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The low thrum of the bassline from their stereo vibrated through the floorboards, a familiar pre-game ritual. Scarlett’s silhouette swayed in the soft light of the bedroom, a vision in crimson lace as she adjusted the stays of her corset. Joel watched from the doorway, a cold beer sweating in his hand, his chest tightening with a cocktail of adoration and a nervous, thrumming anticipation that was entirely new.

“Almost ready,” she murmured, catching his eye in the mirror’s reflection. Her smile was a warm, intimate thing meant only for him. “You’re staring, my love.”

“Can’t help it.” His voice was rougher than he intended. He crossed the room, setting his bottle down on the dresser with a soft click. The scent of her perfume, jasmine and vanilla, filled his head as he stepped behind her. His hands found the familiar curve of her hips, the rigid boning of the corset under his palms. He leaned in, pressing a kiss to the delicate junction of her neck and shoulder. God, she smelled good.

“You’re going to be the most stunning woman there,” he said into her skin, his words a low rumble. His fingers traced the top edge of the lace, brushing the warm, bare skin of her back. Every fucking time, it hits me. She’s mine.

Scarlett leaned back into his touch, a soft, contented sound escaping her lips. “We’re just watching tonight, right? Like always?”

The question hung in the air, the perfect opening he’d been nervously crafting all day. His hands stilled on her waist. He could feel his own heartbeat, a frantic drum against his ribs. Just say it.

“Actually... I was thinking.” He turned her slowly to face him. Her dark eyes, alight with curiosity, searched his. He saw the trust there, absolute and unwavering, and it almost made him choke on the words. He took a steadying breath. “I was thinking maybe we could... do more than watch tonight.”

Her brows knitted together, a faint, playful smile touching her lips. “Joel, you know I’m not a switch. I don’t want to dominate anyone else. I just want to serve you.”

“It’s not that.” He swallowed, the words feeling like gravel in his throat. “It’s... it’s about you. My fantasy. The one I’ve never told you.”

Her playful expression softened into genuine curiosity. She placed a hand on his chest, right over his hammering heart. “You can tell me anything. You know that.”

He closed his eyes for a second, gathering the frayed ends of his courage. When he opened them, he held her gaze, forcing himself to be honest, to lay himself bare. “I want to see you with someone else, Scarlett. I want to watch another man fuck you.”

The silence that followed was absolute. The music from the other room seemed to fade into a dull buzz. The warmth in her eyes cooled, replaced by a flicker of shock, then confusion, and the first sharp edge of hurt. Her hand dropped from his chest.

“What?” The word was a whisper, brittle and disbelieving. “Joel, what are you talking about? Is this... is this some kind of test?”

“No! Fuck, no. Never.” He grabbed her hands, holding them tightly, needing her to feel his sincerity. “It’s not a test. It’s a desire. A deep, fucking powerful one. The thought of it... it excites me. The idea of seeing you be the center of attention, watching you take your pleasure from someone new, while you know I’m there, watching, loving every second of your ecstasy...” His words were tumbling out now, a rushed, desperate confession. “It doesn’t come from a place of lack. It comes from a place of... of overwhelming abundance. Because you are so completely mine that the idea of sharing you, of seeing you worshipped by someone else, just makes my claim on you feel even more powerful. It makes me fucking hard just thinking about it.”

He watched the play of emotions on her face—the initial hurt morphing into a deep, concerned frown. “Joel, I don’t... I don’t understand. Are you saying you’re not enough for me? Because you are. You are everything. The thought of being with someone else... it feels like a betrayal.” Her voice cracked on the last word.

“It’s not a betrayal if it’s a gift I’m begging for,” he insisted, his thumb stroking the back of her hand. “It’s the ultimate submission, Scarlett. You, giving yourself over to a new sensation, for us. For our thrill. And me, surrendering my sole claim on your body for one night, trusting you so completely that the idea of you coming on another man’s cock doesn’t scare me... it thrills me. I want to see your face when he enters you. I want to hear the sounds you make for him.”

He saw it then, the first crack in her wall of doubt. A faint, almost imperceptible flush crept up her chest. Her lips, which had been pressed into a thin line of worry, parted slightly. She wasn’t pulling her hands away.

“You... you’ve really thought about this,” she stated, her voice quieter, more contemplative.

“Constantly.” The admission was a relief. “When we’re at Viktor’s, my eyes aren’t on the subs or the Doms. They’re on you. I imagine you on your knees for someone. I imagine you bent over one of those benches, someone taking you from behind while I watch. I imagine the look on your face when you come for him, and then you turn and look at me, and you know it’s our secret, our game.” He brought her hands to his lips, kissing her knuckles. “I want to see you be a fucking goddess for someone else, knowing you’ll always come home to me.”

Scarlett was silent for a long moment, her gaze fixed on their joined hands. He could practically see the thoughts turning over behind her eyes, the fears wrestling with this new, shocking concept. The fear of hurting him, the fear of it changing their relationship, the social taboo—it was all there. But so was something else now. A spark.

She slowly lifted her eyes to his, and the doubt was still there, but it was now mingled with a dawning, hesitant curiosity. “You...” she started, her voice a husky whisper. “You would really want that? To just... watch?”

“More than I’ve ever wanted anything in the scene,” he breathed, his hope surging. He saw her pupils dilate, a telltale sign her body was responding even if her mind was still catching up.

A slow, speculative look crossed her face. She bit her lower lip, a nervous habit he adored. “And... who would you want to see me with?”

Joel’s blood sang. She’s considering it. Holy fuck, she’s actually considering it. He fought to keep his voice even, not to scare her off with his escalating excitement. “Whoever you find attractive. It would be your choice. Always. Your pleasure is the only thing that matters.”

She was still for another heartbeat, then she gave his hands a slight squeeze before pulling away. She turned back to the mirror, not to look at herself, but to avoid looking directly at him, as if the intensity of his gaze was too much. She ran her fingers along the edge of the vanity, her mind clearly racing a million miles a minute.

“I don’t know,” she finally said, but the rejection he’d feared wasn’t in her tone. It was pure, unadulterated contemplation. “The party is in an hour. This is... a lot to process, Joel.”

“I know it is.” He didn’t push. He just waited, his entire world narrowing to the space between them.

She took a deep breath, her chest rising and falling against the constriction of the corset. Then she looked at his reflection in the glass, her expression unreadable but no longer closed off. A new, tentative energy hummed around her.

“Let’s just go to the party,” she said, her voice softer now, laced with something that sounded like... possibility. “We don’t have to decide anything tonight. But... I’ll look. Okay? I’ll just... look.”

***
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The heavy oak door to Viktor’s townhouse swung inward, releasing a wave of sound and scent that was as familiar as it was electrifying. The low thrum of a bassline pulsed through the floorboards, mingling with the faint, sweet smell of expensive candles and the sharper, more animalistic scent of warmed leather and clean sweat. Joel’s hand found the small of Scarlett’s back, a familiar anchor point, his palm radiating a reassuring heat through the crimson lace of her corset.

Her dark eyes, wide and absorbing, scanned the sprawling main room. It was a living tableau of controlled hedonism. In one corner, a woman arched her back over a velvet-padded horse, her pleased sighs harmonizing with the sharp, precise crack of a flogger meeting its target. Across the room, a couple moved together in a slow, sinuous dance, his hands gripping her hips, her head thrown back in silent ecstasy. It was a world they knew, a theater of consensual surrender they usually observed from the plush sidelines. Tonight, the stage felt different.

Her pulse was a frantic drum against her ribs, a rhythm entirely her own beneath the composed facade. She was looking, just as she’d promised. A man with kind eyes and broad shoulders. Another, younger, with an intense stare. They were possibilities, shapes in a fog. None of them... landed.

Then her gaze found Viktor.

He was not participating. He was presiding. Leaning against the marble mantelpiece, a crystal tumbler of amber liquid held loosely in one hand, he observed his domain with the calm authority of a conductor before an orchestra. His sharp features were cast in partial shadow, the planes of his cheekbones catching the red-tinted light. He was taller than most in the room, his athletic build evident even in his relaxed stance, encased in a simple black shirt that did little to conceal the power coiled beneath.

As if sensing the weight of her stare, his head turned. His eyes, a cool, penetrating grey, locked onto hers from across the room. It wasn’t a leer
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