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Author’s Note

This novella contains very dark subjects which may be triggering, and a full list of warnings is available on the author’s website. 

Reader discretion is advised.
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Chapter One
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Maria wandered across the lobby, each step graceful yet always on the verge of tripping. Her hand was wrapped around a drink, her third or fourth based on the gentle sway serpentining through her body. 

Henry watched transfixed as her lithe form approached the reception desk. She leaned against the wooden surface, a drop of condensation trickling down her forearm and pooling against the desk, where her elbow was crushed bloodless. 

Henry pretended to straighten a stack of papers Jenny had left on one of the shelves, though they had already been arranged with Jenny’s characteristic fastidiousness. Henry did not always grasp her organizational structure at a glance, as it was so rarely alphabetical. Yet, when it was understood, there was a beauty to it that he found himself envying. 

Henry flicked through the papers, almost recreationally searching for the pattern, but he would steal a glance at Maria in those moments when he sensed he was unobserved. The top two buttons of her dress had come undone, and there was an anemic blush spreading across her ample bosom. The faint, drained, pinkish flush would have gone undetected, were it not for the training Henry’s eye had undergone over the year he had already spent in the hotel’s employ. 

Henry reckoned he knew every freckle and every line which graced the woman’s body. Her heavy drinking made her unaware of his lustful study, or at least this is what Henry told himself when his gaze stretched minutes beyond what was safe. 

Jenny returned to the lobby, carrying a cocktail napkin, which she set on the desk next to Maria. She could never meet Maria’s eye during moments of the older woman’s intoxication, and Jenny skirted the desk and slipped into the backroom, disappearing just as quickly as she had arrived.

Henry had once wondered why Alan seemed so unfazed by his wife’s far too public drinking in his hotel, but these days Henry felt a little surer of the reason. Alan seemed to regard his wife as decoration, no more conscious than the bronze statue of Minerva which stood silent and proud at the opposite end of the lobby. 

It seemed an apt comparison to Henry. Beneath the polished, heartbreakingly beautiful façade lurked an immeasurable depth of wisdom and cunning. Behind Maria’s stilled tongue lay a mind she’d silenced for the sake of the trinkets around her. Every afternoon she began the laborious process of drugging herself into submission, becoming nothing more than mildly interesting décor. 

She leaned forward, and the fabric of her dress fell slightly more open, offering a coveted view of her round breasts. Henry could feel his blood rising, and his breathing becoming strained. He left his idle study of the papers in front of him, to instead grip the edge of the reception desk. His mind flooded, by this point involuntarily, with images of what he would do if given half the chance. He would use his body to make her feel loved, to show her every ounce of the devotion she had inspired in him from the moment of their first meeting. 

He had long since given his imagination free rein, picturing again and again every hidden curve of her body, imagining what her long, raven-black hair would look like wrapped three times around his fist. He had spent long nights visualizing himself buried deep within her, the hardness of his cock a tribute to her ethereal beauty. He would shed his blood, sweat, and tears to prove to her that she was worthy of such devotion.

Perhaps Henry was a masochist. 

His attentions would never be returned. 

Just as Maria’s husband regarded her as ornamentation, the decoration he felt he deserved, Maria saw Henry as a utility. Necessary, but unworthy of thought beyond whether or not it operates as expected. 

He could hardly blame Maria for this. Nearly every woman he had met treated him the same, even women far less captivating. 

Henry was not unattractive, at least this is what he saw in the mirror: his skin was unflawed; his hair was light brown, ample, and kept neatly brushed back; his body was well-formed and athletic; and he dressed as well as his income would allow. Yet, there was something about him which provoked an instinctive rejection by the fairer sex. It was nothing dramatic, but he knew he had never been seen as a sexual being at all. Women neither confided in him, nor sought his attentions. Instead, he existed within a sexless, passionless void. 

He thought he had grown used to it, but every so often, something would remind him of his buried aspirations, and he would feel the crushing defeat with an undeniable freshness. 

Though faced by such indifference, Henry had experienced a call to action only the day before, when Jenny’s eyes had lingered just a little too long on the man at the hotel bar, while they habitually passed over Henry. It was then that he had hatched the plan which would find traction within the hour. 
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WHEN JENNY RETURNED to the desk and began searching for something within the shelves, Henry watched from the corner of his eye as she visibly stilled. 

“Did a guest leave this here?” she asked, holding out the book. 

Henry began to walk to her side, but Maria was faster, curiosity giving her steps a momentum and steadiness to which Henry was unaccustomed.  

Maria took the book from Jenny’s hands and surveyed the cover, her eyes widening in surprise. 

Henry did not have to look. He knew what was depicted on the cover perfectly well, though it was the soft, worn spine which he had been touching throughout the day. It had almost acted as a talisman, something which steadied him, promising a new, better tomorrow. 

He felt a flush rise through him, a kind of transmuted aggression as he viewed the scene: Maria holding the pornographic material in her beautiful hands, her lip hitching slightly as she viewed the naked, immodestly splayed blonde on the cover. 

Then, when the moment had nearly dissolved, he spoke up. 

“It’s mine,” he said.

Both women turned. Their surprise was evident, but Henry could not tell whether their shock was due to his confession, or whether they had never heard him speak so forcefully, so confidently in their presence. 

Maria gripped the book a little tighter, before shifting it, so that the explicit image was pressed to her outer thigh. Without a word or backward glance, she stepped past the reception desk and into the backroom where her husband was working. 

Jenny kept her eyes averted, returning to sorting papers she had already organized. She would not look at him, but Henry could see the heat in her cheeks.

A moment later, Alan stepped out of his office, and motioned for Henry to follow him. There was a sudden pain in Henry’s throat, and he wondered if adrenaline could ulcerate flesh. There was nothing left for Henry to do but accept whatever fate lay behind the door.

Alan seated himself behind the desk, and motioned for Henry to take the chair opposite. Alan slapped the book down on the desk, so that the woman photographed was facing Henry. 

Alan was a man of medium height, with a broad frame. His hair was blonde, but just beginning to grow white at the temples. He wore his wedding ring and a fraternity ring, alongside a well-polished silver watch. His sleeves were permanently rolled up to the elbows, and his tie was never knotted less than five inches from his throat.

“So, my wife tells me that this is your book,” Alan said. 

“It is,” Henry said. 

“And why?” Alan asked, before clarifying. “Why was it found behind the reception desk?”

Henry paused, but he was already well-practiced in the lie he would tell.

“I forgot I had it on me, so I tried to hide it before a guest could see. I am very sorry that the women came across it before I could find a better place,” he said. 

Alan shook his head. “You’re staying in one of the rooms on the second floor. Why not excuse yourself and leave the book in your private quarters?”

Henry shrugged. “I suppose I should have. I just didn’t think of it.”

Alan smiled, before picking the book up, glancing at the cover, and idly thumbing the contents. 

“I don’t think you’re that careless, not by a long shot. If I had to guess, I’d say you set the stage perfectly for this book to be found,” he said.

The breath hitched in Henry’s throat as he contemplated never seeing the inside of this hotel again, of leaving behind the woman who had come to haunt his thoughts with her mere unattainability. 

His face must have visibly blanched, because Alan set the book down, a strange grin stretching across his face.

“Don’t worry. I’m not going to fire you,” he said lightly. “In fact, I have something that I think you’ll find very interesting. How about we take this conversation to the bar across the street?”

Henry couldn’t imagine what Alan had in mind, but the leer shaping on his employer’s face made his blood run cold. If the man just wanted someone to watch stag films with, Henry was sure there was someone who would make a better companion than his employee: a man over twenty years his junior. 

Still, Henry could hardly say no.
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Chapter Two
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They walked through the hotel lobby, Alan with his coat draped over his arm. Henry knew that the book had been slipped into one of the pockets, and he followed meekly behind. 

Jenny was manning the desk, and her eyes followed the pair. Henry knew she must have assumed that Alan was walking Henry out, perhaps to break the news of his firing. Henry almost wished he could tell her that he had no expectation of termination, but there was still an uncertainty in his heart. He could not imagine what waited for him in the bar across the street.

There was a dusting of snow on the sidewalk when they stepped out. The sun had set about three hours earlier, and the true cold of the night was only just beginning. Alan kept his coat over his arm, and Henry tucked his fingers into fists as he felt the early bite of the air. His breath clouded before him, and he watched the small puffs beneath the golden streetlamp lights, as they crossed the street. 

The warmth of the bar was almost saccharine, and Henry loosened his tie to avoid sweating too profusely. The bar’s congregation had thinned to the typical late night, weekday crowd, so he and Alan were able to find seats at the far end of the bar where no one would overhear their conversation. 

Alan ordered a double whiskey, while Henry asked for a stout. Within seconds of the spirit being poured, Alan emptied the glass in a single, fluid motion, and signaled for the bartender to pour him another. 

“I’m not sure I understand why I’m here,” Henry said, when he felt Alan was waiting for him to speak. 

Alan smiled. “What if I told you that I had a secret, and it’s something that you’ll find to be of interest. But, if I tell you my secret, you’ll have to keep it too.”

Henry shrugged, growing more nervous by the minute. He didn’t like the way Alan was looking at him, and he felt that the book’s cover should have given the man some idea of where his interests lay.

“Let me ask you a question,” Alan said, continuing. “Do you think my wife is a beautiful woman?”

Henry only nodded, afraid that if he opened his mouth, he would begin to tell Alan that Maria had occupied every one of his fantasies from the moment he had laid eyes on her. He would tell Alan that Maria possessed a beauty and poise that he could not relate to, but desired to somehow destroy.

Alan chuckled lightly to himself, before emptying his fresh glass. The bartender poured a third without prompting, and Henry wondered just how familiar the bartender was with the other man’s drinking habits.

“So, back to my proposition,” Alan continued, eyeing the drink without reaching out to touch it, not yet. “It may surprise you to know that there is more
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