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Prologue

Kate pulled out of the gym parking lot, late-afternoon sun low and gold in the rearview. She shifted in the seat, the faint hum between her legs a low, satisfied note.

Damien’s office door had clicked shut behind them thirty minutes ago: blinds drawn, Kate laying back on the small, tattered couch in the corner. His hands had gripped her hips as he slid in slow and thick—stretching and filling her until thought dissolved into just heat and rhythm. No rush today. Just deep, steady thrusts until she came with her face buried in his shoulder, then again when he flipped her over the back of the couch and finished inside her, like fucking after class was the most natural thing in the world.

She texted Ethan at the next red light.

–On my way. Twenty minutes–

His reply buzzed back seconds later:

–Good. Dinner’s almost ready. Miss you–

A small smile tugged at her mouth. No questions. He’d just accept that she’d walk through the door exactly as she was—flushed, a little messy, carrying the scent of sweat and another man—and he’d pull her close anyway.

It hadn’t always felt this easy.

When it had proved difficult to align schedules with Marcus due to his excessive travel and constant rescheduling, Kate had let herself drift back to Damien every now and then. He was local. Reliable. Just an occasional treat when the itch became too intense not to scratch. She’d even talked him into getting tested every so often, practical enough to assume she wasn’t his only “client”.

At first she’d braced for complications. The way Damien had looked at her after some of their early sessions, she’d wondered if he might start wanting more than the sex—texts at odd hours, questions about her weekend, some subtle claim on her time, or her heart.

But he never did. Never once crossed into territory that felt truly personal. He stayed exactly who he’d always been: cocky, direct, and respectful of, or at least uninterested in, the one hard line she’d drawn. He knew she was married and never acted like the ring was negotiable—that awareness alone made the whole thing sustainable.

“See you next class,” he’d say afterward, wiping himself off with a towel, already thinking about his next client.

No cling.

No ego trip.

Just good dick, delivered clean.

For her part, at the beginning she’d thought that maybe she wanted something else. Heat with meaning. A spark that blurred lines and made her feel seen beyond the physical. But after a handful of sessions, the truth settled in simple and clear: she didn’t.

Not with him.

What she really wanted, and what really thrilled her deep down was the act of giving in. Spreading her legs for him on that tattered couch, or in his bed, letting him take what he wanted, giving him her pleasure as much as taking his. Half pretending she wasn’t looking for it, that she was just there—an easy piece of ass—and that he saw the opportunity and took it.

She pulled into the garage and killed the engine. As she stepped inside, the kitchen smelled like roasted chicken and rosemary—Ethan’s go-to when he was feeling ambitious. He was at the island, sleeves rolled to his elbows, stirring a pan. When he saw her, his face softened: happiness first, then heat.

“Hey you,” he said, voice low.

“Hey.” She crossed the room, let him pull her close. His hands settled on her hips, thumbs brushing the waistband of her leggings - he could rarely keep his hands to himself these days.

“Everything good?” he asked—not probing, just present.

She nodded, rested her forehead against his. “Yeah. Good.”

“You smell like… the gym.”

“And you smell like dinner.”

“Priorities.”

He kissed her temple, then her mouth—slow, unhurried, tasting her without hesitation. When he pulled back, his eyes held hers.

“Go shower. Dinner’s almost ready.”

She lingered a second longer, palms flat on his chest, feeling the steady beat beneath.

Ethan. Her tether to all that was good in her life. The man who let her walk out the door knowing where she might be going, what she might be doing, and yet welcomed her back without rewriting the rules every time. He didn’t need every detail anymore; the knowledge alone seemed to light him up, turned his touch possessive in the best way. And she needed that connection more than she’d ever admit—needed the normalcy of chicken in the oven and his steady hands so she could chase the rest without losing herself.

In the shower, hot water enveloped her shoulders, ran down her back, between her legs. She washed slowly, fingers lingering where she was still tender as memory overlapped sensation—Damien’s grip, his rhythm, the moment he groaned and spilled deep. She felt a bit giddy at the thought of what she’d become—greedy, automatic, shameless.

She pulled on soft night clothes and padded downstairs to the man who made her wonderful life possible.

Ethan had the table set. She slid into the chair across from him, knees brushing his under the table.

He lifted his glass. “To Tuesdays.”

She clinked hers against it, smiling over the rim.

Life was good.

Ordinary. Warm. And just a little wicked.


Chapter One - Together

Life had felt better than good lately—settled, almost serene.

Mornings began with coffee on the patio or at the kitchen island, sunlight slanting through the trees while Kate mapped her day—errands, laundry, calendar checks, the next gym class. Afternoons slipped by in productive rhythm: groceries, dry cleaners, bi-weekly mani/pedi. Evenings belonged to Ethan, or sometimes to her alone, but the romantic spark and sexual tension that had dimmed over twenty years of marriage had reignited recently—sharper now, steadier, fed by the woman she’d rediscovered beneath the wife.

At forty-three she was Kate more fully now: toned from consistent workouts, golden-blonde hair still catching light like it had in her twenties. Beneath her, Kat lingered—not buried anymore, but embers she’d resurfaced and learned to tend info flames without letting them burn the house down. Kat was the girl Vanessa used to drag into parties, whispering Come on, live a little until one night at a house party changed her wiring.

Vanessa had spotted Jax across the room—tall, cocky, effortless—and nudged eighteen-year-old Kat forward like a sacrifice before dissolving into the crowd. Jax’s gaze had locked on Kat and claimed her without a word. They’d become a couple, her first real love, and he’d stretched her in ways her brain and body never forgot: thick, deep, imprinting a primal craving for overwhelming fullness she couldn’t seem to unlearn, no matter how many years passed.

Jax’s shadow lingered long after his cheating and their break-up shattered her. Heartbroken, Kat chased control through bodies and excess, fucking freely and often, shamelessly mistaking appetite for power, yet every high left her emptier, still hungry for the stretch no one else matched—until Ethan offered the steady calm and acceptance she hadn’t known she’d desperately needed.

With Ethan she had built something different: married at twenty-three to a man who saw her clearly from the start and never once judged the wild girl she’d been. One daughter, Ella, now thriving at college. A home that felt like sanctuary. Their sex life had settled over the years into something comfortable, familiar, but perhaps missing fire—as long marriages sometimes do.

Until Vanessa reappeared, unearthing old memories of Jax and her buried, insistent hunger.

It pulled Kate toward Damien, the gym trainer whose confident hands and thick, satisfying stretch woke something long dormant in her body and mind.

Ethan hadn’t recoiled. He’d accepted it—more than that, he’d welcomed it. Some nights he reclaimed her fiercely, possessive and urgent; others he simply held her closer, eyes darkening with the knowledge alone. He remained her tether, steady even as she burned brighter.

She didn’t get to play often. Worthy partners were rare—Brad a pleasant one-off, but with no real spark; Marcus in Atlanta perfect when he appeared, thick and heavy in exactly the right way, but his travel kept him scarce. So Damien filled the gap: local, hung, available, and no strings.

She felt liberated now, and a little slutty in the best way—unapologetic, alive, finally owning the hunger she’d spent years trying to outrun.

Ethan seemed to love her more for it—or at least lust after her more fiercely. She saw it in him when she dressed for the gym, felt it in the possessive edge to his hands when she came home freshly fucked.

She’d learned she could set the pace, choose the moments, and he’d follow—trusting her lead without losing his footing.

She was starting to have this figured out. Balanced. Controlled heat. Room for both Kate and Kat.


Chapter Two - Coffee and Confessions

The café Vanessa favored sat tucked into a strip of old brick buildings downtown—exposed rafters, mismatched chairs, the kind of place that charged eight dollars for oat milk and still felt like a secret.

Kate slid into the booth a few minutes late, gym bag thumping against the table leg. Black leggings still damp at the small of her back, cropped tank top with a zip hoodie draped over it, messy ponytail half-undone. A faint sheen of sweat on her flushed face. She dropped into the seat with a small exhale and reached for the water Vanessa had already ordered.

They’d fallen back into this rhythm every few weeks—easy, familiar, like no years had passed. Vanessa was the same free spirit, just more world-weary now: two divorces, a few extra lines around the eyes. No bitterness, though. Kate still liked her company; she made even an overpriced latte feel like an adventure.

Vanessa looked up from her phone, eyes flicking over Kate in one practiced sweep.

“You’re… glowing,” she said—not a question.

Kate laughed, breath still short. “Circuit day. Damien had us swinging kettlebells until my legs gave up. I’m a mess.”

“Uh-huh.” Vanessa set her phone face-down and leaned forward. “Circuit day with the hot trainer. Again.”

Kate felt heat climb her throat. She shrugged. “He runs a good class. Keeps it intense.”

Vanessa’s brows lifted. “Intense. Right. That’s what we’re calling it?”

Kate met her eyes, playful but guarded. “What else would we call it?”

“Oh come on, Kat.” Vanessa’s voice dropped, conspiratorial. “You’ve mentioned him three times in the last month. That little dip your voice does when you say his name? That’s not ‘good class’ energy. That’s crush energy.”

“I do not dip.”

“You dip. And you’re doing it right now.” Vanessa leaned back, arms crossed. “So? Spill. He’s hot, right?”

Kate hesitated—just a beat—then shrugged again. “He’s… fit. Confident. Knows what he’s doing.”

Vanessa’s gaze sharpened, delighted. “Knows what he’s doing in class… or…?”

Kate looked down at her water, thumb rubbing quick circles in the condensation. Lips pressed tight.

Vanessa grinned wider. “What?”

Kate flicked her eyes up, then away. “What, what?”

Silence. Vanessa just waited, head tilted, letting it stretch.

Kate exhaled through her nose. Shoulders dropped a fraction.

Finally she glanced up—quick, guilty—then looked away again, biting her lip.

“Nothing.”

“Bullshit.” Vanessa tapped the table once. “You’re dodging. Are you fucking him?”

Kate’s head snapped up—eyes wide—then dropped again. She covered her mouth, shoulders shaking with suppressed laughter.

“Vanessa—”

“Oh my god.” Vanessa’s eyes lit up. “You are! You actually are.”

Kate shook her head, weak. “I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t have to. You’re blushing like a teenager.” Vanessa leaned in, voice a delighted hiss. “Tell me. Was it in the gym? Please say it was in the gym.”

Kate cracked, meeting Vanessa’s gaze for half a second—bright, guilty, playful—then looked down. “Well… it was today.”

Vanessa froze. Then her mouth fell open. “Wait. So this is a thing? Like, how many times?”

Kate’s fingers stilled on the glass. Voice dropped. “I… don’t know. It’s been going on for a while.”

Vanessa exhaled—half laugh, half shock. “You lucky little slut.”

The word landed like a spark. Kate’s pulse kicked harder—not stung, ignited. She lifted her eyes fully, grin breaking through the guilt.

“He’s very… thorough.”

“Thorough.” Vanessa savored it.

Then her expression shifted—curious, appraising. “What about Ethan?”

Kate’s smile faltered. She reached for her water, took a slow sip, gaze dropping again.

“What about him?”

Vanessa tilted her head. “Don’t play dumb. You’re sitting here telling me you’re fucking the hot trainer. Aren’t you worried he’ll find out?”

Kate set the glass down carefully. “No.”

Inside, a small private thought flickered: How lucky am I that I don’t have to worry about that. She tried not to let it show. Just held Vanessa’s gaze for a beat, then looked down again, tracing the rim of the glass.

Vanessa studied her for a long moment, shock giving way to calculation. Then she smiled—wide, bright, the high-school-trouble smile.

“Well, damn, Kat. Look at you. Living the dream.”

Kate laughed, but it came thinner this time. She reached for her coffee to cover the flicker of unease. Vanessa was just teasing. Happy for her. That was all.

Still, the way her friend’s eyes lingered—sharp, curious—made Kate wonder if she’d said too much.

She pushed the thought aside. Just coffee and confessions with an old friend. Girl talk.

Vanessa stirred her latte slowly, spoon clinking, buying time.

“You know,” she said, almost offhand, “since you’re… on the market again…”

Kate’s cup paused halfway to her mouth. “Who said I’m on the market?”

Vanessa lifted one shoulder. “Well, what would you call it?”

Kate set the cup down a little too firmly.

“I’m married, Vanessa. Happily. This thing with Damien is just… physical. It’s not like I’m single.”

“Mmm.” Vanessa’s eyes sparkled. “Physical. Got it. So Jax wanting to see you…that could be ‘just physical’ too.”

The name slid under Kate’s skin like a drug she swore she’d quit.

Jax.

A rush rippled through her chest, and warmed her low in her belly. She swallowed hard.

She forced a short, dry laugh. “I’m not going there.”

“You sure?” Vanessa tilted her head. “He asked about you when I saw him last month. He’s Still…Jax.”

Kate met her eyes, steadier now. “I know who he is.”

The words came out firmer than she felt.

She could feel the old pull—not clean heat like Damien, not smooth envelopment like Marcus, but something heavier, tangled. The memory of Jax looking at her across a room like she was already his. Leaning in close, voice low, saying her name like a promise he never kept. The way her pulse had always jumped when she was near him.

She swallowed again. Throat tight.

“No,” she said. “I’m not doing that.”

Vanessa raised her hands in mock surrender, smile lingering. “Fair enough.”

Kate glanced at her phone—mostly to give her hands something to do. The lock screen lit up: her and Ethan on the trail last summer, arms around each other, laughing into the sun.

She exhaled, slow and deliberate, trying to calm herself.

It was just coffee. Just an old friend testing boundaries.

Nothing more.

But the pull lingered—insistent, like a dangerous riptide.

She pushed her chair back. “I should get home. Ethan’s probably wondering.”

Vanessa stood too, gathering her things. “Tell him hi from me. And… think about what I said.”

Kate forced a smile. “I won’t.”

They hugged—quick, familiar. Vanessa pulled back, hands still on Kate’s arms, eyes sparkling with mischief.

“God, look at you,” she said, voice low and warm. “All grown up, married, and glowing from a quickie in the gym. Meanwhile I’m out here collecting alimony and bad dates.”

Kate laughed—real this time, surprised. “You’re terrible.”

“And you’re still the same little slut who used to drag me into trouble.” Vanessa squeezed once, playful but affectionate. “Some things never change, Kat.”

Kate rolled her eyes, but the grin stayed. “Says the woman who taught me how to sneak out.”

Vanessa winked. “And look how well that turned out.”

They broke apart, still smiling.

“See you soon?” Vanessa asked.

“Yeah. Soon.”

Vanessa raised her latte in a mock toast. “To staying out of trouble.”

Kate mirrored it with her empty water cup. “To trying.”

They laughed, parted, and Kate stepped out into the cooling evening air, gym bag over her shoulder, the soreness from circuits now overshadowed by something else entirely.


Chapter Three - The Pull South

Kate’s phone buzzed on the kitchen counter late one evening, as she was midway through wiping down the island, Ethan loading the last of the plates.

She glanced at the screen.

She paused, cloth still in hand, breaking into a smile with a small flutter of delight.

Marcus.

The man who’d unlocked something deep inside her, with his magnetic confidence and amazing body that made her feel both claimed and cherished. She hadn’t heard from him in a couple of months, their schedules always clashing like mismatched gears, but every message from him was a welcome thrill.

Ethan caught her glance. “Who’s that?”

She picked up the phone, thumb hovering. “Marcus.”

His eyebrows lifted slightly, interest flickering in his eyes. “Oh? What’s he saying?”

Kate opened the message, reading it aloud as she scanned.

–Hey, stranger. Been too long. How’s life treating you?–

She smiled despite herself, typing back quickly.

–Hey yourself. Life’s good. Busy. You?–

The reply came almost immediately.

–Same here—travel’s been crazy. But I’m back in Atlanta next month, attending something fun. Thought of you and Ethan. You free the weekend of the 15th?–

Kate felt that flutter deepen.

Something fun.

In Atlanta.

She wondered what that meant—not just a casual drink or dinner, something else. The idea sent a mix of curiosity and caution through her.

–What kind of something?– she typed.

His response took a minute, the three dots pulsing like a tease.

–An event. Upscale. Singles, couples, good vibes. A chance to dip your toes in deeper if you’re interested. I’d love to see you both there. You especially. 😉–

It was playful, but intimate. She could almost hear his voice behind it—deep, smooth, the way it had murmured against her skin in that hotel suite. A warmth spread through her chest, unbidden, and she bit her lip.

–Sounds intriguing–, she replied, keeping it light.

Then, –I’ll talk to Ethan. What’s it like?–

–Elegant. Think Eyes Wide Shut meets not so serious. A party, cocktails, conversation, a little mystery. Safe. Sexy. You’d fit right in.

She smiled softly at the screen. There was something in Marcus’s words—the way he said “you’d fit right in”—that felt personal, like he was picturing her there already, in a dress that hugged her curves, his eyes finding hers across the room.

–Flattery will get you everywhere–, she typed, adding a wink emoji before she could second-guess it.

His reply was quick.

–Good to know. Tell Ethan I said hi and that I promise to behave. Mostly.–

Kate felt a visceral thrill at the “mostly,” her mind flashing to their first meeting again: his hands on her, Ethan watching from the shadows, the way Marcus had taken her completely like she belonged to him in that moment and he knew it. She wasn’t just drawn to his body; it was the way he made her feel—seen, desired, and utterly owned.

She set the phone down, fingers unsteady from the sudden rush, and turned to Ethan. He was wiping his hands on a dish towel, watching her with a curious half-smile.

“So?” he prompted.

She leaned against the counter, crossing her arms.

“Marcus is inviting us to an event in Atlanta next month. Wants to know if we’re free the weekend of the 15th.”

Ethan’s eyes lit up, brighter than she expected.

“An event? Like what?”

She shrugged, replaying the texts.

“Upscale party. Cocktails, couples, singles. He called it Eyes Wide Shut but not too serious.”

Ethan let out a low whistle, grin widening.

“Sounds mysterious. And hot.”

The words barely left his mouth before the image flashed through his mind, sharp, hot and private: Kate bent over the arm of a couch, one man behind her, thick and deep, the other in front, her lips stretched around him. Both moving in rhythm while she moaned, eyes half-lidded, completely given over.

Kate laughed, but there was a note of caution in it.

“Mysterious, yeah. But are we ready for that? It’s not just a date or a one-on-one. It’s… a whole thing. Other people, maybe watching, maybe more.”

“Exactly. That’s the point.”

She met his eyes, feeling the heat in them.

“You’re more eager than I thought you’d be. But I should have known.”

He shrugged, pulling her close, resting his hands on her lower back.

“Why not? If it’s safe, and we have a guide… why not explore? Together.”

“Together,” she echoed, nodding.

“What about you? Would you want to… partake? With another woman?”

Ethan’s grin turned wicked.

“Sure. If she’s hot. My problem is, few women are as hot as you.”

Kate rolled her eyes, but the words warmed her. She leaned in, kissing him softly, then pulled back just enough to murmur against his lips:

“You always know just what to say to me.”

“Good to know.” He pulled her closer, voice dropping. “But seriously—let’s do it. We’re overdue for another adventure.”

The fuse was lit.

His mouth found hers again—deeper this time, hungrier, no more soft kisses. His tongue slid against hers while one hand slid up her back, fingers threading into her hair to tilt her head exactly where he wanted it. Kate made a small, needy sound into his mouth, hands fisting in his shirt.

Ethan broke the kiss just long enough to breathe against her lips. “Couch.”

Not a question. Not a suggestion. A decision.

He walked her backward, never breaking contact, until the backs of her knees hit the living room couch. She sank down onto it, legs parting instinctively as he followed, settling between them. His weight pressed her into the cushions—familiar, grounding, but tonight there was an edge to it, an echo of that flash-image he’d just seen in his own head.

He kissed down her neck, teeth grazing the spot that always made her purr.

“Think about it,” he murmured against her skin. “Naked in the middle of a room… everyone watching you take it.”

Kate’s breath hitched. “Ethan…”

He pulled back just enough to look at her—eyes dark, grinning.

“C’mon, that’s hot.”

She didn’t answer with words. Instead she reached for his belt, fingers working the buckle and zipper open with practiced speed. He groaned low in his throat when her hand slipped inside his pants, stroking him slow and firm.

He stepped back, eyes locked on hers, and reached for the waistband of her leggings. He peeled them off slowly—deliberate, reverent—guiding her legs up and together so her feet pointed toward the ceiling. The fabric slid over her hips, down her thighs, past her calves, until he tugged them free over her ankles. Kate let her legs fall open again as he tossed the leggings aside, then arched her back to tug her cropped tank over her head in one fluid motion. Her breasts spilled free, nipples already hard and tight from the cool air and the heat in his gaze.

Ethan kicked off his own clothes and closed the distance again, hands cupping her breasts, thumbs brushing over her nipples as he kissed her neck, then lower, taking one peak into his mouth with slow, wet suction. Kate arched, fingers threading into his hair, a soft moan escaping.

He dropped to his knees, positioning her so she sat right on the edge of the couch. His hands parted her thighs, and he buried his face between them, tongue sweeping through her folds—already incredibly wet, slick and swollen from the conversation alone. He licked her slow at first, savoring, then harder, circling her clit with focused pressure while two fingers slid inside, curling just right.

Kate watched Ethan work, hips lifting toward his mouth, breath coming in sharp gasps. In that suspended second she felt it again—he didn’t just love going down on her; he worshipped her there. The act was devotion, surrender, proof that her pussy held him in thrall as much as he held her heart. She remembered lying on her back that night after Marcus had come inside her, legs spread wide, fingers tangled in Ethan’s hair as she pulled his face into her, grinding up against his mouth, chasing her release while he groaned into her wetness like a man starved, tongue relentless and reverent. She’d come to better understand the power she had: she could steer him, coat his tongue with her desire and her dominance—and he would kneel for it every single time.

After a short while—too short for anything but building her higher—she shimmied back, laying fully on the couch, legs falling open in silent invitation. Ethan rose over her, cock hard and leaking as he settled between her thighs. He pushed in slow, then deep, settling into her familiar warmth. They moved together—bodies fused, face-to-face, kissing deeply, tongues tangling as he thrust in steady, rolling rhythm.

She wrapped her arms around his back, nails grazing lightly, holding him close while their eyes locked—long moments of unbroken contact, her breath hitching against his mouth as the slow grind built the pressure higher. In those seconds, with him inside her, steady and known, she felt the certainty that this was home—no other feeling, no matter how intense, came close to being exactly where she belonged.

Then he pulled out, and turned her over so she was kneeling, bent over, hands braced on the back of the couch, knees sinking into the cushions. He stood behind her, hands gripping her hips, hands digging into the soft flesh there. He slid back in—harder this time—and set a rhythm that had her gasping, pushing back to meet every thrust, trying to get as much of him as she could inside her.

Kate’s mind flashed, quick and wicked: not the first couch she’d been fucked on this week—but this one wasn’t threadbare.

The thought hit her like a spark—sharp, amused, shameless—and sent a fresh wave of heat through her. She imagined Damien behind her, thick and relentless, and then her mind slipped again—to Marcus doing this to her, hands on her hips, voice low in her ear, filling her while Ethan watched from the shadows. The image tipped her over.

She came hard—body clenching, thighs trembling, a broken cry muffled against her arm. Ethan followed seconds later, burying himself deep, groaning her name as he emptied himself inside her.

They stayed like that for a long moment—breathing hard, tangled on the couch like teenagers who couldn’t make it upstairs.

Ethan kissed the back of her neck, voice rough and satisfied. “We’re going to Atlanta.”

Kate laughed—breathless, a little dazed. “Yeah we are.”

He pulled her down beside him, arm around her waist.

“And it’s going to be hot.”

She turned her head, meeting his eyes—still dark with that same hunger.

“Yeah,” she whispered. “It is.”

The fuse was burning brighter.



Two weeks slipped by in a blur of routine and anticipation. Kate had let herself indulge a little—some new clothes to feed the spark Marcus’s invitation had lit. A new black dress arrived from one of her favorite online boutiques: slinky silk, a dusting of sequins, low back, thigh-high slit that whispered trouble when she moved. She’d tried it on alone in the bedroom mirror, turning slowly, feeling the fabric slide over her skin like a promise.

Then the new panties—strappy, barely-there black lace that left almost nothing to the imagination, the kind of set she’d never really worn before. She folded it carefully in her drawer, feeling extra naughty.

She caught Ethan just looking at her sometimes—longer glances across the kitchen, a hand lingering on her lower back when they stood close to each other. The fuse was still burning, bright and steady.

Then on Thursday evening, three days before the weekend of the 15th, Ethan came home late, face drawn, shoulders tight.

Kate was on the couch with a glass of wine when he dropped his bag by the door.

“Hey,” she said, setting the glass down. “Rough day?”

He exhaled, rubbing the back of his neck. “Client in New York. The big one. They want to close the deal this weekend—face-to-face, no Zoom bullshit. My flight’s tomorrow afternoon.”

Kate felt deflated. “This weekend?”

Ethan exhaled in frustration, “I know. Atlanta. I’m sorry, babe.”

Kate felt the disappointment settle in her chest—real, sharp, heavier than she expected. Her anticipation had been steadily building: the dress, the lace, imagining Marcus’s hands on her. But she kept her voice soft, understanding.

“It’s okay. Work’s work. We’ll skip it. Or… reschedule or something.”

Ethan wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her in. “I hate missing it. I was really looking forward to it.”

They stood like that for a long moment, her forehead against his shoulder, his hands steady on her back. Then he pulled back, looking at her.

“But,” Ethan said, his voice carrying a note of finality that didn’t quite match the reluctance in his eyes, “I guess we can’t go.”

Kate kept her expression steady, nodding as if it were the most reasonable conclusion in the world. Outwardly, she was the picture of understanding: a soft smile, a gentle squeeze of his hand, the good wife who knew how to roll with life’s interruptions.

“Yeah,” she replied, her tone light and even. “It’s okay. Work comes first. We’ll catch the next one—whenever that is.”

Inside, though, it was different. The pull south tugged at her, insistent and warm, like a current she hadn’t realized was so strong until it met resistance.

It wasn’t just a weekend trip anymore; it was a doorway, cracked open, whispering possibilities. Marcus’s voice in her head—smooth, teasing, that “mostly” lingering like a promise. The dress hanging in her closet, waiting. The lace in her drawer, a secret thrill she’d imagined slipping into, and out of, under dim lights, his eyes tracing every curve.

She wanted it again—the mystery, the heat, the chance to be that version of herself and to experience how alive it made her feel.

But she didn’t push. Not yet. Kate had learned the subtle art of waiting, of watching for the opening instead of forcing one. Ethan was practical, always weighing the scales, but she knew him better than that. There would be a shred of doubt—a flicker in his eyes, a hesitation in his voice—and when it came, she’d reach for it gently, pull the thread until the knot loosened.

“I really hate this timing,” he muttered, almost to himself. “I know you wanted to go.”

She watched him, read him the way she’d learned to over the last year: the slight catch in his breath, the faint flush creeping up his neck that had nothing to do with embarrassment and everything to do with the pictures flashing behind his eyes. He wasn’t just wrestling with logistics. He was already aroused at the thought of her walking into that room without him. His beautiful blonde wife on Marcus’s arm, free to explore—and then coming home to him.

“I just wish…,” he sighed, running a hand through his hair, and she caught it then: the way his shoulders hadn’t fully relaxed, the subtle crease between his brows that said he wasn’t quite ready to let it go either.

She sensed the opening, small but real, his doubt already taking shape. She slid her hands up his arms to rest on his shoulders, her thumbs brushing the tense line of his neck.

Her next words were silken and precise.

“Well,” she said, tilting her head just a touch, all softness on the surface, “I could go alone.”

Her words landed like a match struck in dry grass.

Ethan’s breath hitched once, audible in the stillness of the kitchen.

Kate didn’t rush to fill the silence. She let it stretch, let him feel the weight of her offer settle over both of them. She watched the play of emotions cross his face—surprise first, then something darker and hungrier, then the quick flicker of relief that told her she’d read him exactly right.

“Alone,” he repeated, testing the word like it might burn his tongue. His hands flexed on her waist, pulling her a fraction closer even as his voice stayed low.

“You’d… you’d really want that?”

She nodded slowly, letting a small, knowing smile curve her lips.

“Mm hmm. Marcus said he’d take care of me—keep me safe, introduce me around. And…” She paused, letting her fingers trace the line of his collarbone through his shirt. “I think part of you wants me to go. Wants to picture me there, in that room, while you’re stuck in New York working. Wants me to text you just enough to drive you crazy.”

Ethan swallowed hard. He didn’t deny it. Couldn’t. The evidence was already pressing against her stomach, hard and insistent.

She leaned in close, lips brushing the shell of his ear. Her hand slipped between them, fingers wrapping around his hardening cock and gave it a firm, unhurried squeeze. Not a stroke, just steady pressure: enough to make him twitch hard in her palm.

“You don’t have to say it out loud,” she murmured. “I can say it for both of us.”

He exhaled roughly, one hand sliding up her back to cup the nape of her neck, holding her there while he fought for words. “Jesus, Kate.”

She pulled back just enough to meet his eyes again, voice steady and warm.

“We could set some new rules. Regular check-ins—I’m safe, I’m having fun, nothing more unless you ask. I stay close to Marcus. No surprises. And when I get back…” She stroked him gently through his jeans, feeling him twitch under her touch. “…you get every detail. And then you get me. All of me.”

Ethan’s forehead dropped to hers. His breathing was uneven now, ragged at the edges.

“You’re dangerous,” he muttered, half-laugh, half-groan.

“You married me,” she purred back, smiling against his mouth. “You knew what you were getting.”

He kissed her then—hard, claiming, like he needed to remind himself she was still his, even as the fantasy of her slipping away for a weekend without him burned through him. When he finally broke away, he looked exposed—vulnerable in a way that felt like trust, not weakness.

“Okay,” he said, voice dry and cracking.

Kate felt like she’d won a small victory. She’d seized the control he loved ceding to her, and framed it in a way that let him surrender without losing himself. She kissed him again, softer this time, lingering.

She didn’t pull away.

Instead, she reached for her phone on the table beside them, cradling it between their bodies so the screen lit both their faces. His arms stayed loosely around her, still holding her, even as she typed.

Her thumbs moved steadily, deliberately, right in front of him.

–Change of plans. Ethan’s stuck with work. Looks like it’s just me. Still want to host?–

She angled the phone slightly so he could see every word as she hit send.

The reply buzzed in under thirty seconds.

–Hell yes. I’ll take very good care of you. Pack something unforgettable. See you soon, beautiful. 😉–

Ethan’s fingers flexed once against her back—tight, then loose again—like he was fighting the urge to pull her closer and the equal urge to let her go.

Kate set the phone down, screen still glowing with Marcus’s words, and turned in his arms just enough to meet his eyes. She cupped his face, thumb tracing the line of his jaw.

Then she leaned in and kissed him slowly, her tongue teasing his lips.

She smiled, small and knowing, and let him pull her back into his chest. His heartbeat thumped hard against her, steady and fast, as if it knew exactly what she’d just done: given herself away while still wrapped in his arms.


Chapter Four - Friendly Fire

Kate slid into the booth for coffee with her old friend, already buzzing with the low, giddy hum that had been simmering since Ethan left for the airport that morning. Atlanta was only days away now, and she was positively wound up, sex-positive to a degree she hadn’t felt lately—unapologetic, alive, like her body was about to be let out of its cage.

Vanessa arrived in a flurry of perfume and oversized sunglasses, dropping into the seat with a dramatic sigh.

“God, Kat, you look… radiant. What’s the secret? Botox? New skincare? Or is it just the glow of a woman who’s getting laid regularly?”

Kate laughed, stirring her latte. “Maybe a little of all three. Life’s good right now.”

Vanessa leaned forward, elbows on the table, eyes sharp with curiosity.

“Spill. I’ve been dying for an update. Is it serious with Damien?

“Oh no. It’s all just good fun. Damien’s… convenient. Great in bed, no strings. We’re not exclusive or anything.”

Vanessa’s eyebrows shot up.

“Convenient? Not exclusive? Girl, you’re talking like a man. So there are others?”

Kate hesitated for half a second, then shrugged, the words slipping out easy and free.

“A couple. Nothing serious. Just… exploring.”

Vanessa’s mouth fell open in delighted shock.

“A couple? Who? C’mon, I need names, details. I’m living through you here—my love life is a desert.”

Kate took a slow sip, savoring the moment. Her anticipation for Atlanta had been building like a slow burn, and sharing sexy details felt… exciting and titillating.

“Well, you remember the guy from the bar at the casino? The night we first reconnected?”

Vanessa thought for a bit, then let out a sharp laugh.

“What? The tall one with the shoulders? I knew it! I knew you were on the make that night!”

Kate shook her head, smiling. “No, I really wasn’t. But later, Damien and I were on a break—sort of. I’d put him on the shelf for a minute, and Brad just… happened.”

Vanessa leaned in closer, sounding confused.

“On a break? So is Damien your boyfriend, or not?”

“No, not a break like that.” Kate laughed softly.

“I don’t know. I just… was sort of bored with him, and decided I wanted to try something else. So I called Brad. Honestly, he was a letdown.”

Vanessa arched an eyebrow, her hands spreading wide in a mock-serious gesture.

“Just called him up and fucked him, huh? I swear, it’s like you’re back in college.”

Vanessa wasn’t done. She leaned forward again, voice dropping conspiratorially.

“Okay, but seriously—how do you keep Ethan from finding out? I mean, you’re just sneaking around behind his back? That’s a dangerous game.”

Kate blinked, caught off guard. She opened her mouth, closed it, then tried again.

“Oh, he… he doesn’t really look. Or mind.” She winced the second it left her mouth. “I mean—that came out wrong. It’s not like that. We’re just… open about stuff. Sort of.”

Vanessa’s eyes narrowed, not in suspicion exactly, but in the way someone does when they’ve just heard something that doesn’t quite add up. She tilted her head, studying Kate like she was trying to read the fine print.

“‘Doesn’t really look’? ‘Doesn’t mind’? Kat, that’s not an answer.”

Vanessa’s voice softened, but the curiosity sharpened.

“Come on. You’re not telling me he knows, are you? Like… he actually knows you’re sleeping with other guys and he’s fine with it?”

Kate felt heat climb her neck—part embarrassment, part the sudden realization that she’d walked herself right into this corner. She hadn’t planned to say it. Hadn’t even fully thought it through. The words just… slipped.

“I mean… okay, yeah. He knows.” She said it quickly, almost like ripping off a bandage, then immediately tried to soften it.

“Not every detail every time, but… yeah. We talk about it. It’s part of how we do things now. He’s… into it. In his own way.”

Vanessa stared at her for a long, stunned beat. Then she let out a short, incredulous laugh, just pure disbelief. She sat back, hand pressed to her chest like she’d been shot, eyes wide.

“He’s into it? Like… he gets off on it? Kat. Holy shit.” A long pause. Her mouth opened, closed, then curved into something between a grin and a grimace.

“I’ve heard of that, but I’ve never met anyone that actually did it,” she said, pausing again before adding, “You lucky bitch.”

Kate shrugged, trying to play it casual, but her fingers tightened around her cup.

“It’s not as weird as it sounds. A lot of couples do this. Or… something like it. We just… figured out what works for us.”

Vanessa exhaled slowly, processing. “I thought I was the wild one. Two divorces, a string of bad decisions, and here you are with a husband that likes you fucking other men. And you’re just… sitting here drinking lattes like it’s normal.”

Kate laughed—a little too loud, a little too quick.

“It is normal. For us. I mean… it’s new, but it’s working.”

Vanessa studied her for another long moment, then shook her head slowly, a small, admiring smile tugging at her lips.

“You’re something else, Kat. I don’t know whether to be jealous or terrified for you. But damn… you’re really doing this on your terms.”

Kate met her eyes, the giddiness returning, steadier now. “Yeah. I am.”

Inside, Kate felt the small, secret thrill of having let the truth—or at least some of it—slip into the open air. It felt good to share it with someone. It didn’t feel like a mistake. It felt like another door cracking wider.

“So how many others?” Vanessa pressed, eyes gleaming. “Come on.”

Kate bit her lip, the confession bubbling up easier than she’d expected. Marcus was still too fresh, too private, and too imminent—but Vanessa had that way of pulling threads, and today, with the void nagging at her, Kate felt the words come loose.

“Only one more, really. We took a trip recently—Atlanta. Met some interesting people.”

Vanessa’s eyebrows shot up, her smile turning sly.

“Interesting how? Come on—details.”

Kate leaned in, voice dropping.

“Okay, fine. There’s this guy—Marcus. Tall, built, so confident. Black guy, actually.”

She paused, feeling a warm flush creep up her neck at the memory—his calm control, his thick length pressing in, that overwhelming fullness making her arch and gasp.

“I’ve… developed a bit of an attraction there. The contrast, the intensity… it’s different. Hot.”

Vanessa froze mid-stir, her eyes widening with genuine surprise. She set her spoon down slowly, leaning closer.

“Wait… black guys? You? Back in college, you were all about those white-bread boys and… well, Ethan types. When did this happen?”

“Black guy. Not guys. It’s not a big deal, but… yeah.”

Vanessa’s mouth fell open in mock shock, but her eyes gleamed with something sharper—curiosity laced with a hint of envy.

“And Ethan… what, he just sits at home knitting while you’re out getting laid?” She laughed, but it came out a touch too bright, too probing. “I mean, come on. How does that even work?”

Kate felt a flicker of defensiveness, but it dissolved quickly into amusement.

“It’s not like that. We talk about it. A lot. Boundaries, check-ins, the whole thing. He likes knowing. It turns him on. And honestly? It turns me on too. I get to be more like the old me, and knowing he’s waiting at home, turned on by what I’m doing… it’s powerful.”

Vanessa stared at her for a long moment, then let out a low whistle.

“Wow. I mean, I always knew there was a wildcat under there, but this? You’re running the show. No guilt, no sneaking around. Just… owning it. I’m jealous. My last two marriages ended because I couldn’t keep my legs closed, and here you are with a husband who’s actively cheering you on.”

Kate laughed softly, Vanessa wasn’t wrong.

“It’s not perfect. There are moments I wonder if I’m pushing too far. But Ethan seems to like it, and I’m not complaining. Right now it just feels right. I’m going to Atlanta alone this weekend. Ethan’s stuck in New York for work.”

Vanessa’s eyes lit up like Christmas.

“Alone? Oh my God. You’re going out of town, to fuck this guy, by yourself? You’re living a fantasy. What are you packing? Please tell me it’s something sinful.”

Kate grinned, the giddiness bubbling up again.

“Black silk dress—low back, thigh slit. And lace. The kind that makes you feel dangerous.”

Vanessa watched Kate across the table, latte cup cradled in both hands like she was holding something fragile and expensive. The way Kate sat—shoulders relaxed, chin up, that soft, satisfied glow in her cheeks—made Vanessa’s stomach twist uncomfortably.

She’d always known Kat was the prettier one. Back in high school it had been obvious: golden hair that caught every light, toned legs, tight little ass, that effortless smile that made boys trip over their own feet. Vanessa had been the loud one, the funny one, the one who got the laughs and the second glances.

But Kat had always been the prize.

And now, somewhat annoyingly, she still was. The years had been kind—too kind. Same tight waist and ass, smooth skin, eyes that still sparkled like she was twenty-two instead of forty-something. Even now, in a simple sweater and jeans, she looked like she’d stepped out of a catalog.

Vanessa caught her own reflection in the window behind Kate—brown hair flecked with a little grey, laugh lines that weren’t laughing anymore, the faint softening around her jaw she tried to ignore.

Not bad. Just… not Kat.

And then there was Ethan. Steady, handsome, successful, and—apparently—perfectly fine with his wife sleeping with other men. Not just fine. Turned on by it. Vanessa had spent two marriages trying to stay faithful, and here was Kat with a husband who handed her the keys and asked for pictures.

It wasn’t jealousy, exactly. Not the sharp, green kind.

It was quieter, more tired. A low, nagging whisper:

Why her? Why does everything just… work for her?

She was happy for Kat. The woman had found a way to have it all—great sex, a loving husband, freedom without fallout. That took guts. Brains. Vanessa admired it, even envied it in the way you envy someone who’s figured out the cheat code.

But underneath that admiration, just below the surface where she didn’t let herself look too long, there was something else.

A small, dark curiosity.

What would it feel like if that perfect little life cracked?

Just a little.

Not destroyed—just… dented. A fight. A doubt. A moment where Ethan’s easy acceptance faltered, where Kat had to wonder if she’d gone too far. Where the golden girl had to face a consequence.

Vanessa pushed the thought away almost as soon as it formed. That wasn’t her. She wasn’t that person. She loved Kat. Always had. The girl who’d dragged her out of bad parties, who’d supported her when her first marriage imploded, who never once judged her for the mess she’d made of things.

Still. Some people had all the luck.

Vanessa raised her latte in a mock toast.

“To dangerous lace and husbands who know how to share. You’re my hero, Kat. Just, don’t fuck it up, okay?”

Kate clinked her cup against Vanessa’s, the sound light and bright.

Inside, the anticipation coiled tighter. Atlanta was coming. And for the first time in a long time, she wasn’t just ready—she was hungry for it.


Chapter Five - The Same Quiet Yes

Kate stepped through the doors at the St. Regis a little after noon, the midday sun bright behind her, carrying only the small roller suitcase and the leather tote that held her essentials. The lobby opened around her in cool, polished quiet. Marble floors gleamed under chandeliers that dripped soft light. The faint scent of fresh lilies and expensive leather drifted on the air-conditioned breeze.

She felt the familiar lift in her chest the moment the doorman smiled and held the inner door. This place carried memories now. Good ones. The last time she’d walked through this lobby, Ethan had been beside her, both of them a little giddy with the newness of what they were trying. That night had ended with Marcus and his calm, confident control.

At the front desk the young woman, dark hair pinned neatly, name tag reading “Elena,” looked up with professional warmth.

“Welcome to the St. Regis, ma’am. Checking in?”

“Katherine Ellis,” Kate said, sliding her ID and credit card across the marble. “I know I’m early. I was hoping…”

“We actually have your room ready,” Elena interrupted gently, already tapping keys. “And we have a junior suite available on the club level if you’d like the upgrade. More space, private lounge access, evening canapés.”

Kate hesitated for half a heartbeat.

The offer was tempting. Extra square footage, a bigger bathroom, maybe a deeper tub. She pictured herself spreading out, claiming more of the room than she strictly needed. But something in her settled against it.

Probably just me tonight, Kate thought.

“No, thank you,” she said, smiling. “The standard room is perfect.”

Elena’s smile didn’t falter. “Of course. You’re all set. Club-level access is still included with your reservation, so feel free to use the lounge whenever you like.”

Kate thanked her, accepted the key card, and followed the bellman to the elevators. The ride up was smooth and silent. When the doors opened on her floor, the hallway smelled faintly of clean linen and citrus.

The room was familiar in the best way: cream and taupe, heavy drapes, a king bed with crisp white sheets and pillows. Large windows letting in bright midday sunlight. She set her suitcase on the luggage rack and opened it immediately, her nesting instinct kicking in.

She unpacked methodically. Underthings went into the top dresser drawer, folded neatly. Casual hang-around-the-room leggings and tops went into the second. Toiletries lined up on the marble vanity in the bathroom: cleanser, moisturizer, makeup, perfume. She hung the black silk dress on a padded hanger in the closet, smoothing the fabric once with her palm. She remembered buying it, the saleswoman’s knowing smile when Kate had said, “I need something dangerous.” The dress looked almost alive hanging there, black against cream, waiting.

When everything was in its place, she sat on the edge of the bed for a moment, hands in her lap, simply breathing.

The quiet was luxurious. No Ethan moving through the house, no daughter’s music leaking from upstairs, no errands waiting. Just her, the city outside the window, and the evening still hours away.

She pulled out her phone.

Texting Ethan:

–Arrived safe at the hotel. Room was ready! Feels strange without you here. Miss you already. Love you.–

She watched the three dots appear almost immediately.

His reply came fast:

–Glad you’re there. Enjoy your afternoon! Text when you head out? Love you more.–

The words landed warm and familiar. She could hear his voice in them: steady, aroused, a little vulnerable. She typed back quickly:

–Promise. I’ll keep you posted.–

Next text, to Marcus:

–Hey stranger. Landed and checked in. St. Regis. Looking forward to tonight. What time works for pickup?–

His reply was slower, but when it came the dopamine surged with it:

–Perfect. I’ll swing by at 9. See you soon.–

Nine o’clock. Plenty of time.

She laid back on the bed, stretched, and felt the faint travel stiffness in her shoulders. On an impulse she picked up the room phone and called down to the spa.

“Hi, this is Katherine Ellis in 1428. Any chance you have an opening this afternoon for a massage? I didn’t book ahead, but was wondering if you could fit me in today?”

There was a brief pause—soft keyboard taps in the background—then the receptionist answered with warm, unhurried efficiency. “We actually have a few spots still open, Mrs. Ellis. What service are you looking for?”

Kate negotiated a 90 minute massage, 1:30pm, mix of Swedish and deep tissue, male therapist.

She hung up, glanced at the clock. Barely past twelve-thirty. Time enough to change into the hotel robe, maybe read for a bit.

But first she ordered room service.

When the knock came twenty minutes later, she opened the door in yoga pants and a soft tank, hair pulled back. The server carried a tray with her arugula salad with grilled salmon, lemon vinaigrette on the side, a sparkling water, and a single square of dark chocolate she hadn’t asked for but appreciated.

She signed the check, tipped generously, and sat by the window to eat.

The salmon was perfect, silky, just pink in the center. Perfect choice, she thought, wanting to feel light and sleek tonight.

She felt the evening’s promise coil tighter in her belly.

Not nerves, exactly.

Anticipation.

And the weightlessness of being whoever she wanted to be tonight.

She finished the salad, called for her tray to be retrieved, then slipped into the robe the hotel provided. Soft terry, monogrammed, smelling faintly of lavender.

Down to the spa in fifteen minutes.



Kate returned to her room a few minutes after three-thirty, body heavy with the kind of deep, liquid relaxation that only comes after every knot has been found and patiently unraveled.

The massage had been exceptional. The therapist was an older man, silver-haired and professional in the most neutral way, nothing attractive about him at all. But his hands had been magic: strong, precise, methodical. He had started on her back with long, slow strokes that made her sigh into the table, then worked her shoulders until the travel tension dissolved. By the time he finished with her calves and feet, she had floated somewhere between awake and asleep, mind quiet for the first time in weeks.

She had lingered afterward in the steam room, letting the moist heat wrap around her and through her. Then a quick, warm shower to rinse away the last traces of oil. Now her skin felt soft, scented faintly with the spa’s eucalyptus lotion, every muscle loose and warm.

She closed the door behind her, bolted it, pressed the Privacy button, and drew the heavy drapes across the windows. The room dimmed to a soft twilight glow, just enough light slipping through the edges to keep it from feeling completely dark. She let the robe slide off her shoulders and pool at her feet. Naked, she crossed to the bed, pulled back the covers, and slipped between the crisp sheets.

The bed was heavenly. Cool at first, then quickly warming to her body. She stretched once, long and slow, toes pointed, arms overhead, feeling every inch of herself settle. Then she curled onto her side, pillow cradled under her cheek, and closed her eyes.

Sleep came fast and complete.

In her dreams, vague shapes drifted—strong hands guiding her wrists above her head, a low voice praising her surrender as she arched into it willingly. Freedom pulled at her like open sky, dominance echoing both ways: hers in the command she held over Ethan and her own untamed want, theirs in the way she allowed herself to be taken, opened, used without resistance. The delicious cocktail of being in control by choosing to let go.

She woke slowly, drifting up through layers of stillness. The room was darker now. The clock on the nightstand read 7:04. For a moment she felt disoriented, unsure where the afternoon had gone or how long she had been out.

Then memory returned in soft pieces: the lobby, the unpacking, the salad by the window, the spa.

She stretched again, this time with a small, contented sound. Her body felt heavy in the best way, rested down to the bones. No tightness, no restlessness. Just calm, ready energy coiled low and waiting.

She reached for her phone on the nightstand. The screen lit up with three unread texts from Ethan.

The first, sent at 4:12:

–Hey, everything good? Haven’t heard since the spa text. Just checking in.–

The second, 5:47:

–Hope the massage was amazing. Miss your voice. Let me know you’re okay?–

The third, 6:33:

–Kate? Starting to worry a little. Text when you can.–

She stared at the messages for a long moment, thumb hovering above the screen.

A flicker of irritation rose first—quick, reflexive. Three texts in three hours. She had told him she was heading to the spa, that she would be offline for a while. She had promised to update him later.

And still, her silence had pulled these out of him like a string being tugged too hard. Part of her wanted to type back something sharp, something that said I’m fine, I’m an adult, give me room to breathe tonight.

But her irritation softened, edged out by something more complicated.

She knew why he was doing it. This was the first time she had gone somewhere like this alone. He was sitting in New York, probably in his hotel room or still at the office, imagining her here in this city he couldn’t see, heading to an event whose rules he only half-understood, with a man they both knew she fully intended to fuck.

The arousal that had lit him up when they talked about it in advance was real—she had felt it in his voice, seen it in the way his breath caught—but so was the thin undercurrent of fear. Well, maybe not fear, perhaps more like vertigo. That the openness they had built might stretch too far one day and not snap back.

She felt a pang of tenderness for him then, mixed with a small, guilty recognition that his worry made her feel both anchored and slightly confined at the same time. She loved that he cared enough to check. She would also prefer that tonight she didn’t have to answer every ping immediately.

The two feelings sat beside each other without canceling one another out.

She took a slow breath, let her shoulders drop, and typed.

–Hey love. Fell into the deepest nap after the massage—just woke up. Everything is perfect here. Super relaxed, feeling amazing. I’ll text if I change locations or anything shifts. Promise. Don’t worry. Love you–.

She read it back once, then added a second message before she could overthink it.

–You’re sweet to check. I know this feels big. I’m okay. Talk soon–

She hit send, watched the delivered ticks appear, and set the phone down gently.

The irritation had mostly dissolved now, replaced by a steady warmth. She wasn’t annoyed anymore. She was simply aware—of him, of herself, of the delicate new balance they were learning to hold.

Seven o’clock. Two hours until Marcus.

She stayed under the covers a minute longer, naked skin against soft sheets, listening to the faint city hum beyond the curtains.

The night was still hers.

And she intended to step into it fully present.



Kate stepped out of the shower at 7:45, clean, shaved, and polished. She dried off slowly, the towel soft against her skin, then moved through the rest of her pre-event ritual with care.

At the vanity, she did her makeup with care. Foundation light enough to let her natural flush show through, concealer only where needed. Soft taupe shadow blended into the crease, black liner winged just enough to lift her eyes. Two coats of mascara for length and drama. Cheeks brushed with a peachy rose that caught the light. Lips last—a deep berry stain, matte but supple, the kind that looked kissed even before anyone touched her.

She turned to her hair next. Tonight called for glamour—elegant, but not severe. She brushed it until it fell in thick, shining waves, then gathered the top back from her temples and twisted it into a loose chignon at the nape of her neck. A few pins, nothing fussy. She left the ends soft, imperfect, tendrils escaping to frame her face while the rest spilled down her back in controlled waves. Polished. Sensual. The kind of style that invited hands later.

She slipped into the black lace thong first. Barely there: a thin string that disappeared between her cheeks, a small triangle of sheer fabric in front edged with delicate scalloped lace. She adjusted it once, feeling the light tug against her skin, the subtle reminder of how exposed she would be under the dress. No bra tonight—the silk would do the work. She stepped into the black silk dress next.

The fabric whispered as it slid over her head and down her body. It settled like liquid against her skin: fitted through the bodice, skimming her waist, then flaring gently at the hips before splitting high on the left thigh. Tiny sequins dusted the surface—not flashy, just a subtle shimmer that caught light when she moved. The back plunged low, almost to the small of her back, exposing the clean line of her spine. She zipped it up the side slowly, feeling the silk hug her breasts, her ribs, her hips.

Black patent Louboutins, classic pointed toe, four-inch heel, red sole flashing when she walked. She slipped them on, felt the arch lift, the familiar stretch in her calves. She took three slow steps across the carpet to test the balance—perfect.

Rings and bracelets next, including her diamond wedding ring—anyone interested in her was going to have to know what they were getting. Diamond stud earrings.

And finally, the anklet.

She sat on the edge of the bed and lifted her right foot onto her knee. She fastened the delicate silver chain Ethan had bought her months ago—thin, elegant, studded with tiny pave diamonds that caught the lamplight like scattered stars. Her signal for the room tonight, for whoever might notice, for herself: of who she was, what she was.

She crossed to the full-length mirror on the closet door and considered herself.

She turned slowly, side profile first, then back. The low plunge of the back framed her shoulders and spine beautifully. She smoothed a hand down her hip, felt the fabric shift, felt her own pulse quicken just a fraction.

A small, satisfied smile curved her lips as she met her own eyes in the mirror.

She looked great. Felt great.

Confident. Dangerous. Ready.

She lifted her phone, angled it low in the mirror, and let her body fall into what it already knew: one knee bent, hip cocked, silk pulled taut over her thigh as she leaned just enough for the neckline to dip. The slit parted, offering a clean line of leg, promising more. She found the look Ethan loved—the slow, heavy-lidded promise of later—and snapped the shot.

She sent it to Ethan, adding just one line:

–What you’re missing out on tonight… 😘–

She pictured his phone lighting up, the way his breath would catch as he opened it.

Good. Let him simmer.

She glanced at the clock: 8:35. Twenty-five minutes until Marcus.

Ethan’s response lit up her phone:

–Fuck. You trying to kill me? God, you’re so hot I can’t think.–

She smiled to herself as she slid her phone into her clutch—small, black, just big enough for her phone, key card, lipstick, and the few condoms Ethan had handed her with ceremony. She gave herself one last look in the mirror and headed downstairs for a quick nerves-straightener.

The bar was tucked off to the side of the lobby, low lighting and dark wood, only a handful of people scattered at the high tables and along the polished counter.

Kate saw a man at a low table, mid-forties, pause mid-conversation, tracking her entrance openly, eyes exploring her breasts, the curve of her leg, her anklet, his appreciation clear and unapologetic. His companion, sleek dark hair, red dress, followed his gaze, lips tightening into a thin line, shooting him a glare sharp enough to cut glass. He had the grace to look sheepish for half a second before his eyes flicked back to Kate anyway.

She slid onto a stool near the end, legs crossed. The bartender—a young man with a neat vest and quick smile—approached without delay.

“Scotch, please,” she said. “Neat.”

He nodded, poured her a tumbler of pale gold, and set it in front of her with a small dish of olives. She thanked him, took a slow sip, ignored the olives and let her gaze drift across the room.

Kate hid her smile behind the rim of her glass. Inside she chuckled, private and delighted. She enjoyed turning heads: proof she was seen, desired, and powerful.

She took another sip, the warmth of the scotch steadying her fluttering nerves without dulling the anticipation.

She checked the time on her phone again: 8:55.

Five minutes.

She finished the drink, left a generous tip, and slid off the stool. The silk whispered against her skin as she walked toward the entrance, and with each step the subtle shift of her anklet reminded her of her power and her vulnerability.

She chose a low armchair near the revolving doors—legs crossed, and settled in to wait.

At 9:05 the doors turned. Marcus stepped through.

He looked even better than she remembered. Tall—easily six-three—broad shoulders filling out a deep red dress shirt that caught the light like aged wine. His top two buttons were undone, sleeves rolled once to show strong forearms. Over it, a black unstructured blazer, casual but sharp, hanging open. Black trousers tailored just right, black leather shoes polished to a low gleam. His dark skin and freshly shaved face framed a winning smile that started the moment he spotted her.

He didn’t rush. He crossed the space with easy confidence, eyes locked on hers, smile widening as he closed the distance.

Kate rose from her chair, pulse quickening.

“Kate,” he said, voice low and warm, the single syllable carrying everything they had shared last time.

“Hello, Marcus.”

She stepped into his hug without hesitation, catching the scent of his cologne—sandalwood perhaps, clean. His arms wrapped around her, firm and sure, one hand settling low on her back, just above the plunge of the dress. She felt the heat of his palm on her skin, the solid press of his chest against hers. The hug lingered a beat longer than polite, long enough for her to register how good he felt, how right.

When he pulled back slightly, his hands stayed on her waist. He looked down at her, eyes appreciative, taking in the dress, the hair, the glow on her skin.

“You look stunning,” he said simply.

She smiled up at him. “You clean up pretty well yourself.”

He laughed softly, a low rumble she felt more than heard.

Then he kissed her. Just a brief press of lips against hers—warm, deliberate, unhurried. Right there in the middle of the lobby, with the doorman pretending not to notice and a couple checking in at the desk oblivious.

It lasted three seconds, maybe four. Enough to make her lips tingle when he drew back.

He kept one hand on the small of her back as he stepped aside, gesturing toward the doors.

“Ready?”

She nodded, feeling the small spark from the kiss settle low in her belly.

“Ready.”

He guided her out with that same light touch—protective, not possessive. The cool night air hit her bare back as they stepped through the revolving door. A black SUV waited at the curb.

Marcus opened the rear door for her, waited until she slid in, then followed.

As the car pulled away from the curb, he turned to her in the dim interior light.

Kate crossed her legs, the dress riding higher on her thigh, the slit falling open.

“Two hours in traffic and a delayed flight,” he said, shaking his head with a small grin. “Worth every minute to see you looking like that. It’s been a long day,” he added, eyes flicking down her body. “But I plan to make the most of the night.”

“Good thing I took that nap,” she replied.

His eyes flicked down to her thigh, then back to her face. They shared a knowing smile.

The car merged into traffic, city lights sliding across the windows, and the evening finally began to unfold.

Kate texted Ethan:

–With Marcus on our way to the party. All is well. Check in later. Love you.–

Ethan’s response came swiftly:

–Dammit I was hoping he wouldn’t show–

And then:

–JK, that’s great. Have fun, and keep me posted! Love you too.–

The ride was short—fifteen minutes, maybe less—Buckhead traffic was light this time of night. Streetlights slid across the windows as they wound through tree-lined streets. Marcus kept the conversation easy: a quick recap of his delayed flight, shared pain about the chaos at the airport, a question about her day that felt genuine without prying. His hand rested casually on the seat between them—not touching her, but close enough that she felt the invisible connection.

The car slowed as they approached a wrought-iron gate set into a high brick wall. The gate stood open, flanked by low stone pillars. A security guard in a black blazer and earpiece stepped forward, clipboard in hand, iPad glowing faintly.

Marcus lowered the window. “Marcus Hale, plus one.”

The guard glanced at the screen, tapped once, then nodded. “Enjoy your evening, Mr. Hale.” He waved them through with a small, practiced motion.

The driveway curved in a gentle semicircle past manicured lawns and boxwood hedges. The mansion rose ahead: classic Georgian, pale stone facade, tall white columns framing the double front doors, windows aglow with soft amber light. Not ostentatious, but clearly expensive—old money elegance with modern restraint. Valet attendants in black vests waited at the foot of the steps; the driver pulled up smoothly, engine idling.

Marcus got out first, offering his hand to Kate as she slid across the seat, dress riding up and exposing more of her toned legs. She took it, stepping out carefully in the Louboutins, the cool night air brushing her bare back.

They climbed the shallow stone steps together. A tall, black-suited attendant stood just inside the open threshold—no clipboard check, no formal announcement, only a subtle nod of recognition as Marcus approached. Marcus guided her inside with that same steady hand at the small of her back.

The foyer opened directly into a wide hallway with high ceilings and polished hardwood floors. To the left, through an arched doorway, a bar had been set up in a parlor, bottles gleaming under recessed lighting, a bartender in a crisp white shirt mixing drinks with efficiency. Ice clinked, glasses rang softly, laughter rose in small bursts.

People moved through the space in loose clusters—some lingering near the bar, others drifting toward the back of the house where wider rooms opened up. Kate took it in slowly, savoring the spectacle.

They were not all natural beauties, not the airbrushed perfection of magazine covers. There was real variety here: a woman in her fifties with silver streaks in her dark hair, laughing with easy confidence in a deep emerald gown that showed strong arms and a soft waist; a couple in their thirties, him lean and bearded in a charcoal suit, her curvier with a warm smile and a red dress that hugged her hips; an older man with salt-and-pepper hair and a tailored navy blazer, standing beside a younger partner whose black cocktail dress revealed toned shoulders and a small tattoo peeking above the neckline. They looked to be in their thirties and early forties mostly—mixed with silver foxes and women who wore their lines like badges. Clothes ranged from sleek suits and silk gowns to unstructured blazers and statement dresses, but the common thread was care and class—fabric that fit, colors that flattered, details chosen with intent. Everyone looked good: well-groomed, well-dressed, right for the moment.

Kate felt a small thrill ripple through her. The kind of excitement that came from stepping into a space where the usual rules didn’t apply, where desire could be acknowledged openly without apology. She glanced up at Marcus.

He was watching her take it in, that calm, knowing smile still in place.

“First impressions?” he asked.

She exhaled a soft laugh.

“Better than I expected. Everyone looks… happy to be here.”

“They are.” He nodded toward the bar. “Drink first? Or straight to the crowd?”

“Drink,” she said without hesitation. “I want to ease in.”

He guided her left, into the parlor. The bartender—a tall woman with a neat bun—looked up as they approached.

“Champagne?” Marcus asked Kate.

She nodded. “Sure.”

He ordered two flutes, then leaned against the marble beside her while they waited. His shoulder brushed hers lightly. The champagne arrived quickly, bubbles rising in steady streams. He handed her one, clinked his glass gently against hers.

“To new experiences,” he said.

“To seeing where the night takes us,” she replied softly.

Marcus’s expression warmed with subtle approval; the corner of his mouth lifted just enough to show he had caught the nuance.

She took a sip and let her gaze drift across the room again.

She glanced at him sideways. “Lead the way.”

He offered his arm.

She slipped her hand through the crook of his elbow, feeling the solid warmth of him, the hard muscle under the blazer.

They stepped away from the bar together, moving deeper into the house.

The hallway opened into a series of connected rooms: a formal sitting room with leather sofas and low tables, then a wider library with built-in shelves and leather armchairs, then finally a long sunroom that had been transformed into a conservatory for the evening. Glass walls and ceiling let in the soft glow of garden lights outside; potted palms and ferns framed the space, creating pockets of intimacy amid the open floor. A few couples lingered here already, drinks in hand, conversation low and easy.

As they walked, Kate noticed the pattern almost immediately.

Everyone was generally polite, no one stared outright, but the glances followed certain men and women like ripples on still water. And among them, the black men in the room drew the most consistent, unmistakable attention.

There were only five or six that she could see scattered through the crowd, but they stood out in the way eyes are pulled toward a flame.

A tall man in a charcoal suit near the library doorway, broad-shouldered and calm, accepted a drink from the bartender while two women nearby turned their heads in near-unison, one smiling slowly over the rim of her glass, the other letting her gaze linger on his hands before flicking away.

Further along, another in a deep navy dress shirt leaned against a pillar, speaking with a couple; the wife’s posture opened toward him instinctively, her husband watching with relaxed approval.

A third—darker suit, neat beard—crossed the room with easy strides, and heads turned in subtle waves: a blonde in cream satin adjusting her necklace as if to draw his eye.

They weren’t the only action in the room. Couples flirted across tables, silver-haired men charmed younger partners, women in shimmering gowns laughed with groups that included men of every shade. Interest flowed in many directions—curious glances, lilting laughter, light touches, subtle and not-so-subtle invitations.

But the black men were the hottest spots, the centers where energy pooled most visibly. Not because they were the only desirable men present, but because something about their presence—the contrast, the confidence, the unspoken promise—seemed to magnetize the white married women in particular. The looks from many of them were downright hungry: slow sweeps from shoulders to hands, parted lips, subtle shifts of posture that angled bodies toward them even from across the room.

And beneath Kate’s realization came a private pride: she already had one of the hottest draws in the room on her arm.

In the conservatory, a low seating area had been arranged near the glass wall: deep upholstered chairs in soft gray velvet, a low table between them holding a small tray of candles and fresh orchids. The light here was warmer, golden from sconces and the garden beyond. Marcus gestured to the pair of chairs tucked slightly apart from the others.

“These look good,” he said.

Kate sank into one, crossing her legs. The silk whispered against her skin. Marcus took the chair beside her, leaning back comfortably, one arm draped along the backrest. His knee brushed hers lightly as he settled.

As Kate watched the flirtations happening all around, it dawned on her that people didn’t necessarily stay only with whoever brought them.

Part of her tightened instinctively. She had come here for Marcus—she wanted his hands, his mouth, the thick stretch she still remembered from their first meeting, the way he made her body open and forget everything else. That was enough. More than enough. She didn’t want to dilute it, didn’t want to chase novelty just because it was available.

And yet.

Curiosity flickered low in her belly, warm and persistent. Not a burning need, not yet—just a question. What did it feel like to be in a room where the usual boundaries were optional? Where desire could be acknowledged openly, shared even, without apology or secrecy? Might that be the ultimate freedom? The part of her that had once buried her hunger now wanted to see how far the edges stretched. Not to break anything. Just to understand.

She glanced sideways at Marcus. He was watching her, not the room—patient, unhurried, reading her face the way he always did.

“Thoughts?” he asked, observing her carefully.

She nodded, small smile tugging at her lips. “Just… taking it in. This is different from what I pictured.”

“Different good or different bad?”

“Different… interesting.” She swirled the champagne in her flute. “I thought it would be more like a regular party with a few extra sparks. But it’s more intentional than that.”

He gave a small nod. “It can be. Depends on the night, the people. No one’s required to do anything. But the option’s there if everyone wants it.”

She met his eyes. “And you? How do you usually play these?”

“Depends who I’m with.” His voice stayed even. “Tonight I’m with you. So we go at your pace. Whatever that looks like.”

She leaned her head back against the chair, letting her gaze drift across the conservatory again.

She turned back to him, voice soft.

“Let’s stay here a while longer,” she said. “Just watch. See what happens.”

Marcus smiled, slow and knowing.

“Sure, whatever you want, Kate.”

Kate and Marcus sat in companionable quiet for another few minutes, the conservatory’s golden light softening as the evening deepened. Kate reveled in the people watching, scanning the room without staring. Noticing the small gestures, shared glances, the occasional low laugh that carried just a hint of invitation. The subtle, elevated, mating rituals.

A couple approached them from the far side of the room—unhurried, purposeful but not aggressive. The woman led: tall, easily five-ten in her heels, blonde hair swept into a loose, elegant twist that let a few strands fall artfully around her face. She looked to be around fifty, perhaps a touch older, beautiful in a way that had once been striking and still held power—high cheekbones, full lips painted a deep rose, eyes a clear blue that caught the candlelight. Her body was thin, almost willowy, but the red halter dress she wore clung aggressively: deep V-neck plunging between what were almost certainly enhanced breasts, the fabric shimmering with faint silver threads, hemline short enough to show long, toned legs, and sexy, strappy heels. She moved with the confidence of someone who knew exactly how she looked and had long since stopped apologizing for it.

Her husband followed a half-step behind: mid-fifties, tall now that he was closer, broad-shouldered in a way that suggested disciplined years of tennis or rowing rather than gym obsession. Silver threaded generously through thick, dark hair worn short and neatly styled, framing a strong jaw and piercing hazel eyes that held steady interest rather than polite detachment. His blazer was impeccably tailored—slim through the chest and shoulders, top two buttons of his crisp white shirt undone—revealing just enough tanned skin at the collar to hint at time spent outdoors. When he smiled as they neared, it was warm but direct—small crinkles at the corners of his eyes, a flash of even white teeth—and the look he gave Kate felt appraising in the best way: appreciative, knowing, and clearly hungry beneath the civility.

They stopped at the loveseat positioned at a right angle to Kate and Marcus’s chairs—close enough for easy conversation, far enough to feel respectful. The woman sat first, crossing her legs smoothly so her dress rode up just a fraction. Her husband settled beside her, one arm resting casually along the back of the loveseat.

“Mind if we join you?” the woman asked, voice warm and lightly accented—something faint Southern, polished.

Marcus gave a small nod, smile easy. “Plenty of room. Please.”

Kate met the woman’s eyes and returned the polite smile.

“I’m Sophia,” the woman said, extending a manicured hand adorned with a huge diamond to Kate. Her grip was firm, warm, lingering just a second longer than necessary. “This is my husband, Charlie.”

Charlie leaned forward to shake hands as well—steady, friendly, no overt appraisal. “Nice to meet you.”

“Kate,” she said, then glanced at Marcus.

“Sophia, Charlie.” he supplied, voice deep and calm as always.

The way he said it—easy, familiar—made Kate pause for half a heartbeat. Did he already know them? The names, the easy rhythm… it felt like more than a first meeting, but she wasn’t sure. Maybe nothing. She let the thought drift away as Sophia settled back against the loveseat, her posture open—shoulders relaxed, one arm draped along the cushion behind Charlie, legs crossed.

“First time here?” she asked, directing the question mostly to Kate but including Marcus in the glance.

Kate nodded. “For me, yes.”

Sophia’s lips curved. “Lucky you, getting the guided tour.” She tilted her head toward Marcus with light teasing. “He’s one of the good ones. Doesn’t make it feel like a sales pitch.”

Charlie chuckled softly. “High praise.”

Marcus gave a small shrug, smile faint. “Just showing Kate the lay of the land.”

Sophia’s eyes flicked between them, appreciative but not probing.

“Well, welcome. It’s a nice crowd tonight. Relaxed.” She paused, sipped from her own glass—something clear with a twist of lime—then added lightly, “We’ve been coming on and off for a couple of years. It’s… refreshing, once you get past the initial nerves.”

Kate felt the subtle invitation in the words—not pushy, just opening a door. She took another sip of champagne, letting the moment breathe.

“It’s definitely different,” she said. “But I’m enjoying watching how it all works.”

Sophia laughed softly, a warm, throaty sound.

“Smart. Observe first. Then decide what you want.”

Kate felt the conversation with Sophia and Charlie settle into a gentle rhythm—light questions, easy compliments, the kind of surface-level chat that could stay polite forever or tip into something more if anyone leaned in. Sophia’s eyes drifted between her and Marcus, appreciative in a way that wasn’t subtle but wasn’t aggressive either. Charlie stayed quieter, mostly smiling and nodding, but his gaze kept settling on Kate—steady, lingering a beat longer each time, hazel eyes warm and unmistakably interested. His hand rested comfortably on his wife’s knee, but the rest of his attention was clearly fixed on her.

Kate felt the energy shift just slightly. Sophia and Charlie weren’t rushing anything, but they were clearly interested. Waiting to see if the interest was mutual.

Kate glanced at Marcus. His expression remained calm, patient, letting her set the pace.

Before she could decide just what she thought about that, Sophia’s gaze flicked toward the staircase. She set her champagne flute down with a small, decisive motion.

“Oh—there’s Elena from the club,” she said lightly, touching Charlie’s arm. “I promised I’d say hello if I saw her tonight. Won’t be long.”

She rose gracefully, silver-blonde hair catching the candlelight, and gave Kate a warm, lingering smile. “Don’t let these two bore you while I’m gone. I’ll find you.”

Charlie chuckled, staying seated. “Take your time. I think we’ll manage.”

Marcus met Kate’s eyes for a beat, reading the subtle shift in her posture. He glanced at Charlie, then back.

“Basement bar’s more private” he said, voice low and easy. “Fewer interruptions.”

Charlie’s gaze settled on Kate again—steady, interested—then he nodded. “Sounds good.”

They stood together. Marcus crooked his elbow for Kate, and she threaded her arm through it. Charlie fell in step on her other side, close enough that his arm brushed hers as they moved through the conservatory, past ferns and low candle flames, toward the hallway.

They kept walking, arm in arm, past clusters of people still mingling in the sitting rooms and library. Marcus guided her toward a wide staircase at the back of the house, descending to the lower level.

The basement staircase opened into a large, open entertaining space: exposed brick walls softened by warm recessed lighting, a long bar along one side with polished wood and leather stools, low sectional sofas arranged in conversation pits, a few high-top tables near a billiards table. The vibe down here felt looser, more intimate, less formal.

They claimed the quiet end of the bar: three high stools half-hidden by a tall fiddle-leaf fig. Kate sat between them, the warmth of their bodies radiated gently against her bare arms and the low plunge of her dress.

Marcus leaned in to order—another round: champagne for her, bourbon neat for him. Charlie ordered a sparkling water.

Kate touched Marcus’s arm lightly, voice low and amused.

“No—I’m switching to scotch.”

He glanced at her, small smile tugging at the corner of his mouth, then corrected the bartender without missing a beat.

“Make that scotch for the lady. Neat.”

The bartender nodded, poured smoothly—amber liquid into a low glass for her, bourbon for Marcus—and slid both across the polished wood.

Marcus handed her the scotch, fingers brushing hers deliberately as he did.

“Better?” he asked, eyes warm.

Kate lifted the glass, took a slow sip—the burn clean and sharp, grounding in exactly the way she needed.

“Much,” she said, smiling back.

The basement bar felt more intimate than the upstairs rooms—lower ceilings, warmer lighting from hanging pendants and wall sconces, the music a little louder but still conversational. Kate sat between them, liking the arrangement more than she expected: Marcus on her right, Charlie on her left, their bodies angled slightly toward her, elbows on the bar. They leaned in over her head at first, voices low and easy as they caught up on a few quick business details—something about a property deal in Buckhead Marcus had closed last year, Charlie mentioning a mutual contact who’d asked after him, the casual shorthand of men who’d crossed paths in the same professional circles for years. Kate let the specifics wash over her without listening too closely; the words didn’t matter. What mattered was the way their conversation flowed so naturally, confirming her suspicion that they already knew each other and that she was the new, welcome element in the middle of it.

She could just sit. Listen to the low timbre of their voices, feel the warmth radiating from both sides, the occasional brush of Marcus’s hand on the back of her stool or Charlie’s forearm grazing hers when he gestured. Every so often one of them glanced her way—quick, appreciative, including her without requiring a word. She leaned back slightly, silk dress shifting against her skin, content just being seen, desired, and perfectly placed between them.

She finished her scotch and signaled the bartender for another. Marcus ordered another bourbon; Charlie switched to the same.

The conversation drifted from old stories to the night itself—nothing heavy, just the easy rhythm of two men who had known each other long enough to skip the small talk.

After a time, Marcus excused himself, sliding off his stool with a “Be right back” and a light squeeze of Kate’s shoulder before heading off into the house.

Charlie didn’t rush. He stayed where he was, elbow on the bar, swirling the last of his bourbon, ice clinking softly. The silence hung easy, unhurried.

He leaned in closer, his body angled fully toward her, one arm around the back of her stool, his knee brushing her thigh. In answer, she turned to face him, crossing her legs so her foot brushed his leg, her slit parting higher, exposing more skin—an unspoken invitation.

He held her gaze—direct, knowing.

“Your first time at one of these?” he asked.

Kate met his eyes, feeling the heat of his proximity, the faint scent of his cologne—clean, spiced—mixing with the lingering smoke of Marcus’s presence.

“How can you tell?” she replied, a small smile playing at her lips.

“Oh, just a hunch.” He lifted his glass in a half-toast, took a sip, then set it down. “You’re watching more than participating. Like you’re deciding what part of the menu you want before you order.”

She took another slow sip of scotch instead, letting the burn steady her, and held his gaze.

Kate arched a brow at him, “And you two? Regulars?”

Charlie shrugged lightly. “On and off. These nights are good for catching up with people you don’t see otherwise.” He paused. “And sometimes for seeing what happens when someone new walks in.”

His words carried no direct proposition, just an acknowledgment that she was new, that she was beautiful, and that the room noticed.

A moment later the air behind her shifted—warm, familiar. Marcus returned without a word, sliding his stool away, standing, and leaning in close from behind. His chest pressed lightly against her back, warm and comforting. His arms came around her loosely, one hand resting on the bar beside hers, the other settling low on her waist, thumb brushing the silk just above her hip. He was so close she didn’t need to swivel to look at him—couldn’t, really, without turning away from Charlie. His breath ghosted the side of her neck, steady and calm, his presence wrapping around her like a second skin.

Kate felt the exquisite cocktail of safety and vulnerability—Marcus behind her, Charlie in front, the two men bracketing her again, closer now. She exhaled softly, shoulders relaxing back into Marcus’s chest, letting his warmth anchor her while Charlie held her gaze.

They were skillful. Adept. They knew how to turn the dial up on the sexual undercurrent slowly and steadily, without making her feel cornered. The tension lived in the spaces between sentences: the light touches, the low timbre of their voices when they laughed. It was indirect, patient, almost teasing. They were stoking the fire without asking her to throw herself on it.

By her third drink, the scotch had softened her edges just enough. She felt loose, present, tuned into every small point of contact.

Facing Charlie, legs crossed so the slit rode high, she laughed and let her hand settle on his forearm—light, instinctive—before drawing it back. His knee had been brushing hers; now it stayed there, warm and deliberate. She felt Marcus’s warmth on her back, his hands on her waist.

No one pulled away.

And just then, like it was the most natural thing in the world—like they weren’t sitting at a bar in public, like the low hum of conversation around them had simply faded to nothing—Marcus leaned in and pressed his lips to the side of her neck. Kate exhaled softly, eyes fluttering closed. She tilted her head to the side without thinking, giving him more access, the loose chignon shifting so strands of hair fell against his cheek.

Charlie’s fingers moved then—light, slow strokes along the length of her arm, from wrist to elbow and back. No grab, no demand. Just a steady caress, matching the rhythm of Marcus’s kisses.

She didn’t stop him.

The heat pooled low in her belly, spreading outward in lazy waves. The bar noise, the music, the other people—all of it faded to background. There was only the press of Marcus’s warm chest against her back, his mouth on her neck, Charlie’s arm along hers, his knee solid against her thigh, his fingers tracing slow patterns on her skin.

No one spoke for a long moment.

The stories had stopped.

The touches said enough.

Kate opened her eyes slowly, meeting Charlie’s gaze. His expression was calm, patient, and hungry, but not pushing. Marcus’s lips paused against her pulse, breath warm there, then he kissed once more, softer.

She felt suspended between them—safe, desired, alive in a way that made her skin hum.

She turned her head just enough to brush her lips against Marcus’s jaw, then looked back at Charlie.

Her voice came out low, breathy.

“Mmm, more please,” she said with a hazy smile, eyes closing.

Marcus resumed kissing her neck, more aggressively now—lips parting wider, teeth grazing lightly, then pressing firmer against the sensitive skin below her ear. Each kiss pulled a small, involuntary breath from her, her head tilting further to give him room, strands of hair slipping loose from the chignon.

Charlie leaned in closer, closing the small distance between them. His hand left her arm and settled on her knee—warm palm flat against her skin where the slit had ridden high. He paused there for a beat, letting her feel the weight of it, then began to stroke upward in slow, deliberate lines. First the outer thigh, then curving gently toward the inside. Kate’s breath hitched. She uncrossed her legs on the stool, knees parting just enough to make space for his hand.

His fingers followed the invitation—stroking higher along her inner thigh, thumb brushing the soft skin just inches from the lace edge. The touch was confident but unhurried, tracing lazy circles that sent heat pooling low in her belly. Kate’s hips shifted forward slightly on the stool, an instinctive surrender.

A low moan escaped her—soft, throaty, barely audible over the music but unmistakable to the two men bracketing her.

Charlie’s hand rode higher still, fingertips grazing the delicate edge of her thong. His longest finger brushed the small V of fabric covering her pussy—light pressure, teasing the outline through the sheer lace, feeling the warmth and faint dampness there.

Just then, Marcus lifted his mouth from her neck, voice low and rough against her ear.

“Let’s go get more comfortable.”

The words weren’t a question.

Charlie’s hand stilled but didn’t retreat—his finger still resting against her through the lace, warm and steady. He met her eyes for a brief second—dark, patient, but not questioning. He already knew.

Kate exhaled slowly, pulse thundering in her throat, body humming with the same quiet yes that had been building since she arrived.

Marcus stood first, taking her by the hand. Charlie rose a second later, his fingers trailing off her thigh in one last slow, deliberate glide—as if marking the path they were about to take together.

Kate let them draw her up between them, silk dress shifting against her skin, the heat of their bodies flanking her like a current she had no intention of fighting.

They flanked her as they moved away from the bar—Marcus’s hand at the small of her back, Charlie close at her other side.

The night had just taken a decisive turn.

Marcus took her hand, fingers interlacing with easy possession, while Charlie fell in step on her other side—close enough that their arms brushed with every step. They moved away from the bar in a loose triangle, Kate in the center, the two men flanking her like protective sentinels. No hurry, no rush, just the steady rhythm of three sets of footsteps on the hardwood.

They climbed the wide staircase back to the main floor, passing clusters of people still lingering in the sitting rooms and library. Heads turned as they passed—subtle at first, then lingering. Kate felt the glances like soft brushes against her skin.

A woman in midnight-blue silk paused mid-sentence, her eyes tracking them from the doorway, lips parting slightly before she looked away with a small, wistful smile. A tall man near the parlor archway watched openly, his gaze sliding from Marcus to Charlie to Kate—then back to her face, something hungry and appreciative flickering there. Another couple on a velvet sofa shifted closer together as they passed, the wife’s fingers tightening on her husband’s thigh, both of them following the trio with thinly veiled longing until they disappeared around the corner.

Kate clocked every one.

She knew what they saw.

A married woman in black sequined silk, radiant from the day’s pampering, hair half-fallen now from its elegant twist, eyes glazed from scotch and anticipation. Led upstairs by two handsome men, their intent so obvious it needed no explanation. No shame in it. No secrecy. Just raw, elegant desire and surrender laid bare for anyone paying attention.

She reveled in it.

They reached the upper landing. The hallway stretched long and hushed, doors lining both sides, soft light spilling from sconces. Marcus guided them toward a door at the end of the hall. He turned the handle. The room was dimly lit—warm lamplight from bedside lamps, king bed turned down with what appeared to be black, silk sheets, heavy drapes drawn against the night. A low chaise in one corner, a small table with fresh ice and bottles of water. Clean, luxurious, ready.

Marcus stepped aside to let her enter first.

Kate crossed the threshold, feeling the shift in air—warmer, quieter, theirs.

Charlie followed, closing the door behind them with a soft click.

The night narrowed to just the three of them.

Kate stepped fully into the room like the final note of a long prelude. The space was quiet—thick carpet muffling their footsteps, heavy drapes sealing out the night, only the soft glow of bedside lamps turning everything warm and intimate.

That power—being desired not just by the two men beside her, but by the entire house downstairs watching them leave—settled deep in her belly like liquid heat. It made her nipples ache against the silk, made her thighs press together for a fleeting second as she crossed the carpet. She felt beautiful, dangerous, and free. Kat, fully awake and unapologetic, wearing the dress like armor and the glances like a crown.

Marcus stepped up behind her first, hands settling on her hips, thumbs tracing slow arcs over the silk. Charlie moved to her front, close enough that she could smell his cologne—clean, spiced, different from Marcus’s deeper wood-and-smoke. They didn’t rush. They just stood there, bracketing her again, letting her feel the heat of them from both sides.

She closed her eyes for a moment, breathing them in.

This was what she had come for tonight—not just the physical release, but the feeling of it. The way her body and her ego swelled together under the weight of being wanted.

She opened her eyes and met Charlie’s gaze first, then turned her head to look up at Marcus over her shoulder.

Charlie didn’t wait for another word.

He closed the last inch between them, one hand sliding to the side of her neck while the other cupped her jaw—not roughly, but with a firmer grip than Marcus ever used. His thumb pressed lightly against her lower lip, parting it just enough to open her mouth as he leaned in. The kiss was immediate, hungry, less polished than Marcus’s slow, deliberate style. Charlie kissed like he was claiming space—lips firm, tongue sliding in without preamble, tilting her head back with steady pressure so her throat arched for him.

Kate opened to it instinctively, a small sound catching in her chest as his mouth moved over hers, tasting faintly of bourbon and mint. His hand on her jaw tightened just enough to hold her exactly where he wanted her—head tipped, mouth open, giving him room to deepen the kiss.

Marcus stayed behind her, hands still on her hips, but now he pressed closer—chest flush to her bare back, the hard line of his erection pressing through his trousers against the curve of her ass. He didn’t interrupt; he simply watched for a moment, then bent to kiss the side of her exposed neck again, slow and wet, teeth grazing the tendon there while Charlie devoured her mouth.

Charlie moved a hand to her breast—cupping it through the silk, thumb circling her nipple until it pebbled hard against the thin fabric. He massaged firmly, rolling the peak between thumb and forefinger, not gentle circles but deliberate pressure that made her gasp into his mouth. The dress was no real barrier; he could feel every inch of her response—the way her nipple tightened further, the way her chest rose faster under his palm. He switched to the other breast, kneading with the same unhurried strength, fingers splaying wide to claim as much as the silk allowed.

Kate’s hands came up—one gripping Charlie’s shirt at his chest, the other reaching back to thread into Marcus’s hair, holding him against her neck. Her body arched between them—head back for Charlie’s kiss, hips pressing backward into Marcus’s hardness, breasts pushing into Charlie’s hand. The contrast sharpened everything: Marcus’s slow, reverent sucking at her pulse point versus Charlie’s more insistent mouth and hands, the way one man seduced while the other demanded.

Someone—she wasn’t sure which—found the hidden side zipper of her dress and tugged it down in one smooth, decisive pull. The silk parted with a soft whisper, cool air kissing the newly exposed skin along her ribs. Charlie never broke the kiss; his mouth stayed locked on hers, tongue deep and insistent, one hand still kneading her breast while the other gripped her jaw to keep her angled exactly where he wanted.

Marcus slipped the dress off her shoulders, the fabric sliding down her arms in a slow cascade, over her breasts, past her waist, pooling at her feet in a dark shimmer of sequins and silk. She stepped out of it automatically, kicking the puddle aside.

Charlie broke the kiss, pulling back just enough to look at her—eyes dark, lips wet from hers. His hand stayed on her breast, thumb still stroking lazy circles over the aching peak.

“You taste incredible,” he murmured, voice rougher than before.

Marcus hummed against her neck, teeth scraping lightly before he spoke, low and calm in her ear.

“She does.”

Charlie was fire—firm, demanding, unpredictable. His fingers dug in just enough to leave faint pressure marks she knew she’d feel tomorrow; his mouth took without apology, tongue stroking hers in long, possessive sweeps that left her dizzy. Where Marcus coaxed her open, Charlie pried, firmly enough that she felt the edge of control slipping away, and God, she liked it.

Kate’s head fell back against Marcus’s shoulder, a low, broken moan escaping as the dual assault continued. Marcus’s hand slid up her ribcage from behind, cupping the breast Charlie wasn’t claiming, mirroring the firmer knead until both men held her, thumbs circling in tandem but at different rhythms—one slow and deep, one quick and sharp.

Charlie’s hand left her breast, trailing down her stomach in a possessive slide, fingers splaying wide over her hip before dipping lower. Without warning, he cupped her pussy through the thin lace of her panties, the heel of his palm pressing firmly against her clit while his fingers stroked her slit almost roughly—probing, parting her folds through the fabric with insistent pressure that made her gasp.

“Fuck, you’re soaked,” Charlie rasped, his voice thick with approval and raw need. He didn’t ease up; instead, he rubbed harder, two fingers slipping under the edge of her panties to stroke her bare skin, slick and swollen, circling her entrance with a teasing firmness that bordered on aggressive. Kate’s hips bucked involuntarily, chasing the friction, her body clenching around her fingers.

She felt beautiful. Dangerous. And gloriously overwhelmed.

Their hunger to dominate her was about to meet her desire to surrender—fierce, inevitable, complete.

Marcus murmured against her ear, voice rough with restraint.

“You’re shaking, Kate.”

Charlie lifted his head just enough to meet her eyes—intense, approving.

“Good,” he said simply.

Kate’s only answer was another soft moan as Charlie pushed two thick fingers deep inside her, stretching her open with one slow, deliberate thrust, while Marcus sucked harder at the spot behind her ear.

She let go. Let them have her.

Marcus hooked his fingers into the thin strings of her thong. He dragged it down her thighs in one long pull, lace catching briefly on her damp folds before sliding free. Cool air hit her exposed pussy; she shivered, clit throbbing in the sudden emptiness as Charlie removed his fingers. Marcus knelt briefly to slip the thong from her ankles, then eased her out of the Louboutins—one shoe, then the other—his hands warm and steady on her calves.

For a heartbeat she lost the solid press of Marcus against her back. The absence registered like a dropped note—cold where heat had been.

Then he returned.

Skin to skin now. His chest flush to her bare back, warm and broad, the hard length of his cock pressing thick and insistent against the cleft of her ass. No trousers, no barrier. Just him—naked, heavy, pulsing. Kate exhaled sharply, hips rocking back instinctively to nestle him deeper between her cheeks.

She reached behind her without thinking, fingers wrapping around his shaft—thick, hot, velvet over steel. She stroked once, slow and firm, feeling him twitch in her grip.

Marcus’s hands slid to her waist, spinning her around in one smooth motion. Now she faced him, mouth finding hers immediately—deeper, slower than Charlie’s, tongue stroking hers in long, claiming sweeps. His erection pressed against her belly, smearing a faint bead of pre-cum across her skin.

She lost Charlie behind her for a few seconds.

Then he returned, naked chest to her back, leaner muscle, wirier frame, cock hard and hot, sliding up the curve of her ass. She moaned into Marcus’s mouth, the sound muffled and needy.

Hands—Charlie’s, she thought—pressed down on her shoulders, gentle but firm.

She went to her knees without resistance, carpet soft under her shins.

Two cocks filled her vision—Marcus’s longer and thicker, veined, the head flushed dark and glistening; Charlie’s harder, curving slightly upward, a bead of pre-cum already welling at the slit.

Kate wrapped a hand around each.

Marcus in her right—familiar, heavy, filling her palm. Charlie in her left—sleek, rigid, pulsing against her fingers. She stroked them once in unison, base to tip, feeling them both jump.

She took Marcus first—lips parting around the head, tongue swirling the underside as she sank down halfway, mouth stretching to accept him. He groaned low, hand threading gently into her hair—not guiding, just holding. She sucked slow and deep, savoring the familiar stretch of her jaw, the salty taste of him, the way his thighs tensed under her touch.

After a few long strokes she pulled off with a wet pop, saliva stringing from her lip to his tip, and turned to Charlie.

His cock slid into her mouth easier—bigger than Ethan’s, thick enough to fill her mouth more fully than she was used to at home, but not quite the overwhelming length or girth of Marcus. She relaxed her jaw, breathing through her nose, sinking down until her lips met the base and her nose brushed his pubic hair, bottom lip grazing his balls. Charlie hissed, hips jerking once before he stilled himself, hand cupping the back of her head with firmer pressure than Marcus. She bobbed slowly, tongue flat along the underside, savoring how completely she could envelop him—something she couldn’t quite manage with Marcus—letting Charlie feel every warm, slick inch of her mouth as she held him deep.

Back to Marcus—deeper this time, throat opening for him, a soft gag she swallowed around.

Then Charlie again—faster, messier, saliva slicking her chin.

She alternated every few strokes—three on Marcus, three on Charlie—hands pumping the one not in her mouth. Their groans layered over each other: Marcus’s low and rumbling, Charlie’s sharper, more ragged. Pre-cum coated her tongue; she swallowed greedily, humming around whichever cock filled her mouth.

Her knees ached faintly against the carpet, but she didn’t care. Her pussy throbbed untouched, dripping down her thighs. Nipples tight and aching. The room smelled of sex and cologne and her own arousal.

She looked up—first at Marcus, his eyes dark and reverent, then at Charlie, his gaze hooded and hungry.

Both men watched her like she was the only thing in the world.

She locked eyes with Marcus.

“What do you want me to do?” she whispered, voice barely above a breath, raw with need.

Marcus didn’t answer with words.

He reached down, hands sliding under her arms, lifting her effortlessly to her feet. He backed her toward the bed and then lifted her slightly off her feet and tossed her backwards, like she weighed nothing at all.

She fell backward onto the sheets with a soft exhale.

Marcus climbed onto the bed and settled back against the headboard, pillows propped behind him. His cock lay thick and flushed against his stomach, veins prominent, head slick. He reached for her hands, fingers lacing through hers, and pulled.

Kate walked forward on her knees across the bed, thighs brushing the silky sheets, breasts swaying with each careful step. When she reached him she bent at the waist, hair falling forward in loose waves, and took him into her mouth again.

She moaned around him—low, vibrating down his shaft—as she sank deeper, tongue flat along the underside, sucking him slowly and steadily. Her ass lifted high in the air behind her, back arched, knees spread for balance.

She felt the bed dip behind her.

Charlie.

His hands came first—strong fingers parting her ass cheeks, thumbs spreading her open. Cool air hit her soaked pussy, then his breath—hot, deliberate. His tongue followed in one long, flat stroke from clit to entrance, gathering her wetness, tasting her fully.

Kate’s hips jerked forward involuntarily, pushing Marcus deeper into her mouth. She moaned again, the sound muffled around his cock.

Charlie didn’t tease. He dove in—tongue plunging into her pussy, fucking her with wet, insistent thrusts. He dragged his tongue higher—slow, circling her asshole once, twice, before pressing flat and firm against the tight ring.

Kate’s back bowed harder, ass pushing back into his face. Her fingers dug into Marcus’s thighs for balance as Charlie tongued her asshole in slow, deliberate circles—rimming her with steady pressure, then dipping just the tip inside, stretching the muscle with shallow thrusts.

The dual sensations overwhelmed her: Marcus thick and heavy on her tongue, filling her mouth with salt and heat; Charlie’s mouth working her from behind, tongue alternating between deep licks into her pussy and insistent circling at her ass. Her clit throbbed, swollen and aching; every time Charlie’s tongue plunged into her pussy she clenched hard around it, slick dripping down her thighs.

She sucked Marcus harder—head bobbing faster, saliva slicking his shaft, hand pumping the base in time with her mouth. Marcus groaned low, hips lifting slightly to meet her mouth.

“Fuuuck, Kate…”

Kate’s moan vibrated around Marcus’s cock, eyes watering, thighs trembling. She was close—dangerously close—body strung tight between the two men, every hole attended, every nerve singing.

She didn’t want to come like this.

She wanted the deeper, more satisfying release that only came from having a thick cock buried deep inside her.

She pulled off Marcus with a wet gasp, looking back over her shoulder at Charlie—eyes glassy, lips swollen.

“Fuck me,” she demanded.

Then she turned back to Marcus, taking him deep again, throat opening as she swallowed around him.

Charlie rose smoothly onto his knees behind her, hands sliding up the backs of her thighs to grip her hips. She felt the bed dip again, felt the heat of him settle between her spread legs. Her ass was still high, back arched, mouth full of Marcus’s thick cock—she kept sucking slow and deep, tongue swirling the head on every upstroke, but her attention split sharply to the man lining up behind her.

A fleeting thought crossed her mind: Marcus got tested regularly; Charlie was his friend, part of the same circle. Probably safe. Clean. But the rational part of her brain barely registered before the rest of her drowned it out.

She didn’t care.

She just needed to be filled.

Charlie notched the head against her entrance, rigid and slick from her mouth earlier. He pressed forward gently at first, letting her feel the stretch as the head breached her. Kate moaned around Marcus, the vibration pulling a low groan from him. Charlie paused when the widest part of him was inside, giving her a second to adjust, then eased deeper in one long, controlled glide.

He filled her solidly, dragging against her front wall with every inch, the deliberate pace making each slow thrust feel more insistent, more claiming. When he bottomed out, hips flush to her ass, she felt impaled in a way Ethan never quite reached—deeper pressure, fuller stretch, the kind that made her toes curl and her mind blank for a heartbeat. Her body fluttered around him greedily, already chasing the edge.

Charlie held himself buried deep for a single heartbeat, feeling her walls pulse and flutter around his length, already slick and greedy.

He tightened his grip on her hips, fingers sinking into soft flesh, and started fucking her in earnest—hard strokes that dragged every inch along her sensitive walls, bottoming out with a wet slap that shoved her forward onto Marcus’s cock. He set a fast, relentless rhythm, hips snapping forward with controlled force, each thrust precise and punishing, meant to remind her exactly who was owning her pussy right now.

Kate felt suspended—body used perfectly from both ends, mind blank except for the raw, electric pleasure of being taken so completely.

She was close.

So fucking close.

The edge rushed up sharp and merciless. Charlie drove in another long, deep, thrust, slamming home, and her orgasm detonated.

It hit hard and fast, no slow build, no warning wave. Her pussy clamped down on his cock like a fist, walls spasming violently in tight, rhythmic contractions that milked him from base to tip. Her hips bucked backward involuntarily, ass grinding against him, chasing every last inch while her throat fluttered around Marcus in choked, desperate swallows.

Charlie slowed—his thrusts easing from punishing to deep, rolling grinds as Kate’s orgasm crested and began to ebb. He felt the last hard flutters around his cock, heard the way her moans softened into whimpers and shaky exhales. He pulled out slowly, the wet drag of him leaving her empty and clenching.

Marcus slid out from under her, hands gentle on her waist as he helped her turn onto her back. The sheets were cool against her flushed skin; her legs fell open naturally, thighs trembling, pussy swollen and glistening from Charlie’s relentless fucking. She looked up at them—eyes glassy, lips parted, chest rising and falling fast—and felt a fresh pulse of want when Marcus moved between her knees.

At last. Her favorite cock.

Kate reached for him instinctively as he settled between her legs, weight braced on his forearms. Thick, familiar, veined and heavy—already slick from her mouth. Her palm cupped the underside, fingers curling loosely around the shaft so it rested warm and solid in her hand, feeling the weight shift and throb against her skin as she marveled at the heat and heft of him while she tilted her hips up in silent invitation.

Marcus entered her in one long, steady glide that filled her completely, stretching her open again in the way she loved most. In the way she needed. He bottomed out with a low groan, hips flush to hers, pubic bone grinding lightly against her oversensitive clit.

He leaned down, forearms braced on either side of her head, and kissed her—deep, slow, claiming. His tongue stroked hers in the same unhurried rhythm as his cock moved inside her: long, deep thrusts that dragged against every sensitive inch, pulling almost all the way out before sliding back in to the hilt.

She lost track of Charlie—didn’t know if he was watching, stroking himself, waiting his turn. It didn’t matter. Right now the world narrowed to Marcus: the thick stretch of him filling her perfectly, the way his hips circled on every downstroke to grind against her clit, the deep, steady kisses that swallowed her every gasp and moan.

They fucked like they had all night—like they had forever.

Marcus’s thrusts stayed measured but powerful—deep enough to make her toes curl, slow enough to let her feel every inch of him sliding in and out. Kate rocked up to meet him, hips lifting off the bed, pussy clenching greedily around his cock on every withdrawal.

She broke the kiss just long enough to gasp against his jaw.

“God… Marcus…”

She was climbing again—slower this time, but deeper. The pleasure built in heavy waves, centered where they were joined, spreading outward until her fingers dug into his broad shoulders and her breath came in short, desperate pants against his mouth.

Marcus never rushed.

He kissed her through it—slow, deep, reverent—fucking her with the same steady intensity that had made her fall for him the first time.

Kate felt the edge approaching again, sharper now, more focused. Her pussy fluttered around him, walls tightening in rhythmic pulses. She moaned into his mouth, the sound raw and needy.

Then she came again—harder, a long, shuddering wave that crashed through her entire body. Her pussy clenched tight around him, milking his thickness in deep, greedy contractions. Slick heat flooded between them; her thighs quivered against his sides, toes curling hard.

She froze for one suspended second—mouth open in a silent, frozen moan—then it broke loose, raw and wrecked: “Oooohhh fuuuuck yesss…”

The sound dragged out of her, low and trembling, half-curse, half-prayer, as the aftershocks kept rolling.

Marcus groaned low against her lips—his own control fraying—and kept fucking her through it, slow and deep, drawing out every tremor until she was limp and glowing beneath him.

He broke the kiss at last, resting his forehead against hers, breathing hard.

“Beautiful,” he whispered, voice rough with his own unreleased need.

Kate lay beneath Marcus, body still humming from the long, rolling orgasm, her pussy fluttering in lazy aftershocks around his thick cock. He kept moving inside her—slow, deep rolls of his hips that dragged every sensitive inch along her walls, keeping the pleasure simmering without pushing her too far too fast.

Only then did she become aware of other sounds.

Not the distant hum of the party downstairs. Closer. In the room.

Wet, rhythmic sucking. A low male groan. The faint creak of the mattress off to her right.

Kate turned her head slowly, breaking the kiss with Marcus just enough to look.

Charlie lay on his back beside them, pillows propped behind his shoulders, lean body stretched out. Sophia was kneeling between his thighs, naked, platinum blonde head bobbing slowly. Her full lips stretched around his cock, cheeks hollowing on the upstroke, one bejeweled, manicured hand wrapped around the base while the other cupped his balls.

Kate blinked. Surprise flickered through her—quick, bright. She hadn’t heard the door open. Hadn’t noticed Sophia slip in. The room had felt sealed, private, theirs. Now it wasn’t.

She looked back at Marcus.

He had noticed her shift, noticed where her gaze had gone. His eyes met hers—dark, steady, a small knowing smile curving his lips. He didn’t stop moving inside her. If anything, his thrusts deepened just a fraction, grinding harder against her clit on the next downstroke.

“Hot, isn’t it?” he murmured against her mouth, voice low enough that only she could hear.

Kate exhaled shakily, nodding once. Then she pulled him in for another kiss—deeper this time, hungrier. Her tongue stroked his, tasting the faint salt of her own skin on his lips. She rocked her hips up to meet him, pussy clenching deliberately around his cock, drawing a rough groan from his throat.

The sounds from the other side of the bed continued—Sophia’s wet sucking, Charlie’s low curses, the faint slap of her hand on his thigh when she took him particularly deep.

Kate was loving all of it.

The slow, perfect fuck with Marcus—her favorite cock, filling her exactly right. The watching, the being watched, all of them part of the same shared heat. The way the room had expanded without warning, turning private into something bigger, something electric.

Then she become aware of another shift beside them.

Sophia had moved closer on the bed, silver-blonde hair loose and wild down her shoulders. She knelt at Kate’s side, eyes soft but intent. Without a word, Sophia reached out and brushed her fingers lightly over Kate’s ankle—tracing the delicate silver chain, thumb grazing the pave diamonds in a slow, appreciative sweep.

Kate felt the touch register—small, electric. Her breath caught. She glanced down, then back up at Marcus, who was still inside her. He met her eyes, calm and steady, no surprise or objection in his gaze. Just permission.

Sophia’s hand stroked higher—up her calf, along the inner thigh—slow, exploratory, giving Kate every chance to pull away. Kate’s pulse kicked up again, a flicker of hesitation tightening her chest. Her hand twitched toward Sophia’s wrist as if to stop her; the words wait, this is…, I’m not… formed briefly in her mind.

But the afterglow of her orgasm was still thick in her veins—body loose, skin hypersensitive, the room’s shared heat wrapping around her like a blanket. She exhaled shakily, fingers loosening instead of pushing. She leaned back against the pillows, eyes drifting closed, head tipping slightly to the side.

Just let it happen.

Sophia took the silent yes. She leaned in, lips brushing the swell of Kate’s right breast—soft at first, almost reverent—then kissed lower, circling the areola with feather-light touches. Kate’s nipple tightened instantly; a small gasp escaped her. Sophia’s tongue flicked once across the peak, then closed around it—warm, gentle suction that made Kate’s back arch off the bed.

The sensation was different—soft where Charlie was rougher, precise where he was broad. Kate moaned low as Sophia sucked gently, tongue circling the nipple in slow, wet loops. Her other hand cupped Kate’s left breast, thumb brushing the matching peak in sync.

Marcus shifted then—slowly easing out of her with a wet slide as he pulled free. He kissed her once more—deep, reassuring—then moved to her side, hand resting on her hip, thumb stroking soothing circles while Sophia worked.

Kate’s breathing quickened. Sophia kissed a slow path downward—sternum, ribs, across the soft plane of her stomach—pausing at her navel to look up for eye contact. Kate didn’t return her gaze, didn’t speak; she just laid back, eyes closed, and parted her thighs a fraction wider, hips lifting slightly in invitation.

Sophia settled between her legs, hands gentle on Kate’s inner thighs, spreading her open. She started with soft kisses along the folds, tasting Kate’s arousal, then dragged her tongue in one long, slow lick from entrance to clit.

Kate’s hips jerked; a low, broken moan tore from her throat. Sophia’s tongue circled her clit gently at first—soft flicks, then flat presses—steady and patient, building fast. It was different, better even than anything Ethan had ever given her: softer pressure, more precise, intuitively knowing exactly where and how to linger without ever needing to be told. Kate threaded a hand into Sophia’s soft hair now, holding her close as the pleasure coiled tight again.

Charlie moved up the bed, kneeling beside Kate’s head, long cock hard and glistening. He brushed the head lightly against her lips—waiting, not forcing.

Kate turned toward him, eyes half-lidded, mouth opening instinctively. She took Charlie in—slow at first, lips stretching around the head, then deeper as he slid past her tongue toward the back of her throat. She relaxed her jaw, breathing through her nose, letting him fuck her mouth while Sophia’s tongue worked steady circles on her clit below.

She felt suspended again—body open and claimed from both ends, pleasure building in sharp, bright waves.

The dual sensations hit like twin currents—Sophia’s mouth soft and precise, lapping in patient, fluttering strokes that built the pressure low and fast; Charlie’s cock rigid and insistent, sliding deeper with each thrust until her throat fluttered around him. He didn’t choke her outright, but he wasn’t gentle either—hips rocking forward in rough, controlled pumps that made her gag softly on every third or fourth stroke, saliva spilling from the corners of her mouth, dripping down her chin.

Sophia sensed the rising tension in Kate’s body—the way her hips bucked, thighs trembling—and doubled down. Tongue flat and firm now, pressing hard against Kate’s swollen clit in quick, relentless flicks, then sucking the nub between her lips with gentle suction that pulled a muffled cry from Kate’s stuffed throat.

Kate’s hands flew—one gripping Charlie’s thigh for balance, nails digging in; the other threading into Sophia’s silver hair, holding her close as the orgasm built sharp and unstoppable.

It crashed through her hard, fast, and blinding, her walls spasming in tight, rhythmic waves that sent fresh slick flooding out. Her back bowed off the bed, hips grinding against Sophia’s mouth, a choked, desperate moan vibrating around Charlie’s cock as the pleasure ripped through her.

Charlie groaned low—hips jerking once, twice—then held himself deep in her throat as she came undone beneath them, the vibrations of her muffled cries pulling him closer to his own edge.

Sophia didn’t let up—tongue still circling, sucking, drawing out every last tremor until Kate was limp and gasping, chest heaving.

Charlie eased out of her mouth slowly, cock slick and shining with her saliva. He stroked himself once, twice, watching her with dark, hooded eyes.

Kate lay there—breath ragged, body glowing, and felt the room spin slowly back into focus.

Sophia rose then, crawling up the bed with slow, feline grace until she hovered over Kate. Silver-blonde hair fell forward like a curtain around their faces. She leaned down and kissed her—soft, unhurried, lips parting gently.

Kate inhaled the feminine scents of Sophia’s perfume and shampoo, and tasted herself on Sophia’s mouth—warm, musky, faintly sweet, the flavor of her own arousal transferred in that intimate exchange. The kiss was foreign in every way: softer lips, no aggressive press of stubble, just plush warmth and the faint tang of her pussy lingering on Sophia’s tongue.

It was all so new.

Kate’s eyes fluttered open for a second, then closed again as she let it happen—let Sophia’s tongue slide against hers in slow, exploratory strokes, sharing the taste back and forth. No rush, no demand. Just the gentle, feminine press of mouth to mouth.

A single thought floated up through the haze, clear and amused:

No wonder men love us so much.

The softness, the knowing way Sophia kissed her—like she understood exactly how sensitive every inch of Kate still was, how to tease without overwhelming—felt like a secret men could only guess at.

Sophia lingered for one more slow, lingering kiss—lips soft, tongue brushing Kate’s once more in a gentle farewell—then pulled back with a small, knowing smile. She slid off Kate’s body, silver hair trailing across Kate’s stomach like silk as she moved. Without a word, she crawled across the rumpled sheets toward Charlie, who had shifted to the far side of the bed, propped on one elbow, cock still hard and glistening from Kate’s mouth.

Sophia reached him in seconds—straddling his hips, hands braced on his chest. Charlie’s hands came up to grip her waist; he pulled her down in one smooth motion, sinking deep inside her with a low groan. Sophia’s head tipped back, a breathy moan escaping as she began to ride him—slow at first, then faster, hips rolling in practiced circles. The wet sounds of their bodies reconnecting filled the space they’d just vacated—familiar, intimate, pulling the room’s energy back toward them.

But Kate barely registered it.

Her body was still humming, skin flushed, pussy still fluttering with aftershocks, and the moment Sophia moved away, something sharper snapped into focus.

She wanted Marcus back.

Now.

She turned toward him and curled her fingers around his wrist, tugging gently but insistently.

Marcus met her gaze, reading the need there instantly. No hesitation. He shifted closer, letting her pull him down until his weight settled over her again—chest to chest, hips aligning, cock already hardening fully against her inner thigh.

Kate tilted her hips up in silent demand, pussy brushing the head of him—still slick, still open, still aching for more.

Marcus groaned low against her throat, the sound vibrating through her skin. He aligned himself to her entrance naturally, their bodies now familiar, then pushed in with one long, slow, smooth thrust—filling her completely, stretching her open again in that perfect, familiar way.

Kate’s breath caught—half gasp, half moan—as he bottomed out, pubic bone grinding against her swollen clit. She pulled him down for a deep, claiming kiss—tongues sliding together, messy and urgent—while her hips rocked up to meet him, pussy clenching greedily around his thickness.

He hooked her right leg higher, draping it over the crook of his elbow so her knee bent toward her shoulder. The angle opened her wider, deeper; he sank in to the hilt again, then started fucking her harder—long, forceful strokes that made her toes curl and her nails rake down his back.

They kissed through every thrust—deep, filthy, tongues tangling as their bodies found rhythm again. The room’s other sounds—Sophia’s rising moans, Charlie’s low grunts, the wet slap of skin on skin—faded to background hum. For Kate, there was only Marcus: his cock driving deep, his mouth on hers, his weight pinning her exactly where she wanted to be.

She wanted him to come inside her.

Wanted her surrender to be the gift that finally shattered his control.

Kate’s hands roamed—nails raking down his back, fingers digging into his ass to pull him deeper, then sliding up to cradle the back of his head, palm warm and steady against his skull, guiding his face down into the crook of her neck and shoulder as she rocked up to meet every thrust.

Marcus groaned low against her skin—raw, guttural—the sound muffled into the curve of her neck. His rhythm faltered for half a second as the tension coiled tighter in his balls, then he drove harder, faster, chasing the edge.

“Fuuuuck… Kate…” he rasped, voice wrecked and hot against her throat.

He drove in one last time—deep, all the way—hips locking flush to hers. And came.

Thick, hot pulses flooded her, cock throbbing hard inside her clenching walls. He groaned long and low into her shoulder, hips jerking with each spurt, filling her until she felt the warmth spread deep, overflowing, leaking out around his shaft as he kept grinding slow circles against her to draw out the last of it.

He stayed buried inside her, softening slowly, cum seeping out around his cock and trickling down her ass to the sheets. Her hand remained cradled at the back of his head, fingers gently threaded through the short strands, holding him close as his breathing slowed against her skin.

When the last tremor left him, he lifted his head just enough to meet her eyes, voice rough and reverent.

“Damn,” he whispered, voice rough and reverent. “You feel so fucking good.”

“I fucking love your cock,” Kate breathed, the words tumbling out raw and honest, still trembling on the aftershocks.

She felt full. Perfectly used. Owned in the best way—body surrendered completely to his pleasure, her pussy still pulsing around every inch of him in greedy little flutters.

It was all so much.

Beautiful. Overwhelming. Electric.

And suddenly, enough.

She lifted her head, met Marcus’s eyes. His gaze was soft, searching, already reading her before she spoke.

“This is enough for one evening,” she whispered.

“It’s all so new. I’d like to go.”

No hesitation in his expression. No disappointment. Just a small nod, the corner of his mouth curving in gentle understanding.

“Of course,” he murmured.

He kissed her forehead once—slow, lingering—then eased out of her embrace. She found her thong, slipped it on, while Marcus retrieved her dress from the floor, shook it out gently, helped her step back into it. The silk whispered against her skin as he zipped the side, fingers brushing her spine in a final, tender sweep. He knelt to help her back into her shoes, steady hands on her calves as she balanced herself with a hand on his shoulder.

Charlie and Sophia didn’t pause. Sophia’s legs were wrapped high around his waist now, nails digging into his shoulders; Charlie drove into her with steady, powerful strokes, head dipped to kiss her throat. The sounds continued—wet, rhythmic, intimate—unaware or unconcerned that their audience of two was leaving.

After dressing, Marcus took her hand, and they left.

The hallway stretched long and dim, sconces casting warm pools of light. A few doors were still closed, faint murmurs and moans leaking from behind them. Others stood ajar, inviting, but Kate didn’t look.

Marcus kept her hand in his as they walked—slow, unhurried—down the staircase, through the main hall where the party had thinned but not ended. A few lingering guests glanced their way—knowing smiles, appreciative nods—but no one approached. The energy had shifted; the night was winding down for some, heating up for others.

She felt the slow, warm trickle of Marcus’s cum leaking from between her thighs with each step—sliding down her inner leg beneath the dress—but she didn’t care. It felt like a private, secret mark of the evening, one she carried without shame or hurry to clean away.

They reached the front doors. The night air outside was cooler, crisp against her bare back and the faint sheen of sweat still on her skin. The valet summoned a black SUV; Marcus opened the rear door for her.

Kate slid in first. Marcus followed, settling beside her. The door closed with a soft thud, and the driver pulled away from the curb without a word.

Inside the car, the city lights streaked past in gold and red blurs. Kate leaned her head against Marcus’s shoulder; he wrapped an arm around her, pulling her close. His thumb traced slow circles on her upper arm—comforting, grounding.

She exhaled, long and slow.

Only then did she realize that she’d not kept Ethan updated.

She’d have to text him soon. Tell him she was safe.

Tell him… something.

Not everything.

Not yet.

But for now, she let herself rest against Marcus, feeling the warmth of him, the steady rise and fall of his breathing.

The night had been more than she’d expected.

More than she’d known she wanted.


Chapter Six - Aftermath

The black SUV eased to the curb outside the St. Regis, engine idling. Marcus didn’t ask to come up. He’d heard her “enough for one evening” and felt the way she’d settled against him in the back seat, the way her breathing had slowed from urgent to steady. He understood boundaries, even the unspoken ones.

Kate turned toward him in the dim glow of the porte cochere lights filtering through the tinted windows. He met her halfway, hand sliding to cup her jaw, thumb brushing once along her lower lip, as if memorizing the shape of it. Then he kissed her lightly, one last time. No smile, no “goodnight,” just that steady look that said he’d see her again when she was ready.

Kate stepped out into the cool night air and then into the hotel. She felt the lobby’s conditioned chill raise goosebumps over her flushed skin. Now moving again, she felt Marcus’s cum on the inside of her thigh—warm, sticky, a private secret she carried without shame. Her heels clicked across the marble, seeming loud in the hushed 1 a.m. lobby, and the night clerk, a young woman, looked up from the desk. Their eyes met for half a second. The smile was overly polite, professional. Like she knew. Not the who or the how, but the what.

The clerk dipped her head in a small, discreet nod—welcoming her back, acknowledging nothing and everything—and returned to her screen.

Kate kept walking to the elevators. No words passed between them.

The doors opened with a soft chime. She stepped inside alone, pressed her floor, and let them close.

In the mirrored elevator doors she surveyed her reflection: hair wrecked, lips swollen and bare of most of their berry stain; mascara faintly smudged under one eye; dress clinging in places it hadn’t earlier. She looked thoroughly wrecked.

She didn’t fix anything.

She just met her own eyes in the reflection—bright, glassy, defiant—and exhaled once, slow and satisfied, as the elevator rose.

Back in her room, the door clicked shut, she pressed the Privacy button on the wall panel, and latched the door behind her.

The room was a sanctuary, lit only by the dim, warm glow of the bedside lamps.

Kate unzipped her dress along the side in one smooth motion, and let it fall to the floor in a sequined heap. The messy thong followed—peeled away, discarded. Naked now, she crossed to the bed and sat on the edge, thighs sticking slightly as she settled.

She pulled her phone from her clutch, fingers brushing the condoms still tucked inside—untouched, ignored.

A small, wry huff escaped her.

“God, I’m so bad,” she murmured aloud to the empty room, half-laughing under her breath.

She shook her head once, pulled out the phone, and let the clutch fall closed.

The glow of the screen lit her face.

10:42 pm: –Hey love. How’s it going? Everything good?–

11:19 pm: –Kate? You still out? Just checking in.–

11:58 pm: –Okay, killing me here. You ok?–

12:31 am: –Getting worried now. Text when you get this.–

12:47 am: –I’m going to bed. Hope you’re safe.–

She knew him. She could see every stage play out: curiosity giving way to concern, concern hardening into irritation.

Guilt flickered first. She had promised to keep him posted. She’d meant to. The silence had stretched too long, and she knew it cut him deeper than he’d admit.

But the guilt didn’t last. It was accompanied by something sharper.

Why does he need hourly updates like I’m a teenager? The thought came hot and unbidden. I’m a grown woman. He knew where I was, and that I’d text if anything changed. He knows what this is.

She shifted on the bed, thighs sticking together, the faint soreness between her legs reminding her exactly what “this” had been.

A small, defiant thrill curled low in her belly, warm and wicked, at the thought.

She didn’t really mind—hell, part of her liked—that he was torn up while she was out playing. Because she knew the part of him that loved the helplessness, loved her slipping just beyond his reach.

And yet another part of her bristled at the leash: the worry dressed up as care, the need to track her every minute even while he jerked off to the idea of her out with someone else.

She exhaled slowly, thumb hovering over the keyboard.

She wasn’t going to apologize. Not tonight.

But she wasn’t cruel either.

She typed, deliberate and short:

“Hey love. Just got back. Everything’s fine—really good night. Sorry I went dark. Safe in the room now. Miss you. Talk tomorrow?”

She hit send, and set the phone face-down on the nightstand.

Then she lay back on the bed, naked, arms spread, staring up at the dark ceiling.

A little sore. Feeling a little reckless. And not quite ready to explain anything.

Finally she slipped under the covers, switched off the light, and fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.



Morning light crept in around the edges of the blackout drapes, a few thin pale bars striping the walls. Kate woke slowly and blinked at the clock on the nightstand: 10:15.

She had slept like a teenager—deep, boneless, dreamless—her body still heavy with last night. The sheets carried a faint mix of sex and hotel lavender.

She didn’t move right away. Just lay there on her back, one arm flung over her head, aware of the low ache between her legs, the lingering soreness in her thighs.

She felt no regret. By morning, last night already felt like something she’d always done.

Eventually she rolled to the side, swung her legs over the edge, and padded naked to the bathroom. The marble floor was cool against her soles. She flicked on the light—bright, unforgiving—and stepped in front of the full-length mirror.

For a long moment she just stared.

Hair a wreck—strands still clinging to the ruins of last night’s chignon, tangled and flattened on one side where she’d slept on it. Makeup smeared: faint black smudges under her eyes, berry lipstick faded to a bruised stain around her mouth. Skin flushed in places, a small red mark on her neck, another on her breast, she wasn’t sure if those were from Charlie or Marcus. And there—dried cum flaking on her inner thigh, pale streaks against her skin, damning evidence she hadn’t bothered to wipe away before collapsing into bed.

She tilted her head, caught her own eyes in the reflection. They were bright, a little glassy, still carrying that post-fuck glow.

God, she thought. I must have looked like this in the lobby coming in last night—heels clicking, dress askew, hair fucked-up, lipstick gone, cum probably still shining on my leg under the lights. The night clerk must have seen everything.

A rush of shame hit her then—hot, quick, familiar. But right behind it came something else: a small, wicked mirth. A huff of laughter escaped her, soft and surprised.

What a slut I’ve become.

She wasn’t ashamed. There was something like pride in the acknowledgment—the dichotomy she was increasingly in touch with and integrating: the good wife who planned dinners and folded laundry, and the wanton woman beneath the wife who’d let two men and a woman fuck her senseless in a stranger’s bedroom, then ridden home with cum leaking down her thighs and not bothered to clean it up.

She stepped into the shower, turned the water hot, and stood under the spray until the stickiness rinsed away and the steam cleared her head. When she stepped out, she wrapped herself in the soft hotel robe—thick terry, monogrammed, smelling of clean linen—and ordered room service: coffee, fruit, a club sandwich, something simple and grounding.

While she waited, she finally picked up her phone.

Ethan’s two unread texts sat there like further reproaches.

8:40am : –Good morning. Glad you’re safe. Text me when you’re awake.–
9:40am : –Ok, whatever.–

That second one landed harder than she expected. He was clearly angry and hurt, and he had a right to be. It wasn’t fair the way she’d made him carry the solitary end of it by himself.

She stared at the screen a moment longer.

And underneath that, the thought she wasn’t sure she wanted to examine:

If he knew the details—the way Marcus owned me, the way a complete stranger and his wife fucked me—he’d be hard right now. He’d want to hear every detail. So why does he make it so hard to just… be?

She stared at the screen a long moment, thumb hovering.

Then she typed, slow and deliberate:

–Hey love. Just woke up. Sorry about last night—I just got caught up in the moment. Everything’s fine. Safe in the room now. Miss you. Talk soon?–

Short. Kind. Neutral. No details. No apology beyond the practical.

She hit send. Watched the delivered ticks appear.

Set the phone face-down on the vanity.

The knock at the door came a few minutes later—room service. She signed the check in her robe, tipped generously, wheeled the cart inside, and sat by the window to eat.

Coffee first. Strong, black. A bite of fruit. The sandwich warm and salty.

She chewed slowly, looking out at the Atlanta skyline, Kate and Kat increasingly integrated.

Still a little sore. Still a little reckless.

Still not inclined to explain herself.


Chapter Seven - Misdirection

The black sedan merged smoothly onto the interstate, Buckhead shrinking in the side mirror until the skyline was just a faint silver line against the grey clouds.

Kate leaned her head against the cool window, phone in her hand, screen dark for now.

She wasn’t avoiding it—she was simply choosing when.

The city noise faded to a low drone of tires on concrete. She exhaled once, slow and deliberate, then unlocked the phone.

Ethan’s last message from earlier sat unread.

–Glad you’re safe. Text when you’re on your way home.–

Now she typed again, keeping the tone light, forward-looking.

–Just left the hotel. In the Uber to the airport. Flight leaves at 2:15. Should be home by dinner.–

She hit send before she could second-guess the wording. No details. No apology layered on top of the one she’d already sent. Just logistics—the safest ground.

His reply came within ninety seconds.

–Good. Me too. Travel safe.–

Kate stared at the five words. No questions. No ellipses trailing into worry. No are you okay? or what happened after your last text? Just the clean, clipped rhythm of a man who had decided—for now—to meet her brevity with his own.

She read relief into it. Permission, almost. A mutual agreement to let the distance between last night and this afternoon do some of the heavy lifting. She tucked the phone into the side pocket of her bag and watched the highway unspool ahead, feeling the small knot in her chest loosen by another fraction.

The driver glanced at her in the rearview. “You headed home?”

“Yeah,” she said simply, offering a small smile, doing her best to head off further conversation.

He nodded once, taking the hint, and turned the radio up a notch—some soft classic rock station that felt deliberately neutral. Kate let it fill the space. She didn’t need conversation. She needed the distraction of forward motion.

Her thumb drifted back to the screen anyway. She opened the thread again, reread his last message. Me too. Simple. Kind. Not gushing. Not cold. Just… Ethan. Steady as always, even when he had every right to be rattled.

She felt gratitude for him in that moment. He was still there. Still waiting. Still choosing her, even when she’d gone a bit too far.

The warmth spread, softening the edges of the morning, and with it came a small, unexpected ache. Not shame. Not regret. Just the sudden, tender need to feel the shape of him again—his arms, his voice, the particular way he held her when words weren’t quite enough.

She typed one more time, softer this time.

–Can’t wait to see you. Really.–

She sent it, then turned the phone face-down on her thigh.

The reply arrived a minute later.

–Same. See you soon.–

No emoji. No exclamation point. Just the plain truth of it.

The airport signs began to appear overhead. She slipped her phone into her bag, zipped it closed, and let the last of Atlanta fall away behind her.

Home was only a couple of hours away.

And whatever needed saying could wait until she was standing in the same room with him.



Kate stepped into the kitchen from the garage and paused just inside the doorway, letting the house settle around her.

Her suitcase rolled to a stop beside the console table. She kicked off her shoes—right next to Ethan’s loafers, aligned as always—and left them there in the small, careless pile that felt strangely intimate after twenty-four hours of polished hotel marble and rented luxury.

She didn’t call out. Not yet.

She stood still for a moment, breathing in the calm. The house felt smaller than normal, safer, more contained. Everything was exactly where it belonged: the mail sorted into neat stacks, the throw blanket folded over the arm of the couch, the faint hum of the refrigerator from the kitchen. Ordinary life waiting patiently for her to slip back into it.

And then she heard him—bare feet on wood, the soft creak of the hallway floor.

Ethan appeared at the far end of the living room, phone in hand. He stopped when he saw her. For a second neither of them moved. Then his expression softened—not into a smile exactly, but into something warmer, something relieved.

“Hey,” he said quietly.

“Hey.”

He set his phone down on the side table and crossed the room to her. When he reached her he didn’t speak. He just pulled her in, arms wrapping around her shoulders, one hand sliding up to cradle the back of her head. Kate let herself fold against him—cheek to his chest, arms slipping around his waist, fingers curling into the back of his shirt. He smelled like home: clean cotton, faint cedar, the barest trace of the soap he always used. Ethan.

She closed her eyes and exhaled, long and slow, letting some of the tension she hadn’t fully acknowledged leak out of her shoulders. His heartbeat was steady under her ear, unhurried. He didn’t squeeze too hard. He didn’t rush to speak. He just held her tenderly, like he’d been waiting for exactly this moment since her last text came through.

After a long minute he pressed his lips to the top of her head, a small, wordless acknowledgment.

“Long trip,” he murmured against her hair.

“Yeah,” she said into his shirt. “Long night, too.”

He didn’t flinch. Didn’t pull back to search her face. He just tightened his arm a fraction, enough to say I heard you without making it a question.

They stayed like that—standing in the entryway, shoes scattered, suitcase forgotten—until the silence felt less like a held breath and more like a shared one.

Eventually he loosened his hold just enough to look down at her.

“You hungry?” he asked.

She gave a small, tired laugh. “Starving.”

“Good. I made that pasta you like. Figured you’d want something when you got in.”

The normalcy of it hit her like a warm wave. Ethan, moving through the day the way he always did, making space for her return without demanding an accounting of where she’d been.

She felt the knot in her chest loosen another inch.

She could unpack later. She could explain later—or not explain at all. Right now the house was quiet, the light was soft, and the man in front of her was still choosing to hold her instead of interrogate her.

She tipped her head back and met his eyes.

“Thank you,” she said, meaning more than the pasta.

He brushed a thumb along her jaw, the touch gentle and unhurried.

“Come on,” he said. “Let’s eat.”

She let him lead her toward the kitchen, her hand slipping into his as naturally as breathing.

They ate mostly in companionable silence at first. Forks against ceramic, the occasional sip of water, the low hum of the refrigerator in the background. Kate twirled pasta slowly, savoring the familiar salt and cream, the comfort of something made with care. Ethan watched her across the small table, not staring, just present—his foot occasionally brushing hers under the chair like an absentminded reassurance.

She felt the food settle warm in her stomach, grounding her further. Here, in this moment with him, last night already felt a little farther away.

Ethan finished his plate first, set his fork down neatly, and leaned back in his chair. He studied her for a long moment. Then he spoke, voice low and even.

“You scared me last night,” he said.

Kate’s fork paused halfway to her mouth. She lowered it slowly, meeting his eyes. There was no heat in his tone, no accusation—just controlled irritation, the kind that came from worry left to simmer too long.

“You went dark,” he continued. “After that last text at—what, eight-something? I kept checking my phone. Nothing. I didn’t know if you were still at the event, if something had gone wrong, if you’d gotten home safe… I was up half the night wondering.”

She set her fork down completely, hands resting on the edge of the table.

“I know,” she said softly. “I’m sorry.”

She meant it. Not just the surface apology—the one that smooths edges—but the deeper recognition that she’d left him carrying the weight alone. She reached across the table, palm up, an invitation. Ethan hesitated only a second before sliding his hand into hers, fingers lacing together.

“I got caught up,” she went on, keeping her voice steady, gentle. “The night kept moving faster than I expected, and I just… I didn’t even think. It won’t happen again.”

She squeezed his hand once, lightly. No excuses piled on top. No dramatic tears. Just the acknowledgment of impact, clean and efficient.

Ethan held her gaze. She could see him weighing it—the apology registered, sincere, but incomplete in the way that left the real questions still hovering just out of reach. His thumb brushed once across her knuckles, a small gesture of acceptance, but the tension in his shoulders didn’t fully release.

“I get that it was a big night,” he said after a beat. “I do. I just need to know you’re safe. That’s all. Not every detail—just that you’re okay.”

Kate nodded, slow and deliberate.

“I’m okay,” she said. “I promise.”

“I don’t mean okay now,” he said, voice dropping lower, rougher. “I meant last night. When you were out. In another city. And I hadn’t heard from you.”

The flare was brief but real—anger flickering behind the steady blue of his eyes, not explosive, but enough to make the air between them feel suddenly thinner. He didn’t pull his hand away, but he didn’t soften the look either.

“I sat here picturing every worst-case thing,” he went on, the anger bleeding into something more raw. “And you were… gone. Radio silent. After we agreed you’d check in. After I told you I’d be waiting.”

Kate felt the shift like a cold current moving through warm water. Her apology had landed, but not deeply enough. Not yet. She held his gaze, letting the moment stretch instead of rushing to fill it.

“I’m sorry,” she repeated, softer this time. “I really am. I should have texted. I didn’t mean to leave you hanging like that.”

She leaned forward slightly, closing the small distance across the table, voice dropping to match his.

“I hate that you were worried. I hate that I did that to you.”

The words hung between them for a moment, soft but solid. Ethan exhaled through his nose, the line of his jaw easing a fraction.

Kate felt the shift—the small window of friction beginning to close on its own.

She wasn’t ready to unpack the night. Not the way Marcus had shared her, not the stranger’s hands, not the bi-curious flicker she still wasn’t sure how to name. Those things belonged to her for now—private, contained, hers to decide when (or if) to share.

What she needed in this moment was simpler.

She pushed her chair back slightly, stood, and stepped around the table. Ethan watched her approach, expression still guarded but softening at the edges. She stopped in front of him, close enough that her knees brushed his.

Without a word she leaned down, cupped his face in both hands, and kissed him—slow, deliberate, not hungry yet, just reconnecting. Lips soft, lingering. A wordless thank-you. A silent I’m here.

When she pulled back just enough to meet his eyes, she murmured, “Can we just… be close for a little while? Before we talk more?”

Ethan’s hands found her waist automatically, thumbs resting lightly against her hips. He searched her face for a long second—still irritated, still uncertain—but his resistance was already fraying at the seams.

“Yeah,” he said finally, voice rougher now, “I guess we can do that.”

She smiled—small, real—and slid onto his lap, straddling him carefully on the kitchen chair. His arms came around her fully this time, pulling her in until her forehead rested against his. She wrapped her arms around his neck, fingers threading into the short hair at his nape, and just breathed him in.

She shifted, just enough to press her lips to the corner of his jaw—soft, slow, deliberate. Then lower, along the line of his neck, where she knew the skin was sensitive. A soft exhale escaped him, involuntary.

“Kate…” His voice was low, rough-edged, the warning still there. “We should talk. Really talk.”

She didn’t answer right away. Instead she kissed the hollow of his throat, felt his pulse jump under her mouth. Her hands slid from his neck to his chest, palms flat, feeling the steady thump beneath her fingers speed up despite himself.

“I know,” she murmured against his skin. “We will.”

Ethan’s hands tightened on her waist, thumbs pressing in. “Not like this,” he said, but the words lacked conviction. “Not when you’re… doing that.”

She lifted her head just enough to meet his eyes. They were dark, conflicted—irritation still flickering there, but undercut now by something hotter, hungrier.

“I just… missed you. Missed this.” Her fingers traced the line of his collarbone, then lower, slipping under the hem of his shirt to brush bare skin. “I missed feeling you.”

She leaned in again, this time brushing her lips against his—once, twice, teasing the edge of a real kiss before pulling back just enough to speak.

“And last night…” She let the words trail, let her voice drop lower, intimate. “It was intense. More than I expected. There were moments when I couldn’t think straight. When everything just… opened up.”

She felt him tense beneath her—heard the small, sharp inhale.

“A couple joined us in one of the private rooms,” she whispered, lips brushing his ear, voice unsteady now. “And then… God, it was just all of them on me. Hands everywhere, mouths, taking turns inside me until I lost track of how many times I came. It was so much, so messy, and so overwhelming. I thought about how insanely hard it would make you knowing I just let them have me like that.”

She left out the fact that she only imagined his reaction much later.

Ethan’s grip on her hips tightened almost painfully. His breath came ragged now, shallow. She could feel him hardening beneath her, the evidence of what her words were doing unmistakable.

She rocked again—slow, deliberate—grinding just enough to draw a low groan from his throat.

His eyes fluttered closed for a second. When they opened again the anger had fractured, replaced by raw want.

“Kate…” The word was half protest, half plea.

She kissed him properly then—deep, slow, tongue sliding against his, tasting the faint salt of worry and pasta and home. Her hands moved to the back of his head, fingers threading through his hair, holding him to her as she rolled her hips again, firmer this time.

He broke the kiss first, breathing hard.

“We’re not done talking,” he managed, but the words sounded thinner now, less certain.

“I know,” she said, and kissed the corner of his mouth. “Later.”

She slid her hand down between them, palming him through his jeans—slow, firm strokes that made his hips jerk up involuntarily.

“Later,” she repeated, softer. “Right now I just need you to hold me. Touch me. Remind me I’m yours.”

Ethan’s resistance cracked cleanly.

His hands slid up her back, under her shirt, pulling her closer as his mouth found hers again—this time harder, hungrier. The chair creaked under their combined weight as he stood, lifting her with him, her legs wrapping around his waist on instinct.

He carried her out of the kitchen without another word.

The plates stayed on the table, cooling.

The suitcase stayed by the door.

And the conversation—the real one—slipped away into the hallway behind them, postponed.

Kate felt the familiar rush of relief as he laid her down on their bed, his body covering hers, heavy and warm and grounding.

She had bought more time.

She had transformed friction into connection.

And somewhere deep inside, she registered how easily it had worked.

How cleanly the moment had shifted.

How reassuring it felt to know she could do it again.

She wrapped her arms around his neck, pulled him down, and let herself disappear into the familiar heat of him.

Later.

They could talk later.

For now, this was enough.


Chapter Eight - Undermined

Kate stepped into the bistro a few minutes late. Sunlight poured through the tall, south-facing windows in warm, lazy columns, catching the edges of white tablecloths and glinting off polished stemware. The place smelled faintly of fresh sourdough and roasted garlic.

It was upscale without being stiff—dark wood, comfortable leather booths, low background jazz just loud enough not to override conversation. Tables were spaced far enough apart that conversations stayed private; no one was close enough to overhear unless they tried.

Vanessa was already waiting at a corner booth, legs crossed, phone in hand, beside a half-full glass of pale gold Sauvignon Blanc. She looked up the moment Kate appeared, her face lighting with that easy, conspiratorial smile that always made the rest of the world feel momentarily farther away.

“There she is,” Vanessa said, standing to pull Kate into a quick, warm hug—arms tight for a second longer than usual, the kind of embrace that said I’ve got you without needing words.

Kate slid into the booth opposite her, shoulders dropping as soon as her hips hit the leather. The tension she’d been carrying since “the discussion”—the careful words, the unfinished conversation, Ethan’s frustration and disappointment still hanging in the air at home—seemed a bit farther away. Here the light was softer, the seats deeper, the wine already waiting. No one was watching her face for cracks. No one was waiting for her to explain.

Vanessa settled back, tilting her head. “You look like you need this.”

Kate gave a small, tired laugh and reached for the second glass the server had already set down. “Yeah. I really do.”

The first sip was cold and bright against her tongue. She exhaled through her nose, long and slow, feeling the booth, the sunlight, Vanessa’s attentive gaze wrap around her like a warm cotton sheet.

Vanessa leaned forward slightly, elbows on the table, her smile warm and curious as she swirled the wine in her glass.

“Okay, tell me about your trip. Was it crazy? I’ve been dying to hear.”

Kate’s expression softened further, a small, genuine glow lighting her face at the memory. She laughed, almost surprised by how easily the warmth came back.

“God, V… it was a lot. Like, a lot a lot.” She shook her head, eyes brightening. “But in the best way? I mean, the whole thing was so… elegant. The house was insane—a mansion, valet, everyone dressed up like it was some secret society thing. Champagne, low lights, people actually talking while they tried to hook up. It felt grown-up.”

She paused, fingers tracing the base of her wine glass absently, a faint flush creeping up her neck as she remembered.

“Marcus was perfect the whole night—stayed close, introduced me around, made sure I never felt out of place. And then… yeah. Things happened. Private rooms, another couple… hands everywhere, mouths, all of it. It was overwhelming in this really good way. Like my body just opened up and said yes to everything. I lost count of how many times I came. It was messy and intense and… honestly? I loved it.”

Her voice stayed light, almost giddy at the edges—no shame, no defensiveness. Just honest, unguarded pleasure in the telling. She met Vanessa’s eyes, smiling a little sheepishly.

Vanessa froze for a half-second, glass halfway to her lips, eyes widening like she’d just been handed the juiciest, most delicious secret of the year. Then her mouth dropped open in slow, delighted shock.

“Wait. Waitwaitwait.” She set the glass down hard enough that a tiny splash of wine hit the tablecloth. Her voice came out in a hushed, thrilled squeal, barely contained. “You’re telling me you walked into some Eyes Wide Shut mansion, got passed around by a couple and Marcus and God knows who else, came like a fountain until you couldn’t count anymore… and you just… loved it?”

She pressed both hands to her cheeks for a second, eyes sparkling, literally bouncing a little in her seat like a teenager hearing the best gossip ever.

“Kate. Kate. Holy shit.” Her laugh burst out—bright, almost giddy, edged with pure vicarious thrill. “That is… that is next-level. I mean, I knew you had it in you, but damn, girl. You didn’t just dip your toe in—you dove in headfirst.”

Kate laughed again, softer this time, the glow fading just a touch as she exhaled and leaned back.

“Yeah. I did.” She took another sip of wine, slower now, the brightness in her eyes dimming into something more thoughtful, more tired. “And then I came home. And… that’s where it got complicated.”

Vanessa’s grin softened but didn’t disappear. She tilted her head, curiosity sharpening again.

“Why? Was Ethan angry? Like… too much? Did it freak him out?”

Kate shook her head once, small and quick.

“No. I mean… not exactly. I didn’t keep him updated. I went dark for most of the night. He was pissed.”

Vanessa’s brows shot up, incredulous.

“What—like he wanted pictures and details? Ugh.”

Kate gave a tired half-smile, already shaking her head again.

“No, nothing like that. Just… updates. Safety checks. A text here and there so he knew I was okay. But still.”

She let the word hang, the “still” carrying the weight of everything that came after.

Vanessa exhaled through her nose, a soft sound that was half sympathy, half disbelief.

Kate set the glass down, shoulders dropping a fraction, the shift in tone so natural it barely registered as a pivot.

“I’m just… tired, V,” the admission slipping out soft but honest. “Not angry. Not really upset anymore. Just worn out from carrying it all.”

She looked down at her hands for a second, then back up, voice steady but weary. “I’ve been trying so hard to do everything right. To keep the balance. To make sure he feels secure without me having to shrink myself. And I thought we were getting it—thought I was handling it. But last night… no matter how careful I am, it’s still not enough.”

She leaned forward a little, palms open in that small, helpless gesture. “I’m the one doing the emotional labor here. I’m the one apologizing, explaining, smoothing things over so he doesn’t spiral. And I get why he worries—I do. But why do I have to be the one to manage his feelings about my life.”

Vanessa set her wine glass down with deliberate care, like she needed both hands free for what was coming.

“Wait. Hold on.” Her voice dropped, low and incredulous, but already heating up. “You’re telling me you went dark for one night—one single night where you were safe, having the time of your life—and he’s pissed? For what? For not texting him status updates like you’re on a pizza delivery?”

She leaned in closer, elbows on the table, voice rising just enough to carry that unmistakable edge of outrage on Kate’s behalf.

“You’re a grown woman, Kate. You were in a controlled environment, with people you trust, and you came home safe. That should be the end of the story. Instead he’s making you feel like you owe him a play-by-play just to prove you’re still ‘his good girl’ or whatever. That’s not worry—that’s entitlement dressed up as concern.”

Vanessa shook her head, hard, like she couldn’t quite believe it.

“Look—if Ethan doesn’t want you playing around anymore, cool. He should say it, be straight about it. But if he’s not saying that, then the rest? The details, the when, the where, the who, how much you tell him? That’s your call, Kate. Not his. You don’t need a permission slip every time you step out the door. He can’t have it both ways.”

Kate let Vanessa’s words settle over her like a warm blanket she hadn’t realized she was cold without.

She exhaled—long, slow, the kind of breath that starts deep in the chest and ends somewhere near the toes. She leaned back, one hand coming up to tuck a loose strand of hair behind her ear, the motion lazy, unhurried. The other hand stayed wrapped loosely around the stem of her wine glass, thumb tracing slow, absent circles against the cool crystal.

A small, almost involuntary smile touched her lips. The knot that had been sitting low in her sternum since Ethan’s “You scared me” in the kitchen finally loosened enough that she could breathe around it. She felt lighter. Not because anything had changed really, but because someone had said out loud what she’d only been thinking in fragments: that she wasn’t wrong to feel this way. That her night hadn’t been a betrayal. That the weight of managing Ethan’s worry didn’t have to belong to her.

Her eyes met Vanessa’s again, softer now, the weariness still there but edged with something clearer, steadier. Gratitude, maybe. Or the first flicker of certainty that she wasn’t the one who needed fixing.

She took another sip of wine—smaller this time, savoring—and set the glass down without looking away.

“Yeah,” she murmured, voice surer than it had been five minutes ago. “Yeah. I think you’re right.”



Vanessa slid behind the wheel and pulled into traffic. She drove for several minutes in silence, thumb tapping against the steering wheel as the city gave way to highway.

Kate’s face stayed with her—the way her shoulders had finally dropped, the hesitation before she’d said, Yeah. I think you’re right.

Vanessa told herself it was relief she’d seen. Gratitude. The look of someone finally letting go of a story that had been too tight for too long.

It shouldn’t have mattered to her. Kate was her oldest friend. The one who’d always listened. Always stayed. Always made space.

And yet.

Something about watching Kate loosen, just a little, felt satisfying. Not because she wanted to see her fall apart. Because she wanted her to stop pretending she had it all handled.

Because maybe being good all the time was just another cage.

Vanessa merged onto the highway, the radio murmuring low in the background. She didn’t smile exactly—but the tension she’d been carrying eased.

Kate didn’t need fixing.

She just needed permission.

And Vanessa had always been good at giving that.


Chapter Nine - Stirred Embers

Their days had slipped back into an easy rhythm, the kind that was welcome after the intensity of the post-Atlanta drama.

Kate moved through them with practiced ease—groceries unpacked with familiar efficiency, the gym routine pulling her back into caring for her body, dinners shared with Ethan that lingered a little longer than usual. The house felt steady again, the air between them warm and untroubled, like the storm had passed without leaving debris.

Ethan was calmer now, the sharp edge of his unease softened. He didn’t bring it up, but Kate noticed the shifts—the way his hand found the small of her back more often, the extra beat in his gaze when he looked at her across the room. Their sex mirrored it: frequent, insistent, as if he were reclaiming ground without needing to name it. One evening after a simple pasta dinner, he pulled her onto the couch without preamble, urgency in his mouth and hands, a possessiveness that made her give in easily, gratefully.

We’re good, she thought that night, curled against him in bed, his arm heavy over her hip. The Atlanta high had faded, but what remained felt solid—progress, not just recovery. Ethan seemed to feel it too; his touch carried less question now, more certainty.

A few days later, as Kate wiped down the kitchen counters after lunch, her phone buzzed on the island. She glanced at the screen—Vanessa.

–Hey girl! Live music at the Rolling Rock, that dive bar downtown this Friday? Low-key, just need to decompress. You in?–

Kate smiled, thumb hovering for a moment. It had been a while since they’d done something casual like this—no big plans, just easy company. The invite felt like a gentle nudge back into the world, nothing heavy. She wasn’t sure what Ethan might have planned for Friday night, but she accepted the invite anyway.

“–Sounds fun–,” she typed back. –I’m in.–

That evening, Kate mentioned it casually to Ethan, while he was pouring them a glass of wine before dinner.

“Vanessa texted—wants to hit up a bar for some live music Friday. Low-key thing.”

He nodded, handing her a glass, his expression neutral but attentive.

“Sounds fun. You going?”

“Yeah, I think so.” She took a sip of her wine, watching him over the rim. There was a faint pause in him—not disapproval, just a subtle tightening at the edges, like he was weighing something internally.

He set his glass down, leaning against the counter.

“Cool. Have fun.”

The words were easy, but Kate caught the undercurrent—wary, perhaps, but not enough to push back. He met her eyes, a small smile breaking through. “Just… text if it gets late?”

She stepped closer, pressing a quick kiss to his cheek. “Of course.”

As they sat down to eat, the conversation shifted to his day, the bar already fading into the background. Kate registered Ethan’s lingering caution but filed it away as residual, nothing more.

Progress, she told herself again. We’re good.



Friday night. Kate exhaled once, small and steady, then locked the car and crossed the lot toward the bar.

Her ribbed knit tank was a rich burgundy, fitted cleanly against her frame. Tight dark-wash jeans hugged her hips, familiar and easy, and the ankle boots added just enough heel to add a pinch of sexy. Over it all, she’d slipped into her worn leather jacket—soft and buttery from years of use, the leather creased and supple in all the right places, sleeves already pushed casually to her forearms. It carried the faint, lived-in scent of old perfume and late nights, a dimly echoing reminder of the girl who once wore it like armor to every reckless party, every stolen ride, every moment she refused to be careful.

Her hair was down, loose around her shoulders, catching the light. Minimal makeup. Gold hoops. A couple of thin gold chains at her collarbone.

She felt confident. Herself.

Friday night had already taken hold. The parking lot was packed, cars angled under sodium lights, music bleeding through brick before she reached the door—bass thudding, a snare cracking sharp, laughter spilling out with every opening.

Inside, heat and noise rolled over her: beer and fryer oil, perfume and sweat, bodies pressed close near the bar. Colored lights swept the low stage at the far end, where a four-piece band worked through a cover, the singer’s voice rough over the crowd’s roar.

Kate paused just inside, eyes adjusting, then scanned for Vanessa. Nothing.

She pulled out her phone. No new messages.

—Here. Where are you?—

Sent.

She slid the phone away and leaned an elbow on the bar. The bartender—tattooed sleeve, easy smile—caught her eye.

“What can I get you?”

“Something cold. Not an IPA.”

“Got you.”

Kate turned slightly as she waited, taking in the room in a glance—clusters of friends, couples tucked into corners, a few solo guys watching the stage. Lights flashed, bottles lifted, the music surged.

Still no Vanessa.

She accepted the beer with a murmured thanks, handed the bartender a ten, took a long swallow—crisp, cold, grounding—and felt the first small loosening in her shoulders. The music was loud enough to make thinking optional, which was exactly what she wanted tonight.

Her phone buzzed against her hip.

She pulled it out.

Vanessa:

–Back corner away from the stage! Left side. Waving like an idiot. Come save me from these dudes trying to explain the blues to me 😂–

Kate smiled, pocketed the phone, and started weaving toward the left side of the room.

Then she saw her—Vanessa, perched on a high stool at a tall table, one hand raised in exaggerated wave, the other holding a neon-blue cocktail. Dark hair loose, that same bright, trouble-loving grin Kate remembered from twenty years ago.

“There you are!” Vanessa called, voice cutting through the noise as Kate reached her. She slid off the stool and pulled Kate into a quick, tight hug, perfume sharp and familiar.

“You look hot,” Vanessa said, pulling back to give her the once-over. “That top is doing things.”

Kate laughed, easy. “You’re not looking too bad yourself.”

“Flattery will get you everywhere.” Vanessa nodded toward the empty stool beside hers. “Sit. I already ordered you a backup in case the beer wasn’t cutting it.”

Kate slid onto the stool, jacket slipping off one shoulder as she settled. The table gave them a decent view of the stage without being right in the crush. The band had shifted into something slower, bluesier—the guitarist leaning into a long, bending note that drew appreciative whoops from the crowd.

Vanessa leaned in, voice low enough to carry under the music. “So. How’s domestic bliss?”

Kate took another sip of beer, letting the question settle. “Good. Really good.”

Vanessa raised an eyebrow, playful but sharp. “That’s it? ‘Good’?”

Kate smiled, small and private. “We’re figuring it out. It’s… working.”

Vanessa studied her for a beat, then grinned wider. “That’s my girl.”

She clinked her glass against Kate’s pint.

“Tonight we don’t figure anything,” she said. “Tonight we just drink and listen to music and pretend the rest of the world isn’t waiting outside.”

Kate laughed again, softer this time. “Deal.”

As the band eased into the next tune—a slower, grittier number with a harmonica kicking in—Vanessa leaned back on her stool, taking another sip of her drink.

“Okay, catch me up for real. What’s been going on since Atlanta?”

“Honestly? Settling back in. Gym’s been good—keeps me sane. Ethan’s buried in some big project, but we’re… good. Better than good, actually.”

Vanessa nodded approvingly, “That’s what I like to hear. And the whole ‘sharing you’ thing? Still buzzing, or did it fizzle after he got pissed?”

“No, still good. It’s not like it happens very often, so I haven’t seen anyone else since then, but it’s there. Feels… integrated, I guess.”

Kate finished her second beer, feeling the pleasant looseness settle in—warm, not fully fuzzy yet.

Another song ended, applause rippling through, and Vanessa pulled out her phone during the brief lull, screen lighting her face blue in the dim.

She read something, thumb tapping a quick reply, then slipped it back into her pocket without a word. Kate didn’t think much of it—probably work or another date gone sideways.

Vanessa swirled her drink, gaze flicking to Kate with a sudden, thoughtful tilt.

“So… you got over needing Ethan’s permission for everything, yeah?”

Kate blinked, caught off guard by the pivot. They’d been talking about Vanessa’s ex a minute ago—how had they looped back to this?

She set her empty glass down, puzzled. “Well, sure, I guess. Why?”

Vanessa shrugged, casual but with that evasive edge she sometimes got, like she was testing the water.

“Just thinking about how far you’ve come. Remember when you used to second-guess every little thing? Now you’re out here, owning it.”

Kate felt the unnatural turn nag at her, but she let it slide, chalking it up to Vanessa’s mood. The line of questioning surfaced a thought tinged with a bit of guilt for how she’d practiced her skills of misdirection on Ethan.

“Yeah, it’s been a process. But we’re in a good place now.”

Vanessa leaned in closer, voice dropping like she was sharing a secret.

“Well, you know… I ran into Jax again a few days ago—we were chatting, and I just sort of told him we’d be out here tonight.”

Kate’s stomach dipped “You did what?”

Vanessa waved it off, grinning like it was no big deal.

“I know, I know, but really, it’s fine. He was asking about old times, and it just came up. No harm, right? You’re a grown woman.”

Kate opened her mouth to respond, a mix of irritation and something sharper flickering through her—Vanessa stretching the truth, or maybe not, but either way, setting this up without a heads-up.

Before she could form the words, Vanessa’s phone buzzed again. She glanced at it, then back up with a conspiratorial wink.

“He’s here,” she said, matter-of-factly. “And I just told him where we are.”

Kate followed her gaze instinctively.

Across the room, near the edge of the stage where the colored lights bled into shadow, Jax was walking toward them, cutting a slow, deliberate path through the crowd. Tall, broad-shouldered, he filled space without effort. His dark hair was thinner on top now, threaded with silver at the temples, but it still fell in the same careless way, brushing his collar. Time had sharpened him—lines at the corners of his eyes, a rougher edge to his jaw—but the rawness was still there. Something unpolished, almost feral, clung to him. Not the boy she’d known. A man, fully formed.

Leather jacket, black and worn soft at the elbows, hung open over a plain dark t-shirt that stretched across his chest and shoulders. Faded jeans, scuffed boots that looked like they’d seen real miles. No flash, no effort to impress—just the clear confidence of someone who’d never needed to prove anything to a room full of strangers.

Their eyes met across the thinning gap.

He didn’t smile right away. Just held the look—long, steady, unmistakable. The same dark gaze that used to pin her in place twenty years ago, now carrying the weight of everything that had happened since: the break-up, the silence, the years apart, and whatever Vanessa had stirred up - God knows what she’d told him.

Kate’s breath caught hard and stayed caught.

She felt dizzy, light-headed, the edge of panic flirting with something darker and hungrier. Her fingers dug into the table edge until the wood bit her skin. She couldn’t look away. Couldn’t blink. Couldn’t breathe.

The door she’d thought was welded shut hadn’t just clicked open. It had been kicked in.

Vanessa’s leaned in and whispered in her ear, amused and delighted. “You’re welcome.”

Jax kept coming, closing the last few feet without breaking eye contact. When he finally reached their table he stopped just outside arm’s reach.

“Kat,” he said. Voice low, rough around the edges, the same gravel she remembered from late-night drives and backseat promises.

He lifted his beer in a small, casual salute, eyes flicking to Vanessa for half a second—acknowledgment, not warmth—then back to Kate.

“Been a minute.”

Kate couldn’t answer.

Her throat closed. Breath stopped halfway down. Fingers locked white-knuckled on the table edge. The whole bar shrank to the space between them, noise collapsing into a dull roar behind the hammer of her pulse. She stared, wide-eyed, frozen solid, every rehearsed calm evaporating in the heat of that single look.

The silence stretched—three heartbeats, four—painfully loud.

Then Jax’s face softened. Not the old smirk. Not triumph. Just a small, almost sheepish tilt of the mouth. He rubbed the back of his neck once, quick and self-conscious, like any guy who’d just realized he’d walked into a moment too big.

“Hey,” he said gently. “Come here. Just a hug.”

He opened his arms—slow, loose, palms up, giving her every out. Polite. Warm. Adult.

Kate blinked once. The freeze cracked. She exhaled and stepped forward into the hug.

His arms came around her shoulders—solid but careful, nothing too possessive. Faint woodsmoke-and-soap scent wrapping around her. Brief. Gentle. Real.

He pulled back first, hands light on her arms for a second before dropping away. When he looked at her again, he was smiling—small, crinkled at the eyes, genuine.

“So great to see you. You look good, Kat. Great, actually.”

The vise in her chest loosened. Air moved again. The dizziness eased.

She let out a small, unsteady breath that was almost a laugh.

“Yeah,” she said, voice thin but working. “You too.”

He nodded once, like that settled it, and glanced around for a stool.

Kate finally released the table edge, fingers tingling as blood returned. She took a slow sip of beer, the cold grounding her.

Okay, she thought. Don’t make this into something it doesn’t have to be. Just try to relax.

Jax dragged a stool over from the next table, spun it around, and sat—casual, legs spread just enough to claim space without crowding theirs. He set his beer down on the high table, and looked at her again. Not staring. Just… looking. Like he was giving the moment room to breathe.

“So,” he started, voice just loud enough to cut under the band without shouting. “What’s the last twenty years been like for you? In ten words or less.”

Kate let out a small, surprised huff—almost a laugh. The question was so ordinary it disarmed her.

“Married. Kid in college. House. Gym. The usual.” She shrugged one shoulder. “You?”

He tilted his head, considering. “Divorced. Opened the bike shop last year—it’s going well. Same old truck. Dog died last year. Life is good.” He lifted the bottle in illustration. “Not much drama. Not complaining.”

She nodded slowly. The list felt safe—facts, not feelings. No digging into old wounds.

“Sounds… steady,” she said.

“Steady’s underrated.” He took a pull from his beer, then set it down again. “Glad you and Vanessa reconnected. She’s been filling me in a little—said you’re doing great. Happy. Settled. All the good stuff.”

Kate’s stomach did a small, uneasy flip.

She kept her expression neutral, even as a jolt of alarm cut clean through her.

Vanessa had been talking to him.

Not just “hey, we’re going out tonight,” but details. Personal ones.

Happy.

Settled.

The good stuff.

It was vague enough to be innocent. Vague enough to hide anything Vanessa might have let slip.

She glanced at Vanessa again. She was aggressively focused on her drink, swirling it like it held the secrets of the universe.

“She talks too much,” Kate said, forcing a light laugh that didn’t quite reach her eyes.

He held her gaze a beat longer—steady, not challenging—then lifted his beer again, taking another slow sip like he was giving her space to decide how much to read into it.

Kate exhaled through her nose, the knot in her chest loosening just a fraction. Maybe it was nothing. Maybe Vanessa had kept it surface-level.

Or maybe she hadn’t.

Either way, Jax wasn’t pushing. He didn’t seem to be fishing. He was just… sitting there. Being normal. Adult.

“Yeah,” she said finally, voice steadier. “I guess I have figured a few things out.”

He nodded once, small smile returning—warm, uncomplicated.

“Good for you, Kat.”

Their brief silences weren’t awkward, exactly. Just… careful. Like two people remembering how to talk to each other without stepping on landmines.

Then Jax leaned forward a fraction. “Listen, I’m not here to make anything weird. Vanessa said you’d be out, I figured… why not say hi? See how you turned out.” He gave a small, self-deprecating smile. “Turns out…pretty damn well.”

Kate felt the last knot in her chest loosen completely. She met his eyes—really met them—and managed a real smile this time.

“You’re not so bad yourself,” she said. “For an old troublemaker.”

He laughed again, softer. “Truth.”

Vanessa set her glass down with a deliberate clink, glancing between them like she’d just remembered she existed.

“Hey,” she said brightly, sliding off her stool. “I see some people I need to say hi to over there. Be right back.”

She winked at Kate, squeezed her shoulder once, and melted into the crowd toward a cluster of friends near the bar, leaving the two of them alone at the table.

The music swelled around them again.

Jax looked at Kate. Kate looked at Jax.

But the silence didn’t feel quite so heavy anymore.

It felt like… possibility.

Jax flagged down the server with a small lift of his hand—two more beers, same as before. The woman nodded, disappeared into the crowd, and returned minutes later with fresh, sweating bottles. He slid one across to Kate without asking if she wanted it; she accepted it with a nod, the cold glass grounding her fingers again.

They clinked bottles once—soft, almost tentative—then settled into the stools. The band had eased into a mid-tempo groove now, guitar and bass locking in a lazy rhythm that let conversation breathe without shouting.

Jax took a long pull, set the bottle down, and looked at her—not probing, just present.

“So,” he said, voice low and easy. “Tell me something real. What’s one thing that’s changed about you since the last time I saw you?”

Kate considered it, tracing the condensation on her bottle with her thumb.

“I stopped apologizing for wanting things,” she said finally. “Took a while to get there.”

He nodded slowly, like he recognized the weight of it. “That’s a hell of a thing to figure out.”

“What about you?” she asked.

He exhaled through his nose, small smile tugging one corner of his mouth.

“I stopped thinking every fight had to be won. Learned to walk away from some of them. Saved me a lot of bruises.”

She laughed softly—real this time, surprised by how easy it felt. “You? Walking away?”

“Turns out I’m capable of growth,” he said dryly. “Shocking, I know.”

The familiar warmth of him wrapped around her like heat from a fire—close enough that she could feel it without touching. The scent of memory drifted over her: leather, clean soap, a faint trace of woodsmoke, all unmistakably him, the same combination that used to make her heart flutter and her legs open in the back of that Camaro. It hit her low and slow, familiar in a way that made her thighs press together under the table without conscious thought.

She realized, sitting there, that the old hurt—the sharp, jagged thing that had kept her away from him for two decades—had faded to almost nothing. No sting when she looked at him now. No echo of betrayal or rage. Just… absence. Like scar tissue that had finally softened.

But the old heat? That was still there. Undimmed.

He felt it too. She could tell. The way his gaze lingered a beat longer on her mouth, then flicked back to her eyes. The small shift in his posture—leaning in just a fraction, not crowding, but closing the invisible distance. His voice dropped lower when he spoke again, like the words were only for her.

“I know that look. The one where you’re thinking hard about something you’re not saying.”

She met his eyes, unflinching this time. “Maybe I’m just remembering why I avoided you so hard for so long.”

His smile was slow, almost gentle. “Maybe you had good reason. Maybe the reason doesn’t matter anymore.”

She didn’t answer right away. Just took another sip of beer, letting the silence stretch again—not awkward now, but charged. Comfortable in its tension.

Jax watched her set the bottle down. His eyes traced the line of her throat, the faint sheen of condensation still clinging to her lips. Then he leaned in—slow enough that she could have stopped him, fast enough that she didn’t.

The kiss was firm, familiar. No hesitation, no question. Just the warm, solid contact of mouths that remembered each other too well. His hand came up—light, cupping the side of her neck, thumb brushing the edge of her jaw—guiding without forcing.

Then his lips parted hers, just enough. Open-mouthed now, but controlled. Just a light flit of tongues. The slow slide of heat, the faint taste of beer and salt and him. It was deep without being desperate—old lovers finding the shape of each other again in one measured breath.

He pulled back first.

The roar in Kate’s veins was deafening. Her whole body felt lit from the inside—skin too tight, thighs clenched under the table, a deep, insistent ache pulsing low in her belly that she hadn’t felt this raw in years. It terrified her how fast it had come back, how completely it overrode everything else: the bar, the people in this town that knew her as ‘Kate Ellis, married mom’ who could be watching her right now, Ethan waiting at home, the life she’d built so carefully. Threatening to tear all that apart.

She put a hand on his chest—firm, not shoving, but enough to create space. His heartbeat thudded hard against her palm through the thin cotton of his t-shirt.

“Jax,” she said, voice low and unsteady. “This is… we can’t. We need to slow down here.”

She didn’t say no. She didn’t say yes. She said slow down, and even that felt like it cost her something.

He exhaled once, slow and controlled, like he was reining himself in too. Then he picked up his beer, took a long drink, set it down again.

“Sorry,” he added, voice rough but sincere. “Got carried away. Old habits.”

Kate let her hand drop from his chest, fingers curling into her lap. She could still feel the ghost of his mouth, the faint taste of him on her tongue, but the panic was receding now, replaced by a shaky kind of clarity.

“No,” she said. “It’s… it’s not just you.”

She didn’t elaborate. Didn’t need to. He nodded once, understanding.

“So,” he said, deliberately lighter. “Before I made an ass of myself… you were telling me you stopped apologizing for wanting things.”

Kate managed a small laugh—shaky, but real. “Yeah. Took practice.”

“Working out?”

She met his eyes again. “So far.”

He nodded, leaning back a little more, giving the moment room to settle. “Tell me about the kid in college. Ella, right? What’s she studying?”

The shift was gentle. Ordinary. Safe.

Kate exhaled fully for the first time in minutes, shoulders dropping. She picked up her beer, took a sip, and started talking—about Ella’s major, her dorm drama, the care packages she still sent. Jax listened, asked real questions, laughed in the right places. They kept it surface-level: jobs, dogs, the new brewery that opened downtown, the way the town had changed and hadn’t.

No more kissing. No more touching.

But the heat didn’t vanish. It just simmered—low, steady, undeniable—under every casual word, every shared glance.


Chapter Ten - Playing With Fire

Pulling into the driveway, the house looked steady and warm—lights on in the living room, Ethan’s SUV already parked in the garage. Kate exhaled slowly, killing the engine and sitting for a beat in the cooling dark.

She didn’t want to hide anything. She’d tell him.

Most of it, anyway.

The parts that mattered.

The kiss was just a kiss, after all. Nothing more had happened. They’d talked. Laughed. Kept it light. No lines crossed.

She stepped inside, finding the house quiet and mostly dark. Ethan was on the couch, feet up, scrolling through his phone, the TV on low in the background. He looked up when she entered, his expression shifting from neutral to warm in an instant.

“Hey,” he said, setting his phone aside and sitting up a little. “How was it?”

Kate kicked off her boots in the entryway, shrugging out of her jacket as she crossed the room. She felt the faint flush still on her cheeks—beer, heat, Jax—and wondered if it showed.

“Fun,” she said lightly, dropping onto the couch beside him. “Vanessa was in rare form. The band was decent—bluesy stuff, good energy.”

Ethan nodded, his hand finding her knee almost automatically.

“Good. You needed a night out.”

She leaned into him, letting her head rest against his shoulder for a moment, breathing in the clean, familiar scent of him—soap and faint aftershave, steady as always. The contrast hit her then: Jax’s rough edges, all leather and smoke. Versus this. Safe. Solid. Hers.

“Yeah,” she murmured. Then, as casual as she could make it, “Jax showed up, actually. Vanessa invited him—didn’t tell me until he was there.”

Ethan’s hand stilled on her knee. Not tense, exactly, but present. He pulled back just enough to look at her, his expression neutral but attentive.

“Jax? As in…”

She nodded, meeting his eyes without flinching. “Yeah. That Jax. It’s been twenty years—small world, right?”

“And how was that?”

Kate shrugged one shoulder, keeping her tone even, light.

“Definitely weird at first. But… fine. We talked. Caught up. No drama.”

She paused, weighing the next part carefully, then added it smoothly.

“He kissed me, actually. Toward the end. Nothing crazy—just a kiss. I pulled back, and we kept it friendly after that.”

Ethan exhaled through his nose, processing. He removed his hand from her knee.

“He… kissed you.”

“Yeah.” She searched his face, seeing the flicker there—not anger, but something sharper, like unease sharpening into focus. “It caught me off guard, but… it was just a moment. Old habits, I guess. I didn’t let it go further.”

He nodded slowly, eyes drifting away as his jaw tightened hard enough to show it. When he looked back at her, his voice stayed even—but the tension hadn’t left his face.

“Okay,” he said evenly. “Well, thanks for telling me.”

Kate nodded, but something in his face lingered. A discomfort he didn’t quite manage to hide.

It scraped at her.

She told herself it was nothing. That he was allowed a moment. Jax wasn’t neutral; she knew that. She’d felt it herself when he’d kissed her, the old pull lighting up places she’d learned to keep buried. Ethan was smart to be concerned.

But even as she held onto that thought, another one edged in—uninvited, sharp.

I didn’t kiss him back. I didn’t cross a line. I walked away.

So why did this feel like confession instead of honesty?

A familiar irritation stirred, faint but unmistakable. Old Kat. The part of her that bristled at boundaries, that hated needing permission for things.

Ethan shouldn’t get to choose who I kiss. And this door isn’t open if it only opens halfway.

She wasn’t going to wait for permission.

Because when Jax kissed her—just that brief, exploratory press—her body had remembered. Their chemistry. That first stretch. The way everything else fell away, along with her self-control.

She knew she should offer to step back. Say it out loud. And she knew him well enough to know he’d refuse.

Kate squeezed his fingers lightly, offering a small smile.

“Of course. I don’t want to hide anything.” She hesitated, then added gently, “Look, I don’t want to make you uncomfortable. If Vanessa pulls something like this again, I can just… not go. Or leave if he shows up.”

Ethan considered her words, but then shook his head, his expression softening into something resolute.

“No. I don’t want to control who you spend time with. That’s not us.”

He met her eyes, steady now.

“I trust you. Just… be careful with it.”

Kate felt a twist of guilt as she noted how easy it was to steer them back to steady ground by shaving down the truth of the kiss. Maybe a bit too easy.

She leaned in and kissed him, slow and reassuring, letting her hand slide to the back of his neck. “I will,” she murmured against his mouth. “We’re good.”

“Yeah,” he said softly. “We are.”

They sat together for a while, the TV murmuring in the background, the house settling around them. Kate felt the tension ebb, replaced by that familiar warmth—their rhythm, uninterrupted.

She’d told him.

He’d heard her.

No major lines crossed.

But as the evening wound down and they headed upstairs, Jax’s kiss lingered in her mind. A door she’d thought closed, now standing wide open.

And Ethan’s words echoed too: I trust you. Just… be careful with it.

She told herself she would.



It wasn’t long before Vanessa reached out again.

Kate had known she would.

Jax would see to that.

—Party this weekend, some of the old crew, nothing heavy. You gotta come.—

Kate read it twice, her mouth tightening just a fraction.

She could have asked who would be there. She almost did.

But she already knew, and the question dissolved before it reached her thumbs.

Her pause was brief.

Long enough to register the choice. Not long enough to argue with it.

She typed back something neutral, carefree.

—Sounds fun. What time?—

And that was that.

She set the phone face-down on the counter and went back to rinsing her coffee mug. Her pulse stayed steady. No spike of guilt. Just a small rush of anticipation, the awareness that something had shifted from possibility into plan.

She didn’t ask questions. She didn’t need to.

She told herself she’d see how it felt when she got there.

That much was true, at least.



The party was already in full swing when Kate arrived.

Music rolled through the house in heavy waves, bass vibrating the walls more than filling the air. The front door stood open, people drifting in and out without ceremony, laughter spilling onto the porch along with the smell of alcohol and something faintly skunky riding underneath it.

Kate stepped inside and immediately felt the distance.

She didn’t know most of these people.

A few faces registered—friends of Vanessa’s, old acquaintances she could place without remembering names—but the majority were strangers, loose-limbed and loud, already well into the night. This wasn’t a gathering easing toward excess. It had started there. Drinks were poured without measuring. Conversations overlapped and spilled. No one seemed particularly concerned with who was watching or how they looked.

This wasn’t her world anymore.

She moved through the rooms with composure and all the confidence she could muster, shoulders relaxed, expression open but inscrutable. Someone brushed past her too closely, another voice rose in a laugh that was too loud and too close. She nodded politely, offered brief smiles, kept her hands free. When a guy gestured toward a bottle and raised his eyebrows in question, she shook her head once, grateful and firm, and kept moving.

Refined. Careful. Still herself.

And yet.

There was something disarming about the lack of structure here. The absence of expectation. No one asking what she did, where she lived, who she belonged to. These people weren’t managing narratives. This was just how they lived—in their thirties, forties, but still chasing the same nights because the nights still answered.

Kate felt the contrast keenly.

She’d built a life that ran on intention and control. Schedules. Choices. Certainty.

This felt like stepping through a door—one she’d circled for months, testing with small, incremental transgressions. Standing in this house now, she wasn’t on the threshold anymore. She was through it.

She found the kitchen, poured herself a bourbon from one of the dozens of bottles, then leaned back against the counter and let herself watch.

The bodies.

The way the room moved without thinking too hard about tomorrow.

She marveled a bit at how little effort it took to remember this version of living. The one where no one asked her to be careful.

She took a slow sip.

Then she felt it—not a touch, not a voice. A shift.

The room changed temperature in the way it sometimes does when a certain person enters it. As if some invisible current had adjusted its course.

She looked up.

Jax stood a few feet away, in the kitchen doorway, one shoulder braced casually against the frame. Same easy posture. Same unbothered stillness. He hadn’t been there a second ago.

He was watching her—not staring, just looking, like he’d been waiting for the right moment to step in.

When their eyes met, his mouth tipped into a slow, genuine smile.

“Hey, Kat.”

Her pulse jumped—her body’s physical response immediate and undeniable.

“Hey,” she said back, equally steady.

He crossed the space between them without hurry, beer in hand, body moving with that same loose confidence she remembered. He didn’t ask. Didn’t pause to check in. He leaned in and wrapped an arm around her shoulders, pulling her into a half hug that was warm, familiar, and entirely assumed.

It was intimate in the way old intimacy always is—already decided.

His cheek brushed her temple. His chest pressed lightly against hers. She caught the scent of him up close: clean, alcohol, something faintly smoky underneath.

“Great to see you,” he murmured near her ear.

She returned his hug. Just enough. One arm around his back, brief and performative.

“You too.”

He took a step back, giving her space, eyes flicking to the glass in her hand.

“Whiskey?” he confirmed, approving. “Good call.”

She glanced down, then back up at him. “Felt right.”

He nodded, like that told him something useful.

“Vanessa around?” she asked.

He huffed a small laugh. “Somewhere. Last I saw, she was holding court in the living room like it was her job.”

That tracked.

Jax leaned back against the counter across from her, mirroring her stance without copying it. Comfortable.

“I was hoping you’d be here,” Jax confided, voice easy, familiar, like he’d just stepped out of a different room instead of a different decade.

Kate felt the words settle somewhere low in her chest, warm and unsettling at the same time. She decided to see how deep the Jax / Vanessa alliance really ran.

She tilted her head, keeping her expression light.

“Were you expecting me?”

He shrugged, the small grin tugging one corner of his mouth. “Vanessa said maybe. That’s usually enough with you.”

The line landed like a light slap—playful on his end, casual, almost affectionate. But it stung her.

Not because it was cruel, but because it felt accurate.

Vanessa had dropped the hint, planted the seeds, and here Kate stood, drink in hand, pulse hammering. She could feel the old pattern flickering back to life: the same friend who used to nudge her toward trouble with a wink and a “he’s harmless,” now doing it again with twenty years of plausible deniability wrapped around it.

Kate took a slow sip of bourbon, letting the burn slide down her throat while she held his gaze. She didn’t answer right away.

She felt tried, judged, and guilty.

She told him I’d probably show. And here I am.

“Vanessa talks too much,” she said.

Jax laughed, the sound rough and approving. “Always has.”

“Come on. She’s out back.”

He didn’t wait for her to agree. He just turned and started moving, long strides, shoulders loose, like he already knew she’d follow. And she did.

Kate fell in behind him, the crowd parting just enough to let them through. Bodies brushed past—warm skin, the sharp tang of spilled beer, someone’s elbow grazing her arm—but Jax cut a clean path without seeming to try. People shifted instinctively, the way they always had around him. She remembered that too.

They squeezed past a cluster of people shouting over the music, through a sliding glass door that opened onto a small back deck. The night air was welcome—cooler, fresher, laced with pine and the unmistakable sweet-skunk of weed. String lights looped overhead cast a soft amber glow, turning the smoke into lazy golden swirls.

A dozen or so people were scattered across the deck, the music from inside thumped through the wall, muffled but still present.

Vanessa was there, leaning back against the deck rail, one boot propped on the lower rung. Dark hair loose, jacket open over a black tank, beer in one hand. She was mid-sentence with the woman next to her when her eyes flicked up and landed on them walking out together.

Her face lit up.

“There they are!” she called, voice cutting clean through the noise. “My two favorite people,” she said, loud enough for the nearest ears to catch, then dropped her voice to a teasing murmur. “Look at you two—picking up right where you left off.”

Kate felt Vanessa’s influence—the casual arm at her waist guiding her a fraction closer to Jax. The way Vanessa’s body angled them together without asking, like she was aligning something that she desperately wanted to see click into place.

It wasn’t force.

Just assumption.

Kate didn’t know how she felt about being a foregone conclusion—but her body did.

The moment rearranged itself. The circuits Jax wired into her early came back online.

She was eighteen again—Vanessa spotting Jax across a crowded basement, eyes gleaming, grabbing her wrist and pulling her forward through the press of bodies without explanation. “Come on,” Vanessa had said, voice bright and insistent, dragging her right up to where Jax leaned against the wall, beer in hand, already watching them approach. Vanessa released her wrist only when they were close enough for Jax to reach out if he wanted, then stepped aside with a quick, satisfied grin—“Here she is”—before melting back into the crowd, leaving Kat standing there exposed, heart hammering, no retreat possible. Same move. Same smile. Different decade.

Only this time Kate wasn’t innocent. She saw the strings.

The picture crystallized into something clearer.

She’s doing it again. She’s handing me to him on a platter. And I’m letting her.

She wasn’t angry, it was just an uncomfortable truth: Vanessa hadn’t dragged her here. She’d just left the door open, whispered the right name in her ear, and trusted twenty years of wiring to do the rest.

And it had.

“Hey V,” Kate said, voice even.

Vanessa’s smile widened. “Hi gorgeous. So glad you came.”

She squeezed Kate’s shoulder once—quick, approving—then turned to Jax with a playful shove. “Don’t fuck this up, trouble.”

Jax raised his beer in mock salute. “No promises.”

Vanessa laughed, bright and easy.

Kate wrapped her arms across her chest, shoulders drawn in against the chill rolling off the yard. The deck boards were damp underfoot, the music inside thudding through the wall behind them.

Jax shifted closer without comment, his arm coming around her shoulders and pulling her close like it was the most natural thing in the world. No asking. No testing.

Just warmth.

Kate felt his body heat, the solid weight of his forearm—and welcomed it. Her posture softened almost immediately, the tension in her shoulders easing as she leaned in a fraction.

Vanessa caught the moment, with a sparkle in her eyes, something satisfied.

Someone stepped up beside Jax and passed him a joint.

He took it, drew in slow and easy, smoke curling out of his mouth as he exhaled. No rush. No performance.

Then he held it out to Kate.

No words.

Just the offer, hanging there between them.

Kate was done thinking and didn’t weigh it. Didn’t check herself. Didn’t look around.

She uncrossed her arms, took it from his fingers, and brought it to her lips.

The paper was warm.

Kate inhaled lightly, handed it back, and let the night settle around her.

Vanessa’s laugh was low and pleased.

“That’s my girl.”

The edges softened—not all at once, but enough. The music sank into her ribs. The weight of the day, the week, the carefulness she carried everywhere else loosened its grip.



The party kept going, but it stopped mattering.

Whiskey and weed worked together, sanding down the last edges—time slipping, conversations blurring, the deck growing quieter as people drifted back inside or disappeared altogether.

Kate and Jax stayed where they were, tucked into the far corner near the railing, the cold no longer able to penetrate their singular focus.

At some point, it was just the two of them.

Jax leaned in close to say something she didn’t quite catch, his mouth near her ear, his breath warm against her skin. She turned her head slightly without thinking.

Their mouths met, and the years collapsed.

The kiss was slow and sure, nothing tentative in it—his mouth warm and insistent, the faint bite of whiskey and smoke still on his lips. Her body answered before her mind could catch up: a soft sound in her throat, her hands pressing into his chest, the old pull snapping clean and bright through her. It wasn’t nostalgia. It was the same heat, the same surrendering tilt, like her body remembered exactly what to do and was relieved to stop pretending otherwise.

He broke the kiss just long enough to look at her, eyes dark and steady.

“Want to get out of here?”

Kate looked up at him. Eighteen again.

There was no debate left to have. No rule left to check against.

She nodded once.

“Yeah.”


Chapter Eleven - Untethered

Kate left her Mercedes parked at the party—she’d have to come get it in the morning. While the bourbon and the joint had left her pleasantly loose, edges softened, she knew she couldn’t drive like that. Jax seemed steady enough behind the wheel, one hand loose on the steering, the other resting on the gearshift like he’d done this route a thousand times. She told herself it was practical. Deep down she knew it was another small surrender.

They pulled into a newer mid-rise apartment complex on the edge of town — clean facade, manicured landscaping. Jax led the way without looking back, keys jingling softly on a plain steel ring. He unlocked unit 314 — third floor, corner — and pushed the door open.

Kate stood just inside the threshold and took it all in without moving.

The living room was open-plan, low-profile gray sectional against one wall, big-screen TV mounted above a simple console. A single floor lamp cast warm light over a coffee table that held a half-empty water bottle, a charging cable, and the TV remote. The kitchen island beyond had a coffee maker and a few dishes drying on a rack. It wasn’t staged for company, but it wasn’t neglected either. A man lived here — alone, self-contained.

This wasn’t her and Ethan’s house. Their house smelled like coffee and cedar and home cooked meals. Their house had throw pillows that matched, framed photos on the mantel, a kitchen where everything had a drawer. This was pure Jax: functional, and a bit raw.

Jax turned from the door and shrugged out of his jacket. His eyes met hers — steady, unhurried, no question in them. He didn’t ask if she wanted a drink, didn’t offer a tour. He just closed the space between them, hands finding her waist, pulling her firmly against him.

His kiss was bold and possessive. Kate yielded to him willingly, her lips opening to his insistence. She wrapped her arms around his neck, capturing the familiar scent of his cologne and sweat, the smell that had once intoxicated her.

Kate’s promise tugged at her.

She pressed her palm to Jax’s chest, pausing him.

“Give me a second.”

She pulled out her phone and started typing. She was halfway through the message when Jax covered her hand with his, slid the phone free, and set it aside.

“You’re mine tonight,” he said, his voice low and certain.

Kate hesitated, conflicted, then nodded, flush with desire and the rush of giving in, again.

His hands slipped under her leather jacket, sliding it off and dropping it onto a nearby chair. He tugged her top free, breaking the kiss just long enough for her to lift her arms, then tossed it aside. His fingers then moved to the clasp of her bra, deftly unfastening it without ceremony and letting it fall away.

In that suspended second—half-naked, pressed against the hard planes of his body, his rough arms caging her—Kate felt the power of their chemistry, as natural and unstoppable as it had been at eighteen, and all she wanted was to let go and let him take whatever he wanted.

His lips found her neck then, trailing kisses down to her collarbone, while his hand massaged her breast, his touches claiming and fierce.

Jax’s hand closed around her wrist and he pulled her down the short hallway with purpose. Kate followed without resistance, pulse hammering in her ears, the low throb between her legs responding to his grip.

They crossed into the bedroom, where dim light leaked through half-closed blinds, painting faint blue-gray stripes across an unmade king bed — dark sheets rumpled, one pillow askew, no headboard, just a simple frame against the wall. A single nightstand held a lamp, a phone charger, and nothing else. Functional. No pretense.

Jax released her wrist and yanked his shirt over his head in one rough motion, tossing it toward the corner. Kate mirrored him without thinking — kicking off her boots, fingers unbuckling and then hooking the waistband of her jeans, shoving them down her thighs along with her panties in a single impatient push. The denim and lace pooled at her ankles; she kicked them aside.

He stepped out of his own jeans and boxers in the same economical way and then they were both naked, standing inches apart beside the bed.

In the low light his body looked exactly as she remembered it, only fuller now, heavier with the slow accumulation of years: the same broad shoulders she used to cling to, but thicker and more rounded with muscle that had settled and matured; arms still corded, but denser, veins standing prouder under skin that carried a few more faint scars and the same tattoos she once traced with her tongue at eighteen.

And there — thick, heavy, hanging low and impressive, even half-hard — the cock that had first taught her what “full” really meant.

The sight of it triggered a full-body flashback: a visceral memory of that first night in his Camaro, the slow burn of entry, the deep stretch that had forced her open wider than she knew she could go, teaching her body to crave that level of complete fullness.

Jax didn’t speak. He just looked at her — eyes steady, hungry — then reached out, one hand sliding to the small of her back, the other cupping the nape of her neck. He pulled her the last inch forward until their bodies met skin-to-skin, heat against heat.

The contact jolted through her. His cock twitched against her stomach as blood rushed in, swelling it thicker, longer, lifting it slowly until the head nudged just under her breasts. Kate exhaled sharply against his mouth, the feel of him hardening fully in the space between them was like a promise she’d waited twenty-four years to collect.

Their kiss reignited — deep, messy, tongues sliding together as her hand drifted down between their bodies. Her fingers wrapped around him instinctively, her palm barely closing around the girth. She stroked once, slow and deliberate, feeling the veins pulse under her grip, the weight of him shifting as he grew even fuller in her hand. A low groan rumbled from his chest into her mouth; she returned it, stroking again, marveling at how perfectly her memory matched reality — bigger than any other man she’d touched since, impossible to forget.

She broke the kiss just enough to look down between them, watching her own delicate hand move — fingers wrapped around thick, veined flesh, her wedding ring catching the low light and winking faintly as she slid from base to tip, coaxing him fully erect. The sight made her inner walls clench.

God, it’s still the same. Still too much. Still exactly what I need.

Before he could take control again, Kate pressed both hands to his chest — firm, decisive — and pushed. Jax let himself be moved, stepping back and dropping down onto the edge of the low bed, knees spreading slightly.

Kate followed without pause. She sank to her knees between his thighs, the carpet rough against her skin, but she barely noticed. Her hands returned to his cock — wrapping around the base of him.

Her lips parted around the head first, tongue swirling slow circles, tasting salt and skin. She took him deeper inch by inch, the stretch of her jaw reminding her how long it had been since she’d done this with someone this size.

Jax stayed propped on his elbows, eyes on hers, head tipped back slightly, a low rumble of approval vibrating through his chest. No grip in her hair. No thrust up into her mouth. Just the slow flex of his hips in response to her rhythm, letting her set the pace, savoring every slide of her tongue along the underside, every flick of her tongue.

Kate eased him out of her mouth, lips shining. She tilted her head sideways, eyes on his, fingers wrapping tighter around the thick base to hold him steady, and ran her tongue slowly up the full length of the underside—long, deliberate strokes from root to tip, tracing every pulsing vein.

A current of energy connected them—sharing a wordless thought in perfect sync: This is going to be so fucking good—their anticipation humming like live wire. She held his gaze as she licked again, slower, tongue flat and firm, dragging up the sensitive ridge.

His pupils flared, breath catching in the same rhythm as hers, the promise of what was coming building brighter and hotter with every shared second of eye contact.

No words spoken. The energy said everything.

His gaze shifted to the diamond on her finger—bigger, brighter than anything he could ever afford to put there.

The thought should have bruised his ego.

Instead, it fed it.

Because he was about to fuck the wife of the man who bought it.

Without a word he reached down, fingers curling under her arms, and pulled her up in one smooth, strong motion.

Kate rose with him, knees sliding off the carpet, body following his pull like gravity had reversed. He scooted back on the bed as he lifted her, settling against the pillows so she straddled his hips. She braced her hands on his chest for balance, feeling the steady thud of his heart under her palms, the heat rolling off him in waves.

For a moment they just stayed like that—her thighs framing his waist, his cock thick and slick from her mouth now lying hard against his stomach. She reached down with both hands, fingers wrapping around him again, stroking slowly from base to tip while her eyes stayed locked on his. Jax’s breath hitched in time with her rhythm; his eyes dark and fixed on her face. She could feel every inch of him in her hand—the weight, the heat, the subtle pulse under her palm—as she worked him with steady, deliberate pulls, thumb gliding over the slick head on each upstroke.

Then he flexed his hips once, upward—a single, strong buck that lifted her slightly off his thighs. She rose naturally with the motion, knees bracing higher, creating space between them. Kate guided the broad head of his cock to her entrance. The tip nudged her folds, parting them slightly, where she was incredibly slick and ready.

She held his gaze the whole time, breath shallow and matching his. No rush. No words. Just the slow, deliberate alignment—her hips hovering, the head kissing her opening, the promise of that first stretch hanging electric between them.

Then she sank down.

The head breached her and Kate’s breath caught sharp, lips parting on a silent gasp as the familiar stretch bloomed—intense, white hot, overwhelming, exactly as her body remembered. She steadied herself, stopping with him just inside her for a few moments while she adjusted, then slowly, inch by inch she took him, walls fluttering and yielding around his thickness, the fullness pressing deeper and deeper until her ass settled flush against his balls and he was buried to the hilt.

A low, broken moan escaped her. Her inner muscles clenched involuntarily around him, greedy and adjusting all at once. Jax groaned beneath her, the sound vibrating through her core, his hands on her hips—not pulling, just anchoring—as they both felt every pulsing inch of their connection.

For a suspended second they stayed still—eyes locked, the current between them now a crackling, live wire.

Then she started to move.

Jax groaned low, the sound vibrating through her. “Fuck Kat… still so tight.”

Slow rolls at first—hips circling, grinding down so he hit every spot inside her. Each lift and drop dragged him along her walls, the friction building fast. Jax’s hands slid up her sides, thumbs brushing the undersides of her breasts, then cupping them fully, fingers rolling her nipples as she rode him.

The pace built. She braced her hands on his chest, using the leverage to lift higher, sink deeper. The wet sounds of their bodies joining filled the room—skin on skin, slick and rhythmic. Jax met her thrusts now, hips pushing up to meet her on the downstroke, driving himself deeper each time.

Kate’s moans turned sharper, breathier. The pressure coiled low and tight, her clit grinding against his pubic bone with every roll. She could feel the orgasm building already—too fast, too strong—her body responding to him like it had never learned anything else.

“Oh my god…” she gasped, the words spilling out on a shaky breath. “Oh my god… oh fuck yes—”

Jax’s hands gripped her ass, spreading her slightly, pulling her down harder onto him. “Come on, Kat,” he rasped, voice rough. “Let it go.”

She did.

The climax hit like a wave breaking—her walls clamping down around him in hard, rhythmic pulses, a cry tearing from her throat as pleasure ripped through her. Jax kept thrusting up through it, drawing it out, making her shake on top of him until the aftershocks left her trembling and spent.

He wasn’t done.

In one fluid roll he flipped them—keeping himself buried deep inside her—until she was on her back beneath him, legs high in the air. The shift in position drove him even deeper for a heartbeat; Kate gasped, nails raking down his back as her body arched up to meet the new angle.

He braced on his forearms, caging her without crushing, eyes locked on hers in the dim light. Then he started to move again—slow at first, rotating his hips, deliberate withdrawals almost to the tip before sinking back in with controlled power. Each thrust hit that deepest spot inside her perfectly, the thick head dragging along her front wall, the stretch renewing with every stroke. Kate’s breath hitched on every downstroke, her hips lifting to chase him.

The rhythm built steadily—harder, faster—bed creaking under them, skin slapping wetly. Jax’s mouth found her neck, teeth grazing the sensitive skin just below her ear, then sucking hard enough to leave a mark. Her breath came in quick, breathy waves—“huh..hah..huh..hah..huh..hah”—each gasp rising then dipping in pitch, each faster than the last. The sound spilled out of her unbidden, high and needy, her body responding to him fully.

“Ooohh Fuuuck… Jaaaax…” Her voice broke on his name, half plea, half surrender.

He growled against her skin, pace turning relentless—deep, pounding strokes that made her breasts bounce with every impact. The coil tightened low in her belly, tighter than before, her thighs trembling around his hips.

“Come for me Kat,” he rasped, voice gravel-rough. “I want to feel it.”

Her second climax crashed harder—walls clamping down in violent, rhythmic spasms, milking him as she cried out. Pleasure rippled through her in blinding waves; her vision blurred at the edges, thighs shaking uncontrollably.

Jax kept driving into her through the spasms, thrusts turning erratic as her pulsing grip dragged him right to the edge. His breath came in harsh bursts against her neck, body tensing above her like a coiled spring.

Kate sensed the shift in him—the tightening, the ragged edge of his control slipping—and something primal unlocked inside her.

She was his in this moment—open, full, reclaimed by the thick alpha cock that had laid down circuits in her brain at eighteen that never went away.

Kate spread her thighs wider, knees drawing back, hips tilting up in total surrender to take every thick inch deeper, opening her body completely for him.

Come for me, she thought, the words silent but fierce. Take me. Fill me.

Then he buried himself deep—one final, grinding snap of his hips—and came with a low, ragged “ahhhh…hhhhh… fuckkkk Kaaaat…” that started as a growl in his throat and broke open into her name, long and wrecked, vibrating through her chest. His hot pulses flooded her, thick and endless, each spurt making her oversensitive walls flutter again around him. He ground slow circles as he emptied himself inside her, hips rolling in lazy, possessive rhythm, drawing out the last shivers from both of them.

His arms gave out and he collapsed onto her, breathless, face buried in the curve of her neck, his full weight pinning her to the mattress. Trapped beneath the heavy, hot press of his body, she felt deliciously helpless. Sweat sealed them together; their hearts pounding in sync. For long seconds neither moved—only the slow rise and fall of his chest, faint aftershocks twitching through him, her feeling the drip of their mingled release where they were still joined.

He finally lifted up just enough to look at her. A small, crooked smile tugged one corner of his mouth as he brushed a damp strand of hair from her temple with surprising gentleness.

Jax rolled to the side, pulling her with him so she ended up half-draped across his chest, leg thrown over his hip, his softening cock still nestled against her thigh. One arm came around her waist, hand splaying possessively across the small of her back.

“Still my Kat,” he murmured, voice rough from exertion. “Still perfect.”

She didn’t answer right away. Couldn’t. Her body hummed, heavy and loose, every muscle liquid with release. The mark on her neck throbbed faintly. Between her thighs she felt the slow leak of him starting to slip out, warm and sticky, mingling with her own wetness on the sheets.

No regret crashed in. No panic. Just the slow, heavy drag of satisfaction settling into her bones like warm honey—every muscle loose, every nerve singing, the kind of sated that made thinking feel distant and unnecessary.

“I love the way you fuck me,” were Kate’s whispered last words of the night.

She let her eyes drift closed, lashes fluttering against his skin. Exhaustion tugged at her like a tide—deep, inevitable. She let it pull her under without fighting.

The last thing she registered before sleep claimed her was the steady thump of his heart under her cheek, the slow rise and fall of his chest lifting her gently, and the certainty that right now, in this moment, her body felt exactly where it belonged.


Chapter Twelve - Reckoning

Kate surfaced slowly, the way you do when sleep has been deep and dreamless, like being pulled up through dark water.

Her eyelids felt heavy, glued at the corners. She blinked once, twice. The room came into focus in fragments: Morning light leaking through half-closed blinds; dark rumpled sheets tangled around her bare legs. No headboard. No clock.

Where the hell am I?

She sat up too fast. The room tilted for a second. A sharp pain arced through her head, and a dull ache bloomed between her thighs.

Oh God.

The memories arrived in a rush, like a deck of cards spilling across the floor.

The party. Vanessa’s laugh too loud. Whiskey. The joint passed casually. Jax’s eyes finding her across the room like they’d never stopped looking. His hand on her guiding her through the crowd. The ride in his truck. His apartment. The hallway. The bedroom. His mouth and hands on her. That irrestistible stretch—burning, opening, filling her until thought disappeared. Riding him. Under him. Coming so hard she saw stars. Him flooding her, grinding deep while he groaned her old name into her skin.

She clapped a hand over her mouth.

I slept here.

At Jax’s.

Her pulse spiked. She scanned the room for a clock—nothing.

Sunlight slanted through the blinds, high and unforgiving.

Shit. It was late. After eight. Maybe nine.

Ethan would have texted. Ethan would have called. Ethan—

She swung her legs over the side of the bed. The motion made her wince; she was sore in places she hadn’t been in years. Between her thighs, she felt it—sticky, undeniable. Real.

Her clothes were scattered, not all in one place. Jeans and panties lay crumpled near the foot of the bed. One boot had been kicked toward the corner, the other nowhere in sight. She didn’t see her top or bra. They must be in the living room.

Kate stood, unsteady, and stepped into her panties first. Black lace, wrinkled and faintly damp. The fabric clung uncomfortably; she ignored it. Jeans next, denim rasping against tender skin as she yanked them up and buttoned them with fingers that didn’t quite want to cooperate.

She paused there, trying to calm herself, the morning air cool against her skin.

After a moment, she grabbed her boots, padded to the bedroom door, and cracked it open, listening.

Quiet.

Then—a soft clink. Ceramic on wood. Someone moving.

Her heart thudded as she stepped into the hallway.

Jax was stretched out on the sectional, scrolling on his phone. Gray sweatpants low on his hips. Nothing else. A white mug steamed in his hand.

He looked up when he saw her. Calm. No surprise. No guilt.

“His eyes traveled over her—topless, wild hair, bare feet—then returned to her face. “Coffee’s fresh if you want some.”

Kate stood frozen.

They’d fucked.

She’d slept here.

She hadn’t texted Ethan.

And Jax was drinking coffee like it was Sunday morning and none of that mattered.

Her mouth opened. Closed.

Jax’s half-smile tugged at his mouth. “Rough night?”

The words landed like a tap on a bruise.

I fucked up.

Badly.

The thought hit clean and cold. Just fact.

She should have texted. Could have texted. I’m safe. I’m staying out. We’ll talk tomorrow.

Anything.

Instead, she’d let Jax take the phone from her. Let the moment win. Let bourbon and buzz and Jax’s hand on her hip carry her straight into his bed—and now it was daylight.

She needed to get home.

She needed to text him. Right now.

She scooped up her bra and top from the floor, pulled them on without thinking, then reached for her jacket and fumbled for her phone.

The screen lit up: 8:47 a.m. Three missed calls. One voicemail. A string of texts starting at 12:15 a.m.

Her throat tightened. She didn’t open them. Not here.

She sank onto the far end of the sectional, knees pulled in, phone clutched in both hands. Her thumbs hovered, shaking.

Jax stood, unhurried, went to the kitchen island. She heard the coffee pot gurgle. He came back and set a mug on the table in front of her. Steam curled up between them.

“You look like you need that.”

She didn’t touch it.

She typed. Deleted. Typed again.

–Hey baby, I’m so sorry… I should have texted. I’m okay.–

She hit send before she could overthink it.

Silence.

She stared at the screen, waiting. Dreading.

Jax sat beside her—not crowding, just close enough that she felt the shift of the cushions, the warmth of him. He brushed a strand of hair from her face. She flinched without meaning to.

He let his hand drop without comment. His eyes flicked to her phone, then back to her face. He didn’t ask what she was doing. He already knew.

The three dots appeared under Ethan’s name.

Kate’s stomach dropped.

They danced. Stopped. Danced again.

She held her breath.

Then the message landed.

–What the actual fuck Kate! Where are you?–

No greeting. No buffer. Just raw hurt and anger.

Her throat closed. She stared at the screen, thumb hovering.

She could lie. Say she was at Vanessa’s. Say she’d crashed there, say the night got away from her, say anything.

But the lies stuck in her chest like broken glass.

Their marriage was built on communication and trust. More untruth felt… unbearable.

She typed.

–I’m at Jax’s–

Sent.

The reply was instant.

–At Jax’s–

Just that. Two words. Flat. Devastating.

She waited, pulse roaring in her ears.

Another message.

–We’ll talk when you get home.–

No exclamation point. No question mark. Just a period at the end, like a door closing.

Kate let the phone drop into her lap. Her hands were ice. Her chest felt hollowed out.

Jax sat beside her. Just watching, calm, like he’d seen this exact scene play out before and knew exactly how it ended.

She stared at the coffee mug he’d set in front of her. Steam still rising, untouched.

She didn’t reach for it.

She didn’t move at all.

She just sat there, phone dark in her lap, dread pooling cold and heavy in her gut, knowing the reckoning was waiting for her at home.

Jax waited another few moments—then he shifted, angling his body toward hers.

“That was good last night,” he said, voice low and even. “Really good. Felt like old times, but… better.”

Kate didn’t look up. Her fingers tightened around the edges of her phone.

He continued, undeterred.

“I liked waking up with you here. Didn’t expect that part. But I liked it.”

A small pause. She could feel the weight of his attention on the side of her face.

“When can I see you again, Kat?”

Kate finally lifted her eyes to his.

His expression was steady. Open. Neither pressing nor retreating. Just waiting, like he knew the answer would come.

She shook her head once—small, decisive.

“I can’t… I can’t do this right now.”

Her voice came out tighter than she meant it to. Not angry. Not cold. Just tired. Raw.

Jax didn’t flinch. He simply nodded once, slow, like he’d anticipated exactly this.

“I get it,” he said. “You’ve got shit to handle.”

She swallowed. “Yeah.”

“I need to go,” she said, slipping her boots on, grabbing her jacket and heading for the door.

Jax rose too—slow, fluid, and stepped closer.

“One thing,” he said low. “Last night was good. You felt it too, right?”

Kate’s throat tightened. The low ache between her legs answered first—still tender, still remembering.

“Yeah… I felt it.”

Jax nodded once, satisfied.

“Good. I’ll be here when you’re ready.”

Kate exhaled. Enough.

She turned for the door, then stopped short.

“Fuck,” she muttered. “My car’s still at the party house. I need a ride.”

Jax didn’t miss a beat.

“Sure, no problem.”

He stepped into the jeans he’d worn last night, pulled on a sweatshirt, and snagged his keys from the kitchen counter.

Kate waited by the door, arms crossed, phone heavy in her pocket.

The morning air was crisp, the complex still except for the distant hum of traffic. Jax opened the passenger door for her then climbed in and started the engine.

The drive was short, maybe ten minutes. No radio. No small talk. Just the low rumble of the tires and the occasional tick of the blinker. Kate stared out the window, dread coiling tighter with every block closer to her car.

Jax pulled into the party house driveway. Her car sat alone now, dew beading on the hood, looking abandoned and obvious like an admission of guilt in the daylight.

Kate reached for the door handle.

Jax’s hand caught her other wrist—light, not restraining.

“Wait.”

She turned back. He was leaning towards her.

“One more kiss,” he murmured. “For the road.”

Kate hesitated. Ethan’s text burned in her pocket, dread twisting harder. She needed to get home. Needed to face whatever was waiting.

But she didn’t pull away.

She gave the smallest nod.

Jax closed the distance. Slow. Warm. Just lips brushing lips, lingering maybe three seconds. No tongue, no pressure. Just the gentle press and pull that sent another swirl of heat through her—the same spark that had caught fire last night and was still smoldering under her skin.

She broke it first, with a small pull back.

“Jax, I have to go,” she said, voice thin.

He let her go, eased back into his seat.

Then she was out, shutting the truck door with a thud. She didn’t look back as she walked to her car, unlocked it, slid inside.

Jax watched her pull out of the driveway and disappear down the street.



Kate walked through the front door feeling exactly like she looked: a wreck.

Hair tangled and wild from the night before, mascara smudged, lips bare, clothes wrinkled and carrying the unmistakable mix of smoke, bourbon, and sex. She didn’t try to hide it. There was no point.

Ethan was already in the living room, standing near the couch when she came in. He looked at her—really looked—and for a second his face was unreadable, while he processed the state of her.

He didn’t speak right away.

Kate stopped just inside the doorway, arms wrapped around herself, eyes on the floor for a beat before she lifted them to meet his.

“I really need a shower. Before we talk. Is that ok?” Her voice was small, hoarse. Not pleading exactly—just exhausted.

Ethan studied her another long second. The hurt was already there, carved deep, but he didn’t lash out. He gave one slow nod.

“Yeah,” he said quietly. “Go.”

She exhaled, the sound shaky, and headed straight upstairs without another word.

Upstairs, Kate stepped into the shower and let the warm water cascade over her. She closed her eyes and tilted her face into the stream, feeling the heat loosen the tight muscles in her neck and shoulders first, then travel slowly down her spine. She stood there a long minute just breathing—steam filling her lungs, the steady drum of water against tile drowning out everything else for a little while.

When she finally came back down, she looked and felt more like herself again: damp hair combed straight back, clean leggings and a soft gray sweatshirt, no makeup. But the shower hadn’t erased the way she walked—still tender, still careful—or the weight in her expression.

She sat. He sat. The space between them felt painfully wide.

Ethan spoke first, voice low and controlled.

“Well?”

“I know,” Kate said quickly. “I fucked up.”

His voice snapped back harder than she expected.

“Oh no. You don’t get to rush past it.”

She stiffened. “What do you want me to say?”

Ethan didn’t answer right away.

“You went to Jax’s,” he said finally. “All night. Never thought to text me. Tell me you were alive.”

Kate didn’t look away. For a split second, she considered telling him she had started to. That she’d had the phone in her hand. That she’d been stopped.

She knew better.

“Yes. I’m sorry.”

“And you fucked.”

“Yes.”

Ethan’s jaw flexed, but he kept his voice steady—careful, precise, every word landing clean.

“And then you slept there with him. In his bed. Woke up next to him. Came home looking like that until you washed it off.”

“I know how it looks,” she said. “I can imagine what it feels like to you. I’m not going to pretend it was nothing.”

“Good. Because it wasn’t.” He exhaled through his nose.

“We’ve talked about this, Kate. No surprises. No disappearing. We stay in communication. And last night, again, you left me completely in the dark.”

“I didn’t drive drunk. I didn’t lie when I did text,” she said, the argument sounding thinner once it was out loud. “I told you exactly where I was. I could have said I was at Vanessa’s. I didn’t.”

Ethan’s jaw snapped tight. His voice rose, sharp now.

“That’s your defense? That you didn’t lie to me?”

He let out a harsh breath.

“That’s the bare minimum, Kate. That’s what you do after you’ve already crossed every line. Don’t sit there acting like telling the truth this morning cancels out the fact that you disappeared into another man’s—your first love’s—bed without a single word to me.”

She let that sit for a second.

“I know it doesn’t erase it. But it’s still truth. I didn’t hide what happened. That should count for something!”

He let out a short, bitter breath.

“Yeah. You’re very honest about the part that already happened. Convenient.”

The words stung. She didn’t snap back. She just sat there, convicted.

Ethan rubbed a hand over his mouth, then dropped it.

“And you went back to Jax. Jax! The asshole who cheated on you. Who treated you like you were disposable. And you let him have you again—because… why?”

Kate swallowed hard. “It was… the drinks. The weed. Him looking at me like he never stopped. It felt… familiar. And I just…didn’t stop it.”

Ethan leaned forward, elbows still braced on his knees, voice dropping lower, sharper.

“Familiar,” he repeated, the word flat and heavy. “That’s what you’re going with.”

“I’m not excusing it,” Kate said, her own voice starting to fray at the edges. “I’m explaining it. I was sloppy. Reckless. I let old wiring take over. But I came home. And I’m sitting here, telling you everything.”

Ethan’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean, ‘old wiring’?”

“I’m sorry,” she blurted, the words rushing out now, raw and defensive.

“It’s just—I think he changed me. I get around him and my body just responds. Being with him, Ethan…”

She swallowed hard, cheeks flushing.

“It’s like I shut off. Like I lose myself. I think I’m addicted or something.”

Ethan went very still.

“Addicted?” he said quietly. “Addicted to what?”

Kate’s face flushed. She couldn’t quite meet his eyes.

“You know…” she mumbled, sheepish, voice barely above a whisper.

Ethan stared at her for a long beat.

“What he does to you.”

It wasn’t a question. He said it flatly, like he was naming something that had been sitting between them all along.

Kate didn’t deny it. She just swallowed hard, eyes glassy now, the admission hanging between them like smoke.

Long silence.

Ethan’s jaw worked. Pain carved deeper lines around his mouth, but something else twisted in his gut at the same time—heat, unwanted, undeniable.

He rubbed a hand over his face, exhaled roughly, then looked at her again.

“Yeah,” he said finally, voice cracking just a little.

“I guess I get that.”

Kate blinked, startled.

He kept going, almost to himself.

“I’ve questioned my own wiring. Why I let us get into this at all. Why I get hard thinking about you with someone else. Why I love thinking about your wild nights before us. Why I want the details of your dates with other men. I guess we really can’t control the way we are wired.”

His confession was real, raw, and unguarded. For the first time since she’d walked in the door, the anger in his voice gave way to something closer to shared experience and understanding.

Kate stared at him, tears finally welling but not falling yet. She could not love this man more.

They sat there, the space between them still wide—but the silence felt different now. Softer.

Ethan stayed where he was, eyes locked on hers, the rawness of his own admission still hanging in the air between them.

Then he stood slowly, crossed to her, and dropped to his knees in front of her chair so they were eye-level. Kate’s breath caught.

He reached for her hands—gentle, careful—and she let him take them. Her fingers were cold; his were warm. He held on like he was anchoring them both.

Kate’s composure broke. Tears spilled over, silent at first, then faster. She leaned forward and wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him in.

Ethan’s arms came around her waist immediately, strong and steady, drawing her against his chest. She buried her face in the crook of his shoulder, breathing him in, and the sobs deepened, shaking her shoulders.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered against his neck, voice thick. “I’m so sorry I was unfair and that I hurt you. It won’t happen again.”

Ethan tightened his hold, one hand sliding up to cradle the back of her head, fingers threading through her still-damp hair.

“Shh,” he murmured, lips brushing her temple. “I hear you.”

She pulled back just enough to look at him, eyes red-rimmed, tears tracking down her cheeks.

“I’ll never see him again,” she said, the words fierce even through the crying. “I swear. I’ll cut him off completely.”

Ethan searched her face for a long second. Then he shook his head once—small, gentle.

“I didn’t say that. I know there are experiences you have out there—places I can’t take you—that matter to you. I don’t want to take that from you.”

“I just need to know where you are when it happens. That’s all.”

Kate’s lip trembled. She nodded, swallowing hard.

“I will,” she whispered. “I promise. No more surprises. No more disappearing. I’ll talk to you. Always.”

He brushed a thumb across her cheek, wiping away a tear, then leaned in and kissed her—slow, tender, tasting salt and relief. She kissed him back with the same relief and gratitude, hands sliding to frame his face like she was memorizing him all over again. When they parted, foreheads resting together, neither of them spoke for a minute. Just breathing. Just being close.

They sank onto the couch together, Kate curling into his side, his arm around her shoulders. The silence stretched again, but it wasn’t the sharp, brittle thing from before. It was softer now—exhausted, tender.

They sat there, hearts still pounding, held together by their love, and yet aware of the same contradiction neither of them was ready to name.

They both wanted her to see Jax again.

Their want was still there—persistent, wired deep in both of them. Neither said it out loud. They didn’t have to.

They stayed like that a long time—two people who loved each other fiercely, who had just cracked open the darkest parts of themselves and found the other still there.


Chapter Thirteen - Clarity

The wanting didn’t go away.

Twice in the next month, Kate returned to Jax—to his bed.

The first time, she’d arranged it like an actual date—drinks, live music, nothing fancy. Ethan helped her pick her outfit: dark jeans, soft gray blouse, the old leather jacket, tall heels.

He leaned in the doorway of the bedroom as she dressed, watching her hungrily, eyes steady.

“Gorgeous,” he said, voice rough at the edges.

She met his gaze in the dressing mirror with a small, knowing smile, already humming under her skin.

The second time, she walked into the living room late, when they would normally be settling in for some TV. Ethan was already on the couch, expecting her to join him.

She was dressed in tight, low-rise jeans and a simple t-shirt just short enough to reveal a bit of skin at her waist, her tallest five-inch heels lengthening her lines. Her hair was down and loose, light makeup, perfume fresh on her pulse points. She stood, just out of reach, and met his eyes.

“Jax called,” she said lightly. “He needs me tonight.”

She watched him swallow hard, watched his eyes widen. She stepped closer, let her fingers trail down the front of his shirt, stopping just shy of where he wanted them most before lifting away.

“He calls,” she added softly, eyes locked on his, “I answer.”

Ethan exhaled once, sharp. His hand caught her wrist, thumb brushing the inside where her pulse raced.

“Just like that?” he asked, voice low, thick with the obvious proof of how much the words affected him.

She didn’t answer with words. She leaned in and kissed him lightly—just long enough for him to kiss her back—then pulled away. She turned and walked down the hall without another word, the click of her heels fading, leaving him as breathless as if he’d been punched.

Each time Kate went to him, Jax took what he wanted. And she let him.

She let him take her past the point of control, past restraint, until the wanting burned down to embers and she could finally rest inside her own skin again. What she gave him, she gave freely and completely—and what he gave back left her softened, opened, and deeply settled.

She left loose-limbed and luminous, skin warm, thighs tender, the ache and the damp heat a private glow she carried home like something stolen and savored.

And both times, Ethan was waiting.

He got her back changed. Warmed through. Carrying the echo of something that wasn’t him—and wanting her like that, exactly like that.

There was a charge in the evidence, in pulling her in and breathing her, tasting her, in the way her body gave without resistance, loose and open in a way that made his pulse thud harder. He wanted the contrast, the knowing, the acceptance.

Taking her back was less about urgency than possession. About drawing her back into them, letting his hands and mouth and weight remind her where she belonged. She fit against him differently then—more pliant, more responsive—and he loved it, loved the way she melted into him and let him finish what had been started elsewhere.



A Friday night. After dinner at the casino, they laughed their way up the stairs to Jax’s apartment, tipsy and loose, bumping shoulders, fingers already finding familiar places. Inside, things happened the way they always did with them: shoes abandoned, clothes shed without ceremony, bodies pulled together by unavoidable chemistry.

There was no point in either of them pretending.

He gave her exactly what she came for. Played her body the way she wanted to be played—hard, confident, unapologetic. She met him fully, gave herself to him without hesitation, let herself be taken apart and put back together in that delicious, satisfying way that left her loose and glowing afterward.

Now she lay stretched across him, cheek on his chest, one leg thrown over his thigh. His breath was steady beneath her ear. One arm was tucked behind his head, the other draped lazily across her back, his hand resting low, proprietary but relaxed. Sweat cooled on their skin. The room felt heavy with that languid afterglow where nothing seems urgent and the rest of the world can simply wait.

For a moment, it was perfect.

Then he spoke.

“You know,” Jax said casually, staring up at the ceiling, “Vanessa told me what you and Ethan are into.”

Kate stilled.

She lifted her head just enough to look at him. “She did?”

Her mind flicked immediately to Vanessa. Fucking Vanessa—loose lips, always thinking she was being helpful when she was really just being reckless, or worse.

Kate felt a flash of irritation. She’d never told Jax. Never needed to.

She settled back against him, though the ease was already gone. “And?”

He shrugged, a small, dismissive motion. “I don’t get it.”

Kate’s brow creased. “You don’t get what?”

“That whole thing,” he said. “I’d never be that guy.”

She went still again.

“With me,” he continued, tone confident, almost reassuring, “you wouldn’t have to live that way.”

Wouldn’t have to.

His words landed sharp, condescending, completely unaware of how far off the mark he was. Kate felt heat rise, not arousal this time, but anger. Disbelief.

She pushed herself up onto her elbow, looking down at him now.

“Live what way?”

“You know,” he said, glancing at her like this was obvious. “Being shared. Letting other men—” He stopped himself, smirked. “I just don’t know what kind of man allows that.”

Allows.

Kate rolled off him and sat up, naked and defiant, her movements sharp now, controlled.

“Jax,” she said flatly, “You should shut up.”

He blinked, surprised. “I’m just saying—”

“No,” she cut in, turning to face him fully. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. At all.”

He propped himself up on one elbow, defensive now. “I didn’t mean—”

“I am literally here with you,” she said, voice steady but edged, “because I have an incredible husband. A man who knows me. Who trusts me. Who wants me to live my best life instead of shrinking it down to fit his ego.”

Jax scoffed softly. “Sure. Whatever. I just don’t get it.”

She laughed once, sharp and humorless.

“And yet, here you are. In bed with me. Which is it?”

He frowned. “Okay, I get it enough. You’re not getting everything you need at home, so you make accommodations. That’s fine.”

Kate stared at him for a long second, something in her expression cooling completely.

“No,” she said coldly. “You really don’t get it.”

Kate didn’t raise her voice. She didn’t need to.

She looked at him for a long second, really looked—at the body she’d known and craved since she was young, the physical gifts, the confidence, the way he’d always mistaken force for depth. And she also saw the lack of nuance, the selfishness, the assumption that the limits of his understanding were the limits of the world.

“Jax,” she said evenly, “you have an amazing body. An amazing cock. My body has always loved what you do to me.”

He stilled, a flicker of satisfaction crossing his face—then fading as she kept going.

“But Ethan,” she continued, calm now, almost gentle, “is an amazing man. An amazing husband.”

She shook her head once, small and certain.

“What you give me,” she said, meeting his eyes, “I enjoy. I even crave it sometimes. But I can live without it.”

She let that land.

“Him, I can’t. And I won’t.”

The room went very still.

Whatever confidence had been sitting in Jax’s chest drained out of him, replaced by something tighter, smaller. He opened his mouth, then closed it again, searching for a response that didn’t exist.

Kate didn’t wait.

She swung her legs off the bed and stood, gathering her clothes with calm, deliberate movements. No rush. No drama.

“We’re done.”

Jax sat up. “Kate, come on—”

She didn’t look at him. She pulled on her jeans, her t-shirt, reached for her heels.

“This,” she said, finally meeting his eyes, “was fun. But it’s over. You don’t get to rewrite my marriage to make yourself feel bigger.”

He opened his mouth. She was already turning away.

The door closed behind her with a final, unremarkable click.

And that was that.



Kate drove with the windows cracked, the night air cool against her skin, the hum of the highway steady beneath her hands.

She wasn’t buzzing anymore. Just… calm.

She thought about Ethan, and the way he grounded her life. Solid. Present. The way he watched her, not to own her, but to know her. The way he made space for her old self—Kat, reckless and hungry—without judgment or anger.

She knew she loved him. That was never in question.

She also knew something else now, just as clearly: her old wiring hadn’t gone away. It never would. The wanting, the openness, the way her body responded to certain men, certain energy—that was simply part of her.

Pretending otherwise had been her first mistake.

Letting it run the show had been the other.

Balance. That was the word that kept coming back.

She thought, briefly, of the men who had moved through that space with her. Damien’s simplicity. Marcus’s calm intensity. Charlie’s urgency and confidence.

Even Jax, in his way—pure appetite, pure chemistry, useful until he wasn’t.

There was no shortage out there. She smiled faintly at that. For a woman like her, there never would be.

But there were also men who didn’t see past their own reflection. Men who mistook access for entitlement, chemistry for depth.

Ethan’s face came to her then. The way he looked at her when she came back. The way he pulled her close, breathing her in, not despite where she’d been but because of it. The way he wanted her openness, her softness, her surrender—and trusted her to choose him afterward.

She didn’t resent that need in him, or judge him for it.

She welcomed it.

Yin and yang. Heat and ground. Wanting and home.

She realized then, he was never her leash. He was her tether. To home. To meaning. To everything she didn’t want to lose.

She saw now how casually she’d loosened her grip on that line, mistaking distance for independence, heat for clarity. She’d taken him for granted.

She wouldn’t do that again.

She needed him. Not as a safety net. As a partner. As the man who let her be whole without letting her fall apart.

She pulled in the garage, cut the engine, and sat for a moment in the dark, hands resting on the wheel.

Clarity, she realized, wasn’t about denying desire.

It was about channeling desire, not answering to it.

She opened the door and went inside.


Epilogue

Life settled back into its familiar rhythms.

Kate moved through her days with an ease that felt earned now—dry cleaning picked up on the way home, a fresh set of nails catching the light as she tapped her card at the salon, errands folded neatly into afternoons that no longer felt like placeholders for something missing.

She took pleasure in the small rituals, and they didn’t chafe the way they once had. They belonged to her again.

At home, things were easy, warm, and comfortable in the best way. Dinner together most nights. Cocktails shared while something roasted in the oven. Laughter, touches that didn’t have to go anywhere, and sparks that often did.

They hadn’t talked about it directly, and Ethan hadn’t pressed. He noticed Jax fade from the picture and took it for what it was, Kate’s choice.

For her part, Kate had learned something important about herself. She liked being re-integrated with the carefree woman she’d once been, the one beneath the wife.

She liked the freedom she’d unlocked, the permission to want and get what she wanted without shame.

But she didn’t like being untethered.

One night, they lay curled together on the couch. The dishes were done. The lights dimmed low. Ethan’s arm rested over her shoulders, her thigh draped over his leg, their bodies settling together with the unconscious ease of people who had shared the same space for so long they no longer remembered where one ended and the other began.

Her phone buzzed softly on the coffee table.

Kate picked it up, glanced at it, and smiled.

“What?” Ethan asked, leaning in to see.

She turned the screen toward him.

—Hey stranger—

Marcus.

Ethan read it. Then his gaze lifted back to hers, one eyebrow rising just slightly.

Kate held his eyes for a beat. Her smile didn’t fade. It deepened—steady, a bit hungry, Kat.

That was her answer.

Kate set the phone back down, screen dark again, and tucked herself closer into Ethan’s side. His arm tightened around her automatically, warm and sure.
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