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Chapter 1


At 7:18, she arrives.

I see her first in the side mirror, a fragment, a dark silhouette made fluid by the city’s sodium glow. She doesn’t hurry, doesn’t glance around. She walks as if the sidewalk is unrolling just for her, stride loose and long. Closer now: tall, hair up in a loose knot, dress too nice for a casual Thursday. The coat she wears is wrong for the weather, light and expensive, more for effect than insulation.

Beautiful. I think to myself, my heart dropping, knowing I already lost to her.

She stops at Jonah’s car, bends at the waist to peer in, then trails her fingers along the hood, lingering on the chrome emblem like she’s tuning an instrument. She moves to the passenger side and the door pops open from within, a practiced, seamless coordination.

The interior light snaps on, briefly overexposing the scene: her profile sharp, mouth painted, one hand in the crook of her elbow, the other clutching a phone. She slides into the seat, and they don’t talk at first, just look at each other, eyes searching, calibrating. I can only imagine Jonah’s reaction - his heart racing with the thrill of the moment. His cock was already rigid for action. I feel my face redden at imagining the entire scene playing out.

I try to hear what they’re saying, but my car is too far away, the windows up, air circulating with the soft scent of my sweat and the deodorizer that Jonah hates. I feel every soundless second, like time stretched on a rack.

Their first words are over in an instant. She laughs—head thrown back, white teeth, hand flicking to touch his shoulder. Then her hand rests there, stays. He grins in response, a grin I haven’t seen in months, not since the Spain trip when he made me laugh so hard sangria shot out my nose.

He leans in, just enough, and she mirrors. They’re not kissing, not yet. This is a preamble, an old choreography. Her hand migrates from his shoulder to his thigh, slow, casual, familiar. He covers it with his own. I realize I clench my thighs, and I release them, surprised by my reaction.

I’m digging my nails into my palm, sharp half-moons blooming red. My stomach spasms and my mouth tastes of copper, but my chest is alive with the opposite of pain—a molten, shameful interest, a need to see how it plays out.

Seeing the love of my life with another woman wasn’t how my day was supposed to go. How did I end up here? The day was a blur.

“Jonah! You fucking cheat.” I can’t help but blurt out as my mind races, and hope no one heard me.

Taking a deep breath, I close my eyes and recount how I wound up here, stalking my supposedly faithful husband.
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The phone is still screen-down, which is the first red flag of the morning. That and him not bringing it with him to the bathroom, where he’s gone now, door closed, shower running. I finish my coffee at the kitchen island, perched like a sentry behind a MacBook and an untouched bowl of chia pudding. I scroll through the headlines, but all I see are overlays of the night before: Jonah’s late return, the chemical sharpness of his breath, the red-wine flush that hadn’t quite faded from his cheeks.

He emerges twenty minutes later, towel slung low around his hips, water beading on the cut planes of his chest. He stands in the doorway a beat longer than necessary, expecting me to look up. I oblige.

“Morning,” he says, rubbing his hair with the towel so it spikes in all directions. Manufactured imperfection.

“Morning,” I echo, keeping my face arranged. “Sleep okay?”

He shrugs. “Had the dream again. The one with the teeth.”

We used to talk about our dreams over breakfast, dissect them, spin them into stories for each other. Now it’s just a data point, offered and then filed away.

He pours himself coffee and comes to stand beside me at the island. He’s scrolling, scrolling—email, Slack, some internal dashboard—but keeps the phone tilted away from me. His thumb moves with unconscious mastery.

I say, “Did you finish the audit for the Strickland merger?”

He blinks as if caught cheating on a test, then recovers. “Almost. Just waiting for numbers from the West Coast team. Should have it wrapped up tonight.”

Liar, I think, and hate myself for the word. I’ve become an amateur forensics specialist in the last six months: matching timesheets to call logs, cross-referencing calendar invites, all the little tricks they teach you in True Crime podcasts. My brand of self-harm.

I watch him dress through the lens of the hallway mirror. He selects a suit—a navy one, even though it’s a Wednesday, and their office is only barely above business casual. Cufflinks, tie, then the coup de grâce: a cologne I haven’t seen in years, bought on a vacation to Barcelona back when we still had “us” stories to tell. He applies it delicately, almost ceremonially, and I wonder if he’s dressing for the Harrington account team or for someone who hasn’t heard the punchlines to all his best jokes yet.

“Are you seeing the Harringtons tonight?” I ask, folding my hands over my laptop so I don’t fidget.

He nods, but his attention is on the mirror, smoothing his tie. “Yeah. Dinner at the new place, Roca, in the Loop. Might run late. Don’t wait up?”

I catch the question mark at the end. Subtle. He wants permission, but not enough to look at me while he asks.

“I have reports to review anyway,” I say. “I’ll probably do takeout. Or just fast until tomorrow.” I smile as if this is an inside joke.

He flashes a teeth-baring smile that doesn’t reach his eyes, then pockets his phone and heads for the door. “Love you, Mara.”

My throat tightens. “Love you, too.”

I wait until the elevator chimes and his footsteps fade before I move. My hands are shaking, just a little, so I rest them flat on the counter and inhale through my nose until I feel something like baseline. I used to think anxiety was a mood. Now I know it’s a shape, a density. It changes the specific gravity of every room I enter.

The first thing I do is call Lila.

She picks up on the third ring, her voice thick with sleep and honey. “You’re up early, babe.”

“Couldn’t sleep,” I say, keeping my tone light. “I need to run something by you.”

She yawns, the sound intimate through the phone. “If it’s about Jonah, just say it. Don’t make me play twenty questions.”

I close my eyes and picture her kitchen, the scattering of crystals on the windowsill, the mug she always uses that says “Trust Your Gut” in gold script. “Am I being crazy?” I ask. “About the Harrington thing?”

Lila’s laugh is bright and warm. “You? Never. But your definition of ‘paranoid’ is about three standard deviations from the mean.”

I almost smile. “He left his phone here. Didn’t take it into the bathroom.”

“Jesus,” she says, instantly alert. “That’s new.”

“And he’s using the Barcelona cologne again.”

A pause. “He wore that when he met you, didn’t he?”

“First date,” I confirm, remembering the heady rush of that night, how I’d cataloged every detail for future replay.

“Classic move,” Lila says. “He’s trying to impress someone. The question is, is it professional or personal?”

“Why does it have to be either-or?” I say, more bitterly than intended.

Lila makes a soft tsking noise. “I’ll say this: your instincts are never wrong. But they’re not always right for the reasons you think. Sometimes it’s the symptom, not the disease.”

I absorb this, rolling the words around in my head. “What if I’m just bored?” I ask, voice low.

Lila snorts. “You? You’d start a cult just to see how the data shakes out. Listen, you want me to dig around on the Harringtons? I can have something by lunchtime.”

“No. I just needed…perspective.”

“Perspective granted, babe. Now, go do something productive. Wallowing is for Saturdays.”

I hang up and exhale, the apartment feeling even bigger and emptier than before.

Now comes the evidence collection. It’s embarrassing how quickly I slip into the pattern: bedroom first, checking the edges of drawers for new scratches, the position of his watch on the nightstand, the tension in the sheets on his side of the bed. Everything is as it should be, which is itself a kind of clue.

Bathroom next. I scan the garbage for new receipts, traces of makeup not my own, errant hairs of a color not found in my genome. Nothing. The cologne bottle is exactly three milliliters lighter than it was last week, but that’s just a guess.

I checked the pockets of his gym bag—no condoms, no bar receipts, just a protein bar and a neatly folded phone charger. The medicine cabinet yields only the usual vitamins, ibuprofen, his special sleep supplement that I once researched for side effects (none). I even take a sample of his toothbrush bristles, just in case. I could run a DNA test, but I know I won’t.

In the living room, I turn on his laptop and hover my fingers over the keyboard. I know the password, of course. He changed it last week, but I have software for this. I get in. Nothing on the desktop, nothing in the browser history. He’s started using Incognito mode, which is both insulting and adorable. I poke through his recent documents, his Slack messages, his LinkedIn—he’s updated his profile photo, and the new one is a close crop of his face, all jawline and earnest blue eyes. I stare at it for a full minute, searching for meaning in the pixels.

The kitchen is last. I scan the trash for wine corks, unusual takeout containers, wrappers from foods he doesn’t eat. There’s an empty bottle of wine, the expensive stuff, from Tuesday night. We were supposed to share it on our anniversary, but I ended up on a call with Singapore until midnight, and he drank it alone. At least he didn’t lie about that.

My body aches, a bone-deep tiredness. From the window, I watch the city as the sun breaks the horizon. I can see the building where Jonah’s office is, a glass shard in a cluster of glass shards. I imagine him there, already at his desk, sleeves rolled up, making people laugh in a way that makes them want to be him or be near him. Maybe both.

I make a list of explanations, pro and con, and type them out on my phone. Under “pro,” I write: Work is stressful; wants to impress clients; maybe he's planning a surprise for me; growing pains of a long-term marriage. Under “con,” I write: He’s done this before.

I delete the list.

By 7:30, I’m dressed and ready for the office, hair pulled back in a no-nonsense ponytail, makeup applied with surgical precision. I look at myself in the mirror and try to see what Jonah saw when he first fell in love with me. I came up empty. All I see is the woman who spends her mornings dusting for fingerprints and analyzing silences.

Before I leave, I write him a note on our little magnetic whiteboard by the fridge: “Dinner’s on you tonight. I expect the good stuff. XO, M.”

I’m not sure if I mean it as a joke or a test, but it doesn’t matter. I erase it and walk out the door, locking up behind me even though he’ll never notice if I don’t.

He’s cheating. You know he is.

The office is all glass and open plan, the illusion of transparency enforced by rows of see-through partitions and collaborative whiteboards no one actually uses. I settle into my cubicle by the window, which I fought hard to get, and let my body go through the motions of starting the workday: laptop open, dual monitors powered up, inbox summoned with a single keystroke. But my mind is elsewhere, feeding itself on the spreadsheet of Jonah’s behavior over the past three months, every row a new anomaly, every cell a sliver of doubt.

Cell A3: April 18th, skipped gym, claimed exhaustion, but Strava shows a three-mile run at 6:18 pace. Cell B5: New contacts added to his phone, all with bland placeholder names—“Consultant,” “Service Rep.” Cell C7: Purchased flowers online, delivered to his office, not our apartment. No card. No explanation.

I copy-paste the data into my mental dashboard and try to overlay it with the normal, the plausible, the kind. I want the pattern to be harmless, want the conclusion to be nothing more than a stressed husband juggling too much at work. But the heat map keeps pulsing red.

My first real interruption comes at 9:42, when Imran hovers beside my desk with a coffee in each hand. He’s wearing the same navy v-neck as last week, hair a little mussed, and there’s a fleck of whiteboard marker on his left cheekbone. He looks like a kid playing grown-up.

“For you,” he says, extending a cup. “Quad Americano, no room. Extra hot, extra bitter.”

I take it, my hands brushing his with the static zing of too much caffeine and not enough sleep. “You have a gift for picking up on the little things,” I say, because it’s true. Imran collects trivia about people like other guys collect vinyl or whiskey.

He lowers his voice. “You’ve been staring at that dashboard for—” he checks his watch, theatrical “—twenty-seven minutes. You okay?”

I flash the practiced “I’m fine” smile, which usually works on everyone except Lila. “Just stuck on the Thompson campaign. I think the response data is dirty, but I can’t pin down where.” I pivot the monitor so he can see the graph, a wall of inscrutable color bands.

He leans in, scanning with actual intent. “Did you try segmenting by device type? Sometimes the mobile users throw off the whole curve.”

“Good catch,” I say, though I’d already considered it. I just want him to feel useful.

He sips his own coffee, eyes flicking back to me. “Seriously, Mara. You need anything?”

I shrug, maybe a little too casually. “Just another twelve hours in the day.” My phone vibrates, a phantom buzz, but when I check, it’s nothing. I tuck it under my thigh so I won’t look again for at least ten minutes.

Imran waits a beat, then steps back. “Let me know if you want to grab lunch. Or, you know, want me to run interference if Lorraine comes around with those death-by-PowerPoint slides.”

“I owe you,” I say, then turn back to my screen before he can say anything else.

The rest of the morning is a game of hide and seek with my attention span. I draft three client memos, schedule a call with Legal, and rewrite an ad for vegan pet food that makes me question all of my life choices. Every twenty minutes, I open Jonah’s shared calendar. Every time, it’s packed with plausible meetings, color-coded and innocuous. I try to reverse-engineer his lies, but he’s a pro—never overplays, never under communicates, just the right amount of “running late” and “see you soon.”

At 11:16, my phone dings for real. I snatch it up.

Jonah: “Can’t do dinner. Harringtons are running late. Home after ten.”

No “sorry,” no “miss you.” Just pure logistics.

I type out a reply, then delete it. Instead, I add the message to the top of my spreadsheet.

By two o’clock, my whole body is tight with anticipation and caffeine. I meet Imran in the breakroom for a five-minute lunch—protein bar and tap water, no eye contact. He tells me a story about his cousin’s wedding in Mumbai, how the bride’s family hired undercover detectives to vet the groom’s bachelor party. I laugh at the punchline but don’t remember a single detail.

“You ever think people can be too curious for their own good?” I ask him, fiddling with the wrapper of my protein bar.

Imran thinks about it. “Curiosity is just information-seeking. Better to know the ugly truth than live with beautiful lies.”

“Not everyone feels that way,” I say, and realize I’m one of them.

At 4:15, I have my mind made up. I’m not going home tonight. I’ll follow Jonah, see where the lie takes me. There’s a gym bag under my desk, always packed for emergencies. I slip into the bathroom and change: black leggings, a hoodie, nondescript sneakers. I pull my hair into a messy knot and use foundation to dull the sharpness of my cheekbones. It’s not a disguise, but it’s close.

No one bats an eye as I leave early. I make up a migraine, and Lorraine waves me off with a pillowy sigh and a lecture about self-care.

The drive to Jonah’s office is uneventful, traffic a steady blur of red and white. I park two levels below street in a garage I know he uses, and position my car near the exit ramp, sight lines clear. I kill the engine, crack a window, and wait.

It’s colder down here, even in summer. The air is thick with exhaust and the faint chemical sweetness of antifreeze. I scroll through my phone, but the only messages are from Lila—two memes about 90s TV shows, a third that just says, “u got this.”

I want to tell her what I’m doing, but I don’t. Not yet.

At 6:37, Jonah’s car appears. He drives slowly, methodically, looking neither left nor right. He pulls out of the garage and heads east, toward the river. I let two cars slip between us before I follow, adrenaline sharp and electrifying.

The streets are a grid of golden hour, shadows long and perfect. Jonah’s taillights are easy to track. I keep my distance, every turn a measured risk, every stoplight a calculation. I’ve never followed anyone before, but I’m good at it. Better than I’d like to admit.

He parks in front of a building I don’t recognize—an upscale cocktail bar with a name in script that means nothing. There’s no sign of the Harrington account team, just a steady flow of beautiful, overdressed people going in and out. Jonah checks his hair in the rearview, then gets out, straightening his tie with both hands.

I watch from the corner, my heart hammering so hard I feel it in my teeth. I wait for ten minutes, then twenty. He’s not coming out. The urge to go in after him is almost overwhelming, but I restrain myself. This is still reconnaissance.

I texted Lila: “You free tonight?”

She responds instantly. “For you, always. You want company or just a brain dump?”

“Maybe both,” I reply.

I settle deeper into the car seat, fingers tapping the steering wheel, mind whirring with outcomes.

I’ll wait as long as it takes.

The city at night is a conspiracy: headlights leaking secrets down every block, windows opening and closing on silhouettes that could mean anything, everything. I tail Jonah’s car from the bar, keeping him two vehicles ahead, always in the periphery, the way I learned from true crime shows and the threadbare plots of airport paperbacks. I drive as if I am both invisible and hunted, hands rigid at ten and two, mind flickering through outcomes with the speed of an algorithm.

The neighborhood he chooses is unfamiliar, west of the river, all brownstones and boutique gyms, yoga studios and artisanal sandwich shops closed for the night. The quiet is surgical, as if the city’s heartbeat has slowed to a near-stop. He parks in front of a shuttered bakery, engine idling, dashboard casting his face in blue light. I pass by once, twice, looping around the block like a nervous animal, then settle across the street and a half block down.

From here, Jonah’s car is a diorama, the kind you build for grade school science fairs—each figure placed with calculated intent. He’s texting, then checking his reflection in the rearview. He smiles once, practices it, then wipes it away. I watch him the way a sniper watches a target: patient, unblinking, recording every micro expression.

I check the time. Six minutes. Nine. I rehearse what I’ll do if he leaves, if he gets out and walks away: will I follow him, will I confront him, or will I let it all dissolve into the night? My heart says yes to all three simultaneously.
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Thirty-seven minutes. That’s how long they sit there, in their bubble of intimacy, lit and then shadowed by passing headlights. I count the minutes because I can’t count them; the numbers stacking up, replacing words, replacing feeling.

At one point, she gestures, animated, and he puts his arm around her, pulling her close. She shoves him playfully, mock-offended, and he apologizes, lips moving fast, hands raised in surrender. They laugh together, twin peaks on an emotional ECG.

When they finally kiss, it’s weirdly gentle, the thing you’d see in a movie that wants to win awards for realism. No drama. No hungry collision. Just two people, mouths pressed together, holding the moment. I can’t help but wonder, how does it feel for him? Does he even think about me? Wonder what I’m doing? Does she kiss better than me?

I’m sweating, pressed back into my seat, both frozen and burning up. My hands go numb. The urge to get out and walk over, to tap on the glass and say, “I see you,” is overwhelming. But I do nothing. I am an experiment, a test subject, wired up and measured. Somehow, I’m glued to the watch. I want to rip my eyes away from the scene, but they are stuck. My heart races, and I try to quiet it.

The car’s interior light winks off, and they’re just shapes now, moving closer, further, merging. I lose track of who is where, whose hand is on whose knee, whose laughter is bubbling up through the glass. I want to vomit, or scream, or peel my skin off, but I sit and record every frame, imprint it on my mind with clinical precision.

This is the proof I wanted. The control group, the smoking gun.

I texted Lila: “You up?”

She calls instead of replying. I answer, voice flat and unrecognizable. “Hey.”

“Hey,” she says, soft and full of static. “You want me to come over?”

“No,” I said. “Not tonight.”

“You sure?”

I close my eyes, lean my head against the cold glass of the driver’s side window, still watching my husband and his lover. “Yeah. I just need…to think.”

A long pause, full of everything I can’t say. “Okay,” Lila finally whispers. “But you know where to find me.”

I hang up and sit in the dark, watching the windows on Jonah’s car fog, waiting for the feelings to arrange themselves into something I can catalog, quantify, survive.

They don’t.


Chapter 2


The street is a ribbon of wet black glass, reflecting every glint of neon, every passing headlight, every pinhole of starlight like a data point on a never-ending graph. I am parked in the dead zone across from the restaurant, just outside the radius of the valet’s attention. Engine off. Windows cracked, just enough to catch the ambient soundtrack of the city. I have an unobstructed view of the silver Audi where Jonah sits with her.

My phone is facedown on the passenger seat. I don’t need the screen; I already know the time. 8:54 p.m., which means he’s been here exactly one hour and forty-two minutes. I keep track of these things because it feels safer than letting my mind wander to where it wants to go.

From this angle, I can see their silhouettes illuminated in intervals—when a car passes, or when a server from the restaurant opens the side door for a smoke, or when the soft glow from the dashboard pulses brighter as they check their phones. Mostly, they are shadows. I catalog the details as if I am prepping an evidence board for trial.

Detail: The way Jonah drums his fingers on the steering wheel, an old nervous habit he only ever showed me after sex.

Detail: The woman’s profile—long, elegant nose, dark hair spilling from a loose bun, red lipstick visible even at this distance. Her phone, occasionally held up, was always angled away from him.

Detail: Jonah’s smile, the way it splits his face open in a way I haven’t seen in months.

I grip the steering wheel hard enough to feel the texture imprinting onto my palms. The skin goes white, then red when I release. My breath condenses faintly on the inside of the glass.

She moves first—leans in, mouth close to his ear, says something that makes Jonah’s hand flutter to his own knee. There’s a choreography to it: she places her palm on his thigh, he covers it with his own; she gives a theatrical laugh and then squeezes. I have to force my eyes to keep watching. I tell myself this is for closure, for data. But I can’t pretend I’m not also hunting for some other answer.

They sit like that for a long moment, not moving. She’s talking, and he’s nodding, but their bodies are angled together, a magnetization that says what they’re not saying out loud. The woman’s left hand slips to the center console, fingers walking the distance. Jonah’s head falls back against the headrest, and I know what’s coming before it happens.

When she bends at the waist, hair sweeping forward to hide her face, I feel a spike of nausea so sharp I nearly drop my phone. But I don’t look away. I refuse. I watch as her head disappears from view, watch as Jonah’s hand lifts, hovers, then settles on the back of her skull. The movement is gentle, practiced. Not the first time. I should be the only one who knows what he tastes like. The way his cock fills a mouth. That was only for me . I bite my lip as I watch, my heart racing. What the hell is wrong with me?

I document every detail. The subtle shift of Jonah’s jaw as he grits his teeth. The way his left heel lifts and taps the car mat, staccato. How the window fogs, where his breath comes fast and shallow. The way the muscles in his forearm tense and release as he strokes her hair.

I taste metal, bitter, like biting into a filling. My mouth is dry, but I can’t swallow. My breathing becomes shallow, stuttered. I tell myself to feel angry, to hate him, to hate her, but it doesn’t happen. What I feel is pure voltage—terror, fascination, a humiliation so total it short-circuits everything else. I am outside my body, watching myself watch them.

They move in unison now. The woman’s elbow cocks, steadying herself on the console, as her other hand snakes up to Jonah’s belt. I see him unfasten it for her, wrist flicking with practiced precision. She disappears lower, and his head jerks, chin to chest, as if he’s watching his own cock being swallowed. My pulse is a jackhammer in my neck.

The window fogs heavier. The condensation slides in lazy beads, distorting the tableau into something molten and grotesque. Jonah’s mouth drops open. He closes his eyes, and for a second, I see the man I married—the way his whole face would go slack when I made him come, how he’d always try to kiss me immediately after, as if the taste was proof of something real.

I am sweating. I peel my back off the seat and roll down the window an inch, letting the city’s cool breath slap me awake. My thighs are slick with adrenaline, my jeans uncomfortably tight at the crotch. I press my knees together, mortified, but I don’t move my hands from the steering wheel. I am frozen. Not with shock, but with something older, darker. The curiosity that eats its own tail.

Jonah’s hand fists tight in her hair. He’s talking now, or maybe just mouthing words, jaw working like he’s reciting a prayer. The woman’s head bobs rhythmically, a metronome set to some private time signature. I wonder what it feels like, her mouth versus mine, if he notices a difference, if he cares. The thought makes me want to scream.

Instead, I catalog:

Detail: The red of her lipstick smeared along the column of his cock, visible even through the glass.

Detail: The flutter of his eyelids as he approaches climax.

Detail: The way his free hand grips the steering wheel, knuckles going white, then red, then white again. Like me.

He finishes with a full-body shudder. The woman pops up, wipes her mouth with the back of her hand, then laughs again—high, like a glass breaking. She says something I can’t hear, and he leans over, kisses her hard, doesn’t care that he’s tasting himself. I feel heat rush up my throat, shame and arousal battling for dominance, and for a second I think I might actually come, just from watching.

They collapse together, her head on his shoulder, his arm slung around her. For a few minutes they don’t move, just exist in their little pocket of afterglow, oblivious to the city outside, oblivious to me.

I take inventory of my body, searching for evidence of what I am supposed to feel. My hands tremble. My underwear is damp, humiliatingly so. I flex my jaw, trying to reset it, but it keeps slipping open. I want to say this is trauma, a textbook case of betrayal, but I know it’s more complicated. There’s something greedy in me, something that wants to absorb every detail, to learn it, wear it like a skin.

I sit there long after they’ve recomposed themselves, watching as the woman reapplies her lipstick in the visor mirror and Jonah buttons his shirt. They laugh together, softly and privately. He tucks a stray hair behind her ear, a gesture so familiar I want to claw my face off.

When the woman finally gets out of the car, she stands in the streetlight's halo, adjusts her dress, and looks both ways before striding off toward the restaurant. Jonah waits until she’s out of sight before he slumps back against the headrest, exhaling a ragged breath. He looks satisfied, but also exhausted.

I force myself to sit, engine off, window down, letting the city air clear the taste from my mouth. I replay the entire scene, frame by frame, like a forensic analyst. The more I do, the less real it feels, until I’m not sure if it happened to him or to me, or if there’s even a difference.

At 9:36 p.m., Jonah starts the Audi, checks his phone, then pulls away from the curb. I wait a full seven minutes before following. I note the exact time. I note everything.

The drive home is a series of blackout intervals—one minute I’m pulling onto the expressway, the next I’m unlocking our apartment door, keys heavy in my hand. The lobby is silent, the elevator’s mirrored interior reflecting a version of me that looks nothing like the morning’s. I count the floors as they blur past, trying to anchor myself to the present. I reach our floor, step out, and walk the carpeted hallway on autopilot.

Inside, the apartment is dim and perfectly undisturbed. I peel off my jacket, toss my shoes by the door, and go straight to the bathroom. I brush my teeth for a full three minutes, staring at the reflection of my mouth as if it might confess something. The taste in my mouth is all wrong: metal, mint, and something else I can’t name.

I strip and put on pajamas, the blue ones with the faded cuffs that Jonah always says make me look like a grad student in finals week. The sheets on our bed are still tucked perfectly at the corners. I slide between them and stare at the ceiling, waiting.

I replay the scene from the car in my head. Every time, a new detail surfaces: the exact angle of Jonah’s jaw when he came, the color of the woman’s dress, the cadence of their laughter. I should cry, or at least shake, but my hands are steady as rocks on the comforter. My body is an ice sculpture. I can’t even muster a shiver.

The apartment is so quiet I can hear the tick of the radiator. Then, just after one, I hear Jonah’s key in the lock.

I close my eyes to slits, feigning sleep, but keep my body tuned to his every move. He moves quietly—backpack on the table, shoes off at the door, bathroom faucet running for a few seconds. He pads into the bedroom, stops at the threshold, and stands there. I feel his gaze on me. My breath is steady and slow, a simulacrum of peace.

He undresses in the dark, jeans and shirt falling silently to the floor, then slides into bed beside me. The mattress dips, and I feel his body radiating warmth. There’s the smell of wine, of course, but underneath it is a perfume that isn’t mine: something floral and spicy, with a sticky undernote of sex. I listen for the hitch in his breath, the guilt. But there’s nothing. He falls asleep in under a minute.

I don’t sleep. Instead, I watch him through my eyelashes. I study the slow movement of his chest, the soft snore he makes when he’s on his back. I memorize the new rhythm. Between each breath, I count the heartbeats. I catalog the evidence.

At some point, my hand drifts down beneath the sheets, more out of morbid curiosity than any genuine desire. But the arousal is still there—hot, shameful, inescapable. I don’t finish, but I let myself linger on the edge, the memory of Jonah’s face in the car bleeding into the dark.

I remember the way his body went rigid, as if every muscle was taut and ready to snap. His jaw clenched, unclenched, a pulse visible in his temple. His hips lifted slightly, involuntarily, as she took him deeper.

I replay it again and again; the image burned into my mind. The way his breath hitched, the way his fingers dug into the steering wheel, knuckles white. I can almost hear the groan that must have escaped his lips, a sound I used to know so well.

The memory turns over and over in my head, a brutal highlight reel playing on loop. I can’t shake it, can’t unsee it. The way his lips parted, eyes closed tight, brows drawn together in that familiar expression of intense pleasure mixed with a hint of pain.

I turn onto my side, away from Jonah, my heart pounding in my chest. The digital clock on the nightstand ticks away the seconds, each one a hammer blow. I can’t stop thinking about it—the raw, primal tension in his body, the sheer abandon. It’s a side of him I haven’t seen in so long, a side I thought was reserved for me alone.

My mind races, a whirlwind of conflicting emotions. I’m disgusted, horrified, but there’s something else too—a dark, twisted fascination. I can’t deny the physical response it evokes in me, the heat that pools low in my belly, the ache that throbs between my thighs. It’s sick, wrong, but it’s there, undeniable.

I close my eyes tight, trying to block out the images, but they only grow more vivid. The way his hand moved to the back of her head, guiding her, the way his hips bucked as he got closer to the edge. I can almost feel the tension in his body, the coiled energy ready to explode.

A soft moan escapes my lips before I can stop it. I clamp a hand over my mouth, mortified. Jonah stirs beside me, murmuring something in his sleep. I freeze, holding my breath until he settles back into stillness.

I need to get out of this bed, out of this room. I can’t be here, not with these thoughts, not with this betrayal hanging over us like a poisonous cloud. I slip out from under the covers, moving silently, carefully. Jonah doesn’t stir again.

The apartment is cold, the floor tiles like ice under my bare feet. I wrap my arms around myself, rubbing my hands over my skin to chase away the chill. I make my way to the living room, the city lights casting long, distorted shadows through the windows.

I sink onto the couch, pulling a throw blanket around my shoulders. My mind is still a chaotic mess, a swirl of anger, hurt, and that damnable arousal that I can’t shake. I need to think, to plan, to figure out what the hell I’m going to do.

But all I can see is Jonah, his body taut, his eyes closed, lost in the throes of pleasure. All I can feel is the echo of that tension, the memory of what it was like to be the one who brought him to that edge.

I lean back against the cushions, closing my eyes, letting the blanket of night wrap around me. I need to sort through this to make sense of it all. But for now, I just need to breathe, to survive the next few moments, the next few hours.

In the darkness, I promise myself: tomorrow, I’ll watch closer.


Chapter 3


The law office is everything my apartment is not: immaculate, odorless, cold as a surgical suite. No clutter, no stray hairs, no fingerprints. Even the conference room table feels freshly extruded from some corporate polymer foundry, its surface a matte black that refuses to show dust. Across from me, the divorce attorney sits like a perfectly articulated mannequin, all expensive suit and orthodontic precision.

Between us: my dossier. Not a manila folder, but a hand-stitched portfolio I special-ordered from a paper shop in Kyoto. I laid out the documentation in neat, overlapping tiles—time-stamped photos, annotated phone logs, a spreadsheet of expense anomalies that took me five sleepless nights to compile. The centerpiece is a printout of the GPS tracker report, each entry flagged in conditional formatting, pulsing yellow to red.

The lawyer’s name is Wallace, but he insists on “Wally.” He makes a point of pouring water into a glass for me and sliding it across, as if we are equals, as if I control what happens next. “Mara, I’ll be frank. This is the most bulletproof case for constructive abandonment and marital misconduct I’ve seen in months.” His voice is staccato, every syllable snipped clean. “Even in a no-fault state, this—” he gestures at the grid work of evidence “—tips the scale. You could have it all if that’s what you want.”

What do I want?

I try to focus on his voice, but the words unravel as they reach me, warping into a slideshow of the night before. Jonah’s face, slack with pleasure, head slammed against the Audi’s headrest. The woman’s hair—Vanessa, I learned in my digging—spilled forward, strands clinging to Jonah’s damp cheek. The way his hand floated, then landed, trembling, on the nape. My heart stutters, a double-beat, then resets.

Wally is still talking, voice rising for effect: “…forensic audit, so there’s a paper trail. Emotional distress, alienation of affection, even punitive damages for duplicity if we want to go nuclear. Judges eat this stuff up.”

He pauses, leans forward, and I catch the faintest whiff of mouthwash and ambition.

“I can make him pay,” he says. “It’s what you’re paying me for.”

My eyes drop to the water glass. I study the micro-bubbles climbing the inside surface, the tension lines where condensation beads and bursts. I imagine myself as one of those bubbles—rising, accelerating, then popping at the boundary.

I flip through the photos one-handed, my thumb tracing the edges. In one, Jonah is exiting the Westin with Vanessa in tow, her hand hooked possessively at his elbow. In another, he’s smiling in a way I haven’t seen in years, mouth open wide, skin loose with laughter. There’s a third, taken from across Michigan Avenue: they’re standing in the rain, and he’s kissing her forehead, eyes closed.

I feel my cheeks flush—not with anger, but with a raw, humiliating heat that pools behind my breastbone and slides down. I cross my legs tightly, then uncross them, pretending to readjust.

“You seem distracted,” Wally says. “Are you with me, Mara?”

I want to tell him I am. I want to play the part of an aggrieved spouse, cold and surgical, ready to deploy my evidence with maximum efficiency. But my mind is still in the car, in the wet dark of that night, watching Vanessa’s head move in steady rhythm, watching Jonah’s lips part around a sound I’ve never heard from him before. I can’t stop replaying it.

I try to suppress the memory, but it leaks out in sense data—an ache, a sticky pulse, the taste of adrenaline. I clear my throat, and it sounds like a whimper.

“Sorry,” I say. “Could you go back to the, um, asset separation?”

Wally doesn’t blink. “Of course.” He shuffles the stack of papers with the crispness of a casino dealer. “Given your pre-nup, we can argue for a larger share based on misconduct. The emails you captured are especially useful—he even admits to ‘feeling dead at home’ and ‘never being seen.’ That paints a clear emotional narrative.”

I nod, making a show of jotting notes on my legal pad, though the pen leaves no mark. I scan the spreadsheet, pretending to look for something, but the columns blur. All I see is the way Jonah’s muscles tensed under the touch of another woman. All I feel is the phantom pressure of my own fingers late at night, trying to recapture that voltage. I told myself it was research, preparation. But it was always more than that.

Wally slides another document across the table. “If you sign the retainer, we can start discovery immediately. He’ll be served within three days.”

I look at the line for my signature. It floats, spectral, on the page.

Instead of picking up the pen, I rest my hands flat on the table and close my eyes, just for a second. The conference room is perfectly silent except for the high-frequency hum of the air vents. When I open my eyes, Wally is watching me—not with concern, but with the predatory interest of someone who wants to close the deal.

I take the top photo from the stack—the one with Jonah and Vanessa locked in embrace outside the hotel. I trace the edge with my fingernail, then slide it closer to me.

“Do you ever see people…come back from this?” I ask.

Wally’s answer is reflexive. “Of course. Couples therapy is sometimes—”

“No, I mean…come back from the wanting. Once they’ve had it out there in the open.” I hear my voice, too raw, too soft.

He exhales, shrugs. “Usually not. But sometimes people just need closure. The evidence. So they can move on, or so they can forgive. It depends on what you’re after.”

What am I after?

I stare at the photo. The image is sharp—rain caught in the streetlight, Jonah’s arm around Vanessa’s waist. I remember the sound of her laughter through the car window, the color of her lipstick on Jonah’s collar. I remember the precise moment I stopped being angry and started being…something else.

“I’m not sure I want to divorce him,” I say quietly. The words hang there, awkward, like a dropped fork in a silent restaurant.

Wally blinks. “You brought more evidence than most homicide cases, Mara.”

I almost laugh, but it catches in my throat. “I needed to know my options.”

He leans back, appraising me as if seeing a new client. “Then don’t sign. Keep the file. Think about it. If you want to proceed, you know how to reach me.” He gathers the documents into a single stack, arranging them with a precision that feels almost cruel.

I slide the photo back into the portfolio, close the cover, and hold it to my chest like a shield. My hands are trembling, so I press them hard against the cool leather until the shaking stops.

Wally stands, extending a hand. I shake it, my grip limp, eyes averted.

The elevator ride down is empty, mirrored on all sides. I stare at my reflection, seeing the outline of the dossier pressed to my chest, the tired slope of my shoulders. My hair is pulled too tight, making my face look skeletal. I try to smile, just to see if I can. The effect is grotesque.

When I reach the lobby, the glass doors open with a hiss. The street outside is clogged with taxis and tourists, the city alive with the promise of other people’s secrets. I step out into the noise, clutching my dossier, unsure if I’m carrying ammunition or a suicide note.

I walk the six blocks to my car, every step an inventory of what I’ve lost, and what I can’t seem to let go. By the time I reach the parking lot, my pulse is steady again, my breathing deep and slow.

I sit in the driver’s seat, lock the doors, and lay the portfolio on the passenger side. I stare at it, willing it to explain itself.

What do I want?

I don’t know, but it isn’t justice, and it isn’t revenge.

It’s something I’m afraid to name.

[image: ]

Stakeout, round two. This time I plan.

I’m parked in the farthest corner of the boutique hotel’s lot, engine off, heater on low. I wear black leggings, a thermal, and a hat that renders me as anonymous as a department store mannequin. My phone is silenced, with every notification toggled off. I bring a thermos, bitter coffee steeped to chemical strength. On the dash, my small binoculars; on the seat beside me, a spiral notebook with dates, times, and cross-streets in organized columns.

Jonah and Vanessa meet here every Thursday. I know this because I have become a connoisseur of their predictability, the way a meteorologist reads wind patterns or a gambler reads cards. I’ve mapped out every arrival, every window of opportunity, every tell. I know the shift manager at the desk by name and the sound of the ice machine on the second floor when it cycles up.

At 6:49 p.m., Jonah’s Audi glides in, headlights off, and parks three spaces from the side entrance. Vanessa is already early, waiting in the vestibule. She slips into the passenger seat with a fluid confidence that sends a jolt up my spine. They sit a minute, maybe two, before her silhouette turns, and she’s in his lap, straddling, both arms thrown around his neck. From this distance, the embrace looks almost desperate, a reunion after years apart.

The first twist in my gut is pure venom—my body’s protest at seeing him touched, possessed. But the second twist is something else, something uglier and more electric. I feel it unfurling low and hot, a current that finds its way down my thighs before my brain can label it. I try to cross my legs, but there’s no relief; the friction only stokes it.

They kiss like teenagers, oblivious to the world, windows already fogged. I watch her hand—small, with a tattoo on the index finger—reach behind his head, pull, and hold him there. I want to look away, but I can’t. I am the data analyst of my demise, parsing every interaction, hungry for the anomaly.

After a while, Jonah backs the car out, slowly and carefully. They don’t leave together; instead, Vanessa enters the hotel through the main doors, and Jonah circles around to the underground garage. I count to sixty, then ninety, and follow him in.

I don’t try to be invisible; I know the patterns, the sightlines, the rhythms of this place. I park and slip into the building. In the mirrored elevator, I see my face, flushed and taut, mouth pinched as if I’ve bitten into a lemon. I pull the hat lower, unwilling to meet my own eyes.

The hotel hallway is plush, the carpet eating every footfall. I take the stairs for two flights, emerging on the fourth floor just in time to catch Vanessa’s heels click-clacking down the corridor. She doesn’t look back. She doesn’t need to.

Room 417. The door clicks shut behind her. I find a vantage point—across the hall, in the alcove by the vending machine—where I can see the sliver of light beneath the door and the shadow-play of their bodies as they move.

The first few minutes are all audio: muffled laughter, the bass thump of someone falling onto the mattress, a low moan that could be pleasure or pain. I turn on the voice memo app, hit record, just in case. Not that I’ll ever listen to it, but the act feels necessary.

I take notes in the spiral: time of entry, duration, auditory cues. My hand shakes, and my pen tears the page, although I try to keep it clinical. I am not a scientist. I am a creature of blood and salt, and I hate that my body betrays me.

Ten minutes in, I hear them move to the window. The blackout curtains aren’t drawn all the way, just enough to leave a vertical line of glass exposed. If I stand at a certain angle, I can see their silhouettes against the city’s sodium back light.

Vanessa pins Jonah to the glass, her palms splayed against his chest. He’s still mostly dressed—shirt open, belt undone—but she’s got his pants halfway down, her hand pumping with a practiced, almost merciless rhythm. He moans, and the sound ricochets down the hallway, finds its way into my chest. I press my back against the wall, letting the cold of the plaster anchor me.

I want to look away, but the urge is perverse, overwhelming. I watch as Vanessa drops to her knees, mouth open, hair swinging forward. Jonah’s hands cradle the back of her head, not rough, but urgent. He tilts his head back, and for a second, his face is in full profile, eyes closed, jaw slack. I have never seen him look so alive.

My breathing turns shallow, then ragged. I dig my fingernails into my palm, but the pain only sharpens everything. I am aware, with sickening clarity, that I am wet, that the heat blooming inside me is not just shame but arousal.

I catalog the details:

- The way Jonah’s hips buck forward, not with the careful restraint he always used with me, but with abandon.

- The way Vanessa uses her hands and mouth in tandem, working him like she’s studied his every weakness.

- The way the city lights cast their bodies in gold and blue, turning them into a living painting, one I could never have imagined.

When Jonah comes, he doubles over, fingers locked in Vanessa’s hair. She stands, kisses him deeply, and then turns away, arms raised as she strips off her dress. Her back is covered in tattoos—wings, roses, a pattern I can’t quite read from here.

They fuck standing up, Jonah pressing her against the glass, the entire city their audience. I feel every thrust as if it’s landing inside me, every gasp and groan echoing in my chest.

Afterward, they collapse on the bed, limbs tangled, laughter spilling out like static. I stay at my post, shaking, barely able to breathe.

I stay until the lights go off, and even then I wait, listening to the rhythm of their sleep, the murmur of words I can’t make out. I don’t leave until dawn stains the sky a weak, artificial pink.

In the car, I don’t drive. I just sit, replaying the night in my mind, cataloging every detail, every microexpression. I know I should feel broken, or diminished, or at the very least furious.

Instead, I feel clear. Lighter than I have been in months. The act of watching, of knowing, is its own medicine. I am not the victim of this story; I am its only witness.

I tap the voice memo app and replay the one minute I captured: the sound of Jonah moaning, of Vanessa laughing, of the headboard slamming rhythmically against the wall.

I listened to it twice. Then I delete it.

I start the engine, roll down the window, and let the cold air scrape the sweat from my skin.

This is not closure, but it’s a beginning.
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Back in the apartment, everything is different.

Not rearranged, not cleaner, not dirtier—just shifted. The air tastes different, denser. My own footprints on the hardwood seem louder, the edge of the kitchen counter sharper, the low hum of the fridge more insistent. This is not a crime scene anymore; it’s a lab, and I am both the experimenter and the subject.

First order of business: shower. Strip off the stakeout uniform, deposit everything in a mesh laundry bag, tie it off like I’m processing evidence. The bathroom tile is icy under my feet. I blast the water as hot as I can stand. I stare at myself in the mirror, cheeks flushed, hair wild. There’s a hickey blossoming on my collarbone—not from anyone, just a spot I gnawed in the elevator, needing to feel something.

Under the spray, I scrub until my skin burns. But I can’t wash away the images: Jonah’s face, slack with ecstasy, Vanessa’s hands everywhere at once, their bodies moving in perfect counterpoint. The memory is so sharp it hurts.

I let my hand drift between my legs, slow, methodical. At first, I pretend it’s just stress relief, but I’m not that good a liar. I think about Jonah’s cock, the way it looked in silhouette against the window, thick and veined, Vanessa’s lipstick staining the tip like a badge of honor. I think about the way he used to fuck me before it got so routine—how sometimes, right before he came, he would get this look of utter helplessness, as if the pleasure was an ambush.

I press harder, my fingers slipping easily. A tremor runs through me as I picture Vanessa riding him, taking control. I close my eyes, let myself imagine it’s me in the hotel room, me pushing Jonah against the glass; me swallowing his moans. But it’s not jealousy I feel—it’s hunger. I want to see him like that again. I want to see what she does that I never did.

It doesn’t take long. The orgasm hits fast and mean, all muscle and heat, and I have to bite my arm to keep from crying out. My knees buckle. I slump to the floor of the tub, shaking, water pelting my face.

When it passes, I lie there for a while, staring up at the flickering light bulb. I am not empty. My veins still crackle. I’m full, overflowing. I know with absolute certainty that I’ll do it again. That I want to.

When I finally get up, the air is heavy with steam, and the afterglow is sticky, euphoric. I wrap myself in a towel, brush my teeth, and go straight to the kitchen. I need electrolytes, or at least a Diet Coke.

My phone pings—a real notification, this time. Lila. But I don’t want to talk to her. She’ll ask questions I can’t answer yet, and I’m still building my case.

Instead, I call Naya. She picks up on the first ring, like she’s been waiting.

“Tell me you’re drunk or at least halfway to black out,” she says, skipping the pleasantries.

“Not even close,” I reply, voice hoarse. “You got time?”

“For you? Always. You sound weird.”

I look at the kitchen clock. 2:13 a.m. I try to sound casual. “Can I ask you something totally fucked up?”

Naya snorts. “Did you murder him?”

“Not yet.”

“Then ask away.”

I close my eyes, searching for the words. “If you caught your partner cheating…like, actually saw it, not just texts or rumors…what would you do?”

There’s a pause, then a soft exhale. “Depends. Was it hot?”

The question throws me. “I—yeah. I guess.”

“Like, porn-level hot, or more of a train wreck?”

“Not porn. More…intimate. Like, they really wanted each other.”

She clicks her tongue. “Oof. That’s the worst.”

I grip the phone tighter. “Here’s the thing. I can’t stop thinking about it. And not in a ‘he betrayed me’ way. More like, I want to see more.”

Naya’s voice drops suddenly, seriously. “So you’re turned on by watching your husband cheat. Is that what you’re saying?”

“I guess so.” Saying it aloud is like stripping naked in front of a classroom. “It makes me feel alive. Even though it should make me want to kill him.”

She let that hang for a moment. “You’re not broken, Mara. You’re human. Some people get off on power, or secrecy, or just knowing. You’ve always been an observer.”

I laugh, but there’s no humor in it. “An observer. Sounds so passive.”

“Not if you own it. Maybe you needed this, you know? Maybe you’re done with being the perfect wife, and now you get to decide what you actually want.”

I think about that. The words settle in my stomach, strange but comforting. “What if what I want is just…to watch?”

“Then you watch. And you figure it out from there.”

We sit in silence, both of us processing. I can hear the clatter of dishes in the background, the late-night hiss of the diner where Naya works. It’s grounding.

She breaks the silence first. “Do you want to come by? I’ll make you pancakes.”

I almost said yes, but the thought of being in public, of seeing myself reflected in every chrome surface, is unbearable. “Not tonight. But thanks.”

She makes a clicking sound with her tongue. “Suit yourself. Just don’t do anything you can’t undo, okay?”

I promise I won’t. We hang up.

I leave the phone on the counter, go back to the bedroom, and climb into bed. Jonah’s side is empty, as always. He’ll come home in the morning, pretend to be hung over, maybe bring me coffee. I wonder if I’ll tell him I know. I wonder if I’ll care.

I close my eyes and replay the window scene, frame by frame. I imagine myself inside the room this time, not just watching but orchestrating, directing. My body responds instantly. I let it happen.

In the dark, I feel calm, maybe for the first time in months. I’m not the victim. I’m not a bystander. The complete picture is something I can see.

Tomorrow, I’ll watch again. And this time, I’ll know it’s what I want.


Chapter 4


Thursday night, 9:18 p.m. The glass outside the Hilton is etched with sleet, refracting the parking lot sodiums into a trembling halo. I’m in my car, front seat reclined to a sniper’s angle, binoculars up. I track movement in the hotel windows: the elevators, the far corner room, Jonah’s head—a dark shape, shaved to the skin, unmistakable—appearing and disappearing as he paces. He never paces at home.

Tonight, the only company is the purr of the engine and the pulse in my fingertips. The air stinks of melted foam from the vent and leftover Lila cigarettes, but the cold bite through the cracked window keeps me alert. My gloveless hands tremble with caffeine and anticipation. I steady them by flexing the binoculars tighter to my brow.

Jonah enters the frame again, followed by Vanessa: the lover, the anomaly, the control variable. She’s wearing a backless blouse this time, maroon with thin straps that slice the line of her shoulder-blades. The outfit is not hers—it’s a costume, designed for his gaze. I note the way she glides, bare feet on cheap hotel carpet, not hurrying, not hesitant. It’s predatory.

Jonah is already undressing; his blazer comes off first, flung to the armchair. His hands go to his belt, but Vanessa stops him with a palm to the sternum. From two hundred feet away, through double-glazed glass and January wind, I see the negotiation play out: her lips at his ear, his left hand clenching and unclenching, the old tic from his internship days. She commands, he follows. He’s never let me do that, not even when I asked.

They kiss, but it’s not romantic. It’s transactional, all transfer of need. He’s bigger than she is, but he seems the one off-balance. Her hands are everywhere, mapping muscle, tracing waistband, pinching. When she bites his lower lip, he flinches—not from pain, but surprise. She laughs, tips her head back, and bares her throat. He kisses the column of her neck, then her clavicle, but she keeps her eyes open, scanning the room like she’s daring someone to watch.

I can’t see their faces, only angles and shadows, but I know the look on Jonah’s. It’s the same one from his favorite porn: open-mouthed, brow pinched, pupils blown wide. I used to hate that look—thought it meant he was thinking of anyone but me—but now it’s a data point, another variable to measure. I take mental snapshots. My hands are steady now, movements deliberate.

They move to the bed. She pulls him down by the tie; he resists, but only for effect. On the mattress, he kneels and hovers over her, but she doesn’t reach up. Instead, Vanessa rolls onto her stomach, arches her back, and presents. It’s so rehearsed, it must be for me.

Jonah hesitates, then yields. He unzips her skirt, slow, peels it down. She’s not wearing underwear. The curve of her ass is a flare, white against the fake-damask of the duvet. His hands grip her hips, then stroke up her sides. The way he touches her is unfamiliar: reverent, almost. I take note.

He goes down on her. The motion is unmistakable—the dip of his shoulders, the slow grind of his jaw. I can’t see her face, but I see her hand, balled in the bedspread, knuckles white. After a minute, she glances up, eyes to the window. I swear she looks straight at me, but that’s impossible. Still, my heart spikes, panic chased by the sharper jolt of arousal.

My breath fogs the binoculars. I wipe them with my sleeve, never breaking line of sight. My thighs clench, heat blooming in my pelvis, then radiating outward in thin, insistent waves. I shift in the seat, but it’s not enough to take the edge off. My right hand, the one not on the binoculars, drifts to the hem of my parka and bunches the fabric. I squeeze hard, knuckles aching. It doesn’t help.

Vanessa flips them suddenly, so she’s on top. Jonah tries to regain leverage, but she pins his arms over his head with both hands and straddles his hips. She rides him, at first slow, then urgent, the whole rhythm designed to keep him guessing. He loves control, but he’s let her take it, and he’s loving that more. I can tell by the way his head presses back into the pillow, mouth open, tongue flicking to the corner.

She leans forward, one hand at his throat, and says something. I can’t lip-read from here, but the effect is immediate: his back arches, and he comes with a violence I’ve never seen. She doesn’t stop riding, just adjusts her angle and keeps moving, using him. I feel every muscle in my body tense, an answering pulse in my core. My palm slides down to the seam of my jeans, and I squeeze again, harder this time. There’s a wetness, not sweat, but I ignore it, catalog it for later.

She collapses on top of him, but only briefly. In one smooth motion, Vanessa gets up, collects her clothes, and heads to the bathroom. Jonah stays on the bed, legs splayed, chest rising in deep, ragged intervals. I watch as he covers his eyes with one arm, then wipes his hand across his mouth. He looks emptied, peaceful. I’m jealous, but not of the sex; I’m jealous of his clarity.

Vanessa emerges fully dressed, phone in hand. She doesn’t linger. Jonah sits up, adjusts himself, and checks the window—maybe for witnesses, maybe for me. I duck, heart in my throat, but he doesn’t see. I pop back up just in time to see him finish buttoning his shirt. The mood is gone; they’re back to business.

I watch them leave, five minutes apart, Vanessa first, then Jonah. With his tie loose and phone to his ear, he strides out. He passes within ten feet of my car, and I watch the way his mouth moves—deliberate, clipped, the voice he uses when he’s about to close a deal. He looks alive. It stings, but less than before.

I sit in the car for another thirty minutes, engine running, mind racing. I replay every detail, every variable. The way Vanessa took control, the way Jonah responded, the choreography of two people rewriting their own rules. The thing that burns hottest is not the sex, but the surprise: every move Vanessa made was new, and Jonah let it happen. I realize I have never once dictated the terms of our own encounters. I’ve only ever played my role.

The pulse in my hand is gone, replaced by an ache. My body is tight, unspent. I press the heel of my palm to my sternum, force myself to take three slow breaths, then start the engine for real.

The drive home is a blur of wet pavement and streetlights. I keep replaying the scene, but not as a victim. For the first time in months, maybe years, I feel a flicker of actual power—like I’ve seen the blueprints to a game I never knew existed. My mind runs ahead, calculating moves, modeling outcomes.

By the time I get to our building, my hands are steady, my vision sharp. I know what I want. And for the first time, I know exactly how to get it.
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The apartment is empty. The empty that vibrates—a negative frequency, echoing the hum of the elevator cables down the hall, the tick of the fridge’s ancient compressor. I stand in the dark kitchen, coat still on, keys in hand. My reflection in the microwave door: wild hair, flushed cheeks, eyes black with adrenaline. I look feral, or hungover. I like it.

I leave the lights off and make my way to the bedroom, toeing off my boots as I go. I step over the threshold and pause, letting the city glow fill in the outlines: unmade bed, clothes chair, the muted blues and greens of our duvet. It’s a crime scene, but also a lab. I lay out my variables: the memory of Jonah’s face, the sound of Vanessa’s laugh, the raw hunger in my chest.

I strip fast and unsentimental. The fabric is cold against my skin, gooseflesh blooming in its wake. I pull the sheets back and slide in, letting the familiar weight of the comforter pin me down. I close my eyes and conjure the hotel room, the way Vanessa moved, the way she took control, the way Jonah responded.

I start slow, at the nape of my neck, the way Vanessa traced her own throat before letting Jonah kiss it. My fingers drift down, following the path, over collarbone, across the soft valley between my breasts. I pinch, experiment with pressure—gentle, then harder. I catalog the sensation: first a spark, then a slow burn. I keep one hand flat on my sternum, as if steadying my pulse.

I part my legs, just enough. The sheets are cold, but the friction is electric. My fingers played at the edge of my underwear, testing my patience. I remember how Vanessa made Jonah wait, how she denied him, how the anticipation seemed to make him wild. I force myself to wait, to breathe, to draw it out.

When I finally slip my hand inside, I’m already wet—embarrassingly so. I catalog it: viscosity, temperature, the way it beads and trails. I start with the pad of my middle finger, circling slowly, then building. My other hand pinches my nipple, just like I saw Vanessa do. The feedback loop is instant: a jolt straight to the center of me, a contraction that’s both pleasure and pain.

I angle my hips, searching for extra pressure, a new rhythm. Gripping my thighs, pulling me open, I imagine Jonah’s hands. I let myself pretend it’s his tongue, then Vanessa’s. I switch back and forth, cataloging the difference: Jonah’s touch is softer, but less precise; Vanessa’s is clinical, but devastating.

I’m close already, too close, so I stop. Like her, I force myself to edge, and hover at the brink. I want to see how long I can hold it, how many times I can pull back before the tension snaps.

The first time, I let go right at the last second, and the release is so sharp I gasp, clamping a hand over my mouth. I ride it out, muscles spasming, vision gone white behind my eyelids. I press my heels into the mattress, trying to anchor myself, but I float instead—adrift in sensation, lost in the memory of what I watched and what I’ve never had.

But I’m not done. Then I start again, slower this time, waiting for my pulse to slow and paying attention. I experiment with patterns, with angles, with pressure. At the edge, I found a nerve that lights up when tapped. I file that away for later, a new tool in the kit.

I work myself up again, building the pressure, layering memory on fantasy. This time when I come it’s quieter but deeper—like a wave rolling under the surface, slow and inexorable. I don’t cover my mouth. I let the sound out, low and ragged, just for me.

Sweat cools on my skin as my heart hammers. I feel strong, or maybe just emptied, but in a good way. I roll onto my side and stare at the wall, letting the aftershocks run their course.

The bedroom smells different now—like skin, and salt, and something wilder. I sit up, smooth my hair, and pull the sheets tight. I get dressed piece by piece, savoring the slide of fabric over sensitized skin. When I look in the mirror, I don’t see a victim. I see someone dangerous.

I walk back to the kitchen, pour a glass of water, and stand at the window, looking out at the city. I make a mental list of everything I learned tonight, everything I want to try, everything I want to take from them and make my own.

I hear Jonah’s key in the lock, the familiar double-click and slow push of the door. I compose my face, wipe the sweat from my brow, and take one last deep breath.

He enters, eyes bleary, tie already loosened. He glances at me, then does a double take.

“You’re up late,” he says, voice soft, cautious.

“Couldn’t sleep,” I reply, smile gentle and unthreatening. “Long day.”

He nods, heads straight for the bathroom. I hear the water run, the sound of him splashing his face. When he emerges, he looks at me again, searching for something, but I keep my expression blank.

“You okay?” he asks.

“Better than okay,” I say, and I mean it.

He shrugs, heads to the bedroom, and closes the door. I stay at the window, savoring the last of my power, the secret still humming under my skin.

Tomorrow, I’ll show him what I learned. And this time, he’ll have no idea what’s coming.
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I start with the lights: off, then on, then off again. At the doorway, I observe shadows as my finger tests light levels on the dimmer. I want chiaroscuro, not romance. I want the room to look like a stage.

Music next. Scrolling through playlists, I avoid anything we’ve used before. I want something foreign—minimal, all beat and no words, so there’s no shared nostalgia to lean on. A loop of ambient house with a cold, glassy edge is what I settle on. I test it at a low volume. Good. It feels like a heartbeat in a vacuum.

Lingerie is a joke, but I respect the ritual. I chose the black bodysuit with the mesh cutouts, high at the hips, the one Jonah always made a point of “accidentally” ripping on the nights when he got drunk enough to want me urgently. I layer it under a silk robe, navy, so dark it could be mistaken for black. Even though they’re only for five minutes, I slip on the heels. I want him to see me taller than I am.

The finishing touch: my wedding ring, left on the bathroom counter. A minor detail, but I want him to notice.

I pace the bedroom, rehearsing lines, practicing the smile that is neither invitation nor threat. My hands are steady, but my skin hums with nervous voltage. This is not seduction. This is a hostile takeover.

Jonah is in the living room, logged into his Slack. He doesn’t look up when I enter, so I just stand there, backlit by the hallway lamp, and wait for him to feel it.

He senses me first, then looks. His eyes start at my face, scan the silhouette, pause at the cut of my hips, then flick up again. For a split second, his whole body goes rigid, fight-or-flight, then relaxes into a kind of wary amusement.

“Well,” he says, voice measured. “Is there a special occasion?”

I walk to him, slow, rolling the hips a little more than necessary. “Does there need to be?”

He shrugs, leans back on the couch, tries to play it cool, but his pupils betray him.

I straddle his lap, knees on either side of his thighs. The mesh is thin enough to feel the heat of his jeans, the rough of the seam. I rest my hands on his shoulders, fingers splayed, thumbs brushing his neck.

He raises an eyebrow. “Did you…have a good day?” He’s smiling, but there’s an edge of confusion, like he’s waiting for the punchline.

I lean in, close enough for him to taste my exhale. “I had a perfect day,” I say, then press my mouth to his.

The first kiss is nothing—just a brush, a preview. The second is harder, with more teeth, the way Vanessa bit him. He stiffens, not used to my leading, but doesn’t fight it. I keep one hand on his neck and use the other to unbutton his shirt, not fast, but not slow either. With each button, I rake a fingernail over the skin, cataloging his micro-reactions: a flicker at the sternum, a shiver at the navel, a half-sigh at the waistband.

I let the shirt hang open, then shift my weight back, forcing him to sit up straighter. His hands drift to my hips, tentative. I push them away.

“Let me,” I say, softer this time. He blinks, then nods, hands falling to his sides.

I run my hands up his chest, thumbs tracing the ladder of his ribs. I kiss him again, this time longer, and bite his lip just a little, just enough to leave a mark. He gasps—soft, involuntary—and I feel the power surge.

I slide off his lap, keeping eye contact, and kneel on the carpet in front of him. I drag my nails down his stomach, unfasten his belt, then look up at him.

“You trust me, right?” I ask.

He hesitates, but not for long. “Of course.”

I work the button, the zipper, and pull his jeans down, exposing him. He’s already hard, but I take a moment just to look at him, as if assessing an unfamiliar object. I touch, but not where he wants. I trace the inside of his thigh, then the crease of his hip, avoiding the cock entirely.

He tries to move closer, but I grip his knees, pinning him.

“Stay,” I whisper, and he does.

I lean in, lips grazing just the tip, then down the shaft, then back up. I watch his face the whole time. When I finally take him in my mouth, I use only the tip of my tongue, swirling, teasing. I pause every few seconds, pull back, and just breathe on him. I want him half-crazy before I even start.

He moans, tries to reach for my head, but I grab his wrist and pin it to the armrest.

“Hands off,” I say, and it’s not a request.

He complies, knuckles white, jaw tight. I take him deeper, all the way, then withdraw, then again. I set a rhythm, then break it, keeping him guessing, keeping him off-balance. I imagine Vanessa watching, scoring my performance. I know I’m winning.

After a minute, I stop, wipe my mouth, and stand up. He’s panting now, staring at me with something between awe and terror.

I take his hand and pull him to his feet, then lead him to the bedroom. I sit him on the edge of the bed, then stand in front of him, just out of reach.

I slip the robe off, letting it fall to the floor. I hook my thumbs under the sides of the bodysuit, peel it down just enough to expose my breasts, then leave it at my waist.

His mouth opens, like he wants to say something, but I shake my head. “Just watch,” I say.

I kneel again, push his legs apart, and take him in my mouth. This time, I don’t tease. I go hard, fast, hands on his thighs, using all the tricks I cataloged. I swirl, I pulse, I suck. Every few seconds, I stop and look up at him, maintaining eye contact. He’s sweating now, hairline damp, chest flushed.

When I feel him twitch, I pull back, wipe my mouth, and straddle him again. I hold his cock at the base, position it, and sink down, all at once.

He groans, loud, louder than I’ve ever heard. I clamp a hand over his mouth.

“Quiet,” I whisper, licking the shell of his ear. “You’ll wake the neighbors.”

I ride him, slow at first, then faster. I keep my hands on his shoulders, digging my nails in, leaving marks. Every time he tries to take control—grabbing my hips, thrusting up—I push him back down, set the rhythm myself.

He’s close, I can tell, but I don’t let him finish. I clamp down with my muscles, then pull off, leaving him hard and aching.

He looks at me, desperate. “Please,” he whispers, voice cracked.

I smile, tilt his chin up, and kiss him, deep and slow. “Not yet.”

I roll him onto his back, climb on top, and pin his arms above his head. I take him in again, and this time, I let myself go. I chase the sensation, grinding, rubbing, using him. I don’t care if he comes or not; I want to see what I look like when I’m the one in charge.

I orgasm hard, clenching around him, shuddering from head to toe. I collapse on his chest, catching my breath, then slide off and lie next to him.

He lies there stunned, staring at the ceiling.

After a long minute, he turns to me, eyes wide.

“What’s gotten into you tonight?” he says, voice barely above a whisper.

I smile, turn to face him, and stroke his jaw.

“Maybe I’m just showing you what I want,” I say.

He laughs, shakily. “Well. Consider me convinced.”

We lie there, side by side, both catching our breath. I glance at the clock—11:44 p.m. I run a fingertip along his arm, feeling the ridges where my nails left marks.

He looks at me again, searching my face, but I don’t give him anything. I just smile softly and cryptically.

In the dark, I let the silence stretch. I know he’ll never guess where this came from. I know he’ll never suspect that the power has shifted forever.

I close my eyes, savoring the sensation of his body next to mine, the evidence of what I’ve done still visible in the half-light. Tomorrow, I’ll do it again, and again, until he forgets what it was ever like to be in control.

For now, I drift off, safe knowing that he’s mine—and he doesn’t even know it.
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The next night, I don’t wait for him to close his laptop. I find him at the kitchen island, lost in the blue glow, tapping at something I’m sure is neither urgent nor important. I take his wrist, pull him gently but insistently, and lead him to the bedroom. He follows, eyebrows raised, mouth half-open in a question he doesn’t ask.

“Sit,” I say, and point to the edge of the mattress.

He sits, hands clasped in his lap, a little unsure. Slowly, I undress in front of him, holding eye contact. I let the straps slip off my shoulders one by one, letting the dress puddle at my feet. I don’t rush, don’t break the silence. The only sound is the scratch of his jeans as he shifts, growing harder by the second.

I straddle his lap, hands on his shoulders, then trace down his arms, peeling off his shirt. His skin is warm and smooth under my fingers. I kiss his neck, biting just a little, the way I saw Vanessa do. I watch the effect ripple through him—shudder, then sigh. Cataloging it, I file it away for later.

I rock against him, slow grind, never letting his hands touch me unless I place them myself. He tries to move faster, to take charge, but I pin his wrists above his head, lean in, and whisper, “Not yet.”

He laughs, nervous, but obeys.

Taking my time, I go down on him. I use the tip of my tongue, swirl around the head, then take him deeper. I look up at him just to see his face. He’s watching me, eyes wide, searching. I tease him with my hand, slow and tight, then pull away entirely. He groans, head back, and I know he’s close.

I stop just before he loses it. I let go, stand up, and look down at him.

“Why did you—” he starts.

I put a finger to his lips. “Wait.”

I walk to the dresser, rummage for the silk tie he wore to Lila’s wedding. I hold it up, let him see it, then toss it to him.

“Tie your hands behind your back,” I say.

He hesitates, but only for a second. He does as he’s told, fingers working the knot with clumsy excitement.

I climb on top of him again, this time facing away, and sink down onto his cock. I move slowly, grinding in circles, clenching every few seconds. His breath goes ragged, legs straining to keep still. I reach behind and run my hands down his stomach, feeling every ripple of muscle as he tries not to explode.

I let him get close, then pulled off, leaving him throbbing and desperate. I turn, kneel between his legs, and lick him, just the tip, then not at all. He whimpers, and I smile.

Watching him, I keep him on edge as long as I can, seeing sweat. I count the minutes, savoring the control. I feel like a puppeteer, every twitch and gasp proof that I’m pulling the strings.

He shakes, thighs trembling. “Mara, please,” he whispers.

I press my lips to his ear. “You want it that bad?”

He nods, helpless.

“Good,” I say, and stroke him fast, the way I saw Vanessa do in the window. His whole body convulses, and he comes, loud and unrestrained, spilling all over my hand. I milk it, watching his face the whole time, watching the relief and the shock and the disbelief cycle through in real time.

I wipe my hand on the sheet, then crawl up next to him. I untie his wrists, kiss the red marks where the silk bit into his skin.

He looks at me, dazed. “What the fuck, Mara?”

I shrug, innocent. “Just wanted to see how it felt.”

He stares, then laughs—real, wild, a little scared. “You’re different lately.”

I touch his cheek, brush the hair off his forehead. “Maybe I’m just finally being myself.”

He’s still breathing hard, chest rising and falling. He studies my face, searching for an explanation, but I give him nothing. I let him wonder.

I roll onto my back, close my eyes, and listen to his heartbeat, loud in the quiet. I feel satisfied, not just from the sex, but from the power shift, the way I’ve turned the tables without ever raising my voice.

Tomorrow, he’ll wake up and pretend nothing’s changed. But I know better. I know he’ll think about it all day, every day, until he breaks or adapts.

I smile in the dark, already planning my next move.
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In the dim pre-dawn, our bedroom is a den of discarded clothing and unsorted sheets. The air is thick with sweat and something sharper—a new frequency, maybe. Jonah lies next to me, arm thrown over my waist, his body lax and sated. But I can feel the tension in his hand, the way his thumb flexes against my ribcage like he’s testing for a bruise.

He props himself up on one elbow, blinking against the gray light. “You okay?” he asks, voice pitched carefully and casually.

I turn to look at him, letting my gaze travel his face as if I’m seeing him for the first time. There’s a red mark across his cheek where my palm landed last night, a constellation of nail crescent moons at his clavicle. He meets my eyes, but only for a second—then looks away, tongue flicking out to wet his lips. Tell.

I smile, slow and precisely. “Never better.”

He laughs, but it’s a sound with no air in it. He touches my hair, twirls a lock around his finger, and says, “You’re…intense lately.”

I nod. “You like it?”

He considers, then nods back, a small smile. But he’s still studying me—searching for evidence, an explanation, a reason for the shift. I can see the wheels turning, but he doesn’t know which hypothesis to test.

He rolls onto his back, staring at the ceiling. I watch the movement of his throat as he swallows. I count the heartbeats in his neck. My fingertip traces idle circles on his chest, like Vanessa did in the hotel. I wonder if he recognizes the gesture, or if it’s just a ghost sensation.

We don’t talk for a long time. The room fills with the sound of his breathing, steady and even, and I let myself match it, tuning my body to the same frequency. Though my eyes close, my mind is open, cataloging every detail. I know him better than he knows himself now. I know which muscles tense when he’s hiding something, which ones go slack when he surrenders. I know the flicker in his eyes when he thinks of her.

I know, and he will never know that I know.

He dozes off finally, jaw slack, breath gone soft. I lie there beside him, eyes open, listening to the city’s white noise creep in from the window. I replay the night, frame by frame, savoring the way I orchestrated his pleasure, the way I denied him, the way I gave in only when I wanted to. I recall the moment he realized he wasn’t in control, the flicker of panic and then the blissed-out resignation.

I slide out of bed, move quietly to the bathroom. I look at myself in the mirror, searching for a change. There’s color in my cheeks, a sheen on my lips. I look alive. I look dangerous.

I piss, flush, wash my hands. I stare at my reflection and practice the smile I’ll wear for him tomorrow.

Back in the bedroom, Jonah hasn’t moved. He sleeps with his mouth open, just a little, and snores softly on the inhale. I watch him for a while, arms folded across my chest, then slip under the covers and pull them tight around my body.

I close my eyes, but don’t sleep.

Instead, I lie there, listening to the rise and fall of his breath, planning my next move, and the one after that.

For the first time in forever, I am not waiting for the other shoe to drop.

I am the one who’s dropping it.


When I Watched Him With Her


J&A Publishing



Chapter 1


Isaw him first through the glass. My Jonah, walking in deliberate strides, his mouth hard, eyes narrowed. The woman beside him is no one I recognize—blonde, rail-thin, skirt riding high, a laugh too bright for this side of Eighth. She stumbles on the curb; he steadies her with a hand low on her back. The touch is practiced, not accidental. He glances around, the familiar paranoia I know from a thousand fights, a thousand lying mornings. But he never checks the far side of the street, where I lean against the cigarette-blackened stoop and try to remember how to breathe.

I trail them. I want to say it’s a decision, but it’s not. It’s just physics, gravity, the residue of promises. My feet hit the pavement half a beat after theirs, matching the cadence of her laugh, the click of her heels, the low, hungry murmur he saves for moments when he thinks no one’s listening. I know the sound. I’ve starved for it. I want to hear it turn brittle, shatter in his throat. I want to see the look on his face when I step out of the dark.

They cut left at a cheapo bodega and ducked into the lobby of the Albatross. The awning over the door is sagging, orange neon fizzing. A pile of piss-yellow snow blocks the curb. I know this place—everyone knows it; it’s where you go when you don’t want to be seen. I count off the reasons he’s here, the explanations he’ll give me, the narrative he’ll improvise and expect me to swallow. My teeth grind together. I almost laugh. But nothing comes out. Just the sour, stinging taste of battery acid behind my tongue.

The front desk is empty. I hang back until they disappear up the stairs, the blonde already pulling him close, her body arched to fit against his. Then I slide in, the door slamming a little too loud behind me. I freeze, wait for his voice, his footfalls, some sign he’s noticed me. Silence.

The air inside is wet, heavy with Lysol and burned coffee. I scan the list of rooms taped behind the cracked Plexiglas. Two hundred levels, all singles. I imagine them in one of the tiny rooms, the cheap quilt bunched at their knees, her lipstick smeared on his mouth. My scalp crawls. My hands tremble, the knuckles gone chalk white. I rub them down my jeans, feeling the tremor all the way to my shoulders.

I take the stairs two at a time, my feet barely touching the threadbare carpet. At the landing, I pause, listening. A muffled giggle, a shush, the thud of a fist hitting plaster. I know the sound of Jonah angry, even when he tries to make it playful. I count off the doors: 206, 208, 210. My heart batters itself against my ribs, desperate for a way out. I want to stop. I want to go home, make tea, delete his number, and sleep until everything stops hurting.

But I don’t. I keep going.

The door at 212 isn’t all the way closed. Just latched, the metal catch sticky from a hundred coats of paint. Through the gap I see flashes: her jacket crumpled on the floor, the curve of her hip as she leans in for another kiss, his hands fisted in her hair. I press my cheek against the frame, fighting the urge to vomit. There’s a minor part of me—small, mean, insistent—that wants to memorize everything, catalog it, weaponized it for the trial that will come after.

He kisses her as if he were dying. Like she’s oxygen and he’s been drowning for months. I see his jaw unhinge, his eyes squeezed shut. The way his whole body bends around her, no hesitation, no calculation. He never kisses me like that anymore. Maybe he never did.

She pulls his belt loose and yanks his shirt up, fingers scraping his stomach. Her nails are painted neon, chipped in places. He pushed her back against the wall, his hands everywhere, her skirt bunched around her waist. Their breath fogs the mirror. They don’t bother with the bed yet.

I want to scream. I want to rip the door open and throw myself at them, shrieking, sobbing, clawing at their faces. But I just stand there, my knees shaking, sweat soaking the back of my neck. I don’t even cry at first. I just watch. I try to convince myself it’s not real, that any second now the scene will glitch and stutter and loop back to a time before everything got ugly.

They fuck like no one’s ever going to find out. Like rules don’t exist. She slides down to her knees, mouth open, eyes up at him in worship or conquest; I can’t tell. He grabs her head, not gently, and she takes him all the way. The noises she makes are obscene, animalistic. I flinch, but I can’t look away. My body betrays me—a jolt of heat between my thighs, the pulse of something dark and forbidden. I dig my nails into my palm, hard enough to leave dents. I want to feel pain, anything that isn’t this twisted, involuntary rush.

When he hauls her up, spins her around and bends her over the dresser, I finally cry. The tears were hot, burning tracks down my face. I swipe them away, furious with myself. They fuck like they’re trying to erase something. Maybe each other. Maybe themselves.

After a while the noises die down, just gasps and little broken laughs. He lays her out on the bed, kisses her eyelids, her collarbone, the inside of her wrist. I hate him more than I thought possible. I want him to die. I want to fuck him until he’s empty and then leave him in the cold.

They don’t notice me. Not even once.

I back away from the door, slow, careful, not daring to let the hinge creak. I stumbled down the hall, vision swimming, the patterns in the carpet writhing under my feet. I ran down the stairs, out into the night, into the stink and noise and salt-stained gutters. I keep walking until my legs give out.

I lean against the first building that doesn’t look like it might eat me alive. I sob, silent and shaking, my face pressed into my hands. I try to imagine tomorrow, but my mind only loops: the snap of his belt, her hands on his skin, the way he groaned her name into the mattress.

I vomited, once, behind a dumpster. Then I dry-heave until my throat feels like sandpaper.

By the time I get home, I don’t remember the walk. My lips are numb, my pulse a hummingbird’s. I strip off my clothes and crawl into the shower, letting the water scald me until my skin goes pink and then red.

I don’t know if I ever really stop crying.

The next hour is a blank. I exist in a series of empty rooms, the shapes of furniture unfamiliar, the color of light wrong. My hands do things—turn keys, fill a glass, dump my ruined clothes in the hamper—but I watch from outside myself, a passenger in a body that no longer fits. The only sound is my wet, reedy breathing, the echo of it bouncing off the tiles.

I go back to the shower, even though I know it won’t help. I soap and rinse and repeat, nails dragging so hard over my arms and chest that I raise a rash. I scrape the pads of my fingers across my scalp until I’m half bald; the drain choked with shed hair. I imagine peeling myself open, flaying away every molecule he ever touched. I want to be new, untouchable, a thing made of glass and electricity.

I towel off in the dark, leaving the light off on purpose. The mirror is fogged, but my reflection waits behind it, warped, unrecognizable. I draw a finger through the steam and meet my gaze. Eyes swollen, mouth twisted. I look like someone you’d cross the street to avoid.

I brush my teeth until my gums bleed.

When I emerge, the apartment is silent, patient. I opened the bedroom door. The sheets are pulled tight on Jonah’s side. His pillow is untouched; the room heavy with his absence. I sit on the edge of the bed, staring at my own knees, then lie back and fold the covers over myself. I don’t bother with pajamas. The thought of cloth against my skin makes me want to scream.

I lie there for a long time, awake, watching the shadows mutate on the ceiling. A neighbor slams their door; a distant siren cuts through the city hush. My phone buzzes once on the nightstand. I flinch, like the noise is a bullet aimed at my spine. I don’t check it.

I try to guess what time Jonah will come home. How long will he stretch this out? How many drinks will he need before he can look me in the eye and lie? I wonder if the woman will go back to her own shitty apartment, or if he’ll take her for food, pretend to care. Maybe he’ll tell her stories about me. Maybe they’ll laugh.

At 2:07 a.m., the lock rattles. I freeze, instantly alert, like a cornered animal. The knob turns. He closed the door softly, as if quiet could erase what he’s done. There’s a pause in the kitchen—keys dropped, shoes off, a slow exhale. I hear the fridge open and close, the clink of ice in a glass. He’s not drunk. He’s not even pretending.

The bathroom door clicked shut. The shower turns on. I picture him scrubbing every trace of her off, but I know better. Scent lingers. Memory lingers. The taste of her will haunt his mouth for days.

When he comes into the bedroom, he thinks I’m asleep. I can tell by the way he tiptoes, holds his breath. He sits on the bed, on the edge only, the mattress barely dipping. I keep my back to him, forcing my breathing slow and regular.

He stares at me for a full minute. I count the seconds, hyperaware of every movement, the faint chemical cloud of hotel soap and a stranger’s perfume. He reaches out, almost touches my shoulder, but then he draws back. Coward.

He slides into the bed, the sheet a cold barrier between us. His body radiates heat, but I shrink away, pretending to curl deeper into sleep. He waits for me to move, to say something, to break the spell. When I don’t, he settles. Within five minutes, he’s snoring.

I listen to the air moving in and out of his lungs. I memorize the rhythm, try to find the point where it changes, the exact moment he falls into actual sleep. I want to reach inside his skull and shake him awake, forcing him to look at what he’s done. Instead, I lie there, skin crawling, eyes wide, watching the red numbers on the clock crawl toward morning.

I don’t sleep. I don’t even blink.

Instead, I build a new world in my head. I built a place where he suffers. Where he begs. Where every secret is dragged into the light and pinned, twitching, until it stops moving.

By the time the sun rises, I will have a plan.

The day is a nothing, a smear of hours and fluorescent light. I do what I’m supposed to: answer emails, eat a sandwich, call my mother and let her drone on about her bunions. I watch my hands type and click and stir coffee and wonder if this is what ghosts feel. At 5:10 I close the laptop, stand in the middle of the living room, and look at the clock. Three hours until Jonah gets home. I don’t sit down. I don’t blink.

At 7:45 he texts. “Late tonight. Don’t wait up.” I roll the message over in my mouth like a rotten seed. I text back a thumbs-up emoji, then throw the phone onto the couch. I go to the bathroom and stare at my own eyes in the mirror. They’re feral, lit from inside with something that looks a lot like joy.

I put on the black set. The one with straps and lace and a little gold ring at the throat. He bought it for me years ago, back when we still tried to impress each other, but I never wore it. I hated how naked it made me feel. Now, I crave the exposure, the humiliation, the way the elastic digs into my flesh. I want him to look at me and see nothing he recognizes.

I wait for him in bed, stretched across the duvet, reading some half-assed article on my phone. The bedroom is dark except for a single lamp, the light orange and mean. When the door clicks open, I listen to his steps, the rise and fall of his breathing. He stops at the threshold, just inside the glow, and I feel his gaze rake over me.

He says nothing. Not for a while.

When he does, his voice is careful. “Didn’t think you’d be up.”

I shrug, let the movement pull the straps tight against my collarbones. “Changed my mind.”

He hovers at the doorway, one hand on the frame. He looks tired. There’s a line on his jaw from grinding his teeth. “Everything okay?”

I laugh. It sounds light, almost girlish. I patted the mattress beside me. “Why wouldn’t it be?”

He moves slowly, warily, like I’m a stray animal he’s afraid will bite. He sits on the edge of the bed, leaving a few inches of safety between us. He smells like aftershave and anxiety, but under it, faint and persistent, the sour-sweet stink of someone else. He catches me sniffing, sees my lips curl, and looks away.

I lean in, close enough to see the pulse jumping in his neck. “Rough night?”

He opens his mouth to answer, but I press a finger to his lips. “You don’t have to explain.” I trace my hand down his throat, feel the flutter of panic under the skin. I don’t recognize my voice, don’t care. “I just want you to fuck me.”

He stiffens, shocked. “Here?”

I nod. “Right now.”

He hesitates, a flicker of guilt or confusion rippling across his face. Then the old Jonah kicks in, the one who takes what’s offered and never asks why. He grabs me by the waist, pulls me onto his lap. I swing a leg over, straddle him. My cunt is already wet, heat radiating through the thin strip of mesh. I grind against his jeans, moan into his mouth when he kisses me. I let him feel my teeth.

He tries to slow things down, to make it tender, but I won’t let him. I unbutton his shirt, popping each button with a snap. I leave red scratches across his chest, bite his shoulder, force his hands behind his back. He goes pliant, surprised, his cock straining the front of his pants. I want to tell him I saw everything, that I know exactly what he likes now, what he needs. I want to say her name, rub it in, but I wait. I want him desperate first.

I shove him onto the bed, climb up, and plant my knees on either side of his hips. I pull his wrists above his head and pin them to the mattress. He squirms, but doesn’t fight me. His eyes are wide, pupils blown. “Jesus, Mara—”

I cover his mouth with mine, lick into him, taste the residue of whiskey and someone else’s spit. I drag his pants down, free his cock, stroke it slow and mean. I watched him twitch and gasp. He’s never been this hard for me before. Never.

I line him up, sink down onto him in one greedy motion. He hisses, arches up, hands clawing at the sheets. I ride him fast, rough, never breaking eye contact. Every time he tries to touch me, I shove him back down. I dig my nails into his chest, leaving marks he’ll have to explain. I say things I’ve never said to him—filthy, raw words I learned last night behind a shitty hotel door. His face goes slack with shock, then with need.

He begs. He had never begged before.

“Please,” he groaned, voice cracked and trembling, “please, Mara—”

I fuck him harder, squeezing around him, using every trick I saw, every trick I imagined. I want to break him. I want to make him hate how much he wants me. I want him to feel every ugly thing he made me feel.

I come first, grinding down until my vision whites out. I don’t stop. I chase my orgasm until it hurts, until his breath is all heaving and animal. He shouts my name when he comes, his whole body spasming under me. I don’t kiss him after. I just climbed off, wiped my thigh, and rolled onto my side.

For a long time, there’s only the sound of our breathing, jagged. He pulled the sheet over himself, looking small and a little scared.

He says, “What was that?”

I stare at the ceiling, letting the question hang. I want to tell him everything. I want to tell him nothing.

Instead, I just smiled.

And wait for him to realize the rules have changed.


Chapter 2


Ipractice the tail three times before I follow him for real. First run, he cuts east toward the river. Second, he leads me through a piss-reeking subway station and ditches me with a sprint at the uptown express. Third, he just loops the block, texting as he goes, oblivious. Each time I get better, recalibrating for his radius of paranoia, the way he glances over his shoulder when he thinks he’s clever, the exact timing of his stops and starts. I could write a field manual on him by now. Maybe I will.

Tonight is different. There’s a tension in the air, the city buzzing with the anticipation of snow, headlights flicking halos on the wet asphalt. Jonah leaves work at exactly 7:13, the minute I expect him, and heads west without a pause. I keep him in the periphery, close enough to see the way his collar hitches under his coat, the nervous scratch at his cheek, but never too close. I know how to be invisible.

He dodges into a liquor store, emerges three minutes later with a brown bag. Top-shelf whiskey—his tell for a special occasion. I feel it in my teeth, the electric crawl of certainty. My pulse speeds up, but my stride stays measured. I click off the details in my head and then, for the first time, in a small black notebook I bought just for this: 7:17 PM, 34th and 10th, single malt, probable destination west of 10th. He texts as he walks, thumbs flying, face lit in blue-white fire. Not to me, not tonight.

He cuts through construction scaffolding, zigzags across traffic, and after twelve blocks makes a sharp left into a side street that reeks of deep-fryer oil and weed. Two doors down, a hotel: The Rowland. Neon sign buzzing, one window on the third floor half-lit, a rectangle of sickly gold behind the shade. He hesitates at the door, checking his reflection in the glass, then swipes his card and disappears inside.

I take up position across the street, in the mouth of an alley that’s mostly shadow and broken bottles. The cold gnaws at my ankles, but I barely register it. I’m too busy cataloging the flow of guests, the rotation of staff at the desk, the rhythm of taxis dropping off and picking up. I write it all down, block letters etched so hard the page nearly rips.

Ten minutes pass, then the blonde arrives. Not the same as last time—this one is older, hair more platinum than yellow, coat expensive, heels aggressive. She doesn’t look up, just breezes in, eyes on her phone. I snapped a photo with my own. 7:35 PM, subject arrives, notable features: ankle tattoo, lipstick like a stoplight. I felt nothing at first, just a familiar hollowness and the need to fill it.

I move closer, hug the bricks so tight the grit scrapes my shoulder. I count the windows: one, two, three—there. Third floor, half-lit. I see the curtain twitch, then a flash of movement: Jonah’s profile, sharp as a magazine cutout, then her silhouette, all legs and hungry hands. They don’t waste time. The lights come up, and the world turns into a stage. If I lean just right, I get a sliver of the room—enough to see her back arch as she pulls off her blouse, enough to see the flash of red beneath.

My fingers clenched around the notebook. I watch and I write.

- Blonde, approx. 5’9”, lingerie red, Agent Provocateur (prob. Margot set), freckles across left shoulder blade.

- Jonah starts, standard pattern: hands to jaw, then waist. Moves with intent but checks for her reaction—fresh territory?

- 7:41, subject straddles Jonah, pushing him back onto the bed. She is in control.

I should feel sick. I do, a little. Jaw locked, tongue pressed so hard to my molars I taste blood. But there’s something else, too—an ugly flicker that races down my spine, lands in the pit of my stomach, and radiates out to every nerve. It’s not just hate. It’s fascination, too. I feel my body responding, wetness blooming between my legs, nipples pebbling hard against my coat. I want to puke, and I want to touch myself, and I want to climb up the fire escape, smash the glass, and drag them both out into the snow.

She rides him, slow at first, then harder, then all at once a blur of elbows and teeth. He lets her, the way he never lets me. She pins his wrists above his head, says something into his mouth, and he nods, desperate. I can’t hear, but I imagine the sounds. I fill them in. I watch his face, and I see surrender. I record it: 7:45 PM, subject pinned, “yes” motion repeated, clear submission.

I press my back to the wall, grinding brick into my spine until I can’t feel the line between flesh and concrete. My breathing comes in short, fast bursts. I force myself to keep watching, to memorize every move, every gasp, every shift in power. I dig my nails into my palm, pain shooting up my arm, and it grounds me enough to keep going.

They fuck like animals. She bites his neck, leaves a mark, then slaps him across the face—playful but hard. He grins. He fucking grins. I want to scream. Instead, I write.

- 7:47, a light slap, Jonah smiles. Noted preference for rough. Record for later use.

She says something again, leans in close, her hand around his throat. I lip-read: “You like that?” He choked out a yes. I burn the words into the page. I will say it to him later, with my hand at his throat, just to watch him squirm.

He comes before she does. Of course he does. She rolls off, lights a cigarette, and they laugh together, an ugly little coda to the entire performance. I write the time, the afterglow details: her foot hooked over his leg, the way he looks at her, not at all like a stranger.

I close the notebook. I waited for my breath to steady. I feel the trembling in my thighs, the wet stickiness that makes my underwear uncomfortable, and I hate myself for it. But I can’t stop. I need all of this—the data, the memory, the sick-hot shame. It’s how I’ll win.

I back away from the wall, slip out of the alley, and vanish into the city before they ever know I was here.

The last entry in the notebook: “Next time, bring binoculars. And wear red.”
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I found the exact set online—red mesh, gold trim, the kind that costs more than I make in a week. I pay for rush shipping. I want it to be perfect, down to the scratchy tag and the way it rides up my ass. I want to see if he even notices the difference.

When the box arrives, I open it at the kitchen table, scissors slicing through cardboard and tape with surgical precision. I laid out the bra, the garter, the tiny thong. My hands shake, but not from nerves. From the anticipation of the experiment, the pure, cold thrill of it. I texted him: “Early tonight?” He thumbs back, “Not sure. Long day. You okay?” I almost laugh. “Yeah,” I write, “I’ll be waiting.”

I set the scene meticulously. Shower so hot my skin splotches. Shave until I’m raw. Perfume, not the floral kind he used to buy me, but something sharp and clean. I prop the bedroom door open, lights low, sheets turned down in a way he’ll read as invitation. I strip down, wriggle into the new set. I can smell the dye in the fabric, bitter and chemical. It pinches at the hips, the under wire bruises. I love it.

I wait on the edge of the bed, one knee up, phone in my hand, the screen set to black. The hall light catches me in profile. It’s almost artful.

Jonah comes home just after seven. I heard the deadbolt, then the soft shuffle of his shoes on the tile. He calls my name. I answer, voice flat: “In here.” I don’t adjust myself; let him take me in as I am—posed, deliberate, impossible to miss.

He stands in the doorway, silent for a beat too long. His eyes drop immediately to the red, then to the sliver of flesh below my navel, then back up. There’s confusion, suspicion. I see the gears turning.

“Wow,” he says. It lands like a coin dropped in water.

I tilt my chin. “You like it?”

He frowns, as if trying to decide if it’s a trick. “It’s… yeah. You look…” He trails off, lips struggling to find the safe word. “What’s the occasion?”

I shrug, slow. “I thought you might want to fuck me.” I keep my eyes on his, searching for the flicker, the tell. There it is: the twitch at the jaw, the way his hand curls into a fist at his side.

He hesitates, then crosses the room, sits beside me. The mattress shifts. He stares at my thighs, at the precise, cruel line of lace across my skin.

“This is new,” he says.

“Everything is new.” I slip a hand to his knee, press in, hard enough to show I mean it. “Take your clothes off.”

He laughs, nervous, but obeys. Shirt, pants, boxers—he strips fast, eyes never leaving me. He’s hard already. I wonder if he’s thinking of her. I want him to. I want the ghost of her to haunt every motion.

I rise, standing over him. The new heels dig into the carpet. I let him look. His eyes are greedy now, hungry in a way that makes my scalp tingle.

I push him back onto the bed, crawl over him, and straddle his hips. His hands go to my ass, squeeze, fingers digging in as if to test if I’m real.

I slap them away. “Don’t touch.”

He blinks, startled. “Okay.”

I lean in, mouth to his ear. “If you want to cum, you have to ask.”

He shivers. “What?”

I rake my nails down his chest, slow enough to leave marks. “I said, ask.” I roll my hips against him, let the mesh grind his cock. His breath hitches, eyes wide. He’s never seen me like this.

“Please,” he says, voice breaking.

I pull away, just a hair. “Not yet.”

I edge him. I tease. I move slowly, then fast, then stop altogether. I make him beg, make him whimper. At first he resists, tries to take control, but I have all the leverage and I use it mercilessly. Every time he’s close, I stop. I let the tension build, almost unbearable, then backed off, smirking. I narrate what I’m doing, voice deadpan and clear. “I’m not finished with you. You don’t get to finish until I say.”

He tries to touch me, but I pin his wrists above his head, just like she did. His eyes glazed over, pupils blown wide. Sweat beaded on his forehead. He moans my name, voice rising to a pitch I’ve never heard before.

“Please,” he repeated, “please, Mara—”

“Is that how she does it?” I whisper, low and mean. His face flushed, all the way to the roots of his hair. He tries to look away, but I grab his chin, force him to meet my gaze.

“I don’t know what you’re—” he starts, but I don’t let him finish.

“Don’t lie,” I hissed. “You wanted this. You wanted her. Now you get me.”

I lower myself onto him, take him deep and slow, squeezing tight, rolling my hips the way she did. He’s lost, drowning. I keep him on the edge, clenching and releasing, milking him until he’s shaking. I don’t let up. I keep my nails in his arms, marking him, owning him.

When I finally let him cum, it’s volcanic. He gasps, arches up, nearly sobs. I stay perfectly still, watching, cataloging every twitch and spasm. When it’s over, I slide off, lie next to him, eyes on the ceiling.

He breathes hard, chest rising and falling as if he’s run a marathon. He stares at me, searching for something in my face. I don’t give him anything.

He says, “Where did you learn that?”

I smile, just enough to show teeth.

“From you.”

I roll away, leave him with his sweat and confusion, and close the door behind me.
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Lila picks the place—some too-cool-for-its-own-good cafe on Avenue B, where the music is loud enough to make eavesdropping a full-contact sport. I arrive early, order black coffee, and claim a table against the back wall. I don’t look at my phone. I don’t look at anything. Just stare at the chipped mug and the way the light catches the surface of the liquid. In this moment, I could be any woman in the world, waiting for her best friend to arrive, waiting for the verdict on what comes next.

Lila sweeps in five minutes late, trailing a scarf and the scent of rain. She spots me and lights up, all bright eyes and open arms. I let her hug me, but only for the first second. Then I pull away, smiling just enough to pass for normal.

“God, you look like shit,” she says, sliding into the seat across from me.

“I feel worse.”

She flags the barista, orders something with oat milk and too many syllables, then folds her hands on the table and leans in. “So. You said you had news. Spill.”

I consider the script. I could tell her about the tailing, the alley, the notebook full of sex acts and timestamps. I could describe the color of the mistress’s panties, or how my clit throbbed in time with the pounding in my skull as I watched them. I could admit that I’m liking the feeling of being destroyed.

But I don’t. I keep it on the surface.

“He’s cheating,” I say.

Lila blinks, then goes stone-still. “That absolute fucking bastard,” she says, each word a bullet. “How do you know?”

I pick at a sugar packet, tearing it to shreds. “I followed him.”

“Jesus, Mara. How long?”

I shrug. “Long enough to be sure.”

She sits back, pressing her palm to her forehead. “Tell me you confronted him. Please. Tell me you at least shredded his favorite shirts and flushed his toothbrush.”

I can’t help it—a laugh escapes, brittle and sharp. “I haven’t said a word.”

Lila stares at me, face unreadable. “That’s not like you.”

“I don’t know what I am anymore.”

Her drink arrives, foamed and perfect. She stirs it aggressively, almost spilling. “What’s she like?”

I recite from memory: “Blonde, tall. Lingerie model body. Looks like she’d eat glass just to watch it hurt.”

Lila whistles. “Classic Jonah. He always had a type.”

She tries to make me laugh again, but I don’t let her. The room is suddenly too warm; my sweater is glued to the small of my back. I sip my coffee, bitter on my tongue, and search for the right words.

“He’s not the only problem,” I say, voice barely audible over the song on the speakers. “I think I’m losing my mind.”

She looks at me with renewed concern. “Do you want to crash at mine for a bit? I’ll make up the couch. We can get drunk and binge those trashy dating shows you hate.”

It’s tempting, childishly. To run. To let someone else decide how to glue me back together. But I can’t. I need the pain. I need to see what comes next.

“No,” I say. “I have to stay. I need to see this through.”

Lila studies me, searching for cracks. “Are you sure you’re safe? With him?”

I nod too fast. “He wouldn’t dare.”

She exhales long and low. “What’s your plan?”

I tap the mug, count the beats before I answer. “I’m handling it.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one I’ve got.”

She covers my hand with hers. “Mara. You don’t have to be a martyr.”

“I’m not. I’m just… observing.”

She gets it then; I think. Or at least she pretends to. She lets go, wipes her hand on a napkin, and cracks a joke about weaponizing wasabi peas as revenge. I force a smile, but I can feel the mask slipping. I want to tell her everything—the notebook, the sick thrill of power, the way I’m turning into a monster on purpose—but I don’t have the language for it yet.

We sit in silence for a while, the noise of the cafe a buffer against the world. Lila sips her drink, eyes flicking between me and the window, as if scanning for threats. I feel both protected and exposed, as if I’m under observation myself.

Finally, she says, “If you want me to key his car, just say the word.”

“Not yet,” I say. “But keep your schedule open.”

She laughs, relief painted on her face.

We hug again before we part, tighter this time, like she’s trying to hold the pieces of me together by force of will. I watched her disappear down the block, scarf trailing behind like a warning.

I walk home alone. I take the long way, letting the wind slap my face until I can’t feel it anymore.

By the time I reach my door, the plan has crystallized. I know exactly what I’ll do next.

I steal her scent first. It’s easy—his shirt collar reeks of it, and one trip to the beauty counter gets me the exact bottle. The tester atomizer fits in my purse, easy to spritz on my wrists, behind my knees, the hollow of my throat. It’s chemical, sharp, a little rotten under the sweetness. By the time Jonah comes home, the apartment is saturated with it. He steps through the door and stops cold, nose wrinkling, pupils narrowing to pinpoints.

“Did you get a new perfume?” he asked, voice careful.

I let the silence answer. I’m sprawled on the couch, robe open, red lace barely holding together under the knot at my waist. My hair is still damp from the shower, coiled and tamed the way he used to like it. I watch him from behind the halo of my glass, two fingers of whiskey catching the last daylight.

He shrugs out of his jacket, circles the room, never taking his eyes off me. He knows something’s wrong, but he doesn’t know what. He’s waiting for the fight, for the tears, or the cold shoulder. I give him neither.

Instead, I stand. Let the robe slip off my shoulders and puddle at my feet. The air is icy; my nipples pebble, gooseflesh rising on my arms. He licked his lips, still wary.

“Come here,” I say, voice low and even.

He obeys. It’s almost funny how well-trained he is when he thinks he’s about to be punished. He stands in front of me, hands dangling at his sides, like a schoolboy summoned to the principal’s office.

I run a fingertip down his chest, hook it in the waistband of his pants. “You want this?” I ask.

He nods. “Yes.”

I dropped to my knees. I do it just like she did—quick, efficient, no preamble. He gasps when I take him in my mouth, hand tight around the base, tongue swirling in practiced circles. I squeeze, just a little too hard. He moans, one hand fisting in my hair.

“Fuck,” he says, “fuck, Mara—”

I pull off, wipe my mouth, and look up at him. “Don’t move,” I ordered. He freezes.

I undress him, then myself, tossing everything in a careless heap. I drag him to the bedroom, push him onto the bed, straddle him, thighs clamped around his hips. He tries to touch me, but I smack his hand away, smirking.

“Not until I say so.”

He’s rock hard, leaking, desperate. I rode him slow at first, setting the rhythm, rolling my hips the way I watched her do. I fuck him with precision, squeezing and releasing, keeping him on the edge for minutes that stretch into forever. Every time he gets close, I stop, hold perfectly still, and watch him squirm.

“Please,” he says, voice raw. “Please, baby, let me—”

I bend down, lips brushing his ear, and whisper it: “Is this what you like when she does it?”

He freezes. His whole body went rigid. For a second, I thought he might cry.

“Wh—what?”

I keep moving. I don’t let the moment linger. “You heard me.”

He tries to buck me off, but I pin his shoulders to the mattress, nails digging in. He’s not strong enough. He’s never been strong enough.

I ride him hard, brutally, using him for my pleasure. I don’t care if he likes it. I want him to hurt. I want him to feel as helpless as I did, pressed against brick and bone, watching his betrayal play out in hi-def.

I come first, clenching so tight he shouts. I milk him for all he’s worth, keep going until he begs me to stop. When I finally let him finish, he collapsed under me, body shaking, face twisted in something between pain and relief.

I roll off, panting. The air is thick with sweat and the scent of her. I close my eyes, savor the afterglow, and listen to him breathe.

He turns to me, tears leaking from the corners of his eyes. “What is this?” he asked. “What are you doing?”

I smile, baring teeth. “I’m making it even.”

He flinches, like I hit him. “How long have you known?”

“Long enough.”

He buried his face in the pillow. “I’m sorry.”

“No, you’re not.”

He’s silent for a long time. Finally, he whispers, “Do you want me to leave?”

I consider it. I picture the empty apartment, the peace, the blankness of starting over. It doesn’t excite me. It’s not enough.

“No,” I say. “Not yet.”

He nods, defeated.

We lie there, not touching. The balance has shifted. The room feels lighter, or maybe I do.

Tomorrow, I might set him free. Tonight, I want to watch him squirm.

I reach for my notebook, thumb through the pages, and plot my next move.


Chapter 3


The building’s basement is colder than outside. I trail a fingernail along the cinder block, counting the cracks, and try not to gag on the blend of mold and lemony disinfectant. Water trickles in a pipe above my head—three-four, three-four, like a shitty metronome. When June finally arrives, her keys rattle ahead of her, a warning as clear as a threat.

She looks smaller in her parka, shoulders up around her ears, a halo of gray flyaways leaking from under her hood. She doesn’t say hi. Just yanked open the maintenance room with a “You wanted to see the substructure, right?” like we’re discussing dry rot instead of personal demolition.

Inside, it’s a crypt: coils of wire, buckets of salt, a naked bulb buzzing overhead. She grabs a folding chair for herself and lets me stand. Old-school power move. I like her already.

“Here’s the deal,” June says, flipping through a battered ledger. “You want a tour, you get a tour. But you didn’t hear any of this from me, understand?” She glares over the frames of her glasses, which are smudged to hell and probably older than I am.

“Understood.” I don’t bother asking if she’s done this before. The answer is in the way she never breaks eye contact, even as she hauls a metal ring loaded with more keys than a medieval jailer would carry.

She points to a fat brass key near the top. “This is your golden ticket. Gives you access to every crawlspace, every janitor’s closet, every so-called private nook in the building. You’d be shocked at what people do when they think they’re alone.”

Her smirk is surgical, carving the air between us. “I won’t be,” I say. “Just show me.”

She gets up, leads me through a corridor so tight our coats scrape the walls. “First stop: utility shaft behind 14B. You can see straight into the laundry room and half the windows on that stack.” She pops the lock on a rusted door. Inside: darkness and a faint whiff of rat piss. She hands me a flashlight, waits for me to click it on.

“Look left, up at shoulder height. That grate? If you kneel, you’ve got a direct line of sight. It’s how the pest control guys found the old manager screwing a tenant. Didn’t even have the decency to close the drapes.” Her cackle bounces off the walls. I lean in, note the way the dust is brushed clean in a perfect little half-moon around the grate.

I jot it down in my notebook: 14B shaft, line of sight to 16A/16C, needs new batteries for flashlight, fix at next opportunity. June watches me, eyes sharp.

We move on. Second stop: the mailroom mezzanine. “You ever notice the security cam here has a blind spot?” she asks, not waiting for my answer. She pops a ceiling tile and gestures me up onto a milk crate. “Wiring’s ancient. You can unplug the feed from here, loop the footage, and nobody at the desk is the wiser.”

“Noted,” I say. I don’t tell her I already mapped the camera coverage three days ago. She’d just call it foreplay.

We cross the basement, keys jangling, until we reach a narrow closet marked “ELECTRICAL—AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY.” June pulls out a plastic case with a busted lock, revealing a switchboard and a stack of faded blueprints.

She flicks the blueprints open, jabs a nail at the corner. “This duct? Runs straight behind your unit’s master bath. If you’re quiet, you can hear everything in the pipes. Everything.” She fixes me with a stare. “Why do you really want to know all this, honey?”

I hesitate, then decide honesty is a currency with her. “My husband’s cheating. Not just the fucking—he’s a liar at the atomic level. I want to know what else he’s hiding.”

She snorts. “Just one? Try four on my floor alone.” She leans in, voice dropping: “Let me guess. Good job, nice watch, looks like he never farts in bed?”

I nod, resisting the urge to smile.

She laughs, loud enough to set off the fire door alarm if we weren’t two floors underground. “Figures. Well, dear, I’m happy to help a sister out.” She snaps the blueprint closed, pops another key off the ring. This one is ancient, black iron, heavy in my hand.

“For the old service elevator,” she says. “Still runs, barely. Gets you to the roof, the basement, and every floor in between, with no one at the front desk noticing.”

I turn the key over in my palm, testing its weight. “You could’ve just called the cops on him, you know.”

She waves a hand. “Please. I called the cops once in seventy-eight. They just told me to mind my own business.” She looks at me, gaze softening. “Sometimes it’s better to watch a bastard dig his own grave.”

I smile, slow and cold. “Some people deserve a good shovel.”

She grins back, all wolf.

We run through the rest of the building: utility stairs, emergency egress, access codes for every padlock and digital panel in the place. I write it all down—times, routes, when the cleaning crew is least likely to be awake. June lets me, even corrects me when I get a digit wrong.

Finally, we return to the maintenance room. The clock says we’ve been at it for ninety minutes, but it feels like ten.

June gets up, shuffles through her ring, and unhooks a duplicate brass key. She presses it into my hand, her fingers lingering longer than necessary. Her nails are jagged; the skin warm and papery.

“Last thing,” she says. “You find what you’re looking for, don’t come crying to me. I just showed you the way in.”

“I won’t,” I say. “I like it better this way.”

She leans in, her breath smelling of cigarettes and menthol gum. “I know you do.”

She locks up behind me, humming. I tuck the notebook under my coat and let the key warm in my fist as I head back upstairs, already thinking through the next angle.

There’s nothing in this building you can’t see if you know where to look. Nothing at all.

The first thing I learned is that you have to move as if you don’t exist. Every vent, every creak in the subfloor, every exhale can give you away. The service elevator is old enough to remember Reagan, so I take the stairs, timing my steps to the lulls in the HVAC rumble. I pause outside 16C, heart thumping so loud I swear it’s going to set off the alarm, and key into the broom closet. The shaft June promised is real: a vertical gash in the drywall behind a mop rack, a metal ladder caked in generations of dust.

The vantage is perfect. The grate is thick but wide; if I wedge myself into the corner and lie flat, I can see straight into the bedroom of 16C. The air is stale, tinged with the pissy tang of rat, but I barely register it. My pulse thrums, high and tight.

She’s already there, the woman he’s fucking. This time, it’s not one of the parade of blondes—she’s got dark hair, almost blue in the lamplight, and legs that could snap a man in half. Her dress is nothing: tight, black, short enough to make sitting a hazard. She paces the room, phone to her ear, voice flat and businesslike. I catch snippets: “Westlake. Room 308. Nine-thirty.” She snaps the phone shut, sits on the bed, and crosses her legs with a bored efficiency.

Jonah is late, as usual. I watch the way the woman scrolls on her phone, the agitated tapping of her heel, the brief flash of teeth when she gets a text. She checks her reflection in the window, reapplies lipstick, then stands at the door just as he arrives.

The choreography is so well-practiced it’s almost boring. They barely speak. He kisses her before the door is even closed, arms tight around her waist, hands sliding down, not stopping until he’s got a full grip on her ass. She laughs, a sound I’ve never heard him make me produce, and rakes her nails up the back of his neck. He shoves her against the wall and lifts her, legs locking around his hips. I jot it all down: timestamp, sequence, the way he bites at her jawline instead of the mouth.

She’s the one who breaks the kiss, whispers something, and pushes him back onto the bed. He lets her. He loves being handled. I write that down too, underlining it three times. He lies there, arms out, and she straddles him, grinding through the fabric of his pants. She unbuttons her own dress with one hand, drops it, then pulls his belt free, the whip-crack echoing in my bones.

She’s not wearing a bra. Her breasts are small, high, punctuated by sharp brown nipples. She palms them, rolling one between thumb and finger, never breaking eye contact with him. I watch his face, the way his tongue darts out, the flush that rises up his neck. She leans forward, drags her nipples across his lips, slaps his cheek with the side of her tit. He moans. Moans. I have never heard that noise from him.

I squeeze my thighs together and feel the inevitable slickness, the way I always get when angry. I log it, dismiss it, force myself to focus. She climbs off him, gets on her knees, and starts working his cock out of his pants. It’s quick, practiced. She jerks him hard, spits, then takes him in her mouth. He fists both hands in her hair and forces her down, almost all the way. She doesn’t gag—she pushes his hands off, looks up at him, and says, clear as day, “Let me show you how it’s done.” Then she goes again, faster.

He comes in her mouth in under a minute. I know the timing because I check my watch. She swallows, grins, and licks the head until he twitches and tries to push her away. She says, “Don’t be a pussy.” I’m sure I don’t breathe for a full thirty seconds.

She strips off what’s left, stands naked except for a black garter belt and matching heels. She rolls Jonah onto his stomach, yanks his pants down, and starts raking her nails over his back. He hisses, but doesn’t resist. She straddles his thighs, uses both hands to pull him up onto all fours, then spits into her palm and works his cock again. This time, she makes him beg. “Tell me you want it,” she demanded. “Tell me, or I’ll leave you like this.”

He does. “Please,” he panted, “please, I want you to—”

She laughs, then mounts him, taking him from behind. He grabs for the sheet, but she slaps his hand away, pins him down by the back of the neck. She fucks him hard, almost brutally, until they both collapse in a sweaty heap.

They don’t cuddle afterwards. She gets up, showers, leaves him sprawled on the bed, gasping. I write everything: the aftershocks, the shudder in his thigh, the way he wipes his eyes and doesn’t look at himself in the mirror.

I leave the shaft backwards, moving as quietly as I came. I sit in the broom closet, pulse hammering, writing every last detail before it fades.

—

That night, I showered. I bought the same perfume she wore—the note is in the air as I watch her in the shaft, something sweet and rotting, vanilla with a low stripe of jasmine. I dry off and put on my black set, the closest match to what she wore. I do my makeup the same: bold lip, sharp lines. I slip into the bedroom and wait.

Jonah comes in late, eyes red, shirt untucked. He looks at me on the bed and freezes.

“Wow,” he says, uncertain.

“Do you like it?” I say and smile.

He nods, sits next to me. He keeps his hands to himself, the way you do around a dangerous animal.

I reach out and grab his hair, just at the base of his skull, like I saw her do. I lean in, bite his earlobe. “You want me to show you how it’s done?” I whisper.

He shivers. “Sure.”

I kiss him, deep, and taste her on his lips. It doesn’t bother me. I bite down hard, and he jerks. I straddled him, grinding down, letting the friction build. He grabs my ass, then hesitates. I slap his hand away.

“Don’t touch,” I say. “Not yet.”

He looks confused, but more turned on than I’ve seen him in months.

I drag him onto his back, pin his wrists above his head, then slide down and take him in my mouth, slow at first, then hard and mean, the way she did. I go until he’s begging, until his hips are bucking. When he gets close, I stop, spit on my hand, jerk him once, then let go.

He makes a desperate noise. “Please, Mara—”

I kneel over him, let him see everything. “Not yet,” I say, and squeeze the base, making the need double.

I ride him, slow at first, then rough, pinning his shoulders. I watch his face, the way his eyes roll back, the veins in his neck. Every time he’s close, I clamp down, stop moving, watch him twitch.

“You like that?” I whisper, dragging my nails down his chest.

He nods, mouth open, gasping.

“Is this what you like?” I repeat, voice flat. “Is this what you want?”

He shakes, says yes. He looks up at me like he wants to drown.

I edged him three more times. The last, he’s nearly sobbing.

“Please, Mara, I need you—”

I let him cum then, but keep going, keep clenching, make it last until he’s wrung out and shaking. When he’s done, I climb off and stand at the foot of the bed, watching him catch his breath.

He looks at me like he’s afraid to ask.

“Where did you—” he starts.

I smile, bloodless. “From you,” I say.

He doesn’t respond. He just lies there, not moving, eyes wide and dark.

I wrote the entire thing in my notebook, then showered again, scrubbing until the skin flakes off my thighs.

Power is a sick drug. I have never felt more alive.
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The diner is the place that aspires to invisibility. Windows so greasy the outside world is a rumor. Lighting that casts every face in sickly green, even when you order black coffee. Theo is already at a booth when I arrive, posture bolt upright, one hand wrapped around a mug like he’s ready to throw it as a weapon. He’s got a notebook open on the table, but he isn’t writing; he’s stacking sugar packets in two-by-two formations, methodically, like prepping for a siege.

I slid into the booth and waited for him to acknowledge me. He doesn’t. The waitress drops a menu in front of me and leaves, eyes flicking over Theo and deciding instantly that she wants none of whatever’s happening here.

Theo says, “You’re late.”

“I know,” I say. “Recon took longer.”

He grunts, doesn’t ask for details. He knows not to ask unless he wants a dossier. I open my notebook, lay it out, and run a finger down the edge to flatten the page.

“I’ve got him boxed in,” I say. “His patterns are tight, but he’s not as clever as he thinks. Same hotel, same timeline, same blonde every other Tuesday. I’ve logged everything.”

Theo glances at me, then returns to his sugar packets. “Logging isn’t the same as acting, Mara.”

I bristle, just enough to make it interesting. “You said to wait. To watch.”

He shrugs. “I also said you’d know when it was time to escalate.”

I watched him assemble a new tower, this time using the pink packets as a perimeter around the white ones. “So what’s next?” I ask. “You want me to blow up his life, or just fuck with his head?”

He grins, a flash of teeth, then arranges his face into something neutral. “Both,” he says. “If you want to break him, get inside the nervous system. Make him doubt what’s real.”

He shifts the perimeter, demolishing the wall with a finger. “Start small. Leave evidence he’ll second-guess. Mention the name of the hotel before he does. Ask how the whiskey was at the bar on Seventh, even if he never told you he went. Smell his shirts and tell him you can taste the other woman’s perfume, even if he’s changed three times since. You want him to spiral, not explode.”

I watch my hands. They’re steady, but the nails are chewed to hell. “You think that’s enough?”

Theo leans forward, both elbows on the table, all predatory focus. “No. But it’s the beginning. A little psychological warfare goes a long way when someone already thinks they’re smarter than you.”

He sips his coffee, winces at the taste. “Eventually, he’ll slip. He’ll start seeing ghosts. Then you decide if you want to show him the real one.”

I don’t answer. I flip my notebook shut, line up the edge with the salt shaker, and let the silence spool out. Theo’s always been better at waiting than me. He enjoys it, like starving a dog before throwing it meat.

He taps the table with a knuckle. “You want out, now’s the time.”

I look at him, really look, the way you do when you’re searching for a target’s tells. “You ever go back?” I ask. “After you crossed that line?”

He laughed, the sound scraping the plates on the next table. “Nobody does. You just get used to the new rules.”

I breathe in, taste the burnt coffee and grease. “That’s what I thought.”

He pulls something out of his coat pocket—a small paper bag, folded over twice and stained with what I hope is ketchup. He slides it across to me.

“What’s this?”

He shrugs. “Call it insurance. Or call it dessert. For when you’re ready to finish this.”

I opened the bag. Handcuffs—real ones, with serial numbers etched on the hinge. A blindfold, silk and red.

I smile, sudden and sharp. “You think I need the props?”

He leans back, crossing his arms. “No. But it’s tradition.”

I stow the bag in my purse, careful not to let the contents clink. The waitress comes back, offers me coffee, and I shake my head. She leaves, probably thinking we’re in some terminal phase of a breakup.

Theo’s voice is low, almost gentle. “Just remember, once you cross this line, there’s no going back to who you were. You good with that?”

I sit with the question, letting it settle in my bones.

“Yeah,” I say. “I’m good.”

He nods as if satisfied. “Then go break him.”

I leave the diner before he does, the bag heavy in my pocket, my head full of blueprints and blind spots and the taste of war.
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I start the prep an hour before he’s due home. Every detail is controlled: the temperature in the bedroom set a few degrees too warm, the air saturated with the hotel’s signature scent (cheap white musk, a hint of fake citrus). The playlist is lifted directly from the bar where he met her—Spotify has a gift for replicating trauma in hi-def. Candles line the dresser in two perfect rows, wax already pooling, flames just high enough to flicker in the mirrors.

I put on his favorite shirt—soft, blue, the one he always steals back after laundry day—and nothing else. I don’t button it. I want him to see the line of my body, the places he’s never paid attention to. I want to be both familiar and totally alien.

The handcuffs are set on the nightstand. The blindfold sits coiled next to them, looking as innocent as a hair ribbon.

I don’t rehearse the script. I know it by heart.

When Jonah comes home, he’s humming to himself, oblivious as ever. He tossed his bag on the counter, checked his phone, and walked straight to the bedroom without even a hello. The second he sees me, he stops dead.

“Wow,” he says, eyes lighting up in a way that would be flattering if I didn’t know what he looked like in the dark, in a stranger’s bed.

“Good day?” I say, moving so the candlelight catches the inside curve of my thigh.

He nods, still staring. “Great, actually. You look—” He doesn’t finish.

I smile. “Are you hungry?” I ask.

He laughs, a little nervously. “Yeah.”

I let him come to me. He’s tentative at first, as if expecting a punchline or a hidden camera. When I reach for his wrist, he flinches, but then settles, lets me draw him onto the bed.

“I thought we’d try something new,” I say, voice syrupy and warm.

He grins. “I’m game.”

I grab the cuffs, let him see them, and watch the realization dawn in his eyes. He hesitates, but only for a second. I click the first cuff around his wrist, then guide his arm up to the headboard. He shivers.

“Too tight?” I ask, not caring.

He shakes his head. I cuff the other wrist, then kneel on the bed beside him, straddling his waist.

The blindfold comes next. “Trust me?” I murmur, already knowing the answer.

He nods, breath coming faster. I slip the silk over his eyes, tie it tight enough to leave a mark on his temples.

Now he’s helpless. I own him.

I start with my mouth, trailing a line down his chest, biting the soft place below his ribs. He gasps, writhes, but can’t move. I run my tongue down the length of him, then suck him hard, teeth grazing just enough to make him whimper. I stop before he can get close, crawl back up and kiss him, biting his lower lip until he yelps.

“Don’t cum,” I say. “Not until I say.”

He laughs, strained. “Yes, ma’am.”

I edge him. Over and over. Sometimes I use my hand, sometimes just the brush of my thigh. I let him think he’s going to finish, then pull back, watching the tension knot in his stomach, his jaw clenching with frustration.

He’s sweating, trembling. “Please, Mara, please—”

“Not yet,” I whispered.

I lower myself onto him, slow and deep. He arches up, helpless, moaning. I rock back and forth, barely moving, just enough to keep him on the edge. He’s wild now, begging, voice gone high and ragged.

“God, Mara, I need you—”

I lean down, lips to his ear, and say it: “Does she make you feel like this at the Westlake? When she’s wearing that black lace, the one that barely covers her ass?”

He goes rigid, body frozen. For a second, I thought he might faint.

I keep going, fucking him harder, riding out his panic.

“You like being watched, Jonah? Because I saw everything. Every. Single. Time.”

His breath stutters, turning into a sob.

“You’re such a good liar,” I say. “But you never fooled me.”

He’s broken now, all fight gone. He’s still hard, though—maybe harder than before.

I keep him there, teetering, until he cries. Real, wet tears, leaking from under the blindfold.

“Tell me you want it,” I say, voice cold.

“I want it,” he choked out.

“Say please.”

“Please, Mara. Please.”

I let him come. I watched his face the entire time, letting the humiliation burn in. He finishes with a guttural noise, cock pulsing, splattering his own stomach.

I leave him cuffed and blindfolded, gasping for air, skin splotched red from effort and shame.

I dress in silence, buttoning his shirt up to my chin. I wipe my mouth, licking the taste of him from my lips.

Before I go, I lean down and whisper, “I’m not done with you yet.”

I close the bedroom door and laugh all the way to the kitchen.

When I finally come back, he’s still there, arms stretched above his head, cock softening in a puddle of his own come. He’s quiet, but I can feel the new gravity in the room.

I un-cuff him, slow, careful not to touch his wrists any more than I have to.

He looks at me, eyes huge and terrified and so fucking alive.

“You’re a monster,” he says, voice almost reverent.

“Yeah,” I say. “I am.”

And I can’t wait to do it again.


Chapter 4


Westlake Hotel, room 412: 7:19 p.m., Thursday. I know the room number by heart, the same as I know the security code for the service elevator and the sodium vapor stench of the fourth-floor corridor. I walk the length of it at a pace exactly two beats slower than my heartbeat, heels silent, breath shallow. The walls are institutional eggshell, but there’s a smear of something darker—rust or old lipstick—on the fire door halfway down. My fingers itch to collect it, bag it, analyze its entire forensic history. Instead, I catalog, index, move on.

The keycard is warm from my pocket. I slide it through the lock, quick as a blade, and the light blinks green. There’s no ceremony in the way I open the door. No dramatic pause, no trembling hand, no hesitation. I push straight through, naked in my certainty.

Inside: a time-lapse of shame and hunger, and panic. Jonah’s body is half-off the bed, legs tangled in cheap cotton, hands locked on the waist of the woman riding him. Blonde this time, though the roots show brown and oily in the lamplight. Her mouth is open in a perfect O, frozen at the apex of a moan. I can smell the sweat and the raw ozone of sex and the faint overlay of whatever body spray the hotel thinks covers up the stench of strangers. The entire scene is painted in that piss-yellow lamp glow, a live-action diorama of infidelity.

Jonah sees me first. I track the exact instant his pleasure sours: nostrils flare, jaw slackens, eyes cut up and wide. His cock softens between her thighs even before his mouth remembers how to close. He tries to say my name, but it comes out a stutter, an aborted gasp, the final vowel stillborn on his tongue. For one perfect moment, the room is a vacuum—everybody’s lungs, mine included, locked in absolute suspension.

She’s slower to process. I watch the thoughts chase each other across her face: confusion, irritation, then a nauseous bloom of recognition. She pulls the sheet up over her chest, but it’s a child’s gesture, as useless as a leaf in a hurricane. She’s shaking, but I don’t know if it’s fear of me or the cold or just the sudden crash of adrenaline. She looks at me, then at Jonah, then at the door, as if maybe she can rewind the last twenty seconds and undo all of it.

I don’t step further into the room. I don’t blink. I memorized every line of Jonah’s body—the scar on his thigh, the bite mark near his nipple, the half-moon bruise on his left hip that wasn’t there the last time I watched them. He’s beautiful, even in disgrace. Maybe more so. The color drains from his face until he’s the same shade as the hotel wall, except for the high points of red blooming at his temples.

I let the silence stretch. Five seconds, then ten. It’s a silence so loud it shatters, echoing off the drywall and the bare glass of the TV. Nobody moves. Nobody says a thing.

I tilt my head, just a few degrees. My mouth is dry, but my voice, when I finally find it, is precise and dead calm.

“I’ll see you at home.”

That’s all. Nothing more. I pivot on my heel and walk out; the door swinging shut behind me with the softest click you can imagine.

I don’t look back, not once, but I can feel the heat of their stares burning holes between my shoulder blades as I walk the length of the corridor, down the elevator, out into the night. The air tastes like metal and rain and electricity. I breathe it in, slow and even, and catalog how it feels to be more alive than ever.

I made it home before him, of course. Enough time to shower, reset the perimeter, select my costume. I stand in the bedroom, phone in hand, cycling through every photo I’ve ever taken of her. Her angles, her lipstick, the way she cocks a knee when posing for a selfie. I replicate it all: the black mesh set, the one that cost more than my first rent check; the garter belt; even the fuck-me red on my nails. I let my hair down, straight and severe. I want to look like a crime scene.

The apartment is silent except for the faint click of candles burning down. I killed all the overheads, leaving only the bedroom lamp on, dialed so low it’s barely a suggestion. The bed is made, sheets crisp, duvet folded back with surgical precision. Two glasses of red on the nightstand. The bottle’s label faces outward, perfectly aligned.

I sit on the edge of the bed, one leg crossed over the other, and wait. I watch the minutes drain off the clock, savoring the anticipation, the way my heart slows instead of speeds. I’m not nervous. I’m something else—hungry, maybe, or just curious about the moment his soul leaves his body.

The lock clicked at 10:23. I heard his bag hit the floor, the muted shuffle of his shoes as he toes them off in the dark. There’s a hesitation—three seconds, maybe four—before his footsteps resume, but they’re lighter now, cautious, the steps of a man returning to a home he no longer recognizes.

He lingers in the living room. I imagine him scanning for signs: the glass missing from the coffee table, the absence of mail, the way the hallway smells faintly of candles and something darker. When he reaches the bedroom door, he pauses. I can almost hear the tremor in his hand as he turns the knob.

He opens the door and stops dead.

I don’t stand. I just looked up, eyes wide, and let the moment stretch. He’s backlit by the hallway, shadow swallowing his face, but I know what it looks like. I know every micro-expression he’s capable of: the flex of his jaw, the way his lips press together when he’s afraid. He sees me, and his first reaction is a flicker of disbelief, then embarrassment, then something like awe.

“Hi,” I say.

He swallows. “Hi.”

He’s staring at me, at the way the mesh hugs my hips, at the way the candlelight flickers across my skin. He’s aroused. Even now. Even after what I did at Westlake.

I stand, slow and deliberate, the way she does in every video I’ve watched. I approach him with bare feet, each step measured, each shift of weight calculated. When I’m close enough, I reach up, brush his jaw with my knuckles.

“You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” I whispered.

He doesn’t answer. His pupils are blown wide, but he’s shaking.

I press my body into his, the heat of him thrumming through the silk and mesh. I slide my fingers up the back of his neck, tangle them in his hair, and pull his face down to mine.

“I saw you today,” I said into his mouth. “Room 412. You always book it on Thursdays. You like to bend her over, facing the mirror.” I let the words fill the space between our teeth.

He stiffens, tries to pull away, but I hold him tight.

“You want to hear more?” I ask. “I know everything, Jonah. Every room, every position, every word you ever whispered to her.”

He tries to speak, but I silence him with a kiss. Hard, unforgiving. I bite his lip until he whimpers, then shove him back a step.

I make him look at me. Really look.

“Do you want to know what else I saw?” I asked. “I saw your face when you finished. I saw how empty you looked. Like you wanted to die, just for a second.”

He tries again. “Mara, I—”

I cut him off with a finger to his lips. “No. You don’t get to explain. Not tonight.”

He’s trembling now. I reach down, palming his cock through his pants. He’s hard, so hard it must hurt. I squeeze, just enough to make him gasp.

“Does it turn you on?” I say, still whispering. “Knowing I watched you? That I saw everything?”

His eyes flutter. “No—I mean, yes, I—”

I drag him to the bed, push him down. I stand over him, hips cocked, and peel off the lingerie piece by piece, never breaking eye contact. I want him to see what he’s lost, what he can’t ever have again except on my terms.

He reaches for me, but I pin his hands to the sheets. I mount him, slow, grinding against him until he’s breathless, pleading with his eyes.

I fuck him, hard. I talked the whole time, narrating every detail. I made him admit to every affair, every lie, every minute he spent thinking he could keep me in the dark. Every confession makes him leak, makes his body betray him even more.

When I’m done, I climb off, leave him gasping and spent on the bed, tears streaming down his face. I pick up the wine, sip it, and savor the bitterness.

“Clean yourself up,” I say. “We’re not finished.”

He doesn’t move. He just lies there, ruined, watching me like I’m some kind of beautiful, merciless animal.

I let the silence hang. I want it to haunt him.
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He’s still on the bed when I come back, naked and shivering, the mess of himself staining the sheets. He’s pulled the duvet over his hips, as if there’s still any privacy left between us. His eyes track me from the doorway—watching, afraid to look away.

I close the door behind me. The latch clicks louder than it should.

“Get up,” I say.

He startles, legs untangling in panic. “Mara, please—”

I don’t give him time to finish. I cross the room, grab a fistful of his hair, and drag him upright. He’s taller, but I’ve always been stronger, and tonight he doesn’t even resist. I backed him until his knees hit the edge of the bed. He wobbles, tries to steady himself, but I shove his chest and he topples backward, sprawling across the mattress.

I’m on him in a second. I straddled his waist, thighs pinning him down, my hands capturing his wrists and slamming them into the mattress above his head. His breath comes in ragged little huffs, eyes darting side to side.

I lean down, lips just above his ear. “I’ve been watching you for months,” I whispered. “You thought you were so fucking clever. But every thrust, every moan, every lie you told me after—you wore it on your face. Like a brand.”

He tries to twist away. I squeeze his wrists until he goes still.

I shift lower, grind down on him, feel the twitch of his cock against my ass. He’s getting hard again, even through the shame, or maybe because of it. I love him for it. I hate him for it. I want to see how far I can push before he breaks for good.

I let go of his left wrist long enough to reach for the nightstand, grab the tie I left coiled like a snake. I loop it around his wrist, cinch it tight, then pin the other with my weight and secure it too. He’s helpless, spread-eagle and exposed, and the realization sinks into him in slow, rippling waves.

“Please, Mara,” he says, voice wrecked. “Please, I—”

“Shut up,” I say, and slap him, easy, just enough to shock.

He flinches. His cock stands straight, leaking.

I rake my nails down his chest, leaving angry red trails. I take my time. I want him to feel every inch. I lean back, make a show of inspecting his body, cataloging every freckle, every mark left by another woman’s mouth or hands. I see the faint bite on his thigh, purple and yellow around the edges. I trace it with my finger.

“Who did this?” I ask.

He stares at the ceiling, silent.

I dug my nail into the bruise. “Who?”

“B-blonde. The second one. Her name was—” He stops, choking on the words.

I slap him again, harder. “Say it.”

“Emily,” he gasped. “Her name was Emily.”

I nod. “Good boy.”

I slide down, knees wedged outside his thighs, and wrap my hand around his cock. It jumps in my grip, helpless. I stroked him, slow at first, then faster, watching his stomach flex with the effort of not cumming. When he gets close, I stop. I let go, watching his face collapse into raw need.

I crawl up his body, straddle his chest, and press my cunt against his mouth. I don’t ask. I just grind down, smother him in the taste of me. He licks, desperate, as if this is his only way to breathe. I watch him work, cataloging the wet noises, the way his tongue flicks and swirls, the effort to please me.

When I come, I scream his name, loud enough that the neighbors could probably hear. I clamp down on his mouth and ride it out, letting the aftershocks shake my spine. I don’t thank him. I climb off, wipe his chin with my thumb, then slap him again. He doesn’t complain. He’s not in control. He never was.

I go back to his cock, stroke it, let him get so close he’s trembling.

“Tell me about her,” I say. “Tell me what you did to her.”

He squeezed his eyes shut. “We…we fucked in the shower. She liked it rough. She liked to be choked.”

I tighten my hand around his throat, just a little, just enough to make him strain for air. “Like this?” I whisper.

He nods, coughing.

I edge him, again and again. Each time he begs, I make him confess another detail.

“How many times?” I ask.

“Seven,” he choked out.

“Where?”

“Her place, the hotel, once in your car—”

I freeze. “In my car?”

He nods, tears running down his face now.

“You filthy piece of shit,” I say, but my cunt clenches at the thought. I let go of his cock.

I kneel over him, dripping wet, and lower myself onto his cock. He gasps, arches up, desperate to be inside. I ride him, slow, rolling my hips, watching his face contort with every movement. I bring myself to the edge, then stop, clamp down, and wait.

I keep my hands on his chest, pinning him. He’s powerless, lost.

“Who else?” I ask. “Names.”

He lists them one by one. I make him say first and last names. I made him describe each one: hair color, height, how they liked to fuck, what they called him in bed. With every confession, I squeeze his cock harder, edge him closer, then back off.

“Tell me what you called me after you finished with them,” I say.

He shudders. “I called you my wife. My anchor. I said I love you.”

I lean down, mouth to his ear. “And did you mean it?”

He hesitates, then: “I did. I do. I’m sorry, Mara. I’m so fucking sorry—”

I slap him again, twice, fast. “No. You’re not sorry. You’re just afraid I’ll leave.”

He’s sobbing now. I fuck him harder, faster, until he’s thrashing under me. I squeeze down, feel him swell, and at the last second, I pull off. He shouts, frustration turning into a groan.

“Please,” he begged. “Please let me finish. I’ll do anything.”

“Anything?” I repeat.

He nods, desperate.

“Say it,” I demanded.

“I’ll do anything you want. Anything.”

I ride him again, slower this time, torturing him with every stroke. When I finally let him cum, he explodes, the force of it painting his stomach and chest. He cries out, body arching, tears and sweat mixing on his face.

I dismount, sit on the edge of the bed, and watch him shudder through the afterglow. He’s a ruin. I could walk away now and he’d never recover.

But I don’t. Not yet.

I crawl up beside him, untie his wrists, and cradle his head in my lap. He buries his face in my thigh, shaking. I stroked his hair, gentle now, almost loving.

I lean down, lips to his ear, and whisper: “This is only the beginning of my game.”

He nods, broken. He’ll play because he has no choice.

And for the first time since all of this started, I feel like myself again—whole, untouchable.

The rest is just data collection.
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Chapter 1


It’s the wrongness that gets me. Not the shock of discovery, not some staged scene of panties flung on the lamp or condom wrappers spilling from a wastebasket—no, that would almost be a relief. I step through the apartment door and my skin goes prickly before I even drop my bag. The air’s too still. Not the languor of an empty home, but a sucked-dry hush, the kind you get after a lie’s been told and everyone’s holding their breath to see if it sticks.

I stand there with my keys in hand, a shitty theater ticket to my life. It’s 3:24 on a Thursday. I wasn’t supposed to be back until six, but my client went into labor early, and instead of slogging out reports in the haze of afterbirth, I left the hospital with half a sandwich and the irrational conviction that my husband was cheating on me. Not even cheating, really—something more vaporous, like a possibility collapsing into fact. And the best part is, I don’t even know if I want to catch him or be wrong.

The entryway mirror doesn’t meet my eyes. I set my keys in the bowl, careful not to clang. The living room is staged in perfect domestic neutrality: cushions arranged, blanket folded, Jonah’s running shoes lined up in a straightjacket row by the door. Too neat. I run a finger across the credenza, half-expecting dust, but it’s been wiped. Not by me. He dusts only when he’s trying to make up for something. A mental note, filed.

There’s an overlay of citrus and vanilla in the air, a scent that doesn’t belong to me or to him. Maybe it’s nothing. I cross to the windowsill—his usual spot for sneaking cigarettes when he thinks I’m asleep—but the ashtray is empty. The glass pane bears a faint smudge, finger-length and streaked down, like someone bracing themselves. I hold my hand up to it and my palm fits, not exactly, but close.

The dining chair is out, nudged two inches further than the others, the way a person with longer legs might leave it. I measure the angle with a practiced eye. Once, in grad school, I spent a summer cataloging murder rooms for a criminal psych lab. The professor said my notes were “disquietingly clinical.” Now I apply that same taxonomy to my marriage: object displaced, odor foreign, trace remains.

It’s almost a game, following the path of the intruder. If I were her, where would I go? Where did she sit? How did she want to be found? I trail my fingers over the table and find a faint condensation ring near the placemat. There’s only one wine glass in the sink. I fish it out by the stem; it’s been rinsed, but not with the compulsiveness I’d expect from a criminal. The rim glimmers under the kitchen light, and there it is—a sliver of lipstick, coral-pink, so blatant it borders on insolent. A heat spike shoots through my chest and dips lower, pooling behind my navel. I don’t wear lipstick. I run my tongue over my teeth and imagine the shape of her mouth, the press of her lips against his, the lazy, proprietary way she must have drunk from his glass.

I set the glass down and lean into the counter, hands braced, pulse slamming in my wrists. I want to shatter it, grind the evidence into glittering dust, but I’m too invested in the ritual. Better to let it sit, a shrine to her trespass. Instead, I scan the counters for other tokens. There’s a faint crease in the dishtowel, like someone clenched it in their fist. The soap dispenser is half-empty; we only filled it two days ago. She must have scrubbed her hands raw, desperate to leave nothing of herself behind. Or maybe she left it all deliberately, knowing I’d find it.

A laugh bubbles up in my throat, and I swallow it down. I’m not going to call him, not yet. I want to see what else she touched.

I drift down the hall, boots silent on the runner. The master bedroom door is open, the bed made. Not perfectly—there’s a slight dip on his side, the imprint of a body heavier than mine. He hasn’t slept there since this morning, so what’s the excuse? Maybe he fucked her on top of the covers, preserving the illusion of marital order. Or maybe they thrashed under the sheets and then he smoothed them with military precision, like I wouldn’t notice.

I kneel beside the bed and lift the edge of the duvet. Nothing. I open the nightstand. Nothing. The clock is off by twelve minutes, the way it always is because we’re both too lazy to fix it. That detail almost undoes me—the intimacy of shared indifference.

In the bathroom, the wastebasket is lined with a new bag, but the old one is gone. He never does that unless I nag him. I open the medicine cabinet: her toothbrush isn’t there, but mine has been pushed to the side, making room for a phantom presence. I check the towels—freshly laundered, still warm from the dryer. The shower stall is spotless, except for a single long hair curled around the drain. Blonde. I pull it free and hold it up to the light. Too long. Too fine. I let it float to the floor and flush it away.

The question isn’t whether he did it. The question is how much he wanted me to know.

I could text him, I could set the house on fire, I could leave and never look back, but I do none of those things. I sit in the living room, legs crossed, phone on the table, and wait. The air feels thinner, expectant, as if the next move belongs to me.

I let my gaze drift over the room, retracing her steps. I wonder if she admired my books, if she lingered over the photo of us in Tokyo, if she was bored or nervous or just greedy. I wonder if she left behind anything else—an earring, a receipt, a single perfect eyelash pressed to the pillow. The possibilities are endless.

Eventually, the sun slides behind the buildings across the avenue, and the room grows dim. I flick on a lamp, letting the circle of light enclose me. I could search for hours. I will, if I have to.

I’m not angry, not really. The sensation is closer to hunger. I want to know every detail. I want to see it all play out in my mind, frame by frame. The evidence is all I have, and I want to consume it whole.

Somewhere beneath the domestic order, chaos is simmering, waiting to be mapped and measured. I pour another glass and raise it to the ghost in my home.

“To you, whoever you are,” I say aloud, and savor the bite.

The sun crawls past the horizon, leaking orange into the sky and painting the buildings with a dying glow. My glass is empty. I leave it on the coffee table, a red-rimmed oracle. Every step through the apartment lands louder than it should. Every surface calls out for another sweep, another round of interrogation.

In the bedroom, the air is cool and sweet with linen. I stand in the doorway, letting my eyes adjust to the deepening shadow. Jonah made the bed this morning—he always does—but the blanket is taut on my side and imperfectly slumped on his, a shallow trough where he must have sat or sprawled or collapsed in exhaustion. It’s subtle, but the pattern of creases gives him away. I press my palm into the indentation. Still faintly warm.

For a minute I picture him and her—legs knotted, half-dressed, sweating and nervous with the risk of it. Was she a stranger, a coworker, or some recurring guest I’ve never clocked? Did she take off her shoes or keep them on for a quick getaway? Did they fuck quietly, hushing each other, or did Jonah let go the way he does when we have a fight and he wants to punish me with pleasure? I bite the inside of my cheek and let the fantasy detonate in my head. It should make me angry. Instead, it makes me pulse with a kind of wild, inverted ownership: If you’re going to wreck my home, at least do it memorably.

The sheets are still crisp, unscented. I kneel to check under the bed, finding only the usual clots of dust and lost socks. The closet doors are slightly ajar. Inside, his shirts hang with military regularity, the hangers spaced like ribs. I run my hand over the collars, seeking a trace of unfamiliar perfume, but all I get is detergent and the faint sweat of a man who never stops running from himself.

The en-suite bathroom is next. I pause on the threshold, staring at my reflection in the medicine-cabinet mirror. I look fine. Not fine as in okay, but fine as in sharpened—cheekbones like knives, hair pulled back so tight my face looks half scalped. If I wanted to seduce or destroy, now would be the time.

I don’t bother turning on the light. There’s enough spillover from the bedroom. The tiles are cool under my toes. I check the counter, but everything is in its place—no stray hairs, no misplaced toiletries. The wastebasket is empty, except for a balled tissue. I pick it apart: lipstick blot, coral again. My throat closes up and then releases.

I move to the shower stall, push the glass door open, and scan the drain. There: a filament of gold, snared in the mesh. I pluck it out gingerly between forefinger and thumb. The strand is impossibly long—hip-length, at least—and straight as a ruler. I wind it around my finger, feeling the strength, and imagine the woman it belonged to. She’s the type who grows her hair wild, unafraid to take up space. She sheds herself wherever she goes, leaving small, erotic curses in the lives of others.

I hold the hair up, squinting, then stretch it across my wrist for contrast. It stands out like a vein, pale and bold. I want to smell it, bite it, burn it, but I let it float to the tile and flick it toward the trash.

Back in the bedroom, the lamps are on timers and blink to life, flooding the room with hospital-brightness. I go to my dresser, the third drawer down. The motion is automatic: after a day like this; I need to change into something soft, something that doesn’t bind or pinch. I tug the drawer open.

My hand brushes lace, then something cold and hard—metal, maybe? I freeze. The object is wedged between my folded camisoles. I ease it out: a hair clip, tiny and silver, studded with cheap rhinestones. Not mine. Not even close. I roll it in my palm, testing the grip, the snap. The underside is sticky with product, a trace of hairspray or serum. Blonde, again. The cheapness of it irritates me.

She hid it here. Not a careless drop, not a trophy for me to find in the open, but a quiet sabotage. Either she wanted to be discovered, or Jonah did. The thought is so intimate, so perverse, that for a moment I can’t breathe. I picture him watching as she gathered her hair up, slipping the clip into place, maybe smiling at the sight of her own reflection in my mirror. Did he help her? Did he know she’d left it? Or did he tuck it away himself, a secret message for the next round?

I close my fingers around the clip until it bites. A thrill runs through me, raw and exposed. I’m not humiliated. I’m hungry. I want to confront him, not with accusations, but with every scrap of evidence, make him lay out the full anatomy of his infidelity. I want to see his face as I turn the chessboard over.

I put the clip back in the drawer, precisely where I found it, then shut it with a click. My hand is steady now. The panic that had dogged me all afternoon is gone, replaced by something level and cold.

From the living room, I hear the first buzz of the intercom. I walk to the window, parting the sheer curtain with two fingers. Down on the street, Jonah stands with his phone pressed to his ear, his silhouette cut by the sick glow of the streetlamp. He looks up at the window, as if he knows I’m watching. Maybe he does.

I don’t answer the intercom. Let him sweat. I watch as he paces, checking his watch, then glancing up again. He looks so ordinary. So desperate to maintain the fiction of our lives.

After a minute, I turn from the window. I go to the kitchen and pour the last of the wine, letting the bitterness bloom on my tongue. I set the bottle on the counter, square to the edge, a small act of control. I walk the apartment again, circling the same places, noting every inch, every scent, every shift in light.

He’s in the building now; I hear his steps on the landing. I wait for the rattle of keys, the fumbling in the lock. When the door opens, I am already standing in the hallway, arms folded, lips just slightly parted.

“Mara,” he says, his voice hoarse. “You’re home early.”

“Surprise,” I say. I watch his eyes flick over me, searching for evidence of what I know. I don’t give him anything.

He crosses the room and starts talking—about his day, about dinner plans, about nothing. I let him prattle, nodding where appropriate, until he finally takes a breath and looks at me straight.

“You okay?” he says. “You seem…tense.”

I smile, slow and clinical. “Do I?”

He shrugs, uneasy. “You just seem different.”

I want to laugh, but I don’t. Instead, I step closer, closing the space. “Did anyone come by today?”

He blinks. “No. Why?”

I let the silence settle. I could show him the glass, the lipstick, the hair clip. I could press them into his hands and demand the story. But I’m not ready yet. I want him to think he’s still safe, still in control.

“No reason,” I say, and brush past him to the bedroom. I don’t close the door. I sit on the edge of the bed and listen as he moves around, opening cabinets, fiddling with the stove. He’s so loud, now. Every sound is a confession.

I lie back on the comforter, staring up at the ceiling. I picture the clip in my drawer, a lodestar for the next move. The game is still on.

Tomorrow, I think. Tomorrow, I choose what he sees.


Chapter 2


If you want to see the real heart of a marriage, don’t look at the dinner table or the photo albums or the way you split the holiday errands. Look at the bed at midnight on a Tuesday, when the only conversation is conducted in skin and teeth and sweat. In that room, nothing stays hidden. Not lust, not habit, not fear. Especially not fear.

Tonight I choose the red one—thin mesh and black piping, the one he tried to buy for me two anniversaries ago, only I pretended to hate it until I could claim credit for selecting it myself. It’s bold enough to draw his eyes from the laptop as soon as I enter, but not so flagrant he’ll suspect I’m planning anything new. He’s already in the sheets, hair damp from his shower, glasses still on and nose inches from a spreadsheet. The glow of the screen turns his face a sickly, honest blue. Sometimes I catch myself wishing for a husband who is less predictable, but then I wouldn’t have spent the last two weeks learning the tempo of his panic, memorizing the way his pupils shrink when he thinks I know.

I don’t bother with coyness. I toss my robe onto the laundry basket and let the mesh catch every dirty bulb of the apartment’s ceiling light. His eyes flick up, cataloging me—hips, shoulders, nothing left to the imagination except why I’m choosing now. I see his confusion in the way his hand twitches for the mouse, a slight pause before he closes the screen. His cock is already hard. Even that feels like a reflex, nothing to do with me and everything to do with the machinery of his body running its rehearsed script. If I closed my eyes, I could count the seconds between glance and erection. It’s a skill I’m proud of, if only because I have so few that matter.

I crawl onto the bed without a word, knees parting his ankles. The way he looks up at me—hopeful, slightly wary, like a kid expecting a pop quiz. I can’t help but smile. He lifts his hands, unsure whether to touch me or wait for permission. He waits. He’s learning.

“Lie back,” I tell him. My voice is silk-dipped steel. I press my palm to his chest and he yields, just like every time I’ve nudged him into submission, but with more eagerness than usual. It’s almost touching, how quickly he’ll cede control if he thinks there’s a reward at the end. I settle onto his hips, the mesh catching at the hair on his thighs, and grind slowly so he feels every micro-shift. I know exactly what to do to make him forget where his body ends and mine begins; I know, too, how to keep him right on the edge of remembering.

He reaches for my ass and I slap his wrist—not hard, just enough to signal: not yet, not unless I say. His mouth opens in a small O, part confusion, part arousal. He loves this, the power-play, but it’s never occurred to him that I might be drawing from a deeper well tonight.

“Something different?” he asks, trying for casual.

I lean down so my hair brushes his jaw, the scent of my skin full in his face. “You like it when I take charge,” I whisper. “Don’t you?”

He nods, but I wait for him to say it. Silence stretches, uncomfortable and raw, and he finally manages, “Yes. I do.”

I catch his earlobe in my teeth, hard enough to make him flinch, and then I lick the sting away. “Good boy.”

He moans, the sound half-faked for my benefit. It’s cute. I rake my nails down his chest, marking a path from collarbone to navel, cataloguing every goosebump that sprouts in my wake. His hands grip the sheets; his knuckles blanch.

I begin the slow tease. Rocking my hips in a lazy, deliberate rhythm, just enough friction to remind him what he can’t have yet. His cock is pinned against his stomach, leaking already, a perfect bead of pre-cum pooling at the slit. I drag a finger through it and bring it to my mouth, making a show of sucking it clean. He watches, transfixed and helpless.

“Please,” he whispers.

“Please what?”

He falters. “Please... touch me.”

I laugh, not unkindly, but sharp enough that he startles. “You can do better than that.” I lower myself so my tits are almost brushing his chest, letting the mesh press into his flesh. “Use your words.”

He licks his lips. “Please let me come.”

I run my fingers up his shaft, feather-light, and watch the tension snap his head back. “Maybe.” I squeeze, not quite enough. “If you’re good.”

He’s panting now, a sheen of sweat rising on his forehead. The spreadsheet version of Jonah would be embarrassed, but this one is dissolving, melting into a man who’s only muscle and need.

I edge him. Slow, precise strokes, never the same twice in a row, never enough for release. When I sense he’s close—hips stuttering, breath hitching—I pull back, let go, grind my pussy against his thigh so he feels what he’s missing. Each time, his desperation deepens. Each time, his body betrays him more.

On the third go-round, when his balls are drawn tight and he’s shuddering with the effort not to blow, I lower my mouth to his ear and say, soft as confession, “You’re not the only one who likes to be watched.”

The words detonate. He freezes, eyes flicking to mine, searching for the punchline. There is none.

“You think you’re good at hiding it,” I say, “but you’re not.”

His face is exquisite. Horror and arousal, shame and hunger, all tangled up. I watch the micro-expressions: a flex of his jaw, the wild dilation of his eyes, the tremble in his thighs as I keep stroking just barely enough.

“I see you,” I whisper. “Every message. Every signal you send when you think I’m not looking.”

He whimpers. It’s involuntary and ugly and beautiful.

“You want to fuck someone else so bad you can taste it,” I continue, relentless. “Does she make you beg like this? Does she let you come whenever you want?”

His hands claw at the sheets. “Please,” he says, strangled.

“Does she edge you, Jonah?” My voice drops to a register I’ve never used before. “Does she make you feel helpless, or is it just me?”

He shakes his head, but I know it’s a lie.

I plant my hands on his chest and ride him, hard, never breaking eye contact. I want to see the exact moment his control splinters. “Say it,” I command. “Say you’re mine. Say you want me.”

He’s nearly sobbing now, but the words come out: “I want you. I’m yours.”

“Good boy.” I give him a reward, a merciful squeeze and twist that brings him right up to the threshold. Then I clamp down, stilling my hips, squeezing my cunt around him like a vice. He bucks up, desperate to finish, but I hold him in place, pinning his wrists above his head.

“Not yet,” I say, and for a long minute we stay like that, him twitching helplessly, my body heat soaking into his skin.

I wait until the panic passes and all that’s left is need.

Then, slowly, I lower my mouth to his. I kiss him, deep and thoroughly, biting his lower lip until he gasps. “Now,” I whisper, and start to fuck him again, each thrust designed to erase the memory of any other woman.

He comes with a sound I’ve never heard before—part sob, part scream. Hot and hard and endless, spilling inside me and leaking down my thighs. I ride it out, watch every muscle in his body seize and shudder. When he’s finally spent, I let him go.

I climb off, careful to avoid his gaze. I stand at the edge of the bed, staring down at him, cataloging the evidence: the way he can’t move, the sheen of sweat on his chest, the still-twitching cock, the wet mess between us.

He tries to speak, but I cut him off. “Go to sleep,” I say, voice flat. I leave the room before he can reply, before the apology or the rationalization or whatever flavor of self-pity he’ll choose tonight.

In the bathroom, I strip off the red mesh, drop it into the sink, and watch the water turn pink where my thighs rubbed raw against him. I stare at myself in the mirror and see not a lover, but an observer—a forensic analyst dusting for fingerprints on her own life.

I wonder, briefly, if this is victory. If dominance, now that I have it, will ever be enough.

Probably not.

But as I walk back to the bedroom, I know this much: I’ve learned more from one hour of watching him unravel than from a decade of talking around the truth.

Tomorrow, I’ll begin the next experiment.
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Morning is the worst time for pretending everything is fine. Sunlight is unkind, especially in this kitchen—every streak on the refrigerator, every hairline fracture in the Formica, exposed with surgical precision. Jonah sits at the table in yesterday’s sweatpants, reading the news from his phone, or at least making a performance of it. I butter the toast, three slices—one for each of us and one that always ends up in the trash.

I pour coffee and watch the last drip from the French press, letting it linger long enough to fill the room with that acrid, earthy bite. He likes his black, the way his father taught him. I prefer it milky, nearly ruined with cream. It’s a minor miracle we’ve never fought about how to make coffee, given our tendency to weaponise smaller differences.

He grunts a thank you as I set his mug in front of him. He’s tired, dark smudges at the edge of his eyes. I tell myself it’s not from lack of sleep but from the exertion of being a living, breathing lie for months on end. I want to say something about last night, but I am the master of letting things ferment.

Instead, I ask, “How’s your meeting schedule today?”

He flicks his thumb on the phone, scrolling fast. “It’s back-to-back, actually. Project review at ten, then that all-staff at noon.” He keeps his eyes down.

I nod, slicing my toast with the edge of the knife. “I hope you have time for lunch. Maybe try something new. I hear the bistro on Lexington—Lavender & Thyme—has a lunch special worth faking a dental emergency for.”

The effect is immediate. His hand freezes mid-bite, a tiny ridge of buttered bread quivering between his teeth. He tries to play it off as a cough, grabs his coffee, and gulps.

I go on, “Apparently the chef used to work at Rosette. That’s your old favorite, isn’t it?” My tone is light, almost airy.

He sets the mug down so hard it sloshes over the rim. “Haven’t been there in ages,” he says. Too fast. “I didn’t even know there was a new place. You’re the one with the restaurant radar.”

I offer a smile, bland and practiced. “The city changes so fast, doesn’t it? Hard to keep up.”

He nods, sopping up coffee from the table with a napkin. “Yeah. Hard to keep up.”

I let it hang in the air, this shared admission. For a second, I want to reach across and run my fingers down his wrist, let him know that I’m not the enemy. But then I remember the look on his face last night, the shiver when I said, “You’re not the only one who likes to be watched.” He’s not the enemy, but he’s not on my side either.

I decide to keep pushing.

“I ran into June in the lobby yesterday,” I say, referring to the building’s unofficial surveillance apparatus. “She says she hasn’t seen you come home until after nine every Thursday for a month. She’s worried you’re burning out.”

He shrugs, trying for casual. “It’s audit season. Everyone’s pulling late nights.”

I pretend to be absorbed in scraping blackberry jam across my toast, watching him in the reflection of the toaster oven. “Funny how she always knows. I think she keeps a spreadsheet.”

He tries to laugh, but it comes out as a grunt.

I shift gears, turn it tender. “I worry about you, you know.” I keep my eyes on the jam, swirling it into little galaxies on the toast. “You’ve seemed distracted lately. More than usual.”

That one lands. He looks up, actually meets my eyes. For a second, I see the real Jonah—the one who used to crack jokes at my expense, who once bought me a cactus because it reminded him of my attitude. That Jonah is still there, hiding behind the flesh suit of the new one.

He says, “I’m sorry. I’ll be better.” The words sound rehearsed.

I want to ask, “Better at what?” but I let it go.

Instead, I say, “If you need space or a break, you can tell me.”

He stiffens, misunderstanding on purpose. “No, no, I don’t want a break. Things are good. Really. I just… need to focus.”

I nod, and we eat in silence for a while.

Every so often, I drop another tidbit. Something about the park near his office, a news item about a local art exhibit, the rumor that Rosette’s old chef is seeing someone from the payroll department. I watch his face for micro-expressions—the twitch at the corner of his mouth, the tightening at the bridge of his nose. Each time, his reaction is delayed, as if he’s buffering.

When the plates are cleared, he stands abruptly, brushes crumbs from his shirt. “I’ll be late again tonight. You don’t have to wait up.”

I’m tempted to say, “You’re a terrible liar,” but I say, “No problem. I’ll probably catch up on work, anyway.”

He hovers at the door, wanting to say something else. Failing.

“Have a good day, Jonah,” I say, bright as a morning show anchor.

He leaves, and I’m alone with the quiet hum of the refrigerator, the drying toast crumbs, and the clink of my spoon in the empty coffee cup.

I savor the victory, small and sour and utterly mine.

I clean the table methodically, retracing every gesture, every accidental spill. I linger over the stain where he set his cup down too hard, letting my finger run over the cooled coffee, absorbing the evidence. I think of last night’s experiment and this morning’s data collection, and how the fun part is not in the act, but in the observing, the cataloguing, the certainty that every move is another step closer to knowing everything.

When I’m done, I take the spare toast slice and crumble it into the sink, watching it disintegrate under the spray. I consider texting him—something sweet, or something pointed—but decide against it.

It’s more satisfying to let him wonder which version of me he’ll come home to tonight.

Let the next phase begin.
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Night is supposed to be the hour of truth, or so every psychologist on every dumb podcast insists. Lying awake beside the man you married, listening to his sleep-sounds—an orchestra of little exhales, the wheeze from a deviated septum, the tiny half-murmurs when he’s on the verge of dreaming—you’re supposed to get clarity. All I get is the hum of the radiator and the sticky press of sweat on my thighs.

It’s after two. The ceiling is a blank interrogation screen, daring me to confess. I stare at it, counting time by the way the light from the street outside dims and swells as cars pass. Every five minutes, I check the clock. I tell myself it’s because I can’t sleep, but it’s more like I’m waiting for the next move.

Jonah sprawls beside me, limbs tangled in the sheets. He sleeps on his side now, back to me, as if even in unconsciousness he knows I’m a threat. I want to wake him, to put a hand on his shoulder and say, “Let’s finish this. Tell me what you’re hiding.” But that would require me to stop watching and start acting.

For years, I made a home in observation, convinced that knowing the truth from every angle would keep me safe. Lately, though, it only feeds the restlessness. Last night’s games were a rush—a high, really—but the afterburn is already setting in. It’s not enough to know his secrets. I need secrets of my own. Not as a defense, but as a weapon.

The phone is on my side of the bed, screen-down on the nightstand. I reach for it, careful not to shift the mattress, and bring it under the covers. The glow is harsh, but my eyes adjust fast. I scroll past emails, past the familiar notifications. I open a blank message and stare at the cursor, pulsing like a dare.

There’s a man at work—Chris, from facilities—who once cornered me at the holiday party and told me I was the only person in the whole place who actually made him nervous. He meant it as a compliment. At the time, I laughed it off, but I still remember the way he said nervous, as if I’d already done something to him. There’s power in being the cause of someone else’s unease.

I find his number, stare at it. Type out, “Hey. You up?” Delete. Too on the nose, too much like the cliche I’m trying not to become.

Second draft: “Was just thinking about your joke the other day. Still not sure if I should be offended or not.” Delete again. I’m not a flirt; I’m a strategist. There has to be a better way.

I scroll back to his last message, something about fixing the office heater, and see my reply: “Let me know when it’s safe to stop wearing four layers.” Banal, but it gives me an opening.

I settle on: “Been thinking about that conversation we never finished. Free tomorrow evening?”

I read it five times, analyzing the symmetry of risk and plausible deniability. Perfect. I hit send, then drop the phone onto my stomach, feeling the jolt run through my body like an electric aftershock.

Jonah stirs at the sound. I freeze, heart pounding, waiting for him to roll over and catch me in the act. But he just snuffles, drapes his arm across my waist, and buries his face in my shoulder. I lie still, letting him hold me, both of us pretending the world is unchanged.

The reply comes before I can reconsider. “Always. Name the place.”

I close my eyes, feeling the heat in my chest, my wrists, even the hollow between my knees. For the first time in months, I’m not a passive observer. I’m the story. The thrill of anticipation is better than any orgasm I’ve engineered in that bed.

I set the phone aside and stare at the ceiling again, letting the pleasure of the secret settle over me like a fresh sheet.

Tomorrow, I’ll test the limits of my own curiosity. Maybe it will be a disaster. Maybe it will be the making of me.

But right now, as my husband dreams beside me, I am the one who finally gets to sleep.


Chapter 3


The Grindhouse is the place that wants you to know it’s not a Starbucks: cracked leather booths, thrifted lamps with scorch marks on their shades, a permanent funk of burnt espresso and patchouli. The only things new in here are the hand-scrawled “LIMIT 2 HOURS” signs taped to every table. There’s a crowd of students in mismatched flannel, an old guy on a laptop muttering into his headphones, and Lila Mercer, already at our booth, waiting for me like a judgment I’ve postponed.

I spot her through the steam-streaked window. She’s hard to miss: highlighter yellow hoodie, dreadlocks pulled back with a scarf, hands orbiting a mug as if she might wring secrets from it. When she sees me, she gives a little wave, the flash of her silver rings catching the light. I’m five minutes late, exactly as planned, which gives me just enough time to watch her for a moment—she’s the only person in the place who looks like she belongs both nowhere and everywhere.

I step inside and the smell hits me—a fist of stale coffee and cheap sanitizer. I shake off the cold, slide into the booth. Lila studies me over her mug, eyes narrow, mouth quirked in a semi-smile that means she’s holding something back.

“You look like shit, babe,” she says, which is both greeting and assessment.

I rub my eyes. “I feel like it, too. Didn’t sleep.”

She snorts. “You never do.”

I don’t bother correcting her. She’s right.

The waitress materializes, all tattoos and deadpan, and drops a chipped mug in front of me. I order an espresso, black, because anything else would feel like defeat.

Lila leans forward, lowering her voice. “So. Is it true, or did you just want an excuse to see me?”

I brace my elbows on the table and stare her down. “You mean about fucking the guy from facilities?”

Her eyes go wide, then she laughs so loudly the old guy with the laptop glares at us. “You did not.”

“I did,” I say. “But I was very... professional about it.”

She lets out another cackle. “You’re impossible. Spill it.”

I could tell her everything—the buildup, the giddy disgust of watching myself from outside my body, the way I kept waiting for regret and found only a sick kind of satisfaction—but instead I go clinical. I narrate the facts, edited for her benefit: “It was after hours. I was still at my desk, he came in to check the heater. We talked. One thing led to another; I let him kiss me. And then some.”

Lila arches an eyebrow, sips her chai with exaggerated slowness. “That’s not like you.”

I consider denying it, but I’m too tired for lies. “Maybe it is now.”

She watches me, the little smile gone. “You’re doing the thing again.”

“What thing?”

“The thing where you turn your life into a case study. Mara, you can’t fuck your way out of an existential crisis.”

I ignore the jab. “Who says it’s a crisis?”

She sets down her mug hard enough to splash. “I do. Because I’ve seen this before. Remember sophomore year? Your ex started texting that freshman and you spent three months dry-humping philosophy majors just to feel like you had the upper hand.”

I bristle. “This isn’t the same.”

She shrugs. “Looks the same from here.”

The espresso arrives. I wrap my hands around it, grateful for the heat. “It’s not a spiral, Lila. I know exactly what I’m doing.”

She stares at me, then leans in so close her dreadlocks brush the table. “Listen. I love that you’re finally standing up for yourself. But this—” she gestures at my face, my whole sorry presentation—“this isn’t healing. It’s arson.”

I take a sip, let the bitterness coat my mouth before I reply. “Maybe I need to burn it down before I can rebuild.”

Lila shakes her head, but she’s smiling again, softer this time. “You always did like making things harder than they have to be.”

I look out the window, watch a pair of kids run past, shrieking, one in a dinosaur onesie. The rain is heavier now, making rivers on the glass.

“I’m not looking for easy,” I say. “I just want it to be mine.”

She reaches across the table and squeezes my wrist. “You’ve always been yours.”

I stare at her hand, at the chipped black polish, the tattoo of a compass on her index finger. “Not lately.”

A long pause. Lila lets go, glances at her phone, then back at me. “Promise me you’ll be careful.”

“Always,” I lie.

She stands, shrugs into her puffy coat. “You want a ride home?”

I shake my head. “I’m good. Need some time to think.”

She makes a face, but lets it go. “Text me if you do anything stupid.”

I smile. “Define stupid.”

She just laughs, grabs her bag, and heads out, boots squeaking on the wet tile.

I wait until the door swings closed, until the cold air and Lila’s perfume have both dissipated, before I open my phone and do the next thing on my list.

The app is one of the sleeker, seedier ones, all gradient blues and toothy smiles. I create a profile—no face, just a blurred shot of my collarbone in a sports bra, a single line for the bio: “Seeking no-strings intensity. Not afraid to get bruised.”

I scroll through a few locals, heart pounding as I swipe. Three matches in under a minute. I pick the one with the shortest bio and the most direct message: “You free tonight?”

I type back, “Where?” and feel the dopamine spike hit my system, like the first drag after quitting for a month.

A new message buzzes: “Vesper Lounge. 10pm. Look for the suit.”

I don’t respond, just close the app and finish my espresso in a single swallow.

Outside, the rain has gone from theatrical to biblical. I tug my hood up and walk the long way home, letting the cold bite at my ankles, feeling every step like a dare.

Tonight, I’ll see how much more there is to burn.
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Vesper Lounge is all angles and lighting tricks: a hotel bar done up to look expensive but not inviting. The neon outside glows pure cobalt, branding every face with sick aquarium light. I walk in a little past ten, skirt slick against my thighs, coat still beaded with rain. The host clocks me, gives a quick up-down, then waves me toward the bar without bothering to check for a reservation.

I spot him at once because he’s trying so hard not to be seen. He’s at the end of the counter, nursing a whiskey, his phone face down but vibrating every three minutes. He wears a suit, pinstripe, the jacket cut close at the waist—expensive, but not tailored to him. He has executive hair, a wedding band gleaming, and the kind of hands that look like they’ve never gotten dirty but know how to sign off on getting things done.

I take the stool beside him, pull it in so our knees nearly touch. He doesn’t look up, just gestures at the bartender. “Another for the lady,” he says, as if we’re regulars, as if this isn’t the first and only night our paths will cross. The bartender raises an eyebrow, pours a double. I sip it and taste the chemical burn, let it settle into my gut.

We don’t bother with names.

He glances at my profile, the arch of my jaw, the slope of my neck. His voice is low, gritted. “You said you wanted no-strings.”

I swirl my cup. “I meant it.”

He turns, finally meets my eyes, and I see how blue they are, how full of unshed panic. It’s almost endearing. “Tell me what you want,” he rasps, rehearsed but already unraveling.

I lean in, let my lips brush his earlobe. “Right now?”

He nods, pulse jumping in his neck.

I take his hand, slide it under the table and between my legs. I’m wet already, have been for an hour, and the shock of his fingers makes my back arch. He squeezes my thigh, not gently, and I grind into his palm as if he’s the only thing anchoring me to the stool.

A beat passes. He withdraws his hand, wipes it on his trouser leg, and tosses a bill on the bar—enough to cover both drinks, plus tip, plus guilt. He stands, straightens his tie, and waits for me to follow.

The elevator is too slow, too public. I steer him to the fire door, into the concrete hush of the service stairwell. The fluorescents here are half-dead, flickering in a way that makes the shadows twitch. The paint peels in ragged strips, the air smells of ozone and ancient mop water. It’s perfect.

I shove him against the cinderblock wall, and he gasps, a little humiliated, a lot turned on. I drop to my knees and unzip his fly, my hands precise, almost surgical. He’s already hard, thick and flushed, the veins blue as the neon outside. I take him in my mouth, slow at first, hands anchored at his hips so he can’t fuck my face until I’m ready. I taste his fear, his need, the salt and metal of a day spent denying himself.

He tries to tangle his fingers in my hair, but I slap them away, making him keep his arms at his sides. I look up at him and he nearly comes on the spot, pupils blown wide, mouth slack.

After a minute, I stand and turn him, pressing his face to the cold concrete. I hoist my skirt, slide my panties to my knees, and back into him. He fumbles with his own condom, but I snatch it from him and do it myself, rolling it down his shaft with deliberate slowness. He shudders when I sheath him, the sound that escapes him not even human.

I fuck him the way I want: hard, quick, desperate, my stilettos scraping the floor, my palms flat against the wall for leverage. Each thrust rattles the railing. My nipples graze the rough cotton of my bra, hypersensitive, every nerve ending singing. Above us, footsteps echo, a janitor or insomniac guest, but we don’t stop. If anything, I grind harder, getting off on the danger, on the possibility of an audience.

He moans, nearly sobbing, as he gets close. I reach back, dig my nails into his thigh. “Don’t you dare finish yet,” I hiss, and he whimpers, trying to hold himself together.

I clench down, feel him twitch, but I focus on my release. When it hits, I bite my lip so hard I taste blood, see stars behind my eyes. I catalog every sensation: the raw bite of concrete against my wrists, the heat of his chest pressed to my back, the way his Rolex scrapes a red line along my hip.

Only when I’m done do I let him finish. He jerks once, twice, then collapses, forehead pressed to the wall.

I slide off, fix my skirt, and stand there a minute, catching my breath. He’s still shaking, tucking himself away with hands that won’t quite obey him.

“Thank you,” he manages, voice barely audible.

I shrug. “Don’t mention it.”

He flees up the stairs without another word.

I straighten my coat, wipe the mascara from under my eyes, and take the elevator down. The bar is empty now. The bartender looks at me, recognizes what I am, and gives a curt nod.

Outside, the rain has stopped. I walk three blocks, heels clicking, feeling lighter than I have in years.

I’m not sure what this makes me, but I know for the first time that I am not the one being watched. I am the show.

The elevator in our building smells like mop water and haunted citrus. I step inside, trench coat dripping on the tile, and watch the numbers tick up. Eighth floor. Ninth. I check my reflection in the security mirror: rain-streaked hair, lipstick a little smeared, the black lace of my bodysuit visible where the coat gaps at my thighs. I pop the top three buttons open, just to see how I like the look of my recklessness.

By the time I get to our door, the oven timer is going off. Inside, Jonah stands in the kitchen, microwaving what’s left of last week’s lasagna, sleeves pushed up, tie thrown onto the back of a chair. He’s texting someone, probably a client or his mother, but the minute I close the door, he looks up. His eyes snag on the expanse of bare skin above my stocking tops, and the phone goes forgotten.

“You’re late,” he says, voice level but tight at the edges.

“Had to finish up a project,” I reply, dropping my purse and slipping out of the coat. The bodysuit is nearly transparent; the cold hits me everywhere at once. I make a point of standing in the bright kitchen light while I toe off my heels. His gaze roams but doesn’t linger. He scoops food onto two plates, sets one at my place.

We eat in silence, the only sound the wet slap of noodles and the hum of the refrigerator. I watch him out of the corner of my eye: the way his jaw ticks, how he cuts the lasagna with exaggerated force, the little glance he keeps sneaking at my chest like he’s being monitored. I want to laugh at the reversal.

Halfway through the meal, he drops his fork. “You’ve been different lately.”

I wipe the corner of my mouth with a napkin. “So have you.”

He lets that hang a minute. “Is this a phase, or should I be worried?”

I slide my foot up his leg under the table, slow and deliberate. “You sound jealous.”

His whole body goes tense. “Am I not supposed to be?”

I tilt my head, considering. “You tell me. You’re the one who wanted ‘honesty above all else.’” I let the word honesty rattle between us like a pill bottle.

He stares down at his plate, lips pressed white. “I just want to understand.”

I almost feel sorry for him. Almost.

After dinner, he clears the plates, stacking them with unnecessary force. I watch him load the dishwasher, the tight choreography of his resentment. The domesticity of it makes me want to destroy something.

When he finishes, I say, “Come to bed.”

He blinks, surprised. I usually wait for him to make the first move. I see the calculations behind his eyes—whether this is a trap, whether he’ll win or lose by following orders.

I turn and walk to the bedroom, leaving the door open behind me.

He follows, steps careful on the hallway carpet. When he enters, I’m already on the bed, lying back, legs parted just enough to be an invitation. The city lights slash gold across the comforter, picking out the seams of my body.

He stands at the foot of the bed, uncertain. I beckon him with one finger.

“Take off your shirt,” I say.

He hesitates, then pulls it over his head. His skin is paler than I remember, the freckles on his arms like ink spatters. I like how human he looks, how mortal.

“Now your pants.”

He undoes the belt, lets his pants drop, and stands there in navy boxer-briefs, tented and obvious. I beckon again. He climbs onto the bed, kneels over me, his hands gentle at first, tracing my ribs through the mesh.

I grip his wrists and push him down, flat on his back. He doesn’t fight it. I straddle him, my cunt slick against the cotton, and lean forward so my hair drags across his chest.

He breathes hard, sweat already rising at his temples.

I pin his hands above his head with one of mine, and with the other, I bite down on the waistband of his boxers and yank them down, exposing him. His cock jumps, flushed and eager.

I lower myself onto him, slow at first, then riding hard enough that I can feel the bedframe strain. His face is slack, helpless, his hips jerking up to meet me. I keep my weight on his wrists, making sure he can’t move, can’t touch, can only take what I give.

“You like when I take what I need,” I whisper, biting his earlobe.

He nods, frantic. “Yes,” he manages.

I speed up, angling my hips just so, using him the way I want. When I sense he’s close, I pull off, leaving him twitching and desperate. He gasps, tries to buck up, but I plant a heel on his thigh and hold him in place.

“Not yet,” I say. “Not until I say.”

He whines, actually whines, and I file that sound away for later.

I slide my fingers between my legs, circle my clit, let myself climb while he watches, helpless. When I’m almost there, I lower onto him again, this time letting him go as deep as he can. His hands fly to my hips, gripping so hard I know there will be bruises.

I come first, shuddering, clenching, biting my own arm to keep from screaming. The spasms milk him, and he finishes a second later, moaning into my neck, his whole body arched and shaking.

We collapse, breathing in tandem. I roll off him, leaving a wet streak across the sheet.

He reaches for me, tentative, but I turn onto my side and close my eyes.

I catalog everything: the way his chest rises and falls, the taste of blood where I bit my lip, the mark of his grip on my hips.

At 11:17 pm, precisely, I note the moment his jaw muscle stops twitching.

Tomorrow, I will remember every detail. Tomorrow, I will decide what to do next.

Tonight, I am content to let the data accumulate.


Chapter 4


Iput on lipstick in the rearview, the car’s dome light baking my face in the ugly palette of truth. The color is called Belladonna and it stains my mouth like a confession. I smear a finger along the edge, fixing the line, then stare at myself for a count of ten. The routine is clinical, almost comforting. I have three minutes to recalibrate before Theo arrives, and I intend to use every second to rehearse my opening moves.

The parking lot belongs to the restaurant that only exists to be seen: outdoor heaters lined up like artillery, a host stand encased in glass, the valet in a blazer several tax brackets above his pay grade. Inside, the clientele fork micro-greens and talk in decimal points, oblivious to the drama unfolding in the side mirror of my ‘08 Civic.

Theo is early, of course. He pulls up two spaces over, lights off, engine idling. His car is a late-model Audi, the color of a freshly bruised apple. He sits with his arms crossed, body language is so closed off it’s a wonder he can breathe. I count the seconds it takes him to light a cigarette, roll down the window, and stare directly at me. He waits. He wants me to make the approach.

I oblige. The heels are overkill, but they change the angle of my hips and make my walk a little crueler. I click across the lot, open his passenger door, and slide in without a word. The interior is still warm, tobacco laced with some ghost of cheap pine air freshener.

He glances at my mouth. “You always wear red when you’re about to fuck up your life.”

I shrug, close the door. “You’d know.”

He laughs, once—a sound like gravel scraping metal. “You’re getting too good at this game.”

I pretend not to hear him. My focus is on the restaurant’s front window. The shades are up, the interior lit gold, and there’s a perfect line of sight from the Audi’s side mirror to the four-top in the back. I spot him almost instantly: Jonah, in the navy suit I picked out last year, looking like the human equivalent of a security deposit. Across from him, the blonde—her hair perfect, her posture engineered for maximum deniability. She laughs at something, touches his wrist. The gesture is subtle, but I know the script by heart.

Theo follows my gaze. “Are you sure you want to do this here?”

I don’t answer. I palm his thigh, fingers spidering up the inside seam. He tenses, not with anticipation but with calculation. I know every tell he has, every micro-shudder. I could play his body like an instrument, and tonight, I intend to snap the strings.

We kiss like two animals who remember once being human. His stubble rakes my jaw, his mouth hot and tasting of menthol and want. I dig my nails into the muscle of his leg, dragging his hand to my knee and guiding it under my skirt. I’m already soaked, the fabric clinging to the outline of my cunt. He slips two fingers inside, rough and abrupt, and I bite his lower lip so hard it draws blood.

“Jesus, Mara.” He says it like a benediction.

I push his fingers deeper, ride his hand while staring straight through the windshield at my husband and his pretty little side dish. They have no idea. Of course they don’t. Infidelity is only dangerous when you think someone’s watching, but the real terror comes when you realize they’re not.

Theo knows his job. He works me with ruthless efficiency, his other hand clamped to the back of my neck. I arch into him, hips bucking, the seatbelt buckle jabbing my spine. My whole body is a tuning fork. I want to howl.

But I don’t. I watch.

Inside the restaurant, Jonah is wiping his mouth with a napkin, listening intently to the woman. She leans in, presses her lips to his ear, and I see him flinch—not with discomfort, but with anticipation. Her hand vanishes under the table.

I grind down on Theo’s palm, clenching so hard my thighs cramp. The sight of them—my husband and his whore, perfectly lit in that fishbowl of a dining room—does something chemical to me. My vision goes sharp, all edges. I chase the orgasm not for the pleasure, but for the sense of control.

Theo’s voice is hoarse. “You’re using me.”

“Shut up.” I come, hard, a silent quake. I clamp my hand over his mouth so he doesn’t ruin it with words.

He waits for the aftershocks to pass, then yanks me onto his lap. His cock is already out, condom rolled on—he’s nothing if not prepared. I ride him, using the steering wheel as leverage, the horn blaring as I slam down. It’s brutal, fast, the windows fogged with our sweat. Every thrust aligns perfectly with some new indignity from the restaurant window: Jonah’s hand on her back, the intimate lean-in, the laugh that is probably fake but still cuts deeper than any insult.

I start to cry, not out of sadness but from the sheer violence of the release. My mascara streaks down onto Theo’s collar. He kisses my jaw, murmurs something about missing me, but I ignore him. I focus on the tableau outside. I want to see how it ends.

It ends with Jonah standing, helping the woman into her coat, then guiding her out the side door. I watch them cross the lot, heading not for his car but toward the alley. I know that alley. It’s where the restaurant keeps its dumpsters, its cigarette breaks, its secrets.

Theo has the decency to wait until I’m done watching. When the pair finally disappears into the dark, he strokes my hair, as gently as he can manage. “You know you could just leave him.”

I laugh, hollow. “That’s not the point.”

He nods, understanding—or pretending to. “You’re not punishing him. You’re becoming him.”

I wipe my face on his jacket, then slide off his lap, legs shaking. I fix my skirt, reapply the lipstick, and stare at myself in the mirror.

“I’ll see you next week,” I say.

He doesn’t argue.

Back in my car, I check the rearview. Belladonna is smeared, but my smile is flawless.
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I find him in the home office, hunched over his dual monitors, the glow making his face look like it’s melting off the bone. He doesn’t hear me come in, or maybe he pretends not to. He’s gotten good at that lately—selective hearing as a means of self-preservation.

“Late night?” I ask, voice honeyed.

He startles, just barely, the tremor in his shoulders a blink-and-you’ll-miss-it giveaway. “Yeah. Q2 numbers are a shitshow.” He doesn’t turn around, keeps his eyes locked on the spreadsheets as if they contain the secret to immortality.

I perch on the arm of his chair, crowding his space, and watch the stats flicker across his screen. “I heard a rumor today,” I say, letting the words hang like the scent of ammonia after a fresh mop.

He side-eyes me, then quickly looks away. “Oh?”

I lean in, my hair falling over his shoulder, forcing him to register the movement. “That Bellini’s has a new chef. Supposedly, the risotto is worth killing for.”

He goes perfectly still. There’s a barely perceptible tightening in the skin around his eyes, the minute reaction you learn to spot after years of playing this particular game.

He clears his throat. “I haven’t been there in ages.” Lie. I savor it.

I twirl a strand of his hair, feigning casualness. “Funny. I could have sworn I saw someone who looked just like you outside last night. Navy suit, very executive. I guess a lot of guys wear those.”

He finally swivels to face me, his jaw clenched, the smile stretched too tight. “I mean, I have a navy suit. Maybe it was me. Could have been a client dinner. I lose track sometimes.”

I place my hand on his chest, feel his heart knocking against his ribs. He’s not aroused. He’s terrified, and I adore it.

“Maybe you should take me there,” I say. “I’d love to try that risotto.” I press the suggestion in, like a thumb to a fresh bruise.

He laughs, the sound scraping against the walls of his throat. “Of course. We’ll make a reservation.”

I tap his sternum, then stand. “It’s a date.”

For the rest of the evening, I drop little breadcrumbs: mention an alley near the restaurant, make a joke about “people watching,” comment on the cars parked outside upscale places at night. Each reference lands with surgical precision, and I measure his every reaction—the way he tenses when I mention Italian food, the wince when I reference parking lots, the flicker of something like shame when I brush past him on the way to the bathroom.

After dinner (frozen pizza, his favorite), I strip out of my jeans and walk through the living room in nothing but a t-shirt and red panties, letting the kitchen light paint a silhouette on my thighs. I hear his chair creak as he stands to follow. He pretends he’s not watching, but the reflection in the microwave betrays him.

When he comes to bed, I’m already under the sheets, propped on an elbow. I pat the mattress beside me.

He sits, rigid, as if expecting an ambush.

I decide to skip the preamble.

I grab him by the waistband of his boxers and pull him down, flipping him onto his back. He’s hard already, whether from the domestic theater or from fear, I can’t tell. I straddle him, pinning his wrists above his head.

“Do you trust me?” I ask.

He hesitates, lips parted. “Yes.”

I grind my hips against him, slow and relentless. “Good boy.”

He bucks up, trying to get more friction, but I stay in control. I squeeze him through the cotton, watching his face for the micro-expressions: the tics, the dart of tongue to lip, the flicker of disbelief that I want him, that I could still want him after everything.

I pull off his boxers, slide down and take him in my mouth, slow and deep, keeping my eyes on his. He whimpers, a sound I haven’t heard since our first year of marriage. I edge him, bringing him to the brink and backing off, over and over, until he’s shaking. At the peak of his desperation, I lean in and whisper, “Is this what you like, baby?”

He jerks, stunned. The phrase is a verbatim pull from a message I once saw on his phone, months ago, from a number he claimed was spam. The way his cock jumps, the raw panic behind his eyes—pure, undiluted confirmation.

I keep going, switching up the rhythm, making every movement a deliberate choice. Each time he nears the edge, I slow down, let the tension build, then back off. I want to see how long he can last before he begs.

It doesn’t take long.

“Please,” he finally gasps, voice breaking. “Please let me come.”

I climb on top, sink down onto him, and ride him in hard, punishing strokes. “Let me take care of you,” I say, using the other phrase from his mistress’s script. He comes almost instantly, head thrown back, eyes clenched shut, hands twisted in the sheets. The orgasm rocks him, leaving him gasping for air.

I dismount, curl up beside him, and watch the sweat cool on his skin. He looks at me with something like awe, or maybe fear. I catalog both.

After a minute, he says, “Are we… okay?”

I run my fingers through his hair, tucking the thought away for later. “We’re better than okay,” I say. “We’re just getting started.”

He believes me. That’s the best part.

I lie awake, feeling the warmth of his body, and count the seconds between each of his breaths. Every inhale, every exhale, is another data point. Another victory.

Tomorrow, I’ll move on to the next experiment.
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The lobby smells of lemon disinfectant and institutional resignation. I’ve barely cleared the vestibule when I see her: June Caldwell, the building’s own Stasi, holding court behind the security desk. She’s wearing her usual armor—pressed khakis, a crisp blouse, gray hair swept into a bun so tight it could be a weapon. She pretends to be engrossed in a crossword, but her gaze tracks me over the rim of her readers, sharp as a box cutter.

I keep my pace casual, head down, determined to make it to the elevator without incident. No such luck.

“Burning the candle at both ends these days, Mrs. Linton?” June calls out, voice pitched just loud enough for the morning crowd to catch the echo.

I freeze, pivot, and summon a smile. “Morning, June. You know how it is—budget season at the office.”

She bobs her head, not buying a word. “Mmm. Budget season must also run weekends. Saw you come in at 3:21 AM Saturday. I thought maybe you were sleepwalking.”

A flare of panic blooms in my chest—a spike of pure, uncut adrenaline. I clamp down on it, force a laugh. “You know me. If there’s an insomnia Olympics, I’m taking home the gold.”

June sets down her pencil, eyes never leaving my face. “You should be careful, hon. A woman alone at those hours? This neighborhood’s not what it used to be.”

She says it with the faux concern that means she’s already drawn her own conclusions. I glance at the potted ficus near the elevator, wondering if she’s hidden cameras in the leaves.

“I appreciate the warning,” I say, stepping closer so the next part is just for her. “Actually, can I confide something?”

She arches an eyebrow, the universal signal for gossip me.

I lower my voice to a whisper. “Jonah and I are… going through some stuff. Nothing dramatic. Just… off balance lately.” The lie is almost too easy. “Sometimes I can’t stand being in the apartment. Too much noise in my head.”

Her expression softens—just a flicker, but enough. “That’s rough. Marriage is… well. It’s work.”

I nod, making myself look a little wilted. “Please don’t mention anything to Jonah. He’d be mortified if he thought the entire building knew.”

June leans in, conspiratorial. “Your secret’s safe with me.” She taps the side of her nose, the gesture as performative as it is sincere.

“Thank you,” I say, then tilt my head, feigning embarrassment. “Besides, I still owe you for that time you signed for my packages while we were on vacation. If anyone’s got dirt on me, it’s you.”

She laughs, a genuine sound. “I remember. Those boxes weighed a ton. I nearly threw out my back.”

We both pretend to be old friends; the unspoken currency of the building shifting subtly in my favor. I’m almost in the clear when June says, “You know, if you ever need someone to talk to—someone who’s not on the payroll—I make a mean cup of chamomile.”

I file that away, unsure if it’s a threat or an invitation. Maybe both.

“I might take you up on that,” I say, then press the elevator button with a little too much force.

She waves me off, returning to her crossword. “Take care, Mrs. Linton.”

Inside the elevator, I watch my reflection in the brushed steel doors. The woman looking back is pale, eyes bruised at the edges, but the smile is steady. The control is intact.

As the elevator ascends, I feel the panic recede, replaced by the cold comfort of averted disaster. Another potential exposure neutralized, another witness converted.

By the time I reach our floor, I have already constructed three different stories for the next time June gets curious. I step out into the hallway, heels silent on the thin carpet, and wonder what it would take for someone to really see me.

Probably nothing less than being caught in the act.

But I have always been very, very good at hiding.


Chapter 5


The hallway outside our apartment is cold and antiseptic, a perfect palate cleanser after the psychic rot of tonight’s errands. I let myself in quietly; the lock turning with the soft click of a confession. Inside: darkness, except for the crack of light under our bedroom door. He’s waiting, as expected. I drop my shoes at the threshold, pad barefoot down the hall, and listen for the subtle betrayals—the shift of a mattress, the scuff of heel against hardwood. All the little ways bodies give themselves away before their owners do.

He sits upright on the bed, arms crossed like a bouncer at the gates of his own patience. The bedside lamp is on, casting his face in chiaroscuro: one half husband, one half interrogator. His phone glows on the nightstand, open to a text thread he’ll never admit to reading twice.

"Where were you?" he asks. Not hello, not even a try at small talk. Just the raw data point, shot across the bow.

I ignore the question, move to the mirror, and begin removing my jewelry. Each piece comes off with surgical exactness: earring, earring, necklace. I lay them in a line on the dresser, as though I might need to reassemble myself in the morning. My wedding band is last, but I keep it on. For now.

"You said you’d be home by eleven," he says, voice starting to fray.

I glance at the clock: 1:13 AM. "Didn’t realize you were waiting up."

He stands. His hands curl, uncurl. The man is a thesis on containment, desperate for peer review. "You’ve been out every night this week. You come home wired, and then…" He gestures at the space between us, like it contains both accusation and proof. "This isn’t normal, Mara."

I sit at the edge of the bed, back to him, and pull the pins from my hair. "Define normal," I say, half-mocking, half-invitation.

He paces, agitated. "You know what I mean. The late nights, the way you—" His mouth works at the word but refuses to let it out. "You barely talk to me anymore. Unless you’re trying to start something."

I study him in the mirror, watching the pulse at his neck. "You prefer silence, usually," I say. "Less chance of saying something you’ll regret."

He scoffs, but the edge is gone. Just exasperation now, running on fumes.

He sits beside me, close enough that I can smell the echo of aftershave and anxiety. "Is there someone else?" he asks. The words land with a leaden thunk. "If there is, I’d rather know."

I look at him—really look. The lines at the corners of his eyes, the colorless scrape of stubble, the way his knee jitters even when he’s sitting. He wants to believe he’s the one making demands here, but the shake in his voice betrays him.

I don’t answer. Instead, I slide my fingers up the inside of his thigh, stopping just short of the promise. He tenses, but doesn’t pull away.

"I’m tired," I say, "of pretending we’re still playing for the same team."

He laughs, short and ugly. "You always did hate losing."

"I hate playing games with no stakes," I reply.

He turns to me, expression caught between anger and something softer, sadder. "I want to fix this," he says. "But I can’t if you won’t let me in."

I turn, facing him head-on. For a moment we are two animals in the wild, each waiting for the other to make the fatal move.

"Maybe," I say, "I don’t want it fixed. Maybe I want to see what happens when it breaks."

He stares, stunned. "That’s fucked up, Mara."

"Maybe I am," I say. "Or maybe I’m just done pretending this isn’t what it is."

He reaches for my wrist. Not hard, not soft. "Tell me what you want."

I peel his hand off, slow as molasses, and place it on his own knee. "I want," I say, unbuttoning my blouse with deliberate, maddening precision, "to see what happens when we stop lying."

His pupils dilate. He can’t help himself. Every ounce of suspicion in his body has transmuted into want.

I let the blouse slide off my shoulders, exposing the delicate edge of a black lace bra. His breath quickens. I stand, move so I’m standing between his knees, and rest a hand on his chest. I feel the thud of his heart, erratic as a skipped track.

"Stop thinking so much," I whisper. I push, gentle but insistent, and he falls backward onto the bed, arms spread in surrender.

He tries one last time for control. "Mara, wait—"

But I climb on top of him, unhurried, planting one knee at a time. "You wanted honesty," I say, my mouth against his ear, my hips lowering until he can feel my heat through his shorts. "So let’s be honest. I enjoy watching you squirm."

His hands go to my waist, but I pin them to the mattress. I grind down, slow, calculated, savoring the way his resolve breaks down molecule by molecule.

"You’re insane," he says, but it’s almost reverent.

"I know," I say, and I kiss him hard, teeth clicking. The taste of him is sweat and panic and capitulation.

He tries to flip me, instinctive, but I hold my ground, straddling him with every ounce of power in my thighs. I unbutton his shirt, drag my nails across his chest, leaving faint pink trails. He hisses, more in pleasure than in pain.

"Let go," I say, and I see the instant he does. His hips buck, desperate, but I control the rhythm, riding him just enough to keep him on the brink.

He groans. "Fuck, Mara—"

"That’s the spirit," I say. I lean in, biting his shoulder, marking him.

He comes fast, shuddering, fists knotting the sheets. I ride out his release, then dismount, standing at the edge of the bed while he catches his breath. His face is blissed-out, every accusation wiped clean.

I gather my blouse from the floor, drape it over my arm, and look at him one last time.

"Next time," I say, "maybe you’ll think twice before accusing me of being unfaithful."

He doesn’t have the words. He just stares, still half-hard, half-wrecked.

I leave him there, a beautiful ruin, and slip out to the living room.

Tonight, the victory is total.
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I give him ten minutes, maybe twelve, before I return to the bedroom. Enough time for his heart rate to stabilize, for the fear fermenting into something closer to obsession. I move silently, ghostlike in my home, and find him exactly where I left him: on his back, limbs splayed, a beautiful display of post-coital vulnerability. His chest rises and falls as if he’s just run a marathon. The sheets are a tangle of sweat and half-formed apologies.

He doesn’t hear me enter, or maybe he’s pretending not to. I watch him for a full minute, cataloguing the aftermath: the glazed eyes, the dark bloom of a hickey blossoming on his collarbone, the twitch of his cock against the damp patch in his shorts.

I climb onto the bed, straddling him with deliberate slowness, the mattress compressing under my weight. I pin his wrists above his head, my grip not gentle but not cruel—just enough to remind him who’s in charge tonight.

He startles, then tries to play it cool. "Round two already?" His bravado is paper thin.

I lean in, my hair falling around his face like a blackout curtain. "You’re not finished," I say, voice low, almost a growl.

He squirms, testing the hold, but I anchor him with my thighs, squeezing just enough to make him gasp.

"You like this," I say. It’s not a question.

He tries to sneer. "You’re fucking crazy."

I smile, all teeth. "You don’t know the half of it."

I rock my hips against him, slow at first, building a rhythm designed to tease rather than satisfy. He’s hard again in seconds, the fabric of his boxers tenting with need. I let the friction build, grinding just enough to make his eyes roll back, then pulling away at the critical moment. Each time he gets close, I slow down, change the angle, and make him work for every bit of sensation.

"Please," he mutters, already at the edge.

I click my tongue. "Not yet." I increase the tempo, then back off, watching the frustration morph into desperation. He tries to buck up, to gain leverage, but I push his wrists harder into the mattress, keeping him flat and helpless.

His breathing turns ragged, sweat beading on his forehead. I watch a droplet trace down his temple and catch it with my tongue, tasting salt and victory.

"You want to come so badly, don’t you?" I whisper in his ear.

He nods, not trusting his voice.

I grind down harder, rolling my hips in a figure eight, the heat between us obscene. My arousal is a furnace, slick and electric, but I keep control, rationing every inch of pleasure.

He whimpers, an honest-to-god whimper, and I feel a jolt of power all the way down to my toes.

When he tries to flip me, I use his momentum, roll us so I’m straddling his face, pinning his arms with my knees. I grip the headboard, holding myself upright, letting him taste me through the soaked crotch of my panties.

He licks, tentative at first, then ravenous, his tongue desperate for any part of me I’ll allow. I ride his mouth, grinding down until he’s choking on it, then pulling away, leaving him gasping.

"Good boy," I say, patting his cheek.

He looks up at me, pupils blown, and there’s no anger left—just pure, animal need.

I slide down, position his cock at my entrance, and hold it there, teasing the head with my slick. I let it hover, never quite giving him what he wants.

"You know what I was thinking about tonight?" I ask, not waiting for a reply. "Other men. Men with bigger cocks than yours. Men who could go all night without begging for mercy."

He stiffens, hands tightening on my hips, but I’m in complete control. I guide him inside me, inch by inch, but only allow him halfway before pulling off again.

"Men who would ruin me for you," I continue, watching his jaw clench with a mix of jealousy and white-hot arousal.

He moans, tries to thrust up, but I clamp down, keeping him in check.

"Would you watch?" I ask, my lips brushing his ear. "Would you sit in the corner and watch another man fuck your wife until she forgot your name?"

He shakes his head, but his cock twitches violently inside me.

"You’d like it, wouldn’t you?" I press. "Seeing me stretched out on some stranger’s dick, crying because it’s too much, too good."

He tries to deny it, but his body betrays him. His hands clutch at my ass, kneading the flesh as if trying to leave marks for the next man to find.

I fuck him harder now, setting a brutal pace, my hands on his chest for leverage. Sweat slicks our bodies, the slap of skin on skin echoing in the room.

"You want to come so bad, baby," I taunt, squeezing him with my cunt until he’s nearly delirious. "But you’re not allowed. Not until I say."

He sobs, a broken, beautiful sound.

I ride him to the brink, then pull off completely, leaving him twitching and empty.

I slide up, straddling his face again, and let him finish me with his tongue. I grind down, using him like a toy, and come hard, shuddering, the orgasm rippling through me in violent waves.

When I finally allow him inside me again, it’s only for the last act. I milk him with my cunt, whispering filth into his ear—about the men I’ll fuck, the things I’ll let them do to me, the way he’ll have to clean me out afterward.

He comes with a shout, hips bucking wildly, every muscle in his body locking up. I ride out his orgasm, then collapse beside him, both of us panting and wrecked.

I watch him as he drifts, his mind flickering between jealousy, humiliation, and pure animal bliss.

I stroke his hair, gentle now. "Good boy," I repeat, softer this time.

He doesn’t reply. He just stares at the ceiling, eyes glassy, breathing slowing to a crawl.

I smile, content.

Tomorrow, I’ll find new ways to break him.
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There’s a perfect hush in the aftermath, the kind that never happens in real life—just in movies, or in those thirty-second windows after the violence is done and the body hasn’t caught up yet. The room smells of sex and sweat and ozone, sharp as cordite. The only movement is the rise and fall of our chests, the way the city light drips through the blinds and cuts our bodies into stripes.

Jonah lies beside me, his arm thrown over his eyes. He’s silent, but I can feel the tension vibrating off him in waves. His fingers worry the edge of the sheet, knuckle by knuckle, as if he’s counting the seconds since I last spoke. I turn onto my side, watching him through half-lidded eyes, letting the slow creep of satisfaction bloom in my chest.

He’s not used to losing. He’s especially not used to being used. The fight has drained out of him, replaced by something rawer—uncertainty, maybe, or the flicker of a question he’s too scared to voice.

"You’re thinking too loud," I say, voice syrupy with aftermath.

He flinches, almost imperceptibly. "I’m fine," he says, but the words barely make it past his lips.

"Don’t lie," I reply, tracing a lazy line down his chest with my fingernail. I feel his whole body shiver, equal parts oversensitivity and embarrassment.

He moves his arm, looks at me. In the half-dark, his face is open, vulnerable. There’s no mask left.

"Where did you learn to do that?" he asks, almost a whisper.

I shrug, letting the silence fill the space. "I pay attention," I say. "People are more transparent than they think."

He considers this, eyes searching my face. "It’s just… you’ve never…"

"Been like this?" I finish for him.

He nods.

"I told you," I say, "I’m done pretending."

He turns away, rolling onto his back. "It’s a lot."

I prop myself up on an elbow, studying him. "You want me to stop?"

He shakes his head, but there’s a war going on in his skull. I can see it in the set of his jaw, the way his tongue darts out to wet his lips.

I crawl over him, straddling his hips, pressing down so he can feel every inch of my weight. He’s soft now, drained, but I sense the possibility coiled beneath the surface.

"You liked it," I murmur, kissing the corner of his mouth. "You liked I made you beg."

He doesn’t answer, but his hands find my thighs, squeezing hard, desperate to anchor himself.

I bend down, lips grazing his ear. "You liked when I talked about other men. About letting someone else fuck me while you watched."

His breath hitches. He tries to speak, but I cover his mouth with my palm.

"It’s okay," I say. "I liked it, too."

I let go, slide off him, and curl up at his side. My breathing slows, settling into the old, familiar rhythm of exhaustion. For the first time in months, I feel at peace.

He turns to me, eyes wide. "You wouldn’t actually—"

I silence him with a finger to his lips. "Does it matter?" I ask.

He thinks about it. Really thinks.

"I don’t know," he admits.

We lie there for a long time, the world outside a distant rumor. I can feel him watching me, trying to map the edges of my intent.

He says, "Do you want to?"

I smile, soft and secretive. "Would it turn you on if I did?"

He’s quiet, but his body answers for him: the blush creeping up his chest, the way his hands clench the sheets.

I lean over, kiss him one last time, and rest my head on his shoulder.

"You’ll find out," I whisper. "Eventually."

He laughs, a brittle, nervous sound. "You’re going to be the death of me."

I close my eyes, drifting into sleep. "That’s the idea," I say, already gone.

In the morning, I’ll wake up next to a husband who is just a little more afraid of me.

But for now, I sleep easy, dreaming up new ways to win.


When I Let Him Feel It


J&A Publishing



Chapter 1


Ikill the bedroom light with my shoulder, shut the door with a softness I’ve rehearsed since childhood. The hallway is cold. Too cold for April, or maybe it’s the nerves sweating through my new shirt. I pause, listening. Jonah’s breath doesn’t break rhythm, but that’s an act; he flips pages with the desperation of someone pretending to read. The crack under the door spills enough light to frame his silhouette on the bed, propped against a wall of pillows, legal pad clutched but untouched. His eyes, when I left him, watched me in the mirror, neither invitation nor accusation—just cataloging my escape with forensic precision.

The adrenaline doesn’t hit until I’m in the entryway, coat half-zipped, shoes in hand. It’s 11:42. I check the clock twice, even though my phone is in my purse and buzzes every three seconds with reminders I programmed myself. Every action, every step, another breadcrumb leading to a place I haven’t fully pictured.

Outfit check. The black silk blouse (deep v, no camisole, thank you), jeans so tight I had to skip lunch, ankle boots that add two inches but cost double the dignity when I inevitably trip. The jacket: a cropped, fake-leather thing I bought on a dare from Naya, still tagged in the closet until tonight. I’ve never worn any of this in Jonah’s presence, and that’s the point. He’d never say it, but he hates me in black. Says it makes me look like I’m attending my funeral. I think that’s why I bought three more just to spite us both.

I open the door with the care of a bomb tech. The lock clicks. I freeze, counting the seconds it takes for Jonah to clear his throat—three, then four, and then nothing. For a moment, I think I hear his feet on the hardwood, but it’s just the hum of the elevator shaft, ancient gears grinding to serve someone else’s midnight need.

The hallway is deserted, walls painted a shade of beige designed to induce instant sleep. No one leaves their unit this late unless there’s a fire or a pet emergency. I am neither, so I walk fast, past the framed photos of happier tenants, the scent of takeout lingering from a party two doors down, the prying eyes of June Caldwell through the security peephole. (She pretends not to watch, but she’s the last line of defense in this place—she’ll be on the horn with the board if I so much as hesitate.)

At the elevator, I press the button and thumb the keys in my palm. I stare straight ahead, every muscle tensed for the sound of Jonah’s voice echoing down the corridor: “Did you forget something?” or worse, nothing at all. The doors open before I can imagine a confrontation, and I step inside, turning to face my reflection in the scratched metal panel. I look like a different species—cheekbones slashed with highlighter, lips painted a red that dares someone to smudge them. My pulse beats visibly in my neck. I have no idea who this woman is, only that she doesn’t hesitate.

The lobby is empty except for the doorman, whose name I always forget and who forgets nothing. He watches as I cross to the door, eyes flickering from my face to my hands to the too-high heels, cataloging every deviation from my usual routine. It’s not his shift. It’s never his shift. He’s covering for someone, which means someone else will hear about my departure before sunrise. That’s fine. I want them to know. Let the building whisper about the Lintons, about how Mara finally snapped.

“Late night?” he says, voice neutral but loaded.

“Early morning,” I answer, and flash him a smile that’s all teeth. My voice sounds foreign, like someone dubbing over me in a B-movie.

He opens the door with a theatrical flourish, but I know he’s watching my ass as I leave. I let him. The sidewalk outside is empty, city lights drowning out the constellations, but the moon is fat and yellow, leering down with a voyeur’s interest. The first gust of air hits like a dare: do it, keep going, see how far you can run before you double back.

The street is silent except for the low hum of traffic a few blocks east. I tuck my hands in my pockets, head down, and start walking. Every few feet, I check over my shoulder—once for the doorman, once for Jonah, once for the universe. No one follows. The only sound is my own footfalls, staccato and sharp against the cracked sidewalk. The night smells like rain even though it hasn’t rained in days, and every breeze threatens to unbutton my coat. I leave it open. Let the city see me.

Three blocks in, my stride evens out. The panic recedes, replaced by something leaner, hungrier. I’m aware of my body in a way I haven’t been in years, every nerve ending tuned to high frequency. A couple on the corner pauses mid-argument to gawk at me, and I slow just enough to make them look away first. Power surges in the small, petty victories. I want to call Naya to tell her I’m doing it to hear her cackle down the line. I resist. This is mine.

At the next intersection, I catch my reflection in a shop window. I look like I belong out here, a little wild, a little dangerous, exactly the woman I’d cross the street to avoid if I saw her coming. I let the thought linger, savor it, then keep walking.

The cab stand is empty, of course, so I pull out my phone and hail a ride. There’s a minute before the car arrives, enough time to check my texts: three from Jonah, all variations on “Be careful” and “Do you need me to wait up?” I delete them. His concern is a performance, same as mine. I scroll through the rest—Naya, of course, a string of emojis; Rowan, a single “Good luck”; nothing from Elias, which means he hasn’t heard yet.

When the cab pulls up, I slide in and rattle off the address before the driver can even ask. He looks me up and down in the rear-view mirror, eyes lingering on the lipstick, then shrugs and hits the gas. The city blurs by, and with every block, the weight on my chest gets lighter. By the time we’re halfway across town, I’m smiling. Not the forced, brittle smile I wear at home, but something raw and real, sharp enough to cut.

I sit back, legs crossed, jacket open, and watch the night peel away behind me. For the first time in months, I don’t look back.

The cab drops me three blocks from the address I gave, so I can walk. I need to walk. I want the night to get under my skin before I cross the final threshold. The block is quieter than my neighborhood, the air taut with the pretense of safety. Every footstep echoes, even the click of my heels feels like a threat or a promise. I stop at the corner to fix my hair, check my lipstick in the black mirror of a darkened deli window, and count the amber-lit bars before I find the right one.

The name on the awning is in brass, back-lit by a single spotlight so it glows like a secret. I slip inside, and the world shrinks: darkness, filtered through veins of golden light, heat blooming from bodies pressed into velvet banquettes and barstools. The place is a study in containment—low ceilings, walls paneled in walnut so deep it absorbs the sound, every booth hooded like a confessional. There’s no stage, just a looping play-list of blues covers and the low, liquid murmur of people with money to spend.

I take a seat at the bar. There’s a single unclaimed stool, set apart just enough that nobody can pretend to brush knees by accident. The bartender is younger than I expected, all cheekbones and side-parted hair. He asks what I’ll have without looking directly at me, and that feels like a kindness.

I scan the room: two men in tailored suits negotiating a deal over oysters; a pair of women with identical bone structure, probably sisters or ex-lovers, deep in forensic gossip; a cluster of tech bros, their laughter elastic and false. I log every face, every angle of approach and escape. I could draw a map of this place already, label the exits, and mark the fire hazards. Old habit, maybe, or just the knowledge that I am both prey and predator tonight.

My phone buzzes. I ignore it. My hands drift to my lap, where I twist the wedding band on my finger, clockwise then back, over and over, until I catch myself doing it and stop. The gold is warm from my skin, but my finger feels naked when I slip it off, even for a second. I slide it back on and promise myself to behave.

He notices me before I notice him. He’s at the far end of the bar, alone, working a rocks glass like he’s testing for poison. Dark suit, open collar, no tie. His hair is flecked with gray at the temples, his jawline sharp enough to cut glass. He gives the impression of being expensive, but never garish. I can’t place his age, only that he’s old enough not to apologize for wanting. He lets his gaze linger—a flick, then another, then a deliberate return. I hold the stare too long, savoring the sweet, sour twist in my stomach, then drop my eyes and feign interest in the wood grain of the bar top. He smiles into his glass, pleased to be seen.

He waits a minute before making his move. That confidence is the giveaway; the men who matter don’t rush. He brings his drink, takes the seat one over from mine, and signals the bartender for another. I feel his presence, the shift in pressure, before he even opens his mouth.

“Long night?” His voice is low, a touch raspy, like he’s spent years arguing with people who don’t deserve to win.

“Not long enough,” I say. He nods as if that’s the answer he wanted.

He watches me—not my face, but the triangle of exposed skin at my collarbone, the line of my jaw, my hands on the glass. It’s clinical, almost, but not unkind. I know this look. I know the whole taxonomy of male attention, from the predatory to the pathetic, and his is different. Not desperation, not calculation, just curiosity. Maybe he’s as bored with his life as I am with mine.

He introduces himself. “Alex.” He offers his hand, palm up, and I take it before I can talk myself out of it. His grip is warm, firm, no pretense of dominance. If anything, it feels like an agreement.

I say, “Mara,” and watch his eyebrows hitch, like he’s picturing it spelled on a business card or maybe a headstone.

He asks about my drink. I confess it’s not my usual, and he orders another round before I can protest. “It’s the only way to get used to it,” he says, and I laugh because he’s right.

Conversation is easy. Effortless, even. We trade the usual half-truths: work, city, how we ended up here on a Thursday night. He runs some kind of consulting firm, travels too much, lives out of suitcases and high-end hotels. I tell him I’m in between projects, that my job is complicated, that I’m just killing time. None of it is a lie, but none of it is the truth I would give if I thought he cared.

He leans in, voice dropping an octave. “You’re not from around here.”

“Neither are you,” I shoot back.

He grins, lines fanning from the corners of his eyes. “I could get used to this city.”

I glance at his hand on the bar, thumb drumming the rim of his glass. No ring. No telltale tan line either. He asks if I’m meeting someone, and I say no. He’s not handsome in a movie-star way, but his energy fills in the gaps. I watch his pupils contract and dilate, tiny calibrations. I wonder how many women have studied him like a specimen.

He finally asks the question: “So what brings you here tonight?”

I think about lying, but I’m drunk enough for the truth. “I needed to get out. My apartment was feeling like a mausoleum.”

He nods, doesn’t press. I could kiss him for that restraint.

“Sometimes,” he says, “you have to burn a place down before you can breathe again.”

He isn’t talking about fire.

I look down at my wedding band, and this time I leave it alone. I let him see it. He doesn’t flinch, doesn’t look away. Just raises his glass. “To escape routes,” he says, and I clink mine against his.

The conversation veers. He asks what I do for fun, and I say I don’t remember. I ask if he ever goes home, and he says, “I’m not sure where that is anymore.” It’s all code, all subtext, but we both speak it fluently.

At one point, he asks if I smoke. I shake my head, but follow him outside anyway. The alley is quiet, cold, the city noise dampened by the bar’s double-glass doors. He lights one, offers, and I decline again, watching the tip flare, the smoke curling around his face. He exhales, watching me the whole time.

He says, “You know what I think?” and doesn’t wait for me to answer. “I think you were hoping you’d run into someone tonight. Not me, necessarily, but someone.”

I shrug. “Isn’t that why anyone goes out?”

“No,” he says. “Some people are running from. You’re running toward.”

It’s not a compliment, but it lands like one.

We stand in silence. I feel the weight of the bourbon, the night, the risk calcifying into possibility. I think about Jonah, probably asleep now, or faking it, inventing ways to make my absence less humiliating. I wonder if he’s looked at the Find My Friends ping. I wonder if he cares.

Alex flicks his cigarette into the gutter, grinds it out with the heel of his shoe. “You want to get out of here?” he asks, and the directness is almost sweet.

I say, “Where to?”

“Anywhere you want,” he says, and for a moment, the world is that small.

I check my phone. It’s later than I thought, but I don’t care. I type a single text to Naya: “Made a friend. Don’t wait up.” She sends back a GIF of a woman biting her lip, and I laugh out loud.

Alex puts a hand on my shoulder, light as a question. I don’t pull away. “You okay with this?” he asks.

I am. More than okay.

He calls a car, and we wait in the vestibule, watching the bartender clean up, the last stragglers settling their tabs. I glance at my reflection in the glass door—hair wild, cheeks flushed, lips smeared at the edges. I look like someone else. I like her.

As we step into the night, he asks if I want to go back to his hotel. I say yes, before I can regret it, and slide my hand into his. He squeezes, just enough to let me know I can let go whenever I want.

In the cab, I rest my head against the window, watch the city slide by. I can feel him watching me, but he doesn’t touch me. Not yet. I twist my wedding band, then stop. I don’t want to explain, and I don’t think he wants me to.

I think about Jonah. About our apartment, our routines, our silent treaties and bitter wars. I think about how easy it was to leave, and how impossible it will be to return.

Alex pays the driver, opens the door for me, and leads me into the lobby. The desk clerk barely glances up, used to this kind of traffic. The elevator is a glass capsule, shooting up the side of the building like a bullet. Alex stands a respectful distance away, hands in his pockets. He doesn’t push.

I like the anticipation. I like that he knows how to wait.

At the twenty-first floor, the doors hiss open. The hallway is empty, carpeted in some abstract pattern meant to hide stains and regrets. He swipes his key card, opens the door, and lets me in first.

The suite is bigger than my apartment. Floor-to-ceiling windows, a bar stocked with unopened bottles, a king-size bed with crisp white sheets. I stand in the entryway, suddenly nervous. Alex watches me, says nothing, just waits.

I turn to face him. “This is the part where I chicken out,” I say.

He smiles. “You’re not a chicken.”

I’m not.

I step forward, close enough to feel his body heat, and press my mouth to his. The kiss is careful at first, a survey, then deeper, rougher, a negotiation. His hands stay on my arms, gentle, until I pull him closer, and then they move to my back, my waist, my hips. I feel the panic and the exhilaration and something new—agency, maybe, or just the thrill of saying yes.

We break apart, both out of breath. He says, “You sure?” and I nod, even though my heart is slamming against my ribs.

I let him lead me to the bed. He peels off my jacket, runs his hands along the inside of my arms, fingertips barely touching. Every nerve ending is awake. He asks if I want to slow down, and I shake my head, desperate for more.

He unbuttons my blouse, slow, watching my face the whole time. I let it fall, then reach for his shirt, returning the favor. Our clothes pile on the floor, evidence of intent.

He lays me back on the bed, and for a moment, just looks at me. Not the way Jonah does, with calculation or concern, but with something rawer. Admiration, maybe. I don’t know. I don’t care.

His hands are everywhere, mapping skin, tracing scars, learning me. I arch into him, wanting friction, wanting proof. He gives it. We move together, no choreography, just need. I don’t think about anything but the present, the heat, the way he says my name like a secret.

When it’s over, I lie there, limbs tangled, chest heaving. He rests a hand on my thigh, thumb stroking small, absent circles. We don’t talk. The silence is companionable, not oppressive.

I close my eyes and imagine the city below, millions of stories unfolding at once. I wonder how many women are doing what I just did, how many more want to.

I think about Jonah. About what he would say if he saw me now.

And I don’t feel guilt. Not even a little.
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The silence in the suite is a live animal, pacing between us, waiting to pounce. Alex stands just inside the door, tossing his wallet and keys on the credenza as if he owns the place. Which, technically, he does—at least until checkout. I hover near the window, watching my ghost float in the black glass, nipples peaked and visible through the silk. Every part of me feels exposed; every part of me wants to see what happens next.

He approaches, careful not to crowd me. I brace for some line, some demand for permission, but he just stands at my side, close enough to smell the bourbon still hot on his breath.

“You all right?” he says. The question is so simple it hurts.

“Yeah,” I say, surprised to hear how steady I sound. “Are you?”

He laughs, a short, sharp thing. “It’s been a while.” The implication is clear, and for the first time tonight, I believe him. He doesn’t touch me, not yet, but he waits, patient, letting me set the pace. The city buzzes below, all those ant-sized people scurrying under lights and promises, and for a split second I wonder if Jonah is awake, staring at my location dot and hating me for every second that it doesn’t move.

I turn from the window, face Alex. My hands tremble, but only a little. The need in me is white hot, a blade honed on months of neglect and self-abuse. I want him. I want this. I want to see what happens when I let myself go all the way.

I reach out, grab his shirt, fist the fabric, and pull him in. He goes easily, smiling as if he’s been waiting for that signal since the bar. Our mouths collide—not gently, but not a battle either, just pure appetite. His hands move to my hips, then lower, gripping my ass, hauling me up so I’m half-wrapped around his waist. I kiss him until my lips bruise, until the taste of him erases any memory of home.

He carries me to the bed. It’s absurd, it’s theatrical, but I don’t care. He lays me out, steps back, looks at me with a hunger that should frighten me but only emboldens me . He peels off his shirt, watches for my reaction. I don’t break eye contact. I want him to know I’m not afraid. He removes his belt, slowly, like he’s giving me time to say stop. I don’t.

He climbs onto the bed, cages me with his arms, and kisses down my neck, over my collarbone, into the valley between my breasts. His hands are everywhere, mapping territory, charting need. He pulls the blouse down past my shoulders, exposing the lace underneath. I arch my back, inviting his mouth lower, and he obliges, tracing a tongue over the black lace, then biting down, just enough to make me gasp.

I flip him. It’s instinct, or maybe just the surge of power in my bloodstream. I straddle his hips, grind against the bulge in his pants, pin his wrists above his head. He grins up at me, surprised, then aroused. I kiss him again, harder this time, then move down—kissing, biting, leaving marks he’ll discover tomorrow in the shower. His hands roam my body, fingers digging into my thighs, but I don’t let him take control. I want this to be mine.

I unbutton his pants, slide them down, find him hard and ready. I don’t wait. I sink down on him, slow at first, savoring the stretch, the shock of being full after so long. He groans, hips jerking up to meet mine. I set the pace: fast, then slow, then punishing, just to see the look on his face. His eyes never leave mine. Every thrust, every grind, is a dialogue: who are you, what do you want, how far can you go?

He comes with a shout, clutching my hips so tight I know there will be bruises. I keep moving, ride it out until I’m there too, until the world narrows to a single, perfect point of sensation and explodes.

Afterward, we collapse side by side, both breathing like we just ran a marathon. I stare at the ceiling, counting the lines in the plaster, too wired to sleep. Alex rolls to face me, one arm draped over his eyes.

“Jesus,” he says. “If that’s what you’re like when you’re out of practice...”

I laugh. “Don’t flatter yourself. I was just—“

“—hungry?” he finishes, and I nod, because it’s true.

We lie in silence for a while. The city is still out there, waiting. I twist the wedding band on my finger, watching it catch the light. It feels different now, heavier. I think about Jonah, about our last fight, about all the nights I begged for a touch, a word, a sign that I was still worth wanting. I think about how easily I slipped out of his bed, out of his life.

I wonder if I’ll go back.

Alex shifts beside me, props himself on an elbow. “You want to talk about it?” he asks.

“No,” I say, and mean it. “Do you?”

He shrugs. “No ghosts in this room.”

We fuck again, slower this time, both of us languid. In the dim light, I let myself be worshipped, let myself believe I am beautiful, desirable, alive. Every touch, every gasp, is a reclamation. I take it all.

Sometime near dawn, I wake to find Alex gone, a note on the pillow: “Had to run, but would love to see you again. Same bar tonight?” There’s a phone number, a name, and nothing else. I smile, tuck the note into my purse, and dress in yesterday’s clothes.

In the mirror, I look wild. Hair tangled, eyes bright, lips swollen. I swipe on fresh lipstick, slip on the jacket, and walk out without a glance back.

The lobby is empty. The air outside is cold and sharp, sobering. I walk three blocks to the train, thinking of nothing but the new engine humming inside me.

When I get home, Jonah is awake, sitting in the kitchen with his legal pad, pretending to work. He doesn’t ask where I’ve been. I don’t tell him.

Instead, I make coffee, sit across from him, and smile.

For the first time in years, I feel like I have a secret worth keeping.


Chapter 2


The city is always grayer at five a.m.—as if even the sun refuses to commit. I slip back into the building through the side entrance, feet numb from the chill and too many hours in shoes made for anything but walking. The vestibule reeks of bleach and old cigarettes, the chemical comfort you only notice when you’re coming down. There’s a moment where I think about turning around, maybe losing myself in the coffee shop that opens early for the hungover and the holy. But I promised myself I’d face it head-on, no matter how ugly the fallout.

I tap the elevator button with my knuckles. The light barely registered. By the time the doors sigh open, my hands have stopped shaking; the adrenaline burned off, replaced by a slow-blooming satisfaction. I can still feel his mouth on my skin, the ghost of a bruise forming where his stubble scraped my thigh. I check my phone: five missed texts from Jonah, two voice-mails I won’t bother to play, and one from Naya with a single black heart emoji. The elevator lurches up, floor by floor, until I’m delivered back to my front door like a punchline.

The lock gives with a dull click. The apartment smells of overripe bananas and coffee left too long on the burner. All the lights are off except for the living room, where Jonah sits, a ghostly silhouette in the half-light. He doesn’t move as I enter, but I can see the white of his knuckles around the legal pad, the rigid set of his jaw. He’s not surprised I’m here—he’s been waiting.

I close the door with more gentleness than necessary. Every second is a negotiation now.

He says nothing at first. Just watches as I untangle the boots, peel off my jacket, and drape it over the banister with deliberate care. My hair is a mess, makeup smudged in a way that would have mortified me yesterday. I leave it. Let him see.

“You’re late,” Jonah says, voice stretched thin with the effort of keeping it neutral.

“Didn’t realize there was a curfew,” I reply. My voice is calm, almost too calm. Even I can hear it.

He sets the pad down, pen clicking against the glass coffee table. “You didn’t answer your phone.”

I shrug. “Battery died.” Obvious lie, but I’m past caring if he calls me out.

“Where were you?” Now the edge in his voice—fear, anger, something ugly—breaks the surface.

I take my time, flick on the kitchen light, pour a glass of water, and drink half of it. The silence stretches. “Out,” I say, and it’s not enough, but it’s all I want to give.

He rises, crossing the room in three strides. There’s a twitch in his cheek, a tremor in the way his hands hover between fists and open palms. “With who?”

“Does it matter?” I lean against the counter, letting the tension settle on my shoulders like a shawl. “I just needed to get out.”

His eyes scan me—neckline, sleeves, the exposed wrist where a stranger’s cologne might cling. “You met someone,” he says. Not a question, not really.

I twist the wedding band slowly, making sure he sees. “I needed some space. I told you.”

He laughs, but there’s nothing funny about it. “Space from what, exactly?”

“From this,” I say. The word hits the air and stays there, floating between us like a disease. “From feeling like I’m on trial every time I walk into the room.”

He recoils, just a step, but enough to register. I press the advantage.

“You want a full report? I sat at a bar. I drank too much. I talked to someone. I didn’t think about you.” A half-truth, maybe, but it lands the way I intend. “Is that what you needed to hear?”

He opens his mouth, then closes it, jaw flexing as if he might bite through his own tongue. “I just—” He falters, voice breaking on the word. “I just want to know what’s happening to us.”

I let him have the silence. I watch the way his shoulders slope, the way the muscles in his neck knot and un-spool with every shallow breath. For a moment, I almost want to comfort him. Instead, I finish my water and set the glass down with a precision that borders on contempt.

“We’re fine,” I say. “You’re fine.” I push off from the counter, brush past him toward the bedroom. He catches my arm, just above the elbow, hard enough to remind me he’s there.

“Mara,” he says, and the sound of my name in his mouth is both a plea and a threat. “Just—tell me the truth.”

I stop. I let him hold me there, feeling the pulse under my skin, watching his desperation flare and sputter. I look him dead in the eye. “What if the truth makes it worse?”

He doesn’t answer. He lets go.

I walk away, door closing behind me with the finality of a gavel. I strip off the clothes from last night, toss them into the hamper, and stand naked in the dim bathroom light, studying myself for evidence of a new self forming. There’s a bite mark on my hip. I press it, hard, relishing the dull ache. I wonder if Jonah will find it, if he’ll even ask.

When I finally crawl into bed, I hear him moving in the kitchen, glass shattering, then the low hum of the TV. I wrap myself in the sheets and wait for sleep, but it doesn’t come. My body is still wired, my mind un-spooling scenarios: Jonah storming in to demand answers, Jonah collapsing on the floor, Jonah packing his bags and leaving. None of it feels real.

I reach for my phone, thumb over the message thread with Alex, then switch to Naya’s black heart. I type: “Still alive.” She replies instantly: “Did you want to be?”

I smile, the first real one in hours.

Outside, the city is waking up, oblivious to the little apocalypse unfolding in apartment 5C. I watch the sky lighten through the blinds, and for the first time, I wonder what it would be like to disappear completely, to let the old Mara dissolve and never return.

But for now, I stay. For now, I twist the wedding band, listening for the next fracture.
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It’s the kind of morning that feels staged. Gray light smears across the windows of Brick & Brew, flattening everything to the color of cold oatmeal. I sit across from Jonah at a table meant for lovers or enemies—too small for secrets, too large for comfort. The laminate surface is crowded with chipped mugs, sugar packets, a single battered menu that neither of us has touched. The place smells like burned beans and over-bleached rags.

Jonah stirs his coffee with slow, deliberate circles, never looking up. There’s a notebook open to a blank page beside his elbow. He’s waiting for me to say something, maybe anything, but I let the silence grow between us like mold.

A barista with biceps carved from three summers of craft beer hauls a tray to the next table, sets down a stack of pancakes for a pair of hungover college kids. I let my gaze linger on the tattoo curling up his forearm, the way he winks when he catches me watching. I do not look away. He knows what I am, what I want, without a word. When I finally meet Jonah’s eyes, they’re darker than usual, rimmed in red.

“You haven’t touched your food,” he says. The tension is so high-strung it’s almost funny.

“I’m not hungry.” I scoop foam from the top of my latte, swirl it on my tongue, and swallow.

He leans in, voice dropping low. “Did you sleep at all last night?”

The question hangs, needy. “A little,” I say, thumb flicking at my phone screen under the table.

“Are you going to keep doing this?” He gestures, vague but all-encompassing. “Disappearing?”

“I was here the whole time.” I smile, making it look effortless. “Maybe you just didn’t notice.”

His jaw clenches. He never did learn to hide the tells. “I notice everything.” A lie, but a gentle one.

The phone buzzes. I read the preview: “Thinking about you. Can we meet again?” No name, just the raw message. My lips split into a half-smile. I angle the screen away, let my thumbs tap a reply. The feeling is electric. Jonah watches, caught between wanting to snatch the device and pretending not to care.

“Who are you texting?” He tries for casual, overshoots into desperation.

I raise an eyebrow, letting the silence make him sweat. “A friend.”

He waits for more, but I don’t offer it.

I drink my coffee, eyes drifting back to the barista. This time he winks for real, wipes his hands on a towel, and moves to the espresso machine. There’s nothing flirtatious in my glance, but I know the effect. It’s chemical. All Jonah’s attention is now funneled into my face, searching for cracks in the surface. I let him find none.

“You’re different lately,” he says, and I want to clap for his powers of observation. “Colder.”

“Maybe I’m just finally myself.”

He blinks, wounded. I almost regret it, but not enough to take it back.

A suited man walks past the window, talking on his phone, and for a moment our eyes lock—his behind sunglasses, mine naked and hungry. He gives a nod so subtle it’s almost not there. Jonah tracks my gaze, follows it outside, then back to me. His knuckles go white around the mug. The ceramic trembles, a single drop of coffee splashing onto the menu. He doesn’t notice.

“Are we really doing this?” he asks. “Pretending like nothing’s wrong?”

“I’m not pretending,” I say. “You are.”

He slumps, finally defeated. The notebook sits there, still blank, waiting for the autopsy. I check my phone again, new message: “Tonight?” I type “yes,” hit send, then slide the device back into my purse.

I stand, dig through my wallet for a few crumpled bills, and toss them on the table. The coat slips over my shoulders like a final curtain. Jonah looks up, eyes pleading for some sign of softness, but I have none to give.

“I’ll see you at home,” I say. I lean in, lips almost to his ear, and whisper: “Try not to wait up.”

I step outside into the rain, the door banging shut behind me. For the first time in weeks, I feel warm.

The afternoon light is brutal in the bedroom. It cuts through the blinds and slices the air into ribbons, dust motes caught in the crossfire. I stand in front of the dresser, top drawer gaping open like a wound. Inside: a riot of black silk, mesh, and delicate straps, a hidden arsenal of things bought for Jonah and worn for someone else.

I run a fingertip along the edge of a lace bralette, marveling at the absurdity of it. Sex as performance, intimacy as display. The tag is still on one, a slinky chemise with a slit up the thigh and a neckline engineered for maximum threat. I hold it up, letting it unfurl in the sunlight, the fabric almost invisible except where it shadows against my palm.

Jonah’s reflection appears in the vanity mirror before he enters the room. He hesitates, watching me from the doorway, as if the sight of me in daylight might scorch him. His eyes are tired, and he’s wearing a shirt I’ve never seen before—something blue, something hopeful. He clears his throat.

“Going out tonight?” The question is loaded, but his tone is almost plaintive.

“Could be,” I say, holding the chemise up to my frame, seeing myself as someone new, someone desirable. I test the perfume I bought for myself, not for him: one spritz on my wrist, a sharp citrus with a finish of dirt and sweat. I inhale. Jonah steps closer, and I know he smells it.

“That’s new,” he says. There’s a tremor in his voice. “Who’s it for?”

I turn, leaning on the dresser, bracing my arms behind me. The lingerie dangles from my wrist like a dare. “For me,” I say, and it’s almost true. I watch his eyes flick down, follow the hemline, then dart away.

He tries again, fingers flexing on the edge of the dresser. “Are you meeting someone?”

I twist my wedding band, slow. “Just someone who appreciates my company.” I slip the chemise back into the drawer, smoothing the lace with flat, practiced hands. “You wouldn’t know him.”

Jonah’s breath hitches. “Mara, can we—”

But I shut the drawer with a sharp click, cutting off the question. I move past him, brushing his arm with my shoulder, the perfume lingering in my wake.

He doesn’t follow, just stands there, hand splayed on the drawer handle, lips parted with something between a plea and a curse.

I don’t look back. The hallway is cooler, darker, the hum of the fridge like distant applause. I imagine him staring at the closed drawer, trying to picture who I become when I leave.

Let him wonder.
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The apartment is dark when I come home. Streetlights flicker through the blinds, dissecting the living room into stripes of gold and black. I close the door softly, but the sound still ricochets through the silence. There’s no sign of Jonah, but I know he’s awake—he never sleeps when I’m out late.

I shed my coat, my shoes, the noise of the city. The perfume is still strong on my skin, and there’s a throb at the base of my spine that makes me want to run laps around the building. Instead, I pad into the kitchen, grab a glass of water, and listen for the smallest noise. The house is a pressure cooker of restraint.

I find him in the bedroom, sitting on the edge of the bed in boxer briefs and an old t-shirt, hunched over his phone. The lamp is on, casting his face in a sickly yellow. He looks up when I enter, eyes hollowed out by worry, or rage, or some combination that tastes like fear. I cross to the dresser, peel off my dress, and let it drop in a heap. I catch his reflection in the mirror, the way his gaze tracks every movement as if he’s waiting for the punchline.

I slip off my bra, panties next, then stand there, naked and unmoved, letting him look as long as he likes.

“You smell different,” he says, voice rough.

“Yeah?” I pull open the top drawer, take out the black lace bralette he watched me select earlier, and slip it on, slow. I watch his pupils dilate. “I guess I am different.”

He sets the phone down, hands trembling. “Did you…did you go see him?”

I smile, all teeth. “I saw many people tonight.”

Jonah looks away, unable to mask the flush rising on his cheeks. “You’re drunk.”

“No,” I say. “Just excited.”

He’s never been able to handle me at this volume—never knew what to do when I turned the dial past polite. I sit beside him, close enough to feel the heat from his skin. I press my thigh to his, rest my hand on his knee. He’s hard already, has been since I walked in. I let my palm drift higher, find him straining against the thin cotton, and squeeze, once, gently, like a warning.

He grabs my wrist, holds it in place. His eyes are wet, but his grip is iron. “Mara—”

“Shh,” I say, climbing onto his lap, pinning him with my weight. “Don’t think. Just let it happen.”

He lets go, arms falling to his sides. I can feel him shudder, the pulse beneath his jaw stuttering as I grind down, making him work for every inch. I rake my nails up his chest, leaving little crescent moons in his skin. I kiss him, open-mouthed and greedy, biting down on his lower lip until I taste blood. He moans into my mouth, and I swallow the sound.

He’s desperate now, hips bucking, hands roaming my back, then my ass, gripping so tight I gasp. I reach between us, free him from his boxers, and guide him inside, slow, savoring the way he trembles at the slick, impossible heat. He rocks up to meet me, but I pin his shoulders to the mattress and ride him hard until the room blurs around the edges.

It’s not like it used to be. There’s no tenderness, no script, just raw, animal drive and my need to obliterate the memory of anyone else from my body. I fuck him with a rhythm I learned last night, hips rolling in a figure-eight, squeezing down in ways that make his eyes go wide, his mouth slack.

I watch his face the whole time. I want to see the exact moment he breaks.

He claws at my back, gasping my name like a prayer or a warning, but I don’t slow. When I feel him tense, just at the edge, I lean down and whisper in his ear: “You’re not the only one who can make me come like this.”

He shudders, comes, the force of it almost painful, and I keep moving, grind against him until I catch my own, sharp and electric, a current that leaves my limbs humming.

I roll off, stretch out on the mattress, and stare at the ceiling. Jonah turns to me, eyes wild, searching for something—comfort, connection, forgiveness. I offer none. He reaches for my hand; I fold my arms across my chest.

“Is this what you want?” he asks, voice small.

I consider it, then say, “It’s what I need.”

He props himself up on an elbow, still panting. “Are you going to leave me?”

I shrug. “Maybe.”

He lies back, a thousand questions trapped behind his teeth.

We don’t speak again. Eventually, he falls asleep, but I stay awake, counting the rotations of the ceiling fan, replaying every second in vivid, forensic detail.

In the morning, he wakes to find me in the kitchen, wearing nothing but the lace bralette and a smile. He doesn’t mention the night before, just pours himself coffee and retreats to the den, notebook in hand.

I stand in the doorway, watching him scribble, his handwriting frantic, each line a question I’ll never answer.

This is what power feels like. Not triumph or victory, but the hollow, echoing certainty that nothing will ever be the same.

I twist my wedding band, and for the first time, it doesn’t feel like an anchor. It feels like a trophy.


Chapter 3


Lila’s apartment is five floors up and at least three times too small for the number of people she’s invited. We can hear the party through the hallway, a slipstream of laughter and mismatched music, the door open just enough to spill warmth and onion confit into the cracked plaster of the stairwell. I let Jonah press the buzzer, even though the door is already propped and even though it’s always me who does these things. He stands behind me, close but not touching, as if he’s afraid proximity might turn us both to stone.

Inside, the apartment is a single, looping circuit of light and color. Lila has reupholstered her couch in fake fur and pushed the furniture into awkward diagonals so that bodies collide at every turn. There’s no air conditioning, so the place is a sauna of sweat, perfume, and burned sugar. I barely get past the threshold before Naya descends on me.

“You made it,” she says, as if it’s some kind of test I almost failed. “Oh my god, is that the dress?”

It is. Black velvet, high neck, cut so tight it forces me to walk like I’m balancing a tray of knives on my hips. The effect is—according to Lila—“assassin nun.” Jonah hates it. I can tell because he still hasn’t said a word, just stalks my heels as I follow Naya into the main room. He keeps one hand on the legal pad, tucked into his jacket like a talisman.

Lila floats over, arms wide, hair twisted into some kind of battle braid. “You look devastating,” she says, lips brushing my cheek before she pivots to Jonah. “You too, counselor. Love the cardigan.” She doesn’t, and he knows it.

There’s a brief, ritualistic awkwardness as we distribute gifts (wine, a bag of fancy coffee, something in a blue box for Lila from “the girls” that she immediately hides in her room). Then we’re swept into the circuit: through the galley kitchen, where Lila’s roommate is murdering a chicken, into the windowless living room, and finally to the balcony, where Theo stands alone, nursing his drink and looking like he’d rather jump than join the conversation.

I slide into the chair beside him, the metal freezing through the fabric of my dress. I’m aware of Jonah, hovering just inside the sliding door, his silhouette outlined by the sickly yellow light from the living room.

Theo smiles at me. “You ever think about just…not showing up?”

“Every day,” I say. “But then what would they talk about?”

He snorts. “They’d talk about you anyway. Absence is a kind of presence.”

“That’s the saddest thing I’ve heard all year,” I say, and I mean it as a compliment.

Theo glances at Jonah, then at me, then at the city below. “You two doing okay?”

I let the silence answer for me.

There’s a brief commotion inside—somebody spilled a drink, or a relationship, it’s hard to tell—and then Lila appears at the door, arms loaded with mismatched glasses.

“Dinner in ten,” she chirps. She eyes Theo. “You have server duty.”

He grumbles, but takes the drink from her and pours unevenly into the glasses. “To what?” he asks, after distributing them around the table.

Naya appears, slides in next to me, her knee finding mine under the table. “To surviving the week,” she says.

“To surviving each other,” I add.

We clink. Jonah sips his, teeth gritted. He doesn’t look at me, but I know he’s clocked every detail—who poured, who toasted, whose hands lingered just a beat too long.

The first course is served: a flatbread with something pickled and something smoked. I don’t eat it, but I break off a piece and pretend. Conversation orbits around the usual—work disasters, neighborhood oddities, the latest hyper-local scandal. Naya asks about the woman who tried to drown her cat in the communal laundry, and Lila spins it into a joke about her own mother.

Jonah finally joins in, recounting a story from his office, something about an intern who mistook a judge for an Uber driver. The punchline lands flat, but everyone laughs because it’s easier. I catch Theo rolling his eyes, and I laugh for real.

As the food keeps coming, I position myself so that I’m always at a diagonal to Jonah—never facing, always just out of reach. Theo and I share a language of glances; each eye roll or raised brow a code I don’t have to break. When I laugh at his jokes, I do it a little too loudly, a little too open-mouthed, and I catch Jonah flinching every time. I lean in when I talk to Theo, fingers brushing the sleeve of his shirt as if it’s the most natural thing in the world. He doesn’t pull away.

The main course is some kind of spicy stew, the heat blooming in my mouth and making me sweat. Lila’s proud of it, but I can’t taste anything but the challenge. I keep sipping wine, watching Jonah’s hand tremble a little as he refills his own glass.

Theo is in rare form tonight, dry and mean as sandpaper. He tells a story about a friend who found her husband on Grindr and tried to catfish him. “Worked,” he says. “She made him buy her drinks three different times before he caught on.”

Naya winces. “That’s evil.”

“It’s efficient,” I say.

Jonah interrupts, voice tight: “Or it’s a sign you should just talk to each other.”

Theo shrugs. “Where’s the fun in that?”

I throw my head back and laugh, long and loud, exposing the column of my neck, the sharp edge of collarbone. I know the effect this has. I can feel Jonah’s eyes burning a hole from across the table. I look at him, hold his gaze, then slide my hand onto Theo’s arm, just above the wrist.

He freezes. The whole table freezes.

Naya tries to rescue the conversation, pivoting to some documentary she saw about climate apocalypse, but the air is thick with static. I keep my hand on Theo’s arm for a full thirty seconds before letting go, then wipe my fingers on the napkin, slow.

Lila is watching me, her eyes narrowed, a faint smile at the corners of her mouth.

After dessert—a flourless cake that tastes like regret—Jonah stands, gathering plates with the frantic energy of someone about to lose their shit.

“I’ll help,” I say, but he waves me off.

“I’ve got it,” he says, and the way he slams the plates into the sink is loud enough to stop all conversation for a moment.

In the silence, Theo leans over, voice pitched just for me: “You like playing with fire?”

“Only when it’s cold out,” I say, and drain my glass.

Naya touches my hand under the table, gentle. “You okay?” she whispers.

“I’m great,” I say, and I almost believe it.

Lila rises, moves to the balcony, and I follow, needing air. The city is a smear of lights, the street below humming with Friday night traffic.

“Damn,” Lila says. “You’re really going for it.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” I say, too quickly.

She leans in, conspiratorial. “He’s going to implode, you know.”

“Let him,” I say. The wind tangles my hair, stings my eyes.

She considers me, a long, silent calculation. “Just do nothing I wouldn’t do.”

“That’s a pretty short list.”

She grins. “You’ve always been my favorite.”

Inside, Jonah is shoving plates into a tote bag, muttering to himself. He avoids my gaze, but I can see the flush on his neck, the way his jaw flexes when I pass.

“We should get going,” he says. “You have work in the morning.”

I do, but it’s not for that. I know the signs. He’s about to break.

I say goodbye to everyone—hug Naya tight, kiss Lila on the cheek, high-five Theo—and let Jonah usher me into the hallway. The air outside the apartment is cold and clean, and I breathe deep.

The elevator is slow, giving us too much time alone. He finally looks at me, face a mask of polite horror.

“What the fuck was that?” he says, but it’s not anger; it’s panic.

I shrug, un-bothered. “Just having fun.”

He shakes his head, presses the elevator button so hard his finger goes white.

“Are you trying to humiliate me?”

I think about it, then say: “Would it work?”

He flinches, then falls silent, the anger boiling off him in waves.

We ride down in silence, the floor numbers blinking past like heartbeats.

Outside, he walks fast, never looking back.

I follow, matching his stride, already replaying every move in my head. Every glance, every touch, every smile. It’s all data, all ammunition.

The night is electric. I feel untouchable.

I feel alive.

The drive home is a war of attrition. Jonah takes every corner too sharply, one hand white-knuckled on the wheel, the other working through imaginary legal briefs in the air. The city’s sodium glow flattens his face to a mask of light and shadow, jaw clenched so tight I half expect his teeth to shatter.

He doesn’t speak for five full blocks. Then, at a red light, he snaps: “What the hell was that, Mara?”

I watch our reflection in the glass, twin specters pinned by streetlight. I say nothing, just dab lipstick off my teeth with a fingertip, hold it there for him to see.

He waits, chest heaving. “You were practically throwing yourself at him.”

I sigh, barely audible. “If you’re going to accuse me, at least make it interesting.”

He slams the heel of his hand into the steering wheel, the honk slicing through the night. “Why do you always do this? You turn everything into a fucking game.”

I turn my face to the window so he can’t see me smile. “Only because you play.”

He pulls into our lot, brakes hard enough to jerk us forward. The silence is heavy, elastic. I let it stretch until it snaps.

In the elevator, he tries again. “If you’re trying to make me jealous, it’s working.”

I pin him with a look. “Maybe you should do something about it.”

He blinks, thrown. The doors open. We walk the hallway in step, shoes echoing off concrete.

Inside the apartment, he drops his keys on the table, spins on me, eyes wild. “I just want to know what’s happening to us.”

I slip off my coat, drape it over a chair. “Nothing you didn’t see coming.”

He follows, voice cracking. “Is this—” He gestures, vague, desperate. “Is this what you want?”

I step closer, crowding his space. He backs against the wall, trapped. I grab his face with one hand, thumb digging into his cheek, and kiss him—hard, hungry, no finesse. He tries to push me off, but I hold him there, press my body into his until he shudders.

When I break the kiss, he’s panting, pupils blown wide.

I say, low and even: “Is this what you want, Jonah? You want me to fuck someone else? Or do you want to watch?”

He shakes his head, but there’s no conviction.

I slide my hand to his throat, squeeze just enough to make him swallow. “You want to feel owned, don’t you? You want to be punished for wanting me.”

He trembles, but doesn’t speak.

“Get on your knees,” I say.

He hesitates, shame and arousal warring on his face. Then he sinks, slow, hands gripping my thighs for balance. I watch the submission work its way through him, melting the last of his resistance.

I keep my hand tangled in his hair, force him to look up at me. “You don’t get to ask questions tonight,” I say. “You only get to do what I tell you.”

He nods, throat working.

I drag him to the bedroom, not gently, and push him onto the rug. I strip off the dress, let it pool at my feet, then straddle his lap, grinding down until he’s gasping.

“Hands behind your back,” I command, and he obeys, eyes glazed with something between terror and awe.

I ride him slow, deep, every movement deliberate. I keep one hand on his jaw, holding him in place so he can’t look away. When I feel him get close, I stop, clench tight, and make him beg with his eyes.

“Please,” he whispers, voice hoarse.

I shake my head, smiling. “You don’t get to come until I say.”

He whimpers, the sound muffled by the hand I clamp over his mouth.

I drag it out, teasing, denying, making him work for every inch. When I finally let him finish, it’s violent, overwhelming, his whole body convulsing under me.

I stay on top, pinning him, my heart pounding.

He looks up at me, desperate. “Are you going to leave me?” he says, like a kid asking if the sky will fall.

I lean down, lips brushing his ear. “Maybe. But not tonight.”

I climb off, pull on a t-shirt, and leave him there, shaking, spent, stripped of every defense.

I don’t look back.

I sleep on the couch, and when I wake, he’s already gone—left a note, not a word of apology, just the address of a marriage counselor and a time.

I laugh, toss the note, and text Lila:

“You were right. I’m a fucking menace.”

She replies with a thumbs-up and a flame.

The day is bright, cold, and clean. I open the window and breathe in the air.

For the first time in months, I feel something close to peace.

The marriage counselor’s office is three floors above a payday loan place, the waiting room lined in pleather and wilted plants. I fill out the intake forms with studied neatness, inventing symptoms on the fly: chronic dissatisfaction, acute resentment, seasonal affective disillusionment. Jonah sits beside me, clutching his legal pad, scribbling in the margins like he’s prepping for cross-examination.

Inside, the counselor—an ex-nun in a power suit—asks us why we’re here. Jonah starts in with the “communication breakdown,” but I cut him off, deadpan: “I want to see how many ways two people can hurt each other before one of them dies.”

The counselor blinks. Jonah flushes, mouth twisting in something between awe and terror.

Afterward, we walk the block in silence. He offers to buy coffee; I decline. He asks if we can talk; I say nothing. At home, he tries again—this time with a hand at the small of my back, a tentative pressure.

“Are you going to ignore me forever?” he says, voice small.

I turn, letting him see the smile with all its edges. “Would you notice if I did?”

He looks at me, searching for the woman he married. I feel nothing.

That night, I sit on the balcony, cold air stinging my bare legs. Below, the city is all neon promises and ambulance wails. Lila texts a meme of a cat with a butcher knife. Naya sends a play-list called “exorcism for bad husbands.” I close my eyes and let the sound bleed into me.

When I go to bed, Jonah is already there, eyes open, body tense.

I don’t bother with preamble. I climb on top, pinning him to the mattress, hands around his wrists.

He tries to speak; I silence him with a kiss, rough enough to bruise. I grab his belt from the floor, loop it around his wrists, and buckle him to the headboard.

He bucks once, a jolt of panic, but I straddle his hips and force him still.

“You want to be good, don’t you?” I say.

He nods, eyes huge.

“Then do exactly as I say.”

I ride him slow, teasing, lifting off every time he gets close. I rake my nails down his chest, leave bite marks on his shoulders. When he starts to beg, I clamp a hand over his mouth.

“You can’t even come without permission,” I say, grinding down until he’s shaking. “What would your mother think?”

He laughs, a hollow sound, then moans. I let go, and he gasps, “Please, Mara, I need—”

I slap him, open palm, just enough to sting.

“You need nothing,” I say. “You exist to be used.”

He swallows it, absorbs it, turns it into fuel.

I milk him, edge after edge, until he’s sobbing, until the sheets are slick with sweat and shame.

Finally, I grip his face in both hands, force him to meet my eyes.

“Who owns you?” I whisper.

He chokes on the answer, but gives it: “You do.”

I squeeze his throat, thumb pressing just above his Adam’s apple.

“Say it,” I command.

“You own me,” he gasps. “You own everything.”

I let him come, hard and ugly, shuddering under me.

I climb off, untie his wrists, and leave him sprawled, spent, ruined.

I shower, dress in fresh clothes, and return to find him curled around my pillow, seeking comfort in my scent.

I stroke his hair, just once, then turn away.

He whispers: “Are you ever going to let me love you again?”

I roll my eyes, bored already.

“Love is just a word for what we do to each other,” I say. “And you know it.”

He falls asleep, whimpering.

I stay awake, staring at the ceiling, mapping out every exit.

Power is a drug. I am already jonesing for my next hit.


Chapter 4


Istand outside our apartment, leaning on the chipped molding beneath the sconce, phone pressed to my ear like a loaded pistol. My thumb rests on the volume rocker, but I don’t need it—my voice will carry. The hall is empty, which means I have about thirty seconds before Jonah’s exit routine lands him here: quick shoe check, jacket tug, bag shuffle, pause for the faintest glimmer of regret, then out the door. I want him to hear all of it.

The call itself is theater. I let the other line ring twice, then roll my eyes. “Hey, it’s me. Yeah, tonight’s perfect.” My tone is light, just above a stage whisper. “The bar at the Meridian. Around seven?” I flick my gaze down the corridor; nothing yet, but I know he’s listening from the other side of our door, hand hovering on the knob, nerves fraying.

“Yep, same hotel as last time. No, I doubt he’ll notice. He never does.” I let a smile creep into my voice, saccharine and cutting. “I want it messy. I want it risky. You get me?” My throat hums with the word, the syllables rolling out like a dare.

The latch clicks at the far end. He steps out, pauses, fumbles with keys as if he’s forgotten something crucial. He’s in lawyer drag today—stiff white shirt, navy suit that cost more than my first car. His hair is perfectly combed, but the skin at his temple is flushed with a heat he’ll never name. He acts surprised to see me, eyes wide and innocent. The most practiced lie in his arsenal.

I pivot, phone still pressed to my cheek, and throw him a wave. “Sorry, I have to go. I’ll text you when I’m close.” I thumb the screen dark, pocket it, and say—loud enough for God and Mrs. Caldwell at 5B—“Hey, babe, you headed out early?”

He nods, a little too quickly. “Prep meeting before the dinner.”

I arch an eyebrow. “Full day of being important, huh?”

He flashes the rehearsed smile, lips barely parting. “That’s the job.” He’s already halfway down the hall, eyes glued to the elevator display. But there’s a fracture in the rhythm—a hitch in his gait, the flex of his jaw like he’s biting a coin.

I savor it, slow. My body responds: pulse quickens, skin electric with anticipation. I push off the wall, follow him at a casual distance. He pretends not to notice, but every inch of him is reading my approach. I feel his need to look back, to catch me watching, but he fights it. That restraint is everything I want to destroy.

At the elevator, he jabs the button, holding his briefcase in front of him like a shield. He glances over, trying for nonchalance, but his pupils betray him—dilated, desperate, drinking me in.

“You meeting someone after?” he asks, voice so light it nearly drifts away.

I smile, wicked. “Maybe. Got invited to a thing.”

He swallows, a visible bob in his throat. “Work thing?”

I shrug. “Something like that.” I lean in, low enough that only he can hear. “Not sure if I’ll be home tonight.”

The doors open with a hydraulic gasp. He steps inside, offers me a spot, but I wave him off. “Need to run back for my wallet,” I lie, just to keep him guessing.

He nods, the muscle in his jaw twitching. As the doors slide shut, he locks eyes with me for half a second—a plea, an accusation, and something that looks almost like relief. The numbers tick down, and then he’s gone.

I lean against the banister, let out a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding. Every nerve ending is singing. I check my reflection in the brass elevator call plate: eyes sharp, mouth soft, the faintest flush on my cheeks. I look like a woman about to commit a crime.

I scroll my phone, thumb hovering over the name I’ve never saved but always remember. I don’t text him, not yet. I want to give Jonah time to imagine. Time to stew in it.

At the end of the hall, June Caldwell’s door opens an inch. Her cataract gaze lands on me, unblinking. I offer her a wave, sweet as arsenic. “Morning, June.”

She huffs, then disappears, the door latching with a sound like a judgment.

I walk back toward our apartment, savoring the sound of my own heels—sharp, echoing, impossible to ignore. I picture Jonah downstairs, reliving every second of our exchange, every syllable of my phone call, reconstructing it like a crime scene.

He’ll spend the whole day imagining what I’m going to do.

He’ll never guess how much I want him to imagine it.

Inside, I toss my keys on the table, pour a glass of water, and let myself smile. The game is already in motion. The only thing left is to see how far I can push it before someone breaks.

I hope it’s not me.

I can feel him watching me before I even step inside.

The Meridian’s bar is a terrarium of glass and chrome, everything slicked in blue neon and the wet reflection of business-class ambition. The air is sour with overpriced whiskey and the aftershave of men who think they can buy time. At the corner table, Jonah holds court with his work pack, their faces all angled laughter and tight smiles, but he’s the only one who keeps glancing at the entrance.

He’s nervous. Or maybe just terrified of what I might do next.

I linger in the lobby, scanning the room from behind a column of floral arrangements that could hide a corpse. He hasn’t noticed me yet—too busy pretending he’s not on high alert. His hand is wrapped around a tumbler, not drinking, just gripping it like it’s the last solid thing in his world. I watch him watch the clock, then the door, then the elevator panel, triangulating my inevitable arrival.

I wait until his gaze slides away, then enter.

Tonight’s armor is a metallic slip dress, silver, cut so low it threatens to violate several ordinances. My shoes are fuck-me stilettos in black patent, four inches of weaponized femininity. I wear my hair up, tendrils snaking around my ears, and a lipstick red enough to light a room on fire. I want him to see me as someone new. Someone he might have to chase.

The effect is immediate. Every head turns, including the bartender’s, who whips a rag around a glass with the sudden, animal focus of someone trying not to stare directly at the sun. I glide to the bar, hips swinging, and take the last open seat. The man beside me, fortyish, with perfect skin, teeth that must have cost a fortune, slides over as if compelled by gravity.

He offers a smile that’s all teeth and perfectly calibrated interest. “I hope I’m not too forward,” he says, “but that’s the best entrance I’ve seen in years.”

I let my eyes scan him, slow and deliberate. “Not forward at all,” I say, my tone an invitation and a warning.

He orders me a drink without asking what I want. I’m not annoyed—tonight I want to be seen, not known. The bartender delivers it, eyes flicking from the man to me and back, then away.

“So,” he says, “are you celebrating something, or just bored?”

I turn on the laugh, sharp, bouncing off the brass fixtures. “Maybe I just like making people uncomfortable.”

He grins wider. “Then we have that in common.”

From the corner of my vision, I see Jonah stiffen. His body faces his colleagues, but his attention is locked on me. He’s not even trying to hide it anymore—he’s watching every gesture, every tilt of my head, every inch of thigh that flashes when I cross my legs. His companions notice too, glance over, then away, confused by the static in the air.

The man—he introduces himself as Gavin, of course—leans in, elbow brushing mine. “Can I get you another?” His hand is on my wrist now, fingers grazing the skin just below the sleeve.

I let him. I want Jonah to see it. I want him to imagine the next move.

Gavin talks—about finance, about a “funny thing that happened on the golf course,” about his tragic divorce—but I don’t listen. I watch Jonah in the mirror behind the bar. His smile is gone; he’s biting the inside of his cheek, glass now empty, knuckles white around the stem.

Gavin leans closer, voice dropping. “What do you do, Mara?” He says my name like he’s rehearsed it.

“I break things,” I reply. “Habits, routines, people.”

He laughs, the sound rich and a little scared. “That’s dangerous.”

“Only for some.”

He places his hand on my knee, high, just at the border between polite and criminal. I don’t move it. I glance down, then up, arching an eyebrow as if to say: Is that all you’ve got? He takes the hint and slides closer, thigh pressed to mine.

I see Jonah’s hand jerk, a tremor running from his elbow up to his jaw. His colleague says something, but he doesn’t answer. He’s frozen, watching the way Gavin’s hand drifts under the bar, the way my posture invites him to go further.

I let Gavin kiss me. Just once, soft and open-mouthed, the kiss that can be denied later if necessary. His hand cradles my face; his thumb traces the line of my jaw. I press my fingers into his thigh, just enough to leave a mark.

When I pull away, my eyes find Jonah in the mirror. He’s standing now, glass forgotten, mouth open like he might scream. I offer him a slow, deliberate smile. Then I turn to Gavin, grab his hand, and whisper, “Let’s get out of here.”

He follows, eager, and a little dazed. We pass Jonah’s table on the way to the elevators. He’s rooted in place, body trembling, eyes hollow with a kind of grief I’ve never seen before.

I pause, just for a heartbeat, and look him dead in the eye. I want him to see it, to feel every volt of the humiliation, the betrayal, losing control. I want him to remember this moment for the rest of his life.

The elevator doors open. Gavin pulls me inside, hand on my lower back, fingers splayed wide. As the doors slide shut, I see Jonah stagger back to his table, blinking hard, as if he’ll wake up and find it was all a nightmare.

I let Gavin kiss me again in the elevator, harder this time. He tastes like gin and inevitability. I don’t even bother to check which floor we stop on; it doesn’t matter.

The hallway is empty, plush carpet swallowing our footfalls. Gavin fumbles with his key card, hands shaking. I take it from him, swipe it clean, and lead him into the room.

The door closes, muffling the world.

For a moment, I stand there, letting the silence settle. Gavin is saying something—about the view—but I don’t listen. My heart is thundering, the blood in my ears louder than any voice. I picture Jonah alone at the bar, replaying every second, dying to know what’s happening behind this door.

I let Gavin pin me to the wall, his hands greedy and impatient. He tears the dress at the hem, finds my skin, mouths every inch he can reach. I close my eyes, not because I’m lost in it, but because I want to see what Jonah sees: me, untethered, transformed, impossible to possess.

I fuck Gavin because it’s easier than thinking.

I fuck him because I want to prove to myself that I can.

When it’s over, I watch the city through the window, naked except for the lipstick that’s smeared halfway across my cheek. Gavin is already asleep, mouth open, snoring like a chainsaw.

I text Naya: “Your move.”

She replies instantly: “Atta girl.”

I stay until I’m sure Jonah is gone, then slip out, dress torn, makeup ruined, feet bare.

The air outside is cold and clean. I breathe it in, deep, and smile.

Let him wonder.
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I come home long after midnight, every inch of me radiating satisfaction and static electricity. The hallway is silent, neighbors’ doors like the locked cells of an asylum. When I slide my key into the deadbolt, I expect darkness, maybe the distant rumble of Jonah’s white-noise machine. Instead, there’s light—just the lamp in the living room, throwing a honeyed pool onto the hardwood.

He’s waiting for me, legs splayed on the couch, head tilted back like he’s trying to fuse with the ceiling. He’s in gym shorts, an old college t-shirt, hair a mess from running his hands through it. The room stinks of panic sweat. The moment he hears me, his posture snaps to attention, like a retriever catching a whiff of blood.

I say nothing. I toe off my heels at the threshold, drop my clutch on the table, and stand there, letting him drink in the carnage. My dress is wrinkled, the hem torn, lips smeared and hair wild. I am the aftermath of something volcanic.

He tries to play it cool, but his hands betray him: drumming on his knees, white-knuckling a throw pillow, flexing and curling, flexing and curling. “Have a good night?” he says, voice frayed at the edges.

I stare at him, long enough for it to hurt. “Did you?”

He licks his lips. “Nothing on TV.”

I move into the kitchen, pour myself a glass of water. I can feel his eyes crawling over my back, searching for the outline of betrayal, a thumb-print, a bruise, anything to confirm his worst-case scenario. I keep him waiting, drink the water slow, savoring the silence.

When I finally turn, he’s closer—standing now, arms folded, feet spread for balance like he expects a hurricane.

“Did you eat?” he says, but it’s not a question. He wants to know if I went to dinner, or straight to fucking.

I set the glass on the counter. “I’m not hungry.”

He closes his eyes, just for a second. “Were you with him?”

I tilt my head. “Would it matter if I was?”

He flushes, jaw clenching. “I just want to know what you want from me.”

The challenge in his voice is a plea disguised as anger. He wants to fight. He wants to be punished. He wants to be absolved.

I walk up, until there’s less than a foot between us, until I can see the sweat beading in the hollows of his throat. I reach for his face, thumb at his chin, forcing his eyes to mine.

“What do you think I want?” I whisper.

He shudders, the vibration running from his jaw to my palm. “You want to ruin me.”

“Not just you,” I say, and I mean it.

I push him backward, through the kitchen, down the hall, into the bedroom. He doesn’t resist, just stumbles along, arms at his sides. At the foot of the bed, I shove him down, hard enough to bounce.

He props himself up, searching my face for any sign of mercy. I strip off the dress, let it fall in a heap, and stand over him in the torn remains of my lingerie. He drinks in the sight as if it were his last glass of water on earth.

I climb onto the bed, straddling his hips. “Hands up,” I command.

He obeys, palms flat against the wall, wrists exposed and trembling.

I reach for the drawer, pull out a pair of silk ties, and bind his wrists to the headboard, tight enough to leave marks. He whimpers, but the sound is half relief, half terror.

I lean down, mouth at his ear. “Is this what you want?”

He nods, desperate. “Yes. Please.”

I rake my nails down his chest, leave trails of red that will flower into bruises by morning. I grind against his cock, already hard, the fabric of my panties soaking through with his need.

I keep my voice low, steady. “You want to know what I did tonight?”

He gasps, hips bucking under me. “Yes. I need to know.”

I rock against him, slow and cruel. “Maybe I let him fuck me in the elevator. Maybe I just let him watch me touch myself. Maybe I didn’t even need him at all.”

He’s sweating now, face contorted with the effort of not coming too soon. “Please, Mara, tell me—”

I slap him, open palm, across the cheek. Not hard, but enough to shock him back into the moment.

“I don’t owe you anything,” I say. “You don’t get to know.”

He moans, the sound almost a sob. I ride him faster, squeezing my thighs tight around his hips, grinding down until I feel the pulse in his cock against my clit. Every time he starts to crest, I pull back, deny him, make him beg.

“Do you want to hear how it feels to be wanted?” I taunt.

He can barely speak. “Yes, yes, I need it—”

“Say it.”

He chokes on the words, then spits them out: “I want you to use me.”

I smile, dark and wide. “Good boy.”

I fuck him like it’s a punishment, like every thrust is an exorcism. When he’s right at the edge, I clamp my hand over his mouth, smothering his cries.

“You don’t come until I say,” I warn.

He nods, frantic, tears leaking from the corners of his eyes.

I slow the pace, roll my hips, drag it out until he’s shaking, every muscle straining.

“Do you want to belong to me?” I ask, my nails digging into his thighs.

“Yes,” he whimpers. “I’m yours.”

I slap his face again, gently this time. “Then prove it. Beg.”

He does, over and over, until the words are just animal noise, incoherent and raw.

When I finally let him come, it’s a violence, a convulsion that arches him off the bed, ropes of it striping his chest and stomach. I keep riding, forcing every last drop out, until he’s sobbing into the mattress.

I collapse beside him, breathing hard, my pulse a red siren behind my eyes.

He’s still tied up, wrists pink and raw. I untie him, then kiss the marks, tasting the salt of his skin.

He curls around me, broken and perfect, and whispers, “Don’t ever leave me.”

I stroke his hair, almost tender. “You’d never survive it.”

He falls asleep, arms locked around my waist, like he can hold me in place by force of will alone.

I wait until I’m sure he’s dreaming, then slip out of bed, find the torn dress, and fold it neatly on the dresser.

I watch him sleep, every muscle relaxed, lips parted in exhaustion. For the first time, I see how fragile he is. How easy it would be to break him for good.

Instead, I slide back into bed, press my body to his, and let myself drift, smiling into the dark.

This is what power feels like.

And I’m not giving it up. Not for anyone.
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The room is gray and luminous, the pre-dawn that renders everything soft and equal. I sit on the window seat, knees drawn to my chest, and watch the city exhale. The glass is cool against my forehead. I breathe slowly, counting the taxi headlights and the orange-pink flickers of traffic lights changing over.

Behind me, Jonah sleeps. His body is a pale parenthesis in the sheets, spine curled, hands tucked beneath his cheek as if he’s reverted to childhood. There are half-moons on his back where I dug my nails in, and bruises blooming up his arms, symmetrical as bruises on a cadaver. His face is peaceful, almost angelic, except for the faint tracks of dried tears. He looks like a man who has finally surrendered to something larger than himself.

It should make me feel guilty.

It doesn’t.

Instead, I feel the clean, narcotic burn of accomplishment. I have rerouted the power lines of our marriage—cut, spliced, fused, until the current runs only where I will it. He will never leave me now. He will never want to.

His need is the leash. His uncertainty, the chain. It’s more effective than any threat or contract could ever be.

I watch him, letting the silence fill the space between us. He shifts, groaning in sleep, rolling onto his back. The marks I left are stark in the morning light. He’ll see them later, trace them in the mirror, and remember exactly how they got there.

I press my palm to the glass, trace an idle circle, then a spiral, then a wordless equation only I can solve. The city below is already waking, but I have hours yet to play with him before the world intrudes.

This is the beauty of ownership: the freedom to use, to break, to repair as needed.

I get up, pads of my feet silent on the hardwood, and slide back under the covers. Jonah stirs, arms automatically wrapping around my waist, holding me tight. He buries his face in my hair, breathing in the scent of sweat and victory.

Even unconscious, he can’t let me go.

I smile into the pillow, a slow, feline curl of satisfaction.

Let the world try to take this from me. Let it fucking try.
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Chapter 1


Iarrive two hours early, my key sliding smoothly into the lock of the private venue. The building embraces me with silence, the kind that feels pregnant with possibility. My skin prickles with anticipation—or maybe it's just the chill of the space. Either way, I welcome the sensation. Tonight belongs to me, and every meticulous detail will serve a purpose: to transform observation into power.

The venue stretches before me, a blank canvas. I requested the space from a friend of a friend—someone who owed Lila a favor that's now being repaid through me. The transaction leaves no paper trail back to Jonah, which is precisely how I want it. He believes I'm at a book club meeting tonight. The lie tastes sweet on my tongue.

My heels click against the hardwood as I walk through the main room, testing the acoustics. The sound bounces back at me, promising that whispers will carry just far enough. Perfect. I stop at the center, slowly turning to take in the dimensions. The space is smaller than I'd prefer, but intimacy serves my purposes better than grandeur. There's something to be said for forcing people into close quarters—it strips away pretense.

I begin with the furniture, pushing aside the standard arrangement. The heavy couch takes all my strength to drag across the floor, but the scrape of wood against wood is satisfying. This isn't about comfort; it's about control. I position the plush seating in a loose semicircle, creating a stage of sorts. From certain angles, the arrangement resembles an amphitheater. I adjust a chair by mere inches, then step back to assess.

"Too obvious," I murmur to myself, moving it again.

Jonah would recognize manipulation if it were too blatant. He's always prided himself on being perceptive—it's what makes his betrayal cut so deep. He thinks he knows me, thinks he can predict my movements, my reactions. The familiar ache pulses beneath my breastbone, but I channel it into determination. Tonight is about rewriting the rules.

By the time I've finished with the furniture, my lower back protests. I press my palm against it, breathing through the discomfort. Physical sensation keeps me grounded, reminding me this is real. I'm not dreaming or imagining. This is happening.

Next, the lighting. I locate the dimmer switches, testing each one to understand its effect on the room. The main overhead lights are too harsh—they would expose every flaw, every nervous tic. I turn them off completely. The track lighting along the perimeter offers more possibilities. I adjust the first set, dimming them until they cast long shadows across the floor. Better, but still not right.

I move to the next set, these with a warmer tone. They respond to my touch, bathing one corner in a golden glow that feels almost decadent. I leave these slightly brighter than the others, creating a focal point. The third set I adjust to create pockets of near-darkness—places where secrets can thrive.

The ultimate effect isn't perfect, but it serves my needs. The room now exists in layers of light and shadow, each area with its own mood. I walk through the space, testing sight-lines from different positions. From the chair I've designated as Jonah's, the view is unobstructed to the center of the room. Good.

Now for the candles. I unpack the box I brought with me, setting them out methodically. Tall pillars for the corners. Tea lights clustered on surfaces. Scented ones near seating areas—vanilla, sandalwood, something muskier for near the bar. Each flame represents a small rebellion against the darkness, against what I've allowed myself to become.

As I light them, the room transforms further. Shadows dance across the walls, creating the illusion of movement even in the stillness. The scent of burning wax mingles with the fragrances, wrapping around me like a familiar embrace. My hands move with practiced ease—I've done this many times before, though never with such purpose.

Satisfied with the room, I move to the private area I've reserved for myself. The small bathroom with its vanity mirror will serve as my transformation chamber. I lock the door behind me, though there's no one here to disturb me. The habit of privacy is hard to break.

I undress methodically, folding each piece of my day clothes with precision. My reflection watches me—the woman Jonah thinks he knows. Analytical Mara with her practical underwear and unremarkable silhouette. I study her dispassionately. There's nothing wrong with her, exactly. She's competent, careful, contained. But she's also small in ways that have nothing to do with physical size.

I step into the shower, turning the water hotter than usual. Steam quickly fills the small room, obscuring the mirror. Good. I don't want to watch the transition—I want to experience it as a complete transformation.

The water pounds against my skin, washing away the day, the week, the months of careful observation. I use the expensive body wash I save for special occasions—not that there have been many of those lately. The scent of jasmine rises with the steam, intoxicating and unfamiliar on my skin. I shave carefully, taking time with each curve and hollow of my body. Nothing will be overlooked tonight.

When I finally turn off the water, the room feels different—like a cocoon preparing to release something new. I wrap myself in a plush towel, another luxury I rarely allow myself. The fabric is soft against my sensitized skin.

Now for the main event. I step into the dress with care, easing it up over my hips. The fabric—a heavy silk blend—feels cool and expensive against my skin. I adjust the bodice, making sure everything sits where it should. The neckline is lower than anything I've worn in years, revealing the tops of my breasts and the hollow of my throat. The color—a deep burgundy that borders on black in certain lights—makes my skin appear luminous.

I step into the shoes last—heels high enough to add inches to my height but not so high that I can't move with confidence. They're uncomfortable, but the discomfort is a reminder of the role I'm playing. I take a few practice steps, getting used to the different center of gravity.

Finally, I turn to face the mirror fully. The woman who looks back at me is a stranger—or rather, a version of myself I'd forgotten existed. Her eyes hold knowledge that makes my breath catch. There's power in her stance, in the slight tilt of her chin, in the curve of her lips. This is not the woman who sits at the kitchen table analyzing her husband's lies. This is not the woman who watches from shadows, cataloging betrayals. This is someone who acts, who takes, who commands.

I hold her gaze, feeling the shift internally. The analytical part of my brain—the part that has kept me functioning through months of careful observation—doesn't disappear, but it recedes, making room for something more instinctual. I am still myself, but unleashed.

A final check: I turn slowly, assessing from all angles. The dress moves with me, clinging to curves I've spent years pretending don't matter. The shoes add a dangerous element to my height. The makeup emphasizes rather than masks. Everything is as it should be.

I gather my things, packing away the woman I was when I arrived. She'll return eventually, but not tonight. Tonight belongs to her reflection—to the woman with the knowing eyes and the confident stance.

As I leave the bathroom, the music has shifted to something with a heavier beat. The candles have burned lower, creating more shadows. The room feels different—charged with potential. I move through it one last time, making tiny adjustments: turning a chair a few degrees, dimming a light further, increasing the volume slightly.

Then I position myself near the entrance, back straight, chin lifted, waiting. The first guests will arrive soon. And then the real performance will begin.
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The door opens, and Theo walks in first, exactly as planned. His eyes widen when he sees me, a reaction that sends a rush of satisfaction through my body. I've known Theo for years—his directness, his inability to lie convincingly. His reaction is genuine, and that's exactly what I need tonight: authenticity amidst performance.

"The fuck, Mara?" he says, voice low enough that only I can hear. His eyes travel from my face down to my shoes and back again, lingering on the places where fabric clings to skin. "You look..."

"Dangerous?" I supply, stepping closer. The scent of his cologne—something woodsy and understated—fills my nostrils. I place my hand on his chest, feeling the solid warmth through his shirt. "That's the idea."

He covers my hand with his, his palm rough against my skin. "Your husband know about this little... gathering?"

I smile, not answering. Instead, I lean in, brushing my lips against his cheek in a gesture that could be interpreted as friendly or something more. "I'm glad you came," I whisper, my breath warm against his ear.

His body tenses beneath my touch, and I know I've hit the right note—familiar enough to suggest history, ambiguous enough to create questions. I step back, taking in the rest of the arrivals: Naya with her knowing smile, Elias looking slightly uncomfortable in his too-formal clothes, and two others—friends of friends who owe favors or are simply curious enough to take part in whatever this is.

"Beverages are at the bar," I announce, gesturing toward the area I've prepared. "Help yourselves. This isn't about standing on ceremony."

They move toward the bar, conversation flowing more easily now that the initial surprise has worn off. I watch them from my position near the door, cataloging their reactions, their interactions. Naya catches my eye and raises an eyebrow—a silent question. I respond with the slightest nod. She understands the assignment, even if she doesn't know all the details.

The room fills with the sounds of ice clinking against glass, of laughter that starts tentatively but grows more genuine with each passing minute. The music provides a backdrop; its rhythm subtly influencing the mood. I've selected each track carefully—nothing too obvious, nothing that would make people self-conscious. Just a steady pulse beneath the conversation.

I move through the space, reconnecting with each guest. A hand on an arm here, a whispered comment there. Each interaction is calculated, designed to create the impression of intimacy without crossing lines. With Elias, I discuss a book we both recently read, standing close enough that our shoulders brush. With one stranger, I mention a mutual friend, creating a connection that feels more substantial than it is.

Throughout these interactions, part of me remains detached, observing. This is the part that has kept me functioning through months of careful surveillance, of cataloging lies and inconsistencies. This is the part that noticed when Jonah started working later, when his phone suddenly required a password it never had before, when the scent of another woman's perfume lingered on his clothes despite his claims of working alone.

The analytical part of my brain keeps careful track of time. Jonah should arrive soon. I position myself near Theo again, engaging him in a conversation about his bar. It's safe territory—he can talk about it for hours without running out of material, and his passion makes him animated. Perfect for drawing attention.

We're in the middle of a conversation when the door opens. I don't look up immediately, continuing to laugh at Theo's punchline, my hand resting comfortably on his chest. But I feel the change in the atmosphere—the subtle shift that indicates a new presence.

When I finally glance toward the entrance, the satisfaction that floods through me is almost overwhelming. Jonah stands frozen, one hand still on the doorknob, his face a study in confusion. His eyes move from me to Theo, to my hand on Theo's chest, to the other people in the room, then back to me. His throat works as he swallows, Adam's apple bobbing visibly.

I acknowledge him with the briefest of nods before turning back to Theo. "You were saying about the tequila?" I prompt, my voice carrying just enough to reach Jonah's ears.

Theo, to his credit, picks up the thread without missing a beat, though I can tell he's aware of the tension radiating from the doorway. His story continues, and I laugh at the appropriate moments, my body angled so that Jonah has a clear view of my profile, of the way the dress hugs my curves, of the expanse of skin revealed by the neckline.

Out of the corner of my eye, I watch Jonah move further into the room. His steps are measured, as if he's afraid of disturbing something fragile. He makes his way to the bar, accepting a drink from Naya with a murmured thanks. Their exchange is brief, but I catch the questioning look he gives her, the slight shrug she offers in return. Neither confirms nor denies anything—exactly as we discussed.

The evening progresses, and I continue my circuit of the room. With each interaction, I become bolder, more deliberate in my movements. I trail my fingers across a shoulder as I pass. I lean in to whisper comments that make ears redden and throats clear. I accept touches with obvious pleasure—a hand on my lower back, fingers brushing against mine.

Throughout it all, I maintain an awareness of Jonah's position, of his gaze following me. He's trying to appear casual, engaged in conversation, but his body betrays him. His shoulders are rigid, his laughter too quick, too loud. When he thinks no one is looking, his eyes track my movements with an intensity that should scorch the air between us.

I catch him watching as I throw my head back in laughter at something Elias says, my throat exposed, the line of my neck elongated. His grip on his glass tightens, knuckles whitening. Good. Let him look. Let him wonder. Let him want.

The music shifts to something slower, more sensual. The change is subtle but effective—conversations pause momentarily; bodies adjust unconsciously to the new rhythm. I seize the opportunity, moving to the center of the room where the lighting creates a pool of golden warmth.

"Who's going to dance with me?" I ask, my voice carrying to all corners of the space.

There's a moment of hesitation—not everyone is comfortable with this escalation—but then Theo steps forward, ever the willing participant. "I will," he says, extending his hand.

I take it, letting him draw me into the center of the room. We're not touching intimately—this isn't that kind of dance—but we're close enough that our bodies create a single silhouette against the wall. I'm aware of every point of contact: his hand at the small of my back, mine on his shoulder, the brush of fabric against fabric as we move.

From this position, I have a clear view of Jonah. He's abandoned any pretense of conversation, his full attention focused on us. His drink sits forgotten on a nearby table, condensation creating a ring on the wood surface. His face is a mask of conflicting emotions—confusion, arousal, anger, desire. I meet his gaze steadily as Theo spins me gently, using the movement to press closer for a brief moment.

The dance ends, and there's a smattering of applause—more out of social obligation than genuine appreciation. I curtsy playfully, then make my way back to the bar for a fresh drink. Jonah intercepts me before I reach it.

"What is this, Mara?" he asks, his voice low and tight. "What are you doing?"

I look at him directly for the first time since his arrival, allowing myself to really take in his appearance. He's dressed as he always is for evenings out—well-fitting jeans, a button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up, shoes that cost more than they should. He looks good—he always does—but there's something off tonight. A tension in his jaw, a wariness in his eyes.

"I'm having a good time," I reply. "Isn't that the point of gatherings like this?"

"This isn't like any gathering we've ever had," he says, following me as I move away from the bar. "These people—who are they? Why are they here? Why are you..." He gestures vaguely at my appearance.

"They're friends," I say finally. "People who know me. As for why I look like this..." I shrug, the movement causing the fabric of my dress to slide against my skin. "Maybe I got tired of being invisible."

His expression shifts, confusion giving way to something that might be hurt. "You've never been invisible to me."

The statement hangs between us, loaded with implications. I want to laugh—or maybe scream. Instead, I smile, a curve of lips that doesn't reach my eyes. "Haven't I?" I ask softly before turning away, effectively ending the conversation.

I make my way to where Elias is holding court, discussing something philosophical with intense gestures. I slip into the surrounding circle, positioning myself so that Jonah remains in my peripheral vision. Elias welcomes me with a warm smile, seamlessly incorporating me into the discussion.

As the evening progresses, the atmosphere grows thicker, charged with an undercurrent of tension that everyone seems aware of but no one acknowledges directly. Conversations become more animated from the strange energy of the room. Bodies move closer together, touches last longer, laughter comes more readily.

I continue my performance, moving from person to person with deliberate seduction. With Naya, I share a joke that makes us both dissolve into giggles, our heads bent close together. With one stranger, I discuss music, our fingers occasionally brushing as we emphasize points. With Elias, I debate the merits of a novel; our intellectual sparring creating its own kind of intimacy.

Throughout it all, Jonah watches. He tries to engage with others, to appear unaffected by what's happening, but his efforts are transparent. His eyes follow me constantly, his body angled toward me no matter who he's speaking with. When I laugh, his attention snaps to the source of my amusement. When I touch someone, his jaw tightens. When someone touches me, his fingers curl into fists at his sides.

There's a moment—brief but significant—when our eyes meet across the room. He's in conversation with Naya, but his attention is entirely on me. In that moment, I see not just confusion or desire, but a dawning realization. He's beginning to understand that this is deliberate, that every interaction, every touch, every laugh is part of a larger design.

The knowledge doesn't diminish his reaction—if anything, it intensifies it. There's something almost primal in the way he looks at me now, a mix of want and wariness that sends a thrill through my body. This is power—not just the ability to affect someone, but to be seen doing it.

As the night wears on, I become bolder in my movements. I adjust my dress so that it sits lower on my shoulders. I let my hair fall forward, then sweep it back with a slow, deliberate motion. I cross and uncross my legs when seated, drawing the eye to the length of bare skin. Each action is calculated, designed to maintain Jonah's attention, to keep him off-balance, to make him want.

And it's working. His discomfort is palpable now, radiating from him in almost visible waves. He's abandoned any pretense of casual enjoyment; his body language screams tension. His movements are jerky, his responses to conversation delayed as if he's having trouble focusing on anything but me.

The other guests are picking up on the dynamic; their interactions are becoming more performative, more aware of the audience. Naya shoots me knowing looks when Jonah isn't watching. Elias makes a point of engaging him in conversation, creating opportunities for me to be observed from different angles. Theo, ever the instigator, suggests increasingly intimate games that never quite materialize but keep everyone on edge.

It's into this charged atmosphere that I introduce the next phase of the evening. The music shifts again, this time to something with a heavier, more insistent beat. The change is noticeable; conversations pause as people adjust to the new rhythm.

"I think it's time for some real entertainment," I announce, my voice carrying to all corners of the room. "Don't you?"

There are murmurs of agreement, some nervous, some eager. I catch Jonah's eye, holding his gaze for a long moment before turning away. The message is clear: this is for him, about him, because of him.

I move to the center of the room, where the lighting creates a pool of golden warmth. From here, I have a clear view of everyone—and everyone has a clear view of me. I take a moment to adjust my dress, to smooth my hair, to ensure that every aspect of my appearance is exactly as I want it.

Then I begin to dance—not the social dancing from earlier, but something more deliberate, more sensual. My movements are slow at first, almost hesitant, as if I'm discovering the capabilities of my body. Then, as the music builds, so does my confidence. My hips sway in time with the beat, my arms move in fluid arcs, my head falls back to expose the line of my throat.

I'm aware of the eyes on me—some admiring, some envious, some hungry. But it's Jonah's gaze I feel most acutely, like a physical touch against my skin. I don't look at him directly, but I can sense his reaction in the atmosphere’s tightening, in the barely audible intake of breath when I execute a particularly suggestive movement.

The dance continues, building in intensity. I incorporate elements I've never dared to use in public before—touches that suggest rather than state, movements that imply rather than show. It's a performance, yes, but it's also a revelation—of capabilities long dormant, of desires carefully hidden, of power newly claimed.

As the music reaches its crescendo, I make a decision. This is the moment—the transition from psychological domination to physical demonstration. I've established the new dynamic, created the context, and built the tension to almost unbearable levels. Now it's time to take the next step.

I finish the dance with a flourish, earning genuine applause from the onlookers. My skin is flushed, my breathing slightly rapid, but my mind is crystal clear. I know exactly what happens next.

Catching Jonah's eye across the room, I hold his gaze as I make my way toward my chosen partner for the next act. The message in my look is unmistakable: Watch closely. This is just the beginning.

The music pulses through the room, a heartbeat growing steadily stronger. I've positioned myself perfectly—center stage, golden light bathing my skin, every eye drawn to the space I occupy. But it's not the collective attention I'm after; it's one pair of eyes in particular. Jonah stands at the periphery, his body angled toward me despite his obvious attempt to appear casual. Perfect. He's exactly where I need him to be.

Everything is in place—the lighting creating pools of shadow and highlight, the furniture arranged to optimize sightlines, the music providing cover for any sounds that might escape. My guests have settled into the rhythm of the evening, conversations flowing, inhibitions lowered just enough by alcohol and atmosphere. No one is paying overt attention to me now, which is exactly what I want. The best manipulations happen when the subject doesn't realize they're being directed.

My gaze lands on Theo, who's leaning against the bar, engaged in what appears to be a serious discussion with Naya. He catches my eye and gives an almost imperceptible nod. We've had our conversation earlier—brief but clear. He understands his role tonight, understands that this isn't about desire or connection but demonstration. His willingness to take part speaks to the depth of our friendship, to his understanding of what Jonah's betrayal has cost me.

I set my glass down on a nearby table and begin making my way toward Theo. My movements are deliberate but not rushed—each step measured, each gesture considered. The dress slides against my skin with each movement, a constant reminder of the transformation I've undergone. The heels add inches to my height, changing my center of gravity, making me aware of every shift of weight, every subtle change of balance.

As I approach, Theo straightens, his conversation with Naya coming to a natural conclusion. She shoots me a look—part encouragement, part concern—before moving away to give us space. The music shifts again; the beat becoming more insistent, more primal. Perfect timing.

"Having a good time?" Theo asks, his voice low enough that only I can hear.

"The best," I reply, stepping into his personal space. From this angle, anyone watching—specifically Jonah—would see only my back, the curve of my spine, the fall of my hair. They wouldn't see the calculated look in my eyes, the slight tension in Theo's jaw. "Ready?"

He nods once, his hand coming to rest lightly on my waist. "Whenever you are."

I take a deep breath, centering myself. This is the moment everything has been building toward—the transition from psychological domination to physical demonstration. I've established the new dynamic, created the context, built the tension to almost unbearable levels. Now it's time to take the next step.

I place my hands on Theo's chest, feeling the solid warmth beneath the fabric of his shirt. His heartbeat is steady under my palm—calmer than mine, which is racing with anticipation and a complex mix of emotions I don't have time to analyze now. I'll process everything later; for now, I need to stay in the moment, to execute the plan with precision.

With deliberate slowness, I sink to my knees. The movement is graceful—I've practiced it in front of my bedroom mirror countless times, adjusting the angle of my descent, the placement of my hands, the expression on my face. The dress pools around me as I lower myself, the fabric catching the light and drawing the eye. From this position, I'm acutely aware of my vulnerability—and, paradoxically, my power.

The room doesn't go silent—the music continues, conversations carry on—but I feel the shift in attention. Bodies turn toward us; conversations falter. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Naya nudge Elias, directing his gaze our way. The stranger by the window does a double-take; his eyes widening. But it's Jonah's reaction I'm most aware of, even without looking directly at him. I can sense the sudden tension in his body, the almost audible intake of breath.

Now kneeling before Theo, I look up at him, maintaining the facade of desire. His hand comes to rest on the top of my head, not pushing, just connecting. It's a gesture of consent, of participation—we're in this together, even if for different reasons.

"Are you sure about this?" he murmurs, the question for me alone.

I answer with action rather than words; my hands moving to the front of his pants. The material is soft under my fingers, already showing evidence of his physical response to the situation. I work his belt open with practiced ease, then the button of his jeans, the zipper following with a sound that seems unnaturally loud in my heightened awareness.

Theo's breath catches as my hand slips inside, finding him already hard. I wrap my fingers around his length, feeling the heat of him through the thin cotton of his boxers. This part, at least, requires no acting—there's a certain power in holding someone's desire in your hand, in knowing that you're the cause of their physical response.

But the actual performance is about to begin. With deliberate slowness, I pull down both his jeans and boxers just enough to free him. He springs free, already fully erect, the head glistening slightly in the low light. I take a moment to appreciate the visual—the contrast of his darker skin against the paleness of my hand, the obvious evidence of his arousal. It's a powerful image, one that will be burned into Jonah's memory.

Now comes the crucial part. I position myself carefully, making sure that my profile is visible from where Jonah stands. Then, with the same deliberate pace I've maintained throughout, I lean forward and take Theo into my mouth.

The sensation is familiar yet strange—the heat, the slight saltiness, the gradual filling of my mouth as I take him deeper. But unlike other times I've performed this act, my attention isn't on the physical sensations or even on Theo's responses. Instead, I'm hyper-aware of the audience, specifically of one pair of eyes watching from across the room.

As I begin to move, establishing a rhythm that's slow and deliberate rather than eager, I turn my head slightly—just enough that I can see Jonah from the corner of my eye. The effect is immediate and exactly what I had hoped for. His throat works as he swallows, his free hand gripping the arm of his chair with white-knuckled intensity. He's frozen in place, unable to look away despite the obvious discomfort the scene is causing him.

Good. Let him watch. Let him see exactly what he's been missing, exactly what he's been taking for granted.

I increase the pace slightly, my movements becoming more confident. Theo's hand tightens in my hair, not controlling but responding. His hips make small, involuntary movements, pushing deeper with each downward motion of my head. A soft groan escapes him, quickly swallowed by the music but audible to those standing closest to us.

From my peripheral vision, I can see the other guests' reactions. Naya has moved to stand near Jonah, her expression a mix of satisfaction and concern. Elias has turned away, ostensibly engaged in conversation but throwing frequent glances our way. The strangers are watching openly, their expressions ranging from shock to arousal to awkward discomfort.

But it's Jonah who remains my focus. His reaction is everything I hoped for and more—a complex mixture of shock, arousal, jealousy, and something that might be recognition. He's seeing me in a new light, understanding that the woman on her knees is not the wife he thought he knew. This is not the analytical, hyper-vigilant Mara who sits at the kitchen table dissecting his lies. This is someone capable of passion, of boldness, of taking exactly what she wants.

The thought sends a thrill through me, adding genuineness to my performance. My movements become more enthusiastic, more skilled. I vary the pressure, the pace, the depth—creating a symphony of sensations designed to push Theo toward the edge while maintaining the visual impact for my audience.

And throughout it all, I maintain eye contact with Jonah. Each time I pull back, each time I pause to swirl my tongue around the sensitive head, each time I take him deep until my nose presses against the coarse hair at the base—my eyes never leave Jonah's face. It's a challenge, a demonstration, a revelation. This is who I am. This is what I can do. This is what you've lost.

The psychological game works even better than I expected. Jonah is completely transfixed, unable to look away despite the obvious turmoil the scene is causing him. His breathing has quickened, his chest rising and falling rapidly beneath his shirt. There's a flush spreading across his cheeks, down his neck—arousal and embarrassment battling for dominance. His free hand has joined the first on the arm of the chair, both now gripping with enough force to turn his knuckles white.

The other men in the room are watching with varying degrees of engagement. Some look away uncomfortably; others watch with knowing smiles. They understand, at least partially, what's happening—that this isn't just about sex but about power, about rewriting the narrative of a relationship. Their presence adds another layer to the demonstration, turning a private act into a public spectacle, ensuring that Jonah can't dismiss what he's witnessing as a momentary lapse or a crazed fantasy.

As I continue, losing myself somewhat in the physical rhythm despite my awareness of the larger context, I feel Theo approaching his climax. His breathing has changed, becoming more ragged, his hips moving with less restraint. His hand in my hair tightens, a silent warning of what's to come.

I could stop now—pull back, leave him wanting, maintain the tension a while longer. But there's something to be said for completion, for following through. Besides, the visual of the climax, of me accepting what he offers, will be the final, indelible image burned into Jonah's mind.

So instead of pulling away, I intensify my efforts, taking him deeper, moving faster. Theo's control breaks completely, his hips thrusting forward as he reaches his peak. I feel the first pulse against my tongue, taste the salt-bitter evidence of his release. I don't pull back but continue moving, drawing out every sensation, making sure the performance reaches its natural conclusion.

When it's finally over, I don't immediately break the connection. Instead, I maintain the position for a few moments longer, ensuring that everyone watching—especially Jonah—has time to fully absorb what they've just witnessed. Only when I'm certain the image is firmly fixed do I slowly withdraw, maintaining eye contact with Jonah throughout the movement.

The room feels different now—charged with a tension that's almost physical in its intensity. Conversations have died completely, the music seeming suddenly too loud in the unnatural quiet. Every eye is on us, though most try to pretend otherwise, suddenly finding great interest in the contents of their glasses or the pattern on the wall.

Theo helps me to my feet, his touch gentle, almost reverential. There's a new respect in his eyes, an understanding that what just happened was about more than physical pleasure. He adjusts his clothing with as much dignity as the situation allows, then leans down to whisper in my ear.

"You okay?"

I nod, not trusting my voice just yet. The aftermath is hitting me now—the physical sensations receding, making way for the emotional and psychological impact of what I've just done. There's a hollow feeling in my chest, a mix of triumph and loss, of power reclaimed and innocence forever abandoned.

But when I look across the room at Jonah, any doubts vanish. He's still frozen in place, his drink now set aside, both hands gripping the arms of his chair as if it's the only thing keeping him upright. His eyes are wide; his breathing shallow. He looks like a man who's just witnessed something impossible, something that's altered his understanding of reality.

And that's exactly what's happened. The transformation is complete. The woman who entered this room hours ago—careful, controlled, watching from the shadows—no longer exists. In her place is someone new: commanding, unapologetic, powerful. Someone who doesn't just observe but acts. Someone who doesn't just catalog betrayals but responds to them. Someone who's taken control of the narrative and rewritten it according to her own design.

I smooth my dress, adjust my hair, take a sip from a glass of water that appears as if by magic—courtesy of Naya, who's now standing protectively close. The simple actions help ground me, bring me back to the present moment, to the room full of people who've just witnessed a fundamental shift in dynamics.

"Quite a performance," Naya murmurs, her tone carefully neutral.

I meet her eyes, seeing the concern behind the casual comment. "It needed to happen," I reply, equally quietly. "He needed to see."

She nods, understanding without needing further explanation. That's the value of true friendship—the ability to support without approving, to stand by even when the path chosen isn't one you would have taken yourself.

Across the room, Jonah finally moves, shifting in his seat as if suddenly aware of his own discomfort. His eyes never leave me, though now there's a new wariness in his gaze, a recognition that the rules have changed completely. The power balance has shifted irrevocably, and he's struggling to adjust to his new position in the hierarchy.

The other guests are making efforts to return to normalcy—conversations restarting with attention deliberately directed elsewhere. But the atmosphere remains charged, the air between Jonah and me almost visible with tension.

I take another sip of my drink, using the moment to consider my next move. This demonstration was just the beginning—the opening gambit in a longer game. There are more revelations to come, more boundaries to cross, more power to claim. But for now, this is enough. The message has been delivered, received, and understood.

I catch Jonah's eye one last time, holding his gaze with steady confidence. His throat works as he swallows, but he doesn't look away. There's a new respect in his expression, alongside the confusion and arousal—a recognition that he's dealing with someone far more complex, far more formidable than he realized.

The transformation is just starting. I am no longer the woman he betrayed—I am something new, something powerful, something dangerous. And this is only the beginning.


Chapter 2


The room doesn’t recover instantly; the ghost of my performance with Theo haunts the air like the residue of gunpowder. No one says anything, not even Theo, who’s still tucking himself away with careful, not-quite-embarrassed hands. I take my time, licking the last trace of him from my lips, then wipe the corner of my mouth with the base of my thumb, slow and theatrical, making sure every eye in the room knows exactly what just happened. Especially Jonah.

He’s standing about ten feet from me, statue-still except for the tremor in the glass he grips so hard I half expect it to shatter. His face is a study in damage control: nostrils flaring, jaw clenched, but his eyes—his eyes are fucking molten. Desire, rage, confusion, all warring behind his careful mask. If I squint, I can see the sweat starting to bead at his hairline. It’s so perfect I want to savor it, roll it on my tongue, use it as perfume.

Instead, I do exactly what I planned. I rise, smooth my hands over the burgundy silk stretched over my hips, and leave Theo behind. I don’t look at Jonah as I pass—he doesn’t deserve that much acknowledgment, not yet. Instead, I circle the space, heels striking the hardwood with a staccato that would shame a metronome.

The light in this place is made for spectacle: warm gold from the wall sconces, flickering candlelight from the low tables, all of it catching on the facets of my jewelry. When I move, the necklace at my collarbones throws a glint that follows me like a spotlight. I use it, timing each step to the music, head high, every muscle calculated for maximum effect.

My first stop is Elias. He’s pretending to check his phone, though I’d bet my left tit he’s actually typing the memory of what I just did into some encrypted notes app. I come up behind him, let my hand land lightly on his shoulder, squeeze just a bit harder than strictly necessary. His body goes rigid, then relaxes into the touch like a dog who’s just remembered he’s allowed to be petted.

“Enjoying yourself?” I purr, leaning down so my hair brushes his cheek.

He doesn’t answer at first. I feel the question hit him somewhere lower than his brain, judging by the faint gasp. “You’re—uh—you’re definitely putting on a show.”

I smile, teeth and threat. “You haven’t seen the half of it.”

I let my fingers trace a slow circle around the ridge of his deltoid, linger there long enough for anyone watching (Jonah) to see that it’s not platonic. Then I move on.

The next guest—a friend of Theo’s, stocky and grizzled, wearing a faded Henley—thinks he’s invisible at the edge of the crowd. I glide straight to him, let my hand slide across his chest as I pass, a casual, almost accidental touch. He jolts like I’ve sent a live wire up his spine, then grins, embarrassment fighting with the hope I might stop and play favorites. I don’t, but I lean in as I move past and murmur, “Don’t be shy. I like an audience.”

His ears go red. I almost laugh.

Now the third: a younger guy, with hair that looks like he combed it with his own spit. He’s pretending to be deeply interested in the record player, which is spinning some low-fi trip-hop I barely notice. I come up behind him, press my palm to the small of his back, and bend close to his ear.

“You want to know what it feels like?” I whisper, so soft I almost don’t hear it myself.

He goes still, then nods, once, quick and desperate. I trail my fingers up his spine, slow and deliberate, until they tangle in the hair at the nape of his neck. Then I yank—just hard enough to snap his head back, baring his throat. For a split second, I feel Jonah’s gaze scorch the back of my legs. The boy’s eyes flutter, mouth opening, but he says nothing.

“Good boy,” I murmur, then step away, leaving him teetering on his heels.

Every move is measured. Every gesture is a weapon, aimed with sniper precision at Jonah. I never look at him directly, but I feel him tracking me like prey. His breathing’s louder now, rough in his chest, almost a pant. There’s a vein at his temple pulsing with the effort of keeping it together.

I complete my circuit, making sure to brush close enough to Naya that she has to steady herself on a barstool. She meets my eyes, mouth twitching in a smile that’s half admiration, half warning.

“Jesus, Mara. Are you trying to start a riot?” she says under her breath, but loud enough for the words to carry.

I shrug, letting my fingers graze her shoulder. “Only if someone’s man enough to riot back.”

She laughs, sharp and low, and I know she understands exactly what I’m doing. She gives me a quick once-over, then tilts her head toward Jonah with a silent eyebrow raise: Is this working? I answer with the subtlest tilt of my lips—an invitation, a challenge, a fuck you.

The attention in the room orbits me now. Even the women—three of them, if I count Naya—watch my every move, reading it for what it is: not desperation, not humiliation, but an act of war. A performance with one primary audience member, and the rest just collateral damage.

By the time I reach the bar again, Theo’s regained his composure. He gives me a look equal parts amusement and awe, like he’s not sure if I’m about to kiss him or key his car. I pour myself another drink, bourbon neat, and turn so I can finally take in Jonah fully.

He hasn’t moved. Not an inch. His hands are still wrapped around the glass, and his knuckles are white as death. The drink inside is untouched; the ice melted to nothing, and the wet trail of condensation runs down his wrist like a slit. His eyes are fixed on me, black and burning, his chest rising and falling so fast I wonder if he might hyperventilate.

I lock eyes with him and raise my glass in a silent salute, then drain it in one swallow, never breaking eye contact. I want him to see that nothing he can do will stop me, that there’s no shame left to weaponize.

He blinks first.

I close the distance, not bothering to skirt the group now that the social ice is fully shattered. As I pass, conversations hush. I can smell his cologne—familiar, safe, utterly betrayed by the sweat soaking through his shirt at the collar. I stop a foot away from him, letting the air between us vibrate with everything unspoken.

“Thirsty?” I ask, voice barely more than a suggestion.

He opens his mouth, closes it, then tries again. “Mara—”

I cut him off with a slow shake of my head. “No. You don’t get to talk.”

I step closer, until his back is against the wall, and there’s nowhere for him to go but into me. The heat coming off his skin is almost feverish; I could set my glass on his chest and watch it steam.

For a moment, I let us both hang there, suspended. The possibility of what comes next—violence, sex, collapse—twists in the air, daring either of us to flinch.

He doesn’t.

I lean in, lips a hair’s breadth from his ear. “You’re going to watch, Jonah. That’s your only job tonight. Can you handle it?”

His answer is a strangled noise, equal parts groan and whimper.

I smile, step back, and leave him standing there, exposed and helpless in the floodlight of my attention.

I make another slow circuit of the room, this time letting my hand linger on shoulders, arms, thighs. I let the conversations rise around me, but I don’t hear the words. All I hear is the sound of Jonah’s breathing, louder every time I pass, the animal in him clawing to the surface.

When I finally settle onto a velvet love seat, legs crossed, dress hitched so that one thigh gleams in the candlelight, I pat the cushion next to me. Elias is the first to move, sitting beside me with an eagerness that would’ve made me pity him once. Now I just use it. I let my hand rest on his thigh, fingers tapping in time to the beat, and smile at the way he shifts under my touch.

Across the room, Jonah is still staring, his control eroding with every second.

I uncross my legs, then recross them in the other direction, making sure he sees every inch of the movement.

The message is obvious: Watch. Learn. Suffer.

I settle back, draping my arm over Elias’s shoulders, letting my hair fall just so. The next move is up to Jonah, but I’m not sure he’s got a single move left in him.

Not tonight.

I could end the night here—Jonah already wrecked, everyone else stunned by my spectacle. But that isn’t enough. He needs to see what he made, and he needs to know I’m not afraid to weaponize it.

The memory is still fresh, burning behind my eyes: the pixelated phone pic of Jonah, shirt bunched at his waist, hand pressed flat to a woman’s bare stomach, their bodies fused against the hotel wall. I remember the exact angle, the tilt of his head, the way his fingers dug in just hard enough to bruise.

I decide it’s time for some artful reenactment.

I look over at Elias, who’s still pliant under my touch, and angle my body so Jonah has a perfect view. The architecture of the venue is on my side—old brick alcoves set off from the main room, but wide open to the bar and seating area. I snake my hand into Elias’s and guide him toward the far end, right where the shadows start to swallow the light but not enough to obscure intent.

As we reach the wall, I spin him so his back hits the exposed brick with a thud. He’s not surprised; his breath catches, and I can feel the rapid pulse at his throat. I crowd into his space, a mirror of that hotel photo, and place my hand on his chest, just over the heart. My nails bite a little through his thin shirt. He looks at me like he’s waiting for instructions, which he is.

I lower my voice so it’s intimate but not private: “Put your hands on me.”

He does, hesitantly at first, then with more purpose, gripping the curves of my hips. I lean in, lips grazing his neck, my breath a slow tease. I keep the sight-line open—Jonah’s line of vision unobstructed.

I run my hands down Elias’s body, slow as sap, until I reach his belt. I pop the buckle, then pause, my hand resting just above. My other hand finds his jaw, angles his face so our mouths almost touch, but don’t. It’s all for show. I want Jonah to see, to feel it like a ghost hand strangling his balls.

I glance up. Jonah is still across the room, arms crossed now, as if he could stop anything by force of will. His eyes are bottomless. The hand holding his glass trembles with such intensity I half-expect the glass to explode. I hold the stare as I tug Elias’s belt loose, the leather whispering through the loops. I place my palm flat on Elias’s stomach and press, hard, pinning him to the wall with nothing but the threat of what comes next.

That’s when Jonah cracks. He slams his glass onto the counter so hard the drink sloshes over the rim and down his wrist. He stalks across the floor, each step louder than the last, a bull charging red.

“Mara,” he snaps. His voice is pure command, but there’s a crack in it, a splinter that wasn’t there before. “We need to talk. Now.”

I don’t let go of Elias, but I turn my head just enough to regard Jonah with a slow, almost bored, scan.

“No,” I say. My voice is arctic, absolute. “You’re here to watch, Jonah. That’s all.”

The room goes silent, as if God had pressed the mute button. Every eye is on us: the guys from the bar, the women by the window, even Naya is openly gaping. I savor the silence, the way it lances through Jonah and leaves him hollow.

His face drains of all color, lips bloodless. For a second, I think he’s going to hit something—maybe me, maybe the wall, maybe the floor. Instead, he just stands there, paralyzed, his humiliation raw and on display.

I raise one eyebrow, dismissive, and turn back to Elias. My hand slides lower, resuming its path to his belt, and I give him a reassuring squeeze. I hear the stutter of Jonah’s breath, the way his jaw grinds as he tries to swallow words he knows he can’t use.

I lean in and whisper to Elias, just loud enough for Jonah to catch the echo: “You’re a much better audience.”

Elias laughs, a shaky exhale, and lets me take the lead. I let my hand dip beneath his waistband, and even though I don’t go further (yet), the threat of it is enough to make Jonah’s eyes glaze. He’s more exposed than the night I first found the text, more humiliated than the day I told him I knew.

He stands there, fists clenched, but there’s nothing left to do except take it.

Which is exactly as it should be.

This is the part where I could let things simmer, let Jonah stew in the brine of his own jealousy, but that’s not the lesson I want to leave him with. He’s always been the master of escalation, never letting a thing rest once he had the taste for it. I learned from the best.

I glance around the room—my audience, my props. Theo and Elias are both on edge, watching me with the same cocktail of awe and arousal, waiting for their next assignment. I fix them both with a look that says, You belong to me tonight, and they get it. Of course they do.

I take a slow walk back to center stage, the velvet chaise lounge, and perch on the edge with my legs crossed high. I pat the cushion to my left, and Theo sits, obedient as a dog. Elias, I beckon with just a finger; he moves instantly, settling on my right. Their eagerness is almost sweet—almost.

But I’m not doing this for them.

“Jonah,” I say, and his name cracks like a whip through the hush. His head snaps up; he’s standing exactly where I left him, the color still leeched from his face, eyes bloodshot from holding back whatever the fuck is building inside.

I point to a straight-backed chair set dead-on across from me. “Sit.”

He looks like he’s about to argue, then thinks better of it. He staggers a little as he makes his way to the chair, drops into it as if his legs have finally given out. His hands grip the armrests so tight I can hear the faint creak of wood under strain. He looks at me, but not really—he looks through me, and that’s better.

“You’ll watch,” I say, voice clear and cold. “You won’t touch yourself. You won’t speak.”

He gives a short nod.

I turn to my assistants, my co-conspirators. I shift so the dress rides up, exposing both thighs almost to the hip, the smooth line of skin a dare. Elias inhales audibly. I grab his hand and place it on my bare knee, guiding him until his fingers are under the hem of my dress. I do the same to Theo on the other side.

For a moment, neither of them moves—maybe they’re waiting for more permission, or maybe they’re in shock at the idea of this happening in front of an audience, but I don’t have patience for hesitation.

I grab Theo’s wrist and pull his hand between my legs, pressing it flush against the thin silk of my panties. I’m already wet; it’s been building since the first volley of this performance, and I want them to know it. Theo’s eyes go wide, but he doesn’t hesitate now. He finds the line of me through the fabric, then slips a finger beneath the edge, circling with infuriating slowness. I hiss, digging my nails into his arm.

“Don’t make me do all the work,” I say, and Elias takes the cue. He leans in, kissing me hard, the kind of kiss that would have bruised me a year ago. Now it just feeds the beast. His other hand slides up to my breast, kneading with careful desperation, thumb finding the stiff point through the fabric. He knows what he’s doing.

I kiss him back, letting my tongue invade his mouth, while Theo works me with fingers and palm, faster and harder as I grind against his hand. It’s almost clinical, the way I let them touch me; I’m using their bodies, not the other way around. Every moan, every shudder is deliberate, calculated for effect.

But there’s nothing calculated about what’s happening to Jonah. I glance at him, and he’s a wreck: sweat on his brow, teeth sunk deep into his lip, his whole body strung tight as a wire. The bulge in his pants is unmistakable, obscene. He’s obeying, though—hands flat on the chair arms, fingers splayed, knuckles gone chalky. He’s so fucking hard and so fucking helpless, and I can almost smell his humiliation.

“Eyes on me,” I command, and he does. There’s nothing left in him to resist.

Theo pulls my panties to the side, sliding two fingers deep inside me, his thumb circling my clit in hard, slick rotations. I arch back, letting Elias hold me up, his hand under my ass to keep me open and exposed. I moan, loud and guttural, not bothering to fake restraint. Every sound is for Jonah, every twitch and gasp a hook in his ribs.

Elias dips his head to my chest, mouth hot and wet on my nipple, tongue swirling as he nips and sucks. I pull him closer with a fist in his hair, forcing him to leave a mark, a visible badge of conquest for Jonah to see tomorrow and the next day and the next.

It doesn’t take long. Theo’s got a rhythm that feels more like a drumbeat than a caress, and Elias is a fucking octopus, hands and mouth everywhere, all of it feeding the fire building at the base of my spine. My thighs are shaking, muscles tensed, every nerve ending wide open.

I glance at Jonah again—his jaw is clamped so hard I see the muscle jumping, a little vein in his temple pulsing. There’s a wetness at the corner of his eye; he’s either crying or sweating, but either way, it’s the first honest emotion I’ve seen from him in years.

“Harder,” I order, and Theo obliges. I pull Elias’s head up and bite his lower lip, drawing blood. He gasps, but doesn’t flinch. They’re both so eager to please me, so desperate to outdo each other, and I let them.

“Don’t stop,” I growl, right as Theo adds a third finger, stretching me. It’s almost too much, but I want too much. I spread my knees wider, exposing everything to the room, and look dead at Jonah.

“This is what you get,” I tell him. “You get to watch. That’s all.”

And then I let go.

The orgasm hits so hard I see white. My head snaps back, hands clawing at both men, pulling them into me, through me. I scream, the sound echoing off the walls, louder than the music, louder than anything. I feel the wetness run down my thighs, onto the velvet below, and for a moment I think I might faint, but I hold on.

When I open my eyes, Jonah is still there. Still rock hard, still gripping the chair like it’s all that’s keeping him tethered to earth, his face slack with devastation. For the first time, he looks truly broken, and the satisfaction that rolls through me is almost as good as the orgasm.

I close my eyes, lean back against the warm bodies pressed on either side, and let the silence settle in.

He asked for this.

He gets to watch.

And that’s the lesson.


Chapter 3


The room never cools. It just collects the psychic residue of sex and rage, each new round of humiliation heating the air tighter until we all reek of animals. I’m shaking, not with nerves, but with the high-octane precision of someone working a bomb-defusal kit: everything in me is sharp, wound for the next detonation.

Jonah’s face is raw as a peeled tongue. He hasn’t moved from that chair since the last round, but now I want him center stage. I flick my hand and Theo and Elias move, dragging the armchair so it sits dead in the beam of candlelight. The others orbit us, forming a silent, predatory gallery. No one blinks.

“Stand up,” I say, voice stripped of all warmth. It’s the same tone I use to talk to dogs and stubborn children. Jonah stands. He’s taller than me but looks shorter. I make a show of circling him, eyes up and down, memorizing the exact tremor in his hands. He’s rigid, and for a second I think he might deck me just to shatter the moment, but he doesn’t. He won’t. He’s never been a fighter.

“Sit,” I say, patting the seat. He obeys, jaw clenched hard enough I hear his teeth click. I don’t give him a second to adjust before I’m straddling his lap, pinning him with my weight and my stare. His hands hover at my hips, then settle uselessly at his sides. I take his right wrist and, with deliberate slowness, pull it behind the chair arm. There’s rope on the table; I knot it quick and tight, then do the same to the left. He’s sweating, but he lifts his chin, eyes drilling holes in the wall behind me.

“Feet,” I say, and he spreads his legs automatically. Good. I loop the rope around each ankle, lashing him to the legs of the chair. Not too tight—I’m not an actual sadist—but enough he’d have to break a limb to get free.

I lean back, inspecting the work. He’s gorgeous like this: restrained, fuming, trying so hard to maintain the last scraps of dignity. It won’t last.

“Comfortable?” I murmur, dragging my nails down his cheek.

“Fuck you,” he says, low and savage.

“Already did,” I say, loud enough for the peanut gallery to enjoy. There’s a ripple of tension, then a little snicker from the sidelines.

I don’t waste time. I shift on his lap, feel the way his body responds—instinct wins, always, over shame. His cock is a hard line under his jeans, and I roll my hips just enough to let him know I feel it. I watch his pupils go wide, hunger and humiliation blooming together.

“This is your last chance,” I say, reaching down to stroke his thigh with the back of my hand. “You can leave. Or you can watch what you started.”

He says nothing. He just stares, waiting for the first actual shot.

I run my hand up his chest, slow and greedy. My nails pop his buttons, one by one, until the shirt gapes open. His skin is flushed, a patchwork of old scars and new sweat. I drag my palm over his nipple, circle it, pinch hard. He flinches. Not from pain, but from the memory of how I used to do it—how I’d bite him there, back before I knew the real hurt.

I unbuckle his belt, undo his jeans, yank them down just enough to make his erection twitch against the boxer briefs. He’s breathing heavily, but his jaw stays clamped.

I could tease him, drag this out for hours, but tonight is about results. I palm him through the thin cotton, pressing just enough to make him arch into my hand. I rub, slow at first, then faster, my thumb circling the tip where wet is already soaking through. He hates that he’s responding, but he can’t stop. No one ever can.

The room is silent except for the slick slide of my hand and the desperate, ugly way he gasps when I grip him harder. I don’t look away, not even once. I want him to know I see him like this: powerless, desperate, almost weeping with the effort of not coming in his pants in front of a room full of men.

When he’s shaking, when I can feel the pulse stutter under my palm, I stop. I remove my hand, slow and precise, and wipe the wet from my thumb on his cheek.

“No,” he says, voice thready. “Don’t—”

I smile. “You want to finish? Beg for it.”

He shakes his head, but he’s close to tears. It’s beautiful.

I lean in, lips brushing his ear, and whisper, “Theo fucked me better than you ever did. Want to know how?”

He jerks, trying to twist away, but the ropes hold. I slide my hand up his chest again, nails digging crescent moons into the skin.

“Theo bent me over the bar and made me scream,” I murmur, soft and slow. “He didn’t ask permission; he just took what he wanted. You know what that’s like, don’t you, Jonah? To take and take, and never give?”

He’s panting now, hips rocking up against nothing, eyes squeezed shut.

“You should’ve seen his cock,” I say, letting the words drip honey-slow. “Thick. Rough. He left bruises inside me. You think you could do that? You think you could even compete?”

His throat works once, then again. He tries to pull his hands free, but all he manages is to make the rope creak and the veins in his forearms stand out like blue wires.

I reach down, cup him through the fabric, and squeeze hard enough to make him grunt.

“Admit it,” I whisper. “You like being watched. You like being humiliated. That’s why you cheated, isn’t it? You wanted someone to see you for what you really are.”

His voice is a wreck, the words barely making it out: “No. I didn’t—”

I squeeze again, just shy of pain. “You did. You loved it. You love this. Being used. Being nothing.”

He breaks then, just a small sound, like the start of a cry. I slow my hand, stroking him almost lovingly through the briefs, never letting him get quite close enough.

“You’re going to come when I say,” I promise. “Not before.”

He nods, and I see the shame in it—how it’s almost a relief to surrender.

I look up at the gallery, at Theo, who’s watching with his arms folded and an unreadable expression. I wink, just to let him know who’s still running the show.

Then I lean in, mouth pressed to Jonah’s ear, and say, “Next round, I’ll let Theo show you how it’s done. Unless you want to leave?”

Jonah’s voice is ash, but he says, “No. I want—” He can’t finish.

“Good boy,” I whisper, and let him go, leaving him shaking in the chair, cock straining at the fabric, ropes biting into his skin.

I step back, admire the handiwork: the way he’s ruined, but not finished; the way the others look at me now, not like a victim or a jilted wife, but like something elemental.

It’s only the beginning, and Jonah knows it. He just doesn’t know how far I’ll go to make him beg for the privilege of being mine again.

[image: ]

I don’t even let him catch his breath. That’s the point.

I signal the others back, but leave the circle tight enough that Jonah feels every set of eyes. Theo stands with his arms crossed, jaw set; Elias leans against a support column, hands white on the wood, pupils blown so wide they look like dropped ink. It makes no difference—Jonah’s world has narrowed to the square of space between us, and I fill it.

I straddle his lap again, but this time I don’t touch him, not right away. I lean in, let my hair curtain our faces, make it private and suffocating. His breathing is ugly, a noise like a drowning man.

“Ready for round two?” I ask, hand ghosting over his cock—close, but not touching.

He shakes his head, but that’s a lie. His hips are already rolling up, desperate for friction.

“Good,” I whisper, “because I’m not done with you.”

I run my nails up his inner thigh, slow enough to feel the goosebumps break through his skin. Then I grip him, bare hand this time, and pull his cock out from the slit in his briefs. He groans, not even trying to hide it. He’s so hard it looks painful; I squeeze, thumb pressed to the spot under the head, and watch the panic bloom in his eyes.

“You want to come?” I ask.

He shakes his head again, and this time I laugh. “Liar.”

I start stroking him, relentless, not gentle. He tries to fight it, to hold on to some pride, but his body’s a traitor—he’s leaking already, and every time I twist my wrist just so, he bucks. The ropes creak. The chair groans. The only thing holding him together is the fact that I decide when he falls apart.

“You want to know what Theo tastes like?” I whisper, dropping my voice so low that only he can hear, though I’m sure the others can guess.

His eyes snap to mine, wide, pleading.

I press my thumb to the slit, smear the wetness around. “He came in my mouth, Jonah. I swallowed every drop, and then I made him eat me out. You want details? He’s rough with his tongue. He knows what to do with it. Not like you.”

He tries to look away, but I grab his chin and force him back.

“You’re going to listen,” I say, my voice so soft it sounds almost kind. “Because this is your punishment. You wanted a life with secrets? Here’s mine: I fucked Theo in every position you ever said was ‘too degrading.’ I let him finish wherever he wanted. I called him Daddy, and he liked it. You ever think about that while you were inside her?”

He shudders, his whole body seizing. I stop moving my hand. He nearly cries, the frustration so thick it clogs the air.

“Not yet,” I purr. “You haven’t earned it.”

I reach into my bag—yes, I packed for this—and pull out a bottle of lube, cold and clinical. I squeeze a glob into my palm, then work it onto his cock, the sudden slickness making him groan. I stroke, slow at first, then faster, matching every word to every movement.

“Remember the first time you fucked me over the kitchen counter? You were so scared of someone hearing. Now I wish they had. Maybe then I would’ve seen you for the coward you are. You never wanted to be seen, did you? That’s why you hid her. That’s why you let me play house while you played at being a man.”

His head falls forward, chin to chest, but I don’t let him escape. I slow down, featherlight strokes that make him whimper. Then I stop, entirely, and lean in to his ear.

“I fucked Elias, too,” I whisper, and I feel him stiffen. “He begged for it. Said he’d do anything. He lasted longer than you, but that’s not a high bar.”

I reach between my legs and push two fingers inside myself, wet from the previous round. I show him, hold my fingers to his lips. “Suck,” I order, and he does, opening his mouth and taking me in, eyes glassy with shame.

When I let go, I stroke his cock with my wet hand. The reaction is immediate—he’s bucking, rutting, eyes rolling back. I bring him right to the edge, then let go again, laughing as he sobs.

“I can do this all night,” I tell him. “You know why?”

He shakes his head, just a mess of snot and sweat and spit now.

“Because I’m in control. Not you. Never again you.”

He whimpers, and for a moment, I almost feel sorry for him. But not enough to stop.

I wait until he’s nearly soft, then start again, working him back up with expert cruelty. “Do you know how it feels to have someone want you so bad they’d bleed for it?” I ask. “Theo made me bleed, Jonah. I loved it. You never even got me close.”

He’s crying now, actual tears. Not loud, but steady, cutting tracks down his face. I watch them fall, fascinated.

“Say it,” I command. “Tell me who owns you now.”

His voice cracks. “You.”

“Louder.”

“You,” he gasps, “you, Mara. It’s always been you.”

I lean in, my lips brushing his. “You want my forgiveness?”

He nods, frantic.

“Beg for it. Out loud. I want them all to hear.”

He sobs, voice wrecked: “Please, Mara. I need you. Please. I’ll do anything. I’m nothing without you. Please—let me come. I’m sorry. I’m so fucking sorry.”

I squeeze him, just once, then let go. “Not yet. One more round.”

He screams, voice raw, and the men behind us all shift, some unable to look away, others unable to watch.

I wipe my hand clean on his bare chest, leaving a streak, a mark. He’s destroyed, and he knows it.

And that’s what it takes to break a man: not violence, not rage, but the precise, unrelenting application of truth.

I kiss his forehead, gentle, and whisper, “Good boy. You’re learning.”
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I wait until Jonah is weeping, until his body is limp with failure and his eyes are so red-rimmed he looks concussed. Only then do I wave Theo forward.

He stands, big and broad, and for the first time tonight there’s an edge of hesitation in his walk. He’s not scared—he’s never scared—but he senses, correctly, that this is about more than sex. It’s an autopsy.

I gesture to the back of the chair, and Theo moves behind Jonah, hands resting light on Jonah’s shoulders. Jonah tries to steel himself, to square up his posture and reclaim some masculine dignity, but it’s gone. He’s nothing but raw nerve.

I slide down to kneel between Jonah’s legs, taking his cock in both hands. It’s slick and throbbing, drool pooling at the head. I lap at it, slow and obscene, meeting his gaze the whole time. I want him to see that I own him now, every muscle and secret.

“Theo,” I say, not looking away from Jonah, “undo your belt.”

Theo does, the sound loud and final in the hush. I nod to him, and he reaches over the chair, threading the belt around Jonah’s neck. Not choking—just there. A leash.

Jonah whimpers, so quietly I almost miss it, and for a moment I want to break him further, see what other noises he can make. But I have a plan, and I always stick to the plan.

I suck Jonah into my mouth, deep, one long drag down until I feel his cock hit the back of my throat. I flatten my tongue, let my saliva run down his shaft, then pull back, slow and tight. His hips try to jerk up, but the ropes hold him, and I love the frustration carved into his brow.

Theo kneels behind me, hands at his zipper. I tilt my head back to see him, and the look on his face is pure focus. He doesn’t need words. He’s already hard, and he slides his cock out, thick and angry, smearing pre-cum over my shoulder as he waits.

I jerk Jonah’s cock while I lean back, spreading my knees wide. “Theo, help yourself,” I say, and he does, grabbing my hair and angling my mouth to meet him. He presses his cock to my lips, and I open, letting him in until my mouth is stuffed full. He holds me there, breathing heavily, hips gentle but insistent. I can’t see Jonah, but I hear him, little choked gasps as I’m spit-roasting myself between the two of them.

I alternate, working Jonah’s cock with my hand, then my mouth, then shifting to Theo, sucking him deep while my fingers squeeze his base. It’s a rhythm, a circuit: taste, touch, shame, repeat. The gallery is dead silent except for the wet sounds of fucking and the brittle sobs from Jonah.

I stop, wipe my mouth with the back of my hand, and look up at Jonah. “Want to watch Theo fuck me?” I ask, voice thick.

He shakes his head, but I see the truth in his eyes. He wants it more than breath.

I stand, dress bunched at my waist, and bend over Jonah’s lap, ass high. “Theo, do it,” I say, and he kneels behind me, cock sliding inside in one unhurried push.

I brace myself on Jonah’s knees and ride Theo’s cock, slow at first, letting him set the pace. His hands grip my hips, steady and certain, and every thrust shoves me against Jonah’s lap, so his cock drags along my belly, sticky and hot.

I look Jonah dead in the eyes, daring him to look away. “See what you’re missing?” I say, grinding down harder. “You could never fuck me like this. You were always too scared I’d leave.”

He’s beyond words, just a mess of need and regret. I let the words do their work as I ride Theo harder, feeling the wet slap of skin and the way my insides squeeze with every thrust.

Theo moves his hand around my waist, reaching for Jonah’s cock. He strokes him in time with his own thrusts, and Jonah bucks, the tension in his thighs turning to tremors.

“Don’t come,” I warn, but it’s too late. Theo pulls Jonah’s cock just right, and Jonah erupts, hot and blinding, jetting cum all over my stomach. He screams, or tries to, the belt biting into his throat. He shakes so hard the chair skids back an inch.

I let Theo finish inside me, feeling the rush of heat and the shudder in his breath as he buries himself to the hilt. We all hang there, locked, for a second that feels like an hour.

When it’s over, I stand, legs shaking, and wipe Jonah’s cum from my skin, smearing it over his lips and cheeks. “Open,” I say, and he does. I push two fingers in his mouth, making him taste himself and me and Theo, all together. He licks them clean, eyes empty, and I see the moment he gives up. The real surrender.

The others in the room are frozen, stunned by the violence of it. I don’t care.

I bend and untie Jonah’s wrists, slow and gentle. His hands drop, useless, to his lap. I kiss his forehead, hold his face in my hands.

“Say it,” I whisper. “Say what you need.”

His voice is so small I almost miss it: “I need you. Only you. Always you.”

I smile, tender. “That’s my boy.”

I undo the belt from his neck and toss it aside, then untie his ankles. He doesn’t move, just sits, ruined and beautiful and absolutely mine.

I stand and let my dress drop back into place, the fabric clinging to my sweat. I look at the men in the room, and none of them meet my eyes. Good.

Dawn is breaking through the window, gray and pitiless.

I lean in, mouth to Jonah’s ear, and whisper, “You’re forgiven. But you’ll never forget.”

He cries, but this time it’s silent, sweet.

And I walk away, leaving the room hotter than I found it, the scent of surrender clinging to my skin.


Chapter 4


Iwant everyone gone except the one who matters. The air is thick with the aftershock of what I did, but I’m past the point of needing witnesses—just a single one will do. So I raise my hand, palm out, the signal that means get the fuck out. No explanation, no pleasantries. The men who lingered, half-hard and glassy-eyed, scatter with the needy guilt of dogs caught sniffing underwear. Only Theo remains, and he knows better than to ask if he should stay. He just plants himself against the wall, arms folded, his expression set to maximum blank.

The scent in the room is bestial, dense, and acidic. Sex, sweat, fear, the kind of musk that seeps into walls and never leaves. The silence that lands after the exodus is just as sticky, and I revel in it. There’s no music now, just the ghost of a bass line vibrating in the floorboards and the sound of my pulse, hot and predatory.

Jonah is exactly where I left him, but with all the audience gone, he seems to have shrunk. He’s naked, kneeling in a patch of spilled whiskey and sweat, shoulders hunched like he’s expecting to be struck. He keeps his eyes on the floor, but the hunger to look up is a tremor that runs through him every few seconds.

I circle him slow, a radius just out of arm’s reach. My heels strike the hardwood with a precision that’s surgical—each step is an incision, a reminder that I am the one in charge now.

“You can stop sulking,” I say, letting my voice curl around him like smoke. “That phase is over.”

He doesn’t answer, but the muscle in his jaw pulses, and that’s enough.

I stop directly in front of him and wait. Thirty seconds, maybe a minute, letting the discomfort ratchet up. I can hear Theo breathing, see the movement of his chest in my periphery. But I don’t turn. My entire focus is on the man who used to have power over me, and how easy it is to take it all back.

“Look at me,” I command, and this time he does, head snapping up so fast I hear the pop in his neck.

His face is a mess. Eyes red, nose running, lips cracked from biting them bloody. There’s a line of spittle at his chin, and when his eyes meet mine, the need in them is feral.

I hold the gaze until he shakes, then crouch so my face is level with his. The smell of sweat and submission rises, hitting me square in the nostrils. I lean in, not close enough to touch, but close enough to be the only thing he can see.

“Hands behind your back,” I say, voice flat.

He obeys, slowly, as if checking to see if this is a trick. I watch the way his muscles flex, the hesitation before his wrists slot one over the other. His cock twitches, which almost makes me laugh; even now, the body wants what it wants.

“Knees wider,” I say, and when he doesn’t move right away, I take a fistful of his hair and wrench his head back.

“You don’t get to think anymore,” I hiss. “You just obey.”

He gasps, and I feel the tremor all the way down his spine. He spreads his knees wide enough I hear the tendons creak. His hands are clamped together so tight they’re turning white at the knuckles.

I stand, keeping my grip on his hair, and tilt his face up to me. He’s breathing hard, each inhale making his chest shudder. His eyes search my face, desperate for something, anything.

“Stay,” I order, then release him with a little shove.

He wobbles, steadies himself, and drops his gaze to the floor again. His entire body is a study in obedience, and I savor the transformation. The neediness, the humiliation, the relief—he wears them all with the same slack-jawed intensity.

I take a slow walk around him, inspecting my work. The bruises are beautiful, each one a physical tally of what he’s given up. I want to mark him further, but there’s time for that. For now, I want him to understand the new parameters of his existence.

I stop behind him, place a heel between his shoulder blades, and push. He almost tips forward, then catches himself, muscles quivering. He waits, so perfectly still that I almost believe he’s forgotten how to move on his own.

“You’re nothing but an object now,” I tell him, letting each word fall like a drop of acid. “No thoughts. No needs. Just a thing to be used.”

He nods, once, slow. The movement is mechanical.

“Good,” I say, stepping back around to face him. “Now show me you understand.”

He opens his mouth, but the words don’t come right away. He tries again, licking his lips first.

“I’m—” His voice cracks, and he has to start over. “I’m yours. Anything you want.”

I smile, cold and perfect.

“I know,” I say. “But I want to hear you beg for it.”

He looks up, eyes wet and shining.

“Please,” he says. “Please, Mara. I need it. I need you.”

It’s almost too easy. I look to Theo, who gives a fractional nod. Confirmation.

I crouch again, bringing my mouth close to Jonah’s ear.

“From now on,” I whisper, “the only thing you’ll ever be is exactly what I tell you to be.”

He closes his eyes, letting the words sink in.

I stand and survey the room: Theo, impassive; the aftermath of our war; the man at my feet, wrecked and waiting.

I feel a peace settle in me, sharp and sudden.

“Let’s begin,” I say.

The chaise is cold at first, leather with a slick that never warms no matter how long you sit in it. I love the look of it: the way the red upholstery catches the dim light, the way the creases cut through the seat like a roadmap of old sins. I settle in, smoothing my dress over my thighs, and arrange my limbs with the kind of care reserved for corpses in a crime scene. Every angle matters. Presentation is everything.

Jonah is still kneeling, face shiny with the aftermath, but when I crook my finger, he comes fast—crawling, because I haven’t told him he’s allowed to stand. He moves with desperation so raw it embarrasses even me. There’s nothing left of the man who walked in here hours ago, smug and armored; now he’s just hands, knees, and an open mouth.

“Stop there,” I say, before he can reach me. He freezes instantly, waiting.

I cross my legs and lean back. “Beg.”

He swallows, tongue darting out to wet cracked lips. His voice is barely above a whisper. “Please, Mara. Please let me.”

I tilt my head, mock-thoughtful. “Let you what?”

“Let me taste you.” His face burns, and the need in it is so real I almost soften. Almost.

“Louder,” I say, and when he repeats himself, it comes out choked and louder: “Let me taste you. Please.”

I spread my legs, slow, giving him a perfect view. The panties I’m wearing are pointless, sheer enough to be indecent even in the dark. I hook a finger under the edge and peel them aside.

“Now,” I say, and he surges forward, mouth first. He buries his face between my thighs, tongue frantic and wide, like he’s drowning and I’m the only air left. For a minute I let him go wild—there’s an animal joy in watching a man degrade himself so completely—but I get bored quick.

“Slower,” I say, grabbing his hair and yanking back hard enough that he yelps.

He licks slower, more deliberate. His tongue moves in tight circles, pressing up just where I want it, and I reward him with a hand stroking his head, almost gentle.

“Good,” I say, and watch the way his body shivers at the word. I clamp my thighs around his ears, holding him in place, and use his mouth until my hips start to roll on their own.

He’s getting too into it, though, losing precision in the hunger. I dig my nails into his scalp. “You’re not here to enjoy this,” I snap. “You’re here to serve. Understand?”

He nods, face buried so deep I feel the movement more than see it.

“Use your fingers,” I say, and he does, slipping one, then two inside. He crooks them just right, and for a moment I almost lose my place in the script. But I don’t, because this is about control, not pleasure.

“Stop,” I command, and he freezes instantly. His fingers are still in me, and I can feel how bad he wants to keep going, but I hold him there.

“Tell me what you did,” I say, voice cold.

He whimpers. “I lied. I cheated. I thought I could—”

I cut him off with a squeeze of my thighs. “You thought you could what?”

He gasps. “Control you. Hurt you. But I was wrong. I can’t.”

I stare down at him, the way his face shines with shame and slick. “Who owns you?” I ask, crisp and final.

He looks up, eyes blurred with tears. “You do. Only you.”

The words land deep. I can feel the heat coil in my gut, the power blooming up my spine. I shift my hips, grind his face into me, use him the way you’d use a favorite toy—no concern for anything except getting what I want.

I come quick and hard, because I want him to see how easy it is. My thighs clamp, my back arches, and I let the sound rip out of me, loud and clear for Theo’s benefit as much as Jonah’s. When I’m done, I push Jonah’s face away with the heel of my foot, and he falls back, panting and dazed.

But he’s not done. Not until I say.

“Again,” I order. “You can do better.”

He scrambles forward, mouth open, tongue flicking in desperate little licks. This time, I coach him through it—every move, every rhythm. “Slower. There. Use your fingers now. No, like this.” I slap him once, light but sharp, when he misses the spot, and he whimpers, then focuses harder.

I make him stop twice more to answer questions. “Why are you here?” “To serve you.” “What are you allowed to want?” “Nothing except to please you.” Each answer gets him a reward—a stroke of my hair, a soft “good boy”—and he blooms under it, pathetic and beautiful.

Theo’s still at the wall, breathing faster now, but he doesn’t move. He’s a sentinel, and I can feel his presence like a judge at an execution.

The second orgasm is messier. I shake, hips bucking, and grab Jonah by the ears to keep him pressed in place. He doesn’t fight it; he rides the wave with me, tongue and fingers working like he’s found religion.

When I let him go, he collapses, head on my thigh, face streaked with wet. He looks up at me, waiting for the next command.

I smile, soft and cruel. “Better,” I say. “Much better.”

He nods, and the gratitude in his face is almost too much to take.

But it’s not over. Not even close.

I could do this all night, and for a minute I consider it: running him like a marathon, pushing him to the edge of collapse and then a little further, just to see what’s left when the mind peels away from the meat. But I want more than obedience; I want extinction. I want the thing inside Jonah that thinks he’s still a man—still a subject, not an object—burned out until all that’s left is the twitch and spark of muscle under my command.

I grab him by the hair, twist so the roots burn, and drag his mouth back onto me, not gently. He whimpers, but the sound is pure worship, not complaint. He tongues me, wild at first, but I slow him with a warning: “You come up for air only when I say.”

He clamps on like a leech. My clit is raw now, every lick a live-wire, and it hits me how fucking easy it is to teach a man new tricks when you rewire the circuit board from scratch. I start to grind, harder and faster, and for the first time since this began I stop pretending I’m in control of my body. My hips buck, my breath comes ragged, and I feel the orgasm build—not as a wave but as a sledgehammer. I let it hit, loud and ugly, and ride out the aftershocks with his nose pressed so deep in me he can’t breathe.

I ease up, just enough for him to get a lungful of air, and then slam him back in. “Don’t you dare stop,” I snap. “If you do, I’ll make you regret it.”

He redoubles his efforts, but now he’s slower, more focused. I can feel the intent, the careful mapping of every lick to my pulse. It’s almost enough to make me come again, and I dig my nails into his scalp to keep him there.

I glance over at Theo. He hasn’t moved, but his jaw is clenched and his knuckles are white on his own biceps. I wonder if he’s hard, or just impressed, or maybe both. It doesn’t matter. This isn’t about him.

Another orgasm builds, tighter this time, less surrender and more violence. I come on his tongue, shuddering, and as I do I feel his shoulders shake. He’s crying again, maybe from lack of air, maybe from the simple pain of knowing he’ll never be anything more than a tool for my pleasure.

I shove his head away, hard, and he lands on his ass, hands still locked behind his back. His chest heaves. His face is soaked. I wonder if there’s a single part of him that isn’t leaking.

“Is that all you’ve got?” I taunt.

He looks at me, and for a second I see the animal in him—nothing human left, just a thing that wants to be used.

“No,” he whispers, voice shredded. “I can do more.”

I snap my fingers and point to my foot. “Kiss it.”

He crawls over, lips to my ankle, then up the arch, then the toes, sucking each one like it’s the cure for dying. I laugh, and it echoes around the empty space, louder than the slap of skin or the moan of air through vents.

“Use your tongue,” I order, and he does, licking the sole, then the ball of my foot, then between my toes. I watch him do it, and the sight is enough to make the pressure in my gut start building again.

I let it go for a while. I want to see how long he lasts before his will breaks. I want to know the exact moment when he gives up hope of ever getting anything for himself again.

He’s hard. I can see his cock straining up, red and angry, so full it looks like it might burst. I know he wants to touch himself, but he won’t unless I say. He’s learned.

“You think you deserve to come?” I ask, voice as dry as salt.

He looks up, eyes wild. “No,” he says, and I believe him.

“Good. Because you’re not allowed. Not until I decide you’ve earned it.” I slide my foot up his thigh and rest it on his cock, pressing down, just enough to make him gasp. “And I might not.”

He whimpers, but keeps licking, keeps kissing, keeps worshipping.

I glance at Theo again, and this time he’s looking right at me, mouth tight, eyes dark. I wonder what he sees—a goddess, or a fucking nightmare.

The next orgasm is a surprise. I’m not even thinking about it, just watching Jonah’s face as he debases himself, and then it crests, hot and mean, and I come without warning, hips jerking so hard I almost kick him in the nose.

He looks up, waiting for direction.

“Clean me,” I say, and he crawls up, licking me clean, soft and gentle now, a supplicant at the altar.

I let the silence stretch, then say, “Touch yourself.”

He hesitates, eyes flicking to me for permission.

“You may,” I say, with all the benevolence of a god granting rain after famine.

He takes his cock in both hands, trembling, and jerks it fast and frantic, eyes never leaving mine. I watch him do it, not because I want to see, but because I want him to know this is not a private act. There’s no privacy left.

He comes in under a minute, the orgasm so violent his whole body jerks. He sobs as he does it, face twisted, every muscle in his body clenched with the effort of letting go.

When it’s over, he drops forward, forehead to my foot, spent and silent.

I look down at him and feel nothing. Not pity, not victory. Just the cold satisfaction of a job done right.

I pat his head, just once, and say, “Good boy. You may rest now.”

He doesn’t move, just breathes, slow and wrecked, while I recline into the chaise, content at last.
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Dawn sneaks in slow, unwelcome, staining the far wall with a muddy yellow that makes the whole room look sick. I sit in the chaise, legs crossed at the ankle, watching the light move across Jonah’s bare skin. He hasn’t shifted since the last round—still sprawled on the floor, curled like a fetus, sweat drying into a sticky sheen on his back. For the first time in years, I feel no urge to rush. I could watch him like this forever: spent, exposed, not even pretending to be more than what I made him.

Theo stands near the door, phone in hand, but he isn’t checking it. He’s waiting for me, and I like the patience in it—how he’s content to be the furniture until I give him a reason to act.

I take my time dressing. I let the dress slide back down my hips, smooth the fabric over every new bruise. My hands shake a little, not from nerves, but from the chemical crash after a night spent at the edge of myself. I welcome the weakness, let it pass through me.

Theo crosses the room and, without a word, holds out my shoes. I slip them on, one at a time, feeling the click as a reset. The old Mara—polished, upright, invulnerable—back on display, only now there’s something different under the skin. I can’t put words to it, but I know it’s real.

I gather my hair, twist it into a knot, and fasten it. Theo helps with the zipper at my back, his touch clinical, eyes averted.

When I’m fully dressed, I turn to Jonah. He’s still on the floor, breathing shallow, eyes open but unfocused. I crouch, careful not to let my knees touch the sticky patch beneath him.

“Listen,” I say, and the voice that comes out is someone else’s. “You’ll go home. You’ll shower. You’ll put on the gray suit—the one I bought, not the one from the outlet.”

He doesn’t look at me, but his head nods once, brittle as a snapped twig.

“You’ll meet me at noon. Not a minute before. If you’re late, you’ll regret it.”

Another nod, this one slower.

I reach out and cup his chin, forcing him to look at me. His eyes are glassy, but behind the glaze there’s something sharp—fear, maybe, or hope, or the first shock of what it means to live without a mask.

“You’re mine now,” I say, quiet but final. “Only mine. You understand?”

He stares at me, lips parted, and for a moment I think he might say no. But he just closes his eyes, and when he opens them again, the fight is gone.

“Yes,” he says. “Yours.”

I let go of his chin and stand. I walk to the door, heels echoing on the hardwood, and pause. Theo is waiting, holding my coat.

I shrug it on, then glance back at the wreck on the floor.

“Remember this,” I say. “Every time you think about being someone else’s, remember exactly how it feels to be owned.”

He doesn’t reply. I don’t expect him to.

I open the door, let the frosty morning air hit my face. Theo follows, closing the door soft behind us.

On the street, I breathe in deep. The city is empty at this hour, just the trash trucks and the dying neon and the slow parade of the hungover. I feel clean, for the first time in months.

We walk a block before Theo speaks.

“You good?” he asks, voice low.

I think about it, then nod.

“Yeah,” I say. “I’m good.”

He smiles, small and real, and we keep walking.

Behind us, the door to the venue stays closed. Jonah is inside, learning how to exist in a world that isn’t his. I don’t envy him. But I don’t pity him, either.

I walk on, each step a rehearsal for the new world I’ve built.

And this time, I don’t look back.
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Teaching Him to Share Me
The Night I Followed Him
Coming Soon
Shy to Shameless Vol. 3
25-story Mega Bundle


[image: ]

OEBPS/image_rsrc2N5.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc2N0.jpg
THE COMPLETE COLLECTION

)

FROM SHY T0
SHAMELESS

VOLUME 2

[VY MOANS





OEBPS/font_rsrc2MZ.ttf


OEBPS/image_rsrc2N4.jpg
s

H
H
H
H
H
.
H
H






OEBPS/nav.xhtml


  
    		The Night I Followed Him - Home Director's Cut


    		When I Watched Him With Her


    		When I Started Keeping Secrets From Him


    		When I Let Him Feel It


    		When I Let Him See Me


  



Guide

		Cover




		1

		2

		3

		4

		5

		6

		7

		8

		9

		10

		11

		12

		13

		14

		15

		16

		17

		18

		19

		20

		21

		22

		23

		24

		25

		26

		27

		28

		29

		30

		31

		32

		33

		34

		35

		36

		37

		38

		39

		40

		41

		42

		43

		44

		45

		46

		47

		48

		49

		50

		51

		52

		53

		54

		55

		56

		57

		58

		59

		60

		61

		62

		63

		64

		65

		66

		67

		68

		69

		70

		71

		72

		73

		74

		75

		76

		77

		78

		79

		80

		81

		82

		83

		84

		85

		86

		87

		88

		89

		90

		91

		92

		93

		94

		95

		96

		97

		98

		99

		100

		101

		102

		103

		104

		105

		106

		107

		108

		109

		110

		111

		112

		113

		114

		115

		116

		117

		118

		119

		120

		121

		122

		123

		124

		125

		126

		127

		128

		129

		130

		131

		132

		133

		134

		135

		136

		137

		138

		139

		140

		141

		142

		143

		144

		145

		146

		147

		148

		149

		150

		151

		152

		153

		154

		155

		156

		157

		158

		159

		160

		161

		162

		163

		164

		165

		166

		167

		168

		169

		170

		171

		172

		173

		174

		175

		176

		177

		178

		179

		180

		181

		182

		183

		184

		185

		186

		187

		188

		189

		190

		191

		192

		193

		194

		195

		196

		197

		198

		199

		200

		201

		202

		203

		204

		205

		206

		207

		208

		209

		210

		211

		212

		213

		214

		215

		216

		217

		218

		219

		220

		221

		222

		223

		224

		225

		226

		227

		228

		229

		230

		231

		232

		233

		234

		235

		236

		237

		238

		239

		240

		241

		242

		243

		244

		245

		246

		247

		248

		249

		250

		251

		252

		253

		254

		255

		256

		257

		258

		259

		260

		261






OEBPS/font_rsrc2MY.ttf


OEBPS/image_rsrc2N2.jpg
JOIN MY NEWSLETTER

GET YOUR NEXT OBSESSION FIRST

Ok:810)






OEBPS/image_rsrc2N3.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc2N1.jpg





