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      Lush. Evocative. Romantic. Enter the sensual world of modern day fairy tales with three novellas by USA Today bestselling author Sierra Simone.

      Music Box Girl

      A Twelve Dancing Princesses Story

      Every night they dance. Every night he follows.

      Ex-soldier private investigator Cal Dugan has been hired to follow Tamsin and her ballerinas to find out where they go at night. He didn’t count on Tamsin’s courage or her passion. He didn’t count on the way she twists him up inside.

      He solves the riddle of their disappearing act, but he’ll never reveal Tamsin’s secrets, no matter the cost.

      American Witch

      A Princess and the Pea Story

      Morgan wants to start fresh, but a mystery man at the masked ball lights her up from the inside. His hands, his touch, his scent--they're all too familiar, all too real. He’s always been her weakness, but can she deny him when every part of her is on fire for him and only him?

      Red & White

      A Snow-White and Rose-Red Story

      All that art student Scarlett wants to do is wait out a howling snowstorm and kiss her best friend senseless, but all her careful plans fall apart the minute a near-frozen bear stumbles through the door.

      Except he's not a bear—he's very much a man—and there's only one way to warm him up from the cold...
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      “There’s no reason to be nervous. I’m an excellent matchmaker.”

      I narrow my eyes at the tuxedoed man sitting across from me. “I’m not nervous,” I reply. “I’m regretting letting you talk me into this, that’s all.”

      Mark Tintagel, former murderer and present-day monster, simply stretches out his feet and smiles at me. We’ve been driving for long enough that the New York City lights are far behind us, but his dress shoes still manage to gleam somehow. Along with his eyes, which are a dark and dangerous blue glittering out from the dark.

      “I say this as your friend,” he says in a voice that could almost be called amiable if I didn’t know whom it was coming from. “But you really do need to fuck someone. For everyone’s sake, obviously, but not least of all my own.”

      I fold my arms over my chest, and the silk and tulle of my masquerade gown rustles. Behind me are fairy’s wings. In my lap is a mask. All of it is green and gold, gossamer-thin, gossamer-soft.

      All except—

      I shift in my seat so I don’t have to think about it. “It has nothing to do with you.”

      Mark gives me an exasperated look, and even in the barely-lit backseat of his limo, it’s unfairly handsome on him. “It has everything to do with me. I can’t even spend a quiet night in my own club when you’re there too, because all the sensitive subs flee into my office like terrified gazelles, and all the pain-sluts stampede toward you, even if they’re scheduled with other clients. You see my problem.”

      “The submissives like it,” I say, and then amend myself. “Well, some of them like it.”

      I’ve played at Mark’s club in D.C. for years, primarily as a Domme, but on one distinctly memorable occasion as a submissive.

      (I say distinctly memorable, because the person I was submitting to at the time was Maxen Colchester. Yes, the Maxen Colchester, the war hero and president. It’s a long story.)

      Thankfully for me and the erstwhile president, Lyonesse is known above all else for its secrecy, its utter discretion. Yes, it’s also luxurious, yes, it caters to a vast array of kinky needs with bespoke equipment and even more bespoke club submissives and Dominants. But truthfully, it’s the privacy that makes it the best club on the Eastern Seaboard, and possibly on the entire continent. What other club could boast presidents and princes among its members? Celebrities and countesses? Senators, as I once was, and vice presidents, as I am now?

      I turn and stare out the window where the glowing mansions have begun peeking through the trees. I’m no stranger to wealth, but Bishop’s Landing is more than your ordinary, “well, of course I own a boat” wealth. It’s the kind of wealth that gets Great American Novels written about it; it’s Wharton wealth. Gatsby wealth.

      And the mansions flashing past us are Gatsby mansions.

      I close my eyes and try to lean back on the headrest, and then remember I can’t, on account of my elaborate updo and the damn fairy wings. And then I’m forcefully reminded—again—of the less conventional parts of this costume.

      Why did I let Mark talk me into this again?

      “My point remains, Morgan. You need to get laid. And taking out your sexual frustration on my submissives clearly isn’t helping you scratch the itch.”

      Oh yes. That’s why. “I’ll admit,” I say, still staring at the sprawling houses outside, “it’s been a rougher dry spell than usual.”

      “Given the state of Blanche’s ass last week, I’d say that’s an understatement.” Mark leans forward and braces his elbows on his thighs, his hands dangling between his knees. Hands that have thrilled and killed. “Tell me, old friend, about what’s been holding you back. You’re beautiful, you’re rich, you’re the vice fucking president...”

      I don’t answer. I’m painfully aware of the Secret Service car behind me, of the eternally-buzzing phone in the silk-covered clutch next to me.

      “Ah, is that it?” he asks. “Are you worried about taking a lover because of the potential scandal?”

      “I’m not afraid of repeating my brother’s mistakes, if that’s what you’re hinting at.”

      “Hmm,” Mark muses with a curling, monster’s smile, “but which brother? Current stepbrother president? Or former real brother president? Are we having Freudian feelings? Jungian feelings?”

      “Stop psycho-analyzing me.”

      Still the monster’s smile. “Then stop terrifying my submissives.”

      “Fine. It’s not about Embry—or Maxen. And it’s not the vice president thing either. Are you happy?”

      He leans back again, a satisfied look on his face. “Nearly. I still want to know why, and I want to know why you came to me for help. Not that I don’t enjoy playing Emma for my friends.”

      “Emma was famously bad at matchmaking.”

      “And still you came to me. Why, Morgan, if you didn’t trust I could help you?”

      This—this is the heart of it. This is why I’m in a limo tonight headed for Bishop’s Landing and a masquerade so lavish and exclusive that it already had a security detail my Secret Service people could liaise with. This is why I’m in a costume that I didn’t choose, being stroked and caressed in places that can’t be seen by silk so expensive even I’d have trouble affording it.

      I debate telling Mark the truth, and then I decide it doesn’t matter. He’ll see it eventually anyway. That is the problem with Mark Tintagel, if you really want to know. He sees too much. Especially when it comes to what people secretly want.

      “I knew you’d—” I clear my throat. Fuck, this is hard to admit. And it shouldn’t be. But here I am anyway, trussed up in the silk and tulle a stranger sent me in a box yesterday. “I knew you’d find someone suitable.”

      “So, you did trust me?”

      “Yes.”

      “This is still not an answer to my original question, Morgan.”

      I don’t give him the satisfaction of a glare. “I think you already know, and you just want me to say it out loud.”

      A slight hook to the corner of his mouth lets me know I’m right.

      Mark and his fucking head games.

      “This conversation is over,” I pronounce. “I think I’ve already humiliated myself enough for one evening.”

      At that, Mark raised an eyebrow. “What, by wearing what your future paramour sent you?”

      Heat—half embarrassed anger, half something else entirely—curls in my chest.

      “Yes.”

      Last week, I had finally admitted to Mark that I’d like to find a lover and did he know anyone—someone discreet, someone of any gender but with absolutely no connection to politics? He’d studied me in that cold, former killer way of his, and then proclaimed that he had just the person in mind.

      And then came the invitation to the Constantine masquerade. Next had come the dress, the wings, the mask. The delicate, hand-sewn underthings. All shipped to my residence on the Naval Observatory grounds in a box the color of emeralds—the same color as my eyes—and shipped not from Mark, but directly from an atelier on behalf of my date.

      As a Domme, I couldn’t remember the last time a lover had requested I wear anything for them—it was I who did the requesting, it was I who set the scene, selected the costumes, and tread the stage. But I couldn’t muster too much unhappiness about it because everything had fit perfectly. Exquisitely.

      When I put on the dress, when I was all pale skin and black hair and green silk and gold wings, I looked like the ethereal woodland fairy my ex-husband used to tease me about being.

      Morgan le Fay.

      Even after everything—the divorce, the loneliness, the regrets—the memory still brings a smile to my face.

      So no, I couldn’t be wholly upset by the costume. It was and is objectively perfect.

      And the masquerade as a location for my blind date is actually a stroke of genius, as much as I was initially reluctant to admit it. Other than Lyonesse itself, there is no more perfect venue for anonymity than the Constantine estate—not only because all the guests will be masked, but because it’s also one of those rare, exclusive gatherings where a sitting veep will be one of the less interesting guests anyway.

      Also, I’ll have plenty of chances to escape if I feel like Mark has set me up with someone I can’t stand.

      So, if I’m not actually embarrassed or fearful for my privacy, then I suppose Mark was right all along, and I am nervous.

      Fuck him for being right again.

      As if he’s reading my thoughts—which he probably is—he takes hold of my hand. The limo turns down the long, curved drive leading to the Constantine’s Georgian mansion, and the fresh glow of lights sends glimmers dancing off my dress and wings.

      “I will take you home the minute you want to go,” Mark promises. “Understood?”

      We’ve been friends a long time, him and me. And in him, I’ve always recognized something of a kindred spirit; I may not be a monster, but I’ve been called a witch more times than I can count.

      I muster a smile back at him, feeling like a girl going to her first dance and not a forty-two-year-old world leader. “Understood.”

      The front of the massive house is decked with flowers and lights, and guests in masks are laughing their way up the stairs. “How will I know whom I’m supposed to be meeting?” I ask Mark as our limo finally rolls to a stop. Mark had kept the name of my date a secret, claiming that it went against the spirit of a masquerade to reveal such things too early.

      “I think your date is arriving much later than us,” Mark says, tying a simple black domino around his head. With his sun-bronzed skin and dark blond hair, he needs little other ornamentation to look dashing and dangerous as hell. “Until then, you are under strict orders to enjoy yourself.”

      Now I finally do glare. “You know I don’t take orders.”

      Mark just laughs at me, his eyes dropping down to my dress, to the ridiculous wings spreading behind me. “Oh, is that right?”

      I’m ready to deliver a scathing retort when Mark’s bodyguard opens the door for us, and it’s time for us to get out. “Thank you, Tristan,” I say as the silent ex-soldier hands me out of the car.

      He’s got the same lightly suntanned skin as Mark, but dark, dark hair and beautifully tragic features cut right out of a Victorian fairy tale. And when he helps Mark out of the car as well, I don’t think I imagine that Mark keeps his hand in Tristan’s for a beat longer than necessary.

      “Here,” Mark says, producing another domino from his pocket. He hands it to Tristan. “This is for you.”

      Tristan’s face doesn’t change, but I can sense the discomfort rippling through him. “I’m not dressed for a masquerade, sir.”

      “You’re in a suit, and that’s good enough. Plus, you’ll have a mask. What else do you need?”

      “I was given to understand the Constantine security was sufficient for tonight, and that you would not require me inside—”

      “Then you were mistaken. I require you inside very much. Whom else will I dance with?”

      Even in the velvet evening, with only the lights from the house pouring onto the drive, I can see Tristan struggle with a response to that. He flushes. “Very well, sir.”

      “Good boy. Meet me inside after the car is safely parked.” And without a glance backward, Mark takes my arm and leads me up the shallow front steps into the mansion, stopping at the front door to help me affix my gold mask. A faint breeze finds its way through the high slit in the tulled skirt of my gown and caresses the skin exposed by the deep V of my bodice.

      “He’s young,” I remark after Mark’s finished with my mask. “And thank you.” I almost wish I could stop and attend to some of the more invisible parts of my costume, which are both deeply uncomfortable and strangely stimulating, but I assume I’ll have time once we get inside and start circulating.

      “You’re welcome. And I haven’t fucked him, if that’s what you’re trying to ask.” He hands the doorman our invitations, and then we both proceed inside, trailed discreetly by my Secret Service detail. Neither Mark nor I pay them any mind.

      “Do you want to fuck him?” I ask.

      We move easily through the foyer, following the elegant strains of music coming from the ballroom. “I wouldn’t object to it, no,” Mark says. “Would you?”

      I think of Tristan’s pout-shaped mouth and his haunted eyes…and all those rippling, ex-soldier muscles. “Of course not.”

      “That’s what I thought.”

      “I’m a woman of simple tastes—oh.”

      Oh.

      We have just reached the ballroom, and it is like something out of a movie, like something out of a poem. A play. A Shakespearean fever dream of glittering crystal, gilt everything, and tumbling roses of ivory and dipped gold. White wisteria and roses hang from the chandeliers, entire trees have been moved into the corners, and there are small alcoves carpeted in what appears to be fresh moss. The ballroom—already a cathedral-sized space, already richly adorned—is now a hymn to sumptuousness, to extravagant beauty.

      And the guests?

      I see swans and nymphs, pirates and nereids. A woman in a full porcelain mask sails past us, her petticoats swishing as she’s chased by a man wearing a brightly checkered harlequin’s costume. As we descend the grand staircase down the ballroom floor, couples swirl in froths of feathers and eddies of silk. Some are in waistcoats, some in dresses, some in bodysuits, and everywhere are elaborate hats and headdresses trimmed with feathers, veils, bells, flowers. Several people have wigs with model ships and tiny birdcages lodged in the curls, and several others have opted for crowns or tiaras instead. The guests are dripping with jewels, all of them to a one. The crowd shimmers and sparkles even more than the ballroom itself.

      “You were saying about simple tastes?” Mark asks with some amusement.

      “Shut up.”

      “Ah, Morgan Leffey. Brought low like the rest of us by mortal pleasures.”

      “What,” I say, turning to him with an eyebrow raised behind my mask, “about any of my time in your club has ever made you think I don’t enjoy mortal pleasures?”

      “I didn’t say ‘didn’t enjoy’, I said ‘brought low’—oh, there is our hostess. Shall we go and make our gratitudes?”

      “Best to get it over with, I suppose.”

      Caroline Constantine greets us with queenly but gracious kisses, and then points out her youngest, Tinsley, out on the ballroom floor, radiant and dancing, perhaps forgetting for a moment that her mother’s gaze is never far. I watch Tinsley as Mark and Caroline talk, and for a brief and tired instant, I envy the young heiress. I envy her youth. I envy her innocence. I envy everything that separates us—not just time, but old sins, and incessant responsibilities, and the many lonelinesses that creep in with age…the lonelinesses that not even friends and pretty subs can keep at bay.

      And then Caroline is greeting another guest and Mark is sweeping me off to get a drink. Which is when I realize that the slightly uncomfortable parts of my dress are now suddenly very uncomfortable. Several spots across my ass are stinging and hurting. Almost like the atelier left pins in the fabric. But tiny, tiny pins.

      “Are you okay?” Mark asks as we walk. There’s no real concern in his voice, only a kind of wolfish amusement. “Your eyes are looking a little bright.”

      “Fuck you,” I say instinctively.

      “I would, but we’d tear each other apart, my old friend. I’ll take your bag—tuck your phone into that handy pocket of yours, yes, there’s a good girl. Now you should go drink and dance. I see some people I’d like to talk to.”

      I finish slipping my phone into the dress pocket—it’s almost as if my date knew I’d need to keep it close—and hand my clutch to Mark. “Talk to about murder things?”

      “I don’t do murdering anymore,” Mark says. “And even when I did, it was all with the approval of people like you.”

      “Officially, the White House doesn’t condone—”

      My voice falters and I pause, blinking into the crowd.

      “Morgan?”

      “I’m sorry,” I say, clearing my throat. “I thought I saw... It’s nothing. Never mind.”

      Except then I see the silhouette again. Broad shoulders. Powerful build. Arms and thighs that even the best tailoring in the world can’t diminish. (And why would any tailor want to?)

      I see the dark hair, the dark stubble, all of it liberally threaded with silver. Olive skin and bright amber eyes. A strong nose and a full, well-formed mouth.

      It’s him.

      “Mark, don’t go,” I whisper, but Mark is already gone, that whoreson bastard prick asshole—

      He is walking toward me, the last man on earth I want to see, ever, ever, and I think I have to escape, I think I have to run away. Where to, I don’t know, and how, I don’t know either because this lavish ballroom is wonderful for hiding in but maybe not for running, and definitely not for running in while wearing fairy wings—and why I am wearing fairy wings at all? I’m forty-two and a grownass woman and—and I decide to flee to one of the mossy alcoves. I’m already trying to slip away when I feel a hand at my elbow. Warm. Large.

      I turn to see my ex-husband staring down at me with an amused expression.

      “Hello, wife,” he says.
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      “Ex-wife,” I say faintly, my breath caught somewhere in my chest.

      He nods, that full mouth tipped up at the corners.

      The stubble on his jaw is…edible. There’s no other word to describe it. I have the strange and dismaying realization that I could spend hours licking his face.

      “Ex-wife,” he repeats, and for some reason, it sounds just as intimate as when he said the word wife. Maybe it’s his voice, which has always been husky and deep, or maybe it’s the way he’s looking down at me, his eyes searing hot trails down my dress and then back up again. “You look lovely tonight.”

      “You look handsome.”

      It’s true. Even with a white mask over the top half of his face, he is the handsomest man I’ve ever seen. He’s always been the handsomest man I’ve ever seen.

      I try to regain my footing. “Lorne. What are you doing here tonight?”

      “What, a simple lawyer can’t come to the Constantine masquerade?”

      “You’re not a simple lawyer,” I reply. “You work for an environmental nonprofit that’s probably sued half the people here tonight.”

      He lifts a shoulder in a rakish shrug, still smiling. “I’ve never minded mixing business with pleasure.”

      “I seem to remember a lot less pleasure when we were married.”

      I’m too busy arguing about this to argue about him leading me onto the dance floor, which is how we end up facing each other in the rustling whirl of dancers.

      “And whose fault was that?” he murmurs, pulling me into his arms. His hand settles on the small of my back—intensifying the prickling there—and I’m so close to his chest that the fabric of his tuxedo lapels glides against my bodice. Under the tulle, my nipples harden. “Hmm?”

      I want to say it was his fault, but of course, I can’t. I was the political one, the ambitious one, the work all day and work all night one. I was the one too haunted by my past to relax enough to enjoy the present.

      And of course, there had been one other difference between us.

      One too vast to bridge. Too deep to even try.

      “Morgan,” he says firmly. “Answer me. Whose fault was it?”

      I glare up at him. “Mine, if that’s what you want to hear.”

      He spins me gracefully around, and the prickling of my dress feels like full-on burning now. But the silky underthings are doing their job too, and I’m very aware of the silk cupping me between my legs as I dance, of the delicate garter belt around my waist. Of how my nipples push against the tulle of my dress.

      “It’s not what I want to hear, little witch,” he says, his voice going a little rough, a little possessive over his pet name for me. “Because you’re wrong, you know. It was my fault too.”

      I’m so surprised by this concession that I don’t know what to say.

      He just gives me another small smile. “Morgan le Fay struck speechless. I never thought I’d see the day.”

      And I’m speechless still. As we dance, the burning on my bottom is reaching the point where I imagine flames dancing along my skin. And then Lorne’s hand slides down from the small of my back to grip my ass hard.

      Pain—sharp and fiery—singes my skin. And then right behind it, right on its heels, are contrails of wet, achy pleasure. My cunt kicks hard enough with need that I gasp and stumble, although Lorne keeps us gliding effortlessly through the steps.

      His hand stays though. A handprint-shaped sizzle of pain right on my ass.

      “Lorne,” I manage. “You can’t—there’s something wrong with my dress.”

      “There’s something wrong with your dress? Not ‘Stop, we’re divorced’?”

      I blink up at him. I try to say stop, I really do. But that stubble and that mouth and those amber eyes behind that mask…

      “It hurts,” I whisper instead. “When you touch me there.”

      “Does it?” he asks. “So, if I reached into the slit in your skirt, I wouldn’t find you wet?”

      My mouth parts. No one talks to me that way. I talk to people that way.

      And yet—

      And yet.

      He’s not wrong. And the heat along my backside is sweetly mirrored between my legs now.

      It’s something about this particular pain... just burny enough to keep me on edge, but subtle enough that I can keep dancing, that I can savor the feel of Lorne’s powerful arms guiding me through the steps.

      But I’ve never been one to turn down a dare. I lift my chin and look right into his eyes. “Do it and find out,” I dare back.

      I think I’ve called his bluff. I expect him to scoff, to back down, to smile again in secret amusement but do nothing else.

      But then he does it. Right there on the ballroom floor, right there under the wisteria and roses, he pushes his hand into my skirt and finds the heart of me. Even through the silk panties, I’m embarrassingly wet.

      He makes an impatient noise and moves the silk to the side, his fingers searching out my clit, my entrance. And I know what he’s doing. I know because I’ve done it a thousand times with my own submissives. He’s checking to see if my clit is swollen, he’s discerning for himself how wet I am at the source. All while we keep dancing. All while he keeps me held fast in his arms.

      Panic hits me, fast and cold. “Lorne, you can’t, there are too many people—”

      “Are any of them looking?” he asks, his eyes on mine while his fingers keep probing me. “Are any of them staring at the pretty fairy with the hand between her legs?”

      Swallowing, I swivel my head and check around us. The party is in full swing—the night is rich with lust and booze—and everyone is too caught up in their own ecstasies and dramas to notice the vice president has her ex-husband’s hand up her skirt. And we’re masked anyway…

      But—

      “I’m supposed to meet someone later,” I blurt. “A date. Mark Tintagel set me up with a date.”

      This seems to bother Lorne not at all. “And you don’t want to meet this date with a wet cunt, is that it?”

      “I—”

      “I don’t mind making you wet for another man,” Lorne says, bending low to whisper in my ear. His fingertips glide back over my clit and begin working it. Small circles. Slow pressure. “As long as you let me. And you are letting me, aren’t you? You’re letting your ex-husband play with you in the middle of a ballroom because you need it so bad?”

      His voice is…it’s different. Not sharp, because Lorne Lothian doesn’t cut, he doesn’t slice—not even in the courtroom, not even on the other side of a conference room table about to sign the papers for his own divorce.

      No, Lorne is like the aged whiskey echoed in the color of his eyes. He pours himself inside you; he burns on the way down. He intoxicates you and thrills you and coaxes himself inside your veins, and before you know it, you’re drunk. You’re drunk with his convictions, his passions, his utter presence, and you’re stumbling with it all, you’re falling down. You’re trying to close your eyes to make the spinning stop and it won’t, it won’t, it won’t.

      It’s enough to make a woman beg for sharpness instead. Because a blade will dull over time—but whiskey? Whiskey only gets stronger with age.

      And neither of us are young anymore.

      “Lorne,” I say. “Stop.”

      He stops, although the minute he’s no longer stroking me, I wish he was. Especially when he brings his fingers to his mouth for a taste.

      I feel like I can’t breathe. “You’re shameless,” I whisper.

      “Better than being ashamed, Morgan le Fay.”

      “Don’t call me that name,” I say.

      I miss you calling me that name; I miss it every day.

      “And I’m not ashamed.”

      We’re still stepping and spinning, but at some point, Lorne maneuvered us to the periphery of the dancing. “I think you are,” he says. “I think you’re so ashamed that you can’t even speak your desires out loud. I think you’re so ashamed that you’d rather divorce a man than admit you want him.”

      I stop dancing, glaring up at him. His hand is still on my ass. “Is that what this is about? The divorce?”

      A smile under his mask. “Not the divorce, no.”

      “Sure feels like it,” I mumble.

      “Can’t a man dance with his ex-wife? Can’t he play under her skirt a little?” To emphasize his point, he pulls me close—close enough that my thighs have to part around his. And the pressure of that muscular, tuxedo-clad thigh against my pussy nearly undoes me. I slump against him and pant like an animal in heat.

      This was why I divorced him. He makes me drunk, and he makes me senseless. He slides into my soul and whispers my secret desires back to me. He wants my control—my surrender—and I can’t give it to him. I can’t give it to anyone.

      Except you want to, don’t you?

      That’s what you couldn’t admit in the car.

      After all these years, you want something different, and you’re afraid.

      “Come here, sweet witch,” he says, releasing me from his arms, but taking my hand in his and guiding us to one of the mossy alcoves in the ballroom. Living branches arc above us, hung with lights and flowers, and a gauzy fabric hangs like curtains around us. We aren’t invisible, but we are mostly hidden, and it’s hard not to feel that we are in some kind of fairy glen, alone in a forest.

      But I can’t be alone with Lorne, I think as he turns and faces me. I can’t, I can’t, because I will drink him all down, I will tumble right into those scotch-colored eyes and drown.

      “I can’t do this,” I say, my voice shaking. “Like I said—I’m meeting someone, and I can’t—”

      I can’t get lost in you again. It terrifies me.

      “Why are you meeting someone here, at a party in Bishop’s Landing?” Lorne asks, folding his arms and leaning against the ballroom wall behind him. “Why, Morgan, when I know you could ensorcel any Lyonesse submissive you wanted into bending the rules for you?”

      I don’t want a submissive.

      “I don’t fuck club subs,” I say instead.

      Lorne levels a look at me like he sees right through my deflections, which he probably does. He always has. “So instead of literally any other option, you asked a former assassin to set you up on a date.”

      “Mark is the most discreet person any of us know, and anyway, it’s not like there’s a hookup app for vice presidents.”

      Lorne’s posture doesn’t change. His voice stays the same. And yet there’s something different when he speaks. “You could have called me.”

      I try to mirror his posture and lean against the wall too, except the damn wings—and fuck—my dress. With a hiss of pain as the burning and prickling renews itself on my backside, I straighten up again. “I didn’t call you for a very obvious reason.”

      “That we’re divorced?” He gives me an expression like I’m being very boring and prudish right now.

      “No, Lorne,” I huff. “Because I’m not a submissive.”

      “I never said you were.”

      “But you wanted me to be.”

      His eyes darken then. “I only wanted you to be yourself.”

      “But that’s the problem with you. When I was with you, I felt like I was being myself. I felt like I wanted it, but I couldn’t have. I can’t want that. I don’t want that.”

      “How do you know?” my ex-husband asks calmly.

      I sputter. “Because I’m Morgan Leffey. I love power. I’ve built my entire life around power, around getting more of it, around holding onto it. And before you, I’ve always craved power in bed. Always. And then you showed up, and I—I got confused. You made me think that I could give all that up, that I could give up everything I am—”

      He comes off the wall in an instant, taking my elbows in his hands like he wants to shake me senseless. “I never wanted you to give up a single thing,” he says, his eyes searching mine. “Do you understand? Never. I knew what you wanted—I know what you still want. You want the White House for yourself, just as you always have, and there was never a moment I wouldn’t have been proud to be the man at your shoulder. The partner in your shadow. I have never, ever, wanted to steal your glory, Morgan, I have never wanted to dull your shine. It never bothered me that everyone else might think me your prop or your plaything, I would have given you everything of mine—including my own career—to help further your ambitions.”

      Conviction burns in his voice, and his eyes are hot and honest on my face.

      “Do you understand? Do you understand now? What you imagined—what you are still imagining—was never what I wanted. I never asked you to give up a single thing then, and I never would now.”

      “But when we were alone…”

      “I still only wanted what you did,” Lorne says, his hands tightening on my elbows. I shiver a little, remembering them rough on my ass, possessive between my legs. “I only wanted what you still want.”

      “I’m not a submissive,” I say thinly. “I know I can’t be. I would have known before now, I would have felt differently before now—”

      “I’m not asking for you to choose between words, Morgan, and that was never what our marriage was about anyway. I couldn’t have cared less what you called yourself, as long as you called yourself mine—as long as you stopped hating yourself for what you wanted from me when we were alone.”

      My pride flares. “I never hated myself.”

      Lorne’s eyebrow arches above the line of his mask. “Oh, is that so?”

      “Well, I never hated myself for that,” I amend.

      I have ten thousand other reasons for self-loathing, and I’ve committed sins that will bar me from the gates of heaven, which he now knows. He didn’t during our marriage, but when my sins caught up with me two years ago, they caught up with everyone around me—splashed on every magazine cover and dissected on every cable news show for months. Lorne and I were well and thoroughly divorced by then, but he still learned my greatest pride and my greatest shame along with the rest of the world.

      His eyes soften, and so do his hands. He pulls me closer into him, and I can smell the clean bite of mint and soap that always lingers on his skin. “I’m sorry you had to go through that alone,” he murmurs. “I wanted to be there for you so badly. I would have, if only you would’ve let me.”

      I close my eyes and nod. I know he’s right; I believe him.

      When the news broke, he called and called and called. He texted, he offered to sue every magazine and news corporation on my behalf. He showed up at my door and I hid in the kitchen until he finally went away.

      “Why didn’t you let me help?” he whispers, his lips in my hair. “Why do you never let me help?”

      “You know why,” I say, resting my forehead against his shoulder.

      “Because my help frightens you.”

      “Yes.”

      “Because accepting it feels like a concession of need.”

      I shudder. “Yes.”

      “And a concession of need is too close to...”

      “Don’t make me say it, Lorne,” I beg. “I don’t want to say it.”

      Frustration ripples through him. “You’ve broken both our hearts because you’re afraid of a word. A word that doesn’t even have to be yours.”

      I pull back enough that I can look up at him. He doesn’t understand—how could he ever understand? He’s brilliant and handsome and driven, he’s got a face made for idealism and sin, he’s got stubble that people would pay money to feel scratching against their thighs. Of course he’s a Dominant, of course he can waltz into a club, into a bedroom, into a cold, political girl’s heart and make himself the king there. But when an otherwise powerful woman is a submissive, it’s a tacit confirmation of something. It’s acceding to the sinister notion that all women secretly crave submission somewhere, and I refuse to be a party to that.

      “It can’t be me. I won’t be the woman who says she kneels for no one, and then abruptly decides to because the right man came along. And even if I could, that’s not how submission works. I can’t be submissive for just one person, that’s nonsense, that’s wishful thinking, that’s—”

      Lorne yanks me into him, his mouth hovering a mere inch above mine. “You’re right,” he breathes. “You’re not submissive. You’re fucking stubborn.”

      And then his mouth crashes down on mine.
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      His kiss is exactly how I remember, and at the same time, it’s so much more.

      It’s more potent, more possessive, rougher and silkier all at once. His lips over mine are firm, warm, and the first flick of his tongue against my mouth is not a request. I part for him, and then I’m rewarded with plunder. Hot strokes that give no quarter, urgent kisses that have me sinking back into his arms—and his embrace brings renewed pain sizzling up my skin. His stubble hurts a little too—it’s just enough to scrape, just enough to scratch—as he moves his kisses to my neck and then ducks his head to nip at the exposed inner curves of my breasts.

      I can’t think straight, I’m not Lorne-sober, I’m flushed and flying under his drugging kisses and his demanding mouth. All my carefully constructed defenses, all the reasons why I shouldn’t, why I left him—they’re so flimsy in the face of this.

      In the face of him.

      Somehow, we’ve moved back, back against the ballroom wall, and his hand is cupping my nape while the wall presses fire against my bottom and my wings flatten behind me. His erection is pressing hot and thick against my stomach, and my heart is crashing against my ribs, and I can barely drag in enough air, and I think if I could do this for the rest of my life, I’d be happy. This dance of pain, this symphony of hungry but deliberate force.

      It’s why I had to leave.

      Because with him, I can let go of all the things that have kept me safe and strong, and what happens if I let them go? Who would I even be then? How can anyone live with their mind, their heart, their everything just out there, in the open? Defenseless?

      Beating raw and bloody in the open air?

      Fear climbs up my throat, and I break away from the kiss. “Lorne, I can’t.”

      He doesn’t chase my mouth, he doesn’t press any harder against me. But I still feel caught like a fly in a web—the hot need between my legs and the heat on my backside. The wall at my back and his beautiful eyes in front of me.

      As always with him, I’m caught between what I want and what I should want. And it’s just as miserable now as it was years ago.

      “Tell me why you can’t,” he says.

      He’s not angry—no good Dom would be, and he’s one of the best—but he is infuriatingly patient, which is almost worse.

      My jaw tightens. “Because I’m waiting for a date,” I half-lie.

      “Ah yes, this mysterious date of yours. When will they be here? Where are they while I kiss you? Where are they while I touch your pussy, while I check to see if it needs more from me?”

      “You’re not—”

      His hand echoes his words then, coming between my legs and finding me wetter than ever. I don’t even know what I feel right now. Indignation, arousal, shame.

      Vulnerability.

      Why does the vulnerability feel so good? Why has it always felt so good with him?

      “They should be here soon,” I answer with as much defiance as I can muster.

      His fingers search me, search out the lies. “Then you still have time, Morgan. You know how good I can make you feel.”

      “But there’s a price, isn’t there? There’s always a price with you.”

      He ducks his head to meet my gaze then, his eyes burning behind his mask. “Yes,” he says. “But like I tried to tell you four years ago, the price has never been what you thought it was.”

      It’s so hard to think with his mouth so close to mine. With his fingers so expertly filthy between my legs. How long has it been since I came with a partner? A year? Two? And how long since I let a partner pin me by the neck and wring orgasms from me like it was their job?

      Well, I know the answer to that. It was the night before I filed for divorce.

      “What is the price, Lorne?” I manage to ask, as if I’m not already writhing against his touch, as if my nipples aren’t already threatening to punch holes through my bodice.

      Lorne’s hand slides free from my hair, and he touches a finger to the corner of my mouth. “The price is that you forgive yourself for wanting what you want. That you let go of your fear.”

      “I’m not afraid,” I say.

      I’m so afraid.

      He gives me a look like he knows I’m lying. “If a sub came to you, and told you they felt ashamed of what they want, that they felt like they were letting all women globally and historically down by what got them off behind closed doors—”

      “You’re being deliberately reductive,” I protest. “I’m hardly just any woman, Lorne, and anyway, the fact that I’m a woman and you’re a man automatically reinforces norms that I refuse to reinforce.”

      “Not if we choose it,” he says. “Choice is different than what you’re talking about, and choice is what we have. We don’t have to inherit any part of those norms we don’t want, Morgan. I swear it.”

      I pause.

      It’s a good answer.

      And it may even be the right one.

      “But is that enough?” I ask, still feeling the warmth of his finger against my mouth. A single fingertip on my lip, and it feels like the reassuring weight of gravity, like the idea of love itself in one small touch.

      “Are you asking me if it’s enough for all women everywhere or just you?”

      “I don’t know,” I say. Because I believe him when he says he would never ask anything to change. I would still be Morgan Leffey, Vice President, I would still be the same person in public I’ve always been.

      “Let me show you it will be enough,” he whispers, his finger sanding lightly over the curve of my lower lip. “Let me show you one more time.”

      I look past his shoulder to the party beyond our veiled alcove. No one notices us, and no one would be able to truly decipher what we were doing without stopping and staring. And somewhere out there my Secret Service detail is patrolling the perimeter and keeping any would-be documentarians at bay. The detail knows where I’m at, just as surely as they know what I’m doing, but after a few years of them escorting me to Lyonesse, I’m no longer shy about where I get my kicks.

      I’m feeling shyer about admitting what I’m about to admit. “I want you to show me,” I confess. And then I confess something even worse: “I’ve missed it, Lorne. So fucking much.”

      “I know,” he murmurs, and then he replaces his finger with his mouth and kisses me again. Long...slow kisses while his hand moves from my sex to the opening of his tuxedo pants.

      I feel the moment he frees himself, I feel the idle stroke he gives it before he reaches into his jacket pocket and withdraws a small foil packet. He sheathes himself with a practiced hand, and I break off our kiss so I can watch. There’s just something about someone rolling a condom over their cock. I can’t explain it. The experience it belies, maybe? Or maybe it’s utilitarianism of it, this stark, practical confirmation that penetration is imminent? Or maybe it’s just the sight itself: an already delicious cock shining with clear latex, its shaft now a slick topography of veins and flares, rigidity and give.

      Finished, Lorne lifts my thigh to his hip, and pushes the front of my dress up to my waist. The silk underthings are tugged to the side, and then he’s pressing against me, all thickness and heat against my opening. But he doesn’t push inside, not yet.

      Instead, he threads his fingers through my hair and pulls—gently enough that it doesn’t hurt, but hard enough that I have to look where he’s making me look. Down to where we’re about to be joined, framed by tulle and tuxedo, lit by sparkling lights and by the glow of the chandeliers outside our alcove. There’s no mistaking what’s about to happen, there’s no mistaking what’s coming next, and that’s the point.

      “A choice, Morgan,” he repeats softly. “Your choice.”

      I don’t have any answers…but maybe I finally have different questions. And that’s a start, if nothing else.

      “My choice,” I tell him. “Yes.”

      Lorne says nothing, but I feel his satisfaction with my answer like a living thing, pulsing in the air around us.

      And then he pierces my body with his own.

      He spreads me—stretches me—an upward stroke that steals my breath and then a slow withdrawal that steals it once more. He keeps a hand in my hair and another under my thigh, his jaw going tight as he spears me again. Fully this time, burying himself in my belly like it’s been his all along. Like he’s claiming what he’s owed—four years apart be damned, divorce be damned, my stubborn refusal to submit be damned.

      “God, you feel—” His eyes flutter shut for the briefest of seconds, long, sooty eyelashes resting against the edge of his mask.

      Then he opens his eyes again and stares at me, all amber heat and dark lust. “You feel good, my little witch.” He drives in again—hard, hard—sending me to my toes. “Fuck. I’ve missed it. Missed this pretty cunt. Missed these green eyes flashing at me, like you can’t decide whether you want to hiss or purr. There’s nothing like fucking you,” he growls as he rams himself inside me once again. “Nothing.”

      Now that he’s fit himself to me, now that he’s mapped me anew, he starts going rough. Vicious. Not the rapid pounding of a youth chasing his own pleasure, but the hungry, brutal strokes of a Dominant partner too long denied.

      It takes me a minute to sort out the pain from the pleasure, the using from the choosing, and it’s a feeling I can’t describe, except to say that it’s every feeling all at once. It’s every feeling pouring out of my adrenal system and ovaries in a heady cocktail of chemicals, leaching right into my very blood. Soaking my heart.

      And then it’s there.

      The thing underneath it all, which is something like completion, except it’s not completion necessarily, and neither is it satiety, because I want more and more and more of it and the wanting is part of the feeling too.

      It’s more like...serenity. Or ecstasy. No matter how different those two things might seem on the surface, they are twins at the root. They are both a rightness of self, a rightness of the world.

      A rightness so deep that even my bones feel right. My cells, my mitochondria.

      Everything is curled up in bliss and singing with happiness to be fucked like this. To be Lorne’s again. However briefly.

      “You were going to give this to a stranger,” Lorne breathes, biting at my neck as he pumps into me. “You were going to go to a stranger when I was right here, when you have an ex-husband who could give you exactly what you needed.”

      The shock of each and every thrust makes it hard to speak. Everything below my navel is a single, searing ache, made hotter and achier by the near-angry way he stabs into me. Still, the truth tumbles out of my mouth. “I was going to pretend it was you,” I admit, my head dropping to his shoulder. “I wanted it to be you, but my pride...”

      “I know all about your pride, little witch,” he says, surging up into me and then giving my clit slow, hard grinds. I moan into his tuxedo. “But your pride is one of the things I treasure most about you. I’d never want you to give it up. Just let me inside it with you sometimes.”

      “Liar,” I mumble as the pressure behind my clit becomes unbearably wonderful. “I know Dominants. I know you. You want to play with my pride too, not just treasure it.”

      I feel him smile against my hair. His stubble scratches the shell of my ear as he agrees, “Yes, my witch. That too.”

      And then—incredibly—I’m smiling back. I forgot how good this feels, the smoldering wickedness of him, being drunk on him. How free and playful it was, how exhilarating, how alive it made me. I mean, I am always alive, of course, and dominating can be just as thrilling, just as sweet, but only with him have I also felt this. This...euphoria threaded through with a delicious kind of shame, a fun kind of fear.

      And before, when we were married, having both feelings inside me felt like a lie, like I was being disingenuous somehow. But maybe…

      I can have both. I can choose.

      “Then play with it,” I tell him, sinking my hands into his dark hair. “I want what I came for.”

      “And what did you come for, ex-wife?”

      I turn my head to study the strong-featured face I’ve missed so much. The blade-carved jaw, the proud nose. The bold eyebrows over his drink-me eyes.

      “To remember what it felt like to be yours.”

      He sounds more curious than upset when he asks, “Even if you had to use someone else to do it?”

      “Well. You can punish me for it, if you’d like,” I say, and then he laughs.

      “You’re smiling again, Morgan le Fay. Someone might think you’re happy, and then what will become of your fearsome reputation?”

      I move my fingers down to trace the line of his mask. “Maybe I’ll have to take fearsomeness lessons from you.”

      “In that case.”

      His hands find my ass, and suddenly I’m hauled up against him, my legs around his waist, and my core still impaled with his rigid length. His hands are over the fairy dress, which means whatever’s in the fabric that’s been irritating my skin is now back to tormenting me.

      I give a low cry—muffled by his sudden kiss—as the pain on my bottom joins the carnal bliss currently knitting itself into a frantic orgasm. God, I forgot this too, the way pain and pleasure work a spell together, the way they hex each other into twisting, thorny rapture. It’s like being stabbed all over with paradise itself, like being tickled and caressed with agony. A contradiction I’ve only ever found with Lorne.

      As if he knows what his hands are doing to my poor, abused backside, he grips me even harder, he squeezes me, plumps me with his fingers, and I sink my teeth into his shoulder to keep quiet...which is nearly impossible with the rough, unforgiving way he’s riding me right now. He’s fucking me like he paid for me, and every second of it, every goddamn bit of it, is too good; it’s what I’ve needed, what I’ve craved. And it’s too much like falling back in love—

      With an abrupt shudder, I come apart—a mess of fairy wings and urgent, gasping squirms. I try to fuck myself against him, I pull his hair, I bite his shoulder again and again, but he is relentless, he is all fury and burn and the triumph of my orgasm has only stoked the burn higher.

      He fucks me through my climax, and then the minute I’ve collapsed shivering in his arms, he sets me down and spins me around.

      “Hands on the wall,” he grates, and I’m too Lorne-drunk to argue, too horny to care that this is definitely less ambiguous to anyone watching us through the gauzy fabric of the alcove.

      He pushes my dress up and over my ass and hisses in pleasure at what he sees.

      “Beautiful,” he says, fitting his cock to my opening once again. “Fucking beautiful.”

      And with a low grunt I feel everywhere in my body, he wedges himself back inside. One hand curls around my hip while the other reverently strokes my bottom. “My Morgan,” he sighs, fucking into me harder. “My witch.”

      It takes nothing for me to come again like this. My hands against the wall, the gentle sear of his fingers over the welts from my dress. His massive erection stroking me from the inside out.

      It doesn’t matter what this means, it doesn’t matter that I’m terrified to call myself a switch, it doesn’t matter that I’ve pushed this man away over and over again because he’s the only person since Maxen Colchester to make me vulnerable.

      All that matters is how it feels, and how it feels is fucking perfect.

      I climax again, barely able to stand, shuddering with pleasure as Lorne bands an arm around my waist to keep me upright. He keeps moving between my thighs, holding me up to fuck me, until—with an abrupt breath torn from his throat—he rams into me a final time and I feel his erection swell.

      His warm lips find my nape, my neck, as he throbs in my cunt, and I know the minute he starts pumping the latex full of his release, because he sighs again—a sigh like a man dying. A sigh like a man coming home.

      For a long moment we stay like this, his lips against my neck, his cock finishing inside me. His arm stays around my waist and his heart is beating so hard I can feel it even through the thin wool of his tuxedo and the wire and netting of my wings.

      Happiness.

      That’s what this is.

      It’s the same happiness stolen night after night in our marriage, always followed by a crashing fear that I was somehow a coward or a liar for stealing it.

      Morgan Leffey, the Witch of the White House, becoming a kitten in the arms of a man.

      I don’t need to see Lorne’s face to know that when he pulls out, it’s with a deep reluctance, because I feel the same.

      If only the entire world could be this moment, this hot embrace against a ballroom wall while a party whirls and twirls behind us…

      I feel the cool, damp emptiness signaling his withdrawal and hear the slick noise of latex over skin and the rustle of fabric as he pulls off and wraps the condom in a handkerchief—an old trick of his from when he used to fuck me at fundraisers and charity galas.

      I feel his knuckles against my ass as he tucks his spent organ back into his tuxedo and fastens his trousers, and then I feel his fingers ghost appreciatively over my backside. He kneels behind me and kisses the welted skin there, his lips at once soft and searing over the abused skin.

      “Hold still,” he commands, and then I look behind me to see him pulling a small tube from his inner jacket pocket. Some kind of medicated ointment.

      He unscrews the cap and with the care of a surgeon, applies it onto the worst of my welts. Each and every one, he kisses before he rubs the soothing cream over it, like a priest kissing his stole, like a pious man kissing his holy book before setting it aside.

      And with each and every one weal he cares for, the awful truth assembles itself in front of me.

      He has ointment for the welts.

      Which means he knew the welts would be there.

      Because he sent the dress in the first place.

      He was my date all along.

      I’m going to kill Mark. Maybe he’s the former assassin, but I am going to kill him so fast and so hard, and then I’m going to kill him again and again. How dare he?

      And how dare Lorne?

      I lied earlier. This was why I divorced my ex-husband. Because every whiskey-sweet moment inevitably turns sour; because every moment blissfully intoxicated is paid for with nausea and pain later. Because every heady, happy orgasm is stained by its price.

      I let Lorne finish; I let Lorne carefully rearrange my silk underthings and then tear free the bottom layer of the skirt, the layer that had inflicted so much pain.

      I let him smooth the skirt of my dress back down. And then I turn to face my ex as he stands up.

      “You were testing me,” I say quietly.

      He’s already shaking his head. “There’s no test you have to pass for me, Morgan, and there never was. I was proving to you, not testing you.”

      “Proving what, Lorne? That I’m too stubborn to take off a dress when there’s clearly something wrong with it?”

      He touches my jaw, and I turn my head away. Petulant, maybe, but prudent too: I don’t want him to see my eyes swimming with tears.

      Instead of answering my question, he asks one of his own. “Why did you really ask Mark to help you find a lover?”

      I don’t answer. I’m worried I won’t be able to speak without wavering, without choking on four years’ worth of loneliness and a lifetime of pride.

      “Was it because you knew he was a good enough friend to sense what you needed? Was it because you knew he would find a Dominant lover for you without you having to say the words out loud?”

      I still don’t answer, and I can’t look at him. But I do finally manage a tiny nod.

      Lorne lets out a long, jagged breath, pulls my face back to his and drops his forehead to mine, mask to mask. “Mark came to me because he is a good friend to you, no matter what you might be thinking right now. He came to me because he knew I could give you what you were looking for and keep you safe. And that’s what I was proving. That I could give you everything. That it could be enough, even if just for one night.”

      “I feel humiliated,” I say.

      “Would you still feel humiliated if it had been a stranger to give you this dress? To fuck you while you were welted up from it?”

      “Yes,” I say. “No. I don’t know.”

      “You were wet, Morgan. The dress made you wet.”

      “And that’s what you needed to prove? That I can be a switch after all?”

      He sighs and lifts his head from mine.

      “I was with you all night, Morgan. While you dressed, while you drove here, while you walked in. Because my touch was in that dress, because I was wrapping my desire and discipline around you before you even knew you’d see me. Yes, I wanted to prove that it could be fun and good—but only because you already wanted someone to prove that to you tonight as well.”

      I don’t have an answer to that, because it’s undeniably true.

      “You wanted to feel the weight of someone’s will on you,” he continues, “and I proved that I can do that with just a few nettle patches in your dress. For four years, I’ve been asking myself if there was anything I could have done, any argument I could have given you, any gesture I could have performed, to show you that you can play however the hell you like and still be the woman you need to be. I thought—”

      He stops, and a muscle leaps along the carved line of his jaw. He looks down at his hands, still holding the tube of ointment, and I hate that I can’t read his gaze right now, I hate that I can’t see his whole face.

      He doesn’t finish what he was saying, and I can’t think of what to say. I just came harder than I ever have; I came so good that my body is craving infinitely more. But I cannot be un-humiliated, and the sting of my pride is worse than the sting of the nettles.

      And…yes. I’m afraid.

      Still.

      Lorne screws the cap back onto the tube of ointment and then places it in my hand, curling my fingers around it. “Hydrocortisone cream. If the welts aren’t gone in two or three days, let me know.”

      “Thank you,” I say numbly.

      He takes a step back, and I realize he’s about to leave. A fresh bubble of panic swells in my chest.

      “Where are you going?” I ask.

      “Do you want me here?”

      Always. “Of course not,” I say instead, making my voice as frosty as possible.

      I can’t let him see how much I want him, not after he embarrassed me, not after he lied. He’s plundered everything else of mine, and the fact that I enjoyed the plundering as much as him doesn’t soothe me in the least.

      He nods, as if he expected this answer. “Then I’ll go. And I am sorry.”

      “Sorry for which part?”

      Those gorgeous eyes trace my face. “All of it. But especially that none of it was enough.”

      And then he pushes through the gauzy veil separating our alcove from the ball and disappears into the lavish, glittering fray.
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      I cry all the way back to the city.

      I have my Secret Service team drive me back, not Mark, because I’m not entirely sure I won’t kill him for his part in Lorne’s deception, but mostly because I need to be alone.

      When I get to my hotel, I tear off the wings, the dress, the still-damp silk covering my pussy. I kick off my shoes and I throw the mask in the trash.

      And it’s when I’m climbing into the shower for a nice long shower-cry that I catch a glimpse of my ass in the mirror. Those welts which feel so huge and which throb in aching time with my raw, unhappy heart—they’re so small in reality. They’re the size of peas.

      Peas.

      And here I was acting like my dress was the sartorial manifestation of a Geneva Convention violation. Acting like Lorne had paddled my bottom raw before he fucked me.

      I nearly snort at myself through my tears. Some fierce Domme I am. A few pea-sized welts and I might as well have had a vibrator between my legs.
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      I hate the following week. I hate work, I hate not working. I hate being with people and I hate being alone.

      I don’t go to the club, and whenever I masturbate, I think of Lorne fucking me against a wall, his stubbled jaw scratching my neck as the nettled-dress scratched my bottom. I think of the reverent aftercare—the kisses and the ointment.

      I think of his jagged, male sigh as he used my cunt to come.

      I never do put any more ointment on the welts. I find that the idea of not feeling them is worse than the irritated skin itself, and when they finally feel better after a day or two, I am strangely bereft.

      There’s only so many times a horny vice president can use a vibrator, and there’s only so many nights Morgan Leffey can endure being this restless and inflamed.

      On the eighth day, I break, and I find myself walking into the trendy but economical—and ostentatiously eco-friendly—offices of Lothian and Associates. It’s late, and Lorne is the only one still there.

      I leave my Secret Service people outside.

      Inside the glass and concrete space, I move to Lorne’s private office, where a light spills out into the dim co-working area. When I get to the door, I see him turned away, leaning over some papers while a hand lingers over his laptop keyboard, as if he’s about to take notes but can’t decide which ones yet.

      “Would you give it up for me?” I ask, stepping into the room. “Being a Sir to me?”

      His posture stiffens, and for a moment, I think he won’t turn to face me. But then he does.

      No mask, no dress-up. Just thick, dark hair that threatens to curl at the tips, just those bold eyebrows and those whiskey eyes. Just a jaw that could calibrate protractors, and that greedy, sculpted mouth.

      He lifts his gaze to me, and I see wariness there. But also love.

      Fuck, he loves me. Still, somehow. After everything.

      “In a heartbeat,” he answers. “I’d give it up in a heartbeat for you.”

      I move around his desk so I can lean against it. Our knees touch.

      My voice is thick when I ask, “Why?”

      “You know why. I love you. I’d rather have you than anything else. But is that what you want?”

      I’m starting to cry again, and I swipe at my cheek. “No. Isn’t that stupid? I left you, I shut you out, I thought if we weren’t together, I wouldn’t be the kind of woman who wants her husband to choke her during sex.”

      “And what kind of woman are you now?”

      I offer him a tremulous smile. “The kind of woman who wants her ex-husband to choke her during sex.”

      I can tell he’s struggling to keep the space between us, that he’s fighting the urge to take control of me physically. I offer him my wrists, and without a second’s hesitation, he circles them both and yanks me into his lap.

      He’s already hard underneath my ass, and when I curl into his chest, I don’t feel like two different women—one who has her own Secret Service agents outside and one who would like to be fucked over a desk.

      I just feel like one woman. One Morgan.

      “I had this idea,” I murmur into his chest, “of whom I wanted to be. And it wasn’t a switch. It wasn’t a woman who enjoyed kneeling, ever, ever. It was so clear in my head of whom I should be. Even when I would never tell another woman the same thing. Even if I would tell a switch or submissive that she was wrong for having the same idea I did.”

      Lorne kisses my hair. “Ideas are meant to guide us, to help us—not the other way around. We can’t suffer and sacrifice just to keep the idea in place if it doesn’t serve us anymore.”

      “My whole life is ideas, Lorne. My entire career, my present, my future—it’s all spoken about as ideas. As beliefs.”

      “But is it not,” he counters gently, “also your job to marry ideas to reality? And to marry reality to new and adapted ideas?”

      “Shut up,” I tell him, which is my way of saying fine, you’re right.

      He hums in what sounds like amused indulgence and draws circles on my thigh with his finger. Even though his body is unmistakably aroused underneath mine, he is in complete control, content just to hold me. Just to cradle his prideful little ex-wife in his arms.

      “What made you come here tonight?” he asks, after a minute of us cuddling like this. “What made you change your mind?”

      “I wish,” I say slowly, “I could say I had a big revelation about kink and choice, and about how choice means we can stop doing something when it no longer works or when we change and no longer want it. About how choice means I can choose who I am in different places—when I am Morgan Leffey and when I’m your little witch. I wish I could say that I made peace with the word switch, and that I finally accepted you were telling the truth about standing in my shadow when it came to my career and my public life.”

      “You wish you could say?” Lorne asks, still drawing circles on my thigh. “So, you didn’t have these revelations?”

      “Well, okay, I did. But mostly I was just horny.”

      He laughs, his entire body shaking under mine. It feels so nice that I smile into his chest.

      “And I missed you,” I say into his shirt. His laughter fades a little and my voice gets quiet. “I missed you so much that I thought I’d break with it. I’m not old, Lorne, but I’m not young either, and I don’t want to scorn happiness because I’m scared.”

      He kisses my hair again, holds me tighter. “I can’t make your fears disappear,” he tells me. “But I can promise to hold you close whenever you’re afraid. I can promise to listen. And I can promise to stop, if that’s what you want.”

      I nod against him, sliding my hands up to his chest and sighing in contentment. “I know. I know that now. Sorry it took me a divorce and four years apart to believe you.”

      A low chuckle. “You wouldn’t be the Morgan I love if you made things so laughably easy.”

      Well. True. Of all the things I’ve been accused of during my ambitious—and frankly dramatic—career, being easy for other people has never been one of them.

      “So, what next?” I ask my ex-husband. I tilt my face up and nuzzle into his jaw.

      “Are you asking me what I want?”

      “Yes, Lorne.”

      He moves me so that he can look down into my face. His dark curls fall over his forehead, and like this, I can see the shadows on his cheeks from his long, thick eyelashes. “I want to marry you again,” he says softly. “I want to be in your bed every night, and I want to be by your side every day. I want to make up for every minute we’ve been apart.”

      “Oh,” I whisper. I press my hand against his face, my chest tight and my throat knotting up. Because I don’t deserve that. Not after what I’ve put us through. “I want that too, but are you sure you can trust me? I’m still trying to figure things out, and I don’t feel particularly trustworthy.”

      He manages to keep cradling me and shrug at the same time. “Trust isn’t a perfect thing, Morgan. Neither is faith. But what’s the alternative? Living without my little witch for another four years?” He brushes his nose over mine in a tender gesture. “Unbearable.”

      I should protest more for his sake, really, but what can I say? I’m Morgan Leffey. “Then let’s get married, ex-husband.”

      “And you’ll be mine? When it’s just the two of us?”

      I smile up at him. We’re so close now that we’re whispering against each other’s lips, like teenagers in the dark. “Are you asking because you’d like to start now?”

      “How you read my mind, ex-wife.”

      “And what would starting now look like?”

      “Well,” Lorne says, brushing his lips over mine as his hand finds its way to the button of my pantsuit trousers. “You would bend over my desk and present your cunt to me. And then I would fuck it. And then you would bring me back to your residence and I would fuck you some more. And when we woke up the next morning, we would pick a wedding date, and I would make plans to leave the firm, and I would dedicate the rest of my life to supporting your dreams. And then maybe wrapping you in rope and spanking your ass raw whenever we’re alone. How does that sound?”

      My trousers are unbuttoned now, and I climb out of his lap and push them down past my hips, along with my thong. And then I bend over his desk, looking back at him over my shoulder.

      “Sounds like we should get started,” I say. And then I wiggle my bottom a bit and add, “Sir.”

      His hand is already on his belt, his erection is already coming out. He rolls a condom on, and then in one brutal drive that has me grunting against his legal briefs and ecological impact surveys, he’s inside me, sending me to my toes.

      “Little witch,” he says fondly. And then he starts fucking me like I’m actually a witch and I’ve been sentenced to Trial by Cock to prove my innocence. “My sweet witch.”

      I’m going to come, I’m going to come, I’m going to come. And I’m smiling into all these surveys, because I wouldn’t be here if not for those welts from my dress. If not for meddling assassins and ex-husbands as stubborn as I am.

      “Well, Morgan le Fay,” he murmurs, stroking into me. “Is it enough?”

      I shatter into a thousand, glittering pieces.

      “Yes,” I breathe to the man I love, the man who can call me mine. The man who left pea-sized welts of devotion on my skin. “Yes. It’s enough.”
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        * * *

      

      Thank you so much for reading! The ball is only the beginning. Want more of the Constantines and the Morellis, as well as their world of excess, violence, and starcrossed love? Read STOLEN HEARTS.
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      The flare of a cigarette, the sound of a stranger’s voice, and the handsome Irishman in the shadows--I wanted it all, but I wasn’t allowed to want. Ronan was danger and beauty, murder and mercy. To me, he was a mystery, but he was also the only man who ever knew me.

      
        
        One-click STOLEN HEARTS Now

      

      

      "Sophisticated, engaging, and will steal your heart. A five star read that I devoured!” - USA Today bestselling author Alta Hensley
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        If you’re looking for more tales with the American Witch and a round table of sexy rogues, check out Sierra Simone’s American Queen, the first book of the New Camelot Series.
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      The pointe shoes were the first thing Cal noticed.

      It wasn’t that the shoes seemed strange on their own.  It was just that they were wildly out of place wherever the girls brought them.  Slung over their shoulders when they bought their trenta iced green teas at Starbucks.  Spilling out of tote bags as they floated in and out of the library.  Tossed on the thick green grass as they burst out of the studio and flung themselves tiredly on the ground, like so many gazelles at rest.

      The second thing he’d noticed was that they weren’t girls…not really.  The youngest was just on the cusp of eighteen, and the oldest was nineteen.  They were in that liminal space between girl and woman, a space made all the wider by their long, sleek bodies and barely-there curves, by their sheltered lives in Purkiss’s cloister.

      The third thing he’d noticed was that Purkiss was a dangerous prick, which was unfortunate, because in a very real sense right now, he was Cal’s employer.

      Cal tossed his binoculars onto the passenger seat and rubbed a tired hand over his face, feeling every week of his thirty-nine years.  He’d been out late the night before chasing down a cheating husband, out even later the night before that to prove to an insurance company that one of their disability claims was spending his nights doing cash-only work for a chop shop up in Fredricksburg.  He should’ve gotten some sleep before coming out to the ballet school, but Purkiss had hired him to find out where his students were going at night, and Cal was a firm believer that one couldn’t find what was done during the night without understanding what was done during the day.  Thirteen years in the Army and four years as a private investigator had turned that belief into a religion.  Violence, crime and lies didn’t come from nowhere; they were there on the horizon of hard-working, honest daylight, if only one knew where to look.

      Which is why he’d spent the last three days watching the school and its dancers.  Watching Purkiss bark at the ballerinas for every sin imaginable—bad turnout, weak legs, shallow arches, lazy, lazy, lazy.  The dancers hated him.  They never challenged him, never defended themselves, never acted sullen or sulky or hurt when he humiliated them, but they hated him, Cal knew.  After his divorce, Cal had become something of an expert in the subtle art of hatred, and it was fairly easy to diagnose once you knew the signs.  A glance over the shoulder when a back was turned.  A flex of the fingers.  A hard stare out the window.

      It didn’t matter how prestigious Purkiss’s small school was or how many dancers found jobs in Washington or Boston or New York afterward, these girls were miserable.  No wonder they were thoughtless with their pointe shoes.  No wonder they snuck out of the dancers’ house at night.

      “They’re going somewhere,” Purkiss had told him that first day.  “They come in the next morning haggard and slouching and not ready to dance…and their shoes!” His nostrils had flared then, anger shaking his short, slender frame.  “Their shoes get ruined, absolutely ruined.  It’s a disgrace.”

      Cal had sat in the chair in front of Purkiss’s desk, staring at the small white man in front of him.  It was a trick he learned in Iraq—you stare long and hard and silent enough, and the other person cracks like glaze on an antique vase.  Deeply and into a network of thousands of other cracks.

      Purkiss had finally admitted his real worry.  “Tamsin, the oldest.  She’s my daughter.”

      “Do you care what the other girls do?  Or only her?”

      Purkiss had scowled, but a scowl from an aging male dancer didn’t frighten Cal in the least.

      “She’s an amazing dancer,” Purkiss had said.  “The best I’ve ever taught.  She’s auditioning for the ABT in two months.  I can’t afford for her to slip now.”

      Tamsin.  Cal learned over the next few days that she was the one with pale hair and even paler skin.  Gold and ivory.  And when she danced, she closed her eyes, as if she could shut out the world around her.  Like a music-box girl, twirling alone forever.
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        Night One

        Cal

      

      

      Louisa, Lael, Ling.

      Daneice, Devorah, Nanami, Nina.

      Ellie and Yasmine.  Isabella and Mary Grace.

      Tamsin.

      Twelve girls.  Twelve pairs of pointe shoes knotted and slung carelessly over shoulders as the dancers crawled one by one out of the second story window and onto a nearby tree branch.  Cal had to respect their ability to sneak out undetected—even with his car windows rolled all the way down, the only noise that came from the dark house was the rustle of the tree branches as the girls crept along and dropped like silent fruit onto the grass below.  They walked out past the school property and piled into two different cars, hybrids that made no engine noise until they turned off their street.

      Cal put his car into drive and followed.

      He had a plan, like he always did.  He’d follow, get pictures, go home and sleep off this latest run of work.  And then tomorrow he’d hand Purkiss the evidence, get his six hundred dollars, and move on to the next job.  It wasn’t much of a life, but it was about what a divorced ex-soldier could expect.  He was lucky to have stable work, however lonely it was.

      And it was lonely.  In the Army, you were never alone, not really.  There was always someone to keep watch with you, always someone else who couldn’t sleep, always someone else squinting at the road alongside you looking for disturbed earth and foxholes.  But there was some loneliness still.  You missed your family, your friends, cold beer.  You missed your own horizon, trees, snow, the Science Channel, 24-hour drugstores crammed with bright bags of junk food.

      He’d stupidly thought coming home to his wife after his last tour would mean being cured of all kinds of lonely.  How wrong he’d been; he’d never guessed that peculiar isolation of laying in bed next to a woman while remembering the pops and booms of desert guns, the scatter of bullets and the smell of gunpowder singed in the sun.  The blood, the fear, the blood, the blood, the blood.

      They’d told people they’d grown apart.  But the truth had been that it was hard to keep a wife when Fallujah was your mistress.  So his last tour hadn’t been his last tour after all, and he signed up to go to Afghanistan instead.

      Some kinds of loneliness were better than others.

      The girls drove far out of Richmond, out into Goochland County where the horses and the rich people lived.  Country roads were shit for tailing, so Cal had to stay farther behind than he’d like, following the unblinking red eyes of taillights through the bends and warps of the road, wondering where the fuck these ballerinas were headed.  And then suddenly there were no taillights, just the trees in the dark, and Cal had to reverse to see what he’d missed: a narrow road turning sharply off the small highway, disappearing into the dark like a path into fairyland.

      He killed his headlights, rolled down the windows again, and crept up the road.  His eyes adjusted to the dark fast enough, to where he could see the individual trees and the black glint of the James River between their branches.  The twist and rise of the road—

      Awareness prickled on the back of his neck, and with a cold feeling in his gut, he realized he knew this place.  It was different in the dark, different with the war ghosts in his mind, but the minute he cleared the rise and saw the sprawling, elegant profile of it, he knew.

      Persepolis.

      Shit.

      He parked the car at the edge of the lot, killing the engine after confirming the two hybrids were indeed there.  And sure enough, he could see the slender shadows of the girls down by the entrance of the building, gliding like swans into the door, the moonlight catching the shine of slipper-silk as they moved.  And the idea of all those lithe bodies wearing their pointe shoes into Persepolis stirred up an uncomfortable amount of heat in his blood.  The idea of Tamsin, long legs wrapped in ribbons, up on her toes and bent over a bench with her pussy exposed—shit.  Shit.

      She’s nineteen, he thought angrily to himself.  A child.  Stop it.

      But it was hard to stop.  Especially with Persepolis in full view.

      He rubbed at his forehead, trying to remember the plan, trying to ignore the blood flowing to his groin without his permission.  The problem was that the plan had gotten a lot more complicated just now, because Persepolis wasn’t the bar or house party he’d been expecting.  Persepolis was the kind of place where people with lots of money and specific interests went to play.  Whips and chains, that kind of shit.  Cal had done a fair amount of work for them over the last four years, mostly background checks for new members, and so he knew very well what went on inside.

      Which meant that he was going to have to tell Purkiss that his daughter was sneaking off at night to get beaten and fucked by strangers.  Or maybe she was doing the beating.  Either way, he didn’t think Purkiss would take it well.

      Still, he had a job to do and he could still follow the plan.  Take a few pictures of the cars outside, go home and stroke himself in the shower thinking of how those pointe shoes would feel on his back as he buried his face in some young pussy.

      Fuck.

      Take those pictures and go home, Cal.

      And yet he was getting out of the car.  Walking down the winding path to the door without his camera.  Nodding at the doorman who recognized him immediately.  Stepping inside the wide windowed bar area where those not at play drank and laughed and talked.

      Persepolis was too cautious to serve minors, which meant that the girls wouldn’t be here.  No, they’d be downstairs in the public playroom.  Although, since they were far too young to be members, they must be guests, and there was a chance that whoever they were a guest of, he or she would have them in a private playroom.

      Cal tried to ignore the knot of disappointment the thought tied in him.  It had nothing to do with wanting to see those ballerinas fucking en pointe, those sleek, young bodies at work.  Nothing to do with wanting to see Tamsin’s pert tits or high, round ass.

      Nothing to do with the thought of all twelve girls in one room, licking and twisting and rubbing.

      Sure.  Because he could lie to himself, but he couldn’t lie to his cock.  And his cock remembered exactly how long it’d been since it’d been inside a woman.  Too fucking long.

      He walked down the floating staircase into the airy concrete and glass playroom, taking care to stay in the shadows as he did.  It wasn’t hard—a woman was whipping a man on stage and the spotlights were on her, and darkness spilled in from outside like water.  It was as he moved undetected around the back of the room that he saw them.  Waiting by the stage in their shoes, literal dancers in the wings.

      He took a seat.

      The first show ended fast enough, applause and wolf whistles echoing through the room, and then a woman he recognized took the stage—Mistress Hell, a half-Persian Domme with an affinity for young women and riding crops.  Cal had done her background check four years ago; in real life, she owned a pricey graphic design firm and  volunteered twice a month at a food shelter.  But at Persepolis she was Hell embodied, and God help the little submissives she took under her cruel wing.

      And tonight, there appeared to be twelve of them.

      The girls mounted the stage behind Mistress Hell.  In the bright lights, a person could see every small curve and dip of their bodies underneath their thin leotards; Cal had to stifle a groan when he realized he could see the dark buttons of their nipples through the fabric.  They’d added small tutus to their outfits, and when Mistress Hell snapped her fingers, they all dropped to their knees facing away from the crowd.  She snapped again, and they dropped to their hands, on all fours now.

      Another snap and they went down even farther, foreheads on the floor, tulle framing each perfect ass.  It made for a spectacular sight, all those toned legs and asses in every shade of brown and black and beige, a rainbow of smooth skin raised over those delicately-laced pointe shoes, and Cal had to shift in his seat to allow for his thickening cock.  He never thought he’d get off on this kind of shit, but as Mistress Hell began laying into them with a riding crop, he began to see the appeal.  All that firm flesh, just offered up, getting flushed and angry under the crop.  And—ah, fuck—the wet spots growing on the leotards as the girls got hot from it.  They squealed and squirmed, wiggling at Mistress Hell until she’d give them the crop to rub against, and rub against it they would, like needy little kittens.

      He wanted to be the one to rub them where they were wet, the one to make those tight asses glow with heat.  He wanted to walk up and down the row of those ballerinas and take turns with each one of them.  Lick them from clit to puckered hole.  Fuck them, going from one to the other to the other, dipping inside every single cunt.  He wanted to paint all their asses with his semen.

      He ground the heel of his palm against his erection, desperate to relieve the ache there.

      Shit, shit, shit.  This was spinning out of control.  He was not getting paid to jerk off to his employer’s teenage daughter and her friends.  He needed to get out of there.

      Just as he stood up, Mistress Hell’s show ended and the dancers rose gracefully and exited the stage.  The lights to the playroom came on—the shows were over for the night.  The rest of the playing would happen privately.  And even though he hated himself for lingering to check, he couldn’t stop the urge to know.  Would they play more?  Was Mistress Hell going to take them back to her room and make them lick her pussy?  Would they split up amongst themselves and go with other members?

      That seemed to be the case.  Two or three girls with a man, a girl with a mistress, another girl with a master, three with a genderqueer Dominant named Jackson.  By ones and twos and threes, they were all claimed by hungry club members and taken away, tulle and pointe shoes and all.

      All except for Tamsin.

      Tamsin stayed in the playroom until all of her friends were squired away to be fucked, and then she began to head for the staircase.  Cal stepped into the shadows, cock still throbbing, and waited for her to pass by.

      And then he followed her.

      Up the stairs she went, through the bar, not pausing to say hello or glance at the river or anything.  And then she walked through the front door.  Cal gave it a moment and then followed.

      Outside in the warm night air, Tamsin walked slowly down the path to the riverside, her head tilted back, as if she expected to catch raindrops on her tongue, only it wasn’t raining.  If Cal could have seen her, he knew her eyes would have been closed.  It was the same way she danced, chin up, eyes closed, moving inside of a dream.  It pulled at something inside him, that habit of hers.  Empathy maybe.  Nostalgia for the kind of loneliness the young feel, still so free of the jaded anger of the old.

      She moved nearly as silently as him, but even in her pointe shoes he could hear the whisper of her tread.  He’d learned to walk quietly in Fallujah, in heavy boots walking through rubble.  It was easy to be quiet on a flat river path.

      Finally, she stopped and sat on a bench and began to untie the ribbons around her legs.

      A fucking shame.

      He should go now, he knew that.  But he also knew that he should have been gone forty minutes ago and yet he was still here, still unable to detach himself, still having dangerous kinds of thoughts.

      She’s nineteen.  She’s your client’s daughter.  You’re a stranger to her.

      It was her sigh that undid him, finally, and the way she slipped off her ballet shoes and cradled a foot in her hands.  Even from the safe distance of several yards, he could see the tape and bandages holding her poor feet together.  Jesus Christ.  Was that what all their feet looked like under those sweet shoes?

      Why he did it, he couldn’t later recall, but he knew that sigh and the sight of that bruised and bloodied foot was part of it.  But only part.  The other part was submerged somewhere deep inside of him, a loneliness and a lust that had been denied for too fucking long.

      “Tamsin,” he said, stepping out of the shadows.

      To her credit, she didn’t jump at the sound of her name.  She didn’t act frightened.  Cal had to wonder how many older men approached her in the dark if she was this casual about him being here.  It was just the two of them on the riverside, and Persepolis was the only light and safety for miles.  She should feel all kinds of unsafe and it worried him a little that she didn’t.  He kept his distance from her bench, kept his hands open and outward facing to show her that he meant no harm.  That he wouldn’t advance any closer.

      “Who are you?” she asked curiously.  Her voice was as dreamy as he’d thought it might be from watching her.  Floaty and a little reserved, like she was in her own world.  Like she was lost inside it with no one to show her the way out.

      “Cal Dugan.  Your father hired me.”

      She didn’t seem surprised by that at all.  “Of course he did,” she murmured, looking back down at the river.  “What for?”

      “To follow you.  To find out why you and your shoes look like shit in the morning.”

      She smiled at that, but only a little.  “I should have guessed.”

      That surprised him.  “Really?  You should have?”

      “My father only wants one thing from me—to see me become a principal dancer—and he’d do anything to see it happen.  Have me followed.  Threaten me.  Take away things I love.  I’m used to it.”

      She hugged her legs up to her chest, propping her battered feet on the seat of the bench.  She leaned her head on her knees and looked at him, golden bun shimmering in the moonlight.  She looked like a Degas painting, unreal and gauzily elegant.  There was no approaching her, no reaching her dreamy soul through the paint.  Forever untouchable.

      “What will happen if he finds out about Persepolis?” Cal asked, even though he shouldn’t.  It was none of his business, and worse, the more he knew, the harder it would be to do his job.  And he wasn’t in a place where he could walk away from six hundred dollars and feel good about his month.

      Tamsin lifted her shoulder in a gesture like a shrug, keeping her head on her knees.  “He’ll be angry,” she said, voice blank.

      It’s none of your business, Cal, none of your business.  Don’t go there, don’t even ask—

      “Does he beat you?”

      Cal didn’t consent to the question leaving his mouth, it just did.  But he suddenly needed to know, with gut-twisting urgency, whether Purkiss was hurting Tamsin.  He couldn’t afford to lose the money…but he didn’t know if his conscience could afford six hundred dollars subsidized by this girl getting the shit kicked out of her by her teacher-dad.

      Tamsin didn’t answer the question, just unfolded her long limbs and stood, grabbing for her pointe shoes.  “Don’t worry about me,” she said shortly.  “I’ll survive.”

      “Tamsin.”

      Her eyes flared in the dark and she stepped closer to him.  In the daylight they were a soft gray, but now they were shimmering pools of silver.  “Why are you so worried about it?”

      Cal didn’t have a ready answer for that.  Only the truth.  “I don’t know.”

      She studied him for a moment longer, silver eyes scorching across his face and down his neck to his body and back up again.  He was fit, he knew that much, but it had been a while since he cared what a woman thought of the way he looked.  And so it was like a gift when she met his eyes again and her face was flushed.

      “Goodbye, Cal,” she said and left.

      Cal watched her go with a clench in his chest that he hadn’t felt in years.  He would be back tomorrow night, he knew that much for certain, but what he didn’t know was whether it was to do his fucking job or whether it was to screw this job altogether.

      He only knew he couldn’t wait to find out.
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        Night Two

        Tamsin

      

      

      They weren’t in a show tonight, but Mistress Hell had said they could come any night they wanted, and so they did.  The night after a man named Cal Dugan stepped out of the darkness to speak to her, they decanted themselves from a bedroom window onto a wide tree branch, dropped to the ground and escaped to Persepolis.

      The other girls chattered and gossiped—who did they want to see tonight, who did they want to fuck?  She stayed silent through all of it.  She didn’t make it their business what she did at Persepolis, she didn’t make it her business to know theirs.  And she hadn’t told them about Cal yet, even though he could bring hell raining down on their heads the moment he decided to do his job.

      But she watched for him.  As they crawled out of the window, as they drove, as they parked.  She watched for him.  She’d only gotten the barest sense of him in the moonlight, but it was enough to make it hard to shake the thought of him.  He was older, forty maybe, and built like a fucking wall.  Over six foot five, surely, with broad shoulders and wide swathes of muscle that his black T-shirt couldn’t hide.  He could have picked her up, tossed her over his shoulder and disappeared with her into the dark, and she wouldn’t have been able to do anything about it.

      It was shocking how inflaming that thought was.

      His face, too—even hidden in the moonlight, there had been the stubbled edge of a proud jaw, the flash of eyes that spoke of experience and worldliness and knowledge—and all of that had been in his hard voice too.  Everything about him screamed of the kinds of secrets she’d come to Persepolis to learn, only she hadn’t felt half as terrified, half as wildly aroused at the sight of canes and cuffs as she had at the sight of Cal in the dark.  Cal was the kind of dangerous she’d been craving, Cal was the kind of knowledge she was so desperate to know.

      And when she’d woken up and the day went as it should, teaching the classes of younger dancers, her father yelling at her but no more than usual, she knew that Cal hadn’t betrayed them.

      Yet.

      Persepolis was busy tonight—a high-profile Dom and sub were showing off tonight—and it was a Friday.  The rich and powerful were out to play, and not for the first time, Tamsin sent up a prayer of thanks to whichever deity had seen fit to send Mistress Hell to their spring show.  Whichever fit of attraction had compelled Hell to approach them and offer to introduce them to the club.

      She supposed the line between kink and ballet was fairly blurry when you considered it.  Pain and beauty in constant exchange.  Entire lifestyles built on passion and discipline.

      The girls flitted off the moment they stepped into the playroom, little wisps of sex on pointe shoes, caught by eager hands before they could drift very far.  Tamsin herself, she decided to watch the show.  She’d been back in a private playroom once or twice, and it’d never carried the taste of taboo she craved, not really.  It all felt so…sedate.  So safe.  A leap with no risk of a fall.  And so she was glad the other girls were happy enough here, but she didn’t need to engage in disappointing liaisons night after night to know that she wasn’t going to find what she was looking for.

      “Back again?” a rough voice asked from behind her.  It felt like that voice leaked into every crack in her armor; it blew in like cold, exhilarating rain.

      She hadn’t gotten to this point in her ballet studies to let her posture betray her for anything, and so she knew she remained perfectly composed as she turned to face him.  In the indoor light, she could see him so much better than last night, and the effect it had on her was…disturbing.  He had the kind of gold-infused skin that hinted at Latinx heritage, thick black hair trimmed short, military-style.  His eyes were a dark green framed by thick, black lashes, framed by eyebrows that seemed permanently fixed in a suspicious furrow.  His jaw was squared and dusted with dark stubble, his cheekbones and forehead were high, his nose the only imperfection in an otherwise perfect face.  A crook at the bridge, like it had been broken.

      But for some reason that twisted Tamsin up even more.  Cal Dugan seemed like the kind of man who would take a punch to the nose and keep fighting, like the kind of man who would refuse to see a doctor about it.  Like he’d drink half a bottle of whiskey, grab a mirror, and reset the broken nose himself.  So different than the meticulously groomed ballerinos she danced with.  So different even than the sleek suits that frequented Persepolis.  This was a man who worked and fought with his hands.

      And she wanted those hands on her.

      “You didn’t tell my father about last night,” she said, skipping past his question and any of the other normal greetings.  “Why?”

      “You,” he said simply.  “I need you to tell me that you’re going to be okay if I tell him, and you haven’t yet.”

      And she wasn’t going to.  There was a difference between taking her father’s blows and lying about them, and the closer to freedom she got, the clearer that line became.  But still, that Cal cared, even as a casual stranger, about what happened to her felt foreign, exotic and enticing and good.

      Cal studied her for a minute, then took her arm and led her without asking to a chair in the back.  She expected him to offer the chair to her, but instead he sat and pulled her into his lap.  Within an instant, she was enfolded in muscle and warmth and a heady masculine scent, wood smoke and skin.

      “What are you doing?” she asked breathlessly.

      “Enough people here know what I do for a living.  It’s going to raise questions if I’m here interrogating you, and neither of us are ready for that.  We’ll blend in better this way.”

      And they did blend in this way, just another couple getting ready for the show, anonymous in their pose of affection.  But the upshot was that Tamsin couldn’t restrain her body’s reaction to Cal like this, not with so much warm, hard body pressed against hers.

      The lights fell and the couple took the stage to applause, the Dom fastening his submissive wife to a St. Andrew’s cross.  Which was when Cal leaned forward and whispered in Tamsin’s ear.  “Now, what am I going to do with you?”

      He meant about telling her father.  She knew that, yet it was hard to remember with his lips at her ear and his warmth at her back.  Hard to remember he didn’t mean the kinds of dangerous, dark things she wanted him to mean.

      “Whatever you like,” she said, meaning that he should do his job or not—she didn’t have any expectation of changing his mind.  But the moment the words left her mouth, she knew they sounded much more breathless and eager than she intended.

      “Is that so?” he murmured.  A couple walking past glanced down at them, and Cal stroked a warm hand on the outside of her thigh to maintain the illusion that they were just a couple snuggling up for the show.  She was only in a leotard, and it was bare skin he was touching, sending goose bumps rippling everywhere, everywhere, everywhere.

      She was hardly able to stand it, the feeling of that calloused hand so possessive on her skin, the solid wall of his chest big enough that she could curl against it. Never had she felt like this, never had she imagined a man could be anything stronger or harder than the ones she’d already met.  But those men barely qualified for the label of man, not after meeting Cal, who seemed like he’d already lived three lifetimes in the time it took most people to live half of one.

      “You used to be a cop or something?” she asked.  It was out of nowhere in terms of their conversation, but not of her thoughts—she had to know what made a man like him.  What scars and horrors added up to the hulking mass of raw danger he was now.

      “Soldier,” he corrected, still stroking her leg.  “Iraq and Afghanistan.  Left a few years ago.”

      Suddenly she wanted more.  More contact, more of his face and his voice.  She twisted in his arms and he allowed her, watching her with that same expression of aloof suspicion that he watched everything with.  She turned so that she was straddling him and facing him, her pointe shoes tucked delicately under her folded legs, her center resting directly against—oh.

      He was hard.

      He watched her face as she realized this, as her lips parted and her face flushed.

      “Go on,” he said, and there was a hint of lazy admiration in his voice.  “Sit on it.”

      She hesitated.  If she went any further, she was pushing this conversation past the casual—or whatever passed for casual in their situation—and into the territory of the sexual.  She’d be admitting she wanted him.  She’d be acknowledging that he wanted her.

      Suddenly, there was nothing she wanted more than just that, to push them into something glittering and sweaty and raw.  She sat on it—on him—feeling the impossibly thick, impossibly long ridge of him flush against her center.  Through the thin fabric of her leotard, she could feel every seam of his jeans, the line of his zipper, the exact width and heft of his penis.  There was a part of her—a big part—that wanted to rub against it like she’d rubbed against Hell’s riding crop last night.  To grind down until she worked off some of this tension that he knotted inside her.

      He seemed to read her mind.  “Go ahead, princess.  Make yourself feel good.”

      “It seems wrong,” she said, even as she started swiveling her hips against him.

      “This is a club full of wrong, sweetheart.”

      It was different, surely he saw that.  “But you’re old enough to be my father.  That’s bad to like.”

      A flash of teeth in the dim light.  “Very fucking bad.”

      “And you could ruin my life if I didn’t do as you said.  It’s wrong to like that you have that power over me.”

      His hands brushed along her waist, slowing to explore her navel through the leotard.  “But you do like it?”

      She couldn’t explain it, she didn’t even want to try.  “I do,” she admitted.

      “You like bad things.”

      “I wanted…I’ve wanted bad things for a long time.  But it’s never felt bad here, just safe.  Not until you.”

      She couldn’t believe she was confessing all this and yet the thrill she felt when she saw Cal’s stubbled jaw relax in understanding was worth it all.

      “I think I get it now,” he said, leaning back in the chair, as if to enjoy the view.  He idly plucked at a nipple through her leotard, and she nearly had a heart attack.  The pleasure shot to her center like a lightning bolt.

      “Get what now?” she whispered.

      He stared up at her.  “Why you close your eyes when you dance.”

      That’s not at all what she expected him to say, and she slowed the motion of her hips as he continued.  “You close your eyes so you can pretend you’re not alone.”

      Her breath caught.

      “And,” he said, his hands settling on her hips.  “You close your eyes to dream that someone will take care of you.”  He flipped her around with those large hands, lifting her as if she weighed nothing.  Settling her so she sat in his lap again, facing the stage, her legs open and hooked around the outside of his knees.

      “And I bet you thought you’d be taken care of here,” he said, one hand holding her hip steady as the other reached around to stroke along the lines of her inner thighs.  “Isn’t that right, princess?  Find other people who liked the same kinds of wrong?”

      She nodded.  It was all she could manage.  He was right, of course, so very right.  If there was anything she thought Persepolis could promise, it was that there were people here just like her, lonely and hungry for the same things she wanted.  But it was all so predictable here.  Pain and bondage.  No one cared about the grittier kinds of power exchange…like being spread open and touched by a man twice her age.  Like fantasizing that he was making her do it or else he’d tell her father everything.

      God, she was fucked up.  But she already knew that.  What she didn’t guess was that there was a man like Cal around who would see it so clearly.

      “Tell me,” he said.  “Tell me the kinds of wrong you are thinking about right now.”

      She squirmed in his lap but couldn’t make the words come out.

      “Don’t worry,” he said gently in her ear.  A pair of blunt fingertips skated up her center, skimming across the fabric stretched over her pussy, and she tried to move closer to them, closer to the pressure, but they moved back to her thigh.  “I’m going to take care of you, sweetheart.  I promise.  But first I need to know exactly the kinds of bad, wrong things my little ballerina is wanting.”

      So she told him.  About the age difference and how it turned her on.  Her blackmail fantasies.  And more things too—how she wanted to be forced to crawl across the floor like a pet, how she wanted to look down and see a man’s bare feet next to the pale pink of her ballet slippers, how much she wanted to watch him fuck her friends, every single cheap and tawdry way she wanted to be used and see others used around her.  When she finished, she became aware of how much harder he was underneath her now, how the probes of her breasts and cunt had gotten harder, more insistent.

      “You are so brave telling me such bad things,” Cal whispered in her ear.  “And brave girls get rewarded.”

      His fingers nudged along the crotch of her leotard, pushing underneath, and she almost came, she was that worked up, but then his fingers moved to her soaking wet folds, and she knew for sure she wasn’t going to last long.  His other hand moved to her breast, kneading the small curve of flesh as his other hand began exploring her in earnest now, dipping just inside her wet hole, rubbing up to her clit, which was swollen and hard.

      “Oh, little ballerina,” he groaned in her ear.  “It’s been so long since someone’s taken care of you, hasn’t it?”

      “Yes.”  It came out as something like a whine.

      His voice was soft when he asked, “How long, princess?  Since you’ve had what you need?”

      She tried to think. “I’ve fucked a couple people here at the club—”

      “But that’s not what we’re talking about and you know it,” he cut in.  “How long since someone has given you what you need?”

      And the honest answer to that was never.  “They haven’t,” she said, her voice sounding unaccountably sad.

      Cal tsked, big fingers starting to gently twist their way up inside her now.  “What a fucking shame.  But I’m almost grateful because—” his fingers slid in even deeper and she squirmed in his lap “—it means—” He slid up to the second knuckles and curled his fingers, driving pressure against her soft front wall.  She gasped, her head dropping back onto his shoulder “—that you are starving for it right now.”

      And she was, oh fuck, yes she was.  Starving like she hadn’t eaten in days, empty like she’d been hollowed out and filled with air instead.  “Please,” she whimpered.  “Please love me.”

      She didn’t have to explain herself to him, she knew from the growl behind her and the way his hand cupped her possessively that he understood.  He knew she didn’t mean love like a feeling, like a commitment to a future, like red roses and musical greeting cards and dinners full of small talk.  She meant love like a verb, a very specific verb.  She meant care for me, make me feel good, stay with me tonight.  She meant come inside me, hold me so tight I can’t breathe, touch me, touch me, touch me.

      “I’m gonna,” he said into her ear.  He twisted her nipple sharply through the leotard and she cried out.  “And I’m not a fancy guy, sweetheart.  You want me to stop, you say ‘stop.’  You want me to wait, say ‘wait.’  Got it?”

      She nodded eagerly, ready to move past whatever barriers were keeping him from possessing her right now, and he seemed to feel the same way, because he shifted and his hand abandoned her breast.  She wanted to pout at the lack of contact, but all attempts at pouting fled the moment she saw what he was reaching for in his back pocket.

      A small folding knife.

      She stared at it in the dim light, at the nicks and scrapes along the painted handle, wondering if he carried this knife while on deployment.  If he’d ever used it to hurt someone.

      Cal flicked the knife open with the ease born of lots of practice.  “Don’t,” he said, “move.”

      She didn’t.

      She held completely still as the knife moved between her legs and the tip pricked carefully at the sensitive skin where thigh met cunt.  And then his fingers withdrew, wrapped around the crotch of her leotard, and with a swift cut, her leotard was cut open.

      The knife was folded, put away, and then Cal’s fingers tugged her leotard up past her hips.  She was fully exposed now, so exposed that all any stranger had to do was look at her and they’d see her nakedness.  See the wet place where Cal’s fingers were once again buried.  See the hard points of her nipples through her leotard and the flush on her face and the tense lines of her thighs where she strained to hold them open.

      “Someone might see,” she said, and she wasn’t sure if it was in a tone of protest or wonder.

      “I want them to see,” Cal answered.  “I want them to see what a little deviant you are.”

      She tried to think of a response to that and she couldn’t.  His touch felt so good and the way he fingered her—slow curls inside coupled with the press of his palm on her clit—had her insensate.  She was going to come soon.  And hard.

      “Let’s play a game,” he growled into her ear.

      “Okay,” she whispered.

      “The game is that you have to do what I say, when I say it.  And if you don’t, I’ll tell your father where you’ve been sneaking off to all these nights.”

      She shivered.  It didn’t take much imagination to recall the feeling of her father’s blows.  “Is…is the game real?”

      Cal paused before answering.  “Do you really want to know?”

      No.  It was fucked up for sure, but the very real threat of her father finding out made the whole thing feel so much more…delicious.

      “No,” she said, feeling certain of this one thing at least.  “Don’t tell me.”

      His hand withdrew from her folds again, and when she looked over at her shoulder at him, he was sucking her taste off his fingers, his eyes hooded.  “You taste sweet, princess.  Just like a little ballerina should.  Let’s see if you look that way too.”  And before she could protest—not that she would have anyway—she was pushed unceremoniously forward between his legs.  He pushed her just fast enough for her to gasp, just slow enough that she could easily get her arms out in front of her and catch her weight.

      It was a ridiculous position, all things considered—her hands flat on the floor, head hanging down, ass still secure in his lap.  Thank God she was flexible enough to be comfortable like this.  But then she felt his fingers run glancingly up her cunt to her ass and she realized this position wasn’t ridiculous at all.  It was decidedly and definitely humiliating—which made it perfect.  Leaning all the way forward like this meant that her ass and pussy were open for Cal’s viewing, and view them he did.

      “Oh, your pussy looks so sweet too,” he said.  “Pink like your slippers.”

      “Oh,” she breathed as he took his thumbs and spread her folds.  It was so fucking degrading, the air so cool on flesh that was usually hidden and protected.

      “Don’t squirm, sweetheart.  You’re letting me do whatever I want, remember?”

      “Yes, I remember,” she managed from down by the floor.

      A sharp smack on her ass.  “Damn straight, you do.”  Then the thumbs returned, spreading her even more.  “Like a pretty pink butterfly,” Cal said with something between gruff wonder and lust.  “I can’t wait to fuck it.”

      “You’re…you’re going to fuck me?”

      “Of course I am.  I get to do anything I want with you.  I’ve caught a little butterfly—I’ve caught you—and I’m not letting you go until I’m finished.”

      She shuddered at his words, at the wrongness, at the sharp feelings of desire they stirred up in her.

      “That’s right, sweetheart.  You don’t have a choice, not if you want me to behave.  You be good for me, I’ll be good for you, got it?”

      And then a thumb moved up higher, kneading gently at the little rosebud between her cheeks.  “This is such a very pretty pink too,” he murmured.  “How good for me are you going to be tonight?”

      She’d never done…that…never been with someone she trusted enough to do that, and yet the idea of doing it for the first time with a man like Cal was exciting on an order of magnitude she’d never felt before.  She decided to be brave in their game too.

      “I’ll do anything you want,” she said, and she didn’t even have to work to make her voice pleading.  “Just please don’t tell my dad.”

      “That’s what I like to hear,” Cal grunted.  A finger pushed back into her pussy, and he chucked darkly.  “I knew you were a dirty one.”  And with strength she knew he had but was still shocking to feel, he wrapped his hands around her hips and raised her easily to his mouth.

      “Oh God,” she moaned.  His tongue was so strong, his lips so firm.  His sucks and licks so greedy.  And then he left her cunt to trace wet circles around her anus, and her entire body shivered in filthy delight.

      So wrong.

      So, so wrong.

      “You’re going to let me inside you now,” he demanded, and when she panted out an answering, “Yes,” she thought that he’d take her right then and there in the chair.  But he didn’t.  With an easy movement, he stood and slung her over his shoulder and carried her out of the public playroom.

      “Where are we going?” she asked, lifting her head so she could try to get her bearings.  They were in the hallway of private playrooms, dark wood doors leading off into private dens of sex.

      “To the place where I’m going to fuck you,” Cal said without inflection, producing a key from his pocket and unlocking a door.

      “Are you a member here?” she asked.

      “Not exactly.  But I do enough work for them that it wasn’t hard for me to get a room tonight.”  He opened the door, kicked it shut with his foot, and then dropped her unceremoniously on the massive king bed that dominated the room.

      She stared at him from her new position on the bed, watching him stalk around the room, hitting lights, searching through drawers.  “Are you looking for…” She didn’t know if the word would insult him, but she said it anyway “…toys?”

      He laughed at that, a low, dark laugh that curled her toes.  “I don’t need toys to play, sweetheart.  I’m not a little boy.”

      No, he was not.

      “I’m looking for condoms,” he clarified, sliding open a drawer and finding a well organized stash.  He selected one with two careful fingers and then turned to face her with that hard expression that turned her on so much.  “Spread your legs so I can see you while I get ready.”

      She bit her lip and obeyed, daring to offer, “You don’t have to, you know.  Wear a condom.”

      His eyes had been on her cunt before that, but now they slid up to her face, and his handsome face looked almost…sad?

      “Time out,” he said.  “Time out from the game.”  And then he sat on the bed next to her and pulled her hand into his giant one.  The touch nearly made her tremble from its sheer gentleness; she couldn’t remember the last time anyone had held her hand, except while dancing.  She had the strange urge to press her face against his knuckles, to curve and coil around his hand and snuggle her face against it for weeks.  And she had the even stranger feeling that he would allow her, that he would stroke her head until she fell asleep, that he would cover her with blankets and then wrap his large body around hers to keep her safe and warm the whole night through.

      His other hand reached up to tuck a stray strand of hair behind her ear, and his fingers lingered there.  “Are you on birth control?” he asked.

      She shook her head slowly.  “No, but my period hardly ever comes.  I’m sure I can’t get pregnant.”

      He gave her a rueful smile.  “That’s not good enough.  You have an entire career in ballet ahead of you.  I’m guessing a pregnancy now would ruin that.”

      She felt a childish need to defend herself, but he pressed a finger to her lips, his face growing stern again.  “I’m not risking it, Tamsin.  You are worth so much more than that.  Game back on.”

      You are worth so much more than that.

      It was stupid how much those words bit into her, got into her bloodstream and endocrine system and kicked hormones and hopes into high gear.

      He released her hand with a squeeze and stood again, hiking his T-shirt up his back and pulling it off with the perfunctory grace of a long-term bachelor.  Like he was used to undressing fast and easy, without thinking of how he’d look to anyone watching.  It was fascinating to Tamsin; everything about how she moved was about how she would look doing it.  Every step, every turn, every sweep of the hand…it was all for the audience, for the junction of music and soul and the Other.

      But Cal—he just moved.  Just got from Point A to Point B with a directness that had its own kind of beauty.  And once his shirt was off, Tamsin found it hard to think about movement or aesthetics or anything else, because his body was magnificent.  Incredible.  Not just the hard, flat stomach or the broad chest or those mouthwatering lines that disappeared under his belt, but the hair and the scars and the history of it.  He wore his experience and age on his skin, and it made Tamsin feel so soft and unspoiled and young.  The contrast left her panting, wanting, craving.

      Then he started working open his belt with one hand and she knew what craving really was.  Craving was flipping over on her hands and knees to crawl to the edge of the bed for a better look.  Craving was that tight, hot feeling in her cunt, that sharp puckering of her needy nipples, that sudden feeling of vacancy low in her core.

      “I thought I told you to spread your legs,” he said, noticing her rapt expression.  “You want to make me happy or not?”

      Oh, right.  Yes.  Shit.

      She scrambled to be on her back once more, and he grunted again, this time in approval.  He opened his pants and stepped out of them with the same efficiency as earlier, revealing a pair of black boxer briefs.  And even before he pulled them off, she could see the head of his cock peeping over the waistline, looking swollen and angry.

      She actually exhaled in shock when he pulled the briefs off, which earned her another pleased grunt.  She couldn’t help her reaction, though: Cal was big.  Cal was very big.  It only made sense given the size of the rest of him, but it still intimidated her to see the real length and girth of him, to see how it bobbed and swung under its own weight.

      “You’re big,” she whispered.

      Cal gave her a look.  “And you’re small.”

      For the first time since they started playing this game, Tamsin felt real hesitation.  She wasn’t a virgin and she wasn’t a stranger to men, but Cal was something more.  It wasn’t just the thick cock now getting sheathed in shiny latex with a few practiced strokes; it was the thick cock plus him.  Plus Cal and all his hardness and his experience.

      Plus the game.

      Make him happy.

      Instinct sent her scooting up to the top of the bed as he approached, that shiny, blood-dark erection nodding between them as he walked to the bed.  “Nervous?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she said.

      “Good.”

      He crawled onto the bed, crawled like a huge cat slinking closer to its prey, and grabbed her ribbon-wrapped ankles, yanking her farther down so he could cover her entire body with his own.  Chest to leotard-covered chest, thigh to thigh, her silk slippers against the dark hair of his shins.  He felt huge on top of her like this, not just long but wide and heavy, and she could feel the coiled strength in every fiber of him as he held the bulk of his weight on his arms.

      She expected him to thrust into her, to spread her legs and push inside, but he didn’t.  He did something even more shocking.

      He kissed her.

      With his cock hard and pressing against her thigh, he brushed his lips over hers, starting at the corners of her mouth and working towards the middle.  And when she parted her lips in surprise, he took advantage, sweeping his tongue in to taste hers, licking inside her mouth with abandon.  His kisses swarmed her senses, a dazzling array of light and fluttering mixed with hard and possessive, and finally he reached a hand under her neck to tilt her head just right, and then his mouth slanted fully over hers, firm and demanding.

      The erection against her felt hot and needy, grinding against her skin as Cal took his time with her mouth.  He kissed her like it was his first kiss in years, like he hadn’t had a woman underneath him in far too long, and he was determined to brutally savor every single second of this.

      And indeed, when he pulled back to blink those dark green eyes at her, there was nothing but determination in his face.  Nothing but more hunger around the kiss-swollen lines of his mouth.

      “Am I making you happy so far?” she asked, daring to reach up and touch his jaw.  The stubble scratched at her fingers, a scratch she felt everywhere, rasping through her fingertips and reverberating down her spine.

      He stared at her, and his voice was surprisingly gentle when he said, “Yes, Tamsin.  You’re making me very happy.”

      The game wavered for a moment as they stared at each other, and Cal caught her hand on his cheek, bringing her fingers to his mouth to kiss.  She gazed up at him as his lips caressed every knuckle, every flat and pad of her fingers.  She didn’t know how he could flip those switches inside himself, from degrading her to treasuring her, but she never wanted him to stop.  It fascinated her, awakened something thrilling and alive.  All her life she’d been treated like a china doll, a replica of her dead mother, a vehicle for her father’s own wasted dreams.  But Cal didn’t look at her and see a ghost or a doll.  He saw her.

      Even as she had these thoughts, he seemed to come around to himself again, giving a hard shove against her thigh with his dick.  “You say ‘stop’ if you want me to stop,” he instructed her.  And then he pinned both of her wrists above her head, put a knee between her thighs, and thrust inside.

      It was an invasion, a forcing, but God, no invasion had ever felt this good.  Like he was trying to wedge his body inside her, like all of him was pushing against the most delicate parts of her flesh, and everything in that moment, from the rough hair on his thighs to his weight on her chest to his huge hands trapping her wrists above her head, served to remind her how powerful he was, how big, how male.

      It hurt, in the best way, the kind of stretch and push that she could feel everywhere—her inner thighs, her chest, the arches of her feet.  With a grunt, he shoved in deeper, making her cry out and bow up against him.

      “Yeah,” he said, “like that.”  And he thrust again and again, hard and ungentle, his eyes searching her face for signs of pain or hesitation.  He wouldn’t see anything of the sort, Tamsin knew that for a fact, because she felt nothing of the sort.  If she felt pain, it was only the kind that made her crave more. If she felt hesitation, it was only that she worried this would be over too fast, that Cal would empty himself and walk away and that would be the last time she ever felt so alive.

      “I’ll do whatever you want,” she breathed up at him.  “You can make me do anything.”

      “I know,” he said with a dangerous glint in his eyes.  “I know I can.”  He let go of her wrists and slid a hand under one of her thighs to raise it up to his hip, opening her up to deeper thrusts.  His other hand he curled behind her neck, holding her head in place so he could brutalize her with more kisses, deep ones this time.  He was pressing her into the mattress, a wall of hot muscle and firm flesh, and she used her newly freed hands to explore all of his body that she could reach.  The furred expanse of his chest, the hard muscle of his back.  The strong lines of his neck and shoulders.

      “Wanna feel you come,” he grunted, breaking away from her mouth.  “How do I make you come?”

      She felt strangely touched that he asked—none of the young men she’d been with had ever asked that.  She was never fucking a boy her age again if this was what it was like to fuck an older man.

      “My nipples,” she said.  “If you could suck—”

      Before she’d finished, Cal had them both up and moving, and then she found herself in his lap, being impaled on his massive cock.  Her head went back as she let out a long moan—this position pushed and stretched new places, and almost immediately she could feel the new tension curling around her womb, tugging at her lungs and spine.

      Cal divested her of her leotard with the same perfunctory movements as he’d used to undress himself.  And then before she could even adjust to being fully seated on him or to her new nakedness, his head was bent and a hot, wet mouth was closing over one aching nipple.  He sucked and Tamsin arched to push her breast into his face.  He bit and her toes curled.  He moved to the other one, sucking and licking, his hands now on her back to hold her close to his face while he worked.

      His stubble burned and scratched at her small breasts as she began moving her hips over him, struggling to breathe properly through the sensations crowding her nervous system.  His thick length buried inside her, her clit against the hard muscle of his groin.  The suction of his mouth and the chafe of his stubble.  Each rock of her hips brought her closer and closer, but it was the demanding tugs of his mouth on her nipples that sent her over the edge.  With a choked whimper, she came, the orgasm seeming too big to come from just inside her body.  It felt like it came from everywhere, like the planets and the stars had realigned themselves just to ignite this thing.

      “Fuck,” Cal muttered, raising his face so he could watch hers as she fell apart.  “Fucking hell, princess.”

      She was still shuddering with delight, still contracting around him.  “Cal,” she whispered, but that was it, that was all she had.

      He waited until she was finished, holding her close and letting her work herself on his cock however she needed to make it through her climax.  And then when her body finally, finally stilled, he murmured, “You come like you dance.”

      “How is that?” she said, burying her face in the strong curve of his neck.

      “Like magic.”

      And then she was on her back again, him moving over her like a beast, rutting into her so hard and fast that a second orgasm stirred itself from the ashes of the first, biting into her with claws and teeth until she released with an agonized moan of ecstasy.

      “Your dad gets angry about your shoes?” Cal asked breathlessly.  Sweat was gathering in the furrows of his ridged belly, along his collarbone, sparkling on his neck.  It enchanted Tamsin to see it, see the evidence of how all that muscle and sinew had gone to work to fuck her.

      She nodded wordlessly, still trembling from her climax.  Cal gave her a rare kind of grin—almost a smirk, almost playful—and then was pulling out of her.  She sighed unhappily at the loss, but the sight that greeted her next froze any emotion but pleasure as he knelt on the bed by her feet and yanked off the condom in a rough, urgent move.  And then he was jacking himself off, with hard vicious breaths pulling all the muscles of his stomach and rib into sharp detail and his ass taut with the effort as he fucked his hand.

      “Tamsin,” he said.  Just that, like it was the only word he could remember, and then thick ropes of cum jetted out of his erection, spattering white filth all over her pointe shoes.  White cum on pink silk.  His entire body strained and tense, he milked himself empty, leaving her soiled and marked.

      They both were still for a moment, their breathing the only sound in the room.

      This was it, Tamsin thought with a crushing sense of horror.  The moment it was all over and she had to go back to her music box life, spinning endlessly in front of cold, judging eyes.

      But then Cal got off the bed, went to the drawer and rolled another condom onto his still hard-dick.  He didn’t bother to wipe down her feet and she didn’t want him too.  She wanted those shoes ruined beyond all hope.

      “More?” she asked, reaching towards him.

      “More,” he agreed gruffly, and she spread her legs with a smile.
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        Night Three

        Cal

      

      

      He couldn’t sleep that night, or whatever was left of it when he finally packed a sated, sleepy Tamsin into her friend’s car and then drove home himself.  Having sex with Tamsin had clarified only one thing, and it was that he wanted to have sex with Tamsin again.  Love her again, as she’d put it in her dreamy voice when she’d begged him to please love her, and he’d obliged the only way he’d ever known how.  With skin and sighs and his arms wrapped around her until daybreak came to burn away the night.

      To that end, he supposed it had clarified another thing: there was no way he could reveal the truth to Purkiss now.  It was a complicated mix of protectiveness and attachment and conscience that Cal didn’t care to examine too closely as he lay in his bed and watched the sun start creeping through his blinds.  He’d told himself after his divorce that he was done with relationships for good, done with all their cryptic obligations and nuances of bitterness.

      But he wasn’t done with Tamsin.  Not even close.  And he couldn’t deny that the thought excited him as much as it scared him.

      Either way, it meant something needed to be done about Purkiss and this job.  He slept for a few fitful hours, woke up to eat and make a couple phone calls, after which he showered and dressed.

      Then he drove himself to Purkiss’s ballet school.
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        * * *

      

      The club was busy tonight, once again.  A Saturday night in the warm summer heat; the rooms overflowed with people hungry for the kind of high they couldn’t get anywhere else.  Cal kept his eyes moving as he pushed his way through the crowded rooms, looking for any sign of pale gold hair or pink ballet shoes.  He hadn’t dared to go near the ballet school after ending things with Purkiss, since Cal’s presence would only undo the lie he’d tried so carefully to spin.  But it meant that he couldn’t be sure the dancers would be here tonight.  There was a chance, of course, but he couldn’t be sure.

      And there was nothing of Tamsin’s presence, not even a sign of her friends, and for a moment, Cal allowed himself to register the ache of disappointment.  The plumes of smoky worry that his plan hadn’t worked and that, even now, Purkiss was venting his anger at his daughter.

      He scoured the entire club—the private playrooms excepted—and then in a fit of moody indulgence he rarely allowed himself, ordered a shot of bourbon at the bar.  He hoped the girls were safe from Purkiss, that his little scheme this morning had built shelter enough for them to hide in for as long as they needed.  He hoped that one day he’d find Tamsin again, although he doubted it.  Sometimes you met people that stirred you up like a storm and then you never saw them again.  Life didn’t owe anyone shit, and Cal Dugan of all people should know that by now.

      “Rough night?” the bartender asked as he pushed the bourbon Cal’s way.  “Or not rough enough?”

      “Something like that,” Cal muttered, taking the drink in one swift motion and standing back up.  He’d go home.  There was no point in moping alone in the bar when he could mope alone at home for free.

      A cool hand brushed his arm as he stood, and goose bumps raced up his skin as he tried to swallow down the hope that swelled in his throat like a balloon.

      He turned to look down into Tamsin’s exquisite face.  It was like every feeling he’d ever had in thirty-nine years rushed through his blood and heated him up when he looked at her.

      “Can we talk?” she asked in that floating, faraway voice, and Cal nodded mutely, all his words incinerated in the reality of her here, now, in front of him.

      “I got a room,” she said, taking his hand to lead him, and the shyness that colored her voice was almost too much to take.  He wanted to cup her neck and kiss her until she whimpered, he wanted to cradle her in his arms and take her someplace far, far away from every care except taking the pleasure he wanted to give her.

      All of this before his mind really registered her words and anticipation flipped in his belly.

      He allowed her to lead him, her slender fingers wrapped in his large ones, through the crowd and down the hallway of private rooms.  She let go of his hand to reach for the key, giving him a smile.  “Mistress Hell let us have her room for the night.”

      Well then.  Mistress Hell had been very busy today.

      And us?

      His suspicions were confirmed as the door swung up to reveal eleven ballerinas, all completely naked except for those maddening shoes.  He felt their physical presence like a clench low in his groin, a heat of blood and tightness all along his dick.

      “Girls, this is Cal,” Tamsin said, like they were at a cocktail party.  “Cal, this is Mary Grace, Louisa, Isabella, Lael, Yasmine, Ling, Ellie, Daneice, Nina, Devorah, and Nanami.”

      Each girl smiled or fluttered fingers or did a curtsey as they were introduced.  It took every fiber of Cal’s considerable self-control to keep his eyes on their faces.  Not only because it felt polite, but because a fledgling sense of duty to Tamsin compelled him to make it clear he wasn’t interested.

      Even if that wasn’t entirely true.

      But Tamsin smiled.  “Cal.  It’s okay.  We’re all here to say thank you.”

      He turned to Tamsin, since she was clothed and nominally his and therefore safe to look at.  “You got my note?”

      “Yes.  And we are so thankful to you and Mistress Hell for fixing this.”

      He nodded.  “Glad to hear it.”

      He was more than glad, but he didn’t have the right words for his relief and his happiness and his fervent wish that…that something.  He didn’t even know what.  He hadn’t known when he called Hell this morning to ask her for help.  He hadn’t known when he stood in Purkiss’s office and told the man that the girls were sneaking off to an influential ballet donor’s house to use her private studio at night.  And he hadn’t known when he left Tamsin a short note in her tote bag explaining the lie— that Purkiss had bought it and that Hell was there to back up every part.

      If he had to call it anything, he might call it a willful daydream.  There was nothing more between him and Tamsin now, and yet he could not let go of this idea—this sweet illusion—that there might be.  That she might look at his older, scarred body and see something she wanted more of.

      “Cal,” Tamsin said.  “We want to thank you now.”

      “Okay,” he said, trying to look at the rest of them without actually looking at them.  “You’re welcome.”

      One of the ballerinas—Ellie, maybe—giggled.

      Tamsin came up to him and slid her hands up his chest, lacing her fingers around his neck.  She went up easily on the toes of her shoes to do it, and the small act was so erotic that he had to close his eyes.  The brush of her belly against the semi-hardness of his erection was undoing him, turning his cock to full stone.

      “Tamsin,” he said, opening his eyes.  It was maybe a plea or an admission, but it wasn’t a command.  She had all the power tonight and she knew it.

      “I want to play another game,” she whispered.

      “I don’t want to play any kind of game that might—” he paused, not wanting to reveal too much of his own feelings.  He couldn’t say, that might ruin anything between us.  There wasn’t anything real between them.  She was young and unattached and had her whole life ahead of her.  She didn’t need a washed-up soldier like him pestering her with unwanted advances.

      She pressed her soft lips to his jaw, and he fought the urge to close his eyes again.  “I want you to be with all of us.  Please.”

      He kept his voice low, gazing down into her silver eyes.  “It’s not nothing, watching someone you’ve fucked fuck other people.  There’s no coming back from something like this.”

      “Good,” she replied, kissing his jaw again.  “I don’t want there to be.”

      I’m afraid there won’t be a future for us if I let it happen, was what he wanted to tell her.  But he couldn’t, couldn’t bring the weight of his daydreams to bear against her, and yet he also couldn’t consent to this.  It was a stalemate.

      Until, that is, Tamsin reached down and pressed a slender hand to his cock.  Even through the thick denim of his jeans, there was no mistaking how hard he was.  He pushed his hips into her touch with a low grunt, and she smiled.

      “Come on, Cal,” she coaxed.  “You can say stop when you need to stop.”

      The idea of him needing saving from a bedroom full of agreeable ballerinas was ludicrous and almost pulled a smile onto his face.  But not quite.  He was still too preoccupied with Tamsin, despite the whispers and sighs of the waiting dancers around them.

      “But I’m worried about you needing to stop,” he told her quietly.  “I’m worried about you.”

      She wrinkled her nose.  “Is this some kind of male thing where you think I won’t get anything out of this?  Or that my feelings will be hurt by seeing you fuck someone else?”

      “No to the first,” Cal answered.  “And yes to the second.  I know you wouldn’t be here if you didn’t think you’d get something out of this, but I would feel selfish if I agreed.  Selfish and unthinking.  I don’t want to be that around you.”

      She ran her palm along his length, up and down, up and down, until he could hardly breathe.  “This is fun for me,” she said finally.  “I like this.  What I get out of it is the same thing I got out of last night.  My feelings are only going to be hurt if you stop us from enjoying something we both want—just to be noble.”

      Noble.  That was a word he hadn’t used to describe himself in a very long time.  Maybe ever.  “Dammit, Tamsin, I’m not trying to be noble,” he said, as if his rock-hard cock left any doubt about that.  “I just want you to still like me after the night is over.”

      “Oh Cal,” Tamsin murmured.  She pulled away to look at him, and the loss of her touch on his dick had him nearly gnawing at his lip in agony.  “I already so much more than like you.”

      Jesus.  Her words bit him where he was vulnerable.

      “Take a leap and trust me,” she continued, still looking up into his eyes.  “Join me in my dream.”

      It felt like that was all he’d ever wanted to do since the day he was born.  He wrapped his hands around her jaw and pulled her face close to his.  “Okay,” he whispered.  And then he kissed her, trying to pour every last feeling and fledgling hope into his kiss, so that she knew that she’d somehow become the most important person in his life over the course of a week.  He couldn’t tell her that, he couldn’t act on it, he felt guilty even hoping around it.  You didn’t watch a girl through a camera lens and fall in love, you didn’t play blackmail games with her and like it, you didn’t fuck a girl once and wish for more unless you knew she wanted it too.

      And yet.

      He’d been kissing Tamsin so thoroughly and so deeply that he hadn’t been aware of the other dancers inching closer until a hand brushed against his back.  And another hand.  And another.  Too many hands.  His entire body sang with hunger, but the knot in his chest necessitated that he refuse to respond.  Instead he murmured against Tamsin’s lips, “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “Trust me,” she said.

      And he took a deep breath and joined her in her dream.
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        * * *

      

      The first thing that happened was the kiss to his shoulder.  He turned to see one of the ballerinas—Latinx, dark-eyed, Nina was her name—smiling up at him.  It had been so long since he’d fucked a woman before Tamsin, and now the idea of fucking several women at once was almost laughable.  Like he’d actually tripped and fallen into fairyland for real.

      Tamsin stepped forward and took his hand, pressing it hard against Nina’s small breast with its dark, erect nipple.  “Don’t be shy,” Tamsin said to Cal.  “We all want this.  Do you?”

      He did.  Whichever that made him, man or monster, he wanted it.

      Tamsin kissed him again, her tongue teasing at his lower lip until he opened to her, and then, with his hand still on Nina’s breast, he slid his other hand around Tamsin’s waist and pulled her tight against him.

      “I want you close,” he said against her mouth.  “You be here with me, do it with me.  Got it?”

      She nodded, and he gave her a final rough kiss before he turned his attention to Nina.  She purred as he thumbed her nipple and then lowered his mouth to her neck.  She tasted different than Tamsin, who was all rose and delicacy.  Nina was lavender, elegant, more grown-up smelling somehow, even though Tamsin was the oldest.

      More like a woman.

      And just as the thought breached his mind and sent a surge of blood to his already painful dick, hands were under his T-shirt, sliding warm and searching over the scars on his back, over the hair-dusted ridges of his belly.

      “Off, off, off,” a few of them chanted, pulling the cotton up over his head.  He allowed this, allowed the giggling exploration of his back and chest after, the coos when they reached his scars, the oohs when they traced his muscles.

      “With me,” he told Tamsin, taking her hand and putting it to Nina’s other breast, so that the two of them mirrored each other.  A large bronze hand and a small white one, both flat against Nina’s barely-there chest, both kneading and massaging and pressing.  Nina moaned, her head lolling to the side, and Tamsin looked fascinated by the contrast and symmetry.

      “With me,” he repeated, and then bent to Nina’s neck.  Tamsin bent to the other side, and together they bit and licked until Nina was moaning against them.  He guided Tamsin’s hand down to where the naked ballerina was wet and waiting, and together he and Tamsin explored Nina’s most secret place, rubbing her until she whimpered.

      “You’re hogging him,” Ellie complained from somewhere beside him, and there was a resounding chorus of agreement.  Before he could object—or indeed, even really understand what was happening—he was pushed and herded towards the large bed in the center of the room, herded with hands and shoulders and sighs.  And then pushed so that he fell onto his back, an amused smile tugging at his mouth.  It was like being attacked by a cluster of butterflies.

      But he kept Tamsin close to him, so that she lay next to him on the bed, nestled against his side.  He wanted this and he wanted her, and he didn’t know how else to show her that he’d meant what he’d said.  There wasn’t a fucking Emily Post book about what to do in this situation.

      The dancers came over them like a cloud.  He found himself kissing a pretty black woman named Daneice, pulling her on top of him so that Tamsin could embrace her just as easily.  The three of them shared a searing kiss, messy and breathy and wet, while hands started tugging at his belt.  He hadn’t felt someone else’s hands on his belt since before his divorce, and for a minute he had to stop everything and just feel it.  The novelty of being wanted as much he wanted in return.  The now-unfamiliar feeling of different fingers fumbling on the buckle, yanking the leather through the loops.  The slide of different skin under the waistband of his boxers.  The grip of a different hand around his erection.

      He groaned into Daneice’s neck as an eager hand stroked him.

      “You’re so big,” a ballerina cooed.

      “So big,” another echoed.

      “I want to use him first!”

      “I’ll be next!”

      “Oh fuck,” he mumbled, feeling something wet and hot close over the hard tip of his cock.  A mouth.  A warm mouth with a fluttering tongue and soft lips.  There were more giggles as he tried to lift his hips and push more of his shaft into that willing warmth, and then he felt other mouths.  Pulling his jeans all the way off and kissing his thighs, working their way around his hips, nuzzling at the seams between his groin and his legs.  More dancers came up on the bed, crowding around him and Tamsin and Daneice, their hands and lips everywhere.

      He tugged at Tamsin’s leotard, wanting it off, and she obeyed, even as she was just as busy kissing and squeezing and rubbing as he was.  The mouth on his cock took him deeper and deeper, working him hard, until it was replaced by another mouth, and then another, and another.

      Somehow, he worked his way up higher on the bed, making enough room for all thirteen of them to be arranged comfortably, if intimately, because there was no flesh not touching other flesh; the entire bed was a lacework of long, lithe limbs and smooth skin and silken pointe shoes.  That pink silk was the only stitch of clothing any of them now wore, shocks of cool ribbons against all that hot skin.

      There were too many kisses, too many hands, too many needy mouths and rubbing thighs to keep track of who was where and doing what, but Cal kept track of Tamsin beside him the whole time.  With me, he’d said and he’d meant it.

      With me, he said as Nanami rolled a condom down his dick.  With me, as Mary Grace swung a leg over his torso and sank down his sheathed cock.  With me, as he guided a pretty head between Tamsin’s legs to make her feel good, as Devorah straddled his face and he held her hips as he sucked on her clit.  With me, as they all fucked each other in a tangle of fingers and tongues.  With me, with me, with me.

      “We want you to ruin our shoes too,” Lael said into Cal’s ear.  She was currently rubbing the swollen bud of Ling’s clit as Ling rode him.  He was getting close to the edge—Ling was the fourth ballerina to fuck him until she came—and Cal felt like he had no self-control left.  His entire body was stretched tight, his toes digging into the sheets and his thighs so tense they ached.  His cock almost hurting with the need to release.

      Next to him, Tamsin had already come twice, once from riding his face, another time from Louisa’s clever fingers.  “Oh yes,” she said, “you have to.  Just like you did for me.”

      “Happy to,” Cal said.  “Might take more than one time though.”

      “I think we can make that happen,” Lael purred, and then Ling came with a series of wracking shudders, her little mouth parted in an O of surprise.  Cal gritted his teeth and endured the feeling with as much restraint as he could manage, but once she was finished, he gently lifted her away.

      “Gonna come,” he grunted, and with the same kind of grace and quickness they had on the stage, they arranged themselves in a little row on the bed.  He managed to get to his knees and rip off the condom before it happened, and with a sharp wave of release, he emptied himself over several pairs of ballet slippers.  With grunt after grunt as he stroked the semen out of his cock. He came so hard he could feel it in the soles of his feet and at the top of his scalp.  And when he was finished, still-hard cock in hand, he saw that he’d only stained about half the shoes.

      Which meant…

      “More,” Tamsin said firmly, pushing him back down on the bed and rolling another condom down his length after a few strokes to keep him at full mast.  “You’ve still got more shoes to ruin.”

      And so he let the girl he’d started to care for guide pussy after pussy down on his cock, his face, his fingers.  He fucked every girl in that room, more than once, he fucked them hard and soft, fast and slow, until the night grew old and blue at the edges, until they were all too sated and tired to do anything other than hum and snuggle and yawn.

      And Cal ruined every single slipper they wore.
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        Two Months Later

        Cal

      

      

      Cal caught the duffel bag easily and tossed it to the ground.  He held up his hands to signal he was ready for more, and Tamsin leaned out of her window with her dance tote and dropped it down.  That, plus a weekender bag and a pillow, and all of Tamsin’s worldly possessions were ready to be packed away in Cal’s car.  He’d wanted nothing but this as early as eight weeks ago, the first weekend they’d met, but had respected her wish to stay until her successful audition with the American Ballet Theatre.

      But finally, finally she was leaving, and instead of leaving on the train tomorrow like her father thought she was, she was sneaking out tonight with Cal.  And he had one final surprise for her…if she wanted it.

      Cal put her things in his car and came back to the window.

      “Why don’t you come up here?” she asked in a low voice.  “One last time?”

      He wordlessly started climbing the tree; he knew the way into Tamsin’s room by heart now.  Since their weekend at Persepolis, Cal had advised all the girls to stay in more often—Mistress Hell would protect them as much as she could, but a little caution would go a long way with a man like Purkiss.  And they had cajoled and wheedled and touched him with butterfly hands to beg, and somehow he’d ended up agreeing to visit them on the nights they stayed in.  They were insatiable, demanding, creative, and sweet, and after eight weeks of servicing all them, he understood Mistress Hell’s fascination with the dancers.  They were like gifts from the gods of fucking, come to earth.

      And Tamsin…Tamsin most of all.

      Cal had assumed what happened that first weekend had been some kind of adventure for them, an experiment of sorts, and that even if there’d been no lasting harm done to Tamsin’s feelings, that it wouldn’t happen again.  He was used to women who didn’t like to share after all, and he figured if a wife couldn’t share her husband with war, then this young girl couldn’t be expected to share him with eleven of her friends.

      He’d deeply underestimated Tamsin.  Tamsin and her obsessive craving for the wrong and the taboo in life.  She loved nothing more than all of them playing together, she loved choreographing their orgies, debasing him and herself and everyone around them in delightful, ecstatic ways, and she came the hardest when she was the last one to fuck him.  When she had him sweaty and raw and at the edge of his control.  That’s how she liked him best.

      Tonight wasn’t going to be elaborate or choreographed however.  After he climbed up the tree and through the window, Tamsin nearly tackled him and pulled him to her pillow-less bed.

      “I want it one last time here,” she breathed, hands on his zipper.  She was in a tiny little nightgown and leg warmers and—Jesus—no panties.  He ran his hands up her thighs, playing with the place where the leg warmers met bare skin.

      “Just you and me,” he said, in a voice that brooked no argument.  He loved fooling around with her friends—what red-blooded human wouldn’t?—but right now, with his surprise burning a hole in his back pocket, he only wanted her.  He’d play whatever dirty games she wanted, but at the end of the day, it was Tamsin who had his heart.  Tamsin he’d move heaven and earth just to be near.

      And he damn well had.

      “Yes,” she agreed, “just us.”  Her warm hands found his stiffening cock and pulled it out, rubbing it up and down.  “Can’t we do it without the condom?” she begged.  “Just this once?”

      “No,” he said, even though it felt like yes was the only word he could remember.

      “Mmm,” she pouted, flipping up the hem of her nightgown to show off her pussy.  She started rubbing the tip of him against her, getting it wet, slotting it inside her entrance and circling her hips and driving him mad.

      “Just for a minute won’t hurt,” she said, batting her long, gold eyelashes up at him.  “Just for a minute inside.”

      His arms were shaking where he held himself above her.  “Just for a minute,” he repeated.  “No longer.”

      Her eyes lit up.  “Really?”

      “Shh.”  He put a hand over her mouth, because he wasn’t sure he could do this without coming immediately, and he especially wouldn’t be able to do it with Tamsin breathing naughty things in his ear.  He closed his eyes and pushed inside.

      There weren’t words for how good her pussy felt.  Wet and hot, tight like a fist.  Every nerve ending in his penis felt electrified, every sensation was magnified, every inch farther was like a new revelation from God.  She moaned under his hand as he stretched and filled her, and once he sunk in to the hilt, he carefully lowered himself onto her, chest to chest, letting his hand fall away from her mouth so he could kiss her.  And kiss her and kiss her.

      He couldn’t wait to tell her, he decided.  He wanted to tell her now, like this, when there was nothing separating them, no barrier, no distance, just the warm glide of them and their hearts beating so close.

      “I’m moving to New York City,” he whispered against her mouth.  “I got a place.”

      Her lips parted underneath his, her hand reaching towards his face.  “Really?” she asked, and her voice sounded so young then, so full of a hope and happiness that she hadn’t yet learned how to hide.

      “Really.  I’ve got a key for you in my back pocket.  It can be your place too, if you want.”

      “Yes,” she breathed.  “I want that.  I’ve been so miserable thinking we wouldn’t see each other as much as we wanted…”

      “Remember what I said that night at Persepolis?  With me.  I want you with me, Tamsin, as long as you’ll let me close.”

      “Yes,” she said, kissing the corners of his mouth, his jaw.  “I want to be with you always.”

      The words made him want to slump in relieved joy.  “I like that you feel that way,” he said gruffly, trying not to bother her with how much he felt.  He still wanted her to be able to change her mind, leave him if she got unhappy or realized how old he was or met some other dancer that could better meet her needs.  He didn’t want to cage her, not his little music box girl, not when she was finally getting free.

      Tamsin seemed to have other ideas.  “Oh, you bear,” she laughed.  “I love you.  And I know you love me.  There’s no need to be so stoic.”

      I love you.

      “Tamsin,” he groaned, burying his face into her neck.  “I do love you.  I love you too much, I think, than is good for you.”

      “There’s no such thing as too much for me,” she purred, biting his earlobe.  “I think we’ve already proved that many times over.”

      With a low growl, he pulled out and reached for his wallet, rolling a condom on amid Tamsin’s mewling protests.  And then he grabbed the headboard with one hand, using his other to guide himself back inside her.  With her heels at the small of his back, he thrust inside, deep and hard, wrapping both hands around the edge of the headboard now to drive in harder and harder and harder.

      Soon they’d be in his car together, driving off to their new life.  Soon she’d be in his bed every night that she wanted to be there.  Soon they would see how far love could carry them as she danced and he worked and they had to fight off every problem that came with being in the real world.

      But for now, he was happy to pretend he was still in fairyland, still inside the dream.  And when Tamsin came and he came a moment later, filling his condom with heavy jerks and pulses, he murmured promises in her ear until they were both sweaty and still.  I love you and you’re with me and I’ll take care of you, princess, always, always, always.

      His promises were real, vows weighted with age and experience, and Tamsin seemed to wrap herself up in them like she wrapped herself up in his arms.  “And we are going to live happily ever after,” she murmured to him.

      He smiled in the dark.  “Ruined shoes and all.”
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      The flare of a cigarette, the sound of a stranger’s voice, and the handsome Irishman in the shadows--I wanted it all, but I wasn’t allowed to want. Ronan was danger and beauty, murder and mercy. To me, he was a mystery, but he was also the only man who ever knew me.
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      I couldn’t see the man in the shadows. It was nothing but dark out here, and then there was the red flare of a cigarette to my left, and I stepped back. Embarrassed and shaking, I tripped over my shoes. “I didn’t think anyone was here. I’ll go—”

      “Don’t,” he said.

      “Don’t…what?”

      “Don’t leave.” Just that. And I was getting bossed around plenty in the house behind me, but no one managed to do it so plainly. It was all dressed up in manners. I was wrapped in chains of politeness. I didn’t know what it said about my mental health, but I liked the fact that he didn’t ask. And he wasn’t polite.

      This whole situation was fucking me up.

      He didn’t step forward to introduce himself, and I stepped away from him keeping my name to myself, too.

      “You were just about to do the fifty-yard dash in a ball gown,” he said.

      “Not…really.”

      “Then you weren’t about to scream, neither.”

      “No.” The lie came easy. So quick. Second nature now.

      “Bullshit.”

      “You know, you could leave. Give me some privacy.”

      His low laugh rippled out from the shadows, putting goosebumps up and down my arms. “Could I?”

      “It would be polite.”

      “I’m not much for polite,” he said and took another drag of his cigarette. “I like screaming better than running, though. Gets the blood up.”

      “The blood up?” That sounded very Braveheart. Truthfully, I liked it.

      “For fightin’ and the like.”

      “I’m not much for fighting,” I said, and it was so true, so funny and true and awful all at the same time I had to put a hand over my mouth so a weird laugh/scream thing wouldn’t come tearing out of me. And my chance to run was years behind me.

      He made some speculative sound in his throat. Which could be agreement or disagreement or some kind of mix of the two, and it hardly mattered. He hardly mattered. This moment on the patio hardly mattered.

      It was why I was still standing there.

      Everything inside, every word I said, every drink I had, every person who looked twice at me – all that mattered. It got rung up someplace and added to the price I had to pay.

      And I just needed a minute.

      “You all right?” He asked.

      Terrified.

      “You working the party?” I asked, changing the subject. It was always easier to talk about other people.

      “You making small talk with the help?” His brogue was so thick it took me a second to make sure I got the words right.

      “If that’s what you are, then yes.”

      “Well, I’m not sure what I am, to be honest with you.”

      “Yeah, me neither.”

      “In that dress, sweetheart, you are not the help.”

      I pressed my hands to the skirt of my ball gown, gold embroidery and sequins over blush gossamer netting. I felt naked under all the layers, if I was being honest.

      “You look beautiful,” he said, like he could see my doubts.

      “Thank you.” The compliment bounced off me. When people called my sister beautiful, she cut off all her hair and painted her face. Me? I said thank you and did what they asked of me.

      “It came in a box,” I said, stupidly. “Like in the movies. A box with a big red bow.”

      “Proof that you shouldn’t be out here with me, Princess,” he said.

      He was right. 100%. There were people inside who, if they found out what I was doing, would be pissed. But the rest of my life was going to be spent trying to not piss those people off, this might be the very last second I had for myself.

      “Are you a Morelli?” I asked.

      “A who?”

      “A member of the Morelli family.”

      The worst thing he could be was a Morelli. He could be a murdering son of a bitch, and being a Morelli would still be worse. Elaine, Caroline’s daughter, got caught up with Lucian Morelli at Tinsley’s birthday, and it was as if she’d fucked the devil himself.

      This guy wasn’t the devil. He was a waiter having a smoke. And I wasn’t a Constantine. I wasn’t even going to be a Waverly for much longer.

      “No, I’m not a Morelli,” he said.

      “Then we’re okay.” The night seemed to breathe. The party sounds faded. The scream in my chest was gone.

      We’re okay.

      “Why are you out here?” he asked.

      “There are a lot of answers to that question,” I laughed.

      “You always go for a run during a party?”

      “I do,” I nodded. “I’m in training.”

      “For ball gown racing?”

      “Yes, it’s a very obscure event. But I’m ranked.” I was being ridiculous. The nerves were making me ridiculous, and I was only ever ridiculous with my sister.

      “National or international?” Oh, he was playing along. It made me want to cry for missing my sister.

      “International, of course.”

      My feet were cold and naked in the grass, so I put on the shoes.

      “What are you doing out here?” I asked.

      “I haven’t been invited inside yet.”

      “Really?”

      “No.”

      That did make me laugh. I liked this shadow Irishman with the quick wit, and maybe it was the grass I could still feel between my toes or that my world was coming down around me in ways I couldn’t stop, but the truth just came out of me.

      “Adolescent on-set schizophrenia. That’s why I’m here. That’s why I’m… everything.”

      It was wild to say that out loud. We never talked about it. We never gave the words air or sound. Or light. They lived in shadows, dark and unsaid. Alone and festering.

      From the shadows he held a flask. “Here. You look like you could use a drink.”

      “I shouldn’t,” I said. I needed to be clear. Sharp. Tonight was like throwing myself into a sea of piranhas. For the rest of my life.

      “Your hands are shaking.”

      Honestly, I couldn’t see him. At all. The glow of that cigarette, the gleam off the flask and the white of his shirt at his wrist. He had nice hands. A jagged scar ran along the side of his thumb down to his wrist.

      “What happened?” I asked, and I couldn’t believe it myself, but I touched his hand. My fingertip brushed the raised pink skin of the scar. The insanity of that made me light-headed, and I quickly took the flask. I cupped it in my cold shaking fingers like a flame.

      “Jumped out a window,” he said, flexing his fingers out wide and then curling them into a fist. “My hand got caught on an eaves-shoot. Tore it open, like.”

      “Why’d you jump out a window?”

      “Because someone who wanted to hurt me was coming in the door.” He said it like a joke.

      I took a sip from the flask. The booze burned down my throat and exploded in warmth in my belly, and I gasped. Another sip and the same effect until I could feel my feet and my fingers. Another sip, and my face was warm. Yep. This was what a person needed for a few minutes before jumping into the pool of piranhas. To feel alive. Warm. Bloody and real.

      And another sip, the flask lighter in my hand.

      “Slow down there,” he said and took the flask from me. His fingers didn’t touch mine, but I could still feel the heat of them. “I reckon you haven’t eaten.”

      “That,” I said. “Is a fair point.” When was the last time I’d eaten? Last night? Two days ago? I couldn’t remember being hungry or full. It felt like I was very tiny inside of my body.

      From the shadows around him came one of the china plates from inside. There was cheese there. Little quiches. Asparagus in prosciutto. “Have something,” he offered.

      “What else have you got over there?” I joked.

      “You probably don’t want to know. But if you’re hungry.” The plate came closer. I reached for a piece of cheese but in the end didn’t touch it. My stomach was in knots.

      “No, thank you,” I said.

      “Suit yourself.” The plate disappeared, and I was suddenly ravenous.

      “Where are you from?” I asked.

      “What makes you think I’m not from here?”

      Laughter again. But this time, thanks to the flask, it didn’t hurt. It didn’t sound half like a scream.

      “Something about your voice.”

      “Northern Ireland.”

      “Belfast?” That was the only town I knew in Northern Ireland.

      “Eventually. Derry, too. I was born in a cow pasture you never heard of.”

      “How long have you been here?” I asked.

      He sighed, and I tried again to see him in the shadows, but they were too dark. Too complete. “Five hours.”

      “I meant the States.”

      “So do I. I flew into LaGuardia five hours ago.”

      “And you’re here? At this party?”

      “Do you know Caroline Constantine?”

      “I do,” I thought with a laugh. My mom’s best friend and a fairy godmother out of the dark when my dad died. We were in her house right now. I slept in her pool house. The net keeping us safe–she’d created. “Did she bring you?”

      “In a sense.”

      “Wow. Well, welcome.” It was comforting a little bit. If Caroline was a friend of his, he was one of the good ones. There were rumors around Bishop’s Landing that the Constantines were bad news, but those rumors were mostly started by the Morelli’s who were actual bad news, so I didn’t listen to them. And if this guy was attached to the Constantines, being out here in the dark wasn’t nearly so scandalous.

      “What about you? Where are you from?”

      “Here,” I said. “I mean, Bishop’s Landing.”

      Just the thought of it brought it all back, what tonight was supposed to be. What I was supposed to do.

      I’d like to jump out a window, I thought, but when he laughed I realized I said it out loud. I stepped back again, further into my shadows. The flask was a mistake. Leaving the party was a mistake. I had to keep my head down and swallow my screams, there was no alternative.

      “Well,” he said quietly. Carefully. “If what’s coming through the door is bad enough, the jumping is not so hard.”

      “I should go back in,” I said, turning towards the door, but not moving. I took a deep breath, and I heard the snick of a lighter in the shadows. The acrid smell of a cigarette drifted over my shoulder. I didn’t smoke, but I suddenly wanted one with a bone deep desire.

      I could hear the scrape of his shoes as he stood up. I imagined him stretching out of the shadows and into the golden light spilling out from the door. I could feel him closer. Warmth against my back. If I turned, I would see him. And just how badly I wanted to see him was a warning.

      This man with his charm and accent and flask – was not for me. Not ever.

      My heart pounded against my ribcage, and I didn’t turn. Coward to the very end. Or perhaps I was just so used to giving up what I wanted. Even the small things. Especially the small things.

      They were all I had left, and I was giving them up one crumb at a time.

      “Who is coming through your door?” he asked, and I put a hand over my mouth to stop my sob. “Princess?”

      “You going to beat someone up for me?” I asked, my voice wrecked.

      “If it would help. Even if it won’t.”

      Who could I set this man against? Which person inside that house if left beaten and bloody would free me from this situation. But even if that door was suddenly open to me…would I take it? Would I walk out? Would I leave? Risk poverty. Humiliation? My sister…

      “I’m fine,” I said, straightening my shoulders. “What about you? Maybe I should beat someone up for you.”

      “It doesn’t work like that. I’m the one who fixes problems.”

      “Me too,” I said. “I am the one who fixes problems, too.”

      I turned, thinking I was ready for the sight of him. Or had some kind of expectation about what he might look like. I expected handsome. Smiling and charming. Tall, maybe. I was surround by handsome men quite a lot.

      But I was not braced for him.

      He was beautiful. I mean, like inarguably. It was simply fact. A law of nature. Dark hair. Blue eyes like the sky at noon. Dark scruff along his hard, square chin.  He wore a tuxedo with the tie pulled loose. An angel kicked out of heaven for the trouble he caused.

      There was blood on the collar of his white shirt. Blood from any number of wounds on his face. A black eye. A split lip. A tiny butterfly bandage over a cut on his cheekbone.

      He was beautiful, and he was savage.

      “What happened to you?” I whispered.

      He touched the cut on his lip. “You should see the other guy.”

      I stepped forward, drawn by the joke attempt. His eyelashes. The sudden urge to be on a side of kindness. Either side. Any side. Just to experience it however I could. “Who hurt you?”

      His eyes snapped to mine, sharp and bright, and my skin prickled. Uncomfortable and aware.

      “No one,” he said, ice cold despite the blood on his collar. The black eye and split lip. “Not for a long time.”

      I thought he was joking, and I smiled, but his face was resolute. Calm in its strength. He wasn’t joking. He wasn’t being sarcastic. He’s been beaten, but he was telling me it didn’t hurt him.

      Like he’d made a choice, and that was that. Pain didn’t matter.

      “It’s that easy?” I whispered. Scared in my belly because it was only there that I could acknowledge that I knew what was coming for me was going to hurt.

      “No,” he said and his hand, the one with the scar, the one I’d touched, brushed my cheek, his thumb at the edge of my lip. “It’s not easy. It’s very hard. But it’s how you survive.”

      His thumb pressed against my lip, and I gasped, my lips parting. I could taste the salt of his skin and everything in me screamed to leave. This wasn’t just foolish, it was dangerous. For him.

      For me. Especially for me.

      But I couldn’t move. He pressed and pressed until my teeth cut into my lip and it hurt.

      It hurt, and he kept pushing.

      It hurt, and I stood there. Taking it.

      Why was I doing this? Why was he? It felt like a warning and a lesson, and it felt real. Like the grass under my feet. Like the booze in my belly. Not at all like the threats inside that house, whispered and insinuated. The pain, the taste of blood and salt from his finger. The look in his eye willing me to stillness.

      So. Real.

      “Don’t let them hurt you,” he said.

      His words broke the spell and heart pounding, I stepped back but I didn’t leave. Like a fool, I stayed.

      He didn’t have to be a Morelli to be trouble. Or to get me in trouble.

      This man was lethal. And so attractive it hurt. It actually hurt.

      “Who are you?” I asked, licking the blood off my lip. Hoping for a lingering taste of him.

      He shook his head. “I am no one.”

      Someone came to stand in the doorway, breaking up the light, casting a shadow across the stranger’s beautiful face. Both of us turned to look.

      “Jesus, Princess,” my Irishman whispered when he saw who was standing there and he must have realized who I was.

      “Poppy?” It was the Senator, and I went cold. Tried so hard not to, but head to toe the chill settled over me. “Everything all right?”

      “I’m fine,” I said and smiled to prove it. He always believed my smiles. Everyone did. They were very good smiles. Or maybe he just didn’t care.

      “We’re about to make the announcement,” the Senator said, and he summoned me with his fingers. A kind of snapping thing like you’d do with a dog, and I told myself, like I had for a while now, that it wasn’t personal. It was actually the opposite of personal. He treated everyone like that. That that made me feel better wasn’t something I was actually proud of. But I was seeking comfort from any corner.

      “I’ll be in in a second,” I said. I wanted to say goodbye to this stranger. To these quiet moments of rest.

      Or maybe I just wanted to pull my leash as taut as possible, to see how far it would stretch.

      “Poppy?” The Senator smiled when he said my name, but the steel was there. That terrifying sharpness. Turns out my leash didn’t stretch far at all.

      “You heard her,” the Irishman said from the shadows. “She needs a second.”

      “I’m sorry, who are you?” Jim stepped into the light; he was smiling but it was the razor’s edge.  Jim was blonde and blue eyed. He wore glasses that made him look smart. He worked out just enough that the suits he wore looked good.

      Everything about him inspired comfort and confidence.

      Voters loved him.

      I’d never been so scared of someone in my life.

      “I’m coming,” I said, and I stepped into the light with Jim Maywell the junior senator of New York who was 28 years older than me, and at midnight, we were announcing that I would be his wife.

      Jim grabbed my hand too hard. But I expected it, and made my hand as small as I could in his. There was a trick to it funneling my fingers, so he couldn’t grind the bones together. I’d learned that fast. I wondered if that would be interesting on my application to the catering company.

      Experience: eating canapes off trays and mitigating the pain my fiancé wanted to inflict on my body.

      We stepped off the small patio into the doorway with the sound of the party filtering through the walls.

      Don’t do it, I told myself. Don’t look. He’s not for you. Not ever.

      But of course I couldn’t stop myself, and I looked back over my shoulder, but the Irishman was gone.

      Nothing was left of him but the taste of blood in my mouth.
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      The man’s head is heavy in my lap as I brush his hair. Scarlett is next to me working on his beard. She’d muttered something about beard oil when she’d first started, but between my hair products and hers, she’s managed to tame his beard into something, well…something sexy. It’s only a little longer than his jawline, and very neatly trimmed. With it smoothed and groomed, it’s easy to see his strong cheekbones and the line of his squared jaw. And his lips! I can’t resist touching them when Scarlett sits back on her heels to admire her handiwork.

      She giggles as she watches me touch his mouth.

      “What?” I ask, feeling heat rush to my face. I start brushing his longish hair again.

      “Nothing, really,” she says. “I feel like we’re at a slumber party or something. Except instead of playing with each other’s hair, we’re playing with a complete stranger’s.”

      An irresistibly handsome stranger, I think, and then I decide that I must have some kind of fairy godmother following me around and granting me wishes, because not only do I have a hot man’s head cradled in my lap, but I’m next to the girl I’ve been longing for since the day we both started working as GTAs for Professor Stoller. I look up at Scarlett from underneath my lashes, my body aching to touch every part of her. Her little snub nose and her pouting mouth painted a shade of red that would send men, women, and bulls charging at her.

      The first time I saw her, her lips had been that same shade of red. Scarlett, like her name. She’d been in scuffed motorcycle boots and torn jeans, a plain white T-shirt slumping off one shoulder and knotted at her waist, and she’d been sitting cozily in another girl’s lap—straddling her, actually—playing with the girl’s hair while she regaled the girl with some hilarious story and the group around them laughed.

      “Who’s she?” I’d asked my friend Camille. I’d only just started the graduate program at UT-Austin that week, and I hardly knew anyone, except for Camille, who’d gone to my high school down in Houston.

      “Oh, her,” Camille said, her voice lowering to the I’ve got tea register. “That’s Scarlett Rosenthal. She’s slept with basically everyone in Austin.”

      “That’s a statistical impossibility,” I murmured, glued to the sight of Scarlett’s sleek, denim-clad thighs sprawling over the other girl’s. I felt heat everywhere on my body, so much heat that I was sure it would sizzle against Camille’s skin.

      “Well, she doesn’t do them one at a time, if you get what I’m saying,” Camille whispered, pulling back and giving me a raised eyebrow.

      “I don’t think I do,” I admitted, confused.

      “She’s poly,” Camille said with the smugness of someone with good gossip. “She likes threesomes, foursomes, that kind of thing. Guys and girls, wild stuff. Way too wild for you, Miss Snowdrop Lewis.”

      I’d looked away then, a bit embarrassed at how obvious my attraction to this Scarlett Rosenthal was. It was no secret to my friends that I identified as bisexual…but it was also no secret that I’ve only ever had one boyfriend and had spent the last year living like a nun.

      I couldn’t have found a worse girl to start falling for than the rowdy and shamelessly carnal Scarlett. But fall for her I did, doomed from the moment I saw her, even more doomed from the moment we were assigned the same freshman art history course to TA in. But I was so agonizingly shy. All I wanted was to tell her I needed to know what her neck tasted like, but all that ever came out was stammering small talk.

      Somehow, she still wanted to spend time with me, talk to me, and over the course of the semester, she managed to become both my closest friend and the sole thing dancing behind my eyelids when I touched my pussy alone in bed at night.

      When she invited me up here for part of the winter break, she’d added, “It’ll just be the two of us, Snowdrop.” And then she’d put her fingertips against the place where my heartbeat thudded against my chest, right above the teardrop curve that swelled and sang for her touch.

      I knew what she meant, I knew what agreeing to come would mean for the both of us, and I assented eagerly. Austin was crowded—between roommates and classes and other grad students and the inevitable amount of drinking and concert-going that came with being a grad student in art—there was never a moment between the two of us that could really turn sexy. And short of her showing up on my doorstep in the rain, being holed up in a snowy cabin in the middle of nowhere felt like the next best thing, even if I would be the only black person for untold miles around and I would have to make Scarlett walk with me inside every rural gas station whenever we stopped along the way.

      But after I agreed to come, I added in a brave rush, “It doesn’t always have to be only the two of us, you know. I want—I mean, I’ve never—I’d like to try—” I broke off, totally tangled up in my own inexperience and awkwardness.

      She gave me her signature Scarlett smile, the one with her tongue curled temptingly against the edge of her top teeth, and said, “You’d like to have more than two in a bed, you mean?”

      I nodded eagerly.

      “That’s like four-hundred-level sex,” she said after a minute of thinking and running her tongue along her teeth. “Let’s get you past your 101s first. Walk before you can run and all that.”

      But here we are now, with a beautiful male sprawled out on the floor in front of us, and I’m ready to run. Maybe Scarlett and I didn’t get much past kissing, but it’s hard not to feel ready for four-hundred-level sex anyway.

      Slow down, Snow, I chide myself. The man isn’t even awake. There’s no wedding band on his hand, but that doesn’t mean he hasn’t already got someone or just plain wouldn’t be interested. And even if he is interested, it doesn’t mean that his body is ready for fun after near human-popsicle levels of cold.

      So instead, I focus on his hair. I finish brushing it, and then I start stroking his scalp, enjoying the feeling of his silky, soft hair moving through my fingers. I think I could pet him this way for hours, but maybe I shouldn’t. Maybe it’s better to let him rest.

      Except then I stop petting him and he growls.

      Growls. Like a bear.

      Surprised, I start petting him again and the growl settles back down into his chest. His eyes remain closed the entire time and his breathing doesn’t change.

      Scarlett giggles again. “Did he just growl at you?”

      “I guess so,” I laugh, testing it again by lifting my hand from his hair.

      Another growl. Deeper this time.

      “Shh,” I soothe, running my fingers along his scalp again. “Shh. I won’t stop, don’t fret.”

      The growl slowly tapers off and he seems at peace again, except Scarlett starts giggling uncontrollably.

      “Snow,” she whispers. “Look.”

      I look at where she tilts her head and can’t stop my own little gasp and giggle.

      He’s hard. In fact, he’s so hard that his erection is tenting the blanket.

      Scarlett sighs. “I’d pay lots of real American dollars to see that thing.” She pats his shoulder in a resigned, I’m too ethical to take advantage motion. “Maybe when he wakes up, he’ll want to thank us in orgasms.”

      He stirs with another growl, his eyes behind his eyelids moving restlessly, and he manages to mostly kick off his blanket. Scarlett reaches for it to pull it back up, but not before we both see that the plum-like tip of his cock is rising a good few inches above the waistband of his boxer briefs.

      “Shit, he’s big,” Scarlett breathes. “Look at that thing!”

      I am looking, and she’s not wrong. It’s long and thick as hell, with two tantalizingly plump veins snaking down the underside. At the tip of the wide crown, pre-cum beads up like dew.

      We yank the blanket back up to his chin, but I’m already breathing hard. So is Scarlett, her pupils wide and her lips parted.

      “He’s probably fine here,” she says breathlessly. “You and I could—”

      I’m already scrambling to my feet, all the lust in my cunt and belly and breasts throbbing like a sore tooth. “Yes, we could.”

      She reaches for my hand, and I think finally, finally, finally I’m about to have this need eased when the stranger awakes with a jolt so vicious and sudden that it has us both jumping back.
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      I’m dead. I know I have to be dead, because I’m looking at two sweet angels in front of me, and I vaguely recall hazy snippets of their merry chatter and bright laughter. The feeling of small hands petting me, warming me. Tending to me.

      It felt like heaven.

      I blink up at them now, the heel of my palm going to my dick out of sheer habit to press against it, and then one of them—the white girl, with lips painted the color of sin—giggles.

      And I realize there probably isn’t morning wood in heaven. Not that it’s fucking morning, judging by the dark windows and the dim room, filled with the light from two small lamps and the glow of a crackling fire.

      I stretch, feeling aches and pinpricks everywhere, and remember in fits and spurts the nightmare leading up to this moment. The truck breaking down. Having to choose between freezing to death in the truck or freezing to death searching for the nearest cabin along the way.

      Seeing the warm dance of firelight through a haze of snow and trees…

      I shake my body like a dog and lumber to my feet, tucking my eager cock away as I do. No need to scare the angels, especially after they’ve been so kind to me.

      “Hello,” I rumble. My voice is deeper and rougher than normal, no doubt from the three or four hours of inhaling frozen air and snow. “I’m Liam.”

      They glance at each other. I realize that they’re holding hands, that they’re standing as if they were frozen mid-motion and about to leave.

      “I’m Scarlett,” announces the girl with lips the color of sin. “This is Snow.”

      Snow bites her lip and nods, then glances away, like she’s having a hard time not staring at my erection.

      I like that.

      I intentionally stretch again, knowing how it pulls my briefs tight around my cock, as my mind truly begins to clear and I begin to absorb where I’m really at and who I’m with.

      First off, the cabin is spacious and newish, fitted out with the kind of furniture and appliances that scream money. I can’t recognize the shape of the windows, which makes me think I’ve never seen this place before—which makes me think I wandered way fucking farther than I’d originally thought. Christ knows how I’ll find my truck again.

      Second of all, the girls are younger than me. College aged, I’d guess, maybe a tiny bit older. Snow has dark brown skin, dark eyes, eyelashes so long they cast shadows. Long, skinny braids frame her face, and she’s petite and slender. Scarlett is milk-pale, with freckles dashed over her button nose and dark hair bundled up in a careless knot on her head. She’s as curvaceous as Snow is slim, and they’re both in pajamas that do nothing to hide their perfect little bodies.

      Actually…

      I look again at their clasped hands and then up to their flushed faces, a slow worry creeping through me. I know fuck all about women’s fashion, but I do know that women don’t wear these kinds of slinky camisoles and shorts unless they want to be seen in them. And the flush in their faces can’t only be from the fire…

      I swallow, trying to angle my body away as I look for something to cover up with. These girls are clearly together and I don’t want them to think I’m trying to wave my boner at them.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, my voice still harsh with the effects of the storm. “It’s a sleep thing, you know—”

      “Oh, I know all about sleep things,” Scarlett laughs, but Snow elbows her and then cants her head toward me in an obvious can’t you see he’s embarrassed gesture.

      “Your pants are in the washer,” Snow says, by way of apology. “We didn’t entirely feel right undressing you, but all your clothes were either wet or frozen, and we didn’t want you to get hypothermia.”

      “You did the right thing,” I assure her. “I’m grateful.”

      Both of their eyes are on my cock now. God, I like that so fucking much. I like even better that I can see their nipples through their silky pajama tops, all hard like little needy bullets. I wonder how they would feel against my chest, dragging along the tops of my thighs as they suckled at me with warm mouths. Even just the thought of it is enough to make my erection give a slow, obvious pulse, and I’m grateful at least that they can’t see the large wet spot on my briefs from where my tip has leaked precum all over the place.

      Stop it, I tell my dick. Don’t bother the angels.

      I reach down for the blanket, getting ready to wrap myself in it, and Snow blurts out, “Don’t.”

      Scarlett’s head swivels to look at the other girl, and I can tell by Scarlett’s face that this must be extraordinarily out of character for Snow.

      I go still, keeping my eyes on the two young women in front of me. “Pardon?”

      “I mean, you should if you have a person already,” Snow continues on, closing her eyes as she rushes through the rest in a single breath. “You should cover up if you’re dating someone or whatever, and also you should cover up if you want to—but don’t cover up because of us.”

      Clearly through all her reserves of bravery, she takes a breath and opens her eyes again as she finishes. “Don’t cover up because you think we want you to.”

      Scarlett’s smiling the wickedest smile I’ve ever seen on a woman, with her tongue set temptingly against her teeth. “Snow!” she exclaims with delight. “You naughty girl!”

      I straighten back up—without the blanket—and Scarlett and Snow look back to me. For a long moment, no one says anything, and the only sounds are the blizzard screaming outside and the fire crackling around the big logs in the fireplace. I can’t say when the moment finally blooms into heady, erotic promise, but only that it does, as sure as a flower pushing its stubborn way through the snow to get to the sun. We go from looking to wanting, the kind of want that makes you breathe hard and hunger beyond all reason.

      It no longer matters that we’re strangers to each other—them saving my life feels more intimate than anything I’ve shared with anyone in recent memory—and it certainly doesn’t matter that this isn’t exactly a standard configuration where I come from. The only thing that matters is all the inches and inches of warm skin going untouched right now.

      “So if I don’t cover up,” I say, taking a step forward. “What then?”

      “Well,” Scarlett says as she taps one black-painted finger against her lips. “I suppose you could always thank us. Isn’t that right, Snow?”

      Snow’s mouth twitches in a smile. “I think that’s an excellent idea, Scarlett.”

      I take another step forward. “And how do such wonderful angels want to be thanked?”

      “Mmm, well,” Scarlett says, her finger now stroking along the plump bow of her lower lip. “I guess that depends on how adventurous you are.”

      “And you two? How adventurous are you?”

      I don’t miss that Snow squeezes Scarlett’s hand, and I get the sense that they’re silently communicating about something they’ve already talked about, which is something of a relief. I mean, at this point I’d give up my ranch and my truck to crawl into bed with these two, but it’s clear they have something between them, and I don’t want to mess that up. No single night is worth that.

      But if it’s something they’ve already discussed and come to terms with…

      “We’re very, very adventurous,” Scarlett asserts.

      “In that case…” I move forward, and with a couple quick movements and a lot of giggling from the angels, I have them easily tucked into each arm. “Tell me there’s a bed here.”

      “Just down the hall,” Scarlett says. “It’s a very big bed.” And then they both break into giggles again.

      Their merriment is infectious; I can’t remember the last time I’ve heard so much laughter. Sometimes the ranch hands will gather up at dusk for grub and a shared bottle of whiskey, but even then, silence reigns. I suppose it’s my own fault—I’ve been informed by enough women that I’m too gruff and harsh to be an inside pet of any kind. I’m good for a couple hours in the room above the local tavern, but not much else.

      Strange, though, I don’t mind so much being gruff here. These young women aren’t put off by me and my growls in the least. In fact, every time I do something rough or bearlike, I’m merely patted or cooed at, as if they’ve taken for granted that I won’t hurt them and that they’ve already tamed me.

      It’s shockingly gratifying.

      Stunningly pleasant.

      The bedroom looms close, and I feel like some kind of king from legend as I carry the two gorgeous women inside and toss them onto the bed. Their laughter floats up to the ceiling as I find a low light to flick on and then wrap my hands around Snow’s lean thighs and tug her ass to the edge of the bed.

      “What are you doing?” she asks as I curl my fingers around the waistband of her silky bedtime shorts.

      “I want to thank you for saving my life. On my knees. With my mouth. That okay?”

      “Oh,” she says, pupils blowing wide. “Oh yes. Very okay.”

      “Scarlett?”

      Scarlett’s already wriggling out of her shorts and parting her curvy legs. “Whatever you want. I’m guessing you like doing whatever you want.”

      “Yeah,” I grunt, tugging off Snow’s shorts and getting my first glimpse of her sleek, wet pussy. “I do.”

      And then I drop to my knees and kiss my way from Snow’s knee all the way down to her core.
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      Liam goes down on Snow with the same growling intensity that he does everything. Looking for all the world like some kind of half animal intent on claiming his mate, he has his giant hands curled firmly around Snow’s hips, keeping her still for his liking as he fucks her cunt with his mouth. His broad shoulders brush against her knees as he works; the muscles in his arms and chest tense and flex as he finds all the spots that make shy little Snow issue combinations of swear words even I’ve never heard before.

      But for as sexy as he is and for as much as I want to take notes on what makes her climb the walls, it’s her face I’m riveted by. She’s utterly, indescribably beautiful like this, all abandoned to her pleasure and made selfish and greedy by it. Her lips are parted and her long lashes are fluttering and every single tic and tense of her jaw is more beautiful to me than a sunrise. I have a sudden, nearly spiritual moment of gratitude for Liam and whatever cosmic power brought him to our cabin tonight. That I get to watch Snow like this, that I get to stroke her breasts and croon in her ear as I have an unobstructed view of her unraveling pleasure—it’s a gift beyond imagining. I think I might be able to come just from watching it.

      But then Liam’s hand finds my leg, and if his hands look giant and rough, it’s nothing compared to how they feel.  And when those wide, blunt fingertips brush against my needy flesh, I don’t bother to bite back my groan.

      “Fuck, Liam,” I whisper, trying to rock my hips closer to his touch. “Do that again.”

      His eyes—a striking amber with a dark ring around the outside—glare at me from over the rise of Snow’s writhing body, and I realize that for the first time in a very long time, I’m with someone who wants to be in charge more than I do. I relish the idea, the very thought of simply surrendering to this bear of a man and letting him do what he wants with me.

      “Am I being a bad girl?” I purr at him as he narrows his eyes. “Do you like to be the boss?”

      He stands up and wipes at his mouth with his forearm—a move I find unbearably sexy even at the best of times—but now, with Snow practically trying to fuck the air at the absence of his attention and with him so hugely muscled and shaggy and looming over me—well, I’m a goner. He can gobble me up whole and I’d be grateful for it.

      He doesn’t rise to my provoking bait. Instead, he plants his huge hands on either side of my head and leans down, brushing his mouth against mine. I can taste Snow on his lips.

      My toes curl with delight.

      “Tell me if you want to slow down, and I will. Tell me if you want me to stop, and I will.” His voice is deep and grating. “But I dare you to tell me that you want to be in charge right now.”

      He’s right—and stupidly sexy on top of it all—but the fact that he’s right chafes a little. Scarlett Rosenthal is the definition of sexual independence, and while I’ve been in bed with all types, I can’t say that I’ve ever fucked a man so inherently, inexorably…alpha. It’s different. Thrilling and a little scary, like lifting your hands off the handlebars as you zoom down a hill.

      “What makes you think I don’t want to be in charge?” I whisper, deflecting. A quick smile curls at his mouth under his beard. My deflection itself is a victory and he knows it.

      “Because you waited for me to touch you before you started whining,” he murmurs, leaning down to bite at my neck. I arch up into the flare of pleasure-pain, panting. “Because you couldn’t lie still, couldn’t breathe while I took charge of Snow’s pussy, hmm?”

      “Asshole,” I pant. He’s right, and he knows he’s right, and I feel him grin against my neck. “Are you going to finger me now? Pretty please?”

      “Nice try,” he grunts. A flash of heat sizzles at the place where he nips at my breast through my camisole. “It’s not going to be that easy, angel.”

      His mouth hovers right above my navel, and my cami is rucked up enough around my waist that I can feel his breath on my bare skin. I try to push myself closer, because I want his tongue there, I want the rough kiss of his beard, but he straightens up and denies me the pleasure. Instead, his hands scoop under my ass and yank me to the edge of the bed, and then he steps into the triangle made by my legs. He’s so strongly built that even though his hips are narrow, the muscles of his waist spread my thighs farther apart, and the tight muscles of his ass make a delicious resting place for my calves as I wrap my legs around him.

      Still wearing the boxer briefs, he presses the hot length of his erection against my seam, rocking up in a smooth motion that rubs perfectly against my clit.

      “Oh, yes,” I whisper, trying to spur him on with the legs I have wrapped around his waist. “Again, again.”

      “You just don’t learn, do you?” he rumbles, leaning over me again as his hips thrust wickedly against mine. “I think it’s been some time since someone’s taken you like this. Since you’ve been able to lie back and just feel good.”

      Some time…or never. Art school students, whatever gender they identify with, are rarely so…domineering.

      “Maybe you’re right,” I admit, my words breaking on surprised breaths as he continues to dry fuck me. “What are you going to do about it?”

      “Make you come good enough that you want me to do it again,” is his succinct reply, and I think he has nothing to worry about there. My orgasm is already threatening to twist me apart, and even if he weren’t able to drive me to climax, it’s still incredibly yummy to be in bed with a man like him, watching him give my little Snowdrop as much pleasure as he has. I would still never want this night to end.

      But he is going to make me come, and fucking hard, too, and not even with his fingers or his mouth. Not even properly with his cock. He’s going to make me come like a teenager in the backseat of a car, frantically rubbing against a rigid length trapped beneath a layer of clothes.

      His hands find my wrists, pinning them on either side of my head, and soon I feel soft lips along my jaw as he thrusts. Snow, with her eyes like onyx in the dark, watches us with addictive intensity.

      I can see her hand buried between her legs and it’s enough to send me over the edge, thinking about her fingers inside her wet, tight hole. With a low keen, I come underneath Liam’s thrusting bulk, my clit throbbing and my womb fluttering fast and hard.

      “Fuck, you’re pretty when you come,” he growls, his form going motionless over mine but still making his cock available for me to ride out the rest of my orgasm against, which I do with a series of violent, shuddering rocks. And when I go still at last, he steps back, peels off his briefs, and drops back to his knees.

      Snow welcomes his face back between her legs with a greediness I never would have imagined from her, and my cunt gives another jolt, letting me know it’s far from finished with the two people in this bed.
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      Liam stirs a single finger inside of me as he gently works my clit, and I think I might die. Or explode. God only knows how I’ll survive when he fucks me with his cock if this is my reaction to one of his fingers—he is going to fuck me with his cock, right?

      I twine my hands through his hair, smiling at the now-predictable growl it elicits, and then tug up so he looks at me.

      “You can fuck me,” I say softly. “Just so you know.”

      “It’s all fucking, angel,” he says and then wedges another thick finger inside me. “But if you’re asking for my cock, I’ll give it to you. When I’m ready.”

      Scarlett makes a noise next to me and I look over at her as Liam’s tongue starts stroking me again. Her chestnut-brown hair is mussed and tangled in a halo around her head, and even in the dim light, I can see the post-orgasm flush on her cheeks.

      “I want to see him use his cock on you,” she says, with a languorous stretch, and then she’s sitting up so she can better watch him kiss my pussy. “And then I want to use it myself. It’d be such a shame to waste such a big, thick cock, hmm?”

      A grunt from between my legs. Liam likes that.

      “Such a shame,” I breathe. “I need it—”

      The growl Liam gives now is almost frightening, and wherever his body touches mine has gone completely rigid and tense.

      “Ohhh,” Scarlett says, able to see more from her vantage point. “You should see how hard his cock’s gotten. It’s pulsing in the air now, all on its own. And it’s so dark and swollen—I bet it hurts. I bet it’s near-painful how good each bead of pre-cum feels when it rolls down the underside…”

      Liam growls again, curling his fingers up against some impossibly sensitive part of me, and it feels so good, eyes-rolling-back-into-your-head good, and I can’t take it, can’t take it, and I come with wild, whimpering noises, seizing hard around his fingers and quivering against his tongue. In an instant, he’s on his feet.

      “I need a condom,” he says, and his voice is rough with need. “Tell me you have a condom.”

      For a real moment, I panic. Scarlett and I had been prepared for a trip alone—penises and the things one needs for penises hadn’t really factored into my packing. But then Scarlett climbs off the bed with one of her mischievous laughs and walks over to the end table.

      “This cabin is a bit of a love nest for my parents,” she explains, pulling out what has to be the largest box of condoms I’ve ever seen. “They keep themselves well stocked.”

      If Liam is embarrassed to use condoms belonging to the parents of the woman he’s about to fuck, he doesn’t show it. He takes the box without a word, pulling out a packet and checking something printed there before grunting to himself in satisfaction and tearing it open with his teeth. Scarlett holds out her hands; she takes the box from him as well as the wrapper, and watching her hand curl around the wrapper for the condom Liam is going to use to fuck me is strangely arousing. My pussy, still heavy and sensitive from my climax, feels extra hot and slick now, ready for his cock, ready for more.

      Liam rolls on the condom with powerful, jerky motions, his need clearly displayed not only in his dusky, throbbing organ but also in the etched lines of his rigid abs and straining thighs. He’s nothing like the last—and only—man I’ve had sex with, who’d been a visual artist from Boston and favored a very sweet style of lovemaking.

      Liam is primal. Big and masculine and not sweet at all, and he looks like he wants to devour me whole.

      God, I like this so much better. I want to be devoured, and when he stalks back toward the bed, I scurry up the mattress not because I’m afraid but because I want to be chased a little. I want to feel what it’s like to be wanted so badly that you’re pursued.

      I suppose that’s another thing I find irresistible about Scarlett. She’s a chaser, too, and right now she’s crawling up the other side of me and pinning my wrists between us as she takes my mouth in a hard, searing kiss. It’s electric—fast and sloppy enough that I know I’ll have her lipstick smeared against my own lips when she’s through—and it leaves no doubt in my mind that she’s as turned on as I am.

      When we break apart, I see her breathing quickly, her eyes darting between me and where Liam is currently settling between my legs. “God, I want to see him fuck you,” she breathes. “I’m going to fuck you with a cock someday, too, you know.”

      “What, you didn’t bring your cock with you?” I tease, although my voice is too husky with arousal to really sound joking.

      Even in the dim light, I see her eyes flare. She leans down to whisper in my ear. “When we get back home, I’m going to teach you to respect my cock. Teach you how to scream for it.”

      I know that I must look like the world’s most innocent lamb all trussed up for slaughter; I had no idea that anyone could talk like Scarlett could, no idea what was possible between us, and I know my shock and delight are written all over my face.

      “But for now,” Scarlett says, using her thumb to wipe at the lipstick she’s left all over my mouth, “I think we should let poor Liam play before he tears down this cabin with his teeth.”

      Liam does look close to some kind of destruction as he stares down at me, but nearly as sexy as his elemental drive to fuck me is the control he’s using to hold himself still. The obvious care and restraint in the shaking hand that touches my knee. The glitter in his eyes as he grates out, “If you want this, then I’m ready.”

      I can’t get the words out fast enough. “I want it. Please.”

      He doesn’t miss the way I look back at Scarlett as I speak, though, and he keeps himself still at a visible cost, his fingertips slowly denting the flesh of my upper thigh. “You two are something to each other,” he points out in a low voice. “I’m not here to fuck things up.”

      Scarlett brushes some hair off my forehead, her voracious expression growing tender. “This won’t fuck anything up for me. But tell me if you feel differently, Snow, and I promise I’ll have only you in my bed for as long as we’re together.”

      I don’t want that—not at all. From the moment Camille smugly informed me that Scarlett was poly, I’d been fascinated with the idea. Not solely because I wanted to have sex with her—though I did, desperately—but because it was like hearing about a missing piece of yourself, like finding a key to a door that had been locked so long that you’d forgotten entirely that the door was even there.

      Once Camille told me, I knew.

      I wanted sex the way Scarlett did. With a surfeit of bodies, with so many hands and mouths and limbs that it was like being in an ocean of sensation, like drowning in it.

      “It only feels like more to me,” I murmur to them both. “Not like it can take anything away. Please. Please.”

      Liam lets out an exhale like he’s been waiting his entire life to hear me say please, and the bearishness is back full force as he moves over me. A big hand reaches down to make sure I’m still wet and open, and then I feel the blunt heat of his penis at my entrance.

      “Hold on to me,” he grunts, and I do as he says, grabbing on to his tremendous shoulders as he wedges the tiniest bit inside.

      “Oh!” I gasp and he freezes.

      “You’ve had a cock before, right?” he asks.

      “Y-yes,” I say, wriggling a little bit against the heavy stretch. “But not one that’s big like you.”

      A grunt, easy to read. He likes that.

      “You squeeze me when it feels big,” he says. “Got it?”

      I clench his shoulders in response, and he nods. And then he pushes with his hips again, his thick flesh slowly breaching mine. Above me, all muscle and beard and longish hair, he’s like some kind of pagan god claiming his due, and next to me, Scarlett is like Aphrodite herself, teasing and toying with my breasts and leaving coy little kisses along my hairline and around the shell of my ear.

      She tells me how sexy I look with my pussy parted by somebody else’s flesh, how much she likes seeing me squirm and arch with mindless, shameless want. How much she likes watching my fingers dent the firm flesh of Liam’s shoulders because then it’s like she can see how big he feels inside me.

      Her words carry me through the raw bite of Liam’s flesh trespassing into mine, and finally, with a ragged growl that seems to delight Scarlett, he pushes himself to the hilt and collapses over me.

      “Fuck,” he mumbles. “Too tight. Don’t wanna come yet.”

      I writhe underneath him, trying to adjust to his girth and length.

      “Feel him deep?” Scarlett coos from next to us.

      “So deep,” I manage, my head tossing. “He’s practically in my belly.”

      “No ‘practically’ about it,” Scarlett says, sliding a hand between Liam’s body and mine and then pressing hard below my navel.

      I squeak.

      She laughs.

      Liam buries his face in my neck. “You’re not helping my problem,” groans our bear.

      “I have faith you’ll get hard when we need you again,” Scarlett announces, and then I hear the sound of her hand sliding appreciatively down his back and over his ass. Wherever it goes after that sends him growling against my neck. “Go ahead and pump her full of come. I want to see how much you can spend.”

      “Witches,” he breathes, his hips giving an involuntary sort of thrust. I feel it all the way into my chest. “Hexing me.”

      A gleeful smile from my friend. “Then I hope you’ll get your revenge on us.”

      Liam gives up. I feel it the moment he does, the very moment all control leaves his body and he surrenders to his basest drive—to fuck me and come inside me and claim me with sweat and heat as he does.

      Except it’s not just me he’s claiming, or maybe it’s not only me being claimed. Scarlett is everywhere as he levers his body up and pumps into me like an animal—she’s kissing him, kissing me, her mouth is hot on my neck and my nipples, her fingers are stroking along Liam’s thrusting thighs and ass like a woman inspecting her prize stud.

      But then he has fingers hard and big around her jaw, bringing her in for a kiss that makes me flush with prurient heat to watch, and he growls, “Fuck your pussy with your fingers. Get it ready for me,” and Scarlett listens. She obeys. And I decide the best part of having a full bed is getting to see every facet and face of your lover. There’s no hiding behind routine or assumed roles, there’s no chance to. If I were alone with Liam, would I ever get to see him breathlessly avow being hexed as his ass gets fingered? Alone with Scarlett, would I ever see the merry surrender in her face as she lets someone else take charge?

      “Finger Snow, too,” Liam rasps. “Make her come.”

      Scarlett wastes no time. It’s the first time I’ve felt her slim little hand on my wet flesh, and the feeling after wanting it all these months is deliriously good. Ecstatically exquisite. She knows just the way to trap my little bud between her fore and middle fingers, and just the way to rub and circle after she does.

      “Your pussy feels so sweet,” she whispers in my ear. I can see her fingers pumping wetly in and out of her slit as she rubs my own. “I knew it would. I knew it would feel so good to touch.”

      That’s all I need. Scarlett and my bear, her fingers and his substantial organ, her filthy words and his animal grunts. I come again, thrashing against the pillow and moving so much that Liam covers my body with his own again, pinning me to the mattress and forcing me to take his cock even though the pleasure is so unbearable I want to scream.

      I do scream.

      “Can’t take it,” Liam grunts, the relentless piston of his cock turning frantic and irregular. “Need to come in you.”

      And then his entire body goes rigid, and with a ruthless bite to my neck, he comes with a series of jerking throbs. The heat of his semen sears me, even through the latex, and I know there has to be so much of it, that he’s filling the condom so very full of seed right now, and the mere thought of it prolongs my orgasm even more, squeeze after squeeze, as if my body is trying to wring even more from his balls.

      He collapses again on me, sweaty and breathless and spent, rolling off far too soon. I think I could lie there forever with him on top of me, his cock still jolting inside me, his breath on my neck and his weight crushing me into the soft bed.

      But after he goes to the en-suite bathroom and gets rid of the condom, he comes back out with a still-erect cock, and I know we’re nowhere near the time for rest yet.
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      I’m insatiable.

      A wolf in the snow. A bear after winter.

      I need to fuck.

      Snow is a sexily adorable flop of sated limbs and heavy eyes, and Scarlett is still insouciantly fingering her swollen pussy when I emerge out of the bathroom with a cock that still needs attention. It aches and bobs as I walk, and my thoughts are no less clear for having just drained my dick into a tight pussy mere moments ago. I need to fuck more and more and more, and as long as Snow and Scarlett let me, I’m gonna.

      Maybe it’s almost dying, maybe it’s just being with these two angels who are so warm and so sweet, but when I walk over to get another condom, I find myself thinking I could get used to this. Not for the night, not even for the week, but for the long haul. For as far as I can think ahead.

      Something about their pretty eyes blinking up at me as I approach makes me think they might feel the same way.

      It would be easy to split the girls into two different roles: Scarlett the temptress, who’s spreading her legs for me before I’m even gloved in latex, and Snow the sweet girl, who looks like a thoroughly debauched virgin right now.

      But even after only some time in bed with them, I can tell it’s not that simple. Snow is surprisingly impulsive, the first of us three to say out loud what she wanted, and she was all fingernails and screams as I rode her pussy. And Scarlett’s little provocations tell me that the siren is eager for a person to take charge of her, that she finds power sexy from either vantage. As someone who owns his own business—land, stock, everything—I know how welcome it is to lay down a burden from time to time.

      “I want to be on top,” Scarlett says coyly as I roll on my second condom. She gets to her knees, plucking coquettishly at her nipples. “I want to ride you.”

      I gaze at her as steadily as I can—although I’m so hungry to fuck I’m practically growling with it—and I note the sparkling light in her eyes. She’s teasing me again.

      I growl.

      “You really want that, angel? Or do you want me to ride you? Fuck that pussy to kingdom come?”

      Her hands still on her breasts, her lips parting. “Oh.”

      “Me driving between your legs and Snow sitting on your face. What do you think, Scarlett? Think you’re ready to be honest with me?”

      A flashing grin. “Well, a girl has to try to save her pride and all,” she says. She moves to her back in a graceful movement that leaves me harder than ever. “Not sure how sexy it is to admit that I want to be railed into next week.”

      “I think there’s enough pride in simply feeling good,” I point out as I climb the bed and lift Snow into my arms like a limp, gorgeous doll. Scarlett peers up at me with curious eyes as I knee-walk over to her. “Now stick out your tongue for Snow to sit on.”

      Snow is squirming to get out of my arms as soon as she realizes what I’m doing, and she doesn’t need any help from me to straddle Scarlett’s face and lower her pussy onto her lover’s waiting mouth. She arranges herself so she’s facing me, and then she reaches back with one hand to grab the headboard as Scarlett gives her well-loved cunt a nice big lick.

      I get ready to mount the beauty in front of me, giving her pussy a quick knuckling to make sure she’s still wet enough.

      “Please,” she moans against Snow’s folds as I flick a finger over her clit. “Oh, please.”

      “Yeah?” I grunt, replacing my finger with the tip of my cock and rubbing her everywhere with it. “You want this?”

      “Yes,” she says impatiently. “Please.”

      Someday in the future, I’m going to teach this angel how to submit for real, how to let go and just enjoy having her body loved on, but I can feel the heat of her through the condom, I can feel the tiniest hint of clasp when I gently nudge against her hole, and I can’t wait any longer. Not like this, not watching her lap eagerly at Snow’s pussy, not watching Snow’s tits bounce and sway as she rocks over the other angel’s face. Not with heaven only a thrust away.

      I thrust.

      A gentleman would have taken more care, maybe, would have eased his way inside, but I’ve never been a gentleman, on this mountain or off of it, and I’m certainly not now. Not when my blood is boiling and these angels are so willing and my cock is aching like it’s never been handled before.

      And anyway, there’s no way I can regret it when I see how deliciously Scarlett arches, sticking her pert little tits into the air and whimpering up into Snow’s pussy. Not when I can feel every thick inch of me all snug inside her tight cunt.

      “Fuck, you’re big,” Scarlett mumbles as she tries to breathe. “Jesus wept. Big.”

      “All for you, angel,” I grate out as I give her another thrust and she moans. “This big body is all for you.”

      I ride her hard after that. Her pussy is tight, but it’s wet as hell, and I rut into her with all the strength I have, rocking the bed and sending Snow’s slender fingers grabbing on to my shoulders for balance. She pulls me into a fervent kiss, and I’m fucking her mouth with my tongue when she comes. She scrambles down off Scarlett’s face, and before I can even wonder what she’s doing, she’s pressing her own face between Scarlett and me.

      There’s a puff of warm air and then the tickling sweetness of her tongue along the top of my cock as she begins to lap at Scarlett’s pouting little clitoris.

      “Oh, shit,” Scarlett whines. “Oh, fucking shit, Snow. Snow! God!”

      We come together, her violent spasms milking the come right out of my body, and I fill the condom with hot lashes of seed, fucking through it all as if I were really pumping her full like a man intent on claiming. Like a bear, an animal, breeding with a mate.

      I bite off the thought with a growl to myself, because if I let myself think much along those lines, I’ll need to fuck both of them all over again. Hell, maybe I will anyway.

      I clean up in the bathroom and then return to the bed, where I make myself at home and then pull each of the angels into my chest, where they nestle like little doves. We don’t share any words, we don’t negotiate space or need to find extra blankets and pillows. I am their pillow, they are my blankets, and we know nothing about each other except names and the noises we make as we come, but yet we fall asleep anyway in a cozy tangle free of regret.
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        Scarlett

      

      

      I wake up to light, so much light, pouring in through the windows like water. Underneath my cheek is the steady and reassuring warmth of Liam’s chest, and I can see the scatter of braids along his stomach signaling Snow’s presence on the other side of him.

      I sit up, feeling a pleasant bite of soreness between my legs as I do, and squint out the windows. On the other side of the glass, the world is glaringly white, filled with drifts and hummocks of snow. It looks beautiful…and cold. Forbidding. But on this side of the glass, I have a warm mountain of a man and my crush snuggling under a pile of down blankets, and it’s too tempting to resist going back to sleep.

      So I do, snuggling back in with Liam and Snow, and my last feeling before I drift off is a feeling of deep and contented relief that the snow is too high for Liam to leave…

      When I wake again, I’m alone in the bed.

      Someone’s taken the time to straighten the covers around me, though, and the smell of bacon wafting through the air is enough to satisfy any inner grumbles about being left behind. I push out of the bed and wander naked into the large living area.

      “There she is,” Snow chirps from atop the counter. She’s in fuzzy socks, sweatpants, and sweatshirt that slumps off one shoulder, and she might as well be wearing a ballgown, that’s how luminous and stunning she looks to me.

      Liam’s got his back to me as he works at the stove—his naked back, sculpted and tight and perfect—and his equally sculpted and tight ass is being hugged by a pair of my dad’s pajama pants. It would be funny if it weren’t so fucking cute.

      And if he weren’t making the most perfect breakfast food in the world.

      “We saved the good bacon for you,” Snow says as I walk in. Her eyes linger appreciatively on my body and my nipples tighten up even more than they already were in the chilly air.

      “What she means is she’s already eaten all the bacon she wanted,” Liam says, turning to face me, a kitchen towel slung over his shoulder. It does nothing to domesticate him—his features are as fierce and wild as ever. I get the feeling he’s eaten next to a fire in the woods as often as he’s eaten indoors.

      And his expression as he takes in my naked body is downright feral. Before he turns back to the stove, I see that monster of a cock stirring against the fabric of the pants.

      Yes, I’m very, very relieved he has to stay.

      It’s funny. I’ve been in plenty of polyamorous configurations, I’ve been in beds with four and five and even six people. I’ve been in poly relationships that lasted only as many hours as it took for everyone to come, and I’ve been in poly relationships that lasted for months and months. And not a single one of those relationships do I regret, and there’s not a single person I’ve loved or fucked who hasn’t been special to me in some way.

      And yet walking into this kitchen with these two—Snow in her fuzzies and Liam in borrowed pajama pants—feels like the most important moment of my life. It feels like coming home, like destiny, like some part of me was constructed at birth to be in love with these two people—and I’m so, so aware that I know fuck all about Liam, but that doesn’t seem to matter. Not to the balloon of hope expanding inside my chest.

      Liam clicks off the stove, tucks the kitchen towel in a neat fold over the oven handle, and then takes the plate of bacon to another counter, where he has bread and peanut butter waiting.

      “What about eggs?” I ask, because I know we have some. Snow and I had stocked up for well over a week’s worth of food.

      “It’s too late in the day for eggs,” he replies, as if that settles it, and then he makes us all peanut butter and bacon sandwiches, which he serves with a tall glass of milk and a cup of coffee. It’s not exactly a fluffy omelet covered with diced cilantro and perfect crescents of avocado, but as we sit around the table eating his bear-man food, I think I can’t be happier.
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        Snow

      

      

      I decide just to say it.

      Liam’s in the kitchen, cleaning up after his meal, and Scarlett and I are sitting on the counter. Scarlett’s drizzling syrup onto her finger and then sucking it off, and Liam’s pretending not to notice.

      His massive erection tells a different story, however.

      “I want you to stay longer than another night,” I say quickly. My words seem to puncture the easy—if palpable with sexual tension—energy we’ve had going this morning, but I don’t care. I’m the only one brave enough to actually say what I want, and so it’s my job to get this straightened out.

      “I know at some point we’ll have to take you back to your place, and I know you probably have all sorts of things that need tending to, but we’re not going back to Texas until Christmas and I think we’ve been having a lot of fun together and—”

      “Yes,” Liam says. He turns to look at us both, taller than us even as we sit on the countertops. “I want more. I want to stay.”

      Scarlett is so engrossed in his response that the syrup she was about to drizzle onto her finger misses and ribbons thinly over her bare thigh.

      He sees it—and with a growl and a duck that serves to showcase his perfect shoulders, he licks it off her skin.

      In true Scarlett fashion, she lets out a delighted giggle and then deliberately drizzles more syrup on her other thigh. Liam follows, licking her clean.

      “More,” he says simply when he’s done with her thigh.

      Scarlett’s eyebrow makes an impish arch as she obeys—and allows the syrup to drip all over the waxed vee between her legs. With a grunt of approval, Liam drops to his knees, slings her legs over his shoulders, and licks her to a shuddering orgasm.

      He hands the syrup bottle to me once he’s satisfied Scarlett’s been seen to, but I have different plans.

      I urge him up to his feet and pull him into a long kiss. He kisses differently than anyone I know, like every kiss is the last kiss he’ll ever have and he needs to savor it completely. Take it fully and leave nothing unseared by his need. We’re both breathless when we break apart, and his usual gruff expression is softened when I look up at him.

      He looks down at me the way a man who cherishes a woman would—like he wants to fold me into his arms and never let me go, like he wants to fight battles for me and provide for me and spend the rest of his life with me. I mean, I consider myself fairly evolved when it comes to gender politics, but I’m shocked at how good it feels to have him looking at me this way. It’s almost like between him and Scarlett, I can have every type of adoration I ever wanted from a lover, and types of adorations I didn’t even know I wanted.

      So when I carry out my little plan and tug the waistband of his pajamas down to drip syrup onto his turgid cock, it’s not with the same arch playfulness as Scarlett had, it’s with something serious and careful and aware. Our eyes don’t break from each other’s, even when I slide off the countertop to my knees, and I hope he sees in my gaze that I see him. That I see what he wants from us and I’m ready to give it to him.

      That I think we could all fall in love with each other if we gave it a chance.
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        Liam

      

      

      Snow is looking up at me with everything I’ve ever wanted.

      Intelligence and desire and tender concern.

      Cold nights on the mountain wouldn’t be so cold if I had angels like these to come back to, I decide. And I also decide that I’m going to do everything in my power to make these angels mine—or convince them to make me theirs. Life’s too short to throw away gifts like the one the three of us share.

      Scarlett follows Snow to the floor, and then I have two tongues slowly cleaning my aching cock, lapping at the syrup and sucking it off my skin. Scarlett fondles my balls as she cleans me, her clever fingers pressing behind my sack and finding all sorts of places I would have sworn weren’t for pleasure.

      But in her hands, they are; she acts as if everything on my body and Snow’s body are for her pleasure. Like everything can be fun and delicious if only we’re brave enough to try.

      Mine.

      Or theirs.

      Whatever it has to be so that I don’t have to let them go.

      “Gonna come,” I grunt in warning. “Gonna come for you.”

      Snow laces a hand through Scarlett’s hair and feeds the head of my cock past Scarlett’s lips. The moment I feel the wet heat of Scarlett’s mouth—so slick and silky against my bare flesh—my head falls back and my hips ram forward, shoving to the back of her throat as my balls clench and then semen erupts from my cock. I feel her swallowing around me, an exquisite squeeze as I pump her mouth full of come, and Snow’s hand on Scarlett’s head is relentless, forcing her to take more and more and more until finally I’m finished using her mouth.

      “Fuck,” I mumble, sliding free from Scarlett’s lips and stumbling back. She looks up at me with wet eyes and a smile that would make the devil proud. “Holy fuck.”

      She licks her lips. “I don’t know about you, but I think I’m ready for a shower. Snow?”

      They help each other to their feet and then, arms laced around each other’s backs, pad gracefully back to the bedroom, their pert asses moving so temptingly beneath swaying hair.

      With a muttered curse, I follow, undressing as I go, already getting hard again.

      Later that day, after we fucked in the shower and again in the bed, we lie watching a fresh shower of snow move in under the cover of dusk. We’re lying in my new favorite position, with Scarlett curled into one side of me and Snow into the other, and I’m stroking their shoulders in the comfortable, snow-blanketed silence. Earlier we talked of many things—I told them about my ranch, inherited from a grandfather who didn’t give a shit if I lived or died but wanted his cattle and sheep to live on. They told me about their work in Austin, teaching restless artistic types art history. We danced around what would happen after they went back to Texas—even Snow seemed too shy to broach the subject, and she’s the bravest of us. And now that we’ve snuggled into this quiet moment, it seems harder than ever to speak about.

      But I can’t bear not speaking of it. Not for another moment.

      “You saved my life,” I finally say. “I would have died.”

      Snow makes a noise like it hurts her to think of the possibility and burrows closer into my side.

      “You saved me, and I want to give you more than sex,” I continue. “More than until Christmas. I want to be something to you both because you’re already something to me. Montana is a long way from Texas, but I’ve done harder things, and it will be worth giving you what I want to give you.”

      “And what do you want to give us?” Scarlett asks.

      I glance between the two angels cuddled naked and warm next to me, and then I sigh heavy and content, like a bear in truth.

      “Everything,” I reply. “I want to give you everything.”
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      I couldn’t see the man in the shadows. It was nothing but dark out here, and then there was the red flare of a cigarette to my left, and I stepped back. Embarrassed and shaking, I tripped over my shoes. “I didn’t think anyone was here. I’ll go—”

      “Don’t,” he said.

      “Don’t…what?”

      “Don’t leave.” Just that. And I was getting bossed around plenty in the house behind me, but no one managed to do it so plainly. It was all dressed up in manners. I was wrapped in chains of politeness. I didn’t know what it said about my mental health, but I liked the fact that he didn’t ask. And he wasn’t polite.

      This whole situation was fucking me up.

      He didn’t step forward to introduce himself, and I stepped away from him keeping my name to myself, too.

      “You were just about to do the fifty-yard dash in a ball gown,” he said.

      “Not…really.”

      “Then you weren’t about to scream, neither.”

      “No.” The lie came easy. So quick. Second nature now.

      “Bullshit.”

      “You know, you could leave. Give me some privacy.”

      His low laugh rippled out from the shadows, putting goosebumps up and down my arms. “Could I?”

      “It would be polite.”

      “I’m not much for polite,” he said and took another drag of his cigarette. “I like screaming better than running, though. Gets the blood up.”

      “The blood up?” That sounded very Braveheart. Truthfully, I liked it.

      “For fightin’ and the like.”

      “I’m not much for fighting,” I said, and it was so true, so funny and true and awful all at the same time I had to put a hand over my mouth so a weird laugh/scream thing wouldn’t come tearing out of me. And my chance to run was years behind me.

      He made some speculative sound in his throat. Which could be agreement or disagreement or some kind of mix of the two, and it hardly mattered. He hardly mattered. This moment on the patio hardly mattered.

      It was why I was still standing there.

      Everything inside, every word I said, every drink I had, every person who looked twice at me – all that mattered. It got rung up someplace and added to the price I had to pay.

      And I just needed a minute.

      “You all right?” He asked.

      Terrified.

      “You working the party?” I asked, changing the subject. It was always easier to talk about other people.

      “You making small talk with the help?” His brogue was so thick it took me a second to make sure I got the words right.

      “If that’s what you are, then yes.”

      “Well, I’m not sure what I am, to be honest with you.”

      “Yeah, me neither.”

      “In that dress, sweetheart, you are not the help.”

      I pressed my hands to the skirt of my ball gown, gold embroidery and sequins over blush gossamer netting. I felt naked under all the layers, if I was being honest.

      “You look beautiful,” he said, like he could see my doubts.

      “Thank you.” The compliment bounced off me. When people called my sister beautiful, she cut off all her hair and painted her face. Me? I said thank you and did what they asked of me.

      “It came in a box,” I said, stupidly. “Like in the movies. A box with a big red bow.”

      “Proof that you shouldn’t be out here with me, Princess,” he said.

      He was right. 100%. There were people inside who, if they found out what I was doing, would be pissed. But the rest of my life was going to be spent trying to not piss those people off, this might be the very last second I had for myself.

      “Are you a Morelli?” I asked.

      “A who?”

      “A member of the Morelli family.”

      The worst thing he could be was a Morelli. He could be a murdering son of a bitch, and being a Morelli would still be worse. Elaine, Caroline’s daughter, got caught up with Lucian Morelli at Tinsley’s birthday, and it was as if she’d fucked the devil himself.

      This guy wasn’t the devil. He was a waiter having a smoke. And I wasn’t a Constantine. I wasn’t even going to be a Waverly for much longer.

      “No, I’m not a Morelli,” he said.

      “Then we’re okay.” The night seemed to breathe. The party sounds faded. The scream in my chest was gone.

      We’re okay.

      “Why are you out here?” he asked.

      “There are a lot of answers to that question,” I laughed.

      “You always go for a run during a party?”

      “I do,” I nodded. “I’m in training.”

      “For ball gown racing?”

      “Yes, it’s a very obscure event. But I’m ranked.” I was being ridiculous. The nerves were making me ridiculous, and I was only ever ridiculous with my sister.

      “National or international?” Oh, he was playing along. It made me want to cry for missing my sister.

      “International, of course.”

      My feet were cold and naked in the grass, so I put on the shoes.

      “What are you doing out here?” I asked.

      “I haven’t been invited inside yet.”

      “Really?”

      “No.”

      That did make me laugh. I liked this shadow Irishman with the quick wit, and maybe it was the grass I could still feel between my toes or that my world was coming down around me in ways I couldn’t stop, but the truth just came out of me.

      “Adolescent on-set schizophrenia. That’s why I’m here. That’s why I’m… everything.”

      It was wild to say that out loud. We never talked about it. We never gave the words air or sound. Or light. They lived in shadows, dark and unsaid. Alone and festering.

      From the shadows he held a flask. “Here. You look like you could use a drink.”

      “I shouldn’t,” I said. I needed to be clear. Sharp. Tonight was like throwing myself into a sea of piranhas. For the rest of my life.

      “Your hands are shaking.”

      Honestly, I couldn’t see him. At all. The glow of that cigarette, the gleam off the flask and the white of his shirt at his wrist. He had nice hands. A jagged scar ran along the side of his thumb down to his wrist.

      “What happened?” I asked, and I couldn’t believe it myself, but I touched his hand. My fingertip brushed the raised pink skin of the scar. The insanity of that made me light-headed, and I quickly took the flask. I cupped it in my cold shaking fingers like a flame.

      “Jumped out a window,” he said, flexing his fingers out wide and then curling them into a fist. “My hand got caught on an eaves-shoot. Tore it open, like.”

      “Why’d you jump out a window?”

      “Because someone who wanted to hurt me was coming in the door.” He said it like a joke.

      I took a sip from the flask. The booze burned down my throat and exploded in warmth in my belly, and I gasped. Another sip and the same effect until I could feel my feet and my fingers. Another sip, and my face was warm. Yep. This was what a person needed for a few minutes before jumping into the pool of piranhas. To feel alive. Warm. Bloody and real.

      And another sip, the flask lighter in my hand.

      “Slow down there,” he said and took the flask from me. His fingers didn’t touch mine, but I could still feel the heat of them. “I reckon you haven’t eaten.”

      “That,” I said. “Is a fair point.” When was the last time I’d eaten? Last night? Two days ago? I couldn’t remember being hungry or full. It felt like I was very tiny inside of my body.

      From the shadows around him came one of the china plates from inside. There was cheese there. Little quiches. Asparagus in prosciutto. “Have something,” he offered.

      “What else have you got over there?” I joked.

      “You probably don’t want to know. But if you’re hungry.” The plate came closer. I reached for a piece of cheese but in the end didn’t touch it. My stomach was in knots.

      “No, thank you,” I said.

      “Suit yourself.” The plate disappeared, and I was suddenly ravenous.

      “Where are you from?” I asked.

      “What makes you think I’m not from here?”

      Laughter again. But this time, thanks to the flask, it didn’t hurt. It didn’t sound half like a scream.

      “Something about your voice.”

      “Northern Ireland.”

      “Belfast?” That was the only town I knew in Northern Ireland.

      “Eventually. Derry, too. I was born in a cow pasture you never heard of.”

      “How long have you been here?” I asked.

      He sighed, and I tried again to see him in the shadows, but they were too dark. Too complete. “Five hours.”

      “I meant the States.”

      “So do I. I flew into LaGuardia five hours ago.”

      “And you’re here? At this party?”

      “Do you know Caroline Constantine?”

      “I do,” I thought with a laugh. My mom’s best friend and a fairy godmother out of the dark when my dad died. We were in her house right now. I slept in her pool house. The net keeping us safe–she’d created. “Did she bring you?”

      “In a sense.”

      “Wow. Well, welcome.” It was comforting a little bit. If Caroline was a friend of his, he was one of the good ones. There were rumors around Bishop’s Landing that the Constantines were bad news, but those rumors were mostly started by the Morelli’s who were actual bad news, so I didn’t listen to them. And if this guy was attached to the Constantines, being out here in the dark wasn’t nearly so scandalous.

      “What about you? Where are you from?”

      “Here,” I said. “I mean, Bishop’s Landing.”

      Just the thought of it brought it all back, what tonight was supposed to be. What I was supposed to do.

      I’d like to jump out a window, I thought, but when he laughed I realized I said it out loud. I stepped back again, further into my shadows. The flask was a mistake. Leaving the party was a mistake. I had to keep my head down and swallow my screams, there was no alternative.

      “Well,” he said quietly. Carefully. “If what’s coming through the door is bad enough, the jumping is not so hard.”

      “I should go back in,” I said, turning towards the door, but not moving. I took a deep breath, and I heard the snick of a lighter in the shadows. The acrid smell of a cigarette drifted over my shoulder. I didn’t smoke, but I suddenly wanted one with a bone deep desire.

      I could hear the scrape of his shoes as he stood up. I imagined him stretching out of the shadows and into the golden light spilling out from the door. I could feel him closer. Warmth against my back. If I turned, I would see him. And just how badly I wanted to see him was a warning.

      This man with his charm and accent and flask – was not for me. Not ever.

      My heart pounded against my ribcage, and I didn’t turn. Coward to the very end. Or perhaps I was just so used to giving up what I wanted. Even the small things. Especially the small things.

      They were all I had left, and I was giving them up one crumb at a time.

      “Who is coming through your door?” he asked, and I put a hand over my mouth to stop my sob. “Princess?”

      “You going to beat someone up for me?” I asked, my voice wrecked.

      “If it would help. Even if it won’t.”

      Who could I set this man against? Which person inside that house if left beaten and bloody would free me from this situation. But even if that door was suddenly open to me…would I take it? Would I walk out? Would I leave? Risk poverty. Humiliation? My sister…

      “I’m fine,” I said, straightening my shoulders. “What about you? Maybe I should beat someone up for you.”

      “It doesn’t work like that. I’m the one who fixes problems.”

      “Me too,” I said. “I am the one who fixes problems, too.”

      I turned, thinking I was ready for the sight of him. Or had some kind of expectation about what he might look like. I expected handsome. Smiling and charming. Tall, maybe. I was surround by handsome men quite a lot.

      But I was not braced for him.

      He was beautiful. I mean, like inarguably. It was simply fact. A law of nature. Dark hair. Blue eyes like the sky at noon. Dark scruff along his hard, square chin.  He wore a tuxedo with the tie pulled loose. An angel kicked out of heaven for the trouble he caused.

      There was blood on the collar of his white shirt. Blood from any number of wounds on his face. A black eye. A split lip. A tiny butterfly bandage over a cut on his cheekbone.

      He was beautiful, and he was savage.

      “What happened to you?” I whispered.

      He touched the cut on his lip. “You should see the other guy.”

      I stepped forward, drawn by the joke attempt. His eyelashes. The sudden urge to be on a side of kindness. Either side. Any side. Just to experience it however I could. “Who hurt you?”

      His eyes snapped to mine, sharp and bright, and my skin prickled. Uncomfortable and aware.

      “No one,” he said, ice cold despite the blood on his collar. The black eye and split lip. “Not for a long time.”

      I thought he was joking, and I smiled, but his face was resolute. Calm in its strength. He wasn’t joking. He wasn’t being sarcastic. He’s been beaten, but he was telling me it didn’t hurt him.

      Like he’d made a choice, and that was that. Pain didn’t matter.

      “It’s that easy?” I whispered. Scared in my belly because it was only there that I could acknowledge that I knew what was coming for me was going to hurt.

      “No,” he said and his hand, the one with the scar, the one I’d touched, brushed my cheek, his thumb at the edge of my lip. “It’s not easy. It’s very hard. But it’s how you survive.”

      His thumb pressed against my lip, and I gasped, my lips parting. I could taste the salt of his skin and everything in me screamed to leave. This wasn’t just foolish, it was dangerous. For him.

      For me. Especially for me.

      But I couldn’t move. He pressed and pressed until my teeth cut into my lip and it hurt.

      It hurt, and he kept pushing.

      It hurt, and I stood there. Taking it.

      Why was I doing this? Why was he? It felt like a warning and a lesson, and it felt real. Like the grass under my feet. Like the booze in my belly. Not at all like the threats inside that house, whispered and insinuated. The pain, the taste of blood and salt from his finger. The look in his eye willing me to stillness.

      So. Real.

      “Don’t let them hurt you,” he said.

      His words broke the spell and heart pounding, I stepped back but I didn’t leave. Like a fool, I stayed.

      He didn’t have to be a Morelli to be trouble. Or to get me in trouble.

      This man was lethal. And so attractive it hurt. It actually hurt.

      “Who are you?” I asked, licking the blood off my lip. Hoping for a lingering taste of him.

      He shook his head. “I am no one.”

      Someone came to stand in the doorway, breaking up the light, casting a shadow across the stranger’s beautiful face. Both of us turned to look.

      “Jesus, Princess,” my Irishman whispered when he saw who was standing there and he must have realized who I was.

      “Poppy?” It was the Senator, and I went cold. Tried so hard not to, but head to toe the chill settled over me. “Everything all right?”

      “I’m fine,” I said and smiled to prove it. He always believed my smiles. Everyone did. They were very good smiles. Or maybe he just didn’t care.

      “We’re about to make the announcement,” the Senator said, and he summoned me with his fingers. A kind of snapping thing like you’d do with a dog, and I told myself, like I had for a while now, that it wasn’t personal. It was actually the opposite of personal. He treated everyone like that. That that made me feel better wasn’t something I was actually proud of. But I was seeking comfort from any corner.

      “I’ll be in in a second,” I said. I wanted to say goodbye to this stranger. To these quiet moments of rest.

      Or maybe I just wanted to pull my leash as taut as possible, to see how far it would stretch.

      “Poppy?” The Senator smiled when he said my name, but the steel was there. That terrifying sharpness. Turns out my leash didn’t stretch far at all.

      “You heard her,” the Irishman said from the shadows. “She needs a second.”

      “I’m sorry, who are you?” Jim stepped into the light; he was smiling but it was the razor’s edge.  Jim was blonde and blue eyed. He wore glasses that made him look smart. He worked out just enough that the suits he wore looked good.

      Everything about him inspired comfort and confidence.

      Voters loved him.

      I’d never been so scared of someone in my life.

      “I’m coming,” I said, and I stepped into the light with Jim Maywell the junior senator of New York who was 28 years older than me, and at midnight, we were announcing that I would be his wife.

      Jim grabbed my hand too hard. But I expected it, and made my hand as small as I could in his. There was a trick to it funneling my fingers, so he couldn’t grind the bones together. I’d learned that fast. I wondered if that would be interesting on my application to the catering company.

      Experience: eating canapes off trays and mitigating the pain my fiancé wanted to inflict on my body.

      We stepped off the small patio into the doorway with the sound of the party filtering through the walls.

      Don’t do it, I told myself. Don’t look. He’s not for you. Not ever.

      But of course I couldn’t stop myself, and I looked back over my shoulder, but the Irishman was gone.

      Nothing was left of him but the taste of blood in my mouth.
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