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Chapter 1

The hum of treadmills and the clean staccato of sneakers on rubber greet me the instant I push through the glass doors. The place smells of ozone and effort. Expensive deodorant, state-of-the-art equipment, and a faint, metallic ghost of old sweat scrubbed to oblivion by an army of dedicated janitors. I’ve been here exactly five minutes and already it feels like the antithesis of my entire domestic existence.

I slide my membership card through the scanner, pretending not to notice the way the twenty-something receptionist tracks my every move. She’s got the aggressive perkiness of the newly hot, her honey-blonde hair in a ponytail so tight it looks painful. I can see her mentally cataloging: thirtysomething, still holding together, something predatory in the way I move. She gives me a smile that’s both curious and wary. I return it, sharp and flat, then step into the main gym.

Engineers designed the space to intimidate, using mirrored walls, indirect LED lighting, and with bodies in motion everywhere. Everyone here is lean and hard and beautiful, even the ones over fifty. Even me. I sweep my eyes over the rows of elliptical machines and clusters of squat racks, the clanking free weights and impossibly bendy yoga girls with their perfect asses perched in deliberate provocation. It’s like walking through an aquarium, each person a different species of showoff.

Mitch would hate it here. Too much preening. Too many reminders of how competitive, how transactional, everything is. My husband is sweet, but he’s a sponge. Absorbing every drop of mediocrity life throws at him, wringing himself dry in the evenings with local news and bland takeout. He would rather die than be seen on a gym floor like this, surrounded by people who make him feel inadequate.

I’m supposed to be here for the “new member orientation,” which is a thinly veiled excuse for some musclebound staffer to sell me personal training sessions I’ll never use. But I’m already half-hard with anticipation, if not for the workout, then for the staring contest. I’m dressed for war: high-waisted black leggings, a slate-blue sports bra under a zip-up, my hair in a slick, severe bun. There’s nothing accidental about it.

I amble toward the free weights, stretching my arms overhead and letting my hips sway. I can feel myself being watched, but I keep my gaze trained on my reflection. It’s the only place I can look without wanting to throttle someone.

He finds me near the kettlebells. Of course he does. Six-two, shoulders broad enough to block out the sun, skin the color of caramel taffy, every movement loose and predatory. His training shirt reveals the delineation of his pecs and the outline of his nipples. He’s got a jaw like an ancient statue, and his eyes rake over me with lazy confidence. The man who knows exactly what he looks like, and what it does to people.

“Darla?” His voice is low, amused, with the faintest trace of an accent I can’t immediately place.

“That’s me,” I say, not bothering to offer a handshake. “You must be my scheduled torture session,” I say.

His mouth quirks up in a half-smile that’s pure provocation. “Enrique Vasquez, but everyone here calls me Rico. I’ll be handling your intake and orientation today.” He gestures to the padded benches with an easy flourish. “Unless you’d rather skip the sales pitch and go straight to the part where you hate me.”

I meet his eyes in the mirror, holding his gaze until I see the first flicker of challenge. “Maybe I already do.”

He laughs, the sound warm and edged. “My favorite type of client. Saves us both a lot of time.” He scans my frame openly, with no pretense of subtlety. “Have you worked with a trainer before?”

“Once. He tried to get me to meditate and told me to eat more sweet potatoes. I fired him after two weeks.”

Rico grins, showing off perfect teeth. “Good. Sweet potatoes are for sadists.” He squats in front of me, elbows on his knees, all attention zeroed in. “So, what brings you in? What are we trying to fix?”

I could give him the script: tone up, lose weight, ‘feel healthier.’ But it feels pointless in front of someone who eats canned sincerity for breakfast. Instead, I let the silence hang, then say, “I need something to wake me up. Everything feels… numb lately.”

His smile changes. There’s a pause where his nostrils flare, and he scans my eyes as if he can see all the places I’ve gone soft. “That’s more common than you’d think,” he says, voice dropping to a near-whisper. “But it’s usually the last thing people will say out loud.”

“Lucky for you, I’m not like most people,” I say. I let my tongue wet my lower lip, slowly and deliberate.

He stands up, his body crowding my space. “I can work with that.”

I swallow, heat blooming along my neck. I haven’t felt this kind of click in years. Maybe never. Not even on my wedding night, when I caught Mitch’s look of disbelieving pride at the sight of me in white satin and lace. Rico’s gaze is a unique thing altogether: not admiration, but pure, hungry assessment.

He steps back, snapping himself into professional mode. “Let’s start with some basics to get your movement patterns dialed in.” He gestures for me to follow, and I do, acutely aware of the way my own hips move, the burnished amber of his calves flexing with every step.

He has me deadlift with a PVC pipe while he circles, correcting posture with gentle taps on my spine and glutes. His hands linger just a half-second too long each time, fingers radiating heat through my leggings. When I ask if he’s always this hands-on, he grins, “Only with clients who can handle it.”

He has me plank, squat, lunge. The sweat beads under my sports bra, and I don’t miss the way he glances at my chest each time I exhale. I arch my back a little extra, just to see if he’ll comment. He doesn’t, but he doesn’t have to. The energy between us is molten, building with every passing minute.

When he moves in close to help me adjust my shoulder position, I catch the sharp, clean scent of his aftershave. There’s something proprietary about the way his hands mold me, as if he’s already claiming parts of me I didn’t realize I’d left unattended. Every touch makes my skin prickle. My nipples stiffen under the bra, and I hope he notices, because I want him to notice.

He finishes the session with a slow, deliberate stretch. “You’re surprisingly flexible,” he says, bending my knee to my chest and holding it there, his palm warm against the back of my thigh.

“You have no idea,” I shoot back.

He holds my gaze, not blinking. “Maybe I will,” he says, quiet but deliberate.

It takes a second for my breath to return to normal. I’m soaked through, heart jackhammering in my ribs, and my thighs feel like warm jelly. When he lets go, I have to steady myself on the bench.

He checks his phone, then offers a lazy, almost dismissive smile. “Same time next week?”

I nod, not trusting myself to speak.

Rico’s mouth curls into a cocky, devastating smile. “Don’t worry, Darla. We’re going to make you feel alive again.” He says it like a threat and a promise. And as he walks away, I realize: it’s exactly what I wanted.

By the time I leave, the receptionist isn’t even pretending not to stare. I flash her a smile on the way out—sharp, flat, and hungry.

#

Seven days is an obscene length of time to marinate in anticipation, but I make it my penance. The workweek drags, every hour a gray echo, my mind drifting back again and again to Rico’s hands, the glint in his eyes when he promised to wake me up. At home, Mitch shuffles through his routines—commuting, microwaving, watching old reruns—oblivious to the growing tension twisting through my veins.

By the time my next session rolls around, I’ve already chosen my outfit with the precision of a contract killer: cropped top in midnight blue, cut to expose just enough stomach, and the leggings that take ten minutes to pull on and another five to peel off. My makeup is subtle but surgical. I let my hair down this time, a dark cascade I hope he’ll find distracting.

The gym is busier tonight, an ocean of sweaty bodies churning under fluorescent light. Rico intercepts me at the entry, barely bothering with the pretense of professionalism. He gives me a once-over that leaves scorch marks and gestures for me to follow.

“Let’s use the auxiliary room today,” he says, leading me toward a tucked-away space off the main floor. “Better for focused work.”

Better for privacy, too, but neither of us says it.

Inside the auxiliary room is a study in muted decadence, with padded floors, mirrored walls, and just a handful of carefully selected equipment. The hum from the main gym filters in as a dull backdrop. Rico closes the door behind us, and suddenly it’s just the two of us, the air thick with unspoken things.

He sets out a yoga mat, motions for me to lie down. “We’re going to open your hips,” he says, kneeling at my side. “Most people ignore them, but they’re the foundation of all movement.”

“Is that what we’re calling it now?” I tease, stretching out on my back, every muscle coiled tight.

He grins, unbothered. “That’s what we’re calling it until we get results.” He positions himself at my feet, hands sliding up my calves as he gently bends my knees toward my chest. The way he touches me is a master class in plausible deniability: clinical enough to be professional, but with a pressure that says he knows exactly what he’s doing.

“Breathe in,” he says, leaning over me, his face close enough that I can see the stubble lining his jaw. “On the exhale, let your legs fall open. I’ll support you.”

I do as he says, the stretch deep and vaguely obscene, my thighs splayed wide with only thin lycra between me and his intent gaze. He presses gently on my knees, increasing the angle, then uses his thumbs to massage the tightness out of my inner thighs. His touch is slow, deliberate, drawing little shocks of pleasure with each stroke.

“Is this okay?” he murmurs, the words a velvet caress at my ear.

I nod, my pulse thudding in my throat. “It’s perfect.”

He holds the position a moment longer, letting the tension throb. Then he releases, patting my thigh. “Good. Now up.”

He pulls me to my feet, but instead of stepping back, he stands close—closer than necessary. His chest is a wall of heat against my shoulder blades as he lines my body up in front of the mirror.

“Watch yourself,” he says, voice thick. “I want you to see how strong you look.”

He guides my arms into a stretch, his hands clamped over my wrists, then slides them down to my waist. His grip is possessive, almost rough. I catch his eyes in the mirror, dark and hungry, and suddenly the room feels charged, the air vibrating with shared intent.

He bends me forward at the hips, his palms flattening along my lower back. “You’re tight here,” he says, massaging in small, deep circles. My breath comes faster, but I keep my gaze locked with his in the glass, unwilling to cede the upper hand.

He steps in, pressing his hips against my ass as he corrects my posture. There’s no mistaking the hard line of him, or the way he lingers—testing me, daring me to react. I push back, just a fraction, enough to tell him I’m in. His fingers dig in, bruising with approval.

“You like control, don’t you?” he says, low enough that only I can hear.

I smile, slow and dangerously. “Only when it’s earned.”

He moves me through a series of deep squats, his hands guiding every rep, his voice a constant stream of dirty encouragement disguised as coaching. “Lower. Slower. I want you to feel it burn.” Each command lands like a slap, and I obey, sweat slicking my hair to my temples.

Between sets, he keeps me close, adjusting my hair, smoothing my top, fingers grazing along the bare line of my spine. The room is full of mirrored reflections—endless versions of us tangled in a dance of provocation.

When he finally lets me rest, I’m trembling, not from fatigue but from wanting. He hands me a bottle of water, the tips of his fingers brushing mine, electricity arcing at the point of contact.

“Next time,” he says, voice soft but edged with promise, “we’ll work on your endurance.”

I swallow, the water cold against my burning throat. “I look forward to it.”

He leans in, so close I can smell the salt of his skin, and whispers, “So do I.”

As I leave, legs shaking, I already know there’s no going back. Mitch is a shadow at the edge of my mind, fading with every footstep. I’m alive, and starving.

#

Night at the gym is a study in abandonment—rows of idle treadmills, shadows pooling under stair-steppers, the steady hum of distant HVAC the only evidence of anything living. I wait in the locker room, heart jackhammering, sweat drying sticky on my back. Rico texted: Meet me at 10. The place officially closes at 9:30, but the cleaning crew leaves early.

The half hour was spent pacing, reapplying lipstick, and fixing and unfixing my hair. I’m vibrating with need, a low-level tremor that’s been building all week. I can’t stop picturing the way he touched me last time—how his voice curled around my name, how my body folded to his without a whimper of protest.

At 10:01, the service entrance swings open and he glides in, all liquid confidence, like he owns the place. He wears black joggers and a faded tee; the sleeves cut off to expose his arms. The sight of them—so vascular, so lethal—makes me clench down in anticipation.

“You ready?” he asks, smiling in a way that’s not really a question.

I nod, and he leads me toward the back, past the main floor and down a hallway lined with dusty motivational posters. We stop at the last door on the left. He doesn’t bother turning on the main lights, just flicks on a floor lamp in the corner, filling the room with a dirty amber glow. The air smells like old rubber and something spicy—his cologne, maybe, or just him.

Rico locks the door. The click echoes in the hush.

He stands there for a beat, hands on hips, regarding me with patience that feels obscene. “You want this,” he says. Not a question, but a judgment, an inevitability. I answer by crossing the room and grabbing a fistful of his shirt, yanking him down to meet my mouth.

The kiss is violence, all teeth and tongue, both of us desperate to erase the gap that’s been gnawing at us for days. He lifts me, palms gripping my ass, and I wrap my legs around his waist. He spins us, slamming me against the cinderblock wall. The shock of it makes me gasp, but I hold on tighter.

We’re clawing at each other, stripping away the veneer of gym etiquette with every frantic touch. My hands roam his chest, nails raking across sweat-slicked skin. His hands snake up under my top, pushing the sports bra out of the way, fingers pinching and rolling my nipples until I whimper into his mouth.

He peels my leggings down, not bothering with finesse, and lifts me onto a bench press station. The metal is cold under my thighs, a perfect counterpoint to the heat raging between them. He kicks my sneakers apart, standing between my knees, and kisses a line up my throat. His breath is hot, his stubble scraping just enough to hurt.

“You want it rough or gentle?” he asks, one hand already tugging his cock free.

I lock eyes with him, daring. “I want to feel it tomorrow.”

His smirk is pure evil. He doesn’t hesitate. One thrust, and he’s inside me, so much thicker, so much longer than anything I’ve ever had. It’s obscene, almost surgical, the way he stretches me. I cry out, biting down on my lip to stifle the sound, but he only drives in deeper, hands digging into my hips, guiding my body to take him all.

He sets a punishing rhythm, hips slamming against mine with a violence that feels necessary. My hands claw at his shoulders, at the cold metal bar behind me, at anything that will anchor me to this moment. Each stroke shoves me further up the bench, until I’m flat on my back and he’s looming above, sweat dripping from his jaw onto my bare stomach.

He bends down, tongue circling my nipple, then bites, hard enough to leave a mark. “You like that?” he growls.

I can’t answer. Speech escapes me, leaving only sobs and moans. I arch into him, thighs locking around his hips, and use every ounce of leverage to pull him deeper.

He grins, teeth bared. “That’s it. Fucking take it.”

I do. I take it until the world blurs, until all I know is the slam of his body and the burn of friction, the sound of our skin colliding in a rhythm older than language.

Somewhere, I think of Mitch—his careful hands, his polite, missionary thrusts, the way he always asked, “Are you okay?” every two minutes, like I was a petri dish about to crack. Rico doesn’t ask. Rico tells. Rico takes.

And I love it.

When he finally slows, he flips me onto my stomach, bends me over the bar, and pounds into me from behind. The angle is brutal, every slap of his hips sending sparks up my spine. I am loud now, shameless, letting my voice bounce off the walls because no one is here to hear me but him.

He grabs a fistful of my hair, yanks my head back. “Say you want it.”

“Fuck yes,” I groan. “Harder.”

He delivers. Every muscle in his arms ripples with effort. I know I’ll wear his fingerprints for days.

When I come, it’s shattering—white noise and black stars, my body convulsing around him. He holds me through it, slowing just enough for me to catch a breath, then driving into me again, relentless.

He finishes with a growl, spilling into me, then slumps forward, hands braced on either side of my shoulders. The two of us pant together, fused in sweat and animal satisfaction.

Rico is the first to recover. He stands, tucks himself away, and pulls me up from the bench. He doesn’t ask if I’m okay; he knows.

We dress in silence, the mood oddly tender now. He traces the marks he left on my hips, admiring. “You’ll remember this next time,” he says, a question embedded in the certainty.

“Count on it,” I say, and mean it.

He unlocks the door and disappears down the hallway. I linger, gathering my things, touching the raw places where he owned me. For the first time in years, I am not numb.

I am starving, and I finally know what to feed myself.


Chapter 2

The Valmont is the kind of hotel you walk into with a clean suit, a dirty secret, and no intention of ever telling the front desk your real name. It’s too expensive for lobby drunks, too impersonal for romance—just a hundred floors of anonymity stacked above the city’s artery-clogged streets. I step through the revolving door at dusk, city grit still clinging to my sneakers, and feel a rush of adrenaline so pure it almost makes me lightheaded. If I ever had a moral compass, it’s spinning wild and useless tonight.

The elevator is gold-trimmed and mirrored, the kind of box that’s made for watching yourself come undone. I ride alone, counting the floors, fingers slick against the clutch in my palm. Every click of the passing numbers is a countdown to impact. I check my face in the glass—hair still immaculate, lips a smudge too pale, eyes wired and dark with anticipation. I fix the lipstick, heart hammering like I’m sixteen sneaking out to meet a boy with a motorcycle and a death wish. My hand shakes, so I brace it, and smile at the effort.

Nineteen. The doors open with a mechanical sigh.

I take three steps down the carpeted corridor before I see the number—1942, the year my grandmother eloped with a man she met at the racetrack. If there’s a god, he’s got a twisted sense of humor.

I knock, a dry-rasped knuckle against expensive wood. The door swings open before I can second-guess, and Rico is there, shirtless, skin burnished gold in the hallway’s low light. Low-slung jeans hang from his hips, each muscle of his torso on display, a study in anatomical arrogance. His damp hair curled just above his ears, and his mouth displayed the same half-smile that had landed me in this situation.

“Darla.” He says it like a confession. Or maybe a diagnosis.

I step inside. The room is all soft amber and city-view windows, the place you could lose yourself in for a week and never learn the desk clerk’s name. The bed is king-sized, white sheets taut as a snare drum, every surface sanitized to an almost erotic blankness.

“Nice place,” I say, setting my bag on the credenza.

He shrugs, pads to the window, and gestures to the view. “Thought it’d be easier. For you.”

He turns, and for a second, the Rico from the gym; arrogant, untouchable, flashes beneath the surface. Then he’s all predator again, stalking me across the carpet, bare feet silent.

He stops a breath away. “I’ve been thinking about you since the gym,” he murmurs, voice honey-thick, hands landing on my hips. I feel the heat of him through my dress, and something tightens low in my belly.

“Is that so?” I counter, because if I don’t, I’ll melt.

He grins, dips his head so close I can count the dark lashes around his eyes. “Every night.”

He backs me against the door—so gently, so inevitably, I barely notice until the handle bites into my spine. His hand cups the side of my neck, thumb stroking the angle of my jaw, and then he’s kissing me, harder than before, mouth hungry and claiming.

I open to him, fingers digging into his shoulders, all the week’s anticipation detonating in the space between us. He tastes like toothpaste and want. I bite his lower lip, and he growls, the sound vibrating through both our chests.

His hands find the zipper at my back. He works it down, slow at first, then faster when I press against him, shameless. My dress slips from my shoulders, pooling at my waist. The air is chilly on my skin, but his palms are burning hot as they move over my ribs, up to my bra.

He breaks the kiss just long enough to look down at me, eyes flaring with approval. “Fuck, you’re gorgeous,” he breathes, and this time the compliment doesn’t sound like a line. It sounds like an emergency.

I want to keep up the game, but my body’s already quit the negotiating table. I push his jeans down, fingers skating over the hard line of his stomach. He’s massive, everywhere, and it’s the first time in my life I’ve been grateful for a hotel’s blackout blinds.

He lifts me, one smooth motion, and I wrap my legs around his waist. My dress is useless now, just a swatch of silk bunched at my hips. He carries me to the bed, lays me down like I’m a challenge he means to win.

He stands at the edge, staring at me. Spread out, half-dressed, mouth swollen from his kiss and the look he gives me is pure reverence, the gaze I’d kill to see on another man, any man, least of all him.

“You sure?” he asks, the question so at odds with the situation I almost laugh.

“I’m already here, aren’t I?” I say, and it comes out as a dare.

He bends down to kiss the inside of my leg, kneeling between my knees and gripping my thighs. Lips teasing, he works slowly, finally removing my underwear. He watches my face as he does it, like he wants to see if I’ll flinch.

I don’t.

He spreads me open and goes down on me like it’s his job, his tongue deft and relentless. I arch up, grinding into his mouth, and he just moans, sucking harder, holding me in place with those impossible arms.

When I come, it’s not gentle. It rips through me, loud and shameless. He keeps at it until I’m trembling, thighs spasming against his ears. Only then does he move up, kissing the sweat off my stomach, my sternum, my throat. By the time he gets to my lips, I taste myself on his tongue.

He leans in, nose pressed to mine. “Better than the gym?” he whispers.

I laugh, breathless. “Not even close.”

He grins and, with one practiced motion, unhooks my bra. It joins the dress and panties on the floor.

He stands, shucking his jeans the rest of the way, and I finally get the full measure of him, tall, lean, every inch cut from marble and sin. He slips a condom from his pocket, rolls it on, and lines himself up against me, not breaking eye contact.

He pushes in, slowly at first, stretching me until I gasp. The air leaves my lungs; I dig my nails into his back, leaving marks I hope he’ll feel in the morning. He sets a rhythm, measured and deep, and I lose track of everything but the drag of his body in mine, the sounds he makes, the way he murmurs my name like it’s an answer to every question.

He flips me, moves my legs, changes angles without breaking stride. He knows what he’s doing. No hesitation, no apology. I let him take me apart, let the bed creak and the headboard slam the wall. If anyone on this floor complains, let them.

When I come again, it’s like a dam breaking; sudden, overwhelming, and so much more than I bargained for. He follows a moment later, shouting my name, head buried in my hair.

We lie there, sweat cooling on our skin, city lights flickering through the window like distant applause. He doesn’t move right away, and neither do I.

For the first time in years, I don’t feel numb. I feel everything.

#

Rico isn’t finished with me. Not even close.

We’re both still gasping, sweat evaporating in the draft from the ceiling vent, but his hands never leave my skin. He slowly and deliberately turns me to press my back against his chest. I feel the graze of stubble on my neck, the wet heat of his tongue tracing the slope to my shoulder. His arms snake around, palms rough against the shiver-prickled flesh of my ribs, and he holds me there—weightless, pinned, completely in his power.

There’s a feral patience in how he waits. He wants me to know I can’t move unless he says. I test him—try to roll away, just a little—and his grip tightens, breath huffing out in a laugh. “Don’t,” he murmurs, voice low and edged with command. It’s a single syllable, but it roots me more than any safe word ever could.

He pins my wrists together above my head, thumb and forefinger encircling both in a gesture so practiced it has to come from muscle memory. I should be scared, or at least embarrassed by how wet I am, but all I feel is the pulse of blood in my clit, drumming a rhythm that matches his. He could do anything right now and I’d thank him for it.

With his free hand, he roams: over the arch of my ribs, across the valley of my stomach, then lower, to the inside of my thigh. His mouth follows, peppering kisses that are gentle at first, then biting just hard enough to leave a mark. I gasp when his teeth graze my hipbone, and he grins against my skin.

“You like that?” he says, dragging a finger along my slit. The tip comes away slick, and he brings it to his lips, eyes never leaving mine.

“Maybe,” I say, desperate for the upper hand and failing utterly.

He shifts, rolling me onto my stomach, ass in the air, and holds me down with the flat of his palm between my shoulder blades. I moan, the sound muffled by hotel sheets, and he rewards me with a slow, teasing lick from clit to asshole. It’s obscene and perfect, and I can’t help the way my knees shake, how my whole body arches for more.

He slides two fingers inside, curling them with clinical precision. “Tell me what you want, Darla,” he purrs, using my wetness as lube. His cock, still sheathed, nudges against my leg, and I want to sob at the promise of it.

“Harder,” I beg, losing any pretense of dignity. “Don’t stop.”

He doesn’t. He fucks me with his hand, slow at first, then faster, thumb circling my clit until I’m babbling. I come again, so violently I think I might pass out. He shushes me through it, lips pressed to my spine, riding the aftershocks with patience that’s almost cruel.

When I collapse, spent, he flips me over and lines himself up again. This time, he pushes my wrists into the mattress and fucks me with measured, deep strokes, keeping eye contact the entire time. He wants to see me break. He wants to see what I look like when I lose control.

I gave him everything. Every shudder, every twitch, every sound. I am an open nerve ending, raw and sparking.

When he’s close, he grabs my face with one hand, squeezing my jaw until I look right at him. “You feel that?” he says, hips snapping. “That’s you. All you.”

He comes with a strangled shout, burying himself to the hilt. I feel the shudder of his whole body, the way his arms lock and shake, and I savor it—the knowledge that I can do this to someone. To him.

He collapses beside me, sheets damp with sweat and come, and for a long moment, neither of us moves. The only sound is the heavy, tidal drag of our breathing.

After a while, I turn to look at him. The lines around his mouth, the shadow of a scar near his eyebrow, the new marks blooming red along his chest and arms where I’d clawed at him. I touch the hollow of his throat, feeling the wild gallop of his pulse.

Mitch has never looked at me this way. Mitch is all soft hands and apologies, gentle missionary and “Are you sure this feels good?” every two minutes. I used to find it sweet. Now, it feels like a favor I never asked for.

While already half-asleep, Rico’s arm drapes over my waist, heavy and possessive. I trace a finger down his bicep, marveling at the power there, the utter lack of fear or inhibition. I wonder what it would be like to wake up next to this, every day, every night, never worrying that I was too much or not enough.

I should feel guilty. I should feel used. Instead, I feel fucking invincible.

The city sprawls outside the window, lit up in blue and white. I drift, lulled by the hum of the air conditioning and the steady rise and fall of Rico’s chest. The sheets are cold in places, sticky in others, but I don’t care.

I made this happen. I built this moment out of boredom and nerve and a hunger too big to ignore.

Tomorrow, I’ll have to go home to Mitch and his tepid coffee and the gentle, suffocating kindness. But right now, I’m alive. Right now, I own the night.

I close my eyes and let myself be claimed by the dark, a smile tugging at my mouth even as sleep overtakes me.

Let them all try to wake me up. Only Rico has the recipe.

#

I don’t take the train home. Too slow. I cabbed it, window cracked, city air cold and chemical on my face. In the elevator mirror, I halfheartedly try to tame my wild hair. My underwear is in my purse. My thighs are sticky. Every nerve ending feels lit up, sparking with leftover current.

I keep expecting guilt to hit, or maybe panic. Instead, all I feel is a kind of warm, malicious glee. Like I just got away with murder.

The apartment is dark, save for the tremor-blue flicker of Mitch’s laptop. He sits at the little desk we bought on clearance two years ago, pecking at keys with a surgeon’s precision. If he notices my entrance, he gives no sign.

I hang my coat, leave my shoes on the mat, and head to the kitchen for water. The place is clean but sterile, Ikea parts and big-box store neutrals, no actual personality beyond the ceramic cat I impulse-bought at a craft fair last fall. Even the fridge hums with the practiced monotony only a domestic appliance can muster.

Mitch doesn’t look up when I pad past, but he makes a show of pausing his typing. “Hey,” he says, not turning. “How was book club?”

Book club. I almost laugh, but swallow it. “Good,” I answer, voice steady. “We read that one about the twins in the loony bin.” I can’t remember the title, but it doesn’t matter. Mitch never asks follow-ups. He just nods and goes back to his screen.

I stand behind him for a beat, studying the way his back hunches under his shirt, the pale knob of his neck where the skin is always a little too dry. In another life, this might have been enough; a husband who keeps the lights on, doesn’t hit, makes soft noises in his sleep and still says “please” at restaurants. But tonight, all I see is absence. An empty chair at the other end of a very long table.

I touched his shoulder. He startles, jerks back just a little, and I feel a flash of something close to pity. “I’m going to shower,” I tell him, even though I don’t owe him the explanation.

He gives me a thumbs-up without turning.

Although the bathroom is cramped, it is the only space in the place that truly feels like mine. I strip and stand under the spray, letting the water run scalding hot, watching little rivers of mascara and dried sweat pool at the drain. I scrub everywhere using the harsh lemon soap Mitch buys in bulk. For a second, I imagine him catching a whiff of Rico on me, some lingering trace of another man’s skin, and I press the loofah so hard it leaves angry red streaks.

I stand under the stream until my fingertips pucker and my thoughts settle.

Back in the bedroom, I towel off and climb into bed, pulling the covers up to my chin. Mitch is still at his desk, tapping away, probably drafting a polite email to someone who won’t read it. I wonder what would happen if I marched over and sucked him off right here, no preamble, no context. Would he freak? Would he even notice if my mouth tasted different? Or would he just close the laptop and let himself be handled, grateful for the deviation in routine?

I smirk, imagining it, but make no move to test the theory. Not yet.

He eventually joins me, sliding in with the caution of a man who’s been kicked in his sleep before. He doesn’t touch me. Not out of cruelty, but because the space between us has become an unspoken truce—a DMZ where neither side wants to spark the next cold war.

I stare at the ceiling, counting the cracks in the plaster. The silence is heavy, almost suffocating, but I don’t break it.

Instead, I replay every second at the hotel: Rico’s hands, Rico’s teeth, the way he made me beg and the way I loved it. I drag my nails over my stomach, just above the sheet, savoring the faint soreness there. I wonder how long it’ll take for the marks to fade and hope they don’t.

Mitch is asleep in minutes, soft snores rising and falling in time with the air conditioner’s hum. I turn on my side and watch him, this man I married because it was the logical thing to do, the safe choice. For years, I convinced myself that that was enough. That I could outrun boredom by changing jobs, or cutting my hair, or painting the walls a different color.

But now, with Rico’s fingerprints still blooming on my skin, I know better.

I want more. I want to feel alive, even if it means burning everything down to get it.

I close my eyes, see the city lights flicker behind my lids, and make a silent promise:

Tomorrow, I start over. Tomorrow, I take what I want.

Tonight, I sleep with the ghost of another man’s mouth on my body, and for the first time in years, I am not alone.


Chapter 3

I come home drunk on another man’s sweat, and the first thing I see is my husband: bathed in blue laptop light, hunched like a question mark at the dining table. He’s so absorbed in the glow, he doesn’t hear the front door, or the way my keys ricochet across the faux-marble counter. The city outside our window hisses with late-night traffic, seeping through curtains the color of oatmeal, mingling with the sterile hum of the apartment. I hang up my jacket and stare at him for a long beat.

He’s in his usual uniform—old concert tee, joggers, wireless headphones. The apartment is small enough that my presence should be a seismic event, but he just keeps typing, oblivious, face a blank page. My body is still vibrating from Rico—my thighs are slick, my hair is knotted at my neck. I want to see if Mitch can smell it on me. I want to see if he’ll even notice.

I stand in the doorway and watch him work. The ceiling here is low, closing in. Every wall is painted the same noncommittal off-white; every object in the room is designed to be ignored. Even the cheap glassware in the kitchen is neutral, ghostly, anonymous. It’s a room built to be lived in by no one, and tonight it feels like a deliberate joke.

He finally senses me, half-turning in his chair, one headphone dangling. “Hey, babe. You’re back late.” He glances at the microwave clock, but not at me.

I ignore the question and stalk toward him, heels scuffing linoleum. He blinks, then closes his laptop. Not because I asked, but because my body language makes it necessary.

I lean over the table so that my face is level with his. “We need to talk about us,” I say.

He recoils a little with genuine confusion in his eyes. “Okay,” he says, drawing out the word like it’s a code he’s supposed to solve. “What’s up?”

I study him up close. The perpetual worry-crease between his brows, the vulnerable hollow at the base of his throat. It’s almost sweet. “We’re dying of boredom, Mitch.” My voice is flat, but I don’t blink.

He laughs, but it’s a nervous tic. “I mean, isn’t everyone?”

“No,” I say, stepping closer. “Not everyone. Some people actually want things.”

He looks at me as if I’ve just announced I’m joining a cult. “Is this about work? Did something happen at the gym?”

I slide my hand onto his shoulder and squeeze, not lovingly, but to remind him who’s steering the car. He tenses, eyes flicking to my hand, then back to my face. “It’s not about work,” I say. “It’s about us.”

He tries to joke, because that’s his defense mechanism. “You want to spice things up?” he says, voice cracking a little. “Try a new restaurant? Take a pottery class?”

I squeeze harder. “Not pottery, Mitch. I’m serious.”

He sits back, defensive. “Okay, so what do you want?”

I want to tell him I want to be manhandled, to be pinned and bitten and fucked until I can’t feel my legs. I want to tell him I want to hear him beg, that I want him to leave marks—actual marks—not just the soft indentations from a poorly made IKEA mattress. But I can’t say that, not yet. He’s not ready. Hell, I’m not even sure I am.

Instead, I say, “I want you to look at me when I talk to you.”

He does for the first time all night. His eyes are blue-grey and watery in the lamplight, and he’s blinking too much.

“Okay,” he whispers.

I let go of his shoulder and trace my thumb down the inside of his arm, to his wrist. His pulse is fluttering—a terrified bird in a cage. I press it, savoring the feel. “Have you ever thought about doing something different?” I ask.

He doesn’t answer right away. His mouth opens and closes, a fish gasping for relevance. “I guess. I mean, we could—what, take a trip? Try… therapy?”

“Not therapy, Mitch.” I shake my head, slow and deliberate. “I want you to want me. Really want me.” The words are heavier than I expected. For a second, I almost laugh, but I drop my hand and step away, breaking the contact.

He looks stunned. “I do want you,” he says, but it sounds more like a question than a statement.

I move behind him, standing over the back of his chair. He stiffens, waiting for the next move. I put both hands on his shoulders and knead them harder than I ever have before. He winces, but doesn’t tell me to stop. “Then show me,” I murmur, leaning down so my breath grazes his ear.

He shivers. I can see the way his skin prickles, the way his neck flushes under the sudden attention. His breathing changes too, becoming shallow, a little ragged. I dig my fingers in, working the muscle until he groans softly.

“Darla,” he whispers, but it’s not a protest.

I run my hands down his chest, over the T-shirt, then slip them beneath the hem to touch bare skin. He flinches. He always acts oversensitive, like he’s never quite gotten used to being touched. I trace the thin line of hair down his sternum, fingers splayed. He’s not muscular, not like Rico, but there’s a familiar comfort to his softness. I can feel his heart pounding through his ribs.

He lets me do it. He lets me take. I wonder for a fleeting second if that’s what I really want.

I circle to the front and sit on his lap, straddling him in the tiny, battered office chair. He freezes, unsure of where to put his hands.

“Touch me,” I command, and he obeys, tentative at first, palms on my hips, barely any pressure. I stare at him, willing him to see past my skin.

I lean in and kiss him hard, like I mean to leave a bruise. His mouth is dry, but he opens for me. I bite his lip, just a little, and he jerks in surprise.

When I pull away, his eyes are huge, pupils blown. He looks wrecked and desperate, like he might actually want to cry.

“Is this what you want?” he asks, voice trembling.

I smile a real, feral smile. “Getting closer.”

He laughs, but this time it’s genuine, a release valve hissing open. “You could have just said something.”

I shake my head, press my forehead to his. “I didn’t know how. Not until now.”

I guide his hand up under my shirt, pressing his palm to my breast. My nipple is still hard, a leftover from the hours before. He traces it, a little clumsily, but eagerly. I let him knead and fumble, because the clumsiness is honest, and for once it doesn’t make me want to scream.

I take his other hand and bring it to my throat, pressing his fingers flat against my skin. He hesitates.

“Do it,” I whisper.

He tightens just enough that I feel the threat. My breath hitches, and his eyes widen. He likes it, or at least the idea that he could hurt me. That he could take control.

I don’t let him have it. Not yet.

I break the contact and stand, smoothing my shirt down. “Bedroom. Now.”

He scrambles out of the chair, not even trying to hide the hard-on tenting his joggers. He looks like a lost kid, but he follows.

As I walk down the hall, I catch my reflection in the hallway mirror. Hair wild, mouth swollen, eyes bright and mean. I look dangerous. I look alive.

I reach the bedroom door and pause, listening to his footsteps shuffle up behind me.

“Mitch?”

“Yeah?”

“This is the part where you stop asking questions.”

He nods. For the first time since we met, I see him submit—just a little.

It’s a start.

#

Our bedroom is a museum of compromise: a king-size bed that barely fits the room, grey sheets perpetually rumpled, a wall-mounted TV with a permanent Netflix afterglow. The air still tastes of lemon disinfectant from my earlier scrub-down, but I can already smell the nervous sweat rolling off Mitch’s skin. He lingers in the doorway, awkward and tentative, like a trespasser in his own home.

I walk past him without a word, open the top drawer of my nightstand, and pull out the silk scarf I usually reserve for bad hair days and funerals. It’s a deep, imperial blue—the only color in the whole fucking apartment. When I turn and let it slide through my fingers, he goes stock-still.

“Tonight,” I say, “we’re doing things differently.”

He stands there, eyes on the scarf. “How… different?” He tries to sound casual, but his voice shakes on the last syllable.

I smile and toss the scarf onto the bed. “Start by taking off your clothes.”

He blinks, processing, then glances at me for confirmation. I hold his gaze until the moment stretches into something uncomfortable. He starts with the shirt, pulling it over his head and letting it drop to the carpet. Next, the joggers, awkward, fumbling, caught on one heel before he kicks them off. His skin is pale, marked here and there by the red ghosts of old pimples, with the faintest suggestion of a tan line at his hips.

I stalk him as he undresses, circling the bed so I’m always in his periphery, never directly in front. He’s jumpy, aware of me the way prey is aware of a predator, never knowing exactly when I’ll strike, only that I will. When he’s finally naked, his cock is already half-hard, bobbing with his pulse.

I take a seat at the edge of the mattress, legs crossed, and let the silence work its way under his skin. He hovers near the footboard, shifting from foot to foot, hands twitching at his sides.

“Come here,” I command.

He obeys slowly and wary until he’s standing close enough for me to smell the laundry soap on his skin. I reach out and run a finger down his chest, stopping at the flutter in his abdomen. He shudders, and I marvel at how easily I can make him squirm.

I stand and press myself against him, feeling his cock stiffen between us. He looks down at me, eyes wide and uncertain. I palm the back of his neck and pull him down for a kiss, gentle at first, then harder, biting his lower lip until I taste salt.

He gasps when I let go. “Jesus, Darla.”

“Sit.” I push him onto the mattress so he’s perched at the edge, exposed and waiting.

I retrieve the scarf and dangle it in front of him. “Give me your hands.”

He does, palms up, fingers trembling. I wrap the scarf around his wrists, winding it tight and secure, testing the knot before I’m satisfied. He could break free if he really wanted to, but he won’t. I make sure of it with a single look.

He sits there, bound, unsure what to do with his eyes. He settles on my face, searching for a clue.

I remove my shirt, then my bra, letting the fabric fall to the floor. My nipples are already hard, goosebumps running the length of my arms. I leave my skirt on for now. It feels right to have a barrier, something to peel away later.

I step between his knees, spreading them wider with my own. He’s hard now, cock straining up at a needy angle. I don’t touch him. Not yet. Instead, I run my hands up his thighs, nails dragging just enough to sting.

He makes a sound, low and involuntary.

I kneel, slow and deliberate, and lick a stripe up the inside of his thigh. He twitches, then moans when I bite, leaving a crescent of teeth marks behind. His wrists flex against the scarf, but he keeps them in my grip.

I look up at him. “Do you trust me?” I ask.

He nods, rapid and eagerly.

“Say it,” I order.

“I trust you,” he says, and his voice is thick with anticipation.

I bite higher, just below the crease of his hip, then move to the other side, alternating pain and pleasure until his legs are shaking. I avoid his cock, denying him, watching his breathing go shallow and desperate.

“Darla, please…”

I cut him off with a glare. “No talking unless I ask.”

He bites his tongue, nods.

I move up, straddling his lap, and rake my nails over his chest, leaving trails of red. He arches into me, eyes rolling back when I pinch his nipple and twist.

“Does that hurt?” I ask.

He swallows. “Yes.”

I smile. “Good.”

I ride the rhythm, making him flinch, then soothe him with soft kisses down the same path. Confusing him is my goal, leaving him unsure. I want him to stop thinking altogether.

I reach behind his neck and pull him into another kiss, softer this time. His hands flex again, useless in the scarf, but I feel the muscles in his arms tense and strain. He wants to touch me, to take back some measure of control, but I don’t let him.

I pull back and admire my work, flush creeping up his chest, sweat pooling at his collarbones, cock leaking at the tip. He’s never looked more alive.

I climb off his lap, stand in front of him, and peel off my skirt. His eyes devour the sight, hungry and helpless. I push him flat on his back, then crawl up his body, pausing with my face hovering above his.

“This is what I want,” I tell him, voice low. “I want you like this. I want you helpless.”

He nods, breathless.

I slide down and take his cock in my hand—slow strokes, just enough to tease. He groans, rolling his hips into my fist.

“Not yet,” I whisper, and let go.

He whimpers, a sound I didn’t know he was capable of.

I edge him like this for what feels like hours. Stroking, then stopping, sucking him into my mouth and then pulling away at the last second. Every time he gets close, I pinch his thigh or twist his nipple, forcing the pleasure back down. He’s sweating, writhing, desperate for release.

At one point I glimpse the nightstand—a framed photo of me, taken on a trip to New Orleans years ago. I’m laughing, hair wild, eyes bright and reckless. I stare at the photo, then reach over and flip it face down.

Mitch sees this, and for a second his confusion overtakes his arousal. He looks up at me, searching for meaning.

I just smile, wide and secret. “Forget her,” I say, nodding at the photo. “She’s not here right now.”

He doesn’t reply, but I see something shift in his eyes—a surrender, a letting go.

I return to his cock, sucking hard and fast, hand wrapped around the base. He bucks up, straining against the scarf, but he doesn’t come until I let him. I pull off at the last second, squeezing him at the root until the urge fades.

He gasps, desperate. “Darla, please…”

I climb up his body, straddle his face. “Make me come,” I order.

He obeys, licking and sucking with all the desperation of a drowning man. I hold his head in my hands, grinding down until I’m soaked, until I come with a shudder and a gasp.

I slide down his chest, breathless, and finally release his cock from my grip. “Now you can come,” I say, and stroke him until he’s spilling over my hand, moaning my name like a benediction.

I untied the scarf and let his hands fall to his sides. He lies there ruined, chest heaving.

I reach for the photo on the nightstand, setting it upright again. The girl in the frame smiles out at me, oblivious.

I wonder if she’d recognize herself now.

#

I wake to the sound of rain drilling the window, the city’s pre-dawn churn a white noise that makes every surface seem colder, every breath more vital. Mitch is still out, snoring softly, his hand wrapped slack around my hip, the faintest suggestion of a bruise blooming where I bit him hours ago. I slip out of bed and let the chill bite my skin.

I could leave him sleeping, but that’s not the point anymore. I want him raw. I want him to remember.

I crawl onto the bed and straddle his chest. He stirs, eyes opening slowly, confusion blooming as he blinks against the early morning. He’s still half-hard, cock pressed to his thigh, body unconsciously ready for whatever comes next.

I slap him. Soft, not enough to hurt, but enough to shock him awake. He flinches, then looks at me with something like awe.

“Good morning,” I purr, letting my hair fall around his face. “Did you sleep well?”

He nods, not trusting his voice.

“Not done yet,” I say, and I pull his hands up above his head, tying them with the scarf again, this time tighter, a knot he couldn’t undo even if he wanted to.

I slide down his body and take him in my mouth, tongue flat, slow and merciless. He gasps, his back arching off the sheets. I work him up. Hard, harder, until he’s writhing, begging with his whole body for release.

But I don’t let him. I pull off, squeeze at the base until the pulse dies back, and watch his face collapse into desperation. I move up, straddle his chest, and grind down so my cunt is right over his lips.

He doesn’t hesitate. He eats me like he’s starving, hands clenched in helpless fists above his head. I ride his tongue, pushing until I come, then pull away and watch him pant, mouth slick, eyes glazed.

I stroke him again, fast this time, and when I feel him tense, I let go, slap the head of his cock and tell him no. I do this three, four, five times, until his whole body is shaking, the need so sharp it feels like pain.

“Darla, please,” he rasps.

I bend down, mouth to his ear. “You don’t come,” I whisper, “until I say so.”

He whimpers, nods, desperate and broken in the best possible way.

I climb back onto his face and fuck his tongue again, my thighs clamped around his ears, until I come a second time, milking it out slow, leaving him soaked and trembling. When I finally stroke him, I let it go just long enough to bring him to the edge, then back off, edging him so close he’s sobbing, legs rigid.

“Darla—”

“Don’t call me that,” I snap. “That’s not my name anymore. Try again.”

He hesitates, lips dry, throat working.

“Ma’am,” he says, and the word is a surrender, a capitulation, everything I want it to be.

“Good boy,” I breathe, and this time I jerk him off fast, watching his face twist, watching the come spatter his belly and chest as he shakes apart under me.

When it’s over, I untie his hands and hold his wrists, tracing the marks left by the scarf. He lies there, ruined and radiant, and for a long moment neither of us says anything.

I clean us both up, then slip back into bed. He curls behind me, arm heavy over my waist, breath warm at my neck.

“You okay?” I ask softer now.

He nods, humming a little, as if the words might ruin something sacred. I can tell he’s happier than he’s been in months.

But I’m not thinking about him. Not really. I’m thinking about Rico. The way he handled me, the way he made me hunger for more, the way he would never, ever settle for less.

I reach for my phone and, with Mitch still asleep and dreaming at my back, I text Rico a single line:

Ready for round two.

His response is instant, obscene, perfect.

I close my eyes, smile to myself, and wonder how long it will take before I can train Mitch to last as long as I want.

Not that I’ll ever let him finish first.

Not now.

Not ever.


Chapter 4

Our apartment is ugly, but tonight it’s perfect. Exposed brick painted rental white, greasy windows smeared with city haze, a tangle of thrifted rugs layered over the world’s cheapest laminate. Every inch is pure function, not a scrap of beauty in sight. The lighting is worse: a single can light dangling from a frayed wire, the bulb naked and so bright it gives me a migraine if I stare too long. In the corner, the TV glows with a muted infomercial, cycling the same thirty seconds of smile-frozen actors over and over. I should hate this room, but for what I have planned, it’s better than any five-star suite.

Mitch sits slumped in the middle, hunched over, eyes tracing cracks in the coffee table. He’s stripped down to boxers and a ratty undershirt. His ankles and wrists are raw from the scarf earlier, but that’s nothing compared to what I have waiting for him. I tug the curtains closed—more for mood than privacy; there’s not a soul in the next building who could be bothered to care what goes on in this terrarium.

The chair is an antique, scavenged from the alley behind our building two months after we moved in. Heavy, ugly, with the finish chipped and uneven, but the joints are sturdy and the seat is just the right width for a grown man to sit, then squirm. I drag it into the center of the floor and nudge it so the harsh white light slices down in a perfect oval, throwing Mitch’s shadow long and distorted behind him.

He watches me work, silent. He wants to ask questions, but I’ve trained that urge out of him. Or maybe he’s just learned that answers rarely benefit him.

I go to the kitchen and fish out the roll of cotton rope from behind the utensils. I keep it in a Tupperware, like leftovers or bad habits. There’s a knife tucked in the drawer, but I don’t bother with it. I want the tying to take time. I want the anticipation to build until he can’t stand it.

I gesture to the chair. “Sit.”

He obeys, slow and deliberately, lowering himself with a grunt. His knees knock together. I wonder if he realizes he’s doing it, or if his body just knows it’s about to be punished.

I start with the ankles, cinching them to the chair’s spindled legs, careful to thread the rope just tight enough to press into skin, but not enough to cut circulation. There are entire message boards dedicated to this kind of knot; the difference between compliance and agony is a matter of millimeters. I want compliance, but I want him to feel every single touch.

Next, the wrists. I guide his hands behind the backrest and bind them, double loop, quick-release knot just in case. Not for his safety, but for mine. The first time I did this, I let his hands roam free. He left scratches so deep on my hips they didn’t fade for weeks. Now, I keep him helpless until I say otherwise.

As I move, the rope scrapes over his skin. The sound is dry, almost sandy, and the friction makes him hiss through his teeth. I look up at him, and his eyes are huge, ringed in shadow, pupils blown wide.

“You okay?” I ask, faking concern.

He swallows. “Yes, ma’am.”

I smile, slow and deliberately, then finish the tie. When I’m done, I step back to admire my work. His posture is perfect: spine straight, chin lifted, shoulders pulled back. The pose makes him look taller, almost defiant, which I know is an illusion. Mitch is a sponge. He soaks up everything, then leaks it out in little dribbles of need.

I circle him, dragging my fingers along the line of his shoulder, down the hard ridge of his collarbone. He shivers.

“You know what’s happening tonight?” I whisper, mouth close to his ear.

He shakes his head, but I see the lie in his jaw, the way it tightens and flexes.

I lean in, breath hot against the shell of his ear. “Tonight you’re going to watch what a real man can do.”

He flinches. Just a fraction, but enough.

I straighten, brush imaginary dust from my skirt, and check my reflection in the black void of the TV screen. The outfit is strategic: a high-waisted skirt, black as the inside of a coffin, slit up one thigh to give me movement and leverage. The top is cropped, ribbed cotton, tight enough to hint at nipple but loose enough to fall off a shoulder when I need it to. I spent half an hour choosing underwear—settled on none at all. It’s a look meant to provoke, to unbalance, to remind everyone in the room who owns the narrative.

I run my hands down my sides, smoothing the skirt, then fix my lipstick in the reflection. It’s a deep, bloody red—Revlon’s “Cherries in the Snow,” the only shade that doesn’t wash me out. I reapply with surgical precision, then blot once on the back of my hand. The smudge looks obscene, like a wound.

I pull out my phone and check the time. Two minutes until showtime. I unlock it and scroll through my messages until I find Rico’s last text.

[UR place or mine?]

I tap out a reply: [Here. 9 PM. Bring your A-game.]

As soon as I hit send, the city reminds me where I am: a siren in the distance, a chorus of angry horns, the low mechanical thrum of the bus idling outside. It’s white noise, always present, but tonight it feels sharper, almost personal. Like the city itself is hungry for what’s about to happen.

I set the phone down and walk over to Mitch, heels clicking on the plywood. I take his chin in my hand and tilt his face up to meet mine. His lips part, just barely.

“Do you want to see me happy?” I ask.

He nods, the movement slow and deliberate, as if he’s calculating the cost.

“Then tonight, you don’t look away. Not once.”

I slap him, gentle—more a warning than a blow. His skin color instantly changed.

“Understood?”

He nods again.

"If you want to stop, we'll stop. You just say it and you are free to go, but this will never happen again. Ever. Understand?"

He nods. "I want this."

“Good.” I plant a kiss on his cheek, right where my palm left its mark. Then I go to the door, double-check the lock, and wait.

I don’t have to wait long.

A knock—three sharp raps, exactly as rehearsed. I open the door and there he is, all six feet two of him, body framed by the jaundiced glow of the hallway. Rico wears black jeans and a tight, sleeveless tee that shows off his arms, every muscle sharply defined. He’s trimmed his beard since I last saw him, and the effect is devastating. There’s a scar above his left eyebrow, and for a second, I want to trace it with my tongue.

He steps inside, scans the room, eyes lingering on the setup. His gaze finds Mitch, tied up and exposed, and his mouth pulls into a slow, wolfish grin.

“Nice,” he says. “I like what you’ve done with the place.”

I laugh, but it’s sharp and humorless. “Didn’t come for the decor, did you?”

He shrugs, drops his bag by the door, and walks past me like he owns the apartment. He stops in front of Mitch, bends at the waist, and inspects the knots.

“You tied him yourself?” he asks, voice low.

“I watched a video,” I reply.

He grins, approving. “Solid work.” He flicks Mitch’s ear hard. “How’s it feel, little man?”

Mitch doesn’t answer. He just stares straight ahead, like I told him.

Rico stands, cracks his knuckles, and then turns to face me. “So. What’s the plan?”

I step forward, close enough that I can smell his cologne—spicy, with an undertone of sweat and something dark. I lean in, so my lips almost touch his.

“Follow my lead,” I whisper.

He smiles, then looks past me to Mitch. “You gonna be a good boy tonight?”

Mitch doesn’t flinch. “Yes, sir.”

Rico laughs, a short bark of sound, and sinks into the ugly brown couch across from the chair. He props his feet up on the coffee table, crosses his arms, and waits.

I stand in the center of the room, every nerve ending on high alert. I’m not nervous, exactly. What comes next will change every day from now on, I know.

I catch Mitch’s eye—just for a second—and I see it: the pure, undiluted terror, mixing with arousal so strong it’s practically a chemical spill.

I smile.

Let’s begin.

Rico’s cockiness evaporates the instant I cross the room. He thinks he’s the alpha, but I’ve watched enough dogs at the dog park to know the genuine power always sits back and waits for the posturing to run its course. I stalk up, ignoring the way his arms flex in anticipation, and straddle his lap without warning.

He’s all heat and muscle, the bulk of his thighs making me feel small, even though I have three inches on him in these heels. He grins, expects me to kiss him first, but I hover just out of reach, letting the tension cook. His hands move to my hips—predictable, almost sweet—but I intercept, gripping his wrists and shoving them hard against the back of the couch.

“Not yet,” I hiss, just loud enough for Mitch to hear. “Good boys wait.”

The surprise is exquisite: a flicker of genuine confusion in Rico’s eyes, followed by something much darker and more dangerous. He bares his teeth, but doesn’t resist. For a heartbeat, we’re locked in a contest of wills, and I’m the only one enjoying it.

I bend and kiss him deep, hungry, with enough force to bruise. His tongue finds mine, but I don’t let him lead. I bite his lower lip, taste blood, and pull back, lips smeared red.

“Fuck,” he whispers. It’s not a complaint.

I twist to glance at Mitch. Mitch’s jaw clenched so tightly that it seemed painful, with glassy eyes behind his frames. I hold eye contact as I wrap an arm around Rico’s neck and pull his head to the side, exposing the tendons, the bristle of beard, the sharp cut of his jaw. I lick up the line, slow and deliberate, then bite down at the base of his ear.

Mitch’s breath quickens. He tries to shift in the chair, but the rope won’t give.

I let go of Rico’s wrists and stand, looming over both of them. Rico blinks, still catching up to the fact that the script isn’t his to write.

I beckon him with one crooked finger. “Up.”

He obeys, and I direct him to the spot I’ve chosen, a sliver of rug just in front of Mitch, where the light from the ceiling hits him head-on, casting all those perfect abs into stark relief.

“Hands at your sides,” I instruct. He does it, though his smirk says he’s already plotting ways to break the pose.

I step behind him, run my palms across the hard plane of his shoulders, then down the length of his arms. He smells of citrus and sweat, not a hint of fear, just raw, predatory arousal. I slide my hands under his shirt and rake my nails down his back, enjoying the way his muscles twitch and tense.

With one swift motion, I hook my fingers under the hem and yank the shirt over his head. He shrugs it off, letting it drop to the floor. Every inch of him is tanned and sculpted, a living anatomy chart. I want to make sure Mitch sees all of it.

I circle Rico, dragging my fingertips along the edge of his pectorals, stopping just long enough to twist a nipple between thumb and forefinger. He hisses, but doesn’t pull away.

I turn to Mitch. “You see this?” I ask, my voice low, dangerous. “This is what you watch tonight.”

He nods, swallowing hard. There’s a fine sheen of sweat on his brow, and I can smell the adrenaline coming off him in waves.

I move back to Rico, place my hand flat against his chest, feel the wild drum of his heartbeat. He stares down at me, jaw set, waiting to see what I’ll do next.

I lean in, lips grazing the shell of his ear. “You’re not allowed to come until I say so,” I whisper. “Understand?”

He nods, barely moving.

I step back, drag my nails down his torso, then rest a palm over his waistband. I turn to Mitch again, and this time, I see the exact moment humiliation eclipses all other emotion.

I want to freeze the feeling in amber, keep it on a shelf for the days when things get too quiet.

I kneel in front of Rico and undo his belt, slow and methodical, making a show of every movement. His cock is already half-hard, straining the fabric. I free it, let it spring against his stomach, and look up at Mitch as I wrap my hand around the shaft.

“This is your lesson,” I say, loud enough to fill the room. “You learn by watching. And by obeying.”

I stroke Rico, slow at first, then faster, twisting my wrist just the way I know he likes. He bites down on the inside of his cheek, eyes darting from me to Mitch and back again.

I don’t take him in my mouth yet. That’s for later. For now, I want to see how much control he has.

I tease him with my tongue, just at the tip, then pull back and stand. His hands ball into fists at his sides, but he doesn’t move. Good. He’s learning too.

I turn to Mitch and walk over, heels echoing off the floor. I straddle his lap, press my thighs tight around his, and kiss him—open-mouthed, savage, so he can taste Rico on my tongue.

He groans low in his chest, and I grind against him, feeling the pulse of his cock through the thin cotton of his boxers. He’s harder than I expected. I almost laugh, but bite my lip instead, letting the pain ground me.

I break the kiss and whisper into his ear, “Does it hurt, watching like this?”

He nods, but I don’t give him the comfort he’s clearly craving.

I stand, run my hands over my body, and then return to Rico. This time, I pull him down onto the couch, so he’s seated, thighs spread wide. I perch on his lap, facing Mitch, my back to Rico’s chest. He wraps his arms around my waist, hands roaming up under my shirt, cupping my breasts.

He pinches my nipples hard, and I arch back into him. The pain is sharp, perfect, and I ride it for as long as I can.

I look at Mitch as Rico kisses up my neck, teeth grazing, breath hot.

“Tonight, you both follow my rules,” I say, voice steel.

And in that moment, I know they will.

I ride Rico like a custom-built motorcycle: hands in full control of the throttle, knowing exactly how to push him to the edge and yank him back before he tips over. Every time he tries to take the lead—hands gripping my hips, tongue driving too deep—I slap his hands away, dig my nails into the meat of his bicep, and remind him with a growl who’s running the show.

Mitch can barely look, but he cannot help but watch. His eyes flick between my face and Rico’s, drinking in the contrast. Where Mitch’s skin is pale and always a little sallow, Rico’s glows with the sheen of health and want. Where Mitch is all bony angles and soft patches, Rico is packed dense with power, every vein straining under his skin.

I savor the difference, rubbing my ass against Rico’s groin, grinding down until I feel his cock throb between us. His hands find my breasts again—he can’t help it, not with how I arch and present for him. He squeezes hard, thumbs toying with my nipples through the thin fabric. I make a show of it, moaning, letting my head loll back against his shoulder, giving Mitch a full view of my mouth, lips parted and wet.

Rico pushes the hem of my skirt higher, palm sliding along the bare curve of my thigh. He slips a finger between my legs and finds me slick, not that it should be a surprise to anyone in the room.

“Fuck, you’re wet,” he murmurs, voice gone low. “You really want this, don’t you?”

I laugh, not for him but for the audience of one a few feet away. “Want isn’t the word, baby. This is needed.”

I lean forward and twist around, so I’m straddling Rico face-to-face. His hands go to my ass, and I guide him into position, his cockhead nudging right where I want it.

“Watch closely,” I tell Mitch. “Learn something.”

I sink down, slow, letting Rico fill me inch by inch. The stretch burns, but I ride it, want it. I dig my nails into Rico’s shoulders, marking him, owning him. He grits his teeth and throws his head back, groaning as I bottom out on him.

“Oh, shit—” he gasps, and I clamp down, working him with every muscle.

I ride him in long glides at first, building the pace, making sure every thrust is perfectly visible for my husband, who’s now panting, sweat pouring down his face. I angle myself so that every movement, every bounce, is a private show just for him.

Rico’s hands roam, greedy, pulling my hips up and then slamming them down. He thinks he can set the pace, but I keep him in check, slowing when he bucks, picking up only when I want to see him struggle.

“You see this, Mitch?” I taunt, locking eyes with him. “See how it’s supposed to look?”

He whimpers—actually whimpers—and I throw my head back, laughing. The humiliation is so thick you could bottle it and sell it by the ounce.

I ride Rico harder now, faster, and he moans louder, the sound ricocheting around the apartment. I feel him swell, his breathing turn ragged, and just as I sense him getting close, I slam both hands on his chest and stop dead, impaling myself and squeezing hard enough that he yelps.

“Not yet,” I snarl, glaring down at him.

He claws at my hips, desperate, but I hold him in place.

“Please,” he grunts, and the word is music.

I dismount and stand, skirt bunched around my waist, cunt dripping, thighs slick. I stalk over to Mitch, who’s trembling now, the rope at his wrists staining with sweat.

I crouch, so we’re eye to eye.

“Do you want to taste?” I ask, running a finger through the wet between my legs.

He doesn’t answer. He just looks at my finger, hypnotized.

I smear it across his lips, then push past and into his mouth. He sucks, tongue desperate, and I let him, just for a second, before withdrawing.

“Good boy,” I say, patting his cheek.

I run my hands over his thighs, up the trembling meat of his inner leg, stopping just before his cock. It’s hard, straining against the fabric of his boxers, leaking through the cotton. I flick it once, watching the shudder ripple through him.

“Not for you,” I say, and stand again.

I go back to Rico, who’s standing now, cock bobbing, desperate for release. I shove him onto the couch, straddle him, and ride again, this time facing away so Mitch gets the full view of my back, my hair swinging, my ass slapping down against Rico’s lap.

I fuck Rico hard, fast, chasing the edge for both of us. He grabs my hips, tries to force the pace, but I reach behind and slap his hands off.

“My rules,” I remind him, voice gone breathless with exertion.

I slow, grind, clench down so every movement is visible and obscene.

When Rico begs—actually beg—I lean forward, grabbing the back of the couch for leverage, and milk his cock with perfect, practiced precision.

He comes with a shout, hands digging into the cushions, hips bucking under me. I keep grinding, working every drop out of him, watching his face go slack with pleasure.

I dismount, wipe a smear of sweat from my brow, and look over at Mitch.

His eyes are wet—not just with sweat, but with tears. He’s shaking, jaw working as he tries to process the scene.

I smile, walk over, and kneel at his feet.

“Did you learn your lesson?” I ask, voice soft now.

He nods, silent.

I run a hand up his thigh, slow and gentle this time. I press my palm against his cock, feel the desperate pulse under my fingers.

“Good,” I whisper, and kiss him—soft, forgiving, the opposite of everything that’s just happened.

Then I stand, turn to Rico, and beckon him to join us. He limps over, cock still dripping, eyes glazed with post-orgasmic bliss.

I untie Mitch’s wrists, slowly and deliberately, rubbing the angry marks the rope left behind.

“Your turn,” I say, and Mitch collapses forward into my arms.

I cradle his head, stroke his hair, and let him sob into my chest.

Rico kneels beside us, one hand on my thigh, the other on Mitch’s shoulder.

For the first time all night, there’s silence.

It feels earned.

The silence doesn’t last. Nothing in my life ever does.

I roll off the floor and leave the two of them panting in the debris of our living room. My thighs are shaking, my pulse a living thing in my neck, but I force myself upright. I want more—need it, even—and they both know it. I want to see how far I can push before someone breaks for good.

I drag the chair back to the spotlight, hauling Mitch up by the arm and forcing him to sit. He slumps, boneless, but I smack his face, gently, until his eyes find mine.

“Back in the hot seat,” I purr. “Didn’t think you were getting off that easy, did you?”

He shakes his head, throat working, but doesn’t protest when I bind his ankles again. I leave the ropes at his wrists slack, just enough that he can move one hand if he wants to.

Rico is still on the couch, watching with that half-lidded, predatory gaze. He’s wiped the sweat from his face, but there’s a flush on his cheeks that won’t fade. His cock is softening, but it’s nothing a little encouragement won’t fix.

I stand between the two men, running my fingers through my hair, feeling it tangle and snarl around my nails. I let the silence build again, making them squirm.

I turn to Mitch. “If I untie your right hand, will you do what I tell you?”

He nods, slow and deliberately, the ghost of hope flickering across his face.

I undo the knot and guide his hand up, tracing his trembling fingers along the inside of my thigh. He hesitates at the edge of my cunt, unsure, but I slap his wrist and shove him forward.

“Touch me,” I say, voice gone brittle. “Show him how it’s done.”

He obeys, fingertips finding the slick heat between my legs. I watch Rico, waiting for a reaction, and I get one: his cock stirs, then swells, the sight of Mitch’s hand between my thighs enough to resurrect him from the dead.

I rock my hips against Mitch’s palm, grinding slow, then faster, letting him finger me while Rico watches, spellbound. I lock eyes with Rico, daring him to break first.

He doesn’t. He just sits there, stroking his own cock back to life, lips parted, breath ragged.

I lean over and whisper in Mitch’s ear, “You see what you do to him?” I let my tongue flick the shell of his ear, then bite, hard, just to watch him jump.

“Yeah,” Mitch gasps. “I see.”

“Good. Don’t stop.”

I turn to Rico and crook my finger, beckoning him to the chair.

“On your knees,” I order, and he drops without hesitation, kneeling in front of me, eyes fixed on the space where Mitch’s fingers disappear inside me.

I tangle my hand in Rico’s hair, pull his face until we’re nose-to-nose.

“Open your mouth,” I demand. He does.

I pull Mitch’s fingers out, dripping, and push them between Rico’s lips. He sucks, tongue swirling, cleaning every trace of me off Mitch’s skin. I watch the shock and the arousal war on Mitch’s face, and I know I’ve just crossed a line none of us will ever uncross.

I guide Rico’s mouth lower, letting him eat me while Mitch’s fingers play backup, working my clit as Rico tongues my opening. The sensation is overwhelming, almost cruel, and I ride it until I feel the edges blur.

I step back, breathless, and wipe my mouth on the back of my hand.

“Switch,” I snap, and Rico stands, lifting me with both hands around my waist and setting me on the arm of the couch.

I spread my legs, a present for him, but I keep my eyes locked on Mitch, who’s still tied to the chair, cock hard and leaking, hand hovering midair like he can’t decide whether or not to touch himself.

Rico lines up and fucks me hard, brutal, but I don’t give him the satisfaction of my full attention. Every time he tries to force eye contact, I turn away, watching Mitch instead. I want him to feel it, every thrust, every slap, every gasp.

Rico grabs my throat, squeezes just enough to make my vision blur, and I laugh, daring him to go further. He does. The world narrows, tightens, until there’s only the pounding in my head and the sting of his grip.

I come, sudden and fiercely, legs locking around his hips, nails carving red crescents in his back.

When I catch my breath, I push him off, roll to my feet, and strut back to Mitch. His eyes are wild, desperate.

I untie his other wrist, slow, then climb onto his lap, impaling myself on his cock in one smooth motion. He cries out, grabbing my ass with both hands, clinging like he might drown.

I ride him, savage, using him, but my gaze never leaves Rico, who’s standing at attention, waiting for instructions.

“Come here,” I say, and Rico steps forward.

“Watch me,” I order. “Watch me make your boss come.”

Rico kneels at my feet, hands on my thighs, steadying me as I bounce on Mitch’s cock.

Mitch is sobbing now, tears streaming down his face, but he doesn’t stop fucking me.

I come again, and this time I pull Rico up and kiss him, tongue-fucking his mouth as I clamp down on Mitch and milk every spasm out of him.

When it’s over, I collapse, spent, onto the floor, dragging both men down with me.

We lie there tangled, gasping, bodies slick and shaking.

I roll over, pull Mitch into my arms, and hold him until his breathing slows.

I beckon Rico closer, and he wraps an arm around us both.

The three of us lie there, a mess of sweat and come and salt, and for the first time, I feel whole.

“Good boy,” I whisper, and I don’t even know which of them I mean.

Maybe both.

#

The room smells of sex and sweat and triumph. There’s a raw animal quality to it, the air dense and humid with everything we’ve just done. Mitch is still slumped in the chair, wrists chafed, cheeks blotched with tears and whatever else found its way onto his skin. His boxers are halfway down his thighs, and there’s a line of dried come gluing them to his leg. He looks completely spent—physically, emotionally, on every possible axis. I want to bottle the look on his face and wear it as perfume.

Rico sprawls on the floor, arms spread wide, eyes fluttering toward the ceiling fan that whines and clacks with every revolution. His cockiness is gone, replaced by a kind of dazed awe. The only sound he makes is the slow, measured exhale of someone who’s just run a marathon without ever leaving the room.

I stand, not even bothering to fix my hair or the streaks of mascara that have melted down my cheeks. I feel fucking invincible, every nerve ending awake, humming knowing that I could snap my fingers and make either of them do whatever I wanted, right now, no questions asked.

I pace the perimeter of the rug, looking down at them, savoring the silence. My thighs are sticky, my mouth tastes of salt and metal, and my cunt aches in a way that makes me want to laugh and scream at the same time. I love it. I love that the apartment is still ugly, that the overhead light is still harsh, that nothing has changed except everything.

I kneel next to Rico and run a hand over his chest, feeling the steady thump of his heart under my palm.

“Are you alive?” I ask, not really expecting an answer.

He grins up at me, dazed. “Barely.”

“Good,” I say, and move on.

I go to Mitch, untie one ankle but leave the other bound. He’s too far gone to register the difference, but I want him to remember this, to wake up tomorrow and feel the rope burn as a promise, not a threat.

I stroke his cheek, soft, and for a second he leans into it, desperate for any kindness.

“You did well,” I murmur. “Better than I expected.”

He closes his eyes and breathes out, relief and humiliation mixing on his tongue. I could break him with a word, but I let him have this. He’s earned it.

I step back and take in the scene: two men, both ruined and radiant in their own way, the city’s pulse reduced to a gentle throb beneath our window.

I fix my hair, lick my lips, and stand over them both.

“This is how it’s going to be from now on,” I say, voice soft but carrying.

Neither of them argues. They just stare at me—one from the floor, one from the chair—and wait to see what I’ll do next.

And for the first time in my life, I know exactly what that is.
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