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Chapter 1


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

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

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

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

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

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

But I don’t. I keep going.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

They don’t notice me. Not even once.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I brush my teeth until my gums bleed.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I don’t sleep. I don’t even blink.

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

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

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

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

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

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

He says nothing. Not for a while.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He stiffens, shocked. “Here?”

I nod. “Right now.”

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

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

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

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

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

He begs. He had never begged before.

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

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

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

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

He says, “What was that?”

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

Instead, I just smiled.

And wait for him to realize the rules have changed.


Chapter 2


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I tilt my chin. “You like it?”

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

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

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

“This is new,” he says.

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

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

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

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

I slap them away. “Don’t touch.”

He blinks, startled. “Okay.”

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

He shivers. “What?”

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

“Please,” he says, voice breaking.

I pull away, just a hair. “Not yet.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He says, “Where did you learn that?”

I smile, just enough to show teeth.

“From you.”

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

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

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

“I feel worse.”

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

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

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

“He’s cheating,” I say.

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

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

“Jesus, Mara. How long?”

I shrug. “Long enough to be sure.”

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

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

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

“I don’t know what I am anymore.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I nod too fast. “He wouldn’t dare.”

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

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

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one I’ve got.”

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

“I’m not. I’m just… observing.”

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

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

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

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

She laughs, relief painted on her face.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He nods. “Yes.”

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

“Fuck,” he says, “fuck, Mara—”

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

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

“Not until I say so.”

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

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

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

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

“Wh—what?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Long enough.”

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

“No, you’re not.”

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

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

“No,” I say. “Not yet.”

He nods, defeated.

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

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

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


Chapter 3


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I nod, resisting the urge to smile.

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

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

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

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

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

She grins back, all wolf.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

—

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

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

“Wow,” he says, uncertain.

“Do you like it?” I say and smile.

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

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

He shivers. “Sure.”

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

“Don’t touch,” I say. “Not yet.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

He nods, mouth open, gasping.

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

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

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

“Please, Mara, I need you—”

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

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

“Where did you—” he starts.

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

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

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

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

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

Theo says, “You’re late.”

“I know,” I say. “Recon took longer.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What’s this?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yeah,” I say. “I’m good.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I smile. “Are you hungry?” I ask.

He laughs, a little nervously. “Yeah.”

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

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

He grins. “I’m game.”

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

“Too tight?” I ask, not caring.

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

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

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

Now he’s helpless. I own him.

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

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

He laughs, strained. “Yes, ma’am.”

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

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

“Not yet,” I whispered.

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

“God, Mara, I need you—”

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

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

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

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

His breath stutters, turning into a sob.

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

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

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

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

“I want it,” he choked out.

“Say please.”

“Please, Mara. Please.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yeah,” I say. “I am.”

And I can’t wait to do it again.


Chapter 4


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I’ll see you at home.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He opens the door and stops dead.

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

“Hi,” I say.

He swallows. “Hi.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I make him look at me. Really look.

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

He tries again. “Mara, I—”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Get up,” I say.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He flinches. His cock stands straight, leaking.

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

“Who did this?” I ask.

He stares at the ceiling, silent.

I dug my nail into the bruise. “Who?”

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

I slap him again, harder. “Say it.”

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

I nod. “Good boy.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He nods, coughing.

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

“How many times?” I ask.

“Seven,” he choked out.

“Where?”

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

I freeze. “In my car?”

He nods, tears running down his face now.

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

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

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

“Who else?” I ask. “Names.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Anything?” I repeat.

He nods, desperate.

“Say it,” I demanded.

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

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

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

But I don’t. Not yet.

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

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

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

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

The rest is just data collection.
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