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      The scorching heat in the room surrounds Andreas. He’s watching Rani and Nellie with an amused look on his face while they dance to the beats the DJ plays through the air, swept up by the best classics from the nineties. Flashing red, orange, and green spotlights accompany the music in bright colors. Revved up by the champagne that flows freely, both ladies are giving in more and more to their desires at the annual Back to the Nineties Party, a few towns over from their own. They are dancing provocatively close to each other, their hips swaying back and forth, their hands caressing their bodies. The men around them can’t keep their eyes off the rousing scene they are making.

      After Rani empties her umpteenth glass of champagne, Andreas notices how she looks at him with seductive, glassy eyes. He walks up to her and says clearly in her ear, “Time to go home, honey.”

      “Not yet. I want to stay a little longer. Party a little longer.” She begs him.

      “We will party some more when we get home,” he says with a wide grin on his face.

      After those last words, Rani turns around, takes Nellie's hand in hers and they follow Andreas like hungry puppies after their mom outside.

      

      In the back of the car, Rani lays against Nellie, her hand gliding over Nellie’s shoulder and breasts and caressing her face. Ever since they met Nellie about a year ago, they have been dating monthly.

      “I want you,” she huffs softly.

      “And I want you,” Nellie whispers, before she crushes her mouth on Rani’s lips.

      Once in a while, Andreas takes a look in the rearview mirror, hoping not to miss too much of the building foreplay.

      Nellie's hands disappear under Rani’s skirt, causing Rani to tilt her hips forward, granting her friend better access. Yearning for each touch, she moans softly, begging for more.

      “As soon as we get to your place, I will give you everything you are asking for.” Nellie promises her. She bends her head forward, her lips tracing a seductive trail from Rani’s neck to the curve of her breast. Another moan escapes Rani’s throat.

      

      When they arrive home Rani hardly makes it to the front door, which Andreas opens for her like a real gentleman. She stumbles inside, full of desire, with Nellie right behind her.

      Nellie pulls her over to their spacious dining table and pushes her against it. Her hands are gliding over Rani’s body, chasing a hunger for more, while she crushes her mouth against Rani’s, demanding entrance and dueling their tongues.

      Moaning, Rani lays back on the table. Nellie's fingertips strip Rani’s skirt down her thighs, her nails scratching a soft trail from her knees back up.

      “P-please,’ Rani begs. “I-I want …”

      “Oh, baby, I know exactly what you want,” Nellie whispers defiantly.

      Andreas shoves back a chair from the table, takes a seat at Rani’s head, and strokes her hair.

      Rani feels how Nellie's fingers caress her inner thigh, over her groin and back, always avoiding her panties.

      “Please,” she stutters. “I-I can’t anymore.” She barely whispers. With those words, Nellie hooks her fingers in Rani’s panties and draws them down her legs excruciatingly slow. She circles her thumb leisurely over Rani’s clit. Rani throws her head to the side and looks at Andreas with weary eyes.

      “Feel free to fly, baby,’ he whispers with kind eyes. A wave of ecstasy waltzes over her. The muscles in her upper legs and thighs tighten like rapidly setting concrete. A heat spreads through her lower body, her clit throbbing and shaking.

      

      Once they get to the bedroom, Andreas throws Nellie onto the bed in front of him, her naked body inviting his. Rani crawls onto the bed at Nellie's side, her mouth licking and sucking one of Nellie's nipples until she softly begs for more.

      “Oh, yes,” she pants, full of desire. “M-more. I-I … Oh.” Rani looks at Andreas with a seductive smile on her face.

      “Make her fly,” Rani whispers, before kissing her husband intimately. Next, Rani throws one leg over Nellie's body and places her knees next to her head. She lowers herself just enough to grant Nellie access to her moist lips and throbbing button. While she bends forward, her hands reach for Nellie's nipples, taking them between her fingertips.

      After covering his cock with a condom, Andreas pushes himself at Nellie's wet opening. Slowly, he glides inside her. A muffled moan sounds from underneath Rani, who lowers her body an inch more, which results in Rani throwing back her head in ecstasy.

      The new angle gives Nellie's tongue better access to Rani’s clit, and she eats it like a hungry hyena. Andreas rubs Nellie's throbbing mound while increasing his pace, sliding in and out of her wet cave. Her inside walls tighten around his cock, as do her upper legs, as her back lifts up and her moans grow louder.

      Rani’s moans mingle with Nellie’s, echoing off the walls as they both shatter in the bliss of their orgasm. The vision of Rani’s face and Nellie’s walls tightening around Andreas’ cock is all he needs to find his own release.

      

      Exhausted, Andreas pulls both women closer to his body. Rani falls immediately into a deep sleep, a soft snore escaping her nose next to his torso. Nellie sighs a last time before she too seems to fall into a deep sleep. As if he can feel it hanging in the air, he knows what’s to come with the morning light. He’s afraid not for himself but for the only woman who will always be his number one, his Rani. For her feelings to be hurt again. With all the love in his body, he presses a soft kiss to the top of her head before he closes his own eyes and drifts off to sleep.

      

      Everyone is quiet at the breakfast table. Andreas stands up, squeezes Rani’s shoulder gently, and takes the dirty dishes to the sink. He refills their cups with coffee.

      The three of them take a seat on the couch. Nellie sets herself next to Rani, turns towards her, and takes hold of her hands.

      “I need to tell you something,” she whispers, her gaze on the ground.

      “What is it? Is something wrong?” Rani sounds concerned. Her eyes flicker between Nellie and Andreas. Nellie shrugs.

      “I, uh … I can’t do this anymore,” Nellie drops.

      “What do you mean? Why can’t you do this anymore?” Rani asks. A slight panic creeping into her voice and mind.

      “This. What happened last night. I just can’t do it anymore.” A tear drops from Nellie's eyes down her cheek.

      “W-why not? What is going on?” Rani’s voice loses its power.

      “I can’t, Rani. What I want isn’t the same as what you want. I …” She stops, takes a deep breath, and looks at Rani with honesty in her eyes. “I want more. And I only want it with Andreas. And I know that option has never been on the table. It’s just …” Startled by the words she just heard, Rani flinches.

      “I do have feelings for you, too, Nellie,” Andreas confesses to both ladies. “But … Rani is my wife, and she will forever come first. I love her, no matter what or who comes our way. That will never change. And I will never leave her for someone else. Having a relationship with you is an option, as long as Rani stays in the picture. It can be more than just an occasional date with the two of us once a month.”

      Nellie shakes her head, stubborn and determined.

      “I really can’t. And I don’t want to. I fell in love, and I can’t share my love.” She stammers. Crying, Nellie stands up and walks towards the door without looking back. As the front door closes behind her, Rani stares at it bewilderedly.

      “W-what just happened?” She asks Andreas, her voice unsteady. He wraps his arms around her body and tugs her close.

      “I love you, honey. You will forever be my number one. That is what happened.” He reassures her. “There will be something else in the future for us.” He kisses her temple and lowers his body back against the couch, taking Rani with him. There will be something else in the future for us …
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      Sighing deeply, Rani shuts the door behind her. After a long day at work on campus, she’s more than happy to finally be home. Too exhausted to bend over and take off her shoes, she leans against the door as she toes them off. She throws her purse on the cupboard next to the wall and hauls her tired body to the living room. No trace of Andreas or the kids. While she lets herself fall onto the couch, the clock shows it’s ten to seven. Emiel’s and Wout’s soccer practice is in full swing. With the knowledge of not being interrupted for the next half hour, Rani closes her eyes. Enjoying the peace and quiet of the house, it doesn’t take long for her to drift off into a deep sleep after her busy day.

      Rani startles at the sound of the front door slamming loudly and the echoing voices.

      “Mom! We’re ho-ome!” A soft sigh escapes her lips. Boys will forever be boys. Yet, she wouldn’t change a thing about the cozy busyness of her house. Her three men. Both her sons are growing up so fast. At fourteen and thirteen years old, both are attending high school and from time to time, Rani is a little scared that they are going to come home with a girlfriend. It seems the brothers are growing even closer since they are playing on the same team this year. She stretches her hands up high and sits up straight. Her little nap did her well, never mind how short it was.

      Andreas enters the living room, gives her a quick peck on her cheek, and puts their son's water bottles on the counter.

      “What’s for dinner?” She looks at her husband with sleepy eyes.

      “Umm. I don’t know. I fell asleep on the couch. I’m sorry. I’ve had a long, busy day. We had a staff meeting at noon that ran on for over an hour. This afternoon, Margo came to my office. She was having some problems with one of her students.” Rani walks to the kitchen and opens the fridge, knowing very well it’s as good as empty. “We could order takeout? It’s been a while since we’ve had fries. I’m not in the mood to cook today.” She closes the fridge before she turns toward Andreas. “I’m more in the mood for an early-to-bed night.”

      “Take-out sounds good to me, I’ll go and pick it up. An early-to-bed night, though, is going to be another problem, honey.” He moves to her, puts his arms around her body, and kisses her softly on the forehead. “Tonight’s the annual fundraiser at the fire station,” Andreas reminds her with his brow lifted. A tired moan escapes Rani’s throat while she looks up at him. “You completely forgot.”

      “Not completely… I guess I thought about it yesterday. I think.” He laughs at her confession.

      “It’s going to be all right.” Once we’re there and you see everyone, your energy will rise up. You can sleep in tomorrow anyways because there’s no game.”

      “What do you mean? The boys don’t have a game?”

      “No, Coach just told us the other team forfeited. A free Saturday, it is.”

      “That does sound nice.” She squirms her body seductively against his.

      “Easy, tiger. Food first.” He says with a wink, kisses her forehead, then her lips, and turns away. “I’m going to go get dinner. You hold on to that last thought of yours for a couple of hours. I’ll remind you later tonight when we’re back home. Or on our way …” With those last words, he closes the door to the garage behind him.

      She hears water running upstairs and the sound of running in the hallway. She walks to the stairs and looks up.

      “Boys!”

      “Yes, Mom?” They shout back in unison.

      “Put on your pj’s and bring down the laundry so I can put it in the machine.”

      “Will do, Mom.” Wout responds first.

      

      Rani looks carefully at her face in the mirror. At age forty, she definitely isn’t getting any younger. The first signs of wrinkles are showing next to her eyes when she laughs. In a wave of insecurity, she puts on another layer of day cream before putting on her make-up.

      The annual fundraiser at the fire station is always a great success. All colleagues and their partners will be there, as well as politicians and important businessmen who will make financial contributions.

      At the beginning of the evening, there are a lot of demonstrations and a few games where the firefighters show off their very best skills. It is, as a woman, always pleasurable to watch those trained bodies showing off, covered in sweat, trying to finish first. Back in the days when Andreas entered those games, Rani had supported him from the sidelines. She was still convinced her husband was the most handsome and smart man on their team. At least, he was to her.

      Unfortunately, this year they would miss the demonstrations and most of the games by the time they’d arrive. Most likely the evening ball will have just started. An evening out. No kids. No obligations. It seems like it’s been a lifetime since their last one. Ever since that last night with Nellie.

      Applying her eyeshadow, mascara, and a thin black line under her eyes, she takes a step back and looks at her reflection in the mirror.

      “You look stunning, as always.” Andreas grabs her from behind and rests his hand lightly on her stomach. He kisses her softly on the neck, right under her ear, which makes her body come alive with an electrical wave. It’s always like that. Even after twenty years of being together, he still has that simple touch that lights her body on fire. “Let’s go, or we’ll be unacceptably late.” He lets her go, walks out of the bathroom, and heads downstairs.

      She follows suit. As he hands her her jacket and scarf, she takes a look around the living room.

      “Emiel.” Their oldest doesn’t even look up from his tablet as he nods. Both boys are sitting on the couch dressed in loose tees and sweatpants. This seems to be their pj’s ever since they’d hit puberty. “Emiel! I am talking to you. I do expect your attention.” With an irritated sigh, the teen puts his tablet down and looks up at his mother.

      “Yes, Mom?”

      “Don’t roll your eyes at me like that. They’re going to get stuck in the back of your head one day, and all you’ll have left to do is look at that empty head of yours.” His left eyebrow raises slightly at her comment. “Dad and I are leaving. You guys head to bed by nine thirty. Not a second later.”

      “Ok, Mom. Nine thirty. Copy that.”

      “Copy as well that if I notice you went to bed later than agreed, I will wake you at five a.m. so you can clean the entire downstairs, and do all my ironing as well.”

      “Seriously, Mom. Nine thirty. Not a second later. I promise you won’t have to get up at five in the morning.”

      “You’d better. If Mom has to get up that early, she’ll be grumpy all day and she’ll take it out on me, which I will in turn take out on you guys. I also have quite a few jobs left to do in the yard, if need be.” Andreas gives his wife a wink while patting his boys on their heads.

      “Ok, ok, Dad. Message received. You guys go have fun, and we’ll be here locked up in prison Mi Casa,” Emiel says, both his hands defensively up in the air.

      “Big mouth,” Andreas says with a grin.

      “Wonder who he got that from?” Wout joins in the conversation. With a small smile and a good feeling, Rani turns around.

      “See you in the morning, boys. I love you both.”

      “We love you, too.” They call out in unison.

      

      The crowd is bustling at the fire station when they enter. Andreas takes Rani’s coat and goes to hang it in his locker while Rani joins some of his co-workers and their partners.

      Throughout the years, they’ve built a close bond with this group. Often, they meet up for dinners, family gatherings, and activities like tonight at the fire station. Talking with her friends Katrin and Eva, Rani walks with the group to the open area behind the station to view the final game. Standing next to a high table that has been set up for the event, they watch as competitors crawl over the ground, under a string.

      At the next table over, Andreas has rejoined the group and is in deep conversation with John and Peter, the husbands of Katrin and Eva. The moment Rani hears the start signal, she turns around to follow the game. Andreas comes to stand beside her and puts his arm around her shoulder.

      “Warm enough?”

      “Barely.”

      “Come here, closer to me.” He draws her body into his, so she can warm herself with his heat. With his left arm, he points in the direction of the man in the lead.

      “That’s Stéphan. You remember, the new colleague I told you about.” She nods. Her eyes glide over the trained body of the man running to victory. You told me about your new colleague but you forgot to mention how unholy handsome said colleague is. The ground under her feet seems to melt like lava, the cold in her body making room for a sudden warmth she normally only feels for her husband. Her eyes stay glued on Stéphan’s body. “He told me this afternoon he was going to crush my times.”

      While hearing his words, she sees how easily Stéphan moves over a brick wall and jumps off at the other end. The obstacle course seems like anything but an obstacle for this man, moving around fluently, conquering the different parts of it.

      “Crushing your times? You’ve topped the rank for fifteen years.”

      Andreas has been the record holder of this fire station ever since he started here. Many had tried to beat his times in past years. Until today, no one has succeeded.

      “I know. And to be honest, today could be the day all that is going to change. He really is fast as hell.”

      Rani’s gaze stays focused on the man, crawling under the ropes next to her like a snake, ready to attack his prey. His flexible body makes her yearn for him in their bed. Keep that mind of yours straight! A man like that would never… ever be interested in sharing his boss’s wife. If only…

      “Oh boy, seems like I will have to boost your wounded ego tonight.” She says to Andreas. At the prospect of that, a grin appears around his mouth. Not much later, the grin disappears in mock disappointment as Stéphan crosses the finish line and his time is shown on the board.

      Andreas’ time is beaten by only seven-hundredths of a second, and his new colleague appears triumphant on stage.

      Rani turns to her husband, lifts her hands to each side of his face, and stands on the tips of her toes to kiss him softly on the lips.

      “Seems like I have to comfort you tonight.” Her seductive smile disappears as soon as he takes control of her mouth.

      “Seems like it, indeed.” He whispers against her lips as soon as he ends their kiss.

      

      “Hi, I’m Stéphan.” The man reaches his hand out to Rani. She shakes it and gives him a friendly smile. Soft music plays in the background, relaxing people, and setting the mood for the fundraising.

      The dryness in her throat surprises Rani as she looks into his clear blue eyes and charming dimples. His blond hair, still damp from the shower, falls down his head in a big curl.

      “Nice to meet you. I’m Rani, Andreas’ wife.”

      “So I’ve been told. He’s one hell of a lucky man.” He gives her a sweet smile. There are those dimples again. Damn, I love seeing them. “I’m sorry for crushing his time.” He says it with feigned regret.

      “I don’t believe that for a second.” She laughs. Damn, up close, this man is even more handsome. Rani has to fight not to rake her gaze down his body. “So, what brought you all the way down here? Andreas had mentioned you wanted to make a fresh start after a failed marriage?” Silently, Rani wonders what kind of woman would let a man like Stéphan slip through her fingers. It has got to be a woman who has lost her mind and any sense of reality along the way, or something has to be seriously wrong with Stephan’s character.

      “Yes.” He shrugs somberly. “I just got a divorce. Apparently, she thought our neighbor was more interesting than I was. I came home early one day and found them together in our bed.”

      Clearly, she did lose her mind and any sense of reality along the way. Dumbass.

      “Oh hell! I’m sorry.” It’s the only thing Rani manages to say.

      “Well, in the end, I can see the humor of it all.”

      “The humor of it all?” Rani looks at him with wonder in her eyes.

      “Yes. She’s always been the overly jealous one. She never allowed me to even look at another woman. Even a good-looking woman on television could cause a fight if I stared too long. In the end, she seems to have been getting her pleasure somewhere else.” He laughs cynically. “I left her the day after, asked my previous fire station for a transfer to any station in Flanders, and here I am.”

      And thank you for that! Rani couldn’t remove the happy smile off her face if her life depended on it.

      “No kids or family left behind?” she asks.

      “No. She never wanted kids. Both my parents are deceased, and my baby sister by two years lives in the south of France. There was really nothing holding me there.”

      “Wow. That’s such a big step. Moving to God knows where, not knowing anyone.” She looks at his handsome face, her admiration for the man growing.

      “That’s something that can change rather quickly, you know. I like this group. Having such nice colleagues has been very welcoming.” There’s something in Stéphan’s eyes Rani can’t explain. Some sort of safety. She doesn’t want this conversation to end.

      The next ten minutes fly by talking to Andreas’s new colleague, getting to know the man little by little. Peter suddenly interrupts their conversation, giving her a new gin and tonic and handing over a bottle of beer to Stéphan.

      “Hey Stéphan, you in the mood to clean all the firetrucks every day for the next week or so, until they shine like brand new diamonds?”

      “Not by a long shot. Why?” Stéphan asks Peter.

      “You’re flirting with the lieutenant’s wife and I’m pretty sure he has some nice jobs for you to do if you don’t quit it.”

      “Flirting?” Rani looks at Peter with questioning eyes. “We were just talking, nothing wrong with that.” She says to defend herself.

      “Oh, I know,” Peter says with a wink. “Can’t I tease the new guy?” Stéphan laughs and Peter turns around to mingle with the group that has formed behind them.

      What is this with Stéphan? If I wasn’t married to Andreas, I sure would want him. Who’s crazy enough to let a man like him walk away? A little flabbergasted, Rani turns to stand next to Andreas, who takes her gently into his arms.

      “I’ve had it for today. And I want you. How about we go home?” Andreas whispers in Rani’s ear.

      It’s all she needs to ignite a fire in her belly. With a little nod, she agrees to leave. She says goodbye to Stéphan and the rest of the group with a bit of reluctance.

      In the car, Andreas rests his hand on her leg and squeezes it softly.

      “What do you think of our new colleague?” He asks. She shrugs silently.

      “He’s nice. Friendly. And quick.” She tries to bait him.

      “If I’m correct, you seem to find him handsome as well?” Rani swallows upon hearing his words. She feels a heat climbing up her neck to her cheeks.

      “I, uh ...” Reassuringly, he rubs his hand over her leg.

      “So, the time has finally come that you have found a man attractive enough.” Surprised, she looks at Andreas. The grin on his face tells her he’s anything but jealous or angry.

      “Maybe.” She murmurs softly. In her mind, a set of clear blue eyes looks back at her.
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      Ever since the fundraiser last month, Rani still has lingering thoughts about Stéphan. Every time Andreas talks about his day at work and mentions his name, those clear blue eyes can’t seem to let her go. His muscular torso, all shiny from running and sweating. The joy and playfulness in his eyes when they talked didn’t hide a thing. Him being so different from Andreas.

      Andreas has a warm, soft voice. Stéphan’s voice sounds deep and dominant. Andreas is wide-shouldered and masculine, while Stéphan is leaner and more gracious. Stéphan’s blond hair is longer than Andreas’ short, light brown hairdo.

      Yet, hearing all those stories from her husband, it seems as if they are just the same. Stéphan is slightly older than her at forty, and two years Andreas’s junior. He started his career as an eighteen-year-old in the Belgian army, serving the country for fifteen years at his station and on missions abroad. After resigning from the army, he started the firefighter academy and joined a station soon after his graduation.

      Saving people and being a hero, that’s the best way to describe Stéphan. Just as it fits her husband. Her paramedic turned firefighter after graduating from the academy.

      Andreas talks about his day at work and Rani needs to focus to hear all of it.

      “He’s always so calm. I’ve never seen anything like it before. I swear, sweetheart, if he were to try and make this a career, he’ll be Colonel before we even get the chance to blink our eyes five times.”

      “Does he want to make it a career?”

      “I don’t know. Haven’t talked about it with him.”

      “Then maybe you’ll have to start there.”

      “Yes, maybe.” He takes a deep breath and shares his thoughts while breathing out. “He has all the qualities, you know. He’s calm, can keep a good overview, has a lot of insight into people.”

      “You’re only going to find out if he’s interested if you talk this through with him. You never know, maybe no one ever pointed it out to him.” She presses a kiss on Andreas’s forehead and stands from the couch they were sitting on. “What do you want for dinner? The kids are at your parents’, so we can go out if you want to.”

      “Oh, I forgot. I already made reservations.”

      “You already made reservations?” Rani looks at him with wonder. “Where?”

      “I was talking to Stéphan earlier about how he’s always home alone, how he needs to settle in a new town. You know?”

      “Yes, I get it. What does that have to do with the fact that you already made reservations?”

      “I made reservations for the three of us. That way, Stéphan isn’t home alone tonight and the two of you get to know each other a bit better.” Oh no, he can’t be serious! This is not going to end well.

      “Ok. Uh.” Rani tries to find the right words not to show her surprise. “Where did you, uh, make a reservation?”

      “Nothing special. At The Barn downtown.”

      “What time?”

      “Seven p.m., Stéphan will meet us there. You have more than an hour left to get ready. Not that you need it, you already look amazing.”

      “Flatterer.” She kisses him and runs straight to the bathroom.

      Rani takes a quick shower to freshen up after a day at work. She stands in front of her closet, weighing her options. Not to daring, not a nun either. What the hell do I have to wear? It’s just dinner. Nothing special. Jeans are good for take-out… She chooses a long, black skirt and a dark red blouse. She puts on her make-up impatiently and takes a look at herself in the mirror. Let’s just hope the foundation and blush cover my red cheeks when the conversation goes in the wrong direction.

      

      As soon as they enter The Barn, she sees Stéphan. His blond hair is loose and playful. He wears a simple gray sweater and stands up to greet Andreas and her.

      “Hey you, it’s been a while.”

      “A month. Since the fundraiser.”

      “Indeed.” His hand gestures to the chairs across from him at the table. “Take a seat.” He says as he sits down himself. “I’ve waited for you guys. I thought it was rude to ask for the menu if you weren’t here yet.”

      “No problem,” Andreas replies. A waiter brings over three menus.

      “Would you like something to drink?” The waiter asks as Rani’s eyes scan for the aperitifs. She nods.

      “I’ll have a red martini, please.”

      “A sherry, no ice, for me, please. Stéphan?”

      “Uh.” Stéphan’s eyes roll over the menu before he looks up at the waiter. “I’ll take the house aperitif.” The waiter takes note and leaves them to choose their dinner.

      

      “What are your thoughts on the Grand Prix in Spain tomorrow. You think Ralph will win?” Stéphan asks Andreas.

      “I don’t know. Jake won pole position today.”

      “The season revolves around the two of them again.”

      “They are driving for the two biggest teams. Well, Jake already has six world titles, Ralph only two. And he’s Belgian. In my opinion, Ralph can win and take the title.” Andreas states his opinion. Rani takes her phone and starts to scroll through while both men talk on and on about the F1 season.

      “I’m sorry, honey, are we boring you?” Andreas looks at her lovingly.

      “Do you think?” With mock irritation on her face, Rani stares at Andreas. “No, go on. I’m very much invested in knowing all there is to know about F1.” This time, the sarcasm is dripping from her words.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t bring the topic up in conversation. My bad, Rani.”

      “No problem, Stéphan.” She puts down her phone with a smile. The deep vibration of his voice runs through her veins and rumbles her belly. “Tell me, what other interests do you have, other than F1 and being a hero on a daily basis?”

      “Being a hero on a daily basis?” He asks, his eyebrow lifted.

      “Firefighter…” The word rolls seductively from her lips.

      “Oh, well, that’s not the way I look at it.” The slight defensive tone deepens his voice even more. A few butterflies inside her fly around happily.

      Rani swallows down the tension in her throat, trying to make it disappear.

      “Neither does Andreas. But you are heroes.” Her voice sounds sincere.

      “It’s just the way you look at things.” His eyes cast down, as if he were a little shy.

      “Andreas told me you served in the Belgian army?” Her eyes scan his face, his five o'clock shadow, the warm glow in his eyes.

      “Yes, I did. Fifteen years. I started in the army, made a career at DOVO.”

      “DOVO, aren’t they the people dismantling bombs from the world wars?” She looks at him, intrigued.

      “Indeed.” Rani can’t take her eyes off the gorgeous dimples showing every time he smiles.

      “What made you go to that department?”

      “I’ve done two abroad tours as a paracommando. After a year in Afghanistan and a year in Africa, I wanted to contribute to my own country. And I’ve always had a thing with explosives.”

      “A thing with explosives? Should we be scared?” He truly is a hero. Damn, where has he been all these years?

      “Not at all.” He laughs at her reaction. “I know how to dismantle them. With the right tools, that is.” Before he can continue his story, their food is brought to the table. Rani’s gaze glides from Stéphan to Andreas, who has an amused look in his eyes. She catches his wink before her eyes look down at her plate.

      “Honey, did you ever tell Stéphan about your education and how you ended up being a firefighter?” Rani tries to add Andreas back into their conversation. She doesn’t want him to feel left out, and the grin on his face doesn’t bode well. He’s up to something.

      “My story isn’t as thrilling as Stéphan’s.” He replies before taking a bite.

      “Hmm.” She tries to counter with a full mouth. “That’s not true. Go on, do tell.” She points her knife at her husband and he throws his hands up with a big smile before giving in.

      “Ok. Ok.” He nods. “I graduated as a medical nurse. After graduation, I started work at the academic hospital downtown, Harebunch. I also volunteered as a paramedic at the station, driving the ambulance. Long story short: I saw my co-workers getting in on all the action, and it was all I wanted to do.” He smiles, remembering his first years within the firefighters corps over twenty years ago.

      “I didn’t know you were a paramedic,” Stéphan says, interested.

      Rani enjoys her view, her eyes flicking between Stéphan and her husband. The best company she could have.

      “Not anymore. It’s been too long. Normally, an ambulance and trained personnel are at the scene with us.”

      “But if you ever needed to, you could still help in a pinch?”

      “Of course. I try to keep up to date. You never know when it could be needed.” Andreas confirms while Stéphan nods.

      Proud of her husband, Rani lays her hand on top of Andreas’ leg. She notices how Stéphan’s attention is drawn to the action with a little regret in his eyes.

      

      The waiter clears their table and comes back with a little notepad in his hands.

      “Would you like any dessert or coffee?” He looks hopefully around the table.

      “I would love a cappuccino. How about the two of you?” Andreas replies, looking at his company. Rani nods and answers.

      “A latte for me, please.”

      “I’ll have a cappuccino as well,” Stéphan says. As soon as the waiter leaves their table, Andreas starts talking.

      “I can’t believe we are on a night out and we’re still talking about work.”

      “I found it very interesting to hear Rani is the head of academic psychology at The Faculty.” As soon as Stéphan takes a look at her, Rani feels her cheeks heat again.

      Andreas softly squeezes her knee and presses a kiss to her neck, under her ear.

      “She’s doing an amazing job, I must agree to that.” He praises his wife. “Tell me, Stéphan. Don’t you miss it? A wife? Or is there someone new in your life?” As if he feels caught, Stéphan’s eyes widen.

      “No one ... new, no.” His eyes fall shyly to the table before he collects himself. “There isn’t much I miss about having someone.”

      “The sex? At least?” Andreas asks daringly. Rani laughs his comment away.

      “What sex? We hardly had any.” Stéphan confesses, startling Rani with his words.

      “What do you mean, you hardly had any?” Rani’s voice sounds shocked by his confession and the turn their conversation just took.

      “We didn’t have an uh, how would you phrase it … steamy marriage.” Stéphan laughs softly. Andreas kisses her again on her neck, and Rani’s eyes look straight into Stéphan’s seductive stare. Undisguised need radiates from his gaze as if he wants to do the same. She quickly looks away and coughs to relieve the tension at their table.

      

      Rani takes a seat in their car, content from a night of good food and great company, while Andreas starts driving. It’s remarkably quiet in the car after an evening of non-stop conversation and Rani stares at the night sky with a dreamy gaze.

      At home, Andreas drives the car into their garage, closes the door, and stays put while Rani starts to climb out of her side. Noticing he’s not moving, she closes her door again and turns to Andreas.

      “What’s up?”

      “Nothing.” Rani looks at him in disbelief.

      “Nothing? You really expect me to believe that? You haven’t said a word since we left the restaurant. Now you want to sit in the car all by yourself.” A soft sigh escapes his throat.

      “Nothing serious, I mean. I was just thinking?”

      “Does it hurt?” He looks at her, realizing she’s trying to bring some humor to their conversation.

      “It’s just, I noticed how good Stéphan and you get along.”

      “So?” Would he know? Suspect?

      “You don’t get along like that with any of my other colleagues.”

      “Now you’re just babbling. I get along just great with Peter and John.”

      “Yes, but those are our friends.” Andreas stares in front of him, lost in his own thoughts.

      “What do you mean, honey. I hope you don’t think I have feelings for Stéphan?” Rani asks. Andreas turns his head and looks at her with doubt and uncertainty in his eyes. “Are you really going to give me a hard time because I get along with him? Damn it, Andreas.” Rani sighs loudly. “I’ve been there for you and your fantasies for all these years. You’ve never heard me complain. You had it all. And now you’re going to act all jealous over one of your colleagues?” She throws her hands theatrically in the air. “I love you. Only you. Yes, Stéphan is one fine example of the male species. He’s got beautiful eyes, a nice, muscled body, and I have an easy time conversing with the man. There might be a connection. That’s it. Damn it, didn’t I get these eyes for good use? Or are you the only one who can look at a beautiful person?” She gets out angrily and slams the door harder than she meant to. In a hurry, Andreas follows her. He throws his arms around her in the kitchen and rests his chin on her shoulder.

      “I am so sorry. That was not what I meant. I know you love me. I’m sorry.” He whispers in her ear. She slowly turns to face him.

      “Then why are you doubting me?”

      “I’m not doubting you. Promise. I was just lost in my own thoughts. I’m sorry, it won’t happen again. I don’t think I explained myself well. It wasn’t out of jealousy, I’m serious. It was just a statement. I saw the way the two of you connected. That’s all. I’m not mad at all. I’m more … surprised. I think you’ve finally found a man who can make you feel the way I can.” He kisses the tip of her nose before lowering his mouth to her lips and putting her on the kitchen island.
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      His mind still lingering on their dinner two days before, Stéphan puts on shorts and a loose T-shirt and heads to the gym.

      “Hey, going training again?” Peter asks as he passes him, heading down the hall.

      “Yes, going for a run on the treadmill to clear my head.”

      “Clear your head? What’s blocking it?” Stéphan shrugs. “Ah, the ladies, what else?” Peter adds. Horrified, Stéphan looks at him. How on earth does he know that just from his shrug?

      “I … Uh ... No.” He stammers.

      “Well I’ll let you get back to it then. I’m glad you met someone. Being alone for too long is not good for anyone.” Peter responds, slapping Stéphan on the shoulder and moving on.

      Stunned, he shakes his head and continues on to the gym. Thanks to the early hour, the place is empty. He walks straight to the other side of the room, hangs his towel over the grip, and sets the machine for a thirty-minute run. That’ll make thoughts of her go away for a second. What are you thinking, ogling your boss’s wife? You goddamn idiot. She’s as easy to get into as hell is for the holiest angel ever.

      

      Beads of sweat are pearling on his forehead when the gym door swings open abruptly and Andreas walks in. Raising his hand, Stéphan greets his lieutenant and then wipes his face with a towel before lowering his focus to the small screen of the machine.

      Andreas crosses the gym and stops next to the treadmill, his gaze on the same screen.

      “How much time do you have left?”

      “About five. Why?”

      “Nothing special. Just wanted to talk to you.”

      “Talk? About?”

      “Nothing to get you worried about. I have some paperwork left to do. When you’re finished here, you can find me in my office.”

      “Ok chief, I’ll be right up.” With a short nod, Andreas leaves the gym.

      

      As soon as he finishes his run, Stéphan takes a quick shower and puts on a fresh T-shirt and sweatpants before going to the lieutenant’s office. What could be going on? Did I do something wrong? I hope he didn’t see me ogling his wife. He knocks firmly twice on the door and waits until he hears Andreas’s voice, then enters.

      “Take a seat on the couch, Stéphan.” Andreas points to a two-seater against the wall on the other end of his office from his desk. “I’m going to save this file and I’ll be right there.” Stéphan sits down and tries to relax.

      The atmosphere in Andreas’s office is relaxed, setting him slightly at ease. After a few seconds, Andreas stands from his desk and takes a seat next to Stéphan.

      “Tell me, Stéphan, how are you doing? You’ve been working at this station for a few months now.” The question removes all the tension from his body.

      “I’m good. It’s an amazing team. I feel accepted and everyone is very friendly.” He looks back on the past months with a smile on his face. “I’m glad I transferred; it was the right choice to make.” He says with full confidence.

      “Why is that?” Andreas questions.

      “My previous station was completely different. No one motivated me, encouraged me. Some co-workers looked down their noses because of my time in the army. That’s different here.”

      “And how does that make you feel?”

      “I don’t know.” Stéphan shrugs. “You told me a couple of weeks ago I have what it takes to make this a career, and that was the first time I believed it.”

      “So, you would want a career here?” Again, Stéphan shrugs. Andreas nods and changes the subject. “How about your social life outside work? Have you made any new friends in town?”

      “Not really. I went out to dinner with you last Saturday. There’s this little pub not far from my condo that I’ve visited a couple of times. I like it there and have talked to a few people.” Confident with the way this conversation is going, he slides a little down the couch. “Not that I have any real friends there, yet. That takes a little more time.”

      “Probably.” Andreas sits up straighter, his gaze turning more serious. “I would like to talk to you about something. It’s private. What I tell you stays in this room. You don’t talk to anyone about it. Not co-workers, not friends. Nobody. Understood?” Stéphan’s back straightens up and he looks seriously at Andreas, flabbergasted by the turn of events.

      “Understood, chief.”

      “Leave off the chief,” Andreas says and takes a deep breath. “Did you have a good time Saturday evening?”

      “Saturday evening? When I went to dinner with Rani and you?”

      “Indeed. I want to know what you thought about the evening. Was it cozy? Or rather uncomfortable?” Stéphan tries to swallow away the lump in his throat. There’s no way he can confess to his superior that he seems to be falling madly in love with the man’s wife.

      “No, not uncomfortable at all. I had fun. We talked about a lot of things. It felt good to get out.” He looks back at Andreas with questioning eyes. “Why?” Is something wrong? Did I do something?” Did I look at Rani one too many times?

      “No, you haven’t done anything wrong.” Andreas takes another deep breath and has a stern look. “I really want to stress that this conversation stays between the two of us.”

      “Yes, of course. Whatever you want to tell me, it’s safe with me.” With his hand, he takes an imaginary key, locks his mouth, and throws the key over his shoulder. What could be weighing on Andreas’s shoulders like that?

      “No one in this station knows this, nor do our family or friends. The only exception is the person involved.” Stéphan looks at Andreas with questioning eyes. Where the hell is this going? “Rani and I … Yeah, well, we’ve been married for sixteen years. Very happily married. We’ve known each other for over twenty.” Andreas takes a deep breath for the umpteenth time, staring at the ceiling before he looks back at Stéphan and continues. “We’ve had an open relationship for a few years now.” The last words coming out quieter than his rant before them.

      “An open relationship? As in …” Stéphan tries to process the words in his mind. An open relationship? What does that mean?

      “As in … Rani and I have spent many wonderful moments with an extra woman in our bedroom.” Stéphan’s eyes grow big. A threesome? With two women? Damnit. The dream of every single, healthy, heterosexual man. And the lieutenant just lets it drop that he gets to do this on a regular basis? Why me? Why is he telling me this?

      Before he can ask any of the many questions popping into his mind, the siren sounds. Duty calls.

      Both men simultaneously jump from the couch and run to the big hall, change clothes, and jump in the truck. A few minutes later, the truck leaves the fire station, speeding down the roads and crossroads toward the site of the accident.

      Still astounded by the conversation he just had, Stéphan stares out the window seeing nothing, Andreas’s words on repeat in his mind. An open relationship. An extra woman. Threesome. What am I supposed to do with this information? What is he trying to say? He told him in confidence, so he can’t ask a colleague for advice. Should he ask the lieutenant later? Or just leave it be? His mind pictures Andreas and Rani with another woman. He really needs to control himself and suppress these thoughts, or things are going to be very uncomfortable. He starts walking through the process of dismantling a ticking bomb in his head, twenty seconds before explosion. That’ll keep things under control in his pants.

      The firetruck stops abruptly and Stéphan and his co-workers jump out. In front of them, a hellish scene comes into view. Three cars block the road, a fourth car seems to be wrapped around a tree. Broken glass and pieces of car cover the road. Screams come from one of the cars. Stéphan’s thoughts fade into the background.

      

      Stéphan looks around, taking in the crash scene, while Andreas yells out orders.

      “Ok, guys, check the cars first, count casualties, get everyone you can out safe, and clean up last. Stéphan, you go and assess the scene, the rest of us go two to a car.” Stéphan nods while everyone spreads around the scene.

      Andreas and John hurry to the black car wrapped around the tree. The side window is smudged with blood on the inside, a head leaning against it. No sign of life doesn’t mean the victim is dead. Yet, breaking the window isn’t an option.

      John grabs the glass breaker out of the truck and smashes the window in the back seat, so they can take the victim's vitals.

      Behind him, Stéphan hears Peter and Gert yell to each other.

      “I’ve got two kids in the back seat. One unconscious, one awake and crying, clearly in pain. The kid isn’t responding, so I think he’s having a panic attack. Mother is unconscious behind the wheel.” Stéphan runs to the car and takes note.

      Smoke rises from under the hood, and the shrill scream of the kid goes through his body. Gert tries to wake the mother, tapping on her window.

      “Stéphan feels his heart beating in his throat, seeing everything in slow motion. Every sound blaring in his ears.

      “I’ve got two young guys. Driver unconscious, passenger deceased. There’s a strong smell of alcohol in the car.” One of the colleagues from Rupelo yells. “God damn it! Bastards!” Stéphan takes all the notes and draws an overview of all the victims in need of help.

      “Chief, how about here?” Stéphan runs to Andreas and the status of their car.

      “Unconscious, only the driver in the car.”

      “Ok.” He goes back to Gert, working on the last car on the road.

      “I’ve got a strong smell of alcohol as well in this car.” He says, turning toward him for a second before turning back to the car. “Driver is deceased, female passenger unconscious.” Stéphan looks at Gert, disbelief in both their eyes. Shaking his head, he takes the last notes, gives everything to Andres and waits for further instructions.

      “We will need to split up,” Andreas yells over the screaming.

      “Gert and John, you go to the car with the two young men, stabilize and extract the unconscious one. Five ambulances are on their way. Stéphan and Peter, you’ll help me with the mother and her kids. Rupelo, you take the two other cars.” It’s all they need to step into action, taking the metal cutters and begin helping the victims.

      Loud sirens announce the arrival of the ambulances, paramedics jump out and begin helping the victims.

      Stéphan takes the screaming toddler out of his car seat and holds the kid close to him. He wraps a warm blanket around him and passes him off to one of the paramedics then heads back to assist Andreas in getting the mother out of the car wreck. He slices her safety belt and waits for Andreas to put on a neck brace. Due to her legs being stuck under the weight of the car's motor after impact, they need more time to get her free from the wreckage. Fire runs through his veins as they race against time.

      

      The entire crew sits at the table, a bowl of spaghetti Bolognese in front of everyone, talking about today’s events. Arriving at the scene, all the victims, and their own conclusions. The seriously injured mother, who might not make it to the hospital alive, the young drunk driver's possible responsibility for the accident.

      “What’ll happen with those kids if their mother doesn’t make it?” Peter thinks out loud, his gaze fixed on the ceiling.

      “Let’s hope they have a committed father who’ll take care of them,” Andreas responds.

      “She wasn’t wearing a wedding band.” Stéphan muses.

      “Which isn’t a sign she’s not in a relationship. Or the kids’ father isn’t taking part in their lives.” Andreas says.

      “True.” Peter sighs, shuffling down his chair, a single tear runs down his cheek.

      “You ok?” Stéphan asks.

      “Yeah, I am. It’s just, I always find these situations the hardest, when little, innocent kids are involved.”

      “We can’t save everyone. Those two will be fine. They were both conscious when they left for the hospital.” Andreas reassures his teammate.

      “It’s the end of the good life for those young drivers.” Gert reacts.

      “Yeah, well, they should’ve thought twice before driving in their condition,” Stéphan says harshly.

      “You’ve got a point. On the other hand, we don’t know their story, so it’s hard to judge. We learn that doing our jobs. All we can do is hope they’ve learned a painful lesson. They’ll pay for their actions for the rest of their lives.” Peter ends the discussion. It remains quite the rest of the dinner.

      

      “Stéphan, can you spare a minute before you leave?” Andreas asks the moment he wants to drive home.

      “Uh, yes. No problem. I haven’t got anyone waiting for me at home.” A soft smile accompanies his words. It’s been a long and hard day. There’s nothing he wants more than to go home, crash on his couch with a beer and some sex on his TV screen.

      “My office.” Andreas nods his head in that direction.

      He follows, tired of the day. His mind running rapidly while thinking back to their conversation earlier that day. At the lieutenant’s office, they both take a seat on the couch where they had said conversation, one that Andreas seems to want to finish.

      “About what I said earlier, before we were so abruptly interrupted, is that Rani and I have an open relationship.”

      “That, I understood. But why are you telling me?” He looks at Andreas, not knowing what to expect from this talk.

      “Because Rani has her own fantasy of a threesome … with two men.” Stéphan’s eyes grow big with wonder, which makes Andreas laugh out loud. Two men? As in, two ... men ... oh wow! “Until recently, there’s never been a man who crossed paths with her that piqued her interest that way.”

      “Until recently?”

      “Yes.”

      “What’s changed?”

      “You.” The silence between the men sounds deafening. Stéphan stares incredulously at Andreas, running the words again in his head. You. I’m the change? I’m the one man she would consider doing a threesome with? As in … she’s attracted to me too? He sits frozen in shock.

      Andreas stands, pats Stéphan’s shoulder encouragingly, and heads toward the door of his office.

      “Could you please lock the place as soon as you wake up and head home?” With a wide grin on his face, Andreas closes the door and drives home happy.
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