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Chapter 1 --- The Rooftop at Dusk

The scent of jasmine met me first, a sweet shock after the dry, exhaust-choked air of the taxi ride. Then came the sound of water, a gentle, constant trickle. And lastly, the sight of him, Idris, leaning against a carved wooden doorframe as if he had been waiting there for centuries.

“Salaam alaykum, Elena,” he said, his voice a low ripple in the quiet courtyard. “Welcome to Riad L’Aurée.”

My name in his mouth sounded foreign, softened. I stood there, suitcase wheels stuck on the ancient threshold, my brain a jumble of delayed flights, lost luggage that had miraculously reappeared, and a bone-deep weariness that divorce had etched into my joints. I was supposed to be here to write an article on “Marrakech for the Solo Soul.” I felt like the least soulful person on the planet.

“Wa alaykum as-salaam,” I managed, the Arabic greeting feeling clumsy on my tongue. I’d practiced it on the plane.

His smile was slow, a crescent moon appearing in the twilight of the riad’s interior. He stepped forward and took the handle of my suitcase from my slack grip. His fingers brushed mine. They were warm, dry. The contact was simple, efficient, and it sent a jolt straight up my arm.

“Let me,” he said.

I followed him into the heart of the riad. My breath caught. It was an oasis of stillness. A square courtyard opened to the darkening sky four stories above, a fountain murmuring at its center. Tiled mosaics in deep blues and terracotta reds climbed the walls, interrupted by arched doorways leading to shadowed halls. Potted orange trees and bougainvillea spilled from wooden balconies overhead. The air was cool, fragrant, a world away from the roaring motorbikes and shouting vendors just beyond the heavy door.

“Your room is on the first floor,” Idris said, leading me up a short, tiled staircase. “It looks over the courtyard. I thought you might prefer the sound of the fountain to the street.”

“It’s… incredible,” I breathed, the travel-writer vocabulary failing me.

He unlocked a dark wooden door with an iron key and pushed it open, standing back to let me enter first. The room was a cave of comfort. A massive bed draped in white linen dominated the space. A carved wooden screen sectioned off a dressing area. The floor was covered in thick, colorful Berber rugs. More tiles, more arches. A set of French doors stood open to a small private balcony overlooking the courtyard below.

“Bathroom is through there,” he nodded toward another arched doorway.

“Hot water is reliable. I will have dinner brought up to the rooftop terrace for you in one hour, unless you are too tired?”

The thought of navigating the confusing streets for food was overwhelming. “The rooftop sounds perfect.”

“Good.” He placed my suitcase by the bed. “I will bring mint tea now. It will settle the travel.” His eyes, the color of amber held to the light, held mine for a beat too long. “You look like you need settling.”

He left before I could formulate a reply. I sank onto the edge of the bed, the linen cool under my palms. I felt seen, and not in the way I was used to—not as the competent professional, nor as the ex-wife who hadn’t been enough. Seen as a body that had crossed an ocean and arrived trembling.

I unpacked the bare essentials, washed my face with cold water that smelled faintly of roses, and changed into a simple linen dress. When a soft knock came at the door, I jumped.

It was a young woman with a shy smile, holding a silver tray with a ornate teapot and a single glass. She placed it on the small table on the balcony, murmured something in Arabic, and left.

I poured the tea, the steam carrying the piercing, clean scent of fresh mint. I took the glass and climbed the stairs Idris had pointed out, a twisting staircase that led up, past more room doors, until I emerged onto the roof.

The heat of the day had softened into a velvet warmth. The sky was a riot of lavender and tangerine, the sun a molten coin sinking behind the distant Koutoubia Mosque. The rooftop was a garden: citrus trees in huge pots, clusters of pillows and low sofas around low tables, lanterns waiting to be lit. And there, leaning against the parapet, looking out over the sea of ochre buildings and palm fronds, was Idris.

He turned at the sound of my step. He’d changed into a simple white linen shirt, the sleeves rolled to his elbows, and dark trousers. In the dying light, he looked carved from something ancient and patient.

“You found it,” he said.

“It’s breathtaking.” I joined him at the edge, setting my tea down. The city sprawled before us, a labyrinth of flat roofs and satellite dishes, minarets piercing the colored sky. The call to prayer began to echo from a dozen different mosques, a haunting, layered chorus that vibrated in my chest.

“The adhan,” Idris said quietly. “It marks the time. Not by the clock, but by the light.”

We stood in silence as the last notes faded. The first stars pricked the darkening blue above.

“You travel alone often?” he asked after a moment, turning to lean his back against the parapet, facing me.

“For work, yes. For… pleasure, not so much. Not recently.”

He nodded as if he understood the whole story in that admission.

“Marrakech can be a lot for a solitary heart. It is a city that demands you feel.”

“I’m here to write about feeling. Or about finding it, anyway.”

“And will you? Find it?”

I looked at him then, really looked. His face was all strong planes and quiet intensity. His mouth was made for slow smiles. His forearms, resting on the stone ledge, were corded with lean muscle. A heat that had nothing to do with the Moroccan evening began to pool low in my belly. It was a startling, unwelcome sensation. I was supposed to be numb.

“I don’t know,” I said honestly.

He pushed off from the wall. “Dinner will be up shortly. Lamb tagine with prunes and almonds. My mother’s recipe.” He began to light the lanterns around the seating area with a long match, the flames springing to life, casting dancing shadows on his face. “Eat, rest. Tomorrow, if you like, I can walk you into the souk. It is easier with a guide the first time. The streets… they have their own mind.”

The offer was practical, professional. He was, after all, my host. A guide. But the space between us on that rooftop hummed with a potential that was neither.

“I’d like that,” I said. “For the article.”

“For the article,” he echoed, a slight, knowing curve to his lips. He finished lighting the last lantern. “I will leave you to your dinner. If you need anything, my phone number is by the tea tray in your room. The riad is yours tonight. I am the only one here.”

With a slight bow of his head, he disappeared down the stairs, leaving me alone with the lanterns, the stars, and a riot of feelings I had boarded the plane to escape.

The dinner was sublime, a symphony of sweet and savory and spice that I ate slowly, curled on the cushions, watching the city lights come on. I tried to make notes for the article on my phone, but my thoughts kept drifting to the warmth of his fingers against mine, the quiet certainty in his voice, the way his linen shirt had stretched across his shoulders as he lit the lamps.

I was being absurd. He was a handsome man doing his job. I was a recently-divorced woman, emotionally raw, projecting onto the first kind face I saw in a foreign land. The psychology was textbook.

But later, lying in the enormous bed in the silent riad, the fountain’s whisper the only sound, I replayed it. The charged stillness. The way he’d said I am the only one here. It hadn’t felt like a warning. It had felt like an invitation.

And my body, traitorously, had accepted.



The sun woke me, painting stripes of gold across the tiled floor. I felt more rested than I had in months. After a shower in the rose-scented water, I dressed in light trousers and a loose blouse, tied my auburn hair back, and packed my notebook and camera.

Idris was in the courtyard, watering the orange trees with a copper can.

He looked up as I descended the stairs. “You slept well?”

“Surprisingly, yes.”

“Good. The city is fresh now. Before the heat.” He set the can down.

“Ready?”

The moment we stepped out of the heavy wooden door, Marrakech engulfed us. The quiet of the riad was a forgotten dream. The narrow street was a tumult of scooters buzzing past, women in colorful djellabas carrying baskets, the shouts of vendors from the main square just visible at the end of the lane. The air smelled of baking bread, diesel, and a thousand unfamiliar spices.

Idris placed a light, guiding hand on the small of my back to steer me around a pile of crates. The touch was proprietary, natural. My skin burned beneath the thin cotton of my blouse.

“Stay close,” he said, his mouth near my ear to be heard over the din.

“The souk is a maze. If you get lost, ask for the spice square. Everyone knows it.”

We entered the souk through a grand, arched Bab, and the world narrowed into shadowy, crowded corridors. Sunlight sliced down through gaps in the woven reed rooftops, illuminating cascades of colored lanterns, piles of saffron-yellow slippers, mountains of olives glistening in barrels. The sound was a constant, vibrant racket—merchants calling, haggling, the clang of copper being worked, the hiss of steam from a tea vendor’s urn.

Idris walked slowly, letting me absorb it. He would stop occasionally, speaking rapidly in Arabic or French to a shopkeeper, who would then beckon me over, offering a sniff of amber-scented wood, a feel of silk as soft as water.

“For your article,” he would say, but his eyes were on me, watching my reactions.

In a spice shop, a cavern of shelves stacked with burlap sacks, the owner, a man with a grizzled beard and twinkling eyes, pressed a small bundle into my hands. “For the lovely writer,” he said in heavily accented English. “Ras el hanout. The top of the shop. It will make your cooking—and your life—very interesting.” He winked at Idris, who gave a low chuckle.

The bundle was warm from the sun, fragrant with a dozen unnamable spices. “What do I owe you?” I asked.

“It is a gift,” Idris answered for him. “From Ahmed. He likes your eyes.”

My cheeks flushed. Ahmed laughed and turned to another customer.

We wandered deeper. The press of bodies, the cacophony, the sheer sensory overload should have been too much. But with Idris as my anchor, it felt exhilarating. He was a calm center in the chaos, his hand finding my elbow or the dip of my back to guide me, his body a shield between me and the jostling crowd.

After two hours, my notebook was full of scribbles and my head was spinning. Idris led me out of the covered souk into a slightly wider lane, where small café tables spilled onto the cobbles. “Time for tea,”

he declared.

We sat at a tiny tin table. He ordered in Arabic. Moments later, two glasses of sweet mint tea appeared, along with a small plate of sticky pastries.

“So,” he said, leaning back in his chair, his long legs stretching out beside the table. “What does the writer think of our souk?”

“It’s… overwhelming. In the best way. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“It is a living thing. It breathes, it fights, it seduces.” He took a sip of his tea, watching me over the rim of the glass. “It requires a certain surrender.”

The word hung between us. Surrender.

“Is that your philosophy? As a guide?”

“It is my philosophy as a man,” he said simply. He set his glass down. “The best things here cannot be taken by force. The best mint tea. The best sunset. The best…” he paused, his golden eyes holding mine, “…conversation. You must sit. You must wait. You must let them come to you.”

My throat was dry. I took a gulp of tea, the sweetness thick on my tongue now. “And what if you get tired of waiting?”

His smile returned, slow and devastating. “Then you make an offer.”

He paid the bill before I could reach for my bag. As we stood to leave, his hand brushed against mine, then lingered, his fingers threading through mine. It was so casual, so deliberate. My pulse kicked hard against my ribs.

“There is one more place,” he said, his voice a low murmur meant only for me. His thumb stroked the inside of my wrist. “A place not for the article. A place for you.”

He didn’t let go of my hand as he led me back into the labyrinth, turning down alleys so narrow I could touch both walls, descending steps into quieter, more secretive sections of the market. The noise of the main souk faded to a distant rumble. We stopped before an unmarked door of faded blue wood.

Idris knocked—a specific pattern. After a moment, the door opened a crack, then wider. An older woman in a simple gray djellaba nodded at Idris and stood aside.

He turned to me, finally releasing my hand. “This is a private hammam. The public ones are… busy. This one is for restoration. For quiet.” He stepped closer, his warmth pressing against the space between us. “I have booked it for you for tonight. A steam bath. A gommage with black soap. A massage with argan oil. To wash away the travel, and the…” he searched for the word, “…the dust of your old life.”

The offer was intimate, decadent. A professional service, yet it felt like the key to a door I hadn’t even known was locked. My pulse throbbed in my ears.

“Alone?” I heard myself ask.

His gaze was unwavering. “The kessal, the attendant, will be a woman. She will care for you. Unless,” he paused, and the air in the quiet alley seemed to thicken, “you wished for something else. For a different… guide.”

The implication was clear, stunning. Heat flashed through me, sharp and liquid. This was the line. The professional courtesy dissolving into something raw and personal. The offer wasn’t just for a bath. It was for his hands. On me. In the steam.

I opened my mouth, but no sound came out. I saw the question in his eyes, the patient, waiting intensity. He would not push. He had made the offer. The next move was mine.

The old woman watched us, her expression unreadable.

I thought of the cold, empty bed in my apartment back home. The polite distance of my ex-husband in the final years. The terrifying, thrilling possibility of this man’s hands, which had only brushed my back and my wrist, learning the map of my body in the dark, steamy heat.

My voice, when it finally came, was barely a whisper, but it was sure.

“Yes.”

The single word hung between us, a thread pulled taut. Idris’s eyes darkened, the amber warming to something closer to honeyed fire. He didn’t move, but the air around him seemed to shift, to pull at me.

“Yes?” he repeated, the word a soft, seeking confirmation.

I swallowed, my courage solidifying. “Yes. I want you to be my guide.”

A slow, deep breath expanded his chest. He gave a single, deliberate nod to the old woman, who stepped back, pulling the blue door wider. Idris’s hand returned to mine, his grip firm, grounding, and he led me inside.

We entered a small, tiled courtyard, open to the sky, filled with the sound of trickling water from a central fountain. The air was cooler here, smelling of damp clay and crushed eucalyptus. The woman, without a word, gestured toward an arched doorway, then disappeared through another.

“This way,” Idris said, his voice a low hum that vibrated through our joined hands.

He led me into a changing room lined with cedar benches. A stack of thick, rough cotton towels sat folded on a shelf. A single, simple linen wrap lay beside them.

“You will undress here. Leave everything. Put on the fouta,” he said, indicating the wrap. “I will meet you inside.” He brought my hand to his lips, his kiss against my knuckles a brand of promise. Then he was gone, slipping through a heavy, steam-clouded door.

Alone, my hands trembled. This was insanity. I was in a hidden bathhouse in Marrakech, about to be naked with a man I’d known less than twenty-four hours. My rational mind screamed a dozen warnings, but my body answered with every quickened breath, every tightening of my nipples against the cool air. The divorce had left me feeling undesirable, a creature of function, not feeling. Idris looked at me as if I were a feast.

I stripped quickly, the air cool on my skin. I folded my clothes with nervous precision, then wrapped the fouta around my body, tucking the end securely over my breast. It was thin, barely a covering. I felt utterly exposed.

Pushing the heavy door open, I was enveloped by a wall of heat and steam so thick it stole my breath. The room was circular, domed, and dim, lit only by a few small, high windows of stained glass that cast colored shafts of light through the vapor. The walls and floor were made of warm, grey marble, slick with condensation. In the center was a large, octagonal gommassage platform, also of marble.

Idris stood by a low stone basin. He had removed his shirt and trousers. He wore only a simple, white cotton towel wrapped low around his hips. My gaze traveled over him—the broad, smooth plane of his chest, dusted with dark hair, the defined ridges of his abdomen, the powerful line of his shoulders. He was all lean, coiled strength. He turned, and his eyes tracked over me, from my bare feet on the wet stone to the thin fabric clinging to my dampening skin.

“Come,” he said, his voice echoing softly in the steamy chamber.

I walked toward him, the marble warm underfoot. He gestured to the platform. “Lie here, on your stomach.”

I climbed onto the smooth stone. It was heated, comforting against my tense muscles. I lay down, resting my cheek on my folded arms, facing away from him. I heard the soft slap of water, the squeeze of a bottle. Then his hands were on me.

They were warm, slick with something that smelled of olives and earth. Black soap, I realized. He began at my shoulders, his palms sweeping in long, firm strokes down the length of my spine. I gasped at the contact, at the sheer, shocking intimacy of his touch. His thumbs pressed into the knots along my shoulder blades, and a low groan escaped me.

“You carry so much here,” he murmured, his voice close to my ear. “Let it go.”

He worked down my back, his hands strong and sure, kneading the soap into my skin. He paid careful attention to the sides of my waist, the curve of my hips. When his fingers traced the dip at the base of my spine, a shudder ran through me. He slowed there, his touch becoming a slow, circular caress.

“Turn over.”

The command was gentle, but undeniable. I rolled onto my back, my heart pounding against my ribs. The fouta had come loose, falling open. I made a feeble attempt to clutch it closed, but he caught my wrist.

“No,” he said softly. “Let me see you.”

He peeled the damp cloth away, his movements unhurried. The steam curled around my naked body, a modest veil. His gaze was a physical touch, roaming over my breasts, my stomach, the thatch of auburn hair between my thighs. I had never felt so scrutinized, so utterly seen. There was no judgment in his look, only a deep, appreciative hunger that made my skin flush hotter than the steam.

“You are beautiful, Elena,” he stated, a simple truth.

He poured more soap into his palms and began again, starting at my collarbones. His slick hands smoothed over the swell of my breasts, his thumbs brushing my nipples, which tightened instantly into hard peaks. A soft sound, half-moan, half-sigh, left my lips. He didn’t linger, but the promise of his touch was imprinted there. He soaped my stomach, the sensitive skin of my inner arms, the tops of my thighs. His fingers grazed the outer curls of my sex, and my hips lifted off the marble of their own accord.

He smiled, a slow, knowing curve of his lips. “Patience,” he whispered.

He rinsed me then, using a copper bowl to pour warm, clean water over my body, washing away the gritty soap. The water streamed in rivulets over my skin, following the paths his hands had charted. He dried me with a warm, rough towel, his touch firm and thorough, even between my toes.

Then he took up a bottle of golden oil. Argan. The scent was nutty, rich. He warmed it between his palms.

“On your back,” he said again, and I complied, my body pliant, buzzing with anticipation.

This touch was different. Slower. More intimate. The oil was slick, luxurious. He started with my feet, massaging each arch, each toe with a focused, tender attention that was shockingly erotic. He moved up my calves, his thumbs digging into the tight muscles, then my thighs. He parted my legs just enough to work the oil into the trembling inner skin, his fingers so close to my core I could feel the heat radiating from him.

When his oiled hands finally cupped my sex, I cried out. It was a direct, possessive hold. He leaned over me, his face inches from mine, his body a warm, solid presence above me.

“You want this?” he asked, his voice gravelly. “You want my hands on you? My mouth? My cock?”

The crude, direct words, spoken in his accented, gentle voice, shattered the last of my hesitation. “Yes,” I breathed, my hands coming up to grip his shoulders. “All of it. Yes.”

He kissed me then. It was not a tentative exploration. It was a claiming. His mouth was hot and demanding, his tongue sweeping past my lips. I tasted mint and spice and him. I arched against him, my nails digging into the hard muscle of his back.

He broke the kiss, his breath ragged against my cheek. “Good.”

He returned to his ministrations, but with a new purpose. One oil-slick hand slid down my belly while his mouth descended to my breast. He took my nipple into his mouth, sucking deeply, his tongue flicking the hardened peak. Pleasure, sharp and bright, arrowed straight to my clit. As he lavished attention on one breast, then the other, his fingers found my pussy.

He didn’t tease. He traced my opening, gathering the wetness that had already gathered there, spreading it, circling my clit with a firm, perfect pressure. I bucked against his hand, a sob catching in my throat.

“Idris…”

“I know,” he murmured against my skin. “Let it come.”

He slid a finger inside me, then two, his palm grinding against my clit with steady pressure. The stretch pulled tight and sweet, the drag of his knuckles wet and deliberate. His mouth sealed over mine again, swallowing the broken sounds I made while he pumped his fingers in and out, curling them with each thrust until my hips jerked against his hand. Steam clung to our skin. The marble beneath me held the heat of the room. Every wet sound of his fingers working inside me wound the ache lower and tighter.

“Look at me,” he said.

I forced my eyes open. His gaze was dark and fixed, watching every twitch of my face as the orgasm hit. It slammed through me hard, hips bucking, cunt clenching around his fingers in tight, rhythmic pulses. He kept moving, dragging it out until I was whimpering and oversensitive, pushing weakly at his wrist with one hand.

He pulled his fingers free and brought them to his mouth. He sucked them clean, eyes locked on mine, tongue working between each digit. The sight sent another pulse of heat between my legs.

He stood and let the towel drop. His cock stood thick and hard, the head flushed and already slick. I reached for him, but he caught my wrist.

“My turn,” he said, voice rough.

He guided me to the edge of the platform. “On your knees.”

I knelt. The marble was warm under my knees. He stepped close, the head of his cock brushing my lips. I opened and took him in. Salt. Skin. The blunt weight of him sliding over my tongue. I gripped his hips and worked him deeper, hollowing my cheeks, stroking the base with one hand where my mouth couldn’t reach. The low sound that came from his chest made me wetter.

His fingers slid into my damp hair, not pushing, just holding. “Yes. Just like that… habibti.”

The word sent a fresh rush of slick between my thighs. I moved faster, taking him as deep as I could, until his thighs tensed and he eased himself from my mouth with a wet sound.

“Not yet,” he rasped. “I want to be inside you.”

He helped me up, turned me, and bent me over the platform. The marble was smooth and warm against my breasts and palms. He spread my ass with both hands, thumbs dragging through the wet mess between my legs. The broad head of his cock nudged my entrance, pressing but not pushing in.

“You are sure?” he asked, the words tight.

“Please,” I said, pushing back against him. “Idris, please.”

He sank into me in one slow, steady thrust. I was open from his fingers and my own release, but the stretch still forced a cry from my throat as he filled me. He stayed buried deep, hands braced on my hips, letting me feel every inch while I adjusted around him.

Then he began to move.

Long, deep strokes, the wet sound of our bodies meeting loud in the steam. He leaned over me, chest to my back, mouth hot against the side of my neck.

“You feel…” He drove in harder. “Tight. Hot. Perfect around my cock.”

His hand slid around my hip. Fingers found my clit and rubbed tight, fast circles. The fullness inside me, the friction on that swollen nub, the slick slide of skin on skin—it was too much. My second orgasm tore through me with a raw sound I didn’t recognize. My cunt clamped down around him, pulsing hard, and he followed with a deep thrust and a shout, cock jerking as he came. I felt every hot pulse of it, and it dragged another smaller ripple from me.

He stayed over me, weight heavy and grounding, while we caught our breath. Steam drifted around us. Slowly he softened and slipped out. He turned me in his arms and held me against his chest, skin slick and hot. He kissed my forehead, my eyelids, my mouth.

“Come,” he said, voice low. “We will wash. Then I will take you back to the riad.”

The cleansing was quiet. He washed me with a soft cloth and water that smelled of rose, moving over my breasts, between my legs, down my thighs. I did the same for him, cloth gliding over the hard lines of his chest and stomach. We dried each other with warm towels, wrapped ourselves, and stepped into the cooler air of the courtyard.

The walk back was silent. His arm around my shoulders, mine around his waist. We didn’t speak. We didn’t need to.

In my room he unwrapped me again, slower this time, and laid me on the bed. He slid in behind me, pulling the linen over us both, one arm banded across my stomach.

“Sleep, Elena,” he murmured into my hair.

I did. A deep, dreamless sleep, the first in years.

I woke to the sound of the fountain and the press of his mouth against my shoulder blade. Pale dawn light came through the carved screen.

“Good morning,” he said against my skin.

I turned. He was propped on one elbow, watching me. In the daylight the weight of what we’d done settled between us, but there was no panic, only the low, steady thrum of satisfaction in my body.

“Good morning,” I answered, voice rough.

He traced my jaw with one finger. “I have to go to the market. A group is arriving this afternoon for a desert tour. I need to prepare.”

A small knot tightened in my stomach. “Oh.”

He smiled, reading it. “It is my work. But my work tonight is here.” He kissed me, slow and deep. “I will bring dinner. We will eat on the rooftop again. And after…” His hand slid down to cup my breast, thumb brushing my nipple until it tightened. “After, I want to taste you again. Slowly. In a proper bed. I want to hear every sound you make when you come on my tongue.”

Wet heat pooled between my thighs. I nodded, unable to answer.

He rose, dressed without hurry, and leaned down to kiss me once more. “Rest. Write. The city is yours today.”

Then he was gone.

I lay there, staring at the patterns on the ceiling, my body still carrying the memory of him. The sheets smelled like both of us. The article sat unfinished in my notebook. I was no longer working alone. And whatever this was, it had already changed the shape of the days ahead.

I got up, muscles pleasantly sore, showered, dressed, and took the notebook to the courtyard. I wrote a few lines about the colors of the souk and the smell of cumin and saffron. My mind kept sliding back to the slick heat of his skin, the grip of his hands on my hips, the way he had filled me.

He returned as the sun was setting, carrying a basket. He kissed me in the courtyard, slow, tasting of mint.

We ate on the rooftop while the sky deepened to indigo. We talked of ordinary things—his family in the mountains, the marriage I had left, the books that had stayed with us. The sharp edge of the night before had settled into something steadier, a current that ran under every glance and touch.

Later, as he had promised, he led me to the proper bed—no marble this time, no steam, just white linen and the fountain’s low murmur through the window screen. He undressed me slowly, without the charged urgency of the hammam, pressing his mouth to each new inch of skin as he uncovered it: my collarbone, the curve of my waist, the soft skin below my navel. “I told you I wanted to hear every sound you make,” he murmured against my hip, and then he settled between my thighs and made good on the promise.

He was patient in a way that undid me faster than any rush could have. He found the angle that made my hips lift off the mattress and stayed there, tongue circling slow and deliberate, refusing to be hurried even when I begged. When he finally slid two fingers inside me, curling them until the room tilted, I lost every English word I had. I sobbed his name into the pillow, hips rocking against his mouth, and he didn’t stop until the last shudder had rolled through me and I was pushing weakly at his hair, oversensitive and wrecked.

He crawled up my body and I reached for him, wanting to give something back, but he caught my hand and pressed it flat over his heart instead. “Not tonight,” he said, voice rough. “Tonight I only wanted to hear you.” He gathered me against his chest, still trembling, and held me until my breathing slowed to match his.

Afterward, wrapped around him, I knew this had already become more than research. I had no interest in stopping the fall.


Chapter 2 — Spice and Silk

The scent of him lingered in my hair. Three days after the hammam, I still caught it when I turned my head on the pillow—that warm, clean trace of sandalwood soap and sun-baked skin. It clung like a mark. I woke with it, a slow liquid heat pooling low in my belly before my eyes opened.

Idris had slept in his own room the last two nights. A deliberate choice, he’d said, his thumb stroking my lower lip as we stood in my doorway. “To let you breathe, Elena. And to let the wanting build.” He’d smiled, that slow, knowing curve of his mouth. “It is a dish best savored, not devoured in one sitting.”

I’d wanted to argue, to drag him back into the sheets and the certainty of his weight. But the writer in me, the one who watched, recognized the truth in it. The freefall felt good, but I needed to watch the ground coming up to meet me. I needed to understand the shape of this—whatever it was. So I’d let him go and spent the nights alone, writing notes for my article that kept breaking apart into heated fragments.

Today he was taking me into the souk. Officially it was for my article, “Marrakech for the Solo Soul.” The irony sat between us like a shared secret. I was no longer solo, but my body had never felt more awake.

He waited in the shaded courtyard when I came down, leaning against the mosaic-tiled fountain. Dark linen trousers, a thin white shirt with short sleeves—the fabric pulled just enough across his shoulders and chest to show the lines beneath. His eyes, the color of old amber, followed me down the stairs.

“You look ready for battle,” he said, voice low.

I looked down at my linen shorts, sandals, and cross-body bag. “It’s a marketplace, not a warzone.”

“The Place Djemaa el-Fna at noon?” He pushed off the fountain and closed the space between us without touching me. His presence pressed against my skin anyway. “It is a different kind of war. A war on the senses. And you,” his gaze dropped to my mouth, “look very distractible today.”

Heat climbed my neck. He was right. My skin felt too tight, every shift of air between us registering like a touch. “I’m here to work,” I said, the words thin even to me.

“Of course.” He reached out then, not to pull me closer, but to straighten the twisted strap of my bag. His knuckles grazed the side of my breast through the thin fabric. A deliberate, glancing stroke. I pulled in a sharp breath. “Work first.”

The medina swallowed us. The jump from the quiet riad to the roar of bodies and color always hit like a slap. Noise pressed from every side—vendors shouting, metal clanging, the low thrum of a radio playing somewhere above. The air hung thick with cumin and cinnamon, the sharp bite of tanned leather, the sweet smoke of meat charring over coals. Sunlight cut through the reed roofs in dusty blades, striking bolts of fabric so bright they made my eyes water.

Idris moved through the crush with steady grace, one hand resting at the small of my back. Vendors hailed him in Arabic or French; he answered with a nod or a few words, never letting me drift. I kept forgetting my notebook.

“This way,” he said, leaning close so his breath warmed my ear. “The spice souk. For your article.”

He steered me into a narrower lane where the smells grew heavier, almost solid. Saffron threads lay bright as coins in wooden bowls. Piled cones of turmeric, cayenne, and ras el hanout rose in perfect points. An old man with a face like cracked leather sat cross-legged before his stall, watching us without hurry.

Idris greeted him in Tamazight. “This is Brahim. His family has sold spices here for six generations.” He lifted a pinch of saffron and held it under my nose. “The real gold of Morocco. Taste.”

He brought his fingers to my lips. The gesture felt private, claiming. My pulse kicked hard as I opened my mouth. He placed the threads on my tongue. The flavor bloomed—earthy, almost animal, with a metallic sweetness that lingered. Too much and not enough.

“Good?” he asked, eyes fixed on mine.

I could only nod. My mouth still tingled when he turned back to Brahim and began choosing small portions, the old man wrapping them in paper twists. For me, I realized. For the article.

We moved on through the dyers’ souk, where skeins of wool hung dripping indigo and crimson into stone gutters. Then the fabric merchants, where the noise dropped to a low murmur. Silks and velvets spilled across tables like liquid color.

Idris stopped at a stall walled with jewel-bright lengths. The merchant greeted him like family.

“For your kaftan,” Idris said to me.

“My what?”

“You cannot leave Morocco without one. It is part of the experience.” His eyes moved over me, measuring already. “For your article.”

He was using my work as cover for everything, and the lie felt good. The merchant unrolled bolt after bolt. Idris dismissed each one until the man brought out a length the color of a desert sky at dusk—deep burnt orange bleeding into gold at the selvedge. The silk slid over my palms like warm water.

Idris’s eyes darkened. “Yes,” he said. “This one.”

He negotiated fast, his hand never leaving my back. When the price was settled, the merchant reached for his measuring tape. Idris took it from him.

“I will do it,” he said, voice leaving no room for debate.

The merchant shrugged, amused, and turned to another customer.

Idris faced me. The alley here was quieter, cooler in the shade. “Arms out.”

I lifted my arms, feeling ridiculous. He started at my shoulders, the tape cool where my sleeveless top left skin bare. His fingers moved with clean efficiency—shoulder span, arm length. He knelt to measure from waist to floor, face level with my hips. I felt the warmth of his breath through the linen of my shorts. My skin tightened.

“Hold this,” he murmured, setting the tape at the hollow of my throat. He rose, close enough that I could see the gold flecks in his irises, and drew the tape down over the curve of my breast. It caught the nipple through the fabric. I gasped. His eyes lifted to mine and held as he continued the slow pull downward—ribs, stomach, the jut of my hipbone.

He was measuring my bust. The tape’s journey felt anything but clinical. I grew slick between my thighs, breath catching. He noted the number, jaw tight, expression otherwise unreadable.

Then he knelt again. “The inseam,” he said, voice rough. He set the tape high on my inner thigh, fingertips pressing through the fabric. “Stand straight.”

I was shaking. He drew the tape down the sensitive skin along the inside of my leg, past the knee, to my ankle. The world shrank to that single line of contact and the rush of blood in my ears. He finished, noted the number, and stood. For a long moment he simply looked at me, the space between us alive with everything we were not saying.

“It will be ready tomorrow,” he said at last, voice scraped raw. He handed the measurements over, spoke a few more words with the merchant, then took my hand. His palm was warm and slightly rough. “Now. You are hungry. The senses need fuel.”

He took me to a small café overlooking a quieter stretch of the square. We ate chicken tagine with preserved lemon and olives, knees touching beneath the table. The food was rich and bright, but I registered none of it. My body still carried the ghost of the tape, the precise path his fingers had followed.

“You are quiet, Elena,” he said, tearing bread.

“I’m processing.”

“The souk?”

I met his eyes. “The measuring.”

A slow, wicked smile crossed his face. He leaned in. “A necessary evil. For a proper fit.”

“It felt like torture.”

“Good.” He sat back, sipping mint tea. “Anticipation is a spice, too. More powerful than saffron.”

After lunch he led me deeper. We passed brass lanterns whose pierced sides threw dancing shadows across the ground. The tanneries gave off their sharp, metallic tang from blocks away. The crowd thickened; Idris’s hand slid from my back to my hip and pulled me firmly against him. The heat of his body soaked through my clothes.

He stopped at a stall of perfumed oils. A woman with hennaed hands offered samples. Idris chose a small vial, uncorked it, and held it to my nose. Orange blossom and neroli, deep woody oud beneath. It went straight to my head.

“For you,” he said, and paid before I could speak.

“You don’t have to—”

“I want to.” He slipped the vial into my bag, fingers brushing mine. “I want to know you will smell of Marrakech when you leave.”

The words landed heavy. When you leave. The day suddenly felt thinner.

He saw the shift in my face and cupped my cheek, thumb stroking the bone, right there among the passing bodies. “Do not think of that now. Be here. With me.”

To pull us both back, he guided me to a shaded square with a few café tables. He ordered two glasses of sweet mint tea. The frenzy of the main souk faded to a distant hum.

“Your article,” he said gently. “You have been observing?”

I pulled out my notebook. The pages held half-finished lines and sensory scraps. Saffron like liquid gold. The weight of silk. His hand on my hip. I felt my face heat and snapped the notebook shut.

He chuckled. “Perhaps not so much observing the souk.”

“It’s your fault,” I muttered, taking a sip of tea. “You’re a distraction.”

“I am your guide. It is my job to show you… everything.” The words landed low in my belly, a slow twist of heat. He reached across the small table and took my hand, turning it over so his fingertip could trace the lines of my palm. “Elena. There is a place, a traditional hammam. Not like the one at the riad. A public one, but for women only. It is an experience. For your article.”

I knew what he was offering. Not just an experience. A threshold. The riad’s hammam had been private, a world of our own creation. A public one was different. It was real, it was local, it was raw. And he would not be there.

“Would you… book it for me?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.

“If you wish.” His finger continued its slow, maddening circle on my palm. “It can be… intense. Stripping away more than just dirt. It is not for the faint of heart.”

“I’m not faint.”

His gaze held mine. “I know.” He leaned forward, his voice dropping to a level meant only for me. The sounds of the souk faded. “I will book you a session for tomorrow afternoon. You will go. You will let the nakacha scrub you, wash you, pour water over you until you feel new. And then,” he paused, his thumb pressing hard into the center of my palm, a point of acute, shocking pressure, “you will come back to the riad. Clean. Open. And I will be waiting for you.”

A shiver ran straight down my spine and settled between my legs. It was an order, wrapped in a promise. The anticipation was no longer a vague, pleasant thrum; it was a tight wire strung inside me, vibrating with a specific, urgent frequency.

“Okay,” I breathed.

“Okay,” he repeated, a satisfied gleam in his eyes. He released my hand and finished his tea as if he hadn’t just rearranged the entire axis of my tomorrow.

We walked back through the winding streets as the afternoon heat began to soften into golden evening light. The parcels of spices and the promise of the silk kaftan were tucked safely in my bag, along with the vial of perfume. The scent of oranges and wood smoke hung in the air. My body was thrumming, oversensitive. Every brush of his arm against mine, every time his hand guided me around a corner, felt amplified.

Back at the riad, the peace was a physical relief. The courtyard was cool and dim, the only sound the trickle of the fountain. He turned to me just inside the entrance, the heavy wooden door closing out the city’s roar.

“Thank you,” I said, my voice sounding strange to my own ears. “For today. For… everything.”

He didn’t answer with words. He simply closed the distance between us and kissed me. It wasn’t like the hungry, desperate kisses we’d shared before. This was slow, deep, and devastatingly thorough. He tasted of mint tea and the faint, warm spice of the souk. His hands came up to cradle my face, his thumbs stroking my jawline. I melted into him, my bag dropping to the tiled floor with a soft thud.

When he finally pulled back, we were both breathing heavily. His eyes searched mine. “Tomorrow,” he said, the word a vow.

He turned and walked toward his own room, leaving me standing in the shadowed courtyard, my lips still tingling, my body aching with a need he had meticulously stoked all day. The freefall wasn’t just continuing; he’d just shown me a new, steeper cliff. And I was already stepping over the edge.

I stood there for a long time after he left, my fingers pressed to my lips. The promise of tomorrow was a live wire under my skin. I retrieved my bag from the tiles and climbed the stairs to my room, my body humming with a restless, unspent energy.

Sleep was a fickle thing. I lay in the large bed, the space around me feeling vast and empty. The scent of him on my own skin—a mix of the spice-souk dust and his clean, sandalwood soap—was a torment. I slipped my hand beneath the waistband of my sleep shorts, my fingers finding my clit already swollen and slick. I imagined it was his hand, his clever, patient fingers, and came with a choked-off gasp into the silent room. It was a pale imitation, a temporary relief that only sharpened the hunger. He was right. Anticipation was a spice. And I was starving.

The next morning dawned bright and hot. I forced myself to work, spreading my notes and the spice parcels on the small desk overlooking the courtyard. I wrote about the cacophony of the souk, the artistry of the dyers, the intoxicating weight of history in a pinch of saffron. My prose was vivid, charged. I was writing about sensation, and every sense was still hyper-aware from the day before. From him.

The promised kaftan arrived just after noon, delivered by a young boy from the market. The package was wrapped in plain brown paper. I took it to my bed and unfolded it with reverent hands.

The silk was even more breathtaking up close. The sunset colors seemed to shift and melt into one another. I shed my clothes and let the cool, liquid fabric slide over my head. It settled on my shoulders with a weight that was both substantial and airy. The cut was simple, long-sleeved, falling straight from my shoulders to the floor with a subtle flare. It felt like being wrapped in a cloud of warm, colored air. There was no mirror large enough in the room, so I went to the polished metal one hanging in the hallway.

I barely recognized myself. The woman staring back was regal, softened, mysterious. The orange-gold brought out the auburn in my hair, made my skin glow. The silk hinted at my shape without clinging, a suggestion of curves beneath the elegant drape. It was the most beautiful thing I had ever worn.

I didn’t hear him approach. One moment I was alone, the next his reflection appeared behind mine in the dim metal. He stood a few feet back, his arms crossed, his expression unreadable.

“It fits,” he said, his voice a low vibration in the quiet hall.

“You measured well.” I kept my eyes on his reflection.

A slow smile touched his lips. “I am a man of many skills.” He came closer, stopping just behind me. His hands came to rest on my shoulders through the silk. I could feel the heat of his palms. “You look like a queen of the desert. Like you were made for this light.”

His praise warmed me more than the sun. He turned me gently to face him. His gaze traveled over me, a physical caress. “The hammam is booked for three o’clock,” he said. “A car will take you. It is not far.”

A flutter of nerves, sharp and sudden, tightened my stomach. “What do I do? What do I bring?”

“You bring nothing but yourself. They will provide everything. A nakacha—an attendant—will be assigned to you. She does not speak much English, but she will know what to do. You must… surrender to it.” His fingers traced the line of my collarbone above the neckline of the kaftan. “Let it wash away everything that is not you. The travel. The worry. The past.”

“And then?” My voice was barely a whisper.

His eyes darkened. “Then you come back to me. Clean. Open.” He repeated the words from the souk, but now they felt like an incantation. He leaned in, his lips brushing the shell of my ear. “And I will worship what is left.”

A shudder ran through me. He kissed my temple, a soft, fleeting touch, and then he was gone, leaving me trembling before the mirror.

The car dropped me at an unassuming ochre-walled building with a simple blue door. A woman in a modest, long dress greeted me with a nod and led me inside. The transition was immediate—from the dry, dusty heat of the street into a warm, humid, tiled sanctuary. The air was thick with the smell of black soap, eucalyptus, and wet stone.

She led me to a small, private changing room, gesturing for me to undress. I hesitated for only a second before I let the beautiful kaftan pool at my feet. Naked, I was given a small, rough cloth to wrap around my hips and chest. It felt insubstantial, a token modesty.

Then I was led into the heart of the hammam.

It was a vast, domed room, steamy and dim. Light filtered in through star-shaped openings in the ceiling, casting shifting patterns on the wet marble floors. The heat was intense, a heavy, enveloping blanket that opened my pores with the first breath. Other women were in various stages of the ritual—some lying on the central heated stone platform, others being scrubbed by attendants along the edges. The sounds were soft: the splash of water, low murmurs in Arabic and French, the rhythmic scraping of kessa gloves on skin.

My nakacha was a robust woman with strong, kind eyes and a no-nonsense demeanor. She guided me to the central stone. “Lie,” she said in heavily accented English, patting the smooth, heated surface.

I lay down on my stomach. The stone was hot against my skin, but not unbearably so. It was like being cradled by the earth itself. She left me there for long minutes, letting the steam work its way into my muscles. The tension from the week, from the divorce, from the dizzying freefall with Idris, began to seep out of me into the wet heat.

She returned with a bucket and a bowl of thick, oily, pitch-black soap made from olives and eucalyptus. With firm, efficient hands, she slathered it over my back, my legs, my arms. The scent was primal, earthy. Then she left me again to let it sink in.

When she came back, she wore a coarse kessa glove. Starting at my feet, she began to scrub. It was not gentle. It was a deep, abrasive, thorough scraping that felt like she was peeling away layers of skin. And she was. Rolls of dead skin, gray with soap and dirt, gathered under her glove. I watched, fascinated and slightly horrified, as she revealed the new, pink, glowing skin beneath. She worked her way up my legs, over my buttocks, my back, my shoulders. She turned me over and repeated the process on my front, her touch impersonal and clinical even as she scrubbed my breasts, my stomach, the tops of my thighs. It was a profound, shocking intimacy of a completely different kind. I was being stripped, quite literally, to a raw, new state.

Then came the rinses. Bucket after bucket of warm water was poured over me, sluicing away the grime and the soap. Each cascade was a shock, a baptism. She washed my hair with a gentle, floral-scented shampoo, her strong fingers massaging my scalp until I was moaning with pleasure. Finally, she wrapped me in several large, warm, dry towels and led me to a cooler, quiet resting room.

I lay on a cushioned bench, a cup of mint tea steaming on a small table beside me. I felt like a newborn. My skin sang, sensitive to the very air. My mind was quiet, blissfully empty. All the noise—the fear, the doubt, the constant editorial chatter in my head—was gone. Scoured away. I was just a body, clean and waiting.

The car brought me back to the riad as the late afternoon sun was turning the walls to molten gold. I floated through the courtyard, my steps light on the tiles. I felt ethereal, weightless. I’d changed back into the sunset kaftan, my scrubbed skin thrilling at the slide of the silk.

Idris stood among the potted orange trees in the courtyard, the late sun catching on the dark soil beneath his fingers. At the sound of my step he turned. His gaze traveled over me slowly—from the damp strands of hair clinging to my neck down to my bare feet. He said nothing. The watering can met the tiles with a soft clink, and he came to me.

He stopped a foot away. One hand rose. The backs of his knuckles brushed down my still-warm cheek. “You are glowing,” he murmured.

“I feel… scraped clean.”

“Good.” He leaned in and drew a slow breath against the side of my neck. “You smell of almonds and eucalyptus. And underneath… just you.”

His words, his nearness, lit the hunger he had spent days building. The clean emptiness left by the hammam had become a hollow that only he could fill. The need I had managed to quiet now clawed back to life, sharper, hotter, impossible to ignore.

He took my hand. “Come.”

He did not lead me to my room. Instead he guided me up the stairs to the rooftop. The sun had begun its descent, streaking the sky in rose and apricot. The space had been prepared for evening—low cushions, unlit lanterns, a small brazier where a teapot kept warm. He passed all of it and took me to the shaded daybed in the corner, its surface buried in cushions and soft woven blankets.

“On your stomach,” he said. His voice left no room for question.

Heat flared low in my belly, different from the steam of the hammam. I obeyed, stretching out on the cushions. The silk of my kaftan whispered over skin that still felt too sensitive.

The click of a bottle cap. Then the rich, familiar scent of argan oil filled the air, warmed between his palms.

His hands, slick and hot, settled on the soles of my feet. I jerked at the contact, a gasp slipping out. He did not pause. His thumbs pressed into the arches, fingers working each toe with slow, deliberate pressure. This was nothing like the firm, impersonal touch of the nakacha. This was intimate. Possessive. He moved up my calves, kneading the muscles there, his hands sliding beneath the hem of the kaftan, pushing the silk higher as he went.

When his palms reached the backs of my thighs I buried my face in a cushion. His touch stayed slow, mapping the newly bared skin. He poured more oil, warming it between his hands before smoothing it over me. He lingered on the curve of my ass, palms gliding over the globes with a pressure that made me arch into his hands.

He pushed the silk to my waist, baring me from the hips down. The evening air cooled the oil on my skin, a contrast to the heat of his touch. He leaned over me, his lips brushing the base of my spine. “So soft,” he murmured against my skin. “So clean.”

His hands slid around my hips, thumbs stroking the crease where thigh met body. He came close to my center, yet never touched me there. The denial sharpened everything. He continued upward, working the knots from my shoulders, fingers tracing the line of my spine.

“Flip over,” he said, voice rough.

My heart thudded. I rolled onto my back. The kaftan had ridden up around my waist; only the thin silk still covered my breasts. My eyes met his. In the golden light of the setting sun his gaze burned.

He straddled my thighs, kneeling over me without resting his weight. More oil warmed in his palms. He reached for the tie at the neck of my kaftan, tugged it loose, and parted the fabric. The warm twilight air touched my bare skin.

His breath caught. “Beautiful.”

His oiled hands began their work on my front. He started at my collarbones, smoothing the oil into my skin. He took his time with my breasts, palms circling, thumbs brushing over my nipples until they tightened into aching points. He leaned down and drew one into his mouth, tongue swirling around the peak before he sucked deeply. I cried out, hands flying to his hair.

He moved to the other breast, giving it the same slow, thorough attention. My hips rocked beneath him, seeking friction. He ignored the movement and continued downward. He oiled my stomach, fingers dipping into my navel, tracing the faint silver lines. He did not shy away from them; he followed each one as if he meant to commit the map to memory.

Then his hands settled on my hips, holding me still. His eyes locked on mine. “You asked for this,” he said. A statement, not a question. “In the hammam. You asked for more.”

I nodded, unable to speak.

“Tell me now. Tell me what you want.”

My voice came out raw. “You. I want you.”

“Where?” His tone stayed gentle but relentless. “Where do you want me, Elena?”

I swallowed. The directness both terrified and thrilled me. “Inside me.”

He shook his head slowly, a faint smile on his lips. “Not yet.” One hand left my hip and trailed through the slickness already gathered between my thighs. “First, here.”

He shifted down my body, hooked his hands under my knees, and pushed my legs apart, opening me for him. The exposure felt complete, vulnerable. He looked his fill, gaze hot on my wet, exposed pussy.

Then he lowered his head.

The first drag of his tongue was a shock of wet heat, broad and slow from my entrance to my clit. I bucked, a broken sound catching in my throat. He held my hips down, grip firm, and did it again. And again. He licked and sucked and explored with focused intent, using tongue, lips, the careful scrape of teeth. He found a rhythm that had me clutching at the cushions, my cries rising into the evening air.

When he slid a finger inside me, curling it just so, my vision blurred at the edges. He added a second finger, stretching me, his mouth never leaving my clit. The pressure built, coiling tight at the base of my spine.

“Idris… I’m going to…”

He redoubled his efforts, tongue flicking faster, fingers pumping steadily. The climax tore through me, a wave of blinding pleasure that left me shaking and boneless. He gentled his touch, lapping softly through the aftershocks until I whimpered from oversensitivity.

He moved up my body, still fully clothed in simple linen trousers and tunic. I felt the hard length of his cock straining against the fabric as he settled over me. He kissed me, deep and slow, letting me taste myself on his lips.

“You are sweet,” he murmured against my mouth. “Sweet and clean.”

My hands went to the tie of his trousers. “Now,” I pleaded, voice broken. “I want to feel you.”

He helped, shoving his clothes down just enough to free himself. His cock was thick, hard, the head flushed and slick. He reached between us, guiding himself to my entrance. He paused, forehead resting against mine, breath ragged.

“Give me your eyes,” he said, voice wrecked.

I opened them, drowning in the amber heat of his.

He pushed inside.

The stretch was perfect, a deep, full feeling after the emptiness. He sank into me slowly, inch by devastating inch, until he was fully seated, our bodies joined. He held himself there, unmoving, letting me adjust to the feeling of being utterly filled by him.

“You feel like heaven,” he growled, the words vibrating through his chest into mine.

Then he began to move.

It was not frantic. Each thrust was deep, relentless, hitting a spot inside me that made me see stars. The silk of my kaftan lay tangled between us, a slick, colorful barrier. He braced one hand beside my head, the other gripping my hip, holding me in place for his slow, powerful strokes.

The friction, the fullness, the sheer presence of him built another climax inside me, slower and deeper than the first. It unfurled from my core, radiating outward until my entire body trembled with it. I came with a long, low moan, my inner walls clenching around him.

It tipped him over the edge. His rhythm broke into something rawer, and with a low, wrecked sound he emptied himself into me, hips locked tight against mine. When he finally stilled over me, breath ragged against my shoulder, I hooked my ankle around his calf to keep him there a moment longer.

For long minutes there was only the sound of our breathing and the distant call to prayer floating over the city. The sky above us had deepened to violet, the first stars pricking through.

He finally shifted, slipping out of me, and gathered me into his side, pulling a blanket over us. He kissed my forehead, my eyelids, my swollen lips.

“Welcome back,” he whispered.

I nestled against him, my cleaned, oiled, well-loved body humming with a satisfaction that ran bone-deep. The freefall had paused. For this moment I had landed, safe in his arms on a rooftop under the Moroccan sky. I knew it was temporary, a ledge on the cliff face. But for now, it was everything.

He stirred after a while, reaching for the cooled teapot. He poured a cup and held it to my lips. I drank, the sweet mint tea a cool balm.

“Tomorrow,” he said, voice a rumble against my ear, “we leave for the desert.”

A new kind of thrill, edged with wonder, shot through me. The city had been our prelude. The desert, I sensed, would be our truth. I turned my head and met his lips in a soft, promising kiss, already yearning for the next cliff.


Chapter 3 — Steam and Salt

The desert was a tomorrow promise, a shimmer on the horizon. Today was a different kind of heat.

I woke alone in the riad bed, the indigo sheets cool where Idris had been. The scent of him—olive soap, warm skin, a thread of cedar—clung to my pillow. A deep, worked soreness lived in my muscles, the kind that reminded me with every shift how thoroughly he had used me the night before. I stretched, spine arching, and felt both new and thoroughly claimed.

Sunlight sliced through the carved wooden screen, throwing sharp geometric patterns across the tiled floor. On the low table beside the bed sat a silver tray: a small ceramic pot of thick black coffee, a plate of split figs and salted almonds, and one pink oleander blossom laid across the rim. No note. His consideration spoke without words.

I drank the coffee, bitter and thick, and let the morning quiet settle into me. The frantic post-divorce static in my head had quieted to a low, steady thrum tuned to this place, to him. It scared me. I leaned into the fear and drank again.

A soft knock sounded at the door. “Elena?” Samira’s voice, melodic through the wood. “The hammam is prepared. Whenever you are ready.”

Not the hidden bathhouse behind the blue door in the medina—this was the riad’s own hammam, the small lower room off the orange-tree courtyard I’d only ever glimpsed in passing. Idris had mentioned it once, in the offhand way he mentioned everything he intended to give me eventually. Today, apparently, was eventually. Heat flared low in my belly, sharp and liquid. “Thank you, Samira. I’ll be down soon.”

I showered fast, rinsing away the rooftop musk and dried sweat of the night before. I left my hair damp and wrapped myself in one of the plush white cotton robes from the armoire. Nothing beneath it.

The hammam occupied a separate lower building, reached through a courtyard thick with orange trees. The air grew denser and warmer as I approached, carrying the clean mineral scent of heated stone and wet clay. Idris stood by the arched doorway in loose linen trousers and a thin open shirt. Steam seemed to have shaped him.

“You came,” he said, voice a soft vibration in the humid air.

“You said this one was different,” I answered, my own voice quieter than I meant it to be. “Better be worth the walk.”

His mouth curved. “Before the desert takes you, the city asks for one more thing.” He held out a hand. “This is a different kind of journey. You must surrender to it completely. Can you do that?”

The question was a formality. We both knew the answer. But this time I didn’t just place my hand in his—I stepped past him first, through the arched doorway, and looked back over my shoulder. “Only if you surrender something too.”

Something flickered across his face—surprise, then a slow, pleased recognition, like a man watching a plant he’d tended finally push through the soil. “Agreed,” he said, and followed me in.

The heat was a living thing. It wrapped around me, dense and enveloping, pressing into the robe, my skin, my lungs. The room was circular and domed, lined with luminous green zellij tiles that caught the light from pierced brass lanterns. In the center sat a large octagonal slab of heated marble—the gurn, the heart-stone. Steam rose from channels in the floor, curling in the still air. The only sounds were the gentle hiss of vapor and the distant trickle of water.

“The robe,” Idris said. His hands were already at the tie of my belt.

I nodded, a quick nervous dip of my chin. He undid the knot and slid the soft fabric from my shoulders. It pooled at my feet. The steam kissed my bare skin like a thousand warm, damp mouths. I stood before him, utterly exposed, yet the heat itself became a kind of veil. His golden eyes traveled over me—not with hunger, but with a calm, appraising focus. He was a guide here, too.

Before he could reach for the soap, I closed the distance between us instead. The single towel at his hips was the only thing still separating us. I untied it slowly, watching his jaw tighten as it fell, then picked up the bowl of black soap myself and worked it into my palms the way I’d watched him do a dozen times now, and started at his shoulders. His breath caught. For a long moment he let me—head bowed, eyes closed, the powerful lines of him going loose under my hands for the first time since I’d met him.

“You don’t have to be the only one who gives,” I said, smoothing the soap down the ridges of his back.

He turned his head, one eye opening, amber gone dark. “I know,” he said. “I am simply not used to receiving it.”

“Get used to it.” I worked my palms over his shoulder blades, down his spine, feeling the muscle jump under my hands. When I reached the small of his back he caught my wrist, brought it to his mouth, and pressed a kiss into my palm.

“My turn,” he said, voice rough, and eased the soap gently from my hands.

“Lie down,” he instructed, gesturing to the marble slab. “On your stomach. It is warm, not hot. It will open your pores.”

I climbed onto the smooth stone. The warmth was profound, radiating up into my bones, melting the last of my tension. I laid my cheek on my folded arms, the world narrowing to heated stone beneath me and the thick, perfumed air around me.

I heard the soft slosh of water, the clink of a bowl. Then his hands were on me.

They were slicked with something cool and viscous—the famous black olive soap, savon beldi. He began at my shoulders, palms moving in wide, firm circles, working the paste into my skin. The scent was earthy, herbal, primal. His touch was methodical, thorough, without the deliberate tease of the night before. This was ritual.

“This soap draws out impurities,” he murmured, voice blending with the steam. “It prepares the skin.”

His hands moved down my spine, kneading the muscles of my lower back, then sweeping over the rise of my ass. He took his time, coating every inch. When he reached the backs of my thighs, his fingers brushed the delicate skin there and a tremor ran through me that had nothing to do with impurity.

“Shhh,” he soothed, hands continuing their work down my calves to my feet. He massaged the soap into my soles and I groaned into my arms. “Just feel.”

He rinsed me with warm water from a copper bowl, the water cascading over my soap-slicked body in a gentle torrent. Then came the kiessa, the coarse woven glove. He began to scrub, starting again at my shoulders. The friction was intense, a gritty, invigorating scrape that sloughed away the dead skin, the metaphorical grime of travel and heartbreak. Tiny rolls of greyish paste gathered under the glove. It was strangely satisfying, tangible proof of renewal.

He turned me over with ease, hands firm under my shoulders and hips. The steam curled around my front now, beading on my skin. My nipples tightened instantly, tight peaks in the warm damp air. His eyes flicked to them, then back to my face—a silent acknowledgement—before he resumed his work.

He soaped my front, hands moving over my collarbones, down the valley between my breasts. He avoided my nipples, instead circling them, a maddening orbit. He washed my stomach, my hips. When he reached the juncture of my thighs, he didn’t pause, but he didn’t linger either. The soapy glove swept over my mound, a swift cleansing pass that sent a jolt of sensation straight to my core. I gasped.

“Easy,” he said, a faint smile touching his lips. “This is only the beginning.”

The scrubbing continued, more intimate now on my front. The rough glove on the sensitive skin of my inner thighs, over my belly, under the swell of my breasts. I was writhing slightly, not from discomfort, but from the building, relentless ache his clinical touch was stoking. By the time he rinsed me again, I felt raw, new, and unbearably sensitive. My skin glowed pink and tingled everywhere.

He helped me sit up on the edge of the stone slab. My head spun a little from the heat and the intensity of sensation. He cupped my chin, tilting my face up to his. “You are clean now. The real work begins.”

From a small, ornate vial, he poured a stream of golden oil into his palm. The scent of argan and amber filled the space between us, rich and hypnotic. He warmed it between his hands, then brought them to my shoulders.

This touch was different. Slow. Intentional. Seductive.

His oiled fingers traced the lines of my neck, my clavicle, before his palms pressed firmly into the muscles of my shoulders, working in deep, circular motions. My head lolled forward. Every stroke was a claim, a memory being etched into my renewed skin. He moved to my arms, hands sliding from shoulders to wrists, thumbs pressing into the tender flesh of my inner arms.

He shifted to kneel before me on the damp floor. His hands went to my feet again, but this was no simple cleansing. He took one foot in his lap, thumbs digging into the arch with a pressure that made me cry out, a mix of pain and piercing pleasure. He worked each toe, the ball of my foot, the heel, until my entire body felt connected to that single point of contact.

Then his hands slid up. Over my ankles, my shins. He oiled my knees, palms rotating over the caps. Up my thighs, his touch growing slower, more deliberate. The steam curled around us, a private, swirling universe. His eyes stayed locked on mine, watching every flicker of reaction.

When his hands reached the tops of my thighs, he paused, fingers resting just an inch from the heat between my legs.

“This part,” he said, voice a low rasp in the humid air, “requires a different permission.”

My heart hammered against my ribs. I was slick, and it wasn’t from the oil or the steam. It was from him. From the hours of slow, deliberate worship. “Idris…”

“Tell me what you want, ghzali.” His thumb stroked the crease of my thigh, not touching my pussy, but close enough that every nerve ending screamed for him. “Here, in this place, you must ask.”

The words were thick on my tongue, pushed out by a need that felt older than I was. “I want your hands on me. All of me.”

“Where?” His thumb moved again, a fraction closer.

I swallowed. “My pussy. I want you to touch my pussy.”

A dark, satisfied flame lit in his eyes. “Good girl.”

His oil-slicked hand finally, blessedly, covered me. Not with a thrust, but with a slow, encompassing cradle of his palm. The contact was electric. I arched off the marble slab with a sharp cry. His fingers began to move, a gentle, exploring circle over my slick slit. He was learning the shape of me through the swollen folds, the hot, wet heat of me.

“You are so ready,” he murmured, more to himself than to me. “Soaking for me.”

He slid a finger along my seam, gathering my wetness, then brought it to his mouth. He tasted me, eyes closing for a brief second. The sight of his tongue touching his finger, tasting me, sent a violent pulse of desire through my core.

“Sweet,” he pronounced. “Like honey from the Atlas.”

Then his fingers were back, parting me. One broad fingertip circled my clit and my vision blurred. My hands flew back to brace against the stone. He applied a steady, rhythmic pressure, his other hand splayed on my belly to hold me still.

“Look at you,” he said, voice full of warm wonder. “Pink and clean and trembling on my hand.”

He dipped a finger lower, testing my entrance. I was so open, so willing, he slid in to the first knuckle without resistance. A low, broken sound escaped my throat.

“More?” he asked, finger pausing.

“Yes. God, yes, more.”

He pushed his finger deeper, then added a second. The stretch was exquisite, a perfect fullness. He began a slow, fucking motion with his fingers, thumb resuming its circles on my clit. The dual sensation—inside and out, in the sweltering, perfumed air—was unraveling me fast. My hips began to move against his hand, seeking my own rhythm.

“That’s it,” he encouraged, breath hot against my knee. “Take what you need from my hand.”

The coil inside me, wound tight over the last hour of exquisite torture, snapped. Pleasure detonated through me. I came with a choked scream, body convulsing around his fingers, head thrown back against the steam. He worked me through it, fingers gentling but not stopping until the last aftershock had rippled through me.

I slumped, boneless, breath coming in ragged gasps. He withdrew his fingers slowly and I whimpered at the loss. He rose to his feet, his own breathing slightly uneven. He looked down at me—my body glistening with oil and sweat and my own release, sprawled on the warm stone in the aftermath.

Without a word, he untied the sash of his linen trousers and let them drop. The fabric whispered down his legs. His cock sprang free, heavy and fully hard, the flushed head brushing his belly, a single bead of fluid catching the light. The sight of him—stark and erect in the middle of the quiet ritual—sent a sharp, liquid throb between my legs.

He stepped out of the pooled linen and moved to the stone slab, guiding me onto my back. He knelt between my thighs, his knees braced on the warm marble, and leaned over me. One hand planted beside my head. The other gripped his cock and dragged the broad head through my slick folds, nudging at my entrance.

“This cleansing,” he said, voice rough, “is not finished.”

He pushed inside.

The stretch was slower this time, thicker, the pressure building inch by inch until my body had no choice but to yield. I was loose and open from the steam and the first orgasm, so he sank all the way in one long, steady thrust, his hips flush against mine. We groaned together, the sound low and shared.

He stayed there, buried deep, his forehead pressed to mine, our breath mixing in the humid air. “Enti jamilah,” he whispered. You are beautiful.

Then he began to move.

The rhythm was slow and rolling, hips grinding in a way that dragged the full length of him against every sensitive inch inside me. Each time he withdrew, the drag made my cunt flutter. Each time he pushed back in, the wet sound of it echoed softly off the tiles. He kissed me, tongue sliding deep in the same unhurried cadence as his cock.

He shifted, angling his hips, and the next thrust struck that swollen place inside me that made my vision spark white. I cried out into his mouth.

“There?” he rasped against my lips.

“Yes… there… please…”

He set a harder rhythm, driving into that same spot again and again with exact, relentless pressure. My hands slipped on his oiled back. My legs locked around his waist, heels digging into the backs of his thighs. Heat coiled low in my belly, tighter with every stroke. Another orgasm was already climbing, sharper than the first.

“Idris… I’m going to—”

“Come for me,” he ordered, never slowing. “Let me feel you.”

The steam, the thick scent of argan and sweat and sex, the heavy slide of his cock stretching me open, the ragged sound of his breathing in my ear—it all crashed together. I came hard, my cunt clenching around him in long, rhythmic pulses that milked his length. My back arched off the marble. My thighs shook.

He drove into me one last time, deep and rigid, and came with a guttural sound. I felt every hot pulse of his release flooding inside me, the sudden extra fullness making my own orgasm roll on. He collapsed over me, his weight solid and grounding, skin slick against skin.

We stayed like that for a long time, connected, while the steam slowly thinned. Sweat and oil mixed between us. His heartbeat thudded against my chest, gradually slowing to match mine.

He finally stirred and slipped out of me. He fetched a large bucket of clean water and a dipper, then rinsed us both with careful strokes, the water running over my thighs and washing away the evidence of what we’d done. He wrapped me in a fresh cotton sheet and lifted me, carrying me out of the hammam as if I were something breakable.

He didn’t take me to my room. He carried me up the stairs to the rooftop instead, where the late afternoon sun laid long golden bars across the tiles. He settled me on a pile of cushions beneath the shaded pergola and disappeared, returning with two glasses of iced lemon water.

He sat beside me, sipping slowly, watching the city catch fire in the dusk. I felt scraped clean and rebuilt at the same time.

“The desert,” he said, his hand resting on my sheet-covered hip. “We leave at dawn. The car will take us to the edge of the dunes. Then it will be just camels, and the sand, and the sky.” He turned his head, golden eyes locking on mine. “And us.”

The promise stretched out ahead of us, vast and wordless. Marrakech had been the beginning. The hammam had been the heat and the breaking open. The desert would be something else—something I couldn’t yet name.

I reached for his hand and laced our fingers together. His skin was still hot from the steam. I didn’t speak. I just held on, watching the first star prick through the violet sky.

A warm breeze moved across the rooftop, carrying the faint scent of charcoal and spices from the streets below. I kept hold of Idris’s hand, the silence between us easy and full. The sheet was thin against the cooling air, but the heat he’d left inside me still pulsed low and steady.

“I should pack,” I said eventually, my voice hoarse.

“Samira has seen to it. A small bag. Only what you’ll need.” He squeezed my fingers. “Trust me.”

I did. The certainty of it sat in my chest like something solid and slightly terrifying.

We drank our lemon water while the stars multiplied. He told me about the route—the climb through the High Atlas passes, the way the earth would shift from red to gold, the names of the dunes we would cross. His voice was low and even, weaving the coming night together. I listened, but mostly I watched the line of his profile against the darkening sky, the straight cut of his nose, the mouth I now knew the taste of.

Later, back in my room, we didn’t reach for each other again. The hammam had already taken what we needed. He simply pulled me against his chest, his arm heavy around my waist, and we slept like that—deep and dreamless.

The predawn knock came too soon. Samira entered with a tray of coffee and fresh msemen, the pancakes still hot and glistening with butter. Idris was already gone, seeing to the last details. I ate quickly, then dressed in the loose linen trousers and long-sleeved shirt Samira had left for me. I tied a light scarf over my hair.

The bag by the door was small, just as he’d said. I felt a quick twist of unease at the sight of it. My laptop, my notebooks, the things I usually hid behind, were staying here in a carved wooden chest. I took a breath, shouldered the bag, and walked out into the courtyard.

Idris waited by the ancient wooden door. He wore practical clothes like mine, a dark tagelmust coiled around his neck. He looked like a different man—less the polished host of the riad, more a man built for open sand. The change made my pulse kick.

“Ready?” he asked.

“No,” I answered honestly.

He smiled, slow and warm. “Good.”

A sand-colored Land Rover idled outside. Karim, a friend of Idris’s with a face carved by sun and wind, gave us a nod. I climbed into the back seat. Idris slid in beside me, his thigh pressed solid against mine on the worn leather.

We drove out of the city as the sun split the horizon, turning the minarets red. The noise of Marrakech fell away behind us. Olive groves gave way to the rising Atlas Mountains, red cliffs towering above the narrow road, Berber villages tucked into the slopes like clusters of swallows’ nests. The air thinned and cooled.

Idris pointed out peaks and passes, his voice steady. “My mother’s people are from these mountains,” he said, eyes on a distant snow-dusted ridge. “My father’s from the desert. I am a child of both.”

The words settled somewhere deep. He was giving me pieces of himself.

We stopped for lunch at a roadside café overlooking a wide rocky valley. We ate lamb and prune tagine from a single plate, tearing bread and scooping sauce with our fingers, the tips brushing more than once. The silence between us had shifted; it was no longer only heat. It was becoming something we both understood.

By mid-afternoon the rock had softened to ocher, then to pale endless beige. Vegetation thinned and disappeared. The sky opened into an unbroken dome of blue. The desert.

A low, tight flutter moved through my stomach—part awe, part something sharper. The emptiness was absolute. The silence pressed against my ears.

We reached a small outpost at the edge of the erg. Two camels knelt in the shade of a rough shelter, their long-lashed eyes half-lidded with indifference. Two more men from Idris’s family waited. Greetings passed quickly in Tamazight. My bag was moved to a saddlebag.

Idris approached one of the camels, speaking to her in a low voice. “This is Zahra. She is steady, but she has her pride. Mount with confidence.”

He showed me how to grip the saddle and swing my leg over as the camel rose first behind, then in front. The world tilted hard. I clutched the horn, breath caught in my throat. Then we were upright, high above the ground, the swaying already beginning beneath me.

Idris mounted his own camel with easy grace. He looked back at me, waiting.

I drew in a lungful of the dry, sharp air and nodded.

Our small caravan moved out. The only sounds were the soft thud of camel feet in sand, the creak of leather, and the wind moving across the dunes. The silence was not empty. It was a living thing that filled my head and pushed every other thought out until there was only the sway of the animal beneath me and the endless roll of honey-colored sand stretching to the horizon.

We rode for hours. The sun dropped lower, turning the dunes gold and rose. The day’s heat eased into something gentler. Idris rode ahead, his silhouette steady against the sky.

At last he raised a hand. The camels knelt in stages. We had reached a small oasis—date palms clustered around a seep of green and a dark, still pool. Three traditional Berber tents stood beside it, their woven camel-hair sides blending into the sand.

“Home for the next two nights,” Idris said, coming to lift me down. His hands stayed at my waist until my legs remembered how to hold me.

The other men began unpacking with quiet efficiency. One built a small fire. Idris led me to the largest tent. Inside, thick patterned carpets covered the sand. Brass lanterns hung from the central pole. A wide, low bed piled with cushions and wool blankets waited in the center. It felt like a small, rich world inside the emptiness.

“Rest,” he said. “I will help with the camp. When the sun is lower, we will climb the dune to watch the sunset.”

Alone in the tent, I sat on the edge of the bed. Outside, the fire popped and the men’s voices rolled low across the sand. The truth of where I was pressed down on me. Less than a week ago I had met Idris. Already he had learned the map of my body better than the man I had once married. That marriage had been careful and bloodless. This was not. I should have been afraid. Instead my cunt ached for him again, for the way he made the rest of the world disappear.

I must have dozed. The quiet pulled me under. I woke when the tent flap lifted and Idris ducked inside. The light had shifted. The canvas walls glowed deep orange, the color of heated iron.

“Come,” he said. “It’s time.”

We left the oasis and walked to the tallest dune. It rose like a frozen wave, its crest sharp against the sky. The climb fought us. Two steps up, one step sliding back. The sand was powder-fine and gave way under every foot. Idris took my hand, his grip hard and certain, and hauled me the last steep stretch to the top.

We reached the summit. The air left my lungs. Below us the desert stretched out in every direction, an ocean of sand cut by long indigo shadows that looked like another country hidden beneath the first. The sky was no longer sky. It had cracked open. Molten gold poured into searing orange, then into a purple so deep it looked bruised. The silence felt thick enough to touch.

I turned. The last light caught on Idris’s cheekbones and turned his eyes to burning glass. He pulled me against him and kissed me. This kiss was nothing like the ones that had come before. It was slow and deliberate, a claiming that also asked permission. He tasted of dust and cooling air and the same stunned quiet that had taken hold of me.

When we parted we were shaking. Not from cold. The sand still held the day’s heat. From the size of what we had just seen and the fact that we were seeing it together.

“I have never brought anyone here before,” he said. His voice came out rough. “Not like this.”

The words settled low in my chest. I pressed my forehead to his. “Thank you.”

We stayed while the colors drained from the sky. The first stars appeared, sharp and white. The temperature fell fast. Idris wrapped a thick wool blanket around both of us and we leaned into each other, watching the Milky Way smear across the black. The desert night smelled of cooling sand and distant smoke.

“We should go down,” he murmured against my temple. “Dinner will be ready.”

The walk back was easier. We slid more than we stepped, the cool sand hissing under our boots. At camp the guides had laid out couscous and lamb that had cooked for hours. The meat fell apart at the touch of a spoon. We ate with them, listening to their voices rise and fall in Tamazight. Idris kept one hand on my knee beneath the low table, his thumb moving in slow circles.

Later the guides left for their own tents. The fire burned low. Idris led me back to ours. He lit the two brass lanterns. Their light turned the canvas walls gold and held the vast dark outside at bay. He stood in front of me, eyes steady.

“The desert shows you what you carry,” he said. His fingers found the top button of my shirt. “What did you bring tonight, Elena?”

I covered his hand with mine. “You already know.”

He smiled, slow and sure. “Then show me.”

I finished the buttons myself. The shirt slid down my arms. I kicked off my boots, shoved my trousers down, and stepped out of them. Cool air lifted the fine hairs on my thighs and tightened my nipples. I stood naked in the middle of the tent, nothing between me and the man watching.

Idris looked at me the way a man looks at water after days of thirst. Then he stripped too, deliberate, until he stood bare. Lantern light slid over the hard cut of his chest, the flat plane of his stomach, the heavy muscles of his thighs. His cock hung thick and already half-hard, the head flushed dark.

He closed the space between us. His hands came up to frame my face, thumbs stroking the corners of my mouth. “I want to taste the desert on your skin,” he said, and took my mouth.

The kiss turned hungry fast. His tongue swept deep. My hands found the hot skin of his back, the shift of muscle under it. He gripped my ass and hauled me hard against him. The solid length of his cock pressed into my belly, hot and already leaking.

He broke the kiss, breathing rough. “On the bed.”

We went down together onto the piled blankets and cushions. The wool was coarse against my bare back. Idris covered me, his weight solid, his skin burning. He kissed down my throat, slow, open-mouthed, then lower. He took one nipple into his mouth and sucked hard while his fingers pinched and rolled the other. The pull went straight to my cunt. I arched up, a raw sound leaving my throat.

He moved lower still. His hands hooked behind my knees and spread me wide. Cool air touched my wet folds. His gaze stayed between my legs, dark and focused.

“Perfect,” he said, and lowered his head.

His tongue dragged up from my entrance to my clit in one long, slow lick. He circled the swollen nub with just the tip, teasing, then sucked it between his lips. Two thick fingers pushed inside me, curled, and found the spot that made my vision spark. He worked them in and out while his mouth stayed on my clit, sucking in steady pulses. The wet sounds were loud in the quiet tent. My hips rocked against his face without my permission.

The orgasm built from deep inside, slow and unstoppable. When it hit, it tore through me. I came with a broken cry, thighs shaking, inner walls clenching around his fingers. He licked me through every pulse, drawing it out until I was limp and gasping.

He crawled up my body. His cock, now fully hard and slick at the tip, dragged across my stomach and left a hot trail. “Stay with me,” he said, mouth still shiny with me.

I opened my eyes. He looked wrecked and beautiful.

He lined the head of his cock at my entrance. “I need inside you.”

“Yes,” I said.

He drove in with one hard thrust, burying himself to the root. We both groaned. The stretch burned in the best way. He was thick and deep and I felt split open around him. He stayed there, forehead against mine, letting me feel every inch.

“Enti habibi,” he whispered. You are my beloved.

Then he started to move. The rhythm was nothing like the careful fucking we had done before. This was raw. Each thrust punched the air from my lungs. The slap of skin on skin filled the tent. I dug my nails into his back and met him, hips lifting. He shifted my legs over his shoulders and sank even deeper. The new angle made me gasp. Pleasure spiked sharp and bright.

“Touch yourself,” he ordered, voice ragged. “Let me watch you come again.”

I slid my hand between us and found my clit, swollen and slick. I rubbed in tight circles while he fucked me harder. The double sensation pushed me fast toward the edge. My cunt tightened around him.

“Idris—”

“You can take it,” he growled. “Come on my cock. Let the desert hear you.”

I broke with a raw scream. The orgasm ripped through me, violent and endless. My walls clamped down in hard spasms. Idris drove in one last time and stayed there, buried deep. His cock jerked. Hot pulses of come flooded me, thick and endless. He collapsed on top of me, his full weight pressing me into the blankets. I welcomed it.

We lay tangled and sweating. The only sound was our breathing. After a while the night chill crept in. Idris slipped out of me, the wet spill of his come following. He pulled a heavy blanket over us both and drew me against his chest. My head rested over the steady beat of his heart.

Through the open tent flap I could see a strip of star-filled sky. The desert stretched out beyond it, vast and uncaring. Curled against Idris, I did not feel small. I felt claimed. I felt exactly where I belonged.

His fingers traced slow circles on my shoulder. “Tomorrow we ride deeper,” he said, voice thick with sleep. “There is a place I want to show you. Even quieter than this.”

I looked up at him. In the low light his eyes were dark and warm. “What’s there?”

He kissed my forehead. “Sand. Sky. Truth.”

I pressed closer. The ache between my legs was sweet and deep. Outside, the desert breathed. Inside the tent, so did we. I closed my eyes to the sound of his breathing slowing into sleep, already knowing dawn would bring another stretch of sand and another layer of this man I was falling into without any hope of stopping.


Chapter 4 — The Heart of the Desert

The dawn was a cold, blue blade slicing through the open tent flap. I woke to Idris’s absence, the space beside me still warm with the shape of him and the faint salt-sweat scent of his skin on the sheets. Panic seized my chest for a single breath before I heard the low murmur of his voice outside, speaking rapid Tamazight to one of the other guides.

I stretched, my body carrying a deep, sweet ache between my thighs. The night came back in fragments behind my eyelids: the taste of salt on his neck, the hard grip of his hands on my hips, the stars wheeling as I came. I pulled the blanket tighter around my shoulders and sat up, peering out.

The world had changed. The gentle swells of last night’s camp were now a sea of towering, knife-edged dunes, their eastern faces catching the first fierce light, their western slopes drowned in violet shadow. The silence was absolute. It pressed against my eardrums, thick and heavy.

Idris appeared in the opening, backlit by the rising sun, a dark cutout of grace. He carried a small brass tray with two glasses of steaming mint tea.

“Sabah el-kheer,” he said, his voice still rough from sleep. Good morning.

“Sabah el-noor,” I answered, the Arabic phrase clumsy but mine on my tongue. Morning of light.

He knelt, set the tray down, and leaned in. The kiss was slow and thorough, tasting of mint and the dry, clean air of the desert. “How do you feel?”

“Sore,” I admitted, smiling against his mouth. “In the best way.”

His eyes crinkled. “Good. Today, we ride. We break camp in an hour.” He handed me a glass. “Drink. The desert takes water from you whether you feel it or not.”

We drank in comfortable quiet, watching the light spill across the sand. After the tea he brought flatbread, dates, and soft cheese. We ate with our fingers, cross-legged on the carpet inside the tent, knees touching.

“This place you want to show me,” I asked, licking honey from my thumb. “Is it far?”

“A few hours by camel, then a short drive in the jeep. It has no name. Just sand where the world forgets itself.” He watched me, his golden eyes steady. “It is where I go when I need to remember who I am.”

The words settled between us, heavy and true. I understood. My divorce, the hollow scrape of my career, the frantic noise of Marrakech—none of it mattered here. There was only this. Him. The sand. The quiet opening inside my chest.

An hour later I was learning the rolling, lurching gait of a dromedary. My mount, a patient creature named Zahra, seemed amused by my attempts to find rhythm. Idris rode ahead on a taller, more regal camel, turning often to check on me, his smile a flash of white against the hard light.

The desert was not dead. It breathed. Wind carved the dunes into new, temporary forms. Tiny tracks of insects and lizards wrote across the sand. The heat climbed with the sun, dry and clean, parching the throat and bleaching the sky to a pale, endless blue.

We rode in silence for a long time. The only sounds were the grunts of the camels, the creak of leather, and the soft hiss of sand sliding down steep faces. The emptiness should have frightened me. Instead it felt like shedding. Layer after layer of Elena Marsh—the anxious writer, the ex-wife, the woman who smiled when she wanted to scream—blew away on the wind, grain by grain.

At last we crested a dune so high the view below stole my breath. The desert fell away into a vast circular plain, a bowl of untouched sand the color of burnished gold, ringed by distant, hazy mountains. The silence here was deeper still, a cathedral of nothing.

“We walk from here,” Idris said, dismounting with an easy swing. He helped me down, his hands firm on my waist. My legs were stiff and trembling. He kept a steadying arm around me while the other guide, the silent man named Hamid, took the camels and the jeep that had been following and headed across the plain to set up the next camp.

Then we were alone. Truly alone. No birds, no insects, no distant hum of traffic. Only the two of us and the billion grains of sand.

He took my hand and we began the descent into the bowl. The sand was soft and deep, swallowing our footsteps the moment we lifted our feet. We walked without speaking until the rim of the dune we had come from was only a faint shimmer on the horizon. He stopped and turned in a slow circle.

“Here,” he said, his voice barely louder than the air moving across the sand. “Sit.”

We sank down. The sand was warm on the surface, cool a few inches below. He lay back and I followed, resting my head beside his on the folded selham he had placed as a pillow. The sky above was an unbroken bowl of perfect blue.

“Close your eyes,” he murmured.

I did. The darkness behind my lids was a mercy after the glare. For a few minutes there was only the sun on my face, the scent of clean hot sand, and the sound of our breathing falling into the same rhythm.

Then he began to speak, his voice a low vibration in the stillness.

“Listen to the quiet,” he said. “It has a sound. A low hum, like the earth dreaming.”

I strained to hear. At first there was nothing. Then a faint, almost sub-audible thrum, a vibration in the air itself. My own heartbeat joined it.

“When I was a boy,” he continued, “my grandfather brought me to a place like this. He told me the desert is the world’s oldest memory. It forgets nothing. It holds the echoes of every caravan, every love story, every prayer ever whispered into its wind.” He turned his head. I felt his gaze on my profile. “What do you want it to remember of you, Elena?”

The question opened something raw inside me. Tears welled hot behind my closed lids and tracked down my temples into my hair. I didn’t know. For so long I had been defined by what I produced, who I had married, what I could check off a list. I had been a ghost in my own life.

“I want it to remember,” I said, my voice thick, “that I finally showed up. That I stopped being a spectator.”

His hand found mine in the sand, fingers lacing through mine. “It already knows.”

We lay there until the sun passed its zenith and began its slow fall. We shared water from a leather canteen, the liquid shockingly cold. We talked—not about the future or my article or his work—but about small, inconsequential things. The first time he rode a camel. My childhood fear of thunderstorms. The way his mother’s bread smelled baking in a clay oven.

As the light softened to gold, the temperature began to drop. A cool breeze rose across the plain and lifted goosebumps on my arms. Idris sat up, then stood, pulling me to my feet.

“Hamid will have the camp ready. We should walk back before the cold finds us.”

The trek back felt shorter, lighter. A new current ran between us. By the time we saw the dark speck of the jeep and the two small tents pitched at the base of a towering dune, the sun was a molten coin sinking into the sand, setting the western sky on fire with streaks of orange, purple, and rose.

Hamid had prepared camp. A low fire crackled in a pit, a tajine simmering atop it, filling the air with cumin and lamb. Our private tent, larger than the last, was already laid with thick carpets and piles of cushions and blankets.

We ate with Hamid, the three of us sharing the tajine straight from the pot, tearing bread to scoop the rich stew. Hamid spoke little, but his eyes were kind. Afterward he disappeared into his own small tent, leaving Idris and me by the fire as the stars began to pierce the deepening velvet of the night.

Idris poured us small glasses of sweet mint tea. “The stars will be brighter here than anywhere you have ever seen,” he said, leaning back on his elbows. “No city lights to steal them.”

I lay back beside him, my head resting near his thigh, and looked up. He was right. As the last of the sunset faded, the sky became a dizzying spill of diamonds, the Milky Way a thick luminous river across the dome of the world. It was humbling. It was erotic in its sheer, overwhelming abundance.

“It makes you feel small,” I whispered.

“No,” he said, his hand coming to rest on my hair, fingers stroking slowly. “It makes you feel connected. We are made of the same stuff as those stars. The desert, the sky, you, me… it is all one thing here. There are no separations.”

His words, the slow drag of his fingers through my hair, the vast indifferent beauty of the cosmos—it all gathered into a single, sharp need. The intimacy of the day demanded a physical answer.

I sat up and turned to him. Firelight played across the sharp planes of his face, gilding his skin, deepening the shadows in his eyes. I didn’t speak. I simply reached for the front of his loose cotton shirt, my fingers finding the wooden toggle buttons.

His breath caught, but he didn’t move. He watched me, gaze heavy-lidded and hot, as I undid the first button, then the next, exposing the smooth, taut skin of his chest. I pushed the fabric off his shoulders. He shifted to let it fall.

My hands trembled, but not from fear. From want. I placed my palms flat on his chest, feeling the steady, strong beat of his heart. Then I leaned forward and kissed the hollow of his throat. He tasted of woodsmoke and salt.

A low groan rumbled from him. His hands came up to cradle my face, but I caught his wrists and guided them back down to his sides. “My turn,” I whispered, the words swallowed by the crackle of the fire and the immense silence.

I kissed my way down his chest, my tongue tracing the lines of his muscles, learning the topography of him. I nuzzled the crisp dark hair that trailed down his abdomen. My fingers worked open the drawstring of his loose linen trousers. I could see the hard line of his erection straining against the fabric.

I looked up at him, my lips hovering just above the waistband. “Is this okay?”

His eyes were black in the firelight, burning. “Yes,” he rasped. “God, yes.”

I pulled the trousers down, freeing him. His cock sprang free, thick and heavy, the head already slick. The sight of it, flushed dark against the firelight, sent a hot pulse straight between my thighs. I’d had him inside me the night before, but seeing him like this—bared to the open sky, the fire painting gold across the hard length of him—felt different. Like I was the one doing the taking.

I didn’t tease. I took the head of his cock into my mouth, tongue dragging slow and wet over the slit, the clean salt of him blooming across my taste buds. He hissed through his teeth, hips jerking once, hard. I sank lower, one hand locked around the thick base, the other braced on the corded muscle of his thigh, and set a deliberate rhythm—hollowing my cheeks, working my tongue in tight, filthy strokes I knew would undo him. His fists twisted into the blanket beneath us, knuckles bone-white.

“Elena…” The sound left him half growl, half plea.

I let him slip free with a wet pop, my own cunt throbbing, slick and empty. I rose on unsteady legs and stripped under the open sky—tunic dragged over my head, trousers shoved down until they pooled at my ankles. Cold desert air licked across my bare skin, tightening every inch of me, drawing my nipples into hard, aching points. His gaze moved over me like hands, tracing the sway of my breasts, the curve of my waist, the shadowed cleft between my thighs in the guttering firelight.

I climbed over him, knees planted on either side of his hips, and lowered myself until the slick lips of my pussy hovered just above his cock. The blunt head nudged my entrance. We both sucked in a sharp breath at the contact.

“Look at me,” I said, voice low and unsteady with the weight of it.

His eyes—black in the firelight—locked on mine and held.

“I want you,” I told him, the words clear in the vast quiet. “All of you. Now.”

“You have me,” he answered, voice rough as sand.

I sank down in one slow, relentless slide, taking every thick inch until my ass met his thighs. The stretch burned sweet and deep. My head fell back, a raw moan ripped from my throat as my cunt clenched around him, greedy and full.

I stayed still for a moment, simply feeling—every pulse of him inside me, the way my body gripped him like it had been waiting for exactly this. Then I began to move, rising until only the head remained inside before sinking again, rolling my hips in a deep, grinding rhythm that dragged pleasure up my spine with every descent.

His hands found my hips, fingers digging in, guiding without taking over. He let me ride him, his stare never breaking from mine, his face open and hungry. The only sounds were our breathing, the wet slide of my cunt around his cock, and the low crackle of the fire a few yards away.

Heat coiled low in my belly, tightening fast. I rode him harder, nails biting into the solid muscle of his chest for leverage. The stars overhead smeared into streaks. My orgasm built, a heavy, unstoppable pressure that had been gathering since the moment we left the camp that morning.

“Idris,” I gasped, rhythm stuttering. “I’m—”

“Come,” he ordered, voice scraped raw. “Come on my cock. Let the desert hear it.”

The command broke what little control I had left. The climax tore through me, fierce and shattering, wrenching a scream from my throat that echoed across the dunes. My cunt spasmed around him, milking him in tight, rhythmic pulses. He roared, hips driving up off the ground as he came, flooding me with thick, hot spurts that seemed to go on and on.

I collapsed onto his chest, shaking, our skin slick and sticking where we touched. His arms wrapped around me, holding me through the aftershocks while our heartbeats slowed from frantic to matched and steady.

We stayed like that, fire warming one side of us, night air cooling the other. His cock, still half-hard, remained inside me, a quiet, intimate tether. I had never felt so claimed and so entirely myself at the same time.

Eventually he shifted, easing out of me, and pulled a thick wool blanket over us both. He turned me so my back rested against his chest, one arm banded across my waist, and we looked up at the impossible sprawl of stars.

His mouth brushed the shell of my ear. “The desert will remember that,” he murmured.

A deep quiet settled over me. Beneath it, something sharper stirred—an awareness I couldn’t ignore. This was no longer a brief, convenient thing. It had already taken root somewhere permanent. In three days I was meant to board a plane and return to a life that now felt thin and unreal by comparison.

The thought sat cold and heavy in my stomach. I opened my mouth, unsure what would come out, when a sound shattered the stillness.

From Hamid’s tent, a satellite phone rang—bright, electronic, violently out of place.

Idris went rigid behind me. He exhaled, long and resigned, and pressed his lips to my shoulder. “I have to answer. It will be the office in Marrakech. They check on the camps when we’re out of range.”

He untangled himself from me and the blanket, tugged on his trousers, and crossed the short distance to the other tent. I watched him go, his body a dark cutout against the sky, a sudden, unreasoning dread prickling across my skin.

He vanished inside. The ringing stopped. Silence stretched, then his voice came, low and tight, speaking rapid French. I caught fragments: “…oui… demain?… C’est impossible… le sable…”

My pulse thudded hard against my ribs. I sat up, dragging the blanket around my shoulders. The fire had burned low, embers pulsing faint orange.

Idris stepped out again. He walked back slowly, face set in the dying light. He dropped to his knees in front of me and took my hands in his. His fingers were cold.

“Elena,” he said, voice carefully even. “There’s a problem. A sandstorm. Large. It wasn’t forecast. It’s moving faster than expected.”

My breath caught. “What does that mean?”

“It means it will reach us by dawn. And the pass back to Marrakech…” His thumbs stroked over my knuckles. “It will be closed. At least a day. Possibly two.”

He searched my face, eyes shadowed. “We’re stranded.”

The word landed between us and stayed there. Stranded. My first, automatic thought was the deadline waiting for me. My second, sharper thought was him. Two more days. Two more nights.

“Is it dangerous?” I asked, voice smaller than I meant.

He shook his head. “Not if we’re ready. The storm will pass over this spot in a few hours, but the winds will bury the pass in drifts the jeep can’t cross. We have food and water. We wait.” He studied me. “Is that… all right?”

A sharp, unsteady laugh rose in my throat. All right? To be trapped here with him, under this sky, while the rest of the world disappeared into chaos? It was terrifying. It was exactly where I wanted to be.

“Yes,” I said, and the word felt heavier than it should have.

Relief eased the tight line of his mouth. “Good. We need to secure the camp. Will you help me?”

We worked side by side as the wind began to rise, sharp and restless. We buried the fire under sand, piled more rocks along the tent skirts, carried our gear inside. One by one the stars vanished behind a high, yellowish haze. The air tasted metallic, like blood and lightning.

By the time we finished, the wind had become a steady, low moan that plucked at the canvas. We ducked into our tent and sealed the flap. The space felt smaller now, reduced to the circle of lantern light, the layered carpets, the nest of blankets and cushions.

Outside, the storm gathered into a distant, growing roar. It should have felt suffocating. Instead the noise made the tent feel like the only solid place left in the world.

Idris lit a small charcoal brazier. Dry heat bloomed through the space. He turned to me, face half in shadow. “Come here,” he said, the words nearly lost under the wind.

I went to him. He lifted the blanket from my shoulders and let it drop. He didn’t speak. His hands rose to frame my face, thumbs sweeping across my cheekbones. When he kissed me, it was nothing like the kisses that had come before—no urgency, no teasing. It was slow and deep, a question asked with tongue and breath. When he finally drew back, his exhale warm against my lips, something raw and unguarded lived in his eyes.

“I need to tell you something,” he said, voice low. “Before the storm takes the chance.”

My heart knocked against my ribs. “All right.”

“When you walked into the riad that first day—tired, beautiful, smelling like airports and whatever you’d left behind—I knew.” He swallowed. “I knew I was in trouble. I’ve hosted hundreds of guests. I’ve never wanted to take one apart the way I wanted to take you apart. I’ve never wanted to bring someone into the desert just to see what the stars would do to them.” A shaky breath left him. “This isn’t my job with you. This isn’t a service I’m providing. This is me—Idris—wanting you. Needing you. And it scares the hell out of me.”

Tears stung my eyes. The words mirrored something I hadn’t let myself name. “It scares me too,” I whispered. “Because when I get on that plane—”

“Don’t,” he cut in, rough. “Not tonight. Tonight there is no plane. There is only this tent, this storm, and the two of us. Tomorrow we deal with tomorrow.” He kissed me again, softer. “But tonight I want to worship you. Let me.”

A shiver rolled through me that had nothing to do with cold. I nodded, throat too tight for words.

He guided me down onto the cushions and blankets until I lay back. Then he knelt beside me. Lantern light slid across the broad planes of his shoulders and the focused set of his face. He began with my feet, strong thumbs working into the arches, then higher—ankles, calves, the tight muscles behind my knees. He warmed almond oil between his palms and smoothed it over my skin in long, deliberate strokes. This wasn’t foreplay meant to hurry us somewhere else. It was the destination.

He moved up my body, kneading the tension from my thighs, palms gliding over the flare of my hips. The scent of almond and his skin and the coming storm—dust and electricity—filled the tent. The wind had turned savage, battering the canvas, turning our small circle of light into something even more private.

When his oil-slick hands reached my belly, he leaned down and pressed an open-mouthed kiss just below my navel. I gasped, back arching. He didn’t rush. He traced a slow, burning path upward with his mouth—between my breasts, along my sternum, into the hollow of my throat—mapping me inch by inch.

“Turn over,” he murmured against my skin.

I rolled onto my stomach, face pressed into soft wool. He started again at my feet and worked upward, thumbs digging into the backs of my thighs, then the curve of my ass. I groaned into the blanket. He spread my legs a little wider and dragged oil over the sensitive skin of my inner thighs. His fingers brushed, just once, across the swollen, wet folds of my pussy from behind.

I cried out and pushed back into his hand.

“Patience, aziza,” he breathed, voice thick. “My patience is gone.”

He didn’t tease me further. Instead, he urged me onto my back again. His eyes burned black in the lamplight as he looked down at my body, skin slick and open. He stripped off his trousers, cock springing free, thick and flushed dark. But he didn’t push inside. He lowered himself between my legs and hooked my thighs over his shoulders, spreading me wider.

His first lick dragged slow and flat from my entrance to my clit. I jerked hard, a raw cry ripped out of me by wind and tongue. He did it again, then again, until my hips twisted and my fingers knotted in his hair. Then he sealed his mouth over my clit and sucked, tongue flicking the swollen bundle of nerves in tight, merciless strokes.

“Idris… please…” The words left me broken. I didn’t even know what I was asking for.

He answered by driving two fingers into me, curling them hard against that spot that made my vision flare white. His mouth and hand worked together, relentless, the wet sounds of his tongue mixing with the sand hammering the tent walls. The pressure inside me built tight and low, coiling until my spine arched off the blankets. I babbled, words fracturing into gasps and half-formed pleas, my hips grinding against his face.

He pulled back, mouth shiny with me. “Don’t look away,” he said, voice rough.

I forced my eyes open. My sight swam.

“Come when I’m inside you,” he said. Not a request.

He crawled up my body and pressed the head of his cock against my soaked cunt. He pushed in slow, one thick inch, then another, then buried himself to the root in one long thrust. The stretch punched the air from my lungs. I clawed at his back, nails biting skin.

He started to move, deep and rolling, grinding the base of his cock against my clit on every stroke. His eyes stayed locked on mine, dark and raw. Outside, the storm howled and the tent shuddered. Inside, he fucked me like he meant to leave marks.

“This,” he ground out, driving in harder. “This is what I want to remember. The feel of you. The taste of you. The sound you make when you break for me.”

The words and the rhythm and the storm all crashed together. My climax hit without sound, a white-hot lock that seized every muscle and dragged the breath from my chest. I clenched around him in hard, rhythmic pulses, milking his cock while my thighs shook around his hips.

He came with a ragged shout swallowed by the wind, pumping hot and deep, pulse after pulse. He collapsed over me, weight pinning me down, the only solid thing in the spinning dark.

We stayed like that until our breathing slowed and the wind outside dropped from a scream to a steady, hollow roar. He shifted to his side, dragging blankets over us, tucking me against his chest. My ear rested over his heart, the steady thud of it loud under my cheek.

“The storm is passing,” he said, lips moving against my hair.

I listened. The roar had softened into something almost like a sigh. “What happens when it’s over?” I asked, mouth muffled against his skin.

His hand moved slow down my back. “We dig out. We wait for the pass to be cleared. We go back to Marrakech.”

“And then?”

He was quiet so long I thought he’d fallen asleep. Then his voice came low. “That is a conversation for the sunlight, Elena. Not for the dark, in the eye of the storm.”

It was a deflection. It landed anyway. The tent felt smaller suddenly, the magic of it thinner. Outside waited planes and deadlines and two separate lives that didn’t fit inside this single stretch of canvas.

I closed my eyes. The wind was dying. His heartbeat stayed steady under my ear. The desert had answered me. It had shown me a version of myself that didn’t flinch, that reached for what she wanted without apology. It had shown me him.

But the question kept circling anyway, quiet under the afterglow: when the sand settled, would the woman I’d found here still exist? Or would she scatter, grain by grain, until only the old Elena remained, boarding a plane with nothing but dust in her pockets and a story she couldn’t tell?

Idris’s breathing deepened into sleep. I stayed awake, watching the lantern light shift across the canvas, feeling the heat of his body against mine, wondering if some storms, once entered, never really let you leave.


Chapter 5 — The Sand Settles

Dawn came not with a bang, but with a quiet, insistent light seeping through the thick canvas, turning the tent interior a pale, dusty gold. The storm had passed. In its wake lay a ringing silence, the kind that pressed against the ears after hours of wind and sand. I was still wrapped around Idris, my face pressed into the hollow of his throat, my leg thrown over his hip. He was awake. I felt it in the stillness of his body, the alertness coiled beneath the languor.

“It’s over,” he said, his voice rough with sleep.

I nodded against his skin, not trusting my own voice. The questions from the dark hours crowded back in, sharpened by the stark morning light. I untangled myself and sat up, pulling the blanket around my shoulders. The air was chill.

Idris sat up too, running a hand through his disheveled hair. He looked at me, his golden eyes catching the thin light. “We should see the damage.”

We dressed in silence, pulling on clothes stiff with dried sweat and the fine, pervasive dust that had worked its way through every seam. He unzipped the tent flap. A cascade of fine sand spilled inward. He pushed it aside and stepped out.

I followed.

The world was transformed. Our tent, half-buried in a smooth, sculpted dune, sat like an island in a sea of freshly rearranged sand. The other tents of our small caravan were similarly buried lumps, and the two Land Rovers were nearly invisible, only their rooftops and windows peeking out. The sky was a hard, clean blue, scrubbed free of clouds. The air was so clear it felt like a lens, magnifying the endless, rippling expanse of the Sahara. It was breathtaking, and utterly alien.

The other guides and drivers were already emerging, shouting to each other in Tamazight, beginning the work of digging out with shovels and hands. Idris joined them, his movements efficient and purposeful. I stood there, feeling useless, a tourist in the aftermath.

For hours, I helped where I could—brushing sand off recovered equipment, carrying buckets of it away from vehicle doors, making strong, sweet tea on a small gas burner once the kitchen tent was excavated. The sun climbed, and the cold dawn became a blistering morning. The physical labor was a relief. It kept my mind off the looming conversation, off the plane ticket in my bag, off the article I hadn’t written a word of.

By mid-afternoon, the pass was cleared enough for the vehicles to move. We would drive back to the last outpost, spend the night there, and return to Marrakech in the morning. The normal itinerary, resumed.

As we packed the last of the tents into the Land Rovers, Idris came to stand beside me. He smelled of sun and sand and hard work. “We will stay at a small guesthouse in M’Hamid tonight. It is simple, but clean. And private.”

The way he said “private” sent a shiver through me that had nothing to do with the cooling air. It was a promise, and a question.

The drive back was quieter than the journey out. The awe was still there, but it was tempered now with a strange melancholy. I watched the dunes recede in the side mirror, feeling like I was leaving a part of myself buried in that sand.

The guesthouse in M’Hamid was exactly as he described: simple, clean, a low building of ochre clay with a central courtyard. Our room was spare—a large bed with a thick wool blanket, a woven rug on the floor, a single window looking out onto a barren garden. It felt like a monk’s cell, or a waystation between worlds.

We ate a simple dinner of harira soup and bread in the courtyard, listening to the distant calls of the evening prayer. The silence between us was no longer comfortable. It was a living thing, thick with everything we hadn’t said.

Back in the room, under the glare of a single bare bulb, it became unbearable.

He was checking the latch on the window. I stood by the bed, my arms crossed.

“Idris.”

He turned.

The words tumbled out, clumsy and raw. “Last night. You said that was a conversation for the sunlight. Well, the sun’s been and gone. And we’re going back to Marrakech tomorrow. My flight is in forty-eight hours.” I took a shaky breath. “What is this? Am I just… a good story for your collection? The recently-divorced American who lost her head in the desert for a week?”

His expression didn’t change, but his eyes grew darker, more intense. He took a step toward me. “Is that what you think?”

“I don’t know what to think!” The frustration boiled over. “This has been the most intense week of my life. You’ve… you’ve rewired me. But it feels like a vacation lie. Beautiful and separate from reality. And I’m terrified that when I walk through security at the airport, this entire person I’ve become here just… evaporates.”

He closed the distance between us, his hands coming up to frame my face. His palms were warm, slightly rough. “Elena. Stop counting the ways this could go wrong and see me. Not the guide. Not the itinerary. The man asking you to stay.”

I did.

“You are not a story in a collection,” he said, each word deliberate, weighted. “You are a sandstorm in a quiet desert. You are the unexpected guest who rearranges the furniture and leaves the windows open. You think I am unchanged?” He gave a short, humorless laugh. “I run a riad. I guide tourists. I have a life that is… predictable. And then you land in my courtyard, all frayed edges and hungry eyes, and you ask the city to surprise you. You ask the desert to remember you. You do not take a single thing for granted. You see the magic. And you make me see it again.”

My throat was tight. “That doesn’t answer my question. What do you want?”

His thumbs stroked my cheeks. “I want the woman who asked for more in the hammam. I want the woman who came apart under the stars and then helped dig out a Land Rover at dawn. I want you to be brave a little longer.”

“For what?”

“To see what this could be beyond a week.” He swallowed. “Stay.”

The word hung in the air between us, simple and impossible.

“Stay,” he repeated, softer. “Not just another night. Not just until your flight. Rewrite your article. Tell them you need more time. A month. Stay at the riad. Write. Let me show you my country when we are not on a schedule. Let me wake up with you in my bed, in my home, without a return ticket hanging over us.”

It was madness. It was a fantasy spun from desert heat and post-coital glow. My rational mind, the one that paid bills and met deadlines, screamed a list of objections. But that mind felt very far away, buried under several feet of Saharan sand.

“You’re asking me to blow up my life,” I whispered.

“I am asking you to live it,” he countered. “Here. With me. For now.”

It wasn’t a forever promise. It was a “for now.” And somehow, that made it more real, more terrifyingly possible.

I searched his face. There was no artifice there, no slick guide’s charm. Just a raw, open hope that mirrored the ache in my own chest.

I didn’t say yes. I didn’t say no.

Instead, I reached for him.

I kissed him. It was not a gentle kiss. It was a claiming, an answer poured directly from my fear and my want into his mouth. He met it with a low growl, his arms locking around me, crushing me against the solid wall of his body. The careful control of the desert, the patient guide, was gone. In its place was a man stripped bare by his own request.

We stumbled toward the bed, a tangle of limbs and desperate hands. My shirt was over my head, his fingers making quick work of my bra. His mouth was on my breast, his tongue lashing my nipple, and I cried out, arching into the heat. I yanked his henley up, needing to feel his skin, the smooth, warm muscle of his back under my palms. He broke the kiss only to pull the shirt off entirely, then his hands went to the button of my jeans.

He peeled them down my hips, along with my underwear, his movements urgent. The cool night air of the room hit my skin, followed immediately by the scorching heat of his gaze. He stood between my legs, looking down at me as I lay back on the rough wool blanket.

“You are so beautiful,” he said, his voice thick. “So alive.”

Then he knelt.

His hands slid up the insides of my thighs, pushing them apart. He didn’t tease. He didn’t start with soft kisses. He leaned in and put his mouth on me, directly on my clit, and sucked.

The sensation was so intense, so immediate, that I screamed. My hands flew to his hair, gripping fistfuls of the dark waves. He groaned against me, the vibration shooting straight to my core. He licked a broad, flat stripe through my folds, tasting me deeply, then zeroed back in on my clit with relentless focus. His tongue was a firm, agile point of fire, circling, flicking, pressing.

“Idris… God…” I was already shaking, the climb was so fast, a sheer cliff face after the slow, sensual builds of before. This was different. This was need, sharp and undeniable.

He slid two fingers inside me, curling them, finding a rhythm that matched the relentless work of his tongue. The dual assault was too much and not enough. I bucked against his face, my hips seeking their own rhythm. The room filled with the wet, obscene sounds of his mouth on my pussy, my own ragged cries, the creak of the bed.

“Eyes open,” he commanded, pulling back just enough.

I forced my eyes open, my vision blurry. He held my gaze, his lips glistening with my arousal, his fingers still moving inside me. “This is not a vacation lie,” he growled. “This is me, wanting you. Needing you to stay.”

Then his mouth was on me again, and his words melted into action. The pressure built, a coil winding tighter and tighter in my belly. My thighs trembled around his head. I was so close, teetering on the edge.

“I’m… I’m going to…”

He redoubled his efforts, his tongue a furious, perfect instrument. The coil snapped.

My orgasm ripped through me, a silent explosion that seized my body for a heartbeat before sound followed—a broken, sobbing wail as my body convulsed around his fingers. He drank me in, gentling his mouth but not stopping, drawing out the waves until they subsided into faint, sweet tremors.

I lay there, utterly spent, boneless. He crawled up my body, kissing my stomach, my ribs, the valley between my breasts, before finally claiming my mouth. I could taste myself on his lips, salty and musky, and the intimacy of it sent a fresh thrill through my sated nerves.

He was still fully dressed from the waist down, his erection a hard, insistent pressure against my thigh through his trousers. I pushed at them, my hands clumsy. “Off. Now.”

He stood, stripping off his pants and boxers in one swift movement. His cock sprang free, thick and erect, the head flushed a dark, angry red. He was magnificent. I pushed myself up on my elbows, watching him.

He reached for his discarded trousers, fumbling in the pocket for a condom. The simple, practical act in the midst of our frenzy was another anchor to reality. He sheathed himself, his eyes never leaving mine.

When he moved over me, bracing his arms on either side of my head, I wrapped my legs around his hips and yanked him down. He didn’t push inside me right away. He dragged the blunt head of his cock through my slick folds, slow and deliberate, back and forth, smearing my wetness over his skin, the thick ridge catching on my clit with every pass until we were both shaking with it.

“Tell me,” he whispered, his breath hot against my ear.

“I want you,” I gasped.

“Tell me what you want.”

“I want you inside me. Now.”

He drove forward in one hard, unbroken thrust that buried him to the root. I cried out, the sudden stretch burning through me, my cunt forced open around the thick length of him until his hips slammed flush against mine. The pressure was so deep it knocked the air from my lungs.

He stayed there, letting me feel every inch, his forehead pressed to mine. “Elena,” he breathed, the word rough and reverent at once.

Then he began to move.

This was nothing like the slow, careful rhythm of the desert tent. He fucked me with a frantic, driving pace, each thrust shoving the bedframe hard against the clay wall. The headboard struck in a steady, urgent rhythm that matched the slap of skin and the wet sound of his cock driving into me. My heels dug into the backs of his thighs. My nails raked down his shoulders, leaving red lines across his skin.

“Don’t hide from me,” he demanded, never slowing.

I opened my eyes. His gaze locked on mine, fierce and stripped bare. I saw the fear there, the raw, unguarded hunger, the way he was offering himself without any shield left between us. This wasn’t a performance. This was Idris, the man, not the guide, giving me everything and terrified it wouldn’t be enough.

The sight of him like that, open and shaking with it, pushed me closer. The angle was perfect, the friction relentless, the pressure inside me winding tighter with every stroke.

“I’m close,” I choked out.

“Come for me,” he gritted, his thrusts turning shorter, harder, more precise. “Come with me.”

His words snapped the last thread. My second orgasm hit deeper than the first, my cunt clenching hard around his cock, pulsing and milking him in tight, rhythmic spasms. He followed with a ragged shout, slamming into me one final time as he came, his body shuddering against mine while the condom caught every pulse of his release.

He collapsed over me, his weight pinning me to the mattress. We were both slick with sweat, breathing in broken, uneven bursts. The only sound was the heavy thud of our hearts slowly settling.

Minutes passed. The world returned in pieces: the rough wool blanket under my back, the cool night air sliding through the window, the thick smell of sex and sweat and desert dust.

He rolled to the side, taking me with him, keeping me tucked against his chest. He got rid of the condom, then came back and pulled the blanket over both of us. He didn’t speak. He just held me, his hand moving slowly through my hair, his mouth brushing my temple now and then.

Lying there in the dark, the reality of his offer settled over me, warm and heavy as the blanket. It was reckless. It could end my career. It made no sense at all.

But with my ear pressed to his chest, listening to his heartbeat and feeling the slow drag of his palm down my spine, the only thought that formed was clear and sharp:

What if I did?

I had come to Morocco for a story. What if the real story was only just starting? What if it wasn’t about places at all, but about this man and the way he looked at me like I was already his?

I tilted my head back. His eyes were closed, dark lashes resting against his cheeks.

“Idris.”

He opened them. They were soft now, heavy with sleep.

“My laptop is in my bag,” I said, voice quiet in the still room. “I need to write an email.”

He went very still. “An email.”

“To my editor. Requesting an extension. A month. To… deepen the piece.”

For a long moment he didn’t move. Then a slow smile spread across his face. It wasn’t the easy, professional smile he gave guests. This one was private, almost wondering, like light breaking over sand no one else had seen. He didn’t speak. He just leaned in and kissed me, deep and unhurried, his hands cradling my face like I was something rare he’d found and meant to keep.

When he drew back, his eyes were bright. “Get your laptop.”

I slipped from the bed, cool air raising goosebumps across my bare skin. I pulled the slim computer from my bag and carried it back, sitting cross-legged beside him. He propped himself on one elbow, watching while I opened it. The screen lit our faces with pale blue light.

My inbox was a mess of unread messages. I ignored every one and started a new email to Susan.

Subject: Marrakech—Request for Extension

Susan—

The story here is deeper than I anticipated. The desert, the culture… it demands more time to do it justice. Requesting a one-month extension on the piece. Can file a detailed outline and some vignettes next week to hold you over.

—Elena

It was professional. It was a lie. It was also the truth.

I hovered the cursor over Send. My stomach tightened. A month was a lifetime in freelance work. It meant turning down other jobs. It meant risking everything I’d built.

Idris’s hand settled on my bare thigh, warm and steady.

I clicked Send.

The whoosh of the email leaving felt like one door slamming shut and another, heavier one swinging open. I closed the laptop and set it on the floor.

“Done?” he asked softly.

“Done.”

He pulled me back into his arms. “Sleep,” he murmured into my hair. “Tomorrow, we go home.”

Home. The word lingered in the dark. He meant his riad. The way he said it made it sound like a place I could stay.



The return to Marrakech felt like stepping into the same city but finding everything rearranged. The ochre walls seemed warmer, the jasmine in the courtyard sweeter, the fountain in the center courtyard louder and more musical. Or maybe it was only me that had changed.

My suitcase sat unpacked in the corner of Idris’s bedroom—our bedroom, though neither of us had said the word out loud. My laptop rested on the writing desk beneath the window that overlooked the inner garden. My toiletries shared space with his on the bathroom shelf. These small, ordinary things felt more intimate than anything we’d done in the tent or the guesthouse.

For the first few days we moved inside a quiet, suspended bubble. He gave me a key to the riad. I learned the shape of his days—the early mornings with staff, the occasional afternoons guiding other guests on short tours, the long evenings that now belonged only to us. I wrote in the mornings, strong coffee at my elbow, the low hum of the waking city filtering through the thick walls. The article was moving again, but it had shifted. Less travel piece, more something private and hungry.

One evening, a week after our return, we sat on the rooftop. The sky had deepened to indigo, the first stars already visible. Lanterns threw warm circles of light across the low tables and cushions. We’d finished a lamb tagine; the air still carried the scent of spices and night-blooming flowers.

Idris poured mint tea into my glass. “The French family checks out tomorrow,” he said, leaning back against the cushions. “The riad will be empty for three days before the next booking.”

“Three days of peace,” I said, smiling.

“Three days,” he said, gaze steady on mine, “where you are my only guest.”

The words sent heat curling low in my belly. A promise of long, uninterrupted hours behind a locked door.

“What will you do with your only guest?” I asked, voice lower.

He didn’t answer with words. He set his tea down, took mine from my hands, and set that down too. Then he leaned in and kissed me, slow and thorough, tasting of mint and heat. When he pulled back, his eyes were dark. “I have something to show you.”

He led me downstairs, not to the bedroom, but back to the private hammam off the orange-tree courtyard—the lower room where Samira had first prepared the ritual, where he had washed me himself before we left for the desert. He unlocked the door with an old-fashioned key. Beyond was the short staircase leading down.

“Ours tonight,” he said, watching me recognize the room. “No Samira, no guests waiting on us. Just the steam, and you.”

He took my hand and we descended into cool, damp air. At the bottom he lit a row of lanterns. The room opened around us: small, intimate, lined with intricate zellij tile. A central slab of heated marble dominated the space. In one corner sat a bucket of water, bowls, blocks of black soap, and jars of oil. The air felt warm and still, carrying the faint clean scent of eucalyptus.

“I had it prepared,” he said, voice low in the tiled space. “For us.”

It echoed the ritual he’d given me here before the desert, but tonight was different. No plane waiting, no schedule pressing. This was his. Ours.

He undressed me slowly, the same way he had that first day, but without any distance left between us. Every brush of his fingers felt possessive. He removed his own clothes with the same deliberate pace until we stood naked in the lantern light, steam beginning to rise from the hot marble.

“Lie down,” he said, the words quiet but certain.

I stretched out on the warm stone. He dipped a bowl into the bucket and poured warm water over me, the liquid running in rivulets down my skin. Then he worked the black soap between his hands until it lathered thick and rich. He started at my feet, massaging the soap into my skin with firm, circular strokes, working up my calves, my thighs. He skipped my core and moved to my stomach, my arms, my breasts, his touch both reverent and hungry.

When I was covered in slick lather, he rinsed me with clean water, his hands following the flow, sweeping the soap away. The temperature was perfect. I sighed, melting into the marble.

Next came the oil. He warmed it between his palms before spreading it over my skin, his hands gliding with new familiarity. He knew where I liked pressure, where a lighter touch made me shiver. He worked the knots from my shoulders, kneaded the muscles along my back, stroked the length of my spine.

When he turned me onto my back, his eyes were heavy with want. He oiled my front, palms sweeping over collarbones and ribs, then the swell of my breasts. His thumbs brushed my nipples and they tightened instantly. A soft sound left my throat.

He leaned down and took one into his mouth, sucking gently, tongue circling the peak. His oil-slick hand slid down my stomach, through the curls between my legs, and found my clit. He circled it slowly, the pad of his thumb slick and relentless, the friction sharp and electric.

“You are mine for three days,” he murmured against my breast, fingers never stopping their slow, maddening rhythm. “And I intend to know every sound you make, every tremor, every sigh.”

He slid a finger inside me, then two, the blunt pressure stretching me open as his mouth closed over my other breast. Oil slicked his palm against my skin. The heat of the room pressed close, thick with eucalyptus and the faint mineral bite of the marble beneath me. His tongue circled my nipple, slow and deliberate, while his fingers worked deeper, curling just enough to make my hips twitch. The air itself felt heavy, saturated with the scent of warmed oil and the sharper, saltier note rising from my own body.

“That’s one,” he said, amusement threading his voice.

He added a third finger, working me wider, the stretch burning sweet and insistent. His mouth left my breast and tracked lower, lips dragging through the oil on my stomach, following the path his hands had already mapped. When his tongue replaced the press of his thumb on my clit, my spine arched hard off the slab.

He licked me with unhurried focus, as if the three days stretched ahead of him like open country. His tongue was steady, relentless, his lips soft where they sealed around me and then firm again, sucking lightly before releasing. He brought me to the edge twice, the pleasure coiling tight and bright, then eased back each time, leaving me shaking and clawing at the smooth stone.

“Please,” I managed, voice scraped raw.

“Please what?” He lifted his head, chin wet, eyes dark in the lantern light.

“I need you inside me.”

He rose, skin gleaming with oil and sweat, cock heavy and flushed. He reached for a condom from the small dish on the floor, rolled it down with one practiced stroke, then caught my hips and dragged me to the very edge of the slab.

“Put your legs around me,” he said, voice low and rough.

I hooked my ankles at the small of his back. He lined himself up and drove in with one long, controlled thrust that seated him to the hilt. A guttural sound tore from my throat. The angle was brutal, perfect, the head of his cock dragging against that spot inside me with every slow roll of his hips. The wet slap of skin on skin echoed off the tiled walls.

He leaned forward, bracing his forearms on either side of my head, and kissed me deep and filthy, tongue pushing into my mouth so I tasted myself. “You feel fucking incredible,” he groaned against my lips. “So tight around my cock. So fucking perfect.”

His pace shifted, the slow grind turning harder, more urgent. I met every thrust, heels digging into the flex of muscle along his back, fingers slipping on his oiled shoulders. Heat radiated up from the marble, poured off his skin, built inside me with every stroke until it felt like the air itself might ignite.

“Look at me,” he rasped.

I forced my eyes open. His face was stripped bare, mouth parted, eyes glassy with need.

“I’m close,” he warned.

“Me too. Don’t stop.”

He didn’t. His thrusts shortened, turned sharp and driving. The coil inside me snapped. Pleasure crashed through me in a silent, shattering wave that stole every breath before the sound finally broke free—a raw, sobbing cry that bounced off the tiles. My cunt clamped down around him, pulsing hard, and he shouted my name, voice cracked open, hips jerking as he buried himself deep and came.

He caught his weight on his arms before he could crush me, forehead pressed to mine, our breath mingling hot and ragged. The only other sound was the soft, steady drip of water from the bucket into the pool.

After a long moment he eased out, disposed of the condom, and returned with a bowl of clean warm water and a soft cloth. He cleaned me with careful, almost clinical strokes, then did the same for himself. He blew out all but one lantern, spread a thick dry towel across the cooling marble, and lay down, pulling me into his arms and wrapping another towel around us both. We lay damp and spent in the near-dark, listening to the distant murmur of the city through the ventilation grate.

“I cancelled my flight,” I said into the quiet. The words felt enormous.

I felt him smile against my hair. “I know. I saw the email confirmation on your laptop when I brought you tea this morning.”

“You snoop.”

“I am a man deeply invested in the logistics of his happiness,” he said, his hand stroking slowly down my arm. “So. A month.”

“A month,” I echoed. It felt like both an eternity and the space between heartbeats.

“And after the month?” he asked, voice carefully even.

I propped myself on one elbow to look at him. In the flickering light his face was all shadow and gold. “Honestly, I don’t know,” I admitted. “But I’m not running toward an ending anymore. I’m… staying in the middle.”

He reached up and traced my lower lip with his thumb. “The middle is my favorite place.”

He kissed me, slow and lingering, a promise with no expiration written into it.

Later, back in his bed—our bed—with moonlight sliding through the carved window screens, I lay awake. Idris slept deeply beside me, one arm flung possessively across my waist.

My phone, silent for days, buzzed on the nightstand. A new email. From Susan. Subject: RE: Marrakech—Request for Extension.

My heart gave a hard, uneven kick. I reached for the phone, thumb hovering.

This was it. The other shoe. The real world crashing back in with a rejection, a deadline, a reminder that none of this was supposed to last.

I drew a slow breath, catching the faint trace of eucalyptus still on my skin, the solid warmth of the man breathing beside me.

I opened the email.

Elena—

A month is a long time. But your vignettes are stunning. Do it. File when you can. Consider this a commission for a deeper, more personal piece. Just make it worth my while.

—Susan

I read it twice. Then I set the phone facedown on the table.

I turned onto my side, fitting my back against Idris’s chest. He murmured in his sleep and drew me closer, his breath warm against my neck. I didn’t wake him to tell him Susan’s answer. Some things could wait—for morning light, and for the rooftop where all of this had started.

The next evening, my article roughed out for the first time as something honest instead of hollow, Idris found me upstairs before I’d even lit the lanterns myself. He carried up two glasses of mint tea and set them on the low table between the cushions where, eleven days and what felt like a lifetime ago, I had first tasted this view.

“Susan wrote back,” I said.

“I know. You told me at dawn, half-asleep, and then fell straight back to sleep on my chest as if you hadn’t just rearranged both our lives.” He sat, his knee against mine. “I let you keep the morning to forget you’d said it out loud. Say it again, now that you’re awake.”

“She said yes. A month. Maybe more, if the piece is good enough.” I turned my glass in my hands. “I don’t know how to do this, Idris. I’ve never stayed anywhere I wasn’t supposed to leave.”

“Then we learn together. I have never asked anyone to stay before, so we are equally lost.” He took the glass from my hands and set it aside, the way he had that very first night, and drew me against him instead. “Do you remember the first night? I told you the riad was yours—that I was the only one here.” His mouth curved, rueful. “I have thought since then that it was not entirely true. Something in me changed that night, watching you stand on this roof with jet lag and a suitcase and a face like you’d forgotten how to want things. I have never watched anything so closely in my life.”

Heat rose in me that had nothing to do with the last of the day’s warmth still trapped in the tiles. I set my own glass aside and turned into him, and this time when he undressed me it was unhurried in a way none of the others had been—not ritual, not hunger, not a performance of surrender. Just his hands and mine, learning each other slower because we finally believed we had the time.

He laid me back against the cushions, the city’s lights coming up gold and amber below us, and loved me there under the same sky that had watched me arrive frayed and might, if I let it, watch me choose to stay. When he finally settled inside me, deep and unhurried, forehead against mine, he said my name like it was the answer to a question he’d been asking since the moment I stepped off the plane. I came apart slowly this time—no storm, no urgency, just a long, rolling release that felt less like climax and more like finally arriving somewhere I’d been circling since the taxi ride from the airport. He followed with a low, broken sound against my throat and stayed there, still joined, long after, while the lanterns burned low and the city settled into its own version of sleep beneath us.

Afterward he pulled a blanket from the daybed over us both, and we lay tangled in the warm dark, listening to Marrakech breathe.

Outside, a muezzin began the call to prayer, the voice rising pure and haunting through the dark. I listened—not as a visitor passing through, but as a woman lying in her lover’s arms, on the rooftop where she had first felt the ground shift beneath her, in a city that had stopped feeling borrowed, under a sky that had watched her come undone and put herself back together.

The story wasn’t ending. It was finding its rhythm. And for the first time in longer than I could remember, I wasn’t writing it. I was living it. One slow, sun-drenched, spice-scented, golden-eyed day at a time.

I closed my eyes, and slept.
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