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Overture

Overture 1 :

HIS WIFE SQUEEZED  his hand and he squeezed back. The plane pitched slightly as they made their descent, bobbing up and down on choppy air like a speedboat on rough water. It had been a bumpy ride, but they’d arrived at their destination. The Cresecent City. The Big Easy. New Orleans, Louisiana. In just a few days, it would be Mardi Gras. In the same amount of time, their lives would never be the same.

Overture 2: 
SHE LOOKED DOWN  at his darkness between her legs and watched it disappear inside her. After that, she lost all control. 



Chapter 1: Bourbon Street Beginnings

I KNEW THIS was more than just a vacation. It was a rescue mission. I watched the back of my wife’s head bob and weave through the raucous crowd as I struggled to keep up with her.

Stepping out of the hotel felt like diving into a fever dream, where the streets of New Orleans had morphed into pulsating veins of pure wanton debauchery. The city had clutched us in its vibrant claws...the air thick with mischief and the tang of Cajun spices.

I squeezed her hand, feeling the electricity of the moment sparking between us. "This is madness," I said, my words laced with an undercurrent of exhilaration that mirrored the revelry around us. We were two souls adrift in the Big Easy's tempest, our own desires simmering beneath the surface.

We plunged into Bourbon Street, the throng of bodies a living entity that threatened to swallow us whole. The beat of distant drums thrummed through the soles of my shoes, merging with the pulse racing in my veins. I held onto Aubrey tighter, protective yet eager to see where the night would take us. Her skin was warm beneath my touch, her presence grounding me amid the chaos.

"Let's not get lost, okay?" I murmured, close to her ear, the noise threatening to devour our words.

She flashed me a grin that sent ripples of heat down my spine. "No promises," she teased, but her grip on my hand tightened, anchoring us together. The unspoken tension between us was a living thing.

We’d been walking arm in arm, fingers interlaced in a desperate attempt to stay close, but she’d managed to pull away from me.

Without fuss and without warning, she was off.

Lately, despite twelve years of marriage, the struggle to stay connected seemed to be the only constant in our lives. And now, it was Mardi Gras and the carnival atmosphere only seemed to widen the gulf between us.

My eye’s darted nervously around, ping-ponging off the beautiful Spanish architecture, with its wrought iron balconies, overhead and the dirty, filth-laden street below. To my overwhelmed eyes, there seemed to be people and beads and beer everywhere .

And everyone and everything was adorned in the colors of the three kings.

Gold.

Green.

Purple.

An endless sea of it.

“Aubrey!” I called after her. But she couldn’t quite hear me. “Aubrey! Wait up!”

I shoved past a group of drunk college guys who were yelling up at a group of drunk college girls on one of the balconies overlooking Bourbon street.

“Show us your tits!” they roared.

And the drunk college girls happily obliged.

Four pairs of tits were suddenly exposed to the spring New Orleans air. Coral pink nipples atop white globes of flesh shimmying and shaking from side to side with great fanfare.

Everyone on the street below cheered and yelled.

No beads seemed to be exchanged and no one seemed to care.

I turned my focus back to Aubrey but suddenly could not find her in the crowd. For a moment, I panicked. She was gone, I was sure of it. She’d finally gotten free of me and ran away. Lost in the thrust of the crowd. It was so overwhelming I feared I might never see her again.

Then, like an overmatched swimmer caught in a swell, I managed to find my way up onto the sidewalk - rising above the waves - and looked down onto the street. It was only a few inches of elevation, but it was enough. There was her beautiful blonde hair, falling down on her shoulders. Her tight curls bounced up and down as she walked.

I breathed a sigh of relief before diving back into the crowd to go after her. For a while, I just followed her, watching and observing, and wondering what it was she was thinking.

Aubrey had always, always  wanted to come to New Orleans for Mardi Gras and now, here we were. Right in the thick of it. Smack in the middle of Bourbon Street.

It was my  worst nightmare, but as a surprise for Aubrey’s 40th birthday - and, let’s call it what it was, a desperate attempt to save our marriage, I had spent a fortune planning and booking this trip.

So far, I wasn’t entirely convinced it had been a good idea.

As I watched her taking in the sights and sounds, I felt like I was watching a complete stranger. A beautiful stranger, but a stranger nonetheless. There was a pit in my stomach and it was growing. It gave rise to this nagging feeling that perhaps we shouldn’t have come here. Perhaps, my efforts were in vain.

The further she ventured, the more the carnival swallowed us whole. The sticky warmth of the air clung to our skin, mingling with the heat emanating from the mass of bodies around us. The rhythm of drums pounded a relentless beat, syncing with the erratic dance of my own heart...a percussion that seemed to echo the restless stirrings of my soul.

Everywhere, the scents battled for dominance: the sweet, greasy aroma of beignets frying nearby, the heady mix of spices and sweat, the occasional waft of strong liquor as a passerby sloshed their drink. My senses were under siege, overwhelmed yet alive in a way they hadn't been for years.

But before I had any time to untangle the messy web of thoughts inside my head, Aubrey turned a corner onto one of the side streets and I stumbled after her, retreating from the noise and chaos.

It was a quiet street - or quieter anyway - than the one we’d left and I finally took a deep breath, trying to regain my composure. I put my hands on my knees for a moment and looked down at the sidewalk below.

When I looked up, Aubrey was staring at me with her hands on her hips, a small smile on her face.

“You okay, Caleb?” she asked, eyeing me with somewhat concerned eyes. I also could have been imagining it, but I swore I had seen a flash of contempt in them as well. But I managed to convince myself otherwise for the time being.

“Yeah, yeah I’m fine,” I said, standing up straight. “Just the crowd. This is insane.”

I motioned back to Bourbon Street.

Aubrey laughed.

“You haven’t seen anything yet. If you think this is bad, just wait until tonight.”

I nearly fainted.

“Tonight?”

It was barely noon and though the festivities had begun, they were not quite yet in full swing as I would come to learn.

Aubrey raised her eyebrows and nodded.

She reached out and grabbed my hand, pulling me along behind her.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“To get a drink,” she replied without turning around.

I turned and looked back toward the revelry on Bourbon Street.

We’d be spending the next three days here in New Orleans, Louisiana.

The Crescent City. The Big Easy.

And after it was all over, our lives would never be the same.

I squeezed her tightly, but she only loosened her grip in response. I didn’t care though, it was nice to be connected again for those few seconds, however loose the ties that bound us were.


Chapter 2: Flash Point

THE PLACE WAS  packed with people and was a dimly lit hole-in-the-wall, a stark contrast to the riotous streets outside. The air was thick with cigarette smoke and the low hum of conversation. As we squeezed our way to the bar, I couldn't help but notice the appreciative glances Aubrey was drawing from the other patrons.

Patty O’s was a legendary bar just off the main drag of Bourbon street and was particularly famous for their signature cocktail, the Hurricane .

They liked to boast that each serving contained four whole shots of rum and I’m here to tell you, that’s probably true. Aubrey had managed to order two hurricanes before I could even sit down, her voice was confident and assertive in a way I had never heard before. It seemed she was there on business. She had a goal in mind and meant to see it through. Before I was even halfway finished with my drink, I was feeling the buzz. And it was dangerous too because the booze was well disguised and the drink was delicious. In that atmosphere, after walking for what felt like hours, it was going down all too smoothly.

I glanced over at Aubrey, her cheeks already flushed from the alcohol and the humid New Orleans air. She was sipping her Hurricane through a straw, her lips pursed in a way that made my breath catch. The pulsing crowd pushed us closer together, and I could smell the sweet scent of her perfume mingling with the rum on her breath as stale cigarette smoke swirled all around us.

"God, these are strong," she giggled, leaning into me. Her body was warm against mine, softer than usual in her inhibited state. "I feel like I'm floating."

I wrapped an arm around her waist, steadying her as she swayed slightly. The press of bodies around us made the small gesture feel intimate, almost illicit.

"Maybe we should slow down," I suggested, but even as the words left my mouth, I knew neither of us wanted to. The electric energy of Mardi Gras was intoxicating, urging us to shed our inhibitions along with the rest of the revelers.

Aubrey's eyes sparkled mischievously as she shook her head. "No way, Caleb. You can slow down if you want, but I’m just getting started." She took another long sip of her Hurricane.

Her words sent a shiver down my spine. There was an edge to her voice I'd never heard before - a hint of defiance, of untapped desire. I watched as she finished her Hurricane in one long gulp, her throat working as she swallowed. When she set the empty glass down, her eyes met mine with a smoldering intensity that made my pulse quicken.

"Let's go back out there," she said, nodding towards the crowded street.

I looked around, we’d been there for less than thirty-minutes.

“But we just got here,” I protested.

If she heard me, she did a good job of pretending not to. Her eyes remained fixed on the crowded street beyond.

"I want to do something wild," she whispered after a moment, her voice husky. I felt my grip tighten on the bar.

“What do you mean?” I asked quietly.

Without answering me, she leaned over the bar and quickly got the bartenders attention.

“Two tequila shots, please!” she called out.

The bartender made haste to fill her order and before we knew it, two tequila shots appeared on the beer-soaked wood before us, ready to be gulped down.

“Aubrey,” I whispered in protest.

She made a mock-pouty face at me.

“Come on, Caleb. Don’t be such a pussy,” she said a little too loudly.

As soon as the words came out of her mouth she clasped a hand over it in shock and tried to stifle a laugh.

While I was taken aback by Aubrey's uncharacteristic boldness, I wasn’t mad. She was very nearly drunk and I couldn’t exactly hold it against her. I was being a bit of a wet blanket. This was to be a trip for her after all and this is what she wanted to do. The full Mardi Gras experience. Maybe it was the alcohol, or the infectious energy of Mardi Gras, but I found myself swallowing my pride and very soon after, the tequila. I reached for the shot glass.

"Fuck it," I muttered, clinking my glass against hers. We threw back the shots in unison, the tequila burning a fiery trail down my throat.

We slammed the glasses down on the bar, paid our bill, and were darting back out toward Bourbon Street.

Aubrey grabbed my hand, pulling me back into the pulsing heart of Bourbon Street. The crowd engulfed us, a sea of bodies swaying to the beat of distant jazz. Beads flew through the air, glinting in the afternoon sun. The smell of spilled beer and fried food hung heavy in the humid air.

"I want those!" Aubrey shouted over the noise, pointing at a string of elaborate gold beads dangling from a balcony above.

Before I could react, she was already moving toward the group of raucous, frat bros perched atop the balcony commanding bare breasts in exchange for dollar-store bead necklaces. And they were cleaning up.

Aubrey stood below them on the street looking up.

"MILF!” one of them cried. “

“Show us what you got, pretty lady!" said another, dangling a string of beads that caught the light with a seductive glimmer.

I felt her tense beside me. The beads were an invitation, one drenched in the wanton spirit of Mardi Gras. I watched, heart hammering, as Aubrey's eyes shifted from the beads to my face, searching for…what? Permission? Disapproval?

There was a moment, a breath held between past restraint and present possibility, where the world seemed to pause on its axis. Then, with a flicker of mischief igniting in her gaze, she released my hand and stepped forward.

"Alright," she said, her voice threaded with a daring I hadn't heard in years.

In that instant, I saw her anew...my wife, the woman who'd shared my bed and secrets, standing before me cloaked in the vibrant chaos of New Orleans. And when she lifted her shirt, baring herself to the jubilant crowd, the sound of my own pulse drowned out the cheers around us.

Shock rippled through me, chased by a wave of raw arousal that crashed against every carefully constructed boundary. My Aubrey, so bold, so breathtakingly free...it ignited something within me that had smoldered dormant for far too long.

She laughed as what seemed like a torrent of beads were tossed down to her, laying at her feet like and offering in the filth-laden street. She bent down, picked a few up and draped them around her neck.

Then, without being prompted, Aubrey pulled her shirt back up and flashed them again, completely free of charge. In fact, it was a thank you, apparently.

“Thank you!” she cried as she shimmied her hips back and forth, waving her breasts at the appreciative frat bros as they hooted and hollered at the free show.

Aubrey turned back to me, her eyes dancing with mischief and her cheeks flushed. The beads glinted around her neck as she swayed toward me, riding the high of her daring act.

"Did you see that?" she giggled, pressing against me. Her body felt electric, charged with a wild energy I hadn't felt from her in years. "God, that was exhilarating!”

I swallowed hard, my throat suddenly dry. Part of me wanted to pull her away from the leering gazes, to shield her from view. But another part - a primal, more ancient part I barely recognized - thrilled at the sight of her uninhibited display.

"I saw," I managed, my voice hoarse. "That was…something else."

Aubrey pressed closer, her breath hot against my ear. "Did you like it?" she purred, her hand sliding down my chest. "Did it turn you on, watching me show off for all those guys?"

My pulse quickened.

The words caught in my throat as I struggled to process the storm of emotions her question had unleashed. Did it turn me on? The sight of my wife baring herself to strangers, reveling in their hungry gazes - it should have filled me with jealousy, with anger. But instead, I felt a dangerous thrill coursing through my veins, mingling with the alcohol and the intoxicating energy of Mardi Gras.

The seductive undertones of the night suddenly seemed to seep into every glance we shared, each brush of our bodies as we navigated the crowd. This city, cloaked in shadows and secrets, beckoned us to peel back our inhibitions and taste the freedom it offered.

We walked a while longer in silence. I ruminated on Aubrey’s words.

Had it turned me on?

Looking back, the answer is obvious. But in that moment I couldn’t quite bring myself to face the facts that stood bare before me. I suppose it was too uncomfortable. There was too much baggage in the way, things we had still yet to sort through.

But try as I may to push the uncomfortable question away, Aubrey seemed intent on getting to the bottom of it. With or without my permission.

We approached yet another nondescript Irish bar along the main drag. I couldn’t even tell you the name, the sight was so faded and worn I’m not entirely convinced the person who owned even remembered the name anymore.

It was so crowded with people that patrons had spilled out onto the street, pints in hand, as music and laughter spilled out in all directions.

Before I knew what was happening, a big, burly man with curly brown hair approached Aubrey and simply took her by the hand. He began twirling her around to the cheerful music and clapping coming from inside the bar.

Her face lit up as she realized what was happening.

The stranger spun her and pulled her close, his movements confident and playful. Aubrey laughed, throwing her head back as they danced...a carefree, reckless sound that sent an unexpected jolt through me.

She caught my eye over the man’s shoulder, a question in her gaze that mirrored the one she’d asked on the street. Was I okay with this? Could I see just how far she could push things?

When I didn’t stop her, Aubrey leaned into the burly man, their bodies moving together in a wild, unrestrained rhythm. He grinned down at her, his hands settling boldly on her hips as they swayed to the music. Her cheeks were flushed, eyes bright with excitement as she abandoned herself to the moment.

The crowd around them cheered, caught up in the spectacle of a beautiful woman letting loose with a stranger. I stood rooted to the spot, an outsider watching what should have been an intimate moment...but it wasn’t just them. It was me too, included in some strange way by Aubrey’s gaze and my own mounting desire.

The man pulled Aubrey even closer, whispering something in her ear that made her laugh again. She threw one arm around his neck and turned toward me...a deliberate move that felt like an invitation to join them or at least acknowledge what was happening.

I swallowed hard. This time was different than the flashing and the beads. I felt a potent mix of jealousy and undeniable arousal warring within me as I watched my wife press against another man without hesitation. It was raw and shocking. I could barely stand it. The emotion that was winning out changed by the nano-second as instinct and social custom battled for supremacy with something far deeper and darker than I was prepared to name.

Then she broke away from him with one last spin, breathless and radiant as she stumbled back to where I waited. Her smile was wide, her lips parted as if she couldn’t quite catch her breath.

“Did you see?” Aubrey panted, the thrill of her boldness lighting up her face. The beads around her neck clinked together as she threw herself into my arms.

I nodded, trying to find words but so tangled in conflicting emotions that I couldn’t speak. Instead, I pulled her close, kissing her hard...tasting the wildness and freedom on her lips that had driven me crazy watching from the sidelines.

Aubrey melted against me, a soft sound escaping her throat as she pressed eagerly into my embrace.

“God, Caleb,” she breathed when we finally broke apart. “This place…it’s like I’m waking up.”

I held her tight, my own need barely contained.

“I can see that,” I said, gritting my teeth and trying not to betray any hint of what was going on inside my head.

Her eyes locked onto mine, filled with determination and desire.

“Why don’t you wake up with me,” she whispered urgently. “Let’s go back to the hotel.”

The walk back was a blur of neon lights and pounding music, every step charged with anticipation so electric it almost hurt to touch each other. We stumbled through the hotel lobby, barely making it to our room before Aubrey was on me again...her mouth desperate on mine, hands fumbling at my shirt.

When we crashed through the door, she was already stripping out of her clothes with frantic urgency. The beads clattered to the floor as she pulled off her shirt and jeans in quick succession, leaving a trail of discarded fabric behind her.


Chapter 3: Dancing With Strangers

We barely made it through the door before Aubrey shoved me back against the wall, her hands clawing at my shirt like it was suffocating her. I could still smell the beer-soaked street on her skin, the faint citrusy perfume she wore almost lost beneath the humid New Orleans air and the musk of sweat and desire.

“You’ve been wanting me all night, haven’t you?” she whispered, biting at my lower lip as she yanked my belt loose. Her voice was ragged, breathless, like every nerve ending in her body was on fire. I grunted a primal yes.

I could barely form words as she pushed me toward the bed, unbuttoning her jeans while walking backward. The beads around her neck rattled as they swung gently from side to side.

When her shirt came off, I could still see the faint red flush on her chest from earlier...the heat of the crowd, the wildness of being touched and spun by a stranger. But now she was mine again, and the sight of her half-naked, cheeks still stained with excitement, sent a jolt through me that obliterated whatever lingering jealousy I’d felt on the street.

“You liked watching me be a little wild, didn’t you?” she asked, eyes flashing as she slid out of her jeans and climbed onto the bed, straddling me with nothing but her bra and panties and a few strings of cheap beads between us.

I didn’t answer. I didn’t have to. She could feel the answer pressed hard against her through my jeans.

“You did,” she whispered as she leaned down for a kiss. “I could see it in your eyes.”

Her hands roamed my chest, nails scraping lightly down until she gripped me through my clothes and rocked her hips forward with a gasp. My control snapped. I sat up and flipped her onto her back in one rough motion, kissing her hard as my hands slid under the lace of her panties.

Aubrey moaned into my mouth as I tore them down her thighs, kicking them away, then yanked her bra up just enough to free her breasts. The beads tangled around her neck swayed as I sucked one nipple into my mouth, biting down gently. She arched beneath me, pulling at my jeans, frantic.

“Caleb,” she breathed, nails digging into my back. “I need you. Right now.”

The desperation in her voice lit me up inside. I shoved my jeans and boxers down just enough and thrust into her in one hard motion, stealing the breath from both of us.

Her legs wrapped around my waist, heels digging into the small of my back as we moved together, fast and hungry. Each thrust was a release...of tension, of jealousy, of fear. Her eyes stayed locked on mine, wild and unguarded.

“You…feel so good,” she gasped, head falling back against the mattress.

I grunted, grabbing her wrists and pinning them above her head, hips driving deeper as the headboard slammed softly against the wall. Her moans filled the room, muffled only by the music still echoing faintly from Bourbon Street outside.

“I couldn’t…stand watching you,” I finally growled, biting down on her shoulder as I pounded into her. Which was partly true but not the whole truth. I suppose passion had taken the filter off and so I finished the thought.

“But I couldn’t look away either,” I said.

A wicked smile curved her lips, even as her breathing quickened.

“I know,” she teased between gasps. “I loved feeling your eyes on me. It was like they were burning right through me and I just wanted to…”

I pressed my forehead to hers, sweat mingling, and whispered, “Wanted to what?”

“I just…I don’t know how to describe it, I just…” but she never finished the thought.

She shattered beneath me with a cry, body tensing as she came hard, pulling me over the edge with her. I spilled inside her as we collapsed together, breathless and shaking.

For a moment, all I could hear was our frantic heartbeats and the muffled sounds of jazz and drunken laughter rising from the streets below.

Then she pushed me off gently and sat up, chest still heaving.

“That…was incredible,” I whispered into the dark of our room. “You were incredible, Aubrey.”

She stood, naked except for the beads around her neck, and began pulling on fresh clothes. Aubrey’s eyes were still alight with that wild, untamed energy. I wasn’t sure she was even listening to me.

I propped myself up on my elbows.

“What are you doing?”

She tossed me a look over her shoulder, smirking as she fastened the button on a new pair of jeans.

“Getting ready,” she said simply, like it was the most obvious thing in the world.

“For what?” I asked, still breathless, still trying to catch up to whatever had taken hold of her tonight.

She sauntered back to the dresser, slipping a fresh tank top over her head and pausing to adjust the beads still clinging to her neck. Her reflection in the mirror was flushed, glowing, electric. Not just from the sex, but from something deeper. The city. The night. The freedom.

“To go back out,” she said, eyes meeting mine in the mirror. There was a playful edge in her voice, but beneath it, something darker...hungrier.

“You’re serious?” I blinked, still tangled in sweat-soaked sheets, my heartbeat finally slowing but my mind racing all over again.

Aubrey nodded. “Absolutely.”

I sat up fully now, the room still spinning faintly from the adrenaline rush. “Aubrey, we just...”

She turned, cutting me off with a sly grin as she pulled on her boots. “We’re just getting started, Caleb.”

I opened my mouth to protest, to suggest we could just stay in the room, ride the high of what just happened. But then I saw the glint in her eyes...the same one she’d had when she twirled beneath the burly stranger’s arms earlier. The same look when she’d lifted her shirt for beads.

It wasn’t reckless.

It was intentional .

And it thrilled and terrified me all at once.

Aubrey crossed the room, standing at the foot of the bed, towering over me now as I sat there speechless. She bent forward, kissed me softly on the lips, and whispered, “Come on, babe. Let’s go find some real trouble.”

Then she grabbed her purse and was halfway out the door before I could move.

I lay there for a beat longer, staring at the cracked ceiling and feeling that familiar tug in my chest...the part of me that craved order and the part that couldn’t resist her chaos.

Finally, I swung my legs over the edge of the bed, pulled on my jeans, and followed her back out into the night.

Into the debauchery of New Orleans on Mardi Gras.

Into the heart of the dangerous unknown.


Chapter 4: The Delphine

The further we moved from Bourbon Street, the quieter the city became...but the silence didn’t settle me. It buzzed, thrumming beneath my skin like the lingering echo of a drumbeat.

Aubrey walked a step ahead of me, weaving through the narrow streets of the French Quarter as if she’d lived here all her life. The beads still swayed gently around her neck, clicking softly as we passed shuttered shops and glowing windows. Her pace was steady, her shoulders relaxed, but there was a tension radiating off her that felt almost…expectant.

Neither of us spoke as we wandered deeper into the maze of cobblestone and gaslit streets. The chaotic roar of Bourbon faded behind us, replaced by the sultry hum of jazz and clinking glasses.

“Where are we going?” I finally asked, my voice sounding smaller than I intended.

Aubrey turned, walking backward for a few steps. The look on her face was playful but sharp, her cheeks still flushed from the adrenaline of our earlier release.

“Does it matter?” she teased. “Don’t you want to see where the night takes us?”

I couldn’t deny it...I did.

Even if every fiber of me also screamed to be cautious.

We wandered past shuttered voodoo shops with trinkets and talismans pressed against dusty glass, past street performers packing up for the night, their faces painted, their eyes tired. The moon hung heavy over the Quarter, casting long shadows that made every alleyway seem like a door to someplace forbidden.

Eventually, we ducked into a narrow side street off Royal, where the quiet deepened, and only the distant sounds of a trumpet reached us from somewhere far off. I could feel Aubrey’s pulse quicken through her fingers.

“I can’t get enough of this city,” she whispered. “It’s like it’s waking me up from some long, boring sleep.”

I wanted to tell her that she was waking me up too...but the words stuck in my throat.

Instead, I just watched her, caught somewhere between admiration and fear of how far she might go before the night ended.

Up ahead, a soft glow beckoned from beneath a wrought-iron sign shaped like a crescent moon. The street here was narrower, quieter, the buildings older and taller, with vines creeping up their weathered brick faces.

Jazz bled through the cracks of a wooden door just ahead...soft, slow, and sinful.

“This is it,” Aubrey said, stopping short. She turned to me, eyes shining with something that made my heart pound.

The door stood there like a secret only we had been invited to uncover, spilling warm light and music into the street.

. . .

Muted jazz floated lazily from the corner stage where a small band played to the room’s quiet hum. Velvet curtains and flickering candlelight made everything feel intimate, but not forced. The kind of place where people came to sip something expensive, watch the band, and forget the noise of Bourbon Street.

Aubrey scanned the space like she already knew where she wanted to go. I trailed behind her, catching glances from a few couples who barely seemed to register me before returning to their own whispered conversations.

It wasn’t packed, but nearly every table was claimed. A low buzz of conversation filled the air, punctuated by clinking glassware and the warm brassy notes of the trumpet.

“This is more my speed,” Aubrey said with a grin as we slipped into a half-circle booth near the back.

I nodded. It was a relief, honestly. After the swirl of madness outside, the quiet hum of this place felt like stepping into the eye of the storm. Sophisticated, polished... intentional .

“Classy,” I said, reaching for a leather-bound menu already waiting on the table. “Do you think they have Hurricanes?”

Aubrey laughed softly, her eyes darting around the room, lingering on the stage, the bar, and the waitstaff moving like clockwork through the dim light.

The waitress arrived just then, sleek black dress, hair pinned up.

“Good evening,” she said smoothly. “Welcome to The Delphine.”

Aubrey raised a brow at me, impressed.

The waitress placed two small glasses of what appeared to be bourbon on the table.

“Compliments of the house,” she added with a knowing smile, like this was the kind of place where things like that just happened.

“Thanks,” I said, wary but polite.

Aubrey leaned into me as the waitress glided away.

“No prices. Free drinks. Nice.”

“Must be expensive,” I muttered, taking a sip of the bourbon. It was smooth and heavy, the kind of pour that made you sit back and slow down.

Aubrey sipped hers too, eyes scanning the room again.

“I love it here.”

I could see why. It was the kind of place that hummed just beneath the radar, where well-dressed couples disappeared into shadowed booths, conversations dipped just below hearing, and no one seemed to be in any hurry to leave.

It felt…exclusive.

Like you needed to be invited  to even know it existed.

But no one had invited us. And yet, here we were.

Aubrey’s hand brushed mine under the table, fingers lacing together.

The music wound down, the band sliding into silence with a final, lingering note. A quiet fell over the room, subtle but collective, like everyone knew the next few moments mattered.

Then he stepped out.

From behind the curtain came a tall, sharply dressed black man. His suit was dark navy and immaculate, paired with a black tie and a crisp white shirt, the top button undone. There was no need for flair...he carried himself with a calm assurance that made it clear he owned more than just the room.

He approached the mic with an easy confidence, one hand tucked in his pocket, the other casually adjusting his cufflinks as if this were simply another night at his table.

We didn’t know it then, but standing on the stage was the man who would shatter everything we thought we knew about our marriage and change our lives forever.

“Good evening,” he began, his voice smooth, deep, and polished with just a trace of Southern velvet. “For those who might not know me, I’m Langston DuVall, and I just wanted to welcome you to my club.”

The energy in the room shifted. A beat slower, a little heavier.

I felt Aubrey still beside me.

Langston’s gaze swept the space slowly, unhurried, like he was cataloging each face in the shadows. He spoke like a man used to standing on stages...but this wasn’t performance, this was ownership.

“Tonight’s just getting started,” he continued. “So, relax. Let the music work on you. The drinks, too.” A small smile played on his lips. “You’re in New Orleans, after all.”

Soft laughter rippled across the room.

It was smooth, unthreatening, but every word dripped with invitation. An open door to something you wouldn’t fully understand until it was too late.

Then his eyes found her.

Mid-scan, Aubrey caught his attention, and Langston paused, just a beat longer than he had for anyone else. His gaze settled, like he was making a mental note. A slow, measured look. Not leer. Not flirt. Just… intent.

I watched Aubrey shift under it, biting her lip ever so slightly, her breath catching. She tried to play it off...eyes darting back to her drink...but the flush in her cheeks was impossible to miss.

Langston didn’t look at me. Not once.

And then, as effortlessly as he’d arrived, he tipped his chin toward the band.

“Enjoy yourselves,” he said, voice dipping into something lower, thicker. “And remember… New Orleans is a city that rewards those who surrender to it.”

With that, he stepped away from the mic, walking off stage with the same unbothered poise.

Aubrey exhaled quietly.

I just sat there, watching the spot where Langston disappeared, feeling the sharp edge of something slicing through me.

Possession.

Jealousy.

And somewhere deeper...an uneasy thrill.

The spell broke as the band picked up a slow, smoldering tune, but neither of us moved. Aubrey sipped her bourbon, her eyes lingering on the curtain where Langston had disappeared. She didn’t say anything at first...just traced a bead of condensation on her glass with the pad of her thumb.

“So,” I said finally, voice low. “What was that?”

Aubrey smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “He’s…impressive, isn’t he?”

I tried to keep my voice light. “You mean the club owner, or the fact that he was staring at you like he’d read the ending to a book I didn’t know I was in?”

She chuckled softly, cheeks still flushed. “Come on, Caleb. It’s nothing. Just a look.”

I wasn’t so sure. And neither was she.

“I think I need another drink,” I muttered, flagging down the waitress.

While she disappeared to fetch another round, Aubrey shifted in her seat, crossing one leg over the other as if trying to get comfortable. Her eyes darted back to the curtain, then to the stage, then to me. Something simmered beneath the surface, but she wasn’t ready to name it yet.

“So what now?” I asked.

“Now?” Aubrey repeated, leaning in closer, voice dropping to a whisper. “Now we enjoy the show. And maybe, after…”

I arched a brow. “After?”

She gave a teasing smile, but her fingers tapped restlessly against her glass. “After, we see where the night takes us.”

The waitress returned, sliding another bourbon in front of me and a cocktail Aubrey hadn’t ordered but accepted without question.

“From the gentleman at the bar,” the waitress murmured.

I followed Aubrey’s gaze toward the far side of the room...but no one stood at the bar.

Only an empty stool, a folded note beneath the base of a glass.

Aubrey reached for the cocktail, lips parting as she took a sip.

And just like that, the game began.

…

I got lost in the music. For a while, anyway. And I think Aubrey did too. But only for a time.

As the night stretched on, the club thinned out, leaving behind only the die-hards...the locals, the regulars, the ones who belonged. Aubrey and I lingered, sipping at our drinks, letting the band’s final set wash over us.

But I could feel the pull in her. The occasional glance back at the bar. The subtle shift in her posture when anyone resembling Langston appeared on the periphery. It was like the note...still unopened and tucked into her purse...had weight.

When the band finally called it a night and the lights dimmed further, we stood to leave. The air outside was cooler, the buzz of Bourbon Street a distant echo now.

We turned a corner, and there he was.

Langston DuVall.

Leaning against the brick wall, collar loosened, sleeves rolled, looking like he had stepped off the cover of some old magazine. Alone. Calm. As if he knew we’d be right here, right now.

His gaze slid past me, locking onto Aubrey.

“Enjoy the show?” he asked, voice like smooth jazz on a worn record.

Aubrey froze.

Langston stepped forward, just a pace or two. Not enough to crowd us. Just enough to take control of the space. His eyes never left Aubrey. There was something deliberate in his tone...not presumptuous, not pushy...but confident. Like he didn’t ask questions expecting no for an answer.

Aubrey found her voice first.

“Very much. Your club is incredible.”

Her words were breathy, but not fawning. Honest. He nodded, like he’d heard it before but appreciated it anyway.

“I like to think of it as…a prelude,” Langston said, a faint smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “A little taste of what New Orleans offers when you know where to look.”

I stepped slightly forward, inserting myself into the exchange.

“It’s a hell of a place.”

Langston’s eyes flicked to me, registering my presence for the first time. He gave a small, courteous nod.

“I’m glad you think so.”

He glanced back at Aubrey, gaze lingering for just a moment too long, before reaching into the pocket of his blazer and pulling out a small, dark card. It caught the light as he held it out...not to me, but to her.

Aubrey hesitated for half a beat, then took it.

“No strings,” Langston said, his voice low and smooth. “Just an invitation.”

She turned the card over in her hand. The only thing printed on it was an address and a date...tomorrow night. No name. No time.

Langston must have caught my glance because he added, “Garden District. You’ll know the house when you see it.”

Aubrey looked up from the card, brow furrowed with curiosity.

“What kind of party is it?”

His smile widened slightly.

“A masquerade. What else?”

“A masquerade?” Aubrey said with wonder.

“Of course, it is Mardi Gras after all. But I must say, not just any  masquerade. New Orleans absolutely finest  masquerade. Very private. Very special.”

He took a step back, giving us space again, letting the air breathe between us.

“Wow,” Aubrey said, staring at the card like it was some lost treasure.

“Masks are of course required. Skin is currency,” he said, his voice velvet-smooth. Then, with a wink, “But spending it is optional. You can always keep your coins in your purse if you like. Window shopping is allowed.”

I didn’t know whether to laugh or grab Aubrey’s hand and walk away.

She did neither.

Instead, she smiled.

“We’ll think about it.”

We will?

Langston nodded.

“That’s all I ask.”

And just like that, he turned and disappeared into the night, leaving nothing behind but the weight of the card in Aubrey’s hand...and a silence between us I wasn’t sure how to fill.


Chapter 5: A Dangerous Yes

The walk back to the hotel was a study in unspoken tension. Aubrey toyed with the card the whole way, flipping it over between her fingers, tapping it against her palm, holding it up to catch stray beams of streetlight. I tried not to stare, but the sight of that invitation...flat, elegant, mysterious...made my skin itch.

Neither of us talked much, and when we did, it was about the band, the club, the endless second lines threading through the city, never about the man who had extended the strange invitation , or what it meant for us. I wanted to ask if she was actually considering it, if she wanted me to argue her out of it or into it, but every time the words started to form, I lost them to the damp, electric pulse of the New Orleans night.

At the intersection before our hotel, Aubrey finally stopped walking. She lifted the card to her lips and tapped it there as if tasting the idea of it. I felt my heart creep up into my throat as I watched her sway on unsteady feet.

“You’re not seriously thinking about going, are you?” She shut her eyes tight and exhaled. “Aubrey? Hello?”

I saw the way her mouth curved around the edge of the card. She looked up, not at me, but over my shoulder, as though the answer hovered in the glow of a streetlamp.

“Why not?” she asked, and the words landed softly...almost gentle, as if she was afraid that admitting it out loud would unravel the spell. “We came to New Orleans for the full experience, didn’t we?”

I tried to laugh, but it caught in my throat. “At this rate, I think the full experience might kill me.”

She smiled, and tucked the card into her purse like she already knew we’d be going.

We rode the elevator in silence, the smell of the city still thick on our skin. Back in the room I went to the bathroom, washed my hands, stared at my own face in the mirror. I looked tired and older and yet I felt something in me had been peeled back, revealing something raw and fresh.

Aubrey was already naked when I came out, holding a slinky black dress up to her body and looking at her reflection in the mirror.

“What do you think?” she asked.

“About what?” I replied dumbly.

“The dress…for the… party  we just got invited to.”

I rolled my eyes and sighed heavily. It was already well past nine o’clock.

“Aubrey, come on…you’re not serious, are you?”

She turned around defiant and threw the dress down on the bed.

She leaned forward, hands on her hips, and fixed me with that unblinking, almost reckless stare. “You’re being such a baby about this, you know that?”

I opened my mouth to argue, but the words tangled and died on my tongue. I thought about the night...about the way she had laughed when she danced with that stranger, the way she had nearly devoured me in the hotel room, the way she had changed minute by minute, shedding her skin until there was something wild and new sitting across from me.

Maybe she was right. Maybe I was the only one afraid of what could happen.

“You really want to go?” I asked.

“I do.” There was no hesitation, no softness, just a quiet, dry certainty. She bent to step into the dress, and the fabric slid up her body, clinging in all the places I usually reserved for myself. She zipped it in one quick motion and surveyed herself in the mirror with a cool, practiced eye.

“You look incredible,” I muttered, because it was true and also because I didn’t know what else to say.

She smiled, and for a second it was the old Aubrey...the one I married twelve years ago, the one who sometimes giggled at her own reflection and made faces just for my benefit.

“Get dressed,” she said, then paused. “Or don’t. I’m going either way.”

A flash of rage jolted through me. Who did she think she was? What on earth had gotten into her. I gritted my teeth and took a deep breath while counting to ten.

Big exhale .

“Is that so?” I said as calmly as I could manage. I bit my tongue, mulling my next words very carefully. “Why are you so hell bent on going?”

Aubrey paused, one leg perched on the edge of the mattress. She didn’t turn. For a long time neither of us moved. The city howled outside the window, a distant chorus of intoxication and need, but in our little room it was still enough for me to hear the quiet tremor in her breath.

“I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe I’m tired of playing it safe.” She looked over her shoulder, eyes locked on mine in the mirror. “Maybe I want to see what it’s like to not apologize for wanting something.”

I was caught between offense and awe. Wanting something?

“And what is it that you want exactly? Or is it who  you want?”

Before I had time to think the words were out of my mouth.

Aubrey feigned offense, scoffed, and then rolled her eyes. But I wasn’t buying the act.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“Langston. The club owner. The way he looked at you…I saw how you looked back.”

“Caleb, don’t be ridiculous. I just want to live a little. Don’t be jealous. It’s not attractive.”

She put the finishing touches on her appearance, smoothed her dress in the mirror, then turned to face me.

She looked me up and down, her lips pursed in a way that was both judgmental and flirtatious. “You gonna just stand there, or are you going to get ready?” She kicked aside a tangle of her discarded clothes with the sharp point of her heel, then crossed the room to sit on the edge of the mattress where I stood.

I wanted to say something...something smart, something that proved I understood what was happening, that I wasn’t just some tragic shadow trailing her into the night. But the words wouldn’t organize themselves, and she filled the silence by reaching out and running a single finger along the length of my forearm. I shivered, whether from her touch or the realization that I was the only one with doubts, I couldn’t tell.

“Fine,” I said, pushing past her and yanking open the closet. I picked a collared shirt and a pair of dark trousers, holding them up for her silent inspection. She arched a brow and gave a noncommittal shrug...a demotion from the wordless approval she’d once reserved for me.

I dressed in the bathroom, giving myself a minute to collect my courage. In the mirror my shirt fit tighter than it used to, the fabric across my chest stretching in ways I never noticed before. Was I really this nervous? I splashed cold water on my face, which only made my cheeks redder and my hands clammier. If I was going to do this, I had to at least pretend not to be petrified.

When I returned, Aubrey had already gathered her purse and slipped into a thin pair of black gloves.

“Finally,” she said, “Let’s get going.”


Chapter 6: Behind the Gate

The taxi wound through the Garden District, each turn taking us deeper into a New Orleans I had never imagined existed. Gone were the garish neon signs and stumbling tourists of Bourbon Street, replaced by stately homes hiding behind wrought-iron fences and ancient oak trees draped in Spanish moss. Aubrey sat beside me, her fingertips drumming an impatient rhythm on her thigh, the black card from Langston tucked into her clutch like a loaded gun.

"I think it's the next left," she murmured to the driver, studying her phone with uncharacteristic focus. Her black dress had ridden up slightly, exposing a slice of pale thigh that caught the intermittent glow of passing streetlamps.

I tugged at my collar, suddenly too tight despite having loosened it in the hotel room. "Are you sure this is a good idea?" I whispered, even though the partition between us and the driver was closed.

Aubrey didn't look up. "Don't start that again, Caleb."

The taxi slowed to a crawl before a high stone wall covered in climbing ivy. Wrought-iron gates stood open, revealing a winding stone path illuminated by gas lamps that flickered like mad fireflies in the humid night. Beyond, a mansion loomed...a sprawling Southern gothic fantasy with wide columns and balconies that seemed to float in the darkness.

"This is it," Aubrey breathed, her voice catching as she paid the driver.

As we stepped out, the air hit me like a wet towel. It was thick, heavy, scented with jasmine and something else I couldn't name. The taxi pulled away, leaving us standing at the entrance, the gates seeming to pulse and glow, alive with invitation. Other couples drifted past us, the women in sleek dresses, the men in dark suits, all moving with the practiced ease of those who belonged.

We  didn’t belong. Or at least, I didn't belong. Perhaps though, Aubrey did belong. The realization sat in my stomach like a cold stone.

Aubrey slipped her hand into mine, a gesture that would have comforted me any other night but now felt like she was pulling me toward the edge of a cliff. The gravel crunched beneath our shoes as we followed the path. My mouth had gone desert-dry; I kept swallowing against nothing.

"Your palms are sweating," Aubrey whispered, squeezing my hand.

"Sorry," I managed, but didn't pull away. I needed something to anchor me as we approached the massive wooden door, carved with intricate patterns and marked with a fleur-de-lis medallion that caught the glow of the gas lamps.

Before we could knock or search for a bell, the door swung open, revealing a tall, elegant figure in the entryway. A woman stood silently, her face obscured by an elaborate mask of crimson and gold. She wore a simple black dress that seemed to absorb the light around her.

"Welcome," she said, her voice a low, musical note that carried despite its softness. She extended a silver tray on which rested two masks...one a deep navy blue with silver accents for me, and for Aubrey, a delicate creation of black lace and emerald that would cover her eyes and cheekbones.

I reached for the black card in Aubrey's clutch, but the masked attendant shook her head slightly. "No need," she said. "You're expected."

That made my pulse quicken further. Expected. As if Langston had known we would come, had marked us somehow. I wondered briefly if everyone who received his card showed up, drawn by the same magnetic pull that had brought us here despite my misgivings.

"The rules," the attendant said, her voice dropping to something just above a whisper, "are simple. Masks are required at all times. Skin is currency." She paused, her painted lips curving into a smile beneath her mask. "But spending it? Entirely optional."

I felt my brow furrow at the strange phrasing. Skin is currency? But before I could ask for clarification, Aubrey was already reaching for her mask, her movements fluid and assured.

The attendant helped her secure it, and I watched in fascination as my wife transformed before my eyes. With the mask in place, her posture suddenly changed. Her shoulders drifted back, here chin lifted, and new confidence was effortlessly radiating from her. She was still Aubrey, but also someone else entirely, someone I wasn't sure I knew.

When the attendant offered me the navy mask, I hesitated, my fingers hovering above it.

"It's okay," Aubrey whispered, and there was a gentleness in her voice I hadn't heard all night.

I nodded, though I wasn't at all convinced it would be that simple. Still, I lifted the mask and pressed it to my face. The attendant stepped forward to secure it with ribbons that disappeared into my hair, pulled just tight enough to feel like it was part of me.

The world narrowed, my peripheral vision restricted by the edges of the mask. I could feel my breath bouncing back against my face, warm and quick. My heart thundered in my chest, and I was suddenly aware of every inch of my skin, as if the mask had heightened all my senses.

"There," the attendant said, stepping back to admire her work. "Now you're ready."

She swept aside, gesturing toward the entryway beyond, where soft music and the murmur of voices beckoned. Aubrey's hand found mine again, her grip firmer now, more insistent.

We stepped across the threshold, from the weighted silence of the night into a world that seemed to exist outside of time or consequence. The foyer opened into a grand hall with soaring ceilings and crystal chandeliers that cast prisms of light across marble floors. Masked figures moved through the space like elegant ghosts, their laughter echoing strangely in my ears.

I swallowed hard, feeling sweat bead at my temples beneath the mask. This was it. We were inside. There would be no going back now, no pretending this night hadn't happened, no erasing whatever was about to unfold.

Aubrey squeezed my hand once, then let go, drifting forward into the light and shadow of the masquerade. I watched her for a moment, the black fabric of her dress a void moving among the revelers, before I forced myself to follow, drawn after her like a tide following the moon.

…

The mansion swallowed us whole. Each room spilled into the next in a labyrinth of opulence. We passed by countless gilded mirrors reflecting candlelight, plush velvet divans positioned strategically in shadowed corners, the air was thick with perfume and anticipation. I lost sight of Aubrey almost immediately, her black dress melting into the crowd of masked figures who moved with the languid confidence of people who had shed their everyday identities at the door.

"Aubrey?" I called, but my voice was swallowed by the music. There was a string quartet somewhere in the shadows playing something classical but with an undercurrent of sensuality that seemed to pull at something primal in my chest. I pushed forward, each step taking me deeper into a world I hadn't known existed outside of dreams or nightmares.

In the first room, couples danced, but not like any dancing I'd ever seen at company galas or wedding receptions. Their bodies pressed together, hips moving in slow, deliberate circles, hands wandering beneath loosened fabric. I averted my eyes, then found myself looking back, caught by the raw intimacy on display.

I moved on, searching for Aubrey.

The next room was darker, silk drapes cascading from the high ceiling to create shadowed alcoves where masked figures whispered and touched. The light was amber-tinted, giving everything a gilded, dreamlike quality. A woman in a red dress leaned against a wall, her head tipped back in pleasure as a masked man knelt before her, his hands disappearing beneath the fabric of her skirt. I froze, unable to look away until someone bumped into me from behind, breaking the spell.

"Champagne, sir?"

I turned to find a server holding a tray of flutes, his face masked like everyone else. I took a glass, my fingers trembling slightly, and downed it in one long swallow. The bubbles burned my throat, but the alcohol was a welcome buffer against the sensory assault.

I continued through an archway into what must have once been a library. Bookshelves lined the walls, but no one was reading. Instead, a group had gathered around a large desk where a woman lay back, her dress open to reveal her bare breasts as two masked men took turns kissing them. I felt heat rise in my face, partly from embarrassment, partly from an unwelcome stirring of arousal.

Where was Aubrey?

I found her in the fourth room, where the quartet played on a small raised platform. She stood by a tall window, the black dress stark against her pale skin. The fabric clung to her curves in a way that made my mouth go dry all over again. She was watching the musicians, but her eyes moved constantly, taking in everything around her with an intensity I rarely saw.

I approached cautiously, as if she might startle and run.

"Are you okay?" I whispered when I reached her side, too aware of the couple next to us who were kissing deeply, the man's hand slowly inching up the woman's thigh.

Aubrey turned to me, and through the emerald and black mask, her eyes seemed both familiar and foreign. "Just watch," she replied, her voice steadier than I'd ever heard it. She slipped her hand into mine, but it wasn't the nervous grip of earlier...this was assured, almost instructive, as if she were guiding a child through a museum.

A server passed, and she took two glasses of champagne, handing one to me before sipping hers with deliberate slowness. "Isn't it fascinating?" she murmured, nodding toward the crowd.

I followed her gaze, allowing myself to really look for the first time since we'd entered. In the center of the room, a woman in a silver gown had her back exposed to her shoulder blades, and a man in a black mask traced the line of her spine with gloved fingers. The woman's eyes were closed, her lips slightly parted in a silent gasp. Near them, a couple disappeared behind one of the velvet curtains, their shadows merging into one dark silhouette.

"I don't know if 'fascinating' is the word," I managed, taking another sip of champagne to wet my suddenly parched throat.

Aubrey laughed softly. "Then what word would you use?"

I couldn't answer. The truth was, I didn't know what I felt. Shock, certainly. Discomfort. But also an undeniable current of something else…curiosity? Perhaps. Or was it also envy of these people who seemed so free of the constraints that had defined my entire adult life?

We moved again, Aubrey leading me through an archway into a grand ballroom where the debauchery was more theatrical. Here, masked figures seemed to almost perform for small audiences. There was a woman being tied with silk scarves to a chair, her partner circling her with predatory grace; a trio on a divan, their limbs so entwined it was impossible to tell where one body ended and another began.

I felt gazes sliding over us as we passed…well no, not us exactly. Her. Aubrey, more precisely. Men and women alike watched Aubrey with naked hunger that made my stomach clench with a possessive heat I hadn't felt in years. She seemed to sense it too, her chin lifting slightly, shoulders squaring under the attention.

In that moment, I saw her through their eyes. The elegant curve of her neck, the way the dress hugged her hips, and the confident swing of her step. When had she become this woman? Had she always been this way, and I'd been too preoccupied with spreadsheets and retirement accounts to notice?

"I need air," I said suddenly, the room spinning slightly from the champagne and the heat of too many bodies.

Aubrey's hand tightened on mine. "Just a little longer," she said, and there was a note in her voice I'd never heard before. It was pleading but firm, as if she couldn't bear to leave yet.

I looked around again, trying to see what she saw. It was beautiful, in its way. Terrifying and exhilarating all at once. I felt something loosen in my chest. It wasn’t acceptance, not yet, but perhaps the first crack in the wall I'd built around what I allowed myself to want.

"Okay," I said finally. "A little longer."

Aubrey's smile beneath her mask was like a reward, and despite everything, I felt a surge of pride that I'd put it there. She tugged me deeper into the crowd, and I followed, torn between the urge to run back to the safety of our hotel room and the growing need to see where this night might lead us.

…

We drifted into a room unlike the others. It had higher ceilings and was grander in scale. The walls were lined with antique mirrors in gilt frames that multiplied the candlelight into infinite reflections. The crowd was thinner here, more selective somehow, as if this space were reserved for those who had proven themselves worthy in the outer chambers. Aubrey slowed her pace, her fingers loosening in mine as she took in the scene with parted lips and wide eyes behind her mask.

"Let's stay here a while," she murmured, accepting two fresh glasses of champagne from a passing server and handing one to me. The bubbles in my flute caught the light, tiny golden stars rising and dissolving.

I nodded, grateful for the chance to gather myself. The room had a different energy than the others. It less frantic and more deliberate. The quartet's music filtered in from somewhere nearby, the notes seeming to hang in the air longer here, suspended in the space between mirrors.

We found a spot along one wall, between two tall windows draped in heavy velvet. From here, we could see the entire room without being immediately noticed. Aubrey leaned against the wall, her shoulder touching mine, the warmth of her skin seeping through the thin fabric of my shirt.

In the center of the room, a woman in a midnight blue gown was kissing a man deeply while another man stood behind her, his lips pressed to her exposed shoulder, hands spanning her waist. Their movements were synchronized, unhurried, as if they had all night to explore each other. Against the far wall, two women in matching white masks fed each other strawberries, licking the juice from each other's fingers with deliberate slowness.

"They're all so beautiful," Aubrey whispered, her voice tinged with something I couldn't quite identify. Envy? Longing?

I sipped my champagne, the alcohol warming my blood, loosening the knot of tension that had formed between my shoulder blades. "Yes," I admitted, because here, in this room of mirrors and shadows, there was no point in denying it. The couples around us moved with a grace that came from knowing exactly what they wanted and being unafraid to take it.

That's when I saw him approaching, a tall figure in an elaborate silver mask that covered the upper half of his face, leaving only his mouth and jaw exposed. His skin was dark against the crisp white of his shirt, his suit impeccably tailored to broad shoulders. He moved with a fluid confidence that parted the crowd without effort, his path clearly directed toward us.

No, not us. Her.

He stopped before Aubrey, close enough that she had to tilt her head slightly to meet his gaze. Without a word, he reached out, his fingers deliberately brushing across her bare shoulder in a touch that seemed both casual and deeply intimate.

My throat tightened, a sudden pressure that made it hard to swallow. I tensed, ready to step forward, to insert myself between them, to protect what was mine, but Aubrey didn't flinch away. Instead, she smiled up at him, her body shifting slightly, leaning into the touch rather than away from it.

The man said something too low for me to hear, his head bent close to hers. Whatever it was made Aubrey laugh. It was a bright, genuine sound…one I hadn't heard in months, maybe years. It was the laugh from our early days, before mortgages and responsibilities had weighed us down, before we'd settled into the comfortable but passionless routine our marriage had become.

I stood frozen, champagne forgotten in my hand, watching my wife come alive under another man's attention. His fingers traced a lazy pattern on her shoulder, then slid down to the small of her back, resting there with casual possession. She didn't pull away.

My jaw clenched so tight I could feel the muscles jump beneath my skin. Heat rose in my face. Was it from anger? Embarrassment? Or something darker, more primitive? Because beneath the jealousy churning in my gut was an undeniable current of arousal. Seeing her like this…both desired and  desiring…awakened something in me I'd tried to bury beneath years of careful control.

The man bent closer again, his lips nearly touching her ear as he spoke. Aubrey nodded, her hand rising to rest lightly on his forearm. The gesture was small but loaded with potential, her pale fingers stark against the dark fabric of his sleeve.

My heartbeat thundered in my ears, my breath coming faster. I felt the weight of my mask suddenly, the way it pressed against my cheekbones, the slight restriction of my vision that made the scene before me seem even more dreamlike and unreal.

That's when Aubrey's eyes found mine across the small distance that separated us. Even through her mask, I could read the question in them, the challenge. Her gaze held mine, unwavering, as the stranger's hand slid from her back to her waist, fingers splaying possessively against the black fabric of her dress.

In that moment, something passed between us. It was a silent communication more honest than any conversation we'd had in years. I saw her asking not for permission, exactly, but for understanding. For me to see her, really see her, as she was in this moment: not just my wife, not just the woman who packed lunches and planned vacations and kept our life running smoothly, but a woman with desires and depths I'd never fully explored.

The stranger must have sensed the exchange because he turned slightly, acknowledging my presence for the first time. His lips curved in a smile beneath his silver mask, not mocking, but knowing. His hand remained on Aubrey's waist, neither tightening nor retreating. Not asking permission, but issuing a challenge.

And in that moment, with champagne buzzing in my veins and the mirrors reflecting endless iterations of the three of us locked in this silent tableau, I realized we had crossed a threshold from which there would be no return. Whatever happened next would change us forever.

Aubrey's eyes never left mine, her gaze steady, waiting. The stranger's hand remained on her waist, patient, confident. And I stood there, heart hammering against my ribs, caught between the man I had been and the man this night was asking me to become.

Chapter 7: A Room Full of Sinners

Aubrey’s gaze pinned me in place. Even through the mask, I felt the weight of her attention. The feeling was both liquid and electric, an energy I’d almost forgotten how to hold. The stranger’s hand rested on her waist as if it belonged there, his silver mask glinting in the fractured light, his smile hidden but not his intent.

She waited. I waited. The whole room seemed to hover in that tight, breathless interval.

Then Aubrey moved.

She extricated herself gently from the man’s hold, sliding sideways with a grace that made the gesture feel intentional, almost choreographed. Her black dress clung to her body, every step a brushstroke across the canvas of the mirrored room. She turned to look at me, the curve of her lips visible beneath the mask, then crooked a finger in the universal “follow me” sign.

The man in the silver mask watched her leave, but didn’t try to stop her. He didn’t even glance at me. He just accepted the change in current, as if knowing the tide would turn again soon enough.

I followed. Not because I’d decided to, but because I couldn’t not.

Aubrey led me down a hallway lined with floor-to-ceiling mirrors. The walls seemed to bend around us, warping our reflections into strange, dreamlike shapes. At every turn, we caught glimpses of other masked couples: a woman in a pale green slip, her dress gaping at the back as a man traced slow circles on her spine; a trio of men, bare-chested beneath their masks, leaning against the banister, hands in each other’s hair. The decadent ease of it all was overwhelming, every sight a jolt to the system.

At a landing, Aubrey stopped. She pressed me back against the mirrored wall, her hands cool and certain as they flattened against my chest. She was breathing fast, but her voice was low and controlled when she spoke.

“Are you okay?” she asked, a breathy huff that brushed my ear and sent a shiver down my arms.

I managed a nod, but not much else.

“Good.” She looked me up and down, then pressed closer, aligning her body to mine. “Do you see how they look at us?” Her lips grazed my jaw through the mask’s edge. “At you? At me?” She pulled my hands to her hips, guiding them until I had no choice but to hold her in place.

She was warm and alive and vibrating with energy.

“I never thought I’d like this,” she murmured, her fingers tangling in my shirt. “Never thought I’d want to show off for a room full of strangers.” She tugged my hand higher, letting it brush the bare skin above her dress. “But I do. And I want you to watch me do it.”

I sucked in air, lungs stuttering. Her words didn’t fit with the woman I’d known for twelve years, the one who sent polite Christmas cards and researched which sunscreen was safest for the kids. She was a different animal tonight. She was sharp, wild, hungry, and something…else. And she was right: the way the others looked at her, at us, was more intoxicating than anything the champagne could deliver.

She leaned in and nipped my neck, then whispered, “Did you like seeing him touch me?” Her hands found my belt, fingers working with more skill than I remembered. “Did you like watching me tease him?”

I should have said no. I should have said it made me angry, or sick, or less of a man. But instead, I groaned and pushed her against the glass, biting back the moan that wanted to escape my throat.

“You’re insane,” I whispered.

She laughed...a low, husky sound that vibrated through both our bodies.

“Tell me what you want to see.” Her hand slipped inside my waistband, her nails grazing my skin. “Tell me what you want me to do.”

I stared at her, shocked. “Aubrey...”

“Do you want to see me with another man?” she pressed. “Do you want to watch? Would it make you hard?”

She ground her hips into mine, and I gasped, the answer unspoken but clear in the rigid proof between us.

“We can do whatever we want here,” she whispered. “No one will judge us.” Her breath fogged the glass behind my head. “I want to be watched. I want to see how far you’ll let me go.”

I swallowed, my throat burning. My hands moved up her sides, over the subtle rise of her ribs, the soft curve of her breast beneath the fabric. Every inch of her was feverish, alive. My mind reeled, thoughts short-circuiting, but my body had already made its own decisions.

“Is that what you want?” I rasped, voice rougher than I expected. “To be with someone else? Here, now?”

Her eyes flashed, wild behind the mask. “I want you to see me. I want to see if you’ll stop me.”

She pressed her lips to my ear, hot and wet. “I want to see if you can.”

The confession hit me in the gut like a punch of lust and fear and some darker thrill I’d never have admitted to anyone, not even myself. I thought of the man in the silver mask, the way his hands had roamed Aubrey’s body, the way she’d let him. I thought of the watching crowd, the mirrors everywhere, the way each secret here was both protected and magnified by the masks we wore.

For a long moment, we just stood there. Her fingers dug into my back. My hands held her close enough to bruise. The rest of the party slipped away, background noise to the thumping of my heart and the rush of heat between us.

“I want you,” I said finally, voice ragged. “I want you more than I’ve ever wanted you in my life.”

She laughed, then bit my lip, not gently. “So have me, Caleb. Or let them watch you lose me and find me all over again...”

The champagne haze and the sense of impending disaster mingled until I couldn’t tell if I was about to kiss her or tear her dress off right there on the landing. In the end, I did both, and she responded like she’d been waiting her whole life for someone to just let her go.

We crashed together, limbs tangling, mouths desperate and bruising. She raked her nails down my arms, left red trails I’d find hours later, and I hoisted her up so her thighs wrapped tight around my hips. The mirrors caught us from every angle, multiplying the moment into infinity.

In the next instant, footsteps echoed up the hall, and Aubrey wriggled free of me, smoothing her dress and hair, the mask still perfectly in place. She looked back over her shoulder, a devil’s smile playing at her lips, then grabbed my hand and led me down the corridor toward the party’s deeper chambers.

We passed through a gallery where oil paintings of entwined bodies hung on the walls, erotic depictions of limbs and mouths and flushed flesh, captured forever in moments of abandon. Marble statues rose from pedestals, their forms locked in permanent embrace. Guests wandered the space, pausing to admire the art, but more often to admire each other. Some stood close enough to touch, others already halfway there, hands and mouths exploring wherever they could find a patch of exposed skin.

Aubrey drifted among them like a queen surveying her court. She leaned in to examine a sculpture, her body pressing into mine in a way that dared me to take her right then and there. I could smell her sweat, sweet and sharp, see the flush of her cheeks beneath the mask.

“You like this, don’t you?” she murmured.

I swallowed, not trusting myself to answer.

“You’re hard,” she whispered, sliding her hand down my front to grip me through the fabric.

She pushed me back against a marble pillar, the cold stone searing through my shirt. With a quick flick of her wrist, she unzipped her dress just enough to expose one breast...a flash of pale skin and tight, pink nipple. She cupped it, then leaned in to whisper, “Lick it.”

My heart seized. I looked around, but no one seemed to care, or if they did, they were only pleased by the addition to the spectacle. My mouth closed around her nipple and she hissed, arching into me, her hand tangled in my hair.

I felt people watching. The heat of their gaze made my skin prickle. Aubrey moaned, loud enough to draw more eyes, and when I let her go, she tugged the fabric back into place, savoring the collective hunger in the room.

We moved on, deeper still.

In a shadowed hallway, she pressed me against the wall again, this time grinding her hips in slow, deliberate circles. “What if I let someone else touch me?” she purred. “What would you do?”

The question wasn’t hypothetical. I could see it in her eyes...the real, pulsing need to be wanted, to be claimed, to see how far I’d let her wander before I pulled her back. I’d never seen her like this, never known she was capable of it.

“What if I said yes?” I asked, the words barely a whisper.

She smiled, savage and satisfied. “Then you’d have to watch. That’s the rule here.”

Her hands slid up under my shirt, nails grazing my stomach. I could barely breathe.

“Would you get hard for that?” she whispered, her voice velvet and smoke. “Would you want to fuck me after?”

I nodded, unable to speak. My body answered for me, a throbbing ache that wouldn’t be denied.

“I want you to see me, Caleb,” she said, voice trembling now, the bravado melting into something more desperate. “I want to be seen.”

“I see you,” I said, and I meant it.

She kissed me then, slow and deep, tongues tangling, and for a moment it was just us. The rest of the world could burn.

But even as we clung to each other, I felt the pull of the crowd, the hungry gaze of the strangers, the promise of more just around the next velvet-draped corner. Aubrey’s fingers slid down to my waistband again, but she stopped short, breathless and wild.

“Not yet,” she whispered, then pulled away, dragging me after her like a man on a leash.

We wandered through the mansion, our masks shielding us from judgment but not from desire. Every room was a new seduction...curtains parting to reveal pairs and threesomes on chaise lounges, laughter and moans mixing with the pop of champagne corks, the smell of sweat and perfume thickening the air.

We paused at a balcony overlooking the main hall. Below us, a masked woman knelt before her lover, her mouth working him with a ferocity that bordered on worship. Guests stood nearby, some sipping drinks, others touching themselves or each other, no one the least bit embarrassed. Aubrey leaned against the railing, her back arched, the line of her throat exposed.

“Would you really let someone else fuck me?” she asked, almost idly, her gaze locked on the spectacle below. “Would you really let them do it while you watched?”

I felt myself blush, but also grow impossibly harder at the thought.

“I don’t know,” I said. “Would you want that?”

She turned to me, eyes bright behind the mask. “Yes.”

One simple word.

Her hand found mine, squeezed it hard. “Would you?”

I hesitated, then nodded. “Yes.”

Another singe, simple word. The very same. And there it was.

She smiled, and I felt something break open inside me. Not pain, not fear, but something closer to freedom.

We didn’t speak for a long time after that, we just watched and touched and drank in the night. When she finally turned to me, her eyes were dark and heavy-lidded. “Let’s get another drink,” she said, her voice thick with promise. “I want to see what happens next.”

We slipped back into the maze of bodies and shadows, our masks still in place, our secrets safe and yet more exposed than ever before.

And I realized, as I let her lead me deeper into the unknown, that I wasn’t just watching her.

I was watching myself, reflected in a thousand hungry eyes.

…

The next thing I remember is standing at the makeshift bar, manned by a server in a black mask, waiting as he filled two crystal flutes with champagne. The hum of conversation around me was soothing, almost meditative, a buffer from the storm in my head. I tried to steady my hands, but my fingers trembled against the glass, betraying the chaos beneath my newly calm exterior.

What was happening to us? To me?

Aubrey had always been beautiful, but tonight she’d crossed some invisible threshold into another dimension, one where I could only follow or be left behind. I thought about her questions, the way her voice had lowered to a growl when she asked if I wanted to watch her with another man, and realized there was a truth in my response that terrified me. I wanted to see her pushed, stretched, transformed. I wanted her to want more, even if it meant risking everything we’d built.

The glasses were cold and slick in my grip as I made my way back through the crowd, navigating a labyrinth of masked faces, all equally intent on their own private dramas. I caught snatches of laughter, the chime of glass on glass, the low, throaty moan of a woman as her partner nipped her neck in a corner alcove. Here and there, hands wandered beneath fabric with a casualness I could hardly believe, as if this was the natural order of things and the outside world was the strange, restrictive place.

I took a breath, exhaled, and forced myself onward.

I saw Aubrey before she saw me.

She was on a velvet chaise at the far end of the room, her black dress splayed artfully around her legs, one stiletto balanced on the edge of the upholstery, the other resting on the floor. Her mask was slightly askew, a slip of green lace shadowing her cheekbone, and her lips were parted in mid-laugh as she leaned toward the two men flanking her.

They were the kind of men I’d always assumed existed only in catalogues: tall, fit, the cut of their suits so precise that even seated, they looked ready to walk a runway. The one on her left wore a gold-trimmed mask and a midnight blue suit. His hand rested on her thigh, fingers splayed wide and confident against the bare skin above her knee.

I stopped dead. My vision tunneled; the glasses in my hands threatened to leap free. I felt an animal urge to intervene, to storm across the room and wrench his hand away, to drag Aubrey up and out and back to some sanitized version of our life.

But I didn’t.

Because she looked…happy. More than that, she looked alive.

The man on her right leaned in, said something, and she laughed, throwing her head back so that the line of her throat was exposed to the candlelight. The man with the gold mask whispered something, and Aubrey’s smile shifted as it became sly, secretive. Her hand found the edge of her dress and pulled it, just a fraction, higher.

For a moment, all the sound in the room faded away.

Aubrey’s eyes locked on mine from across the space. There was no shame in her gaze, only challenge and excitement. She didn’t look away as the man’s hand slid a few inches higher, nor as the other man pressed closer, his knee nudging against her own.

She wanted me to see this.

I felt the blood rush to my face and other places, a flash of jealousy burning through me like acid. But then another sensation crashed in behind it that was primal and dark. But electric. I wanted to see this, too. I wanted to see how far she’d go, how far I’d let her.

The world sped up again; I became hyper-aware of everything. I could hear the fizz of the champagne and felt the tightness of my collar as the damp warmth of the air pressed down from all angles. I drifted closer, drawn in by the gravity of the scene.

Aubrey’s eyes never left mine.

The man with the gold mask trailed his fingers in slow circles up her thigh, stopping just below the hem. The other man rested his hand on her shoulder, thumb stroking her bare skin. They were speaking to her in low voices, clearly enjoying the competition, but it was Aubrey who owned the moment, her posture loose but commanding, her warm with debaucherous desire.

She glanced at me, then at the man with the gold mask, then back at me. She shifted her body so her legs parted slightly, the slit in her dress opening wider. She ran a finger along the rim of her champagne glass, her lips glistening with each sip.

I stood rooted, unable to move.

The man with the gold mask once again leaned in to whisper in her ear. She shivered seemingly with delight. She answered him, words lost in the drone of the room, but the effect was immediate: his hand tightened on her thigh, fingers digging in. The second man smoothed her hair behind her ear, grazing the sensitive spot at the base of her skull.

Aubrey’s fingers crept up to the hem of her dress, teasing the fabric upward a centimeter at a time. I saw the lace of her underwear, a dark line against her pale skin. The men followed her lead, their hands mirroring her movements, but never pushing, never aggressive.

This was her show, and she was the only one who knew the script.

I felt my breath catch as her eyes flicked to me, then back to her suitors, daring me to step in, to claim her, or to just stand there and burn.

The man with the gold mask slid his hand beneath the hem of her dress, palm pressed flat to her inner thigh. Aubrey let out a soft gasp. It was performative, maybe, but also real. She pressed her hand over his, guiding him, then leaned her head back to rest on the other man’s shoulder.

I watched, helpless and riveted, my arousal nearly unbearable.

Then, just as quickly as it had started, the spell broke. Aubrey extricated herself from the embrace, her movements fluid and practiced. She smiled at the men, patted the gold mask’s hand, then rose gracefully to her feet.

She walked toward me, hips swaying, a feline glide that made the air crackle with potential. She reached me in three measured steps, her hand closing over the stem of one glass before she even said a word.

Her voice was low, breathless, a rasp of velvet and smoke. “Thank you,” she said, taking the champagne. She sipped, then ran her tongue over her lips, eyes never leaving mine. “I love having you watch me.”

She leaned in, her mouth so close I could feel the heat of it against my ear. “It makes me feel powerful.”

I stood there, stunned, as she tipped the glass to her lips and drained it in one slow, deliberate swallow. She took my hand in hers, fingers lacing tight. “Come on,” she whispered. “Let’s see what else this place has to offer.”

She didn’t ask, she didn’t plead. She simply led, and I followed, unable and unwilling to do anything else.

My mind reeled. I had just watched my wife invite the touch of strangers. I had watched her take charge, orchestrate her own pleasure, use her body and her beauty as instruments in a symphony only she could hear. And I’d never been so hard in my life.

Aubrey’s grip was firm as we slipped back into the crowd, her laughter trailing behind us like perfume. I glanced over my shoulder and saw the two men watching her, their faces impassive behind their masks, but their eyes betraying the hunger she’d left them with.

And then we were gone, swallowed up by the mansion’s endless rooms and the promise of something even wilder just out of sight.

If this was a game, I no longer knew the rules.

…

The further Aubrey pulled me into the mansion’s heart, the hotter my skin burned. Champagne frothed in my gut, rising and falling in waves of dizziness that only her hand could anchor. Every room was a fresh tableau: bodies curled on velvet banquettes, men and women and every permutation in between, masked and half-naked and dripping with intent. I barely noticed when she stopped. I nearly walked right into the broad chest in front of us.

Langston. The man who’d invited us. The man who Aubrey seemed so taken with just hours ago, the entire reason we were here. Up until right that second, as incredible as it sounds, I’d forgotten he even existed.

But there he was, standing in the center of the room, his room , right in front of us, unmasked.

He wore a black suit so flawless it could have been painted on. His hair was cropped close, the cut razor-sharp, and when he smiled, it was with the calm assurance of a man who had seen every secret the world could offer and found them all pleasing.

Around him, the masked party continued, oblivious to the break in protocol his bare face represented. I felt a shiver at the audacity, the way the rules bent around him without protest. He didn’t need a mask. He was the host, the hunter, the prize at the end of every chase.

He turned to us, eyes flicking from Aubrey to me and back again. There was recognition in his gaze, a subtle nod to the fact that we were playing a different game than the rest. When he spoke, his voice was deep and warm, slipping beneath my skin before I could mount any defenses.

“Welcome…I’ve been watching you both,” he said.

Aubrey’s fingers squeezed mine, but she didn’t flinch or shy away. She tilted her chin up, equal parts challenge and surrender. “We’ve been watching, too,” she said, her voice steady.

Langston smiled, genuine and soft, but there was something dangerous lurking in it. “Mmm, I see that. But I also see…you’re different,” he said, and I felt the words settle somewhere between pride and warning. “You don’t want to just observe.”

He extended a hand, not quite touching Aubrey, but the invitation was clear.

“I have a private chamber,” he said, and the way he said it made it sound less like a bedroom and more like a sanctum. “For guests who want more than just…observation.”

The silence stretched, the invitation hanging in the air like perfume.

I tried to speak, to tell Aubrey it was her choice, that I would follow her anywhere she wanted to go, but my throat was a dry, barren field. I looked at her instead, willing the words through the squeeze of my hand.

She looked back at me, her eyes glittering through the mask. She didn’t speak, but her answer was in the slight incline of her head, the way her breath caught at the edge of a smile.

Langston stepped back, clearing the path to a hidden door behind the velvet drapes. Aubrey led the way, never letting go of my hand.

We followed him into a narrow hallway lined with dark wood and abstract paintings that seemed to pulse in the low light. Langston moved with the easy grace of someone born to this role, each step measured but never slow. I could hear the echo of our shoes on the old parquet, the soft rustle of Aubrey’s dress as it brushed against her legs, the faint click of her nails against my palm.

At the end of the hall, Langston unlocked a door.


Chapter 8: Eyes Wide Open

The private chamber was smaller than I'd expected, smaller even than the parlor outside, the four walls and low ceiling pressed close by the weight of dark velvet and the smoke of a hundred melted candles. Everything was hush and shadow: silk pillows on the floor, a narrow chaise lounge, three glasses glinting on a low black table. The air smelled of honeyed wax and women's perfume, a ripe, heady sweetness that felt obscene in the center of my chest.

Langston held the door with one hand and gestured Aubrey inside with the other. He didn't speak, didn't need to. Aubrey entered first, her steps slow, uncertain for the first time all evening. She crossed the rug and hovered at the edge of the chaise, glancing back at me. This was my cue to follow, apparently. So, I followed. But I didn't sit. I took up position against the wall by the door, as far from the others as possible while still being in the room. My mask was tight on my face, the velvet straps pulling at my ears, but I wasn't about to take it off.

Langston closed the door behind us, the click loud as a gunshot in the hush. He moved to the center of the room, and for a moment, we just stood there. Three figures in a triangle, the candlelight flickering across our faces, the silence stretching until I thought I'd scream.

Aubrey broke first.

She reached up, hands trembling just enough to be noticed, and slipped the elastic of her mask free. She peeled it away in one slow motion, exposing the flushed skin beneath, the high color in her cheeks, the new and hungry set of her mouth. She blinked a few times, adjusting to the sudden exposure, and then she looked at me, not at Langston, who stood directly in front of her, but at me, her eyes wide and questioning and soft all at once.

Langston smiled the assured smile of someone who had orchestrated this entire moment and was now waiting to see how the final act would play. He met Aubrey's eyes, then mine, then Aubrey's again.

He sat on the edge of the chaise, legs apart, elbows on his knees. He didn't touch her.

Aubrey held her mask in one hand, her fingers flexing around it, uncertain whether to let it go or clutch it forever. She stood perfectly still, her chest rising and falling so quickly I thought she might faint. The candlelight caught in her hair, sent a gold halo around the wild, curling strands. For a second, I wanted to run to her, to gather her up and spirit her out of there, away from the velvet and the heat and this man who watched her like a collector eyeing a priceless painting.

But I couldn't move. My feet were rooted to the spot, my fingers digging so hard into my own palm I felt the skin break. I realized my mouth was dry, so dry that when I tried to swallow it caught in my throat and I nearly choked. My heart beat hard against my ribs, not fear exactly, but the nervous thrill of a coin flipped and still spinning, heads or tails not yet decided.

Aubrey looked at me again, and this time her gaze was sharp, insistent. She wanted something...permission? absolution? rescue?...but I couldn't give it, there was nothing to be done now but to let go. I just stared back, trying not to blink. There was so much in her eyes: hunger, shame, pride, something like terror and something like hope. My own reactions tangled into a knot: anger and arousal, jealousy and awe, all crowding the same space in my chest, suffocating me and turning me on like never before.

Langston waited. His stillness was total, like a lion sunning himself on a rock, no urgency, only patience. I couldn't tell if he was waiting for Aubrey to come to him, or for me to break and storm out. He had no need to move. The room was his, the night was his, even we were his, for as long as he wanted us.

Aubrey inhaled deeply, her bare shoulders lifting with the effort, the curve of her neck thrown into perfect relief by the angle of the candlelight. She turned her body toward me, mask dangling from her fingers, and I understood, finally, like really understood, that she wanted me to see her, like this, wanted me to know her in a way I never had before, in a way maybe no one ever had.

I couldn't speak. If I had tried, I’m quite certain no words would have come out.

She stared into me, the distance between us closing in the gaze alone. Her chest rose and fell. My own breath stuttered, stuck between inhale and exhale.

Langston broke the silence, not with a word but a nod, an infinitesimal gesture that seemed to signal, Yes, now. Aubrey looked down at her hand, at the mask, then back up at me. She dropped the mask to the chaise, the sound barely audible but impossibly loud in my ears. It landed beside Langston's, black lace on dark velvet, two faces unneeded, abandoned, exposed.

I realized my hands were fists as I watched my knuckles white, clutched nails digging deep. Sweat pooled at the small of my back, and my lungs ached from how long I'd been holding my breath. But I couldn't move. I was paralyzed, watching my wife as she teetered at the edge of something neither of us had the words for.

She looked at me one last time, searching my face for a sign. I couldn't tell what she found, but whatever it was, it was enough. She turned away, a single curl falling across her cheek

Langston opened his arms. The air in the room seemed to contract, every molecule snapping to attention.

And I stood there, frozen. Masked and silent, the only audience for the most private show of our lives.

There was nothing left for me to do but watch as the scene unfolded in the flickering, uncertain dark.

…

Aubrey stepped forward, slow at first, then faster as if she was afraid her courage might falter if she waited. Her bare feet sank into the plush rug, each step marking a point of no return. Langston watched her come, his head tilted back just enough to let her see every detail of his face, every microexpression that passed through his eyes. He didn't reach for her. He let her arrive on her own, let her make the final choice.

She paused before him, close enough for their knees to almost touch. Her hands hovered for a moment, then landed on his cheeks, thumbs grazing the line of his jaw. She inhaled sharply, then leaned in and kissed him.

The sound of it was louder than I expected. The quiet, wet pop gave way to a tiny spark that soon set the whole room on fire. My skin prickled beneath my shirt; the sweat at my back went cold. I watched her kiss him again, her mouth soft and open, her hands sliding down to his shoulders. She pressed her body forward, hips against his knees, hair falling over his face and hers, making a curtain that briefly hid them from me.

Langston waited a beat, then responded: his hands rose to her waist, not aggressive, just a firm possession. He pulled her a fraction closer and then kissed her back. It was gentle at first but then with a slowly escalated. Their bodies swayed together, in and out, her chest against his, her nipples brushing his shirt, her hands crawling up his neck to tangle in the tight curls at his nape.

I stood there, hands fisted at my sides, pulse roaring in my ears. I tried to unclench, tried to loosen my jaw, but the muscles wouldn't obey. The taste in my mouth was metallic, sharp as blood, and my breath came in short, shallow bursts. I couldn't decide if I wanted to lunge forward and tear them apart, or collapse on the floor and sob. Maybe both.

Aubrey pulled back, barely an inch, and let her forehead rest against his. She trailed her fingers down the front of his shirt, found the top button, and started to work it loose. Her hands shook, but she kept at it, one button at a time, moving slower than seemed possible. Langston just watched her, his own hands gliding up and down her back in tiny circles, steadying her, holding her in place.

She reached the bottom of his shirt and spread it open. His chest was smooth, a dark gold against the pale blue of the fabric. She ran her hands over it, palms flat, as if checking that he was real. He caught her wrists, just for a second, and squeezed...then let go, a wordless signal that she could do what she liked.

Langston took his turn, then. He slid his hands up Aubrey's sides, caught the thin straps of her dress, and eased them down, millimeter by millimeter, until her breasts spilled free. She gasped at the cool air, or maybe at the sensation of being exposed, but didn't try to cover herself. Instead, she arched her back, let him see her, let me see her, as the dress sagged at her waist.

Langston bent his head and took one nipple in his mouth, slow and deliberate, his eyes never leaving hers. Aubrey's lips parted in a soundless moan. She clutched at his shoulders, her fingers flexing so hard I thought she might bruise him. He sucked gently, then switched to the other, leaving a trail of glistening saliva across her skin. The only sounds were her soft, ragged breaths, the whisper of fabric on skin, and the faint, constant hiss of the candles devouring their own wicks.

My own breath caught, audibly, and both of them glanced at me...first her, then him, then her again, the look in her eyes somewhere between apology and defiance. I pressed myself tighter to the wall, afraid that if I let go I might charge them like a bull, or worse, fall to my knees.

Langston stood, towering over Aubrey by nearly a foot. He took her face in both hands and kissed her, a long, deep kiss that made her shudder. Then he let his hands fall to her hips, gripping her tight enough to leave marks. He stepped back and slowly removed his shirt, folding it over the back of the chaise with a careful precision. His body was lean and cut, not showy but sculpted in a way that made me feel suddenly old and soft by comparison.

My cock was hard as stone and hurt in a way that felt unfair, almost cruel, the kind of arousal that bordered on pain…


Chapter 9: The Act

They moved together like dancers in a private performance, his dark hands gliding over her pale skin with reverence. I couldn't look away. I couldn't breathe. Aubrey and Langston's bodies formed silhouettes against the candlelight, casting elongated shadows across the velvet-draped walls of the chamber.

I expected to feel rage. Jealousy. The primal urge to tear them apart. But as I watched my wife arch her back beneath his touch, what surged through me was something entirely different. It was something I'd never felt before.

Langston took his time with her. There was nothing hurried or crude about the way he touched her. His fingers traced the curve of her hip, the hollow of her throat, the line of her collarbone with the precision of an artist studying his muse. Each caress was deliberate, each kiss placed with intention.

"Beautiful," he murmured against her skin, his voice barely audible over the thundering of my pulse in my ears. "Exquisite."

Aubrey's eyes fluttered closed as his mouth moved down her body. She gasped, high and desperate, as Langston’s lips latched onto her right nipple. He suckled with slow, greedy pressure, each draw sending visible shudders through her. He alternated, teasing the other with thumb and forefinger, swirling and pinching until both were hard and flushed. Aubrey rocked against him, silent except for the wet, involuntary noises he wrung from her body.

Langston looked up at me as he tongued her, eyes lidded but sharp with awareness. He knew I was watching. He wanted me to. I stood against the wall, not daring to move, my own cock straining at my pants, leaking into the cotton. I didn't think to touch myself. It was as if every nerve in my body had migrated to my eyes and heart and the rigid ache between my legs.

He pressed Aubrey down onto the chaise, spreading her thighs wide. Her dress pooled at her hips, panties exposed, the black lace damp and glistening in the candlelight. He hooked a single finger in the waistband and peeled them down, slow as anything, revealing the pale V between her legs.

She tried to close her thighs, bashful for the first time, and Langston stopped her with a touch and a gentle smile. "Let him see," he whispered, and then he kissed her inner thigh, so close to her pussy that she whimpered with the need to be touched. He gripped her knees and opened her fully. My heart hammered so hard in my chest I wondered if either of them could hear it.

Aubrey’s clit was already swollen, flushed pink against the neat trim of her pubic hair. Langston breathed her in, then licked her, one long, slow stripe from the bottom of her slit to the top. Aubrey bucked against his mouth, moaning louder than I’d ever heard in our marriage. He ate her like she was the only thing in the world, tongue working in slow, circular motions, teasing her before sucking her clit between his lips. Aubrey’s hands clawed at the velvet, at the air, at anything she could grip, then finally found the nape of his neck and pulled him deeper into her.

He devoured her for what felt like hours. He didn’t let up when she squirmed, when she tried to twist away in desperation. He held her hips pinned, tongue relentless. I watched Aubrey’s face contort, watched her body tense, her calves trembling as the first orgasm ripped through her. She came with a strangled gasp, shuddering, her heels digging into Langston’s back, her fingers white-knuckled in his hair. He didn't slow, didn't even pause to let the aftershocks subside. He just buried his face in her, tongue flickering, lips sucking, until another wave took her, this time so violent that her entire body arched off the chaise.

She screamed. I had never... never ... heard her make a sound like that. It was raw and animal and so loud it seemed to bounce off the velvet walls. For a second I was certain someone would come pounding on the door, but all that happened was Langston tightening his grip and Aubrey falling apart in his hands.

She collapsed back onto the chaise, shivering and gasping, tears running from the corners of her eyes. Langston eased up on her, but not by much. He licked her clean, tracing lazy circles around her clit, his fingers parting her folds and dipping inside. Aubrey shook her head, moaning no in that pleading way that means yes, yes, please, oh god yes.

He worked her with two fingers while he tongued her, then three, curling them up with practiced precision. She was open, so open, wetter than I’d ever seen her. Gaping. The sounds were obscene, slick and messy, and I thought I might come in my pants just watching. The pleasure on her face was something new. It was something I had never given her, not even close. And I wanted it. I wanted to see her break, to see her unravel until there was nothing left but this pure animal need.

Langston finally let up, trailing kisses up her stomach, her ribs, her heaving chest. He looked at me as he sucked one of her nipples into his mouth, teasing it with his teeth. There was a challenge in his eyes, a dare. Can you handle this? Will you break before she does?

He undressed with an economy of motion that made it clear he’d done this a thousand times before. His cock was already out, thick and dark and bobbing against his abdomen, slapping his belly well above his navel, bigger than mine by a lot. I felt a spike of raw envy, then shame, then a sick hunger to see what it would do to her.

He rolled a condom on, then lifted Aubrey’s legs, folding her in half. She was still shaking, still coming down, but she didn’t resist. She opened for him like a flower desperate for the sun. He lined himself up and pressed in, slow and relentless. She cried out, whether in pain or pleasure, I couldn’t be sure.

Then as suddenly as it had begun, she put a stop to it.

“Wait!” she said, pressing her hand firmly into his bulging chest. Her tiny, pale hand was dwarfed by the size and darkness of his left pec. “Stop…I want…”

She bit her lip and looked directly at me.

“I want you raw…take that thing off…” she said. I thought I might faint as I watched Langston withdraw. He smiled as if he’s been expecting the request and was only all too happy to oblige.

He made a show of rolling the condom off, letting it fall to the rug, then stroked himself slowly, savoring the tension. He was so thick the sight of it made my stomach knot in equal parts jealousy and awe.

Aubrey reached for him, her hands greedy, desperate. She guided him back between her legs and he pushed into her again, this time slick and bare, sliding in with a slow, determined force that made her whole body seize. She made a noise I’d never heard before, a choked, whimpering moan, guttural and pleading. I watched the tip of his cock disappear into her, stretching her open wide, her lips parting around him like she was made for it.

He bottomed out, holding himself buried for a heartbeat while both of them just breathed, sweat beading on their skin. Then he drew back and thrust forward, and again, each time deeper, harder. Aubrey’s head lolled back, her mouth wide open, hair splayed across the chaise like a golden halo.

It wasn’t gentle. Not anymore. Langston fucked her with a slow, grinding pace, each stroke deliberate, every withdrawal a tease before he plunged back in. Aubrey’s hands gripped his arms for leverage, her nails digging into his triceps, her legs shaking as he drove into her. The impact set her breasts to moving, the nipples still red and wet from his mouth. She babbled nonsense, pleading for more, crying out his name, not mine. I felt an urge to look away, like I was invading something sacred, but I couldn't. I watched every inch of his cock disappear inside her, watched her body yield to it, take it, beg for it.

Aubrey firmly fixed her gaze between her legs and watched him burry into her.

“Oh god, that’s so hot…” she hissed. “That big, black cock going in and out of me. The size of it. Fuck…” she bit her bottom lip, unblinking.

She was so loud I thought she might wake the whole house. Each word seemed to hit me like a punch: "Fuck," and, "it's so deep,", "so much bigger," and, "Oh, god, yes," over and over, her need so naked and hungry that it made my own skin crawl with heat. Langston leaned in and kissed her, muffling her cries, but her hips never stopped bucking up to meet him.

I was fully hard, leaking into my briefs, but I didn't dare move. I just watched, mesmerized, as my wife took every inch. He fucked her for a long, endless stretch, slow then fast, then slow again, like he was deliberately testing how much she could handle. Aubrey's face contorted, her hands now pawing at his chest, her heels digging furrows into the velvet of the chaise. Every so often, Langston would glance at me...never with malice, always with that calm, level stare, like he was making sure I saw everything.

She came again, shuddering, the sound of her orgasm so high and sharp I thought she might break. Langston didn't stop, didn't even slow down, just watched her ride the wave and then started to pound her even harder. I could see it in the way her body tensed, her toes curling, her stomach quivering. The sound of Langston’s body meeting hers filled the room: wet, urgent, primal. Aubrey sobbed through another orgasm, this one wringing her out like a rag, making her entire body tremble and sweat.

Langston fucked her through every aftershock, his cock pistoning in and out of her slick cunt until she was glassy-eyed and twitching, pleading with him to slow down. He didn’t...not until he was right at the edge, and only then did he pull out, stroking himself with slow, heavy movements that left her moaning, empty, greedy for more.

He came in thick, ropy bursts, spraying her belly and thighs with his cum. She shivered at the sensation, her hands coming down to smear it even further over her skin, and I watched as the white streaks stood out against her flushed, ruined body. She caught my eye again, and this time there was no shame in her expression...only pure, unfiltered satisfaction.

Langston slumped back on the chaise, sweat glistening on his chest. Aubrey lay beside him, panting, her legs still spread, her cunt red and swollen and still leaking his cum. My own cock throbbed, desperate for release, but I just stood rooted to the spot, pulse banging in my veins. Aubrey was spread out, legs open, cunt still gaping open, body painted with Langston’s cum, and she didn’t try to cover herself. If anything, she seemed to want me to see every inch of her...used, spent, completely transformed. Her eyes met mine, and something silent passed between us, a dare or maybe a promise. I felt my own cock pulse in sympathy.

Langston wiped himself on a scrap of cloth from the table, casual and unhurried, then looked straight at me.

“She’s all yours,” he said, voice deep and utterly matter-of-fact.

Aubrey smiled, lazy and ruined, her chest heaving. “Come here,” she said, crooking a finger at me.

My legs didn’t want to work. When I finally crossed the room, I stepped around the slick condom and nearly slipped on the rug. My hands shook as I reached for her. Aubrey pulled me in, urgent and clumsy, her skin hot and slick with sweat.

She kissed me deep, her mouth full of the taste of Langston, the bitter tang of spent sex. I whimpered into her, my own arousal so hot it felt dangerous. She reached down, freed my cock, and guided me into her in one blunt, rough movement. She was still so wet, so loose, that I slid in easily, and the feeling made me shudder. She was raw and gaping, still twitching from what Langston had done to her. I thrust into her, my knees buckling with the sensation. Her pussy was slick with his cum and her own, and I was so hard it almost hurt. God I could barely feel her around me she was so stretched out.

Aubrey pulled me down, wrapping her arms and legs around me, holding me in place as I fucked her. Usually she was the one to slow things down, to keep it measured, tender. But there was none of that. She wanted it hard, fast, messy. She wanted to be filled again, to be made complete. She clawed at my back, bit my lip, bucked her hips up to meet every stroke, as if trying to milk the last drop of what Langston left inside her.

I barely lasted a minute. There was no hope, none at all. The heat, the smell, the sight of her so completely wrecked...all of it crashed over me in a blinding wave. I felt my balls tighten, my cock pulse, then I came inside her with a force that made me dizzy. Aubrey kissed me, tongue wild and desperate, swallowing the noises I made as I emptied myself into her.

Aubrey moaned, squeezing me inside her, milking every last spasm from my cock as if she wanted to make sure I left something behind, too. Her cunt was a hot, slippery mess...cum and sweat and everything, slick and overflowing. The sensation was so intense I nearly blacked out, my fingers digging into her hips, my forehead pressed to her collarbone. I couldn’t stop shaking. I was still hard, even after I finished, and she kept rocking her hips, grinding me deeper, not letting me pull out.

“Keep it in,” she whispered, her voice ragged and hoarse. “Don’t leave me.”

So I didn’t. I collapsed on top of her, weight pressing her into the chaise, both of us still trembling. I could feel every twitch of her cunt, every heartbeat. We stayed like that for a long while, breathing in sync, the room spinning slowly around us.

Langston stood to the side, arms crossed, watching with cool, clinical satisfaction. He wasn’t smug, not exactly. More like he’d known all along how this was going to play out. How we’d both shatter, then come back together, changed.

Aubrey stroked my hair, her fingers gentle, soothing. Her cunt was still swollen and twitching, greedily sucking up every drop I gave her. She pressed my mouth to her neck, holding me there, as if to make the moment go on forever.

Eventually, I softened and slipped out. My cum, mingled with Langston’s, leaked out of her in slow, viscous streams, pooling on the dark velvet and running down her thighs. Aubrey didn’t move to clean up. She just lay there, boneless and spent, her face dreamy and faraway. I knelt beside her, stroking her hair, stunned by what we’d just done. By what I’d just seen. By what I’d let happen.

At some point, I don’t know when, Langston slipped out of the room and left us there. And we never saw him again.

I couldn’t say how long we lay there, tangled and stunned, breathing the heated air of that candlelit box. At some point, the wax had melted all the way down and the room was lit only by the ghostly spill of hallway light beneath the door. Aubrey’s skin glistened, sticky with sweat and the remains of what we’d both given her. I pressed my face into the hollow of her shoulder and let the smell of her...sex, salt, honeyed perfume...bury itself in my brain forever.

I wanted to ask her if she was okay, or if I was okay, or if we were ever going to be okay, if she was going to leave me. But the words hovered useless on my tongue. I was so empty and so full. There was nothing left to say.

Aubrey was the first to move. She rolled onto her side, facing me, the sated smile still smeared across her lips. There was something different about her eyes...softer, but not fragile. She curled her fingers through my hair and pulled me in for a slow, tired kiss. I tasted Langston on her tongue, and didn’t hate it. I kissed her back, hard enough to bruise, and she let out a soft, satisfied sound.

We dressed in silence. The mask, now damp and missing, lay forgotten on the floor. I fumbled my way back into the shirt, the sleeves gone clammy with sweat, and tried to re-tuck myself into my trousers. My hands still shook. I looked at Aubrey, watched her slowly pull up her ruined panties, then smooth down the skirt, her skin blotched and marked with fingerprints, with kisses, with everything that had happened.

She caught me staring and smiled, a lazy feline satisfaction that made my cock twitch again, even in the raw aftermath. “You okay?” she asked, voice barely above a whisper, hoarse but not weak.

I nodded. Tried to laugh. It came out as a broken wheeze. “Yeah,” I said. “Are you?”

She leaned her head into my chest, her hair damp and wild against my skin. In the hush, I could just hear her say, “I’ve never felt more alive.” And for the first time in what felt like forever, there wasn’t a trace of apology in her voice.

We put ourselves back together, piece by piece. She wiped the worst of the mess from her thighs with a corner of the chaise’s velvet, giggling at the ruined fabric, then picked up her mask and held it in her lap. I glanced at the door, half-expecting Langston to walk in, offer us another round, or announce that we’d graduated to some new, secret tier of the night. But he was gone. Maybe there was nothing left for him to see. Or maybe the last lesson was letting us face ourselves in the aftermath.

We straightened up, trading the sort of small, shy touches you give a lover after the world’s been blown apart and you’re quietly, privately, grateful to still be together. Aubrey tucked herself under my arm as we walked back down the candlelit corridor, her head on my shoulder, her hair still damp with sweat and sex. She didn’t let go of my hand, not once.

Outside, the party had thinned and changed. The music was softer, the bodies lazier, the edge taken off the orgiastic fever that had lit the place up earlier. It felt almost like a real party now…people talking in corners, laughing a little too loud, the kind of measured, tipsy calm that comes after last call and before the hangover sets in. Nobody glanced twice at us, even as we drifted through the hall with our hair wild and our clothes all wrong, still smelling of the private room.

Aubrey led the way toward the garden, the air outside damp and sweet. We sat on the edge of a marble fountain and listened to the distant, ghostly sound of the quartet still playing inside. The sky was just starting to lighten, the city beyond the wall a blur of old trees and soft, slow sirens. Aubrey leaned her head back, eyelids fluttering, her skin prickled to goosebumps in the morning chill, and I shed my jacket to drape it over her shoulders.

We didn’t speak for a long time.

I let my mind spin through the thousand images of that night, all of them spliced together: the noise and color of the crowd, the slick heat of bodies, the way Aubrey’s face had changed, minute by minute, until she was someone so new and so familiar all at once. I didn’t know what was supposed to happen next...if we’d collapse into tears, or argue, or fuck again, or silently agree to never speak of it. I don’t think Aubrey knew either.

But her hand never let go of mine, and that felt like the only answer I needed for now…


Chapter 10: The City Sleeps

The Garden District mansion receded behind us like a fading dream. We slipped down the marble steps, past the wrought-iron gates, into a hush so complete it pressed on my eardrums. The air outside was still heavy with last night’s humidity, sticky-sweet with jasmine, the scent soldered to our skin. Aubrey’s hair hung limp around her shoulders, clumped in knots from sweat and the tangling of strange hands. My own shirt clung damp and wrinkled to my chest. We must have looked like survivors of some rare disaster...unharmed, but rearranged in ways the world couldn’t see.

The street was empty, the mansion looming behind us like the ghost of what we’d just survived. The only motion came from a single cat gliding along a fence line, then the flicker of someone’s porch light blinking on. We set off in the direction of the hotel, neither of us saying anything for a long time.

The blocks here were long and leafy, old oak trees arched over the sidewalk, their trunks thick as coffin lids, roots breaking up the cement in ragged seams. Even now, in the blue-grey half-light before sunrise, the city shimmered with anticipation...a city that knew how to keep secrets, how to bake them into the mortar of the houses and the seams of the street.

Aubrey’s stride was even and measured, but I could see the way her fists knotted at her sides, the tiny shudder in her shoulders each time a car passed at the distant end of the block. We moved together in perfect parallel, bodies separated by six inches of air that felt, at moments, like a continent. There was no birdsong yet, only the drone of cicadas and the distant clang of garbage trucks beginning their rounds.

Neither of us had shoes that belonged on these sidewalks. I felt the bite of every pebble through the thin soles of my dress shoes. Aubrey’s heels made her wobble at first, so she carried them, walking barefoot and silent. Her bare feet looked impossibly delicate, the pale skin a stark contrast to the grit and oil of the city. I wanted to carry her, to say something comforting or clever, but the words all tasted false before they could reach my lips.

After three blocks, she paused under a streetlamp, toes perched on the curb. I watched her draw a slow breath, felt the air move in and out of her like she was trying to re-inflate her lungs for the first time all night. She looked up at the lamp, the light catching on her face, making her eyes look bruised and bottomless behind the smeared liner.

“Do you remember the first time we went out in college?” she said, voice soft as smoke.

I did. The memory flickered up instantly: the two of us wandering the deserted quad at two a.m., sharing a flask, daring each other to say the worst possible thing out loud. Back then, we’d relished silence. It meant nothing needed to be explained.

I nodded, not trusting myself to speak.

She looked back at me, her chin lifted but mouth trembling. “It feels like that,” she said. “Like we’re starting over. Except this time I’m not scared of what comes next.”

I stepped closer, then stopped. My arms felt too heavy for gestures. I watched her shiver in the pre-dawn chill, even though the air was barely cold enough to raise goosebumps. Her dress, now hopelessly wrinkled, caught the orange glare of the streetlamp and made her look even more unearthly...a spectral thing, haunting the path home.

She must have read the shape of my thoughts, because she took a step forward and reached for my hand. Her fingers were cold, nails bitten short, but she threaded them between mine with a confidence I didn’t recognize. It was the same hand that had curled around Langston’s neck hours ago, the same wrist I’d watched him grip and guide, the same palm that had pressed into his chest and later, me.

We started walking again, this time connected. The contact was electric and strange, every step a test of whether I’d let go first or she would. I found that I didn’t want to. Not even a little.

The houses here were grand but close together, light from inside falling in syrupy squares on the sidewalk. Some of the porches held the ghosts of parties, empty bottles and spent decorations, beads strung from the railings like spiderwebs. We passed a man hosing down his stoop in a battered Saints t-shirt. He gave us a nod and a knowing smile. I wondered if he saw what we had done. If the city itself had watched us and was now waiting to see how we’d live with it.

A few blocks more, and the silence stopped being oppressive. It became something we wore, like a shroud or a second skin. Aubrey squeezed my hand once, a quick flex of her knuckles against mine. There was a meaning in it I couldn’t quite translate, but I squeezed back anyway. A car drove past, windows down, radio crackling jazz into the morning air. The city felt less like a foreign country and more like a place I might understand, given enough time and the right company.

We walked until the wrought-iron fence of the hotel came into view, the gold paint on the sign catching first light. I slowed, not wanting to let go, and finally found the words that had been waiting all night.

“I didn’t lose you, did I?” I said. The words barely made it out, so quiet I almost missed them myself.

Aubrey stopped and turned to face me, still holding on. Her hair was a mess, makeup streaked, body mapped with the evidence of everything that had happened. She smiled...not the forced, brittle smile of the past few years, but the reckless, open one from when I first met her.

“No,” she said. “I think you found me.”

She leaned in and kissed me, her mouth dry but certain, the taste of her like salt and ashes and something alive. For a second, I felt the two of us as one thing, stitched together by the night’s madness and the long walk through the city.

We stood there, breathing together, until the sun finally pulled itself up over the rim of the horizon.

Then, without looking back, we walked inside...hand in hand, quiet as ghosts, already starting to put ourselves back together.

…

The hotel lobby was empty except for a clerk dozing behind the front desk, his head propped on one fist and his mouth open wide enough to catch flies. Aubrey and I moved through on silent feet, our joined hands the only proof that we were tethered to each other and not just drifting back to our separate lives. The elevator was a battered relic...painted gold, the brass buttons gummy under my thumb. Inside, the florescent bulb hummed like a migraine. The doors closed behind us, trapping us in a box that smelled of bleach and dust and faintly, impossibly, of someone’s cologne. Neither of us spoke as we rose, the numbers lighting up one by one in the pale reflection of the steel.

I realized I was holding my breath again. I let it out slow, just as the elevator dinged and the doors yawned open. Our room was at the far end of the corridor, a long walk past identical doors and framed lithographs of the French Quarter. Aubrey’s dress swished around her knees, the sequined hem snagging every few steps on her bare skin. She walked ahead, leading without looking back, and I followed, one hand in hers, the other fisted in my pocket.

At the door, I fumbled for the key card. My hands were shaking, though I wasn’t sure if it was fatigue or nerves or just the fallout from everything I’d witnessed and become tonight. The card slid through the reader once, then twice, then a third time before the light finally flashed green and the lock clicked open. Aubrey smiled at my clumsiness, but didn’t make a joke. She just slipped inside, tossing her shoes onto the carpet before making a beeline for the window, where she pushed the curtain aside and stared out at the city, her silhouette cut sharp against the sodium glow.

I set the key card on the dresser, closed the door behind me, and dead-bolted it out of habit. The air conditioning was up high, and the room felt brisk, the chill a slap to skin still flushed from the walk and what came before. I noticed, for the first time, the state we’d left the room in...bedspread tangled and half on the floor, pillows kicked aside, an overturned water glass on the nightstand. Our clothes from earlier were still puddled by the bathroom, a necklace of beads coiled around the sink faucet like a forgotten dare.

Aubrey stood at the window, her back straight, arms folded tight across her chest. Her reflection looked back at me in the glass...shoulders tensed, face wiped clean of all but the dark streaks of mascara, eyes wide and unblinking. I watched her for a long moment, then crossed the room and stopped just behind her.

I wanted to touch her, but hesitated. I wasn’t sure I had the right anymore...not after what I’d let her do, what I’d made her want. But the urge was there, animal and insistent, and it only got stronger with every second I denied it. Finally, I set my hands lightly on her hips, fingers spread wide, and waited to see if she’d move away.

She didn’t. Instead, she leaned back into me, her body melting into the curve of mine. The scent of her hair, sweat and perfume and something deeper, filled my head. I pressed my lips to the nape of her neck and just breathed her in.

We stood like that for what could have been minutes, or an hour. The city outside slowly brightened, the first edges of day licking the tops of the buildings, streetcars grinding awake in the distance.

Aubrey broke the silence first. “I feel like I’ve been running a marathon for ten years, and I just crossed the finish line. And now I’m too tired to celebrate.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. I wrapped my arms around her waist and held her tighter, hoping it was answer enough.

She turned in my arms, slowly, until we were facing each other. There were still traces of last night on her face...smudges of glitter, the ghost of lipstick, the raw red around her mouth where Langston had bitten her. I reached up and ran my thumb gently over her cheek, wiping away a black smear, then followed the line down to her jaw.

She looked at me like she was searching for a map in the lines of my face. “Do you hate me?” she asked.

I shook my head. “I could never.”

“But you were jealous. I saw it.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I was. But I was proud of you, too. I don’t even know how that makes sense.”

She smiled, just a little. “It does.”

We stood there in the wash of city light, nothing between us but the ache in our bones and the want that wouldn’t die.

I kissed her, slow at first, just the press of lips on lips, the silent test of boundaries. She kissed back, hungry and insistent, her hands rising to cup my face. I pulled her closer, desperate to feel every inch of her against me, to replace the memory of her tangled with someone else with this...just us, just here, just now.

We stumbled back toward the bed, stripping away the night’s armor as we went. Her dress slid down her body in a shudder of sequins, catching on her hips before pooling around her feet. I stepped out of my own clothes, barely noticing the chill. She sat on the edge of the bed and pulled me down with her, the mattress creaking under our weight.

I pinned her wrists to the comforter, not rough but certain, my mouth tracing the line of her neck down to the collarbone, then lower, mapping the landscape of old scars and new bruises. She arched up to meet my mouth, her skin hot under my tongue, and I felt her pulse hammering through every inch of her.

She grabbed my hair, tugging just hard enough to make me gasp. “Don’t hold back,” she whispered. “Not tonight.”

I didn’t. I bit her shoulder, left a mark to claim what I’d almost lost. My hands found her breasts, kneading and teasing, then moved lower, tracing the taut skin of her belly, the inside of her thighs, the damp heat at her center. She parted her legs for me, no hesitation, no shame. I slid my fingers inside her, feeling the slickness and heat, and she moaned, loud enough to rattle the glass in the window.

I was hard, harder than I’d been in my life, the ache of it almost painful. She wrapped her legs around my hips and pulled me in, and I slid into her with no resistance, just a wet, shivering rush that nearly made me lose it right there. I held still, fighting for control, but Aubrey wouldn’t let me have it. She bucked her hips, grinding against me, nails digging into my back, her mouth hot against my ear.

“Fuck me,” she hissed, voice low and urgent.

I did. I pounded into her, raw and unfiltered, the bed shaking under us. The room filled with the sounds of flesh meeting flesh, our breaths coming in frantic gasps, the slap of skin on skin. Her pussy clamped down on me, muscles rippling, and I could feel her getting close, her whole body tensing around me.

She came with a cry, back arching, eyes squeezed shut. I kept fucking her through it, kept driving until I felt my own orgasm rip up through my spine, white-hot and blinding. I buried my face in her neck as I came, biting down on her shoulder to keep from screaming.

After, we lay tangled in the sheets, sweat cooling in the frigid hotel air, our bodies still joined, neither of us willing to move.

Aubrey traced lazy circles on my chest, her breathing slow and steady. “Are we going to be okay?” she asked, voice small.

I nodded, pulling her tighter against me. “I think we’re going to be better than okay.”

We watched the sun rise through the window, the city coming alive one honk and siren at a time. The world outside was the same, but we weren’t.

For the first time in years, I didn’t want to sleep. I just wanted to hold her, memorize the feel of her skin, the weight of her head on my shoulder, the certainty of her breath in my ear.

Eventually, we’d have to face the day, the flight home, the slow unwinding of Mardi Gras into the reality of work and kids and bills. But not yet. For now, we lay together in the ruins of the night, two bodies mapped with the evidence of everything we’d been brave enough to want.

We lay there, and we didn’t let go.


Chapter 11: The Morning After

The morning after was supposed to be a return to normal. That’s what I’d always believed...the promise of sunrise as reset, the body’s chemicals rearranging themselves into something approximate to equilibrium. But when I woke in the hotel bed, nothing about the world felt normal at all.

The light filtering through the sheers was pale, faintly blue, barely more than the residue of night. The city outside was muffled, its familiar noises distant, as though New Orleans had hit pause to give us a chance to gather the fragments of ourselves left scattered across last night. I lay flat on my back, arms stretched at my sides, trying not to move or breathe or even blink too hard. Every inch of my body felt oversensitized, like my skin had been sanded down to a raw shine.

Aubrey was curled beside me, not touching, but so close I could feel the warmth radiate off her in waves. Her breath came in slow, even pulls, so steady it might have been artificial. The blankets had been wrestled halfway off the bed, exposing bare legs, a pale hip, the sweep of her back above the line of the sheet. Her hair fanned over the pillow, a chaotic halo of gold and brown, matted and wild in a way I’d never seen before. The sight of her, naked and dreaming, sent a fresh ache through my chest...a kind of unplaceable grief for every morning I’d wasted in our marriage by getting up too fast.

I didn’t dare look down at myself, not yet. Instead I watched her, memorizing the planes of her face in the morning’s diffuse cold. There was a streak of mascara under one eye, and a bruise purpling beneath the surface of her cheekbone...a smudge I didn’t remember from the night before. On her thigh, just below the curve of her ass, four faint imprints bloomed in a row, the ghost of a hand that could only have been Langston’s. I wondered if they would last the day, or if they’d dissolve by noon, leaving no sign of what had happened.

The sheets between us were damp, heavy with sweat and perfume and the sticky, spoiled sweetness of last night’s champagne. The scent was everywhere: on my skin, in my hair, clinging to the inside of my mouth. I felt like I was breathing her, taking her into myself with every inhale. My cock twitched reflexively at the memory, stiffening against the inside of my thigh, but the movement sent a pulse of raw soreness up my spine. I was chafed in places I didn’t know could be chafed. My hips were ringed in red from where her knees had squeezed me; my chest was crosshatched with the marks of her nails. The evidence of what we’d done...and what I’d watched...was written across both of us, like signatures at the bottom of a contract we’d signed without ever reading the fine print.

Aubrey made a small sound, halfway between a sigh and a moan, and rolled onto her back. The sheet slipped from her chest, exposing one breast and the dark, bitten ring around her nipple. I stared, unable to look away. In the predawn light, she looked softer, almost girlish, but also unmistakably marked. I traced each blemish with my eyes, feeling the slow heat of shame and pride rise together in my gut. For years I’d tried to keep her perfect...tried to keep both of us untouched by anything rough or real. Now, seeing her like this, I felt the old need for control shatter into a thousand bright pieces.

Her eyes opened, slow and sticky, lashes clumped together in messy points. She turned her head to look at me, and for a long time, neither of us said a word. The silence pressed in on us, thick as velvet. My mind leapt ahead to a dozen possible futures, most of them ending with us folding away from each other, the whole night’s story compressed into a secret we’d pretend never happened.

But Aubrey didn’t flinch. She met my gaze, holding it steady, her lips parting just a little in surprise or delight. For a moment, I thought she might cry. Instead, she smiled.

It wasn’t the sly, mean smile she used when she wanted to win an argument, or the gentle, practiced one she put on for my parents at Christmas. It was something new, unguarded, a smile that seemed to say, I see you. I see what you let me become, what I let you become. And it’s okay.

I felt my eyes go wet, and I blinked hard, not wanting to lose the thread of the moment. “Hi,” I said, the word strangled and useless.

“Hi,” she echoed, softer but no less awkward. Her voice was rough, raspy, as if she’d been screaming all night.

We stared at each other, side by side, the city inching toward daylight outside the window. I wanted to reach for her, to pull her in and bury my face in her hair, but my hands were numb and stupid, uncertain of their rights anymore. I settled for inching my pinky toward hers on the mattress, hoping she’d see it as a peace offering.

She did. She wiggled her fingers until they overlapped mine, the touch light but unmistakable.

I wanted to ask her if she was okay. I wanted to say, I’m sorry, or, Thank you, or, Please don’t leave me, or any of the other things that hovered like gnats around the edge of my tongue. Instead I just breathed, letting her set the pace.

Aubrey’s eyes flicked down at the sheets, then up at me again. “Did you sleep?” she asked, voice hoarse.

I shrugged. “A little. You?”

She shook her head. “Too much energy in my body. I think I’m still coming down.”

We both laughed, a brief, raw bark that cracked open the room for a second. The pressure eased.

She shifted, wincing slightly as she sat up. The blanket fell to her waist, and she made no move to cover herself. I stared at the marks on her...every place where she’d been bitten, or grabbed, or just touched too hard. My pulse jumped at the sight, equal parts possessive and reverent.

Aubrey followed my gaze, then met my eyes. “It doesn’t hurt,” she said, as if reading my mind.

I nodded, words useless. She reached down and traced the bruise on her hip, her thumb pressing it as if to confirm that it was real.

“I thought I’d regret it,” she said. “I thought I’d wake up and…” She let the sentence die, the end unnecessary.

“But you don’t,” I finished for her.

She smiled again, smaller this time. “Do you?”

The question hung in the air, heavy and beautiful. I rolled it around in my mouth, tasting the shape of it before I answered.

“No,” I said. “I just…” I trailed off, shaking my head. “I don’t know what I am. But I don’t regret it.”

She leaned toward me, her hair brushing my chest, her face so close I could feel the heat of her breath. “Me neither,” she whispered.

We stayed like that for a long time, the only sounds the hum of the air conditioner and the steady pulse of traffic out on the avenue. The sun was climbing now, turning the pale blue of the room into something gold and sharp. I could see every pore on her skin, every line at the corner of her mouth. She looked real. She looked alive in a way I’d never allowed her to be before.

I reached for her hand again, and this time, she took it fully. Her palm was dry and hot, her grip unyielding. We lay back together, tangled in the ruined sheets, watching the day arrive.

The silence wasn’t empty anymore. It was full of everything we couldn’t say, everything we’d just begun to admit to ourselves.

I let the need for control dissolve, at least for this morning. In its place was a sense of possibility so fragile and wild I was afraid to touch it.

We were still us. But we were new, too. The old boundaries had been smashed, but nothing bad had come through. Not yet, anyway. Maybe later we’d have to figure out what came next, but for now, it was enough to just lie in the morning light, breathing each other’s air.

Aubrey squeezed my hand, as if to say, I know. And I squeezed back, as if to say, I know you do.

We watched the world get brighter together, and for once, I didn’t want to run away.

…

There’s a kind of hangover that goes deeper than the body...a chemical fog that soaks through every layer of the self, not pain but the memory of pain, the kind that leaves your soul thin-skinned and pink. I felt it everywhere, a tingling ache in my marrow, as I lay there with Aubrey, neither of us ready to risk a wrong move and break the spell that had settled over the morning.

But the world didn’t wait for us. The sun climbed, the city picked up speed, and the weight of what we’d done drifted from fantasy to fact. I watched Aubrey’s eyes track across the ceiling, her lashes fluttering, her lips moving in silent rehearsal of words I doubted either of us could say. I wondered what she remembered, what she wished she could forget. I wondered if I could ever be enough for her now.

I wanted to touch her, but I didn’t want to shatter the thin gold line connecting us in this moment. My hands hovered over her waist, useless, until she rolled toward me and closed the gap herself.

Her leg draped across mine, and her body pressed in, soft and insistent. I felt the heat of her breast against my chest, her heartbeat syncing with mine, the friction of her thigh roughing up my skin. She tucked her head under my chin, breathing slow, and after a minute she started to laugh...quiet at first, then full-bodied, the kind that starts low and shakes you to pieces before you even know it’s coming.

I felt the laughter in her, the way it broke up whatever tension she’d been holding, and I let myself laugh too. It sounded ugly in my ears, raw and animal, but it was honest. It was ours.

When the laughter faded, she looked up at me, pupils blown wide and dark. “This feels like a second first time,” she said, tracing a line down my arm with her fingertip.

I swallowed. “Is that good or bad?”

She smiled, slow and sleepy. “It’s terrifying,” she said, “but it’s perfect.”

We fell quiet again, but this time the silence wasn’t brittle. It was lush, full of things waiting to be said. I ran my hand up her back, fingers mapping the ridges of her spine, the hollow at the base of her neck, the downy hair at her nape. She shivered, but she didn’t pull away.

Her mouth found mine, soft at first, then deeper, messier, lips searching for some new arrangement. I kissed her back, letting my hands move as they wanted, clumsy with need. I touched her cheek, the side of her neck, the curve of her shoulder...rediscovering her as if the night before had erased every map I thought I had of her body.

She rolled over me, straddling my waist, hair spilling wild over her face. In the morning light she looked fevered, electric. I ran my palms up her thighs, feeling the finger-shaped bruises there, proof of how much she could take. How much I’d let her take.

She grinned, mischief flickering for the briefest second. “Easy,” she said, guiding my hands up her ribs, over the arch of her breast, onto the hollow of her throat. “I’m delicate today.”

I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. My hands trembled as I moved them, every touch slower than the last, as if I could draw out the moment forever by refusing to let it end.

Aubrey’s hips ground against me, just once, and I felt my cock spring to life, blood pooling there with a painful, eager rush. She rocked forward, aligning us, and for a second I worried I’d go off just from the friction alone.

I grabbed her hips, gentle but insistent, and she slid down onto me in one slow, molten glide. We both sucked in air, sharp and startled, and then we stayed like that...joined, unmoving, the world narrowed to a point of perfect pressure. It took every ounce of restraint I had not to thrust up, to take her fast, but I could tell she wanted something different this morning. So I waited. I let her set the pace.

She started to move...small, careful circles, as if she was learning how to ride me for the first time. My eyes drifted shut. The sensation was new and old at once: the heat of her, the tightness, the way she clenched around me with every shift of her hips. I tried to memorize it, every second of it, the soft slap of her ass against my thighs, the heat spreading from my cock up into my belly, the electric zing that lit up my entire spine.

She leaned down, her hands on my chest, hair falling around my face like a curtain. Her skin tasted like sweat and salt and leftover perfume, and when she kissed me, her tongue was gentle, careful, as if she was afraid I might shatter.

I ran my hands up and down her back, tracing every vertebra, memorizing the way her body fit together, the way she pushed herself open for me and never looked away.

She moved faster, the rhythm building, but never losing the slow, measured focus of before. It wasn’t about fucking. Not now. It was about seeing each other, about touching every part of ourselves that had gone numb in the years before this.

She gasped, clutching at my sides, and buried her face in my neck. “Don’t stop,” she whispered, voice cracking.

“I won’t,” I said, but I already felt myself trembling on the edge. I wanted to hold off, to let her finish first, but my body was traitorously close. I slowed her hips, tried to buy time, but she just laughed, a hot exhale against my skin.

“You can’t always be in control, Caleb,” she said, biting down on my collarbone. “Let go.”

That did it. I felt the heat snap inside me, my whole body jerking up into her as I came, hard, the pulse of it so sharp I saw black behind my eyes. I felt her spasm around me, the ripple of her own orgasm matching mine, and for a long, floating second we just stayed like that...locked together, every muscle tight, the world reduced to the echo of our breathing.

When it was over, we collapsed into each other, a sweaty, tangled mess. She pressed her forehead to mine, her eyes shining, her mouth split in a secret smile.

“I’ve never felt so alive,” she said, voice trembling with laughter. “So seen. So wanted.”

I pulled her close, pressing my mouth to her shoulder, tasting the ghost of tears on her skin. “I thought I was losing you,” I said, the words out before I could stop them. “But I was finding you instead.”

She kissed me, slow and deliberate. “We’re going to be okay,” she said. “Aren’t we?”

I nodded, because it was the truth. For the first time in years, I felt the future stretching out in front of us, wild and unknowable but not empty.

We lay together, still joined, still breathing each other in, and let the morning build around us. There were things to say, things to solve, but none of them mattered right now. Not with her heartbeat in my ear and her hand tangled in mine.

THE END


Light Her Fire: An Interracial Hotwife Romance
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(BONUS PREVIEW - BUY NOW)

Chapter 1: The Confession

I always knew Ethan had a secret. 
Not a big one, mind you. He’s not exactly the type to hide a mistress or a gambling problem. No, Ethan’s the kind of man who’s got spreadsheets for his spreadsheets, who double-checks the locks at night and pays the credit card bill two days early just for the thrill of it.

But today, as I am “cleaning” his home office—translation: looking for something to amuse me before the wine kicks in—I find a little black USB drive tucked under his desk calendar. Nothing scandalous, right? Except my husband is the kind of man who labels everything. This one is just...blank.

Of course, I plug it in. And of course, I’m not prepared for what I find.

Porn.

LOL.

How pathetic. Ethan’s porn stash.

Only…something makes me stop. Something I can’t explain right away.

I have no idea why, but I click into one of the folders and I feel my mouth gape wide open. I almost knock over my wine glass as my pulse quickens and thrums in my chest.

The folder isn’t even named—just a string of numbers and letters, like he can outsmart my curiosity with obfuscation. Nice try, Ethan. Inside: more folders, some just “A,” “B,” “Z,” and one labeled “Fire.” That one brings me up short. I am staring at the word, the tiny flame icon someone must have added, and suddenly I am warm. Actually, I am sweating. I run my finger along the trackpad and click the fire.

There are videos. Dozens. And not the bored, rusty kind of porn you see when you’re killing time on your phone. The women are all…my god. They’re all a little like me: red hair, pale skin, a certain unspoken defiance in the way their mouths curl at the men on the screen. But it’s not the women that glue me.

It’s the men.

All of them Black, and not just in a “diverse casting” way. Towering, carved, handsome. Fucking hung . The first clip I hover on: a woman with wild green eyes and freckles kneeling in front of two of them, her hands trembling not from fear but anticipation.

My thighs are pressed tight under the desk and my skin feels prickly, too alive, as the woman gasps and then opens her mouth to suck one, then the other. Alternating, sharing, ravenous. I watch, transfixed, as she melts into them, as their hands cradle and guide her. Gentle and greedy at once.

I should stop, but I don’t. I should think, What does this mean about Ethan? About me…us?

But mostly I’m thinking, Why am I this wet right now?

Apparently, I don’t care to answer. At least not right now. I still have a few hours before Ethan gets home and I feel my hand creep down between my legs as my eyes widen and stay fixed on the erotic scene before me.

The reckless little demon in my head cackles as I slide a finger into my panties. I don’t take my eyes off the screen, but I let my mind wander a little. I wonder how long this folder has been here, how many times Ethan has crept to his office late at night and watched red-haired women be pleased by two...no, sometimes three, sometimes a veritable wall of perfectly chocolate skin and rippling muscle. Watching these men split these women open like they were nothing, and the women… most resembling some version of me…begging for more.

My own fingers are slick and moving now, slow circles and little jabs.I’m suddenly irrationally angry at Ethan for hiding this from me, for not inviting me into this dark, sticky corner of his brain.

For years he’s played the safe, beige husband. The one who prefers missionary and dim lighting and, god help us, pillow talk about 401(k)s, but here he is, hoarding a hunger for something raw and enormous. For something other than me. Or maybe for something only I could ever give him, if I only knew how to read the signals.

My orgasm is sudden and violent and I bite the inside of my cheek so hard I taste copper. I slap the laptop shut, cast the USB drive onto the desk, and sit there with my thighs quivering and a wet patch seeping cool and tacky beneath the cotton of my panties.

The hum of shame mixed with satisfaction lingers in the air. I am still catching my breath when I hear the garage door begin its slow, grinding ascent.

Ethan, home early.

Shit.

I scramble to my feet, adrenaline coursing through my veins, and wipe my hands on my jeans as if I have just eaten something messy, as if the proof of my little sin is smeared between the cracks of my knuckles.

And it is.

I almost laugh— almost —because what else is there to do? I stare at the drive spun halfway off the desk and contemplate sliding it back under the calendar, pretending none of this ever happened, but the notion is so craven it repulses me.

I won’t be that girl. Not anymore.

Instead, I close the now-dormant laptop, and sweep up the USB, palming it like a lucky coin.

Ethan’s footsteps pad up the hall; the well-rehearsed routine, the brushing of his shoes on the slate tile, the slight impatient shuffle right before he opens the door. It’s all so Ethan, so guileless and suburban, I almost want to scream.

He appears, briefcase dangling from two fingers, glasses halfway down his nose. He’s already talking as he shoulders through, voice bright and oblivious: “Hey, Savannah, you won’t believe what the new guy—oh.”

He stops. Looks  at me, unblinking, zeros in with those tired blue eyes.

I wonder, in that millisecond, if I have moaned so loudly he heard it from the driveway, or if he’s just startled by the fact that I’m in his sacred space.

Maybe it’s the wine glass, still with a red thumbprint on the rim.

Maybe I’m just flushed, post-orgasmic and transparently alive for the first time in weeks.

Or maybe, just maybe, he can read it all. Every last detail of what just happened — because it’s written all over my face.


Chapter 2: Curiosity Burns

Before I know it, it’s time for bed and I still haven’t confronted him. I’m totally going to, I just want to make sure the timing is right. And I have a plan. A devious little plan I hatched over dinner and a few more glasses of wine.

I’m going to fuck Ethan tonight.

I know how that sounds. He’s my husband, right? Who cares? We do it all the time. Well, that’s not true. Maybe once a month. Or less at this point.

No, tonight is different.

I’m going to fuck him and his mind .

When the moment is right, well…you’ll see.

I watch him get ready to go to sleep with a curious and devious indifference.

I can’t see them, but I’m sure there’s a devilish sparkle in my eyes right now.

I shimmy out of my jeans and throw one of his old university t-shirts over my shoulders, letting it hang long enough to brush the bare skin at the tops of my thighs. He’s always loved that shirt on me, which says something, since it’s faded and has a mysterious rust-colored stain above the C in “Cornhuskers.”

I sidle up behind him, wrap my arms around his waist. He almost chokes on toothpaste, but his eyes catch mine in the mirror, and I see the flicker of panic, then the careful modulation of his features into confusion, then mild pleasure. I drag my fingers under his shirt, up the faint ladder of his ribs.

I reach down into his waistband and grab a handful of his cock.

“Come to bed,” I whisper in his ear before moving my hand quickly off his cock and grabbing him by the hand.

He still tastes a little like toothpaste when I kiss him, but I bite his lower lip and slide my palm up his chest until I feel his heart pattering. It’s like a small, caged thing that’s trying so hard to keep secrets.

I don’t give him time to process, just pull him by the belt loops into the bedroom and push him onto the bed.

He lies there awkwardly for a second, like he’s been invited to a party but isn’t sure if he’s allowed to dance. I yank off my t-shirt, pop my bra with the back-of-the-neck ninja trick, drop both on the floor. His eyes go wide.

I straddle him, pinning his arms down at the wrists, and let myself settle heavy on his hips. His cock, already halfway hard, presses against my bare heat. I grind down, slow at first, then enough to make him arch his back and try to roll me underneath, but I tighten my thighs and whisper, “No. Stay.”

He’s breathing through his nose, still so eager to please, but confused at the lack of roadmap. This isn’t how we usually do things. It’s not how our little dance number usually goes.

I lean down close enough to taste the stubble on his chin.

"How bad do you want me right now?" I ask, voice barely above a growl. It comes out a little more dangerous than intended.

"Jesus, Savannah," he breathes, and his cock jerks against me. “Like, so bad.”

For all his control-freak tendencies, it's the rare moments I break script that make him wild.

I rock against him, sliding my cunt the length of his cock, then pull away, sitting up so he can see every inch of me. For once I want him to know what it feels like to be halfway starved.

"Take your shirt off," I say, and it comes out clipped, almost like an order. He hesitates, looking up at me with an odd, speculative glint in his eyes, but he peels off the t-shirt and tosses it aside. His torso is pale, scattered freckles and the faintest outline of abs. He looks good for thirty-two and the knowledge nearly makes me smile.

I rake my hands over his chest, down the treasure trail, and then sit back and just watch his cock. It’s fully hard now, straining against thin gray boxer briefs.

I want to tell him to fuck me. I want to demand it. I want to split myself open and let all the pent-up something pour out but I don’t say anything. I make him wait.

Instead, I drag my nails lightly up the V beneath his navel, teasing the waistband lower with each pass without ever committing to the reveal. I want him leaking for it, desperate. I want him needy in a way that makes me the only thing holding the universe together.

It’s a sick little thrill, watching my husband squirm. This man who never once in twelve years of marriage has shown a crack in his armor. Except now, he’s helpless and twitching beneath me, and I can do whatever I want.

I slip my hand beneath the fabric and grip his cock fully, feeling it pulse hot and curious in my palm. His breath hitches. He bites his lip and tries to keep his hips from bucking, but I see the tension ripple through his abdomen.

“Savannah,” he says, all gravel and nerves. There’s so much packed into the syllables. There’s lust, need, and that little streak of bewilderment he can’t seem to shake. Maybe also a bit of fear.

And it drives me absolutely wild to see him like this.

I put my finger to my lips and shake my head. “Shhhh,” I say. “Don’t ruin it.”

He nods, biting down harder.

“You know,” I say, and my voice is liquid velvet, “I found something interesting today.”

I begin to squeeze and pump and jerk his cock while I talk.

"Do you want to know what it was?" I croon, milking his cock so slow it aches. "Or should I keep you guessing a little longer?"

He tries for bravado, just like he always does, but the way he’s shivering tells me I've got him strung up like a marionette.

"Depends," he manages with a tight smile, and the syllables are rigid, strained. "Is it work-related?"

I give  him a look. He's trying to be funny, to drag us both back into safe harbor. It's a valiant effort, but we’re already in open water.

"It’s about you," I say. My hand stills, just gripping him, hard, enough to make his breath shudder out. "Or maybe us."

I lean forward again, hair falling over my shoulders, tickling his chest. I press my lips to his ear so close he's probably counting the brush of every word: "I found your porn stash."

He freezes.

I almost laugh, but it isn’t funny at all; it's exhilarating. All those years of vanilla missionary, all those times we faked surprise at what the other wanted in bed. The way he freezes now, like prey, makes me want to bite him.

Hard.

I keep going, relentless , my thumb rolling over the slick head of his cock, as I purr low, "Do you want to guess what I watched, Ethan?”

He swallows so hard I hear it. His eyes won’t meet mine. But his hips twitch upward, seeking friction, and his fists clench the comforter.

I resist the urge to gloat. I’m not here to shame him, exactly; I’m here to see how far down the staircase he’ll follow me. I never knew I wanted to play this game until I realized how much he wanted it, too.

“You like watching girls that look like me, getting wrecked by men nothing  like you.” I whisper it into his mouth just as I straddle him harder, slicking myself along the hard line of his cock.

I hear him gulp and almost whimper at my words.

“What?” he whispers, “No, it’s not what you think —”

I grind down harder on him, not letting up for a second.

“Oh, Ethan,” I say, making a mock pouty face and biting my lip. “It’s not? Then what is it then? Why don’t you explain it to me?”

His face is hot and shiny with shame, but his cock is throbbing in my hand, eager and more alive than I’ve seen it in months. I curl my fingers around the base and stroke him slow, daring him to contradict me.

He’s tongue-tied, which isn’t like him. Normally he masks discomfort with a snort of laughter, a reroute into a safer topic. But now I can almost see the conflict buzzing beneath his skin, some enzyme breaking down the outer Ethan to make room for whatever pulsing animal is thrashing inside. I let him writhe under the weight of it, heart pounding so loud I can feel it in my own chest, too.

“That’s what gets you off, isn’t it?” I whisper, soft enough to make him lean in, desperate not to miss a syllable. “Watching married, white women get destroyed by big, black cocks?”

The word lands heavy, obscene, and the way his eyelashes flutter is all the answer I need.

He doesn’t say yes. He doesn’t need to. I can feel the confession in the twitch of his cock against my knuckles, in the ragged stumble of his next breath.

“Savannah,” he pants, and I hear the plea inside it, the barely-voiced prayer for permission or forgiveness, or maybe punishment.

My pussy is blazing hot and wet and my thighs are sticky already, every nerve lit up and hungry. I can’t stop thinking about the girls in those videos. How they submitted, how they begged, how they were ruined for hours after, bodies limp and entwined in a tangle of damp sheets, how the look on their faces was always equal parts shame and rapture. How there was something monstrous and pure in the surrender of it.

I spit on my hand and stroke Ethan harder. He lets out a low, broken sound I’m not sure I’ve ever heard from him, and it reminds me of the animal inside my own chest. I slide down him, my hair hiding my face so he can’t read my intent, and pull his cock free. Lick a wet stripe up the head, swirl it in my mouth, and watch his eyes go bleak and wild at the same time.

I lick, and suck, almost sloppy, not the careful, gentle wifely head I usually give but something hungry and mean. I want to see him break. I want him to admit it, to shatter the beige lie of our sex life, maybe even of our whole marriage.

Finally, I pull my mouth off and look him directly in the eyes, still gripping his cock hard.

“Do you ever think about me?” I ask, grinding again, spreading myself slick around him but stopping just before the head can catch. I want to see the fight behind his eyes. “Do you want me to do what those girls do?” I can barely believe the words are mine, but the honesty tastes almost as good as the wine.

For a moment he’s silent, blinking up at me, bleeding nervousness and raw wanting. Then, a small, choked admission: “Yeah. I always think about you. Always you.”

My heart skips, fluttering against my ribs. I hop on top of him and straddle him.

I slide down the length of his cock until the tip is nudging at my entrance. I hold there, pinning his hips down. I want to hear him say it. To tell me, explicitly and directly, what he wants.

“Tell me,” I command , but my voice comes  out raw, almost desperate. I want him to fucking own it. I don’t want a man who hides. I want a man who tells the truth, even if it kills him inside.

He hesitates. His face is a storm—shame, arousal, a little terror. Finally, he rasps out, “Yes. I want it. I want you to be like them.”

Like them. It knocks the air out of me, but not in a way I hate.

I rock my hips again, letting the head of his cock slide barely inside, feeling how he twitches, seesaws between control and surrender. “Say it,” I whisper.

He grabs my wrist—tight, but not enough to hurt. Just enough that I can feel his pulse thumping through. “I want to see you,” he says, voice tight as a garrote. “Like that. With a real man. I want to watch you get ruined, Savannah. For real.”

“Get ruined by what?” I growl. I want specifics. I want to hear him say it. Need  to  hear him say it.

He pauses and gulps and I can see the indecision.

So I do it for him. I feel my lips curl into a wicked smile.

“You want to see me get ruined by a big, black cock?”

Hearing the words on my own lips sends a twisted thrill down my spine. My entire body breaks out in gooseflesh.

Just saying those words, big, black cock , turns me on unlike anything ever has before.

I bite my lip and smile again as a wicked thought occurs to me.

He doesn’t just want to see me with one…he wants…

“Maybe two  big, black cocks? Isn’t that right, Ethan? Isn’t that what really turns you on?”

He gulps and nods.

“Yes. Fuck yes…”

His whisper is almost a hiss and I feel like I could cum right then and there.

There it is. The secret. Out and alive and feral between us.

I let him in, a slow, deliberate slide down his cock, then grip his face in both hands.

“That’s what you want?” I drive him deeper with those words, squeezing my thighs against his ribs so tight I feel his heartbeat stutter.

His eyes flash panic, but there’s no going back now. This is a full confession, both of us wild and open.

“Yes,” he says again, louder, shame cracked open and pouring out.

“God, Ethan,” I whisper and ride him in slow, deep strokes, like I already have a third audience in the room.

Every movement is wanton, every thrust a dare. I fuck him the way I saw the women in his videos fuck: proud, needy, unashamed. He’s losing it beneath me.

His hands scramble up my back, his mouth finds my nipple and fastens on, tongue frantic.

I’m shaking. Literally vibrating on top of him, thighs burning, holding back the violence of what I want to unleash because once I go, there’s no stuffing this thing back in a box. He’s sucking my nipple so hard the skin aches, and I arch into him, clawing at the back of his neck. I want the pain. Need it, even, to drown the blunt force of what’s happening between us.

I ride him until my ass is smacking his thighs, until he can barely keep hold of my hips. He tries to hold back, like he always does, tries  to let me go first. I disobey the script and slap his cheek. Just a quick sting, the kind that says, Pay attention . His eyes reel, then focus hard on mine.

“Don’t hold back,” I say, and it’s a fucking order. “Come for me, Ethan. Fill me up.”

He does it, nearly sobbing, his cock throbbing inside me, pulsing white-hot.

I grind down and rub my clit against his pubic bone and I’m right there too. We’re both shuddering, clawing at each other, not making love but taking it, all teeth and sweat and ugly, beautiful desperation.

He collapses, panting, eyes wide and unseeing, and I collapse too, breathing in sharp tides, sweat pooling in the space between us as if we’ve just battled, not loved.

We lie there, bodies knotted, the pitiful aftershocks wracking us both. I can feel his cum leaking out, sliding slick down my thighs, and for a moment I just bask in the filthy satisfaction of what we’ve done.

He’s trembling when he wraps his arms around me. Not from cold, but the kind of tremor that happens after the release of something enormous, something coiled and mean  that’s been hiding for years. I burrow in, press my face to his chest and lick the taste of salt and regret from his skin.

After, in the calm, we lie side by side, shoulder to hip, staring at the nothing on the ceiling, and breathing ragged little echoes of our former selves.

Neither of us says a word and before I know it, we’re asleep.

All night long, I dream of my pussy getting wrecked by big, black cocks while Ethan watches and cheers me on.

When I wake up the next morning, I’m soaking wet. My pussy throbs and aches.

I realize there’s no going back. We’ve awoken a hunger that simply must be satisfied.

END OF SAMPLE - READ NOW


The Journal - An Interracial Hotwife Romance

Bonus preview - BUY NOW
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Chapter 1

It’s our third night in the new house and we’re nowhere close to being unpacked. The house is a sea of boxes and containers in various states of unpackedness .

Claire’s out picking up Thai from the little place on Main that she wouldn’t stop talking about during the entire escrow process.

“It’s not just good, it’s great,” she said, slipping her arms around my neck that first night we came to see the house. “ Like really  great.”

So now she’s off picking up food while I’m ankle-deep in packing paper and cardboard flaps. Boxes everywhere. The living room looks like an abandoned Amazon warehouse.

I don’t mind it. The silence. The weight of the house settling  around me. New walls. Old town. But not just any town. Claire's town.

She grew up here. Went  to college here. Made  memories here.

We’d talked about this move for years, always in abstract, non-committal terms.

But I knew it was something she really wanted.

“Someday, maybe,” she’d say. A wistful kind of longing in her voice.

Unfortunately, the circumstances that brought us here were less than ideal.

Her mom got sick. And we hastily decided it was time.

But before we could even make settlement , she was gone.

It was that quick.

And it was too late to change plans so…just like that, we were moving to Middleton.

Claire calls it fate.

I call it timing.

Same thing, depending on the day.

But something's been just a little different since we moved back. A subtle shift. But that’s to be expected I guess, right?

I’m opening a box labeled OFFICE–MISC .

Not my handwriting, which is probably why I assume it’s Claire’s. But inside I find a confusing and messy mix of a cables , an old, dusty keyboard, and tattered books.

My hand comes to rest on a cracked, leather-bound notebook near the bottom.

Funny, I didn’t even realize I’d begun rummaging.

I pull  it out.

It’s heavier than it looks. Worn in a beautiful, careful kind of way. Like it’s been handled and paged through thousands of times. Loved in an obsessive kind of way. The edges are soft. There’s no label. No name.

I flip it open.

It’s an old journal. Every page seemingly filled with a carefully scrawled entry.

Ordinarily, I would never do something like this. Reading a journal that isn’t mine? Not my jam.

But before I know what’s happening, I’m too far gone. I can’t put it down.

The handwriting is tight, elegant. Slanted in a way that makes it feel like it was meant to stay secret. Only to be viewed from a certain angle and in just the right light by just the right person.

And the words?

They’re definitely not mine. Not even close. If there was any doubt left in my mind, it’s gone now.

This isn’t a forgotten journal of mine or some old school notebook.

This belongs to her.

To Claire.

And it is absolutely filthy.

In every kind of way.

It’s erotic and playful.

Flirty.

But it’s also raw.

Visceral.

Explicit.

Kinky.

Dirty.

Sexy.

Before I’m even totally comprehending the words, my pulse is pounding in my ears as my heart rate skyrockets.

I blink. Go back. Reread.

It seems most  every entry is written to someone named Julian .

And the more I read, the less I recognize the writer as my wife.

Dear Julian,

I’m still sore from last night…in the best way possible. I cannot believe we did that. Then again, I can’t believe we’ve done any of this. Can you?

I never thought I'd enjoy being taken like that – no date, no foreplay, no build up…just fucking taken – until you showed me just how hot it could be to do exactly that.

You remember that first time in your office? When I came to office hours with a question and after you answered, well…you bent me over the desk and punished me?

Crazy how fast you made me go from a good girl to something else entirely...an insatiable slut :).

But then maybe that's what I've always been: wild. Slutty. Insatiable. Something only you bring out of me.

One thing is FOR SURE. I know it’s true what they say. Once you go…

Just as I turn the page, I hear the garage door opening.

Claire's home.

I shut the journal. Heart pounding. I slide it behind a row of books on the lower shelf of the study.

Claire comes in carrying two bags. She kicks the door closed with her foot, and through a wide smile, I see she’s wearing a fresh coat of lipstick.

“Baby!” she calls from the kitchen. “Need some help?”

I’m still in some kind of stupor. Like I’ve just binge-watched a dozen episodes of a show too crazy to process.

“Dan?” she repeats, head poking around the corner. Her eyebrows do this cute little dance that only happens when she's genuinely confused. “Did you hear me?”

“Yeah,” I manage, shaking off the haze. “Just trying to find my way out of these boxes.”

I navigate my way through the mess, head still swirling…not wanting to believe the revelations of my recent discovery.

“I got all your favorites,” she says as I reach her, unloading cartons and containers onto the counter with a flourish. “Panang curry, extra spicy…pad thai…”

She runs through our order but I don’t hear what she’s saying. She gives me a quick kiss on the cheek.

As far as she’s concerned, nothing major between us has changed since she left to pick up takeout and came back.

As far as I’m concerned, everything has.

What to do?

“You’re amazing, thanks” I blurt out, trying to keep my voice steady as I say the first banal thing that comes to mind so as to appear totally calm and normal.

“I know,” she grins, tilting her head to the side. “How’s the unpacking going?”

“Uh, good. Just unpacking some things in the study. Books and whatnot.”

She nods absently as she cracks open cartons and fills plates with fragrant heaps of chicken and noodles.

For a moment, I wonder if I should just get it over with – mention the journal. Get it all out in the open and move on.

But then I picture those words again, Claire’s elegant handwriting such dirty, filthy words across the page. Line after line of wanton filth. All written to some guy named Julian .

And I don’t even know where to start.

“Smells incredible,” I say instead, my stomach churning with something other than hunger.

“Told you! It’s like really   great…” She hands me a plate, her eyes sparkling with a playful triumph. “I’ve missed this place.”

We settle into a makeshift dining area on the floor, surrounded by chaos and the scent of lemongrass and chili, and eat on upturned boxes.

Claire tucks her legs beneath her, looking cozy and comfortable.

She’s exactly where she wants to be. We’re  exactly where we want to be, or so I thought, and for a little while, I forget all about the journal.

“So,” she says between bites, “uncover anything good while I was gone? Gosh, we have so much stuff…” There’s an innocent curiosity in her voice as she looks around the disheveled house.

My heart stops for a moment and I almost choke.

I fight back coughs and take a large sip of water.

“Huh? What?”

“Jeez, Dan? Are you ok honey?”

“Yeah, yeah fine, just uhh, down the wrong pipe.”

Claire sighs relief.

“Good. No, I was just asking if you uncovered anything good while I was gone. Anything we forgot about or any hidden treasures maybe?”

“Ahh, nope. Not really.” I shovel another forkful of pad thai into my mouth even though I’ve only just recovered my wind. “Nothing too crazy.”

She frowns, slightly disappointed. Then shrugs and goes back to eating.

The silence stretches out like the miles we crossed to get here. I glance toward the study, and suddenly the journal pops back into my head and lodges itself there for good.

I stare at the bookcase, imagining that journal and the books I stashed it beneath. I can almost feel it pulsing. Like it has its own heartbeat, one that syncs up with mine every time I think about those entries.

I realize with mild horror and morbid curiosity that I can’t wait to find time later to steal away and read it again.


Chapter 2

After dinner, Claire heads upstairs and slips into the shower, and I quietly but quickly slip into the study.

Finally .

I lock the door behind me and pull the journal from its hiding place. I clutch it like a stolen treasure.

I sit down and hold it in my lap for a moment. Should I really be doing this?

But the question doesn’t linger for long and it goes unanswered.

My hand trembles as I grip the cover and open to a random entry.

I’m hungry to learn more.

To see what else this artifact from my wife’s past will reveal to me…

Dear Julian,

I had a dream about you last night. It was so real, I’m surprised I didn’t wake up in your bed. You were doing that thing to me – you know the one ;).

It felt like every nerve ending was lit on fire and the only words I could get out were oh fuck oh fuck oh fuck.

Even in my dreams, you ruin me. But it’s never enough...I always want more.

All I can think about is Friday. Do you have any idea what I’ll wear? Or not wear? We both know how much you like…

I turn the page and thumb through to another entry.

Julian,

I’m lying in bed right now, spent and sore in the most delicious way from the pounding you just gave me. I could barely walk straight on my way home.

I don’t know how to explain it, but the more you wreck me, the more I want it. The more I want you.

All day, I think about being filled, stretched, and ruined by you.

What is it about that big cock of yours? It’s all I can do to keep my panties dry in class.

God, I’m such a mess.

But you love it, don’t you? That’s why you crammed me into that tiny coat closet by the lecture hall.

That’s why you made me feel every inch of you while people came and went down the hall.

You knew they might hear us, well…hear me, if they got too close.

But you wanted them to hear what a dirty whore I was for you, didn’t you? It was so crazy wrong and so stupid hot.

You make me someone else…

A thought occurs to me…the first entry I read just before dinner. I thumb my way backward through the book. Ah, here it is:

But then maybe that's what I've always been: wild. Slutty. Insatiable. Something only you bring out of me.

One thing is FOR SURE. I know it’s true what they say. Once you go BLACK, you NEVER GO BACK…

END OF SAMPLE
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Taken By The Unexpected House Guest: A Hotwife Romance Novella (BUY NOW)

Chapter 1

“Get ready to have the best snowed-in weekend ever!” I called in through the foyer and up the stairs, my voice echoing off the hardwood.

It was just after 4:00 PM on Friday and it had finally started to snow and it wasn’t supposed to stop until Sunday afternoon. They were calling for two to three feet of snow in what was being billed as the Biggest Blizzard Since ‘78 .

But I was skeptical.

They always seemed to get these things wrong, especially when it was supposed to snow a shit ton.

We were more likely to get several feet of snow when they only called for a dusting and vice versa.

But we didn’t have any plans and I figured what the heck? Lean into it right?

So, I went out and grabbed up all the supplies we’d need to make it through the long, white weekend ahead. Namely, lots of unhealthy snacks and plenty of booze.

Thanks to a downed tree during last summer’s unstoppable run of nasty thunderstorms, we were more than taken care of in the firewood department.

And I’m sure you know exactly what snow plus snacks plus booze plus fire equals, right?

If you guessed a romantic, snowed-in weekend with my wife in which we did nothing but explore each other’s bodies and make intense, passionate love with one another for hours on end, well ding, ding, ding!

You’d be exactly correct, well...sort of anyway.

“What?” Monica called down from upstairs. “Hello? Luke, is that you?”

She appeared at the bannister overlooking the foyer and peered down at me.

“Hi honey, what did you say?” she asked with a smile. She was wearing a sports bra and yoga pants and still, even after all these years her insane figure made me drool. She had her brunette hair up in a ponytail and I could see little beads of sweat dripping down her tight tummy.

I smiled up at her, “I said, get ready to have the best snowed-in weekend ever!”

“Oh, I am so ready. Thank you so much for going out to get everything,” she ran down the stairs and wrapped her arms around me and gave me a wet smooch on the lips.

“Eww, gross you’re all sweaty,” I said, teasing her.

She let go of me and inspected my haul from the grocery store. I could tell she was already eyeing up the wine.

“Why don’t you head upstairs and take a nice, hot shower and I’ll open us a bottle of wine and get a fire going?”

“Sounds like heaven to me,” she said and gave me a quick peck on the cheek before prancing back up the stairs.

I went outside to our woodshed and grabbed enough wood to last us through the night and probably the next day. I’d guess we were already at about an inch or two of accumulation at that point and it was snowing pretty hard.

On my way back through the yard and up onto our deck, I paused and looked at our seldom-used hot tub and shook my head. What a waste of money that had been.

Once I had the wood safely inside, I took off my coat and gloves and got two wine glasses from the cabinet and placed them on the counter in the kitchen. Then I opened a bottle of red wine and placed it between the glasses to let it breathe while I got the fire going.

The wood was nice and seasoned at that point so I had no trouble getting the fire started, just some crumpled up paper bags, a little kindling, and a few logs. I struck a match and got the thing going in under a minute.

When I was satisfied with the blaze and that it would keep going strong without me tending to it, I returned to the kitchen and watched the snow for a little while as the sun faded from the gloomy January sky.

I heard the water from the shower shut off upstairs and it broke me from the meditative trance I’d entered as a result of watching the steady, calming snowfall as it covered our yard in a blanket of white crystals.

I turned and picked up the bottle of wine on the counter and poured out two healthy glasses for use to enjoy once Monica came downstairs. I didn’t have to wait long and when she rounded the corner, I almost dropped both glasses on the kitchen floor. And what a mess that would have been, not to mention a shameful waste of good wine.

She was standing in the entrance to the kitchen wearing a see-through, white negligee. Barely hidden underneath was some new lingerie I hadn’t seen before, perhaps she’d been saving it for an occasion such as this one. It was black lace and perfectly accentuated her curves and ample breasts.

“Hi,” I said. It was all I could muster.

“Hi,” she said with a smile. She walked over to me and took one of the glasses from my hand.

She offered a toast.

“To the best snowed-in weekend ever,” she said and we clinked glasses and each took a healthy sip.

We retreated to the living room and the fire was going strong. We sat down on the couch together and drank some more.

The cackling fire cast shadows across the room and the reflection of the flames glistened and shimmered in the windows as it was now approaching nightfall.

There was probably close to six inches on the ground then and neither one of us had any idea what was about to come next.

We were on our third glass of wine and the fire was still roaring. It was turning into a magical night. We hadn’t turned on the TV even once and for what felt like the first time in a long time we were just enjoying each other's company. It was nice to simply just be  with one another in that moment with the snow outside and the fire bright.

“My god, you are so beautiful,” I said as I placed my nearly-empty glass carefully down on the coffee table.

Monica smiled at me and I leaned in to kiss her. I stopped and brushed a stray piece of hair away from her face before I did. Her lips were wet and warm as I placed my hand gently on the side of her face and pulled her closer to me.

I could feel myself getting hard as her tongue lapped at mine and the pace of her breath quickened as she laid back on the couch, pulling me down with her so that I was now on top of her trembling body.

She placed her hand in my waistband and held it there for a moment before reaching in fully and grabbing a handful of my cock.

“My, my somebody is happy to see me,” she said, nibbling on my bottom lip.

“You have no idea,” I said and began to remove my shirt.

I’d gotten it halfway over my head when a deep thudding  and pounding  came from the foyer. My heart nearly leapt into my throat and my arms went numb.

I pulled my shirt back down and looked down at Monica.

“What was that?” I whispered.

Thud, thud, POUND.

She shrugged.

“Sounds like someone at the door?”

I looked at my watch and it was well past nine.

“Who the hell could be knocking on our door at this hour? In this  weather?”

Thud, thud, POUND.

Monica shrugged again as I dismounted from the couch and straightened myself up. As I walked across the living room and through the foyer I wondered who the hell it could be.

We didn’t have any kids and our relatives were all at least several hours away from us, so thankfully, I thought, I didn’t have to worry about it being some police officer who’d come to deliver some horrible news.

And we didn’t talk to our neighbors much or get involved in the community.

But we did keep a spare car parked on the street and I began to wonder if someone hadn’t skidded out on the slippery snow and maybe side-swiped it or something and was now knocking on our door to apologize and exchange insurance information.

Only it wasn’t that.

It wasn’t anything or anyone I could have ever prepared for.

I opened the door, slightly annoyed and saw a large man in a parka, standing on our front porch with his back to me. He seemed to be looking out into the dark void of the night.

There was a small carry-on suitcase at his side and a yellow taxi cab was idling in our driveway. The thick plumes of smoke from the exhaust pipe billowed up into the night sky.

I should have recognized him instantly from the hulking build, but I didn’t think I’d ever see him again. Not in this lifetime.

And yet, when he turned around...there he was.

“Hello, Luke,” he said with a grin.

“Matteo,” I said, my voice barely a whisper as all the breath had been knocked out of me just then. I shut the door behind me before I stepped out onto the porch to ask him what the hell he was doing at my house after all these many years.


Chapter 2

“What the hell are you doing here?” I asked, not hiding my shock and disappointment even a lick. I was careful to keep my voice down as I did not want Monica to hear anything that might make her curious enough to come and see what might be wrong. But then I thought of the negligee and her lingerie and thought that she wouldn’t risk coming to the door and showing herself off to some stranger. She would probably sit tight and wait it out. Probably .

“Just hear me out. I need a place to stay for the weekend. I was in town on business and supposed to fly out tonight and everything is cancelled. Then I remembered, I thought I saw somewhere you’d moved to Providence and so I looked you up and well…” Matteo’s voice trailed off mid sentence.

“You couldn’t find a hotel?” my voice was colder than I meant it to be. But he had just interrupted what I was certain was going to be some absolutely wonderful sex between Monica and I and well, Matteo and me had  a bit of a history and a nasty falling out but I’ll get to that later.

“Hey look, I understand you probably don’t want me here but everything is sold out. I got nowhere else to go.”

“Why not stay at the airport?” I asked sharply.

He scoffed and probably rightly so.

“They said it’s going to be at least forty-eight hours before they get any planes out of there.”

I didn’t know what to do.

“Come on, please,” his eyes were pleading with me, but I still saw something else - something darling, lurking beneath the surface. “I promise, you won’t even know I’m here. And I’ll be on the first plane out of here whenever it is. Please.”

For some reason, and to this day I don’t know why, I put my hand on the door, opened it and stepped aside. I made a sweeping motion with my hand to usher him inside. Despite having all of our history as a guide, I couldn’t seem to tell him no. Maybe a part of me wanted to go back there, to play with fire like we used to, and see if maybe one more time would help right the wrongs from our past. Maybe that was it, but I can’t be sure.

“Thanks, Luke,” he said with a smile that almost looked like a pained grimace.

Matteo looked back at the taxi idling in the driveway and gave a small wave and a nod and the cabbie backed his way out and was gone.

Matteo crossed the threshold into our home and our lives would never be the same again.

END OF SAMPLE - BUY NOW


Other Works by F. Rey Noel

( Complete Works Here )

Coming Clean: An Interracial Hotwife Novella : We need to talk . Those four words bring Mark's world crashing down around him when his wife Blair finally comes clean to him about a massive  indiscretion on a recent business trip.

Mark finds himself even more confused and upset when Blair shows no signs of remorse, only pity for him. And what she proposes they do next to fix things between is wilder than anything Mark could have ever imagined.

But despite his intellectual reservations, Mark finds himself curious and intrigued as his baser instincts take over and call the shots.

Will Mark be able to handle watching Blair fulfill her deep, dark desires right in front of him? Or will reality be too much for him to handle?

Hidden Desire - Hannah’s Hotwife Awakening (2-Book Series) : Something is off. Oscar can feel it. His wife, Hannah isn't the same and neither is their marriage. She's hiding something, but he can't quite figure out what it is.

When Hannah finally comes clean, will Oscar be able to hand the truth? Is he willing to go along for the ride to save his marriage and keep his wife satisfied?

One Sweet Summer Night: A Hotwife Romance :  A shy, conservative couple tries to shake their religious upbringing and the sexual hangups that go along with it.

Joey and Alice have been married three years and have a great marriage. The only thing missing? Passion in the bedroom.

Luckily, one night at a friend's pool party, a tall, dark, and handsome stud gets Alice riled up enough to push the boundaries and explore her wild side. It's everything Joey dreamed it could be and more...but can he handle the heat?

She Wants It Darker: A Hotwife Fantasy Romance : Will a snooping wife's dark discovery about her husband's internet habits be the nail in the coffin for their faltering marriage...or will it be just the kind of spark it needs to reignite their flame? Kendra is fed up with her husband's apathy and evasiveness as their marriage falls apart. As her fears mount, she begins to suspect he's having an affair.

But when she goes looking for evidence of it and finally manages to break into his computer, she's shocked by what she finds. She's even more shocked at how much she likes it.

Will Kendra keep this dirty little secret to herself, or will she tell her husband she's more than willing to give it a try?

Heartbreak Cove: A Hotwife Vacation Romance : Amy and Noah Harrington are all set to take the trip of a lifetime to a super exclusive lifestyle resort on a private island in the middle of the Caribbean with their friends, Claire and Liam. When Noah finds out that their friends have to cancel last  minute due to a family emergency, he worries that Amy will get cold feet and back out.

After all the work Noah put into convincing his wife to give this trip a try, he doesn't want to give up his dream now. So, he decides to lie - or rather, not fill her in on the new development. When Amy finds out about his deception, it's too late and they're already en route but she's livid and dying to settle the score once they arrive.

Does Noah's lie of omission come back to haunt him?

Sometimes fantasies should just stay fantasies and the saying, be careful what you wish for is wise advice.

Sharing Annabelle: A Hotwife Vacation Romance : William and Annabelle have escaped the dreadful New England winter (and their annoying families) to spend the holiday season in Playa Del Carmen at a posh, luxury resort on the Caribbean. Their Christmas getaway proves to be just what their marriage needed as they reconnect and rekindle their love in paradise.

But Annabelle has discovered a secret about Will that she's just dying to tell him about. She knows about Will's deepest, darkest fantasies and is surprised to find herself totally game to try them out.

When a tall, dark, and handsome man makes an impression on them at dinner one night and then the following day on the beach, Will and Annabelle find themselves faced with a tough choice. Do they answer the call and put their relationship to the test or do they play it safe and risk regretting it for the rest of their lives?

The SHARED on Vacation Series (10 Books) :

These wives only travel for pleasure and their husbands love to watch them play. The SHARED On Vacation series, by F. Rey Noel features the steamiest Hotwife fantasy romance tales set in tropical and exotic locations all over the world. 


Lana’s List - The Making of a Hotwife Series (Books 1-3) :

Can a marriage survive an unsuspecting husband finding a list of his wife's deepest, darkest fantasies and realizing they don't involve him? Can it somehow not only survive but...thrive? 

David and Lana will have to answer this very question after David finds a specific and emphatic list while cleaning the house one morning after his wife's book club that states, in no uncertain terms, one BIG fantasy that Lana can't seem to get out of her head.

And what makes David sick to his stomach is that he knows for sure he can't be the one to fulfill it. But when he confronts her about it, he's surprised at just how much this fantasy of her's  turns both of them on as he finds himself inexplicably willing to entertain the idea of actually making it happen for her.

Just how far are they willing to take things and will they get burnt by this scorching, debaucherous fantasy of Lana's? Sometimes fantasies should stay just that and other times they need to be allowed to come to fruition. David and Lana are walking a fine line. Will it make their marriage stronger or end it in one fell swoop? 


Demi’s Dark Thoughts: An Interracial, Cheating Wife Story :

Demi has had it with her husband. He's never home and hardly notices her. She has unmet needs and a score to settle.

She wants to teach him a lesson and the hot, single guy next door has just the kind of package she's looking for. Her dark desires have been fantasies for far too long. It's time to make them a reality and show her loser husband how a real man takes care of a woman like her.

Told from the wife’s POV.

A Curious Little Hotwife: A Short, Wife-Sharing Story :

Brett and Leah are a curious couple that enjoys the hotwifing lifestyle. When Brett's old college roommate, Jax, informs him he'll be in town, Brett insists he come stay at their place.

Leah has never met Jax before, but she's heard so much about his conquests back in college and his prowess in the bedroom that she can't help but be curious.

She's eager to find out if the stories are true and Brett is more than willing to watch her find out for herself. So, they hatch a little plan and embark on a devious weekend adventure together.

Last Day Blues: A Wife Sharing Romance :

It's the last day of vacation and Jeff and his wife, Reya, have a bad case of the last day blues. They finally got an entire week away from their kids and responsibilities and while they had a good time, they didn't quite get around to exploring each other - physically - as much as they'd hoped.

When they go for one final, sunset walk on the beach, a dark and mysterious stranger named Joss wanders into their lives and just so happens to be staying at the same resort as them. He also just so happens to provide them with the perfect opportunity to get over their case of the last day blues by exploring one of their biggest fantasies.

Will Jeff and Reya take a leap of faith and make up for all the lost time? Or will they keep making the same mistake they've been making all week?


About F. Rey Noel

I’m a bit of a digital nomad, but my home base is sunny Key West, FL.

I love to write erotic romance and I specialize in hotwife/wife-sharing stories because, well...that’s what turns me on.

I spend most of my time on a beach somewhere, soaking up the rays and exploring the sunnier, more mischievous side of life by combing through the depths of my own devious mind.

Aside from that, I have a voracious appetite for erotic literature, cigars, rum, and anything Cuban.

I write what I write, generally in long binges (sometimes with the help of certain substances and sometimes not) and let the chips fall where they may.

We might have some ups and downs along the way, but stick with me and I promise, we'll have one hell of a journey together.

I really hope you enjoyed this book and please, please, please consider leaving a review. Even if you didn’t  like it, constructive criticism is always welcome (as long as you're gentle). Reviews are a huge help in boosting visibility and getting more people to see and read the book.

My other available works can be found here on Amazon . And do please connect with me on X ( @erotichemingway )

Stay tuned! I have lots of hot, steamy wife  sharing romances coming your way very soon!

Stay wicked, my friends,

-F. Rey
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