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  Chapter one
Chapter 1


Ethan watched Evelyn adjust the wine glasses on the table for the fifth time. 
“They’re perfect, Ev.”
She stepped back, tilted her head, then moved one glass a quarter-inch to the left. The candlelight caught the crystal, throwing fractured rainbows across the white tablecloth. Outside, snow gathered on the window ledges in thick drifts.
“Connor won’t care if the glasses are symmetrical,” Ethan said.
“I care.”
He crossed the dining room and slipped his arms around her waist from behind. She smelled like vanilla and the rosemary she’d been chopping for the roast. Her body tensed, just for a moment, before she relaxed against him.
“When’s the last time we had people over?”
“Three weeks. The Hendersons.”
“Right.” He’d forgotten the Hendersons entirely. Another couple from the bank, another evening of polite conversation about mortgage rates and school districts. “This’ll be different. Connor’s... well, you’ll see.”
Evelyn turned in his arms. “See what?”
“He’s not like the people we usually...he’s fun. You’ll like him.”
Her expression suggested otherwise, but she kissed his cheek and returned to the kitchen. Ethan loosened his tie and poured himself a scotch, neat. The house looked immaculate. It always did. White walls, gray furniture, everything in its designated place. Sometimes he missed the chaos of his college apartment, the beer-stained futon, the freedom of not giving a damn.
The doorbell rang at seven sharp.
Connor stood on the porch with snow melting in his dark hair and a bottle of something expensive cradled under one arm. He’d aged well...better than Ethan, probably. The lines around his eyes suggested laughter rather than stress, and he wore his leather jacket like he’d just stepped off a motorcycle, though Ethan knew he’d driven a rental sedan.
“Ethan fucking Price.” Connor pulled him into a rough embrace that smelled like cologne and winter air. “Look at you. Suburban dad material.”
“Not a dad yet.”
“But thinking about it, I bet.” Connor stepped inside, tracking snow across Evelyn’s pristine hardwood. “Where’s the wife?”
As if summoned, Evelyn emerged from the kitchen with her hostess smile fixed firmly in place. She’d changed into a navy dress that hit just above her knees. Conservative, elegant and perfect. Her blonde hair fell in soft waves past her shoulders.
“You must be Connor.” She extended her hand.
Connor took it, but instead of shaking, he raised it to his lips. “And you must be the reason Ethan abandoned us all for domestic bliss.”
Pink bloomed across her cheeks. She withdrew her hand and gestured toward the dining room.
“Dinner’s almost ready. Can I get you something to drink?”
“Whatever you’re pouring, beautiful.”
Ethan caught the slight tightening around Evelyn’s mouth. She hated being called beautiful by strangers. She said it felt presumptuous, reductive. But she said nothing, just disappeared into the kitchen with her spine straight and her shoulders squared.
Connor whistled low. “Damn, Price. You married up.”
“Don’t.”
“Don’t what?”
“That thing you do. The charm offensive.”
Connor dropped onto the couch and stretched his arms across the back. “Relax. I’m just being friendly.”
Evelyn returned with a scotch and placed it on a coaster in front of Connor. Their fingers brushed during the exchange. Something flickered across her face. Irritation, maybe, or something else Ethan hadn’t seen before.
“Dinner in ten minutes,” she said, and retreated once more.
Connor watched her go, then raised his glass.
“To old friends.”
Ethan clinked glasses, but the scotch tasted bitter on his tongue.
Dinner started smoothly enough. Evelyn served the roast from an elegant white platter. Sliced beef arranged in perfect fans, roasted vegetables glistening with olive oil, everything plated like a magazine spread. Connor made appreciative noises that seemed genuine, though Ethan could see his old friend was performing somehow, playing a role.
“This is incredible, Evelyn.” Connor cut into his meat. “Ethan always said he’d marry someone who could cook, but I figured he was setting himself up for disappointment.”
“I enjoy cooking.” Evelyn’s fork paused halfway to her mouth. “It’s relaxing.”
“Control thing?”
Ethan stifled a gasp as he watched Connor staring Evelyn down. That was such a typical, dickhead move from him.
He’d thought that maybe the ten years that had passed since college had smoothed some of Connor’s rougher edges. That he could be trusted to behave at a dinner with his wife.
Apparently not.
The question hung in the air.
Ethan shifted in his seat, ready to redirect, but Evelyn surprised him with a laugh. Small, but real.
“Maybe. Is that so wrong?”
“Not wrong. Just interesting.” Connor leaned back, wine glass dangling from his fingers. “Most people I know order takeout and call it a night.”
“We’re not most people.”
“Clearly.”
The conversation drifted to safer territory. Ethan’s promotion, Connor’s financial consulting work that kept him traveling, the bitter winter weather. But Ethan noticed things. The way Connor’s attention kept sliding back to Evelyn. How she’d started meeting his gaze instead of looking away. Small shifts in the evening’s rhythm that set his nerves on edge.
As the wine started stripping inhibitions, talk moved towards the past, their college days.
“Remember that bar in Boston?” Connor refilled his wine without asking. “The one with the mechanical bull?”
Ethan groaned. “Don’t.”
“He lasted maybe eight seconds before he face-planted into the mats.” Connor grinned at Evelyn. “Told everyone he threw his back out, but really he was just embarrassed as hell.”
“I did throw my back out.”
“From embarrassment.“ Connor turned his attention fully to Evelyn. “He was trying to impress this girl. Redhead. What was her name?”
“I don’t remember.”
“Liar. Sarah something. She went home with the bartender instead.”
Evelyn’s lips twitched. “Did you try to impress girls with mechanical bulls too?” she asked.
Ethan stared at her. There was something weird going on with her. It was like she was trying to match Connor’s energy and intensity. Like she wanted to prove she could push back against it.
“Didn’t have to try. I just bought them drinks and let Ethan provide the entertainment.”
“Ass.” But Ethan smiled despite himself, pulled back into memories of late nights and bad decisions, when consequences felt distant and freedom tasted like cheap beer.
Connor caught his eye across the table, and for a moment they were those people again. Young and stupid and invincible.
The glint in Connor’s eye sent an electric shock tearing down Ethan’s spine. He remembered that look. He remembered what it meant. Connor was looking for some danger.
Then Evelyn stood to clear the plates, and the spell broke.
“I’ll help.” Connor grabbed his plate before she could take it.
“That’s really not necessary,” she said, smiling tightly.
“I insist.”
They disappeared into the kitchen together. Ethan sat alone at the dining table, listening to the murmur of their voices, the clink of dishes, Evelyn’s rare genuine laughter. The sound unsettled him more than it should.
A part of him wished he’d never invited Connor over. They should have gone to a restaurant. But Evelyn enjoyed hosting so much and cooking even more. He should have thought of this. He should have remembered who Connor was.
He drained his wine and poured another glass.
When they returned, Connor’s hand rested briefly on the small of Evelyn’s back as he guided her through the doorway. She didn’t pull away. Didn’t acknowledge it either, just moved to her seat and smoothed her napkin across her lap.
“Connor was telling me about Portugal,” she said. “It sounds beautiful.”
“It is. You two should visit sometime. I know people there.”
“We’ve been talking about a vacation.” Ethan reached for Evelyn’s hand across the table. Her fingers curled around his, warm and familiar, but her eyes stayed on Connor.
“Portugal might be nice,” she said. She caught Ethan’s eyes and a slight smile flashed across her mouth. Then she stood. “Excuse me for just a moment.” Her heels clicked down the hallway toward the bathroom. The door closed with a soft click.
Connor’s entire demeanour shifted the moment she was gone. He sprawled back in his chair, legs spread wide, and that old fraternity grin spread across his face. The one that used to precede terrible ideas.
“So.” He swirled his wine. “You put it in her dumper yet?”
Ethan choked on his drink. “Jesus Christ, Connor.”
“What? It’s a valid question. She’s got that uptight thing going. Those are always the freaks in bed.”
“Fuck off.” But Ethan laughed despite himself, that old reflex kicking in. How many times had they had conversations like this, sprawled on beer-stained couches, rating girls like they were grading papers?
“Come on.” Connor leaned forward, elbows on the table. “Missionary with the lights off? Or does she surprise you?”
“I’m not talking about this.”
“That’s a yes to missionary.” Connor’s eyes gleamed with something that wasn’t quite humor. Something sharper and more predatory. “Shame. Ass like that, you should be…”
“Drop it.”
But Connor didn’t drop it. Never did, back in college either.
Ethan remembered the parade of women through Connor’s dorm room, the sounds through thin walls, the stories told over breakfast with disgusting detail. There’d been rumours. Whispers in locker rooms about Connor’s size and what he could do with it.
Ethan had always written it off as exaggeration, but he’d caught glimpses in shared showers after games. Enough to wonder.
Connor watched him think, read every thought that crossed his face. That grin widened.
“Remember that brunette sophomore year? The one from your Econ class?”
“Which one?”
“Exactly.” Connor’s laugh came low and rough. “The one who couldn’t walk straight after. What was her name? Amanda? No, Amber. I kicked you out when she came to my room at like two in the morning, crying about her boyfriend. By three she was bent over my desk taking every inch.”
The image hit Ethan before he could stop it. Connor’s hands gripping pale hips, the rhythmic slam of furniture against wall, muffled cries that turned to screams.
He hadn’t seen it. But the vision was so incredibly vivid. He felt his cock twitch.
“She transferred schools after that semester,” Connor continued. “Couldn’t look at me in class without turning red.”
Ethan’s mouth had gone dry. “Why are you telling me this?”
“Because I’ve been watching your wife since the moment I got here.” Connor’s voice dropped lower. “The way she holds herself. All that control, all that perfection. She’s dying for someone to wreck her.”
Jealous anger welled up from the pit of Ethan’s stomach and he had to grip the table to keep from lashing out. “I thought you would have grown up by now.”
“Hey, hey!” Connor said, raising a hand. “Don’t take it personally, buddy. I’m just fucking around.” He laughed like it was no big deal.
Ethan let out a breath and, with it, some of the rage bubbling inside him. He shook his head.
“Hey,” Connor said. “I didn’t mean to get your goat, man. I’m serious. I can’t help it. Girl’s like that drive me crazy. Is she always like that or just around strangers?”
“Always like what?” Ethan growled, casting him a sideways glance.
Connor sat up straight in his chair and mimicked Evelyn’s posture as she ate, wielding an invisible fork and knife above an invisible plate and making a cutting motion.
Ethan snorted a small laugh. It may have been crass but it wasn’t wrong.
“That’s better,” Connor said. “Now tell me I can tap that ass.”
Ethan’s eyes bugged and his jaw dropped. “You’re out of your fucking mind,” he said.
“Am I?” Connor’s gaze stayed level, unflinching. “I could do it, you know. Bed her. If you let me. I’d fucking do it no problem.”
Suddenly Ethan’s pulse hammered in his throat, in his wrists and behind his eyes. He should stand up. Throw Connor out into the snow. End this dinner, this friendship, this whole fucked-up conversation.
Instead he sat frozen, wine glass sweating in his grip. “That’s my fucking wife you’re talking about.”
“I know.” Connor’s smile never wavered. “That’s what makes it interesting.”
Interesting.
The outrage should have stayed. Should have grown until Ethan’s fist connected with Connor’s jaw and sent him sprawling across the hardwood.
But it didn’t.
Instead, something else crept in. Something dark and curious that whispered in the back of his mind. The image of Connor with that brunette, Amber, flickered again. Then morphed. Blonde hair instead of brown. Navy dress hiked up around pale thighs. Evelyn’s face twisted in pleasure, in abandon, in ways Ethan hadn’t ever seen.
His cock thickened against his zipper.
What the fuck was happening?
Connor watched him wrestle with it, reading every micro-expression like he’d always been able to. That shark’s grin never wavered.
“You’re thinking about it,” Connor said.
“I’m not.”
“Liar.”
Ethan drained his wine. The alcohol burned down his throat but
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