whisper to herself was interrupted by the sudden opening of the door. Panic seized her as she felt unready to greet a giant man in a gimp suit with a zipper mouth holding some kind of truncheon while he…



But it was just a nice looking middle aged man in a polo shirt and slacks. He opened the storm door, smiling, and waved her in.



"Hi…Hello, my name is Jordan Stark-Simms, and I'm here with…"



"With Tom. Or Professor Schenk, I suppose you call him that, right? We're expecting you, come in."



"Oh. Okay, thank you." She stepped nervously through the door into a well-kept entryway, a long but not overly grand staircase leading upward on the right, and a modest hallway on the left. Halfway through the hallway, an open door was emanating the polite, even tempered sounds of an upper-middle class party.



"Just down the hall to the left there. Grab a drink if you'd like, there are snacks on the table you can help yourself to."



"Thank you…I didn't catch your name?"



"I'm Jeff, I'm the homeowner. Go ahead, don't be shy, we're just getting started. We're expecting a few more folks before things really get going. Just relax and enjoy yourself."



"Okay…thank you…" Jordan walked uncertainly down the hall and turned into a fairly modest living room filled with around a dozen people, slightly more women than men, staggered throughout the room, chatting. Most had drinks in their hands, some had hors d'oeuvres, and all had casual clothing on.



"Jordan! So glad you could make it." Schenk appeared from the back of the room and moved toward her. "Were my directions okay?"



"Not sure, actually, but I have a GPS display in my car now, so I just typed in the address. Super handy."



"Excellent. Well, you're right on time, some participants are still arriving. How are you feeling?"



"A little nervous, actually." Jordan grimaced apologetically. 



"That's natural. And even handy, if you're a participant. Part of the neurochemical cocktail of the experience. But I assure you, everything here is safe and consensual. We won't start the beatings, as it were, until everyone arrives and gets comfortable. For now, relax and work the crowd. Also…"



Schenk gently pulled her spiral notebook away from her nervous hands. "This kind of kills the vibe. I'm going to just set it under the couch here and…"



Jordan began to protest, but Schenk stood up holding a small, pocket sized notebook with the spiral on the top. 



"Here. I brought an extra for you. Just tuck it in a pocket, chat with people or observe, then slip away for a moment and write down what you want to remember. If people see you with a notebook…they don't get mad, but it…kind of throws off the vibe. And without the vibe, there's really nothing to observe at events like this."



Jordan nodded gratefully at the tip, taking the notebook and tucking it in the back pocket of her slacks.



"Thank you! Any other tips?"



Schenk smiled. "These are normal people. Treat them as such. They'll show and tell you whatever you want to know. Honestly, one of the pleasant surprises of my research was just how open the people into BDSM actually are. They're open books when you get them in the right place. Just don't make them feel weird or judged, and this will be an eye-opening night for you. I promise. Now, go work the crowd, get to know everyone before they head downstairs."



"Downstairs?"



"Oh, right…" Schenk's eyes scrunched in brief frustration at having missed a major point of his introduction. "The main event, so to speak, is downstairs. You'll see people start to move down in a while, probably, because that's where the equipment is and such. When you get down there, we actually have a place to kind of be and observe out of the way. The organizer was kind enough to set up a small table on two of the walls so you and I can sit and take notes, see things from multiple angles, that kind of thing. I've already been down there to check it out, and it looks like a good setup."



"Downstairs…that's where it happens."



"Yeah, downstairs. It's part symbolic, part practical. Jeff's a perfectly normal everyday citizen most of the time. Keeping your sex dungeon downstairs…it's an easy way to keep your hobbies away from judgmental eyes, you know?"



"Got it. Downstairs." Jordan nodded.



"Good. Oh, and one other thing…there's a mirror wall down there. They don't always have those at events like this, but this one does. It can throw you off a little if you're not ready for it."



"A mirror wall?" Jordan tried to play it cool, but her eyes bugged slightly.



"Yeah, but don't worry about it. You'll get used to it. And hey, enjoy the party. Tap my shoulder if you need anything."



Jordan nodded as he stepped away to join a conversation. She identified another small cluster of people and began walking toward them.



"Mirror wall…We have a deal…" she whispered sternly to herself as she crossed the room.



I know, honey. I remember. 



Jordan politely made her way around and introduced herself to a loose group of surprisingly normal people. Mostly middle aged, some younger. Different professions, as she found out–a plumber, two doctors, an elementary school teacher, and a handful of others. All of them were polite and easygoing, answering her basic demographic and background questions, but all used fake names. 



Jordan had just slipped into the hall to quickly write down all she could remember and record her initial impressions when the doorbell rang. Jeff, the host, slipped past her and opened the door to let in a tall, well built black man who appeared to be in his mid forties. He nodded at Jordan as he walked past her in the hall, when she heard the low hum of conversation coming out of the room suddenly lull to silence.



Taking brief note of the development, Jordan quickly finished her notes about each person she spoke with–basic demographics, professions, education levels, other notable attributes that came up in casual conversation, then slipped back into the room.



She was shocked to find all but one of the women and several of the men in the room quietly kneeling with their heads down. The large man who had entered was slowly and wordlessly making his way around, seeming to inspect those who were kneeling.



Jordan looked over to Professor Schenk, who stood off to one side, quietly observing, but who didn't look back at her.



She stepped out of the doorway and against the wall, quickly trying to deduce who was kneeling and who was standing…and more importantly…why. 



Before she could fully form the question as to what distinguished the two groups, the large man had gently taken the hand of a petite, middle aged woman–Jordan checked her notes and quickly identified her as "Betty," who worked as a retail manager in town. The woman stood, but kept her head tilted down as the man unbuttoned her blouse and pulled the front halves of it apart, exposing her breasts. 



"Betty" neither objected nor resisted, keeping her head silently turned down.



The man silently examined her nakedness for a moment, then casually slipped his hands down the front of Betty's pants and groped her.



Again, Betty neither objected nor resisted.



Jordan was fixed on the interaction, dumbfounded at the casual nature of the man in what was so clearly a formal, almost liturgical ritual. He moved easily from body to body, gently slapping a face here or exposing flesh there for another moment before walking past Jordan to the door.



"Strip."



His first word. His voice was low and loud, almost an effortless bellow that caused an immediate effect as he walked out the door.



Those who had been kneeling quickly and quietly stood and began shucking their clothing, folding each item carefully and setting it in a neat pile in front of their now bare feet. Those who had not been kneeling remained clothed but silent.



Jordan was fixed on the scene. The surreal sight of silent, collective obedience. Most of the now nude participants were women, with one man standing off slightly to the side. She noted a small plastic device clamped around his penis.



A chastity cage. She had encountered the device–along with the practice of male chastity–in her earliest research. When she had initially begun trying to understand her husband's prodding to push her friendship with Mark into sexual territory. 



She made a silent note to herself to ask Schenk about the scope and extent of the practice of cuckolding within the umbrella of BDSM. 



For now, she didn't have time to think, as the silent room reacted to a door opening somewhere in the house. All attendants–nude and otherwise–began to quietly file out of the room. Schenk held back in a corner, and Jordan tried to press against the wall, invisible, as the participants wordlessly moved past her.



When they were all out, she moved quickly over to Schenk and began rapidly whispering questions. Schenk smiled and put his hands up in defense, whispering back:



"One at a time, please…"



"Okay…" Jordan's mouth moved silently as she tried to form the question, then whispered: "do these events usually start with rituals like that? And do you know what the ritual is?"



"Sometimes and kind of…" Schenk grinned, delighted to have so thoroughly piqued Jordan's curiosity. "Some groups like to signal the beginning of the shared imaginary space with some kind of ritual practice. Others just have a kind of come-when-you-want dungeon scene. But it's not uncommon at all to have some kind of ritual practice, some kind of symbolic social norm that gets people in the mindset and the mood."



"So that man that came in…is he the leader of the group?"



"In a way. This group plays with dominance hierarchy. The men who stayed clothed–and one woman–are the dominants. The ones who took off their clothes are submissives. The man who came in is playing the role of the lead dominant. He'll organize the participants and direct the play. The submissives will defer to him and their individual doms sexually, and the lower dominants will defer to him for direction."



"Fascinating. And the man…the submissive man with the device on his penis. Is he a cuckold?"



"He might be. Not necessarily. Some men–and women, too–engage in chastity play as a way of expressing submission."



"How does it work? How can he get any pleasure like that?"



"Again, classic power exchange. It may be psychological play exclusively. They'll deny him, maybe punish him with pain or humiliation. Some submissive men enjoy having their penises mocked, so they may remove the cage and do that. If he is here with a partner, they may cuckold him, or they may penetrate him. There are all sorts of ways to do it."



"Fascinating…" Jordan scribbled furiously in her little notepad, trying to keep up. "I talked to that guy. He's apparently a pretty successful lawyer…"



"Not uncommon that submissives come from the social ranks of high power and prestige. The stress and success can be alleviated by a total reversal of persona in the play space. He might be penetrated by a woman with a prosthetic penis tonight, and then arguing a multimillion dollar suit in court on Monday. You'd be surprised."



"Fascinating…" Jordan scribbled on, not looking up as she furiously wrote.



"But we need to get downstairs. There's likely some more to this opening ritual before the play starts…I'm sure you want to see that."



"I do, definitely…" Jordan finished up her note and followed Schenk out of the room. He walked down the hall away from the front door, finding the entrance to the kitchen, and then, turning around, an open door with stairs leading down to the basement. 



The open door belched out a thick wall of blood red light, betraying the cultivated ambience of the space below. Jordan briefly slipped out of her academic mindset and experienced a flash of real fear. 



This is exactly the kind of door she was warned about in Sunday School growing up. This was no Halloween fake-out. While she was satisfied that the activities taking place down those stairs was consensual, she also wasn't kidding herself about the immorality of the activities she would find at the bottom of the stairs.



The naughty videos that had constituted her "research" thus far had been partly fictionalized. True, the participants did seem to be willing, and definitely seemed to enjoy it. Nevertheless, it was a staged production, the participants were paid, and the whole thing had the quality of a commodity to any who looked at it objectively. A prepackaged experience to be enjoyed vicariously.



But effective. She had lost control of herself watching them. The wrenched groans of the dominated women in the videos still invaded her dreams…



But through this door was no commodity. Through this door–this tall, open rectangle of blood-red light–real people were really sinning. She would walk into the middle of a space of unashamed transgressive pleasure, where consenting adults would really use each other for rank sexual pleasure in the most outrageous ways.



Jordan froze. On the one hand, she felt an obligation to honor her academic duty, and her (albeit hasty) answer to Schenk's challenge that she go deeper in her research.



But the room scared her. 



Partly because she didn't quite know what she was going to see. 



But mostly because she had been told that at the bottom of those stairs, in addition to the accoutrement and activity of wild bondage sex, she would find a mirror that she couldn't escape.



A floor-to-ceiling, wall-to-wall mirror that would give her nowhere to run from the unflinching truths that the mirror revealed. 



She suddenly became aware of the soft silk of her hidden lingerie. A strange tactile complement to the eerie silence emanating from the red light of the door downstairs.



She could leave. Schenk might be disappointed, but he'd understand. 



She could leave. Her father would never, ever countenance her walking through a door like that. And she hated the idea of keeping any more secrets from him.



She could leave. This research wasn't even central to her thesis–it was ancillary–an add on adequately addressed by the work she had already done. Professor Lukacz had already signed off on the draft of that chapter.



She could leave. She could go home, facetime her husband, and talk this out. Walking away from this weird and terrifying sexual predilection, and working toward a healthier sexuality with her husband, the way God intended.



She could leave. 



Professor Schenk, halfway down the stairs, noted that Jordan was still standing in the doorway looking down. He looked up inquisitively, noting her hesitation. In quick recognition, his questioning eyes gave her permission.



It's okay. It's really okay. You can leave.



Jordan took a deep breath and stepped down into the red light.




Post 202 — Crushing

Sat Jan 11, 2025 7:50 am

↳ Replying to: nnjcpl2002



Have you ever read any of the Patrick O'Brien novels?  His prose is complex and slow even to read, but he develops his characters in a way that brings them to life. I see this in your work.  High quality, with some food for the intellect. Again, thanks for your hard work and for delivering an excellent product.



I do know Patrick O’Brien’s work, and that’s a high compliment, thanks!



I’m sure that the extreme slow-burn pace can be a bit irritating for some readers, but I’m just really drawn to the psychological complexity of this whole little world. I created Jordan as a character with the intellectual and emotional capacity to really probe that complexity while still experiencing the deep feelings that go with that complexity. That, and to develop a male counterpart to her that’s fully human and sympathetic. Too many “bull” characters are really flat and wooden, I think.



Anyway, I know that many readers prefer the quick-hit approach to the “good stuff,” but I find that a little boring and repetitive after a while. Thanks for the feedback, and I hope you enjoy the new installment!



-C




Post 203 — Fred_Garvin

Sat Jan 11, 2025 9:05 am

↳ Replying to: quoted post

Anyway, I know that many readers prefer the quick-hit approach to the “good stuff,” but I find that a little boring and repetitive after a while.



I concur.




Post 204 — subtoall

Sat Jan 11, 2025 11:30 am

↳ Replying to: Crushing

"Well, I'll admit to putting my thumb on the scale a little there in saying that my impulse to feed Tom–sorry, Todd–his own hat belongs in the shadow.



This sentence!!! Your skill and creativity with the smallest details in your characters, and narrative, is astounding.



"And the 2025 Nobel Prize in literature is awarded to....Crushing."
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↳ Replying to: Crushing

↳ nnjcpl2002 wrote Wed Jan 01, 2025 6:39 am:


Have you ever read any of the Patrick O'Brien novels?  His prose is complex and slow even to read, but he develops his characters in a way that brings them to life. I see this in your work.  High quality, with some food for the intellect. Again, thanks for your hard work and for delivering an excellent product.



I do know Patrick O’Brien’s work, and that’s a high compliment, thanks!



I’m sure that the extreme slow-burn pace can be a bit irritating for some readers, but I’m just really drawn to the psychological complexity of this whole little world. I created Jordan as a character with the intellectual and emotional capacity to really probe that complexity while still experiencing the deep feelings that go with that complexity. That, and to develop a male counterpart to her that’s fully human and sympathetic. Too many “bull” characters are really flat and wooden, I think.



Anyway, I know that many readers prefer the quick-hit approach to the “good stuff,” but I find that a little boring and repetitive after a while. Thanks for the feedback, and I hope you enjoy the new installment!



-C



Can't wait to meet the bull or is the lead dom the bull ?? 

Whoever he is, Megn and David are in for a wild ride.



I love your story, easily the best here on ohw.




Post 206 — Tire_Kicker

Sat Jan 11, 2025 6:58 pm

Great chapter Crushing, loving the mind games.




Post 207 — nnjcpl2002

Sat Jan 11, 2025 9:29 pm

"That, and to develop a male counterpart to her that’s fully human and sympathetic." 

Your objective of developing real characters for whom we have empathy and understanding is likely the best feature of your work, C. 

And, of course, their credibility adds heat to their love making.  



Not a criticism, but it's tough waiting for the next wonderful chapter.  



Thanks again!




Post 208 — MustBeDenied2

Sun Jan 12, 2025 10:49 am

Another great chapter, Crushing.  I'm eagerly awaiting the next chapter.



MBD




Post 209 — Flipflop200

Mon Jan 20, 2025 10:44 am

I wanted to show continued support to Crushing. This is simply a fantastic read. Well done.



Deep down in that last chapter I was hoping you would not have started the "party", but you left one hell of a tease for sure.




Post 210 — Fred_Garvin

Mon Jan 27, 2025 6:18 am

It's been over two weeks since the last installment of this wonderful narrative, so my withdrawal symptoms are getting pretty bad.



I am doing my part to speed this along by checking several times a day. Do you think it would help if I checked more often? I've found it doesn't help when boiling water, but I do it anyway.



Thank you for the great story, Crushing.




Post 211 — nnjcpl2002

Tue Jan 28, 2025 5:25 am

Crushing, your fans are eagerly awaiting the next chapters.  Me too!




Post 212 — Crushing

Tue Jan 28, 2025 4:08 pm

Hey everyone--



Quick update. Apologies for the delay. I actually am finishing up the last section of the new chapter now, but I might not get all the way through the edit tonight. If I do, it'll be up later tonight. But if not, plan on tomorrow for sure.



I do have some unfortunate news that accounts for my more sporadic posting. Some changes with my day job have made it so I will have quite a bit less free time to write for a while. I do want to continue with the story, and I intend to, but I'm not able to continue doing it at the pace I have in the past. 



Thinking through how to keep posting regularly, I've weighed the possibility of just changing things up. Specifically by posting more often but with shorter installments. I could do this one of two ways--either I could just do like...a third or a half of a chapter (trading back and forth between the Jordan and Mark timelines from 2-3 times instead of 5-6 times), or I could go even shorter and just do one timeline per posting, so in each installment the narrative would stay either with Mark (either young Mark or the Captain who occupies Jordan's timeline from a distance) or it stays with Jordan and David.



Anyway, I'm okay with trying out a different pacing and approach, but each of the options have tradeoffs. Longer installments (what I have been doing) mean longer between postings. Shorter installments mean more updates, but it throws off the story-to-smut ratio that I've been so careful to balance thus far. And the single-timeline approach changes the reading experience a bit too. Anyway, let me know what you prefer going forward, and watch the space tomorrow for the next long chapter (I really am finishing it tonight). 



I'll do my best to accommodate. I got big plans for Jordan, and I intend to see them through.



-C




Post 213 — subtoall

Tue Jan 28, 2025 7:00 pm

I vote for the 3rd/half chapter postings.  But, whatever it takes to keep you posting is paramount!




Post 214 — Johng1953

Wed Jan 29, 2025 1:42 pm

I don't mind shorter posting. I'll still be on the edge of my seat impatiently waiting!




Post 215 — Crushing

Wed Jan 29, 2025 5:26 pm

The most prominent aural feature in the otherwise quiet bedroom was heavy breathing in syncopation. An irregular, even erratic syncopation, but a syncopation nonetheless. One breath inhaled while the other exhaled, then the other breathed in inverse. It didn't hold steady, either–the pace of the one was longer than the other, leading the two to sync after a moment, then de-synchronize again into syncopation. As it was the only noise in the room now, its idiosyncrasy seemed strangely significant to both of them.



The odd rhythmic play emanated from two bodies on one bed. One body lay still except for the heaving: a tall, broad, male body extended the full length of the bed, nude except for a pair of white gym socks. His long penis lay back lazily on his stomach, the tight second skin of a prophylactic still snug around its length. The top third of the prophylactic bulged with a viscous white substance, traces of it beginning to diffuse downward toward the base. 



The other body lay still with only the odd twitch to accent the exhaustion: a shorter body, slim with curves, female. She held her legs in a loose, broken diamond formation with knees out and heels in. Her lower half was nude, the cleft between her legs showing the dull reflection of moisture and swelling brought about by her arousal and the subsequent sport. Her upper half was covered with a novelty T-shirt, the epigram "Make It So" having new and ironic connotations given the preceding events. Her left arm clutched the narrow corner bedpost tightly in her fist, seemingly involuntarily. Her wedding ring was clearly visible with the curve of her fingers around the furniture. Her right arm lolled, almost dead, in the space between her body and that of the man.



The man spoke first.



"Fuck."



At length, the woman responded. 



"Yeah." 



More breathing in syncopation.



"You okay, Meg?"



"Yeah."



The deep, syncopated breathing slowed into quiet relaxation. Megan's head lolled sideways to look at Mark. "What about you?"



Mark's head lolled sideways to meet her gaze. "I'm good. Great, even."



"Really?" Megan's face lifted into a hopeful smile.



"Yeah…"



Megan's delight lifted further as she saw something she hadn't genuinely seen since the court martial. Mark's whole face broke into a smile, the hint of a sparkle in his deep brown eyes.



"Good. I'm glad."



"Thanks, Meg. Thanks for everything."



She winked impishly. "Anytime."



Mark sat up and shifted to the side of the bed, then stood up. Leaning forward slightly, he pinched the base of himself and carefully removed the condom, careful not to spill the contents onto the bed or the floor. Tying the end, he tossed it into a corner wastebasket and began to walk toward the door, picking up his clothes on the way. 



"Wait…where are you going?"



Mark turned around, confused. "What do you mean? Back to bed."



Megan's confused look stopped him in his tracks.



"I didn't mean, Meg…I just don't want to impose…"



Megan's eyebrow lifted. "Impose? Mark…we just fucked. Where are your manners? Put your damn clothes down and come back to bed."



"But Jared…"



"Jared is not coming home tonight. Which you know."



Megan's voice shifted to a more matter-of-fact tone. She cocked her head to emphasize her point. 



Still, Mark hesitated. Megan sighed and, grasping the hem of her novelty t-shirt, she pulled it over her head to expose the rest of her body. 



God, she had amazing breasts.



Mark stared at her for a moment. She patted the side of the bed he just vacated. 



"Good. Now get back here. And take those socks off. So weird when guys keep their socks on…" she shook her head in mock disbelief and pointed to the laundry hamper. Mark dropped his clothes in, then awkwardly took off his socks, dropped them in the hamper, and sat down on the bed.



Megan's look shifted to mock exasperation. "Still nervous?"



"Meg…I just…"



She put up a finger to stop him and reached for her phone on the nightstand. "I know how to resolve this."



She dialed and set the phone on speaker. 



The other side answered after two rings. 



"Hey Meggles. What's the latest? You two hook up yet?"



"Yep!" Megan answered brightly. "Your rugged, statuesque BFF just rocked my damn world. And I like to think I nudged his world back a little bit…" she flashed Mark a playful smile.



"Am I on speaker?" Jared asked.



"Yep. He's here. He's still scared you're gonna be mad at him."



"Seriously? Dude…we talked about this."



"Hey Frenchie…" Mark allowed himself a small, sheepish smile. "I just…don't want…"



"...want to impose…" Megan finished the sentence for him. "Hey JJ? Mark's worried about imposing after I jerked him off, and then he was worried about imposing after you said we could fuck, and then he was a little concerned about imposing after we fucked and now he's worried about imposing now that I called you and told you about it and you were stoked that we fucked."



Mark rolled his eyes at her sarcastic assault.



"She has a point, dude." Jared's voice took on a 'matter of fact' tone through the phone's speaker. "I mean…at some point…relax. You know? If I said it's okay, it's okay. Meg obviously is attracted to you, she and I have got an open thing going on, you're my best friend…"



Megan nodded, a cocked eyebrow and a look of mock solemnity on her face as she handed the phone to Mark and stood up by the bed. She walked slowly around the bed as Mark watched her. As his eyes followed her naked form, Jared on the phone tried to explain the situation to him, but he was clearly distracted. 



When she arrived in front of him, she cocked her eyebrow again, then kneeled down in front of him, leaning forward to suck him.



"So if I say it's good, and Meg says it's good," Jared concluded through the phone, "then it's good. You know?"



Slurp slorp



Jesus. Her mouth felt amazing.



"Yeah…I get it," Mark replied awkwardly. "I'm just…I don't want to mess anything up between us. You know?"



Hlllurc slrup



"You're not going to mess…Meg…can you tell this oversize dipwad that he's not gonna mess anything up between us?"



"Flerrrmmhmmm!" she responded enthusiastically without taking him out of her mouth.



"What'd she say?" Jared asked.



"She, uh, I think she agreed."



Slurp slrrrup



"But what'd she say? I didn't catch it."



"I didn't either."



Hrrrk slllurp



"What? Why not? You're right there."



Megan paused briefly and looked up at him, cocking her head playfully as if to say: 



Yeah Mark. Why not?



"Cause…uh, my dick's in her mouth right now."



Megan gave a brief thumbs up, then continued to bob up and down on him.



"Really?" Jared's tone shifted.



"Yeah…" Mark replied, cringing.



"Awesome. That's so hot, baby…you like it?"



She briefly popped her head up to answer brightly.



"Yeah, I like it. It's big."



"So hot…" Jared's voice was husky.



"I think Mark likes it too, don't you?" Megan's voice was bright and playful before dropping her mouth onto him again.



Mark could hear Jared waiting for the answer. "Uh, yeah. Yeah, it feels…dude, honestly…it feels amazing. You're a lucky man."



Jared took a deep breath. "Yeah, I am." He took a deep breath and added, "And tonight, you are. Look man, what my Meg wants, she gets. If she wants you in bed tonight, she gets you in bed. As long as you're up for it, I'm down with it. Just…use protection, and make sure to take good care of her."



Mark began to relax. "Shit man…yeah. You got it. I'll take care of her…"



Megan lifted her lips off of her lover again to dismiss her husband.



"Bye honey! I'll see you tomorrow!"



"Bye baby…" Jared's voice sounded husky through the phone. "Take good care of him."



Mmmhmmm…. She had begun fellating again as she reached up to push the button to end the call–the phone still in Mark's right hand. 



Mark sat stunned, the warm pleasure of Megan's mouth radiating into his body for a moment before a switch flipped. A new confidence seemed to creep into Mark's body, and he felt his heart quicken with the old arousal.



It felt like the time he took Molly away from her family campsite. When he made Chris watch her servicing him, or made Chris watch him pleasuring Molly. He took what he wanted. No explanations. No justifications. 



He had forgotten what that felt like. 



Now, looking down at Megan's flowing black hair and bare, tan shoulders with the cute tan lines, her face now pointed downward in an earnest effort to give him pleasure with her mouth, Mark reacted.



"Meg."



Her lips plurrped off of him as she looked up.



"Yeah?"



"Get up here."



* * *



It took a few blinks for Jordan's eyes to adjust to the blood-red light. Reaching the bottom of the stairs, Jordan's head jerked around in spurts as she tentatively looked around the open basement space filled with what seemed to be very function-specific furniture. 



Most of it was foreign to her. Her exposure to the BDSM world had been limited to a few interactions on anonymous social media platforms. That, and the videos she watched. The videos included some accouterments: a few ropes, and in one case a post that served as a mount for the tantalizing fellatio play, and to which the girl was tied for a while later in the video. But the furnishings in the BDSM videos she watched were generally sparse. 



The room's organization was clearly meant to arrest the heart and intimidate the participants, with little in the way of visual obstructions between furniture and features. A few waist-high platforms were placed in open spaces, and a small collection of couches and chairs filled one corner. The center of the room was filled with what appeared to be some kind of exercise equipment? It at least resembled some kind of gym. And of course, as she had been warned, the entire back wall was mirrored, floor to ceiling, giving the space an expansive feel.



Schenk was already seated at a small but elegant writing table, placed near the wall opposite the mirrors. He hunched over, scribbling some quick notes on his pad. Jordan moved quietly to sit in an open chair near the table, crossing her legs and looking nervously around her.



If there was some kind of formal ceremony opening the festivities, it appeared to be in progress. The self-identified submissive women were already naked, having been herded down the stairs by their dominant partners. They now kneeled in front of those same men who stood still and quiet, remaining clothed. Those kneeling and those standing were arranged in a straight line facing each other, as the man in charge–the large black man Jordan had seen in the hall earlier–paced between them.



While none of the dominants or submissives moved, the lone naked (presumably submissive) man–the one with the chastity device on his penis–was rushing about on the side of the room, gathering equipment from some drawers along the wall perpendicular to the mirrors. After finding what he was looking for he returned to the line, distributing individual sets of black leather handcuffs to the men standing over the women, then stood quietly off to the side.



Jordan's eyes were drawn to his penis. It was small. Although, she conceded, that may have been an optical illusion created by the device itself, as Schenk had told her that mocking his penis may be a part of the play. But even with the device attached, she caught herself noting, the man's penis seemed to be larger than her husband's. 



Are there correlations between penis size and cuckold ideation? She wondered, jotting down her first note of the night. She wondered if there was research published on it. 



Everyone stood in silence for an uncomfortable amount of time. 



"Present."



The man in charge spoke a single word, and the women shuffled on their knees to turn around and bent forward until their foreheads touched the ground. Their rear ends stuck awkwardly up in the air, and they held that pose in silence. 



The man in charge nodded to the others, and they each stepped forward to cuff each woman's wrists behind her. Once cuffed, they faced forward again, kneeling upright.



Jordan noticed a slight change in posture in the women after they were cuffed. Although their faces were held down to look at the ground, it seemed their necks stretched up and their shoulders pulled back, giving an odd air of dignity to their otherwise humble pose. She couldn't decide whether it was part of the routine or not. She leaned over to whisper to Schenk:



"I noticed their posture is straighter now. Is that something they do–like a symbolic part of the ritual?"



Schenk shook his head and leaned in, whispering back.



"Well, part of it is just the handcuffs pulling their shoulders back, but you're right, they do have a shift in posture. As far as the symbolic thing…no. It's not an agreed or symbolic thing, it's an instinctive reaction, their body is just manifesting a change in their self-perception.  The cuffs are more symbolic, the posture…is a consequence of their acceptance of the symbol. They've been let into their submissive space."



"Being in this state…submissive space…it gives them better posture?"



"No, confidence does," he whispered back.



"Confidence?" Jordan was confused.



He nodded, still writing. "Many submissives enjoy occupying a relational role within the boundaries of an uncomplicated power structure. When they're in submissive space, or subspace, the ambiguities inherent in more complex social situations resolve into a single binary relationship with clear and constant feedback. Their role in that relationship is explicitly defined and their performance is explicitly evaluated in real time whenever they occupy that mental space. As long as they trust their dom, they're–happy. It's hard to explain, but you're right to notice it. It can be quite a liberating feeling. And it's not limited to the scenario. You'll note that posture correction will likely continue after the leave subspace later tonight. They'll all have square shoulders when they leave, I guarantee it. It's quite remarkable."



"Interesting…" Jordan began writing, but her attention was drawn back to the man in charge as he walked slowly down the line between the standing dominants and kneeling submissives. Stopping near the middle of the row, he extended his thumb casually out toward one of the women, who promptly  opened her mouth to receive it, then began to suck it without lifting her eyes off the floor. The man said nothing, but withdrew it and wiped it on her bare shoulder. She shivered at the touch. 



Jordan shivered sympathetically, then caught herself, shifting to sit up straight.



Looking back down at her notebook, she realized she had stopped writing in the middle of a word.



She was fixated on that tiny exchange between the man in charge and that young woman. It was so casual. That man…just stuck out his thumb, and…



Why would he do that? It was so inconsequential. So non-sexual. Silly, even.



And more disturbing…why was she so fascinated by it? Maybe even excited by it?



She leaned back over toward Schenk, whispering again. "I'm so sorry Tom, I'm gonna be in your ear a lot. I wasn't anticipating…most of this."



He smirked, nodding while writing. "Not a problem. What's up?"



"The thumb-sucking thing. Is that a signal? Some kind of operational cue that works in the dynamic?"



He nodded. "Yes and no. It doesn't signify anything in particular. It exists in the logic of the power structure. The women know that any appendage offered near their mouths should be taken into their mouths until it's taken away. So it signals that agreement, kind of affirming it to both sides. He's simply asserting that dynamic without an overtly sexual aim."



"I'm confused. I would think things would be…more overtly sexual. Aggressive. To establish dominance."



"No, not always. In fact, that's kind of rare. Usually there's a buildup. Although every scene is its own, and the dynamic can take many forms. But for many, simply waiting for their dom to initiate things has a powerful effect. Their patience is a kind of discipline in its own way. Waiting can be…a kind of foreplay of passive discipline."



Jordan nodded, looking back at the row of kneeling women. Most appeared to be in their thirties and forties, but one woman was closer to her own age, maybe mid twenties, and had a body type that approximated her own. The young woman's hair, tied behind her in a tight bun, was lighter than Jordan's, she had a similar–if shorter–build, and smaller breasts that flattened against her torso since her wrists were cuffed behind her back. 



Jordan studied the young woman's face, which tilted down in silent obedience like the rest. Her eyes were open but turned down, and she seemed intensely focused. Her body held still with rigid attention.



The man in charge continued his silent pacing. Jordan caught herself silently hoping he would extend his thumb to the young woman who looked like her. Each time he passed, then passed again, she felt her anticipation rise. He didn't do it. Although at one point he briskly tapped one of her breasts with the riding crop in his hand. She winced, but said nothing, holding her careful posture.



Jordan forced herself to look around the room again, trying to observe the scene with a detached eye, but she found her eyes drawn again and again to her doppelganger.



She was pretty. And clearly trying hard. Perhaps she was new to the group. Trying to prove something.



"How do people get initiated into these groups?" she whispered to Schenk.



He scowled thoughtfully. "Usually initiation is more or less up to the submissives who ask for it. I've studied some groups that have…what you might call a…a training pipeline. But again, it varies by the group and the scene."



"Training pipeline?" Jordan asked, surprised.



"Correct. Submissives are gradually…introduced to various practices, and decide how deep they want to go into submissive play over extended conversations with their dominants. Sometimes that is a one-on-one process, sometimes it's a group thing."



Jordan turned to watch the man in charge walking toward the younger woman again.



"Do you think this group has some kind of initiation protocol?"



"Why, are you thinking of joining?" 



Jordan turned to see a half-cocked grin. She shoved him playfully. 



"Very funny."



She then turned to see the man in charge standing in front of the young woman with two long, thick fingers extended.His free hand clutched the bun of hair sitting perky on the back of her head, holding her back. The young woman's mouth hung open, her tongue extended slightly.



Jordan swallowed.



The young woman began to strain against the contradictory commands. Jordan could see the slight lift as her hair–held firmly by the man in charge–became the tensile impediment preventing her from attending to her duty to take his other hand into her mouth.



Jordan swallowed again, then sucked in her breath sharply.



With a snap, the man let go of her hair bun and her head fell forward urgently, taking his extended fingers into her mouth and sucking noisily, never looking up.



Unable to resist the flush in her face, Jordan shifted in her chair and turned her head to look away, writing carefully on her notepad and waiting for the sucking noises to stop.



* * *



"Mrs. Poisson, I forgot my book."



"That's okay Jane. You okay sharing with Becky?"



"I guess…"



"Yeah, you guess…" Megan made a funny face as she repeated their words back to them, smiling to defuse the awkward situation as the two ninth grade girls dragged their desks together.



"Alright everyone…we're three chapters deep now. So what do we think of this Jay Gatsby guy?"



"He's kind of mysterious…" someone piped up from the back of the room.



"Good start, Zoey. Mysterious. How so?" Megan asked.



"Well, he's like…he throws parties but he doesn't really come out, and then when he does he doesn't talk about himself at all…"



"Good. Mysterious. Check." Megan mimed a checkmark in the air. "Anything else?"



"He's so romantic…when he filled the house with flowers and cookies for when Daisy came over!" Another girl's voice.



"Okay, Samantha says romantic…do we agree that Jay Gatsby is romantic?"



"Yeah…" the assent was general.



"That was a jerk move, though."



A young male voice.



"Okay Kirk, you say it was a jerk move. Which one, the parties or the flowers?"



"Kinda both, I guess," he admitted, shrugging.



"Okay. Give me more here." Megan pinched her chin thoughtfully.a gesture to encourage her student to go on.



He shrugged uncertainly again. "I don't know…it's like…who can compete with that? He throws these huge parties and lives in this huge mansion…and then he totally walks into the other guy's house and just like…fills it with flowers and candy and stuff. Like, even if that other guy wanted to get with her, like, even a little bit, he'd have no chance. It's not fair."



"Well…" Megan nodded, tilting her head slightly in correction. "The narrator–Nick–he's Daisy's cousin. So we should probably hope that he isn't thinking that way, right?" 



Megan cocked a grin as the class broke out in laughter.



"I didn't know they were cousins…" Kirk insisted, red-faced.



"It's okay…" Megan extended her hand to reassure him. "Even so, I think Kirk's point is a good one, right? This guy just rolls in with money and a flashy smile and thinks he can just get Daisy that way. And don't forget, guys, Daisy's married. This isn't like one of your freshman dances where you change boyfriends after every song…"



Some of the girls giggled. 



"But yeah, what do we make of that?" Megan continued. "Daisy is married, and it seems like she knows Gatsby wants her. And her husband–Tom–he's rich too, like Gatsby. And handsome. So she's definitely pushing some moral boundaries here. And she and Gatsby seem to have a past…so I guess that's our next question. What do you think of Daisy?"



"I feel bad for her." Samantha said.



"Bad, why?"



"Because her husband's a jerk, and he's cheating on her."



"I see." Megan nodded. "So turnabout is fair play? Is that what we're saying? Since Tom cheats on Daisy, Daisy can cheat with Gatsby?"



The room was silent. Megan, sensing an emerging feeling that real thought was occurring in the classroom–which is especially rare for ninth graders–pushed a little further.



"I'm getting the sense that we sympathize with Daisy. That we want her to get with Gatsby. So do we think her cheating is okay because her husband is mean, or do we think it's okay because Gatsby is charming and mysterious, and we like her and want her to have fun?"



More silence.



"Think about it guys. How you react to the characters in a story can actually teach you a lot about how you see the world. Why are we okay with Daisy cheating? Why are we rooting for her?"



Even more silence. Finally, another girl spoke up. Becky. The one that was sharing her book.



"I just think she isn't happy with her husband, and we want her to be happy."



Megan nodded. "But divorce in the 1920's–that was no joke. Divorce was pretty much impossible back then. It just wasn't done, and even when it was, it was pretty hard to do. A lot of social embarrassment, some serious financial consequences. So since that was the case back then, since divorce was such a big deal…would you guys think it's okay for her to just have Gatsby as a side guy?"



"No…" Becky insisted. "I think she should run away with Gatsby."



Megan nodded. "That might be an option. Is that what you would do?"



Beck blushed and shook her head. Megan laughed.



"Okay, anyone else have a take on this?"



"I still think Gatsby's a jerk," Kirk observed.



The class laughed. Megan smiled.



"That's a fair reading, Kirk. I think we can see some jerk tendencies in Gatsby if we look carefully. But he's certainly not as loud about his jerk tendencies as Tom–Daisy's husband–is. But let me ask you guys this…what if Tom was a good guy? What would you want Daisy to do then?"



Silence for a moment, then Samantha. 



"She should still run away with Gatsby. He's so romantic!"



"Okay," Megan said. "So there's a vote for Gatsby even if Tom isn't a jerk. Anyone else?"



"I vote she stays with Tom. If Tom is nice." Kirk said.



"Okay, there's a vote for stay with Tom. Explain your vote, Kirk."



"I mean…she married Tom. It's not fair to him for her to run around with another guy if he's going to be faithful to her and treat her good."



"Fair point, Kirk. What about you, Samantha?"



"I just think he's really romantic, and I think Daisy likes to be treated like that."



"Could be." Megan nodded thoughtfully for a moment. "You know guys, it's funny. When we like a character, we seem to want them to be happy, even if it seems like doing the wrong thing might be the key to their happiness."



A few students nodded. 



"Well, I think it's a good thing to want nice things for the people you like. But it can get complicated, and that's not as nice. So in the next few chapters, we're going to see some problematic things that come about from that desire. No spoilers, but look out for consequences of Daisy's attraction to Gatsby. But for now, let's look at a few specific passages and practice spotting metaphors. Let's start on page 19, and…looks like…yeah, third paragraph. Lucas, could you read the first two sentences and see if you can spot the metaphor?"

 

* * *



The red light seemed more normal now.



The little line of dominants and submissives had broken up, following what appeared to be silent gestures from the man in charge. Jordan was struck by the quiet, efficient, almost businesslike atmosphere as the women, eyes meekly directed down to the ground in front of them, were directed to various sections of the room. 



Sensing the momentum, she stopped whispering questions to Schenk and put her head down to write.



Subjects are divided into heterosexual pairs, 5 dominant men with submissive women, 1 submissive man with a dominant woman. Submissives remain unclothed, submissive male with a binding device on his genitals. Dominants remain clothed. 



Submissives are directed to individual sections with furniture, most are instructed to kneel on, lay on, or pose near their assigned furniture, some are cuffed to the furniture and fondled….



Jordan paused, looking back out over the scene and catching a distant glimpse of herself in the mirror.



She seemed tense. 



She pulled her hair behind her ear and kept writing.



Mirror appears to function as an enhancement for exhibitionist tendencies germane to the bondage scenario. Submissives seem inclined to both be controlled and to watch themselves be controlled. Dominants occasionally instruct submissives to look at themselves while being fondled or performing fellatio, leading to what appears to be an exercise in self-humiliation.



Jordan paused thoughtfully, catching herself in the mirror again. Even though it was across the room, even though the room was drenched in red light, Jordan saw her face flushing.



Shaking her head, she turned back to her notebook.



Query: Self-observation as humiliation…does this support or undercut my asserted paradigm of divided identity in BDSM practice? Have to reconsider given new data…



A sudden clatter made her look up from her writing. All of the submissives were moving quickly toward the center of the room, with the young woman that looked like Jordan unable to move with the others, as she strained against the half-pole she now was bound to. Her partner, seeing his mistake, unclipped her cuffs and she scrambled to where the others were forming a kneeling semi-circle around the man in charge, whose back was to Jordan.



Submissives converge simultaneously around the lead dominant–unclear how or why. Some kind of signal?



Jordan looked up, waiting for something new to happen. Then, in the mirror, she saw that the man had unbuttoned and unzipped his pants.



She inhaled deeply, then exhaled slowly, tucking her hair behind her hot ear again.



Signal appears to be that the lead dominant begins to take out his penis. Submissives, both male and female, are looking up at him but nobody is moving. 



Jordan looked at the mirror again, seeing her reflection avoiding eye contact, and also trying to view the whole scene, and not just focus on the slow descent of the black man's pants.



They dropped in a heap to the floor. But he wasn't naked yet. He still wore underwear–gray jockeys. A long, thick bulge of stretchy gray fabric curved lazily down one leg.



Jordan looked down at her notebook, keeping her face down like she was writing while still straining her eyes under her lids to watch the man as he unbuttoned and removed his shirt.



She felt her breath begin to chop and stammer quietly as his shirt came off. The heat around her face and ears was spreading around her body.



The man, now revealing a fit, muscular torso as he tossed his shirt aside, began moving to stand directly in front of each submissive woman, cupping his hands around the back of her head and playfully–if a bit roughly–rubbing her face against his penis, which was still distending the fabric of his underwear.



When he got to Jordan's double, he spoke as he rubbed her lips against him.



"Say you want it…" His voice rumbled out in the red silence.



"I want it…" the young woman mumbled. 



"Louder."



"I want it." Her voice was louder. Articulate. Almost assertive, in a submissive kind of way, with a small whine to season the mounting desire apparent in her voice.



"If you're a good girl, you'll get some. But you gotta impress me first…"



Jordan took note of the look of pure willingness in her double's eyes as she nodded agreeably up at him. 



The young woman kept swallowing…Jordan could see her throat muscles tightening every few seconds, but couldn't figure out why…



Then she realized. The young woman was salivating. A little bit of drool slipped out of the corner of her mouth and, unable to clean herself with her hands cuffed behind her, the small rivulet simply ran down the side of her chin and disappeared under her jaw.



Watching for the drool to become visible on her neck, Jordan noted in passing how hard the young woman's nipples were.



All the while her double's gaze was unbroken, focused on the man in charge. She was literally panting, as if thirsty, watching him as he slipped his thumbs under the waistband of his underwear and revealed himself.



Jordan felt a palpable excitement in the room as his long, thick, dark cock dangled freely in front of six eager, kneeling faces.



It was too much for her. She leaned over to Schenk, whispering quietly.



"Tom, is there a bathroom down here?"



* * *



The engine stammered to a stop as Megan turned the key off and pulled it out of the ignition. Picking up her purse and her lunch bag, she stepped out of the car and jauntily flipped the door shut with her hip. Then, light on her feet, she made her way humming past Mark's parked 4Runner toward the front door of her apartment.



It had been a good day. Her students were responsive, even actively engaged. Even the freshmen. No small victory for a freshman English class. Her energy was high, even bubbly from her first class all the way through to her sixth. Her colleagues had noticed the spring in her step and the glow around her almost too-ready smile at lunch time. Mrs. Piner, the algebra teacher who worked three rooms down from Megan,and who was closest to her in age, had slyly insinuated between classes that things were going well between Mr. and Mrs. Poisson.



And they were, actually. She wasn't wrong about that. 



Megan had a row of almost obsessive text messages to prove it, her phone buzzing obnoxiously in her desk drawer throughout the day. Unable to check her phone while teaching, she sneaked a look between classes to find a steady stream of messages from Jared, with sentiments along the lines of



"Holy shit Meg, you are soooo hot…"



"I can't believe I'm married to you. I'm so lucky!"



"Hey baby, I'm a little punchy after being awake for 30 straight hours, but I'm still gonna rock your world when I get home, so get ready"



And of course her favorite one:



"I love how much I love you, Meggles."



But the bubbly glow, which was correctly identified by Mrs. Piner's giggling insinuation, was not composed of one element. Rather, it was a strange new amalgam of–on the one hand–effusive expressions of love and devotion from her husband delivered in the aforementioned text messages, and–on the other hand–the slow burn following the physical escapades of the previous night, and even a little bit this morning.



Yes, a big part of her glow was directly attributable to the excitement of having a new sexual partner in her husband's best friend.



After hanging up the phone call with Jared, Mark hadn't wanted Megan to continue her playful fellatio for long, preferring to lift her bodily into her husband's bed, nudge her legs apart with his knees, and entered her body for the second time that night. 



She had grimaced, still a bit sore from the first awkward round, but had quickly settled into the gentle rhythm of Mark's motions. 



The contrast between sex with her husband and sex with Mark was stark, but not in the sense that one was good and the other bad. Jared had not waned in his own sexual style–that strange whirlwind of tenderness and restless ferocity that had marked their earliest physical liaisons back in Vermont. For Jared, sex was driven by a voracious appetite that could only be sated by her body. And he still fucked like a tornado.



She loved it. And he was more than able to bring her to consistent–often repeated–climaxes. And she had no trouble satisfying him either. His whirlwind style always culminated in a tight, almost desperate embrace which he held until his legs and hips stopped twitching, a feature she had jokingly deemed the "clutch moment" in the affectionate afterglow of their lovemaking.



Sex with Mark was different. And it wasn't only due to their differences in physicality–Jared was six feet tall, thin, carrying only about 150 pounds against Mark's six feet four inches, broad, muscular frame and more than 215 pounds. No, the difference was a stunning contrast in style. While Jared's passion was frenzied, not unlike being in bed with the cartoon Tasmanian Devil, Mark's passion was marked by slow, steady control. Even when he picked up speed and power, there was something about his almost wordless command of her body that just allowed her to lose herself in their union.



It seemed to be symbolized in the difference between Mark and Jared's eyes. Jared's icy blues, almost shimmering and cracking with intensity, were a strong contrast to the steady, deep, brown, sad eyes of her new lover. 



Depth. That was it, Megan realized as she made her way up the stairs to her apartment door. And not just physical depth, although there was that…she was reminded last night of the depth of her own warmth when it was plumbed by Mark's larger and longer manhood. That difference was hard to ignore. But no, it was something more psychological. Mystical even. When she was with Mark, it was like swimming in a bottomless hot spring, all the while being swaddled by someone safe and strong. He would lock eyes with her and they seemed to sink together into a deep, wordless connection. 



And it was in and through that connection that Mark would communicate what he couldn't bring himself to say out loud. 



He needed her. 



And she felt needed. 



In that moment of connection, she could see something broken in him. Something that their physical union would fix–if only briefly. There was something about the sex that Mark needed, beyond the normal intensity of testosterone's call. It was deeper, and when he was seated inside her body, her arms draped around his neck or her hands running up his back, Megan felt she could meet that need. 



She wasn't sure how Jared would feel about that aspect of it, but then again, all of this was new and scary. He seemed mostly excited by the physical aspect. No need to over-emphasize the emotional. He wouldn't understand that, probably.



And her priority was to make Mark feel safe, given the vulnerability of his mental state lately.



She turned the keys in her lock and opened the door. 



Mark had tidied up the living room and kitchen, she noted with a smile. Shutting the door behind her, she heard the shower running. She dropped her purse and keys and moved into the kitchen to clean out the cooler bag with the remnants of her packed lunch. Hearing the shower turn off, her heart skipped a little bit when, subsequently, she heard the bathroom door open.



Megan set her rinsed lunch bag upside down on the dish rack as Mark appeared in the kitchen doorway.



"Hey Meg. How was your day?"



He was naked. Casually drying his hair. His broad frame filling the doorway, his towel ruffling his increasingly scruffy hair before revealing a clean shaven face. 



He shaved for her.



Megan smiled to herself as her eyes drifted downward.



Below his strong jaw was the familiar yet powerful V frame of a man who threw stones around for a living all day, tapering down from shoulder, to pectoral, to visible but not obnoxiously toned abdominals, nearing a vertex where a tuft of black hair signaled the base of a long, thick, circumsized cock dangling between his long, sturdy thighs.



"Meg? You okay?"



She snapped out of her stare for a moment.



"Yeah. Fine. Day was good. Gatsby with the ninth graders."



"Oh, you're doing Fitzgerald?"



"Yeah, it's on the ninth grade curriculum."



"Were the students into it?"



"Kinda. Mixed bag, like always." 



"Yeah…"



Megan couldn't help but let her eyes be drawn to his naked body again. She felt her face begin to flush. 



"Meg? Everything okay?"



"Yeah. Just…"



"Oh…" Mark looked down. "Sorry, I'll get some pants on."



Suddenly, Megan realized it. A small success.



As attractive as his body was, his casual nudity signified something more important.



He felt safe in their home.



She moved forward to touch his arm as he turned around. "No, don't worry about it. I'm just a little burned out from teaching all day. That's all."



"Oh. Okay." Mark shrugged, then began to attach the towel around his waist. "I was wondering if you wanted to talk about, like…last night?"



Megan's flush deepened, but she crossed her arms and shrugged casually. "Sure. What about it?"



"I'm just…checking in, I guess. Are we still cool?"



Megan laughed in spite of herself. The odd insecurities of this man…



"Yeah, Mark. We're cool." She uncrossed her arms and walked over to embrace him, extending her hands around the back of his neck, resting her cheek on his chest. 



He responded in kind, lacing his fingers together over the small of her back. 



"What about you, big guy?" Megan asked. "You okay?"



"Yeah, I'm good. Great, actually. I had a good day."



"That's good." Megan sighed in his arms, pausing for a moment. "Jared should be home in an hour or so."



"Oh." Mark nodded, releasing the embrace. "So I guess you want to, uh…"



She looked up at him with a cocked eyebrow. "Go ahead. Finish your thought, Mark."



"You want to…make dinner or something? I can help."



Megan shook her head, smirking. "I can't tell if you're this obtuse because you're scared of me still, or if you really don't pick up on hints like this."



"I just don't want to…"



"To impose, yeah…you mentioned that…" Megan nodded in mock exasperation. She patted his bare chest gently with the flat of her hand and began to walk past him out of the kitchen.



Mark watched her go.



Walking to the bathroom door across the living room, Megan turned around with her hand on the doorknob. 



"So I'm gonna take a shower, 'cause you smell good and I think it'll help me relax a little."



"Okay…" Mark nodded.



"After that," Megan said pointedly, inflecting her tone as if she were giving crystal clear instructions to a student who simply could not get to the answer on his own, "after that it's up to you, really. But given the arrangement we negotiated last night, I think you should know that when I say 'my husband will be home in an hour,' it really means that I want to take you to bed and see what we can get done in forty five minutes."



She stepped into the bathroom and turned on the light. "What you choose to do with that bit of information…well, it's really up to you, old sport."



Megan stepped into the bathroom, turning around to throw one more cock-eyed smirk in his direction before closing the door between them.



* * *



The bathroom door clicked shut behind Jordan. Almost blinded by the white light of the half-bathroom, a stark shift from the blood-red air she stepped out of, Jordan blinked several times as she turned on the sink and looked into the mirror. 



Looking at herself, she was suddenly profoundly grateful that the…sex dungeon or whatever it was…was bathed completely in red light. Her blush was so deep, the scarlet of her pale skin so pronounced it almost looked like she just escaped death by strangulation. 



She splashed some cold water on her face. 



It just wouldn't do to look like this when she was there in a strictly professional capacity. And she had no makeup-based solution. She didn't plan for her whole head turning the hue of a ripe tomato. 



She cupped some more cold, soaking in the contrasting feeling between her palms and the rest of her skin. Then she lifted the water and splashed it into her face. Then, rinsing out her mouth, she splashed her face again. She stood upright, took a deep breath, and tried to compose herself.



Quite the scene down there, isn't it?



Jordan winced at the girl in the mirror.



"We had a deal," she whispered angrily. 



Did we?



"Yes! I wear this…thing, and you stay out of it."



I am staying out of it. I didn't bother you once down there. And we both know I had plenty of opportunities to bother you But it doesn't look like you really needed my help to get bothered this time.



"Yeah, well…don't get any ideas."



The girl in the mirror smirked.



Tough talk from the girl who blushed so hard she almost melted like a candle. Is that really our first glimpse of black cock?



"It had nothing to do with his skin color. It was the context of the situation. It was…anthropologically interesting. Kind of a…totemistic ritual."



I couldn't agree more, actually.



"I just wasn't expecting it is all."



Okay. I believe you.



Jordan glared at herself in the mirror.



"What?"



I didn't say anything. I'm perfectly happy to abide by the terms of our deal. So let's do it. Are you ready to get back in there?



Jordan hesitated.



"Yes."



Really?



She hesitated again.



"I don't know."



You do know that I'm just you, right? We're not actually different?



"Yes. No. I mean…I don't know. I wrote a paper on it. Well, a rebuttal to another paper."



I know, honey. I was there. But what are we doing here?



"I don't know."



Some psychologist you are…



"Right?" Jordan allowed herself a little laugh. To her surprise, the girl in the mirror laughed too.



Okay. Since we already agreed to cooperate, let me help you out. You're scared to go back in there because you're afraid something about you is going to leak out. Something you need to stay hidden.



Jordan shook her head. She wanted to disagree, but she had to admit it. But the girl in the mirror was right. She was scared of exactly that.



So what you need to do is just…let it out now. When it's just the two of us here. I won't tell anyone.



"What? How?"



Just tell me the truth. I already know. Say it out loud so you know it for yourself.



"Say what? That I'm…aroused?"



The girl in the mirror rolled her eyes.



God, no. Nothing so basic. Here, let me help you. Unbutton your blouse.



Jordan stared at the mirror. "Why?"



The girl in the mirror stared back.



Jordan sighed and began unbuttoning her blouse. Two buttons down she saw the flush on her chest, deep as a full-day sunburn.



"Is that what you want me to admit? I already told you I'm…"



The girl in the mirror shook her head.



No, that's not it. Keep going.



Jordan began to slowly reveal the lace of her lingerie. Looking back into the mirror for direction, she finally undid the last button.



Open it. All the way.



Jordan revealed her torso, flushed and elegantly yet provocatively adorned with soft, sheer lace and delicate straps that stretched over her toned stomach and disappeared into the top of her pants.



"Okay," she said into the mirror. "Now what?"



Say it. 



"Say what?"



The girl in the mirror rolled her eyes. 



Honestly. Do I have to do everything? You want to show this to that man down there. That's why you wore it.



Jordan's eyes widened.



The girl in the mirror's eyebrow cocked up.



Am I wrong?



Jordan's hands, still clutching the button line of her blouse held wide open, began to shake. Her eyes dropped, and she finally allowed her head to shake.



"No. You're not wrong."



Okay. Good start. Keep going. You wish you were on your knees with those girls, don't you?



Jordan nodded gravely.



But do you really?



Jordan started, her head jerking back in surprise.



"What's your game? Isn't your whole thing like…to get me to do sex things that my sober moral self would never do in a million years?"



No honey, that's not my game. I actually don't have a game. Just accept it. I'm you. And you don't want to fuck that guy. At least not right now. You don't know him. You just got caught up in that situation. And that's okay. It's okay to let yourself go sometimes. But you don't want to do it here. Not this way. We need to keep our head on our shoulders. And I'm with you. I got your back girl!



"Really?" Jordan let go of her blouse's button line. It fell half closed, covering most of the front of her torso.



Yes. Really. Now button up your blouse and get back in there. You're missing some good stuff.



Jordan quickly began buttoning up her blouse, surprised at the sudden turn of temperament from her interlocutor.



"You're right. I don't want to…be with that guy. Not really. It's just a fantasy."



See? I told you I was on your side. Trust me. 



"Okay."



Now if it was Mark down there in the dungeon…



Jordan smirked at herself, shaking her head and quickly washing her hands before heading out the bathroom door.



* * *



Megan's gentle whimpering descended once again into the toneless, heavy, syncopated breathing, effecting a kind of glow in the minimal space between her skin and Mark's. Megan's eyes flitted briefly as Mark pushed his torso up off of hers. Their eyes met as she looked up at him from her pillow with her hands still laced behind his neck. The surprised face of orgasm was still fading, leaving breathy satisfaction, the brief flash dimming steadily before the rich afterglow. 



Mark's softening cock remained seated deep inside her body, his pelvis nestled into her open thighs as his back slackened into the upward slope of a curve.



"You okay?" He asked between heavy breaths.



Mark's eyes were solicitous. Concerned. A noteworthy shift from the look of deep connection they had shared while he was still thrusting into her. 



"You keep asking that, Mark. I'm fine. More than fine, actually." She chuckled. "I mean, I just got laid."



Mark's head dropped with a grin and a snuffed chuckle before rising again to meet her gaze. "I didn't hurt you?"



"I might be a little sore…but it was worth it." Her smile was soft, her face trying to convey her acceptance of his physical intrusion in her body. Yet another effort to calm his angst. 



During their coupling, she had made a point to hold wordless eye contact with her lover as much as she could. Their erotic connection deepened the pleasure of the experience for her, but she also felt his body sink into a relaxed flow whenever she gave him visual cue of welcome on her face. Whatever deep emotional need it seemed that he needed from the sex, it seemed to bet met when she looked right at him. Now that he had ejaculated into yet another spent condom, she could see the erratic edges of his angst and sadness pressing again into the gold-brown of his eyes.



Megan tightened her grip behind his neck and lifted herself up to kiss him.



"It was great. You were great."



"You sure this is okay?"



Megan's smile tightened. "I don't know what else to tell you, Mark. Jared's coming home soon. He knows what we've been doing. You can ask him if you don't believe me."



Mark's eyes dropped in shame and uncertainty. Megan tried to kiss him again, but he lifted his body off of hers before she could. Her eyelids flitted upward as she felt his manhood withdraw and then drop out of her. Silently, she watched him as he sat up on the side of the bed, pulled off the condom, and threw it in the trash next to Jared's nightstand. He then grabbed his towel and wrapped it around his waist, leaving the room.



Megan took another deep breath and laid back, looking up at the texture patterns on her bedroom ceiling. 



Suddenly, Mark reappeared in the doorway, fully clothed. He hastily made his way to the trash can and pulled out the liner that contained the small handful of his used prophylactics before quietly replacing it with a fresh liner. 



Megan didn't say a word. Just watched him come in, change the trash bag, and leave. She could hear him fumbling around in the front room, clearly busying himself with preparations for her husband to come home.



For her part, she just luxuriated in the warm, deep bodily relaxation that followed her afternoon tryst. Sex with Mark after a hard day of work…she could get used to this. Her breath returned to a normal rate, but deeper. Slower. She felt herself drifting toward a sleepy end when she heard the front door open.



"Hey man…" 



Mark's voice.



"Hey."



"So…Davis wouldn't let you take a nap, huh? What a dick."



"Yeah. So…long day. Long couple days, actually. You know how it is."



"Yep. Anything happen on watch?"



"Nah. Just sitting around jacking off, you know."



Megan briefly wondered if Jared's description of his activities the night before were more figurative or literal.



"So…" she heard Jared say. 



"Yeah." Mark. He sounded sheepish.



"You guys…"



"Yep."



"How many times?"



"3. And a half."



"Half? What do you count as half?"



"It was when we woke up…we went for a little while but then she was late for work, so…"



"Oh. That's half a fuck?"



Megan squeezed her eyes shut in the next room, stifling a laugh as she imagined Mark shrugging dismissively. 



"Okay. So three fucks and a half-fuck."



"Yeah. So…"



Mark's voice.



"Are, we like, cool and everything?"



"Yeah, for sure. I told you, man. If she's down, I'm down. Was she good?"



"Oh, man. Incredible."



Megan felt the dimple spots in her cheeks deepen as a smile spread across her face. She pulled the sheet up to her mouth, her body betraying her shy delight at the compliment.



"Awesome. Glad to hear it. Yeah…I'm a lucky man."



"Yeah you are."



"You leave any leftovers? Or is she just like…destroyed in there?"



Megan's shoulders wiggled up and down, her hips twitching involuntarily as she reacted with unanticipated excitement to being discussed by her husband and lover as if she weren't even there. As if she were an object they were sharing. 



"Yeah, plenty left. She said she was a little sore, but she's probably good to go.



"Cool. I'mma get in there, then."



"Yeah, man. Get your dick wet. She's definitely, uh, she's definitely warmed up."



On the other side of the open door, Megan rearranged the sheets quickly to look more nonchalant as she heard footsteps making their way toward the doorway. Jared appeared presently, sporting icy eyes of deep blue fire. Without a word, he quickly began unbuttoning his uniform, removing each item of clothing with cold efficiency, exposing his lean body to his wife's gaze.



Megan's heart jumped when she saw it.



There it was. The look. That look of intense hunger. He often wore an expression resembling that hunger when they made love, but this was…so much more intense. Like it used to be…



She recognized it as the look he gave her the first time they went to bed together in Vermont. 



Megan's breath caught in her throat as her husband, making his way over the warm spot on the bed so recently occupied by his best friend, and silently slipped between her legs and desperately inserted his rigid cock into her swollen, wet warmth.



Fireworks.



From outside the bedroom, Mark smiled to himself as he began to hear the rapid squeaking of bed springs, which was peppered and punctuated by occasional exclamations from Megan.



"Oh, baby…"



"Oh shit…oh, SHIT…."



"Oh, Jesus, JJ…"



The squeaking began to couple with the jackhammer sounds of their bedposts knocking rhythmically against the far bedroom wall. Mark heard Megan's breathing quickening audibly. Then, within a few moments, Mark heard her breathing sputter into a few choking, sobbing exhalations, then held silent for a disturbing amount of time. 



Finally, she was heard again, the stammer in her breath tearing the air in the apartment with a shriek.



"Fuck! FUCK! YEEEEEEEEEEEEEESSSSSSSS!"



Clearly surprised by the intensity of her husband's desire, and her own body's explosive reaction to it, Megan screamed with wild abandon at the top of her lungs. 



Mark silently laughed to himself, imagining Jared's jackrabbit intensity as Megan, wild eyed with shock, absolutely exploded underneath him. 



Megan was clearly on a new sexual plane, having taken her second lover in two days, having her fifth round of sex in the same stretch of time, and now reveling in the physical evidence that her husband fully accepted and even embraced her consensual indiscretions.



Mark's grinning realization was interrupted by a knock on the door. 



Startled, he quickly and quietly shut the bedroom door to give Jared and Megan some privacy, then gingerly opened the door to see Mrs. Schatz, the elderly next door neighbor with a look of concern on her face.



"I'm sorry…do I know you?" the old woman asked, squinting up at Mark.



"I'm sorry ma'am, no you don't, we haven't been introduced yet. I'm Mark Rein. I'm staying with Megan and Jared for a few weeks. I'm a friend…we–Jared and I–we're friends in the service."



"Oh. I see. I just didn't know you, and then I heard…I thought I heard Megan screaming and I was just a little worried. Did something happen? Is she okay?"



Mark nodded seriously, stumbling with a response. The jackrabbit thumps against the wall continued, then increased in tempo, and Megan's scream came from the bedroom door again, only slightly muffled by the closed door.



"OHHHOHHH, FUCK! FUCK…ME! OH MY FUCKING GOD, BABY! OH… FUCK! I'M COMING AGAIN!"      



Mark turned to Mrs. Schatz and shrugged. "I'm gonna say…yeah. Yeah, I think she's okay."



* * *



Jordan sat down near Professor Schenk again, her face cooler with the water recently dried from it. 



He seemed to have hit a lull in his note taking, and now sat casually observing what appeared to be a half dozen distinct scenes of sexual torture play scattered around the room.



Refreshed, Jordan cheerfully leaned in once more, whispering



"What'd I miss?"



Schenk grinned.



"Not much. Looks like the group activity is over."



"So that little…gathering a little while ago. Did any of them actually…do anything?"



Schenk shook his head. "No. It seems like this dom is big on teasing…slow-burn teasing. He's actually dressed again, but he's got his leather on now.



Jordan looked over, and indeed, he was. Hunched attentively over Betty, the middle aged woman that Jordan had chatted with earlier. Betty was restrained against an elevated seat with a high backrest. The man in charge was massaging her open thighs–having her feet bound apart in adjustable stirrups. 



His large hands moved up and down her calves, her upper and inner thighs, her lower stomach and breasts, and then casually and lightly over her iliac region and lower on her pubic bone. Always approaching, but never touching the center.



Betty's eyes appeared distant. Vacant even. Her body lay slack, with occasional small hip thrusts, impertinently demanding his touch.



"Do people go into trances?" Jordan whispered to Schenk again.



He pursed his lips thoughtfully. "You might call it that. People occupy roles at various depths of consciousness, and occupying a deep psychological space is frequently the appeal. And it's often a main source of the most intense pleasure."



Jordan nodded, scribbling in her notebook as she heard Betty gasp. Her head jutted up to catch the man in charge resting the pad of one middle finger near the top of her vagina, casually resting on the spot.



Jordan strained to see if his hand moved on her, but couldn't tell for sure. But it appeared that he was just holding still, holding his finger out casually, as if resting lightly on a button but never actually pressing it. 



Betty began to tense, all of her limbs straining against her restraints, her face turning deep red as veins became apparent in her neck.



The man grunted his disapproval, his head shaking menacingly as Betty's eyes scrunched shut and she began to breathe loudly, heaving in a controlled rhythm.



"What's happening with Betty?"



Schenk didn't look over, as he had his eyes on an unrelated sexual horsewhipping in a different corner of the room. 



"Orgasm denial. She wants to have an orgasm, and he's not allowing her to."



"How does he stop her?"



"He doesn't. He tells her, and she stops herself. If she doesn't, she's punished."



Jordan shuddered. Her memory shot back to a similar disorientation she experienced with Mark before he left. She had been bent over his kitchen counter, worked up by the skillful use of his fingers, and…



She shook off the memory, turning to Schenk again.



"Is it more common for the dominants to force inaction–something like resisting an orgasm–or is it more common to compel action like compliance with a sexual demand?"



Schenk stopped writing. "Interesting question. I'm not sure if it's the kind of thing that can be quantified. But I haven't thought of analyzing it from that angle before. Very impressive, Ms. Simms."



Jordan felt a small thrill at having impressed the senior professor, an emotional response that was an unearthed relic of her eager undergraduate years. She began to relax a little more, then, still riding the high of his praise, she blurted out her next words without thinking.



"I was kinda hoping to see something a little more artistic tonight."



Schenk paused. "Artistic? How do you mean?"



Jordan froze. 



"I'm sorry," she hastened. "I don't mean to imply that I had…expectations for the evening or anything, just as an observer and all…"



"No, no…" Schenk's eyebrow raised. "What did you hope to see? What kind of…art do you mean?"



Jordan cleared her throat. "I just…I saw some more artistic ways of binding in some of the videos I saw. I found it intriguing, the incorporation of artisanship into the bondage ritual at all."



"Artistic ways of binding?"



"Well, um…there were colored ropes, and they were arranged in geometric patterns around the women's bodies…"



"Oh, you mean Shibari." Schenk nodded to himself, leaning back in his chair. "Yeah, that's gaining in popularity lately. What interested you about it?"



Jordan felt herself flush again, once again grateful for the deep red light. Somewhere in the distance, she heard a flat paddle smack flatly against bare skin, and the female grunt and the tinkling sound of jiggling chains as someone twitched in response to the flogging.



Jordan forced herself to focus. "I…think it's an interesting convergence. Of visual, tactile, and symbolic play in the act of restraining. The man sees the shapes, they form a kind of de facto lingerie on the woman's body, and he gets to…create it. He creates her appearance and position at the same time. The woman submits to being both bound and clothed–well, partly clothed. And there's a tactile dimension to the bondage and the binding process itself…it just seemed to be interesting."



"Indeed." Schenk began to nod and smile. "Well, you could always ask for a demonstration."



Jordan's eyes widened. "A demonstration?"



Schenk shrugged. "Sure. You've got five doms in the room. I guarantee one of them does Shibari. Probably more than one."



Jordan swallowed. "Is that…ethical?"



Schenk leaned back in his chair. "Well, it depends. You're not doing publishable research. This is just your…curiosity, right?"



Jordan's eyes fell slightly as she felt her breath deepen. She cleared her throat.



"Yes. Professional curiosity."



Schenk shrugged again. "Then it's fine. But if you step into their space, you have to honor it."



Jordan stopped short. "How do you mean?"



Schenk leaned forward, resting his elbows on the desk. "Nothing you don't consent to. But they'll likely play up your status as an observer. Incorporate your professional interest into their domination dynamic. They won't involve you directly, of course. Just…use you as an audience. So if they want to talk to you, you should play along."



Jordan sat still, thinking.

 

"Are you okay with that? Is it going to mess up what you're looking at?"



Schenk nodded. "This is actually a pretty unremarkable group. I haven't seen anything here that I think you'd spoil by stepping into the circle."



Jordan's eyes widened. "This is unremarkable?" 



He smiled, avoiding an answer. 



"Well?" he said. "Shall we ask for a demonstration?"



* * *



Mark met Jared with a low-five and a fist-bump as he walked out of the bedroom and past the couch. Wearing only boxer shorts, Mark's former number-two man flopped down on the couch next to Mark's chair with an air of exhausted confidence, clearly spent and satisfied.



"Sup…" Jared grinned over at him.



Mark jutted his chin up in acknowledgment. "Sup. Good times…"



"Yeah…" Jared let a breathy chuckle slip out of a half grin. 



"She okay?" Mark sounded genuinely concerned.



"Not sure. The way she was twitching…I don't know. Maybe give it five minutes and call an ambulance?"



Mark grinned back. "Bet you feel good about yourself."



Jared nodded, smirking. "I could get used to this team-up shit. She was ready to go man. You're a great opening act. Alley-oop with my girl…"



Megan toodled awkwardly into the room, her hair mussed and hanging unevenly between her back and front, her tanned body smooth and bare to the sight of both men–except a clutched fistful of a wadded-up gray T-shirt awkwardly covering her pubis. Mark and Jared turned to watch her walk in, both taking her in as she flopped down next to her husband on the couch, exhausted.



"Heya fellas. How 'bout them Knicks?"



Mark and Jared laughed out loud as she broke into a sleepy grin. 



"Meg, you're working overtime…" Mark quipped.



"Well, I'm duly compensated, gentlemen. I tell ya…a girl could get used to this…"



Mark smiled again as Jared leaned over to plant a kiss on his wife's cheek. 



"So," he said as Jared settled back into his own exhausted slouch, "we should probably talk about this."



"Yeah, yeah…" Megan smiled, making the yapping gesture with her hand. "Mark wants to talk again…He wants to know where everyone stands…"



"I just…I feel like I'm pushing boundaries as your guest, you know…that's all. I'd feel better if we…"



"You're not a fucking guest, dude." Jared cut him off.



Mark blinked in surprise, unsure how to respond.



"What he means…" Megan added, explaining quietly, still slightly slurred from so much recent euphoria, "is that you're…more welcome here than a regular guest. I'd hope that's clear after…you know…the last day or so."



"No, that's not what I mean." Jared sat up, suddenly serious. "Dude, you're family now. I know you don't got a family left since your mom died before you joined up and Benny died before that. I know the Corps was your backup family, and you feel like they fucked you over. And even though they definitely did, I hope you come back to it when you figure your shit out. For now, we're your family. Me and Meg. You're part of our relationship now. If we have a spare room, you get it. If we don't, you sleep in bed with us. You can go with us to DC if you want, or whatever you want to do. But wherever we are, you can count on a place with us. If you want it."



He paused to look over at his wife, and found a look of shock on her face. "I mean, that's how I feel about it, babe. Is that where you're at?"



Still shocked, Megan shook her head in disbelief, her eyes wide. "I mean…we didn't talk about it, but…yes. Yes Mark, that's how I feel. That's how we feel."



She paused, giving a half-hopeful smile as Mark took in their words.



He stayed silent for a long time. Then, turning to Jared, he asked a blunt question.



"This thing with me and Meg…is that like a fetish for you? It's cool if it is, but I'm not sure how I feel about it."



Jared's face turned red. "It's…kinda hard to explain."



Mark's eyes narrowed. "Try."



As awkward as the conversation was turning, Megan noticed Mark's face beginning to show hints of his former confident, bright personality. He seemed quietly amused at the subtle interrogation of his freshly cuckolded friend.



Jared cleared his throat. "Honestly…I don't really get it myself. Meg and me talked about it alot, and it's just like…I'm super attracted to her, and so when other guys are attracted to her too, it gets me excited. And it's kinda the same when she wants to do more on her own."



Now Mark turned to Megan. "Is this…do you guys do this a lot? I mean, it's none of my business, I just want to…have my eyes open."



Megan shook her head firmly. "No, actually. Just with you…I don't do casual sex. I have to really trust the guy to enjoy it, and JJ doesn't like it unless I really enjoy it. So…so far it's…just been you."



Mark nodded slowly, then sat in silence for a moment. Jared rubbed his hands together uncomfortably, waiting for a response. 



"I guess I'm just trying to figure out where I stand. With Molly's husband, he was like…I don't know, it was weird. It kinda creeped me out a little bit. But he wasn't an active part of it. He was always off to the side. I wasn't friends with him."



Jared nodded. "Yeah, I'm not sure how we label it, honestly."



Mark looked over to Megan. "So obviously, he's your husband, you're his wife…what does that make me?"



Megan shrugged. "Whatever you want to be, I guess. Friend, obviously. Sex-buddy, definitely. I don't know. Maybe…whatever you want to be. As long as you're happy here, I don't care what we call it."



Mark squinted thoughtfully. "I've got to think about it."



The trio sat in silence until Jared spoke up.



"Or just don't think about it. I don't think we need anything official, man. Let's just…be together."



Mark shook his head. "No. I can't step into another situation like this. The last one…"



"It's not like Molly," Megan insisted urgently. "We're all friends. And I'm not going to leave Jared. No one's competing. We just want you to feel like you have a place here. Believe me, Mark…we only want you to be happy."



"Totally," Jared added. "Whatever that looks like. You get a better job and want to move? We're cool with that. You want to stay? Cool. You find a nice girl and want to be exclusive with her? We're down with it. We just want to make sure you've got a place to call home, and we want to be that place. And if you just want to be here, if you don't want it to get sexual or whatever, that's fine too. Just say the word."



Megan nodded earnestly, the credibility of the last caveat undercut somewhat by her exposed body.



Mark's gaze held down on the ground, thinking. 



"I don't know. Let me think about it."



Jared shrugged. "That's fine. Think all you want, or don't. As long as you're cool, we're cool." He stood up and stretched, his arms straining over his head, nearly touching the ceiling. "But I'm done with the feelings talk. I've been up for 36 straight hours. I'm going to sleep."



Mark looked up and gave a half smile. "I can't believe Gunny Davis wouldn't let you lay down for an hour to take the edge off. Wonder what's up his ass…"



Jared nodded sleepily. "Who knows. If I'm ever a company gunny, I'm gonna get all the bugs out my ass way before…"



Megan broke into a giggle. "Do you hear what you're saying?"



Jared grinned at himself. "I guess not. I don't know what I'm sayin'. I'm tired. Fuck it. I'm goin' to bed. You two crazy kids watch your Spock and Scotty space show, or whatever. I'm out." He leaned down to kiss his wife, then turned back toward the bedroom, disappearing into the fading dark beyond the doorway. Megan stood up and followed him.



Mark watched her firm buttocks out of the corner of his eye as picked up the TV remote and began flipping through channels. The TV screen flitted from picture to picture, and Mark didn't pay real attention to what was on. He was just trying not to think too hard about the mixed emotions of the past two days. 



Finding a basketball game on TV, he set down the remote and leaned back in his chair, startled to see Megan standing next to it. He hadn't heard her walk back out.



She was dressed now. Plaid pajama bottoms and a form fitting black tank top with spaghetti straps.



"Whatcha watchin?"



"I don't know," Mark said. "Looks like…Knicks and Pistons."



"Wow. They both suck this year."



"Yeah, they do."



Megan moved over to sit on the couch again, but looked pointedly over at Mark as she sat down. She patted the spot next to her, inviting him to sit next to her.



Mark didn't move.



"What's your endgame, Meg? What do you want out of this?"



She stopped patting the couch and leaned back, tilting her head. 



"What do you mean?"



Mark shrugged. "Where is this going?"



Megan tucked her legs up onto the couch and shrugged. "Where do you want it to go?"



Mark shrugged back. "I don't know. But I like to know the risk before I walk into an open field full of IEDs."



She nodded. "I get that."



He waited for her response, but she seemed finished.



"So…what's the endgame here? Where is this going?" He gestured at the space between them with two fingers.



"Honestly, Mark…" she let out a slightly exasperated laugh. "Where is it going? It's already there. What I want…is what I…what we already have. I have a great marriage to a man I love, and I have you."



"Just an extra cock to have around?"



"No," Megan answered patiently. "But also yes, I guess. I mean, I'm not gonna turn down more great sex. I'm a red-blooded American girl in my twenties."



Mark shrugged, looking back at the TV again. "I just don't get it."



She let the game run for a moment while she thought out a response.



"Mark, listen to me." 



He looked away from the TV and back over to her.



"I'm going to say something that sounds harsh, but you need to hear it. And I'm saying it because I…we deeply care about you. And you can't see what I'm about to say because you're kind of stuck inside it right now. And also, for what it's worth, you're a man, and it seems like there's something about having a dick that makes you incapable of naming or understanding your own emotional needs. So I'm gonna do it for you. You ready?"



Mark shrugged. 



Megan cleared her throat, and took a deep breath.



"Since you got back from Afghanistan, you have been a shell of yourself."



He rolled his eyes, annoyed.



"Don't dismiss that…" Megan's brow furrowed, her voice suddenly sharp. Mark lazily looked back toward her, waiting for her to continue.



She felt angry all of the sudden. A little defensive.



"You have been a shell of what you were before you deployed. I don't know what actually caused it, or if it's a combination of things. And that bullshit court martial…and that Macintosh mother fucker…" she clenched her teeth for a moment before catching herself. "It all just added up. And Molly was kind of propping you up, which was great for a while, but even she knew you were deep in the shit. When you two ended things, and you started spiraling, I got scared. Real scared, Mark. And I want to help."



"So what, you're gonna fuck me back to my old self?"



Mark immediately regretted it as flames appeared behind the dark brown irises of Megan's eyes. 



Then tears followed as her face dropped down and she fell into helpless silence.



"Meg…I'm sorry. I didn't mean that. I…I'm just really confused."



She nodded, wiping her tears. Then, composing herself, she looked up again. 



"I don't really know what to do to help you. But I do know that when you feel safe here, I see flashes of your old self again. And yes, that does include the times when we're…together."



He had no answer.



"Okay." She said, standing up. "I can see you're not ready to talk about this." Agitated, she turned to walk away, then stopped to add a thought.



"I don't want to fuck you back to your old self, Mark. I want to love you into your best self. If it doesn't work, it's okay. Because you're worth it." 



Mark let her almost reach her bedroom door before calling after her.



"Meg."



She turned around.



"Do you love me?"



She gave him a tight smile. "Yep."



"Like you love Jared?"



Her eyes looked up and away for a moment before returning. "No. But also yes."



Mark's confused look matched her feelings in admitting it.



"Look," she continued, "I don't really get it. It's not a thing I imagined myself feeling or…uh…a situation I thought I'd find myself in."



"So what is it?"



She walked back to the couch and sat down again. "I don't know. It's like…I don't feel any less love for Jared. I mean, Jesus…you heard what happened when he came home. He really put a cherry on top of your dessert at the end there."



Mark grinned. "Yeah, I heard. So did Mrs. Schatz, by the way."



Megan's hand covered her mouth, her eyes bugging. "Mrs. Schatz? The neighbor?"



Mark nodded. "She came by. She heard you screaming."



Megan began to giggle into the hand over her mouth, mortified.



Mark grinned again, then broke into laughter himself. For a moment the two of them just rollicked, doubled over in laughter. 



When it passed, Megan wiped her eyes again. "Well, that's going to be an awkward hallway meeting."



"No shit…" Mark wiped his eyes.



"But seriously…" She returned to her earlier point. "Mark, we've known you since before we got married. You've known Jared almost as long as I have. And Jesus…you saved his life! And then…when I freaked out and told you he still needed you…you basically hijacked a fucking helicopter to take over again and make sure he was safe."



She paused, shaking her head and locking eyes with him before continuing. "You think it's no big deal, because…because that's just who you are. That's the real Mark Rein. A fucking hero who just shrugs it off and keeps being a hero. Now you're a shell of that. So yeah, I want to bring you back. Because again…you're worth it."



Mark felt uncomfortable as she held his gaze. 



"See?" she said. "There it is. That…compulsive modesty. All I said is what you did, I didn't exaggerate and you just…can't even accept who you are! God, Mark. You can be so fucking frustrating sometimes. Yeah, I love you. You saved my husband's life. Probably more than once. And he absolutely worships the ground you walk on. So yeah, I'm gonna love you for that. If nothing else."



Mark sat silent, taking it in. 



"I don't know where it's going, Mark," she said at last. "I'm just happy with where it is. I'd feel almost the same way if it hadn't gotten sexual, but it has. And JJ's into that, and it makes him happy when I get freaky. That's weird enough, but also pretty good luck. Because you're hot, and I'm good to go. We hit the fucking trifecta by accident. Let's just enjoy it for what it is. And I'll even help you find a girl that makes you happy, if that's what you want. In the meantime…"



She patted the couch again. 



Appeased but still uneasy, Mark stood up and sat next to her on the couch. She tucked her legs up again, and hooked her arm through his, resting her head on his shoulder as they turned to watch the game. 



* * *



"Immobilization is a better term…" 



Jordan stood with arms crossed, solemnly observing as the sturdy, white skinned middle-aged man still in full clothing carefully wrapped soft, red rope around the young woman's arms behind her back, the palms of her hands smashed together with a geometric arrangement of rope: an intricate, symmetrical herringbone.



The young woman who looked like Jordan stood passive but tense, yielding to the drapery and bindings of colorful rope. She kept her eyes down, not speaking as her body was arranged.



This was the closest Jordan had gotten to her–just feet away. 



Jordan's faux-double was completely naked, her pubic hair shaved bare, her hair messy and hanging loose after being bound to the post and whipped with a riding crop. Her skin was a matte sheen of recently dried sweat, and her makeup was smudged. 



Although she still looked quite well put-together. 



"At least for this particular practice, I don't prefer the term bondage. Sounds too involuntary," the dom continued. "The girl, if she's good, will get the privilege of rope holding her posture. And it accents the better features of her body in a way I like. So she wins all around. In contrast, if she's in training, or if she needs to be punished, she gets no rope. No pretty assistance. She'll need to hold the posture herself. That's much more taxing for her."



Jordan nodded, processing the information. This was one of the lesser doms, delegated to demonstrate for her by the man in charge, who seemed distracted when she asked for the demonstration. 



Now, the man in charge seemed to be preparing to engage with another couple…



Jordan glanced around until she saw him on the far side of the room. He was moving slowly behind Betty, who was bent over a padded bench. The man with the small cage on his penis kneeled next to Betty, his body roughly in line with her hips. The man in charge grabbed the caged man's hair, shook his head around as he growled something to him, then let go of it roughly, leaving it messy. Then, he adjusted Betty's hips and…



Was she missing the cuckolding? 



There was just too much to take in all at once.



She turned back to see the man with the rope waiting patiently for her attention.



"I'm sorry…" Jordan apologized. "I was just…distracted. Please, continue, this is very…interesting."



"She doesn't find you interesting." The man said to Jordan's doppelganger. 



Jordan's double dropped her head in shame. 



"You're not holding her attention."



"No…that's not it," Jordan insisted, not wanting to make her feel bad. "It's my fault. I'm…"



The man held up a hand to stop Jordan from talking. He grasped the other woman's chin gruffly and lifted it up to look at him. 



He glared into her eyes for several painful seconds, then growled.



"You need to be interesting for the professor. You want to be interesting for the professor, don't you?"



Her eyes seemed to plead into his, her lips pouting. She nodded mournfully.



"Well, make yourself interesting then. Give the professor something to write about in her little notebook."



Jordan didn't know how to react as her double turned with pleading eyes to look at her. Her hands were still bound behind her back, but she inhaled deeply and pulled her shoulders back, causing her small breasts to lift and stick out.



She was presenting her body. 



Jordan couldn't help but notice stiff nipples that stuck straight out, signaling a desperate arousal that matched her double's eyes.



"Is that interesting to you, professor?"



"Uh, y…yes." Jordan stammered. "Very…very interesting."



"Good girl." The dom patted her double's cheek, and she smiled wordlessly.



"Is she not allowed to talk?" Jordan asked.



"Allowed?" the man answered. "Of course. But speaking would be inappropriate, as it would put distance between my desires and her body. I'll have her speak when I want to hear her. When she accepts my desire with her body. Then she can vocalize the joy of receiving me. For now, she simply wants what I want, and she does so silently. Speaking would complicate that."



Jordan's face burned. She began writing random letters in her notebook to draw attention away from herself.



The dom continued draping her with the rope, arranging a kind of double diamond frame around her small, perky breasts, then looping the rope behind her back. Then he arranged another large diamond around her stomach, the bottom vertex of which rested at the crest of where her pubic hair would normally be.



Jordan found herself drawn into his movements as the other girl's body was gradually covered. 



"That's beautiful work," Jordan said.



He continued, looping around her waist to add dimension to the design.



"Well? My work was complimented. What do you say?" He briskly slapped her bare buttock. She winced and looked up at Jordan.



"I'm glad you like how he presents my body to you…" her eyes locked onto Jordan's. 



They were darker. A little green in them. 



"Thank you for the compliment of my master's work, professor."



Jordan swallowed again. 



Over the shoulder of her doppelganger, she saw the man in charge, his bare buttocks tensing and relaxing as he began to thrust into Betty. Betty's groans were increasingly audible across the room.



Not wanting to be rude, she quickly looked back at the demonstration in time to watch the dom in front of her tap the young woman's right inner thigh. 



"Up…" 



With no hesitation, Jordan's peer lifted her right right foot up, her knee jutting out to the side, and rested the sole of her foot against the inside of her naked left thigh. 



The man began to extend firm but gentle lengths or rope around the triangle of her upper and lower leg. 



What followed was a twofold effect as she struggled to stand upright on one leg, while her naked vulva was fully exposed between her now open legs. 



She had shaved all of it. 



For some reason, Jordan's eyes held on the young woman's vulva, drawn to her grooming choice. She had heard of girls shaving their privates, and she had even asked Mark about it once, but he shrugged it off, and she never took it seriously after that. She had mixed feelings about seeing it, unsure of what it meant, what it symbolized. But thinking on the aesthetics, the likely symbolic value, she had to admit that the young woman definitely seemed…more…naked. Somehow.



Jordan caught herself in a half shiver, swallowing again as the man tied the final knot just above the buttocks of his wobbling sexual submissive. The poor girl, naked, restrained (albeit in an aesthetically arresting arrangement), and exposed, struggled to stay upright. But, although wobbling every few seconds, she seemed rigidly focused and managed to stay upright. She had clearly practiced this before.



"What now?" Jordan was surprised to hear herself ask the question.



The man casually slapped her small, bare breast again and shrugged. "Any number of things. I might just have her hold the position for a while, admiring my property. I might take some photos and send them to people. I might tease or please her if that strikes my fancy. But you wanted to see this,,,what would you like to see done to her?"



Jordan's face flushed again. Her eyes darted briefly toward the man in charge, who was not directing his focus anywhere near her. His back was to her, and he was fucking Betty with wild abandon now, with the cuckold leaning awkwardly in on his knees to get a close view of the penetration. 



Then, catching a brief glance at the girl in the mirror, saw herself standing in front of…



For an instant, it really looked like she was standing in front of herself.



She had to look away. It was too much. 



She returned her focus back to the man, composing herself. Pulling out her notebook, she tried to be casual.



"Well, what do you usually do?"



He pursed his lips thoughtfully. "Again, it depends on my mood."



"What does she prefer?"



"That's irrelevant."



Jordan nodded, taking Schenk's advice to accept the logic of the space. It was harder than she thought not to lean in and simply tell him what to do. 



The thought surprised her. She pushed it back.



"What's your mood now?"



The dom thought another moment, then cracked his knuckles and reached confidently between the young woman's legs, grasping her privates.



The young woman's eyes rolled upward, a look of solemn discipline spreading over her face. 



He appeared to be holding her up with the grip between her legs, but also rubbing her most sensitive area with his broad palm. 



Jordan watched her doppelganger twitch, her freestanding left knee moving as if to buckle. 



Jordan wondered how she managed to stay standing. It must take incredible focus.



The young woman's breath caught as one of the man's fingers slipped inside her. She began to let out noises. Little squeaks. Surprising, almost…cartoonish noises.



If she wasn't standing right there watching, Jordan would have sworn that the little squeaks made by the young woman were affectations. Little noises made to heighten the man's arousal. Yet these seemed so…organic.



Something about the logic of subspace made her throw her voice in a strange way…unconsciously.



Jordan scribbled a note.



"Hand me that, if you would." The man pointed to a device on a nearby table. Jordan's brow furrowed as she picked it up to examine it. A small white cylinder with a slightly wider but shorter cylinder on the top. The whole thing looked like a distended mechanical mushroom. 



She remembered seeing something like that on display at the sex shop when she visited with David, but she didn't know what it was. 



She handed it to the man. His left hand moved to steady her posture by holding her hip, then he pushed a button to activate the device, which emitted a low, steady buzz. 



A vibrator. Jordan had heard of those too. And seen them used in the videos she watched, although none that looked like that one. Interesting.



The dom cocked an eyebrow to Jordan, who did not tell him to stop. He placed the larger cylinder–the head of the device, between the young woman's legs.



It was like she had been hit with a cattle prod. Her whole body jerked at once, and her squeaks dropped slowly–nearly a full octave into mid-pitched moans as her head rolled back.



Jordan felt her breath shortening and her heart beating faster. The young woman began to lean into the man, who promptly pushed her back upright, but didn't remove the device. 



Jordan began to take note of the intimate moment between the two of them, but noticed that one of the ropes appeared to be unraveling behind her waist.



"Ummm…"



Jordan got the man's attention, pointing to the drooping rope end as it slowly started to unravel.



"Oh. Can't have that…" the man put the device back on the table, not letting go of his submissive, and moved behind her to re-establish the tension and secure the knot.



The young woman took the moment of reprieve to look at Jordan. 



She seemed so helpless, but there was something about her helplessness. Something powerful. Unashamed. Even proud. 



A new kind of desire flaring in her eyes that Jordan couldn't account for.



It was almost like seeing the girl in the mirror. Only this girl genuinely wasn't her. But the connection felt almost as real as Jordan's gunbarrel blue eyes locked with her double's dark greens 



It was magnetic.



It was beautiful.



Then it happened.



Before she realized what she was doing. 



Jordan tucked her little notebook in her back pocket, picked up the sex toy still buzzing on the table, and swung it delicately until it jammed in between the young woman's legs.



The shock in her doppelganger's eyes was like a summons to Jordan. A call to answer. Something deep in her stirred as she moved her face to be inches from those wide, dark green eyes. 



Jordan's own eyes warmed from gun-barrel blue to seeming icy gray as she gripped the young woman's elbow with her free hand, steadying her. The man, surprised by the sudden move, stepped away, then folded his arms and nodded approvingly.



Jordan began moving the vibrating device gently forward and back between the young woman's legs, mimicking her own preference when masturbating. 



She wondered what the vibrations felt like. She bet they felt amazing. A small part of her felt like her own moist desire was resonating sympathetically with her twitching, wordless partner. 



The young woman's moans began to break into a stammer. Jordan set her jaw and squeezed the young woman's elbow hard as she tilted the device up into her…



Jordan felt a hand on her own right elbow. 



She shook it off and pushed harder.



The young woman's eyes squeezed shut, and she wailed in surrender.



As the young woman's elbow–pressed between her thumb and fingers–slowed its twitch and began to relax, Jordan looked down to see the young woman's petite breasts, elegantly framed in red rope, beginning to heave.



Jordan released her double's elbow, realizing what she'd done.



She released the device, and set it back on the table, still buzzing noisily. 



The rest of the room had stopped their own activities and gone quiet. All looking at her. 



Including Professor Schenk.



* * *



The weeks that followed were like a dream.



Megan had never imagined a life like this. Growing up, she vacillated between two kinds of dreams about her future relationships. On the one hand, she indulged fantasies following a Jane Austen style romantic arc terminating in a happily ever with a handsome and rich man, and on the other hand, occasional angry vows of celibacy whenever she was annoyed, disrespected, or even casually assaulted by the boys in high school. 



High school wasn't particularly fun for her, and the boys didn't make it easier. She wasn't one of the popular girls, but she was certainly one of the better-looking ones, which made her a target for popular girls who wanted to fix her (to be more like them) and horny boys who wanted to bed her only to then high-five all of their little bro friends. 



She wasn't buying it then. And if there were any nice boys to be found in high school, she never found them. In fact, with the exception of some of her teammates, Megan didn't have much of a social life in high school, but it didn't bother her. In fact, it worked in her favor, since by temperament she was an intensely, perhaps even excessively intense young woman. Her grades were in the stratosphere. Teachers loved her. And while she wasn't making any highlight reels excelling in the thankless position of defender on her soccer team, she was highly valued by her team, and feared by her opponents. She didn't get much credit for the two state championships they won–the lead striker Tasha was far more visible and celebrated–but everyone knew that on the other end of the field, any attempt to slip a ball past Megan Rodriguez would be met with stern ferocity. 



She did, however, get some credit from her teachers for her state championship win in solo debate during her junior year. But no one except her parents seemed even to notice that. She got runner-up in her senior year, too, and was invited to the national competition both years. But as the school wouldn't fund the trip, and her family couldn't afford it, she had to decline the invitation. 



When the college scouts began talking to her, they were low key. Good defenders are valuable, but not flashy. Nevertheless, there were several attractive offers. Her mother was thrilled when one of them was USC–such prestige! But when Megan toured the colleges that were recruiting her, she didn't like the feel of USC. It seemed more like another high school, just bigger. With the social cliques even more entrenched. And the coach seemed like she would make life miserable.



She eventually settled on the University of Vermont, which surprised everyone. Who would turn down USC? And it was so far from home! But Megan liked the rural feel of the smaller school, and they covered her tuition, dorm, and a meal plan. Her family wouldn't be on the hook for her education at all, and she could just relax and play hard. She did well on the team, too, contributing to a conference championship in her sophomore year.



She lost her virginity in college. More out of curiosity than anything. A tall, skinny boy from her Renaissance Studies class named Trent who took her out for pizza. He was sweet. The sex was bad. She politely moved on. Another short fling followed–a hockey player named Scotty she met at the gym. He was funny, and the sex was better. But after a few dates he began to get controlling and clingy. She parted ways with him shortly after.



Then was the strange flirtation with Rebecca, the goalie on her team. They never did anything physical, but Megan began to notice the way Rebecca looked at her as she paced back anad forth in the space in front of the goal. They hung out a few times after practice, usually shooting pool. Megan was confused about what the relationship was, and she really didn't know how she felt about it, although she did like Rebecca. But the uncertainty eventually led Rebecca to move on after a few months. 



Then she met Jared. And the rest of them fell away. He was aimless, but adorably passionate. They fit together like magic, and she couldn't get enough of his goofiness and intensity. And he let her be smart. Hell, he loved how smart she was. Unlike many guys she knew, he supported all of her dreams, even if he wasn't terribly academically inclined. But while it looked like her life was really shaping up to be something, he felt he needed to make something of himself to keep up. So when he decided in her senior year that he would join the Marines, Megan was surprised, but supported him. And she promised to wait for him while he was at boot camp. Four months later, back with a haircut and an even more intense look in his eyes, he asked her to marry him. She agreed.



Now she loved to lay in bed with him every night. She was perfectly happy with their life together. And sex with Jared was incredible–far surpassing anything she had had with previous partners. And he was open about his kinks and desires, and she was as well…which actually led to that first fateful night with Mark.



And then the deployment.



And then the return.



And then Molly's sudden presence and sudden absence in their lives.



And now…here and now, Megan lay in bed with Jared's behind her as the big spoon, clutching her breast and holding her back tightly to his front while she casually rested an idle hand on Mark's broad, bare chest.



Thank god they had a king mattress.



She still had to remind herself that she wasn't dreaming. 



It was so surreal to have two men. And to love them both.



The new routine was unreal, and she was shocked at how easily the three of them were settling into it. 



Mark still got home first on weekdays, showering the brick dust off before Megan came home from teaching. She would kiss him hello and he would ask about her day. Sometimes they would go to bed then, enjoying some quick afternoon sex to take the edge off a hard day.



Then Jared would come home in his uniform. She would kiss him hello and they would talk about their days. Mark would make dinner sometimes, or help around the house. 



She loved it. It felt strangely exciting to have a new man in her life, without the usual pain of loneliness or insecurity that preceded finding a new man. And she really loved being able to give a deep, meaningful kiss to Mark in the kitchen, and then another to Jared in the living room.



And of course, the routine before bed was amazing. Almost transcendent. 



Mark usually took her first, his longer, thicker cock filling her in slow, masculine strokes, making her torso and eyelids twitch and her body sweat all over. After he spilled into the condom, he would withdraw, and Jared would take his turn, jackhammering her until she squealed. 



Then she slept like a rock. Every night.



She slept so deeply, in fact, that she began missing Jared's early morning departure entirely. He would be gone when she woke up, usually shortly after 6 in the morning, and she would comfortably make her way to Mark's arms for a snuggle. Sometimes she would idly play with his penis, but they both knew there wasn't time for sex before they had to hop in the shower together. 



Weekends were much less subtle. Jared began to designate Fridays as "Fuckfest Eve," which was pretty accurate. Megan ran through her entire stock of lube in the first two weekends.



Mark was talking openly about moving with them to the DC area, maybe even helping them get a two bedroom apartment so he could continue living with them. Megan was delighted by the suggestion, but was even more delighted that Mark seemed to smile more easily, that he began exercising again, and that the full bottle of Jack Daniels that returned home with him most days stopped showing up at all. It wasn't all better–he was still jumpy and had periods of intense, withdrawn sadness, but he seemed increasingly open to working with a therapist. Megan even began researching therapists in the DC area, hoping to nudge him in the right direction after they moved.



The world positively shimmered around her. She got the nickname "Mrs. Smiley" at school, as her mood was perpetually sunny–not an easy disposition to maintain in her job.



And Jared was over the moon at the casual intimacies that popped up organically between his best friend and his wife. It was a win-win for him, taking care of his best friend, seeing his wife enjoy herself, and satisfying the weirdly deep desire he had to combine those two impulses. He would stand or sit respectfully apart as Mark enjoyed Megan's body, waiting for them both to finish before taking his turn. But then he was an uncaged cheetah. Sometimes Megan would catch flashes of insecurity in Jared's eyes after he finished in her, but they seemed to fade quickly as she would shower him with as much affection as she could muster, immersed in her own haze of oxytocin.



Then came the Thursday before the move. The young throuple had begun packing the apartment, and Jared was going in early and staying late to hand over his duties to the new platoon sergeant. Mark was smiling a lot now. And they had enjoyed another fulfilling night together. 



Megan slept like a rock. As usual. But then she had a dream. She knew she was dreaming this time. You know those dreams where you kind of know you're dreaming? Where you're a character in your own dream, watching yourself as you participate?



It was one of those dreams. 



She was in a room she had never seen before. It had soft pillows on smooth leather couches. There was a little bookshelf on the far wall, and a coffee table set between the couches. 



Megan looked down at herself. She was wearing her warm-up clothes from her soccer team in college. At least she thought so. The pants were in Vermont colors…but she wore the gag shirt–the one with Captain Picard from Star Trek–under her open training jacket. 



She looked around. There were open windows in the room with bright morning light flooding in.



But the surroundings were only dressing for the scene. 



What really held her attention in the dream was how she felt.



She felt happy. A deep, soft contentment that unaccountably filled her whole body with joy and sat comfortably in her mind. It made everything feel good. It made everything feel right.



This is right…she said to herself. This is good.



She heard a rustling across the room and looked over to see a toddler–a skinny little boy with scraggly dark hair–near the bookshelf on the other side of the room. He was straining over his head. reaching for something.



He was pulling books off the shelf. After filling his arms with them, he awkwardly turned around and toddled toward her, his arms stuffed with board books and picture books, one or two of them falling haplessly on the floor as he crossed the room. Arriving at where she sat, he dropped the pile of books unceremoniously onto her lap and looked up at her. 



His face was sweet, and knew she would know what he wanted without asking. His eyes were brown. Deep brown.



Megan felt her whole body smile, and felt herself begin to laugh in delight.



Then she woke up. 



The dawn light was beginning to turn into the morning gold of mid-spring. 



Jared was gone.



Megan blinked to herself, then rolled over to see Mark still sleeping. She looked at him for a long time, still processing the deep feelings of her dream. She began to lightly touch his body, then his face, her hand gently lingering on the scar under his jaw.



He began to stir, his eyes flitting open.



"Meg? Everything okay?"



She nodded and smiled.



He took a deep breath, and her hand drifted down his torso, finding his stiff morning erection as her hand slipped under the waistband of his sweatpants.



Mark chuckled and smiled. This wasn't unusual. Megan would frequently tease his penis when they woke up. 



But now she gripped it. And began stroking.



"Hmmm…" his voice was low. Inquisitive, but appreciative. He let his head fall back into the pillow, enjoying the attention.



A moment later, she let go of him and reached up to clutch the fabric of his undershirt sleeve. Pulling on it, she sent him a signal.



"Meg…what time is it?" 



She pulled harder on his sleeve. 



He went along, rolling on top of her. 



She began to kiss him. Slowly, and gently. 



Pure affection, punctuated by the soft, wet smacks of their lips as they parted, then came together again. 



Mark looked at the clock. It was ten minutes to six. She had woken early…



Megan touched his face again, guiding his jaw until he looked at her again.



"Meg…you want to…"



She nodded silently. Mark began to kiss her again, his hand drifting under the waistband of her pajama pants, tracing over the narrow vertical strip of pubic hair, and found her to be quite warm and not a little damp. 



Excitedly, he fumbled under the bedcovers to remove her pants and panties as her hands slipped under his undershirt, roving with a light touch over his torso.



As he worked to position himself, Mark caught her gaze. 



This was new. This look…it was new.



He had enjoyed Megan's intense looks frequently in a number of different contexts–many of them sexual. 



But he had never seen this look before. 



Her eyes were a mass of comfortable contradictions. Relaxed yet excited. Hungry yet fulfilled. Passive, yet aggressive. Acquiescent, yet demanding. 



The look hit Mark in a deep place and nearly froze him. He broke away from the look only briefly to reach for the nightstand drawer for a condom.



Her hand caught his wrist, stopping him. 



He looked back down at her. 



That look again.



"Meg? Are you sure?"



She nodded quietly. Gently but powerfully uttering her first words since waking up, her voice deeply calm. Primally feminine. Almost ancestral.



"Mark…this is right. This is good."



Mark was floored by the power of her words. They seemed to throw him in a trance until he felt Megan's hand on his stiff cock, guiding him toward her.



They both groaned involuntarily as a single slow thrust buried him in her. Moving slowly, Mark's skin began to heat as he felt her arms, then her legs slide smoothly around his neck and waist.



He wasn't sure if it was the shock of the morning, the weird look on her face, or just how good to go she was…down there…but…



This was incredible. 



He kept gasping as he filled her, withdrew slowly, and then filled her again. 



Normally he made it a point to hold off finishing until she came at least once, but she was driving him wild. 



For the first time in his sexual memory, Mark began to lose control. He looked into her eyes again.



She held the same look, just…deeper somehow. 



His thighs and hips began to twitch uncontrollably. He began to withdraw from her so he wouldn't…



Her hand shot up around his waist, her legs clamping around his back, holding him tightly in place.



"Meg…let go, I'm…"



Her legs tightened.



"Mark…It's okay…it's okay…" she whispered, her eyes sending him into the void of delirium as her hand lightly touched the scar on his trembling jaw again.
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So as I mentioned earlier, I'm switching the format a bit just to try and keep posting regularly with less free time. From this point, I'll post shorter segments, and each post will stay in a single timeline, but I'm aiming to do a shorter post every 2-3 days instead of 1-2 weeks. It was the best compromise I could come up with, although the story to smut ratio is gonna be off. Thankfully, however, many of you seem to be as invested in the character development as the dirty stuff, so hopefully that's okay. Today's post is zero smut but it ties pretty obviously to the final scene of the last post.



Thanks for reading, and for the feedback!
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The two boys on either side of him sat low and sullen in colorful plastic children's chairs, legs swinging back and forth freely without their feet touching the floor. In the middle chair slumped a gangly eleven year old, black converse sneakers with white ankle socks, knobby brown knees sticking out of khaki shorts, with a striped polo shirt tucked into the waistband. His arms were crossed across his skinny chest,  his shoulders pulled forward, and he wore a glum scowl on his light brown face.



"Mark? Come in, the principal wants to talk to you."



The boy stood up and shuffled into the office with his head down. Sitting across a desk from a middle-aged woman whose face tried hard to balance sternness with kindness, the boy tried hard to squeeze his lips together and look serious, avoiding his younger tendency to pout when being scolded.



"Marcus?"



Her voice matched the ambiguity of her facial expression.



The boy looked up, suddenly defiant. "Marcos, actually."



"Marcos. Of course. You know why you're here, obviously. Don't you, Marco?"



He dropped his head again and shrugged.



"Now I know you didn't start the altercation, but we have a zero-tolerance policy here."



He shrugged again.



"Do you not have anything to say for yourself?"



He pursed his lips again, catching a pouting lip before it went too far. 



"I didn't even hit him that hard. I just wanted to stop him. And I did stop him. And then I stopped hitting him. What was I supposed to do?"



His voice was indignant and phlegmy. It didn't sound like the clear, clean tenor of a boy's voice, but hinted at nearing the cusp of a drop into man-range any day now.



"I expect you to get the attention of a yard teacher."



The boy lifted up his right hand, showing traces of blood on his knuckles. "I did."



"Not that way, young man, and you know it. And don't get sarcastic with me. We've already contacted your mother."



The boy's eyes dropped again, clearly not looking forward to the fallout when she got to the school.



The principal touched an intercom button on her desk. "Ann, is Marco's mother on her way?"



Another woman's voice crackled on the speaker. "She wasn't able to leave work."



"So is someone coming?"



"A family friend, on the emergency contact list."



The principal sighed, rolling her eyes. "Very well. Let me know when they get here."



They sat in awkward silence for a moment, before the principal spoke again.



"You understand that a suspension is usually appropriate in these situations. However, I know there might be extenuating circumstances…with your home situation…"



The principal suddenly stopped, looking past the boy.



His eyebrow cocked as his head jerked upward.



She caught herself. "I didn't mean to say…I only meant that these kinds of things are…learned at home…"



"I don't care for that insinuation."



The boy sat up quickly and twisted his head to look behind him at the surprising voice.



It was surprising how someone that size could move that quietly. Standing in–filling, really–the open doorway was an exceptionally tall, broad shouldered man dressed in dark green camouflage, the otherwise dark digital swirls of fabric brilliantly accented by two shiny silver bars on the lapels of his collar. In his left hand, he delicately held the uniform hat that he had removed when entering the building. HIs face was stern, his eyes narrow, and his brow was knitted in a critical posture.



The principal was as startled as the boy was at the sudden entry.



"What happened?" The man asked, his voice calm but commanding. A voice that was clearly accustomed to people jumping to answer him.



"I'm sorry sir, and you are..?"



"Mark Rein. Marky's mom sent me to pick him up. What happened?"



"Well, Mister…officer Rein…we have a little situation here."



"Is he alright?"



The principal's head tilted as she thought how to answer the question. "More or less, but there was an altercation, and the other boy…" 



Mark nodded. "I get it. I'll pass it along."



"Officer Rein…"



"Captain. But you don't need to address my rank, I'm only here for Marky." His gaze turned to the boy, who sank back down into his chair.



"Hey, Uncle Mark…" the boy vocalized sheepishly.



"Hey buddy. Chill for a second, we'll figure this out, alright?"



"Okay."



"Well, Mister Rein," the principal responded,"I don't anticipate that we can have this conference now, since you're not the boy's father, but I will need to meet with his parents in the near future to discuss next steps. If they're available."



"Of course, I'll pass that along."



He gestured to the boy to stand up and follow him out. The boy slipped through the door past him and Mark turned to follow him, then, thinking for a moment, he stepped back in the office.



"Ma'am, I don't mean to be contrary, I feel you should know that Marky's home life is more than stable. And before you meet with her, you should know that his mother is, in addition to being the best mother of any child I've ever met, is extremely protective of her boys. And she is not someone whose bad side you want to discover."



* * *



The gentle tapping of a pen on a soft, yellow legal pad served as a mild hypnotic. Megan's gaze, transparently shielded behind a set of stylish yet professional horn-rimmed glasses, were fixed on the witness box as the opposing counsel tried to straighten out his witness' contradictory testimony.



To her left sat the senior, supervising attorney for the case. Megan had been called to stand in for the co-counsel on short notice, as she had a good record with these types of cases. But it was only a resume and hearsay from her last position. As far as the North Carolina district office was concerned, she was still the new girl.



"Your witness."



The defense attorney gestured to her table, and she sat up in her chair. Her supervising attorney tapped her shoulder, sliding over a detailed memo filled with their strategy, all the evidence to be submitted, and pre-planned responses to the assumed defense strategy. He whispered a few things in her ear, indicating that she should take the paper with her as a prompt. She nodded courteously, hearing her senior counsel's advice, then stood up with her legal pad and memo in hand, and just looked at the jury for a moment.



She scanned both rows back and forth, then, without turning around, tossed the notebook back onto the table. Holding her head high and her shoulders back, she walked tentatively toward the witness stand, her posture indicating a kind of forced dignity. A stance that said she was trying to hide how nervous she was. Standing in front of the witness box, she took a deep breath and let it out slowly. 



Out of the corner of her eye, she could see some jury members' features soften sympathetically as she began her questioning.



"Mr. Fawkes?"



"Yes, darlin'." He had an obvious Carolina drawl, and he, too, seemed sympathetic. His questioner's uncertain posture gave him unexpected courage. "Actually, it's Reverend Fawkes."



"Oh, yes, I'm sorry…" Megan fumbled with an apology. "I'm sorry, I left my notes back there, I understand you're a pastor…"



"That's right, honey. First Assembly of God, serving the Outer Banks for three generations."



"Three generations…wow, that's a lot." 



"Yep, father to son, father to son. Family affair. I'm sure you'll know when you get a family, darlin. Couple little rugrats to play with. You're young 'n pretty, I'm sure a nice family's in your future."



Megan blushed. "Thank you, Reverend, you're very kind."



"Not 'tall, darlin." He smiled, his corpulent face folding with the widening of his mouth.



"And I understand you're a big fisherman."



"I do like to catch fish, ma'am. It's a hobby."



"That's cool. I've never been deep sea fishing, it sounds fun."



"It is fun. Lots of fun."



"Sounds like. Well, Reverend, I hate to do this, but we…do have to ask you some questions."



"I understand, honey. Just doin' your job. Happy to oblige."



"Oh, thanks. You know, it's just so nice to meet a courteous reverend in the witness box. You've been so helpful."



He smiled and nodded again.



"So, Reverend Fawkes, you also serve as a county commissioner."



"I do, yes."



"Twelve years running?"



"That's right."



"Wow," Megan gushed. "That's a lot. Longer than I've been a lawyer." She turned to the jury, giggling slightly. Some of them smiled back, clearly embarrassed for her at the admission.



The witness smiled deeply again.



"You're doin' fine, darlin."



"Thanks…so you know the case, you're well aware of the charges we're bringing. We're basically just a little worried that you have authority to grant timber contracts, and there's a little irregularity we found–a bunch of them went to a logging company owned by your brother, right?"



"That's right. I don't dispute that."



"It seems like a coincidence, though, right? I mean, you see where we're coming from?"



"I know what it looks like, but I assure you, of all the bids for permits, Jake was just the best fit. The whole county commission agreed."



"Okay, cool." Megan nodded.



"That all?" 



Megan walked over toward the jury box, her back to the witness.



"Almost. Just one more little question, if that's alright."



"Of course, darlin'."



"Does the name Marian Ghent sound familiar?"



"Of course it does. Marian was a member of my congregation. Close to 80 years, she went to church when my daddy was pastorin' and then for another twenty years when I took over. God rest her soul."



"So she died?"



"Yes."



"Two years ago?"



"That sounds right."



"She left her entire estate to the church, didn't she?"



"That she did, God bless 'er."



"And as part of her final gift, she asked that a particular stained glass window in the church be fixed. The one with Noah's Ark on it. She said she loved that one when she was a little girl."



"She did, yes. You found that out?"



Megan turned around and shrugged sweetly. "Yeah. It was in the discovery files. I just thought it was sweet. So did you fix the Noah's Ark window?"



"Objection, your honor." The defendant's lawyer stood up.



"Grounds?"



"Relevance?"



The judge looked down at Megan.



"No particular relevance at this point, your honor." Megan shrugged. "I just thought it was sweet."



"Very well then. Objection sustained. Stick to the facts of the case please, Ms. Rodriguez."



Megan nodded. "Sorry your honor. But I do have one more question, if we have to stick to the case."



"Proceed."



Megan nodded, her posture changing. "Reverend Fawkes, I'm wondering if you could explain how your brother Jake's logging company owns no logging equipment."



The witness' brow furrowed. "How do you mean?"



"No logging equipment. None. Not a loader, not a truck and trailer, not a chainsaw, not a pickup truck with a hatchet tucked behind the back seat. Nothing. We have all his business records, and four witness affidavits testifying that there is no tree cutting equipment associated with the business. In fact, there doesn't seem to be much of anything associated with this logging business other than a tax ID number and a set of freshly baked books."



"I think you just need to look a little harder, darlin'..."



"On top of that…" Megan cut him off "In all the permitted cutting areas, there isn't a single downed tree. Not a fresh stump in the lot. Oh, we looked, Reverend. Over five thousand acres permitted for selective harvest, and no cuts. How's that for coincidence?"



"Well, the maps can be tricky to read, you may have looked at the wrong lots…I'm sure if you…"



"It really is astonishing, the confluence of those two facts. Truly amazing."



She now presented a very different posture. Head cocked, feet spread apart, shoulders relaxed, her narrow brown eyes drilling into the witness, who struggled to account for the sudden shift in attitude.



She took two steps toward the witness box.



"It's almost like there is no timber company, Reverend. It's almost like the whole thing is an incredibly obvious money laundering scheme. One that you were so sure of, you and your brother didn't even bother to try and hide. Just pretending to do honest business, harvesting trees, selling timber, then concealing huge amounts of money from…other sources. From eleven different states and jurisdictions. None of them involved a stick of wood sold to anyone. Unless there's something we're missing..?"



"I don't…"



"Don't strain yourself at this point, Reverend. I actually don't need you to fill in any gaps on that front. And as the jury is about to see in exhibit's A, B, C, and D, the transaction records not only show that permits were issued illegally based on no-bid contracts to your brother, but that–in spite of an absolute banner year for your brother's company–there is no record anywhere of anyone selling any wood to anyone. Our amazing two-part coincidence just grew a third part. Truly staggering. But I know you believe in miracles, Reverend. Have we just stumbled onto one? Right here in this courtroom? A business with no problem getting permits, thanks to its impeccable merit over all other competitors, yet that company owns no equipment, has neither harvested nor ever sold a single tree, and yet cleared over 6 million dollars last year? And that's only in this state. He's got one in Tennessee, another one in West Virginia…"



"Now look here miss…"



"Mrs, actually. But it couldn't matter less. And I am sorry to interrupt, Reverend, but the judge ordered me to stick to the case. Now we've established the remarkable–wait, no, I believe 'miraculous' was the word we agreed on–profitability of your brother's unaccountably underequipped and under-inventoried company. On top of that, as we see in exhibit E, we find that you just so happen to be the recipient of a brand new fishing boat. A gift. From your brother. Generous, no?"



"Well, I'm not gonna apologize for a successful businessman givin' a gift.. Jake had a good year, he's a good and generous man, and we like to fish…"



"Actually, I misspoke, Reverend. I apologize. I'm remembering the specifications we found in discovery–the boat is over a hundred feet in length. So your fishing boat is technically a superyacht."



"Is it?"



Megan chuckled. "Yes it is. But don't worry, the jury will soon see photos, features, and pricing details of your…ahem…fishing boat in Exhibit E and F, just so we're clear on the yachting terminology. I'm guessing most of us…just don't really move in yachting circles, so we'll bring everyone up to speed. And then there's Exhibit G, which is a lovely collage of photographs that show two young ladies on your nice new 'fishing boat.' And one of the young ladies is…well…"



Megan turned toward the jury again and scrunched one side of her face in a mock cringe.



"Let's just say, we haven't found her yet, but based on how old she looks in this photograph, I'm getting the sense that my office might soon be in touch with you regarding some…additional charges. Unrelated to the present racketeering charges, of course. When we find her. If we find her."



The witness began to sputter in rage. "Now, look here missy…"



Megan spoke over him. "And you never did get that pretty Noah's Ark window fixed." She leaned on the banister on the front of the witness box and cocked her head down at the witness. 



"Did you…Reverend?"



The witness just glared up at her, his eyes boiling and his face turning red.



Megan stepped away and walked toward the jury box, careful not to make eye contact with any of them.



"I'll answer for you, Reverend, since I drove by your church on my way in to court this morning." She squinted one eye half shut, stuck out her right hand and traced a long vertical line down in the air in front of her. 



"There's still a big ol' crack down the middle."



"Objection…" The defense lawyer shot up.



"No further questions." Megan put her hands up at the elbows, signalling concession to the objection. She dropped her hands, then turned to look toward the jury. "I'll leave it to you whether you think Marian Ghent and that pretty window with the crack is…relevant."



She turned on her heel and sauntered back to the prosecutor's table and the wide, bugged-out eyes of her co-counsel seated behind the desk.



* * *



The boy sat sullenly in the passenger seat of the ancient 4Runner.



"Uncle Mark?"



"Yeah?"



"Why don't you ever get a new car? Aren't you like…the boss?"



He cracked a smile. "Yeah, I'm technically the boss. I'm sentimental though. I like this old thing. I bought it with my first paycheck when I joined up. And I know how to fix it when it breaks. I don't think I could fix newer cars. Too much computer stuff."



"Did you go to school to fix cars?"



He shook his head. "Nah. Just learned as I went along. I picked up some things in high school, kind of just trial-and-error after that."



"Oh."



They drove along in silence, the noisy clatter of squeaky springs and brittle plastic in the old SUV punctuating the ride.



"Uncle Mark?"



"Yep…"



"Have you ever been to Vermont?"



"Nope."



"Oh."



"I know your dad grew up there," Mark offered. "You like it there?"



"Yeah, we go there for Christmas sometimes. Grandpa P has a big house on the lake there. I guess they're pretty rich. He has a boat and stuff."



"That's cool."



"Yeah. We can't use the boat at Christmas though. 'Cause the lake's frozen."



"Makes sense."



"Are your parents rich?"



Mark smiled to himself. "Nope. My parents are dead, actually."



"Oh yeah. I remember now."



They crackled, squeaked and rattled until stopping at a red light. The interior of the 4Runner got a little quieter as it sat still.



"Hey Uncle Mark?"



"Yeah."



"Is my dad in trouble?"



Mark looked over at the boy, his eyebrow raised. "No. Why would you think that?"



He shrugged. "I know you work together, and you're the boss. I figured if he didn't come get me, he must be in trouble or something."



"No." Mark shook his head. "No, that's not it at all. Your dad's just out in the field. Bravo Company is doing a field exercise today, and Colonel Wolfe said he wanted your dad to go with them."



"Oh. He can't come out of the field?"



"He can, but it messes a bunch of stuff up."



"And mom's busy?"



Mark's brow furrowed, and he pulled into a gas station and parked, sensing the boy had a real concern.



"Your mom's usually okay to come get you, but today was just bad timing. She's in court right now, probably making some bad guy piss his pants. Your dad is probably doing the same, but with some Bravo company noncoms. The school couldn't get ahold of your mom, they called the company office, and your dad was in the field. I was just doing paperwork, your parents put me as an emergency contact with the school, so I just said I'd come pick you up. That's all."



"Oh."



Mark held the boy's eyes.



"Is that okay? Does it make you feel weird if I come to get you?"



He shrugged. "I don't know. I just don't know if I'm actually in trouble or not."



Mark's furrowed brow relaxed into a wide grin.



"Well, neither of your parents know yet, if that's what you're asking."



The boy broke into a grin of his own, sensing a conspiracy.



"Tell you what…" Mark leaned to one side to pull out his wallet. "I can't go into public places in this uniform unless I absolutely have to. It's a dumb rule, but it's a rule. But I could really use a soda. Why don't you run in and get me a soda and get one for you too. And you can get a candy bar too, if you want."



"Really?" 



"For sure. I'd really appreciate it." Mark extended a ten-dollar bill across to his passenger.



"Okay!" Marky grabbed the money and tumbled out of the 4Runner. 



Mark quickly grabbed his cell phone to text Megan.



You'll probably hear from your office when you get your next recess. Marky got in a fight, they sent him home. Couldn't get ahold of you, then called the Company Office. J's in the field with B Co, so I just went and got him. He's with me now.



The reply came quickly.



Is he okay?



Mark typed back



He's fine. Just scared about if he's in trouble.



Another quick reply.



Oh, he is.



Mark smiled., thumbing a response.



I can handle it, if you want.



This time the reply took a little longer.



Are you comfortable with that?



Mark looked up. He could see the boy waiting in line through the glass front of the convenience store.



Yeah, of course.



He felt strangely nervous waiting for the answer. Then it came.



❤️



He smiled to himself, then opened a contact on his phone and dialed.



It rang once.



"Corporal Krell, it's Captain Rein. Transfer me to the executive officer, please."



He saw the boy standing at the counter, holding his hand out for his change and stuffing it into the pocket of his shorts before taking the bag of goodies and heading toward the door.



"Reynolds, it's Cap. I want you to head to the radio room at battalion and contact Bravo comms in the field. Get Gunny P on the line, tell him to roll to a secure channel, and then tell him his son got in a fight at school, but I've got him, and he's okay."



The boy turned around and pushed the door open with his back, both hands clutching soda bottles.



"No, Reynolds, don't send someone, do it yourself. It's not urgent, I just want him to be aware of the situation. Also, who's lifting today–who's doing afternoon PT at the gym? Do you have the schedule in front of you?"



The boy looked both ways and quick-stepped into the parking lot toward the 4Runner.



"Yeah, okay. Got it. Inform 3rd platoon that I'll be joining them for PT in the weight room, and I'm bringing a guest with me."




Post 220 — elvis_is_my_daddy

Sat Feb 01, 2025 6:46 am

↳ Replying to: Crushing

So as I mentioned earlier, I'm switching the format a bit just to try and keep posting regularly with less free time. From this point, I'll post shorter segments, and each post will stay in a single timeline, but I'm aiming to do a shorter post every 2-3 days instead of 1-2 weeks. It was the best compromise I could come up with, although the story to smut ratio is gonna be off. Thankfully, however, many of you seem to be as invested in the character development as the dirty stuff, so hopefully that's okay. Today's post is zero smut but it ties pretty obviously to the final scene of the last post.



Thanks for reading, and for the feedback!



Crushing, who would complain about any method you use to share your talents with us?  Thank you for this story in all its parts.




Post 221 — lkh96

Sat Feb 01, 2025 6:21 pm

So....marky's biological dad is mark ??




Post 222 — MustBeDenied2

Sun Feb 02, 2025 3:10 am

Yes, Mark Rein is Marky Poisson’s biological father. 



MBD




Post 223 — MustBeDenied2

Sun Feb 02, 2025 3:13 am

Crushing,



Whether it is short or long, I look forward to a post from you more than anything else on the internet. 



MBD




Post 224 — nnjcpl2002

Sun Feb 02, 2025 9:11 am

Crushing,  Thanks for the great, yet shorter installment.  Actually, I think that shorter and more frequent posts are a good idea.  Better continuity for your followers (I don't say readers, it's beyond that.)  And hopefully, a bit easier for our author.  



A couple of gratuitous comments:  Old cars are maintainable by their owners. New cars are not.  And I can remember schoolboy fights on the playground that were in some respects healthy and part of growing up.  Now, schools are required to call the cops over any dust up between boys. I was small and trained never to be bullied. So I got into plenty of fights as a kid, and often the fight led to friendship, as counterintuitive as that may seem!




Post 225 — Tire_Kicker

Sun Feb 02, 2025 10:12 am

Good stuff Crushing!



Jordan is getting much more interesting as this progresses. I am liking the direction her new persona is taking.



Just gonna throw this out there. David and Jared are two very different situations from many different perspectives. Jared appears to be an alpha with a certain need that he appears comfortable with. David on the other hand, out kicked his coverage from day one.



I can't help but wonder how another woman's interest in their husbands would impact Meg's and Jordan's generosity with their bodies. In Jared's case he's obviously a catch, especially with barracks duty in D.C. in his future. David could easily be put in a situation where his job provides an opportunity or more interesting yet, a small statured foreign beauty finds him irresistible.



Absolutely not trying to steer things, more like trying to find out if anyone else shares my curiosity. 



Again, loving this story, Semper Fi!




Post 226 — guitarman

Sun Feb 02, 2025 2:13 pm

I am following this evolving story with great interest.  Crushing is to be commended for his mastery of an in-depth understanding of the life in the military as well as his near-academic knowledge of psycology and personality theory and development.  That said, I'm having difficulty understanding the timeline.  How did Meg go from being a schoolteacher to a prosecuting attorney and Mark go from being discharged from the Marine Corps as a demoted corporal only to return as a Captain in the same branch of service?  We await clarification of these matters.




Post 227 — Crushing

Sun Feb 02, 2025 6:22 pm

↳ Replying to: guitarman

I am following this evolving story with great interest.  Crushing is to be commended for his mastery of an in-depth understanding of the life in the military as well as his near-academic knowledge of psychology and personality theory and development.  That said, I'm having difficulty understanding the timeline.  How did Meg go from being a schoolteacher to a prosecuting attorney and Mark go from being discharged from the Marine Corps as a demoted corporal only to return as a Captain in the same branch of service?  We await clarification of these matters.



Hey, great question. So the overall story plan is in three parts, an/d we're in part 2. Part 2 focuses equally on two divisions of the story. First is Jordan's and David's development after their first failed hotwife/cuckold experiment. This part runs on a single timeline and runs pretty slowly pretty much a straight line (with some exceptions for childhood flashbacks and other memories that I try to mark pretty clearly). As you correctly pointed out, the second is Mark's development, which is split and which jumps back and forth between two timelines. The one we're currently on, where he is a captain and in his thirties is concurrent with Jordan's timeline--they are in different places at the same time but are working their way back toward each other in part 3. For Mark, this includes figuring out how to balance the increasingly fraught relationship with Megan and company, as well as managing his friendship with Jared and the impact those relationships have on his ability to command. All the while, he's trying to forget Jordan, who had a bigger impact on him that he wants to admit. The other Mark timeline takes place about ten or so years earlier (I think Marky is 11 at this point, so obviously about 9 months before that). This timeline focuses on his deployment and journey out of and back into the Marines, and it includes his relationships with Molly and Megan, along with another upcoming adventure, no spoilers. This of course includes Megan's schoolteacher phase (earlier) and her lawyer phase (she got accepted into Georgetown Law, and is planning to study there when Jared takes his assignment in DC). Thus, when Mark is a captain and Jared is a gunny, she is a full fledged prosecutor.



My intent in doing this is to find a way to develop Mark's character, since he seemed kind of flat to me in the beginning--his personality and moral/sexual ethics seem much more established and confident than Jordan's are when he meets her. So I wasn't quite sure how to develop him, and decided I'd do it by thoroughly exploring his past journey. To that end, I want him to have a thoroughly fleshed out backstory when he and Jordan start getting serious in part 3. I'm modeling his journey after the literary type of a knight-errant who endures different kinds of difficulties including combat, lost love, exile/excommunication, a journey back, that kind of stuff. Hence the second timeline--when he and Jordan get closer, she's going to be drawn to much more than just his sexual prowess.



Anyway, I hope that makes sense.  Part 3 will begin when Mark gets back into the Marines and meets Jordan for the first time, and at that point the timelines will merge into one, and the remainder of the story in part 3 will run on a single timeline with the focus on Mark and Jordan, and the converse exploration--a deeper dive into David's real cuckold journey.




Post 228 — nnjcpl2002

Sun Feb 02, 2025 10:02 pm

Sounds good.  A very sophisticated structure for your novella and useful for character development.

Can't wait!




Post 229 — guitarman

Mon Feb 03, 2025 8:20 am

Crushing, I greatly appreciate that detailed explanation and now have a greater understanding of the evolution of this story.  It's been a little like a Tom Clancey novel, jumping back and forth in a timeline.  Having some family members involved in the military, I can appreciate the time it takes for promotion in rank.  Although I did not serve (I was in college and then medical school and doing post-graduate residency training during the Vietnam War years), My brother retired as a Lt. Commander in the Navy and my first cousin retired as a three-star (Lt. General) in the Marines.




Post 230 — lkh96

Mon Feb 03, 2025 9:53 am

↳ Replying to: Crushing

↳ guitarman wrote Sun Feb 02, 2025 2:13 pm:
I am following this evolving story with great interest.  Crushing is to be commended for his mastery of an in-depth understanding of the life in the military as well as his near-academic knowledge of psychology and personality theory and development.  That said, I'm having difficulty understanding the timeline.  How did Meg go from being a schoolteacher to a prosecuting attorney and Mark go from being discharged from the Marine Corps as a demoted corporal only to return as a Captain in the same branch of service?  We await clarification of these matters.



Hey, great question. So the overall story plan is in three parts, an/d we're in part 2. Part 2 focuses equally on two divisions of the story. First is Jordan's and David's development after their first failed hotwife/cuckold experiment. This part runs on a single timeline and runs pretty slowly pretty much a straight line (with some exceptions for childhood flashbacks and other memories that I try to mark pretty clearly). As you correctly pointed out, the second is Mark's development, which is split and which jumps back and forth between two timelines. The one we're currently on, where he is a captain and in his thirties is concurrent with Jordan's timeline--they are in different places at the same time but are working their way back toward each other in part 3. For Mark, this includes figuring out how to balance the increasingly fraught relationship with Megan and company, as well as managing his friendship with Jared and the impact those relationships have on his ability to command. All the while, he's trying to forget Jordan, who had a bigger impact on him that he wants to admit. The other Mark timeline takes place about ten or so years earlier (I think Marky is 11 at this point, so obviously about 9 months before that). This timeline focuses on his deployment and journey out of and back into the Marines, and it includes his relationships with Molly and Megan, along with another upcoming adventure, no spoilers. This of course includes Megan's schoolteacher phase (earlier) and her lawyer phase (she got accepted into Georgetown Law, and is planning to study there when Jared takes his assignment in DC). Thus, when Mark is a captain and Jared is a gunny, she is a full fledged prosecutor.



My intent in doing this is to find a way to develop Mark's character, since he seemed kind of flat to me in the beginning--his personality and moral/sexual ethics seem much more established and confident than Jordan's are when he meets her. So I wasn't quite sure how to develop him, and decided I'd do it by thoroughly exploring his past journey. To that end, I want him to have a thoroughly fleshed out backstory when he and Jordan start getting serious in part 3. I'm modeling his journey after the literary type of a knight-errant who endures different kinds of difficulties including combat, lost love, exile/excommunication, a journey back, that kind of stuff. Hence the second timeline--when he and Jordan get closer, she's going to be drawn to much more than just his sexual prowess.



Anyway, I hope that makes sense.  Part 3 will begin when Mark gets back into the Marines and meets Jordan for the first time, and at that point the timelines will merge into one, and the remainder of the story in part 3 will run on a single timeline with the focus on Mark and Jordan, and the converse exploration--a deeper dive into David's real cuckold journey.



So...mark and jordan reconnects in part 3 (aka a 2nd relationship) OR is part 3 the beginning of the end of Mark and Jordans story that was written a couple of chapters back (meaning we already know how it ends) ??




Post 231 — Crushing

Mon Feb 03, 2025 6:53 pm

[/quote]



So...mark and jordan reconnects in part 3 (aka a 2nd relationship) OR is part 3 the beginning of the end of Mark and Jordans story that was written a couple of chapters back (meaning we already know how it ends) ??

[/quote]



Part 3 will definitely be new stuff. It will start a bit after Jordan finishes her Ph.D, and begins her career as a young professor in a new place. They will reconnect then.




Post 232 — Crushing

Mon Feb 03, 2025 6:56 pm

They had been very nice about it.



Of course Jordan was humiliated. Standing in the middle of a bright red room with all eyes on her. Having stepped way over the line of propriety and professionalism. That poor girl who looked a little bit like her still tied up in that contorted position and standing on one leg, twitching involuntarily.



All Jordan could do was apologize. In fact, she couldn't stop apologizing, and a surreal scene followed: nude women tied to various apparati around the room joined the reassuring chorus of whip and crop-wielding men in telling her that she hadn't done anything wrong. 



But that poor girl just kept gasping. Her body twitching in random, irregular shocks as her dom held her firmly upright.



Professor Schenk had been very nice about it too. He had walked her upstairs to calm her down. Jeff, the owner of the home had followed them up and gotten her a glass of water. 



Her face had been so red that Jeff went back for a cold washcloth, and smiled with genuine concern and compassion as she tried not to cry in embarrassment, wiping down her face.



She had apologized again, and was reassured again. The clinks, slaps, and moans had resumed and the sounds drifted up through the open doorway, verifying that she had only paused, not ended the festivities.



She began to relax. She hadn't ruined the evening for anyone.



She had apologized again to Professor Schenk when Jeff went back downstairs. He had placed his hand gently on her shoulder, trying to reassure her, but she felt it was best to just leave. She had gathered her things, and Schenk had walked her to the door, giving her his contact card before she left. He had a flight back to his own university in the morning, but he wanted to keep in touch. He said he'd call her to make sure she was okay in the next couple of days.



So…everone had been very nice about it.



But Jordan's emotional state was like a volcano as soon as she got back in her car. She had closed the driver's side door, stared straight ahead for half a moment, and then lost control, sobbing with her face buried in her steering wheel. The lava flows of shame, embarrassment, and fear rose and fell in her head and gut, all the while her skin held steady in the same hot red flush that had persisted throughout much of the evening, matching the lighting of the basement.



Eventually she pulled herself together enough to drive home. David had texted, asking how the night had gone, but she couldn't bring herself to answer just yet. Dropping her keys and bag on the kitchen table, she drank a whole bottle of gatorade out of the fridge, turned on a warm shower, and took off her clothes. 



The delicate snarl of shucked and discarded black lace looked uncanny sitting on top of her business-casual outfit, now in its own pile on the bathroom floor. 



She picked up the snarl, recoiling slightly at the slight shock of cold, saturated moisture touching her wrist. 



The panties were wet.



She reached between her legs, looking for confirmation and letting out a frustrated sigh as her shoulders drooped. 



Still wet. Very wet. Causing some of her pubic hair to bind in little clumps.



Carefully avoiding looking in the mirror, Jordan stepped into the warm shower and washed herself down. She let out another, slightly less forceful wave of embarrassed crying, and then washed her body and hair. 



She dried off, facing away from the mirror as she wrapped her towel around her body, gathered her dirty clothes, and retreated to her bedroom. Dropping the clothes in the hamper, she opened the top drawer, pulled out the veiny silicone length of Ricardo, complete with suction cup behind the base, and walked toward the corner of the room where the mirror and the trash can were. 



She took a deep breath and looked in the mirror, bracing for the response.



Nothing. Just her own body, wrapped in a towel.



She looked at the prosthetic cock in her right hand, then looked in the mirror again. She tugged on the joining of her towel, letting it fall to the floor.



She thought the girl in the mirror would make an appearance then, but it was just her own naked body. Her nipples had softened in the warm water, and her skin was still shiny and not fully dry. Her hair hung wet down one side of her torso, the bottom of it reaching just about to the bulb of her right breast.



Her eyes looked exhausted. Or–something like exhaustion.



She looked at the prosthetic in her hand again, then down at the trash can.



David was coming home tomorrow night. He had texted. Asking how the night went.



She looked at the prosthetic again, then in the mirror again.



Nothing.



Her eyes dropped, remembering several searing flashes of memory from the evening. Then, kneeling down facing the full-length mirror, she gripped the base of the prosthetic and slammed its suction cup flat against the mirror just below kneeling eye level. The cock now attached and pointing straight at her face.



She sighed deeply, then looked into her own eyes in the mirror, unable to tell if she was looking at the girl in the mirror, or if she had become the girl in the mirror. 



At least all those BDSM people…at least they were nice about it, right? Nobody freaked out about it, except her.



Leaning forward, she closed her eyes and opened her mouth, feeling the silicone corona grazing her lips, then making contact with the roof of her mouth and sliding back. The bottom of the prosthetic found her tongue at about the same time, and her mouth was quickly filled with the shape, if not quite the warmth and texture of a lover, the tip presently finding resistance in the soft palate near the entrance to her throat. Sensing a proper coupling, her lips settled into a seal around Ricardo some inches from his base and suction cup. The tip of her nose could sense the proximity of the mirror, but didn't touch it.



Breathing in deeply through her nose, Jordan opened her eyes to see herself in the mirror, her eyes inches away from their own reflection as her cheeks collapsed into delicate twin concavities.



Her right hand slid over the top of her thigh, moved toward her abdomen, then cupped backward into the tuft of warm, damp, soft hair.



* * *



David was a wreck. Pacing back and forth in front of a neatly made queen bed in his Johannesburg hotel room, he had set up a hasty workstation on the table with his open laptop and several files of papers stacked and demanding his attention. 



But he couldn't focus. He had arrived back from the docks just under an hour ago, and had ordered dinner through room service which had not yet arrived. And Jordan had not texted him back.



He was amazed at how well he had managed to focus at the docks. Knowing that his wife was attending a sex bondage event of some kind. Granted, the attendance was as an observer–part of her assignment to respond to some visiting professor, and she said it would help give her credibility and maybe help her career. She had tried to downplay it as a clinical or academic exercise.



And it probably was.



Still, the thought of his wife surrounded by…



He wasn't even sure. He had spent the last few nights sampling various sources of bondage porn. Some of it was very exciting, some of it horrifying. He wasn't quite sure what she was going to see. But certainly some new things for her. Although, knowing Jordan, she would have her quasi-stern "dissertation face" on throughout the evening, observing and theorizing. An objective posture, as if she were observing the mating habits of an uncontacted tribe of island dwellers in Polynesia somewhere. Sterile. Academic.



Still, the thought of Jordan…in a room where these things were going on.



There was a small possibility that something might pique her interest. A little spark of thought or temptation that might get her engines going.



On the other hand, it might genuinely horrify her. Her overtly tense reaction when they visited the sex toy and adult movie store had clearly exposed her puritanical upbringing. She had seemed more than nervous. Not so much that her sensibilities were offended–more like she had felt threatened as they walked past aisles and aisles of DVDs with lewd covers. 



But, despite all that, he also knew that she had gone back and bought a toy for him. She knew that he was turned on by her libido, and she had surprised him by accommodating and buying a toy for herself. A pretty big one, too. He couldn't imagine her doing something like that just for herself. 



Even after their short-lived experiment with Mark, or maybe because of their short-lived experiment with Mark, Jordan had seemed more careful to set whatever libertine tendencies arose from her time with Mark back in their proper, subdued place and focus on her exclusive relationship with her husband. Even her little dancing-girl text messages seemed to be tacit admissions that she was recalibrating her sexuality to the innocent repression of her childhood. The texts seemed mainly to humor him. Even if she was masturbating, she seemed mainly to do it because it aroused him.



Although not always. He definitely remembered that she had a stronger than usual reaction to those bondage videos when she was researching for her paper. He remembered waking up to several consecutive dancing girls and flowers, signifying a night of intense arousal.



Maybe seeing the real thing would have a similar effect..?



He stuffed his hand down the front of his pants, squeezing himself. He didn't know what to think, but pinching his penis sent a short but pleasant feeling into his lower abdomen.



He sat down at the laptop again, trying to focus on work. He had to finish his inspection and audit paperwork for the Port of Johannesburg before he got on the plane tomorrow morning. There was so much left to do…



He looked down at his phone, cocking his head uncertainly. No return call, no return texts from Jordan. She might still be there…late into the night.



He shook the thought out of his head, but not before squeezing his penis again. The tip dribbled onto one of his fingers, which he quickly wiped off before returning to work.



He got through the remainder of his data and was ready to draft his report when his cell phone rang. He grabbed it and jerked it up to his ear.



"Hey baby…" 



Jordan. She sounded exhausted.



"Hey Jo…good to hear from you. It's so late there, everything okay?"



He heard her take a deep breath and sigh.



"Yeah, everything's fine. Just tired."



"I bet. It's…what…1:30 in the morning there now?"



"Yeah."



"How was the…uh…thing?"



"It was fine. Weird, but fine."



David waited for her to go on, but she didn't seem inclined to.



"Uh…" he struggled to answer, "weird how? You wanna tell me about it?"



"I mean…it was a kind of sex dungeon. It was in this rich guy's basement out in the country, all the lights were red, and people wore leather."



"Is that it?"



"I mean, kinda, yeah. I really just did it to show Schenk I wasn't scared. I took some notes, we talked a little about his theory. It was really pretty dry and academic. I wasn't there for the…festivities…"



She drew out the last word one syllable at a time–fest…iv…i…ties–signaling a kind of uneasy disdain for the whole experience.



David's emotions were strong but mixed. On the one hand, he was disappointed that she didn't enjoy herself. On the other hand, he was viscerally relieved that she didn't enjoy herself. On the third hand, he was devastated that she didn't really, really enjoy herself."



It was a strange cocktail of feelings, and it left him fumbling for words.



"David?"



Jordan seemed concerned.



"Yeah, Jo. I'm here."



"Are you okay?"



"I'm fine…" David hastened to reassure her. "I'm just…trying to finish up this report before my flight tomorrow. I think if we fix the grid in Lagos, we could see some real improvements. I'm…just distracted."



"Oh, okay." She yawned audibly. "Probably just as well. It's super late here. I think I'm gonna go to bed."



"Oh, I don't mean to hustle you off the phone, baby…" David hastened.



"No, it's okay. I'm sleepy. I'm really looking forward to seeing you tomorrow night, though. I'm getting tired of sleeping alone. Need a little dose of David…"



David smiled to himself. "I'm really excited to see you tomorrow night too, Jo. Like…super excited."



"Oooh, I like the sound of that…" Jordan cooed. He heard the rustle and creak of her dropping into bed.



"Okay, well get some sleep, baby. I love you. I'll be home tomorrow night."



"Iloveyoutoo…Fly safe…" she mumbled.



David hung up the phone and returned to his work, consciously blocking out one phrase uttered by his wife on that phone call. A phrase that he knew would derail his whole night's work if he let it into his head.



"I'm getting tired of sleeping alone…"



* * *



Jordan wasn't even out of the parking lot after church when the dashboard display in her new car lit up with a phone call.



The Right, Good, Dignified and most Honorable Reverend James Simms.



She had purposefully entered the overly grandiose name in her phone contacts, continuing a years long running joke that they shared. She would occasionally poke fun at his vocation by adding stylish words to his legitimate prefix of "reverend," and he would add random letters after her name every time she accomplished something.



His contact for her in his phone read: Jordan Stark Simms, B.S, B.A, M.A, Ph.D ABD, PDQ, C.P.



The last two stood for Cutie Patootie, the nickname her paternal grandfather gave to her when she was a little girl. Her dad made sure to put it in the address line of every letter he sent her.



"Hey Dad…"



"Jojo! I'm still in my grand vestments…just managed to clear out the chapel with another bad sermon. Thought I'd call and see how your big week went!"



"Big week?" Jordan sounded perplexed.



"Yeah, your big week. You had the big presentation, I talked to David yesterday morning, he said they had you out to dinner with the other professors, and you were going to network with the big wigs…"



Jordan's heart stopped.



"You talked to David?"



"Yeah, of course. We talk sometimes. When he started the globetrotter job, he called to get my advice. We made a deal–he promised to call me every time he saw a cool animal that he'd never seen before. It's a thing we do. That okay?"



"What else did he tell you?"



Reverend Simms paused. 



"I mean, not much, really. Just said you had a busy week, and you were kinda nervous about it. And he said zebras–he saw some in South Africa–zebras have square pupils! Can you believe it?"



A pause. 



"Jordan?"



"Jordan, everything okay?"



Jordan waited until her breath stopped shaking. 



"Yeah. Yeah, everything's fine, Dad."



"Jojo…"



He was using his serious voice. It was gentle, but stern. A tried and true method of extracting the truth from his children.



"What's going on, honey?"



Jordan wiped the tear from one eye.



She shook her head, her face contorting as she tried to control her tears.



"I just…I had a really bad performance in church today. I was distracted, I missed a cue, and I was off key. It was…I'm just a little shaken up by it, I'm sorry."



"Oh, honey…"



Jordan knew that her father knew she was lying. But he had the decency not to press her. 



"Oh, Jojo, it happens to everyone. I bet opera singers do it sometimes. You'll try again next week, you'll nail it. Everyone will forget this week. You'll win 'em over."



Jordan sniffed. "Thanks, dad."



"So…"



"So what?" 



"So…" 



He used his Donald Duck voice.



Jordan couldn't help but laugh.



"I can't believe that still works on me!" Jordan observed out loud, but mainly to herself.



"It always works. I'm gonna do it on my deathbed, C.P. Just you wait. I'll have you rolling on the floor when I go up to the pearly gates."



"No you won't…"



"Oh, but I will. Watch me, Jojo…" He made the Donald Duck voice again.



"Dad…stop!" Jordan laughed like she was a little girl being tickled.



"There's that laugh…" 



When she calmed down, he finally pushed for his answer.



"So…your week was good? Give me the dollar version of the story. I want to know everything."



"Okay, fine. Reverend…"



"Yeah, Reverend, Dad, whatever. C'mon. Tell me."



"Not much to tell, really. We had a visiting scholar, they asked me to do a response to a lecture he gave. It went pretty well."



"What was the lecture on?"



Jordan took a breath. "Paradigms of identity construction in adolescent and young adult females."



"Sounds interesting. What was the scholar's name? I might want to read his book."



"It wasn't that good, really."



"Oh. Well, give me the name anyway, I want to check it out."



Jordan hesitated.



"Richard Baxter. He's from Vanderbilt."



"Richard…Baxter…I'm writing it down. And he does identity theory like you, right?"



"Well, overlapping interests, but he has some different ideas than me. But that's what the whole academic game is all about, right? Different approaches, different views?"



"I wouldn't know, Jojo. Never got that far. I'm not as smart as you."



"Dad…stop!" Jordan giggled again.



"So, you did some socializing afterward? Get any leads on a job after you graduate?"



"Nothing concrete, but some good contacts. I think I made a good impression."



"Of course you did. You're a Simms! We always win the crowd over."



"Yeah…"



"Well, I've gotta run, Jojo. I've got to visit Mrs. Wilcox in the nursing home before dinner, and your mother has been awful punctual lately."



"Yeah, she's a stickler for mealtimes."



"Well, call her and tell her about your big week too sometime. I mean, I'll obviously brag, but she likes to hear from you too."



"I'll call her when I get home."



"Thanks, C.P. 



"No problem, Reverend."



"And Jordan…"



"Yeah?"



"I'm proud of you, kiddo…"



* * *



The flight from Johannesburg to Atlanta was brutal. And the connecting flight back home was somehow even worse. 



David pulled his glasses off, cleaning them with the hem of his polo shirt as he walked toward the taxi stand. Not wanting to wait for an Uber, he just got in and gave the driver his address, lolling his head back against the seat as he texted Jordan.



D: Just landed. In the taxi, should be home in…less than half an hour.



J: 🥰❤️🥰❤️🥰❤️🥰❤️🥰❤️🥰❤️🥰❤️🥰❤️🥰❤️🥰❤️🥰❤️



He let his phone drop to the seat beside him.



The taxi hadn't even left the airport terminal before the phone buzzed again.



He picked it up, smiling as he looked at the display.



Then his smile faded.



The display didn't show the call he was expecting–instead of the display showing a picture of Jordan holding a tulip to her nose with a sly smile accompanying the buzzing of the phone, the display just showed a black screen with a contact name. 



Richard Stark.



Shit.



"Hey dad."



"Hey, David! It's been a minute."



"What do you want, Dad?"



"Is that anyway to greet your old man?"



"What do you want, Dad?"



"I just wanna talk, son. It's been a while. I just…I just want to catch up."



David rolled his eyes. He was clearly drunk. Drunk enough to forget he'd called tomorrow, but not drunk enough to be an asshole yet. If he could keep the call to ten minutes, it would probably be okay.



"Okay, Dad. How's business?"



"It's, business, you know. Keeping the cars movin, in and out, buyin' and sellin'. How about you? I hear you got a new job?"



"Yeah. A few months now. And a side business."



"No shit? What's the side business?"



"It's in vehicle maintenance. Kind of a contracting company for companies and local government agencies, maintaining cars."



"Oh. Any money in it?"



"Some."



"Well, keep at it. Never know when it'll turn around. Maybe you won't have to work two jobs if it does, eh?"



"I like my new job, actually."



"Yeah? You the boss yet?"



"Not really. More of an auditor."



"Oh, shit. Fuckin' auditors. I got a visit from the tax man comin' up. Fuckin' auditors."



"I'm not that kind of an auditor. More of a consultant, I guess, but in-house."



"Yeah? What's the company?"



"Maersk."



"Never heard of 'em."



"Alright. Well, it's been real, Dad. I gotta hang up soon. I'm heading home from the airport, and I haven't been home in a while."



"Haven't been home? You traveling?"



"Yeah. A few weeks at a time."



"How's Joanna feel about that?"



"Jordan is very supportive. And I get to be home more after my first year."



"That's good, at least. Of course, you gotta keep an eye on her. You know your mom used to fuck around…"



David rubbed his eyes under his glasses in frustration.



"No, Dad, that was you. You're thinking of you. You fucked around. And I trust Jordan."



"Yeah…well at least she isn't that pretty. The pretty ones'll fuck around."



"She's got her own career, and she's busy, and I actually really do trust her. Dad…what do you want? Why did you call?"



"Nothin. I hear you're an accountant now, is all."



"Yeah, I just got CPA licensure last month. Why?"



"Well, I got a visit from the tax man comin' up, and I was thinkin…"



The taxi pulled up to David's apartment as he heard his father fumble for words. He paid and tipped the driver, stumbled out of the cab and stood between Jordan's new Rav-4 and their old Camry, which now sat unused in the extra parking space.



"Yeah, Dad, whatever. Just have Patricia email me the IRS summons and whatever books you have. I'll take a look, but if it looks shady at all, I'm sending it back and you're on your own."



"Don't be like that, David. We're family."



"Jesus Christ, don't remind me."



"Tell Joanna I said hi. And don't tell her I said she wasn't pretty. Women…they get shitty about stuff like that. Hold grudges, you know? It's in their nature…"



"Goodbye, Dad."



David hung up the phone, clenching his teeth. 



He slipped his phone in his pocket, standing still next to the Camry, then slammed his fist hard into the trunk in frustration.



He immediately regretted it. Lightning bolts of pain shot up his ulnar nerve, the pinky-palm region of his hand throbbing and trembling.



"Motherfucker…" 



He muttered under his breath as he made his way into the apartment building, fishing out his keys as he approached the front door.



* * *



Jordan heard the keys jingling in the doorknob, and she shot out of her chair. Sliding it back under the table, she took a nervous step forward, clasping her hands together in front of her, unsure of how to stand.



The door opened, and David stepped in, obviously frazzled, frustrated, and exhausted. He looked like he was getting ready to throw his bag across the room.



Then he saw her.



A frightened yet hopeful smile was on her face, her hair neatly hanging down. She was barefoot, wearing only black lace lingerie. A see-through bra that cheekily hinted at the shades of her nipples. Arabesques of lace and delicate mesh descended below the bra cups with a skin tight fit that left the midriff bare. Her delicate navel and the surrounding skin invited David to uncover more. All this was attached by thin straps to matching see-through panties that half-revealed a soft, feminine tangle of auburn hair descending in a V to where her legs met.



"Hi baby…welcome home. I made us some brownies…"



David dropped his bag and tumbled forward, throwing his arms around his wife. Her nervous half smile broke into a grin as her husband pawed all over her body, his fingers nudging underneath the lacy fabric, first on her back, then on her front. She kissed him hungrily as he explored her body.



"How was Africa, honey?"



David mumbled an incoherent response, aggressively backing her down the hall to their bedroom.



Jordan giggled as she pranced backward down the hall. 



At one point, she broke away and turned around, only to have David pinch her exposed buttock.



She squealed and giggled again, running down the hallway as her husband chased her.



"I…have missed you in this bed, Mister Stark…" Jordan impishly placed her index finger on his lips. He kissed her finger, then leaned in to kiss her once more.



Jordan fumbled with her husband's pants as they twirled around in front of the bed. The gentle throb between her legs rose steadily with a feeling of heat–whether literal or just a sense of excitement, she couldn't tell.



David's slacks fell to his ankles, and she pushed him playfully back on the bed, the inside of his knees still curled around the foot edge of the mattress.



She eagerly kneeled in front of him, fishing his erection out of his boxer shorts. He moaned happily, sitting up as she pinched his small penis, then he reached down to cup her breast as she took him into her mouth.



He was amazed, as he always was, at the powerful feeling of his wife's warmth. Her head bobbed up and down almost imperceptibly, creating friction with the warmth. 



Their coupling lasted for several seconds before his hips jerked.



Jordan held still for a moment, then lifted her mouth off of him. He fell back on the mattress, sighing happily. 



She stuck a finger in her mouth, recovering the half-teaspoon of his relief out of the curl of her tongue and gathering it onto her fingertip. Holding it in front of her, she caught herself looking over at the full-length mirror.



She saw herself in ¾ position facing mostly away. She was kneeling in her black lingerie, her buttocks and back almost entirely exposed, her breasts elegantly and erotically presented, and her hair hanging stylishly between her shoulder blades, even as she looked over her shoulder at her own reflection. 



She could see the torn look of simultaneous accomplishment and frustration in her own eyes.



She wiped the modest dollop of semen on her finger into the fabric of David's sock and rose to bend over the bed and kiss him deeply.



"Welcome home, baby."
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My my this is simply the sexiest story I have read for a long long time. I cannot get enough!
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Thank you, Crushing!



I almost forgot the story is about Jordan. I could get used to this new pace. 
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Three chevrons up, two rockers down.



The matte black metal rank insignia of a marine gunnery sergeant was centered just below the neckline of Jared's dirty tan flack jacket as he stalked impatiently through the battalion grounds. A cluster of marines waiting for orders parted like the Red Sea as he moved purposely through the midst of them. Finally, he exploded through the front door of the repurposed Victorian style house that now served as Charlie Company headquarters. His hair was sweaty and ragged, his boots filthy, and he had an annoyed look on his face.



That rank insignia combined with a look of annoyance is a dangerous combination. As every marine knows. Everybody began making hasty plans directed at becoming as invisible as possible while still doing their job.



"Krell, I swear to fucking Christ, if I see a single smudge on the brasswork of that door again, I'll cut your fucking fingers off…" he growled.



His voice was hoarse, clearly worn down from yelling all day. 



Bravo company had finished their exercises and were packing and cleaning gear near their headquarters building. Jared had peeled off from the group, his duties as a stand-in senior noncommissioned officer for their training exercises were completed, and he didn't need to stick around. After glaring around at his terrified subordinates for a moment, he stomped back to his office with a nervous younger staff sergeant walking quickly behind him.



"Good afternoon, gunny…how was the field ex?"



Jared stepped into his office, setting his kevlar helmet on a rack and unbuckling his flak jacket.



"If our guys move like that in an amphibious exercise, I'm just gonna let 'em drown. They looked like a fucking frat house full of drunk lobster people. Low, slow, and stupid."



"I'm sure our guys can handle it better, gunny."



"Yeah, well I want to make sure of it. When the captain gets back in, see if we can have a company meeting about doing some beach landing drills ourselves. What I saw today was ten pounds of horse shit in a two pound bag."



"Actually gunny, he…"



"Jesus H. Christ…" Jared growled again, looking down at his basic camouflage gear now that his battle gear was stripped off. "I'm a fucking mess. My asshole has sand in its asshole. I'm gonna go fuck up the shower. We got a nug or a boot assigned to bitch duty today?" He grinned at the staff sergeant, who grinned nervously back. 



"Seriously, Staff Sergeant, I need you to assign someone. Like…now. Anyone piss you off, you wanna send 'em in to the company showers to clean after I get sand in everything? Just fuck up an uppity corporal's afternoon for a little bit?"



He began rummaging around in the space behind his desk, looking for something.



"I can assign someone to come clean, Gunny," the staff sergeant replied. "Just a quick question though…"



"Hold it…" Jared growled hoarsely, still bent over and searching behind the desk. He straightened up, turned around, and glared menacingly at his subordinate staff sergeant. "Where…the fuck…are my PT clothes?"



Not waiting for the answer, Jared exploded out the door of his office to the main work area, staffed by a half-dozen marines who knew instinctively to fear that particular tone of voice whenever it came out of that particular office.



"Okay…" Jared said, putting his hands on his hips just outside his office door. "My gym shit is missing. I know where I put my bag this morning, and I know where I've been all day. Someone's been in my office. Someone obviously lifted it. So which one of you motherfuckers wants to literally, literally die today?"



No one was stupid enough to answer that question. 



Jared whirled on the staff sergeant again.



"Jones…who is the sergeant of the guard today? I will rip this fucking company down to the threads. I will pull sinew off bone, and rip tongues out of mouths. Get the fucking sergeant of the guard into my office forth-fucking-with. I am not kidding."



Nobody moved or spoke. Jared's eyes narrowed in confusion. He had them well trained enough to expect a tornado of activity after a display like that. But they just sat there.



"Okay…" he growled even lower, his voice gravelly and chopped. "What. The fuck. Is going on?"



The young marine seated at the desk closest to him timidly made a gesture for him to look to the right, toward the captain's office door. Jared turned to look, seeing a brown faced boy wearing a marine PT tracksuit that was way too big for him with the cuffs and sleeves rolled up awkwardly to his elbows and ankles. On the right breast of the tracksuit jacket, the name "Poisson" was embroidered.



"Hey dad. Sorry I took your stuff."



The wind quickly drained out of Jared's sails. His posture and face softened immediately.



"Oh. Hey buddy. I didn't know you were here."



Mark stepped out of his office. Attuned to the tense moment, everyone in the front room stood quickly and snapped stiffly to attention.



"At ease. Carry on," Mark said, waving his hand down as everyone sat down and returned to work. "Welcome back, Gunny. We just got back from the gym." He gestured toward the boy. "I needed a spotter."



Marky grinned. It was his first trip to an adult gym with a grownup. And there was a whole platoon of marines that were super polite to his Uncle Mark, and were really nice to him.



Jared nodded down at him, grinning. "That's great buddy. You pump a lot of iron?"



Seeing his dad soften, Marky began to relax. "Yeah. Uncle Mark taught me to do bench press and curls."



Mark waved Jared and Marky into the office and shut the door. He gestured toward the little circle of chairs on the side of the commander's office near the window, and everyone sat down. 



Jared looked up and down at his son. "So, Uncle Mark had the XO radio me. You had a fight?"



Marky's head dropped in shame.



"Tell him what happened," Mark nodded encouragingly.



"Louie kept pushing Alex over when he was playing basketball, and he broke Alex's glasses."



"Who's Louie?" Jared asked, eyes narrowing.



"He's just a guy that picks on Alex all the time. I was reading next to the basketball court and when his glasses broke Alex kept trying to find him, and Louis started to kick him when he couldn't see. So I pushed him away."



"That's all?"



Marky looked up at Mark, who nodded in encouragement.



"I kinda jumped on him. And hit him a bunch of times."



Jared leaned back in his chair and sighed. 



Mark stayed silent as he watched his best friend rub his eyes, exhausted.



"Honestly…" Jared said to no one in particular, "I thought it was JJ that got in the fight. Crazy little fucker's always biting someone…"



Mark burst out laughing, as the boy's eyes widened.



"So…am I in trouble?"



Jared didn't answer, and his hands dropped from his eyes as he turned to face the grinning captain. "Well, sir…What'd you do after you picked him up?"



"We got some sodas and candy bars. Then we went to the gym with third platoon. Taught him how to curl and bench press. Just like he said. He'll be sore in the morning."



"Oh," Jared answered. "Okay. I mean…I'd have gotten him ice cream, but a candy bar'll do in a pinch, I guess."



Marky began to smile. "so…I'm not in trouble?"



Jared grinned. "No, son. You're not in trouble. Your mom might want to give you a talking-to when she gets home, but you're not in trouble here. Look around. You think anyone in this building is gonna tell you not to put a bully in his place?"

 

Marky grinned. "No…"



"You got that right, buddy." Mark extended his hand across to Marky. Marky slapped it with a grin. 



"Krell! Get in here!" Jared barked out loud. Two seconds later, a young marine opened the door and stood in tense anticipation, nodding respectfully toward his superiors.



"Yes Gunny? And good afternoon, sir…" 



"Call Sergeant Simmons, tell him to send two marines to the pit. Whoever's pissing him off today. I'm gonna teach my son some joint manipulation techniques. He had a fight today, and it was sloppy. Can't have him tradin' on my name if he can't kick a clean ass."



"Aye Gunny. Right away. Will the commander be joining you?" he looked respectfully toward Mark.



Jared looked over at Mark, who shrugged, inclined to defer to Jared.



"Yes. The captain is going to be there, at least for a little while. So make it three marines. One of 'em is going to pair with me, one with the CO, and one with this little warrior right here."



Marky grinned again as the young corporal turned around and darted back to his desk to carry out the order.



"Alright buddy, let's head out there." Jared slapped Marky's back, standing up and leading him out the door. Mark stood up and followed them out the door.

 

"Now here's the rule about this stuff. You never, ever start a fight if you can help it. But if a fight starts, you finish it. That's what we do in this family. Got it?"



* * *



A small silver crucifix lay at a lazy angle just below the clavicle, resting on soft, warm, brown skin. Bouncing gently, it lay on its side. Bouncing gently again, it lay nearly upright.



Megan's breasts bounced gently in the same rhythm as the crucifix. The smooth skin of her stomach winked with the thin veneer of sweat as the nightstand lamp light reflected off her naked body. Straight down from her delicate navel, across the slight rise and fall of her lower stomach and upper pubis was a short, straight, narrow, delicate tuft of black hair that extended until it reached the upper cleft of her vagina, lining up perfectly with the thick cock presently filling her.  



It was after bedtime for Megan's boys, and Mark was fucking her. Gently, but firmly. 



Her eyes were glazed, the roots of her dark hair moist with the sweat that covered the rest of her body. All outward signs of a powerful orgasm, the helpless noise of which she had carefully suppressed to avoid waking her sons, asleep in their bedrooms down the hall.



Her husband was down the hall too, but in the family room watching a baseball game. Knowing his role for their liaisons, he kept an ear out if Marky or JJ stirred, so he could either warn Megan or intercept the boys.



Doing a duty from which he derived a weird but intense proxy pleasure. Standing by to assist so that his wife could enjoy sex with her longtime lover.



It was a well established routine. On and off for around a decade, Mark had had regular access to his wife's body at will, and Jared happily found a way to enable their coupling. 



On this occasion, Megan had returned from work, still wearing the crucifix her abuela gave her right before her first varsity soccer game way back in high school. She wore it on trial days, a kind of talisman or good luck charm for the often savage verbal contests in the courtroom. 



She had returned stressed and exhausted from work, surprised to see Mark there with Jared and the boys, splitting tasks while they prepared dinner.



It was a welcome sight, of course. 



She had a special love for Mark, who had been in and out of their lives over the past decade. Who had given her her first child. Who now seemed increasingly inclined to take a subtle, secondary mentor's role in his namesake's upbringing.



Apparently Mark had picked up the boy from school, extracting him from the principal's office and bringing him back to the base. Then he took him to the weight room with some of his marines for his first grown-up workout, and then he and Jared took him to the pit to practice ground fighting.



So when she came home, expecting to see Marky in a withdrawn, sullen posture, avoiding eye contact and mumbling apologies–which was normal for him when he got in trouble–she actually came around the corner to see him helping in the kitchen with an ear-to-ear grin on his face, wearing Jared's training jacket with the sleeves cuffed back. 



He was helpful, confident, and excited about his day. Or, at least, the second half of his day.



They had had dinner, and he had even given Mark a jaunty salute as he left the table to do his homework.



Mark had stayed to help clean up, and then had played a video game with JJ for a half hour or so before indicating an intention to head home.



Megan had asked him to stay. At least until the boys went to bed. 



Amenable to that suggestion, he had a beer with Jared as he turned on a baseball game, chatting about work until the boys went to bed. 



Once Jared tucked them both in and they were clearly asleep, Megan took Mark's hand and led him back to her bed.



It was an intimate coupling. 



Mark had taken her body with his usual hunger, but she met his hunger with a newfound joy in his willingness to be involved in Marky's life. 



They made love. And in the process, disregarding the stress of her day and the uncertainty of her trial in progress, she simply lost her tensions and worries in her physical union with Mark. 



As always, she came powerfully on his cock.



Then, again, another, a few moments later. 



Which is where we found her at the beginning of this scene, her abuela's good-luck crucifix bouncing gently just under her clavicle as Mark's cock filled her with slow, deep, insistent thrusts.



Until his pace picked up…a sense of urgency guiding his movements. Megan covered her mouth with one hand and clutched her crucifix absently with the other as she felt his excitement rising.



"Kneel."



Mark's voice rumbled urgently. Megan slid quickly off the bed onto her knees, looking up to Mark's tall, muscular frame, his powerful right hand wrapped around his cock. She opened her mouth and lifted her chin to meet him, extending her tongue to ensure nothing was dropped.



A raspy sigh emanated from her lover as she welcomed a thick, warm stream of his release into the cup of her tongue. She took the tip of his cock in her mouth, locking a seal just in front of the corona. He pulsed again, this time the stream spilling below her tongue as she began to suck. Then another deep pulse, coating the roof of her mouth. 



She sucked carefully, holding her head still until she felt his body relax, tilting her head back slightly to ensure the copious semen in her mouth didn't drip from her lips when she released him.



He stepped back, his heavy cock dropping from her lips. 



She swallowed and smiled up at him.



They both stood, held one another, kissed deeply, dressed, and then left the bedroom. 



* * *



Jared's feet were up on the coffee table, leaning casually back in his chair as he heard his bedroom door open. A few seconds later, Mark entered, sitting down on the couch nearby and putting his own long legs up.



"What's the score?"



"4-2."



Mark nodded. "What are the odds they can just hang on to a lead?"



"No way that's happening. Goddamn pitcher…what's his name…North…can't throw a strike to save his life."



"Shit…How hard can it be?" Mark laughed.



Jared heard Megan's bare feet pad down the hall. He turned his head around to see–she was wearing a long shirt and panties, nothing else. Her hair was tousled, and she had clearly been sweating.



He shifted his weight, trying to hide his growing erection from his best friend's line of vision.



"What's the score?" Megan asked, sitting next to Mark on the couch.



"4-2," Jared repeated.



"North can't throw strikes…" Mark added, grinning at Jared.



Jared smirked.



"They should key his car or something," Megan said sarcastically.



"That's my girl. I love it when you're vindictive, baby…" Jared grinned.



They sat in silence, watching the game and saying nothing. Out of the corner of his eye, Jared saw Megan hook her hand under Mark's forearm and begin to stroke it lovingly.



"You two are a cute couple." Jared said.



They suddenly both looked uncomfortable. Megan pulled her hand away.



"Everything okay, Jay?" Megan asked, her brow furrowing in concern.



Jared's lips pursed and he took a deep breath. "Yeah."



"What's on your mind, Gunny?" Mark asked, leaning in toward him.



Jared was quiet for a moment. "I just…realized something today when I came in from the field."



Mark and Megan waited for him to continue.



Jared took another deep breath. "I know Marky's your kid, man.Biologically, or whatever you want to call it."



Mark's jaw flexed uncomfortably. "I mean…we don't know…"



Jared's eyes rolled. "Oh, come on. Really?"



Megan leaned forward too, a look of terror in her eyes. "Baby, we can figure this out. Just…"



Jared interrupted her. "It's fine."



Her jaw hung open. "Fine…how? What do you mean?"



Jared turned off the TV and set down the remote. He cleared his throat and flopped back in his chair. 



"I mean it's fine. We've had this…arrangement whenever we're near each other for like…ever now."



Jared's hand waved absently toward the bedroom where his wife had just finished pleasuring his best friend and commanding officer. His eyes dropped to the ground before continuing.



"I'm not blind, and obviously we named him after you. And the older he gets, the more obvious it is. But today…in the pit…I couldn't get him to watch his feet. I couldn't do it."



Mark laughed. "That's it? That's…I mean…he's eleven years old, man. He's just starting out. Come on, we don't really know…"



"I know." Jared interrupted. "Trust me, man. If there's anything in the world I know, it's how people move their bodies in a fight. His natural stance, and your natural stance, they're…identical. It just kinda…solidified it for me."



Everyone was silent, unwilling to look at each other for several moments. Then Megan spoke.



"So…what now? What does this mean?"



Mark looked up, afraid to make eye contact with Jared.



Jared shrugged. "I don't really know. I mean, I've known for a long time. I couldn't admit it to myself, though. I was afraid to admit it to myself because I thought if he were your son he wouldn't be mine."



Mark shook his head vigorously. "Never. That's never…"



Jared put up his hand again. "Let me finish. When I saw him in the office today, wearing my workout top…when we went out to the pit, when we made dinner and stuff…man, that kid was happier than I've seen him in a long time."



Megan began to smile as she nodded toward Mark in agreement. 



Mark looked confused as Jared continued.



"I don't know what it means. I just saw what I saw. I think I'm okay with it, though. More than okay, really. I think knowing you so well…I think that's gonna help me understand my son better too. Gangly little bookworm."



Mark smiled nervously as Megan beamed.



"I…I'd never want to step on your toes or assume…anything. You understand that, right?" Mark insisted.



"And do you finally understand that you're family? That you don't need to worry about imposing in our house?" Jared's eyebrow cocked up. 



Megan hooked her hand through Mark's elbow again. "We're kind of sick of reminding you. But now…it's official. You're family."



Mark's eyes seemed distant, still unsure of how to react. "So…what now?"



Jared shrugged, looking over at Megan, who shrugged back. 



"What do I do? Do I do something different?" A look of panic crept into Mark's eyes.



"We figure it out," Megan said. "Nothing major changes, obviously. And when it's time to tell Marky, we tell him. That won't be for a while, though. Obviously." 



Jared smiled "You just…get to figure it out as you go along. It's called being a parent."



Megan reached up to turn Mark's chin toward her, holding his gaze for a moment and then kissing him gently on the lips. "We don't need any more from you than you're willing to give."



Mark nodded gravely.



Jared began to get uncomfortable, hiding his steadily growing erection as he watched his wife's affections directed toward Mark. They kissed once more, and Mark began to visibly relax. 



Jared's heart skipped a beat, and a rather desperate smile struggled to mask his arousal.



"Well…you guys did good, I gotta hand it to you. He's a hell of a specimen. Strong, smart, good manners…helluva kid."



Megan laughed, clearly delighted by the novelty of the thought. She looked up at Mark again, and kissed him.



"Yeah…I guess we did do good work, didn't we?" she said to him before another, slower kiss.



Jared's hand hastily but discreetly reached down to cover the small wet spot appearing at the stretched apex of his tented shorts.
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I'm always in anticipation of what's next. It's too good to miss.



Actors/models/pornstars....who do you think closely models Mark, Megan, Jared, Jordan and David, physical attributes and genitalia et al. ??
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That's an interesting question, and I'm interested in others' thoughts on that while I'm working on the next few scenes with Jordan and David. 



Obviously I have my own thoughts, but I'd like to hear what others see in what I've written before I tell you what I think. Anyone got any ideas for celebrity lookalikes for the characters? Let's throw Molly in there for good measure, too?




Post 238 — guitarman

Sat Feb 08, 2025 7:18 am

Are we ever going to see Molly again?




Post 239 — Crushing

Sat Feb 08, 2025 7:28 pm

↳ Replying to: guitarman

Are we ever going to see Molly again?



Not as a major character, no. She’s going to pop up a couple more times, though.




Post 240 — Tire_Kicker

Sun Feb 09, 2025 9:13 pm

↳ Replying to: Crushing

That's an interesting question, and I'm interested in others' thoughts on that while I'm working on the next few scenes with Jordan and David. 



Obviously I have my own thoughts, but I'd like to hear what others see in what I've written before I tell you what I think. Anyone got any ideas for celebrity lookalikes for the characters? Let's throw Molly in there for good measure, too?



For me Megan is a toss up between Vanessa Marcil and Michelle Rodriguez. Kind of straddling that line between Smokin' hot and a Badass Chicana. Jordan would be played by either a young Jennifer Connelly or Megan Fox, how exotic do we want to get here? Jared is Olivier Gruner, Mark is Alan Ritchson, Molly is Kate Mara all day long. David Stark is David Eigenberg.



Really interested to see where this goes.




Post 241 — lkh96

Mon Feb 10, 2025 9:20 am

Interesting.....mark is tan skin so I was thinking maybe more like jason momoa, can yaman or will smith maybe ?? Alan is too white.

As for David and jordan, I would like to imagine them as young married Monica Bellucci and Vincent cassel.




Post 242 — Crushing

Tue Feb 11, 2025 6:51 pm

A high pitched giggling, falling just short of a squeal as it echoed down the hall, floated closer to the office door before bursting around the corner dressed in a faded yellow floral print dress with auburn pigtails and saddle shoes.



"Ready or not, hear I come!" 



Another voice floated down the hall as seven year old Jordan Simms ducked impishly into the open doorway, disappearing into the empty pastor's office.



A few seconds later, another face looked cautiously around the corner–a small boy from El Salvador named Luis. The only son of a single refugee mother, the eight year old was dressed in worn slacks from the church donation bin and a clean but threadbare button-down shirt neatly tucked in. 



Luis came to church with his mother every Wednesday and Sunday. He even came to church with pastor Simms' family on those Sundays when his mother had to work, but that meant he had to stay until the pastor was ready to go home–well after the service ended. But then he could play games with the pastor's daughter, as long as they weren't too loud. 



Taking his time, he checked under the soft chairs in the hall, then peeked into the coat closet. Finally, standing on his tiptoes, he tried to see down to the other end of the hall before seeing the open door of the pastor's office.



Luis hesitated, not wanting to go into a space where he knew he wasn't allowed. But hearing a stifled giggle from inside the office, he looked up and down the hall before stepping gingerly over the threshold into the office. 



Bending over to look under chairs, carefully opening up cupboards, he found only books, papers, and dust.



Finally, he walked around to the back of the pastor's desk to find his playmate with her knees tucked to her chin, her forearms wrapped around the front of her dress as she crouched in the dark behind her father's rolling desk chair.



"Found you!" Luis whispered excitedly, pointing at her as she giggled again. She pushed back the chair and waved him into the space. 



Again, Luis was hesitant, but then slowly crawled under the desk and sat next to her, tucking his knees up to his chest to match her posture.



Jordan felt suddenly shy as she felt him settle in next to her. Blushing, she reached behind her to a small cubby and pulled out a small book.



"I come here to read sometimes when my dad's working."



"Ok," Luis responded. "What is that?" He pointed at the book.



"Aristotle's Logic. I'm learning about the difference between major and minor premises."



"I don't know what that means."



Jordan blushed again. "I just like to read. My teacher says I read too many grown up books…" She put the book back in the cubby. Then, realizing she had to switch gears to impress her guest, she reached back into the cubby.



"Look…" Jordan reached behind her again and pulled out a small jar with gummy bears in it.



Luis' eyes went wide, unsure of what was happening. 



Jordan opened the jar and pulled out a single bear and handed it to Luis.



"Take it. It's candy. It's good!"



As he pinched it nervously between his fingers, she pulled out one herself and popped it into her mouth, chewing and smiling. Luis mimicked her, and a surprised smile came over his face. He reached into the jar and grabbed a fistful.



"Hey!" Jordan protested, still keeping her voice low. "You can't take a lot…my dad will know…"



Luis jammed the fistful of gummies into his mouth over Jordan's indignant squeak. She tried to close the jar, but couldn't get it all the way closed.



"Jordan?"



A man's voice.



Luis recognized the pastor and bolted past Jordan, jostling her enough that she dropped the jar. Glass shards fanned out on the floor, dappled with a translucent rainbow of gummy candy.



Luis managed to clear the door to the office and disappear around the corner before Reverend Simms came into the office. 



Jordan heard him enter the room. He stopped as he saw the outer rim of candy and glass debris extending from the front of the desk. He could see a small black saddle-shoe extending past the front panel of the desk.



"Jojo. What happened."



The voice under the desk, half muffled, squeaked sullenly.



"Nothing…"



The Reverend walked around the back of the desk and squatted down, seeing his oldest daughter with her head hanging down and frantically trying to scoop up the mess.



"Oh, honey…stop that, you're going to cut yourself. There's glass in there, it's sharp…"



Jordan looked up at him with gunbarrel blue eyes, her bottom lip jutting out as she fought to hold back tears.



"Jordan." Reverend Simms said quietly. "What happened?"



Jordan's head dropped again. "I ate the candy and dropped the jar."



Reverend Simms nodded. "I kinda figured that. You know you aren't supposed to eat candy before dinner time." He sighed. "But…I suppose we're past that now. That's disappointing."



Jordan buried her face in her knees, avoiding eye contact with her father.



"I heard some other footsteps, Jojo. Did you have an accomplice in this little caper?"



Jordan shook her head. 



"Jojo. Don't be like that. The devil loves a liar. And you don't want to be someone the devil loves, do you?"



Jordan didn't answer. Reverend Simms sighed again and stood up, walking out of the room. 



Jordan heard his footsteps fade. She began to sniffle, wiping away tears as they formed. She tried to scoop up the candy, but jerked her hand back as a glass shard cut into her finger. Blood began to run out.



She crawled out from under the desk and ran to the nearby bathroom, dashing to beat her father's footsteps coming from around the corner.



Safely in the bathroom, Jordan shoved her finger under the running water of the faucet, wincing at the pain. She held it there for quite a while, then pulled it out. 



It was still bleeding, but not as much.



She paced in the bathroom for a moment, then pushed the door and stepped outside. 



Her father was crouching in his office with a broom and dustpan, carefully sweeping up the mess.



"So…did you cut yourself?" He said, looking up.



Jordan's lower lip jutted out again as she nodded.



He sighed. "Come here, Jojo. I brought a bandaid and some peroxide."



She sat down and tucked her knees up again, holding out her hand so he could dress the wound.



They were quiet as he cleaned her up and wrapped the bandage around her fingertip.



"You're a super smart girl, Jojo," her father observed as he finished sweeping up. "I know you know better. Why didn't you tell me Luis broke the jar?"



"He didn't…I did it," she insisted.



The Reverend cocked an eyebrow. "Luis found me in the janitor's closet when I was looking for a broom. He told me what happened."



"Oh," Jordan responded, her head dropping sheepishly.



They sat in silence for another moment. 



"You know," her father observed, "the funny thing about telling the truth…sometimes it hurts to hear. And sometimes it hurts even more to say. But it's always better than a lie. Always."



"I didn't want to get Luis in trouble. He's new." Jordan sniffed again.



He nodded. "That's nice of you to think of that. But the truth is still better. Luis understands that. That's why he found me and told me."



Jordan buried her face in her dress again.



"Jojo," Reverend Simms observed, "we can work through anything in the world if we know what the truth of it is. If it's out in the open in front of us. But we can't work through anything if we hide it from one another."



Little sobs floated through the faded yellow floral print. Jordan's father rested his hand gently on her shoulder.  



"Jojo, if it hurts and it's true, we can use it. But if we keep hiding it…well, then we're always hunting for the truth, and we become suspicious…and resentful, and then…we just don't trust each other. Okay?"



Her auburn pigtails bobbed as she nodded understanding, although not lifting up her face from her knees. 



Reverend Simms lifted up the dustpan full of glass and gummies. "This jar of candy…we can get another one. You can do some extra chores around the church and we can find the money to get some more candy. That's a really easy problem to fix. But I can't just go out and buy the truth. You have to give that to me. You have to trust me with it. Okay?"



"Okay…" Jordan's mumbled softly into her dress, too ashamed to lift her head.



* * *



"Hey…Mr. Stark's back!"



"Hey Mr. Stark, welcome back!"



"Heya David, how was the trip?"



David held back a surprised smile as he was greeted warmly by a small sea of blue polo shirts with his company logo on it. 



Hamad and Clint had scheduled the monthly team meeting for Monday morning–immediately after David got back from Africa. He was jetlagged, but also eager to check in. 



His view of the company from the vantage point of his spreadsheets was promising.



"Hey everyone…did you get donuts? Did we get enough?" David asked, gesturing toward the table in the back.



"Yeah boss, we're good…you want me to get you one?"



Boss…Boss?



"Actually, yeah! That'd be great," David nodded gratefully to the man who offered. "And some coffee too if you're going. I'm jetlagged as hell. That flight from South Africa was a real bitch."



Everyone laughed with him. 



David smiled widely, thrilled at the feeling of being respected by a room full of blue-collar men. Making his way to the front row he met Hamad, who hugged him and welcomed him back, and Clint, the new business manager, who gripped his hand firmly with a grin.



The meeting itself was fairly routine. Not a lot of new business. There was nothing definitive on the major road-paint play David had pitched last time, but two state agencies seemed inclined to give them a shot. David had already ordered samples for them to use, and Clint was going to make a sales call to try and seal the deal in the next few weeks. Everyone seemed excited by the prospect.



Other than that, the business was doing well. Everyone was busy, everyone's paychecks were ample, and the business model appeared to be working for everyone. It had been just over three quarters into their first year, and the growth was more than three times what David had originally anticipated. And it had no indications of slowing. A few of the guys even pitched expanding their subscription service beyond businesses and local governments and just offering it to the public, but David convinced them to let things stabilize for the time being, that they would have to double staff-or more–to make a play like that, and that just wasn't possible right now.



A boring but productive meeting. 



Yet David was euphoric. Things were going well. He was hailed as a returning hero at the company he started, which was a new feeling for him. And things were going well in his regular job as well–he had convinced Arne to upgrade the electrical systems in Lagos, which would take a few months, but would likely make a serious difference. Maybe his most lucrative suggestion yet. The dock would essentially go from 2 functional cranes in a given day to 4. That would change things for the better. 



People respected him. He was making money. He was traveling, solving puzzles, fixing problems. 



Growing up as he did–hiding from flying pens and wrenches doing odd jobs at his dad's car dealership–he never would have thought this kind of life was even possible.



But as well as the meeting with the guys went, it was all dross compared to how he woke up that morning. Stirring just after six, he had been startled to realize he was in his own bed with his beautiful wife. He felt a swelling happiness in his lungs as he rolled onto his side and slid the palm of his hand across the top of her chest. 



He tried to do it lightly, but she woke up anyway–still wearing that jaw-droppingly sexy black lingerie set she had worn when she met him at the door the night before. 



She, too, had swelled with happiness, and had floated into his arms to make morning love. 



The lingerie was a little rumpled from being slept in, but David's eyes still sparkled at the sight of her in it. But it was quickly slipped off and tossed piecemeal around the room as he fondled the length of her body. 



David thanked God that a woman like Jordan so eagerly gave her body to him. After the touches, the kisses, and the embraces, Jordan's warmth was more than prepared for him as he entered her.



David found himself wondering what kind of dreams she had had to have awoken in that state.



That thought alone cut short the enjoyment as David's imagination of Jordan's imagination quickly ran amok in his mind and he shuddered in orgasm.



Jordan had given him a mixed look as he lost control in her body. On the one hand, pleased and proud of her own ability to so quickly please her husband while on the other hand a little disappointed and even put out at the abrupt end. The latter part of the look quickly melted away into deep affections once more. Yet, seeming to want more while not wanting to ask for it, Jordan rocked impatiently back and forth on his small, softening penis until it tipped out of her.



He had looked at the clock and made quick apologies, leaving her clutching the sheet to her chest, still instinctively modest enough to cover her naked breasts as she smiled and blew him a kiss from bed.



He thought of nothing else on his drive to the meeting. 



What a way to wake up…



So when he was greeted with a sea of backslapping when he walked into the meeting, it was official.



David Stark was king of the world.



* * *



Dear Professor Schenk,



I hope this message finds you well, I just wanted to reach out to thank you and to touch base. 



I am of course grateful for the opportunity I had to engage with your paper, and I was gratified to find that you found my response stimulating and useful to you in your own work. I am also deeply grateful for our engaging conversations and your willingness to invite me to your field research.



While I hope my gratitude is apparent, I also confess to being a little hesitant to reach out after the way things transpired during the field research excursion. To be frank, I feel I should apologize. Being unfamiliar with the practicalities of your research, I let my curiosity push me beyond the bounds of professional conduct. I am grateful that everyone in attendance–yourself included–were so understanding, but I'm just sick about it. I hope you will accept my sincere apology.



That being said, I have to confess that I found little in my observations on Saturday night that really moved me away from the core assumptions of my paper. In fact, I have some more questions to put to you that challenge your model, particularly as it pertains to the occupation of consciously constructed fantasy narratives that are fundamentally relational. I should use your terminology, though…I believe you called it dom-space and sub-space. Regardless of which side of the relation one occupies, the essential attribute is the same, as one acts out a role in a power dynamic in a manner that requires total commitment. 



So I'm trying to account for this phenomenon, and I'm struggling to understand where the line between choice and fantasy lies. It seems to me that one would have to make a conscious choice to occupy that "space," and could at any time make a conscious choice not to occupy that space. Thus, the phenomenon amounts to a kind of voluntary delusion, if that's not too crude a description. But if you accept my terms, some other things follow. I would argue that the same question of choice and fantasy can be applied to describe victims of manipulative cognitive programming. Mass suicide cults, and the like–but in those cases what starts out as a voluntary delusion eventually hands over conscious agency to the supreme "dom," no? Usually to the end of mass manipulation or destruction of every ego under his control. I suspect there's a difference between your "dom" and "sub" spaces and these mass delusions that whitewash the ego, but I'm struggling to find it. Is there a meaningful distinction to be made between these behaviors, and might not one lead to the other?



Pardon me for making a literary allusion, but I keep thinking of Don Quixote here. The knight of La Mancha…a sustained, persistent delusion that was psychologically necessary to satiate the ego of a mentally ill man. At the end of the novel, of course, he admits he always knew it was fake…but did he? Really? I find myself wondering just what the men and women I saw on Saturday night really feel about the roles they play. In order for their fantasies to be sexually potent, they have to be real, but in order to be healthy, they have to acknowledge the unreality. If I'm misunderstanding the mechanics of the phenomena, please correct me, but it seems like those two things necessarily cancel each other out. So they either have to really think it's real, which is a kind of consciously chosen delusion, i.e. a voluntary mental illness, or they think it's fake, which means that the sexual potency is derived from some other psychological source. In either case, this does not amount to the ingredients for a stable, healthy identity. 



Anyway, that's my conundrum. I'd love your thoughts, as I do really want to understand your work better. I keep worrying that I misunderstood or misrepresented you, and I want to make sure that I didn't do either of those things. 



Anyway, once again, thank you for your kindness and help, I am genuinely happy to have spent the week digging into your work. Feel free to write back at your leisure. I know how busy we all get.



Best regards, 

Mrs. Jordan Stark-Simms

******* University

Ph.D Candidate, ABD



* * *



Her wedding ring got snagged on the inside seam of his T-shirt.



Jordan and David were snuggling on the couch watching an episode of Farscape, having just finished takeout from Jordan's favorite Indian restaurant–Curry Cottage. The empty takeout containers sat haphazardly on the coffee table, leaning and tumbling over their empty plates as Jordan, who had arrived home mere seconds before David got home from inspecting mechanic sites all day, had quickly shucked her bra and changed into comfortable sweats and a T-shirt. Now, a dim outline of her nipples apparent through the thin cotton of her T-shirt, Jordan tucked her feet up on the couch and leaned into her husband, her head on nestled on his shoulder, running her hand slowly under the bottom of his shirt, over his narrow chest, until finally coming to rest with a light grip over the side of his stomach. 



Which is when her wedding ring snagged on the inside seam of his T-shirt.



Usually things getting stuck, misaligned, out of order, or snagged, drove David crazy. But this time he found himself basking in the fact that if she wanted to take her hand off his body, she'd have to make the effort to unhook the diamond on her ring from his shirt. So the disorder was tolerable, as it kept her close to him. 



She could have ripped his shirt. He wouldn't have cared.



So they just sat there until the episode finished, with David's heart coming to a deep, comfortable resting rate as he felt his wife's slow, warm breaths mist his collar bone. 



King of the world.



The theme music and credits from Farscape ran and Jordan looked up at her husband, her eyes asking for a kiss.



He kissed her softly.



"One more episode?" 



"Yeah, why not?" David answered. 



Jordan shook loose the snag and pulled her hand out from under his shirt. "Okay…pause it, I gotta go to the bathroom…"



"I'll clean up…" David stood up and gathered the takeout containers, dropping them in the kitchen trash can as he heard the bathroom door close. Then, noticing Jordan's bra and sweater still draped over the back of a kitchen chair, he picked them up and headed back to their bedroom to put them in the hamper.



Turning on the bedroom light, he saw it.



On her nightstand.



A large, anatomically plausible penis. A dildo. Of significant size.



David's eyes locked on it as he walked to the corner and dropped her clothes in the hamper.



He knew she had it. He knew she had bought it. He had even seen it before. 



And with all the dancing girl emojis he'd gotten in text messages, he knew–at least conceptually–that she used it sometimes.



But this was the first time he had seen it…out like that. 



Not unlike leaving her bra and sweater draped over a chair, Jordan had the mildly irritating habit of leaving things out when she was finished with them.



Which meant…that she was finished with that.



David gulped. Her being finished with..that…implied that she had had a need to use it. An urge to which she responded. Then, having satisfied that urge, she would have been…finished with…that. And, having finished, she had set it down where it now was.



David cautiously walked toward the dildo on the nightstand, his heart beginning to race.



He found himself analyzing it instinctively. 



It was inanimate. Larger in every way than what he had to offer her with his own body. But nevertheless inanimate. So he had an advantage there.



Or did he?



Standing right next to the nightstand, he looked straight down on the dildo named RICARDO lying parallel to the inched-open drawer below it, the modest curve of it accented by the straight edge of the nightstand. 



He was close enough now that he could see some kind of…residue down the length of it…



He felt drawn to touch it. 



Not the thing itself…but maybe that residue? Evidence of the object's interaction with his wife's most cherished space? 



He didn't know.



David slowly moved his arm forward, two fingers extended, inching toward…



"Are you mad?"



David's heart leaped as he jumped and turned around. 



Jordan was watching him from the doorway of their bedroom, a frightened look in her eyes.



"Sorry?" David hadn't quite understood.



"Are you…mad? I…didn't tell you. I'm not sure of what the rules are when you're home. I should have texted you the dancing girl, but I knew you had an important meeting. I'm sorry…"



The pace of Jordan's explanation was quick. Rapid fire, as if she was afraid she wouldn't get the whole thing out. 



David was silent. Flummoxed. 



While they didn't literally move, Jordan's eyes, which were locked in pleading with her husband, seemed to change shape.



Well, not shape. Something else. Like they were scared, then hungry, then scared again. Almost like she was switching between prey and predator, unable to decide which one to be. 



Finally, she seemed to stop somewhere in the middle and asked again:



"Are you mad?"



"No!" David sputtered out. "Not mad. At all. I like that you have…" His voice faded out.



"My own sexual space…" Jordan nodded in recognition. 



"Yeah. We've…" David coughed, "we've talked about it before. I'm…fine with it. Great, actually."



Jordan nodded, her eyes switching back and forth again. 



Hungry.



Scared. 



Hunting. 



Pleading.



Back. And. Forth.



Finally, her eyes settled in the ambiguous middle again. She seemed to make a decision and stepped forward, gently taking his hands in hers.



"You're really not mad?"



David shook his head. "No. I love it. I love you."



Jordan leaned forward and kissed him softly. "I love you too, baby."



Jordan sat down on the side of the bed and patted the bed next to her. David sat down and she took his hands in hers again, leaning forward to kiss.



Her lips were soft, her breath warm. Not too much curry–she had brushed her teeth in the bathroom…



Jordan gently guided David's hand under her own shirt, placing his palm on her breast. She felt his whole posture tense in excitement, and she couldn't restrain a grin and a slight giggle as he began to fondle her. 



Exchanging another dozen soft kisses, Jordan pulled back slightly, then, with a solemn look on her face, lifted the hem of her shirt up to her neck, exposing her naked breasts to her husband. 



He only had a moment to take in the sight before she gently cupped the back of his head and pulled his head down to suck on her nipple. Taking the cue, David found the gem and sealed his lips around it, kissing and sucking hungrily. He felt her chest rise in excitement, her face looking down toward his urgent work before pulling him off one erect nipple and guiding his mouth toward the other, still soft.



David's penis stiffened as he felt his wife's guidance. Her body was so intoxicating. The skin of her breast was so warm and smooth, the exciting spongy contrast of her nipple as it stiffened in his mouth. Her small, delighted squeaks.



He felt her fist grasp a chunk of his hair, squeezing. The pull wasn't painful. In fact, it was strangely validating. 



Reaching the desired threshold of excitement, Jordan gripped her husband's hair and pulled him away from the bed in a lazy semicircle until he stood, bent at the waist, in front of her. He held a delighted grin as she leaned forward and kissed him again, then pointed down to the ground with her free hand as she opened her legs.



David kneeled eagerly between his wife's legs, leaning forward to bury his face in the fabric of her sweatpants. Nuzzling and kissing her, she responded by giggling more brazenly, her shirt still up and her perky breasts bouncing as she laughed.



David took a deep breath, then reached up and gripped Jordan's waistband, pulling down her sweatpants and panties in one shot. Jordan rolled on her back and tucked her knees together, allowing smooth slippage as the pale skin of her thighs found the lamplight of the bedroom. 



David set her pants down next to his right knee, and then nudged her legs open again, delighted to find the soft fleece of her warmth waiting for him. 



Leaning down, David began to quietly devour his wife's womanhood as her hands found his hair again. 



He noted that instead of laying back, as she usually did when he sought to please her orally, Jordan remained seated upright, looking lovingly down at him and occasionally gently bucking her hips to help his tongue find the best purchase.



Several moments passed. David, fully clothed, was surprised at how much he relished Jordan's guidance as she moved his head and her body to ensure optimal alignment of the two. 



Then, when her mouth began to drop open, signalling the approach of her climax, David tilted his chin up into her softness, exerting pressure on her opening while aiming his tongue's dance to stir her most sensitive spot.



Imminently, he was rewarded. 



Jordan's hips bucked deeply into his face, smothering his mouth and nose with her moisture, and the beautiful sounds of surprise she made caused David's own little penis to squirt out its modest offering in sympathy.



Jordan's fingers remained curled in a tight grip around chunks of her husband's hair as she caught her breath. Then, coming to her senses, she realized how violent her grip was, sputtering out an apology as she let go. 



David looked up, his lips and nose glinting with their shared moisture, and grinned widely.



* * *



"Do we have bananas?"



Jordan thought for a moment, then nodded. "Yeah, I think there are a few left in the cupboard. Should still be good."



David stepped out of the bedroom and into the bathroom, talking over his shoulder. "I was thinking of making banana splits. You want one?" He splashed water on his face, then wiped it on a towel.



"Sure. A small one, if you're making them."





"Then we can get back to that other episode of Farscape."



"Sounds great, baby…" She put her leg through her panties and one leg of her sweatpants, then the other, pulling them up over her waist again. The hem of her shirt now dropped to its normal altitude below her waist, yet the stiff dents of her nipples were noticeably more visible than they were thirty minutes before. 



David disappeared into the kitchen as Jordan sat down at the table and opened her laptop.



"Just gonna check my email real quick…" Jordan said, mainly to herself as she heard David get bowls out of the cupboard.



Opening the app, she found several emails. More than she expected for this point in the semester. Some from students, a couple from other universities…not sure what that was about.. 



One was from Schenk. 



She hesitated, not sure if she wanted to read his response. 



No. It could wait. She was having a good night with David. She didn't want to ruin it.



She flagged it, then scrolled up, clicking through the others, then stopping suddenly.



"Baby…David…"



 Jordan's voice sounded excited. Almost scared. He poked his head out of the kitchen doorway.



"What's the matter?"



"Baby…I got an interview. From Vanderbilt!"



"Really?" David's eyes brightened. "They don't usually reach out before you finish your dissertation, right? This is good news?"



"Oh my gosh!" Jordan's hand covered her mouth. "Another one! University of Illinois? And…oh my gosh…baby…"



"What?" David ran around behind Jordan to look at her screen as she opened up her emails.



There were seven requests to interview. 



David squeezed Jordan's shoulder. "Wow, Jo. Wow! Guess that conference went well, huh?"  



Jordan's mouth hung open, speechless.



"So…are you gonna take the interviews?"



Jordan fumbled for words. "I…I guess. I'm only halfway done with my dissertation. Baby…I don't know if I'm ready for this…"




Post 243 — Crushing

Tue Feb 11, 2025 7:33 pm

For me Megan is a toss up between Vanessa Marcil and Michelle Rodriguez. Kind of straddling that line between Smokin' hot and a Badass Chicana. Jordan would be played by either a young Jennifer Connelly or Megan Fox, how exotic do we want to get here? Jared is Olivier Gruner, Mark is Alan Ritchson, Molly is Kate Mara all day long. David Stark is David Eigenberg.



Really interested to see where this goes.

[/quote]



Good thoughts so far.  Also, just posted a new chapter, so check that out.



I'm definitely interested in how everyone visualizes the characters. I think we all project ideals of beauty onto the characters we read about, and that's actually a good thing. With that in mind, I have to say I hesitated to contribute since I'm actually writing the stuff, so it might taint it for some of you. But it's fun to kick around so what the hell. 



With the caveat that this is only what I see when I write these characters, and is not meant to determine anyone else's reading experience, enjoyment, or interpretation, these are the celebrities who most closely physically resemble the characters in my head when I write.



Jordan: Anna Kendrick, just a little taller.

David: David Tennant with glasses--although the David Eigenberg suggestion is sticking with me, haha. Having trouble not seeing that. I think that might be better than mine. I'll have to think about that.

Molly: Maria Thayer

Megan: Michelle Veintimilla. Michelle Rodriguez is a close second, though.

Jared: Georges St-Pierre, but thinner.

Mark: Alan Ritchson. Nailed it. We're sympatico on that one.

Captain/Colonel Wolfe: Bruce Greenwood

Colonel Chen: Nathan Lees (specifically his character from the Matrix trilogy)



Any other thoughts?




Post 244 — nnjcpl2002

Tue Feb 11, 2025 8:19 pm

Beautiful work, C!  Thanks. Eager for the next chapters of course.




Post 245 — Crushing

Thu Feb 13, 2025 4:42 pm

So for those who have trouble keeping up, the next scene is back in time with a younger Mark, Megan, and Jared, as the context will hopefully make clear. I was originally going to have this be the first scene in a series of developmental scenes (my usual MO with this story), but I was fiddling with it and I think this particular scene works best if it stands on its own. I'll do another Jordan section next this weekend, then continue with the full next chapter with young Mark and co. next week. Hope you enjoy.




Post 246 — Crushing

Thu Feb 13, 2025 4:45 pm

Megan couldn't get to sleep. 



She had never felt so conflicted. 



It had been hard to get any sleep lately.



She had just finished the school year–grading the last paper, marking the last report card. Her last walk around the classroom with her box of belongings had felt bittersweet. With her husband's orders now official and her first tuition deposit paid to Georgetown Law, life was about to change.



Now she lay wide awake in her king bed at just after 2 in the morning, her husband breathing steadily by her side, asleep. 



The move was imminent. Jared's orders were to report to the barracks in Washington, D.C. next Wednesday. The various perimeters of their apartment were cluttered with an ever accumulating collection of boxes that held their belongings. They had already secured temporary lodging while they looked for a place to live. Hopefully somewhere near Georgetown Law..she wanted to be able to walk to class.



But location and life circumstance were not the only things changing. The more stress surrounding the logistics of moving pressed on her from the outside, but all those headaches had practical avenues of address. What was really keeping her up at night were the changes that pressed on her from inside her mind…



She had had a dream a few weeks ago. A dream about a little brown-eyed boy carrying an armful of board books. 



Then, waking up, she had felt something new. Well, not a new thing…it was different. Like she almost felt new way. Like she was suddenly an oh-so-slightly different person. 



It felt like she was experiencing some kind of primal autopilot feature. When she woke up, with her husband gone to work, she had simply turned to the other side of their king bed and initiated sex with her husband's best friend. 



Megan shook her head in the dark, remembering the strange, almost out-of-body feeling as she pulled Mark's body to hers that morning. 



It was an almost mystical experience–she was so attached to the impulse to have sex with Mark, she nearly detached from herself. 



She had kicked herself a thousand times in the weeks since for stopping Mark from getting a condom, and a thousand times more for locking her ankles behind him when he released into her.



And that morning's experience was unique in ways she was still unsure how to describe, even to herself. Not like it was her first time: she had had sex with a handful of men in her life. A couple in college, Jared of course, and now Mark. During the act she had always felt the strange cocktail of arousal, desire, insecurity that coursed around her in ebbs and flows. Those ebbs and flows came before and lingered after the act as well, in diluted and dissipated form. 



Her usual indicator of achievement after sex was the oxytocin saturated-feeling: that relaxed sense of connection after her partner finished. Her goal was always her partner's orgasm, although enjoying one (or more) herself along the way was rarely a problem with either Jared or Mark.



This time, though, she had been shocked at how little she had cared about her own climax. Her craving was solely for her lover's seed. When Mark's heavy torso had shuddered over her, when she had felt his copious spurt coat her depths, she had felt an even deeper than usual sense of connection and satisfaction. No, satisfaction wasn't a strong enough word, but she couldn't think of one that worked. It was like she wanted to lay down for a straight week in Mark's sad, brown eyes. Like she never wanted to feel him withdraw from her body. To her later horror, Jared was not even an ancillary presence in the experience; he had completely disappeared from the horizon of her concerns.

 

Mark had looked concerned after he ejaculated. Shocked, actually. He looked at her almost as if she had changed shape or something. Like she was a different person. She didn't mind at the time, as she felt a little bit like she was–-an oh-so-slightly different person. 



Nevertheless, Mark had glanced over at the nightstand clock and seen the time, puffing as he withdrew from her indignant body. Her hands had loosed behind his neck, but her fingertips lingered and slid down his torso until he was out of reach.



Mark had clearly been a  little flummoxed…perhaps even a little suspicious as she watched him walk out of her bedroom. He had stepped into the bathroom. She had heard the door shut and the shower run.



That morning, after Mark had stepped in the shower, with her eyelids still heavy, the warm fog of her dream still shrouding the edges of her consciousness, Megan had ventured a single, thin finger down over her stomach and between her legs, feeling the sloppy mixture of fluids roll back and forth under the pad of her long distal phalanx.



Feeling that fluid had caused a spark in her chest and gut to ignite. And, without thinking, she had to begun to masturbate.



Desperately.



The memory of her lover, the tactile sensation of herding his excess fluid back into her body, along with the audible squishing sounds of her finger exploring her warmth brought a quick conclusion to the matter. Her feet had planted on the mattress with her knees rising up under the bedcovers. Her hips had bucked forward and frozen in tense desperation, and her breath held at peak lung capacity as her lips pulled apart in an awkward lockjaw-grin. 



And she came.



It was the first time she had actually seen stars. The involuntary convulsions of her pelvic floor seemed like echoes in the background of her consciousness as the rivers of electricity ebbed out of the farthest reaches of her body, fading back into her center, and then receding entirely.



Then she realized what she had done.



It was around that time that the shower turned off, and, horrified and embarrassed, Megan had quickly jumped up and shut the bedroom door so she didn't have to see Mark. Waiting until he left for work, a flushed Mrs. Megan Poisson hurried to her school and assigned classroom, skipping breakfast and arriving just before her first batch of students.



The waves of regret and anxiety came in batches throughout the day as she remembered what she had done. What was still inside her body.



But those waves came with strange company. The flush in her cheeks returned each time she remembered Mark ejaculating into her.



She had had to sneak off to the faculty ladies' room at lunch to masturbate.



Then again after her fifth period Speech and Debate class.



Then, to her later horror, her fingers found their way into her body while sitting in traffic during her commute home, the flush in her cheeks visible to the driver in the car next to her.



When she had met Mark sitting on the couch in the living room as she walked through the door, he seemed uneasy. Unsure of how to talk to her. 



But she didn't want to talk. She simply locked her brown eyes with his, kicked off her shoes, dropped her jeans and panties, and straddled him, fumbling aggressively with his pants until she found what she needed.



This time she came powerfully just before he did, her thighs twitching together like an epileptic butterfly. Again, she received his seed and held his lips with hers until the electricity faded out of her body.



Afterward, Megan had had mixed feelings. 



Just not mixed enough to stop it from happening again the next morning. And the next afternoon. 



She had heard the term "in heat" before: a manic, all consuming libido that overrode all other life and social considerations. And she seemed vaguely aware that she was in that state, reacting to the fact with alternating ebbs of euphoria, confusion, and guilt.



But a week went by. 



Then two weeks, and she had finally admitted to herself that something was truly different. 



She couldn't stop thinking about Mark. She was having sex with him two or three times a day, and masturbating while thinking about him at least once more. 



All that in addition to the several times per week she would take him and her husband in turn before they all went to sleep. 



She couldn't get enough. 



And she worried that Jared was getting jealous.



Maybe it would settle down when they moved to DC and she got busy with law school. 



Mark had decided–albeit tentatively with his characteristic PTSD-informed suspicion–that he would come along with Jared and Megan when they moved, find a job in the area, and eventually get a place of his own. Perhaps the novelty of their sexual relationship would wear off a little bit. Maybe she would find some balance and not neglect her husband.



That would have to be how it happened. The current trajectory of things seemed unsustainable. But everytime she admitted that to herself, she would see Mark's sad, confused brown eyes, and a flash of that dream…with that little boy's brown eyes that so obviously matched his…she would feel herself start to stir again. She would think about his body, his strong jaw, his lips…that cock…



That cum she would find with her fingers afterward…



Again…it was unsustainable. 



And Jared didn't know they weren't using condoms anymore.



 Which was also unsustainable.



Especially since now she knew for sure that her period was late.



Megan felt the panic rise in her chest, struggling to get a full breath, blinking pointlessly in the dark room. 



Jared groaned slightly next to her.



Wait…no. The groan wasn't from Jared. But the pitch was too high to be Mark…



She heard it again, coming from the couch outside the bedroom.



Another moan, then jerky, aggravated breathing…



Mark was having a nightmare.   



Megan slipped out of bed and walked quickly but quietly out of her bedroom and out to the couch. 



He was asleep, but gripping the back of the couch tightly and grimacing. He was covered in sweat and grimacing.



She kneeled down quietly and started lightly running her hands over his body.



She leaned down and whispered into his ear. "Mark…it's Meg. It's okay. You're okay, you're here with me…" 



He let out another nasal groan, then slowly, heavily blinked his eyes open. 



There was deep fear in his dilated pupils, the brown iris was barely visible in the low light.



"Meg…?"



"I'm here, Mark…what do you need?"



"Meg…" He blinked heavily again.



She kneeled up and leaned over his face, holding her eyes inches from his.



"Look at me, Mark. It's Meg. You're home safe with us." 



He still seemed confused. She began to kiss him softly. "Relax, big guy. I'm here."



Slowly he began kissing back. Then, taking a deep breath, his eyes seemed to focus and settle on her.



"Thanks, Meg." 



She smiled, holding his jaw between her hands. 



"No problem." 



He sat up and ran his hand through his hair, then stood up from the couch.



"Shit. That was a wild one."



"Just a dream, big guy…" Megan cooed gently, standing up beside him.



Mark walked into the kitchen to get a drink. 



Watching him go, Megan still held onto his brown eyes in her memory, his pupils constricting until she could see that chocolate color around them begin to recognize her face. 



She felt the powerful and inconvenient urge rise again. 



It rose even more when he walked back into the half-light and she saw his eyes again. Having returned to their normal deep, sad black with brown surrounding.



"Everything okay Meg?"



Megan nodded silently, slowly as she looked up and down his body.



She put a finger on his chest. "Wait here…"



Walking back into the bedroom, she felt her breath begin to catch as she felt that vague sense of autopilot take over. Kneeling down by Jared's side of the bed, she kissed his cheek and grasped his arm.



"J…baby, wake up," she whispered gently.



Jared's eyes shot open, his pupils adjusting within the ring of his icy blue irises. "What's up…"



Megan hesitated, noting the groggy confusion in her husband's eyes.



"Everything okay, Meg?"



"I couldn't sleep, J."



"Okay…why not?"



She hesitated again, then took a deep breath. "I couldn't sleep because I want Mark. Is that okay?"



Jared's pupils constricted in surprise. He cleared his throat. "I mean…yeah honey…"



Megan gently cupped her husband's cheek. "Okay…I woke you up because I want you to watch us fuck, baby. Is that okay?"



Jared propped himself up on his elbows, clearing his throat. "Yeah. Okay…"



His voice was still raspy with excitement.



Megan held his icy blues in her warm gaze for a moment–just to be sure. Then, wordlessly, she stood and pulled her top off, her breasts dropping freely down as she tossed the shirt aside before shucking her pajama bottoms and panties. 



Megan's fully nude silhouette stood in front of the half-light of the open doorway, presenting a cocoa smooth vulnerability to her husband, who stared, slack jawed while rooted to his spot on the bed. 



Her own eyes projected a new look that Jared didn't recognize. It looked like she was ready to fight, but also ready to be taken.



Like she was a cat and a mouse at the same time…



"Mark…" Megan spoke up in full voice for the first time that night.



"Yeah, what's up…" his voice drifted in from the other room.



"Could you come in here please?"



Jared and Megan heard the couch cushions squeak as he stood up. Then his large body filled the doorframe, casting a man-shape shadow over their bed. 



Megan didn't turn to face him. Her gaze continued to look down at Jared in the bed as she spoke.



"Mark…I want you to fuck me, please."



Mark squinted for a moment. Then, looking up and down at her bare back and tight, bare buttocks, he walked toward her, took her hand, and led her to the far side of the bed. 



Jared watched them walk around the foot of the bed. Then, he saw Mark step confidently behind his wife and reach his large hands around her body. One hand began to cup a naked breast, while the other slid down her stomach and cupped her vagina. 



Megan's eyes closed halfway, clearly having eagerly anticipated his touch. Mark caressed her body for a few minutes, gently kissing her cheek, neck, and under her ears. Then, still holding her between the legs with one hand, he placed the other between her shoulderblades and bent her at the waist until her palms rested on the mattress. 



Jared shuffled to sit up with his back to the headboard as Mark, whose lower half was now concealed by Megan as she bent over the mattress, pulled his shorts down and let them drop to his ankles. He stroked himself a few times, then reached over to the nightstand to find the box of condoms. 



Her eyes never leaving Jared's, Megan's foot shot out sideways, gently holding the drawer closed with her painted toes.



Mark grunted in confusion, unsure of what to do. He looked over at Jared, whose eyes widened in recognition.



Megan's head whirled around to look at Mark over her shoulder. "What are you waiting for? Fuck me."



Now it was Mark's eyes that widened. 



Jared said nothing, his torso tensing visibly. 



Megan's head whirled around to meet Jared's eyes again. 



"Jared…stop him."



Jared's eyes went even wider as he picked up on what was really happening. Mark shrugged in his direction as he lined up his cock with Megan's opening. 



"Jared…stop him." 



Megan's voice was insistent. Then her eyes closed suddenly. A low sound–moist movement– arose between Mark's hips and Megan's, signalling that she had been penetrated.



Jared, paralyzed by the moment, looked up at Mark, then down at Megan as they coupled. Megan's eyes opened again, but only halfway as her lover's thrusts became more insistent. 



Mark reached forward and grabbed a fistful of Megan's hair, yanking it back and eliciting a yelp before picking up the pace. Their skin began to clap together and small yelps forced their way out of her throat.



Megan's brown eyes lilted under her heavy eyelids, still looking at her husband, whose hand was now moving quickly under the bedcovers.



"St st st stop him ba ba ba babyyyyy…" Megan whined.



Finally, Jared gently shook his head, holding his breath.



Megan nodded gravely, then turned her head to face Mark. Her lips pulled back, baring her teeth in an oddly intense display of…something? Defiance? Cruelty? Agony?



"You heard my husband," she growled through her teeth. "Fuck me like you mean it…"



Mark began to thrust harder, yanking her hair back again. The tension heightening, her chin jutted upward as her face turned back to Jared. That same animalistic grin now turned on her husband as she dropped down onto her elbows, her rear end raised in heat to meet Mark's thrusts.



Jared's hand moved more quickly under the blankets, his eyes fixed on hers.



Nobody said another word.



It was all eyes from then on.



But Megan's eyes spoke volumes, and were full of new clarity. Jared gleaned their meaning without confusion. 



Her eyes said to him:



I love you. 



I will always love you.



I chose you as a partner.



You are my husband.



I chose him as a mate.



The man inside me is my mate.



You are my cuckold.



Now Mark's lips pulled back, baring his teeth, unconsciously mirroring the look on Megan's face as little flecks of spit flew from between his teeth. 



He thrust forward, shoulders back and hips in.



She wailed in surrender, her chin forced up, her clumped hair taut in Mark's fist fist as he ejaculated deeply into her body.



Mark grunted and let go of her hair.



Megan's head dropped, her face buried in the bed covers. Her ears were almost deaf to the desperate groans of Jared's self-produced orgasm.



Almost.




Post 247 — nnjcpl2002

Fri Feb 14, 2025 5:32 am

Perfect rendition,C, to establish their cuckolding relationship. Each of their needs fulfilled. It's really symbiotic and for them, it's healthy!  Total trust is required for the couple between themselves and, of course, her lover.  No real jealousy and Mark does not want to harm their marriage. Remarkably, it somehow strengthens their marriage and there is genuine love shared between all three.  



This would not work for every couple. It takes a strong marriage to start with and the cuckold actually must have plenty of self confidence in his own position. He is in no way a wimp, and we see that a strong, good hearted woman has the capacity to love two men at the same time, although not in exactly the same way.  



Have I got this about right, friend Crushing?




Post 248 — MustBeDenied2

Fri Feb 14, 2025 6:58 am

Thanks again, Crushing. I love the new schedule. In the past, I would try to pace myself and read only one section per day. It usually went much like the owl in the old Tootsie Roll Pop commercial. 1, 2, 3 and then I’d read the rest. 



MBD




Post 249 — Crushing

Fri Feb 14, 2025 3:12 pm

↳ Replying to: nnjcpl2002

Perfect rendition,C, to establish their cuckolding relationship. Each of their needs fulfilled. It's really symbiotic and for them, it's healthy!  Total trust is required for the couple between themselves and, of course, her lover.  No real jealousy and Mark does not want to harm their marriage. Remarkably, it somehow strengthens their marriage and there is genuine love shared between all three.  



This would not work for every couple. It takes a strong marriage to start with and the cuckold actually must have plenty of self confidence in his own position. He is in no way a wimp, and we see that a strong, good hearted woman has the capacity to love two men at the same time, although not in exactly the same way.  



Have I got this about right, friend Crushing?



Yeah, I think so. Mark’s relationship with Megan and Jared, which is increasingly symbiotic over time (although bumps in the road are ahead, be forewarned) is meant to contrast Mark’s relationship with Molly and Chris, which is much more zero-sum: where one man wins, the other loses. Much less healthy. All this (and some surprises to come) are meant to set up the question of how a mature Captain Rein will interact with Jordan and David when the time comes. But Mark has some more things to learn and experience before then (as do both Jordan and David, of course). But yeah, I think you definitely see Megan’s situation how I do!




Post 250 — Tire_Kicker

Fri Feb 14, 2025 9:24 pm

Holyeeeee Shit Crushing!  You turned the boost all the way up on that one. Megan putting a mind fuck on Jared while Mark put a bun in his wife's oven was molten hot.



Again, great writing! Loving every minute of it and looking forward to more. 



Back to who we visualize, I agree with Maria Thayer as Molly, did not know who she was. I went with my choices for Jordan based on blue eyes and gorgeous, in Jennifer's case maybe even angelic. Kendrick is just not my cup of tea... Just my humble opinion.




Post 251 — Guest

Sun Feb 16, 2025 7:58 am

Finally caught up here and still utterly enjoy this magnificent story.  



I'm not sure I can continue the chapter by chapter consumption of this as I feel like I'm always left on knifes edge; might just step back from this for the time being and check back in a couple months.  Think I'd enjoy the rest of the story during a lazy day reading binge.




Post 252 — Crushing

Wed Feb 19, 2025 6:47 pm

Dear Jordan (or should I say Mrs. Jordan Stark-Simms, Ph.D ABD?),



Please…dispense with the academic formalities. I hope I don't have to keep reiterating that we are colleagues now. You took my whole life's work apart limb from limb on a stage in front of hundreds of the top scholars in our discipline. So call me Tom.



I was glad to have you along on my little Saturday field excursion. I, of course, have attended dozens–or is it hundreds by now?-- of these types of events, and while they are never boring, some new friends to accompany me can help keep the experience interesting. A fresh set of eyes, especially attached to someone who is as genuinely intelligent and curious as yourself can have the effect of renewing the experience for me. One does get stuck in the well-worn ruts of one's own research and theoretical assumptions after a while, and your spirited skewering of my latest research accompanied with your real-time observations and questions have me revisiting old ground in quite a productive way. And for that, I thank you.



To that end, I'm glad you reached out. I've thought over your observations and questions–both from the conference, and from our conversations during the field research, as well as your most recent correspondence–and I'm not sure I have ready answers. However, I also need to be quite candid here in observing that your questions (however valid they might be) may have more to do with how your experience on Saturday night ended than it has to do with any theoretical clarity on the philosophical nature of choice or voluntary fantasy in a BDSM context.



I hope you don't feel attacked by that observation. I certainly don't mean it that way. But I have observed that one of the flaws with your approach to my work comes more from more of a place of moral horror or pique than empirical fact. I'm not of the professional stripe to discount the utility of moral horror in research, necessarily, but I do think one must try to keep one's biases out in the open and properly identified when one begins theorizing about the causes and meanings of things. 



This is especially apparent to me in your last email–you jumped straight to the examples of suicide cults and Don Quixote for your objections. While I acknowledge the parallels, you're jumping to extremes to emphasize danger–which skews the picture a good deal. Think about it: the first example is an absolute worst-case scenario in mass social manipulation, while the second is, well, just pure literary fiction. As one is so extreme and the other is not real, I get the sense that you might be more preoccupied with the fact that you're still a little uncertain how you should feel after Saturday. You've spent some time on the inside (or at least with one foot inside) the BDSM bubble of this "voluntary delusion," and you're trying to account for how you felt. 



I'd be happy to address the extreme hypotheticals you raised, Jordan. But if we're really going to do this, I'm going to step into the role of mentor (and someone who has a lot of experience with this specific psychological phenomenon) and say that you need to come to terms with your own personal experience of dom/sub space from the inside before you can moralize in good faith from the outside. 



I say this in the friendliest, most non-threatening way possible. Not an accusation, but a warning. You now know too much about the inside–the lived experience of BDSM–to pretend that you don't understand it. At least on an instinctive level. So now you need to find words for the feelings that work to explain it to yourself before you re-engage the academic questions from a more objective standpoint. Whether you're willing to do that or not is of course up to you. I know this is not a primary focus of your own research, only ancillary. I also know that your upbringing and your current moral/philosophical commitments render this kind of process of self-exploration quite threatening to your identity. But once you step inside a dom or sub experience, and you then begin to explain it objectively as if you hadn't, as if you were only an observer…well that is just to theorize in bad faith. And I know you don't want to do that. 



If you want to process it together, I'm happy to be a partner in your deliberations. If you want to go that route, let me know. I can promise you the complete confidence of academic colleagues if you want to ask me questions about it. But before you jump to Don Quixote or Jonestown to explain other peoples'  sexual proclivities, you need to decide what happened to Jordan last Saturday. 



Write back when you're ready to do that.



All the best,

-Tom



P.S. When "the incident happened," I feel like I should explain–the whole room didn't stop what they were doing because you crossed some line of propriety. They stopped what they were doing because you're a natural domme. They were delighted. Impressed, even. They just wanted to see you shine in that role. I'm not sure if that helps or further complicates your dilemma, but, if you're wondering, that's what that sudden silence around you actually was.



-T



* * *



"My mom used to tell me if I left my mouth open I'd catch flies…"



Patrick Lin grinned over his shoulder down the row of desks, waiting for his friend to jab him back.



But Jordan didn't hear him. She was still in shock after reading the email.



"Jordan?"



Her head snapped back, surprised and still offended at the email. "Sorry?"



"I was making a joke."



"Oh."



"Guess it wasn't that funny."



Jordan blinked heavily, then seemed to snap back into the conversation, looking over.



"What was the joke?"



"I just said my mom said I'd catch flies if I left my mouth open. You kinda had your mouth hanging open. Looks like you've got something a little newsworthy over there. Is it something good or something bad?"



Jordan's face reddened slightly. "Ummm…kinda mixed, I guess."



"Mixed? Like how?" Patrick stood up to walk over to her desk. 



Jordan instinctively leaned forward to cover her laptop screen. Patrick stopped in his tracks, taken aback.



"Ummm, everything okay?" he asked tentatively.



"Yeah…everything's…I just got a weird email. And some good ones, too. It's just a lot all at once. Trying to figure out how to react to all of it."



"Oh, okay." Patrick retreated back to his chair and flopped back into it. "Like a good-news-bad-news kind of thing?"



Jordan nervously tucked her hair behind her ear. "Kind of. Not bad news, really. Just like…good news, weird news."



She seemed distant. Patrick weighed for a moment whether or not to push her on it. 



She didn't return to work, still halfway facing him but looking off in the distance. 



Her body language ambiguous, Patrick erred on the side of incaution. 



"Want to, maybe, share the good news?"



"Huh?" Jordan focused back in on him. "What's the good news?"



Patrick cocked a half grin. "Girl, you are out of it today. You said you had good news, weird news. What's the good news?"



"Oh. I got invitations to interview at a few places."



"What? Already? You don't even have a full dissertation draft yet!" 



Jordan nodded, shrugging to mirror his confusion. "I know! What am I supposed to talk about in the interviews!"



Patrick laughed out loud. "You think it matters?" 



Jordan's mouth dropped open again, her eyes widening in shock. "Of course it matters!"



"No, no, that's not what I meant…" Patrick waved his arms in playful defense. "Of course it matters in like…a way. But what actually matters is you got interviews before everyone else. It means departments are competing over you. It means that even if a couple search committees decide you're not a fit, you're probably going to be fine. You'll get at least three serious offers. That's my guess."



"But why?" Jordan insisted. "I haven't done…anything? I co-published that one paper with Dr. Lukacz, and then I did a couple other papers in my first two years. I'm working on my dissertation, but only my committee…"



"It was the conference, Jordan!" Patrick interrupted her. "You spanked a tenured professor in front of like two hundred of his peers! It was awesome! How can you not see that?"



Jordan's mouth hung open again. "Was it that bad?"



"It wasn't bad!" Patrick laughed in spite of himself. "Everyone loved it! Didn't you hear Lukacz laugh?"



"No…I definitely heard that. I just thought it was, you know. Just a boring paper and response."



Patrick shook his head in disbelief. "It's so weird how you can't seem to see yourself sometimes."



Jordan leaned back, confused and offended. "What does that mean?"



"Just that you got an opportunity everyone in this room would kill for," Patrick shrugged back. "And you crushed it. And yet you're still confused why you're ahead of the rest of us."



Patrick's tone took on a bitter edge. The jab hit Jordan in the stomach, and she didn't know how to respond.



Patrick didn't continue, but turned back his laptop and went back to work. Jordan, now embarrassed and unsure of herself, did the same. She reread Schenk's letter, suddenly feeling very attacked. 



All these men around her…telling her she doesn't know herself. That she can't see herself. Who were they to tell her anything? Who were any of them to insinuate a lack of self-awareness on her part? 



She closed out the email, suppressing an audible huff of indignation as she opened her latest dissertation draft and reached for the next book in the pile on her desk.



* * *



David walked slowly through the rows of neatly parked school buses.



In a way, they were just dollar signs to him. His first big contract that started the ball rolling downhill. The first little burst of momentum. But he was surprised at how good he felt at being a little part of making sure all the kids in his county could get to school. He liked to feel…useful.



Two of the newer mechanics were off to the side, wrestling with a major repair. 



It looked like a bent axle–the front half of the yellow monster was jacked more than two feet off the ground, propped up like a giant rearing yellow horse. Two young men in matching light blue jumpsuits were crouching on either side of the stripped wheels, arms deep into the wheel wells as they stripped down components.



Seeing David walk up, they both stopped and stood to meet him.



"Heya boss…what brings you by?"



David still wasn't accustomed to being called "boss," but he shrugged it off. 



"Nothing in particular. Just finished a potential sales call with Clint, finished a little early. I had some time. Thought I'd swing by the bus yard, see if you guys needed a hand.



The two mechanics looked at each other, confused. "Like…pulling the axle?"



David grinned. "Sure. Or whatever."



"I mean…no offense boss, but…you know anything about…this part of the job?"



David laughed. "No offense taken. You guys are new, and I've been on the road. Some of the guys we brought on earlier know me a little better. But it's a fair question. I grew up working on clunkers on my dad's used car lot. I'm not certified or anything, but I know my way around stuff. Enough to be an extra set of hands, anyway."



One of the mechanics pursed his lips and nodded, impressed. "I didn't know. I figured you was just the business guy. You and Clint. I know Hamad's certified, but he's like the foreman, so…"



"Yeah, we all know our way around the business," David explained. "All sides of it. But you're not wrong, I mainly do books, and sales, and number stuff now."



He caught himself looking wistfully at the open toolbox sitting on the gravel between the two of them. 



He was definitely making more money now, and his two jobs were a great fit for his skillset, not to mention they were surprisingly lucrative. But nothing beat the feeling of really fixing something that needed fixing. Just taking a broken thing and making it run.



"That's cool boss, but I think we actually got this one. We pretty much got it loose, and the replacement's up on the truck, but it's gonna take both of us to carry it."



David nodded, understanding. "Fair enough. Just looking to keep busy, I guess."



"Isn't this like…your week off?" the other mechanic asked. "That's what Hamad was tryna explain to me after the meeting."



"Yeah, it is." David agreed. "I'm on with my other gig for three weeks, traveling out of town. Then I get a week off. That's when I hang out with you guys. Try not to get in the way, still make us all some money, that kind of stuff."



"Why don't you like…go relax? Go fuck around and play fifty holes of golf or whatever the numbers guys do all day."



David laughed with them. "Not really a golfer. Maybe I oughta learn, I don't know."



The two mechanics stood respectfully, waiting for him to leave. David finally got the hint, made excuses and walked away, unsure of how to spend his day.



Walking back to his beat up old Camry, he glanced at his watch. It was nearly noon. Maybe he could take his wife out to lunch. Surprise her.



Yeah. There's an idea…



David got in the car and started it, driving toward the campus.



He looked forward to a good talk with her. Face to face. He could tell her what was really on his mind. What he couldn't tell those guys back there, since it wasn't a done deal. That he and Clint had just finished arranging a trial run for their paint product for the Florida department of transportation. It wasn't the first deal they had landed–they were almost all the way to a multi-year contract with South Dakota, which was definitely going to make them some money. But Florida was one of the "whale" states. If they liked the product and made the decision to switch–the company would drown in money relative to their size. Clint was already talking about starting up smaller franchises of their business in the states that bought their product. The growth potential was solid, as long as they could get a good foothold in the new areas. 



It looked good. Clint was ambitious. Hamad was more cautious, but he deferred to David when they all looked at the plans together. Sure, not all of them might work out, but moving at a steady pace…



Yes, things looked good. Really good. Millionaire good. 



David pulled into the campus parking lot nearest Jordan's office building. He turned off the car and hopped out, hip checking the door shut. 



He was excited to tell Jordan that things were going well. She would be excited for him, but she would not entirely understand the nuts and bolts of it. Much like he felt when she got into talking about her academics. But she would be excited for him. And she had had some exciting news last night as well, getting several promising emails for jobs after she graduated.



Yes, a lunch date would hit the spot. He skipped up the stairs into the building, then went up to the second floor, trying to remember which door among the rows of identical doors opened up to the little cluster of half-desks where she worked.



He got the first one wrong, apologizing to a young professor in a small single-desk room who insisted he knock first. But the second door he opened seemed familiar. He glanced around the space, and just off to the center on the far side of the room, he saw an auburn ponytail flopped over a hunched shoulder shading a thick book of some kind.



Jordan.



He walked quietly behind her and gently tapped her on the non-ponytail shoulder.



Jordan turned and looked up.



"Oh my gosh! David!"  



She dropped her book on a stack of other books and stood up, a look of delighted surprise covering her face. She threw her arms around his neck and pulled him close. "What are you doing here? Is everything okay at work?"



"Everything's fine, Jo." He breathed in the fruity smell of her shampoo, luxuriating in the softness of her body pressed against him. "Had a pitch this morning, it wrapped early, and I had some time. Just thought you might want to get some lunch. When's your next class?"



Jordan pulled back from him and looked down at her watch. "It's not until 2…the cafeteria's really crowded now, though. And I only brought my lunch…"



"We can go somewhere, right? That deli…across from the south side of campus? You like that place, right?"



Jordan smiled in surprise. "Yeah…I do. You're so sweet! Are you sure we can..?" She stopped herself. She still wasn't used to the fact that they had enough money for things like this now. She didn't know how to finish that sentence, so she just smiled. 



"Yeah, we'll be okay," David grinned. "Come on, let me treat you. Grab your coat…"



"Okay…oh, and David…you remember Patrick, right?"



Patrick, who David didn't remember all that well, stood awkwardly and walked over to shake his hand. He was taller by a couple inches, with dark hair and high cheekbones, and smiled genially.



"Patrick." David said, gripping his hand back. "Nice to see you again. You guys are set to defend your dissertations together, right?"



"Well, in the same timeframe. Probably not actually together. Your wife's kind of leapfrogging ahead of the rest of us."



David grinned, sensing some unanticipated tension. "Yeah, she has a way of doing that."



Jordan blushed between them, unsure of how to answer.



"Well, you ready to go, Jo? I think I remember you liked the chicken caesar wrap there, right?"



"Yeah, I did…I'll see you later, Patrick."



Patrick jutted his chin once, giving a half nod as the couple turned to walk out of the room.



* * *



Later that evening, the young couple cuddled on the couch, watching an old movie. 



Jordan loved classic films. Growing up, her family only watched the videos they could borrow from the public library–and the ones that weren't too violent or salacious of course. That limited the selection, but it endeared a certain era of film to Jordan, and she tried to share that love of the golden age of cinema with her husband. With varying degrees of success.



They had had a lovely day. The surprise lunch at the deli, then returning Jordan back to her office to find that Patrick had left. David found an empty desk nearby and began combing through his own spreadsheets on his laptop. 



It was as if he was allergic to time off. 



Jordan kissed him on the cheek as she left to teach her class, then came back to find him just where she left him. 



Then, a few more emails answered, the couple headed back home where David made her a nice dinner as she typed away on her dissertation. With the dinner dishes washed and put away, David made indignant, if somewhat passive noises from the couch. 



"That may have been catalogued as the nerdiest mating call ever," Jordan observed, smiling to herself as she closed her laptop and flopped down next to him.



He began to search the channels. Jordan watched passively until David sailed right past a black-and-white screen containing Humphrey Bogart wearing a half open shirt, denoting damp heat.



"Go back!" Jordan cried, reaching for the remote. "It's Key Largo!" 



David switched back, a little put out at not finding a good science fiction movie first. But cuddling on the couch and watching an old movie almost always put his wife in an affectionate mood. And he was definitely open to that possibility.



He yielded the remote. Jordan snatched it and turned the volume up, grinning and kissing her husband's cheek before settling down next to him.



"I love this one…" she said.



"Have I seen this one before?" David squinted at the screen.



Jordan shook her head. "No, I don't think so. Bogie and Bacall…they did a bunch of movies together. They're a powerhouse duo. Married couple, too, actually."



"Really?" David lifted his eyes, interested.



"Yeah, for most of the movies. Of course Humphrey Bogart was married when they did their first movie together, and they totally had an affair on the set, before they actually got married. So that taints the picture a little bit."



"I don't know…it's still romantic, right?"



Jordan shrugged. "Yeah, for sure. I just…remember around that part sometimes." She grinned over at David, who laughed in response.



"I don't get it…" he observed. "Bogart doesn't look like the kind of guy that women would fall all over themselves for. He's got kind of a droopy face. Like Droopy Dog eyes, you know?"



"Are you kidding?" Jordan insisted, shocked. "Humphrey Bogart is like…on the list of top ten most handsome humans in…the whole history of humans!"



"Seriously?" David snorted. "Look at him!" He pointed at the screen, dubious. "I mean…some of the other old movie actors we've seen, I get. Like Clark Gable, or Cary Grant. Maybe Henry Fonda. But not this guy."



David put his arm around Jordan's shoulders and pulled her close. She didn't answer for a moment, resting her cheek on his shoulder.



"I mean, seriously, David prodded. "What makes him so handsome? I kinda want to know how that works for you."



He felt her shrug again, thinking through an answer. "I mean, I agree he's not like…portrait handsome like Cary Grant. It's more about how he presents himself. Bogart is so…cool. He's like…tough without having to act tough. And he can be vulnerable in a way that is still kinda manly. I don't know…I can't really put my finger on it exactly. But it's not just his face. It's more than that. It's the whole Humphrey Bogart vibe. That's what's so handsome."



David thought for a moment. "Am I handsome like that?"



Jordan sat up, looking over at him. "I mean…you're handsome in a different way, baby. There's a lot of ways for a man to be attractive to women. We're not all about looks the way guys are."



David found himself more than just intellectually piqued by the topic of conversation, but he felt obliged to keep the tone casual.



"I think I know what you mean. But men have that too. Even if it doesn't seem like it sometimes."



"Oh yeah?" Jordan settled in to snuggle him again. "Prove it. Tell me what you'd love about me if you came home one day and my face fell off."



"Well, in the interest of transparency," David replied, "I am against your face falling off. But if it did, the answer is quite simple. I'd love your boobs."



Jordan slapped his chest playfully, giggling. "You know what I mean…"



"I do," David smiled. "It would be…I was going to say it would be your mind, but I think I'm going to go with your personality. Just how you look at things and people. It's incredibly attractive to me just how curious you are, how helpful and kind you are. If you had no face–but still the boobs, let's be clear–and you kept your personality, I'd still find you incredibly attractive."



Jordan was quiet, then looked up at him again. "Really?"



"Really."



She nuzzled his shoulder affectionately and kissed his cheek again. "That's good to know, Mister Stark."



They watched the movie for another moment, then David asked.



"What about you?"



"What about me?" she asked.



"If my face fell off, what would you still love?"



"Your goodness," she answered immediately. 



"My goodness?" David asked, perplexed.



"Yeah. You're just…good. A good man, always doing the right thing, looking out for the right thing. That's incredibly attractive to me. Probably because my dad modeled it when I was little. Nice little Electra complex I've got going on over here."



"Hmmm." David hummed to himself. "Interesting. So do you think I'm like…physically handsome? Like am I portrait hot?"



"Obviously I think you're handsome, baby." Jordan grabbed his hand and squeezed. 



David felt himself get a little more excited as he worked up the courage to ask the next question. "Would you be attracted to me if it was just my looks? Like you only had a picture?"



Jordan sat up again and looked at him for a minute. She could see the spark of excitement in his eyes, and she was on the spot, unsure of what to do with that spark. 



It was a dilemma. He obviously wanted her to tell him that she found other men more attractive. 



"Baby," she said. "I know where you're going here, and I know what gets you excited. But I just want to spend time…with just the two of us, okay? I can turn off the Humphrey Bogart movie if you want…"



"No,no…" David insisted. "I know you like these. I'm sorry baby, I just get…excited thinking about what gets you excited. I'll stop."



Jordan held her husband's gaze and hand for a moment, then let go and leaned back, kicking her legs over his lap and laying on her side down the length of the couch with her legs stretched out across his.



She didn't say anything else.



David wasn't sure if she was mad, so he just kept watching the movie. 



It wasn't bad. But Jordan's body was still more interesting.



Eventually, his hands found their way to her legs, which were still wrapped in her jeans. He began running his fingertips up and down, from ankle to thigh and back down to ankle. 



She didn't stop him, but just quietly watched the movie. 



Finally, he found the courage to venture further up, gently resting his fingertips on the denim fold of her zipper. She didn't stop him. But she didn't respond, either. 



A commercial break in the movie broke in, and David looked over at his wife's face, hoping she'd say something. She seemed lost in thought. Not her "dissertation face," where she was sorting a complex problem, but rather a kind of sad contemplation. Like she was just trying to sit with a bad feeling until it didn't hurt anymore.



Then, wordlessly, Jordan got up from the couch and walked back to the bedroom. 



David quietly cursed himself for ruining the evening, unsure whether to turn the TV off and follow her, or just to try to find something else to watch by himself.



While he was still deciding, Jordan reappeared just as the movie came back on. She was now wearing a short silk robe, tied firmly closed around her waist, which left her pale, toned runners' legs and feet bare. She took her place on the couch again, her naked legs stretched across David's lap, and honed in on Humphrey Bogart on the big screen TV David had bought for them only a few months before.



David hesitated, then rested his hands on her now bare skin and resumed the light stroking. He stopped at mid thigh each time he went up one leg, then crossed over to the other leg and went back down on the other.



"Your legs are like…super sexy, Jo. You know that?"



He saw her crack a smile, not looking away from the TV. "Thought you were a boob man," she quipped flatly.



"Nah, not really," he replied. "I'm more of a Jordan man. Everything you are, I'm super into."



Jordan smirked again, resting the back of her hand against her mouth, trying not to let on that she was charmed by the line.



David began gently opening and closing his hands as he caressed her legs, creating the tingly "spider effect" that she loved. She hummed, but quietly.



"Seriously baby," David insisted, "your legs…I mean all those years of distance running. They're amazing. And you always wear pants or long church dresses. When you wear shorts or a swimming suit…God, it drives me wild. And you shaved 'em for me too! You shaved 'em before I came back from Africa. So I could touch them. Just like this. I'm a lucky man."



He actually saw a slight blush creep up her neck this time. 



Waiting another few minutes as her husband caressed her bare legs, Jordan shifted her weight to lay on her back. David saw a quick glimpse up the bottom of her short robe–a soft tangle of auburn hair at the vertex of her smooth runners' legs. 



David played it cool and kept watching Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall struggle to confront Edward G. Robinson on the screen as he felt Jordan's body begin to relax a little bit.



His hands ventured further up, his fingertips slipping under the hem of her silk robe, feeling the gradual depress of her quadricep muscles as his fingers inched closer toward her pelvis. 



He didn't dare go farther up, wanting to tease her.



Her face held the slight flush he had elicited earlier.



"I like to make you happy, Jo. It's what makes me happy."



She didn't answer. Just wiggled her hips slightly at his touch.



"I don't need anything except you feeling good and being happy, Jo. That's all I want."



Again, she didn't answer, her head still lolled to the side on the couch pillow, focused on the old movie. 



Another moment passed, and David saw her hips buck upward slightly as his fingertips slipped under the hem of her robe again. This time, he took the invitation, and allowed his fingertips to graze against the soft hair between her legs. Then down her inner thigh. Then up the other thigh, grazing her pubic hair again.



Jordan gently bit the knuckle on her right hand. The shade of a whimper seemed to poke into the air each time he came close to touching the soft skin between her legs.



David felt it difficult to restrain himself, but made sure to tease slowly, building loving anticipation. Finally, as she bucked her hips more overtly to meet his fingers, David finally found the soft, warm skin of her cleft and lips. Gently caressing for several moments, Jordan began whimpering in earnest. Yet neither looked at each other, still watching the movie. 



Jordan seemed content to let her husband tease her until at least the part where Humphrey Bogard outsmarted the villain out on the boat–the scariest part of the movie. David became more bold but never less gentle, gradually finding the moisture that invited his teasing fingers further inward.



"I want to make you happy too, David." 



He looked over, seeing Jordan's head now resting flat on a pillow, her eyes holding his.



David cleared his throat. "You do make me happy, Jo. Always."



Her face was still red. "I'm scared, baby," she whined. "I'm scared of what it means."



David's heart leapt. "What what means?" he asked, knowing the answer.



Her eyes were vacant, conduits to the physical pleasure between her legs. Yet her look was still apprehensive. Uncertain.



"What it means when…you're happy…like that."



David's breath caught momentarily. "It doesn't have to mean anything, Jo. We can just leave it. Forget it, if you don't like it."



Her face began to turn helpless. David began to hear the wet smacks of sexual friction as he probed his wife with his fingers.



"I want to want the right things, baby. And I get scared of myself when I want the wrong things…"



David picked up the pace, the wet smacking noise becoming more apparent as Jordan let out a quiet, helpless moan before catching herself.



"Jo…baby. Don't worry about it. I like it when you feel safe with me. Just tell me what you feel, whatever you think, what your fantasies are. I want to know. It makes me feel close to you…"



Jordan's face turned redder, and her thighs began to drift open. "Are you sure?"



David nodded earnestly, using his thumb to begin gently pinching her clitoris.



Jordan moaned. Her lips fell open as if she wanted to say something. David stayed focused on her face, waiting for her to speak.



"David…" she whispered.



"Mmmhmm…" He nodded again, encouraging her.



She looked down to where his hands were concealed under the hem of her robe, then back up at his face. 



"Mark used to touch me there."



David immediately felt the blood rushing to his penis.



"Yeah? Did you like that? When he touched you there?"



Now it was Jordan's turn to nod earnestly.



"Yeah…baby...his hands…they were bigger than yours."




Post 253 — Crushing

Wed Feb 19, 2025 6:58 pm

↳ Replying to: Tire_Kicker

Holyeeeee Shit Crushing!  You turned the boost all the way up on that one. Megan putting a mind fuck on Jared while Mark put a bun in his wife's oven was molten hot.



Again, great writing! Loving every minute of it and looking forward to more. 



Back to who we visualize, I agree with Maria Thayer as Molly, did not know who she was. I went with my choices for Jordan based on blue eyes and gorgeous, in Jennifer's case maybe even angelic. Kendrick is just not my cup of tea... Just my humble opinion.



Yeah, it's pretty hard to turn down Jennifer Connelly for anything--especially in her younger years. I feel ya there. 



Why I picked my picks...I guess the thing that in my mind really seems to consistently attract Mark (now that I've thought about it for a bit) is women who are attractive, but not necessarily "hot" until they get something awakened in them. Confidence, self-worth, acceptance of their own desires, some combination of that. Maybe some deeper self discovery in the process--they all have emotional as well as sexual journeys when they get with Mark. Megan (when Mark meets her initially) seems kind of bookish and shy, a little stand off-ish. Molly in the beginning is kind of a mess carrying her family on her shoulders by herself. And Jordan is really intellectual and career focused, and she takes a long time to figure herself out (2/3 of the novel, haha). 



So I tend to see these hotwife characters as not so much ugly ducklings, but as flowers that haven't bloomed yet. I feel if I start out of the gate with a supermodel type, I don't really get the most potent version of that process. They're like 7's who grow into 10's or 11's. But that move up on the scale is where all the fun happens.



Anyway, that's my rationale for how I personally visualize these characters. But I love your choices/rationale too. Anyone else have any thoughts on visuals for the characters? 



Also, enjoy the next chapter I just posted.



-C
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Brooooooooooooooooo...



Don't fucking stop like that 😂




Post 255 — nnjcpl2002

Thu Feb 20, 2025 5:51 am

Wow, David clearly has the cuckold gene, and Jordan gets it. Her understanding of his nature is gradually growing and is likely to become the dominant theme in their sexual relationship.  



So, how far will it go?  Will it eventually take over their entire relationship?  Fortunately, a strong mutual love forms the basis of their marriage, so perhaps this can work for them in a positive way.

Hope so!




Post 256 — nnjcpl2002
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Crushing, I think that your shorter but more frequent segments work well.  Easier for your readers to stay engaged, and maybe easier for our esteemed author too.
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"No…way. No…friggin way!!! Are you serious???"



Megan giggled as Mark's eyes bugged out, looking down at the photo album in his lap.



"When was this?" he asked, looking up at her.



"National quarterfinals. This was…junior year."



Mark lifted the album up to see the photo more closely. It was set in a newspaper–a headline from the sports section of the Burlington, Vermont Herald. A half-page color photo showed Megan in a shiny soccer jersey, her shorts riding up slightly showing tight, elongated, muscular thighs tensed in the air frozen in the middle of a powerful leap. She was mid-air, sweat gleaming on her forehead and cheeks, teeth bared, with matching jet-black pigtails that  flailed in disparate angles. An out-of-focus soccer ball levitated a foot over her head. To her right in the photo, another girl–blonde with a loose ponytail and wearing a different colored jersey–was contorted awkwardly behind and beneath Megan as her palm shoved the other girl's face toward the ground.



"This is so hot, Meg…seriously."



Megan giggled again, leaning into Mark on the couch and resting her head on his broad shoulder.



The living room was mainly boxes and packing materials now. They were leaving in five days. It was Tuesday afternoon. Jared's last day at the duty station was Friday, Megan's teaching contract had already expired, and Mark had given notice at the stoneyard, although he had agreed to stay on throwing bricks until Friday.



The de facto throuple were all but out the door, nervously anticipating the change of scenery to the big city–Washington DC. None of them had ever lived in a big city before. It was a big move.



"You really think that's hot?" Megan asked incredulously. "I look like…some kind of rage monster."



"That's what's so hot. And your hair…" Mark grunted in approval.



Megan's head jerked back in surprise, her face scrunched with curiosity. "Seriously?"



"Yeah. It's like…I don't know. Those pigtails…it's kinda like war paint. You fix your hair to go kick ass. It shows a new side of you. I really like it."



Megan's brow furrowed, processing Mark's observation. Then, as he turned the page in the photo album, she stood up and walked back to the bathroom. She walked in and turned on the light, but didn't shut the door.



"Were you and Jared bangin' back then?" Mark called out over his shoulder.



"Ummmm…yeah. It was junior year, we started dating when I was a sophomore. So we were definitely together then."



"Was he at that game?"



"Probably…" her voice drifted out of the bathroom door. "He came to a bunch of my home games. That was during the playoffs that year too, so yeah. He probably would have been there."



"So…" Mark continued playfully. "You played this game, looks like you won it, and then you went home and fucked him?"



Megan laughed. "Yeah, probably. I don't remember."



"So hot…" Mark muttered to himself. "Lucky bastard…" he said more loudly so she could hear.



Megan chuckled again, then turned the light off and walked back out of the bathroom. As she moved around the couch, Mark looked up to see her wearing only a tank top and panties, her jet black hair braided in tight double pigtails that started at the back of her head and the crown, hanging straight down and resting on her collarbone. 



Almost exactly like in the picture.



"No way…" Mark stammered. Megan broke into a wide grin, then pulled the photo album out of his hand, tossing it in the open top of a nearby box.



"Hey…I was looking at that…" Mark protested as Megan straddled his lap.



"Look at this…" she retorted playfully as she took his jaw in her hands and began kissing him deeply.



Mark's eyes widened in surprise, then closed as he began kissing her back. She let go of his jaw and draped her forearms over his shoulders as he sat up to meet her.



Sighing between kisses, she began to rock her hips gently forward and backward, feeling Mark's arousal stirring beneath her. A slow grin broke on her face.



"Looks like Someone likes the pigtails?"



Mark laughed breathily in spite of himself. "Shit. Yeah, who'd of thought? They're…yeah, they're kinda doin' it for me."



Megan began kissing down his face and neck, purring as she felt him get harder underneath her. Her own excitement growing, she began nuzzling his neck as he reached between them to unzip his pants.



"Shit Meg…what are you doing to me?"



"I don't know…" Meg answered breathily. "Let's just do it."



Mark grunted in agreement as he lifted his cock out of the open fly of his pants.



Megan grinned into a kiss as she felt the warmth of his hardening cock touch her inner thigh. "You like the pigtails? Or do you just like that I almost knocked that bitch's teeth out in that picture?"



"Shit…both, I guess," Mark grumbled. 



Megan laughed, leaning back to look into his eyes. She drank in the look of surprise and delight in his eyes, which likely mirrored her own. 



Her excitement was obvious in her thumping heart. She even felt the rhythm of her heart down where her legs spread over him–edging steadily up from a dull pulse toward a throb. Having just discovered a new way to stir her lover's arousal, she wondered how she could go about stirring him further.



"I used to blow Jared kisses when I got yellow cards…," she taunted Mark. "you know, excessive force slide tackles…unsportsmanlike conduct penalties…stuff like that. He loved that. Ate that shit right up…"



"Yeah?" Mark's hips began to buck in sync with her own hip thrusts. His hand moved under her tank top, finding her naked breast, cupping and then tweaking her nipple as she squeaked.



"Yeah…then we'd go back to his place…I'd shower and we'd fuck…he loved it when I rode him after a game. Especially if I'd been bad."



"I can see why…"



Mark's hand slipped from his own cock to the bottom strip of her panties, pulling them to one side. She kneeled up to assist as he lined himself up with her, then she sat slowly back down as he moved into her warmth, sighing loudly.



"Fuck…you feel so good." Megan tucked her head down as she began to bounce and buck on him. 



"Shit girl…what are you doing to me…" Mark murmured back into her ear, causing her breath to catch again.



Megan was totally lost in the moment. A kind of intimate nirvana that was an unexpected feature of this part of her marriage. When she wasn't caught up in moments like this, she had been unsettled to note that she was developing new feelings for Mark that were increasingly difficult to control. She had been surprised at how open Jared was to her sexual relationship with Mark when they first experimented before the deployment. Hell, he had initiated that whole thing. And then after Mark's unexpected discharge from the Corps, his status as an informal roommate made their liaisons less–unnatural than they might have otherwise felt. 



And there was no way around it. Mark was an incredible lover. A kind of stoic foil to her more angsty and aggressive husband–Mark's sexual style was to maintain calm, powerful control, just holding her down as the vibrations of her body radiated and resonated in her deep places. Having both men together felt like achieving sexual nirvana–a perfect balance between the masculine Yin and Yang. And of course Jared had remained supportive and involved, stirred to new heights of arousal himself as he had been either party to or observer of her couplings with Mark. 



But it had gone further than she thought it would. Yes, Megan's desire had taken root in a deeper, unexpectedly rich soil somewhere in her being. She loved Jared, she was still very much in love with him, and very much attracted to him. She made love to him often–more now than before, surprisingly, since she was now having daily sex with Mark. 



But for some reason, the sex she had with Mark…she didn't even know how to describe it to herself. Her appetite for this man was something she had never felt before. It was distracting, calling her to amorous reveries at all hours of the day and night. She had been driven to new heights of irrational desire.



Cornering Mark for sex at least once a day, sometimes more, Megan's libido was thrown into overdrive. Then, she had missed her period. And rather than panic (although there was a bit of that in sober moments), Megan had responded by embracing the danger, and following a midnight impulse after one of Mark's nightmares, she had openly cucked her husband a few nights ago. 



Since then, her overdrive libido seemed to start burning rocket fuel. 



And her constant arousal certainly didn't change the incredibly inconvenient fact taking hold in her body at that moment. She was late. Really late by now. Like…it was time to get one of those emergency pregnancy tests from the drug store. In her sober moments, her heart nearly stopped in fear of how she would handle the possible fallout of her carelessness. It was emotionally paralyzing. But only in her sober moments.



For the rest of the time, she couldn't stop thinking about Mark, and almost exclusively Mark. Her affections were lavished without restraint or decorum on her husband's best friend, holding him, kissing him, sitting on his lap, inviting him to bed nearly every night. She discovered within herself a very real appetite. Something analogous to real hunger–but not for food. For her lover's touch. His body. His cock.



In particular, she craved the shudder and warmth of the powerful ejaculations that consummated each coupling.



Megan moaned, then her torso began to shudder.



Yes…she thought to herself…powerful ejaculations like that one…



She felt his long, thick cock stiffen inside of her, the tip nuzzling into her cervix before coating her insides with a wet warmth of his own. He grabbed instinctively onto one of her pigtails and jerked her head down as his gutteral groans signaled his full release.



Megan waited for his hand to drop off of her pigtail before gripping his jaw in both hands again, holding him in a deep kiss as they both heaved out their exhausted breathing into a steady rest.



The two sat upright, connected as their bodies settled into rest. Megan's elbows crooked behind Mark's neck, pulling him close so the front of their torsos were in full contact.



What is this? Megan thought to herself as the last twitches of Mark's manhood spent themselves in her body. Is it love?



* * *



"Where's the forklift?"



Mark raised his voice over the dust and clamor saturating the loading yard. Directly in front of him sat a 52 foot flatbed truck and trailer with six pallets of landscaping stone arranged in a neat row. Three smaller trucks were backing up perpendicular to the delivery, one at a time, waiting to be loaded.



Mark hopped around the back of one of the pickup beds, darting over toward the foreman's office when he saw the forklift coming around a corner. He waved it toward the truck, then ducked into the office to check the order.



A moment later he emerged. Paperwork in hand, Mark began directing the forklift. Two pallets on truck one. Two and a half on truck two, and one and a half on truck three. Easy day.



Naturally taking charge of the work going on around him, in keeping with his personality, Mark guided the forklift in lifting one, then two pallets before dropping them evenly on the first truck. He repeated with the second truck: one, two, three…then put the last pallet on the third truck.



"Move this shit out! We got jobs we want started before the traffic goes nuts!" The foreman yelled, leaning lazily out the door of the shack. Mark vaulted up into the last truck, then pointed to two guys to get into the second pickup bed and begin handing him stones to stack, breaking the third pallet in half. As they began passing them over, the flatbed drove away, leaving the lot quiet. 



"How many stones you need over there?"



Mark counted quietly in his head. 20…40…



"60. We got…12 now. So keep 'em coming."



The two young men quickly slipped into a rhythm, handing over stone after stone to Mark as he stood waiting in the third truck. 



"You see the game yesterday?"



Mark shook his head. "Nah. Busy yesterday."



"Oh yeah? Your old lady keep you busy?"



Mark smirked. "Something like that."



Sensing the connotation, one of the young men grinned, holding the stone limp between his hands at waist level. "No shit? You get lucky last night?"



Mark shrugged. "What do you care? Hand me that shit man, we gotta get this thing loaded."



The man grinned. "That wasn't a no, dawg. She hot?"



"Hand me some fuckin' stones and I'll tell you."



The stone quickly landed in Mark's hands. He shook his head, smiling in disbelief. 



"Yeah, she's hot."



"No shit?"



"No shit. Now come on. I want to get on the job and lay this shit down."



"Wait, aren't you quitting? Friday's your last day, right?"



"Yeah."



Another half dozen stones came across in steady rhythm as Mark stacked them carefully, the dust accumulating in a thick, dry outer layer on his palms and fingers.



"Where you goin'?"



"DC."



"Cool. Your girl going with you?"



"Yeah. Kinda."



"Kinda? What's that mean?"



"She's not really my girl."



The men in the other truck looked at each other, puzzled, but didn't press the issue. The stack grew higher, and Mark signaled for them to hand stones over faster. The pace adjusted, the stack grew still higher.



"She white?"



Mark shook his head. "Latina."



"Niiiiice…" came the reply, followed by a jauntily thrown stone that Mark didn't expect. He fumbled it, flinging it up and then stumbling as he tried to catch it. In the process of flailing, his hip nudged an uneven part of his stack of stones, and as he grabbed the edge to steady himself, three stones tumbled down onto his bare hand.



"Fuck…" Mark grunted, pulling his hand out and shaking out the pain. 



"Oh shit man…sorry."



"Don't worry about it," Mark grumbled, blinking fast to obscure the pain. He quickly fixed the stack, then reached his hand out again to get more stones. After a half dozen more, noticeable drops of blood began dripping off of Mark's hand each time he reached out to grab a stone.



"Hey man, you're bleeding."



"I know," Mark growled, irritated. "Just…eight more. Let's finish the stack, and I'll go get a fucking bandaid or whatever."



They finished the work in silence before Mark jumped off the truck and began hunting for bandages. Not finding any, he improvised with a mostly clean shop rag that was stuffed into his jeans pocket, tying it around his knuckles and feeling the dull pinch of pain when the cloth rubbed against his bared subcutaneous tissue.



Satisfied that the wrap would stop the bleeding eventually, Mark flexed all of his fingers to make sure nothing was broken, then pointed to the cab of the truck.



"Alright guys, we're loaded." He slapped the side of the truck for effect. "Let's go. Let's get this shit done…"



* * *



"Poisson."



"Sir!" Jared shot upright, hearing his new platoon commander's voice. The young lieutenant came around a corner to find Jared and one of the squads in his platoon hunkered over their disassembled rifles, carefully cleaning them.



"How's it coming, Poisson?"



"Fine sir…" 



Jared was unsure what was happening. Why did the platoon commander want to talk to him? Although he was still officially listed as the acting platoon sergeant, still holding the rank of corporal, he had all but handed off platoon sergeant duties to the new full sergeant who had arrived from fifth battalion weeks ago. They had been leaving him alone.



"Is something up?"



"Report to battalion headquarters. The commander wants to see you."



"Sorry sir, did you mean company headquarters? Captain Wolfe, right?"



"No, corporal, I said battalion. I know the difference. Battalion wants to see you."



"Aye sir. Admin office, or supply, or…"



"Just fucking move, Poisson. They'll tell you when you get there."



"Aye sir…" Jared grabbed his blouse and threw it on, buttoning it up hastily before putting his hat back on and smartly saluting the officer who dismissed him. Walking quickly toward the battalion headquarters, he found himself grateful that he was being transferred. Lieutenant Macintosh was a feckless, useless, and ultimately dangerous excuse for an officer, but his new guy was…just an asshole. And he seemed like a particularly dumb asshole. Macintosh's idiocy was manageable–just shove him out of the way and pretend he's in charge. But this guy…Hard to know which was worse, having to work with one or the other on a day-to-day basis. He didn't know how to handle him–wishing that Mark was back in charge. He would know what to do. But those days were over. All he could do now was hope that his new command up in DC would be easier to work with.



Nodding to the entry point guard on duty, Jared pushed the front door open and began poking his head in doors, asking who sent for him. After the fourth door, he finally got an answer–-he had gotten a summons from the battalion commander's office.



It probably wasn't the colonel himself, Jared thought. Probably just some administrative bullshit, maybe they changed some details on his change of station orders or something…



He made his way back to the office, and slipped nervously into the waiting area. He was told to sit in one of the chairs across from the secretary's desk until they figured out what he was there for.



He waited nervously for about ten minutes. Then, when it became obvious that he was not a high priority, his mind began to drift.



There was a lot going on in Jared's life, and he wasn't sure he was handling it all very well. It was a stressful time. His first permanent move since getting married. Add to that the stress of moving to a high-rent big city area like Washington, DC. He had gotten on the list for subsidized housing, and Megan had been cruising rental sites on the internet, looking for a good spot, but they didn't have anything yet. 



And Megan.



So many changes going on there, too. A career change in the works for her–their income would drop by more than half as she focused on law school. But she seemed genuinely excited by the prospect, and, whenever she wasn't expressing fears that she wouldn't make the cut academically at Georgetown, she was expressing gratitude that her husband was so supportive of this big change. 



And then, of course, there was the other change in his marriage. That change came in the form of a six foot, four inch meat monster that lived on their couch. 



Jared had been surprised at the emotional roller coaster that accompanied Mark's increasing presence in his life and marriage. There was no obvious or toxic tension between them, at least not yet. They had been best friends from boot camp, of course, and lived in close quarters on and off for years now. But things had evolved. The gradual introduction of Mark into Megan's intimacies, from shared photos to early liaisons, and now to a fully developed sexual relationship between his wife and his best friend…



It had been unbelievably exciting for him. And confusing. And threatening. And terrifying. And even a little annoying at times.



Especially lately. 



It was a strange kind of jealousy. An emotion he didn't really have a word for, but he knew it when it hit him like a sledgehammer. Jared loved to see Megan go wild in bed, and in the last few weeks she had been insatiable, enthusiastically satisfying the sexual needs of both of the men in her life. 



And that change…that visual display of her sexual power…it drove Jared wild. Every time she got those eyes, he would get hard. He'd be good to go in seconds, attacking her body with his own rabid-dog style of erotic passion. 



And every time she turned those same eyes toward his best friend, he would positively vibrate in excitement as he approached her differently: calmly taking her into his embrace, seducing her until she turned to putty, then powerfully pleasing her in whatever place or position suited him. 



It was a strange dynamic that Jared felt strangely comfortable in. Like Mark was just…in charge of both of them. Which was weirdly hot for him. Not in a gay way…just…



In a way, what made him uncomfortable sometimes was the fact that he was comfortable other times. It was just…a different dynamic than he imagined possible when he and Megan started dating. But Megan was happy. He couldn't deny that. Far removed from the nervousness of the first time, it was like she glowed in the dark whenever she had sex with both of them. She slept like a baby, and was usually all smiles the next day, even with the stresses of moving and law school. 



That fact alone was weirdly comforting…sometimes.



But there were moments. Little moments of jealousy. Of annoyance. Of a deep and sometimes paralyzing fear of being replaced. 



Like how he came home from work last Friday. He opened the door to see Megan on her knees in front of the couch, hunched over Mark's lap, giving him head. 



Of course it was hot. But she didn't even look at him when he came in. Not even once. Not even a greeting. It was like she was in a trance. Just totally, unbreakably focused on him, her head bobbing slowly, her eyes closed. Just occasionally looking up toward Mark's heavy eyelids, seeking sexual approval. Checking in with him. Just him. To make sure he liked what she was doing for him.



He had felt annoyed–and a little jealous–in that moment. Later that night, remembering walking in on that scene, he had felt enormously turned on. And that powerful feeling was the feeling that seemed to be most readily re-creatable in his memory. Certainly the most potent, anyway. He rarely remembered the jealousy, even though it could be intense in the moment. But he would remember the excitement, to the point of replicating it in his memory. 



Just the thought of her on her knees, so eager to please her lover. Both of them ignoring him, her attention fixed on the large cock in her mouth, his attention fixed on her warm mouth tightly snuggling his cock. Just Mark lost in Jared's wife's efforts, Megan lost in Jared's best friend's phallic pleasure…



Jared shook his head clear of the thought as the battalion commander's door flew open. Lieutenant Colonel Chen strode out of his office, another officer following confidently behind.



Shit.



Jared shot up, standing at attention, noting two silver stars on the collars of the second officer.



A general. What was he doing here?



Jared stood stock still as Colonel Chen saw him, then made a vague gesture to his secretary before leading the general out of the office, talking as if no one else was in the room. 



When the door shut behind them, Jared relaxed, looking at Colonel Chen's secretary quizzically.



"I'm so sorry, corporal…" the young marine sympathized. "Colonel Chen wanted to see you, but then General Pyre dropped in by surprise. Colonel Chen will reconnect with you when he has time. But it probably won't be today. He told me to dismiss you back to your platoon."



"Oh, okay. That's alright." Jared nodded in understanding as he stood up and picked up his hat.



Man…Jared thought to himself walking out of the office. Always a bigger fish out there, isn't there?



* * *



"Shit! We already packed all the cups!"



Megan giggled as she looked at the empty cupboard over her head.



"Oh yeah…" Mark's voice drifted in from the living room, slightly slurred. "I forgot. 'Sall right though, we can order pizza or somethin'...Get some drinks…"



"Yeah…" Megan turned around, looking at the small row of boxes sitting on the stove opposite the cupboards in the narrow galley kitchen. She picked at the tape on one of the boxes, fairly sure she could extract some dishes without too much trouble.



She was naked.



Her light bronze skin–complete with tan lines showing recent time in a bikini (she had taken to sunbathing on the porch while her men were at work)–showed signs of exertion with a dull, dry film of dried sweat all over her body. 



She stood upright, looking around for a pair of scissors, showing her front. Striated under her naked breasts were thick lines of dried semen–evidence of earlier activities. Those striations were duplicated elsewhere on her body, but still wet and dripping down the upper-inner part of her right thigh.



She had been finishing up packing while Mark and Jared were at work. They were nearly done–mainly odds and ends now. 



In the middle of the day she had taken some time to relax, and, as had been the case lately, found herself quietly masturbating at the thought of Mark's homecoming. 



The thought of his body in hers had brought some measure of release, but not enough to sate the hunger. 



And when Mark's homecoming actually happened, she didn't allow him to shower first, as he usually did.  No, she just climbed onto him, lavishing affection all over his dusty face and body until he fucked her. 



When he had been brought to climax by her chams, Mark had pulled out of her body, releasing onto her stomach. She didn't protest, but absently topped the striations with the pad of her finger, licking her fingertips clean while leaving the rest of the semen on her body as a proud mark of her lover's handiwork.



It was after their first round of love that she realized his hand was wrapped up in a shop towel. Squeaking with indignation, she inspected the wound, then disappeared into the bathroom to find a first aid kit. It, too, was packed, but she managed to find peroxide and some cotton balls, and played nurse to clean the wound before snuggling naked with him on the couch.



They fucked again a few minutes later, but this time Megan once again held him in place to receive his seed in her body, her heavy eyelids locked in dull ecstasy as she shuddered in climax along with him.



Afterwards, he admitted that his hand hurt, but she couldn't find the Tylenol. While she was poking around looking for it, Mark had produced a half-empty bottle of Jack Daniels to "take the edge off," and Megan had rolled her eyes. 



But she shrugged it off. It was an old bottle. He hadn't drunk a bottle to get to sleep in weeks now, so she wasn't going to press it. 



But she did want him to use a glass. Like an adult. Unfortunately–they were all packed.



"I have no idea which box it's in…" she called out to him again.



"S'okay Meg. I'm good. I've had enough. Feelin' good now."



She heard the bottle tap down on the coffee table. Sounds like there was still a good amount in there. So he didn't empty it. With the amount of stress they were all under, she counted it as a win. 



Yet Megan still rolled her eyes again, turning around and forgetting that she hadn't closed the empty cupboard's doors in the narrow galley kitchen. The corner of the old-wood furniture jammed directly into her left eye, and she stumbled back, blinded by pain.



"Fuck!" She clutched her eye, which was squeezed shut, still reeling from pain.



Mark, also naked, quickly appeared at the galley kitchen entrance. "What happened?"



Megan slapped the cupboard door angrily. "I turned around too fast and hit this…"



"Oh shit Meg, sorry…let me see?"  He walked gently up to her and removed her hand. 



No cuts, it just looked like the beginning of a bruise…maybe a black eye.



"Oh shit…yeah, let's get you some ice…" Mark probed around in the empty freezer. Thankfully there was still some ice in the tray, but no dishtowels or bags to wrap it in. Thinking quickly, he ran back out to the living room and grabbed his shop rag with the dried blood on it and dropped the ice into it, holding it gently up to Megan's face.



She was moving past the acute pain, and looked up at him sheepishly. "Shit. I'm a klutz, I guess."



He put gentle pressure on the ice pack. "It's okay, just an accident. Shit happens."



She wiped a tear of pain away from her uninjured eye. Then, feeling suddenly close to him as he took care of her injury, Megan clasped her hands together in front of her chin and leaned against Mark, inviting his embrace. He wrapped his free arm around her back, feeling the vertical parallels of crusted semen on her stomach as it touched his. 



She rested her forehead on his chest and sighed. "I'm so stupid."



"Not stupid. Accident." Mark rubbed her back affectionately as he held the icepack firmly against her eye.



* * *



"Dude…you're my best friend. But you've gone too far. What. The Fuck. Is This."



Jared pointed accusingly across the living room. 



Mark and Megan stared back, dumbfounded.



"Seriously man. This is over the line." He walked menacingly over to the coffee table and pointed at the open pizza box.



"Pineapple on pizza? No, man. Fuck no. I don't care how they do it in El Paso. In New England, you put pineapple on pizza, you get your ass whooped."



Mark cracked a smile as Megan rolled her eyes.



"We got two pizzas, baby. The other one's pepperoni and mushroom. Your favorite!" Megan retorted brightly.



"Yeah, but we got two pizzas and I can only eat one of them? Fuck that noise…" Jared objected sarcastically reaching in for a slice.



Jared had had a late day, and Mark had sprung for dinner, buying some solo cups and soda from the store on the way home from picking up the pizza.  



Prior to that, of course, Mark and Megan had showered and dressed. They were now dressed in sleeping clothes. Megan in her sweatpants and an old camisole, Mark in basketball shorts and a T-shirt. It was gearing up to be a relaxing night after a chaotic day.



Mark and Megan sat on the couch with Jared on the chair, all of them munching pizza and talking about their days. Jared's orders had been finalized, the new platoon sergeant was official, and he could spend the last two days on base "fucking all the way off," as he sarcastically observed. 



They laughed at the notion, and then the conversation turned to the future. Jared had bought a second dress blue uniform, as he would be wearing his a lot more now. Megan liked that idea, loving her husband's look in the shiny, sharp dress blues. Mark said he'd help him set it up and square it away with the proper rank, ribbons, buttons, and accessories when he brought it home. 



Everyone wondered what kind of stuff Jared would see while doing guard duty at the White House. Even if it was going to be mostly boring (as they all conceded it probably would be), the prestige was exciting. And Jared was really excited about training at the Martial Arts Center for Excellence. He always wanted to get into ground fighting techniques more.



Megan expressed her fear of starting law school. The name Georgetown, all on its own, scared her. She felt like she didn't really deserve to get in. Like there was some kind of mistake, and she would be found out. And it would last 3 years. 3 whole years before she could take the bar exam! 



Then the other two turned to look at Mark, who suddenly became very quiet.



"What about you, man?" Jared asked. "What's on the horizon? You find anything up there? Job? A college you like?"



Mark shrugged, looking down. "I'll find something."



Jared shrugged back. "Yeah, for sure."



Megan was less convinced. "Mark, its time to actually think about this. What do you want to do? Whatever it is, We can help you find a track to make it happen."



Mark shrugged again.



"You can always come back in the Corps, man," Jared suggested. "I know you got fucked over, but you got an honorable discharge, you've got a fuckin' silver star, for shit's sake. You can reenlist. You know, when you're ready."



"Fuck 'em." Mark said under his breath.



Jared and Megan looked at each other uncomfortably. The bruise under Megan's eye had turned a deep purple, but the swelling had gone down.



"You don't have to join up again, though. If you don't want to. You can go to college too. You've got the GI Bill…" Megan offered.



"Yeah. Maybe."



Megan scooted closer to him on the couch, resting her hand on his back. He avoided eye contact. "Come on, Mark. We just want you to be happy. What do you want out of life?"



"I don't know," he mumbled. Rubbing his eyes, he sighed out loud. "I really, seriously don't know."



"Nothing? No impulses or dreams?" Megan asked.



"What I want is to not feel like I do all the time."



She rubbed his back. "What do you mean?"



"I just feel…I don't know…I feel like, threatened all the time. Like I can't trust anybody. And it makes me mad…and then I can't think through shit…I can't concentrate. I can't read to calm down like I used to. I can't sleep sometimes…"



Megan and Jared looked at each other again.



"That sucks man," Jared said. "But you'll get through it."



"It doesn't feel like I will…" Mark snapped back.



Megan waited for a moment, then asked a gentle question.



"Mark…do you feel safe when you're with us?"



He dropped his head, looking away, but nodded slightly. "Mostly."



"Mostly?" Jared shot back. "What…why mostly?"



"I don't know, man. I can't control how I feel. Most of the time it's great here, but it's kind of a bigger feeling. I feel like I just…don't have a place in the world anymore. And like, stupid little shit gets to me. Like all these boxes around…it feels like I'm in a mud hut in Afghanistan sometimes. And it's nobody's fault, I know they're just boxes, I know I can trust you guys, I know all that. But it's just…there's like this little voice in the back of my head saying…I can't trust anyone. That everyone's gonna turn on me."



"We can get you help, Mark. We can find someone to talk to." Megan pleaded.



"I don't want to talk to anyone."



Megan tried to make eye contact with him, but he kept avoiding her. "Mark, Molly said she could find someone discreet…"



"Molly? You've been fucking talking to Molly?"



His eyes got wild, and he scooted away from Megan on the couch. 



Megan's eyes widened. "Not recently, Mark, no…" she lied. "Just…when you were together, she said that. Remember?"



The suspicion in Mark's eyes faded, but not all the way. "Yeah. Yeah, I guess. And Molly's moving up there…to Baltimore." 



He said the last part warily.



"Don't worry about that, Mark."



"She fucking…she just cut me off, Meg. Like…dead weight."



"I know, Mark. I know." Megan scooted closer, touching his arm.



They ate more pizza in silence. Then Jared, trying to change the tone, broke the ice.



"After I spend some time at the MACE…I'm gonna be a fuckin' ninja, dude. Imma get like…a second degree black belt, and then I can kick your ass."



Mark's mouth broke into a smirk. "Bullshit. I've got like four, maybe six full inches of reach on you, man. You've gotta get close enough to me to hit me."



Megan smiled, grateful that the tension was dissipating. "Boys, boys…"



Jared popped out of his chair and playfully reached toward Mark to slap him. "See? Reach ain't shit…"



Mark dropped his pizza back into the box. "Bullshit. Watch this." He stood up and lunged forward, tapping the side of Jared's head. 



"See?"



"Oh, it's on now…" Jared ducked and lunged back, Mark parrying his whole body with a shove to the side. Jared tumbled into a stack of boxes, which nearly tipped over.



"Careful!" Megan giggled at the horseplay, standing up and moving out of the way as they began to wrestle. 



Jared couldn't get close enough to slap Mark, lumbering awkwardly under and around him as Mark kept tapping Jared's face and hair. At one point the coffee table tipped over, spilling the pizza and (thankfully) empty solo cups onto the bare floor.



Red faced, Jared loudly laughed. "Oh, shit is gonna change in three years, man. Your size ain't gonna count for shit. You can't push me around forever! I'm gonna KICK. YOUR. ASS!"



"TRY IT!" Mark shouted back.



A knock at the door surprised all three of them. They all looked at each other, unsure of what was happening. Maybe they were disturbing the neighbor again…



Jared got his apology face ready as he walked to the door. 



The door swung open, revealing the tall, menacing, and stone-faced battalion commander, Lieutenant Colonel Chen.



Jared froze. So did Mark. Unsure of what it meant, Megan just kept silent as her two lovers stood stock-still and quiet in the visitor's presence.



Chen stepped into the messy front room and looked around. "What's going on here?"



No answer. 



Chen's eyes darted around the room, locking onto four objects almost instantaneously. The first was a red faced and messy haired Corporal Jared Poisson. The second was a long haired, unshaven, and sloppy former Sergeant/Corporal Rein with noticeable abrasions on his right hand knuckles. The third was a ¾ empty bottle of Jack Daniels. And the fourth was a young woman with a black eye.



Chen lunged at Mark like a panther. 



Mark winced initially, but then responded out of deep training and instinct. The two men of almost equal over-size began to fight, upgrading what was a playful slap-fight between Mark and Jared into full on combat to death or submission between Mark and Chen. 



Mark, still flailing and dumbfounded, stumbled backwards before instinctively regaining his footing and catching Chen's swinging fist. Mark tucked his arm and pivoted his body, throwing his opponent into a cascading stack of boxes, spilling Jared and Megan's home goods all over the floor. Chen recovered quickly, standing up and throwing three quick punches at Mark, landing two of them, and finally stepping in with an uppercut to the gut. Mark doubled over, and Chen dropped a furious elbow onto the back of Mark's head.



Megan screamed.



"Get her out of the way…" Chen growled at Jared, who had no idea what to say or react. He jumped over the pile of broken home goods and the coffee table and stood in front of Megan, beginning to find the words to protest.



"Sir, I don't know…"



Chen ignored him, grabbing Mark around the neck in a headlock and throwing him over his back. Mark's 235 pound body, feet over head, slammed into the open outer door of the apartment and threw it off its hinges. 



As both Mark and Chen tumbled to the ground, Mark slammed his fist into Chen's kidney, wiggling out of the headlock and standing up, blood streaming down the right side of his face.



Megan never forgot the look in his eyes.



Terror. Confusion. 



And utter betrayal.



He turned around and bolted out of the door.



Megan's hand shot up over her mouth as the tears began to flow.



Colonel Chen stood up, wiping blood out of the corner of his mouth and walking toward Megan. 



"Ma'am, are you okay?"



Megan didn't answer, choking back the sobs that rose in her throat. Chen looked around at the chaos. 



"I'm very sorry about the mess. Please allow me to reimburse you for whatever got broken…I hope nothing too..sentimental. Are you hurt?"



Megan shook her head, squeezing her eyes shut as tears began rolling down her cheeks.



"He hit you, didn't he?"



Megan shook her head again.



"Sir…" Jared started. "I think I know what you think, and…uh…it's not what you think.



Chen pointed to Megan's face. "How'd she get that black eye."



"It was an accident! I hit my face on an open cupboard door." Megan wailed.



Chen looked suspicious. "Why…why were you and Rein shouting at each other. You're all sweaty and shit…" 



"Rein and I were just fake fighting, sir…it's not what you think."



"Rein's hand was all fucked up. How'd that happen?"



"He got a day job at a masonry company. He hurt his hand earlier today stacking paving stones."



Jared's voice struggled to stay professional and not to shout at Chen, who was, after all, his boss's boss's boss.



Chen's eyes narrowed, honing in on Megan, who opened her eyes again to see the look of embarrassed concern on his face.



"Mrs. Poisson…is this true?"



"Yes…" she stammered out.



"Corporal, go fetch Rein before he takes off, bring him back here."



"Aye sir…" Jared jumped over the pile of broken home goods again and darted out through the shattered doorway after Mark.



Megan pinched her face over her mouth in distress, her whole body shaking as she cried.



"Again…I'm so sorry." His voice was low and calm. He reached his hand out and grasped her shoulder gently. "I acted rashly. I sincerely apologize."



Jared, breathless, appeared in the doorway, shooting a helpless look at his wife before reporting to his battalion commander.



"Sir…he's gone."
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Holy fuck.  That is a surprise development.
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I’m glad I know something about what the future holds or this cliffhanger would be too much!



Thanks again, Crushing!



MBD
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C'mon man, you really left us hanging this time!!

More please?
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The empty towel rack still had two barely-visible semicircles of grime under the mounts that held it to the wall. 



The mirror was spic and span, the medicine cabinet wiped out, the shower cleaned and the tile grout sparkled.



The rickety electric fan overhead didn't do much to mask her anxious pacing, but it did distract her a little bit. It drew attention–those little clicks that seemed to suggest it was catching on something. 



click…click…click…



Strange that she was only noticing it now.



Megan was emotionally barricaded in the bathroom, having stepped away from loading boxes into the U-haul just to collect her thoughts. 



And…to find out.



It had gone too long by now to pretend nothing was happening. She could pretend not to know, but either way, she was not going to tell Jared yet. 



He had enough on his mind. With Mark now gone for three straight days, and with their orders to relocate finalized, things were already in motion. 



And Mark's mental state was…well, it was anyone's guess. 



Megan's memory fixed back on the look in Mark's eyes when he wrenched himself loose from Lieutenant Colonel Chen's grip. It still kept her up at night.



After he had vanished, everything seemed surreal. 



Although still annoyingly stoic, Colonel Chen quickly realized his mistake and went out of his way to make it right. He even helped the young couple look for Mark for the first night, and gathered volunteers to help look on the second night.



It had turned up nothing. No one could reach him. Mark had left his cellphone behind. He had literally just…run away. And the only trace of him were tire tracks both in and just behind his parking spot in the apartment complex.



It would seem that he had just…jumped in his 4Runner, peeled out, and vanished.



Megan had cried through the night. And not the petite, cinematic, genteel kind of crying. This was wall-punching snot-dripping ugly crying. The only emotional release that made sense as she processed the suddenness, the guilt, the fear, and the sheer loss of him.



They had held out hope that he would pop back in, so they could talk to him. Colonel Chen left his personal phone number so they could reach out if he came back. He had hoped that he could talk to Mark and apologize. And explain things. 



But he didn't come back. By Saturday they were putting up posters on telephone poles. 



Megan stood silently, her palms down on the porcelain around the recessed sink as the feeling of fear and sadness welled up in her chest, then receded again. Finally, she took a deep breath and reached around and picked it up.



A single EPT, face down on the flat of the faucet. She had bought the generic pregnancy test device and smuggled it out of a drug store and into the bathroom as her husband and some squad mates loaded the U-haul for the drive to Washington. While she heard them fumbling with boxes and furniture outside the door, she shakily took it out of the box, then shoved the box into her pocket so it couldn't be found by anyone. Then, following the instructions, she had waited a few minutes for the result before she finally found the courage to find out.



She took another deep breath and turned the EPT around.



Two lines.



Shit.



She shoved the little plastic device into her hoodie pouch, cursing.



* * *



The moondust kicked up by the squad was thicker than usual as Mark worked his way aggressively to the front of the long line of infantry. 



He didn't like the look of this. Trapped in a narrow space with unusually high compound walls, Mark didn't like the feeling of being boxed in. Not one bit.



And all of the gateways into the houses behind the walls were open for some reason. 



So many hiding spots for an ambush. 



And the goddamn moondust. It was blinding.



He hastily wiped his sunglasses with the back of his gloved hand, then double checked his rifle to make sure a round was chambered. Unclipping the holster for his pistol, he looked behind him.



Why was the squad line so long? It was like the whole platoon was there. Maybe even the company. Why did they need this many guys?



He turned around again to see the front of the line coming to a stop. 



From the front of the line, he saw Jared hopping up on a half-wall to see around a corner.



Mark moved quickly. 



But not quickly enough. The close-cropped hair on the back of Jared's neck exploded in a pink and red puff and spray, his body crumpling to the ground. 



Blood and brain matter splattered all over, a river of red forming on the ground next to his best friend.



Mark tried to scream, but he couldn't get a sound out.



Then, reaching for his radio handset, he frantically keyed the talk button, but couldn't form any words.



Megan's voice came over the radio.



"Mark! What did you do to him? What did you do?"



The door to the old 4Runner squeaked as it was yanked open. 



A thick hand reached in to grab the front of Mark's shirt and haul him, stumbling, out of his vehicle. He tumbled a bit, but then stood unsteadily on two legs, the fog of horror still shrouding his mind.



"You drive like this?"



Mark shook his head again, trying to shake the fog loose and make out the voice that was demanding answers of him.



"What? What the fuck…"



"I said, were you driving like this?"



He looked up, then up a little more, seeing something not terribly usual–a man standing at his own eye level.



Chen.



The two men stood facing each other in the back parking lot of an abandoned weigh station. Both dressed in civilian clothes, Chen still looked every bit the marine officer, while Mark's close-cropped hair had since grown out, a three day shave on his face, and the front of his shirt still speckled with blood from the last time they met. 



Mark didn't answer him, waiting for his former commander to speak first.



"You smell like shit, Rein."



"Yeah…well..fuck you too, man," Mark snapped.



Chen didn't answer, merely glared.



"Yeah…" Mark sneered. "What are you gonna do? Come at me again? You want to fight again? Fuck it. Do it. I don't give a shit…"



Chen paused for another moment.



"I misjudged you Rein. I apologize. But you…haven't been yourself lately."



"What the fuck does that mean?" Mark's eyes were blood-red, his head low. Hung over.



Chen's head cocked slightly to one side, but he didn't respond.



Mark shrugged, turning to walk back to the 4Runner. 



"Nope," Chen said flatly, grabbing Mark's arm. Mark tried to jerk his arm away, but Chen held him firmly this time, twisting it until Mark grunted in submission. Chen gestured toward his car, a newer model silver Range Rover.



"Get in."



"Fuck you, man…I don't have to do what you say anymore."



Chen wrenched his arm again, and Mark groaned in consternation. 



"Get in. I'm gonna get you cleaned up and fed, at least. I owe you that. Then you can go fuck up your life however you want."



Mark sneered, but didn't fight back. 



"Never thought I'd see Sergeant Rein crumble like a little bitch," Chen observed flatly. "But I've been wrong before."



Now it was Mark's turn to glare. He reluctantly opened the passenger door and half-stumbled in, still fighting the residue of nightmares and heavy inebriation. Chen shut the door behind him, then walked across the front to get in the driver's seat. He turned the car on, then turned the music system down–some kind of classical music–before turning to Mark as he shifted into reverse.



"Buckle up, Rein."



* * *



The left side of Megan's head leaned on the passenger window as the U-haul roared down the freeway. Her eyes hung slack in a blank stare pointed through the windshield at the passing rural landscape.



The cab of the truck was completely silent except for the roar of the engine.



This was unusual for Jared. He always had music on–usually something that straddled the line between fun and obnoxious. Depending on Megan's mood. 



But in his townie-trash days, Jared had spent enough time around the slackers that populated Burlington to get into the rebel music of past generations: Zeppelin, AC/DC, Beastie Boys, Sex Pistols, later heavy metal bands…pretty much anything where the band tested the limits of their amplifiers in the weed-fogged amphitheaters of yesteryear.



But not today. He, too, stared straight forward, his eyes and attention on the task of driving, but still bitterly distracted. 



It had been a harrowing few days. 



Mark still hadn't shown up. 



Megan carried Mark's phone–the one he left behind–in the pocket of her hoodie, hoping he'd call it. Or her phone. Or Jared's. 



Anything.



Jared's mind raced in the silent cab of the truck as well. 



So much to think about, over and above Mark's disappearance. 



There was the move itself, of course. 



They'd definitely lost their security deposit, the outer door of their apartment having been ripped off its hinges and broken by Mark's flying body. Colonel Chen had arranged for the landlord to collect damages from him personally when they were ready to repair, so it wasn't a disaster. But it was an awkward conversation when the move-out inspection had been conducted.



Chen had gone further than that in his attempts to make things right, however. He'd called in some favors from people he knew in DC, and now Jared and Megan had a line on a lease–an apartment only a few blocks from Megan's law school. So at least that was nominally handled.



But they were both tied in emotional knots. Jared tried to conceal it, but Megan's distress was not subtle. Mark's disappearance was tearing at her, and she was more upset than he'd ever seen her before. 



Maybe it was because he felt less fear than her. At least about Mark's safety. He felt confident that Mark could handle himself, that he had a tendency to mask deep emotions underneath his stoic facade, but he acted out sometimes. Especially when he was surprised like he was. 



Mark just needed some time on his own to sort it out, Jared was confident of that. Someday soon they would laugh at the misunderstanding that drove him to run away. He was sure of it.



Megan was less sure. She kept saying he had a scary look on his face before he ran. Jared hadn't seen that, but he was less convinced that it meant anything dangerous or final. 



So while they were both concerned, they seemed at odds about it.



"How you doin', brown eyed girl?" Jared asked gently in the silence.



Megan didn't answer, staring silently out the window.



"He's gonna be okay, Meg." Jared said confidently. "You don't know him like I do. The shit I've seen him bounce back from…he's invulnerable."



Still no answer. Just an innocent sniff and a whimper as she looked further away.



"I've seen him," Jared reiterated. "He gets hurt, he gets nervous, overwhelmed. Any of that shit. He bounces back. It happened probably five times in Afghanistan. I give him space for a few days, he figures it out, and he comes back stronger. And everything's cool. He doesn't hold grudges, none of that."



Another sniffle as Jared looked at her smooth black hair falling down the back of her head, pooling in a messy tangle on top of the crumpled hood of her sweatshirt, nestled between her shoulders.



"Trust me, baby. You don't know him like I do." Jared tried to sound confident.



Megan sniffed again, finally turning to look at her husband. Tracks of tears ran down both cheeks. A small, salty tear droplet hung like a budding stalactite from the curve of her jaw. Her brown eyes looked helpless. Almost despairing.  



"You don't know him like I do either," she said quietly before turning back to look out the window.



Now Jared was even more unsettled. He had not seen that look on her face before. A combination of fear and mourning. Like she was entirely unmoored from the safety she expected him to provide for her.



"He'll reach out, baby. We'll get him back." 



He sounded slightly less sure.



She sighed with a stutter, trying to hold back a sob as her fingers clutched the small plastic secret concealed in the pouch of her hoodie.



* * *



The interior of Colonel Chen's Range Rover was smooth, quiet, and luxurious. Easily the nicest car Mark had ever ridden in. As the rolling marbles of his hangover sloshed around in his brain, he kept subtly wiggling in the passenger's seat, feeling the smooth, cool leather, and shocked by just how quiet the interior of the vehicle was. The dashboard was stacked with electronic displays and touch screens, and there seemed to be extra buttons on the steering wheel. Everything was shiny, carefully cultivated to appear pristine. The air was carefully manicured with climate controls and rich, orchestral sounds coming from unseen speakers. 



Mark turned to look at the colonel. "How much this thing set you back?"



Chen smirked. "Don't worry about it."



Mark nodded, rebuffed. "So, I know the pay scale for officers. And I've got an idea how much these things go for. So what, are you rich or something?"



Chen smirked again, letting out half of a noiseless chuckle. "Don't worry about it."



Mark nodded, running his hand through his greasy hair. "So…do you ever answer questions?"



Chen smirked for a third time. "Yeah. Just not stupid ones."



"Okay then…" Mark intoned sarcastically, getting bolder. "So, I guess…what's the meaning of life?"



Chen's eyes shot over at him without turning his head, then back forward onto the road. 



"Don't worry about it."



Mark's head followed his rolling eyes as he looked away in exasperation. 



With no conversation in the carefully controlled air of the Range Rover's cab, he found his attention drawn to the music. It was rich orchestral music, but it wasn't soft. In fact, it seemed a little wild and unpredictable: varying wildly in volume and tone. It seemed complicated. Tragic, even. He looked over at Chen again.



"You like classical music?"



"This isn't classical music."



"Sounds classical to me."



"Not all orchestral music is classical. This is post-romantic. Mahler."



"Post romantic wallpaper?" Mark's brow furrowed in confusion.



Chen smirked again, breaking a half-smile. "Mahler. That's the name of the composer. It was written more than a century after the classical era."



"Oh." Mark replied. "Didn't know there was a difference."



"There is."



Mark sat, listening quietly for a few more moments. Finally, he admitted:



"I like it."



Chen half-nodded. "Thought you might. You're a big reader, aren't you?"



Now it was Mark's turn to smirk. "Yeah. Kinda."



Chen didn't respond. 



Another few minutes found them rolling down a tree-shaded street past several dozen fashionable but older style homes before pulling into the driveway of a large, two-story light-gray home with an open garage. 



Chen pulled in, turned the vehicle off, and pressed a button attached to the sun visor over his head to close the garage door behind him.



They both stepped out of the Range Rover, and Chen walked toward open a door, motioning for Mark to follow. 



Once inside, Mark found himself in a beautiful open kitchen with brand new appliances, shiny granite countertops, and spotless stainless steel appliances. Everything was brand-new-hotel-room clean. It was more than just barracks clean–no, everything here was nice. New. Well kept. 



"Bathroom's down the hall, last door on the left," Chen said flatly, hanging his keys on a hook on the wall. "Just use a towel off the rack. I'll get you some clean clothes so your dirty ass doesn't stink up my house."



Mark nodded awkwardly. "Thanks…I mean, thank you, sir."



"Don't mention it. Once you get cleaned up and we get some chow down your gullet, we're gonna have a talk. Jury's still out on whether you can handle that talk." 



Chen began rummaging in the refrigerator for food to prepare for his guest.



Mark gulped. "Aye, sir."



Mark wasn't an active duty marine in Chen's unit anymore, and he knew it. But somehow, being in this place, it just felt like…natural to be extra respectful. It felt right. Like he knew his place.



Turning away and making his way down the hall, Mark peeked through a couple open doors as he passed. 



A spare bedroom, tastefully decorated with a queen bed and clean linens. 



A small spare room used as an office–a shiny antique oak desk with a polished, uncluttered surface set perpendicular to the entrance. 



And finally, across from the bathroom, what appeared to be a modest private library.



Mark couldn't help himself. He briefly stepped in to admire the mahogany paneling and bookshelves that lined opposite walls, floor to ceiling. 



They were crammed, albeit neatly, with books–no room to spare. 



But his admiration of the colonel's collection was interrupted as he stepped one foot into the room. 



On the far side of the room, wedged perpendicular between the walls of shelves, sat a clean, light brown leather couch and matching armchair. An intuitive enough choice for furnishings–but that wasn't what caught his attention. No, on either side of the couch–one next to one of the bookshelves, and the other between the couch and the armchair, were two life sized female statues.



The statues were remarkable, and very similar to each other. Both were mostly nude, set in a kneeling posture with eyes down, shoulders back, the back of their hands resting on the top of their kneeling thighs with palms up. Their mouths were slightly open, and their knees just barely apart. Under their breasts were those–he wasn't sure what they were called–the half-bras that Molly had worn in that boudoir photo shoot–they had fabric curve under their breasts but they left the nipples exposed. If they wore panties, or something approximating them, they weren't visible from where Mark stood.



But most striking of all–they were incredibly lifelike. Mark couldn't tell if they were wax, or some kind of exquisite wood carving, carefully painted to photorealistic quality. The two statues were even slightly different from each other. Slightly different skin tones, different faces. One was maybe an inch taller than the other. They even had different hairstyles–one had a neat brown bob cut that just reached her shoulders, the other had a smooth blond ponytail draped over her left clavicle. Mark even noticed a small mole above the left nipple, almost concealed by the drooping ponytail.



Incredible detail, at least from what he could see across the room. 



They must have cost a pretty penny–judging from the rest of his home and decor, he probably bought them special from a sculptor. 



High-end shit. 



Still, it was weird.



He ducked out of the room and stepped into the bathroom. 



Again, it was exquisite. A step-in stone shower, shiny fixtures. Thick, luxurious bath towels. Like one of those fancy spas Molly used to talk about when they were together.



The warm water felt good. He hosed himself off, then heard the door open and Chen walk in.



"On the sink when you're ready," Chen's voice was characteristically gruff, but friendly. Before he walked back out and shut the door behind him. Mark peeked around the edge of the fogged shower, seeing some fresh clothes folded on the counter near the sink.



Mark switched the warm water to cold to try to knock away the rest of his hangover. 



Now that it was fading, he was starting to feel stupid. And a little vulnerable.



He had fucked up big time. He wasn't sure what this "talk" was going to be, but he couldn't imagine it would be good. Chen didn't mince words, and Mark had been making an ass of himself over the past few months.



Still, it was good to have someone to smack him around a little bit, help him shake all this bullshit off. 



Jared and Megan had been great, but–he was starting to admit to himself–he was hiding from the world when he was with them. He couldn't do that forever. 



He just didn't know what to do now.



Turning the water off, he felt surprisingly refreshed as he pulled a fluffy towel off the rack and dried himself off. Then, wiping the floor and the shower wall, he tried to get the bathroom back to pristine condition before dressing, gathering his dirty clothes, and stepping out of the bathroom.



With his curiosity piqued, Mark twisted his head as he passed the door to the library again. The statues were still here, both nearly nude, one with the bob cut, the other with the ponytail draped over her right clavicle, the mole still visible just above her left nipple.



So weird. 



He began walking toward the kitchen, where the sound of chopping vegetables was drifting down the hall. 



Then, suddenly stopping, Mark squinted to himself.



Wait. What was…?



He turned around and walked back toward the library, peeking in again, suddenly shocked to see one of the statues standing up.



Mark's eyes widened.



They weren't statues.



The young woman with the bob cut, still holding her eyes down, walked smoothly and quietly toward the door, then walked out of the library, across the hall, and into the bathroom that Mark had just vacated. The other…not-statue young woman remained quietly motionless in her kneeling position.



The one who was now moving was of medium height when standing, maybe five feet, five inches tall, thin, but with a graceful if prominent curve to her hips. Mark could now see a kind of underwear attached around her waist, but which only included soft, delicate straps and no concealing fabric, so that her pubic region was fully revealed. Her vagina was smooth and clean-shaven, just the way Molly used to be, her delicate cleft peeking just above the curve between her legs. As she disappeared into the bathroom, Mark caught a full glimpse of an uncovered (except for the thin strap of a thong), well-turned rump.



He was frozen in place for a moment, not knowing how to react. 



Finally, he gathered himself enough to turn around, walking into the kitchen where the rhythmic percussion of a knife on a cutting board continued, chopping vegetables.



Coming into the kitchen, he froze again, unsure of what to say.



Chen didn't look up, seemingly focused on his task. 



"Sir…uh…I couldn't help but notice in your library…"



Chen's eyes shot up, one eyebrow slightly cocked. His look cut off Mark mid-sentence. 



He smirked again.



"Don't worry about it."




Post 262 — nnjcpl2002

Wed Feb 26, 2025 8:11 pm

Holy Mackerel, Crushing!  You've done it again. We are totally captured by you and your amazing characters, and we want to believe every word. A very complex set of relationships, now including LTC Chen.  I'm certain that the resolution(s) will be intriguing.




Post 263 — Tire_Kicker

Fri Feb 28, 2025 8:50 pm

I'm still catching my breath after the scene where Jared has to watch his wife get post-inseminated. David may not be far from that if he keeps asking for what he's fixin' to get. 



You never fail to keep us guessing and eager for more, great writing C!



Back to the casting couch, Teresa Ruiz as Isabella in Narcos Mexico for Megan's character. Just something about those eyes...




Post 264 — hairyhead

Sun Mar 16, 2025 11:18 am

Waiting with baited breath.........




Post 265 — nnjcpl2002

Sun Mar 16, 2025 8:36 pm

Dear C, 

We are desperate for next installment.  Else we start to lose the plot.  After all, it is a bit complicated.




Post 266 — Crushing

Tue Mar 18, 2025 4:43 pm

Hey all,



I know this is a particularly annoying time in the narrative for a delay in the posting schedule. I sincerely apologize for that. I do have some chapters in the hopper, and I'm going to try to get one (or hopefully two) up in the next few days. However, it's just been a little tricky lately--my day job situation has some new developments, and so I might be in the position of needing to find something new, which may also involve moving locations. So I've got a lot of irons in the fire right now, and I'm a little hard up for free time lately. It's just how the ball bounces sometimes.



I absolutely do intend to keep going with this story, which involves a much more intense exploration of cuckold psychology in part 3. I've enjoyed developing the characters, and I'm happy that people are invested, but life just gets in the way sometimes. I appreciate your patience.



Regards,

-C




Post 267 — Jacko

Tue Mar 18, 2025 6:08 pm

Crushing, thanks for the update on your situation. It's a great story and you're doing a fine job of putting it into words. Please take your time and take care of yourself.




Post 268 — user322

Fri Mar 21, 2025 11:22 am

Hi,

Thanks for keeping us posted!

See you later when you have time!




Post 269 — Crushing

Thu Apr 10, 2025 1:37 pm

The clean cotton sheets draped elegantly in the shape of a lopsided S on the bed as Jordan slept peacefully on her side. The affectionate, naughty foreplay of the night before had quickly migrated into the bedroom, where the passion found quick resolution for David.



…all too quick a resolution for Jordan. She felt emotionally validated, but physically…on edge.



David remembered the shift in her eyes–cloaked initially in cloudy pale of desire–pure wanting, then shifting on instinct to a look of indulgent, nurturing reassurance as his hasty orgasm signaled the abrupt end of their sex. 



It was similar, but not exactly like the look in her eyes on their wedding night, which displayed a combination of delight and amusement with the…sudden surprise on Jordan's face as the small member in her hand leapt unexpectedly soon after touching him for the first time.



Since then, David had become a connoisseur of her indulgent looks. There was a wide variety of them, all silently sounding the same chord in slightly different keys. Different shades or variations of…affectionate disappointment. 



All such looks stood in stark contrast to the contented glow that lent her whole appearance an air of dewy, shimmering satisfaction each time she glided through the door after the half-dozen or so times she had returned home from her intimate time with Mark.



David shook the thought off, but not before he felt his penis begin to stiffen under the blankets. He ran his hands gently over the sheets that draped his wife's body, following the curve of her form. Waking, she rolled onto her back and blinked open her eyes.



"Morning, Jo."



"Morning baby…" Jordan's wide smile was far less ambiguous than her eyes the night before. As much as he worried about disappointing her at night, he admitted to himself, she always seemed genuinely joyful to see him in the morning. A joy that found its reflection in his own wide smile. 



"You sleep okay?"



She nodded and stretched, her arms sticking out straight as the sheet slipped off of her naked breasts. David's eyes drifted down to her pink nipples briefly, then back up to her face.



"We're gonna be late for church."



"Oh..shoot!" Jordan shot up in recognition. Shooting a glance over at the nightstand clock, she clambered out of bed, and stumbled toward the closet. 



David enjoyed the windy slinking away of the sheet as it dropped away, freeing the balance of her nakedness, her tight buttocks now pointed right at him. 



Reaching the closet, she threw the door open. David stood up from his side of the bed, but more deliberately than his wife. He moved smoothly to stand close behind her, gently extending his hands around her waist from behind, his fingers interlacing over her soft navel as she quickly whisked church dresses back and forth in the closet, the metal scratching of hangers on the dowel screeching in contrast to David's gentle kisses across the back of her shoulders.



Jordan giggled, looking nervously over her shoulder. "Baby…we don't have time. I have to sing this morning…"



"I know, I just want to kiss you."



She playfully patted his hands on her stomach. "Well, hop in the shower with me then. You can kiss my back all you want while I wash my hair. You know how I like that…"



* * *



"David?"



"Yes?"



"Oh, it is you! We haven't seen you in a while, it's so good to have you back!"



Mrs. Dolly, the plump and effusive church music leader sat down next to David in his pew near the back of the sanctuary. 



"Yeah, I'm sorry about that. I've been out of town…with my job…" David answered.



"Oh, Jordan's told me all about it. Sounds like you've been all over God's green earth, fixing problems and saving the world!"



David chuckled, disarmed. "Yeah, maybe."



"Well, I'm sure it's very exciting. But we miss seeing you! But then again…if you can't be here, we're sure grateful that you lend us your beautiful wife's talents. Jordan has come so far! When was the last time you heard her sing in church?"



"It's been a while…" David admitted. "Usually my flights out to my next assignment are on Sunday mornings, or even Saturday nights. I'm just lucky this time, I don't fly out until this evening."



"Well, brace yourself. She's really come into her voice in the last month or so."



"Really?" David asked, looking up toward the choir seats. Jordan, dressed in a full-length white cotton dress with a robin's-egg-blue floral pattern with her hair curled, was chatting happily with the women around her in the choir seats, radiating an easy confidence. 



Something that she didn't used to have on the days she sang solo.



"Oh, very much so…" Mrs. Dolly continued. "You know, I've seen it a hundred times before. A talented singer, given enough opportunity to sing in public, will always go one of two directions. On the one hand, a talented voice never can get past the fear of a crowd, and they never fully flower. But sometimes…" She pointed meaningfully up toward where Jordan was seated, "sometimes they finally realize they have the gift. The crowd melts away, or even gives them strength to feed on. Then they just…glow."



David couldn't help but smile in admiration. "You think she's there?" 



"Oh, she's there. You'll see it today."



David beamed with pride. 



Mrs. Dolly paused for another moment. "The only downside…is that we know she won't be with us much longer."



David nodded. "Yeah, her dissertation is coming along pretty well, and there are already some universities interested in hiring her. I'm just…about to pop with pride here."



"I'm not surprised at all," Mrs. Dolly nodded back. "So you think you'll be moving away from us…when?"



"Probably the end of summer," David guessed. "If she gets a position, she'll want to be there when school starts, of course."



Mrs. Dolly nodded again. "Well, all beautiful things have an end, don't they?" She patted David's narrow shoulder. "Enjoy the service, dear. And enjoy Jordan's glow–it's really something when an artist really finds her voice the way she has."



"I look forward to it," David said. "And I'm…we're both so grateful to you, Mrs. Dolly. Jordan's so happy that you saw something in her. She loves to sing, and she's really had fun working with you."



"Oh, phuh…" Mrs. Dolly swatted the air. "I've had far more fun than she has. It's so rare to work with actual talent. It's been a joy."



The organ began to play. 



"But…there's the processional, I need to go now. Lovely to see you, David. Whenever you can make it in…"



"Yes, lovely to see…"



But she had already hustled out of the pew and was waddling hastily to the front of the sanctuary.



The sanctuary lights dimmed, while a single, focused light rose to meet Jordan as she stepped smoothly to her place in front of the choir. A look of almost uncanny serenity defined her face, her auburn curls framing a confident smile. David saw her shoulders rise as she took her first breath to sing.



Mrs. Dolly was right. She was glowing…



* * *



They lay, panting, in bed. A subtle sheen of sweat reflected off of David's narrow, bare chest in the midafternoon light. Jordan's fingers traced lovingly through sparse patches of dark brown hair below and between his collarbones, her face resting in the crook of his shoulder.



It was a quiet moment. An "after" moment. After church. After a nice lunch at the deli, where David couldn't stop noticing his wife's consummate beauty. After stumbling passionately through the front door of their apartment, pawing each other and kissing hungrily. After an enthusiastic but gentle handful of minutes spent making affectionate love in their bed. 



David couldn't get over it. That glow. It still hung about her, beaming all the more brightly as her dress had slipped off to the ground. As her bra had unclipped and fallen, shooed away from her body as his hands felt up and down her back. 



He had kissed her hungrily…the quiet smacking of their lips were reminiscent of a last meal. The last mingling of their mouths and bodies before David's next departure.



This time, the assignment was the west coast of India. 



A night-and-day time zone difference from his wife, minimizing the available time to talk. 



Enough rotations of corporate globetrotting had already passed for the young couple to know the routine. And it was routine now–folded it into the normal rhythm of their lives. 



And part of that rhythm was the last few hours, either Saturday or Sunday. One last coupling in intimacy…seasoned with equal parts affection and desperation–the space of imminently parting lovers.



Now they lay quietly, their bodies touching as much as possible. Jordan's leg draped over both of David's, his arm fixed around her back as she lay at ¾ angle across his body, the auburn crown of her curled hair nuzzling into the small of his neck. 



David just took in the rhythm of her breath.



"You sung like a literal angel today, Jo. Mrs. Dolly was bragging on ya…"



Jordan smiled to herself. "I'm so glad you were there…I wanted you to be there."



David sighed. "I wish I could be there more when you sing."



Jordan sighed back. "Me too."



A few moments passed, both lovers casting wary looks at the bedside clock, trying to push back the time of his departure.



"Well…" David sighed. "Thirty minutes before I've got to get up and get going."



Jordan moaned in protest, clutching him more tightly.



"Anything you want to talk about before I take off?"



Jordan looked up, half puzzled at the question, half afraid she knew the answer.



"I don't know, honey. Is there…anything you want to talk about?"



"Nothing in particular," he answered, stroking her hair. "How's the new car working out?"



"Great! It's so comfy. I really, really like it, baby. Thank you again."



"I'm trying to figure out whether we should sell the Camry or not. I'm just not here very much, and I don't know if we need two cars."



"Oh…" Jordan nodded. "Yeah, that makes sense. I…I can maybe get it detailed and maybe put up an ad to sell it?"



"No rush," David kissed the top of her head. "Just thinking out loud. We can wait until I come home again, I can handle it."



"Okay…but I can do it too, if you want. Just let me know?"



"I think I'd have to sign the bill of sale anyway. So forget it…just let it sit and I can take care of it when I get back."



"Okay."



Another silence. Jordan soaked in the steady rise and fall of her husband's chest under her cheek.



"Baby…" 



"Yeah?" David's voice seemed suddenly hopeful.



"I was just going to say…I can do things. While you're gone. Like the car. I mean, I don't have to do the car, I'm just saying…you don't have to feel like you need to do everything on your one week a month home. If something needs done, I can do it. Just tell me."



"Okay," David nodded, his voice changing tone as if her observation was not what he hoped she would talk about. "Okay. I don't mean to cut you out of stuff, or anything. But I like to do things for you. I just like knowing you're taken care of. I don't like the idea of leaving you with a big pile of stuff to do."



"I know. I like that you want to take care of me. But I'm a big girl. I can take care of myself…and you, too."



David chuckled. "That you can, honey."



The next pause seemed increasingly pregnant, as the subject of last night's foreplay hung in between them. Jordan glanced at the clock again. 



"Baby…should we talk about…?"



She felt his chest rise quickly. 



"Yeah…I think maybe we should. Unless you're uncomfortable."



Jordan sat up, clutching the bedsheet around her naked torso. A look of genuine concern clouded her eyes as she looked down at her husband on his back.



"Well…what do you want…how should we approach this?"



"Any way you want, honey." David sat up, leaning back against their headboard.



Jordan's head dropped modestly. "I know you, um, like doing…umm…some dirty talk and stuff, and I know about how you…liked what we did last year. With him."



David nodded gravely, his hands gravitating to his crotch, blood rushing in arousal at the mere mention of a third person masculine pronoun.



Him.



"I know we had that whole experiment, honey," Jordan continued in a measured tone. "And I know you don't blame me for what happened. And I know things turned out well for us afterwards, with the business and your job and stuff. I know all that."



"Okay…" David nodded, waiting for the "but" that he knew was coming.



"But…" Jordan looked back up into his eyes, "But you did get hurt, baby. And the thing…the thing that we were doing…it was a kind of catalyst. And afterward it got me thinking about just how wrong it is, you know?"



David nodded again. "I understand where you're coming from, Jo."



"I'm glad you do. I just don't want to hurt you again. But I want you to know something. It's not just that…there's something else, too."



David cocked his head quizzically. "Something else?"



"My hesitation about all of this…It's not just about some kind of reverse engineered consequentialist ethic based on a single undesirable outcome extrapolated both from and into some kind of moral misprision around a transgressive yet consensual sexual dynamic within our marriage."



David broke into a wide grin. "Baby. English. I'm an accountant, not a…whoever can understand the thing you just said."



Jordan laughed again. "Sorry, baby. I don't mean to bog this down with dissertation speak…I do that sometimes when I want to be sure about what I'm saying. I just mean…I'm not saying it's wrong because something bad happened. I worry that it's wrong because…"



She stopped suddenly, seeming to balk at her own words.



"What is it?" David grasped her hand gently. "It's okay, Jo. You can tell me."



"It's just that…I'm really, really scared that a part of me…actually wants it."



David smiled. "I don't think that's a big surprise, Jo. You really enjoyed your time with Mar…"



"No, it's more than that," Jordan interrupted. "I've brought this up before a little bit, but I don't know if you get…how much…it's really starting to get to me, baby. There's like…a part of me that wants this. But I don't mean that I kind of want it…I mean that there's like…this whole other person that's a part of me. And she wants it. I don't. And when I say she wants it, she wants it in…well, in a scary way, David. She wants it in a way that actually scares me when I shake her off and get back in my right mind."



"Oh…" David's eyes half squinted in sympathy and concern. "That's heavy, baby."



Jordan squeezed his hand, looking earnestly back at him. "It is, David. And I don't really know what to do about it. I can't be two people and be a good wife. Or even a coherent, functioning human being."



David took a moment, carefully analyzing the fear in his wife's gunbarrel blue eyes. 



"You're scared," he observed finally.



"Yeah…like I said, it's like she's this other person…and sometimes…"



"You're not scared of her. Not really." David surprised her by interrupting. Her mouth hung open, mid-sentence, waiting for him to finish.



"You're not scared of the other girl. You're scared that if I see her, I won't love you because of her. That I won't love either of you. Both of you."



Jordan's hand shot up to cover her mouth, shocked. Tears began to form in the inside corners of her eyes. Wordlessly, she shut her eyes and nodded.



David leaned forward and kissed her gently. "Jo. Listen to me."



The first tear began to run down her cheek.



"Honey…Jordan…listen to me," David repeated.



She nodded, unable to speak.



"I love you. Every part of you. Do you understand?"



She squeezed his hand again, nodding as a second tear flooded down her cheek.



"But there's something else, too, Jo. Are you ready to hear this?"



She opened her eyes, glistening and vulnerable. She nodded again.



"Jo. Baby. You have a girl in the mirror who scares you. I know that. But I have a boy in the mirror that scares me too. And you shouldn't be scared or ashamed of your girl in the mirror. You know why?"



"Because we're both degenerate freaks?" She stammered out, a desperate laugh punctuating the observation.



He wiped away the second tear, then kissed her cheek. "I was going to word it differently."



"Okay…" she laughed defensively again. "Then how would you characterize this weird…sexy schizophrenic deviance pattern?"



David smiled at the quip. "I was going to say…" he paused, stroking her hair until she looked into his eyes again.



"I was going to say…my boy in the mirror…I think he needs your girl in the mirror. Maybe as much as the regular me needs the regular you. Did you ever think of that?"



Jordan's eyes widened.



* * *



A sad but pregnant silence hung in the air between them on the way to the airport. But the quiet, unspoken air was accented visually by the crisp, clean lines of an as-yet brand new car. 



David looked around the interior from his spot in the passenger's seat. She had had this car for about two months now. And she was keeping the car absolutely spic-and-span. 



It wasn't like her. 



David's own fastidious habits made their shared living spaces quite tidy. But left to her own devices, Jordan's intense focus on the world of ideas tended to result in messy, disorganized spaces. Her desk at work resembled the smartest junkyard imaginable: a layered pile of books and papers noticeably taller than her when she sat behind them. And although she always tried to tidy up before he came home, David would always find little traces of disorganization around their shared apartment too. Here and there.



They never fought about it. David had come to accept it as a cute quirk, not much extra work for him, as he was a compulsive cleaner anyway. And when he would occasionally do a deep-clean of their shared space and she would always help. But he was the organizer. The one that kept neat, clean lines apparent in the house.



"You sure are keeping the new car nice and clean."



Jordan glanced over from the driver's seat. "Yeah, I guess I kinda am."



David nodded. "I thought for sure I'd see at least one mechanical pencil or random makeup item rolling out from under my seat or something." He grinned over at her. She returned a nervous smile.



"Nope. I know you like stuff to be clean."



"I do. And I appreciate it."



"No problem." She smiled again, nervously.



They rode in silence for another moment before he spoke up again.



"I just kind of get the sense that you feel like this isn't your car. Like you're borrowing it from me, so you feel like you have to keep it how I like it."



"Would you rather I trashed it?" She grinned sarcastically.



David chuckled. "No. I just want you to really…believe me, I guess."



"What do you mean? Believe what?"



He shrugged. "Just believe that I actually gave this to you. That it's really yours. I'm not going to take it back. Or get mad that you don't keep it the way I like."



Jordan stared forward for a moment, unsure how to respond. She pulled to a stop at a red light, and looked up at the mirror, distracted, as David sat uncomfortably. Finally she answered.



"I do believe you. But I grew up poor, honey. Accepting something like this was…harder than I expected. But try to understand where I'm coming from. I only stopped wearing thrift store clothes like…a year ago. My grandma used to make my church dresses from the curtains people left in the donation box. This car…this level of generosity, this level of comfort is just…I'm just not used to it."



David took a deep breath. "Should I not have done that? I think your dad tried to warn me…"



"No, baby…I love it. I absolutely love it. It's just kind of a process for me. You're doing very well…way better than we thought. And I'm so proud of you. But when we got married, I had kind of calibrated my expectations for a life slightly better than the way I grew up. I figured I'd get a teaching or research job at a university, and you'd be a CPA. Maybe…maybe we'd have a savings account. Or we'd own our own home free and clear instead of living in a parish house. Or we could get our kids' school clothes from the mall instead of Goodwill. Stuff like that. But now, we're actually getting…like…rich. I wasn't raised with it. And I was kind of raised to be suspicious of stuff like this. It's hard for me to trust it."



"Do you not want it?" David's squinted in confusion.



"It's not that. It's just that it feels…alien to me. Like I don't deserve it. It's hard to trust, because I feel like it might blow up in my face."



David nodded. "Like the thing with Vinny. And my teeth."



"Exactly!" Jordan admitted, relieved. She looked over at him just before the light turned green. "It was like…we did this thing, we both wanted it. And it was fun and it felt good, and it was really exciting. But then I almost lost you. I almost lost everything! Too much of a good thing…it just seems really dangerous."



"I see that now." David leaned back in his seat as the vehicle moved smoothly forward. "I think I understand a little better."



"I don't mean that I don't like or don't want the car, baby. It's so nice, and so generous. And I really do love it, and I know giving me things is how you show love. But I guess…it's a process. I need to just trust you. I need to just take the leap and trust that you'll always take care of me. I believe that intellectually…but it's still hard for me to make the leap."



David nodded. "That makes sense. I'm glad you're trying." His thoughtful look broke into a grin: "And you can totally trash the Rav-4 if you want to. It's yours."



Jordan laughed. "No…I need to get better at keeping my space clean. It's a vice."



"Seriously though, Jo. Thank you for trying to trust me. For trying to trust all these changes. I really do just want you to have everything you want. It is how I show love."



"I love that about you, honey. And I am trying. I really am. I hope…I hope you realize that. When you get on the plane, I just want you to think about how I want to trust all the changes. Trust you. Trust us."



"I will." David reached across the center, grabbed her petite hand and squeezed it gently. "I will."



15 minutes and a hasty tear-off of the emotional band-aid later, David looked back past the security checkpoint in the airport to see Jordan waving…holding back tears before she turned to walk back to the parking garage.



A now-familiar feeling of affection and emptiness hit David in the stomach. 



Three more weeks in a series of strange, empty beds. All in the service of building a career. A life. For her. For them.



He made his way to the gate, still an hour before boarding time, and sat down in a remote corner of the terminal within sight of his gate. Taking a moment to gather himself, he decided to switch into work mode. Best to get ahead of schedule and read up on India's ports and internal rail system…



He opened the top of his backpack, reaching in for his laptop but feeling a new texture against his fingertips…



He pulled out a small, sealed envelope. Jordan's handwriting across the back.



Personal and Confidential.



David squinted, intrigued, looking down into his bag and noticing another irregular shape sticking out awkwardly on the side of his bag, perpendicular to his laptop and folders.



Holding the envelope in his left hand, he reached into his bag with his right, pulling out a shiny, crisp, pink lady apple.
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Tink…tink



Mark stabbed at the grilled carrots on his plate, sitting silently across a sparse oak table from Lieutenant Colonel Chen, who wordlessly but thoughtfully chewed the first bites off his own plate.



The silence was deafening. The remnants of an alcoholic fog still hung about Mark, even after a warm shower and the first few bites of a healthy meal.



"So…"



Chen's eyebrow lifted as the silence broke.



"So what?"



"I don't usually like carrots," Mark muttered. "But these are good."



"If you grill 'em just right, you get the texture perfect. Still firm, but not rigid. Little salt and pepper, some olive oil. That's the trick. Melts in your mouth."



More silence, with tapered, closed-mouth chewing across the silent table.



"I…uh…thanks for getting me out of the car. I'm…having some trouble lately. With stuff."



"No shit." Chen looked up, a steely eye locking onto the younger man's sheepish face. "What're you gonna do about it?"



"I'll figure it out."



"Figure it out, huh? Looks like that's going well."



"I didn't say I figured it out. I said I will."



"And your plan is…another crate of Jack with a pallet of vodka as a chaser? That gonna do it?"



"Fuck you, man. I'm trying to sound grateful." Mark snapped back.



"Fuck your gratitude, Rein," Chen snapped back. "This ain't charity."



"Yeah?" Mark's lower jaw jutted out defiantly as he dropped his fork noisily onto his plate. "What is it then?"



"Responsibility." Chen replied evenly.



"You're not my dad…" Mark growled.



"No. No I'm not. Nothing so sentimental. It's much deeper than that, Rein. Much, much deeper."



"Oh yeah?" Mark snarled, a sarcastic edge to his voice. "What is it? Enlighten me."



Chen paused, then took another bite, this time of steak, chewing thoughtfully before swallowing. 



"This…" He gestured up and down at Mark's body with his fork. "I did this to you. It's my fault. I gotta fix it."



"What?" Mark leaned back in his chair, incredulous. "What the fuck are you talking about?"



"I made a command decision. I put my best man, from my best company at the tip of the spear. And it fucked him up. Fucked him up good. This is on me."



Mark shook his head in disbelief. "It's not…fuck that, man. It's not like that. It's fucking…until Macintosh and his bullshit…I was fine"



"The hell you were, Rein. You think I'm blind?"



Mark scowled, picking up his fork again and eating silently.



More silence passed.



Chen waited a few moments for the air to clear. 



"That scar on your chin…you can barely see it." Chen offered. "Surgeon did a good job."  



"Yeah. Lucky me."



"Yeah, lucky you. Your forearm's all fucked up though. Definitely ripped up some muscle tissue. Kinda gnarly."



Mark didn't answer again, tucking into the medium rare steak.



It was delicious. He held back a smile, still wary of his host.



Chen spoke up again. "I promoted your boy on Friday. Poisson. Right before he checked out of Battalion. He's a full sergeant now."



"He's not my boy…" Mark mumbled.



Chen didn't answer. Mark, suddenly  spoiling for a fight, took another bite and responded, unprompted.



"Guess it fits that he'd outrank me now, huh?"



Chen glowered silently. Mark took a sip of water and leaned back in his chair, eyebrow raised.



Chen glared at him, but kept his tone level, not wanting to escalate. "You think I didn't have your back, Rein?" he remarked quietly. "I couldn't stop the court martial. But you really think I wouldn't have gotten your third chevron back the absolute nanosecond I legally could?"



"You didn't say anything…"



"No shit, genius. Of course I didn't say anything. Not that you'd hear. I can't conspire with a subordinate like that. But you really think I'd leave you out in the cold after you got railroaded by my dumbest officer?"



Mark didn't answer. Now it was Chen's turn to lean back in his chair. 



"Of course you'd think that. You've lost all perspective, Rein. Too shitfaced to see the big picture. Too busy screaming in your sleep to hear anything."



Mark's eyes widened. "You know about that?"



"Of course I know about it."



"Who told you?" Mark's eyes narrowed angrily.



"Poisson, Wolfe, Even fucking Macintosh told me. It started while you were still in-country. For Christ's sake, Rein, you were rooming with fucking Macintosh. He heard you howling two days after the op. Two days! Sent up a report to medical. Medical wanted to pull you off the line, but I blocked it, because after you fucking hijacked a general's helicopter to get back to it, I figured it would do more harm than good to pull you off the line before finishing out the rotation."



Mark was stunned. "Yeah. Thanks, I guess…"



Chen's eyes narrowed. "You thought you could hide it. But you weren't fooling anybody. You think you'd just slide through it? That it would go away on its own?"



Mark's eyes widened. "No…"



"Yeah, no shit. Also, for the record, after the court martial I checked in with every one of your door guards when you were on restriction. They said they heard it…the howling. Every night. Every single one…except the night when that little redhead was in there with you."



Mark's eyes widened more. "You knew…"



"Give me some fucking credit, Rein. I saw that one myself. You and Poisson…you guys are decent in a front line fight, but you guys suck at covert shit. I watched her walk in. And when I didn't see her come out the next morning, I ordered battalion formations on the far side of the barracks so nobody would see her leave. To cover your ass."



Mark scowled, unsure how to react, and took another bite of meat. Chen, too, returned to focus on his plate.



They ate in silence for a moment. 



Until Chen spoke again.



"She looked like a snack, though. The little redhead."



Mark broke into an involuntary smile. "Yeah…she was."



"She dump you?"



Mark nodded silently.



"Cause of the nightmares?"



Mark shook his head. "Nah. She got into med school. Johns Hopkins."



"No shit?"



Mark nodded.



Chen nodded back in quiet understanding. "And your orders were out west."



Mark ate his last bite of food, and leaned sullenly back in his chair, chewing and swallowing. 



"So…" Chen intoned, dropping his fork onto his own empty plate, "What now?"
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PART 3



MOM



Three letters flashing on a phone screen. 



Amy hesitated, her stomach reverting to knots the way it always did when mom called. Somehow, in some Pavlovian way, even three letters could conjure a certain tone of her mother's voice. She couldn't escape it; although she was half a continent away, the knots in her stomach could be jolted into a painful twist from a hint of a rhythmic buzz coming from her purse.



 It wasn't a good time to talk. She was in line at Walmart, picking up some necessaries for her big day: Oat milk, some produce and boxed pasta, and a welcome mat. The first time she would own her own welcome mat. It seemed like an occasion…something her mother was bound to try to ruin if she let her talk for too long.



With an indignant snort, she raised the phone to her ear, wincing.



"Hi mommy…"



"Where are you?" the voice on the other end demanded.



"I'm in El Paso, where I've been for the past two and a half years, mommy."



"Don't get smart with me, Amy Jepps. You know what I meant. Are you at…are you there yet?"



"No. I'm picking up some things at the store."



"You're not at Walmart again, are you?"



"No."



"Well, that's good. It's bad enough you're in that town…So you haven't gone to the new place yet, so it's not too late to back out?" 



Her voice was hopeful. In a transparently passive aggressive way.



Amy snorted impatiently, then calmly counted to five before answering.



"Mom, I told you, I love Gil. I trust him, and people–boyfriends and girlfriends–move in together all the time. It's the twenty-first century. And I'm an adult."



"I just don't think he's right for you, princess. It's bad enough you're stuck in that awful, desert place. I don't know how you stand it. Are you using enough moisturizer?"



Amy rolled her eyes. "I'm perfectly happy here, mom. Newsflash: I didn't get into Julliard. I've accepted it, and I've moved on. You should try it sometime. And I actually like it here. It's a good program. I love the troupe here, and I met Gil here. This was a good move for me."



"Honey…it wasn't. And you could have waited a year and done a second audition…"



"Mommy, we've been through this…"



"That place is wrong for you, Amy."



Amy winced again. "Mom…why don't you want me to be happy?"



"I do, princess, I just think, you know…that place is not your place. You belong…you deserve better."



Amy looked up and down the line, surrounded by other customers. On some level, her mother had a point. Even in her store brand hoodie and yoga pants, Amy couldn't fully conceal her Upper East Side Manhattan origins. She stood out.



Amy was the oldest of two children. Her mother was an Olympic gymnast who married, and subsequently divorced, an extremely well-to-do investment banker. The kind of golden cage that gets built around such children certainly surrounded her childhood, and managed to linger around her psyche, arresting her development and budding sense of self. So the move to El Paso had been cathartic. She had enjoyed her first two years in the extreme west of Texas, excelling in the dance program at UTEP and being around the kind of people that simply didn't find their way into the swanky apartments, coastal mansions, and private boarding schools she grew up in. 



Unless, of course, they were cleaning something. Or fixing something. Or babysitting. You know…working class jobs.



She liked these people. She tried genuinely to fit in, and most of the time she felt like she could pass as a working class girl. The designer clothes and handbags her mother sent her stayed in her closet, and she bought clothes from the cheap stores in the mall–and Walmart. If her mom found out, she'd probably have a stroke. And she made sure she had a roommate in the dorms–even though she could easily afford a solo room. 



She couldn't hide everything, of course. Obviously, the other freshmen in her girls' dorm quickly figured out she was a rich girl–a dance major from New York, with long, shiny blonde hair and Swedish skin care bottles on her side of the sink in the dorms. 



But she didn't try to stand out or project superiority. True, she was petite and beautiful, just over 5 feet tall weighing in on the underside of a hundred pounds. But she wasn't stuck up, and she wasn't mean. She got along with the other girls, and didn't seem interested in pledging to a sorority. She loved the museum and volunteered there on weekends. And she always did her homework. 



She also never committed the cardinal sin of trying to steal anyone's boyfriend. Mainly because she found herself a steady boy early on–she met Gilbert Achs in her freshman year. A music performance major–classical piano–Gilbert earned a little extra money playing for the ballet classes and rehearsals. He was cute, and he was a very good musician. She loved it when he played for rehearsals–he kept a solid tempo and his accompaniment style was easy to follow. Plus, he still seemed to make every piece his own–a true artist. Having been raised around the world-class musicians at Julliard, Amy knew how to recognize real artistry, and he had it. He could probably have gotten into a better program than UTEP, but he didn't know how. His family were all teachers and librarians from Oklahoma, UTEP was the closest school with a real music program. 



Plus, he was sweet. Skinny, lanky even, with floppy hair and wire-rimmed glasses, and just a few inches taller than her. 



He was horribly shy the first time she approached him after rehearsal and told him he played well. 



Of course, having spent most of her life on stage in tights from the time she could walk, Amy was used to pretending she wasn't scared. But she was terrified to talk to him, too. Almost as much as he was terrified to be talked to by a pretty ballerina. She'd never gone on a date with a boy before. All-girls' boarding school and clinics, classes, rehearsals, and even her junior touring company–all conspired to keep her away from boys. Not to mention her mother…



But a full semester after that horrifically awkward first exchange, they went on a real, grown-up date just before Christmas break. 



Then they couldn't stop texting each other when they went home–her from Manhattan, where she once again danced lead in The Nutcracker for her mother's charity club, and him from his family's modest home in Oklahoma.



Then, they couldn't stand to be apart. At the beginning of their shared junior year, they decided to get their own place. Gilbert won a regional piano competition, winning just enough for the deposit on a run-down one bedroom near the arts school.



"Mom, I'm just here for college. I'm not going to live in El Paso forever. Plus…I kinda like it. At least some of the people…I don't know. I just like it."



"It's not too late to back out, honey…" her mother interjected. "If you really want to get into an apartment, we can get one for you. A nice one! We'll arrange…"



"Mom, Gil and I have been dating for two years…and I don't want to sound like I'm a broken record. But I'm an adult."



An anxious silence. Then:



"Okay, honey. Just…be careful. And it's not Gil that makes me nervous. You know I like Gil. I do. It's just…"



"I'm coming up to the checkout counter mom, mom…I have to get off the phone now."



"Okay, sweetie. You didn't get any candy or cake, did you? No sugar and no fat, remember?"



How could I possibly forget? Amy wondered to herself as she hung up. She put her small collection of items on the conveyer belt, where they made their way slowly toward a plump, surly middle aged woman who stared blankly downward. unenthused at the prospect of running the items over the scanner.



Suddenly Amy felt a heavy tap on her shoulder. She whirled around and looked up, startled. A  strange man towered over her–well over six feet tall with brown skin, greasy, shoulder length black hair, and a full, scraggly beard. His dark brown eyes squinted down at her. 



Amy was paralyzed. She didn't know what level of fear to conjure. But she didn't know what he wanted. He didn't look homeless. But he didn't look not homeless either. He was definitely latino…did he jump the border? This was El Paso, after all…Did he speak English? What did he want? 



Her eyes widened as the man's long arm raised up in front of her. Pinched between his thumb and two fingers was a single case of costume lipstick, dark red.



She had dropped it on the floor when fumbling for her phone. He was returning it.



Amy exhaled and smiled nervously, taking it from him.



"Th-thank you."



The man nodded once, then casually reached for the plastic divider, quietly setting it at the end of her purchases before adding his own items onto the conveyor belt.



Amy made her way to the cashier, never fully turning her back on the man. After swiping her credit card, she took the bag, and looked once more over her shoulder before heading for the door.



He was tall. Really tall. Maybe 6' 3, 6' 4? But definitely at least a foot taller than she was…
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"Captain Rein? Sir?"



Mark looked up from the stack of fitness reports on his desk to see the company clerk standing in his door.



"Yes?"



"The battalion commander wants to see you."



Mark stood up briskly. "Where?"

 

"In his office. HQ."



"Now?"



"Yes sir. His secretary just called."



Mark nodded and grabbed his cap off the hook. "Thank you, Corporal."



He made his way to the front door of Charlie Company headquarters: the well-kept Victorian house won by his company for the second quarter in a row now. A gaggle of enlisted men paused their landscaping duties to snap to attention and render a smart salute, which Mark absently returned.



What did Wolfe want?



Fitness reports weren't due until next week. All the training paperwork was in, work orders, supply orders were in.



Maybe one of his platoon commanders got mouthy. Or one of the juniors got in a barfight and it came over the blotter. 



No, it couldn't be that. Usually Jared was way out in front on stuff like that. He knew everything that happened in the company. Eagle eyes. 



Mark pulled open the door to battalion HQ, returning the salute from the sentry.



"Good morning Captain Rein."



"Good morning," he rumbled, distracted.



Making his way to the back of the building, he opened the door to the more amply outfitted, nicely decorated command suite. The battalion sergeant major's door was closed–he was away at some senior enlisted conference. The commander's door was ajar.



"Good morning," he nodded politely to the secretary. "Captain Rein reporting as ordered. Is he in?"



The secretary, a stoic but friendly woman in her forties nodded. "Go right in, Captain. He's waiting for you."



Mark pushed the door open, stepped inside and stood at attention.



"At ease, Rein," Wolfe said, standing up and shaking his hand. "Shut the door. Take a seat."



"Thank you sir." Mark closed the door and sat across the oak desk from Lieutenant Colonel Wolfe. 



Mark squinted. The commander wore an ambiguous look on his face. Enigmatic, but clearly concerned.



Wolfe took a deep breath. "Rein. I don't relish this, and I'm a little torn on how to react here. But you've got a problem."



"Sir?" Mark cocked an eyebrow.



Wolfe's jaw set. "You've done well since taking command of Charlie Company. Exemplary. No one would doubt that. And your obvious chemistry with your hand picked senior enlisted was a major contributor to your success. You would agree?"



"No question, sir." Mark's eyes narrowed. Where is this going?



"Captain Rein…" Wolfe's fingers tapped impatiently on the desk. "Gunny Poisson's wife…what's her name?"



"Megan, sir. Meg."



"You call her Meg."



"Yes sir. I…she…they are my oldest friends, sir. I mean I call Gunny Poisson "Frenchie."



"So do I. So does everybody who has enough rank to not be afraid of a boot in their ass."



Mark cracked a grin. "True that, sir."



Wolfe's smile faded. "Captain Rein, Megan…Mrs. Poisson was spotted at your home recently. Alone. And for what appeared to be longer than a pop-in. Do you get where I'm going with this?"



Mark's gut clenched, but he held his face stoically still. "I think I do sir. But I assure you…"



"Now, what you get up to off-duty is your business and not mine," Wolfe interrupted, raising a finger. "To a point. But you're a company commander now, Rein, and you're on your way up. You should expect people to be watching you. All the time. And some of those people will talk to other people. And eventually, what gets around, gets around, understand?"



"Yes sir." Mark's jaw clenched, matching the tension in his gut.



"I'm not launching an investigation into this. I'm not accusing you of fraternizing, or adultery, or...anything. This isn't out of control...yet. If it's managed right, this little revelation ends right here, right now. But this is the kind of small thing that could very quickly turn into a big thing."



"I understand, sir. I'll be more judicious about appearances, of course."



Wolfe nodded. "Good. And to be clear–this is not big enough to be my problem…yet. But it is definitely a problem. Do you understand?"



"I do, sir."



"Good. Handle it."



"Aye sir," Mark nodded and stood up, snapping to attention.



"Dismissed. And keep up the good work."



"Thank you, sir."



* * *



Seated in his first class seat, preparing for an overnight flight, both of David's hands shook. His eyes darted between the pink lady apple in one hand, and the envelope in the other. He wasn't sure which hand held the bigger revelation. 



On the one hand–literally–was a symbol. Ancient. Biblical.



"You won't die…you'll be like God…you'll know good and evil…"



So said the snake to the first woman in the Garden of Eden. And after that first bite passed her delicate lips, what did the woman say to the first man as she handed the fruit to him? 



The role of tempter had shifted from serpent to wife…she had become like God.



Or the devil.



Or both?



David wasn't given to such symbolic thinking, but being married to a woman of deep reading and powerful creativity had him cogitating on such things instinctively. And the thoughts were usually colored with her voice when they passed through.



"You won't die…you'll be like God…you'll know good and evil…"



He couldn't deny it. Holding the physical symbol was almost like being in her presence. Just holding it was surprisingly erotic–this unremarkable, modestly priced piece of fruit had been cradled in her soft hand, then loaded with intention well beyond his physical nourishment as she smiled slyly and slid it into his bag. 



As much as he liked to think in terms of numbers and direct cause-and-effect systems, the mere fact of his holding this apple seemed–mystical. Magical. Definitely powerful.



In his other hand sat a letter. 



Personal and Confidential. 



The promise of real knowledge. Words conveying meaning in concrete terms. Sentiments and perhaps instructions from the woman he loved. Almost certainly addressing the strange, yawning chasm of desire he had specifically for her pleasure–not his. At least not directly. His pleasure derived from hers, his deepest fulfillments lay in her fulfillment. The words in this letter surely shed light on her thoughts, her desires. Perhaps little hints to unblock new avenues to her pleasure and fulfillment. Perhaps she would name some tasks, projects, or impediments that he could set his mind to resolving, clearing the way for her to lovingly cuckold him again.



He wanted to bite the apple, but he would have to set down the letter. He wanted to open the letter, but he would have to set down the apple.



It was a strange conundrum.



"Good afternoon, sir. Can I get you to stow your items for takeoff? We've just closed the cabin doors."



"Uh, yeah. Yes. Of course." Red-faced, David tried to casually stow the working symbol and text of both his marital humiliation and its fulfillment without tipping his hand to the flight attendant. After zipping both fruit and letter into his bag and tucking it under the seat in front of him, he caught sight of the insistent nub pressing up against the zipper of his slacks. Pretending to adjust his seat belt, he laid his hands in his lap to cover. 



Luckily, the flight attendant had already moved on. But the nub seemed likely to persist…



* * *



Mark walked back to his company office in a daze. Blowing through the door, he waved past the clerk and slipped into his office, shutting the door quietly behind him. Gritting his teeth, he took a deep breath, clenched his fist, and slammed it down hard on one of the chairs facing his desk. 



"Fuck. Fuck…"



Pacing back and forth, he gradually calmed himself, taking a deep breath and eventually sitting down in his own chair behind the desk, tucking his head in his hands. 



Okay, he thought to himself. What now?



He looked around his office, centering himself before switching to strategic mode. 



Okay. First…who knows?



I know. Meg and Jared know. Nobody else knows, but they're talking. 



Mark grimaced to himself.



Talking. Just talking. People talk...all the time.



"Joner." Mark raised his voice. The company clerk opened the door and stuck his head in.



"Sir?"



"Get the word out. I want a full company formation after training evolutions are done for the day. What time is the last evolution today?"



The young marine grabbed a notebook off his desk. "Second platoon is back from the rifle range at 1530 hours, sir."



"Get everyone boxed up by 1600. No exceptions other than sick call."



"Aye sir." He stepped out and closed the door behind him.



Mark clasped his hands together and squeezed.



Shit. 



He took another deep breath, then reached for his phone.



* * *



The apartment always felt extra empty after dropping off David at the airport. 



The routine was well established by then, of course. They were several months into David's "world tour," as they had come to call it–-tongue in cheek. 



But the felt absence of a life partner is a gut check, no matter how regular the routine may be. She quietly pulled a pot out from the stove drawer and grabbed the spaghetti box from the pantry. 



As the water boiled, she mused at the intense arc of the last 24 hours–-this time last night, she was making love with her husband. While brief and physically disappointing (which she could only admit to herself when she was alone in a room), the emotional connection that came from their coupling was something that she craved, and something that she missed terribly when David was gone.



Part of the satisfaction was the sense of being with a man she adored and felt safe with. But the other part was the sheer density of validation that came with it. David was so overwhelmingly, swooningly, droolingly attracted to her. When her clothes came off, she could tie him in knots if she wanted to. His arousal was so totalizing, it made her feel like a superhero. Or a goddess. 



It felt good to be desired so ardently. To know you have that effect on the man you love. 



Jordan smiled at the pot as she stirred. 



After making love, they had held each other tightly for a long time, until David's breathing leveled off and he fell asleep. Jordan had smiled to herself then, too, only that smile was in the dark, and it served two functions: masking her physical frustration while letting her emotional satisfaction win the moment. 



She had rolled gently on to her back and masturbated quietly for a few moments, but couldn't get in the right mindset to finish. She, too, had fallen asleep, flushed, somewhat tense, but happy.



Then waking up late the next morning, showering while David kissed up and down her naked back. Fast forward to singing in church with her husband in the audience. Then dinner, and the conversation…



Jordan's heart leaped slightly. The pot began to boil, and she slipped a gripped fist of spaghetti into the water to be cooked.



She and David had reached something approaching an understanding about his unconventional desires…and how she had, in the past, found pleasure in fulfilling those desires. She had admitted to David about the girl in the mirror, about her fear of her own hunger. She hadn't told him everything–the night in the red basement with Professor Schenck, where the girl in the mirror took on a dark power, for instance, she kept to herself.



The spaghetti, stiffly standing out of the water at an angle, slowly lost its tensile strength and slid languidly below the surface.



David had insisted, in his own matter-of-fact, humble way, that his own dual nature, his own split desires were actually a complement to hers. 



She had attempted to explain to him with (perhaps excessive) academic clarity the wall she was hitting every time she tried to make moral sense of the situation. But David had introduced a new wrinkle–the idea of a divergent but complementary need shared between them. That her girl in the mirror–terrifying though she was–had a counterpart somewhere in David's deep psyche that needed her to come out. 



Catharsis.



The greek word has connotations of vomiting. Of experiencing emotions so powerful that you reject the dark parts of yourself in a messy explosion. A humiliation that brings a shock of relief and a release of tension.



David's need to expel an anxious demon was obvious; any post-Freudian psychologist worth their hourly rate could pick up the twisted shards of childhood trauma David hid under the thin facade of his fastidious, hyper-logical need to control. If that trauma manifested in a different way, if he had coupled that tendency with a narcissistic or grandiose personality, he would have been absolutely insufferable. 



Like his father was.



But his meek, careful, and endlessly solicitous desire to see everyone happy and to make everything better made his obvious psychological issues endearing. Sweet, even. 



Jordan wasn't naive about the basic mechanisms of David's desires. Especially now that she had read up on it and had time to formulate her own theories about it. On its face, his desire to be cuckolded was a clear path to catharsis. But what would happen if she cuckolded him again? Would that catharsis turn from an occasional purging of negative emotions into some kind of bulemic disorder? Would it develop into a need to vomit his brokenness over and over compulsively...an unending appetite for humiliation and self harm? 



Maybe. Maybe not.



Under the surface, danger lurked, but she wasn't sure what form that danger would take. But David's "boy in the mirror" problem was an easy psychological puzzle to solve–at least at this stage.



Noting the further-softening spaghetti, Jordan reached for the jar of marinara sauce in the refrigerator, pouring a bit into a small saucepan before heating it.



No, it wasn't David's mirror-darkness that had her scared. It was her own. In its source and composition, Jordan's girl in the mirror was not a 1 to 1 match with David's. Her childhood was, simply put, astonishingly untraumatic. She was beloved and cared for. She excelled from her earliest memories, and advanced and developed with very little real impediment. Her family had known poverty, true. But abuse, hunger, danger, excessive anxiety, homelessness, a broken family–all well-known consequences or corollaries of an impoverished childhood–none of those applied to her. 



Where did the girl in the mirror come from? Was she just a projection of libido? Her own maladaptive view of her own sexuality? An actual demon trying to lead her down the path to Hell?



She had many theories, but she still didn't know. She felt sure she could diagnose the situation from the outside. But she was too close to the phenomenon to account for it completely. And she was extremely wary–to say the least–of letting the girl in the mirror loose on the broken little boy living on the other side of the mirror from her husband.



Yet, after their conversation, Jordan knew that David would be hopeful. Hopeful that she would warm to the idea, maybe hoping she would drift toward being open to cuckolding him again. And she didn't know how she felt about that. 



But she wanted to do something nice for him. She slipped down to the corner market while he was packing to leave and bought a Pink Lady apple. She came home, slipped quietly back into the apartment, wrote him a quick note, and slipped it in his bag. She had smiled to herself as she did it, unsure which side of the mirror that smile came from.



What was this impulse? Was it a game? A playful gesture toward humoring her husband without crossing any of the moral lines drawn by her own superego, her father and God?  



Or was she yielding to the serpent once again? For real this time?



Take…eat it. You won't die…You will be like God…knowing good and evil…
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"Pianissimo, Gil. Draw me in. Make me lean in…

Long, graceful fingers attached to thin hands, extending from delicate wrists, hanging from wiry, venous forearms. All hovered in a perfect, effortless parallel over a polished keyboard.



"E meglio…like that. Now, speed up a little, finish strong…"



Gilbert Achs held his shoulders in loose tension, his eyes locked in the dead space of the keyboard between the asymmetrical dance of his hands through Chopin's F major Nocturne. His long, floppy hair drooped over his thin face, obscuring the look of fierce, almost transcendent concentration. He finished the final phrase, holding the sustain pedal to let the wide, broken chord coalesce before fading.



"Molto bello…" 



Dr. Alessandra De Foglio whispered her approval as the broad closing harmony sunk into the walls. A mostly retired professor of piano who spent her 50 year career mentoring promising young performers at the University of Texas at Austin, she quickly got bored in retirement. Her health was good, and when attending a faculty meeting she no longer had an obligation to attend, she had heard talk of an exceptional young performer from just west of the middle of nowhere–Lawton, Oklahoma–who had begun studying at the comparatively low-status music program in El Paso. Curious, she had made the 8 hour drive to hear his freshman recital, then, seeing incredible potential in the young man, she immediately imposed her very Italian will on the music faculty at UTEP by securing an office and a practice piano, and taking Gilbert as her student. She commuted across 8 hours of flat Texas prairie every other week to mentor him, to harangue him for minor, correctable flaws in his technique, or to simply weep in ecstasy as he gained genuine–if youthful–mastery over some of the most challenging pieces in the repertoire.



The chord finally settled into silence as Gil–what he preferred to be called–let up on the sustain pedal and the row of wedge shaped felt dropped onto the strings of the baby grand piano in Dr. De Foglio's office.



Silence held the space as Gil looked up, the long loose strands of his hair slipping back and uncovering his eyes. He looked over at his teacher, waiting for notes.



"It is…" she said, pausing for thought.



Gilbert tensed for the verdict.



"It is…better. Not yet good enough for Chopin. Your rubato…she is excellent. But your trills need to be smoothed out, and you jump from pianissimo to forte too sharply. Chopin must be like glass…like the surface of a lake at sunrise. Right now, with you, it is…how do you say…choppy? Like the sea on a windy day."



Gil nodded in understanding. "Dr. De Foglio…I find a smooth delivery more difficult with such wide hand positions…"



"That is Chopin, Gil. That is the challenge. There is…uh…no…cutting short?"



"Shortcuts," Gil smiled. 



"Right. Bello. No shortcuts. But you must not allow yourself discouragement. Hard work is the price, but the reward is music made of glass."



Gil nodded again in understanding.



Dr. De Foglio wrote furiously in his practice notebook.



"I'm giving you exercises to strengthen your hand for these…and more trills. Always more trills. You make them sound hard, they must sound easy…effortless."



She looked up, catching the wiry young man looking off in the distance. 



"Ai!" She snapped her fingers imperiously in his face, and his attention snapped back.



"I'm so sorry, Professor."



She narrowed her eyes, her thick gray eyebrows furrowing. "You are distracted."



"I am, a little. I'm sorry." 



Genuine schoolboy penitence showed from the youngest son of a small town schoolteacher and a librarian. 



She softened. 



"What has you distracted?"



"Just…logistics. I'm moving into a new place today. With my girlfriend."



Dr. De Foglio's face broke into an understanding smile. "Ah. La graziosa piccola ballerina."



Gil smiled, looking down shyly. "Yeah."



"I have seen her dance. She dance in the back, but I think she could dance in the front. She seems…better than she lets herself believe. No?"



Gil nodded. "She's…flawless. But she's scared of the spotlight."



Dr. De Foglio softened. "The spotlight. It is a scary place. Maybe she learns to be brave."



Gil smiled. "Maybe."



She wagged her finger at him. "You…are not allowed to be afraid of spotlights…" 



The elderly professor's passive rebuke was sincere. Gil had a career in front of him. He was too sensitive, too skilled, too intuitively united with the music he played to hide in the background playing for church choirs or teaching apathetic young students. A gift like Gil's required spotlight to flower. And she would see to it that his gift found the spotlight.



"Go." She slapped his practice book down on the pile of music next to his book bag. "We are done for today. I will see you in two weeks. Go home to your pretty little ballerina…make good love to her. She can bring out better music from you."



Gil blushed deeply as the old woman smiled knowingly at him. He stood up, tucking his practice materials into his bag and throwing the strap over his shoulder.



"But…"  She warned him, raising a bony finger.



"But what?" Gil's eyebrow raised.



"This little ballerina…she must not keep you from your exercises."



* * *



Gil stepped into the apartment building, making a hard right and then a quick left until he found it.



1F. His first apartment.



First floor with access to the central courtyard and common area.



It was a nice apartment complex. They had gotten a good deal, as Gil had agreed to teach lessons to the two children of the complex manager. The unit he and Amy were to share was a tidy, modern one bedroom with new appliances, a kitchen with a bar counter open to a little dining table, and a sofa and loveseat at the far end. A sliding door opened to a patio that looked out at a green common area where other residents played with their dogs and children.



It was an apartment building for young professionals and graduate students, mainly. They wouldn't have gotten it without Gil's arrangement, and they had carefully budgeted to afford the rent. Although Gil knew very well by then that Amy had access to nearly endless money, they both knew that taking money from her mother came with strings attached. Neither of them wanted that.



Plus, Gil loved the idea of being independent–just the two of them building something of their own as they took their relationship to the next level.



Gil looked down to see a brand new WELCOME mat carefully centered outside his new door. 



He smiled.



An audible squeal accompanied the opening of the door as Gil put in the key and turned the knob. Amy leaped up from their secondhand couch and rushed to meet him as he walked through, throwing her hands up and around his neck.



Gil laughed audibly, squeezing her petite frame between his lanky arms. They held each other for a moment, until Amy leaned back and turned up her head, drawing him down for a kiss. 



They parted, smiling.



"Welcome home…" Amy gushed, emphasizing the second word. "I put all the dishes and stuff away, but I couldn't figure out the Ikea bedframe. It's…kind of all over the floor in the bedroom," she admitted half sheepishly, half playfully.



Gil grinned. "We can figure that out together. After we eat something."



"I'm making lasagna," Amy responded. It's got…fifteen minutes left. How was your lesson?"



"Not bad. She wanted to focus on the F major nocturne…didn't exactly rake me over the coals, but you know how she is. 



"Yeah, it's just…how she is."



Gil smiled impishly, continuing: "She said I should 'make-a good-a love to my pretty little ballerina.'" Gil pinched his thumb and fingers in front of his face, miming a mocking tone of Dr. De Foglio's thick accent. 



Amy's mouth fell open in shock. "No…she said that?"



Gil grinned again. "She totally did. She said it would help me focus my performance." He kissed her again. "I say we test the theory."



Amy giggled, blushing in spite of herself.



Gil kissed her gently again, pulling her close. 



Amy broke into a grin mid-kiss as the oven timer went off. 



"Later, mister," she growled playfully, poking him in the chest with her finger. "We don't have a bed yet. And it's dinner time now." 





* * *



A slight buzz punctuated the barely audible squeaks of a yellow highlighter pen running across a stack of printer paper.



Megan looked over at her phone to see a new message. 



From Mark. She slid her phone to the center of her desk and opened the message.



Hey. You got a minute?



Megan smiled. 



For Captain Rein? You bet. Just going over some briefs. What's up?



She waited, seeing three dots appear, then disappear, then reappear. It wasn't like Mark to write long texts…it seemed like he was writing and deleting, trying to form words…what was going on?



The phone buzzed again.



We've got a problem. Potentially.



Megan's brow furrowed. 



This was not good.



What kind of problem? 



She typed the message but didn't send it. 



Her well-tuned prosecutor mind immediately flashed a warning. Get off the text chain. Don't leave a record. 



She quickly deleted the message and thought through the options.



Maybe Jared got hurt.



No. He would have just come out and said that. He would have called, actually.



Another court martial? Maybe that asshole Macintosh got wind that he was being investigated and pulled strings?



Unlikely. She was already elbow deep in that investigation, and was monitoring the ongoing shadiness in Macintosh's supply unit. And that guy was as dumb as they come. If he knew something was going on, she would definitely have noticed. He was too stupid to stop or hide it. 



Something about the boys? 



They did go to school on the base…



Maybe they called Mark because he's a secondary emergency contact if Jared was in the field?



Unlikely. If Jared was unreachable by phone, Mark was almost certainly with him. And the school would have tried to call her, she hadn't left the office all day.



That only left one possibility.



Shit.



She composed herself, trying to think of a response to get Mark off text of the text chain without making it obvious. It had to sound like their regular rapartee…but also quickly end whatever confession he was clearly building up to.



Seeing three dots, indicating his next message in progress, she typed quickly.



Hey, I'm sorry, I just got called into the big dog's office. He wants an update on an investigation we've got going. I've got to go. Whatever's going on, I trust you completely to handle it. Just tell me about it later.



She quickly hit send. The three dots stopped.



Megan's eyes narrowed as she tried to get him to pick up on the message as the three dots reappeared on the text chain. 



Don't answer with detail, don't answer with detail… 



The phone buzzed.



Sounds good. I appreciate it. I'll swing by JJ's soccer game later tonight, we can talk then.



Megan fell back in her chair, her eyes drifting up with a deep exhale. 



Thank God…she sighed to herself. 



When a full minute passed without three dots appearing in the chat, Megan put down the phone and began to worry in earnest. 



What was going on?



Obviously someone suspected Mark's physical relationship with her. It had to be that. But how did it come out? She never said anything, and Jared would never… 



While very much an open secret in military life, affairs could be a big problem. Especially affairs between commanders and subordinates. And while a commander and his senior enlisted were certainly considered peers of a kind, Jared was officially very much Mark's subordinate. 



This could be a career killer.



How big of a problem was it? How far had it gone? Was there going to be an investigation?



As an assistant US attorney, she definitely knew how investigations went…phone records would be combed through, emails, interviews…



Shit.



Luckily, she and Mark weren't prolific sexters. Glancing through her text history, she found a few references to meeting, but none that were particularly incriminating. They were genuinely family friends, and Mark frequently babysat the boys and even went on weekend trips with them occasionally. 



Such trips frequently involved Megan slipping out of her own tent, hotel room, or AirBnb bedroom and into Mark's after the boys were well asleep, of course. But the mere fact of separate spaces being paid for and occupied would probably work in their favor if it came to that…



And they didn't really email, unless there was…hmmmmm



She searched her inbox. Scanning all correspondence between them…nothing. It was all paperwork and scheduling for Jared's field exercises…Jared's temporary training duties…all just carbon copies of Mark's orders to the company to give her a heads up and to help them coordinate childcare…



She exhaled slightly. 



How far had it gone?  The rumors? Investigation?



That was the question she couldn't quite move past. If it was just rumors, that was one thing. But from where? Who knew anything? 



She had hosted a get together with Jared's subordinates–the platoon sergeants and squad leaders, along with their wives and girlfriends. They all seemed like an easygoing bunch–but henhouse dynamics had a way of bubbling under the surface when the boss's wife is around. 



Everyone was terrified of Jared. A sharp edge she tried to soften at social functions. Ironically, if any of those bitches ever saw her in a courtroom, they may be more afraid of her than her cage fighting husband. But either way, it seemed unlikely that it was coming from inside the company. 



No, if it was one of the girls from that group, their husbands or boyfriends probably would have stopped it before it got official. Half of them would be convinced that Jared would actually, literally kill them if they insinuated anything about his wife.



Megan smiled to herself. She had married well. Incredibly well.



No, this kind of thing must have come from Jared or Mark's level. One of the wives from another company in the battalion. Or possibly above…from a wife of one of the battalion command officers?



Megan scanned her mind for incidents from the celebration at the officer's club after Mark and Jared had jumped up 4 places in the rankings in one competition–transforming the worst company into the best in just over a month. The battalion commander had been so impressed they threw a party. It was informal, but everyone was there–winners and losers. 



The officers, some of the non-coms too, they went out golfing. Mark hated golf, and didn't feel the need to hobnob because he had just kicked everyone's ass. He stayed in the lounge area drinking scotch and arguing with the battalion operations officer about some obscure medieval history thing…



Jared was in the bar for most of the party, his UFC credibility made him a magnet to all of the fight junky dudes in the officer's club…other staff noncoms kept getting his next drink in exchange for another fight story.



Peoples' kids went swimming at the club pool–Megan had taken her boys to the pool with the waterslide. It was pretty hot out, and she wore a dark green bathing suit…



Shit.



Mark loved that one. Like…alot. Like… so much that he asked her to wear it to bed once, a request with which she had complied, but then she had ruthlessly mocked her lover for the strange request as he fondled her through the neoprene. 



Although the mocking had stopped abruptly when he had ardently pulled the thin strip  of smooth fabric between her legs to the side and then…



She shook off that particular memory, opting to focus on the relevant chain of memory…the party at the officer's club. Mark would definitely have been within line of sight as she watched the boys in the pool–the lounge had a row of windows that looked out at the pool. 



It was entirely possible that Mark leered compulsively at her from his vantage point in the lounge–he really, really liked that suit. 



His gaze was far from unwelcome, of course, and, if she was honest, she had selected the garment for that exact purpose. 



A decision she now realized was incredibly stupid. 



The other officers probably wouldn't have cared, or even noticed Mark ogling her through the window. Hell, they'd probably join in. 



But one of their wives definitely would have noticed. 



And that's all it would take. The tongues would fly…everyone knew that Mark and Jared were junior enlisted–boot camp bunkmates–starting out. 



Someone may even have noticed her oldest son–noticeably taller than the other ten year olds, with darker skin than his younger brother…darker hair, darker eyes…and for those attuned to such things, Marky was even developing the quiet, brooding, intense depth of facial expression that his biological father was known for. 



Someone would have started doing the math. No question.



Shit.



She looked at her phone. 



Mark had said the problem was potential. What did that mean? 



How far had it gone?



Shit…



* * *



The young couple stood side by side in front of the kitchen sink. Gil was dressed in his slacks and button-up shirt with a nice belt…Dr. De Foglio was old-school and demanded he dress up for his bi-weekly lessons with her. Amy sported her own post-rehearsal ensemble–black yoga pants and a gray hoodie noticeably missing any of the designer logos her mother would have insisted on seeing had she been present.



They couldn't get the dishwasher to work, so Amy and Gil resorted to an assembly line approach for the cleanup after their first meal–Gil washing, Amy drying each dish before putting it away. 



Gil then retreated to the bedroom with a hammer and screwdriver to assemble the IKEA bed before they wrestled the queen sized mattress into place, and collapsed giggling onto the brand new mattress that Gil managed to afford with the last of his prize money.



It had been Maurice Ravel's Sonatine that put him over the top in the final round, edging out the more highly favored pianist from Utah State University in the Western States competition. His competitor had chosen the more theatrical and overtly passionate Les Adieux sonata of Beethoven. A solid choice–especially with the dense and flying arpeggios in the third movement that never failed to dazzle hearers. 



Gil's choice was technically challenging, yes. But it didn't have the athletic or showy reputation of his chief rival in the final. The judges later admitted that they were skeptical of Gil's choice of the much more austere, muted emotionality of the later Impressionist piece against the more muscular and rousing Romantic piece of his rival. 



But here he was, laying with his super hot girlfriend on a brand new mattress he didn't have to finance and pay off for years at 20 bucks a month. So clearly his choice of repertoire wasn't all that foolhardy in the end.



Amy groaned and rolled over the soft mattress top to kiss her boyfriend. 



This was a novelty. A treat, even. With the exception of a couple nights stolen away in a hotel, this was a first for both of them–neither had slept together on a bed larger than a twin. Gil grew up sharing a room with his younger brother back in Oklahoma, a setup comprised of bunk beds. Amy's Manhattan and boarding school childhood was also accustomed to making the most of small spaces–albeit covered with much finer linens than Gil had ever experienced.



So falling together onto a grownup bed–their very own grownup bed–brought a sense of occasion. An occasion that was rapidly moving away from a symbolic and toward a more literal consummation as Amy's kisses increased in ardor and as her skin began to flush.



Wow…before we even get sheets on? Gil thought to himself as Amy rolled her petite frame on top of him, straddling his narrow hips with her limber legs. 



Amy's breath quickened as Gil's hands made their way under her hoodie, snaking upward…



Gil's phone rang on the windowsill.



bzzzzzzz…



Amy grunted in exasperation as the ringing continued, tipping over sideways and reaching for the offending device.



"It's your mom…" she said.



"Throw it out the window…" Gil laughed, but Amy lifted the phone up to her ear. 



"Hi Linda…" Amy said, grinning at her boyfriend. "No…you're not interrupting anything, we just finished doing the dishes. Couldn't figure out the dishwasher yet."



Gil sat up and reached over to slide his hand up her bare back under her hoodie again. She swatted his hand away playfully.



"Yeah, Gil's here. He was just putting together some furniture…I'll grab him." She handed off the phone, and Gil grinned impishly as he raised it to his ear.



"Hi mom. Yeah, everything's great, the lease is signed, our stuff's all here, we're just kind of…organizing things."



Now it was Amy's turn for mischief. She pushed him back on the bed and collapsed face first on his chest, trying not to giggle audibly as Gil in turn tried to mask the horseplay.



"Yeah, everything's here. Well, everything but the practice piano…that's supposed to get here Thursday."



Amy hands inched up her boyfriend's torso and began unbuttoning his shirt, kissing his neck.



"It's electric, mom. I can't have an upright piano in here, the neighbors are too close, and the walls are super thin. Plus…I don't have the money. The competition money all went into the security deposit and my mattress."



Amy latched her lips onto Gil's collarbone and began sucking hard, trying to get him to either break the conversation or endure a hickey.



Gil winced into a grin, but held his composure.



"It's not ideal, but it should work. It's got weighted keys, and I still have access to the practice room for all my old time slots, mom. It's really just for strength and agility training, I won't be developing repertoire pieces on it. I shouldn't lose anything by it."



Not yet defeated in her quest to make her boyfriend break his composure, Amy rose to her knees, towering over him and cocking her chin before lifting her hoodie up over her head, leaving just a white lycra sports bra over her pale, smooth skin.



Gil's eyes widened as Amy broke into a grin. 



"Okay, mom, I've got to go. The landlord's here, he…he wants to…tell us something about how the heating works…love to dad, and…" he looked up and down Amy's lithe, limber body.



"And Amy sends her love to everyone."



Amy's eyebrows popped impishly.



"Okay mom. Good night."



Gilbert hit the END button on his phone and threw it out the open window.



Amy's eyes widened in delighted surprise as she watched it sail into the darkness. 



Gil sprang up and playfully tackled her onto the mattress, pawing ardently at her smooth, exposed skin. Quickly finding her own breath thickening, Amy received his kisses and pressed back with her own as he ran his strong but delicate hands over her skin. He slipped two fingers from each hand under the bottom hem of her sports bra and lifted it expertly upward. Amy sat up halfway and threw up her arms, allowing the awkward garment to slide away before tossing it aside.



Gil's mouth latched onto her right nipple before she even lay back down. She sighed, her eyes closing as his free hand slipped underneath the waistband of her yoga pants and began to explore.



She loved that Gil adored her breasts–especially since they were a major source of insecurity for her. She wore a small B-cup, but some A-cups would likely have fit her better. 



A petite frame was not a liability for a ballerina, of course–quite the opposite. But she always knew the boys liked bigger breasts, and most of the other dancers…well…she was especially petite.



But Gil couldn't hide it. He really loved her body…a fact she was reminded of as he switched his suction from the right nipple to the left. 



Amy's fingers entangled themselves into his long, floppy hair, clutching his head to her bare chest, the warm pins and needles spreading through her as he tenderly suckled her breast. 



One of Gil's fingers–-one of ten that were increasingly working their way toward a world class status in the musical talent pool–yes, one of those long, athletic fingers expertly wiggled and slipped under her panties, through the modest thatch of pubic hair, and finally nestled in the cleft between her legs, vibrating ever so slightly.



Amy moaned out loud. 



It was one of her favorites, and Gil knew it. It was his own tongue-in-cheek way of "practicing the trill," constituting a subtle move of his first or second finger that gently hummed and thumped the cleft of her womanhood along its longitude, the pad of the third phalanx of his finger effectively vibrating on her clitoris. 



It never failed to heat her up. Especially when his lips stayed latched onto her like this. Nothing could make it better until he actually moved further…



Oh my god… Amy gasped as Gil's long finger curled and slipped expertly into her body. She clutched the tangles of his hair tighter, breathing heavily. As her chest fell, his lips briefly uncoupled with her stiff, pink nipple, and she hastily corrected, clutching the back of his head tightly to her chest, securing his lips once again where she…no, where he…no, where they wanted them.



"Oh god…Gil…"



The heat grew between her legs. Even though her pants and panties were still on, the flexibility and reach of Gil's hands knew just how to find her…



Oh my god…oh my god…



* * *



Someone was talking shit.



Gunnery Sergeant Jared Poisson had known it for more than a week. The signs were subtle, but he was tightly attuned to the behaviors and attitudes of his marines. It was obvious.



It wasn't any of his guys. At least they didn't start it. But a subtle shift in regard toward him was manifesting around the battalion, mainly among the senior noncommissioned officers. 



Little things, mostly. A sideways glance as he stood up to leave a room. Abruptly ended conversations as he walked into another room. Things like that.



Then, he got surprised in the pit. Training junior marines for their green belt certification–a certification about 6 rungs below his own skill level–he found a strange new confidence emerging in the marines he would call on to demonstrate a combat maneuver. Marines who he could easily dispatch with a well-placed throat punch or a quick arm-bar would feel like they could best him. He could feel it as they came at him.



He quickly dispensed with their delusions of mastery each time, of course.



It was cute, in a way. And normally he liked to see a degree of rising confidence in those he trained. But this confidence didn't seem to be coming from rising skill.



No. It came from a perception of weakness. He could see it. A national champion and internationally ranked cage fighter–Jared Poisson knew how to read an opponent's eyes.



There was no reason–none–that the marines of Charlie company had to perceive him as weak. At least none from any on-duty incidents. And Charlie Company was now firmly established as the dominant unit in the battalion. They were the company to beat, and each successive competition had them outdistancing the others by greater and greater margins. It wasn't even close any more. Each marine under his leadership was fit and getting fitter. Skills were being honed, and tight discipline was imposed impartially and consistently.



This had to be coming from outside. Another company in the battalion, probably. 



Normal, jealousy-inspired shit talking was normal, and it usually galvanized the marines in one company against the shit-talkers. But this seemed different. They must know something, or think they know something.



And there was only one thing that it could be.



Someone had spotted Mark and Megan together.



Approaching the razor-wire topped fence around the armory, Jared saw second platoon strung out in a weary line to return their weapons after a day at the rifle range. 



"Staff Sergeant Sandoval." Jared approached the platoon sergeant, who stood idly while his marines approached the window to hand off their rifles and receive their inventory cards.



"Good afternoon, Gunny…" 



"How many of your guys are still cleaning their rifles?"



The junior staff NCO shrugged slightly. "I think 4…maybe 5."



Jared noted the casual tone. 



This was new. And extremely unwelcome.



But overreacting now was a bad idea.



Jared remembered the words of Master Worawut, one of the most influential instructors at the MACE when he was training for his first national competition. 



When weakness is perceived, cultivate the illusion in your opponent to draw them in. Then, when their illusion becomes their reality…shatter it.



Jared nodded casually to the junior staff sergeant. 



"I see." 



He paused, considering how to respond before doing so in a calm, even tone. 



"Well, we have a company formation in twenty minutes. Please don't be late."



The staff sergeant looked over, a little surprised at Jared's tone. It was not like a company gunnery sergeant–and it definitely was not like Gunny P, to adopt a solicitous tone. Especially when they could both see that his men were dallying when they should be…



Jared gently patted Staff Sergeant Sandoval on the shoulder and turned to walk back toward company HQ.



* * *



The sheets were now on the bed. Brand new sheets, still smelling a little bit like the store. The blankets were a mix of Amy's fluffy dorm throws and the quilt that Gil's grandmother had sent him to college with. 



It was nice and cozy, and they were both wearing pajamas again.



Amy was snuggled on her side, tucked into Gil's frame with her head on his chest. On his stomach sat his laptop, a movie from Amy's film studies class on the screen.



"So…is this how we do homework now?" he quipped.



"Yes." Amy picked up on his joke immediately and pitched it right back to him. "You got a problem with it?"



"No. No I don't."



"Good." Amy kissed his shoulder and settled back in, relaxed and satisfied. Gil had played her body like a finely tuned instrument, his skilled hands warming her arousal and then slaking her thirst not once, but twice before he took his own pleasure. Thankfully, he was able to find a condom–a detail they neglected to plan in the chaos of moving. But there was one left that she stored with her makeup bag…just in case. 



Now, the heat, the passion, and the afterglow had faded into the quiet affection of the early night. The young couple slowly began to realize that their days of stealing nights and spare hours to be together–sexually and otherwise–was over. They lived together now. This was their bed. 



They felt contentment. Happiness. Safety. And they felt like grown-ups. Real, full, grown-ups.



"Oh crap," Gil said suddenly, sitting up.



"What?" Amy tilted her head upward. 



"I forgot to get my phone after I threw it out the window."



Amy giggled. "Oh. Oh yeah, huh?"



Gil grinned as he slipped the laptop off his body and set it on the nightstand before getting his shoes on and slipping out the door. 



Amy smiled as she lay on her back, waiting for his return. She counted her lucky stars that her own mother hadn't called–she was much more difficult to shake off than Gil's mom was.



Squeak



Amy's eyes narrowed. 



What was that?



She heard it again. An audible squeak…coming from behind her? That couldn't be…the headboard was against a wall, there was nothing behind her.



Silence.



Maybe she was hearing things…



Gil came back through the door.



"Took me a minute to find it in the dark. The good news is, you can't really see into this window from the common space unless you're really trying to. So now we know that."



"That's good, I guess…" Amy replied uncertainly. "Hope we don't get a crazy stalker or something…" 



Gil climbed into bed and they resumed their earlier shared cuddle posture. 



The movie resumed, but Amy couldn't help but think she heard the squeaking again.



"Do you hear that?" Amy paused the movie.



"What? The squeaking?" Gil said. "Yeah. It's coming from next door."



"Oh. I forgot you had superhuman hearing…" Amy said. "Okay. What is it?"



"Sounds like next door. Probably a squeaky mattress."



"Oh…okay." Amy's brow furrowed, noting the thin walls and recalibrating her own bedroom agenda. 



They watched the movie in silence, until a tense scene was punctuated by a new sound:



Thump. Thump.



Amy and Gil looked at each other, illuminated only by Gil's laptop screen in the dark. 



Thump. Thump. Thump.



It was coming from right behind their IKEA headboard.



Then, Amy's face broke into embarrassed recognition as a muffled gasp–clearly female–made its way through two layers of drywall in between the thumping.



Gil's eyes widened too, unsure how to react. Amy covered her mouth and snickered as the thumping began to gain momentum.



"Well…" Gil said. "We were going to meet the neighbors eventually, right?"



Amy snickered again, noting the blush that came to Gil's face and holding her hand tightly over her mouth to hide her own blush.



"And…" Gil added awkwardly. If we can hear them, then they can hear us, right? Something to…ahem…keep in mind."



* * * 



1555 hours. 



Charlie company was a loose mass of camouflaged humanity, milling about in clusters after a long training day. 166 men in total: officers, staff NCOs, NCOs, and junior enlisted. Jared strode through the clusters until finding his mark. He stood at attention and barked out the order.



"FALL IN!"



The clusters of marines congealed into three groups, which then lined up on their platoon sergeants, fanning out efficiently into three tight, equally sized rectangles of four rows each. All stood at attention, all stood silent as the platoon commanders marched out to relieve the platoon sergeants, with the platoon sergeants taking their place at the back of the formation. 



Jared supervised it all, standing stock still as order fell into place in front of him. Once the company was situated, ordered, and quiet he executed a smooth about-face just as his watch beeped.



1600 hours. On the nose. 



The front door to Charlie Company headquarters opened, and Captain Rein stepped out, adjusted his head cover, and began to make his way toward the formation.



His walk was tense. Distracted. Jared could tell. 



Normally end-of-day formations were an informal affair, unless something was up. Something ceremonial, punitive, or otherwise weighty. 



So something was definitely up.



Mark approached his senior enlisted man, standing at attention as Jared snapped and held a salute. With a five full paces of distance between the head of the formation and the body, the two men had a brief window of privacy. There, in full view but largely out of hearing of the 166 men in their joint charge, the two old friends held a quiet conference.



"We've got a problem." Mark said, his voice low as he returned the salute.



"I know." Jared's hand snapped back down to attention, his voice low to match Mark's.



"Someone saw Meg at my place."



"I figured."



They paused briefly, the entire company waiting to hear the next command. 



It would have to wait.



"What do you want to do?"



Jared didn't hesitate. "Tear into me."



"What?"



"Rip me apart."



"Won't it just look like I'm big timing you after fucking your wife?"



"Let me worry about that."



"I'm not about to throw you into the fire, Frenchie. It's a dumb idea."



"It's not. Not the way I'm gonna play it. Just trust me."



"No. It's a dumb idea."



"Mark…Sir…" Jared's eyes pleaded with Mark, invoking his position as senior enlisted advisor. "Just trust me."



He raised his hand in salute, signalling Mark to dismiss him to the rear of the company.



Mark paused, squinting slightly as he weighed the situation. Then he cleared his throat, and spoke with his full voice, every marine in the company hearing. He returned the salute.



"Dismissed."




Post 299 — Crushing

Tue Dec 16, 2025 1:15 pm

Hey all,



Just published the latest chapter. Working on the next couple now, but as you know I've been out of the rhythm for a while, and I'm taking some time to reread what I've done in the past and relearn the characters and the narrative shape I had going. Feel free to leave feedback, let me know what's working for you, what's memorable and whatnot. 



And if you want to do a little AMA in the next few days while I'm working on the next chapter, ask away. 



-C
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It's clear I'll have to go back and re-read this...and that'll be a fun exercise.
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I love your stories. Nothing more to add. Just that don't keep us waiting too long...lol
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Double post
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Double post




Post 304 — loyaltoher

Wed Dec 17, 2025 9:31 am

I applaud your skill.   Your writing builds characters where the characters nuances are delivered clearly. The metamorphosis that takes place is always the twist…... learning a new behavior or acquiring a new intellectual awareness of their sexual development.  After your AMA challenge, I wanted to re read and remember each character.  I have found that there was a Chris who was changed dramatically from the Chris who was obstinate, A Jordan who was torturing herself in self denial and un holiness who became a pure hot wife at the “party”…….the motherly, caring Megan…..protecting “her” men.   And now the east coast debutante Amy and Gil….where will this go….?   i love that you are back.  Thanks!
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Thank you! Metamorphosis with close attention to the experiences and thought processes that drive it is definitely what I’m trying to explore in this project. Especially when that metamorphosis seems to come in ebbs and flows, progressions and regressions. What happens in the mind is as interesting, or sometimes more so, than how it actually plays out in relationships and physical encounters. Progress is rarely a straight line.
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So true!




Post 307 — MustBeDenied2

Fri Dec 19, 2025 6:46 am

Crushing, when you do your AMA, I'd love for you to address this question. In one of the very early chapters, Jordan returned from Mark's apartment and required David to lay down on the sofa and clean her as she rode his face. It was explicitly said that he needed to do this before she would divulge anything about her tryst with Mark. It was implicitly suggested that David was aware of this rule. 



That was one of the hottest vignettes in a story filled with hot action. I'm curious, though, if this is a thread that will be left loose. This scene is not cuckolding 101, but it is placed in the story at a time when Jordan and David are novices in this lifestyle. How did they arrive here? Is this a scene that, when you publish this as a trilogy of novels, will get moved until after Jordan researches BDSM, femdom and cuckolding more fully?



I think it is amazing that this is the only inconsistency I've noticed and that you still have an opportunity to correct it (or me) if you choose!



Thanks again for the hours of pleasure this story has given.



MBD
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Excellent catch, MBD. That dissonance is actually intentional. Or more accurately, it became intentional when I began to like the characters enough to develop those early vignettes into something more ambitious.



The scene you mention is the very first scene, and the rest of the novel is structured around it. The story moves between two timelines: one timeline takes place before Mark and Jordan's short-lived, whirlwind fling, and one timeline takes place after he leaves the college. The opening scene is meant to be a kind of center of gravity around which the character development orbits, showing development toward that moment, as well as after that moment. 



The timeline "after" that scene is a kind of post-traumatic processing for Jordan and David. They acknowledge that the "affair" happened, but they're both traumatized by its potency, by the unexpected fallout, by how quickly they felt the dynamic of their marriage shifting. Being a young and somewhat naive couple, they struggle to find the language or concepts to work through it, and so they have to deal with the maladaptive emotions that come from going through overwhelming, transformative experiences that they're not emotionally capable of processing. They try: Jordan intellectualizes it, David turns it into a manic desire to provide "everything" for Jordan, building an empire that he can put her on the throne of. But while both of their impulses are highly productive and turn into career success, they don't actually address the elephant in the room, which is that both of their desires persist, even if they have successfully suppressed them into unconscious maladptations. The most dramatic, of course, is Jordan's guilt following David's injury and humiliation, of course, along with her own discovery of her sexuality, which she finds threatening (hence the flesh/spirit dialogues, meeting the girl in the mirror, etc). David's own impulse is simply to put his head down and "make it work" for the woman he loves, but neglects the development of his own voice and desires in the process. Also in that timeline, we follow Mark's later career, his increasing restlessness as he and Jordan make their way back toward each other, and as he learns how to navigate the complicated dynamic with Megan and Jared.



The timeline "before" that scene is mainly Mark's initial journey toward Jordan, which of course has a much more literal post-traumatic arc: first from a difficult childhood and a torn sense of identity, and then of course following the actual experience of war. I very much view Mark as an emotionally broken but very deep man who struggles to be comfortable with himself without a powerful woman to complement his level of depth and intensity. He also (subconsciously) has a deep need to know he has been unambiguously chosen by a woman he esteems highly, so he tends to be drawn to women who have to reject a singular attachment (e.g. with husband or boyfriend) in order to be with him. So most of the timeline "before" is Mark moving through relationships that almost give him what he needs to feel complete, but fall short for one reason or another: either ending too quickly (Molly), or being entangled with another friendship (Megan) or other reasons (Jordan and David's unexpected outing by Vinny and David's injury, and no spoilers for Amy and Gil). So by the time he meets Jordan in the ROTC office of the college, he has a good idea of what he wants, and he falls hard and fast for her, never quite getting over her.



The opening scene that you correctly identify as "advanced," represents the fact that since David and Jordan are so swept up by the intensity of the experience, they go from 0-100 in just weeks, not realizing the danger. After they crash and Mark disappears, they have to emotionally process intense emotional developments in the non-monogamous dynamic that should probably have been years in the making. Basically,  due to Mark and Jordan's intense chemistry, a flash flood of development occurs, culminating in that encounter (and one more, if I recall correctly) that then leads them to decide how they want to water the garden of their relationship after the disaster. Since it is meant to be an overwhelming "elephant in the room" type of thing, I have deliberately tried to develop Mark and Jordan's fling through letters, memories, and retrospective discussions, highlighting the processing of the experience rather than the experience itself.



I may have over-answered, but I think this might clarify why I jump back and forth so much--I'm trying to give equal weight and time to Jordan/David's post "trauma" process, and Mark's more literal post-trauma process and moves toward Jordan.




Post 309 — Shauncuckold

Fri Dec 19, 2025 5:43 pm

Wow!



Crushing, great insight to the character development! Thanks for sharing your brilliant writing skills in a forum that appreciates the cuckold dynamic.



Mr. Swan




Post 310 — john jasson

Sat Dec 20, 2025 12:20 am

So pleased you have resumed, Crushing. I can only restate my admiration for your writing. I don’t believe I have read anything better for structure, character development, and attention to detail in this genre or, for that matter, any other. Thank you.




Post 311 — Crushing

Thu Dec 25, 2025 12:48 pm

Dear David,



I hope you know that I miss you already. I know you're building your career, and I'm busy with my dissertation year. With how busy we both are, I wonder if we'd see each other more if you weren't traveling for work? Hard to say, but at least I could fall asleep next to you each night. And I miss that. More than you know.



I wish I had more time to think this out, but time is always against us lately. I'm not writing this the way I'd prefer, which is thoughtfully and thoroughly. I have to dash it off, since you're busy in the bedroom, packing for your trip to the Black Sea. 



I can't say I'm not jealous–I'd love to see that part of the world. And I know you'll just be walking around ports and pushing papers, and that's just the kind of adventure you crave. Don't get me wrong, I'm happy for you, but I wish I could share it more. Maybe someday.



Looking back, and looking at things now, I've got to say that the circumstances of our life together have thrown us both some curveballs, haven't they? We're in a weird place right now. It's mostly good, of course. In the early stage of our careers, we're finding the blessings of success, but they deprive us of the blessings of togetherness. I don't regret it. I feel like we've weighed the trade-off together, I think we're on the same page, and I don't resent it. But it is what it is.



And I do get lonely, baby. 



I'm still processing our conversation from last night. Especially that bit about our mirror selves. I can't help but be scared of the girl in the mirror, and I love that you accept her as part of me, that you love her along with me. 



But she scares me, David. I think it's good that you feel like you can trust her. Or, more accurately, that you trust me to protect you from what I fear her worst impulses are. 



But I'm still not convinced that it's a good idea to put my mirror girl and your mirror boy together. Maybe you're right, maybe they do need each other the way you and I need each other. But there's a danger here I don't think you fully appreciate. 



In any case, our conversation clarified that we both have needs. And for reasons I didn't anticipate when I was growing up, or at least circumstances I couldn't foresee when we first married, our needs are unconventional. When we started out, I definitely didn't expect that addressing our needs would require walking down such unconventional avenues. Sometimes I resent that it worked out that way. Other times, I find the unknown to be both thrilling and terrifying. The nexus between those two emotions is shockingly potent, isn't it? 



For both of us. 



I'll have to think about that more.



In any case, learning to trust each other as we walk unconventional paths we didn't anticipate–that's the stage our marriage is at right now. I celebrate that we are in a place in our relationship where we can do that. So, in taking the huge leap I'm contemplating, I count the strength and openness of our relationship to be a massive asset and a blessing.



Nevertheless, the leap is terrifying, baby.



I can hear you finishing up in the bedroom, so I need to wrap up quickly. 



I won't lie, sweetheart, I'm still full of trepidation. About you, about the girl in the mirror, about the distance between us. But I'm ready to stop pretending I don't have needs. I can't just keep sending you the dancing girl when I touch myself. It's not enough. 



And I know you'll be beyond thrilled to hear this, so go ahead and take a bite out of that apple, sweetheart. 



I need another man for sex. 



Not to replace you. Just…to stand in, as it were. At least while you're gone. That's all. 



But we need to talk through how to do this safely. And step one in that process is that no one–absolutely no one–sees this letter. What happened last time, when Vinny found my letter…it can never, ever happen again. Beyond that, we need to have a good long talk about how this can work before anything happens. Or maybe several. 



I'll probably be asleep when you land in Istanbul, baby. Don't call me right away. Process this for a little bit. Take a day. Think about what I said, and try to have a clear head about it. 



This step won't happen overnight, but I do want it. And I know you want it too. If you're on board, and if we can agree on how to make it work, I'll begin working toward beginning a sexual relationship with another man.



Have a safe trip.



Try to call me tomorrow night.



Nothing can ever change how much I love and want you in my life. 

Yours forever, 

Jo.

XOXO



* * * 



Music. 



Mozart's C Major sonata. Köchel catalogue number 545. Well known. Iconic. Or incredibly basic, if you've heard it ten thousand times before. 



At any rate, a smooth, bouncy melody. Playful.



Lights. The planks of the stage gradually brighten in yellow circles of modest size, a straight edge of spotlights front-lighting a line of young women in tights. Though the light seems directed at them, they brace the back edge of the light, their backs just barely into the shadow.



The routine is simple. First position, move to the right, enter third position. Move forward, smooth, toes en pointe. Hold in first again, move to fifth, changement. 



Enter the principal dancer. A clear distance between her and the line of dancers behind her. Room to move more freely. Her tights are a different color–dark blue popping against the wall of white tutus. Her moves are more daring, yet smooth. Classical. 



This is Mozart, after all. This is not daring, modern, postmodern, or some avant garde  flex-fusion style.



And Erika was just the principal to bring it out, Amy thought as she watched from her position on the line. Erika had a smooth confidence in her presentation, but it was a wholesome competence. Naive, even. An artistry that would be scandalized by anything written after Tchaikovsky. A good Texas Christian girl from the plains.



The kind of girl who would have been savaged in the Upper East Side conservatory rehearsals of Amy's youth.



Amy took two steps, rose to her toes, and tilted her head up, her arms following in perfect harmony with the other six young women in the line. 



The accompanying pianist bobbled a measure, leading the troupe to have to quickly change step to accommodate. The illusion of mechanical precision was briefly troubled, but ultimately held. 



That wouldn't have happened if Gil was at the piano, Amy thought to herself as she fought back the urge to roll her eyes. But Gil wasn't always available, and they had to use a second-stringer. In this case, the pianist was Mrs. Hathaway, an octogenarian crank that seemed like she'd never had a day of fun in her life. And who seemed incredibly unengaged with the music.



Pirouette. Hold. Step, step, en pointe, hold. 



Erika began ramping up for her big moment. Plie. Recover. Pivot. Arabesque. Pivot again, Rond du Jambe, pivot once more, three quick steps and the flying, split leg sissonne. Stick the landing, recover once more.



As she watched Erika dance in front, Amy realized that she wasn't even paying attention to her own body movements. They were automatic at that point, her spatial awareness of the other dancers was instinctive.



It was all just…too easy.



That was mostly the point of this exercise. Something basic that would impress people who knew nothing about the medium. An exhibition for a local private high school. Rich parents might donate or want to even produce their more ambitious productions. 



And, of course, secure connections for their own daughters who wanted to dance. 



You couldn't do anything too daring when you were raising money. That was as true in Manhattan as it was in El Paso. Most ballet patrons didn't really like ballet. They liked being known for loving ballet, and challenging such patrons with harder, more daring work almost always backfired. 



Amy turned once more and dropped her arms smoothly, then turned into an arabesque of her own. 



One of seven girls in a line.



The music began its inevitable move to wrap itself in neat resolution–very Mozart. 



The final chords resolved as the dancers held a tense, conservative, and decidedly un-dramatic posture. Amy held her pose, a wide smile locked into position on her face as the lights faded.



One of seven girls behind Erika. 



The audience clapped politely. A half-full high school auditorium, composed of parents, students, and younger siblings. The fathers were likely soaking in lecherous delight, the mothers seething in savage jealousy, while everyone else just stared at their watches, waiting to leave. 



Not exactly the pinnacle of artistic fulfillment.



But the little girls in the audience…many of them were enchanted. 



And that part was fun.



As the lights came up and the back line of dancers took a smooth, modest bow to light applause, Amy dared to look around the audience. The applause swelled only slightly when Erika stepped in front to take her own bow. 



Amy searched to see what she hoped for most: if any bright young eyes were enchanted by the performance.



She counted three sets of crystalline eyes shining up at the line of dancers. Three sets of bright, enchanted peepers idolizing the line of young women in tights. Three little girls who felt like they could fly if they could just get on that stage.



Just like she felt when she was four years old. When she first saw The Nutcracker at Lincoln Center with her father. Not a coincidence that it was mere days before she donned her first tutu.  



Oh, she would have been in ballet whether she liked it or not, of course. It was just what girls did in her neighborhood. Girls whose mothers moved in her own mother's social circles, and whose fathers moved in her father's tax bracket. Whether or not she liked it, her mother would have dragged her, harangued her, forced her to classes, rehearsals, recitals. 



But it backfired. Amy loved it. Despite her mother's very, very concerted attempts to ruin the experience, Amy loved to dance this way. It was her way to feel free in a golden cage.



Accolades followed her from an early age. Her passion and skill was evident to the trained eyes of her teachers by age seven. She was getting noticed by age nine. By fourteen, she had attention from troupes at the national level. Even a couple offers from regional ballets to dance as a featured principal. 



When it came time to audition for Julliard, everyone knew she was a shoe-in. But Amy didn't want to go to school across the park from her mother's home. And she knew her mother would weasel her way into the room and ruin her relationships with her teachers. Maybe even antagonize the very people that may recruit her for seasonal engagements–maybe even a residency. 



Furthermore, she knew she didn't need her mother's help to succeed. In fact, she was fairly sure that her mother would screw up opportunities she could easily earn for herself. 



There were other schools. UC Berkeley, of course. Some private schools with prestige programs. But Amy wanted to dance somewhere completely different. Somewhere where she knew, she absolutely knew her mother would have no social contacts whatsoever. A place where nobody knew anyone at Julliard. A place she could go to find herself as an artist. Or even as a person. 



El Paso, as it turned out, was just such a place.



Amy finished scanning the audience as the lights faded. Three sets of crystalline eyes. Three little girls who caught the magic. Hopefully they could keep that magic tucked away deep inside…



* * *



"Hey."



Jordan smiled down into the phone. David's voice was trembling. An obvious show of vulnerability…not fear exactly. More like a delicate alchemy of terror and excitement. Like the last moment in line at the tallest rollercoaster. When the worker tells you to step out of line and into the seat. When the restraining bar clicks shut.



"Hey." She responded with similar trepidation, but with a sincere attempt to mask it.



David breathed deeply. "I got your letter."



"So I gathered." Jordan smiled again. He was loving this. She could tell. And she loved that for him.



"So…yeah. How's, uh, your day going?"



Jordan looked out the apartment window at the parking lot. It was a beautiful day. She wondered if it was a beautiful night where David was…



"My day was fine." Jordan's tone was casual. "I worked from home, mostly. I had coffee with Professor Lukacz, he thinks my dissertation is nearly there. I disagreed, but it was nice to hear his confidence."



"That's great, Jo. Uh, that's awesome."



"David?"



"Yeah?"



"You don't want to talk about my dissertation, do you?"



Trembling in a plush hotel chair overlooking the straits of the Black Sea, David broke into a weak smile.



"I mean…if you want to."



"David…"



"Yeah, I know, baby. I…I mean, I got your letter." 



"And?"



David gulped. 



"And, I, uh. I liked it."



Jordan smirked into the phone again. This man was impossible. But this was fun. In a weird, confusing way.



"You liked it? Do you have any other notes? Any…particular section you would like to discuss?"



"Yeah. I mean. No, not if you don't want to."



"It's okay, David. Say the part you want to say."



"Um…okay?"



There was a pause. Jordan could hear the stutter in his breathing.



"David."



"I liked the part…where you said you had needs."



Jordan took a breath, and swallowed carefully. She, too, was trembling, but she couldn't let on.



"Just read it out loud for me, David. What did I write to you?"



"You said…that you need another man."



"For?" Jordan egged him on gently.



"For..uh, for sex."



"Now read the whole thing, baby. It's okay. Let's get it out in the open."



"You said, 'I need another man, for…for sex.'"



"I did, honey. I did write that. Did you eat your apple?"



"Uh huh."



"Good, honey. That part's important."



Jordan let the excited breathing on the other end of the line peak, then taper.



"So…" she measured her tone. "What do you think?"



David cleared his throat. "Um. Do you really feel that way? Like, really?"



Jordan paused to think. "Kind of. It's not like…a definitive thing for me. It's not intellectual. And it kind of ebbs and flows."



"What do you mean?"



"I mean, I didn't reason out that I had a deep existential need to get laid, and then extrapolate the conclusion from rock-solid first principles and premises, honey. You know, the way I come to pretty much every other conclusion in my life, you know? This is…different."



"That must be weird for you." 



Jordan allowed herself to chuckle. "Yeah. It is, kinda."



"It's not intellectual for me, either, honey." 



Jordan smiled into the phone again. "I know it's not, honey. It's clearly a pretty deep thing for you. But I don't know how I feel about super deep psychological things."



"You mean the things that you spend every day of your life studying and thinking about?"



Jordan broke into another smile. 



God, she loved this man.



"Fair enough, baby. You got me."



"I mean, it's just sex, you know?" David offered. "Sex is weird. Maybe we just let it be weird."



Jordan laughed out loud. "Thank you, Dr. Freud."



"I'm serious," David insisted. "It's just…weird. I've thought about my, uh…thing. Like, a lot. And there have been times…a lot of times, actually…where I was like…I wish I just didn't think and feel that way."



Jordan's face turned serious. "Really?"



"Yeah, really. It's like something that won't let go of me."



"That sounds like a bad thing, David."



"It is. And it isn't. I mean, I feel bad about how I feel. Which is weird. Like a snake eating its own tail or something.



Jordan paused, waiting for him to finish his thought.



"I guess it's because I don't want you to feel bad, or for you to feel like you have to do anything you don't want to do. And I don't want to manipulate you. But the fantasies that I have…they are what they are, I guess. And so I feel bad about it. But then…I really like it when I feel like you're into it too."



Jordan nodded slowly, thinking. "That actually makes sense. I can see that, honey."



David paused. "So…are you really into it? I loved your letter, but I felt like maybe you felt like you had to write it. After our conversation on Saturday."



Jordan paused again before answering. "I…it's complicated."



"Okay," David offered gently. "Baby, I'm not as smart as you, but I love complexity. Tell me everything you're thinking, and we can see if I can sort it into the right boxes. Make it run more smoothly."



"I'm not a supply chain, baby…" Jordan giggled.



"I know, but you're usually the genius at this brain reading stuff. Let me try it. And you can tell me how I do."



"Okay…" 



Jordan was playfully wary. 



"Well, as I said on Saturday, I'm of two minds. Or rather, one mind, and then something…else. Maybe a logical and emotional mind. My point is, I don't know how to categorize the difference between my two impulses."



"Okay. So two impulses. Got it. Try to describe them one at a time. Take as much time as you want."



"On the one hand, I'm me. I'm Jordan Simms, pastor's daughter, Ph.D candidate. I sing in church, I read books and write things, I teach, and I mentor teenage girls. That's me. That's Jordan in the real world."



"You forgot beautiful."



"David…" Jordan couldn't help from giggling. "Hold on with that stuff, I'm getting to the weird part."



"Okay. Shoot."



"So…" Jordan took a deep, nervous breath. "Like we talked about before you left, there's this…other Jordan. The girl in the mirror."



"And who is she?"



"I don't know. That's what scares me, honey. She's a black box, really. She just…craves. And I know you like that part. But also…she's kind of manipulative. She doesn't seem to have any sense of right and wrong. And she really seems to not care about consequences, or how her actions might hurt other people. Like, not even a little bit. And when I get away from the mirror, and I feel like Jordan in the world, I realize how much damage she–I–could do."



There was a pause. David was thinking. 



"What are the consequences you think about when you're Jordan in the world? And not the…other Jordan?"



"Reputational obliteration," Jordan's answer was succinct and quick.



"How so?"



Jordan was taken aback by the question. How could he not see the absolute maelstrom of social and professional havoc that would result from her catting around in broad daylight?



David leaned back in his chair, taking in the shore lights over the bay from his hotel window. He knew the potential consequences perfectly well. For both of them. Of course he knew. His mind compulsively gamed out inputs and outputs of various processes for every conceivable aspect of business, which of course included human factors. 



Of course he knew what the consequences of Jordan openly cuckolding him might be. He had endured some of them before, to the tune of spitting out his own teeth. 



"David?" Jordan said at last.



"Yeah, baby?"



"Are you serious?"



"I am," David said confidently. "And of course I know there might be negative consequences. But I think you tend to fixate on one side of the possible outcomes, and that skews your thinking. So it might help if we talk them through. And the benefits." 



Jordan cocked her head in surprise. "Benefits?"



"Yeah, baby. Benefits."



"The benefits don't matter if the consequences happen, honey."



"The consequences are hypothetical and are therefore possible to mitigate by careful risk management."



Jordan was stunned into silence at his quick reply. 



"See?" David joked. "We're in my wheelhouse now."



Jordan laughed out loud again. "Oh my gosh, David. You're impossible."



"So you're saying there are no benefits?"



"I'm saying any benefits, which at this point are equally hypothetical, vanish instantly if the consequences happen."



"But if consequences don't happen, you do concede some benefits. No?"



"I mean…I don't know. I guess Jordan in the mirror would obviously say yes."



David paused again. "So Jordan in the world won't concede that Mark Rein was a net positive in the enjoyment of her life? At least for a time?"



Jordan chewed her lip nervously. David had said the name she was avoiding mention of at all costs. The name that conjured moments in her memory that she was furiously but hopelessly trying to bury, like a dog with a bone on a marble floor. 



Memories like the moment now flooding her mind's eye and flushing her cheeks. The moment when she caught the true depth of Captain Rein's sad, brown eyes as he moved in to kiss her passionately. The feeling of being filled completely by the stiff and ardent arousal of a powerful, complicated man. The feeling of being emotionally and physically connected simultaneously–a strange, transgressive overlap of experiential categories that caused her entire sense of self to melt into her lover.



The feeling of being kissed tenderly and fucked deeply.



Jordan took a deep breath before attempting an answer.



"I mean…" 



* * *



"Amy…"



Amy closed her eyes impatiently and took a deep breath. She turned around and smiled politely at the voice calling out in shy desperation.



"Hi Will," she said evenly.



"Amy. Hi. I mean, Hi Amy."



"Hi Will," she repeated, smiling.



Still in stage makeup, her blonde hair pulled back tightly in an airtight bun, Amy's tights and ballet shoes were now neatly folded into her gym bag. She was dressed in a loose fitting black T-shirt, sweatpants, and tennis shoes.



The young man balked. He was thin and awkward–a similar physicality to Gil, but shorter and much less graceful. His hair was greasy–slicked back with pomade, and he was dressed in an ill-fitting button-up shirt and faded jeans. An all-too aggressive cologne wafted off of him, and his face was clearly cut from a hasty afternoon shave against the grain with a cheap razor.



Will was in Amy's English Lit class. And her Calculus class. And her Film Studies class. 



They had first met in their freshman year, and he promptly latched on to her. Obsessively.



"You danced really good in there, Amy. It was…it was really good."



"Thanks Will, that's very nice," Amy tried to force a smile. "You didn't have to come out all this way to see me. I was just in the back line…and I know how busy you are…we both are…you know, in Calc. And Film Studies."



"Oh, it's nothing…" Will asserted quickly. I was out here anyway, and I just thought…"



Amy's eyebrow raised. "You just happened to be at the Lighthouse Christian Academy Arts Night exhibition? An hour away from campus?"



"Yeah, I mean…I was kind of this way, and I heard you were dancing…"



"Will, that's really nice, but…you just don't have to."



"But I want to, Amy," the young man interrupted. "I like to see you."



Amy tensed. 



Here it comes.



"I love you, Amy. I think we should…I mean…you're so beautiful…"



"Will, that's very sweet. It really is. But I have a boyfriend. Gil. You know him…"



"Yeah, I mean, I know. But I'm a really nice guy, Amy. I could take care of you."



Amy felt her stomach tense, circling in on itself and forming a knot.



"Will, it's…that's not…I mean, we're just friends. And I have Gil." She began backing away slowly toward the parking lot. The other dancers were already in the van, waiting.



"Just one date, Amy. I know I can change your mind." His desperation became even more irritating.



"I don't need to change my mind, Will." Amy raised her hands helplessly in an attempt to disarm him. She forced another smile. "I have a boyfriend, and it's going really well. We just moved in together, actually."



Will's face fell. "You…you moved in with him? Like…you live together now?"



Amy saw the look in his eyes change. That shift from sad puppy face to enraged, impotent incel face–it was always so quick. 



Time to go.



Amy smiled weakly. "Anyway, Will, it was nice to see you. They're waiting for me on the bus. I'll…um…I'll see you in class, okay?"



She saw the fire in his eyes rise.

 

"I drove an hour to come see your stupid fucking dance, and this is how you repay me?"



"I'm sorry, Will. I've got to go." Amy sputtered, red faced as she quickly walked away. She stepped into the school van with the other dancers. The UTEP logo completed itself as the side doors shut, and Amy looked out the window at her fuming, would-be suitor.



The knot in her stomach tightened as the van pulled out of the parking lot and made its way back onto the highway.



* * *



Hyderpasa. Then Samsun, and some intermodal transit stations. On the surface, it seemed fairly straightforward, and he tried to focus on the packets and spreadsheets on the flight over–obvious distractions aside. But David was beginning to find new levels of complexity in straightening the supply chain kinks in Eurasia–the flow of goods through dozens of national borders, the complexities of post cold-war ways of doing things…the truly gobsmacking level of corruption involved along the way. Arrangements upon arrangements, upon arrangements–with very little to do with the price of diesel, the quality of equipment, and so forth…



It was a challenge.



Normally at this point in a rotation, he would have thoroughly reviewed shipping manifests and port logs, train schedules, maintenance logs, budgets, and other miscellania. He probably would have begun crafting an email with preliminary findings to Arne, the VP he reported to. 



But instead of following the spinning gears of a complex operation through the world of numbers, David found himself laser focused on his conversation with Jordan, who seemed to stand on the verge of stepping back into a lifestyle which included cuckolding him.



"I mean…" Jordan was repeating herself for the third time.



David cleared his throat. "I think if you're stuck on admitting it, Jo, there's at least some truth to it. I mean, other things equal, you liked it, right?"



Jordan paused. "Baby. 'Like' is not the verb here. And that's what scares me."



"What do you mean?"



"I mean…" Jordan took a deep breath and sighed. "I mean, being with Mark was like…beyond words. There's sex, there's good sex, and then there's…Mark."



David's hand jerked down toward his erection, still tucked in his pants. He didn't dare take it out now.



"So…good?"



"More than good, honey. It was…like…transformative. And that's what scared me. I felt like I was totally out of control."



"Did you feel scared in the moment?"



Jordan paused again. "Yes and no. Honestly, honey, Mark was an intimidating guy. Tall, incredibly strong, and let's face it, a trained killer. But he was really sweet. Even when he was rough. And he could make me feel like…I don't know, like I was floating or something. It's really hard to describe, baby."



David jerked his hand back, afraid to stimulate himself further. This was intense. Really, really intense.



"And…again…other things equal, do you want to experience that again?"



"Honestly, honey, other things equal, I don't think I will. I don't think I can find a replacement Mark in this scenario. I'm sure we can find some guy for me to have sex with. Maybe even a really attractive guy. But Mark was…I don't know…sui generis."  



"You think another man would be like…a step down?"



Jordan sighed. "Probably."



David's voice cracked with arousal. "Am I a step down?"



Jordan paused carefully. 



"What do you want to hear, David?"



David cleared his throat. "The truth, baby. Tell me the truth."



"Are you a step down from Mark? Sexually, yes. Several steps down, actually."



The wet spot at the apex of David's crotch, poorly concealing his small erection, grew noticeably as he ejaculated.



"But one of the things I learned from being with Mark is that sex isn't…like…one thing. Sex with you is sex with my husband. I love it. But I love it for what it is. It's sweet, it's intimate. It nurtures our bond, it makes me feel close to you. And that is really, really satisfying. Just in…a noticeably different way from say…sex with Mark."



David's exhalation stuttered as he tried to mask his unforced sexual climax from his wife. He tried to level his breathing, but with little success. He knew she could tell.



"I think that's a really good way to put it, honey," he said, fighting to control his voice.



"Well, if you want the truth, there's the truth."



"So…if you can't have Mark, do you want to try another man? Again, bracketing your concern about consequences. If other things are equal."



Jordan stalled again. "I mean…maybe. What I said in the letter is true. And it's how I feel some of the time. I do get lonely, and I do feel like I need…more. Sexually. Just because, you know, you're not here very much. But I don't know if just inviting another guy to bed is going to really help."



David felt genuinely sympathetic to her ambivalence. "I guess there's no way to know, really. Whoever you get is probably not going to rock your world like Mark did, and getting a…I guess we'll call him a 'friend with benefits,' that won't give you the emotional connection you get with me. I guess it'll fall somewhere in the middle of those extremes. So would that help you feel less lonely?"



A long pause. The longest yet. 



"I guess…I guess I don't know for sure. But I'm betting it will be better than what I have now. Which is just…masturbating and texting you about it. It's probably going to be better than that. Right?"



"That seems likely."



David, again, struggled to control the pitch of his voice.



"I guess," Jordan said meekly, "I guess I won't know until I try. Right?"



David leaned back in his chair once more, looking over the shore lights on the Black Sea once more. 



"I guess so, yeah."



"So…David?"



"Yeah, honey?"



One more pause.



"What do you think?"



* * *



Still in stage makeup with her bright blonde hair in an airtight bun, Amy slipped past the gate into her apartment complex, making a hard right and a quick left, finding the door marked 1F. 



It was dark. Not quite 9:30. 



After arriving back at the school following the exhibition, Amy had retreated to the library to finish some calculus homework and check out a book for her English paper. She hurried, though, wanting to beat Gil home so she could reheat leftovers for them before he finished practicing. Wednesdays, Gil had a full teaching schedule, which meant he wasn't done teaching students until about 4. Then he had to do his daily six hours of practicing, which he was able to just fit in before they closed the practice rooms at 10. 



He was working on a new piece by Balikarev, which was giving him fits. She knew he wanted to get it right before his next lesson. And she wanted to have dinner hot and ready for him when he got home, so, digging in her purse for her keys, she…



"Amy?"



Amy's head jerked to one side.



She realized she wasn't alone. She turned around.



"Oh…" her stomach tightened into a knot again. "Uh…hi, Will."



The young man seemed haggard and unkempt–a stark contrast from his overcompensating fastidiousness just a few hours ago outside the high school. The fire had faded from his eyes, replaced by a sad, resentful determination.



"So this is where you live now?" His voice was flat.



"Yeah…I mean…no. This is…uh, my friend's house. I'm just…"



"No, this is where you live now, Amy. With him. Don't lie to me."



Amy froze. "I'm…uh, I'm sorry Will. I just…I mean, we just barely moved in, and you kind of scared me."



"You don't need to be scared, Amy." Will stepped toward her. "I'll always take care of you."



Amy's blood chilled. "That's really okay, Will. I mean, I'm okay. I don't need anything."



"Why is it bitches never appreciate a nice guy?" Will cocked his head rhetorically, pausing a few feet from her. "Why do females always, ALWAYS pick up the biggest ASSHOLES to hook up with? Huh? Answer me that?"



"I…uh…I don't know. I like nice guys. I…I mean I like you, Will."



"No you don't. You moved in with that jerk. That asshole. That…motherfucker…"



"Will, I think maybe we should just…take a minute and calm down."



"That MOTHERFUCKER!!!" Will's face contorted in rage, veins bulging in his forehead.



Amy was paralyzed in fear, freezing momentarily before digging in her purse for her cell phone. 



Will stepped forward, frantically slapping her purse out of her hands. It flopped to the ground, the contents spilling out. Her phone slid across the concrete floor. 



She watched it go, her heart sinking as her back pressed helplessly against the outside of her apartment door.



"All you have to do is give me a chance, Amy. I'll take care of you. I'm the nicest guy you'll ever meet."



His hand settled possessively on her waist, moving up under her shirt, and then slipping under the waistband of her sweatpants.



"Will. Please…no…" Amy's face contorted in terror, tears forming at the corners of her eyes as she saw him pull a knife slowly out of his pocket.



"Just give me a chance, Amy. I'll take care uhhhhhhhh."



The last bit was interrupted by a large, flat palm slamming into his chest like a wrecking ball. Will staggered backward. 



Amy took a split second to process the interruption. A split second that felt like a half hour. When she returned to herself, she saw a tall man with bronze hands, a long beard, and shoulder length, greasy black hair standing between her and Will. He wore a black hoodie and gym shorts. He was barefoot. 



"Who the fuck are YOU?" Will screamed at the interloper in apoplectic rage.



"I think you need to calm down, man."



The man's voice was low. Calm, a little slurred, but with an unmistakable air of menace.



"Yeah? How about you FUCK OFF?" Will swung the knife clumsily, the blade catching on the sleeve of the tall man's hoodie. 



The man snorted and clenched a fistful of Will's button up shirt, lifting it up and knocking him off balance. Then, with a speed and intensity Amy had never seen, the tall man jutted his long arm forward, throwing Will backward into the opposing wall. 



A strange combination of sounds rang out–a thud, then a quick groan signifying the rapid exit of wind from Will's lungs, and then something like the snapping of a thick branch in a thunderstorm.



Then, the scream. Will's voice pitched up an octave–maybe two octaves from his normal wispy pitch and timbre–and filled the entire hallway. 



The knife clattered to the ground.



The man in the hoodie held Will pressed against the wall and turned around to look at Amy, who trembled visibly against the door of her apartment.



"Do you have your keys?"



His voice was low, commanding, but again, with a noticeable slur.



Amy couldn't understand him at first. She just stared at him, wide eyed.



The man didn't let Will move an inch, holding him against the wall as he thrashed in pain, his face contorting helplessly as he squealed.

   

The man looked down to the pile of sundries around her overturned purse, gesturing.



"Do you have your keys? Can you get in?"



"I…I don't know…my boyfriend isn't home yet…" Amy stammered, her mind a fog, unsure of how to answer. 



The man jutted his chin down the hallway, gesturing toward an open door down the hall. 



"Wait in there and close the door. I'll call the police. They'll want a statement from you when they get here."



Amy nodded nervously and walked briskly down the hallway, leaving her things scattered across the hallway, and then hearing a new round of squeals arising from Will's helpless, twisted face. She approached the half open door and pushed it open before stepping inside.



1E.



She shut the door behind her, her chest heaving for a moment before she slumped to the ground, bursting into tears.
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Merry Christmas, ya filthy animals.  :D
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And to you too Crushing.  This tale is simply more than we deserve….
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Bravo!!




Post 315 — Guest

Fri Dec 26, 2025 5:03 am

Welcome to the forum poshjosh.
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Thank you for the Christmas gift, Crushing. And thank you for the thoughtful reply to my earlier question.



MBD
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and Mozart as the backdrop to my reading …..what a wonderful gift!  Thank you.
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My last action at the end of a long - very enjoyable - Christmas Day was logging on here to see if maybe another chapter had dropped.



Thank you for the cherry on top.
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Queen sized sheet set. 



$19.99 from Walmart.



Comes in navy blue, maroon, or gray. 



Jordan squinted.



Okay, obviously this was the low end. 



Probably not any better than the sheets they had now. 



Jordan scrolled down through the search results, a wide range of options and prices floating quickly by. 



Amazon. 



Bed Bath and Beyond. 



Some…high end retailers she'd never heard of. 



200 thread count…400 thread count…



Holy macaroni, 1200 thread count? How many threads did you need? 



Egyptian cotton…that seemed to come up a lot…what did that mean? Did Egyptians have better sheets than everyone else? 



Also, how can you almost be a Ph.D and not know why Egyptian cotton is more desirable than other cotton?



Jordan scrolled on, her laptop screen the sole source of light in the dark room where she lay naked on her marital bed, a pillow tucked between her legs as she rocked back and forth gently.



Their sheets were getting a little worn. They were wedding presents, mostly, and all on the cheap. 



Not that she resented the thrifty gifts. It was to be expected, and she was quite grateful. She didn't come from money, of course. And David's family, while materially more secure than hers, were definitely not known for their generosity. 



So the small handful of years she and David had enjoyed their marriage had worn the sheets into a clean but somewhat coarse utility–requisite for bed hygiene, but not particularly aesthetically inviting or sensually enjoyable. 



She wasn't one to complain, of course. And she definitely wasn't one to splurge on things such as fancy sheets. But as she was absent mindedly rocking her hips back and forth with the pillow between her legs, gently and incrementally stoking the heat in her core, she found herself admitting that the quality of their linens became somewhat more immediately relevant.   



Although, to be fair, this particular activity, this–call it what it is–passive masturbation was not something that required the finest linens. She had done this particular activity rather innocently since…well, she couldn't totally remember since when. 



But she certainly discovered it well before she got married and had sex for the first time. And the early days of this activity utilized the clean but worn thrift store sheets of her family home. Later iterations of the practice utilized the barracks-quality sheets that stocked her dorm room when she was an undergraduate. The wedding present sheets were actually a step up. 



Her eyes misted over slightly as she shifted the pillow with her hand, moaning imperceptibly as a new pressure point between her legs was activated. She continued rocking, soaking in the feeling. 



Could they afford new sheets?



Yes. 



She knew they could. She had made a conscious decision not to look at their ballooning bank account. It was already more money than she had ever seen in one place at one time. And she knew David was moving some of it to investment accounts…so there was even more than she was seeing. Between David's substantial salary, his own frugal tastes when traveling for work, the contractual kickbacks he earned from improvements made at multiple ports and railyards, not to mention the revenues from his growing business…



They could afford sheets. 



Probably those fancy million-count sheets, if they wanted. 



And David would never tell her no. 



Jordan caught herself wondering how a smooth, 1200 count Egyptian count pillowcase, wrapping a brand new feather pillow would feel if it were now gently cradling and caressing her dampening vagina.



She caught herself before actually putting any products in a virtual shopping cart. She didn't want to click away money her husband worked so hard for. She should really talk to him about it. He would be fine with it, but she should talk to him about it…even if money isn't tight anymore…



She would feel better if she talked to him about it first. And he would probably be fine with it.



Especially if he knew what she was doing with the linens right now.



The thought spurred a dutiful thought. Jordan briefly paused her rocking and scrolling and reached for her phone, sending David a dancing girl emoji. 



He would get it…it was…mid morning in Turkey. 



It would be a nice surprise for him. Probably walking around a port and arguing with a foreman about lines of this or bottlenecks of that.



God, she loved him.



She tossed her phone into the dark, where it landed on the empty quarter of the bed–David's spot. 



Open eyes, open mind.



That was where they had landed in their conversation. She and David had talked long into the night–his night, her late afternoon–as they discussed her sexual needs and social trepidations. 



They didn't land on any specific plan of action. Just a vague set of permissions, and an agreed upon…how could she characterize it? Not a normative structure of commitments and permissions so much as…a…hermeneutic posture for her sexuality. She was to keep her eyes open for men that could meet her sexual needs within the parameters of her and David's arrangement, with an emphasis on her need for discretion. She was also to keep an open mind, so as to keep any potential opportunities from staying confined in the realm of the theoretical.



Which might better be described as a green light from David, and a yellow light from her own finely-honed sense of social and academic pragmatism. If things fell into place, she could, without any reservations from her husband, fall into another man's bed.



The conversation was a good one, and they ended their call on both hopeful and intimate terms. She knew that David had masturbated at least twice as they talked, and she quietly smirked as his gasps revealed the intensity of his arousal. He probably didn't know that she knew. But he was bad at hiding it.



She didn't mind. She loved being able to drive her husband wild. Which was one of two reasons she now found herself bare to the elements in the warm dark of her empty bedroom, squeezing the pillow between her long, pale runner's legs. 



The other reason she was passively masturbating, of course, was the conjuring of specific memories with Mark.



Jordan bit her lip at the mere mention of his name in her mind's ear. She closed out the online shopping tabs. Then, hesitating momentarily, she brought up a kink website…



It was a subscription website, but she didn't dare buy a subscription. David would definitely catch a transaction like that, and she wasn't quite ready for this particular conversation.



She had found a preview video–a quick montage of an eager but quiet young woman who was bound artfully–Professor Schenk had introduced her to the concept of Shibari, which she had privately researched after her trip to the red basement–and now found herself looking hungrily at the young woman in the video who kneeled meekly, waiting to be used.



In the video, a man entered…



A man who looked a bit like Mark.



Jordan rose to her knees, arranging the pillow between them as she spread her legs wide and sunk low, rocking her hips back and forth. Her eyes were locked on the screen.



God, he looked just like him. Strong jaw, similar hair. A little shorter. And his penis wasn't quite as…



Jordan grunted as she cupped her own breast, tweaking her nipple gently as she adjusted the screen with her other hand.



It didn't look exactly  like him. It wasn't a dead lock. 



Even still...



Jordan's hip movements intensified from a gentle rocking to a confident bucking as the man positioned the tightly bound young woman on her back before penetrating her. 



Jordan moaned, as did the young woman in the video. Jordan's eyes misted over as she locked her gaze on the obscene act, her bucking hips increasing to near frenzy.



God…he looked just like him… 



* * * 



After a few minutes of panicked sobbing, Amy was able to gather herself enough to sniffle her way back to some coherence. Huddled in the entryway of an apartment that was the mirror opposite of hers, she only gradually came to take in her surroundings, and consider her situation.



She tried to sort the fragmentary memories of the day.



She had gone home after doing a weekday exhibition with the troupe…and…then…



Will. 



Her longtime admirer and–now she could fully admit–committed stalker, had followed her to the exhibition, then followed her home to her new apartment.



He must have followed her around for hours on campus.



And then, finding her alone at the threshold of her home, he had attacked her. 



He hadn't gotten inside the apartment…God…what if he had? He had a knife, and he was mad at Gil. Furious, even.



She shook off the thought.



Now she was in…where was she?



She briefly remembered the number 1E.



An apartment like hers. A neighbor's apartment.



That man. The very recent memory began to penetrate the shock. The man with long, greasy hair and that thick beard. He had stepped in between her and Will…



And she couldn't find her keys…



So she ran into his door. He told her to hide here.



He…he'd said he would call the police. That they would come get her for a statement…



She wondered if she should check on the man…Will had a knife after all…



She shook her head to herself. He said to wait here. And the way he said it…



She didn't know anything about him, but he gave her the impression that he had the situation well in hand.



She looked around the apartment. It was pretty spare in terms of furnishings.



Actually, spare was an understatement. No pictures on the walls. The kitchenette was clean, but empty. No table to eat, just two barstools near the counter opposite the sink. 



She took a step further in to see the living room area. She confirmed it was mirror opposite to her own with a patio that opened up to the shared green space and playground. 



Other than a single futon, there was no furniture to speak of. 



There was, however, a surprising number of books stacked and scattered around the room. Some open, some closed. Some marked, some pristine. Some clearly from the library, others dog-eared and worn, well loved. 



No TV.



A laptop on the couch, open to the school library's website. 



The man was probably a graduate student. Ph.D, probably. Working on a paper or something. He was definitely too old to be an undergrad.



Peppered in with the books were bottles of liquor drained to various levels. 



No rhyme or reason to the placement. Just…Jim Beam here, Jack Daniels there, some beer bottles around, a Tequila bottle by the patio door…



She stepped in another few paces. Still no pictures on the walls, just blank space. The bedroom door was open, showing a single queen sized bed. No nightstands, nothing else. And the rumpled bedding showed a low propensity for tidiness in the bedroom. 



It, too, had several books on and around it. 



Amy whirled around, her heart racing as a loud knock signaled someone at the door. She quickly walked back and stood on her tip-toes to see through the peep hole. 



A uniformed police officer.



She unlocked and opened the door, clutching the strings of her hoodie nervously.



"Uh…good, uh good evening officer…"



"Good evening, miss…is this your apartment?"



"No…I, uh, I just moved in next door with my boyfriend. My…my neighbor told me to wait in here because there was a man…while I was trying to find my keys…"



The officer listened intently to her story, which came in bits and pieces, clearly out of order. After asking several questions, the jumbled details finally fell into some degree of narrative coherence.



As she stammered out the last of it, the officer nodded patiently. "Miss, I know this has been a scary night, and we're going to make sure you're safe at home before we leave, but could you do us a favor and identify the man who attacked you? We'll be right here with you. Don't worry he's been detained, including handcuffs. We just need him identified for our report, and we need to know if you want to press charges."



Amy nodded nervously. "Of course." 



"Step this way, please." The officer directed her as she stepped gingerly out of apartment 1E. The flickering reflection of blue and red lights bathed the concrete walls of the open hallway.



The officer pointed down the hall. "Is this the man that attacked you?"



Amy's mouth fell open. The tall man, now stripped of his hoodie with a large bandage wrapped around his forearm, was seated against the wall, his hands cuffed behind his back and his head hanging silently down. Another uniformed officer stood over him, making sure he didn't move.



She was speechless.



"We found this man, inebriated and assaulting another man in the hallway here." 



Amy shook her head.



"He clearly had violent intent," the officer continued. "In fact, he broke the poor guy's collar bone. We also found a knife nearby."



Amy couldn't find words, tugging at her hoodie strings. 



"Where…where is the other man?" She asked. 



"The other victim? He's been taken to the hospital. Looks like a real nasty break."



"That's the guy who attacked me!" Amy said, her voice cracking.



"We figured, but it's important that we confirm before…"



"No, not that man…" Amy pointed downward. "The other one…the one you took to the hospital. His name's Will Johnstun, and he's…he's been stalking me. For a long time. He was jealous that I moved in with my boyfriend, and he followed me home. This other guy…he stopped Will from…"



Amy began to hyperventilate as she was stopped in a stammer before she could finish her thought. 



The officer waited patiently for her to calm down. After a moment, she caught her breath and continued. 



"Will..he's a shorter guy…white, blond hair, button up shirt and jeans. He attacked me with a knife, and this man pushed him off me. He pushed him hard, and he might have broken something, I don't know…but he was helping me! He shouldn't get in trouble…"



The officer was taken aback. "So this man…" he pointed downward, "this man didn't attack you, he attacked the man that was attacking you?"



"Yes! That's what I said…I mean that's what I meant!" 



The officer paused, confused, then walked down the hall to talk quietly to his partner. 



After a brief conference, he looked back over at Amy. 



"Miss, are you sure?"



"I'm totally sure. And I'll file a report and whatever…"



"You want to press charges against…the other guy? Will Johnstun?"



Amy hesitated. "I don't know."



"Mr. Johnstun has indicated he wants to press charges against this man. He's refusing to identify himself, and he just told us to knock on the door. That's all we can get out of him. Do you know who this man is?"



Amy hesitated again. "No. But he's my neighbor, he told me to wait in his place for you guys to come. I hadn't met him before, but I…my boyfriend and I only just moved in here last week. I…I just hadn't met him before. But he lives in the apartment…and he told you I was in there, right?"



 Both police officers hesitated, conferred again, then the first leaned down to look through the shaggy hair draped over a blank face.



"Sir, are you going to talk?"



"About what?"



The man grinned at his answer. His eyes, barely visible through his hair as his chin jerked up, were clearly bloodshot, his speech slurred.



"What's your name, sir?"



"My name is…your mom…" a wider grin, and then a low cackle slipped about between straight, white teeth. "Your mom…tu mama…"



"Do you live here, sir? In apartment 1E? Where we found Miss…"



"Jepps," Amy offered. "Amy Jepps. Yes, officer, he told me to wait in there and he'd call you, and he did, right? The call came from his phone?"



"I mean…" the man slurred coyly, "I might live there. Seems…plausible, right? But maybe not. Maybe I'm from somewhere else. Maybe I slipped the border, homie…Maybe I just hopped the Rio and got my wet ass over here to start some rapin and drug runnin…huh? Maybe I live in La Ciudad? Or Michoacan? Or El Salvador?" 



The man carefully enunciated the Spanish words with an air of belligerent sarcasm. 



Accompanied by another deep cackle.



More hesitation from both officers. 



"Miss…" the officer said finally, turning back to Amy. "Since Mr. Johnstun has stated his intention to press charges, and since we're not totally sure what happened here, we're going to take Mr…uh…this man…into the station with us and dry him out a little bit before we get the story. For now we're going to take your statement, and if the facts bear out your story, we'll let him go as soon as he's…a little more collected."



"Oooh, we're going for a ride? Can we get some tacos? I'd kill for a mothufuckin' taco…" the tall man giggled in baritone. "Or three. Three tacos, that's what I'd kill for."



Amy's stomach turned in a fresh knot. She felt terrible. And helpless. 



The officers awkwardly stood the man up. 



He dwarfed both of them at his full height.



"No," the second officer said. "We aren't getting tacos sir, but we'll get you some coffee when we get to the station, okay?"



"Okay…" The large man stumbled after them. "Reunión de café. En la comisaría. Muy bueno amigos…"



Then, with a sudden shift to a conciliatory tone, the tall man continued, still slurring: "Look man, I know you're wrong about what went down…and I think you know you're wrong and shit, but I want you to know we're still cool. Sometimes, you gotta do a thing…like a mission or a patrol or whatever, and you just…even though you do everything right, you end up fucking someone over. And it's like…you don't mean shit by it, you know? Shit just goes wrong sometimes. You're just doin' your job, right? And I want you to know I get that shit.  I get it. So I think we can still be friends."



"Of course, sir," the second officer said. "We're happy to be your friend, just be careful with this step…"



"We'd be hella friends if we got some tacos, man…" he said as he ducked his head deep before sitting in the back seat of the police cruiser. "but not the Taco Bell kind…I want the good shit…gimme that good carne asada…"



Again, he over-enunciated the Spanish words for effect, giggling to himself as the door shut.



Amy found her hand covering her mouth, utterly at a loss as to how to react as the second officer inserted the large man into the back of the police cruiser. The first officer came back up to her and pulled a statement form out of a rigid clipboard. 



"Now, miss, can you tell me what happened tonight one more time? Just take your time, we want to get everything in the right order…"



"Amy?"



Amy turned to see Gil standing in the opposite corner of the hallway behind her, his carrier bag draped over his thin shoulders.



"Amy…what happened?"



* * *



David was trying to figure out why two cargo conveyor lines intersected without an automated interchange function. 



Then the dancing girl emoji arrived in his text messages. 



As it always did, his heart jumped to see it. The symbol signifying an exquisite combination of things–the thought of the most beautiful woman in the world touching herself, the thought that the most beautiful woman in the world, who was at this moment touching herself was in fact married to him, and the thought that the most beautiful woman in the world, to whom he was married and who was currently touching herself, felt comfortable enough to inform him of that fact, knowing it would drive him wild with desire for her.



And it did drive him wild, just as it always did. The erotic thought dropped his brain function briefly down to the reptilian level as he disregarded the cargo conveyer intersection to imagine Jordan's delicate fingers delicately pressing into the downy tuft of hair between her legs, her mouth hanging open in pleasure.



Maybe she would make that noise.



You know the one…



"Mr. Stark?"



David snapped back into the moment, trying to refocus before his erection became apparent.



"These lines cross between loading and unloading without any governing program?" he asked. "Someone just pulls a lever somewhere?



David's assistant–a third tier foreman on the south pier–nodded, confused. 



"Yes sir. And it's functioning perfectly."



"Perfectly but not optimally. I'm noticing the speed of both of these lines is what…one third capacity?"



"I'm not sure."



"I'd be surprised if it was even one third capacity. This has all the grace and efficiency of a 1980's video game."



"If we speed them up, won't we run the risk of containers colliding?"



"Not if you install an automating flow software. That'll optimize it without increasing collision risk. And it will keep the cargo flow to the crane steady. Speaking of which, how long does it take you to load a ship on the south pier?"



The man beamed with pride "South pier? 5 days for a full ship. Load and reload. The north piers both average 7 days for unload and reload."



David was unimpressed. "If you automate the flow lines, you could probably do it in 3."



The foreman was skeptical. "3 days?" No, the crane can barely keep up with the cargo flow at the current rate…"



"Oh, yeah. That's the other thing. Fire your crane operator. He sucks."



"The crane operator is my brother in law," the foreman responded, indignant.



"Well, put him somewhere else. He sucks. I've seen many crane operators in many places. And that one sucks at his job. Move him, and you'll move the whole place faster. Maybe twice as fast. Right now you're thirty to forty percent faster than the other two piers. You want to impress your boss and move up? Go eighty percent faster. Implement the automation software for your conveyor lines and swap out your crane operator. Simple fix this time."



The foreman balked.



"Or don't." David was fed up with the ossifying effects of lazy nepotism in some of these places. "But I'm giving the same advice to the North and Central piers. And they're going to take my advice, and they're probably going to blow right past you."



His tone surprised himself. Normally he wasn't this assertive. Normally he made his way through the business world by defaulting to a conciliatory, even deferential tone with local supervisors. But this particular foreman was pissing him off. 



And his confidence had increased on this trip. He wasn't sure why.



The phone buzzed in his pocket. 



From Jordan. 



Just an emoji.



💦



David casually replaced his phone in his pocket, his cheeks burning.



"Now, I'm consulting at the intermodal hub that feeds this port…" he checked his schedule. "The day after tomorrow. I strongly suspect I'm gonna find another bottleneck here, and I'm going to clear it. So that's going to kick more volume your way. You'll have a huge bottleneck here–even bigger than you already do–if you don't load and unload faster. Take my advice, don't take my advice, whatever. Your choice. But that's what's happening. You can profit off of these changes, or you can faceplant. It's up to you."



The red-faced foreman struggled to calm himself, reeling at the arrogance of this American consultant. This…kid. Who the hell did he think he was?



"I'll include my recommendations for software vendors to integrate into your conveyor system. It's a quick upgrade, and there are a couple options that will work. I'm sure you've got a brother in law who has a cousin who's invested in one or the other of the software vendors, so just…pick that one, I guess."



David took off his hard hat and wiped his brow with his sleeve before replacing it. He briefly pulled out his phone and looked at his text messages once more.



10:15

J: 💃



10:38



J: 💦



23 minutes. She touched herself for 23 minutes before finishing.



He could watch that show all day.



He quickly thumbed in a response:



D: ❤️



Looking up, he replaced his phone in his pocket and grabbed his clipboard, looking up at the surly foreman one more time before heading back to his borrowed office space. 



"Hey…you got a bathroom nearby I could use?"



* * * 



Amy sat on the couch, her knees tucked to her chest, a mug of cocoa clutched in both hands. Gil, his carrier bag tossed hastily on their little dining table, sat opposite his girlfriend, a look of deep concern on his thin face.



"So…the man who was arrested?"



"He didn't do anything wrong. He helped me. He just…shoved Will back. Hard."



"And you said Will had a knife?"



"Yeah…he pulled out a knife, and he was like…really close to me."



"Did he touch you?"



Amy's face went deep red, and she stared down into her half-empty mug.



"Amy?"



She shook her head silently.



Gil breathed a sigh of relief. "But you think he was going to?"



Amy nodded silently, not looking up.



"Good God." Gil shook his head in disbelief. "And the other guy…the one that pushed him away…why did they arrest him?"



"He was definitely drunk. And he shoved Wil hard. Like…broke a bone. I heard it. Will just kept screaming…"



Amy began to cry again.



"Oh my God…" Gil's jaw hung open. "Are you serious?"



"Yeah. Also, Will tried to slash the guy with his knife, but it seemed to just piss him off. That's when he shoved him into the wall."



Gil thought for a minute. "When he walked by me with the cops, he had a bandage on his forearm. You think Will might have caught him with the edge?"



The knot in Amy's stomach twisted tighter. She felt awful. Her lips pursed, and she began to cry harder.



"Hey, hey…" Gil scooted over next to her, holding her cheek, then stroking her hair. "It's okay. It'll be okay. We'll tell the neighbors to look out for Will…and you're pressing charges, right?"



Amy hesitated, shrugging as she sniffled. "I don't know. Won't that just piss him off more? He hasn't left me alone for like…two years. Why would this stop him?"



"I think you definitely have grounds for a restraining order now, baby. First thing tomorrow, we go down to the station and press charges, then we inform the school and get him pulled from your classes. He's clearly dangerous."



Amy took a deep, halting breath."They can do that?" she asked.



"Of course they can, baby." Gil stroked her cheek gently, then hugged her tightly. 



"I guess so…" she said quietly.



"Baby," Gil said firmly. "We'll take care of this. We've got the police involved, and I'm not going to let anything happen to you. I promise. Plus, apparently our next door neighbor will just…drunkely break his bones if he comes by, right?" 



Gil grinned, and Amy found herself smiling for an instant. "I think it was his collarbone. That's what the policeman said."



"Collarbone? Oooh, baby, that's an ugly injury. Yeah, he won't forget that, like, ever."



 Amy nodded again, feeling slightly reassured. "I guess so."



"So…the neighbor guy, did you get his name? I haven't seen him before."



Amy shook her head and took another sip of cocoa. "He wouldn't tell the cops."



"Why not?"

 

"I don't know, he seemed kind of pissed at them, actually. He was super drunk though. And his apartment had a bunch of empty liquor bottles sitting around."



"You were in his apartment?" Gil's eyebrow cocked.



"Yeah. I told you I hid in there while the police were coming."



"I thought you hid in here."



Amy shook her head again. "No…I told you I couldn't find my keys. They were in my purse and I dropped it when Will pulled the knife. And the guy told me to just wait in his place."



"That's so…wow, baby. You've had such a night…" 



Amy nodded. "Then when the cops came, they had him cuffed. I was like…what???"



"What's his place like?"



Amy shrugged. "It's a bachelor pad. Pretty bare. I think he lives there alone. Just like…a futon in the living room and that's pretty much it. And he had like…tons of books. Like, stacks of them. I think he's a grad student."



"Huh." Gil nodded. 



They sat in silence for a few moments.



"So…how's the new piece coming?" Amy asked, eager to move away from the night's unsettling events."



Gil stared, not registering what she had asked. Then, picking up on her clear desire to talk about something else, he jumped on board.



"Oh, you know. It's Balikirev. The Oriental Fantasy. It's pretty complex. Good show piece, probably good for an encore if I ever get one. But it's pretty intense to learn. And also…it's weirdly racist, it seems like. I don't know, it just…feels kinda…I don't know. Like a Russian guy trying to combine belly dance music with a Romantic European storyline. It doesn't totally do it for me, musically. It's got this cool tranquillo section in the middle that has some neat development. But it's not really my thing overall. It's a good showpiece, though, and it's coming along." 



Gil tossed his floppy hair back as he talked about the music. 



It was a subconscious affectation, a kind of tic that he resorted to when he was trying to explain music to people. Amy loved it. It always made her eyes sparkle when he showed his passion for his art.



"I can't wait to hear it."



Gil smiled warmly, then thought for a minute.



"So…the neighbor, he's the one on this side, right?" 



Gil gestured back toward their bedroom.



Amy nodded. "Yeah. 1E."



"So…you think that's the guy that's been making the really loud sex noises?"



Amy giggled. "Yeah…I think it is, actually."



* * *



Jordan's clear soprano, edged delicately with a light feminine vibrato faded gently into the stone walls of the sanctuary. The organ played on, resolving the melody in harmony, the gradual decrescendo a natural echo of the soloist. 



While her voice was up, her eyes were down. She had looked down through the whole piece. Not once did she lift her eyes across the congregation, though they were (as always) enraptured. She seemed fixated on the lower breastwork flanking the pulpit as she sang…whatever it was she was singing.



It was a liturgical poem, she remembered as the organ stopped playing. Adapted to music written by Schubert.



She would have known it if you asked her, but she seemed–removed from it during the performance.



Nobody could tell, of course. Well, nobody except Mrs. Dolly.



"Jordan, honey…" Mrs. Dolly approached her after the service concluded.



Jordan looked up and smiled at her vocal coach. "How was it?" she asked brightly, her smile masking her distraction.



"Adequate." Mrs. Dolly's succinct appraisal surprised Jordan.



"Oh?"



Mrs. Dolly nodded. "Technically, you were fine. But…you were distracted, dear. And it showed."



Jordan nodded. "Oh. I'm sorry, I…I'm…I've had a little trouble focusing lately."



It was an understatement. David had been gone a full week. She had sent him on the plane with a pink lady apple, and he had received the message. Despite her hesitant equivocation, the conversations had been productive, and a door had–theoretically–opened. 



She had been cleared to…Locate? Recruit? Seduce? She wasn't sure of the verb, but however the action itself might be categorized, the object of that action was…another lover.



Another man to take her to bed. 



Her third…ever.



And that open door had let in months of pent-up frustration–sexual and otherwise. 



And that frustration was compounded by the fact that David had brought Mark up again, and now she couldn't stop thinking about him. 



That strong chin, the broad shoulders with the silver bars cresting both sides of his uniform. His huge, powerful hands, and, well…



You know…



Jordan shook the thought off as Mrs. Dolly continued. 



"Focus is critical to delivery, dear. Your vocal control is excellent. And still improving. But if you're distracted, you lose soul. And without soul, singing is hollow. And hollow singing has no place in church."



Jordan nodded. "I know, Mrs. Dolly. I'm so sorry. I've just…with my dissertation nearing completion, and with David gone, and the girls' group, and…"



She was telling the truth about her very full plate of above-board obligations. But she omitted a few details. For obvious reasons. 



Details like the fact that the heat in her core was now recurrent and borderline obnoxious. Even though she was masturbating every night, utilizing the Mark-lookalike on the kink website to fuel her own fantasies of being tied up and penetrated deeply, lovingly, and brutally, she had nevertheless developed a hunger that edged into chronic territory. 



Furthermore, her husband's and her arrangement of "open eyes, open mind" had coupled with her persistent arousal to subconsciously compel her to evaluate pretty much every sexually viable man she encountered for suitability. Truth be told, Jordan had dropped her eyes to the breastwork of the church during the song to avoid making eye contact with the half-dozen or so men in the congregation who she felt would clear the bar of adequacy to take her back to the cloakroom, bend her over, lift her dress, drop her panties, and take the edge off her hunger.



It was maddening, really. Now that the door was open again, she realized that there was no way around it. Mark had–in fact–awakened something in her. Something she had tried to put back to sleep, but which manifested itself, poking its head through her subconscious in the form of the girl in the mirror, then burrowing deeper and deeper into her subconscious to make space to store up the accumulating sexual need. 



Jordan had even tried to talk to the girl in the mirror in the past week–if only to broker some kind of deal. Maybe she could get one of those electric sex toys…or maybe make a sexy video for David while she looked for a viable, discreet lover. Something to buy her time and at least let her work during the day and sleep during the night.



But the girl in the mirror had vanished when David had opened that door. Jordan couldn't find her now.



Open eyes, open mind.



Now the girl in the mirror was invisible. Inaccessible, but somehow always present. Like a passenger in the car who keeps quiet but intermittently grabs the wheel or jams the car into gear when you're stopped at a red light.



Mrs. Dolly put up her hands in understanding. "I get it, honey. I've been there. Well, I've never done a dissertation, but I have had stress. Sometimes it builds up, and you can't muscle through it. You need to take time to relax."



Jordan nodded again. "You're right. I haven't even gone running in…weeks. That's usually how I unwind."



"That's probably a good starter. I don't run myself…" Mrs. Dolly gestured vaguely toward her corpulent frame. "I think my knees might break in half if I tried."



Jordan laughed amiably, and Mrs. Dolly joined her in a smile. 



"Just…make some time to decompress. Maybe get a massage or something?"



A massage. Of course. David had bought that subscription package, and she had only gone once. 



It felt amazing. Maybe that would help.



And the masseuse…Scott? He had nice hands. Strong but soft.



Jordan nodded, a new light appearing in her eyes.



"I think you've hit it, Mrs. Dolly. David got me a coupon a while back…I think I'll try and dig it out. Maybe get a massage this week. Thank you for the suggestion!"



* * * 



It was only 10:30.



Too early for a lunch break.



Gil had warmed up. On his usual instrument: the baby grand Mason and Hamlin shoved into a mostly soundproof practice room in the basement of the arts building. He had made it through the scales, the arpeggios, the basic practice pieces. He had kept the Mozart sonata warm, had checked to see that everything was still in the right place with the Schubert, and was ready to stumble along with the Balikirev, but felt like his hands weren't matching his eyes moving through the music.



It was definitely a showpiece. In terms of speed, complexity, and sheer endurance. It was designed to bring audiences to their feet after further depleting an exhausted performer during an encore. It was hard enough right after warmup in the morning. It would be brutal to play after working through an entire program under hot stage lights. And it was not anywhere near ready, even for lessons and loved ones to hear. It would come together in time, of course. 



He hoped.



But he was distracted. 



He kept coming back to the memory of Amy, trembling and alone in front of apartment 1F. 



He hadn't been there with her, and she had almost gotten hurt. Maybe killed.



Who could focus after something like that happened?



Gil muttered in frustration, his right hand leading his left too quickly. He turned the metronome down to half speed and began working the piece one hand at a time. 



But even that seemed to be checked by his distraction.



After waking up that morning–the culmination of a restless night with little sleep for either of them–Gil had driven Amy to the police station, where they formalized her decision to press assault charges against William Johnstun. The process was strikingly bureaucratic, which struck Gil as odd. But neither of them had had to do something like that before. In fact, this was Amy's first time in a police station. A provisional restraining order was granted following arraignment, and pending a formal hearing based on the police report.



After filling out the paperwork, they went to the UTEP campus police, then the administration building, and finally Gil accompanied Amy to meet with the professors of the classes she shared with Will. Each of them had been horrified by her story and were willing, if not eager to begin the process of accommodating her restraining order. Her English professor even recounted a story of her own stalker in college, sympathizing with the tense situation Amy was negotiating.



Gil had dropped Amy off at the library before making his way to his practice room. Normally on Thursdays he would practice for four hours before lunch, then attend his afternoon class before completing his last two hours before dinner. It was his early day, and he liked to make dinner for Amy on Thursdays, as her dance class ran until 6:30 on Thursdays.



Today, however, he kept running through the harrowing scene, over and over. Seeing Amy in her stage makeup, her hair back in a bun like she had just walked off stage. Trembling like a leaf. Like he'd never seen her before.



He stumbled over the fingering once again, muttering to himself. He reset, split hands, and began again.



By the time they had the restraining order secured, Amy was half-joking that, as a lifelong New Yorker, she should be tougher. Gil had grinned at the joke. 



They both knew that things like this happened to many New Yorkers. Maybe even most. Not so much to the Upper East Side girls whose parents had city council members on speed dial, whose parents moved in high donor circles in the Met and Lincoln Center. Girls who had a car service to take them from the door of their apartment building–manned 24 hours by uniformed servants–directly to the door of their school, their recital, their party, or whatever they had going on. 



And as much as she tried to keep her feet on the ground, and as much as Gil loved her for it, Amy was, without question, one of those girls. She wasn't from Queens, or the Bronx. And as accustomed as she was to seeing baffling displays of humanity on the odd subway ride, Amy knew very well that the normal, hard-scrabble rules of NYC living simply didn't apply to her in the same way as it did to the girls in the other boroughs. Even if she felt a little bad about the fact.



It didn't matter, really. Gil had fixated on the look in Amy's eyes, in her shaky reluctance to make eye contact all night. She was clearly feeling more than fear…there was shame there. And she wasn't ready to talk about it. Maybe she felt like she hadn't resisted Will's advances in the right way and had caused things to escalate. Maybe she felt like she should have been able to handle the situation on her own. And she definitely felt terrible about that big drunk guy getting arrested after getting involved.



Gil stumbled again.



Didn't even make it to the third page. 



He took a deep breath, trying not to get caught in a cycle of frustration. The tension in his shoulders and forearms was already getting unproductive. He stopped, counted slowly to ten, and started again.



Whatever shame Amy felt was translating into anxiety on Gilbert's part. He should have been there. His mere presence would have been a repellant to Amy's pathetic stalker. Will had never shown up when Gil was around, choosing to skulk around Amy when he knew her boyfriend was somewhere else. If Gil had left practice 15 minutes earlier…he probably would have…



Gil's fingers were in knots. He wasn't even making smooth transitions from one hand position to another now. He clenched his hands into fists and slammed them down on the base of his music stand. 



Son of a bitch….



Gil took a deep breath.



It could have been worse. Amy's okay now. There's a restraining order now.



He took another deep breath. But he couldn't seem to catch it all. It felt like he was ever so slightly under water.



She had avoided eye contact this morning, too. She tried not to, but…



Son of a bitch…



Gil snatched the Balikirev piece off the music stand and tucked it back into his carrier bag. 



Not today…



* * *



"Mrs. Stark?"



Jordan, flushed and trembling, looked up and smiled at the masseuse in the waiting room of the spa. It was Tuesday at 4:30. 



The time agreed upon over the phone when she called on Monday. 



For their earliest available appointment.



"Scott, right?" she said.



"That's right. Why don't you follow me, and we'll head back."



Jordan shrugged her purse over her shoulder and followed the tall man back into the hallway painted in a soothing cool gray. 



"I was looking at the schedule, and it looks like you have a few massages stored up from your subscription. Glad you came in. How have you been?"



"Oh, you know. Just…busy."



"I remember you. You're finishing a Ph.D, right? How's your dissertation coming?" Scott pushed open the door and stepped aside to let Jordan in. The empty table, draped delicately with clean white sheets stood stark and austere in the center of the room. A brief flash of analogous furniture, bathed in intense red light in a well appointed basement nearby flitted in and out of her mind's eye.



"It's…coming along. I think I'm nearing a tipping point."



"Excellent. Well, I'll let you undress and get under the top sheet. Just like last time, and I'll come back in a minute, and knock before I come in. Okay?"



Jordan nodded and smiled nervously, indicating understanding. The tall, thin man smiled back graciously and shut the door between them.



Jordan's eyes fixed briefly on the massage table again, then to the chair on the side of the room with a small table next to it, tastefully appointed to hold folded clothing. 



Trembling, she set her purse on the chair and unbuttoned her blouse, shrugging it off, leaving her creamy shoulders and soft torso covered only by a modest white brassiere with a double clasp in the back. 



She carefully folded her blouse and set it neatly on the center of the small table.



Leaning forward slightly and reaching behind herself, she unclasped the brassiere, catching the straps as they fell off her shoulders and slid down her arms. She carefully folded it before placing it on top of the blouse.



She looked over toward the massage table again. A place where she was expected to lay down, hold still with her face tucked in a padded ring, her hair and body yielding to the presses of a man. She instinctively touched her bare nipples, unsurprised at the stiff sign of her latent arousal. She pinched and rolled them slightly. An attempt to subdue the more overt signs of her…affliction.



She stepped gently out of her shoes, nudging them under the chair.



The pants came next–business casual khakis. She had two classes that she taught that morning, after all. 



The smooth material slid over her thin, athletic glutes and down her lean, muscular legs. Stepping out of one leg, then the other, she leaned over to remove her socks.



Her clothes neatly stowed, Jordan stood silent, ambivalent to her nearly naked form only gray fruit-of-the-loom panties covered her most intimate areas. Then, remembering where she was, she stepped over to the massage table and peeled back the top sheet, lifting her left leg up and sliding her body smoothly between the sheets. She pulled the top sheet up over her bare back and shoulders, wiggling slightly into place as she felt the top sheet settle smoothly over her body. She adjusted her hair to fall uniformly on one side, nuzzled her face into the circular pad, and felt her naked front settle into the cool linen.



She lay still for a moment until a gentle knock came from the door.



* * *



Amy held tightly to Gil, wrapped in warm, fluffy covers that she had picked out when they moved in together. 



Their bed was brand new: no squeaks, no hard spots. 



The room was warm and comfortable.



A week had passed since the incident with Will. 



Will had been arrested, charged, and released on bail. Apparently his lawyer had convinced him not to contact Amy, as she hadn't seen him in class, on campus, or–thank God–showing up at her home. 



It was a relief, but not so much a relief that she didn't check over her shoulder whenever she walked outside.



And of course, it went without saying, not a word of this incident made it back to her mother. If it had, her time at UTEP would have ended abruptly, and there would have been an Amy-sized hole in the wall where her mother would have tunneled in to retrieve her.



The memory of Will grabbing her, his hand moving aggressively toward the intimate parts of her body–a detail she omitted both in her recounting of the events to Gil and in her police report–made her wince whenever she thought she was about to be touched socially. 



It was something she could easily overcome with the girls in the dance troupe–greeting hugs were baseline girl-dancer code that she couldn't get around. And it was mostly okay with Gil–he was so sweet, and she loved him. So if his touch was anticipated, it was welcome. But he occasionally walked up behind her and put his hands around her stomach when she was cooking something, or waiting in line somewhere where they were meeting up. When that would happen, she would jump, her heart would race, and she would carefully mask the visceral aspect of her reaction, playing it off as simple surprise.



Other men who looked like they might touch her, however…she found herself actively recoiling from. Even innocent interactions like a handshake made her stomach tighten.



Conversely, when closed in the walls of her new home with Gil, she found herself inclined to be compulsively physically affectionate–bordering on clingy. This seemed like a good sign to her. She figured that the negative reactions, the associations of touch with intense fright, would pass eventually. Then she could go back to normal. 



For now, as long as she felt safe at home, Amy loved to tuck her body tightly against her boyfriend when she could. Watching TV together, doing reading assignments for classes, and especially in bed. She loved the feeling of safety, the warmth (both physical and emotional) and the acceptance of Gil's casual touch. 



Things were, she thought to herself, unmistakably better now than they were the first and second night after the incident. 



Getting to sleep was still hard. Although climbing into bed with Gil every night helped. She would cuddle up to him, like she did tonight. She would feel safe. They would kiss, and often make love before cuddling again. 



Gil would fall asleep, and she would follow a while later, with a few racing thoughts still tormenting her before she drifted into dreams…some of which prominently featured the assault. But it was getting better. Night by night.



One of the racing thoughts she could not escape from was their inability to make contact with their neighbor. They found out he had been released from police custody when they filed the police report the following morning. But they hadn't seen him since. The officer had let slip the name…Rain. Mr. Rain. No first name. 



The name surprised Amy, because after his smart-alec jab about the police mistaking him for an illegal immigrant from Mexico, or El Salvador, she thought his last name would be Lopez, or Ramirez, or something. And his skin was darker, too…



But the policeman said his last name was Rain, and they didn't end up pressing charges against him. 



Amy and Gil tried to knock on the door twice on successive nights to thank him for intervening, but he didn't answer. Amy even brought cookies once, and left them at the door. They disappeared the next morning. Almost like a cat had taken them. Or maybe Santa Claus. 



But Mr. Rain didn't make an effort to talk to them.



He was probably furious for being arrested after helping her. He probably didn't want to talk to them, and she certainly didn't want to press the matter. After seeing what he did to Will, after seeing how much he drank, how sloppily he groomed himself, with the sloppy clothes and the greasy hair and beard, she knew one thing: It was not a good idea to get on Mr. Rain's bad side. 



She knew Gil kept knocking on the door, but she didn't go with him anymore. If he wanted to be neighborly, she'd leave the ball in his court. If she saw him, she would thank him for intervening, and apologize for the trouble. But if he wanted to be left alone, she'd leave him alone.



The thoughts raced through her mind in the dark of her bedroom. The distance between them and their neighbor was ironically widened by the fact that his presence was made known occasionally through the wall. He slept mere feet away from them. And…did other things mere feet away from where they did other things. 



As was…apparently the case presently. 



A small, vulnerable, feminine wail sneaking through the shared wall between their bedrooms challenged Amy's belief that Mr. Rain wanted to be alone. At least…alone in the absolute sense. The gentle thumps of the headboard–now somewhat familiar to Amy and Gil–began at a slow, steady pace. 



It was punctuated by little vocal eruptions from what appeared to be a very eager woman. 



Amy's face felt hot, and she squeezed Gil harder. Gil surprised her by clearing his throat in the dark.



He was still awake. 



That was unusual. They had made love not long ago…maybe a half hour? And Gil always went out like a light after. Sometimes he couldn't even get the condom off before dropping into deep sleep. 



The thumping continued for several minutes. 



Like a metronome–steady, relentless. After a few minutes, she felt Gil's finger–resting gently around her shoulder as she snuggled him–tapping her skin on the half beat between thumps. 



An unconscious syncopation…a participatory rhythm. 



The thumping continued, but the woman's voice abruptly halted, leading to a thickening tension in the wall-space between them. That tension was soon released by a noise–a desperate vocalized release of breath. Of…an indeterminate pitch. 



Amy felt her face heat again. She didn't let on to Gil that she was awake, nor that she knew he was awake. But the noises were catching and holding her attention–calming her racing thoughts.



After the first release, a brief pause in the thumping. Some mild squeaks in the bed suggested a change in position before the thumping resumed. 



A slightly elevated tempo. 



Staccato. Louder. The whining woman resumed her one note melody. 



Gil's gentle tapping continued, unconsciously resonating with the new rhythm. 



Again, taps in half beats, in syncopation with the wall thumps. 



Amy began to gently stroke Gil's chest over his T-shirt. He knew she was awake now, but said nothing. The heat in her face began to appear between her legs. The syncopated rhythm now alternated between what she could hear with her ears and what she could feel gently on her shoulder under Gil's world-class musical fingers.



Thump, tap, thump, tap, thump, tap, thump, tap…



Gil now quietly acknowledged she was awake, lovingly kissing the top of her head, but not changing his syncopated participation with the emergent music coming through the wall. 



Amy slipped her hand under his shirt, drinking in the warm, masculine geometry of Gil's torso with the palm of her hand.



The one note melody began to ascend, carried by a careful, almost mechanical percussion marking the tempo:



uuuuuuhhhhhoooooaaaaahhhhh



thump, tap, thump, tap, thump, tap, thump, tap…

 

Amy found herself biting her lip. Despite making love with Gil barely an hour before, she found herself drawn into feelings. Something she wasn't quite ready to resist:



thump, taptap, thump, taptap, thump, taptap, thump, taptap…



Gil was improvising–changing the two-beat exchange into a three count. Developing the theme, inviting something new.



Amy's hand slid down Gil's torso, slipping her small hand under the waistband of Gil's sweatpants. Her hand found his thin penis, stiff and sturdy. 



Harder than she had ever felt him before, she realized, much to her shock.



The tempo continued. Gil kept perfect time, now blocking out a triplet rhythm with the two beat thumps:



thump,     /   thump,   /   thump,   /   thump…

taptaptap / taptaptap / taptaptap / taptaptap

 

The one note melody reached a rest–a fermata, really, as the woman clearly clenched her whole body in anticipation of a crushing orgasm. 



This time it came with a scream. Like the high point of an aria, the rhythm held as everyone waited for the melody to drift down. 



The polymeter rhythm continued. No pause, no slowdown, no rubato. Mechanical. Like a Haydn sonata or a Bach Intervention. 



Three participants, one musical ensemble. 



Amy felt drawn in. Aroused on a level she had not experienced before. Gil was so hard she thought he might snap out of sheer tension. She couldn't let the piece pass her by. She resolved to answer the call of her muse, and dance.



Without a word, she sat up and threw one tight, muscular leg over Gil's waist, planting her palms firmly on both sides of his chest. Gil's eyes sparkled in the dark with a new light.



Inspiration. The poet's fire. 



Something new.



Sonata Allegro. 



The theme now established, development was called for. A second voice was needed to harmonize, to fill the space created by the new rhythm. Then...recapitulation and resolution.



Her long blonde hair hanging messily down from the sides of her glowing face, Amy found Gil's devoted arousal, slipped her panties to one side, and placed him carefully but confidently into position.



And…



Plié…




Post 320 — Johng1953

Tue Dec 30, 2025 1:58 pm

You are surely a published author entertaining us all here for which I am hugely grateful. This is extremely well written and so involving. 

As always I can't wait for more. Thank you.




Post 321 — nnjcpl2002

Wed Dec 31, 2025 8:44 am

Crushing, This is indeed a pleasant surprise.  Just in time for Christmas!



I will offer the observation that no marine ever leaves his buddies behind on the battlefield, and so you

 faithfully retrieve us to continue the mission. Good job and true to your word.  Thanks!
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This is surely m masterpiece in the making!
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This is surely m masterpiece in the making!
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Well done Sir.




Post 325 — Crushing

Fri Jan 09, 2026 6:58 pm

A crisp autumn day at the park in Jacksonville, North Carolina. 



And like every Tuesday night from the first week of August to early November, peewee soccer games were spread out in small, rectangular partitions within larger soccer pitches and baseball diamonds across the country park system.



Mark took a deep breath as he walked slowly toward where the kids in brown shirts were playing against the kids in maroon shirts. 



JJ was on the maroon shirt team this year. They were named something. 



Red devils, maybe? 



Seemed appropriate for JJ.



The sparse cluster of parents dotted the sideline, and it didn't take him long to spot Megan and Jared. Jared's cross-armed posture was anodyne in this social context, even if it was feared across the battalion. He had dutifully changed out of his uniform, and was sporting a clean polo shirt and slacks. Megan, too, had changed from her legal-shark business attire into mom jeans and a tank top, an unzipped zip-up hoodie covering her bare shoulders.



She saw Mark approach over her shoulder. She had been watching for him. 



Mark took another deep breath as he stepped up next to Jared.



"Hey all. Long time no see."



Jared nodded, his eyes forward. "Ages."



It had been an hour since they dismissed the company.



Megan stepped between them and gave Mark a hug. "Well, I don't work with you two bozos all day, so I'm glad to see you."



Mark gave her a quick squeeze. "Heya Meg."



"Hey yourself." She let go of him before she wanted to, stepping back and looking out over the field.



Mark stood silent for a moment, watching the game. 



It was going exactly the way elementary school soccer games go. Clumps of miniaturized humanity converging periodically and inelegantly on a single ball with no real plan or direction.



Still, JJ was noticeably more aggressive, breaking the ball out of the cluster of players several times, making fast breaks toward the goal before tripping on himself. Each time, another kid would take the ball and he would bounce up, clumps of grass clinging to his scruffy, tow colored hair, and take off at top speed toward the ball again. Nothing could stop him. Some of the kids were learning the lesson and just leaping out of his way when he charged at the ball.



"Jeez," Mark observed. "What are you feeding that kid?"



"I know, right?" Megan laughed. "But at least we can get him to sleep on soccer nights."



Mark nodded. "Where's Marky?"



"Where do you think?" Megan said, a small smile breaking from one corner of her lips.



Mark scanned the horizon, finding a small clump of trees on the far side of the field. "Over there?" he said, pointing.



Megan nodded. "Reading. He's on like…book 5 of that Redwall series you gave him."



Now it was Mark's turn to break a small smile.



Jared remained silent, both eyes on his son darting back and forth across the field. 



"Frenchie." Mark's voice was soft, but firm.



"Sir." Jared's eyes remained front.



"What's on your mind." 



A command, not a query.



"We missed an opportunity, sir." Jared spoke in a hushed tone, which Megan and Mark followed to avoid being overheard by the other parents standing nearby.



"What happened?" Meg's face had shifted from mother to lover, then again from lover to lawyer in less than 60 seconds.



Jared's jaw clenched. "They know."



Meg nodded. "I figured. But who are 'they?' And what do they know?"



"Does it matter?" Jared's chin jutted toward Mark and Megan.



Mark remained thoughtfully silent for a moment.



"I don't know who 'they' are, and I don't know what 'they' know," he said. "All I know for sure is someone saw Meg at my house by herself. And people are talking."



Meg nodded, chewing on the information. 



Mark watched her mind work, waiting for her take on the situation.



"Do we know if there's an investigation open?" she said at length.



"No." Mark said definitively. "In fact, we know that there isn't one open. Wolfe specifically said he wasn't going to do that if the situation was handled."



"Handled?" Megan cocked an eyebrow.



"Yep."



"What does that mean?"



Mark shrugged. I think we'll know it when we see it."



"Uh huh." Megan's jaw flexed, annoyed. "But if it's handled, it's over. According to the Battalion Commander. Any chance he'd lie about that?"



"Not Wolfe," Jared interjected. "He's a straight arrow."



"He's right," Mark agreed. "I've worked with officers who would lie and stab me in the back. Wolfe isn't one of them. He seemed genuinely to want me to handle it."



"And we missed the opportunity," Jared repeated, low and through his teeth.



Mark grimaced, but said nothing.



"What's he talking about?" Megan said, folding her arms in concern and looking up at her longtime lover.



"I called a company formation," Mark explained. "I wanted to do a vibe check. See who's talking shit. Frenchie formed everyone up…"



"Yeah, I did, and they're talking shit. I can tell."



"Honey. Shut up and let him finish." Megan swatted the air in Jared's direction.



Mark looked at Jared, then back at Megan. "He's right. People are talking. But it's more curiosity than anything. Frenchie here wanted me to rip him apart in front of the company. Make it look like we're not really friends. Or at least to send a signal that we're not totally cozy."



"No…honey…" Megan dropped her head and pinched the bridge of her nose, shaking her head. "If everyone sees you fighting all of the sudden, that's…like a giant neon sign saying your CO is screwing your wife."



"They think that anyway," Jared muttered.



"No…" Mark corrected him. "They don't think that. They've heard that. There's a difference. How much shit have we heard on the rumor mill over the years? Three quarters of it is bullshit, another twenty percent is exaggerated. People know we're close, they also know we went from worst to best company basically overnight. People are jealous. They want a piece. Even if they're right, even if they know the rumor is accurate, which they don't, most marines will get that the rumor is just taking a shot at the top dog."



Jared shrugged. "I still say we missed an opportunity. Throw me down, and I'll fight my way back up. I always do."



Mark shook his head. "I know you will. But…no. That's not the play."



Megan rubbed her husband's shoulder. "He's right, honey. If they did know for sure, maybe the best choice is to fight your way back. And nobody's better and fighting for respect than you. If that were the situation, that would be the play. And if it was an actual investigation, that's my territory. But if it's just rumors…I think we defer to Mark's impulse here."



Jared pursed his lips. Megan was making sense.



"It's not ideal," Megan continued. "But the shit hasn't hit the fan yet."



"Mommy!" JJ tumbled suddenly into the little cluster, breathing heavily. "Did you see how many times I kicked the ball?"



Halftime.  



The kids were clustering around their coaches and parents. Some parents were distributing water and snacks.



"I sure did, kiddo! You're really running hard out there!"



"I kicked the ball a lot of times! So will you teach me how to shank a bitch now?"



Mark burst out laughing. Megan looked sheepish as Jared concealed a grin.



"No, honey…" Megan explained, looking around, red-faced to see if any other mothers had heard. "That's just…you know…for certain situations."



"You said if I got really good at my position, you'd show me how you used to shank a bitch…"



Megan quickly covered his mouth with her hand, looking around again at the other mothers. Now that the kids were off the field, they were now taking notice. Some were quietly amused. Others were clearly horrified. One was covering her daughter's ears.



Megan promptly bent down to JJ's level and lowered her voice. "We don't use that word during games, okay?"



"But Dad said he saw you…"



"That was a long time ago…in college, sweetie. I was a defender on my team, and one of the strikers from UVA tried to headbutt my goalie. And there are…things that defenders do to respond to that situation. But only that specific situation. Okay?"



JJ nodded, innocently confused. 



"And if you keep getting better at your position, I promise I'll show you, okay?"



"Okay." JJ grinned. 



"But we don't use that phrase during games. And we don't do moves like that in this league. Okay?" Megan reiterated.



"Okay," JJ nodded, pleased that he made his dad and his Uncle Mark smile.



Mark had turned away, looking up and biting his lip, trying not to laugh again. 



Megan dug in her bag for JJ's water bottle and a napkin, then wiped the dirt off his grubby face as he drank deeply. 



The warning whistle sounded just as he finished his water.



"Get back on the line, buddy. Check in with your coach, see where he wants you," Jared instructed. 



The little boy darted away like lightning. 



Mark waited for a moment, then keeping his voice low, observed:



"That was the funniest shit…"



Now Megan took a turn smirking. "That kid is his dad all over."



Jared watched JJ shoulder check another boy to the ground as the referee blew the whistle.



"I don't know…" Jared chuckled.



"Yeah…" Mark added. "Not just his dad. I think he's got a fair bit of his mom in there, too."



A moment passed, as the parents around them returned to their own conversations and the trio felt free to speak, still in hushed tones. 



"So, Captain..." Megan started. "What's the plan?"



Jared quietly looked in his CO's direction, waiting for instruction.



"If it's still at the rumor stage, it'll run its course and fade into the background, as long as we don't fan the flame."



"So how do we do that?" Jared asked.



"We don't attack. We execute a three pronged pivot. Then reassess."



"Okay," Megan said, folding her arms. "What's the first move?"



"We don't stop doing any of the innocent things we do."



"Meaning?" Megan pressed him.



"You guys are my oldest friends. I've been in your kids' lives for years. We do soccer games. I babysit and take the boys out for pizza. I go to school plays, they hang out at my house, and I hang out at yours. We don't stop doing any of the innocent things we do."



Jared nodded in understanding. "Sounds reasonable."



"Agreed." Megan squinted. "And I'm assuming the second move has to do with the less innocent things?"



"Yep. That's even more obvious. We stop doing those things." 



Megan twitched noticeably, then took a deep breath.



"And number three?"



Mark looked sadly into his longtime lover's eyes. He took a deep breath and sighed.



"I've got to find a girlfriend."



* * *



"Mom?"



"Yeah, honey?" Megan leaned back from stirring a pot of sauce to see her older son looking up from his homework. 



"What's a thesis?" he asked.



"You mean like in an essay?"



"I think so. It says I have to write a thesis for my report."



She checked the sauce, then set the spoon down on the resting pad and took a few steps toward Marky. She leaned over his shoulder, giving him a quick kiss on the cheek. He recoiled playfully.



"What's your report on?"



"The USS Maine. And the Mexican War."



"You mean the Spanish American War." Megan sat down next to him.



"I don't know…maybe?" Marky put down his pencil and reached for his textbook.



"Take a minute, look it up. If you want a good thesis, you have to know what you're talking about. Then you can start with your subject."



Marky opened his book and began leafing through pages. Down the hall, Megan could hear Jared and JJ giggling as they wrestled and threw legos at each other.



"Yeah…" Marky said. "It's the Spanish War."



"Right. The USS Maine was a ship that sank, and the Americans blamed Spain, which began a war over control of Cuba."



"Okay. Is that the thesis?"



Megan smiled as she heard JJ squeal and bounce on his bed, clearly thrown head over heels by his father.



"It's getting there. We know what our subject is. But you want a thesis to be sharp. And you have to sharpen it like you'd sharpen a blade. To the point. It should say everything you want to say in a nice, tight, memorable sentence."



"So like…the whole report in a sentence?"



"Not the whole report, just the headline." She stood up to stir the sauce. "Try to do it like this: subject, verb, object, explanation. Try it."



Marky had drilled sentence parts with his mom earlier that month. 



"Okay," he said. "Subject. USS Maine."



"Good," Megan called out from the kitchen. "Verb?"



"Was a ship."



"Try not to use 'was.' Use a strong verb. Something cool that catches my attention. What did the  USS Maine do?"



"It sailed."



"For a while, yeah. But all ships do that. What else?"



"I mean, it blew up."



"Now that's a punchy verb! Try that."



"Okay…" Marky grinned at the novelty. "The USS Maine blew up because…"



"Try a different verb. 'Blew up' has two words. One verb is always better. What else means blow up? Find a synonym…" Megan stood up and walked back toward the stove.



Marky thought, tapping his notebook with his eraser. "Exploded?"



"Now there's a thesis verb…" Megan pointed at him from the kitchen with her spoon. He grinned back at her.



"Okay. So the USS Maine exploded…what else do I write?"



Megan checked the pasta. 



Not quite ready. 



She came back and sat down in the chair next to Marky again. "Now give a short explanation about why it matters. Ask yourself, 'so what?' The USS Maine exploded, so what?"



"So, a war started because America blamed Spain for it."



"Good. Now tighten it. Sharpen it. Make it cut."



Marky thought for another moment.



"Okay…'The USS Maine exploded, leading to a war built on a lie."



Megan's nose crinkled. "Now that's a thesis that cuts, buddy." She tousled his hair. He ducked as he put pencil to paper. 



"That's it?" he asked.



"For this kind of thing, yeah, that's it. When your essays get longer, it'll get harder. But that's the basic formula you want to remember."



Marky finished writing the line, carefully scrutinizing the words he wrote before setting his pencil down.



Megan got caught in his deep, brown eyes. He was such a careful, thoughtful, introspective kid. It was amazing–maybe a little unsettling–how much of his father–biological father–she could see in him. Especially when she could hear JJ literally bouncing off the walls down the hall in stark contrast to his studious older brother.



"Mom?" 



Megan snapped out of the trance. "Yeah, honey?"



"Is this just a thing for school? Like, do you write thesises for your work? Like, do you have a thesis for going after bad guys?"



Megan smiled. "Not thesises. Theses. That's the plural. And, yes. Well, kind of. The principle is the same."



"So you do subject, verb, and then 'so what?'"



"Mmmhmm…" Megan nodded, standing up to check the pasta again. "You bet I do."



Marky turned around in his chair. "How does it work?"



"Well, say I'm writing a criminal indictment. Obviously the guy I'm charging with a crime is the subject. So, we'll make up a criminal, and call him Mr. Schmitty. That's the subject."



"Mr. Schmitty. Okay. What's the verb?"



"Well, the verb is probably the most important part in my job. The verb is the crime, and we have to get the verb just right. So the verb might be…burgled. Or…murdered. Assaulted. Defrauded. Whatever the crime is, when we accuse a criminal in court, we have to use the exact right verb."



Marky nodded in understanding. "Okay…so, then what?"



"Well, then we add details, usually. Times, places, how they did it, or who the victims are. That's our 'so what.' We tell the judge or the grand jury that they caused hurt, and we try to show what that hurt is so they can know why they should care about the crime."



"That's cool. So it's just like my paper?"



"Pretty much, yeah." She tapped her spoon on the side of the pot, the sauce nearly done thickening dropping back and dripping down the inside. "So…my thesis would be like…Mr. Schmitty defrauded 86 year old Mrs. Ross of $500,000, leading to the loss of her home and all of her savings."



"Subject…verb…'so what.' Yeah, I see it." Marky nodded, turning back around in his chair.



An audible crash came down the hall, as what sounded like a spilled bucket of legos was toppled in the melee between Megan's husband and her younger son.



She looked back toward the dining table, where Marky was now carefully copying out sections of his textbook onto a separate sheet of paper from his thesis assignment.



Her two sons were so different. They had similarities, of course, and she certainly didn't love them differently. But raising the two of them was a balancing act. Trying to get Marky to be active and social was hard. He was such a natural introvert. Trying to get JJ to sit still and read a single page of a book was near impossible. He was his father all over.



Megan drained the pasta into a colander, trying not to think of Mark's decision to end–at least temporarily–their physical intimacy, and to find a girlfriend for himself. The thought gave rise to a subtle panic that she didn't want to deal with right now.



She understood his plan. She even agreed with it in principle. She didn't resent him for it. On several levels, she knew the arrangement they had been enjoying since they all transferred to the new battalion wasn't sustainable. 



But she didn't like hiding it. She loved Mark. One of the loves of her life. And she loved expressing that love. Stopping by his place for physical intimacy, for a genuine exchange of affections…



It was something she valued and didn't want to lose.



More importantly, Megan sensed danger, and she was fiercely protective of her older son's father. She knew their intimacy was a major component to his happiness and functioning. He could spiral when he got lonely. Her trips to his bed were an important pillar in his mental health. He'd never admit it. And he didn't have to. It was just…something she loved helping him with. Being there for him.



Not like it was a chore or anything. The man was incredible in bed.



But now, he ran the risk of being lonely. Frustrated. 



Megan subtly wiped a tear away as she oiled and plated the pasta for the family dinner.



"Marky, honey?"



"Yeah?"



"Can you clear off and set the table? Dinner's ready."



"Okay, mom."



She saw her gangly older son gather his books and slip them methodically into his school bag. 



She had never been able to pry childhood photos out of Mark. She wondered if he looked like Marky at this age. 



She shook her head again, sniffling.



She knew she would miss the sex, and the intimacy that went with it. Even though she knew it would scandalize the more puritanical wives and mothers on base, she loved the configuration that she had arranged between herself, Mark, and Jared. She loved that Mark was spending more time with the boys, and they were crazy about him. And, odd as she knew it was, she loved the gray areas that were developing now that they lived in the same town. She loved being a kind of…pseudo-wife for Mark as he walked the fine line of pseudo-fatherhood. 



Now that that was going away, would he spiral again into loneliness? Alienation? 



It had happened before. Mark did not do well on his own long-term. She knew it well. She knew he needed intimacy. Not just sex. Intimacy. A congeniality that extended across physical and intellectual domains. 



And, protective as she was, she knew just how hard finding a girlfriend would be for him. 



He would have no problem attracting a woman, of course. 



But finding a woman that could satisfy him? That was a tall order. 



She knew that she could satisfy him, so she had a good idea of what it took. She prided herself on being a redoubtable lover to Mark whenever their paths crossed. And there had been others, of course. Four in total, counting herself. She kept the short list of lovers with whom Mark had genuine connections carefully guarded. 



Other than Mark, she may have been the only person who knew about all of these women. She knew their whereabouts, their talents, their gifts. She had quietly vetted each one of them at one time or another. Usually from a distance. Facebook stalking, and the like. 



And Mark definitely had a type: Attractive, athletic, extremely intelligent, and talented. Not necessarily in that order. But all four attributes were definitely present in all four women.



There was the first woman…the one he dated before the court martial. She was a doctor in Baltimore now. Cardiologist. Also apparently involved in cutting edge research at Johns Hopkins. He was nuts about her when they were together. 



Cohen was her name. Dr. Molly Cohen.



Then the one he was with in college. The ballerina. She lived in New York now. Involved in the American Ballet Academy in some capacity. So she had made a career out of it, which is not easy for ballerinas. So she was clearly good at it. Amy…Amy J-something, was her name. Jepps. Amy Jepps. 



Then there was the grad student he was hooking up with for a while when he was doing ROTC stuff. She was doing a doctorate in some kind of philosophy or psychology, or a mixture of the two. Megan was unclear about her research, but she knew Mark kept up with it–reading everything she published. And apparently she had published well ahead of her peers, and had some controversial takes that were making waves in the Lukacz school of psychology. She had also run competitive distance events in college, so…an athlete. Simms was her name. Jordan Simms. Despite only having connected with her over a short period, Mark seemed to really have a thing for her. He brought her up in conversation…often. 



Then of course, Megan counted herself. Graduate of Georgetown Law. Near the top of her class despite carrying, giving birth to, nursing, and wrangling a toddler all three years of law school.



Now, she was a federal prosecutor on her way up. Also…some soccer in college. So also an athlete. 



So, a tall order to attract and hold Mark's attention. She wasn't sure what precisely each woman offered individually, but she knew he had fairly specific standards. 



She looked over again at her older son, how he carefully and methodically laid out the dishes on the table. His quiet movements masked a deep intensity, visible in how exacting he was in lining up the dishes and silverware in tight geometric perfection. 



He even did that thing Mark did sometimes…a physical tic. He would take a half step back and run his hand through his hair absently as he checked his work…



God, he was just like him…



Of the three other women Mark had had actual relationships with, Megan recounted to herself, she had only ever met Molly, and that was before she became a doctor. 



She was nice, she remembered. But Mark was clearly attracted to her potential as much as her body. She had obviously been on her way up in the world. On her way to accomplishing great things. Great things that Mark encouraged, and things that he clearly found to be enduringly attractive. Same with the ballerina, who was in school when they met.  And that Simms girl was still a student. And, of course, herself. Mark had encouraged her to apply for law school back then.  



That was another thing to look out for. Mark loved ambitious women. Women with deep reserves of passion and ability. 



And he couldn't stand the opposite, Megan knew. A vapid, unaccomplished woman, a stupid woman, a woman that couldn't keep up with his mind or find a way to relate to the depth of his quiet feelings–such women rarely made it past the first date. 



God, so many disastrous first dates, she remembered…



He could be so hopeless…



Megan smirked to herself, then sighed.



This could get ugly if not managed well. 



Mark had said he needed to find a girlfriend. He had implied that Megan could help him in that endeavor–an implication she understood, accepted, and resented somewhat. But she knew her value in this process. She, more than probably anyone alive, including Mark himself, knew what he wanted. What he was looking for. What worked for him. She could identify the commonalities between Mark's lasting paramours, and help him identify such virtues in others. 



She could help him find a good one. 



But, there was one major impediment to that, she noted. Because all four women that Mark had counted as more than casual lovers had one more thing in common. 



One thing that was extremely problematic, given Mark's current needs.



All four women were married. 



While he was with them. Not after.



Megan sighed once again, thinking to herself as she carried the serving dishes to the now perfectly-set table.



In her mind, she formed a thesis: 



Mark Rein jinxes his own love life because available women bore, vex, or irritate him, leading inevitably to romantic catastrophe.



Your honor, Megan smirked to herself, indulging a bittersweet fantasy, following her mock-thesis: I submit into evidence, exhibits A through D.



* * *



Jordan tossed her shoulder bag in and flopped, red faced, into the driver's seat of her still new, still squeaky-clean light blue Rav-4. She nervously tucked a wisp of hair behind her ear and stared vacantly down at the blank odometer behind her steering wheel.



God, how embarrassing. How utterly, crushingly horrifying that was.



She looked back and forth to see if anyone had eyes on her in the parking lot. 



Nothing. It seemed like everyone else had simply gone about their business. Workers and patrons of the spa both. 



Only she had humiliated herself. Only she was dumb enough to…



God, how awful! 



It was her fault for going into the massage all hot and bothered. It was her fault for booking the massage in the fog of her sexual frustration. 



What in the world had she been thinking?



Scott wasn't into it. Scott had been the consummate professional. Why would he be otherwise? 



Jordan smacked her thighs in frustration with herself. She reached for her shoulder bag, took out her key, and started her car.



Jordan tried to push away the recent memories, but the shame shoved them back in front of her. 



She cringed as she remembered stepping into the massage room. Scott had closed the door, she had undressed to her panties, then slid between the sheets. 



When Scott entered, she was not herself. She was…somebody else. So when he oiled his hands and began to work her back and shoulders, she melted into the table, and the heat between her legs became hard to ignore.



Jordan blinked back tears of shame as she remembered their small talk.



"Is there anything that's bothering you today?" Scott had asked. "Anything in particular you want me to focus on?"  



"Actually, I fell out of running and did a cold start yesterday," she lied. "And my hamstrings are pretty tight."



"Hamstrings. You bet," Scott had said, still working her back. 



She had held back the next request, trying not to betray her trepidation in pushing the line. Finally, however, she squeaked it out, her face still tucked and hidden in the padded ring at the end of the massage table:



"And…umm…glutes? Do you do that too?"



Scott had been silent for a moment.



"Of course. No problem."



"Thank you…" Jordan's voice had been barely above a whisper. Almost mousey–like she was a little girl who knew she was doing something bad.



She regretted it the second she said it. 



Scott had continued working her shoulders, then moved down her back, pulling the sheet down to her waist. 



A mild anticipatory thrill caused her to resist a shiver as the skin of her back was revealed. He seemed not to have fixated on her awkward request, instead asking her casual questions. About her husband's job, about her teaching schedule…



She had answered politely but succinctly. Her focus stayed on the warm unfurling of her upper body under his hands. 



The oil smelled nice, too…



She didn't know how many moments had passed when he delicately folded the sheet, still bunched around her waist, and set it down doubled over her left leg, exposing her right leg–and panties. 



Her face still tucked and hidden in the padded ring at the head of the massage table, Jordan had pursed her lips in anticipation. 



Scott had delicately spread oil over her calf, rolling her lean muscle between his fingers and palms before…



His oiled hands moved up to her hamstring.



"This okay?"  He had asked.



An abundance of caution.



"Mmmhmmm…" Jordan  had tried to respond casually in the affirmative. "Just…when I don't run for a while, you know…"



"I see. You definitely have runners legs. Not a sprinter, though, I'm guessing."



Jordan laughed disarmingly. "No. Cross country in junior high and high school. And I did some competitive distance in college. A couple marathons."



"That's really something," he continued, his hands carefully moving up her hamstring. 



Jordan lost the thread of his conversation as his hands clasped her upper hamstring with both hands, his pinky close enough to feel the increasingly obvious heat of her womanhood. She wondered if the moisture of her arousal had become apparent in the narrow strip of her panties…



"Jordan?"



"Hmmm?" She had asked innocently.



"Lost you for a minute there." Scott had chuckled. A good sign?



"Sorry," Jordan responded. "Just…relaxing."



"I was asking, just to double check, you want me to work your glutes? I just don't want to get any wires crossed, and miscommunication in this business…"



"Yes…if that's okay. I mean…do you…are you allowed to do that for clients? I don't want you to get in trouble…"



"No, no, it's totally fine. I just like to double check. Generally it's a therapeutic technique, less common in a spa setting, but if you're having pain related to running, it's completely understandable."



Jordan found herself momentarily nervous…



Scott's strong hands moved up past the minimus and began to apply pressure, then to gently knead her buttock. 



Only two men in the world had had a hand there…



Her eyes closed. It felt good. Really good. Especially when his fingers slipped under the waistband…



She had crossed a line. Maybe not for Scott professionally, but certainly for her. Egging on a man barely known to her…desiring, no, soliciting his touch on increasingly intimate zones of her body.



The fog in her mind thickened as he changed the positioning of the sheet to cover her right side and uncover her left. 



Same routine: calf, reapply oil, hamstring, reapply oil, and then…



He didn't ask permission that time. Just…



Maybe that was when she started gently moaning. It was embarrassing. 



That was the part–-again, time was lost in the fog–when she began actively hoping that he would take off her panties. Each time his fingers slipped under her waistband or up under the legs of her panties, her breath would hitch in anticipation.



Some time after that, she caught herself wiggling her hips slightly. He responded by adjusting pressure.



And then…



Jordan's face reddened in the car at the memory. What in the world had she been thinking?



And then…Scott had turned around to get more oil on his hand, and she had shifted her legs, her knees…up and apart, her rump elevated slightly in the air.



She presented herself to him. In obvious, desperate arousal. A totally overt invitation…



No, it wasn't an invitation. It was a demand. 



Jordan's stuck her rump right up in the air. Oiled. Soft and pliable from massage. 



In retrospect, she honestly had no earthly idea what had come over her. What did she think was going to happen? Did she think he would pull her panties down and begin massaging the depths of her womanhood? Did she think he would remove his own clothing, clamber awkwardly onto the massage table and mount her?



Would she even have wanted that? How would this car ride feel now if he did hop up between her spread legs and just…



Jordan felt her eyes stinging with tears, her face red. 



It was simply not like her to act like this…like a literal bitch in heat!



Scott had pretended not to notice, simply adjusting her legs so that her torso lay flat on the table again.



Her muffled thanks masked her humiliation. Her anger, even. She muttered some excuse about sciatica, a reaction to her legs being worked on.



He had said not to worry. That nothing was wrong, that it happens all the time.



Bullcrap.



Jordan turned into the parking lot of her apartment complex, the sun low on the horizon as she parked and turned off the car. She wiped her tears of shame, of frustration, of confusion. She grabbed her shoulder bag, got out of her shiny new Rav-4, slammed the door behind her, and performed a stiff walk of forced dignity into her apartment building.



* * *



Ἢ τὰν ἢ ἐπὶ τᾶς



The cursive script spanned the space between his shoulderblades, warm water running over the ancient Greek text and down his lean, toned back.



It was a phrase attributed to the Spartan warrior culture. The translation was: "with the shield, or on it," describing the two ways a Spartan warrior could return home honorably.



Jared had gotten the tattoo years ago, shortly after reporting for special duty in Washington. It was the first of many.



Aside from the prestige, Washington was actually a fairly dull posting. Mostly standing at attention in dry cleaned and polished clothing. He had held several ceremonial posts: the White House, Arlington Cemetery, some special details related to State Department functions, State dinners. He had saluted outside of helicopters, and even Air Force One on a couple of occasions, and he had consequently gotten used to wearing his dress blue uniform nearly every day.



Megan had not complained about that part. 



But that tattoo came about after studying warrior cultures as part of his advancement to brown belt in the Marine Corps mixed martial arts style. He was fascinated by the Spartans. He then went on to study the Persian Immortals, Roman Centurions, the Japanese Samurai, among others. He studied manuals on Shaolin discipline, the Hindu epics Ramayana and Mahabharata, and medieval chivalric Romances.



Megan had been surprised and delighted to see her husband reading. But his interest was not just intellectual.



No, Jared's time at the Martial Arts Center for Excellence, or MACE as it was called, was Jared's first real glimpse into his deepest self. He took every opportunity he could get in his spare time–training there during the week when his ceremonial schedule allowed, and training at nights and on weekends at other dojos with other disciplines–Muy Thai, Brazilian Jiu Jitsu, Krav Maga…



The warm water ran further down the lean, tough topography of Gunnery Sergeant Poisson's back, tumbling over a dense hedge of other iconography, other languages, painted deep into all over his torso. All of them indications of an unflinching warrior ethos–a soul hungry for combat. And they weren't random, either. Each tattoo had followed a victory either in the pit or in the ring–a mark commemorating the principle of battle he had adopted to defeat his opponent.



Suffice it to say the instructors at MACE quickly identified him as more than just an aspiring black belt or instructor. 



They knew this wasn't a standard career climbing infantry marine. This was a champion in training. 



Whispered conversations among senior officers at Quantico led to strings pulled, decreasing his ceremonial duties. Young Sergeant Poisson, so recently back from Afghanistan with a Purple Heart and Bronze Star from Afghanistan, became a golden project for the MACE instructors. He was trained, groomed, conditioned to fight constantly. He was in the pit daily. When they thought he was ready, he would travel to compete wherever they could get permission to send him. 



Initially, he lost more fights than he won. Then, he found a balance–a rhythm of body and spirit steeped in discipline–and he became nearly unbeatable.



It had been hard on his marriage, at first. Especially since Megan was both pregnant and attending her first year at Georgetown Law. With his training and competition, and with her studies, they barely saw each other–even more so after she gave birth to their first child. 



Not to say they weren't in love. They always were–ever since he vaulted the coffee shop counter back in Burlington to get her number for the first time. But both man and wife seemed to be locked in a kind of warrior's incubation–a kind of chrysalis from which they would emerge into their life purpose. And while little Marky's birth was a joyous event, and one that changed their lives forever, his arrival didn't derail their ambitions. He seemed to steel them and focus them. Luckily, his naturally quiet and easy disposition made it possible for both mother and father to continue their own courses of development. Jared couldn't count the number of times he went to pick up his wife late at night at the law library, seeing her in a study carrel, glasses halfway down her nose as she leafed through a thick book with one hand, cradling the little brown skinned baby with the other. Or, on test days, how martial arts instructors casually looked the other way while–against all regulations–a small removable car seat sat firm and stable next to the rack of face masks and boxing gloves near the sparring pit at MACE.



Jared chuckled at the memory as he dried himself off, his torso fully revealed as a tapestry of struggle, and of victory. 



And, of course, prominently placed on the left side of his chest, the numbers 3-2, his callsign in Afghanistan. 



Third platoon, number 2. 



He slid boxer briefs up his long, lean but muscled legs before walking out of the master bathroom. Megan was already in bed, looking at her phone. He walked out briefly to check on Marky, who was sound asleep with another Redwall book tucked under his armpit. Jared gently removed it and set it in his schoolbag before checking the next room, finding JJ passed out facedown in a pile of legos, his homework book wide open on his desk, only 2 math problems completed out of 25. 



Jared shook his head and smiled to himself, gently bending down and lifting up his younger son before tucking him into bed. He tucked a yellow post-it note in the workbook–a sign to Megan at breakfast the next morning that she would need to supervise him finishing his assignment before the bus came. 



JJ's inability to finish schoolwork was an ongoing battle in the Poisson home. 



He turned the light off and shut the door, Jared returned to his own bed, to his own wife.



"Everything okay?" Megan asked, not looking up as he closed the door and shut off the light.



"Yeah. JJ didn't do…pretty much any of his math homework."



Megan nodded as Jared slipped under the covers next to her. "Big surprise."



"How about you? You okay?"



Megan was silent, then tossed her phone on the nightstand and rolled over to clutch her husband. 



Her skin was warm. Soft. Her hair smelled good. He inhaled deeply.



"Meg? You okay?"



He felt warm tears drop onto his bare chest in the dark.



"Meg? What's wrong?"



"Just…nothing. It's fine."



"You're worried about Mark."



She didn't answer.



"Meg…"



"I'm taking the fifth," she giggled, sniffling.



Jared snorted. "I'm worried too. About him, about us. Who knows what kind of shit is going down because some busybody saw whatever she saw…"



Megan didn't answer again.



"I don't know what's gonna happen, Señora Rodriguez–Poisson…"



He felt her smile crack slightly. 



"But we'll figure it out. And if we don't, we'll figure out who blabbed, and we'll fuck their shit up."



Finally she laughed out loud. "Okay. Deal." She nuzzled her face in his chest, sighing deeply before drifting off to sleep.



Jared lay still in the dark, knowing that–despite his attempts to reassure her–the matter was still unresolved. His own status among the marines he led was threatened by the gossip. His wife's reputation was now the plaything of petty-minded gossips in the battalion. And the career of his best friend and his wife's longtime lover was in jeopardy over a situation they could no longer control.



If it all fell apart, it would be hard to resist the temptation to find who blabbed. To locate the culprit and take revenge.



The irony of that idea, he thought to himself as he began to drift off into sleep, is that whoever had unwittingly poked this particular hornet's nest had no idea who they were dealing with. 



It really was true. They were not a family to trifle with. Jared was one of the few marines to achieve the very high rank in martial arts that he had. Only four active duty marines nationwide had attained the same degree of mastery. And it wasn't just a title. He was an internationally ranked cage fighter–provisionally of course, given that he was still on active duty. He had standing offers from agents in the UFC. And his skills were not limited to the realm of the non-lethal by any means. 



If there was a list of the top 10 men in America not to fuck with, he was probably on it.   



And yet, whatever hell he might unleash in retribution against the culprit…would pale in comparison to what Megan could do. 



Just…her method wasn't physical. 



Of course she didn't go around picking fights. She was usually a very easygoing woman. 



Until you threatened something she loved. 



And there were four things in the world that she loved more than anything. Her husband, her two sons, and Mark Rein. 



Who is the idiot that wanted to step in between Megan Rodriguez and something she loved?



Every day that woman made a living out of humiliating scheming hedge fund managers, sleazy mob bosses, corrupt politicians, and a whole host of other criminals. Every single one thought they were one step ahead of her, and every single one of them now ate shitty food out of small steel trays, sleeping behind bars and washing their asses with soap on a rope. 



It wasn't personal. While she did take genuine professional pleasure out of destroying the lives of bastards and assholes, it was never personal.

 

Jared literally couldn't imagine how thoroughly she could deconstruct the life of someone who fucked with either of her sons–or either of their fathers.



* * *



Right leg up on the bottom bench of the bleachers. 



Jordan leaned forward to grab the sole of her foot. 



Count to 5, bounce, count to 5 again.



Left leg up, lean forward, grab the sole of the foot. Count to 5, bounce, count to 5 again. 



She continued her stretching routine, oblivious to the other runners on the track.



It was a cold morning. She had some padding on her sports bra. It might not be enough. 



Jordan hopped up and down a bit, then picked a lane and began a steady lope down the straightway.



It had been a confusing week. Now,Friday mid-morning, all classes done for the week, the latest draft of her dissertation was submitted to her committee. 



A milestone. Progress.



She had all but the last two chapters done, but the last chapter was a summation, which terrified her. Jordan hated closing out her own thoughts, committing herself to one set of conclusions. Keeping ideas open to explore…that was much more comfortable intellectual space.



But without landing somewhere, the argument just floats in the air forever. As Professor Lukacz was fond of reminding her.



So she would just have to grit her teeth and swing for the fences in the last two chapters.



Despite having much to think about in the way of academics, her mind kept slipping into a deeper, more recent groove. The awkward humiliation of the massage table incident, as she had taken to naming it, was fast becoming an intrusive memory. 



She had trouble suppressing the hot-faced shame following Scott's subtle adjustment of her posture…



gently returning her hips back down onto the padded table…



She still turned her head away and winced in mental anguish at the embarrassment.



Yet the urge that drove her little rump-in-the-air experiment never quite left her. In fact, her dreams had been invaded more than once by the counterfactual supposition. That is to say that on not one but two occasions in the subsequent 72 hours, she had dreamed of being in a white room, naked and pronated on a padded table. She had dreamed of tucking her knees and lifting her hips. In both dreams, her eyes remained locked forward, not seeing anything, or anyone, but exhaling obscenely as welcome warmth entered her behind her field of vision. 



On both occasions, her body had been frozen but willing, and on both occasions, she simply turned her head to the side and gently set her cheek to rest on the soft pillow while the mystery man behind her took care of her.



The culmination of the encounters was always veiled in a fog, of course. But fog notwithstanding, the erotic potency of the fantasy made it so she woke up wet.





And on both occasions, she groggily texted David the dancing girl emoji just after waking up but before assuming the very same posture of her dream–cheek down, rump up underneath the blankets of her bed–and gently but incompletely massaging away the tension in her core. 



Now, her well-conditioned runner's legs stretching out in unconscious grace, wrapped in loose track pants and an old sweatshirt against the chilly morning, she felt decidedly un-sexy. 



A conscious choice, perhaps, as it had been a distracting week.



As she rounded her first set of four laps, she marked the mile before adjusting her pace upward. Her breath deepened, but the runner's high hadn't hit yet. That was usually a little after mile 3 for her. 



This is better, she said quietly to herself. She didn't need to find a new sex partner. She could work out her frustration on the track. 



It had worked before. Unintentionally at first–she recounted her desire for long runs as stress relief began around puberty and lasted well through her undergraduate studies. Since she maintained her virginity until marriage, she wondered if there was a corollary relief that running afforded her as she abstained from sex from the age of majority until she married David in her mid twenties.



If there was no direct correlation between her abstinence and her consistent distance running during those years, there was certainly some overlap in the reward cycle of endorphin release.



Obviously, it wasn't the same. Nothing could really beat the oxytocin flood following a good, deeply penetrating orgasm, of course. 



But she didn't know that before she got married. And, to be honest, she didn't know it for a while after she got married, either. 



She had learned that particular life lesson from Mark.



Jordan shook her head. She didn't want to think about him. It was a highway to frustration. And lately she had given entirely too much room in the driver's seat of her mind to that girl in the mirror. 



Only she wasn't found in the mirror anymore. Which was frustrating in a new way. At least when she was projecting her own libido onto a mirror image of herself, she could maintain a certain emotional distance from her frustrations. Now that she had had the conversation with David, now that Mark's name had resurfaced…now that she knew there were still at least two weeks before David would even come home…



She felt like the girl in the mirror was everywhere now. She had to admit that she was losing her ability to stay rational. 



She marked the second mile, but she may have missed a lap in the depth of her cogitations. Distractions again.



Running was nice. Running didn't meet all of her physical needs, she admitted to herself. But it did take the edge off. She adjusted her pace up again, and began passing other runners on the track. Some of them followed her with their eyes, noting a frustrated intensity in her pacing.



She remained focused inward, fixating on the social and emotional tangle of her situation. 



After the incident at the spa, after making a fool of herself in front of poor Scott, who was just doing his job and had to endure a clumsy lower-primate gesture…no, more of a canine or bovine gesture of female need–Jordan could never show her face at that spa again. 



She'd have to find a tactful way to get David to cancel the subscription…



Circling on her twelfth lap…or was it fourteenth? Jordan felt the endorphin shock of the runner's high. Right on schedule. She felt her breath deepen, the rhythm smoothing out as the normal wear of her knees and ankles eased into a glide.



Maybe that whole spa thing wasn't so bad after all, she thought, the endorphins boosting her confidence suddenly. 



Surely Scott, who was a handsome man, and who worked on women from sunup to sundown, had had the occasional breach of protocol from a grateful-if-frustrated client. She doubted she was the first. Maybe she could just take his gentle rejection as a statement of boundary and move on. Pretend it never happened.



Maybe she could just go back to running religiously every day. Take the edge off her stress that way. It worked before she got married. She felt good now. Not oxytocin-release good, but solid endorphins good. And with cardio benefits. She could wake up every day, drink water, run the track, then ride the endorphin release into a productive morning of writing. Maybe even train for a marathon again. Or a triathlon. 



Jordan was still a little ambivalent as to the reality of starting a new sexual relationship, notwithstanding the conversations with David. Maybe it should just stay in the fantasy stage. Some pink-lady dirty talk, and she could look up that kink website every now and again if she got too worked up. 



Yeah, that was probably a good idea. With Mark gone, with no obvious candidate to replace him in bed…Jordan just didn't want to risk the gut-wrenching rejection she felt at the spa again. She could ride the roller coaster of physical frustration, take the edge off with running, and sending the occasional dancing girl emoji to David would keep her sane. 



She finally glanced down at her pedometer as she rounded the curve once more, now officially unaware of how far she had run. 



5.6 miles. 36 minutes. Best time in a year.  



* * *



"What's his name?"



"Zipper."



"Zipper?"



"That's right. Found him on the side of the road out in the county. Still a pup, obviously, but he zips every which way. He'll be fast as hell when he's grown."



Mark nodded in response to the friendly Carolina drawl of the humane society worker. Looking through the chain link down at the scared mixed-breed puppy, his mind ran the implications of the decision. 



It wasn't helpless, but close. Floppy ears, big eyes, dappled brown and black coloring with a thick undercoat and a fluffy fur. It looked like there was some collie in there. Maybe a little bit of black lab. Seemed like a friendly family-dog breed. 



Mark wondered what kind of lowlife would leave it on the side of the road to get hit by a car. 



"This for you? Or someone else?" The kennel worker asked.



"For…friends. My…my best friend's oldest son. They promised he could get a dog when they moved up here, but they haven't gotten around to it. His birthday's on Thursday."



"Well, we need to get the signoff from the ones that will actually be housing the dog."



Mark nodded. "Of course. She's on her way, I let her know. But I'm taking care of the fees. Adoption, vaccination, neutering, crate, toys, whatever. The works."



The door chime floated into the kennel room from the front office. Mark heard Megan's voice float through the door as she asked after him.



"Back here, Meg." Mark's voice was even, but carried easily into the next room.  



The door squeaked open and Megan walked through, her eyes wide. Still wearing business attire from a day in court, she looked incredibly out of place in a kennel. 



She had no idea what to expect. Mark had only texted her an address, accompanying a vague message that they had to talk about Marky. 



Naturally, somewhat panicked, she came straight from court. No stops. 



This was not what she expected.



"His name's Zipper." Mark spoke matter-of-factly as he nodded down at the puppy.



"Oh my God…" Megan's face scrunched in sympathy as she crouched down and curled her fingers through the chain link.. "Shit…" she covered her mouth with her free hand, a gesture at concealing her delight. "Fuck! He's so cute…"



The kennel worker grinned as the puppy licked Megan's fingers.



"You…you absolute bastard…" Megan said, grinning with a small tear forming in the corner of her eye as she looked up at Mark. "Is this what you wanted to talk about?"



"Yep. It's a done deal, but they need you to sign off."



"Me?"



"Yeah. Since, you know. It's going to be at your place. For Marky's birthday."



Megan was taken aback. "You remembered…"



"Of course. I also remember being his age, and we couldn't get a dog in our apartment building, and I really wanted one. This one'll last both of the boys until college."



Megan nodded, not looking away from the puppy as it began to gnaw her knuckle.



Mark was unconsciously aloof at Marky's birthdays. Likely unsure of his footing, he usually got a generic gift, and hung back from being too big a presence in the boy's life. The past few months, however, things had begun to change. He had begun directing Marky's reading, spending more time with him, even having him sit in the commander's office at Charlie Company headquarters on occasion.



"So…it's cool?" Mark broke Megan's train of thought.



"Yeah," Megan looked up at him, her eyes sparkling. "We were planning on a dog this Christmas, but this is fine. This is perfect, actually. We just need to get some stuff for him…"



"Already taken care of," Mark put up a hand to stop her. "I'll handle all that."



"I'll go get the paperwork ready," the kennel worker said, slipping past the door.

 

"Jared'll love it," Megan continued. "This guy looks a little bit like the dog he had when he was a kid. At least from the pictures I've seen."



"Yeah, that's exactly what I was thinking. I saw this one on the shelter's website, and I was like…jackpot…"



Megan nodded eagerly, standing up. "Mark, I don't know what…thank you." She stepped toward him and rested her cheek on his chest. "Thank you."



Mark clutched her body to his. It was the first time he held her since they had made the decision to take a step back with their intimacy. 



"You sure you're okay with it?" Mark said. Megan closed her eyes, relishing the rumbling of his chest as he spoke. 



"Mmmhmm…" 



He held her until they heard the kennel worker grab the doorknob. Then, stepping back as if it was the most natural thing in the world, Megan bent down to put her fingers through the chain link again.



The kennel worker grinned as he opened the cage door and picked up the puppy, placing him gently in Megan's arms. 



The puppy whined, Megan cooed, and Mark laughed out loud.



"So I'll take care of all the vet stuff, food, a couple toys, a crate, training pads, and a leash…" he explained.



Megan nodded, scratching the puppy behind the ears.



"And," he continued, "I figure he'll just stay at my place until Thursday. I can bring him to the party. Should I wrap him up? For the party? How would I even do that?"



"Just put a bow on his collar," Megan offered. 



"Alright." Mark reached over and compulsively pet the puppy as it whined. Megan reluctantly handed him over, then brushed the puppy hair off her blouse.



"Gonna have to get used to that. I'll invest in a crate of lint rollers,"



"Yeah, me too. We're wearing service uniforms on Friday," Mark nodded. "The war on dog hair begins." 



The kennel worker walked ahead of the couple as Megan tossed a knowing look up at Mark.



"This is incredibly sweet of you, Captain Rein."



He shot a smile back at her. "Yeah, you know me. Just being a good uncle." 



Megan smirked. "Sure. A good uncle."



* * * 



11:45. An early night for Jordan, as she leaned back in the kitchen chair, looking over the running text on her laptop. She had managed to spit out about 12 pages of her second to last chapter. If she could keep up the rhythm, it would probably balloon to 45 pages, then get cut down to 21, then grow to land in the 30-35 range. She was developing a noticeable pattern in her academic writing. 



And the rhythm she was trying to establish–waking up, running hard, writing and/or teaching, eating healthy, and another mild run right before dinner–the routine seemed to be working. She freed up some time in the evening for the girls' group at church, or lessons with Mrs. Dolly, or just a little time to watch TV by herself. She was still prone to distraction, but she was careful to redirect her more unhelpful thoughts back toward her academic work. 



She would talk to David each night, making sure he knew that she loved him, but the conversations were brief, as the time difference led her to catch him in the middle of the afternoon when he was working. 



Then, after she hung up the phone…



After the lights were out and she was wrapped in the warmth of her sheets…



Then and only then would she exhale deeply as she touched herself.



It was always a visceral sense of relief as she began slipped her hand underneath the waistband of her panties. Exploring her warmth, encouraging the copious wetness, letting her mind wander as she swam in sensation. She would revisit all the little vignettes of the day that she had forced herself to ignore in the moment–the attractive man in line ahead of her at the coffee shop at lunch time, the men's soccer team running drills on the field adjacent to the track where she was running, and, of course, the extraordinarily inconvenient fact that her office mate, Patrick Lin, had just broken up with his girlfriend. 



He wasn't her dream man. He was no Mark Rein. But he had a good body, and was nice. And his recent availability…could get distracting if she let her self-discipline slip.



Now, swaddled by the warm darkness, Jordan freely savored these thoughts.



But as the physical excitement in her core grew, the arousal left the milder stimulations of the day and turned to follow the deeper grooves of her mind. 



She would begin to think about Mark. 



Her best lover, her introduction to deep, satisfying sex with a strong, masculine man. He had been a revelation. A gateway to deep pleasures that were completely unknown to her in her marriage. 



Somewhere near climax, she would invariably try to conjure up a fantasy of them together. Variations on a theme wherein a text message would appear on her phone. 



From Mark. 



The message would vary in content, but followed a thematic arc, where friendly greetings and small talk would develop into a casual revelation that she pleased him in a way he couldn't forget. That he couldn't get out of his mind, and couldn't move on from. 



She would imagine him confessing to her that her body drove him wild, that he wanted to possess her again. 



She imagined playfully reciprocating his interest, batting invitations back and forth for a while before coyly inviting him directly to take her again. 



She would imagine him appearing at her apartment. Walking into her bedroom. Shedding his clothes–his tall, broad frame always pressed against the outer spatial boundaries of her imagination. He would hungrily lay her on her back, invariably slipping between her legs, his massive cock insisting against her before burrowing into her.



This thought always turned a corner for her as she masturbated. The high road to orgasm at this point was always coated with the combined memory and fantasy of her best lover grunting and flexing as he ejaculated. Jordan would tense, pulse in ecstasy, and slowly relax as she imagined him deep inside her, his hips and cock twitching in polyrhythm as his warmth shot into hers. She would focus on his grimacing face as he filled her, that small scar at the ridge of his chin flexing–a sign that she had pleased him totally before collapsing on top of her.



That wasn't always the fantasy that brought Jordan's wet fingers to rest serenely against her pillow post-climax every night. 



Just most nights. 



Then, wiping her arousal on a sheet, she would text David the splash emoji before tossing the phone aside and falling into contented sleep.



Such was the case tonight. A quick conversation with David, an episode of Friends, and then a quick reverie through the stimuli of the day, a fantasy that began with Mark texting and ended with him filling her womanhood with his relief. Routine, but not unpleasant. She wiped her fingers on her sheet and reached for her phone, ready to inform her loving husband of her pleasure.



But this time she did have a new text message waiting. One that had popped up while she was preoccupied with masturbating.



From Captain Mark Rein.
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In a weird way, it looked like a treble clef. At least the top half of one. Without the slight flourish at the bottom, of course.



Gil squinted as he looked down. 



Yep. Where his body joined with Amy, there was a definite resemblance. A little treble clef when she raised up just enough to barely hold him inside. Then it disappeared inside her again…



Amy straddled her boyfriend's hips, her muscular thighs flexing effortlessly as she rose and fell. His own rigid member slipped in and out of her, the wet, parting cleft of her womanhood eagerly embracing him as her dance generated pleasure for them both.



Yeah, kind of like a treble clef. 



Coincidental–ironic, even–as little it produced cute little squeaks from Amy's throat, manifesting as hums somewhere in the D flat major range, a full octave above middle C. Tonic and mediant pitches, mostly. Occasionally rising to subdominant…



"What?" Amy whispered, looking down at her boyfriend and giggling, the slick sounds of their union audible now.



"Nothing…" Gil snapped out of his analytical reverie and smiled up at her. He breathed deeply before gently grasping her splayed quadriceps with his long, thin fingers–not wanting to break her rhythm as the warm pleasure of her favor radiated down his cock and into his body.



That rhythm, of course, was a syncopated one–a half-beat echo of the much heavier thumps on the other side of the wall. 



Amy sighed, grasping her small breasts and pinching her pink nipples between her fingers, her hair falling forward with her head.



The duet had become routine. A repeat, command performance. 



It was almost Pavlovian, actually. 



When the neighbor–the mysterious Mr. Rain–began unceremoniously plowing some woman on the other side of the wall, Amy and Gil…simply responded in kind. 



The first time was spontaneous, of course. Unexpected. They heard Mr. Rain and a lady companion, and they themselves decided to couple on a lark.



And the level of pleasure was shocking. 



The second time took the form of a joke. The noises started a couple nights later as they were drifting off to sleep. Why not do it again? 



But when Amy mounted her boyfriend, when her eyes closed, her ears attentive to the rhythm tapping on the other side of the wall, when Gil's own fingers began mimicking a keyboard improvisation across her back, up her stomach, cupping her small breasts, and running an arpeggio down and between her thighs…as the steady rhythm enveloped them, Amy had experienced a profound and unexpected climax.



She was a little embarrassed by that. But both thought it best not to question it. Because both of them knew what it was.



After that, neither Gil nor Amy bothered to articulate the need they felt when they heard the noises through the wall. And neither cared what exactly generated the potency of their intercourse when Mr. Rain was engaged beyond their headboard. Each time, they simply echoed him, found their climax, and then collapsed into stifled giggles after it was over, holding each other tenderly in the dark.



Gil didn't need words to explain it. He had experienced this phenomenon in an analogous domain of experience on any number of occasions. Always while sitting in front of 88 faux-ivory keys, with another performer or performers positioned to his front and off to the right. 



It was synergy. 



Creative chemistry. 



That strange blend of action and reception, simultaneous give-and-take that always seemed to transcend words while being intuitively understood by all participants. And the more astute audiences.



The magic part of good ensemble music.



He knew how to recognize it mainly because of how often it didn't happen. He couldn't count the number of times he had to sit with a violist, or a clarinetist, a flatlining choir or even a group of uninspired dancers, working his way dutifully through the requisite number of measures, beats, and tones as everyone merely plunked through their part of the piece. The technical result was generally passable. Applause usually followed, and it was usually more polite than anything.



But sometimes…and you could never completely predict when it would happen…the music would start, and the musicians would both tap into something together. The music itself would bind them in a unified–or at least a bonded–pair. They would start anticipating each other–dynamics, volume, the perfect little pauses for breath, all of it–it would just…happen. 



Those were the moments. And you could always tell. 



You could always tell.



He looked up at Amy's face, which held a fierce concentration as the melody sung by the other young woman through the wall raised in pitch. Whoever she was, she was clearly ramping up to orgasm.



And Amy was following.



Amy stopped bouncing on Gil and began to grind: her smooth, pale hips pumping gracefully forward, up a bit, then back.



Forward, up a bit, back.



Forward, up a bit, back.



3 beats on two…Treble clef. Key of D flat major. 



Development…leads to tension…leads to…



Climax.



The woman on the other side of the wall wailed, and Amy's hand quickly rose to cover her own mouth. Her eyes scrunched shut, but her hips did not miss a nanosecond of rhythm. 



A trained dancer never misses a beat. You can break her legs and she'll still finish on beat. 



And Amy was a true dancer–she bucked as steady as a metronome.



Gil's own orgasm steadily rose as he felt his girlfriend's womanhood clutch him. Their motions continued, and the gentle pulses of Amy's delight drew out his own climax. He grunted, squeezing her thighs with his fingers as he released into the condom.



True to the routine, Amy giggled in delight as she fell forward onto Gil. 



They panted together in the dark, their hearts slowing steadily as the rhythm thumped on behind their cheap IKEA headboard. 



Amy continued to affectionately nudge her hips into Gil's as he softened inside her. Reaching carefully between them, he withdrew, noting the windy sigh of her contentment as he pinched off the used condom, tossing it into the bedside trash can before spreading his wide palm across her bare back and clutching her torso into his. 



Amy cooed as Gil lifted their bedspread over her bare body. 



Amy, petite as she was, got cold quickly. But under the covers, the heat of her face and torso continued to warm his body. 



Gil didn't know for sure, but she seemed like she wanted more. 



But she didn't say anything. Just ran her own tiny palms up and down Gil's long, thin arms, her warm torso dampening his own.



* * *



David's feet twitched slightly, impatient for the plane to reach cruising altitude. 



His mind was in a tangle, unsure of where to start and where to end the email. And he couldn't open his laptop until the flight crew gave the go-ahead.



It was the first port visit since he started at Maersk where he hit nothing but walls. It was a disaster in consulting terms–utterly unproductive. He had submitted his report full of recommendations to all concerned, but he had no hope that any of them would be implemented, even with corporate pressure from above, as the ports in that region clearly ran on some sort of familial patronage and rather than a focus on efficiency or profit. 



As David had no clear corrective for that, he was forced to admit his limitations. Three weeks of arguing in circles, of being misdirected by foremen and supervisors, and one time even being locked out of his workspace "on accident."



He wanted to compose a straightforward, professional email to Arne to get ahead of what he strongly suspected was inevitable failure. 



A monotone ding sounded in the cabin of the large aircraft. The flight crew unbuckled from their jump seats and began to prepare the drink service. David bent down and reached into his carry-on bag to retrieve his laptop.



It was a long flight. Overnight from Istanbul to New York, then an hour layover to catch the regional jet home. 



His face still burned with frustration. It had been a maddening three weeks, and the particular time difference between Turkey and home made daily conversations with Jordan problematic. Plus, she was in the last two chapters of her thesis, and highly focused. He didn't want to worry her with his own frustrations or worries, so he had forced an optimistic tone and kept updates to bare facts. 



But the level of frustration–combined with the absence of data stemming from port and railway supervisors stonewalling him–made his nights lonelier than usual. And of course, his nights were Jordan's workdays, so he felt bad calling her. Even if she was wide awake while he stared at the hotel ceiling in the middle of the night.



He finished the email, which was brief, friendly, and governed by bare facts, and read it through.



Yes…that would have to do. He had been succinct, fact based, and professional. A small bit of frustration was probably discernible, but Arne liked to draw his own conclusions, and the information David had provided would make the dots easy to connect. 



But the end conclusion was clear: there would be no real improvements to the Black Sea port system until the staff became more open to change. 



For Arne, that meant a knot in a rope that David had thus far been successful in untangling. 



David wasn't sure how Arne would react. He'd never failed on one of these trips before. 



One thing was for sure. His usual return home would feel tainted. 



David liked to go home to Jordan for his week off with a new revenue stream every time. He knew she didn't need that from him, and most of the time he either didn't tell her how much the incentive pay increase would be, or he played it off as no big deal. But he liked the feeling of returning home with more for her. 



For them. For their future. 



He read through the email one more time, took a deep breath, and hit the send button.



Gritting his teeth, he resisted the temptation to open the spreadsheets from the Turkey trip again. He knew what he saw, he knew why he reached the conclusions he did. He didn't want to tie himself in knots any more over this.



He closed his laptop and replaced it, reaching for his phone. He connected to the wi-fi and texted Jordan.



Should he tell her now? Or wait until they were together?



He opened the message chain between them–a rolling current of short and long expressions of love, of little cartoon symbols. Emojis, signifying playful, affectionate and occasionally erotic intent.



He'd wait to tell her. She might not even ask. She never did, actually. She didn't seem to care about money that much. Even though he always told her what he managed to achieve on his trips. He liked reporting to her, even though he knew she didn't expect him to. 



He typed his message.



D: Hey Jo, I'm in the air. Should land in NYC in…10.5 hours. Then the regional. Looks like no delays, I should be home when we planned.



He waited. No response. He put his phone down and let his head loll back in exhaustion… 



A buzz on his pant leg jolted him out of slumber. 



How long have I been asleep?



He checked his phone…he had sent the text to Jordan 40 minutes ago. 



J: So excited to see you honey! When do you land here?



David rubbed his eyes.



D: Probably just before dinner. Want to hit Curry Hut on the way home?



J: Maybe later…you're landing at 3:30, right? Why don't you hit this 😻 when you get home…😜 Then we can get some Curry Hut takeout. Does that sound like a plan?



David grinned. 



D: You have no idea…



David's face flushed. He loved it when she was eager.



J: It's a deal then…I'm glad you see it my way.



D: Yeah, absolutely. No argument there. You can pick me up from the airport? 



He waited a couple minutes, then finally a response.



J: Duh. Text me when you take off from NYC, and I'll meet you at baggage claim like always. Then buckle up, business boy. 👩‍❤️‍💋‍👨



David's face flushed a deeper red. 



"Would you like a cold beverage now, Mr. Stark?"



David looked up suddenly, blanking the screen on his phone.



"Um, yes. Ginger Ale, please. And an extra cup for ice, if you could?"



"Of course."



David looked at his watch, shifting in his seat as to rustle his stirring blood back down. When the flight attendant had moved past, he picked up his phone again.



D: Can't wait, Jo. I love you. 



J: ❤️❤️❤️



* * *



The plastic totes were way bigger than she thought they would be.



It seemed stupid to realize that now. Like, when she bought them at Target, Amy wrestled both totes into the big red cart, then wrestled them out again at the checkout counter, and then into the back seat of her car when she got to the parking lot.



But somehow it was when she got them into the apartment that she realized she had a problem. Stuffing her clothes–the cheap ones–into one tote, and then when that one was full, the other, she had to plomp her rump down onto the lids to latch them shut. But then…she had two cumbersome, awkward plastic totes stacked unceremoniously in the corner of her bedroom. 



Two awkward, ugly translucent boxes clearly stuffed with soft, cheap clothing.



It wouldn't do, but she had other priorities first.



Rushing back to her closet, Amy carefully removed the soft plastic film from her approved wardrobe. Some light formal things, including three business ensembles and a couple cocktail dresses, next to a row of casual wear. Mostly tans, creams, and light earth tones from The Row, Celine, a couple less well names, but all names from Saks, of course. All of them hung easily on evenly spaced wooden hangers. 



On the shelf above–untouched Chanel ballet flats perched next to polished leather riding boots, Gucci loafers that matched her purse…   



I could go on. You get the point.



Similar haste had led Amy to replace their Walmart-Gift-Card bedding with something more acceptable–high thread count Egyptian cotton peeking out under a spotless and brand new comforter from Crate and Barrel–the most expensive one she could find that worked in the color scheme of the bedroom. The dishes were what they were–no getting around that–but then the kitchen was cleaned, then cleaned again. It all sat sterile, and subtle but rare aromas wafted from the candles–opened, but not yet lit. 



Amy took another glance around, pretending to walk into the room for the first time. The new curtains seemed good enough. 



She'd hate them, but they weren't cheap. So they could at least fight about it. Better that than…most other things they could fight about.



Now Amy was frustrated to find she couldn't quite get any of her vacuum attachments to reach the little bits of dust bunnies that clung around the legs of Gil's upright practice piano. 



It was an electric one with weighted keys–so no full size harp–but it was still quite heavy. 



She grunted in frustration as she dropped to her knees and leaned forward to pick the dust bunnies out of the carpet, one by one. After accumulating a small handful, she carefully inspected the space, and, satisfied, she popped back up to her feet and dropped the little handful of lint into the trash can before taking it out.



After the dumpster lid crashed shut, Amy made her way back across the parking lot, checking her watch. 



The former Mrs. Jepps, or "Trish," as she liked to be called–despite her actual name being Pamela Jean–was set to arrive in 90 minutes. 



Amy shuddered at the thought of her mother in El Paso. She had only been once before, it was only for a half day, and it did not go well. Thank god she lived in the dorms then. But now she had her own place, which Trish didn't like. 



Gil was teaching until 5:30 tonight, so he would not be able to meet Amy and her mother until dinner. Reservations were secured at the closest thing to a fancy restaurant Amy could find in El Paso. 



It didn't matter, really. Of course Trish would find fault with everything. But the damage could be…minimized.



Amy pulled open the gate to the building and slipped inside, the latch catching the hem of her tank top. She adjusted it as the gate clanged shut behind her. 



Shit. A tank top from the mall, set over some generic leggings–she'd take them off when she took a shower, but she'd have to hide those too. 



Maybe just throw them in the dumpster on her back out to the car…



She opened her apartment door again, looking around. 



Yeah, it looked like a diligent and undervalued immigrant woman cleaned it. 



She hated that she knew that was her mother's standard.



As Amy made her way to the bathroom, where her chosen casual designer outfit was hanging and ready over the towel rack, she caught sight of the two large totes still imposing in front of the closet.



Shit. 



Amy pursed her lips in frustration and sighed. 



They couldn't be out, and there was really nowhere to hide them. 



She could maybe shove them onto the porch, but if her mother stepped out there to inspect–and she probably would–that would not be good. That would be worse, because the neighbors could see. Her mother would call her trailer trash. 



Not good.



Actually, that was an understatement. Trish finding two totes full of those clothes, and knowing that Amy was wearing them daily–that would be a catastrophe. 



She was out of options. She checked her watch again. 84 minutes before she had to be at the airport. 



She could rent a storage unit? 



No. No time. 



And she couldn't hide them in the car, either. Obviously.



A thought occurred. There was that spot off to the right of the laundry facility in the building–a little hook of a corner leading to a utility closet. If she could stack them there, she could probably get away with leaving them overnight. Enough time to let Gil slip away and maybe take them to one of his roommates' places later. Maybe.



Amy grunted in frustration. It would have to do. She was out of options. She leaned over and spread her arms wide to grasp the first of the totes. Attempting to lift it, her petite body tipped over onto the stack with an indignant squeak. 



She grabbed the handle and pulled, the plastic crackling with indignity as it hit the ground. She dragged it over the carpet, stutter-stepping, heading backward toward the front door. 



When her butt hit the front door, she stepped awkwardly over the tote before even more awkwardly wiggling the door open and shoving it the box into the hall.



Swearing quietly to herself, Amy repeated the process with the other tote, this time dragging it backwards out into the hall by the other. Glancing down at her watch, she realized that if she didn't hurry, she wouldn't have time to shower and do her hair. 



Unacceptable.



Determined, but smarting from the rough red line from the sharp edge of the plastic handle digging into the pads of her fingers, she kept dragging backward, bent over, her small butt pointing the way as she tip-tip-tip toed the awkward box down the rough hallway toward the laundry…Until her small butt rammed directly into a wall. 



Amy squeaked in indignation, unsure what had happened. She was sure she hadn't reached the end of the hall yet, turning around to look up and find that the wall was a man.



A particular man, in fact. The mysterious Mr. Rain. 



Amy's eyes widened. 



Mr. Rain was as tall as she remembered–certainly more than a foot taller than her. Maybe a foot and a half. And he had clearly come from the community gym–he was wearing a tight tank top and gray sweatpants, the cords from earbuds running into an ipod strapped to his long, muscular arm. Running her eyes down that arm, Amy could see a partially healed scar–a straight, clean scab clearly caused by a deep cut from a sharp edge.



He was sweaty. And bigger than she remembered. 



"Oh my god…I'm sorry…" Amy shot upright and turned around, her small palm instinctively touching his chest as a sign of contrition.



Solid muscle.



She jerked her hand back and apologized again. "I'm sorry…I'm so sorry, I was just…ummm…"



"Need help?"



"Help?" Amy was flustered–herself sweaty, her blond hair unkempt from the frenzy of cleaning.



Mr. Rain gestured to the tote, with its brother tote clearly visible twenty feet down the hall in front of her apartment door.



"Oh, that. Yeah, I'm just…uh…I'm hiding them."



"Hiding them?"



Amy blushed. "Yeah. It's…a long story."



Mr. Rain's eyebrow cocked in interest. He didn't answer, just waited.



She couldn't identify why, but Amy felt a strange compulsion to confess everything to him.



"It's dumb. I'm…uh…my mom's coming to visit, and she hates how I dress. So I'm..um…hiding all of my clothes until she leaves."



Mr. Rain's eyebrow cocked slightly higher. Amy held her breath until his lips shot backward and up, exposing a row of straight, strong, white teeth. His head tilted up slightly as the laughter started. 



Her blush deepened.



Shaking his head in appreciation with a wide smile, Amy all of the sudden saw something other than the stern, formidable tower of a man that she had seen before. 



She smiled nervously, tucking her sweaty blonde hair behind her ear.



"Where are you hiding them?" Mr. Rain's voice boomed as it chased the laugh.



Amy's nervous smile faded. "By the laundry…that space around the corner by that door."



Mr. Rain shook his head. "Nah. The janitor uses that every night. He'll definitely throw it away. Just hide 'em at my place."



Amy's stomach leaped as she remembered the space from weeks ago. She had only seen it while in a haze of adrenaline, but she remembered it was sad, and a little scary. Bare of furnishings, no decoration. Just books, a bed, and bottles of liquor. 



But Mr. Rain was clearly sober now, and he was probably right about the janitor…



"Come on…" Mr. Rain interrupted her train of thought. He bent down and lifted the tote clean into the air with one hand, walking toward the door of his apartment. 



1E. 



"I won't rat out your wardrobe choices to your mom. I promise."



"Okay…" Amy laughed nervously, following him as he slipped his key into his door.



* * *



Jordan shot upright in her bed. The warm, unfurled feeling that followed her gentle self-evocation lay latent in her limbs, but was soon eclipsed by the blood that shot through her body–following the thumping of her heart.



She stared down at her phone, eyes wide. The contact Captain Mark Rein seemed to slur in and out of focus at the top of the notification, and she blinked twice to make sure she was reading it right. The bedsheet, blanket, and comforter lay bunched around her waist, her naked shoulders, clavicle, and breasts exposed to the dim blue light of her phone in the dark. 



Fingers trembling as she hesitated, she unlocked her phone screen and opened her messages.



M: Hey, it's Mark. Haven't talked in a while, just wondering how you're doing. I'm pretty well settled here in NC. Text me back if you want to chat.



Jordan found her mouth with her fingertips, the dim smell of her arousal rising into her nose as she reflexively covered her lips in surprise.



What do I do?



Jordan genuinely wasn't prepared for this. On the one hand, she had carte blanche from David–who was due back home tomorrow. They had discussed having her having a sexual relationship with another man, of course. The past three weeks had been a baffling, frustrating, horny mess of emotions as she navigated the messy threshold between loving, monogamous wife and faithful hotwife while David was half a world away. 



That threshold was so messy that she basically gave up on the reality of stepping all the way over it again. The fantasy was enough.



But then Mark Rein texts me out of the blue…



Some mix of flattery and frustration flashed across her emotional field of vision. Where was this supposed to go?



Maybe he was in town…maybe he wanted to stop by?



Maybe he wasn't in town, and just wanted to check in like he said. He lives five states away, after all…why would he come back?



Jordan read the text again, searching for clues.



He's wondering how I'm doing…



Was it a general inquiry? A friendly check in? Was he lonely, or bored? Why reach out to her specifically? There's nothing overtly erotic about the message, but…



Jordan took a deep breath.



Should she text David and ask him if it was okay to talk to Mark? They had discussed him, but not as a real option, given the distance and their history.



She checked the clock on her phone. She couldn't text David now…he was supposed to be boarding a plane.



What could happen if she responded with a friendly text? Why was she so excited with him five states away? Why did this feel wrong all of the sudden?



She read the text a third time, analyzing it by category. 



Friendly. General inquiry. 



She could hold those boundaries. Keep it casual.



She typed.



J: Hey! Nice to hear from you, hope you're enjoying your new commander role. I've been thinking about you.



She looked down at the message before she sent it. 



It was too forward. Thinking about him? Yeah, when masturbating. 



Too much.



Maybe a point-by-point response? She deleted the first try.



J: Hey, yeah! Haven't heard from you for a while either! I'm doing good, hope you're doing well! Glad you're settled in NC! I'd love to chat and catch up if you want!



She looked over the second message. A cursory glance made her cringe. 5 exclamation marks, and only 1 complete sentence. Might as well text him a "desperate girlfriend" meme.



Best to keep it open, minimal. Maybe his next text would clarify intentions…



J: Hey, good to hear from you! I'm doing okay, what's new with you?



She hit send.



30 seconds into watching the three dots flash on his side of the text conversation, Jordan realized she hadn't breathed. She took a deep breath, which was interrupted with the next message.



M: Nothing particularly exciting. I've had command of Charlie Co for about 6 months now, and we're doing pretty well. It was an uphill climb for a while, but things are coming together. Definitely more fulfilling than babysitting cadets. But harder in some ways.



Jordan caught herself smiling. Why was she smiling?



J: What, you don't like being crammed into an office in a student union building dealing with college kid problems all day?



M: Yeah, that got old. Although I was telling my XO yesterday–sometimes smoking hot grad students come and tattle on cadets when they cheat on a test, and that can be a pretty big perk of the gig.



Jordan immediately felt her face flush.



J: Oh? You used the plural there for smoking hot grad students…were there also busty young doctoral candidates from the Mathematics or Biological Science department that turned your head while disclosing violations of academic policy?



Jordan smiled to herself as Mark's responses came quickly. They were falling into their established pattern of banter.



M: I'm sorry Ms. Simms, those files are classified.



Jordan cocked an eyebrow and giggled.



J: Permanently?



M: I'm afraid so, Ms. Simms. Although I will say that "busty" was never really my type…I prefer the petite athletic type.



Jordan slid from her seated upright position to lay on her back, settling in as she felt her nipples begin to harden.



J: That's new data to consider, Captain. We're narrowing the field of inquiry at least.



M: 😜



J: You're using emojis!



M: Yeah, I'm learning. It's…had mixed results.



J: 🤣



M: So seriously, how have you been? How's your dissertation coming?



Jordan took a deep breath. She noticed that she hadn't stopped smiling since his first response.



J: It's good, actually. I've got 8 chapters done, I've got like…1 and a half to go.



M: That IS good. You're really cranking it out.



J: Yeah, well, a few hours a day every day. It accumulates.



M: I'm sure it's brilliant. 



J: I'm sure you're wrong.



M: Time will tell, Dr. Simms.



Jordan's smile widened.



J: Don't jinx it!



M: How's David?



Jordan's heart softened. 



J: He's good. Really good, actually.



M: Did he get that management job?



Jordan blinked, realizing just how much had happened in the past year.



J: No, actually. He got edged out by someone's nephew or something, but then he took a consulting job with a big international shipping corporation. He travels all over the world, fixing supply chain stuff. He's really good at it. And they pay him really well. I got a new car and everything.



M: Wow. That's…that's really incredible. 



J: Yeah, and he started a business too. Basically a new way to do fleet vehicle maintenance, and they're starting to source materials for local government road crews and stuff. It's really taken off, they have like 50 employees already.



M: No kidding? I remember hearing about him starting something up, but wow. That's…really impressive.



Jordan paused, realizing what this must sound like to a man who had been her passionate lover in the not-too-distant past. But she couldn't help herself. Whenever anyone asked about her husband, she couldn't help but brag.



J: Sorry, I kinda gush when I talk about David. He's just really great.



M: He really is. Honestly, your husband has a once-in-a-generation mind. But you do too. You guys are a really good fit for each other.



Jordan stared at the message, a tear forming in the corner of her eye.



M: I'm really glad he landed on his feet. I figured he would, but I also felt really bad about how things went down and everything. With that guy on the docks.



J: Yeah…that was…not good.



M: But now everyone knows you can't keep David Stark down. Quite the opposite, apparently. You knock him down and he gets up and flies off.



Jordan nodded silently.



J: Yeah, pretty much. Hey, Mark?



M: Yup?



J: I'm glad to hear from you and everything, but is there a reason you reached out now?



Jordan held her breath as she watched the flashing dots.



M: I'm not completely sure, honestly. There's some weird stuff going on–internal politics mostly at the Battalion. Basically I've come to the conclusion that I need a girlfriend.



Jordan's jaw dropped, reading it again. Then again. 



Then again.



* * *



Axe! Party of 3?



Gilbert stood up quickly, gesturing to the hostess. They had mispronounced his name, and he hoped that nobody noticed.



"That's us…" He walked quickly up to the hostess' stand.



The young hostess smiled, directing Gilbert, Amy, and "Trish" back to a table. It was placed slightly off center, not too near the entrance, not near the kitchen, and a window nearby, nominally meeting Trish's standards.



Amy had seen to it. She had made the embarrassing call when she made the reservation earlier that week, and was silently grateful that they remembered.



It was a nice steakhouse. Low candle light. Clean. Most of the patrons were well dressed. Amy and Trish both wore high end casual wear, of course. The kind of thing that always looked brand new and felt like it cost way too much–because it did. 



Amy inwardly bristled at the facade, but couldn't help but smile at Gil as he pulled back a chair for her mother. He was dressed in well-fitting slacks and a sportcoat, a plain gray tie accenting his navy blue button up shirt. His hair hung almost to his chin, but was neatly combed–this time. 



Gilbert looked good in suits. Strangely natural, which seemed to cut against his rural Oklahoma upbringing. But he dressed up for performances, and since he had that rare gift to command an entire auditorium when he walked on stage, a single spotlight following him until it rest on the lonely instrument…



It followed naturally that he looked good in suits. He was halfway in his element when well dressed. 



Trish forced a practiced smile as Gil pulled out a chair for Amy, and when she was seated, plopped into a chair next to her.



The Manhattan socialite's eyes circled the room, quietly gauging the acceptability of every light, every piece of furniture, and every human being in her field of vision before resting on Amy. Her eyes lifted and a performative smile formed as she attempted to play the role of affectionate mother.



"I'm so happy to see you guys! You both look so happy."



"Thank you," Gil said, smiling back. "We're doing quite well, all things con…"



"Happy enough to break up Amy's skin care routine," Trish wryly interjected. "I guess when you're young and in love, you think you'll never age, huh?"



Amy's eyes dropped, her hand instinctively rising to touch her face. Gil cleared his throat awkwardly. 



"Well, I suppose there's a reason Amy's not dancing prima." Trish picked up the menu and began looking down at it. "Much easier to hide blotchy skin behind the spotlight."



Amy blushed, taking her turn to clear her throat before looking back up. "It's only September, mommy. We haven't ramped up for any major productions."



"I think that's probably a good thing," Trish responded matter-of-factly.



Gil stole a glance at each, switching his focus back and forth between mother and daughter. 



A physical resemblance was clearly there. A striking one, actually. It wasn't hard to see. Very obvious facial similarities. Amy even had her hair pulled tightly back exactly as Trish did, highlighting the similarities. And their outfits were clearly bought from the same small group of Manhattan boutiques. Body types were similar too–both were thin and had dancer's builds. 



But there were differences. 



And the main one was much less tangible. 



It was something instantly discernible from an artist's point of view: Trish's face was total contrivance. It was like a third rate composer trying to riff on a Beethoven melody. All the elements of beauty were there, all held together by a technically careful, practiced performance. But the genius? Absent. Deep, compositional beauty? There was none of it.



Skin deep beauty only. 



Underneath it all lurked a Mariana's Trench of mediocrity, which had festered in middle age to a constant fountain of bitter recrimination and dismissive judgment, paired with social sycophantism that invariably came out when she was in a room with other rich dilettantes. 



"Trish" continued to passive aggressively berate her daughter. Unsure if or how to intervene, Gil found himself compulsively contrasting Amy's face to her mother's. 



Younger, obviously. 



Piercing, curious, ice-blue eyes. A button nose. High cheekbones. Delicate chin, small dimple on the right side. 



And contrary to Trish's barbed observation, Gil knew Amy had a skincare routine. And while it may not be enough for the Upper East Side, by Oklahoma standards, it was extravagant. Her skin was incredibly soft and smooth. The envy of any other young woman.



But it wasn't expensive Swedish products that made her beautiful. 



It was the aspect that, from his perspective, stood in such obvious contrast to her mother. And it was incredibly visible–to him, at least.



Depth.



Amy, like Gil, was obviously a born artist. It was clearly visible in those ice blue eyes. How they moved. How they focused. 



Those eyes locked naturally on to things in the world: analyzing, comparing, reworking, compulsively and constantly creating. 



She had the kind of curiosity that could never be stopped or satiated, and the discipline to bring her curiosity and passion into her own medium: dance. 



She was an amazing dancer. Enchanting. Gil knew it for sure–he had seen her dance on her own in an empty room. He had played for her. When she was alone, when the music played only for her, when she felt it move through her–



Good god. It was a revelation. 



On the other hand, when she danced with others, she held back. She was highly capable–flawless even–but she wouldn't let herself go. It was obvious. He knew it, and she knew it. They even talked about it sometimes, but she could never articulate why it was. She called it stagefright. Sometimes social anxiety. And that may have been part of it, or maybe just different names for it. But that wasn't it. 



No, there was something holding her back. And now, watching mother and daughter across the table from each other, Gil knew what was holding her back.



"She'll have the salad with balsamic vinaigrette, and the salmon. Half portion, please."



Trish didn't even let Amy speak to the waiter when he appeared. Amy's golden ponytail fell forward as her head dipped again, blushing in shame. Gil cleared his throat again, looking down at his menu, his long hair falling forward to hide the indignant red rising in his own face.



"See?" Trish said pointedly to the embarrassed waiter, reaching across the table and pinching Amy's lower tricep. "She's pretty, but if she gets any fatter, she'll never dance in the front line." 



* * *



A small crowd clutched around the wide, stainless steel oval, the conveyer's tongue gently spitting out black square luggage, one piece at a time.



David stood patiently, waiting for his own bag, marked with a neatly tied plaid bow on the handle. A trick that he had learned from Arne in one of their many conversations. Since so many bags looked alike.



An audible squeal shredded the bland silence around the baggage claim carousel, and David turned around to see his wife running toward him.



Jordan was wearing a sky blue t-shirt and dark blue jeans. Her hair was pulled back in a half-up ponytail, her gunbarrel blue eyes bright and excited. 



And she was wearing makeup.



David dropped his carryon as Jordan threw her arms around his neck, kissing him deeply in front of the waiting airport crowd. Some standers-by were visibly touched, others visibly uncomfortable. All lost interest within seconds.



Jordan broke the long kiss and squeezed her husband tightly.



"Oh baby…oh baby. Welcome home. I missed you so much…"



She was flushed and euphoric, her eyes bright with joy as she leaned back to look at him. He smiled in spite of himself, his heart swelling at the sudden onslaught of affection.



"I missed you too, Jo. How are you?"



"Better now, mister. Where's your bag?"



"It hasn't come out yet. Shouldn't be long."



Jordan pivoted to stand next to him, grasping his hand eagerly, her other hand cupping lightly under his forearm. "How was the flight?"



"Long," David yawned. "But productive. Good to be home. Really good."



Jordan turned halfway to join hands sideways around his waist, nuzzling into the crook of his neck. David smiled and squeezed her back, smelling her hair. 



"Oh…there's my bag…"



Ten minutes later, Jordan unlocked the squeaky-clean RAV-4 and David threw his bags in the back before plopping down in the passenger seat. Jordan started the car, still looking over her shoulder to back out, not using the backup camera. 



David chuckled to himself, shaking his head.



"What?" Jordan smirked at him. "It's still new…"



"It's been like…six months."



"I take time to get used to change."



David laughed again. Her perfume hung latent in the air of her car. Her scent, the warmth of her skin, her laugh. It was intoxicating.



Fascinating how one can step out of one tight space, like an airplane seat, calling it as either hell or purgatory, and step into another tight space, and know it's heaven.



As Jordan paid the parking fee and the retainer arm lifted, David reached over and put a hand on her leg. She looked over and smiled again before turning into traffic.



"So…how did the trip go? How was Turkey?"



David dropped his head back in frustration. "I never want to go back. It was a disaster."



"Why? What happened?"



David groaned, rubbing his eyes. "Nothing. Nothing happened. And that's the problem. I went everywhere, talked to line workers, supervisors, managers…they all seemed cool and then did nothing. I had to send Arne an email saying that I just completely failed at this one."



Jordan's brow furrowed. "Did he answer?"



David sighed. "Yeah, he did. He actually said it didn't surprise him. There are some really impossible port and rail systems, and they saved them all for the second half of my rotation. I guess I got the easy ones out of the way."



"So you're not in trouble or anything."



David snorted. "Not really, no. I just…I hate the feeling. I feel like I let him down, let the company down. And honestly, I feel like I let you down."



"Let me down?" Jordan looked over in surprise as she merged onto the freeway. "That makes no sense, honey. How?"



David groaned again, and looked out the window. "I don't know, Jo. It's stupid."



"I don't doubt that, honey. But still, tell me why."



"I just…I like to bring back more money when I come home to you. It's like coming back from a hunt or something. I want to come home with a big deer draped over my shoulders. I don't know, I feel like a better husband when I've gotten a bonus or a new revenue stream or something. And tonight I'm coming back with nothing but salary and some sweets and doodads from the airport in Istanbul."



"So you think I'll be disappointed in you if you don't haul in a Santa Claus sized bag of money every time you come home?"



"Pretty much, yeah."



"Well," Jordan sighed. "I hate to agree with you, honey. But that part is very stupid. But the part about coming home from a hunt with something to eat. That's not stupid at all. That's just you trying to do right by us."



"I guess…"



"Look at us, honey. Look at me. Do I look hungry to you? Miserable? Poor? I'm driving a brand new car, and I don't even know how to use all the features. I haven't even looked at our bank account since we got married."



"You haven't?"



"Not seriously, no. I got curious a couple times, but I know there's always going to be enough in there."



"You do?"



"Of course…" Now it was Jordan's turn to snort. "So I just don't worry about it. I married David Stark. And David Stark does not let his wife go wanting. He will scrape barnacles off of ships in the arctic using a drinking straw to breathe to take care of his family. I knew it when we married. You will never, ever drop the ball as a provider. I know that."



David looked up, surprised. "You mean that?"



"Of course, baby."



David pursed his lips thoughtfully, leaning his head back in his chair. 



"That's good to know, Jo. Thank you."



"You're welcome. But I do need something from you," she said flatly as she turned down the final road to their apartment complex."



"Yeah? What's that?" David asked.



"When I park this car, I need you to just leave your bags in here and head straight inside to the bedroom. I'm so horny right now, I'm about to crawl out of my own skin." 



* * *



"So Gil, I hear you won a regional competition?"



Gil nodded earnestly. "Yes, but, uh…which one?"



"There's more than one?"



Gil shrugged modestly and nodded. 



"Well then, I suppose the most recent one?" Ms. Jepps squinted one eye, her smile wry and unimpressed. 



"Oh, the Southwest Academies of Music. Yeah. I placed first in that one."



"Southwest. Hmmm…Is the competition…high caliber?"



Amy's face burned in indignation, but she stayed silent. She knew where this was going.



Gilbert nodded again, tucking his long hair behind his ear. "Reasonably high. Some of the schools in Utah have very competitive programs. And it includes California, too–UCLA, UC Berkeley. Also some of the Van Cliburn judges were there."



"Trish" was taken aback. "Oh, I hadn't thought of that. So the competition included California, then? Los Angeles?"



"Of course. And San Francisco and Monterey. Both are hubs for high quality competitors. Some of the UC Davis performers were really good, too. One placed third. The competition was pretty stiff. I felt fortunate to even make the final, so when I won, I was pretty floored."



Trish was seated imperiously in the soft chair perpendicular to his position on the couch that Amy had so carefully cleaned with the vacuum, then with a lint roller, then with wet wipes, then with the vacuum again. Amy sat with a textbook's width of distance from her boyfriend, her back straight, her eyes down.



"Oh," Trish said flatly. "That's…better than I expected."



"Thank you…" Gil caught himself before laying an upward inflection on the last word, which would have clued her into his temptation to express sarcasm.



"And your teacher…they got you a different teacher, right? Not one of the regular piano teachers here?"



Gil nodded patiently. "Alessandra de Foglio. She retired from Austin, but she comes up every other week."



"De Foglio?"



"Yes."



"Did she teach anyone I know?"



"Possibly," Gil responded.



Trish raised her eyebrow, searching Gil for sarcasm, fatigue, or sass. Any indication that he was anything other than submissive to her probing questioning.



"Nikolai Burtynsky, mommy," Amy spoke up, knowing that her mother was fishing for status. "And Joani Silvestri."



"Burtynsky?" Trish was genuinely surprised. "He placed in the Chopin International, didn't he?"



"Second place in 1998," Amy said briskly. "And he's the Artist in Residence for the Philadelphia Orchestra now."



Trish's brow furrowed in surprise. "How long has…Ms. De Foglio been teaching?"



"She would say since Mussolini," Gil said, cracking a smile.



Trish responded with a performative smile of her own. Her face was brightening, increasingly impressed.



"She took her university position in 1970, mommy," Amy offered. "But she taught privately in Europe before that."



"She is officially retired," Gil said seriously. 



"But she comes up here…from Austin?"



"Almost 600 miles, mommy," Amy leaned forward, seeing her mother's reaction shifting.



Gil nodded. "Every other week. She gives…a lot of homework. And she usually comes to my recitals."



"So why aren't you enrolled at the Julliard School, Gil?" Trish asked seriously.



Amy's face sunk into a deep red.



"If you're good enough for this teacher…Ms. De Foglio…"



Gil shrugged. "I never applied."



Trish recoiled in horror. "Never applied?"



"I'm from Oklahoma.I don't have any connections there. I could have auditioned, but it seemed like a waste of time."



Trish was speechless, her features frozen. 



Amy spoke up, breaking the scandalized silence. "Gil? Honey? Why don't you play something for us?"



"Uh, sure. Of course…" Gil stood, walking toward the electronic practice piano. He unplugged the headphones, turning on the power and adjusting the volume before sitting down gracefully on the bench. "Anything in particular?"



"Maybe start with something sweet? Like Chopin's Raindrop prelude? What do you think, mommy?"



"That sounds nice…" Trish, still horrified, turned slightly to face Gil, whose back was now to both of them.



He took a deep breath, lifted his hands, and let them fall down to the keys, gently resting in starting position–in the key of D-flat major.



The melody was sweet, the bass accompaniment rich but simple. Gil's touch was evocative, beckoning. An invitation to experience a warm rain through the outer window of a cozy living room.



Even Trish was clearly moved as the opening melody hung in tension and Gil moved into the second key. 



C sharp minor. 



The rhythm was grave, almost funereal. Amy leaned forward, her eyes shining. As he seemed instinctively to do, Gilbert had created a tension in the air which seemed unbreakable.



Until an outside rhythm interrupted.



Thump, thump, thump… 



Slow. Steady. Subtle enough that Trish didn't quite pick up on what it was. But Amy's face blushed a new shade of red.



Gil remained completely focused, utterly disregarding anything outside of the music.



Thump, thump, thump… 



Amy was quietly horrified. She couldn't let on, and if Gil noticed, he wasn't showing it. He probably didn't register anything yet. But she knew when the last chords resolved, when his hands lifted off the keys, he couldn't help but hear…



Thump, thump, thump, thump… 



Trish now looked a little perplexed, the sound continuing steadily behind the music. Gil continued to move through the steady drone of the C sharp minor section…but Amy noticed a quiet shift in Gil's rubato.



The rhythm in Chopin is always fluid, a little faster here, a little slower there for effect. Bringing out the harmonies, pulling the contours out of the melody…but Gil's rhythm was doing something different. 



The right hand drones…the gentle, steady octaves in the midrange bringing out the bass melody seemed unconsciously to assimilate…began reflecting…



Thump, thump, thump, thump… 



Semiquavers–two gentle drones to each thump…Gil's fingers fell naturally into the markers made by the obscene metronome, its dull incursion drifting through their bedroom wall and into the living room.



Was this on purpose?



Amy looked carefully for any sign of intentionality in her boyfriend. 



There was none. He was in the artist's zone. His eyes were locked in the dead space between his hands, his concentration total. 



Yet the rhythm, now holding perfect time–more like Bach than Chopin–still seemed deeply sensual. Still utterly Chopin. Despite the evening out of the rubato. 



Thump, thump, thump, thump… 



Amy thought of her encounter that afternoon with the mysterious Mr. Rain. How he flashed a genuine smile as he laughed at her helpless situation. At the tangled, sweaty mess of his long, black hair and thick beard. At the long and powerful musculature of his arms…



The key modulated back to D flat major, the opening theme returning to close out the Prelude. Gil expertly and effortlessly danced out the ostentatious elaborations of melody–so very Chopin–yet still led by another man's time, another man's rhythm. 



Trish could not yet identify the metronome, and Gil seemed unaware of it, at least on a conscious level. 



Only Amy felt the gentle pulse and identified its effects for what they were–the heat of blood rushing through her face, down her chest, and urgently to her core.



The final chords gently resolved, the synthesized piano sound dropped into silence as Gil's foot lifted off the pedal and his hands off the keys.



Thump, thump, thump, thump… 



Now it was Gil's turn to have a jarring realization. 



His own cheeks began to flush. 



He knew he had to turn around. Trish was quietly applauding, Amy beaming behind her. Some kind of a bow was called for. He remained seated, but turned around on the bench and smiled, dipping his head politely and thanking them.



"What's that noise?" Trish turned to look at Amy.



Amy shrugged, the color in her cheeks moving down to her neck. "I'm not sure."



"Is the super working on something next door? It seems late in the evening for that."



"Maybe…" Gil nodded, eager to change the subject. "What did you think of the prelude?"



A long, thin wail broke out through the wall, the rhythm of the thumping unbroken. 



A new voice. It seemed that in addition to the three different women who made regular trips to his bed, he had found a fourth, at least for the night. 



Or, perhaps the fourth had found him.



Now it was Trish's turn to blush involuntarily. The three sat in awkward silence for a moment.



"It's…our neighbor," Gil admitted sheepishly. "He's, uh, apparently quite the Lothario." He chuckled nervously.



"I…I see." Trish's eyes seemed fixed on the closed bedroom door. The wail subsided into whiny, high-pitched panting as the source of rhythmic thumping began to form the beginnings of a picture in the mind of Amy's mother.



"I made some macarons, mommy…and I was able to get some of that coffee you like…" Amy leaped awkwardly up, walking stiffly into the kitchenette and reaching into the cupboard for the artisanal, finely decorated burlap bag with the special beans, purchased online and imported specifically for the visit. "Would you like some?"



"Yes, that would be…thank you, princess…"



Gil shifted uncomfortably, unsure of how to remedy the situation. More music would just draw more attention to the rhythm–either by falling into the pattern of the thumping or audibly contrasting it. He could try to draw the conversation into something different, maybe crack a joke about it to diffuse the tension.



The problem was, any solution would be momentary, and the thumping generally continued for at least twenty minutes, often extending into the half hour. One time Mr. Rain had gone forty-five minutes straight, with obvious small pauses. Probably to change positions? Amy and Gil didn't know, but whoever the girl under Mr. Rain was that time, she was likely a puddle of goo and cheap perfume by the end of it. 



For their part, on that occasion, they liked the extended session. Mr. Rain had provided them with one wonderful duet, and then provided a powerful encore as his enthusiasm outlasted Gil's refractory period. Amy had squeaked in delight as Gil rose to take her a second time then…



Amy's back was turned, grinding the beans in a fancy stainless-steel grinder purchased solely for this visit. Gil couldn't see her face, but he knew she was blushing, her chest visibly flushed. He also knew she was consciously trying to hide it, for obvious reasons. He knew that if Trish wasn't there, they would have, without a word, responded to the music and stepped onto the stage together, as it were. 



So the situation strangely felt wrong in two ways. Obviously, the awkwardness of the noises coming through the bedroom door (and the blank wall behind it) were creating a horrifically awkward tension with Trish in the room. She, for quite possibly the first time in her life, sat pink-faced and quiet in her chair, unable to judge, dismiss, or sarcastically eviscerate a social situation. 



That unprecedented response from Amy's mother seemed to heighten the tension, complicating the other way it felt wrong. While both Gil and Amy knew it was strange, it felt like they were refusing a call. It was as if a conductor was already on stage, and Amy and Gil were restrained behind the stage door, unable to join the ensemble. The conductor had walked out, tapped the stand, tuned the orchestra, and empty bars of music were now being played without them. 



On some level it simply felt wrong. Unconscionable, even, to refuse the cue and to not play their own scripted music. And seeing the flush, which he was sure was growing across the top of Amy's small chest, begin to make its way across the back of her neck, he knew she felt the same call he did.



"Excuse me…" Trish broke the silence. "I just need to use the powder room while the coffee brews."



"Of course," Gil responded. "Just across from the bedroom door there. Help yourself."



The middle aged Manhattanite stood stiffly, blushing as the silky sounds of her bespoke, boutique slacks swished while she made her way toward the bathroom door and shut it behind her.



Amy turned the coffee maker on, turning slowly and leaning back against the kitchen counter and looking across the room at her boyfriend. 



Gil knew for certain she felt as he did. 



Her ice-blue eyes seemed ready to melt in fire.



A good dancer never misses her cue.



A good dancer never misses her cue.



* * *



"Yes. Yes… Yeeeessssssssss….."



Jordan writhed on the bed, her pants and panties hanging off of one ankle, her shirt pulled up over her belly button and David's mouth clamped firmly between her legs. The auburn tuft of pubic hair puffed up just enough to conceal his nose, but she could still see his eyes looking solicitously up at him as she felt her orgasm approach.



She clamped the back of his head, squeezing tufts of his short hair as the relief spread out from her core. She exhaled, her eyes rolling back as her head fell onto her pillow.



David's eager licking continued to cause little jolts to shoot through her, which eventually faded from sheer pleasure to sheer sensation, causing her to giggle and gently push his head away.



And she noticed he'd gotten a fresh haircut. Probably at the airport.



Jordan's chest heaved, the sensation of cool relief swimming around her body. 



Finally.



The reunion at the apartment had gone to plan–as much as you could call a horny fever-pitched conspiracy driven to near madness "a plan." She had dragged him to the bedroom without closing the door, turned around, and promptly jammed her tongue into her husband's surprised mouth. The messy makeout lasted about a minute before she began fumbling with the button of his slacks, then his fly. 



An awkward shucking of her own jeans followed, then panties, before falling wackwards onto the bed, both garments still bunched around her ankles. She had managed to wiggle one foot loose from her jeans and panties while David, his small penis visibly erect, made his way between her legs. 



Their physical reunion was one of those things that was difficult to put into words. She was literally hot waiting for him. Even his modest penetration felt electric, and his short burst of enthusiasm leading to the meager bead of ejaculation fanned her sense of warm connection with her husband. 



Obviously the act itself, while deeply emotionally validating, was not physically satisfying. So Jordan's hands had gently stroked her husband's hair while he gasped on top of her, then, when he caught his breath, she gently guided his head down. He had crawled down to kneel at the edge of the bed, his hands clutching the hem of her T-shirt before kneading her inner thighs, a silent smacking of his lips on hers, giving rise to sensation, more sensation, moving her up, up, and up, until… 



Now, David having tenderly kissed both inner thighs, both glistening with his saliva and her nectar, crawled up next to her and collapsed on his back. His glasses hung crooked off one ear, his hair was visibly tousled. Man and wife stared quietly at the ceiling-both still wearing shirts, both with pants and underwear bunched around ankles, both with their shoes still on and laced up.



Jordan, having caught her breath, began to laugh. David snickered alongside her as she cuddled up to him, kissing his neck.



"So…can you tell I've missed you?"



David nuzzled her back. "I'm getting that sense."



They lay quietly for several minutes. Then, David made a move to sit up. "I'll go grab the bags."



"Wait, baby." Jordan held a palm to his chest. He fell back down to a supinated position.



"What's up?" David turned his head, questioning.



"Hang on. I want you to explain some things to me, okay? Can you do that?"



"Yeah, sure. I mean, I'll try."



Jordan reached over and picked up her phone off the nightstand. She opened their bank account and lay back down on her side, her head on David's chest as they looked at the numbers together.



"What's this?"



"That's my salary deposit." 



"It's a lot."



"Yeah. I mean, I'm not complaining."



"What about this one?"



David squinted. "That's a profit stake for the company. That's my 30 percent for…looks like last month."



"It's more than the salary…"



"This month it is, yeah. We'll see about next month." 



"How long ago did you start that company?"



"Technically? About a year ago. A little less."



"How many employees?"



"53. Plus me and the other owners. A lot of that is from the road paint sales, though. That's going to be a good moneymaker. We're bringing on a couple new salesmen, we'll see if we can grow that."



"Impressive," Jordan responded. She scrolled down to the next deposit. "What's that?"



"That…that's your graduate student stipend."



"It's not very much."



"Well, I mean…you're still a student."



"I suppose…" Jordan scrolled on. "And that one?"



"That's the bonus for this month. From Maersk, for the last…I guess 5 port visits? I'm losing track."



"That's the biggest one yet."



"Yeah, that's the one I'm focused on growing."



"But it's so big already…"



"Well…" David explained, "I want to set us up as well as possible. Especially when we decide it's time to have kids."



"Mmmhmmm. I can see that." She scrolled on, noting the modest expenses coming from his debit card, her own charges, and of course the bills that he was quietly paying all along. Rent. Utilities. The subscription for her massages.



"And there's some stuff I can't see here, right? I know you're making some investments…"



"Yeah, that's a separate account. We can go over that too, if you want…"



"Maybe later…" Jordan put the phone down and began running her palm under his shirt, feeling his smooth, thin chest. "I guess there's just one thing I want to know, but I'm not sure how to phrase it."



"What is it?" David kissed the back of her head as she lovingly stroked his stomach, his chest with her fingertips.



"You've got such a huge brain…"



"You're one to talk," David laughed.



"Just listen to me, honey. I'm being serious."



David's smile faded into focus. "Okay…"



"You have such a big brain, you can turn hard work and analysis into money so fast…you're such a good provider, you're such a good heart, and you're so good to me…"



David's heart swelled at the compliments, but he paused, waiting for the question.

 

Jordan's hand slid down his body, through the tangle of his pubic hair, and pinched his penis as her head turned up, her eyes locking with his.



"So why is your dick so small?"



David's body jerked, as the shock hit his body before his mind fully processed it. Jordan, gently pinching him with two fingers, lovingly moved her hand slowly up and down.



"Sorry?" David choked.



"Honey, I love you. You're the perfect husband. But your penis is so small. And I love it like I love you. But how can that part of you be so small, when everything…intangible about you is so impressive?"



"I don't…uh…"



David's penis was hardening. Fast.



Jordan's eyes held him steady.



"I, uh…don't know how to answer that," he stammered.



Jordan sat up, lazily stroking him as he fully hardened. It didn't take long.



"Okay. But can I show you something?" Jordan asked, her voice quiet, almost yielding.



"Um…yeah. Of course."



Not letting go of him, she scrolled through her phone, pulling up a picture and showing it to him.



"Do you recognize these?"



"Yeah…I think so…"



"What are they?"



David cleared his throat. "They're uh, your, um…your boobs, right?"



"Are you sure?"



David nodded.



"Do you want to make sure?"



David nodded. 



Jordan briefly let go of her husband and reached under the hem of her T-shirt, pulling it over her head. Her auburn hair fell through the neck, cascading down around her shoulders. She tossed her T-shirt aside and reached behind her, unclasping her bra with a gentle click.



The garment fell forward, exposing her taut nipples and perky B-cup breasts. She lifted the phone and showed David the picture again.



"So…are you sure?"



"Yeah…" David was struggling to breathe. "That's…um…those are, um…yep."



"Okay. I just wanted you to be sure before you saw this…"



Jordan closed out the picture to show that it was a thumbnail sent in a text message chain.



A message chain with Captain Mark Rein.



David's heart leaped.



"I sent this to Mark last night. He reached out to me, actually. Kind of out of the blue. We chatted, then it got a little spicy. So…you know…I figured…"



David nodded, electric excitement rushing powerfully up toward the tip of his modest manhood.



"He sent me this…" Jordan pulled up another photo. 



A long, thick cock hung between muscular, copper skinned thighs. 



Imposing, to say the least. Maybe even terrifying.



"It's big, huh?" Jordan asked gently, beginning to stroke her husband again.



"Yeah…"



"Bigger than yours. A lot bigger."



"Yeah…" David's breath was a whisper.



"And it's not even hard in this picture. I can tell you, David. It gets bigger when it's hard."



"Yeah…"



David was slipping into a trance. Jordan's head cocked to the side.



"I can't have sex with Mark right now, sweetheart. He's five states away. But I want  you to know that I want to. And if I could, I would. Okay?"



"Okay…" David felt a powerful climax rising.



"I tried to find a new man to have sex with when you were gone this time. I tried a few things, actually. But I haven't found one yet."



"Okay…"



Jordan, two fingertips tightening, lowered her voice, her wrist motions picking up speed.



"But I want you to know that even though you are the perfect husband, and I love you, and I will never, ever leave you…I want a bigger dick than this, okay?"



David's face scrunched, a funhouse grin pulling his face into contortions as Jordan continued, as he approached the point of no return.



"And I'll find one. Soon. I promise, baby."



David tipped over the edge of the cliff, his nose whistling as he exhaled involuntarily, as his legs shot straight out.



Jordan whispered directly into her husband's ear as he briefly entered nirvana.



"I promise, baby…I promise…"
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Quick author's note: As you might have noticed by now, I'm doing some experimenting with incorporating elements of music and dance with the Amy and Gil storyline. We'll see if it works, but I think the scenes hit better if you're familiar with the music referenced. For this chapter, it's Chopin's "Raindrop" Prelude in D flat major. Recordings are pretty easy to find on You tube if you want to check it out before you read the chapter.




Post 334 — loyaltoher

Mon Jan 19, 2026 5:41 am

Quick reader’s note:    thank you!
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The golden goose.
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Thanks for another addition to this evolving story. Quite the ending!
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Thanks a lot Crushing.  I sing in the church choir and now I may never look at a treble clef the same....LOL.



Love what you're doing with Gil & Amy, and your description of her mothers' speechlessness was priceless.
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Hello, your story is truly excellent! We're always eager to know what happens next! Thank you!
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Jordan is officially on the prowl... Awesome!



Amy is on the radar...



I miss Megan.



Great story Crush
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I fear this amazing story will not be continued. It would be a shame if it were true.
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"David…"



The light was dim–dawn, not yet morning. Enough to see shapes, but without his glasses, the shapes were fuzzy. Through the haze of severe jet lag, the voice was fuzzy. 



But angelic.



David felt a sudden pressure on his right thigh. Opening his eyes a little wider he saw Jordan, her button up pajama top unbuttoned, gently straddling his leg.



"Wake up, baby…I have something for you…"



David instantly felt the heat in his core rise sympathetically with her coy call. 



She was using that voice. That needy, sweet, playful voice.



No wonder Odysseus' crew sailed to their deaths on the rocks. Some voices just…



"I'm up, Jo…"



Jordan whined, beginning to rock her hips back and forth, her crotch warming the top surface of his thigh. David's eyes widened as she realized her pajama bottoms were off. 



As were her panties.



The heat on his thigh was bare womanhood–the gentle tuft of curly auburn hair downy soft on his skin as the friction between them grew more and more moist.



Jordan leaned down toward her husband, her hair falling forward. David instinctively reached up, cupping her soft breasts, running the pads of his thumbs over her stiff nipples.



Jordan giggled, her hips bucking gently, the dampness growing between them.



"Good morning, Mr. Stark…" she whispered playfully. 



Her volume was low–very low. A half whisper. The kind of tone you reserve for hiding your naughty secret from someone in the next room. 



She could not, however, hide the mild rhythmic creak of bed springs.



David groaned, breaking into a wide smile as the warm, soft skin of her breasts under his hands filled him with delight.



"Good morning, Mrs. Stark," he murmured.



"Mmmmm…" Jordan moaned playfully, dipping her hips a little more, emphasizing the friction as she humped his leg. "I woke up kinda excited, you know? And I thought…you know what? I could really use some good dick to wake up…"



"Yeah?" David whispered back, flushing.



"Too bad you don't have one…" Jordan leaned down, giggling as she kissed her husband.



David's eyes shot wide open, his ears beginning to hum as his heart thumped blood around his body. 



"Oooh," Jordan winked, sitting upright again. "You liked that, didn't you?" She pulled her hair back over her shoulders, then shrugged off one side of her pajama top, letting it fall off her shoulder and exposing one breast. 



David reached up again, squeezing her arms as she planted her palms on his chest.



"You know…Mark used to make me hump his leg like this…" Jordan whispered, half smiling. "Back when we used to…you know…"



She grinned wickedly as David's pupils, then his cock, swelled. 



"It was a way to get me going…I really liked it." 



Her grin shrunk to a coy smile as she bit her lower lip.



"His thigh was huge, though. Like…really strong. I know he did squats. And totally filled the bar with weights…I saw it once at the gym…"



Her head tipped up, and she stared off into memory. 



"Yeah?"  David asked, breathily. His erection was approaching the point of pain.



"Mmmhmm…" Jordan nodded, looking back down at him, her hips bucking steadily. "I'd do this for a while, and get super wet. Like…almost embarrassingly wet. And then I'd beg for his cock. Because it was like…I was so close to it like this, you know? It was right there in front of me…so big. Thick."



Jordan licked her lips absently. 



"But he would tease me. He wouldn't let me touch it…he'd even slap my hand away when I reached for it. And I just…wanted it. Inside me. So bad…"



Jordan threw her hair back again.



"So I'd just hump him like this. To take the edge off, you know?"



She stared off into the distance again, her hips bucking faster. David's own breath hitched. Then hitched again.



"Yeah?"



"Mmmmhmmm…" Jordan reached down and pinched her husband's small, stiff penis between her two fingers. Rolling it gently between her thumb and forefinger, she leaned down and whispered directly in his ear.



"I'm not gonna beg for this one, though…"



David groaned and ejaculated, his own hips bucking involuntarily. Jordan smiled proudly, watching the small, cloudy dribbles bubble up, then slither down over her fingertips.



"That's it, honey. Let it go. Just like that…"



David heaved, then exhaled deeply, the dazzling sensation ripping through his limbs. 



Jordan stopped her smooth bucking, then released his penis from her gentle pinch. Giggling, she fell forward, turning onto her side until she snuggled into her husband, resting her head on his chest as it continued to rise and fall erratically. She casually wiped her fingertips off on his shirt.



David blinked hard as he came back to himself.



"Baby…"



"I know…" Jordan rubbed his chest gently with the flat of her palm. "You take such good care of me, David. Now I'm taking care of you…"



David squeezed her shoulder as his breath began to stabilize. He felt a cold spot on his thigh, where Jordan's moisture lingered on his skin. He turned his face to kiss her forehead.



"What about you?"



"Hmmm?" Jordan sleepily continued to rub his chest with her flat palm.



"What about you, baby?"



"What about me?" Jordan murmured.



"Can I take care of you?"



David felt Jordan's head shake slightly. "Don't worry about me, honey. I want to focus on you for now."



David felt the cold spot on his thigh again. 



Her arousal was real…it had to be. And now…she was crashing out again? What time was it?



He looked over at the clock, one eyebrow up.



5:13.



"You sure?" he asked, stroking her soft hair.



"Mmmmhmmm…" Jordan was fading back into sleep. 



David blinked. She had woken early just for the romp, and now she was sliding back down into rest, happy in her husband's arms.



David squinted as the post-release endorphins settled his mind into a euphoric stillness. He tried to understand what just happened. 



She knew just how to push his buttons, of course. But what motivated that? Did she want him, want to have sex with him and just got carried away? Or did she just want to please him? 



She seemed very focused on him, but also genuinely aroused. She was really wet. Like…she had to have woken up that way before she roused him from jet-lagged sleep.



What was she dreaming about last night?



David felt Jordan's breath even out, warm puffs on his bare chest.



What was she dreaming about now?



* * *



Somehow she had managed to get the icing just right. It really did look just like a hardback book. 



The overall shape of the sheetcake was simple enough, but getting just the right overhang, and the coloring to look like leather, making the sides look like pages…



Not to mention the cover art–a knight in dull-gray armor holding a drawn sword.



It was impressive. 



It was Marky Poisson's big day. One year older. The candles on the book-cake resembled a reinforced squad formation–because his dad set up the candles and he couldn't help himself. 



Two neat rows of five candles each, and one centered in front. The candles not yet lit, the birthday cake stood in the middle of the table flanked by boxes of various sizes wrapped in bright colored paper. 



The whole display was earnestly tended by a busy grandmother–Megan's mother Teresa–who had flown out for the party as any indulgent grandmother would. She shuttled back and forth between the kitchen and the party tables, bringing food, chips, salsa…



The guests were mainly adults. A few colleagues of Megan's from the US Attorney's office. 

And anyone with a leadership billet in Charlie Company was there. All the platoon sergeants with their wives or girlfriends. All the platoon commanders were there, of course, some of them stag, others with a date. A couple squad leaders that were advanced MMA students of Jared's, lower-level instructors themselves. The battalion supply officer and a platoon sergeant from Bravo company–both of whom were black belt instructors, just not as highly ranked as Jared. Everyone who had kids brought them.



The backyard, though boasting ample space, was pretty full. Every adult held an open beer, most of the kids  were either bouncing in or orbiting around the inflatable bounce house. JJ was centered in that crowd, literally bouncing off the walls. The banter all around flowed freely.



Noticeably lacking a date was the Charlie Company commander, who stood just barely aloof from the crowd. It was hard to tell if there was a particular motivation for his stiff demeanor–if it was the professionally aloof posture held by a commander relative to subordinates, or if it was his natural stoic personality, or if there was some extraneous reason. 



Obviously some speculation circulated about it–mostly in whispers from the corners of mouths. 



Yet fewer people noticed that someone else was mirroring that aloof posture: the birthday boy himself, who sat quietly on the steps to the entrance of the bounce house. A ten year old girl–the oldest daughter of the supply officer–happened to be hanging on Marky's every word as he explained the plot of the most recent Redwall book he was working through. 



He usually didn't like talking to girls, but this one seemed to like reading, so he indulged her. For her part, she seemed genuinely interested in the book, but perhaps a touch more interested in the tall, quiet birthday boy. 



In any case, both agreed to forego the wild abandon of the bounce house. 



After all, that was kid stuff. 



Captain Rein, looking noticeably different when out of uniform, worked overtime to appear casual while averting his gaze away from Megan. This was particularly hard today: she was an absolute vision in autumn casual wear–a light, earth-toned sleeveless button-up linen top tucked into light khakis, accenting her athletic figure without lewdly exposing it. Her long black hair hung loose: straight, smooth, and shiny, her easy conversation and airy laugh sailing over the conversational hum of the crowd.



Not to mention that supermodel smile…



Nursing his beer, the captain snuck a smile as he allowed himself to watch Marky as he earnestly explained the intricacies of fantasy knighthood to the enraptured, tow headed girl next to him on the bounce house steps. 



It was worth a secret smirk. The captain knew full well: Explaining a good book was a serious business.



Mark began dutifully to make the rounds, politely making small talk with the men under his command, all of whom nervously hoped that their wives or girlfriends wouldn't say anything catastrophic to their CO. 



The CO, in turn, chatted amiably with the wives and girlfriends, all of whom were none-too-subtle about weighing the gravitas and competence of the man who might order their men into harm's way.



And some of them may have entertained a fascinated glance at the captain himself. A glance that may have lasted a second or two longer, and run up and down his tall frame just a bit more than was socially necessary.  



"Uncle Mark?"



Mark turned around to see the birthday boy, ill-at-ease in the stiff new polo shirt and crisp, clean jeans with a braided belt his grandmother made him wear for the big day.



"Hey bud. How's the party?"



He shrugged. "It's okay, I guess. Mom made my favorite cake."



"German chocolate?"



"Yeah."



"Yeah, that's my favorite, too," Mark observed. "Not sure why. I got some…German ancestry. I guess it's in the genes or something."



"Yeah, it's good." The boy leaned back against the wall. "Hey Uncle Mark, can I ask you something?"



"Sure, bud. Shoot."



Marky's brow furrowed. "I'm named after you, right? Because you and my dad were in the war together?"



"So they tell me." Mark smiled and took a sip of his beer.



"So…my mom said your name is actually Marcos. But my name is Marcus. What's the difference?"



"That's…an interesting question." 



Mark began to panic internally. "We should ask your mom."  



He waved her over.



Megan, flushed from the duties of hosting, was grateful for a quick break. She grinned at the summons and made her way over. 



"Hey there, troublemakers. What's up?"



Mark grinned back. "The birthday boy's got a question that only you know the answer to."



"Shoot," Megan squinted playfully at Marky, suddenly distracted by uncertainty, and a few other mixed emotions that come with kids' birthdays.



He was going to be as tall as she was before too long... 



"Why is my name Marcus and his is Marcos? What's the difference?"



"Well," Megan paused, looking up at Mark. Their eyes held for a moment, wondering what this meant. 



She looked back down at her son. "Actually, honey, your name is Marcos. That's how it is on your birth certificate. We just always called you Marky because you were cute and little, and it fit. But the name is the same, and I guess we were just lazy and didn't correct you when you started spelling it with a "u" on your homework."



The boy looked up at his mother thoughtfully. "So…I really do have the same name as Uncle Mark?"



"Looks that way, bud." Mark chuckled. "And…it looks like you've been spelling your name wrong for…well, for years now."



"Can you call me Marcos then? I think I'm too old to be Marky anymore."



Megan's eyes flickered, unprepared. 



She blinked once, slowly. 



"Um, sure honey. That's…fine. Just don't get mad at me if I forget sometimes…it's gonna be a hard habit for me to break."



"Is that okay with you Uncle Mark?"



"Yeah. Yeah, buddy. Of course it is." Mark caught a hint of a crack in his voice. 



He thought for a moment, then continued. "I gotta be honest, bud. I…kinda wish my mom could be here to see you say that. She really liked that name."



"Really?"



"Yeah. She did. That's why she gave it to me in the first place. And she…she would've really loved you, buddy. You're her favorite kind of person."



Megan blinked again, stunned. 



She had to move on before the tears came. Recovering herself, she gestured subtly to Mark in the direction of the driveway. 



Mark nodded in understanding, pulling a small, fist sized package wrapped in brown paper out of his back pocket. He extended his hand to the smaller Marcos.



"We're gonna break the rules a little bit, bud. I want you to open my present first."



"Really?" 



"Yeah, go for it."



He looked up at his mother, who nodded permission. The boy tore into the wrapping paper, uncovering a tight coil of flat nylon material. He looked confused as the wrapping paper fell away to reveal…



"A leash?"



"Yeah. You know, a leash." Mark smirked.



"Um…thanks Uncle Mark. But…we don't have a dog."



Megan's eyes glistened as Mark's smirk broke into a grin, looking down at the confused birthday boy.



"You sure about that, bud?"



"Yeah…"



"Well, we'll have to fix that. Follow me."



* * *



"Your order is ready, Mr. Stark. Do you need a hand getting it out to your car?"



The donut shop counter girl indicated toward a stack of donut boxes, a half dozen large coffee dispensers lined up in front of them.



"Um…yeah, actually. That would be really handy. Thank you."



Thirty minutes later, with the donuts and coffee set out neatly on the back table as people came in, David was taken aback by the amount of backslapping from the small crowd of men in matching black polo shirts–ages ranging from just out of high school to nearing retirement. 



All seemed to swarm around him, greeting him warmly.



"Good morning, Mr. Stark."



"Hey, Mr. Stark! Good to have ya back…"



"Mr. Stark! Thanks for the coffee and goods! Really hits the spot…"



"Heya Mr. Stark, where'd you jet off to this time?"



David smiled and gripped hands as they were offered. He felt out of place, not having a polo shirt like everyone else. After getting lost in greetings, he felt a strong hand grip his shoulder from behind. Turning, he saw a brand new, shiny Breitlinger watch attached to Hamad, who sported a fresh haircut and barber-trimmed beard. 



He grinned widely, pulling David in for a hug.



"You back…welcome back, my friend."



"Hey, Hamad! Where can I get one of those shirts?"



"I got one for you…right in my bag…" Hamad reached in and pulled out a brand new polo shirt with the company logo embroidered. David held it up.



"It's a beauty."



"My cousin did logo. You like?"



"Yeah, it's slick. Good font. And I like the colors."



"Try it on. Very comfortable."



"Really?" David raised an eyebrow at Hamad. 



"Yes! The meeting doesn't start for ten minutes. Everyone is just shooting shit…go try!"



David grinned down at the fistful of shiny cotton-poly fabric. 



He had received and worn company shirts before. Employees at his father's car lots always wore company gear with STARK MOTORS screen printed on it, and he always wore it too when working the broom or handing out wrenches in the shop.



But this was different. This was his company. He started it–even though his role in it was performed from a distance.



David couldn't let his grin fade all the way as he stepped back through the assembling mechanics and slipped into the bathroom. Closing the door behind him, he unbuttoned his dress shirt and shucked it off, quickly pulling the new polo shirt over his head.



Looking in the mirror, he tucked the shirt into his slacks and smoothed down the front, his eyes settling on the embroidered logo over the right breast.



STARK AND PARTNERS



He allowed himself another smile, seeing his own name in a logo. 



Take that, dad… 



He pushed the thought away, rolling up his dress shirt and stuffing it in the shoulder bag he brought to carry his laptop. Taking one last look in the mirror, he walked out of the bathroom and back into the meeting, which was just about to start.



He was shocked by the impromptu cheer and applause that broke out as he walked to the front of the room.



"Lookin' good, Mr. Stark!"



"Hey, Mr. Stark likes the logo! I told you!"



"See! I told you Mr. Stark wasn't a suit. He's one of us!"



David didn't know how to react, so he just grinned and nodded, sitting at the front next to Hamad, picking up the meeting agenda prepared for him.



The room fell silent, and David realized that they were waiting for him.



He froze for a moment. He wasn't prepared for this…but it was clearly his meeting. Hamad was deferring to him. Clint was in Albany, pitching a sale to the New York State Department of Transportation for paint and surfacing. 



He was in charge of the meeting.



He looked back and forth at the rows of quiet mechanics, all wearing shirts with his name on it. 



He felt like running. 



You have such a big brain, you can turn hard work and analysis into money so fast…you're such a good provider, you're such a good heart, and you're so good to me…



Jordan's voice slipped into his mind's ear, and it wasn't long before her head, cocked to the side and locking eyes with him, drifted in front of his mind's eye. 



Those sweet-but-brilliant-girl-next-door features, her slim, athletic frame, her silky voice…all stroking his ego, and stroking his chest, among other things.



He felt his spine stiffen, remembering her words. Jordan had absolute confidence in him. Total admiration for what he could do in this sphere. As playful and transgressive as that conversation turned out to be, she was absolutely sincere about her feelings.  



She was counting on him. To provide.



This room was his. This business was where he did battle for his woman. And these men were his troops.



She said so. And that was all he needed.



He blinked once, and snapped back into the room.



"Alright gents," he said confidently. "Let's get going. We all know Clint's pitching big new business today, and we obviously wish him well. So since he's gone, I guess I'll grab the reins today."



He looked around. Nobody objected. The entire room was fixed on him, waiting for his direction.



David cleared his throat. "I see there's a new business item…something about a foot in the door in the snowplowing market? Jeez, if that's true we might need to bring in another couple sales guys. Who's got details on that?"



* * *



Camp Wilson always looked vaguely Soviet after dark. Row after row of dull, symmetrical utility buildings, most of them cylindrical K-span huts resembling giant tin cans halfway buried in the desert. 



The orders were routine–the battalion was not working up to a deployment this time–but desert training was desert training. And moving an entire battalion from one coast to another for a month of training in the Mojave desert was definitely a major production.



Mark stepped off the front bus, one of seven vehicles assigned to his company and the attached support units. Looking around, he immediately saw Jared, square jawed and steely, his wiry streetfighter frame noticeably contrasting the bulkier platoon sergeants who were flocking around him. 



The company gunnery sergeant had been at the camp since yesterday, part of the advance party to prepare for the rest of the battalion. Jared began barking orders as the company began to cluster around him. A stack of gear began to grow, neat and orderly in formation, parallel to the line of buses. Weapons counts commenced almost automatically as marines waited for direction.



Mark felt a hand clap on his shoulder from behind.



"Brings back some memories, doesn't it?"



Mark turned sharply to see Lieutenant Colonel Wolfe, the battalion commander. He quickly saluted, then shook his hand.



"Yeah, I admit it does a little bit, sir. Man o man, were we green last time we were here together!" 



Wolfe chuckled. "I know you were one of my platoon sergeants, and I remember Poisson was in third platoon too. He was a fire team leader, right? One of yours?"



"Squad leader. And yeah, he was my number two back then, too."



"Really? I thought we promoted him after we got in country."



"No, he picked up sergeant after we got back, but he was a squad leader the whole time. As a corporal. One of two."



Wolfe nodded, remembering. "Interesting times, those were."



Mark nodded back. They were indeed. The last time Mark and Jared were at Camp Wilson, they were anxiously awaiting orders off the bus, not giving them. The plate of their responsibilities was much smaller. Even if it didn't feel like it at the time.



The last trip to Camp Wilson was also the first time that Jared tentatively offered his wife to his best friend. 



That's how it all started–some off-duty texts, exchanged while a young Sergeant Rein huddled next to the shower hut…



Funny how things come full circle. 



Mark politely saluted as Colonel Wolfe walked away to the next company. 



Mark remembered those texts. 



The nervous, yet undeniably heated attraction. The taboo of it.



Due to the scandal without a name, he hadn't taken Megan to bed in a couple months now. In fact, he hadn't had sex since they had taken a public step back from each other.



For some reason it was harder than he expected to not have her. And it wasn't just sexual frustration. It was deeper than that. Mark had joined this unit, had come to Camp LeJeune sort of expecting…he didn't know what exactly, but something resembling family life. A kind of extended domesticity to fall around him. And he still had that–at least in his interactions with the two Poisson boys and their parents. 



But things felt weird between the adults now. Mark felt a sadness he couldn't quite articulate and didn't dare express. And he suspected Megan felt something similar. The fact that they were careful how they interacted in public put further strain on all three of them. 



Although it seemed that the red-hot phase of the rumor mill had died down in the runup of field exercise preparations. The silver lining to the heavy cloud of disappointment.



"Excuse me sir, I've already told Gunny Poisson, but Company C is assigned huts 12 through 15."



Mark broke out of his reverie to see the battalion supply officer, a first lieutenant with a clipboard awkwardly clutched in his left hand, holding a salute and looking up at him.



"Very well. Thank you, lieutenant." Mark returned the salute and began walking over toward Jared and the platoon sergeants as Lieutenant Jenkins, his executive officer, stepped off the bus and joined him.



"Jenkins, I want us burrowed in and settled twenty minutes before the next best company."



"Aye sir." Jenkins stepped off quickly to gather the platoon commanders as Mark stepped up to the circle around Jared. All snapped to attention and saluted.



Mark returned the salute and looked back and forth. The gear was stacked, the company milling around waiting for orders. The other companies were still stumbling groggily off their buses further down the road.



"Gunny, we've been assigned huts 12 through 15. I'd like to be settled while the rest of the battalion is still looking for their keys. Make it happen."



Jared nodded gravely. The platoon sergeants waited expectantly for the senior non-com to break the order down, but he seemed to hesitate.



"Gunny?" Mark cocked an eyebrow.



"Sorry sir…" Jared cleared his throat. "I was just thinking about what stationery to use before I formally invite everyone here to fucking move."



Mark grinned and laughed. The platoon sergeants echoed. 



"Fuck you, Frenchie…" Mark shook his head.



Gunny's eyes shot toward the cluster of platoon commanders walking toward them, following the company XO. Wanting to execute the captain's orders before the junior officers got involved, he skipped the chain and stepped three paces to the side, in full view of the company. The milling crowd fell silent.



Jared's voice was gravel and salt. The now all-too-well-known don't fuck with me voice. 



He casually pulled a candy bar out of the breast pocket of his uniform, unwrapping it.



"First and second platoon, hut 12. Third and fourth, hut 13. Officers and staff NCOs in 14, gear in 15. You have until I finish this candy bar to get every last piece of gear and swinging dick off this deck, or I'll shove it up the last guy's ass."



He took his first bite, looking back and forth at the silent marines, tense for the go order.



He chewed once, then twice. 



"Go."



The company exploded into action. Squad leaders, fire team leaders, platoon sergeants, all found their men, barking orders and questions back and forth, and each marine grabbed two or three bags and sprinted down the dirt path to their buildings.



The captain stood silent, observing the melee. 



Organized chaos. The best kind. He looked at Jared, nodding approval.



Mark's phone buzzed once in his pocket.



New message.



From Megan Poisson.



* * *



The fortress wall of library books had extended beyond the bounds of Jordan's desk. Forming a tall, tight U-shape around her laptop, it tumbled down onto the floor, precariously stacked towers rising above the level of the desk.



Her hair pulled back in a half-up ponytail, she gripped a pencil in her teeth. Balancing an open book on her lap as she typed, Jordan paused to turn pages, then type again.



Distracted.



But…Almost there. Maybe 25 more pages…



Jordan adjusted her glasses, looking around briefly and noting the near emptiness of the room. Most of the grad students had opted to leave town around spring break. She had thought of going home to visit her parents, but it was David's week home. So of course she wouldn't miss that. 



And she was on a roll lately. With her writing. And David had to do his monthly group meeting today, and that always turned into a full workday for him, so she decided to come in and write. 



Patrick was there, four carrels down, also buried in a book with one hand on his keyboard. And Lara was there, across the aisle with her back turned and her headphones on. She was set to defend her dissertation in the history department next week. So Lara was dead to the world–oblivious to everything in the world other than the Albigensian Crusade.



Jordan was nervous. And not a little scattered. She had run her half-dozen miles or so on the track that morning as was her routine. But the spring break track crowd was sparse. And older. With the exception of Patrick, whose exercise routine overlapped with hers. 



As always, she had smiled and waved politely, but they hadn't talked much. Both had earbuds in, lost in their musical and podcast worlds.



But Jordan was distracted. A distraction that was low-key but constant, and growing steadily since that night in the red basement. Her tension was intensified by the disappearance of the girl in the mirror, then intensified more by David's renewed openness about his desire to be cuckolded, and then set on fire by her recent text exchanges with Captain Rein.



So it was on or about the sixth lap around the track that Jordan caught herself openly staring at Patrick–his lean but toned runner's legs, his flat abs which were visible when his workout shirt would periodically ride up a few inches, his handsome face, his long fingers…



It was time.



Whenever Patrick turned away slightly, she began strategically letting her eye wander down toward Patrick's running shorts, evaluating what he–recently single–might be working with. 



She couldn't tell for sure. He didn't look like he was hung like Mark Rein. But then again, who was? 



But he definitely had more going on than her husband. Which, ironically, her husband would love.



She wasn't in love with Patrick. She didn't even have a particular crush on him. He was just…hot. 



Like…he looked like he could deliver in bed.



It was a thought she would have banished in instinctive horror only a year ago. Hell, only a month ago she would have pushed back on it with every ounce of moral strength she had. But she no longer recoiled at the instinctive thought process that seemed to be governing this decision. She had a dull ache between her legs. It wouldn't go away. It was constant, and, coupled with the stress of her dissertation, her teaching load, her husband's consistent absence, his inadequacy when he was home, and her own growing hunger…



Mark was the perfect answer. But Mark lived five states away. And he wasn't coming back.



Something had to give.



She had made the decision at the end of her run this morning. Sprinting six miles a day wasn't doing it any more. 



Patrick was single now. Patrick was available. Patrick would be discreet.



She had showered and dressed on the way to the office, intentionally leaving her bra in her gym bag. Then she walked, dazed, to the office carrels to work on her dissertation.



She was going to wait for Lara to leave. But Lara wasn't leaving. 



She hadn't typed a new sentence in more than half an hour. Her cheeks burned. When she finally worked up the courage to speak, she didn't allow herself to look up.



"So…how's it going? Since…you know…"



"You talking to me?" Patrick looked up, pulling his headphones down to hang around his neck.



"Yeah…" Jordan said, still not looking up.



"Oh." Patrick replied. "I mean…not bad. Being busy helps. And…well, you know."



"Yeah, I know." Jordan chuckled, removing the pencil from between her teeth. "I'm with you there. Busy busy busy. But it's a big change. You doing okay?"



"Yeah. Depends on the day. Honestly, things weren't great before we broke up, so it's kind of a relief. But kind of not."



"I can imagine."



Patrick sighed, leaning back in his chair. "You ever have a bad breakup?"



Jordan paused to think. "Not…really. I didn't date many guys seriously before I met David. But there was one that…well, it was a weird situation. But he just…moved away. And that hurt more than I thought it would."



Patrick nodded sympathetically. "Yeah, it's kinda like that. And it's kinda lonely. You know, since she moved out."



"Yeah, I bet."



Patrick half smiled, then turned back to his work. 



God…she had to admit it. 



He was handsome. 



Like a K-pop star from a music video or something. She felt her nipples begin to harden as her heart rate rose. 



She took a deep breath. 



It was now or never.



"Well," Jordan said before he put his headphones back up, "you don't have to be single to be lonely."



Patrick smiled and nodded. 



He wasn't getting it.



"My husband's gone three weeks out of every month…"



"I bet that's hard…" Patrick replied politely.



Jordan cleared her throat, trying to hide the frustration stemming from Patrick's obliviousness. Her cheeks were flushed, her heart pounding, and her nipples were beginning to be visible through her t-shirt…a thing she would usually try to mitigate in the name of modesty.



Not this time.



"So…I get lonely sometimes…" She turned to face Patrick directly, sitting straight up and pulling her shoulders back slightly. 



"And…stressed, you know?"



Patrick's head turned slowly toward her, his pupils dilating.



Jordan's face was red as her eyes darted toward Lara's back to ensure she wasn't listening or about to turn around. Once assured, she returned her eyes forward, making eye contact with Patrick, whose eyes were trying not to look at her breasts. But he was a moth to a candle.



Jordan said nothing, instead choosing to reach behind her and pull her hair clasp out. Her auburn hair tumbled down around her shoulders. She let him look at her quietly for several seconds, allowing the tension to thicken before cutting it.



"I'm sorry you feel lonely, Patrick…"



* * *



"Zipper!"



Megan stood on the back porch, shaking the small bag of dog food. Seconds later, a gangly, floppy eared puppy bounded out from behind the swingset, with JJ chasing wildly behind him. The pair cleared the steps and slid across the wood planks, bumping into Megan's ankles.



"Sorry mommy…" JJ's breathless, perfunctory apology was punctuated by the rapid panting of Zipper, the new family puppy. 



The pair scrambled to their feet, and, after Megan slipped a treat into the puppy's mouth for obeying when she called, boy and dog scrambled into the house, tripping over each other.



At last, an even match had been found for JJ's bizarre energy. 



With the notable downside of muddier floors, Megan observed to herself as she crossed the threshold and slid the porch door shut behind her. 



Dinner was done. It was homework time. The dining room table was covered in papers–her briefs and Marky's–wait, no…Marcos'–homework. The gangly eleven year old briefly broke from his book to scoop up the puppy that was whining at his feet.



"JJ…you got poop on him!"



"It's not poop! You're the poop! It's just mud from the tree spot!"



The boys began to argue as Megan tossed her older son a box of wet wipes. Cradling the puppy in his lap, Marcos ignored JJ's loud protestations and delicately began to wipe down the floppy ears and loose puppy skin, neck to tail.



"Shower…then put on pjs…" Megan pointed a muddy JJ down the hall as he whined and stomped a small trail of grimy footprints down the hallway. 



"He's such a spaz…" Marcos lamented.



"You love that he wears Zipper out so he can do puppy snuggles with you…" Megan retorted gently, smiling to herself. She sat down and picked up a highlighter.



"Yeah, I guess…"



The two worked in silence, the sound of the shower running down the hall providing a soothing hiss as the now-clean puppy slowly fell asleep in her older son's lap.



Marcos returned pencil to paper, carefully crafting his thought, his eyes darting back and forth from book to blank page. Now almost invisible under the table's edge, the puppy began to snore gently, the crown of its head and floppy ears just cresting into view from the other side of the table.



Megan carefully set the highlighter down and lifted her phone to take a surreptitious picture. Marcos didn't notice. She set the phone down gently and prepared to send the photo to Jared. Then, thinking again, she changed the recipient to Mark.



She felt like she should write something.



But although the rumors had died down, they weren't out of the woods. It would have to be investigation proof…



She began typing carefully.



Dear Captain.



I hope the Mojave desert is treating you well. Didn't one of you get a tarantula in your boots last time you were there together?



Things are good back here at Casa de Poisson. If you look closely at the photo, you might see the top of a familiar, sleepy head just under the tabletop. 



The boys love Zipper. All I hear is how cool Uncle Mark was for finding Zipper, and how much we love Uncle Mark. And I agree with both statements.



It was a perfect birthday present. Even with the increase in muddy floors. You nailed it. I don't know what we would do without you in our lives. Thanks again.



-Meg



She hesitated before she sent the message. Closing her eyes for a moment, she switched her brain to attorney mode, and began imagining herself prosecuting the case.



The tone was good. Affectionate. Friendly. No doublespeak, no code. The way old friends talk.



Occasion checks out. A thank you for a birthday present. No casual references to the birthday boy's paternity. "Uncle Mark" is used multiple times. 



Too much?



No…perfect.



Overall vibe? A grateful mom and longtime family friend. Affection without transgression.



She could probably tear it apart in a courtroom. Especially with some hard contextual evidence. But…she could also defend it.



She looked up again, seeing Marcos' furrowed brow as his careful cursive filled line after line of school paper. The puppy began yipping in his sleep, still draped over the boy's skinny legs like hanging laundry.



She looked down at the screen again. 



Her heart twinged. She wanted to say she loved him. She missed him.



She shook her head to herself, then hit send. 



Precisely at the moment where JJ tore back into the room with wet hair and spiderman pajamas, yanking the sleeping puppy off his older brother's lap and sprinting back down the hall.



"Hey!!!" Marcos dropped his pencil and took off, following the trail of wet and muddy footprints down the hall.



* * *



Good evening, Captain.



Mark looked down at the glowing screen and smiled to himself. 



A text from Jordan Simms.



He sat up in his cot, boots off but not yet in his sleeping bag. His space was semi-private: thin plywood had been set up by supply marines to surround his sleeping space in the open K-span hut. Similar arrangements, although slightly narrower, had been made for the other officers: Lieutenant Jenkins, his executive officer, and the platoon commanders further down. The senior enlisted marines slept in a wide row near the front of the but, but with no privacy walls. The comparatively spacious partitioning stood in stark contrast to the other huts, where Charlie Company marines were crammed like sardines in long, tight rows.



The way that Mark and Jared were all those years ago.



"Sir?"



Mark broke out of the memory, seeing Sergeant James, one of his platoon sergeants standing at the opening of his makeshift room.



"Yeah…what's up?" Mark stood to meet him.



"Firewatch is set, sir. Nothing but coyotes."



"Very good. Anything else?"



"No sir."



"Good. Tell Gunny P to kill the lights at his convenience. Have him report to me if any hiccups happen before we roll out for the week tomorrow."



"Aye sir."



Sergeant James turned to leave. He was clearly confused as to why the CO asked him to relay a message to his superior. 



Mark wasn't letting on why. But he could hear Jared on the other side of the long, steel K-span hut. He knew he was on the phone with Megan and the boys. He knew the call would end if he stepped into the room and everyone snapped to attention.



And…he had already gotten a…disappointing text from Megan. 



Warm, yes. Affectionate, yes. 



But distant. 



Lawyer vetted.



He wasn't upset. Just…disappointed. 



Before the dumb scandal, he had been feeling a pull toward a deeper bond with Megan. Especially since he had been making inroads into being a bigger part of Marky's life. 



And now she was thinking about their communications with her lawyer brain. Limiting their connection. Strategically.



It was smart. The right thing to do.



But although he would never admit it out loud, it hurt.



Sergeant James was on the other side of the hut now. Mark pulled out of his phone and read the text from Jordan again. 



Good evening, Captain.



He smiled again, leaning back down on his cot, whipping up a response.



Good evening, Dr? Simms?



He didn't have to wait long for the three dots, indicating an incoming response.



J: Haha, not quite yet. And it WILL be Dr. Stark-Simms. I'm keeping the hyphen. Pretty proud of my other half.



M: Fair enough. When do you defend your dissertation?



J: Not sure yet. Working on the last chapter now. Summation. They schedule the defense after the committee approves the completed draft.



M: That's a big deal.



J: I guess.



M: You don't think so?



J: I don't know. Doesn't seem real yet. How's the North Carolina swamp?



M: Actually, I'm in California. Mojave desert.



J: Really? What are you doing there?



M: Training. 



J: Really? In the desert?



M: Yup.



J: Figures.



Mark squinted at his phone.



M: What figures?



J: That instead of you being 1400 miles east of me when I'm horny, you're now 1600 miles west of me when I'm horny.



Mark snorted, covering his mouth and looking around to see if anyone heard him.



M: Wasn't expecting that.



J: Yeah, what can I say…



Mark chuckled, shaking his head. He slipped into his sleeping bag, then turned onto his side.



M: Lonely?



J: No, actually. David's right here. Asleep. Jet lag.



A picture popped into the text feed. Jordan, laying on her side, her hair loose and hanging down. Button up pajama top, with an extra button undone.



Just for him.



Behind her was the pronated form of David Stark, asleep, his head turned away.



Mark shifted his weight, smirking as he typed a response.



M: Ah. No energy?



J: No, he's plenty ardent. Just…you know. Can't quite finish what he starts.



M: Ah. So this is his week home? How's he holding up?



J: Yep. He's home this week. And you know David. He's a machine. He had his monthly business meeting today…he's killing it. They're growing like crazy, they have two divisions now. And they're talking about starting a parallel business for snow removal. Maybe some other things too, down the road.



M: Wow. Are you guys going to be the Rockefellers in like ten years?



J: Quite possibly. He keeps pulling things together, and he just…finds ways to make money. Honestly, I can't even keep up with all of it.



M: Impressive. Did you know he was gonna be a titan of industry when you married him?



J: Nope. Just a really…sweet guy. He was just going to be a CPA–he delivered flowers to get groceries, remember?



M: Oh, I remember. But it was always pretty obvious he was going to sprout wherever he got planted. And I agree, sweet guy. Lucky you.



J: Yeah. Also, really good at housekeeping. Better than me, actually.



M: Bonus.



J: Oh yeah.



Mark hesitated, then decided to go for it.



M: So…any particular reason you reached out tonight?



Mark was nervous as he hit send. The blinking dots faded in and out. She was clearly thinking about a response.



J: Honestly, kind of complicated. But mainly the horny thing. I've been…fired up lately. Just thinking if you were anywhere around…



Mark's heart leaped. He stared at his phone for a moment. 



M: David's cool with that?



J: Definitely. He's kind of re-embracing the whole cuckold thing. We're kind of ready to…you know, do that again. And after we had those talks…about you needing a girlfriend and everything, I guess it kinda lit my fire. But you're in the desert…



Mark pursed his lips in frustration.



M: Damn. I wish I could teleport you to this dull steel and concrete hut. We could have some fun.



J: Yeah, if only we had transporters. Like on Star Trek…



M: Yep. Although we do have cameras.



J: I suppose we do.



Mark was midway through typing a response when a picture bumped its way into the text chain. The pajama top was unbuttoned, gently pulled apart to reveal her firm, petite breasts. 



M: I like.



J: I'm glad. Anything else I can do for you?



Mark shifted his weight in the cot again.



M: Take off your pants and panties.



Thirty seconds passed before another photo appeared. Her top was still on, and hung mostly open…and her left hand slipped between her legs as her right hand held out the camera. Her eyes pleaded with him. 



M: Sweet holy God…



J: Yeah? Rethinking those transporters?



M: If wishing makes it so. I would make sure we would break this squeaky cot…



J: I love that idea…Although now I have this image in my head of riding your cock and some giant desert spider climbs up my back. Kind of kills the mood.



M: There's a non-zero chance of that, actually. Also, there's like 9 other dudes in here.



J: Ah. Yeah, that might kill it for me. I like privacy.



M: I know you do.



J: Damn.



M: Yep. Damn.



The mood died. Just like that. He felt like she was waiting for the right response. He didn't have it.



Mark waited for Jordan to respond. Things felt awkward, and it was unclear where this was going. Finally, he typed out another message.



M: So…David's back on the cuck horse then?



J: Yeah, I don't think he ever really got off of it. It was more my thing. I was pretty scared. And feeling guilty. And…a whole existential spiritual moral crisis. Obviously…I'm kinda past that now.



M: So you've been on a journey. But without a teleporter…



J: Guess I'll just be horny. Unless I can find another handsome boytoy to ravish me.



Mark smirked.



M: That can't be too hard. Are they in short supply?



J: It's surprisingly hard to find statuesque men sporting big, thick, juicy man-meat who can also make jokes about Star Trek. 



M: So…short supply.



J: Yep. And I'll cop to it. I've been looking. Guess I'm going to have to find some local, but second-rate stud to address my horniness issue.



Mark froze. 



She was right, of course. 



He just didn't like thinking about it. And he didn't know how to respond to it. His thumbs hovered over the screen.



The lights went out in the hut. 



Jared had called it. The company, minus the carefully set firewatch, was ordered to bed.



The glow of his phone screen dimly illuminated Mark's face. 



Hesitating.



* * *



"It's stuck."



"Nah, it ain't stuck. Just wiggle it a little."



"I'm tellin' you guys…it's stuck!"



"Quit being a little bitch and just yank that shit out…"



Private First Class Martin Jacobs was indeed stuck. Or, more accurately, his foot was stuck, buried in a hole of his own panic, as he had thrashed in the sand under the tilted Humvee.



The Humvee, on the other hand, was indisputably stuck. Nothing ambiguous about that one. Both the front and back wheels on the driver's side had slipped off the road bank and were sunk–almost to the axles–in sand. The Humvee was tilted to the left side, not tipped over, but no longer on the road. 



It looked precarious.



Holding on to long tradition, after the vehicle slipped off the bank, the junior marine in the vehicle was unceremoniously handed the folding shovel and shoved underneath the vehicle to dig it out. 



The time-honored custom of making the new guy do it. 



Lance Corporals Jones and Johns–who often exchanged nametapes just to fuck with their sergeant's head–had been laughing about this as they smoked their cigarettes on the high side of the Humvee. They were disinclined to listen when Jacobs began complaining about his foot.



Part of it was avoiding what was coming. They all knew they were in some trouble. They all knew that after the cigarettes were down to stubs, someone would have to get word to the rest of the convoy that they'd be late. Someone would have to answer for the vehicle slipping off the road. And the folding shovel was clearly not going to get the job done–they'd need another Humvee to pull them out for sure. So there would be that hassle. And if Gunny P heard about it, they might all get new boot-shaped assholes for it.



Johns flicked his cigarette off to the side and stomped it out, re-slinging his rifle before gesturing to Jones to follow.



"Stay tight nugget," Jones called over his shoulder to Jacobs. "And keep digging."



Desert training. 



Camp Wilson. Twentynine Palms, California, smack dab in the middle of the Mojave Desert. 



50 miles west of the middle of nowhere. Two weeks into the four week rotation.



Jacobs muttered quietly–some curse vaguely directed toward his recruiter–as he ignored his wedged foot and continued hacking away at the sand underneath the rear wheel. The footsteps of his fire team comrades slowly faded. 



He dug more. Chipping away at the hard pack to get at the soft sand above it.



Until he saw the back wheel slip further down the incline. 



Shit.



Jacobs wiggled his foot again, to no avail. The struts on the vehicle began to groan.



"Hey..Johns? Jones? Guys?"



The hiss of collapsing sand dropped the Humvee another six inches. The tilt of the vehicle went higher.



"Guys? Anyone?"



Panic crept into his voice, and he began to furiously dig around his foot, hitting a large rock–clearly the cause of his inability to move.



The sand hissed again, and the roll angle of the Humvee flirted with the point of no return.



"Help!!!" Jacobs was yelling now. The weight of the vehicle had transferred entirely to the rusty suspension of the wheel next to him. The strut made a terrifying cracking, moaning noise. He reached up and opened the door in front of him. With the vehicle pushing past a 45 degree tilt, It fell open hard, smacking his helmet and dazing him momentarily.



Jacobs didn't track much for a few seconds. He heard some metal clanging, what sounded like a low grunt as the vehicle passed the tipping point. He winced, holding his forearms over his head before feeling a hand grip the handle on the back of his flak jacket, yanking him up through the open door and into the collapsing vehicle. 



A strangely quiet hiss was the only sound. The ten thousand pound vehicle was eerily quiet after the padded thomp when it fell full onto its side in the soft sand. Jacobs squeezed his eyes shut, then looked down to see his stuck foot still attached to his body, now wedged in the space where the door opened to the sand. The rock that held his foot had flipped on its side. 



He could move easily, but it hurt a little.



"I thought you guys were gone…" Jacobs called up, reaching down to pull his foot out of the now-softened sand. 



"What guys?" 



Jacobs looked up again, startled at the familiar but unexpected voice.



Shit.



"Captain Rein, sir…I, uh…"



"Are you okay?"



"Yeah. I mean, yes sir."



"Is your foot okay?"



"Yes sir. At least I think so."



"Good. Get out of the humvee. It's still unstable."



"Aye, sir…"



"You need a hand?" The voice was low and patient, but clearly annoyed.



"I think I got it sir…"



"Good."



Jacobs struggled to stand in the sideways vehicle, reaching up and finding the opposite–now top–door closed.



The door was closed.



Which meant that Captain Rein–who clearly was the one who pulled him in, didn't reach through the other door, but hopped on the top of the humvee and reached down through the gun turret to save him.



As it was tipping over.



Which meant that if it had kept rolling, his commanding officer would have been squashed like a bug. Because of him.



Shit.



"You good?"



The CO's voice was low, calm. The annoyance was gone from his tone. The adrenaline edge was already fading. 



"Yes sir…I thought I could get through the other door, but it's shut.



"Yeah. Hang on."



More light clanging. Then a heavy click, and finally a squeal as the opposite door opened vertically. Captain Rein–still not visible from Jacobs' perspective–grunted, throwing the heavy door up, until it stuck open.



"Hurry up."



"Aye sir…" Jacobs grabbed his rifle and slung it, gripping the folding shovel in his other hand before climbing out and tumbling over the far side of the vehicle.



Collapsing awkwardly on the ground, he scrambled to his feet to stand in front of his CO.



Captain Rein was a full head taller than him, and his dark sunglasses made his expression hard to read. He was in full tactical gear: kevlar helmet, flak jacket, frog suit, full combat load of six magazines of rifle ammunition and a cluster of grenades with a 6 inch K-bar knife, an M4 tactical rifle with scope clipped to his vest and an M9 Baretta clasping his right thigh. 



It was a field exercise, so everyone was suited up in tactical gear. But the captain looked different than the other officers in tactical gear for some reason. 



Way, way scarier.



"I'm sorry sir, we had…the bank collapsed. I was, um, trying to dig it out."



"You climbed under a tipping vehicle, and tried to dig out the tipping side?"



"Yeah. I mean, yes sir. It wasn't really tipping when I started, though. And then my foot got stuck."



"Where's your squad leader?"



"He's at the front of the convoy. It was just fire team 3 out here. We were doing a flanking maneuver when we got stuck."



"And you're alone?"



Jacobs didn't answer. He didn't want to get his teammates in trouble.



Mark sighed. "Relax, Jacobs. No one's in trouble. I'm guessing your brilliant partners in crime went to get a tow vehicle?"



"Yes sir."



"Alright. We'll just hang here till they get back."



The captain moved to the front of the vehicle and sat down, leaning back against a rock. "Have a seat, marine."



Jacobs uneasily sat down a few feet away, his back straight, his eyes sharp and focused. He stayed attentive, unsure of what to do or say.



Mark grabbed the radio handset velcroed to his shoulder strap.



"Charlie 1, this is Charlie Actual. Report on move status."



"Charlie Actual, Charlie 1. Battalion has us holding position. Another two hours, probably."



"Are we ready to move?"



"All ready, sir. Just waiting on the order."



"Good. We got a tipper on Signal range. My coordinates. Get a tow vehicle out here. Actual out."



"Affirm Actual. Inbound. COC out."



Mark replaced the handset and slapped his thigh with a half grin. "Looks like we got some time, Jacobs."



Jacobs hazarded a nervous smile. They sat in silence for a moment. 



Jacobs, with the adrenaline of his own close call slowly fading, began to realize how close he came to disaster.



 He also began to think about the upper arm strength it took to pull his entire body into a collapsing vehicle as it rolled–all with only a single hand hanging through a gun turret.



"Uh, thank you sir. For…"



Mark swatted the air. "Don't worry about it."



They sat silent for a moment.



"So…what do we do now?" Jacobs' voice was clearly apprehensive.



Mark looked back quizzically. "What do you mean? We wait for a tow vic and plop this rusty fucker back onto its wheels. Then we keep rolling."



"That's it?"



"That's it."



"Nothing else?"



Mark half grinned. "You want to know if you're in trouble?"



"Yes sir."



He chuckled quietly, shaking his head to himself. "Did you learn any lessons about digging out a vehicle that's hanging over you?"



"Oh, yes sir. Definitely."



Mark grinned to himself. "I'll tell you what. We get this thing running again, and we'll forget it happened. Deal?"



"Uh, deal. Sir. Thank you, sir."



Mark chuckled again, pulling his canteen out of its pouch and taking a deep swig before passing it to Jacobs. The young marine took a drink and handed it back.



"You almost met God back there, son."



"Yeah, I guess I did, sir."



"You a religious man, Jacobs?"



Jacobs shook his head. "Not really, sir. No. I used to go to church on Christmas sometimes with my grandma."



"Yeah, I went a lot as a kid with my mom. She went all the time. She was a true believer. I never got into it much myself."



They sat silently for a moment. 



"Sir?"



"Yeah."



"Why do you ask?"



Mark pursed his lips thoughtfully, removing his sunglasses to clean them with his shirt. "No particular reason. I've just been thinking about it because I've been reading the Bible lately. I'm not really religious, but I'm a big reader, and I'd never actually read the Bible before. It's the most widely published book in the world, and I'd never read it. It started to feel wrong. So I've been giving it a go."



"Oh, yeah. I guess, kinda."



Mark smirked and replaced his canteen. "Anyway, there's this part right at the beginning, when it says God created humans. It says he created the man first. All by himself. Then he kinda…realized he did it wrong or something. Said that it's not good for the man to be by himself. So he made the woman. Made the man fall asleep, ripped out one of his ribs, and made the woman out of it. Then put them in the Garden of Eden together. And…well, then shit really hit the fan. Apparently."



Jacobs laughed. "I didn't know that's how it went down."



"Yeah, that's what it says. But that little line–it's not good for a man to be by himself. There's really something to that." He gestured toward the upended Humvee. "I've…been thinking about it a lot lately. And I think you might've just figured out one of the reasons why it's not good to be alone."



"Yeah. I mean, yes sir. I can see that."



"Of course the two dipshits that were with you put you up to the task that almost got you killed. So being with someone can be a disaster too. Apparently. So there's that side of the argument…" The captain smirked. 



"Yes sir." Jacobs didn't know how to answer. The desert silence dragged for several minutes. Jacobs' mind began to wander, as it seemed like they had run out of things to talk about. The captain pulled out his phone, looking at a single text message for a while before putting it back in his jacket pocket.



"You got a girlfriend, Jacobs?" Mark broke the silence.



"Yes sir."



"What's her name?"



"Ashley."



"You treat her good?"



"I try, sir."



"Good."



They sat in silence for another moment, a distant look in the captain's eyes. The sound of engines became audible, moving toward them until one, then two squad Humvees rounded the corner. 



Mark replaced his sunglasses and stood up, gesturing for Jacobs to follow suit. "On your feet, Jacobs. And let me do the talking."



"Aye sir…"
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"The mission scores thus far are head and shoulders above A and B companies. And Weapons company could barely find their keys. All in all, the first three training evolutions have been an unmitigated success for the company."



The Charlie Company executive officer, Lieutenant Jenkins, concluded his summation of the training to date confidently. 



He was a good officer. His confident bearing betrayed competence, not insecurity. And he was a striking figure in his own right–standing just under six feet tall with his dark hair in a short, tight cut. 



Just not quite as striking as his CO.



"Very well." The Charlie Company commander preferred succinct reports. Details would be provided if needed. If asked. "Anything else?" 



Captain Mark Rein sat at the head of the folding table opposite the open floor where Jenkins stood, the company leadership arrayed on the long sides of the table flanking him.



"Nothing else to report, sir."



"Maintenance issues?"



"Nothing significant, sir. The tipped Humvee has been checked out. I know you were concerned about the left rear strut, but the mechs cleared it. It's good to roll for the rest of the exercise, at least."



"Good. Now. About that…"



Mark's voice trailed off pointedly, a clear indication that he wanted an answer before he finished asking the question.



"Second platoon. Sound off." Jared's voice popped up on cue. His tone was sharp–gravelly.



"Aye, gunny. Yes sir." 



Sergeant Thomas, the second platoon sergeant spoke up. 



“This afternoon Vic 3 from third squad deviated from the convoy on orders to check flank security on Signal range en route to the staging area before the main battalion movement. Apparently the road gave way on the east side and the Humvee tipped on its side. Johns and Jones went to get a tow vehicle and left Jacobs to secure the vehicle, main gun, and radios. I believe that’s when you found them, sir.*



“More or less…” Mark’s face remained stoic.



“I’ve prepared a recommendation for non-judicial punishment for Johns, Jones, and Jacobs, sir.” Second Lieutenant Mayfield, the second platoon commander slid a small clip of papers down the table toward the head. Mark slapped his hand down on the pile, picking it up to read it.



“NJP? On what grounds?”



“Destruction of government property, sir.”



Mark didn’t look up from reading the brief. “Didn’t we just hear a report that maintenance cleared the vehicle?”



“I didn’t know that at the time I typed my recommendation, sir.” Lieutenant Mayfield cleared his throat. “But I think good order and discipline is still best served…”



“There are two roads to good order and discipline, lieutenant,” Mark interrupted him. “Pain and paperwork. And paperwork is an absolute last resort in Charlie Company.”



He tossed the clip of paper aside as Lieutenant Mayfield sat back uneasily in his chair.



“Thomas.”



“Sir…” the platoon sergeant sat up, visually eclipsing the lieutenant behind him.



“This is…third fire team, in third squad. Correct?”



“That’s correct, sir.”



“After we break here, have the three marines in question report to Gunny Poisson. He has my leave to use his creative discretion in ascertaining what went on and applying a remedy. That’s how we’re fixing this situation. Thereafter, I expect you to instruct your marines to use the fucking radios we issued instead of taking unwarranted and dangerous midday strolls through the desert. Understood?”



“Perfectly, sir.”



“Very well."



Mark looked at Mayfield again, annoyed. 



“And I’ll refrain from asking where your platoon commander got access to a fucking printer in the middle of the goddamn desert. But as his senior enlisted advisor, I will remind you that you should feel free to educate him on differences between field and garrison priorities.”



“Understood, sir.”



“Very good. Anything else?”



The company staff remained quiet.



“Very well. Get the boys fed, give them space to relax, and set a firewatch. We need to be ready to roll out for the final evolution at 0500 on Monday morning. Dismissed.”



* * *



"Almost done?"



"Very much so…" David leaned over his laptop, sitting upright in bed.



Jordan left the door open halfway, letting the air move through the apartment. Turning back to face the bed, she felt a sudden twinge of fear, which she stifled with a smile.



David looked up briefly, seeing his wife in an advanced state of undress. "Are you hot? Is the thermostat still stuck?"



"Yeah…" Jordan sighed. “It’s not boiling hot though. Sometimes it’s perfect, sometimes just a little annoying.”



"I gotta get on the landlord to fix that…"



Jordan turned on a nightstand lamp, then walked back to the door to turn off the bedroom light before walking back to bed. She was nearly nude–stripped to a teal lace bra and matching panties; her lean, soft body reflecting the warm lamplight coming from David's side of the bed as she picked up the edge of the bedcovers on her side. 



The heat wasn't the reason for her choice of wardrobe. But David seemed too busy with work to receive her overtures at this exact moment.



"So what's the emergency?" Jordan inquired, sliding under the covers.



"Not so much an emergency…more of an opportunity. Clint has a foot in the door with New York State, we might be able to bid to supply road paint. For the whole state."



"Wow. That would be huge…"



"Massive," David agreed, not looking up from his laptop. "I just have to confirm price for supply and calculate enough cushion in the markup for a profit. It's got to be low enough to win the bid, but still cover the cost. But variable shipping rates from Brazil…it's messing up my model. I think I've about got it figured out, though."



"Okay. When you're done, I have something I want to talk to you about."



"Of course, Jo…just let me paste in this table…then wrap up. Five minutes?"



"Of course, honey. I'm not going anywhere…"



His fingers clicked quickly across the keyboard as Jordan lifted a book off her nightstand. 



Ten minutes later, David grunted in satisfaction and slapped his laptop shut, slipping it carelessly onto his nightstand before flopping back on his pillow, his head next to his wife's.



"Sorry honey, I just wanted to get that out before I crash out. Clint's out at drinks with someone in the governor's office right now, and needed it right away. I don't know how he does it…"



"Good thing he works for you…" Jordan put the book back on the nightstand. 



"No joke. That guy's paid for himself already. And then some. So what's up? You said you wanted to talk about something?"



Jordan turned on her side and looked into his eyes for a moment. She seemed too nervous to talk.



"Jo?"



"Yeah, honey. I…just…I'm thinking about how to approach this."



"Approach what?" David's eyes narrowed, intrigued.



Jordan cleared her throat, looking down, then forcing eye contact again. 



"David…"



"Yeah?"



"How serious were you about starting again?"



David took a deep breath. "Starting…"



"Yes."



David's heart raced with excitement. Was she serious?



He exhaled. "Pretty serious. But only if you're comfortable. I don't want you, you know, just for me…"



"I found a man." Jordan interrupted him. Her face was dead serious, and she managed to hide most, but not all of the fear she felt.



David was stunned.



"W…wait…"



Her eyes searched his, surprised at the sense of deep connection. It was like opening up the outer gates of his soul, and all of the sudden she could see right into his deeper parts.



She leaned in.



"I found another man to have sex with, honey. You're going to be a cuckold again."



David's hands clenched involuntarily as the ringing in his ears began.



"You're serious?"



Jordan nodded gravely. "A man I know… is available…for that. But only if you're serious."



David swallowed. Jordan looked down and began to touch his chest, running her fingertips affectionately up and down his torso as his breathing stiffened.



"So…" Jordan looked into his eyes again, "are you serious?"



"Yeah." David's voice barely broke the threshold of a whisper. 



"Okay." Jordan stopped teasing him with her fingertips and laid her palm flat on his chest. "You sure you'll be okay?"



David nodded, his eyes down. "Who…"



"I'm not going to tell you who until after I go to bed with him, honey." Jordan put a finger on his lips. "But he's good. He's a man I know, and you know him too…just less well. And I'm attracted to him. You know, physically. And earlier this morning I made my intentions known, and we…we made out."



David's heart seized, then caught itself in a gallop. "You…already?"



"Mmmhmmm," she hummed, slipping her palm under David's shirt. David always yielded to skin to skin affection. She leaned over and kissed him gently. Then once more, again, gently. 



"It wasn't for too long. But yeah, we made out, he felt around my body, and I…touched his dick."



"You…touched his dick?"



"Yeah, honey. Is that okay?"



David's hips shifted, signalling a desire to be touched. Jordan knew the signal.



"Not right now, honey. We're going to take some time to process this…then we're going to let you release, and then we're going to process it some more. Okay?"



David nodded, squeezing her wrist as she continued to rub his chest. He kissed her deeply. She reciprocated, her tongue delicately slipping in to dance with his.



"You know I love you more than anything in the world, right honey?" She said, pulling back to look him in the eye again. 



His pulse had equalized. Elevated but stable.



He nodded quickly. 



"Okay. So…I just have one question for you, and then you can ask me whatever you want, okay?"



"Okay…"



Jordan took a deep breath, then braced her palm on his chest, pushing herself into a seated position perpendicular to her husband. David saw her nipples stiffening under the translucent teal lace of her bra.



"You're leaving on Sunday night, right?" She asked earnestly.



"Yeah. Hamburg."



"Okay." Jordan cleared her throat. "So…do you want me to cuck you before you leave? Or do you want me to wait until you're in Europe?"



* * *



They had heard legends about the tattoos. How many of them there were, how intricate the layering was.



Lance Corporals Jones and Johns stood nervously outside hut 14. Outranked, PFC Jacobs stood silently behind them. Looking through the open door of the K-span, they saw their senior enlisted leader wearing fatigue bottoms and boots with no shirt as he did a field wash. 



Gunnery Sergeant Jared Poisson didn't turn around as he heard them approach. He immersed his undershirt in cold water, lifting it up, wringing it out, then immersing it again.



“Get in here.” His voice wasn’t salt and gravel. It was calm. Almost warm.



That couldn’t be good.



The three young marines quickly and quietly slipped into the hut, standing quietly at parade rest and waiting for Gunny P to speak.



He unrolled his shirt, scraping some wet mud off the cotton material as he spoke.



“Johns. You’re senior here. What happened?”



Lance Corporal Johns cleared his throat. “We were checking flank security and the bank gave out. Once it tipped, we went to get a tow.”



Another dip for the shirt. The groaning sound of twisting wet fabric followed by the sound of dripping water made Gunny’s silence even more unsettling.



“You didn’t just radio?” He asked finally.



Silence.



Finally, Jones spoke up.



“We thought we could get a Vic with a tow strap around the next bend in the road, Gunny. Handle it quietly. If we called it in, everyone would know. Even battalion.”



Jared looked up at the trio for the first time. “You wanted to keep it quiet?”



Silence. 



Jared shook out the damp shirt and draped it over the edge of his cot.



“Anything else you’re keeping quiet?”



“No, Gunny.” The three answered in unison.



Jared looked slowly from one to the other. He shook out his shirt, inspecting it and frowning.



“I appreciate your wanting to handle stuff at the squad level. Tipping a Vic is not one of those things you handle on your own. If shit breaks, I need to know, Cap needs to know. We gotta get parts and mechs to fix it. Can’t have a broken Vic running convoy that we don’t know about. That could really fuck things up. Got it?”



“Got it, Gunny.”



Jones and Johns stole a side eye glance at each other. Why was Gunny being so chill?



It wasn’t like him at all.



“Anything else you want to tell me? Any details you might have forgotten? Or left out?”



“No, Gunny.” Johns shifted his weight uncomfortably. 



Jared turned and faced the trio. The tattoos on his torso were even more intricate than the ones on his back. Centered on his left pectoral were the numbers 3-2.  For some reason, they seemed to be the icon around which the rest of the artwork revolved. They stood out in contrast to the letters, words, and lines in various languages and fonts that ran the circuit of his skin.



He looked at Johns, squinting, then moved to Jones. Jacobs still stood silent behind and between them. 



Jared's eyes settled on Jacobs. 



“PFC Jacobs.”



“Yes, Gunny.”



“You were driving the Vic when the bank gave away.”



“Yes Gunny.”



“You need to learn to watch the damn edge of the road. You’re assigned to third shift fire watch for the rest of the week. 0200 to 0400. You’re gonna lose some sleep.”



“Aye, Gunny.”



“Now get out of here, and report to medical, have them look at your ankle.”



“My ankle? I’m…uh, I’m good, Gunny. Nothing wrong with my ankle.”



Jared squinted again. His voice lowered menacingly. “Look at me, Jacobs. Think about who you're fucking talking to. You know how many rounds I've spent in the ring? You think I can’t tell when a man is off balance? Left ankle, dipshit. I could see it with my fucking back turned. Get it checked. Right now. Dismissed.*



"Aye Gunny…" PFC Jacobs nervously turned and left the hut, his limp barely perceptible. He left Johns and Jones behind, staring expectantly at Gunny P. 



Jared cracked the knuckles on his right hand and took a step between them. Both winced.



He thought for a moment, then cracked the knuckles on his left hand, then his neck. His voice dropped register down to salt and gravel.



“Last chance. Anything else you want to add? Anything at all?”



Johns’ eyes widened. Jones shook his head weakly.



Jared took another step forward. Within arm’s length. Both marines now stood in the kill range of Gunnery Sergeant Jared Poisson. And they knew it.



Jared growled audibly. But he didn't reach for them. Didn't strike them, trap them in a hold, or throw them across the room. Which they fully expected him to do. 



Instead, he simply spoke:



“Report to Captain Rein. Both of you. Immediately. Tell him I sent you.”



* * *



The squealing always started as soon as the door opened.



Aisha ran up to Jordan, throwing her arms around her neck and kissing her cheek, a mixing spoon still in hand. David stepped aside, smiling so the two friends could embrace as Hamad stuck his hairy arm through the doorway, grasped his hand, and pulled him into the house for a back-clap hug.



"So good to see you again, my friend."



"Likewise." David clapped his friend's back before they stepped back.



"So, this is the place, huh?" David looked up at the high ceiling in the front room, then down at the freshly finished hardwood floors in the entryway, and the soft new rugs under the living room furniture."



"Yep. This is the place," Hamad nodded proudly as he led David around the front room, pointing out the various features–bay window, LED lighting, woodwork cabinetry and trim with filigree inlay.



None of it was custom, but all of it was new. And the house was in a nice neighborhood. Four bedrooms, two bathrooms, a basement bonus room. The garage had enough space to store Hamad's tools, and his service truck could fit in with the door closing behind it.



"Oh my goodness, I absolutely love it!" Jordan gushed to Aisha as they reviewed each color choice in succession: paint, trim, curtains, rugs. 



Little Fatima was toddling around the room in pink overalls, stepping shakily around the coffee table with a soft toy clutched in either hand.



Hamad beamed with pride showing David each room in the house, one by one. Ever interested in the way things fit together, David delighted Hamad with rapid fire questions, eventually covering every square inch of the property, every possible question.



Except how much the house cost.



Everyone knew that Hamad and Aisha could not have afforded a nice family home in an upscale neighborhood a year ago. Now, with Hamad's ownership stake in the company, they could do so easily. They had achieved their dream, a decade or more ahead of schedule. And that wasn't even the best news.



"How far along are you?" Jordan asked Aisha.



"Four months," Aisha beamed. "We don't know if it's a boy or girl yet…we want the surprise." 



"Boy." Hamad said matter-of-factly to general laughter. 



"We have a girl, and she's beautiful. Now it's time for a boy."



"If only it worked that way…" Jordan smiled. "I was the first born, and my sister came three years later. I still remember my dad crossing his fingers before my little brother was born. Seven years of trying."



"If Fatima grows up smart and beautiful like Jordan, I'll take another girl," Hamad conceded, picking up their giggling toddler and waving the little group into the kitchen.



The heavy smell of rich spices filled the spacious kitchen. Jordan extended her arms out to little Fatima, who leaned in to land on her hip while her father sat down at the counter next to David. Both women chatted pleasantly as Hamad opened his new laptop, taking a tutorial from David as he began to learn the new software they were using to track jobs, dispatch, and increasingly important lately, new sales. 



Hamad was a quick study, but he wasn't even in David's league. He marveled out loud at how much information David could keep straight in his head at a time. 



After about half an hour while dinner was cooking, Hamad learned the basics of the program, but felt like he'd need to review all of the sheets, data, and tutorials two or three more times before he really got a grasp on the business. Maybe four or five times. He was grateful Clint was there to pick up the slack so he could focus on dispatching mechanics, but as the business was growing into new areas, Hamad felt the need to keep up. Especially since David wasn't there very much.



"Ready!"



Aisha's voice broke into Hamad and David's informal business conference, and the little party of five sat down to eat a delicious, savory meal. Jordan, trained pastor's daughter that she was, kept polite conversation going without dipping too heavily into the pedantic depths of her own interests and research. Baby names and school preferences were the major topic of conversation. As was their shared love of a particular true crime podcast. 



By the end of the evening, no one felt their welcome worn out, and no one felt imposed upon. The house was beautiful, the little family was growing, and everyone knew David Stark was the main driver behind their success. 



But nobody had to say it. 



"I'm so sorry, but we do have to get going. We have a thing at 9." Jordan checked her phone as the conversation hit a lull.



"An appointment at 9? Why so late?" Aisha asked.



"It's just a movie, but I really wanted to see it with David before he takes off for Germany. It won't be in theaters when he gets back next time."



"Of course," Hamad stood up, and everyone followed. "But thank you so much for coming…and take some sweets for the movie!" He scooped some homemade baklava into a sandwich bag.



"Oh, definitely!" Jordan stuffed the bag into her purse. "Thank you so much…and again congratulations! On the home, and on the new member of the family!" 



Smiles. 



Hugs. 



No affectations, just genuine affections before the young couple retreated happily down the clean new driveway to Jordan's Rav-4 as Hamad and Aisha waved from the open door, then closed it.



"Here." Jordan tossed David the keys in the quiet dark of the nice new neighborhood, pointing to the driver's seat. 



David was confused. No alcohol was served–and Jordan rarely drank, for that matter. Why..?



He opened the driver's side door and sat down, adjusting the seat and the mirrors, looking over to see his wife rummaging in her bookbag tucked behind the driver's seat. Finding a small brown paper bag, she pulled it out of her bookbag and set it on David's lap.



"Here."



David looked down at his lap, confused. He looked back up at Jordan, whose gunbarrel blue eyes were fixed on his, with a small, shaky, nervous twitch just under their surface.



He opened the bag and reached in, pulling out a clean, crisp, pink lady apple. On it was a strip of masking tape with writing on it. 



He turned the apple to read it.



157 Dyson Street.



He looked up at Jordan again. Her nervous eyes had spread to a nervous smile.



"Okay, honey. Are you ready?"



* * *



“Oh my God…”



Sergeant Mark Rein flopped onto his back on the hotel bed, drawing in a deep breath before his chest was covered with a clompy carpet of sweaty red hair. A pale, freckled hand clasped the  left curve of his rib cage, pulling a thin, feminine body to cuddle up close to his right side.



Sergeant Rein exhaled.



“Let’s do that again soon…” a voice floated out from underneath the tangle of red hair.



Mark cracked a smile as Molly giggled at her own suggestion.



“I’m down with that suggestion. Obviously…” Mark grinned down into the tangled mess of red hair before she lifted her head to kiss him.



She exhaled deeply. Pure contentment.



"I'm always surprised at how much I enjoy having 25 cc's of Mark Rein DNA in my body…It sounds gross when I say it out loud. But I really, really like it."



Mark's grin widened. "25 cc's? Is that a lot?"



"You're a very ardent young man…" Molly quipped.



He kissed the top of her head affectionately as they caught their breath.



The hotel room sank into the calm silence of afterglow before Mark spoke up.



“So you got the whole week off?”



“Kind of.” She dropped her face onto his chest again. “I just scheduled my shifts so I had five days off. And I know you have some time off since you just got back from deployment. I wanted to be with you. Next weekend is going to suck though, stacking shifts…basically bookending two weeks. I'll be a zombie…”



“Well, fuck it. I’ll cover a shift. How hard could being an ER nurse actually be?”



She slapped his chest playfully.



Mark felt his heart rate even out, Molly's torso rising and falling steadily on top of his.



She spoke again, her voice shifting from playful post-coital bliss to concerned girlfriend. She couldn't help it. He'd only been home from deployment for a little while, and he was worrying her. 



“So you’re being court martialed? That’s for real?”



“Yep. Like most military bullshit, it’s all too real.”



“But you just got back from deployment. Can’t it wait?”



“Apparently not.”



“And they’re saying you did something to your CO?”



“Yeah. I mean, platoon commander, but yeah. But I didn’t.”



“I know you didn’t…” Molly propped herself up on her elbow.



Mark set his jaw in silence.



“I know you didn’t, honey. I’m just trying to understand what they're saying.”



“I know.”



“What do you think is going to happen?”



Mark shrugged. “Can’t say.”



“Well I’m gonna be there. I want to support you…even if it's bullshit.” Molly's tone was determined as she drew little figures with her fingertips on Mark’s chest. She continued, her tone increasingly indignant.



“I still can’t believe they’d do that. I was talking to Megan earlier on my drive down. And she was telling me some more of the stuff you did for Jared over there. She talks about you like a superhero. You should get a medal, not a court martial.”



Mark shrugged again. “I don't care about medals. Just…hopefully I get acquitted.”



“You will.” She laid back down on his chest. 



They lay together in silence, her small, smooth frame clutching his body under the fine hotel sheets.



“My mom died when I was in combat training. After boot camp.”



Molly’s eyes shot open hearing his confession, but she didn’t lift her head. 



It was usually like pulling teeth getting him to open up about himself. She didn't want to jinx it, so she waited. She felt his chest rise under her cheek as he prepared to continue.



“I knew she was sick. Just didn’t know how bad. She said it was stage 1 when I left for boot. She came to graduation after basic. She seemed kinda tired, but okay. Turns out it was stage 4. I never saw her again after graduation.”



“Jesus Christ, Mark…” Molly propped her body up again, looking at him. He stayed silent, his eyes fixed on the ceiling. "Nobody told you?"



"Father Ramirez…he was our priest…he was with her when she went, I guess. He tried to contact me, but I was out in the field, and the message didn't get through."



Molly couldn't fully react, her hand covering her mouth for several moments of painful silence before saying the only thing she could think of.



“Mark…honey…oh my God, that’s horrible!”



Mark shrugged, his eyes fixed. 



“So once I hit the fleet, I had nobody." His voice was flat. "Just Jared. Then Meg. Now you.”



Molly sat up, scooting forward and leaning over his blank eyes. As she was nude, her petite breasts sat exposed above the crumple of blankets around her waist. Mark didn't look at them…



Now it was her brow's turn to furrow. 



He always looked at them…He loved her body…



“Honey…look at me…”



Mark’s eyes lifted to meet Molly’s as she reached down to grasp his face with both hands.



"Why didn't you tell me this before?"



Mark shrugged again. 



"Didn't feel like the right time. It's just…with the dreams I've been having…I mean…I've been having these weird dreams…"



“I know, honey. We've talked about them.”



“Not all of them are about Afghanistan. She’s…she's in my dreams sometimes too. Just…walking away. And I can't catch up to her. And now Jared and Meg are leaving…and you got into Johns Hopkins…"



"And you're going to beat this dumb little bullcrap court thingy…" Molly interrupted. She wouldn't let go of his face, her thumb gently rubbing the scar on his jawline. "And then when you're cleared, you'll get your orders up to DC, or Quantico, or somewhere nearby. And you'll have your friends, and you'll have me."



Mark looked up at her. Pale. Exposed.Concerned. Solicitous.



He looked down at her naked torso. 



He loved her freckles…lightly dusting the modest swell of her breasts, then increasing in density as they rose over her shoulders. 



Looking up, he saw the overhead light creating that back-lit halo effect with her red hair that always softened him.



That always did the trick. Especially when she smiled…like she was doing now…



He reached up and grasped her forearm, his large hand wrapping all the way around it.



"Yeah. Yeah…it'll be okay. As long as we're together…"



* * *



"I know you're excited. And you should be excited. It's a big deal, and a big step. For all of us."



Jordan Simms, her tangled hair pulled back in an awkward ponytail, her dinged up, oversized glasses set awkwardly halfway down her nose, looked up nervously as her grandmother gave her stern but loving direction.



"I know it's just an overnight trip, but it's your first one. And I know the boys and the girls are in separate rooms. But boys and girls have a way of finding their way into each others' rooms. You should know that. And you should know nothing good comes of it."



Grandma Simms was old school, but kind. Grandpa Simms had died when Jordan was only 3, so she only had pictures. But dad talked about him a lot. A good man, and good to grandma. Now, with dad visiting Mrs. Lewis in the hospital, and since mom had to take Nathan to the doctor after his sore throat, Grandma had come over to get her ready for her first overnight trip with the cross-country running team.



"I know, Grandma…" Jordan said, sighing. "I won't let any boys into my room."



"You'll have a roommate, won't you?"



"Yes, Grandma."



"Do you know her? What's her name?"



"Ashley Silver."



"Is she a good girl? Does she go to church?"



"I think she's Jewish, actually."



"That's fine. She doesn't go run around with boys, does she?"



Jordan shook her head. "No. I don't think so, anyway."



"Good." Grandma Simms nodded approvingly as she zipped the plastic bag shut, sealing up Jordan's sandwich. "I think I might have picked up a bag of Cheetos you can take for your lunch tomorrow?"



Jordan's eyes lit up. "Really?"



The Simms household rarely stocked junk food. It was too expensive, and it wasn't good for your body–God's temple. 



Grandma Simms surreptitiously snuck a snack sized bag into Jordan's backpack with a smile. Jordan smiled with excitement as the colorful bag disappeared into her bag, resting on top of her dog-eared copy of Jean Jacques Rousseau's Social Contract.



"Now remember sweetheart. They boys might ask you all sorts of things, and you should always be polite…but you never go to their room. Not to watch a TV show, not to help them with homework. Nothing. Remember, curiosity killed the cat."



Jordan nodded gravely, watching as Grandma Simms uncapped a pen and wrote on a scrap of paper, tucking it into the front pocket of her lunch bag. She caught a glimpse of it before it was folded in half.



PROVERBS 31:10-31



She knew the reference well. She had to memorize all 21 verses for her 14th birthday last year. 



"Who can find a virtuous woman? For her price is far above rubies…" the first verse began.



Jordan had memorized all 21 verses much faster than the other girls in her class. They all thought it was because she was Pastor Simms' daughter, and she had just read it a hundred times before. While both of those things were true, it wasn't the reason she memorized the important passage first.



She was just…really good at memorizing things for some reason. 



"Don't worry, Grandma. I don't really like any boys. I'm just going to read like I usually do."



"Good. Now…remember to always do your best, and winning isn't as important as being honest."



"I know, Grandma."



"Okay, do you have your overnight bag?"



"Yes, Grandma."



"Toothbrush? Toothpaste? And a case for your glasses?"



"Uh huh."



"Pads? Just in case?"



"Yes…"



"And what are you going to be sure to never, ever do?"



"Go into a boy's room, or let a boy into my room."



"Good. What's the eleventh verse of Proverbs 31 say?"



Jordan sighed. "The heart of her husband doth safely trust in her…"



"Remember, you never want to give your husband reason to distrust you. Even your future husband. I know you haven't met him yet…but remember…you should love him more than anything in the world. And his trust is worth more than gold."



"I know, Grandma."



"Okay, Jojo. Let's get in the car, and we'll take you to your bus."



* * *



“Shit man, we got off easy.”



Lance Corporal Jones waited until hut 14 was well behind them before making the observation.



“Yeah,” Johns agreed. “I thought we’d get…like…seriously fucked up for a minute there.”



“Why’d Gunny tell us to see the cap?” Jones asked.



Johns shrugged. “Probably paperwork. A reprimand or something. Cap was there after the Vic tipped, so they can't just sweep it under the rug. We wasn’t there, so he’s looking for someone to take the heat. Covering the paperwork.”



Jones wasn’t convinced. “I never heard about Cap Rein laying paperwork. Not really his style.”



“Please…” Johns retorted. “He’s an officer. They always lay paper. It's what they do. If Gunny passed on fucking with us, he did it because the CO told him too. It’s obvious."



They walked in silence before Johns wrapped up his thought: 



"Joke’s on both of 'em, though. Like I give a shit about a reprimand.”



Jones was less convinced. But as they were approaching the makeshift chapel, where the company clerk said the captain was, he kept it to himself. 



He gingerly pushed the door open, seeing a lone man in uniform sitting in the front row of a room full of empty chairs, reading.



“Sir?”



Mark’s head jerked around toward the door. Seeing the two young marines, he set down his book and stood, his head nearly scraping the ceiling of the chapel tent. He looked mildly surprised at the interruption, but he didn’t speak.



“Sir…” Jones continued tentatively. “Gunny P told us to report to you.”



A brief silence as the captain's brow furrowed.



“I see.” Mark walked toward them. “Interesting.”



Both marines straightened to attention as he approached. 



“As you were,” Mark put his hand up. “Step outside.”



The two junior marines obeyed and stepped outside, followed by their commanding officer, who put his cap on as he crossed the tent's threshold. He led them to the side of an adjacent building, out of plain sight from the main walkway, then turned to face them.



Five o’ clock shadow marked the Charlie Company commander's wide jaw, and a look of fatigue saturated his reddish brown eyes. All in all, it was a weary, pained face that sat above symmetrical silver bars pinned to his collar.



Lance Corporal Jones nervously kicked the dirt as Johns attempted to break the ice.



“Gunny gave extra fire watch to Jacobs, sir. Then he sent him to get his ankle checked out.”



“His ankle?”



“Yes, sir,” Jones added. "Gunny said he could tell Jacobs was walking funny. Musta hurt it when the Vic tipped.”



“When was that?”



Johns and Jones looked at each other. “When the bank gave out, sir.”



Jones saw a small flash of emotion cross the captain’s eyes. 



He couldn't quite place it. Just noticed it.



"So it tipped when the three of you were in it?" 



"Yes sir," Johns said tentatively.



“And you don’t remember him hurting his foot when the Humvee tipped?”



Two heads shook in unison.



Mark nodded. “I see. So why did Gunny want you to talk to me?”



“We don’t know, sir. We thought maybe something was wrong with the truck. Or maybe…”



“Paperwork?” 



Mark crisply finished Johns’ thought for him. 



Johns shrugged. “Well sir, we thought…”



“That if you didn’t get pain from Gunny, you’d get paperwork from me?” Once again, he spoke over them.



Silence. Then Jones:



“We honestly didn’t know, sir.



Mark nodded thoughtfully before responding in a genial tone. 



“Did either of you know I was enlisted before I went for a commission?”



Jones and Johns looked at each other, surprised.



“No, sir. We didn't know that.”



Mark smiled. “Yeah. I was, actually. Total mustang. In fact, I was Gunny P’s platoon sergeant. Back when he was a corporal.”



“Really?” Johns laughed, surprised. 



The laughter was cut short by the wind rushing out of Johns, his diaphragm collapsing in sudden shock. 



Adrenaline rushed through Jones as he saw his squad mate thrown back against the wall, the result of a long arm slamming into the sternum at jackhammer velocity.



Captain Rein had decisively shifted posture–from aloof but approachable commanding officer to aggressive assailant. In total control of his victim, his right arm stuck straight out, his long, powerful torso leaning forward to press the hacking, squirming Johns against the concrete wall behind him. 



“You thought I was gonna drop paper? You thought wrong…" he growled. "Who the fuck do you think taught Gunny P about pain?” 



Johns began coughing uncontrollably, clutching the captain’s forearm desperately as his uniform blouse was crushed in Captain Rein’s grip.



Mark’s head shot sideways, locking onto Jones’ shocked gaze.



“You half tipped your Humvee,” Mark said flatly. “It was still on four wheels, and you ordered Jacobs to dig it out. You knew the Vic was tipping. You didn’t help him when he got stuck. And you walked away. You left him alone.”



Mark let go of Johns, who collapsed into a gasping, sputtering heap against the wall. The captain, whose eyes had earlier only flashed anger, now positively burned with amber rage. He began walking menacingly toward Jones, who commenced backing nervously away.



“You left him alone. You left him there to die.” 



Jones took two more steps back, getting ready to run.



“Stand fast.” Mark ordered, his low growl returning. 



Jones seized on the spot, snapping to attention. Mark approached, towering over him, chin to chest.



“Listen closely, Jones. Do not mistake me for some corporate climbing academy asshole…” 



Mark’s voice dropped further. He grabbed Jones' left trapezius and clavicle in a wide, strong grip, beginning to squeeze. 



“You fear Gunny P. And you should. Because he can beat your ass without breaking a sweat. But I am not Gunny P."



Jones' eyes widened as he felt the pressure mount between his commander's pinching hand. He began to tremble from pain, unsure of how much pressure it would take to snap his clavicle.



However much pressure it was, he was absolutely sure Captain Rein could produce it.



"You disregarded the life of one of the marines under my command…”



Mark stopped to breathe, holding the pressure steady as he measured his next words. 



Jones was paralyzed. Johns still struggled to catch his breath, not yet standing. 



Mark inhaled deeply and continued:



“You put a Charlie Company marine’s life on the line like that again, you leave one of my men alone to die like that again, and I won’t beat your ass like Gunny P.”



He bent to look down directly into Jones’ eyes, modulating his voice down to a menacing whisper:



“I will fucking kill you.”



He stood up, releasing Jones from his grip and straightening his hat as Johns struggled to his feet. He turned so he could see them both flanking him, cowering. He spit on the ground and cleared his throat, speaking in full voice for the first time–a clear, crisp baritone. 



“You leave one of my marines alone to die in the desert, and the only paper coming from my desk will be the letters I send to your mothers lying about the accident that ended you.”



Johns heaved in breathless panic on his left side. Jones trembled in fear on his right.



He glared once more. 



Left again.



Then right.



“Have I made myself clear?”



* * *



The car ride to Dyson street was quiet. 



Jordan looked out the window, attempting to feign relaxed conviction while her heart pounded out of her chest. She knew David's face was reddening, his tongue tied. She knew the complex neurochemical knots being tied between his head, heart, and penis. She let him squirm a little, knowing that if he asked her to call it off, she would.



She also compulsively thought of her own experience earlier that week, in the empty stairwell on the east side of the building where her student carrel was, when she and Patrick…



God, he was hot. She hated to admit it. Taller than her. Thin. Toned. Long fingers, which had managed to fondle her breast under her shirt, tweaking her nipple as they kissed.



The feel of his penis as she slipped her hand down the front of his pants. Long. Thin. Hardening, but not fully hard when they heard the fire door slam open a floor below them.



Blowing apart like contra-polar magnets, Jordan and Patrick quickly straightened themselves and made their way back into the office. 



Lara didn't even look up.



But after Jordan told her husband, after he agreed to a cuckolding before he left for Europe, texts were exchanged. Plans were made. 



And the heat and tension in her core grew day by day.



Day by day.



Day by day. Steadily…ever since that night when the doorway to the red basement yawned open, ready to devour her. 



The last night she really had a heart-to-heart with the girl in the mirror.



The car came to a stop at 157 Dyson Street in front of a small house–one of many shared by clusters of graduate students, usually three or four at a time to save money. 



David put the Rav-4 into park. Jordan's heart pounded, and she fought to maintain her calm facade as she turned to look at her husband.



"Ready honey?"



David cleared his throat, then nodded. 



"Yeah."



Jordan picked up the apple from the dashboard, peeling the tape with the address off of it and handing it to her husband with a nervous smile.



"Eat all of it, honey. It won't kill you. It looks delicious, actually."



"Okay." David's hand shook as he took it. 



Jordan took in a deep breath, then exhaled. "Okay. Here we go. You sure you're ready?"



David's whole body was shaking now. He nodded, then, grasping the apple in his left hand, nervously took a bite. 



Jordan looked down, noting the small tent in the crotch of his pants. 



She smiled. For the first time since they left Hamad's house, her smile was spontaneous. She put her left hand on his right hand.



"So you just wait here, okay? I'll come out when I'm done."



"Okay…" 



She rubbed the back of his hand with her thumb. "And David?"



"Yeah?"



"I know you're going to be excited. But it's a public street…" she gestured toward his obvious erection. "So…don't do anything that could get you arrested, okay? I'll take care of you when we get home."



"Okey dokey…" David's face burned.



Jordan sat still for a moment, looking into her husband's helpless, pleading eyes. Steeling herself, she leaned across the center console and planted a delicate, tender, slow kiss on her husband's lips, the pads of her right hand fingers resting gently on his cheek. She pulled back a few inches, looking as deeply into his eyes as she could. Looking for any resentment, any anger, any sign that this wasn't what he wanted.



She found nothing. 



Jordan smiled nervously again, then turned to step out of the car. Shutting the door behind her, she began to walk to the door on wobbly legs, looking over her shoulder at David in the driver's seat, his expression some kind of cross between a trapped animal and a helplessly horny teenage boy.



She waved.



He waved back.



She approached the door, feeling her mind suddenly separate from her body, if only briefly. She watched her right hand rise up, clutch, and knock three times on the door. 



She heard footsteps approach, and the clack of the deadbolt turning.



Who can find a virtuous woman? For her price is far above rubies…




Post 348 — Guest

Tue Feb 17, 2026 4:43 am

Hmmmm...thinking I just read three timeframes: Jordan in teen years; Mark approaching Court Marshall; and present day Mark engaged in field exercises & David and Jordan re-entering the cuck scene.



Anyway, loved it, thanks as always.




Post 349 — Crushing

Tue Feb 17, 2026 5:48 am

Correct. Sorry if it’s convoluted, I’m trying to layer in formative memories from characters’ past to give context to major breakthroughs in the present. So Mark and Jordan’s present timeline is paired with a flashback to Jordan’s teenage years and Mark’s earlier relationship with Molly. Sorry if it’s confusing!




Post 350 — loyaltoher

Tue Feb 17, 2026 8:01 am

Molly’s red hair and freckles……..a man with passion, loyalty, a leader in everyway…..Jordan’s mirror dominatrix, her loyal cuck.  An excellent unfolding of lives impacted by this man.



not confusing. a spider couldn’t weave a more touching, emotional web.



TY




Post 351 — nnjcpl2002

Tue Feb 17, 2026 8:46 pm

Another great installment as we are totally captured by the unfolding tale. And we have come to really like all the players because they're all quality people who are attempting to deal with real life needs. And we want them to succeed!

  Thanks again, C!




Post 352 — Dream Weaver

Wed Feb 18, 2026 12:43 am

This really is amazing. I've been reading for a very long time, only on the 3rd page. Wow.




Post 353 — Luis

Fri Feb 20, 2026 4:23 am

This may be the greatest story ever written on this subject! Can’t wait for more!




Post 354 — MustBeDenied2

Sun Feb 22, 2026 9:49 am

↳ Replying to: Dream Weaver

This really is amazing. I've been reading for a very long time, only on the 3rd page. Wow.



Then you're in for a treat. This is a masterpiece.




Post 355 — john jasson

Sun Feb 22, 2026 11:19 am

↳ Replying to: MustBeDenied2

↳ Dream Weaver wrote Wed Feb 18, 2026 12:43 am:
This really is amazing. I've been reading for a very long time, only on the 3rd page. Wow.



Then you're in for a treat. This is a masterpiece.



Seconded with bells on. It's a feast.




Post 356 — Crushing

Sun Feb 22, 2026 5:24 pm

Responding to Dream Weaver’s comment, which he apparently deleted? Anyway, I read it, found it thoughtful and accurate on many points, and thought it merited a response.



I loved the comment, actually. And I wanted to jump in before others feel pressed to defend.



So…first off, you really read this whole thing in like two days? Yeah, you shouldn’t have done that, haha. It’s like you went to one of those high end buffets and tried to eat an entire station’s worth of food. There’s a definite point of diminishing return, even if the food is good.



That said, I think I’d agree with the broad scope of your critique here. I did start the project with a tight focus, but then I started getting interested in thematic arcs, then built subplots and characters to explore them. If I were to publish this, it would probably take the form of a series of prequels and sequels orbiting the main narrative.



But since it’s really just been a fun project for me on a free fiction site, I’ve kind of just let it sprawl into a tapestry of overlapping themes. I do have a master plan to weave them into coherence, but the sprawl is wide enough that it might come off as unmanageable to some readers. A calculated risk on my part.



One of the advantages of writing serially in a medium like this is it gives readers time to digest, and gives writers the opportunity to really spread out. And I’ve kind of developed an attachment to each of Mark’s paramour couples, and the various psychosexual itches that non monogamy scratches for them. And what they, in turn, provide for him. If it’s only sex he wants, it’s not hard for him to get, after all. But he’s more complicated than that, which in my view makes him more worthy of Jordan.



But while Mark’s development definitely gets more space, at the center really is Jordan, who is unwittingly torn between a deep attraction to two extremes of masculinity, and therefore torn between two men who fill the archetypes of those extremes. 



On the one hand is David: the epitome of dependability. Also exceptionally intelligent in a domain inaccessible to Jordan, which she respects and feels attracted to. But at his core, a broken little boy that she feels powerful attempting to fix.



Mark is also deeply broken, which his journey through other relationships demonstrates and develops. Jordan’s extraordinary insight into the human mind/soul is something he craves and can’t get anywhere else. A few other women (Molly, Megan, Amy as you’ll see) supply aspects of it, but it never quite works. 



When Mark and Jordan finally find their way back to each other, it is Jordan who will have to come to terms with her complicated desire, and it is Jordan who will have to probe everyone else’s brokenness and needs, and find a way to configure a morally transgressive relationship with two men into something that works. I view Jordan in the mold of Shakespeare’s Rosalind: truly and obviously extraordinary, and uncomfortable at first in coming to terms with what she wants, but once she does, she masterfully orchestrates the whole world around her to get what she wants.



I definitely grant you that this is massively over the top for regular erotica. But something about the complexity of these types of relationships just seems to call for more aggressive, maybe even obnoxiously complex exploration. I’m hoping so, anyway.



And don’t feel bad criticizing. Just…chew your food a little longer before you gulp it all down. You’ll get a stomachache.  :D




Post 357 — kinkydetroit

Sun Feb 22, 2026 6:04 pm

Fantastic response :up:




Post 358 — Shauncuckold

Sun Feb 22, 2026 7:48 pm

Hi Crushing, 



I think that Jordan and Mark are a great fit but I wonder if Mark is looking consciously or maybe subconsciously for someone permanent that he does not have to share with another man and someone that helps provide balance and support in areas where he is damaged. 



Also, can Jordan handle a long-term Poly relationship and maintain secretly hiding her relationships from her family and church?



These questions and more is what makes your writing so interesting. Thanks for sharing.



Mr. Swan




Post 359 — Dream Weaver

Sun Feb 22, 2026 8:59 pm

↳ Replying to: Crushing

Responding to Dream Weaver’s comment, which he apparently deleted? Anyway, I read it, found it thoughtful and accurate on many points, and thought it merited a response.



I loved the comment, actually. And I wanted to jump in before others feel pressed to defend.



....



And don’t feel bad criticizing. Just…chew your food a little longer before you gulp it all down. You’ll get a stomachache.  :D



Me reading this book:



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-YHDL8vOg8A



Yes, I read the whole thing in two parts and in my second run literally went to bed at 6:50 in the morning.  I've only done that a few times, most memorably reading a book (The Exorcist) all night into morning when I was a teenager. 



I'm actually honored to get the detailed response you sent.  I'm the type that has one half of my brain insisting I need to talk, and the other half trying to stay principled, not critique the writer, because I respect the art and don't want to smother you. Of course the big mouth wins out every time, at least temporarily. 



So I came back, deleted it after a few hours when the rational brain took over.



Then I log on and .... oops... you saw it. Dag!



I've read and re-read your response. I'm grinning that you'd trust me to understand, or at least investigate, the Rosalind reference (I didn't, but I do now after looking into it).  It's funny because the more I investigate her character/role, the more I realize you summarized it for me in your response.  This isn't a puzzle for me to figure out.  You've laid out the process and the inspiration. 



Of course how she deals with each man is the million dollar question, and I can only get that by reading more when it's available.  I do appreciate you putting this here in free format.



Don't worry, "Over the top" was never the issue I had with this story, haha. Perhaps it deserves a re-read on my part (ironic). So explore away!



With that, I'll leave you to it. Thank you for the conversation!




Post 360 — Crushing

Mon Feb 23, 2026 1:52 am

↳ Replying to: Shauncuckold

Hi Crushing, 



I think that Jordan and Mark are a great fit but I wonder if Mark is looking consciously or maybe subconsciously for someone permanent that he does not have to share with another man and someone that helps provide balance and support in areas where he is damaged. 



Also, can Jordan handle a long-term Poly relationship and maintain secretly hiding her relationships from her family and church?



These questions and more is what makes your writing so interesting. Thanks for sharing.



Mr. Swan



You’ve definitely tapped into the central tension I’m building towards here. Mark craves completion, and tends to spiral when he’s alone (hence the references to Genesis in the recent chapters after he loses access to Meg). The problem is he respects the men his women are with (except Molly’s husband, but that relationship crashed out for other reasons). However, as much as he fell for the other three, no one has the pull on him that Jordan did, and he’s gradually becoming aware of that.



Jordan, on the other hand, has this central social and psychological tension. Don’t forget: she’s a true believer still, and her identity is deeply wrapped up in being the brilliant and precocious pastor’s daughter. Her view of religion is actually quite earnest and can’t stomach hypocrisy. So while it would be much easier for her budding lifestyle to reject her religion and live authentically in polyamory, she still actively struggles to assimilate her new truth into her faith. She’s in the process of choosing the second path, alternating between accepting and rejecting the girl in the mirror, and she still sees herself as two warring halves, flesh and spirit. And ultimately she doesn’t want to live two lives—so what’s to be done?



So once she gets deeper in a relationship with Mark, the road we’re will see Jordan being pulled hard in two directions. Each direction has its dangers and promises of fulfillment, and we’ll see if she has the capacity to walk two roads, and seeing how she navigates that.




Post 361 — user322

Mon Feb 23, 2026 5:58 am

↳ Replying to: quoted post

I think that Jordan and Mark are a great fit but I wonder if Mark is looking consciously or maybe subconsciously for someone permanent that he does not have to share with another man and someone that helps provide balance and support in areas where he is damaged. 



Also, can Jordan handle a long-term Poly relationship and maintain secretly hiding her relationships from her family and church?



I get the impression that Mark enjoys playing the bull, so maybe he also enjoys having someone else's wife.



I feel that the couple's dynamic (Jordan and David) ultimately allows for a relationship that approaches polyamory.

Will Crushing decide to pursue full polyamory or not? I think a deep relationship that isn't polyamorous offers more tension, and therefore more excitement.

If polyamory develops, and everyone knows about it (family/friends), after a while everything will seem "normal," routine will set in more easily, and things will be less exciting.



If the others don't know, then it can't be complete polyamory, but doing things secretly will always maintain tension and excitement, with many more exciting situations possible: Mark getting to know the family as if they were friends when they're actually his lover, Jordan and Mark going out alone in a public place, Jordan, Mark, and David going to a party together, and David coming home early alone, saying he's tired, so Jordan has to go home with Mark, etc.



Then I get the impression that when Jordan talked to his father, who is a pastor, his father understood certain things but didn't say so. He seemed quite open-minded and understanding towards Jordan. Perhaps he will be one of the elements in the story that allows Jordan to accept his desires without being in conflict with his faith.



Perhaps the father will be a character who understands what's happening, without explicitly saying anything, but who won't judge the couple and will make them understand that the most important thing is their love for each other. This could also create some exciting situations if Mark is present during a meal with other family members, with the father also present.



We'll see!




Post 362 — lkh96

Mon Feb 23, 2026 11:03 am

At the end, will Jordan fully shed the visages of her faith and earnestly embraced the promises of the flesh??

I'm inclined to believe she wouldn't. It will mean becoming a wholly new person and I believe her faith is instrumental in shaping the person she is and ultimately the person David fell in love with. So far, I'm of the opinion that Jordan in navigating two worlds will discover a new version of herself, a cocktail of the two girls in the mirror. Rooted in her faith yet embracing and in acceptance of the siren call of the flesh.



Mark's tale, i believe will be far more interesting. I don't see him as a Bull. Megan soothes but does not heal the wound. Jordan with her ph.d and the intellectual capacity to battle Mark's psych, coupled with the absence of millitary protocols is someone Mark can genuinely fall for. Question is, will Mark go against his conscience to pursue Jordan for himself or will he be his usual persona and take only what Jordan and David can give. Will he win the battle to lose the war or will he go every man for himself ?



So far, David is the puzzle that remains. How much does he crave and how far is he willing to bend (he can bend as we have witness the factory incident). How much of a cuck is he ? The discovery and acceptance will be exciting.



I could very well be wrong. Just my 2 cents.




Post 363 — loyaltoher

Mon Feb 23, 2026 11:21 am

The nascent comments of all these readers fuel the story.   I appreciate everyone’s story line direction.  Now, it’s up to our cherished writer to weave Amy and Gil into the web.  Take us, lead us…we are following.



thx




Post 364 — Dream Weaver

Tue Feb 24, 2026 12:15 am

So true to my comment above, started reading again from pages 4 to midway 9. Roughly 6 hours or so.



Yeah it is a fucking masterpiece.




Post 365 — Guest

Tue Feb 24, 2026 4:34 am

Don't look now folks but this story is now well over 2 years in the making.



When the author started back up several months ago I realized a re-read was necessary ( and I think he suggested as much )...remembered many sections so skimmed through those more quickly than initial read.  



Anyway, found the review quite helpful.




Post 366 — Crushing

Fri Feb 27, 2026 4:05 am

It was quiet in the car.



The kind of quiet that seems to amplify every subtle shift of body weight. Where the fabric in your pants and the fabric in your seat in the car rub together in a conspicuous hrrrrrrssssssh.



David was suddenly grateful he didn't spring for the leather seat package when he bought Jordan's car. 



He originally didn't do it because she would have found it extravagant. Now he was just glad that the uncomfortable groans that rose out of his constant, nervous movement–sliding back in the seat, sitting up, reaching down to change the radio–weren't distractingly loud in this particular moment.



A strange thing to consider, but it was just a single swirl in the torrent of racing thoughts that had ripped him anxiously downstream since Jordan had stepped in the house, the door closing behind her.



She was clearly nervous. He could see that from his vantage point parallel parked on the curb in front of 157 Dyson Street. Her posture just barely hunched, each delicate hand clutching the opposite bicep over her long sleeves after knocking on the door. 



David had strained to identify the man who let her in, but only saw a tall, thin silhouette with black hair. 



Jordan had looked up at the silhouette, tucking her hair behind her ear as she stepped gingerly across the threshold.



That was ten minutes ago. 



David shifted his weight again, deliberately allowing a little clearance between his hand and his crotch. If the two met, it would go badly. Jordan had been explicit in her insistence that he not get arrested.



Who was this man? A figure merely…but one whose arms were clasped around his wife's back by now. His hands would be lifting the hem of her shirt. Sliding palms and fingers up and down her bare back, unclasping her bra before moving to her front…



What would she be doing as this mysterious man undressed her? 



David had felt how hot her skin was when she touched his hand, then touched his face before stepping out of the car. Feverish without being clammy–as if she had an internal thermostat that was turned way up. 



She clearly needed this. 



Which is what caused his heart to leap…her need. It was more than alluring to him. It was overpowering. Watching her eyes dilate, her skin flush, and her eyes drop modestly, then resolutely turn to lock with his in a look of helpless determination. 



The knowledge that she needed a man. A different man–one that she didn't love like she loved him. Just a man that she…



Needed.



She would kiss the man. Her lips would lock with his…would her tongue dance with his? His hands would feel her heat, and know it's for him…



David's heart leaped again as he saw a change in the house. The light in a corner room flicked on. Cheap white blinds concealed all but the light in the room–but common sense and a basic understanding of architecture connected the dots easily. They had moved to the bedroom. 



Were they naked yet? Or was that the part that was happening now?



Oh God…David thought to himself. This is a bad idea. This is a bad, bad idea. Why did I let this happen?



He checked the time. Fourteen minutes. Fourteen minutes since the door had closed behind her.



His breath began to heave as he realized that the one thing that makes a bedroom a bedroom was likely the spot where his wife was currently tumbling in some state of undress. Two strange eyes–still invisible to him in the misty frame he was able to glimpse through the door–were drinking in some amount of Jordan's pale, smooth skin. Uncovered.



Was it her bare breasts? Her toned, runners bum, covered with the lace black panties she put on before they left for dinner at Hamad and Aisha's house? 



Or could they simply not wait and she was already on her back? 



Her stiff, pink nipples would be clear indicators of the moisture inviting the man between her legs. 



David imagined the soft auburn down covering the V of her panty line and continuing between her legs. It so poorly camouflaged her womanhood. Was it swollen with need? 



Wet?



It had to be wet. She was already flushed on the drive over.



Perhaps the tall man's hands would cup, caress, fondle, and explore…



The wetness growing, the need growing.



Was that what was happening now?



What about him? Would he undress? Would she undress him? Fumbling with a belt? A button? A zipper?



Oh God…I need to stop this. I need to call her. I need…



David fumbled to get his phone and, in a panic, selected Jordan's contact and dialed. An eternity passed as the ring tone indicated a connection.



It was immediately accompanied by a gentle buzzing from Jordan's purse on the floor in front of the passenger's seat. 



David frantically reached down and pulled out Jordan's phone, seeing the screen lit up with his name.



Shit. 



David looked helplessly up at the blind white window. 



Surely he was…by now…



David shook his head, feeling his penis ache…he gently brushed the tip through his zipped khakis, groaning at the sudden sensation.



He shook his head again…she would probably get cold feet. She wasn't really ready for this again. Maybe she was just trying to make him happy before he left again…playing along with his fantasy. Maybe she'd come out and say she had sex with another man…but she really didn't. 



Yeah, that was it. Jordan Simms wouldn't do that again. Not after everything that happened. There was no way another man's hard cock was sliding into her…parting her intimates…filling her…



David gasped as he saw a dark shape move just left of center in the window. A true, solid-line silhouette against the blank white lines. 



Just one. 



If it was one person…Maybe it was…



But if it was two…then they were embracing tightly, and that embrace made it look like one…



The white light dropped to a blue tint.



The silhouette parted into two.



Then one of them dropped back and out of sight.



Followed by the other.



Onto the bed. Probably.



David's jaw dropped. He instinctively clutched the crotch of his pants, finding a damp circle with his sweaty palm.



Shit… 



* * *



Literature 223 always ended a little early on Tuesdays. What was supposed to run from 2 to 3:30 rarely made it past 3. The professor preferred to use Tuesdays to check for comprehension on what they were reading. That never took the full 90 minutes. The discussion during Thursday's classes always ran over though.



So Amy always got back to their apartment, just off UTEP campus, a little after 3 in the afternoon on Tuesdays. Gil's practice sessions never ended before 5, so as long as she didn't have a recital or other dance gig, she would generally go home, tidy up, sometimes doing a load of laundry or going to the gym on the far end of the apartment complex.



This particular Tuesday, Amy had planned on doing laundry–but most of her clothes were crammed in airtight rubber totes and stored at the apartment next door. 



"Trish" had hopped on a plane to JFK international airport late last night, and she and Gilbert had gratefully tumbled into bed for some well-earned privacy when they returned to their empty apartment. 



Making love was natural, of course, but Mr. Rain hadn't provided accompaniment this time. It didn't make the sex bad, just…less intense. Maybe a tiny bit disappointing. 



And Amy was already planning on getting her clothes back after class.



Which was now.



Unfortunately, Mr. Rain, who didn't provide the accompaniment for a dance last night when she and Gilbert came together to couple, was in fact providing accompaniment now. In the mid afternoon. 



Which wasn't like him. 



So the rhythmic thumping on the far side of the wall at 3:20 in the afternoon was equal parts unsettling and arousing for Amy. She lay on the bed, her blonde hair fanned out around the back of her head as she resisted the urge to touch herself. 



If Gil had been there, this wouldn't be an issue. But Gil wasn't there, and whatever woman was currently underneath Mr. Rain was not being quiet.



That part was highly regular, even expected. Generally Mr. Rain's partners were quite vocal. Amy wasn't sure if he just expressed a preference for that, or if it was…involuntary. She herself had never felt the impulse to vocalize past the occasional gasp or surprised moan. The odd squeak before an orgasm with Gil being the only real exception.



Whoever this chick was, she was wailing like some kind of contralto banshee. 



The headboard thumps picked up their tempo, and her wailing was rhythmically punctuated by each thump. 



Mr. Rain must have some real momentum there to jar the steady sound of the banshee's voice. Whoever this chick was…she knew how to sing from the diaphragm. She ought to sing in musicals.



Amy rolled onto her side, her legs rubbing together, gently fanning her heat. She tucked her hand between her thighs, not daring to lift higher, as the music on the other side of the wall reached its crescendo, passed its climax, and receded into denouement. 



Climax passed, the banshee woman heaved audibly, the upper register of her voice clanging out clumsily at the commencement of each exhalation.



Amy's face burned as she rolled onto her back again, withdrawing her hand from between her warm thighs.



She heard the bedsprings decompress through the plaster between their beds. Then again. Voices. Breathy laughter. A slight bump and a giggle–maybe someone losing their balance momentarily. A few minutes of nothing. Then footsteps. Fading. 



Amy strained to hear…fairly sure she heard the outer door open and shut. She ran toward her own front door, leaning against it to ensure that footsteps were moving past her door toward the exit.



Confirming, she quickly ran back to her bedroom and slipped her sneakers on and squatted to tie them. She stepped into the bathroom, straightening her hair and splashing cold water on her face. Then briskly walking to her front door, she peeked through the peep hole and, with the coast clear, walked nervously out into the hallway and toward the next door down.  



Her focus shifting rightward and leftward down the hallway, Amy politely knocked on the door, her heart pounding as she heard footsteps approaching.



“Hi…” a few awkward seconds of silence as Amy found herself face to face with a young woman…brunette, mussed hair, thin, wearing glasses and a dour look on her face.



The banshee, presumably.



“Hey…can I help you?” The banshee asked, half annoyed, half wary.



“I’m…I’m sorry to bother you,” Amy stammered, mortified. “I was wondering if he’s home. Mr…uh, Mr. Rain.”



The banshee tucked her chin. “Mr. Rain?”



“Yeah…the uh, the man who lives here.”



“Oh, you mean Mark. And it’s pronounced Rein, honey. Like the river in Germany. Why? Are you selling something?”



“No…I live next door. I just got home from class, and he was storing some stuff for me and my boyfriend. I was just going to grab it…if he was home.”



The territorial look faded somewhat at the mention of the word “boyfriend.”



“Oh. Yeah, he’s here, he just went to change his laundry.”



“Oh. Okay, I’ll go ask him there. Thanks!”



The banshee’s eyes narrowed, not liking that idea but effectively powerless to stop it.



“I’m Amy, by the way.” She stuck out her hand. “My boyfriend Gil and I moved in last month.



“Julie,” the banshee grasped Amy’s hand politely. “Mark’s girlfriend.”



”Nice to meet you,” Amy broke the hand clasp and spoke over her shoulder, walking down the laundry room. 



She ducked her head, her face burning as she turned the first corner, and increased her pace rounding the second corner.



Which is where she slammed into a body, a silver light flashing briefly in front of her eyes as she tumbled backward, landing on her back with an undignified THOMP.



“You keep doing that.”



Amy, still dazed, looked up. 



Way up. 



He was smiling.



His teeth were perfect.



He bent down and offered his hand. 



“I’m sorry…I was just…” she took his hand as he pulled her to her feet.



"Not looking?"



He was still smiling. Amy tucked her hair behind her ear instinctively.



"Yeah, sorry."



"Well, I just changed my wash, there are a couple open machines now…" he gestured toward the laundry room behind him.



"Oh…thanks, but I was actually looking for you…to get my clothes back? My mom left yesterday."



"Oh," Mark chuckled. "Right. Yeah, let's grab those."



They walked back toward the door, Amy bashfully chopping her step as she stayed next to him.



"I was a little embarrassed," she said nervously. "I just got home from class and knocked on your door, I don't think your girlfriend was very happy to see me."



Mark didn't turn his head.



"My what now?"



"Your girlfriend…Julie?"



Amy caught herself baiting the hook, and tried to force nonchalance when he responded.



"Julie…oh, no, she's not my girlfriend. She's just in my English Romantics class…we had an argument about the Bronte sisters earlier…she just came over to borrow a book."



"Oh, sorry…" Amy blushed, looking down again. 



Mark opened the door to his apartment, motioning for her to go in first. Amy took a tentative step inside, looking around for the banshee, who had apparently fled the scene.



Mark walked in behind her, chocking the door open. "They're stacked in the closet there…need a hand getting them back into your place?"



* * *



It was 18 minutes from the time the light turned from white to blue. The total time from when the front door closed to when the front door opened was 32 minutes and 31 seconds.



Jordan gingerly opened the door, the tall male figure behind her mostly concealed by the half opened door.



No kiss goodbye. Just a nervous backward glance as Jordan walked stiffly down the porch steps, her hair slightly tousled.



Her head down, she moved quickly across the front lawn, her husband fixated on every tiny move of her body.



She gripped the shiny handle and pulled the door open, stepping carefully into the clean Rav-4, noting the core of the apple sitting in a napkin in an empty cupholder. 



She looked up for the first time, finding her husband's eyes full of terror and need. She smiled awkwardly.



"Hey baby."



"Hi…Jo. Um…how did it go?"



Jordan looked a few degrees to the right, nodding once in thought.



"It was…good."



The space between the last two words was excruciating, and the final word caused David's innards to torque. 



"So…you did it?"



Jordan smiled and nodded. "Mmmhmm." 



She took his hand gently. "You okay?"



David shook his head, his hand still shaking.



"Can you drive us home now?"



David nodded again and pushed the start button in the car, taking in a deep breath. His impulses were a tangled morass of contradictions.  He wanted to know everything, and he wanted to never hear anything. He loathed his own delight in the depravity of it. He loved it, and he hated loving it. The thought of Jordan’s back on another man’s bed in what turned out to be a cool bath of pale electric blue light, her legs wide and her body covered by a tall, lean, and unambiguously male shape? It made his stomach turn. Several moments in that 32 minute span nearly made him vomit. And at least one made him ejaculate. And it all made him want to break the land speed record getting back to their apartment so he could have his turn, feel her moisture—second hand.



For her part, Jordan was silent. She had a dim and vacant look in her eyes, and kept compulsively running a hand through her hair. The post-romp rumple of her smooth auburn hair settled into the respectable, the presentable. The gradual erasure of the outward sign of her inward turmoil. 



She knew David was tied in knots—because she had intentionally tied some of them. She knew she had a part to play—the whole-cloth whore of her husband’s fantasies. A confident, deeply sated woman striding back into her marriage, unashamed by her adultery and ready to tend to her husband. An uncomplicated dessert after a rich, filling meal. 



Then a good snuggle, a deep sleep, and wake up to be David’s madonna again.



That’s how it happened with Mark. At least, most of the time. And it wasn’t forced, it just…flowed that way. Now she was consciously willing herself to play the part. Holding back a pressing sense of disgust at herself for what she had just done.



Yet, like her husband next to her, Jordan’s mind raced in a tangle. Horror at herself was the predominant emotion, papered over by the performative confidence she knew her husband wanted.



But deeper than the horror was something she couldn’t quite name. Something akin to the feeling of stepping out of a long, cold shower after running 13 miles in the blazing hot sun.



Relief.



* * *



"Stop."



Dr. De Foglio stood indignant, an imperious hand jammed resolutely over middle C, between Gil's exhausted fingers.



He stopped and looked up. 



"Emphasize the first of three. Triplet, but lean into the first one, make two and three echo. BAH dah dah BAH dum dum BAH da da BAH dum dum…"



She gave an exaggerated demonstration, leaning over his hands with her own.



Gil repeated. More subtle, but faster. Badada Badad Badada Badada…



"Better. But you play like you're made of wood. Are you made of wood?"



"No…" 



Gil tried it again.



"Again."



Once more, frustrated, he laid on it too heavy.



"Now it's lead, not wood. Neither is good. No lead. No wood. You have to be fire…make sparks fly everywhere–all over the audience in this opening phrase!"



"Dr. De Foglio…" Gil blurted out. "Can I be honest here?"



She paused, raising an eyebrow. "Of course…always honest."



Gil took a deep breath, straightening his back. 



"I don't get this piece at all. And I kind of hate it."



"You hate it?"



Gil shrugged. "Yeah. It seems like…just all razzle-dazzle and no substance. I can't connect with it. And yeah, it's technically really challenging, which I know is good for me, but I just can't…connect to it."



"Can't connect…" Dr. De Foglio crossed her arms, nodding thoughtfully. "You connect to the Schubert?"



Gil nodded. "Yeah, I think so."



"And the Chopin? The Bach?"



"Oh yeah. But I've known those pieces since…"



"Shhhh…" Dr. De Foglio put a finger on his lips. "The Oriental Fantasy. It is Balakirev. It is not Tchakovsky. Or Mussorgsky. It is Russian, yes, but…it is the masterwork of a second rate composer. Balakirev was always better at…encouraging the genius of others than he was developing his own. He was a good performer, and a good friend. But his skill was always standing behind others who would surpass him."



Gil tilted his head, listening carefully.



"Balakirev loved folk music," she continued. "He wanted to create his own world of music, and loved the music of his people–all the different peoples of Russia. So his influences were simple, but ran deep in the soul of his country. And he would take years to finish a piece. So careful, so unsure of himself. But this piece is an exception. This one burst out of him. Fully formed."



"Really?" Gil leaned forward, interested. 



Dr. De Foglio nodded. "It's unique. It's raw, it's passionate. Savage in places. But it exists as a monument to virtuosity…only the best can play it. And only the best of them can play it well. But to connect with this piece…"



She leaned down again, hammering out the opening phrase.



badumdum badumdum badahdah badahah…



"It requires something of the performer. An emotional…contradiction. Tangled heartstrings. Very deep, very anxious. Yet it must also release a pure burst of creativity. One must be confident while fearing to stumble. One must dance while weeping. One must be seduced…then rejected…then somehow still love. Do you understand?"



Gil shook his head. "No."



"Good. You're too young to live in a tornado like this. But you will…and then you will connect to this piece."



Gil nodded, unsure of himself. "So what do I do now?"



"Play again. From the tranquillo. Go."



* * *



Her skin was hot. 



Noticeably so. Especially as David's hands slipped under her bra strap, fumbling with shaking hands as he fiddled with the hooks…



Jordan smiled to herself as she heard the click and felt the strap release the pressure around her torso. David was clutching her desperately, his fingers buried into her skin, his chest heaving. 



She wiggled her shoulders gently, urging the bra straps off her shoulders, so that when David released his death grip on her, the black lace garment would fall down between them and she would be exposed to him in a way she knew he loved.



It was a few moments before David could release the death grip on his wife. Her perky breasts now bare, he surprised her by fixating on her eyes. They were shining. They were fearful. And they had just a hint of a softening edge–an indicator of contentment?



A subtle sign of oxytocin release?



Long overdue satisfaction?



David looked down to her bare breasts. They were beautiful…they were petite. A nice, soft handful, which he quickly validated by cupping one with his palm…and saw the small red mark on the other.



David's head jerked up to look his wife in the eye.



"Did he…"



Jordan smiled and nodded. "I haven't had a hickey since…I don't know when. And not ever there…" She laughed.



David squeezed her body to his again, picking her up–giggles and all–and carried her back to the bed he so carefully prepared before they left for dinner with Hamad and Aisha. They both bounced in their embrace, settling into the mattress and kissing passionately.



Jordan's level of excitement surprised her. 



She had forgotten this part–David's ravenous excitement after she came home. And how much his frantic appetite had the effect of inflaming her own passion for him.



She ran her hands over his chest, fumbling with his buttons, pulling his dress shirt open and over his shoulders as he thrashed to get loose from his sleeves. 



Flinging the shirt off with his freed hand, David cradled the back of her head with his hand and resumed deep, frantic kisses. She continued to fumble between them, trying to get his belt loose.



The belt unlatched, the button undone, the zipper gently nudged downward, Jordan managed to coax David's pants off his hips, and reached into his boxers, finding a damp circle of fabric betraying his excitement.



"Oh, honey…did you already?"



"Yeah…" he gasped. "In the car. But I'm ready again."



Jordan's eyes widened, a surge of excitement flowing through her. She pinched his small penis gently…



"Oh…yeah. Yeah, you are, aren't you?"



David moaned as she gently rolled him between her fingers.



"Please…" he reached for the waistband of her pants, urging her to help him.



She smiled into a kiss, then reached down and unbuttoned her jeans, hooking her thumbs under her waistband and sliding them over her hips. They slid down until they bunched around her ankles, but she couldn't reach down to get them all the way off, but David wouldn't let her move, holding her tight.



Jordan laughed and pushed David off of her, reaching down to untangle her ankles from her pants. Then laid back on her back, fully undressed except for her ankle socks.



David was dumbstruck…her naked body…lithe, athletic. Her nipples were visibly tight, her chest flushed to match her cheeks. The small red mark on her breast wasn't the only one. There was one on her side, one next to her belly button, and one on the inner part of her left thigh, just next to the line of soft fur between her legs.



Which was visibly darker than the fur above it.



Still wet.



David fell helplessly forward, his face buried between his wife's legs. She moaned in shock, jerking in a breath and holding it as warm pleasure surged up her body.



"Oh…ohmygosh…David…"



He feasted hungrily, the strong taste of his woman mixed subtly with the faint taste of latex. His eyes swam at the implication, and his tongue dug deeper. 



Where it was even warmer.



"Who was it…" he whispered, between heady exhalations through his nose.



Jordan clutched her breast, silent.



"Who was it…"



Jordan bit her lip, staying silent as her legs shook. The warmth of her tension rose in her core.



David groaned as her thighs clamped together, a shocked squeal piercing the otherwise silent bedroom.



Then…just panting. And silence.



Jordan gradually unclenched her fist around the bedcover she had desperately grabbed in her ecstasy, and let her legs fall open, releasing her grip on David's head.



"Honey…oh my gosh…"



David wearily pushed himself up, and Jordan caught a glimpse of his small penis, now limp, with a small drip from tip to bedspread, a dime-sized pool seeping into the cloth.



She cradled his face as he climbed on top of her again.



"You…okay?" she asked sweetly.



David nodded silently, a look of deep weariness and shame in his eyes.



"You sure?"



David nodded again, resting his head on her bare chest, utterly defeated, utterly completed.



They lay together in stunned silence until their breathing returned to normal. David's voice found its natural pitch and volume.



"So…are you going to tell me who he was?"



Jordan ran her fingers through his hair. 



"No, baby. I'm not. Just a man. A lover. Is that okay?"



David, his face still pressed on its side into her breast, nodded quietly.



After another moment, his voice was more tentative. A pleading edge bounded it.



"Will you see him again when I'm gone?"



* * *



“I can clean up, baby. I know you still have to practice.”



Gil smiled gratefully as Amy stood and reached for his plate. He handed it to her—completely clean as always. He loved her food, and being a lanky Oklahoma boy, he had a hollow leg, as they said. He could eat enough for three men.



“So the lesson? How did it go?” Amy asked as she picked up her plate, stacking their glasses on top of the pile.



“Yeah…” Gil sighed. “A mixed bag. Good progress on the Chopin and the Schubert, but the Oriental Fantasy is a mess.”



“Balakirev? That piece is insane, honey. I don’t know how anyone plays it.”



Gil watched her walk toward the sink, clutching the small stack of dishes and silverware, her shiny blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail. 



Even in pajama pants and a simple camisole, she was a vision. Her subtle dancer's curves were articulated partly by genetics, but mostly by the rigorously conditioned musculature resulting from her brutal training and performance regimen. 



It took a moment to look away.



"Yeah, it's definitely technically hard, but that's not the main problem. I…kind of hate it. I just can't connect with it. It seems like fireworks with no celebration." 



Amy nodded, not turning around as she ran water in the sink to rinse the dishes." I could see that. It's definitely a flash piece. Just an excuse to flex." 



Gil stood up from the table, carrying the empty serving dishes to the sink.



"It's like…why am I beating the crap out of the piano in front of me? It didn't do anything to me…"



Amy smiled, looking sideways at him. "How sweet. So considerate of your 88 little victims."



Gil laughed, crossing his arms in thought. "Dr. De Foglio tried to help me connect to it. She told me about Balakirev. But I didn't really get it. It was more sad than anything. And whatever its flaws, the piece isn't…sad. So feeling bad for the guy does nothing for the piece."



"Sad how? What was sad about him?"



Gil leaned back against the counter, facing the opposite direction from Amy at the sink. "I guess he was just kind of…mediocre. He was a composer, he was kind of famous for his time, but his real contribution was in elevating other composers. Tchaikovsky, Mussorgsky, a couple of others. He had a nervous breakdown, he was super self conscious about everything. And he took forever to write anything. Years. Decades, even. Except this piece."



Amy nodded, interested as she began rinsing dishes. "So this one's different?"



"Mmm." Gil grunted in affirmation. "She said it kind of exploded out of him."



"So it's special. You might be able to connect with that. A lone, shiny masterpiece? The orphan of a now-dead mediocre family?"



"Maybe." Gil's eyes seemed to glaze in unfocus. "She said I couldn't understand the emotion of it yet. Maybe when I'm older. Too complicated or something."



"I hate it when teachers say that. I mean…I dance ballet. I'll have to retire in my mid thirties. If I'm lucky. I don't have time for this…'you'll understand when you're older' crap."



Gil laughed. "Totally."



Amy turned off the water and shuffled in front of Gil, leaning her face against his chest and sighing before popping up on her dainty toes for a kiss.



"Well, get to it, Paderewski." 



Gil smiled and kissed her back. He rolled his eyes sarcastically. "Fine…"



"I'm gonna go grab the laundry, I'll be right back."



"Oh, you got your clothes back?" Gil sat down on the bench in front of his digital practice piano.



"Yeah, earlier. I also found out we've been saying his name wrong. It's not Rain, it's Rein. Pronounced like the river. And his first name is Mark."



"Mark Rein. Good to know." Gil smiled at Amy as she opened the door, an empty laundry basket in one hand. 



Gil slipped his headphones over his ears and rested his palms on his knees, staring down at the keys. Fumbling through the stack of music assigned by his teacher, he paused on the Balakirev piece. Staring momentarily at it, he decided to hold it for later. He picked up a Mozart sonata to warm up, and placed the music on the stand. 



A quick sideways glance didn't break his rhythm or delivery as he saw Amy come in with a heaping basket of laundry a few moments later. She smiled at him. He smiled back and kept playing, aware of the ludicrous picture he must cut from her perspective, locked under headphones and diligently manipulating a keyboard that produced no noise that she could hear. Just the dull, light thuds and clicks of weighted plastic keys as he pressed them…



His mind was pulled back into the music. He finished the sonata, then ran it again. Identifying problem passages, he shuffled back and forth between pages, focusing, focusing…reworking, reworking. 



He was ready to move on. Two more pieces tonight. A nocturne by Field, and the Balakirev. 



He chose the nocturne, looking over at Amy, who was carefully folding clothes while watching something on TV. He smiled to himself, setting the music and beginning the first run-through.



The piece seemed to go well. Two near-flawless technical play-throughs. But as the first hour of night practice passed, Gil turned attention to work on voicing the piece. And as he did, he began to feel a slight emotional shift in the room that he couldn't quite explain. A gradual buildup of tension.



He didn't question it. He took a breath and used it, leaning into the piece, letting the feeling flow into the nocturne's complex, smooth harmony, washing over him through high-end headphones.



The final chords faded, and Gil allowed himself a rare smile. He looked up and, without removing his headphones, looked over his shoulder toward where Amy was folding laundry on the couch.



Amy was not folding laundry. The basket was full, carefully layered with neatly folded pants, shirts, underwear, rolled socks, and a stray pillowcase. Generally Amy carried it back to the bedroom to put away when it was finished, but she was too busy masturbating.



Gil's eyes popped. Amy, seated on the floor facing the TV, leaned back against the couch, her camisole tucked up a few inches on her midriff, her legs spread wide, her pink plaid pajama bottoms still covering her.



Her left hand clutched the side of her forehead, her face flushed, her eyes closed, and her mouth slightly open. Her right arm extended down her front, her wrist disappearing below her waistband.



Gil carefully pulled one headphone off, and he heard the music leading Amy's impromptu solo dance. 



The neighbor–Mr. Rein–was at it again, the steady, audible thumps making their way through the bedroom into the living room. Amy had muted the TV, clearly preferring one set of sounds over the other. 



No woman's voice accompanied the rhythm this time…but the sound was unambiguous.



Adjusting to the sound outside the previously airtight seal around his ears, Gil picked up on the heavy breath coming from Amy's open mouth. Her eyes remained closed, and her legs twitched once, followed by the barest hint of a giggle.



The initial stab of shock receded, and Gil began to find room for new emotions as they seeped into his mind. 



It started with confusion…why didn’t Amy nudge him when the neighbor started? He wasn’t mad…but they had heretofore answered the summons together. It was an informal understanding. Or was it?



The confusion quickly morphed into hurt. 



Exclusion. They had been dating for a couple years now…but since they moved in together, the pleasure of coupling with Amy was a growing part of his identity, a cornerstone of his confidence. Why would she respond to the music without him?



The hurt gave way to curiosity…wondering what visions were dancing behind Amy’s closed eyes. She usually kept her eyes open while they made love—a sweet playfulness communicating affection as their bodies merged. Now her eyes were closed, her ears locked on the rhythm emanating from next door. Whatever was warming her desire, whatever vision drew her hand between her legs…



It wasn’t Gilbert Achs.



So what, or who, was standing in front of her mind’s eye?



Curiosity fell down suddenly. Like a broken drawbridge. 



And into the breach stormed…arousal. 



A horde…no, a torrent that tore into his mind unexpectedly. Conquering all other thought with vicious efficiency. 



Gil stared hungrily at Amy, who remained oblivious to his gaze as her eyes stayed screwed shut. Gil honed in on the tiny flexion of muscles and tendons on her delicate right forearm—betraying spirited movement of the fingers below her waistband. The thought made his heart race to an astonishing degree.



And this aspect was particularly intriguing to Gil, his long training in delicate hand movement allowing him to decode the movement of her fingers by the subtle movements in her forearm. And he could decode the effect of those movements by the subtle movement of her open mouth, the quickening of her breath.



And the effect of those movements was building toward a culminating climax…



Gil’s face burned as he quietly turned back toward the open music on the stand. Replacing his headphones, he knew without knowing that his sweet, beautiful Amy was having an orgasm less than fifteen feet away.



Without him.



He stared at the first page of the Balakirev, fixating on the first line–the nearly straight line of ligatured notes arranged in triplets in front of him. The accumulated admixture of confusion, hurt, curiosity, arousal all rushing into the space between his eyes on the music and his hands on the keyboard.



And, just as he heard just the barest hint of a delighted, girlish squeak through the thick foam and circuitry of his headphones, the heady cocktail of conflicting emotions demanded his attention admitted two new ingredients: 



Inadequacy..,



And fear.



Gil instinctively defaulted. He placed his sweaty hands on the keyboard and closed his eyes. 



Badumdum Badumdum Badumdum Badumdum…



* * *



The low rumble resonated throughout his body as David sat comfortably upright in a first-class seat, one small part of the huge, complicated 747 rolling heavily down the runway. 



He closed his eyes, appreciating the delicate interplay of machinery that insulated him from all of the various things that could instantly kill him. The increasing speed, the big, rolling tires, the tons upon tons of metal surrounding him in various configurations, the explosions happening to propel the engines, and of course when the rumbling stopped, the rapidly increasing distance between his seat and the ground below him.



He inhaled deeply and smiled. Everything that could kill him fit together just right–this wire leading to that flap, pressing that air or locking this wheel–thousands of interconnected functions all adding up to a single, unified experience.



He was flying.



The steep pitch of the aircraft climbing higher, ever higher thickened the pull of gravity ever so slightly on David's body, and he clutched the armrest on either side, settling in for a ten hour flight.



Jordan had clung tightly to him in the airport. She always did, but this time was a little more desperate. Not that she resented his leaving or his career. She remained supportive as always. 



But the 16 hours before his flight were emotionally intense. Before the airport was lunch at Curry Cottage, Jordan's favorite restaurant. Before that was a church service, where the choir wasn't singing and they got to sit together. And where she held his hand tightly the whole time. Before that was a lovely breakfast where they couldn't stop smiling at each other. Before that was a deep sleep–glacier lake deep. One where even dreams couldn't find the depths of their rest. Before that was an intense half hour of passion and physical connection. 



And before that, Jordan had had sex with another man.



From his blind vantage point in the car, with only a fleeting glimpse of shadowy shapes behind white blinds and the mad cyclone of his imagination, it was an excruciating experience. Like a doll being squeezed by a bench vice. 



 The leather groaned as David shifted his weight in his first class seat, his erection growing at the memory. 



An audible clonk signified the doors closing around the landing gear, the smooth fuselage of the plane now unencumbered by drag. 



He didn't understand the exact physics of it, couldn't explain the mechanics of aerodynamics to a child if he was asked. Just nestled into the comfort of knowing the machine causing his flight was running a bit more smoothly now that the gear was up.



He reflected that if one only knew an airplane in flight, if one didn't imagine that an airplane designed for flight needed to be on the ground sometimes, the landing gear would seem vestigial. Three little protuberances jutting down, throwing off the balance of the plane. 



Silly. Counterproductive, even. And it was quite bad for the aerodynamics of the plane in flight, out of its proper functional context of taking off and landing. But within that context, it was crucial. Necessary.



So it was, or so it seemed to be with David's tendency toward sympathetic erections. He was madly in love with his wife, and never deviated in his singular attraction to her. She inflamed his passions without fail. And the fact that his arousal grew exponentially at the thought of her body drawing intense pleasure from another man…a bigger, more sexually competent man, seemed vestigial. A relic of a lower, or at least more primal evolutionary stage. And maybe it was.



Yet there was something about wiggling in that bench-vice of crippling anxiety and arousal that was just a part of his emotional machinery. Something that…made him work better. Landing gear that served its function before being tucked into the fuselage. 



He habitually tied himself in knots with the various complexities of his life. The difficulty of navigating a young, and long-distance marriage. The complexity of running his new but shockingly successful business. Not to mention the layers of Gordion knots that made up the global supply network he had been tasked to untangle. 



Knots upon knots in his life…and yet the look of obvious relief on Jordan's face as she walked back to the car…



It just seemed to…untie some of those knots. He couldn't think of a better way to describe it. Despite the horrible anxiety leading up to it, and the intense shame and regret immediately following it, he felt like a deep part of his mind and soul were…simply…detangled when Jordan had that serene look on her face.



The look that only meant one thing.



The look that spoke without speaking.



I've been properly fucked. Finally.



David shifted his weight again, feeling his small erection pressing against the fly of his pants. He took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and let the memory slide back in behind his mind's eye.



"Will you see him again when I'm gone?"



David analyzed the odd confluence of looks in Jordan's face when he had stammered out the question. A look of deep love and subtle disappointment, with a clear aftertaste of guilt. Then, a knowing smile, her gunbarrel blue eyes sparkling with resolution.



"Of course, honey. Over and over."



* * *



She usually did her required cardio and weight routine on her way home: after leaving the studio, and after classes. 



It was just common sense—save energy for the dancing, draw from a full energy tank when practicing what matters. Studio, lunch (salad and water). Class, then walk to the campus gym, treadmill, prescribed weight routine, then home before Gil. 



But Ms. Stevens was sick, so no studio this morning. Her first class wasn’t until after lunch, and she had fresh salad at home. It just made sense to do her routine now. Then she could have the afternoon off, maybe catch up on her reading assignments.



Amy scanned her keycard, waiting for the little green light to blink and the lock to click open. She nudged her way inside, walking briskly toward the row of treadmills, her head down, looking at her smartphone as she moved. 



Selecting a running mix, she set her phone in the cupholder of the treadmill and pressed play. 



A nice, smooth jog…just a couple miles. She had already stretched on the porch before leaving her apartment. And with no hours in the studio to wear her out…she felt good. 



Her faded gray t-shirt read Manhattan Youth Ballet. Her gray sweatpants were new-ish. But coming from Target, they were never meant to last long. 



A functional outfit. A lazy day, comparatively, for an aspiring young ballerina in training.



She hit her stride on the treadmill, bouncing carelessly as some of her favorite pop music from the 1980's ran through her ear buds. Unaware of the handful of other residents exercising across the gym, she even peppered in the occasional small sissone, and even once a jete that almost had her crash into the front of the treadmill. 



She grinned as she caught herself, her endorphins bringing up the familiar feeling of joy that only moving her body could bring out. 



And she ignored the slight soreness that came out with certain movements. 



She and Gil had had incredible, intense sex last night. Gil was absolutely voracious–and although she wouldn't admit it, she was fairly warmed up too, on account of…



Shit.



He walked in. 



Amy slapped the emergency stop button and scrambled behind a half-wall near her treadmill.



Mark Rein strode in as if he owned the gym, but didn't care who else wanted to use it. Dressed in gray sweatpants and a black hoodie with JACK BROS MASONRY screen printed across the chest, he seemed unaware of her presence. His hair was long and messy. Even a little greasy. 



And he was tall. With broad shoulders.



Amy peeked over the half wall, then ducked down immediately when he turned in her general direction. 



What am I doing? She asked herself after a few minutes in hiding.



She didn't really know. But it seemed like a bad idea to just…stand up. Appearing suddenly in the gym, springing fully formed into the world like Athena from the mind of Zeus. 



She peeked over the wall again. 



He had his back turned. 



Amy stood up quickly, then walked to collect her phone from the cupholder of the treadmill, then quickly wiped it down. She briskly walked toward the exit…certain she could just slip out before…



"Amy, right?"



Shit. 



She turned around, a way-too-wide smile on her face.



"Yeah…hi, I mean, yes. I'm name is Amy. I mean…my name is Amy."



Stupid…oh my God Amy…are you serious?



"Right." he grinned, picking up a 45 pound plate and placing it on a squat bar. "How's it going?"



"It's going good, good, you know, good. It's going good."



God…if you're up there…are you listening? Please kill me.



 "Nice. How's your boyfriend?"



Amy blushed. "He's..he's good. He's busy. He has to play a jury next week."



"Play a jury? Is he a lawyer or something?"



Amy laughed bashfully. "No…he's a musician. Pianist. He has to play for some professors, and they grade him. They call it a jury."



Mark put another plate on the other side of the bar.



"Can they send him to jail if he sucks?"



Amy laughed too loud, then caught herself. "Um…no. Just, you know, give him a bad grade and stuff."



Another 45 pound plate



"Is he good?"



"Yeah…" Amy answered quickly. Her first rational, proportionate response to one of Mark's queries. "Yeah, he's actually…really good."



"That's cool. So, piano. Is he like…jazz, or classical?"



"Classical," Amy responded, suddenly feeling more confident now that she could brag about her boyfriend's accomplishments. 



"Never got into that myself," Mark said, putting one more plate on the bar. "More of a classic rock kind of guy. Zeppelin, Queen, that kind of stuff."



"Yeah, I get that." Amy nodded. "It's not for everyone."



"Still cool though," Mark balanced out the squat bar, then pointed at it jokingly. "Want the first turn?"



Amy hesitated. "Ummmm."



"It's alright, I'll spot you…" Mark said, grinning. 



"Ummmm…" Amy hesitated again, looking at the row of plates on both sides of the bar, a modest pad set in the middle of the bar to place over the neck. 



"Uh, okay…"



Mark's grin widened as she positioned herself under the bar. The height difference between them was stark: where he would have to squat down significantly to get the bar off the rack, she barely had to duck her head. She grasped the bar with both hands, checked her balance, then nervously stood up.



The weight was terrifying. Her balance was tentative and her body nervous–one slight tip would definitely take her whole body with it. 



She couldn't see Mark behind her, and she didn't want to look because it seemed a certainty that she was about to embarrass herself. 



She hoped fervently that he was as good as his promise to spot her. 



She slowly dropped, then dropped more until her thighs were parallel to the ground. She then stood upright slowly, wondering how many reps she was expected…



"Jesus Christ!" Mark exclaimed behind her. "You actually did it? Jesus Christ!"



"Did I do it wrong?" Amy asked, confused. She had done squats before. Thousands of them, actually. Maybe millions. Granted, it was a little more weight…



"No…you did it perfectly…holy shit!" Mark pulled the bar off her shoulders and back onto the rack. "How much do you weigh?"



Amy blushed, not wanting to answer.



"I'm sorry, I know girls don't like to answer that…but I'd be surprised if you actually cleared a hundred pounds by much…"



"104," Amy answered, suddenly curious. "Why?"



"There was 220 pounds on that rack. Goddamn…You are way, way stronger than you look. I'm…kinda blown away, honestly. I was just joking around, and you just…holy shit."



He had his hand on his forehead, flabbergasted. Amy ventured a small smile. "I guess…surprise?"



"How did you get so strong? You're so tiny?"



"I dance…" Amy answered tentatively. "Ballet."



"Well…I mean…holy shit. Clearly that gets you in shape," Mark gestured up and down her body.



Amy blushed hard at the compliment, unsure of what to say. "Thank you…"



"I don't mean anything by it…I'm sorry, I just really wasn't expecting that."



Amy laughed, her heart fluttering. 



"I mean…what do they have you do in ballet…that…"



"A lot of things. For a lot of time," Amy answered, laughter finding its way into her voice. "It's pretty rigorous."



"No shit…apparently so. Wow. Like…you must have thighs like…"



Amy blushed again, laughing. 



"I don't mean to…I mean, you can say no to this, I know you have a boyfriend and everything, but I just…can I see your thigh? You're just so tiny, I guess. I'm just curious…I gotta know."



Amy hesitated, her heart shifting from a flutter's pace to a thump. She looked up at his dark brown eyes, which were clearly fascinated by the novelty of her body all of the sudden. Her heart pounded. She quickly did an inventory of her clothing…she was wearing boy shorts under her sweatpants. 



"Um…yeah, sure…"



She realized that she couldn't get her sweats up high enough from the bottom to expose her thighs, and while her good girl common sense was screaming at her to not do something so stupid, she watched herself as her hands took hold of the waistband of her sweats and, in a gym with other people, quietly pulled her sweatpants halfway down, resting just above her knees.



Amy's face was on fire as she watched Mark's wide eyes look at her thighs.



"Wow. I never would have…wow."



Amy smiled awkwardly, the deep red of her face migrating down to conquer her neck and disappear into the collar of her shirt.



"Can I feel?"



The pounding in Amy's chest had to be audible by now. Betraying her like Mark noisily betrayed his own adventurous sex life next door. He had to be able to hear that…



She nodded, her lips tight and her breath short.



Mark reached down and delicately grazed her naked thigh, from just above her knees to just below the hem of her boyshorts, concluding the experiment with a light pinch.



"Wow," he said without looking up. "That's really impressive. Maybe I should do ballet, huh?" 



He looked up at her, still doubled over with a finger on the front of her thigh. "How much do you think you can squat?"



"I don't know…" Amy said shyly. "I almost tipped over with that one, though."



Mark laughed out loud, standing up straight. "You did the same thing with those laundry boxes. Not a lot of upper body strength, huh?"



Amy shook her head. "Just enough to balance, I guess. The guys, though…"



"Oh, you mean guy ballet dancers?"



Amy nodded. "They can…I mean, they pick us up and throw us sometimes."



Mark stuck his chin out, nodding and stroking his beard, clearly impressed. "Interesting."



Amy stood quietly, looking up at Mark, her pants around her knees.



Mark smiled. "You can pull 'em up."



"Oh," she said, laughing awkwardly. "Yeah." 



She pulled her sweat pants up hastily. 



"So…good to see you."



"Yeah, you too…" Amy said, grabbing her keys and phone. "I was on my way…I mean, I have class and stuff."



"Totally. Me too. After lunch anyway. Have a good one. And you can hide your stuff at my place anytime."



Amy laughed too loud again, then caught herself. "Um, thanks. Uh, see ya."



He nodded, smiling as she turned and briskly walked out the gym door. 



As the gym door clicked shut behind her, Amy took off down the hall at a dead sprint to her apartment, her face on fire with shame…




Post 367 — Smithwicksguy

Sat Feb 28, 2026 2:06 am

Love that you’re back writing 😊




Post 368 — nnjcpl2002

Sat Feb 28, 2026 9:31 am

Wow! Very cool that Amy seems to have "Crusher" thighs! And I'm guessing that our hero Rein may soon experience their power.  



Great chapter, C,  and can't wait for next installment.

Thanks 👍




Post 369 — loyaltoher

Mon Mar 02, 2026 3:20 am

The line that sums up the entire loyal cuckold emotion and empathy…..



So it was, or so it seemed to be with David's tendency toward sympathetic erections. He was madly in love with his wife, and never deviated in his singular attraction to her. She inflamed his passions without fail. And the fact that his arousal grew exponentially at the thought of her body drawing intense pleasure from another man…a bigger, more sexually competent man, seemed vestigial. A relic of a lower, or at least more primal evolutionary stage. And maybe it was.




Post 370 — Crushing

Tue Mar 03, 2026 10:12 am

“Marie! Oh my goodness, how are you?”



“Oh you know me, Jeanie, I’m making it. How are Andrew and Laura?”



Two women in evening wear, carefully managed hair, and makeup. They chatted happily: just one pair of dozens in the lobby of the base theater located in the mainside complex of Camp LeJeune. 



“They're good! I’m so glad I found you. I still know almost nobody, and of course Greg got pulled into a gaggle somewhere.”



“Oh, I’m glad too, honey. You’re so sweet.”



Jeanie looked around, taking in her unfamiliar surroundings. “So, I'm not sure how it works here..is there no gala this year?”



“Just the ball in November, of course. But the illustrious 3rd regimental chapter of the Navy and Marine Corps Relief Society put together a concert to fundraise this year. You know, instead of the midyear ball. Just…an opportunity came along, apparently. But don't worry, there’s still going to be drinks and dancing at the officer’s club afterward.”



Marie Dalio, wife of Colonel Ron Dalio, Commanding Officer of the Division Logistics, spoke with authority as a member of the executive planning committee. Jeanie Smith, who had arrived only recently as the wife of Major Greg Smith, newly installed executive officer of second battalion, didn’t know many people. Marie went to her church, and she was happy to see a familiar face…



“We were in Okinawa for the last six years,” Jeanie explained, “and we usually just did a summer gala there. Every summer. Like clockwork. One year we did it on the beach, but we never switched it up like this. How did you get the idea?”



“Oh, it dropped in our laps, really. Celia Wolfe…do you know her?”



Jeanie shook her head. 



“She’s over there…just next to that table with the red cover…light blue dress?”



“Okay, yes, I see her. And no, I don’t think I’ve met her.”



“Well, she’s married to Troy—he’s the seventh battalion commander—and she’s a doll. Apparently an officer in the seventh was roommates with our star tonight, and was able to convince him to come play a charity concert.”



Jeanie nodded, impressed. “I haven’t heard of him, but I guess he’s pretty famous? I mean, it obviously worked to turn people out,” Jeanie observed, looking around in admiration. The dense crowd of faux-confident, cocktail wielding men and women—a brightly colored mixture of formal wear and shiny, crisp marine dress blue uniforms—filled the lobby, as well as the broad, green open air expanse in front of the theater.



“Did it ever,” Marie took a drink. "We sold out the seats before we even got the subscription out. And it really pulled the high brass in, too. Which Celia loves. The division commanding general is here, and even the Commandant came down from Washington. It really is a home run for us. And Celia is going to end up as president of the society for this, it’s almost certain. And won’t let anyone forget it…She’s a doll, though.”



The last few words were an afterthought. A bit of verbal hedging, knowing that the power politics in the society circle of regimental officers’ wives was constantly shifting.



“Oh…here she comes.” Marie pulled out a wide smile as the woman in question approached them.



 “Celia!”



“Marie…so good to see you! I love your dress.”



“I love yours! Sky blue sits so well for you…have you met Jeanie Smith?”



“I haven’t! How are you, Jeanie? I’m Celia Wolfe.”



The short, matronly, bottle blonde woman in the sky blue dress, projecting a scheming, skin-surface kindness brought Jeanie in for a kiss on both cheeks. She then leaned back, beaming. 



"So, Jeanie, who are you with? And where did you join us from?"



"Okinawa,” she replied, “my husband is Greg Smith, he just got promoted, and he's the new XO of second battalion."



"Oh, my husband commands the seventh! So, the second battalion, XO? I didn't know they were making a change there! Well, we're so delighted to have you here…Marie, can I steal her for a minute? She’s an absolute doll, and I want to introduce her to Lynn Tomlinson. Jeanie, have you met General Tomlinson's wife?"



Jeanie shook her head. "No…I'm still getting to know everyone, but you're all so nice! Marie was…"



"Come along with me, dear…" Celia took the thirtysomething Jeanie in her trim black dress toward the front of the lobby.  Jeanie looked over her shoulder toward her first friend on base.



Marie raised a glass, smiling, an ambiguous look behind her crinkled eyes as they walked away.



"So…this is a really beautiful event," Jeanie turned to Celia as the walked. "Marie said you were instrumental in getting it together."



Celia smiled broadly. "Oh, she's overstating it. I just…pulled a few things together and the committee jumped into action. As they do."



"It's just the first time I've heard of the summer fundraiser being a concert."



Celia nodded. "Well, the gala is fun, but we thought we'd mix it up. And when we found out he'd do a special concert, we just jumped at the chance."



"I'd never heard of him before, but I'm not very cultured that way…" Jeanie said guardedly. "But I googled him last week, he seems very impressive. How did you get him to come down here?"



"Well," Celia explained, carefully understating a transparent brag. "Such a strange little coincidence, but one of our officers was his neighbor in college, and knew him before he was famous."



"What a funny coincidence.” Jeanie echoed dutifully. “And aren't we lucky…who would have thought Gilbert Axe would play the base theater at Camp LeJeune?"



"It is a funny little coincidence. And lucky, too! But a quick note, dear, it's pronounced Achs…like Ox, not Axe. I only mention it because his wife is here socializing too, and I don't want you to step in it."



"Oh my goodness, thank you!" Jeanie grabbed Celia's arm gratefully. "I would have been mortified."



"In fact, here she is…" Celia gushed as they passed through the front doors and veered left to see a short, thin blonde woman in a dark, navy blue patterned MacDuggal cocktail dress with complementing accessories: white gold necklace, earrings, bracelet, and silver clasp. Her blonde hair hung loose and flowing just below shoulder length: straight, and almost iridescent. Her body was thin, athletic, and elegant. Jeanie instantly felt self-conscious standing across from her.



"Jeanie, I'd like you to meet Amy Achs. She's our star performer's wife. Amy, this is Jeanie Smith, she's new to our little group.



Amy smiled graciously and extended her delicate hand to shake. "Hello Jeanie. You look a little nervous. Don't worry, I'm new to everyone here too. Well, except this guy…"



Her head tilt gestured toward a tall, statuesque, bronze skinned captain in full dress blues: his rank was indicated by symmetrical silver bars on his shoulders, and the upper left breast of his uniform was heavy with medals–including a purple heart and the coveted silver star with a "V" for valor device.



"Yes, and of course I was just about to introduce tonight's hero, Captain Rein." Celia laughed nervously. "Captain, this is Jeanie. Her husband Greg is the XO of Second. Jeanie, this is Captain Rein, he commands one of our companies in the seventh, and he was neighbors with Gilbert and Amy in college."



"Pleasure," Mark extended his hand to take Jeanie's, completely covering her hand in his.



Jeanie looked at the beaming Celia, all the while trying to conceal her own trepidation at standing in front of two of the most beautiful people that she had ever seen in real life. It seemed like they were cut out of a romance novel cover and run through a glamor magazine before dropping from heaven onto the front lawn of the base theater. They were basically glowing.



She felt like a troll next to them.



She took the obvious line, and addressed the man.



"Captain, I heard you were neighbors with Gilbert and Amy?”



“I was,” Mark’s baritone was piercing. And did little to diminish the gloss-cover beauty that seemed to frame the picture of the gorgeous tall man and the short, beautiful blonde woman.



“I actually met Amy when she was trying to hide boxes of clothes in a janitor’s closet. She was too little to lift them on her own.”



“Stop it…” Amy playfully slapped Mark’s arm, grinning to bear a row of perfect pearl teeth. She turned to Celia and Jeanie to explain. 



“When Gil and I moved in together, I was not dressing to my mother’s standard. So I had to hide some clothes from my mom when she visited one time. Mark…I mean Captain Rein here…caught me, and took pity on me and just stashed them in his closet until she left.”



“What a cute story!” Jeanie gushed. “Hiding clothes from your mom…were you raised in…like a hardline religious home?”



“No, just Manhattan rich.” Amy smiled conspiratorially. “And you'd have to know my mother. There are a lot of different ways to be a judgmental bitch, but suffocating religion just wasn’t my family's brand.”



Jeanie giggled, covering her mouth. Celia’s face flattened, blushing, her reddening skin drawing out the silver in the Protestant cross around her neck. 



Seeing the reaction, then the cross, Amy pursed her lips and took a sip of white wine as she tried to nonchalantly avoid eye contact with Celia.



“So Jeanie,” Mark spoke up, changing the subject. “I believe I actually met your husband the other day. Major Smith, right? Second battalion?”



* * *



"Hey…"



"Hey there. Welcome back."



Jordan stepped quickly into the house, looking briefly behind her at the shiny Rav-4. 



This time, her husband wasn't in it.



Patrick shut the door behind her.



"So he took off?"



"Yeah. He's…um, he’s on his way to Germany right now, actually."



She looked around the front room. She had a little more freedom to do so this time. Last night she had felt like she was on the clock. And at the time her body had an even more urgent need…



The place was tidy. 



More or less. 



Definitely a dude-space. Little to no attention to decoration, old, mismatched furniture. A couple dishes in the sink, but not a pile.



"So…you called," he observed.



"Yeah…sorry it was so late. I hope I didn't wake anyone up…" Jordan looked apologetically up at him.



"No, my roommates are pretty chill. And everyone's still asleep. School tomorrow and all that..."



"Yeah…I don't teach until Tuesdays," Jordan explained.



"I know. I have a class at 9 on Mondays…"



"Oh my gosh…I forgot, I'm so sorry…" Jordan objected. 



Patrick shook his head, smiling as he stepped toward her. Jordan nervously looked over at the clock on the oven as one of Patrick's hands slid up her back, and the other cupped the back of her head, pulling her in.



1:45. In the morning.



Jordan hadn't been able to sleep after seeing David off at the airport. In addition to the normal gut-wrenching anxiety of separation from her husband and worry about his flight, Jordan couldn't stop thinking about the night before.



The first time she had sex with Patrick.



It wasn't a particularly drawn out or cinematic affair, but it scratched a deep itch for her. But also, in the way such itches work, it made her craving resurge the next day. Her anxiety had added potency to the hunger, and she found herself, for the first time in her life, in the position of sending the awkward "You up?" text message.



Mercifully, Patrick had replied. 



And, after a few awkward messages unsuccessfully skirting the real reason she was texting, he invited her over. 



Jordan exhaled heavily through her nose as her lips met his. 



He smelled good–his hair was wet. 



Maybe he showered after getting her text message. 



She returned his kisses, running her hands up under his undershirt and feeling the tight musculature of his torso. 



God…finally.



It had only been one full day since she was here last, she mused as he pulled her shirt over her head and she shook her hair out. She had left this house, and let David drive her back to their apartment, where David dove between her legs with the enthusiasm of a ball player stealing second base in his first major league game. 



That moment with David hungrily devouring her had wrought one of the most gratifying orgasms of her life. And that counted those she routinely had during the short time she frequented Mark's bed. Afterward, she and her husband had embraced, held short, sweet, conversation, and then slept like the dead in each other’s arms.



In the morning she had felt amazingly refreshed. A new woman. She didn't even think about her shocking sin in church–a place she briefly dreaded going for fear of a looming guilt. She had held David's hand for the whole service, which had the effect of filling her heart with placid fulfillment. They then went to lunch, they made short love again, then he packed, she drove him to the airport, and she returned home.



Home. Alone. Where the hunger grew again. 



Now, knowing full well that David was still in the air somewhere probably over Denmark or something, she had craved Patrick's touch again.



She urgently reached behind her and unclasped her bra, pulling it down and off and standing up straight just as Patrick dropped to a knee and latched onto her right nipple. Jordan gasped, cradling the back of his head with both hands. His hair was thick–what shampoo did he use? It smelled really nice…



The sensation warmed her further, and she held still, drinking in the sensation when Patrick switched to latch onto her left nipple, gently kissing the soft skin between.



A small gasp escaped from her,and she gently grasped his hair before realizing they were still standing in the living room. 



Dark of night or not, Patrick had roommates that could walk out at any time. She lifted his chin up off her moistened nipple and took his hand, leading him back to his bedroom.



Once inside, Patrick changed the lights again–to those dumb blue lights. In spite of her overt arousal, Jordan stifled a smirk, not wanting to kill the mood. But it was such a lame move. 



David would never feel the need to try something like that. 



And Mark, of course, wouldn't have to. He'd just grab her by the hair and…



Jordan's focus returned to the room as Patrick slid his hands down her bare back, slipping his fingertips under the waistband of her jeans. She leaned up to kiss him again. Then again, his tongue meeting hers as their kisses deepened. Breathing mutually through their noses until Jordan broke the kiss and dropped to her knees, unbuttoning her lover's pants.



She saw, but did not fully register the wedding set on her left hand as she gripped the waistband with it. 



Her right hand slowly unzipped him.



Good coordination. A tug with the left hand brought his pants down, and he quickly stepped out of them. 



Boxer briefs again. 



Jordan hungrily pulled them down, exposing Patrick's manhood. 



It was…beautiful. Like the rest of him. Smooth. 



Long, a little thin, but not as thin as her husband. And beautiful as his cock was flaccid, it was even more beautiful as it stiffened. 



Weirdly elegant. 



Something she had been thinking about. 



Rather compulsively. 



Over the past 24 hours.



Looking up into his beautiful face, Jordan's own face flushed with a pure physical lust. Grasping his smooth cock with her left hand, she licked him from base to tip, then slipped him past her lips, over the top of her tongue, then seated his head in the narrowing welcome just in front of her uvula.



He was definitely longer than David. 



Choking slightly, her cheeks visibly flushed and tingling, Jordan adjusted and began to bob gently up and down as Patrick exhaled headily, playing with her hair.



Jordan, for her part, felt a deep, almost un-nameable connection. Not to Patrick specifically, or to the universe at large, or anything so grandiose at that. 



It was merely a connection to the moment. She felt strangely serene in her body—on her knees, topless, eagerly sucking a smooth, beautiful cock…



It felt right. 



The thought would have shocked her not that long ago. And the fact that it didn't shock her anymore…shocked her just a little bit. Ironically.



But not enough to lose focus. She moaned in spite of herself, drinking in the feel of the man's cock in her mouth. It was too long to get all of it, but she was still careful to bob down as far as she could before choking…



"Hold up…" Patrick halted her unexpectedly. "I want to…"



Jordan understood, quickly standing and unbuttoning her own pants.



"Can we try from behind this time?" She whispered, her lips still wet.



Patrick nodded. "Yeah…yeah , of course."



Jordan kicked her shoes off awkwardly, then slipped her pants and panties over her hips, bending over as she pulled them off one leg at a time. Tossing them aside, they landed by a small pile of library books, which Jordan briefly resisted the urge to look at.



"Ready?" Patrick whispered.



"Yeah…just…" Jordan climbed onto the bed on all fours, her tight rump angled back toward Patrick. She turned her head over her shoulder to see him tear open a condom wrapper and unroll it onto his beautiful cock.



A small part of her resented the move. 



But most of her was both understanding and appreciative.



Shame to hide that thing though…she thought as he stepped behind her. She turned to face his headboard again, feeling him begin to find…



Jordan groaned deeply as he gradually entered her. 



It was so, so good. Better than the last time.  



Fewer nerves, maybe?



She didn't care. She just whimpered softly as he began to thrust. Her vision began to blur at the edges, her stare getting slightly dull.



Why does he feel so much better than my husband?



She still didn't care as his pace began to pick up. She imagined his long, thin body gracefully thrusting into her…



There it was. 



That feeling of relief. It started when he entered her, but it was really hitting right now. Like one of those big construction-grade air compressors venting at the end of a workday.



The sounds of her union with Patrick were starting to be obvious and obscene. If his roommates were awake, they certainly heard the bed squeaking. Maybe the wet sounds…maybe even the slight skin-to-skin as Patrick's hips and scrotum slapped gently against her as he…



Oh my gosh…yes…



That was it. That was the angle. Jordan dropped from her palms to her elbows, her eyes closing as Patrick slowed down.



"What are you doing?" Her head darted around to see him changing his footing. "Don't stop…don't stop!"



Her indignant, even impatient tone surprised them both. Patrick looked surprised, but then excited as he resumed his former footing and began thrusting again.



"Yes…right there…"



Jordan turned forward again and focused her vision on the grain of Patrick's headboard. Obviously screen printed veneer–cheap IKEA furnitur. But the indistinct, carefully layered swirls were an excellent metaphor for the shimmering, bending, and blurring edges of her evolving needs, and her evolving morality around those needs…



"Yes….Yes…please…" Jordan found herself whispering. 



Patrick, aroused by her impromptu pleading, picked up the pace. 



Jordan's mouth dropped open as the tide rose. Grasping the cloth of Patrick's bedspread, she began to grit her teeth as the full release came.



"Please…please…" she hissed out through gritted teeth.



The guttural groan came from her chest without thought or bidding as her womanhood clenched Patrick tightly. The tide no longer rising, the dam of her enthusiasm broke, and the dazzling warmth of orgasm flooded her core. Jordan's mouth fell open, and her chest began to heave.



Patrick slowed, then stopped, gently withdrawing from her. She looked over her shoulder again, seeing the small reservoir at the tip of his condom gently flooded with his own release. 



She smiled up and over her shoulder, panting.



"Thank you…"



* * *



The theater was silent. Pin drop silent as the commanding general of the division and the commandant entered with their entourages and sat in their designated places of honor. The rest of the audience followed, and polite applause accompanied the dropping of the house lights as Celia Wolfe, representing the Navy and Marine Corps Relief Society Fundraising Committee, walked to a lone microphone, set off center from the lone object on the wide stage: a 9 foot concert grand piano, bathed in the confluence of three spotlights.



The matronly woman smiled broadly. 



“Hello and welcome to the Third Division Spring Fundraiser! We’re so glad the event was so well attended, and we thank you all for coming. We’re especially honored and happy to have General Sykes, fortieth commandant of the Marine Corps, with us tonight.”



General applause. Celia smiled through it, clearly basking in reflected glory before continuing.



“It's my privilege to introduce our star tonight. Gilbert Achs was born and raised in Lawton, Oklahoma. His father was a school teacher and his mother was a librarian. He started playing piano at the age of three, and played professionally for his family’s church when he was six. After winning more than a half dozen junior competitions, he graduated high school and was admitted to the University of Texas, El Paso on a full scholarship. He studied with the renowned professor Alessandra De Foglio, and graduated with high honors. In the five years that followed, he won the American Chopin competition, placed second in the North American solo performance competition, and then famously won the gold medal at the Tchaikovsky Piano Competition in Moscow, Russia–the first American to win the medal since the 1950’s.”



A round of robust applause. Celia was sweating under the lights now.



“But what we probably all know Gilbert for is his viral video on YouTube, where he played Balakirev’s Oriental Fantasy as an encore to his gold medal performance in Moscow. That performance brought the entire Moscow audience to their feet and has since accumulated more than 200 million views on YouTube—the most of any classical music performance on the internet to date.”



Louder applause. Some whistles.



“And what you might not know is that Gilbert is a personal friend with seventh battalion’s own Captain Mark Rein, Charlie Company commander. They lived next to each other in college in El Paso, and Captain Rein credits Gilbert for his love of classical music.”



Applause. Whistles. Some hooting. 



“So please join me in giving a warm, Third Division welcome to Gilbert Achs!”



Thunderous applause as Celia receded into the darkness on the side of the stage. 



She was replaced by a lean—no…thin to the point of being gaunt—man in his mid twenties wearing a tuxedo with tails, his wild brown hair just barely clearing his shoulders. His hands were nervously clenched in front of him, his long fingers delicately interlaced as he glided toward the bench. As the light rose to reveal his face, his look of tight consternation was punctuated by dark circles under his eyes. 



His gaze was fixed tightly on the keys in front of him, not even acknowledging the enthusiastic applause that flooded the theater.



Five rows back from center, Jeanie sat between her husband and her friend Marie. She was already impressed. Doing her homework for the social event, she had looked up the YouTube video that Celia had mentioned, but she didn’t know how accomplished this man was. Or how young he actually was.



She looked down at the printed flyer on her lap, listing the program he would play. 



First piece:



Maurice Ravel: Gaspard de la nuit, in three movements. 



I: Ondine

II: Le Gibet

III: Scarbo



Jeanie squinted at the program. The language obviously wasn’t English. Probably French, from the look of it…



The music started suddenly. She looked up to see the performer hunched tightly over the keyboard, his hands very close together…even one on top of the other. 



The song didn’t seem to have a beginning, just a kind of…texture. Soft, chattering chords almost on top of each other.  The effect was a sonic c atmosphere: something a little cold, but very smooth. 



Like the choppy surface of a lake, or calm sea water in a mild wind. 



While his hands didn’t seem to change position, something resembling a melody seemed to rise gradually out of the sound texture, like a solitary figure emerging ominously out of the water. The effect was surprising. Jeanie had never heard anything like this before. She didn’t even know a piano could make sounds like that.



The melody began to shift up and down the keyboard, the frothing watery texture humming ever in the middle. While his body held still, Gil’s long fingers seemed to be everywhere, his right arm reaching back and forth over his left, plinking and humming gently as the long, lithe melody found its legs, almost like a fairy dancing across the water.



Jeanie looked at her husband, who seemed impressed. She looked back up on the stage, enraptured. Within minutes, her eyes began to glisten as her pulse quickened.



Gilbert began moving more: swaying back and forth, with energetic but fluid motions as the piece developed. Jeanie looked over at Marie, who wore the same look of surprise and excitement that she felt. 



Jeanie didn't know what to make of it. 



It was an utterly new experience, and it had only been a couple of minutes. It was as if the performance transcended the inherent limits of its own medium. Gilbert Achs wasn’t playing a song, he was painting a scene in vibrant colors and rich textures, yet somehow he used sound to do it. 



He was clearly a genius of some kind. What was happening on stage was like nothing the audience had ever experienced before, and a quick glance around the theater revealed the same look on the faces of many—mostly women—who found themselves drawn into the net of sound pulling them inexorably toward the gaunt, passionate man hunched over the keyboard.



Appropriate to the enchantment, the piece took a dark turn and Gilbert’s arms spread wide, flying wildly up and down the keyboard building toward a thundering climax. The tone shifted, but the texture held its fidelity such that the now troubled water positively opened its maw and pulled everyone into its depths, crashing into discordant chaos before settling placidly into the smooth but troubled texture it began with. 



Jeanie noticed her breath quickening, and looked down to see that she had unknowingly crumpled one side of her program in her tensing fist. She read it again.



Gaspard de la nuit.

I: Ondine.



She took a note to herself to buy this music…maybe Gilbert had recorded it? She would have to find out now. 



The discordant chaos rose again as Gilbert’s hands flew wildly up and down the keyboard one more time before setting into the gentle, watery lull one final time. The final chords faded, and, not moving his hands off the keyboard, he let the silence lock the audience in place before moving on. The next section began with a haunting series of slow, dull, disturbingly morose octaves.



Jeanie shivered visibly. She looked down to the program again.



II: Le Gibet



Jeanie shifted in her seat, unwittingly clutching Marie’s forearm over the armrest between them.



* * *



"Hey baby…"



"Hey Jo. Did I wake you?"



David was making his way across a hotel lobby in Hamburg, his briefcase stuffed with new data after his first day auditing the port. Massively jetlagged, he hadn’t slept at all since taking off from the airport where his wife clung to him desperately about 18 hours ago.



"Yeah, but it's okay. I needed to get up anyway."



Her voice was groggy over the phone. A little disoriented.



"You get some coffee?"



"Not yet…" Jordan stumbled out of bed, tootling along to the kitchen as she grabbed the pot off the machine and made her way to the sink. "How are you doing?"



"Jetlagged. Exhausted. I'm heading back to the room now, I'm gonna crash out."



"Poor baby. Jet-setting is brutal on the brain."



"You're telling me."



Jordan didn't answer back immediately. Then, turning to faucet on, she blurted out:



“I miss you, baby.”



David smiled to himself. “I miss you too, baby. You sleep okay?"



"Kind of…I mean yes, but…"



"But what?"



Jordan giggled through blurry eyes. "You really want to know?"



David's heart began to race.



"Yeah."



“I kinda got to bed pretty late last night.”



David’s eyes widened. “Really? Because…”



"Yeah. I went and saw my new friend again last night." Jordan's tone was teasing, and a little punchy.



David's mind began to race. "Really?" He repeated.



"Uh huh…" she slipped the coffeepot into place with a click and turned it on with a beep. 



"How was it?"



"Mmmmm…what do you want to know?" 



Still in a twilight phase, Jordan's usual capacity to play coy was diminished.



David jumped on it.



"Everything."



Jordan giggled playfully. 



"Well, I couldn't sleep…so I texted him and asked if I could come over."



David found himself walking briskly out of the elevator toward his room. 



"Uh huh…"



"He said I should come over, so I did. I think this is my first real booty call…at least the first of my own volition."



Shit. The numbers on the fourth floor were going up, not down. Everything else was in German. David turned quickly around and walked briskly in the other direction, his gait stiff and awkward.



"Your first, huh?"



"Yep…are you proud of me?"



David laughed. "Yeah, I kind of am, actually."



He found his hotel room and dropped his briefcase on the floor, frantically searching his pockets for his room key, still holding the phone to his ear, not wanting to miss a single solitary syllable coming out of his wife's mouth from across the ocean.



"So I went over, and we kind of made out, and got naked…"



"Yeah..?" David slapped the keycard to the lock. A red light flashed. 



He slapped it again. 



Another red light. 



"And I got down on my knees…"



David slapped the keycard on the reader. Againandagainandagainandagain…





"Baby?"



David paused. "Yeah?"



"Everything okay?"



"Yeah."



"I hear beeping."



"I'm trying to get into my hotel room."



"Are you at the right room?"



David looked down at his keycard, which had "441" written in sharpie across the front. He looked up at the door.



447.



"No."



"Okay baby…" 



David heard Jordan take a sip of coffee and gulp it down as he scurried another thirty yards down the hall.



441. He tapped his card, and heard the click of the lock open. He dashed inside, throwing his keycard onto the sink counter and flopping onto the bed and furiously unzipping his pants. He dropped the phone on the bed, activated the speakerphone, and heard his wife's voice fill the room.



"You inside?"



"Yeah, I just…" David realized he left his briefcase in front of the other door. It was stuffed to the seams with sensitive corporate information. "Just…hang on a second baby…"



"Okay…" David heard the voice fade as he dashed out of the hotel room and sprinted down the hall with one shoe off, awkwardly zipping up his pants as he ran. He scooped up the briefcase and sprinted back down to the closed door.



With the key on the sink counter inside.



And the phone on the bed.



David's lips pursed, looking down at his untucked shirt flopping over his painful erection, his lonely  single shoe underscoring his indignity.



"Shit. Son of a bitch."



* * *



The lobby was abuzz. Naturally the lower ranking officers were pressing to the bar, trying to get drinks for their wives and superiors, not necessarily in that order. But the real energy seemed to be in the surprise–nay, shock–that followed the general experience: a shared encounter with a stupefying level of musicianship that had unexpectedly risen out of the shiny black piano sitting alone on the stage.



The officers were impressed, almost uniformly. But the wives–



For them, it went a little further than that. Even to flushed, glistening brows as they whispered excitedly to each other about the dark, mysterious artist with the long hair and lanky, yet graceful limbs. 



The transformation in their perception of him was stark. What would have been an unremarkable, or even slightly off putting encounter with a random, skinny man from Oklahoma with an odd look on his face…was suddenly painted in irresistible overtones. 



After he finished bowing following the final piece before intermission, Marie and Jeanie had turned to each other and laughed during the applause–realizing they had been clutching each others' arms for the bulk of the concert thus far.



Jeanie kept thinking about him. So did Marie…and others. When he had stood to bow, there was something deep and vulnerable about him…and yet powerful—he moved with such confidence. When he sat down at the bench, he was able to create magic–manipulating the long, smooth row of white keys, transforming the world within the breathless boundaries of the theater.



And it was magic. Long, thin fingers danced, tickled, or outright stomped onto that flat row of keys and bumps, and somehow, an entire theater full of hard-edged warriors was softened. 



Even visibly moved.



There was an intense level of power in that. But it was a kind of power that the men in that room were not accustomed to recognize. But now that it had clearly piqued the interest and excitement of their wives…



They were noticing.



"Oh my god…"Jeanie gushed, her arm still draped over the uniformed arm of her uncomfortable husband as the field officers and wives of second battalion sipped from their wine glasses and tumblers. "I was not ready for that. I was blown away…"



“I looked up the Wikipedia on that first piece…apparently it’s based on a myth about a water fairy who falls in love with a mortal man, but she loses her soul if he’s unfaithful…so romantic, but so sad!” One of the junior officers’ wives observed, her hand instinctively over her chest.



“Oh my goodness…that’s exactly what that felt like…that’s so beautiful…” Marie gushed, validating the observation of the younger woman.



Nods in agreement. Knowing glances exchanged. 



"Does anyone know about the second half?"



"It says Chopin…I don't know it though."



"It says Andante spianato et… I don’t know how to pronounce it,” Someone said sheepishly, reading off the leaflet. "But I think I heard it once before. In college."



"Does anyone know if he's going to play the viral YouTube piece?" Jeanie asked, flushed. "It's not listed on the program. It looks so impressive though!"



"No, probably not," Susan Gilles, wife of the second battalion commander said matter-of-factly. "He never plays it anymore. I think I read somewhere that he said it was perfect the first time, so he can never play it in public again."



Jeanie saw Amy Achs gliding by, cocktail in one hand, her other innocently on the arm of  Captain Rein, chatting amiably.



"Oh, Amy…Amy!" Jeanie flagged her down until she and the captain stepped into the circle, where all of the women began gushing about her talented husband.



"He's so amazing, Amy!"



"I've never heard anything like that…"



"He must practice day and night…"



She just nodded, smiling. She was clearly used to this level of social effusion during intermission.



"Amy…" Jeanie interrupted as the beautiful blonde woman looked over to her. "We were just wondering if he was going to play that…piece, the YouTube one."



"The Balakirev?" Amy asked.



Susan spoke up. "I heard he doesn't play it anymore…"



"Not often," Amy admitted. "But it's an encore piece, and you never know what Gil will play during encores. He just picks a piece that he feels fits the mood of the audience, and the program."



"How does he know?" Jeanie asked, interested.



Amy laughed. "He just knows. It's kind of his thing. It could be the Balakirev, could be something else entirely."



"So he does play it sometimes?" Susan asked, almost strident in the defense of her narrative.



Amy smiled and shrugged. "Not much lately. But it is in his repertoire. I hear him practice it still. But like I said, you never know."



"What kind of…mood does he feel when he decides to play it?" 



Jeanie was trying unsuccessfully to conceal her enchantment at the artistry of the beautiful woman's husband.



Amy paused. "You know…I don't know I can say. Like I said, he's hard to predict. Whatever he plays though, I'm sure will be the right piece."



"We were trying to figure out the name of the next piece up, cap," Lieutenant Colonel Wolfe spoke up, facing Mark. "Have you heard it before?"



"Andante spianato et grande polonaise brilliante," Mark said deferentially to his commanding officer. "Chopin. And yes sir, I have. In fact, I've heard Gil play it. And it'll knock your socks off."



Wolfe grinned at the quip. Amy beamed, and an excited titter worked through the circle. 



Well, around half of it. 



"Oh, definitely," Marie agreed. "And Amy, thank you so much for coming down and sharing his talent with us."



Celia beamed.



Amy grinned, her perfect teeth flashing in harmony with her dazzling necklace. "It's our pleasure. But if you'll excuse me, I have to slip backstage…Gil can get a little in his head during intermission, so I like to check on him."



"Of course, yes…" Marie said effusively. "Don't let us keep you."



Amy smiled kindly and stepped back with the captain before moving across the lobby toward the stage entrance.



"She is so…sweet!" Susan gushed. "You'd never know she was from New York…"



A titter of agreement as cocktails were sipped, and the conversation returned to the music.



* * *



"Morning."



Jordan looked up from her books, her glasses halfway down her nose and her hair half up. Patrick was smiling down at her, his satchel crossing his chest as he arrived to the office from his Wednesday morning class.



"Hey...morning." She smiled and returned to highlighting the article she was working through. "How was class?"



Patrick sighed as he sat down at his carrel. "Okay, I guess. Sophomores…you know?"



"Oh, I know," Jordan nodded, returning her attention to the page.



"How'd your class go yesterday?"



"Fine."



Jordan was mid-thought, and clearly not in the mood to chat. She turned her head from the article to her laptop, typing quickly.



"Any problem students?"



"Not really. Not this semester."



Patrick nodded, awkwardly turning back to his desk and setting his laptop on it.



They worked in silence, Jordan fixed on her work. 



Patrick, on the other hand, kept stealing glances in her direction.



After the fourth glance, Jordan pushed her chair back and stood up.



"What's up?" Patrick leaned back, looking over.



Jordan looked over, her brow knit in mild confusion. 



"I'm going to the bathroom."



"Oh." Patrick nodded sheepishly. "Well, okay."



"Okay," Jordan nodded, a little smile forming on her lips. "Is that okay?"



"Totally fine."



"Okay."



Jordan smirked, walking out of the shared space, allowing her hips a tiny sway as she walked. 



Her smirk shifted slightly to a tight-lipped concern as she walked out the door. 



This was an unwelcome development. She had been to Patrick's apartment twice, and had been in and out in under an hour both times. 



She had never in her life contemplated, much less executed anything resembling a no-strings-attached sexual arrangement with a man. 



David, of course, was the man she married. And waited for. 



And Mark was…well…



Mark was just exceptional. Whatever the nature of that arrangement, it seemed, in retrospect, to exist entirely on his terms. Which–at the time–her inexperience failed to recognize as one of its chief values.



But the arrangement with Patrick, which worked quite well in bed thus far, was beginning to flash warning sides outside of his bedroom. Patrick was beginning to show an inclination to cling. 



She didn't know why. She had made it clear she was happy in her marriage. He knew of Jordan and David's arrangement–well, knew enough to know David knew and allowed it. She didn't care to explain it further. It was a weird enough arrangement as it was. 



And, much to her surprise, she didn't feel any emotional attachment to Patrick at all. He was just…hot. And, for lack of a better word, convenient.



Which made this new development concerning. 



Couldn't he just…be hot and convenient? 



Jordan pushed the swinging door to the women's room open and walked past the mirrors over the sinks, catching her reflection out of the corner of her eye. She fixed only briefly on her own glance before looking away and stepping into the stall.



Finished, she kept her eyes down when washing her hands, returning her thoughts to the situation at hand.



How complicated was it? A married woman works three desks down from you. Her husband travels, she has needs, she comes to bed to blow off some mutual steam every once in a while? 



Just take the gift, man. Bing, bang, boom. 



So to speak.



She shook her head in amazement, shocked at her attitude. Raised to believe that a sexual relationship was the culmination of a deep, unbreakable emotional attachment, she was surprised to find that, even though she welcomed Patrick's beautiful cock inside her–and it was a beautiful cock, she had to admit–she had left his house on both occasions feeling mere physical relief and little else. Like when a sliver, hidden under the skin for two days and festering, is finally extracted. 



She approached the graduate student office door, pausing as she grabbed the door handle.



This was…biological. And emotional only in the sense that it served obliquely as a bridge to David's own complicated sexual needs. The emotional component was for David. Only for him.



So what was she supposed to do if Patrick wanted to push things further? Would he cause trouble? If so, what kind?



Should she stop seeing him? Would that cause more or less trouble? 



And David would be so disappointed.



But if he did cause trouble…it could be real trouble. They were both mere weeks from submitting final drafts and scheduling their final dissertation defense. Professor Lukacz was already making inquiries at several university departments about possibilities for her first position. If Patrick were to make trouble…



She shook her head again. No, if he made trouble, it would destroy both of them. He wouldn't be so stupid. He'd come too far.



Maybe she should end it. Right now. Just cut the cord.



She opened the door, seeing his head whirl around to watch her enter. She smiled disarmingly, her eyes hiding his concern. He grinned back.



God. He really was hot. 



Maybe he'd be available later tonight…



* * *



Dr. De Foglio had drilled one lesson deeper than any other in Gil's mind, and it was a pillar of his performing style:



The notion that a performer should "always leave them wanting more" was bullshit. 



Audiences showed up wanting a meal. If they ask for more, give it to them. Let them remember being well fed, stuffed with more nourishing beauty than they can possibly digest. They'll remember that, and they'll come back.



And after all, a concert pianist rarely plays the same venue more than once a year anyway. More like once every five years. They'll want more the next time your tour comes around.



Gil was sweating through his shirt after the end of the first encore. Instead of a more common short piece, which with most performers took the form of a 2-3 minute musical cool-down with a soft, almost lulling piece, Gil ramped up the intensity and played a full Chopin scherzo–the number 2 in B-flat minor. It was intense, dynamic, and dramatic: fire and fireworks. Flying arpeggios and raucous block chords, thundering bass accents, hairpin key and tone changes–all added up to sheer heroism.



Thundering applause flooded his ears as Gil wiped the sweat from his eyes. He looked out at the audience, seeing the sea of dress uniforms and cocktail wear standing, applauding loudly. The military crowd–predictably–clearly loved heroic music.



He bowed deeply, smiling and clasping his hands together graciously. The applause didn't die down a single decibel when he walked off stage, standing just out of sight for around 30 seconds.



They were shouting now. Loud. 



Picking up the towel folded on the little tray behind the stage door, he wiped the sweat off his forehead again, took a deep breath, and looked around for Amy. 



Usually, if she was at a concert he was playing, she was waiting with a bottle of water after he finished. 



But she wasn't in sight. 



He took another deep breath, shook out the fatigue from his forearms and hands, and walked back out.



The crowd exploded in rapture. He looked out, noting the grim, stoic looks on the faces of the dozens of Marine officers in his line of sight, knowing that hundreds more filled the seats he couldn't see beyond the dark border of the footlights. He took a deep breath and sat at the bench again, the audience hushing.



His back ached, and the veins in his forearms were pulsing noticeably. Gritting his teeth, he looked out again, trying to soak in the energy of the room.



He definitely felt layers of emotion in the room. The mask of stoicism worn by the marines barely concealed a tendency to love drama–and to carefully conceal their appetite for it. 



That hunger clearly still needed release. 



He closed his eyes and let his hands float over the keyboard, slamming down with the opening octaves of Scriabin's Etude 8, opus 12. 



It was a short piece, a compact but sustained crying out in frustration and rage–emotions he knew were in abundance in the room.



As he jammed out the thundering closing chords, the audience exploded into applause again. 



He was so tired. He needed Amy. 



Bowing, he looked out across the front row…



They wanted the Balakirev. 



He could tell. It was obvious. They were all but screaming for it. 



But it wasn't time.



It wasn't time. 



He was too tired. 



He smiled and bowed once more, once again wiping the sweat off his face, his long hair wet, tangled, and wild.



He walked off the stage once more, loud applause and shouts behind him. 



He looked back and forth. No water, no Amy. 



He turned a corner behind the curtain pulleys, heading toward the dressing room they had assigned him, and pushed open the door.



Amy was there. 



Floating off her feat and pressed firmly against a wall, her arms locked around Mark's neck, her legs locked around his waist. 



Mark's fancy dress pants were bunched down around his ankles, his dress uniform coat draped over Gil's chair in front of the mirror. 



Gil gulped, unable to see any of Amy's petite frame behind Mark's huge body other than the arms and legs that wrapped tightly around him as he aggressively fucked her.



Gil froze in place, the door open. 

 

Mark, who was holding Amy up by her buttocks, suddenly tightened his grip and lifted her slightly. Her arms tightened around Mark's neck, and her flushed face appeared to Gil over her lover's right shoulder. 



She initially seemed unaware of Gil's presence, her eyelids conspicuously heavy as she gently kissed Mark's cheek, then nibbled his earlobe. Each breathy exhalation, timed sympathetically with a thrust from Mark, was tinted with a whine of pleasure.



Gil's heart dropped, unable to move. 



Until Amy turned her eyes up to look directly at him, standing helpless in the open doorway.



Someone could walk by.



Someone could almost certainly hear. 



But she didn't stop.She didn't tell Mark to stop. And neither showed any indication that they feared being discovered. 



Amy reset her legs more tightly around his waist. She then lead-locked her eyes with Gil's, her mouth dropping open as Mark's thrusts became more invasive. Her mild whines became distinct moans–noticeably lower in register than her speaking voice.



Which–Gil being an expert on the meaning of sounds, knew–meant Mark had entered her posterior fornix. 



So deep inside her that her body had to shift its configuration to accommodate him inside her.



Gil and Amy held each other's gaze for what felt like hours, but was probably no more than 30 seconds. 



Gil turned on his heel and shut the door behind him, walking back to the stage door. The applause had mostly faded, and when he walked out, red faced with shame, fury, and crippling longing, he suddenly became aware that he was in a supporting role. That even though the entire building came here for him, and was held tightly under his spell, the love of his life was writhing in ecstasy on her preferred cock.



The audience burst into shocked applause, dumbfounded at the prospect of a third encore. 



Rare. Almost unheard of.



Not even acknowledging the audience, Gil sat down and savagely attacked the keyboard with the opening notes to Balakirev's Oriental Fantasy.



Badumdum Badumdum Badumdum Badumdum 



* * *



Jordan's face was scrunched tight, her eyes screwed shut and her teeth clenched. She held her breath desperately as her arms and legs straightened out at intersecting angles.



 "Is that good?" Patrick asked breathlessly, his hips thrusting in and out at an even rhythm.



Jordan didn't change her expression, just nodded tightly, moving quickly up and down until it hit.



She gasped, followed by a yelp, then another gasp as he brought her to orgasm. 



Missionary. 



There were advantages to missionary with Patrick, she noted. While the angle wasn't as good as being taken from behind, it had the advantage of sight. Of looking up at his smooth, toned, and hairless body while filling her with his long, beautiful cock. She could look up and down, and run her hands up and down…



It was very stimulating. 



And he was getting good at foreplay too. He seemed to be slowly learning her body. He had spent about twenty minutes tonight gently and persistently exploring her crevice with his long fingers, drawing out her heat, spreading around her moisture, tickling her stiffening clitoris.



In fact, her first orgasm came from the play of his long fingers. Then, clearly encouraged by that success, he quickly donned the condom and entered her warmth from the front, kissing her passionately until propping himself up over her, her wide, gunbarrel blue eyes running up and down his form as he filled her.



Two distance runners having sex, as it turned out, was a recipe for endurance. Their vigorous but steady coupling lasted more than a half hour, Patrick patiently testing this angle and that, this speed and that, tweaking here and licking there. 



Collecting data.



Jordan had giggled, reveling in the sensation of being steadily fucked by a man who could probably be a fashion model. 



If he learned to dress a little better.



His smooth black hair was strangely appealing to her tonight, even in the dumb blue light. She played with it while he played with her body. 



She reveled in the physical equilibrium of long, steady sex. The casual exchange of physical curiosity and physical pleasure, was an excellent release for both of them after a long day of writing.



Jordan almost wished that David could have seen it. 



Now, clearly drafting on her orgasm, Patrick's excitement seemed to grow, watching her body relax noticeably after her release. Jordan's eyes fixed on his, lifting her ankles around his waist,  encouraging him.



"That's right…give it to me…just like that…"



Her whispers drove him wild, and her steely eyes ripped his dignity away. He grimaced and stiffened.



Jordan's mouth fell open, her hips twitching in surprise as she felt Patrick's beautiful cock pulse inside her. 



It was a sensation she hadn't felt since she'd been with Mark. 



It seemed that Patrick liked an endurance challenge. The long buildup made him seem bigger. Tightened their connection…and that feeling of flexion…



Jordan groaned again, a small aftershock of orgasm surprising her as Patrick's flexions subsided. She looked in his brown eyes as they opened, softened and vulnerable. 



Jordan thought of David in Germany. The love of her life, an ocean away, probably currently dreaming of her doing exactly what she was doing now…



Her thought was interrupted by a slow, sensual kiss from her lover. Jordan melted into the moment, yielding to the call of her body. 



They held each other tightly, Patrick slowly softening inside her. 



Withdrawing, Patrick rolled onto his back with a groan as Jordan began to shake away the fog of lust. She lifted her head to see the clock. 



Foreplay to climax, they had been at it for just under an hour. 



And she hadn't had dinner.



And she wanted to wrap up the penultimate section on her last chapter tonight. She had been on a roll until…



Well, anyway… 



Jordan sat up, leaning back on her hands, her perky breasts sliding into visibility above Patrick's sheets. 



"Want to get dinner?" Patrick asked.



Jordan shook her head. "No…I've got a thing I've got to get to. Thanks though."



Patrick nodded to cover his hurt. "Yeah. Sure."



"Next time, maybe…" Jordan leaned down and kissed him, then sat back up. "I really do appreciate it."



Patrick looked down, pinching and slipping off the condom, dropping it on the nightstand next to his bed. "Yeah, no problem. And I…"



He looked over at her bare breasts, her pink nipples clearly erect.



"I am definitely not complaining."



"Good." Jordan grinned. "Me neither." 



She stood up, hunting for her clothes. Finding her shirt but not her bra, she crouched to look under the bed. 



It was on the other side. 



She stood up, glancing briefly at Patrick in the bed, who was now looking at her fully nude body. 



She felt suddenly awkward. 



She hastily bent down on the other side of the bed, fishing her bra out from underneath. She stayed crouched, picking up her panties, then pants, and then one sock. 



Looking for the other sock, she found herself at eye level with the nightstand, the used condom still resting flatly on the veneered wood. 



Jordan's eyes rested on the crumpled prophylactic. 



It was mostly clear with a slight pink tint, and a small reservoir of viscous white liquid pooled mainly in the front, but seeping backward. 



She felt a sudden level of excitement at the sight, her eyes fixing on it. 



There was something about it. Detached from the act, yet so essential to it…



Or maybe it was a fascination beyond words. Primal.



But she couldn't look away. 



She inched closer, her face inches away. Clutching her clothes in her left hand, she set her right hand gently on the surface of the nightstand, her finger extending toward the condom. Toward the little bounded pool of her lover's release.



The pad of her finger touched the rubber, inching toward the pool inside it, when…



"Found your other sock."



Patrick had rolled back toward her, startling her out of her fixation as he held out the crumpled white ankle sock. 



"Oh. Perfect, thanks…"



"Yep…" Patrick leaned back on his pillow, picking up his phone and opening a social media app.



"Can I use your bathroom before…"



"Yeah, of course." Patrick looked up and nodded toward the master bathroom adjoined to his room. 



"Thanks." 



Jordan stood up, still mildly self conscious about her naked buttocks while walking toward the bathroom. 



Jordan looked over her shoulder one last time, first at Patrick's distracted face, and then at the condom with the…stuff in it. She stepped into the bathroom and shut the door behind her, setting the little rumple of clothes on the bathroom counter before looking in the mirror.



"What did you do?"



Jordan's eyes widened as she saw her reflection. 



"Seriously! You know better. Grandma specifically said never to do this…Do you have any idea how much trouble we're going to be in?"



* * *



"Amy!"



Celia Wolfe watched the irritatingly beautiful ballerina walking through the lobby with Captain Rein again, heading toward the stage door.



Amy turned over her shoulder, her golden hair waving with the sudden movement. Seeing the little gaggle that had held her in semi-voluntary captivity before the concert began, she smiled graciously and deviated course and walked over, Captain Rein behind her. 



She moved gracefully and had a visible glow about her–but then again many of the women had that experience after one of Gil's performances. It was–energizing, and exciting. 



And of course everyone wanted to talk to Amy.



She was clearly used to it, smiling easily and answering everyone's questions, until the most obvious one tumbled out.



From Jeanie, who couldn't hold back her enthusiasm.



"It was so cool when he came out for that third encore!" She gushed. 



Amy laughed. "Yeah, he can surprise you sometimes."



"And he did the Balaclava piece!"



A titter rippled through the circle, but Amy rescued the malapropism. "He's been performing the Balakirev since college, and obviously it's been a big part in the momentum of his career…"



"But I heard he didn't play it anymore?" Jeanie insisted, sipping on her third glass of wine, visibly flushed. Her husband lightly grasped her arm, steadying her.



Amy took a breath, answering diplomatically. "He took a couple years off from it. After the YouTube video blew up, he was worried he'd be a one hit wonder, so he stopped doing it in public."



"But it's so good…so emotional!" Jeanie insisted.



Amy laughed again. "And a technical nightmare. It made him famous for a reason."



"So is this the first time he's played it in years?" 



Amy nodded thoughtfully. "I think so, actually. In public at least. He still practices it as a repertoire piece though. So he was ready with it. But it has been…years."



An audible gasp moved through the little gaggle. Even Colonel Dalio recoiled a bit, impressed.



"I couldn't even keep up with his hands, it looked like he had four of them." Lieutenant Colonel Wolfe asked, his wife Celia attached to his elbow, basking in the reflected glow of her social success.



"There's a reason he's considered one of the best in the world, sir," Captain Rein observed, smiling.



"And a bit temperamental. In the best way," Amy observed amiably, welcoming a slightly more open titter from the group.



"And with that in mind…" Amy said, once again adopting a diplomatic tone, "I need to check in on him. He can be a little bit of a wreck after a performance as intense as he had tonight."



"Of course," Colonel Dalio, the highest ranking in the group, politely dismissed her. "But will you two join us for drinks at the officer's club?"



"Of course," Amy smiled widely again. She tapped Mark's shoulder, who stayed put. "We're guests of Captain Rein here. And we do what he tells us to do…" 



The group chuckled as she turned to glide away, her movements unconsciously graceful, her thin body hugged tightly by her navy blue patterned dress. 



More than one officer noticed her tight rump accented by the snug fabric as she floated away.



Slipping backstage, Amy nodded politely to the stage crew who were wrapping the massive piano in moving blankets, preparing to roll it back onto the transport truck. She stepped past the loading area, then across the set storage areas, finally finding the door to Gil's dressing room. 



She knocked gently, and, not waiting, quietly opened the door. 



Gil was leaning back in the dressing room chair, his chin tucked, his arms resting in his lap. His sweaty hair covered his face. 



Amy shut the door behind her, walking quietly up to him. 



"Hey baby…"



"Hey…"



She crouched down next to him, looking up into his face through the tangle of his hair. 



It was pale, drained. His eyes were fixed on a point a thousand yards away…but pointed down at his own feet.



"How'd it go?" She asked gently, rubbing his forearm with her hand.



He shrugged. "Okay. I blew the second key change in…"



"In the scherzo. No you didn't honey. You flubbed one chord change. Nobody noticed but you, okay?"



He shook his head. "It was obvious."



"No it wasn't, honey…" Amy insisted softly. "I only noticed because I saw you wince."



"Really?"



"Yeah…you were amazing. And you pulled out the Balakirev, too…"



He shrugged again. "You didn't hear it…"



"I heard parts of it, honey. Through the door. I was listening."



He shrugged again, and she smiled sweetly at him, seeing his puppy dog eyes through the tangles of his hair. She reached over the armrest, and Gil moved his hand around her shoulder, leaning down to kiss her gently. 



Amy reached carefully into her clasp, withdrawing something, then reached over him again as they kissed.



"You ready?" She whispered, unzipping his pants and reaching inside his waistband.



He nodded wordlessly exhaling along with the gentle sound of two small metallic clicks. Amy carefully pulled a small, metal chastity cage out of his pants and set it softly on the dressing table. She smiled again, then reached into his pants, pulling his penis out of his dress pants.



Gil moaned pathetically at her touch, his head rolling back and his eyes closing. Amy leaned over him, gently kissing the spider veins on his exhausted forearms as she cradled his hardening manhood, the pad of her thumb running back and forth gently across his frenulum.



"You did so good, honey…" Amy whispered into his ear. "You made that whole theater float around everywhere…everyone's talking about it…"



He got harder quickly.



"I'm so proud of you…" she kissed his cheek, still whispering. "I'm your wife, and even I'm impressed that every single woman out there wants to fuck you…"



His chest began to rise quickly, his eyes screwed shut.



"But they don't get to…" Amy purred. "And your wife got fucked by Mark tonight…"



Gil's eyes shot open and his head jerked leftward, inches from Amy's. She was smiling impishly, her smirk both playful and cruel.



Their eyes met and held and she began actively jerking him, slowly. Then, stopping for a moment, she broke eye contact, raised her left hand to her face, and spit in her palm before wrapping it around him again as she returned to staring into his eyes.



"You know why Mark fucked me tonight, baby?"



Gil nodded weakly.



"Because he still owns my body, baby. He gets me when he wants me. However he wants. Okay?"



"Okay…" Gil moaned.



"That's why we came down here, baby. Mark wanted to fuck me…so we changed your tour schedule…"



He nodded helplessly.



"I'm so glad you get it, baby. Because…I gotta say something else."



Gil's face tilted upward and slightly to the side, listening.



"You are so, so hot when you play for a crowd like that…" Amy purred again, kissing him. "But I still fucked Mark instead."



Gil's lips pulled back in agony, his hips beginning to twitch, the intense pleasure of the torture beginning to gather in his core. 



"I'm sorry you only got to see a little of it, baby…" Amy cooed. She kissed him gently.



"Did he..?" Gil muttered desperately.



Amy nodded, pausing her ministrations to reach between her legs for a moment. Carefully probing herself, she drew out her hand and presented Gil with a thick gob of white semen on the tips of two fingers, her smirk returning as she wrapped the same slimy hand around him once more.



"Go ahead, Paderewski…" Amy teased him, her voice rising out of a whisper and into a vocalized challenge as she began jerking again. "Show me how you like it…"



Gil's eyes screwed shut again, the ecstasy rising to eruption…




Post 371 — Crushing

Tue Mar 03, 2026 10:12 am

Hey all–



I wrote most of the current chapter together with the one before it--they're meant to work as a pair--hence the quick turnaround this time. 



The current chapter prominently features a concert given by Gil, and includes a bunch of music that I tried to weave into the fabric of his psyche and relationship with Amy and Mark. It's meant to kind of set the stage to jump back and retroactively develop over the next several chapters. So if you're into it, I'm linking recordings of all the music that Gil plays in this chapter, you can check it out if you want.



Edit: Apparently I'm limited to 2 URLs per post, so I'll spread 'em out.



Ondine: Gaspard de la nuit, "Ondine" 

https://youtu.be/5WEB_uMqQyg?si=-lA7oRUbWI6JmICP



Chopin: Andante spianato et grande polonaise brilliante

https://youtu.be/AO6k_ipgEsI?si=4xLmfUF5KfLPwSJd



Thanks for reading!




Post 372 — Crushing

Tue Mar 03, 2026 10:16 am

Chopin: Scherzo #2 in B flat minor

https://youtu.be/OCUSalQf-jY?si=VbYkoJMd2GIFEide



Scriabin: Etude Op. 8 No. 12 in D sharp minor

https://youtu.be/_dP8FMZr2sA?si=aLms02iQMdsDWGMZ




Post 373 — Crushing

Tue Mar 03, 2026 10:18 am

Balakirev: "Islamey" or "Oriental Fantasy”

https://youtu.be/53KumVydfM4?si=C519GC0JeQOK_MJq




Post 374 — Guest

Tue Mar 03, 2026 1:12 pm

Very good chapter, loved it!  I have a lot of empathy for Gil, especially after the day I’ve had today.




Post 375 — loyaltoher

Tue Mar 03, 2026 10:54 pm

Bravissimo!




Post 376 — loyaltoher

Wed Mar 04, 2026 4:37 am

the musical attachments are brilliant and i can now feel the tension in Gil, the mesmerization of the crowd…the women…and his release after playing the frantic Balakirev by his petite ballerina cuckoldress.  Pure genius!




Post 377 — nnjcpl2002

Thu Mar 05, 2026 12:30 pm

Seems our boy, Capt. Rein, is becoming something of a great Lothario vs. Amy!  But it seems that hubbies are happy.




Post 378 — Crushing

Fri Mar 06, 2026 3:57 am

Hey everyone!



I’m working on the next chapter, which doesn’t feature Amy and Gil. So while they’re in the background for a bit, I’m going to try something. 



In the past I pitched the idea of suggesting celebrity lookalikes for the characters introduced thus far, but now that we’ve had some development of Amy and Gil, I’m curious as to how they’re forming in readers’ minds.



Anyone want to make a pitch for an Amy lookalike? Gil? Curious to hear any answers.




Post 379 — loyaltoher

Fri Mar 06, 2026 9:11 am

Billie Lourd




Post 380 — loyaltoher

Fri Mar 06, 2026 10:39 am

Timothy Chalamet




Post 381 — john jasson

Fri Mar 06, 2026 10:54 am

Aren't we lucky to have this exquisitely written gem of erotica given to us so graciously? I have no doubt that it is right up there with the best I have read, and better than most. The build up and research that must go into the real world background of the characters making them so convincing as they leap off the page, then the razor's edge execution of each scene, all the while ratcheting up the excitement is all so top drawer. The way our author toys with our senses and our arousal as we try to anticipate what fireworks will ensue when Mark finally reignites with Jordan. With Amy's latest treatment of Gil, Crushing has pre-empted my own notions of how Jordan might treat David when she falls deep under Mark's dominance. Jordan already has the bit between her teeth in knowing how David is turned on to distraction by his own cuckolding, and she's beginning to grind his face in it a little. Perhaps Mark, having gained a taste for consensually dominating a couple from his experiences with Amy and Gil, will turn the screw in directing and dictating Jordan's erotic cruelty to her husband. All of these matters are overwhelmingly emotional and cerebral rather than physical. The best stories recognise the fact, and this one does so in spades. 



I have my own fantasy of why Crushing had to put this masterpiece on ice last year for work reasons. It can only have been because his publisher was impatient to receive the final edit of his latest professional work.



Thank you again, Crushing.




Post 382 — john jasson

Fri Mar 06, 2026 10:58 am

Probably won't know her over the pond, but in my mind Amy is Sydney Martin. The English one!!




Post 383 — Tire_Kicker

Sun Mar 08, 2026 9:59 am

Samara Weaving and Finn Bennett



Gil's desirability is an interesting development, kind of falls more in line with Jared's ultimate fighter persona. Although Gil is not technically an alpha, he could be viewed as a stud. With Jared there is no question yet both willingly give up exclusive rights to their woman. Sounds like Gil gets caged at some point even though he is apparently sufficiently endowed unlike David.



Somehow Mark seems to keep finding women with husbands willing to share their wives, yet content to remain absolutely faithful. How are women not throwing themselves at Jared? It sounds like  they are clearly ready to throw themselves at Gil, even David must get approached or even set up, just a thought...



Outstanding story with exceptional depth and detail. Thank you!



TK




Post 384 — Guest

Sun Mar 08, 2026 11:22 am

Emily Alyn Lind & Malcom Pace




Post 385 — cwnbe

Thu Mar 12, 2026 1:52 pm

I see 1990s Selma Hayak as Megan, 1990s Meg Ryan as Amy, Deborah Ann Woll as Molly, Andrew Garfield as David, Jennifer Connelly as Jordan, Donald Sutherland as Professor Schenk and without a doubt Gil is the reincarnation of Franz Liszt




Post 386 — Guest

Thu Mar 12, 2026 3:14 pm

Welcome to the forum cwnbe.




Post 387 — loyaltoher

Fri Mar 13, 2026 3:23 am

↳ Replying to: cwnbe

I see 1990s Selma Hayak as Megan, 1990s Meg Ryan as Amy, Deborah Ann Woll as Molly, Andrew Garfield as David, Jennifer Connelly as Jordan, Donald Sutherland as Professor Schenk and without a doubt Gil is the reincarnation of Franz Liszt


love the selections……there is an academy award in this year’s Oscars for casting.   If Crushing works “Jordan” to a screenwriting opportunity, you may want the casting director role….you might get an Oscar.  :D




Post 388 — cwnbe

Sat Mar 14, 2026 7:41 pm

I think Chris might be played by Seth Rogan, Jared by Woody Harrelson & Mark by Oscar De La Hoya (who needs to be a few inches taller)




Post 389 — Tire_Kicker

Sun Mar 15, 2026 10:13 am

↳ Replying to: cwnbe

I think Chris might be played by Seth Rogan, Jared by Woody Harrelson & Mark by Oscar De La Hoya (who needs to be a few inches taller)



Maybe Oscar as Jared?



I don't see Woody anywhere, interesting take though...




Post 390 — Crushing

Fri Mar 27, 2026 5:59 pm

"Well?"



Mark cocked half a grin and tossed his cap on the hook as he stepped around behind his desk. 



"Well what?"



Jared sat on the far side of the Charlie company commander's desk, leaning back in his chair with a half-grin that mirrored Mark's.



"Well…how was it?"



"Which part?" Mark sat down in the chair facing his best friend. 



Morning PT had concluded. Mark had worked out at the gym with the commanding and executive officers of the other companies in the battalion—a Monday morning tradition. 



A few blocks away, on the open parade ground and surrounding wooded areas, Jared had, as usual, run the enlisted men of Charlie company into the ground with grueling PT of his own.



 Now, having ripped through the showers and dressed in the uniform of the day–forest camouflage–the rank and file grunts were working their way through the chow line for breakfast a few blocks from the battalion building complex. 



Back at Charlie company headquarters, the Monday morning company leadership meeting with CO, XO, and other officers and platoon sergeants was slated to begin in 15 minutes. 



Mark and Jared had established their own Monday ritual: skipping the Monday breakfast line with the men and strategizing for the upcoming week before the other senior leaders arrived.



Today, however, was different. 



Today, Gunny P was mining for information.



"I don't know man, pick one. Start with the concert, I guess."



“The concert.” Mark leaned back, his leather swivel chair creaking audibly. "That…was incredible."



"You hadn't heard him since he got famous, right?"



Mark shook his head. "Not live. I have all of his CDs, Amy sends them to me whenever he puts a new one out. About one a year."



"So he's as good as they say?"



Mark's eyes went distant. "Honestly, he's better. There's something really deep about the way he plays. I’ve never heard anything like it.”



Mark shook his head again, his thought breaking anchor and drifting away.



"Sorry I couldn't make it." Jared grinned sarcastically. 



Jared had never liked classical music. It took too much sustained attention to enjoy, and sustained, seated attention was a form of psychological torture for him.



Conveniently for Jared’s sensibilities, the event had been exclusive to commissioned officers. He could have insisted, and Mark would definitely have made a fuss and gotten a spot for him and Megan, but…



Not worth it to rock the boat. And again, Jared would likely have been intensely bored by the performance. He pressed on.



"So now we get to the good part."



Mark grinned at Jared's insinuation. "Yeah. That part was pretty damn good. She's still a firecracker."



"No shit?"



"No shit."



"How long has it been"



"Like…5 years? Maybe? I'd have to think about it. But I forgot how fun she could be. She's so petite…maybe 5 foot 2? And like a hundred pounds. Or at most, a buck oh five? I don't know. But she’s super easy to just pick up and throw around. And that body… just soft and toned to perfection. Crazy flexible.



"Flexible?"



Mark nodded, his eyes distant again. "And she's still got that deep submissive streak."



"She was good to go?"



"Oh yeah. From the jump. She actually pulled me out of my seat during Gil's first encore, took me back to his dressing room, and just…did her thing. Or rather waited for me to do mine."



"No shit…" Jared repeated. 



“Yeah,” Mark chuckled breathily. "And she did her hair the way she knows I like. Got a wax for me. Bent in a bunch of weird positions, just for fun. It was…exquisite."



"Sounds amazing. Shame they took off right after the concert. Meg really wanted to meet her.”



Mark laughed. "Seriously? Nah, that wasn’t gonna happen. Gil's playing in Gstaad next weekend, and I guess they wanted to start rehearsals right away, so they just hopped on the next plane.”



“Too bad.”



“Yeah.” Mark paused. “Also…Amy's terrified of meeting Meg."



Jared cocked a confused grin. "What? Why?"



"Wouldn't you be?"



Jared laughed. "I guess. What'd you tell her?"



"The truth. That your wife is fucking lethal."



"Bullshit," Jared protested in mock indignation. "In a courtroom, maybe. But come on, man. She doesn't bite."



"I have it on good authority that she does, actually. And has.”



Jared’s grin widened, shaking his head.



Mark grinned back. “Come on man. Don’t bullshit me and pretend we don’t both know she bites sometimes.”



“That’s recreational.”



“Didn't she bite that forward from Loyola in the quarterfinal game junior year? Like vampire style…she literally drew blood! That's recreational?"



"That was never proven," Jared grinned again, pointing at Mark. "But seriously, man. She's gonna be disappointed. Meg likes to know…you know. She likes to know ‘em. Your girls, I mean. She was all set to meet that Jordan girl you were seeing. Till you bailed, anyway.”



Mark shrugged, suddenly sober. "Yeah. I know…I'm sorry, man. It's just weird. I don't know how to feel about it."



"You don't think Meg can handle meeting your girls? She was basically best friends with Molly before that went sideways."



"It's not that. Well, maybe it's a little bit that. I honestly kinda thought she'd murder Molly after we broke up."



Jared nodded distantly. "Yeah. She…thought about it.”



Jared sighed before continuing. “But come on, man. We all know that relationship just wasn't ever gonna work. None of that shit was anyone's fault. We were all just young and reckless back then. And we've all done some growing up since."



Mark nodded, unsure how to respond. 



"Look man," Jared said cautiously, "Meg and I just want to be on the inside. That’s all that is. We want to know the people that are a big part of your story. And Amy was a big part of your life for a while."



"Yeah. Yeah she was. Gil too, actually."



"So…" 



"So maybe next time," Mark ended the thread of conversation, leaning forward to open the morning briefing folder. 



Jared nodded, not wanting to press too hard. He opened his own briefing folder, grabbing his notepad and pen.



Megan would be disappointed.



* * *



Four clean walls in a Hamburg hotel room. The blank, clean-colored plaster was only interrupted by a baffling expressionist painting void of any recognizable form. Just a mostly gray rectangle with a few scattered earth tones, textured with overlapping squiggles and lines. 



David shuffled two piles of paper into one, then looked up and down the display on his laptop. The empty tray of room service was set on the empty seat on the other side of the small table, the surface covered with work.



It was not easy to find efficiency holes in the German shipping system. In contrast to the Black Sea port, David found an eminently productive port in Hamburg. All tight processes, no cut corners. Some possible tweaks to intermodal transport might move the needle, but the real issue was getting more ships up and down the river without clogging it…



He looked down at his phone. 1:13 AM, Central European Time. 



No message.  



And it was 7:13 PM Jordan time…



They had checked in this morning. Just for a moment. As she left for school, he was just about to step into an afternoon meeting. 



The time difference between them for his Germany trip was brutal. The timing was made worse by her own priorities–Jordan was almost finished with the last chapter of her dissertation. She was focused, and he felt bad imposing on her time. 



But she hadn't been focused solely on her dissertation. 



And there was the rub, so to speak. 



He knew she was enjoying another man–he'd seen it firsthand through the blue light of an exterior window. And she had teased him with another liaison the following night. When her storytime performance was tragically cut short by a locked hotel room door.



But by the time he had sheepishly shuffled back into his hotel room with the help of a grinning custodian, she had hung up the phone and gone to sleep.



Since then, distance and distraction had conspired to keep them from connecting. The time difference, her dissertation, and his present task of matching his own analytical wits with the incredible efficiency of the Hamburg port system…



They had barely said hello. 



Or good night.



Or I love you.



In the meantime, David's imagination had run hot and wild. 



Did she visit him again Tuesday night? What about tonight? 



Could she be there now?



It was a conjured image, seared in his mind. 



He imagined Jordan's auburn hair tangled and sweaty, thrown wild in all directions against a mattress. Her lips slightly parted, her eyes closed, a single tangle hung over her face. 



While he knew she would be naked in such a moment, his mind's eye didn't conjure the full picture of her nudity for some reason, opting to picture her face alone. 



And while he knew another man would be physically coupled with her, generating rivers–no, hopefully waves–of pleasure in her body, he didn't picture the man, either. 



For some reason, his imagination focused solely on her face. Something about her closed eyes and half-open mouth panting in ardor was intensely arousing to him. 



The rest of the erotic scene existed outside the frame of his mind’s eye. The full reality of passionate sex conveyed by implication only. 



And yet that mere implication drove him to distraction. 



Somehow, knowing about her sexual union with another man without seeing the grisly details of it was particularly potent for him. No, it wasn’t the visual of a strange cock disappearing into her fur that kept him awake at night. The epicenter of the experience–his wife's face–was what drove his imagination wild, intruding into his dreams during the night and his work during the day.



Sometimes there was sound with the picture. Little moans, heavy breathing. Occasionally the audible squeak of compressed bedsprings. Other times the picture was silent. 



Even totally still. Just a snapshot of carnal rapture.



But her face–synonymous with his deepest feelings of love and acceptance–simply arrested his train of thought whenever it intruded. 



The implications ran deeper, too.



David found himself instinctively ruminating on his wife's world-class mind–that series of spinning psychic gears, running like a finely tuned engine. The extraordinary pulse of pure psychic power and intellectual acuity temporarily muted by the insistent pull of physical pleasure. The epicenter of her thought, the seat of her emotions, the source of her deep commitment to a moral code instilled from infancy–simply pulled under the waves of sexual need. 



A need answered by a man of her choosing. A man who caught her eye and lit the fire of desire, calling her to bed. 



While David was elsewhere. Across the ocean, or sheepishly sitting in a parked car outside her lover’s house. 



She simply…answered the call of her body.



And when she answered that call, she said something to David without saying it. Something that even now, even if only by implication, traveled across the ocean and, like a spinning bullet, burrowed into her husband's skull. 



Right between his eyes. 



Her implied words threw gasoline on his fire.



I am being satisfied. 



You are not necessary.



The thought jolted him out of one focus—his work—and yanked him into another. 



David locked his laptop and checked his phone quickly before leaping onto the hotel bed. Pulling the waistband of his sweatpants down to his thighs, he uncovered his small, thin penis and, for the fourth time that day, after four such episodes of intrusive thoughts, he quickly performed a small but powerful release with awkward, desperate, and jerky motions. 



What was probably the last available drop of semen seeped up from the tip of his modest manhood, coating his thumb and the pad of his middle finger.



With the dazzling run of cool electricity spreading down into, then receding from his legs, David returned to the unspoken words. As he always did.



I am being satisfied. 



You are not necessary.



His orgasm now passed, David’s breath stiffened again, then stammered. 



The intrusive thought returned. He saw Jordan again, her mouth open, pleased moans escaping as her lower self was filled by her lover. But now her eyes looked straight into his from thousands of miles away. 



Now, in his mind, her eyes locked with his, Jordan's unspoken words were spoken out loud.



But only the last four. 



You are not necessary.



David's heart jolted in anxiety, and he couldn't draw a full breath. He pulled his sweatpants up.



The words were not malicious. 



Not affectionate, either. 



Just…factual. 



You are not necessary.



As the pit in his stomach grew, his hands rose to cover his face, catching the first tear of many. The emotion and the occlusion of his hands broke up his view of the gray expressionist painting in front of him. 



He curled into the fetal position, a choking sob spilling out.



In a dimly lit Hamburg hotel room with four blank walls.



* * *



"I didn't expect you home so early."



Jared hung his camouflage cap on the hook by the kitchen door, then turned around to kiss his wife. She was leaning against a countertop dressed in leggings and a tank top, her hair pulled back in a ponytail, her bronze skin still sweaty from a run on the treadmill in their exercise room.



"Yeah, well…" she smiled as she pulled back from the kiss. "The trial wrapped early. They gave me a few hours off."



"It wrapped early? On a Monday?"



"Yep."



"Did you win?"



Megan took a swig of her squeeze bottle.



"Yep."



Jared shucked his uniform blouse, carefully hanging it on the peg below his cap.



"I thought this was a big one."



"It was."



Jared smirked, walking to the other side of the kitchen to get a glass out of the cabinet.



"How big?"



"Pretty big. Public corruption. SEC agent was pitching insider tips to a hedge fund. I took out the firm's partner that acted on the tips. They got to the first volley of evidence, didn't like their chances after we called their bluff, then backed off and cut a plea deal.



"My girl…" Jared chuckled.



Megan allowed herself a small, triumphant smile. "The SEC agent's next. Should be easy now that I put his buddy away. Nothing beats a matched pair of dipshit co-conspirators.”



Jared loved it when Megan referred to criminals like laundry to be folded and stuffed neatly into drawers.



"Oh, that one. Yeah, I remember you talking about it. I thought they'd put up a bigger fight." 



He filled his glass with water at the cooler.



"Who says they didn't?" Meg smirked back. "Anyway, good day. Thought I'd blow off some steam."



Jared stood upright and took a drink. "Is this gonna end up on the front page of the paper?"



"Maybe the financial section…"



Jared nodded thoughtfully. "Still."



"Yeah. Good day."



"We should celebrate," Jared said, smiling. "A nice dinner somewhere. There's a new Italian place in Wilmington…"



"No, JJ has his concert tonight."



"Oh. Right."



Jared winced visibly at the thought of 85 third graders tootling away badly on plastic recorders. 



Parenting could be so much more brutal than the pit sometimes.



Megan smiled at his reaction. "Who knows? We might get lucky. JJ might try to play it with his nose or something. That would be funny.”



"Yeah. Yeah, I could see that…" Jared admitted, breaking a grin. "But seriously…congratulations, baby." 



He took her in his arms again, squeezing her tight. 



"So proud of you."



Megan sighed, smelling her husband's cologne.  



"Speaking of concerts…" she said subtly.



Jared winced again, still holding her tight. 



"Yeah?"



"Did you ask him?"



"Yeah."



"And?"



Jared let go of her, stepping back and walking toward the fridge. Bending down, he opened the door and peered inside. 



"He said it was good. Said Gil was better than he remembered. I guess he hadn't heard him play live since he got famous."



"Sorry we missed that."



"Honey…" Jared grabbed a piece of string cheese and stood back upright, shutting the refrigerator door. "I'd have been the only senior enlisted guy…"



"I know…" Megan cut him off, irritated. "I know. I'm not blaming you."



"Okay…" Jared replied warily, unconvinced.



Megan waited a moment before probing further. "Did he…see her?"



Jared took a breath. "Yep."



"And?"



"Yep."



"Is she still in town?"



Jared shook his head. "No. Mark said Gil had a concert in Sweden or something, so they had to leave the same night."



Megan's jaw clenched. "So how did…"



"In the dressing room. That's what he said, anyway."



Megan cleared her throat. 



"Good for them."



Jared looked down at the string cheese, peeling off a strand and popping it in his mouth. 



"I'm sure she wasn't as good as you, babe."



Megan walked behind him to open the refrigerator herself, getting her own package of string cheese before shutting the door and unwrapping it.



"Oh, I know she wasn't."



Jared smirked at her confidence. "So what's the matter?"



Megan sighed, fiddling with her phone before pulling up a picture she found on the internet and handing it to Jared. 



"It's not about who's better. It's about who's around. Who's helping and who's hurting Mark. Look."



It was a profile–the information website for the New York City Ballet. 



Amy Achs. Artistic director. Former prima ballerina for the troupe before a career ending ankle injury. Currently the youngest artistic director in the troupe’s history. 



Inset in the profile was a full body portrait of a short, slim, shiny blonde woman with pale skin and a shy but dazzling smile. Her half-curled, white gold hair tumbled around the shiny swell of her leotard's shoulder straps and otherwise bare, slender shoulders. 



Strange choice for a portrait for an artistic director. Looks like they were playing up her dancer background. And, given her youth and beauty, the troupe chose to carry over her portrait from her recent days as their prima dancer.



"Okay. What am I looking at?" Jared asked innocently.



"Her. You're looking at her."



"Okay…" Jared replied warily, eating another strand of string cheese. "I mean obviously she's hot…and I'm sure she can bend in some interesting ways…"



"Not that, dumbass…" Megan shook her head in exasperation. "The profile."



"Oh." Jared cleared his throat and took the phone from her hand, scrolling through the profile. Finishing it, he handed the phone back. "So what am I supposed…"



"Wow…you really are dense sometimes…" Megan laughed, half frustrated. 



"Honey…" Jared reached out and touched her shoulder. "She left right after…"



"That's the problem!" Megan suddenly emoted. "Don't you get it?"



Jared squinted defensively. "Get what?"



Megan grunted in frustration. "What did the profile say?"



Jared's eyes shot back and forth in confusion. "Just…it was about her career and stuff. Some of her awards and performances…"



"And she left! Right after fucking him!" Megan threw up her hands. 



"Yeah…so?"



She took a moment to gather herself, then began to explain calmly. 



"Jay…Since you can't seem to pick out evidentiary patterns, I'll help you out here. Mark is attracted to highly driven, highly accomplished women." 



Jared squinted again, trying to connect the dots. Megan pulled her phone back, and changed the internet search, pulling up another profile. She handed it back to him.



The picture was a familiar face–just a bit older than he remembered. Red hair, freckles. Thin. Professional smile. Wearing a button up blouse and a white lab coat. 



"Molly Cohen, M.D. Chief Resident, Cardiology, Johns Hopkins University Hospital…" Jared read aloud. Megan snatched the phone back, then flipped through her web browser again before thrusting it back into his hand.



Jared understood the pattern now, glancing at the top-right corner of the screen which contained an inset picture of a smiling, pale-skinned brunette wearing a subtle smile. He squinted, then read aloud once more: 



"Jordan Stark-Simms, Doctoral Candidate…"



He began skimming.



"Dissertation Chair…Lukacz…Three publications before completing her Ph.D…Co-published with Thomas Schenk, Ph.D, All-American distance runner…Fulbright scholarship…Bright and promising young scholar…"



Megan snatched the phone back. 



"See?"



Jared shrugged. "Okay. So he has a type."



"Obviously."



"You're just as accomplished as any of them, baby…" Jared insisted, sensing the issue.



"I know I am," Megan snapped back. "That's not it. This isn't about jealousy."



"Then what's the problem?"



"She left!" Megan threw her hands up again. "She fucked him and left!"



Jared shrugged. "He didn't seem to mind."



"Jay." Megan took a deep breath. 



She only used that nickname for her husband when she was patiently trying to explain something about the world that he couldn't physically punch or wrestle into submission. 



"Jay…he obviously cares about her. Deeply And nothing hurts Mark Rein more than a woman he's attached to walking away. Especially right after sex."



"Really? He seemed fine."



Megan winced. "He always does...to you. Look. I don't know how to explain it. But it's obvious when…"



She trailed off. 



"When what?" Jared asked.



"It's easier to see when you're on the other side of it. So obviously you wouldn't know this. But when I'm in bed with him, I see it. Sex…intimacy…it isn't just physical with him. He's actually much more emotionally sensitive than he lets on. And I don't know how else to put this…he needs it."



"Every red blooded man needs it," Jared chuffed.



"Not like him…" Megan said sadly. "There's something about him after it's over. I've never been held like he holds me after we make love. It's like…not clingy…but close. He needs someone, and it's really hard for him to find someone. When he holds me after…It's like he needs to know for sure that I'll be back. And right now he knows I won't be. And now, neither will Amy. He’s going to ruminate on that.”



"I didn't know that…" Jared furrowed his brow, trying to bracket away the thought of his wife being held tenderly by his best friend after…



"So that's why you think he needs a girlfriend?" Jared snapped out of the thought and popped the last strand of string cheese into his mouth, chewing and swallowing it.



Megan nodded. "But it can't just be some interchangeable hot woman. He needs connection with a woman that can keep up with him. A peer. Intellectually, physically, emotionally. Think about it, baby. He acts like a lone wolf, but it's not actually by choice. Mark really is all alone in the world. He's got no family. Just us, pretty much. And the types of women he can really connect with…we're hard to come by."



Jared walked toward her, wrapping his arms around her and pulling her in for a kiss. "You're telling me."



Megan smiled genuinely for the first time in the conversation. "I'm serious, Jay. I've been to bed with Mark…dozens of times. And I know you like the dirty parts of all that. But it's important to me that he gets…the rest of what he needs. And he needs real connection to get that. And now I can't…"



She grunted in frustration. Jared nodded but didn't answer. 



Megan continued, looking up to him with deep concern dominating her dark brown eyes. The early signs of tears were welling at the corners. 



"I can see him starting to thrash around again, Jay. Like he did after Molly. He's holding it in still, but because of all this…whatever…I can't be there for him now. And Amy showing up and leaving on the same day…he might have had fun, but I guarantee she did more harm than good. She’s in his head now, and now she's across the fucking ocean. I'm worried he's going to spiral again. And this time, if he does, he'll be commanding a company when he does it."



Jared nodded again, beginning to mirror her concern. 



If true, he had to be looking out for that scenario. A breakdown in his commanding officer’s judgment was definitely his problem to deal with. 



"So what do we do?" He wrapped his arms around her again and squeezed her gently.



Megan took a deep breath, then let it out slowly before letting her face fall on his chest.



"I don't know."



* * *



Jordan was stunned into silence.



Her gunbarrel blue eyes hung wide open and fixed forward. Her hair was tousled, hanging loose around her naked shoulders, strands of it gesturing downward over her pert, exposed breasts and pointing vaguely down toward her navel. 



"I really don't know what to say, young lady. Except that you know better."



The stern voice came from the mirror, which showed a physical facsimile of herself but with sad, scared eyes. The apparition wore a look of deep, painful disappointment.



She quietly set her bunched clothes on the bathroom countertop. 



Wary, Jordan held bewildered eye contact with the mirror, but did not answer out loud. 



"You know Dad's gonna find out, right?" the young woman in the mirror continued. "If mom doesn't first. And grandma will know just by looking at you…"



"Grandma died five years ago…" Jordan answered, whispering urgently. "And what are you talking about?"



"What are you talking about?" the apparition replied. "You think she won't see what you've done from heaven? You think she hasn't already?"



Jordan shook her head. "That's not how that works…"



"How do you know?"



Her eyes began to well up with humiliation at the prospect. She instinctively clutched each biceps with the opposite hand, partially covering her nude breasts and drawing attention to the mild sparkle of the ring on her left hand. 



"And what are you going to tell David?"



Jordan's face jerked slightly, the surface of the illusion in front of her shimmering triumphantly. 



"David knows. And you know that."



She didn't answer. Just returned a look of bitter recrimination. "You know what I mean. And I know you know better."



Jordan shook her head again, reaching for toilet paper to dab away the moisture between her legs, and began freshening up before sliding her panties over her tight bum and her thatch of auburn pubic hair.



"You can't ignore me…"



Jordan's head was tilted down, sifting through the rumple of clothing as she looked for her bra. "I have no intention of…why am I even talking to you?" Jordan's voice raised slightly as she lifted her chin up to express her irritation at the mirror. She shook her head vigorously again as she lifted the loops of her lacy brassiere up over her shoulders and reached behind herself to clasp it shut.



"You're not even thinking about David…how you're hurting him."



"David loves this. Loves it. And you know that," Jordan answered, her head still down as she pulled her jeans up and buttoned them.



"Of course I know what he says," she responded with annoyance. "But you and I both know he's sick. And you're taking advantage of his sickness so you can go be a slut. And it won't be long before everyone finds out, and…"



"Watch it…" Jordan said with full voice, pointing at the mirror with one hand while the other held her inside-out T-shirt by the collar."



"Everything okay?" 



Patrick's voice drifted through the bathroom door. 



Jordan blushed deeply as she saw–with some unconscious relief–the horrified, judgmental apparition had vanished. Just her own reflection in the mirror. 



What looked back at her now was a combination of an active adulteress and a sexually relieved young woman consumed with a confusing mix of defiance and subconscious self-horror.



"Yeah…I mean, yes. I'm fine…" she said through the door as she pulled her T-shirt back over her head and pulled the waist hem down, smoothing down the fabric. Straightening her hair in the mirror, then adjusting her small breasts and the collar of the shirt, she finally glared into the mirror daring the apparition to reappear. 



It didn't.



She grabbed her socks and walked out of the bathroom, seeing her lover standing a few feet back. 



He was still fully nude. His long, lithe body pitched slightly leftward, leaning on his left foot. His right eyebrow was cocked upward over his brown almond eye, his lips pursed in concern. His neck was long, his clavicles defined, his chest smooth and toned, his abs cut and lean. His beautiful cock hung long and thin between his legs, still modestly plumped from its expenditure in their coupling. It bisected the angle between his hard, long thighs, which were nearly hairless, extending down over well-turned calves and pale feet with their robust runner's arch.



Jordan briefly forgot her recent exchange with the mirror–especially when her eyes fixed on his beautiful, smooth cock again. 



It was strange how drawn she was to it. He was an attractive man–she had always admired his physique and handsome features. 



He was TV-star hot, even with clothes on. 



But that cock…



It was a work of art, she admitted to herself, involuntarily licking her lips. So pretty…



"Jordan?"



Her eyes snapped upward, finding his cocked eyebrow again.



"You okay?"



"Yeah. No…I'm fine. I just…sometimes I practice my dissertation defense in the mirror. It's a habit…it's weird. But I sharpen ideas by arguing with myself.



"Oh." His eyebrow stayed cocked but a grin broke open. "That's…funny."



"Yeah…" she laughed nervously, fixing her hair as her eyes darted down again, then back up. 



"Well…I better get going."



"Yeah. See you in the office tomorrow."



"Yeah…" Jordan picked up her purse from the floor and slipped her socks and shoes on. "See you then…"



He flopped back onto the bed, grabbing his phone from the nightstand as she backed out the door, stealing one last look at his smooth body before shutting the bedroom door and stealing out of the house.



* * *



“Marco Poisson…”



The boy turned his head up and back to see Mrs. Kinsey, the guidance counselor, standing over him with a concerned look on her face.



He carefully set a bookmark and closed his paperback book before standing. Now equal in height to the short, middle aged woman, he was surprised by the lack of a pit in his stomach. During the handful of occasions where he found himself under the stern gaze of public school discipline, he knew a gut curdling dread accompanied the moment when the teacher called his name. 



Not this time. He stuffed his book in his pocket, wiped his nose on the back of his hand, and cleared his throat before looking Mrs. Kinsey in the eye.



“That’s me.”



“Come with me.” 



He followed along behind, rubbing the raw skin on his elbow—dragged on the pavement half an hour ago.



"What are you reading?"



Her tone was genial. Trying to break the awkward gravity of the meeting as they stepped into her office and sat down across from each other, a cheap desk covered with family photos facing toward her and a small, loose collection of stuffed animals and toys facing away from her.



He didn't answer.



She folded her hands in front of her and sighed.



"Well, Mr. Poisson, normally after something like this we bring both of you in and try to resolve the issue before parents are called. But…"



Marcos nodded. "Yeah. I'm sorry about that."



She nodded back. "The EMTs said it was just dislocated and would probably heal right up. But they took him to the hospital anyway for an X-ray to make sure."



Marcos nodded again. "Okay."



Mrs. Kinsey looked warily across the desk. "I have to be honest, Mr. Poisson. I didn't expect this from you. From your little brother, maybe…"



It was true. Marcos was known as the even-keeled one. Especially when compared to his spastic, wild, and reckless younger brother. 



JJ had the tendency to move through life–and the third grade–like a honey badger with ADHD. As a result, daytime parent teacher conferences were routine for their family. 



"I suppose I just need to know before I call your parents…is everything okay at home?"



Marcos shrugged. "Yeah."



"Are you sure?"



Marcos looked confused. "I don't know what you mean. Everything's fine. My brother's a spaz sometimes. But we have our own rooms and stuff."



"Everything okay with your parents?"



Marco shrugged again. "Yeah…my mom's busy. But she still helps me with homework and stuff. And I just had my birthday…Grandma Rodriguez came."



"And your dad?"



"My dad's fine. He has to get up super early and stuff."



"For his job?"



"Yeah. He's a company gunny on base."



Mrs. Kinsey nodded cautiously. "I ask…because I understand your dad is a…cage fighter. Is hat right?"



"Yeah. Mixed martial arts. He's really good at it."



She cleared her throat. "I ask because…I just reviewed the playground camera with the school resource officer…and he agreed that when Ricky's shoulder became dislocated…it wasn't an accident."



Marcos shrugged. "It wasn't."



"So you dislocated his shoulder on purpose?"



"Yeah."



"Did your dad teach you how to do that?"



"No," Marcos said flatly. "My Uncle Mark did.”



* * *



“Ms. Simms…as usual you are on track, but you are missing the mark by degrees.”



Jordan heard the voice of Professor Lukacz as sharp and accusatory, cutting through the haze of her distraction.



She shifted her weight, re-centering as she tightened her stance, knees close together and her back straight, bending at the waist. 30 degrees, head tilted down, hands in her lap. 



Eyes closed. 



Focused.



"Better…"



Jordan didn't respond, opting instead to use her tongue to cradle the large, smooth cock in her mouth. She drew in her breath and cheeks, bobbing her head gently. The feeling of the inferior vein along the hard length of her supervising professor seemed to tense slightly–a physical hint of success that sharpened her focus to a razor edge.



An involuntary grunt confirmed her delighted suspicions as a rough hand gently palmed the back of her head. She hummed quietly, angling his erection to increase the wet friction of his cock against the soft palate at the back of her mouth.



"Mmmm…." Professor Lukacz's voice sailed out over the back of her head. "An interesting turn of the argument."



Jordan increased her vigor, pulsing her head tightly, feeling tension build in the older man's member. Hearing him moan again, she  held the rhythm of the motion into a trancelike devotion as his moans arose closer and closer together.



Her own saliva pooled desperately around the inside of her lips, which were sealed tightly around his erection. Careful attention was needed to keep her from ruining his nice pants with a sudden deluge of saliva. 



Or even, she hoped, an imminent flow of masculine affirmation.



Her hope found ground to stand on as the contented moans of her mentor solidified into one obnoxiously intrusive groan. It sent a lightning strike of excitement up from her core, through her heart, and finally lighting the delight of her mind.



Professor Lukacz's semen was thick, much to Jordan's delight. Given her strategy of stimulating his penis with the soft, wet tissue behind the roof of her mouth, his release shot up and dribbled down into her open throat.



Jordan held absolutely still as she began to swallow, noting the tightening grip of the palm on the back of her head. Her eyes flickered open just in time to see an involuntary but subtle buck of his hips, which she fielded by lifting her head slightly for the next thick pulse.



She swallowed again, resisting the urge to smile. Can't let anything spill…Professor Lukacz was a vain and dainty dresser, and he had things to do today…



His hips settled back down in his chair, and Jordan adjusted, this time her lips sealed tightly just under the flare of his frenulum. The third pulse, then the slightly weaker fourth, flowed more evenly over the broad surface of her tongue and joined her saliva pooling around the seal of her lips.



Cradling the base of his cock with her tongue, Jordan sucked diligently, careful to maintain the tight oral seal around him. The involuntary pulses and flexion of his ejaculation caused her eyelids to sag…her arousal flaring wildly.



That pulse…that feeling…it drove her absolutely wild. A man loses control of his most essential organ…his mind dulls, his heart races, all centered on a single object–culminating in this…pulse. The desperate release of semen at high velocity and high volume.



Professor Lukacz gasped and his body went comparatively limp, his fingers relaxing their grip on the back of Jordan's head. Knowing his impatience, she quickly altered her angle and sucked deeply, extracting her saliva and his semen from the danger zone and consummating the fading flexion of his penis with the welcoming flexion of her throat. 



Once all had been cleared from her mouth and ushered down her throat, Jordan carefully gripped the base of his penis with her hand and cautiously released her lips, keeping any missed moisture from traveling down and darkening the fine material of his trousers. Once she assured herself that his excitement would not be shown on the front of his pants, she tentatively leaned back on her heels, looking up.



His face was hazy but his voice was clear.



"Very good, Ms. Simms. I'm very pleased with your progress."



Jordan beamed upward, modestly fixing her hair to hang smoothly over her back instead of hanging past her face.



"Show your breasts, dear."



Jordan smiled and unbuttoned her blouse, pulling it gently apart to reveal her naked torso to another grunt of approval.



"Yes. Yes, be sure to lead the argument with that, it's a very strong opening."



Jordan blushed at the complimentary joke. 



"Any other feedback, Professor?"



"Well…" he changed his tone to the analytical-critical register she was more familiar with. 



"You did well. But a variety of approaches is valid for an issue like this, and I'd like to see you try another. Practice should include a diversity of modalities and assumptions, even if the goal is the same."



"Of course, Professor. Would you like me to try again?"



"Of course, dear."



Jordan smiled, reaching up to grasp his stiffening penis before leaning forward again.



"Yes sir…"



Her eyes shot open. The empty dark of her bedroom met her as she gradually acclimated to her new reality, the overlap of erotic desire uncanny as her heart continued to race, her cheeks burn, and her womanhood throb between her legs.



"Oh my gosh…what is wrong with me…" she covered her face with her hands, sighing in exasperation. She took a deep breath and centered herself before finally acknowledging her physical situation. Alone in her bedroom. Her husband thousands of miles away. 



She peeked through a crack in her fingers toward the nightstand clock.



3:14 in the morning. 



Too late to call Patrick. 



David?



No, it was…after 10 AM. He'd be in meetings or walking around docks or railyards somewhere. 



And she needed more than loving affirmation at the moment.



The hazy memory of Professor Lukacz's thick ejaculation pooling in her mouth as his cock flexed between her lips caused her to rub her legs together, relishing the warm sensation. Even if it was just a dream.



And shame followed.



What a messed up, perverted dream. Professor Lukacz had always been the absolute consummate professional. And she suspected he was even gay–just of a generation that was wary about bringing such things out into the open in a professional space. In any case, she had no sexual pining for the older man in the waking hours…why did he find occasional features in these libertine fever dreams? And why did they seem to invade her sleep more often when she had a good lover? It seemed counterintuitive.



She grunted in frustration at herself once more. She lifted a hand off her face and ran it down the sheets, up over her leg, and allowed her fingers to discover the wetness, which had already found its way through the fabric of her panties.



Once again, the dreamy memory of orgasmic flexion in her mouth intruded through the weak wall of shame. Looking over at the clock once again, then back up into the darkness, she closed her eyes, trying to forget who and where she was as her fingers gently slipped under the waistband of her panties.



I just need a little bit. Just to get some sleep.



Just to get some sleep…



* * *



"So what happened?"



Gunnery Sergeant Poisson sat on a small chair across from his oldest son, whose eyes stayed locked on the floor in front of him.



"Marcos. Look up at me, buddy."



Jared's voice took on the slightest edge of a growl so the boy would know he meant business. 



"I saw the video. I want to hear your side."



He looked up, a strange combination of fear and defiance in his deep brown eyes. 



"What did the video show?" he asked warily.



"I'm asking the questions right now, buddy. Tell me what happened from your side."



The boy's lips curled defiantly before realizing his father wasn't budging. Finally, he sighed and slumped back in his seat.



"Where's mom?"



"Mom's at work,” Jared replied sharply. “Where I should be, too, by the way. Stop avoiding the question."



"What was the question?"



Jared took a frustrated breath, exhaling slowly. Marcos' ability to slip and slither away from a question he didn't want to answer, then flip around with a verbal rabbit punch of his own to throw his opponent off balance–it would be impressive if it wasn't so inconvenient to the situation.



And it was hard to hate a skill that so clearly came from his mother. 



"Marcos. Enough. You damn near ripped a kid's arm out of its socket. Answer me."



The growl had deepened, and the boy knew the game was up. 



"I was just playing basketball with Mikey and John, and I heard someone crying. So I looked over and I saw Justin Wolfe. He was throwing rocks at one of the special ed kids. He hit one of them, and she was crying. So I told him to stop but he called me a pussy and kept going."



"Justin Wolfe?"



"Yeah. He's in my class. He's a jerk."



Shit. 



Jared kept his gaze focused on his son. 



"So then what happened?"



"I walked over to him and I tried to take the rocks out of his hands, and he jammed one in my face."



"So he hit you first?"



"I mean, kinda. I grabbed his hands, that's what he told the teacher."



Jared nodded. "Okay. So then what?"



"It hurt. I fell over and he grabbed my legs and started dragging me toward the grass. So I kicked at him until he let me go."



"Where did you kick him?"



"Just his hands…until he let go."



"Okay."



"So I got up and I told him he was being a dickhead…"



Jared suppressed a smirk. 



"And he started to throw rocks at me. So I put him in an armbar, but he kept wiggling and I kinda pushed down really hard."



"And you heard a snap?"



Marcos nodded, looking down. "Yeah."



"And you let go?"



"Yeah. I said I was sorry, but I don't think he heard me. He was screaming pretty loud."



"Where did you learn how to do an armbar? I didn't teach you that."



"Uncle Mark taught me."



"Huh." Jared sat up straight. "I see."



"Am I in trouble?" Marcos looked up.



"Yep."



The boy's head dropped back down. "I said I was sorry."



Jared paused, weighing his next words.



"I'm gonna have to have a talk with Uncle Mark about teaching you stuff like this. You’re too young."



Marcos looked up, panic in his eyes. "Don't tell him…"



"No…it's not that."



Jared leaned in conspiratorially, whispering to his son. 



"From what I can tell, you did mostly the right thing. And Uncle Mark's a great guy. Good heart, very smart, very brave. But he's downright sloppy with some of this stuff. An armbar is just meant to immobilize your opponent, not break their arm. If he's gonna teach you this stuff, he should at least do it right."

 

Marcos smiled. "Really?"



Jared nodded quietly. "Look bud, the school is going to suspend you for a few days. And you're gonna have to come to work with me. And you're gonna learn from this. We'll run you ragged. But I'll fix your form, too. It's called proportional response. If you can stop your opponent without breaking them, that's always the better way. And we'll practice that together, okay?"



Marcos' smile turned into a grin. "Okay."



"Now look sad again. The principal is coming."



Marcos turned somber, a hint of a smile lingering underneath the facade as Jared stood up to meet the administrator.



And an infuriated Celia Wolfe.



* * *



"Hey…"



"Hey baby…"



David's heart softened as he heard Jordan's voice inflecting affection and relief. 



She was excited to hear from him.



"How's the dissertation grind?"



He heard her sigh in exasperation through the phone.



"That good, huh?"



She grunted indignantly to underscore her frustration. "I've got the last chapter drafted…but I hate it. I hate all of it. The whole gosh darn thing."



"You hate it?"



"Yeah…" she whined. "Every stupid word."



"Huh…" David said carefully. "So…"



"I don't want to talk about it."



David paused.



"Okay."



He knew this drill. When she got frustrated writing, she wanted somebody to bounce her ideas off without admitting she hadn't finished thinking them through. Just give it a little time…



"It's just…I don't know if it's actually ready to wrap yet. And I'm looking through the last chapter, and it's supposed to be a summation, which is fine, but then it's supposed to pop. Like…really pop. With a big, flashy, compelling takeaway that tells my committee to call Harvard and demand they hire me. Tenure track."



"And you don't think it's there yet?"



"No…" she whined again. 



"Have you shown it to your committee?"



"Just Professor Lukacz."



"Did he say it's ready?"



"He said…'eetz adeqvete…'"



David chuckled at the joke. Lukacz didn't even have a noticeable accent, but the running joke of pretending her mentor was Sigmund Freud still made them laugh. 



"You don't like that word. Adequate.”



"I don't."



"Me neither."



Jordan chuffed. "It's right there. I literally have enough words and pages for a pretty substantial book. I just need to give it a kick in the butt."



"Have you talked to your dad about it?"



Jordan fell silent. 



"Jo?"



"Nah…" she answered carefully.



"Why not? He's like…perfect for this stuff."



On the other side of the ocean, Jordan winced at the thought of proactively reaching out to her father. 



“He’s just really busy. They asked him to chair the interfaith board this year.”



“Oh.”



David let the matter drop. 



“Well, you’ll get it right, Jo. You always do.”



Jordan was silent for what seemed like too long.



“Jo?” David asked. “You there?”



“Yeah.”



“You okay?”



“Yeah. But David…”



“What’s up, honey?”



She hesitated. “I…I really miss you.”



David smiled. “I miss you too, baby. Every hour of the day. Are you sure everything is okay?”



“I just…” Jordan hesitated again. “I just don’t want to make you feel bad. But I don’t want to be alone sometimes. And I miss you.”



David nodded into the phone. “I understand, baby. I know just how you feel.”



Silence. David hesitated, then dared to broach the unspoken issue.



“So you still feel lonely even though…”



“Yeah.” Jordan sighed. “I don’t know how to describe it.”



“Well, say whatever you’re thinking and we’ll try to piece it together, Lukacz style.”



Jordan allowed herself a slight chuckle as the first sniffle and tear made their appearance. “I just…feel so different depending on…like…when it is..,”



David waited patiently for her to find the words.



“It’s like…” she continued unsteadily as she wiped away the second tear. “It’s like…I feel one way before I go see…him, and another way during, and then it’s like completely reversed right after. It’s like this emotional roller coaster. No…more like an emotional whipsaw.”



“Mmmm. I see. And how duz zees remind yoo uv you vatter?”



Jordan laughed out loud, wiping away a third tear. “Shut up, I’m serious!” She insisted.



“I know you are, baby. It’s similar for me, actually.”



“Really?”



“I think so. But tell me more, and we’ll compare notes.”



“Okay…” Jordan felt momentarily encouraged, surprised to hear David acknowledge a similar emotional arc.



“Well…before, it’s just like…this hunger. I guess I just get really horny or whatever. But it’s this deep dark feeling, and the longer it sits there, the more it gets in the way. It gets hard to think or work. And it’s not the same every time, but every time it’s really insistent. Like…even intrusive sometimes.”



“Yeah, that sounds familiar,” David agreed. 



“So then…I reach out to…you know, I reach out to him and we kind of do this flirty dance until he invites me over. So at that point, I’m kinda useless until I feed the hunger. So I go over…”



David instinctively reached for his stiffening penis.



“And then, like, during…”



She paused. David held his breath.



“During…you know…when I’m with him, it’s like jumping into a cool shower after a ten mile run in the sun. It’s just like…so relieving…”



David let go of himself. This was too much, and he was going to ruin it. And Jordan clearly needed him clear headed. 



“And then after?” David prodded gently.



“I mean…right after it’s like I just came up for air after being trapped under water. And that lasts for a few minutes. But then…like…as soon as I get out of the bed, I just feel…like shit.”



David started. Jordan almost never used language like that. 



“Really?”



“Yeah. It’s just like…I’m a total piece of garbage.”



“Why?”



“Why do you think?”  Jordan’s voice broke, her voice cracked and tremulous. She was audibly crying now.



David pursed his lips as his heart broke, hearing her distress from across the ocean.



“Baby. Jo…”



“I’m a bad daughter! I’m a hypocrite, and a slut, and so, so disrespectful to my husband. I’m a dog shit wife, a dog shit daughter, and a dog shit Christian!”



David’s heart sank even lower as her sobs deepened.



“Honey…”



Jordan took a moment to compose herself.



“Yeah…”



“You okay?”



“Yeah. I’m just a mess now.”



“By whose standard?”



Jordan wiped her nose with a tissue. “What do you mean?”



“Well, what kind of mess are we talking about here? Is it like when I make chili and spill some powder on the stove top? Or is it more like when you cram everything you possibly can under the bathroom sink to tidy up before I get home and think I won’t notice? And then I open the cabinet to look for a razor and I almost get crushed to death because somehow you managed to compact matter like a hydraulic press and there’s half a truckload worth of…”



“Okay, okay, stop!” Jordan interjected, laughing. “I get it!”



David smiled, relieved to have broken through her distress.



“Jo?”



“Yeah?”



“You’re not a dog shit wife, or daughter, or anything else. You’re the most beautiful, kind, brilliant woman in the world, and I love you.”



Jordan sniffed. “I don’t feel like it.”



David took a deep breath, and opened his laptop, searching for the website of one of the flower shops he used to deliver to. 



“You don’t feel like I love you?” David asked pointedly.



“No…it’s not like that. It’s more like…I feel like you shouldn’t.”



“Well…” David hemmed as he selected a customized vibrant spring bouquet and set it in the virtual shopping cart for delivery. “Tough tiddies, Jo. I love you and there isn’t a darn thing you can do about it.”



Jordan sniffled again. “You’re too sweet.”



“Not yet I’m not.”



His jovial, loving reassurance seemed to smooth over Jordan’s anxiety for a bit. From her position on the couch in their apartment, she allowed herself a slow smile. A sign of reassurance that, even when consumed by doubt and self-recrimination, she had married well. Her husband stood by her without flinching.



On the other side of the ocean, David’s careful facade of calm reassurance papered over turmoil of his own. Knowing that Jordan needed a steady, loving hand to weather her dip into moral horror only served to calm the surface of his own emotions. Underneath, his insides roiled in a chaos of contradiction. Urgent pity for his wife’s distress was currently at the helm of his thoughts, but jerked back and forth wildly between intense arousal at the mere mention of her coupling with her as-yet faceless paramour on the one hand, and a deep guilt and moral horror of his own on the other.



How could he do this to her? Cause her so much distress and heartache? He knew perfectly well how deep her moral convictions ran, and now she was clearly ripped in half by the pull between her convictions and her appetites. 



Why was it so mind-meltingly hot when she gave in to temptation? Why did he crave the sweet implications of her pink lady apples so much? Why couldn’t he just find satisfaction in her stunning physical beauty and gentle touch, which she would never refuse him, even with his own physical inadequacies?



In a word, why did he crave her sin instead of her virtue? What was wrong with him?



“David?”



David snapped out of his painful reverie. “Yeah, honey?”



“Are you there? You went quiet for a minute.”



“Yeah, I’m here, baby. I just want you to be okay. I’m thinking about how to make you feel better.”



"That's sweet, baby…I appreciate it. You're always looking out for me. But what about you…are you okay?"



"David?"



"David?"




Post 391 — Crushing

Sat Mar 28, 2026 2:37 am

Thanks for the input everyone! It actually helps me to see how readers picture the characters, it gives me a good sense about how they’re landing. I think Jordan as Jennifer Connelly seems to resonate with a lot of people. I also laughed out loud at Seth Rogan as Chris, too. That’s perfect. And the other suggestions are solid.



Personally, when I picture Amy she closely resembles a 1990’s era Emily Procter. Just my two cents.




Post 392 — loyaltoher

Sat Mar 28, 2026 8:03 am

yes, Emily Procter




Post 393 — loyaltoher

Sun Mar 29, 2026 2:54 am

and Amy is now Adriana Grande after reading your last 2 chapters again…




Post 394 — nnjcpl2002

Tue Mar 31, 2026 8:18 pm

Thank you, C, for another excellent chapter! Eager for what may follow.




Post 395 — Guest

Mon Apr 06, 2026 4:13 pm

So much to unwrap here...notably the rising/maybe influencial  role of Megan in terms of Mark's relationships and mental well being.



Jordan's dream, undoubtably drawing upon her now sluttier real life extra-marital activities.  Is the image in the mirror merging with her real self?



Most curious to me is the dialog between Jordan and David where she say's "You're too sweet" and he responds "Not yet I'm not".  Could be I'm reading too much into it but that seems VERY loaded, or open ended.



Thanks for the great chapter.




Post 396 — Luis

Tue Apr 07, 2026 4:06 am

honestly, the Meghan bit in this chapter and always is the best thread in this story. It reads real and it's about love and not humiliation. That's just my preference.




Post 397 — Luis

Tue Apr 07, 2026 4:07 am

honestly, the Meghan bit in this chapter and always is the best thread in this story. It reads real and it's about love and not humiliation. That's just my preference.




Post 398 — Crushing

Fri Apr 10, 2026 4:28 pm

Hello again Jordan!



Hope you're doing well, especially as I know your dissertation review and defense dates are looming. Best of luck for that, I have no doubt you'll pass with flying colors. 



Apologies for not replying earlier. I'm chairing a search committee and, well, I'm sure you'll find out how that is, especially around midterms when you're already drowning in student papers.



I admit to being a little puzzled by your inquiry. I don't remember seeing this line of inquiry in the prospectus you shared with me earlier. Did your focus change?



I only ask because my answer will change slightly depending on if this is part of your dissertation, or if it's a parallel or prospective research interest, or just a passing curiosity. My answer won't change in content, of course, just in the amount of details and citations. I guess I'll just assume it's a prospective research interest, and split the difference.



Your question intersects in the middle of two extremely broad avenues of scholarship and research, as you indicated: dream and symbol theory on the one hand, and what amounts to a subcategory of power dynamics related to fluid play.



The first avenue is, of course, a wide open field. I know you're partial to the Jungian strain of dream interrogation, so I'll stay in that lane for the time being. As any symbol acts as a bridge between the conscious and unconscious mind in the Jungian framework, the question one is put to is to identify the endpoints in the conscious and unconscious that the symbol in question functions to bridge. 



The symbol is semen, and luckily, semen only manifests in a fairly narrow context in the arc of a given sexual encounter. That narrows the possible endpoints between the meaning of semen consciously, and the deep meaning it triggers in the unconscious. With that in mind, looking at whether fluid fixations in sexual submissives serve a symbolic function, I think that is unavoidably true. 



The question is, of course, what function that symbol serves. Mapping the endpoints in the unconscious and conscious, respectively, is key in identifying the function that the symbol attempts to activate or effect. My own inclination is to put the unconscious endpoint in the space of power exchange, depending on the fluid. If it's urine, the power exchange is symbolically one-directional, with fluid basically certifying the submissives role as such by humiliating them. 



Semen is a little more ambiguous. Certainly a fixation with semen could be coded as humiliating, particularly when applied indiscriminately or in excess volume, as in the case of the notorious pornography genre "bukkake." I'll leave it to you to discover what that is at your leisure. 



But outside of group BDSM dynamics, I have found that in individual exchanges semen fixation can actually indicate the liminal relationship a participant has with power itself. By that, I mean a fixation on semen may connote one's natural place as a "switch," or someone who alternately enjoys domination and submission. Such a person may view the moment of ejaculation as a liminal manifestation of power that can be simultaneously coded in both dominant and submissive terms. 



It's counterintuitive, but such is the way of liminality, as I know you're aware. Here's how it plays out in my view: On the one hand, the submissive receives the fluid, implying an occupation of the "bottom" role, which may or may not include a degree of humiliation. On the other hand, the "bottom" in this exchange may find satisfaction in causing the "top" to lose control and ejaculate, causing a power exchange within another power exchange. That is to say, the bottom is briefly in control, and can in many cases end the power exchange at the moment of reversal. Swallowing semen carries forth that liminal symbolic play: one both receives (code: bottom) and takes possession of (code: top) the symbol of sexual climax. Thus one can occupy both roles simultaneously.



There are interesting treatments on this in Lewis (1989), Xin and Johnstone (2005), and one of mine (Schenk, 2019) if you'd like to dig into it a little more. All in APA publications, easily accessible. 



But we shouldn't limit ourselves to liminality. The symbol may also be coded onto other archetypes in the Jungian sense. One of which may simply be the raw conceptual frame of masculinity. In that case, the symbol does not reside so much in the act of ejaculation and sexual release, but rather in the substance itself. One literally receives "manhood" when one receives semen. 



If that is the frame, the symbolic function might be bound up in descriptive elements of the substance, e.g. volume, density, color, taste, or other observable features. Certainly women with a "breeding" fetish informing their submissive tendencies may, as you phrased it in your earlier email, fixate on the substance of semen to the point of intrusive thoughts and/or compulsive behavior. However, I could think of a half dozen other flavors of submissives, male, female, cis, trans, etc that could fall into the same fixation without identifying pregnancy as its natural object, so pigeonholing that tendency into a single hetero-female fetish category is probably a bit reductive.



I'll be honest, while I've toyed with this angle, I haven't explored it. It could be an interesting road to go down. I found a brief literature review on breeding fetishes, cf. Ulbrecht and Simmons (2015). I'm not aware of anything of note to come out more recently, but I didn't look very hard. Should be enough to get started if you want to go down that road.



Anyway, I hope the dissertation is going well, and I hope this was of help. Please feel free to reach out anytime. I look forward to collaborating more, I see great things in your future. 



Best regards,

-Tom Schenk



PS Please call me Tom. I know you're not a Ph.D yet officially, but it's time you begin to think of yourself as my peer. You've earned it.



-T



* * *



“Again.”



Gil leaned in and replaced his hands, patiently repeating the passage. 



Three measures in, he was interrupted.



“No. Stop." 



Gil lifted his hands.



"Again. From the grave molto.”



Gil suppressed an irritated shake of the head, keenly aware of the wrath that would fall on him from the old Italian woman if she caught even a hint of attitude from him.



Returning to the passage, Gil risked a slightly faster tempo, trying to ascertain what exactly she was trying to get him to do.



He got all the way to the ninth measure this time.



“It is accurate. Adequate, even," she interrupted. "But you play come una macchina. Like a…how do I say it? A robot.”



“I’m just not sure what I’m supposed to do,” Gil shrugged helplessly. “Shall we move on to another piece? Maybe I just haven’t found my way into this one yet.”



“No. Restiamo cui. For now. I don’t think the Chopin will be better. Or the Balikirev.”



“Why not?”



“You are wound tight, Gil. Like a coiled spring.” She began to thump his back with her clenched fist. “You have no give. You must sit like ice, but move like water.”



Gil wiggled his shoulders and shook out his hands, resetting his position. He sat quietly waiting for her cue.



“Go.”



Gil began playing at the appointed place again. Six measures.



“No. Hold.”



Gil chuffed in irritation, preparing to return to the appointed place for the tenth time. Or was it twentieth by now?



“No. Hands down.”



Gil dropped his long, thin hands into his lap with a plop. Dr. DeFoglio sat down on her chair next to him with a look of concern.



“Gilbert.”



Gil’s eyebrow raised. She rarely used his full name. 



“Gilbert, we must have a serious conversation.”



“What’s the matter, Professor?”



She took his right hand in both of hers. She paused, looking for the words.



“Gilbert. I think you have reached the wall.”



“The wall?”



“Si. You have come far, but I don’t know if you can go further. Talent you have, and skill. And it comes together sometimes. You can have a good career.” 



Her eyes were soft and sympathetic.



“But?” Gil urged her to continue. 



“But I do not think the sky is your limit.”



Gil’s heart sank.



“You…you don’t?”



She shook her head sadly.



“Can I ask why?”



“You can ask. I cannot answer.” 



She shrugged. “Mastery, true artistry, these are intangibles, Gilbert. Mysteries.”



“And you don’t think I have enough skill?”



“What?” Her eyes flared. “Of course you do! You would not be my student if you didn’t!”



“What is it then?”



She sighed, looking up thoughtfully.



“You are not reaching beyond the notes to find the music. And I cannot teach you that. It has to come from you. You have to make the music stick in a deep part of yourself. You must bury it deep in your heart, and then you need to go after it. Then you must rip it out and lay it on the ground between you and your audience. It is a blood process. And painful. The great ones always have to go farther than they want to get it. But when nothing matters more, when they make that true, deep connection…then…greatness.”



Gil nodded slowly. “I don’t understand.”



“Neither do I,” the old woman said sadly. “Every truly great pianist I have taught found that deep part somewhere inside of them, and found a way to access it. But they did it themselves. I have never been able to teach that. And I don’t think it can be taught. I can only teach them how to bring it through the music after they find it.”



“So I have to access something deep about myself?”



Dr. DeFoglio shrugged. 



"I can't assign you that task. It is either there, or it isn't.



"And you don't think I have it?"



She hesitated. Then shrugged again.



"I can only say that I haven't seen it yet. I have been waiting."



Gil pursed his lips, not wanting to face the pain of hitting his limits.



"There there, Gil," she put a bony hand on his shoulder. "You are good. Very good."



His eyes went hollow as the 88 keys below him seemed to blur into a haze of black and white.



"Amy."



He was surprised at the sound of his own voice. The word had arisen out of him without his bidding.



Dr. DeFoglio snapped back. 



"Say that again."



"Amy. My girlfriend."



Dr. DeFoglio squinted. "Si. La graziosa piccola ballerina. Why do you say this?"



Gil hesitated. "I don't know."



She leaned back in her instructor's chair. "Interessante…" 



Gil straightened up and began playing again. 



Dr. DeFoglio listened quietly. After 20 measures, she raised her index finger, silently indicating for him to stop.



He didn't.



Her finger rested on her lips, indicating thought.



"Interessante…"



* * *



It wasn't…too bad. Objectively. But it was concerning.



Jared looked back and forth in the fading light, noting the rough edges around the lawn running down the driveway, the old, reliable, but endearingly rusty 4 Runner still in the driveway. 



The flower beds had 3 day weeds popping up. 



Not a disaster. But not particularly neat, either.



He turned and knocked again. Harder.



"Hey man," he spoke loudly into the door. "It's me."



Heavy footsteps clonked slowly toward the door, and an uncertain hand turned the knob, pulling the door back and open.



Captain Rein was slightly hunched, his broad shoulders stooped unevenly as he leaned ever so slightly, his eyes bloodshot and his short, black hair messy.



"Hey man. What's up?" Mark asked. "Someone get arrested?"



Jared pushed past his commanding officer and into the house. 



"Nope." 



He walked confidently past the entryway and into Mark's kitchen, looking around with the critical eye of a senior enlisted marine in a leadership billet.



Small smudges on the countertops. 



Dishes in the sink…dried food stuck to them. 



Dishwasher door hanging open. 



"What's up?" Mark's voice slurred as he walked unsteadily into the kitchen behind Jared. "Anything I need to know about?"



"Not yet," Jared said calmly, taking a few steps past Mark back down the hallway, looking into the living room. Warm dusky light still streamed through the bay window over the couch and coffee table.



One…two…threefourfive…six books. Scattered variously. 



And a half empty bottle of Jim Beam by the far side of the couch.



And some pretzels in an open bag.



Jared sighed.



"What's up, man? You want to watch the game or something?"



Jared shook his head. "JJ's concert was tonight."



"Oh, shit man. Oh, shit. I totally forgot…" Mark lamented, genuinely horrified at his neglect. "I totally, I mean, you know man."



"Don't worry about it," Jared said sincerely. "It was…awful. Just…my god, man. 85 third graders with plastic recorders…"



Mark laughed genuinely, his brown eyes crinkling, still sparkling with a glimmer of alcohol. 



Jared's eyes took another sweep of the room, noting an open CD case near Mark's stereo.



Mussorgsky and Debussy: Dark and Light Impressions



Gil Achs' newest album release. 



Laying on an open magazine feature about Amy's meteoric rise in the American Ballet Academy world. 



Complete with candid photos. 



Glossy. Shiny like her hair.



Not a column. A multi-page article. Meaty.



"How you holding up, man?" Jared looked over his shoulder at the captain, now flopping back down onto his couch.



"Good, man. Really good. I just had to take the edge off a little. Kind of a stressful day."



"Admin rotations? Pre-range paperwork? That get your goat?"



"Yeah, well, you know admin shit. Really sucks the soul out of ya…"



"Yeah," Jared nodded, turning around to face him. "You know you can staff that out."



"I know. It's just…I don't like to kick the bullshit downhill too much, you know? Generates resentment."



"Butter bars gotta pay their dues too, man. Just like privates on the enlisted side." Jared sat down in the chair perpendicular to Mark's spot on the couch.



"Yeah, yeah. I know. Just not my style, you know…"



"Yeah, I know."



They sat in silence for a moment, before Jared cleared his throat, his wiry hands clasping together.



"Meg wanted me to check up on you. You know, just, after the concert. You weren't answering your phone."



"Yeah, I just…you know. Just kinda didn't hear it."



Jared nodded. "Well, it's good we called. If Reynolds or one of the little brass fucks popped in…not a good look."



"Yeah." Mark said gravely.



"You need help cleaning up?"



Mark shook his head. 



Jared cleared his throat. 



"Marky got suspended today."



Mark's eyes shot up and open. 



"What?"



"Yeah."



"What happened?" Mark's eyes seemed to un-cloud with momentary clarity.



"Some kid was throwing rocks at another kid. Special needs kid. Marky told him to stop. They fought. And Marky broke his fucking arm."



"No shit…" Mark cracked a smile. "Really?"



"Yeah," Jared grinned. "Damn near ripped it out of the socket. He said you taught him to armbar."



"I didn't teach him to do…that…" Mark laughed.



"No shit…" Jared laughed back, shaking his head. "He just…he doesn't realize how strong he is yet. Still getting used to his body, you know?"



Mark nodded. "Yeah."



"So he's gonna be around the office until probably Wednesday. Doing homework and shit. I said he could run with us."



"That's fine."



"Good." 



Jared cleared his throat again.



"Hear anything from Amy?"



Mark shook his head. "Nah, man. She…they had to go. They're, you know. Globetrotting."



Jared nodded.



"Yeah. Well, I guess it was good to see them, then?"



"Yeah. Always."



"Yeah. Well, I guess I'll get going then. See you at PT?"



"Yeah. Of course."



Jared nodded, standing up and walking out to the hall, turning to move toward the front door. He halted, turning back. Mark didn't turn around, his head hanging slightly, his shoulders slumped as he leaned over his coffee table, reaching for an open book before falling back into a backward lean on the couch.



Jared grimaced as he stepped out the front door, closing it softly behind him.



Shit.

 

* * *



"I don't get it."



Amy squinted toward her boyfriend seated at the piano over the wide, empty expanse of the empty studio. Her petite body was hugged closely by black dance tights, accented by tan ballet flats and a white bow tying her white gold hair back in a loose ponytail. No bun–an indication that the practice was casual, and not for performance. 



"It's just homework…but I need you to help me."



"So I just dance while you play? Like, free form?"



"Yeah, that's it. You just…you know, dance freeform while I practice."



Amy walked slowly toward the piano, her tight backside and toned musculature visible in the floor to ceiling mirror wall behind her. 



Gil was drawn momentarily into the magic of seeing her body from all sides at once.



Arriving at the upright piano, Amy rested her forearm on the top and looked over at Gil. "I thought you hated this piano."



"I do. The action on this keyboard is really uneven."



"So why…oh, right…because I'm dancing. I still don't get it, though." Amy squinted in confusion.



Gil shrugged. "You know how Dr. DeFoglio is. She says in order to improve I have to access something deep in myself."



"And that's ballet?"



"No, that's you. I told her you were the deepest part of me."



Amy's eyes softened as she beamed down over the top of the instrument. "Oh, honey…really?"



Gil blushed. "I mean…yeah. Really."



Amy held his eyes for a few seconds, noting a growing vulnerability as she held his gaze. He seemed to shift in a way that was barely noticeable. Almost like he was asking for something while being too afraid to say it out loud.



"Okay." She bounced her head playfully, her ponytail swaying as she smiled happily. "So what are you practicing?"



"That's the thing. Um…I'm supposed to explain this to you. The piece, I mean." 



Amy shifted around the piano to look at the music where her boyfriend pointed. 



"Gaspard de la nuit…Maurice Ravel." Amy read aloud.



"Have you heard it before?"



Amy shook her head. "If I have, I don't know the name."



"It's…a cool piece. It's hard, it's kind of all over the place, but it's really the first movement that Dr. DeFoglio wants me to focus on. It's named after a myth. A water fairy named Ondine. Actually the name can apply to water fairies in some myth traditions, but Ravel was writing about one specific story."



"A water fairy?" Amy asked, knitting her brow to concentrate.



"Yeah," Gil explained. "A nymph. They were all beautiful young women, but they couldn't get a soul unless they seduced a mortal man and bore his child. So they're beautiful, but they're like…kind of desperate and anxious to fall in love and stuff."



"They don't have a soul?"



"Unless they seduce a mortal man. And keep him. So the one…the one in the story I think…she's terrified her man will leave him because she'll lose her soul. So it's beautiful, and seductive, and scary, and sad."



"That's…wow." Amy nodded. "That is kind of heavy. And sad."



"Yeah," Gil admitted. "It's like…Dr. DeFoglio wants me to untangle it."



"Okay." Amy nodded gravely. "It sounds like a challenge. I'll give it a try."



She walked smoothly, solemnly to the center of the studio, between the two long lights. The effect of convergent light was almost a nimbus–a kind of reflective halo around her golden hair pulled back into a ponytail. 



Gil took a deep breath and looked closely at the printed music. Placing one hand over the other, he began gently pressing keys in a rapid, quietly erratic syncopation.



The effect was placid, yet strained. Amy closed her eyes, trying to let the harmony guide her, as the rhythm of the initial notes gave her no obvious cues. She bent forward slightly at the waist, crooking her right arm and clutching her left elbow, her left arm jutting out behind her. She began to pulse gently with the shifting harmonies, then lifted her right foot one quarter and began to sweep, step, pivot. 



The subtle harmony arising out of the shaky baffle of watery chords began to paint a scene around her. She could see a warm lagoon, a slight chop on the water–but she wasn't on the beach, she was tiptoeing across the tiny foam crests of emerald water. 



Her movements instinctively turned light, nimble. Playful, even, as she imagined herself an innocent sprite among other sprites, skipping and playing as they moved toward the little stream that merged into the lagoon on its way to becoming ocean. 



Her knees bent slightly before rising perpendicular, then higher at her side. Her torso dipped, and her head swayed, her shiny blonde ponytail flipping behind her. Her face happy and carefree, she mimicked frolics with the other nymphs she saw laughing and playing around her, until the melody coming from the piano switched suddenly to the deep bass clef.



Her mind's eye drifted to the shore, and she was visibly shocked to see it. 



A new creature. Not totally unfamiliar…rather like the nymphs she ran and danced with in some ways. Two arms, two legs, two eyes…



But bigger. Bulkier. Dark hair hung around its face, and even more thick, curly black hair around its mouth and down its neck. It had eyes like hers…but deep, brown, and sad. Lonely.



She whirled around, her posture curling into a defensive, wary crouch as she imagined the other nymphs scattering in fear. 



But she didn't run. No, she found herself reacting in a new way to this entirely new experience.



Was this…a man? 



Of course there were whispers of such things, she knew…men. They could enchant you, whisk you away. Change you forever. 



She looked again through her nymph-eyes, a strange amalgam of fear and fascination filling her core. A strange, new sense of allure guided her out of her crouch and drew her forward to a subtle but nimble series of leaps toward the mysterious creature. 



Then, standing just within sight of what she was now sure was a man–and a beautiful, scary one–she felt yet another new emotion. 



A kind of mixture: intense awareness of her own vulnerable body, and a strange desire to both conceal and reveal it.



She felt…shy.



Gil's eyes never fully left the sheet music in front of him, but his attention was on Amy's movements. She was now dancing without constraint. Her movements had started out a little hesitant, but then they seemed to settle into the flow of the music. 



What's more, her movements didn't seem to be just improvisations based on predicted rhythms or moves in the melody. She seemed to be occupying a narrative, as her movements began to look more purposeful. 



She was nimble, playful. Leaping effortlessly and turning, smiling happily. 



God she was beautiful. So innocent, so sweet. 



When the melody entered the bass clef, her posture seemed to change, becoming more tentative. She crouched suddenly, then began to move cautiously toward one side of the room as if she was approaching a mysterious figure. 



Then, standing awkwardly, her left arm slid tentatively up, her elbow crooking and clutching her opposite armpit, her right hand sliding down to grip between her legs.



As if she was covering her nakedness.



Who was she concealing herself from?



The constraints of her new defensive posture made the dance that followed a little stiff–but authentic. Gil watched Amy cock her head, her eyes focused on the empty spot in the room where the mysterious figure clearly was. Then, moving deftly but stiffly, she cocked her head the other way, her ponytail swishing over her shoulder as her eyes remained fixed.



Gil felt his hands disconnect from his body, but the music didn't stop. On the contrary, there seemed to be a relaxed fluidity to it. The music polished itself somehow. The expressions became smoother, the transitions between hand positions almost imperceptible–unheard of for a piece at this early stage of practice. 



He felt his eyes, now detached from his body, drift over Amy's shoulder, seeing the profile of her face in front of her gold hair, now reflecting the light above her head like another nimbus. He saw an involuntary movement of her face, now sweaty with nerves and the fatigue of the dance, shift ever so slightly as her lower lip curled halfway under her front teeth.



Gil heard himself lean into the darker modulation as his heart raced, his girlfriend clearly in some kind of trance-like decision point, which was suddenly resolved as her left arm fell down to her side again, her right hand unclenching her modesty, and both arms now at her side. Her body, now less stiff but more fearful, took a few delicate, tentative steps toward the empty spot of the floor.



Of course she was still dressed in her leotard. Her body was covered.



But not. She had revealed herself…her character's instinctive modesty opened to someone?



Overcome by a potent curiosity that caused her to drop her caution with her arms as she presented herself to…who, exactly?



Gil's mind, utterly overwhelmed and now only hearing the music of his hands distantly in the background, went utterly black.



* * *



"It's attached to the email."



"Oh, I see it now. I got it." 



Jordan nodded over toward Patrick, seated anxiously three carrels down. 



She opened the file, suppressing a sigh as the wall of text appeared.



It wasn't that unreasonable of a request. 



They were colleagues, after all. And friends. 



Admittedly…With benefits.



And that had spurred this awkward situation. 



Sunday…



Sunday had been lovely and relaxed. Really up until the end. 



There had been only one more Sunday to go before David had his week off. 



In the morning, she wore a pastel floral print dress and sang an ancient modal chant between sermon and communion which had gone well. She had even gotten a sandwich at the little deli down the street on her way home. Spicy turkey. Yum!



And she had surprised herself by not feeling uncomfortable spending the money. She was getting used to the idea that they had spending money now.



Returning home, she had gotten to talk with David for a little while. Not for long, unfortunately. David had been frazzled by the need to disentangle an overlap of schedules in an Austrian cargo rail switchyard. He was sweet and solicitous of her well being, as always, but as he had been working late and under a deadline, there wasn't space for intimacy or even spiciness. 



He didn't know that she had been in Patrick's bed several times that week. And even though she had known he wanted to know, she wasn't sure how to bring it up. 



After the call, she took a quick nap, then woke up and had knocked out a light jog around the campus before coming home, showering, and running through the final chapter of her dissertation one more time.



It was a draft. But it was done. Good enough to turn in. 



Once she had deep-breathed away her anxiety, she closed the file on her laptop and leaned back in her chair with a sigh. The apartment was quiet, with no hippopotamus sized task hanging over her head–at least until she got the edits back from her committee. 



She had thought about calling her dad, but hesitated. Sunday evenings were weird for the family, sometimes he was visiting parishioners late.



She already went running. 



She didn't want to watch TV or read. 



And yet, she was still stressed.



Which is how she had ended up in Patrick's bed again Sunday night. 



Because he was hot, and he was available. 



Rocking her hips upward while laying on her back, she had grunted daintily as his beautiful cock nestled into her body. It didn't stretch laterally, but it did penetrate deeply. And it, like the man it was attached to, was almost hypnotically beautiful to look at. To take in.



He had pulled her close, her knees falling all the way open, the balls of her feet up facing outward, her legs bouncing sympathetically with the recoil of bedsprings.



It was nice. 



Jordan was settling into a comfortable, genuinely satisfying sexual routine with Patrick. He was careful to learn her body, and he had excellent stamina. 



Granted, this visit was different. Usually she arrived at Patrick's house hot enough to reheat soup, and as a result her first orgasm would come within minutes of initial penetration.



Tonight, motivated more by boredom and generalized stress than any deep primal call to couple, Jordan had simply relaxed and enjoyed the sensation as her lover probed her womanhood. Smiling at the slick, ever-so-slight groaning sound of the condom as it found its friction between their bodies. The hard musculature of his torso against hers, the half-pushup he did every dozen or so thrusts to hover his beautiful face over hers and kiss her deeply.



The process was slow. Sensual. Patient. Nearly thirty minutes passed, and then…



Jordan's eyes closed, and she had clutched her breast instinctively as the trail of warm pleasure moved steadily upward to climax. Whimpering gratefully, she had clamped her thighs around his waist as the warm release arose from its nest between her legs and spread throughout her body. 



Patrick, spurred to climax by her whimpering and clutching, had jerked inside her. 



The welcome feeling of pulsation–ejaculation–had tipped Jordan into a deep, sweet, but brief aftershock of orgasm. She had felt the flexion of his penis, and she had swooned. Her palms had flattened against his shoulder blades as his body went limp on top of her.



Withdrawing, Patrick had carefully removed the condom and set it on the nightstand again–as was now his established routine. And Jordan, falling into the habit of a routine of her own, had clandestinely looked at it, the small pool of white fluid pooling in the creases of the rumpled prophylactic. 



Quietly, privately, Jordan salivated.



"So, what do you think?" Patrick's voice had broken through the fog of her fixation.



"Yeah. Great. No issues on my side. Absolutely," she had said automatically.



"Awesome. I'll get it into one file, and get it to you in the morning. It's only two chapters right now, and I'm really just trying to get some feedback on the lit review at this point."



"The what?"



Jordan had suddenly realized that Patrick was not talking about their coupling. The request was a carryover from their pre-sex conversation. 



The one where he had asked her to look at the first two chapters of his dissertation and give him notes. He wasn't asking her thoughts on the sex. 



Which had been very enjoyable, if not mind-blowing. 



But now she was on the hook as an editor. Mentor? What was her role here? 



Whatever it was, it was where she found herself now, in the office, the morning after casual sex with Patrick. 



"Lit review is chapter one, right?" She said, not looking over.



"Yeah, chapter one."



Jordan scrolled slowly up and down. The chapter was 9…just shy of 10 pages long. 



She squinted, looking back in the file folder to see if anything was missing. 



It wasn't a totally ridiculous request. His dissertation had some thematic overlap with hers…comparing alternate methodologies of measuring healthy adolescent development. With her own focus on competing theories of identity construction more broadly, they would undoubtedly read, cite, and engage with many of the same authors.



Except he didn't. 



His lit review was…sparse at best. No Holladay theory of adolescence. No Jenkins and Brewer, meaning and puberty. No gender differentiation discussion at all. No brain development, no social psychological paradigm of adolescence and constructs of adulthood. What was this?



She blinked patiently, a small anxiety rising in her chest. She scrolled to the top, and took twenty minutes to read the whole thing through carefully before admitting it quietly to herself.



It was…bad.



Patrick either didn't know how to research, or didn't care. There were major holes in his research. And if his literature review was this spotty, how could his argument be any better?



No wonder he was reaching out. She had made her early submission deadline. At this rate, it seemed unlikely that he would even make the late one.



Or, alternatively, if he turned this in, he'd fail for sure.



Jordan made a note and began quickly typing out the essential articles and books he needed to at least cite, if not read and engage outright in the chapter. 



The list was long, and looked judgmental. Even condescending.



The problem was…there was no way around it. He needed to do more. Whatever this was, it was clearly sophomoric work.



She stole a glance over toward Patrick, a little unsure about what to do. He had asked for her help. But she genuinely didn't know how to tell a colleague that his work was utterly, utterly insufficient.



Especially a colleague she was sleeping with.



Jordan felt her face burn with secondhand embarrassment. If she had turned something like that into Professor Lukacz…



She genuinely didn't know what would happen. Nothing good. Clearly Patrick's dissertation chair was either far too lenient or had just checked out entirely. 



She shifted her weight in her chair, and began editing down some of the entries she had typed in. 



That's how she would do it. Break it to him gently and over time. She could give him a list of five, and then add more–two at a time over the next few days.  Until his lit review was at least passable. 



She could pretend like she thought of them later. Afterthoughts. Save his feelings.



She looked over at him again. His smooth, statuesque, TV-actor beauty now seemed different somehow. A little…less luminescent?



* * *



"So you honestly don't remember?"



Amy pinched a clump of oiled spaghetti out of the colander and onto a plate. She ladled a small coating of red sauce on top of the tangle of noodles before turning her head over her shoulder.



"Like, nothing?"



Gil shook his head. "It was weird. Like my body disconnected from my conscious mind or something."



"Well, I've never heard you play that piece like that before."



"Really?"



Amy nodded, sprinkling some grated cheese on top of both plates of spaghetti before handing one to Gil. 



"Yeah. Really," Amy's voice clearly betrayed admiration. "It was like…even with the crappy action on that piano…it was like…it was just glass, baby. Just smooth."



"Interesting," Gil said, sitting down at the little table between the sink and the living room area in their tiny apartment. "Yeah, it was weird. Like I blacked out or something. I came back in as I heard the final chords kind of fade when the felt dropped."



Amy looked concerned. "That's weird, honey. And a little scary."



Gil shrugged. "Seems like it worked. Maybe it was like a trance or something."



Amy's lips pursed. "I don't know. I wouldn't trust it."



Gil shrugged again, taking a forkful of spaghetti and sauce into his mouth. 



Perfectly seasoned. For a girl who grew up fed by private chefs and upscale restaurants, Amy really had a knack for simple foods. 



Just what an Oklahoma boy needed after a long day.



"What about you?" Gil said after clearing his first mouthful. "You seemed to get into it, too."



Amy nodded. "Yeah, it's a neat little piece. After you told me the story behind it, I kind of leaned into the whole 'nymph loving a man' story. I tried to imagine dancing on water, seeing new things, that kind of thing."



Gil's memory raced back to the timid movements she executed when the music turned. Just before the blackout. When one arm dropped, then the other…



Revealing herself.



He felt blood rushing, the stirrings of arousal…



"The dancing on water part I think is something I could actually use…" Amy's voice interrupted his reverie. "We have another piece that has an open choreography exercise in ensemble practice tomorrow. I think I'm going to try to use it, see if the director likes it."



Gil nodded, taking another bite. "Couldn't hurt. It was definitely beautiful." He swallowed, taking another forkful and pausing. 



"Then again, I'm biased."



They smiled warmly at each other, both of their mouths full, when their conversation was punctuated unexpectedly. 



Thump. Thump. Thump.



Gil folded his napkin and stood up from the table, pushing his chair back as Amy did the same, setting her fork down. Leaving their plates half full of cooling spaghetti, the young couple chewed and swallowed as they moved, unquestioningly, into the bedroom. 



Quietly, Amy pulled her tank top over her head, her shiny blonde hair tumbling down over her shoulders. As Gil unbuttoned his own shirt, she reached behind her back and unclasped her brassiere, the small cups falling forward as she hunched the shoulder loops off to expose her small, perky breasts and stiffening nipples.



Thump. Thump. Thump.



The rhythm was faultless. As always. 



Gil wiped his mouth again with his sleeve before shuffling his shirt off, exposing his lean, pale torso.



Amy's yoga pants had found her ankles, and she shuffled half-comically, trying to step out of the tight, elastic ankle bands as Gil unbuckled his belt. 



Stepping out of her yoga pants, Amy tucked her muscular legs up one at a time to remove her socks, then slid her panties down over her bottom, down her legs, and onto her feet before stepping out of them. 



Thump. Thump. Thump.



Gil was down to his boxers by that time, quickly slipping his thumbs under the waistband and shunting them down, his stiffening penis nearly ready. Amy was on her back on the bedspread now, the smooth cleft of her carefully trimmed womanhood centered by the opening of her legs. 



Gilbert clambered hastily into position, carefully lining up his cock. Finding her warm and ready.



Amy's eyes closed, her breath rushing out through her nose as her boyfriend entered her body.



The neighbor usually didn't call them to dance during dinner. But they had a late start–the studio practice exercise had put them more than an hour behind their usual dinner time. 



And when Mark Rein started the music, Amy and Gil danced. 



There was no need for discussion.



Gil's own light thrusts once again accented the stronger, more confident thumps in syncopation as they came through the wall. 



The woman under Mark–whoever she was this time–was moaning now, a leading voice harmonized gently by a small, staccato whimper from Amy. 



Her welcome warmed further as the other young woman's voice raised in pitch.



Gil's trance returned, seeing Amy dance in his mind's eye. Although this time, she was naked, just like she was beneath him now. In his mind's eye she stood in the same studio where she stood before, the same dance. Only this time, no leotard. Just a smooth, delicate, naked body, her left arm covering her dainty breasts, her right hand cupping her vagina. 



Then they both slowly dropped. Like they did before.



Gil briefly broke rhythm, thrusting harder. Faster. 



Amy's eyes shot open, surprised at the passion…the transgressive rhythm no longer matching the half beats of the bigger man on the other side of the wall.



"Gil…baby…"



"Who was he…" Gil growled.



"Who was who…" Amy whimpered, feeling Gil stiffen even more inside her. Her excitement rose as Gil became more frantic.



"The guy…in your dance…what did he look like…"



Amy panted, feeling her own climax begin to rise in her body as Gil stiffened even further. 



She hesitated. Thought about playing dumb. Not wanting to complicate things, or confuse her relationship…



But the moment was creative. And an artist simply does not let such moments pass without seizing them.



"The man…" Amy stuttered, a slight wail interrupting the flow of her speech as Gil reached behind her back and squeezed her small torso to his thin one, thrusting as hard as he could into her. 



"Oh god…" she moaned, her legs twitching as she began to crest.



"Who was he, baby…please…" 



She felt a new desperation twitch in her boyfriend's rigid manhood. Her heart fluttered.



"The man…the brown eyed man…" she gasped.



"Was it him…" Gil began to thrust harder, but slower, matching the syncopated thumps from the other side of the wall again. "Please…baby…baby…was it him…"



Amy cried out, her legs snapping shut around his waist.



"Please, baby…"



"Yes…" Amy gasped desperately, her voice rising to a full soprano pitch as a powerful climax hit her. 



Thump. Thump. Thump.



Gil choked out a desperate grunt, his whole body twitching as he ejaculated. Amy gasped again, clawing at his long torso, her ankles locking in place behind him as the waves of pleasure crashed over her…and then slowly, slowly ebbed as Gil's own tense body relaxed into submission.



The thumping continued behind their cheap headboard. 



Neither dared speak. Not a word.



And neither dared move: their urgent coupling holding tight, their arms clamped securely around each other's naked backs. The vague smell of a half-finished spaghetti dinner still hanging on a hint of hunger in the air. 



But neither spoke. 



Not a word.



Not a word.



* * *



"You look really stressed, baby. Like…really stressed. Are you okay?"



David grinned weakly into the camera. "I'm good, Jo. Just…I miss you."



"Aww, I miss you too baby!" Jordan smiled sweetly into her camera.



A FaceTime call. Common on weekends when David wasn't traveling. In this case, he had managed to swing his move to Munich late Friday night, and get oriented on Saturday with a little time off in the evening. Precious time. 



And she looked so beautiful, David acknowledged to himself as he smiled back. Her auburn hair was down, the slight curl bounced into it mid-day if she didn't tie it back, her gunbarrel blue eyes punctuating her pale, smooth skin and the soft symmetry of her face. Her soft lips pulled back to show her straight, white teeth.



David's whole body shook below the neck. He leaned forward and  propped his phone up on the coffee table in his hotel suite to keep it from shaking too much as he held it.



"So…how's the dissertation?"



"Draft done," Jordan grinned nervously. "I submitted it to Lukacz Monday morning, he got it back to me Thursday night. Extensive revisions, but nothing I can't knock out in like…a week. Then the whole committee will review."



She was wearing a baby blue T-shirt. It made the creamy skin of her neck look even more feminine.



"That's amazing, baby, Jo. I hope you're crazy proud of yourself."



"More like just crazy," Jordan laughed. "I'll figure out the pride thing after I defend."



"Well, I'm crazy proud of you," David said. 



"Aww, honey…" Jordan blushed happily.



"So…" 



"David, honey, are you okay? You're shaking."



"Yeah," David chopped his answer. "Yeah, no, I'm good. Just…thinking about you, and what you've been up to. You know…with your free time…"



Jordan's face shifted enigmatically. David couldn't quite place the emotion, but it seemed to span a range. Sudden recognition of what he was hinting at. Then discomfort. Then a little fear, and shame? Then a half-forced, accommodating, coy smile. 



Not what he expected.



"Whatever could you be referring to?"



David cleared his throat, his heart pounding. He clasped his knees with both clammy hands.



"I mean…"



Jordan took a deep breath. "I guess we haven't had a good chat about it since you left."



David nodded nervously. "I mean…I know about the first time. And then you said there was another after, but then I got locked out of my room…"



Jordan laughed. "And time marches on."



"It's been almost two weeks."



"I know," Jordan's tone was apologetic. "The time difference is brutal this time. Can't get a time when we're both alone during a weekday."



"It has been rough," David agreed, smiling.



An understatement. David had been an absolute emotional wreck for 13 straight nights. Intrusive thoughts during the day, sporadic sleep at night. Anxiety creeping to panic, compulsive masturbation, black-hole shame spirals. A vicious cycle. 



His calls with Jordan were emotional lifelines–she always reminded him that she loved him–but he didn't know what was going on. 



Knowledge he craved. 



And what he didn't know, he imagined. And David's mind was a fertile field. When it was not carefully cultivated, a tangled mass of weeds took over. 



"I can see that, honey." Jordan answered hesitantly. "What can I do?"



"I just…" David hesitated. "I just…like to know, you know?"



Jordan nodded, still hesitant. "I mean…the last time…with Mark…"



David nodded, his breath catching at the memory. "Yeah?"



"I mean…you were here. And I'd come home, and we'd…reconnect."



David's heart thumped at the memory. "Yeah. I remember."



"I thought…I mean, that's how we did it before. I'm not sure how…I mean…with you traveling?"



"Yeah…" David admitted. "It's…different."



"So, how do you want to…?"



David  shifted his weight, pawing his erection absently. 



"I mean…I like to know, you know. What you're up to."



Jordan nodded nervously–a flash of shame betrayed briefly on her face again. 



"Okay."



"So…did you…have you seen him? Since the last time?"



Jordan nodded gravely, smiling weakly. 



"Yeah."



A shock of emotion hit David's body. "Can you tell me…"



"Five times," Jordan admitted.



David instinctively reached for his crotch. 



Five times!



"Five times total, or…"



"Five times…since the last one I told you about." The weak smile edged into coy territory.



The actual count was seven.



David took a deep breath, the pall of arousal overcoming his anxiety. 



"How was it?"



"It was good, honey. He's…he's good."



"Good. I'm glad."



David began absently pinching his erection through his pants. "Can you tell me more?"



"What do you want to know?"



David shifted his weight again, grateful that the dark anxiety of the past two weeks was momentarily abating as he reconnected emotionally with his wife.



"Like…what did you like about it?"



Jordan's eyes drifted upward thoughtfully. 



"I mean…I guess there's a lot to like. He's really attractive. Like, physically, I mean. So I like looking at him and touching him."



David nodded, fumbling with his button and fly. "Is it okay if…"



"Yeah, baby, of course."



Jordan had her own creeping arousal now, watching her husband fumble desperately with his desire an ocean and two half-continents away. 



"Keep going?"



"I mean…like I said, I like how physically attractive he is. And that extends to, you know, certain parts of his body."



David twitched visibly. Jordan's smile became genuine. Affectionate.



"You like hearing that baby? You want me to talk about his pretty cock?"



David, tepidly pinching the tip of his small penis, nodded silently as he felt himself leak onto his fingertips. 



"I mean…it's just pretty. How it hangs. It's pretty long, and smooth. It's like…super soft skin. And then when he gets hard, it's like…hard and soft at the same time? It's hard to describe, but…I really like it."



David was stroking now. His focus, usually spread in a thousand directions as he compulsively calculated permutations and movements and factors coming from all directions and at all times, was not pulled into one spot. A little screen on a small phone containing the love of his life as she described her fascination and delight with another man's penis.



"Is he…you know…bigger?" David stammered through half breath.



Jordan nodded. "Yeah, honey. Mainly long, but yeah. And not very thick, but like, still thicker than you."



"Big as Mark?" The sentence fragment showed his arousal had now collapsed his focus down to a pinprick window, shutting out the whole world outside of Jordan and her racy talk.



"No…" Jordan laughed breathily. "Not as big as Mark. But really nice. And like I said…really pretty. Like an artist sculpted it. But it's even prettier on his body. He's really in shape, you know."



"And…five times?" 



Peak arousal approaching.



Jordan nodded. "Yeah, honey. He's pretty good."



David's jaw dropped. 



"I was thinking of going over tonight, too. Is that okay?"



David nodded vigorously, losing control.



On the other side of the ocean, the display on Jordan's phone was interrupted by a banner. An incoming call.



DAD.



Her heart sank as she watched David ejaculate weakly, his eyes rolling back in his head as his hips began to twitch erratically. 



"I love you, baby…" 



Jordan's voice was sweet, and broke only slightly.



David's face showed visible relief. "Really?"



Jordan nodded gravely. "More than anyone or anything. And I miss you. For real."



David smiled happily. Again, she verified his face. A deep pressure clearly vented. Visible, tangible emotional relief. 



They hadn't really connected since he left, she noted to herself. And it was clearly winding him up. Which, coupled with the stress of his job, was not healthy. She resolved to be more aware of that…



The display flashed again. 



DAD



Leaving a voicemail. 



She couldn't keep avoiding her father. 



But she could barely even look in the mirror lately. 



What could she possibly say to her father?



Knowing what she was doing?



* * * 



The world was always bleary in the morning. 



Mark groaned, rising painfully to a sitting position on the bed, covers crumpled up with sheets after a restless night.



He rubbed his eyes until his blank vision devolved into spinning tiny geometries. Pressure subsiding, he then shook it out, his long, greasy hair hanging over his face.



"Fuck…"



He stood up from the bed, stretching his long, muscular torso with arms extended before stepping forward and pulling the blinds open. 



The brilliant, harsh El Paso sun shot through the window, causing him to blink painfully.



He looked over at his nightstand clock. 



9:45.



Late. But enough time for a workout before class. 



He looked down at the nightstand again, noting his copy of The Naked and the Dead still upside down and open to where he lost consciousness late last night.



He felt his joints creak, and blinked away the light, grabbing his gym pants and sneakers on his way to the kitchen, where he sat down in the single chair by the stove and slipped them on. He stood and grabbed a pot of cold coffee, filling a mug and grimacing as he drank it down.



His head felt like a schoolyard rumble–no order, no point, just pain and confusion.



He shook his head again, filled the mug with water from the sink, drank it deeply and leaned back against the sink.



The apartment was a mess. Like it always was. The futon was dirty, crumpled clothes piled on one side. The carpet was dirty, his old combat boots from Afghanistan had found their way through mud and all over the carpet.



No idea how that happened.



The faint smell of women's perfume still hung in the air. One of…a half dozen by now? Coeds that more or less daily texted him for a night of mindless, meaningless release.



Better than nothing.



?



Between that oxytocin hit and the liquor that always bookended it, he was getting better at pushing the nightmares back. It didn't work every time, but most of the time, if he had them, he didn't remember them when he woke up.



It was progress.



The future was impoverished, if it existed at all. He had 6 months left on the GI Bill, and 5 months left before finishing his BA in Literature at the University of Texas, El Paso.



No idea what to do with that degree. The decision to choose that major, like everything else that happened when he stumbled out of the Marine Corps, fell under the logic of "fuck it. Why not?" Reading was his oldest hobby, and a genuine passion. Getting the opportunity to read and talk about reading, and write out his ideas was a shortcut to some kind of meaning in his life. 



And it worked. But that was as far as it worked. He liked class. He liked assignments. He liked his professors, for the most part. Everything that happened in the English Department at UTEP was more or less palatable to him.



Nothing else, though. He had no plan for a job after graduating. He couldn't make friends. He was suspicious of everyone. 



Everyone turns on you eventually, right? 



And most people just annoyed the shit out of him.



A couple of the girls that came over tried to stay. Tried to get close. Mostly other Lit majors like him. Hoping to fix him. 



But he kept them at arms length. And he had long arms. Their life experience was juvenile. They were shallow. Underperforming. 



Nice enough, and good for a hit of oxytocin and a little bit of body warmth. 



But he didn't trust them.



He filled the mug of water once more and drank it, still chasing the dim flavor of old coffee. Then, digging under the adhesive of the long bandage on his forearm, he slowly pulled it off, rolled it up, and flicked it in the trash can. 



The cut had pretty much healed over, he observed as he ran two fingers down the line of the wound. 



It was mostly scar tissue now. The doc had done a pretty good stitch job.



He wiped the beard around his mouth, then grabbed his water bottle, phone and wireless earbuds before stepping out the door and walking toward the complex gym. 



He turned right, then left, scanning his key and opening the door to the gym.



It wasn't too busy. He selected a playlist and climbed onto a treadmill, hoping that the rise in blood flow would puncture his hangover. 



About two songs in, the door opened again, and that blonde neighbor girl walked through the door. 



Wearing skin tight leggings and a workout bra, her hair was pulled back tightly into a single, smooth, flowing ponytail. 



Her hair was so bright, it almost glowed. 



Mark watched her nervously look around the room. When her eyes rested on him, she quickly looked away, stutter-stepping as she changed direction. 



She walked awkwardly to the drinking fountain, and got a drink, then seemed to forget she was carrying a water bottle, then filled it. Then, turning around slowly, she walked toward the treadmills, her eyes fixed off to the side.



Mark's head cocked to one side, his loping jog not missing a beat. 



In her way, she was really quite stunning. Alabaster skin, shiny blonde hair. Thin but muscular build. A true athlete. But quite short. Couldn't be much more than five feet. 



Her pale skin was beginning to flush, and she hadn't begun exercising yet. 



Still looking away, Mark disciplined himself to turn slightly away, so as not to gawk. But she was pretty hard to miss. And she was shakily moving in his direction.



Her hand noticeably trembling, she gripped the bar of the treadmill next to Mark. He turned, breathing heavily from the jog.



"Hey. Amy, right?"



She smiled. "Yeah."



"Up for a run?"



"Yeah," she smiled shyly. She put her sneaker up on the front of the treadmill and leaned forward.



"Whoa…" Mark said, laughing. "You okay?"



Amy looked up, confused. "What?"



"You…like…your foot is up to your eye level…doesn't that hurt?"



Amy laughed in spite of herself. "No…it's a pretty basic stretch…I go further to warm up for dance."



"Oh right…" Mark intoned. "You have the superhero legs…I remember the squat press."



"Yeah," Amy laughed again, nervously.



"So how far can you go?"



Amy laughed once more, her nerves showing. "Are you serious?"



Mark hit the stop button on the treadmill, slowing to a walk before stopping. "Yeah."



Amy put her leg down, her face turning red.



The familiar feeling. Like last time. When she was ashamed, but still pulled down her pants so he could feel her leg.



Her heart began to pound as she looked up at the tall, muscular man with sad brown eyes, tangled beard, and long, greasy hair. She quietly lifted her right leg up.



Up.



Up.



It passed her waist, her midriff, her shoulderline. It came to rest at a near straight angle, her ankle nearly touching her eyebrow. She followed Mark's eyes as they moved up and down her two legs from the ground to the pointed toes, over her head. 



Almost automatically, she flexed the toes of her standing foot until she stood high on the ball of her foot. Not wearing ballet shoes, she didn't go all the way up on her toes, but she held a deep, unspoken hope that the tall man with sad brown eyes would see her efforts to present herself to him. And approve. 



His eyes moved back down, stopping briefly at the small, subtle mound pressing the fabric of her legging at the vertex of her thighs. 



Amy's normal instinct to turn, to change pose, to find some way of redirecting the male gaze from the swell of her womanhood seemed to invert. She found her heart racing with excitement as his eyes locked onto her intimates.



"Nice."



It seemed like she had been standing at the extreme pose for more than an hour. 



She smiled and giggled nervously, surprisingly eager to receive the one word compliment. She put her leg down and stood quietly. checking her posture.



"So…are you any good? At ballet?"



His voice was low. A natural baritone, expressing interest in her body. Her skill…



Amy blushed. "I mean…I'm okay."



"Can every dancer break into a pose like that on request?"



Amy giggled. "Not everyone…"



Mark shrugged. "I'm impressed."



"Thank you."



Amy couldn't wait to tell Gil. They had agreed after the intense release a few nights ago that she would try and stretch in front of the handsome neighbor. Gil seemed almost demonically possessed by the idea. 



Amy was nervous, but also genuinely aroused, and suspiciously happy that Gil wasn't threatened by the little crush she had developed for the tall man with the sad brown eyes. 



She started the treadmill at a brisk walk, slipping her own earbuds in as Mark returned to his jogging pace.



"Can I watch?"



"Excuse me?" She pulled one earbud out.



"Can I come watch? When you dance? I bet you're pretty good." His face had changed slightly. A small hint of bright curiosity was finding room underneath the sad expression on his face. 



Something had changed. She hadn't seen that look before. He was…interested?



Amy blushed down to her shoulders.



"Yeah…I mean…sure…"




Post 399 — john jasson

Sat Apr 11, 2026 10:37 am

Thank you, Crushing. I ran out of superlatives when it comes to your writing long ago, but I believe we should continue to login and record our appreciation for this sumptuous banquet bestowed so generously upon us. If we don't do so, how are you to know we are still here? 



After reading and immersing myself into this complex universe, I sometimes wonder what percentage of OHW readers have read this through and stuck with it from the beginning. I'm sure that some instant gratification seekers will glaze over and tune out when the focus turns away from full on physical sex and explores the deeper psychological aspects of what makes these characters tick in their day to day lives. What a shame. It's precisely these extensive word portraits that define the players and explain their interactions, which in turn better inform us of the roots of their needs, failings and kinks, making their intimate play all the hotter and more stimulating for the reader. So, so worth the effort. Bravo, Crushing, it is truly magnificent.




Post 400 — guitarman

Sat Apr 11, 2026 11:53 am

Crushing, 



Add me to your admiration society as detailed nicely by John Jasson above.  I couldn't have improved on his eloquent praise.  I have followed with interest and devotion from the beginning and always look forward to new chapters.  I do wonder if there will be any detailing of Mark's ascendancy from an enlisted, then demoted Marine and then a triumphant return to the corps as a Captain.





Post 401 — nnjcpl2002

Sun Apr 12, 2026 7:48 pm

Another amazing chapter, Crushing, and I now appreciate that our author is a true Renaissance man, with knowledge extending to additional disciplines of which we had no prior indication! Perhaps you have also written and defended your own Pysch dissertation?




Post 402 — loyaltoher

Mon Apr 13, 2026 7:12 am

if you are reading this now, I highly recommend, implore you, to search any streaming music app you use, like Spotify and key "Gaspard de la nuit” in the search engine.   Listening to this from the point of the Amy interpretative dance sequence in the story as you read will add to the sensuality of this story.  BRILLIANT, CAPTIVATING AND INSPIRING!



ty Crushing.




Post 403 — Johng1953

Tue Apr 14, 2026 4:16 am

↳ Replying to: john jasson

Thank you, Crushing. I ran out of superlatives when it comes to your writing long ago, but I believe we should continue to login and record our appreciation for this sumptuous banquet bestowed so generously upon us. If we don't do so, how are you to know we are still here? 



After reading and immersing myself into this complex universe, I sometimes wonder what percentage of OHW readers have read this through and stuck with it from the beginning. I'm sure that some instant gratification seekers will glaze over and tune out when the focus turns away from full on physical sex and explores the deeper psychological aspects of what makes these characters tick in their day to day lives. What a shame. It's precisely these extensive word portraits that define the players and explain their interactions, which in turn better inform us of the roots of their needs, failings and kinks, making their intimate play all the hotter and more stimulating for the reader. So, so worth the effort. Bravo, Crushing, it is truly magnificent.


Couldn't agree more. I much prefer the stories where we get to know the people and Crushing is a master at it.




Post 404 — Crushing

Fri Apr 24, 2026 7:17 pm

"The sheer density of language seems apt as a kind of overcompensation for the author's blindness. One is forced to create a level of detail while reading that strains the attention in surprisingly productive ways. And the tension inherent in his colonized home city of Dublin adds an overarching irony to the longform allusion to the best known homecoming story in the western canon."



Mark Rein looked down at the dense wall of text. One page mirroring the other in the thick, open paperback currently being introduced by Professor Henshaw.



"Joyce's oeuvre is as complicated as any given individual work within it. Which is saying something. An odd congruency between each work and all his work."



The small seminar tittered at the joke. 



Mark gave a half smile, distracted.



His attention was focused inward. 



Fixed on a recent memory.



A memory from two days ago, in fact. 



Standing nervously on the treadmill next to him, her hair shiny. Almost white gold in the fluorescent light of the community gym.



She was petite. Small frame, small features. Her workout top was form fitting, betraying small breasts. 



Cute little bum though, he noted. Commensurate with the robust musculature of her thighs and calves. And, as he saw at the time, she was flexible. Very flexible.



But it wasn't just her body that stirred his memory. It was something else.



Those eyes. Ice blue. 



But it wasn't just the color. 



It was something else…the clarity? The depth? Intensity, maybe? It was hard to qualify.



Mark's mind leaped back to the description of two literary characters he'd encountered. Rachel, and then Tamar in Thomas Mann's Joseph tetralogy. Something about the blessing of God being seen in a spark of intelligence, only visible through the eyes…intense, hypnotic eyes…



Yeah.



Something like that. Something like…inspiration. Passion. Curiosity.



Megan had had it, illuminating her dark brown eyes into a rich, shiny milk chocolate. And Molly too…her green eyes sparkled like emeralds centering the pale of her face, her light freckles, and the frame of her dark red hair.



It was rare. Almost impossible to find.



All these girls…the recent ones…the ones that had his number…the ones that jumped into his bed a few times a week…none of them had it. 



They all had dull, needy eyes. 



Insecurities without depths. 



Need without autonomy. 



Looking for a quick fix, or a shortcut to completion.



They wanted to be fed. Accommodated. They didn't want to hunt. Or be hunted. They had no real power. Not to take, and not to give away. Just passing pleasures to slake a bland thirst. They could never really quench him. Even if they tried.



It was a crude way to describe it, of course. But that's how Colonel Chen had framed the phenomenon when he stayed with him for that couple months… 



Mark remembered how Chen used to tilt the chin of his women upward, her eyelids lifting. 



While she kneeled obediently, waiting for his command. 



They all had that eye sparkle too. And while they never spoke until directed, Chen had confirmed their personalities and professions outside the rigidly disciplined space of his home. Professors. Doctors. Lawyers. 



A couple younger officers' wives, all with advanced degrees. Generally, as Chen explained, "in training," whatever that meant. But all of them had those eyes… 



Chen had standards, which Mark respected.



But he didn't get into any of that domination shit. 



That was weird. It just didn't feel right.



And when he applied to get into college, he figured he'd find a girl with those eyes. But they were hard to come by. Three years in, while he never had trouble getting eager company in bed, he had no luck finding that sparkle in the eyes.



Until now.



The neighbor girl.



Amy. 



Too bad she had a boyfriend.



"Mark?"



Mark looked up to see Professor Henshaw looking at him expectantly.



"I'm sorry, Professor. I kind of spaced for a minute. What was the question?"



"Joyce's use of homecoming as a metaphor in Ulysses."



"What about it?"



"How do you think it will land, given what we know about Joyce's style?"



Mark's eyes fogged briefly, partially rejecting the question while still exploring it. 



He remembered walking down a dark street in North Carolina. 



Holding hands with Molly. 



Her green eyes sparkling up at him. 



Jared on his other side, and Megan on the other side of Jared, her rich brown eyes sparkling…Laughing at something…



"You can't go home. Not really. Not ever."



Mark's voice was quiet. 



Cracking slightly, it caught the rest of the seminar off guard.



Professor Henshaw raised a sympathetic eyebrow. She held her peace for a moment, waiting for him to say more. 



When he didn't, she grunted approval.



"I think that's an excellent wager. Let's look out for that as a hypothesis as we dive into the text this week."



Mark nodded respectfully as the older woman turned her attention to another student.



His mind drifted again. 



Back to the bright blue eyes. The shiny hair. The tiny, flexible body…



She said she had something on Thursday…some kind of recital. In the theater classroom on the ground floor of the arts building. 2:00.



She had said it offhand. Like it wasn't a real thing…just like it was a classroom thing, or a practice.



But he could see her dance. 



Maybe he could stop by. 



They were neighbors, after all…



* * *



An entire day early.



It was somewhere between unbelievable and ironic. Auditing the ports and intermodal freight systems around the Rheinland had been an education in…something. David wasn’t quite sure what. The people he worked with were polite and professional, which was always nice. But also more than a bit territorial.



With good reason, David readily admitted. Their system was incredibly efficiency oriented, and very few weak links in the supply chain were identifiable. A few small suggestions were made around key pinch points, and a few would likely be implemented on an experimental basis, but David had quickly relaxed into the realization that any increase in efficiency, and therefore any residual returns from the profits of that improvement, would be in small fractions of a percentage point. At best.



So the irony of the German port managers’ inclination to have all documents and inspection tours perfectly prepared beforehand, leading to a completed tour two full days early, was not lost on David. He boarded the Lufthansa jetliner late Thursday night for the arrival—with one layover—mid Friday afternoon.



He wondered what the look on Jordan’s face might be when he surprised her. He would stop by the apartment, drop off his bags and laptop, then take a quick shower and change before heading onto campus to pop into her office just around quitting time.



A nice surprise…her husband coming home a full day early. With a box of highly coveted Bavarian chocolates tucked under his arm, no less.



His heart skipped a beat as the Uber turned into his apartment parking lot. He thanked his driver and pulled his bag out of the trunk before walking toward the building. Jordan’s Rav-4 was parked next to their old tan Camry, which now had a thick snarl of takeout menus and political flyers tucked under the wipers. 



Served him right for not getting around to selling that thing.



He pulled out the wet trash flyers, dropping them in the dumpster before heading into the building, his wheeled bag rolling behind him.



Home sweet home. 



A quick shower, shave, maybe a quick cup of coffee…relax for an hour. Jordan usually left around 4:30 on Fridays, so showing up at 4:15 would hit the target when she was wrapping up…



He set his bag on its base and pulled his keys out, realizing the moment he turned the key that the door wasn’t locked.



Weird. 



He gently pushed the door open. 



If she was home, he still wanted to surprise her.



Poking his head inside the entryway, he found the living room and dining area empty, although there were two open laptops on the table. He took off his watch and set it inside the key bucket, as he always did when he came home.



He stepped carefully inside and quietly shut the door behind him. Leaning forward, he identified one laptop as Jordan’s, the other unknown. The display was up, however, and contained a word document full of text with a blinking cursor at the bottom of a long paragraph. 



Another psych paper. With an epigraph from Shakespeare at the top.



“Let me be that I am, and seek not to alter me.”



—Don John, Much Ado About Nothing



David read on. The opening paragraph vacillated between grandiose, sweeping statements and tightly argued thesis points. It was disjointed, but reasonably clear, and the tone of some of it rang familiar. Almost like Jordan had written it. Or more likely, half of it.



His head jerked up at a sudden noise.



A sudden, breathless giggle. David looked up and toward the closed bedroom door, marking the airy intonation of his wife’s laugh.



He stood up straight, looking back at the front door he had left half open, fixing his eyes on the rolling bag still in the outside hallway. 



Just as the giggle was replaced by a low, slow moan.



He froze as a full realization of the situation finally broke through his analytical mind and pricked the soft center of his deepest loves and anxieties.



Two laptops on a table. Both with clear academic writing on the open display. 



But this wasn’t a professional meeting.



A familiar squeak from the upper right quadrant of his mattress. 



Then again. 



Then again. 



Whatever was signified by the giggle and the moan was ambiguous. Open to some interpretation.



Not this. 



For the first time, David Stark experienced a direct sensory connection with the reality of another man fucking his wife.



The squeaking continued as David wrestled with his paralysis. 



The moan returned, but altered. It sounded like a closed mouth softened into a low hum.



Whatever was happening, she liked it. He hadn't heard that noise before.



Jordan’s voice was a flowing silk tapestry slipping under the bedroom door and wrapping him up like a living mummy. His hands froze at his sides, his legs locked, his modest manhood painfully erected.



The humming gained momentum. As did the squeaking. 



David's arousal took on an edge of panic.



Who was she in bed with? Who was he…?



He ducked quickly down until his eyes held level with the second open laptop. The open document had no name…presumably a draft didn't need one. 



He quickly changed tabs. An open email account. The banner above the inbox.



Lin, Patrick E.



David blinked, suddenly making the connection.



Patrick.



The man who shared an office with Jordan. The tall-ish thin man. Definitely east Asian heritage. She saw him running on the track sometimes. They were friendly.



Apparently.



David had only seen him in passing, but the dim, misty picture in his mind took on a form. Body shape, skin tone, an approximation of a face. 



Patrick Lin was in his bed right now.



Patrick Lin was in his wife right now.



Another breathy moan confirmed it. Jordan's tone was urgent. 



It was coming. Soon.



The pounding in David's chest pushed beyond the normal level of anxiety. 



The panic pushed past the arousal. He grabbed his chest instinctively.



No pleasure was forthcoming.



Yet the arousal was there. Fixing him to the ground. His erection painful in his work slacks…



Before, when he had some distance between his own five senses and his wife's sexual encounters, mere imagination had given him some semblance of control over the situation. Enough to create space to dive into the ocean of his arousal as he imagined a faceless man wrenching orgasms out of Jordan's beautiful, lust-contorted face. 



But now the lover had a name. A face. And they were in his bed. And now there were noises…



Jordan gasped again. 



David shuddered. And then he heard it.



A sudden, tenor-pitched growl. Masculine.



It was coming. Soon. 



He returned the display to the previous tab and stepped back from the computer, turning on his heel as he fled the apartment. 



Quietly shutting the door behind him, he rolled his bag back down the hallway.



Eyes fixed forward.



* * *



It wasn't the main stage. It was more like an altered classroom, with a slightly risen makeshift stage on one end. A rehearsal space for minor performing arts students and their acts. 



Mark sat in the third row back, the adapted house lights dimming rapidly around the sparsely filled room. He looked around for a quick count before the darkness settled. 



7…9…10 people besides him were in the room.



Footlights slowly lit the front of the stage, and some plunky music rose out of a dusty upright piano in the corner. 



Someone was seated in front of it. 



It wasn't Gil, it was a woman Mark didn't recognize. Stocky. Red hair.



He grabbed his beard absently, waiting for something to happen.



A dancer appeared out of the left wing of the makeshift stage. Young, thin, brunette. Wearing a cream colored leotard, hugging tight to her skin. She stepped, pointed, stepped again, and turned.



Another followed, with auburn hair and a hatchet face, echoing the same movements as the music repeated its opening phrase. 



Then again. This one appeared Asian, slightly taller than the first two, jet black hair, but rail-thin. Even more so than the others…



A fourth. Shiny gold hair, and clearly toned musculature under her cream colored tights. 



Amy.



She echoed the movements of the first three, which repeated again until the four formed a circle, moving gracefully around a central point on the stage.



Step, pivot, twirl. 



Synchronous movement, Mark observed. Almost mechanical in precision, but with real grace. 



His mind briefly flashed back to the counterpoint of rhythmic barks passing for orders, bouncing down the narrow corridors between squad bays in boot camp. Of being stationed rigidly at the front of a column of four abreast, of snapped boots in perfect rhythm, and rigid, geometrically precise movements within and between columns of Marine recruits.



Of his own perspective a few years later standing off to the side of his own platoon, barking those orders at the column of his own. Third platoon. Jared Poisson locked in at the front of his squad.



This was similar. But very different. 



Very feminine. Elegant. Smooth. 



More curves than lines.



A fifth dancer entered. A little taller, a little more confident. Her hips and breasts filled out her leotard more than the others, her strawberry blonde hair pulled back tightly in a bun 



Just like the other dancers. But different.



Her skirt was longer. Flowing. Her movements were noticeably more forward as the first four dancers formed a line behind her, executing more subtle movements as a background.



Mark briefly focused on the dancer in front as she began to bend and shape the narrative of the performance with her body. 



But he quickly lost interest.



No, his eyes were drawn further upstage. To the neighbor girl, Amy. 



He couldn't quite decide why. 



Was it just familiarity? 



He did come to see her specifically... 



Maybe. Was it because she was more attractive?



Mark tilted his head as she bent backward in harmony with the other three dancers, lolling her head back and forward with her chest sticking out.



She was very attractive…but not in a way that was easily quantifiable. She was thin…not a liability, but her small breasts were almost certainly a source of insecurity for her. 



He squinted as she pivoted to face forward, leaning forward, then crouching in a line as each of the backing dancers performed a flying leap, then another, around the lead dancer.



Chasse grande jete. 



It was fascinating to see her as one of four. She worked to blend seamlessly with their movements, yet she stood out in spite of herself. He nodded to himself, confirming his observation as he watched the two before her perform the same move, then another after. All of them clunky. Inefficient. 



Form sans grace. 



Amy's movements were perfect, and she clearly sunk her whole body into the performance. And her body was perfectly conditioned to the medium. Her legs were tight, toned, and moved with like poured chocolate in a luxury candy commercial. 



And her jumps. When she lifted off, she did so almost without disturbing the air, and she landed almost noiselessly on the wooden stage. She did it over and over again around the main dancer, spinning counterclockwise before extending her arms in arabesque and holding, toes pointed, absolutely still, as the lead dancer completed the symmetrical choreography and circled around each secondary dancer in the spread of the line line, stumbling ever so slightly on the third pass.



That was it, Mark realized as Amy held her position without so much as a twitch.



That was why she was more attractive.



She was clearly better. Better than the other dancers. And for that matter, clearly performing below her potential.



Mark looked at her still face, utterly committed to her position in the performance. 



Her body locked like a marble statue, her face serenely fixed in profile, the footlights creating a halo effect around her golden hair, slicked back into an airtight bun.



The music stopped just as the lead dancer concluded a flourish that Mark didn't even notice. 



Polite, weak applause arose from the ten or so people in the audience. Mark joined the perfunctory gesture. 



Smiling, the four dancers curtsied gratefully, and then the lead dancer stepped forward and bowed deeply as the house lights came up.



Mark saw the serene look on Amy's face shatter into shock as she looked out into the audience to see him sitting there looking at her. The marble-carved discipline of her expression cracked, and what color was left in her face drained. 



The weak applause died down to nothing, and Amy instinctively covered her torso with her graceful arms, the pale in her face retreating behind a rushing blush of shame and excitement.



Mark smiled up at her, then waved. 



Amy's eyes widened further, and she ran off into the wings ahead of the other dancers.



* * *



Jordan held her eyes closed, exhaling in relief as she felt Patrick withdraw from her body.



Only the lingering sense of unfurling pleasure took the edge off of the sudden feeling of emptiness. 



He was still hard. 



It was a shame, but they had actual work to do. Or rather, she had to hold his hand through actual work before getting back to her own.



Still reveling in the warm darkness behind closed eyes, Jordan heard the weak crinkling of a condom being removed, then plurrped onto her husband's nightstand.



She took a deep breath, then exhaled before opening her eyes and seeing Patrick's long, lean body sitting upright, running his long fingers through his sweaty black hair.



He had come over for help with his dissertation. And she felt obligated to help, as she was nearly halfway through with her committee's revision directives, and he was still in the first draft stage.



And she felt obligated because…they were lovers now. The benefits firmly established with the friendship.



That wasn't what this particular meeting was supposed to be. This was supposed to just be work. One of the reasons she invited him to her apartment was that their implicit arrangement limited sex to his place. 



Or at least that was her understanding. Clearly he didn't have any such sense of boundary. And clearly her commitment to that self-imposed boundary was…weak.



She was trying to be good. David was supposed to come home from Germany after a three week stint tomorrow afternoon. She wanted to greet him with a clear conscience.



Well, clear-er.



But she was stressed. She had been focused on her revisions all week. She had a deadline. And Patrick had come straight from the track, and asked if he could use her shower…and then came out in a towel. 



A douchebag move. 



But she couldn't help herself. 



That body…



Suffice it to say…



Jordan exhaled again, clutching the sheets absently as she made plans to launder the bedding and remake the bed tonight before David's flight arrived tomorrow. She didn't want him knowing that she brought her lover home. And her usual Saturday morning cleanup would hide any of the other evidence she came across…



Patrick stood up from the bed and walked out of the bedroom. He stepped into the bathroom across the hall, closing the door behind him.



Jordan watched him leave, her eyes casually fixed on his bare, tight buttocks until he disappeared behind the closed bathroom door.



This little extracurricular relationship had taken a strange turn indeed in the past week or so. Now that she was in the awkward position of shepherding his slow and underdeveloped efforts toward a completed dissertation, she found herself less attracted to him. 



It was actually kind of aggravating. And it also made her feel stupid for not seeing this…deficiency sooner.



She still wanted to help, and she felt bad for him. He knew things, he was plenty smart, but he seemed unfortunately incapable of producing much original thought without handholding. 



And the aggravation was compounded by the fact that her efforts were cutting deeply into her own revision time. 



The result had been long days in the office with constant interruptions from Patrick, followed by late nights revising alone at home, consumed by non-productive stress.



She didn't even have time to talk to David as much as she wanted to. 



Too much going on.



By Thursday, she got the distinct sense that she was basically over her brief, lust fueled infatuation with Patrick. 



His helplessness, his clinginess…it was too much. 



David would be disappointed that she was ending the dalliance, but she could light his fetish with several stories that would last him a while. 



Maybe forever. 



And she could now admit the obvious: This notion of bringing another man into the marriage was messy. And as each day passed, as she got just a little bit further away from the most recent sexual encounter with Patrick, she grew increasingly clear eyed about just how messy it could actually be. 



It could be a disaster.



So on Thursday night, when he asked for help on his third chapter outline, she didn't feel like leaving the apartment. She felt like she could invite him over, knock out a quick outline, with him, then kick him out and back to the office where he could finish it. She could break it to him gently that their little…experiment had run its course, and that she wanted to just be friends again. No benefits. 



The door to the relationship would close before David got home, and she could draw a nice neat line between this little dalliance and the real marriage that defined most of the parameters of her happiness.



It was decided. 



She even had a little script prepared. 



Until he stepped out of the shower.



Jordan blinked again at the recent memory. She rolled onto her side, her left arm and thigh finding the light dampness in the sheets left by the sweat of her–their passion. Her eyes glazed as her fingers drifted between her legs to find her slowly softening clitoris, pressing gently on it to release a warm aftershock of pleasure. 



God, he was hot. There was no way around it.



And she was stressed. A half hour of just…mindless sex with a beautiful man…it actually really hit the spot. 



As long as he didn't talk much. 



She even found herself giggling in delight. All in spite of herself when he pushed inside her.



Her eyes drifted back into focus in the present, fixed absently on the nightstand where the crumpled condom lay in a heap. 



Her eyes darted back out the door, then back to the nightstand before she unconsciously scooted closer, within arms reach. 



Her delicate right hand reached out, the pad of her index finger touching the plastic, feeling the fading warmth of its contents.



Her eyes darted back out the door again. 



No movement, no sounds from the bathroom…



She daintily grasped the base of the prophylactic and picked it up, watching it droop down, a reminder of the beautiful member that had so recently filled it. A modest but substantive pool of semen caused the reservoir to sag.



Jordan sat up, bringing the open base to her nose, sniffing gently. 



Her eyes rolled back. 



Then they darted to the empty doorway again.



Holding her gaze on the empty hallway, she quickly set the open base of the condom on her tongue and tilted it upward.



A warm but cooling liquid found her tastebuds. 



A complex taste, a viscous texture…



Jordan's eyes rolled back into her head again, her breath seeping out in relief...



* * *



"Hey, welcome. Come on in."



Mark smiled nervously through the doorway as Gil beckoned him over the threshold.



"Thanks man, and, uh, thanks for the invitation. I brought this…"



Mark handed a paper bag over, which Gil gripped. Mark noted a curious strength in Gil's hands as he gripped it–an obvious power despite the thin, delicate composition of his fingers.



"Thanks, let's just take a look here…" Gil pulled a wine bottle out of the paper bag. "Silk and Spice. Red. Blend. Looks amazing…but I'm an Oklahoma boy…I don't know anything."



Mark smiled at Gil's disarming affectation as he stepped into the apartment.



"Amy? Look what Mark brought…"



Amy, who stood over a pot of bubbling sauce, set her wooden spoon down and turned around, shyly smoothing down her apron as she looked up at their guest, then took the wine bottle gingerly.



"Oh, wow. Thank you!" She looked up briefly at Mark, smiling with rosy cheeks.



"Thank you for inviting me. I don't think I've ever been like…invited to dinner before."



"Well, it's overdue…you did save my life," Amy laughed nervously.



Mark blushed back. "I don't…I mean, if that's…"



"It is." Gil interrupted, his inflection implying levity. "And it's weird to talk about it, so we'll just say thank you, and leave it at that."



Mark laughed again. Gil was surprisingly adept at controlling a room. 



Surprisingly adept.



Amy turned back to stirring the pot of sauce, then bent down to look through the glass of the oven. 



"So…what are we having?"



"Just roast chicken and tarragon cream sauce," Amy said without straightening up, her tight bottom unconsciously extended upward toward Mark. "And Gil's got a salad going, and we've roasted some greens."



"Wow," Mark chuckled, leaning against the counter. "That's, uh, fancy. I don't even know what tarragon is."



"You'll like it," Amy stood back up, smiling shyly again before returning the spoon to the pot. She took a small dip of sauce, then cupped her hand underneath, blew gently on the sauce and lifted it up. Mark bent down, gingerly sipped.



"Wow…that's…wow."



Amy beamed and turned back to stir.



"So you're a grad student?" Gil asked, causing Mark's face to turn the other direction toward him. "Master's or Ph.D?"



"Not a grad student, actually," Mark explained. "Just a senior going after my BA."



"Really?" Gil squinted. "You seem like you're…older than an undergrad."



Mark shrugged. "I mean, I am older than everyone in my class. I'm 26, so I guess I'm grad student age."



"Sounds like there's a story there," Gil tilted his head. 



Mark shrugged again. "Not really. Just…started late. I worked in masonry before I applied to college. Then I just…decided to go to college I guess. Kinda boring."



Gil nodded. "Are you local?"



"Yep," Mark nodded. "Northeast. Angel's Triangle. Went to high school over there."



"Athlete?"



"Football," Mark nodded. "Although I really just got told to play by my history teacher. Because I was tall and stuff. I never really fit in with the jock crowd."



"Interesting," Gil nodded back. "Amy and I aren't local. I'm from Oklahoma, so not too far, and not too much of a culture shock."



"Really?" Mark asked. "Farmers?"



"No, my dad's a teacher, my mom's a librarian. Definitely farm country though. I wanted to do FFA because everybody in my school did it, but I was too busy with music."



"Yeah, I've heard a little music coming through the wall," Mark grinned. "Piano?"



"Yeah," Gil laughed. "Sorry if it's too loud. The walls are thin, you know…"



Mark laughed. "Yeah, I guess they are."



He looked over toward Amy, whose blush had deepened. 



"Amy's definitely doing the culture shock thing, though. She's from New York. Manhattan, actually."



"Really?" Mark was surprised, although it felt like he'd heard it before. Had she said something when he was drinking? He didn't remember. 

"So why'd you come to UTEP?"



"Long story," Amy smiled nervously. "But I like it here. And I met Gil here, so I'm glad I ended up here."



Mark smiled. "That's awesome. Yeah, you guys seem really happy."



"We are," Gil grinned, squeezing Amy's shoulders.



Mark looked around the apartment. A mirror version of his, but immaculately kept and tastefully decorated. A half-set table had been moved into the open between the living room and kitchen area. Three chairs, three plates. No silverware, no glasses. No hot cloths for the food when it came off the stove or out of the oven. Nearly ready for a party of three.



Mark looked back to Gil. 



"Can I help with anything?"





* * *



A now familiar squeal.



Jordan's hair smelled divine. Like some kind of strawberry tinged potpourri as she threw her arms around David's neck.



"You're early! Oh, I hate you! And I'm so happy!"



David smiled in spite of himself, looking around the apartment as he wrapped his arms behind her back, running them up and down over the light bump of her brassiere strap. 



The second laptop was definitively gone from the table, but Jordan's remained open. A few random bits of clothing were draped over the back of the couch, and a familiar tousle of books was spilled out across the tabletop. 



"Oh my gosh…" she squeezed his neck tighter, and kissed his cheek. Then again. Long and hard. "Why didn't you tell me you were coming home early?"



"I thought it would be a nice surprise."



"Oh my gosh…it is…" Jordan twisted her torso and shifted weight from one foot to the other, rocking their embrace back and forth as if she was trying to shake out more love, dislodging it a wiggle at a time.



She relaxed her grip slightly, putting their foreheads together and staring into his anxious eyes.



David smiled again, the anxiety breaking apart and falling away as he fell into her gunbarrel blue irises. 



"I brought you chocolates."



Jordan smiled deeply. "Thanks, baby. I love that, but I really just want you…"



Jordan kissed him sweetly, then passionately on the lips. 



"I can't tell you how much I missed you, baby."



David took a slow, deep breath for the first time in hours.



"Me too."



He took another deep breath, soaking in the sweet scent of her hair again.



Glancing around the apartment again, he replayed the last four hours in his mind. 



After shutting the door quietly, he had sprinted out to the Camry, fumbled to find the key, then tried to start it.



Dead.



He left his bag in the back seat, and walked toward campus, heart pounding out of his chest, stopping at a Circle K and purchasing a candy bar before stepping into the bathroom and masturbating.



The release felt like venting a nuclear fission chamber nearing critical mass. 



He almost felt the anxiety physically leaking out of him as he heaved in relief.



Then, composing himself over several minutes, David left the scuzzy bathroom and walked at a measured pace past the soda and beer coolers, past the racks of candy and junk food, past the checkout counter and clerk, until he stepped outside, fighting back tears.



The next two hours found David huddled in a little grove of trees near the park, a little more than a mile from his apartment complex as he wrestled with himself. Positive that he had sabotaged his marriage. Terrified that the lackluster improvements he suggested to the German intermodal systems engineers wouldn't be sufficient to generate a bonus that would impress Jordan.



She had another man now. Another psychologist. Another brilliant, articulate, cerebral man. Taller. Handsome. Better body. Another brilliant writer. A true peer. And with a cock that made her make…those noises. 



The ones he heard.



More than once he convinced himself it was over. That the train of his marriage was hurtling toward the broken bridge, and it was only a matter of time before Jordan would leave him for the obviously superior man.



He pulled himself back long enough to level out. Then hurtled toward despair again as her giggles and moans made their way into the center of his brain again.



The cycle repeated.



If someone passed by, it would have been a pathetic sight. A slight, short haired young man with wire rimmed glasses in a button down shirt and khakis, serviceable loafers completing the respectable ensemble as he hunched over a rotting log in the woods.



When he finally regained the courage to return home, he made sure to skulk around the window so he could look in and ensure Jordan was alone before retrieving his bag and opening the door again. 



And when he did, he was instantly reassured by her tight, warm, desperate embrace.



She really missed him. Really.



"Have you eaten?" Jordan sniffed, fighting back tears of happiness.



David shook his head. "I had a candy bar a couple hours ago…"



"That's not food, baby."



"I know."



"You want me to make you something? Or maybe we can go out…can we go out?"



David laughed. "Yeah."



She was still so used to poverty. It was cute.



"What do you want?" Jordan asked.



"Just not sausages," David quipped.



Jordan laughed. "Okay…maybe like…Aztec?"



David smiled, in the mood for spicy tex-mex food. "That sounds great."



"Okay baby. I'm so glad you're home. I love you so much…" she squeezed him tightly again.



David smiled, feeling his heart swell. "I love you too baby. Let's go before it gets too late."



"Okay," Jordan let him go, turning around to fish her keys out of the little bucket next to the door, and squinting as her hand found his watch sitting inside. 



* * *



"That…was incredible."



Amy's face flushed, delighted but still insecure.



"Tarragon sauce. Right? Am I saying that right?"



"Yeah…" she said. She had been quiet throughout dinner, still awed by the position she found herself in.



It had been three weeks since, cushioned by disinhibiting passion, she had admitted to Gil that she thought of Mark…in that way. 



Two weeks since she had begun to time her morning workouts with his…stretching in front of him so she could tell Gil about it.  



One week since Mark had shown up to watch her dance in a classroom exhibition. Although she did technically invite him…nobody comes to that stuff. Just parents, teachers…



And…you know…boyfriends and stuff. Guys who…you know…like you.



And throughout it all, the frequency and intensity of her sex life with Gil had exploded. Gil was a madman, utterly insatiable. Far beyond just responding to the music on the other side of the wall, Gil now wanted to know every detail about every time she talked to him.



Every stolen look at her body.



Every time she stretched, or showed skin to him.



Every time she masturbated thinking about him. Which, to her shock, he encouraged. And even loved to watch.



And the more they incorporated the idea of Mark into their intimacy, the more passionate they both became.



Until Gil invited him to dinner. It felt like a line was being presented to cross. 



Or not to cross.



"So where did you learn to cook like that?"



"Sorry?" Amy was shaken out of her meditation on the odd and dangerous situation she found herself in.



"Did you like…take cooking classes?"



"No…" she shook her head. "Just…watching."



"Your mom?"



Amy and Gil laughed out loud together.



Mark smiled, confused. "What's so funny?"



"Trish–Amy's mom–she doesn't cook," Gil explained. "Amy…she doesn't act like it, but she's from a pretty well off family. In Manhattan. And so, you know…"



"Somebody else cooked for you?" Mark's eyebrow raised.



Amy nodded, embarrassed. "I had a nanny. From El Salvador. Mayra. She cooked…and she was really good."



Mark's mind briefly flashed back to his own mother before quickly shrugging off the association.



"Anyway, when I was ten, I was in boarding school and stuff, and Mayra lived with us, and so mom sent her to like…a culinary school. She learned a bunch of European stuff, and also how to make good food for people on a super strict diet."



"Oh, interesting. Was your mom vegan or something?"



"No…it was…um…my diet. Because of ballet and stuff."



"Oh," Mark noted a dark flash across her face. After attending her ensemble recital, he had become curious about ballet. He had rented The Black Swan and watched it, intending to understand her culture a little better. He wondered if it was actually anything like that…



"Well," he continued, "whatever you picked up watching her, it's amazing."



Amy blushed, and Gil grinned. 



Everyone was full. The bottle of wine was gone, and petite little Amy, full of nerves, had had more than her fair share of the red blend.



"Glad you liked it…"



Mark smiled, leaning back in his chair. "So, I hate to ask, but…I'm interested in that." He gestured toward the electric piano on the opposite wall. "What I can hear through the wall…it sounds like you're pretty good."



"Two walls," Amy clarified, a wide smile hiding the slur of her wine-soaked words. "The sounds that come through one wall…you can hear…um…better."



Mark squinted, an indulgent smile forming until he realized what she was implying.



"Oh my God," he said, genuinely embarrassed. He nervously covered his mouth, then clutched his beard. "I…oh my God."



"It's okay…" Amy beamed. "It's okay. It's okay. It's…it's really okay. We like it…"



Now it was Gil's turn to blush. "I guess, um, that's good. Still, I don't want to, you know…"



Amy sloppily looked over toward Gil. 



"He likes it too…"



Gil stood up hastily, adding to Mark's confusion.



"So, the piano…"



"Right, the piano," Mark agreed, grateful that the conversation was being diverted. "Do you mind? I'm not really a classical music guy, but I like to think I'm open minded. I'd like to see what you can do."



"Yeah, of course," Gil set his napkin down, and gestured toward the couch opposite the piano. Mark followed his directions, sitting down, and observing Amy following suit, flopping down in the chair perpendicular to him.



"What do you want to hear?"



Mark leaned back. "Not sure what I'm asking for. I'm new to that world. Something…I don't know…exciting. Heroic. I love a good hero story."



Gil thought for a moment, then sat down.



"Okay. You okay sitting tight for like 15 minutes?"



"Is that how long it is?"



Gil nodded.



"Damn."



"Yep. Chopin. Andante spianato et grande polonaise brilliante."



Mark chuckled. "That's a lot of words."



"It's a lot of notes, too," Gil quipped.



Mark laughed out loud as Amy beamed in his direction. 



Gil was a genuinely charming man. A noticeable air of command when he was in his home, or in his musical element, Mark noticed. 



It was worth respecting.



Gil sat down, shrugging his shoulders and shaking out his hands before looking over his shoulder at Mark.



"You ready?"



* * *



“So how many people are going to be there?”



“Let’s see,” David squinted, counting in the air. “We’re up to 22 mechanics now, there’s been a little ebb and flow there, plus 3 new sales guys, then me, Hamad, Clint, and everyone can bring a plus one…so I’m going to ballpark around 50.”



“And this is because you guys got a contract with New York State?



“Not quite. I wish,” David chuckled. “No, a handful of counties. Mostly upstate, rural. We go too far down the Hudson and we have to deal with the mob, and I don’t want any part of that.”



Jordan laughed. “Seriously?”



David shrugged. “I don’t know. But Clint said it like he meant it, and I'm inclined to believe him."



Jordan shook her head, grinning in disbelief. "Yeah…this is definitely not my scene…"



David grinned back. "It's just a barbecue, baby. Just a little company dinner. You okay?"



"Of course," Jordan furrowed her brow. "I can do a work thing with you, honey. Just don't be surprised if I don't follow any of the, you know, serpentine belt or gasket talk or whatever."



David laughed. "Fair enough."



He pulled Jordan's Rav-4 into the parking spot, shifting into park before leaning over to kiss her cheek.



"You ready?"



Jordan took a deep breath and nodded, stepping out of the car.



The event venue was outdoors, but enclosed, with a surprisingly nice trellis marking the entrance. Nobody was stationed there, so, holding hands, David and Jordan just walked in.



She wasn't expecting the roar of approval as they stepped into view inside the space. Arriving fashionably late, she didn't realize that everyone was waiting for their arrival to start the festivities.



"Hey, Mr. Stark's here!"



"Heya!"



"Wow, Mr. Stark…this your wife? She's hot!"



David grinned, gripping hand after hand as they were extended. 



"Hey guys, good to see ya. Thanks for putting this together, the brisket smells amazing…"



"Where were ya this time, Mr. Stark?"



"Germany…"



"Heya Mrs. Stark…meet my girl Kristen…"



Jordan smiled warmly, greeting all the new faces, a little taken aback by the widespread enthusiasm.



It took a full ten minutes to get to the buffet where Hamad and Aisha were waiting. Jordan squealed and scooped up their giggling baby, throwing her free arm around Aisha.



Hamad and David shook hands and slapped backs as Clint and his wife Sophie walked up to greet. 



It was a real work party.



Nearly an hour passed before Jordan got to the buffet, and sat down with mostly strangers.



The recurring theme of conversation?



How much of a genius her husband was.



It was a little embarrassing after a while, but after about ten such enthusiastic testimonials in a row, Jordan began to actually see past the words and recognize the positive impact her husband was making on real people. Real families. When one young mother told her that their new insurance covered her baby's congenital  heart condition…that did it.



She looked over at her husband…oblivious to the accolades, he seemed genuinely tied into the well being and comfort of whoever he was talking to.



She felt the familiar warmth of admiration…of a deep love that had grown when they were undergraduates together. When she decided she wanted to be with him forever. This brilliant, sweet, thoroughly down to earth man…so utterly without guile.



She hooked her arm through David's, beaming with pride. 



When it was time for David's speech, she actually wiped tears from her eyes as she saw the wrapt attention of everyone at the barbecue. 



And heard the hearty cheer as he announced another bonus for everyone. 



For the third quarter in a row.



Aisha hugged her again and again, the baby bump for their second just beginning to show.



All festivities concluded, David and Jordan hugged, shook hands, and smiled through the crowd before they made their way back to the car. 



Jordan had nervously had a little too much beer.



David, true to form, had only sipped part of one, leaving him in good condition to drive home. 



But they both felt good. At peace. 



The car was quiet. After pulling on the freeway, Jordan turned to her husband, staring at him in silence.



"Everything okay?" David glanced over, then forward again on the road.



Jordan remembered finding the watch in the key bucket yesterday. 



She remembered that she had had sex with Patrick yesterday.



She remembered how attractive he was.



She remembered how annoying he was.



How much of an intellectual lightweight he was turning out to be.



She remembered the dozens of shining eyes that lined up to thank her husband. And cheer for him.



Jordan put her hand on her husband's leg.



"David."



"Yeah?" He glanced over at her, then forward again as he switched lanes on the highway.



She didn't move, holding her gaze directly at him.



"David…you're incredible."



David grinned. "Aww…you're just saying that."



Jordan shook her head. She ran her hand up and down his thigh.



"No, baby. I'm not."



"Well…thanks."



The car was quiet again for a moment. Then, to David's surprise, Jordan quietly pinched the slider on his zipper, sliding it slowly down.



David looked over again, this time nervously. 



Her eyes held steady, her cheeks flushed. 



Her desire was overt and unforced. She quietly pulled her hair back into a ponytail and secured it with an elastic band from her wrist.



And, lowering her head solemnly, Jordan bent over the center console of her still-new Rav-4.



* * *



It was like a movie.



Mark was somehow on the outside of it, and inside it at the same time.



Amy stood stock still in first position. Toes out, heels together, arms circled low in front, hands not quite touching. 



The studio was mostly dark, and the floor-to ceiling, wall-to-wall mirrors on two sides gave the already wide, empty room an even more expansive, almost ethereal feel. 



A few days after the dinner invitation, Amy and Mark had been chatting in the laundry room, and he had expressed his opinion that she danced below her potential in the ensemble. He wondered what she looked like out front. 



She had been shy accepting the compliment, and the conversation had moved on, until she mentioned how Gil liked to practice while she danced. 



Alone.



Mark had expressed a desire to see it.



And to both of their surprise, she had invited him to do so.



Now Mark crouched in a corner of the room attempting to be unobtrusive. 



Not easy, given his commanding stature, his long, messy hair, and his booming, baritone voice. 



"What's the name of the song again?"



"Gaspard de la nuit," Gil explained. "Ondine. At least the first part out of three. This part is about a water fairy discovering a man for the first time. Or at least that's how Amy and I interpret it."



"A water fairy," Mark said, looking over at Amy's stock-still body again. "Alright. Cool. Alright man, I'm locked in. Let's do this."



Gil nodded and set his hands, preparing to play. 



This time, Mark was less surprised by the fluidity and skill of execution coming out of the old upright piano. After all, he had heard the Chopin piece after dinner last week. 



Which absolutely blew his mind.



He knew what to expect now. Gil was good. Really, really, really fucking good.



And he had to admit it–the sheer skill and creativity that came out of that box of strings and hammers was…literally stunning. The effect resulted in the feeling of being stunned into quiet, aesthetic submission. Like reading Dostoevsky for the first time. Or Pynchon. Just…a sledgehammer of meaning flooring you over and over. Listening to Gil play was…something entirely new and revelatory in his life.



The smooth, watery flow of the opening chords bubbled into the air. Amy was silent, disciplined for a moment before breaking position and daintily pivoting, stepping, and eventually leaping lightly around the room.



Her moves were fast. Chaotic, yet seemingly in tight control. She danced with a wild, playful abandon. A happy, carefree smile held fast on her face as the arrhythmic chatter of tight chords seemed to guide her every body movement around the room.



It was exquisitely feminine. Innocent. Playful–even girlish. The low lights beamed a reflective aura around her tight gray practice leotard, her white gold ponytail swishing back and forth, now draping over her shoulder, then hanging down her back again. 



The room added ambience in itself: the two mirrors created two other Amys, at two orthogonal angles, showing all sides of her petite, athletic body as she moved gracefully around the space.



The melody switched to the lower register, Mark noted, and Amy turned in his direction, looking past him, then around him. Then, with a look of surprise and terrified determination, she made eye contact with him. 



Ice blue eyes. 



Fuck.



Her movements became less playful as the harmonies began to darken. 



Her steps became tentative. Fearful and curious in equal measure. 



She walked slowly, quietly aloof, yet her eyes never moved from him, her left arm crossing her small chest modestly, her right hand cautiously covering her mons pubis, before standing still and stealing a meaningful glance over at Gil, briefly breaking the choreography.



The music continued into a tentative, questioning warble as the young couple made eye contact, then broke it as Amy returned her gaze to fix on Mark's intrigued, yet still sad and deep brown eyes.



Mark swallowed, sensing something momentous.



He wasn't wrong.



Amy nervously reached her left hand up to her right shoulder, slipping her fingers under the shoulder strap of her leotard and carefully slid it down over the ridge of her shoulder.



Lifting her right hand up to clutch her left shoulder, she slipped that strap off too–before taking both hands to clutch the elastane neckline of her leotard and slowly pull it down, uncovering the broad rosy flush across her clavicles, and then baring her small, pert breasts.



Mark's breath locked in his throat.



She was so beautiful. 



With the small amount of studio light almost entirely behind her, she quite literally glowed. The mirrors behind her reflected her smooth, flawless, bare back stark and pale against the backdrop of the dark studio, the indelicate rumple of the top half of her leotard bunched just above her waist.



Mark stole a glance over at Gil, who appeared to be locked in a genuine trance of some kind–yet neither unaware nor disapproving. 



The music filled the room with almost supernatural power as he looked back over at Amy's young body, her ice blue eyes locked on his, her small, bare nipples stiff with terrified anticipation.



Summoned, Mark stood and walked toward the center of the studio, noting his own large frame towering over hers in the orthogonal reflections that surrounded them. 



Her chin tilted up, her ice blue eyes still locked with his, pleading for and against what was to come with equal measures of desperation.



Mark's hands brushed her hot, red cheek, then descended to caress her little breasts and playfully pinch her nipples. Her upper teeth grasped her lower lip as her eyes dropped, her arms instinctively curling behind her to ensure freedom for his hands to explore her body.



Mark looked over at Gil again, who looked at both of them without slowing down the now wild and darkening tone of the music. 



Mark felt a sudden surge of power. He gripped the now limp and free hanging shoulder straps of the leotard and pulled them savagely in opposite directions. The garment strained, cracked, and then violently ripped down the middle, exposing Amy's lower tummy, then her small navel, then her upper mons with her delicately manicured strip of blonde pubic hair, and finally opened to expose the pink, swollen cleft of her vagina.



Her ice blue eyes raised gratefully up to his.



Mark didn't say a word. Just grasped each of her now bare buttocks as the leotard dropped like a spent carcass on either side of her nearly naked body. Only her ballet flats were unmassacred. 



Mark lifted her into the air, her legs splaying out around his waist. 



He looked deeply into her ice blue eyes with his deep, sad, brown ones, then gently laid her onto her back on the open hardwood floor, their joint reflection falling out of sight of the mirrors.



The intensity of the music faded from a roar down into watery warbling. 



As it began. 



Ten seconds passed. 



Then twenty. 



Gil vamped out the closing measures of the Ondine movement, then let the felt pads silence the strings of his instrument. 



Then, letting a quiet interval sit in the thick air of the studio, he raised his hands and began the slow, dull octaves of the second movement.



Gibet.  



Amy whimpered in the dark. 



Mark grunted in approval.



It was warm. 



And welcome.



…



Gil played on.
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exquisite!
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listening to Chopin while reading….so sensual
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^^^^^great idea.



Thanks for another great chapter.




Post 408 — MustBeDenied2

Sat Apr 25, 2026 8:44 am

Wow. Just wow. 



Thank you for this gift. 



MBD
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Another fabulous, and exquisite addition. Thank you.
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Thank you for another tantalizing chapter, C!

Hope you are close on your next installment.
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Dear Jordan,



Thanks for the thoughtful response. Your hypothesis is intriguing, so I want to address it directly, but first I think you're missing a critical premise that, in my opinion, changes the entire frame of the issue. So I'll start there.



Delineating orgasm in terms of meaning qua meaning is tricky from the get-go. I find the whole notion that orgasm “means” anything at all to be a circular argument, and, somewhat ironically given the subject matter, pretty unsatisfying. 



Feel free not to laugh at that, but I do stand by it. Primarily because given the nature of sexual excitement culminating in release, considering the "meaning" of such release runs the risk of reversing the order of meaning itself on a fundamental level. That is to say, if we take Freud's simplest terms as a useful setting, eros and thanos (e.g. sex and death drives, of course) are drivers toward an end, not ends in themselves. The consummation of those drives, which are certainly death in the latter case, and arguably orgasm (the "little death") in the former, can hardly be assigned symbolic value without a massive distortion of some kind. 



In other words, they don’t mean anything—they can't. Death and orgasm are the experiential loci where meaning collapses in on itself.



Think of it this way: any symbol has an object, something that is either too big, too complicated, or otherwise too inconvenient to express or mentally process on a direct basis. Any number of things can be symbols with the object terminus of death or orgasm (and I don't have to remind you that the "little death" framing of orgasm naturally suggests significant overlap between the two constructs). However, with death or orgasm situated as principal objects or termini of any number of conscious or unconscious symbolic constructs, one cannot imagine reversing the order and suggesting that an orgasm be a symbol of anything else. Again, it is not a conduit to meaning, it is the terminus of it.



That said, I think you're on to something as long as you're careful to distinguish between subjective and objective horizons for orgasm. That is to say, your orgasms mean nothing other than themselves, certainly. But your partner's orgasm–that might be another matter entirely.



As we discussed earlier, fixation on seminal fluid naturally creates a kind of symbolic liminality with orgasm–just not yours. You are the receiver of the terminus of meaning experienced by your partner, and as such can still operate robustly in the realm of meaning creation. Thus, your partner's orgasm may mean any number of things to you, including the superposition of dominant and submissive power exchanges if framed as such. Which is, I think, what your hypothesis is driving at.



And knowing your style as I now do, I anticipate an objection here: what if your partner, in ejaculating into your mouth, identifies his orgasm as a symbol of power exchange? That is certainly possible, but you have to recognize that it is not the orgasm itself that acts as the symbol, but rather the manner of your reception of the seminal fluid that is symbolic for both of you. That is to say, his orgasm qua orgasm remains an end in itself for him, even as your reception of it takes on a symbolic meaning for both of you. But he piggybacks the meaning off of you. You accept the fluid as symbol of your receptivity and submission, and he accepts your acceptance of it. Which is why many participants in power exchanges of this kind will display the fluid in their mouth to their partner as an overt symbol of submission. Reception for her, display for him, her submission is signified by both, and for both.



This becomes self-evident if you were to postulate the opposite and remove the material reception from the equation. That is to say, if we were to remove your mouth from the ejaculation equation, the obvious conclusion is that the symbolic content is voided. No partner receiving? The ejaculation simply occurs and nothing is signified. No symbolic value inheres in the act, or more precisely, in the end, without someone to assign symbolic value to it.



I hasten to add that the use of the pronouns "you" and "he" are placeholders of convenience for this conversation. I certainly don't mean to imply any personal connotations on your part, but when discussing and critiquing subjectivity, I find that the careful use of first, second, and third person pronouns to be clear about the experiential loci of all participants is essential to clarity. Thus "you" become "her" following the framing of the issue. I'm sure you understand.



But as I said, as long as you limit your observations to the object-end of orgasm, i.e. the reception of or reaction to it and its material products, your point is a compelling one. However, as the premise and implications of your hypothesis are grounded in the parameters of subjectivity, I don't think a review of clinical literature is particularly useful to it. I think you're more or less firmly in philosophical territory here. A little more freedom, but a little less publishing potential. 



I'm excited to see where it goes. And glad your revisions are going well. Tell old Lukacz I said hi.



Best regards,

-Tom Schenk



P.S. It's okay to relax once in a while. You work hard. Don't feel bad about cutting loose every now and then.



* * *



"Sure Shot."



"What?"



"You know. Beastie Boys? It’s a song. Sure Shot. Got the tag line…'You can't, and you won't, and you don't…stop!' Right? You've heard it?"



The man with the clipboard raised an eyebrow. "What the fuck are you talking about?"



"For my walkout music."



The man with the clipboard sighed.



"Sergeant…Poison?"



Jared shrugged off the mispronunciation. 



He sat nervously on the bench in the locker room, shirtless, in his shorts, his hands wrapped in white, and his blue mouthguard sitting on his right knee. His bare, lean chest had a single tattoo, the number set “3-2” freshly inked on his left pectoral.



"I don't know where the fuck you think you are, kid. This ain't a title fight. This ain't fucking WWF. Outside of this room is an empty cage that gets cleaned once a week, and maybe, maybe…10 people standin' around watching. You're only here because Marine Corps Recruiting Command got a dumbass idea to send fresh meat out here to get ripped apart on camera. That's your job. Understand?"



An awkward pause.



"Yeah. Got it." 



Jared's face burned as he looked down.



The man with the clipboard took brief pity on him. 



"Look kid, it's not personal. How long since you got your black belt?"



"A month ago."



"And how long you been at the MACE?"



"Four months. I'm actually on White House detail, but they let me train on off days."



"Well, you're about to get relieved from the White House, 'cause your face is gonna get fucked up. And ain't no President gonna want to look at your fucked up face. Just a fair warning."



Jared looked down again.



"Got it."



"Look, kid. It happens to everyone. Just take it like a man, do your best. Get some experience. This is your first fight, and your opponent is nationally ranked. You're practice for him, he's experience for you. That's the deal. Keep at it, stay on your feet, keep working at it, and you might get ranked. In time. That's how this works. Like I said, it's not personal."



"Alright."



"Now get your shit together. You're up in 5."



"Alright."



Jared stood up, his lanky body betraying a slight tremble as he slipped his padded MMA finger gloves on and walked toward the locker room exit.



Fresh meat.



Huh.



It was true. He had been standing in formation at the Martial Arts Center for Excellence (MACE) last week, and they picked him out of the line of new black belts, telling him he had special duty. 



No one came here with him. He arrived alone. And he didn't really know anybody. He'd only been in DC for a few months, it was in the middle of a weekday…Megan had a test at school she couldn't miss.



It was just him and…whoever the fuck this guy was…



It wasn't that bad, he said to himself. It wasn't like he had no experience. Months in the pit at the MACE primed him for all sorts of scenarios. 



And the Marines don't hand out black belts–he earned his. He could probably hold his own.



Probably.



But it was a first fight. No preparation. A new environment, an unknown opponent…



The chain link door creaked open and he stepped in, clutching his mouthguard in his left hand. He stretched one arm, then the other, trying to play it cool as he scoped out the other corner. 



No opponent had come out yet…



He heard the chain link door squeak and clank shut behind him.



Well, shit.



It was real now…



He took a deep breath, and ran his right hand over his head, trying to regulate his racing heart rate.



"Jay!"



Jared turned around to see three mocha cream fingers sticking through the lower chain link boundary, a modest wedding band attached to one of them.



"Meg?"



He began to make out the shape of her face through the wire geometry. She looked flushed, as if she’d run to get there.



"I thought you had a test…"



"I did. I finished early…I didn't want to miss your first match!"



Jared's heart lifted as more of her shape became visible through the diamond shaped pattern. Her shoulder length black hair, her athletic shoulders, and her plumped frame, now unmistakable as the pregnancy had passed the six month mark.



Without thinking, Jared scurried to the side of the octagon and crouched down, clutching the three fingers that stuck through.



"Thank you, baby…"



He bent down and kissed her fingers as she responded.



"I wouldn't miss it baby,” she cooed nervously. “Just be careful, okay?"



Jared nodded. 



And then…



A voice, with the unmistakable tone of mockery floating down behind him.



A tall, muscular man with visible facial scars standing on the opposite side.



Jeering down at him.



"Awww…look at the little pussy trying to get good with his bitch…don't worry honey, after I take care of your boy, I'll take care of you…"



Jared stood and turned, tilting his head slightly. But he didn't say a word.



A rustle from the spectators–maybe a dozen in all, rattling around the largely open space. 



The lonely sound of a single camera shutter, clicking on, clicking off…



The referee stepped between the two fighters, explaining the rules of the match. 



Jared only heard his voice distantly, and couldn't make out words. 



His eyes latched onto his jeering opponent. He quietly put in his mouthguard and tapped his palms together.



The nerves were gone.



Something else had invaded his mind. 



A rotating flash of rapid-fire memories, faster than he could possibly account for in the moment, or digest.



A firehose of little vignettes…flooding his mind and pulling him away from the moment.



Wrestling in the backyard with his cousin when he was 6…



Failing English in 9th grade. For the second time.



Long, boring conversations with his obsessively academic parents about his struggles to read, listening as they understood without understanding that it didn't matter how hard he tried–he just couldn't get the letters to line up the way the other kids could.



Watching other kids go to college after graduating…



Serving coffee to the same fucking college kids. 



Kayaking alone with a six pack of beer on Lake Champlain because he was a townie, and not a student…



Meeting Megan in the coffee shop.



His first time taking Megan to bed…



Boot camp.



Bunking with Mark. 



Mark standing up to a drill instructor. Standing between Jared and the draconian punishment that may well have washed him out of boot camp. 



If Mark hadn't physically intervened.



Watching Mark get his ass kicked by that same drill instructor two days later, when all the brass was out of sight.



First week in the fleet…scrubbing bathroom floors with Mark. Both of them on their hands and knees.



His wedding…Mark standing on his side as his best man.



That first night when Megan went to that house with Mark…



Sharing the love of his life with his best friend…



The strange, erotic warrior bond of passing her back and forth. Or taking her together…



Double dates with Megan and Molly…



Landing in the moondust in Afghanistan.



The fatigue. The fights. The ambush…losing consciousness that one time, and waking up with Mark hovering over him, bullet wound blood dripping from his face.



Slowly realizing that Mark had carried at least a hundred feet…while unconscious.



The look of total concern in Mark's eyes, searching Jared’s limbs as the blood and feeling slowly returned to them, hunting for wounds in his limp body. 



Even though Mark was the one who got shot…



The trip home. 



The long silence. 



The nightmares. 



The court martial.



The defeated look on Mark's face after coming home from Molly's for the last time. Alone.



Watching Mark stumble drunkenly and attack his CO during his silver star award ceremony. 



Roommates. Holding Megan’s body together between them in bed after Mark's bad conduct discharge…



Watching Mark run out the door the last time…panicked. 



Paranoid, broken. 



Alone.



Jared looked over through the cage at Megan again. She was standing in front of a folding chair now, alone in the otherwise empty first row on his side, fear in her eyes as she clapped nervously, her forearms barely clearing the swell of her belly.



Mark was gone.



Megan was pregnant–and the timing made–certain things ambiguous.



And his best friend was gone. 



Disappeared. 



Maybe dead.



A painful dry socket in his life. Just pure pain and emptiness. No closure.



And Megan was as hurt as he was–bonded as she was to Mark after…everything…



He heard the jeering again. Distantly.



Jared turned to look at his opponent as the dull oblique noise from the referee wound itself down. 



His mind was racing, the words forming a jumble…present, threatening, incomprehensible. 



Just as they had when he tried–and failed–to read about the billy goats gruff in front of the class in second grade. 



A strange, rage-saturated calm rose in him. 



He felt more focused than ever before, even though his stream of consciousness had risen to a whitewater torrent.



Complete chaos inside. Total calm outside.



No coherence. No logic. Just a jumble of objects and feelings. 



Megan…Mark…This disrespectful scarfaced motherfucker…nobody ever…he's gonna…



Jared took a deep breath and stepped back to his corner, looking at Megan one more time. He blew her a kiss, then raised his fists, waiting for the bell.



He was back in the center of the octagon before the first dull ring faded from the air. 



His scar faced opponent, now visibly solemn, strode confidently toward him, and they began circling carefully, looking for weaknesses. Opportunities.



That same scar-faced veteran of the octagon threw a strong, quick jab with his left. A solid opening move. Jared slipped it, clutched his opponent's wrist with his left hand, and pivoted powerfully with an open palm directly up into the jawline.



Seamless. 



Blink and you'd miss it.



Nobody expected it. Especially his opponent, who stumbled back briefly as he tried to find his center.



Jared matched his steps with the precision of a ballroom dancer, then reached his hands around the man's neck, and yanked down with his full body as his right knee flew up.



A sickening crunch. 



The scar-faced man fell on his hindquarters like a toddler, then rolled onto his back, blood flowing from his now shattered nose cartilage.



Jared took two steps back, then turned around to see the distorted image of his wife through the chain link, her hands covering her mouth in shock before beginning to clap together nervously.



Jared's mind raced again.



That's how we do…disrespect me…talk shit to Meg…motherfucker…try it again…



Oblivious to the increasing sounds of camera shutters, as well as the slow rise of flip phones with cameras pointed at him, Jared suddenly felt robbed of a real fight.



It was a silly, but overwhelming feeling. Despite defeating this disrespectful cretin, he didn't feel he had adequately vented his displeasure at the disrespect. 



He turned on his heel to face the opponent, still twitching and bleeding on the ground. He saw the pro’s coach, his trainer, and another man with a clipboard behind the cage door, getting ready to open it and move in. 



He raised his right knee up to his chest and slammed his foot down on the ground, the thump echoing around the largely empty room. He clutched his fists and flexed every muscle in his torso as he let out a savage roar through his blue mouthguard.

 

The fight crew was visibly deterred, holding at the gate as the referee stood up to gently push Jared back into his corner. Jared suddenly came back to himself, following the referee's direction to step back to his exit. 



Stepping back out of the octagon, he passed the man in the clipboard on his way back to Megan, whose arms were wide open for him.



He didn't even break a sweat.



"Jesus kid…" the man grunted, making furious marks on the top sheet on his clipboard as Jared blew past him. 



"You're a fucking mad dog…"



* * *



"Easy, buddy…"



The boy grinned, stepping back from the heavy bag hanging from the ceiling. It swung slowly like a pendulum, coming gradually to rest in the center as its attacker's gangly shoulders heaved awkwardly, out of breath.



"I got it harder this time…right?"



Captain Rein reached in and clutched the bag, stopping the last of its slow undulations. He concealed a smile, knowing what was coming.



"It's not about the hardest hit, son. It's about the right hit. You can't be a one hit wonder, right?"



Jared explained patiently–something he didn't do very often–as his average student was a fully formed, credentialed US Marine. 



With his firstborn–a shy, retiring, but otherwise eager to please boy of 11–it was different.



Marcos wore a loose tank-top and basketball shorts which would have fit him better if he grew out in pace with the rate he was growing up. His growth spurt was awkward: arms and legs too long for his torso, and feet that seemed to get under, around, and in front of themselves all too often.



"But it's better to hit harder, right Uncle Mark?"



"Not necessarily," the captain explained. "It's more about moving your opponent where you want them, then timing out when to hit hard."



"Exactly. That's exactly it," Jared nodded, demonstrating a fighting stance parallel to the boy. "It's about creating opportunity. Then you seize it." 



They faced the same bag from slightly different angles.



"Hands up, son. Now. Spring, left. Just tap the bag."



Tap



"Again."



Tap



"Two in a row."



Tap tap



"Slower."



Tap. Tap



"Better. Perfect form wins matches. You throw a haymaker and miss, you just look like a windmill and nobody goes down but you…"



Tap tap



"Better."



Tap tap



"That's it, buddy…" Mark encouraged the boy from behind the bag. 



Marcos was gaining steady confidence, and a small crowd was gathering around the heavy bag in the gym. Some of the battalion marines were clearly intrigued at the sight of Charlie company's commander holding the bag for an 11 year old while his nationally ranked cage fighting senior enlisted advisor coached him.



Tap tap



"Keep going. Watch your feet. Remember, outside foot always moves first. Keep your weight on a broad, stable base. You feel that?"



Tap tap



The boy nodded.



"Two paces right," Jared said. "Go."



The boy moved his back foot, then his lead foot carefully, then again, before attacking the bag again.



Tap tap

Tap tap

Tap tap



"Good. Back to one. Back to one. Go. Now…"



Marcos quickly darted back, crossing his feet and stumbling.



"Nope…back to two. Try it again." 



The crowd grew further as the boy got more aggressive. Mark cautiously looked around, realizing the novelty of the situation, but carefully deferring to Jared's expertise.



"Okay. Ready to throw cross punches?"



"Yeah…" Marcos was out of breath now, beads of sweat beginning to roll down his forehead.



"Okay. Remember, hips, torso, shoulder, then fist. And follow through."



Thwap



"Nope. Follow through. Try to tag Uncle Mark."



Marcos grinned.



Thwap



"Nope. Not even close. Punch through the bag. But keep your wrist straight. Don't want to break it, your mom will kill me…"



Marcos grinned again.



Thwap



Noticeable chatter arose out of the little crowd around them. Then some encouragement.



"Come on, little dude. Tag your daddy's CO. Right in the jaw…"



"Man…you see his reach? That kid can swing…"



Tap Thwap

Tap Tap Thwap

Tap Tap Tap…THWAP



A general chuckle of approval rippled through the group as Captain Rein, all muscular 6 feet, 4 inches of him, stumbled back a half step.



"Good, son. Good. Now recover." Jared barked quickly. "Move back to two. The first hit opens, the second hit drops, but only if you land it just right. See if an angle opens up before you throw again."



Marcos darted to the right, too quickly crossing his feet again, and tumbling to the ground.



The training bell rang, only partially drowned out by the raucous laughter of the marines in the gym as the lanky boy scrambled to his feet.



Blushing, he tried to resume fighting stance, but the moment was over. Jared slapped his back with a grin and Mark tousled his hair. The little crowd began to disperse to their various weight machines, treadmills, and calisthenic spaces. 



"At ease, buddy."



Marcos grinned at the captain's orders as he dropped his skinny arms, his oversize boxing gloves comically dangling at his thighs. 



"Did I do good?"



Jared and Mark looked at each other.



"Not bad for where you're at," Mark said. "But we gotta get a little meat on those bones. You ready to lift some metal?"



* * *



The line of tightly wrapped nylon ankles and pointed shoes on the bar filled up slowly, one at a time. 

Three legs back, an ankle rested a bright pink shoe, a shiny blonde ponytail dipping down over it rhythmically.



There was pep in the movement, while the other dancers in the studio were more sluggish for an early start to the rehearsal.



Amy held the stretch for a moment before dropping her right foot and switching to stretch her left.



“What kind of coffee are you having?”



Alyssa, the auburn-haired dancer next to her on the bar, grinned.



Amy smiled back, looking up sideways from her stretch. 



“Just a green smoothie.”



“Could’ve fooled me…”



Amy finished her stretch and stood on both feet again, a natural grace to her movement as she began a smooth walk toward the center of the studio, gliding smoothly away from her peers still on the bar, her form reflected twice in the mirrors.



A smooth little bounce. Then a playful hop, and then a fouetté. Then a double. Then three quick steps and a triple, sinking smoothly to one knee.



A few girls turned their heads as Amy rose to her feet, her hips swaying unconsciously as she walked back to the line.



There was definitely something new there. A fluidity—noticeable even for a ballerina when scrutinized by other ballerinas. But underneath the silky movement, there was now confidence.



A kind of…glowing.



She skipped on a step, twinkling her toes with a gleam in her eye and a half smile peaking through.



“Okay ladies…” Mrs. Lyon, the all-too-obviously French instructor clapped her hands together.



“Let’s not dawdle. Line up and we’ll begin peer review of your choreography exercises…”



Mrs. Lyon had ended up in El Paso after marrying a wealthy Texas oil man. While she had come to love aspects of the region, her years in the prairie had brought serious culture shock, and returning to her own ballerina roots at the university was how she stayed sane. And the cultural frustration she nurtured was usually unleashed on the terrified dancers under her charge. 



A nervous line of lithe female bodies in leotards formed in front of one of the mirrors. 



It was choreography test day. Each dancer provided a CD recording of their chosen music. Mrs. Lyon would load it in the player as the subject moved nervously into the center for her self-composed solo dance. 



The girls stepped forward one by one, nervously taking their position. Then, after executing the dance, a smattering of light applause weakly filled the space before quickly dying. 



Nearly an hour past, and a dozen girls had already presented. 



Amy was third from last. 



She smiled easily as she handed her CD to Mrs. Lyon—a departure from her usual reticent look. 



“Gaspard de la nuit…” Mrs. Lyon read the CD cover. “Ravel? Très avant garde. Très audacieuse pour une fille nerveuse.”



“C'est une fille nerveuse jusqu'à ce qu'elle découvre sa femme intérieure.”



Mrs. Lyon blinked, impressed at Amy’s fluid answer as she strode smoothly toward the center of the studio, a line of surprised eyes tilting slightly sideways at the uncanny shift of personality taking place in front of their eyes.



Amy took her opening position, her muscular legs tight together, one arm crooked in, one arm elegantly extended out. Her face was rock solid discipline tempered with easy confidence—her eyes down, her golden hair tied back tightly in a bun.



The music began.



* * *



“Stark. Party of two?”



“Right here…” David raised his hand at the hostess’ summons and stood up. Jordan, who had been seated beside him, stood quietly with him, not letting go of his hand. 



Her auburn hair hung crimped and flowing down her back, stopping to rest between her shoulder blades. She wore a sleeveless, form fitting black cocktail dress with a skirt that stopped slightly above the knee—worn special for tonight’s date. Black heels and a small black clasp offset her white gold earrings, with matching necklace and bracelet punctuating her soft, pale skin.



The couple followed the waiter standing by until they reached their table. David carefully pulled back his wife’s chair, then set it in place as she sat. He nervously smoothed down his own button down shirt and adjusted his tie before sitting down himself and picking up the provided menu.



Jordan smiled across the table as the waiter began to rattle off the specials. David nervously smiled back, then ordered some wine for both of them before perusing the menu again.



"Seems like a swanky spot…" Jordan quipped. "You gonna try and get lucky after?"



David looked over the top of his menu, grinning helplessly. "I wouldn't dare to presume…"



"I'm just sayin'," she continued. "When the menu says market price on the entrees…we girls get the sense you guys have expectations."



"Well, I just want to get you a nice dinner."



Jordan laughed again, a visible flush on her face. She, too, seemed nervous for some reason, David noted. 



He couldn't pinpoint why. The fact that they had dressed up for a night out–dinner at an upscale restaurant followed by tickets to a piano recital–certainly gave the evening a stamp of occasion. And Jordan still got uncomfortable around expensive things…wealth-coded establishments generally made her uneasy. Coming from an impoverished, highly religious household made such experiences feel like she was out of place. 



Even though she knew they could definitely afford it now, it still put her on edge.



Nevertheless, she blushed with delight when David announced the plans a few days before. And she got out her good cocktail dress-the one she'd only worn once before at that pre-professionals mixer at the conference in St. Paul last spring.



God, so much had happened since then.



David's eyes were drawn down toward the tablecloth as Jordan's phone buzzed, lighting up with a notification.



Text message. 



From Patrick Lin.



Jordan glanced down, then back up at David, smiling. 



"So, how did Clint get that New York deal? Hamad and Aisha were saying it was basically impossible."



David looked back up at Jordan, her eyes sparkling with interest at her question. Unrelated entirely to the man texting her… 



"I mean…you know…connections. I mean, it's kinda boring, right?"



"No, honey. It's your business. I know you're passionate about it, and it sounds like there's a story there."



David snuck a half smile.



"Yeah, there's a story. And it apparently involves a county comptroller hitting a moose with his truck."



"Really?" Jordan leaned forward as her phone buzzed again.



Second notification. Patrick Lin. Again.



"Yeah…" David's voice trailed off, his eyes darting down, then back up again.



What was in that message? What was he saying?



"Yeah…so apparently this guy was driving in the rain, and the way the light was hitting the pavement made it so he couldn't see the lines in the road…so he was looking down, then when he looked up…moose!"



Jordan broke into an excited smile, enjoying the story. David smiled back, validated by her genuine interest. The story went on…



And another notification.



This time Jordan's eyes darted down too. But not for long. She was too wrapped up in the tale.



David's mind spun, then spun back again. Jordan's engaged smile pulled him in, but knowing the man who had occupied his bed mere days ago was reaching out…



The phone screen darkened as the message went ignored.



The conversation went on, David ordered wine, then saw Jordan's eyes sparkle again as she deferred to him to order her entree. 



"Flank steak for me, medium rare," David said, handing the menu to the well-dressed waiter. "And she'll have salmon with asparagus…"



Jordan shyly handed her menu over to the waiter, who dutifully disappeared to fill the order.



David found his breathing deepening slowly, relaxing. It was like old times. Jordan liked when he chose her food. He'd almost forgotten that. 



"How long since we've been on an actual, like…night-out kind of date?" he asked.



Jordan thought for a moment. "I don't know for sure…months, at least. I think since you started at Maersk."



"God, it can't have been that long…" David shocked himself. "But yeah, it might be. I've just come home exhausted and we do little day things together, but…I'm sorry, baby."



Jordan shook her head, sipping her wine. "No, I'm sorry. I'm busy too, I'm always nose deep in academia, and my dissertation, and…"



David nodded in understanding. "We're just ships in the night recently."



"Yeah…" Jordan nodded back. "I love when you come home, and I love just being with you, but we should…you know…make an effort to keep dating. Doing this."



"Totally," David emoted, an urgent half-whisper underscoring his sincerity as the screen on Jordan's phone lit up once more. This time with a sustained buzz.



A phone call.



From Patrick again.



A small sigh of exasperation snuck out of Jordan as she silenced the ringer, but the screen stayed lit, the name of the caller still floating in the air between husband and wife.



"You can answer that, if you…"



Jordan blushed. "No…it's fine."



David paused, his heart moving into his throat. "I, uh…I think I know who that is."



Jordan's blush went deeper. "Yeah…I thought. Um. Yeah. I found your watch in the key bucket when…um…"



David realized the jig was all the way up. 



She knew he had been there, listening, when…



"Oh. Okay. Yeah, when I saw his name, I figured…I mean, you can answer if you…"



"No." Jordan interrupted with a surprising air of finality. 



"No. This is our time."



"Oh. Okay." David was taken aback slightly at the firmness of her answer. They sat in awkward silence as the savory smelling entrees were brought and placed before them. 



The air had changed between them. No conversation flowed as they began to eat expensive food. 



Finally, Jordan broke the silence.



"This is really good salmon. Like…really good. What's this crunchy stuff on the top of it?"



"I have no idea," David giggled. "I didn't even understand the menu."



Jordan broke into a wide smile herself, a giggle of her own escaping into the awkward air between them. 



"Me neither…" 



Jordan speared a morsel of salmon and extended it across the table. David leaned forward and took the bite, his teeth clicking on the tines of her fork briefly.



"Damn good, though," David said, chewing. "Really rich."



"Really rich," Jordan agreed, spearing a stalk of asparagus. "But really good. So at least it's not a waste of money."



"Never," David said, smiling. "For you? Never."



* * *



Black rimmed spectacles. Resting precariously halfway down a long, pale nose with wrinkled, papery skin.



That last chord–a surprisingly basic one after the wild, sweeping harmonic and dynamic undulations built into the tapestry of the music–now sunk solemnly into the specially engineered, sound absorbing walls around the piano.



"Gil…"



Dr. De Foglio winced in disbelief.



"Gil…che cos 'era questo?"



"Sorry?" Gil dropped his hands off the long, level white and black keyboard, and turned sideways to face his teacher, who was seated on a chair angled toward the sheet music. Her posture slumped slightly backward. 



Very unusual for her standard tense–really quite rigid–posture.



"Che cos 'era questo? What was that?" She asked sharply.



Gil squinted. "It was…Gaspard de la Nuit…"



The old woman shook her head gently. 



"No. Not Ravel. Not like before. What happened?"



Gil shrugged. "I mean, I've been practicing…I was kinda surprised you let me play it through to the end of the movement…"



She shook her head gently again.



Gil couldn't quite place her reaction. He hadn't seen it before. 



It wasn't disappointed, he was used to that one.



It wasn't condescending…that one was recognizable too.



Obviously didn't hit the criteria for angry…she was Italian after all, and that one wasn't subtle. Maybe something less acute. Frustrated?



It looked like disbelief. But incredulity simply didn't fit the frame here. This woman had probably seen…literally…everything there was to see over the course of her eight decades working with pianos, pianists, and piano music.



Her head rose, her eyes met his. 



"Gil…I ask again. What happened?"



Gil's head cocked to the side. 



"I'm sorry, Dr. DeFoglio. I don't understand what you're referring to. I just…I mean…I've been working on the overlapping hand positions…"



"Perfezione."



The old woman interrupted his explanation.



Gil's mouth hung open. 



He had never heard that word out of her mouth before. 



Perfection.



"How…"



She shook her head again, interrupting his question. 



"I don't know. But something happened. With you. To you. Something. And we have to find out what it is."



Gilbert gulped audibly.  



"Yes," Dr. DeFoglio nodded with determination. "We find it, we put it in bottles, and we drink it every day."



* * *



"Good boy…"



Captain Rein tousled the growing puppy's head, pulling the toy from between his teeth.



"Okay, Zipper. Want to try again? Fetch!"



The multicolored toy flew halfway across the freshly mowed yard, bouncing with a squeak as the black dog bounded after it.



Mark leaned back in his lawn chair, the sun sinking below the green North Carolina horizon. He took a sip of beer, setting it in the cupholder as he watched the dog tear back across the yard toward him, clutching the toy in his mouth.



"Good boy…" he played casual tug-of-war as Zipper growled playfully.



A cell phone buzzed in the opposite arm of his chair. He threw the toy once more, then picked it up.



"Hey Meg. What's up?"



"Hey yourself…" the rich, cocoa voice drifted into his ear. "How's your evening going?"



"Can't complain." A distant squeak as Zipper grabbed the toy off the ground.



"How's the puppy?" Megan asked. "The boys both really want to know."



"He's good. Great, actually. We're practicing fetch, and he's an ace at it. We're having a grand time."



"Oh good," Megan sounded genuinely relieved. "I was worried we sprung him on you."



"Not at all. No more than I sprung him on you," he joked.



"Fair point."



Mark could hear the smirk on Megan's face. 



They sat in comfortable silence for a moment before she continued.



"So, Jared's at…" Megan let him finish the sentence, not fully understanding the answer.



"Public Affairs. In DC."



"What do you think it's about?"



"Couldn't tell you for sure," Mark sighed as he threw the toy again. "The orders came from Division, way over my head. They assured me they're not stealing my company gunny, but it's clearly some…thing."



"What do you think it could be?" Megan began to sound genuinely worried. 



"Well, the orders are only for 8 days."



"8 days that happen to coincide almost exactly with our trip to my parents…"



Now it was Mark's turn to smirk. 



"True. But coincidental. I can't take that kind of credit. This was genuinely unexpected."



"So…what…Like, an assignment?"



"If I had to guess, I'd say recruiting command wants him to fight someone famous on TV. Boost their numbers."



"Oh." Megan's tone was equal parts worried and unsurprised. "Yeah, I guess I could see that."



"Just a guess." Mark took another sip of beer. "How do you feel about it?"



Megan hesitated. "Same way as I always feel, I guess. I always worry he's gonna get hurt, and he always kind of does, but mostly doesn't. And sometimes the other guy gets hurt. So I'll just ride the roller coaster, I guess. Like always."



"Yeah, it's all you can do, I suppose." Mark threw the toy again. Another distant squeak as it bounced, the jingle of tags ringing. "No way around it, Meg. You married a badass."



She chuckled. "Yeah. I guess I did."



A long beat. 



"Marky…Um…I mean Marcos wants you to know that Zipper's not allowed to have more than one little rawhide treat a day or he'll throw up."



"One a day. Got it."



"Hey…" Megan said after another pause. "I've got a conference…a regional conference. Coming up."



"Yeah?" Mark asked, half interested. "Sounds exciting."



"No, it's not. I mean, it won't be. But it's…it's in Nashville."



"Oh. Anything to do there?"



"I don't know, actually." Meg answered, a pregnant curiosity brewing in her voice. "You…wanna find out?"



Mark raised an eyebrow. 



"You mean…"



"Yeah…" Megan whispered. "It's been a while…you know…because of everything. You could just…take a few days leave…just meet me there."



Mark sat up straight in the lawn chair. "Seriously?"



"Yeah. Why not?"



Mark's heart began to skip. "Okay. Yeah. Okay…let me check my calendar. What are the dates?"



Megan paused, checking. "Last week of March…looks like maybe the 28th through the 31st?"



Mark flipped through the calendar the company clerk carefully kept for him.



"Shit." 



His heart sank. 



"What?" Megan's voice took on the early edge of despair.



"Inspector General. Gonna be at battalion until the 30th. I can't leave."



"Shit." Megan's tone was sharp. Bitter.



"Yeah." Mark flopped back in his lawn chair again. "Son of a bitch."



"I was really hoping…"



"Yeah."



The pause stretched on. Mark finished his beer, setting the bottle gently on the patio beside his chair. 



"I miss you."



Her voice cut into him. Deep. He scrambled to squeeze the wound shut before it bled.



"Yeah. Yeah…" Mark's voice dropped to half voice, half breath..



"I don't like how alone you are." Megan's voice edged with obvious tears. 



Mark, knowing Megan was at her parents' home in Colorado, hoped she was in a room alone. At least away from the boys, who would certainly react strongly to their mother crying. 



"Meg. Meg…it's okay…" his voice took on that urgent whisper men use when they lean into the phone to impotently comfort a woman they love. "Meg, I'm good."



A sniffle. Just one, then Megan cleared her throat confidently. That practiced skill of self-leveling a career prosecutor had to martial her emotions into cold, steel focus at the drop of a hat. 



"Good. I'm glad you're good," she said firmly. "I just…I miss you. I mean, I already said it. I just like to know you're okay."



"I…thanks." Mark's answer was truncated and sheepish. He never knew what to say when…



"And just…thank you. Thanks for holding the bag for Marcos last week. You know…at the gym when he was suspended. He won't stop talking about it."



"Really?" Mark chuckled, a half grin returning involuntarily. "Yeah, he actually knocked me back for a second. I was impressed."



"Yeah, he told all his friends."



"Awesome. I bet he did." Mark chuckled. "That's…so cool. He's getting big."



"Yeah. Well, thanks. Thanks for watching Zipper, and looking after Marcos, and…well…everything."



"No problem. Zipper's my little buddy too, so I'm happy to. And any time."



Megan hesitated.



"Okay. Well…I love you."



Mark blinked, cut again. 



"I…I love you too, Meg."



"Good."



Her voice was terse. Bitter, but appreciative.



"Good." She said it again. "They can't take that."



"Never." Mark set his jaw, clearing his throat. 



"Well…call if you need anything. And have fun with Zipper."



Mark looked down at the adolescent dog, now curled up at his feet, exhausted.



"Oh, I will. Take care."



"Bye."



Mark hit the red button to hang up, his forearm dropping helplessly onto the armrest, his fist still clutching the phone. 



The sun was now fully below the North Carolina horizon, the light sinking from pink into gray as the air began to cool.



He felt the emptiness in his chest begin to sink. 



Deep. 



Down into that dimension…the portal of which seemed located between the fourth and fifth rib, just below the sternum. 



That sick, heavy feeling of being alone.



Down. Down. Further down.



He reached down, picked up another bottle of beer and cracked open the lid.



* * * 



It would be a cliche to say there was a knock at the door.



Three chapters into The Castle of Otranto, Mark looked up from his notebook and paperback.



Nope. It was real. 



An actual knock on his actual door. All the while the sun sank into the east Texas horizon…the stark colors pouring through his sliding glass patio door.



What do you know…



He squinted slightly as he set the paperback book face down on the couch next to him, then set the notebook on the armrest before standing up and stretching.



He walked to the door. And opened it.



It was Amy. Her face beet red and her whole body tense–clearly wishing to crawl into the nearest hole and disappear.



"Oh…hey. How's it going?"



"Hey, Mark. It's, um…good. Are you busy? I can come back…"



"No, no. You're good. Just doing some homework. Come on in."



"Thanks."



Amy gingerly stepped into his apartment, looking around at the now semi-familiar bachelor pad decor. 



Spartan. But somewhat tidier than it had been before.



It had been one day shy of a week since she had sprawled belly up on the hardwood floor of the UTEP dance studio, her legs wide open and her leotard ripped from collar to crotch. Haunting, impressionistic piano music had underlaid the experience, providing a kind of syncopation to the rhythm of the two coupled bodies as Amy was taken by another man for the first time.



Mark hadn't forgotten the sheer heat of her womanhood. So soft, so plump, so eager. And just past the initial discomfort of accommodating his size, so very, very wet.



Neither of them lasted particularly long. At least by Mark's usual standard. 



Something about the seduction of her dance, the ambience of the music. All three–Amy, Mark, even Gil–had simply…stepped into a new dimension. As if it was the most natural thing in the world.



After filling her, Mark had slowly drifted back into the moment, and found himself at a total loss.



It wasn't his first experience taking another man's woman. Not even his first time doing it in front of her man. But something about this…was different. After all, he didn't know them well, it was in a quasi public place where anyone could walk in, and he was, himself, quite frankly, a mess of a person. 



He had spent three years trying to find a place in the civilian world. He had acquaintances, but not friends. Nobody he felt he could get close to. Nobody he could be open about his past with. And the nightmares always seemed to come back whenever he approached the threshold of friendship or intimacy.



He had more or less given up on the idea of going back to anything like his old life. After Afghanistan, after the court martial, after Jared and Colonel Chen…



After Molly…



He couldn't trust anyone. Not really. He had his books, his gym time. 



His Jim Beam on the bad nights. 



Keeping away all the people kept away most of the nightmares. 



It was a life.



Then…



"I didn't know if I should text you or…just come over?" Amy asked innocently. "After…I mean…"



"Yeah." Mark understood, returning to the moment.



"So…"



"I hope I didn't…" 



Mark couldn't finish, and Amy jumped ahead.



"No. No, not at all…I mean…"



"Are you guys okay?" Mark asked after a pause, subtly gesturing to the shared wall between the two apartments.



"Yeah. Yeah, um, Gil and I, we're actually, um…really good."



Mark nodded.



God. This again.



"We…I was just…I mean, you just walked away." Amy laughed in confused exasperation. "What was that?"



Mark's memory drifted back again. Her body was so soft and limp after. 



Heaving, her mouth half open, her eyes half closed, her small breasts exposed to the air, her nipples almost comically stiff.



A small rivulet of his seed seeping out of her vagina.



The sight between her spent legs. It was swollen. Soft. Warm. Spent.



He had walked away. 



He had stood up, zipped up, and, with a quick wild look toward a red faced Gil, then one more look down at the petite young woman whose world he had unconsciously rocked, he turned around and quickly walked out of the studio.



"Yeah. I'm sorry about that. I just…got caught up in the moment, and I didn't know how…after."



"You think I did?" Amy giggled. "You ripped my clothes in half! I had to hide in the corner while Gil ran home and brought back other clothes…"



The laugh in her voice assured Mark that he wasn't being attacked. He allowed a small smile, barely showing his right upper canine teeth.



"Really?"



"Yeah…" Amy giggled again. 



"I'm, uh, sorry about that."



Amy smiled, her shiny blonde hair almost glittering as the blush began to recede from her face.



"I'm not."



Mark gulped. 



"Really?"



She shook her head.



"Well…I still am. It was an asshole move. I should have…"



She shrugged. "What do you do after something like that?"



Now it was his turn to laugh. 



"Good point. I still don't know"



She smiled back, a hint of shyness peeking through.



"So…you and Gil. You're sure you're good?"



She nodded again. "Yeah. He…I…we're okay. With it, I mean."



"Okay. Good. Well…you know…drop by any time. I think I owe you guys dinner sometime. You had me over…"



"Sure. Or we can go out or something."



Mark shrugged. "Sure."



Amy turned to walk back toward the door, then stopped and turned around.



"Mark…can I ask…"



"Sure…" he shrugged.



"Was I…was it good?"



Mark's memory flashed back again to the dark room, the mirrors, the lone halo of light. 



Her body had radiated heat. Her delicate yet firm musculature, her lithe body, her almost elf-like features, her golden ponytail.



Something about the way she could yield to him. Little whimpers. Dozens of tiny little breathy consents, running consecutively to each other, and concurrent with the smacking wet warmth of her welcome.



She was...pure wanting…the abstraction of wanting…incarnate. 



Desire made flesh. 



A bootstrapping of wanton eagerness and eager innocence.



Her orgasm was adorable. A desperate, involuntary little clamping around his cock, and a cute little apology as her legs twitched…



He filled her soon after, her jaw hanging open in shocked ecstasy at his release. 



The electricity had traveled deep into his body, swirling around his abdomen well after he had released into her body.



She had gasped desperately, clamping his shoulders with her little hands as he slowly withdrew.



Mark smiled at her standing in the doorway of his apartment.



"Yeah. Yeah, you were."



A shy, self-satisfied smile spread across her face as Amy bounced out the door.



"Good."
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A long, seductive zzzzzzzzzzzzzziiiiippp.



The taut, scooping arc loosened. The fabric, which had ever so slightly stretched over her pale, toned shoulders, relaxed; the smooth, black, synthetic blend fabric slipped tantalizingly downward.



It was always fascinating to Jordan. Watching the watcher. Observing the the concept of infinite interest in action.



Not so much a concept, really, as a repeatable phenomenon that her mind was forming into a concept. 



But that was, at this point, semantics.



What was reality–in the immediate sense anyhow–was David's eyes. Fixated. Screwed, riveted, welded in place. Or more accurately, pulled. As if the slow reveal of her body were a massive linear electromagnet drawing first his gaze, then his body toward her. 



With the emotional momentum of a bullet train.



She liked the second analogy better. Although, holding to the magnet analogy, it was probably a little less like a bullet train and more like those big crane-mounted magnets that slowly lifted junk cars before dropping them into a crusher. 



Again, semantics.



She felt the cool air touch her now revealed torso. Her taut, soft breasts cupped by a snug enticement of patterned silk. 



Black, to match the cocktail dress she had worn on their evening out. With panties underneath boasting the same pattern, fabric, and degree of allure as the brassiere. 



She walked toward her husband, who stood still and dumb, caught in the enchantment of her revelation.



He had played the evening well. A nice dinner. Easy, charming conversation. Good food in a swanky setting. Tickets to a show afterward. And while such expense generally made her feel uncomfortable, Jordan found herself quite taken by the attentive service, and the deference paid by the staff to her husband.



Her husband who was, increasingly, known as a businessman. A successful one, too.

 

Jordan couldn't quite qualify it. It wasn't as if David became a different person. He really wasn't. Physically, mentally, socially–the various elements of his personality were the same. He was the man she fell in love with, the man she eagerly married.



But it seemed that love and attraction were taking on slightly new forms. Or rather, as she was fond of redefining terms midstream, her love for David–defined by its depth, longevity, and instinctive commitment–was much the same, if increasing in intensity, while her attraction–defined by the reaction of her body and desires in a given moment–was shifting into new spaces. 



And increasing dramatically in intensity.



Her analysis halted briefly as her husband drew her close and kissed her deeply, his hand curling around her back.



It definitely wasn't the money, though. That wasn't it. It was downstream from that. Or upstream, depending on how you looked at it. 



She struggled to decide which analytical posture to assume as the gentle click of an unclasped brassiere released the soft pressure around her chest. 



Like the top half of the dress before it, the brassiere fell slack, and then was shrugged off her shoulders, revealing her perky breasts fully. David quickly cupped one while cradling her back with the other hand, continuing their passionate kisses. 



The gentle, moist smacking filled the dim light of the bedroom as Jordan wiggled her hips, her dress falling to the floor. Only the soft lace design on her panties covered the downy thatch of her womanhood. 



She moaned slightly, her thoughts returning to her. 



There was one moment, she finally admitted to herself as she unbuttoned her husband's shirt and ran her palms up his chest. One moment that–for lack of a better word–flipped the switch that turned her on.



Well, more than a moment–it was an event. At that barbecue with his employees. The unforced respect he received. The sheer amount of happiness that seemed to be generated from the midsize service business he had rapidly built. Dozens of grateful, happy men and women deferring socially to her husband as he found a way to not only provide for her, but for them, too. 



It was a heartwarming thing to watch. 



Impressive.



And, as was becoming clear, it was a bit of a turn on.



Her hands slipped downward to unbuckle his belt, then quickly unbutton his pants. His slacks slipped down quickly, and he briefly broke their embrace, stepping awkwardly out of them and whisking his dress socks off.



Jordan giggled playfully as he tossed them over her shoulder toward the hamper, missing completely as he zipped forward again to embrace her nearly naked body. His gentle hands found the swell of her breasts, cupping and caressing as her nipples stiffened further. 



She began kissing him again, her right hand slipping down the front of his boxer shorts and pinching his stiff penis. The smile that broke instinctively on her face briefly made her kisses awkward, before she exhaled happily…



David's thumbs hooked under the small waistband of her lace panties, pulling them over her hips and exposing the soft fleece of her womanhood. The last of her clothing now on the floor, he gently pushed her back onto their bed, and knelt at the edge, grasping her knees with both hands and lifting them up and apart.



Jordan giggled again as she watched her husband's face disappear between her legs.



Finding her warmth, he created some of his own, his eager tongue generating sparks of excitement and pleasure. 



Jordan stammered slightly, her head falling back onto the bedspread.



"Oh, David. Honey…yes…"



David's excitement grew as he watched his wife's legs tense. He lapped eagerly, his tongue finding her familiar folds and attentive pleasure center.



Jordan's head swayed back and forth across the fanned carpet of her flowing hair, her back arching slightly. Her hips bucked gently, unconsciously.



"Baby…come here…" 



Her whisper was urgent as she directed his head upward. David clambered up and on top of her, swaying his hips as his boxer shorts came off.



Jordan waited patiently for him to nestle in between her legs–noting only briefly how much closer his hips were to her thighs when she was actually penetrated. 



Compared to…



She shook off the thought, her body responding with eager delight. She cooed happily, wrapping her arms around his back as they joined, husband and wife.



One flesh.



Her cheeks pinkening, her torso warm, her skin exposed head to toe…and the improvisational melody humming in his ears…



David quickly jerked, stammered, and seized.



Jordan paused, then giggled.



David blushed.



Jordan rubbed his back affectionately.



David laid stock still, afraid that his small manhood, now retreating in disgrace, would slip out of his wife after the momentary incursion. His cheeks burned now, his mouth hanging open helplessly, his glasses hanging off one ear as Jordan moved one hand up to stroke his hair.



"It's okay, baby…" Jordan cooed into his ear. "It's okay…it's okay…"



* * *



It was an open secret. A little conspiracy next to the gear locker in training bay 4.



"Hey Mad Dog…I mean…Sarge…you need a different blanket, man. This one's all fucked up…"



Jared's head jerked toward the voice, coming from Corporal Sanchez, one of a half dozen of his sparring partners in the Martial Arts Center for Excellence, Quantico. A gravelly voice coming from a barrel-chested heavyweight, still adjusting his finger gloves as he hovered over a tiny, gurgling, copper skinned baby boy.



Jared spit his mouthguard into his hand before responding: 



"What's wrong with it?"



"It's got like…holes and shit on the side. He's gonna get cold."



"There's another one in the side pouch in the bag…can you?"



"Yeah dog, I got you." Sanchez' crew-cut head ducked down as he crouched to be at eye level with the infant, digging into the diaper bag below the little end table where the bassinet was perched. 



"Thanks, man…" Jared replaced his mouthguard just as the buzzer rang, viciously attacking his training partner, who struggled to move the punching mitts at a pace sufficient to challenge Sergeant Jared Poisson's now-legendary speed. 



Hearing the rapid fire hissing accompanying the quick punches and kicks behind him, Sanchez smiled as the baby's eyes opened slightly. He tucked the new polar fleece blanket around his sides and replaced the small stuffed dog by his side before standing up to take his own place in the pit space next to where Jared was hurling punches at his bewildered mitt-holder.



The baby was not allowed in the building. The officers in charge had made that clear. It didn't matter that his mother was in law school. Other arrangements had to be made if Jared wanted to train at the MACE.



Similar stipulations had found their way into Georgetown Law. Administrators were adamant that if Ms. Rodriguez-Poisson wanted to study in the library and attend class, she needed to find child care. However, the meager income from a sergeant's salary was insufficient, and with Jared's parents unwilling to pitch in, and her own family far away in Colorado, it was simply not possible.



And she couldn't miss class. Her academic scholarship was contingent on attendance.



But the tiny corner of the basement law library she carved out was remote enough to hide her secret. A few sympathetic classmates occupied the study carrels around her, creating a buffer so the baby could protest his hunger or fatigue without attracting too much attention, so his mother could feed and comfort him.



Everyone else simply pretended not to see him.



"Do you want me to hold him?" 



Alicia, one of her study friends from contract law class, poked her head out to the side in the row of study carrels. Megan smiled to herself, looking back over her shoulder as the little one fussed in his sleep.



"Sure…"



She scooped him up gently and turned in her seat, passing him up to her classmate. Alicia, pulling her long brown hair back and adjusting her glasses, received and cradled him with a helpless smile.



"He's so cute…he's got your eyes…and your beautiful skin…"



Most of her professors looked the other way, too, on the occasions where she slipped in the back row with the baby wrapped in a Bjorn around her torso. He didn't fuss much, and she was neither distracted nor distracting. No harm, no foul. One of her professors, Katz–constitutional law–even discreetly slipped a few board books into her backpack. A little gift for storytime.



And, as quickly became clear, the young Ms. Rodriguez-Poisson was worth the exception made for her. She was already showing extraordinary promise. She was the only 1L who joined the moot court team and found her way to the table, wrote briefs, and even successfully argued cases–sometimes with the baby tucked discreetly under the table. She had a remarkable knack for ordering and marshalling evidence in a compelling way. And her drive was relentless.



By the time she was a 2L, she was leading the team. Ahead of the 3L cohort.



And by that time, Jared had earned the first red-tab on his black belt. Now qualified to instruct other black belts, he was given a clutch of his own students, along with a fight roster. He was a competitor now–generally participating in low-promotion, low-turnout undercard fights. His record was good. But the Marine Corps wasn't ready to put him anywhere with high visibility–yet.



And like his dad, the growing baby stayed in the background, a bundle of raw potential, literally cutting his teeth on a defective mouthguard held attentively by a rotating cast of cage fighters. Today, it was a grizzled staff sergeant with five o' clock shadow and a deep scar over his left eye. Tomorrow, a wiry corporal with his right arm in a sling–victim of an overzealous arm bar and a dislocated shoulder.



But while Jared was only intermittently visible in the fighting world, he was reliably feared. His frenetic style, his physical intelligence, and his truly remarkable speed were unmatched at the MACE, and in any outside ring he stepped into. He almost always submitted opponents, but also boasted a few knockouts. 



He passed the 5 victory mark. 



Then 10. 



Then 15. 



His back, chest, and upper arms slowly darkened with intertwining lines and images as he got a celebratory tattoo with each victory. 



He also cut a notch in his black belt for each loss.



Or rather, he intended to…but there were none of those. 



A parallel reputation sprang up in Georgetown Law. Given the lead of the moot court team that year, the aspiring beltway insiders became unstoppable under Megan's leadership. 



Dressed in her snappy business outfit–her only one–Megan was also feared as she approached a microphone in any competition. Although affable and kind behind the bar, her reputation in front of it was that of a legal knife-fighter–circling her opponents' arguments carefully before slashing them. Then stepping casually away as they bled out on the floor in front of the panel of judges.



So you could see why the open secret of an otherwise easy baby–Marcos, they called him, after a distant uncle–continued without objection in these unlikely, and highly competitive, spaces. Because both parents, equally devoted and committed to both each other and to the baby, were simply irreplaceable in their spheres. 



And they had no access to childcare. 



Luckily, their baby seemed quietly content to simply be within eye and earshot of them. 



And when the long training days were over, when the school and study routine finally abated in the evening, when the three of them could steal a few hours together, there was an unmistakable aura around the little family. All three clearly belonged to a very specific class of people, albeit in different operational spheres. 



They were fighters. 



Warriors, even. Of slightly different stripes. 



The baby's clear comfort in these unlikely spaces showed that he, too, was a natural fit. Literally a born fighter. Ready to cut away every scrap of weakness through the grueling tutelage of adversarial combat. As soon as he could walk like his dad. And talk like his mom…  



At home, after Jared came home from duty at the White House, or from training at the MACE, after Megan made her way late in the evening from the law library back to their studio apartment in Georgetown, the two would fall into each other. Clutching, holding, exhausted. Whoever had Marcos that day would hand him to the other, so they could lavish affection on the boy before laying him in his crib and scarfing down a modest, long awaited meal.



Megan called it a training diet. For Jared. For the cage. 



It took away part of the sting of poverty. One income, and an enlisted man's income at that, with Georgetown rents and a growing baby in the mix. Groceries were spare and had to be carefully rationed.



But Jared really was training, and, with careful budgeting, keeping his protein up and his weight down was doable with a few cheap ingredients repeated in different patterns. 



Megan knew there would be brighter times ahead, after she graduated and began practicing law. And she had learned a few ways to bring flavor to a meager table from her grandmother, who had grown up in West Texas during the Great Depression. 



They made it work.



But it was a Spartan lifestyle. 



With one exception.



Jared, his ocean blue eyes popping in the half-light after the baby's bedtime, never hesitated to slake his thirst for Megan's body–and she never denied him. Their bodies would join affectionately, even passionately–but quietly. Elevated heart rates were masked with subtle positions–hormone charged pleasures papered over with intense breath control. 



Megan, drinking in the vigorous, almost primal masculinity of her man as she clocked the sinewy muscles and visible bruises that composed his long, wiry frame, would roll her eyes back in grateful relief…his long cock unlocking the brutal tension of her own combative, overworked days. 



For Jared, her smooth brown skin, her shiny black hair and deep brown eyes–eyes he now saw in his son–simply melted off the hard edges of the day. And those chaste parts of her beauty simply enhanced the hunger triggered by her swelled breasts and quiescent womanhood when the clothes came off.



The silence of it was Spartan, after a fashion.



A passion released, but in a controlled way. 



Can't wake the baby…



So an element of restraint always marked the event, as it were. But its silence, its poverty, made it beautiful. Arms wrapped around each other under secondhand sheets and hand-me-down blankets. Gentle, affectionate kisses. Quiet eye contact and ragged breath held like a coiled spring until one of them tensed in climax…then the other. 



Then…kisses. Then…the slow parting. Then…sleep. Exhausted. Heavy, unbroken. 



Until the baby stirred.



* * *



"Mmmmmm….that was nice…"



Jordan stretched her arms over her head as David migrated his kisses up her torso. His tongue having found its way to her satisfaction, he felt less awkward about…well…you know…



He flopped on his back, sighing and wiping his mouth with his forearm. Still nude, Jordan rolled on her side to nestle her head on his chest. 



"Thank you…for the nice evening…and…you know…everything…"



Her voice was playful and meandering, her fingers tracing lazy circles around her husband's chest.



"Yeah…of course. You know…I still get excited when you say you'll go on a date with me…"



Jordan blushed, flattered. "Really?"



David nodded. "I mean…duh…look at you!"



His hands gestured down her lithe, unclothed form, tucked against his own.



"Awww…." She sat up partway, leaning over to kiss him slowly. "Thanks, baby…"



Her eyes…gunbarrel blue and endlessly deep–they hovered over his, their faces inches apart. They were the only thing he could see with real clarity while his glasses rested on the nightstand. 



Jordan traced his jawline with her middle finger silently, her eyes holding him captive. 



"What?"



Jordan smiled at the openness of the question. "What what?"



"I don't know…looks like you had something to say."



Jordan shook her head. "Nope. Just really happy you're here."



David smiled. "Did you…"



Jordan giggled. "You know I did. I almost came out of my skin. You hit all the spots."



David smiled impishly. "Yeah. But…you know…"



"What?" Jordan looked confused.



David cleared his throat. "I mean…"



Jordan propped herself up on her elbow, her gaze darkening slightly.



"I mean…" David hesitated, sensing danger. 



"You mean what? Just say it." Jordan's words were chopped. Impatient.



"I mean…I saw he texted, you know…at dinner."



"Oh my gosh…" Jordan flopped on her back in frustration. 



David cleared his throat again, unsure how to proceed. 



"I just thought…"



"Don't." Jordan cut him off. "David…just…just don't. Okay?"



David fell silent. His right hand reached for her left forearm, which she jerked away.



A few seconds of silence, and Jordan sat up abruptly before swinging her legs over the edge of the bed. She stood, yanking her bathrobe off a hanger in the closet in front of her, and put it on, stomping out of the bedroom without saying a word.



David's heart dropped into his stomach. He exhaled in frustration, pounding the bed on either side of him with clenched fists before sitting up. 



Scrambling around the dresser until he found pajama pants and a T-shirt, David wiggled into them and stepped nervously out into the living room.



Jordan sat alone on the couch, her hair stringy and disheveled, her bathrobe cinched shut, her arms crossed uncomfortably, and tears streaming down her cheeks.



David stepped slowly.



"Hey Jo…you okay?"



Jordan sniffed. "Yeah."



"You suck at lying…"



Jordan cracked an involuntary smile, then sniffed again. 



"Shut up."



David sat down next to her, resting his palm on her upper back.



"I'm sorry."



Jordan shrugged.



"Want to talk about it?" he asked.



Jordan shrugged again.



"Come on, Jo. I have to leave tomorrow. Bangladesh. The time difference is going to be a nightmare. Let's not leave this hanging out there."



Jordan swallowed, then nodded. "You're right."



David rubbed her back gently. She was tense.



"I am sorry…but I'm not sure what for yet. Tell me."



Jordan pursed her lips before responding.



"It's our time, David. Just us, okay?"



"What's our time?"



"This. Now. Tonight. It's just us. I don't want to talk about…anyone else, or anything else."



David nodded in understanding. "Okay. I'm definitely sorry now. I just…"



"I know, I know. You like it…"



David shook his head. "That's not it. Well, I guess that's kind of it, but not now. Not for this. I just wanted to say…I know you like to feel good, and I like it when you feel good. But that's not the issue…I just need to know like…when we can talk about it. Because I feel like I always kinda bring it up at the wrong time."



Jordan looked over at her husband. "Okay. Not on date night. Especially when I don't see you very much."



David nodded. "Okay. Do you think you can tell me why? I just need to understand."



"Because I love you…and I only love you." Her voice was insistent. "That other stuff…it's almost like it happens to someone else. Like…I know it's me, and I know you like it, but for me it's like another person that comes out. And…I don't know…it sounds weird, but I don't want her here. I don't want her in our marriage. Not during 'us' time, anyway."



"But I like it when she comes out."



"I know you do. And I'm…trying to come to terms with that. Because I…don't really like her all the time. She scares me. And…I feel like if I let her into the space between us…she'll take over."



"But you're okay if she comes out when I'm gone?"



Jordan shrugged. "Not okay. More like…I feel better when I let her out for a little while. But if I feel like she's in charge…I don't know. I just don't want to lose myself…lose us. Lose what we have."



David nodded solemnly. "Okay. So…tell me how to do this right."



Jordan's eyes welled up with new tears. "I don't know. I just…I had such a good time tonight. You're so funny, and so smart. And I love being with you. I love being in bed with you! Why aren't you enough?"



The frustrated line cut David deep…and touched an ambiguous nerve. He jerked back involuntarily, bewildered. Aroused.



"That's not what I meant, David. I mean…you know what I meant. You're enough. You're more than enough, actually. You're brilliant, and everybody respects you. And it's weird, but…seeing you in your element in the last few days…it got me to see you in a new way. I wanted to make love with you so badly…and then…"



She wiped her tears before continuing on a parallel, but different track of thought.



"I just…I want our time to be our time. That's all."



"Okay, honey. So when is your time for you?"



She hesitated again before answering.



"When you go. I'll let out the monster, and I'll tell you whatever…whatever you want to know."



She swatted her hand in frustration.



David nodded in agreement. Then pressed further, trying to understand the complexity of her desire.



"Jo. Baby. Tell me what you want. What you need. I'll make it happen."



"You can't. Because I need…I don't know."



She grunted in frustration. "I need to not need what I need. I know that makes no sense. I know."



David rubbed her back again, gently, answering softly.



"I know exactly what you mean."



* * *



The heavy stage door clanked shut behind him as Mark walked into the dark.



A darkness filled with thundering sound.



It was unlike anything he'd heard before. The dark wall in front of him had small waves, an uncertain curvature of light twisting its way down the long length of black floor.



He stepped quietly forward toward the front of the stage, inching toward the back of the closed curtain. He brushed his long hair back past his ear, and pulled nervously on his beard.



The music dropped from a thundering, chaotic mass of overlapping tones into a quiet, reserved, almost submissive sounding melody. 



He stopped a foot or so from the back of the curtain, waiting for the melody and gentle, yet increasingly hopeful harmonies as they made their way toward…what exactly?



The music stopped abruptly, followed by a quiet, frustrated grunt. 



The sudden silence seemed lonely and small in the empty, expansive setting.



Mark took a nervous breath and parted the curtain, blinded by stage lights. Blinking once, then again, he saw row after row after row of empty padded seats. Then, much closer to him, on the apron of the stage, a long, brilliant black concert grand piano, its lid open like a hungry maw waiting to devour the crowd that would face it.



"Hey."



"Oh, hey…" Mark answered Gil, seated tensely at the keyboard, wearing an old t-shirt, his long hair pulled back in a hasty ponytail.



There was a strange juxtaposition around Gil's appearance. He was his usual skinny self, and this time the short, loose sleeves showed how skinny his arms actually were–offset by a visible spiderweb of vasculature on his forearms. 



Yet there was something powerful about how he sat there. Not entirely unlike the sight…



No.



Mark squinted at Gil, trying not to see the slight resemblance between the young pianist and Jared–when Jared stood at the outer edge of the pit, waiting to be called in to fight. Jared had always loved hand-to-hand training, and he was even talking about going for advanced degrees at the MACE when he moved to DC, back when…



Yep.



Maybe it was the posture? The look of concentration?



He wasn't sure. But there was some combination of confidence, determination, and abject fear about Gil's posture that found a parallel to an earlier life... 



Yep.



Just like Jared on the edge of the pit.



"Sorry to interrupt." Mark's deep voice boomed into the dark of the empty theater.



"Not at all," Gil shrugged. "What's up?"



"Do you usually practice here?"



Gil shook his head. "No, we have practice rooms in the basement. But sometimes we can practice in the big room. If there's nothing else going on."



"Is it better?"



Gil shrugged again. "I like to hear it fill a big room. Gives me a better sense of how my voicings sound in a real performance."



Mark nodded, not fully understanding the answer. "Oh. Cool."



"So what's up?" Gil asked.



"I just…uh, Amy said you'd be here."



Gil's gaze was wary, but not entirely hostile. Mark wasn't sure how to read it. Amy had been all but openly asking to go to bed with him again, and insisted that she and Gil were "fine," "better than ever, actually," and so on. 



It wasn't without precedent, of course. 



Jared had shared Megan willingly. But they were friends. Best friends, actually, and the emphasis always seemed to be on the "sharing." They shared everything, after all. Gear, responsibility, punishment. Their lives were in each others' hands all the time. It seemed important to Jared that the two people he felt the most love for also loved each other. It was weird, but in that weird way, the pieces fit.



Similarly weird was Chris, who just seemed like a loser and a pervert–broadly speaking. Mark's tendency to simply disregard Chris and make strong moves to steal Molly away from him had ultimately failed, and with disastrous results. All those parts fit too–but they cohered in the way combat cohered–an outcome of disaster that was similarly disastrous. He had walked into a limping, wounded marriage and nearly ended it. 



Then became a casualty of it.



Both situations had ended in disaster. He had fallen for both women, had been explicitly rejected by one and passively betrayed by the other. 



And the thing he had going now–he kept insisting to himself while hiding under headphones at the gym–was good. No long term relationship. 



Instead, he had regulars–Becky from class, Shawna from the coffee shop. And that one girl…the one that worked rare books at the library…the older one. She kept texting. 



A couple others would pop back in every other week or so. He had available gash when he wanted to relieve some stress. They came willingly. And mostly uncomplicated. Well, Shawna had a boyfriend she was cheating on, but…she was a quality lay. 



What did he need this for?



Then again…there was something about the sheer physical heat of Amy's body…the look in her ice-blue eyes as her womanhood squeezed his manhood desperately and her slack jaw choked out an apologetic orgasm…



"I just…wanted to clear the air I guess. Or whatever." Mark filled the silence that Gil seemed content to sit in.



"Okay."



There was a small stackable chair sitting at a 45 degree angle next to the piano bench where Gil was sitting. Mark rearranged it to face Gil directly and sat down. 



He'd never noticed just how shiny the keys on a concert grand are. They almost glittered.



"So…the dance studio."



Gilbert nodded.



"We, you know."



"Yeah man. I was there." Gil cocked a half grin, partly putting Mark at ease.



"Yeah. I didn't mean to…"



"That's not how that works."



Gil's interruption startled Mark. He didn't know how to respond.



"How it works? What do you mean…"



"You don't mean to do stuff that way. I mean…you don't like…decide. It's flow state. Once you're in it, you decide to let go and swim with the current, you stand still and let the current break around you, or you get out of the water."



Gil's surprising explanation confused Mark.



"Flow state?"



Gil nodded. 



"Is that like…a piano thing?"



"Yeah," Gil said flatly. "But it's also like…an everything thing."



Mark tilted his head, intrigued.



"Think of it this way," Gil explained. "Sometimes you decide to do things, and sometimes things happen to you. When you decide, you make the motions, you make the momentum, you create the flow. But when things happen to you, you act on those terms. Like swimming in a pool versus swimming in a river. It looks the same, but it's different on a really fundamental level. We hit flow state in the studio. All three of us."



Gil ran his long fingers through his longer hair, pulling the tie off his ponytail before pulling his hair back and replacing the tie.



"So…" Mark responded incredulously. "I fucked your girlfriend in front of you, and it's cool because it's like swimming in a river?"



Gil grinned. "Yeah. That's one way to put it."



Mark thought for a moment. The words were recognizable, the basic metaphor coherent. But he didn't understand.



"Dude…Amy…she wants…"



"She wants to have sex with you again. I know. I want that too."



Gil's face was red, but he seemed strangely resolute.



"Because of flow state?" The upward inflection of Mark's voice betrayed his confusion and reticence.



Gil's brow furrowed. 



"Here. Listen."



He played a scale on the piano with one hand.



"You hear that?"



Mark nodded.



"I did that."



Mark nodded, understanding less.



"No, I mean I did that. I made a decision, I played a scale, that was all me."



"Okay…"



"Now, listen to this…"



Gil turned toward the keyboard and began to play a slow melody. A gentle, expanding harmony fanned out into the empty theater. Mark was surprised at just how wide Gil's already long fingers could stretch out across the keyboard as the music picked up momentum. And the rich texture of sound–the immaculately tuned concert ground singing out in a giant room built for sound–was a revelation. 



Mark literally began to feel it. Being carried away.



Gil's eyes had closed by then, the melody taking on new ornaments, his fingers flying up and down the middle section of the keyboard. His body seemed to relax into the music, his shoulders dipping and twisting gently



And stopped abruptly.



Mark was visibly jarred. 



"What…why did you stop?"



Gil grinned.



"See what I mean?"



Mark shook his head. 



"That wasn't me. I didn't do that," Gil said matter-of-factly.



Mark was even more confused. 



"Yeah you did. I just saw you do it…"



Gil shook his head. "Not really, no. I mean, yeah, I played it. Duh. But I didn't do it."



A small smile broke Mark's lips, as he began to enjoy the intellectual game.



"Okay, I'll bite. Who did it?"



"A mix, really. It was kind of me. Kind of Balakirev…a little bit you, the audience. But nobody, no one in particular. I didn't do it. It came together. It kind of…happened."



"Like streams into a river?"



"Yes!" Gil slapped the leather top of the piano bench enthusiastically. "You're getting it."



"That's flow state?"



"That's flow state. At least for musicians." Gil replied. "And when you're playing with a group, flow state is more obvious than when you play solo. Like…if I'm playing with an orchestra, the orchestra creates a pretty obvious current I can join with. If I'm playing alone, I have to find a way to create it and occupy it at the same time."



Mark nodded, beginning to understand. "So it doesn't happen on its own?"



Gil shook his head. "Yes. But also no. I can make the music. I have the skill to turn notes on paper into sound in this room. But it isn't really music unless it kind of breathes on its own. I'm not the one who makes it, I'm a medium for something that hopefully, hopefully can create its own flow and momentum. That's when it stops being notes and starts being something else."



"Magic?"



Gil shrugged. "Maybe. Something like that. Something beyond words. Beyond description. But whatever it is, once you experience it, nothing else comes close. It's…it feels necessary. Vital even."



Mark's eyes sparkled.



Gil was obviously a genius. He spoke with such passion and authority. Such obvious depth of thought and feeling. 



Mark rugged his beard again excitedly. He wanted him to go on. To play more. To teach him about the mystical dimensions of performance, to ask him to explain the tiniest details about carefully crafting sound.



For a brief moment, Mark had a strange feeling. He saw what Amy saw in Gil. 



And while he didn't feel physical attraction, he felt something analogous. A more familiar feeling: deep respect. The kind of feeling he used to get when passing another salty platoon sergeant in the chow line in Afghanistan, or when talking to a grizzled, veteran combat instructor on a training course.



The presence of…authority? Genius? Something rare. Irreplaceable.



"That's…really interesting, man."



Gil nodded. "Thanks."



They sat in silence for several moments while Mark thought about what he said. Gil seemed content to think on his own, his mind obviously running in new directions to formulate and articulate the intricacies of his artistic medium.



At length, Mark cleared his throat, the rumbling phlegmatic sound sinking into the deep, dark silence of the empty theater.



"So…flow state and everything…is that…is Amy into that too?"



Gil nodded. "Absolutely. She's a dancer. She depends on it. Without music, what she does is just weird. Dance cannot happen without hitting the flow state. So Amy is super sensitive to the kinds of things that move her. And for her, that moving is…you know…literal."



"Do you guys talk about this stuff all the time?" Mark cocked a half grin.



Gil laughed, rubbing his hands together. "Actually, no. We just…both know. We both get it. When we hear the music…we respond. We get into the river, and we move in it. With it, not against it."



Mark nodded. "So that night in the studio…"



Gil nodded. "Get it now?"



Mark paused for a moment, thinking. "I think so. At least a little more than I did."



Gil nodded again, looking back down to the keyboard. Again, he took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and began playing the same passage of music again. 



He played on for several minutes while Mark was once again carried away by the tonal richness of the music washing around him.



As the music faded, Mark made a connection.



"Amy said something at dinner…about the sound coming through one wall…"



Gil blushed. 



"Yeah."



"So you guys…"



Gil shrugged. 



"Yeah."



Mark nodded, blushing himself. Finally, after thinking for another moment, he cleared his throat.



"I think I understand a little more. So…in the studio, Amy's music was like…more than just the music from the piano?"



Gil's blush deepened. He nodded.



Mark remembered her thin, timid frame hesitating in the middle of the empty studio, the mirrors revealing all sides of her as she carefully bared her small breasts for him. One shoulder strap on her leotard slipping over her shoulder. Then the other…



How he responded to her gesture without thinking. Without hesitation.



Flow state.



"And…" Mark hesitated before continuing. "You think I was just like…music to her, like, just in that context, or…"



Gil shook his head silently.



"Nope. Not just that moment."



They both knew she wanted Mark, and wanted him badly. Music to her body, demanding that she dance. And she was eagerly presenting herself on his stage…



"So what's in it for you, then?" Mark asked pointedly. "Is this like…a fetish or something?"



Again, Mark's incredulity was grounded in experience, remembering Chris Cohen furiously masturbating in the dark as Molly writhed naked on the picnic table in the middle of the night, the crash of ocean waves distorting her animal moans.



Gil shrugged at the question. "Maybe. I don't really know. But…it feels like a river of its own."



"And I'm music for both of you?"



Gil shook his head. "Not directly. You…are her music. At least her body's."



"So what's your music?” Mark asked after a pause.



Gil cleared his throat, sitting up straight. 



"Whatever hers is."



* * *



"Good morning, Captain…"



"Morning, sir…" Mark nodded as he jogged past Major Feltman, operations officer for the battalion next to his own. The major was not in uniform, sporting a t-shirt and shorts as he watered a dry spot in his lawn.



Mark rounded the corner, lightly flicking the leash as the adolescent dog, whose ears were still slightly too big for his head, anticipated his move. The jingle of tags punctuated the steady run, only just starting its second mile.



Megan had gotten back from Colorado yesterday afternoon. Jared from his temporary assignment a few hours later. Both had checked in with him, offering to come by and pick up Zipper, but Mark told them to rest up, he'd bring the dog back before the boys woke up to watch Saturday morning cartoons.



He still had a couple hours, and he liked the company during weekend exercise. The sun had only just broken the horizon as he loped down the placid residential road.



Things were going well. His last fitness report recommended he be promoted ahead of his peers. It probably wouldn't happen, but it was a gold star in the personnel record, and it couldn't hurt.



Not that he was eager to pick up a field grade rank. He'd been itching for command for years, and this was his first infantry company. And the two-edged sword of his own natural style of leadership and Jared's attenuated disciplinary style was that…so reformed was the once-problematic Charlie company, now the battalion brass–and others–had their eyes on both Mark and Jared.



It wasn't all about numbers, of course. But they did have good numbers. Eighty percent of the marines in the company scored within ten points of the maximum in both physical and combat fitness. Their proficiency marks were well above standard–both individually and in each platoon. They had won the last three battalion competitions, and were now the company to beat. And, of course, due to Jared's unceasing efforts, almost half the company had attained a brown belt or higher, making them the most fierce company on the east coast in hand-to-hand combat skills. 



It was a narrative of success, and while Mark knew that he was not the sole source of it, he also knew that he was at the head of it. The ship was tight because he tightened it. Long hours were standard, expectations were consistently high, and individual mentoring and correction were a priority. Everyone in the company had come to expect periodic personal visits and conversations with their CO. Not all of them liked it, but the expectation kept them on their toes.



Mark took a deep breath, clicking his tongue to signal the dog to jump over the broken fence brace before following suit. 



His breathing was deep and labored. He hadn't hit the runner's high just yet, but his blood was pumping. He picked up pace slightly, checking the pedometer on his watch. 



2.3 miles.



He should have been happy. And he was…



Megan's face flashed in his mind. 



They still saw each other often, of course. Company family functions, of which there were many, always featured her prominently. Generally the CO's wife organizes and arranges such functions, but with Mark being a bachelor, his executive officer's wife, Misty Jenkins, took on the role, and always diplomatically included Megan–as the wife of the company's senior enlisted man–to help.



He didn't like having to stay at a respectful, professional distance at those functions as she made her way around, chatting amiably with everyone else. It was hard to handle her beauty without fixating on her. Her dark hair had that intoxicating luster, and she hadn't seemed to age a day in the past decade.



Whatever pernicious gossip had given rise to their forced estrangement had hit well beyond the mark–as pernicious gossip so often does. They couldn't even talk as friends anymore. 



He hated watching her from a distance. Hated that small intimacies had to be forced into secret spaces, always looking over their shoulders. 



They both had too much to lose.



He looked down at his pedometer again. 



3.3 miles. The endorphins had just hit, and he took another deep breath.  



He picked up the pace a little more. The leash holding Zipper slackened as he turned another corner.



"Morning sir…"



"Morning," Mark panted, nodding toward Staff Sergeant Carr, one of his subordinates–second platoon's senior sergeant–taking his trash cans from the curb to his garage.



Despite the dazzling feeling of endorphin rush, the sweat soaked T-shirt was beginning to chafe slightly. The juxtaposition of good and uncomfortable seemed to force open his willingness to admit that…while he was successful, while he had reached a long dreamed-for point in his career, he was lonely.



He was well liked. He had friends and acquaintances. He had Jared, Meg, and the boys. More than he'd had in the past. 



The command was great. The unit was improving. And the Poisson household was like a second family. But there's a difference between being next to people you love and being with them. The forced aloofness grated on him…a fact that became doubly clear when Amy and Gil had come and gone recently. 



Megan was right. He needed someone.



4 miles. 



Mark turned the last corner, seeing the long stretch of road extending back to his house. Another five minutes, a shower, some coffee…he'd pack up Zipper's bag of toys and treats and bring him back. The dog would whine happily, jumping up on the boys, usually knocking one or both of them over. 



He'd slap Jared's back, and give Meg a quick hug–-just enough to get a quick whiff of her hair before stepping back. A quick chat, maybe another cup of coffee, then he'd be back in his empty house.



Alone.



He sprinted the last quarter mile to his driveway, closing the small distance between himself and the dog, both of them crossing the threshold into his open garage. His breath heaving, Mark set his hands on his head and began walking slowly in circles next to his rusty 4Runner while Zipper quick-stepped to his water bowl and lapped noisily.



Jordan.



The name and the face intruded into his mind. 



She wasn't particularly tall, but her lean, distance-runner build had given her the illusion of height. Her dark blue eyes, her button nose, her soft lips, her shoulderblade length auburn hair, just the hint of a wave accenting the shine of it. And a kind of furrow in her brow when she was thinking about something…the kind of look that betrayed an intellectual agility and depth that promised she would never fall behind in a conversation.



And god…what a body. Perfect composition. Athletic. Petite with just the right proportion of curves. B-cups. Smooth, soft, pale skin. Her womanhood both eager and unshaven whenever he uncovered it.



Ever since she timidly stepped into his ROTC office with a beef about some cadet cheating on a psych test, she was on his mind. His own sapiosexuality made it hard to meet women who truly stimulated him, and Jordan's mind was…electric. Nuclear powered, even. 



He loved having to sprint to keep up with her at times. He loved even more that she didn't seem to notice her own intelligence, simply rattling off intricacies and complexities as if dissertation level concepts were the most natural thing in the world. The fact that he would recommend a book to her in bed on a Tuesday and by Thursday at coffee she'd read it and digested it fully.



The fact that she clearly found him fascinating…not just as a man, not just as a sex partner…but clearly as a psychological subject. She tried not to show it, but the slight tilt in her head when he talked about himself…



She had him on the couch, as it were. Analyzing him discreetly. 



It was a unique feeling, and a fascinating one. He was bummed it only lasted a handful of weeks.



Once her cuckold husband got his ass kicked in that warehouse, things had gotten weird. 



Mark felt bad about it, he did what made sense to him to make it better, but it wasn't the same after that. 



He and Jordan had exchanged cordial, even friendly texts for a while, but by then he had orders to Camp LeJeune, the cuck got a new job…it was over. Everyone went their separate ways.



Mark slowed his walk further, stretching his calves and thighs.



It always happened that way. He'd meet a woman who enthralled him, and she'd be married. They'd get together anyway, then some bullshit…and he was alone again.



He had gotten used to the rollercoaster, enjoying the peaks enough to weather the troughs. 



Just…with Jordan, it happened fast. Before he really got to enjoy the relationship. The others–Molly, Amy, now Meg–he felt like they ran a real course. 



Jordan was a raw nerve. One that bit into his consciousness when he sat alone at home with nothing to do. 



Finishing his stretches, Mark pulled out his phone to have a look.



Tinder. 6 notifications.



He sighed, putting the phone back in his shorts pocket. 



Closing the garage door, Captain Rein unleashed the dog and stepped heavily through the kitchen door.



* * *



"Good morning sir."



A surprised squint.



"Sergeant Poisson. What are you doing here?"



Jared couldn't miss the silver eagle insignia resting on the outer limits of Colonel Chen's broad, muscular shoulders.



The promotion came through.



Chen was a full-bird colonel now. In charge of some grouping of auxiliary support units. An important, but boring Pentagon job. Chen was paying dues again, but this time clearly shooting for some stars on his collar.



"Uh, good morning sir. I, uh…I'm still doing White House detail, and I was off today, I heard you were here."



An eyebrow cocked. "Just stopped by for a chat?" His voice was gravelly. Lowering. 



"I, uh…kind of, sir."



"I'm very busy, Poisson."



"I understand that, sir. It's uh, I only need a minute."



The colonel stood, his massive frame accented by the comparatively low set of his desk.



"Relax, kid. You're one of my purple heart boys. That's why you got past the elderly gatekeepers out there."



He waved his hand sarcastically at the door. Jared smiled, relaxing slightly.



"Have a seat, son."



Jared sat, his posture tense and attentive. Colonel Chen settled comfortably into his leather chair across the desk.



"So what's up? How's White House detail?"



"Honestly sir…kinda boring. And the pain in the ass of dry cleaning my blues all the time…"



"Tell me about it…" the older officer nodded. "Of course, now I've got people that do that stuff for me. That's…new for me."



Jared dared a chuckle. "I don't."



"Yeah, no shit," Chen grinned. "And I hear you picked up a red tab at the MACE."



Jared blinked. "Um, yeah. I mean, yes sir, I did. How did you know that?"



"I keep track of promising people. And picking up a red tab at the MACE when you're on suit duty with the political numbnuts crowd is rare and noteworthy. Good job, son. Way to keep your edge in a dull job, and then sharpen it."



Jared fought to keep from beaming. "Uh, thank you sir. It…it means a lot."



"And I hear you and the missus had a new baby, too. Congratulations."



"Thank you, sir."



They sat in silence for a moment before Jared spoke again.



"Do you mind if I ask who else you keep track of, sir?"



Chen's eyes narrowed knowingly.



"Maybe. Who'd you have in mind?"



"Sergeant Rein, sir."



"Corporal Rein. He got busted down, remember?"



Now it was Jared's turn to squint suspiciously.



"I do, sir."



"What makes you think I followed him? He got out."



"I haven't seen him since you chased him out of my apartment, sir."



"That's right," Chen nodded.



"You told me you found him. I still have the text in my phone. I haven't heard from him, or you, since."



"Really?" Chen cocked an eyebrow. 



"Yes sir."



"How long's it been?"



"A year and a half."



Chen leaned thoughtfully back into his chair, the quiet groan of polished leather protesting the move. 



"So where is he, sir?"



Chen turned his head toward the open window, chewing his inner cheek distractedly for a moment, thinking before he responded.



"You know, we did him dirty." Chen's voice was clipped. Ashamed. "Straight betrayal, up and down. A no-lube bureaucratic skullfucking."



Jared's blood boiled, but he stayed still. 



"I know, sir. Where is he now?"



Chen looked back at Jared before answering, his voice low and serious.



"I'm gonna suggest something before I tell you. And I want you to think hard about it. Will you do that for me, Poisson?"



Jared hesitated, then nodded.



"If we fucked him that hard…especially after all the shit that went down in country…that's a deep wound. It's the kind of thing that takes a while to scar over. And if he hears from any of us before he's ready…well, we risk ripping that wound right back open. Even if we don't mean to. Understand?"



Jared's heart rose into his throat. 



"I didn't do shit, sir…I was his friend."



Chen shook his head. "Don't matter. The hurt's everywhere. You might have been his friend, but now…you're a symbol. You still got the haircut, the uniform, the walk. You're part of us. You show up, you're the one that skullfucked him. That's how he'll see it."



Jared felt tears form, but he swallowed, forcing them down. 



"Is he alive?"



Chen nodded. 



"Is he okay?"



Chen squinted, raising his hand and wiggling it. The 'half/half' gesture.



"How do you know?"



"Don't worry about that." 



Chen's answer was flat and final. His tone shifted to that of superior officer instead of affable conversation partner–Jared knew that that line of questioning would not be pursued.

 

Jared leaned back in his chair, relieved to know that after almost two years, somebody knew where Mark was. He couldn't wait to tell Megan…



"Can I find him?"



Chen shrugged. "That's up to you, Poisson. But do you want my advice?"



Jared swallowed again, nodding.



"Let him find you."



Jared sat still, noncommittal. 



Chen hesitated one more time, then leaned forward, his hands folded on his desk.



"Your boy's in El Paso. He stayed with me for a few weeks after all the shit went down, then he found an old football coach on Facebook, stayed on his couch for a couple months. He's in college now, studying English Literature…Literature for God's sake. Reading all day, and apparently fucking an endless supply of coeds by night. Grew out his hair and beard, like some kind of bodybuilding Che Guevara or some shit. And he's definitely drinking his weight. But no hard drugs, no criminal record. Just getting by for now."



Jared blinked at the level of detail. He didn't know what to say.



"Do you know his phone number?"



"It's the same as it was. He didn't change it."



The answer stung. Jared and Megan had called and texted dozens of times. Out of concern, mainly, but feared the worst when he never answered back. 



Eventually, well before little Marcos was born, they stopped trying.



"Good? You get what you came for?"



Chen's gravelly voice shocked Jared back into the room.



"Yes sir…"



"Good." Chen leaned forward, lowering his voice conspiratorially. "Now I need something from you…"



* * *



"Are the boys asleep?"



Still dressed in his service alpha uniform, the dark red and green rank insignia of a gunnery sergeant embellishing the upper arms of his suit coat, Jared's voice held just above a whisper as he stepped gingerly into the house.



Megan nodded quietly, sliding her arms behind his neck and pulling him close. They held each other tightly for several seconds before exchanging a slow kiss, Megan exhaling noticeably.



“How was Colorado?”



“High and dry…” Megan sighed.



Jared chuckled. “I’m sorry I couldn’t go.”



“No you’re not,” Megan chuckled back.



They didn’t let go.



"Seriously. How was it…"



"Fine. Mom wouldn't stop feeding the boys. So they loved that. And Tony took them shooting in the hills."



"Bet they loved that…" Jared squeezed her again. "Everyone loves Uncle Tony."



"Everyone but the Mesa County Sheriff's office…" Meg sighed.



It may have seemed, from the outside, to be a comically long embrace. But both Megan and Jared loved to hold and be held, and they hadn't seen each other in nearly two weeks. Jared slowly rubbed Megan's back, periodically kissing the top of her head.



"So…what was it?" Meg asked at length.



"Recruiting command. Tasked with temporary additional duty."



"Mark thought it might be a televised fight."



"Mark's right. It is." 



Megan sighed again, her hands clutching Jared's shoulders. 



"Who?"



"Jermaine St. Croix."



"Is he good?"



"Ranked ninth worldwide."



Megan cringed, but didn't respond. Finally, they broke their embrace. 



She shook her head gently, hiding the first traces of the tears she knew were coming.



Jared looked concerned, but mostly about her.



"What do you think?"



His question was open ended, non-judgmental. They had been married long enough that he knew questions were better than answers in situations like these.



Megan took a breath, gathering her thoughts.



"Do you have to?"



"Officially? No. They won't order me, and this is technically off-book. They're willing to grant me unchargeable leave to train up and then do the fight, but they'd still use it for recruiting. I'd have to leave Charlie Company, though."



Megan looked up, startled. "Really?"



Jared nodded. "I told them to fuck themselves."



A small smile broke through Megan's face. 



"Really?"



"Yeah." Jared's answer was deadpan. Matter-of-fact.



"So what now?"



Jared shrugged. "They knew I wasn't bluffing, so they backed off that. But they still want me to do it. I told them they'd recruit better if they just pulled me off the line and put me in the cage. They could sell it as…I don't know…something like…'always ready to fight' or something."



Megan's eyebrow raised. "That would work if you win. What if you lose?"



Jared shrugged again. "I don't know. It's a gamble. But it would be a gamble anyway. Personally, I feel pretty confident I can hold my own. And I haven't lost a scored fight yet."



"You haven't fought anyone ranked that high, either. So you still might have to do it?"



Jared shook his head. "I don't know. The UFC guys seemed uncomfortable, the command seemed uncomfortable. They had me do a bunch of camera tests and shit, watched me train with some of the MACE guys again. I guess they'll call."



Megan folded her arms, leaning back against the bedroom door. She pursed her lips, but didn't say more.



"I don't know what to tell you, Meg. I know you're not happy."



She shook her head, burying her face in her hands before running them tensely through her hair. 



"No. I'm not. But I also get it."



"I know you do."



She pursed her lips again.



"What do you need from me?"



Now it was Jared's turn to hesitate.  



"I don't know. I mean…just…while I'm training…"



Megan shrugged. "Yeah, of course. I can use my toys."



"Just for the last couple weeks."



"I know, honey. I know the drill. Anything else?"



"No. Just wrangle the boys."



"Okay. I can get Mark to help with that."



Jared nodded. "Yeah."



Megan again folded her arms uncomfortably, still leaning against the inside of the bedroom door.



"So can you do something for me this time?"



Her voice was earnest, even vulnerable. A rare showing.



Jared squinted, concerned. "Yeah…what?"



"Can you see a neurologist after? Like…soon after?"



Jared hesitated.



"Please Jay. For me? I know you hate it, but after the last one, I swear there was something weird going on with your pupils…I talked to the fight nurse, and she…"



Jared actively fought the urge to roll his eyes. He chose to shrug instead, showing easy acquiescence.



"Yeah, baby. Sure. I can get them to write a specialist consult provision into my contract. It's obviously a ranked fight, so they might even bring one into the locker room if we make a fuss. Mark can make a call, get the battalion doc to sign off. Make it official."



"Really?" Megan's eyes brightened."

 

Jared shrugged again. "Yeah. I mean…I'm not getting any younger, right? Couldn't hurt."



Megan's worry softened. "I don't want you to think it's because I think you're weak. It's not that at all. I'm just thinking long term…and after your TBI in Afghanistan…"



"No, it makes sense. I'll tell Mark, bring him in on it. He'll want to be involved in those conversations. For command purposes, at least."



"At least." Megan nodded.



Jared extended his hand across the bed, his pinky extended. Megan smiled, walking over and wrapping her own little finger around his.



"Deal?"



"Deal."



* * *



The opening bars of Ravel's Gaspard de la nuit were a recipe for repetitive stress injury. One had to approach them carefully. Methodically. 



Gil had a method for that. Practice at normal speed until the hand shape felt natural, then slow way down and drill, gradually rebuilding speed and toying with the dynamics until it clicked. 



It took time. And a lot of that was just repetitive grunt work, doing the same phrases over and over and over again.



Such was the developmental stage of the Ravel piece–which showed real promise.



Amy sat a few feet away at their small dining table, her headphones wrapped around her blonde head as she hunched over homework. 



It had been a transformative couple weeks. They had only been living together for a few months now. But their relationship felt rock solid. Which was strange, given recent…events.



Two weeks ago, Amy had seduced another man. While Gil played this very same piece on a different piano, in a different place, Amy had bared herself for their tall, muscular, and mysterious neighbor. He had carefully laid her down on the bare hardwood, and had fucked her.



Ever since, she had…changed.



Not overtly. And not in a bad way. 



It was hard to pinpoint. The few days after, there was a discernible, rosy glow about her. But even after that faded, Amy seemed to walk a little more confidently. Head up, easy smile, shoulders back. She even said her solo choreography exercise went really well–best in the class. 



A step toward the center of the stage. Maybe even toward the front of it.



And her own sexual appetite had flowered unexpectedly. Even for a young couple in their twenties, they were at it a lot. Gil struggled to keep up. 



So when Mark came by to see him last week during his venue practice time, Gil was far less anxious about the conversation than he thought he would be. They had a good conversation about…the 'why' of this arrangement. And he had assured Mark that Amy's increasingly overt advances were okay with him. 



The next move was Mark's.



When the fifth day passed after that conversation, Gil was all but sure that the neighbor had simply moved on. 



It made sense. They all knew that he could get girls into bed–they heard that particular music through the wall. It's what got them into this whole predicament, after all. Although they hadn't heard it lately. 



When he didn't call or show up, Amy began to lightly tease Gil about the experience. Just to relive parts of it…describing the different feelings, both sensory and emotional. 



Gil always had to squirm against his own rising arousal at her increasingly vivid memories and flowering hypotheticals. There she was, every night and some mornings, cataloguing the new heights, depths, and aspects of pleasure, wondering if ever new horizons might open if Mr. Rein ever knocked on their door…



knock knock knock



Gil's head shot up. He looked over at Amy, still swaddled in between her noise canceling headphones. 



He swiveled around on his electric piano bench, standing up and cocking his head. Amy noticed the movement, and pulled her headphones back, looking up inquisitively.



knock knock knock



Amy's cheeks reddened in thrall. Gil blushed too, in some mixture of shame, fear, and excitement, his heart pounding. He made his way to the door and looked through the peephole.



Pulling his head back, he turned to look at Amy, whose eyes asked the question neither of them dared to put into the air.



He nodded the answer. 



Amy immediately bolted to the bathroom and shut the door.



Gil shook his long hair back and rubbed his hands together nervously before reaching for the doorknob.



Interestingly enough, Mark appeared to be nervous too. When the door opened.



"Hey."



"Hey Mark. Come on in."



"Thanks."



Gil heard water running in the bathroom as he shut the door behind their neighbor. 



"You want a drink?"



"Actually, a glass of water would be really nice. I just came from a writing group. Nothing allowed in the library, you know."



Gil ran a glass under the faucet.



"Oh, right. You haven't been home yet?"



"Nah. Thought I'd…uh…drop by on the way."



Gil handed the glass to Mark, his hand shaking noticeably. Mark took it, downing about half of the liquid at once. He set it down on the counter with a tentative clink.



"So…looks like you've been practicing?"



"Oh yeah…" Gil gestured toward the keyboard. "It never ends, you know. Always closer to perfect, never really there."



Mark nodded. "I bet."



The bathroom door opened, and Amy stepped out. Having removed her hoodie, she now stood in a robins-egg blue tank top, the straps accented by the thin black shoulder bands of her small brassiere. Below, black form-fitting yoga pants accented the athleticism of her lower half. Her bright blonde hair was hastily fixed, hanging straight down behind her, her face newly freshened with tap water and a clean washcloth, her bright blue eyes glistening with trepidation.



"Oh…hey Mark."



Her voice failed at carrying the obvious falsehood–the chance nature of this meeting. 



"Hey Amy."



"What's up?"



Mark shrugged. "Just stopping by."



"That's cool."



The trio stood in awkward silence before Mark, feeling it was his role at this point, took the initiative.



"So…I guess you two have talked about…you know."



Gil cleared his throat. Amy looked down, a blush rushing to her cheeks.



"So…how do you want to do it?"



Gil shrugged, at a loss for words as Amy grasped his hand with hers. Her palms began to sweat as she leaned desperately into him.



With no clear answer, Mark ventured further.



"If you don't want to…obviously that's…"



"No…we want to…" Amy blurted out.



Mark nodded. "So…here? Or…my place, or…"



Gil shrugged. "However you're…I mean, however you guys are comfortable…"



Mark nodded again. "Let's do my place…just, you know. Try it out."



"Okay…" Amy's answer was somehow both reticent and automatic. 



The three stood in silence. Nobody moved.



Finally, Mark picked up the glass of water and drained it, setting it in the sink. 



"Okay then. Well, Amy…if you're ready?"



"Yeah…" 



Her face was beet red as she let go of Gil's hand, and, still barefoot, followed Mark to the door of the apartment. 



Looking over her shoulder briefly, she saw Gil's face, dumbfounded, as the door closed between them.
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“Step inside.”



Amy's body was warm all over as she passed the threshold, the heat centered at the apex of her muscular legs. 



That heat drew her to the source of its inspiration: the tall, broad male body moving confidently from 1F to 1E. 



In the 20 or so feet between the doors, Amy's body descended from stable to violent trembling. 



She'd had stage fright before. Rather a lot of it, actually. It was a known phase of preparation, usually beginning about 20 seconds before the curtain parted. It generally signified a mismatch between her level of preparation and her perception of that level of preparation. 



And generally that mismatch went one way. Meaning she was extremely well prepared but she felt very underprepared.



But for this…it was the exact reverse. She left her apartment feeling prepared…



But that feeling of preparation was just intense desire masquerading as readiness.



Once she stepped through the open door of 1E, she quickly realized she wasn't ready for this.



The door shut behind her. Mark stepped quietly into the kitchen ahead of her. She stopped in her tracks,



"Can I get you anything?"



Amy's head dropped nervously, her chin shaking violently. She didn't respond.



Two glasses clinked on the countertop. Mark, hearing no response, poked his head back into the small entryway.



"You okay?"



Amy didn't look up.



Mark's eyes narrowed, stepping back in front of her.



"Amy? You okay?"



A shaky nod…but she didn't look up.



Mark cleared his throat, lifting her chin up to look into his eyes.



"Do you want to go home?"



Amy hesitated, then shook her head weakly.



Mark nodded, locking his caramel brown eyes with her ice blues.



Mark held her chin between his thumb and forefinger. "Do you need some help?"



Amy reached up and grasped his wrist with her small hand. She nodded gently.



"Okay."



Mark's voice was gentle. Reassuring. 



Amy's face burned with embarrassment, her earlier ardor was completely subsumed by nerves now that the moment had arrived. 



She felt Mark's hand move up from her chin to tangle in her hair before grasping the back of her head, guiding it gently toward his chest. She turned her face, settling into his firm musculature as he rubbed her back with his other hand.



"Just relax…"



Amy nodded silently, the anxiety beginning to melt away as she felt his strong hands caress and gently squeeze her body. 



The tremors steadied. 



She dared to turn her head upward and see his eyes again.



He looked sad. Like he was missing something. Or searching for someone. 



Amy's physical hunger for him was suddenly supplemented–or even supplanted–by a desire to be the answer to whatever question Mark's eyes were asking. 



She tilted her chin further up, inviting a kiss. Taking her cue, Mark bent slightly to meet her as she lengthened her body and, with rare expertise, raised herself on the very tips of her toes until their lips met.



Minutes later, Amy found herself on her back. 



In that bed. 



The one that had, until tonight, produced the music she and Gil danced to, but from a distance. 



Her shirt was gone, as was her bra and leggings. 



Her ankle socks were still on, as well as the panties she had put on after she got back from rehearsal–simple cotton, much to her dismay.



She briefly found herself wishing she had scraped together some nice lingerie…



But any sense of occasion was swept away in a river of pent-up heat–released as Mark's powerful fingers found their way between her legs.



She gasped, her jaw falling open. That pent up heat ran up her torso, deepening the redness in her cheeks as it spread down her neck, creeping down toward her small, bare breasts.



The gasps turned to whimpers as Mark's fingers pulled aside the panties and slipped his long, thick middle finger into the center of her heat. Her eyes squinted, her mouth closed. Small, girlish hummmmms accompanied the rising volume of gentle smacking as her new lover explored the flush wetness that was bared to him.



Another gap in time. 



Amy's panties had gone, her naked body open and eager on top of the rumpled bachelor bedding, mere feet through the wall from the bed she shared with the love of her life. 



Standing above her–tall, powerful, with a thick black beard and hungry eyes–was a man unlike any she had seen before. 



It was different from their first time. The studio had been dark, the intensity of the moment, the flow of Ravel's Ondine, all precluding any deep appreciation of his visual features.



He, too, was naked now. Broad, strong shoulders running down to full biceps and ropy forearms. His chest firm, heaving with anticipation over the visible, defined musculature of his core. His calves and thighs bulked and toned like a sprinter, meeting upward at a thick thatch of curly black hair framing his terrifying manhood. 



Long, thick, with veins that seemed to fight and tumble over each other down its intimidating hang. 



So unlike Gil's–so much more brute. Gil's smooth, pale, refined penis always reaffirmed to Amy that she was being taken by an artist when they made love.



No, Mark's was something overtly brutal. A blunt tool. Or a weapon. 



And it stood straight out. 



Driven to rigid attention by her flushed, naked body. 



That fact inflamed her further. She knew Mark could have any woman he wanted. She knew he had brought other women into this bed. Women with fuller curves, bigger, fuller breasts. Women not given to staring anxiously into a mirror at the seeming girlishness of their bodies like she did.



No. That tool…that weapon…it was ready for her. Just her.



Amy found her hips wiggling impatiently, her legs jutting open as she watched Mark drink her uncovered skin in. 



Seeing her impatience, he leaned forward, lifting one knee and placing it on the bed. Then the other, thoughtfully moving between her legs until the rough, thick head of his cock found the cleft of her eagerness.



She whimpered again as he ran the tip of his own ardor up and down that cleft, testing her readiness. 



It was ample.



He leaned forward further, flexing his lower back as he leveraged his body weight to push into her.



Amy's hummmms began. Involuntarily. A minor seventh higher in pitch than before.



She sank into a fog of her own gasps, unable to stop her body's response.



He was moving.



Her legs wrapped instinctively around his waist.



He began to thrust. Slowly. Gently.



She came. She cried out. She writhed in the fog of it all.



Then, a surprising change. Coming in and out of awareness of her own body, Amy distantly registered that Mark's cock…which had been thumping gently against the bottom–the extreme of her depth–somehow, suddenly, was deeper inside…



She felt his hips settle into the crux of her legs.



He was all the way in…she was taking all of him…



How? She didn't think it was possible…



A warm, almost electric shock of pleasure resulted from the change as the thick tip of his cock found her greater depths…



Amy swam in a warm bath of her own arousal for some time…she didn't know how long. Not many more gentle, pulsing thrusts, nosing around depths she didn't know she had…and a new kind of orgasm followed the first. Amy's voice cracked out in an apologetic squeal as she felt herself drip obscenely onto Mark's bedspread.



Somewhere, in the distant horizon of her awareness, she heard piano music.



Balakirev…



* * *



It seemed right to apologize.



She had left his text message on read for two days. And she didn't answer his phone call when it came.



She did feel a little bad after she dropped David off at the airport for his flight to Bangladesh. And while David had gotten her a bit worked up the night before, she still didn't really want to text Patrick back to take the edge off for her. 



She just…didn't feel like it.



She woke up the next morning, made her way to campus, did her morning run, and headed into the office, intent on patching up the little miscommunication.



But Patrick wasn't there. 



So she texted him back, apologizing for the delay in responding. 



But he didn't answer her texts either. 



So it seemed right to apologize in person. If nothing else, to let him know he didn't have to avoid her by not coming into the office to work.



It was still midday. He was probably studying in his room, or at the kitchen table. 



Familiar cars were parked in front of 157 Dyson Street. But that didn't mean anything. Patrick didn't have a car. He rode his bike to and from campus.



Jordan checked her phone one more time before knocking on the door.



She was nervous. She didn't want to offend him. Or make him feel bad. 



But it was awkward. What's the protocol for telling your sex friend not to bother you while your consenting husband is home from abroad without disappointing or offending either of them? Seems like there'd be some kind of etiquette. But there was no Emily Post entry for that…



To add to the awkwardness, she involuntarily returned to the aforementioned…"worked up" problem. 



David had lit her fire without quenching it. He had taken the edge off with his tongue, as had her six mile run that morning, but it was midday, and she hadn't gotten a good release in more than a week. It felt like make or break time. If she could parlay this little apology into a quick trip to bed…



She knew it was particularly bad because she had had the Lukacz dream again last night. The one where he tutored her oral method. The one where she swallowed it. Over and over again.



Yeah…that one was recurring now.



Not good.



A few seconds passed before she heard footsteps shuffling to the door. She instinctively took a half step back from the threshold as the door opened.



"Hey…"



Jordan didn't recognize him. One of Patrick's roommates, she assumed. They were always carefully stored out of sight when she came to see Patrick. 



"Oh, hi…"



"Can I help you?"



Jordan cleared her throat. "Yeah…I'm wondering if Patrick is home?"



The young man shook his head. Jordan got a good look at him. He was average height, thin. He had greasy hair over his ears, wire rimmed glasses, and wore a polo shirt and jeans.



"I'm…uh…My name is Jordan Stark-Simms. Patrick and I share an office…"



"Yeah, he tried to contact you before he had to go home for a funeral. Hang on, he left a note…"



He gestured for her to step inside, and she followed him past the threshold.



He stepped behind the door, fumbling through what sounded like a very disorganized drawer of miscellany. 



"Here."



Jordan looked down at the crumpled paper.



Dear Jordan



I was called away for a family funeral, I'll be gone until next Tuesday morning. If there's any chance you could cover my classes on Tuesday and Thursday, I'd owe you one. Let me know.



She blew out her breath with a silent whistle. 



"Jeez, I'm sorry to hear that…"



The young man shrugged. "Yeah, just one of those things."



"Okay…well…thanks. I'll head out then."



Jordan turned to leave, then saw a familiar book on the end table by the couch.



Identity: Paradoxes in Human Development



Edited by Janosz Lukacz



She smirked. Patrick was making his way through a rather elementary work in the field written by a much younger Professor Lukacz… 



But that passing thought also made an inconvenient connection between the reason she was at 157 Dyson street, and the recent intrusive, recurring dream.



The connection caused her to fixate and flush briefly.



"Are you okay?"



Jordan snapped back into the room.



"Yeah. Actually, can I use your bathroom real quick?"



Patrick's roommate pointed down the hallway to a door Jordan knew well. She stepped inside, pressing herself against the door before bending over the sink and splashing cold water on her face.



"It's more than a couple days."



Jordan shook her head slowly, refusing to look up.



"You can't run from it. And you can go home to Ricardo…but that’s not going to work. It won't give you what you want. It’s not there."



Jordan held her hands over her face until the voice got quiet before peeking through her fingers.



She was staring back, her hair brushed back, her hands down, her look one of serene determination.



"Honey. It's okay. It's right there. Just get it."



Jordan shook her head again. "No. I don't want that. It's…it's gross."



The girl in the mirror smirked.



"Oh, I know it's gross. That's…kinda the point."



"No, that's my point. I'm leaving."



"I thought you told David you'd let me out."



"Not like this. He's not even here."



Another smirk.



"Okay. I'm going now."



"Oh, you're right about that, honey. The second you open that door, you're going in the mirror, and I'm taking over."



Jordan shook her head. "Why?"



"You'll figure it out. For now, just trust me."



She shook her head again. "Why won't you leave me alone?"



The thoughts intruded again, and Jordan felt her thighs begin to tremble as her core warmed.



"You're in the house, honey. That's what this place is for. You're inside now. You're conditioned."



"You're not Pavlov, and I'm not some hungry bitch…" Jordan snapped at the mirror, whispering urgently.



The girl in the mirror just smiled again. Warily, Jordan stepped away and dried her hands on a towel before opening the bathroom door and stepping out.



Patrick's roommate was standing in the kitchen, putting dishes away.



"Thanks for passing along the message…" She waved at him.



"No problem. Have a good one."



Jordan looked at him again, her heart pounding. She slowly walked toward him, unsettled by the motions that seemed beyond her control, following the inadmissible pull of desire.



"Do…do you think I could have a glass of water?"



"Uh…yeah. Sure." 



He ran a cup under the faucet and handed it to her. 



"Thanks…what was your name again?"



"Rob."



"Thanks, Rob."



Jordan smiled and took two deep swallows. She looked directly through his wire rimmed glasses and smiled. 



"So what do you study, Rob?"



"Microbiology. Ph.D track. First year."



"Oh, interesting. You like it?"



He nodded.



"That's great."



Jordan set the glass on the counter and quietly sunk down on her knees. Rob looked startled, unsure of what to say.



"Uh…everything okay?"



"Everything's fine, Rob. Just relax, okay? This will only take a minute."



Jordan's slender fingers nervously reached up to draw his zipper down. 



He was bewildered now, nearing a panic.



"Um…what are you…are you sure?"



"Shhhhh…." Jordan reassured him, her hand slipping into the fly of his pants before fishing out his cock. "Like I said, just hold still. This'll only take a minute."



"Uhhhh…okay…" Rob's tone was helpless.



It was a modest penis…bigger than David's, not as big as Patrick's, but appeared healthy and functional. Hardening already in her hand, she began to stroke it delicately, then set it on her tongue before taking it into her mouth.



Rob moaned in surprise, his hands instinctively gripping the back of his head in shock. Jordan hooked her fingers under the waistband of his jeans as she began drawing in suction, bobbing her head gently.



He was getting really hard now, she noted approvingly. The heat in her core flared as a modest taste of his excitement dribbled onto her tongue.



When she registered the texture, the taste, and the source, her heart began to pound with excitement, a dull buzz filling her ears as she began sucking eagerly.



Moments passed–she wasn't quite sure how long, but at some point his hands found her shoulders.  He began thrusting in sympathy with the rhythm of her own head. It became a two-person trance.



Her knees were starting to get sore when a strong, hearty stream of masculine fulfillment covered her tongue and began dripping down her throat. Then another, accompanied by a full body jerk and a choked groan. Finally, another, weaker flow settling in a pool on her tongue.



Refusing to look up, Jordan sucked carefully, a few more drops of semen slipping across the surface of her tongue before swallowing. The aftershocks of involuntary twitching subsided gradually, and Jordan let his penis fall from her mouth before wiping her lips with the back of her hand. 



She stood, her face beet red, and cleared her throat.



"Ummm…thanks for the water."



Rob nodded, dumbfounded as he clumsily tried to fit his still softening penis back into his pants. As she approached the door, Jordan called over her shoulder.



"Please…don't tell anyone about this…okay?"



* * *



"Lento…Più lentamente…"



Dr. De Foglio's bony hand extended horizontally, pulsing gently with the desired tempo. She spoke quietly.



"No Presto…Lento…"



Gil's shoulders tensed slightly as he slowed the pace of his playing. She tapped him between the shoulderblades. 



"Relax Gil…stay relaxed."



Gil didn't break the flow of his playing, but the tension didn't leave. His posture was stiff, his demeanor closed off. Yet the expression was undeniably rich…



"Good. Good. Muscular ending. Like a strong man…POW!!!"



She popped his back with a closed fist to emphasize the dynamic. Gill leaned forward, his hair dangling messily around his face as he chopped out the final chords of the piece with a heavy snap. The piano reflected his move, ending the music with a crisp, clear tonality, the felt dropping on the strings all at once and leaving the office quiet.



"Bellissimo…" Dr. De Foglio whispered."Come un fiume impetuoso." 



Gil allowed himself a small smile. "Thank you." He flipped his hair back, uncovering his face. 



Dr. DeFoglio smiled widely. "How does it feel for you?"



Gil paused thoughtfully. "It feels good. More natural."



"Six weeks ago your technical skills…they outstripped your expression. Now your expression is inching ahead of your technical skills. This is what good progress looks like."



Gil allowed himself a wider smile and a blush. "Thank you, Allessandra."



Dr. DeFoglio's face turned solemn. "What was it, then?"



Gil shrugged, the blush deepening.



"Gil. We've made progress. Good progress." She pumped her fist comically to emphasize. Gil chuckled.



"We will hit a wall if we don't identify. Tell me everything."



Gil's entire body tensed as his eyes fell.



"There it is…" she said gravely.



Gil shook his head, feigning ignorance. "There what is?"



Dr. DeFoglio tilted her wrinkled face, her eyes narrowing before she spoke.



"Come sta la tua graziosa ballerina?"



Gil cleared his throat. 



"Bellissimo. Perfetto."



She smiled at the answer. 



"She is a pretty little thing. Does she love you?"



Gil looked up, making eye contact with his mentor.



"Sì. Profondamente."



Dr. DeFoglio processed the answer before continuing.



"But does she give you love?"



Gil's eyes dropped again. Falling silent.



She cleared her throat. 



"Gilbert. I know this is uncomfortable. Mainly because you are American, and you are…how you say…hung up on it…"



Gil chuckled nervously.



"But I see a change…and I know you see it. And feel it. I think the little ballerina is the source of that change. But it's not just her…"



Gil's face shot up. "How do you know?"



Dr. DeFoglio shrugged. "I don't for certain. I just know if she gave you love like you needed, you would be relaxed. You would play like a wide, slow river. Deep, cool, with a flow that cannot be clocked with the naked eye."



Gil's eyebrow raised. "You said I did play like a river. You said 'Come un fiume…'"



"I said 'Come un fiume impetuoso.' How is it in English? White waters? A river that is fast…that tumbles over rocks, that bubbles and froths, and rips the body into pieces."



"I thought it was just because I was playing Beethoven's Appassionata." 



She shook her head. "No. It is everything."



"And you think I should play like a calm river?"



She shook her head harder. "No. I never said that."



Gil sat silently, unsure of how to proceed until she broke the silence again.



"Gil. Is the little ballerina giving you love?"



Gil pursed his lips. Then nodded.



"How much?"



"Almost every day."



Dr. DeFoglio raised an eyebrow. 



"Really?"



Gil nodded.



"Hmmmm…"



She stood up, pacing the space behind the piano bench, occasionally poking a bony finger into Gil's back.



"You are tense. Why are you tense? Is she a bad lover?"



"No!" Gil insisted, indignant. "She's…magic. Perfection. Everything we could want…"



Dr. DeFoglio stopped in her tracks.



"We?"



"I mean 'I.'" Gil hastily corrected. "Or anyone. Theoretically."



Dr. DeFoglio put her hands on his shoulders. She stood still for a moment, not saying anything. Then, she took a deep breath and let it out slowly.



"Play the Balakirev."



She felt his shoulders tense further. 



Gil coughed, then pulled the Beethoven off the music stand, digging through his bag to find the Balakirev. He shrugged his shoulders, which she still held firmly in her bony hands, and began to play the percussive staccato of the opening.



She listened intensely, occasionally squeezing his shoulders, daring him to break the flow of the music. 



He played on, uninterrupted.



"Stop."



Gil obeyed, lifting his hands off the keyboard.



"Gil. You are jealous. Sei geloso."



Gil shook his head indignantly.



"Again. From the top of that page. Mid phrase. Go." 



Gil's face burned, as he began to play.



"The little ballerina. She has a lover. No?"



Gil's face burned deeper. He felt tears form, and he shook his head again, not breaking the flow of the music.



"Gil…"



Gil played louder. Faster. Trying to drown her out.



"Gil…tell me about your little ballerina."



Gil stopped playing. He took a deep breath.



"She's beautiful. Petite."



"Golden hair?"



Gil nodded. "Blue eyes."



"Blue like lapis lazuli? Or like the ice on a mountain lake?"



"Like ice."



"Pretty face?"



Gil dropped his head.



"Perfetto."



Dr. DeFoglio sat down on the chair next to the bench. She leaned forward, lifting his chin up so his eyes met hers.



"Gil."



He waited.



"Gil. Tell me about Amy's lover."



Gil's body began to tremble. She wouldn't let go of his chin. He couldn't look away.



"Gil. Forget you're from Oklahoma. Si? Answer me. Who is your woman's lover?"



Gil suppressed a whimper. He gulped nervously. Nowhere to hide.



"He's…He's our neighbor."



She nodded gravely. 



"How long?"



Gil cleared his throat. "About a month. 



She paused again.



"Play. From the tranquilo." 



Gil's hands shook as he took the position again.



He began playing.



"Stop. Start again."



Gil obeyed. The delivery was smoother this time. She let him play longer. About twenty measures before her bony hand rested on his. He paused, not looking up.



"This jealousy…it is not angry."



Gil didn't answer.



"Go. Play again. From the tranquilo."



Gil began again.



"Stop. Close your eyes."



Gil closed his eyes, waiting for the cue to begin again. Instead, she gave more instruction.



"This man. The neighbor. The little ballerina's lover. Describe him."



Gil noticed his own sweat for the first time. His t-shirt was sticking to his back. But it was no use hiding it now. She knew, and he knew Dr. Alessandra DeFoglio well enough to know she was not going to let go of whatever tangled mass of emotions were churning violently inside him until she turned it into music."



"He's tall. Tan skin. Dark hair."



"Short or long?"



"Long. A little greasy. And a beard."



"Handsome?"



Gil shrugged. "Amy thinks so."



She paused for a long time. Gil began to wonder if the exercise was over, until she said quietly…



"Yes. She does."



Gil gulped. Then nodded weakly.



"How often do this…neighbor and your little ballerina make love?"



Gil paused again, hating and loving the answer.



"Every day."



Another pause.



"And…this neighbor…he makes her body sing."



Gil began to tremble again. He didn't answer.



A long pause.



"Play again. From the tranquilo."



Gil took a deep breath, then began again.



Dr. DeFoglio didn't stop him, just talked over the noise.



"The neighbor…he takes your ballerina. He makes her his…"



Gil leaned into the piece.



"He gives her music to dance to…"



Gil squeezed his closed eyes even harder, his vision turning white and spinning as he began to hear his own music grow distant.



Dr. DeFoglio fell silent as she looked down at a wet spot forming at the crotch of Gil's pants. The spinning harmonies of the Balikirev piece sunk deep into the walls of her office, rich and powerful. 



Desperate, pleading, and yet totally enraptured.



She saw him finish the piece, eyes squeezed shut, his head swaying, his long hair swinging back and forth, his chest heaving. 



Her heart swelled with pride, ecstatic joy at having unlocked the source of Gil's turbulent flow of expression.



He was, in fact, a raging white-water river of talent. And she had found the source.



Finally.



The piece came to a thundering close, but it was several minutes before Gil opened his eyes, his chest heaving. He saw her smiling warmly at him, her wire rimmed glasses hanging down her neck. She reached out and squeezed his hand affectionately.



"Gil…"



He didn't answer, waiting, terrified for her to continue.



"Gil…Tu…Sei Cornudo…No?"



Gil crumpled in shame, his eyes falling.



"Si."



She squeezed his hand again, feeling the exhaustion in his long fingers flowing out helplessly.



"Bravo, Gil. Bravissimo."



* * *



"What the heck was that?"



The girl in the mirror was flushed, panicked. Noticeable tears welling up in the corner of her eyes. She compulsively pulled her hair back once, then again. 



Jordan felt no obligation to answer her.



"Do you even…I mean, Patrick is bad enough. Do you even know anything about that guy?"



Jordan smiled impishly, the aftertaste of semen registering in her stream of consciousness again.



"Of course. His name is Roy. Or was it Rob?"



The girl in the mirror was not amused. 



Jordan took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. 



If anyone else had been home, it certainly would have been an awkward scene to explain. It was early evening, and Jordan Stark Simms stood in front of the floor length mirror of her bedroom, her Wheaton College running team shirt on with no pants or panties. 



The remains of a desperate scene after returning home following a truly stupefying sin.



She barely remembered the drive home from Patrick's house. She had swallowed the bulk of the young man's semen in the moment, of course, but a small film and aftertaste remained as a light coat on her tongue–which caused her heart to continue pounding as often as it registered.



And that heavy, insistent pulse found its strongest resonance between her legs. 



Which consumed her mind, distilling her entire mind and focus, her will and intention, down to a mere throb.



Her first orgasm felt like a fiery flash consuming every inch of her skin, as if her epidermis had momentarily transformed into an electric blanket. Her gasps were desperate, her middle finger locked in a tense curl as it found the button inside her, her remaining fingers clutching her downy vagina.



She had gasped through it. Then, as the memory of Rob's helpless release into her wicked, filthy mouth resurfaced, she took the time to remove her pants and panties before teasing herself slowly toward another release.



Two more climaxes followed–the slow, warm rise before a gentle, comforting wave crashed over her body. 



The frantic passion subsiding, her heart rate finally slowed and she began to contemplate what she had done. 



A strange mixture of pride and horror arose in her heart, each vying with the other to color the experience in retrospect.



She still had her socks on. And her shirt and bra. 



She couldn't deny the satisfaction. She felt deeply relaxed. But she didn't dare look in the mirror.



Unfortunately, she had to pass it to leave the room. And when she did, she really did look ridiculous bottomless with socks on–like some kind of sexually humiliated Daisy Duck walking sheepishly toward the bathroom.



And, even while annoyed at her prudish naivete, Jordan also knew perfectly well that the girl in the mirror was right about what she had done. 



It was beyond the pale, what she did.



But she wasn't entirely sure she had done it.



Oh, it had happened, for sure. She had silently knelt, freed an unfamiliar young man's cock from his pants, and sucked it eagerly until he climaxed. 



All without knowing really anything about him. 



And while the feelings around the experience were intense enough to carry her away in thoughtless, rampaging desire, she couldn't actually identify a point in time when a conscious decision was made.



It was strange to reflect, but the truth seemed to sit uncomfortably in the space between Jordan and the girl in the mirror. 



And a thought tormented her from a higher level of cognition–that this is exactly the line in psychological practice where someone becomes a danger to themselves or others.



Jordan realized the truth with a start as she noted the girl in the mirror was gone. Left alone, standing bottomless with a slowly receding flush, was a young woman in her twenties, deeply conflicted, hunting helplessly around on the floor of her bedroom for her pants.



Her phone buzzed noisily from its position on the kitchen table. She loped half naked down the hall, grabbing it off the surface, flipping it rightside up so she could see who was calling. 



The display now carried the picture. Warm eyes, soft, neatly trimmed beard, button up collar shirt.



And the name.



The Right Reverend Jack Simms

 

* * *



Gil wasn't exaggerating. It really was every day.



Sometimes more than once. 



Amy's favorite type of summons came early in the morning. When the first shot of light began to make its way into their bedroom, she would wake up to a gentle knock on the wall next to her head.



That knock meant that she was needed. That Mark had woken up with a powerful erection, and a dream to fuel its torque and give it content. She always wondered if the dream was about her. She hoped it was.



She would sit up quickly, leaning over to kiss Gil as he mumbled his way slowly into consciousness. As soon as he was awake enough to understand, she would kiss him one more time before slipping out of bed and scurrying discreetly down to 1E, a door to which she now had a key.



Gil would press his face against the wall, hoping to hear heavy breathing before the rhythmic knocks of Mark and Amy's music would bring him to his own self-starting ecstasy.



But Amy's routine was more involved. As soon as she slipped in the door, she would pop a quick breath mint (fearing the off-putting ravages of morning breath, Amy had discreetly arranged a small bowl of mints in the entryway of Mark's apartment. He barely noticed.). She would then slip smoothly into Mark's bedroom. 



He was usually still blinking the night away, sometimes stretching his long, powerful arms.



Mark usually slept in boxer shorts. And Amy, gliding into bed with him, would gauge how amorous his gaze was before deciding her own level of undress. If his eye was hungry, she would strip quickly for him, letting him take in the subtle, modest lines and curves of her petite womanhood briefly before she slid under his covers. She would revel in his musk, kissing him gently–the whole point of this approach was to bring him pleasantly, gently out of sleep and into full satiety. 



She could never resist for long the impulse to grab his cock. It was always rock hard. Ready for her. 



And, as the routine became more established, she was ready for it–her body preparing her heat for him as soon as she woke at dawn. 



But even if she was ready, she would still pull her hair to the side before moistening him with her mouth, relishing how something could be so hard and so soft at the same time.



When he was ready, Mark took over. 



Usually in the mornings he preferred straight missionary, rolling her onto her back and opening her legs.



They would kiss gently as he nestled deeper into her body. Then deeper. Then, with a profound whimper, deeper.



It was a two-stage process, one that she had to look up in a library book to understand. 



She had learned something new about her body. That a woman's cervix, when she is set at a normal level of arousal, sits low in her body. But in certain cases, often associated with extreme arousal, the cervix and uterus lift upward, expanding the space and creating new pockets…



Such was always the case for Amy, usually about five minutes after Mark began to fuck her. He wouldn't be able to fit all the way inside…then, suddenly, he would. She would feel his hips resting comfortably on her inner thighs as sheer electricity would shoot from her core throughout her body. 



That was the point where she would forget Gil even existed, even though in the absence of that wall, he was close enough to reach out and touch her. She would forget her own name. She would forget the Manhattan schools of ballet where she spent so much of her reticent, insecure, artistic childhood. She would forget she had classes, responsibilities, and an overbearing mother.



All that would be left was the soul-melting sensation in her body, and Mark's desire.



Some mornings she didn't even notice the orgasms. It was more like being hooked up to a pulsing generator that turned off her brain. And, after ten or fifteen minutes, she would coo involuntarily as Mark ejaculated powerfully into her body, a vague gratitude for effective birth control flashing across her consciousness as she settled into a blissful morning afterglow.



When the two lovers, still coupled, came back to reality, Amy would gently kiss Mark one last time and wordlessly stand up, dress again in the pajamas she came over with, and turn on his coffee maker on her way out the door.



Gil would be waiting for her, desperate. Erect. Sometimes he had already ejaculated, and needed to be nursed back from the dark brink of shame. Other times he would ravenously undress her and, often seeing a thick rivulet of semen running out of her body and down one of her thighs, would turn into an animal, taking his own turn with her body.



His average penis always felt…different after having just experienced the deep vaginal tenting with Mark, and the thick masculinity to fill it. 



Nevertheless, she would be excited by Gil's ardor, and, usually within a minute, he was gasping with his own release.



That was morning love. 



It happened two to three times per week.



Evening love was a different routine. That was more involved. And it was every night. Always ending with a level of intimate bliss in the frantic embrace between Amy and Gil that signified a level of connection they didn't even know existed mere weeks before.



And the routine was deeply satisfying for all three of them. Mark, for his part, stopped seeing the parade of undergraduate coeds who texted him. Making up excuses–papers, study sessions, family obligations (ironic given that he had no family left)–Mark began to rely entirely on the petite ballerina to meet his sexual needs. 



Partly, if not mostly due to the fact that she was about the best lay he had ever had. And partly, if not mostly because she instinctively seemed more eager to please than be pleased. 



He couldn't quite put words to it, but her sexual attentiveness seemed germane to her artistry. She seemed to slip into a natural state when she knew it was time to couple with him. Her face would flush, her skin would heat, and her ice blue eyes would fixate on him, eagerly searching for cues that she could respond to. As if he was the music she was utterly devoted to bringing into fuller expression through her body.



Her extraordinary sexual attentiveness was utterly new to him. He had had fulfilling lovers before–Molly always gave him what he needed…and of course Megan…



But now he found himself occupying the position of an artist's muse. Her entire world would shut down to then reset and revolve around his physical needs. And in so doing, he would naturally unlock ecstasies in her that seemed to open ever greater hunger in both of them.



Quite frankly, she began to wear him out. 



But it also had strange, unexpected knock on effects. She began attending to other things. She began packing little lunches for him. Paying close attention to just what he liked. She dropped little flavor packets in his water bottle while he was at the gym. She even sharpened the pencils in his backpack, which he realized when he got to class one day.



It was cute, and ultimately harmless. Especially as he also observed a similar spike in her attentiveness toward Gil. Arranging his things, holding his hand tightly as they walked to school on days where they had classes at the same time, making nice dinners for the three of them.



And she was carefully responsive to his sexual needs too. Which Mark now heard clearly through the wall of his bedroom–frantic, if short-lived sessions of squeaking bedsprings that always happened within minutes of emptying the full content of his day or night into her…in his own bed.



His previous relationship with Jared and Megan made him cautiously wary, but ultimately provided him the template for navigating this odd scenario. And the companionship coupled with astonishingly deep sexual fulfillment quickly evolved into genuine friendship. 



Mark ate dinner with them almost every day. Usually Amy would cook something her childhood nanny–who was El Salvadorian like Mark's mother–taught her to make. It always hit the spot with Mark's native tex-mex palate. 



Then they'd have a relaxed conversation and watch some TV before Gil had to begin his night practice routine. Mark would sit in awe of the new dimensions of expression he saw Gil access through the piano, ever more convinced in his earlier assessment of Gil's genius. He would ask Gil questions after each piece–about technique, harmonies, structure. He began to read about classical composers, styles, performers–even some music theory–in his spare time.



Sometimes Mark and Amy would quietly do homework at the kitchen table while Gil filled the living room with aural ecstasy. Other times, they would sit quietly on the couch, watching a movie while Gil practiced with headphones on–Amy firmly clutching Mark's arm and tucking her small body into his muscular one, waiting for the moment when Mark would decide to lead her into her bedroom and fuck her while Gil continued making music.



Night sex happened every day. And it always lasted longer. Mark liked to unwind slowly, and, after prolonged, lazy foreplay, he preferred Amy to straddle him, rocking her athletic hips carefully as she bathed him in tight, warm pleasure. Amy loved hearing Gil practice, often timing her own undulations on top of Mark to the rhythm of the piece–a touch she caught Mark noticing on more than one occasion.



She still apologized for orgasms–an adorable quirk that she couldn't seem to get past. Mark hypothesized that it was because they threw off her rhythm, and capitulating to an apex of pleasure felt inherently transgressive to her dancer's instinct. But she usually had a good one right after tenting, allowing his full length into her small body. Others would follow, usually signaled by a deepening of the flush on her naked chest. Mark loved the little squeeze around him that she seemed unable to prevent when she came. And she had the incredible physical stamina of, well, a professional ballerina in her prime. He didn't need her to go for hours. But he knew she could, and happily would.



But he couldn't resist his own climax for more than 30 minutes. 40, tops. It was definitely long enough to satisfy Amy deeply. But she seemed to take the greatest pleasure when she made him lose control. Her ice blue eyes would always glaze over–a coy, triumphant smile forming on her lips when she felt him erupt up into her…



If there was a better routine for college evenings, Mark couldn't imagine what that might be.



By the time he left each night, the combination of good company, good food, beautiful art, and drawn out, passionate sex made for truly excellent sleep–an invaluable commodity for a man still struggling to hide his posttraumatic stress disorder from himself.



But the benefits of the routine didn't seem limited to a kind of psychiatric analgesic. A strange, synergetic transformation seemed to take hold of each member of the trio as their unconventional relationship settled into its own contours. 



Mark's nights being more restful led to better mornings–better reading, better papers, better workouts. He became more friendly and open during classroom and casual discussions, where he had been known for a kind of alienated brooding in the back corner of the room. He began to tolerate social events. He drank less. Some days, not at all.



Gil's role in the dynamic was as one pulled painfully in two directions. On the one hand, he fell prey to anxiety and jealousy in fits and starts, but also reveled in the sexual masochism inherent to their arrangement. 



But he, too, found himself benefiting from Amy's overall enhanced attentiveness and affection. Clutching him tightly each night after reconnecting in bed, humming happily and dancing casually in the morning at breakfast, made him feel like all her needs were provided for. And her body's enhanced craving for extended, almost continuous touch made him feel deeply loved. 



And most importantly, the strange combination of exciting love and ecstatic fear seemed to open up a direct line to the most potent source of creative energy he had. So while constantly carrying around an obvious air of torturous tension, Gil openly admitted to hitting flow state earlier, more often, and more deeply in his practice routine. Apparently even his performance professor could see the change. 



The most overt and visible change was with Amy, whose transformation could only be described as metamorphosis. The nervous tension of her gait, her reticent posture, her tendency to look down when approached–all vanished. She now walked like a front row dancer–gliding with her shoulders back and her chin up, smiling naturally, projecting the very bodily confidence she had only seen (and envied) in others up to that point in her life.



She found that confidence by sinking into a kind of attentive, solicitous deferral to her lover. One where she kept her eye primarily on what impressed, aroused, or otherwise pleased him. Casual comments he made, such as flippantly indicating a preference for her hair pulled back in a high ponytail, transformed into her default hairstyle, for example. And Mark, after a couple weeks of noticing these tendencies, began to overtly express his preferences for her presentation, which actively thrilled her–and Gil even more so.



Such preferences were mundane most of the time–colors and cuts of clothing, and the like. But Gil was shocked when Mark seemed to cross a line by expressing a preference for Amy to wear casual tank tops when the weather permitted…with no bra. And even more shocked when Amy simply complied–the next day, she walked to her history class with her small breasts unsupported, and her nipples visible through the fabric. She was blushing, but somehow beaming at the same time as she stepped out into the open that morning.



And the shocks continued apace, as Gil noted Mark cleaning up his own appearance–tidy polos replaced ratty workout shirts. He trimmed his beard and began to pull his own hair back neatly. He even offered to cook their shared dinner a couple nights per week.



The rapid, overwhelming transformation of the relationship and all three participants in it seemed too good to be true. 



And perhaps it was, as Dr. DeFoglio had warned. Newness has a way of polishing things that are too good to last. Yet the effect of unleashing Gil's talent…and Amy's…was unmistakable. One's obligation at this point was to, as she had said on an earlier occasion, to find a way to bottle this elixir, and to drink it every day…



* * *



It was pitch dark outside. That special level of dark that the last hour before daybreak brings.



Private Neils, new boot from first platoon, Alpha Company, stood wearily at his post, guarding the door to the now empty Battalion headquarters. He checked his watch for the fortieth time that hour. 



4:15 AM.



He was exactly one hour, forty-four minutes, and 21 seconds away from being relieved from his twenty four hour shift on guard duty. Rotating from post to post, relieved only for meals, his feet were exhausted, his eyes were heavy, and his shoulders sagged.



Three months out of boot camp. He wasn't used to this…



His eyes shot open as the outer gate clanked open, the shadow at the periphery of the floodlights causing him to strain to see…



Dark green camouflage. 



At least he didn't have to challenge…



He straightened his posture, assuming that the roving sergeant of the guard was coming to check on him. 



But he looked different…



"Report."



The voice was low and a little impatient as the figure stepped into the full light.



It was Captain Rein, CO of Charlie Company.



Shit. 



His face was stern, his broad shoulders casting a menacing shadow lurching toward Neils with the light now behind him.



Neils had heard things. Whispers…nothing specific, just that Charlie Company brass was not to be fucked with…



He snapped a salute.



"Good morning sir, Private Neils reports post one-alpha all clear. Building is vacant, nothing unusual to report."



Mark returned the salute.



"Very well. Are you sure the building is empty?"



"Aye, sir. Sergeant O'Mally swept it thirty minutes ago."



"Very well. Secure it. I've informed the officer of the day. Charlie Company is occupying the parade deck this morning and I don’t want anyone walking through here fucking up my formation. No one ranking below company command goes in or comes out of this door without my permission. If the Battalion brass shows up, let them through, but then inform me. Understood?"



"Yes sir." He quickly turned around and locked the door from the outside. "Building is secured, sir."



"Good. Stand by for further orders."



The private stood rigidly at attention as the tall officer walked off to the side of the building toward the stately Victorian house that served as his own company headquarters. Disappearing inside the door for several minutes, he re-emerged just before 5 AM, having shed his blouse and campaign cover. Dressed only in boots, camouflage pants, and his green undershirt, he made his way back toward the main battalion yard. 



He seemed to pace uneasily around the pull up bars. As if he was thinking hard but didn't quite know what to do. He intermittently jumped up and did pullups, dropped down and did pushups, and then stood up, grunting uncomfortably before pacing around again.



He looked like he hadn't slept well. Or at all. For a while. 



Another rustle at the gate. Neils straightened, hoping he wouldn't have to enforce Captain Rein's unusual orders and turn anyone away. He checked his watch again. 4: 57 AM. Three minutes to morning reveille. 



Something seemed off.



A gravelly voice arose out of the dark. 



"Good morning, marine."



It was Gunny Poisson…



Neils had only heard stories about him. Gunny Poisson. The cage fighter. 



"Good morning, Gunnery Sergeant…"



The tall, skinny man in his mid thirties ignored the private and made his way casually past the guard post toward the pacing captain. They spoke in hushed tones for a few minutes. The dawn was just starting to break over the eastern horizon.



5AM. 



The trumpets blasted, and the barracks began to empty of marines, tumbling sleepily out of their bunks and rooms hustling toward the main parade deck, where Gunny Poisson stood at attention, a clear indication for them to fall into formation.



Captain Rein had disappeared back into headquarters…until the battalion parade deck was filled with all three Charlie Company platoons, standing rigid and silent.



Neils marveled at their discipline. Alpha Company wasn't like that…



He looked over to see Captain Rein walk out of the company headquarters, this time in full uniform, striding with purpose toward the assembled company. Gunny Poisson had about-faced to meet him, greeted him with a sharp salute, and gave a brief report before being dismissed to take his place at the rear of the company formation.



Neils strained to hear what would come next, but he didn't need to make the effort. Captain Rein's voice was sharp, low, and strong.



"Good morning, Charlie Company. Stand at ease."



The tightly ordered crowd murmured a greeting in reply, shifting stance to their feet apart, hands clasped behind their backs. 



He looked back and forth, up and down each platoon before continuing.



"I hope you all had a good weekend. I know at least two of you had a little too good of a weekend."



A small chuckle rippled through formation.



"As you know, Gunny P was TAD up north last week. He's back. And he has news."



He paused, building anticipation.



"Gunny P has been offered the chance to compete in an internationally ranked UFC fight."



A strong murmur of surprise and approval. At least one of them shouted…



Yeah, Gunny!



Mark waited for them to quiet down.



"As I'm sure many of you know, such an opportunity requires an intense training regimen. And this one is short–only six weeks. And the initial requirement for the offer was that I release Gunny P from Charlie Company so he could train."



A strong murmur of dissent.



"Which…" Mark raised a hand to silence the crowd. "Which I was unwilling to do. And despite the attractiveness of the offer, Gunny P was also somewhat reluctant to…"



"I told them to fuck themselves!" 



Jared's gravelly voice rose sharp from the back of the formation, eliciting strong, general laughter. Even Mark broke a smile before raising his hand to silence the crowd again.



"This leaves us with a dilemma. Lose a key member of our successful team and give him an opportunity, or rob him of that opportunity and keep him and his skills here."



The company was silent in anticipation, waiting for the decision. Which would it be?



Mark looked up and down each platoon again before speaking.



"I have decided that Gunnery Sergeant Poisson will not be training for this fight."



A murmur of disapproval. Confusion.



"Let me finish…" Mark raised his hand, noting how unruly these marines were at the mere prospect of losing their senior enlisted marine… 

"Gunnery Sergeant Poisson alone will not be training for this fight. But Charlie Company will."



The marines murmured in general confusion, looking back and forth at each other.



"For the next six weeks, this company will live in the pit. We will keep the hours, manage the diet, and work the brutal physical training regimen that Gunny P needs to condition himself to step into the cage with a top 10 fighter. There will be no sick call, no breaks, no excuses. Everyone, and I mean everyone, officers, enlisted, everyone…We all train with him."



The murmured confusion was gradually replaced by an anxious excitement. 



"You will keep the hours, the diet, the physical and mental routine. You will engage in no less than 6 sparring exercises per day in the pit, in addition to physical training, combat drills, and mentored instruction. By the end of the next 6 weeks, Charlie Company will be ready to put any of her members into the ring to face Jermain St. Croix."



Another excited murmur. Most of them knew who  Gunny's opponent was. This was serious.



Mark held up his hand again. "All other training is suspended. All leave and liberty that interferes with this objective is canceled. This is our life now, gents. Let's make it count."



Mark felt a warm flash on the back of his neck as the first actual ray of sunlight broke over the horizon, signifying the direction of the ocean, a half dozen miles from where they all stood. He looked up and down the company one last time. 



"We begin with a boots and flak vest run to the river, then the coast. Drop your blouses, boys. It is so ordered. Platoon sergeants…take charge of your platoons, and follow Gunny P and myself due eastward…Move out!”



* * *



It was Friday night in El Paso. Buena Vista Apartments. 1F. 



After dinner, but before sex.



Amy and Mark had done the dishes while Gil began his evening practice–one hour instead of two. A Friday night reprieve.



As he wrapped up his final practice piece, he turned to put his music away in his bag, noting his girlfriend sitting on the couch, cuddled up next to her lover, watching TV. 



She looked so small next to him, and so content. Her face resting on Mark's chest, her small hand slipping up under his shirt, resting on the musculature of his torso. For his part, Mark’s arm was wrapped all the way around her waist, his hand tucked down the front of her pants, fingers possessively clutching her vagina–which Gil knew she carefully kept smooth for him. Slow, steady foreplay. The slight blush of slow, steady arousal was already on her cheeks.



Gil stirred with arousal of his own, but sat on the chair perpendicular, not wanting to rush or slow down the natural rhythm of their evening plans. He pressed anxiously down on his own erection, enjoying the awkward rush of pleasure at the pressure.



Gil watched the lovers out of the corner of his eye. Amy's hips flexed gently, obviously responding to pressure from Mark's hand. She looked up at him, then back at the TV as he saw him hold focus on the screen. 



"What's on?" Gil asked innocently.



"Ocean's Eleven," Mark replied.



"The old one or the new one?"



"The new one, obviously…" Amy giggled.



"There's an old one?" Mark asked.



"Yeah, actually," Amy responded, rubbing his chest. "It's got, um…Frank Sinatra and like…a bunch of other famous people in it…"



"No shit?"



"Yeah," Gil replied. "It's…not really that good, I think. But kind of a classic. But the new one’s a classic too, honestly."



Mark grunted in interest as the throuple fell silent. The heist movie went on, occasionally punctuated by the gentle, wet smacking sounds from the couch as Mark casually explored the heat between Amy's legs with his long, thick fingers. 



The flush in her face grew. 



Gil knew that foreplay had nearly run its course. They would disappear into the bedroom soon. 



The movie paused for a commercial break.



"You guys want some water or something?" Gil asked, standing.



"Yeah, honey, could you?" Amy asked gratefully.



Gil stood up as Mark reached for the remote to see what else was on. Amy began recounting something that happened during her dance rehearsal earlier as Mark half-watched the pictures flicking across the screen.



Running tap water into two glasses, Gil started at a surprised yelp–not from Amy, but from Mark. He turned around quickly to see Mark sitting upright, rudely displacing Amy from her snuggling position in the crook of his arm. His eyes were wide, the whites showing prominently, and his mouth hung half open.



"Mark? What's wrong?" Amy placed a hand on his shoulder.



Gil looked over toward the TV screen where Mark's eyes were fixed. 



It looked like a sporting event. There was a shot of a cheering crowd…then cut to a skinny man with a crew cut and tattoos, and no shirt…walking out of a locker room…



"A newcomer in the third undercard, challenger Jared Poison, who is actually an active duty Marine. Currently assigned duty to a headquarters unit in Quantico."



The voice on the TV was choppy, cut out by the murmur of a rowdy crowd as the tattooed man paced around the inside of a caged ring.



"Mark…are you okay?"



Amy's voice betrayed nervous concern. She had never seen him like this.



He didn't answer, just moved forward to the edge of the couch, his eyes not moving.



Gil looked back on the screen, trying to discern what Mark's strange fixation was all about. He had never mentioned an affinity for fighting sports…but this was clearly much more than interest. This was…a fixation?



"Poison, 25 years old, boasts a 16-0 record, but this is his first televised match. He is a marine corps veteran of the Afghan conflict, awarded a purple heart and a bronze star, and has spent the last eighteen months training hard at the MACE in Quantico. UFTV caught up with Poison after the weigh-in to thank him for his service, and to find out what the mysterious, undefeated young light heavyweight phenom is all about."



The screen cut to a direct shot of the fighter in the locker room, which caused Mark to wince noticeably. His right eye began to twitch as the short interview commenced, asking the young fighter about his style, training routine, and finally, why he fights.



"It just…I don't know, fighting just feels natural to me, you know?" Jared shrugged as if the question made no sense. "Like it's my purpose in life. But if you ask what I fight for…it's my wife, my son, my brothers in the corps…"



The shot cut back to the announcer, who vamped as they waited for the challenger to step toward the ring.



"John, I think Poison's wife is here…do we have a shot of her?"



"I think so…yes, that's young Mrs. Poison…and their 1 year old…I believe she's a law student in the DC area. When I spoke to Jared earlier, he went on at some length about how smart she is…"



Gil saw Mark's shoulders stiffen even more as the screen cut to a shot in the front row near the ring, showing a young, beautiful, caramel skinned woman with black hair and brown eyes. She wore a UFC baseball cap, and seemed unaware of the camera, focusing instead on her game of peekabo with a copper skinned baby boy, who squealed with delight each time she uncovered her face.



Gil looked over at Mark again, whose lip was now trembling.



Amy carefully took his large hand between her two small ones.



"Mark…what's the matter…"



Finally, he spoke, his voice cracking.



"I…uh…I know him. I know them."



"Oh really? That's cool!" Amy said brightly. "Where do you know them from?"



"Before…from before I started school."



"When you worked as a stone mason?"



Mark nodded.



"Um…Yeah."



"Oh, cool. Friends?"



Mark nodded. “Used to be.”



Gil, with his artistic gift to pick out the emotions in a room, could clearly tell there was much, much more to the story. Mark wasn't just surprised, he was clearly masking deep pain. And he seemed particularly fixated on the giggling baby on the screen before it cut back to Jared in the ring.



"Can we…uh…can we watch this?" Mark asked hesitantly.



"Of course!" Gil said brightly. "You know one of the fighters…That's awesome…what are the odds?"



"I don't know much about this sport," Amy observed. "Is it just like boxing?"



"Mixed martial arts…so it's combined kickboxing and grappling. Kind of anything goes. You can knock out an opponent or submit them."



"Submit them?" Gil asked, curious.



"Yeah…" Mark explained. "In grappling, you can get an opponent in a hold that's so painful they tap their opponent, signalling that they give up. If they do that, the fight is over."



"Oh…that sounds…" Amy couldn't quite finish, not sure how to react. The opponent, a much bulkier, cocky man strode into the ring, glaring across the open space at Jared.



"So are some fighters like…better at hitting or grappling? Like special skills?"



"Yeah, different fighters have different styles…" Mark trailed off.



Mark spoke out of distraction. His eyes didn't move off the screen, he sat still, leaning forward on the edge of his seat.



"There's the bell…Poison and Sabaron circling…we've been told that Poison rarely makes the first move, but moves quickly on the second…"



Mark leaned in further.



"Jab from Sabaron…Poison slips…"



Amy and Gil looked at each other, then back at Mark as he watched attentively.



"Poison fakes," the announcer said crisply. "Sabaron shoots the legs and Poison slips…boy, they weren't kidding. He really is quick. Look at that!"



"His coach described him as moving like Jello on Adderall…" The other commentator observed.



"Quite a phrase there…Sabaron lands a body blow, and tries to hook the leg…Poison is up on the wall! Oh my god!"



Mark leaped out of his seat, his arms shooting into the air as Amy excitedly interrupted.



"What happened? What was that?"



The shouting from the TV was drowned out by Mark's excited explanation.



"Frenchie…you magnificent motherfucker…ohmygod…"



Amy laughed as Gil looked on, fascinated.



"The other guy tried to hook his leg and bring him down," Mark explained to his friends without turning away from the screen. "He would have gotten a leg lock, probably got a submission. Frenchie was cornered so he jumped up against the side of the cage and pushed off, and looped his arm around him on the way down. He reversed him like a goddamn circus contortionist. I've never seen anyone move like that. Ohmygod…"



Mark ran his fingers through his long hair, visibly relieved.



The announcer was still shouting as Mark's friend and the opponent appeared motionless on the floor of the ring. Jared was grimacing, one arm locked in front of his opponent's neck as his opponent's arm stuck helplessly out. The opponent wiggled, panicked, as he tried desperately to pry himself loose.



"Triangle lock…come on Frenchie…bring it home…"



The opponent grimaced noticeably as he tapped on Jared's forearm, who immediately released the hold and leapt to his feet. The announcers were still shouting over each other as Mark began furiously pumping the air with his fist.



"That's. My. Dawg. Fuck. Yes…."



Now it was Gil's turn to laugh out loud. Mark was actually executing a silly improvised dance in the middle of their living room, a wider smile on his face than either of them had seen before.



A few moments passed before the camera cut to the center of the ring, the official holding the wrists of both fighters before raising Jared’s.



Amy's eyes sparkled as she watched Mark smile, but it didn't last. His face fell slowly as he noticed something on the TV.



She couldn't quite tell…but it looked like he was staring at some tattoos on his friend's chest…there were a few interlaced, and she couldn't make out the full design, but looked like a spear wrapped in barbed wire…some foreign writing in cursive or something, a large number set "3-2" on his left pectoral, and some kind of mythical, pointy eared, sharp toothed creature peeking out from some branches underneath it on his ribcage…



She looked back at Mark. He fell completely silent as he watched his friend exit the ring and hug the pretty woman–the announcer said it was his wife–holding the toddler.



"You know her too?" Amy asked gently.



Mark nodded, his eyes not leaving the screen until it cut to commercial. 



Wordlessly, he sat back down on the couch. Amy sat next to him, rubbing his back affectionately.



"You sure you're okay?"



Mark waited for a minute, his eyes still fixed forward, but not focusing on the screen anymore. Eventually he cleared his throat.



"Yeah. Yeah, I'm okay. But…I think I'm gonna call it a night, guys, if that's okay. I…uh…I think I need to go home."



"Oh…" Amy was very concerned now. He seemed genuinely dazed. Even a little helpless. "Yeah, of course."



"I know we keep asking…" Gil stood in the way of Mark's exit. "But are you sure you're okay, man? You look like you've seen a ghost or something. We're…a little…I don't know. Anything we can do?"



Mark shook his head.



"Nah. Just…I just need to…be by myself for a little while."



Amy looked hurt, still sitting on the couch, now by herself.



"Okay. Well…we're right here. Just…you know…reach out if you need anything…"



"Yeah. Yeah, thanks, man. And thank you, Amy. I just…I just need a little time."



He kept muttering to himself as he left, closing the door to 1F behind him. 



* * *



"Is this what you wanted to see?"



"I'm not sure."



David leaned into the rusty shipping container. One of a dozen or so stacked vertically, fronting another dozen to the side, and another dozen or so back. He couldn't really count.



"This is your backlog?"



"Backlog, yes sir. This is what you wanted to see?" 



David's tour guide was solicitous, but seemingly clueless.



"Actually, I was more referring to a spreadsheet, but this is interesting too."



"Oh, apologies sir. We haven't marked this yet."



"Uh huh…"



David flicked back and forth in the dark with a flashlight.



The heat was oppressive, particularly inside a metal box stuffed with retail merchandise.



"Clothes mostly?"



David's guide shrugged. "I don't know. We haven't checked yet."



David nodded again. "Interesting."



He looked down at his tablet, scrutinizing the ship flow and yard assets, comparing it to the amount of product actually moving in and out of the port every day.



At first glance, before he actually started walking around the docks, he was sure that it was a typo. The numbers were all out of whack. The port was a mess, a total disaster. And the knock-on effects of delays a low-flow efficiency model like this would cause at other shipping nodes throughout the Pacific…



He kicked himself for not doing a deeper review before departing from his home airport to Bangladesh. But Jordan had been extra affectionate and attentive…explicitly insisting that their time be only about them. There was no room to tactfully pull out his laptop and get a jump start.



Not that he wanted to ignore her, of course. She was the center of his world. 



But the data associated with this particular port raised both eyebrows and red flags. If the picture they painted were even a quarter accurate, it showed stunning corruption. If more than half accurate, it showed even more stunning incompetence.



Either way, it was an El-Dorado level find for him if he could find a way to fix it.



Backlogs of uncategorized merchandise, undetermined dates of arrival and departure. Products, precursors, durables, perishables, combustibles, all stacked randomly. Who knew what went where? 



It was simply a mass of expensive assets sitting idle. Rotting. 



He quickly began to work his way through the stacked shipping containers, writing in brief descriptions of contents. 



A task that should have taken twenty minutes took 5 hours.



He walked briskly back to the office they provided for him and began untangling the overlapping disasters found throughout the port, and looking at shipping schedules and manifests. He didn't hear the buzz on his phone the first time.



Or the second.



Or the third.



David worked feverishly and without stopping. By 10PM on the first night, he had drawn up a rough battle plan to attack the absolute logistical disaster that was this particular port. He had sent out skeletons of memos, drawn up maintenance orders, and began drafting specific organizational and work orders to section managers, as well as to ship dispatchers.



He had also calculated a rough range of efficiency increase he might be able to extract from this particular facility if his fixes were successful. 



It was higher than all other successful port audits combined.



His commission, if even three quarters effective, would be 7 figures.



Definitely a game changer.



So when he tumbled into bed, exhausted with his mind still spinning, it came as no surprise that he barely registered the content of Jordan's text messages when he checked his phone:



Jordan: 💃💃💃💦💦💦

Sent 7:14 AM



Jordan: Hey baby…hope you're not too jetlagged. I need to tell you something. I love you…please call me.



Sent 9:03 AM



Jordan: David…can you call me back? We need to talk.



Sent: 11:39 AM



It was the third unanswered message that caught his attention. With the time difference, that would have been sent at nearly midnight, her time.



He checked his watch…it was…just before noon, central time. On…Tuesday. He knew she didn't have morning class today. 



He quickly dialed her number. It rang twice before she picked up.



"Hey baby…" her voice sounded rushed. "Just got out of class."



"Hey Jo…sorry I missed your messages. I am neck deep in this one…it's a mess. First time I looked at my phone today. Everything okay?"



She sounded like she was breathing heavily.



"Jo?"



"Yeah, I'm here. I'm just…I'm trying to walk to my car. Give me just a second."



"Okay…" 



David leaned back in his hotel chair, suddenly nervous as she walked without talking.



"Okay…" he heard her voice change as the sound of a car door closing clipped in the background. "Okay, I'm here."



"Everything okay?" David's voice was gentle, sensing something was wrong.



"Yeah…yeah, I just…I just got out of class."



"I thought you didn't have class today."



"Yeah, I'm covering for someone."



"Oh."



Jordan was silent for a moment.



"It's Patrick. I'm covering for Patrick."



"Oh." David felt his excitement grow in spite of himself.



"He's…um, out of town."



"Oh. Is that…?"



David wanted to tread carefully. The last time he asked her to tell him about Patrick, it ended poorly. 



Then again, she had agreed to tell him when they were apart…



"Is that bad?" she answered briskly. "I don't know, David."



She sounded exasperated. 



"Am I walking into a minefield here?" David tried his best to use his silly voice to disarm her.



A gamble.



Jordan sighed audibly. 



"Yeah. Kinda."



"I mean…I got your first text…"



"Yeah…about that. Do you really want to know?"



David straightened in his chair. Was there something to know?"



"Always, baby."



"Okay…" Jordan paused, clearly weighing what to say next.



"Okay…but…promise you won't get mad."



Now she really had his attention.



"I promise." 



"Okay, well, I went over to Patrick's to…you know…apologize. And maybe more, but he left a note saying he was going to be gone this week. Family thing."



"Okay…"



"So I asked to use the bathroom, and I guess…I guess I was feeling kinda wild…anyway…I kinda did something with another guy."



"Another guy?"



David's erection rose with embarrassing efficiency.



"Yeah…I just…got a wild hair, I guess. Anyway, I did…some stuff with another guy. And I should have asked you first. I just…it was really quick, and I didn't think about it beforehand. And I guess I just felt really bad about it."



"What did you do?" David pressed unconsciously against his crotch, feeling the pulse of excitement create a warm sensation in his lower torso.



"I…just kinda…used my mouth on him. And then I just kinda left."



She sounded almost confused at herself. And disappointed. As if she didn't understand her own actions.



But David couldn't even process the wallop of information that smacked him in the face. 



He imagined his wife kneeling demurely in front of a stranger, mindlessly servicing him until…



"Really…" David whispered.



"Yeah."



Jordan whispered back. But not with the husky whisper of arousal. 



It was a weak whisper. Shameful.



David could tell Jordan was trying to humor him, but was also wracked with conflict about it. The mismatched whispers instantly killed the mood.



"Jo, honey…are you okay?"



She paused, clearly weighing a response before she burst into tears.



"Jo…what's wrong. Just tell me."



"My dad called me. Like…almost right after…"



David winced. "Oh. Yeah…that's…that's bad."



Jordan sobbed quietly.



"I just felt…I feel so gross. So wrong. But in the moment…I can't stop myself."



"Jo…take a deep breath, baby." David's voice was level. He held his hand out to the air instinctively.



Jordan stopped long enough to take a deep breath. Then another. 



"It's okay…let it out," he reassured her.



Her breath stammered, still holding on to a few choked sobs.



"Let's just talk this through, honey."



He sat still for a few minutes while Jordan got the bulk of her emotion out.



"Okay…you feel better now?"



"Uh huh…a little…" Her voice was vulnerable, weak. Gulping down the ugly cries.



"What can I do for you, Jo?"



"Um…can we facetime?"



"Yeah…of course."



David hit the icon on his smartphone, and a few seconds later Jordan's face appeared against the backdrop of her CR-V, her eyes red and puffy from crying.



"Hey…there she is…" David's voice was chipper. "I love that face!"



Jordan gasped out an embarrassed laugh. "Don't…I look so dumb…"



"Not even a little," David said quietly. 



"Okay…"



"So…talk to me, beautiful."



Jordan hesitated before starting.



"It's just…like…such a rollercoaster. I've thought a lot about this. From like a hundred different angles. And I'm just sick of…I guess not having any real answers. Like…I think one thing, and then I think the exact opposite. I feel like…super excited to do this stuff for you, and then I feel super bad…I know that you love it, but then I can't talk to my dad without feeling…like…garbage. And I'm afraid to look in the mirror, because…I mean, who am I anymore?"



David nodded. "Yeah…I can see that."



Jordan sniffled. "I feel like I'm two people being pulled apart in the middle. And I want to be one sometimes, and the other sometimes, but I'm just…sick of that feeling. I just…want to be happy, and be one person."



David nodded again.



"Yeah. Yeah, I see that."



She sniffled once more.



"That's all. I just…I wanted to tell you…about the new guy. Because I know you like to know."



"Did…did you like it?"



Jordan looked away out the window. "The thing?"

 

David nodded. "Yeah."



She shrugged. "Part of me did…I mean, you saw my first text."



David nodded. "Yeah, I did."



"It's just part of me, though. And right now I think that part of me is gross."



"Do you really?" David asked gently.



She shrugged again. "Yeah. Sometimes."



"Well…" he responded carefully, waiting for Jordan to look right at him through the screen again.



"Well, Jordan, I love all of you…both of you…whatever you want to call it, whatever you decide to do. I love it all. More than anything in the world."



Jordan couldn't stop a smile.



"Are you sure? You don't think I'm gross?"



"Jo, I'm 100 percent certain that that is one thing I have never thought in my life. Not even a little. That's all you."



Jordan looked away thoughtfully. "I guess that's right…"



"I don't need you to do anything you don't want to do, baby. I'll be happiest when I know you're doing what you want. Whatever that is."



She thought quietly for another moment. 



"I want…to talk about something else."



"Sounds great," David answered quickly. "Anything you want."



"How's it looking over there?" she asked. "How's the port?"



"Whoo. Where to begin…?"



* * *



Mark stared down at the flip phone display. 



Dialing…



He heard the first ring distantly, then nervously put the receiver up to his ear. It rang twice before a woman's voice answered, a clear edge of panic coming through.



"Mark…? Is that you?"



"Uh…yeah. Hi Meg."



"Oh my god…Oh my god!!!" The pitch of her voice shot up sharply. "Are you okay? Where…where have you been???"



"I'm in Texas. I've been…mostly here…how are you?"



"We're fine, we're just…oh my god Mark, where the fuck have you been???"



She repeated the question, shouting into the phone. Mark knew enough to sense that the question did not demand a fact-based answer. The words of the question might seem to solicit a repeat of his former reply, but the content of the question was clearly more in the semantic realm of "how could you leave us…" than it was, "where are you located." But Mark didn't have a good answer to what the question actually was.



"I…I just, uh…" Mark cringed into the phone, not knowing what to say.



He heard her begin to cry…the break in her voice signaling both relief and anger.



"Mark," she repeated between sobs. "Where…have you been?"



The same question again. Mark heard the sound of a toddler beginning to cry sympathetically with his mother in the background.



He felt an ache deep inside. 



A freshly opened wound. 



Bone-deep. His own tears began to flow as he struggled to find an answer.



"Meg…I'm…I'm sorry."



"Well…fuck your apologies, Mark. We thought you were dead! Why didn't you answer our calls?"



"Well…I wasn't. I'm not…dead. I'm okay, Meg."



She slowly composed herself, soothing the baby as she did so. Her voice sounded a little different. Still youthful, but maternal now…



"It's good to hear your voice, Meg. I've missed you guys."



Megan was silent for a moment.



"I'm so mad at you right now, Mark…but…we miss you too."



Mark let the silence sit for a minute.



"I saw our boy choke out some meatbag on TV." Mark said, matter-of-fact.



Megan choked out a laugh through her tears. "Yeah…you saw that?"



"Yeah…total random chance. I don't watch much TV. Just flipped past it during a movie night with some friends."



"Yeah?"



"Yeah. No shit. But I'm proud of him. Proud of you. You make it through law school yet?"



She sniffled. "Not yet. One more year."



"You kickin' ass?"



She laughed harder, the tears subsiding. 



"Yeah…I guess."



Mark smiled. 



"You know…they showed you on TV. Playing peekaboo."



"Really?" Megan laughed. "Oh, shit. That's not good. I did not want to be on TV."



"Yeah…well, you looked good."



"Thanks…"



Another silence. 



"So…what's his name?" Mark tried to ask the question innocently.



Megan paused, and cleared her throat nervously.



"We…we named him Marcos. But we call him Marky."



Mark's heart dropped into his shoes. 



"Yeah?"



"Yeah."



"Is he a little fuckin' genius?" 



Mark tried to hide the crack in his voice with the joke, but he couldn't hide the sniffle that followed it. 



Megan's voice broke too. "Yeah…yeah, he is."



Mark cleared his throat again. "Good."



"Yeah…"



Another long silence.



"Well…I just wanted to call and say, you know…congratulations to Frenchie and stuff. He really did something in there. And also to let you know that the TV guys pronounced y'all's name wrong."



Megan chuffed. "Typical…"



The baby gurgled into the receiver.



"But yeah, congratulations, and…it's good to hear your voice. And…I guess…Marky's voice too."



"Yeah…I'm…Look Mark. I know how the conversation started, but I'm really, really glad you called." 



Her tone was grave. Serious. 



"Mark. Really. Call again."



"I will. I should. I mean…I will."



"Good. Do it soon."



"Okay…well…"



"Mark…" Megan interrupted urgently.



"Yeah?"



"Mark…we love you. Come home."



The wound opened again. Wide and deep. 



Mark swallowed painfully. 



"I can't. At least…not now."



"Okay…" Megan sounded hurt. 



"Okay…but call again. Soon. Please?"



"I will. I promise Meg."



"I love you, Mark. I miss you. We both do."



Mark gritted his teeth painfully.



"I…I'll call again soon. We'll talk. I…I gotta go."



"Okay…"



Mark ended the call first, clapping the clamshell shut and dropping it with a thud onto the ground. 



The apartment seemed emptier than usual–even though he lived alone. 



He looked over toward the edge of his futon couch, seeing a half empty bottle of Jack Daniels. He half reached for it, then dropped his arm. He looked down at the open book laying upside down on his coffee table. He picked it up, then put it down again.



He couldn't concentrate.



He didn't want to drink.



He wanted something to help with this feeling. This deep, brutal stabbing sensation…



He walked quickly into the bedroom, and knocked gently on the shared wall. 



Two taps responded, and a minute later, he heard Amy fumbling with the key to get into his place.



He heard her shut the front door behind her, and then walk briskly down the hall. She stepped quickly into the bedroom wearing fuzzy flannel pajama bottoms and a braless tank top, her golden hair pulled hastily back into a high ponytail. She looked in nervously, unsure of what she'd find. 



Mark sat on the edge of the bed, his head down, his elbows on his knees. 



When she cleared her throat, he looked up and smiled weakly.



"Amy…thanks for…thanks for coming."



She stepped over to him. "Are you okay?"



"Yeah…" 



He reached awkwardly for the hem of her tank top, pulling her toward him. She drifted to him without resistance.



He seemed distracted, clumsy, but intent on undressing her.



Amy cocked her head, concerned, but helped him by lifting her top over her head, then sliding her pajama bottoms down to her ankles and stepping out of them. 



She stood naked in front of him, unsure of what to do. She ran her fingers into his long, thick hair and cradled the back of his head as he looked up. Seeing her completely uncovered, he smiled weakly again, and leaned forward to gently take her right nipple into his mouth. 



She held gently onto the back of his head, looking down at the top of his head as he sucked on her nipple. She felt his thumb press the top of the cleft of her freshly shaved vagina, his middle finger curling as it began to explore the wetness between her legs.



She was still primed. She had literally just climbed off of Gil. He hadn't finished, but they were both worried about Mark's behavior when he left the apartment. So when she heard the tap on the wall, she wasn't going to wait. She simply climbed off…



With a low slurp, Mark released her nipple and looked up to meet her eyes.



"Can you…stay the night?"



Amy was taken aback, unsure of how to respond. 



They hadn't spent a full night together before.



Eventually she nodded.



"Yeah…yeah. I can do that. Just let me…um…just let me text Gil real quick…"




Post 426 — loyaltoher

Mon Jun 15, 2026 6:15 am

the best chapter yet!  Thank you.




Post 427 — Luis

Mon Jun 15, 2026 5:04 pm

The absolute best chapter!!




Post 428 — john jasson

Sat Jun 20, 2026 1:39 am

↳ Replying to: nnjcpl2002

Thanks again, Crushing, for another captivating account and further character development. It's a great me I readily confess to my personal fascination with the cuckolding element. Your grasp of the intricacies of such relationships is impressive. We may observe that the needs of the couple are well served, including the husbands. To some it may seem that the third player, the bull, to be crude, is the greater beneficiary of the love triangle. But it ain't necessarily so, as the song goes. In this instance, Rein, may be the one who in reality is shortchanged in the relationships. He is sooner or later left somewhat empty handed , with the host couple gaining more fulfillment in the long run than our hero!



So I wonder whether our esteemed author will find a way to deal with this dilemma. One thing is clear. The cuckolding is fulfilling a definite need shared by all the participants.  And I get it, since I am one myself!



Very perceptive about Rein being shortchanged in his relationships - up to now. But let us wait to experience the full arc of this universe. To me, an exquisite symmetry is building here, and Rein is going to win full value and more - when he reconnects with Jordan. 



I am struck by Jordan's description of herself as two people. It resonates strongly with me because of my own wife's similar concept of having a "love brain" for me, but also a "sex brain" which generally focuses on me too, but when she feels a strong attraction to another man, it focuses on him, and sometimes to the extreme that it can shut me out as far as her desires are concerned as their chemistry grows. 



Drawing on my own experiences when Sherrie became fully addicted to her Master (her personal trainer) in her early 30s, she increasingly deprived me sexually over several years as he drew her deeper into total submission to him. She knew that I supported her in this, of course, and it was hot for both of us. She sometimes teased me mercilessly about it. There came a stage, however, where her "sex brain" was taking her over entirely, and she warned me that we were playing with fire. Playing with fire is, by definition, hot, but beside the excitement, things went much further into negative emotions than we ever believed they could, given our strong bond.



Although I am not David by any means, physically or mentally, I can empathise with his position. He is going to push a very receptive Jordan towards the acquisitive Marc Rein, and both of them are going to take full advantage. She will be blown away by the depth of her own capacity and need to submit to the alpha male. I have no doubt that Marc will become Jordan's prime man. David will encourage his own emasculation and will get off on it big time. Where it leads in the end, who knows? Maybe even Crushing doesn't know at this point. Perhaps long term polyamory. Perhaps Jordan, considering her upbringing, will feel she has to choose between her men that fulfill her in such tangentially different ways. But one way or another, at least for an extended period, I do believe Rein is going to get full value from his woman, and this will be at David's expense. Of course, superficially, David enjoys his cuckolding. Whether he has the capacity to enjoy it to the extremes that Rein and Jordan are clearly equipped to subject him to, only time (and Crushing) will tell.



Once again, bravo, Crushing! Phenomenal oeuvre.




Post 429 — nnjcpl2002

Sat Jun 20, 2026 7:05 pm

For John Jasson, Thanks for your feedback and for sharing your own history. I suspect that 

your prediction for Rein and Jordan will prove to be in the right ballpark. But as we sometimes say,

it's complicated! And very interesting!




Post 430 — Jacko

Sun Jun 21, 2026 12:23 pm

↳ Replying to: quoted post

David will encourage his own emasculation and will get off on it big time.



There have been a couple "brief" mentions of David using or wearing panties - I'm interested to know how that started, whether it was David's own impulse or suggested/encouraged by Jordan, and where it might go deeper.




Post 431 — Crushing

Wed Jun 24, 2026 1:26 pm

↳ Replying to: Jacko

↳ quoted post:
David will encourage his own emasculation and will get off on it big time.



a couple "brief" mentions of David using or wearing panties



I see what you did there... :D




Post 432 — Crushing

Wed Jun 24, 2026 1:33 pm

Jordan,



I'm passing along the articles you requested. Strange that you can't access them through your library, must be some kind of permissions glitch. I know grad students sometimes get the short end of the stick with research access. Happy to help with a workaround whenever needed.



The initial draft you sent is intriguing. Your hypothesis on symbolic substance theory grounds some of your thoughts on fluid exchange quite effectively. I remain less than convinced, but I think you're on your way. Here are a few light criticisms/suggestions to beef up your approach.



1) Your lit review of symbolic theory is good, but you sort of leave the reader to infer your own place in that field. Explicate your position AS your position early on, not as the leftovers following a buffet of other positions. Walk us through why you see meaning created through symbolic exchange, and then try and locate that meaning in the lives and experiences of actual people. The way this is currently written comes off as tentative. Almost like you’re afraid of your own argument.



2) Following from 1. What is the horizon of "meaning effect" here? You locate the power/fluid exchange as a kind of center of experiential gravity, but fail to explicate the actual effect of the effect. It leaves us hanging whether the meaning defines or redefines the identity of the individual participants, or does it extend to define their relationship? Or is it limited to negotiated definition within the power exchange itself? Or something else entirely? In other words, once we leave the dungeon and take off the leather, so to speak, what have we achieved through this symbolic exchange? Flesh that all out a bit more. Maybe take another look at my book Giving Up, Giving Over, might be useful as a model in explicating subjective experience from the submissive's point of view.



3) Following from 1 and 2. I understand your paper is theoretical and hypothetical, but I think you would benefit from interviewing real people who may find your framing insightful. Since you come from an academic religious background (which is clearly a major influence on your writing style, by the way), I'm attaching the contact info of a few people who you might benefit from chatting with. In particular, I think you should reach out to Debbie S. She seems to hit the trifecta you're interested in. She's symbolically triggered (she's also a practicing Christian, a pastor's wife), she's high functioning both socially and professionally, and she uses BDSM practices to balance her identity. Of particular note, she self-identifies as having a strong "cum fetish," with a predilection for overt displays of submission via fluid reception–mainly semen.  Her contact info, as well as that of a few others you might benefit from talking to, is attached below.  



Overall, my peer review notes fall into the categories they have before. Your tendency to conflate systemic analysis of perception in context with interior/subjective criteria of experienced phenomena betrays a blind spot. One can account for experience as one who lives it, or as one who studies it. Not both. One is known through the lens of the other. One either analyzes life and lives it secondhand, or one lives it and analyzes it secondhand. Constructs such as sexual identity and desire are opaque enough without muddying the methodology by trying to do everything at once. Excessive deference to objectivity generates a big blind spot. 



I'll put it this way: Remember what it was like in the red light basement? How the lines between observation and participation were almost impossible to define? Don't forget that. Be as objective as you can, but realize that too much objectivity leads to blind spots that obscure crucial aspects of identity formation. And don't be scared if it challenges you in surprising ways: If you feel like you're fighting yourself while you work through this stuff, you're probably doing it right.



Keep at it. You're definitely onto something.



Best,

-Tom



P.S. Sounds like you submitted your dissertation revisions. One of my colleagues told me that Lukacz is starting to call a few departments and search committees on your behalf to soften the ground for interviews for you. You're on your way! 



* * *



The light was fuzzy. 



Ill defined.



Obscured. 



More of a feeling than a thing seen.



For that reason Amy squinted instinctively as she rolled onto her back, blinking slowly awake in unfamiliar surroundings. 



It took her a few moments to register that she was in a different bed.



She shifted slightly, suddenly assaulted by a deep, similarly ill defined tenderness. 



She was sore. Very sore. In a few different places.



She reached over to the nightstand and picked up her phone. 5:13 AM. 



Still early…she set it back down on the surface with a mild thunk.



Mark's larger frame stirred in the bed next to her.



Somehow still imposing even while sleeping.



Ever attentive, Amy sat up halfway, propping herself on her elbows as she looked over at him. He seemed on the tipping point between sleep and consciousness, his eyes fluttering. 



Amy wasn't sure if he wanted to be touched or to be left alone. Especially after last night. 



She tested the waters with two light fingers on his collar bone, whisping slightly back and forth. 



His bleary eyes opened wider, seeing her face turned toward him, her own petite frame making much less of an impression under the sheets than his. 



Gradually, she came into focus. Her golden hair was messy. A slight pout of fatigue showed on her lips.



But her ice blue eyes were bright. As always.



Mark reached over to the arm on her opposite side and grabbed her wrist-pulling it, and therefore her body, over to rest halfway on top of him. 



She giggled compliantly. Her right arm crooked across his chest, her own small chest tucked against the side of his ribs as he wrapped his own right arm around the soft skin of her back.



Amy giggled softly as she was gently manhandled by stages into position. He clearly had an exact snuggle position in mind. 



Mark completed the maneuver by gently grasping the back of her right knee and pulling it up so it draped over his thigh, her smooth, naked womanhood resting against his bare leg.



Just how he liked. 



Just like Molly used to do for him.



"Morning…"



Her flutey voice pushed him just over the tipping point…away from sleep, into the conscious day.



"Morning…"



They simply lay still together for a few moments. 



Amy briefly flashed a concern about Gil–lying alone mere feet away through the wall. 



He had seemed supportive when he responded to her text, but they hadn't talked about this beforehand. She sprang it on him. Or rather, Mark sprang it on her, and she then kicked it to Gil. 



It was definitely a big step–or at least it felt like a big step. And it came out of nowhere.



It felt right at the moment, but now she felt like she might be crossing a line.



The night itself–there was no question. A blur of passion in fits and starts.



Mark had seemed distracted, and Amy found herself pulled to his need like a magnet–looking to every cue of his face and body to guide her own.



The initial coupling was natural. Beautiful. She had attempted to salve the clear pain in his eyes with the gentle affections of her body. They made slow love for more than an hour before he finally dropped off to sleep and she collapsed on top of him, exhausted. 



Then…some hours later in the pitch dark, Mark made strange noises in his sleep. 



Painful noises…even scared. 



She had woken him, asking him if he was okay. He didn't respond. At least not with words. His eyes were dark. Unfocused. But he seemed aware of her. 



Wordlessly, he began to fondle her.



She had never been touched like that. It was shocking. Primal.



That was when her hair got so messy–as that particular roll in the hay involved a lot of actual, physical rolling. He seemed only half in his right mind as he penetrated her, moved her, bent her to the shape of his preference, then penetrated her again…missionary, from behind, from the side. He usually held her wrists together. Sometimes in front of her, sometimes behind her back–her muscular legs looped, bent, contorted, or draped in whatever angles he saw fit, his long, thick cock simply sliding between them each time, disappearing into her body with a shiver. 



She, too, was only half present mentally through all of that. 



It was a kind of trance. Exhausted ecstasy. 



She had never been desired in such a primal way. His drive was animal. His need for her body visceral. She was grateful that she had become accustomed to his size already. It helped mitigate the roughness of his blind, furious vigor. 



It also didn't occur to her at the time that Gil would be on the receiving end of a violently thumping headboard that sounded like it was in danger of busting through the drywall at some point. 



Punctuated with her own desperate, wailing cries.



But the change was not unwelcome. 



Mark's energy–or perhaps more accurately, his enthusiasm–flipped a switch in her. Her fatigue kept her docile. And the combination of her arousal and her strange, instinctive docility made for an even stranger kind of sexual ecstasy–she felt like she was outside of her own body for much of it. 



Yes. In retrospect, she attributed part of her own memory to a kind of detached observation of herself–she heard herself moaning like a whore into the dark, thick whisps of hair sucked into her mouth and blown out desperately as the man behind her, on top of her, all around her, pummeled her into jelly.



She didn't quite remember when they stopped. 



Now, languidly draped over him, she was acutely sore in all sorts of places–one in particular. 



And now that he was awake, Mark seemed more pensive than desperately aroused. 



A welcome reprieve.



"How'd you sleep?" she asked gently.



Mark softly pinched her shoulder playfully. 



"Can't complain. You?"



"Like the dead…" She cooed instinctively.



She rubbed his chest affectionately, peppering her touches with kisses before she braved the real question.



"So…are you okay?"



 Mark sighed. 



Amy's eyes dropped, waiting for an answer that didn't come.



"So…who was she?"



Again, no answer.



"The woman on the TV? You knew her?"



Mark sighed again.



"You can tell me. I'm not going to get upset. I just want to know…I mean, you acted way different. I just…I want to understand."



Mark paused again.



"She's…they're old friends. But it's complicated."



Amy drew on his chest with her finger.



"How complicated?"



Another pause.



"I…I kinda didn't tell you guys some stuff about my past."



He paused. She waited silently for him to continue. 



"I wasn't a stone mason. Well, actually, I was, but only for like…a month and a bit."



"Okay…" Amy didn't lift her head from his chest, but her eyes squinted, waiting.



"I was…in the military. Marines. Jared was in my platoon. A friend."



"You were in the Marines?" 



"Yeah. Four years. Right out of high school."



"Oh. Why didn't you say anything before?"



"It's complicated."



Amy propped herself up on her elbow, pulling her hair away from her face as she looked down at him.



"Did she hurt you?"



Mark shook his head vigorously.



"No. No…it's not like that. It was different. It was like…a perfect storm of stuff. I was kinda trying to process some stuff from Afghanistan, and I got in trouble, and I broke up with my ex at a really bad time. Jared and Meg…"



"Her name's Meg?"



"Yeah. Megan. She's a good friend, and she was friends with my ex when it all kinda collapsed. Like I said, it's complicated."



Amy paused, looking steadily at him.



"What stuff?"



"Huh?"



"You said you were processing some stuff from Afghanistan. Do you have PTSD?"



Mark shrugged. 



"I don't really buy into any of that bullshit."



Amy's lips pursed.



"Okay."



She laid her head back down onto his chest, unsure of what else to say.



His arms felt snug and safe. She struggled to process the new information. It was hard to imagine him in the military–his long, greasy hair, his thick beard, his esoteric tastes in literature…she couldn't quite picture him clean shaven. Much less wearing boots and a uniform. And with that short haircut they all have?



Did he carry a bunch of books around with him in his backpack? Did he shoot guns, and wrestle? Did he do that thing where they run in a rectangular box shape and sing dirty songs together?



She just couldn't picture it.



 "I'm sorry."



Mark spoke out of nowhere. His voice surprised her. She looked up quizzically.



"I'm sorry, I'm just…I don't like talking about that stuff."



Sensing a new level of pain that he was clearly adept at masking, Amy just softly rested her cheek on his chest again.



"You don't have to talk about it. But you can if you want."



They lay silent for several minutes before Mark spoke again.



"None of it makes sense. And I don't feel like anyone I talk to can make it make sense. So…I just want to leave it in the past."



Amy nodded, still looking down his torso, feeling the rise and fall of his breath under her cheek.



"Does that mean you want to leave them in the past?"



She felt Mark startle under her.



"What…I mean…no."



She propped herself up again, looking down at him.



"I don't know…" she traced his jawline with her fingers, tugging gently at his beard. "It kinda seems like they meant a lot to you. And I think you can either bury your past and lose them in it, or…deal with your past, and get them back. But they seem like they're important to you. And that little boy, too."



Mark looked away, but didn't disagree with her.



She was surprised to feel something irregular under the tangle of his beard. 



A scar, maybe?



Amy looked back at the wall, on the other side of which her boyfriend slept peacefully. She looked down at Mark, whose head was turned away, his body language visibly closing.



She had done her best. She stayed the night with him. Took the brunt of his raw emotion in the form of ventilated sexual frustration. Gave him a warm, soft, compassionate body to share his bed with. Tried to coax some of the hurt out of him. First with her body…then her heart.



She couldn't go any further right now.



He needed some time alone.



Amy quietly sat up in Mark's bed, swinging her legs over the side and standing up.



Mark looked over, seeing her lithe, nude body moving toward the bedroom door. Exposing her smooth, pale bum, she bent over to pick up, then slip into her fuzzy pajama bottoms. Then finding her tank top, she pulled it over her head, shaking her tangled hair out after pulling the hem line down. She looked over her shoulder, making steady eye contact with Mark and pointing at the wall behind him.



"I'll be right there. When you're ready."



* * *



“Debbie S?”



“Yes.”



“Debbie, I’m Jordan Stark-Simms, I believe we were brought together by Tom Schenk…”



“Yes. Dr. Schenk was very helpful to us.”



“Do you mind if I ask who you mean by ‘us?”



"My husband and I."



The video call had crisp, clear resolution. Debbie–definitely a pseudonym–appeared to be early middle aged with shoulder length brown hair, dark blue eyes, thin, wearing a modestly cut dress with a polka dot pattern. A small silver crucifix hung around her neck–not unlike the one Jordan wore.



"Well, I can't tell you how much I appreciate you taking the time to chat. I can promise full confidentiality, this conversation is only for purposes of my own research, and anything you share will only be republished as an anonymous account."



"I appreciate that."



Debbie's voice was warm and confident. 



Not the reticent, defensive, or even low-key hostile tone Jordan was expecting from a pastor's wife.



Many overtly religious women in middle age would carry themselves rigidly–often masking the psychological effects of harsh, conditioned self-scrutiny, anxieties about their own purity or worthiness, or just garden variety patriarchal oppression in what were so often male-dominated institutions.



Jordan well knew that her own father was an exception to many rules, and her own empowering upbringing was in itself exceptional, the product of a sensitive father who instinctively doted on the obvious gifts and talents of his oldest daughter. 



Yet even she was locked in a death battle with herself over the religious problematic inherent in embracing her own (apparently voracious) sexuality. 



This woman's ease and confidence intrigued at a level far beyond the academic. Even beyond the clinical.



 "Can you tell me a little about yourself, Debbie?" Jordan asked, clicking open her pen and reaching for her notebook.



"Of course. What would you like to know?"



"Dr. Schenk gave me a basic overview, you live in the midwest, you're…52? Oh my goodness…you look great!"



Debbie laughed at Jordan's sudden break in professionalism. "Thanks."



"Seriously!" Jordan gushed. "I might put you at 40. Maybe like 42. What's your secret?"



Debbie shrugged. "I couldn't tell you anything specific. Although I did have a kind of…revival when my husband and I began exploring this lifestyle. A little more confidence, maybe. And I try to watch what I eat, and exercise."



Jordan nodded. "Well, it's working."



Debbie laughed again. "Thank you."



"So you work in the church office where your husband pastors?"



Debbie shook her head. "No, I did for years when the kids were in school, and I believe I was still doing that last time Dr. Schenk and I spoke. Now that we're empty nesters, I got my real estate license. That keeps me busy. And pays better…sometimes."



Jordan smiled, taking notes. "And your husband has been officiating at your church for…"



"25 years."



Jordan nodded. "That's quite a stretch of time. Not easy. I don't know if Dr. Schenk told you, but I grew up in a church too. My father has been at the same church for the past 18 years."



"Oh, so you know how it is."



Jordan nodded again. "I do, actually. So I think my questions may probe into that side of your life a little more, if that's okay."



Debbie shrugged. "Sure."



Jordan finished her note, then looked up at the screen again. "So…you said you began exploring the lifestyle…what lifestyle is that?"



"Ethical nonmonogamy," Debbie answered quickly. "Which evolved into submissive play, and of course cuckolding."



"When did you begin exploring the lifestyle?"



Debbie thought for a moment. "Ray brought it up…I think I was 37 or 38? We didn't actually try anything for years after. I was 43 when I first had sex with another man."



"So there was a lengthy process…negotiating?"



"If you want to call it that," Debbie said, smiling. "I was mainly horrified. You know…I couldn't really look at him the same way for a while. How could any Christian man want his wife to do those things…especially my husband…those kind of thoughts. It really strained our marriage for a while."



"Do you feel like it threatened your marriage?"



"Of course I did at the time. It was a long process for me to get comfortable with even talking about it, much less acting on it."



"And you did…ten years ago?"



"Not quite 10. But yes."



Jordan nodded. "And did you start in the lifestyle with the dynamic you have now, or did that evolve as well?"



"Oh, that definitely evolved," Debbie explained. "I had to get past the initial taboo of sex with another man. I'd never been with anyone but Ray, of course. We married young. And it took the better part of a year for me to really let loose and start to explore what I wanted for myself."



"Why do you think that was?"



"Because in my mind, the lifestyle was still mainly about pleasing Ray. I enjoyed the experience…mostly. I mean, I had fun, but it was really about finding a key that brought back Ray's passion for me. That was my main motivation. But as our communication got better, I began to realize that Ray wanted me to make it more about what I wanted. He liked it when I was…selfish."



"Did that mean excluding him?"



Debbie nodded. "Yes and no. He liked to be teased, and denied. We did chastity on and off, but I began to realize that even excluding him that way was still putting him at the center of the dynamic. We talked about it, and decided that I should just explore what I wanted for a while. And ironically, it turned out that he really liked that."



"And you found BDSM?"



"Not so much found as…discovered. I don't know what the difference is between those words, but for some reason I feel like 'discovered' is the better word. I knew about it, and Ray and I did light kink earlier in our marriage. Fluffy handcuffs and stuff. But when I started trying it out with other men, I really discovered subspace. And I discovered a part of myself I didn't know existed."



Jordan blinked at the word. She'd heard it before, but now that Debbie mentioned it in this context, she remembered how she felt when Mark used to tell her what to do.



"How would you describe subspace?"



Debbie looked away thoughtfully. "I don't know that I can describe it. It's like…changing how I think, and feel, and even exist. It's like…right now I'm just me. But when I'm in subspace, I'm a different woman, and that woman has…an intangible connection with my partner. Like my heart beats for another body, and it feels like that other body makes it keep beating. I exist entirely for someone else…but at the same time it unlocks depths of satisfaction in my own body that I didn't know existed. It's like the pleasure I feel is too big for just my body. It's…incredible."



"How did you discover it?"



"Trey. A man I met at the gym after we'd been in the lifestyle a few years. I began seeing him, and…well, I didn't know sex could be like that. Ray and I had a rule about not seeing the same man too often, but after being with Trey, I couldn't help but go back to him."



"Trey was a dom?"



Debbie nodded. "Not was. Is. He still owns me."



Jordan scribbled a new note. "How long has he owned you?"



"Five years next month." 



Debbie clearly kept track.



"And can you describe what ownership entails?" Jordan's head cocked slightly to the side.



"Ownership entails an understanding that my pleasure is tied to Trey's desire. My body must be available to Trey at all times, and Trey makes all decisions regarding how it is used."



"Do you still have sex with your husband?"



Debbie shrugged. "Occasionally. Not often. And we ask Trey before."



"Does that put a strain on your marriage?"



Debbie shook her head. "No. It feels really natural, actually. My body belongs to the man who I'm most physically attracted to, and who I'm most sexually compatible with. It's a deep connection, but it's not a marriage. It exists within it, but you know…in a different way. Obviously it's weird to people who aren't in the lifestyle, but from the inside, it just feels…right?"



"So you feel like you and Trey have exceptional physical chemistry?"



Debbie nodded readily. "Very much so. He makes sure I get what I need."



"That's an interesting phrase. I would expect you would describe your owner as giving you what you need. But you say he makes sure you get it. What do you mean by that?"



"Well, Trey travels alot. So when he's out of town, He lends me to friends. So he makes sure I'm taken care of, even when he doesn't take care of me. He also lets me get my fill when I need it."



"Get your fill?"



Debbie actually hesitated to answer for the first time since the meeting started. She blushed slightly, looking down.



"Is this a reference to the semen fetish Dr. Schenk noted?"



She nodded, answering quietly.



"Yes."



Now it was Jordan's turn to hide a blush.



"Would you mind telling me what that entails? How does Trey ensure you get your fill?"



Debbie cleared her throat, her blush deepening. "Trey knows I like cum. And he gives it to me after I beg him for it. But sometimes I get this craving…I want more. So I tell Trey and he arranges something. Sometimes we go to a glory hole, or a public park. A couple times he just called some friends over to a hotel room he rented."



"And you have sex with all of these men?"



Debbie shook her head. "No…just…I get their cum. However Trey tells me to. Mostly oral, but sometimes  they just…take care of themselves. Sometimes I lick it off, or…you know…it goes in my mouth. Just, whatever."



Debbie seemed shy all of the sudden.



"Does Trey…um…contribute?"



She nodded. "Trey always goes last. I like it that way."



"And you have sex with him?"



Sometimes. But most of the time he just ties me up and finishes in my mouth."



"And you say you prefer it?"



She nodded.



"Why?"



She shrugged.



"Do you experience orgasm?"



She shook her head. "It's not about that. I mean…sometimes. But I don't have to. Like I said, it's not about that."



Jordan tried to hide her confusion. "It seems like it's hard to identify what it is about semen that you crave. Is it the taste or texture? Or something intangible, like…the sense of finishing? Of finality? Or something else? Something about how it makes you feel?"



Debbie thought. "I really don't know. I get really deep in subspace when I'm like that. I just…need it. And I can't get enough."



Jordan hesitated. "Please tell me if I'm making you uncomfortable…but…is it the semen itself that you crave, or the feeling or knowledge that men are ejaculating for you?"



Debbie shrugged. "It's…all of it. It's all part of it."



"Do you think about it a lot?"



Debbie nodded. "More than I want to sometimes. It's like…when it starts, it's hard to stop. But Trey takes care of me."



"Does it stop when you act on it? When Trey…provides it for you?"



She nodded again. "It's hard to describe. It's like…I exist outside my own body or something for a while. Sometimes I don't even remember it all. But after, I feel…lighter. It's almost a spiritual experience. Especially if he punishes me while…"



Jordan nodded in understanding. "Do you think it would be the same if Trey wasn't involved? If, say, Ray arranged it?"



She shook her head. "No. It wouldn't be the same."



"Do you think Ray could provide for you?"



Debbie cocked an eyebrow. "Ray? Um…no."



"Do you swallow Ray's semen?"



Debbie shuddered. "Ew. No."



Jordan nodded. "You seem to have a visceral reaction to that thought. Can you tell me more about that?"



Debbie sat thoughtfully for a moment. "It's just…we decided that Ray…it's only once in a while that I help him finish. And he's in his cage. And it's just…different. It's like it's not actually coming from a man, you know?"



Jordan nodded again, noting her observation. "So you find the tie between the semen and the masculine to be important?"



Debbie nodded. "I hadn't thought about it. But yes. It has to be…from a man. A real man. Trey, ideally, or a man he trusts."



"Is there a certain number of men that help you get your fill…?"



Debbie shook her head. "It's just whoever Trey decides."



"No…average? No regular number of partners?"



"Not really. One night on our anniversary he had me take care of 14 men. At least that's what Trey told me. I lost count. That's the most I've ever done. Usually it's less. Like 5 or 6."



"That was on your anniversary?"



"Mine and Ray's."



Jordan nodded, her cheeks flushed as she jotted down new notes. 



"Do you think there was symbolic value to that? To celebrating your wedding anniversary that way?"



Debbie nodded readily. "Definitely. I loved the idea of celebrating my marriage with…men."



"Debbie, this is very insightful, and I thank you for your candor. Can we move on for a bit to talk about your religious life?"



* * *



He picked up the phone on the first ring.



"Hey…are you done for the night?"



Megan's voice had an edge of trepidation, which Jared quickly sensed through the phone.



"Yeah, I'm just packing up. I got cleaned up pretty quick but then they had a bunch of…legal shit for me to sign I guess. TV rights or whatever. But I'm done now. What's up?"



"Mark called."



Jared's eyes shot open. 



"What?"



"He saw you on TV. He…he called, Jay. He heard Marky. He's in Texas…baby…Mark called…"



"I heard you, honey. Is he okay?"



He heard her start to sniffle, the emotion catching up with her.



"I think so…I…he didn't talk for long. Just said he saw you on TV, and that they pronounced your name wrong."



Jared cracked a smile. 



Typical Mark, burying the lead under some mundane detail. Always trying to play it cool. Overplaying it, in this case.



"How did he sound?" Jared zipped up his gym bag, hoisting it over his shoulder as he prepared to walk out of the venue.



Megan paused. "Weird. Like he didn't know what to say."



"Did you?"



Megan chuffed in exasperation. "No."



"What'd you say?"



"I basically said fuck you for leaving at the beginning of the conversation, and at the end I said we loved him and that he should come home."



Jared pushed open the stage door, walking out onto the empty street. "That sounds…right."



"That's not right, Jay," Megan protested. "It's dumb. I didn't know what I was saying…"



Jared walked down the quiet street, making his way toward the metro station from the venue back to Georgetown, his clamshell phone still up to his ear.



"Are you on your way home?" Megan changed the subject.



"Yeah. Just left the venue, heading to the station."



"Okay. You did great tonight. Everyone was talking about it."



Jared shrugged in spite of himself. "Okay."



He walked another block before Megan spoke again. "I'm sorry baby. I'm scared I screwed it up.  It just…it came out of nowhere. I didn't know he would call."



"Huh…" Jared acknowledged, slipping his metro card out of his wallet before stepping through the automatic gate.



"Jay?" Megan was suspicious of Jared's vague answer.



"Yeah…so…I kinda thought he might call."



"What?" Megan's shock was palpable. "Why?"



Jared stutter stepped down to the train platform. 



Next train to Georgetown–12 minutes



Megan repeated herself. "Jay…why did you think he might call?"



Jared cleared his throat. "I've been looking for him."



Megan's response was confused. "Looking…how? Like…facebook stalking or something?"



"No, that would be pointless. Mark hates social media. He wouldn't be caught dead on that shit. No…looking. Calling people he knew. Checking police blotters, hospitals. Stuff like that. Finally I made contact with someone who I didn't think I could actually connect with. But I thought he might know where he is, so I tried. And I got through. And it turns out he did know exactly where Mark is."



"Who'd you talk to?"



"Chen."



A stunned silence.



"Colonel Chen? Really? You mean…the guy that drove him crazy and never called us back?" 



Megan's voice was colored with greater shock–approaching rage.



Jared closed his eyes, waiting for Megan to calm herself.



"He was the best lead, Meg. Everyone else I talked to…everyone in the platoon, the company, I even found one of his high school girlfriends…nobody had heard a word. I even called Molly, for God's sake."



"You called Molly?"



Jared shrugged, sitting down on a bench facing the tracks. "Yeah. She had no idea. She was worried too. She said she hasn't talked to him since he left the house. Since they broke up."



Megan decided to let that lie.



"So…you found Chen?"



"Yep. He's got a Pentagon job now. I couldn't get a call through, so I just showed up in his office about a month ago. I thought he was going to tell me to fuck off. But he was actually pretty cool about it."



"Did he have a forwarding address for Mark or something?"



Jared hesitated. 



"He had a lot more than that."



Now it was Megan's turn to hesitate. "What do you mean?"



"I don't know, Meg. I think…I think he's been watching Mark this whole time. And I kinda think he might be watching us too."



Stunned silence.



"Watching us?"



Jared took a deep breath. "Yeah. He…kinda set all this up. He set up this fight, the TV appearance…he knew where Mark was, what he was doing, how he got there. Apparently Mark grew his hair and beard out, all hippie-style."



"Really?" Megan was incredulous. 



The idea distracted her momentarily. Mark, with long hair and a beard? Wearing ratty clothes and sloughing around a college campus? 



She couldn't picture it. 



"Yeah, really. And it was all like, kinda planned. Chen was pretty sure Mark would reach out to one of us if he saw me fight on TV. Oh, and Chen knew I got a red tab at the MACE and he knew that you had a baby."



"Jay…I don't like this."



Jared took a deep breath. "Honestly…I don't either. But it worked."



Megan didn't know how to respond. It was too weird. Creepy, even.



"Does Mark know he's being watched?"



"I doubt it." Jared chewed the inside of his cheek- nursing a small cut from the fight earlier that evening.



Jared heard Marky begin to cry through the phone.



"Everything okay?"



The crying got louder as Megan pulled the baby out of his crib.



"Yeah. Just fussy…"



Jared took a deep breath.



"Okay. You want me to grab anything on my way home?"



"With what money?" Megan sounded exasperated.



"They gave me some per diem for the fight. I got like $100. I can…get some food or formula or something."



"Really?"



"Yeah. Of course."



"Oh my God…that would be amazing. Get some formula, yeah, and then maybe…I don't know…maybe some…I don't know…can we afford some carne asada? I can make burritos…"



"That's the sexiest thing I've ever heard out of your mouth…" Jared quipped. "Yeah. I can get all that…and probably still have like fifty bucks left over…"



Megan allowed herself a small smile. "Wow…Jay, that's…great. Thank you."



Jared smiled into the phone. "Okay baby. Train's coming, I gotta hang up. You sure Mark didn't say anything else?"



* * *



Jordan wasn't quite sure how she could articulate her reaction to her conversation with Debbie S.



Clearly an intelligent, articulate, stable woman. No visible disturbances or disorders. No physiological tells, no tremors, no twitching. Good eye contact. Alert and oriented. Logical, coherent speech. Affect clearly within the range appropriate to the admittedly awkward subject matter.



But more compelling than her apparent stability was the lack of conscious cognitive dissonance she displayed while living what was–without question–a double life. Debbie was well aware of the extraordinarily transgressive nature of her lifestyle in the context of her faith. Her only anxiety about it was being outed. 



They had discussed it all at some length.



She just didn't seem particularly bothered by the contradictions.



Jordan had remained professional throughout the conversation, of course, but she was stunned. Debbie had ceded both the control and definition of her sexuality almost entirely to a man outside her marriage. With several other men to supplement, by the sound of it. 



Yet her statements of faith were simple–even childlike. She was committed to her church, confident that Jesus would in fact save her in heaven, and that her marriage was valid in God's eyes. 



In regards to the odd configuration of her marriage, Debbie's assertion was simply that her husband had fully consented to, and had in fact initiated the arrangement, not unlike Abraham giving his wife to a foreign king in Genesis. Or any other number of scriptural examples where women were simply cattled about like property into one or another man's bed. 



A fair point, Jordan had conceded.



But Jordan had pressed the matter–not so much into the realm of theological coherence, but in identity coherence. She wanted to probe this seeming dissociation between Debbie in her self-identified "sub space" and the more routine Debbie, who sold real estate and baked goodies for church potlucks. 



Debbie had calmly asserted that her split identity was only nominally split. That transgressive Debbie was simply subsumed into the other. That the love and support of her cuckold husband provided her the superstructure wherein she remained one woman, and one devoted, if physically unfaithful, wife.



Setting her notes aside, Jordan finished typing up her own observations before closing the browser window and leaning back in her dining table chair. She lifted her glasses up to rest on her hair, exhaling deeply as she knew what thoughts were coming.



Debbie had flushed visibly when discussing her craving for semen. 



Jordan's core had warmed at the thought. The two women shared that craving, clearly. So talking about it had caused them to hum together–even over a virtual connection with thousands of miles of physical distance. 



Like a structural resonance frequency. A feedback loop that remained humming. To the present.



Jordan had deliberately avoided asking for more graphic details, knowing full well that Debbie had a deep desire to disclose exactly those details.  



Whoever her identified "owner" was, Debbie clearly relished the idea of being presented by him as a receptacle for other men.



14 in one night, she said. 



What would that even be like?



Jordan tried to pretend she didn't notice her own left hand unbuttoning the top button of her jeans, then slowly lowering the zipper.



Intrusive thoughts. By definition involuntary.



She wondered what Debbie wore when she was told to kneel down in front of a man she didn't know. She wondered if she wore themed BDSM gear when she sucked off strangers, or if she kept that polka dot church dress on when they grunted and released into her mouth.



What would it be like to taste many men? In a row?



She had tasted David's, of course. Never more than a few drops. Salty. More enthusiasm than substance. And she didn't feel revolted at the prospect, as Debbie clearly did with her husband. 



But it was definitely a different experience than when she had tasted Mark's. In the handful of times they had sex, Jordan had never sucked him to completion. She asked to try once, but he answered that no woman ever had. Maybe he just couldn't come that way.



But one time…when she used her hand on him in his 4Runner…when it got all over her hand…



He told her to lick it up.



She recalled his stern direction with a shiver as her hand slipped under the waistband of her panties.



Debbie had cravings. And those cravings took multiple men to satisfy.



It sounded perverse. Wicked. Unhealthy.



Jordan exhaled involuntarily as her middle finger found the button of her own warmth and began to tease it. 



When another thought intruded.



She paused, reaching for her phone and sending a message to David:



💃



Debbie had explained at some length the evolution of the dynamic with her husband. That she found her initial instinct to center her husband's pleasure or preferences to be problematic. It seemed that she identified stages of descent into the dynamic, with the more advanced stages relegating her husband to a permanent periphery.



Perhaps she overread it. Perhaps the language she used simply fit the narrative frame of her submission to her lover, and it was overstated.



Yet, as the warm pleasure began to coalesce around her probing fingers, Jordan admitted to instinctively shutting David out of the most recent phases of her exploration. He would bring it up, and she would shut him down.



Not to any erotic effect, either. Simply out of…convenience? Shame?



She wasn't sure.



There was something about Jordan's divided mind on her own sexuality that made opening up to David an uncomfortable, even unpleasant task. And although she had been open about having sex with Patrick each of the small handful of times she had done it, as well as the recent wild hair she had chased in pleasing Patrick's roommate–implicit in that openness was a symbolically firm hand held at arm's length. She would share on her terms. Not his.

 

Whatever erotic charge David got out of her unfaithfulness, he mainly accessed by himself. 



Or so she assumed.



Jordan opened a new browser window on her laptop with her free hand. 



Her eyes heavy lidded, she pushed David's needs to the back of her mind as she moved the cursor to the search bar and typed slowly with her free hand…one key at a time.



G.l.o.r.y.



H.o.l.e…



A menu of windows populated. She leaned forward, quickly scrolling until she found one with a girl that looked a little like her–thin with brownish hair and glasses–and opened it.



The video began with a brief interview. The girl identified herself as Chrissy, and she seemed eager. After a playful discussion about her sexual history, Chrissy was quietly led to a small booth closed on three sides. Each side was painted black, and the two lateral sides had small holes cut in them.



She was asked if she knew what she was about to do.



Jordan began masturbating again as the girl nodded her understanding.



Only the time lapse bar on the video measured the passage of time until Jordan choked out a guttering orgasm. 



The girl–Chrissy, apparently–found what appeared to be an unbroken supply of stiff cocks in a variety of colors and sizes which she eagerly sucked to completion. Occasionally hands poked their way through the holes to grope her breasts, or, on one occasion, between her legs. She stripped by degrees on such occasions to accommodate the faceless hands. And every few minutes, she received another man's seed, eagerly opening her mouth afterward–to present the treasure to the camera man before swallowing it.



According to the time lapse bar, Jordan had watched 24 minutes and 13 seconds of the video when she came. Hard.



And according to the crude counter in the corner of the video, Chrissy had swallowed 8 times.



Jordan panted obscenely, withdrawing her hand from her panties, noting the drip of her arousal coating her middle and ring fingers.



She held up her hand, inspecting the aftermath with a degree of fascinated detachment.



She genuinely didn't remember putting them in that deep.



But she could feel little scrapes of pain–traces of her own frantic exploration in her own depths.



Time to cut and file her nails…



Jordan blinked, catching her breath.



It really was weird. Out of body. As if she lost time. As if she wasn't herself. 



As if the girl in the mirror simply took over.



Jordan shook her head and stood up hastily, walking briskly into the bathroom and washing her hand, carefully avoiding the mirror.



It was bad enough that she was letting the other girl out. Telling David…bringing his other self out to be tortured by this wanton, cruel woman…it wasn't right.



Debbie was right…but for the wrong reason. Jordan had to keep David's knowledge of her depravity at arm's length. She would tell him when she was naughty. But let him imagine his own fantasy to fill out the details. 



He couldn't see her like this. Pathetic. Flushed and nearly incapacitated with heavy eyelids and no pants. 



Even if he wanted to see it. She didn't want him to see…



It was cruel. Just cruel.



But to whom?



* * *



Gil had just turned the shower on when he heard the front door close, signaling Amy’s return. 

He stepped out into the hallway, seeing her totter and limp slightly, her blonde hair messier than he had ever seen it before.



It was comical. But it also complemented the now-familiar glow she always had after…



"Hey baby…how'd you sleep?"



Amy fell gently into him as he wrapped his arms behind her back. 



"Good…not enough…"



"Yeah, I heard you…sounds like you were…up and down…"



Amy nodded, purring as she gently clutched his pajama top. Gil whispered sweetly, not wanting to break up the moment.



"I was gonna take a shower…you want to join?"



She nodded again, waiting for a moment after Gil released the clasp around her back before she stood straight on her own.



The young couple stepped into the bathroom and shut the door, the steam from the now heated shower already filling the tight space. Both took off their pajamas, and Gil watched hungrily as Amy's smooth skin and tight bottom slipped into the shower ahead of him.



Her messy hair was already damp and darker when he slipped behind the shower curtain. She kept running her hands back through her hair, seeming to try and set it before washing it.



"So…" Gil said, running his hands behind her naked waist, "How was it?"



Amy closed her eyes and shook her head slightly. "It was…a lot."



Gil's erection was already well on its way. "It sounded like it."



He began to move his hand gently around to her front, gliding down her iliac crest until drifting down between her legs.



Amy winced  visibly. "Gil…baby…hang on…"



"Oh…sorry." 



Gil wasn't ready for her reaction. He looked down, noting redness and swelling between her legs.



"Amy…are you okay?"



She nodded, tenderly feeling her own womanhood. "Yeah. I'll be alright. He was just…it was rough the second time."



"Honey…he shouldn't…"



She lifted her hand from her cleft to his lips.



"It's okay, baby. I liked it. Actually, I liked it alot. It's just…I'm not used to it."



Gil squatted down, looking carefully at her.



It was indeed swollen. Pink. Tender. He gingerly brushed his fingertips on the puffy lateral lips, avoiding the cleft of her strongest sensitivity. Still, she sucked in her breath as she put her hand on the top of his head to steady his approach.



"You sure you're okay?"



He sounded genuinely concerned.



"Yeah…I'm really sorry, baby. I don't think I can…"



"It's okay…" Gil leaned forward and gently, ever so gently, kissed the slit of her womanhood.



Amy cooed.



"Does that feel okay?" he asked.



"Mmmm…it still hurts a little, but just…"



Gil leaned forward, extending his tongue to ever so delicately graze the musky longitude of her opening.



Amy gasped, then cooed again.



"Mmmm…baby…"



He was intoxicated with the feel, the taste, the intimacy that seemed to swirl underneath the gentle cascade of warm water dripping down her smooth, pale torso. 



Carefully attentive to her comfort, he continued to ever so softly explore her with his tongue, punctuating his affection with barely perceptible kisses.



Amy giggled, her fingers tangling in his hair as he got incrementally bolder. Eventually, the tip of his tongue tentatively parted her lips. She started again.



"Gil…honey…I haven't…I mean…Mark…a couple times…"



The warning would have stopped Gil in his tracks two weeks ago. 



Amy had always liked to clean up before they reconnected…



But Gil didn't stop. 



Evidenced by the sudden incursion of a thick, salty texture on the tip of his tongue.



His heart racing, his erection stiffened out of the vertex of his lap as he adjusted his squat to a kneeling position. His tongue pressed further in, Amy's legs now instinctively turning outward to make room.



"Gil…baby…are you sure…"



His tongue slipped all the way past her defenses. Her powerful thighs buckled slightly, leaning against the shower wall, the water now shooting past her shoulder and directly onto Gil's head as she assumed a modified passe position to give her boyfriend greater access.



Then the cooing devolved into moaning.



Gil was simply lapping up semen now, ignoring the taboo of it as Amy began bucking her hips gently. He looked down, seeing one of her legs jutting out into the shower curtain, the other foot pointed and planted into the shower floor.



Even now, her posture was both artistic and solid. 



His tongue–soft, wet, hungry–moved upward to find her clitoris.



Her hands gripped his long, wet hair tighter. 



Her eyes scrunched shut. 



The dazzling warmth ripping up her core, the gentle warmth of the water on her skin, the soft warmth of Gil's tongue as he cleaned her…



Amy felt a strange, deep, almost cosmic sense of connection with Gil as her orgasm rose, crashed, and then faded. Her mouth hung open and her eyes drifted down as Gil's lifted up to meet hers. 



Her heart suddenly felt full. 



So very full…



Amy gently tapped on Gil's head.



It was enough…



Gil gently kissed her cleft once more, then stood awkwardly in front of Amy, now looking down into her eyes. 



There was a new look in them. She ran her palms up his chest and around his neck, leaning up to kiss him deeply. Then again. Then again…



She felt his breath even out, his stiff erection pressed against her bare stomach, giving way and pointing straight up, pressed between their bare stomachs. 



Amy knew he needed release. But she didn't want to do it for him. She just wanted to hold him. She was still sore. Still vulnerable. But she just wanted to hold him forever.



Gil, for his part, seemed also tapped into the strange, deep, cosmic sense of intimacy. 



He couldn't account for it. But it was a new emotion. 



Something to study.



Perhaps to bottle.



And to drink every day…



* * *



"Hey baby…"



"Hey Jo."



"What time is it over there?"



David checked his watch. "Just about lunchtime."



Her voice was low. Languid, even. He registered that it was near midnight where she was, and he was fresh out of one meeting and twenty minutes away from another.



He had made a breakthrough. 



Four intermodal points, a handful of staff reassignments, and a maintenance order on the secondary crane. 



The hub had increased efficiency nearly fifty percent in the last 72 hours alone. And was likely going to keep spiking up in the short and medium turn.



Ca-ching.



"How's it going?" Jordan's soft voice interrupted the flow of his analytical mind.



"Better than usual, actually." David flipped over a page on a stapled sheaf of paper handed to him by an assistant. "Looking like we can make a real dent in this one."



"That's great, baby…"



David ticked down some of the bullets on the page, then leaned back in his chair.



"Yeah, can't complain. Too early to tell, but this could be really good for us."



"You're really good for us, honey."



"Awww…" David blushed into the phone. "Thanks, Jo. I love you."



"I love you too, honey. More than anything."



"Never get tired of hearing that…" David took off his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. "Sorry I haven't been super available this week."



"It's okay, baby. I've been busy too. They set my dissertation defense date, then moved it up. To next Wednesday."



"Really?" David sat up. "That's unexpected. Is that good or bad?"



"I think it's good. All my revisions have been pretty minor, I think the committee likes my work. They just said there was one issue they wanted to bring up at my defense presentation."



"You think you're ready?"



"Yeah…I think so. I'm a little nervous, but I also want to get it done. Last thing before finishing up, you know? I'm ready to be done with it."



"Yeah. You sound tired, Jo. You okay?"



"Yeah, it's late here. I'm in bed. I just wanted to talk to you before I went to sleep."



"That's sweet, honey. I hope you sleep tight."



"Thanks, baby."



"Okay. Well, I gotta get ready for this next meeting."



"Okay. I'll let you go."



"Okay, honey. I love you."



"I love you too, honey. Oh, and David?"



"Yeah?" He leaned forward, reaching for a folder.



"I'm not alone."



David froze. "Really?"



"Yeah. I love you."



He paused.



"I love you too."



"Good night, baby."



"Good night, Jo."



The call ended.



Jordan smiled, a haze of relaxation settling around the corners of her vision. She looked to one side, seeing Patrick's long, lean muscularity half covered by crumpled sheets, laying on his side facing away from her. He slept quietly.



She looked down, seeing her own naked body, sheets tucked under her armpits, but feeling the moisture of sweat under her buttocks and upper back.



She looked to the other side, setting her phone on the nightstand next to the rumpled, plump condom. 



She hesitated, then picked it up, rubbing the semen reservoir gently between her thumb and forefinger. 



It was squishy. Still a bit warm, although cooled from a few minutes ago. 



She felt bad calling David as soon as Patrick collapsed into slumber. But she also felt bad not calling him. She wanted him to know what she had done. At least by implication.



She wasn't thrilled with herself, texting Patrick urgently while he was still on the plane ride home. 



But she wanted it. 



Now here he was. His suitcase set in the corner of her bedroom. 



He had been enthusiastic. Pent up, even. 



As evidenced by the contents of the condom.



Just what she had hoped. Scratched the itch. Now she felt a little like herself again.



Jordan looked over at Patrick again. Not seeing any movement, she gingerly tipped up the prophylactic, letting the thin, translucent stream of semen flow downward from the tip to the base–until it dribbled onto her tongue. A little bit splashed to one side, dripping out of the corner of her mouth, but most of it flowed back, back…



Her eyes closed.



The taste. The texture.



What was it? What made this so…consuming an experience for her? It wasn't a particularly pleasant sensory experience…



Was it the anticipation? She had been fending off intrusive thoughts–indeed, dreams–about this. The cravings were annoying. And persistent. 



The wild taste she got from Patrick's roommate had much the same arc. Almost as if she didn't have a choice. The craving was just…too powerful.



Yet she couldn't identify what it was about the act. The reception. The quiet holding of seed in a little pool in her mouth in the near total darkness of her bedroom. 



Whatever it was, it seemed to bypass the prodigious power of her analytical mind. At least in the moment.



Her hand found its way between her legs. 



The residual moisture following her coupling with Patrick was being replenished. 



Fast.



Jordan took a deep breath, set the empty prophylactic husk back onto the nightstand, and swallowed, a wide, involuntary smile breaking across her face.



* * *



The darkness was more familiar this time. As was the noise.



The stage door clanged shut, but the music didn't stop.



Mark was less hesitant as he walked through the dark toward the closed curtain this time. He pushed it open, the richer tones swelling to swim around him as he walked into the flood of stage lights.



The house seats were once again empty, and Gil sat alone at the piano, his eyes riveted to an open book of sheet music, his hands flying up and down the keyboard.



Mark cocked his head, carefully watching Gil's thin frame lean into the rich tapestry of music flying out of the wide cavity of the concert grand.



It went on for several minutes. 



Mark quietly walked down the steps from the stage, then sat in one of a line of felt-covered seats in the front row.



The music wound its way to a somber conclusion, fading into dignified silence before Gil's posture straightened and his hands pulled back from the keyboard.



"Hey Mark."



He didn't look down into the audience. He was flipping back through pages, stopping to make small pencil marks here and there.



"Hey Gil…hope I'm not interrupting. I got your text."



"Yeah…thanks for dropping by. Sorry, I'm not ignoring you, but I was…caught up in a thing."



"Yeah, I think I got caught up in it too…" Mark laughed, impressed. 



"Thanks…I hope that's a good thing…" Gil's voice was monotone, his focus unbroken as he continued his annotation.



Mark sat quietly, surprised at how natural it felt to defer to Gil's process. Finally, Gil looked through the music book with a squint one last time, then leaned back, turning toward the audience chairs where Mark sat.



"So, how's it going?"



Mark shrugged, stroking his beard distractedly. "Can't complain. You?"



"Busy. I got an audition for the national Chopin competition…it's a gateway to a pretty big prestige competition if I do well. Trying to get ready for it."



Mark nodded. "That's…awesome, man. Congratulations."



"Thanks," Gil pulled his hair back, smiling nervously. "So…how are you doing?"



"Okay…" Mark answered slowly. Gil had already asked, and he had already answered.



"Amy said you used to be in the Marines."



"Yeah," Mark said flatly. "Yeah. I was. Why?"



"You go overseas?"



"Yep," Mark nodded, his affect still flat.



Gil nodded back. "You don't like to talk about it?"



Mark shrugged. "Not much to talk about."



"Hmmmm…."



Mark squinted upward as Gil stood up and walked to the front of the piano, leaning down to look into the cavity.



"Come check this out."



Mark hesitated, then stood and hopped onto the stage, walking up next to Gil and looking down into the rich wood cavity with the overlap of metal strings stretched to their limits from end to end.



"What am I looking at?"



"88 keys. 230 strings. You know why the mismatch?"



Mark shook his head.



"The low end. Look over there. Bass notes, one string to start, then two strings per note. Wrapped in bronze, stretching eight feet. Then look up here. High end."



Mark's eyes followed Gil's finger as he pointed.



"Middle and high end pivots to three strings. Much shorter, especially these high notes. No bronze wrapping, just tempered carbon steel. Since they're shorter, they make less noise when they're struck. The hammers, the keys, the felt, they're even across the entire range of pitch, so the strings are doubled or tripled to make sure that the same level of attack on any given key is close to that of any other key. It's not perfect, but the complexity of design is important to balance out the sound. Without balance, the range of expression is limited. Screws up the whole system."



"Fascinating. I had no idea…" Mark murmured, looking down into the maze of shapes, stacked in a dizzying complexity that seemed to shift as he moved his head.



"When everything works…when the keys are actuated properly, weighted well, when the hammers are aligned, the strings are tuned, the cavity and soundboard are clean…it creates space for magic. And it takes a lot of work to make it happen. But it's there. It's like potential energy, waiting for the right action to release into something entirely new. Kinetic."



Mark cocked his head again as Gil reached over and pressed a key. The wooden hammer curved upward, striking a set of three gray strings, a little wooden pad rising to hover just above the vibrations. Then, as Gil released the key, the little wooden pad dropped, silencing the tone with a barely perceptible hum.



"I had no idea it was so complex…" Mark conceded. 



Gil sat down at the bench again. "You know why I play classical music?"



Mark shrugged. "I don't know…you like it?"



Gil closed his eyes, setting his hands before playing a phrase from a Bach fugue.



"Hear that?"



Mark squinted. "Yes. No. I'm not sure."



"It's two melodies. Listen." Gil played one hand of the phrase. Then the other.



"Two separate melodies, they stand on their own, but they're written in a way that they create new harmonies together without sacrificing their own individual integrity."



"No shit?"



"Yeah. Check it out." 



He played longer, Mark straining to hear one side of the melody apart from the other, then the harmonies. 



"No shit…" Mark repeated after the piano fell silent again. "I didn't know that. That's really cool…but it's like…hard to hear."



"Yeah. It's work." Gil nodded in agreement. "It's called counterpoint. It's one of a whole bunch of ways to layer music in a way that takes something simple, and layers it in contrast to other layers, melodic, harmonic, whatever, until it becomes something complex. It can paint a picture, tell a story, or deconstruct your entire psyche. But you have to work to understand it. Kind of like how I have to work to understand it when I play it. It's…a collaboration."



"Is this like the flow state thing?" Mark asked.



"Kind of. It's related. But it's kind of its own thing too."



"So you play classical because it's complex?"



"Not quite," Gil answered, playing the Bach fugue phrase again. 



"So why?" 



"I don't play classical music because it's complex. I play complex music because life is complex. So complex music tells you more about life. But only if you put the work into it. The human mind, human emotions, human relationships…all extremely complex. Music should reflect and explore that complexity. It should help us face our fears when we look at ourselves and see a tangle of messy contradictions. It's true in other art forms, too. Kind of like why you read James Joyce and TS Eliot instead of Harlequin romance novels."



Mark cocked his head again. "Okay. Okay, I think I'm following."



Gil finished the fugue. Mark found himself standing straight as he looked down, watching as the hammers danced against the strings, the multiple melodies and surprising harmonies flying up into the air and drilling into him.



The piece ended, and Gil pulled his hands back again, silent. At length, he looked up to Mark.



"This thing we've got going…it's working because you, Amy, me, we're all giving each other something. It's got layers. Complexity. New harmonies, new ideas are coming out of it.  But you…you got your own shit to work on, man. We'll help, but…you have to look inward and own your own complexity. Find your own balance. You can't mute out a melody inside you, even if it's ugly. Let it out, and see what kind of harmonies it makes. You'll be surprised."



Mark was stunned at the insight. He didn't know how to respond.



"It's work. But you can't be afraid, man. You've got to dig in when it scares you. You can't be afraid of what comes out. It's how you find depth in the music. And it's how you find meaning in life."



Mark blinked, still surprised. Still flummoxed.



"Trust me."



Gil ended the conversation. 



Mark didn’t move a muscle as Gil stood up, folded his music book, and put it in his bag before patting Mark on the arm and walking off stage. The heavy metal door clanged shut behind him, leaving Mark alone under the lights, the open maw of the concert grand gaping and ready to swallow him. 



* * *



Converse all-stars stepping out of the midsize SUV.



Serviceable, but slightly faded blue jeans.



Full, yet graceful hips, then a faded T-shirt gradually visible as she stepped away from the car door.



Georgetown Law.



Megan was grateful to have had the opportunity to change out of courtroom clothes–it was a trial day, after all. Marcos had started his new robotics club, and JJ had baseball. Zipper was at doggy daycare, and she had just enough time to stop for a quick visit on her way to gather all of the boys, one by one, before she got home.



She reached back in through the door to grab a paper bag, then a plastic one. She checked the door shut with her hips and began walking from the parking lot toward the makeshift shelter just outside the treeline. Voices began to filter out toward her as she approached, then looked into the open doorway of the shelter. 



"Speed isn't going to do it this time."



The UFC sanctioned fight coach held a stern look. Standing over Gunny Poisson, who was seated shirtless, vascular, and sweating, his elbows on his knees, his back hunched, and his head hanging down.



Standing next to him was Captain Rein, arms folded over his green undershirt, still wearing camouflage pants with bloused boots. 



He spotted her first.



"Meg! What a surprise!"



She smiled broadly as she stepped into the tent. Jared's chin shot up, a look of relief in his eyes as his wife walked in.



"Yeah…hope I'm not interrupting anything…"



The UFC coach cleared his throat. "Not at all. Just a breather between speed drills."



"Where's everyone else?" Megan asked.



"First platoon is in the pit, second's running to the beach, and don't ask about third. They're regretting some of their earlier decisions right now." Mark's answers were succinct. And just funny enough to keep the conversation moving.



"Oh…" Megan suppressed a smile. "I see. Everything okay here in the head shed?"



"That depends…" Jared asked wearily. "What's in the bag?"



"Steak burritos. And some sports drink. Electrolytes and whatnot."



"My god…you're beautiful…" Jared reached into the paper bag and pulled out a thick, foil wrapped treasure.



Mark laughed. "Thanks, Meg. How was your day?"



She shrugged, cocking a half grin. "Oh, you know. Kickin' ass."



"Atta girl…" Mark said, grinning, before catching himself.



Megan caught herself too, and turned serious.



"What's this I hear about speed?"



The coach looked at Mark, who nodded, before deciding to continue.



"Mrs. Poisson…your husband has a reputation for speed, no one anywhere in the league is disputing that."



"They shouldn't. He's the fastest MMA fighter in the world."



Mark grimaced. The coach pursed his lips, concerned.



"Ma'am…ten years ago, no question…But St. Croix…"



"Doesn't stand a goddamn chance against Mad Dog Poisson." 



Megan finished his sentence for him, her eyes narrowing.



Mark cracked another smile. "I told you…"



Jared grinned too, straightening his posture before standing up. He took a big bite of the burrito, his eyes rolling back in his head.



"Yep. There it is. That's the good shit…"



Mark reached into the bag too, pulling out the other burrito.



"Meg…I don't want you to get the wrong idea here. Phil here has every confidence your man here can dominate. But Phil's paid to be critical."



"So am I," she cocked her head.



"St. Croix is known for speed too, Ma'am," Phil continued. "And he's a full ten years younger. One of the reasons UFC booked this fight as a headline is to match two fighters known for speed. We just need to have something else in our pocket since we don't hold the obvious advantage there. And…in the off chance that the past decade has worn down some of his zip."



Mark paused mid swig, having lifted the sports drink bottle up to drink.



Jared cocked a half grin, messily chewing his food as he saw Megan's eyes narrow again.



"Go ahead, Phil…try and win an argument with her…"



Mark laughed out loud, spraying sports drink against the inside wall of the tent.



Now in on the joke, Megan dropped her hackles slightly.



"Okay…Phil, is it? So what's the other skill? What's the supplemental strategy here?" 



Her delivery was calm. Conversational. But clearly a trap. Her brown eyes burned into him.



Phil looked back warily, unsure if he was actually being tested. 



There was something about her, he could tell. He'd seen enough world class fighters to recognize a set of eyes not to be fucked with. In her way, this woman was a fighter–very much a peer to her husband. 



He hesitated again. Enough time for Mark to speak up and fill the void.



"He needs to take hits, Meg. Strategically. He can't slip everything like he usually does."



"Excuse me?" Megan's eyes flared as, even though Mark answered, she looked back toward Phil.



"I know it sounds crazy…"



"No…it sounds idiotic. Crazy I understand. Crazy, I sympathize with. Crazy can't help itself. This is just…stupid."



"Meg…" Mark raised a hand and spoke softly. She slapped it down.



"Mark…Don't handle me. I'm not stupid."



"Meg…" Mark repeated himself. "It's not as bad as it sounds."



"It doesn't have to be. Half of it is dumb enough. You're really telling me that you're going to take his number one asset–speed–and tank it for the biggest fight of his career?"



"Not tank it," Phil interjected. "Shelve it for about two rounds. Then bring it back out after St. Croix is convinced Jared's too old to match him speed for speed."



Megan paused, looking at Mark. 



His eyes showed the same concern as hers. 



That fact calmed her slightly–she didn't want to feel like the hysterical woman in the room. She folded her arms meaningfully, holding Mark's gaze.



"Tell me what you think about this. Really."



Mark took a deep breath, looking at Jared, who still sat between him and Phil, grinning as he noisily chewed his burrito. 



"This is going really well, huh?"



Mark stifled a laugh, knowing Megan was in no mood for it as he looked back at her.



"I don't love it, Meg. For a lot of reasons."



"Name them."



"I agree with your basic objection on strategic grounds. Ditching his primary advantage is dumb on its face. I don't love the idea of opening him up to blunt force hits. I worry about it backfiring, about slowing him down or dulling his edge before we get to the drop zone and take the leash off. And I worry about head trauma in general. Did I miss anything?"



Megan's glare softened. "No."



"Okay."



"So…why are we even considering this?"



Mark looked over at Phil.



"St Croix is fast," he explained. "Close enough to Jared's speed that if we just match it, then it's gonna be a long dance and a dangerous point-by-point game where everyone gets tired. The likelihood of stupid mistakes goes up exponentially every minute we drag it out. And…as we've said before, St. Croix is ten years younger. He has the advantage there."



Jared coughed comically between bites. "Hey guys…uh…I think one of my balls just fell out and rolled under the thing…" He pointed over toward the edge of the tent. "Could one of you…?"



Megan smirked and rolled her eyes, waiting for Phil to continue. 



"Jared's path to victory has historically been based on speed, usually in the first or second round. His style is quick, and based on surprise. It'll be exactly what St Croix is training for. What he's most ready for. We have to create new conditions for surprise. Conserving energy, setting the trap before snapping it rather than coming out of the gate all amped up, slippery and savage."



Megan took a deep breath, considering his words.



"Also Meg," Mark added, "St Croix is fast, but he doesn't hit very hard. He's gonna try to get Frenchie on the mat, and he's a pretty strong grappler. Losing by submission is not what we want. This allows us to keep distance between them, decrease the odds of that happening."



She shook her head. "I don't like this."



"Also…"Mark went on. "I got a neurologist to be on site. A good one."



"A good one?" Megan asked sarcastically. "So you're an expert on evaluating neurologists now?"



"He is a good one, ma'am," Phil offered, drawing Megan's gaze. "We actually take it very seriously, and we vet…"



"He's highly recommended," Mark interrupted. "By someone we can trust. From Johns Hopkins."



Megan looked startled, looking back over at Mark.

 

"Johns Hopkins?"



Mark nodded gravely. "Yeah. I made a call."



The source stunned Megan for a moment. But quickly recovering, her brow furrowed again, staring down her longtime lover.



"I don't love this. And if it goes bad, you'll have to explain to the boys why their dad turned into a drooling idiot."



"He was gonna have to do that anyway…" Jared quipped, gulping down the last bite and chasing it with a swig from his sports drink.



"Shut up, you…" Megan smirked, swatting the air in his direction.



"Alright." Jared stood up, taking a deep breath and shrugging his shoulders. 



Megan watched her husband stand. He looked leaner than usual. Tight.



The training was doing what it always did. Making him hungry. Savage. Unlocking his unique genius as he focused on a handful of minutes in a chainlink cage in the not-distant future. 



The overcrowded mosaic of fight tattoos covering his torso boasted his undefeated history in single combat.  



He slipped his mouthguard back in, turning to Phil and nodding. Phil nodded politely to Megan before following Jared out of the tent, back toward the pit where first platoon was circled up around the combatants of the moment. 



Jared was going to take another group of five in a row, Mark explained to Megan as she watched him admiringly through the door.



She nodded in acknowledgment, then turned back to face the quiet, stern, but worried face of Charlie Company's commanding officer.



She raised an eyebrow.



"Johns Hopkins?"
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Geez, Crushing, I consider myself a fairly bright guy, but you are stepping it up to a new level of intellectual challenge!

All great stuff which actually enhances the eroticism.  Outstanding work, for which we again thank you! 



There is nothing else here that comes close to matching the quality and intensity of your story and character development.

So we all remain drooling for the next chapter.
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Chen's darkness is intriguing on many levels. Then there's that cage Gil winds up in...



Stayin' tuned!
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btw Crushing...to confirm, my comment of May 23rd was absolutely intended to be a compliment.  I can't fathom how it would even be possible to do anything but compliment this masterpiece.  Thank you.
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Finally. 



Some peace and quiet.



Megan heaved a sigh of relief as she slipped under the covers. 



Another long day. 



Wake up, run on the basement treadmill for half an hour, let Zipper outside, make breakfast for the boys, fight with JJ until he wears matching socks and tucks his shirt in, de-smudge his face while yelling over her shoulder to Marcos so he didn't forget the right books and his tool bag for robotics club, then dash around getting ready, drop JJ off at elementary school, Marcos at middle school, and then break several traffic laws on the way into the office. 



From there it was briefs, meetings, two court appearances, a walking lunch, more meetings, then an interview at the jail with a particularly scummy potential witness. The kind of guy that makes you feel like you need a shower after talking to him.



After the jail, leave work with a stop by Camp LeJeune with some carbs and kisses for Jared, dashing away to arrive just in time at JJ's baseball practice before that bitch Laurie Finn starts talking shit about how working moms can't ever be on time, then over to the middle school shop to drag Marcos away from whatever gizmo he was fiddling with, then racing to the dog day care minutes before the close, and grabbing a takeout dinner and slapping it on the table when the three of them plus Zipper got home. 



After scarfing down food that someone else cooked, she could turn Marcos loose on his homework, fight JJ to come in from outside, then convince Marcos to put away his fun book and read his school book, then fight JJ to do his homework instead of legos, then fight JJ to put on his pajamas, then ask Marcos to fight JJ into actually going to bed, because…holy shit…there's just…a limit.



So when the racket died down, when JJ finally stopped chattering and started the steady breathing of deep sleep, when Marcos finally turned off his reading light and crashed out with Zipper curled up at his feet, when she had finished arranging her morning briefs and set her briefcase in the ready position for tomorrow…when all bedroom doors were closed and lights off…her quiet, empty bedroom was a small slice of heaven.



She reached over, absently gripping the top sheet where Jared's body usually lay. 



Wednesday. 



Time: 10:31 PM. 



Fight day…minus 3. 



Jared would not be joining her in bed tonight. As was his routine, the weeks before a fight he slept apart from her. Usually on a concrete floor in a barracks somewhere. 



It kept him uncomfortable. On edge. Sharp.



And their nighttime separation, of course, facilitated the other pre-fight routine. 



No sex.



That kept him hungry. 



And, as he explained, it had the strange and surprising effect of making him both distracted and focused at the same time. A kind of walking tension that made him hyper sensitive to his surroundings. And hyper reactive to his opponents.



But…and this was definitely unfair…the routine kept her hungry, too. She wasn't gearing up for a fight, after all. In fact, she was dreading his.



But Megan always obliged the routine, wanting to be supportive. 



And that routine amounted to a kind of erotic torture for her. Not only because she had a healthy sex drive–very much feeling her sexual prime in her mid thirties–but because seeing Jared in fighting form–hungry and savage–lit her fire like almost nothing else.



She sighed again, remembering the sight of him on base earlier that day. 



He had just finished his final set of sparring drills, the heat of the day draining his vigor such that she found him leaning against the wall, exhausted. He had been barefoot and shirtless, his tattooed torso obscuring the tight, almost surgical cut of his core. His musculature was toned–ripped, even–but all in a practical way. 



His muscles weren't for show. They were fine tuned for bending, holding, twisting, throwing…for extracting teeth-grinding submission from opponents.



A position she always found herself envying–ironically.



Four days from now, it would feel worth it.



The first few nights after a fight were always passionate for her. 



For them. 



Passionate to the point of pseudo-catatonia on Megan's part. Late into the night, Jared would contort her body to the point of pain, pinching her into forms of erotic tension from which she could not escape without begging. Then he would fuck her with the vigor of an overcaffeinated jackrabbit.



So it was always worth the wait.



But…the wait was awful.



But this time it was much worse. The normal longing for her husband's body was complicated because during this go-around, whenever she saw–and lusted over–Jared's fighting form, there was Mark. With his commanding presence, his own bulky musculature and his velvety baritone. 



She sighed again in frustration, leaning over to open her nightstand drawer and pulling out a small, silicone toy: a short, thin, vibrating bullet. She clicked it on and adjusted the speed, the barest semblance of a buzz rapidly fading from the air as she slid it under the covers.



Another truncated sigh as the toy found her stiffening button.



Megan's mind returned to the duty hut earlier that day–Jared and Mark, both in fighting form, both with hollow, tense cheeks and hungry eyes. Both with statuesque bodies–the products of intense, sustained training and repeated combat drills. 



And–as both were wearing the short, silky workout shorts used during Marine Corps physical training–she caught a pretty good look at…well…you know.



A small whimper escaped her mouth as she the buzzing against her nub suddenly raised in intensity of feeling. Warmth moved up her core and slightly out toward her thighs. She paused briefly, wiggling and bucking as she pulled her pajama bottoms and panties down to her ankles, uncovering herself before letting her legs fall open again.



She traversed from memory to fantasy as the toy found the crest of her womanhood once more. 



Megan imagined Mark's hungry eyes matching the intensity of Jared's in the duty hut. She imagined Jared reaching out and pulling her toward his sweaty body, kissing her deeply and demanding that she care for him, relieving his tension and easing his pain.



She would kiss him back, matching his hunger as she felt Mark's large hands slip up her front from behind her, gripping her breasts between her body and Jared's.



She whimpered slightly more, the hypothetical clutch of Mark's big hands finding purchase in her mind as she climbed closer toward climax.



Mark would rip her away from Jared, pulling her clothes off and tossing them off to the side of the room. Shirt. Pants. Socks. Then bra. Then panties. He would reach down and sweep off the contents of the duty desk, then bend her over it.



She would hear a rustle behind her as she smiled knowingly, waiting for Mark's long, thick cock to find its way to the place where it belonged most in the world–inside her body. 



Jared would stroke her hair, bending down to look encouragingly at her, promising that he would fill her when it was his turn…but not until after the fight.



But it was okay. She didn't have to wait. Mark would take care of her…



She cooed at the thought.



Her climax began to peek over the horizon of her expectation as her fantasy took a turn. In her mind's eye, some of Mark and Jared's marines would walk by the duty hut, seeing the lewd scene playing out. 



She looked helplessly up at the young marines, who would be shocked at Gunny P's wife naked and bent over the desk, their commanding officer confidently preparing to take her from behind as the indomitable cage fighter watched with approval. 



Instead of stopping and assuming decorum, Mark would instead assume that cool, stoic tone of command…



"Gents…stand fast. I'm gonna show you how this is done…"



She would look helplessly at the young faces as she felt him enter her…his huge cock stretching her like it always did, her black hair falling helplessly over her face as she was observed in total submission by young, intrigued strangers in uniform…



"See? Just like that. That's how you move…that's how you fuck 'em properly…" Mark would explain, his voice drifting from behind…



Again, the velvety, authoritative baritone…accompanying the rough but somehow tender thrusting…



Megan's eyes scrunched shut as she stifled a moan. 



Her climax hit hard. Her legs thrashed like a landing butterfly, her hips thrusting involuntarily. 



Deep satisfaction. Well earned and deeply needed–it was also deeply felt. 



The waves of pleasure receded. 



Megan paused, catching her breath before turning off the little silicone bullet. 



She took a deep breath and sighed again.



She wanted more. She wanted Jared. She wanted her husband.



But this took the edge off…



The horizon of her memory and fantasy began to dim slightly as fatigue caught up with her. She sleepily put the silicone bullet back in the drawer and closed it, the warm haze of relief clouding her vision as she began to drift off.



Three more days…



Three more…



* * *



"You've checked them all, you don't need to check them again."



Phil, the fight coach, snapped at the man with the clipboard.



"Look man, Standards and Practices needs to verify that there's nothing on his body that's going to get the network fined when we broadcast…"



"He hasn't gotten any new tattoos since you checked him this morning, dumbass. Leave him alone, he's gotta get into the right headspace."



He shooed the man with the clipboard out of the room, slamming the door shut behind him. 



Jared sat silent, his eyes locked in a thousand yard stare as a young corporal from the MACE–detailed to attend to this fight by Quantico–quietly and expertly taped the fighter's hands.



Jared's bare torso was tight and oiled. The messy mosaic of tattoos seemed to pop and blur in succession. Lines, curves, images, letters. Hints of faces, symbols, mythical creatures. An entire world of images, a rich tapestry of stories confusingly woven by a physical genius with massively debilitating ADHD.



Phil stood behind Jared, pinching and testing his trapezius, then deltoid muscles.



"Good. Loose. You feelin' good?"



Jared nodded without a word. 



"I just got handed some film from St Croix's last week of training. Favor from a friend. You want to see it real quick?"



Jared shook his head, closing his eyes.



"Alright, I'll tell you what I saw. He's quick, he's cocky, and he's looking to counter you and go for the legs. Just like I predicted, just like we practiced for. Got it?"



Jared nodded, Phil's voice fading from his awareness.



His mind's eye did what it always did in the moments before a fight. They shot back through time. To as far back as he could remember. 



Infancy, childhood, adolescence. His time as a newlywed, as a junior marine. Coming up through fight ranks. Getting his first leadership billet back in an infantry unit… 



He heard Phil's voice distantly. Earnestly explaining something.



Jared didn't care. The time for preparation was over. The point where more words, more explanation, more analysis would be useful to him, had passed long ago. 



With his eyes closed, Jared's mind drifted to the present. 



JJ's face. 



It was up to date. Ragged, messy brown hair, wide ears, missing front teeth, a wide, manic smile, and freckles. 



Then Marky's. 



Thin, solemn, deep. Copper skin, caramel eyes, broad nose and high cheekbones. Showing the first glimmers of manhood.



Megan appeared next. Beautiful beyond words. Her face symmetrical, her chocolate brown eyes concerned but compassionate–complementing a kind smile…the kind she always had when she was in mom mode. Like when taking care of the boys when they were sick.



The pictures in his mind moved faster. Colleagues he respected. Staff Sergeant Platz. Corporal Whisk. Lieutenant Baldiri. 



Captain Rein.



Laura Poisson-his mom.



Lieutenant Colonel Wolfe.



Brigadier General Chen.



Sergeants Milley, Ralph, and Carlton…



Faces faded away to bodies. 



Megan again. In a two piece swimsuit, laughing and waving at him from a deck chair by a warm pool.



JJ and Marky wrestling on the living room floor–JJ's wild, manic energy giving Marky's superior size a run for his money.



Mark–out of uniform in jeans and a t-shirt, playing with the boys and the dog in front of that shitty 4Runner he refused to part with.   



Junior marines–his students in the pits back at battalion–pushing themselves to the limit under his careful but severe tutelage.



Dozens more faces. Maybe hundreds–always peppering back to his family before fading out to the periphery of less-close friends and acquaintances.



Every face in his mind had two eyes fixed on him–eyes that would figuratively be on him as he stepped into the ring to carry all of their honor on his shoulders.



He felt fingers tap his shoulder. 



He broke from his reverie, looking up. Phil stood over him, a towel draped around his neck and holding open the silk robe–red and gold with a massive eagle, globe, and anchor symbol embroidered on the back under the block letter name:



POISSON



"You ready, Mad Dog?"



Jared nodded without a word.



He stood up, slipped on his fingerless fight gloves, and then slipped his lean, muscular arms through the loose arms of the robe. 



He took a deep breath, slapped his palms together, and exhaled.



Go time.



* * *



Uncle Mark seemed nervous. So did Mom.



Marcos sat uneasily in the stadium seat.



Good seats. Front row.



He looked to his right. 



Mom sat stiffly upright, light showing between her back and the back of her chair. 



She was pretty tense.



She was kinda dressed up. 



Not like she did for work, but almost like they were going to church. She had a dress on, and her hair pulled back. And she was wearing earrings. Nice ones.



Probably because of TV cameras. Dad said there were going to be a bunch of TV cameras.



Which is why Mom made him and JJ wear their new pants.



He looked to his left. Next to him sat JJ, wiggling and chattering as always. 



Uncle Mark sat on the other side of JJ. He was being patient, trying to calmly answer all of his little brother’s rapid fire questions.



Uncle Mark didn't seem to get that JJ never waited for answers. He just talked, and talked, and talked, and talked.



It's why he always got in trouble at school. And why his grades were bad.



Uncle Mark was in his uniform. The one with the dark green suit coat, the two silver bars on top of his shoulders. And all the ribbons on his chest. He had a lot of them. Almost as many as Dad.



All the other guys from Dad's unit were wearing the dress up uniform, too. Not the blue one, though. Not the fancy one, the business one the dark green one. 



Marcos looked behind him, seeing row after row of marines in their section, all chattering excitedly, laughing, joking, smacking each other playfully.



He wasn't sure how many there were. 



He stopped to count. 



One, two, three…yeah…fifteen to a row.



One, two, three…fifteen rows to a section. 



Two hundred twenty five seats per section.



One, two, three, four sections. 



Nine hundred seats total. 



All filled with dark green uniforms. Except the front row of each section had families. Wife and kids for the officers…that messed with the numbers a little bit.



Seventh Battalion was there in its entirety. He knew, because he heard Uncle Mark and mom talking about it a couple days ago. And Colonel Wolfe–Dad and Uncle Mark's boss–was sitting on the other side of Uncle Mark, too, with that fat lady who fake-smiled all the time.



Charlie Company–Dad and Uncle Mark's company got the good seats in the front section because it was Dad's fight.



Marcos was excited, and not just because Dad was going to be on TV. 



He was more excited because he had a surprise for Dad after the fight. 



He had built a battle bot. 



He was going to give it to Dad as a prize for winning his fight tonight. The battle bot ran on tracks, and it had a hammer that smashed the other robots if the angle was just right. He just had trouble getting it to retract when he wanted to. But it was good enough as a proof of concept. Dad would love it.



Marcos turned around. JJ was complaining again. 



Gosh, he was annoying. Now he was pulling on Uncle Mark's arm.



"It's an undercard fight, JJ," Marcos interrupted his brother's question. "Dad explained it like…a million times. Just watch it. Dad's fight is coming up, just not now!"



Marcos looked back at Mom, who seemed distracted. She was looking around at nothing in particular all the time, then looking at Uncle Mark for a second, then looking away.



"Mom…JJ's being a spaz."



She laughed nervously. "Yeah. He's just excited for Dad to come out."



Marcos rolled his eyes. "We have a whole other fight before..."



"That's right, honey."



She knew. But she wasn't going to tell JJ to shut up. Marcos knew it. Mom was scared. She was using her "I'm trying to make sure everyone else is calm" voice.



"Mom…Dad's gonna be okay."



The boy's voice was grave. Steady. 



She looked down at the floor, blinking slowly before looking back over.



"Yeah," she nodded at her oldest son. "Of course he is. Dad's tough."



"Yeah he is. The toughest…"



* * *



Charlie company all present or accounted for.



The report was given by Gunnery Sergeant James, next senior enlisted man under Jared. 



All present or accounted for, Charlie company was now seated behind and mainly to the right of the CO–both that of the company and of the battalion.



To Mark’s immediate right squirmed JJ, dressed in a newly wrinkled polo shirt with new jeans and a belt. To his immediate left sat Lieutenant Colonel Wolfe, and his visibly nervous wife, Celia. 



“What’s the guy’s name in the blue shorts?” JJ asked.



Mark looked down at the fight form. "Uh…looks like…Jack Kingsley."



"Is he good?"



"Not sure."



"Could you beat him?"



"No idea. I could probably get a couple good hits in."



"I bet you could beat him. You're really big."



"Well, there's more to it than that, buddy."



"I know. Dad's beat guys that were bigger than him."



"Including me."



"Yeah. Hey, what's that music?"



"The walkout music for the challenger," Mark looked down again. "I don't know. Some kinda rap song. But the fighter's name is Deonte Smith…"



"How do they pick the songs?"



"I'm not sure, really…I think…"



"I always know Dad's songs. He's got really famous songs."



"They're not famous for everybody, JJ," Marcos explained from the other side. "You just know them because Dad plays them all the time."



"Yeah, that's because they're famous…hey, look at that…"



Mark and Marcos exchanged a knowing smile as JJ was again distracted by some random stimulus for the umpteenth time that night. 



Mark looked past Marcos to Megan, who seemed distracted in her own way. She caught him out of the corner of her eye, turning her head and smiling nervously.



"You okay?" he mouthed silently. 



She nodded, her eyes telling a different story.



"The guy at the metal detector said dad was going to lose…" JJ offered, apropos of nothing. "He said Jeremy Saint Crux is really fast, and I told him that dad was faster, but he didn't believe me."



Megan's face looked covertly pained, but she masked it stoically.



"Yeah, nobody's ever ready for how fast your dad is, buddy," Mark said, more to the boy's mother than to the boy. "I'm not too worried about it."



"Submission…the blue shorts guy submitted the red shorts guy. He won…" JJ continued with his unbroken commentary as the referee raised the hand of the winner in the cage. The two emptied the ring, vacating the space for the next commercial break.



"This part's boring. They should have other things happening, when it gets boring," JJ offered.



"JJ, can you please be quiet? You're such a spaz…" Marcos sighed, frustrated.



JJ sat quietly for a few moments. 



Until, suddenly, the camera lights went on again, and music started playing over the loudspeakers. 



A guitar riff, the same chord over and over in brutal tension with snare drums on the first two half beats…



"No, you're a spaz, I'm not a spaz. What's a spaz, anyway? Oh wait…that's dad's music! That's dad's music!!!"



Mark recognized the song immediately too. 



As did Megan.



Sabotage. The Beastie Boys.



JJ bolted upright out of his seat and, with the speed that could only be that of the son of "Mad Dog" Jared Poisson, he shot like a blur down the aisle past Mark and toward the entrance to the locker room.



"JJ!" 



Mark stood up, shooting his long arm past Colonel Wolfe and catching the boy by the collar and pulling him back.



But it was too late. 



Although he caught the boy, the whole section shuffled abruptly with movement. Seeing the company commander stand suddenly, and with the name "MAD DOG" JARED POISSON emblazoned on the jumbotron over the ring, the 150 marines of Charlie Company stood up at once and snapped to attention.



This was not the plan. But the cameras were rolling. And everyone was in uniform.



Mark sheepishly dragged JJ back toward his seat, then simply committed to the mistake, standing at attention.



Colonel Wolfe looked up at Mark, one eyebrow raised, but recognized the conundrum and adapted. 



He quickly stood to attention as well.



The rest of the battalion immediately stood with him.



The deafening roar of the crowd drowned out the raucous music as a team of trainers, surrounding a single figure, robed and hooded in shiny red and gold, as he made his way toward the ring. 



Mark watched Jared step into the octagon through the gate right after Phil took off his robe. 



Mark clenched his teeth, his jaw flexing visibly. Megan stood too, as did the boys. Her hands covered her mouth involuntarily, her modest wedding ring showing for the cameras.



They closed the gate behind Jared as he turned around, seeing nearly a thousand marines standing at rigid attention facing him.



He started, then matched their posture, his fists clenched at his thighs, his stance ramrod straight. He nodded in official deference toward Colonel Wolfe, then toward Mark.



Saving the scene from the embarrassment of the cameras, Wolfe concluded the charade. He shouted out the command to sit at ease.



All at once, the sea of olive green uniforms took their seats. 



Megan leaned over Marcos and quietly scolded JJ, who loudly insisted that he did nothing wrong before sitting down again next to his brother.



Mark turned toward the battalion commander.



"Uh, sorry about that, sir. And thanks for covering."



"No problem, Rein. I think it worked out fine. But I guess we'll see if I get an angry call from Division tomorrow."



Mark looked carefully, noting the half smile on Wolfe's otherwise stoic face. He braved a smile of his own. 



"Only if our boy goes down."



"You think he will?" 



Colonel Wolfe's eyebrow lifted in genuine curiosity.



Mark hesitated, unsure of how precisely to respond. 



Finally, he shook his head gravely.



"Not a chance, sir."



"Good."

 

Mark leaned back in his seat, turning his head the other way again, seeing everyone's eyes–Megan's, Marcos', even JJ's–riveted to the cage as Jared's opponent began to make his way to the ring under raucous music and thunderous cheers of his own.



* * *



"Poisson is making his way out of the locker room, surrounded by his training team."



The first announcer delivered with a gravelly baritone–John Sasson: a retired MMA fighter himself.



"I hear there are interesting aspects to his training regimen this go around, and…wait…looks like the Marines from Poisson's unit are standing to acknowledge his entrance…"



The second announcer had a more strained, but smooth tenor. A career sports announcer: MMA, boxing, and other extreme supports. 



Martin Cox.



"Wait…it's just two sections…wait, no, now all of the Marines are standing up together." Sasson seemed startled by the development as the camera panned out to the audience. "Nearly a thousand marines in attendance to support Poisson, with many other veterans in the crowd going wild as he enters. Many of Mad Dog's fans have been waiting for years for him to have a headline fight like this, with many wishing he would have left active duty service so he could pursue the career professionally."



"Mad Dog has consistently turned down every offer, John. Honestly, Poisson is a mystery. Ten years ago he would have been a strong contender for a top seed in the league, but he had to fight on the Marine Corps schedule. That limited his options, much to the frustration of his fans."



"He looks good tonight. Loose, but focused. He doesn't seem to show his age."



"That's right, John. Poisson is 36 years old. Retirement age. He doesn't look like he's in decline, though."



"No, he doesn't. Looks like the marines in the audience are sitting down now, Poisson is turning toward the gate, pacing the inside of the octagon…"



"And…here comes St. Croix." Martin paused, letting the music and crowd carry into the broadcast.



"Boy Lightning" Jemaine St Croix. Born in Haiti, raised in Baltimore. Looking smooth and confident, waving to acknowledge his own fans as he makes his way into the ring…"



"He is looking very confident. That's pretty par for the course for St. Croix…we all saw him try to clown Mad Dog at the weigh in, but, like most infantry Marines, Poisson is not easily rattled."



"That confidence may be misplaced, John. Poisson has a full ten years of experience on him, and remains undefeated…"



"The referee is going over rules; both fighters appear mainly focused on each other…Now what was that you were saying about Mad Dog's training regimen for this fight, Martin?"



"Yes, John. Poisson has an appointed league trainer as part of the terms of this bout. But he has hired no training staff. Apparently his commanding officer said the entire unit was training for the fight together. Not sure how that worked, and we weren't granted access to document it. But beyond his one contractually obligated trainer, he simply set his own routine, and apparently trained as a group. Highly unusual. His fight staff for the ring tonight was detailed from the MACE in Quantico. They are not regular staff members for the 36 year old Vermont native."



"It's highly stupid, if you ask me, Martin. Training for a main event like this is a highly individualized thing. I expect Poisson will pay for it in the ring."



"He may, John. Although his trainer, Phil Huntsman, a veteran of the league, swears he's ready to go. And for what it's worth, at 36, Mad Dog certainly looks ready to go."



"I'll give you that, Martin…Okay, the fighters have returned to their corners…"



"There's the bell. They're in and moving. St. Croix appears predictably nimble, Poisson seems to be matching the pace. Poisson–known for rarely throwing first–and St. Croix knows it. Look at him dance, John…it seems like Boy Lightning is baiting him."



"Poisson's not taking the bait, Martin."



"No, it doesn't look like he is, but…oh, St. Croix shoots the legs! Poisson counters…sprawls and pivots…He's avoided the takedown, and landed a hard hook on the way out before getting out of range again. Wow. Blink and you'll miss it in this fight! The crowd loves that, John…" 



The roar of the crowd drifted in under the announcers' voices.



"Both fighters are back on their feet now. St. Croix's gamble has failed, Poisson is clearly still as wily as he was…"



"That's right, John, but not quite as nimble. As fast as that was, Mad Dog looks a little flat footed compared to some of his classic fights in the past…"



"I'd agree with that, Martin. For a normal fighter in this weight class, the pace he's moving at would be on the upper end of quick, but for Poisson, it's almost sluggish…"



"St. Croix hits a solid lead, and cross!" Martin interrupted. "Mad Dog Poisson moves back, and right, trying to get an angle..St. Croix gets him again. And again… And again!"



The crowd roared as Jared's head snapped back, throwing his body weight backward onto his rear foot. His opponent rushed in, almost looking like he was going for a football tackle, but Jared regained balance enough to land a powerful front kick to St. Croix's sternum.



"St. Croix backs off, wow. A powerful repelling move by Mad Dog Poisson. Mad Dog leaning forward on the offensive now as St. Croix recovers. Might've lost his wind, looks like Boy Lightning is panicking…"



"Not panicking…" John corrected him. "Regrouping. Look, he's coming right back. There. Two more jabs. Two more, and he throws a knee. Poisson slips…mostly. Looks like he caught an edge of that last one…and looks like that earlier cross hit cut him. He's definitely bleeding..."



"And there's the bell. Wow. First round, a series of what looked like game over moves…But both fighters are still standing. St. Croix is visibly winded, and Mad Dog Poisson is bleeding from his left eye."



"It's a brawl, John. Much less elegant that I think any of us anticipated. Normally both fighters are known for a much more polished style, but with no obvious advantage in speed or form between these two, it has turned into a street fight. No decisive quick counters, no counters at all unless you count Poisson's hook on the way out after avoiding that takedown." 



"Poisson's eye is going to swell, Martin. That is a deep cut. He's going to have to deal with some limited visibility. Coach Phil Huntsman seems to be talking him through it as the cut is cleaned and taped…"



"St. Croix's coach appears agitated. It seems like this fight is not what he thought it would be. It's a scary thing to change strategies between rounds like this, but it looks like that might be on the table for Boy Lightning…"



* * *



Dad looked like he was bleeding. Like, a lot.



"Mom…do they have bandaids?"



JJ spoke impulsively, his curiosity innocent.



"They do, honey. I think they're going to try to put one on there…"



"Mom, Dad's bleeding."



"She knows, JJ," Marcos said roughly. "She can see it."



JJ pouted, looking down at his feet.



"Relax, buddy." 



Uncle Mark's low voice was accompanied by a big-handed pat on the head. 



"Your dad's just getting started. Trust me."



JJ looked up. "How do you know?."



"I know him. Just trust him. He's never fought someone like this before, so he's doing some new things. But he's got this."



"Okay. Mom…Uncle Mark says Dad's gonna win."



Mom looked over, smiling at Uncle Mark for a long time. JJ looked over to see Uncle Mark smiling back.



"If he loses, since you're his boss, are you gonna get him in trouble?" JJ asked.



Mark laughed. "Um…pretty much, yeah. Yeah, I will. But don't worry. That's not gonna happen. He won't lose."



JJ's face turned grave. 



He didn't want Dad to get in trouble.



JJ watched Dad stand up straight again, shaking his shoulder out, and lightly touching his hurt eye as the bell rang again. 



Dad walked calmly to the center of the ring, blocking a kick from the other guy before snapping back to his fighting stance.



Another kick. This one hit Dad on the side of the head. Almost like he didn't see it.



Dad was shaking his head, moving back and away. 



Back foot first. Like always.



"Dad! Don't cross your feet!"



"He knows, JJ."



Marky was always mean when JJ wanted to talk. 



"Don't be a jerk, Marky. Look. Dad's wobbling. I think he's hurt."



"No he's not, JJ. He's just moving fast like he always does."



"Nu-uh. No he's not. Look at his feet. One of them is shaking. See? See Uncle Mark?"



"I see it, buddy. He's just a little stunned from that last…"



A groan from the crowd as the guy landed a body blow on Dad's ribs, then a left hook to Dad's temple.



"Dad! Watch out! Mom, Dad's hurt!"



Uncle Mark grabbed JJ around the shoulders hastily.



"Easy buddy, let's just watch, okay? Let's not do commentary. Your dad's got this…"



JJ looked over at Mom, whose hands were covering her mouth again, her eyes wide. He looked over at Uncle Mark, whose eyes also seemed fixed on the cage in front of them.



Another groan from the crowd as the other guy grabbed Dad's arm and started to throw him, but Dad reversed it, throwing an elbow into the other guy's face.



A cheer erupted from the crowd.



JJ cheered, feeling Uncle Mark's hand squeezing his shoulder a little tighter.



The other guy backed off from Dad, dazed.



"Why isn't…"



JJ felt Uncle Mark's hand squeezing his shoulder again. He lowered his voice to a whisper, turning his head up as Uncle Mark leaned down to hear him.



"Why isn't Dad chasing him? Dad usually chases guys…"



"It's a strategy, buddy…"



"Uncle Mark…" JJ whispered again, urgently. "I don't think it's a strategy. I think Dad's hurt…"



* * *



This was hell.



Megan's fingers clenched around the bridge of her nose as she fought back tears, knowing that TV cameras were everywhere, and at least one of them would be trained on her.



Jared was getting pummeled. In front of ten thousand people and millions on TV.



The cut under his eye was bad, bleeding profusely. But it was the kicks to the head that seemed to throw him genuinely off balance.



Even JJ could see it. Mark was doing his best to mitigate, but everyone could see it. 



Jared was getting pummeled.



The only one who genuinely couldn't seem to see that was Jared himself. 



Of course. 



"Dogged" wasn't a good descriptor of what Jared was. And "Tenacious" didn't take it far enough.



Maybe "singular." He seemed to exist only in that 750 square foot world, the moves of his opponent carefully charted in his mind by the nanosecond.



He moved with his usual grace–minus a fairly conspicuous wobble when he had to move his right foot. 



And of course, the blood and the swelling. She wondered how much the altered depth perception of the swelling under his eye threw off his ability to throw and counter.



Another head shot. This time a jab toward the eye, which Jared partially blocked. Jared tried to catch, counter, and throw a knee–one of his signature moves, but St. Croix deftly sidestepped. 



Phil was right. The kid was fast. 



But Phil was wrong about one thing. Mark, too.



He hit hard. She could see Jared's head snap back with each blow. 



If the fight dragged to the end, Jared would definitely lose on points. St. Croix was landing blow after blow, and Jared was only blocking or countering about half of them. But even she couldn't tell how much of that was strategy, and how much of it was the wobble.



But some of it was the wobble. She was sure of it.



She looked over at Mark, who met her eyes momentarily as he was leaning down to let JJ whisper in his ear. She could see the concern in his eyes as her own eyes flitted away toward the cage again.



Another head blow. Another groan of the crowd.



The bell. Second round over.



Both of Jared's legs were shaking now as he walked back to his corner. 



The fight nurse was on her feet, walking toward Jared's corner. Megan watched her carefully as she stepped in to examine him.



An ambiguous look, but she didn't stop the fight. Instead, she walked back out of the octagon and to her place, turning her head as if she was talking to someone that Megan couldn't see. 



A post was in the way…and the chain link on that side…



Over the hum of the crowd, she could hear Jared arguing with Phil, her husband's gravelly voice always cutting through background noise. She couldn't quite make out what they were saying…



"Mom?"



"Yeah, honey?" She answered Marcos without looking down.



"Would Dad be cool if I gave him the battle bot if he loses?"



Megan started, looking over.



Marcos was growing fast. He'd be taller than her in no time. They were almost at eye level.



"He's not going to lose, Marcos."



The boy hesitated, then nodded.



"Okay."



The bell rang, and Megan caught sight of something she'd never seen before.



Jared's palm was flat against the chain link of the octagon, bracing. His body seemed to tilt slightly left, his lips pulled back in defiance, showing his dark blue mouthguard.



The bleeding was mostly stopped. Not the swelling, though.



He pushed off the wall at the behest of the referee and raised his hands, taking a couple steps to one side, lifting his knees ostentatiously to prove his balance.



Megan felt the panic rise in her throat.



Something was wrong. Jared would never in a million years stop this fight. He'd die in the ring first. But something was wrong.



She looked over at the fight nurse's station again as Jared moved back into the center of the ring, hopping back and forth on the balls of his feet the way he used to…



But not fooling anyone.



The nurse was sitting this time, but seemed concerned. Again, she turned around to speak to someone behind her…



Megan craned her position to see who it was, and saw an unfamiliar face.



And then…a familiar one…



* * *



Fuck.



The clean, slightly padded floor of the octagon wouldn't stop tilting to one side.



Everything else was going perfectly to plan. The dumbass kid had clearly bought the "slow old man" routine, and Jared had definitely taken enough blows to set the trap.



The blurry vision in one eye was annoying. But not unprecedented. And he didn't have a hundred hits left to land. He wasn't going to end this kid with a KO. Just break him in half.



If he could just get the goddamn floor to stay still…



He hopped back and forth on the balls of his feet. Just like in the old days. But now, instead of for show or to disorient his opponent, he was actually trying to steady the ever tilting floor.



It just wouldn't straighten out. And it wobbled back and forth. 



It almost made him seasick.



Third bell. 



The kid came in hard this time. 



Jared blocked and threw each hit, grabbing the kid's wrist and elbow on the last cross punch, before catching the kid's unexpected counter.



The crowd groaned again as Jared took the kid's free elbow directly to the face.



Double fuck.



The tilt of the ring now wobbled more, and he felt his hands begin to shake. He pushed the kid back hard, stepping back and reassessing.



Fuck.



Fuck.



Go time.



Now or never.



The kid, seeing him wobble, came in hard, ducking, weaving, then throwing a hard body blow in hopes of doubling Jared over.



Right into the trap.



With a quickness that rivaled the shutter speed of the cameras, Jared slipped the blow, shot the knee of his reckless, cocky opponent, grabbed it, and leaned back, rolling him hard, locking the leg tightly against his chest and stretching him out.



"Surprise, motherfucker…"



Jared's first words of the day.



He loved the look in the kid's eyes, matching the shocked roar of the crowd as everyone realized at the same moment that Mad Dog Poisson hadn't lost one bit of his edge. That he could still move like some combination of a spider monkey and a bullet train.



St. Croix's eyes bugged as he struggled to break the leg lock.



"Nope…" Jared's voice, gravelly and foreboding, was almost paternal as he calmly asserted dominance over the world's ninth ranked MMA fighter.



"Nope. Not this time, kid."



Jared twisted, feeling his chin shoot up involuntarily. Too focused on the clear path to victory, he ignored the sudden pressure on his neck and rolled his core back, pulling harder as an audible squeal came from his opponent. 



Then…finally…the desperate tap.



Jared released the hold and shot to his feet, pumping his fist powerfully into the air as the crowd exploded.



Slapping his hand on his chest–the palm of his hand clutching the numbers 3-2 on his left pectoral, Jared bared his mouthguard viciously, signaling dominance toward the standing, cheering sections of his Marine battalion. 



Megan was on her feet, cheering. So was Marcos. Mark was holding JJ back from climbing over the rail. Colonel Wolfe was standing and clapping, laughing visibly at the scene next to him.



Jared allowed himself a laugh of his own as the edges of his vision began to blur.



The octagon floor was still tilted to the left.



And there was a ringing in his ear.



It got louder as he slapped his chest one more time, looking toward Megan. 



He moved his hand up to blow her a kiss–a post victory ritual–but found his hand shaking visibly as the haze around the periphery of his vision began to contract.



He felt the mat slap his face and chest as his vision went black.



* * * 



A bright light. A really, really, fucking bright light.



"Uhhh…what the fuck…" Jared murmured involuntarily.



"Good," an unfamiliar man's voice poked through the slowly receding haze around Jared's vision. " That brought him out of it. Can you check the other eye, please? I'm going to stimulate his other extremities…"



Jared felt a poke and an uncomfortable scrape on the bottom of his foot, his leg curling involuntarily in protest as the light moved to his other eye.



"What's…what's up…"



"Is he going to be okay?"



Megan's voice. He knew that one, but he couldn't quite tell where it was coming from. Wherever it was, her voice was fighting back a tremolo of fear.



"Nothing so far tells me otherwise,"



A woman's voice, that time. Much closer to his head. She must be the one holding that fucking flashlight. 



"We're going to do a full workup, but so far, I think it's okay…" the woman said to Megan.



Jared squinted as the light invaded his hurt left eye. He raised his hand to push it away.



He still had his fight gloves on. 



They were still in the ring.



He could start to hear the crowd again, murmuring in trepidation.



He wasn't out for very long.



Good.



"I'm going to have to ask you to let go of me in a second here, Jared, okay?"



His eyes quickly regained focus as he felt the woman's voice was strangely familiar. Beneath the stretch of latex glove, above the instinctive grasp of his hand on her forearm, Jared observed a very fine red hair and a smattering of ginger freckles.



He looked up to see her kneeling next to him, a stethoscope dangling around her neck as she politely pried his fingers off her arm.



"Molly?"



Jared's voice was raspy and incredulous.



She looked down and smiled at him.



"Hey Jared. Long time no see."



"Yeah…what the fuck?"



"Dr. Cohen…" the male voice at Jared's feet interrupted. "Can you check his blood pressure again?"



"Of course, Dr. Manookian…"



Jared craned his neck to see down at his feet, but Molly pushed his  forehead back.



"I need you to lie still, Jared. We think you're okay, but hang out for a minute. Do me that favor, okay?"



Jared grunted.



"Where's Meg…"



"I'm right here, baby."



Megan crouched down, her face now in his field of vision.



"Meg…where did Molly come from? Am I dead or something?"



"No," Molly replied, laughing. "Your boyfriend–sorry, your commanding officer–called me. Said they wanted to bring a neurologist in for your fight. Wanted to know if I knew a good one. I said I know the best. And Dr. Manookian here said I should come along when they gave us two ringside tickets. I didn't want to miss your big fight…"



"No shit…"



"Yeah…no shit." 



Molly adjusted the cuff and began pumping the ball, placing the stethoscope on the inside of his elbow.



"143 over 90…" Molly called out over her shoulder. She turned toward Megan. "It's high, but that's normal after a fight. It's not dangerous. Just might explain the sudden syncope. Jared, it looked like you might have been experiencing some vertigo at the end there. How is that feeling?"



"Yeah, it was like…everything tilted a little bit. And my ear's ringing."



"Okay. Which one?"



Jared tapped his right ear.



Molly reached back into her bag, pulling out an otoscope and turning his head gently to the left.



"Yep. There it is," she said matter-of-factly as she leaned down to look into the otoscope. 



"What? What is it?" 



Megan's voice was panicked.



Molly looked up at her. "Ruptured ear drum. But those can heal. We'll follow up with an ENT doc for treatment. But that accounts for the vertigo."



She straightened up, still kneeling next to the patient as Dr. Manookian, a thin Armenian man with a light beard, moved up on his other side next to Megan.



He looked down at Jared.



"Mr. Poisson, I'm the neurologist Dr. Cohen alluded to. I just want you to know we're not seeing any obvious or overt signs that are concerning at this point. I do want to do a full MRI this evening, though. We have the facilities ready thirty minutes away."



"An MRI?" Megan asked. "Any specific reason?"



"Well, your husband just got punched and kicked in the face several times. So, I would call it a healthy abundance of caution." 



Molly smiled at Megan, who took a minute to recognize the familiar, gentle sarcasm of her old friend. She managed a smile back.



"Again, Mrs. Poisson, I don't see anything that's scaring me here," the neurologist continued. "There's always a possibility of a mild concussion, but I think the sudden syncope experienced by your husband is more attributable to him standing up quickly after his opponent managed to compress his carotid artery for so long. The rapid shift in blood pressure to the brain just caused a little glitch."



"Happens all the time, Meg." Molly offered. "My patients pass out from standing up too fast, it's really common. Just weird to see it if you're not used to it."



"Compressed artery? He what?" Jared was confused.



"You didn't feel that, honey?" Megan asked. "St Croix actually had his free foot on your neck when you were locking his leg. It looked like he might actually get you to pass out first…you really didn't know?"



Jared shook his head on the mat. "No shit? I really didn't…well…I guess I didn't think about it. I gotta pay attention to that shit…"



"High stress situation," Molly offered, patting him on the shoulder with her latex-covered hands. "But if you're ready to get up, we're ready to help you. I think some guy has to lift your hand in the air for the cameras, or something like that. Gonna be king of the world for a second."



Jared grinned. "Yeah." 



He saw the two doctors and Megan stand up. Offering their hands, Jared grasped them as they pulled him slowly to his feet, his wife bracing him as he leaned slightly to the left. 



The crowd erupted in a roar as Jared made his way toward his opponent, shaking his hand with his other arm wrapped around Megan's shoulders. The referee stood between them, raising Jared's right arm to a newer, bigger crash of applause and general shout of triumph from the crowd, which didn't fade as he made his way carefully toward the exit from the octagon. 



Molly opened the gate for him.



"Thanks Molly…for everything. And…you look good."



"Thanks, Jared," she smiled. "You look like hell."



He laughed as he stepped carefully down the steps, followed by Megan, then Molly, then Dr. Manookian.



At the bottom of the stairs waited two anxious boys, who immediately began jumping up on Jared, loudly telling him their favorite part about his fight. Megan placed her hand on Jared's bare back, steadying him as Phil managed to get his robe up, then around his shoulders and walk the little crowd toward the locker room.



And, of course, walking behind the chattering boys was a tall, silent figure in the US Marine Corps service alpha uniform, two silver bars on either shoulder and a stack of ribbons on the left side of his chest.



With the family well on their way toward the locker room, Mark ventured a look in the other direction.



"Hi Molly."



She smiled gently up at him.



"Hi Mark."




Post 441 — Crushing

Sat Jul 04, 2026 12:24 pm

So just a quick heads up: this chapter is a little different: it sticks in one timeline and shifts perspectives around a single event. I tried to chop it up into a couple chapters the way I usually do, but it just kept breaking up the tension, so this one is a standalone, with a return to split timelines next chapter. Hope you enjoy!



-C




Post 442 — loyaltoher

Mon Jul 06, 2026 4:02 am

what a 4th of July rollercoaster ride of emotions, fear, doubts, maybe hope, more fear and doubts and the resounding victory….followed by some fear but then followed by love and reconnection.  a beautiful story….




Post 443 — loyaltoher

Mon Jul 06, 2026 4:03 am

oh and by the way….Hi Molly😊

'




Post 444 — nnjcpl2002

Tue Jul 07, 2026 10:01 am

Wow! What a fight!  I think I was there, for God's sake! Geez, C, you've done it again 😮. 



And then you set out the bait with wonderful Molly to the rescue.  Pure genius 👌.




Post 445 — Voyeuronthewall

Wed Jul 15, 2026 2:36 pm

Crushing,

My God man! I just read your entire magnum opus. It's amazing beyond words and since I am not as gifted as you with words, I'm going to. Keep. It. Simple (since I am) Stupid. ☺️.

Your tale is like an intricately woven spider's web, drawing us in like helpless insects - like moths to the flame perhaps and I know that you are working towards pulling it all together and I can see where this is going based on some things that went missing and some characters that appeared, rather conveniently 😜.

BTW this is my first post on here because as my username suggests, I prefer to sit on the fence and watch. And I am compelled to do it because of one tiny little strand of that web that you snuck in there, rather innocuously but with so much relevance. However, since I don't want to spoil it for others I'll just say, BRAVO! That said, I don't know how you are going to resolve the issue of the video call. That one is beyond me, but the rest of the puzzle falls in place nicely. I hope from my message you know that I know what you may have had a good chuckle about, unless other perceptive readers have noted it too. Apologies for the long winded message but I finally had to get off the fence to applaud you... You are a cunning linguist of the highest order.




Post 446 — Guest

Wed Jul 15, 2026 3:00 pm

Welcome to the forum, Voyeuronthewall.  Post more, we won't bite - except maybe in the BDSM forum.




Post 447 — Voyeuronthewall

Wed Jul 15, 2026 4:16 pm

↳ Replying to: leggysman

Welcome to the forum, Voyeuronthewall.  Post more, we won't bite - except maybe in the BDSM forum.


Thank you for the warm welcome @leggysman




Post 448 — Crushing

Sat Jul 18, 2026 6:08 pm

"How long do they usually take?"



"This particular MRI?" Molly answered. "Dr. Manookian will want to be thorough. Probably an hour in the tube. Then wait for him to fight with radiology. Two at the most."



"I don't think I have that long. Meg'll want to stay with him, and I should take the boys back to the hotel. Get 'em tucked in."



Molly smiled. "Okay. You're like their shadow dad. It's cute."



Mark smiled back, unsure how to respond. He clutched the paper coffee cup, taking a sip before setting it down on the hospital cafeteria table between him and his ex-girlfriend.



"So." Molly smiled at him. "I was surprised to get the call."



Mark shrugged. "Megan was worried. She wanted assurance about the fight, didn't trust the league doctors."



"Megan's a smart cookie." Molly took another sip of coffee, her eyes not quite meeting his. "But you know that." 



Jesus Christ, she looked good. She had barely aged at all.



"Lucy still have that lisp?" Marked asked with a half-cocked grin.



Molly half-smiled back. "No. Speech therapy took care of that before middle school. Thank God."



"Middle school? She's in middle school now?"



Mark found it hard to believe.



Molly cocked an eyebrow.



"Mark. Lucy's a sophomore in college now."



Mark clenched his jaw, bracing at the uncomfortably true fact.



"Shit." He chuckled.



"You're telling me…" Molly agreed.



"So, what…Harvard? Yale? Both, somehow?"



Molly returned a shy smile. "You flatter."



"I think you know I don't."



Molly shrugged, feigning indifference. "Cambridge."



Mark nodded back, impressed. "Yeah, that makes sense. Literature? Philosophy?"



"Computer Science. She took after her dad there."



"You seem disappointed."



"No. Not at all. Just…worried. With her on another continent and all. She's young."



"I'm sure she's got her head on her shoulders. I mean, she'd have to…"



Molly nodded in agreement. "Oh, she's plenty smart. No argument there. But she's a little naive. It's a tricky world, even for the smartest people."



"Can't argue with that. How's Max?"



"He's a junior in high school. Quiet. Not much for academics. He's mainly into sports. And comic books. You two would get along, actually."



"I mean, we used to, right?"



Molly nodded, her eyes falling. "And Chris? How's he doing?"



Molly paused.



"His firm is doing really well. He keeps it small, so he can keep staff minimal, pick his clients. Only people who value him, kiss his ass, deal with his temperamental bullshit."



Mark nodded again. "Still?"



Molly shrugged. "He's a genius. I'll admit it. But he has all the personality baggage that comes along with it."



"And you?"



"Me?" Molly looked up from her coffee, making real eye contact with Mark for the first time.



"What about me?"



"How are you doing?"



She shrugged again. "I'm fine. Busy."



"Happy?"



She paused, then smiled at him. 



That was the smile. The real one. The one she used to put on when she felt seen. Cared for. Desired. Her green eyes sparkled for a moment before looking back down into her coffee cup.



"I don't know. Who's happy anymore? I get little doses of it here and there. I'm proud of my kids. And I find my work fulfilling. That's enough."



Mark paused. 



"Were you happy on the beach?"



She stirred more cream into her coffee, smiling in spite of herself.



"That was a long time ago."



"Yeah," Mark agreed. "I guess it was."



"What about you? Are you happy?" Molly tapped the stirring stick on the rim of her coffee cup before laying it on a napkin.



Now it was Mark's turn to shrug. 



"Much the same, I guess. I like my work. I command a full infantry company now. Who would've seen that coming?"



"Literally anyone who ever met you or talked to you for five minutes," Molly smirked. "But you hated being a platoon sergeant. How could you love commanding a full company?"



"I didn't hate it!" Mark insisted.



"Yes you did!" Molly answered playfully. "You were always talking about how much of a pain in the ass this paperwork was, or how dumb this or that marine was, or scratching your head about some silly problem in barracks rooms…"



"Yeah…I mean, it's not all sunshine and daisies, I guess."



"See?" Molly laughed.



"But I like it. I like…being the guy that's responsible for the other guys. Makes me feel…needed."



"It's nice to feel needed," Molly agreed, sipping her coffee.



"I mean…I don't literally keep hearts beating all day," Mark joked.



"Neither do I, unfortunately," Molly sighed. "But I try."



"So you get it," Mark leaned in, trying to draw her into eye contact.



"Yeah," she said, looking up briefly. "I do."



An awkward pause, with a few sips of coffee in between. Finally, Molly broke the silence.



"So…who'd you end up with?"



Mark shrugged. "Lady Marine Corps, I suppose."



"You really haven't settled down yet? You hound…"



"It's not that," Mark insisted. "I just…I'm picky, I guess."



"No one's good enough for the mysterious Mark Rein? Captain of men?" Molly joked.



"No, that's not what I mean. I just mean…"



Molly looked up at him, waiting with curious eyes.



"What?"



"It's hard to find a woman that's as attractive intellectually as she is physically. I've only really found a few. And…they never wanted me."



"Never wanted you?" Molly smirked. "So, it's that simple, is it?" 



Mark shrugged. "Complications."



"Indeed…" she raised an eyebrow and nodded sarcastically. "Complications."



Mark unsuccessfully suppressed a smirk back.



"I just don't seem to really fall for anyone that doesn't already have a…situation."



"What's with these euphemisms, Mark?" Molly seemed genuinely amused. "We were together when I was married. I'm assuming you did the same with Meg. Any others?"



Mark paused, not wanting to answer that.



"I can wait." 



Molly had permanent, knowing smirk on, now, which she held through another sip of coffee.



"Yeah. A girl at college. Had a boyfriend. And since I know you won't let up, another one when I was advising ROTC…had a situation."



"Boyfriend?"



"Married."



"Jesus, Mark. You're making yourself out to be an existential victim here. But in the medical field, we'd call this a compulsion. A chronic condition."



She laughed to emphasize the ridiculous dimension of her diagnosis.



Mark chuckled back. "Yeah, I guess."



"So…what? You can't get a date with an unattached woman?"



"No, that's not it. It's more like…I get bored. Or turned off really easily."



"So…picky."



"Maybe." 



Mark shrugged again.



"There's something about attached women that you don't get bored with?"



"I don't think it's actually that," Mark explained. "I've thought about it a lot, and it's more like a correlation-isn't-causation thing. I think it's more like…I don't even know. But it's not the "attached" dimension of a woman I'm drawn to, at least."



"What drew you to me?"



Mark looked up, seeing the inquisitive look on Molly's face. 



A closer look. She had definitely aged, but very well. The constant strain of a hospital doctor clearly kept her fit and attentive. She hadn't lost any of her edge over the past decade. If anything, she seemed a bit sharper.



The memories came flooding back. 



Before Afghanistan. The beach campground. The picnics. The boat trips. Sunning on the beach, discovering her body. Sneaking her back to camp before her kids got up…



"You were…I don't know. You were clearly just…carrying this whole huge load by yourself. You had that nurse job, you were still such a great mom to Lucy and Max, and you were just…dragging Chris along. And once I got to know you, you were clearly smart as hell. It was really…impressive, I guess."



Molly's face softened.



"That…and…"



Mark looked down briefly. A rare moment of shyness.



"You were also…easily in the top 5 list of the most beautiful women I'd ever seen."



Now it was time for Molly's eyes to drop, the hint of a blush appearing.



"I mean…why didn't it work, Mol?"



Molly shrugged. "It was complicated. With the kids."



"But I loved your kids, Mol."



"I know," she shot back. "I know. But that's not how that works, Mark. At least it wasn't for me. I managed this little two step dance between you and Chris while you were deployed, and for a while after you got back. But when it came right down to it…when I had to make a decision to commit…I couldn't do it."



"Couldn't do it…" Mark repeated.



"Yeah," she whispered. Her eyes dropped again.



They sat in silence for a moment. Then Mark:



"Didn't you love me?"



Molly smiled–not a smirk this time, but a wistful one. Her eyes rose to meet his again.



"Of course I did, Mark. I fell ass-over-teakettle for you. But either way, I was going to have to deal with Chris, and I'd have to justify disrupting Lucy and Max's life just to get what I wanted. And in the end, even though I wanted it more than anything, wanting it wasn't enough. So I cut it off before it got too far."



"Yeah…" Mark whispered.



"Do you know what that did to me?" Molly asked, quietly.



"Do you know what it did to me?" Mark shot back.



Molly sat back, chastened. 



Mark softened. "I mean…I get it now, Mol. There was no good way out of it."



"And you repeated the pattern?" Molly asked.



He shrugged. "Not exactly. But yeah…I had a thing with Meg for a while…lived with them. But it was different. Jared was…cool with it. And then after with Amy, and then this woman Jordan. But…never quite the same."



She nodded. 



"What about you?" Mark asked. "You just…stay with Chris?"



Molly cleared her throat. "Well…you helped us figure out some of Chris'...predilections. Along with some of my…needs. So we developed a workable lifestyle for us."



"So…others?"



Molly cleared her throat.



"Yes."



Mark winced. "You fall in love with them, too?"



Molly winced back. "That's not fair, Mark."



Mark was aware he'd overstepped, but the words were out. Molly was clearly hurt.



"You don't understand how this is from the other side," she explained indignantly. "You just sort of…show up in the middle of things. It's exciting, yeah, but it's also incredibly disruptive. You just…pop in and assume you can take over. But I had a life, Mark. A family. It wasn't going to work! Don't judge me now–a decade later–because I found something that actually fits in my life rather than steamrolls it."



Mark took a deep breath and checked himself. 



"I'm sorry. Just…it's good to see you, Mol. I'm…just catching up. Or trying to."



She smiled sadly, cooling off her indignation.



"I know. I've missed you too."



They sat in silence for another moment.



"I think we needed to get that out. But I'm still sorry," Mark said quietly.



"I think you're right," Molly admitted.



Mark took another sip of coffee. The paper cup was empty now.



Molly broke the final silence. 



"Well…by my watch, Jared should be out of the tube by now, and radiology and Dr. Manookian are probably going their own five rounds in the octagon.That should take another ten minutes, then we'll get the report. We should probably get back up there. And…if everything looks good, maybe we can grab a drink again? The four of us, for old time's sake."



Mark laughed. "I think that'd be fun. But I don't think it's going to work tonight."



"Oh?" Molly's eyebrow cocked. "You have a date?"



"Yeah. Something like that…"



"Oh…" Molly remembered. "Yeah…of course."



* * *



It took three shifts at the gravel pit to get them. But they were beautiful. 



Mark carefully opened the clamshell case and lifted out the over-ear headphones. Top of the line. 



Noise canceling technology. 



Super high fidelity.



Gil had recommended them, but they were crazy expensive. Way more than Mark’s monthly GI Bill living allowance would cover.



So he did what he always did when he needed a little extra cash. He went over to Sal’s gravel and asphalt and did odd jobs. 



He’d been doing it since he was ten. 



But now, instead of a new RC car, or a new alternator for his 4Runner, he bought high quality headphones at Gil's suggestion–a gateway to a new, deep world he had only recently discovered.



He set them over his ears with a satisfying thunk. 



The level of silence that settled in around his ears was startling. He couldn’t tell if he was unsettled or impressed. 



But the silence brought a strange tension into his field of awareness.



He looked down at the scratched up wheel on his iPod. Swirling around the selector, he found the song title corresponding to the one written in Gil’s handwriting in his spiral notebook.



Brahms: 4 intermezzi, op. 119.



They had had half a dozen conversations about song names by now. Mark couldn’t quite accept that so much of Gil's music was identified by numbers instead of names. Each time Gil tried to explain that naming a piece of music gets in the way of fully expressing or experiencing it. Each time Mark argued that it was a cop out. They name paintings, for God's sake. Why not pieces of music?



They could never fully come together on it. 



It was just fucking…random words and numbers. 



Gil had prepped him for this one. Intermezzo. Something in the middle. A middle-piece. Contrast against the prelude. A beginning.



Mark closed his eyes as the music started to play. 



It was true…it didn't seem to have a beginning in the way songs usually had beginnings. No opening theme, no basic idea to frame up the development…it seemed to start somewhere in the middle of something. An implied beginning, and, listening through it, he found an ambiguous end. Maybe not a real end.



Just…a middle.



The first piece wrapped. It was contemplative. Slow. And mirroring the implied, but unplayed beginning to the piece, the end of it was…unsatisfying.



Clearly room for more in there.



Mark wasn't sure how he felt about it. It was almost frustrating–having music that teased you but didn't actually give you clear markers on either end.



The sound on these headphones was sick as hell, though. Crystal clear. The tone was rich; he could hear the sound rising and fading in the body of the instrument, like Gil had demonstrated for him. Gil had also taught him to listen for the sound of felt dropping on strings. If you could hear that clearly in the recording, Gil said, you had good sound.



He heard it. A gentle pulse of light whoosh sounds peppered throughout the notes, but clearly subsumed under them.



The second piece started. 



This one felt different. Agitated. Confused. Trying to ramp up to something…but what?



He felt himself grunt in frustration, but didn't hear his own voice. 



The headphones were that good.



That second piece…it felt like Amy somehow. Tense. Uncertain…with a kind of beauty that always got tangled up in the mess of her nerves.



Well, that was one of two versions of Amy, anyway.



That version of Amy was chronically nervous. Always pretty, always with a certain level of timid grace. Smiling compulsively, but as more of a defense mechanism than an expression of ease or delight. 



That version of Amy was kind, but tentative. Helpful, but scared. 



Scared of what…he couldn't quite pin down. But she was certainly tightly wound–always worried about missing the next cue, waiting for the other shoe to drop. 



Yet with all that, clearly very high functioning. And very intelligent.



That version of Amy was beautiful, but in a carefully cultivated way. The product of dozens of beauty consultant visits to Upper East Side Manhattan boutiques in her teenage years. Mark imagined what such visits would be like. Money was no object, but beauty ever elusive. There would always be a new criticism, always a new gentle suggestion for a product that would highlight that feature, mask this flaw, fix that imperfection…



And that version of Amy was chronically insecure about her body. Which showed in her posture–walking with shoulders hunched, eyes down most of the time. 



There was another Amy, though.



The other Amy was the lithe, instantly responsive, and deeply sensual. Her almost too cute pale pink body eagerly splayed open for Mark's pleasure. 



This version of Amy may have had insecurities–but they were all subsumed by her sheer eagerness to please. Her body would flush with fire at his touch–even where she was most insecure. When he cupped her small breasts–accented by aggressively stiff nipples activated by Mark's lips and fingers–there was no hesitation, no tension in her posture. On the contrary, she unconsciously pulled her shoulders back to emphasize the subtle curves of her young breasts, pushing what she had up and toward Mark for his approval.



He approved. They were cute. Proportional to her thin, muscular, athletic body. They fit her. 



And oh, that apple ass. 



Tight. Just enough mass to curve out, but far more muscle than fat. A fitting complement settled evenly on top of the robust musculature of her dancer's thighs.  



But nothing ever prepared Mark for the confidence of her turnaround–when she turned, sometimes twirled, and presented her bare, clean shaven cleft to him. Carefully groomed to match the rest of the smooth, hairless skin of the rest of her body, Amy's vagina was somehow the best of an exceptional set of assets. The soft padding of her mons, the neat tuck of her lips, opening to full flower when she eagerly spread her legs for him.



Mark. Loved. Amy's. Pussy. 



He couldn't stop devouring it. The taste, the texture, the heat. The silent tremble of her jaw as her lungs hesitated between a giggle and a gasp, the tickle of Mark's wiry beard activating the center of her sensation with hundreds of tiny little jolts dancing up her inner thighs.



Yeah. That Amy was fearless. Not because she suddenly sprouted sexual courage. But because she so instinctively deferred to the passion of her lover. What he wanted was what she leaped headlong to provide. She would watch his every move, tracking his eyes so she could present his next desire. 



Seeing his eye drop to her stiff, pink nipple, she would deftly straddle his lap and place it in front of his mouth.



Seeing his hand lift toward the back of her head, she would point her toes and lean up hard for his kiss.



Seeing his cock rise, she would tenderly but without delay cradle it between her small, soft hands, looking up eagerly to wait for him to indicate which part of her he wanted it in…mouth, hands, or in her tendermost place.



She even offered the tight rosebud behind it…an offer he had not taken as yet. 



But he had noted her wordless assent to the possibility. If he wanted to take her there, she would embrace him there too…



Mark was enchanted by this version of Amy. But she always seemed to fade away around the time her soft body, heaving from the exertion of her own ecstasy, lay still before curling up on him just the way he liked. Her heavy breathing would even out, her body settling as it relaxed, her sweaty blonde hair tangled and strewn over his chest. 



And then the other Amy would gradually, over hours, come back. With all her anxieties and self-consciousness. 



The other Amy was nice, even fun to be around, but he didn't find himself particularly drawn to her. That anxiety and self-consciousness distracted from her beauty; her tendency to mask her insecurities and overcompensate concealed more beauty than she realized.



No, this Amy was–uninhibited. And Mark was gradually becoming aware that there was an alchemy to it. To them. Physically. 



Amy's self-consciousness melted away in synergy with his own arousal. Amy would drop everything…all her anxiety, her fear, her need to be seen as pretty and competent…and simply shift gears to exist for, and to please, him. Deferring instinctively to his appetites and preferences, her eagerness to please rendered her anxiety…obsolete. 



Mark speculated that the psychology of it ran deep. He felt it when he used her…when she pleased him. It seemed like when he was inside her, she was not just the recipient of intense pleasure. 



She was…enough. 



The other Amy was never enough. Never good enough, smart enough, pretty enough. 



But when she was naked for her lover, she knew she was enough. She knew it because she saw it in Mark's eyes. She saw that Mark loved her face–kissing it, gazing into it. She knew he loved her hair, gently lacing his fingers in it while she was on her knees in front of him, or grabbing a fistful and holding it firmly as he took her from behind. 



She knew he loved her small breasts, his big hands pawing them without waiting for the right moment, his mouth latching on to her nipples over and over again. They weren't big. But they were enough for him.



And she knew Mark loved her pussy, lifting her hips bodily off the bed to lap eagerly at the whole length and depth of it, exploring her with wet smacks as she writhed.



Reflexive chemistry, Gil had explained to Mark. The ability of two musicians to exist as a single unit by give and take, mutual trust, and a kind of shared feedback loop of excitement as the duet's harmonies hit all the right notes, at just the right speed, at just the right volume.



Mark was Amy's music. And Amy was Mark's dancer. When the two played together, both felt…right.



And he had to admit that the alchemy swung in the other direction, too. There was something about her yielding her body that briefly tamed his own demons. Something that turned off the rage, the cynicism, the instinctive tendency to withdraw from people. When her soft skin found his, when her arms or legs wrapped around his neck, his back, his waist, when the wet grasp of her womanhood held his cock in thrall…he simply rested. Relaxed into it, enjoying the dance.



The other women–the gym girls, the seminar girls, the baristas…there was a obviously a certain amount of chemistry there. Not alchemy. Chemistry in the most literal sense. Hormones stirred by basic attraction, the limbic system responding to basic, otherwise uncomplicated sexual stimuli. Mark would pound them into fanatic release before letting his own essence loose. Then send them on their way. Often forgetting their names.



No, Amy was different. Something about her–or at least the uninhibited, confident version of her–made him feel like there might be a place in the world for him after all. Something about her obvious natural talent, creativity, passion as her body drew to his like a magnet, her arms and legs wrapping around him and yielding her small body…



It was like it had a metaphysical dimension to it. 



It was…for lack of a better word…redemptive. 



And he really couldn't think of a better word.



Mark always felt a little bad when it was over. That moment where he would grunt and growl, his seed spurting thick and wild into her petite body. When her muscular thighs would squeeze his hips, her delicate ankles locking behind him, her jaw falling open.



The finale. The chords resolving the harmony. The music over, stopping the dance. The silence of his room would fill their ears as the cock that had filled her gradually softened and retreated out of her body, leaving the thick substance of his relief pooling in and mixing with the substance of her excitement.



Mark quickly realized that he had stopped listening to the music. That second piece–the anxious one that reminded him of other Amy…he didn't even know how it ended. And two more had passed as he fixated on Amy's body and the meaning of their union. 



He had no idea what the rest of that music sounded like. 



The recording had fallen silent. Finished.



He checked his watch. 



Oh well.



After a full day working the gravel pit…notwithstanding the spiffy new headphones bought on the way home…he needed to relax. 



Really relax.



He could listen to the rest later. 



She would be home now.



Mark took off his shiny, new-smelling headphones and set them carefully on the arm of his couch. He walked into his bedroom and briskly knocked with one knuckle on the back wall.



Like a conductor tapping on a music stand. 



Signalling the start of the music.



Half a moment passed. Then…



He heard the door of his apartment open.



* * *



By the time the zip-up hoodie came off, they were both ready to collapse.



The short, metallic buzz of his zipper signified the end of a long night, after a long week, after a long couple of months in brutal training. The black hoodie dropped on the floor next to the bed in a heap as Jared rolled his body around, flopping on his back on the king bed in the hotel room.



The MRI had come back without any red flags. No edema, no hematoma, nothing to cause immediate alarm. The other injuries–the swollen eye, the ruptured ear drum–now carefully bandaged with cotton and a dressing around his ear–the other cuts and bruises, were all carefully attended to by the staff at Johns Hopkins, all of whom whispered speculation to each other about why not one but two department heads–Cardiology and Neurology–were consulting on this one case.



So all appeared well, according to both Dr. Manookian and Dr. Cohen.



They had, of course, received the talking-to that Jared had developed expertise in ignoring. 



The one where they say long term brain injury may not be visible at this stage, but still developing.



The one where they suggest that going out with an undefeated record at age 36 is a good way to cement his place in UFC history. 



The one where they tell him that teaching is as rewarding as fighting.



The one where they betray the fact that they don't understand a goddamn thing about how real fighters think.



Megan stood at the foot of the bed, doing the awkward flamingo dance one does when she doesn't want to sit down to take off her shoes. Now barefoot, she looked over her shoulder toward the empty suitcase where a few selections of lace lingerie were waiting.



She looked forward again. 



Jared's eyes were sagging already. He'd already almost fallen asleep in the MRI tube. They even had to keep talking to him to keep him awake. Still worried about a possible concussion.



She briefly made a decision on the lingerie. 



Not tonight.



Megan unzipped the side of her skirt, then slid it down over her hips. Her panties were plain. Gray. 



Nevertheless, a wry smile broke across Jared's face as he watched her hips wiggle.



Megan smiled back. She pulled her shirt over her head, then deftly unhooked her bra, pulling it off. Her naked breasts settled, her hands rubbing the underwire imprints on her skin. She reached up and pulled her hair tie out, her long black hair tumbling around her shoulders. She turned back, her eyes warm as she crawled across the bed and lay next to her husband. His arm coiled around her shoulders, pulling her close.



Finally. Some quiet. 



Megan reveled in the warmth of Jared's skin, knowing the sheer exhaustion of every layer of tissue beneath it.



"How's the eye?"



Jared shrugged. "I can see okay now."



"Good."



Megan rubbed her palm over the mosaic of tattoos on his chest. 



"For the record, I knew you'd win."



"For the record?" Jared chuckled. "Should I ask a court reporter to verify that you'd actually said that?"



"I mean…I definitely would…" Megan played into the joke.



Thump



The noise came suddenly. 



From the next room. Megan's eyebrow cocked, and Jared's head strained to look up. 



Thump. Thuthump.



Megan sat up halfway, looking around. 



It was coming from the next room. 



She looked down at Jared, an exhausted, quizzical look on her face. He shook his head, and she settled back down with her head in the crook of his shoulder. 



“So how’d I do?”



Megan smiled to herself at the question. She didn’t answer, instead opting to snake her hand down his torso and under the waistband of his track pants. Finding him amenable, she softly curled her fingers around his cock as it began to thicken.



“Good answer,” Jared murmured. 



Megan’s smile broadened in the near dark. 



Thuthump



“Goddamn it…” she huffed.



“Just ignore it.” Jared's voice betrayed exhaustion, and grateful relief at what she was doing with her free hand.



She began to kiss his torso absently, her fingers delicately gliding up and down his shaft. He bucked his hips and slipped his pants down halfway to give her room to maneuver. 



She tentatively lifted her head to meet his, delicately kissing the side of his mouth that wasn't still swollen.



"Does that hurt?"



He shook his head. His eyes, glassy from painkillers, began to show the docility she always evoked when tending to his sexual needs.



She tightened her grip. He was fully hard now. 



And he hadn't released in weeks. 



Wouldn't be long…



And then the music started.



Raucous. 



Obnoxious. 



Electric guitar, snap punctuated on the half beat with snare drums.



Sabotage. Beastie Boys.



Son of a bitch…



She heard other voices shouting out the words from the next room as she closed her eyes impatiently, tugging Jared's cock faster.



"Just ignore it…" Jared's voice was firm, but ultimately helpless.



Thuthump



"Goddammit." Megan let go of her husband and sat up. She swung her legs over the edge of the bed, stood up, and walked angrily toward her suitcase. The music got louder as she rifled through to find a t-shirt and pajama bottoms and hastily pulled them on.



Jared sighed audibly, pulling his pants up to cover himself as Megan made her way to the adjoining door. Opening it, she saw the closed door leading to the adjacent room and pounded on it.



No answer. 



Thuthump



She pounded again, louder.



The music continued, but suddenly the door flew open, revealing Marcos, heaving with exertion and glistening with sweat in his pajamas.



Megan bowled past him into the room to catch the other two red handed.



Mark froze, looking sheepishly at their sudden visitor. He stood in between the two queen beds in his own pajamas–basketball shorts and an old USMC PT shirt as always–holding JJ's squirming body over his shoulder.



Obviously in preparation for an imminent body slam on the bed.



Which accounted for the thumping.



"Turn it off." Megan's dagger eyes caught her older son, who shuffled awkwardly to the dresser to pause the music.



JJ's eyes were as big as saucers. 



Mom was big mad.



It didn't help that his wiggling feet were still six feet off the ground, his body held awkwardly by Uncle Mark.



"What's going on here…"



A gravelly voice behind Megan as Jared walked into the room.



Megan folded her arms, preparing for her husband to back her in insisting that the racket stop.



Now.



"Goddamn it…" Jared looked at the scene impatiently.  "Mark. If I told you once, I told you a million times. If he can wiggle, you're doing it wrong. Lock the damn leg before you throw him. That…" he pointed at JJ suspended in the air. "That's just lazy."



Marcos giggled. "Uncle Mark sucks at grappling."



"He really does…" Jared agreed, limping toward the scene to correct Mark's form.



"Screw you guys! No I don't…"



Mark's smooth baritone coupled with JJ's own desperate giggles broke through Megan's irritation.



"There. Lock the leg, and he can't wiggle. Try it, JJ. Try and get loose."



JJ attempted to squirm, yelping as Mark gently squeezed the pressure point.



"See? It's not hard, guys…"



Mark nodded amenably before completing the bodyslam with an even bigger Thuthump. 



Megan smiled to herself, letting the horseplay continue. 



What was wrong with her that she found adolescent scenes like this so damn charming? 



She'd let it continue. 



Within reason. Didn't want to get an angry knock from hotel staff.



Yeah. She'd let it continue. At least for a minute…then…



* * *



"Gil…I really don't want to do this."



Gil stopped and turned, putting his hand on Amy's shoulder.



"I know, honey. It's weird. But I think it'll be okay. She knows."



Holding hands with her boyfriend as they moved up the staircase to the faculty offices, Amy's face was beet red. Her palms, armpits, everything was sweating. Most recently from a full dance rehearsal in the morning. Normally she took a shower, changed her clothes, and went to two classes before seeing Gil at dinnertime. 



But he had met her as she came off the stage, an ambiguously intense look in his eyes.



He had explained–poorly–that Dr. De Foglio wanted to meet with her. To talk to both of them. Apparently she had made this request in an email, and Gil didn't bother to say no. Or ask her beforehand.



Probably because it wasn't actually a request. Dr. De Foglio didn't actually make those. Just demands with varying amounts of vigor applied. Gil knew that. Even Amy knew that. 



"I know she knows, Gil. That's not a compensating factor for me. That's the problem."



Gil nodded in understanding, his eyes unyielding.



Amy sighed, her eyes dropping in despair. Gil literally couldn't say no to his teacher. Not only did he not have the temperament, he didn't have the inclination. He had been making miraculous progress recently. They had clearly tapped into something, and such was Gil's devotion to the art, and such his trust in his elderly teacher, he was going to capitulate reflexively to every demand.



What frustrated her more was that she actually understood. If, all of the sudden, she had a connection with a choreographer or a teacher who could help her hone her skills enough to get a spot at the national ballet, or Lincoln Center, or the Bolshoi…



The rules change at that level of elite performance. To be at the top of your peer group, to be afforded a spot where you could do truly new, truly elite things at the cutting edge of your art…



You do what you have to.



And this was a test of her support of Gil's art, Amy admitted as she grit her teeth. And she wasn't going to fail it.



Gil knocked once on the door before it flew open, revealing the old, severe face Amy had dreaded seeing.



The old woman jutted out of the door to kiss Gil's cheeks before turning toward Amy, her eyes burning a hole in the young dancer.



"Ciao, bella ballerina."



"Good afternoon, Dr. De Foglio," Amy smiled through a blush as she extended her hand.



She needn't have bothered. Both bony hands grabbed her slender shoulders and pulled her in, kissing her on both cheeks and holding her in a tight hug.



"Come in! Come in." She waved them through the door, motioning to Gil to take his place on the piano bench, and leading Amy to a chair perpendicular on Gil's right side. 



With the professor seated in a chair on his left, Gil was effectively surrounded.



The professor clapped her hands briskly. "Gil. Dr. Gradus ad Parnassum. Warmup. Go."



Gil took a breath and set his hands, leaning obediently into the glasslike opening bars of the Impressionistic piece.



Amy couldn't help herself. 



Gil on a baby grand in a room pristinely engineered to carry that exact sound? She was swept away instantly. The pattering melody pulled her in, and she leaned forward instinctively. 



It was not a long piece, but it wasn't even halfway through when Amy realized that Dr. DeFoglio wasn't watching Gil.



No, her eyes shot right past her student, and were trained intently on Amy. Amy shivered slightly, pulled out of the magic of the music by the strange connection.



Gil finished the piece, and the old Professor's eyes didn't move. 



Gil sat quietly, waiting. His eyes down.



"She has eyes for you, Gil," the old woman observed.



Gil nodded, looking up.



"She thinks you're magic."



Gil smiled. 



"Don't you, bella ballerina?"



Amy blushed again.



"Um…yeah."



Dr. DeFoglio smiled back. 



It seemed genuine.



She paused. Then, without changing the intensity of her stare, she spoke again.



"Reflets dans l'eau."



Gil quietly reached into his bag, pulling out the sheet music.



Another Debussy piece. 



Amy cocked an eyebrow.



He rarely played two pieces in a row by the same composer in one lesson. Dr. DeFoglio always said it led to flat playing. He found the piece in the book, set it on the stand, took a deep breath, and began.



Amy tried to avoid the stare as she quietly listened. She watched Gil's hands lightly jump from quiet chord to quiet chord, a smooth, glassy sound filling the room again. Then, without hesitating, Gil raced into the insane arpeggios at the turn of the opening theme.



Amy always saw skipping rocks and water bugs in her mind when she heard him play this. Her eyes glazed over in spite of herself, sucked into the rich imagery of the music. What focus she had left in her eyes settled on Gil, his long hair swaying gently as his torso stayed nearly still–his hands flowing and his fingers flying at incredible speed.



He finished the piece. The tranquil, contemplative end found Amy completely relaxed, only partially aware of where she was. When the felt dropped, silencing the final humming strings, she was almost shocked when Gil started speaking.



"Professor…I think the delivery in this section…"



The old woman held up a finger, silencing Gil. Then the finger pointed toward Amy.



"Look, Gil."



Gil looked over toward his girlfriend.



"See how her face flushes? You could have her right now if you wanted."



Gil blushed, smiling. Amy was horrified.



But Dr. DeFoglio was not at all deterred.



"Bella ballerina. You see how he plays for you?"



Amy cleared her throat.



"It's beautiful. Gil is very talented."



The professor shook her head impatiently at the diplomatic answer.



"No. Not just 'beautiful.'" Her bony fingers made the "scare quotes" gesture, emphasizing the insufficiency of the term. 



"His music lights you on fire."



Amy paused, looking to Gil for a cue. 



His eyes were hopeful.



She nodded earnestly, her blush returning.



"Yes."



The professor nodded in satisfaction, leaning back in her chair.



The trio sat in silence for a moment before she spoke again.



"Gaspard. Ondine." 



Amy winced noticeably at the mention of the familiar piece.



Gil sucked in his breath involuntarily.



Dr. DeFoglio smiled. 



She had been mining. 



And looking at Amy and Gil's reaction–she had hit paydirt.



Gil reached down obediently to switch the music as Amy–visibly uncomfortable–shifted in her chair.



Gil took a deep breath, avoiding eye contact with Amy, and then began to play. 



There it was. The familiar opening. Again…watery warbles…the barest hint of a melody unfolding, one solitary drip at a time…



Amy's eyes fell to the floor as the professor's eyes drilled into her. She wanted to run out of the room. Or dive under the chair, or the desk, or anything that got her away from that knowing gaze.



"She dances…" the professor said, casually punctuating the melody with little hand gestures of her own. "Ondine on the water. Light…feminine…beautiful. Innocent."



Her hand rest in her lap.



"Si. Innocent. For now…"



Gil played through the opening melody and initial development before she stopped him.



The silence was murder.



"You dance to this, bella ballerina?"



Amy didn't answer.



Gil didn't answer.



"Gil?" 



Dr. De Foglio pressed her student. 



He nodded.



Amy looked over toward Gil, knowing the jig was up.



Especially when she saw the clear signs of his erection pressing up from his lap.



The professor's look softened.



"Amy."



It was the first time she had used her name. Amy looked up. She saw the old woman looking past Gil, her gaze hovering in the space between the love of her life and the instrument he mastered.



"Amy. Tesoro. A woman is lucky to find a man who charms her heart, who lights her soul on fire, no?"



Amy nodded.



"And too…a woman is lucky to find a man who lights her body on fire. No?"



Amy didn't nod, but blushed again.



"Amy. Tesoro." 



"Yeah?" A meek, terrified voice eeped out of her.



"They are almost never the same man."



Her face was grave, her admonition confident.



Amy's face was on fire. Gil's erection even more prominent as it pushed desperately at the front of his pants. 



Amy's own mind raced back to the studio–where Gil had played that same opening section of Ondine. 



Where she bared herself to Mark for the first time.



She remembered how strange it was that–for the first time in her life–she wasn't self-conscious about the modest size of her breasts. That the very thing she had attempted to mask or compensate for–the thing other girls used as an anchor for scorn–was simply an offering to a man who lit her body on fire. 



She remembered the eager hope that he would accept them.



And she remembered the first time his lips had found her excited nipples. The audible gasp intruding the dark, mirrored room against the backdrop of the glassy, virtuosic music Gil provided.



A prelude. To the first time Mark's thick, eager cock pressed insistently into depths of her body she didn't until then know existed.



"Music and dance." 



Dr. De Foglio's gaze hardened again as she spoke, snapping Amy back into the present.



"I'm sorry?" she asked.



"The ignorant think that dancers follow music, bella ballerina. But only the bad ones do. The truth is…musicians chase dancers. Figuratively, or…"



She gestured vaguely toward Gil's desperate erection.



"Literally."



Amy couldn't believe how awkward the conversation was. 



Or should be, at least. But she found herself wishing that Gil's most trusted mentor would say more.



"Gil…he will chase you. And the harder you dance, the harder he will chase. And the harder he chases, the more magic he will bring out of this."



She gestured grandly toward the piano.



Amy nodded.



"And…"



She raised a bony finger, indicating a missing piece coming.



Amy leaned forward in spite of herself.



"If you want to dance con la perfezione, you must devote your body to the fire. Balla con il fuoco. No."



She paused thoughtfully, looking for another way to phrase it. 



"Danza nel fuoco. Sii il fuoco."



Amy, not knowing any Italian, looked desperately to Gil.



"Don't dance with the fire. Dance in the fire. Be  the fire." 



Gil's translations were meek, his eyes earnest.  



Amy's blush reached maximum heat. For some reason, she imagined herself dancing for Mark. Her mind went back to the studio. Instead of laying on her back, she saw herself rising, completely naked, and throwing herself into motion. Twirling, gliding, contorting. Moving every conceivable way with as much grace as she could muster, offering every inch and motion of her body to the man who lit the fire that she wanted so desperately to consume her.



As, sitting off to the side, Gil would play on…chasing her as she chased her fire.



* * *



Of course she stopped by Patrick's that morning. 



It was prudent, in a weird way. To stop by on the way into her big day.



David was halfway around the world in Bangladesh. They moved up her dissertation defense. She was tense, she was anxious.



And Patrick was hot, willing, and available. 



Just how she liked him.



She had brought a little hair and makeup bag along with her briefcase. Stepping through the door at 157 Dyson Street, grateful that Rob wasn't anywhere in plain sight, and slipping into the last bedroom down the hall, Jordan quickly shed her skirt and panties and had Patrick take care of her.



He was ardent as always. And his cock was beautiful. 



As always.



She loved the early revealing stage–when she got on her knees and pulled, no, yanked his pants down and it was still getting hard. Grasping it lightly, lifting it gently as it filled and stiffened. Usually he'd reach for her breast, his long fingers slipping under her bra, cupping, maybe a tweak as his cock gradually stood up on its own. 



Her skin always tingled playfully with his touch…



Once he was up, she would lay back on the bed, uncovering herself for him. She was always ready; she usually arrived wet. The drive to Dyson Street had an almost Pavlovian effect. And her womanhood responded eagerly to the sight of his body and the feel of his touch. 



It was, by now, a pleasant routine. 



And his ardor was sufficient to relax her. Take the edge off…



David would love to hear how she simply walked in the room and presented herself to another man. Then left to defend her dissertation with the remnant feeling of another man in her deep place.



On her way out, she made a mental note to tell David details this time. He'd been working hard in Bangladesh–some special project, sounded like. He'd like that.



She could tell him about how the condom-covered tip of Patrick's cock nuzzled her cervix–something David's modest length couldn't replicate even under the most generous circumstances. She would probably tell him about how he gripped her hips as he thrust his own toward her just as she was cresting an orgasm. 



She wasn't sure if she'd tell him how she tipped out the full condom onto her tongue, though. He might find that gross. 



But unbeknownst to anyone but her, that was part of the routine now…as soon as Patrick looked away, stepping into the bathroom, she would just pick it up off the nightstand and…



Well, you know.



She caught herself concealing a wry smile as she knocked on the conference room door. 



Professor Johnstone opened the door, welcoming her and pointing toward an empty chair at the head of the long table.



Her full committee assembled, her full dissertation in front of each of the five members, the room well lit and tidy, and the mid morning sun streaming gently through the panel of windows.



Just like she had pictured it in her dreams. Since she was…10? 11? 



Something like that. When she first learned how doctorate degrees worked.



She sat, setting a closed notebook in front of her and folding her slim hands on top of it.



"Professors…thank you for this opportunity. I hope I don't let you down."



There was a long pause. Longer than she anticipated.



"Yes, Ms. Simms," Dr. Lukacz broke the silence. "I, personally have no doubt of your ability, acumen, and preparation. However, there is a matter we need to resolve prior to commencing the defense proper."



"Of course. What's the issue?" Jordan asked, her eyebrows raising.



"Well, Ms. Simms…" Dr. Lukacz paused to clear his throat. "I…we…there appears to be a bit of an intra-departmental issue with your dissertation."



"What kind of issue?" Jordan maintained calm, but began to stir with uncertainty. She wasn't prepared for anything like this.



"The issue has to do with…well, I'll put it this way. I have mentored you for years now, and your strengths are well known to me. In particular, you have a broad conceptual grasp and a dazzling, if occasionally excessively detailed writing style. Something I even envy at times. When the flowers don't take over the whole garden, of course. So to speak…"



Jordan smiled shyly. "Thank you, Dr. Lukacz…"



"Yes, of course, Ms. Simms. In any event, the writing in this…" here he paused to tap gently on the stack of printed pages containing the hundreds of pages of dissertation in front of him, "this writing holds clear par with what you have produced before. Indeed, it exceeds it at times."



"I hope that's a good thing?" Jordan asked, her uncertainty rising to a nebulous panic.



"Yes, well, it would be…" Dr. Lukacz cleared his throat. "It would be if similar–indeed near verbatim writing were not found broadly represented in another dissertation submitted to the department last week."



Jordan's heart dropped to her knees.



"I…I don't understand…"



"Yes, Ms. Simms, I believe you do." Professor Johnstone said gravely.



"No, Professor…Professors…I really don't."



She began to sweat and stammer. 



"How could…"



Professor Johnstone spoke up, seated on the right hand of Professor Lukacz. Her silver hair and wire rimmed glasses gave her a stereotypical professorial look.



"Your dissertation's focus on identity formation in youth and developmental sexuality has significant overlap with the research of another candidate in the department, whose more broad thesis on cognitive and personality development shares a startling amount of substance with yours. A good deal of it…near verbatim, as Dr Lukacz has said. And Mr. Lin has strongly asserted that his work is original, which means that this dissertation, while exceeding Patrick's in heft, remains derivative of his work.”



"More than derivative. This amounts to plagiarism," Dr. Jenkins, a younger, blonde professor sitting across from Johnstone said bluntly.



"We agreed not to accuse here…" Dr. Lukacz spoke harshly. "Colleagues…I am aware of how this looks. But I have shepherded this dissertation for the better part of a year, and I know well Ms. Simms' process, not to mention her integrity. I, for one, find the notion that she plagiarized it to strain, if not snap credulity."



Jordan's heart was in her mouth now, almost exploding. She fought back tears of panic, gulping loudly as the taste of iron filled her mouth.



Patrick.



The "help" sessions. The hours upon hours where their laptops were open and unlocked within sight of each other. His elementary–even pathetic understanding of philosophical and developmental psychology.



He had been stealing from her. The whole time.



And he had fucked her less than an hour ago.



Jordan felt bile rise in her throat. The disgust, coupled with the panic, had to be almost physically shoved back down her throat as she fought to maintain her composure. Dr. Lukacz was still talking…but she couldn't hear him. She had to stop her racing thoughts to tune in.



"In fairness to all parties, we will provide space for investigation prior to either defense. I understand Mr. Lin's has not been scheduled yet, and we can postpone Ms.Simms’."



He tapped the table snappily in Jordan's direction for emphasis.



"I know this young woman. She is the picture of integrity. And I know she'll understand if we take the time to resolve this intradepartmental…misunderstanding before we give her dissertation the full and unencumbered hearing it so clearly deserves."



Jordan's eyes were glassy, her posture beginning to slump in panic–threatening despair.



Dr. Lukacz tapped the table again, snapping her out of it.



"Jordan…"



"Yes?" She sat up quickly, clearing her throat and fixing her posture.



Dr. Lukacz' eyes softened. "Give us two weeks to look into this, dear. Don't be afraid. We will be fair, and we will be thorough."



"And the consequences will be both definitive and final…" Dr. Jenkins–the only one on the committee who also sat on Patrick's committee–said firmly.



"For whomever those consequences might merit…" Dr. Lukacz replied, equally firmly as he shot Jenkins a look.



Then, looking back toward Jordan, he tapped her sweaty hand gently. 



"It's okay, dear. You can go now…" 



* * *



Amy was preoccupied.



Gil had already left–his audition was this morning. In Phoenix. A 6 hour drive. He had to leave before 6.



Bleary eyed, Amy made sure he ate a good breakfast before he left. 



He was nervous. It was a big audition, after all. And even though Dr. De Foglio assured him he was more than ready, he still had that wide-eyed insecurity hovering around him.



Amy had thrown her arms around his neck after he set his breakfast dishes in the sink, giving him a slow, deep kiss.



"You know you're going to crush it, right?"



"Hmmm…" Gil's answer had been noncommittal.



She kissed him again. "You're going to crush it."



Gil's eyes had flitted briefly toward the front door, then back into Amy's ice blue eyes.



"What's on your schedule today?"



"Mine?" Amy's eyebrows had lifted in surprise. "Nothing out of the ordinary. Rehearsal, then class, I'll probably stop by the study group before you get back. They're doing some peer reviews for history papers, and I have enough written I thought I'd drop by. And I'll fuck Mark."



Gil's eyes had widened. "Yeah? Really?"



"Yeah, of course…" Amy said matter-of-factly. "I mean…it's free feedback and you know how insecure I am about my papers."



"Not that…" Gil had grinned cheesily. She had mirrored his reaction playfully. 



"I know…" She kissed him again.



"But really?" His voice had sounded equal parts pained and hopeful.



Amy had nodded. "Yeah, baby. I didn't get him last night, I want him now. Wanna feel how wet I am?"



Gil had cleared his throat. "Really? Can I?"



She had nodded once again, an excited smile on her face. "Yeah, of course!"



Gil's long fingers had slid down the front of her panties, and curled between her legs, finding her warm slit surprisingly wet for that hour of the morning.



"See?" She had kissed him once more.



"Yeah…" Gil had choked in arousal. "You promise?"



"I promise…" Amy had kissed him once more. "As soon as you're gone, I'm going to go wake up Mark and get what I need. He's always game in the morning."



"Okay…" Gil's face had been red, one set of anxious nerves exchanged for another. "I love you so much, Amy."



"I love you too, Gil."



One last kiss, a slow one. Gil had picked up his music bag, Amy had straightened his tie, and he had headed for the door.



"Oh, Gil?"



He had stopped and turned. 



"Make sure you do your best. For me, okay?"



He nodded, his face still red.



"And Gil?"



"Yeah?"



"I really am going to fuck Mark this morning, okay? I'll tell you about it when you get back. So do good, okay?"



"Okay…"



Gil was melting helplessly into her gaze. 



She knew that look. The one that expressed his willingness to do literally anything to please her. Ironically, ever since their talk with Dr. De Foglio, she had found that leaning into her consensual infidelity had softened his anxieties and sharpened his own eagerness both to please and excel. 



Promising to fuck Mark was a strange catalyst to deep, immersive focus. He would fixate entirely on her and her own avenues of pleasure until he sat in front of a keyboard. Then that focus, the release of anxious tension, would find its natural place–expressed through the medium of his chosen art.



Luckily for both of them, Amy's tease wasn't a front. She really did slip next door–almost immediately after Gil left–and fuck the neighbor, waking him up gently and yielding her body eagerly to his hunger. Once he had slaked her thirst and released his own tension in her body, they had risen together, laughing about an inside joke before Mark offered to walk Amy to rehearsal. 



It was a stage rehearsal, in the theater where they'd be performing next week. And it was on the way to his class.



It was a treat. Mark hadn't offered to walk her to class before. Her heart had fluttered excitedly. But Amy didn't expect him to hang back in the audience seats as the dancers gathered together on the stage. 



She had blushed to herself, the low hum of her body still sounding her depths–where the tall, dark, mysterious man watching her from the dark had only just deposited his seed.



Thank God for birth control…



She found herself looking at him out of the corner of her eye as she began to stretch, subtly angling her body to present the parts of herself she knew pleased him.



The other dancers noticed him too, but they were less subtle about hiding their attention. Some were intrigued, others amused, one or two mildly creeped out. But more than one seemed to feel an impulse analogous to Amy's–namely to ply their normal warmup routine into a way to get his attention.



Amy turned profile, moving gracefully up and down on the tips of her toes, practicing a smooth walk, then a glide, then a walk again.



The rehearsal hadn't yet begun, but that impulse to move became more general among the dancers. The troupe became quiet, as all began focusing on the movement of their bodies, the accompanying pianist playing a nondescript melody to warm up herself.



The substitute pianist was no Gil, that was for sure, Amy thought to herself as she tucked the sole of her foot and twirled delicately. She wondered how Gil's audition was going–it was probably about to start right now in Phoenix. Dr. De Foglio was supposed to be there with him.



Holding a tense tendu, Amy glanced out at Mark, finding him watching the whole of the stage with keen interest. Her core pulsed once more, remembering the ecstatic crunch on his face as she lifted her hips to receive his warm climax in his bed earlier. 



And Dr. De Foglio's words from last week infiltrated the space between her eyes and the part of her brain that calculates risk.



"Danza nel fuoco. Sii il fuoco."



Another memory. 



Manhattan School of Ballet. 



Senior year. 



She had prepared Stravinsky's "Dance of the Firebird"…the wrenching, eroticized modern version choreographed by Yuri Possokhov.



She had never been allowed to present it. It was too much. Too physically demanding, too intricate, and most importantly for the stuffy underwriters of the Academy, too boldly erotic–to the point of being obscene.



Dance in fire. Be the fire.



She looked out again to see Mark casually watching another dancer perform a series of dainty leg lifts before a single pirouette. 



She found herself wishing Gil were here to play the music.



But the fire was there. She had woken up with it. Getting up early with Gil, her body had heated for her lover, and had eagerly  yielded to his morning hunger. The calm, masculine energy that mounted her, penetrated her, brought out her own desperate gutterings and pinched off words of plea and apology…



She stepped, extended, spun. Crouched, pivoted, extended, glided, ran, spun, spun again, crouched. Her arms flailed like a bird on fire, and she moved powerfully around the stage, spinning, rolling, splitting with abandon.



A brief glance out found Mark's eyes riveted on her. She felt her heart leap, her skin warm. The other dancers, wide-eyed at the sudden burst of fierce virtuosity, made room for her.



Her movements were fast. Jerky while holding a silky grace. An almost savage display of heat, culminating in the obscene posture of Possokhov's firebird: toes pointed, feet spread wide and facing outward, legs splayed open with her arms extended high above her, her hips swaying obscenely. Her arms and torso mimicked the voluptuous heat of the firebird's wings before she slipped back into poise, then spun, kicked, split, twirled, twirled, twirled again, rolled into a crouched barrel turn, kicked, leaped, landed, and held a tight tende. 



This time she looked right out at Mark, whose head was cocked in fascination.



With no music to force her, she repeated the last routine, resuming the obscene posture and lingered an extra second, splayed open in figurative fire. Instinctively, her hips bucked forward ever so slightly–a signal to her audience of one that she yet held his seed in her body, and was fiercely proud of the fact. Then, rising, she split again, twirled on her toes, then slammed down flat footed again, sticking the landing definitively.



"Amy!"



Mrs. Lyon, the class instructor and choreographer for this performance, registered genuine shock in her voice.



Amy immediately curled back into a fearful posture as she looked back to see her teacher.



Mrs. Lyon was agape.



"Amy! What was that?"



Amy crossed her arms in front of her small chest. 



"It was the Firebird, Mrs. Lyon."



"The Possokhov choreography?"



"Yes, Mrs. Lyon…with some modifications…"



"I should say so…"



The class was silent with horror. Mrs. Lyon strode powerfully toward Amy, who shrank visibly as she got closer. 



She grabbed Amy's chin and lifted it up to meet her eyes.



"Amy. Look at me."



Amy's eyes began to fill with tears, her entire demeanor having executed a full about-face in less than thirty seconds as Mrs. Lyon examined her face carefully.



Mrs. Lyon cocked her head, amplifying the intensity of the moment. Everyone held their breath. 



Nobody had seen Mrs. Lyon like this before.



She leaned down, inches away from Amy's face as she probed her ice blue eyes.



"Where has this girl–this savagely honest dancer–been? Has she been hiding all along?"



* * *



"I was told the auxiliary crane would be in place and ready by 7. It's 9:30. Explain."



A rare display of impatience from David Stark, spoken to a trembling dock foreman wearing a cheap button down shirt and a loose tie.



The employee didn't know who David was. This skinny, noticeably young white American man with wire rimmed glasses and a perpetual quick-step when he walked had appeared at the terminal ten days prior, and within days almost every aspect of the port had been upended and rearranged.



The foreman had no idea what happened or how it happened. But this surprisingly skinny young man had showed up with a clipboard, and the next day the boss' boss' boss got a call from somebody in Denmark. Which only happened if something terrible was about to transpire. Suddenly everyone was running around shouting at each other, and shipping containers were being moved in ways nobody had ever seen before, and the harbor people were arguing about a new approach lane…



"Hey. I don't mean to be a pain, but I'm usually not still on the dock at 9:30. I'm tired, and this has to get done. Just tell me where the auxiliary crane is. I can see the rail systems are ready to go, I just need the crane."



His voice was a confident tenor. A small man with a big job. The foreman hastily explained that the auxiliary crane was on its way, that he was here to supervise the installation.



"It needs to be in place by 8 tomorrow morning," the skinny American explained patiently. "See this stack of containers? They're going on a ship coming in the new approach lane tomorrow. I don't want the crane half-finished when the boat arrives. Okay?"



David was trying to be patient. It had been a brutal week. Almost no sleep at all. The level of dysfunction he had uncovered at this port was gobsmacking–every process a spit-and-bailing-wire solution to the last shift's screwup. Accumulated over years until the material flow through the port had slowed to a trickle.



He felt a vibration from his phone in his pocket. Right as he saw a rail cart being slipped onto the track about two hundred yards down the line–facing the wrong direction.



"Hey. Hey!" David walked briskly toward the crew, the whites of whose eyes became immediately apparent–even at a distance–as they saw who was yelling at them.



This was not how things went usually. Obviously. 



Normally, David would show up at a port, find about 90-95% of things going the right way, make a few recommendations for tweaks, and then try them in a lab for a few weeks before seeing even a tiny bump in efficiency. 



This port was an absolute shitshow, and had to be completely reordered. Not waiting to file a formal report, David had put in a call to corporate, giving a brief rundown of the state of things. Unbeknownst to him, corporate had informed the CEO and board of directors, who fired the entire management staff of the port, which had in turn lit a fire under everyone else. David became the de facto port manager in charge of a total retooling after a full-on management level massacre. 



Not how he liked to work. But sometimes…



He felt the buzzing in his pocket stop.



He checked his watch again, doing a quick calculation–couldn't be Jordan. She had her dissertation defense now, and it would have only started about a half hour ago. She had estimated to be in the room for at least two. 



He hoped to be back in the hotel room by midnight so he could ask her how it went. 



But the way things were going…



"Are you serious?" His voice was calm, but clearly irritated. "The rail system clearly moves down that way." he pointed back toward where he had walked from.



"Yes sir. Right away, sir…"



He sighed and took his glasses off, rubbing the bridge of his nose, then his eyes. "I need you…I need everyone here to practice some basic common sense when you're given a task. Ask yourself one basic…simple question. How does what I'm doing get this…"



He pointed to the stack of shipping containers.



"On to this?"



He pointed toward the ships in the dock.



"Okay? Can you do that?"



Vigorous nodding as the crew stutter stepped around, wrestling the automated cart around to face the other direction,



David grunted in exasperation, walking further down the line.



Otherwise…it was starting to come together, he admitted to himself. An entirely new running lane, complete with a crane and a new ship berth. 



Game changer.



He couldn't wait to tell Jordan about this. Stressful as it was, his cut of these changes would be…



Well, it would change their six figure income into seven figures. Probably. 



A perfect complement to her triumph. Finally finishing her Ph.D. 



A condition of their marriage, he reminded himself. When she agreed to marry him, her excitement was only momentarily tamped with an earnest promise extracted out of her new fiance:



"I'm finishing school before we do anything…permanent."



A promise also extracted from her father, he remembered with a smile. The Reverend was unyielding in his insistence that Jordan be given space and support to finish her doctorate. Although the implicit instruction that children should wait for her to finish the degree was missing from that one. Jordan herself had been born, he remembered, while her father was pursuing a graduate degree in divinity. 



David looked down at his clipboard. 



Three more tasks. Three more tasks–he could get through these in…two hours. Then he could call Jordan as soon as he got back to the hotel room and gush about her completing her dissertation defense.



His heart skipped a beat.



So happy for her. So excited about this…opportunity. Things were really opening up for them. And he kept his promise. She was getting her Ph.D. Marrying him didn't slow her down in the least, or even complicate things. He'd managed to smooth out the road ahead of her as much as possible.



Things were looking up.



He couldn't wait to hear her voice.



* * *



"It's more than an itch to scratch. It's deeper than that. We're talking deep programming. The subtrata of consciousness. Of identity itself. You understand?"



Mark squinted, the painful fog of a hangover still hanging over both eyes and ears. A three day beard, ratty gym clothes, and a chip on his shoulder.



The argument was uncanny, but so was everything else in this fucked up world.



"Dude…I have no idea what you're talking about. I don't know if they like it or not, or need it psychologically or not. All I know is you've got topless women with fucking dog collars doing my laundry and shit. You can throw college words at it all you want. But it looks to me like you're keeping slaves."



It was true. Mark had woken up mostly drunk, and had availed himself of Lieutenant Colonel Chen's home gym without changing his clothes. The former battalion commander had had the silent women prepare breakfast. And a neat pile of Mark's laundry waiting on his freshly made bed by the time he got out of the bathroom to piss. A slender, silent woman with breasts fully exposed had passed him in the hall with her eyes to the floor.



Chen had…there was no better way to put this…a half nude, dog-collared, all-female house staff. 



It was weird.



Mark thought it would get less weird after the first week. But it hadn't. And now he was feeling bold enough to challenge the senior–nor former–Marine. And he wasn't staying out of affinity. The 4Runner needed a new transmission, so he was stuck here until he could get back to El Paso. 



It wasn't like he was held there against his well, though. Chen wasn't mean or anything. It was just weird how casually he lived with this…situation.



"Just…these chicks, man…"



"Not chicks. Women."



Chen's correction was gruff, and the insistence on a more respectful appellation was wildly incompatible with the women's state of dress and symbolic submission.



"Whatever." Mark burped, the taste of alcohol seeping out of his mouth. "Do you have coffee?"



"Yeah. Go drink all of it. Jesus…"



Chen's tone was one of disgust, and, as cynically despondent as Mark was, it still hurt to hear that tone directed at him from his former battalion commander.



But with the wounds still fresh, the pain quickly ebbed away in the general milieu of disorientation in which he lived now. 



Mark made his way into the kitchen and grabbed a mug before pouring himself coffee. He sat at the breakfast bar–immaculately cleaned–and drank it slowly, rubbing his eyes and compulsively touching his five day shave.



The longest he had gone without shaving since meeting Molly on the beach.



His thoughts swirled without order or coherence as he drained the mug. Then another.



His head started to clear when Chen made his way back into the kitchen, sweaty from a workout at his home gym. Chen grabbed a bottle of water from his refrigerator, then leaned against it, staring at Mark with one eye cocked.



"Feel better? Little Miss Bitch and Moan?"



Mark smirked at the dig, then nodded.



"Yeah. And I don't mean to be a dick or anything. I mean…thanks…uh…sir, for taking me in. But I think I'm gonna head back to El Paso after my transmission's fixed. I've got a friend there, an old football coach, said I could crash while I find a place."



"You got family out there?"



Mark shook his head. "Nah. My mom died, and it was just us. I got a couple of friends from high school, but no one close. It's just…a place I know. That's all."



Chen nodded. "Marine Corps did you dirty, son. I'll cop to it. But now you gotta figure yourself out."



Mark nodded. "Yeah. I figured I'd try college. UTEP."



Chen listened intently before changing the subject.



"What's up with Poisson? You ran from your friends back there. It was obviously a misunderstanding. Can't you go back?"



Mark shook his head. "Nah. I just…I don't know. I don't know who I can trust anymore."



Chen didn't respond.



"I mean…I'm glad you gave me a place to crash…but this ain't helping. I thought you were a normal guy. But look at this whole fucked up situation," Mark gestured vaguely down the hall where they could hear half nude women silently tending to the house. "I mean…what the fuck, man?"



Chen nodded. 



"It's not good for a man to be alone," Chen responded cryptically.



"Then get a wife, dude," Mark snapped back. "Holy shit…"



Chen was surprisingly patient in explanation. He paused, thinking before he answered.



"Rein…you remember how you basically hijacked a helicopter to defy orders and get back to your boy in the sandbox?"



Mark shrugged.



"Yeah…did you really think Poisson couldn't handle being platoon sergeant on his own? Think he didn't have the chops?"



Mark shrugged again.



"There was another reason, wasn't there…"



Mark paused, knowing he was caught.



"I mean…I talked to Meg…" he admitted. "And she was worried."



Chen nodded. "And you owe her a favor or something?"



Mark shook his head. "No. I mean…not really."



"Just a bond to honor," Chen said gravely.



Mark shrugged again. "I guess."



"That was a dumb fucking thing to do, Rein. It could have gotten us all court martialed. Could've gotten you up shit creek way more than it did. Could've gotten you killed–a general's staff finding a stowaway on a bird in flight are well within their rights to put that motherfucker on his knees and blow his brains out."



Mark shrugged, his eyes down.



"So why'd you do it?"



Mark shrugged again.



"I'll answer for you, Rein," Chen said impatiently. "Because some people confront fear by leaning on people they think are strong. And other people confront fear by letting other people lean on them."



Mark's eyes lifted, unsure of what Chen was saying.



He continued: "Somewhere in the shuffle of personalities, everyone finds some way to mitigate the insane fear and chaos of life by forming bonds. Give-and-take bonds. By giving each other things, and needing things. Some people provide control and crave comfort. Others crave control and provide comfort. Most people are somewhere in between, but pretty much everyone falls on one side or the other. Control or comfort. Have one, need one. Provide or need. Rein…like it or not…you fall firmly into the first category. So when a woman six thousand miles away leans on you to give her some sense of control over the chaos of her husband's situation, you damn near blew up the world to make it happen. You provided control for her. At insane risk to yourself. Am I on point so far?"



Mark was genuinely taken aback for a moment. Then, slowly, he reluctantly nodded.



"And I'm gonna go out on a limb, and say that she went out of her way to provide you with some comfort when you got back?"



"Well…" Mark was ready to argue. He still had Molly when he got back, and he didn't want anyone thinking of Meg…that way. 



But after things ended with Molly…



He remembered her jet black hair strewn and sweaty down her bare back, her buttocks pressed into his thighs as he released deep into her.



"So…this whole thing," Mark cleared his throat and gestured once more at the vague sounds down the hall. You give them a sense of control?"



Chen pursed his lips, and avoided directly confronting the question.



"Fear and safety are a paradox, Rein. Just like pleasure and pain. They feel like opposites, but they're different sides of the same coin. Some people find deeper safety in living out their fears. It makes it so their fears don't control them. Some people find greater pleasure in embracing pain. By allowing themselves to experience the whole spectrum of feeling, giving a wider berth to the pleasure by breaking through the pain. And some people confront the possibility of being dominated by submitting, or confront their fear of submission by dominating. It's give and take. Provide and crave. Control and comfort."



Mark looked down the hall to see another woman–a new one. Chen seemed to have a roster that rotated through the house. Like the others, she was topless with thin panties. She was moving into the library. Her chores done, her hands empty, she would kneel next to the couch where her place was until she was summoned.



The explanation gave words to it. 



It made a little more sense.



But it was still fuckin' weird.



But they–the women–seemed to dig it. So…whatever.



Mark shrugged. "I don't get it, man. I'm not sayin' your wrong. But I don't think it's for me."



Chen smirked. "Maybe not. But try being alone for a while. I know that's where your head's at right now. Gonna try to feel safe by being all by yourself. Avoid your fear by avoiding everything that scares you. Isolate yourself so nobody can hurt you. Get your booze, get your books, live your life quiet and safe. No fear, no pain, no betrayal as long as you never let anyone in. Right?"



Mark shrugged again. "What's wrong with that?"



Chen's smirk faded, and his face turned serious.



"It won't work."



* * *



Nausea. That wicked, clawing tickle under her tongue when her tract is looking to expel the contents of her breakfast all over the dashboard of the (still somewhat shiny) new car David bought her with his bonus. 



She fought down the bile for two blocks. 



If nothing else, because she didn’t want to confront the outside possibility of seeing traces of Patrick Lin’s semen in her vomit. 



It was definitely in there somewhere. Whether or not it was visible.



Immediately after the turnoff to the CVS, she lost the battle of will and jerked the wheel, pulling off the road, fumbling with the door handle, doubling over into the space between her floorboards and the cracked door, and spewing vomit everywhere. 



Jordan choked out a sob, desperately looking for napkins to wipe her face…



It was everywhere. The cup holder in the door, the running board…sweet Jesus…even on the door handle?



Her eyes bugged as she tried to self-soothe. She found a napkin…just one…in her purse. She sloppily wiped her mouth, her chin, the spot on her blouse. She checked her face in the mirror. Makeup smudged, abject panic all-too-apparent on her otherwise carefully manicured features.



"Okay. Breathe." 



She actually said that part out loud, stunned to hear her own voice for the first time since her stammering, blathering communication as she stumbled out the door of the department conference room, the looseleaf of her marked, annotated dissertation perilously close to cascading catastrophically all over the floor.



She could still speak and hear herself. 



The ringing in her ears had subsided. Good.



The filthy napkin crumpled into goosh in her hand, Jordan looked helplessly around the inside of her RAV-4. 



Her mind swirled with the force of a tornado, whipping around a single name.



David.



The only person in the world she could explain all of this to. He would understand. The false accusations, the panic, the crippling sense of having tempted fate…the Patrick of it all.



Her face crumpled, the tears flowing freely now as she began to sniffle. She hit the preprogrammed number on the display in her car, and her husband's name filled a banner in all capital letters on the center screen, providing a tiny measure of comfort.



1 ring.



David would help. He would understand…he'd know what to do. 



2 rings.



He was so good in a crisis. He'd list all of the things…all of the problems. He'd create a plan.



3 rings. She looked at the clock.



10:30.



It would be…9:30 where he was? 



4 rings.



He was probably just fumbling around the hotel room looking for his phone. He'd pick up. He'd pick up, and he'd know just what to do and what to say.



"You've reached David Stark. Please leave a brief message. Thank you."



Jordan's finger hesitated over the red button to terminate the call. Then pressed it.



She sat silent for a moment, taking one deep breath after another.



She felt like her head might explode…



Normally David called right back if he saw…



Silence.



She began to cry out loud now, her forehead resting on the steering wheel. At length, she lifted her chin and looked at her car display again.



She scrolled through the contacts, then hesitated again before pressing the next button. 



The screen displayed another name.



THE RIGHT REVEREND JACK SIMMS…



Normally seeing the visual joke, papering a stuffy aloofness over what was by and large a warm and fuzzy relationship with her father, would cause a smile. But this just made her catch another lump in her throat as she choked back the next round of sobs. 



1 ring.



She couldn't tell him everything. Obviously. And that fact made her stomach turn with the sheer force of wrongness. About everything…Patrick related. And all that other stuff…



2 rings.



She could tell him about the academic stuff. He'd have a comforting word ready. He did have a life's worth of experience pastoring to prepare him for catastrophes like this.



3 rings.



And he'd not only believe her. He'd believe in her. He'd call her Jojo, he'd verbally hug her until it all felt better. Like all those times she got second or third place in cross country meets…



4 rings.



"Where the hell is everybody?" 



Jordan was startled to hear herself yelling in the cab, yet another indicator of emotional dysregulation. 



She didn't wait for the voicemail prompt. Just hung up the call.



She angrily threw the car into drive and zipped to the gas station down the block, pulling in at an island and grabbing a fistful of paper towels to begin dabbing her own sick off the various interior surfaces of her nice new car. She threw them angrily into the trash, then flopped back into the driver's seat. She looked over to the passenger's seat to see her bookbag, her purse, and the shuffle of disorganized papers with pen marks that–as recently as three hours ago–was going to be the final jumping pad to her doctorate.



She slammed her fists on the steering wheel. Then again. Then again.



She looked at the phone contact list on the display of her dashboard again. 



She laughed to herself out loud, shaking her head at the sheer absurdity of it. Then shrugged to no one and pressed the button, a new name populating the display as the call was connected.



CAPTAIN MARK REIN, USMC



* * *



Mark almost skipped class.



That wasn't like him. His favorite thing in the world was to read and talk about what he read. And he only had a semester and change left of this before he graduated.



Amy's dance had more than captivated him. The fierce movement of her body. The aggressive steps and savage eroticism of it. It was like she created a magnet for his eyes. He couldn't look away.



He had slipped out when it seemed like that teacher lady was getting ready to yell at Amy. He knew she was dancing for him, and he didn't want to make the situation worse. 



But Jesus…that dance.



It was like she was on fire or something. And not in the figurative sense of being in flow state, or in the zone, or whatever euphemism for successfully relaxing into your own skillset was. 



No, it was almost like someone set her on fire, but it didn't burn her. 



It just burned into his mind.



It couldn't be a coincidence that they had had particularly passionate sex that morning. 



Amy seemed even more chipper than usual after, and was almost giddy when he offered to walk her to rehearsal since Gil was in Phoenix for the day.



So…did he bring that out of her? 



Maybe it was a boost in confidence. 



That could be it, he really did crave her body, and she seemed to respond to that. 



But confidence might help her once she started dancing. It wouldn't necessarily get her to take such an obvious risk. And out of nowhere. 



This was more…spontaneous. She started the dance on her own, in the middle of the other–presumably competing–dancers. 



The other Amy–the outside of the bedroom Amy–wouldn't take initiative like that. She would always keep up, of course. Always follow directions.



But that Amy would never burst onto the front of the stage uninvited and unprompted and do…that.



He was even more struck by the contrast. He remembered what she was like when they first met. 



Well, the first time he actually remembered meeting her. Apparently they crossed paths a couple times, and then there was the time he doled out an ass-kicking to some stalker nerd without remembering it. 



Yet another scar for the trophy case.



But he was half a bottle deep into the Jack already when that one happened. So he only remembered a few bits and pieces.



No, what he remembered was seeing her tight little tush in the air as she struggled to drag plastic totes down the common hallway. The nervous tremolo of her voice, the instinctive hunch of her shoulders and aversion of eye contact.



But on that stage just moments ago…this Amy was like a different species. Splayed, savage, and stark. An inferno of brash sexuality, subtly thrusting the part of her body he had withdrawn his cock from only a little before that.



And her consistent turn to look at him through the twirls, the leaps, the twists…



Like she was handing it–the effort, the performance, her body–directly to him.



Like she wanted him to direct her. Control her even. 



More than advertising. Calling. Challenging. Displaying the stunning range of her body's movements so that he could take custody of it. So that he could speak his will and she could execute.



Mark sat down in the seminar room, still distracted as class began.



What they had was fun. The sex was good. And plentiful. He loved her body, she clearly craved his. And unlike Molly, there didn't seem to be a crisis of loyalty with her partner. And unlike even Megan, there was no real sense that she would be shared, body and soul. Her heart was unquestionably Gil's. 



But something about what they had done that morning…or maybe what they had cumulatively done over the past six weeks or so since that night in the studio…



Something more was there. Emerging. 



Something about what they were doing was…slowly but surely…drawing the fire out of her.



* * *



She used to joke about how it was a shortcut to being murdered.



Jordan ambled aimlessly down the little trail just out of town. The one where she and David used to go hiking. The one with the neat little waterfall at the end.



They hadn't gone since…



Jeez, it seemed like forever ago. David was still delivering flowers wholesale. Before the big job change. Before he got hurt. Before Mark.



No…that was in the middle of Mark. In medias Markus, she thought with a mirthless smile.



No…last time they had walked this trail she had been with Mark a couple times. David was really into it, she didn't understand it, but she was absolutely taken with the rush of the experience. Of pushing boundaries past anything she ever would have considered prior. 



It was definitely before she embarked on a major philosophical and psychological project to understand the whole concept of consensual infidelity and associated fetish practices. 



No, back then she was just…having a fling. Way more intensity of experience than any kind of coherent thought. Just…riding a wave she didn't understand was a tsunami that would eventually destroy her life.



Didn't they come up with the idea of the Pink Lady apples after one of those hikes?



It was so much simpler then.



And she could trace every bit of her downfall to that cluster of decisions. 



Her own sense of gut-wrenching guilt at having become…well, there was no better way to put it. A cheating slut. A woman who had utterly discarded both the letter and the spirit of the covenant she'd made with the man she loved. A woman who had knowingly manipulated the inferiority insecurities of her psychologically damaged husband so that she could cat around town.



A woman who, even if she didn't cheat academically, was absolutely a cheater. And fully deserving of the ignominy that rightly followed. 



A woman who deserved to be alone. She had done what she did, leading to David getting this job…these jobs. Where he worked his fingers to the bone for her and she never saw him.



It was nice to have money…but they'd had enough back then. They could budget. They were happy. 



And David was there with her back then. Every day. Every night.



How could she want more?



Now, with all his prodigious earning power, with all his ability and his work ethic, he was in Bangladesh. And she was here, alone. Ignoring the calls that kept coming in from Patrick.



Patrick.



She felt the vomit tease to rise again.



What a cheap, stupid, tawdry affair that was. Running to the bed of some random hot guy. A magazine model type, just to get her pathetic rocks off. Running headlong into ruin following the lusts of her flesh. Leaving her work exposed, her life wide open to his ruinous intentions.



She just couldn't get over the fact that she was so thoroughly bested by a man who turned out to be an idiot. How did she take this long to find out?



Disgusting.



She arrived back at the lone car at the trailhead parking lot, looking down at her phone. 



2AM.



Definitely time to go home. 



She got back in the car, letting out one more sob before collecting herself and driving toward their apartment building.



Her eyes barely focused on the road. 



She had tried to call David. He was busy. He called back later, and she had tried to sniffle through an explanation, but he seemed busy, and couldn't quite follow what she was saying. So she made an excuse and just told him her defense was delayed and let him get back to work. It'd be another two weeks before he came back. Maybe more, given how busy things were where he was. Some kind of special project…



The Reverend Jack had called back an hour after she called him. He was sympathetic and kind as always. He said he'd come down for a couple days after the weekend, help her take her mind off of things.



And then Mark.



Why did she call him? What possible use could there have been in that?



He'd been surprised to hear from her.



No duh. 



Hey…I'm that girl you banged around for like three weeks over a year ago. Want to help me understand my screwed up life?



What was she thinking, even calling him? What was she to him other than a brief sexual fling? Undoubtedly one of many…



She didn't even get around to telling him what happened until ten minutes into the conversation. 



It was stupid, but she simply found the silky baritone of his voice to be comforting.



He was indulgent. He listened well, which made her feel a little better. He had seemed incensed that she had been accused of cheating, and he had asked how he could be of help.



But…what could he do? Other than being someone to talk to?



He was even sweet enough to ask to read her dissertation. She sent him the link to the google doc. Why not? It was all going either in the trash or in Patrick Lin's CV anyway. Who cares who reads it now?



Jordan pulled into the parking lot of her apartment complex. No movement. Everyone was tucked in at 2:30 in the morning…



She sighed as she turned off the engine and walked toward the building entrance. Dragging her feet, she suddenly felt the fatigue hit. The cumulative stress of the day settled onto her shoulders all at once. 



She didn't want to sleep, but she didn't want to be awake either. She thought about drinking, but the bars were closed by now…



She fumbled her key into the doorknob, then turned it, surprised to find it unlocked.



Crap. She was so airheaded on her way out the door…headed to Patrick's bed for one more disgusting tumble before unknowingly heading to the deepest humiliation of her life…she had forgotten to lock it.



Served her right.



She groaned and dropped the keys in the bucket, dropping her bookbag by the door and flipping the light on.



To see David's bags arranged next to the couch.



Her heart lifted. She looked up, hearing bare feet shuffling down the hallway.



He was in pajamas. His face was tired. Clearly jetlagged. But underneath the glasses and slow blinking eyes, his brow was knit in utterly singular concern for her.



"Jo? You okay? I came home as soon as I could."




Post 449 — Crushing

Sat Jul 18, 2026 6:17 pm

Hey all-



Sorry for the delay, this chapter is a long one, and thematically heavy. So feel free to take your time on it. 



Also, a few pieces of music and one piece of dance are alluded to, the dance is specific, so I'm attaching a video of the section here and in the subsequent post--



https://youtu.be/q5OoxaMY4wM?si=e67xmvmk1naZRtjz



Here is the music:



Brahms: 4 Intermezzi



https://youtu.be/yyKFKY00NrI?si=5ruD4I56EVwfqR7d




Post 450 — Crushing

Sat Jul 18, 2026 6:17 pm

Subsequent music, (2 Debussy pieces)



Debussy: Dr. Gradus ad Parnassum



https://youtu.be/VdaYiXepn7Q?si=p8AFs73zxQdED7UE



Debussy: Reflets dans l'eau



https://youtu.be/Q64UJcKjFQE?si=3Qu12mUEWZrxRwxi



Finally--@voyeur, go ahead and shoot me a DM with your reference, I'm always keen for notes!




Post 451 — Luis

Mon Jul 20, 2026 2:30 am

Simply incredible!




Post 452 — loyaltoher

Mon Jul 20, 2026 4:03 am

an absolute Opus




Post 453 — Cuckcop

Mon Jul 20, 2026 9:29 pm

Wow Crushing what a phenomenal thing you've done here. I just finished reading your latest chapter having started a few weeks ago. I wish I could have commented much earlier as you were writing this, as many others have, to encourage you along the way. I was convinced early on that you must be a professional writer, but you eventually answered that question. I would love to know what you actually do for a living. I have no experience with expressing psychology/philosophy at the PHD level, or with logistics, or with musical theory; but I do have some familiarity with criminal law and MMA. Your ability to write on these subjects in such an in-depth way is truly impressive and has been an education. On a personal note, I hope you'll consider  further delving in to Jordan's exploration into Dr. Shenck's subjects, perhaps even with the Dungeon Master and that group, Those were great chapters. And please don't put David in a chastity cage; he and Jared are CUCKOLD HEROS!




Post 454 — Guest

Mon Jul 27, 2026 5:48 am

Wow....didn't remotely see the backstab coming, but it would seem to me that a slightly more than cursory Q & A with the two dissertation candidates would reveal the true author vs. the plagiarizing  POS.   In any event it seems Jordan has traced the beginning of her current predicament to David's fetish.  We can only guess to the degree which this will jolt her spiritual and moral foundation and her view of David, the fetish and maybe  men in general.




Post 455 — Voyeuronthewall

Wed Jul 29, 2026 1:05 am

↳ Replying to: Guhunkadorn

Wow....didn't remotely see the backstab coming, but it would seem to me that a slightly more than cursory Q & A with the two dissertation candidates would reveal the true author vs. the plagiarizing  POS.   In any event it seems Jordan has traced the beginning of her current predicament to David's fetish.  We can only guess to the degree which this will jolt her spiritual and moral foundation and her view of David, the fetish and maybe  men in general.


 :D Relax mate. I'm going to bet that Patrick is not a POS, simply because he doesn't have the brains for something like that. If anything, Jordan has sabotaged her own work by meddling with Patrick's dissertation. After all, she does have a tendency to do things involuntarily.




Post 456 — Crushing

Sun Aug 02, 2026 3:39 pm

"It's gonna be okay, Jojo…"



David pursed his lips and furrowed his brow painfully as his wife desperately clung to her father.



Reverend Jack Simms hadn't even gotten all the way through the door. He'd managed to drop his roller bag, but still had a shoulder bag hanging off one shoulder as Jordan threw her arms around his neck and began to sob.



He shushed her gently, patting her back.



"It's okay…let it out…It's okay…"



David was surprised at how relieved he felt when the Reverend Simms showed up. Not that they had anything approaching a tense relationship. Jack Simms had been nothing but kind and welcoming to David, hoping his son in law would eventually view him as the caring, supportive father that he never had. 



But David couldn't help it. He was cagey around father figures.



But, the reinforcement was welcome. Try as he might, he couldn't seem to calm Jordan down on his own. 



Sure, she was happy to see him. Thrilled, even. She was effusively grateful that he had cut his trip short to come home and support her.



While not fully realizing the mess he made by leaving in the middle of a full port revamp. 



What a disaster that could have been. Thankfully, after he made the second call to Arne, Maersk's VP of logistics was surprisingly understanding. He flew in personally as David was flying out–to oversee what David was implementing. They'd been texting regularly, and he seemed amenable to the inconvenience. He seemed to have things in hand now. Said they'd work out the details when he was ready to come back.



So David wasn't as worried about work as he might otherwise have been.



But Jordan was…not herself. She clung to him like he was a sturdy branch jutting out of a thousand foot cliff. 



She was weirdly solicitous–asking him several dozen times a day what she could do for him. Always busy with little self-imposed tasks. 



Restless. 



Anxious. 



And each night, they had made desperate, almost panicked love. Jordan focused entirely on him, all but disregarding her own pleasure. 



For David, that desperate coupling was actually a little uncanny. Akin to fighting some kind of amorphous mythical monster. An unnamed, unnameable horror managed to squeeze in the space between the two of them, and Jordan wordlessly clawed her way back toward her husband using the charms of her body. 



So sex was more…symbolic than organic. The union of their bodies representing some desperate attempt to kill the beast between them…



Even though David saw neither reason nor need for any distance between them. 



Sure, she was upset. Hurt, even. And why wouldn't she be? This little controversy threatened to stain her career before it even got started.



But this whole fiasco seemed massively overblown to David. Incredibly easy to disprove. He'd been online researching ways to do an objective forensic analysis of her work in progress. Even asked around some forums about an independent consultant they could hire to provide the service. It seemed like a straightforward fix, really. Hire a third party analyst, give them full access, hand over the report to the committee, show them hard proof of what anyone who knew Jordan already knew. She had done all of the work, and Patrick had done none of it.



Boom. Fix.



Although, it didn't fix the embarrassment. The hurt.



She’d been hurt before. That, David could handle. He had gotten good at soothing the little things. A mean comment from a parishioner after a less than perfect musical interlude, or a disappointing haul of student reviews at the end of a semester. Little things that bruised her ego, made her question herself. He’d reassure her, get her small gifts and considerations, make her feel seen and loved until the smile came back to her face. 



It never took too long. 



But this time, she had not been hurt. 



She had been betrayed. 



And that betrayal caused a rupture in Jordan that David hadn't seen before. A distortion in her way of seeing the world and her place in it–causing a funhouse mirror effect. Jordan now coped by fixating on very specific, hyper-moralistic assumptions about herself. About what happened and what had to happen now. 



In particular, she acutely felt herself to be the perpetrator rather than the victim of the whole catastrophe. 



In her mind, she was convinced that David was the victim, and she was the villain. 



While in David's mind, he was far more an unaffected bystander than anything else. 



But she could not be dissuaded from her self-accusatory villain story. The one where she had sabotaged her marriage and career at the same time out of sheer moral depravity. And so she was doing the only road to redemption was a total war with the only person she saw as capable of destroying her marriage: herself. 



David knew her well enough to track her instincts, and had consistently attempted to untangle the whole mess for her, but he was met with shocking resistance. The love notes he left her were stuffed away out of sight. The chocolates and candies he got her were quietly foisted off on the church girls' group. 



She had made up her mind. She was an awful person, and she didn't deserve anyone's love, much less anything good in the world.



After offering Reverend Simms coffee and watching him settle onto the couch, David breathed a sigh of relief and slipped into the kitchen to prepare it. He was even more relieved on his return to the living room to see his wife clutching her father’s elbow and resting her cheek on his shoulder.



She was at rest. 



At least for now. 



Her posture had relaxed noticeably. She was breathing deeply.



Finally.



"How was India?" 



"Pardon?" David asked.



"You just got back from a trip to India, right?" Reverend Simms sipped his coffee as David sat on the chair perpendicular.



"The subcontinent, yes, but actually Bangladesh."



He nodded, setting his coffee on a coaster on the end table.



"I apologize. My mistake."



"No problem," David leaned back into his chair.



"So how was it?"



"Busy," David exhaled at the memory. "Ongoing, actually. My boss flew in from Denmark to oversee some changes we had to make."



"Big changes?"



"Yeah. We're adding another crane and track line. The infrastructure was in place, just had to clear out some junk and put the pieces together. But if it all works out, this could change…a lot of things for the port. Maybe the region."



"Wow," Reverend Simms was impressed. "You're a big deal now, David." 



He smiled genuinely.



David shrugged. "Just doing a job."



"He is a big deal," Jordan interjected meekly, her cheek still resting on her father's shoulder. "David fixes big things wherever he goes. He's a hero."



Her voice was proud, but monotone.



"I wish I could fix this," David gestured vaguely at the room, indicating Jordan's conundrum.



"I think this is going to fix itself, honestly," Reverend Simms said confidently. "It seems like a little looking into both students' work and history will bring everything to light, and things will fall where they should."



David watched Jordan wince as she heard the words:



Bring everything to light…



"That's very much how I see it," David nodded. "Still, I get why it's so upsetting. It's beyond frustrating to have to endure something like this at this stage. She's worked herself to the bone for years. Our whole married life, and longer."



"You have no idea how much longer," Reverend Simms chuckled. "I used to overhear her passionately defending philosophical positions to an imaginary committee in the parish office. She was what…ten? Maybe eleven?"



He turned his head toward his daughter, but she didn't lift her head, just shrugged, the barest hint of a smile eking onto her face before vanishing.



"Anyway, she's been building toward this forever. We didn't know she'd be an athlete, or a musician. We of course hoped she'd meet a nice man and get married. Thank God all of those things happened, just blessings that fell out of the sky. But we never doubted she'd be a brilliant academic. That was in the cards when she started speaking in full sentences a full year before her cousins. That part was never in question."



He tilted his head to plant an affectionate kiss on the top of her head.



"And it still isn't, Jojo," he continued, his voice projecting confidence. "This is just a hiccup, then you're on to a great career."



David watched Jordan's arms clutch her father's elbow a little tighter. 



She had done the same thing to David the morning after his late arrival from Bangladesh. She hadn't wanted to leave the house, and she had no appetite. She didn't answer any of his suggestions with any enthusiasm. 



She just wanted to hold and be held. So that's what they did for the first day in its entirety.



It was definitely different. While she was affectionate, it really wasn't like Jordan to be…for lack of a better word…clingy.



And once again, a strange corollary to that clinginess was her proactivity–even eagerness–to have sex. Although it wasn't out of genuine desire or arousal. 



Really, it felt like overcompensation. 



Maybe even duty. 



It was good, of course. It was with Jordan–how could it be otherwise? She was attentive, and deployed her affections and gestures in a way that she knew her husband loved. 



But she seemed to view the goal of their intimacy as something beyond the intimacy itself. Reclaiming the marriage, maybe? Reassuring herself of her own desirability after being tarnished? Or maybe fixing the score..evening up or exceeding the number of couplings with those she had shared with Patrick over the last handful of weeks? Maybe before everything went haywire?



It was hard to tell. 



And when she got the text message from her father that he was going to drive down that afternoon, she began overcompensating for him, too. She had busted out her Bible and began devouring it. In true Jordan fashion, she ripped through the tome at incredible speed–finishing more than half the Old Testament between her father's first text late in the morning and his arrival late in the afternoon.



Yes, Jordan was trying very, very hard to be a good Christian. 



A good daughter, a good wife. 



A good, godly woman. 



And it wasn't an affectation, either. David had to concede this as he watched her frantic, overcompensating behavior unfolding. It was genuine. In its way. 



It was more like…aggressively trying to reconcile with the virtuous half of her personality. The happy church wife that she had never really abandoned. Even in the midst of their most blatantly transgressive explorations–with Mark, and later, with Patrick–Jordan had vigorously attempted to reconcile her desire and behavior within her Christian identity, rather than rejecting and replacing it, or even cultivating a space outside of it. 



She seemed to be making progress, too. The anxiety had been dissipating as she got more comfortable with both men. As the visits became more regular. 



Even though she made passing references to David at times about the jarring effect that nagged her. She would occasionally remark that she felt like two people trapped in one body–each arguing with and judging the other.



Now it seemed like she was convinced that the only way to be the good church wife to David was to kill the other girl. Or at least shut down her voice. Permanently.



"How are you two doing?"



Reverend Simms' voice interrupted David's analysis. 



"We're…good. Just looking at…you know…next steps." David responded awkwardly.



"I know it must be hard to be apart so much. Especially at your age."



David shrugged. "It's not ideal. But this stage or our careers…it's setting us up for some real stability…"



"I know all that," Reverend Simms put up a hand to signal he didn't need to hear David's defense of their choices. "You work hard, Jojo works hard. You two are a power couple, building out a foundation for the future. But it's hard. And it's okay to just…know that."



David nodded, unsure of how to respond.



"It is hard, sometimes." Jordan admitted quietly, her head still resting on her father's shoulder. 



"Mom and I have never been apart for more than a week," he admitted. "And every time we've hated it. There's something about it…when you find your person. You just want to have your missing piece there with you. All the time. One flesh, and all that. Like Aristophanes' myth, right Jojo?"



"Or Genesis…" Jordan seemed eager to deflect.



"Aristophanes?" David asked.



Reverend Simms grinned playfully. 



"Tell him, Jojo."



Jordan began to smile, then buried her face behind her father's shoulder.



"There it is…she's trying not to laugh…"



"Stop it…" Jordan suppressed a giggle.



"Tell him, Jojo. Tell him about the missing piece."



She sighed indignantly, finally allowing a small smile as she turned her head to face her husband again.



"Fine…"



"There she is…" Reverend Simms' voice was impish, encouraging Jordan to cut loose and be silly.



"So…Plato. The Greek philosopher, right?" Jordan asked, looking at David.



David nodded. "Yeah."



"So Plato wrote this thing called the Symposium. And it's basically like this banquet where Socrates and his friends are drinking wine and getting…pretty drunk. Right?"



"Okay," David said, starting to smile himself. "That's the great philosopher Socrates? Getting drunk?"



"Exactly," Jordan said, her smile widening. "So they decide they're going to have this contest, where they all give a speech praising the god of love. So they can decide what love actually is. Define it once and for all, you know? Classic Socrates stuff."



"Right," David said. 



"So…one of the guys is Aristophanes. And he was a real historical guy, he wrote comedy plays at the time. So he gives this speech, and it's super funny, where he makes up this little creation myth about love. He says that when the gods made humans, they actually made them with like…two heads and four arms and four legs, and every original human was basically two humans glued together, and they would roll around like donuts with arms and legs and heads and stuff."



"Okay," David's smile grew, a chuckle accenting his response.



"So I read the Symposium when I was…six?"



Jordan wasn't exactly sure when she first read it.



"Five." Reverend Simms corrected her. "It was the day after Christmas, you were five…" he turned to David. "She finished all the books her grandparents got her on Christmas night, and she got bored, so she just dove into my office. I was…a little scandalized to see her pick up that particular one. Luckily, she was a little young to pick up on…all of it."



"Yeah…" Jordan giggled. "I mean…I just remember laughing really hard at this little myth. The visual, you know? People glued together and rolling around like donuts."

 

"Yeah, it's funny," David agreed.



"Don't stop there," Reverend Simms encouraged.



"So…anyway, the myth he tells is basically to explain love," Jordan explained. "That the humans were like…pulled apart. Into what we are now, with two hands and two feet and one head. But we actually belong together. So we feel anxiety because we need our missing piece to feel right. To feel whole."



"And that's physical togetherness," Reverend Simms added. "It's not just…the idea of a relationship. That people feel right when they're actually near, or with each other. It's about intimacy. Of all kinds. That it can only happen when we're…together."



He gestured by interlacing his fingers to emphasize his point. 



"So…when we're apart, there comes that hurt again," he continued. "Especially after we've found our missing piece, and then we're separated from them. We just…don't have them. It's one thing to be looking. That's one kind of pain. But to know what they are, where they are, and just not be with them? That's torture. Monica and I are so grateful…Jordan looked all through her undergrad, and was lucky to find her missing piece in grad school. We weren't sure she'd ever find a guy good enough for her."



David blushed in spite of himself. Jordan smiled at him.



"Yeah. I did. I found my missing piece."



"That's a fun story," David conceded.



"It gets even weirder…" Jordan continued. "I mean, there are all these questions that follow reading Aristophanes' speech. It's like…whose missing piece is different than the others? Did everyone get ripped apart in the same way? Does this explain all types of love, or just one kind? Because, I mean…the whole context of the Symposium is actually more about like…homosexual love between men. With…I guess we should say…morally questionable age gaps…"



"That's the part I was glad you didn't pick up on when you were…geez…mid Kindergarten?" Reverend Simms turned to his oldest daughter. "Your mother was about to kill me when you started talking about it at the dinner table. We were prepared to keep knives and scissors out of reach of our kids. But with this one…" 



He gestured toward Jordan playfully.



"With this one, I had to think hard about what books she could reach without moving my chair around to stand on. Which also soon became a problem…"



"I liked the story…" Jordan shrugged. "It was funny. And sweet, in a sad way."



"It is funny," David agreed. "I should read that."



"It's a wild ride, honey," Jordan giggled, sitting upright for the first time.



She seemed to feel a little better. David seized the opportunity of the slightly brighter look in his wife's face.



"I'm feeling like…Curry Cottage," David said suddenly. "You hungry, Jack?"



Reverend Simms turned to Jordan, who was giving David the 'not fair…' look at identifying her favorite takeout place to bribe her out of her slump.



"Yeah…that sounds good, actually," he said, squeezing his daughter's shoulder. "That sound good to you, Jojo? I'll drive…"



* * *



Slap.



The unmistakable sound of one hand clapping.



A specific hand–large, calloused, smacking a bare buttock in the next room. 



A grateful whimper chased it.



Mark had grown accustomed to such sounds. His door was cracked, allowing a small amount of light to sliver into the room, joining the small, soft glow of the reading light from the guest room nightstand..



"Try again."



The low, menacing, slightly muffled voice of Colonel Chen. 



Sounded like…he was in the kitchen this time. With whoever-it-was-tonight bent over the counter to be spanked.



He called it "training."



Having been on the receiving end of an entirely different genre of Colonel Chen's trainings, Mark could only guess what was endured by the women who found themselves naked and bent under his hand.



Not just endured, though. 



Desired. 



Sought out, even. 



Mark couldn't wrap his head around it.



Slap.



This one was harder. The whimper that followed was louder, but still had the ring of grateful relief to it.



"Thank you, sir…"



The breathy rejoinder invited a third, hearty slap. And another hot whimper.



Mark shook his head to himself. He had managed to tune out his temporary roommate's activities thus far that evening by finishing up the book he was reading. But now, setting it down on the nightstand, he would need another. Either that or more alcohol, which would require walking past Chen in the kitchen while he was actively disciplining some woman he'd never met before. 



He remembered seeing a copy of Norman Mailer's Naked and the Dead in Chen's study, which he hadn't gotten around to reading yet. 



He wouldn't have to walk past Chen. But…there would be at least one naked woman in the study, too. 



It was a weird house.



At least the ones in the study just knelt quietly. He could slip in and out. Minimize the awkwardness.



He grunted as he sat up and threw his legs over the edge of the bed. Stepping quietly to the door, he eased it open before tiptoeing across the hall, seeing a pair of exposed, reddening woman's buttocks sticking up from the countertop at the end of the hall.



Mark sidestepped through the half-cracked door to Colonel Chen's study. He made his way to the bookcase, glancing briefly over toward the couch to see who else was in there.



Tonight it was an ivory skinned woman, who had tensed quickly into the proper kneeling posture when Mark had unexpectedly entered the room. 



She was blushing–caught lapsing in her exercise. 



Apparently they relaxed a bit when they thought Chen was busy.



No matter, Mark thought as he looked up at the shelf, trying to locate the novel. Finding it near the top shelf, he reached up to pull it down, looking over at the woman again.



Whoever she was, she was attractive. 



Thin. Athletic–or at least it looked like she worked out. Toned arms, thin hands resting obediently between strong, lean thighs. Small, perky breasts. Strawberry blonde hair tied back in a ponytail. Her eye color was inaccessible, her eyes holding steady, pointed to the ground in front of her. A barely perceptible dusting of freckles over her shoulders…



Mark would guess she was in her late twenties, but couldn't know for sure. A sudden curiosity struck him, the booze in his system greasing it.



"Hey. Do you talk?"



Mark had never ventured to speak directly to one of Chen's women before. It never occurred to him to do it. Or ask if it was allowed. 



Chen did, of course. Always crisp, even toned orders or menacing correctives. But he had just awkwardly tried to avoid them.



The woman started, clearly shaken that she had been addressed directly. Her shoulders tensed, her head raising slightly without lifting her chin. 



"Yes…Yes, sir."



"You don't have to do the 'sir' thing with me. I'm just Mark."



"Any man in the house is sir…"



Her voice shook.



"Oh," Mark answered. "So, that's like…a rule or something?"



The woman nodded, still looking down. "Any man in the house carries the will of the Master. Any of those here to serve the will of the Master will serve any man in the house."



Mark hesitated.



"Ummm, okay."



He turned to walk out, then stopped himself, curious.



"Do you have a name?"



The woman tensed again.



"Yes, sir. Just…not in the Master's house."



"What's your name? Out of the house, I mean?"



She hesitated.



"Kelsey."



Mark nodded, suddenly interested.



"What brings you here tonight, Kelsey?"



Her answers began to come more readily. She seemed to become more confident that she was passing whatever test this was.



"I came to serve the will of the Master."



"Do you come here often?"



She shook her head. "This is my second time."



"Have you served him before?"



"This is my second time," she repeated.



"And you do whatever he says?"



"Yes, sir."



Mark paused. 



"Have you had sex with him?"



She hesitated. 



"He took me…a few months ago. In my husband's bed."



"So he came to your house?"



"Yes, sir. I…we invited him. I chose to serve him after…that."



"So it was good?"



He saw a slight smile break on her meek face. She didn't answer, but her skin began to flush.



Mark changed the subject.



"You said you're married. What's your husband's name?"



"Ryan."



"Ryan, huh. Do you work?"



She nodded meekly. "I'm a teacher."



"Interesting. What do you teach?"



"Science. Middle school."



"Interesting."



Mark started to turn away again, but was struck by her ivory features. She definitely fit Chen's statue-esque preference. Her skin was smooth. Her breasts were soft, but perky. Her nipples were small and stiff. In a strikingly Chen-esque way, her body fit right in with the weird decor in the study. 



So what…these women just kneeled here for sixteen hours and then went home?



"What do you do here?" Mark asked. "I mean, when you come here, what do you do?" He asked diplomatically.



"The Master's will."



"Do you just hang out in here? Or like, clean stuff?"



"If that is the Master's will."



"Do you fuck him?"



He saw the flush begin to deepen on her pale skin. 



She didn't answer. Didn't move.



He stepped closer, squatting down to look into her face. She didn't raise her eyes to meet him, carefully holding them down to the floor.



"Kelsey. Do you fuck the Master?"



Her breath quickened. Finally:



"The Master owns my body. If he wishes to take me, I am his."



Mark paused, thinking about the answer. Out of curiosity, he reached out and lightly touched the edge of her shoulder. 



It was noticeably warm. Almost feverish.



"Is that okay?" He asked, gently stroking the curve of her shoulder.



She nodded quickly. "Yes, sir."



"So you serve any man in the Master's house?



"Yes, sir."



"So…you'll do whatever I want?"



"Of course, sir."



The flush deepened further. The reddening made the light dusting of freckles on her shoulder pop slightly…and a few more appear at the top of her chest.



It was a familiar skin tone. And body type…



Mark cocked his head, looking down at the nude, kneeling female form in front of him. Clearly these women were here voluntarily. They behaved as they were told, and seemed to take pleasure in play-acting like slaves. The more real the pretend subjugation, the more eager they seemed to be. 



Her flushed body began to tremble under his gaze, although her own eyes never left the floor. 



Mark didn't actually know for sure, but he got the sense that this encounter was surprising her. That Kelsey had not anticipated any sexual contact when she reported to her post that night.



That this was a welcome–and exciting–surprise.



Mark also became aware of his own arousal. 



Damned if this weird-ass situation didn't have some kind of effect on him.



He set the book down on the end table behind Kelsey, then stood in front of her. 



"Can I touch your hair, Kelsey?"



Another meek nod. 



He gently slipped his fingers into the smooth run of her hair.



"Kelsey."



"Yes, sir…" Now her voice trembled, the flush in her cheeks spreading to her neck.



The resemblance was even more clear now. Molly's cheeks used to flush like that. Especially if he had been teasing her for a while…



"Kelsey, you seem like you want this." He squeezed her ponytail lightly before flicking it playfully. 



A small smile broke on her lips before returning to solemn attention.



His fingertips curled behind her ear, then traced a slow line down the side of her neck before traveling down, lightly grazing her slender collarbone. 



"Tell me you want this, Kelsey."



More trembling.



"I want the will of the Master…"



Mark looked down her body. 



Even more than before, her small nipples stood out erect from her perky breasts. 



He let his hand fall gently down her front, tracing a lazy line over her chest, curling under the bulb of her left breast before lightly pinching her nipple.



"You're very pretty, Kelsey."



The flush of her skin seemed to pulse for a moment. Or maybe it was just a shift in the light from a sharp intake of breath. Mark couldn't tell, but her alabaster skin was now tinted pink from her forehead to the upper curve of her breasts.



He felt his own breath catching. Her skin was so smooth. And so warm. 



And he hadn't…



Since Meg…



Since before that night…



Mark stood up, looking over his shoulder toward the open door.



The other woman was panting and moaning down the hall. Chen was clearly busy. And would be for a while.



He unzipped his pants.



"Open your mouth, Kelsey…"



* * *



"I can see it. Right there, under the bed by the window. Go get it."



JJ scrambled up on the unmade bed and tumbled over the other side before popping back up, holding the little lego man triumphantly over his head.



"Make sure he gets back in the box," Mark said, zipping up his own suitcase. "We're not leaving anything behind. Marcos, that bed looks good."



"Thanks…" The older boy was tucking the corners neatly as the adjoining door opened. Megan walked in, wearing mom jeans and a black Led Zeppelin T-shirt.



"Good morning, buddy. Ooooh, making the bed for the housekeeper?" Megan asked, patting Marcos on the shoulder.



"Uncle Mark says we make the bed anyway. For practice."



"For discipline," Mark corrected him. "Practice means we're trying to do it better. Discipline means we're trying to be better."



Marcos rolled his eyes, but didn't stop tucking it in neatly. 



He clearly didn't mind. It was obvious he liked routines and nice, tidy spaces.



Contrast that with the other queen bed, where JJ was rolling around wildly in the disordered, rumpled bedding. That half of the hotel room looked like a foxhole that had been blown apart by an artillery shell.



"JJ. Make the bed," Mark's voice was stern. JJ pouted, extracting himself from the covers before complying.



Mark turned back toward Megan. "Jared okay?"



Megan nodded. "Slept like a baby. Gave him some Tylenol and sent him to grab breakfast. He'll meet us at the car."



"Good." Mark nodded. "We're about ready to go here." He paused, looking up at her face. 



Fresh. Bright. A good night's sleep, a warm shower. She was a beautiful woman at any hour of the day.



"I like your earrings."



"Thanks…" Megan half-smiled, looking away at the compliment. "Okay, boys. Get your stuff. JJ, you rode up with Uncle Mark, so Marcos gets to ride back in the 4Runner."



"Can't we both ride with him?" JJ whined.



"No…" Marcos answered sharply. "It's my turn."



"That was the deal," Megan reminded him, pointing at his suitcase. "Now get your stuff loaded up. Scoot. Now."



The boys picked up their bags and began heading to the door. Mark stopped Marcos, handing him his keys. 



"Hey bud. Make sure it's in neutral with the e-brake on like it should be, and you can start the 4Runner for me."



"Really?" His eyes lit up.



"Yep. Just gonna do a last pass, and I'm right behind you. Just make sure your brother doesn't get lost on the way. You're gonna be patrol leader for this one."



"Okay!" He took off out the door after his little brother.



The door closed behind the boys. 



A moment passed, and Megan stepped in front of Mark.



"You okay?"



"Yeah, I'm fine." Mark raised an eyebrow. "Why?"



"Just checking. After, you know. Seeing Molly. After all this time."



"Oh, that's fine," Mark said casually. "I mean…we talked on the phone before. And it was good to catch up. And…get a little closure, I guess."



Megan nodded in understanding, her milk chocolate eyes turning wistful. "Closure?"



"Yeah."



She pursed her lips and nodded again. Her arms lifted around his neck, her body leaning into his. He reflexively wrapped his arms around her back and squeezed her gently. 



They held each other quietly.



"I don't like that you don't have anyone to come home to."



Megan's voice was muffled in his chest.



"I'm fine, Meg. Really."



He felt her shake her head gently, her nose rubbing against his pectoral. 



"Nu-uh."



"Eloquent…" Mark quipped back. "They teach you that in law school?"



Megan giggled.



"Well, you know me."



She pulled back, looking up again.



"I just…you did so much to make this work. I hate that I can't make you feel better. I…I miss being your medicine."



Mark stared carefully down into her eyes before leaning in. She lifted her face to kiss him. 



It was tender. Sincere. 



Nourishing…



He broke the kiss gently, looking into her eyes again.



"I'm fine, Meg. I promise. Charlie Company's got all my attention. I'm busy. I'm happy. Well cared for."



Megan looked up and smiled sadly.



"Bullshit."



She patted his cheek before turning and grabbing her bag and looking over her shoulder and disappearing out the hotel room door.



"Jared's got breakfast for us. And Marcos is going to want to talk about Brian Jacques books for the whole drive home. So, you know…we should go. Don't want to keep him waiting…" 



* * *



"Coffee."



Chen's singular directive to his former subordinate, pointing Mark toward a hot cup, freshly poured. 



Seated in a bathrobe at the center island with his own steaming cup and a grapefruit, he was flipping through a slim file of gear lists and maps. 



A mission profile. It hadn't been more than a couple months before Mark had been handed those himself. 



"You sleep okay?"



"Yeah, actually."



"Sounds like you got a piece of the new girl."



Mark cringed. 



He didn't know what he was thinking. He was a few beers in, bored. She had some slight resemblance to Molly…she was clearly game…it had been a while…



There was really no excuse.



But yeah. He got a piece of her.



"Um. Yeah. Sorry about that."



The colonel flipped a page, studying the back side.



"Don't apologize. I think you both needed it. And she was pretty warm. About ready to pop, actually. Tough to resist that."



"Is she still here?"



Chen shook his head. "Nope. Left an hour ago. But don't worry, kid. You did great. And she's the new girl. She got a treat–usually they don't get that for a month or so into their training. Depending on…well, a couple factors…"



"She said she was married."



"Yep." Chen's answer was flat and factual. Perfunctory.



Mark didn't know how to respond.



"Guilty conscience?" Chen asked.



Mark shrugged. 



"Trust me, he's into it as much as she is." He flipped to the next page before taking another sip of coffee. "Nice young couple. She teaches middle school. He's a physical therapist." He clicked his tongue absent mindedly. "Just a nice young couple. Going on a little journey together."



"Oh." Mark didn't know how to respond.



"What, you worried about breaking up a marriage?"



"Not really. Honestly, I keep accidentally fucking married women whose husbands are into it. It's weird."



"Accidentally?"



Mark shrugged.



Chen laughed, letting the paper fall flat against the countertop briefly. He looked over at Mark, shaking his head in disbelief.



"Accidentaly…Shit, Rein…" 



He shook his head again, looking back down at his work. 



"You want to know why you keep fucking married women?"



Mark shrugged again. "Not really."



Chen chuckled again, fingering the small sheaf of papers before lifting the top one again.



"I do want to know…uh…what, um, why…"



Chen didn't look up. "Why they come here? And do all the shit they do?"



"Yeah. I mean, I guess." Mark admitted. "I mean…she was really into it. Last night, I mean. Like…super, super into it."



"Yep."



"Like…I don't think I've ever experienced it that…wet. At the beginning, I mean."



"Yep."



They sat in silence for a moment. Chen seemed distracted by his work, so Mark took a while to prod further.



"So…"



"People want a place, Rein," Chen began to explain. "They want a place in the world. Not just literally, physically, but socially. Even metaphorically. Metaphysically. Spiritually, if you take that term. A sense of where they belong. A place where they know they contribute and fulfill a need, and where their needs are met in turn. Everybody needs that. Everybody.



Mark was interested. And not yet drunk enough to belligerently steer the conversation off the rails. He reached across the counter to grab a bowl, a knife, and a grapefruit. He cut the grapefruit in half, then reached for a spoon after replacing the knife.



"A firm place is a key to identity," Chen continued after a moment without looking up. "Key to confidence. To success in pretty much anything. And a firm place is hard to find. It's a slippery world out there."



"So you give them a place?"



Chen took another sip of coffee, and turned another page. He turned this one sideways, carefully reviewing a small map. A map of an island somewhere, looked like.



"Prior to the Age of Enlightenment, everybody had a place," he explained.



Mark sat up. This conversation was more his speed. A side of Chen he actually liked. The well-read, thinking man who rarely said more than a few words. Suddenly he would become prolific and articulate. Mark preferred him this way.



"Everyone's place wasn't set in stone, necessarily but it was pretty close," he explained. "Society was rigidly structured into set classes, and it took a major event to create any mobility. Nobles were nobles by birth. So were kings, and so were peasants. That's the vast, vast majority of human history. And pre-history, too, probably. Giving everyone a place was the first and most basic step to create any kind of social order, any sense of shared safety. It's the most primitive social contract imaginable."



"Like, masters and slaves?"



"That's one arrangement. There are all sorts of variations of it, though. Lords and serfs, merchants with employees, magistrates with subjects, you name it. The upside of it is that it did have the effect of creating order. Order of a certain kind, anyway. The downside of it is, basically no one had any say in their place. To challenge your place was to put your life on the line."



"Like knights doing crazy shit to get land grants?"



"And eventually enter the nobility, yes. Exactly. Or women marrying into other tribes or families to maximize the advantage of their own. But even that was still playing on terms that weren't their own. They didn't have a choice. Or, in some cases, some families just straight up forging genealogies to fake their way into higher status. What it all amounts to is–there wasn't a whole lot of at-will social mobility. No way to carve out your own place in the world."



"So…"



"So, at some point society shifted. Placed a larger and larger emphasis on personal freedom. Individual rights. The state got reordered to structure society around those things. Over centuries, we figured out how to develop a new basis for social order. Around economics. And that economic order requires a maximum amount of mobility in order to allocate talent and skill where it works most efficiently within the system. Maximize mobility, maximize choice, and maximize efficiency to everyone's benefit. But…"



Chen pointed to Mark without looking up from the map, directing him to finish the thought. 



"Maximize mobility, minimize the ability to have a firm place laid out for you. People are rootless."



"Bingo, kid." He snapped his fingers.



"So you what…give them a place?"



"Well, like I said, place is the basis for identity, for confidence, and for success. Some people really prefer to use whatever economic or social freedom they have to define their own place, but they still define that place in social terms. They exist within a social system–a company, a family, a town. They're husbands, wives, friends. They're fans of this team, manager of that company, lead architect on some project, doctor in this hospital, whatever. Name a place, and what you're actually doing is naming a series of relationships that form a system. But in many of those cases, it's a very tenuous place. Very uncertain. People can be replaced, made obsolete, or just forced out into something else. Or just abandoned entirely. And some people are totally helpless in the face of that."



Mark paused. "So some people don't want to define their own place?"



"Yes and no," Chen explained, flipping the page again before taking a spoon of grapefruit. "On the one hand, yes, some people have a deep drive to self-define, and carve out their own place in the world. But others won't accept it unless it's either carved out for them, or at the very least someone in authority leads them to it."



"So what, like, a mentor or a teacher?"



"In some cases. But that's…not really what's happening here in my house. What happens here is deeper. More symbolic. More primal, really. It's more like…some people want their place to be absolutely rock solid. It's a deep need. Again…think of place in a primal sense. Down to the marrow of the bones. The only way to know that kind of place is rock solid is to stress test the hell out of it. Burn away everything other than that relationship or identity. Then that relationship, the only thing that's left, comes back to form the foundation of who they are. Like a kind of…place for their place. For lack of a better term."



"That's pretty abstract."



Chen grunted. "Until it's not."



"So what," Mark's tone became flippant, defensive at the fact that he was beginning to understand Chen's rationale. "What…you fuck them and whip them and they become lawyers and doctors or something?"



Chen grunted in disappointment. 



"Don't be obtuse, Rein. You're smarter than that." 



He took another sip of coffee. 



"No. Most of them already have some semblance of their place. Like Kelsey, the schoolteacher who you met last night. They're on their way, but they haven't arrived. And they haven't arrived because they don't have a firm spot in their ego to put their place. Too much extra shit–insecurities, fears, jealousies, social expectations, you name it. Once they find a way to burn all that out, it clears the way for the rest of who they are. Or who they are struggling to become."



"That sounds dumb as hell. And dangerous."



"It does, a little bit. And it is. Don't get me wrong, there. But think about everything I said, and tell me how Marine Corps Basic Training doesn't fit that definition to a T."



Mark's brow furrowed in surprise. Burning away everything in the ego to make room for a new identity. Doing so by fierce discipline. By aggressively destabilizing the personality so that a new, fully functioning identity can form in its place…



He thought quietly for a minute, sipping his own coffee as Chen continued to peruse the last pages of his morning file.



"You don't understand how much people crave a firm place until you've had yours slip away under your feet," Chen said gravely. "Something you learned before. When you joined up. But that was kids' stuff. You're about to learn it again, kid. Only it's big leagues now."



Mark squinted incredulously. "So what…the Corps is just…a place for everyone's place?"



"Not so simple. No, what the Corps is is a regimented superstructure to do two things simultaneously. First, we give everyone a sense of place by redefining their individual identities in the context of the group's needs. To do that, we haze the ever loving shit out of every recruit, burning away absolutely everything we can inside their ego, then clear out the leftover space and rebuild a new man. A team player. An amoral automaton–a cold-blooded killer when the context demands it. 



"Then, second, we take the best and brightest of them, and we bring them along. Lift them up, build them up, have them define their own place where they clearly belong, within the context of the larger sense of place. Not as rock-solid members of a unit, but in command of it. A little bit at a time. Not all of them, of course. Just the ones who have been searching for their natural place as commanders."



Mark paused again. 



What Chen said made some sense. It was coherent. A little oversimplified, but it kind of made sense. In a Chen sort of way.



"So burn away the ego, rebuild the robot-killer, then mentor them until they can conquer the world?"



"If that's their place."



Mark nodded, half-disgusted, half-intrigued.



"So how does this translate to…"



"Kelsey?"



"And the others. How many come through here, by the way? I've literally lost count."



"About two dozen total. Not all regulars. And they come and go."



"Jesus."



Now it was Chen's turn to shrug.



"Kelsey, like most of the women here, is on the way to finding her place. In that process, her body has discovered a powerful part of her mind. A deep, ancient, primal part of her identity that her upbringing tried its damndest to suppress. Once she unlocks it, she'll be a new woman."



"A part of her mind?"



Chen nodded. "Yep. The part of her mind that craves direction. Generally in the training we call it submission, but we can call it any number of things, it would all be the same. She finds fulfillment in being told what to do. It stimulates a very deep part of her, and it helps her define her place. It's not like she needs it to function. She's quite good at her day job. She's a good wife, she volunteers in her community. She has an important job. But teaching middle schoolers…is not easy. Not good for the ego, either. Her confidence in her place is challenged every day. She and her husband are happy, but she stresses constantly under the professional strain. Sex with her husband helps relax her, but he's…not able to give her direction."



"So she's insecure?"



"Incredibly. Many women are. Most are crippled by it, really, in one way or another. I mean, we expect them to be all things all the time. Wives, moms, bosses, subordinates, sex kittens, nuns, fun and responsible at the same time. How could they not go crazy with the contradictions? How could they not crumble under the insecurity of failing at some bullshit role we demand they play perfectly?"



Mark furrowed his brow again. 



He'd have to think about that.



"So she feels like she has a place when…"



"When I make it absolutely clear that I don't need her to be all things all the time. I need her to be one thing while she's here. Obedient. That's all. It's simple, and it's totalizing. I strip away literally everything about her except that sense of place, and I make absolutely clear that she belongs in that place through extensive discipline and…well…reward. In the process, a lot of that excess shit in her ego starts to burn away. Look at it this way–when she's in this house, she's literally naked and has no will of her own. And that is profoundly comforting to her. When she's used, she feels powerfully validated. In addition to…getting some things physically she can't get from her husband."



"Why do they come to you, though? Specifically?" Mark asked. 



His first earnest question of the day.



Chen set down the last page of his morning briefing.



"Because It's my place to command."



"And they like being bossed around?"



Chen shook his head sadly.



"Rein…you know better than that. You don't just command. Remember: Step one is burning away the ego-all the residual trash holding them back. But step two is bringing them along. You teach them their place. You affirm their place. Validate it. Protect it. Nurture it. And all along, as they gain comfort and mastery in that place, you build them up. You bring them along, get them ready for the next thing. The principle is the same in this house and out of it. We constantly prepare our people for the next step up. And when it's time, you create that place for them and put them there."



Mark didn't answer, his brow furrowed thoughtfully as Chen continued.



"It's as true for Kelsey here as it was for your boy Poisson. Granted, the context was different, but the principle was the same. When it was time, I made him a sergeant and made sure he had a seat to train at the MACE. He starts next week, by the way. And something tells me he'll be one to watch. That kid will definitely make his own place. As long as people clear the way for him. Which I did. And which you did, too, by the way."



Mark squinted again. 



Thinking. 



Teach them their place. 



Affirm the place. 



Nurture, bring them along. 



Prepare them for the next stage. The next stage of what? 



It was so confusing… 



"So, what…it's like…sexual mentorship?"



"No." Chen replied flatly. "It's using sexual triggers to nurture personalities who respond positively to those triggers. It's not for everyone. But it is powerfully effective for some. And yes…there's a…mentorship aspect to it. I know all of these women outside of the context of this…domain. And the ones in relationships–I know their partners too. Every one of them is impressive. And almost all of them become more so as time goes by. This isn't just a diversion. This isn't pleasure for pleasure's sake. This is discipline, with the advantages that consistent discipline brings in its wake."



Mark shook his head again.



"I don't know, man. I don't see it. I think it's just kink. I think you just like whipping tight, toned asses."



Chen nodded, a slight smirk on his face.



"Think what you want, Rein."



* * *



"Hey!"



"Hey yourself…" Mark flashed a smile as he walked through the crowded lobby in the arts building.



Amy had changed outfits after her morning rehearsal and classes. She wasn't in the practice leotard anymore, but rather wore sporty yet cheap leggings and a loose T-shirt with the UTEP logo on it. 



She usually went to the gym after her morning classes, Mark knew. She was probably going to head over there soon. 



Mark had one more class in an hour, and, knowing that Amy studied in the lobby of the arts building sometimes, he decided to cut through there on the way back to the apartment to see if she was there.



He couldn't get the image of Amy's fire dance out of his mind. They way she moved. Somehow erratic, yet perfectly smooth. Like how a bird walks–frenetic, yet graceful. And also…powerfully erotic.



The other girls had instinctively parted for her as she danced, retreating to the sides of the stage as Amy had, quite literally, owned the open center of it. 



And that move…the one where she pointed her toes and spread her legs, wiggling her hips…



Holy shit…



"Fancy meeting you here…" Amy broke his train of thought as he approached the table where she had her books open.



"Yeah, just cutting through on my way back…gonna grab some lunch and read at home before my 2:00 class."



"This is Mark Rein." 



Amy was speaking to the two young women next to her. Both were brunettes, in clear contrast to Amy's golden hair, but both were similarly built, similarly attired, and similarly tightly wound ballerinas. 



"Mark's our next door neighbor. Gil's getting him into the classics."



"Weren't you at rehearsal this morning?" one of them asked.



Mark nodded. "Yeah, for a minute."



"What did you think?" the other asked coyly.



"I didn't really see much, just sat for a minute while you guys warmed up."



"Oh," she responded, disappointed.



"But I'm planning on coming to your end of semester show…" Mark said, attempting to be conciliatory.



"That'd be great!" Amy said brightly.



"We might be doing The Firebird," the one with slightly darker hair explained. "Because someone was kissing up to Mrs. Lyon."



"She wasn't kissing up…" the other objected. "She just did her senior showcase piece, and Mrs. Lyon liked it."



"The Firebird?" Mark asked.



"It's a ballet by Igor Stravinsky," Amy explained. "It's about a prince who captures a magical firebird as he's on his way to rescue some princesses. He lets the firebird go, but then summons her to help him in the end."



"Interesting," Mark nodded. 



"She's probably going to get the part of the Firebird," lighter-hair said snarkily.



Amy blushed.



"That's cool, right? Title role?" Mark asked.



Amy nodded. "I have to audition, and I have serious competition. So I don't think I'll get it, honestly."



"Probably not…" darker hair said. Lighter hair slapped her shoulder. 



"That's mean…"



Amy blushed again. 



"Still, I like the ballet. I've always wanted to do it, so it will be fun. As long as I have a place in it, I'll be happy. Doesn't matter which place."



Mark nodded. "Well, it was great seeing you."



"Don't forget movie night on Thursday…" Amy chirped as he walked toward the exit.



"I won't…" he called over his shoulder. "Actually…"



He paused, turning back toward the table. Amy looked back up.



"Actually, I walk through here all the time, and there's this weird painting I see in the hall over here. I'm trying to figure it out, and figured, if you're here, you're the artsy type, come take a look and tell me what you think."



Amy paused, shrugging. "Okay. I think I know which one you're talking about. It's the one with blue shapes that looks like a seascape, right?"



"I think so. But I see a river with trees…"



Amy held up a finger to signal a brief interlude to studying as the two others rolled their eyes. She walked quickly up to Mark and followed him to the hall leading to faculty offices.



"I actually really do like that painting," Amy said as they rounded the narrow corner in the now semi-private hallway. "The colors are really…"



Her breath was knocked out of her as she felt Mark's powerful left hand grip her shoulder and clavicle, pressing her firmly back against the wall. She just had enough time to register her shock when she felt his right hand slip assertively under the waistband of her leggings, his fingers sliding down over the baby smooth skin of her mons and cupping her vagina.



Her mouth fell open, looking up in shock and fear. 



Mark's deep brown eyes had a new kind of fire in them. She hadn't seen that before…



He looked left, then right, seeing the small side hallway empty. He looked back down into her icy blue eyes again.



"You danced for me this morning."



His fingers were pulsing slightly against her heat as he held her firmly against the wall.



"Mark…Someone might see…"



He squeezed her shoulder, cocking his head before repeating himself.



"You danced for me, this morning, Amy. For me."



She thought briefly about denying it, but was still reeling from the shock of the sudden, aggressive embrace. Her face was growing hot. Along with the rest of her body.



She nodded helplessly.



"Say it, Amy."



She whimpered as she felt the heat between her thighs grow.



"I danced for you…"



"Again."



"I danced for you…it was…it was just for you, Mark…" 



Her eyes fluttered, helpless. She felt Mark's right hand shift, his thumb pressing firmly against the soft, spare fat of her clean shaven mons pubis, his middle finger pulsing gently upward into the rift of her cleft. 



Not yet inside, just pressing. 



Pressing.



She bucked her hips slightly. Involuntarily.



"From now on, Amy…you dance for me. Just for me." 



His voice was low, but urgent. 



Commanding.



Her face scrunched as she looked down the hallway.



"Look at me…" Mark growled.



She whimpered again as she looked up, her mouth falling open again. 



God…his eyes. Like molten milk chocolate…



"Say it, Amy."



"I'll dance for you…" she whispered.



"You'll dance the way I like. And then I'll fuck you. Do you understand?"



Her lips pursed, her hands instinctively grabbing his right wrist as it protruded from the front of her stretched waistband. She nodded.



"Say it." 



That growl... 



Something about the gravelly menace of his tone made her womanhood begin to throb.



"I'll dance how you like…"



"And?" 



Mark's eyebrow cocked upward.



"And then…" 



Mark leaned in, his forehead touching hers.



"And then, what, Amy?" 



"And…and then you'll f-f-fuck me…"



Her whisper was low. Scandalized and desperate.



Mark glowered down at her, squeezing a little more. His middle finger just barely nudged past the barrier of her cleft, the pad of his finger finding her rapidly moistening core.



"This is mine, Amy. Mine. You understand?"



Amy nodded eagerly, still reeling as he seemed utterly indifferent to the possibility that at any minute some arts faculty member could step out of their office and catch them with his hand down her pants.



"Your body is what I want it to be. And I want you to dance The Firebird for me. The whole ballet. As the Firebird. Do you understand?"



Amy whimpered, her eyes flashing fear.



"I'm not that good…there are other dancers…primas…"



Mark shook his head gravely, his finger snaking upward into her wetness as his other hand released her shoulder and covered her mouth, stifling her protests.



"No there aren't Amy. There is only this body, for that part, in that ballet. That's what I want, and that's what you'll give me."



She sucked in her breath as she felt him probe toward her deep, most sensitive spot, just barely teasing it before pulling back.



"You'll give me what I want, won't you, Amy?"



She nodded weakly, her mouth still covered by his large hand.



"Good girl."



He pulled his finger out of her body, then his hand out of her pants as he stood upright, pulling his hand off her mouth.



"You okay?"



She was panting audibly, red faced. She nodded as he reached up and ran his fingers through her golden hair. 



"You can tell me to stop, and I will."



Now it was her turn to lean forward, her small hand clutching his shirt as she rested her head on his chest.



"I'm…um…I'm not going to."



"Good. I thought as much."



He pulled his hand forward slightly, gently stroking her feverish cheek with the back of his knuckles before cupping her chin in his palm. His thumb lifted in a smooth arc from her jawline up over her soft lips. Amy's eyes lifted submissively up to him as her lips parted, inviting his thumb into her mouth before sucking it gently.



"Good girl…" Mark cooed as he felt her warm mouth draw on his thumb. 



He paused before he carefully turned her head to rest on his chest again, holding his thumb in her mouth, encouraging her as she quietly sucked his thumb like a baby lamb.



"Good girl. You're doing so good, Amy…You want me to own your  body?"



He felt her gentle nod.



"Good girl. Now…get that part for me. I want to see the ballet. But I won't see it if you don't have that part."



She hesitated before releasing his thumb from her mouth. He used the moisture on his thumb to rub across her cheek. 



"Okay…" she said meekly.



"You okay?"



Cradling the back of her head again, his fingers tangled in her golden hair. He felt her breath even out. She nodded gently again.



"Thank you…" she said.



It was the same breathy intonation she had used in bed when he pulled out of her body that morning. After ejaculating into her.



Mark felt an involuntary smile form. 



She did seem relieved. Like he had pulled out a thorn from her foot or something. He pet her hair affectionately.



"Okay, Amy. Good girl. Go to the bathroom, splash cold water on your face until the flush in your cheeks goes down a little. Then go back to your friends. Study hard."



"Okay…" 



"I'll be by later tonight. To fuck you. But we'll be in your bed tonight. That's what I want. Okay?"



He felt her cheek nuzzle his chest, the eager clutch of his shirt in her fist tightening before nodding her head gently again.



"Okay…"



* * *



"GUNNY!"



The entire front office at Charlie Company headquarters jumped at once. The furious bellow came from the CO's office.



Captain Rein never yelled. 



Captain Rein almost never raised his voice. His cool, stoic demeanor was his trademark.



"GUNNY! GET THE FUCK IN HERE. NOW!"



The office down the hall flew open, and Gunny Poisson, eyes wide, with only two small bandages on his face left over from last week's televised fight, quick-stepped down the hallway and disappeared into the captain's office, closing the door briskly behind him.



They were in there for about fifteen seconds when the door flew open again and the company gunnery sergeant, showing a rare slip in his usual flinty poise, stepped into the reception area.



"Everyone outside, now," he barked. "Form up by platoon. The captain wants to address the company. No questions. Go."



Every marine in the office tumbled over themselves to spill out the front door, with Gunny Poisson right behind them. 



Shouting gravelly orders to the platoon sergeants that stood in his line of sight, he directed the common space be cleared for an immediate company formation. 



The platoon sergeants were agape. The platoon commanders and other officers exchanged confused glances.



A company formation in the middle of the day? In the middle of planned training?



True…all marines were currently present on the battalion campus, but…



This never happened.



Word spread like wildfire.



Captain Rein is pissed. 



Why?



What did you do?



What did you do?



I didn't do shit…I've been good…



And so on. Every conscience was scoured, every infraction recalled and hurled back and forth between the marines. 



Everyone was busy. It wasn't the best time for an impromptu formation and meeting. 



First platoon was cleaning weapons, but quickly reassembled and stowed them in neat regulation stacks, quickly wiping their hands before falling in.



Second platoon was cleaning the grounds behind barracks "B." Some had mud on their boots, and even skids of mud and gravel on their pants. Their platoon sergeant was quietly cussing them as they sprinted, dirty, toward the common ground.



Third platoon had just gotten back from the swim tank, and were furiously pulling their camouflage and boots on over their swim gear, wet hair and chlorinated eyes blurring the whole process as they struggled to tie and blouse their boots in record time.



Gunny P was standing stock still in position, glaring at the scrambling marines. He barked out the formal order to fall in, then counted slowly back from 10.



9…



8…



Nobody wanted to see what happened when Gunny "Mad Dog" Poisson got to zero. 



The sprints put on afterburners. Buttons were buttoned, boots were tied with haste, and by the time Gunny P got to 3, every enlisted marine was standing stock still in the prescribed box formation. 



Jared barked the order.



"REPORT!"



"First Platoon, all present…"



Sergeant Ricks snapped a salute, which Jared returned.



"Very well…"



Second Platoon, Third Platoon, Auxiliary Platoon, each echoed the report. All present or accounted for. 



Jared turned a sharp about-face, waiting stock-still.



The question hung above the whole formation.



What was Captain Rein so pissed about? 



What was going to happen now?



Didn't he literally throw a chair through the window on his first day?



Yeah, and he wasn't even that pissed…And that was before he ordered Gunny P to literally fuck up the whole company at the pit. 



One sorry sonofabitch at a time…



The company commander appeared at the front door of the old Victorian house, the hard-won prestige building of seventh battalion. Charlie Company's headquarters. 



He was glowering. 



He paused, then walked briskly down the steps and strode angrily toward the assembled company. Stopping smartly in front of Jared, he waited for the salute.



"Good afternoon, sir. Charlie Company is all present or accounted for."



Mark returned the salute.



"Very well."



Mark dismissed Jared to move to the back of the company, waiting for total silence. 



The captain stood stock still, not moving a muscle, not saying a word.



Suddenly, everyone saw another figure round the corner. Then another.



It was Lieutenant Colonel Wolfe. And Major Robinson, the Battalion Executive Officer. In their trail walked Staff Sergeant Shaker, the battalion administrative sergeant.



What the fuck is going on?



The little parade continued…



A thin, athletic woman with dark hair and caramel skin, wearing a sharp business suit appeared in sight, stopping to stand next to the stairs of the headquarters building. 



Holy shit…is that Gunny P's wife?



Yeah…yeah dude. Yeah it is.



Holy shit…



Yeah…



Two young boys followed…



Furious shushing made its way around the formation as Captain Rein remained posed in fury, glaring at the company.



"Gunnery Sergeant Jared Poisson. Report to your commanding officer."



What the fuck…is going on?



Jared marched smartly toward the front of the formation, catching on to the ruse. He could only just suppress the smile as he stepped in front once again to face his oldest friend and commanding officer. 



Lieutenant Colonel Wolfe and Major Robinson stepped up to flank Mark on either side, and the staff sergeant stood aside and behind, pulling out a red leather booklet to read aloud from.



"To all who may receive these presents, greetings. Know ye that reposing special trust and confidence in the fidelity and abilities of Jared Poisson, I do hereby appoint this Marine meritoriously to the rank of First Sergeant, to rank as such from this date, at this time. Given under my hand, and under my authority. Lieutenant Colonel Jonathan Wolfe–Seventh Battalion, Commanding."



An audible gasp of relief passed through the company as the promotion warrant was read. 



Nobody was going to die today under the wrath of Captain Rein.



Gunny Poisson's wife and boys were invited up, where Captain Rein carefully un-pinned the rank insignia of gunnery sergeant from the lapels of Jared's uniform. Megan held out her hand, displaying two banged up metal insignia of a first-sergeant–three chevrons up, three rockers down with a flat black diamond in the middle–obtained from a friend and mentor at the MACE. She knew Jared had been secretly saving them for this eventuality, and she had sneaked them out of his drawer this morning after he left for morning PT. 



A whispered conversation ensued between the little cluster around Jared, then each of his boys picked one of the rank insignia from their mother's hand. 



Jared crouched so they could each pin one lapel on their dad's uniform. 



The formality finished, Jared's family stepped back out of the formation space and Jared gratefully shook the battalion commander and executive officers' hands. 



Mark broke protocol and pulled him in for a big, backslapping hug. He held him tightly, whispering something in his ear.



Smiling, the colonel and major stepped back, deferring to the captain. Mark stepped to the right and cleared his throat.



"Charlie Company. Just a few quick things. 



"First, nice job snapping into formation. That was faster than I thought you could do it. All I had to do was scare the shit out of you.



"Second, you should have seen all of your faces. I could die tomorrow, that was way too fun. That shit was hilarious."



The company exploded with laughter. Mark waited a moment, grinning, for them to calm down.



"Third and finally, as you all know, Charlie Company has been without an official First Sergeant since I took command. And as you now know, that is no longer the case."



All 150 members of Charlie Company broke into a loud cheer. Jared beamed, as did his wife. The younger of his sons was grinning so wide that every one of his teeth was showing.



"So I will step back, instructing First Sergeant Poisson to take charge of this company formation. When he's done, we're done for the day."



Another cheer as Captain Rein stepped out of the formation, walking back to stand next to the new First Sergeant's wife and kids, with Lieutenant Colonel Wolfe slapping his back and Major Robinson shaking his hand. 



First Sergeant Poisson turned toward the company, at a loss for words. 



Finally, composing himself, his gravelly voice split the air.



"You all know I don't like to get sentimental. But I think this occasion might be an opportunity for you all to learn something from me."



He looked back and forth from one platoon to the next, as everyone leaned in to hear him. He registered–for the first time–a sense of total respect. 



That total respect that is so rare, and so utterly earned by a true leader of troops. 



It had clearly been growing slowly, mostly unnoticed, over the past year. But now it was in full flower.



He had never thought of himself that way. As a real leader. And the thought that they thought that of him intimidated him more than any fighter in any ring ever had.



He cleared his throat.



"I'm gonna cop to something. It might already be a rumor that made its way around the company, but I'm confirming it here and now. During my first deployment to Afghanistan, Captain Rein saved my life. He was Sergeant Rein back then, and I was Corporal Poisson, and we were both dumb as fuck."



An unforced laugh from the company.



"We looked out for each other back then. I wasn't afraid to lean on him. And he wasn't afraid to lean on me. And we listened to each other. That was the best lesson I ever learned–to listen to each other, and to lean on each other. And it has led to every single good thing I have in my life right now."



The company stood silent, hanging on his every word.



"My point is this…nobody makes themself. We bring each other along. So if you want to end up where I am, do that. Listen to each other, and lean on each other. You will bring each other along, and lift each other up. Don't be afraid to be your deepest, truest selves with the Marines you trust your life with. Because those friendships…"



Jared paused to look over his shoulder, seeing Mark standing with Megan, Marcos, and JJ. Megan was beaming like he'd never seen before. He turned back to face his company.



"Those friendships…will lead you to every good thing you will ever have in your life."



The silence of the company was deafening.



"Also…" Jared paused thoughtfully. 



"Just a general directive–don't be pussies."



Another unforced laugh rippled through the company. Jared looked over his shoulder at Mark, who nodded permission.



"Alright, Charlie Company. We're done here. Clean up your shit, check in your weapons, and you're secured for extra liberty. Fall out."  



* * *



"Oh my God…how did it go?"



Gil smiled as he hung his keys on the little hook by the door. The front door closing behind him, he turned toward his girlfriend, beaming.



"I've been accepted."



Amy squealed, throwing her arms around her boyfriend's neck.



"I knew it! I knew it, knew it, knewitknewitknewitknewit!"



Gil laughed as she buried him in happy kisses. 



"So…?" She paused for details, her eyes sparkling with pride. 



Gil cleared his throat. "I got top seed out of the West Coast applicants. Which is a good sign, but also means I have expectations from the first round. So it's good, but a little nerve wracking out of the next gate. But Dr. DeFoglio said my Andante Spianato was good enough for Warsaw, not just New York. Which I wasn't expecting."



"Good enough for New York, Warsaw, or the Emperor of the Universe!" Amy giggled, kissing him happily. "Oh my God. Gilbert Achs, I am so, so, so proud of you."



She kissed him slowly. Deeply.



"Thanks, baby…" Gil's heart warmed, his face heating in response to her eager embrace. He pivoted nervously, his growing erection beginning to poke up toward her stomach.



Amy's embrace held steady as she felt her boyfriend's arousal. She paused for a moment.



"Is that for me?"



Gil chuckled. "Yeah…"



She hesitated.



"Gil…baby. We have to talk about something."



Gil relaxed his embrace, allowing her to lean back and look up at him.



"Sure. Everything okay?"



Amy smiled nervously. "Maybe. I mean, I think so…"



Gil cleared his throat, his erection stiffening further.



"Did you…this morning?"



Amy nodded.



"Of course, baby. I told you I was going to fuck Mark, and I did."



"How was it?" Gil's cheeks heated.



Amy hesitated.



"Baby…"



Gil's eyes turned in surprise.



"Are you okay? Did something go wrong?"



Amy's cheeks began to flush.



"Baby…I'm okay. But…ummm…"



Gil's brow furrowed in concern. 



"What happened?"



Amy shook her head, her eyes falling.



"It's hard to explain. But…maybe…"



She seemed to get an idea, her small hand unzipping his pants and pulling out his cock, delicately gripping his turgid member.



Gil cleared his throat again, the soft clutch of Amy's hands around him sending shock waves through his body. He imagined her in Mark's bed, his car not yet out of the parking lot that morning. 



She would have eagerly mounted him, her panties in a little crumple on the floor. Or maybe she flopped on her back, her legs spreading wide to welcome him…



"Gil…you want this, right? This…thing with Mark?" she asked, breaking into his train of thought.



"I mean…yeah…" he gestured with a smirk toward the unmistakable evidence of his arousal.



Amy took a deep breath.



"Okay. Well…I'm going to tell you what happened, and we should maybe…talk about what it means…before anything."



Gil's brow furrowed again. "Are you sure everything's okay?"



Amy nodded, but hesitated, her icy blue eyes looking into his before looking back down toward her hands and her boyfriend's stiff cock.



"Okay. Here goes…" she took another deep breath before looking up at Gil again. Gil pulled his long hair back before clutching her waist affectionately.



"So…after you left, I went over to Mark's and we…you know."



"How was it?"



"It was good…" Amy smiled gently. "It was good, like always. Anyway, after he came in me, we were talking for a little bit, and he offered to walk me to class. Well, rehearsal. I guess it's on the way to his morning class today."



Gil's mind fixated on the casual revelation that their large, hyper masculine neighbor had ejaculated in his girlfriend. He knew it was routine by that point, but it never ceased to…



He had to force himself to focus on her story as it continued.



"So…I was like, sure! I mean, I don't care if anyone knows we're friends, we're neighbors. He's super nice, you know, whatever."



Gil's heart began to pound at the thought of Mark delivering Amy to dance rehearsal in front of all the other girls. 



So soon after withdrawing his large, thick cock out of her petite ballerina body…



"So we get there, and I'm on the stage warming up. And everyone's kinda looking out into the audience, and I realize Mark's still out there, just sitting in one of the chairs. And some of the girls start kinda…stretching and practicing a little. I think trying to get his attention."



Gil's eyebrows lifted at the surprising turn of the story.



"So…I start doing it a little bit too. But I can't help but think…hey…I just fucked that guy. Like…a part of him is still in me. Like…he's mine. At least a little bit, you know? It was a weird feeling."



Gil felt the heat rise in his cheeks at the thought of Amy competing visibly for the attention of her lover.



"So…I'm stretching a little bit. And I see him watching us. But he's kinda watching everybody. And I just…without thinking…I just kinda let loose a little bit."





Gil cleared his throat yet again. "Let loose?"



"Yeah. I just danced this piece I did at Academy for my senior year. It's a specific choreography for Stravinsky's Firebird. I just did that…and when I started to get into it, I could definitely tell that Mark wasn't watching the other girls. He was just watching me. So I kept doing it, and I did some extra steps, and kinda really got into it, you know?"



Gil gulped, his imagination aflame trying to picture it.



"So as I was finishing, Mrs. Lyon kinda yells at me, and I think I'm in trouble because I'm all over the stage and no one else can move, right?"



Gil nodded. "Did you get in trouble?"



Amy shook her head.



"No. Actually, she really liked the choreography, and she even said we might do The Firebird for showcase this year. And she wants me to audition for the title part…"



An involuntary smile broke through her flushed face, her eyes pleading for her boyfriend's approval.



"Baby…that's amazing!" Gil's heart swelled with pride, hugging her tightly. She held her gentle grip of his stiff cock as their bodies pressed together before leaning back again. "What did Mark say?"



She shook her head. "Nothing…then, at least. He left when Mrs. Lyon started yelling, I think he thought he got me in trouble and didn't want to make it worse."



Gil gulped again at the thought of this man inspiring a groundbreaking performance from his girlfriend.



The thought of her twirling, kicking, leaping…with that still inside her…



He had a thought.



"You said nothing then…did he say something later?"



Amy hesitated again, beginning to gently stroke him.



"Ummm…yeah. So at lunchtime, he walks into the common area in Arts. And I'm studying with Frankie and Beth. And he just kinda comes up to say hi, and Frankie and Beth recognize him from that morning. And so we're talking, and they tell him about what Mrs. Lyon said."



"What did he say?"



Amy shook her head. "Nothing right then. He said he was going home for lunch, and then he like…asks me to look at this painting, you know the blue one on the second floor faculty hallway? He's like…come tell me about this painting…and I'm like, okay. Like, I know something's up, but I'm like…okay."



Gil felt his heart begin to pound again.



"So what happened?"



Amy hesitated. 



"You sure you want to hear this?"



Gil nodded eagerly. His voice was raspy, showing early desperation.



"My God, Amy. Yes." 



"So, we get in the hallway, and it's just us. And I'm about to crack a joke about sneaking a kiss or something, and he just kinda…slams me against the wall and puts his hand down my pants. And I'm like…oh my God! I have no idea what to do…I'm just like looking back and forth down the hall, and my heart is pounding."



Gil's heart pounded faster. He felt the throb begin–beating sympathetically in his cock as Amy stopped stroking and just gently held him. She paused again, looking him in the eye.



"So he just kinda…holds me. And I'm like…what's going on? And he just tells me that he wants me to get that part."



Gil's eyebrow cocked upward. "He just wanted you to get the part?"



Amy hesitated one more time. "I mean…it was more like…he expects me to get that part. He liked how I danced for him, and he said…that…ummm…"



Gil nodded, coaxing it out of her.



"He kinda grabbed me, you know, down there. And he had his finger up in me. And I was getting really, really turned on. I was still kinda wet from, you know, earlier. And he said…that he owns it. I think he meant my whole body, because he was talking about how I dance for him now. But it was like, he was gripping me down there. But he said it a couple of times, like…I own your body. Stuff like that…" 



Her eyes fell again, afraid of Gil's reaction.



"Did…what did you say?"



Amy didn't look up.



"I didn't like…say anything. I was just…I mean, it was a lot. And I was surprised at how hot it was. After a while, I stopped looking to see if anyone was coming. I just…wanted to be his."



Gil felt a small dribble leak out of him and spill onto his girlfriend's hand.



Amy looked up.



"I liked it, Gil. I liked it alot. Feel…"



She let go of his cock with one hand and pulled the waistband of her leggings forward, inviting him to look, then touch.



Gil's hand trembled as he slid his fingers down over her shaved mons, cupping the space that Mark had apparently claimed earlier that afternoon. 



It was sopping. 



The thin band of her panties underneath was soaked.



"I've been like this all day, Gil."



Her face was deep red, her body twitching noticeably at the barest touch of her vagina.



"I've been kinda going crazy. I wanted to like…go home and touch myself, but I kept thinking…Mark owns this. I should ask his permission to touch it. And then I was like, that's stupid, but then I just…I don't know…I liked that thought so much. So I was going to text him to ask if I could touch myself, but then I deleted it, because…and I've just been…like this. Since like…lunchtime."



Gil's mind was tying itself in knots. The heat between them approached that of a cold fusion reaction. 



"So what are you going to do?" Gil whispered.



"Baby…" Amy said, the edge of a plea in her voice. "I want it. I really want Mark to like…own my body. It's so hot…it's just so hot. Can we do that? Like…for real? Just for a little while?"



Gil nodded instinctively. "Yeah. I mean, yes. If that's what you want."



She kissed him gratefully, chattering off her intrusive thoughts rapid-fire. 



"I just…thank you Gil. I know this is something we both like, but it just felt like…so much more…in the hallway earlier. I mean, I really did dance…differently. This morning, I mean. When he was there, and I was like…doing it for him. And then, now, I feel like. And then you did so good today after I told you what I was going to do this morning. And just…all of it together…I don't know. I want Mark to own my pussy so bad. So bad, baby. I want it to be all for him."



Gil swallowed as he felt her gently lift his hand out of her pants, pushing it away gently. 



Signifying that he had touched what now belonged to another man.



She then gripped his desperately stiff cock with her free hand, her own voice taking on a tone of desperation.



"Are you sure you're okay with this, baby? I mean…it's like…working…like we said…"



Gil nodded eagerly. "Yeah. No, I mean…it's just…"



She nodded sympathetically before kissing him hungrily.



"Is he home…? I mean, it really felt like you kinda need him…" he whispered, filling the hot space between their flushed faces.



She nodded. "He said he's coming by tonight to fuck me. But in our bed. Is that okay?"



The throb in Gil's cock became unbearable as he felt himself teetering near an edge.



"When's he coming?"



Amy shook her head. "He didn't say. But I'm not gonna ask, I just…I want him to come in and just…take it. Take me, you know. Like…when he wants. So he knows it's…I'm his now."



Gil nodded. "Yeah. Yeah, that's best."



Amy nodded again. "Baby, I'm scared, but I'm so, so, so turned on right now. It's been a weird day…" She laughed, her lilt both awkward and breathy. 



As if she was a helpless player caught in a powerful, yet strangely funny twist of fate.



The silence grew between them as they kissed quietly. Then again. Then again, with increasing tenderness.



Gil felt her hand let go of his cock as she rested her palms on his chest. 



"I really am so proud of you today, baby," she said. "Making the nationals. Top seed, no less. It's amazing, and I'm sorry. I feel like the news got like…bigtime overshadowed…it's just…"



"I know," Gil said, reassuring her.



"And baby…um…one more thing."



"Hmmm?" He lifted his hand to stroke her golden hair.



She looked up into his eyes, her icy blues shining with nervous hope.



"I…I want you to watch us fuck tonight…okay?"



* * *



"Baby…"



David stirred, still on the verge of slipping under the waves of sleep. His eyes fluttered open, his head turned.



Jordan laid on her left side facing him in their bed, her eyes moist, her face exhausted.



"What's up, Jo?"



She just looked at him. A single tear tumbled out of her left eye, dropping noiselessly onto the smooth, fresh sheet.



"Jo? You okay?"



Her head shook nearly imperceptibly. 



David turned on his right side to face her. He cupped her cheek, his thumb running lightly up and down the side of her face before sliding his hand over her ear and back into the tangle of auburn hair behind it. He pulled her gently toward him, watching her eyes close instinctively as they kissed.



It was affectionate. 



Not so much passionate as reassuring.



A soft smack as their lips parted. Jordan's eyes briefly flicked toward the bedroom door–if David wanted sex, she wanted to give it to him, but she was extremely tuned in to the fact that her father was sleeping on the couch uncomfortably near where she and her husband lay together.



David didn't make a move. Instead, he returned his hand to her face, stroking affectionately, wiping the track of her tear with his thumb.



"What's up, Jo?"



She smiled weakly. She opened her mouth to speak, then closed it before leaning in for another kiss.



A little courage as their lips parted almost noiselessly again.



She managed a low whisper.



"David…I'm so sorry…"



David shook his head. "No…no need, baby. Nothing to be sorry about."



"I'm a bad wife, David…"



The tears came faster now, but the low whisper held. David's hand shifted to grasp her shoulder, shaking her gently until she looked in his eyes.



"No, baby. No."



Her gunbarrel blue eyes seemed to lose focus for a moment, then snap back with clarity.



"I pulled you away from an important project…you're in trouble because of me…"



David shook his head again. "No…no, that's not what happened. Baby. That's not what happened."



She sniffled quietly, her eyes darting to the door again.



David waited until her eyes found his again. He scooted toward her, their foreheads touching, their eyes locking in intimate proximity.



"If anything…" David whispered. "I might be in a tiny bit of trouble because of you, but a bunch of mid level loafers in Bangladesh are in big trouble because of me…so, you know…it's a general thing. It's goin' around…."



Jordan stifled a small laugh. "I guess so."



"And I'm not in trouble, baby. I got the sense Arne wanted in to get a closer look at that disaster anyway, this was a good excuse for him to fly in there."



"Are you sure?" Jordan's eyes were pleading.



"Pretty sure." David tilted his head to kiss her gently again.



Jordan balled up her fists, scooting toward her husband until she was curled completely in his embrace.



"Honey, I…I was thinking. About what Dad said earlier. About intimacy, and blessing, and being together with your missing piece and stuff…"



David waited.



"I just felt like you should know…that I've only ever had that with you. I didn't have like…this…with anyone else."



David kissed her again.



"Good."



"I shouldn't have had anything else either…but I want you to know I didn't have this. Not with stupid Patrick, and not with Mark. I just…it's important to me that you know that."



"Okay, Jo. Thank you for telling me."



Her eyes dropped, a conscious move given the closeness of their faces. "I shouldn't have had…anything else."



David's lips tightened. She wanted him to castigate her for her infidelity. She was waiting for the communication of his disappointment, his betrayal, his hurt. She clearly wanted to bear the whips of his pain, and suffer for the harm she was sure she had caused. 



"Jo…what we have here…this is special. And the other stuff, it's special too. But what I've always wanted is for you to own your own body. And choose what you want with it. You never hurt me. Not once."



"But I chose you, David. At our wedding. That's what I chose. You don't get to just…amend that choice later."



David waited for more, but she finished speaking. She was clearly not ready to move past the self castigation.



"Jo…" David whispered. 



She didn't look up, even with their eyes inches apart.



"Jordan."  



She looked up, recognizing the gravity of David using her full name.



"I know you think we can't ever get past this. But…"



He paused thoughtfully, noting a hopeful focus in her eyes, her pupils contracting ever so slightly inside her gunbarrel blue irises.



"I think it will really help if you answer one question. But you have to be totally honest. And you have to look me in the eye and give me a 100 percent honest answer. No BS, no sparing my feelings. It's important to me. To help build back trust. Okay?"



A mix of fear and eagerness infiltrated her eyes.



"Okay. I promise…"



David took a deep breath.



"Jordan…"



"Yeah?" The whisper was still low–barely above the silent fan circulating over the bed.



"Jordan…is my breath bad in the morning?"



An indignant smile broke across her face, and she playfully shoved him back in the bed. 



"David…" she whispered fiercely. "I'm being serious!"



"So am I…" David grinned. "I'm self-conscious about kissing you when I wake up. I want to know if I should stock altoids in my nightstand."



Jordan rolled onto her back, the back of her hand flopping onto her forehead.



"I hate how you always know just what to say…" she whispered into a suppressed giggle.



David grinned, rolling onto his back in imitation.



They lay in silence next to each other for a moment before Jordan rolled toward him again, snuggling into the crook of his arm.



"David…I wouldn't say no to some altoids in the night stand. But ask me something real."



David paused, weighing his options. 



Finally, he took a deep breath and kissed her tangled hair.



"Okay. Here's a real one. Was it really much better than when we…?"



She shook her head.



"No, David. It wasn't better. It's just different. And I think…I think that difference was kind of shocking for a while. But really…I think I was just lonely."



"Even with Mark?"



Jordan was silent for a moment. "Mark was different too. But in a different way. That wasn't loneliness. I mean, you were here the whole time when, you know…it was more like…something super exciting. And we got carried away, like in the movies. I mean, I got carried away. But it was more about how much you liked it. I really thought that was exciting. I loved how you looked at me after. Like when I came home."



"That's not how it was with Patrick?"



She shook her head. "You weren't here to look at me after. For the most part. I mean, that one time when you drove me. But it was more just…novel, I guess. Different. And novel things feel more intense for a while."



"So…it was just loneliness?"



Jordan nodded. "I think so. I had it all psyched up in my mind that it was something else. Some like…deep, existential, primal urge that was being released. Like sexual fission or something. But it wasn't. I just…didn't like being alone."



David nodded, unconvinced.



"It's okay if it was better, Jo."



"I know how you feel about it, David." Jordan whispered. "But it wasn't better. I don't have a secret devil-slut in my body raging to get out. I don't have secret repressed desires that turn into insatiable hunger. I don't have weirdly powerful sex dreams that demand release in similarly transgressive ways. And I don't want to have sex with other men. I was just playing all that stuff up for you, not fully appreciating that it was doing way more harm than good. For both of us. We played with it for a while, and now it's over. It's just you and me. Which is what I chose. And what I want."



She grabbed his hand and kissed it.



David didn't answer. Jordan sat with the silence for a full minute before propping herself up on her elbow and looking into her husband's eyes.



"Okay?"



David nodded.



"Okay."



She leaned down and kissed him gently one more time. 



"Okay."



She plopped down into the crook of his arm again, feeling a little better.



"Jo…" David said after a moment.



"Yeah, honey?"



"If you're lonely…I was thinking…"



"Yeah?"



"I mean…I have to go back to Bangladesh to finish up some of these changes. But after I wrap that, I mean, summer's coming, and, since you won't have classes or anything…why don't you come with me for my summer trips? At least June and July?"



"Really?" Jordan's whisper brightened slightly. "I mean…yeah, absolutely. That would be amazing, honey? Where are the trips?"



"Greece. Then Argentina in July."



Jordan squeezed his pajama shirt with her fist.



"That would be amazing, baby…wow. Thank you…"



"Of course, Jo. I mean…I'll be busy, but…"



"No, I know…I'll plan out…wow. That sounds amazing, baby. Thankyouthankyouthankyou…I love you so much…"




Post 457 — Cuckcop

Sun Aug 02, 2026 10:40 pm

At the risk of repeating myself, I'll just say wow. What a great chapter. Your ability to write in depth on a variety of different subjects is truly impressive. I particularly enjoyed the Colonel Chen segment, I hope you will delve into that further. Thanks again.
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the best I have ever read.




Post 459 — nnjcpl2002

Mon Aug 03, 2026 1:16 pm

Thanks again, Crushing. You are exploring/developing some very powerful psychological insights as they affect your characters. I believe it's real for many couples, and that wife sharing is a need that must be fulfilled for those people. And for some reason Mark Rein has a complementary need. Thus far, each of his lovers have belonged to another man, and in each case the hubby clearly wants to experience his own role as the cuckold sharing his wife. The last episode with Amy and Gil goes a step further, with the "claiming" and the implied demand for exclusivity. Yet he does not intend to fully exclude Gil, since he states the explicit requirement that they will be fucking in the marital bed in Gil's presence. I predict that a good time will be had by all, and somehow their regular existence as artists will be enhanced by this extra and powerful relationship. Is all this really possible? The answer is YES, and it can happen within an actual successful marriage!



How do I know this?  Please don't ask!
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I think it's time to bump this masterpiece!
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Hey all,



A few of y’all have reached out, I’m definitely behind my usual output schedule. I’ve got a lot of things in the works for the next chapter, all I’ll say is there are pretty intense emotional turns for both Mark and Jordan in this chapter, so I’ve been taking a little extra time with them. Jordan’s crisis is pretty obvious, Mark’s a little less so at this point, but it’s tricky to get them to land together. 



Shooting for the next chapter drop this weekend. 



Sincerely appreciate everyone who takes the time to read!



-C
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Eagerly waiting.....




Post 465 — john jasson
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We will definitely keep reading. We just hope, that after coming this far, you will carry on writing this epic. If it didn't reach its crescendo, what a tragedy it would be.
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I - and I'm pretty sure, we - sincerely appreciate you taking your time to write this.
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thank you for the masterpiece work you have provided




Post 468 — Tire_Kicker
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Hands down the best ever.




Post 469 — nnjcpl2002

Sat Aug 29, 2026 11:49 am

Can't wait! Thanks, Crushing!
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"Good morning, sir."



Lieutenant Jenkins stepped into the commander’s office, centering his body in front of the desk and snapping to attention before the captain finished sitting down.



Mark sighed, settling back into his chair and leaning back.



"Yes?"



"Sorry to bother sir, especially first thing on a Monday, but a message came through from the MEF commander while you were at the gym. Battalion is still getting their feet under them but I know you like to be first out of the gate. I took it upon myself to start moving on it."



Mark looked down at his desk to see a manila file folder with a red ink banner stretched across the top.



"Oh. Alright. What's up?"



He picked it up, opened it, and began to scan the file as his executive officer briefed.



"It's not just us, sir. It's basewide. Complete SL-3 check of all assets," Jenkins said briskly. "Apparently they want a full inventory. Something went down at the combat support battalion."



"CSB. That's not us…" Mark scanned the orders. "Why don't they have to do it?"



"Apparently they're frozen in place. I think the Inspector General is flying in to oversee an investigation. I guess a couple of their officers were led away in handcuffs this morning."



Mark's eyebrows lifted. 



"Really?"



"Yes sir. I think Lieutenant Colonel Wolfe is trying to put an SOP for the battalion together, but I don't think it'll hurt us to start now, and pick up details later."



"Well, shit. That fucks the training day for us."



"It does, sir."



Mark sighed. "Dammit. When does the First Sergeant get back from his TAD press tour?"



"Tomorrow, sir."



"Shit. Then this one's on you, Jenkins. Go to it. Full inventory. Personnel, gear, weapons, ammo, and double check the numbers on every asset that doesn't have a serial number we can verify. Make it pretty, but make it fast. I want a rough count by lunch and a perfect count with a remediation plan by close of business.”



"Aye, sir." 



Jenkins snapped to attention again before turning to leave.



"Let me know if you need anything from me," Mark said as his XO stepped toward the door. "I'll be around looking into the process."



"I will, sir. And of course."



The door clicked shut as Mark reread the orders. 



"Huh…" he shrugged as he set the paper back into his "In" box. 



Something at Combat Support Battalion…



Out of curiosity, he turned on his laptop and looked at the local news. Nothing. Nothing about Combat Support Battalion…nothing about Camp LeJeune…Must not be big enough for headlines.



Wait…



One eyebrow lifted at a headline two thirds down the front page. National news.



US CONGRESSMAN INDICTED FOR FRAUD.



He clicked the link.



The picture was predictable. An angry looking, well dressed, and somehow familiar looking older man being led out of a marbled office building in handcuffs by FBI agents in windbreakers. Mark squinted at the picture, then read below the headline.



“Representative Michael Macintosh of Pennsylvania was indicted by a grand jury this morning for conspiracy to defraud the US government. Initial filings indicate tens of millions in misappropriated military assets. Charges continue to accrue, and while the congressman vigorously denies the allegations, which include illegal kickbacks and side sale deals on military grade equipment, the FBI spokesman expressed confidence in the state of the evidence prior to the congressman's arrest. The charges were announced this morning by Margaret Shay, US Attorney for the state of North Carolina. The investigation is ongoing, but initial reports indicate the conspiracy went beyond the congressman's office, as unconfirmed reports indicate several arrest warrants have been executed on US military bases across the state. 



“This story is developing. Check back for further updates.”



Mark squinted.



Macintosh…Could that be…



He felt his phone buzz in his pocket. 



Notification. 



Text message. Encrypted.



He opened it.



From Megan Rodriguez.



Happy Birthday, Captain.



😉



* * *



The knock split the air.



Amy and Gil were set together on the couch watching a TV show, killing time before he arrived. Holding each other tightly, both carefully arranged their hands to avoid Amy's more intimate areas, as the unspoken arrangement ceding Amy's body to her lover had taken force without any formality.



They just…knew it instinctively. Hands off until the knock came.



And that knock severed their focus on the TV screen like a snapped cable after too much tension. Both of them snapped to a standing position, Gil walking stiffly to answer the door.



Catching himself, Gil slowed his pace just enough so that his steps didn't sound hurried before reaching for the doorknob. He turned to look at Amy, whose face was reddening already as she pulled her golden hair behind her ear. She looked at him, her petite body rigid, the potent blend of fear, anticipation, and desire clouding the piercing ice of her eyes. 



She nodded. Slightly.



Gil turned the knob and opened the door.



Mark stood in the doorway, filling it. He looked briefly at Gil, then Amy, before stepping into the apartment uninvited. His stride was confident and purposeful. He occupied the space without deference or hesitation.



He spoke.



"Hey Gil. You know why I'm here?"



Gil nodded, clearing his throat.



Mark returned the nod and turned to Amy.



"Take off your clothes and kneel on the bed. I'll be there in a minute."



His baritone cut through the fog of her eyes, the buildup of an entire afternoon–and evening–of anxious waiting.



She nodded obediently, and wordlessly glided back toward the bedroom. Mark turned to Gil.



"How'd your audition go?"



Gil shook his head in surprise, shocked at the sudden shift tone and focus.



"Good. Uh, really good, actually. Thanks for asking."



He heard the dull rustling of clothes through the bedroom door behind him.



"Did you win?"



Gil looked back at Mark.



"It wasn't a win lose thing…this time. I qualified," Gil explained, pulling his own hair back and straightening it. "It's for a national competition, which is a launchpad for international competitions. So it's a step in a process."



"Still. Not easy to qualify, right?"



Gil nodded, his mouth dry. "Yeah, you're right. No, it's…it's good news. We're excited."



"You should be, man. Congratulations."



He extended his large, thick hand. Gil smiled genuinely and grasped it with his own long, delicate hand.



"So, you know what's going down now, right?"



Gil nodded, clearing his throat and feeling his face get hot. 



"Yeah. She told me. She…she wants it. All of it. The whole thing."



Mark nodded. "And you're okay with it?"



Gil nodded. "Yeah. I mean…we should talk it through more, you know…going forward…but right now, I think she just wants to…"



Mark nodded again. "Good. She tell you about what happened at the rehearsal? The audition coming up?"



"Yeah, she did. It's amazing. You…you inspire her, man."



Mark smiled.



"I'm just glad I get to hang out with you guys. You teach me all sorts of stuff. And you're impressive as hell. Both of you."



Gil smiled back. "Thanks."



Mark cracked his knuckles one hand at a time.



"Well…I'm ready to go here…"



"Yeah, of course…" Gil said, gesturing nervously as Mark turned toward the bedroom. "Oh wait…one more thing, Mark…"



"Yeah?" He stopped and turned back.



"Amy…uh, she wants me to, uh, watch tonight? I mean I know we've done some stuff with me nearby, but I guess..."



Mark nodded. "I get it. Grab a chair and pick a corner, man. It's no problem. But fair warning…it's gonna be different tonight."



Gil nodded, nearly choking on his own breath. Mark turned and disappeared into the bedroom. Gil nervously grabbed a kitchen chair and followed him through the door.



When he crossed the threshold, Amy was kneeling on the freshly made bed. 



As ordered. 



Her straight, golden hair was untied and swept behind her shoulders, tumbling like a glassy waterfall down her bare back. Her back was carefully but subtly arched, her modest breasts exposed, her small nipples taut and pointed.



Mark strode to the bedside and reached toward her, nudging his fingers between her knees and urging them slightly apart.



"You're kneeling. Good girl. But when I tell you to present yourself to me, it's important that I can see your pussy. Make sure I can always see it. Never, ever close your legs in front of me."



Amy wiggled her hips ever so slightly, shifting her weight back and forth as she inched her knees open until Mark could clearly see her bare cleft.



“Like that?”’ Her eyes were curious and eager, soliciting positive feedback.



“Yes. Just like that next time. Don’t forget.”



“Okay.” 



"Don't say okay," Mark responded sharply. "Acknowledge my status. To you, I am 'sir.'"



"Yes, sir…"



Her voice carried a noticeable tremolo now. But she was attentive, quick to respond. 



Mark silently moved his eyes, then hands upward, inspecting her naked body carefully.





Gil was shocked at how different the experience was from what he had heard through thin walls and half closed doors before. 



It wasn't like he didn't know what they were doing those other times. But watching it was different. Gil stood agape, the kitchen chair tilted forward on two legs as he held it, frozen in the doorway. 



He'd pictured it. A hundred times, at least. Sometimes involuntarily, sometimes with his stiff dick in his hand. And sometimes while he was deep inside Amy, knowing she was comparing his dick to Mark's. But nothing prepared him for the real thing. 



Seeing Amy completely naked in front of another man was jarring enough on its own,  but it was the level of eager focus she clearly displayed toward her lover–without affectation–that stunned Gil. It was even tighter than her focus on the choreographer in rehearsal, or on the music during a performance. This was…totalizing. Her eyes were locked on Mark's face, searching for connection, hunting for approval, utterly attuned to any hint of displeasure, impatience, or indifference.



It was that, more than her exposed breasts with the dull red curve imprinted below them by her recently shed underwire bra, It was more than the soft, bare pink of her cleft, accented by the opening of her flower as she shifted her smooth, muscular legs apart. It was more than everything above, below, and in between, that revealed her as naked for her lover. 



It was the visible dedication. She looked like she'd jump head first out the window if it would make Mark hard.



Gil found himself wrestling with the strength of his reaction. He felt things. Strong, deep things. But it wasn't quite jealousy. She wasn't depriving him of anything. It wasn't like she wasn't a good lover for Gil. She was. Their shared affection was fulfilling for both when they had sex. 



But this…this wasn't the intimate vulnerability of shared affection. At least not in any way he had ever seen before. This was a first class performance artist finding the deep essence of her muse in sexual expression with another man–all five of her senses riveted to the object of her inspiration, attuned to his directives down to the nanosecond. However outrageous the demand. 



Mark's rugged middle finger was nuzzled in her cleft now, her palms gripping each of her spread thighs carefully. Her head was tilted down now, looking where he was gripping and now beginning to probe her. Her breath held, then gasped out, then held again. Only a few seconds passed before an audible wetness schlurped in a shallow echo off the four walls of the bedroom.



"Who owns this, Amy?"



For some reason, Gil snapped back into his body at that moment. His erection painful, his posture seized, his naked girlfriend facing him and her lover hunched over her, still fully clothed with his hand between her legs, Gil felt profoundly self conscious. He quietly moved toward the nearest corner to the door and set the chair down. 



The barely audible thump caused Amy's eyes to lift as she saw her boyfriend sit tentatively down in a chair that belonged in another room.



That chair and Gil had something in common…



"You do, Mark…"



Her answer, dependent wholly on the antecedent question, was given with her ice blue eyes locked into the helpless gaze of her boyfriend in his chair. 



Gil shook visibly as he was verbally cucked for the first time. He clenched his hands together, leaning forward with his elbows on his thighs. 



Terrible posture for a concert pianist.



Amy moaned, tilting her head upward. Mark met her lips with a gentle kiss, then a harder one. Reaching around her with his free hand, he cupped her buttock and pulled her closer. 



He leaned down further, taking a pink nipple into his mouth, his beard forming a rough hedge around her smooth nakedness for a moment. Amy instinctively lifted her arms to cup the back of Mark's head as she was suckled, but Mark stood up quickly. Indignantly.



"No."



Amy stopped, shocked. She set her palms back down on her thighs, holding Mark's gaze in silent contrition. Mark whipped his hand up, slapping the underside of her breast, causing her to jump. He whipped the same hand back down.



slap. 



slap.



Shocked, Amy winced, but held still. The momentary betrayal in her eyes faded quickly behind a more visible hunger. Gil saw the beginnings of an eager smile suppressed on his bed, the flame rising behind her ice blue eyes. 



"You move when and how I tell you to, do you understand?"



"Yes, sir."



"Your body belongs to me. Do you understand?"



"Yes, sir."



Mark reached behind her head, grabbing a clump of her golden hair and pulling firmly down and to the side. Amy tumbled awkwardly to the side, catching herself, then adjusting to a half-crawl position where her head was held. She squeaked as she was pulled to the edge of the bed, then pulled off it. Her arms dropped to the floor, her naked bottom winking in the bedroom light before her knees followed. Mark turned his fist to guide her, causing her to crawl awkwardly, her arms and legs losing their natural dancer's grace as they clomped along, trying to keep up. 



Bringing Amy to her boyfriend's lap, Mark squatted down, tugging her hair down and her face up to look at her boyfriend.



Gil, suddenly horrified at this rough treatment, weighed an objection, but was checked by her involuntary grin, her eyes half closed but looking happily up at him.



"You want your safe word?"



Amy shook her head and Mark tugged back on her hair again.



"Give your boyfriend some head. I'll be back in a minute. No talking."



He released her hair, and she sat up on her heels, fumbling with Gil's fly as Mark walked out of the room. Looking anxiously toward the open door, she quickly took Gil's quivering erection into her mouth.



Gil's whole body shuddered at the feeling of Amy's warm embrace. There was an uncanny disconnect in the act. Her lips were sealed around Gil's stiff and desperate manhood, but she wasn't paying any attention to him. Her eyes were locked on the open doorway, listening for any sign of Mark. 



Gil couldn't tell what Mark was doing in the next room, but he didn't care. More urgent was his very tenuous grasp on his own control. He was holding on by his nails to keep from coming in his girlfriend's mouth. A fleeting glance up at him from her ice blue eyes, half concealed by the sweat and strings of her mussed blonde hair nearly pushed him over the edge. 



"Up."



Mark's voice preceded him by less then a second as he entered the room again. A wet plop accompanied Amy's immediate pull back from Gil's cock as she bounced to her feet. 



Grabbing her wrist, Mark walked calmly toward their bed, pivoting and placing his free hand on her shoulderblade and casually throwing her whole body head first onto the mattress.



Gil watched Amy bounce on her face with a squeak, scrambling to find balance, but Mark's hand was firmly between her shoulderblades, holding her down. Her voice muffled by the bedding, she whimpered as Mark's free hand lifted her waist, her knees falling in place beneath her, her small, tight rump winking once again under the bedroom light. Then, after a brief probing of her slit, finding it sopping, Mark grabbed her right ankle and wrenched it up and under her, causing it to extend straight forward under her splayed right arm. 



The effect was erotically horrifying, the lithe dancer splayed asymmetrically, her exceptional flexibility used against her as she whimpered pathetically. Her exhalations caused small undulations in her waist, accenting the gradual opening and closing of her flower as Mark's thick fingers danced in its folds.



Amy held the unnatural position obediently, straining the range of her eyeball radius as she looked up at the extreme corner of her eye, her face smashed profile into the bedspread.



This was not what Gil thought this looked like. His heart thumped audibly, a dull rhythm underlying the avante garde music of grotesque sounds being produced five feet in front of him.



And it was Amy's voice, rising in ragged contrast to the smooth figured bass of her body's owner, that carried the melody of the evening. 



Gil's mind swam with musical markings. Dynamics. Piano. Pianissimo as Mark's fingertips traced Amy's lower back, her bum, her splayed and stretched inner thighs.



A half rest, then a quick staccato as he crossed the turgid sparkle of her clitoris.



A robust, measured forte as one of Mark's fingers found its way inside the love of his life. The pitch was high, at least in the contralto range. Then full soprano as the second finger followed the first.



Her body, still rigid, began to quiver as Mark stepped back to take off his clothes. Her eye strained to look, but her head stayed still, her hands reaching to clutch the bedding.



Gil's eyes widened as Mark took out his cock.



He knew it was big. It had to be, given the noise…what he heard. During and after…before. But this was his first time really seeing it…



It disappeared inside Amy's modest womanhood with shocking speed, distending her flower around him. And the melody of the music stayed high as it pushed two thirds of the way in, then pulsed, appearing to bottom out.



Gil unconsciously charted Amy's music as it now tumbled from her with wild abandon. Mezzo soprano in range. The delivery was staccato for a few short minutes…then pizzicato…then rose violently to molto mercato as Amy wailed in a desperate orgasm, her little hands clutching, then squeezing the blanket that covered them as they slept.



Gil clenched the seat of the kitchen chair, feeling his own climax clawing for air as he desperately avoided hand contact with his own penis…



Then, unexpectedly, he saw Mark's hip pause, hesitating, then pushing in deeper–beyond what he was sure Amy could take. 



The melody dropped a full octave, and suddenly she was singing alto. Her whimpers became grunts, inarticulate moans that seemed to cause her eyes to roll up and cloud over, her hands scrambling up to clench the far side of the bed, failing to find it.



Gil looked down in horror to see semen spurting from his cock, although he didn't touch it. His jaw locked open, his eyes wide as Amy began to gurgle as if drowned or possessed. Mark's pace began to quicken, buried completely in Amy's petite, but ravenous pussy. 



But Gil's horror didn't peak with his pleasureless orgasm. 



It was just starting.



Darkness began to crowd Gil's vision as Mark pulled back, his large cock hostile as it casually dripped with Amy's need. 



Gil began to feel nauseous as Mark reached to grasp Amy's right ankle, tucked in the bedding by her outstretched elbow, and flipped her on her back, her smooth cleft visibly gaped by his intrusions.



His long fingers shaking, Gil tucked his softening penis into his pants, the unmistakable retch of shame rising in his throat as Mark, grunting audibly, moved his hulking frame between his girlfriend's submissive splay.



Gil couldn't look away, tears welling in the corner of his eyes.



What have I done…



* * *



"Hello and welcome back to FightNight, I'm John Sasson."



"And I'm Martin Cox. Coming up we have some surprising preview analysis for the undercard fights leading up to Tyrion vs. West next weekend on pay per view, but first we have a bit of a treat. For the first time ever in a studio interview, we’re excited to welcome First Sergeant ‘Mad Dog’ Jared Poisson. Thanks for joining us, Mad Dog.”



“Yeah. Uh, thanks for having me.”



Jared sat stiff and coiffed in his olive green service uniform, the blood red rank insignia on his shoulder sleeves popping in the camera.



Three chevrons up, three rockers down, diamond in the middle.



Not to be fucked with.



Mad Dog, I announced your fight just a few weeks ago. And you were a gunnery sergeant then. Looks like that changed. Congratulations on your recent promotion, I'm sure your victory in the octagon was a factor in that."



“Likely," Jared half-grinned, his gravelly voice a stark contrast to the velvet smooth delivery of the career sportscaster. "



"With Jermaine St. Croix now out of the running, Kentucky native Andy West has stepped up to challenge the champ," Cox continued. "Much to the disappointment of your fans, you have not. Why?” 



Jared shrugged, gritting his teeth. "Mama Marine Corps keeps me busy."



"Too busy to let you fight for the title?"



Jared fought to keep his eyes from narrowing too much.



"Apparently." 



“If you were cleared to do so by your command, would you challenge Damon Tyrion for the title?”



Jared paused.



“That’s a hypothetical. And it's a family decision, so I'm not gonna pop off and answer it. But if you’re asking if I think I could beat Tyrion, the answer is yes.”



“Even with your injuries?”



“I’m not injured.”



"You didn't suffer a ruptured ear drum during the St. Croix bout?"



"I think I heard someone say once…Barely a flesh wound."



"Okay…" Cox laughed.



"We have a debate going here on FightNight," Sassoon continued. "Some are saying that you spent the first few rounds baiting St. Croix, dancing and taking hits, basically feigning weakness, given the speed you showed submitting him in the end. Others say you just got an adrenaline hit or a second wind. Either way, the reels show an incredible difference between the opening and closing rounds. How do you account for the obvious difference in speed between the first three rounds and the move that secured your victory?"



Jared nodded, anticipating the question. "Look. Jermaine's pretty quick too. I don't like to hit first, and I had trouble clocking him. Not used to that, I usually lock in an opponent's timing in the first thirty seconds. But he…it took me a minute. Once I figured out his rhythm, I did what I did."



"There was no calculation?" Cox continued. "No planned strategy?"



"I rely entirely on planning right up until I step into the ring," Jared shrugged. "After that, it goes in the trash. Coaches say what they say. We try to listen, we train on their recommendation, their view of things. It's a collaboration, obviously, but when you get in the ring, when you actually get your eyeballs on an opponent, everything changes. You try and incorporate strategy, preparation, whatever. But in the end, whatever space your training leaves open, your instinct fills. You gotta leave some room to dance, or you're just gonna get fucked up in there."



"Please don't curse on air, Sergeant."



"Oh yeah. Sorry. And it's First Sergeant. In the Corps we say the whole thing."



Apologies, First Sergeant…"



Jared nodded.



"It seemed like you were giving up on a strike by strike victory, opting to shoot for submission after the third round," Cox leaned into the question. "And however you try to downplay it, the fight doctors reported a ruptured ear drum that affected your balance, which we can clearly see in this clip." 



The screen cut to the opening of the final round, showing Jared leaning against the wall, then shakily dancing on the balls of his feet, his legs shaking visibly.



"Is St. Croix simply a better standing fighter, blow by blow?"



"He was that night," Jared conceded. "But I'm comfortable testing your theory anytime he feels the urge."



Cox laughed. "Do you feel St. Croix still has the technical advantage?"



"I don't know what the fff…rig you mean by that," Jared laughed at himself. "The kid's good. And I beat him. The fact that I bled a little more that night seems…not very relevant. In the end."



"Well, you've never been interviewed in studio before," Sasson pivoted the question. "But some of my colleagues who have interviewed you ringside or in the locker room said you're known for thinking like that. Up, down, black white, win, lose. Very zero-sum. Does that come from your experience in combat?"



Jared paused, then shrugged. "I don't know."





"You're the only documented combat veteran in the league. Do you see any parallels between combat in war and in the octagon?"



"Of course I do," Jared said. "They're both something you have to spend crazy amounts of time preparing for, and when you get into action, you figure out pretty quick that you're still unprepared. And both have like a 99 to 1 ratio between waiting, preparation and actual engagement with an opponent. So yeah, that's the main parallel–you think about it, you work your ass off to prepare for it, and once it actually goes down everything changes all at once. But on the other hand, I never actually thought about killing that kid, though. So that's a difference."



"No need to be glib," Cox laughed.



"Who's being glib?"



An awkward pause filled the studio before Sasson picked up the next cue.



"We know it's a tradition that you get a tattoo after every tallied victory. What are you getting this time?"



Jared grinned. "I think you guys have a picture, right?"



"We do…" Cox replied, "Can we put it up?"



Jared waited, his grin holding as the screen shifted to a shot of the new body art.



"It looks like a badger with a battleaxe?"



"Yep. It's a character…name's Orlando the Axe. From the Redwall series. Kids books."



"What's the significance of that?"



"My oldest son is really into those books. He talks about them all the time, and he was a big help to me preparing for this fight. And since he's old enough, and we're starting to train him, and he's starting to find his legs, I wanted to acknowledge his role. So this one's for him. Thanks Marky."



"Did he know you were going to do that?"



Jared shook his head, grinning widely. "Nope. He's finding out right now."



"Well, it's a great gesture. First Sergeant Poisson, thank you for being here, and thank you for your service."



"My pleasure, John. Martin. Semper Fi."



"We'll be back after these messages with more analysis and previews…stay tuned to FightNight."



* * *



"Mister Rein. Are you joining us today?"



Mark snapped out of the fog, finding himself in a crowded seminar room with a half dozen other seniors.



"Of course, Professor. I apologize."



The frizzy haired, middle aged instructor harumphed slightly as she turned back to the open paperback in front of her.



"So you have no opinion on the intertext?"



He shook his head, picking up his own copy of the paperback.



"Honestly, not really. I don't really see every allusion in Hemingway to be a thread in some rich tapestry of intertext. I can think of a half dozen twentieth century authors that have deeper veins of intertext than Hemingway."



"Really? Name them."



Mark half smiled, knowing she was trying to call a bluff.



"Borges, Woolf, Pynchon, Joyce, Nabakov, Proust, obviously. And I'll throw in Thomas Mann if you want a spare. That guy lives out of other people's work."



The professor pursed her lips slightly, nodding.



"I'm curious. As the only man in this room, if you have more global thoughts on him."



"Hemingway?" Mark's eyebrows lifted, knowing that he was walking into a minefield in this particular room.



"Yes."



He saw fourteen female eyes lock onto him. Almost half of which he'd fucked at one point or another.



"He's got a good command of prose, and a certain…kind of appeal. In a word, he's a douchebag. But…he is a really interesting douchebag. And guys like that…I mean…we gotta go somewhere, right?"



He shrugged impishly as the room tittered in response. Disarmed, the professor moved on, satisfied that Mark's apparent detachment was not in fact a full fledged daydream.



Even though it was.



Well, more of a reverie of uncomfortable remembrance, which seemed appropriate given his flippant evocation of Proust–a sure fire way to get this particular professor off his back.



It was about last night. 



Like most life changing experiences, it hummed just under the surface of all of his thoughts, too dense, too prickly and complicated to be fully digested. Just flashes of memory accompanied by strange, new, and deep feelings.



Amy had been eager, even solicitous before. But last night, she seemed hungry for discipline. Not so much punishment, although she didn't shy away from that, either. No, she seemed to view herself a kind of doll to be dressed, undressed, and more importantly, contorted in awkward and vulnerable configurations of sexual availability.



Then fucked. Hard.



Mark had obliged her hunger, a strange hunger of his own finding its way to the surface as he simply unleashed his power and drained his vigor through her whimpers, her pants, and her occasionally desperate wails of climax.



Dominating her seemed…really natural. Even more so than before.



That part all kinda ran together, honestly. A few bits and pieces floated to the top of his memory, most of them involving her ice blue eyes finding his, their unblinking focus betraying some kind of deep need…and even deeper connection. A desire to be dictated to without condition or conscious reciprocity…a desire to be lovingly but harshly owned. A desire to be spent. Used up…utterly consumed–destroyed even–yet demonstrably sufficient to the task of sating Mark's obviously massive appetite.



The end of the night had her golden hair dark, clumpy, and stringy with sweat and friction, her face exhausted yet serene, and little marks, bruises, and red prints on the various curves and vertices of her petite body.



Gil had sat quietly behind, and when Mark turned around, his own substantial cock gradually softening after its wild release inside Gil's girlfriend, he was startled to see the skinny young man visibly weeping.



His heart dropped into his stomach at the sight. Amy had scrambled over to her boyfriend, cupping his trembling jaw in the palms of her hands, quietly consoling him.



It had been the strangest visual juxtaposition Mark had ever seen. A naked, sweaty, nearly fucked-to-death coed gently comforting a weeping, long haired, fully clothed young man in a kitchen chair. 



The sight seemed like it should be in a postmodern painting somewhere–hanging in a sterile space in an urban high rise, surrounded by horn-rimmed glasses and ten dollar coffees debating the meaning of its meaning.



But it wasn't a painting. It was a young couple in love…one of which Mark had literally just finished fucking the absolute stuffing out of. The stammers of Gil's emotional spillage finding a soft bed in the warm, unaffected coos of Amy's consolation…all the while she hunched over his seated frame utterly naked, gleaming with sweat, marked and bruised with the signs of another man's vigor, a small, thick, white rivulet of his seed beginning to creep its way down her inner thigh as she gently kissed her boyfriend.



It was weird.



Mark had debated with himself in the moment. Should he say something? Just leave? Attempt to find out what was wrong? 



But he knew damn well what was wrong. And he knew that Gil had been on board at the beginning…



But that seemed to have changed.



After a few minutes, all of which were occupied with Amy and Gil's faces locked together, eyes and lips connecting back and forth, one after the other, Mark finally cleared his throat.



"You guys…ummm…everything okay?"



Gil had sniffled, his eyes cast down as he nodded.



"I think we just…need a minute." 



Amy didn't even look over her shoulder. 



Mark had nodded, stepping back to pick up his clothes, one at a time before dressing.



"I'm…uh…sorry."



This time Amy did look up at him. She didn't answer, just conveyed a confused apology with a helpless look before returning to connect with her boyfriend again.



When he walked through the door of 1E, Mark's apartment had never felt emptier.



He found himself listening carefully for any sign coming through the wall. 



Nothing. Not a peep, not a sound, not a rustle.



The next morning…as Mark gathered his books for the class he sat in right now, he had received a text from Amy.



Hey. Thanks for last night…sorry it ended weird. Gil's okay now. He actually really liked it…he just wasn't ready for…all of it. I think.



Mark had had no idea how to respond. He and Amy had had sex at least a baker's dozen times by then. Probably more–he stopped counting a while ago. Gil was always on board…their friendship had blossomed within the previous arrangement. Mark was comfortable throwing Amy around her own bed in front of Gil primarily because their conversations–comparing notes on the pleasures of her body–were by now as casual as the ones he and Gil had about music theory or history. 



Apparently seeing it in person was different.



And he had definitely been a little more rough last night. Amy seemed convinced that last night should be the night when she basically asked him to bend her into three different varieties of pretzels and slap her around.



So that was one difference. He'd taken women in front of their men before. Well, he taunted Chris while he took Molly on the picnic table once. And there was that time when Molly recorded them. But Chris was a weirdo, and kind of a genius. Mark figured that would translate for Gil–less weird, much more of a genius. 



And hell, Jared never got like that. Not even close. Of course that dynamic was completely different. Jared just seemed to enjoy sharing what he loved with his friend. And Mark and Jared shared Megan like they shared the last packet of M&Ms in an MRE. Passing her supple brown body back and forth until she folded in exhaustion, spent. Rock paper scissors on who would finish inside her first. Falling asleep in a pile–like hamsters–on their king bed, rising for work in the morning as if nothing was out of the ordinary.



Those were the days.



Gil's breakdown was heartbreaking. Not on the level of a dying marine on a battlefield…but there was some parallel there. Something about an unconventional, intimate bond, a betrayal. An unspeakable harm that damaged the harmer as much as the harmed.



Mark grimaced, once again catching the attention of his professor as the increasingly inane commentary and analysis on the ravages of war, delivered in the confidence that only undergraduate English majors can muster, swirled around him.



"Mister Rein. I'm sure you have thoughts. You've been noticeably silent. Boys think of little else than the glory of combat…I'm sure you have some experience with these misguided impulses. Video games, GI Joes, and the like."



Mark quickly masked the instinctive sour turn on his face with a half smile.



"Not really. I'm an exception to the male stereotype, I guess. I've never been in a war. A little football is as close as I come to combat. I guess I can empathize with Henry's romanticization of adventure. Obviously as an ambulance driver, not an actual combatant, he thinks he can skirt the moral injury of the war while still enjoying the adventure. Kinda dumb. But say what you want. He wanted adventure. He got it. All of it."



The seminar room tittered again and the professor moved on. Mark knew she was watching him, so he didn't dare check his phone again. 



Normally after pumping all of his frustrations into that tight little ballerina body, Mark slept comparatively well–as well as he could, anyway. The fact that he hadn't had a decent night's sleep since Afghanistan was a foregone conclusion. But last night was particularly bad. He almost reached for a bottle of Jack again, his only consolation in the empty dark of his room, four feet away from a disaster he'd caused. But he wanted to keep a clear head in case they wanted to talk.



He wanted to talk. To make sense of it. And after hours of gritting his teeth in the dark, Mark finally grabbed his laptop and began a grudging email.



The private email address he'd hoped never to use. Belonging to the only man he knew who would understand the dynamics of the situation–even though his conclusions and advice would almost certainly be pig headed and obtuse, if not downright shitty.



Colonel Chen.



* * *



Hang in there.



Seriously?



Any updates?



Sentiments Jordan hoped never to need peppered the subject lines in her email inbox. 



Unclear on how to respond, and even more unsure as to whether she would even want to read them, Jordan had consciously avoided opening her laptop. But as she had just received notification that her dissertation defense had a new date… 



Friday. Three days from now. A week early.



That was either very good or very bad news.



She now felt obligated to read and respond to her concerned colleagues and well wishers. The scandal had spread like wildfire, of course. Factions had formed, falling quickly along the lines of an increasingly obvious fracture within the department faculty. 



Jordan Stark-Simms, the golden student of the department's prestige member, Dr. Lukacz, was considered a promising up and comer, a sharp and original thinker of surprisingly broad reading for her age and experience. It wasn't hard to paint her as both victim and villain–the designation depending on the level of jealousy one might be inclined to feel toward her. 



Some simply couldn't fathom the idea that the department's star child would plagiarize huge sections of a dissertation–especially since she already had published papers. And she didn't strike anyone as the lying and stealing type of academic.



Others found Patrick's story to be compelling–he was certainly repeating it all over the department. The phrase "parallel thought" occurred a number of times in his telling, and his attempt to be performatively magnanimous made him sympathetic. Professor Jenkins–his young and aggressively ambitious committee chair–was telling everyone they had straightforward proof of the plagiarism. Professor Johnstone–not on his committee, but rumored to be…interested in Patrick's career for extracurricular reasons–was less strident in her assertions. But tarnishing the name of Dr. Lukacz' favorite student would make Lukacz' candidacy for the brand new endowed department chair of psychology less of a lock, so she didn't seem inclined to run to Jordan's defense, either.



The emails seemed to fall along the lines of team Jordan/Lukacz, and team Lin/Jenkins. 



Jordan opened each, skimming through them and responding politely, keeping a brave face. Across the kitchen table, the Reverend Jack Simms typed away at emails of his own. David had stepped out to get bagels for everyone's breakfast.



Classic David. Taking care of everyone.



She debated whether to tell her father about the rescheduling. She had mixed feelings about him attending her defense. Before this catastrophe, having her father sit in on her dissertation defense would have been a dream come true. 



Now, it could easily devolve into a nightmare in a dozen different ways.



If he was still here on Friday, she wouldn't tell him to stay away. She couldn't. 



But she didn't like the idea of Patrick's name coming up over and over again with her father in the room. 



After what she'd done.



The second to last email was from Professor Schenk. Jordan's heart skipped, glancing briefly over the top of her screen to see if her father was paying attention. She unconsciously tilted her laptop slightly away from him before opening the email.



Dear Jordan,



Hope you're well. Haven't heard back about the results of your dissertation defense, but I can't imagine you did anything other than crush it.



I heard back from Debbie, she said your conversation went well. I hope she and the others helped to ground the phenomenological side of your analysis. I'm curious to know if she brought you any insights in regards to symbolic fluid exchange, as I know that has been of interest to you. It occurred to me that it might be compelling to those raised in a religious tradition if framed in a quasi sacramental context. Not sure if that's the angle you're assuming, or if it's something you considered, but it occurred to me after chatting with Debbie again, so I thought I'd pass it along. Just a pitch.



Anyway, let me know how your defense went. I'd really like to call you Dr. Simms soon. Just waiting for the signal.



Take care.



-Tom



Jordan shocked herself by weathering a dull throb between her legs after reading the phrase "quasi sacramental." The flashed memories of surreptitious swallowing–squirreling away Patrick's used condoms to tip onto her tongue before anyone saw her.



Chin up, mouth open, tongue out. Actively receiving…



Another flashed memory, but this time on her knees in front of the relative stranger in Patrick's house. Her hasty, improvised ministrations drawing his climax, the modest offering coating her tongue as she received it.



There was something to that…receiving. Symbolic reception…



The throb deepened as she imagined the hypothetical exchange with someone more…authoritative. Providing the offering as a kind of priest…Administering a rite. 



Or a more pagan rite. A warrior with a captive slave girl, marking his property and solemnizing her shaky consent with a willing swallow…



She shook her head aggressively, garnering the attention of her father.



"Everything alright, Jojo?"



She caught herself, blushing in shame. This…fascination was developing into a pathology. It had to stop. She quickly moved to mask it.



"Yeah." She said, smiling. "Mostly supportive emails. I'm just never sure how to respond to things like that."



"Graciously," he replied unhelpfully.



"Thanks, Dad."



He smiled, and her stomach turned at the fact that she was almost drawn into the red fog of depraved reverie with her father mere feet away.



"Looks like they're rescheduling my defense. Friday."



"This Friday?" Reverend Simms' eyebrows lifted.



Jordan nodded. "It's either really good or really bad news."



He leaned back in his chair, cocking his head to listen.



"Well…did you cheat?"



Jordan winced at the word.



Her mind naturally leaped back to its first defense–intellectualizing, marking the ironic ambiguity of her father's word choice. The fact that if her answer were honest, that answer would be both yes and no, a truth and a lie simultaneously. The truth mechanism tied to a clear understanding about to which object the chosen word "cheat" referred. 



Did you cheat?



On David? Yes. Several times. 



On my dissertation? No. Not even a little.



It was a rhetorical trick, of course. The ability to conceal part of the truth and still credibly claim full honesty. A rhetorical trick her father knew extremely well, and one that he was primed to pick out. 



Jordan took a deep breath, her eyes drifting up, masking her deliberate attempt to avoid eye contact with a posture of thoughtfulness. Her heart pounded, her stomach turned even tighter as she prepared a circuitous deflection to serve up to the man she respected more than any in the world.



"Patrick and I sat a few desks away from each other in the grad student office cluster. We talked all the time, compared notes. In the last little while I've been feeding him some leads on research and giving notes on his drafts. He asked for my help reviewing his work. I gave it."



She let her eyes drop to meet his, hoping that it would be enough.



"I have no doubt that some parallel thought could happen in the process of collaboration. Our research areas do have some…superficial overlap. But even though I read his work, mine was already turned in when I did. I didn't copy anything from him. Not a word."



Reverend Simms' hand raised to pinch the short red and gray hair on his chin. 



"Not a word?"



"Not one." Jordan's terrified eyes didn't leave her father's caring ones.



He nodded.



"Then it'll be good news."



He leaned forward again, resuming typing his correspondence, signaling an uncomplicated faith in his daughter's imminent vindication.



Jordan smiled, her heart pounding. She quietly stood, retreating into the kitchen to top off her coffee.



"You want more coffee, Dad?"



"No, I'm set. Say…I was planning on heading back up Thursday…But I could make Friday work if you want. Do you want me at your defense?"



Jordan nearly dropped her coffee mug. She set it, shaking, back down on the counter before grabbing the edge. 



She had no idea how to answer. On the one hand, attending his oldest daughter's dissertation defense had to be a life-defining opportunity for her father. She didn't want to deprive him of that, and, under other circumstances, she would be beyond thrilled to have him there cheering her on.



On the other hand…she didn't know what would come out in that room. Too many skeletons, and no idea which closet doors would be thrown open. The thought of her father finding out about what she had done…all while anticipating a life-defining triumph?



He might have a stroke. Or he might lose all sense of ministerial propriety and attack Patrick, or stand up and yell at a hostile committee member. Or worse yet…he would believe the accusations, and then carefully avoid looking her in the eye as she stood up to shake hands after they voted to award her doctorate. Completely ruining the triumph for both of them forever.



"I'm prepared for no, you know."



His voice drifted in from the main room.



"I'm sorry Daddy…"



"Oh, it's Daddy now? This is serious."



She walked back in and sat across from him, noting the return of his disarming smile.



"I…I mean, it's a big deal, and I know…"



"It's about your research, isn't it?"



Jordan's mouth dropped slightly, taken aback.



"My research?"



"The paper you published a couple months ago. With a…Thomas Shake?"



"Schenk. You read it?"



"Of course I read it, Jojo. I read everything you write that I can get my hands on."



"Oh…Well..yeah…"



"Not quite what you want to think about your father reading, I suppose."



Jordan's face blushed deep crimson.



"I mean…"



"I'll admit it wasn't what I want to think about my daughter writing. But you're a grown up now. And honestly, it definitely filled in some gaps about why you were so interested in flesh/spirit paradigms a few months back."



"Daddy…I'm so, so sorry…"



"Why?" Reverend Simms' brow furrowed. "It was a solid article. You had a strong hypothesis, and you defended your points well. Not quite my cup of tea, but it was earnest, well reasoned, and authentic."



Jordan stopped in her tracks.



"Really?"



"Of course." He cracked a knowing smile. "You think I don't hear about that kind of stuff? Believe me, Jojo. Pastors get an earful sometimes. And it can get weird."



Jordan laughed in spite of herself. 



"I didn't tell you I'd published that."



"I search your name on the internet, Jojo. Once a month or so against all the publications I know you read. I saw that one drop. Said it was part of a project you did for a big conference, too. Sounds like you're making a name for yourself. But to the point, I get not wanting your holy roller dad in the room while you talk about…you know…that kind of stuff. I assume it made its way into your dissertation?"



Jordan's lips pursed, and she nodded, the red in her face deepening again.



"Well, maybe I'll skip that chapter when I get the published version," he grinned. 



She laughed again, half horrified, half relieved.



"I'll head up Thursday night, Jojo. I'll clear the battlefield for you and you alone. I know you're ready. Mom and I are in your corner, but you're the one throwing punches. As it has always been. Some things never change, do they?"



Jordan's heart swelled, the turn in her stomach still holding her back a bit. 



"Thanks Dad…"



The front door opened, and David stepped in, his left arm cradling a paper bag.



"Speaking of conquering heroes," Reverend Simms stood up to take the bag from David. "What do we have here?"



David laughed, leaning over the bag with his father in law as they took turns extracting pastry, bagels, and smears. The Reverend stole a glance at his daughter, still frozen in the kitchen doorway and shot her a disarming wink.



She smiled.



* * *



"Hey! You!"



Mark's brow furrowed, unsure of the source of the noise. He was alone in the hallway, or so he thought. The back hallways of the arts building were usually pretty empty, and he could cut through them on his way back to the apartment. 



And passing through the lobby of the arts building was a good way to see Amy. 



But she wasn't there this time, so he just moved on.



"Hey! You. Tall man."



The voice was old, shrill, and insistent. Mark stopped walking and turned around.



Then looked down.



A tiny  old woman had caught up to him and was in the process of reaching up toward his neck. Mark's eyes widened with surprise when she grasped the collar of his crew neck T-shirt and yanked him down to her eye level.



"Uh…can I help you?"



She had intense eyes. Something about her old body and physical frailty seemed to hide that intensity…until he got close. 



She looked like she could drill through sheet metal with those eyes.



She didn't answer right away, just examined Mark. Evaluating him, it seemed, with a sense of expectation and expertise.



"You are the lover."



Mark caught a hint of an accent on the word "lover." Not Spanish…Italian, maybe?



"Excuse me?" He asked.



"La sua graziosa piccola ballerina. Amy."



"Oh, you know Amy?" Mark asked, still baffled after the old woman's apparent gibberish. 



Did she say "ballerina?" Probably the right Amy, then…



A slow smile spread across the old woman's face.



"Come with me, tall man."



Mark squinted momentarily, ready to protest, but she didn't let go of his shirt collar. She dragged him down the hallway, a full foot of difference in their height as he stooped and stumbled behind a woman with half his body mass.



She pulled him through the door of a plush office at the end of an adjoining hall. A desk was in one corner, but the other held a baby grand piano, with two comfortable chairs facing each other in the third corner. She let go of his collar as she shut the door behind them, motioning toward one of the chairs.



Mark sat, somewhat sheepish, somewhat confused. Was he in trouble? Did Amy say something?



The old woman sat across from him, crossing her legs and folding her hands.



"Who are you, tall man?"



Mark cleared his throat. "Uh…I'm Mark."



She scoffed.



"Mark. What an uninteresting name. It looks like our little ballerina lusts after tall, greasy men who grow out hair they cannot control."



"Um…sorry?"



"Mark. One syllable. Like the sound a dog makes. Or like dropping a frying pan on a wood floor."



"It's technically Marcos, actually."



"Of course it is. I don't care. Listen, tall man. I know what you have been up to with the little ballerina."



Mark shifted in his chair. Where was this going? He had no answer ready.



Seeing him visibly uncomfortable, a sly smile started to break on the old woman's face.



"I apologize. I should have introduced myself. My name is Allessandra De Foglio. I am a professor here…I am Gilbert Achs' piano teacher."



Shit.



Mark cleared his throat. 



"Nice to meet you."



"Yes…"



She seemed uncertain, a half-sour, half-curious look on her face.



"So…yeah. Is this about Amy?"



Dr. De Foglio hesitated.



"Not directly. I just wanted to see…for myself."



"See what?"



She squinted, scrutinizing Mark. He shifted uncomfortably in his seat.



"Dr…Defolio?"



She cleared her throat.



"You and Amy are lovers."



He hesitated. 



"Ummm…yeah. I guess. Did she say something?"



Dr. De Foglio ignored the question. "You talk to Gil?"



"Um, yeah, actually. Pretty often. We're…friendly."



She nodded. "Friendly..."



Mark swallowed. "Yeah."



She cocked her head.



"This is…disappointing."



Mark cocked his head back, incredulous, and starting to feel defensive. He didn't do anything wrong. They were all consenting adults. What was this old lady on about?



"Disappointing?"



"Si. You are handsome. But little else. From what I can see. The ballerina…she gets hot for dumb meat stacked high. It is…disappointing."



Mark's head jerked back slightly, unsure how to respond.



"What am I supposed to say to that?"



"It doesn't matter, tall man. But fate…she gave us you."



"Fate?"



"Yes. Fate. Mark."



She enunciated the monosyllable of his name with dismissive disgust before continuing.



"You may struggle to comprehend this…or anything that doesn't involve lifting heavy things and putting them back down. But you are a muse. And you have a very important role to play in creating something…immortal. And that is what is disappointing."



Her eyes narrowed as Mark squinted, confused.



"I had hoped…that you would have some depth. Something of the artist in you…something I could use to finesse the lines of your little love triangle into a perfect circle. But I would be wasting my time. You will not understand anything I have to say. I suppose…I could recommend to you a different brand of shampoo. Maybe this would help?"



Mark bristled, suddenly inclined to defend himself.



"How do you know that?" He shot back. "I get creativity. I get art. I respect Amy…and Gil both. As artists. And Gil and I talk about music all of the time. He's helping me get educated on different composers, and periods, and styles. I'm learning a lot. I actually really like it. I mean…"



"Si…Mark." She swatted the air dismissively. "And Einstein could teach the little children their mathematics. Their long divisions…and fractions."



Her dismissive look shifted rapidly into a glare.



"But it would be beneath Einstein to do such a thing. A waste of his time. Don't you agree?"



Mark's jaw clenched. Who did this old bitch think she was?



He shrugged. 



She let out a monosyllable of a laugh at his response.



"That's what I thought."



Enough. Mark stood up to leave, indignant.



"Sit."



Her bony finger pointed to the chair. Mark glowered down at her, but curiosity got the better of him. Surely she didn't just drag him back here to berate and insult him?



She paused as they sat in uncomfortable silence.



"Do you know what a muse is? Mark?"



Mark let out a monosyllable laugh of his own.



"Yes. I know what a muse is."



"A muse is a catalyst. Someone who exists to start…sometimes nurture…a process of inspiration. And since there are few things in the world more useless than an uninspired genius, the muse has a very important role to play."



"And you think I'm Amy's muse?"



Dr. De Foglio smirked.



"Undoubtedly. But more importantly, she is Gilbert's muse. Thus, the process of his inspiration is…indirect. Normally, she is good for him. When their relationship is good, when she is attentive and affectionate, when she gives him love, he plays adequately. He could have a good career as it stands. I'm confident of that."



Mark got the sense she wasn't finished, even though she sat in silence, her eyes wandering back and forth on the ceiling.



"But Gilbert Achs is a genius, Mark. Something I have no doubt you cannot see for yourself."



Mark clenched his jaw again, but let her continue.



"And when the pretty little ballerina is on fire…Gil catches fire. When she smolders, he is an inferno. And when she burns, he is Chernobyl."



Mark nodded. He could say that he agreed with all of that. That he saw it too. That he had had conversations to that effect with both of them–separately and together–but the old woman seemed more content to explain things to him than to enter into any kind of collaboration or conspiracy of equals.



"Right now…she burns for you. I suspect when we get them away from this…backwater…El Paso…we will find her a better lover. One more worthy of them both. But you will do. For now."



It suddenly dawned on Mark that she was attacking him to extract some kind of leverage. To ensure that the strange configuration of sex, love, affection, and inspiration that had been emanating in the space between apartments 1E and 1F could continue throughout this critical formative process in Gil's education and early career. 



She needed him.



He concealed a half smile.



"So what do I do?"



Sensing a rising smugness, Dr. De Foglio's tone turned harsh again.



"Quello che ti dice il cazzo."



"Excuse me?"



She smiled, softening.



"Light the fire, tall man. Whatever you've been doing, keep doing. And then…when she no longer burns for you…go away. The only thing more useless than an uninspired genius is an insipid muse."



"Uh…okay. How will I know when that is?"



"I'll tell you."



Mark laughed out loud.



"I believe that."



He stood again, reaching for his shoulder bag. He towered over her. She didn't stand, but didn't stop him, either, completely unmoved as he began to walk toward her door. Then, he stopped himself, turning back.



"What if Gil…doesn't like it?"



Dr. De Foglio rolled her eyes.



"Must I explain every little thing to you? He will hate it. He hates it and loves it. It challenges him. He conquers it, and it defeats him. He is both martyr and warrior, saint and sinner. He has all control, and none. He tells the biggest lies and uncovers the deepest truths, he achieves the most ecstatic joys and falls into the most devastating despairs. And he does it all–all at once. It is transcendent, and it is all-too present. He cannot escape it, and he will spin in its grip until he tears open the deepest secrets of the human soul. And then he will bear those secrets to the world through his music. He is cornuto. And he is an artist. You light that little dancer on fire, and he will light the world on fire. So…go do your little part. Make his little dancer squeak, and then get out of his way."



She waved him away, standing to walk to her desk from the chairs.



"But…what if…he gets too emotional, or loses control?"



Mark surprised her with his sincerity of tone. She clearly picked up on the implication.



Something had happened. 



She turned back toward him and squinted for a moment, unsure how to tailor her answer.



"Leave that to me, tall man."



* * *



"Look at me…you've got this. You've got this."



David's eyes were unshakable. Locked into Jordan's as they stood in the stairwell outside the lobby door, austerely lettered. 



Department of Psychology. 



When did he get so strong? His grip on her shoulder grounded her as she fought to take a slow, deep breath. His eyes were deep. Concerned, but confident. She drew in a breath, then let it out as he pulled her in for a tight, uncompromising hug.



Her father had held her exactly the same way last night. Arm on shoulder, eye contact, statement of absolute confidence before an airtight embrace. Then, he had stepped back into his old Honda and driven away, back into the misty horizons of her childhood.



She had cried for a long time. Sending her father away to obviate the possibility of an earth-shattering revelation about her in what should be one of the greatest moments of both their lives...it tore her apart. Nevertheless, the choice itself was not a hard one. It was just plain common sense. Painful, gut wrenching common sense.



Now, as her heart began to pound out of her chest, she found her husband demanding her attention, not letting go of her shoulder.



"You're gonna be great, Jo. You'll absolutely tear it apart. Don't even think about the other thing. It's a non-issue. Just be yourself. And you're the smartest person in that room by a long shot."



Jordan laughed out loud.



"Okay…I was with you until that last part…"



"But it got your attention, didn't it?" 



Jordan thought for a minute, then returned to David's eyes. Clear, strong, encouraging–undiminished by the thin lenses of his glasses.



Total faith.



"Jo. It's time. You've got this. I'll be right there."



She nodded, then straightened her hair nervously before walking through the door. The department secretary smiled at her, and gestured toward the conference room door.



"They're waiting for you. Break a leg."



Jordan smiled nervously and nodded, walking past the desk and into the conference room. David walked in behind her, quietly shutting the door and taking a seat along the wall away from the table where Jordan's committee was seated.



"Ms. Simms," Dr. Lukacz greeted her as she sat down at the head of the conference table. "Thank you for coming on short notice. The report you submitted greatly expedited the process. It was concise, relevant, and convincing to…well, almost everybody."



Jordan saw Dr. Jenkins face sour out of the corner of her eye, but she didn't fully register the words she was hearing.



"I'm sorry, Dr. Lukacz. Report?"



"Yes. The report analyzing the metadata around the composition of your dissertation. It showed conclusively using three different modalities that Mr. Lin plagiarized you, and not the other way around."



Jordan was taken aback, unprepared. Even though she had braced herself for a much broader array of attacks than she had the first go around, this wasn't something she was prepared for.



"I'm very sorry to be difficult here, but I didn't submit a report."



Dr. Lukacz' brow furrowed, and he reached into her file, pulling out a thin packet, handing it to her. 



INDEPENDENT REPORT: METADATA AND PROCESSES ANALYSIS DETERMINING AUTHORSHIP OF SUBMITTED DOCUMENT



Prepared by C. Cohen and Partners, LLC. 

Expedited. 



Jordan's brow furrowed too. "I don't recognize this."



"Really?" Dr. Lukacz seemed suddenly nervous. "Where did it come from?"



"I'm not sure…who sent it to you?" Jordan asked.



"Lukacz, this adds a wrinkle to an already problematic chain of evidence here." Dr. Johnstone objected.



"It does nothing of the kind," he snapped back. "I'm not an idiot. The report was sent directly from the firm. I made the assumption that Ms. Simms arranged for an independent review, but whoever arranged it, it is nevertheless an independent review from a firm we have since vetted as reputable."



"Still. I don't like that things fall from the sky around your student." She adjusted her glasses, pursing her lips.



"I did it." 



David's voice poked in from the back of the room. 



"I did it. To the full committee, I apologize, I know I'm not part of this meeting. It was a miscommunication on my part. I contacted the firm, commissioned the independent review, and gave them access. I certainly didn't intend to interfere, I just intended to give Jordan something to fall back on if she needed evidence. It appears they contacted you with the report instead of me, and you rescheduled her defense quickly, so I didn't bother following up with them, as it seemed irrelevant. Just a miscommunication. But I assure you it's an innocent one."



The room was silent. The professors on one side of the table had to turn to see David explain.



"Well, then, you see? Nothing to see here." Dr Lukacz nodded at him. "Thank you."



Jordan's eyes gleamed.



"Who are you?" Professor Jenkins shot at David.



"That's my husband." Jordan snapped at Jenkins, causing him to jump slightly. "He flew back early from a business trip in Bangladesh to be here. He's the best."



Dr. Lukacz smiled warmly. A rare occurrence. 



"Yes. Well. The intradepartmental scuffle over authorship of this dissertation is resolved for a deciding majority. We'll consider the matter of Mr. Lin at another meeting. For now, we owe you your full measure of verbal combat over this magisterial treatment of identity formation. Would you give us a two minute overview of your argument, please?"



David dabbed the sweat from his forehead as he saw Jordan begin to relax. The defense had begun in earnest, and although he was impressed and even a little aroused watching his wife in her element, deftly sparring with five more experienced, credentialed academics and getting the better of all of them, he couldn't get his heart to stop racing. 



He had no idea who commissioned that report. He also had no idea why he took credit for it. Just jumping on the barbed wire for his wife, most likely. But it was terribly risky.



He made a note to contact the firm. He saw the name printed on the packet, just barely visible above one of the professors' shoulders. 



C. Cohen and Partners, LLC. 



He googled it on his phone. 



It was a real company. Software. Specializing in security, systems architecture, and code efficiency consulting. Based in Baltimore.



He linked the website to the note on his phone, then returned to the task of trying to keep up with his wife's V-8 engine of an intellect as it roared all over her committee. It was interesting noticing the differences between the professors as they questioned her. 



Lukacz clearly loved her…viewed her as a surrogate daughter probably. As harsh as he could be at times, Jordan never once said a bad thing about him. He wasn't pitching her softballs, though. His arguments were aggressive and multifaceted–but Jordan was repelling them effortlessly, bullet point by bullet point. 



The lady on his right…Johnstone. She seemed mildly hostile, but after a few questions, it seemed like her hostility was directed more toward Lukacz than it was toward Jordan. Her questions were hard, but David smiled when he saw the realization cross the older woman's face that she was clearly outmatched by a woman three decades her junior.



The guy across from her. The blonde one. Jenkins. He was an asshole. And clearly didn't like Jordan personally. She had said that one of the professors on her committee was the chair for Patrick's. This was probably him. His face was sour, and his questions were condescending.



But so were Jordan's answers.



David loved it. She had clearly gotten into the deepest groove in her brain–Jordan the intellectual. She had been sparring with adults over ideas since she could talk, and she was an absolute master of it. 



The other two committee members seemed indifferent to Jordan as a person, but deeply interested in her research and ideas. Jordan clearly enjoyed conversing with them, as their questions seemed to open new avenues of inquiry for her to pursue later on. 



The conversation gradually died down, circling around its own natural conclusion. At last, Dr. Lukacz thanked Jordan and asked her to step out while the committee conferred. Jordan stood, pink faced but pleased after more than a solid hour of verbal combat.



The conference room door closed behind her, and David grabbed her into a bear hug.



"You are such a badass, Jo…"



She giggled. "You think?"



"I know." David squeezed her, then gave her a big kiss.



Jordan kissed him back.



"Sorry Sherry," she said, turning to the department secretary, who was smiling over at them. She shrugged it off, assuring Jordan that she was sure it had gone well.



"Do you want to go get a coffee or something?" Jordan said. "Usually committees confer for a while before…"



David was about to agree when the conference room door opened. Dr. Lukacz was grinning, waving Jordan back into the room.



Shocked at the speed of deliberations, she stepped in, David slipping in discreetly behind her and disappearing out of everyone's line of sight.



Dr. Lukacz shut the door, and Jordan noted the whole committee was standing. He stuck out his hand.



"Congratulations, Dr. Simms."



Jordan's hand shot up to cover her mouth, then, overjoyed, she shook her mentor's hand. She went around the table, red faced with tears forming in the corner of her eyes as the congratulations were repeated by each of them.



"Not that it matters, but it was 4-1," Dr. Lukacz explained. "But whatever the reason, no one here has any doubt about your prodigious intellectual and verbal ability. We will all watch your career with great interest."



"I maintain that not all avenues of investigation were exhausted," Dr. Jenkins popped off, shaking with indignation. "She was sleeping with him, there's every possibility they exchanged laptops as easily as they exchanged bodily fluids…"



Dr. Lukacz shot a death glare across the table. 



"For the love of God, Jenkins, stop. Can't you see that you're embarrassing yourself? Moralizing like that in a room full of psychologists…She's an adult. So is he. And I don't see anyone making any snide remarks about Lin's 'special trip' to Vienna with Johnstone here last year."



Dr. Johnstone jumped, newly indignant. "I don't know that I care for these implications."



"Your brilliant ally fired the first shot, Johnstone. Now he tried to ruin Dr. Simms' big day by embarrassing her in front of her husband. But the real embarrassment will be when we get Mr. Lin in here for his defense–such as it is–to stumble ineptly through material he obviously doesn't understand, and finally to show Jenkins here to be the complete and utter failure that he is. Don't worry, I'll see to it. You think that boy can stand up to half the scrutiny Dr. Simms did? I'll crush him like a wet paper crane…and if you try to carry him…"



The noise faded in Jordan's mind. Her face darkened to a deep red, her exuberance replaced by sudden horror as the meeting devolved into a chaos of ad hominem accusations. 



The casual reference to her sexual relationship with Patrick. Clearly everybody knew. He must have told someone…



She looked helplessly over at David, who wore an ambiguous look.



She wanted to crawl under her chair and die. The shouting between the three professors on either side of her continued, but all she could hear was the ringing in her ears.



There was no way around it. She had outed them.



* * *



Rein,



Good to hear from you. It's been a while.



Hope Texas is treating you well, and you haven't turned into a fat kid or a shitbag. And congrats on graduating this year. Seems like forever since I walked with my bachelor's. But don't be afraid to keep going. I'm about to wrap a Ph.D, actually. Ethics and History. We should chat sometime.



But you didn't reach out to chat. You've got a situation. Sounds like a good one overall. Couple of artists, exploring the bohemian side of things. It's definitely normal for a cuck to get antsy and emotional. Part of their whole thing. They usually recover and come back craving it even more. Honestly, the craving is more dangerous than the regret if not managed. 



You didn't give me very much detail on her, other than that she's a dancer and into submissive shit. My answer to your question is that there's really no single way to dom, it's honestly a pretty bespoke process. The relationship is crafted over time and carefully negotiated using a combination of explicit conversations and consistently reading implicit cues from the sub. But Amy sounds like a pretty classic case–the damaged rich girl. Insecurities run deep, but being raised in an image obsessed environment means her catharsis is probably going to be found in exhibition. I'd look into that.



But you're on the right track overall. You always had good instincts. Functioning as a dom isn't an end in itself. It's a means to an end. Helping a sub find her best self by challenging her self-imposed limitations. Different subs have different limitations. Or more accurately, they often have the same basic limitations that manifest in different ways. So the way you talk to them, the way you handle them, obviously the way you fuck them…it all needs to challenge whatever thing in their head is causing them to get in their own way.



Since she's a rich girl, I'm going to guess she has a weird relationship with clothing. If you haven't already, change how she dresses in public, especially if she knows she might see you during the day. Be subtle, but push her boundaries. Express preferences for things that you genuinely like, but challenge her relationship with clothing. She probably has strong associations with status markers, designers, cuts, fabrics, all that shit. If you can get her to seek your approval as the primary paradigm of dressing successfully, you're on your way to breaking down that wall. Ideally, highlight parts of her body that she's insecure about. Then when you fuck her, constantly affirm that seeing her that way makes you want her.



Eventually, she'll use that paradigm to redefine her self-presentation. And don't underestimate how deep a process like that can be for a woman. So be careful, but don't be afraid to go deep.



There's much, much more to this, and I can't really cover it all in an email. But don't worry too much about the cuck. Don't be a dick for no reason, don't be disrespectful or shitty; amateur shit like that ultimately comes off as weak, even if they seem to get off to it in the moment. Ultimately being a cuck is his place, and you should respect that place. But it's her role to look after him in his place, not yours. Focus on the girl, and she'll figure out how to take care of her cuck. 



The only landmine you need to be aware of is if she tries to center you in their relationship. You're not the center of their relationship. She is. You're coming from the outside, the cuck stays inside. You both have to be careful to provide aftercare, but stick to your role. Don't get too mushy, don't get vulnerable. You're there to pull her out of her own limitations. Once she sheds her skin, which can be a scary, even humiliating process for her, her confidence will surprise you. 



Give them room to work out their shit together, but don't cut anyone off. Keep talking. Learn to communicate about everything outside the bedroom. But once you're in the bedroom, take over. Remember what it was like to be assigned a new squad or platoon and you had to establish cred quickly? Do that. Be aggressive. Get creative. 



And I can't emphasize this enough. Know your place. Stay on the outside. This isn't your relationship. Step in, take over, then step out. You're the squad leader stepping into the fire team here. It's kind of yours, but mostly theirs, even if you're obviously in charge.



And shit, Rein. Call me once in a while. You have my number.



-C



Mark tapped his keyboard absentmindedly. 



He hated how lucid Chen could be. There was a reason he was such a successful commander. But Mark didn't like chewing on grudging respect.



That last big stuck in his craw more than he thought it would. It hadn't been a conscious thought before, but he was definitely starting to wonder where he actually stood. With Molly, he was clearly in charge. And he had every intention of stealing her wholesale from her shitty husband. And it had blown up in his face. Maybe that's what Chen was warning him about.



Yeah. That was it. He had to admit, he put himself on the inside with Jared and Megan too. And that had blown up in his face too. 



Stay on the outside.



A small pang bit into his stomach.



He understood the concept, but as much as Amy enjoyed playing the eager fucktoy, wasn't there anything else there?



He had to admit it. He had loved Molly. And Megan. Deeply. 



And that was an ingredient in the explosive mixture in both cases.



But he couldn't help having feelings. Amy was cute, kind, approachable. Vulnerable in ways he could understand. And affectionate in a way he craved.



Was this all there was for him? Picking up the scraps of emotional nourishment left over from other couples?



Mark tapped on the keyboard again, his eyes clipping over to his kitchen counter–cleaner than it had been in months. But with the half full bottle of Jack Daniels tucked in the corner.



Is this all there is?



* * *



The text exchange was succinct. Clear, concise communication with only relevant details. Unambiguous intent.



Econo Lodge…Swansboro. 12:30.



He had grabbed fresh gym clothes, and had quickly changed on his way out the office door immediately after reviewing the preliminary inventory report. Praising Lieutenant Jenkins, he reiterated his orders for a complete report by 1700 hours, and then announced his return in early afternoon before zipping off in his ancient 4Runner.



She had been waiting in the room, stripped down to her bra and panties. Her caramel eyes hungry, her dark hair pulled back into an easy ponytail.



Just the way she knew he liked.



Breathless pleasantries expressing incredulity were followed fast by two feminine hands, one with a wedding set on the third finger, sliding under his shirt as their lips met. 



And stubbornly refused to leave each other.



For a full five minutes.



Then the bra came off, and his lips left hers only to clasp hard onto her dark nipple, causing her chin to tilt up sharply, her breath catching. 



Little to no foreplay beyond that. 



Mark's thick cock, aching for the snug embrace he had craved for months now, found its way quickly into Megan's eager warmth.



Then moans. Almost univocal, separated by an octave. 



Megan's mouth hung open like a cadaver as he drove deep inside her, his own hips grinding furiously into her thighs. 



Grunts became oaths, became gutteral utterances. 



Vocalizations were rhythmic–offset in a strangely regular syncopation. The result of a decades long chemistry punctuated only by fits and starts of coupling.



The creak of the bed sounded like an indignant church lady, loudly protesting each muscular thrust. But other than that, and the wet smack of Mark's lips on Meg's neck, there was no sound…



Then there were overlapping gasps.



Megan found her inner elbow wrenching around the back of Mark's neck as she felt the first warm coating of his ejaculation. She pulled him tight with all the strength she had, squeezing him as she felt her open legs spasm like a landing butterfly, her own climax rocking her body as he twitched inside her.



Then there was breathless heaving.



His ejaculation weakened slowly, but the gradually fading pulses pressed a button in Megan’s psyche that she desperately needed pressed. She closed her eyes, feeling her own pulsing satisfaction complementing his.



Then there was a kiss. Softer this time.



Then another.



Then another. Tender. Slow. 



Then eye contact–caramel iris to milk chocolate pool.



Then silence.



A few moments. They held their still coupling quietly, Mark softening slightly as Megan's warmth clenched and unclenched around him involuntarily.



Then…



"It's not my birthday."



Megan laughed out loud at the rumble in his chest.



"Duh…" She kissed him again.



He grinned. 



That smile of his. So rare. It was beautiful. Unaffected. Easy. Natural. The smile she had been desperate to see on his face for months now.



"I can't believe you indicted Macintosh."



"Well, technically, I didn't." She grinned back.



"Yeah…I saw that. Boss lady takes the credit."



"Always." Megan laughed. "Lucky for her, I don't actually care. I just love the idea that I'm going to destroy that motherfucker."



Mark laughed. "How did you catch him? Were you stalking him?"



Megan sighed, kissing him again.



"Nothing so manic. It dropped in my lap, actually. He’s just as stupid as he always was. Two looks at the purchase record was enough to get the ball rolling. Once we had warrants to search the suppliers, it was a quick lock. But the ADA didn't want to touch it, since his dad's on a couple important committees in the House. They didn't count on me having a vendetta."



"Do they know?"



She shook her head vigorously.



"Of course not. No one needs to know."



She kissed him slowly.



"Nobody except you."



Mark grinned again, an involuntary growl escaping his throat.



"God, Meg. You don't even know. If we weren't…I mean…if we didn't have…this whole, whatever. I mean, I would just take the whole afternoon off and absolutely wreck you."



Megan laughed, stopping herself halfway through.



She looked into his eyes. Deep, milk chocolate, already fading again into sadness. That unaffected smile she craved. It was already morphing from a signifier of fulfilled joy to one of hopeless, single-serving gratitude. The craving for meaningful companionship once again finding a moment of consummation, then to be kicked back out into the cold world. 



"Oh, shit. Mark…I shouldn't have…we shouldn't have done this."



"Why not?" Mark's eyebrow lifted. "Is Frenchie…"



She shook her head. "No, it's not that. He'll love this, actually. As long as we don't get caught, obviously."



"Well then what is it? You didn't like it?"



She laughed. "Will you shut up? Jesus, Mark, did you see that I almost came out of my skin?"



Mark rolled sideways, his softening cock withdrawing from her as he laid next to her in the bed. Parallel, they stared up at the ceiling.



"Seriously, Mark." Megan continued. "The thing itself hit the spot like you wouldn't believe. With Jay gone on the dumb press tour, I didn't get my usual post-fight jackhammerings. So I feel a little shortchanged. This is welcome compensation."



Mark laughed again.



"Glad I could help."



"And just in case I didn't make it clear, fuck the recruiting command that's making him do the dumb press tour. He hates it, and they've never made him do it before. And they should know that I had to forego sex with my husband for…fuck…six weeks before that fight? It's cruel and unusual."



"Hey, I'm like…ten minutes away."



"Don't I know it…" Megan rolled onto her side, nuzzling his cheek with her nose and kissing his neck. "That makes it a hundred times worse."



Her eyes caught the scar on his jawline. She kissed it silently. That strange, asynchronous ritual solidifying her bond to both of the men in her life.



"But…you are bound by the Uniform Code of Military Justice to not fuck your first sergeant's wife. Even if all parties consent. So…we can't do this."



Mark sighed. 



"I know."



Megan swallowed nervously. "And now…I feel pretty shitty about it."



"Don't," Mark said gravely. "I really needed it."



"I did too," Megan replied quickly. "But…I got all mad at Amy for doing that. And then you saw Molly at the fight, and now I'm telling you we can't…"



"It's okay." Mark said flatly. "I'm used to it."



"That's not okay." Megan replied, equally flatly. "That's not okay, Mark. I can't stand to see you having nobody. I can't stand it!" 



Her voice rose in indignation.



He shrugged.



Megan pursed her lips, recognizing the signs of her longtime lover distancing himself from the conversation and closing off emotionally. Something he did to protect himself when he knew he was a connection of convenience. A willing, even eager, but ultimately disposable asset in other people's relationships.



Megan sighed, sitting up. He looked over, a half smile breaking her lips as he began to caress her bare breasts absently with the fingertips of one hand. 



She smiled back down at him, grasping his hand and bowing her head to kiss it. 



She wanted so badly to tell him she loved him. But it would make everything worse. 



So she just dropped his hand and kissed his lips one last time.



"We should get back."




Post 471 — Cuckcop

Mon Aug 31, 2026 8:37 pm

Brilliant, as always. Thank you.




Post 472 — nnjcpl2002

Tue Sep 01, 2026 9:13 am

Thank you, Crushing, you've done it again! Your work is high-quality literature. Wonderfully descriptive prose with fascinating and insightful content.



I note that you have started to develop the counterintuitive position of the Bull in a cuckolding situation. In a sense, the cuckold may have the favored role over time, because his role tends to be more permanent. He has his "place," whereas the bull at some point ends up on the outside and in need of an actual relationship. Rein and Megan are recognizing this situation, and she would like to see his need fulfilled because she feels genuine love for him. But she can't really provide it even though she would if she could, bringing home the point that a good woman is capable of loving two men simultaneously. It's a challenging problem and we are eager to see whether resolution will be possible. Of course, it's difficult for us really to feel sorry for Mark, because his affairs are super-hot and a wonderful part of the story, especially for those of us with a slightly prurient cuckolding interest!



Thanks again, C!




Post 473 — Tire_Kicker

Wed Sep 02, 2026 7:55 pm

I wouldn't want to be Patrick Lin right now...

Looking forward to more of this great story, thanks Crushing.




Post 474 — Guest

Fri Sep 04, 2026 11:57 am

So glad I did a reread of this story...the 'Happy Birthday' and C. Cohen & Co. parts would've lost me.



Crushing, you are a gifted writer.  To think you had this story so elaborately outlined from the beginning is just quite a feat.  I know you added the Amy & Gil segments but those are enhancing the story beautifully.



I'm not sure where you're going with the Jared interview or the interaction with Mark & Dr. Foglio ( she was rude btw....), but Im sure both areas are in line with the plot.



David will have to fess up that he didn't order the report; somehow/way Jordan will find out who did and that could add to the overall arc of her actions.  ( Though kudos to David for thinking on his feet and interjecting his words )



The overview of Mark's feeling about the guys he's cucked was a useful compare and contrast and added nicely to his character development.   Of course the ever presence of Colonel Chen as a type of Obi Wan Kenobi of dominant/submissive/cuck living is filled with fun substance.



And we left Jordan experiencing both the best and worst of times, being congratulated as a now Dr. and recognized as an adulteress slut with cuck hubby standing by in his support role.



Thank you!




Post 475 — Crushing

Sun Sep 06, 2026 8:00 pm

"Congratulations, honey."



Jordan scowled, refusing to look up.



"Doctor Jordan Stark-Simms. Ph.D. Bravo."



Jordan's mouth scrunched in indignation.



"I am not in the mood."



"Oh, I know, honey. I can tell."



Jordan looked over at the closed bathroom door, then flipped on the fan to obscure her voice in case David was listening. She took a deep breath, then returned her gaze forward, locking eyes with her most forbiddable opponent, and her greatest enemy.



"I knew this would happen."



The girl in the mirror pursed her lips sympathetically.



"I'll admit. It's not ideal. But I don't think it's quite as bad as you think."



"Not as bad? It's out! I cheated on my husband, and people know. People whose esteem and professional reputations I need to build out my career. And David…"



Jordan felt a sob choking up, watching her face contort in an ugly cry.



"He was…he won't even talk to me."



The girl in the mirror didn't respond for a moment. Finally, as Jordan turned on the faucet and moistened a washcloth to put on the back of her neck, she spoke up.



"He's a little at a loss, honey. But don't count him out. You know how quickly he figures things out. Five to one he's coming up with some scheme to make you feel better."



Jordan ignored her. "He was humiliated…"



"In front of a half dozen people who he'd never seen before, and who he'll never see again."



"That's not the point," Jordan shot back.



"It is, though," the girl in the mirror responded just as quickly. "And I wouldn't worry about what they think about you. If you haven't figured out that academics are a pretty amoral, cutthroat bunch yet, you're just…late to the party. Whatever they think you did, it's probably child's play compared to what some of them do on a regular basis. Did you see the melee that broke out at the end in that conference room?”



Jordan sulked.



"Shut up."



The girl in the mirror scoffed. "And back on to the bigger issue, you think I'm the bad guy here, but you consistently underestimate David. And yourself, while we're at it. But that's not the point."



Jordan's chin jerked back indignantly. "What are you talking about?"



The girl in the mirror tilted her head in exasperation. "Are you really that blind? Your husband…Our husband…is brilliant. And we both know in the next ten years he'll be able to buy and sell everyone in that cutthroat conference room twice over. Maybe more."



"Money isn't everything," Jordan muttered, reverting to cliche out of sullen desperation.



"It isn't nothing, either, honey. And stop being a Puritan about that. David works himself to the bone for you. He's brilliant, he's talented, and he's nuts about you. And he shows love by providing. It's insulting to him when you devalue what he brings to the table just because we grew up poor.”



Jordan scowled, glaring at the girl in the mirror. Her face was different than she was used to–intense and earnest, rather than playful and seductive. 



Clearly, something in this whole externalization dynamic had shifted…



"My point is," the girl in the mirror continued, "if David got hurt or humiliated, let him tell you. Stop speaking for him. He's a grown man. A good one, a kind one. And much stronger than you give him credit for. Let him be who he really is. He can stand up for himself, and he can stand up for you. He's done it before. And for the record, he did it in that meeting. That report saved your bacon, young lady."



Jordan's eyes dropped, surprised to be shamed by her seemingly shameless interlocutor.



"It's still my fault."



She waited for the response, but none came. She stood silent, head down, for an uncomfortable amount of time before looking up.



The girl in the mirror was gone. Staring back at her, helpless and cluelessly contrite, was the newly minted Dr. Jordan Stark-Simms, Ph.D. With nowhere to go, no answers, knowing she would have to fight for her marriage, but not knowing how.



Her hand shot up, catching her mouth as she choked back a sob.



* * *



This time, the music stopped when the stage door clanked shut.



Mark walked nervously through the uncomfortable, silent darkness behind the heavy velvet curtain, parting it to find Gil sitting tensely on his piano bench, looking sheepish.



It was unsettling. This was Gil's domain. He usually looked much more confident here, dominating the space like it was his God-given realm.



"Hey man."



Gil nodded back.



"Hey Mark. How's it going."



A greeting, not a question.



"What are you working on?"



Chopin. First scherzo.



"Oh. Haven't heard that one, I don't think."



"It's a barn burner," Gil half-smiled. "At least it will be when I work the kinks out."



Mark nodded.



"How about you?"



"I've got to commit to a senior thesis,” Mark sighed. “Trying to nail down something interesting, since I'll be writing on it for the next six months."



"Any ideas?"



"No good ones, yet. Just a couple vague ones."



"Pitch me."



Mark started. "What?"



Gil pointed to the empty chair next to his piano bench, usually reserved for teachers and designated page-turners.



"Pitch me your idea. Let's see if it lands."



"Okay."



Mark sat down, surprised at the turn in the conversation. Gil waited expectantly, ready to parse the raindrops in a brainstorm. 



"Well, I'm an English major, so I'm surrounded by women all the time."



"That must suck," Gil joked.



"Depends on the day. Anyway, I've spent most of my time reading high modern stuff, you know? Twentieth century stuff, some Russian novels. But mostly longform, deeply probing, existential stuff."



"Okay," Gil replied. 



"But when I was a kid, I was obsessed with this medieval fantasy series. They sold them in the grocery store, and my mom would get me a paperback on paydays. So I had a little line of them in my room."



"What was the series?"



"It was called Redwall. Well, that was the first one, but then it spun out into a bunch of prequels and sequels, and other side stories. It was like…medieval stuff, knights, ladies, religious shit, all that. A lot of focus on feasting and food. But it was like…miniaturized. All the characters were little woodland creatures."



"Oh, like squirrels and stuff?"



"Basically, yeah. Mice, rabbits, badgers. Some birds. Weasels and rats were always the bad guys. Anyway, I was thinking about that series recently, and I had this realization. All these themes in high modern literature, authors like Joyce, Kafka, Hemingway, Proust, they focus on themes of wandering, loneliness, alienation. Being trapped in a world that feels like…wrong for some reason. Figuring out how to exist in it. And I realized…the old stories of knights are kind of the same. They do it in a different way, but…you know."



"I don't, actually. I think you're miles ahead of me in the literature repertoire," Gil said, a half grin cocked.



Mark smiled, a feeling of sudden satisfaction sticking in his chest. He knew things that a bona fide genius didn't know. 



"Yeah, it's like…the knights and heroes have a home, but they're almost never there. They wander around, they have adventures, they woo ladies but almost never get with them. And then if they do, there's not a lot of happily ever after in the old medieval knights tales. Some of them father a kid and then just go off on more adventures. It's like…they're constantly wandering, constantly fighting, but never really find a home."



"That sounds tragic."



"Maybe," Mark leaned back in his chair. "I don't know. I'm thinking about that, about the early novels–like Don Quixote, and some ancient stories like Homer's Odyssey and some other epics like it. It seems like there's like…this archetype of masculinity that craves the feeling of home, but never gets it. Just…eternally alienated. So I thought I might do a review of some of those, and make the case that to be a man is…to be alone. Eternally alienated. At least that's what this long line of stories suggests, you know?"



"That is tragic." Gil laughed.



Mark shrugged, a half grin forming in response to Gil's laughter.



"So what do you think?"



"I think it's a bummer, but it sounds really deep." Gil's tone was sincere, his response thoughtful. "I think if you've got an itch to explore that, it's solid. I'm trying to think of music that jive with your theme. There are some options you can check out, but with music being so subjective, you kinda have to listen to them a certain way. The one I was playing when you came in is a decent start, actually. All of Chopin's scherzos and ballades have a kind of heroism to them. But if you listen to them carefully, they're not all flash. The substance comes across as…I don't know. Frustration, maybe. Like Chopin is trying to wrestle some ultimate meaning out of them."



Mark's eyebrows lifted. "Really? Interesting."



"Yeah. Check those out. And then Scriabin's Etudes. That might be a good next move. A little more obviously alienated, but still weirdly romantic. Like your knights."



Mark nodded. "Thanks, man."



"No problem. And I think there’s a real connection between some piano music and the theme you’re exploring. At the end of the day, I've never found a lonelier place in the world than sitting on a stage like this. By myself."



Mark nodded, moved by Gil's confession.



"I never thought about it like that."



Gil shrugged. "It's kind of what makes it special. Most musicians collaborate.  Share the space, and the process. Pianists like me…it's just us. All alone up here. There's something existential about it."



"Yeah…I can see what you mean." Mark looked around at the expanse of empty seats, imagining them filled. Then he imagined walking out here, alone. Nobody to back you up. Nobody to stand with you.



It seemed a peculiar kind of torture. And heroism. It made him see Gil in a bit of a new light.



They sat in silence for a moment, the empty theater yawning around the awkward question that still hung between them.



"So…sorry about…" Mark started.



"Don't apologize," Gil raised both his hands. "You didn't do anything wrong. I just…it was an intense experience. I've been…chewing on it since."



"I really didn't mean…I mean, I thought you liked it."



"I do." Gil insisted quickly. "I really do, and I really don't. It's weird. It's a lot of emotions at the same time, and they kind of…duke it out in my head. And I kinda get caught in the middle."



"Sounds wild."



"It is. But I'm trying to find my artistic center, you know? I'm trying to figure out all the feels, and that was a really rich vein to mine. I just…went too deep too fast."



Mark nodded. "Look, the last thing I want to do is hurt anyone. Or mess up what you and Amy have."



"I appreciate that. And you haven't."



Mark nodded again. "Well, Amy texted me the morning after, and I haven't gotten back to her. I wanted to…give you guys a little space, you know?"



"Yeah, feel free to text her back. I think she's worried about you."



"About me?" Mark sat up, surprised.



"Yeah. I mean…you guys have…something. A relationship, of a sort, I guess. I mean…she's got feelings. She's not a robot. She's…attached to you. But not like she's attached to me. It's like…it's own thing."



"Really?" Mark's eyes brightened. "And you're okay with that?"



Gil nodded. "It's kind of like…she knows it's temporary. But it's like a performance she's involved in. We both get that dynamic. Like a dance production. You get…involved, you have all these feelings and attachments with it, you kind of immerse yourself in it. It becomes everything you think about for a while. Then, you do the run of performances, and it's over. You always carry it with you, but…you move on. It's kind of like that."



"Oh."



Mark nodded, masking his disappointment, but earnestly trying to wrap his head around it.



"Yeah," Gil continued. "We've talked about it. I don't feel threatened. I think you and me…we both kinda give her something that the other one can't, you know? And…for now…we like this."



Mark paused, thinking.



"Okay. I think I understand. So…what's the next step?"



Gil looked out at the empty theater for a moment before responding. Then, turning back toward Mark, he cracked his knuckles absently.



"Why don't you come over tonight. We'll have dinner. Feel things out. And if it feels alright, maybe we pick up where we left off."



Mark's heart began to race. "You're okay with that?"



Gil cleared his throat. "Yeah. And honestly…what you've been doing…it really helps her with her confidence. She's…starting to come into herself as a dancer a little more…and you know about her opportunities. And I like it. So I don't think we should stop."



Mark nodded, swallowing. 



"Okay. What time?"



* * *



"Dad's home. Dad's home!"



Hearing the front door close, JJ dropped his legos like hot potatoes and darted out of the room like a frightened mouse caught in the light.



Megan smiled more serenely, but her heart jumped at the sound too, following her youngest out of the living room and toward the front door.



Whining and clicking his nails on the hard floor, Zipper beat everyone to the front door leaping up and licking Jared's face.



"Ooouhhh…" Jared's involuntary grunt sounded like a gut punch he hadn't prepared for. 



Probably because JJ delivered a gut punch he wasn't prepared for. 



He recovered quickly, laughing out loud.



"Alright you little turd…you got me."



JJ giggled as his dad bent down to squeeze him in a hug. Marcos entered behind them.



"We saw you on TV, Dad!. Three times!"  JJ's tone was exuberant.



"Yeah? Was I ugly?"



"No more than usual," Megan joked, stepping in and leaning forward to kiss him while JJ clung to him like a barnacle. "I just enjoyed the thought of someone forcing you into a makeup chair."



"That was cool about your new tattoo…" Marcos said. 



"Yeah, thought you'd like that. Wanna see it?"



"Yeah…"



Megan always cringed slightly when a new tattoo crowded into her husband's already overpopulated torso. But she was curious too. 



Jared dropped his bag and pulled his shirt off, turning around to display the surprisingly intricate picture of one of Marcos' favorite characters–a face frame of a brawny badger with a steely look, the broad head of a battleaxe next to his face.



"That's so cool…" Marcos cooed. 



"Glad you like it, bud."



Megan paced around him, cocking her head playfully.



"Is it my turn?"



Jared smirked and slipped both arms behind her back, pulling her in and giving her a long, deep kiss.



"Eeeeeewwwwww…." JJ protested. One side of Marcos' face contorted slightly, suddenly uncomfortable.



Megan broke the kiss, laughing.



A few hours later, both boys in bed, Megan caught her breath as her husband rolled onto his back. Her skin gleamed with sweat, her hair mussed and clumped, with the healthy deposit of his ardor inside her giving her a feeling of deep, warm love beyond the mere physical sensation. And knowing that it mixed with the remnants of Mark yesterday made her feel wanted in a way she hadn't felt in a long time. 



But it also reminded her.



"You…should know, honey, Mark and I hooked up yesterday."



Still recovering, Jared looked over at her quizzically, panting slightly.



"Really?"



She nodded, unsure how he'd react.



"Did anyone see you?"



"No. I got us a room at a motel in Swansboro. Nobody was around."



Jared nodded. "Okay."



Megan relaxed slightly, feeling the need to explain.



"It was after the news. About Macintosh. I think we both just…got excited."



Jared nodded. "I get it. Just gotta be careful."



"Of course, baby." Megan turned to snuggle up to him. "I missed you."



Jared's breath evened out after a moment.



"Real talk. Were the boys okay?"



"They were the boys,” Megan sighed. “Marcos was fine. And JJ…well, I looked up online whether hamster moms actually eat their babies. And it turns out they do sometimes."



Jared laughed. "That bad?"



"He's a two parent kid, honey. No way around it."



Jared nodded. "Yep. So was I. Thank God Marcos got your temperament."



They sat in silence for a moment, knowing full well whose temperament their oldest son actually inherited.



"So how was he? Mark?"



Megan shifted, clutching his chest. 



"It…was good. It's always good. But then I felt like a monster afterwards. I mean, I got all pissed at Amy for hooking up with him and leaving, and then…"



"Mmmmm…" Jared grunted in understanding.



"And then he sees Molly at the fight, and all the wounds reopen, and it's just…I feel like I really messed up."



"You didn't leave though. You're still there for him. Molly and Amy…they're really gone."



Megan shook her head. "I can't give him what he needs."



Jared shrugged. "Maybe not all of it. But he's still got you. He's got the boys, and I'm watching his back every day. You didn't leave."



Megan began to protest, but Jared talked over her.



"...and I know you want to do it all for him, and I know he's sad and lonely. But he really does value his career and his place at the head of Charlie Company. He doesn't have nothing. He has a lot. And he still has us. If that means keeping some physical distance from us for appearances, he's willing to do that."



"I know he's willing," Megan persisted. "I just…after we finished, he smiled like he used to. I haven't seen that, Jay. Not in a long time. I just want that for him."



Jared didn't answer.



The conversation ran its course.



"Real talk," Megan parrotted his phrasing from earlier. A lawyer's trick. "How was the press tour?"



"Stupid," Jared replied flatly. 



"Did they…why did they do it? Why now?"



"It was a top 10 fight. And the way it went down…the brass liked it. Wanted to circulate the story more."



"Well, I don't want them taking advantage of you."



Jared didn't answer, but seemed suddenly distant. Megan sat with the silence for a moment, then propped herself up on her elbow.



"Jay?"



He looked over at her. His lapis blue eyes seemed troubled. Her heart began to race.



"Jay? What happened?"



He pursed his lips. 



"Goddamn social media," he muttered.



Megan's brow furrowed. "What?"



Jared grunted in frustration. "After the FightNight interview. It started trending."



Megan whirled around, picking up her phone and opening the social media app.



Number one topic. Trending on all combat sports pages.



#lethimfight



Megan's eyes widened as she began scrolling through topics and comments, all clipping the segment from the show. Megan clicked the video, seeing her husband in the studio with the two veteran sportscasters.



"If you were cleared to do so by your command, would you challenge Damon Tyrion for the title?”



Megan watched her husband pause thoughtfully, weighing his answer.



“That’s a hypothetical. And it's a family decision, so I'm not gonna pop off and answer it. But if you’re asking if I think I could beat Tyrion, the answer is yes.”



The video ended. The comments were mostly crude, and mostly uniform. And there were hundreds of them.



Thousands.



This is bullshit. Mad Dog could have been the champ five years ago. #lethimfight



The Marine Corps is fucking over Mad Dog's career! #lethimfight



GO MAD DOG! #lethimfight



The Marine Corps is a bunch of pussies if they don't let Mad Dog take on Tyrion. #lethimfight



"No…no, baby. No…" Megan's heart began to pound, and tears welled in her eyes.



Jared sat up, gently clasping her shoulders.



"Baby…Meg…baby…I said it was a family decision. And I meant it."



Megan shook her head, throwing her phone sideways. It thumped on the carpet and clattered against the wall.



"No…Jay…I can't…"



"Meg. Look at me…"



She looked over, her caramel eyes glistening with fear and frustration.



"Meg…" Jared insisted. "I said it was a family decision. I said that. And I meant it. I really, really meant it."



"They'll order you to do it!" Megan said loudly.



"Then…I'll deny orders. If you don't want me to fight, I'll deny the orders."



"It'll kill your career!" Megan's voice got louder.



"So?" Jared shrugged. "I got my target rank. I got to serve with Mark again. I built up a shit company with him. I've seen combat, I've belted up, I've done all the things I wanted to do. And more. If this is the end, so be it."



Megan shook her head again, her voice trembling with frustration. "I'm not going to be the bitch wife that kills both of your careers, Jared. GodDAMMIT! How could you let this happen?"



Jared flopped back down on his back, slamming his fists backward into the mattress.



"Goddamn social media."



Megan was about to emote more, but she saw hints of shadows under the crack of their bedroom door. 



She had woken one of the boys.



Jared saw her eyes fix on the door, then looked over and saw what she saw. He quietly put a hand on her shoulder, then sat up on the bed, hastily pulling on a pair of boxer shorts. Megan lay back, covering herself with the sheet and comforter as Jared stood, the black mosaic of his dozens of victories in the octagon swirling symbolically up and down his bare torso.



He opened the door. 



JJ was looking up, eyes wide, quiet and listening carefully.



A rare occurrence for JJ.



"I heard a thump, and Mom was crying…"



Jared squatted down, looking him in the eye.



"Don't worry about it, Tiger. Mom dropped her phone, and we were watching a sad movie. You can go back to sleep."



JJ pouted.



Megan's eyes fixed on the new tattoo on his back. The badger with the battleaxe. 



"I promise, bud," Jared said quietly. "Everything's fine. Go back to bed, okay?"



The boy nodded, turning back and shuffling back into his room, shutting the door sullenly behind him.



Jared stood and closed his own bedroom door, turning to look at his wife. She was covering her eyes with both hands.



"Meg…"



"Let's just get some sleep, Jay. Okay? We can talk about this after…after…after whatever the cliche is."



Jared pursed his lips, frustrated but helpless. He walked back to their marital bed, sitting down on the side.



"Okay."



* * *



"Yeah. That's it. That's perfect."



Mark stepped back, cocking his head as he evaluated. 



Amy blushed, absently clutching the hem of her plain black camisole as Mark's fingers slipped under the thin shoulder straps. 



"You like it?"



"I do." He bent down, playfully gnawing on her shoulder as his hand slipped downward into the open camisole top, cupping her perky breast from above.



"Mmmm…" 



Amy's hum found Mark's lips as his own mouth lifted off her bare shoulder.



Gil had already left for the day, and Amy had seen Mark at the apartment gym for their usual morning workouts. They had both rushed through their routines, then, without having to say anything, returned back through the door of 1F together. Mark had peeled down her leggings in the kitchen and slipped a finger inside her before she could even reach the shower.



"Don't…I'm gross," she had protested playfully. 



Mark had ignored her, and had her seated on the counter within a minute, entering her halfway, her slick welcome eager since seeing him lifting at the gym and checking her out nearly an hour before.



Amy had come quickly–she often did in the mornings. 



And although she had not yet tented enough for him to slip all the way into her, Mark had come soon after, his own morning tensions having been inadequately released in the weight room. 



Especially as he had been watching Amy stretching, running, and doing calisthenics the whole time.



Mark had withdrawn from his proprietary pussy, lifted Amy off the counter, and reached past her to get a glass to fill with water. They passed it back and forth, and Amy, with her leggings still bound around her ankles, had waddled awkwardly toward the bathroom to turn on the shower, giggling over her shoulder.



Mark had refilled the glass, taking a moment to savor the cool relief when Amy's pink face and blonde ponytail poked out the bathroom door over the sound of the shower. 



An invitation.



A slower, deeper coupling had found its consummation under the warm curtain of water. Amy's eyes had softened into murky glass as she bent over and grabbed her ankles; she had exhaled as if she'd been holding her breath all morning when, now fully tented, he slipped past her early limitation and seated his large cock all the way into her.



Moments like these, the quiet ones, were different than the clumsy, passionate ones. It was a new kind of experience for Amy–the quiet empty of her apartment mixing with the low volume of the shower, mixing with the full body warmth of the shower stream, and mixing Mark's ardent, but subdued movements inside her tight body. The combination didn't amount to explosive orgasms. It was different. Deeper, in the literal and figurative sense. Almost like a trance…a profound connection that filled her head to capacity with silent, calm static, pushing out the junk anxieties and stresses. 



She never knew how much time passed when she was like this, but it was definitely meditative–she was completely present to the physical moment.



Mark had recognized it too. It had happened before, when she got to what he called the "statue stage," and he had done what he usually did–counted out a slow, constant rhythm, his balls gently tapping against her with each thrust. Amy had gone quiet, the grip of her hands around her ankles tightening and loosening alternately.



After about ten minutes of that, Mark had quietly withdrawn, and Amy had stood, the clouds dispersing from her ice blue eyes as she turned around. She had looked up at him, her face asking if he had had enough. 



He had answered by cupping both her buttocks and lifting her up. She had squealed, her legs opening, and they had both smiled through the curtain of warm water between them, the tense moment of careful alignment before dropping her small frame down onto him.



Her mouth had dropped open as his movement became more aggressive.



"Lean back a little… grab the shower head…not there…the base…"



Amy had complied with the low grumble of command, her arms straight up as she gripped the base of the shower head jutting out of the wall with both hands. Mark had pressed her back against the shower wall, the cold causing her to yelp for a moment, then relax as he continued to fuck her deeply.



"God, I love those…seeing that…" 



He had stared down at her breasts. She had laughed out loud.



"What are you talking about?" She had protested incredulously. "When my arms are up like this, they basically disappear…"



He had kissed her, interrupting her. He shook his head, their lips still locked.



"Nope. Nuh uh...I like them. Just as they are. And they're mine. All mine."



Amy had gasped, a surge of arousal shooting up her spine.



Mark had thrusted harder.



"I like it when you wear those little tank tops. No bra…I like to see them."



"Okay…" Amy's reply had been breathless.



"Wear one today. No bra." He had begun thrusting harder.



"Okay…" Amy's fingers had squeezed on the shower head, her small vagina squeezing Mark as her tide rose.



"I'm not fucking kidding, Amy…" Mark had growled. "I love your tits that way. And that's how I want to see them. You get me?"



"Yes sir….yes sir…." Amy's face had contorted as she clenched Mark's cock in a death grip. Mark's own recognition of her acquiescence, not to mention the warm, wet pressure of her womanhood, sent him over the edge again as well.



Her gasp marked his own release, coating her interior warmth well and amply with his own.



After twitching out his tension, filling her for the second time, Mark had slowly, gently lifted her down onto her feet in the shower. 



They had bathed quietly after that. 



Shampoo, bodywash, rinse. Amy had carefully checked his brand of bodywash, and kept a bottle for him in their shower.



They had toweled off quietly, and Amy had slipped out of the bathroom into her bedroom while Mark was dressing, returning after a moment in blue jeans and a plain black camisole, her still aroused nipples denting the cheap fabric of the top.



"Like this?" She had asked earnestly, not a little trepidation tinging her delivery.



"Yeah. That's it. That's perfect."



Mark stepped back, cocking his head as he evaluated. 



Amy blushed, absently clutching the hem of her plain black camisole as Mark's fingers slipped under the thin shoulder straps. 



"You like it?"



"I do."



* * *



"Cohen and Partners."



David cleared his throat, lifting the phone up to hear better.



"Yeah, hi. I'm calling about a metadata and authorship report your firm prepared for my wife. Just had a couple questions about it."



"What's the report?"



The voice sounded clipped. Impatient.



Working with shippers and dock workers as much as he did, David was certainly accustomed to the tone, but it was a little jarring out of the gate. He wondered if this was normal for the firm, and if so, how many customers were repelled by it.



"It was a forensic analysis determining authorship of a long paper. A doctoral dissertation, actually. Might be under the name Simms."



There was a pause on the other end.



"Yeah. We did it. Who's this?"



"Um…this is David Stark. I'm…the woman who wrote the document is my wife."



Another pause. David shifted uncomfortably.



"Hello?"



"Yeah." The voice sounded less clipped, but now seemed evasive. "Is there a problem?"



"Well, not with the report per se," David said, lifting up the title page. "It's clearly thorough and more than adequate for our purposes. But it's a little unclear where it came from. I didn't order it, and she didn't even know about it. I wanted to clear that up in case it becomes an issue. If there's payment due, I'm happy to cover it."



"There's no payment due."



The voice was clipped again, but nervous.



"I'm sorry," David tried another tack. "To whom am I speaking? I just like to know people's names."



Another pause.



"My name is Chris. Chris Cohen."



"Oh," David said, looking down at the report. "Are you the Cohen from the firm's name? Is it like, a family business?"



"Yes, that's me. I'm the owner. And no, not really a family business," Chris said. "My daughter helps out with a few projects sometimes, but no. Not really."



"Oh. Well, I've looked you up online. Looks like you do good business, and this report really did the trick for what we needed. There was just some question where it came from since my wife and I didn't order it. I thought it might have been her dad, but that's pretty out of his wheelhouse, honestly. And I've been racking my brain…"



"Mark Rein ordered it."



David sat in stunned silence for a moment before Chris interrupted again.



"We good?" He clearly wanted to end the conversation.



David shook off his shock. "You…you said Mark Rein?"



"Yeah."



David thought quickly. 



"You sound like you know him. Actually, you sound like you know I know him."



Chris sighed. 



"Yep."



"Do you mind if I ask how you know him?"



"If you're calling on behalf of your wife, and if you didn't know he ordered this, then I'm guessing I know him for the same reason you know him."



David didn't speak for a moment, once again at a loss.



"So…Mark and your wife…"



"Yep. A while ago. He damn near cost me my marriage."



David's teeth clamped shut. He gulped nervously.



"Really…"



"Yep."



"So you knew…at the time?"



"Yep."



"What…did he…you…she…do?"



Chris sighed again, not speaking for a moment.



"Look. I don't know if you can get this from my tone, but I'm not really inclined to help people for free. I'd just as soon…"



"I'll pay you," David answered quickly.

  

"I was going to say…" Chris went on, clearly measuring his response against his rising aggravation, "that since I'm assuming you're probably in the same boat as I was once, I'll give you a couple minutes. As long as you don't call again."



David clenched his teeth again. 



"Okay. Let me think."



A moment passed.



"Okay." David cleared his throat. "How did Mark know about Jordan's situation?"



"I don't know." Chris' response was flat. "My wife told me he called her, and said she was accused of plagiarism, and passed off a google doc. I did my thing based on the doc and the metadata I got access to. It was enough to make the case I made. I don't know how Mark got it, I didn't talk to him."



"Okay." David paused again. "How…how long did it go on? Between him and your wife?"



"That's complicated," Chris responded. "All told, it was around a year. But he was deployed for like…half of it."



"And you were aware?"



"Yep."



"And it almost cost you your marriage?"



Chris sighed once again. It seemed like he did that a lot.



"When he got back from deployment, it became…more than physical. And she was talking about leaving me for a while. For him."



"And she didn't?"



"No. They broke up. And we moved to a different city pretty quick after that."



"To get away from him?" 



"No. Coincidence. But it…kind of made it final."



"But it sounds like they still talk."



"Yep. They didn't for years, but I don't know. I guess they're friendly now."



"Do you…"



"One more question," Chris interrupted, clearly growing tired of the conversation.



David thought for a moment.



"Was there anything you would have done differently?"



Now it was Chris' turn to pause.



"It came out of nowhere. And then it became a kind of addiction. For both of us."



"So what would you have done differently?"



Chris paused for a long time. At length, he answered.



"Communicated."



David nodded, the lump in his throat rising. Since the dissertation defense, he had struggled to know what to say to his wife. He knew she needed him, but he just didn't know what to say now that the affair was out.



"Communicated?"



"Yep. Look, I'm pretty busy."



"Yeah, no. Of course. Thanks for your time, Mr. Cohen."



"You can call me Chris."



"Okay Chris. Thank you."



"Yeah. And your name is Daniel?"



"David. David Stark."



"Yeah. Well…I'm gonna regret this, but…you can call again if you need to."



David swallowed, still processing it all.



"Okay. Thank you."



"Yeah. Bye."



"Goodbye."



* * *



Amy's giggle was infectious. Gil couldn't help but laugh in response.



In the beginning, after the initial awkwardness when they first got together in the first year dorms, learning each other's bodies, Amy signaled her comfort to her boyfriend by giggling happily when they made love. And without fail it drove Gil bananas to see the warm grin on her face. The innocent playfulness of their coupling reminded him of dolphins playing in warm water.



Her lean, powerful thighs slid up his waist as she moved her knees upward. Her soft hands cupped both sides of his face, cooing happily as he moved inside her. 



"I'm really glad…I wanted this…"



"Yeah…" Gil exhaled, reveling in Amy's warmth as he moved in and out of her. "Me too…"



They made love quietly, Amy cooing happily as she reconnected with her boyfriend.



Gil shifted his weight, slipping his hands behind Amy's bare back, clutching her and pressing their bare torsos together.



"God…I love you, Amy…"



"I love you Gil…"



That voice. That breathy giggle. The soft, but powerful musculature of her legs. 



The warm clutch of her pussy.



Gil's vision began to swirl as he began to lose himself.



"You want me to say it now, honey..?" 



Amy's voice was gentle, broaching the trigger point they both knew Gil had come to crave lately.



"Yeah…" Gil's breath was ragged.



Amy turned her head so her lips almost nuzzled against Gil's ear. She took a deep breath, then let it out in the gentlest, most feminine whisper she could muster:



"I'm so glad Mark let you borrow his pussy tonight…"



Gil's cock lit up like a midtown Manhattan skyscraper. He began to twitch violently.



"Baby…" Amy's voice was gently insistent. 



Gil heard and withdrew from her quickly, kneeling up and facing to the side, ejaculating awkwardly all over the exposed sheets of their bed.



He had been given permission to enter Amy. But not to cum in her.



"Mmmmm…" Amy bit her lower lip, reaching up to trace her fingertips down Gil's heaving chest as he squeezed his full climax out onto the bed. "Nice, baby…that was a lot…"



Gil's eyelids fluttered, and he collapsed on top of his girlfriend, who resumed cooing as her arms wrapped around his neck.



She pulled him close, kissing his cheek and whispering in his ear.



"I love you, Gil…You're my forever guy…"



Her hips wiggled, her legs settling back down, splaying out underneath him.



Gil's breath still tore the air, his eyes swimming. He leaned into Amy's affections, and began to return her kisses.



"Was that okay?" Gil asked.



Amy nodded, smiling. "Of course, baby."



They lay silently for a moment before Amy checked in again.



"Gil? Are you okay?"



Gil nodded silently, his face down in the pillow next to Amy as she looked up at the ceiling.



"Did you go to the dark place?"



Gil nodded again, then turned his head toward her.



"Just for a little bit. I think…I think that's just part of it now."



Amy pouted. "I don't like that."



"Dr. De Foglio says it's part of it. The journey. And what comes before…it's…"



"What?"



"It's really intense. Makes it kinda worth it. As long as you pull me back from the brink."



"Always…" Amy squeezed his neck. 



Gil rolled off his girlfriend, flopping onto his back and sighing deeply. "I don't love that I…like uhh…need to hear that. What you said. About…borrowing. To get there, you know?"



Amy rolled to her side and kissed his cheek again.



"I…sometimes I don't like that I need to feel like Mark owns my body. Sometimes I don't like that I like that. I think it's just part of it."



Amy paused, looking past her boyfriend's chest into a blank distance.



"It's weird. To realize you shouldn't like something. But then still crave it. Is this what addiction feels like?"



Gil clutched a tuft of her golden hair, smoothing it down. "I don't know. I feel like we're kind of wandering in the dark. We're discovering things we couldn't know otherwise. But it's…scary."



"You're always so wise right after you cum…" Amy giggled.



Gil laughed. "Never thought about that."



Amy took a deep breath, laying her cheek on his chest.



"I do like it, though. Mark owning my…body. Like…a lot."



"Yeah. Me too." He rubbed her back affectionately with his open palm.



"Do you think it's working? What Dr. De Foglio says?"



Gil paused.



It was difficult to tell. Back in Oklahoma, his progress was easier to chart. Probably because he was consistently the best. Now that he was qualifying for national competitions, and placing highly in them, it was harder to know what was working and what was not working.



Overall he was doing well. There was no denying that. But was it correlated with his extracurricular activities? Or was it just consistent effort carefully guided by an expert teacher? 



His repertoire had expanded significantly. Dr. De Foglio said he was easily a match for anyone at the Julliard School, or any of the European or South American academies. As much as he enjoyed–even craved–hearing, hearing about, and yes, even seeing Amy be sexually dominated and filled by the neighbor, the utility of yielding to that impulse remained an open question as far as his musical development was concerned.



Gil exhaled slowly. "I don't know."



Amy sighed in response. "I know what you mean. It's…hard to chart progress when you're kind of on top already. I don't know what Dr. De Foglio is trying to get you to achieve."



"Whatever it is, it's intangible," Gil responded. "And she thinks this…"



He gestured toward the blank wall at the head of the bed. 



"I don't know. She thinks the emotional intensity of this can help me uncover something. But even she can't really say what that is."



Amy thought for a moment. "Maybe she doesn't know. Maybe whatever it is, it's totally new. Truly creative. Maybe groundbreaking."



"Maybe," Gil admitted.



It was his turn to think for a moment.



"What about you? Do you think it's working for you?"



Amy took a deep breath, tracing lines on her boyfriend's chest with her soft finger. Her mind drifted to her time in the bed on the other side of the wall. Of the feeling of Mark's imposing manhood moving inside her. Of the various positions, contortions, and ecstasies that he pulled her into with his powerful body, his strong, stoic presentation, and his smoldering, sad brown eyes.



She thought about her freestyle dance in rehearsal while he watched. The other dancers clearing the stage. Mrs. Lyon's high, shocked praise. 



She thought about their shower sex. Grabbing her ankles as if she was stretching before rehearsal while he cleared her head of every worry, insecurity, and complication while thrusting deeply and steadily into her body.



She thought about the subtle changes in her dress. The daring, sole black cami she wore to school the other day, her stiff nipples clearly denting the fabric, her small breasts completely visible to anyone whenever she bent over. She thought about how the accidental uncovering of her deepest physical insecurity was blunted, a crippling anxiety reduced down to a playful blush knowing that Mark simply wanted her to present her body that way. 



She thought about the new feeling of old leotards, snapped on before rehearsals, no longer comparing her shape to the other girls. Of lifting her ankles up on the stretch bar at rehearsal without looking down the row of girls to define herself as less curvy than that one, less lithe than this. Where her confidence sprang from the hope that Mark would see her and desire her. 



Knowing that if he did see her, he would desire her. Exactly as she was. 



That she had proof of it–in the seed she carried in her body more days than not lately.



She thought about the newfound ease with which she moved on stage, simply by reminding herself that her body was not her own anymore. That it was the sole possession of a man who could make it come completely undone. How her arms, her legs, her balance, the control and confidence of her movements, the steady air that stabilized her ability to glide from one place to another without a hint of hesitation…all were drawn from the deep well of those hungry brown eyes; all were massaged out of her body by those strong, calloused hands; all were fucked out of her by that powerful, thick cock that pushed deeper into her body than she even thought possible not so long ago.



But…even with all that, she knew she wouldn't get the prima role for the Firebird. She just knew it. There were at least four other strong contenders, two were seniors. And Mark's confidence, his desires, his insistence that she dance that role for him in performance…it could make her better, more confident. But it couldn't make the other girls worse. And at the end of the day, she simply was not as good, not as pretty, not as confident in her body as they were. Even with Mark watching.



"Amy?" Gil interrupted her thought.



"Yeah?"



"Do you think it's working for you?"



Amy scrunched her lips into a tight "o" and exhaled slowly before answering.



"Yes."



* * *



"I can't get over the fact that they just…don't go anywhere on Deep Space Nine. I watch it and it's like…being stuck at the mall waiting for your parents to pick you up. But in space. And it's forever."



Jordan cocked a half grin, waiting for David to leap on to her impish dig at his favorite franchise. 



"It's more complicated than that…"



He couldn't help himself. He took the bait.



Jordan giggled, dropping her cheek onto his shoulder.



They had had a pleasant day. Jordan viewed it as D-Day plus two. Two full days since her dissertation defense. And as it was a Sunday, they had just gotten back from church, unwrapping sandwiches from her favorite deli in front of the TV. A handful of hours before David returned to the airport, bound for Bangladesh again to finish what he started.



David was talking to her again, which was a relief. Just not about…that.



She cracked open her bottle of lemonade, and David sipped his soda before taking a bite of sandwich.



"So the shapeshifter guy decides to be a cop? I'd be a thief. Much more lucrative." Jordan's impish digs at the show on the TV continued as they ate.



"Can't argue with that logic." David took a big bite. "But I'm surprised. I thought for sure you'd have encountered some ancient philosophical text that said you should be a cop instead of a thief if you were a shapeshifter."



"Nope," Jordan replied, taking a swig of lemonade. "No human shapeshifters that I know of in the ancient world. Except Proteus. And he wasn't human. Of course, whatever he was, he wasn't anything, right? That's the point? They become whatever their form is in the moment?"



"So they're nothing?" David crunched a potato chip.



"Not really. I mean, kind of. Nothing stable. Whatever their essence is, it's impossible to pin down. But then again, if you could just…be something different every day, I'm not sure what money could get you that you couldn't get just…shapeshifting in a strategic way."



"Another good point. You're really good at those. Dr. Simms."



"Dr. Stark-Simms," she swatted his shoulder playfully. "I shouldn't have to remind you about that."



"Oh, right. The small matter of the hyphen. Talk about shape shifting."



Jordan swatted his shoulder again.



"But no…I meant, isn't there some ancient text about not doing bad things just because you can get away with them?"



Jordan chewed and swallowed. She loved the cold turkey from that deli, and moaned in delight at the flavor.



"Mmmm…Yeah. The Ring of Gyges section from Plato's Republic. Basically this guy finds a ring that turns him invisible, and then when he realizes nobody will catch him, he does a bunch of bad stuff. Basically saying that people are only good if they're afraid of getting caught. And Socrates has to spend the rest of the time showing the opposite. That rational people crave the just life because…well, because of a bunch of convoluted reasons. It's a long book."



"You've read it?" David quipped.



She swatted his arm again. "Quiet, you."



They watched the show for another few minutes. At a scene break, David took another sip of soda.



"You think it's going to be a problem? People knowing about you and Patrick?"



Jordan's stomach dropped.



"I don't know."



David nodded, seeming satisfied with the answer.



"Do you want to talk about it?"



"Talk about what?" David asked, taking another bite of sandwich.



"About…any of it," Jordan said, her eyes dropping.



"Only if you do. I'm just worried this'll eat you up when I leave. And I want to run interference on that if I can."



Jordan shook her head, smirking in disbelief.



"I can't even. David Stark…"



"What?"



"I just don't know how you'd think about me in a moment like this."



"Who else am I going to think about?"



Jordan shook her head again, savoring another bite of turkey sandwich.



"Yeah. I'm holding it back now. But when you leave…I'm gonna be a mess. I don't know if that hurts or helps, but it's probably what's gonna happen."



"I wish you wouldn't."



"Yeah, well, I don't have much else to do. I finished all the paperwork for the Ph.D. Just…have to walk now."



"Don't you have leads on search committees for a posting?"



Jordan shrugged. "I don't know…I guess that's what we're trying to figure out. If this gets out…"



David nodded.



Jordan looked over at him, setting her bottle of lemonade down on the floor by the couch. "And…I'm sorry. About what happened at the end of the defense. About what they all said."



David shrugged. "They seemed much more invested in throwing rocks at each other. I think I was more of a rock than a target in that exchange. So it didn't bother me as much as you think. I was just worried about you. It was a dick move on what's his name's part, trying to get in your head after they'd voted. But he seems like a dick. So it's probably on brand."



Jordan squinted, cocking her head in shock. "You really don't see this as affecting you, do you?"



"Not directly," David responded evenly. "I just want…to communicate. About what you need."



"What I need?" Jordan chuffed, tears welling up. "I don't deserve anything. After what I did…"



David set his sandwich down and scooted closer, squeezing her arm with his hand.



"Why won't you yell at me? Why don't you hate me?" she demanded.



"Why would you want me to do either of those things?" David responded, again with characteristic evenness. 



Jordan shook her head in frustration.



"Jo. Look at me."



She turned to face him, a tear streaming down her far cheek. Her gunbarrel blue eyes waited for him to explain.



"I think when you apply your prodigy brain to this, you need to decide where the wrong part is. Because the stuff with Patrick…I was fine with that. In fact, I had a lot of fun thinking about it on my own, halfway around the world. It kept me sane, and made me feel a little bit closer to you. And the jerk saying it out loud in a room full of people I don't know…I don't see how any of that is your fault, or even why either of us should give it a second thought beyond how it might make job interviews weird for you. Honestly, I think you need to take some time to think about the fact that on some level, you want this to be wrong, you want to beat yourself up and see yourself as a bad person. And it might be worth your time to analyze why. Why you're trying so hard to paint yourself as a villain. When really you're an angel, and a genius."



Jordan was dumbfounded.



"Just a thought." David turned back toward the TV and took another bite of his sandwich. "That whole Ring of Gyges thing. If you're worried that what you did with Patrick was only bad because it got out, then maybe it wasn't bad in the first place. Maybe you're just embarrassed because he turned out to be kind of a splooge."



Jordan laughed at the word. She cocked her head, waiting for him to continue.



"As for me, I couldn't care less if some eggheads in a university department think I'm a cuck. They are, as a matter of some coincidence, correct about that. But it's not all I am. I'm a lot of different things. And none of those things change because of a passing fascination with gossip. And in that vein, you're not permanently damaged or stained because you went to bed with Patrick a few times. 



"Look. We're all shapeshifters, Jo. Every one of us. We all shift form a little bit here and there to get along, to get things done, to convince or persuade, to make each other feel comfortable, to compromise, and yes, even to get our own needs met sometimes. Sometimes it's wrong to shapeshift, sometimes it's not. But none of those things are wrong because we get caught. They're just wrong. Or…they're not."



A glassy eyed smile now plastered Jordan's face. "Did you rehearse that little speech?"



David chewed and swallowed. "Not really, no. But I was just trying to say. Don't worry about me. Take care of yourself, and don't make things harder than they need to be. You're beautiful, and you're a genius. Stop getting in your own way. And let me take care of you. I like doing it."



Jordan's lips trembled. She knew he didn't want to argue. And she had nothing to add. She just leaned forward and kissed him softly.



"David. Thank you."



"You're welcome, Dr. Simms. Sorry. Dr. Stark-Simms."



He handed her the bottle of lemonade she had set down on the floor. 



"And lay off Deep Space Nine, will you? It's underrated."



* * *



The audition was four days away.



Amy's nerves were stretched in multiple directions. 



On the one hand, her physical preparation was consistent and vigorous. She was early to every rehearsal, kept her gym regimen religiously, did all of her stretching, and kept her pre-audition diet. Her body, usually slim and lithe, was noticeably tighter given the added layers of discipline.



On the other hand, the old anxieties of her elite training and Manhattan arts clique flooded her mind, swelling her fears and constricting her confidence. Two thousand miles away, "Trish" had gotten wind of her audition, and while she made no secret about her feelings regarding the second rate quality of a college dance troupe in El Paso, she nevertheless heaped her own ambitions and insecurities on her daughter. 



On the third hand, she had, for the first time in her life, outlets for those anxieties. She could talk to her boyfriend about her feelings, knowing he could understand and empathize with audition and performance anxiety like few others could. It was an enormous help to vent each night over dinner, or snuggling on the couch watching the latest episode of their favorite TV drama.



And on the fourth hand, she had Mark. It was hard to put into words, and it was with oscillating pride and embarrassment that she admitted to herself the level of relief he provided her. The endorphin and oxytocin rush that followed hard after he wrenched orgasm after powerful orgasm out of her petite body. 



It was like a performance enhancing drug. 



Her whole demeanor became more loose and confident after rising from bed, or emerging from the shower with him. Especially in the morning. And that confidence would inevitably show at rehearsal. 



Mrs. Lyon was certainly noticing.



And both within and from the tense, overlapping matrix of stressors and relievers, guided by Mark's preferences, Amy was slowly finding a new way of presenting herself. 



It felt significant. Perhaps even a new identity–the casual deference paid to her lover's preferences regarding her wardrobe sometimes made her feel like a butterfly slowly emerging from a carapace.



It was odd. Even funny at times how it actually played out. How well it seemed to work, even though it seemed like it shouldn't.



Mark, like Gil, came from a working class background, but Gil at least understood some of the cultural weight of designer clothing. Mark either didn't know, or more likely had some idea but genuinely didn't care. 



What was a novelty just a short while ago had become routine. She would emerge from the shower, wrapped in a plush towel, and he would stand up from the breakfast table, move into position next to her, and point out a top, a pair of pants, and shoes. Occasionally he'd get a wild hair and tie on an accessory, but he kept it basic. His taste was extremely counterintuitive to an Upper East Side Girl–even an apostate one like Amy. 



No, Mark's tastes were eclectic to the point of Manhattan blasphemy. Picking out a cream Khaite Fifth Avenue tank from the Upper East Side and pairing it with blue Levis from the Target on Sunland Park in El Paso, paired with clean white sneakers from the Adidas outlet store. 



It sounded like a nightmare, and it would give her mother a stroke. But he actually had an eye for what worked for her body. She never walked out the door uncomfortable with how she looked. Partly because how he looked at her was a strong determining factor in her confidence.



But the ensemble's stroke-inducing potential didn't even come close to what would happen if "Trish" knew Amy didn't even bother reaching for a bra in the morning anymore. Mark loved her petite breasts, and he liked to see them as they were–perky and excitable. Well aware of the scandal it caused among the other dancers, Amy had simply chosen her lover's preferences over her peers' approval. 



It was her favorite part of their new routine: pulling her top down over her naked torso, and biting her lip coyly as her eyes shot sideways to her lover. His own eyes would be on her stiffening nipples. 



Which would sometimes recede somewhat throughout the day. Sometimes not.



The other dancers, catty though they were behind her back, couldn't help but acknowledge to themselves that Amy's new found–and surprisingly brash–confidence was working for her. 



Mrs. Lyon couldn't care less about Amy going braless–being French, she didn't understand the fuss from the get go, and Amy's steady move to center stage was getting attention from everyone. 



And even to the clucking judgment of the other dancers, her wardrobe clearly wasn't the cause of the shift in confidence, it was obviously the effect. Or maybe the confidence and the wardrobe change were both located somewhere in the wake of the effects of something else altogether. 



A couple had even experimented with going braless themselves.



So on a Saturday night, seated in the front of Mark's 4Runner with Gil in the backseat, Amy was experiencing all four pulls on her nerves at once. The upcoming audition, the strain on her body, the emotional support of her boyfriend, and the quiet, yet persistent confidence stemming from Mark's ardent hunger for her body.



"So…no hints?" Amy asked, looking over at Mark in the dark.



"Nope."



His answer was flat, but somehow playful. 



The night had thus far been a welcome break from everyone's routine. Mark had offered that morning to "make a night of it," which had intrigued both Amy and Gil. Mark had treated them to a nice Tex Mex dinner at a hole in the wall restaurant that was apparently down the street from where he grew up. It was shockingly delicious, and the old woman who cooked the meal jumped up and hugged and kissed Mark on the cheek when he walked in. 



Amy thought it was sweet to catch a glimpse of his roots…



And then he took them to a little comedy club, which was surprisingly fun too. They had a couple drinks, and Amy found herself forgetting which man she was nuzzling up to affectionately, alternating between Mark and Gil. 



Which Gil loved. 



Then to a little dance club, where Gil sat awkwardly off to one side while she and Mark danced the salsa. 



Which Gil also loved.



She didn't know Mark danced at all. He made her feel so small, so delicate, and she craved his touch all the more as he moved seductively with her. After an hour and a half, they had piled back in the 4Runner, and had taken off in the opposite direction from the campus and their apartments. Within minutes, they were on a back road, shrouded in the blank darkness of the West Texas desert.



Amy had quickly assumed that Mark was taking them somewhere secluded so he could fuck her. 



Her body brimmed with anticipation, tinged with some genuine fear. 



They drove on for forty minutes, the signal from the radio station on Mark's stereo fading gradually into hissing static. 



The only light left in the darkness: the dim bulbs of Mark's ancient 4Runner. 



An odd silence fell between them, and Gil, a total lightweight 4 drinks in, had fallen asleep in the backseat.



They turned a curve, noting an ancient sign from a small farm town suddenly awash in the headlights. Amy jumped slightly when she felt his large hand grasp her leg. She looked over to see him looking at her through the dim light of the cab.



"This is mine, right?"



He squeezed her leg gently.



She smiled, her insides suddenly throbbing. She smiled shyly and nodded.



"All of it?"



Amy blushed and nodded again, suddenly excited at the prospect of whatever Mark had planned. An overnight stay in an old farmhouse, maybe? But something exciting…



"Good. Say it out loud."



Amy cleared her throat, then, her senses slightly dulled from the wine earlier in the evening, and with a now conscious, warm throb building between her legs, said what she had said a dozen times by now.



"My body is yours, sir. All of it."



Mark nodded and squeezed her leg once more before putting his hand back on the steering wheel. A few moments later, he pulled into a parking lot. A square, unmarked building surrounded by dusty pickup trucks.



"Gil. Wake up. We're here."



"Where's here?" Amy asked, looking back and forth at the parked pickup trucks as they pulled into a parking spot several rows back.



"Boot Scooters. It's a dance club, but on alternating Saturday nights it's a cowboy strip club."



Amy's eyes widened. She looked over her shoulder at Gil, whose eyes also shot open.



She looked over at Mark, her heart beginning to pound.



"Why…why are we here?"



Mark's face was stone.



"Because it's amateur night."




Post 476 — Cuckcop

Sun Sep 06, 2026 11:33 pm

Boot Scooters, I love it! Can't wait to see where this goes.




Post 477 — Johng1953

Mon Sep 07, 2026 3:04 am

Oh no! You can't just stop here!




Post 478 — nnjcpl2002

Mon Sep 07, 2026 3:26 pm

Oh boy! Boot Scooters! Cushing, I'm sure that this scene really is going to be something!

   Thanks for another great installment. Can't wait for what will follow.




Post 479 — Guest

Tue Sep 08, 2026 3:03 am

Searched 'boot scooters'...basically personal mobility assistants which collapse in order to fit in the 'boot' or trunk of a car....I have a feeling a lot of guys' wallet balances are going to collapse to zero from throwing so much cash at Amy on amateur night there.




Post 480 — loyaltoher

Tue Sep 08, 2026 12:49 pm

Outings. 

  

David outed.  

Mark outed by the piano teacher....and how Gil has "improved" with the muse.

Jordan outed.....and more outings to come..Dad??

Chris outed.....to David...



I love the feeling of the outing fear that everyone seems to fear...or cherish.



I can't wait to read what you have coming up next!




Post 481 — Crushing

Thu Sep 17, 2026 8:03 am

The engine gently rocked the frame of the old 4Runner as Mark turned off the key, squinting through the windshield ahead of him.



"What the…"



He stepped out, slamming the door behind him, cocking his head as he set his cap and tried to make out the black markings on the green lawn in front of the old Victorian house–the hard-won Charlie Company headquarters.



It was hard to see with the handful of junior marines milling around, all of whom snapped to attention and saluted when they saw him. 



Customs and courtesies aside, they were definitely blocking his view.



Mark absentmindedly returned the salute. 



"As you were. What the fuck is that?"



He pointed to the graffiti on the lawn, his baritone voice taking on an impatient, almost menacing tone.



"It's…um…Lieutenant Jenkins is in HQ ready to brief you, sir."



"Who was on firewatch last night?"



They all stood stock still, not answering.



He grunted angrily and walked past, moving aggressively toward the front door. Opening it, he looked down to one side and saw a loose pile of copy paper with bits of tape sticking out from the sides. 



Every paper in the pile was inscribed with a single line, set in large print.



#lethimfight



"Ten-hut!"



Someone had seen him in the doorway and called the front room to attention.



Mark looked around, seeing everyone standing stock still, wide-eyed and confused.



"Report." Mark’s tone was clipped. Exasperated.



The marine nearest him rattled it off.



"Incidents of vandalism here and at Battalion, sir. All exterior, they didn't gain entrance to any structures. Premises are secure at this time. The XO is ready to brief you in your office."



Mark's eyes narrowed.



"Very well. As you were. And someone move this pile of papers and shit. If it's evidence or whatever, don't get rid of it. Just…keep it out of the doorway."



"Aye, sir."



Mark pushed open the door to his office, and his executive officer snapped to his feet. In front of him sat a hasty compilation of handwritten notes on the legal pad on the near side of the commander’s desk.



Mark walked around to the far side and sat down in his leather swivel chair.



"Good morning, Jenkins. As you were. What the hell's going on?"



Lieutenant Jenkins sat down across from him, clearing his throat.



"Kind of a confluence of events, sir. First, the first sergeant is back in town from his press tour, but he hasn't reported in yet."



"What? Where is he?"



"We're working on that, sir."



"Find him." Mark's order was clipped.



"Aye sir. We'll let you know…"



"Wait," Mark interrupted. "Don't worry about it. I'll find him."



"Aye, sir."



"So…continue, please." Mark gestured impatiently. "I feel like I'm missing some pieces here.”



"Well, it looks like the first sergeant's press tour was successful, sir. But on one of his TV appearances, he was asked if he would fight the current champion in his class. He gave a noncommittal answer, but said he felt confident he could beat him."



"He probably could. What does that have to do with this?" Mark gestured vaguely out the window where the marines appeared to be attempting to clean up the paint on the lawn.



"Well, sir…that portion of the interview was clipped and went viral on social media. The First Sergeant's fanbase is pretty passionate, and they started an online influence campaign. Basically to pressure the Marine Corps to release the sirst sergeant to fight for the title."



Mark nodded. "Interesting. So…hence…some dipshits took some online enthusiasm and then…all this?"



"Yes, but there's a little more." Lieutenant Jenkins continued uneasily.



"Shit. What?"



"Since the clip went viral over the weekend, the response from the Corps was basically shot from the hip. The Marine Corps public affairs spokesman said releasing the first sergeant to fight was a local command decision."



"Fuck. That's us."



"Yes, sir."



"Does Colonel Wolfe know? It's gonna be his call more than mine."



"Lieutenant Colonel Wolfe is on leave, sir. Major Robinson is currently in acting command of the battalion. He's being briefed now. I expect he'll want to put heads together on this. Nobody's on the same page yet, but Public Affairs said we should have an answer by tonight. Recruiting Command wants to use the momentum to buy ad space online where the hashtag is trending."



"Fuck. Did you get a sense of what criteria Major Robinson was weighing before responding?"



"Well sir…most of us feel confident that the battalion brass will put the decision in your hands."



Mark's head dropped.



"Shit. What a clusterfuck."



"Very much so, sir."



Mark took a deep breath and closed his eyes for a moment.



"Okay. Here's what we're going to do. Stand by to copy."



Lieutenant Jenkins picked up his pen and turned to a fresh page on his legal pad.



"First, pull the damn Marines off the lawn. We look stupid trying to clean paint off grass. If battalion brass wants it cleaned or replanted or whatever, we'll do it. But the damage is done here. Nobody's gonna un-see that mess. Just let it grow and we'll mow it off." 



"Aye, sir."



"Second, have my clerk put together some meetings. All of them today if at all possible. And in this order. First, get me Megan Rodriguez at the US Attorney's office. North Carolina District. Do that as soon as we're done talking here."



"A federal prosecutor, sir? Why?"



"Nothing official. Ms. Rodriguez is the First Sergeant's wife. If she says no, the answer is going to be no, and then we don't need any other meetings."



"Understood, sir. What if Battalion wants to release him to fight but she doesn't want to?"



"We push back as hard as we have to. I'll deny orders if necessary."



"Seriously, sir?"



"Jenkins, have you met her? The first sergeant's wife?"



"Just seen her at the promotion, sir. I think we shook hands briefly. She seemed nice enough."



"Jenkins, I want you to take a minute and picture the kind of woman who can stay married to Mad Dog Jared Poisson for 13 years. Not only that, but also bear, and then subsequently raise not one but two male offspring with his DNA. Now when you have that kind of picture in mind, think very, very carefully about whether you would want to cross that woman."



"I see what you mean, sir."



"No you don't. But it's a start. So if she says no, the answer is no, and the discussion is over. And I will die on that hill if I have to."



"Understood, sir."



"Good. Moving on. After I talk to Ms. Rodriguez, have the clerk reach out and get me phone conferences with the following, in any order of convenience. Any decision maker at Public Affairs. Any decision maker at Recruiting Command East. Then–and this is highest priority–Doctors Manookian and Cohen at Johns Hopkins University Hospital. Also when you make that call, see what we have to do to get them looped in with the First Sergeant's doctor at battalion and with neurology at the Naval Hospital. Get everyone access to all relevant medical records anywhere the first sergeant has been seen in the last two years. Get them all talking to each other, and see if they can advise on this today. You getting all this?"



Lieutenant Jenkins nodded, writing furiously.



"Then," Mark's voice raised in frustration to just under a shout. "Get me the god damn officer of the day and whoever the fuck was on firewatch last night in this office, so I can figure out how the fuck this whole thing happened a hundred feet from my desk without a challenge. Not to mention why the hell I didn't get a call after this shit went down, or hell, even while it was in progress. I need an answer as to how this shit is even possible at my headquarters when we have a 24 hour watch."



"Understood, sir."



"Finally," his voice dropped to a growl and he began slapping the desk to emphasize his words: It is critical that nobody, and I mean goddamn nobody at Charlie Company talks to any reporter. Anyone breaks that rule…you're gonna see me crawl all the way up his ass like Spiderman. You do not want a piece of that. And…"



He tapped his fingers on his desk, thinking it over. Lieutenant Jenkins paused writing, waiting for him to continue.



"Have the clerk get me the most up to date training and leave schedules after the conference calls. And…"



He tapped the desk again, his eyes looking off in the distance as he contemplated one more move.



"Fuck it. Reach out to Brigadier General Chen. He's at the Pentagon, a deputy commander for one of the big intel units. I forget which one."



"A General?" Lieutenant Jenkins raised an eyebrow. "Will they take a call from a company office?"



"Ask first, obviously, but I think we're okay initiating this call. He'll probably want to weigh in on this. He was my battalion commander in Afghanistan. Frenchie's…er…First Sergeant Poisson's too. And Colonel Wolfe, too, actually. That's why I'm not too concerned about jumping the chain on this one. Obviously, if the general calls us back, put him right through no matter what else I'm doing. And definitely defer any other scheduling specifics per Major Robinson's directives as they come out. You know, if he wants to join in a call or add a meeting or something. He has right of refusal for any of these except for my call to Ms. Rodriguez. But for now, we're assuming this is my decision, and I'm taking the reins."



"Yes sir."



"You get everything?"



"Yes sir."



"Good. Hand it off to the clerk to execute. You and I are switching places today, Jenkins. I'm gonna deal with this horseshit, and you are taking command of Charlie Company to execute the training day as planned. We're not losing another day. We already lost one to that inventory bullshit last week."



"Understood, sir."



"Very well. So ordered. Go to it."



* * *



The creak of the 4Runner's door sounded like a terrified squeal in the dark night on the west Texas prairie. 



The passenger's side door of Mark's car had always squeaked, but Amy hadn't really taken notice. 



Until now.



Shaking, she climbed down from the truck and leaned against the door to close it, the squeak ripping through the night air again.



She saw Gil and Mark vaguely through the windows on the other side of the truck, whispering urgently to one another. 



Yet she felt a strange disconnection with the whole situation. Time. Place. Circumstance. All of it.



It was as if she was somehow connected and disconnected at the same time. Part of her felt her heart pounding through her chest, her ears fuzzy, her vision tinged with the disorienting clarity of hypervigilance and tunnel vision.



And part of her felt like she wasn't even in her body all the way. Like she was watching herself from a couple feet away.



She looked across the dirt parking lot. Past the rows of dusty trucks toward a single door with a red light bulb over it. 



Strip Club.



Amateur Night.



Words that had come out of Mark's mouth mere moments ago. 



Although she had never been to one before, this was not what she imagined a strip club would look like. 



She imagined neon lights. A bouncer. Leering and jeering men milling about the parking lot.



She never imagined that it would be this quiet. 



It looked like everyone who was going to come was already inside.



She looked at her thin, finely made Saks watch, barely able to make out the glint of the hands in the dark parking lot.



It was after midnight. Close to 12:30.



She heard footsteps moving around the front of the vehicle, and Gil made his way in between the narrow limits of her tunnel vision.



"Amy…we can go home," he whispered. 



"You can say no. Mark said we could use the safeword. We didn't talk about this…We never talked about this…"



Gil's voice seemed distant. 



Amy looked through the windows, head buzzing, seeing Mark's large frame leaning against the outside of the vehicle, listening while pretending no to. She looked back at Gil, whose eyes seemed torn in half by fear and excitement, his judgement dulled but his concern palpable.



The wine from earlier hadn't entirely worn off, but Amy didn't feel impaired by it. In fact, there was a new kind of clarity resting in the space between her eyes, her mouth, and the part of her brain that makes decisions. Albeit a clarity she couldn't yet fully understand or articulate. 



She looked into Gil's eyes, and spoke.



"Mark."



Mark stood upright, the struts of the 4Runner easing slightly as he took his weight off it. He turned around and looked over at Amy, but her face was turned up toward her boyfriend. She continued without breaking eye contact with Gil.



"Mark. Do you want me to go in there and take off all my clothes?"



Mark hesitated. Then spoke, his voice low, his tone unwavering.



"Yes."



Amy's eyelids fluttered, but she still didn't look away from Gil. She turned toward him, their torsos nearly touching and then pointed her toes, extending her neck until her lips met his. She kissed him gently, then led his hand to clasp hers.



"Okay then," she said calmly, surprising herself. 



"Let's go."



* * *



"Sir. Your first call."



"Good. Who?" Mark picked up the phone on his desk and looked up at his clerk standing in the doorway.



"Ms. Rodriguez at the US Attorney's office."



"Good." Mark waved the young corporal away, who stepped outside and shut the door.



"Hey."



"Hey yourself, Captain." Megan's voice was clipped and irritable.



Mark sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose.



"So you've heard."



"I have, yes. Your powers of deduction are stunning, Captain."



"Yeah. Someone…person or persons as yet unknown vandalized the company HQ with the hashtag this morning."



Megan paused, her tone shifting. 



"Really?"



"Yeah," Mark sighed again. 



"Yeah," Megan mirrored him, continuing. "Well, JJ was marching around the kitchen table this morning chanting the line. So it's officially everywhere now."



Mark looked out his office window at the lawn. With the marines now cleared out and off to training, the spray painted writing on the lawn was much clearer.



#lethimfight.



"Well, to complicate matters, he hasn't shown up to work."



"What?" Megan's tone shifted again instantly.



"Yep. Anything seem out of the ordinary this morning?"



The line was silent for a moment. "Other than the leftovers of us arguing about this exact thing last night, no. He left at the usual time. He took Marcos to school. I haven't heard from the school…so I assume he got that far at least."



"Okay." Mark leaned back in his chair. "I'm sure it's fine. I texted him a couple minutes ago, I'll keep you posted."



"Are they going to order him to fight?" Megan sounded weary but on edge.



Mark hesitated. "Short answer…no."



Megan breathed an audible sigh of relief. 



"But there's a long answer?"



"Yeah." Mark hesitated again. "It's not a sure thing, but it's starting to look like this is going to end up being my call."



Megan was silent for an uncomfortable stretch of time.



"Really."



"Yep," Mark popped the 'p' sound at the end of the word. "That's actually why I'm calling you first. I know what Frenchie'll say, but I won't make another move if you want to put your foot down. If your answer is no, then the answer is no."



Mark waited for an answer.



"Meg?"



"Yeah. That's…I want you to know that that's a very sweet thing to say," she said calmly, clearly trying to control her voice. "And it's also a very shitty thing to do to me."



Mark's head dropped. 



"Yeah. I know. But it's the best option I have right now. And the alternative is cutting you out of the process altogether. Which I'm not going to do."



"I know it is. And that's a wise choice on your part."



"So…" Mark continued carefully. "What do you think?"



Megan's tone shifted from annoyance to frustrated deliberation. Her voice showed the strain of an unwanted predicament with downsides in every direction.



"What are you basing your decision on?"



"I'm not totally sure yet," Mark replied. "I'm getting input from public affairs, training command, recruiting command, the MEF, battalion brass, obviously Frenchie himself when he gets here. I've got calls out to Molly and her neurologist friend at Johns Hopkins, I'm trying to get his primary care and Johns Hopkins talking so we can get a full picture and a recommendation from a medical team with multiple perspectives. With the battalion doc, obviously. And I reached out to an old mentor at the Pentagon."



"Who do you have at the Pentagon?"



"General Chen."



"The guy that showed up at our apartment that night? That started that whole thing?"



"Yeah."



"You still talk to that guy?"



"Yep. He can be a prick. But he's…pretty good in situations like this. I trust his judgement. He can see around corners." 



Megan sighed again. "Pending the recommendation of a thorough, competent medical team, I'm not going to put my foot down. But if they say it's a bad idea, I absolutely will slam the door shut on this. I don't give a damn what I break."



Mark nodded. "Okay."



Megan paused again. "So…are you going to clear him?"



Mark shook his head, although he knew she couldn't see it.



"I don't know yet."



"That's better than nothing. At least I know you're taking it seriously."



"Meg. You have no idea."



"I do, actually."



Mark swallowed uncomfortably. "Yeah. I guess you do."



"So…we done here? I've got…stuff here. Legal…work stuff."



Mark's heart sank. 



She was genuinely hurt and angry. It wasn't like Megan to push him away, but she clearly needed space.



"Yeah. Yeah, we can be done. Have a good day, Meg. I'll have Frenchie let you know everything's okay when he shows up. And…call if you want to talk."



"Thank you, Captain."



Mark leaned forward to put the receiver of his desk phone down, surprised to hear her voice one more time before he hung up.



"Mark?"



"Yeah?" He sat up straight again.



"Don't…don't let him get hurt. Please."



He had heard that tone of voice before. Just once. A decade ago…no, more now...her desperation was audible then over the crackle of a cheap morale phone at the field trauma hospital in Afghanistan. When, after he had been shot twice, she had begged him to get back to Jared in the field. 



Which he had basically hijacked a helicopter to do. 



He grimaced, his heart swelling out of love and duty to her.



"I won't, Meg. I promise."



* * *



If it was a clean space, Amy couldn't tell. The lights were low. Faded, and a few standalone colored lights were set up, illuminating an extended bar top in rich but unbalanced tones of red and purple.



On the floor, everywhere, were men. Old men, young men, fat men, thin men, bearded men, clean shaven men. Most had drinks in one hand. Almost all were looking up at a lone, curvy woman leaning back against a rigged pole, front and center on a plywood platform, her voluptuous frame topless, her breasts swaying and her hips wriggling to the hoots and howls that rose and fell from shifting sections of the crowd.



So many men. So few faces. Just…a dusty sea of hungry eyes and mouths.



The noise was obnoxious. To Amy, whose life and creativity had been devoted to choreographing her body's movements to the intricate contours of complex, nuanced, highly intelligent music, the noise in the room sounded like a waiter dropping a tray of glasses over and over and over again. 



There was a beat to it, but it was drowned out by the surrounding grunge. 



She couldn't help but wince. She couldn't dance to this. And who, in taking off her clothes, could seduce while drowning in this racket?



She took another quick look around, and saw that, worming their way through the thick mass of masculinity were one-off women in corsets. 



Amy counted three, each carrying a tray of glasses–some empty, some full. Red eyed customers eyed each woman hungrily as she passed, pinches of green dollar bills making their way onto trays as full glasses came off.



Amy squeezed Gil's hand, looking over at him. 



He looked more out of place than she did–his long, thin face, clean and groomed amid a baseline of leathery cheeks and chins. His longer hair an even greater contrast to the husky, stubbly, short shorn crowd of men that surrounded them.



"You here to dance?"



A burly man in a tight black T-shirt leaned through the noise to speak loudly into Amy's ear. The ocean of overstimulation ebbed momentarily as she began to realize again what she was here to do. 



She froze.



Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Mark lean down and speak directly into the man's ear. Unsure of what they were saying, she only saw the bouncer nod, then point across the room to a roped off area near some steps up to the stage. Mark gestured toward Gil, and then moved toward it, the overamped noise drowning any attempt at real communication. 



Gil squeezed her hand, and pointed. Amy moved behind Mark with Gil behind her as they made their way through the dusty crowd. 



She felt her hand squeeze instinctively, pulling Gil toward her in an attempt to hide from the river of hungry eyes that landed on her as they moved through it. 



She was acutely aware of a new and different sensation. She had, in her young life, experience with audiences. Lots of them–big, small, rich, not so much. But this was not an audience like any she had encountered before. 



The danger in this place lay far beyond failure and humiliation. 



Here was real danger.



Mark brought her to the roped off area, and another man in a black T-shirt moved a section of rope sufficient for her to pass. Mark stayed on the other side, as did Gil, whose eyes were like saucers as he begrudgingly let go of her hand. Amy leaned over the rope and kissed Gil on the cheek, whispering her love before her eyes moved toward Mark.



His eyes also contained a mixture of fear and hunger, but of wildly different composition than Gil's. 



Mark's look was one of vigilance. His fixation on her betrayed his usual attraction…and attachment. But something else. Something she had never seen before. 



Whatever it was, she felt that burning pit again. That heavy weight of terrified desire to simply hand over her modesty, her dignity and her safety to this…big…strong…steel-jawed man…



She felt a hand on her shoulder. 



She turned around to see a middle aged woman with a looseleaf clipboard, a list of names handwritten with most of them crossed off. She leaned into Amy's ear and spoke loudly.



"Hey honey…what's your name."



Amy blushed, then answered, nearly shouting to be heard.



"Amy."



"Amy. You're a damn cute little thing, aren't you? That your real name?"



"Yes."



"You wanna use your real name?"



She looked over her shoulder, seeing the crowd, and she considered what was being suggested. 



Then she saw Mark again, looking intently down at her.



Those eyes said something. She didn't know what. But the familiar feeling…the one that said yes to walking in here…the deep, bone deep desire to please him.



It was Amy he wanted to strip. And it was Amy that agreed to do it. It wouldn't do to bare herself any other way.



"Yes. Just use my real name."



"Okay honey. Three more go on before you. Probably fifteen minutes, give or take. You wanna use what you're wearin' now or borrow a outfit?"



Amy looked at Gil, who was straining unsuccessfully to overhear the conversation as he leaned slightly over the rope line. 



Then she looked at Mark, unsure of what he would want. 



She looked down at her clothes–she definitely hadn't planned on this when she dressed for the evening. A small T-shirt, no bra–as was her habit of late. Blue jeans, tight fitting. She'd have to wiggle out of them, which could work either for or against the desired effect when she got on stage. Could be sexy, could be awkward. And the tennis shoes with laces…



She knew Mark would like her to think seriously about it…then choose what she thought would please him.



"Can I see what you have?" she asked the woman.



"Sure, honey. Come on."



She turned around quickly, gesturing her intent to follow the woman and leave her men to watch from a distance. Mark leaned down quickly and spoke into her ear so she could hear him over the noise.



"If you want to leave, just make a 'cut throat' gesture. I'll get you out of here."



Amy looked up when he leaned back.



He was tall. 



Really tall. 



But looking up at him, as she so often did…it was hitting differently now.



She recognized the look in his eyes. Different from Gil's, which hungered for her performance and for the transgression, and feared for her safety. 



No, Mark's eyes hungered for her submission. And the other part…the part she had earlier identified as fear…was something else. 



Vigilance. 



An instinct to protect.



Her racing heart found itself leveling as she lost herself in that look. 



She had submitted to him in the bedroom, in the shower. Indirectly in her dress. She loved the hunger in his eyes, but this new look…it was like his sense of ownership had suddenly turned to reveal a new dimension, and his instinct to protect became almost tangible. Something she could reach out and touch between them.



Amy's desire to submit deepened suddenly. 



She wanted to dance for him. 



Here. Anywhere. In private. In public. Alone, or for anyone else he wanted. 



She wanted to stand, sit, or lay in his shadow–naked and vulnerable as he presented her, took her, and shielded her from all danger.



She nodded up to him. 



"Okay."



Then, with one more glance at her boyfriend, she turned to follow the woman back to the dressing room.



* * *



"Looks like the new crane is moving."



"It is." 



Arne stood next to David on the dock, looking up at the large structure as it lifted a shipping container into a large, mostly empty ship. 



"Where are we?"



"Testing," Arne said, sighing. "Setup was a mess, but we're trying it out on a control ship. I need to catch up on sleep. But it is…on its feet, as I believe you Americans say. Stumbling forward."



"That's one thing we say…" David grinned. "I really can't thank you enough, Arne. I just had to take care of some things at home."



"Of course," Arne replied. "To tell you the truth, we've known about the mess here for years. Once you actually came up with a workable solution, I was eager to see it through myself. Glad I had the excuse."



"How's the testing going?"



"Well, it's hard to imagine any outcome that won't be a massive improvement," Arne explained. "We're adding an entirely new lane. If we can keep up or improve the other two when this one gets up to speed, we'll clear the backlog at this port in a month."



"Gonna be interesting to see how that impacts the region more broadly."



"Exactly," Arne nodded. "You'll be keeping an eye on that."



"Excuse me?" David asked, suddenly realizing what Arne was implying..



"The board voted to confirm your promotion yesterday. Once you finish your audit schedule for the year, we're putting you over regional movements and shipping lanes."



"Are you serious?" David's mouth hung open until he remembered to shut it.



Arne laughed. "Only you would look at the year you've had and be surprised that we'd promote you. Yes, I'm serious."



"Arne…I have no words. Thank you."



The two men stepped back from the edge of the dock, and walked slowly toward the curb where a taxicab had pulled up.



"You've earned it," Arne said. "You're making me look very good to the board."



"I'm glad to hear that, Arne."



The older man clapped David on the back, then picked up his bag to head to the airport. Waving again as he stepped into the cab, Arne called out as if he forgot.



"Please give my best to your wife. And my congratulations on her degree."



David nodded. "I will. Thanks again."



The door shut and the little cab sputtered off.



David turned to watch the crane slowly lower a shipping container onto a small stack in the middle of the junk ship they had carted into the lane to test it. 



It was really happening.



He yawned in spite of himself. Not unlike Arne, David needed to catch up on sleep–the jetlag effect doubling by jetting back and forth across the same 12 hour difference twice in the same 8 day period. He waited until the shipping container touched down and the crane disengaged to turn on his heel and begin the walk back to his adjacent hotel. 



Things were going well. 



Jordan had had a scare there. The idiot Patrick had attempted quite possibly the world's most ill-advised and hamfisted takedown. But desperate people do desperate things. Most importantly, the situation had resolved itself quickly and decisively.



The fact that Mark Rein had interfered had left David reeling. He didn't know Jordan had kept in contact with him after he left for his assignment in North Carolina. The implications of that revelation had him sneaking off to masturbate a half dozen times between his phone call with the computer security guy–Chris–and when she kissed him goodbye at the airport drop off. 



She was still talking to Mark Rein. 



Her time with him was of short duration, but David had never in his life experienced anything so intense. He seemed to reach deep into her inhibitions and rip them out, throwing them out the window as he took her. 



And until the incident with Vinnie, Jordan had never stopped smiling. Taking to the cuckold/hotwife lifestyle like a duck to water, Jordan had seemed relaxed, confident, and pleasantly engaged in discovering new depths to her sexuality. And Mark had been the key.



After he had gotten out of the hospital, after a few fumbled attempts to alter course to more safe waters, that fling had simply ended, and they hadn't found anything like it since. A little experimentation with toys, and of course Patrick. But with the exception of the night where she made him wait outside while she went inside…David always heard about it in two-dimensional tones well after the fact. 



In short…despite their love and support for each other, David and Jordan were struggling. Not so much that their marriage was in danger. But the separation, the clunky communication via text over time difference, Jordan's constant wrestle with her own sense of moral identity, and now this disaster with Patrick…



David opened the door to his hotel room, then shut it behind him, flopping face first onto the bed.



The disaster with Patrick…



His heart still jumped every time his mind replayed the arrogant professor casually blurting out that the feckless and doomed grad student had taken his wife to bed.



He didn't tell Jordan, but he couldn't stop thinking about it. 



He was grateful that no one he knew better was in the room. He was certainly grateful that the Reverend Jack Simms had gone home…



But it was unbelievably hot. 



He rolled onto his back and unzipped his pants.



Jordan had gone to Patrick.



Many times.



For sex…



He groaned as he pinched his small, stiffening cock.



They knew it…



He groaned, his wrist trembling as he began to stroke.



They knew Patrick had been…fucking…his wife…



* * *



Gil's head was spinning.



Still somewhat in control, he nevertheless felt like he might tip right over at any given moment. 



Mark had checked in with him three times since Amy disappeared back in the dressing room, solicitous of his well-being in the rough conditions at Boot Scooters. 



Gil had reassured him–the venue was far less disturbing to him than the reason they were there. 



There was much about Boot Scooters that was not Gil's particular cup of tea. But although he had been spending more and more time with the wine and cheese crowds lately–part and parcel of being in and around classical music events with their wealthy patrons–places like this were more familiar to him than Mark gave him credit for. 



After all, Gil did grow up in rural Oklahoma. 



It was something that Mark had to be reminded of occasionally–that Gil actually felt quite at home in Texas–with all its accompanying eccentricities. Mark and Gil had in fact grown up in very similar places. Unlike Amy, who very much grew up in the golden cage of the wine and cheese world of Upper East Side Manhattan, Gil was actually a country boy. His long hair was not so much an artistic affectation as an accident of aesthetic momentum–he simply forgot to get haircuts, his mind constantly on other things. When he found out Amy liked his hair long, he just kept it, and tied it back when it got too sweaty while practicing. The only affectation being a desire to charm his girlfriend.



Ironically, here at Boot Scooters Gil was surrounded by men like the men he grew up around. He knew most of them were probably farmhands blowing off steam. He knew many of them had families and probably went to church regularly, relying on the safe confidence of shared rural religious hypocrisy to keep the code of silence among horny and degenerate brethren. Mutually assured destruction keeping them all from getting into too much trouble at home. 



And he knew some of them–certainly a minority–might be genuinely dangerous.



Most importantly, he hated–absolutely hated–how much the thought of her coming out and dancing for this crowd turned him on.



He tried not to think about it.



The strip club configuration of this multipurpose bar and dance club was clearly temporary and designed to be switched out on short notice. The scene setup was clustered around a small central stage adjoining the bar with a plywood catwalk connecting it to a faux velvet curtain hung from a shower rod between breakaway walls. 



Classy.



Around the stage were arranged a dozen or so standing tables, about the same height as the stage. Each seated a half dozen men, and each was anchored in place with cinder blocks. 



In the full fluorescent light it had during the day, it would have looked absurd and trashy, but the dim lighting with red, blue, and purple set lights, combined with the genuinely dense crowd masked the haphazard decor.



Mark had managed to grab them a spot at the table left of center at the front of the stage, and had two beers brought out. 



They couldn't talk if they wanted to, the noise blaring obnoxiously out at them, but Mark occasionally landed a gentle slap on Gil's back, as if he were reassuring his kid brother of something. 



Gil always smiled up at him nervously, his heart alternately stopping and racing, as his thoughts alternated between fear and thrill, knowing that at some point, Amy would step through that cheap curtain.



And walk to center stage. Where the pole was. 



And then…



He really didn't care to look at the other girls stripping. The offerings thus far were…well…par for this kind of venue.  



Gil and Mark exchanged knowing glances as one girl came out, obvious stretch marks and a distended butterfly tattoo above her right hip. She danced desperately, clearly vying for attention–and she got a good amount. 



Gil was reminded of the scene from Ibsen's Doll's House. When the main character dances the Tarantella for hours just to distract her husband from checking the mail. 



It was kind of like that. 



The dollar bills made their way into the garters she revealed halfway into a Lynyrd Skynyrd song. 



Her rhythm was atrocious, her eventually nude undulations…sufficient to hold the attention of some. 



But not Gil. Gil knew dancers. And she was no dancer.



After she picked up the remaining bills from the plywood stage and exited, Back in Black by AC/DC belted over the speakers, and the crowd seemed more excited by the familiar song than they were for the voluptuous young woman making her way forward. 



Identified as "Cinammon," she looked like she might be a local schoolteacher or librarian. She was slender…and reasonably attractive. Some of the men seemed to recognize her, forcing their way to the line of stage clutchers in front of the foremost tables and reaching up toward her.



She had moves, Gil nodded to Mark, shrugging. She had clearly practiced for this. And Back in Black had an obvious enough rhythm that she could seductively punctuate her movements to the hoots of the crowd. By the end of it, they were roaring. 



It was clearly an aesthetic alchemy that worked for the venue. The overdriven southern rock, low lighting, and baring of women's bodies driving the evening to a crescendo until…



Silence.



The stage now clear, the amplifiers seemed to break suddenly. The noise of the room reduced to the organic rustle of drunk men shouting toward each other. The lights dropped almost to nothing, the blue and purple lights growing in intensity, the red fading back to nothing.



Gil stood up straight. Mark straightened too, resting his palms on the standing table in front of him, and looking around him as the silence of the amplifiers revealed itself to be a massive shift in musical style.



It wasn't silence. It was a low bass, shaking the floor and the tables more than actually resonating in any eardrums as an identifiable tone. A low, almost imperceptibly undulating bassline. 



Two tones, in asymmetric rhythm. A half step apart.



Allegro Moderato?



Then, an almost imperceptible snare and symbol drum line. The room began to quiet, aware of the shift from the wall of overdriven guitar sounds to something quieter. The bass rose slowly but steadily, the tone now audible.



A slightly uncanny, almost unearthly tone came out several beats in. Gil couldn't identify the instrument, but he immediately recognized the song just as he saw a lean, smooth, pale muscular leg split the cheap curtain and set a sparkly dance flat down on the plywood of the catwalk.



Angel. By Massive Attack.



Amy had jokingly referred to it as her stripper song of choice when they first dated. 



Not a joke anymore.



The curtain opened and the love of Gil's life stepped out.



Her blonde hair pulled back into a bun, her eyes coated in sparkly light blue eyeshade, and her lips coated in blood red lipstick, Amy took one purposeful step at a time, carefully timed to the downbeat. She wore a white lace bra, the floral pattern just covering her nipples while revealing little geometries of skin around them. Her midriff was bare, tight, toned, and baby smooth, showing the outer lines of an obtuse V of hipline peeking out of matching lace panties. Below the panties were white flower garters, clutching the overtly tight musculature of her thighs.



The smooth bass began to harden into a mellow overdrive, giving an edge of tension as she reached the plywood stage. 



The voice of a fluted tenor rose above the accompanying music, singing in an otherworldly tone:



You…are my angel…



Amy gently grasped the pole and glided in a sultry 180 degree pivot, looking over her shoulder as the crowd got the first glimpse of her tight, pale rump, covered by white lace.



She paused, facing outward, her eyes down and seemingly detached, her arms covering her breasts, her hands clutching her opposite shoulders in a gentle self-hug, her hips undulating ever so slightly to the beat.



Her rhythm was impeccable, her movements silken. 



It was as if she had rehearsed this a thousand times. 



But she hadn't.



Sent from way above…to bring me love…



Her head lifted slightly, the single spotlight on her catching the brilliant sparkle in her eye shadow. 



She looked directly out into the crowd.



Finding Gil.



He pulled his hair back, feeling the sweat on his palms catch tension in his hair as their eyes met. 



She smiled at him as the singing continued:



Her eyes…she's on the dark side…



Another round of beats, the overdrive on the bass hardening even more as her eyes began to move around the room. She glided to one side of the stage, then, lifted her outside leg up.



And up.



And up.



The crowd inhaled simultaneously as Amy's cheek touched her leg, sticking straight up in the air, her planted foot pointed to the ball of her foot.



Dropping her leg, she moved back to the pole, doing another turn and looking out over the crowd.



Neutralize…every man in sight…



She cocked her head and turned it one way, then cocked it the other direction and turned it the second way before sliding both hands up her torso, the slow build of the music clearly tightening toward a drop. Her hands caressed her small breasts, her flattened knuckles found both sides of her face as her arms went up over her head, and her eyelids dropped in shy contemplation again.



lovemelovemelovemeloveme…



The beat dropped exactly as Amy yanked out the tie that held her golden hair back. Shaking her head wildly, it dropped and cascaded around her shoulders, the spotlight creating a brief halo. She shook it out, then grasped the pole with one hand before hoisting herself up on it, spinning once, then lifting her legs over her head. 



The moves were effortless. No other girls had done anything like it. 



It was supposed to be amateur night…



The full weight of the music now peaking, Amy looked back and forth across the crowd again, rolling her shoulders before moving her right hand behind her. The tension of the bra strap snapped open on a downbeat, the garment dropped to her feet on the next one, her forearm covering her modest chest. 



Then, gliding to the front of the stage, she looked directly at Gil again, and slowly dropped her arms, baring her breasts to the room full of howling men.



The dollar bills were raining down by that point. Men who had been leering and freeloading were fumbling for their wallets. Hand after hand had reached forward to the stage and attempted to stuff cash into her floral garter, but she was too quick. 



She seemed indifferent to the money–almost unaware of it. 



To her, there was only the music.



And Gil.



And…Mark.



The heavy beat thumping along in a long, steady climax, Amy deftly stepped back, set one hand on the pole, glided around it to gain quick momentum, then, to the stunned shock of the hooting crowd, leaped with a wide split of the legs in a grande jeté over the heads of the stage clutchers, landing squarely in the center of the nearest table to the left.



The entire room roared. The spotlight took a moment to find her, but she had not missed a step in the dance. She slowly bent at the waist, turning, presenting her rump to the crowd as her fingers tugged the lace panties over her tight alabaster rump. 



The roar peaked as the light lace panties noiselessly hit the tabletop. Amy stood, her ice blue eyes showing a complete unity with the music and the moment, and the sparkly blue eye shadow alternately blinding and spellbinding the dumbstruck observers as her smooth, bare vulva found its way to each man's hungry eyes.



The rhythmic undulations, the distortions in the music, all began to fade ever so slightly as the song began its agonizingly slow dénouement, and Amy continued to gently shake her hips and caress her bare body as men began to swarm the table she danced on, hurling dollar bills at her. Several measures passed as they fluttered down around her, but she ignored them. 



Instead, she slowly crouched, and then kneeled, knees open, facing Mark. 



Just the way he taught her that night on their bed. 



Gil's jaw clenched as he saw Mark look up and down Amy's kneeling, naked body, his eyes resting on her bare womanhood, the inviting slick of moisture just barely visible in the peek of her cleft a clear signal of her body's desire for him. 



His heart raced even further as he watched Amy pick up the lace panties from the tabletop and gently tuck them into Mark's shirt pocket, her small, smooth fingers cupping his bearded jaw as she leaned forward to kiss him deeply.



The next bit was a blur. 



Gil only remembered bits and pieces. First, he got a vague sense of a strange hand shooting between him and Mark, and that hand pinching Amy's nipple. 



The next thing he remembered was Amy standing up on the table again and a man behind him laying on the ground, holding his eye.



A general melee broke out, and Mark's long arms were everywhere. 



The next thing he remembered was four men in various states of submission–one sitting and holding his throat, gasping, one lying on his face with blood starting to seep onto the floor, one holding a broken arm and screaming. The last was on one knee, squealing in pain as Mark grasped his hand and wrist in some kind of torture hold.



The music stopped, and a small circle opened around the table where Gil and Mark stood, with Amy still standing on the tabletop, naked and covering herself with her arm and free hand, terrified and shaking.



The bouncers were moving through the crowd, but there were already more people moving toward Mark with obvious menace. 



Gil lifted his hands, unsure of how to react. 



One of them shouted at Mark as the music stopped suddenly.



"I got eight more guys with me…" one of them shouted at Mark.



Mark's answer was gruff and quick, landing a swift front kick to the face of the squealing man in front of him. 



"Okay. You need more guys…"



The lights came on. The harsh, fluorescent wash instantly dispelled the magic moment Amy had created less than a minute before. 



Suddenly, she no longer looked sexy and powerful. 



She only looked…tiny and vulnerable. 



Gil quietly helped her down off the table, and pulled off his flannel overshirt, putting it around her shoulders and pulling it closed. 



She didn't say anything, her eyes fixed on Mark. 



"Go ahead," Mark growled at the crowd. "Y'all know what my kill count was in Afghanistan? I've got a silver star, motherfuckers. I'll put you down like rabid dogs and think nothing of it. I'll break your neck and sleep like a baby. Just give me a reason."



He drew himself up to full six feet, four inches, his long, powerful arm sticking out to point directly at Amy, who had suddenly stopped shaking.



"This woman belongs to me. She is mine. Anyone puts a finger on her, they die. That…"



He pointed to the man laying facedown, unconscious with pooling blood.



"That is a warning shot."



The menacing crowd said nothing, stunned in their tracks.



Mark turned to Amy.



"You okay?"



She hesitated, then nodded.



"Good. You did so good, Amy. That was amazing. You are so beautiful."



To Gil's surprise, much of the room met Mark's words with applause. And a few hoots. Amy broke a smile, her confidence returning.



"I think it's time to go," Mark said gently. "Amy, why don't you head out to the 4Runner...I'm right behind you."



She nodded meekly, beginning to move toward the exit. 



To Gil's further surprise, the crowd began to part instinctively to let her go through.



Seeing this, Amy stopped, hesitating. She turned and looked back toward Mark and Gil, a new smile forming. A different one, signifying some new feeling, some new thought she was not yet ready to express.



She opened up Gil's overshirt, exposing herself, then took it off casually and handed it to him, fully baring her smooth, ivory body to the crowd and the fluorescent light again.



Gil grasped the overshirt, stunned as she turned her coy, impish smile toward Mark, then walked toward the exit wearing only white the dance flats, the crowd parting wide around her. All eyes were on her naked rump as she pushed through the door and disappeared out to the parking lot.



"Gil."



Mark's voice broke his stunned trance.



"Yeah..um, what?"



"Go talk to the nice lady at the rope line and get Amy's clothes back. And give them these."



He pulled the white lace panties out of his shirt pocket, and set them in Gil's palm.



"It's time to head home."



* * *



"Good morning, First Sergeant…"



"Can it, kid. I'm not in the mood. Is the captain in?"



"In his office, First Sergeant."



Mark pushed the training schedule aside and was halfway to standing up when Jared exploded into the room, clicking the door shut behind him.



"Where the fuck have you been?"



Jared growled and rolled his eyes.



"I got motherfucking arrested."



"What?" Mark's eyes narrowed in irritation. "You're joking."



"I fucking wish." Jared flopped down into the chair on the far side of the desk, following Mark.



"What happened?"



"I drop off Marcos at school, and then I'm in line at the donut joint. Coffee order's in, I'm minding my own business, and then this crowd of idiots just…shows up. I think they followed me. They all had their goddamn phones out, and they were chanting. Anyway, I should have just dipped out of there, but I figured…how long can they just stand there yelling?"



"You're fucking kidding."



"I wish I was. And I wish I was wrong about how long people chasing social media clout can make asses of themselves in a donut shop. Anyway, after a few minutes of ignoring them, one of them tried to provoke a response, and reached for me."



"Shit."



"Yeah. I dealt with him."



"How bad?"



"Not bad at all," Jared insisted, huffing. 



Mark opened his phone to the same social media feeds he'd had the unfortunate obligation to look at since he arrived that morning.



New news trending:



MAD DOG JARED POISSON ARRESTED AFTER ALTERCATION AT COFFEE SHOP



"Mother. Fucker." It was Mark's turn to growl.



"Yeah," Jared replied sheepishly.



"Meg is going to fucking murder us."



"Yeah," Jared agreed.



Mark dropped his phone on his desk. 



"So how did you get out so fast?"



"The dumbass didn't press charges, and neither did the coffee shop. I didn't hurt anyone, I just…put him down. But it looked…uh…theatrical."



Mark raised an eyebrow and picked up his phone again. Scrolling through, it didn't take long until he found the video of his first sergeant, in his full camouflage work uniform, gripping an arm that came at him, pivoting, and throwing him bodily on top of a nearby table.



"Faaaaaaaccccckkkk…" Mark groaned.



"Yeah," Jared agreed. "It's not awesome."



"He didn't press charges?"



Jared rolled his eyes.



"He got what he came for. He wanted to ride a goddamn social media trend, and he succeeded. He's got unlimited cred with his little dipshit band of followers. He was thrilled. It was like a…goddamn ride at Disneyland for him. Once I filled out my side of the police report, they just let me go, and I came straight here."



Mark nodded. "Good. Okay. That's good at least."



Jared slapped his palm over his eyes in frustration. 



"I shoulda just killed him. One less social media dipshit."



 "Never say that out loud again."



"I know…I'm just annoyed."



Mark groaned again. "Dude. Meg is going to fucking murder us."



"Yeah."



The two old friends sat in silence for a few moments before Mark spoke up again.



"Well, the Corps has put the decision to clear you to fight directly in my hands. So…fuck those guys, too."



"Seriously?" Jared asked.



"Yep."



"Fuck."



"Yep."



"So, not that I give a shit right now, because I'm tempted to just jam a sock in your mouth and run you over with the 4Runner," Mark quipped. "But no cameras, no Meg, no kids, no Corps, nothing but you and me here…what do you think about taking on Tyrion?"



Jared's face turned solemn.



"Just you and me talking?"



"Just you and me," Mark reiterated. "Pretend the bullshit this morning didn't happen, all other things equal."



Jared chewed on the question. He had spent so much time recently giving practiced answers, he had lost what he really thought.



"Other things equal, I don't really care about being the champ." Jared answer was measured, and he spoke carefully. "But…I can't handle the thought of backing down if someone else steps up."



"You know the interior workings of the league more than I do. Does Tyrion want to fight you?"



Jared paused. "Yes. In his mind, it's not actually a sport for me. And he's right. He's at the top of a league of athletes, and he views me as a real warrior. He knows I don't chase clout or money, I'm just devoted to the art. And he wants a piece of that."



"What about you?"



Jared chewed on the question a bit more. 



"I'm getting old, man."



Mark nodded, waiting for him to continue.



"Not to say I couldn't do it. But I'm more worried about winning than losing. Where I'm at now, I can retire. If I take out the champ, I'd be obligated to defend the title. Bad form to retire on top without giving the other guys at the top a chance to prove themselves."



"You're the only completely undefeated fighter in the league," Mark said. "I think everyone would agree you're an exception to that expectation."



"Maybe," Jared agreed. "But I don't think I'd feel that way."



"You think you might get hurt?"



Jared shrugged. "It's always a risk. And I came closer with St. Croix than I ever have before."



Mark sighed. 



"Okay. Other things not equal. Bring back in Meg, the boys, the Corps…hell, the dog. Me. Everything. What do you think?"

 

Jared looked out the window, seeing the graffiti on the lawn. He sighed and leaned back in his chair, his wiry arms settling uncomfortably on top of his thighs.



"I don't think it matters. I think Meg's gonna kill me long before I get anywhere near the ring again."



* * *



There was only one word to describe how Amy felt as she walked with impunity through the dusty, fluorescent lit crowd, her petite naked body the focus of every hungry eye.



Invulnerable.



The cool night air barely made her shiver as the gravel crunched under her sparkling dancers flats. 



The only clothing she had on as she made her way confidently through the pickup trucks, utterly bare to dark Texas prairie. 



No one was outside. But she was seated inside the vehicle before she realized that she wouldn't have cared if anyone was. 



It was a strange feeling to submit simultaneously to impossibility and inevitability. 



Indeed, the daze that she felt when she stepped out of the 4Runner a little over an hour ago seemed to have come full circle. She had been stunned–but intrigued–at the prospect of stripping for strangers at Mark's direction. 



It had seemed both impossible and inevitable at the same time. 



Now, sitting completely naked in the passenger seat of Mark's vehicle in the parking lot, it seemed both impossible and inevitable that she had done it. 



Even further, she was shocked and not shocked at the strange serenity which seemed to steady her body, her eyes patiently directed toward the door out of which she knew Mark and Gil would be coming.



She didn't have to wait long. Just a few short moments, and then the rusty door swung open. She watched Mark stride out, absently rubbing the raw knuckles on his right hand. Gil zipped out behind him, awkwardly clutching a tight armful of clothing under one arm, and a pair of untied tennis shoes clutched in the opposite hand.



Amy smiled to herself. In this strange new fog of acceptance, it took her a moment to realize that her boyfriend was holding her clothes.



The 4Runner doors squeaked as they opened.



 Gil sat behind her, and Mark stepped into the driver's seat, slamming their doors behind them.



Without a word, Mark turned on the engine, put it in gear, and backed out of the parking spot.



Amy felt something fall into her lap. Looking down, she saw Gil's slender fingers, clutching her clothing, setting a neatly folded pile down on top of her bare legs. Then, shortly following, her tennis shoes were set on top of that pile.



"Thanks, honey," she said, smiling over her shoulder.



They drove down the road for a mile before Mark turned halfway to face her in quarter profile.



"You gonna get dressed?"



Amy turned to look at him, her eyes meeting his for a moment as they stopped at a stop sign.



"Do you want me to?"



Mark looked a little surprised, then paused to consider.



"No. Not yet."



"Okay."



Amy serenely looked forward again, relaxing back into the seat. Mark adjusted the temperature in the vehicle upward, knowing that Amy's naked body was likely to get cold.



They drove in silence for another fifteen minutes before anyone spoke.



"So you liked it?" Amy asked.



Mark nodded in the near total dark of the 4Runner's cab.



"Yeah. I really did. It was…something else. I mean, I figured you'd be good, but…damn."



Amy smiled happily. "I'm really glad you liked it. Too bad I didn't get to finish it."



"I can't believe you jumped onto that table…" Mark laughed. "Nobody was expecting that shit…"



"Seriously, honey…" Gil echoed from the back seat. "That was unbelievable."



"I was so scared…" Amy admitted, giggling. "But I've landed bigger leaps than that."



"I bet," Mark nodded again.



Another protracted silence as the exhausted trio moved through the prairie. This time, it was Gil who broke it.



"Honey…are you okay? Do you want to get dressed?"



Amy looked over her shoulder. 



"Not yet, honey. I'll put my clothes back on when Mark tells me to."



Mark smiled in the dark, reaching over to gently grasp her lean, muscular thigh. She smiled over at him, parting her legs slightly for him.



He ran his hand up her thigh, then down, then up higher.



"Whoa. You're…really wet."



Amy laughed.



"Yeah. I am."



They sat in silence, one finger idly probing her sopping center.



"Actually…" she said suddenly. "About that. Ummm…do you think I could stay over tonight?"



"With me?" Mark asked.



"Yeah."



Mark hesitated. 



"That okay with you, Gil?"



"What's that?" Gil poked his head up between the front seats.



"Amy asked if she could stay over tonight. Just wanted to check with you."



"Just tonight, honey," Amy explained. "After everything…after salsa dancing at the club, and then dancing back there…and what happened…I just kind of want to curl up with Mark and…um…be with him. Okay?"



Gil's heart raced. The physical danger now passed, he was now stewing in the depths of cuckold lust, wanting to drown in it. 



Before he could finish the thought, he blurted it out:



"Maybe he can stay in our bed?" 



Amy was surprised at Gil's suggestion. She turned to Mark, looking past her panting boyfriend's face in the dark.



"How do you feel about that, Mark? You can take me in our bed and then just…stay over?"



She turned to Gil.



"You'd be on the couch, though, honey. Is that okay? Just for tonight? I just…really want to spend some time…and be with Mark."



"You sure you're okay with that, Gil?" Mark emphasized the question.



Gil nodded slowly.



"Yeah. I mean…I kinda feel like something big happened tonight. And I'm kinda…excited at the prospect of giving you guys…you know…some space to kind of digest it. With each other."



Mark nodded, impressed. "Thanks man. I think you're right."



Amy smiled at her boyfriend again. "Yeah…Gil's pretty intuitive about that stuff. And I think he's right too. I feel…different."



"Really? How?" Mark's eyebrow lifted as they turned off the dusty highway on the full interstate, passing a few coyotes howling into the night sky.



Amy gestured down toward her naked body. 



"I don't know how to explain it, but I'm fine with this. Something about…how it all went down tonight. Not just the end, but the beginning. All of it. I feel like…I don't know. I feel like you really own my body now. Like it's not a game anymore. And I feel like…confident. In a way I can't totally describe."



Gil reached down, clutching his desperate erection. He wanted her to say that again. 



And again.



And again.



But he kept quiet, hoping she'd go on. 



She didn't disappoint.



"And I really like, um…" she continued, thinking as she formulated her feelings. "I like knowing now, like, for sure…that you're there to protect me. After what happened. After seeing you like that. And what you said about me. I just feel…I don't know. Like I can do anything. Fearless."



"Fearless…" Mark said, interested. 



"Yeah," Amy reiterated. "And…I just. I really, really want you. To be with you, I mean. It's weird, I'm like…crawling out of my skin, but I'd also like to wait if you want me to wait. I just want to do anything you want, when you want. I've never felt quite like this before."



"Would you do it again? Dance like that for me?" Mark asked. 



Gil leaned forward, listening intently.



Amy thought for a moment.



"Yeah. Yeah, I would. It was exhilarating, actually. I think we did it just right. In front of a bunch of strangers who don't know us. But I liked it. I liked knowing…it pleased you to see me out of my comfort zone. Because here I am…"



She once again gestured to her petite naked body, periodically visible under the passing streetlights



"…comfortable outside my comfort zone. I guess that's why it feels like tonight was a big night."



"Interesting…" Mark reiterated. 



The remainder of the ride home was quiet. As the dark freeway opened up to the more regular streetlights and vigilant police cruisers on the outskirts of El Paso, Mark quietly gestured for Amy to get dressed. 



After arriving back at their apartment complex, the trio wordlessly filed into the apartment complex, but instead of Mark peeling off and walking the remaining half-dozen paces to his apartment, he simply walked into theirs. The trio milled about, getting water to drink and using the restroom, brushing teeth, and preparing for bed. 



Gil changed into pajamas, and Amy found and laid out some blankets for him on the couch in the living room. 



Then, with Amy giving Gil one last kiss, she stepped into the bedroom, where Mark could be heard settling into their bed.



Gil's heart stopped as the bedroom door shut.



* * *



It was strange to go home straight from the track. After a good run. It usually started her day. But here she was, heading home.



Jordan still had her workspace in the cluster of graduate student offices, but she hadn't been back since…the accusation.



She looked over at the building as she walked past it. 



Normally, she ran in the morning, then showered, dressed, and then went into the office. 



She had things she could do. Responding to emails, prepping for the handful of classes she still had to teach on Tuesdays and Thursdays. That kind of thing.



It was probably fine. She couldn't imagine Patrick would be there during the day. Not after Professor Lukacz absolutely obliterated him in his doctoral defense. She actually heard he left town. No reason to disbelieve that. She knew what it was like to be stuck in a room with Professor Lukacz when he was irritated. She couldn't imagine what he was like when he was enraged.



She felt bad about it. On the one hand, Patrick deserved it. He had cheated. Brazenly. And tried to flip it on her. Knowing full well that Lukacz would be on her side, and that he wouldn't abide the reputational harm to one of his students, and by extension to his own standing. It was something so stupid…



Thus, on the other hand, Patrick was not a smart man, nor was he a man of character. How he managed to get his way into the doctoral program at all was something of a mystery. The more she actually talked to him, the more she realized he had simply mastered the art of mirroring buzz phrases and mimicking other people's ideas. He wasn't the first imposter she'd met in the field, but he was adept at masking. For a while. But once she saw it, it became all the more obvious. 



And she couldn't rid herself of the gnawing feeling that if she hadn't gone to bed with him, he wouldn't have been stupid enough to steal from her. He would have imploded…some other way.



Not that she blamed herself for his stupidity. But there was an inarguable connection between that affair and this one. 



She missed David. He had only been gone one night, and he was probably a whirlwind at some port in Bangladesh by now. The possibility that he would do something like this to her…to anyone in the world…it was zero. Her husband was a man of unimpeachable integrity. He was smart, hardworking, and had unlimited potential. He was caring, and careful, and affectionate. She loved him from the absolute bottom of her heart, and admired his many strengths.



He was just…bad in bed.



Patrick was really the opposite. A man of little integrity. Weak, intellectually slow, given to copy others rather than do the work himself. Not malicious, just…pathetic. 



But pretty good in bed. 



In the end, he was a means to an end–a pretty cock that gave her a little release now and then. 



But boy, was that price too high.



She slipped the key into her door and stepped inside her empty apartment, making her way back to the kitchen to dispense a bottle of water. Passing the refrigerator, she smiled briefly at the card on the refrigerator:



NOT THAT KIND OF DOCTOR



Congratulations from her parents. With a silly cartoon. Her father had responded to her successful defense with easyhanded confidence. Of course she was vindicated. There was no doubt whatsoever in his mind. He knew his daughter, and knew what she was and wasn't capable of. And while she was absolutely capable of writing a home-run dissertation under the guidance of one of the world's top theorists in her field, she was not capable of cheating. It simply wasn't in her DNA.



Another thing to feel good and bad about.



And David was David. His predictability was one of his most endearing features…although his vigorous defense of her, and his existentially sound reasoning on what makes a good and a bad person was a little surprising. 



Actually, what surprised her about David was–for lack of a better descriptor–just how David he was. He could always be counted on. But the girl in the mirror had a point…she did have a tendency to underestimate him. Often.



Was it just because he was insufficient in bed? 



She closed the refrigerator door and moved out to the living room. Flopping on the couch and turning on the TV, she began blankly flipping through channels, not paying attention as she prepared to kill time. 



She never thought she would be in the awkward position she was. Academic scandal aside, she never thought she would go outside her marriage for sex. Prior to getting married, she didn't think about it very much at all. She felt urges, even privately touched herself now and again when the heat became too hard to ignore, but she always assumed once she found a man, she would find fulfillment. In all domains–physical, intellectual, emotional, and spiritual.



She flipped through a soap opera. Then a vintage movie. Then two soap commercials and a tampon ad.



David was a perfect match. She couldn't imagine herself doing better. And, oddly enough, her experience with Patrick validated that. The sex with Patrick was quite good, but even after a few weeks, he was starting to annoy her. He was simply mediocre. And needy to the point of being cloying. She was happy to help a colleague, but he clearly would have ended up expecting her to carry him if they ever formed a real relationship. 



The sex wasn't worth it.



The channels kept changing. A children's cartoon. A talk show where fat women with eyebrow piercings were throwing chairs at each other. Then a women's basketball game. 



She could definitely see why Patrick's girlfriend dumped him. He was hot, he was decent in bed, but he was a terrible partner. She imagined actually dating him, or God forbid, being married to him. How long would it be before his personality negatives actually made the sex bad? 



At the end, before the scandal broke out, she was already to the point when they were together in bed of quietly hoping he would just shut up and do the deed. He was much more to look at than to talk to.



More channels. A baseball game. A toy commercial. Two more cartoons.



No, David was her perfect partner. Patrick would be easily replaced by a barely sentient mannequin. Providing the mannequin had Patrick's cock…and cum. 



She wouldn't admit it to herself…but she would miss that.



She paused on the children's cartoon, suddenly interested in the conversation between an elephant with sunglasses and a donkey with a moustache.



Yes, these are the things she thought she would never think about. 



And it was time to find a way back to some version of that naivete. 



Just get used to being with David…he worked so hard to make her happy anyway. 



And maybe they could work on the sex without resorting to these ludicrous extracurricular outlets. Maybe…roleplay a little bit about her adventures. Just enough to tickle his own triggers, and maybe remind her of some of her more exciting experiments. 



It could be enough. 



The idea of any one man being able to light her fire physically–which clearly involved a significant appetite for power play across the intellectual, physical, and emotional domains of her consciousness–and provide for all her other needs was simply a pipe dream. Unreasonable. These things were for romance novels, not real life. She, like every other woman who ever lived, would simply learn to make do with what good things she had been blessed with.



And David was many good things. A whole trunk full of blessings, as her father had said on more than one occasion..



She continued to flip through channels…passing a newscast, then the weather channel, then some kind of press conference, then…



She paused and squinted, flipping back to the press conference.



No. 



It couldn't be.



She turned the volume up, leaning forward on the couch as the voice on the TV removed all doubt.



"Look. I'm not a fight promoter, and my decision matrix is not the same as a fight promoter. I am the commanding officer of an infantry company. That is where my responsibility lies."



Jordan's hand covered her mouth. 



Captain Mark Rein, decked out in an olive green suit coat with the silver bars of his rank on either of his broad shoulders, sat behind a table, several microphones pointed up at him. Next to him sat another marine. Skinnier, lighter skin, and a hard face with piercing blue eyes.



"Captain, wouldn't you like to see one of your marines secure a world title?"



An off-camera reporter needled the question at him. Mark's jaw clenched, clearly annoyed.



"To be honest, I'm indifferent to that on its face. Don't get me wrong. I'm not going to stand in the way of any of my marines' success or ambitions unless it interferes with the mission at hand, or if it leads to detrimental health outcomes. Full stop."



"So are there mission requirements that will keep Mad Dog from fighting in the octagon?"



She found herself hungry to hear more. Mark's baritone voice was smooth and controlled, despite his clear irritation at the impertinence of the questions.



"I'm not in a position to answer that, as no one can give me a clear timetable on when such a hypothetical fight might occur. We are an active combat unit, and First Sergeant Poisson is not just any marine in the company. He is the senior enlisted man here, and absolutely crucial to the success and operations of the company as a whole. He is not replaceable. I can't just send him off wherever, whenever. His place is here."



Jordan hadn't seen Mark since he walked out of their apartment over a year ago. 



So much had happened since then.



He seemed so confident. So powerful…



She left the TV on, but her eyes locked on it while her ears tuned it out. The camera panned back and forth between Mark and the other marine, who had a bunch of elongated red and gold rank insignia sewn up and down the arms of his suit coat and a clipped, gravelly voice–like he'd spent his whole life yelling. 



Not like Mark's smooth-as-aged-scotch voice.



Her mind flipped back to some of their liaisons. 



She couldn't help herself…the later encounters involved a little power play. Indeed, they had unwittingly started her fascination with it, even though she didn't begin to find language and academic justification for that fascination until her interactions with Professor Schenk.



No…Mark just did it. No affectation. No theater. 



He just…dominated. 



She remembered being bent over his kitchen counter, her cheek pressed against the cool tile countertop as he entered her from behind.



He was big. Bigger than Patrick.



Good girl…



She remembered the words and what they did to her as he pushed deep inside her. Deeper than David, obviously. But Patrick was long…and it was deeper than him too. 



She hadn't thought about that in a long time…



"I have no doubt my first sergeant could take down Damon Tyrion, or frankly any man alive. But while you people are clamoring for a showbiz fight, my first sergeant is here, training, mentoring, teaching. This battalion has more per capita black belts than any other unit in the Corps because of him. And yes, you can fact check that.



"My point is this. For you, for the first sergeant's fans, there is only one fight. Poisson vs. Tyrion. For us, there are new fights every day, and we have to be ready for all of them. And since everyone here, and everyone on the internet has to have an answer right now, my answer right now is no. At this time, I will not release First Sergeant Poisson to fight. And that decision stands until the league can give me a schedule and conditions that work within the parameters of the mission of Charlie Company, Seventh Battalion."



Jordan's chin lifted slightly as she watched a general uproar on the TV. Apparently Mark's decision was an unpopular one…



From what she could glean, the man next to him was in his unit…and was a competitive fighter. Apparently he needed Mark's permission to fight. And Mark wasn't giving it?



She wondered why.



The other man didn't seem upset as the questions were then hurled in his direction. 



But Jordan didn't hear his answers. She just looked at Mark. 



In his uniform.



Withstanding all that pressure without flinching.



With that strong jaw. 



With that little scar you had to know was there already to see. 



And those brown eyes. Those intelligent, deeply feeling brown eyes that she wanted to probe every time he hovered over her, her legs jutting out sideways underneath his large body.



God…



No.



She had learned the lesson from Patrick. 



No one man can satisfy all domains of need. 



And he didn't even live in the same state anymore.



It was weird…just seeing him on TV all of the sudden. While she hadn't forgotten about him, she hadn't thought about him much either. Not since she talked to him after the scandal. He was nice. Supportive. Even asked to read her dissertation. But they hadn't talked since.



He was smart. He read a lot, she knew that. And he was kind. 



And quietly strong.



Powerful.



She looked at him on the TV. He was a stone wall, unmoved by the firehose of pressure directed at him by reporters. 



She didn't know that much about him. She still didn't know him all that well. They had only had a handful of…encounters. And a short friendship.



Would she like to know more?



She caught herself shaking her head, as if trying to rid herself of something.



No.



She loved David. David was enough.



And that was that.



* * *



"Name and part?"



"Amy Jepps. Auditioning for the role of the Firebird."



Amy smiled easily out into the all-but-empty auditorium. A few rows back sat Mrs. Lyon, Ms. Rumstead, the head of the dance department, and a few others with notepads looking dispassionate.



It was time. And for the first time in her life, Amy stood in front of an audience, unafraid.



Four days had passed. 



Four days since she had stepped out of her old skin. 



Four days since she took an absolute leap of faith, submitting entirely to the man to whom her body belonged.



Four days since she took a naked flying leap into the dark, and while she had landed on a literal table, she had figuratively tumbled on down and down and down…



Four days since, when she hit the bottom, shivering and stunned and surrounded by monsters, her lover became her champion. 



Four days since she had come to know that, once she proved to him she would surrender her body, her dignity, and her modesty to him entirely, and he would stand between her and all danger and outrage, hurling his massive body at all comers as she stood, utterly vulnerable, in the midst.



The dance itself had been transformative. She had surprised herself by how quickly she turned her artistic eye to the full task of seduction–even in the run-down, fifth rate stage setting she had been instructed to occupy. 



She had chatted amiably with the other girls, most of whom were sloppy drunk and masking their terror with uninhibited giggling. As they staggered back and forth, she had perused the rack of cheap outfits with a practiced eye. 



Passing over the cliche, the unserviceable, the tacky, she found a nice white set of lingerie and a set of white sparkly dance flats. She had carefully undressed, checked her naked body in the mirror, and, grateful she had shaved that evening before they went out, she had slipped the outfit on, folding her other clothes and setting them neatly on a nearby chair.



She told the woman with the clipboard what song she wanted to dance to, and then carefully choreographed a simple series of movements around the plywood stage in her mind, guessing vaguely at the actual distances. 



She had never pole danced in public before, but had played around on them enough in rehearsal spaces that she felt she could incorporate it. She had chosen that pair of modest white flats, knowing that Mark would prefer her to use her own strength and skill to accentuate her modest height, and maximize the flexibility of her movement, than to dance with less polish in awkward and gaudy stripper heels.



By the time she found Mark and Gil in the crowd, her mind had settled so completely into the task that she could simply move her body to the music. 



A song she knew well. 



She had stepped, she had twirled, she had flipped herself upside down on the pole. 



She had used the hypnotic movement of the music to fix the attention of every man in the room. 



She had been vaguely aware of dollar bills fluttering onto the stage around her. 



She had seen the hunger in Mark's eyes grow, and her own sense of power had swelled to unprecedented proportions.



When she made the impulse decision to leap onto the table in front of Gil and Mark, she had no thoughts other than placing her skin within arms reach of Mark. And when she found out she had placed her body within touching distance of others, she had squeaked in fright and recoiled, quickly realizing that on that small round table, she had nowhere to run.



Mark's response had been immediate. He had turned and thrown the groper back from the table, tumbling and stumbling into the crowd. Within a few seconds, others came for him, and others came for her. Some he pushed, some he punched. One he grabbed and twisted his arm, bending him down until she heard an audible snap. 



They had threatened. He had stood defiant, even mocking their threats. 



She had seen the fear in their eyes as he swelled in rage, his massive shoulders quivering, his jaw clenched. 



He had loudly claimed her. And none stepped forward to challenge him.



It was then that her own fear simply evaporated. And what returned was a simple desire to be what her protector wanted her to be. 



Naked in a crowd at his direction.



As the crowd parted, as she handed Gil back his overshirt, Amy had been overwhelmed by the sense of power she felt. 



How right this utterly wrong thing felt.



Impossible. Yet somehow inevitable.



That translated to a strange sense of serenity driving home, her bare skin being mildly scratched by Mark's old car upholstery.



When the bedroom door shut behind them, when she had lovingly dismissed Gil and prepared for the consummation of the night, Amy had experienced a physical, emotional, spiritual union unlike any she had encountered before. She and Mark had made deep, passionate love. They had melted into one flesh. She had dissolved into liquid, wanting only to be re-solidified by his desire. He had been gentle but consistent, nuzzling his cock deep not into her warmth, but into her heat. 



She had been so wet…so very, very wet…



It made a mess in the bed. She would have been embarrassed a week ago…



After they had finished, his warmth coating her vagina, his rigid claim to her body still seated deep and full inside her, Amy felt complete. She just wanted to curl up into the fetal position and never move again. His massive arms around her, she felt utterly vulnerable. Utterly whole.



And yet…utterly invulnerable.



She had risen the next morning, seeing herself naked in the mirror. The sparkly blue eye shadow looked silly in the morning light. She had wiped it off, expecting the emotional intensity of the late night transgression to fade, as it always did the morning after.



But the strange sense of stillness was fixed. She was naked. She was unafraid.



She had heard Mark stir in the bed behind her. And she had quietly hastened to climb on top of him, wanting to make sure that his first conscious thought the morning after doing battle for her would be met with her grateful warmth.



Now, standing in front of the eyes and notepads that would determine her future, Amy wasn't sure what to do with that same persistent stillness.



Luckily, she had been instructed to dance with sufficient passion, skill, and allure to secure the part of the Firebird. 



By her champion.



Who sat quietly in the audience. Five rows behind the judges.



"Miss Jepps. Whenever you're ready."



She knew she couldn't get the part. It was impossible.



And inevitable.



Amy smiled and nodded, taking position.




Post 482 — Crushing

Thu Sep 17, 2026 8:06 am

Two quick notes, just to clarify: "Boot Scooters" is American Southwest slang for line dancers, haha. Should have made that clearer.



Also, for those of you who want to hear the music Amy dances to, check it out here.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=66A_3uw ... rt_radio=1




Post 483 — kiwiRob

Thu Sep 17, 2026 9:38 am

Fantastic! The storylines, the imagery, and the choice of that Massive Attack song... what a fabulous picture you're painting.




Post 484 — Guest

Sat Sep 19, 2026 9:33 am

Outstanding!!



Began the song - on my phone - when Amy began her dance and the timing of my reading of the scene with the music was in perfect sync.  I almost broke out in a sweat at the climactic ending.



By the way I hadn't heard that song before and I can't imagine a better selection for that scene.   It'll be added to my playlist.



I like how this chapter delved into David's processing of the knowledge that Jordan had been communicating with Mark w/o informing him. So they both have been less than forthcoming with each other since Jordan still thinks it was David who saved the day on her PhD interview.



She seems to settle in the knowledge that David is so perfect in so many ways, but not everyway, but to think she can have it all in one guy is ridiculous and after all her man IS the guy.  Then, she sees Mark Rein on TV, so in control.  



The story is developing beautifully.




Post 485 — Cuckcop

Sun Sep 20, 2026 12:05 am

Brilliantly written chapter. Amy is like Helen of Troy, the face that launched a thousand ships. A few times in my life I've witnessed that type of raw sexuality ignite an explosion of testosterone that can't be controlled, you've described it perfectly. On another note, thanks for your defense of Deep Space Nine, It's Mrs Cop and my favorite series in the franchise. DS9 explored a moral complexity not otherwise  seen in the unrealistic  utopia of the Federation described in the other series. "In the pale moonlight" has Sisco lying, bribing, and getting complicit in murder to win the war- and the episode never lets him or the audience off easy. Section 31, the Maquis, the Bajoran occupation- DS9 kept forcing utopia to answer for itself. The depth of the characters in DS9 is, in our opinion, far greater than the other series. If you haven't seen it, give it a chance, while the early seasons are more procedural, once the war arc takes off it really gets going.




Post 486 — Tire_Kicker

Mon Sep 21, 2026 4:58 pm

I left a comment on the song, "Who's here because of Jordan?" two likes so far...




Post 487 — nnjcpl2002

Thu Sep 24, 2026 8:44 am

It seems that Rein has taken to heart what he learned from Col. Chen, and that Amy is a natural Sub. She needs to be put into that role, and Mark has figured that out! Also interesting and perhaps not surprising, this new arrangement is working perfectly for Gil in his cuckold role.




Post 488 — Crushing

Sat Sep 26, 2026 2:56 am

Hello all-



Currently working on the last two scenes for the next chapter, hoping to have it up in the next couple of days.



But I have to admit I’m curious about something, interested in the opinions of readers and enthusiasts. I’ve toyed around with some of the AI story generators out of curiosity, just to see what they can do. After being initially impressed that they can produce coherent, digestible prose along an understandable plot arc, I’ve mainly been pretty unimpressed. It always fits some level or other of fairly obvious formula, it gets small but important details dead wrong, and most importantly, its character development is obviously programmatic, and so while it can fill a word quota with a recognizable plot, it really never packs a punch.



Obviously, it doesn’t need said that I won’t ever use AI to produce anything in this or any other story I write…that would literally suck all the fun out of it for me. But I’m curious if y’all have toyed around with any of these tools, and might have a different take on it. 



Any thoughts?




Post 489 — loyaltoher

Sat Sep 26, 2026 3:23 am

As certain educators have been interviewed about use of AI.....the curiosity of a human being should consider the information gathering of AI is formidable, exhaustive research and very useful...but only when its used to make your own "human" interpretation and presentation of the information.   Helps by not having to conduct hours of research allowing a human to use their cognitive ability to add the intellectual quality.



AI.....good for spell check but not a great thinker😉




Post 490 — Dream Weaver

Sat Sep 26, 2026 4:10 am

↳ Replying to: Crushing

Hello all-



Currently working on the last two scenes for the next chapter, hoping to have it up in the next couple of days.



But I have to admit I’m curious about something, interested in the opinions of readers and enthusiasts. I’ve toyed around with some of the AI story generators out of curiosity, just to see what they can do. After being initially impressed that they can produce coherent, digestible prose along an understandable plot arc, I’ve mainly been pretty unimpressed. It always fits some level or other of fairly obvious formula, it gets small but important details dead wrong, and most importantly, its character development is obviously programmatic, and so while it can fill a word quota with a recognizable plot, it really never packs a punch.



Obviously, it doesn’t need said that I won’t ever use AI to produce anything in this or any other story I write…that would literally suck all the fun out of it for me. But I’m curious if y’all have toyed around with any of these tools, and might have a different take on it. 



Any thoughts?



I've written a lot (a hobby).  Even have a couple "lightening in a bottle" stories that did very well as cuck themed (rated 4.75+) on Literotica under Fetish (although they are crap compared to what you're writing). 



It's problematic for those very reasons you mention (I have a Sudowrite account which is one of the "better" AI helpers), but for me it's poison because  every once in a while if I have a little bit of a block, it can unblock it, but it sends me in directions I don't really want to go long term. 



I have a couple of shorter story ideas that I have never been able to finish.  Granted, it's hard enough already for me, I'm not the best writer when it comes to start to finish, and AI made that worse. I've posted nothing on Lit since AI became a thing. It's depressing.



With AI, I'm half writing/half reading something I'm creating for the first time. It's weird.




Post 491 — john jasson

Sat Sep 26, 2026 3:29 pm

Regarding the AI question:



AI is a very useful tool in all aspects of life and work with its enormous processing capacity and potential for far, far more to come. Like much modern technology, it can be a force for both good and ill.



Unfortunately, it has hugely increased verbosity and lazy writing. It’s also very formulaic and easily spotted – at the moment. Terribly presented journalism, literature, science papers, and even legal documents attest to its shortcomings. 



I don’t necessarily blame the authors producing this stuff. Many of them will be wage slaves who may have had a scutch of colleagues laid off due to cost-cutting, and they are using whatever tricks they can to take up the slack and get through the workload. It does reduce writing quality to an awful lowest common denominator, though. I suggest the reason for it being so easily detectable lies in it being neither sentient nor sapient. Reading an AI-generated story about human emotion and relationships has the equivalent sensuality of cuddling a blow-up doll and offers similar gratification. You can’t quite crystalise what is lacking, exactly, but you know straightaway that something is. You FEEL the difference. The writing just doesn’t live, somehow. Suffice to say, I don’t think we are going to see Crushing standard AI erotica any time soon.



Things may change in the distant future. Decades ago, I recall early attempts at digital cameras and photography, and I remember looking at the appalling results and thinking it would never catch on and replace traditional film. It soon came on in leaps and bounds, and now it pretty much has replaced film. Will AI writing improve enough to do the same? It’s undeniably getting better. I remain to be convinced that it can actually be made to “live”, though. How could it? Unlike with digital photography, the question goes right to the nature of emotion, even to the nature of existence itself, and there is no greater conundrum than that. So if the gap is bridgeable we would need to overcome some pretty profound obstacles to get there. If AI can be made to create in a living “human” fashion, we probably have far bigger problems than sloppy writing because it will mean that we can no longer tell the difference, and that really is worrying. 



My two penn’orth – use for research but keep it well away from your actual narrative.



Thank you again for the wonderful story so freely given. The Mark, Amy, Gil arc feels so on point to me that it is difficult to imagine how Mark, Jordan, David is possibly going to eclipse it. There still seems to be massive scope for Mark to toy with Amy and Gil. I don’t doubt you though. You will pull it off, and I already know that it is going to be special. Groundwork for the split from Amy has been laid, I believe. Wasn’t it Megan who listed Mark’s women who have left him? I believe Amy’s name was amongst them. It’s very hard to see her wanting to let go of her current addiction to him, though.




Post 492 — Crushing

Sat Sep 26, 2026 3:30 pm

The dull reverb of the hollow core door shook Mark out of a deep, dreamless sleep. 



He blinked twice, seeing only the dark, unsure of what he heard.



The hollow core door–the way into the kitchen from the garage. 



Someone was in the house.



He sat up quickly, the muffled rustle of his bedding barely audible in the quiet night. 



He could still hear crickets. 



And very tentative, very light footsteps.



His eyes narrowed, and he began to move quietly to the edge of the bed, unsure whether to challenge or just investigate.



"It's me…"



He stopped moving. 



The voice was in the doorway of his bedroom.



Living alone, Mark never closed his bedroom door.



"Meg?"



"Uh huh…"



Megan stepped into the bedroom, leaning against the doorframe. 



"What are you doing, Meg? Did…"



"I parked a couple blocks away. Snuck in through your back yard."



Her tone turned nervously playful: 



"Playing commando…"



“Seriously?” Mark laughed.



“Yep.” 



She sat down on the bed. He could only see the dim outline of her dark hair.



“Why?”



She drew on his bedspread with her index finger.



“Everybody’s mad at you.”



“What?”



“All the league people. Jared’s psychotic no-neck fanbase. The recruiting command. Maybe Colonel Wolfe. Half the internet…”



“Colonel Wolfe is pissed at the situation, not at me. I’ve already cleared that one. He thinks I did the right thing.”



Megan reached to set her hand on Mark’s thigh over the bedspread. 



“That’s good, at least. Are you okay?”



"Yeah, of course. I'm fine. Are you okay?"



She scooted a little closer to him.



"Yeah. I guess you're not really following all the fallout."



"Not really. Once I made the call, it's like…who cares?"



"Well," Megan chuckled. "Now you're trending on social media instead of Jay."



Mark cocked half a grin. "Really?"



Megan nodded. "The hashtag shifted from #lethimfight to #fuckcaptainrein”



Mark snorted and laughed out loud, rubbing his eyes. 



“Seriously?”



Megan let out a laugh of her own, the first real one of the day–relieved at the lighthearted response.



“Yeah, seriously.”



Mark flopped back onto his pillow, looking up at the ceiling. “Yeah, well, who gives a shit about that. Honestly, the only thing that's bothering me? I can’t believe Jared got arrested.” 



“Really? You can’t believe that?” Megan reached down and untied one shoe, taking it off, then repeating the action with the other. “I mean, I believe it. I mean, have you ever like…met him?”



Mark laughed out loud again as Megan climbed into bed, laying on her side next to him, still fully clothed.



He turned his head to face her. 



“Recruiting Command is gonna be so pissed.”



“Yeah," Megan admitted. "Well, dumb P.R. politics aside, you can tell them they're welcome to fight Damon Tyrion on a week's notice."



Mark smiled, barely visible to her in the dark. 



"I'll just call 'em pencil dicks like I always do, then hang up."



Megan smiled back, giving him a peck on the lips.



"You're sweet." 



He reached over and slipped his fingers into her hair.



"So you came over to check on me? Commando style?"



"Well, yeah. Basically." 



She nudged her hips toward him, her body still on top of the covers. The tranquil hiss of her body sliding over linens was surprisingly loud in the quiet of Mark's bedroom.



"Well, I appreciate it." He stroked her hair affectionately.



Her face was close enough to his for him to see the concern in her eyes.



"I really am okay, Meg."



She sighed.



"Mark…I kicked over a half dozen bottles of Jack Daniels when I snuck into your garage."



Her voice was quiet. Sad.



Mark took a deep breath. "I just…haven't been keeping up with recycling."



Megan sighed through her nose. She clutched the far side of his body, pulling herself closer on her side facing him, draping her leg over his.



She knew he loved that position–loving to be clutched that way by a woman who loved him. Although he really preferred her bare pussy to rub up against his thigh. That wasn't possible now. She was still clothed and on top of the covers.



"I came here to thank you, Mark. For standing in front of a freight train. Again. For our family."



He sighed through his nose, mirroring her earlier gesture, then kissed her slowly.



"You're welcome, I guess. But it's really okay. It was a command decision. And I'm confident it was the right one. For now, anyway."



She hesitated, then took a deep breath, as if she had just made a decision to jump off a ledge.



"I just worry about you, Mark. I love you, and I want you to be okay. And…I know it's tricky right now, but I want to find a way to be your medicine again."



Mark looked into her eyes, then kissed her slowly.



"That's what you want?"



She nodded meekly in the dark.



"So…how are we gonna do that?" he asked.



She quietly turned, sat up, and pulled her shirt over her head. Standing up next to the bed, she unclipped her bra, dropping it on top of the shirt before sliding her pants down over her waist and slipping under the covers to snuggle up next to Mark.



"I don't know," she said quietly, giving him another kiss. "But for now…this."



He kissed her back. Then again, turning onto his side to pull her into his arms. 



The still-set rustling of the bedding was punctuated by gentle smacks of exchanged affection. Megan's voice became gradually audible, as small hums of arousal began to signal her intentions in sneaking into his bed.



"You really think everybody's mad at me?" Mark interrupted their kissing.



Megan giggled. "Everybody but me. And Jared. Even JJ's a little pissed at you."



Mark rubbed his hand up and down her bare back.



"He'll get over it."



"It's funny," she said between kisses, "this morning I was ready to murder both of you."



"That possibility had occurred to us," Mark chuckled back.



Her hand reached between their bodies, slipping under the waistband of his shorts before finding his stiffening cock.



"I have to be careful, Captain…" she whispered playfully. "We can't forget what happened the last time I made love to you with an overly zealous sense of gratitude…"



"Oh?" Mark said, kissing her gently as the sensation of her soft hand wrapping around him caused his heart to race. "What happened the last time you made love to me with an overly zealous sense of gratitude?"



Megan kissed him gently, then looked deeply into his eyes as her hand began stroking up and down.



"Marky," she whispered.



* * *



UTEP PRIMA LEAVES MAGOFFIN IN ASHES



By Kristi MacGuire, Arts Editor, El Paso Times



Friday night premiered the UTEP dance department's production of Igor Stravinsky's iconic ballet The Firebird. In collaboration with the university symphony, the early twentieth century retelling of the Russian fairy tale was expected to be a combined recital of the troupe's skills–those already possessed, as well as those hard won through grueling practice over the course of the fall semester. The piece features a variety of dance roles–from princes and princesses to elemental demons–allowing for a broad showcase of dance skills and storytelling by an expansive student cast. And the melding of choreography with symphony, as well as impressive set design, made for a memorable performance.



But it was the breakthrough performance of UTEP junior Amy Jepps in the titular role of the Firebird that positively incinerated Magoffin Hall this Friday. A virtual unknown prior to this production, Miss Jepps demonstrated artistry far beyond expectations by finding a way to bring unprecedented feminine grace, vulnerability, and erotic savagery to the stage all at the same time.



From her first appearance alone on stage, to her capture by Prince Ivan, ably performed by senior Jason Ellison, to the mystic conclusion, flying over the audience and disappearing into the night sky, Jepps charmed the audience with her fluidity of movement and risque choices. 



But even seasoned ballet patrons weren't prepared for the sheer power of the climactic Infernal Dance, where the diminutive Jepps utterly dominated an entire stage of predatory demons, figuratively burning the house down in the process.



Simone Lyon, the production's director and choreographer, said she expected no less from Jepps. "Amy brought it all to this performance, which is a delight to watch, but no surprise to anyone who knows her dedication and talent. Her delivery is polished, her presentation is feral. Sauvage, au meilleur sens du terme." 



Jepps herself, seemingly shocked at this reporter's interest in her performance, displayed a humility rare for prima dancers who just finished bringing the house down.



"I was just glad I didn't trip on my costume," she said with a nervous laugh. "I love how it moves, it's a beautiful design, but I'm always afraid a little piece of the train will get under my feet. I got lucky."



The costume in question, donated by local clothing designer Maureen Santiago, includes features that might keep an anxious dancer awake at night–asymmetrical streamers of luminescent amber and orange hang off the back, elbows, and shoulders, some of which nearly reach the floor. The design allows the dancer to throw flame-toned material up, around, and behind herself giving the effect of shimmering fire coming from her upper body. The effect is, according to Ms. Santiago, to "evoke mystical wings in the color and texture of the setting Southwestern sun." 



And as Miss Jepps demonstrated during the interview, the fabric can in fact tuck under the prima's feet in certain crouching positions.



If such concerns trouble Miss Jepps, it was certainly not apparent from the point of view of the audience. She brought everyone in Magoffin Hall to their feet, and many to tears. 



Rumors are afoot that scouts from the San Francisco and New York Ballet companies might attend a performance at some point during the run. 



They should make the trip out to Texas and warm themselves by this beautiful, savage, and intoxicating new fire. 



And so should you. 



If you have not seen Amy Jepps in The Firebird, don't miss it. You still have two weeks.



–



Mark smiled to himself as he folded the newspaper, tucking it into his back pocket.



It was true. Every word. 



Amy had absolutely incinerated that theater. Despite cheap costumes–Amy's excepted–and an obviously underrehearsed student orchestra–the deficits of which were pointed out to Mark by Gil afterward–she had dazzled, twirled, sprung, and flipped her way to notoriety. Even among the participants who only attended to get extra credit in their required arts classes.



The whole audience had erupted and exploded to their feet when she stepped forward from the main cast to take her bow. 



She had beamed out of shy confusion, unaware of the effect she had had on the whole room. 



Hours afterward, after Gil slipped backstage to visit her, after the trio went for a celebratory drink, after they returned back to their apartment, Mark couldn't stop looking at Amy.



"Don't…" she had said, playfully batting his eyes away as she sat next to him on the couch, taping her toes, one by one. "It's weird…don't look at this…"



Mark had playfully covered his eyes, making her giggle all the more. Gil was beaming from his seat on the chair perpendicular to them, an old movie running on the TV in the background, and Amy's favorite post-performance snacks arrayed on the coffee table between them.



An hour later, as Mark huffed, his eyes awestruck at the sheer beauty of this physical specimen of perfection, this artistic wonder whose body was currently under him and snuggling his erect cock between her legs, Mark had interpreted her heat in a new way.



Fire.



For the first time, he lost control, ejaculating desperately into her. Amy's eyes had jolted open in surprise, her wrists reaching up to arc the back of his neck as he shuddered. Although she had not yet peaked, she seemed thrilled at the new development of Mark's eagerness, and she instinctively transitioned her body to the next mode: poist-coital intimacy.



But despite the early shudder and quick release, Mark didn't stop. His arousal didn't fade, and his cock didn't soften. And realizing this, Amy's eyes got wider, then wider still as he got more aggressive, the steady thumping of Gil's headboard reaching an almost industrial level of percussive noise.



Fire.



Amy's heat had ignited him. 



And more than just his body. 



He couldn't stop thinking about her.



Now, two days later, after a repeat performance both on the stage and in Gil's bed, Mark was feeling reflective. 



Setting down his copy of Mikhail Lermontov's A Hero of Our Time, Mark leaned back on his own couch, unsure what to do with the new feelings that had been budding. 



The soft, warm stability of regular physical intimacy with Amy was a stark contrast with the string of English major coeds and gym girls that had occupied his bed sporadically over the past years. 



Those girls had been only momentarily fulfilling–a fitting complement to his habit of soaking the nights in alcohol, hoping to keep the dreams of the Helmand desert away.



But Amy was different. Their coupling was…for lack of a better word…fulfilling. 



Actually fulfilling. 



She was enough.



He hadn't felt this way since Megan. Since Molly, even. 



They slept together after sex often now. Gil seemed to savor the anxious energy he found sleeping on the couch in his own apartment. Mark even woke occasionally to find him practicing on his electric piano, headphones drowning out the world well after he had finished with Amy on the far side of the door. After he and Gil's girlfriend had drifted into sleep in each others' arms. 



Gil always looked strange in these moments. Somehow haggard, but equally powerful as his hands pressed, danced on, and flew over the silent keys. Often Mark would use the bathroom or get a glass of water without Gil even noticing he was out of bed. 



And he always wondered what was happening under the headphones.



And when he returned to their bed, Amy's petite frame would slide over to him like a magnet, the soft, tight skin of her torso transferring her heat to his side. Her soft pussy, still wet with the sweet dance of his and her fluids resting on his thigh–a sign of pure feminine contentment. Her body, her face, her hair, her whole being gently assaulting his crumbling indifference toward love.



There it is. 



The word.



Mark fought it back. 



He couldn't do this again. 



Especially with them…Amy and Gil were so perfect for each other. And both so generous to him.



But after that performance…



It had been a long time coming, he admitted. Since that first night in the studio, Amy had always carried a bit of a glow about her for him. 



But now she was almost literally on fire. 



That flame accented-costume…the tongues of fire licking up and about as she contorted and spun…the white-hot searing of her yellow gold hair under the bright stage lights…



FIRE.



And the sex was better now. Somehow. 



Incredible, in fact. And her instinctive, instant responsiveness to his needs in the moment had sharpened, not dulled, as her focus on her performance art had tightened and her schedule had filled out.



But as good as the sex was, it was the hours after that were sinking claws into Mark's sense of self. 



That long, languid time–silent skin on skin, her little body pulsing slowly with calm, contented breath in deep sleep. The quiet consistency of her softness, the predictable yet eager readiness of her wet womanhood…



The gentle, affectionate kisses as her eyes flickered right before she drifted into sleep.



Mark knew it. There was no way around it.



He was playing with fire.



* * *



"Nearly perfect. So close. You were just a quarter measure late on the second verse."



"That upbeat is so confusing, Mrs. Dolly."



"I know it is, Jordan. It's a beast. But we'll get it next time, and I'll make sure we get a better signal to cue you. But everything else–your tone, volume, pitch, delivery–all perfection. I don't know what we're going to do without you…what can we do for you, Pastor?"



Jordan smiled wistfully, acknowledging the forthcoming separation as they were approached by Pastor Johns, the young, new associate rector of the church as he approached the duo.



"Beautiful as always, ladies," he said with a disarming smile. "Both in selection and performance. We won't know what to do with ourselves when you move on, Jordan."



"I was just saying that…" Mrs. Dolly insisted, patting her on the shoulder.



"You're all too kind. I've loved singing here. And most of the butterflies are gone when I stand up now. Most of them…"



The trio tittered with church appropriate laughter.



"Actually, Jordan," Pastor Johns continued. "I've only been here for a couple of months, but long enough to learn that you were raised in a church…your father is clergy, yes?"



Jordan nodded. "In my hometown, yes. Different denomination, but he always said not to be afraid to move the theological inch if you can gain a spiritual mile."



Pastor Johns smiled. "Wise man. And tolerant."



"That's been my experience," Jordan smiled back. 



"Well, I consulted with the board, and we're all agreed that we'd be honored if your father would preach the sermon here when he comes down for your graduation ceremony. Do you think he'd be willing to do that for us?"



Jordan was taken aback.



"I…don't see why not. I'll pass that along to him. I know he'll be honored to be asked. Shall I give him your number so you can discuss details?"



"I'm glad to hear it. And yes, that would be perfect. Just let us know, we'd love to thank him in person for raising such an asset to our community…even if you're moving on."



"And of course, we want you to sing for the service too…" Mrs. Dolly continued. "Something classical, I think. Maybe Mozart. Right in your vocal sweet spot, no? And I've never asked, Jordan…is your father a singer?"



"No, my mother," Jordan answered. "She's broadly musical. Plays a few instruments. She was the entire music staff at the church for a couple years when I was little. When we were starting out."



"Oh, that's so neat," Mrs. Dolly gushed. "I can't wait to meet her."



"So we're agreed," Pastor Johns smiled. We look forward to it."



"Thank you for asking, Pastor, and I'll let you know. Any particular text or topic?"



"I think both you, and the rest of us will need a little primer on how to move on from a good thing to a new thing. Something along those lines, and he can pull whatever text he thinks appropriate."



Jordan nodded. "I'll let him know."



* * *



“Legato…then staccato.”



“I don’t see that.”



“It’s there. See?”



“That’s…so tiny.”



Dr. De Foglio sighed. 



“Your phrasing is weak here, Gil. You’re approaching the phrase on instinct, not planning. It can work sometimes. But it won’t work here.”



Gil shook his head, frustrated.



“Can I try it again?”



"Si. Go."



Gil took a breath and tried again, not getting past the third measure.



"Stop."



Gil grunted, dropping his hands.



"What happened, Gil?"



Gil shrugged. "I got distracted."



"No," Dr. De Foglio shook her head. "I mean since last week. You were flawless then…but now…even pieces you had polished are clanky and…unlovable."



Gil shrugged again. "Just a bad day, I guess."



She leaned back in the chair next to Gil's piano bench and folded her arms.



"La tua graziosa piccola ballerina. She secured the prima role. And had her performance, yes?"



"Yes…it's in the middle of its three week run. She did the premiere last weekend."



"It has been well reviewed."



"Very," Gil nodded. "We're really happy about it."



"She has nerves, maybe?"



Gil thought for a moment. "Right before, she paces and has to breathe just right I guess. But after the shows, leading up, not really. Honestly, that's pretty new. She's more relaxed about this performance than I've ever seen her."



"A good lover brings confidence, Gil. And confidence unlocks genius. For some. For others, anxiety does."



Gil looked down.



"She still sees her lover?"



Gil nodded, not looking up. 



"Yeah."



"How much?"



Gil's shoulders tensed ever so slightly–imperceptible to a casual observer, but a dead giveaway to Dr. De Foglio.



"Gil…" she coaxed him toward breaking his embarrassed silence.



"It's…most nights." He looked up sheepishly through the curtain of his long hair. "They…they sleep together now. I'm on the couch. Like…half the time. Maybe more."



Dr. De Foglio nodded. "It is one thing to have an oaf make love to your woman…it is quite another to have him occupy your bed."



Gil's breath hitched slightly. 



"Yeah. It's different. But he's not an oaf. He's actually pretty smart…"



Dr. De Foglio ignored him. 



"What do you do? When they are together?"



Gil's eyes dropped again. 



"I listen sometimes. They're…louder than they used to be lately."



"And then you go to bed?"



Gil shook his head. 



"No…"



"So what do you do after?"



Gil shrugged, hesitating before admitting.



"They…kind of whisper to each other for a while after. And it like…ties me in knots. So I practice. Sometimes all night."



Dr. De Foglio nodded. 



"Good practice?"



"Honestly…" Gil admitted further, "Yes. The best I've had in a while."



"Do you sleep?"



Gil shook his head.



"Not lately."



She nodded again thoughtfully.



"Do you want him to leave? After they make love?"



Gil shook his head.



"No. And yes. But mostly no. It's just…it's a really strong feeling. I wish you could hear me play after. It's like rocket fuel. I just get in this zone…"



Dr. De Foglio leaned forward slightly, her finger tapping the side of her face.



"Try to describe it. This…zone."



Gil looked up thoughtfully.



"It's…like I'm watching the whole world bend around me. And I'm bending too, bending myself in these knots. And it hurts, but also…the curves and the movement–my own and the world's–are really beautiful. So I sit down, and I don't even open up my music books. I just play from memory. And I can see the music in this bending, swirling light. It makes colors–like a big, symmetrical kaleidoscope. And it just…moves around."



"You see it?"



"No…it's not visual. It's more…emotional. But I can only describe it as something visual. Because it feels like it. It feels like it just fills the space around me. Maybe the whole world."



"When does that feeling start?"



Gil's eyes dropped again.



"Gil. It's me. I know everything. When does it start?"



"It's…really weird. But Amy does this thing…when she, you know…"



"La piccola morte?"



"Exactly…when she like…gets there. With him. It's weird, she used to like…apologize? When she finished? It was kinda funny. And Mark always thought it was cute. So I'd hear these noises from her…and then I'd hear her say…'I'm sorry…' and that's when I knew he made her…feel that way. And it would start for a while–that bending, twisting experience. That feeling."



"It doesn't anymore?"



"Well…she doesn't apologize anymore. Not since…"



Dr. De Foglio cocked her head.



"Not since…like a month ago. Maybe a little more. We…went on a kind of date with Mark…and she…danced for him. And he liked it. And they slept together that night. She really wanted to be with him that night. Like…alot. She hasn't said she's sorry when she…you know…since…that night."



"What does she do now?"



"She just…I don't know. Holds her breath for a while, then she squeaks a little bit. But then she lets out this little sigh afterward…and they always kiss after. You can tell that they're both like…really relaxing. I can hear it through the door."



"And then?"



"Then it's big. The feeling, the twisting feeling. It goes to 11 out of 10 in intensity. Sometimes I can't even walk. Even after I…you know…"



"Take care of yourself?"



Gil's eyes dropped again, nodding.



"But then it gets pretty dark. And I start to panic, and sometimes I lose focus. And I get really, really tired. So it's…not really consistent."



Dr. De Foglio nodded thoughtfully.



"Tell me how the music is when you get in this state of mind."



"I don't know. I genuinely don't, Professor. It's like I stop being able to hear myself. But the colors that fill the bending light…they get really rich. And I feel like I'm like…transforming something. Like shifting the elements in the air or something. It feels literally like magic. But I can't really hear myself like I usually do."



She furrowed her brow. "Really."



Gil nodded.



She leaned back in her chair again.



"Gil. Go home. Sleep. In your bed. Take the afternoon, don't go to any other classes, don't even practice this evening. Just sleep. You need rest." 



Gil looked up, surprised. "Seriously?"



She nodded gravely. "Seriously. I need to think on this. And we will talk this weekend. I am coming to see your little ballerina dance this Saturday. We will talk after."



Gil's face contorted slightly, impressed. "Okay. I…I'll do that. And we can talk after. I haven't missed a performance of hers yet."



"No. No, of course you haven't." 



Dr. De Foglio smiled warmly, an ambiguous look lurking behind her eyes.



* * *



Nervous glances were exchanged up and down the third floor hallway. On either side of each door in the barracks stood a marine and his roommate at parade rest, waiting silently.



The footsteps were ominous and close. Then, as if on some invisible cue, he rounded the corner from the outside stairs and began to storm down the exterior corridor, three subordinates in tow.



"Good evening, First Sergeant…" the tentative, formulaic greeting was repeated in a slow echo from one door to the other as the small group walked quickly by one open door after another.



Jared glanced into each room briefly as he passed, catching the eyes of each marine and evaluating, but he didn't respond to any of them.



The third door from the end of the third floor run had two marines with half a grin on each of their faces.



"Good evening, First Sergeant…"



Jared surprised them by stopping between them, his wiry frame filling the doorway to their barracks room. Looking back and forth through the opening, he saw neatly stashed equipment from the hand to hand combat classes he had been teaching, showing regular attendance from at least one of them. That was coupled with a poster on the back wall. 



A poster of Mad Dog Jared Poisson–teeth bared behind a blue mouthguard, hair mussed and face covered with sweat. His torso dappled with the heavy, asymmetrical geometry of his victory symbols.



Jared looked back and forth between the marines, noting that the half smiles had vanished. He stepped in front of the marine on the left, slightly lifting the bottom of his blouse to reveal a dark brown belt.



"Watts," he growled.



One of the attending staff sergeants stepped forward. 



Staff Sergeant Watts, the new platoon sergeant of second platoon.



"Aye, first sergeant."



"Why are your boys here–couple of fuckin' brown belt boots–smirking at me?"



"We weren't smirking, First Serg…"



"Oh…shut the fuck up…" Jared growled and glared at the other marine who had protested.



Staff Sergeant Watts stepped forward, his face an inch away from the first marine.



"Care to try again?"



The two marines stood stone faced and silent, their eyes forward, their mouths shut.



Jared stepped into the room. 



Immaculately kept, all within reasonable regulation. Both marines were fairly fresh out of boot camp. Neither were noncommissioned officers. Neither held leadership billets. And both were at every fight class he had taught since they arrived at Charlie Company from basic training. 



He moved to the first marine's closet, slowly opening the door handle to find uniforms carefully pressed, hung, and folded.



He closed the door, then moved to find the same at the other closet door. 



"Interesting…" he said, loud enough to be heard. 



Staff Sergeant Watts, their platoon sergeant, stood glowering outside the room to ensure they didn't speak out of turn.



Jared moved over to the sink, then bent down to open the cabinet below. Sifting past the neat row of toiletries, he found a single aerosol can. He picked it up, shaking it twice, the clack of the interior rattling through the open doorway.



"Very interesting…" 



He stepped outside the room, casually turning on his heel toward the two junior marines.



"Black spray paint."



They didn't answer.



"Tell me you dipshits didn't spray paint a goddamn social media hashtag on the COC lawn."



They didn't answer.



"Jesus Christ…" Staff Sergeant Watts grunted. "Seriously?"



Still no answer.



Jared paused, then tossed the can casually over his shoulder. A moment passed before it clattered on the parking lot three floors down.



"Watts," he grunted. "Second platoon is officially on my shit list." 



He turned casually to walk away. The other two staff sergeants began to follow him, with Watts staying behind to unleash hell on the offending marines, when one of their voices was heard again.



"We were just standin' up for you, First Sergeant."



Jared halted, not turning around for an excruciating amount of time. When he did, a look of dangerous relish was on his face.



"Standing up for me? For me?" 



His head cocked as he stepped purposefully toward the junior marines.



"Yes…yes First Sergeant."



Staff Sergeant Watts let out a low whistle and stepped out of the way.



"Standing up for me. Against who, dipshit?"



"Against…you know…"



"The Marine Corps? My commanding officer, Captain Rein? The goddamn Ayatollah? Your mother? Who? Against who, dipshit?"



Jared's face was now directly in the terrified junior's.



"People was clownin' you on social media, First Sergeant," the other marine's chin jerked up defiantly.



Jared paused, stepping back and nodding thoughtfully.



"And now they're creating goddamn rage mobs directed at the Captain," he said with mock patience.



"We didn't know that would happen, First Sergeant."



"Then you're a bigger dipshit than I thought. And let me tell you, marine, that is a high bar to clear."



"We didn't mean…"



"Okay, that's enough." Jared's already impatient growl took on a new level of menace. "You motherfuckers jumped the chain a million different ways. The goddamn Commandant had to be briefed on this bullshit. You think you stood up for me? You called down every pencil dick at the Pentagon to weigh in on shit that none of them, and none of you understand. None of you. And you started a whole bunch of civilian bullshit too, that none of us can do anything to stop or even slow down. You got me arrested, for fuck's sake. You get it? You caused a hundred problems. And you solved fucking none."



"First Sergeant, the captain wasn't gonna let you fight…"



"Captain Rein," Jared growled, "Is your commanding officer. And mine. It is not my job to be a goddamn TV cage fighter. If I wanted that, I could have it. And since I haven't retired yet, you can probably guess how much I want it."



He stepped back and began pacing angrily back and forth in front of the open door, eyeballing each of the junior marines in succession. 



"I have a job. Two jobs, actually. One of my two jobs is to stand in between Captain Rein and anything that fucks with his ability to command. The other of my two jobs is to make sure that the unit he commands understands the goddamn chain of command and functions as a goddamn unit."



He paused, looking back and forth between the two terrified juniors.



"And lucky for you, you two dipshits just fucked with both of my jobs. So you two…and your entire platoon…are gonna get some extra attention from me for a while. And you will not. like. it. You get me?"



"Yes, First Sergeant," they both answered crisply. He glowered at one junior, then the other.



"Watts."



"Yes, First Sergeant." The platoon sergeant stepped briskly into view.



"Fuck up their night."



"Aye, First Sergeant."



Jared walked back toward the stairs, the other two staff sergeants trailing behind him, making their way down as they began to hear the discord and crash of Staff Sergeant Watts destroying the carefully ordered barracks room on the third floor, third door from the end.



At the base of the stairs, Jared gave final instructions to the other platoon sergeants to release first and third platoons from inspection, then dismissed them and walked briskly back to his pickup truck. Stepping in and shutting the door, he sighed and took off his camouflage cap.



"What did those guys do, Dad?" 



Marcos' knees were wedged against the dashboard in front of the passenger's seat, his slouch complementing the paperback book held above his face. 



The surprise barracks inspection–a ruse to bring this exact revelation to light–was called right after Jared had picked up his son from his robotics club, but before he went home for the day. Such early evening detours were an expected part of the boys' day given their father's job.



Jared shook his head.



"They tried to help the wrong way. And they made a huge mess. And now…"



He sighed before continuing. 



"Now we've got to tell Uncle Mark about it."



"Are they in trouble?"



Jared pulled up Mark's contact information on the display of his truck, pressing the dial button.



"Not sure, bud. But we're about to find out."



* * *



"Just…um…take it down to like…clean it up a little, I guess."



Mark looked at the large mirror in front of him, his long, greasy black hair and thick beard resting messily on top of the black barber's cape.



"How short do you want it?"



Mark shrugged. "I don't actually care that much. I didn't like…grow it out on purpose. I just didn't get it cut for…shit, I don't know how long. Feels like it's time."



The barber chuckled. "Well, maybe point to a picture of a hairstyle you can live with?"



Mark looked up at the row of pictures. A dozen different men's haircuts. Seemingly interchangeable.



He shrugged again. "I really don't know."



"3 inches on top. And let's fade it to…a number 3. No, 4."



The familiar voice came from behind him, but then moved next to him and plopped down in the barber's chair next to him.



Mark looked over, his eyes wide in surprise.



Colonel Chen. In civilian clothes. In El Paso.



The other barber threw the cape around the older man with the deep, leathery face.



"Sir…"



"That okay with you?" the barber asked Mark.



Mark hesitated, unsure how to respond.



"Yeah. Sure. Fine."



"Take the beard down, too. And I'll get this one." Colonel Chen pulled his wallet out and tossed a credit card on the stand in front of him.





"Is that your dad?" the barber asked Mark.



"No…"



Colonel Chen laughed. 



"Sir…what…how?" Mark stammered.



"I spotted that shitty 4Runner with the rusty wheel wells in the parking lot. I can spot that thing from five miles away. You ever gonna get rid of that thing?"



Mark grinned in spite of himself.



"Nope."



They sat in silence, Mark watching as long chunks of hair began to fall away from his head.



"So…what are you doing here?" Mark asked. "Are you like…stalking me?"



"Relax, cupcake," Chen grunted. "Don't flatter yourself. I had an inspection of one of our intel units at Lackland. Took some leave to visit family in Albuquerque. I knew you were here, I was gonna call you and offer to take you to dinner when I was passing through. Then I saw your car when I was pulling in."



"Oh. Okay."



Mark shifted in his chair, unsure whether to believe him. Sitting next to another marine he served in combat with after years away from it–it stirred deep and uncomfortable feelings in him.



"So…you look like a cross between stoner Jesus and a full-on vagrant," Chen quipped.



"I got tired of shaving," Mark quipped back.



"No shit…bathing too, from the look of it." 



They sat in silence for a little longer.



"So. What's on the horizon, Rein? You're graduating in a bit here."



"Yeah. Next semester."



"So?"



"I was thinking I'd teach."



Chen snorted.



"Teach? Who?"



Mark shrugged. "I don't know. Junior high. High school. Maybe get a Ph.D and teach college."



Chen nodded, turning suddenly serious.



"Good teachers are important. What about now? You got a girl or something?"



Mark hesitated, unsure how to answer.



"Oh." Chen nodded. "I see. Sore spot."



"At least I don't treat them…like you…" Mark shot back.



"No, Rein…" he sighed wearily. "No, you don't."



More silence, as the awkward quiet yielded to the sound of snipping scissors.



"So…what were you gonna say at dinner?" Mark asked. "I can't go. I got a thing."



"What thing?"



Mark hesitated, then just said it.



"I have tickets to a ballet."



"No shit?" Chen replied. "In El Paso? That's a surprise. Which one?"



"Stravinsky's Firebird."



"That's a good one. Got any extra tickets?"



"You serious?" Mark asked. 



"Have I ever made a joke, Rein? Ever? Think hard."



Mark shrugged. "I don't know."



"So…if you have an extra ticket, I'll buy it from you."



"Since when are you into classical music?" Mark shot back.



"Since always. Jesus, you don't remember anything, do you? Goddamn Jack Daniels pickled your brain."



Mark suddenly remembered the carefully curated orchestral music that was always playing in Chen's car when they drove–and often accompanied their quiet meals when they ate in his home. 



He wouldn't admit it out loud, but he had, in fact, erased that memory for all intents and purposes. The alcohol was a pointed maladaptation, aimed directly toward erasing the entire marine corps experience from his memory. 



Mark shrugged. "It's been a while."



"So?" Chen demanded, as the barber finished shearing the long, thick crop of hair off of Mark and switched to trimming down the beard.



"So what?" Mark asked.



"So, you got an extra ticket?"



Mark hesitated. "Yeah. One."



* * *



"How's the refit coming?"



Jordan heard David sigh on the other end of the phone.



"That good, huh?" 



She half smiled, knowing that his displays of frustration were more theater than substance. He always did this–if it was going well, he'd emote about some detail and make a show out of his dismay. If it was truly going badly, he just didn't say anything.



He did the same thing if he was hurt. Splinters and sprains brought out David's wounded tiger, unconsciously vying for attention and affection. But serious injuries–like when he was nearly beaten to death by that Vinnie guy at the warehouse–he simply said nothing, or played it off as if it were nothing.



So the signal was clear. David wanted encouragement. Verbal expressions of love and confidence. Shot across 12 hours of time difference–her breakfast was his dinner, and her sun was his moon. 



Love and encouragement across the globe, from day to night, from one day into the next…



She could do that.



"The crane's up and running, and the demo ship got loaded and unloaded," David explained. "Everything was good, but when we got the first ship in there, it took way too long to tie down before they got the crane moving."



"Big delay?"



"Yeah. A good twenty minutes."



"Oooh. Ouch."



Jordan smirked to herself as she continued. 



"Well, if anyone can untangle that problem, baby, it's you."



She could almost hear him beaming on the other end of the line.



"How about you, Jo?" David asked. "Weathering the empty days?"



Jordan put her phone on the table and put it on speaker, scrolling through her unread emails absently.



"Yeah. Classes are about done. Once I get final papers in, I'll do a grading sprint. And that's…it. I'm done."



"Interviews?"



"Don't start until next week."



"How are you feeling about them?"



Jordan shrugged. "Weird."



Weird was an understatement. Jordan was equal parts terrified and despondent about the prospect of talking to committees about her first academic posting. She was absolutely sure news of her affair with Patrick would get around. Not to mention the scandalous circumstances surrounding her dissertation defense.



"Weird how?" David asked.



"Just…weird. Didn't think I'd get to this place. Now that I'm here, and now that things got…complicated at the end there, I'm kinda…less confident than I've been."



"I'm not," David responded. "You've proven yourself ten times over. You're obviously ahead of your peers. And Lukacz is vouching for you."



"Yeah, that definitely won't hurt."



"So who do you have interviews with?"



"A bunch, actually," Jordan opened the notes on her phone to see the schedule.



"Let's see…assistant professor positions…got some prestige postings here. Duke, Villanova, ooh, one at Dartmouth. Swarthmore. NYU. Then some postdoctoral fellowships if I want to go that route. Cambridge, Heidelberg, Yale. Oooh, the Sorbonne…Paris…I probably won't get into that one."



"Wow. That's quite a list."



"Yeah…" Jordan answered carefully. "I'm still kinda unclear how Dr. Lukacz thinks I can clear the bar at any of these. I asked him to get me some safeties at state schools. And not just California."



"Did he do it?"



"Yeah. I've got a phone call with North Dakota, and Zoom calls with UConn. And North Carolina, looks like."



"Yeah. You're gonna be a busy girl."



"Yeah. Most of these are remote. Zoom or conference call. First round interviews, so you know how that goes. Some are scheduled before you get back, but a couple I'll have to dial into when we're in Greece."



"What about the guy who called your dad?"



Jordan paused. 



"What?"



"The guy who called your dad. Actually I think he called your phone. Sounded like it might be for a job. 



"I genuinely don't know what you're talking about, David."



"Yeah," he continued. "It was when I brought bagels, and you went to the bathroom, and your dad picked up the phone, and it sounded like someone was calling you. He said you were indisposed, and he'd have you call back. Who was that?"



Jordan paused again. "I don't know. Dad didn't say anything."



"Huh," David replied. "Wonder what that was about."



Jordan closed her notes and email apps, and opened her call log, scrolling back to the day in question–before her official dissertation defense when her father was staying over.



Only two incoming calls that morning. One was an unknown number with a New York area code. 



The other was from Captain Mark Rein.



Both had connected. And she hadn't answered either of them.



Jordan's hand shot up over her mouth.



"Jo?"



Jordan hesitated, before blurting out.



"It's okay."



"What's okay?" David sounded confused.



Jordan hesitated again.



"There's two incoming calls on that morning that I didn't answer, but it says they got answered. One…one is from Mark…you remember…"



She heard David's breathing pick up.



"Seriously?"



Jordan clutched the front of her t-shirt in a mild panic.



"Yeah…"



"Well…who's the other call from?"



"A number I don't know. From New York."



David was silent for a moment.



"I'm sure it's fine. Even…even if he did talk to Mark…it didn't sound like…"



"Do you remember what he said? Like…exactly?"



"I don't know…just that you weren't there, and you'd call back."



"Did he seem…different when he talked? Like…surprised or upset or anything?"



David hesitated again. 



"No. I don't think so. I mean…it seemed like a pretty routine call."



Jordan nodded, her heart fluttering.



"Okay. Okay, it's fine. Everything's fine."



"It really is, Jo…"



David's tried to inflect gently to reassure her, but Jordan was too far gone, talking in a loop. 



"It is, yeah."



"Yeah, it is."



"It's fine. Everything's okay."



"Fine. Nothing to get worked up about…"



* * *



"Was he there tonight?"



Amy looked back and forth down the hall behind the main stage as she talked to Gil, who stood behind her in the dressing room.



Still in full costume, Amy stood to her full height–just breaking the line at five feet, three inches in flats. Her blonde hair was tied back in a tight, flowing ponytail with a dense weave of pulsing shades of rich collared fabrics–vermillion, crimson, rust, and coral–tumbling outward down her back. Her face was made up with the subtlest shades of pink, her eyeshadow a setting sun with an electric blue border just over her eyelids. Her body was intimately hugged by shiny spandex material that shifted back and forth across differing tones of red depending on the angle of the light. And asymmetric trains of feather light material flowed off and cascaded down her upper limbs.



"Stunning. Just stunning. Thank you so much…"



Amy smiled and nodded at the gushing patron moving past her dressing room door in the hallway.



"No, thank you!" she smiled. "That's so sweet!"



"Oh, sweetheart, you're just…incredible. So passionate. So graceful!"



Another patron. Another adoring comment.



"Thank you, I'm so flattered…"



She touched her palm to her heart, then turned back around to look at Gil in the doorway.



"Was he there tonight? I didn't see him."



Gil gulped.



"He was there. I saw him. Near the back this time. He was with someone, though. An older guy. Real big. Like him."



He added the last detail when he saw a brief look of panic cross her face. Notable relief followed, then flattery as she contemplated the meaning of Mark bringing someone to see her dance. She stepped back into the dressing room, the door shutting behind them both.



It was all genuinely new for her. The attention, the solo dressing room, the interviews. She had been a back line girl for the past two and a half years, and all of the sudden everyone wanted to talk to her. 



She was only just learning to duck out of the way of rapid fire, omnidirectional adulation after performances. 



But now she wanted to see Mark, and she didn't want to wait for bed. 



Gil knew the tone of voice she used when she asked about him. That hopeful, not quite demanding, but definitely insistent tone. Wanting validation from the man who gave her the most confidence.



"I'll go see if he's…out there still." 



Gil stood up and headed dutifully toward the door.



"Thank you, honey…" Amy's face was indeed grateful, sitting down at the vanity as Gil slipped out the door. Amy turned toward the mirror to begin removing her makeup, expecting to hear the click of the door shutting, but it didn't. 



She turned to look at the door, worried that some admirer had slipped in and she would have to call the security guard. She didn't want to bother Kevin if she didn't have to…he was such a nice old man…



"Bellissima, piccola ballerina. Semplicemente bellissima."



Amy's eyes widened in surprise.



"Dr. De Foglio! I didn't know you'd come all the way up from Austin…"



"I heard good things, Amy. And you didn't disappoint."



Amy stood and waved her into the room and pointed to the stuffed chair in the corner. 



"I really am flattered you came all this way. Please. Come in, have a seat."



"Grazie."



Amy sat back down at the vanity, picking up her makeup removal kit and returning to work.



"I'm so flattered you made the trip, and even more that you liked it."



"More than liked it, Amy. I loved it. You became the firebird. I have seen very little like what I saw on stage tonight. And I have seen much."



Amy blushed, her skin outstripping the pink makeup all the more as it started to come off with the moistened cotton balls.



"Dr. De Foglio. I don't know what to say."



The old woman stood up, walking carefully until she stood behind Amy in the mirror.



"You say thank you. And then you do it again. And again. Night after night. Audience after audience. That is the challenge, piccola ballerina."



Amy smiled. "Yeah, I'm starting to get that."



Dr. De Foglio patted her shoulder.



"Our Gil is needing to learn it too."



"Oh?"



The old woman nodded. "He is building a good repertoire. Rivaling anyone in his class. Worldwide. But he practices for single performances. Auditions, competitions. As he always has. He needs to transition to programs he can play on tour. Over and over."



"That makes sense," Amy nodded.



"It's a hard thing to transition to," she admitted. "And Gil…he brings the magic sometimes. And sometimes not."



Amy nodded again. "You think so?"



"I know so."



"Is there something I can do? Is that why you're bringing it up?"



Dr. De Foglio hesitated, clearly weighing her words. She looked up into the mirror, meeting eyes with Amy through the reflective glass.



"You are his fire, Amy. You know that."



Amy blushed. "I hope so."



"But…he cannot burn too hot all the time. He will melt."



Amy cocked an eyebrow.



"I don't understand."



"The fire must burn. And it must burn always. Every day. But if it burns too hot, it melts the stove, and there is no more fire."



Dr. De Foglio reached into her handbag, and pulled out an object, clutching it in her closed fist.



"Hold out your hand."



Amy turned to look up at her, then held out her hand with a quizzical look on her face.



Dr. De Foglio placed an object in her hand: Metallic, cylindrical, with some kind of ring attached to the back of it. A small key seemed to stick out of a commensurately small lock at the crest of the ring. 



Dr. De Foglio closed Amy's fingers around it, then gave her a kind smile.



"You found your fire, ballerina. Don't let it go."



Amy looked down at her own closed fist as Dr. De Foglio moved quietly out of the dressing room, the door clicking shut behind her.



Leaving Amy alone–a solo muse of flowing fire, holding both lock and key to Gil's genius.




Post 493 — Cuckcop

Sun Sep 27, 2026 1:25 am

Thanks again for the wonderful writing, I actually got emotional when I read how well Amy danced.




Post 494 — nnjcpl2002

Sun Sep 27, 2026 6:58 am

Oh boy!  Should we feel sorry for Gil?

But the Professor is all-knowing, so I suppose we may assume that her prescription will be the right one.




Post 495 — lkh96

Sun Sep 27, 2026 4:52 pm

Is jared aware of meghan sneaking out to meet rein ? 

If he is not aware will it be considered cheating ? or if he finds out later he is probably gonna be okay...



I love the unspoken tension present day Rein has already introduced unknowingly into David n Jordan's life.




Post 496 — Guest

Mon Sep 28, 2026 8:42 am

Just some random thought:



Incredible how well your developing the plot among the three(?) fronts.



I think the Amy/Gil segment is the most straight forward in it's contribution to the overall scheme.



The Jared/Megan segment seems like it's going to increase in 'current' day relevance as it pertains to the David/Jordan segment, these coming together with Mark as the axis.



The story is titled 'Jordan', but thus far into it it seems to me 'Mark' could have been an appropriate title as he's developing in character in nearly all the sections of the chapters; although the development of the other characters is no less riveting.  



So far David and Jordan still have not shared the full version of events/interactions with each other.  David was baiting her a bit with the question about who called her, I think. It is interesting that Jordan's father answered her phone twice but made no mention of details to anyone it seems.



Thank you for another great chapter.




Post 497 — Johng1953

Tue Sep 29, 2026 12:27 am

↳ Replying to: Guhunkadorn

Just some random thought:



Incredible how well your developing the plot among the three(?) fronts.



I think the Amy/Gil segment is the most straight forward in it's contribution to the overall scheme.



The Jared/Megan segment seems like it's going to increase in 'current' day relevance as it pertains to the David/Jordan segment, these coming together with Mark as the axis.



The story is titled 'Jordan', but thus far into it it seems to me 'Mark' could have been an appropriate title as he's developing in character in nearly all the sections of the chapters; although the development of the other characters is no less riveting.  



So far David and Jordan still have not shared the full version of events/interactions with each other.  David was baiting her a bit with the question about who called her, I think. It is interesting that Jordan's father answered her phone twice but made no mention of details to anyone it seems.



Thank you for another great chapter.



I was thinking about the name of this amazing story too and can only assume there must be something big on the horizon involving her. So far she hasn't played a huge part in the Mark saga but there is now of course signs that will soon change.




Post 498 — Crushing

Tue Sep 29, 2026 10:28 pm

[/quote]



I've written a lot (a hobby).  Even have a couple "lightening in a bottle" stories that did very well as cuck themed (rated 4.75+) on Literotica under Fetish (although they are crap compared to what you're writing). 



It's problematic for those very reasons you mention (I have a Sudowrite account which is one of the "better" AI helpers), but for me it's poison because  every once in a while if I have a little bit of a block, it can unblock it, but it sends me in directions I don't really want to go long term. 



I have a couple of shorter story ideas that I have never been able to finish.  Granted, it's hard enough already for me, I'm not the best writer when it comes to start to finish, and AI made that worse. I've posted nothing on Lit since AI became a thing. It's depressing.



With AI, I'm half writing/half reading something I'm creating for the first time. It's weird.

[/quote]



Yeah, that's a really good way to put it. I feel like so much of the creativity is rocking back and forth impatiently until something falls loose and you find a way forward. The fact that there's a viable shortcut (in the form of creating coherent language that can parrot the basic genre conventions of what the writer is trying to do) seems like more than just artistically dishonest. In removing the human element, it makes it impossible to connect with an audience meaningfully, which for me as a reader is the difference between killing time and actually reading. 



If I need help from a robot to unblock the idea, it's not a very good idea. Or it won't become a good idea without taking the time and effort to fight through the block.




Post 499 — Crushing

Tue Sep 29, 2026 10:33 pm

↳ Replying to: john jasson



Things may change in the distant future. Decades ago, I recall early attempts at digital cameras and photography, and I remember looking at the appalling results and thinking it would never catch on and replace traditional film. It soon came on in leaps and bounds, and now it pretty much has replaced film. Will AI writing improve enough to do the same? It’s undeniably getting better. I remain to be convinced that it can actually be made to “live”, though. How could it? Unlike with digital photography, the question goes right to the nature of emotion, even to the nature of existence itself, and there is no greater conundrum than that. So if the gap is bridgeable we would need to overcome some pretty profound obstacles to get there. If AI can be made to create in a living “human” fashion, we probably have far bigger problems than sloppy writing because it will mean that we can no longer tell the difference, and that really is worrying. 




Yeah, the feature I worry about is that the AI learning is geared toward giving readers what they want with surgical precision. Almost all content and platforms are geared to do that nowadays, and it's pretty clear by now that that's just bad for us.



I don't think anything other than a talented and perceptive writer could take the leap from giving readers what they want to giving readers what they didn't know they wanted. The creativity is in the ability to twist old language and recognizable tropes into new insights and genuinely relatable characters. AI seems to grasp the nuts and bolts of narrative, but can't make much if it isn't some reconstitution of other, established writing.




Post 500 — Crushing

Tue Sep 29, 2026 10:55 pm

↳ Replying to: Johng1953

↳ Guhunkadorn wrote Mon Sep 28, 2026 8:42 am:
Just some random thought:



Incredible how well your developing the plot among the three(?) fronts.



I think the Amy/Gil segment is the most straight forward in it's contribution to the overall scheme.



The Jared/Megan segment seems like it's going to increase in 'current' day relevance as it pertains to the David/Jordan segment, these coming together with Mark as the axis.



The story is titled 'Jordan', but thus far into it it seems to me 'Mark' could have been an appropriate title as he's developing in character in nearly all the sections of the chapters; although the development of the other characters is no less riveting.  



So far David and Jordan still have not shared the full version of events/interactions with each other.  David was baiting her a bit with the question about who called her, I think. It is interesting that Jordan's father answered her phone twice but made no mention of details to anyone it seems.



Thank you for another great chapter.



I was thinking about the name of this amazing story too and can only assume there must be something big on the horizon involving her. So far she hasn't played a huge part in the Mark saga but there is now of course signs that will soon change.



This is good feedback, and I've gotten it from a few of you guys. 



This part of the broader story definitely focuses on Mark's exile from the Corps and his attempt to rebuild the broken identity resulting from war, betrayal on the part of the Corps, and of course his heartbreak from Molly. 



But the earlier chapters (I've informally identified as "Part I") focused much more on Jordan and David as characters, so while we've stepped away from that, there will be a return to it. My intention is that the overall flow focuses on Jordan/David in Part I, Mark (including his fraught but deep relationship with Megan and Jared and the boys, as well as his being pulled out of the abyss by Amy and Gil), and then reset in Part III to focus on Mark and Jordan together, using the character development in earlier parts to explore the complexities of their chemistry (and the angst of David's part in things as well).



The narrative focus will shift in part III, much fewer flashbacks, and it will be more like a straightforward novel running in a straight chronological timeline, focusing on present day Mark and Jordan, and importantly, it will dive deep into David actually experiencing the emotional intensity of a sustained cuck relationship for the first time. That's an important factor: one of the things to keep in mind is that the distance-cuck thing at this point in the story isn't really working for either Jordan or David--It's not working for Jordan because Patrick was a mixed bag even when it was going well, and of course it ended in near catastrophe. And it isn't working well for David because frankly, Jordan isn't really leaning into his needs very much, her inattentiveness to his desire to be involved after the fact comes from the fact that she remains torn about the morality of it all, carries shame about certain aspects of it, and despite her strong libido, she hasn't found a man that can actually unlock the full force of the girl in the mirror. And since it isn't going well, as many of you are noticing, their communication is pretty bad right now.



So a lot more Jordan is coming. But Mark needs to be fully fleshed out as the deeply broken and incomplete man that he is. Someone who has an idea of what might fulfill him, but who seems unable to fully secure that for himself, and someone who has strong instincts for leadership and deep loyalties and love for his chosen family and partners, but who is also self-unaware to the point of being unable to fix himself. Mark needs other people to thrive. So when he encounters someone who lights his fire physically and intellectually, and most importantly when he finds someone who has the skills to identify and seek to mend his own broken psychology, hold on to your hats. Because he's not going to want to let her go, and he is formidable.



And David will have to come to terms with just how far he wants this connection to go.



Anyway, that's the strategy behind the emphasis on Mark in part II, and my little preview trailer for part III which will start in...two chapters according my current plot sketch. Stay tuned.





Post 501 — Cuckcop

Thu Oct 01, 2026 12:31 am

Oh boy, I'm starting to get worried for David, I find his character the most compelling in the story. I hope wherever the story goes it will not break his connection, emotional or physical with Jordan.




Post 502 — john jasson

Thu Oct 08, 2026 2:32 pm

↳ Replying to: Crushing

just to clarify: "Boot Scooters" is American Southwest slang for line dancers, haha. Should have made that clearer.



While much American lingo can be a mystery to those of us this side of the pond, I did actually know that - because of this:



https://youtu.be/4NO-h9PFum4?si=OJfgqbHpJZpNIUK_



It's almost 30 years old, but it'll take a lot less than that to drive you nuts!  :lol:




Post 503 — Crushing

Fri Oct 09, 2026 5:49 am

My goodness. Boot scooting without boots. And on the beach, no less!



Growing up where I did, I'm cringing but laughing. Is this what it's like for you guys when we try to do Shakespeare with our accents?  :lol:




Post 504 — Crushing

Fri Oct 09, 2026 6:02 am

It definitely felt weird the first time.



Gil noticed every part of it–an almost out of body experience.



Amy’s hands had been shaking as she fiddled with the device. Scared to pinch his skin, but terrified about what it meant for his manhood, his soul, his relationship with her.



Delicately, quietly…hiding quietly in the temporary privacy of their apartment while Mark was next door getting his clothes, a few beers, and what he described as a "surprise," Amy tended to this delicate, if ill-defined work. Executing the prescription of Gil's teacher with virtually no direction other than to regulate his fire.



Still, she felt strangely powerful, and this felt strangely intimate. She decided to simply try it, and see if it bonded them in their exploration together. She lovingly apprehended her boyfriend's stiffening penis, sliding it through the ring, then carefully pulling through his tight scrotum a bit at a time. Then, attempting to tuck his penis into the small cylinder, she met the resistance of engorged tissue. 



She thought on her feet. She extracted a single ice cube out of the freezer, kissed him gently, then turned her attention downward and began delicately swiping the ice up and down his length.



He cringed, his vision swirling with the wild contradiction of his extreme arousal and the frigid denial of its performance in his erection. After he softened, Amy lovingly patted him dry and slipped his cool penis into the cylinder, then clipped the cylinder to the ring. Turning to pick up the tiny key from the countertop, she held him firmly so his skin didn't slip into the breach and pinch.



Gil was stunned at the effect of that tiny click on his level of attention as Amy leaned down and kissed the cylinder before pulling his pants back up and fastening them. She seemed, somehow, to be more real. More present. Like upgrading a TV screen to higher resolution–but this was Amy in real life, looking back at him.



Her eyes were wide. Trepidation was only the surface of her ice blue irises. Underneath that trepidation was something deeper. Something left over from the last few months–since the strip club…since the audition, since the rehearsals…since the new routine with Mark, where night after night, she welcomed the huge body of their neighbor and friend into intimate congress with her own tight, petite body.



Anticipation? Certainly. 



Inspiration? Obviously.



Command?



Maybe?



Whatever it was, it was gentle and loving. Quiet, soft, and yet not importuning. Demanding, yet demure.



"We're going to try this for a while, okay honey?"



Amy's voice broke the barrier of a whisper, but only just peeked through.



The swirl of intense, heady arousal was now glutting in Gil's pelvis, causing him to experience the usual post-orgasm emotional immersion he described to Dr. De Foglio–without having the orgasm. 



Yet with this, there was neither the accompanying release, nor the darkness that followed. 



He felt his cock pulse feebly, his balls begin to tighten almost imperceptibly. 



In the tempest of emotion, he fought to find a verbal response to Amy. His love, his desire, his frustration, his resentment all swirled around the periphery of his emotional vision. He was helpless before her–not unlike the inferior dancers she now routinely dominated on the stage. All he could manage to say, with a trembling voice, was:



"You did so great tonight, baby. I am so incredibly proud of you."



She smiled sweetly, weighing a response that would articulate something meaningful about this odd turn of events.



But there was no time. The rustling at the door carried the day.



It was half an instant before Gil saw only her ponytail facing him as she wheeled to face the opening door. The remnants of temporary red and orange coloring that accompanied the hair accessories for her costume had not yet been washed away with a shower.



"I still can't believe you cut your hair!" she gushed as Mark entered the room. "You look so different!"



She threw her arms around Mark's neck as the door shut behind him. They began to kiss noisily, Amy's excitement brimming over after a successful performance.



Such a long way from that first night in the dance studio, Gil thought to himself. It was almost as if that first night, so characterized by trembling seduction, had met its culmination on amateur night: 



The first dance, a terrified presentation of her petite body in desperate hope that he would respond and accept her. 



The last dance, a fearless presentation of her body to any eyes he saw fit to display her to–a public acknowledgement of total ownership of her body.



Every dance since had simply been an uncorking of the artistic fire previously held back by a lack of confidence in her body. That fire held elements in tension–sensitivity, passion, intelligence, and raw sexual hunger–that were crammed into the dark corners of her petite body for years. Until the confidence she found from her regular couplings with the brawny tower of a man removed the choking valve of her insecurities and let fly the full flame of Amy–a blinding light for all to see.



And after the fire spread each performance night, incinerating all in its horizon, it would be gently put out with the indignant squeak of bedsprings, and the grateful coos of the flame-bearer herself as she was fucked deeply and kissed passionately.



Gil shuddered at how routine the heat between the two of them–and by extension the three of them–had become. Thrusts. Bounces. Trading positions, but with an informal familiarity that betrayed regularity. And somehow the hottest indicator of their chemistry came from the fact that Amy hadn't apologized for her orgasms for weeks now. She just came, her eyes scrunching shut and her body seizing as her hips rocked. 



And for his part, Mark didn't warn her about his orgasms anymore. He just came, his hips rigid as he unloaded deep into her willing body.



Now, with the emotional color of Gil's vision beginning to bend, he could see his girlfriend and her lover beginning that familiar dance. Mark already had her set on the kitchen counter, her legs dangling off the side, her shirt off, with the new, clean trim of his beard surrounding the small bulb of her breast as he sucked the small, beaded peak of her nipple. Her head was tilted down, her eyes on the connection that clearly sent shocks of excitement through her.



They were a couple now.



The fire swelled around Gil's midsection like a bellows blew into it. The skin of his cock tried–and failed–to flex against the unyielding steel around it.



Mark's eyes flared with hunger–they had long had that. But there was something new, too. The possessiveness seemed harder, more determined. 



He wanted her. All of her. Even though they all agreed he owned her body, he clearly wanted more. Her art, her soul…her love.



And she writhed in ecstatic agony as he seemed determined to suck it all right out of her breasts.



This was a passion beyond the body. 



Gil felt his own flame rising as Mark hooked his hands under Amy's thighs and carried her, splayed, topless and panting, into the bedroom.



She bounced briefly on the bed, but recovered quickly to sit up and fumble furiously with the button and zipper on Mark's pants.



"Who was that guy you were with…" Gil heard her whisper desperately as she pulled out Mark's large, pulsing and stiffening cock.



Mark didn't answer, gripping her ponytail and pulling her head forward. 



The question ended as her mouth was stuffed, the mottled orange coloring of her stage hair rubbing off on Mark's palm and fingers.



Gil didn't move from the kitchen, his view unbroken as his girlfriend forgot he existed. Her head began to bob like a metronome, a contented purr subtly coloring the upbeat as she sucked Mark's cock.



Gil's heart began to race like it never had before, his hand reaching down desperately into his pants–only to find the lock and the cylinder mocking him.



Amy stopped, withdrawing briefly and clutching Mark's angry cock with a moist hand. She looked up at him, her ice blue eyes submissive, her smile unaffected as she began to savor the anticipation of sexual satiation, soon to be planted deep in her body: painted in a thick coat over her cervix and dripping richly down the wet walls of her vagina.  



Gil had seen that look before. She craved him. She relished what she was about to get from him.



But the look on Mark's face–that was new.



Another bellows to the fire…yet the strain of flesh in steel seemed to direct the heat now. The swirl of the world deepened. Quickened. 



And as Gil's heart raced to panic, his cock slowed his blood, the heat and the steel beginning to melt the softer elements of his emotional world. Dizzy with the new sensation, he stumbled forward a step, then froze as Mark heard him move and looked over his shoulder through the open bedroom door.



With the shorter hair, Mark had a new look about him. A kind of power…an authority Gil felt instinctively that he dare not question.



So he said nothing as Mark reached out to pinch the bedroom door and casually flip it shut.



Leaving Gil–molten, caged, and desperate–alone with his electric practice piano.



He sat on the bench, his frustrated cock throbbing helplessly as the asymmetrical squeaks of his mattress morphed into a slow, steady rhythm.



He didn’t bother with the headphones, but leaned forward, his head swirling, his hands steady, his head tilting toward the instrument and—behind the wall—his bedroom.



Almost without thinking, his hands drifted to the opening position.



Balakirev. The Oriental Fantasy.



* * *



As the airport reunions had become routine, the squeal that signaled those first few reunions had left the repertoire months ago.



So David was all the more surprised when he heard Jordan squeal in delight as he walked through the airport security exit. 



Spotting her quickly in the crowd, David made his way over to her. She threw her arms around his neck and squeezed.



They held each other tightly until her excitement ebbed enough to loosen her grip. Then one deep, slow, wet kiss followed another.



“Good to see you too, Dr. Simms," he said quietly.



“Dr. Stark-Simms,” she corrected him with mock severity. “I will tolerate the laziness of saying half my name from the amoral academic community.” 



She kissed him again. 



“But not from you.” 



“I got the sense that the Stark name was an inconvenient add-on," David grinned impishly. "Distracting your readers and audiences with all that hyphenation.” 



“Yeah, well…it’s growing on me.”



She squeezed the hug tight again, both of them pressing their chins over each other’s shoulders. The embrace took on an unfamiliar earnestness that David couldn’t quite place.



“Plus,” she said, letting go of the embrace and stepping back a pace, “I actually am a Ph.D now. So if they don’t like it, they can suck it. The hyphen stays.”



David laughed at her half-cocked grin.



“So, have the troops landed?” he asked.



“Not yet,” she answered. “Mom and Dad and Sammy are getting in later this afternoon. And Rachel’s flying in from Colby tomorrow.”



David nodded. “Lodging?”



“They got an Airbnb by the campus. A house with three bedrooms. Should be perfect.”



“I want to pay for it,” David replied. 



“You don’t have to,” Jordan reassured him. “It's really okay. The church is doing a little better, Dad said they could make it work.”



“I can make it work too. And I'd rather be in a position to host everyone at our home, but we're still renting. It's okay, Jo. We can definitely swing it. Especially after the Bangladesh upgrade.”



Jordan lifted a careful eyebrow toward David until he insisted. 



His eyes were serious.



“Let me do this, baby. I want to.”



Jordan smiled broadly, shaking her head in amazement. 



“Okay. I’ll tell them.” 



She took his hand as they walked out toward the parking lot. Reveling in the gentle clutch of her soft fingers, he gripped his bag in his other, free hand.



“So the upgrade went okay then?” she asked.



“So far so good. Getting a whole new loading lane online is a monster of a process. But it’s doing well so far. I’ll be watching it like a little kid watching the December calendar, though. Every hour of every day until it starts paying out.”



They held each other's hands tightly until they reached the car. David tossed his bag into the back seat of Jordan’s Rav-4, then sat down in the passenger’s seat as Jordan turned the car on, checking the backup camera before backing into the parking lot.



“So what does that mean? The new lane…or  crane?” She asked as they began driving.



David took off his glasses to clean.



“Both, in this case. One means the other. It means that a centrally located port with x capacity is probably going to have at least x.5 moving capacity. And might be as much as 2x. It changes all sorts of calculations for shippers and manufacturers, and will probably have ripple effects throughout South Asia. Definitely a hefty commission for us, and it’s almost certainly going to need babysitting to optimize all of the follow on changes in the region. Which is why I’m being promoted to oversee the entire South Asia/Oceania/Australia region starting in January.”



“So that’s the promotion you were talking about?”



“Yep.”



Jordan nodded, turning into the street and joining the flow of traffic. “That's exciting! And the business? Hamad and the guys?”



“Going strong. Every time I check in they're going gangbusters. The idea is really catching on. Thinking about opening up satellite chapters, hiring some more sales guys and mechanics in new locations. Getting Clint to oversee the expansion and maybe an asphalt resurfacing division, since he thinks we can get a foot in that market with some of the other products we're going to distribute next year. Of course then we’ll have to hire a new local manager. Hamad can’t handle the whole state crew on his own.”



Jordan nodded. “Hamad needs to be able to come home at night. Aisha is seven months along. I had lunch with her the other day. They’re hoping for a boy, but they won’t look at the ultrasound. They want to be surprised this time.”



David smiled. “That sounds like Aisha.”



They drove in silence for a while. Then, breaking the silence:



“David…can I ask you something?”



He turned to her, her face still forward, focusing on the road. She looked nervous and concerned.



“Yeah, Jo. Of course. What is it?”



She paused, then took a deep breath.



“Are we millionaires?”



David paused, a little surprised and unsure of how to answer. 



Finally, he thought of one.



“Would it be a problem if we were?”



David well knew that Jordan was uncomfortable around money—and with her parents and siblings visiting for her graduation, she was likely wrestling with the fact that she was now wealthier than any of them realized. Especially as David had offered to pay for their lodging. It wouldn't be unwelcome by her parents. But it wouldn't go unnoticed, either. They would be grateful, but wary.



She hesitated. “I don’t know. I just never thought that that might be a thing in my life.”



David laughed. 



“It’s not like…bad or anything,” she explained. “I just…I’m not used to the idea.”



“Yeah. I get it," David replied. "I’m still getting used to the idea of being successful without being an asshole.”



Jordan laughed out loud. 



“Well,” he continued, “I mean, my dad did okay…but you know how he was.”



Jordan nodded. They sat in silence for a moment longer before Jordan ventured the question again.



“So…are we?”



David shook his head.



“No. But it’s been a hell of a year, and we’re on track to be. Before December, probably.”



Jordan nodded slowly, a million thoughts running through her mind. She settled on the most innocuous one she could parse at the moment.



“So,” she kept the same hesitant tone, “do you think I could maybe get a new swimsuit for our trip to Greece?”



David laughed again.



“Do we need to be millionaires for you to buy a new swimsuit?”



Jordan blushed deeply, too embarrassed to answer. In some ways, being rich was, for her family, more morally problematic than being sexually promiscuous. 



She had long thought that her father's suspicion of wealth was born out of the resentment of a lifelong struggle to make ends meet. She had more recently been reconsidering Nietzsche's critique that some christians' obsession with regulating sex lives was born out of some similar resentments of impotence in that particular sphere of life. She had even found some nugget of truth when she read Genealogy of Morals as an undergraduate. Christian resentments springing from deprivation leading to a moral triumphalism in renouncement, and such things like that. It made sense, to a point.



She wasn't convinced by Nietzsche's argument, of course. Just felt that, like all earnest criticisms, a little glimmer of explanatory truth flicked through it. 



But being able to spend the previous year processing the rapid changes helped her to recognize that her husband was not evil, was not cheating or stealing from anyone, and was in fact helping a lot of people with his work and investments. 



The formula was irritatingly simple. The input was hard work and genius, the output was wealth. With some striking luck in the time and circumstances of opportunity. David's success was, with little question, a blessing. And most of the time she recognized that.



But it wasn't enough to deprogram the stern warnings of her early years. About all the evils in the world. 



Beware of wealth. The love of money. Corrupter of souls.



“Of course you can get a new swimsuit, baby,” David patted her hand on the gear shift. “You don't have to ask. It's your money. And get some summer clothes that are comfortable. Or maybe you’d rather just sit tight for now and then get a vacation wardrobe while we’re over there. Local stuff, check out the shops, meet the people. That’s an option, too. Might be fun.”



“Yeah. Yeah, I guess it is an option," Jordan said quickly, trying to reorient her thinking. "That does sound fun, actually. I’ve never like…just gone shopping for a wardrobe before. But I’m really excited, I’m going to see Athens! And I’ll try to get to see all the places I read about when I was little…”



David smiled.



“Good. That’s exactly what I hoped you’d say. But…let’s get you graduated, first.”



Jordan blushed again, this time more happily.



“But Jo…” David interjected into the silence as they turned into the parking lot of their apartment building.



“But..?” She turned toward him after parking in their spot next to their old Camry.



“Can you bring your green one-piece swimsuit anyway? Just for me? I really like that one.”



* * *



Dr. De Foglio gave no instructions. 



As Amy had said. 



So…the chastity cage just stayed on. In some ways, forgotten. In some ways, not.



Gil woke slowly, his mind fuzzy as he heard the shower running. Mark's huge, copper skinned frame moved out of the bedroom door, across the narrow way, and disappeared into the bathroom, no clothes to hide the rough smoothness of his broad masculinity. Once gone, Gil heard a kiss, a giggle, then another kiss coming from the bathroom, then the ever-so-slight sound of adjustment in water temperature.



Amy appeared at the bathroom door, uncovered from head to toe. Her pale, muscular legs were toned but relaxed, a modest river of thick white semen extending a few inches from the apex of her right thigh. Her bare cleft was swollen, her labia puffed with rough and extended use. Her flat tummy disappeared into the near visibility of her ribcage, her perky breasts sitting high on her chest with nipples tight–small discolorations around them indicating that Mark's attentions were vigorous and sustained. Her face was flushed and glowing, a happy smile bracing her high cheekbones, her ice-blue eyes shining, and her golden hair still bore smudges of red and orange from her costume.



So no shower last night. 



Gil made a note to change her pillowcase–probably Mark's too.



Actually, it was his pillowcase. Not Mark's.



Or was it? 



The realization hit him as Amy's face came to meet his on the couch with a sweet kiss.



"Morning, baby…how's it feel?"



Amy was whispering so Mark didn't overhear their secret.



"It's…okay, actually. A little weird."



He lifted the blanket and pulled back the waistband of his pajama pants, revealing the small metal cage, still securely snuggling his penis–a bizarre, paradoxical mockery of womanhood cradling manhood. 



The anti-vagina?



The thought flashed through Gil's mind as Amy carefully inspected the device, then his skin around it.



"We should shave you…" she said quietly. "Less to pinch."



Gil grunted, unsure of how to reply.



"How do you feel? Not just…this. Dr. De Foglio said something about keeping you hot but not melting. I'm not sure what that means. Is that how it feels?"



"Yeah…that's kinda how I'd describe it. Really hot. Like…really really hot. When I could hear you last night, and I was practicing…"



"It was so good, baby…Mark almost stopped just to listen…" she gushed, squeezing his cage to check rigidity.



"Really?"



"Yeah, honey. We thought about inviting you in to watch, but you clearly were in a deep flow state."



"You did?" Gil's heart nearly stopped. The thought of watching–when he couldn't even…



It was almost too much.



"Yeah, I hope that's okay." Amy replaced the waistband before pausing thoughtfully, looking down at him. 



"I don't know how long you need to wear this. I was gonna look it up last night, but Mark put me right to sleep…"



"Oh. Okay."



"I'll look it up later, but we'll leave it on for now" she said, standing up to walk to the shower. "Gotta go. Water's running."



"Are you…" Gil said, abruptly sitting up as Amy turned toward the bathroom. 



She turned back, eyebrow raised.



"Am I what, honey?"



She saw Gil's eyes directed toward the shower, and she realized what he was asking.



"Oh. Probably not, honey. We already went this morning…see?"



She reached down to her thigh, scooping up a dollop of semen with the pad of her index finger and lifted it to show him.



"I'm really sore, too." She slipped her finger in her mouth and sucked off the sperm. As she looked back down at the couch, she couldn't quite place the look on Gil's face.



"Didn't you hear us?" she asked.



Gil shook his head. "I guess I slept through it."



"Oh," she said. 



He looked disappointed.



"I'll probably suck his dick in the shower for a little while…" she said. "He likes it when I do that. You want to watch?"



Gil looked down.



Amy wasn't sure what that meant. It wasn't a yes. But it definitely wasn't a no, either. 



"I'll leave the door open," she said. Then, reaching between her legs, she scooped up another dollop of semen and licked it off her finger. 



Gil looked up suddenly to watch her. 



His fixation on the act led her to suggest something without thinking. She reached down, extending her fingers toward the vertex of her legs, pointing to the raw mixture of fluids and release–her own and her lover's.



"Want some?" 



Gil looked down, shaking his head.



She felt silly asking. But it was a strange situation, and she recognized everything about it was a bit weird. 



He was clearly aroused, and ashamed. 



It looked like he wanted it…but didn't want it.



At the same time.



Probably something about the cage made it like that. 



It was probably no big deal.



"Okay, honey. I'll leave the door open. But you can ignore us if you want to." 



She turned around, her tight little rump flexing as she walked–just a little bit stiff–into the bathroom. Gil saw the sliding shower door open, then Amy stepped inside and slid it shut behind her. Then, he saw her small outline leaning against a much larger outline before sinking slowly to her knees.



The dull, powerful throb around Gil's crotch seemed to intensify, as he squinted to watch his girlfriend fellate the neighbor. But it intensified in a strange way. It was almost like an engine shifting into a higher gear. The engine was the same, the RPMs the same, but…somehow more power. 



And less noise.



The next day was the same. The final two performances weren't for another five days, so he and Amy had a lazy day together. As her body was now Mark's property, she made it clear that they wouldn't be having sex unless he gave them permission. And she didn't want to ask Mark until the run of the Firebird was over. Everything was going so well–she didn't want to change her routine. 



So no sex for Gil.



But they also discussed the strange new feelings he was having. They weren't stable–there were definitely moments of pitched, even painful arousal where his body and the cage were fighting each other. But there were also long, quiet stretches of calm, warm tension. Like walking through warm goo. It was slow, it was weird, it was even scary. Yet the warmth, the comfort embedded in the feeling was also impossible to ignore.



What he found was that the cage seemed to make him more actively solicitous of Amy's comfort and happiness–and much more ravenous for her chaste physical affections. He craved her kisses and her touch. They held each other tightly on the couch, he massaged her feet, helped her tape her toes for rehearsals, and of course, played the piano whenever she wanted to practice a section of the Firebird on her own. 



But whenever he played for her, he got flashbacks of that first time. What was a vague memory of her bearing her little breasts for Mark in the studio became an inferno of living memory–as if it was happening right in front of him again. He even accidentally played the first few bars from Ondine once–to Amy's delighted laughter. 



And each day, the gear shift went higher. Each day, the speed, the power, the intensity of the mad feeling went up, but the noise went down. Third gear. Fourth gear. Fifth. More power, less noise.



By the sixth day, Gil's balls were visibly swollen and tender, and the emotional swirl was a near constant state.



They woke up together, and Amy looked down at his cage.He twitched involuntarily when her delicate hand grazed the top of it. 



"I don't think it's supposed to look like this…" she said, worried. 



Amy wordlessly picked the little key out of her purse and unlocked her boyfriend's penis.



It emerged like an economy class passenger from a trans-pacific flight. Shrunken, shriveled, disheveled, and desperate.



Amy's brow knit in concern as she gently pinched her boyfriend's manhood, but smiled as she began to see signs of his erection showing.



"There it is…" she said brightly. She smiled up at Gil. "Okay. I was worried."



"It feels…so good to be out…" he sighed.



She turned over his penis, examining it top and bottom as it stiffened. "Some of the stuff I read said you should take it off every day to clean and stuff…but it looked okay." 



She looked up at him pointedly.



"Maybe we'll do that next time."



Gil nodded quietly.



"You ready?" she asked.



Gil nodded, nearly overwhelmed as she began to gently wrap her fingers around him.



"Is this okay? Not too sensitive?"



Gil sucked in his teeth, his pelvis twitching. "It's…good. It's just…alot."



She began to stroke him gently. His moans were involuntary, as were her resulting smiles.



"Actually…" she said, slowing but not stopping the gentle motions of her right hand," I should text Mark. Make sure this is okay…



Gil ejaculated, his eyes rolling up into his head as his vision went white. Amy started backward, the amount of semen coming out of her boyfriend dwarfing what she had seen from him before. Her mouth hung open silently as she felt him flex, as the volume decreased with each flexion, as his heaving breath began to even out.



The shock stabilized. It was almost as much as Mark…not as thick, but almost as much.



She didn't know what to make of it.



"Okay," she said quietly as she let go of him and reached for some tissue on the nightstand. "Let's…let's get you cleaned up."



* * *



"Oh…okay. Yeah…that's it…"



Megan gasped as she felt her husband come inside her. She held him tight, her mouth tucked tightly against his ear, her elbow locked around the back of his neck as he covered her with his body.



"Yeah…that's it, baby. Give it to me," she whispered urgently.



Jared shuddered as he released, letting out a gravelly grunt as his body twitched. 



He couldn't help himself. Megan's warm body was almost red hot tonight after sneaking home from Mark's place. 



And feeling her pussy so soon after she finished with Mark…good god…



He would never cop to it with Mark, but it was the single most pleasurable experience he'd ever come across. Having sex with Megan after she had sex with Mark…she got so wet, it was unbelievable. It felt so goddamn good…he never missed an opportunity to do it.



Megan's ankles locked around his waist, holding him still while she reveled in the feeling of both of the men she loved now resting inside her. 



Her eyes closed, picturing herself full of one, then the other, then both. 



Her copper skin was still hot, and getting hotter. It had taken everything she had to growl encouragement in her husband's ear while riding out her own flying orgasm.



Both of them heaved for a moment, quickly regaining their breath.



Megan's leg lock relaxed, releasing the man in the middle of it. 



The thought briefly crossed her mind–it was entirely possible that her husband was the most qualified man in the world to break out of a body hold like this. 



But he was completely powerless in her grip.



She liked that thought.



A lot.



Mark had been similarly helpless between her legs–a giant, battle proven hunter-killer trembling as his powerful hands clutched behind her shoulders, his own hips breaking their rhythm as he began to shudder into her. 



She could still make Mark's eyes roll back. She could still make him growl incoherently. 



She recalled the fact with a smirk. 



That white-eye roll. Just like he did fifteen years before.



She was quite proud of that level of continuity in their lovemaking.



Jared groaned melodramatically as he flopped onto his back.



"So…who's better?" He panted.



She slapped his bare, tattooed chest with an audible smack.



"I told you," she said with a grin. "Not better. Different."



"Bullshit," He shot back, grinning along with her.



"Not bullshit. He's a steamroller, you're a jackhammer. You both do a different job, but you both are…quite effective." 



"So you're what…a new road?"



"Well plowed."



Jared laughed, slapping her chest back.



"Ow!" she grabbed at his hand but he slipped away, laughing.



"God…" she clutched the spot above her left breast, grinning with feigned anger. "Dude…ow…that's my favorite tit, asshole…"



Jared laughed again, undeterred. "Who's better?"



"Whoever goes second…" she said, grinning again as she sat up and threw his pillow at him.



Jared ducked and laughed again, genuinely delighted.



Megan flopped on her face, half in affect, half in genuine sexual exhaustion.



"Uggghhh….God. You broke me…" she groaned into her pillow.



"Who broke you?" Jared slid back down next to her, stroking her hair.



"The plural you…"



He groaned and picked up the tossed pillow, playfully smacking her feet and hips with it.



It was so weird just how much Jared and JJ were alike, Megan thought to herself. Bottomless, impish energy. Good heart, deep sensitivity, but weak communication and no ability whatsoever to focus until you nail their feet to the floor.



"Stop." 



Megan was stern but affectionate as she pointed to his spot on the bed–her face still buried down in her pillow. 



He sighed in feigned disappointment and slipped under the covers next to her.



"Fine…"



She snuggled up to him, undeniably sore but deeply satisfied.



"So…" he whispered, basking in the afterglow as his heart rate began to level off.



"So what?"



"How was he?"



Megan laughed. "It was great, Jay. You know how he is. Like I said. Steamroller. Pretty pent up too, which…you know…is always kinda nice for me."



Jared's heart skipped a beat.



"Yeah…felt like he…yeah. I mean. Yeah."



Megan laughed again, knowing he loved the feeling of following Mark–even if he didn't know how to talk about it.



"So…otherwise?" Jared asked.



Megan sighed.



"You're gonna bring me down? Now, Jay? Really?"



"Hey, it's why you said you wanted to SEAL-team-six your way over there through the backyards tonight, baby…" Jared reminded her. "You said you wanted to be his medicine. What's your read on the patient?"



Megan sighed again, rolling on her side until she faced him directly. 



"I kicked over a bunch of Jack Daniels bottles on the way into the garage."



Her tone was low and serious.



"Really…" Jared puffed. "Shit."



"Yeah. That's what I said to him," she continued quietly. "I mentioned it to him, and he just said he didn't keep up with recycling."



"Bullshit," Jared said under his breath.



"That's basically what I said to him."



"Not good. Especially now. With all the shit."



"No, baby…" Megan reassured him. "That's all fine. He told me he doesn't care about social media stuff. And he said Colonel Wolfe is more mad at the situation than him. That's all fine."



"Yeah, all that's fine…" Jared replied, rolling onto his back, slapping his forehead. "None of that shit matters."



"What's wrong?" Megan asked, all of the sudden concerned again.



Jared hesitated before answering.



"I figured out who tagged the COC lawn and did all that graffiti shit at battalion."



"Who was it? How did they get on base? Did you contact base police?"



Jared rubbed his eyes, irritated. "No. Inside job. It was a couple guys in second platoon. I left Mark a voicemail, sounds like he didn't get it. If he'd heard it, he would've been…pretty upset when you saw him."



"I don't understand," Megan said. "Just contact the MPs, have them charged. It's a crime, right?"



"It's Mark's jurisdiction," Jared explained. "His call. If they're going to get charged, he'll charge them. But charges are the least of his problems. Our problems, really."



"Why? What else happened?"



"Nothing else happened. But it's obvious. Because of this league bullshit, we've got factions in the company now. It's split between me and him. Some marines loyal to me, some marines loyal to him. It's a fucking disaster."



"How could that be?" Megan sat up, concerned. "You're not…"



"No. No fucking way. Obviously. I've made it abundantly clear what the chain of command is, and even said in public how far back Mark and I go. There's no secret about my being on his side. But it doesn't matter what I say. They see him as the one fucking me over. So they're picking sides."



"No…" Megan's eyes widened.



Jared nodded, clearly agitated. "This is a big problem, Meg. Huge."



"What are you going to do?"



"I don't know," he sighed. "When I inspected the barracks, the two fuckers that tagged the COC had a goddamn poster of me up on the wall. I think second platoon is my side of the faction. I'll know for sure tomorrow."



"Why tomorrow?"



"I told Watts–he's their new platoon sergeant–I told him to fuck their shit up. A good platoon sergeant won't leave that room until it looks like a hurricane hit it, then make them clean it up. If the poster is gone when I check the room tomorrow, we're probably okay. But if he left that poster intact, that's a pretty good indicator the whole platoon thinks I'm in the right, and they're taking my side. Even if I trash their shit for a month straight–which is probably what I'm going to do anyway–everyone will think I'm fucking with them just for show. Making it look like I don't like what they're doing, upholding the chain of command in public while still pressuring Mark under the table to let me fight."



"Plausible deniability…" Megan said under her breath. "But…how can you tell them that's not how it is?"



"I don't think I can," Jared said, shrugging. "They're not gonna believe me. Goddamn social media pickled some of their brains. Worse yet, I know first platoon is all the way on Mark's side. They're nuts about him. So there's a clear divide. Don't know the score with third platoon. So there's another wildcard. Fuck."



"What…honey…what are you going to do?"



"I don't know!" Jared shrugged in exasperation. "I hate to say it…but this is Mark's problem. I'll give him the best read of the situation I can, and I'll execute whatever play he calls. But baby…he's the CO. This is on him."



 "Should I call him?" Megan asked, reaching for her phone.



"No." Jared stopped her arm. "No. You…gave him a good night. Let him sleep. Losing another night of sleep ain't gonna help this right now. It'll either be insomnia or more Jack Daniels. I'll drop it on him in the morning. We'll figure something out. And…I don't know…maybe come up with something actionable before we go home for the day."



"Shit." Megan buried her face in her hands. "Shit!"



"It's okay…" Jared stroked her arm, attempting to comfort her. "We'll figure something out."



"No…" she shook her head. "It's not that. I shouldn't have gone to see him. I definitely can't see him anymore. The rumors from before…if those come back now…with this going on…"



"Shit…" Jared caught on to her train of thought. "Shit. Yeah, baby, you're right. Fuck. Yeah…honey…you can't see him anymore."



"And the liquor bottles…" she said, frustrated. "He's not in a good place…"



"Fuck…" Jared covered his eyes in sympathy. "Yeah…he really isn't."



Megan was shocked at how quickly the mood in their bedroom had shifted. Mark's predicament–his weakening grip on mental health and his professional situation–weighed on them both. 



The last thing either of them wanted was to see Mark Rein smash into a dead end. And it was beginning to look like that was the next turn his life would take. All thanks to things they had done with good intentions, but whose outcomes they had no control over. 



Just like last time.



* * *



"Any trouble finding the place?"



"Not in the traditional sense. Parking was confusing. And I've never been so dusty…"



Mark sat quietly in the twelfth row, four seats in from the right aisle. In front of him sat two well dressed, middle aged women who seemed to know each other. 



"So what do you know about her?"



"Well, she comes from money. Don't let the East Texas locale of tonight’s performance paint her as some kind of a desert rose. Daddy's in the New York stock market, mother's a divorced trophy wife. Upper East Side social climber all the way. And mother’s already put in calls to the board."



"Anyone with pull?"



"Maybe. Enough to offer her a back line spot. At least dangle the opportunity. Good for an endowment from daddy's firm if we're nice enough."



"Well, we have two board members who are friends with mama Jepps. So I have to at least make nice."



Mark's eyebrow lifted as he began to realize that he was overhearing–two ballet company scouts talking about Amy.



"So should we bet brunch on whether she's actually good, or just East Texas good?"



They both laughed as the woman on the right opened the xeroxed playbill for the student production, reading the top section out loud.



"Amy Jepps. Junior. Manhattan Ballet Academy, studying at UTEP with Simone Lyon…I still can't believe Simone married that oil man and got stuck out here…"



They laughed together as the lights began to dim.



Mark looked nervously around him. 



It was the final night of the performance. The previous seven performances had had capacity or near capacity crowds, but for some reason, there were a few more empty seats tonight. Probably due to the fact that finals were next week…but he couldn't help but worry that it wasn't good for Amy for empty seats to be visible when career scouts were in the audience.



Even more surprising was that they were there at all. That morning, after Amy had climbed off him–letting his wet cock slip out of her and flop back down onto his stomach–after she had disappeared into the bathroom to start the shower, she had laughed at the notion that top flight scouts would come to her performance. 



If they hadn't come by closing night, she said confidently, they weren't coming at all.



Mark had agreed that she was the one who knew how that world worked, having grown up in it, and, after watching her smooth, toned, naked body glide over to the living room couch to kiss a sleepy Gil good morning, he beckoned her into the shower to wash him.



It was a normal Saturday morning for Amy and Mark. Lazy, sensual, and affectionate. 



They had moved on to other topics–finals, Christmas plans, Gil's upcoming audition for an even bigger international competition. Amy had seemed genuinely content with how the Firebird performance run had gone, and was ready, after one more leave-it-all-on-the-stage performance, to move on to the next thing in her studies. 



But, Mark realized with alarm, despite her confidence that no scouts would appear to watch her, here they were. Two well-dressed women, obviously well-connected in the ballet world, ready to pick every little detail apart while Amy probably thought she was in the clear.



The music started. That ominous first line, played in parallel octaves by the lower strings, began to hum solemnly as the first dancers appeared on stage. Mark knew Amy wouldn't appear for a bit yet, and strained to see what the two women in front of him were doing, or saying, or writing, but they just sat still, hands folded in laps, composed and focused on the stage.



By the time Amy glided into the footlights, Mark had memorized every detail about the women in front of him, intending to report to her after the performance. She did her opening routine, freely spinning, kicking, several ambitious jumps (Mark had learned the terminology–jete–enough to identify them by now), and then the other, unorthodox contortions that had shocked Mrs. Lyon in the rehearsal all those weeks ago.



"Is that the Possokhov choreography?" One woman whispered to the other.



"It looks a little like it…but modified…"



The first woman nodded, her head tilting in interest.



Mark couldn't help but smile to himself, leaning back.



As Amy exited the stage after her first number, she saw the first woman straighten in her seat–an odd impulse given the intensely rigid posture she had affected since she sat down.



"Good energy…" the second woman whispered to her.



The first woman nodded again, subtly reaching into her clutch for a small writing pad.



Mark was shocked at how viscerally happy he felt as the performance went on, measuring Amy's energy and polish against the other seven performances he had–without fail–attended. 



She was flawless. Her moves were as smooth and unforced as they were right after sex.



After Amy's second exit to stage right, Mark saw the first woman turn to the second and begin to whisper. Mark pretended to drop his pen and leaned forward to pick it up, listening carefully to pick up a few words.



"Fouettes have impressive velocity…more like a figure skater than a ballerina…how does she…"



Mark sat upright, committing the strange word to memory. It sounded like pirouette, but had the 'f' in it…



The whispering continued until Amy reappeared for the climactic Infernal Dance. As the earlier newspaper clipping had indicated, Amy absolutely dominated the stage for this complicated, crowded scene–and the choreography was adjusted to maximize her movements and present her as a warrior rather than as a delicate, beautiful bird. Mark watched both heads in front of him tilt one way, then the other as Amy spun, glided, and leaped in chaotically controlled movements, drawing sporadic and impromptu applause from the audience. 



But it was the denouement, found in the languid, sleepy Lullaby that seemed to really catch their attention. Amy's movements were polished silk, the aggressive velocity of her earlier movements contrasted by her slow, deliberate, rhythmic ambulation around the crowd of dancers in repose. Both of the women in front of Mark leaned forward subtly but visibly, and the first wrote something down.



The finale concluded, and the eighth consecutive standing ovation of the performance run burst out of the crowd unprompted. As Amy stepped forward, still shyly smiling as the audience roared, Mark couldn’t help but clap louder seeing Gil rise from the front row with a large bouquet of flowers. She took it, then smiled broadly and waved to the audience before disappearing behind the curtain.



He didn't move as the applause died down and people began to file out. Then, when forced to stand, he tried to position himself to overhear the two women, but they seemed disinclined to speak more. One was writing distractedly in her little book, the other had her phone out and seemed to be texting somebody.



Mark made his way out of the theater and moved to the side lobby near the stage door where he found Gil waiting. Knowing the routine, they both moved past the familiar security guard and arrived at the door of Amy's dressing room. 



Gil knocked gingerly, and Amy answered, visibly exhausted as she waved him in.



Then, seeing Mark enter behind him, her face brightened. She threw her arms up around his neck and leaned into his broad chest.



"Oh my god…I'm so tired. I just want to go straight to bed…"



Mark didn't answer, but hummed, letting her soak in the low reverberation of his chest where her face rested. He clutched the back of her head with one hand, playfully twirling her blond ponytail with the red and orange accessories in with his other hand. 



Amy giggled.



"Great job tonight. I think it was your best yet," Mark said, still clutching her body.



"It was," Gil agreed, nodding, his face flushed.



"Awww…" Amy cooed, nuzzling her cheek against Mark's chest. "Thanks, you two…"



"So…" Mark said carefully. "I think there's something you should know…"



Amy looked up. "What's that?"



A knock on the door startled the trio. Amy stepped back a pace, and Mark caught a glimpse of himself in Amy's vanity mirror. There was a smudge of red-orange makeup on the upper part of his shirt, over his chest. He chuckled as Amy opened the door.



It was Mrs. Lyon.



"Amy…" she said, slightly breathless. "Your friends need to leave. You have visitors."



* * *



"David! Oh my goodness!"



Monica Simms squeezed her son in law tightly in the parking lot outside the apartment. Jordan had led David quickly out to meet them when they texted their arrival, and had caught her father as he stepped out of the driver's seat of their car. David had posted up on the other side, where Jordan's mother stepped out of the passenger's side door. The youngest member of the Simms crew, Sammy, a junior in high school, emerged out of the back seat. 



Bearing a strong resemblance to her daughter, Monica Simms had a kind, beautiful face, and the shade of Jordan's auburn hair, if slightly graying. She held David by the shoulders, her gray eyes holding onto his with sincere affection.



"It's been too long, David…we've missed you!"



David acknowledged her greeting and returned her affectionate gestures, hugging her back. Then, turning a few degrees to the right, he slapped hands with Sammy.



"What's happening, Spammy?"



"Not much, Gravy Dave-yyyyy," he joked, each returning the pet nicknames they used for the other.



Also bearing a strong family resemblance, Sammy took more after his father in terms of appearance—thin, on the tall side. A long face with wire rimmed glasses. Having been only ten years old, and the only boy in the family when his oldest sister got married, Sammy had been excited at the idea of having David as an older brother, and David–an only child–reflected the same excitement back to him. They got along very well, and talked often, but had not been able to interact as much since David began his traveling job at Maersk.

 

Both were excited to spend time together again. 



Monica had already circled the back of the car and soaked up a deep hug with her oldest daughter on the other side. They began chatting excitedly as Reverend Jack came to slap David on the back. David took the older man's hand and shook it.



"Thanks for coming, Jack."



"Wouldn't miss it, David."



"What happened to your car?" Sammy asked, pointing to the grimy Camry next to the shiny blue RAV-4. The older Toyota was covered with dead leaves and takeout menus.



"Nothing," David answered. "Actually, I mean that literally. Since Jordan got her car, and I'm never home, it just sits here. Kinda rotting in place, I guess."



"Why don't you sell it?" Sammy asked.



Jordan and Monica had made it back to the cluster of family behind the car, and had overheard the last bit of conversation.



"Sell what?" Jordan asked.



"Sell your junky old car," Sammy said.



"It's not junky…it's got…character," Jordan insisted.



"If you call that character, I guess…" Sammy replied.



"Actually, Sammy, you want it?" David asked.



"Sure, yeah, whatever…" Sammy scoffed. "Like I'd get my own car…"



Jordan's eyes widened slightly as David pushed the idea.



"Actually, Spammer, you'd be doing me a favor. Jack, Monica? What do you think?"



"I don't know, David…how much do you think…" the Reverend Jack asked, trying to be politic about a refusal. They definitely didn't have the money to buy Sammy his own car.



"No charge. Just take it." David said, matter of factly. "Jo and I own it free and clear. I got the title in the house, I'll just transfer it to Spamalot here. Or you, Jack, if you think that's better."



"Seriously?" Sammy asked, wide-eyed. "I just got my license…"



"That's what I'm saying," David said. "And Jack, Monica, you'd be doing me a favor. Honestly. We really do need to get rid of this thing."



"Does it…still run okay and everything?" Jordan asked him. "Does it need repairs?"



David shrugged. "As far as I know, it runs just fine. But best to be sure."



He pulled his phone out of his pocket and selected a number to dial, lifting it to his ear as Jordan and her family exchanged surprised glances.



"Lucky for us…" David joked, "I know a guy."



Monica laughed, a shocked look on her face as she watched David work. 



The little crowd listened with anticipation to David's half of the phone call:



"Hey, Hamad, it's me. Hey, yeah, I'm back in town! Absolutely. Hey, I need a quick favor."



David lifted his index finger to Sammy, who had begun to pace excitedly, indicating for him to wait one minute.



"Yeah. Who's on roving call tonight? Tim and John? Okay…get Tim. I'm gonna need a house call for tonight. It's for me, actually. I'm giving the Camry to Jordan's little brother, and I want it inspected. Roto-Rooter. Go deep, no stone unturned, no issue unresolved."



Jordan's hand covered her mouth, a tear forming in the corner of her eye as David casually paced around the Camry, picking off leaves and takeout menus from the windshield as he looked it over.



"Yeah, bring new tires, too. For a standard early-aught Camry, no modifications. Anything we have access to parts for I'll cover, any labor goes on my account. This is all for me."



He nodded into the phone as Hamad explained something on the other end.



"That's fine. And no, you don't have to come do this personally, you have a wife who's seven months pregnant, and a toddler for God's sake. Stay with them. There's nothing on this one that Tim can't handle in his sleep. But yeah, if you'd do the final inspection after he's done, before I transfer the title, I'd be grateful. Due diligence, and all that. Yeah, especially since it's for family. Tomorrow sometime, after Tim's done. Just give me a call. Okay. Yeah, see you then. Bye."



He hung up the phone, dropping it casually back into his pocket.



"Done."



Monica hooted excitedly as Sammy's happy pacing turned into a happy dance. Jack slapped David on the back.



"You really didn't have to do that, son."



"Like I said, Jack. You're doing me a favor," David reassured him. "And don't worry about the car’s condition. Tim's rock solid, he'll make sure that thing'll run till doomsday. And Hamad will double check everything, and we know how thorough he is. She'll be roadworthy before you guys leave Sunday night. We can transfer the title then."



The Reverend Jack shook his head in happy disbelief.



"You're a miracle, David. Thank you."



Jordan looped her arm around her husband's, pulling him close and kissing him on the cheek.



"My hero…"



David blushed. 



"Nah…just…things come together, you know?"



The little family, in their excitement to see each other, chatted about their lives and the upcoming graduation events for nearly fifteen minutes longer, forgetting to leave the parking lot to go into the apartment. 



Until a work truck pulled into the parking lot, and a clean-cut young man stepped out wearing boots, blue jeans, and a polo shirt that said TIM on one side, and David's company logo on the other. 



Making his way briskly toward David, Tim nodded deferentially.



"Evenin' Mr. Stark. And Mrs. Stark…and…I'm sorry?"



"This is my wife's family, Tim…" David moved him around for introductions. "This is Jordan's dad Jack, her mom Monica, and her little brother Sammy. We're gonna give the car to him."



The young mechanic shook hands with everybody before turning toward the car.



"This the Camry?"



"That's the one, Tim. Make it run 'til the wheels fall off."



"You got it, Mr. Stark."



"You got fresh tires?"



"On the way, Mr. Stark. Firestone delivers to us now."



"No kidding? When did that happen?"



"Oh, it happened, Mr. Stark. Hamad worked 'em over."



"Good to know," David nodded approvingly as Tim stepped back to his work truck and began unloading diagnostic tools, stands, and a roller.



The Simms family exchanged impressed glances.



Jordan kissed David's cheek again, nuzzling his face affectionately with her nose.



"Thank you, baby…" she whispered into his ear.



The excited chatter continued as David began to lead the group into the apartment for tea and lemonade. 



Jordan held his hand, looking over at him again and again with unfeigned admiration.



He was a big shot.



She was married to a big shot…



* * *



A full blown squeal vibrated through the wall. 



Mark leaned forward on his couch, listening for a follow up. 



It was definitely Amy's voice, chattering excitedly. 



He leaned forward more, preparing to stand, but hesitated. 



He wasn't sure it was his place to find out what was going on. No knock on the wall, summoning him. No text inviting him over, or explaining what the excitement was…yet. 



He set down his book and looked over his shoulder at the blank wall.



Nothing.



The weeks following the close of Amy's Firebird run had been…different. After she took her final bow, after the visit from the two talent scouts, after she consummated her triumph by attacking Mark in her bed that night, after the next morning's sumptuous breakfast featuring all the things she wasn't allowed to eat during the rehearsal and performance schedule, she seemed different.



In some ways, the difference was good. The transformation she had undergone since amateur night seemed–in some ways–permanent. She walked confidently now with her shoulders back and her eyes forward. She smiled more easily. The smooth glide usually reserved for the stage began to show in her everyday walk. 



She had found her place in the middle of beautiful, important things. She wasn't cocky, or arrogant, or mean. She simply…found her place and began occupying it. 



Mark and Amy still saw each other almost every day. They still had sex most nights, and he slept over more often than not. Gil's linens on the couch weren't even folded up and put away anymore…unless company was expected.



There was no shift in Amy's affections or attentions toward Mark, though. She still yielded her body eagerly to him whenever he expressed a desire. 



And Gil–there was something different about him, but it wasn't a hostility or awkwardness directed at Mark, or anything that reflected any dysfunction in their relationship. 



But he seemed somehow more haggard and intense than usual. Which was notable–for him. His focus seemed to be split between things: Amy and his instrument. When he practiced, he was a brick wall of concentration unless Amy gestured to get his attention. Nothing else broke the spell. 



And the beauty of his music often accompanied Mark and Amy's coupling. They began to leave the door open to hear it better.



The continuity, and the change, seemed mostly good. The bad difference was harder to articulate. But it was there. There was some kind of…distance forming. Mark could feel it. 



He had reluctantly explained the situation to Colonel Chen as his mentor passed back through El Paso after visiting relatives in Albuquerque. 



Looking over the rims of paper coffee cups with a certain wary–mostly mutual–respect, the two men had discussed Mark's situation. Chen–having seen Amy dance now–had commended Mark on his role in helping her find her place, and tastefully avoided bawdy or suggestive comments or questions about what they got up to behind closed doors. 



But Chen had sensed Mark's insecurity. 



Mark had asked him what happened next–what happened when you help a woman like that find her place–and he didn't like Chen's answer. Chen explained that in finding her place, she would likely not be available much longer. That, in finding her place, there would now be less room for anyone that didn't belong there. 



That, sometimes, things end because people find their place, and they can't take everyone along that helped to bring them there.



Mark had said it was bullshit. 



He also scoffed at Chen's follow-on insinuation that Mark, too, had a place where Amy couldn't follow. That the thing that brought him joy in the current moment would either end, or linger in a way that eventually fizzled or smothered the passion that now drove them both.



That it was time for him to come back to the Corps. 



As an officer.



To take his place. Commanding.



Chen had driven away after an awkward goodbye in the coffee shop parking lot under the harsh El Paso sun. 



Mark had cursed his name in the exhaust cloud.



But he couldn't deny the feeling. That Amy–and to some extent Gil–were…moving away somehow.



Obviously, he was happy for her. The success of the Firebird was nothing less than a sensation. The talk was everywhere–in the gym, in the commons, even at the store. Mark had heard that no ballet production by the university had ever come close to the levels of attendance or press coverage that Amy's Firebird did. The rumors about the scouts' visit had been confirmed, and all of the sudden half of the ballerinas in the troupe stopped wearing bras in imitation of the new starlet in their midst.



The janitor in the arts building didn't know what good deed he had done to receive so unexpected, and so rich a blessing. 



Amy had joked to Mark that if he had instructed her to get a face tattoo, half the troupe would have had face tattoos within a week. And if they found out how she got her confidence, the other half would camp out in front of apartment 1E, lurking in the corners of the hallway to pounce on his dick as he walked out the door.



Mark looked down at his phone again, his elbows resting on his knees as he sat on the edge of his couch. 



No message.



He held his breath, then decided to impose and make the long trek to 1F.



Knocking on the door, Amy answered and jumped up to hug him tightly, purring.



"Mmmmmm….hey you…"



"Hey yourself…" Mark kissed the top of her blonde head. "I heard a ruckus. What's up?"



Mark looked past her, taken slightly aback to see Dr. De Foglio sitting in the chair perpendicular to the couch, talking to Gil.



"News," Amy answered. "Big news."



She ushered Mark into the kitchen area, where he got a better view of Gil and his teacher speaking in serious tones.



Amy sidled up next to him, resting her head against his arm. 



"What's going on?" he whispered under his breath.



She tapped his arm, signaling him to lean over so she could whisper in his ear.



"Gil qualified for the Tchaikovsky International Competition. It's a big deal. Huge, actually. Only twenty five people in the world qualify at a time."



"Holy shit…" Mark whispered back. "Are you serious?"



Amy nodded, cupping her hand to his ear to continue the whisper. "Only one American has ever won it, and he was from Texas. Gil's technically from Oklahoma, but obviously we're here now. People are already drawing parallels."



"Wow…that's…wow…" Mark whispered.



He looked at Gil. 



Flushed, his long hair twisted and matted, Gil looked like he hadn't slept in days. 



The old woman was speaking gently, but firmly, in Italian. Gil looked like he understood most of it.



Then, Dr. De Foglio turned around. 



Her eyes darkened seeing Mark there.



"Good evening, Professor," Mark said politely. "It's nice to see you again."



"Yes…" she said noncommittally. "Well, it's my time to go. I will see you in the morning, Gil. And you, little ballerina…let him sleep!"



"I will, I promise…" Amy said, smiling. "Thank you so much, Dr. De Foglio. We're going to call his parents right now…"



The old woman nodded, smiling before turning to Mark again.



"You. Tall man. A word, if you can."



"Uh…sure…" Mark stutter-stepped awkwardly as she grabbed his elbow and yanked him toward the door. Amy looked over and laughed at the scene–a tiny old woman hauling an all-American linebacker through the front door. Like a tugboat pulling a destroyer.



As the door closed behind them, Dr. De Foglio looked up at him.



"She told you?"



Mark nodded. "About the competition? Yeah. Yeah, that's huge news. Super stoked for him. For both of them."



"It is big news…" she responded. "The competition is in Russia. It is not for several months, but the preparation will have to begin at once. And so the move will happen immediately. At Christmas break."



"The move? What move?"



"I cannot coach Gil to the extent he needs. I am old, and I live far away. He needs a team. This competition is…for a pianist…like the Olympics. And Gil needs to go where he can train with a full staff. We've arranged a transfer to the Julliard School in New York. He will finish his degree there."



Mark's head jerked back. "Seriously? What about Amy?"



"Amy doesn't know it yet," Dr. De Foglio said quietly, "but she is being offered a position as understudy for the prima in the New York Ballet company. It's a complicated story, but the politics and the artistry have aligned for once, and they found an excellent spot for her. She'll finish her education at the Julliard School as well, and if she does well as the understudy, she will likely take over as prima for the New York Ballet when the incumbent retires."



Mark's mouth hung open. "I'm…I don't know what to say."



"Good, tall man," she said perfunctorily. "Because you don't need to say anything. Your part in this performance is over."



Mark cocked his head. "Excuse me?"



"You were the match, Mark. But the fire is lit. And where they go, there is no place for you."



She looked into his eyes for just a moment before seeing genuine pain peeking through. She patted his arm gently.



"It's okay, tall man. You're very handsome. And you are…less stupid than I thought at first. And your haircut looks nice. But Amy…she is…how do you say it? She is out of your league. It's time for your exit."



Mark's heart sank as she continued. 



"Don't worry…you don't have to leave her alone right now. You are clearly a terrific lover, and there's no reason to deprive her of that while you're so…convenient. But for you there is no future with her. Your place…is…somewhere else. And someone else will be there when you find it."



She patted his arm once more before turning and walking down the hallway toward the exit. 



As the security gate clanged shut behind her, Mark turned toward 1F, intending to walk back in to Amy. To defy all this bullshit. Chen, De Foglio, that Mrs. Lyon woman…even goddamn Pyotr Illyich Tchaikovsky. Everybody can fuck themselves, he thought, and I can take Amy to bed, That's her place. Where I say it is. Where I need her. 



He could rock her world like never before. She wouldn't know what hit her. And Gil could watch as she melted in his arms and begged him never to stop, never to leave her, never to go away, ever. 



But then he remembered Dr. De Foglio prescribing sleep for Gil. 



He really did look haggard. And Amy could help him sleep.



So he thought better of it, returning to 1E. He silently shut the door behind him, took off his shoes and returned to the couch.



Picking up his book–a library copy of Turgenev's Diary of A Superfluous Man, Mark leaned back into the cushion, numb to the shock that would hit him in waves for the foreseeable future.



* * *



Bittersweet wasn't quite the right word to describe the atmosphere in the church. It was more like…pre-nostalgia. Jordan–and her involuntarily absentee husband David–weren't leaving immediately, but the end was coming. They would be missed. Especially Jordan, whose singing voice and mentorship of the girls' group was such a big part of the congregation's life. 



The service now begun, the congregation began to process the strange man with a full head of hair, thin glasses, and a close-cropped red and gray beard in service vestments sitting next to their new associate pastor. 



Everybody knew who he was. The much spoken-of Reverend Jack Simms, the father of the recently invested Dr. Jordan Stark-Simms. A few had spoken briefly to the man as he walked toward the pulpit before the service started. A few more had chatted with his wife, who sat with David in the pews, along with the college-aged Rachel, who looked very much to be Jordan's sister with a slightly flatter nose, and the charming, thin, Sam–the spitting image of his dad in high school.



They all seemed so nice. So bright. Even witty. And kind.



Jordan had her usual place at the front of the choir, preparing to sing her solo number after the sermon.



Bittersweet or not, it was a beautiful day as Reverend Simms approached the pulpit.



"Good morning to my friends. To all of you who are my oldest daughter's family away from family. You have my thanks for your hospitality. Grace and peace to you."



The congregation murmured a response as he made the sign of the cross and took a deep breath.



"I was a little intimidated to be asked to preach here today. It's a big weekend for me, and I have to confess that my mind is a little in a tangle. Please forgive me if I wax personal, or seem distracted.

 

"In a way, I'm doing what I've always done, wearing funny clothes behind a pulpit, talking to a crowd of people who can't walk out without a good excuse."



A titter of laughter.



"But yesterday, I wasn't the one wearing the funny clothes."



He pointed to Jordan, sitting a few feet away on the stand with him, also facing the congregation.



"She was."



Jordan blushed deeply, looking down, then up and over at her father beaming back at her. He turned to face the congregation again.



"Yesterday, I was surrounded by other people in funny clothes. And all of them kept calling my little girl, 'doctor.' And she had the same funny clothes on, too. Whoever decided those hats were a good idea?"



Another titter from the crowd, then a smattering of applause as Jordan blushed again.



"It's a memory now, since it was yesterday. But the thought of it…it's one of those things that would have shocked me around a quarter century ago. Back when my beard was just a moustache, and my knees didn't hurt all the time. When I held little Jojo on my lap while I was buried in my own graduate studies. Before her little sister and brother came along.



"I remember those nights. I remember thinking about her mom in the next room, and imagining that my little Jojo would grow up just like her mom. That I wouldn't be able to pry her away from the music. I imagined that she'd grow up kind, and artistic, and sweet. I hoped she'd find a nice boy, and decide to make a life with him. I imagined all that, sitting in my little office, studying from my books."



He paused and looked over at her, then looked back out.



"I don't know the reason, but I didn't imagine her being particularly fond of the study–the very room we were in when I imagined it. I always thought–and again, I don't know why–I always thought that I'd hear her rustling around outside the door when she started to walk around on her own. That she'd play with dolls, she'd learn music, she'd dance and sing in the living room with her mom. I imagined a unique blessing, hearing all that through the doorway while I did my own work. Strangely enough, that's more or less what happened with my younger daughter Rachel, who's sitting down there with you. But that's not what happened with Jojo. I'm sorry, Jordan."



He emphasized her proper name to another chuckle from the congregation.



"No, Jojo never left. She went from my lap to crawling around by my feet listening to me tell stories and read long, boring things from my books. But strangely, those things never seemed to bore her. And when she learned to read, she just…dove in. I couldn't stop her. She was a machine. And she outgrew my little library–and the one in her school classrooms–by elementary school.



"She was moving on to the public library by junior high. Then…the local college library in high school. 



"We basically had to force her to go outside, and almost to spite us, when we told her to exercise, she just started running to the library from our house. It's 7 miles away!"



The congregation laughed. Jordan's smile widened at the memory.



"I didn't discourage it. But I didn't expect it either. And it came with some worries that turned out, in hindsight, to be silly. For one, I thought she wouldn't make any friends. And she didn't have a galaxy of teenagers revolving around her in high school, but she had friends. She was friendly. 



"I worried–and this one will knock your socks off–I was worried she would just ignore boys forever. Now, I know that's a dream scenario for a father of a teenager. She didn't like the boys! What a blessing!"



The congregation chuckled again.



"She thought they were loud, and dumb, and rude. She just ignored them, even when they didn't ignore her. It was a dream come true in high school. But when she went off to college, I started to experience real anxiety when we didn't hear a word…not a word! About a beau. No boyfriends, no interests, no prospects, no crushes, nothing. She did her athletics, she buried herself in her studies, and she just ignored the boys.



"Now, every father of daughters jokes about praying for a daughter inclined to a life of celibacy. But she always seemed a little…at loose ends. She was wowing everyone in the academic world, and she enjoyed that. She did well on her running team, as she always did. But I could tell she was lonely. She was, in her quiet way, looking for someone. And she just wasn't finding anyone worthy of her attention.



"And then, off she goes. She graduates magna cum laude from her college program. She gets into a prestigious doctoral program. Here. In this beautiful neighborhood, in this pretty little town, with all of you. And it's here where she meets a skinny young man with glasses who delivers flowers for a living. A young man who is shy but kind, who has no money and no family left, but who has the courage to pick out the good flowers out of the reject bouquets every day and drop them in front of my daughter's apartment door over and over after each date. 



"A year later, we have the wedding in my church. And she still never leaves the library."



The congregation tittered again as Reverend Simms took a deep breath, preparing to shift from narrative to preaching mode. But he couldn't quite break the impulse to reminisce throughout.



"As your pastor was gracious enough to let me choose my own text today, I'm electing to dive into one of the deepest mysteries of faith, found in the first epistle of John, chapter 4, verse 16, which reads, in part, as follows: 'God is love. And whoever abides in love, abides in God, and God in them.



"It seems simple at first glance. And it probably is. But here's the funny thing about love. As time passes, and as love persists, or to use the verb in the text, as love abides, love changes. Or maybe…maybe love stays the same, and those we love change, which makes it feel like it changes. From the first time I knew my little girl was a little girl, holding her tiny little body in my hands, I loved her with a love that astonished me. Then she opened her eyes for the first time, and she had these dark blue, kinda gray steel eyes. I didn't know I could love those. And let me tell you, once they opened, they didn't miss anything.



"Then, like I was saying…she kept surprising me. She didn't like asparagus, and I loved her for it, even though it was inconvenient at dinnertime. She didn't like boys, and I loved her for that, even though it worried me that she might end up lonely. She didn't want to go outside, and I loved her for it–then she learned she could run to the library, and then got really good at running."



The congregation laughed again.



"She met David, and loved him, and I loved her for it, even though I worried that they barely made enough money to feed themselves. Then David turned out to be some kind of genius businessman, and Jojo's work started getting published, and they started to look like real honest-to-goodness adults. New jobs. A new car. New things here, new things there. Same old love. Same old worry."



Reverend Simms paused, looking pointedly up toward the ceiling.



"He who abides in love abides in God, and God in them," he said quietly.



"I don't know the future for Mr. and Mrs…sorry…Doctor Stark-Simms," he continued. "But I do know that as I love, the people I love grow. And they surprise me. They grow in this way, in that way, in every which way. It always surprises me. And it always scares me a little. But as long as we love, there's God. And as long as there's God, we love, pushing through the fear. One day you hold the hope of the world in your arms, and she smiles at you, maybe throws up on you a little bit…"



The congregation tittered again.



"Then the next day she blows right past you. Reading more than you ever read. Living more than you ever lived. Loving and being loved in new ways–in scary ways–exactly as we never dared to hope."



He paused, looking down toward his wife, his other children, then over at Jordan one last time.



"May all of you be so richly blessed as I am. Fear be damned. Let us choose love, and in choosing love, choose God. Then our way forward, while dark and scary sometimes, will be filled with each other, and both with love, and with God. Amen?"



The congregation assented audibly as Jordan wiped the tears from her eyes. Unprompted, she stood as Reverend Simms turned away from the pulpit, the congregation cooing as father and daughter embraced tightly behind the pulpit.



* * *



Thump. Thump. Thump. Thump.



Gil's finger tapped the cadence on his thigh.



It was ending as it began. Sonata allegro. Theme. Exposition. Recapitulation. An envelope structure of rhythm and melody.



The melody–provided by Amy's reedy voice through two sheets of drywall–was reminiscent of, but not identical to, the opening theme begun not all that long ago. The first time–after the studio tryst, of course–when they slipped over to his place to have sex. 



The practice piano was packed and on its way back to Oklahoma. He had been told that his housing in New York would include an acoustic upright of good quality to supplement his time in the Julliard practice rooms with open grands. 



The rest of the apartment was empty–just the couches, the table, and the bed with one set of linens on it. And some suitcases, half packed for their flight late tomorrow morning.



Thump. Thump. Thump. Thump.



He had spent the past few weeks trying hard not to think about the competition. Such fixation was, ironically, a distraction from his practice routine. Dr. De Foglio had been slowly altering his practice rotation to include all of the pieces required for the competition.



All three rounds.



Thump. Thump. Thump. Thump.



The first round, 25 pianists. A 45 minute program, a variety of composers, styles, periods. He would probably be knocked out in this round. He was a total rookie, after all.



But if he wasn't eliminated then, he would find himself in the second round, with 15 pianists. There he had to have a 60 minute program prepared, focused on complex pieces by Russian composers. He had most of those picked out. Tchaikovsky, of course, and Rachmaninoff, Scriabin. And Balakirev.



There was no way he'd make it to the third round with the final 8 pianists. If he did, he'd have to prepare two full length concertos. The Tchaikovsky 1, of course. But then Dr. De Foglio had him preparing the grueling, angular Prokofiev 3. 



It was a tall order.



Thump. Thump. Thump. Thump.



Amy had been happy since the announcement, showering him with non sexual affection. 



Mark had been genuinely happy for him, but there was a wistfulness about him now. 



And the cage stayed on. At least 4 days a week.



Gil was adjusting to the routine. Mark and Amy were enjoying the revels of purely physical chemistry, and Amy's emotional attentions and affections were lavished on Gil whenever he wasn't hunched over a keyboard.



"Trish," had been involved as well. Arranging for movers so Amy and Gil didn't have to pack themselves. Showing up at random times, causing Amy to frantically segregate her clothing into boxes that could be surreptitiously mislabeled for the move. 



And of course, Mark and Amy had to have sex at Mark's place now, in case Amy's mother showed up at an inconvenient time.



A windy squeak came through the wall, indicating Amy had climaxed. 



The thumping slowed, then stopped. Gil's finger tapped the ritardando as the tempo faded.



On the other side of the wall, Amy's little hand pressed gently against Mark's broad chest, her legs splayed wide, her wet, warm womanhood eagerly distended to hold him.



"You okay?" She asked.



He didn't usually stop after she came.



Mark nodded, but didn't move. 



"Something wrong?" she asked quietly, her index finger tracing the tattoo on his chest. 



It was new. He'd only gotten it last week. It was simple, but enigmatic–just the numbers 3 and 1 with a short dash between them on his left pectoral muscle.



She'd first discovered it when they made love after–the cotton gauze on his chest drawing immediate attention. When she asked him about it, he answered cryptically. Something about coming to accept his place in the world.



He seemed sad and proud at the same time. 



She didn't press him.



Amy sucked in her breath as he began thrusting gently again.



"Oooh…I'm gonna miss this…" she cooed.



Mark didn't respond, but pushed deep into her, pulsing his hips so he moved around inside her at full depth.



"Oh…god…" Amy's eyes rolled back. "It's freaky how many of my spots you can just…hit…"



Mark smiled distantly.



"Remember when we started…and you couldn't even take all of me?" he asked. He seemed distant.



Amy giggled, stroking his cheek.



"Oh…I remember."



Her fingers slid delicately over his close cropped beard, finding a small lump of scar tissue under the ridge of his jaw.



"What's this?" she asked.



He shook his head and didn't answer, beginning to thrust again. 



Amy didn't press, but she was curious. She thought she felt something there before when his beard was thicker, but now she was sure.



Mark appeared distracted, his cock softening slightly. She put her hand up, signaling to stop.



He did, slowly pulling out of her and flopping onto his back.



She rolled over to look at him.



"Mark."



He looked into her ice blue eyes.



"What's wrong?" she asked. "I know we're moving, but you can come visit all the time."



He nodded. "I know. And…it's not a big deal. We had fun."



She giggled. "That's one way to put it."



He smiled weakly as she began to stroke his cheek again. The pads of her fingers found the scar tissue under his jaw line again.



"Seriously," she said. "What happened here?"



Mark's jaw clenched.



"I got shot a couple times."



Amy's mouth fell open. "Mark, are you serious?"



He shrugged. "It was in Afghanistan."



"I didn't know," she said urgently. "I'm so sorry…"



"Not your fault," he said crisply.



She stroked the spot until Mark jerked his chin away, his eyes glazed over slightly.



"I'm really sorry, Mark."



"It's not your fault."



She nodded, then sat up, her bare, perky breasts directly in his line of sight. 



His eyes stayed glazed over, as if she wasn't there. 



That had never happened before. 



She felt awful. She felt like she ruined something she didn't know was there to ruin.



She straddled his hips, her smooth, bare pussy resting on top of his flaccid cock. She began undulating slightly for a few minutes, knowing he loved that. But there was no response.



"Mark, are you sure you're okay?" she said quietly.



He took a moment to respond.



"Yeah. Yeah, I'm okay. I think…I think I just need to make a phone call."



"Right now?"



He hesitated, then nodded.



"Yeah."



Amy climbed slowly off of him, her eyes tinged with worry. She stroked his chest for another moment, then realizing that he was determined, she quietly stood up from the bed.



"So is this goodbye?"



He shook his head.



"No. Of course not. I'll…I'll see you guys in the morning. Maybe buy you breakfast before your flight."



"Okay," she said.



She quietly dressed next to his bed, looking over at him as she did so. 



He sat up in his bed and reached for his phone on the nightstand.



Pulling her shirt down over her bare breasts, Amy leaned over and planted a gentle kiss on Mark's lips.



"You're sure you're okay?"



Mark smiled–a mixture of sincere appreciation and genuine apprehension.



"Yeah, Amy. I'm good. I'll see you tomorrow."



She saw his thumb move over the contact list, picking out a mononym before hitting the dial button.



FRENCHIE



She nodded at him, then turned to walk out the door, making her way back to Gil in 1F.



* * * 



The opening bars of the music were basic, almost comical in their elementary progression. But as with so much Mozart, the melody diverged from expectation and elevated the atmosphere above the clouds.



Mrs. Dolly had arranged for a string quartet to play along with the choir–the occasion of the imminent departure of their prize soprano. Mrs. Dolly's conducting was careful, the quartet's delivery precise but with a sensual flow.



Jordan began to sing, repeating the exact melody of the opening, set to the latin liturgical text. Her voice filled the space, strong but feminine, all strength and curves. 



With all eyes on his wife, David felt a surge of pride. She had been singing solo parts in this church for more than a year now. He regretted that he missed most of her performances. But it was crystal clear by now: She had improved, with even Mrs. Dolly now saying she could sing professionally if she were inclined. 



It was another entry in the log of her talents and attributes that made Jordan absolutely magnetic. She could hold the entire sanctuary captive with the right melody, the right accompaniment. David glanced over as she began to sing the next phrase, seeing Monica, with a tear in her eye, mouthing the words of the familiar piece. 



Monica loved this piece, ever since she was a little girl. While she had enjoyed many recordings of it, she had never heard it live, and never sang it herself. Watching her daughter hold the high notes, the tight melodic articulations, the difficult vocal trills, was a delightful surprise.



David looked over to Rachel, who looked a little jealous of her older sister, but not viciously so. Her chin tilted up slightly to the source of the music, taking it in. And Sammy, the budding intellectual on the far side of his sister, had his head tilted in concentration, using the music as a springboard to think on something else. 



On the stage, Reverend Simms' eyes were shining with pride and delight as Jordan entered the exposition of the melody. His eyes were locked on his daughter, his smile fixed. 



And then David's eyes settled back on Jordan herself, centered on the dais with a concentration of light about her, glowing as she sang into the exposition. She was so beautiful…but suddenly pale?



David's brow furrowed as he saw her body seemed almost to lose composure for a moment, although her voice held firm. She steeled herself, and straightened her posture, the color gradually returning to her face as the exposition came to a conclusion and the chorus swelled to sing their part behind her.



As they began to sing and she rested, taking deep, still breaths, David noted the pale pallor of her face begin to be gradually replaced by a flush–pink, then red–and a steady deepening of her breath that she seemed to have to consciously choose to regulate. 



Must be the occasion, he thought to himself. It's been a big weekend, and everyone's here. Must have hit her all at once. But she's a pro. She'll land it just fine…



Twenty five rows back, where the double doors rested wide open to the warm spring weather outside the chapel, the elderly Pastor Ripkin made his way slowly with his new cane toward the center of that same open double doorway.



"Good morning, friend. I don't recognize you. Are you visiting?"



He spoke to a tall, broad shouldered man with tan skin, a strong jaw, and what appeared to be a tenuously stoic look on his face.



"Yes and no," the man replied, his voice low so as not to disturb the music. "I was in town, and I heard this singing when I was walking by."



"Ah," the pastor emeritus responded. "Beautiful, isn't it? Unfortunately, this is Jordan's last week with us. She's moving on, just finished her degree. Beautiful piece, don't you think? Mozart, I believe."



"Laudate Dominum. From the Solemn Vespers of the Feast of the Confessor," the man replied.



"Oh, you're familiar?"



"I am."



"You're a classical music guy, then?"



"I had…friends in college that got me started in appreciation. I've developed my tastes more since then. But this is a good one. And she's…really nailing it."



"She really is. I think it's one of her mom's favorites…her family is in town for graduation," Pastor Ripkin explained. 



"That's a nice reason to sing something like this," the man answered.



The chorus began to move toward resolution, and Pastor Ripkin began to say something else, but the man raised one finger, holding silence as Jordan raised one long, continuous note that filled the whole building like a balloon.



Pastor Ripkin saw the man's brown eyes soften noticeably as Jordan's voice shifted pitch to the final ornamentation of the melody. When she concluded it, and then quickly averted her eyes downward while the string quartet closed out the piece, he detected a great longing and sadness from the man.



"Too bad she's already married," Pastor Ripkin quipped. "To a nice young guy. Works for some international shipping firm. Well-to-do. But a wonderful, nice young man. They're a very good match."



"Is that so…" the man answered, clearing his throat as he watched Jordan take her seat in front of the choir.



"Stay with us," Pastor Ripkin offered. "After the service, you can meet her if you'd like."



The man hesitated, his eyes fixed on the dais as Jordan carefully looked around the sanctuary, avoiding his direction while the liturgy proceeded.



"No. Thank you, Reverend, but…I need to be going. It was truly…truly beautiful though. You've been very lucky to have her."



"Well, that's for certain. And we're happy you stopped in, if just to listen for a moment," Pastor Ripkin offered his hand. "And I didn't catch your name."



"My name is Mark," the man replied, grasping the old man's hand generously. "Mark Rein."




Post 505 — Crushing

Fri Oct 09, 2026 6:06 am

Big wall of text this time, It was 47 pages on my draft document. A lot of things coming together in this penultimate chapter of part II. So feel free to take your time on it, it's on the meaty side.



Also, I found a recording of the piece Jordan sings in the closing scene, and--as luck would have it--the singer in this video has a similar physicality and vocal skills and qualities that I imagine Jordan having. So the coincidence was too convenient. I couldn't not share it with y'all.  ;)  Enjoy.



https://youtu.be/ljvTwbxrylc?si=_1sPen-8nOlLodLS




Post 506 — nnjcpl2002
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Fantastic work, Crushing. The emotional connections and conflicts involve your followers quite powerfully. 

And, most important, we believe your players are real! 



So, of course we're all on edge wanting to know what's next. Thank you.
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This has to be one of the best stories ever on this site, if not the best!
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↳ Replying to: Johng1953

This has to be one of the best stories ever on this site, if not the best!



Absolutely. I think it stands alone. So good that it can safely ignore the normal rules of erotica which tends to conform to a formula of never letting the sexual heat die down for too long. In this work, Crushing wilfully takes us away on multiple tangents, building layer upon layer of back story complexity to these characters, and we don't even mind that he keeps us waiting for what we really want because the quality never falters. Just makes it all the more enjoyable when the hot and the crazy finally arrive. Special, special work.
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↳ Replying to: john jasson

↳ Johng1953 wrote Mon Oct 12, 2026 7:43 am:
This has to be one of the best stories ever on this site, if not the best!



Absolutely. I think it stands alone. So good that it can safely ignore the normal rules of erotica which tends to conform to a formula of never letting the sexual heat die down for too long. In this work, Crushing wilfully takes us away on multiple tangents, building layer upon layer of back story complexity to these characters, and we don't even mind that he keeps us waiting for what we really want because the quality never falters. Just makes it all the more enjoyable when the hot and the crazy finally arrive. Special, special work.



It's the depth of character build up that makes it for me. I actually care about the characters.
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Time for a bump and, of course, hoping for your next chapter! 😁
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Fantastic story Crushing.  Keep it up.
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Jordan blinked in the sudden light. 



Emerging from the jetway into the open air of the Athens international terminal, she felt like she was stepping into a whole new world.



Or maybe a very old one?



She stretched her legs, taking a deep breath, savoring the comparatively open air after being stuffed in an airplane for 14 hours. 



She didn't know how David did this so often. 



He must really, really love his job. 



Or, he must really, really love her.



David already had his phone out, shuffling through contacts preparing to make his first call. Of many.



She turned in a slow circle, scoping out her surroundings before they began to move away from the gate. 



The facilities weren't bad. The architecture was recent, and the movement of passengers, crews, and staff was tidy and efficient. Like any other well-run airport. Odd to contemplate the cradling of the western intellectual tradition not far from here…



The trip was a dream come true. She had dreamed of coming to Greece ever since she was a little girl reading Aesop. 



She had to move quickly to keep up with her husband, who was already quick stepping and taking calls from work. She glanced at the tourist shops in the terminal as they rushed their way to customs, and then out to the baggage area. 



One hand holding his phone and the other pulling his bag, Jordan couldn't hold David's hand walking through the airport, like she'd imagined doing. 



It was disappointing, but understandable. This was a work trip for him.



Getting their bags and stepping into a taxi in the warm Mediterranean air, David gave instructions to the driver to take them to a niche hotel near the center of the city. Jordan didn't catch the name.



Normally, the company put David up in more business-oriented lodgings near the ports and transfer locations where he was working, but David went out of his way to find a place with a view of the sights and a spa for Jordan. It was definitely more expensive, but…



"Baby, look–the Acropolis!" Jordan pointed excitedly out the window toward the ancient site. "Oh my gosh…there it is…the Parthenon! Honey, do you see it?"



David was locked into a spreadsheet on his laptop with his phone up to his ear. He smiled and nodded without looking up.



“Oh…sorry baby,” she apologized quietly, turning away from her distracted husband. Her heart fluttered as she looked out the window, taking in the contrast between the modern buildings and the ancient architecture.



The cab ride wasn't terribly long. On the way, she opened her phone and looked at her tentative schedule. She had broken down their three weeks in Greece day by day, planning on visiting as many museums and historical sites as she possibly could, with David insisting on a couple spa and shopping days in between, just to keep her engines from burning up.



The list was literally a wish list for Jordan, each wish ready to be fulfilled a day at a time. The Acropolis in Athens, obviously; Delphi; Olympia; Knossos; Meteora; Mycenae; Rhodes; even Delos if she could find a boat to get out there…



It was a dream come true. So many of the things she wanted to see all her life…here they were. 



So why couldn't she stop thinking about Mark Rein?



She hadn’t actually talked to him since the whole plagiarism kerfuffle. But then...



She had nearly fainted when she saw him standing in the open doorway of the church. He just…ascended up the front steps and walked right in, standing in the middle of the open way like some kind of Renaissance sculpture–but wearing khakis and a button down. 



She really had almost fainted. It wasn’t a figure of speech. Once she recovered her balance, she was overwhelmed by inconvenient emotions and equally inconvenient questions. 



What was he doing there? 



Was he going to talk to her? 



To David? 



To her family?



From what she could see, Mark had no actual ambitions to interact directly with her. He just chatted with Pastor Ripkin for a few moments, then, apparently, just vanished at some point after she sat down with the choir. The mysterious departure was partly her fault–she had assiduously avoided eye contact.



At first she thought he might be some kind of hallucinatory moral projection. Not unlike the girl in the mirror that appeared when the eros in her system was restless. Like the Commendatore at the end of Mozart's Don Giovanni, appearing in judgment demanding she repent before dragging her to hell.



Until during the choral section of her performance, she saw him actually talking back and forth with the elderly retired pastor. 



So as phantasmal as she feared he was, he was definitely there in the flesh.



And he looked right at her while she was singing. 



Right at her. 



As if he'd traveled all the way from North Carolina specifically to hear her sing, then just…leave.



But that was ridiculous, right?



Right?



She didn't tell David that night after her family left–after her parents left in their car and Sammy left in his new old Camry. After they dropped off Rachel at the airport for her flight back to Maine. 



After they were alone. 



When she should have told him.



It was front and center of her mind–like flashing neon lights in front of her eyes. 



It was a nightmare scenario, really. The only worse scenario would have been if Patrick had shown up and made a scene.



But Mark made the opposite of a scene. He simply showed up to see her. 



Or maybe to be seen by her?



Whatever it was, she found herself thinking about it as she had eagerly mounted her husband that night. She couldn't help imagining Mark's massive, angular masculinity underneath her while she rocked her hips gently back and forth–careful not to let David's modest penis slip out of her body.



She dreamed about it too. Not that night. But a couple nights later. Then again a couple nights later after that…



The cab pulled up to the hotel, bringing her back to the present.



Jordan was impressed–she knew David sprang for a little extra, but the hotel was really nice. Probably not the nicest hotel in Athens, but definitely better than anything she had experienced before.



A uniformed bellboy took their bags, showing them to their suite after a polite and efficient staff member checked them in. She held her husband's hand as they walked down the hall on the fifth floor, then stepped into their plushly appointed suite–complete with open patio and a view of the Acropolis.



Jordan cooed excitedly and kissed her husband on the cheek as he fumbled for his wallet to tip the bellboy. As Jordan was exploring the suite and patio, David had already set up his laptop on a round, elevated table in what was clearly appointed to be a breakfast area in the suite.



Hearing David talk in serious tones about schedules, cargo placements, and equipment maintenance, Jordan decided to give him a little space. She stepped out of the suite to visit the concierge desk. After a brief chat, she settled on a nice restaurant a few blocks from the hotel, and the concierge made a reservation for them that evening.



Jordan slipped back into the suite, smiling as she saw David still fumbling with his laptop, his phone on speaker. She carefully wrote down the name and address of the restaurant and the time of the reservation, then placed the card in front of her husband. He grinned up at her, and she leaned down to kiss him quietly so as not to interrupt his call. 



Then, ducking into the bathroom, she freshened up and put on her old green one piece bathing suit, grabbing a fluffy towel and flip flops before heading up to the rooftop pool.



She smiled to herself as she caught David staring at her, looking up and down at her athletic curves, her tight rump, flat stomach, and perky breasts held in sleek proportion–in David's favorite outfit.



"Not fair…" David called out after her after muting his call for a moment.



She turned around and blew him a kiss. "Later, baby. You have work to do."



"I've got to dip over to Piraeus to check in and get ready for tomorrow," he explained. "So I won't be here when you get back."



"It's okay," she nodded. "I'll see you at dinner."



He smiled and waved before unmuting his call. 



The swim was genuinely refreshing after the long flight. The water was crystal blue and undisturbed, the windows letting in the Athenian sunshine were tall and broad. 



Jordan was the only guest in the pool. Only a deferential older man waited patiently to hand her a towel and show her to the sauna offset from the back corner of the pool.



She had never experienced a sauna before. Eyes wide, she stepped in with her towel hitched around her armpits, shocked at the wall of dry heat that hit her. She sat quietly with her thoughts, her wet hair clumping around her shoulders as her mind returned, once again, to Mark Rein standing in the doorway.



She shook her head. It was probably just a coincidence. He was, until the end of last year, an officer overseeing the ROTC program at the university. He probably came back to see some of his cadets graduate. 



So why did he come to church? He didn't seem religious, from what she knew about him.



Did he actively seek to find her?



Walk in right as she was singing?



Maybe it was a coincidence somehow?



She looked over at the wall, seeing the diagram instructing her how to ladle water onto the hot rocks in the middle of the dry, wooden chamber. She tried it, coughing as the eucalyptus steam invaded her lungs. She stepped back, sitting down on the bench as the rising wet heat dissipated.



She shook her head again. Why couldn't she stop thinking about it?



He had left. He had not called, nor texted. She had been terrified to acknowledge she'd seen him, so she didn't call or text him, either. 



Just let it alone.



Except for the dreams. The ones that cycled through a theme and variations around the feeling of her cheek pressed against the cold tile of his kitchen counter that time when she came to his townhouse...



The sound of his low voice, casually soothing her as his thick cock insisted itself into her from behind…



After the dreams, Jordan had woken up wet. Very wet. And, although David didn't wake to notice, she felt guilty about quietly masturbating the thoughts away as he slept next to her.



But the thoughts–and the dreams–kept coming back.



The heat of the sauna burned her lungs. She remembered the sign limiting the time she should spend in there, but didn't know how long ago she had walked in, so she stepped out into the comparatively cool air of the pool area. She shed her towel, then dove into the deep end–the crystal blue water a far cry from the deep black water of the lake by her house where her father taught her to swim as a little girl.



The feeling of the cool water after sweating in the sauna was shockingly pleasurable. She reveled in the slow return of her temperature equilibrium. 



She actually felt her head clear a little bit, bringing her back into the here and now.



It was a nice feeling. She could get used to this.



The damp towel she had dropped to jump in the pool was gone when she climbed out, but the old man was there with a fresh one. Feeling a little guilty, she thanked him before returning to the suite.



David was gone. Off to the port, as he said he would be. 



Jordan stepped into the bathroom, shedding her old green swimsuit before taking a shower. Carefully drying and brushing out her hair, she dressed in a cute, sky blue blouse and khakis, then sat on the porch to read.



Not a bad way to recover from a long flight.



When the time for their dinner reservations arrived, Jordan carefully did her makeup and hair, wanting to look her best for her husband. She walked alone down to the restaurant, mentioned the hotel concierge, and was led to the table waiting for her. 



And waited for David to arrive. 



Forty minutes late.



* * *



"Get. The fuck. In here…"



Mark smiled broadly, unable to contain his excitement as he stepped through the door. Before he was all the way in, he was squeezed within an inch of his life by familiar, long absent arms.



"Hey Frenchie. Been too long, man."



"Wow. That's a real good analysis there…sir. Very good insight…sir."



Jared's inflection leaned into the sarcasm as he emphasized Mark's newly minted officer status. 



Mark laughed out loud.



"Sorry we didn't make it to OCS graduation,” Jared apologized. “Megan's dumb brother's dumb second wedding. We're gonna have to traipse out to Colorado every two years for that dumbass either getting married again or getting out of jail again."



Mark laughed again. "No worries, man. I already graduated from basic once. I wasn't looking for an audience. Just wanted to get the fuck out of there and get a fuckin' burrito…"



They released their tight hug and stepped back a pace, Mark closing the door of Jared's Georgetown apartment behind him.



Jared looked Mark up and down, reaching out to flip the shiny golden bar sitting on the edge of Mark's shoulders in his service uniform.



"Second Lieutenant Mark Rein…how do you live with yourself, man?" Jared grinned.



"It ain't easy," Mark shot back. "Still adjusting to the fact that–as an officer–I'm just…better than you now. And I took four years off to dick around, read a bunch of random books, and not do shit all day. Got fat, grew my hair out like a hippie, drank all the time. And I'm still better than you. At everything."



"With your bachelor’s degree in English Literature," Jared shot back. "Amazing what that little butter bar does to your already shitty brain…" 



They laughed, moving to the couch and loveseat, flopping down to face each other.



"Where's Meg?" Mark asked, leaning back into the familiar cushions.



"She's on her way. She took Marky to the park, I had to do some shit at the MACE this morning, I got home before her. She'll be here any minute."



"Cool."



"You want coffee or something?" Jared asked.



"No, I'm good."



"You done with the combat training and everything?" Jared asked as they sat down.



"Yeah. Finished yesterday. And get this…right after I finish the course, they assign me to fuckin' teach it."



"What?" Jared laughed.



"Yeah," Mark laughed. "That's my first assignment, first duty station. I'm gonna be at Quantico, teaching fire and maneuver at Officer's Basic, in addition to basic training platoon commander shit. Guess somebody looked at my combat record or something."



"What record?" Jared cocked an eyebrow sarcastically. "You're a POG pussy. No combat experience. Never done shit. Everybody knows that."



"Hey man," Mark shrugged, buying into the joke. "Officers are dumbasses. Now I know it from the inside."



They laughed harder as they heard the doorknob turn. 



Heart leaping, Mark stood quickly as the door opened.



There were no words. Motherhood had only brightened the glow of her. She was beautiful. A work of art wearing jeans and a hoodie, her long dark hair tied back in a ponytail. 



Her face brightened as she saw him standing there.



Then…no words. Just a tight embrace.



Mark held her quietly until the sniffling started. 



She was trying not to cry.



He gently rubbed her back as she squeezed him tighter. 



Mark felt a tug on his pant leg. He stepped back from the embrace and looked down to see a four year old boy with dark hair, caramel skin and brown eyes looking up at him.



It was an uncanny feeling. 



Familiar, yet utterly new.



"Are you my Uncle Mark?"



Mark's heart stopped. He squatted down, still looking down at the boy.



"I am, buddy. What's your name?"



"My name is the same as your name."



He was a solemn little boy. Bright eyed, curious, polite. He spoke with an odd monotone.



 "So your name is Gustalphilio, then," Mark said the silly, imaginary name with mock gravity, his serious eyes hiding the joke from the boy.



"No. That's not my name." 



The boy's answer was deadpan.



"Oh. Well then your name must be Marcos, then."



The boy nodded. "My mom calls me Marky. And my dad too, and both my grandmas. My mom said you'd be coming today. She said she hasn't seen you since before I was born."



"That's right, buddy. I've been in Texas. Do you know where that is?"



The boy shook his head. 



"It's waaaaaaay out west. And south. Lots of cowboys. And open prairie. You can see for miles and miles."



Marky's head tilted, listening carefully, taking in the information. But he had no response.



"Well Marky, what do you like to do?" Mark asked.



Mark saw Megan's hand rest on top of her son's head, rubbing his hair affectionately.



"I like the park," he answered. "And I like the library. I like storytime."



"I like those things too," Mark answered back, offering his large hand for a high five.



"OK," the boy said gravely, slapping his small hand against Mark's. "We can be friends, then."



Mark smirked in spite of himself.



"That's good news, little buddy. I was hoping we could be friends."



He extended his large hand, and the boy tentatively shook it without breaking his composure.



Mark stood up and embraced Megan again, whose face was torn with an unnameable, ambiguous emotion. 



A single tear ran down her cheek as they stepped back from the embrace.



"Good to see you, Meg. It's been too long."



"Oh, are you the officer in charge of understatement now?" Megan wiped her tears and sniffled again as Mark laughed.



"Jared already started in on the officer hating jokes, Meg."



"Yeah, well…mine are better."



Mark laughed again.



"Well…he's a handsome little dude, Meg. And looks like he's got a good head on his shoulders. Good job, you know…makin' him and stuff."



Now it was Megan's turn to laugh. "Oh…it was nothing."



Jared spoke up. "It's about to be "nothing" again…" 



"Really?" Mark's eyebrow's lifted.



Megan nodded, patting her belly gently. "Yep. 10 weeks along."



"Wow. Congratulations, guys. That's…that's amazing."



The little group moved into the kitchen, where Mark took off his service dress jacket and hung it on a hook next to Jared's camouflage uniforms. Jared sat down on the table and began to toss a stuffed toy rhinoceros back and forth with Marky.



"Why didn't you offer him coffee?" Megan asked Jared, moving toward the sink.



"I did," Jared insisted. "He didn't want any. And also…he just got here. I haven't even hit him yet."



"It's true…he hasn't," Mark agreed.



"Well, I can't have any, obviously…but we can't just sit here and stare at each other…." Megan began rifling through the cupboard, hesitating, then pulling out the nice, expensive bag of premium coffee they got for Christmas from Jared's parents in Vermont. She pulled out the coffee pot and began to fill it.



Mark picked Jared's camouflage blouse off the hook, exposing his black utility belt underneath.



"Double red tab?" he asked, referring to the martial arts rank indicated on the belt–a second degree instructor.



Not an easy feat.



"Yeah. Just picked that up two weeks ago, actually."



"And a staff sergeant," Mark looked at the uniform blouse in his hand, seeing the rank on the lapels. Three chevrons up, one rocker down. "You're really moving up, Frenchie."



"Yeah, White House detail was kind of a bust, but the MACE has been good to me. I managed to get billeted over there once I got my instructor tab. I still teach the guard detail guys twice a week. Keep 'em from climbing the walls after standing around in suits all day."



"That's…actually pretty badass, man," Mark conceded, impressed. "You've kept busy."



"And bruised," Megan offered, starting the coffee maker before making her way to Mark and holding him tightly again. "He's always coming back with all sorts of new colors on his arms and legs. Sports a black eye now and again. People think I beat him."



"You do," Jared quipped, lifting up Marky to sit on his lap. "Just not as hard as them."



"Well, when I do it, it's recreational," she made her way back to Mark, resting her cheek on his chest before she let out a long breath.



"It really is good to see you."



Mark didn't answer, but rubbed her back gently as she cooed. Jared looked up, the barest hint of excitement in his eyes as he watched them embrace.



It was like they hadn't actually been apart for close to five years.



"And Meg…you're an actual, no-shit lawyer now," Mark said.



"Yep," she replied, not lifting her head from his chest. "Admitted to the bar and everything."



"So you chase ambulances now?"



Megan laughed. "No. Mob bosses."



"Really?" Mark's eyebrows lifted. "No shit?"



"No shit," Jared said proudly. "She did an internship with the FBI, thought about working for them, but then when we got pregnant she took an offer from the US Attorney's officer here. Easier to transfer when we move around. They're putting her on RICO and fraud cases."



"That's…also pretty badass," Mark chuckled, stepping back from the embrace. "Wow. Way to go, Meg."



"It's a living," she shrugged nonchalantly.



Mark sat down at the table next to Jared and joined the stuffed rhinoceros toss game. Little Marky giggled as Mark pretended to miss the catch, then contorted himself awkwardly to pick it up from under the table.



"I…didn't really do anything badass," Mark said from under the table. "Just wallowed in my bullshit. And I read a lot."



Jared and Megan didn't answer. Just watched Marky giggling as they played together. 



Mark could tell Megan wanted to talk about the missing years, but she didn't think it was the right time.



The throuple caught up over coffee and toast before the conversation was ended by Marky carrying in a huge armful of board books. He began to hand them one by one to Mark, explaining their contents as he did so.



"This one is about a dog who learns how to swim," he said. "And this one is about a train with a face who has to try really hard to get up the hill. Because he has a heavy load. And this one is about a boy who made wings and then flew too close to the sun, and his wings melted so he fell down like a million feet."



"Icarus," Mark said. 



"Have you read it?" Marky asked.



"I have. Did your dad read it to you?"



"No," Marky answered. "My mom did. My dad knows the stories, but he's bad at reading, so he makes up stuff he doesn't remember."



"Your dad's bad at reading?" Mark asked.



"Yeah. His eyes don't get the words right. But he makes really good animal noises, so it's okay."



"That's nice. I'd like to hear the animal noises your dad makes," Mark replied.



"When pigs fly, dude," Jared grinned.



Mark had only intended to drop by the Georgetown apartment for a little while to catch up with his old friends, but he ended up spending the day. Nobody seemed to want him to leave. Every time he would think it time to politely excuse himself, he would see a look of panic in Megan's eye. 



Not wanting to cause her pain, he stuck around another hour. 



Then another. 



Then it was lunch. 



Then dinner. 



Finally, when the little boy–sitting on Mark's lap listening to his baritone voice read out the contents of a half dozen picture books–collapsed face first into a deep sleep on top of the stuffed rhinoceros, the group parted for the evening.



"When do you start at Quantico?" Megan asked, holding him tightly at the door.



"Monday," Mark answered. "I've got a room on base until I find a place in town."



"I'm getting transferred to Pendleton, but not for a few months," Jared said, doing a fist bump with Mark as he reached for the doorknob. "Come over whenever. Any reason you got to hang, we'll take it."



"Every day," Megan insisted, clutching Mark's elbow. "You've been missing in action for years. I want back pay on lost time, mister. And Marky wants you to read the rest of his books to him. Be warned, he has… a lot."



"Okay, Okay…" Mark relented, chuckling. "I'll be around…"



* * *



David had insisted that the hotel concierge arrange an assistant to help Jordan shop. Now, Anastasia, a polite, bright, eager young woman with olive skin and curly black hair was interrogating her on her needs as they walked down the sidewalk toward a taxi stand.



"I just need some things for the climate here," Jordan said. I have some things with me, but my husband wants me to check out the local shops, and I'd like to see what's out here. Maybe just some summery things. And I need a new swimsuit."



"I will take you to my favorite tailor in all of Athens…he will measure you properly. And there are many local textile shops around to choose fabrics…"



"Oh no, I don't know about any…custom clothes. That sounds like a lot of trouble…" Jordan hesitated.



"It isn't much trouble, really," Anastasia explained, opening the door to the waiting cab. "How long will you be in town?"



"About three weeks."



"That is plenty of time to make you just what you want," she explained. "And there are some pre-made clothing shops around the city center too…But if you want the real local experience, you must let Georgios make you some things. He's brilliant."



Jordan felt uneasy, knowing custom clothing would be costly and probably take more time to make than she was planning. But she didn't want to interfere with this young woman doing her job. She quickly pulled out her phone to text her husband, doing the quick time change calculation for David in her head before remembering that they were actually in the same city this time.



Shopper girl says I should get clothes made by a local tailor?



She waited, watching as the message chain indicated David was typing.



Sounds great! Look forward to seeing it.



Jordan's eyebrows popped, her mind having been entirely primed for a conciliatory no, something she could use to gently refuse the shopping assistant's suggestions.



But then she remembered David's casual handling of inspecting, repairing, and transferring a car to her little brother. His deft, politic way of quietly paying for her family's lodging during graduation. The grateful hug from Mrs. Dolly when she thanked Jordan for "their" generous contribution to the church music program–allowing the church to sponsor music lessons for neighborhood children and buy all new sheet music for next year's Christmas program.



A donation of which she was entirely unaware.



David was beginning to occupy the social position of a well-to-do benefactor. And if they were going to have money, this was the way she wanted to do it. Helping out regular people. And the tailor had to make a living, right?



Furthermore, it occurred to her that–while she should still maintain some degree of socio-economic modesty–she would soon be expected to occupy social spaces where she couldn't don her usual thrift store or bargain bin clothing without drawing unnecessary attention to herself. 



She had always had an adaptive sense of style–one of the things expected of a beautiful woman–but she had developed that style by combing through piles of the cheap stuff. 



That didn't feel like a viable option anymore.



So she didn't say anything to Anastasia. Just politely sat next to her in the cab as her shopping assistant explained local styles and fabrics, pointing out different textile shops and manufacturers along the way.



At length they pulled up to a small boutique with a glass front and a clean layout. They were met by a smiling middle aged woman, and a man with tape measures trailing behind.  



The afternoon was a whirlwind of choices, and Jordan found herself unprepared to deal with the amount of deference paid to her by the vendors and tailors she encountered. At length, she bought a half dozen new outfits, three of which were to be custom tailored with fabrics she selected. A mixture of midi and maxi sun dresses, high waisted trousers, tank tops and camis that dared to bare a little midriff, two evening dresses for dinner, and a brand new sage green triangle bikini. And the pièce de résistance–a robins-egg blue body wrap to cover the bikini while she lounged on the porch.



All natural linens. No synthetics. And all of them made locally, by people Anastasia had relationships with. 



Jordan cringed each time she handed the credit card over to a cashier, but she felt a sense of triumph when she walked back into the hotel suite with her personal shopper–the bellboy trailing along, laden with shopping bags. They carefully sorted and put away what clothes she got off the rack into the closet and drawers of the hotel suite.



They were going to be there for three weeks, after all. Might as well get settled.



Looking at her watch, she offered to buy Anastasia lunch, and they went to a cute bistro near the hotel where the two young women chatted like old friends. Then, as Anastasia had an appointment with another client, Jordan returned to her suite. It was too late in the day to start sight-seeing. That would have to wait until tomorrow.  She took out the book she was reading–a new psychoanalytic approach to Shakespeare's tragedies–and sat on the open porch to read. 



Finishing the book in a couple of hours, she checked her watch again. David wouldn't be off work officially for another two hours–and if his tardiness to last night's dinner reservation was any indication, it would be more like three or even four. Best to settle in.



After answering a few emails and starting another book–a novel this time–she decided to take another dip in the pool before David came back. She took the new bikini out of the drawer, stripped, and put it on–a look of dismay appearing when she looked in the mirror and found that some of her pubic hair was visible with the higher waisted cut. She dipped into the bathroom, taking a few swipes with a razor to clean up her bikini line before wrapping up in the light blue cover and heading down to the pool.



The water was perfect in the late afternoon heat. She swam three laps. Then six. When she passed nine laps, she realized that she hadn't done a run in nearly a week, and her body was screaming for aerobic release. She did nine more laps before she felt the endorphins hit. Then, hitting the sauna, she avoided eye contact with the middle aged, paunchy businessmen ogling her in her new bikini. One more quick dip to cool down, then she toweled off, donned her new linen wrap again, and headed back up to the suite.



By the time she got back to the suite, she opted to simply stay in the linen wrap and read on the porch until David got home. 



It was quite comfortable. 



When David did walk into the suite–more than an hour late–he nearly dropped his briefcase as she stood up to greet him.



She giggled, walking up to him and wrapping her arms around his neck before giving him a deep kiss.



"Welcome back, handsome…I missed you today. I've been all alone since lunch…"



"Hi Jo," David said, flabbergasted. "I, uh…sorry I'm late…wow. You look…incredible."



Jordan smiled coyly. "That's not the best part…"



She stepped back, biting her lower lip before opening the wrap to reveal her lithe, athletic body, bikini-clad, fresh from vigorous exercise and a sauna.



"Yeah…best part…yeah…" David muttered quietly, looking up and down his wife's stunning figure with a surprising amount of skin exposed.



"You like..?" Jordan asked, raising an eyebrow.



"Yeah…yeah…I like…" David hadn't blinked since she stood up to greet him. 



"I was thinking…" Jordan began demurely just as David's phone rang.



"Oh…hold that thought, Jo…just one second, I promise…"



* * *



"Good morning, sir."



The office clerk snapped to his feet as Mark walked into the office. He still wasn't used to the mild, jerky panic of deference from lower enlisted marines. Marine Corps customs and courtesies were rigid, and while they did not salute indoors, enlisted marines did stand and acknowledge officers when they entered the room.



"Good morning, corporal," Mark answered. "As you were."



His first day on active duty as a second lieutenant, Mark made his way hesitantly through the cluster of desks, finding a small, dusty office in a back corner. A torn out chunk of looseleaf paper with his name handwritten on it was taped to the door.



An office. Not something he had when he was a platoon sergeant.



Walking in, he barely had room to turn around. A small desktop computer was situated on top of a comically undersized desk–all the more so given his large frame. Between the monitor, keyboard, and IN/OUT box, there was almost no room left to work.



Not bad for a first post, really.



He set down his bag and walked back out through the labyrinth of enlisted marines' desks, arriving at a break room with a cheap coffee maker. Grabbing a mug out of the cupboard, he added coffee and water to the machine, leaning against the break room counter as the brew started.



He felt the soft texture of newsprint under his palm as he leaned back, and idly picked up the Sunday edition that was sitting unopened next to a basket of plastic wrapped, store-bought muffins.



Headlines…mostly political bullshit. A tornado in Kansas…Mark caught himself wondering how bad a tornado in Kansas would have to be to qualify as news…



He flipped back through the sections. Financial…Sports…Culture…



A familiar face flashed across his optic nerves. A long, thin, sweatsoaked face with longer, stringy hair tumbling wildly down over skinny, tuxedo-clad shoulders, all hunched over a shiny, jet black piano with even shinier white-and-black keys.



He looked up at the headline.



ACHS WINS UNWINNABLE COMPETITION IN RUSSIA



Mark's heart leaped, and a wide smile spread over his face. He let out a chuckle in spite of himself as he set down the other sections of the paper and unfolded the Culture section to read about it.



"He did it…" Mark whispered to himself, fumbling the paper open. "That crazy sonofabitch did it…"



"What the fuck?"



Mark dropped the paper, seeing an unhappy looking captain staring him down. Mark set it aside, standing at attention.



It was Captain Deloit, the company commander for training company Delta. 



Mark's new boss.



"Good morning, sir…" he said. "Just making some coffee before checking on the details for the upcoming class."



"And reading my paper," the captain growled.



"I'm sorry sir…I didn't know it was yours."



"My assistant lays out my coffee and paper every morning. My coffee, and my paper."



"Of course, sir," Mark reached down, unsuccessfully trying to reassemble the complicated mass of a deconstructed Sunday newspaper.



"Forget it. Just hand it to me. What were you looking at, anyway?"



"Just…something in the culture section caught my eye."



Captain Deloit looked down at the paper Mark handed him. "Culture section? What the fuck?"



"Just…caught my eye, sir."



"Tchaikovsky Piano Competition?"



Mark cleared his throat. 



"Yes, sir. I…uh…I know the guy who, uh…won. The guy in the picture there. He was my neighbor in college."



"No shit…" Captain Deloit scrutinized the page. "Classical pianist…looks like a pussy. You slap him around or something?"



"No…um, no sir. He was…is…he's a pretty cool guy, actually. Obviously really good at…"



"Classical music is gay, Rein. You're not making a good impression here. Aren't you supposed to be my new fucking fire and maneuver instructor?"



"Yes, sir. Delta Company, second rotation. Platoon leader's course."



"Fuck. And you sound like a fucking pussy. Shit. They always send me little bitches." He looked up at Mark. "I guess you're at least a big little bitch, though."



Mark winced, but didn't respond as Captain Deloit sauntered over to the central office in the section, well away from Mark's hole in the wall.



He waited thirty seconds longer than he was comfortable with to move. He quietly poured himself a cup of coffee, casting a brief glance sideways into his CO's office before returning to his own.



0700 hours. 



Thirty minutes before he was to report to the incoming training platoon. 



Mark sipped his coffee occasionally as he began setting up his office, logging onto the computer, and, with great pleasure, reading online about the young, unknown Gilbert Achs' stunning upset at the prestigious international competition. 



There was even a picture of Gil with Amy beaming happily in the background.



The buzzer on his watch indicated it was time to leave. Making his way to the new reception area, Mark braced himself for his first experience being on the other side of the brutal hazing that makes up so much of the Marine Corps basic training experience. 



The officer candidates were already trembling with exhaustion, the staff sergeants in charge of forming them up glowering as they stood at attention when Mark approached. Saluting smartly, the staff sergeant in charge reported all present to Mark, who deftly returned the salute and ordered the group to quarters set up and prepare for the next phase. 



A week passed, with Mark carefully avoiding touching Captain Deloite's paper each morning, and learning how to carefully manage the salty staff sergeants that were running the nuts and bolts of his training platoon. Not being one to brag or even talk too much about himself, they assumed he was another wet-behind-the-ears second lieutenant, and paid him due official deference but preferred him to stay out of their way.



Until pit day.



The officer candidates lined up around the open air venue, camouflage netting the only cover for the nearly half acre of rubber shavings that made up the soft surface where hand to hand combat training took place. Three staff sergeants and one gunnery sergeant from the training company were herding the candidates into position, hollering and badgering as they went, largely ignoring the lumbering gait of the second lieutenant who had opted to observe his platoon's first foray into unarmed combat.



As instructed, the candidates and instructors shed their uniform blouse and proceeded into the pit area wearing their camouflage trousers, boots, and undershirts. Barking at the candidates to form a loose circle and prepare for instruction, the staff sergeants cast a sideways glance at Mark, wondering what a boot lieutenant–even a big one–would get up to in the pit.



Until the combat instructor entered the pit. 



A substitute for the normal instructor, who had called out sick. 



Called over at the last minute from the MACE–a young staff sergeant standing just over six feet tall, with lanky arms and a stern look on his face. With no blouses on, there was no rank visible other than the belts on top of everyone's trousers–and his was jet black with two red tabs flaring conspicuously.



"Good morning, candidates. My name is Staff Sergeant Poisson. I will be your basic unarmed combat instructor this morning."



His voice was gravelly, his demeanor stony. The training staff had encountered him before–some had seen some of his televised fights. He was an up-and-comer in the UFC world. A couple of them were visibly excited to meet him in person.



Mark successfully concealed a grin, watching his oldest friend expertly introduce basic fighting stances and movements. The candidates were slow and confused. The staff instructors harassed them into passable compliance, which Mark noted with quiet approval. As the three hour training session moved to conclude, the combat instructor called everyone to circle up around him for a demonstration. His eyes twinkled as he looked for a victim to demonstrate on.



"You. Lurch. Get the fuck in here."



Staff Sergeant Poisson pointed toward Mark with all five fingers. 



The staff instructors looked at each other, wondering whether to interfere. With no rank displayed, nobody who didn't already know the platoon could know that Mark was the officer in charge.



And being asked to be thrown around or wrenched into a submission hold in front of his subordinates was a massive faux pas.



But nobody said anything. Staff Sergeant Poisson seemed very sure of his choice.



Concealing another grin, Mark stepped into the center of the pit, face to face with Jared. 



Jared took a basic fighting stance, which Mark mirrored.



"Now, watch," Jared said flatly to the class. "I'm going to demonstrate a destabilizing maneuver on a larger opponent. Notice how this gigantic motherfucker should be able to outpower me with sheer body mass, but…"



He darted forward, grabbing Mark's wrist and yanking him forward, breaking his balance, and starting to take him down.



Mark rolled into the move, turning away and pulling his friend's arm down and in, rolling his hip into Jared's, and flipping the MACE instructor high into the air before throwing him onto his back. 



An audible gasp came from the platoon. Then murmurs of confusion as the two marines in the pit continued to struggle–the boundaries of a basic instructional demonstration thoroughly transgressed.



Push. Roll. Break. Reverse. Recover. Hold. Hit, kick, roll again. Recover.



An unbroken, barely controlled demonstration of actual unarmed combat.



More confusion emerged as the staff instructors looked at each other again, weighing whether to interfere. 



Then the giggling started to emerge from the fight cloud in the center of the pit.



"Hey, fuck you Frenchie…goddamn slug eatin' sonofoabitch…" Mark laughed as he jammed a palm into Jared's chin.



"Fuck you, Rein…you lanky brown fuck…you still owe me for that burrito at Azteca…" he grunted as he wrenched Mark's wrist around, causing his whole body to stiffen outward, continuing his complaint as he did it. "From when that chick stole your wallet…" 



Jared tried to leverage Mark's elbow, pulling him closer in an attempt to restrict his movement.



"Fuck your burrito…At least I'm not French and retarded…" Mark gasped out, shoving Jared's head back and trying to trap his wrist.



"Nah…you're worse…" Jared slipped yet another hold and slapped the back of Mark's head with an awkward thunk. "You're a goddamn Mexican English major…"



"El Salvadorian, dickhead…" Mark ducked down, grasping Jared's foot before rolling him over, slamming both of them back into the pit, a tangle of flailing arms and legs.



Staff instructors and officer candidates alike looked back and forth at each other, unsure of what to do with this situation. The two marines in the pit–the platoon commander and the fight instructor–were technically in charge of this training evolution. And they clearly knew each other, and nobody seemed to be actually getting hurt.



In fact, it seemed like the two marines were working out the tension of years of absence by beating the shit out of each other, laughing loudly as they did.



Eventually, Jared slipped one of Mark's holds and wrapped his legs around his body, pulling his arm into a painful arm bar hold. 



Mark held on for about five seconds, then tapped out.



Heaving, both of them stood up and looked at the candidates and staff that they had both briefly forgotten were there.



Mark took a few deep breaths, trying to stabilize after the intense physical struggle. He couldn't conceal the grin on his face.



"Sorry about that. We had…some shit to work out."



"Sir?" one of the staff instructors raised an eyebrow at Mark. "Where did…you learn that?"



Mark pointed to his own belt. Black, no red tabs, but indicative of a degree of mastery and long training. One of the last things he did before being discharged as an enlisted man was finish his black belt. 



It was a detail that the training staff clearly missed. One of many.



"You didn't know your platoon commander was a mustang?" Jared asked the platoon sergeant.



The staff instructors looked back and forth at each other again, shaking their heads.



"Sir…you were enlisted before? You're a mustang?"



Jared laughed, brushing the dust off his clothes.



"Oh…yeah. More than a mustang," he explained. "Lieutenant Mark Rein has been meritoriously promoted twice, he's a black belt, has significant combat action, silver star with valor, purple heart, multiple complex engagements in the Afghan desert, and a top recruit for special forces before he got out to go to college. You motherfuckers gotta start asking questions. You didn't know your platoon commander is a motherfuckin'...minotaur with an English Lit degree."



The murmur of confusion morphed to murmurs of surprise as Mark playfully punched Jared's arm. 



The look on the staff instructors' faces changed instantly, shifting to admiration as Mark walked casually back to put his uniform blouse and hat back on–the shiny gold bar on each lapel no longer an indicator of uninitiated naivete, but of unquestionable worthiness to command. 



Jared let out another gravelly laugh. 



"You want some advice?" he asked nobody in particular, waving toward the class,  indicating imminent dismissal before pointing at Mark again.



"Do. Not. Underestimate. That man."



* * *



It felt like it was getting insulting.



In the moments of emotional lucidity, most of which happened when they were apart, Jordan fully understood that the trip to Greece was not a vacation for David. That he actually had an extremely demanding job. That their financial success actually came from the fact that he worked himself to the bone–but that work had been invisible to her until now, since he did it abroad while she stayed home. 



But whereas he wasn't actively ignoring her, he was clearly preoccupied.



It stung. She had looked forward to the vacation. But she didn't totally appreciate to what degree it would turn into her vacation. 



And only hers. 



David was more than happy to facilitate any activity she wanted–other than spending time together. And he didn't refuse to do that. He was just too busy for her. It was not a high enough priority on his very long list of priorities. 



He wasn't mean about it. And as she watched him each night buried in spreadsheets, as she heard him each morning fielding dozens of phone calls, she began to realize why he was so successful at this job. He threw his entire soul at it. And a full audit of a massive international shipping port–along with feeder intermodal facilities–was a two month job he crammed into three weeks every single month. 



And in moments of emotional lucidity, she admired that. 



But taking a vacation by yourself–even one you dreamed of since you were a little girl–is significantly less than half the fun.



She spent more than a couple mornings fighting back tears of rejection.



She kept busy, of course. She kept her schedule, arranging transportation to the basic tourist sights. Took in the space, breathed in the excitement of being in the places she'd read about. Imagining the trial of Socrates in the place it happened, picturing the plays of Euripides being staged for the first time while sitting in the theater of Dionysius Eleutherius on the slope of the Acropolis. 



But with no one to share her excitement with, she found the experience somewhat–dampened. She video called her father a few times a day, to his delight. Using the video call feature on her phone, she tried to bring the magic to him. He loved it. But each time she hung up the phone, she was by herself again. In a foreign country. With her husband nearby, but not…with her.



Each night, she returned to the hotel before David, and each night he got home late and tired. The clothing she had bought–with the express intention of capturing his attention–didn't seem to work. He was just too distracted. 



And Jordan's days of leisure–intermixed intellectual stimulation at archeological sites and sensual stimulation in swims, saunas, spas, and massages–had an unexpected effect. 



Living out her childhood dreams–mixed with the increased blood flow of warm weather and daily sauna visits–relaxed her deeply. 



And put her in a sensual mood. For which she had only one outlet.



So when he stumbled through the door at night, when she would meet him in her brand new bikini and wrap, or wearing one of the nice new tailored outfits he had bought for her, she loved his reactions. 



But those reactions never lasted long. His list of things to do was too long. She was lucky to get a quiet dinner with him. And although they made love most nights, it was always late, and David's enthusiasm was cut down by fatigue and his own tendency to overexcitement. She would be ready to work out a tension that she had been building all day. He would be spent and asleep in minutes.



Even though she knew his distraction and lack of stamina had nothing to do with her, it was hard not to feel rejected. And then even more guilty when she would wait for his breathing to stabilize in deep sleep before quietly masturbating herself to orgasm–her mind involuntarily drifting back to the image of Mark standing in the open doorway of her church as the swirls of shameful pleasure were channeled into a limited, still frustrated release.



But by morning, they were happy to wake up together again, and the sting of rejection and guilt seemed to go away. 



But then he would go off to work, and she would be off to the next day of exploring.



And the cycle repeated.



Almost two weeks into the trip, Jordan was stepping back and forth between the ancient Diolkos trackway and the intimidating Corinth Canal. She was busy imagining the brutal hassle of dragging ships out of water, pulling them up the hill across the trackway, then dumping them back into the water on the other side. 



And as she looked over the nearly three hundred foot drop down into the water from the bank of the modern canal, she felt a little weak in the knees. 



She sat down on a rock a few feet from the treacherous ledge, taking a sip from her water bottle.



"That's a nasty fall there. Take care not to slip."



Jordan looked up to see a man walking toward her. Dressed in a navy blue polo shirt and cargo pants, the man appeared to be in his late forties, around six feet tall with strong shoulders, graying temples and horn rimmed glasses. 



She smiled. "I couldn't help but look over. It's a dramatic view. Quite a drop."



"As dramatic as the fact that the Emperor Nero was forced to commit suicide before his slaves could finish digging it?" he asked.



Jordan found herself intrigued by his accent. Definitely English, not American. But it was a little rough. Not particularly polished, like the Englishmen she saw in the movies.



"It's a rough way to end any construction project, no doubt," she stood as he approached. 



The man smiled, happy that the waters of banter had been tested and found warm. 



"I'm Ian Williams. Are you Canadian?" he asked, extending his hand.



"Jordan Stark," she said, shaking the hand he offered. "Ugly American."



"Well, half of that designation is bollocks," he smiled back. "Just seeing the sites?"



She nodded. "I am. My husband is in the country for business, so I'm just…roaming. Seeing all the things I imagined as a little girl."



"A dream come true, then," he responded warmly. 



"Can't deny it," she shrugged with a smile. "What about you?"



"I'm on assignment for the summer. Working off the coast."



"What line of work? If you don't mind me asking…"



"Archeology," he answered. "Digging up, then cataloguing ancient rubbish."



"Archeology?" she raised her eyebrows, impressed. "You're an academic?"



"Yes," he answered. "With the University of Southampton. We're diving off the Corinthian coast, cataloguing shipwrecks."



"Really?" Jordan's eyebrows went higher, impressed. "So you have to dive to excavate? That's so fascinating!"



"The level of fascination varies with the weather, water temperature, and sea vermin. Wobblers, pinchy lads, and the like." He made a pinchy-crab gesture with his thumbs and forefingers, which got a laugh out of Jordan.



"Well," she said, "if your work is off the coast, what are you doing up at the canal?"



"Just passing," he answered. "My lodging is just up the road a bit. A bit windy to dive today. I was just out for a walk."



* * *



"So what happened then?"



Megan giggled, enjoying Mark's side of the story.



"Nothing, really," Mark explained. "Once Frenchie walked away from the pit and headed back to the MACE, I just kinda did my thing. Moved on with the training day."



They sat on opposite couches in the Georgetown apartment. Mark had been on duty at Quantico for a month, and Jared's change of station orders were still two months away. They had gotten together almost every night since the first one. 



But tonight, Jared was on duty. An overnight guard shift on base. Leaving Mark and Megan alone with Marky.



"But the staff instructors still gave you side-eye?" Megan asked.



"Nah, that was over and done with," Mark laughed. "A couple of them looked like they were gonna shit their pants when I stood up from the pit. Not sure if it was because they didn't realize I was a black belt myself, or because I'd just thrown down with a double red tab and didn't get my ass kicked right away."



"Probably more like freaking out that a staff NCO threw down with an officer and nobody got court martialed," Megan offered.



"Yeah, I gotta be honest. I keep forgetting about that. Once I put the uniform back on, I feel like I did in the old days. I think I'll always feel like an enlisted guy. Still getting used to the whole officer thing."



Megan laughed again. 



The conversation was interrupted when Marky reappeared from his bedroom, his little arms crammed with picture books.



"Oh. Here we go," Mark said under his breath, concealing a smirk.



"Hey, Uncle Mark said he could read you one story," Megan said sternly. "Not…geez, how many do you have there?"



"Uncle Mark said he would read me three stories. I brought my favorites."



"That's still more than three…" Megan turned to Mark on the opposite couch. "And when did it become three?"



"We reached an understanding," Mark answered as the boy dropped the pile of books next to him on the couch and climbed into his lap.



"Without me?" Megan raised an eyebrow.



"I'm an officer now, Meg. It's not appropriate for you to be involved in high level negotiations like this."



"Oh," Meg laughed. "I see how it is."



Mark waited patiently as the boy carefully explained the minute differences between the–as it turned out–nine storybooks he brought. They carefully selected three, and Marky sat in his lap as Mark worked his way through them. 



Before the end of the second story, which involved a talking bulldozer and his little car friends, the baritone rumble of Mark's voice had lulled the little boy into deep sleep. 



Mark carefully set the book aside and carried him to bed. 



Megan followed with the stack of storybooks, replacing them on the little shelf by the bed as Mark tucked the boy in. Sneaking out into the hall, Mark gently closed the door, holding the knob open to minimize the sound before slowly, noiselessly releasing the latch bolt.



Once secure, Mark and Megan made their way back to the living room. Mark flopped down on the couch, but was surprised when Megan sat down next to him.



She slipped her hand through his elbow and rested her head on his broad shoulder.



"Thanks for reading to him," she said quietly. "It put him right down."



"Yeah, well, I'm in arrears by a story and a half," Mark returned quietly.



"Oh, he will collect on that, I assure you," Megan chuckled softly. "But he likes to be read to. He likes his stories way more than his toys."



"I can see that."



Megan sat quietly. 



Mark wasn't sure how to react to her desire to snuggle. 



"You guys read to him all the time, though…" he said.



"Of course," Megan replied. "But he likes it when new people read the ones he likes. And with Jared's dyslexia…I mean…Marky can tell he struggles. Jared takes it well, but it bothers him to be corrected by a four year old."



Mark nodded. "Yeah. I could see that."



Megan nuzzled into his shoulder, squeezing his elbow tighter. 



Mark turned on the TV, beginning to flip through channels, finally settling on the old movie channel. They watched in silence, a good fifteen minutes passing before he felt her soft hand resting on his thigh, rubbing it gently.



He turned his head, seeing her looking up at him.



"Meg…are we…?"



She shrugged. "Do you want to?"



Mark hesitated. "I mean…I know how it used to be. You guys still…into that?"



Megan shrugged. "Why wouldn't we be?"



"I don't know," Mark offered. "Things change. You have a kid, one on the way…I've been gone a long time…"



Her eyes were soft. Tempered with gentle need. And actual love. Earnestly felt affection. For him.



Mark didn't finish his objection. He leaned down, tilted his head slightly, and felt her lips meet his for the first time in years.



The hunger returned instantly. Within minutes, they had tumbled into the master bedroom, pushing Jared's uniforms out of the way and teetering over, entwined, into the unmade bed. 



Mark pulled off her shirt as she tugged at his. Undressing frenetically, they stopped to look at each other's bare bodies. 



Megan leaned back on her elbows, her legs draped over the edge of the bed. She looked up at Mark towering over her.



Mark was leaner than she remembered, she thought to herself.



Megan's breasts had swelled with the pregnancy, he noted silently.



His eyes drifted down past the gentle bump of her tummy. 



She still shaved down to a narrow, dark landing strip. The lower tip meeting the apex of her gorgeous caramel cleft…



She had a fresh shave.



Like she was planning for this.



Her eyes drifted down his body.



Well, that hadn't changed…



His cock was swelling in the thick tension between them. She sat up, then reached up to grip it, reverently remembering its heft before she closed her lips around it–and began to suck.



Mark's head fell back as he felt quiet murmurs of contentment vibrating his cock. Her head bobbed gently, a little deeper now, then a little deeper still, before he began to feel the moist clutch of her soft palate nuzzling the head of his penis.



He tangled his fingers in her long, shiny brown hair, moaning happily.



Time stopped. 



Megan's heart swelled. She had wanted to reconnect with him since…



Well, however long she had yearned for this, it was clear: she seemed eager to suck him until the sun came up.



But Mark had other desires–his hunger for her matching hers both in kind and intensity. Pulling out of her mouth, he stooped and scooped his hands under her thighs, flipping her onto her back as she squeaked happily. Within seconds, he felt the warm embrace of her inner thighs on his jawline, and the wet flavor of her needy womanhood on the flat of his tongue.



Within minutes, she was biting her knuckles, attempting to stifle the cry of her first orgasm. As he stood upright, as she panted out her recovery, her eyes refused to leave his. 



His cock proud and ambitious, Mark repositioned his best friend's wife on her bed, kneeled between her legs, lined up his manhood with her womanhood, and began to lean forward.



Megan gasped audibly as she felt him gently invade her.



"Oh my god," she whispered. "I kinda forgot what a big boy you are…"



Mark's hips twitched excitedly as he pushed further in. 



And further in.



Another gasp…



"Fuck…"



"God…" Mark whispered. "This…holy shit Meg, you feel amazing."



She whined, rocking her hips upward as he began to thrust. 



The room melted around them, their bodies fully coupled as their syncopated panting sunk into the cheap paint of Jared and Megan's bedroom.



Neither lasted long. 



Megan gripped a fistful of Mark's hair, pulling him down with bared teeth.



"Fuck…give it to me…give it to me…"



Mark's will collapsed as he lost himself, ejaculating deep inside her and thrusting her through her own deep, rigid climax.



Her grip on his hair loosened, then released as her arm fell back and bounced on the bed. 



Mark withdrew his hips, his cock sliding out of the warm velvet of his lover. Her mouth hung open as she felt him pull out, the sudden emptiness jarring. Her face was flushed, her chest still heaving, a light sheen of sweat coating her torso.



"Shit," Mark said quietly as he rolled off to the side, his heavy mass depressing the bed springs noticeably. "That was incredible. Did you take a class or something?"



She laughed as she picked up her phone from the nightstand. She typed a quick message, then set it back down on the nightstand.



"Yeah, I did, actually. It's a second year law school requirement. How to bone with your husband's best friend after he disappears for four years. It's a branch of civil law."



Mark laughed back, taking a deep, satisfied breath before running his fingers up and down the smooth caramel of her bare arm.



"You sure it's okay..?"



Meg nodded. "I just texted him. He's gonna lose his mind. Probably have to find some dark corner to jack off in now."



Mark laughed. "That's never been a problem for him."



"Don't tell me any more," Meg held up her hand sarcastically with half a grin.



Mark kept the smooth stroke of his hand on her arm for a few minutes. 



They didn't speak. Oddly, they didn't seem to have to. All of the communication they needed was done.



"Well," it's getting late," Mark said diplomatically, beginning to sit up. "I've gotta be on base at 0600 tomorrow. I should get going."



He felt a hand grip his bicep. Mark stopped and looked over toward Megan. Her eyes were clear, pleading.



"Mark…" she whispered, "don't go. Please."



* * *



"Hey baby…"



"Hey yourself!" David smiled over the lip of his open laptop. "Welcome back! This time I beat you home." 



Jordan dropped her day pack and walked over to the small dining table on the side of the suite, and planted an affectionate kiss on her husband's cheek as he typed.



"How goes untangling the web of Hellenic ports and rail?" she asked, flopping down on the couch across the room.



"Ups and downs," David replied, not looking up. "They really need to expand their rail infrastructure to fix a lot of these issues. But that decision is waaaay above my paygrade."



Jordan nodded, listening to the frenetic clicks of David's typing. "Any dinner plans?"



"I thought we'd order room service. Stay in tonight. The hotel's got incredible moussaka."



"Okay," Jordan tried to hide her disappointment.



"So how was your day?" David asked after a few moments. "Mycenae today, right?"



"Mycenae tomorrow," she corrected him. "Corinth today."



"Corinth. Isn't there a book in the Bible about Corinth?"



"Two, actually. And technically they're letters written to the church at Corinth." 



Jordan's bone-deep Sunday school education came out almost without thinking.



"How was it?" David asked, still typing.



Jordan had a hundred exciting things to tell him. But looking up, seeing him totally engrossed in his work, she felt she would be throwing her excitement on deaf ears.



"It was fine. Very pretty."



"That's awesome," David replied. 



Jordan looked over at her husband again, silent as he was utterly engrossed in the complex work of reducing friction in the world economy. It was an important job, and he was both brilliant and dedicated. She knew when she agreed to marry him that he was a hard worker. 



It was one of his most admirable traits. But tonight, it was annoying.



"Actually, I had a pretty interesting conversation this afternoon." 



Jordan stood up and began rifling through the drawers, looking for the book she bought that morning.



"Oh?" David responded, not looking up.



"Yeah," she confirmed, finding the paperback and closing the drawer. "A guy walking along the Corinth Canal. English. From Southampton. I realized I'd heard of Southampton, but I had no idea where it was," she laughed. "I had to look it up."



"What did he say?" David asked.



Jordan returned to the couch, opening her book and putting her feet up on the coffee table.



"Actually, he was an archaeologist. Specializing in shipwrecks and submerged artifacts."



"Really?" David asked, his inflection showing a little more interest, but still not looking up.



"Uh huh," Jordan answered, flipping past the table of contents to the first page. "He was very nice. Very interesting. We walked along the canal, and he answered all my questions. Then he invited me back up to his hotel room."



The typing stopped. 



David looked over the top of his laptop, seeing Jordan now engrossed in reading.



"He did what?" 



Jordan didn't look up. "He answered all my questions. Did you know Emperor Nero started the canal project, but it was abandoned when he was, well, killed, committed, suicide, who knows. Anyway, the dig project stopped when he kicked it. Didn't start again until after Suez."



David was silent for a moment. "Ummm…not that part. The other part."



Jordan still didn't look up. "What other part?" She turned the page.



"The part…about the hotel room…" David's face was flushing, and his full profile was clearly above the laptop now, his eyes locked on his wife.



"Oh, that…" Jordan answered flippantly. "Yeah. He invited me up to his hotel room."



David sat with the silence for a few seconds, feeling his hands begin to sweat.



"Did you…"



"Did I what?" Jordan still didn't look up from her book.



"Did you…go?"



Jordan turned another page. 



"Go where?"



David chuffed indignantly. "Go with him. To his…room."



Jordan waited for a moment, reaching for a pen to mark a passage on the page.



"You mean…did I go with him back to his hotel room like he invited me?"



David nodded, his breath chopping. "Yeah."



"You mean…did I go into his hotel room…and did we take off our clothes and have sex?"



David nodded again, standing up and walking toward the couch nervously.



"You mean…did I get on my knees and suck him while he played with my hair?"



David's knees were weak. He sat down next to his wife, whose gunbarrel blue eyes remained focused on the pages in front of her.



"Yeah…did you…"



Jordan slowly looked over at him. She took in the look of panicked arousal on her husband's face, but she shocked herself by the lack of pity she felt.



Finally, she spoke.



"No."



The tension seemed to snap in David and he collapsed back, flopping his head over the back of the couch.



Jordan marked her place in her book and set it on the coffee table before scooting over next to David and stroking his hair.



"You okay, baby?" she asked gently.



He was still panting. He looked directly into her eyes. 



They were connecting. Truly. For the first time since she walked in. And in his eyes, replacing the panic, was a sudden and desperate hunger.



"Jo…" he asked, swallowing nervously. "Can we…?"



Jordan smiled, then kissed him on the lips. 



"Take me to dinner first. We're going to talk about our days. Really talk. And then…I want you to swim with me. Maybe take in a sauna. I'm getting to like a daily dose of sauna…"



David nodded obediently. "Okay."



* * *



SAVAGE!!!!!



oh my gosh, I didn't even know human hands could move that fast…



Another Texan beat the Russians on their home turf! Go Gilbert!



Holy cow! It looks like he's going to break that thing!



anyone else seeing that huge vein on his temple? looks like he's having a stroke or something.



USA! USA! USA!



Mark smiled as he read the comments under the YouTube video.



Gil's performance had gone super viral. Even though the video was more than a year old, for some reason someone posted the video in the right place, and it was approaching 100 million views.



It was a piece Mark remembered him working on. The Oriental Fantasy. Balakirev.



One commenter was right. It was a savage performance. Gil's long hair flipped, fluttered, and hung chaotically around his face as his fingers danced and his arms flew. The tempo he kept was psychotic, the delivery flawless. Emotional, reckless, and virtuosic in the best way.



And the internet loved it for some reason. 



It would definitely be good for Gil's career.



Not that he needed much help at this point. Winning the Tchaikovsky competition set Gil up with an almost automatic touring schedule, and not one but two recording contracts. Mark watched his website with devotion, and even made it to one of his recitals in Washington when he came there. 



It was incredible. Gil was a no-bullshit pro now. Packing the huge venue at the Kennedy Center, bringing the whole capacity crowd to its feet. Returning to perform not one, but four encore numbers.



Unbelievable.



He had also tried to meet with Gil after the recital, whose phone number had changed. He couldn't get backstage, and Amy didn't get Mark's text in time to relay the message and arrange for security to let him through. Gil had called him afterward to apologize, but he was already in the securityline to catch a plane to the Czech Republic for his next performance engagements. 



And Amy couldn't travel with Gil. She had just been named as the top billed prima ballerina for the New York Ballet. So her schedule was as demanding as her boyfriend's. But already she was making waves for introducing new choreography into repertoire pieces–scandalizing some and delighting others. 



A bold move. She had really come into herself.



There was no getting around it. Gil and Amy were globetrotting celebrities now. 



And they were engaged.



Mark always beamed with delight when he thought about it. But he also always thought about what Dr. De Foglio said. That Amy was out of his league. Or rather, that both Gil and Amy were. 



Turns out, she was right.



All Mark could do was find his place in the world he had chosen. And in some ways, that was working out. His first two-year tour at Officer's Basic School at Quantico was smooth and productive. 



His billet was straightforward. He was given a rotating command of training platoons, one at a time, and oversaw instruction for the fire and maneuver portion of the training pipeline. New officer candidates would arrive on the base, blink in the trauma of their first day of military life, and then Mark would quietly and competently direct the combined processes of military skill building and savage hazing of his temporary platoon until every member in it was ready to accept a commission as an officer in the Marine Corps. 



He was highly visible. Both in performance and physicality. The second part was no joke–the fact that he was physically enormous made him hard to miss. But his candidate platoons consistently finished at the top of each training evolution. He developed a sense of balance between discipline and mentorship. His reputation as an experienced combat leader became more obvious the more other marines saw him under pressure. Senior officers quickly noticed how junior candidates admired and sought him out, even though they were about to be the same rank. 



He became a recognized name. Not a bad thing for a new second lieutenant at Quantico.



Even Captain Deloit came around to respecting him. 



Although Mark made damn sure never to touch his dumb newspaper again.



The chief advantage of his posting at Quantico was–ironically–the absolutely savage schedule. He got very little time to himself. Some officers could delegate down and coast a bit, but Mark wouldn't have any of that. So the odd night off was all he got. No time to drink, little time to wallow.



Staying busy was good for him. Because after Jared, Megan, and Marky moved away, after he confirmed that Amy and Gil had moved on with their lives, Mark was alone again. 



And he didn't do well alone. 



He made a few friends in his cohort of junior officers. Those relationships were cordial–even jovial–but shallow. A few nights out here and there, where after a handful of drinks he had his pick of whatever women in the bar were game for a one night stand. 



He briefly dated a nice enough woman–a fixup courtesy of his battalion XO's wife–but it quickly fizzled. Her name was Liz. She lived in DC, was a professional political operative, and had the finely calibrated combination personality of a low IQ and a high opinion of her own intelligence.



Pretty standard for her career field.



At the end of their second date, Mark took her to bed and couldn't even get hard for her. She was attractive enough. A bit bratty, which wasn't in itself a turnoff. 



Really, it was something about the way she spoke. Maybe her voice…or more likely the pure vacuity of the words coming out of her mouth.



He ended things after that. Then threw himself into the job, hoping no other matchmaking was being done on his behalf by well-meaning officers' wives who knew nothing about him beyond his height and his baritone voice.



What conversations he had were dull, and what sex he had was empty. Everyone in the DC/Quantico area seemed to be either illiterate, passionless, or some dreadful combination of both.



What kept him going was the possibility of a combat command–maybe company executive officer when he got promoted to first lieutenant.



But when the promotion came, different orders followed. 



Recruiting command. Overseeing and mentoring ROTC cadets at a prestigious university in the midwest.



It stung. He had thought he'd done his time in training command, but apparently he did too well. 



Colonel Chen had advised him to be patient. 



Mark had found himself oddly drawn to the older man, who had taken a post at the Pentagon after picking up the silver eagle. The colonel gave good advice, most often couched in dismissive or hostile observations about Mark's attitude, appearance, or performance.



But the intentional mentorship was obvious to Mark, and he knew it would be stupid to throw away a relationship that would be good for his career.



So he took the advice and was patient. He accepted the orders to the college and moved into a small ranch style house a few blocks outside the university campus. He looked forward to mentoring future officers, such as it is. And he had hoped that, in a town defined by the constant flux of students and fellows, he might meet someone.



As soon as he reported to his commanding officer, Captain Lund, he knew that the instruction to be patient would be a hard one to follow. Captain Lund was arrogant, inexperienced, and not a little lazy. By every metric of Marine Corps credibility, Mark eclipsed Captain Lund. Saluting him was painful, deferring to him was torture.



But superior rank governs, even if combat credibility more often carries the day in the fleet Marine Corps. 



But since their subordinates were almost all cadets anyway, they didn't know enough to tell the actual difference between a balding, surly, largely incompetent bureaucrat with a superiority complex and an actual combat leader with a silver star and a purple heart.  



And damned if those little college rascals didn't grow on Mark. By the end of his second year there, he was actually starting to enjoy it. Even though he still hoped for a combat command. 



He took a leap and put in a packet to be considered for a meritorious promotion to captain. If he could get captain before he hit the fleet on his next transfer, he thought, he might be able to swing company command. It was a long shot, but he didn't want to spend another pair of years fiddling around with some billet like supply or some administrative post. 



He put in the packet, crossing his fingers and telling no one–except Megan, who he still texted every day. Who was deeply solicitous of his well being. Who seemed hell bent on looking out for him, and who constantly asked him about the women he interacted with.



He didn't have the heart to tell her he'd basically given up on relationships for the time being. That most of the women he'd met at this particular university had no interest in a relationship with a military man.



And since none of them rose to the Megan standard, what was the point? 



* * *



Jordan had been more than ready for David to take her to bed when they came back from the sauna. Completely in the mood after a day of adventure, which included a little flirting with a stranger, a nice dinner with her husband, and was capped off by a refreshing swim and a stint in the hot steam and cedar scent, she giggled happily as she tumbled into bed with her husband. 



He fumbled with her bikini bottom, then slid it down over her hips and on down, exposing the soft, damp fur above and around her womanhood. Her legs fell open in welcome. 



She cooed warmly as David's modest intrusion made itself known between her legs. He clutched her back, her bikini top still tied shut as he grasped her bare skin. 



The intensity of his desire terminated in a series of choked out gasps, almost like a persistent cough.



He came in seconds.



Hmmmmmmmm…



Jordan's voice glowed with satisfaction. After vying unsuccessfully for her husband's attention for nearly two full weeks now, his desperate, unbroken focus on her was a welcome change. His body twitched as he worked out the orgasm, his small penis nestled inside her, his penetration superficial but his desire unfurled.



Jordan's mind flashed to the fact that she wasn't comparing him to Patrick this time.



An odd thought. A preterition, technically. Where one mentions something by saying they aren't going to mention it. A rhetorical tactic–and one that seemed to operate in Jordan's mind at the unconscious level.



Strange.



"Oh my god. Oh my god…" David moaned, the tension leaving his body.



Jordan giggled again. "You seemed pretty wound up there, Mister Stark."



David laughed breathily. "Yeah. You could say that."





Jordan took a deep breath and sighed happily. 



David was with her. David desired her. With wild abandon, in fact. David's needs were utterly met by her attentions. 



It was a nice feeling.



And David clearly enjoyed himself. At this point, he was figuratively a warm blob of utterly contented gelatin in her arms. 



She still had that warm, gnawing hunger. 



But she could take care of that later. After David slipped into unconsciousness.



"Baby…" Jordan asked gently into his ear. "Can we…talk? And put a moratorium on work stuff tonight?"



"Deal," David replied, still catching his breath. "As long as you're cool with me waking up early to get the stuff done I was gonna do tonight."



"I accept your terms," Jordan replied, stroking his hair. David smiled, his eyes glazed. They kissed deeply and he rolled off her.



"So what's up?" David asked.



"Nothing in particular," Jordan answered. "I just feel like we haven't connected much lately. Which I was kind of looking forward to."



David nodded, turning on his side to face her. "I could see that. I took for granted that you knew what it was like when I work on the road."



"I thought I did. And I still think I did, intellectually. But actually being out here with you…you're some kind of machine/zombie hybrid or something."



David smiled. "It's a pretty intense job."



"Yeah, well," Jordan smiled back, turning on her side to face him back. "It's just different seeing it. When we're half a world away, it makes sense to have days go by where we don't really connect. But I'm not used to missing you when you're still in the room with me."



"That's fair," David answered. He shifted slightly, showing discomfort. "I didn't mean for it to go that way. I'm sorry."



Jordan thought for a moment. "I don't think I'm looking for an apology, David. It's actually good for me to see what it's like for you out here. And when I think about it, it's petty for me to feel jealous about losing a face-off to your job. If this was a real vacation that we booked together, it would be different. I know you need to work. But feelings are feelings, you know? We don't get to choose how we feel, we can only choose how we react."



David smiled affectionately. "More ancient wisdom?"



Jordan smiled back. "Stoic. Propatheiai. The feelings before the judgments. The stoics know their stuff, you should read them sometime."



"Maybe I'll do that…"



They kissed again. 



"I'm sorry you feel jealous," David answered. "I'm gonna try to block out my days better. Make time for us."



Jordan shook her head. "Do your job, baby. Just communicate with me. I want to know when I have you and when I don't."



David nodded. "I can do that."



Jordan chuckled to herself. "The irony of me getting jealous…"



David lifted an eyebrow. "What do you mean?"



Jordan shrugged. "I mean…I tell you this story about a guy hitting on me and it's like a back door hack that goes straight to the center of your brain. Instead of making you angry, it gives me root access to your attention. Like an emotional cheat code."



David blushed. "Yeah. Sorry about that."



Jordan smiled weakly. "Propatheiai. Feelings before judgments, baby. We don't choose how we feel. We choose how we react."



David blushed in silence.



"So…you made it up? The guy?"



Jordan laughed. "You're hopeless."



David grinned, seeing her reaction. "Seriously."



Jordan looked into his eyes and began stroking his face.



"I made up parts of it. The man was real. He was actually an archaeologist. We talked for a little bit by the canal, and he invited me to dinner. Not back to his room. But to be fair, if dinner went well, who knows…" 



David tensed visibly before grinning past it. "He was ugly, though, I bet."



Jordan shook her head. "No. He was pretty handsome, actually. He does some kind of underwater work. Shipwrecks."



"Really?" David cocked his eyebrow again. "You didn't want to have dinner with him?"



"I wanted to have dinner with you." Jordan clicked her tongue playfully.



David smiled, blushing again. Jordan stretched her arms around his neck, pulling their naked bodies together. 



David moaned, feeling the soft warmth of her skin on his, his small penis rigid again.



"Mmmmm…." Jordan cooed. "Someone ready to go for another round?"



"Mmmmhmmmm…" David agreed quietly. 



They began to kiss again. Jordan's body glowed with affection…and something else. 



David knew she would probably wake up late. Or stay up after he went to sleep. He knew she would masturbate quietly after she thought he was asleep. She'd been doing it more lately…



The familiar pang of anxiety hit him in the stomach. Then the arousal.



He began kissing down her neck as he felt her skin warm. She cooed in sympathetic arousal, clutching the back of his head as he worked his way down to her breast, licking her nipple lightly before taking her into his mouth and sucking.



Jordan moaned, then giggled. "That's really nice, baby…don't stop."



David's heart leaped at the words. He carefully tended to her moans before rolling her onto her back and scrambling under the covers. 



Kissing down, then down more. Finding her downy womanhood with his lips, he began to kiss, then to lick the center of her softness.



Jordan's moans returned, louder. 



Visibly aroused, David felt his heart race faster as he realized he might actually be able to bring his wife to orgasm.



She began to grab tufts of his hair, guiding the turn and pitch of his head as he carefully ministered to her pleasure. Her moans became breathy, but David couldn't see her face, concealed under the covers as he was. 



He took a gamble, and said a few words between licks.



"You should go to dinner with that guy…"



Jordan's moans stopped. David began licking again, feeling her nub begin to stiffen more under his tongue.



"It's okay, baby. It's just dinner."



Jordan laughed breathily between moans. 



"David Stark…you're hopeless…"



* * *



"Rein."



Mark stood up quickly from his desk. "Sir."



Captain Lund casually pushed open the door, looking down at a sheaf of papers in one hand. Shuffling through them, he picked one out and set it on Mark's desk. 



"Just submitted your fitness report. Concur, sign, then return it by close of business."



"Aye, sir." Mark picked up the paper and looked down at the superior officer–a balding, bored looking man in his mid thirties clearly counting down the seconds before he could leave for the day.



"How'd PT go?" Captain Lund asked.



"Couple of stragglers," Mark answered. "But the freshman class is actually pretty good. Better than last year."



"Good. I don't want anyone falling out of the run when the colonel comes to visit next month."



"Shouldn't be a problem, sir," Mark replied.



"Very well." 



Captain Lund turned to leave.



"Sir?" Mark asked, trying to mask his impatience.



"What's up?" the captain answered, turning around.



"Just…wondering about the promotions board, sir. I put in a packet. Has the board met yet?"



"Yeah. But they never saw your packet. I denied it."



Mark felt his jaw clench. "Do you mind if I ask why, sir?"



Captain Lund shrugged. "Look, Rein, you're doing fine. They loved you at Quantico. Your cadets like you here. And you're beating Lieutenant Ripper's cohort by almost every metric. But the stakes are low here. You've got no combat service, no national achievements, nothing but a job well done outside the fleet, and inside a college campus."



Mark's jaw clenched further. "I have combat service, sir."



"As an enlisted man, yes. But nothing lately."



Mark relaxed his jaw. "I understand, sir. Still, I'd prefer to have at least been considered by the board."



Captain Lund turned to walk out again, then, with one hand on the door, he turned back.



"Relax, Rein. You don't need a meritorious jump. You're due to rank up in six months anyway. Right after you hit your next duty station. Don't get impatient."



"I was hoping to be a captain by the time I got transferred back to the fleet, sir," Mark explained. "That way I could be eligible for company command."



"It's too early for that, Rein," Captain Lund said flatly. "I admire your ambition, but you've only done training commands. Do your time at a supply post, or maybe if you're lucky, a company XO somewhere. Company command will probably come in a couple years."



"Understood, sir," Mark said equally flatly. "Thank you."



The captain nodded and walked out, closing the door behind him. Mark sat down at his desk, stopping himself from slapping down on the desk in frustration. Captain Lund would definitely hear it.



He felt that familiar feeling creep in. That hopelessness. The loneliness. 



But he couldn't drink. Not tonight. It always got out of control when he got bad news, and his cadets seemed to be everywhere. He couldn't afford to be seen drunk in public.



Two dumb training commands in a row. Now, probably an equally dumb assignment before he'd even be considered for company command.



He was good at forming young officers. Why wouldn't they give him his own combat command? 



No better way to form younger officers than to lead them in a combat unit, right?



He leaned back in his chair, looking down absently at the desk–the glowing but benign fitness report that would keep him at his current rank and in his current, stifling position.



Sighing, Mark picked up his cellphone, scrolling down the screen of text messages. 



The most recent message was from Megan. A picture, actually. A selfie–her with her two boys. The older one, Marky, was nine. The younger one, JJ, was almost 5 now. 



Time really does fly.



The caption read:



GOOD LUCK UNCLE MARK!



He had confided in Megan that he was trying to get promoted meritoriously. She expressed her confidence in his ability–saying over and over again how much he deserved it.



He had been promoted meritoriously twice before, after all–to corporal, then to sergeant. And Jared had been promoted meritoriously three times in a row–most recently to the rank of gunnery sergeant. He was a machine. She convinced Mark that there was no reason he shouldn't try…



Unless some shithead CO like Captain Lund killed his packet before it even got started.



Looking at Megan's smiling face in the picture, with her kind but tenacious caramel eyes, her unaffected smile…Mark's mind was flooded with memories. All the good times they'd had together… 



But in particular–to the last time he was with Megan. When they had that conversation about his loneliness… 



That was a few years ago in DC, when he was still working with officers' training command at Quantico. A couple weeks after Jared had shipped off to Camp Pendleton, but a couple days before the movers came to clear out the apartment, and before a pregnant Megan–Marky in tow–would drive cross country to California. 



Mark had come to the apartment after the training day finished at Quantico. He took Megan and Marky out for fast food, then he played with Marky all evening–reading him stories to put him to bed. Then, with the house quiet and the list of things to do before the move beginning to overwhelm Megan, Mark helped her start to clean the apartment to get ready for the move-out inspection. 



She had been visibly pregnant that night. Just at the stage when she was beginning to show through clothes. 



She was still trying to be discreet about it. In public, when she wasn't at work, she wore hoodies, and she could still hide it for the most part. 



But in a tank top or a t-shirt, it was clearly there, just peeking out. 



And she wore a black tank top that night…which Mark couldn't stop looking at. 



Something about Megan with a baby bump…it drove Mark wild.



Megan and Jared were hoping for a little girl back then. 



Were they in for a surprise…



After cleaning, after little Marky was confirmed to be asleep and sawing logs in his room, Mark and Megan had made love. 



She had been sweet and intimate. Sensing his frustration, she had been extra tender and attentive in their coupling. 



She had held him tightly afterward, their naked bodies pressed together, the slight curve of her belly pressing into him as his softening cock remained fully seated inside her body. 



She had quietly lamented that they had to leave for California. 



He had agreed, sharing his frustrations at their separation. 



He didn't want to be parted from her again. 



It was weird, but it just…felt good to be with her. He didn't want to steal her from Jared. Just…be with her. With them, really. It was clear to Mark that he and Megan were simply a bonded pair–but of a variety he'd never heard about before. Whatever relationship configuration began at Camp LeJeune years ago, with a sexy experiment eventuating in a sexually open cohabitation, it didn't go away when he moved to Texas. It was just dormant in the intervening years of separation. 



Ready to be awakened as soon as they were in the same place again. 



Now, he was simply welcome in her bed whenever he needed. Or he was invited into it whenever she craved him. 



Jared still loved it. He seemed to relish sharing his greatest treasure with his best friend, and was always excited to hear about it when they coupled.



But it was more than an arrangement of sexual convenience with Megan. She loved him. And said so, often.



Amy–though he was developing feelings for her at the end–had remained a friend with benefits. And Molly was just a disaster. And both of them were decidedly gone by now.



But he loved Megan. And she was here. At least for now.



And she loved him. Like she loved Jared.



So that night, their coupling was particularly intimate–what with the urgency of their imminent parting hanging in the air. 



After, they laid side by side, quiet in the dark, catching their breath.



"We need to get you a girlfriend…" Megan had said between heaves. "We can't keep doing this whole…get-together-and-get-close-then-one-of-us-leaves thing. You need a girl. A top class woman to take care of you."



Mark had chuckled. "I do okay."



"No you don't…" Megan retorted. "Yeah, you go on dates. You get girls. But the girls you get are no good. You have terrible taste."



"I do not have terrible taste. I like you…" Mark grinned.  



"Yeah…but you're not dating women like me, doofus."



Mark shrugged. "I'll cop to that. Y'all are hard to find."



"Well," Megan explained, "it's even harder when you don't actually know what you're looking for."



Mark thought for a moment. "You know, you might be right about that."



Megan sat up, the swell of her breasts shifting over the slight bump in her belly. 



"Okay. Let's do a little experiment. Who could you see yourself with long term? If you could have anybody. No restrictions."



"Amelia Earhart," Mark quipped.



Megan laughed. "Okay. That's a start. But let's maybe do…living women first? Just a little more practical."



"Fine," Mark laughed. "I mean…" he spoke cautiously, "You, obviously."



Megan smiled, leaning down to kiss him gently. "Good answer. But who else? Come on…movie stars, childhood crushes, everyone's fair game."



Mark thought carefully. "Movie stars would be a pain in the ass. All my childhood crushes turned out to be either stupid or mean. I don't know. I mean, a few years ago I would have said Molly."



Megan nodded. "Seriously, though. Other things equal, if she was just…available. You could see yourself with her long term?"



Mark shrugged. "I mean, sure."



Megan drummed playfully on his chest. "Okay. Anyone else?"



Mark shrugged again. "I mean, Amy, probably."



"The ballerina girl? From college?"



Mark nodded. 



"Okay. So what did you like about her?"



Mark thought for a moment.



"Well, obviously, she was incredibly hot. She was tiny, actually. Kinda short, you know? Blonde, super fit. Blue eyes. Like…ice in a mountain lake kind of blue. Super piercing when she looked at you. And cute little boobs. A-cups, actually. And just…really passionate."



Megan listened carefully. "Okay. So blonde, blue eyes, petite, fit, passionate."



"And crazy talented. I mean…she's a prima for the New York Ballet, for God's sake."



"So I heard…" Megan slapped his chest playfully again. "Good job, you."



"Not good enough, obviously…"



"Stop that," Megan shifted her legs to sit cross legged, pulling the bed spread up around her shoulders as they talked. "Okay. What did you like about Molly? Boil it down to essentials."



Mark thought again. "Molly was crazy smart. That was really attractive to me. Surprisingly, actually. And really caring. Like…she could sense when something was wrong, and always knew just what to do."



"Okay…that's good. What about, like, physically?" Megan asked.



"Again, really fit," Mark answered. "Thin. Like, not skinny, but fit. Great boobs…perky B-cups. Red hair, which I liked. Green eyes. Freckles, which she hated but I liked. Also, she was super good with kids."



"That's not physical," she said. 



"I know," Mark replied. I just wanted to add it. I found that attractive. It's important to me.



"Was Amy good with kids?" Megan asked.



Mark shrugged. "Don't know. Never saw her with any. Oh, wait…when she would do performances, little girls would come up to her, and she was always really sweet with them. So I'll say…maybe."



"Maybe," Megan laughed, her eyes falling to the bedspread. "Okay."



She hesitated a moment, then looked back up at him.



"What do you like about me?"



Mark grinned. "I don't."



She slapped him with a pillow. 



"Bullshit, Lieutenant…" she shot back. 



Mark took the pillow from her, laughing, and set it back down.



"Okay…" he said. "Physically…you're gorgeous. I love your tan skin, your brown eyes, dark brown hair…it like…matches mine. Which is cool. I mean, you're definitely in shape. Genuine top tier athlete. Great boobs–C cups. Although kinda bigger lately…"



Megan giggled, covering her breasts with her hands. "Yeah…well…you know…"



Mark rested his palm on the slight swell of her belly. 



"This is so hot…"



Megan blushed. "Keep going?"



"Well…" Mark obliged, "you're super smart, which I find crazy hot. And you're a fierce competitor. You're fearless. And you really get me. Like…on a deep level. And you care a lot, which is really attractive to me. And you're a really good mom. Like…really good…"



Megan's blush deepened. "Okay hulk-man…" she said. "We're gonna finish this little thought experiment, and I'm going to insist you physically prove how attracted you are to me…"



Mark laughed, squeezing her thigh. "Again? Gladly. But what's the experiment?"



"We're going to combine your dream girls," she said, matter-of-factly. "We'll find common traits, and you can know what to look for."



"Oh," Mark's eyebrows lifted. "That's interesting. Okay."



"So…start with the easy stuff first–physical attributes. You don't have a lot of obvious things in common there. It seems like you find a few different physical types attractive. No common traits in skin tone–Molly's pale, I'm brown obviously, I'm guessing Amy was somewhere in the middle?"



Mark nodded. "Yep."



"So skin tone isn't important. Neither is eye color. Molly's green, Amy's blue, I'm brown."



"Guess so."



"Body type is a commonality, though. Athletic, right? In shape?"



Mark nodded. "Yeah. Like, fit. And I don't know…proportional, I guess. So that's it? Try gyms?"



"Maybe," Megan smiled. "But you know how some gym girls can be. Might lose out on the intelligence part. What about boob size? You an ass man? What's your favorite girly part?"



"I like good legs…" Mark admitted, squeezing Megan's all-American defender thigh again. "And I don't like…you know…giant balloon boobs. But yeah, you and Amy are pretty different there, and I think you're both super hot. Like I said, it's about proportions. I like…slim curves. And your boobs are…yeah. I like."



Megan covered her breasts with her arms again, giggling. "I'm glad to hear that."



"So I don't know…maybe I don't have a really specific physical type," Mark said. "Beyond just…in shape, I guess."



"Maybe not," Megan answered. 



"Fuck it," he smiled. "I'll just average all the traits."



Megan laughed. "Yeah…find the mean boob size, and go for it."



"Gonna be a B-cup, then," Mark grinned. "And probably…like, kinda tan skin?"



Megan nodded. "Kinda tan skin. What about hair? Red, blonde, and dark brown? What's the average?"



"I've seen a color that's like…like…kinda hinting at red, but light brown? I think they call it auburn…"



"Auburn hair," Megan laughed. "This is turning into a poem."



"I like poems," Mark laughed back.



"What about eyes?" Megan asked. "Icy blue, brown, green?"



"Combine those, it's gonna be dark. Probably like…gray? With some blue in it?"



"I could see that," Megan nodded, picturing it. "So…Mark's dream girl is going to be…athletic, auburn hair, dark blue, kinda gray eyes, B-cups, good legs, tight ass."



"I didn't say tight ass,"



"Yeah, but I googled that Amy girl, and saw a picture of her in a leotard, and wow. I almost want a piece of that."



Mark laughed. "Yeah, Amy's butt was…incredible. But not as good as yours."



"Good save there, cowboy…" Megan drummed his chest again.



"But the rest of the stuff really matters," Mark turned thoughtful. "I want to be with an intelligent woman. Like…the smarter the better. And passionate. Not a pushover. Probably artistic–I don't know if I'll find another ballerina. But maybe like a musician or something?"



"And good with kids…" Megan reminded him.



"Yep. Okay. There it is. I've got my target."



Megan laid back down, resting her head on his chest.



"Go get 'em, tiger…"



Mark smiled at the memory, the mental picture of a pregnant Megan smiling over at him in her bed fading gradually. 



He looked down again at the sterile fitness report on the desk in his small ROTC office. 



It had been years since that conversation. 



5 full years now. 



He'd met many women since then. Dated a few for a while. Fucked a few more. None even came close to his dream girl, or any variation on that theme. 



But he had gotten better at dealing with the loneliness. 



So there was that.



But he was hoping that a combat command would fill the void that was beginning to sting deeper in his sense of self.



Tonight was going to be a rough one. He was going back to the fleet as a first lieutenant. And with his combat record, and his accomplishments at his last two postings…he should be a captain. 



He'd miss his billet goal. And he hated missing goals.



And he had no one to talk to when he went home tonight…No Megan, or Amy, or Molly, or ideally some combination of the three into some kind of super woman to make him feel better…



He could call Megan, at least. Talk to her. 



And hold out hope. Jared was set to be reassigned soon–hopefully somewhere near where his next assignment was…he could be around them again…



He heard a rustling on the other side of the door. 



Then a knock. 



Mark looked up, about to grant permission to enter when the door opened on its own. 



Captain Lund stood in the doorway, someone standing behind him. Mark stood up as the captain spoke.



"One of yours. Plagiarism. The grading TA is here."



Mark sighed audibly, fully aware of what a pain in the ass the disciplinary process for an ROTC student cheating on a test or paper could be for him. And what a black mark this could be on his own record. 



Shit.



The captain stood aside, revealing a young woman with light amber skin, shiny auburn hair that hung down below her shoulders, an athletic build, and dark blue–nearing gray–eyes.



Eyes like the polished steel of a gun barrel.



"Miss Stark," Captain Lund said to the woman, gesturing through the open door into Mark's office. "This is Lieutenant Rein. He'll handle the situation from here."



* * *



"You're missing out. I was gonna put some more miles on that new bikini…"



Jordan smiled into the phone as she teased her husband. 



Despite the intensity of David's schedule, the second half of their trip to Greece was an excellent opportunity for them to reconnect as a couple. David began arranging his days and nights to block off time for her, and although it was hard, he made it work. Jordan felt validated and loved by the effort. They even managed a couple of day trips together.



And she really did enjoy a dream tour of the ancient Hellenic world. All the places on her list, and more. David even managed to find her some trips into Turkey to visit the site of ancient Troy and Ephesus, among others. 



She took half a million pictures, and video called her father so much, he felt like they more or less went on that trip together, what with all the times she dialed him in to look at this or that ruin, sculpture, or hillside.



However, after returning home exhausted–to sleep for nearly a week straight–and now knowing how intense the workload was on David when he was abroad, Jordan opted not to accompany him to Argentina. She had her own schedule to keep, and decided that she would do her last round of interviews early and in, which added a layer of logistical complexity to that schedule.



But a few hours on the phone with a travel agent, and she had everything worked out. 



It was both exciting and intimidating. She had gotten to the interview round of the postdoctoral programs at Yale and Heidelberg, and assistant professorships at Duke, Dartmouth, and Swarthmore, with visiting professorships at USC, Boston College, and the University of Chicago. She tacked on a couple safety schools that were within driving distance of the prestige opportunities, but Professor Lukacz had assured her that if she wanted the prestige opportunities, she would get at least a couple offers from them.



So both she and David were living out of a suitcase for the month of July. And she felt bad missing out on some beach time in Buenos Aires.



"You know I'm not gonna say no to logging more bikini time," David laughed at her suggestion on the other end. "But it's July in Argentina. It's winter here, baby."



Jordan stopped, furrowing her brow. "How did I not remember that?"



David laughed out loud. "There's an indoor pool at this hotel. You could've made use of it. No sauna here though. I got the sense you were starting to get used to that."



Jordan laughed back. "Yeah. Yeah, I kinda was. It was really nice to just…sweat out the day, then follow it with a cold dip. Felt amazing."



David could hear her shuffling her bag into the trunk of her rental car.



"So Duke first?" he asked.



"Yeah," Jordan answered, shutting the trunk. "I'm in Raleigh now. I meet with them tomorrow morning, then drive down to Wilmington to meet with the Psych department down there. Apparently they're throwing a little mixer for some of the candidates, so I have to find something to wear."



"None of the stuff you got in Greece will work?"



"I didn't get any like…cocktail dresses or anything. Just suntime stuff. And a couple fancy dinner dresses. Apparently it's at a wine bar on the coast somewhere. Sounds swanky. It's gonna suck. But I can hit a Marshalls or something on my way down. I don't really care that much."



David laughed. "Do you fly out of Raleigh again?"



"No, there's a little regional airport nearby in Wilmington, so I'll stay overnight there. My flight's up to New Hampshire, and I'm doing Dartmouth, Boston, Yale, then Swarthmore. Gonna drive through the northeast, I've never done that before. I wonder what it's like…"



"Long stretches of no traffic, then long stretches of endless traffic," David said flatly. 



"You would know," Jordan laughed. "Your dad's dealership was in Boston?"



"Worcester," David answered. It's like…Boston's shrimpy, meth cooking cousin."



Jordan laughed again. "I'm so blessed to have been raised in a small town."



"When do you go to Germany?"



"Last," Jordan answered. "My travel agent set me up with an extra week at the end, I can bum around Europe like a true college girl. Stay in some hostels, hop into the middle of an orgy or two."



David laughed again. "You know…"



"I know, I know," Jordan laughed back before her tone turned serious. "Look, baby, I know you're joking but I want to…I mean…I know we've tried some things. With Mark, obviously, then Patrick, and…"



David waited for her to form her thought.



"I don't know," she continued. "I just…feel like I got it out of my system. I know you like it, but it's actually really scary for me. Especially after Patrick, and everything that happened. And yeah, I went out for dinner with Ian in Greece, and I enjoyed the evening. It was like…I mean, he was really interesting to talk to, and I had a good time, but when he got handsy…I just wasn't into it. I just wanted to get back to you."



"I know," David said. "You told me. And you don't have to do things for me. In fact, I want you to do them for you."



"I know, baby. I know how the whole cuckold mindset works, and that's just it," she said. "I don't think I'm cut out for this alleycatting around stuff. And I'm looking to start my career. And I think we should start thinking about when we want a family. And…I think I'm done with…all that…other stuff. I just want you. Okay?"



David swallowed. "Okay."



"I'm really sorry, honey." Jordan's voice sounded genuinely pained. "I feel like I'm not what you want me to be."



David shook his head, not caring that she couldn't see it. "That's not what this is, baby. You're everything I want and more. And there's still plenty we can do. I think I can live happy in bed as we are. And if I get a weird hankering, I think we can tickle it with just the stories you already have. And we can…there's all sorts of things we can do, just the two of us."



Jordan was silent for a moment. 



"Yes. Yes, there is, honey. I just…what I really want is for both of us to be enough for each other. Okay?"



"That sounds great, Jo."



"Okay."



"So after Duke, how long's the drive to Wilmington?" 



* * *



Captain Stinnett, Commanding Officer of Bravo Company, was crowing insufferably as he strutted around the clubhouse.



 Bravo Company, the most recent winner of the Battalion Challenge, was moving into the Victorian house. 



Captain Rein, the heretofore undefeated commander of Charlie Company, had shaken the Bravo Company commander's hand graciously at the news.



Charlie Company had been disqualified from the games.



It was neither unfair, nor unjust. In fact, Mark was quietly complicit in the strategic dishonor. 



Knowing full well that a faction had formed in his company, Mark had held a long consultation with both his first sergeant and his executive officer, and decided an oblique response to the situation was best.



First Sergeant Poisson had convinced the CO not to prosecute the vandals criminally, but to let him handle it personally. And Charlie Company's commander had no problem trusting the instincts of his first sergeant. 



Jared had returned to the barracks that night and offered the two offenders–along with the accomplice who stood duty that night and let them vandalize without challenge–the classic Marine Corps choice: pain, or paperwork.



And like any decent marine would, all three choose pain. 



And the first sergeant supplied it. In abundance.



Meanwhile, Charlie Company's commander had taken his executive officer along to consult with Battalion command–Lieutenant Colonel Wolfe and Major Robinson–where they decided that the best course of action–as the prize Victorian House headquarters had been vandalized under their watch–was to disqualify Charlie Company from the Battalion games and move them back into the shitty trailer.



Mark had personally overseen every bit of company gear carried from one office to the other, his stern brown eyes following every marine under his command as they shared the humiliation.



Everyone knew that Charlie Company would claw their way back to the top in short order. 



But for the moment, it stung.



Charlie Company had watched from the sidelines as the other companies competed in the challenge. When Bravo won, Mark had shaken Captain Stinnett's hand and given him the key to the Victorian House, as was custom. 



And now, as was also tradition, he had to attend celebratory drinks with the other officers in the battalion. And with the officer's club on base booked for a wedding reception, the venue had been changed to the Easter Breeze, an upscale civilian wine bar on topsail island, a short drive from the south gate of Camp LeJeune. 



With the venue being off base, the officers had arrived in slacks and sport coats, the wives and girlfriends in tow wearing cute cocktail dresses. 



Everyone was milling about, chatting amiably, socializing after a hard fought competition.



But Mark was miserable.



He was the only officer to arrive alone. Even his executive officer–his immediate junior–was happily married. 



Coming stag had never been an issue before–because Charlie Company always won. Nobody felt sorry for the winner.



But Captain Stinnett wouldn't shut up. With his reedy voice, his skinny frame, and his Naval Academy cultivated confidence. 



His former college cheerleader wife was hanging off his arm, beaming at his victory. 



Stinnett. What a shithead.



Mark kept a brave face on, smiling and chatting with other officers and wives. 



It was horrible. 



He wished he had Jared with him, at least. But it was an officers only event. 



He had even briefly thought of inviting Megan, who, under other circumstances, would have been a perfect fit for this event. Stunningly beautiful, professional, kind, but with a keen fighter's edge. She would have outshined every woman there by a mile.



But she couldn't come as his date. Obviously. With everything going on…



"What's with the geeks?" Lieutenant Jenkins whispered into Mark's ear, leaning away from Liz, his wife, while she held onto his arm and chatted with one of the platoon commanders' girlfriends.



The bar was crowded. Way more so than could be attributed alone to the numbers supplied by Seventh Battalion's officer core–even with their dates. 



Clearly there was more than one social event going on at the Easter Breeze. Mark wondered what it could be.



He looked around, seeing several well dressed, professional looking people with bad posture and distracted looks on their faces. He broke into a small smile. 



"I'm not sure," he whispered back. "But you're right. There are more than a few of them milling around. Must be a nerd convention or something."



"Good pickings for a bachelor, sir."



Mark smirked.



"Maybe hook up with that one…" Lieutenant Jenkins said under his breath, subtly gesturing toward a beanpole woman in her early seventies with frizzy gray hair and thick glasses. "She looks like she'd get freaky."



Mark elbowed him, trying to keep a straight face. "Shut up, Jenkins."



"Just lookin' out for you, sir," he held his low tone, speaking under his breath. "Liz and I just want you to be happy. And that there…that's a firecracker. I bet the sex would be…demented."



Mark couldn't stifle a chuckle. "Thanks Jenkins. I appreciate the tip. You're a real gentleman."



Liz Jenkins' conversation migrated and she moved with it, taking Lieutenant Jenkins with her. Mark took the opportunity of standing alone to step out onto the patio, where the bar's namesake breeze was gentle, a wide view of the graying ocean embracing the sun as it set in warm colors behind him. He walked toward the edge of the patio, leaning on the smooth wooden railing and looking out over the ocean.



Meg would be great at this, he thought to himself again as he leaned against the railing and sipped his whiskey. She could have my back…if she wasn't married to my first sergeant…she could come as a friend, at least…



The sound of the lapping waves, ebbing and flowing as the tide came slowly in, began to center Mark's mind. 



He stopped thinking about Charlie Company's humiliation. He stopped thinking about the faction in his company, the supply and training issues being worked out from their now dumpy modular workspace. 



Meg could tell stories about prosecuting mob guys and fraudsters…everyone loves those stories…



Mark pushed the thought away. Megan wasn't here. And she couldn't be. He stood alone, leaning on the railing; the sound of the waves slowly washing everything out of his mind except his loneliness.



He didn't want to go back inside. Instead, he indulged the fantasy of having someone smart and beautiful on his arm, beating back the embarrassment of Charlie Company's defeat with her charm.



If Molly were here, she would light up the room. Impressing everyone with her keen intellect and her prestige as head of cardiology at Johns Hopkins. Her rust colored hair and dotting of freckles standing out in a sea of dyed blondes. Her smooth, pale skin a visual contrast to his own. She would be kind, intelligent, engaging. Listening carefully, making people feel heard and valued. The gift of a career nurse turned doctor.



If Amy were here, she would simply dazzle. Her resume would outshine everyone in the room. Her lithe body a literal work of art, her shiny, natural blonde hair putting to shame all of the bottle blondes in the room. 



Everyone would feel special simply because she chose to be in the room with them. Every officer's wife would absolutely hate her–her effortless grace, her beautiful, creative glow. And every officer would wonder what it was like to fuck her. 



And they would all know that only Mark knew for sure…



Not a bad revenge. 



But Amy obviously wasn't here. Gil was on tour in Europe or South America somewhere…



"Excuse me…Captain Rein?"



Mark jolted out of his fantasy, hearing a voice behind him. He took a deep breath and finished the whiskey in his glass, preparing to be summoned back into the annoying shitshow of social obligation. Where he would have to smile and laugh, and resist the temptation to cold-cock Stinnett in his smug, academy face.



He took a deep breath, preparing for the worst as he turned around–to see a familiar face smiling nervously up at him.



Jordan.
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Also, this chapter, like the last one, is pretty long. Sorry about that, just how it shook out the bottom when I got everything drafted. 
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PART III



The cacophony was total. Immersive.



The darkness, the flashing white lights below, the sweeping search lights from above, and the noise.



God have mercy…the noise.



A thundering rumble, heavily distorted, shook the whole arena.



Say It. Beastie Boys.



A song Jordan would not have known existed two years ago. 



She felt the left hand holding her right hand squeeze desperately as the anticipated retinue appeared in the corner of the arena. 



At first only the cameras on the jumbotron could see it, but the little group quickly became visible from their ringside seats.



Jordan reached over with her free hand and squeezed Megan's shoulder, then gently patted their two hands clasped together.



Megan didn't budge, her eyes fixed.



Mark appeared first. The tallest in the group, wearing his olive green service alpha uniform, a shiny gold oak leaf on the tip of each shoulder gleaming in the spotlight.



Two hundred marines in their own service alpha uniforms snapped to their feet around Jordan, Megan, and her two sons. Jordan stood up too, following Megan's lead, resisting the temptation to look around at the sold out crowd roaring madly in New York's Madison Square Garden.



Jared's reflective robe–blood red and gold–caught most of the light, giving an eerie glow to his entrance, surrounded by security, trainers, and staff. 



His movement was smooth but wary. Like a veteran dancer gliding across a crowded stage. 



She could only see his face on the jumbotron. His eyes were distant but locked–a focus that seemed to shut out the overwhelming discord blaring and flaring around him.



The music was so loud. 



Jordan felt like it was drilling into her brain.



JJ clearly loved it. The noise, the darkness, the insane pageantry, all of it. And it appeared in the instants of flashing lights in the darkness that he was screaming at the top of his lungs. But nobody could hear him over the noise. 



And for a ten year old, JJ definitely had a set of pipes on him. So the fact that he was inaudible—that was saying something.



On his far side stood fifteen year old Marcos, a head taller than his mother, the beginnings of a dark moustache on his upper lip, soberly watching the little clutch of warriors approach the cage as the deafening music was supplanted by a booming baritone voice.



The Challenger…From Burlington, Vermont. Weighing in at 198 pounds. Undefeated. US Marine Corps First Sergeant. Jared. MAD DOG. POISSON!!!



The crowd went wild as Jared stepped, barefoot and glistening with warmup sweat, into the ring. The dark mosaic of tattoos all around his torso briefly looked like he was wearing an additional warmup shirt, but it was a trick of the light. 



Jordan followed Jared’s movements as, out of the corner of her eye, she watched Mark take his place on the outside of the blue corner. 



She was just close enough to Mark to see the worry in his eyes, concealed by the stony stoicism of his expression.



A look all too familiar by now.



Jordan shuffled slightly on her feet–her center of gravity having only recently begun to shift. She instinctively lifted her left hand to clutch the subtle swell of her stomach, the slight arch of her lower back beginning to compensate for the shift. Her bare fingers curled, clutching the fabric of her shirt as she felt her other hand being squeezed again by Megan.



How did we get here..? 



The question kept repeating itself in the space between her eyes and her memory. 



The music changed. 



Empire State of Mind. Jay-Z…



The crowd roared again as the same procession played out on the other side of the ring. A manager, followed by an entourage surrounding another shiny robe–this one jet black with a white stripe.



The voice boomed in again.



The Champion. From the Bronx, New York City. Weighing in at 203 pounds. Light Heavyweight Champion of the World…Damon. THE RIPPER. TYRION!!!



The crowd went ballistic. Jordan turned her head to look at Megan as the lean, long armed black man being paid to destroy her husband stepped confidently into the ring with him.



 Megan's eyes were frantic, but her face was calm. A serene smile spread over her face as she let go of Jordan's hand to clap politely, before reaching down to grab it again.



Jordan remembered the phrase repeated over and over in the car on the drive into the city.



The cameras. They'll find you at your weak moment. Don't show anything. Just smile and clap, and sometimes cheer.



Jordan squeezed her hand back, and whispered that hopeful lie in Megan's ear. 





The same one she had been telling herself a lot lately. 



After all that had happened.



"It's okay. It'll be okay…"



* * *



"Oh my gosh, it is you."



Jordan's blush deepened as Mark's eyes widened in surprise. 



The mixer thrown by the psychology department of UNC-Wilmington after her interview was…minimally awkward, and she found herself deeply engaged in some interesting conversations with faculty members, some other candidates for the open position, as well as a few graduate students. 



Still. It was weird to feel single, standing alone at a function like this.



About an hour into the event, she began to notice several new couples arriving. The men all had military haircuts and wore business casual attire. The women all wore cute cocktail outfits.



Marines.



She didn't think too much of it. She knew Mark was stationed nearby at Camp LeJeune, but–thanks to a Google search–she knew the number of active duty marines on that base was in the tens of thousands. 



The odds against him showing up at this particular wine bar were–astronomical.



Until she saw one particular man facing away from her–standing alone on the porch overlooking the coast. 



He had the same kind of haircut–military fade, but low. Hair long enough on the top to part.



He was tall. Broad. Copper skin, wearing a sport coat, khakis, and loafers. No rings. A single tumbler of brown liquid in one hand. And his gaze was fixed outward. 



But she couldn't see his face.



She politely extricated herself from a discussion on Carl Jung and the effect of archetype theory on postmodern mystical trends in religion, and stepped out on the porch to see for herself.



She thought about venturing to say his name. Then she thought better of it. Then she thought better of it again.



And when she took the leap, and he turned around, he seemed as shocked to see her as she was to see him.



For a moment, he didn't say anything. Then, gathering himself, he simply laughed out loud.



Jordan laughed too, which deepened her delight–and her nerves.



"What…how…when…?" He simply threw out question words between laughs. 



Jordan simply shrugged, laughing nervously along.



"Well," he collected himself, his baritone voice regaining the strong composure Jordan found so magnetic. "Of all the gin joints in all the world…"



Jordan laughed, getting the reference immediately. "Could this be the beginning of a beautiful friendship?"



Mark laughed back, his smile broad, his delight at the turn of events very apparent.



"What are you doing here?" he asked.



"I'm just at an event with UNC Wilmington," Jordan responded. "I had an interview at Duke this morning, then I came down here. Just on a tour of psychology departments around the country, seeing if I can…you know…get a job."



"So it's official, then," he said, a touch of admiration in his voice. "You're Doctor Stark-Simms now."



Jordan nodded hesitantly. "I am. Still getting used to that."



Mark laughed. "Been a long time coming. You wear it well. Along with that dress."



"Thank you…" Jordan's eyes dropped shyly, instinctively straightening the slick black cocktail dress she picked off the rack at a Marshall's between Raleigh and Wilmington that afternoon.



"Well," she continued, beginning to turn around. "I just wanted to say hello…guess I should get back…"



"Actually…" Mark raised his index finger. "I was wondering…if…you could help me out with something. Since serendipity has us in the same bar tonight."



Jordan turned back, the flush in her cheeks visible as her eyes looked up expectantly. "Help you? In a bar? How?"



Mark laughed nervously. "Yeah. Well…long story short, I need a date."



Jordan's eyebrow cocked. "A date?"



Mark nodded, cringing. "Yeah."



Jordan tilted her head. "I think I'm gonna need details, Captain."



Mark grinned nervously. "Okay…so you know I got command of an infantry company, right?"



Jordan took a sip of wine, nodding.



"Okay. So, a couple of my dumber marines got it in their head to vandalize some property on the battalion campus, and we lost some status as a result. And again, long story short, we got disqualified from the competition that seeds the companies and assigns status. First time we haven't won since I took command. So we're at the bar with the officers in the battalion, my company just went from the top seed in the battalion to the bottom, and I'm the only schmuck who showed up stag to the cocktail hour. It's dumb, I should just tough it out, but honestly I could really use some backup."



"Backup…" Jordan nodded, charmed at the notion and shocked by his sudden admission of vulnerability. "So we're…on a mission then."



Mark grinned. "Yep. Sure. We'll call it Operation Hot Doc."



Jordan cocked her head, then got the joke.



"Charming, Captain," she smiled.



"So…can you help me out?"



"If you can help me out in return," Jordan answered. "I know literally no one in there beyond the three professors I interviewed with. If they see me with a gigantic human such as yourself, I can act momentarily interesting to a group of people I probably won't ever see again."



"And what should I do?" Mark asked.



"Just be yourself," she responded. "That'll be more than enough for this crowd."



"So we work each others' crowds, and then we're square, right?" Mark asked.



"That sounds doable," Jordan answered.



"So we have a deal, then?"



Jordan thought for a moment, then smiled coyly.



"It's a date."



* * * 



"Hold."



One hundred flat palms roughed by uneven gravel. One hundred trembling forearms. One hundred shaking elbows, and one hundred exhausted shoulders. One gravelly voice glowering out at the fifty exhausted marines, each of them sweating and heaving pathetically.



The source of discomfort? The dreaded "up-downs." The PT leader would call a signal, and the platoon would assume the "up" half of the push-up position. The next signal would drop everyone to the "down" position, holding the tension until the PT leader saw fit to take mercy on them and give them a comparative rest break back in the "up" half of the position. 



All after four successive three mile runs at a more-than-brisk pace, interspersed with brutal calisthenics, a half mile swim, two runs through the obstacle course, almost no sleep, and two skipped meals in a row. 



It was enough to break any platoon.



Only this wasn't just any platoon. This was Charlie Company's second platoon. And the PT leader was a particularly vicious First Sergeant.



"If I see one more ass up in the air, I will break every wrist in this platoon," he growled, pacing back and forth in front of the formation. "One at a time."



Every arm trembled with fatigue. A few coughs and gasps of near exhaustion were wrenched out, but nobody dared answer the first sergeant`back.



"Up," Jared said to a collective gasp of relief as the platoon rose to the top of the push-up.



 Two seconds passed.



"Down," Jared growled.



Another gasp of despair as they dropped down. Faces contorted with strained grimaces and freakish grins.



One of the marines in the second row collapsed on his face. Jared casually walked over to him, gripping the neck of his shirt and dragging him out of the formation as the others around him shouted at him for falling out. The young marine coughed and sputtered as Jared dumped a canteen of water on his face and ordered him to run.



"Go. Run home to your mama, little baby."



The young marine sprinted off toward the barracks, stopping momentarily to vomit into the bushes with exhaustion before sprinting forward again, wobbling as he ran.



Jared watched him fade into the dusky evening, recalling his inspection of the barracks that morning. 



Not only was the poster of him-the one that showed him grinning after the St. Croix fight, right before he passed out–still up in the offending marines' barracks room, it was now up in every room occupied by second platoon marines.



"Up."



Jared's voice was measured and even this time. A collective gasp of relief shot through the platoon again.



"Recover."



The platoon shot to their feet and stood at attention, with Staff Sergeant Watts, the platoon sergeant at the head, heaving from exhaustion.



"Staff Sergeant."



"Yes, First Sergeant," Watts answered.



"You're missing one of your little bitches. I think he went to find his mommy. Order your platoon to fall out and bring his cute little bitch ass back here. They have five seconds. Every second longer than that is another full minute of up-downs."



"Aye, First Sergeant." Staff Sergeant Watts executed a tight about-face, and shouted.



"Find Chuckles. Move with a fucking purpose. Fall out!"



The platoon exploded in all directions in search of the young marine who had run toward the barracks. Jared casually tracked the seconds passing on his watch until they dragged him back, then fell back into formation.



"All present, First Sergeant," Staff Sergeant Watts reported.



"45 seconds," he intoned sarcastically. "Wow. This is gonna suck for you guys…"



Jared felt the collective despair rising from the exhausted platoon.



"Or…" he continued. "One of you could try to hit me."



The marines stole glances at each other, but nobody spoke.



"No shit," Jared said with ominous sincerity. "I saw that lame fucking poster of me in like…more than half of your barracks rooms. This platoon's got more pictures of me than my wife does. You guys want to hit me or fuck me? Gotta be one of 'em."



He paced wordlessly back and forth, staring down the front row of the platoon before speaking again.



"Seriously? Nobody wants a piece?"



A hand shot up in the second row.



Jared's eyebrows lifted. 



"Really?"



Corporal Bucks, a fire team leader in second squad, stepped forward.



"Ah," Jared nodded, grinning. "Our newest black belt. Congratulations, Bucks. Alright. Tell you what. You land one on me, everybody gets out of the shithouse tonight. Deal?"



Corporal Bucks nodded, grinning.



"Alright, kid, step up."



The young marine stepped forward, soaked in sweat and facing Jared. He raised his fists and settled into a basic fighting stance.



Jared didn't move, just stood with his arms crossed, following Corporal Bucks with calm eyes as Bucks began to move back and forth in front of him. Finally, Bucks darted forward with a fake jab, and, expecting Jared to block it, thereby presenting his arm for Bucks to grab, he leaned forward with both arms briefly outstretched.



Jared still didn't move, and Bucks simply collapsed onto him before recovering quickly into the fighting stance, humiliated.



"Well that was stupid," Jared grinned as the platoon erupted into laughter. "You want a do over, son?"



Bucks' face reddened, and, with his pride wounded, began to tense into a real fighting mindset. His face flushed, he charged Jared, throwing a full haymaker.



Jared uncrossed his arms, slipped the clumsy hit and broke the young marine's balance, jamming his fist into Bucks' throat. Bucks stumbled back, gagging and coughing as Jared casually walked toward him.



Bucks let go of his throat, and, still coughing, attempted a palm strike as Jared stepped into range, but Jared quickly caught his hand and pivoted, twisting Bucks' wrist into a painful lock before leaning down casually–as if he had dropped something–and in the process jamming Bucks' face into the ground.



A collective groan came from the platoon. 



Jared let go of Bucks' wrist and watched the young man crumple, barely holding on to consciousness–dazed by the whirlwind of dominating maneuvers.



"Simpson," Jared jutted his chin toward the squad leader standing at the head of the second row. "Retrieve your idiot."



Sergeant Simpson darted forward, kneeling to slap some awareness into Bucks' face before pulling his arm over his shoulders and walking him back to stand in formation, wobbling.



Jared watched them silently.



"Anyone else?"



No one moved. 



"There is a fine line," Jared said, lifting his gravelly voice to emphasize his words, "between respect and fear."



He began pacing back and forth in front of the platoon again.



"I appreciate that there is a certain amount–a certain kind–of respect for me in this platoon. But that respect does not extend to the point of helping me execute my mission in this billet. It does not extend to preventing each other from doing dipshit things that humiliate Charlie Company. It does not extend to the point of policing your own such that you don't vandalize the very space we trained and fought so hard to win. And it does not extend to the point of contributing to the unity and effectiveness of the infantry company I have been assigned to oversee."



He stopped and glared into the little pond of faces.



"In short, from my perspective, whatever respect you have for me, whatever those dumbass posters in your rooms mean, is fucking worthless unless I actually have junior marines who goddamn follow orders and don't slip off half cocked based on some…misguided loyalty to a TV land version of me."



His eyes burned. 



The faces in second platoon were stony as he chewed them out.



Jared continued. "So, I want you to start thinking along these lines: To you, I am not a goddamn TV fighter. I am the first sergeant of Charlie Company, Seventh Battalion. You are my juniors. So know this: if you fuck with Captain Rein's vision, or Lieutenant Jenkins' day, you fuck directly with me. Think of it as…the equivalent of cat-calling my wife at a Starbucks. Something that none of you dipshits would be stupid enough to try, because you all know what would happen."



He took a step forward, looking back and forth.



"You can ask Bucks how that goes. Or you're welcome to try it yourself."



He turned his back, taking a few steps back into post position.



"You certainly seem dumb enough."



He snapped to attention, signalling an imminent dismissal.



"If respect doesn't do the job, second platoon…" he concluded, "I promise you that fear will. I promise you. You are all on my shit list for the foreseeable future. Get used to finding out what being my special project feels like."



The general trembling of the assembled marines was apparent. 



What was less apparent was how much of that trembling was due to fatigue, or to fear.



Jared shook his head one last time, then snapped to attention.



"Watts, it is currently 0200 hours. Report back here for more pain at 0530."



"Aye First Sergeant."

 

"Get some sleep, ladies. And drink lots of water. You're gonna need it. Dismissed."



* * *



"Just be yourself. The novelty will fascinate them."



"What novelty? How am I novel?" Jordan asked.



"The novelty is just…seeing me with a woman," Mark said, trying not to smile as they moved toward the door into the bar. "I never bring a date to these things. Half of these people think I'm gay. I'm pretty sure there's a betting pool on whether I'm a top or a power bottom."



"Really?" Jordan snorted. "Well, now I'm weighing whether to pretend to be your hostage or your beard."



Mark snorted back. "Seriously, though, thank you."



"No problem," Jordan replied. "And seriously, what are the odds of us running into each other here?"



"I know, right?" Mark opened the door for Jordan, who blinked as she looked inside, realizing she was about to be surrounded by military officers she was expected to impress–all of them in varying stages of intoxication.



Almost on instinct, she quietly removed her wedding set off her finger and slipped it into her clutch.



The marines at the bar were noisier than the academics she was with five minutes ago. 



Jordan suddenly felt anxious, not knowing the military code she was sure would be operative. 



Luckily, Mark was giving her quick briefs out of the side of his mouth as people approached to socialize.



"This is Lieutenant Jenkins, my executive officer and his wife Liz. Junior to me. Nice guy. Two minute meet and greet and move on…"



"And who is this?" Liz Jenkins' eyebrows were raised high as she approached Jordan as she stood next to Mark.



"Liz, this is Dr. Jordan Simms. We were friends back at the college."



"Hello Dr. Simms," Liz gave a saucy smile and extended her hand. Jordan shook it, and Liz slid the suggestive smile back over and up to Mark.



"Wow, sir…friends, eh?" Lieutenant Jenkins raised his glass. "Wow again. With friends like that…who needs literally anything else?"



"That's what I'm sayin'," Mark grinned, clinking the glass as Jordan blushed.



"What brings you to the area? Do you live around here?" Liz asked.



"No, I don't. Actually, I'm interviewing for a faculty position. UNC Wilmington."



"Oh, that's nice. That's a great school. I hope you get it," Lieutenant Jenkins nodded earnestly.



"Well, I'm running her through the gauntlet," Mark nodded, breaking off the conversation. "Onward and upward."



"Of course, sir," Lieutenant Jenkins nodded deferentially back.



"So nice to meet you Dr. Simms," Liz said.



"Jordan. Please."



They smiled and parted as Mark led Jordan across the room, seeing another couple moving to intercept them.



"Captain Stinnett and his wife Mary," Mark said under his breath as they approached. "Same rank as me. Dickhead, just beat my company when we got disqualified from the battalion games. If you can think of a way to shut him down, I'll buy you a private island. He's definitely gonna…"



"Rein, who the hell is this?" Captain Stinnett interrupted, sporting a wide grin as his wife extended her hand to introduce herself to Jordan. 



"This is Dr. Jordan Simms," Mark answered.



"Mary Stinnett," his wife said, smiling widely.



"Doctor?" Captain Stinnett asked. "Do you specialize, or are you a general practitioner?"



"I'm an academic," Jordan replied. "Philosophical psychology. But I do have some background in clinical methodologies."



"Oh, a Ph.D. Not an M.D.," Stinnett nodded. 



"Exactly," Jordan replied, smiling. "And you are?"



"James Stinnett. Captain James Stinnett, Bravo Company commander. A pleasure."



"The pleasure is mine, Captain." Jordan shook his hand. 



"So, I'm sure you've been told the occasion for this little soiree…" Stinnett said, a smug grin beginning to crack on his face.



"Something about a competition?" Jordan ventured.



"A changing of the guard, after a fashion," Stinnett said. "Bravo company is on top and in the front now. After a definitive win at the battalion games."



"Oh. Congratulations. That must be very gratifying."



"It is, Dr. Simms. I know you don't practice clinical psychology, but if you have any tips to help Captain Rein here cope with the grief of Charlie Company's loss, I'm sure it would be appreciated."



"No, grief is not really my area of specialty," Jordan smiled back. "I have, however, published on power dynamics in interpersonal relationships and sexual politics. Enough to know a stealth pseudo dom when I see one."



"I'm sorry?" Captain Stinnett squinted as Mark nearly spit out his drink. 



"Oh, no, I'm sorry," Jordan answered. "You might not be familiar with much dungeon terminology. Maybe you'd prefer the term 'paper tiger'? Or if you're a T.S. Elliot aficionado, perhaps the term hollow man is more palatable."



Captain Stinnett's mouth hung open.



Jordan smiled again. "Well, whatever paradigm and taxonomy we settle on, I'm sure there's a term for a cardboard man who brags about winning a competition wherein the championship team was disqualified. We just have to find it. Or we can make up a new term! That's always fun. But unfortunately, as I'm not a practicing physician, I will be unable to diagnose or treat your condition. Captain."



Mark coughed into his hand, trying to hide a delighted grin. Both Stinnetts were clearly scandalized as Mark quietly excused himself and his date to mingle further.



"Well, gotta move on," Mark said. "Dr. Simms wants me to meet some of the Wilmington faculty she may be working with."



"Of course," Captain Stinnett said, his face turning red. "Nice to meet you, Dr. Simms."



"The pleasure was mine, Captain." She nodded to Mary as, holding Mark's arm, she followed him away through the little crowd.



"Sorry, was that too much?" Jordan whispered.



"No. Jesus. Not at all…" Mark said, still trying to suppress his laughter. "That was…goddamn beautiful, actually. And that T.S. Eliot reference…"



He made a "chef's kiss" gesture.



"Glad to hear it," Jordan whispered, looking around the room at the mixture of marines and academics. "Now, about my private island. I like French Polynesia. But I'll consider us square if you can nail your assignment when we talk to my colleagues…"



"I'll try…"



"Dr. Simms!"





"Speak of the devil…" Jordan whispered to Mark. "This is Professor Lyle, chair of the search committee. Double points if you can get her to react to something. She's got…a pretty flat affect."



"Challenge accepted…" Mark whispered back as a thin, beanpole of a woman in her seventies with frizzy hair and thick glasses made her way over and took Jordan's hand in hers.



Mark recognized her from before. 



Awkward.



"I thought you'd left," Professor Lyle said to Jordan in a monotone. "I'm so glad you didn't…you'd miss all the fun…and who is this?"



"This is Captain Rein," Jordan indicated toward Mark with her free hand. "We were acquainted before. He oversaw the ROTC program at the university where I finished my Ph.D. We had to tag-team in disciplining a student who plagiarized a paper. And the paper was written by the teaching professor, no less."



"No…really?" Professor Lyle's eyebrows barely went up. "An undergraduate tried to submit…whose work?"



"Janosz Lukacz, actually," Jordan laughed. Professor Lyle laughed along with her, sounding like an elderly woman robot.



"My goodness…what a poorly thought out scheme," she said, the inflection of her voice not changing one bit. "What happened to the student, Captain?"



"A formal reprimand, a lengthy academic probation, and many, many off-the-books administrations of brutal hazing."



"Ah," Professor Lyle's face was flat, her eyes shifting ambiguously behind the thick frames of her glasses. "A joke."



"No, not really," Mark responded. "That's pretty standard, actually."



Jordan elbowed him playfully. He hadn't moved the professor at all. Mark began to think of other ways to stir the waters a little when a tray of hors d'oeuvres made its way past them. Professor Lyle stopped the waiter, and began to carefully examine the tray through her coke bottle frames.



Mark and Jordan watched with keen interest, wondering if she would attempt to abduct any of the specimens she was so closely observing. Or, if she could see anything at all through those inch-thick glasses. At length, she tentatively picked a skewered chicken morsel off the tray, nodding to the waiter in thanks. 



The waiter offered the same to Jordan and Mark, who politely declined as Professor Lyle jammed the morsel into her mouth and began chewing slowly.



"You must not be hungry…" she observed, looking at Mark. "You probably ate at the base. I've always wondered…if Marines have a specific kind of food culture. Do you know of a particular hors d'oeuvre that's popular at functions like this? Captain?"



She added his rank as an afterthought, clearly already half immersed in the possibilities of the odd hypothetical she had raised herself in the conversation. She leaned forward, still chewing, waiting for Mark to answer.



"That's a tough one, professor. I'd have to say…hmmm…favorite hors d'oeuvre…among infantry marines, anyway, the answer would have to be babies."



"Hmmmm…." Professor Lyle chewed slowly. "Is that a cute name for a specific kind of pastry? Like…lady fingers or something?" 



"No," Mark answered with a straight face. "I mean babies. Human infants. Generally before they can walk. One finds that when a human's cartilage solidifies to the point of being able to walk upright, the smooth muscle texture begins to decline in succulent quality, and the delicacy of taste suffers noticeably. Not unlike veal, actually…"



Jordan snorted out a burst of laughter, cramming her hand over her mouth as Mark began to grin.



"Ah," Professor Lyle said, the slightest smile creeping across her face. "That is a joke."



"It is, Professor, yes." Mark smiled back.



"Prone to dark humor, are we?"



"Only on days that end with 'Y'," Mark quipped. "One of the many strange coping mechanisms one finds in my line of work."



"Well, Professor Lyle, it was so nice to chat again," Jordan said. "I look forward to many returns."



"Of course, Dr. Simms. Enjoy the amenities."



Jordan took Mark's arm again as they moved past the bar, chatting briefly with the Weapons Company officers before Mark quickly excused them again. Making their way through other faculty candidates, Mark spotted the prize of the evening.



"See that woman over there? The…uh…stout one in the red dress?" Mark asked Jordan through the side of his mouth.



"The one that's literally waving us over?" Jordan asked sarcastically. "Yes, I see her."



Mark smiled in spite of himself. Jordan really was a quick draw in a social situation. He'd never had an opportunity to see her like this before.



 "Yeah, that one. That's Celia Wolfe, and her husband is my battalion commander. My direct superior. Nice guy, but kinda humorless. And his wife is like…super uptight. Super religious."



"My kinda gal," Jordan smirked as they approached.



"My goodness, Rein. Who have you got there?" The man asked through a smile.



"Sir, this is Dr. Jordan Simms. An acquaintance from my ROTC advising days. We just happened to run into each other. Dr. Simms, this is Lieutenant Colonel Wolfe, commander of Seventh Infantry Battalion, and his wife Celia."



"So nice to meet you, sir. And Ma'am." Jordan shook hands with both of them. 



"Dr. Simms, my goodness. You're so beautiful!" Celia gushed. "And I love your necklace…"



"Oh, this?" Jordan pinched the small white gold cross resting modestly on the top of her sternum. "Thank you! My father gave it to me when I graduated high school. I wear it for luck."



"Are you in need of luck?" Lieutenant Colonel Wolfe asked.



"Well, I'm on a job interview tour. I only recently finished my Ph.D, and I'm job hunting. So in all honesty, as Captain Rein keeps introducing me as Dr. Simms, I have to confess…I'm still getting used to it."



"She wears it well," Mark said, smiling broadly.



"The necklace or the title?" Lieutenant Colonel Wolfe quipped.



"Both?" Mark shot back to polite laughter.



"Well," Jordan looked back at Celia, still pinching the cross in her necklace. "The iconography was everywhere growing up. One of those things that comes with being a pastor's daughter."



"Really?" Celia's eyebrows lifted. "That's so interesting. So you were raised in a church?"



"Almost literally," Jordan smiled. "Not a bad way to grow up. Being a pastor's daughter can be like living in a fishbowl, but I was a boring enough teenager that it didn't lead to too much friction. And for a bookworm like me, there was always some kind of library around. So that was nice."



"Oh, I'm sure you weren't boring," Celia insisted, batting Jordan's forearm playfully. 



"Well, if she ever was boring, she isn't anymore," Mark said. "At least not according to three different peer-reviewed journals."



Jordan blushed. "It comes with the territory."



"Three publications, and you're just interviewing for your first job? That's impressive," Lieutenant Colonel Wolfe observed. "Do you have a particular research interest, Dr. Simms?" 



"I do. A subset of developmental psychology–identity formation. Most of my work centers around how people come to define themselves. As individuals, within and between communities, shifts in identity paradigms as they age–the cliche of the 'midlife crisis, that sort of thing. But as my degree includes a dual emphasis on psychology and philosophy, I approach it from a pretty broad perspective. Ancillary fields of study include literature, religion, art, in addition to quantitative research data and modern sociological methodology. All just a fancy way of saying…I'm very interested in how any of us come to identify ourselves."



"So what do you make of the Marine Corps' method of forming identity?" Lieutenant Colonel Wolfe pressed. "In how we shape young people?" 



Jordan hesitated. "Honestly, I don't have a lot of fully formed thoughts on that. I'll confess I would love the opportunity to observe it a little more up close. Most of my observations came from watching Captain Rein's ROTC cadets. I haven't seen much of…what did you call it, Mark? The Fleet?"



Mark nodded. "Yep. The Fleet. Where the boots are on the ground."



"Exactly. You see, Mark…sorry…Captain Rein explained to me that it's very different out here. So I'd be keen to look into some of those differences. But whatever those differences, it's pretty obvious that you're supercharging already-testosterone-addled young men with visions of grandeur coded in swagger and violent masculinity, and rewiring their already underdeveloped frontal lobes to view morality in terms of a very specific, discipline bounded group dynamic. Then you give them every kind of deadly weapon imaginable. Given those ingredients– whatever my conclusions would end up being–I'm guessing that it wouldn't be a boring thing to watch."



Mark laughed out loud. "Well, it depends on the day."



"That's a fascinating way of describing it," Lieutenant Colonel Wolfe cocked his head in interest. "I think it's a bit oversimplified, though."



"I'm 100 percent sure you're right," Jordan nodded back. "It's more of a…jumping off point. A place to start the observation. My training focuses on what humans are capable of within specific social groups and at certain developmental stages. Thus my jumping off point usually starts with basic, oversimplified observations that fit into that paradigm, and then I revisit my initial assumptions as I get more data and become more familiar. But knowing what I know, I suspect that whatever direction my observations follow, I would be observing a fascinating counterculture to the hyper-individualistic current of our times. You truly are a fascinating cluster of dudes. Almost like your own little species."



Now it was Lieutenant Colonel Wolfe's turn to laugh, thoroughly charmed by the brilliant young woman who was clearly so quick on her feet.



"That sounds very interesting," Celia smiled, not quite following the conversation.



"Well, it is to me," Jordan smiled back. "And my dad always said the best way to be interesting is to be interested. Passion attracts passion."



"Well, your father is a wise man," Celia offered. "And we're interested in anyone who can catch Captain Rein's interest. You must really be something special to have caught his eye."



Jordan blushed, unsure of how to answer.



"I can get picky," Mark quipped. 



"Well, it was a pleasure to meet you, Dr. Simms," Lieutenant Colonel Wolfe shook her hand again as they prepared to talk to the next couple hovering nearby. "I hope we see you again soon. And I'd love to hear your ideas as they develop. As you, you know…observe us."



Jordan smiled widely as she broke off the handshake.



"I look forward to any opportunity."



Moving slowly away, Jordan felt a slight shift in Mark's bearing. Almost as if, against all reasonable expectation, he seemed to stand just a little bit taller as they began to work the crowd, giving a few minutes at a time to every academic or marine officer who was intrigued by the novelty of their date.



She couldn't wait to tell David who she ran into tonight. His imagination would run wild. All sorts of new scenarios to suggest for his fantasies.



And while she remembered Mark being fun and friendly, she had never seen him in this kind of environment before. 



It was a strange feeling–to be needed in the way he seemed to need her. To be able, by sheer force of her presence, to make him stand taller and negotiate the annoying but necessary politics in the world of military officers.



Oddly gratifying.



Another military couple approached.



"Major Robinson, this is Dr. Jordan Simms…"



"Dr. Simms. A pleasure…"



* * *



"Ladies and gentlemen, good morning. Thank you for coming."



Megan stood up, smoothing her skirt and tugging down her suit jacket as she looked down the long table, filled on both sides by attentive eyes.



"My name is Megan Rodriguez, I'm an assistant US Attorney for the District of North Carolina. Our office makes up one part of a coordinated effort in the matter of the United States of America vs. Raymond Macintosh, along with several others, in a sprawling complex of related cases which include charges of larceny, misappropriation, wire fraud, and racketeering. We've assembled the grand jury this morning to present evidence for a few more indictments. The evidence warranting these indictments has come to light as part of the standard process of discovery in the case, which is why we didn't present them the first time. I'm hoping this will be a clear, straightforward process for everyone involved, and I won't have to take very much of your valuable time."



She smiled disarmingly. 



"Are there any questions before we begin?"



"I have a question," a man with a drawl and an indignant scowl on his face raised his hand.



"Of course," Megan answered. "Go ahead."



"I voted for Congressman Macintosh…a half dozen times. I think he's a fine man. Patriotic. And based on what I've learned, I think he's becoming the victim of a…uh…a political witch hunt. And goin' after his son? An active duty marine officer? I just can't get behind it."



Megan nodded. "I see. Well, I can assure you politics didn't enter into our calculation. At least not beyond the point of acknowledging Mr. Macintosh as a sitting member of congress. Our assertions are based on the evidence, and we aren't asking anyone to vote to indict based on politics. Quite the opposite, actually."



"Well, I heard on the radio the other day that your office is full of a bunch of yahoos who just hate patriots. Goin' after an active duty marine…"



Megan nodded again, patiently. "Well, while we are cooperating with the Judge Advocate at Camp LeJeune, as well as the Pentagon in regards to Major Macintosh's involvement, my office isn't directly involved in the decision to prosecute him. The indictments we're presenting here are all directed toward civilians under our jurisdiction. And for the record, sir, I'm married to an active duty marine assigned to the same base as Major Macintosh, so I resent some of the things you're implying here."



"What Ms. Rodriguez is saying," another attorney piped up behind Megan, "is that all due diligence has been followed in gathering evidence and pursuing indictments, as we hope to show. Shall we get started?"



Two hours later, Megan walked back down the hall toward her office, stone faced.



"Meg. Get in here."



Megan dropped her head back in frustration, stopping in her tracks as she heard the order.



Margaret Shay. "Madge." The appointed US Attorney for the state. A severe looking woman in her late fifties, a veteran of federal prosecutions, and an all around hardass.



Megan had hoped to sneak by her office, but clearly failed. She stepped in, eyebrows raised.



"You called me Madge?"



"Just checking in. Looks like we've got a vote to indict in all cases. Good work."



"Yeah, that's the easy part," Megan sighed. "Now comes the hard work of actually frying these guys."



"That's tomorrow's problem," Madge said. "I'm focusing on today. I heard you got testy with a member of the grand jury. What happened?"



"Just some yahoo who thinks it's a political hit job. I don't know what he was trying to accomplish…"



"And what did you say?"



Megan shrugged. "Just that we followed procedure, and based everything on evidence. And I told him we were cooperating with JAG but…also that my husband was a marine too."



Madge shook her head. "You got defensive."



"Yeah, well I don't like having to field dumb queries from idiots who can't tell the difference between evidence and politics."



"Nevertheless," Madge said. "You get testy, they get their back up. They get their back up, you get resistance, and you lose where you should easily win. You gotta learn to play nice."



"Can't we recuse this guy? His mind's clearly made up…"



Madge shook her head. "You know the bar for disqualification is different for grand juries. We had a quorum. You did your job. Take the win.



"It's not a win," Megan shot back bitterly. "There's only one way to win, and it's these motherfuckers walking away in irons."



Madge sat back and cocked her head.



"I'm sorry," Megan caught herself. "I…got heated. I'm just…I worked hard to put this case together."



"And you did exceptional work," Madge replied. "But this…Meg…this is intense. Even for you."



"You've never pissed off a Latina before?" Megan cocked a half grin.



Madge didn't smile. "No. There's something going on here. You're attached to this case in a way I haven't seen before. What is it about this case? And don't tell me it's about principles, or the equal application of law, or public integrity, or any of that shit. Everyone in this office feels the same way about all of those things, and none of us snapped at a grand jury member in a routine procedure."



Megan clenched her jaw, shifting her weight. She pointed to one of the chairs in front of Madge's desk.



"Can I?"



Madge raised an eyebrow, then lowered it. "Yes. Shut the door first."



Megan sighed and shut the door behind her, then sat in the chair across from her boss.



"It's the JAG case."



"You know that's not ours. What about it?" Madge asked.



"The officer in question…was my husband's platoon commander in Afghanistan. More than ten years ago."



Madge sat up. "Really?"



Megan nodded. "He…wasn't good. He put my husband in danger…several times. And you know Jared, he's great, he did his job, but I doubt he would have survived the deployment if it weren't for another marine who quite frankly…just kind of took over from this officer. And then…Macintosh got this…other marine…a family friend…Macintosh got him court martialed."



Madge's eyebrow shot up again, and then settled back down. She sighed, crossing her hands on her desk. 



"So it's revenge."



Megan shook her head violently. "No. No, it's not. It's justice. I just…don't want this one screwed up."



Madge sat with the answer for a minute. "How did Macintosh arrange for a court martial? A random lieutenant doesn't have the pull to make something like that happen."



"He does if his daddy's in congress." Megan's voice was flat, her eyes clear. Pleading.



Madge shifted her weight in her chair, leaning forward and sighing.



"You put this thing together from the ground, Meg. You're lucky JAG is handling their end, but from this moment on, you are to have absolutely no contact with them. Delegate all correspondence with DoD to a junior."



She took a deep breath, looking up at the ceiling.



"I'm taking a huge risk here, since there's technically no conflict under statute. But you and I both know you're operating in a gray area. And since you're operating in a gray area, you will keep your nose clean. Absolutely clean. It's not political on our end, but you better believe it is on the congressman's. So if they find out about this, we lose everything. It's all for nothing. Do you understand?"



 Megan nodded, standing up quickly. "I understand, Madge. Thank you."



"Don't thank me yet," Madge said, standing with her. "We're moving into preliminary hearings, and this guy's got pull on the commerce committee. Expect some serious shit to come down the pipe."



"Counting on it," Megan said, extending her hand. "And again, thank you Madge. I won't let you down."



Madge shook her hand, nodding gravely. "You better not."



* * *



She was definitely laughing too loud.



Mark and Jordan had ducked out of the Easter Breeze as the important people began to drift out the door, opting to find a quieter venue to catch up together.



Down the street from the Easter Breeze, Rolo's Steakhouse was definitely quieter. Swankier. Lower lights, quieter atmosphere. The restaurant was closed, but the bar was open for a little while yet.



It really was nice. As Jordan pointed out when they walked in, one of the wine bottles had a dog on the label. Fancy.



And, through a combination of the nerves following her Duke and Wilmington interviews, the nerves from running unexpectedly into Mark, and the nerves from the myriad of rapid-fire social conundra that followed their chance meeting at that combined soiree, Jordan had had a little too much wine.



She was definitely feeling it.



She couldn't tell if Mark was a little tipsy too. But he definitely wore a smile she hadn't seen before. It made him…so handsome. But she couldn't tell if he had had too many, or if he was just happy. 



And he genuinely laughed along with her. He wasn't just being polite.



"I will never forget the look on Stinnett's face when you called him a little bitch…"



Jordan cocked her head in mock indignation. "Captain Rein. I did no such thing. I demand you apologize at once."



Mark shrugged, grinning. "I'm sorry, but that's how I remember it."



"My formulation of Captain Stinnett's empty bravado was much more…delicate than you suggest," Jordan smiled as she took another sip of wine.



"Well, however you define it, that shot you took at Stinnett's ego…It was a work of art, is what it was."



"Oh, like when you told Professor Lyle that your favorite hors d'oeuvre was human babies?"



Mark snorted. "A little less refined, maybe. But art is art. And after all…who gets to define art?"



"Whoever holds the jailhouse keys, Captain," Jordan quipped. "Or…whoever has the best wine."



"You keep calling me by my rank…" Mark cocked an eyebrow.



Jordan shrugged. "I don't know, I guess it's just novel to me. And…it was a big deal when you picked up the rank. I remember. You were so excited…It was our first time…"



Mark smiled, looking down at the bar. "Yeah. I remember that too."



Jordan raised her wine glass. "Helluva night."



Mark clinked it with his tumbler. "Amen, sister."



"Speaking of symbolic sisterhood…" Jordan raised a finger as she sipped her wine. "Did my eyes deceive me, or did you appear in the doorway of my church a while back? Like back in…May? While I was in the middle of singing something?"



Mark nodded, not looking up. "Guilty as charged."



Jordan paused, her face still flushed, but beginning to get serious.



"What was that all about?"



Mark shrugged. "I came back for graduation. A bunch of my cadets, heading off to OCS after they graduate. Thought I'd give 'em the courtesy of one more handshake before dropping them into the wood chipper at Quantico. I knew what church you went to, you used to talk about it. About singing, and the girls group. I popped in when I was walking by. Guess I had good timing."



Jordan shook her head slowly. "You…just happened to be walking by?"



Mark shrugged again. "Is it impossible?"



Jordan smirked and slapped the bar. "Pretty close to it. Captain."



Mark cocked an eyebrow. "What are you implying, Doctor Simms?"



"I'm implying, Captain…" Jordan tapped the bar top, mirroring Mark's cocked eyebrow as she tilted her head, "that there might have been, somewhere in the deep recesses of your motivation matrix, an interest on your part, directed at some aspect of the performance beyond the liturgy or the music itself."



"Preposterous," Mark slapped the bartop playfully. "It's a slanderous assertion. And I'll have none of it."



Jordan giggled in spite of herself. They sat quietly for a moment. Just enough time for a hint of awkwardness to seep into the space between them.



"You nailed it, though," Mark said earnestly, sipping his drink. "The Laudate Dominum. It was stunning."



Jordan blushed. "Thank you. I'm glad you liked it."



"I really did."



More silence.



"You know the piece." Jordan said quietly.



"I do," Mark responded, matching her volume.



Jordan sat with the thought, trying to figure him out. In all honesty, she didn't know him particularly well. They had become friends, but not for too long. Notwithstanding any benefits that may have come along during that short time. She knew he was a big reader. She didn't know his tastes in music…



"Well, it's late. And I've got an early morning…full of ass kicking tomorrow." Mark began to stand up from the bar.



Jordan slid off the stool, grabbing the edge briefly to steady herself. "Yeah. I need to head off too. I've got a flight tomorrow."



"Easy there," Mark gently grabbed her arm as she wobbled, unsteady from the wine. 



"Thank you, sir…" she mock-saluted him as she began to walk out to the parking lot. "And now…" she paused, wobbling as she dug her phone out of her clutch. "We see if I can get an Uber way out here in…wherever this is."



Her wedding set dropped out of the clutch onto the ground. She mumbled something to herself, straining to bend over, but Mark bent down first to pick it up and hand it to her.



"Thank you…" she said, not making eye contact as she slipped the set back onto her finger.



"I can give you a ride," Mark said, breaking the silence. "You're staying near the airport?"



"I am indeed. I'd be much obliged, Captain. I think I overdid it with the wine. A little bit."



"Yeah, you did. A little bit," Mark chuckled, gently grasping her shoulder as they walked to the door. 



"You good to drive?" she asked.



"I'm like…twice your body mass and I drank half as much," Mark laughed. "I'm totally fine. Also, like most marines, I have an iron alloyed liver made by ancient dwarven craftsmen living under the immortal mountain ranges of the west."



Jordan laughed loudly again. "Where do you get this stuff?"



"I read. You know, books."



"About dwarven liver forges?"



"Of course. What else is there to read about?"



Jordan giggled again.



They arrived at Mark's ancient 4Runner. Jordan leaned against the door, just as Mark was reaching to open it for her.



"Just give me a second, if you would, Captain."



"Take your time, Doctor."



Jordan grinned, her eyes closed. "I'm exhausted."



She took a deep breath in the cool night air. She could hear the sound of ocean waves faintly in the distance, the cold steel of Mark's old SUV seeping a chill through the back of her cocktail dress. "And you're still driving this old thing?"



Mark shrugged. "It still runs."



Jordan shook her head, her grin fading to a fond smile.



"So…" her voice turned earnest. "You really just walked into my church…by chance?"



Mark shrugged. "I…may have checked online what time services were that morning."



"There it is…" Jordan's smile widened into a grin again. 



"Yeah, well. I'm glad I caught it. Like it said. The piece was stunning. And…you know…"



Jordan opened her eyes. Gunbarrel blue, glinting in the dim light of the parking lot.



"And?"



Mark's brow furrowed, hesitating.



"I wanted to see you again."



Jordan didn't answer, her smile fading. Her eyes looked up at Mark.



He was tall. Broad. Handsome. Funny. Smart. 



And his eyes were sad.



And hopeful.



Her eyes nipped down for half a second to his lips, then back up to his eyes.



He caught the signal and stepped forward, then leaned down as her chin tilted up to meet him.



The kiss was deep. And soft. His arms slid around the back of her cocktail dress, and her arms reached up, and up, and up around the height of his neck as their bodies pressed together.



Another kiss. 



Then another.



Jordan began panting, her mind a fuzz, her face flushing, her body heating in the cool air.



Mark leaned back out of the kiss, looking into her eyes. 



She didn't want to say it…



So he did.



"My place isn't that far from here. Do you want to…"



Jordan's eyes flashed with uncertainty for a moment, then her focus seemed to return. With a little more lucidity than she had shown at the bar, she turned her head away and dropped her arms down from his neck.



"I…I need to call my husband," she said quietly.



"Oh." Mark let go of her and stepped back. "I…yeah. Of course. I'm sorry. I didn't mean to…I'll just take you back to the hotel."



Jordan reached out, clutching his forearm, stopping him as he moved to walk around the car to the driver's side.



Mark stopped and looked back. 



Her eyes were unambiguous now. 



"No…I mean…I just…need to call my husband…before…"



* * *



It was after midnight in Buenos Aires. 



Overlooking the Rio de la Platte, David couldn't sleep.



It had been four hours since Jordan had called. She had just finished her interview, and was changing into a cocktail outfit to go to drinks with some faculty and other candidates for the position. She had promised to not be more than ninety minutes before coming back to the hotel and calling him. She said it would be boring, or awkward, or both, and she'd get out of there as fast as she could.



They had plans. Since they were in nearly the same time zone for once. 



They had been having fun with intimacy lately. Since deciding to move on from her extra-curricular entanglements, they had had a breakthrough in communication, and she was beginning to have fun gently poking his buttons. And she was increasingly happy with the emotional intimacy that followed from the better communication.



She had promised to do a little roleplay on video chat with him. He had excitedly held off on touching himself in anticipation of whatever scenario or–better yet–memory she was willing to share with him.



And she had sent him a picture of the cocktail dress. 



Yowza.



Clearly something had happened, and David's imagination was running wild.



Maybe a handsome stranger at the bar?



He would be tall and lean. Jordan's type. Maybe a wealthy man in his forties who owned a coastal vacation home. Out for a drink at the wine bar where Jordan would be sitting.



He would be witty, but serious. They would exchange banter. He would find out she's only in town for one night.



Maybe she would tell him that, hoping he'd get the hint…



Maybe she was feeling frisky. In anticipation of their planned night of roleplaying. 



David smiled at the thought, squeezing himself through his pajama pants and reveling in the subtle shock of pleasure it generated. 



It was a fun fantasy. 



Maybe, if she didn't have anything else planned to stimulate their play, he could suggest that one…



He shook his head. While it was a fun fantasy, what was much more likely is that Jordan was drawn into a long conversation with a paunchy, overconfident academic who wanted to take her down a peg by nitpicking at her publications. 



Or a skeevy colleague thinking he could make quick time with a young candidate for a position. Completely unaware of just how in demand Jordan clearly was.

 

Both types of man would put off Jordan, possibly enough to ruin the mood for tonight. 



He just hoped she was still up for a little fun. He had been counting on…



He felt his phone buzz. He reached down quickly and grabbed it.



Jordan.



"Jo…hey baby. You back at the hotel?"



"Hey honey, I'm really sorry I didn't call earlier." 



Her voice was measured and low. A hint of intoxication.



"Everything okay?"



"Yeah," Jordan hesitated on the other end. "I'm…not back at the hotel yet. I got waylaid and lost track of time."



"It's okay, love. I understand. What happened? Did you get railroaded by someone wanting to argue Aristotle or something?"



He grinned, expecting her to fire back a witty retort. But she was quiet for a minute.



"Actually, honey…I ran into someone we know."



"Who?" David sat straight up in his bed, half-daring to expect the answer…



"Mark Rein." 



David's heart began to pound. 



"His battalion had an event at the same bar as the department," she explained. "I didn't plan it. I didn't reach out or anything. We…just…ran into each other, I promise."



"Wow. What are the odds?" David laughed nervously.



"I know, right? I mean, I knew he was stationed nearby, but…jeez."



"How is he?"



Jordan paused. "He's good. He had this thing, like a competition or something, and all the officers meet for drinks after. Anyway, we kind of ended up hanging out. For a while."



"Oh," David's erection betrayed his feigned indifference to the news. "That's cool. So are you back at the hotel now?"



Jordan hesitated again.



"Actually baby…" she said carefully. "He…kinda invited me back to his place."



David felt his mouth drying out in real time. He swallowed nervously, the sudden adrenaline hit completely shifting his mood, along with his expectations for the evening.



"I know we planned that thing tonight…" she spoke covertly, as if someone were nearby to hear it. "And I know I said I was done. But…I'm just in town for tonight, and so I thought maybe…"



"Yeah…?" David's voice became breathy. Terrified and hopeful.



Mark Rein. The man that utterly transformed her for the most intense weeks of their marriage. For that short period, Jordan had been transformed into a confident, languid, powerful sex kitten that pushed his buttons so hard his head nearly fell off on a daily basis. 



No fantasy, no subsequent prospect, not even Patrick came anywhere close to having the same intensity of effect on her.



"So I was thinking…"  Jordan continued, "maybe just tonight, I'd go home with him. But only if you're okay with…me doing that?"



Her voice was nervous, but hopeful. Almost as if a small part of her wanted him to say no.



"Is that what you want, honey?" David asked carefully.



She hesitated once more. "I mean, I hate to bail on our plans…"



Now it was David's turn to hesitate. She was genuinely trying to be considerate. But the thing he wanted most in the world right now, at this exact moment, was on the cusp of happening. It wasn't necessarily her being charmed by another man, or even going to bed with him–as exciting as that was.



It was the fact that she clearly wanted him. 



And that thought was quickly driving David out of his mind.



"It's okay, Jo." David said, swallowing a pant. "I want you to have fun. We can do our thing…another time. It's just for tonight, right?"



"Yeah," she answered quickly. "Yeah. Just for tonight. Since I'm only in town…for tonight."



"Okay," David answered at length. "Yeah, that's fine baby. Thanks for calling…have fun. And…tell me all about it?"



"I will, honey." Her voice suddenly broke with genuine excitement, the trepidation falling behind her. "I'll talk to you tomorrow…have a good night!"



"You too…" 



* * *



The drive to Mark's house would have taken three times as long, had they not been able to cut through the base.



Camp LeJeune is massive. Almost 250 square miles of sprawling swampland and North Carolina coastline. 



Jordan had been nervous as they approached the security gate, but her nerves turned to fascination as the gate guard simply snapped to attention and saluted as the car pulled up, allowing them to drive through. 



The rest of the drive was dark and mostly silent. 



Jordan, having never seen a military base before, was struck by the lack of military hardware she saw.



"Where are all the tanks, Humvees and stuff? No helicopters or fighter jets?"



"Scattered around, located with their units or in a maintenance shop." Mark answered. "And aircraft are all north at Cherry Point. It's a different base. Right now, we're just cutting through the ranges. I live a ways out from what we call the back gate. North of the base on the coastal side."



Jordan nodded. "The ranges?"



"Yeah," Mark answered. Just open acreage for different training exercises. Survival, land navigation, fire and maneuver, that kind of stuff. Artillery, of course, but trust me, you'd hear that if it was going on. And there are some drop zones for parachute jumps out here, too."



Jordan's eyes got wide. "Artillery?"



Mark smiled. "Yeah. Different kinds. Definitely noisy."



Mark sensed her trepidation and rested his large hand on her left thigh, the tips of his fingers wrapped around the leg just at the hem of her black cocktail dress. 



Her heart fluttered again. The heat in her core grew steadily.



Jordan quietly looked back out the window as the forested swampland seemed to ebb and flow, mile after mile. At length, they passed through another, smaller security gate, and began passing homes and farmland again.



"How far away from the base do you live?" she asked.



"Not far. I don't like a long commute if I can help it. It's just up here."



Jordan's heart fluttered at the stated proximity. 



It was coming.



Mark's house.



The destination she had been convincing herself not to fantasize about. Not to pine after. Definitely not to think about while she touched herself…



They pulled into a driveway in a sparse neighborhood, an automatic garage door opening to greet them. Jordan's heart flutter turned to a race. 



What was he going to do? Would he kiss her again? Touch her body? 



Would he bend her over the kitchen counter again? Or suggest they sit on the couch? 



Would he want to go to his bedroom?



Was she staying the night?



All questions she had asked herself quietly over and over during the drive. But the questions were loud now, too loud to push away for another mile, and the answers to them were all the more imminent as the garage door closed behind them.



They stepped out of his old 4Runner with the rusted wheel wells, the doors squeaking shut behind them. Mark led the way to the door, and Jordan followed, noticing a row of empty whiskey bottles sitting in front of a small recycling bin.



The door opened with an unexpected skitter and whine. A healthy, chocolate colored dog that looked to weigh around 70 pounds leaped up to lick Mark in the face, missing by a solid foot before skittering over to Jordan.



"Oh, shit…" Mark muttered. "I'm sorry, I forgot I was dogsitting for some friends. Zipper, calm down, buddy. Let's get you fed and in your crate…"



Jordan laughed, delighted as she was smothered with sloppy affection.



"Zipper, no. Sit…" Mark's voice was sharp, but the dog was too excited. Jordan grinned widely as she crouched down, her heart swelling as the young dog greeted her warmly.



"Oh, is your name Zipper? Oh, you're such a pretty dog…" Jordan's voice inflected into an infantile tone out of instinct. 



Zipper turned in circles over and over again before calming down and sauntering over to the food bowl.



Mark carefully portioned out an evening meal for the dog, then stood up with a sheepish look on his face.



"Sorry about that. Didn't mean to spoil the mood."



"Don't worry about it," Jordan reassured him. "He's a cutie. He belongs to a friend of yours?"



"Yeah. Well, actually I got him as a birthday present for one of their kids, so he…kinda stays here sometimes. I owe 'em that. And Zipper and I get along great, don't we boy?"



Jordan smiled widely as Mark and the dog pawed playfully at each other.



"Do you mind if I go freshen up a little?" Jordan asked.



"Not at all. Just down that hall, second door on the left."



Jordan nodded gratefully and disappeared into the bathroom. Checking her hair, her makeup, and using the facilities, washing up a bit here and there, she caught sight of her wedding ring as she closed her clutch, then looked up to see a familiar face in the mirror.



She didn't say anything. Just smiled.



Jordan smiled back at her and stepped nervously out of the bathroom. Resolved.



This was happening.



Mark had put Zipper in his crate and covered it with a blanket. The dog whined indignantly, but soon settled down.



Mark leaned against the kitchen counter, visibly apprehensive.



"Well…" she said slowly, tucking her long auburn hair behind her ear shyly.



Mark nodded, then walked across the kitchen, took her hand, and kissed it. 



Jordan's heart fluttered again, an involuntary smile invading her otherwise demure expression. Not letting go of her hand, Mark led her quietly back to his bedroom. 



An otherwise unprepossessing room that was adequately furnished but–Jordan noticed as she passed the open doorway–the room across the hall had the expected walls crammed full of books.



The door shut quietly behind them. 



Jordan's breathing began to quicken, but she carefully regulated it. Mark stepped up to her, their torsos nearly touching. Then, looking her up and down, he quietly slipped a finger under the shoulder strap of her cocktail dress and slid it down her arm. 



Jordan watched it go, feeling the cool air meet the flush of her chest. Mark did the same with the other strap of her dress. 



She found herself gently restrained–the dress straps locked around her elbows. 



She didn't move. And Mark, having uncovered her strapless bra, slipped his hand down her back to deftly unclasp it. 



The practical garment–purchased with the dress in order to make it work for the party, fell to the floor, Jordan stood in front of her lover with her perky breasts uncovered, her stiff nipples betraying her arousal. 



She looked up to meet his eyes, but they didn't meet hers–fixed hungrily on her bare chest. She bit her lip in anticipation as he leaned down and began kissing the flush of her chest, cupping the soft bulbs of her modest bust with his large, calloused hands. 



Jordan began to squirm, the half-dropped straps of her chest restricting the movement of her arms as Mark's head dropped lower and took her nipple into his mouth and began to suck.



Jordan's mouth fell open, her chin shot up, and her eyes closed.



"Oh…Ohmygosh…"



The room faded around her. 



His hands roamed her body under what the dress still covered. Each touch ignited the space just under her skin wherever it made contact.



At some point, she didn't know when, the dress came off, and Jordan stood stock still in her panties, helplessly panting as Mark fondled her.



Then, as he picked her up and set her on the bed, she thought suddenly of her husband.



I should remember this part…David will like this…



The thought fled as she felt her panties sliding down over her hips. She rolled back and forth on her sides until they slipped past her ankles and she lay–finally–completely naked on Mark's bed.



Jordan made a move as if to sit up. The intention was vague, only directional. To engage in her part of the foreplay. To help undress him. To look at his cock, to touch it. To suck it.



But Mark was in charge. His movements were deliberate, and insistent. His clothes came off quickly, and all she had time to do was to gently slip two fingers between her legs to confirm her suspicion.



She was wet. 



Very, very wet.



And no sooner had that thought registered than Mark ardently positioned his knees between her parting thighs, his palm possessively covering the tangle of the soft, downy thatch around and above her vulva, his thumb rubbing back and forth over her clitoris.



"Ohmygosh….ohmygosh…" Jordan's voice choked out the syllables, the warmth sparking into an electrical fire.



She wanted to swim in the warmth. She closed her eyes again, and whined in protest as the foreplay seemed to stop, followed hard by the unmistakable feeling of thick, rigid pressure beginning to insist upon her cleft.



Mark was hard. Very hard. As if he had been for some time…maybe all night?



Jordan winced as the pressure increased. As the memory of his size came flooding back to terrifying, immediate relevance. 



With one gentle thrust after another, inching carefully a bit at a time, Jordan welcomed Mark into her starving body. Her eyes began to roll back, her arms slacken, and her hips began to buck involuntarily as she received what she had been craving for…how long now?



She didn't know. She didn't remember, and couldn't calculate time. Not now…



Mark began to groan in ecstasy as their coupling lost the early awkwardness of initial friction. His manhood now having been coated in her eagerness, the warmth of her welcome stretched to accommodate him. His stiffness, his strong, steady pressure, the slow, deliberate fluidity of his hips…



The two lovers began to moan incoherently.



"Ohmygosh…" Jordan whispered. 



Mark pushed deeper. 



Jordan's mouth locked open, and she began to choke out new, forbidden oaths.



"Oh…ohmygoddd…."



Deeper still. 



Jordan's face scrunched involuntarily, a grimace locking her jaw shut before an electroshock of orgasm shot from her center up into her spine and down through her spasming legs.



"Ohhh….FFFFUUUUCKKKK!!!"




Post 520 — Guest

Mon Nov 02, 2026 1:16 am

Just incredible.



Thank you.




Post 521 — lkh96

Mon Nov 02, 2026 10:28 am

Part III opened with a cliff hanger...

Damn, Crushing! You outdid yourself once again.



I wonder who's baby Jordan is carrying??

She is with Megan to Jared's match and knows their kids by their names so she is part of their inner circle, and the conversation and hand holding suggests she's been a part of it for a while now. 

Jordan's hopeful worrying and her getting used to the look on Mark's face suggests a familial familiarity. This is so thrilling.....



I can't with the suspense.....it's killing me.



Dear Crushing, do we cheer or weep for David ?




Post 522 — Guest

Mon Nov 02, 2026 11:33 am

Holy Crap!  



I'd like to thank 'Ikh96'.  Clearly I need to be more careful reading a masterpiece like this a. w/o my glasses & b. hours before I've had my first cup of coffee.  Think it was about 4 AM EST.  



Totally sped read right past the baby references, shame on me!



My take away from the first section was that A LOT had gone down  that we'll get caught up on.  Basically, that Jordan was not in Kansas anymore and we were going to find out all about it through the remainder of P III.



Anyway, thank you again Ikh96.




Post 523 — nnjcpl2002

Thu Nov 05, 2026 6:21 pm

Thanks for another great chapter, C. 

You have surely captured our attention with this opening of Part 3.



Somehow I get the feeling that Jordan may be choosing UNC Wilmington over a more prestigious posting! But certain considerations may take precedence , right? Ready for an exciting tale to unfold.



Thanks!!
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