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We have a whole catalogue of books that you can enjoy. Keep turning the pages after the end of this story to find your next spicy read!

From the Author

When I finished Book 2, Kate was on a sun lounger in the Mediterranean, holding Daniel's hand, watching the water. She'd just met an American couple at a pool bar. I thought that was a funny button. A little wink to readers who knew Jessica's story. I wasn't planning a Book 3.

Then when I sat down to write another Shared Wives story, it became obvious what it had to be.

Book 3 took Kate through the door I'd left open, and the moment she walked through it she became someone I hadn't quite met before. She made a friend. She went hunting. She walked back to her seat in a theatre holding a vibrator while three hundred people applauded.

The thing about Kate is that she keeps expanding. Not just sexually, though there's plenty of that. She expands as a person. She discovers she can be tender and ruthless in the same evening. She discovers she can quote Hardy at a bar and mean it as a come-on. She discovers what it feels like to do all of this without Daniel in the chair, and to come back to him anyway, and to find that coming back is the best part.

Some of you will recognise characters from other Shared Wives stories. They do get around. If you haven't read those books, you don't need to. If you have, I hope the reunion was worth it.

Jessica, if you're reading this: teamwork makes the dreamwork.

Thanks for coming back. Again.

Love always,
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CHAPTER ONE

Brian was above her on the bed, on his forearms, fucking her in long, even strokes. His body was different from Daniel’s. Broader across the shoulders, heavier through the chest, the kind of build that came from years of actual physical work rather than occasional runs along the canal. Kate could feel the weight of him above her, and she let herself be held by it.

She turned her head on the pillow. Daniel was in the chair beside the desk, shirt open at the collar, a glass of something in his hand. He was watching her. Not Brian. Not the mechanics of what was happening. Her face. Kate knew that look. She’d seen it in hotel rooms, party bedrooms, and once in their own kitchen at two in the morning. The look that said: I put you here. You’re mine, and I put you here, and I’m going to watch every second of it.

Jessica was in the other chair, legs crossed, a tumbler resting against her knee. She was smiling. Not performing. She was enjoying the view of her husband inside another woman the way you’d enjoy a sunset you’d seen before but never tired of.

“Harder, baby.” Jessica’s voice was easy. Proprietary. A woman directing her own husband. “I want to see those heavy tits bouncing.”

Brian changed the angle of his hips. The next stroke went through Kate differently. Her hand closed on the sheet. Her breath went.

He kept the harder pace. Kate’s breasts moved with each stroke the way Jessica had wanted them to, and Kate could feel the woman watching her from the chair, taking pleasure in the instruction being followed. The low hum of the ship’s engines beneath them. A framed watercolour of a harbour above the desk, hung a fraction off true. The bedside lamp warming the room into something ordinary, and the ordinariness of it was part of what made it work. An unremarkable room on a cruise ship, and Kate Morrison on her back in it, being fucked by an American she’d met at a pool bar less than six hours ago. Her life now.

Brian dropped to his elbows. His hand found her breast, his palm larger than Daniel’s, rougher, the calluses catching against her skin. His thumb worked her nipple in slow circles and Kate arched into it without deciding to. Her body had opinions that her mind was no longer consulted on.

Jessica watched his hand on Kate’s breast. Her own thighs pressed together in the chair. When she spoke again, her voice was lower. “Pull out, baby. Put her on top.”

Brian eased out of her. Kate felt the wet drag of him leaving, and then the sudden cool air against her skin. She was open and aching, and the absence of him was almost worse than the fullness had been.

Brian rolled onto his back beside her, his cock wet and standing against his abs, and reached for her waist.

Kate sat up. Her hair was stuck to the side of her face. She pushed it back, swung a leg over him, and braced her thighs against his hips. She reached between them, took him in her hand—thick, slick with her—and fitted the head of him against her. She lowered herself. He filled her in one slow sink. Her mouth came open. A low, guttural moan that came from somewhere below her stomach.

Brian’s hands came up from underneath, both of them, cupping the full weight of her breasts from below. His thumbs crossed her nipples on every lift.

Kate’s rhythm picked up. She could feel herself opening around him, the slick give of it, the full stretch each time she came down.

She looked up, pushed her hair back, and found Daniel.

He was in his chair, glass forgotten on the arm of it, watching her ride another man’s cock in a cruise ship cabin in the middle of the Mediterranean. His mouth was slightly open. His hand was gripping his knee the way it always gripped his knee when he was stopping himself from crossing the room.

Twenty years of marriage, and Kate could still read every muscle in his face. He wanted her. Not despite what she was doing. Because of it. The familiar architecture of their life.

Jessica inhaled sharply through her nose. Kate glanced at her. Jessica’s hand had moved from her knee to the inside of her thigh, fingers pressing into the fabric of her dress. She wasn’t touching herself. Not quite.

Kate smiled. The restraint was costing her.

Kate’s hands went to Brian’s chest. She leaned forwards, her hair falling over her face, her breasts hanging between his hands. The angle changed. He hit somewhere deeper, somewhere that made a high small sound come out of her on every stroke. She rode him harder.

Brian’s hands left her breasts and found her hips. He held her, setting the pace from below, guiding her down onto him, lifting with his hips to meet her.

Kate could feel the whole length of him on every sink. Her thighs were trembling. She was close and didn’t want to be close yet. She wanted to stay here, in this, where the only thing that existed was the rhythm, and Daniel’s eyes, and Jessica’s breathing getting shorter in the chair.

“Look at her, Brian.” Jessica’s voice had thickened. “Look at her riding you.”

Brian looked. His hands tightened on Kate’s hips. He drove up into her hard.

Kate’s breath went ragged. Her orgasm was building fast, the kind that started in her thighs and climbed, and she tried to slow it. Her body wouldn’t listen.

She bent forwards, her forehead nearly on Brian’s chest, her hair everywhere. She heard Jessica say something, couldn’t parse it, the words arriving as sound without meaning.

Brian’s hands were pulling her down, his hips driving up, and Kate’s body was making decisions without consulting her. She was going to come. She was going to come on this stranger’s cock while her husband watched and his wife directed, and none of them would pretend it was anything other than exactly what it was.

It hit her. Her thighs locked. Her back went tight across the shoulders then gave. The sound that came out of her filled the small cabin. Her hips kept going without her, grinding down. Brian’s hands pulled her onto him, the whole of her clenching around him. She bent forwards, her hair falling onto his chest, and rode it out against him, and somewhere in the middle of it, she found Daniel’s eyes and held them while she came apart on another man.

Brian groaned underneath her. His hands tightened. He drove up into her three, four times, and came.

Kate felt the warmth of it spreading inside her. He held her there, buried, his breath ragged against her collarbone. She stayed on him a moment. Let the last of it pulse through her. Then she lifted off. His cock slipped out of her, wet, and she felt his cum run down her thigh.

She eased herself down onto her side. Breathing hard. Chest flushed. Legs useless. The ship hummed. The harbour watercolour hung crookedly above the desk.

Kate pushed her hair back with both hands, stared at the ceiling, and thought about nothing at all for what felt like a long time.

Jessica uncrossed her legs. There was the small, hard sound of her glass being set on the desk. She turned in her chair towards Daniel.

Kate watched her move. The deliberateness of it. A woman who had been sitting with something for twenty minutes and was now going to do something about it.

Jessica put one hand on Daniel’s thigh and the other on the buckle of his belt. “Hi, honey,” she said. Quiet. Her voice was thick with what she’d been sitting with. Kate could hear twenty minutes of watching in that voice. Twenty minutes of pressing her thighs together and not touching herself. Waiting.

She undid the buckle. Her fingers worked the button, the zip. Daniel lifted his hips, and she drew him out. Kate watched from the bed. Her husband’s cock in another woman’s hand. Jessica held him with certainty. With the easy confidence of a woman who had spent the last year learning exactly what she wanted and how to take it.

“Oh,” Jessica said softly, looking down at him. “Look at you.”

She slid off the chair and onto her knees between his. Dark hair falling forwards, the line of her shoulders narrowing. She took him in her hand first, slow strokes, looking up at him. Then she lowered her mouth onto him, and Kate watched her husband’s head tip back against the chair and his hand find Jessica’s hair, fingers closing around it.

Jessica took him in by degrees. A slow descent, her lips tightening as she went, until her nose brushed the fabric at the base of him. She held him there. Kate could see her throat working. Then she came off him slow, all the way off, wet, a line of saliva drawing between her lip and the tip of him. She breathed. Went back down.

Kate watched her mouth work and had to admire it.

A year ago, Jessica had been with Brian and no one else. Wherever Jessica had learned this, she had learned it well.

Kate thought about her own mouth on Hugh’s cock in that room at Lisa’s party. How clumsy she’d felt with Serena’s hand on the back of her head. How quickly clumsiness had become hunger. Jessica had made that same journey. Madame Sylvie’s fingerprints on both of them.

Daniel’s hand tightened in Jessica’s hair then eased. His eyes found Kate across the small room. Kate was on her side on the bed, Brian’s cum on her thigh, her body still humming from what Brian had done to her, and she watched her husband being sucked off by a woman she’d met at a pool bar less than six hours ago.

She held his gaze. His mouth parted on a particular stroke of Jessica’s, and Kate watched the control flicker in his face the way a candle flickered in a draught.

Jessica took him deeper. Held him longer. Kate could see Daniel’s thighs tense, the small lift of his hips that he was fighting. Jessica worked him like a woman who had decided to take her time, and Kate lay on the bed and watched, feeling something large and warm move through her that had nothing to do with arousal. Pride. Gratitude. The strange, fierce tenderness of watching someone you love be given pleasure by someone who knew what they were doing.

Jessica lifted her mouth off him and stood. Wiped her lip with her thumb. She crossed to the bed, looked down at Kate, then back at Daniel.

“Come here, honey,” she said.

Daniel rose. His trousers open, Jessica’s hand finding him again, guiding him the two steps from the chair.

Kate watched them come towards her. Her husband being led by another woman’s hand on his cock. The image would have destroyed her two years ago. Now it made her wet all over again.

“On your back, sweetheart,” Jessica said to Kate.

Kate rolled onto her back next to Brian. Jessica brought Daniel to the side of the bed, standing above her, and positioned him over Kate’s chest. Her hand on him, stroking, tight and slow, her own breath coming shorter now.

“Right here,” she said to Daniel. “On her. I want to see it on her.”

Daniel looked down at Kate. Kate looked up at him. Her husband, standing over her, another woman’s hand bringing him off onto his wife’s body. His face was open in a way she rarely saw. The composure gone. The solicitor, the project manager, the man who folded his shirts and chose the wine and arranged everything with such steady care. None of that now. Just Daniel, looking at her, about to come because a woman he’d met six hours ago had decided he should.

Jessica’s hand worked him. Three long strokes, four, and Daniel’s hips stuttered and he came. The first rope landed across Kate’s collarbone, warm. The second on her breast. Jessica kept stroking him through it, milking the last of it onto Kate’s sternum.

Kate lay there. Her chest was wet with her husband’s cum. She could feel the heat of it sliding as her breathing evened. Brian was beside her, one arm over his eyes, his own breathing still settling. The four of them in the small cabin. The ship humming beneath them. The Mediterranean outside the porthole, impossibly dark.

Daniel’s hand went to her shoulder. His thumb settled on her collarbone, just above the mess he’d made. Jessica stepped back, exhaling, pressing a hand to her own chest. The woman who’d been directing all of it, finally letting herself feel it.

“There’s an essay in this,” Daniel said.

Kate turned her head to look at him. His thumb was moving through his own cum on her collarbone. He was smiling. The composure back, settling over him like a coat he’d picked up off the floor.

“Don’t,” Kate said.

“The erotic dynamics of the transatlantic couple swap. With particular reference to the cruise ship as liminal space.”

“Daniel.”

“I’d read it.”

“You’d be the only one.” Kate closed her eyes. She could feel herself smiling. The bastard. The absolute bastard, standing there with his cock out and his cum on her chest, making her laugh.

Jessica was pulling Brian up off the bed. “Come on, baby. Shower.”

Brian groaned but went. The bathroom door closed behind them. The sound of water.

Kate and Daniel were alone. He sat on the edge of the bed. His hand still on her shoulder, his thumb still tracing her collarbone. Kate opened her eyes and looked at him.

“Good?” he asked.

“Good,” she said.

He leaned down and kissed her forehead. His lips were warm. He tasted of whisky, the Mediterranean evening, and the life they’d made together.
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CHAPTER TWO

Kate woke to Daniel’s hand resting on her hip. Sun through a gap in the curtains. Daniel was on his back beside her, reading, his glasses on, one hand on her.

“Morning,” he said without looking over.

“Morning.” She turned her face into his shoulder. He smelled like their sheets. His thumb moved once on her hip and stayed. She lay there with her eyes closed. After a while she said, “Coffee with Jessica at ten.”

“Brian’s taking me to some cigar bar.”

“Mm.”

She sat up and swung her legs over the side of the bed. The mirror above the desk caught her as she stood. Her hair was a wreck. She caught Daniel’s eye in the mirror. He was watching her.

“Frailty, thy name is woman,” she said.

“The bard? Really?” Daniel raised an eyebrow.

“I’m on holiday.”

She showered, came out in a linen dress, brushed her hair out. Daniel was dressed by then, a shirt and light trousers, fastening his watch. At the cabin door, he put a hand on the small of her back and kissed her, unhurried.

“Have fun,” he said.

“I will.”

He went one way down the corridor, and she went the other.

The coffee bar was on deck six, tucked between the library and a shop that sold resort wear nobody needed. Windows on one side, banquettes in pale leather, a barista doing something elaborate with a milk jug. Jessica was already there, at a table by the window, a cup in front of her and a second one waiting across from it.

“I ordered for you,” Jessica said. “Flat white. If I got it wrong, tell me.”

“You got it right.”

Kate sat down. Jessica was in a cotton dress, pale green, her hair pulled back. No makeup that Kate could see. Without the chair, the tumbler, and the dim lamp of last night’s cabin, she looked younger. Kate suspected she herself looked older in the same morning light. It didn’t bother her.

They talked about small things first. The coffee. The ship. A woman two tables over in a hat no one needed indoors. Jessica’s mother, who had rung her at six a.m. ship time because she did not understand time zones. Kate’s children, who were with her sister in Bristol and had not rung because they were sixteen and fourteen and their mother being on a cruise was somebody else’s problem. The conversation went where it wanted. Neither of them steered it.

Jessica stirred her coffee with the wooden stick they gave you instead of a spoon. “Brian’s mother thinks I’m having a midlife thing.”

Kate looked at her.

“She thinks the cruises are me dragging him along because I’m unhappy and trying to fix it with travel. His sister emailed me last week to ask, woman to woman, if things were okay. She offered to come stay with us if I needed a break.” Jessica shook her head once, fond, and took a sip.

Kate laughed. She set her cup down and pushed her glasses up with one knuckle. “Midlife is clearly incorrect. You’re thirty-one. But crises are not bound by age.”

“Thank you.” Jessica tilted her cup at her.

“You’re welcome.” Kate lifted her own cup in return. “My sister in Bristol thinks Daniel and I are on a sort of mature couples’ cruise. She pictures bridge tournaments. I haven’t corrected her.”

“Does she have the internet.”

“She has the internet. She doesn’t think to use it on me.”

Jessica set her cup down and rested her chin on her hand. “What do your colleagues think?”

“My colleagues think I’m reading on a beach. Which, to be fair, I did do earlier in the week.” Kate picked up her coffee. “There’s a woman in my department who would combust if she knew. She’s already mostly combusted about the fact that I went to Lisbon in March.”

Jessica waited then carefully said, “I’m missing something.”

“In term time. A long weekend. Margaret thinks going anywhere between October and May is basically handing in your resignation.” Kate took a sip. “She put a passive-aggressive note in my pigeonhole. Clipped to a journal article I hadn’t asked for. The article was about Portugal.”

Jessica was laughing now. “Oh my god.”

“I kept the note.”

Jessica set her cup down. She looked at Kate for a moment then reached across the table and put her hand over Kate’s wrist. Her fingers were warm. A brief squeeze, and then she lifted her hand and picked up her cup again.

“Lord, there you are.” The voice carried from across the coffee bar. American. Southern. Loud enough that the barista looked up. “Harold, it’s Jessica. Jessica, honey, I didn’t know y’all were on this boat.”

Kate turned. A woman in her late sixties was bearing down on the table in a pair of coral-coloured capris, a cream blouse, and enough jewellery to cause a navigational hazard. Behind her, moving at half her pace, a man in a pale blue shirt with two coffees in his hands. He was looking apologetically at Kate as his wife arrived.

“Jessica, as I live and breathe.” Marge was at the table now, both hands coming down on the back of an empty chair like she was claiming territory. The rings on her fingers caught the light. “Harold and I saw y’all at dinner last night, but I was halfway through a bottle of red and wasn’t about to embarrass myself.

“Sit down, Harold, put the coffees there, yes, there.” She was already pulling out the chair.

“Honey, this is a surprise. You look wonderful.”

“Marge.” Jessica was laughing, getting up to hug her. “Hi, Harold.”

“Hello, Jessica.” Harold had set the coffees down and was now quietly helping his wife into the chair she had already half-lowered herself into.

Marge turned her full attention on Kate, who had been studied by Sylvie, which she had thought at the time was the most thoroughly she was ever likely to be studied. Marge was in a different weight class. The eyes went over her once, quickly, and came back up to her face with a decision already made.

“And who is this gorgeous creature?” Marge said.

“Kate,” Kate said.

“Kate.” Marge reached across the table and took Kate’s hand in both of hers. Her palms were soft. Her rings were cold. “Marge. That’s Harold.

“Harold, say hello. Don’t just sit there.”

“Hello, Kate.”

“Oh my goodness. That accent. I do love an English accent. Do we still call it English? Or is it all British now?”

Marge did not wait for an answer. She turned to Jessica. “Where’s your fella? Where’s my Brian?”

“He’s off with Kate’s husband somewhere.” Jessica sat back down. “Something about cigars.”

“Oh, Lord, the cigar bar.” Marge fanned herself with one hand, rings flashing. “Harold went there Tuesday and smelled like a tyre fire for two days. We had to send the shirt to be laundered twice. Twice, Harold.”

“I remember, Bunny.”

“He calls me Bunny.” Marge leaned towards Kate as though confiding a scandal. “Forty years. He started it on our honeymoon, and I couldn’t shake him off it. I’ve tried.”

“I’m not stopping,” Harold said … to his coffee.

Jessica caught Kate’s eye across the table. Marge did not miss it.

“Now listen.” Marge put both palms flat on the table. The rings made a small chorus against the wood. “Tonight. The magic show. Deck five, the little theatre, not the big one. Nine o’clock. You girls are coming with us.”

“Marge, I don’t know if—”

“Jessica, honey, I am not taking no. This man, this magician, I have seen him on three cruises, and I will see him again.”

Marge turned to Kate. “And Kate, darling, I am telling you this show is fit for the queen.”

“They have a king now,” Harold said … to his coffee.

Marge looked at Kate. Her mouth opened. Her hand went to her chest. “Oh, dear. My condolences.”

Kate laughed. “It’s really all right. We do have a queen again. She’s married to the current king. Not because she’s the daughter of the former queen.”

“Well.” Marge took this in, nodded once, and filed it. “That’s tidy.”

“It works for us.”

“Nine o’clock,” Marge said. “Deck five. We will meet you in the bar beforehand at a quarter to. Do not be late. Harold cannot bear it when people are late. It gives him indigestion.”

“It does not,” Harold said.

Marge pushed herself up out of the chair. Harold was already on his feet, one hand under her elbow. She patted his hand without looking at him, a gesture so practised it had stopped being a gesture.

“A quarter to nine,” Marge said to both of them. “Jessica, honey. Kate. Do not make me come find you.”

“We’ll be there,” Jessica said.

“Of course you will.” Marge gathered her handbag, her cardigan, and a second handbag that had apparently been under the table the whole time. “Harold, my coffee.”

Harold picked up her coffee. He nodded at Kate. “Nice to meet you.”

“And you.”

They moved off across the coffee bar, Marge’s rings flashing, Harold a steady half step behind her with both coffees. Marge was already talking to a couple at another table.

Kate turned back to Jessica, who was watching her.

Jessica laughed. She picked up her cup, found it empty, set it down again.

Outside the window, the sea was a flat, ridiculous blue. A gull went past at eye level.

Jessica reached for the bill the waiter had left some time ago and slid it towards herself before Kate could reach it.

“Next one’s mine,” Kate said.

“Deal.”

[image: ]




CHAPTER THREE

The theatre was smaller than Kate had expected. Three or four hundred seats in a shallow horseshoe, a low stage, red velvet on the walls. She and Daniel had row four, centre, with Jessica and Brian beside them. Kate took the aisle. Two rows ahead, Marge was in something green and sequinned that caught every light in the room. Harold sat beside her in the same pale blue shirt, looking as though he’d been brought along by a weather system.

The lights dropped. The music came up. Something brassy, dramatic, old-Vegas. The magician entered from stage left, the assistant from stage right. He was in a white tuxedo. She was in a sparkly evening gown the colour of champagne. They met centre stage and danced briefly; a quick tight ballroom turn that ended with her spun out at arm’s length.

A smoke bomb went off at their feet.

When the smoke cleared, he was in all-black. Waistcoat, plain black shirt open at the collar, dark trousers. She was in a red and black corset with matching high heels. Behind them, a banner had dropped from the rigging. “PETER THE MAGNIFICENT” in gold letters on black. Kate made a small involuntary sound of appreciation. Jessica, two seats down, heard it and laughed.

“Good evening.” American. East Coast, Kate thought. Possibly Boston. “Now, I’ve been told this is a regular Mediterranean cruise. But I’ve seen the pool deck, and I have questions.”

A laugh from the crowd. Kate laughed with them.

“I need a man. A married man. A married man whose wife will forgive him for anything.”

A man in the third row stood up. One hand went briefly to his shirt to straighten it, and then he was walking down his row and up the aisle. Early thirties. Tall. A dark shirt that fit him properly. Dark hair. He came up onto the stage and stood beside the magician without shifting his weight. A part of Kate’s brain that had nothing to do with magic shows took a quiet inventory.

The magician took the man’s watch. He held it up for the audience, closed his fist around it, and then opened his fist. Empty.

He looked at his empty palm. Then at the volunteer. Then at his palm again. “I’m sure it’s here somewhere.”

“Take your time,” the volunteer said. Dry.

The crowd laughed.

The magician reached into his waistcoat pocket and brought out a rubber duck. Reached in again, and brought out a small plastic fish. He looked into the pocket. Looked up at the audience. The volunteer waited, hands in his own pockets, a small smile at the corner of his mouth.

“Sir, I’m going to need you to sit down while I sort this out.” The magician looked past the volunteer, found the wife two rows back, and gave her a small apologetic bow.

The wife lifted a hand in a small, amused wave.

The volunteer walked down the steps and back to his seat. His wife’s hand settled on his forearm as he sat.

The magician turned to his assistant. “What time is it?”

She looked at her wrist. Nothing on her wrist. She looked at her other wrist. Nothing there, either.

The magician took two steps towards her. “You always have a watch.”

She met his eye. “I know.”

The assistant patted the front of her corset, the top of her thigh, the back of her hip. She stopped. She went pink. Kate felt Daniel’s shoulder press against hers. He had seen it coming a beat before she had.

The assistant bit her lower lip, reached into the corset, and produced the volunteer’s watch. The audience, for a half-second, did nothing. Then the room understood and came apart.

“Oh, thank god,” the assistant said. “Is this your watch, sir?”

The magician gestured her towards the steps. The assistant walked the watch down into the audience, leaned across the row, and took the volunteer’s wrist. She fastened the watch back onto it with elaborate care, her generous cleavage inches from his face, taking considerably longer than the task required. The volunteer’s wife was crying with laughter.

The volunteer kept his composure, barely. The assistant straightened, patted his cheek, and walked back up to the stage.

Kate glanced at Daniel. He was grinning. She leaned towards him. “If that man’s wife doesn’t take him straight back to their cabin after this, she’s wasting a perfectly good evening.”

Daniel’s grin widened. He said nothing. He didn’t need to.

“I need two women,” the magician said. “Volunteers, from different parts of the theatre. Hands up, please.”

Hands went up around Kate. Jessica’s, she saw out of the corner of her eye. Kate’s own hands stayed in her lap. The magician scanned the rows.

“You, madam, on the aisle in the back. And you. Yes. With the earrings.”

Two women stood. The magician went to the woman on the aisle first.

“Madam. Think of a person. Someone not in this room. Someone you loved very much.” He paused. “A woman. Older than you. A name that isn’t common.”

The woman nodded. The theatre was very quiet.

“Two syllables. The second one is soft. The first begins with a consonant, hard at the front.” Another pause. “Say it.”

The woman said the name. Her voice cracked on it. She laughed, and cried, and sat down. Kate’s throat tightened. She swallowed against it.

He went to the woman with the earrings. “You are thinking of a man.”

The woman nodded.

“Not your husband.”

She nodded again.

“You are thinking of a specific part of him.”

Her face went red.

“A part that is remarkably …” He stopped. Looked at the woman. Looked at the ceiling. Looked back at her. “She would prefer I not share the specifics,” he said to the theatre. “And I respect that.”

The woman laughed, shook her head, and sat down. Her husband was shaking with silent laughter.

Kate watched him. He wasn’t doing anything complicated. Simple tricks, simple reads, the kind of material any decent performer could learn. But the room was his. Every person in it was leaning forwards, waiting for whatever he did next. Kate had lectured to rooms for twenty years. She knew what it took to hold attention, and she knew what it looked like when someone made it look effortless. Peter the Magnificent made it look effortless.

The assistant wheeled two high-backed wooden chairs on from the wings and set them back-to-back, a few feet apart, centre stage. She stepped away.

“For this last piece,” the magician said, “I need one volunteer. And I need, this time, a particular kind of volunteer.” He looked out at the audience. His eyes moved across the rows without hurrying. “I need a woman who can keep a straight face.”

His eyes landed on Kate.

She had been watching him. She was aware of the moment his eyes stopped. He held her for a beat, not smiling, just looking, and then he said, “You, madam. Fourth row, on the aisle. Would you join me?”

Kate looked at Daniel, who was already looking at her. He gave her the small nod he had given her in many other rooms recently, and his hand left hers and rested on the arm of his chair.

Kate stood. She walked up the aisle toward the stairs.

The magician had crossed the stage by the time she reached them and was waiting at the top with his hand out. She took it. His grip was firm, dry, professional. He walked her the rest of the way onto the stage.

He stopped her centre stage, a few feet from the chairs. Closer than she had expected. He was not much taller than her. The stage lights were hot on the back of her neck.

“Your name, madam.”

Kate smiled. “Kate.”

The magician repeated it back to her, unhurried. “Thank you for coming up, Kate. I’d like to ask you a few questions before we begin.” He tilted his head. “You are English?”

“Yes.”

He shifted his weight. “From where?”

“Bath.”

“Oh dear.” The magician’s mouth moved a fraction. “Miss Austen’s favourite city. Apart from the ones she preferred.”

The audience laughed. Kate was wet. He had made a joke about Jane Austen inside of thirty seconds of meeting her, and the joke was specific enough that no one else in the theatre was going to land on it the way she had.

“Kate,” the magician said. “Our volunteer is going to lie across these two chairs. I am then going to remove one of the chairs. Kate will not fall. We will find out together whether this is because I am very good, or because she is.”

The crowd laughed. Kate held her face still.

“One moment, please.” The magician knelt. His hand went to her ankle—not her calf, her ankle, the professional minimum—and he lifted her foot a fraction and slipped her shoe off. Then the other. He set the pair neatly together beside the chairs and stood. Kate’s stockinged feet were on the stage. She could feel the wood on her soles.

“Kate, I am going to help you up onto the chairs. Please trust me with your weight.”

He put one hand at her lower back and one under her elbow and walked her to the chairs. He lifted her up onto them. Her shoulders came to rest on the back of the nearer chair, her ankles on the back of the farther one. Her body was a straight horizontal line between the two chairs, face up, stockinged feet pointing at the rigging.

The audience applauded. The magician leaned over her, one hand on the chair-back near her head. “Comfortable?”

Kate looked up at him. “Yes.”

“Good.”

The assistant came on with a black silk cape folded over one arm. She handed it to the magician and stepped back. He shook it out. Black, lined in something red that caught the light. He held it up for the audience to see. Then he stepped to Kate’s side.

“I am going to cover you now. Neck to ankles.”

He laid the cape over her. The fabric settled across her body, cool where it touched her skin. Then his hands went to work smoothing it.

He started at her shoulders. His palms went over the cape from collarbone to elbow, seating the fabric. He moved down. His palms went over her breasts, slow, professional, no pressure that the audience could object to. But Kate could feel the warmth of his hands through the silk. He smoothed along her ribs. Her waist. Her hips. His palms went over her thighs, one side then the other, and down to her knees. The cape settled into the shape of her body underneath it.

Kate lay still and let a stranger’s hands map the geography of her through a layer of black silk in front of three hundred people, and the monitoring voice in her head had absolutely nothing to say about it.

He lifted one of her stockinged feet by the ankle and let the cape fall over it, and settled it back onto the chair-back. He did the other.

“Ladies and gentlemen, our volunteer is in a deep hypnotic trance.”

The crowd laughed. The magician looked down at her. “Kate, are you hypnotised?”

Kate looked up at him. “Extremely.”

The crowd laughed harder. The magician’s mouth twitched. He walked to the front chair, the one supporting her shoulders. He put one hand on the back of it. He looked at Kate. He held her eyes.

He pulled the chair away.

Kate’s shoulders stayed where they were. Her body held the horizontal line, ankles on the remaining chair-back, nothing under her shoulders but air. A woman in the third row gasped.

The magician walked around her, unhurried. He stopped beside her waist. He placed one palm flat on her, through the cape, and pressed down. She did not move. He lifted the pressure.

Then, with the same professional courtesy, he sat down on her.

The audience lost its mind.

Then he stood, walked around her, and picked up the chair he had removed. He set it back under her shoulders.

“Ladies and gentlemen, I am now going to wake our volunteer from her trance.”

He lifted the cape off her, folded it once, and then held it out to the assistant, who took it and stepped back.

“Kate, you are awake.”

“Thank you,” Kate said.

The crowd laughed.

The magician put a hand under her elbow. She sat up. He helped her off the chairs and onto her feet. The stage was warm under her stockinged feet. He bent and collected her shoes from where he had set them and held them out to her. She took them. She did not try to put them on. The audience was already applauding.

He offered her his arm to walk her to the edge of the stage. Kate took it. They walked the few paces to the stairs. Her shoes in one hand, her other hand on the magician’s forearm.

At the top of the stairs, he paused.

Kate began to go down. She had one foot on the first step when the magician called after her.

“Madam, wait. It appears you forgot something under my cape.”

Kate turned back. She looked at him.

The magician took the cape from the assistant, shook it once, then reached into the folds and pulled something out. He held it up for the audience to see. About eight inches long, silicone, the colour of oyster shell. It was vibrating.

The audience erupted. People stood. Someone was pounding the arm of a chair. A woman two rows behind Kate’s seat was screaming with laughter.

Kate, on the step, looked at the magician. The magician looked at Kate. His face gave her nothing. His hand, holding the vibrator, was extended towards her with exactly the professional courtesy with which he had offered his arm a moment before.

She took it. It hummed in her palm. She could feel the weight of it and the small steady vibration through her fingers. She looked out at the theatre. She couldn’t see much past the stage lights, but she could see the fourth row, and Daniel in it, laughing with his whole face.

She walked the rest of the way down the stairs. Shoes in one hand. Vibrator in the other. She walked up the aisle to her row, past Marge, who was deliriously happy, and sat down next to Daniel.

Daniel patted her arm. “The magician, then?”

“Yes. That would be fun.”
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CHAPTER FOUR

Peter the Magnificent was at a high table just inside the theatre doors when Kate and Daniel came out. A short queue. Maybe fifteen people. He was signing programmes and talking to a couple at the front, his waistcoat unbuttoned, the assistant nowhere. Jessica was already halfway down the queue, turned sideways, waiting for them. When she saw Kate, she grinned and beckoned her forwards past the people behind her in line, which none of them objected to, because they had all watched Kate walk back to her seat, holding a vibrator.

“There she is.” Jessica took Kate’s hand and walked her up the queue past the last two couples. Daniel followed. Jessica’s grip on Kate’s hand did not loosen as they moved.

Peter finished signing the programme in front of him, handed it back, thanked the couple, and waited until they had stepped away. He looked up at the three of them. His eyes found Kate first, then Jessica, then Daniel at Kate’s shoulder, then back to Jessica, who was the one leaning on his table.

“My friend Kate,” Jessica said, “was a wonderful volunteer for you tonight. And I know, because she is my friend, that she would very much like to spend a little more time with you this evening. If you are free.”

Peter looked at Kate.

Kate stared at Jessica, blood rushing to her face. So, this is the wing woman phenomenon I’ve heard so much about.

Peter’s eyes moved to Daniel. Daniel nodded, once.

“Your husband, too?”

Kate nodded.

Peter picked up one of the cards stacked beside the pile of programmes, wrote a cabin number on it in a small, neat hand, and passed it across the table to Kate. He held her eyes. “Half past eleven.”

***

Peter’s cabin was on deck eight. Aft. A good cabin for a man the cruise line wanted to keep. He opened the door at twenty-nine minutes past eleven. He greeted Daniel with a handshake, took both their coats, and poured them each a glass of something from a bottle on the dresser. Then he sat down on the edge of the bed, leaving the armchair and the desk chair for them, and asked Kate how she had found her first time on stage.

They talked for a while. Fifteen minutes, perhaps twenty. Peter asked good questions. He had been with this cruise line for eleven years. He had a daughter in university in Manchester. He knew Bath; he had done a month at the Theatre Royal a long time ago and remembered the crescents. He asked Kate about her subject, and she told him. He asked Daniel what he did. He listened to each of them with the same attention Kate had watched him pay to the women in the mentalism piece. Kate liked him. She hadn’t expected to like him. She had expected to want him, which she did, but liking was different, and it made the wanting easier.

At some point, their glasses were empty. Peter set his down on the dresser behind him and stood up.

“Shall we?”

Kate nodded.

Peter crossed to her. He stopped in front of her, close but not crowding. He did not touch her. The air between them was different now. Twenty minutes of conversation falling away, replaced by the thing they had both known was coming since he wrote his cabin number on that card. Kate could feel her pulse in her throat.

“Your dress, Kate.”

She reached back for the zip.

She undressed slowly. Not as a performance, just at the pace her hands wanted to work at. The dress came off over her head. She laid it on the back of the chair Peter had not sat in. She reached behind her again for the bra, and it came off, too. She set it on top of the dress. She was left in stockings and a pair of pale underwear.

Peter looked at her. Not the way Daniel looked at her, which was love and desire and twenty years of knowing exactly what to do with both. Not the way Brian had looked at her, which was appetite. Peter looked at her the way he had looked at the two women during the mentalism—reading her body and what was behind it at the same time.

Daniel was in the armchair by the window. He had his drink. Kate could feel him watching without turning to look. The familiar weight of his attention.

“Good.” Peter reached into the drawer of the dresser and came out with a coil of soft rope, dark red, tidy. He held it up. Looked her in the eyes. “Any objections?”

Kate smiled. She was glad he’d asked. “None at all.”

He shook the rope out. The length was longer than Kate had expected. He took her upper arm gently and turned her so that she was facing Daniel, which put her back to Peter. “Stay there.”

He stepped behind her. The first pass of the rope came under her breasts, snug. He brought it around her back and crossed it at her spine. The second pass came across the top of her breasts, above the nipples. He crossed it between them. He worked quickly and quietly. Kate could not see what he was doing. She could feel it. Each pass of the rope drawing tighter, holding her, defining the shape of her body the way his hands had defined it through the cape.

Then he took her wrists, drew them behind her back, and tied them into the harness with two efficient loops. She tested the bind. No give. The rope held her arms against the small of her back and the harness held the rope. She was not uncomfortable. She was held.

Perhaps, Kate thought, she should have expected a magician to be good with rope.

She was also going to have to start thinking of him as Peter. Peter the Magnificent had been a name she could hold at a distance. This man was Peter.

Peter walked around her. Slowly. A full circle. He stopped in front of her, took her chin between his thumb and forefinger, and tilted her face up to him. “First time being tied up?”

“More or less.” Kate kept her voice level. “At least with rope.”

His mouth moved a fraction at that. He let go of her chin and walked back around her, trailing his fingers across her collarbone, down the rope between her breasts, across the top of her belly. He stopped behind her. His hands came up and settled on her breasts from behind. Not squeezing. Just holding them. Kate’s breathing changed, and she knew Peter could feel it change under his palms.

“Feeling good?”

“Yes.” She swallowed. “Yes, I am.”

He took his hands away and moved close behind her. Close enough that she could feel his chest through his shirt against her bound arms. His mouth came to her ear. “Your husband and I are going to use you any way we see fit tonight. That’s what you came here for, right?”

Kate’s mouth went dry. She had expected the evening, the rope, the cabin, Peter. She had not expected use you, delivered from an inch behind her ear, in the voice he had used on stage. Her thighs pressed together.

“Yes,” she said. And then, because she was Kate, and because Daniel was six feet away in the armchair with his glass, she added, “Often, Daniel is comfortable just watching.”

Peter was quiet a moment behind her. His hands came back to her breasts. His thumbs found her nipples and held them, not moving. She could feel his breath in her hair. She could feel him looking past her at Daniel. When he spoke, his voice was lower, and it was not quite for her.

“I read people for a living, Kate.” His thumbs began to move, slow, unhurried. “I am looking at a man who would very much like to fuck you. Almost as much as I would.”

Daniel stood up. He set his glass on the desk as he crossed the carpet. He came to her and put a hand on the side of her face, his fingers sliding into her hair, and he kissed her.

Kate’s bound arms strained against the rope behind her back. She wanted to touch him. She couldn’t. The wanting intensified everything. His mouth on hers, the heat of him, the familiar taste of whisky and Daniel, and behind her Peter’s hands still on her breasts, his thumbs still moving.

Peter’s hands left her breasts and moved down. Her ribs. Her waist. Her hips. His fingers spread across her waist then slid down over the front of her underwear. Flat palm over the fabric. He pressed gently.

Kate’s breath broke against Daniel’s mouth.

Peter’s other hand slid down her back, over the rope, over the small of her back, down and around to her arse. He cupped it. Squeezed. His body was against her bound hands now, and Kate’s fingers curled and found the front of his trousers. He was hard. She closed her hand around the shape of him through the fabric and Peter’s breath caught against her ear. A small sound. The first crack in the professional composure. Kate smiled against Daniel’s mouth. She liked being the one to crack it.

Daniel was kissing her neck now. His hand had moved from her face to her breast, above the rope, his thumb across her nipple the way it had for twenty years.

Peter’s hand slipped inside her underwear from behind. His fingers were patient. He took his time working his way around to her, and when he found her he took his time there, too.

Kate’s knees buckled. Daniel caught her weight with his hand flat against her chest and kept kissing her.

Two men holding her up. One she’d known for twenty years. One she’d known for two hours. The rope holding her arms behind her back, taking away her ability to manage any of it.

Kate closed her eyes and felt something inside her open. Not surrender exactly. Permission. The ropes had given her permission to stop being in charge of her own body and just feel what was happening to it.

Peter stepped back. His hand left her underwear. Her fingers let go of him. He walked around to Kate’s other side and put a hand on her shoulder. A stage direction without words. Kate understood. Daniel understood, too.

He broke the kiss, stepped back half a pace, and watched as Peter brought Kate slowly down to her knees on the carpet. The rope at her wrists didn’t let her catch herself. She had to trust his hand on her shoulder. He lowered her steadily. Her knees met the carpet.

She looked up. Both men were above her. Peter to her left, Daniel to her right. Peter was already unbuckling his belt. Daniel, after a beat, followed suit.

Kate, on her knees, her hands bound behind her, looked from one to the other and felt the heat of it spread through her chest. This was what she was for tonight.

Peter had his cock out now, thick and hard, his hand around the base of it. He was close enough that Kate could smell him. He put the flat of his other hand under her jaw and tilted her face up.

“Open.”

Kate opened her mouth.

Peter put himself against her lips first, slid the head of his cock across them, then eased in. Kate took him. He did not push. He let her find the pace, and when she had it he let her work him while he stood still, his hand in her hair, his eyes on her face. She watched him up through her lashes. His expression hadn’t changed. The performer’s composure, held even now. Kate took him deeper, wanting to be the one to break it.

Daniel had his own cock in his hand. He stepped in on her right side. Peter, without looking at him, took a small step back to make room. Kate turned her head and took Daniel in. The familiar one. Her jaw adjusted around the different shape, the different weight. She worked him the way she had always worked him, and Daniel’s hand settled at the back of her head without pressure. Kate closed her eyes. The taste of her husband after the taste of a stranger. The contrast so sharp it made her whole body tighten.

She alternated. Her mouth going from one to the other, her bound arms pulling against the rope behind her back every time she leaned. Peter took a handful of her hair and guided her between them at the pace he wanted. Daniel watched Peter do it. Kate could feel Daniel watching. Could feel the particular quality of his attention, the way it sharpened when another man’s hand was in her hair.

Peter held her on him. Just the head. Let her use her tongue while Daniel watched. When Peter eased her off, a line of saliva came with her, and Peter wiped her chin with his thumb. The same professional hand that had arranged her on the chairs an hour ago.

He stepped to the side. Nodded at Daniel.

Daniel moved in, and Kate took him deeper than she had the first time, because she knew him, because Peter was watching, and because she wanted Peter to see what she could do with twenty years of knowing someone’s body. Daniel’s hand stayed at the back of her head, light. He let her.

Peter crouched beside her. His hand on her shoulder then the small tug of the knots at her wrists being checked. He stood and went behind her. The drawer of the dresser opened and closed.

When he came back around, his trousers were off and another length of rope was in his hand. Daniel eased out of her mouth.

Kate looked up at Peter, breathing hard, her lips wet, her jaw aching. He looked down at her. Then he bent, hooked his fingers into the waistband of her underwear at each hip, and drew them down her thighs. The fabric was wet. He worked them over her knees, over her stockings, and off her feet one at a time, and set them on top of her dress on the chair.

He looked at Daniel. “Help me with her.”

Daniel stepped in. Peter took Kate under the arm on one side, Daniel under the other. They lifted her to her feet together. Kate’s legs were less steady than she’d expected. The rope at her wrists gave her nowhere to put her hands.

Peter crouched. He slid one arm behind her knees, the other behind her back, and picked her up. Kate hadn’t been carried in a long time. She leaned into his chest and felt the warmth of him through his shirt and the strange intimacy of being held by a man who was about to fuck her. Different from being kissed, different from being touched. Something almost tender in the act of lifting.

He crossed the cabin in three strides. The bed was already turned down. He laid her on her back, across the width of it, with her head at the edge. Her hair tipped back towards the carpet. Kate understood the geometry as it settled.

Peter knelt between her thighs at the opposite edge. He took one of her knees in each hand and lifted her legs, opening her, draping her calves over his shoulders. His mouth found her. Kate’s head fell back off the edge of the bed.

Daniel walked around to where her head was. Kate, upside down, saw him coming at her from above. The room was the wrong way up. Daniel was above her, already hard, his cock in his hand. She opened her mouth for him.

Peter’s tongue moved in long flat passes at first, from her opening up to her clit, then circled there before going back down. His hands were under her arse, lifting her to him, holding her exactly where he wanted her. Kate could not see him. Her head was back, her hair brushing the carpet, and Daniel was above her, slow, deliberate, the full length of him sliding over her tongue with each stroke.

She tried to lift her hips for more of Peter’s mouth and discovered that she couldn’t. Peter’s hands had her. He would move her when he wanted to move her. Kate felt the fight go out of her legs and something warm replace it. The ropes, Peter’s hands, Daniel’s cock in her mouth. Nothing required of her except to be here and feel it.

Daniel was watching Peter work. Kate could feel it through his cock in her mouth, the way his rhythm changed when Peter did something that made her whole body respond. Her husband, watching another man eat her out, and enjoying it. Kate would have smiled if her mouth hadn’t been full.

Peter’s tongue found her clit and settled there. The orgasm started in her thighs. Kate made a sound around Daniel’s cock, and Daniel slowed, and Peter did not slow, and Kate’s knees came up and clamped around Peter’s head. He did not stop. He kept going through it. Her hips bucked against his mouth, his hands holding her where they wanted her, and her back arched so far that Daniel had to step back to keep from falling out of her mouth.

She came down slowly. Peter eased off her clit without lifting his mouth. His tongue flat against her now, gentler, keeping contact as she stopped shaking. Daniel was out of her mouth, his hand at the side of her face. Kate could feel her own wetness on her thighs, on Peter’s chin. Her breathing slowed.

Peter lifted his mouth away. He wiped his chin on the back of his wrist and looked up the length of her body at Daniel. Kate caught the look that passed between them. Not a word. Two men who had just shared a woman’s orgasm, deciding what to do with her next.

“Up the bed,” Peter said.

Kate twisted. Her bound arms made it clumsy. Daniel helped her, a hand under her shoulder, working her further up the mattress until her head was on the pillow. She lay back. The rope at her wrists pressed into her spine beneath her. She shifted her hips to find a position that worked and didn’t quite find one. Peter was already there with another length of rope from the nightstand.

He took her left ankle in his hand and tied a soft loop around it with the same unhurried knots he had used on her wrists. He drew the rope down to the corner of the bed frame and fastened it. About a foot of slack. He moved around to the other side and did the same to her right. Her legs were open. Not wide. Open enough.

Kate lay there. Bound at the wrists, tied at the ankles, spread on a stranger’s bed in a cabin on a cruise ship in the Mediterranean. She could hear the sea through the balcony door. She could feel Daniel’s weight settle onto the mattress beside her.

She started laughing. It came out of nowhere. A bright, delirious sound that filled the small cabin.

Daniel looked at her and chuckled. His hand found her belly and rested there while she laughed, and he laughed with her, the two of them shaking on the bed while Peter finished the last knot.

Peter let it go for a moment. Then, not unhappily asked, “Care to let me in on it?”

Kate stopped laughing and smiled up at him. “I’m just so happy this is my life.”

Peter’s mouth curved. He climbed onto the bed between her open legs. He ran a hand up the inside of her thigh. Took her breast in the other hand. Looked at her face.

His hand on her thigh moved up. His thumb brushed the crease where her leg met her body. He watched her face while he did it. Then his fingers slid into her, two of them, slow, and Kate’s breath caught. Peter held them there a moment, just inside her, and curled them against her. Kate’s hips lifted off the bed as far as the ankle rope would allow.

Peter took his hand away. He settled his weight between her thighs. Kate felt his cock against her. He pushed in. Slow, the full length, steady. She was wet enough that he went in easily, and far enough that her breath came out in one long release when his hips met hers. He held there. His hand was still on her breast. Daniel’s was on her other breast. Two hands, two men, one woman tied to a bed and full of cock and happier than she had any right to be.

Then Peter started moving. Long strokes, unhurried. Daniel leaned down and kissed her, and Kate’s breath broke against his mouth on every stroke.

After a minute, Daniel sat up. He swung a leg over her so that he was kneeling above her shoulders, his cock above her face. Kate tilted her chin up. He fed himself into her mouth at the same moment Peter drove into her harder from below. Kate’s whole body was filled at both ends, and she closed her eyes and let the two rhythms find each other.

Peter was watching Daniel. Daniel was watching Peter. Kate, between them, felt their attention meet over her body. She was the point where they converged. The place where two men who didn’t know each other found a common language.

Peter’s strokes went harder. Shorter. He drove into her with the full weight of his hips. Kate could feel the rope at her wrists pressing into her spine every time he did. She could not move. The ankle ropes held her legs where Peter had opened them. The harness held her chest. The rope at her wrists held her arms. She was exactly where two men had placed her, and the complete absence of choice was the most erotic thing she had ever felt.

Daniel’s rhythm in her mouth found Peter’s. Peter shifted upright on his knees, changing the angle inside her, driving deeper. His hands were free now. One went flat on her abdomen. The other found the rope between her breasts and pulled. The pressure travelled through her chest and down through her body at the same time.

Kate came apart. Her back arched into the bed, her head pushing back against Daniel’s thighs, and she made a sound around her husband’s cock that she felt as much as heard. Peter did not stop. He kept driving into her from that angle, his hand on the rope, his eyes on her face.

When she came down, Daniel eased out of her mouth. He sat back on his heels, still above her.

Kate turned her face, gasping. Peter was still in her, still moving, slower now. He looked at Daniel.

“Come on.”

Daniel climbed off her and off the bed. He walked round to stand beside Peter. Peter pulled out. Stepped back. Daniel stepped in.

Daniel pushed into her in one long stroke. Kate’s breath went out of her. Her husband. Inside her where a stranger had just been. The familiarity of him after Peter was overwhelming. The way he held her hip. The way he knew exactly how deep to go on the first stroke. Kate’s eyes burned. She didn’t know why. She wasn’t sad. She was the opposite of sad.

He held there a moment, looking down at her. Then he started moving. Deep. Steady. Kate tilted her head and watched Peter walk around to the head of the bed, his cock still wet from her. He put a hand on the side of her face and turned her chin up. Fed himself into her mouth, slow at first, waiting for her jaw to open, and then deeper. Kate tasted herself on him. Her husband inside her and a stranger in her mouth and the ropes holding her exactly where they’d put her, and Kate Morrison, senior lecturer, wife, mother, was exactly where she belonged.

Peter’s rhythm in her mouth went harder. His hand tightened in her hair. Daniel was close, too. Kate could feel the change in him, the way his strokes shortened, his grip on her hip tightening. They were going to finish together or nearly so, and neither of them was slowing down.

Peter came first. He held himself deep in her mouth, his hand tight in her hair, and Kate tasted him across the back of her tongue. She swallowed around him. His hand stayed in her hair through it.

When he eased himself out, slowly, his thumb traced the line of her jaw. Kate kept her eyes on him. She wanted him to see her face. She wanted him to know she had chosen every second of this.

Daniel was a few strokes behind. He finished inside her, hard, his hand gripping her hip. Kate felt him empty into her, and her chest filled with something she couldn’t name. Not an orgasm. Something quieter. The knowledge that her husband had just come inside her on a stranger’s bed, after a stranger had come in her mouth, and that all three of them were exactly where they wanted to be.

His breath went out of him in one long release. He stayed inside her for a moment, his head bowed.

The cabin was quiet. The sea outside the balcony door. The hum of the ship. Kate lay on the bed with the ropes still holding her and Daniel still inside her, and she listened to three people breathing and thought about nothing at all.

Peter stood. He brought her water. She drank. Then he untied her, ankles first, then the harness, then her wrists, rubbing each one briefly before moving on. Kate’s arms came forwards. Her shoulders ached. Daniel pulled her into him, and she pressed her face against his chest and breathed him in.

They stayed like that a while. Peter gave them space, standing by the balcony door with a drink, looking at the water. Kate watched him from Daniel’s chest. She liked him for that.

After a few minutes, they dressed.

At the door, Kate turned back. “Thank you,” she said. She meant it.

The corridor was empty. The ship hummed behind the walls. Daniel’s hand was on the small of her back as they walked. Kate was aware of her own body in a way she hadn’t been for some time. The rope marks on her wrists. The soreness in her jaw. The wet between her thighs that she hadn’t stopped to clean up.

They reached their cabin. Daniel held the key card against the reader. He paused before he opened the door and looked at her.

“All right?”

“Very.”

He opened the door.
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CHAPTER FIVE

The boat from Mykonos was small and slow, and the water was very blue. They came off it at the little concrete jetty at Delos with about thirty other people, a mix of German retirees, French students, and a couple of elderly Americans arguing about sunscreen. Jessica had left Brian sleeping.

The path from the jetty ran up to the site entrance. Jessica paid for their tickets, which Kate noted and filed to argue about later. The three of them walked in through the gate, and the site opened up ahead of them—dust, rock, low walls, marble columns at various angles of collapse, and the sea on three sides. The sun was already high. Kate pulled her hat lower.

“Right.” She was walking faster than she had meant to. “So, we are on Delos. This is the birthplace of Apollo and Artemis, or so the Greeks decided, which meant that for about a thousand years this was one of the most sacred places in the Mediterranean. The mythology alone would be enough, but it was also a Hellenistic trading hub, one of the wealthiest on earth at its peak. Thirty thousand people. Then pirates. Then nothing. And what you are walking on is what is left.” She turned around, walking backwards for a moment, grinning at them. “Isn’t it wonderful?”

Jessica laughed. “You’re happier than I’ve seen you all week.”

Kate felt the grin still on her face and did not try to put it away. “The Terrace of the Lions is this way. We’ll work up to the house mosaics. Come on.”

The Terrace of the Lions was up a short rise. They came up the path, and Kate stopped short, because the first sight of the lions did something to her.

“There they are.” She waited for Jessica and Daniel to catch up. “Seventh century BC. The Naxians gave them to Apollo. Five left of an original nine, maybe twelve—the records don’t agree. They were set along this terrace facing the sacred lake, which was over there, drained in the nineteen-twenties because mosquitoes, and the lions were meant to guard it.”

Jessica walked up to the nearest one. She put her hand on its flank, warm stone under her palm, and stood there for a moment looking up at its face.

“Jessica.”

Jessica looked over. “What?”

“That is two and a half thousand years old.”

Jessica’s hand came off the lion immediately. She took a half-step back and pressed the hand against her chest. “Oh god. Kate, I’m so sorry. I didn’t even think. I just … I wasn’t paying attention. Is it all right? Should I—”

Kate let her sweat for another moment, watching her face. Then she put her own hand on the lion’s flank, flat, and patted it. “It’s a cast, Jessica. The original is in the museum. Everyone touches these. I’m teasing you.”

Jessica stared at her. She looked at the lion. She looked at her own hand. Then she punched Kate, lightly, on the arm. “Oh my god. You are horrible.”

Daniel, a few paces behind them, had the particular half-smile he saved for moments when his wife was at her worst.

They walked on. The path led down a gentle slope of broken paving towards the Sanctuary of Apollo.

Jessica caught up with Kate, adjusted her hat, and glanced sideways at her. “Is this what you teach? I thought you were Victorian literature.”

“I am Victorian literature.” Kate was watching the path. “This is me cramming.”

Jessica looked at her.

“We booked the cruise before I’d looked at the itinerary properly.” Kate took her hat off, wiped the inside of the band with the back of her hand, put it back on. “When I saw we had a day on Delos between the, uh … adult entertainment, I ordered three books and a guide, sat at the kitchen table for two evenings, and pretended I hadn’t forgotten most of it since my undergraduate Greek option.”

Jessica stopped walking. She bent forwards with the laugh, one hand on her thigh, and when she straightened up, she was wiping her eye with her knuckle. “You prepared for Delos.”

Kate kept walking. “I prepared for Delos.”

Jessica caught her up in two quick steps, bumping her shoulder into Kate’s as she arrived alongside. “You are a nerd.”

“I am an academic.” Kate did not look at her. She kept her eyes on the path, her tone level, her hat tipped. “There is a difference.”

They worked their way down into the Sanctuary of Apollo. The path opened out into a wide flat area of broken column drums and toppled pedestals, some standing, most not. Kate stopped at the first of the remaining marble bases and waited for them to come up beside her.

“This is the main sanctuary.” She put her hand flat on the base, warm under her palm. “Three temples to Apollo along this axis, of which almost nothing remains above waist height. The altar was over there.” She pointed. “The treasuries ran along this side. Small buildings that held the offerings from each city-state, which is a polite way of saying that Greek cities used this sanctuary as a way to flex at each other.”

Jessica walked a slow circle around the base, running her hand along its edge. “Flex.”

“They did, in fact, flex.” Kate turned to follow her. “Athens built a larger treasury than Naxos. Naxos built a larger one than Paros. There is a reading of Greek religious architecture that is mostly about inter-city real estate passive aggression.”

Daniel had stopped a few paces off, hands in his pockets, looking down the ruined axis towards the sea. “Home extension wars, basically.”

Kate looked at him. Jessica looked at her. Kate smiled slowly and did not give Daniel the satisfaction of agreeing.

Kate led them on through the sanctuary and up past the remains of the Stoa of the Naxians. The path climbed gently. The sun was getting worse. Jessica had shifted her hat to shade her neck. Daniel’s Polo was beginning to show through at the shoulder blades.

They came round a low wall, and Kate stopped. In front of them, scattered across a low stone platform, were the phallic monuments of the Sanctuary of Dionysus. Half a dozen of them, most broken off at various heights, the largest still standing about four feet high on a square base carved with reliefs of the god and his attendants.

Jessica laughed, one short, surprised sound, and put her hand over her mouth.

“Sanctuary of Dionysus.” Kate walked forwards onto the platform. “Votive offerings.”

Jessica stopped. “Votive?”

“Gifts to the god. Usually in thanks for something.”

Jessica walked slowly around the platform, her hand still over her mouth. “Kate, that is a very big one.”

“That is, at one point, a very much bigger one.” Kate pointed at the break.

Jessica laughed. Then she stopped laughing. She stood for a moment in front of the tallest of them, her hands on her hips, looking up at it, the sun on her shoulders.

“It’s silly, maybe.” She did not turn her head. “Despite how much better I feel. How much better our marriage is because we opened up. I still sometimes feel—”

“Like you failed at something?”

Jessica looked at her. “Yes. Like I failed at being happy with what was supposed to make me happy. Like I’m a bad person, or a bad woman, because of that.”

Kate was quiet for a moment. Then she walked across the platform to her, took her hat off, put it back on the other way, and looked at the largest of the monuments with her. “George Eliot.” Kate kept her eyes on the marble. “What do we live for, if it is not to make life less difficult for each other?”

Jessica swallowed.

“Your marriage works better now. Brian’s life is less difficult. Your life is less difficult. That is not a failure to be happy. That is the answer to the question Eliot is asking.” Kate glanced at her. “Also, on the evidence of this sanctuary, the Greeks would have thought you were doing extremely well.”

Jessica laughed. She wiped under her eye with one knuckle, quickly, and kept laughing.

Kate didn’t mention the tear. She took her hat off again, fanned her face with it twice, and put it back on. “Come on,” she said. “There’s more.”

They went on through the site. Kate kept a lecturer’s eye on the signage but a friend’s pace with her companions. They spent an hour at the House of Dionysus and the other grand houses, Kate pointing out what the mosaics told you about the owner, Jessica asking questions that were better than Kate had expected. They walked up to the theatre and sat in the stone seats for a while, the sea spread out below them. Daniel fell behind at every second information panel and caught up in his own time. Jessica and Kate walked closer together as the afternoon went on, shoulder sometimes brushing shoulder on the narrow paths. At some point, Kate realised she had not thought about anything outside this island for three hours.

They came back down the slope towards the jetty around four. The light was different now. Longer. Kinder. They found a bench in the scrap of shade by the museum and sat down with water bottles. Daniel walked off to look at one last wall.

Jessica took a long drink, capped the bottle, and turned to Kate. “So”—she pushed her hat back on her head—“party tonight.”

Kate looked at her over the top of her water bottle. “What do you have in mind?”

Jessica picked at the label on her bottle. She did not look up. “I’ve never really … I’ve never had a girlfriend to go, you know … hunting with. If you know what I mean.”

Daniel, who had come back from the wall and was standing a few paces off with his own water, laughed.

Kate smiled at Jessica warmly and patted her knee. “Ignore him.” She turned to Daniel. “Well, you can. I can’t.”

She looked at him over the bench. “Darling, would you be put off if Jessica and I had a girls’ night? See what trouble we could get into?”

Daniel took a sip of his water. “Not at all. I thought I might resurrect the card shark I once pretended to be and play some poker.”

Jessica grinned. “You might win a woman doing that. That’s actually how we met Sylvie.”

Kate laughed. “My, Madame Sylvie does get around.” She took another sip of water. The drawing room at the estate rose behind her eyes. The padded table. The blindfold. The men she couldn’t count. Her skin prickled in the heat, and she took another sip of water.

Jessica was watching the jetty. Two boats in, one out. The water was incredibly blue. Daniel was sitting down on the end of the bench with his own water, his shoulder against Kate’s. Somewhere behind them on the site, a cicada started up.
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CHAPTER SIX

The Avalon Lounge was already full by half past ten. White linens on every table, white orchids on the bar, the uplighting thrown into something that approximated a cloud. Kate had chosen a silk sheath dress with thin straps, knee-length, no embellishment, and pearl studs. Jessica, beside her at the bar, was in something shorter and tighter, a halter neck that left most of her back bare.

“You look expensive,” Jessica said. She was holding a glass of Prosecco with both hands. She had not taken a drink from it yet.

“I am expensive.” Kate picked up her gin and tonic. “In narrow and specific ways.”

Jessica laughed. She turned her back to the bar and leaned on it with her elbows, and the neckline of her dress dropped an inch. Kate kept her hip against the bar, a half-turn that took in most of the room.

Two couples dancing near the band. An older woman in a white kaftan holding forth at a round table. No sign of Marge, which Kate was both relieved and slightly sorry about.

She saw him before she meant to. Over by the far end of the bar. The tall young man from the magic show, the one who’d had the watch trick done to him. White linen shirt tonight, white trousers, both fitting him properly. His wife beside him, her hand on his forearm, her thumb moving across the sleeve in a small slow rhythm. He was listening to her, his head bent slightly towards her, patient. Kate watched them for a breath and filed the couple the way she had filed him in the theatre.

Jessica had shifted her weight on the bar, her eyes moving across the room. “Okay.” She tipped her glass, a small gesture. “The man at the bar.”

Kate followed the tilt. He was at the far end, on his own, whisky in one hand, reading something on the back of a coaster. Black, mid-forties, tall, in a white shirt open at the collar. Composed. Unhurried.

“Oh my.”

Jessica grinned. She leaned in, her shoulder touching Kate’s. “Have you been with a Black man before?”

“Yes, of course. An American, actually.” Kate kept her eyes on him. “Just … he’s quite large.”

Jessica bumped Kate’s shoulder with her own. “Thank goodness there are two of us, then.”

Kate laughed. She set her glass down. Something was buzzing under her skin. The gin, the lounge, the white dress, Jessica warm beside her, and this man at the far end of the bar who hadn’t looked up yet.

Kate caught Jessica’s eye. Jessica raised an eyebrow. Kate nodded.

Jessica pushed off the bar. Kate picked up her gin and tonic and followed.

They came up on either side of him, a deliberate flanking, Jessica at his left and Kate at his right.

He looked at Jessica first, then at Kate, then put the coaster down. “Ladies.”

Jessica had her best smile on. “We are trying to decide whether you look as interesting up close as you did across the room.”

He picked his whisky up. “And?”

“Still deciding.” Jessica leaned a hip against the bar.

He looked at Kate.

“Kate,” she said. “This is Jessica.”

“Malcolm. Pleasure.” He shook each of their hands, the grip brief and firm. Kate felt the warmth of his palm against hers and held it a beat longer than necessary. Her body was already making decisions.

“Where are you two from?”

“Bath,” Kate said.

“North Carolina,” Jessica said.

“An odd pairing.”

“We met on the boat.” Jessica was watching him drink. “Are you travelling alone?”

“Not alone.” Malcolm turned the glass on the bar. “My wife’s at the poker table.”

Kate smiled. “My husband is also at the poker table, I believe.”

“What are the odds?” Malcolm lifted his glass. “How was your day?”

“We were on Delos,” Kate said. “Hot. Stony. Ancient. Everything one hopes for.”

Malcolm was looking at his whisky. “Rowing in Eden. Ah, the sea.” He said it to the glass, quiet, a man working out a crossword clue to himself.

Kate held her glass a moment longer. “Might I but moor, tonight, in thee.”

Malcolm’s head came up. He looked at her properly.

“I lecture on Victorian literature.” Kate kept her eyes on Malcolm. “Dickinson is rather adjacent.”

“American literature.” Malcolm had not looked away. “North Carolina State.”

The heat arrived low in Kate’s body, specific and immediate. Two literature professors finding each other through a nineteenth-century poem at a bar on a sex cruise.

Kate kept her face composed and took a sip of her gin and tonic. Her pulse was doing something she hadn’t given it permission to do.

Jessica, beside her, had the expression of a woman who had not understood the preceding three lines but had fully understood what had happened as a result of them.

Jessica looked at Malcolm. Then at Kate. She set her empty glass on the bar. “You said your wife is perhaps occupied this evening.”

Malcolm turned the whisky glass a quarter rotation. “I believe so. Is your husband by chance a dry-witted White man with a British accent?”

Kate smiled. “He could be described in such a way.”

Malcolm tipped his head. “Then, in all likelihood, my wife is very occupied for the rest of the evening.” He set his glass on the bar, offered Kate his arm first, and then, turning slightly, his other to Jessica. Both women took them.

The walk across the lounge was not short. The poker room was off the same corridor, and they would pass the open doorway on their way out. Kate did not look until they were nearly past it. Then she did.

Daniel was at the far table. She saw him in profile, in a white shirt, stacking chips with the small, neat movements he used when he was winning. Across from him, a woman sat with her back half to the door. Black, hair down, white dress with thin straps, an elegant long line of neck and shoulder. She was laughing at something Daniel had just said. Her hand was on the table beside her drink, the fingers loose, a wedding ring catching the light.

Daniel looked up. Across the room, through the doorway, his eyes found hers. He saw Malcolm’s arm under her hand. He saw Jessica on the other side. His mouth moved a fraction. Then he went back to his chips.

Kate kept walking. Malcolm’s arm was warm under her hand. She felt a smile forming that she didn’t try to stop. Her husband, winning at poker and charming another man’s wife while she walked out of the lounge on that man’s arm. The architecture of their life, expanding.

Malcolm’s cabin was on deck nine. A proper suite. He let them in and stepped aside. Jessica kicked off her heels and sat on the edge of the bed. Kate followed more slowly, taking in the room. The sheets were turned down. Housekeeping had left two chocolates on the pillows.

Kate sat down next to Jessica. Jessica’s bare arm came to rest against hers, warm.

Daniel wasn’t here. The thought arrived quietly and stayed. She’d been with women before. Serena, Harriet. But Daniel had always been there, watching from his chair, orchestrating. This was the first time she’d walked into a room like this without him.

She waited for the strangeness of it to hit her. It didn’t. What she felt instead was the simple pleasure of having chosen this for herself.

“Well,” Jessica said, smiling, “here we are.”

Malcolm had not moved from the door. He was watching them both, his weight on one hip. Letting them set the pace. Kate registered that specifically. Peter had run the evening. Malcolm was letting the two women in his room decide how it was going to go. She liked that a lot.

She looked at Jessica. Jessica looked at her. Kate felt the small laugh start in her throat, and Jessica’s mouth was already twitching, and then they were both laughing on the edge of a stranger’s bed.

Malcolm crossed to the mini-fridge. “Drink?”

“Sparkling water.” Kate’s throat was dry. She took the glass from him. “Thank you.”

They undressed. Jessica first, turning her back to Kate for the zip, her dress coming off in one motion. Nothing underneath. Kate hadn’t seen her naked before.

Then Kate, reaching back for her own zip, Jessica finishing it for her. Then Malcolm, who undid his belt, pushed his trousers and shorts down together, and stepped out of them.

He was large. Not merely long. Thick, heavy. Kate’s breath went out of her in a small quiet sound.

Jessica, beside her, said, “Oh.”

They both stared. Kate was aware that she was staring and couldn’t stop. Jessica’s hand found Kate’s knee and squeezed it.

Kate looked at Jessica. Jessica looked at Kate. Something passed between them that was equal parts excitement and genuine concern about logistics.

They both looked up at Malcolm’s face. He met their eyes and gave a small shrug, the expression of a man who knew exactly what he was working with and had made his peace with the conversation it always started.

“I don’t think I can get my mouth over that,” Jessica said. She sounded like she meant it.

“I think I can,” Kate said. She was less sure than she sounded.

Jessica lit up. “Teamwork makes the dream work.”

Kate started laughing. Her hand was on his cock, her mouth two inches from it, and she was laughing so hard she had to press her forehead against his hip. The line she’d fumbled in a lecture hall in Bath, months ago, in front of a room of undergraduates who’d looked at her like she’d lost her mind. And here it was again, in a cabin on deck nine, with a stranger’s cock in her hand.

Malcolm chuckled above them. “Take your time, ladies.”

“Okay.” Kate pushed her hair back behind her ear. “I’m going to try.”

Jessica moved forwards and lifted him, dragging her tongue slowly down the underside. Kate took him in her hand and kissed along the shaft, finding her way. They worked him together, mouths and hands, trading places without discussing it.

Kate got the head into her mouth and pushed forwards, her jaw opening wider than it wanted to. Her eyes watered. She pushed further. Found her limit. Held him there, breathing through her nose, and released. The second time was easier. Her throat opened for him. She found a rhythm, small and steady, each stroke bringing him to the back of her throat.

Jessica sat back on her heels to watch, grinning. After a moment, she shifted behind Kate and knelt there, one hand coming to rest on the back of Kate’s head. “I love doing this.” Her hand began to guide Kate forwards and back, setting the pace.

Kate let her thoughts go. Jessica’s hand unhurried and firm. Malcolm’s hand light on the crown of her head. She was being moved between them, and the complete surrender of it, the not-deciding, spread through her body like heat.

“Like the temple,” Jessica said. She was looking at his cock with the same expression she’d worn at the Sanctuary of Dionysus that afternoon, standing in front of the largest phallic monument with her hands on her hips.

Kate pulled off him, laughing. She wiped the corner of her mouth. “We visited some ancient Greek fertility monuments today,” she told Malcolm. “You’d have fit right in.”

Malcolm looked down at them. The dry, slow smile. “I think that’s flattering.”

Malcolm’s hand came under Kate’s chin and guided her up off her knees. His thumb traced her lower lip where it was still wet from him. He touched her properly for the first time, his palm sliding down her side and over her breast, warm and unhurried. Kate leaned into him.

He turned and kissed Jessica, one arm still around Kate. Then he turned and kissed Kate. He kept one woman against each side of him, his hands moving on them both. Kate had thought Peter was the calibrator. Malcolm was something different. Peter had been running an evening. Malcolm was sharing one.

“Lie down, sweetheart,” Malcolm said to Kate.

Kate lay back against the pillows. Malcolm moved Jessica into the middle of the bed on her back. He settled between her legs, one hand on her hip, the other sliding up the inside of her thigh. He slid two fingers into her slowly and used his other hand to rub the head of his cock against her clit. Jessica’s hips lifted. Her eyes found Kate’s.

“Help me relax.” Jessica’s hand found Kate’s wrist and drew it towards her. She guided Kate’s hand to her breast first, holding it there, then turned her head and looked at Kate’s chest with an expression that was half question, half plea.

Kate understood. She shifted onto her elbow and leaned across, bringing her breast down towards Jessica’s face. Jessica turned her head and closed her lips around Kate’s nipple. She sucked, slow, her eyes closing. Kate’s hand found the back of Jessica’s hair.

Malcolm withdrew his fingers. He guided himself to her and pushed in, slowly, an inch at a time.

Kate felt it through Jessica’s mouth. Jessica’s breath caught on the first push and came back out in a long quiet release around Kate’s nipple. Her lips tightened, then softened, then tightened again as Malcolm pulled back and pushed further. Kate felt the moment Jessica’s body decided to let him in. The warm push of breath against her breast when she relaxed.

Kate kept her hand in Jessica’s hair and looked down the length of Jessica’s body at Malcolm. His jaw set. She’d watched Daniel with Harriet from this close, but that had been different. She’d been the orchestrator then, the head girl directing. Here she was just part of it. Feeling every stroke translated through Jessica’s mouth on her breast.

Jessica’s mouth came off Kate’s breast. She was breathing harder now, her head turned on the pillow. She looked up at Kate. “Sit on my face.”

Kate shifted up onto her knees. “Are you sure?”

Jessica’s eyes rolled back as Malcolm drove deeper. “Yeah. I want you both to use me.”

The heat landed in Kate’s body at once. She swung a leg over Jessica, turned to face Malcolm, and lowered herself slowly. Jessica’s hands came up to Kate’s thighs to guide her down. When Jessica’s tongue touched her Kate closed her eyes. No teasing. Flat and warm, straight to her clit, then small quick circles while Malcolm’s thrusts pushed Jessica’s mouth against Kate with each stroke.

Kate looked up. Malcolm was watching them both, his strokes unhurried, his face showing something pleased and quiet. Kate held his eye. The man who had been reading a coaster at the bar two hours ago was now fucking her friend while her friend ate her out, and he was looking back at her with the same composure he’d had quoting Dickinson in the lounge.

Kate held his eye for a long beat. Then she leaned forwards slowly, bracing one hand on the pillow beside Jessica’s head, and offered him her mouth across the length of Jessica’s body.

Malcolm leaned down. He kissed her. His hand cradled her jaw while he kissed her, and his hips kept moving into Jessica, and Jessica’s tongue kept working on Kate. Kate came with Malcolm’s mouth on hers and her friend’s mouth between her legs. Not a quiet orgasm. She made noise against Malcolm’s lips. Jessica’s hands tightened on her thighs and held her there while she shook.

When Kate came down she did so with her forehead against Malcolm’s, her breath coming in pieces. He said something quiet into her mouth. She couldn’t parse it. Whatever it was, it was warm.

Malcolm straightened. His rhythm hadn’t changed through any of it. Jessica was still being fucked, still working on Kate, her own breathing coming faster.

Kate lifted herself off Jessica’s face and settled beside her on the bed. She reached down and found Jessica’s clit, slick under her fingers. She worked it in slow circles while Malcolm drove into Jessica harder, his hands under her hips, lifting her.

They held each other’s eyes over Jessica’s body. Kate’s fingers on her clit, Malcolm’s cock inside her, inches apart. There was an intimacy in the coordination that wasn’t about the three of them sleeping together. It was about the two of them being in service, at the same time, of someone they both cared about.

Jessica came hard, her body arching between them, her nails digging into the sheet. Malcolm held himself inside her through it, his hips stilled, his hands steady. Jessica shook for a long moment then loosened. Her breath went out of her in one long, slow release.

Kate took her hand away.

Jessica looked up at her, still out of breath, and laughed. A short, happy, exhausted laugh. Kate laughed back.

Malcolm eased out of Jessica slowly. He was still hard. He looked at Kate. “I want you,” he said. Quiet.

Kate looked at him. Jessica, beside her, was still recovering, eyes closed, a small smile on her face. Kate looked back at Malcolm. “Yes.”

She turned on the mattress, moved up onto her hands and knees, then down onto her elbows, her head on her forearms. She was not interested in being careful about this. She had watched him work his way into Jessica slowly. She had felt how wet she was against Jessica’s tongue. She wanted him.

Malcolm moved behind her. His hand came to her hip, warm, steadying. “Tell me if I’m too much.”

“You won’t be.”

He guided himself to her and pushed in. The first push took her breath. The second made her grip the sheet with both fists. The third went deeper than anything she’d ever felt and Kate made a sound she didn’t recognise, low and raw, her forehead dropping to her forearms. She was full. Fuller than full. The stretch of him was at the edge of what her body could take, and her body was deciding, moment by moment, whether this was pain or pleasure, and kept landing on pleasure by the narrowest of margins.

“Okay?” Malcolm’s hand was steady on her hip.

“Don’t move. Just … don’t move for a second.”

He held still. Kate breathed. She could feel her body adjusting around him, the initial shock softening into something warmer, deeper. She shifted her hips, testing the angle, and the movement sent a wave through her that made her toes curl.

“Okay,” she said. “Now.”

He began to move. Long strokes, most of the way out, all the way back in. Each thrust was an event. Kate’s whole body registered it, from her fingertips in the sheet to the backs of her knees. Nothing in the last year, not Adrian, not Hugh, not the men at Sylvie’s estate whose faces she’d never seen, had felt like this. Jessica had propped herself up on an elbow to watch.

Kate, through the haze of what Malcolm was doing to her, found Jessica’s eyes. Jessica was flushed, pleased, smiling. Kate moaned. Jessica’s smile widened.

Malcolm’s strokes lengthened. Kate’s forehead was against her forearms. Each thrust went deeper than the last. She’d never taken anything this size before, and every stroke reminded her of that. Last night with Peter, she had been the centre of everything. Tied, directed, used. Tonight was different. Tonight, she was beside Jessica, two women who had chosen this together, and the difference between being the centrepiece and being half of a pair was something she hadn’t expected to feel so keenly. Both were good. Both were hers. But this was lighter. Freer. Fun in a way that didn’t require surrender.

“Good?” Malcolm said above her.

Kate laughed into the mattress. Good didn’t begin to cover it.

“Don’t stop.”

His hands tightened on her hips. He found an angle that made Kate grip the sheet and cry out. He stayed there. Kept that angle. Kate’s body pushing back to meet him, wanting more of something she already had all of.

Jessica moved closer. Her hand on Kate’s shoulder, then the back of her neck. Her fingers in Kate’s hair. Kate turned her face on the mattress and found Jessica watching her.

“You look so beautiful,” Jessica said. Quiet.

Malcolm’s pace picked up. Kate’s body was beginning to gather. Low, her thighs tightening, the long, slow build.

Jessica leaned in. Her mouth against Kate’s ear. “Come for him, Kate.”

Kate came, clamping down on Malcolm. Her arms gave way, and her face went into the mattress. Malcolm held her up and kept going, slower now but still deep. Jessica’s hand stayed in her hair.

When Kate came down, she was shaking.

Malcolm slowed. His hands stroked the outsides of her thighs. Jessica kissed her temple.

Malcolm was close. Kate could feel it in the tightening of his hands, the shorter draw of his breath. He was past being measured now.

Kate braced on her elbows. Pushed back into him. “Come on,” she said into the mattress. “Come on.”

Malcolm drove into her twice more and came. His hands clamped on her hips. Kate felt him empty into her in long pulses, his breath ragged, his body hot against her back. He held himself there, all the way in, for a long moment. Then, slowly, he eased off her and down beside her on the mattress.

Kate lowered herself onto her front. She could feel his cum running down the inside of her thigh. She didn’t care.

Jessica rolled over and pressed herself against Kate’s side, an arm across Kate’s back. Malcolm lay on his other side, his hand resting on Kate’s lower back. The three of them breathed. The cabin was quiet. The ship humming behind the wall the way it always did.

Jessica laughed, once, quietly, into Kate’s shoulder.

“What?” Kate said.

“Nothing. I’m just happy.”

Kate reached back and found Jessica’s hair and held the back of her head for a moment.

Malcolm turned his head on the pillow. “Did I hurt you?”

“No.” Jessica’s voice was small against Kate’s shoulder.

“No.” Kate shifted her hip, testing. “I’ll be sore. But I’m fine.”

Malcolm rolled onto his side to face them. “Some women can’t get their mouths over me. My wife barely can, which is a shame, because she loves it. Which is part of the fun of these cruises—she gets to go and show off on someone else.”

Kate pressed her smile into the pillow.

Malcolm was watching her. “What’s funny?”

“I’m just thinking of your beautiful wife with my husband right now.” She turned her face towards him. “I hope she’s having a lovely evening.”

“I hope so, too,” Malcolm said.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Kate woke slowly. The cabin was dim. Daniel was already awake beside her, on his back, his eyes half-open at the ceiling. Kate stretched. Her jaw ached. Her thighs ached. A soft specific ache at her hips where Malcolm’s hands had been. She lay there a moment, taking inventory, finding nothing she didn’t want to find.

She turned her head towards her husband. “Good morning.” She put her hand on his chest.

Daniel’s eyes stayed on the ceiling. “Mm.”

Kate ran her fingers up to his collarbone. “I thought we might—”

“No.” His voice was gravel. His eyes closed again. “Tea first. Possibly coffee.”

Kate laughed into the pillow. She left her hand on his chest a while longer. His heartbeat under her palm. Steady. Familiar.

She had come back to the cabin late, showered, slid into bed beside him while he slept. He’d murmured something without waking. She’d pressed her face into his shoulder and gone under.

It had been different. Not wrong. Just different. Every other time, Daniel had been in the chair. Watching, arranging, present. Last night, he’d been at a poker table while she’d walked out of a lounge on another man’s arm, and the world hadn’t ended. And here they were, in their cabin, his heartbeat under her hand.

Eventually, she got up, ran a shower, came out in a sundress, and found Daniel on his feet in boxers, attempting to locate a Polo. She pointed at the chair. The Polo was on the back.

The brunch restaurant was on deck twelve, glass on three sides, white tablecloths, a buffet down one long wall and eggs cooked to order at a station in the middle. Kate and Daniel found a table by the window. Daniel went to the buffet first and came back with two coffees and a single croissant, which he set in front of himself. Kate made her own selection: eggs, bacon, fruit, a small pastry. When she came back, Daniel had already finished the croissant and most of his first coffee and was looking at her with the expression of a man returning to the land of the living.

“Better?” She sat down across from him.

Daniel took another sip of his coffee. “Almost.”

Kate unfolded her napkin. She picked up her fork and cut a corner off her eggs. She watched him take another long drink. He set the cup down and exhaled. Kate let him finish exhaling.

“I take it you had an enjoyable evening without your wife.”

Daniel picked up his coffee again. “A gentleman would never tell.”

Kate speared a piece of bacon. “Then you should have no compunction, you scoundrel.”

Daniel started laughing. He set the coffee down to avoid spilling it. “How dare you, madam? How dare you?” He wiped the corner of his eye with his thumb. “Yes. I had a lovely time with Raquelle.”

“Tell me about her.”

He was smiling in a way Kate hadn’t seen before. Not the composure smile. Not the watching-from-the-chair smile. Something younger. Almost boyish. “A mediocre poker player, to be fair. But an excellent and forgiving dance partner.”

“And after the dancing?”

“Ah, yes.” Daniel picked up his coffee. “That is where the gentleman’s discretion comes in.”

Kate watched him hide behind the cup and felt a warmth spread through her that had nothing to do with jealousy. Her husband, who had calmly arranged for strangers to fuck his wife for the better part of a year, was blushing over a woman he’d slept with.

“I’m glad,” Kate said. She reached across the table and squeezed his hand. “You deserved that.”

Daniel squeezed back. Then he set his coffee down and looked at her properly.

“I saw you leave. From the poker room doorway. You and Jessica and a rather large gentleman.”

“Malcolm,” Kate said. “He’s a literature professor. American. He quoted Dickinson at me over whisky.”

Daniel’s eyebrows went up. “You were seduced by poetry.”

“I was seduced by good poetry, accurately deployed. There’s a difference.”

“Of course there is.” Daniel cut into his eggs. “And how was Professor Malcolm?”

Kate took a sip of her coffee. She thought about how to answer. About Malcolm’s hands on her hips, and the stretch of him, and the sound she’d made when he bottomed out inside her. About Jessica’s fingers in her hair. About coming with Malcolm’s mouth on hers and Jessica’s tongue between her legs.

“Considerable,” she said.

Daniel choked on his coffee. He set the cup down, coughing, his hand over his mouth. Kate watched him recover with her chin resting on her hand. When he looked up, his eyes were watering.

“Considerable,” he repeated.

“Considerable.”

And then they were both laughing, properly laughing, the way they had laughed in the hallway after Harriet had left their house, the way they had laughed on the canal towpath when all of this was still just a terrifying idea. Two people who had built something extraordinary and were still surprised by it.

Kate tipped her chin towards the restaurant entrance. “Speaking of whom.”

Daniel turned in his chair. Malcolm and Raquelle had just come in. Raquelle was in a pale coral sundress, hair pinned up, the long line of her neck exactly as Kate had seen it last night across the poker room. Malcolm was behind her, hand at the small of her back.

Kate looked at Raquelle properly for the first time. She was beautiful. Not showy or dramatic. Elegant. The kind of woman who moved through a room without needing it to notice her. Kate studied her face, her hands, the way she leaned into Malcolm when he pulled out her chair. This woman had been with Daniel last night. Had touched him, kissed him, taken him to bed. Kate searched for jealousy and found only curiosity. What had Daniel seen in her? What had she done to make him blush at a breakfast table?

They crossed the restaurant to a table a few down from Kate and Daniel’s. Raquelle saw them, smiled, and lifted a hand in a wave. Malcolm nodded. Kate waved back. Daniel raised his coffee cup.

Neither couple crossed the room. Raquelle sat down, said something to Malcolm that made him laugh, and picked up her menu. Kate turned back to her eggs.

“She’s lovely,” Kate said.

Daniel nodded. The boyish smile was back.

“Last night was different,” Kate said.

Daniel looked up.

“You weren’t there. I wasn’t there.” She turned her coffee cup on its saucer. “We’ve never done that before.”

Daniel was quiet a moment. “I kept thinking about where you were. Not worrying. Just knowing you were somewhere on this ship, doing something extraordinary, and I was doing something extraordinary, and we’d come back to each other.” He looked at her. “That felt like us.”

Kate held his hand across the table. Daniel’s thumb moved once across her knuckles and stayed.

“There’s a masquerade tonight,” Kate said. “I thought we might go. Together. See what we find.”

Daniel smiled slowly. “Something completely normal.”

Kate laughed. “Yes. Something completely normal.”
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CHAPTER EIGHT

The Avalon Lounge had been transformed for the masquerade. The white linens swapped for black. Candles on every table. The band playing something Italian and slow. Kate was in a dark green silk dress she had bought for the cruise without telling Daniel what it cost and a half-mask in matching green from the door. Daniel had a plain black mask and a black shirt. He looked, Kate thought, like a man who had agreed to wear a mask.

Daniel handed her a glass of red wine. “There you are.”

“Thank you.” She took it and looked out across the lounge. Couples in masks; some elaborate, some modest. A woman in feathers at the bar. Jessica halfway across the room, the slim shoulders and the white mask above the dark hair unmistakable, Brian beside her. Kate let her look go and turned back to Daniel.

“There.” She angled her chin towards the far end of the bar. “By the column.”

Daniel looked. A tall man, broad through the shoulders, in a dark shirt and a plain black mask. On his own, a glass in his hand, looking out over the dance floor. The mask covered the upper half of his face, but Kate had seen the line of his shoulders three nights ago in the theatre.

Daniel looked back at her. “The watch man.”

“The watch man.” Kate took a sip of her wine. “I have been wondering about him.”

Daniel offered his arm. Kate took it. They crossed the lounge together and came up on his left.

He turned his head as they arrived, the unhurried turn of a man who was used to being approached at bars.

“Hello.” Kate kept her voice level. “I don’t know if you remember us. Fourth row, on the aisle, three nights ago.”

His eyes through the mask were grey. “The volunteer.”

“That’s me.”

He smiled. It reached the corners of his eyes through the mask. “William.” He shook Daniel’s hand first, then Kate’s. His grip was firm and brief.

“Where is your wife tonight?” Kate set her wine on the bar.

“Dancing.” William tipped his glass towards the floor. A woman in a black dress and a silver mask was moving through the dancers with an Italian-looking man, her hips finding the bass with no apparent effort. Small, slim, pale hair pinned up, a long line of bare neck. She glanced towards the bar, found William, and held the look for a second before her partner turned her.

“She’s good,” Kate said.

William watched his wife move through the dancers. “She is.”

“Daniel and I were going to ask if we might steal you for an hour,” Kate said. “Before we saw your wife.”

William’s mouth moved. A smaller smile, more interior. He picked up his glass. “That would be a bit difficult.”

Kate began to assemble a polite retraction. “I apologise. I shouldn’t have assumed—”

A hand came onto William’s shoulder. Kate had not seen the dance end. His wife was beside him now, breathing quickly from the floor, her silver mask bright in the candlelight. She had her eyes on Kate.

“Don’t apologise.” Vanessa’s voice was warmer than Kate had expected. “It’s a perfectly reasonable thing to ask. Hello. I’m Vanessa.”

Kate gave her name. Daniel gave his. Vanessa shook each of their hands, hers small, cool, and unhurried. She kept the other hand on William.

“It’s just that William isn’t currently in a position to oblige you. Though I am sure he would like to.” She turned her head, kissed William’s cheek under his mask, and looked back at Kate. “Would you like me to show you?”

Kate swallowed. “Show me.”

Vanessa picked Kate’s hand up off the bar and brought it to William. Through the fabric of his trousers, Kate’s palm pressed against something hard, small, and wrong. Not a cock. A cage. A flat plastic shape with a metal lock at the base. Kate’s fingers, with no instruction from her, traced the outline of it before Vanessa lifted her hand away.

“Five days now,” Vanessa said conversationally. “He gets out tomorrow night. It is the last evening of the cruise. He has been very good.”

William had not moved. His glass was still in his hand. He was looking at Kate from behind his mask, and his eyes through it were patient and steady.

Kate felt her breath go out of her quietly. She picked up her wine.

“I see,” she said.

“Now.” Vanessa shifted her weight, the silver mask catching the candlelight. “If you and your husband are still inclined towards an hour, we have a cabin on deck nine. William will not be participating in the way you originally had in mind. But he is welcome to watch. And I would be happy to oblige you both, if that suits.”

Kate looked at Daniel. Daniel looked back at Kate.

“Could we have a moment?” Kate asked.

Vanessa lifted her hand from William’s shoulder, smoothed his collar, and said something quietly into his ear that Kate did not catch. William smiled.

Kate took Daniel’s arm and walked them towards the windows. The dark water outside. They stopped.

“Well?” she said.

Daniel pushed his mask up onto his forehead. “That is not what I had pictured for the evening.”

“No. Quite a different configuration.” Kate turned her glass on the windowsill. “You’ve watched before. But to be used to torment the poor man.”

“There’s nothing poor about him.” Daniel looked back towards the bar.

William was leaning into Vanessa, smiling at something she’d said.

“He’s not miserable. Frustrated by his own design, perhaps. This is their game. We’re just trying to decide if we want roles within it.”

Kate looked at her husband for a long moment. “When you put it that way …” She turned the glass once more. “I am no bird, and no net ensnares me.”

Daniel’s mouth quirked. “Hardy?”

“Brontë.”

Daniel laughed. He took her arm. They walked back across the lounge to the bar.

***

Vanessa’s cabin was on deck nine. A balcony suite, two lamps on, a bottle of champagne on a low table. Masks came off at the door. Without the silver, Vanessa’s face was prettier than Kate had expected. A small yet wide mouth, large eyes, and a directness to her gaze that had been muted under the costume.

They had champagne. Brief conversation. Kate gave the short version of how they’d found the lifestyle. She made a small, private decision not to mention Sylvie by name and noticed herself making it. Something about Vanessa’s careful gaze made her want to keep one piece for herself.

Vanessa set her glass down. “Take your clothes off, William.”

William stood. He undressed with the steady hands of a man who had been told to do this before. Shirt, trousers, briefs. He folded each item and set it on the chair. He straightened.

The cage was clear plastic. A short, curved shape that held him close to his body, fastened at the base with a small metal lock. Kate looked. It was smaller than she’d expected. It held him without fanfare, and it had been holding him for five days, and she could see the slight pinkness at the base where the metal sat against his skin.

Vanessa crossed to him. She rested her palm flat against his chest, looked up at his face. “Look at you.” She kissed him slowly. Her hands trailed down his body and reached the cage. She took it between her thumb and forefinger and gave it a small shake. The lock tapped against the plastic. Kate could see, through the clear shape, that William was beginning to thicken inside it, as much as the geometry allowed.

Vanessa turned to face Kate and Daniel, backing up until she was against William’s chest, her arse against his cage. She tilted her head up towards his jaw. “Your wife is about to get fucked,” she said. A whisper meant for the room. She looked at Daniel directly. “That man is going to get both of us. Because he is not locked up.”

Kate felt the heat arrive low in her body and, at the same moment, a small contraction higher up. She glanced at Daniel. His face had the small specific tension she knew from long experience. She looked down. He was hard against the front of his trousers.

Vanessa raised her arms above her head. William took the hem of her dress and drew it slowly up the line of her body. Her hips, her ribs, her breasts. Nothing underneath. He folded it and added it to his own clothes. Kate registered the composition. The breadth of his chest at her back, the smallness of her against him. Deliberate.

Vanessa stepped forwards and crossed to Daniel. She lowered herself onto his lap, one knee on either side of him, and kissed him. Kate registered the inch of jealousy before she could decide whether to feel it. Narrow and warm. She watched it sit there behind her sternum and chose not to do anything with it.

William crossed to Kate. He held out his hand. Kate took it and let him draw her up off the sofa. He was tall up close. Naked. The cage was at her hip level. She kept her eyes on his face. She had been watching this man for three days. In the theatre, at the bar, across the lounge. Filing him away. And now he was kneeling in front of her, caged and patient.

“May I undress you?”

Kate smiled. She had imagined undressing him. She had not imagined this.

“Please.”

His hands found the zip at the side of her dress without looking. He drew it down, slid the silk off her shoulders, went to one knee, and worked it over her hips. Kate stepped out of it. He folded it and set it on the chair beside his own clothes.

Across the room, Daniel’s eyes found hers over Vanessa’s shoulder. Another man undressing his wife in his sightline.

William reached behind her for the bra clasp. Her breasts fell free. He went to one knee again for her underwear.

Kate watched him fold each item with care and thought, She is doing all of this for him. The cage is not a punishment. It is a gift she is giving him. The whole evening rearranged itself around the idea.

Kate breathed out properly for the first time since they’d walked into the cabin. She looked down at William, still kneeling, his face turned up to her. “Very good, William.”

William’s mouth was wide when he smiled.

Kate stepped past him, crossed the carpet to the sofa, and sat down beside her husband. She reached across and took Vanessa’s hand, drew her towards her, and kissed her. Vanessa smiled into the kiss.

Daniel made a low sound in his throat. Vanessa was pressed against the front of his trousers and all three of them knew it.

Vanessa broke the kiss, got off Daniel’s lap, and looked up at him. “You should be naked, I think.”

Daniel stood. He was already unbuttoning his shirt.

Vanessa watched from the sofa, amused. “So eager.”

Daniel dropped the shirt on the sofa. His hands went to his belt. When the button came undone, Vanessa slid off the sofa onto her knees in front of him, drawing the zip down and easing his trousers and briefs over his hips. He was hard.

She did not put her mouth on him straight away. She looked up at him, then at Kate, then turned her head towards William on his knees on the carpet.

“William, watch.”

She turned back to Daniel. Took him in her hand. Kissed the head of him first, then drew her tongue around the rim, then took him into her mouth. She did not rush. Daniel’s breath caught above her.

Kate heard William’s breathing speed up. She looked at him. On his knees on the carpet, his eyes on his wife as she sucked another man’s cock. The cage holding him. The ridiculousness of the whole situation arrived in Kate at once. She nearly laughed. She held it back. She remembered the woman she had been with Harriet on her knees. The bitchy head girl. That woman was available to her. She was, on consideration, exactly what this evening required.

Kate turned her head towards William, still on his knees on the carpet. She caught his eye and held it. “I can’t wait to see your face when he fucks her, William.”

She felt the head girl settle into her like an old coat.

William’s throat moved. He nodded.

Kate stood, walked to Daniel, and lowered herself onto her knees beside Vanessa. She brought her tongue to the base of Daniel’s cock. Vanessa, smiling sideways at her, met her there. They worked him together, finding each other’s rhythm, getting in each other’s way, finding it funny. Vanessa giggled. Kate giggled back.

Vanessa lifted her mouth off Daniel and looked at Kate. “You two are such fun. Can I eat you while your husband fucks me?”

“Of course,” Kate said.

They moved to the bed. Kate climbed on first, lay back against the pillows. Vanessa settled on her knees and elbows in the middle, her face above Kate’s thighs, her arse lifted towards the foot of the bed. She looked towards the foot, snapped her fingers twice, sharp, and pointed at the carpet beside the bed.

William crossed the room and knelt where she’d pointed. The cage still on him. His chest flushed. Vanessa looked at him for a moment, smiled, and lowered her face into Kate.

Daniel climbed onto the foot of the bed behind Vanessa. He took her hips in his hands and pushed in slowly. Kate watched her husband’s face from the pillows. He went in by degrees, the way he was when he wanted to do something properly. Vanessa exhaled against Kate. The breath landed warm on her clit and Kate’s whole body responded.

William was at eye level with everything. His mouth open a fraction. Kate caught his eye and held it.

“Don’t you dare look away from your wife getting fucked by my husband, William.”

William nodded.

Vanessa’s tongue went straight to Kate’s clit. No teasing. Flat passes, then small fast circles. Kate’s hips lifted off the mattress. She put her hand in Vanessa’s hair. Daniel began to move. Slow long strokes. Each time he pushed into Vanessa, her face pressed harder against Kate, her tongue going wherever Daniel’s stroke took her.

Kate kept her eyes on William. His chest flushed all the way down to his abdomen. His breath coming faster than it had any right to, given that he was kneeling on a carpet doing nothing.

“Look at her face when he goes in deep, William.” Kate kept her voice low. “Tell me what you see.”

William’s voice was hoarse. “She is enjoying it.”

“Yes, she is. What’s she enjoying, William?”

He breathed out. “She’s enjoying being fucked by another man.”

Kate bit her lip. She’d surprised herself plenty of times in the past year, but making the desperate man enunciate his own cuckoldry actually shocked her.

Kate felt herself getting lost. Vanessa’s tongue and Daniel’s rhythm working together, the geometry of it doing things to Kate that Vanessa wasn’t even directly responsible for. Her thighs were loosening. Her breathing was changing. Everything starting to rise.

She pulled herself back. Found William’s eyes again. He was exactly where he’d been. On his knees. Watching. The cage holding him.

“I would have let you fuck me, William.” Kate’s voice was low. “Too bad you’re locked up.”

Vanessa laughed against Kate’s thigh, a muffled, breathless sound caught between Daniel’s thrusts. She lifted her face just long enough to grin at Kate, her chin wet, and went back down.

Kate’s orgasm arrived shortly after. She had not been ready for it. Her thighs locked. Her hips lifted off the mattress and Vanessa’s mouth followed her, fingers inside her, tongue on her clit. Kate’s back arched and she made a long sound that went all the way out of her.

Vanessa worked her through it. Daniel slowed his strokes, watching Kate’s face, his hand sliding up Vanessa’s spine. When Kate started to come down, Vanessa lifted her face gently. Her chin was wet. She rested her cheek against the inside of Kate’s thigh for a moment, a small, pleased smile on her face.

Vanessa let Daniel slide out of her. She rolled onto her back beside Kate and spread her legs. She looked at William and tilted her chin.

“I’m going to let my husband taste the pussy he can’t have. You two should fuck next to us.”

William stood off the carpet and climbed onto the bed. He settled between Vanessa’s thighs and went down. Vanessa’s hips lifted at once. A long open sound, half a moan and half a word that didn’t quite finish. Her hand came down onto the back of his head.

Daniel moved up the bed and settled between Kate’s legs. She lifted her knees. He guided himself in. Familiar. Easy. He began to move.

Beside them, less than a foot away, William’s mouth was working on his wife. Kate turned her head on the pillow to watch. Daniel knew what he was doing with her. He had her angle inside a minute. Long deep strokes, his hand at her hip, his eyes on her face.

Vanessa’s free hand found Kate’s. Her fingers laced into Kate’s and held. Kate squeezed back.

Daniel’s pace picked up. Kate’s body had been gathering since Vanessa had finished her, and now Daniel was bringing it back. His hand on her hip held her where he wanted her. Vanessa’s grip on Kate’s hand tightened. Kate looked over. Vanessa was finding her own peak in time with Kate’s. The two of them going to come together on the same bed, holding hands, while their husbands worked.

Kate’s hips lifted to meet Daniel’s next stroke. She felt the slow long pull start in her thighs. Daniel said her name above her, low. Vanessa’s grip was tight enough to hurt and Kate did not let go.

Kate came first. Her back lifted off the mattress, her hand crushed in Vanessa’s, her free hand finding Daniel’s wrist and gripping it. Daniel slowed but did not stop. He fucked her through it. Vanessa came a few seconds behind her, a long low sound that rose at the end into something almost surprised. Her thighs clamped around William’s head. Her hand in Kate’s spasmed and stayed clamped.

Kate turned her head on the pillow, still holding Vanessa’s hand, still being fucked, and watched Vanessa come down. Her eyes closed, her chest heaving, a sheen of sweat at her collarbone. Beautiful.

Vanessa opened her eyes. Found Kate’s. Squeezed her hand once, properly. Kate squeezed back.

Daniel had not finished. He was holding back. Kate could feel it in the tightness of his hand on her hip.

She looked up at him.

He pulled out. Came on her belly in three long pulses, a low sound coming out of him that he did not usually make.

Vanessa watched. William watched. Kate watched her husband come on her after being inside another woman and felt nothing but pleased.

The room went quiet for a moment.

Vanessa let go of Kate’s hand. She rolled onto her side and looked across at William. “Get up, sweetheart.”

William stood beside the bed. Naked, the cage still on him.

Vanessa reached out and took his wrist. Drew him down to his knees beside her. “You did beautifully.” Her voice was soft. She put her hand on his cheek. “Tomorrow night.”

William closed his eyes. Nodded.

Vanessa kissed him on the forehead then on the mouth, slow and warm.

Kate watched her hand on William’s cheek. She could see now what other people found in this. There was a specific small pleasure in knowing this kind of torment worked for them, that they had built it together, and that Kate had been a useful part of his evening.

They dressed. Said their goodnights at the door. Vanessa kissed Kate on each cheek. Daniel shook William’s hand. Then the corridor, the soft yellow ship light.

Kate took Daniel’s arm. They walked.

“So …” She let her hip bump against his. “Does that make you a bull now?”

Daniel laughed. “I suppose so. The jargon is pretty clear on that.”

“Congratulations.”

They reached the lifts. Daniel pressed the button. Kate was thinking about a hot shower and an early bed. Daniel, beside her, was thinking the same thing. Twenty years of marriage knew when it had been a long enough evening.
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CHAPTER NINE

“Last day.” Jessica was already at the table when Kate and Daniel arrived, in a sundress and oversized sunglasses, a Bloody Mary in front of her. She lifted the celery out of her drink and bit the end off. “I am refusing to be sad about it.”

Kate put her napkin in her lap. “I am refusing in solidarity.”

The four of them had a table on the terrace at the back of the ship. Brunch was outdoors this time, on deck fourteen, the sea behind them, the breeze warm. Brian was at the buffet, loading a plate with the patience of a man who had been doing buffets since he was eleven. Daniel had gone to get coffee.

Brian came back with his plate and sat down beside Jessica. He kissed the top of her head as he passed and set his cutlery on the table with the care of a man who liked things to be where he had left them.

“Morning, Kate.”

“Morning, Brian.”

Daniel returned with two coffees. He set one in front of Kate and sat down.

Brian looked at his eggs. Jessica looked at the ocean. Kate took a sip of her coffee. The wind moved the corner of the tablecloth, and Brian, without looking up, weighted it back down with his salt cellar.

Jessica had finished her celery. She set the stalk down on the side of her plate and picked up her glass.

“I have been thinking about something you told me, Kate.”

Kate looked at her over the rim of her coffee.

“At the estate.” Jessica took a sip. “The night you were the centrepiece. You told me you lost count.”

Kate put her cup down. “I did.”

“That’s what I want for tonight.”

Kate looked at her. “You’ve already done that.”

“On my first cruise. By myself.” Jessica set her glass down. “I want it again. With you.”

Kate considered. She picked up her coffee. “There is a problem with what we are describing. The thing that made it work was Sylvie. Without someone like her, we are two women hoping enough men come to a party.”

Daniel cut another piece of his eggs. He looked across the table at Brian.

“Do you suppose, Brian, that between the two of us, we could equal one Sylvie?”

Brian considered this. He took another bite of his eggs and chewed it through. He set his fork down. He looked at Jessica, then at Kate, then back at Daniel. “Frankly, no. But I’d be willing to try.”

Kate laughed into her coffee. Jessica leaned across and kissed Brian on the cheek. Brian kept his face neutral while she did it and went back to his eggs.

The wind moved the tablecloth again. Kate looked out at the sea behind them. The ship was on its last full day. Somewhere ahead of them was Mykonos again, then the journey. Kate watched the wake spread out behind the ship for a moment, and then turned back to her coffee.

Daniel had picked up his own cup. He was watching her over the rim of it. Kate gave him a small nod.

“Look at you two.” Marge had risen out of her chair near the bar and was coming forwards with her arms half open, the rings on her hands catching the light. “Ready to be taken and used by every man in here.”

Jessica laughed. Kate, beside her, found that her body had responded to Marge’s words before her mind had. Her grip on Jessica’s hand tightened a fraction. Marge embraced each of them in turn, kissed each of them on the cheek, and stepped back to look at them properly.

***

The Avalon Lounge had been arranged for tonight. The bar, the small clusters of low tables, the candles. Against the far wall, two padded leather benches had been set four feet apart facing each other. Otherwise, the room looked like a party. Something low and electronic from the speakers. Perhaps thirty people already, in various states of dress, drinks in hand.

Kate was in dark green silk, tied at the waist. Jessica was in white. Underneath the robes, Kate had nothing, which she registered with each step.

Daniel and Brian were standing together near the bar. Harold was in the chair Marge had just left, a glass of something dark in his hand.

Marge took Jessica’s other hand. “Remember our first gangbang, Harold?”

Harold did not lift his eyes from his glass. “I do.”

“They kept playing that song.” Marge was speaking to Jessica and Kate, but loud enough that Harold heard her, too. “What was that song, Harold?”

Harold took a small drink. “‘Like a Virgin.’”

“‘Like a Virgin.’ On repeat. The DJ at this place in Atlanta. Mr Bond and his little disco dome. Played it three times in a row.” Marge shook her head slowly. “I was twenty-eight years old. I did not know what to do with myself.”

“You worked it out,” Harold said.

Marge laughed—a real laugh—and reached back to squeeze Harold’s shoulder. “I worked it out.”

Brian had come away from the bar with two drinks—one for Jessica, one for Kate. He kept his face entirely matter-of-fact. He had taken his jacket off at some point. Shirtsleeves, cuffs rolled.

“Hello, ladies. We recruited a bit of help with the logistics.”

Marge straightened her dress. “Haven’t organised one in years, but I know how.”

Daniel had come up behind Brian. He kissed Kate on the temple as he arrived and took her free hand.

Marge looked at the two husbands and gestured: one of you, say something. Daniel glanced at Brian. Brian froze. Daniel took half a step forwards.

“Hello, everyone.” His voice carried easily. He was a man used to standing up in front of rooms. He looked at Kate and took her hand. “We have spoken to several of you today about sharing our wives tonight. They have been looking forward to this.”

Brief laughter.

Daniel raised his other hand. “If you have been cleared, you know the rules. If you would like to participate and have not yet, please speak to Marge.”

Marge straightened in her chair. “And if anyone gets out of line, I’ll have Harold escort them out.”

Harold tilted his glass at the room. “You wouldn’t like me when I’m angry.”

The room laughed properly at that.

Marge looked at them both. “Whenever you’re ready, ladies.”

Kate looked at Jessica. Jessica looked at Kate. Kate squeezed her hand once, and Jessica squeezed back.

Then Kate let go. She set her drink down on the small table beside Harold’s chair. She untied the belt of her robe. She slid it off her shoulders and laid it over the back of a nearby chair.

A small ripple of applause went up around the room. Kate felt the heat rise in her face. She had not been expecting that.

She raised one hand, dry, and gave the room a small wave.

The applause picked up. Jessica, beside her, was already laughing as she finished hanging her own robe.

Kate looked properly at the room for the first time. Malcolm was leaning against a high table by the bar, Raquelle on a stool beside him in a dark dress, both of them smiling. Peter the Magnificent was further back with his blonde assistant on his arm, the two of them in evening clothes. The doors swung open behind them. William came through with Vanessa on his arm. He had no jacket on, his shirt open at the collar, and his eyes were enormous.

Kate found herself smiling at all of them. Six days on a ship, and she had collected a room full of people who wanted to be here for her and for Jessica on their last night. The thought landed warm and stayed.

Kate climbed onto the padded leather. Hands and knees. Jessica climbed onto hers across the gap. The bench was warmer than Kate had expected, the leather soft under her palms and her knees.

She lifted her head. Jessica was four feet away, looking at her, on hands and knees, her hair already falling forwards over her shoulders.

“This is mad.”

“It is completely mad,” Jessica said. She adjusted one of her elbows. “Are you ready?”

Kate considered the question honestly. Her skin was alive. Her heart was working harder than it had needed to in some time. Her thighs were already wet against the leather, and she had not been touched yet.

“Yes.”

Daniel had come up to the side of her bench. He bent and kissed her, slow and warm, his hand cradling the back of her neck. His mouth tasted of his drink. When he straightened he kept his hand there a moment.

“I love you. Have a good night.”

Kate squeezed his hand. “I love you. You, too.”

Across the way Brian had come up to Jessica’s bench and was bent over her, his hand at the small of her back, saying something Kate could not hear. Jessica was nodding. Brian kissed her forehead and straightened.

Both husbands stepped back at the same time.

Kate kept her eyes on Jessica, and Jessica kept her eyes on her. They waited.

A man approached the side of Kate’s bench. Mid-thirties, dark hair, a careful expression that suggested he knew the protocol. He had a wedding ring. Kate didn’t recognise him. She looked at him for a moment longer than she needed to, taking him in. He was not unattractive. He had the air of a man who had done this before, who knew to wait his turn and to wait for the woman on the bench to look at him properly before he came any closer.

Kate liked all of that. She liked the wedding ring. She had not, on inquiry, been able to explain why married strangers were easier for her than single ones. She had decided some time ago not to inquire.

She nodded.

He came around behind her. The sound of his footsteps on the carpet was very specific to her now, very detailed. She heard him stop. She felt his hand on her hip. It was warm and dry, smaller than Daniel’s, the fingers calloused at the tips. Kate’s breath went out of her in a small even release.

He took his time. He ran his other hand down the small of her back to the rise of her arse, paused there, and then slid two fingers into her. He worked her slowly, gently, taking stock of her. Kate’s forehead came down onto her forearms. He was good with his hands. He curled his fingers and Kate’s hips lifted off the leather without her asking them to.

When he had her where he wanted her, he took his fingers out and replaced them with his cock. He pushed into her slowly. Her body took a half-second to accommodate him.

Then she was full of a stranger she had not spoken to. The fact of it landed in her quietly, low in her stomach, and she let it sit there. This was what she had come here for. This was what she had built her life around, over the past year, with Daniel’s steady hand on the architecture.

She lifted her head.

Across the gap, Jessica’s eyes were already on her. There was a Black man in a purple shirt behind her, hands on Jessica’s hips, beginning to move. Jessica’s breath was coming differently. She was watching Kate over the gap and waiting for Kate to find her.

Kate found her.

Jessica’s mouth curved, one corner first, then the other. Kate’s mouth did the same.

The two of them held the look. It was the only thing Kate could feel above the level of her hips. Everything behind was the man she did not know. Everything in front was Jessica.

Jessica’s eyes went a little unfocused for a moment, then came back to her. Kate understood. The man behind Jessica had pushed in deep. Kate’s body picked the moment up too, behind her, the man inside her finding his rhythm, and her own breath went a step higher.

They held the look.

Jessica’s eyes were enormous. There was no fear in them. There was a small amount of disbelief, the kind a child has at a magic trick, mixed with something Kate had not seen on her face before. A surrender that was nothing like submission. A letting-go. Jessica was not bracing against the man behind her or against the room or against the fact of what was happening. She was simply allowing it, and the allowing was making her glow.

Kate registered, in the same look, what Jessica was giving back to her. Recognition. Pleasure at finding her. A small private yes, woman to woman, friend to friend, as the strangers behind them began to take what they had come here for.

Jessica’s mouth opened a little. A sound came out of her that Kate could not hear over the music but could see. A soft O-shape, then closed, then open.

Kate’s body, behind her, was beginning to do something similar. The man inside her had found her angle and was working it. She felt the strange double awareness of being fucked by someone she couldn’t see while watching her friend being fucked by someone she could. Two women on leather benches, four feet apart, sharing this.

Kate felt the man behind her finish. He pushed all the way in, held himself there, and emptied into her. She did not know his name. She would not know it. She smiled into her forearms at the completeness of that.

The man eased out. His hand left her hip. She heard him step back. The next pair of hands did not arrive immediately, and she lifted her head to find Jessica again.

Her vision of Jessica was interrupted. A man’s erect cock was four inches in front of her face. Kate tilted her head back to see who it was.

She almost laughed.

William was looking down at her, eyes wide. Out of his cage, just as Vanessa had promised. Here to have his cock sucked by the woman who had teased him in his helplessness the night before. Kate wondered briefly if Vanessa had sent him here first, or if he had come on his own. Either way was flattering.

Kate opened her mouth and laid her tongue flat.

William stepped forwards. He held himself at the base with one hand and brought the head of his cock to her mouth. Kate closed her lips around him. He pushed in slowly, finding the back of her throat. Six days of waiting were sitting in his hand and he knew it.

She glanced up. Behind him, Vanessa was standing with a glass in her hand, watching. She caught Kate’s eye and smiled, small and pleased.

William’s hand came onto the back of Kate’s head. He set the pace himself, drawing her onto him and back. Kate kept her jaw open and her tongue flat, letting him use her. After a minute, he eased himself out.

He stepped around the bench and came up behind her. His hand on her hip. Then he was inside her, fast and direct. Kate made a small sound. He set a hard pace from the start. She could feel the urgency of him, the specific heat of a man who had been waiting for six days.

He did not last long. Three minutes, perhaps less. He pushed in deep, held himself there, and finished inside her.

Kate smiled into her forearms. She suspected the brevity had less to do with her than with five days of denial. It was flattering all the same.

He eased out. His hand left her hip.

The next man was older. Fifties, perhaps. He did not rush. He ran his hand down her spine before he touched her anywhere else, a slow pass from her neck to the small of her back, as though he were smoothing a tablecloth. When he entered her, it was with a patience that the younger men hadn’t had. He fucked her like a man with nowhere else to be.

Kate found herself pushing back into him, matching his pace, and for a few minutes, the two of them found something almost conversational in the rhythm. He finished quietly. His hand rested on her hip a moment longer than necessary before he stepped away.

Kate lifted her head, looking for Jessica, but her view was blocked. A man was standing in front of Jessica’s bench, holding the back of Jessica’s head, his cock in her mouth. Kate could see Jessica’s hands gripping the edge of the leather, white-knuckled. Behind Jessica, another man was working, his hands on her hips, his head tilted back.

A new pair of hands landed on Kate’s hips. She did not turn to look. She lowered her forehead onto her forearms and let him in. He was unhurried.

Footsteps came up to the head of her bench. A pair of trousers. A hand at the base of a cock.

Kate did not look up. She opened her mouth and took him.

Her body adjusted to taking two men at once. She had not, until tonight, been used at both ends by strangers at the same time. The reconfiguration happened quickly. Each forwards stroke from behind pushed her face into the man in front. Each pull at the back of her head rocked her into a deeper push from behind. Her shoulders worked to hold her up between them. Her breath went only through her nose.

Two men were fucking her at once, and her body was being moved between them at their pace. Kate Morrison, senior lecturer, wife, mother. On a leather bench on a cruise ship. She had never been happier.

Kate began to build. The heat low in her had been sitting there pleasantly, and now it was making something of itself. Her thighs tightening. Her hips doing more of their own work against the man behind.

The man behind her finished first. Pushed in deep, held, emptied into her. Kate moaned around the cock in her mouth.

He eased out.

The man at her mouth took himself out, walked round to the foot of the bench, and a second later, his hand was on her hip. Kate had not seen his face yet. She still didn’t. He pushed into her in one long stroke. He was thicker than the last.

Kate’s breath broke.

He set a faster pace. His hands on her hips, using them. Kate’s forehead went down and stayed there.

She came on him quietly. She did not have the breath for noise. Her hands closed on the leather. Her thighs locked against his. The orgasm rolled through her in a long, slow wave that the man behind her did not break stride for. He kept fucking her. She kept clenching around him.

When it finished, she stayed where she was. Breathing. The leather was warm under her palms, wet with her own sweat, or someone else’s—she couldn’t tell. She could hear the room around her. Ice in a glass somewhere. A woman’s low laugh from near the bar. The music had changed to something slower. Her body felt enormous and small at the same time, every nerve still ringing from the orgasm, her skin registering the air conditioning and the distant vibration of the ship’s engines through the bench. She was here. She was on a bench. Men were going to keep fucking her. The thought arrived without urgency and sat beside her like a cat.

He went on. After another minute he too pushed in deep and finished inside her. He held there a moment. Then he eased out.

Kate lifted her head. Across the gap, briefly, she saw Jessica again. Jessica’s mouth was free for a second. Her hair was stuck to her temples. Her eyes met Kate’s. Kate could see, from that one look, that Jessica had also just come.

They held the look for as long as they had it. A new pair of trousers stepped into the space and the look was over.

Kate’s mouth was already opening for the next.

She found a different sensation behind her. The shape was different. The push was different. There was no give to it, no warmth, no human body’s small adjustments.

A strap-on. A woman with a strap-on was fucking her.

Kate nearly turned to look. She got as far as lifting her head when the vibration hit her. A steady high hum against her clit, held there by a hand she couldn’t see. Kate’s eyes rolled back. Her head dropped onto her forearms.

A cock pressed against her mouth. She opened. She took it in. Her thoughts went quiet.

The two of them worked her between them.

She heard Jessica come from across the gap. A long, high, open sound, broken in the middle. Kate could not see her. The cock at her mouth and the woman at her hips kept their pace through it.

Kate was close to her second orgasm. She could feel it building under the vibration. She wanted to make noise. She had a cock in her mouth and could not.

What a wonderful problem to have, she thought.

Then the orgasm came up under her, and there were no more thoughts.

The cock eased out. She had a moment of free breath before another replaced it. She opened and took him in.

The strap-on withdrew. A beat of cool air, then a different pressure. Warm, soft at the head, slightly slick. A real cock. He pushed in slowly.

The cock withdrew from her mouth. She lifted her head.

Jessica was there again, briefly. Sweat had matted her hair to her forehead. Someone had come on her face. She was smiling, but her eyes were a long way away.

Kate looked past Jessica to the man behind her. It took her several blinks to recognise him. Peter the Magnificent. Working Jessica with the same composed attention he had brought to the stage. Beside him, a few feet to one side, his blonde assistant was standing, a harness visible at her hips. Kate filed that away and smiled.

Another cock filled her vision and her mouth. This one tasted familiar.

Daniel. The pace, the taste, the size. After a few strokes, Kate was certain. Her husband, come to use her mouth in the middle of everything. Her eyes burned behind closed lids. She sucked him the way she always sucked him and felt his hand settle in her hair. The familiarity of it was the most grounding thing she’d felt all night.

The man behind her worked her at a deeper pace. Her husband was in her mouth, a stranger was inside her, and Peter the Magnificent was a few feet away, fucking her friend. Kate stopped trying to hold any of it in her head.

The man behind her finished. Pushed deep, held, emptied into her. Simply the most recent man who had been inside her and now was not.

Daniel eased out of her mouth. He bent down. Kissed the top of her head. Stayed there a second. Then he straightened and stepped back.

Kate watched his bare feet move out of her sightline.

A new pair of hands took her hips. Gentle. He pushed in slowly, the way the first man had, and Kate’s body, far past asking questions about how it was being treated, took him in and went on.

Jessica’s mouth was free again. Their eyes met.

Jessica’s eyes were exhausted and shining. Kate held the look for as long as she had it. A new pair of trousers stepped into her view, and the look was over.

The vibration again, on her thighs, sliding up. The hum reached her clit and stayed.

Kate’s third orgasm rolled through her quietly. She closed her eyes. She kept her mouth open.

Use my mouth, she thought. Just don’t disturb me.

She laughed, a short single sound that came out around whoever was in her mouth at the moment. She did not remember being this loopy at Sylvie’s. She had stayed alert longer that night, watching, taking it in. Tonight, her body had relaxed into the situation quickly and her thoughts had gone quietly with it.

Whatever was happening was happening. She did not need to keep up with it.

She lost count.

She came at least twice more. Each one came quietly. None of them broke the rhythm of the men taking her. She came on strangers she had not seen and possibly on Peter, who had crossed over from Jessica’s bench at some point. She did not look up to confirm. It didn’t matter.

The room thinned. Kate registered it slowly. A man across the lounge was putting his shirt back on, tucking it in with the careful movements of someone returning to civilian life. Two women were talking quietly by the bar, one of them barefoot, holding her heels in one hand. The music had dropped to almost nothing. The candles on the nearest table had burned down to stubs. The particular hush of a room that had been used for something and was now settling back into itself.

Kate lay on her bench and felt the evening’s weight in her body. Her thighs. Her jaw. The places where hands had been and were no longer.

The next pair of hands was Daniel’s. She knew them before she lifted her head. He had come back. He pushed into her slowly, all the way, and held there, his palm flat on the small of her back.

Kate’s whole body let go a fraction. Her husband was inside her at the end of an evening that had been built for her, and she had been waiting for him without knowing it.

Brian was behind Jessica. Kate could see Jessica’s face. Jessica was looking at her with the same exhausted, shining smile she had been giving her in fragments all night, and now she had her husband in her and Kate had hers, and it was the right shape for the evening to end.

Daniel did not last long. He had been waiting and watching, and Kate suspected he had been close before he’d come up to the bench. He moved in her steadily for a minute or two, and then his hand tightened on her hip. He pushed all the way in and finished inside her. He held himself there with his forehead against her shoulder.

Brian was moments behind him.

Kate watched her friend’s face change as Brian came inside her. Jessica closed her eyes and made a small soft sound that was the warmest sound Kate had heard her make all night.

The two men eased out of their wives at almost the same moment. Daniel’s hand stayed on Kate’s lower back. He bent, kissed between her shoulder blades, and stayed there a second.

Marge appeared at the side of Kate’s bench with a glass of water and a damp towel. She did not say anything. She set the water on the small table within Kate’s reach and laid the towel gently over Kate’s lower back. She moved on to Jessica’s bench and did the same. Harold was a step behind her with two robes over his arm.

Kate did not move for a moment. She was not sure her arms would hold her if she lifted them.

She turned her head and looked across at Jessica. Jessica was already looking at her. Both of them were grinning the way two people grin who have just done something together that they could not quite believe they had done.

Daniel helped Kate sit up. He held her elbow as she swung her legs around. She sat upright on the padded leather, naked, and Daniel handed her the glass of water. She drank half of it. Her hand was shaking a little. Daniel’s hand was on her back.

Brian was helping Jessica up.

Jessica swung her legs over and sat upright on her own bench, the towel draped across her thighs, and looked at Kate. “Come here.”

Daniel lifted Kate gently down off the bench. Her legs held. She crossed the small distance between the benches and sat down beside Jessica.

Jessica’s arm came around her shoulders. Kate’s arm went around Jessica’s waist.

They sat there for a long minute, breathing.

Kate turned her head against Jessica’s shoulder. “How many?”

Jessica smiled. “I have no idea.”

Kate smiled back.
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Epilogue

The morning was warm, and the dock at Piraeus was busy. Kate and Daniel came down the gangplank with their luggage at the end of a long line of passengers in summer clothes. The ship was large from this angle, the side of it rising white above them, the rope-railed walkway swinging slightly under the press of bodies. Beyond the dock, the port spread out in concrete and heat haze, taxis and coaches lined up along the kerb.

Kate had not slept much. Neither had Daniel. They were the kind of tired that came with a holiday properly used.

Jessica found her at the bottom. She came across the dock in a pale pink sundress, sunglasses pushed up into her hair, Brian a step behind her with both their cases. She and Kate hugged for a long time. Kate could feel Jessica laughing into her shoulder. When they pulled apart, Jessica had her phone out.

“Numbers.” She was smiling. “Email. Anything. I am not losing you.”

Kate gave her details. They typed each other in.

Brian shook Daniel’s hand, then Kate’s, and put one large hand briefly on Jessica’s lower back the way he had at the brunch table. “Good to know you both.” He did not seem to need to say more.

Kate spotted others as they moved past the line. Marge was at a small distance, in something patterned and bright, holding court with a couple Kate did not recognise, Harold beside her with both their bags. Marge saw Kate, blew her a kiss across the dock, and then went back to her conversation.

Malcolm and Raquelle were farther along by a row of taxis. Raquelle saw them and lifted a hand. Kate lifted hers back.

Vanessa and William were ahead of them already, walking together towards the terminal, his hand at the small of her back.

Peter the Magnificent was nowhere in sight, which Kate suspected was deliberate. He had probably stayed on the ship.

Kate and Daniel walked off the dock with their luggage rolling behind them. The taxi rank was a few hundred yards on. Daniel’s hand found hers as they walked. Kate looked at her husband sideways. He was tanned. He looked rested in a way he did not normally look at the end of holidays. Kate squeezed his hand once. He squeezed back.

***

Bath was raining when they landed. By the time Kate had been back at the university for a week, the cruise had begun to feel like something that had happened in another life. By the time three weeks had passed, the tan had faded from her shoulders and her diary had refilled with the small ordinary appointments of term.

She had her office. Top floor of a Georgian building on a side street near the Circus, sash window that looked out onto a wall and a slip of sky. The wall was lit yellow this afternoon, the sun on the Bath stone behind her building. Kate sat at her desk in a pale grey dress and a cardigan, marking a stack of second-year essays on Hardy.

Her body was largely back to itself. There was, still, a small specific tenderness in her hips that arrived when she had been sitting too long, though she suspected that had less to do with the cruise and more to do with what she and Daniel had been doing since they’d gotten home. She registered it, let herself think about it for a moment, and then put it down again. She made a note in the margin of the essay in front of her. The student had misread Bathsheba. Kate underlined the misreading neatly and wrote in the margin: consider her agency more carefully .

Her phone buzzed face-down on the desk. She turned it over. Jessica.

thinking about you. how’s bath?

Kate smiled. She picked up the phone and tapped a reply.

Raining, obviously. How is North Carolina?

hot. brian is grilling. i am drinking wine and supervising.

Kate laughed.

That sounds correct.

miss you

Kate set the phone down for a moment. She looked at the wall outside her window. The yellow on the stone had moved. She thought about the deck of the ship, about Jessica on a bench four feet away from her, and about the small, private sound Jessica had made when Brian had finished inside her at the end of it all. None of which was relevant to the second-year essays in front of her.

She picked the phone back up.

I miss you, too. How is the lifestyle, on the ground?

good. quiet for now. brian and i are taking a break for a couple months. just us. recharging.

That sounds wise.

what about you and daniel?

Kate considered. She turned the phone over in her hand. She thought about Daniel in the kitchen this morning, about the way he had kissed the back of her neck while she was making tea, about the long, warm look they had held over the rim of his coffee cup before either of them had said anything. The cruise was in him, too, somewhere, settling.

We are fine. Better than fine. Quietly enjoying ourselves.

it’s just so good to have a woman to talk to even when i don’t have anything to say

i hope that’s okay

Kate read the three messages and felt a small, warm thing land in her chest. She thought for a moment, looking at the wall outside her window. Then she tapped a reply.

“It is difficult for a woman to define her feelings in language which is chiefly made by men to express theirs.” Hardy, Far from the Madding Crowd.

The dots appeared. Then disappeared. Then appeared again. Then Jessica’s reply.

“i’m a trisexual. i’ll try anything once.” samantha, sex and the city.

Kate read it twice. She laughed, properly, alone in her office. She set the phone face-down on the desk.

She picked up her pen and went back to the essay in front of her.

Our books get read because of ratings and reviews. If you enjoyed Kate’s journey a review or star rating would be appreciated.
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The Shared Wives Series

Behind closed doors and beneath perfect lives, some wives crave more than just devotion—they crave permission. Each standalone story follows a married woman’s journey into sexual awakening and forbidden desire, often with the eager encouragement of the husband who knows her best. From whispered fantasies to explosive realities, these emotionally charged tales explore trust, surrender, and the intoxicating thrill of being truly seen.

Read them in any order. Just not in public.

Sharing Sarah – Once a brilliant academic, Sarah's quiet life as a professor's wife ignites when she meets James, a magnetic visiting scholar from Oxford. As forbidden desires awaken, she must choose between the safety of her marriage and the thrilling possibilities that challenge everything she thought she knew about herself.

Sharing Emily – When Ben asks his wife if she misses being reckless, her answer awakens dangerous desires. What starts as whispered fantasy becomes reality when an old flame returns to test just how much Ben truly wants to share her.

Sharing Vivian – Beneath her picture-perfect life, Vivian hungers for something more. When a younger bartender threatens to shatter her carefully curated world, her husband's unexpected permission changes everything.

Sharing Rachel – After two decades as the perfect wife and mother, Rachel finds herself drawn to a mysterious single dad. When her husband Caleb asks “Do you want him?”, she discovers a hunger she didn't know she had—and a marriage stronger than she imagined.

Sharing Nora – Empty-nested Nora's quiet life changes when passionate new neighbors move in. What starts as innocent eavesdropping becomes obsession as she discovers the beautiful Ally might harbor secrets Nora desperately wants to learn from.

Sharing Samantha – When star Vanessa Vale gets injured, director Mark's wife Samantha becomes her body double—including intimate scenes with leading man Lucas Reid. Mark discovers he's not just directing anymore; he's orchestrating his own sexual awakening.

Sharing Cassie – Teddy's investigation into San Francisco's kink scene for a journalism assignment awakens unexpected questions about love and possession. As he encourages Cassie to explore, they discover that sharing can create connections deeper than either imagined.

Sharing Jessica – Jessica's husband has had many more lovers than her. She feels inexperienced and he feels like he's corrupted her. Their marriage counselor suggests that an “Alternative Lifestyle” cruise might solve both their problems!

Sharing Jane – Jane's husband discovers that his wife wasn't always the perfect school-board sitting domestic goddess he thought she was! She used to be a groupie for a midwestern metal band. She made such an impression on them that they made a song about their summer together. Now he can't get the images out of his mind!

Sharing Riley – Four months of locker-room tension with her esports rival ends in a confession Riley never planned to make. But instead of breaking her marriage, the truth wakes something in her husband Levi—and now he wants to hear everything.

Sharing Maren – When Drew's old rival tries to blackmail his way into Maren's bed, he has no idea the couple has played this game before. Maren knows exactly how to give a man what he expects to see—right up until the trap closes.

Sharing Kate (Book One) – Kate and Daniel have a good marriage—careful, considerate, and nowhere near enough. When Kate finally names what she actually wants, Daniel doesn't flinch. He finds himself a chair to watch from.

Sharing Kate (Book Two) – Adrian was only the beginning. When an invitation arrives from a woman who curates her evenings the way other people curate art, Kate discovers there are rooms beyond the ones she's already entered—and Daniel discovers how much he likes watching her walk in.

Sharing Kate (Book Three) (the book you’re holding) – The cruise was meant to be a holiday. But when Kate and Daniel befriend an American couple who know exactly what kind of ship they’re all on, two marriages start comparing notes—and Kate discovers how much she enjoys hunting with a friend.

Sharing Natasha (Part One) – Natasha's boring marriage explodes when she's kidnapped by Rafael, a ghost from her past. Her dependable husband Ethan has been hiding a dangerous double life, and nothing about her abduction is random.

Sharing Natasha (Part Two) – Trapped in Rafael's Caribbean compound, Natasha discovers survival means awakening buried desires. As her husband races to find her, she must use passion itself as a weapon—but some awakenings can't be undone.

Sharing Natasha (Part Three) – Natasha is now a full-fledged operative, using seduction to protect her country. After being embedded in a international terrorist sex cult, she realizes that she needs support. Little does she know that the support comes in the form of her husband and friend, undercover as husband and wife!

Sharing Natasha (Part Four) – Ethan and Esperanza have discovered the true end goals of Les Libertines and will stop at nothing to prevent their global takeover!

Sharing Sonja – Phillip planned their Louisiana getaway down to the last detail—including the part he can’t bring himself to say out loud. A masked stranger at a bonfire gives Sonja exactly what her husband secretly arranged, but the real story begins when she works out that none of it was an accident.

And more are on the way!
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About Raven Merlot

Raven Merlot has spent years exploring the thrilling world of erotic storytelling, crafting tales that push boundaries, ignite passions, and delve into the deepest desires of the human experience. With a signature blend of sensuality, power dynamics, and raw intimacy, Raven creates unforgettable characters who surrender to their most forbidden fantasies.

Whether it’s the delicate dance of dominance and submission, the intoxicating allure of cuckolding, or the seductive thrill of power exchange, Raven’s stories pull readers into a world where pleasure knows no limits.

When not writing, Raven enjoys discovering new ways to explore desire, indulging in decadent wine, and finding inspiration in the unspoken secrets of the night.

🔥 Follow Raven Merlot for more steamy tales:
📚 Amazon Author Page

📢 Twitter/X: @RavenMerlot

💋 You can also find exclusive content on Patreon!

You can join her email list at https://dl.bookfunnel.com/9b6futjhil and get a free story! You’ll also hear about new books as they become available and how to get some books for free!
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