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The Perfect Shade of Red
 
"Oh honey, do you mind if we run into this store? I've heard such great things about it."
As my wife, Sally, asked she grabbed my hand and pulled me towards the entrance. The sign on the door said Madame Teresa's House of Rouge. I rolled my eyes but I smiled as I let her drag me forward.
"Ok, ok. I suppose we can go in" I said with mock resignation.
She flashed a smile at me that made my heart race even though I had seen it numerous times in our fifteen years together.
"Thanks honey, you're the best."
I smiled back. "Just don't forget it it."
Inside it was dim and smelled of various perfumes and potpourri. I heard Sally gasp as she dropped my hand and darted towards a table to the right. There was a display set up with a dizzying array of lipstick choices.
"I've heard amazing things about this line" she exclaimed. 
I picked one up and read the brand name.
"I've never heard of Dark Magic before" I said.
"That's because it's our house brand" said a voice behind me.
I spun around to see a short lady with a steel gray bun on top of her head.
"I'm sorry" she said. "I didn't mean to startle you. I am Madam Teresa."
I placed a hand over my heart. "It's ok, you just took me by surprise."
I tried to change the subject away from my embarrassment. "Why the name?"
She smiled at me. "Because our lipsticks are magic."
I snorted. Cute answer I thought. Apparently Sally was more than a little enthralled. 
"I love this shade" she said holding a tube aloft. The name on the tube was Kiss of Darkness. "But what if it doesn't look good on me?"
"Honey, I think that will be a perfect match for you. But, if you are worried about it let me get you a sample."
She turned and walked behind the counter.
"Oh, you don't have to go to all that trouble" Sally exclaimed.
"Nonsense" Teresa replied. "It's no trouble at all. But let me warn you, we make these products in micro batches and they go quick. Don't wait too long to come back." 
As she spoke she reached under the counter. Straightening up she held up a small tube. Sally took it from her and looked at it longingly.
"Ok, you've convinced me. I'll give it a try."
 "I think you'll find that it is extraordinary."
****
"What do you think?"
I looked up to see Sally standing in front of me, arms held up in the air, striking a pose. It took me a moment to realize what she was referring to.
"I love it! That shade of red looks perfect on you."
She flashed me a smile. "Thanks baby. I feel, I don't know, sexy and invigorated."
"You look sexy to me."
She did a little shimmy. "Wanna take your wife out dancing tonight?"
My heart did a little flutter. It's been years since we went dancing. Honestly, I'm not sure that I remember how. You don't tell your wife such things though.
"You know it" I reply with a grin.
She bounces over to peck me on the lips. "You're the best honey."
Then she kisses me with a little more umph. It felt like an electric shock hit my lips.
She turned and headed towards the bathroom to start getting ready.
"Hey, if I get action like that I'll gladly take you dancing."
She's glances over her shoulder at me. "Oh, I bet you get more than that tonight."
As soon as I heard the shower start I got on the phone to make reservations at our favorite restaurant. An hour later I was sitting on the bed waiting when the bathroom door opened. Out walked my wife dressed in a short black dress that left little to the imagination. The front scooped low and the hem was cut short. The high heels she had on accentuated her long legs nicely.
"Ruff! What did I do to get you into that?"
She batted her eyes at me. "The better question is, what do you have to do to get me out of it?"
I groaned and reached for her but she giggled and darted out of the door. Sighing I followed her downstairs. The drive to the restaurant was excruciating. I felt flushed and every time Sally looked at me she giggled. I was mostly calmed down by the time we arrived. Mostly. 
Throughout the meal I tried to focus on other things. Conversation. The food. Laughing at the wardrobe choices of other customers. All of that was hard to do with my wife running her foot up and down my leg the entire time.
When we finally left I slipped my arm around her waist and asked "shall we go home dear?"
She pushed against my shoulder and pouted. "Somebody promised me dancing."
I sighed mentally. I was afraid that she'd say that. "Well, I can't go back on my word. Dancing it is!"
Walking into The Tower I felt out of place. The first floor was filled with college kids. Techno music was blaring from the speakers and sweaty bodies were already writhing on the dance floor.
"I feel like an old man in here" I yelled into Sally's ear.
"Relax, we'll go up to the third floor where couples our age are. Besides, we aren't here for them."
She grabbed my hand and pulled me upstairs. I'm always amazed that she can run in heels. We jogged up the stairs past the second floor where country music spilled out into the stairwell. Pushing our way through the door onto the third floor led us onto a hardwood dance floor. Bright horns and a steady drum beat swirled around us. Sally never veered from her course directly to the center of the floor.  When we reached her goal she swung around and pressed in close to me. I offered no complaint as we shimmied and slithered around the floor.
After a few minutes she leaned in and said "hey, I'm going to the bathroom. Why don't you get us some drinks."
I nodded and headed towards the bar. It took me almost fifteen minutes to get our drinks. I was completely outgunned by all the women in low cut dresses demanding the bartenders attention. Finally he acknowledged me and I left with drinks in hand to find my wife. I wandered around for another five minutes until I saw her in a corner. She was speaking with a tall man in a suit. He was leaning against the wall and whatever he was saying made Sally giggle. She smiled at him and tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear. He leaned forward and I felt my heart lurch. Rushing forward I thrust her drink towards her.
"Hey honey, sorry it took me so long. The line was ridiculous."
She smiled at me. "Don't worry, I was just talking with Bill here."
I looked up at Bill and I saw his scowl quickly turn into a smile. He stuck out his hand and I shook it. But as soon he did he mumbled some pleasantries and rushed off.
"I don't think he was too happy to meet me" I said.
"Of course not, he was hoping to get laid tonight and you ruined that for him."
I cocked an eye at her and said "I should hope so."
She smacked me on the shoulder. "Oh hush, you know so. Now, I have something for you."
"Oh yeah, what's that."
She sipped from her straw and smiled at me. "Hold out your hand and close your eyes."
I did as I was instructed and felt soft fabric in my palm. Opening my eyes I saw black lace. I gulped and my heart beat a rapid cadence in my chest.
Sally was still sipping and smiling. "So, wanna get out of here?"
I grabbed her arm and drug her towards the door. Shrieking laughter she ran beside me. I sped the entire way home. My face felt too hot which was not helped by Sally's hand on my thigh or her lips on my neck. At home he ran up the stairs giggling like teenagers. A trail of clothes led to the bed and then we were tangled up in a sweaty jumble of limbs. The laughter was replaced by gasps and moans before we collapsed together and finally slept.  
****
The blare of my alarm woke me up Monday morning. It took me almost a minute to realize what was happening. I slapped a hand on top of it to shut off the noise and planted my face back into my pillow. An elbow in my ribs motivated me to get up before I could fall back asleep. I rolled out of bed and staggered downstairs to start breakfast. A little while later Sally came through before heading to work.
"Wow. Dressed up a little today aren't we?"
She smiled and spun around for me. I honestly didn't know that she owned a skirt that short or a blouse that tight. 
"You look hot as the kids say. I see that you are still liking that new lipstick."
She puckered her lips at me to show off her new shade. Laughing she skipped to me and planted a kiss on my cheek. A shock ran through me causing me to gasp. Sally leaned her head back to examine her handiwork. 
"Looks perfect. Now everyone will know that you belong to me."
"Not that I'm going anywhere. Working from home today."
"Lucky duck. Love you honey. Bye."
I went into our home office and lost myself in work. More than once Sally has scolded me for forgetting to stop for lunch. Today was no exception. I was so busy I barely looked up until I heard the front door chime. I glanced at my watch and it took my eyes a few seconds to focus. 
"Geez, is it five already?"
I rubbed my eyes and walked to the front hall. Sally was leaned against the hall table trying, unsuccessfully, to take off her shoes. She looked up at me and smiled. Giving up on the shoes she threw her arms around me as she fell against me. 
"Oof" I exclaimed as I caught her. A moment later I wrinkled my nose.
"Honey, have you been drinking?"
"Maaaaayybe." She planted a sloppy kiss on my lips.
"Wanna tell me about it?"
"Me and the girls took off a little early for happy hour. I just had three." She narrowed her eyes. "Maybe it was four. I lost count."
"Why didn't you call me to come get you?"
She waved a hand in front of her face. "I'm fine. I didn't want to bother you."
I guess she noticed my scowl because she looked down at the floor.
"I'm sorry baby. Please don't be mad at me. Please."
I tried to relax my facial expression. It was not easy. I could feel the little vein right behind my jaw thumping.
"It's ok honey. Let's just get you up to bed."
I scooped her up and carried her up the stairs. The whole way she mumbled apologies. I noticed that the front of my shirt was damp. Glancing at my wife's face I saw tears streaming down her cheeks. A knot formed in my stomach to go with my pounding pulse. It took me a bit but I got her undressed and tucked into bed. I lay down and held her until she relaxed and her sorries turned into snoring. I crept out of the room and went to the kitchen for my own drink. 
****
 
The next morning I brought breakfast upstairs to Sally. She was sitting up but held her head in her hands. She groaned when I flipped the light on.
"Morning sunshine" I said as I set her tray down. "How do you feel?"
"Like the morning after a bad decision. I don't know what I was thinking."
"I kinda wondered the same thing myself."
She rubbed her forehead. "I just don't know. It seemed like a good idea at the time but now, damn my head hurts."
"Well, I have aspirin, water and coffee. Hopefully that will help."
She nodded weakly then winced again. "Thanks baby. You're too good to me. Let me get ready. I'm already late for work."
After she left I got busy with my own work until noon when my phone rang. I didn't even glance at the number as I answered.
"This is Tim."
"Well hello there sexy."
I smiled as I heard my wife's voice. "What are you doing?"
"Retail therapy. Hoping it will help my headache. I'm really sorry about yesterday."
"It's ok. Whatcha goin to buy?"
"I'm out of that sample of lip stick. Thought I might go buy a full tube."
"Well that sounds great. I hope you feel better."
"Me too. Love you honey."
****
I heard the door open around four. I rubbed my eyes and staggered away from my computer. My stomach started growling again. I walked into the hall and stopped dead.
"Whoa."
"You like" Sally asked as she did a slow turn. Gone were the conservative clothes that she had left in. In their place was a short skirt and tight blouse unbuttoned enough to show ample cleavage.
"I, wow, I... That's not what I was expecting."
"I picked up that lipstick and, I don't know, it just inspired me to go out and buy something sexy. Do you like?"
"I like. A lot. But what's gotten into you honey?"
The smiled turned into a frown and she went rigid. "What do you mean 'gotten into me'?"
I leaned back a little away from her. "The day drinking, the flirting with strangers, the revealing clothing."
She threw her purse onto the floor at her feet. "Maybe I like feeling sexy! Huh? Is that so wrong? Maybe if you gave me more attention I wouldn't need it from other men. Ever think of that?"
I held up my hands. "Whoa! I'm just worried about you, that's all. Calm down."
"Don't tell me to calm down! You need to back off and stop accusing me of things!"
"Honey I'm not accusing you of anything."
"Whatever." She snatched up her purse. "I'm tired of this."
She turned towards the door. 
"Honey, where are you going?"
"Out!"
Her words were punctuated by the door slamming.
I sat back and ran a hand through my hair. What the hell just happened? 
I paced for hours. I tried Sally's phone but she never answered. I had just picked up my keys when my cell phone rang. I hit the button immediately when I saw my wife's number come up.
"Sally, are you ok?"
"Hey Tim, it's April, Sally's coworker."
"Is Sally ok?"
"She's... Well she's ok. But can you come get her?"
"Of course, tell me where you are."
"We're at that new bar Wench's Brew."
As soon she told me I was out the door. I tapped the wheel and fought the urge to push my foot all the way to the floor. I pulled up to the bar and saw April outside holding Sally up. I hopped out and scooped her up. Her head rolled against my neck.
"Hey honey" she slurred. "When did you get here?"
I ignored her. "What happened" I asked April.
She rubbed at her face. "Sally called me and Cherie and asked us to come meet her for a drink. She said she was pissed at you and wanted to blow off some steam. We came out here and she got drunk immediately and was dancing with random guys. She disappeared to the bathroom for awhile and when she came back Cherie called her on it. That really set Sally off. The bouncers had to break it up after she smacked Cherie around a little."
I looked towards the entrance to see Cherie pacing as she puffed constantly on a cigarette. Even in the dark I could see how puffy her left eye was.
"Is she pressing charges" I asked April.
She shook her head. "I convinced her not to, but she's still pretty pissed. I figured that it was best to call you."
"Thank you so much. I'm sorry things got out of control."
She shook her head again. "It's fine. Just take her home and put her to bed."
I staggered over the loose gravel towards the car. I had to lean Sally against the car to get the door open. The whole time she was busy offering slurred apologies. As soon as I got the door open I heard her retching. I held her hair back while she bent over. When she finally straightened up I got her in the car. At home I got her upstairs and onto the bed. I walked back to the kitchen to get her water. When I got back she was sprawled out on the comforter. 
I set the cup down on the nightstand and set about getting her undressed. She groggily tried to help but wound up only getting in my way. It was almost comical until I got her skirt off and found that her panties were missing.
I got her in bed and she was out between apologies. One minute she was telling me how sorry she was the next she was snoring softly. I closed my eyes and tried to sleep myself. Finally, after hours of tossing, I slipped under.
Moments later I woke to hear whispering and moaning. I rolled over and saw Sally lying on her back. She was clutching the sheets in her fists and moving her legs languidly. I leaned in closer to hear what she was whispering.
"Yes, I hear you. Tell me what you want. I'll do anything for you."
I frowned, wondering who she was dreaming about. But then I got scared when I heard a response. It seemed like pure gibberish but it was several octaves below Sally's normal voice. It rumbled out of her setting the hairs on the nape of my neck standing on end. Suddenly I felt cold.
"Of course I'll wear that makeup that you like when I come to you."
More gibberish.
"My husband?"
Sally rolled her head towards me and without opening her eyes she said, "he says that you shouldn't be listening. Go to sleep honey."
I leaned back away from her. I wiped a shaking hand across my face. There was more gibberish and then Sally rolled away from me. She was snoring again in an instant. It took me far longer to fall asleep. That voice followed me into my dreams. When I woke up after a night of tossing and turning Sally was gone. 
I got up and staggered downstairs to look for her. She wasn't in the house. Nor in the backyard. Her car was missing from the garage. I tried her cell but I heard it ringing in the living room. I had a sinking suspicion where she had gone however.
The store was dim inside. The door fell shut with a jingle of the bell. I looked around but didn't see anyone.
"Sally" I called out. Or tried to call out. It came out as a whisper. My heart was racing and I couldn't seem to catch my breath.
"Sally, where are you?"
"In the back" came a weak reply.
I hurried down the aisles towards the back. Pushing aside a curtain I stepped into a small storeroom. In the corner I saw a figure. Recognizing Sally's favorite red dress I ran half crouched over to her. Rolling her over I cradled her in my arms. She groaned and mumbled my name. I patted her on the cheek trying to get her eyes to focus.
"You're too late" I heard from behind me. 
Whipping my head around I saw Madam Teresa with a small group of women clustered around her. They were all ages and all of them were in various stages of undress. Everyone was staring at me wide eyed and I couldn't tell if they wanted to eat me or screw me.
"What is going on here?"
"Your wife is changing."
"Changing into what" I spat out.
"Into a bride of €¥£><."
I shook my head. "What did you say?"
"You cannot understand his name. Suffice it to say he is one of the lesser gods. Some call them demons. Your wife is now his."
"Lady, you're crazy. I'm taking my wife and we're leaving."
I went to stand up but a sharp pain in my leg drove me back to the ground. I screamed. Looking at my leg I saw that Sally had driven a nail file into my thigh. She gave me the same hungry look as she twisted it.
I pushed her back and tried to scramble away but hands grabbed me and held me down. Madam Rouge stood over my head. I struggled but the women holding me were crazed. Several bit me on the arms and legs.
"What did you do to her" I demanded.
"I marked her with the lesser gods blood."
She pulled out a tube of lipstick and twisted it open. "I'm sure you've noticed the effects. Each tube has a drop of his blood in it."
"Let her go!"
She pursed her lips at me. "You still don't understand. I don't have her. She's no longer anyone's to give or take. But if it makes you feel better when he mounts her it will be with your body."
"What are you.... Ow!"
I felt slices on my wrist and inner thighs. Warm blood began to run. I struggled harder but that just made it pump faster.
"He'll need a vessel after all. One suitable to clear the way for the gods' return. But first we have to clear your vessel of you."
"I don't understand" I said weakly. Things were getting dim and I felt sluggish. She knelt down and rubbed my head.
"Shhh. It's ok. It's not for you to understand."
Things grew darker. Finally, just as my last breath left me I felt a jolt. A raging darkness crossed my vision. I tried to scream but it was too late. 
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