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Up in the Air

‘More champagne, madam?’

You hate that word and always have – it makes you feel so damn old, which at twenty-nine should be the last thing on your mind – but the smiling face of the stewardess as she beams down at you makes it hard to stay too angry for too long. Instead, you just smile right back and give a polite ‘Yes, please’, waiting as she fills the flute and hands it to you.

‘And what about your husband?’ she asks, gesturing to the man dozing next to her. ‘Will he want one?’

‘Oh... no, he’s fine. Or he will be when he wakes up, anyway.’

The stewardess smiles again, and goes to deal with the few other passengers still awake.

You sip your champagne and try and relax. Maybe it will help you drift off to sleep, but somehow you doubt it. It’s around half past midnight, according to your body clock – God only knows what time it actually is, halfway across the Atlantic – and nothing seems to be working. By rights, you should be exhausted by now, but unlike Charlie you can’t seem to let yourself relax enough to get a few sacred hours’ worth of shut-eye.

It’s not for lack of comfort, either. The company who hired you both for this two-week consultancy jaunt have really pushed the envelope in terms of spoiling you. It wasn’t until you got to the airport that you discovered that, far from the business seats you were expecting, LanTech Designs had bumped you up to first class, all on their dime. The meal was exceptional, as you’d expect, but it paled in comparison to the comfort of everything else around – not least the plush seats, almost as comfortable as your bed back home. This was how travel was meant to be. At this rate, it would be hard to justify travelling at the back of the plane ever again.

Charlie sleeps on, disinterested. You try and avoid stealing glances over at him, but it’s so damn difficult. Even asleep, he’s a beautiful man – the kind of man who, when a stewardess mistakes him for your husband rather than just a work colleague, does not lead to a correction. Besides, it’s not as though you haven’t thought about it before.

You and all the other girls in the office, regardless of how single they are. Some of the men, too.

Behind those closed eyelids sit two pools of bright blue – eyes that catch the light, dancing and twinkling. They’re the highlight of a face with plenty to recommend it: strong jaw, perfect teeth, always the faintest trace of designer stubble. Yes, this isn’t the first time you’ve noticed Charlie, and it won’t be the last. Of all the other workers in the office, he was the one you were hoping you would be paired with for this project. He’s the one you hope to be paired with for every project, for that matter. 

But nothing has happened: that would be unprofessional. Best to leave him as the main player in your fantasies, where he can be bent and moulded to all of your most sordid desires – where you are always satisfied, and he is always ready and eager to please.

No. Best not to think about that – not here, anyway. The last thing you want is to get yourself all excited while you can’t do anything about it. The frustration – especially with the object of your affections so close at hand – would damn near kill you.

The flight would go a lot more quickly if you were able to sleep through it, but apparently that isn’t an option. The book in your hand luggage has long since been finished, so perhaps a movie is in order. You idly flick through the selections using the remote, the high-definition on the screens so much better than you’re used to in coach, and finally decide on a French film you’ve never heard of before: if anything will make you nod off, perhaps this is it. You sip your champagne, and settle in.

Half an hour later, though, you realise your mistake: rather than the dry drama you were expecting, what you got instead was a sex-crazed thriller. The first sex-scene, you let pass without comment, but after the second – and the magnificent third – the tingling between your legs is too much for you to ignore. You should turn it off, you know that, but as your hand reaches for the remote it’s the rewind button that it seeks out, rather than the one that will send you back to the safety of the menu.

You watch it three times in the dark of the cabin, unable to tear your eyes away. Even through the headphones provided, it seems so daring – the sight of naked bodies pressed against each other, wanton and sweaty. It awakens something in you, something that you have been trying your hardest to lay to rest, and rather than sating your desires – as you had somehow managed to convince yourself it would – it only serves to inflame them. The sight of the main character wrapping his long, strong arms around the woman who may be his wife but who could just as easily be his mistress – the plot is largely  incomprehensible, even as the sex is simple and blunt and to the point – makes you crave that contact for yourself. As you watch him mount her, thrusting over and over (and then, thanks to the rewind button, over and over again), you realise that it’s not just the contact you want. You need to be filled.

Right here, on this plane, surrounded by sleeping businessmen, your pussy is crying out for cock. Water, water everywhere, but not a drop to drink.

It’s not a feeling that you’ll be able to dispel by willpower alone. Now is a time for action, not idle thoughts; daydreaming was, after all, what got you into this mess in the first place. What to do? There’s always the bathroom, of course, but surely that smacks a little of... what, exactly? Desperation? Sordidness? The sort of wanton behaviour that good girls are supposed to avoid at all cost?

Your eyes flick back up to the screen and the writhing mass of moaning flesh. The bathroom it is, and quickly.

You gather your things and ease the blanket off your lap, grateful for the fact that there is no visible sign of your arousal. It’s only once you stand up and turn to Charlie that you notice those bright blue eyes reflecting in the dim light of the cabin. They’re open.

He has been watching you.

You feel the blush begin to spread across your face, and the hot burn of embarrassment as you try – and fail – to push it back down where it belongs. It’s no use. Charlie smiles at you knowingly, that carefree smirk that is practically his trademark at work – the one that says everything is a joke to him, and no ill-will is ever meant. That doesn’t matter now, of course. There’s no way he could have missed the sight on the screen, no way he could have avoided seeing exactly what it was you were watching.

Well, so what? It’s not as though it was porn, for God’s sake: it was a movie, provided by the airline – and in French, too. Dozens of other people on this flight must have watched it alongside you. Why isn’t he giving them a hard time about it, eh? There’s no reason to be embarrassed by the fact that a film had a sex scene in it – and if he thinks so, he’s the one that needs to grow up.

You try not to think about what he thought when he saw you rewind it, and head off to the bathroom – and as far from that smirk as possible.

The First Class bathrooms aren’t exactly what you could call spacious, but compared to the bathrooms at the back of the plane they’re borderline palatial. Still, you’re not here to admire the space, or the decor: one thing and one thing only has brought you to this little room at thirty-six thousand feet, and as you slide the lock closed it’s the only thing on your mind.

Your trousers are unzipped almost immediately, and as you reach an eager hand down past your stomach it’s impossible to ignore just how wet you are: that scene has not only made your pussy throb with anticipation but it has also given you more lubrication than you could ever need. It’s a good job you always keep a spare pair of pants in your carry on, because this pair are soaked through. The smell of sex must have followed you right the way down the cabin, impossible to ignore. Perhaps it’s a shame that everyone was asleep. You would have killed to see the look on their faces as the scent of your arousal hit their noses, wafting behind you, announcing your excitement.

Perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad if they knew why you were here. Sometimes it’s good to just let your hair down and give in to your wilder desires.

Tonight is one of those times.

You work fast, with no time for romance – your fingers, trained by many sleepless nights, knowing just where to touch in order to scratch your itch. Your index finger circles your clit, drawing out the orgasm that has been hovering just out of reach for what feels like forever. Alternating between fast and slow teases you, helps you to build to the crescendo you need, and as you do the image from the film floods your vision. You can almost feel his hands on your body and the sweat on your skin as you…

… as you…

So close...

You’re so close...

So...

... fucking...

... CLOSE...

The knock at the door startles you, and the instinctive fight-or-flight response of your teenage years kicks in. You might not have a duvet to pull up around your waist, but your hand darts out of your underwear as though it had received an electric shock.

Fuck, you think, but that doesn’t do justice to the feeling of rage that spreads through you as the orgasm that you crave so much vanishes like a leaf on the breeze. You rearrange yourself and wash all traces of your playtime off your hands. The moment is ruined. The fun is over.

All because of someone’s impatience, and unwillingness to go down the plane to find another toilet.

‘Someone’s in here,’ you hiss through the door, but then another knock comes just as forcefully as the first. ‘I said someone’s in here,’ you spit out again, hoping the Hey, asshole is implied, and the knocking is replaced by a voice from the other side of the door.

‘I know,’ it says.

The voice is recognisable, instantly: you’ve heard it every week for the past two years. It seems lower now – throaty and masculine, the low tone of a predator trapping his prey.

Charlie.

Immediately, your mind goes into overdrive. Maybe it’s an emergency. Maybe something terrible has happened and he urgently needs your attention and expertise. Maybe...

No. That’s ridiculous. What emergency could there possibly be? You’re over six miles up in the air, and the rest of the cabin is asleep – or at least, drifting off. He’s not here for the bathroom. He knows who’s in there, and he knows exactly what you’re doing. He knows what it was that drove you to it, too.

And you both know why he’s there.

You place your hand on the sliding lock and pause for a moment. If you do this, things will change. Will it make things awkward in the office? Will it spoil the trip? Will the clients be able to tell the tension between you – or will it ease the pressure?

It doesn’t matter. You need this. The vibrator would be nothing compared to the feeling of a hard cock sliding into you, parting your lips, thrusting upwards...

You slide open the lock and he’s there, that charming grin plastered across his face. You expect him to make a smartass comment – so much his style – but he doesn’t. He waits for a second, and you realise that he’s giving you the opportunity to pass him by, to leave and refuse his wordless advance; the last thing he wants is for you to feel trapped by him. You take a step backwards instead, giving him room to accommodate himself, and he slips into the tiny room in front of you, and locks the door.

There’s a moment of silence, and then another – not awkward, just preparation. Neither one of you seems willing to make the first move, even though the first move was made (by him) the second he rapped on the door and (by you) as soon as you decided to open it. What happens next is inevitable. There is to be no backing down from this, thank God. With his body pressed against yours, you realise that backing out is the last thing that you want.

He breaks first, leaning in to kiss you. You meet him halfway, and suddenly you are one: lips locked, tongues mashing fiercely, trying to get as much of each other as you possibly can, as though making up for lost time. Hands clutch at bodies, although it’s difficult to tell which belongs to whom: they move so fast, in flurries of excitement and desire, that it’s only by touch that ownership can be identified.

He bites your lip and you let out a gasp that soon transforms itself effortlessly into a moan – a little too loudly. ‘Hush,’ he says as he pulls away, but he’s amused and not angry. ‘Do you want the whole plane to hear you?’

Of course not; that would be ridiculous. Besides, they’re all asleep, or most of them at any rate, and even the stewards are packed off, either sleeping or eating their own meals. Still, the thought of all these people around – of the risk of getting caught – thrills you. Part of you does want the whole plane to hear you: the same frivolous, risk-craving part of you that opened the door and allowed him in.

You quieten down. If you get interrupted again, you don’t know what you’d do.

Instead, you reach down, your fingers no longer clutching at his back but instead making a path down to his trousers. You can feel the bulge of his erection through the fabric, straining to be free. He’s huge – a full eight inches, hard and waiting for you.

You did this. You have had this effect on him.

The thought makes you crave it all the more.

I could take this, you think. I could drop to my knees right now and have that beautiful cock in my mouth.

A second passes. Why shouldn’t you? What’s possibly keeping you?

In for a penny, in for a pound.

He moans as your lips close around his member: an unexpected treat. Giving head is your special talent, almost as pleasurable for you as it is for the receiver – and based on Charlie’s moans, he’s grateful to be discovering your skills for himself. His head is thrown back and he braces himself against the stand that contains the wash basin, his knuckles turning white from the exertion of gripping so hard. When you run your tongue down the length of it, you see his mouth open in a wide O of amazement.

When you take it down into your throat, his leg begins to twitch nervously, a tell-tale sign of a man nearing his limits.

When you finally let the head pop out of your mouth, it’s all he can do to keep from begging for more.

Poor Charlie. Poor, desperate Charlie.

He knows that release is coming, but it won’t come from your tongue. You stand up just in time to catch the fleeting look of disappointment on his face, but as you press yourself against the little wall space of the plane and hike up your skirt, that look soon fades into a wry smirk. He watches as you pull the fabric north, past your thighs and the white flash of your underwear. They’re not your most glamorous pair, but it doesn’t matter: when he sees the huge damp patch against the virtuous, virginal white material, he couldn’t care less about the absence of lace.

You slip them down past your knees, and suddenly he is on you like a lion on its prey: the trousers around his ankles have done nothing to slow him down. As he kisses your neck, you feel his cock at your entrance momentarily; he pauses for a second, as if to tease you with it, but he can’t resist for long. With one firm, hard thrust he is inside of you.

Fuck.

His body presses you against the wall of the plane, leaving nowhere for you to move and with nothing between you and the outside world except thin aluminium. You’re thirty-six thousand feet above the ground, but you don’t care.

Right now, you are nowhere but in the moment.

You meet his thrusts with your hips, pushing back against him, desperate for every inch of his beautiful cock inside you. You can still taste his precome on your lips, but his kisses take precedence. Charlie kisses like a desert wanderer who has just encountered an oasis would drink: deep and long and greedy, overcome by need. For an instant – one glorious moment – you allow yourself to be blown away by his ferocity, but this is a game for two; it takes no time at all for you to match him in intensity. When you bite his lip, he responds by driving himself deeper into you, over and over.

And then, just when you think his cock is about to split you in two, the orgasm takes over.

At first, it’s hard to tell where the shudder begins; rather than inside your body or his, it seems to grow from both of you at once, taking you over simultaneously. You feel his hands gripping your body as he loses himself in the folds of your cunt, and the tightening of your muscles as they wrap themselves around his cock, involuntarily squeezing every last drop of his pleasure into you. This time, it’s his moan that threatens to give you both away. It sneaks from his mouth, but you clamp your lips against his, smothering it with a kiss until it dies in the throes of orgasm. As he thrusts one last time, your legs begin to shake and it is suddenly nothing more than his strength preventing you from falling to the floor.

You moan out a single word as you come: ‘Please…’

Please take me.

Please, harder.

Please, more.

Please…

Please…

Everything is wrapped up in that word – every glance that has passed between you over the past year and a half, every sexually-charged joke, every moment of tension leading to this glorious explosion.

You say please, but what you mean is thank you.

God, thank you. A thousand times, thank you.

You want to thank him for the knock on the door, for having the gall to follow you, for knowing what you really wanted before you knew it yourself. More than that, though: you want him to thank you. You want to hear him scream it as he comes, shaking a headboard and terrifying the neighbours. You want him to scratch it into your back, to bite it into the side of your neck and your collarbone.

You want it to be the only thought that rises through his pleasure, just as it is through yours.

The pleasure subsides, gradually, and shortly after the thanks join it. Soon all that is left is the flesh, yours and his, connected to each other and yet to nothing else.

You’re adrift, cast aside from your body by the ferocity of what just happened to you – and then he brings you back with a kiss. His lips linger on yours just long enough to remind you that time is the one luxury you no longer have. This moment between you is set on a timer, and any minute now another sharp rapping may come at the door, bringing the full shame and recrimination of the flight crew.

No. Anything but that. Don’t let this be spoiled.

He understands without it being said; almost instantly, he is off you and readjusting his outfit to remove all trace of what just happened. Good luck with that, you think. There will be no easy removal of the smell of your perfume from his skin, or the freshly-fucked look on his face. You have marked him, irrevocably. Your shared moment is written on his face as though in bold black marker pen.

A fleeting peck on your lips from him, like the coffee at the end of a dinner date, and he is gone. He sticks his head out of the door quickly, evidently finds the aisle devoid of angry passengers wondering why the bathroom has been occupied for so long, and flashes you a quick thumbs up. It is safe. You can take your time.

You rearrange yourself slowly, putting yourself back together in light of what came before. You can feel his sticky wetness drying between your thighs; the reluctant splash of water that deals with it feels like a betrayal. You want that feeling. In another world – a simpler world, where you weren’t under so much pressure – you could have fallen asleep with his seed marking you as territory conquered. For now, though, the coloniser must be driven off, with no traces remaining.

And then you are free to leave.

Can they tell?, you think as you walk onwards past the rows of businessmen quietly napping or watching films or trying to struggle through newspapers by the dim light of an LED bulb. If one of them were to look up, would they know what just happened? Would they be able to smell his come on you? Would the smirk on your face give you away? Are you walking like a woman who has just been ravaged?

You don’t think so, but it’s hard to tell. Maybe they could smell your sex on Charlie as he headed back to his seat. Perhaps each and every one of these gentlemen passed on their congratulations for his score. Perhaps they all know what you just did.

Then again, perhaps none of them have any idea. Perhaps your dalliance has slipped under the radar of everyone else on the plane: a dirty little secret to be shared between the two of you and no one else.

After all, who else would believe it?

It might be unbelievable, but there’s no shame attached to what you just did: on the contrary, the memory just excites you more. With four hours left in the flight, you wonder if there might be a repeat performance. Your urges have been sated now, but who knows how long that will last? The thrill of it, not to mention the feel of his body against yours, is as addictive as heroin.

You feel your pussy crying out for more as you reach the end of the aisle. He’s already covered by the blanket supplied by the airline, and it’s only once you draw close that you see his eyes are open; to anyone else looking, he might be just another sleeping businessman.

But not to you. Oh, he proved that. You doubt you’ll ever be able to see Charlie as just another face in the crowd ever again.

He smiles at you as you take your seat next to him, but nothing is said: your shared silence melds in the darkness with the quiet that ebbs through the rest of the cabin. As you sit there, satisfied at last, you can’t help but wonder if the five star hotel the company has paid for you to stay in will bring up the same desperate urges.

One look at Charlie’s grin tells you that it’s almost certain.

Behind the Mask

The band was swinging, the champagne was flowing and the guests were having a whale of a time, but I hardly noticed: I was here to work.

The Abrahams were one of the richest families in the state, and if the quality of their parties was anything to go by, I could believe it. Tonight’s affair was an elaborate masquerade ball, designed to help send 1938 out with a bang, and everyone seemed determined to rise to the occasion. Despite the surroundings, there looked to be a wide variety of different guests in attendance, a testament to the scope of the contacts Abraham had made over the years. Showgirls and actresses were busy schmoozing with Congressmen and Senators – perhaps even the other way around, depending on how you chose to look at it. Behind the masks, the best and worst of the Big Apple shook hands and kissed cheeks. The cynic in me couldn’t help but notice how hard it was to tell the two apart, starting with my esteemed host himself.

The fact that he had changed his name from Wladek Abramowicz to the more American William Abraham when he fled Poland in the 1890s was a matter of public record; rumours of exactly why he came across the Atlantic were almost as well-attested, but there was little proof to back them up. The official story was that it was the pursuit of wealth and the thrill of the American Dream. The unofficial story was that he was forced to make a journey – any journey – after an unfortunate sexual encounter or four with a local heavy’s daughter had resulted in a pregnancy he didn’t want to take the rap for. The kooks maintained that it hadn’t been a daughter at all, and that the young Wladek had actually been caught balls-deep in the son of a man with a tendency towards solving his problems with violence. Truth was, I didn’t much care. A man is entitled to his past – and even if he wasn’t, I’m more than capable of looking the other way for the amount Abraham was paying.

That wasn’t even to mention the small matter of the third Mrs Abraham, who was a good deal younger than her husband and who hadn’t been seen in public in almost half a decade. Abraham’s second wife had been an embarrassment, and the divorce had been a costly mess; it seemed he wasn’t taking any chances this time around.

But family matters were only part of the story. Abraham’s road to the top had been built on a foundation of hard work, for sure, but a lot of that hard work had gone into paving over anyone who stood in his way. In the early years it had been intimidation and threats, but as he had managed to consolidate his position he had graduated to blackmail; now he was a man of means, he contented himself with bribery. Over the last fifteen years, Abraham had greased more palms than an Alabama pig-catching contest. By my reckoning, half the people in the room must have been on the take. The other half seemed to be here for decoration. No one seemed to mind.

I adjusted my mask and waited for something to happen. This wasn’t really my scene – I’d spent my last New Year in an Irish bar downtown, getting roughed up for being on the wrong side of a case I was working – and the rented tuxedo designed to help me blend in with the crowd instead had the opposite effect. It wasn’t often in my life that I felt out of my depth, but surrounded by New York High Society I might as well have been drowning.

I scanned the room, looking for anything out of the ordinary. The job was a simple one, all told: Abraham had reason to believe that one of his business competitors would be trying to make a move on his territory, and he wanted to be as forearmed as possible. The three men in question were at the party, but it looked like it was all a bust: I’d been following them for the better part of a week, and I hadn’t seen anything suspicious. It seemed like the old man was just being paranoid, and yet here I was, sipping champagne and watching for any sign that they might be plotting something.

So far, zip. It was half past eleven, and I couldn’t take anymore.

No matter how expensive the fizz was, four glasses and the heat of the room had sent it right to my head. It was getting harder and harder to concentrate; the three guys I was there to scope out, all old and fairly nondescript to begin with, had started to become completely indistinguishable.

I needed out.

I slipped into the hallway and picked a door at random: anything would do, as long as it took me away from the hustle and bustle of the party for five minutes. The first door was locked, and the second, but the third squeaked open.

It was a study of some sort, all rich leather and mahogany. Abraham might have money to throw around, but his tastes were more showy than classy. I flicked on the light switch and the room was suddenly bathed in a soft electric glow.

Three pairs of eyes looked me over. A deer head, stuffed and mounted, stared at me from the back wall, fixating on me with the same intensity as the large oil portrait of Abraham that rested behind his desk.

The third pair belong to a woman.

She stepped out of the shadows like a lead actress about to take her first bow on opening night. Her mask, a slim crimson number complete with an ostrich feather, told me that she was a refugee from the festivities, but even if she hadn’t her dress would have filled me in. It was the height of understated elegance, and it wrapped her curves in a way that would have made any man in the city jealous. It whispered around her hips as she took her first steps towards me, her heels beating out the rhythm of her approach against the floor.

‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘I didn’t realise anyone was in here.’

The woman smiled. Even with the mask covering her face, it was easy to see that it was warm and soft and genuine. I liked her already, whoever she was.

‘Couldn’t stand the party, eh?’ she asked.

‘I wouldn’t say that. I just needed some air.’

‘The terrace is in the other direction.’

‘Too many people,’ I said. ‘I wanted to be alone.’

‘Well, you picked the wrong room for that, Mr...’ She trailed off, daring me to follow.

‘Madison. Mike Madison.’

She stopped walking towards me before the words were out, as though they’d shocked her into stillness. ‘The detective?’

‘A detective, sure. I didn’t realise my reputation was so widespread.’

‘My husband mentioned you.’

‘Your husband?’

She spread her arms wide. ‘Whose party do you think you’re at?’

That explained how at ease she seemed, standing in someone else’s office while the party outside was going at full tilt. ‘You’re Mrs Abraham?’ I said, trying and failing to keep the question out of my voice.

‘Marina, please.’

‘Marina,’ I said, running the name across my tongue. It had a pleasant taste. ‘I’m sorry. I was expecting you to be older.’

‘Maybe I’m older than you think. A mask can hide a multitude of sins.’

‘Don’t I know it.’

She smiled her pretty smile again, and for the first time I noticed the faint lines around her mouth. Like a dropped stitch in a Persian rug, they only added to her overall charm.

‘It’s funny,’ she said eventually. ‘Most people expect that I’d be younger.’

‘Oh?’

‘Third wife? Rich husband? Obviously, I’m just some bimbo who married him for his money.’

‘Obviously. All this love business is extremely overrated.’

A look of genuine sadness washed over her face, and she bristled slightly. ‘I think you’re teasing me, Mr Madison.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I said, and she seemed to believe me. ‘I didn’t mean any offence.’

‘I’m glad. I did love him, you know. Bill was... he was a good man, once upon a time. It just seems like so long ago, now. It’s funny how it all gets away from you, don’t you think?’

‘Yeah.’ There didn’t seem to be much else to say.

‘But still,’ she said, snapping herself out of her sad little daydream. ‘Onwards and upwards, eh?’

‘That’s my motto.’

‘It’s a good one.’

‘It does the job.’

She had no answer to that – or if she did, she kept it to herself. She looked me over, the way an auctioneer might examine a vase: cautiously, but with an expert eye for detail. ‘For what it’s worth, you’re younger than I was expecting,’ she said at last, her appraisal apparently finished. ‘Younger than the last guy, definitely.’

‘There was a last guy?’

She nodded. ‘Used to be in the police. Big. Irish. Short hair. Real ugly.’

It didn’t narrow it down much: the cops I knew ranged from stand-up guys to sleazeballs of the lowest order, but even on their best day none of them were going to win any beauty contests. The pretty-boy cops were all out in Hollywood; in New York, we got bruisers.

‘Murphy?’ I guessed.

She shrugged. ‘Who knows? Who cares? You’re an improvement, anyway. This guy had a way of bringing a room down.’

‘How can you tell?’ I said, tapping my own mask, a solid black-and-white monstrosity that made me feel halfway between Zorro and the Phantom of the Opera. ‘Like you said, you can hide a lot behind a mask.’

‘Call it a gut feeling.’

‘I just fit the decor better, I guess?’

She laughed. It was a pretty, joyful, tinkling sound, and it suited her perfectly. ‘Something like that,’ she said.

‘I’m pretty sure your husband didn’t hire me because I matched the drapes.’

‘Oh no? Then why did he hire you?’

I placed a finger against the side of my nose. ‘I don’t discuss business. I like to keep things professional.’

‘Really? How dull.’

She was almost on top of me by this point, having tap-tap-tapped her way by degrees across the hardwood floor. The heels of her shoes pushed her face almost level with mine, and it was impossible not to catch a whiff of a delicate, barely-there perfume, mingled with her own scent.

‘There’s something about you, Mr Madison,’ she said eventually. Her breath circled my ear as she placed her hands gently on my chest. ‘I don’t know what it is, but I like it. I like it a lot.’

I looked down at her hands, and my eyes were drawn to her ring finger. A rock the size of a baby’s fist stared back at me, but the look in her eyes told me she’d all but forgotten it was there; if I spent much longer looking into those eyes, I got the feeling I’d find it easy to forget about it too.

Even through the mask, it was clear she was a beautiful woman. Sure, it might have hidden a wrinkle or two, but with her face just inches away from my own it was clear that she didn’t have much to hide. She was older than me, but it couldn’t have been by much. Thirty-seven? Thirty-eight? Forty, at the absolute outside – not that it mattered. She wore her years with the same sensuality she wore that dress: they looked good on her.

I didn’t get much chance to ponder it. She moved in closer and pressed her lips to mine, kissing me with a tender sweetness I could tell was going to linger for days, but it was over all too quickly. She pulled away and bit her bottom lip seductively, like a schoolgirl who’d been caught sneaking out after dark – playful and innocent, but with a sexual undercurrent I couldn’t resist.

We stood there in silence for a moment or two, waiting in the half-light of the wall lamps for the other to make the first move.

‘Did Murphy get this treatment too?’ I asked eventually.

She snorted. ‘He wishes,’ she said, and I could believe it.

I didn’t wait for her to kiss me again – truth is, I doubt I could have even if I’d wanted to. I moved forward, lost in a fog of my own longing. I could feel her body arch into mine as I moved towards her mouth, hungry for more of her. I heard her moan as I reached my hand behind and gently cupped her warm, firm ass through the dress. The noise was like a red rag to a bull: I needed her, and I needed her right away.

Her kisses hit me like the world’s most delicate thunderbolts, capable of knocking me off my feet with even the lightest touch of her skin on mine. If it hadn’t been for the grip she kept on the lapels of my tux, I felt as though I might have been blown away altogether.

‘Get the door,’ she said suddenly, with a forcefulness that could only come from a woman who knew exactly what she wanted and was used to getting her own way.

With extreme reluctance, I pulled myself away from her and rushed to the door. There was a deadbolt fitted above a heavy mortice lock, complete with key. I made sure they were both fastened tight – better safe than sorry. I didn’t want to be interrupted. I slipped the key – an ornate decorative number, further evidence of its owner’s over-the-top tastes – into the pocket of my tuxedo.

When I turned back to her, she was sitting cross-legged on Abraham’s desk.

‘Take me,’ she said.

I didn’t need to be told twice. Within seconds I was on her, kissing my way softly up her neck, my lips pressing gently across the delicate curve of her collarbone. I started to remove her mask, but she stopped me; her hand grasped my wrist tightly before I could lay a finger on it. ‘Leave it,’ she said, firmly. ‘I like it better this way. Yours too.’

‘It seems a bit late to worry about hiding ourselves away.’

She shrugged. ‘I don’t care. Call it... feminine mystique.’

She cleared the desk of the files that were scattered across it, sweeping them onto the floor with one graceful arc of her arm. It was a convincing argument.

‘Fine,’ I said. ‘The mask can stay, but the dress has to go.’

‘You drive a hard bargain, Mr Madison.’

‘Worth every penny,’ I said, snaking my hand around her back and pulling the zipper free. Another quick flick of my fingers and her brassiere fell loose, and suddenly there she was before me in all her glory: beautiful, alabaster Marina, wearing nothing but a pair of stockings, the night and my stares.

All mine, at least for now.

She relieved me of my pants and jacket with much the same haste as I’d got her out of her dress. At the first sight of my cock, already straining against my jockey shorts, she flashed me a faint but unmissable smile. A second or two later and the shorts were gone too, not that it mattered: they’d done a shitty job of hiding my enthusiasm anyway.

She paused slightly as I fumbled with my shirt. ‘Wait,’ she said, and I did.

Slowly, sensually, she began unfastening the buttons one by one. Her kisses tickled my neck as she did so, her tongue occasionally flicking out as if to remind me that it was still there.

As if I could have forgotten.

The last button finally uncoupled from its mooring, she slid the shirt off my shoulders and left it in a crumpled heap on the floor.

‘There,’ she said at last. ‘That’s much better.’

The band outside switched from its upbeat swing to a slow number, right on cue. I took her in my arms, feeling the warmth of her magnificent breasts pressing against me, and breathed deeply. She had a soft smell, lavender and honey, and I wanted more of it – all of it. I wanted everything about her, and I wanted it now.

‘Is something wrong?’

Her words snapped me out of my daydream. ‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘Just thinking.’

She tutted. ‘That’s the problem with you detective types... you’re always on the job.’ She sat back on the desk, spreading her legs seductively. Her pussy, covered with a thatch of dark hair, stared back at me. She snaked one of her long fingers down and began stroking the lips gently, teasingly, as if to show me what was almost mine. ‘Maybe I should give you something to take your mind off it, eh?’

As plans went, it sounded pretty fine to me.

Her nails traced the outline of her sex, parting it and showing the rich pink that hid underneath. I could see her excitement already – a visible wetness left a sheen on her fingers that glistened as she brought it to her mouth. She slipped out a tongue and gave it a tentative, seductive lick.

Her eyes never left mine.

Her fingers lowered again, following the curve of her body. They wandered along her collarbone, down past her breasts, and lingered for a moment or two on the tight pink bud of her nipple, before continuing back between her legs. Before, she had limited herself to an exploration of the outermost regions of her pussy, but now she knew she had my attention, her fingers slipped effortlessly inside.

I stayed back, enjoying the show. Gradually, her eyes began to close as she lost herself in her own pleasure, the hypnotic in-and-out of her fingers sounding a rhythmic metronome beat. Her breaths provided the melody, light and fast at first, but then building towards a crescendo of pleasure.

It was more than I could bear.

I crossed over to her, kissed her, positioned myself and pushed forward; her hands took their cue and moved out of the way, her fingers leaving a damp smudge on the mahogany. She let out a moan as I slid into her, tight and slick, and then put her arms around my neck. We stayed for a second, two strangers in a lover’s embrace, before I began my firm thrusts into her wetness.

Every movement brought out a shiver of excitement, every press into her desperate body quickened her breaths in my ear. She seemed to be struggling to keep her moans low, to avoid the risk of us being heard. When they got to be too loud even despite her best efforts, I kissed her softly, relishing the velvet sweetness of her lips on mine as they muffled her sounds of arousal.

Ten...

The countdown from the main hall of the house had begun. As the revellers ticked us down into the beginnings of 1939, I could feel myself drawn as if by some invisible force, desperate for more of her. I pushed into her over and over, losing myself in the smooth curve of her buttocks, in the faint tang of her perfume.

Nine... eight...

Every thrust against that wetness renewed me, reinvigorated me, spurred me on unlike anything I’d ever experienced before. 

Seven... six... five...

Faster, now, speeding towards climax, our movements in perfect harmony with each other.

Four... three... two...

Her body began to buck and writhe, her nails digging into my shoulder blades as she began to lose control; I let out an animalistic, primeval groan of ecstasy that came from a part of me I didn’t even know I had.

One...

We came together as the clock struck midnight, our bodies tensing and releasing under the waves of shared pleasure. For a moment – a brief, shining moment at the end of a year – two strangers filled the same space, breathed the same air, felt the same sweaty, sticky skin pressed tight and up close.

I withdrew, breathing heavily, still half-erect, and she let out one final, satisfied moan. ‘Happy New Year, Mr Madison,’ she said.

‘Happy New Year, Mrs...’ I started, before stopping myself. The last thing I wanted was to remind myself of Abraham at a time like this. ‘Marina. Happy New Year, Marina.’

The mood couldn’t last. Second by second, the year grew older: fireworks burned and popped and fizzed over the Hudson as New Yorkers celebrated the start of something fresh and new.

We collapsed back from each other, catching our respective breaths. She straightened her mask with a shaky, satisfied hand, and we rested.

When we dressed, eventually, it was in near-silence: there was nothing more that needed to be said. Occasionally, our hands reached for the same item of clothing and brushed against each other, sending a now familiar shiver up our arms. 

‘We’d better get you back out there,’ I said, as I zipped up the back of her dress. ‘People will start to ask questions.’

‘Who, Bill?’ she asked, with a dismissive wave of her hand. ‘I’m sure he hasn’t even noticed I’m gone. Just leave me in here and I’ll slip out in a few minutes. We don’t want any scandal, right?’

‘Yeah.’ Her long brown hair had fallen forward, revealing the smooth curve of the back of her neck. Without thinking, I stopped to plant a kiss there – what we both knew could only be our last.

She smiled her rich, warm smile again. It seemed like a good memory to leave on, but as I crossed over to the door, I knew there was one more thing I needed to say.

‘Marina?’

‘Yeah?’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘For what?’ she asked, but I didn’t answer. Instead, I slipped out of the office and took the key from my pocket, turning it in the lock from the outside before walking away.

I couldn’t hear her banging on the door, but in truth I hadn’t really expected to: it would probably be a couple more minutes before she realised she was trapped, and even then I doubted she’d want to make too much of a ruckus. First, she’d probably try and look for a way out, but the door was solid and the office was three floors up. She wasn’t going anywhere.

My guess was that the files on Abraham’s desk hadn’t been out for longer than a few minutes before I’d stumbled into his study; the woman I’d found there – most definitely not the real Mrs Abraham, who I’d seen photographs of before and who couldn’t have fit herself into that dress if she’d dieted from here to Judgement Day – must have tried to come up with what she thought was a plausible excuse for why she was alone in Abraham’s study just before midnight. The truth, as I saw it, was that she was snooping for weak points in his business dealings, just as the old man had predicted, and then decided to do whatever she could to distract me.

I didn’t know which of the three guys I was sent here to spy on had sent her to do their dirty work, and I didn’t much care. The cops could get that out of her. Corporate espionage was a little way above my pay grade.

I called over a waiter, a gangly-looking teen who looked as though he wanted to be in that room even less than I did.

‘Tell Mr Abraham I found his leak,’ I said, taking a glass of champagne from the tray and leaving the key in its place. ‘She’s locked in his office, safe and sound, ready for the police to come and pick her up.’

‘The police?’ he said, with a thick Brooklyn twang. His voice changed in pitch halfway through the word, and who could blame him? A visit from the boys in blue would make for a hell of a change from the monotony of serving drinks to the high-and-mighty.

‘Yeah,’ I nodded, ‘but I get the feeling he’s going to want to keep this on the down-low. Be subtle about it, and I’m willing to bet there’ll be one hell of a tip waiting for you at the end of the night.’

‘Yes, Sir,’ he said, moving off like he was a sprinter and I’d just fired a starting pistol, before stopping suddenly enough to make the champagne glasses clink against each other. ‘Wait... who shall I say told me?’

I finished my glass and set it down on the tray next to the key. ‘Madison,’ I said. ‘Like the President, for when he’s writing the check.’

‘Yes, Sir. Thanks a bunch, Mr Madison.’

‘Don’t mention it, kid.’

As he danced off to spread his news, I stepped out into the closest thing to fresh air New York could offer. The cool night breeze danced across the lower half of my face – only the lower half – and I realised that I was still wearing the ridiculous mask from the party. Even on New Year’s, I would have looked like a jackass wearing it out here. The monkey-suit tuxedo Abraham had had me wear would have to wait until I got home, but at least the problem of the mask was an easy fix.

I slid it from my face, dropped it at my feet, and set off walking down the sidewalk.

There were already too many secrets in this town. I didn’t need to be one of them.

Sloth

She is alone.

She stretches, pushes her feet against the cool cotton of her bedsheets, and smiles in the soft late-morning light as it sneaks through the gap in the curtains. For once, it wasn’t the sharp tones of her alarm clock that woke her; instead, she came to naturally, falling gently out of sleep when her body decided it was necessary and not before.

She has been waiting for this day off for what feels like forever. There are no worries here – no impatient customers, no urgent phone calls, no emergency situations that just have to be dealt with. For one day only, she is free to enjoy herself, and she plans to do it right.

She finds herself smiling at the thought.

She reaches into the drawer of her bedside cabinet and pulls out the morning’s entertainment: a smooth curve of black silicone, perfectly sculpted to provide maximum pleasure. There is no cheap throwaway device for her. It is rare enough that she gets the opportunity to properly romance herself, and she has invested wisely in the whole affair.

A twist of the cap at one end, and her vibrator whirrs into life – practically silent, and yet with the kick of an angry mule. It doesn’t so much coax its orgasms from her body as grabs them and takes them hostage, pulling them out of her until she feels there is nothing left to give. There is an intensity there unlike anything else – necessary, perhaps, because without that intensity there is no way she could ever allow her mind to switch off for long enough to properly enjoy herself.

And of course, that is the problem. She is so used to being the one in charge that when it comes to her personal time it is hard to let herself relax.

But not today. Today, relaxation is the only thing she needs to focus on.

She shimmies her underwear down under the covers and flicks them off her ankles with one toe, sending them flying onto the floor. They can be dealt with later. For the moment, she is less concerned with neatness and more concerned with the longing ache that has settled across her pussy.

The vibrator is clicked off, now that she is satisfied that the fresh batteries will provide just the stimulation she is looking for right when she really needs it. First, it’s time for her fingers to do their work. They dance and skip down her body, teasing the skin of her torso with just the kind of feather-light touch she has been craving, until they reach her sex.

It has been waiting for them.

She woke up wet – inexplicably, perhaps, but indubitably. She is soaked. Whatever thoughts had been filling her head since last night have made it so that there is no need for her to tease herself; her pussy is slick enough that she could slide the vibrator into her right now with zero resistance, but where’s the fun in that? The pleasure is in the tease.

The first touch of her fingertips against her clit sends an electric-hot shudder through her body that seems to radiate out along every nerve, spreading from an unbearable tease in her abdomen to a soft tingle at her hands and feet. Once she begins moving her fingers in tight, quick circles, it doesn’t take her long to find the rhythm that her body craves. She feels her body start to curl in on itself, her back arching, her legs kicking the covers off her – all as though led by some unseen hand, guided by desires that she didn’t even know she had.

She lets those feelings take hold. For the first time in a while – too long – she listens to what her body is demanding of her. She gives herself over to the sensation.

And she lets her mind clear.

For a moment, there is nothing but blackness: a psychological sensory deprivation tank, a safe place for her to cut loose, interrupted only by the regular rotation of fingers at her sex and the slight, soft moans it elicits from her. She waits for a fantasy to emerge, but none does – not yet, at least. There is only her, and her self-torturous teasing. That is all that matters.

Suddenly, there is a figure in the darkness: a man. He’s familiar, but not predictable; his face covered in shadow, there is no way of knowing who this stranger is. He has never entered into her fantasies before – she knows that much; she would have remembered him for sure – but he has been conjured up by her imagination as the morning’s entertainment, and she trusts that she is safe in his hands. She always is.

Her fingers continue to work at her clit, and she has to stifle a gasp as he walks towards her. She can see his build now – six feet at least, trim and strong, confident without being showy – and the cut of his suit. It fits him perfectly, immaculately tailored and understatedly expensive, and she finds herself wondering how it would feel to leave it in a crumpled heap on her bedroom floor.

Later, she chides herself. No rush.

The tease, at least occasionally, is more thrilling than the release.

He stops immediately, still shrouded in shadow, and she admires him. He is hers now: her distraction, hers to play with; a way for her to entertain herself for the next half-hour or so before she sends him away, back into the wilds of her subconscious and her fantasies until next time. Perhaps he will be a regular visitor. Perhaps he’ll never be seen again.

Who can tell?

She slides a finger inside herself, brings it up to her lips and sucks the satisfying wetness clean. A tease for her dream-man, or just a desire to feel a little dirty – to give into her base wants, to cut loose and enjoy her body?

She sees him smile, unexpectedly. It’s a cold, cruel smile – one that doesn’t seem to come out of her and her imagination. She didn’t conjure his lips into their predatory grin; her dream man seemed to do that all by himself.

No... not dream man. That seems too idealised, too sweet – the stuff of fairytales and Disney movies. He’s not looking at her the way a dream lover would. Even though she has constructed him for her pleasure, he’s looking at her like a wolf would look at a sheep.

Definitely not a dream man. A Shadow Man, perhaps. That fits.

The thought sends a tingle through her. His unpredictability thrills her; as she speeds up her fingers, she wonders what he will do next. Somehow, she knows better than to try and force his hand.

Give in, she thinks. Go with it. Lose control.

She doesn’t have to wait long. He steps out of the shadows fully, and suddenly she seems that that predatory grin isn’t just stuck around his mouth: everything about him screams that he’s the kind of man who takes what he wants when it suits him – and that, right now, what he wants is her.

He pulls her close to him, and she feels the immense strength in his arms as he does so. It makes it impossible not to yield to him. Would he stop, if she asked him to? If she protested, would it all end here? Perhaps yes, perhaps no: she doesn’t care to find out.

She lets him take her.

‘Good girl,’ he whispers in her ear.

Good girl...

It’s so patronising, so condescending. She hasn’t been a girl in years, and in anyone in real life decided to speak down to her as though she was a child, he’d feel the full force of her anger. Here, though – for him, anyway – she can feel it making her melt. Everything about him is designed to make her feel week and vulnerable, ripe and ready for him to take her whenever she chooses.

She hates herself for giving in, and yet...

Her fingers aren’t enough anymore. She picks up the vibe, turns it onto its lowest setting, and holds the pulsing silicone against her greedy clitoris.

She has to give in – to him, to her own body. It’s OK, she tells herself. It’s OK to give up control.

It seems so odd to think that here, with the Shadow Man – a man who seems to practically ooze danger from every pore – she feels so completely safe, but the fact remains. She is safe here, in her imagination, alone with him.

She is safe because she is his, and because he protects what belongs to him.

Perhaps that is why she doesn’t resist when he starts to kiss her, running his lips across her neck and lightly biting at her collarbone. His attention is decadent and primal; there is no trace of delayed gratification here. He wants her, and he wants her now.

She kisses back, savouring the taste of him on her lips, but with a firm and gentle hand on her chest he pushes her away.

‘Strip,’ he says. ‘I want to see you.’

It is almost funny how easy it is for him to make her do as she is told. Slowly, almost robotically, she runs her fingers down the front of her shirt, unbuttoning as she goes. The whole time, his eyes never leave hers. She watches him watching her as she casts the shirt aside, into the shadows that seem to surround them. The skirt follows: a thin pencil number that ends just below the knee is shimmied down to her ankles and then stepped out of, kicked to one side by the toe of an over-glamorous and realistically unwieldy stiletto.

She stands in front of him, wearing nothing but lingerie, perfume and those heels, waiting for his judgement.

It comes quickly. He reaches around behind her, and with one movement simultaneously pulls her close and unclips the clasp of the bra that was restraining her. The straps slip effortlessly down her arms, and then...

He pushes her.

Not hard, not violently, but the sheer suddenness of it takes her by surprise. She falls backwards, into the shadows, unable to move or flail or do anything to break her fall, but it doesn’t matter: the bed takes care of that. It doesn’t matter either that it wasn’t there before – or at least, if it was, she didn’t notice it; it is here now, because her fantasy demands it, soft and expansive, with sheets softer even than those wrapped around her in the present. It is only the buzzing against her clit, sending waves of excitement pulsing through her body, that distinguishes the two.

He is on her, now, his shirt unbuttoned and his belt pulled free. She feels him bearing down, an unstoppable force with one purpose: to take her, right here, right now. He reaches down, grabs her underwear and pulls it to one side, exposing her pussy. She lets out a soft moan of arousal, desperate for him – to feel him inside of her, to have him use her body on his terms, to free her from her thoughts for just a little while.

As he straddles her, his cock pressing against the wet slit of her entrance, she moves the vibrator down from her clitoris at last; as the Shadow Man pushes into her waiting cunt, filling her with his cock, she does the same. There is a gasp as she takes the rubber cock into herself, as her body internalises its movements and adapts to its new fullness, but she only needs a second before she begins sliding it in and out of herself.

The Shadow Man follows suit. He holds her wrists down as he thrusts into her, inviting her to struggle against him, knowing that even if she could – even if she wanted to, let alone if she was able – that she would be helpless underneath him. For him, that is part of the appeal.

She is his to be used. Her pleasure is down to him.

And oh, what pleasure it is. Every thrust drives him deeper into her, inch by inch, and as he begins to speed up into a strong, athletic rhythm she finds it impossible to stop herself from going along with it. Her back arches as she meets his thrusts, wanting the sensation of his cock inside her to last forever.

Her body tingles with excitement, and she feels the familiar urge pulling her towards a climax.

Just a little more...

His hands on her wrists. His hot breath next to her ear.

He begins kissing her again, first on her lips and then trailing down the line of her jaw to her neck.

God, yes. Fuck, yes.

He knows all of her weak points – and how to exploit them. Perhaps this tease is on purpose.

So close...

It won’t come. The orgasm she so desperately craves refuses to let go, her body still struggling to release itself. She needs more – something else. Something dirty. Something she has never even considered.

Until now.

The Shadow Man pulls out of her, his cock still glistening with her juices. For a second she wonders if she will be made to suck it, to clean his length like an eager little slut, to worship his cock in thanks for the fucking she just received – but is that enough? Will that suffice to push her over into the bliss of orgasm?

No. He doesn’t bring it up to her lips; instead, he reaches under her, flipping her from her back to her front with hands like digger scoops. ‘Relax,’ he says, and she bites her lip.

Of course this is what he wanted. Dirty. Raw. The kind of thing good girls wouldn’t dream of doing, let alone craving. 

As he positions the head of his cock at the entrance to her ass, she has just enough time to agree with his decision before he drives it home.

Trust in the Shadow Man. The Shadow Man knows best. The Shadow Man understands.

One thrust, and he is inside her again. She moans, the stunted orgasm from before still hanging desperately onto her aching body, as he begins his fresh onslaught. Her ass is tight, and not used to the size of him. It doesn’t hurt, exactly, but his girth pushes against her constantly, and each stroke feels as though it is going to rip her in two.

She loves it. She loves how dirty it makes her feel, how incredibly slutty she has become just by allowing one simple act: opening all of her holes up for his use. She loves the way it feels to be bent over and taken, the way his hand weighs on her back as he steadies himself.

‘Come for me,’ he says.

A fraction of a second later, she feels him spill his load inside her as her ass tightens, milking him of every last drop. She is overcome by a desire to have his come – in her, on her; the location doesn’t matter, but she needs it, and she needs it now. He continues to thrust into her, and her body’s reaction is almost immediate: as he continues to ride her, the silicone that buzzes away inside her pussy finally allows the last domino to fall. The orgasm that runs through her pulls her into herself, her body tensing as though drawn together by ropes of steel. It is a long time before she is able to get the air to breathe properly, and when she does it is expelled in a single, moaning gasp of pleasure that might well have caught the attentions of the entire street.

She collapses back. The Shadow Man slips back into darkness; the bed she conjured up for them to use dissolves away. Now, there is only her, alone and satisfied in her apartment: the buzzing sound of the now-discarded vibrator next to her, thin cotton sheets covering her body, and a smile etched seemingly indelibly across her face. As lazy mornings go, what just happened was hard to beat.

For what seems like forever, she stays still, revelling in the warm glow of post-orgasmic bliss, soaking up the sunlight and waiting – wondering whether or not it is too soon for her lazy fingers to conjure up her Shadow Man again.

Into the Woods

It was her first time, and the forest was darkening.

She had been here before – of course she had; she had been born and raised in the next village over, and the woods didn’t hold any secrets from her – but it had never seemed as foreboding as it did at that moment, and the village never further away. How long was it? Two, maybe three miles? Not long, in relative terms, and yet still plenty long enough. She hadn’t been walking for longer than an hour, certainly, but as dusk began to settle like a purple-hazed curtain over the landscape, she knew that she didn’t have much time left.

Soon nightfall would come, and then the beast would be free.

She quickened her pace, clutching at her basket; it wouldn’t do to be late. Much longer, and she might not be able to get back in time. She knew what that meant. There would be no mercy, no respite: if night fell before she got back to the village, the doors would be closed and bolted. There were places she could hide, perhaps – others had certainly managed to survive a night even as the beast stalked – but most did not.

If she didn’t make it home, her family would already start planning her funeral – at least, for the parts of her that would be left to bury.

But no... it didn’t do to think like that. There was still time. All she had to do was find the cottage, leave the basket, and return home.

The tree line thinned suddenly, and almost out of nowhere she found herself in a clearing. A small, rough-hewn building stood in the middle of it; a well and a small pile of firewood stood off to one side. Everything a man could want, she thought to herself. Except companionship.

But still, no matter how lonely he got, solitude had to be better than death and exile had to be better than execution. For the things he had done, the village would have been justified in killing him a dozen times over. It was only through their mercy that he remained alive, and only out of fear that sending him away would lead to catastrophe in another village – perhaps even a larger town, with hundreds of potential and unknowing victims – that he was kept so close.

It was the duty of all the villagers to check on him before a full moon, and having come of age she was now eligible to help share the burden. She had accepted her turn willingly and without fear, but now, so close to the place that so many mothers had warned their children about, she felt a pang of fear cut through her. Don’t be silly, child, she chided herself. He’s secure. All you have to do is leave the basket and get out. You don’t even have to talk to him.

The thought calmed her, but not by much.

She pushed open the heavy oak door an inch at a time; it wasn’t until its anguished creak faded into nothingness that she realised she had been holding her breath the whole time.

The room was dark, even more than she would have expected from the rapidly approaching dusk outside. The shutters were fixed in place, and except for where a few desperate slivers of light managed to push their way through, they blocked the windows from providing much illumination. If there was ever a reminder needed that this cottage existed to keep inside and outside separate, the shutters were it.

She looked around slowly, letting her eyes adjust to the darkness. Shapes began to come together, forming recognisable objects: a single chair, a rough table, a stone fireplace that remained unlit.

And there, off against the far wall, the unmistakeable shape of a man.

The beast.

No, not yet: not for another hour or so, maybe slightly less. Until the moonlight came for him, he was as human as she was. Afterward, though, when the night fell and the residents of the village locked themselves away... then, he would be something else entirely.

He didn’t look up at her as she entered, didn’t say a word as she placed the basket down by the door. For a moment, she thought that he might have been asleep, given the way his head was slumped down against his chest, but the tightness in the muscles of his chest and arms, held in place against the stone wall by thick iron chains, told her otherwise. No one slept like that. It wasn’t possible, not even for him.

‘Hello?’ she ventured into the darkness, but her only reply was an echoing silence. ‘I won’t hurt you,’ she said at last, before realising how ridiculous it sounded. How could she hurt him? Even without his curse, he was larger than she was, and stronger. If the chains were the only thing holding him back...

She shuddered at the thought. They were strong – too strong for a human to break unaided, at least – and yet every month they had to be reforged at the smithy in the village. Every month, his dark side snapped them with ease.

The wolf could not be tamed, and the thought sent a shiver through her.

He made a noise, a low animalistic growl that instantly convinced her that his transformation was starting early, and she froze in place, suddenly too scared to move.

‘Leave,’ he had said – one word, nothing more, and yet packed so tightly with meaning: part command, part exhortation, part plea.

‘Why?’

‘It’s not safe.’

He was concerned, and rightly so. If he caught her, there would be outrage. The last time his curse had cost the village a member, a mob had formed at once, ready to separate his head from his body and seed the corpse with salt – and that was for Old Tom, the town drunk who had made himself no shortage of enemies. If she caught her end at his claws... well, his survival would not be assured. Once the moon faded, so would his strength, and then they would have a full month to exact revenge.

Yes. Perhaps it was right that he was the one who was scared. His dark side could kill her so easily... and yet it would be his humanity that would pay the price.

Seeing his fear and yet knowing that she still had the protection of daylight, she found herself emboldened. There was no reason to be scared – and even less reason to show her fear. Soon she would be home, and safe. There were just a few more things to be dealt with. Wordlessly, she took the steel and flint and kindling from the basket, and with short work managed to light a fire in the grate.

‘I said you should leave me,’ he said again, rattling his chains. For the first time she let her eyes fall upon his body. A rough, loose shirt barely covered him; it didn’t require much imagination to picture it lying on the ground at his feet as it would be soon, a torn mess of rags. The beast would not stand for clothes. ‘Do you hear me?’

‘Yes,’ she said simply.

‘And yet you’re still here.’

‘I have a job. I will be gone soon, I promise you.’

He grunted, and she saw him scrunch his eyes closed. Was it too painful for him to look at her – to see the face of the woman who was effectively his jailor for the night? Did he resent his captivity, even though he knew he would be free within the hour? Or was it more than that? Could it be...

Could it be that he hated the knowledge that his freedom would come soon, whether he liked it or not? The weight of it must have rested heavy upon him, and with good reason. Perhaps he was closing his eyes against her inevitable failure.

There were too many possibilities for her to be sure.

With his eyes closed and the light of the fire taking hold behind her, she took the opportunity to examine him. His shirt was loose, and it did a poor job of concealing him. Underneath it, she could see his toned body, muscles that appeared to have been cut from granite and the hard work of manual labour. The solitary life had made him reliant on no one but himself and his own skills, and it showed. His body, she could tell, was the tool that allowed for his survival, and it was treated with the respect it deserved.

His face had that same look of granite, the product of harshness and isolation, but his features were not weathered. Instead, he had a softness to him: a look of kindness that spoke of an inherent good nature, at odds with his curse.

If his life had been different, she knew, he would not have been forced to stay out here alone. He would have been welcomed into the village, not cast out. He would have had his pick of the girls – a wife, a family, a good life. Despite all the stories she had been told of the evil that lurked within him, she suddenly found them impossible to believe. He was no monster. He stood before her in chains, not a mythical creature but a man, with everything that entailed and more.

The thought made her heart beat louder in her chest. Was it in spite of his secret that he seemed so enticing – or, perhaps, because of it?

She moved over to his body, examining the chains properly. He had done a good job of securing himself, as she was told he always did, but the villagers insisted that his work be checked. One day, they warned, he might decide not to bother with them at all. Without the head start that the chains afforded them, he might make it to the village hours earlier. The devastation he could bring about in that case was too much to contemplate.

But no. Not this month. The chains that held him were secure.

‘You’re new,’ he said as she ran her fingers along them, checking the joints for weaknesses, checking the locks were fastened. ‘Newly of age, I take it?’

She nodded. ‘Two weeks since. That’s all.’

He gave another dismissive grunt. ‘It’s not right. The risk... it’s too great for one so young.’

‘It’s a long journey to undertake for someone who isn’t.’ That much, at least, was the truth: the villagers liked to keep their distance. The idea of one of their elder members suddenly becoming overcome by age and infirmity as the moon rose was a horror that didn’t bear consideration.

‘Still,’ he said. ‘It’s too much. I could...’ His voice trailed off, but nothing more needed to be said. They both knew what he was capable of, if he ever got loose from his chains.

The girl shrugged. ‘We all have our burdens. I have to carry my share of the weight.’

‘Is that how you see me? A burden?’

‘There are those who speak more strongly than that,’ she said. ‘Some of the elders view you as a curse. They say you are the punishment for our sins. An agent of divine retribution.’

He didn’t say anything to that. She watched his jaw tighten, clenching in fury – at the village, at the world, at himself. When the silence became too much for her to bear, she spoke up. ‘Are they right?’ she asked.

‘About what?’

‘Are you our curse?’

She hadn’t known what kind of response she had been expecting, but the bark of laughter he let out certainly wasn’t it. It was short-lived, and then he cast his eyes up to the heavens in mock supplication. ‘Oh, in God’s name...’ he said. ‘What would you know about curses? Piss on the elders. Piss on them all, and their silly superstitions too.’

His flippancy angered her, and she pulled herself upright in front of him, staring at him as closely to eye-to-eye as her small frame would allow. ‘Your silly superstitions kill our livestock – sometimes our families,’ she spat. ‘Your silly superstitions have us cowering in fear, all so we can allow you to live. And you say you’re not a curse?’

For a moment he glowered at her, rage burning in his eyes; if not for the chains, she thought he might have struck her, but she held her ground. After a second his gaze softened, and his eyes flushed with a warm sadness.

‘I... I’m sorry,’ he said, forcing the words out. ‘I know the suffering I cause. I meant no offence, I swear it.’

She said nothing, but gave him a curt nod. His apology was accepted, and he breathed a small sigh of relief. It was enough. The fact that it mattered to him pleased her for reasons she couldn’t quite place. She went back to her preparations.

‘What about you?’ he asked at last, once he had tired of watching her work. ‘Do you see me as your curse?’

Did she? She had heard stories about his cruelty and about the cruelty of that which lurked within him, but now, seeing him in person...

The space she had carved out in her heart for fear was filled to the brim with pity.

No, perhaps not quite to the brim. There was more to it than that: pity was what you felt towards a stray dog, but that wasn’t the case with him. It wasn’t fear either, or hatred for the things he had done. It was...

Longing, she supposed. That was it. It was a new feeling for her, and yet one as old as time itself. She had thought she had felt it before, watching the village boys as they swam naked in the stream, or tended the fields they might one day inherit, but that was different; they were barely of age themselves. His body didn’t have the same pristine quality that theirs did. His hands were rough, and the occasional scratch marked his back. His was a body that had been lived in – that had known pain and joy, awe and strife.

He was a man. More than a man, in fact.

‘No,’ she said softly. ‘No, I don’t.’

‘Then what do you think of me?’

‘I...’ She paused, letting the words she had planned vanish in the darkness like the sparks from the fireplace. ‘I don’t know.’

He nodded softly, as though he understood, but he didn’t – he couldn’t. She was sure of that. Beast or not, deep down he was a man. How could a man hope to understand a woman’s needs – the ache that lurked within her, the emptiness that needed to be filled?

The idea that crossed her mind was unthinkable, and yet impossible to shake. Could she...?

She shouldn’t, obviously. It was a crazy notion – the kind of thing that could never end well, the kind of risk that ordinarily would have seemed beyond all reason... and yet here, with his body in chains in front of her, she found herself incapable to stop it. She could have him, right here – or rather, he could have her. She had the upper hand. He needed her.

Let him earn it.

The idea thrilled her. Her hand rested on the lock keeping him secure, and suddenly the ring of keys at her hip felt astonishingly heavy. How easy would it be to relieve herself of them?

Too easy. She couldn’t. He wasn’t the only one who had to fight his base urges.

As it happened, she was right. The first lock dropped away almost immediately, with barely any need to turn the key; it was almost inconceivable that it might have been able to hold him in place at all. It was easy.

‘What are you doing?’

The girl didn’t respond. As soon as the second lock fell free, the chains dropped from his body, hitting the floor with a thud that could have woken the devil himself. She took a step back, but he didn’t move his arms, as though he was unwilling to accept what had just happened. Without the chains to support them, they were held up by their own strength alone. His muscles were taut, thick ropes of pure power that spoke of his potential: if they were like this now, what would they be like in the moonlight?

She walked over to the table, and perched back on it, the cheeks of her buttocks tightening as they pressed against the rough-hewn wood, even through the fabric of her dress. She had done it. For better or for worse, she had made her decision.

‘Restrain me, please!’ he yelled. ‘It’s not safe!’

She shook her head, surprised that she felt more resolute than ever. Perhaps she had convinced herself that she would give in, but her desire overtook her fear – perhaps overtook her good sense, too. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I came here against my will. I came here despite the risk, to protect you from yourself – even knowing the things you could do to me. I brought you food and offered you security. I deserve a reward for my pains.’

The realisation crossed his face like a sunbeam, leaving behind a look of incredulity. ‘Enough of this,’ he said. ‘Lock me up. Think of the village, if there’s no self-preservation in that foolish head of yours. It needs to be done. Don’t be stupid, girl.’

‘Yes. A girl. For now.’ She parted her legs and grasped the hem of her dress tightly, pulling it up as though to tease him with what lay beneath. ‘But you can change that. You’re going to change that. Now.’

He stepped towards her and for a minute she recoiled – would he hit her? Would he harm her? Was the beast in him already? – but instead he stood in front of her and clasped his hands together in a begging gesture, a penitent man before his saviour. ‘Some other time! Any day, any other day, but not tonight! Please!’

The girl shook her head. ‘No,’ she said simply. ‘There’s no reason for me to come out here, except today. The elders would never allow it. It has to be now.’

‘For God’s sake!’ he cried out in a wild howl – almost too wild to come out of the man that stood before her. Perhaps the beast was coming early. No, she chided herself. That was impossible, surely?

But then again, was it possible to be sure, really?

‘Do you have any idea what you’re doing?’

She laughed at that, to mask her fear. ‘You mistake me for a youngling.’

‘A youngling would have more sense,’ he spat.

‘Then teach me. Show me the lessons I need to learn, and I’ll tie you again. We have time before the moon comes.’

‘And if I refuse?’

‘You won’t,’ she said. ‘You’re too afraid of yourself – of what the other side of you would do if it caught me. You need me. Admit it.’

She reached down between his legs with an unexpected confidence, unsure of what she would find there. She had never been so close to a man before, and the stories she had been told of what to expect on her wedding night had thrilled and shocked her in equal measure. There was no denying what she felt under the rough material of his trousers. In this case, at least, the stories were true.

He made no attempt to bat her hand away, even as his mind wrestled with what he knew he was about to do. It wasn’t just the imminent danger that enticed him, she could tell. How long had it been since he had known the touch of a woman, even one as inexperienced as she? How many lonely nights had he spent in exile, alone and unloved? And yet here she was: young, nubile, and offering herself up to him.

No, not just offering: demanding.

The firm grasp of her hand around his member made the decision for him. He blossomed under her touch, growing to full hardness almost instantly, and the smile on her face told him that she knew what she was capable of.

‘The table,’ he said. ‘Quickly.’

She paused for a moment, unsure of what he meant, until with a sigh he pushed past her. He swept the table clear of its accoutrements with one broad sweep of his arm; a candlestick and a tin plate felt to the ground with a clatter that seemed to echo for an unnatural length of time around the cottage.

She understood him, then.

There was no time to take off her dress; the heavy material would have taken an age to remove and replace. Instead, she hiked up the fabric around her waist and revealed herself to him.

She was a sight to behold: so luscious and tempting, her petals moist with virgin excitement. She was uncharted territory, the vision that she offered him unseen by male eyes. The thatch of blond hair that covered her cunny was light, a dusting that barely hid what lay beneath.

Yes, the boys of the village would have lusted after this one, and yet here she was: all his.

He would have given anything to have been able to enjoy her, to explore her wetness with fingers and tongues, to love her the way she deserved to be loved and to drive into her a warning against future stubbornness. She was a wild filly, that was for certain.

But he... he was the beast.

No.

He shook his head, trying to dispel those thoughts. He wasn’t the beast. That was his curse – a part of him, but not the whole. He was a man forced into this position. He could enjoy her, but as a man enjoys his bride, not...

As a wolf enjoys the lamb.

He shuddered as he removed the rough trousers, his mind distracted but his body willing. She was watching him, her eyes refusing to leave his. There was a strange look in them, a mix of lust and fear. Was it just apprehension about losing her flower, or was there something more? Did she sense the danger she was in?

Could she feel the wolf knocking at the door?

Well, let her watch. If she wanted to be taught, it was better that she paid attention. Her first time was, after all, a moment to be savoured. He watched as her eyes drifted downwards to his cock and stayed there, drawn in by her curiosity. Had she even seen one before today? If she had, had she seen one as large and as hard as his was?

He doubted it, somehow. The way she gazed at it was too admiring, too much concerned with the novelty of it all. 

He positioned it at her entrance, and felt her gasp even before he slid it in, but when he pushed his full length inside her she seemed to tense up from head to toe; her hands gripped the table edges, and he felt the tightness around his cock as her body contracted.

‘Relax,’ he said. ‘It’ll hurt you otherwise.’ She nodded, but stayed silent. ‘Do you want me to stop? We can end this now. Get me back in my restraints, in safety.’

‘No,’ she said. ‘Please. I need more.’ Her voice was strained, torn between propriety and lust, but there was no time for subtlety: she had called for this, begged for it, and insisted on it. He pressed into her over and over, head to hilt, enjoying her moans and the tightness her body offered. Every thrust sent a rush through him, a yearning for her body, a sudden desire to sink his teeth into the sweet flesh of her throat and...

No.

Fight it.

You have to fight it.

His head pounded; sharp, stabbing pains shot through him, coming to rest somewhere behind his eyes. It was harder and harder to keep those thoughts at bay, but he had to try. There was no other option.

He leant forward, grasping at her body. She didn’t protest as he put his hands on her wrists, holding her down; her body seemed lost in the new sensations she was experiencing underneath him, a distant look of contentment in her eyes. He brought his face close to hers, the weight of his body pinning her against the table, and gave a sniff. She smelt delicious: fresh and innocent, like flowers in the springtime. He couldn’t harm this girl, could he?

He pressed his lips to hers and she jerked out of the trance, kissing him back. ‘Please,’ she said again. Her voice was throaty with lust, as though she had forgotten how to get the air she needed into her desperate lungs. ‘I don’t...’

She didn’t finish the sentence. She didn’t have to; he knew exactly what she was feeling, and what she had been trying to say. The transformation that was coming over her, turning her irrevocably and irredeemably from girl into woman, was taking control.

I don’t know what’s happening to me. That was what she had been trying to say.

She didn’t need to know. He knew, and that was enough.

He felt her body begin to writhe and buck beneath him as she came, as relief she had never even dreamt about flooded her body. The stories the elders had told her in hushed tones about the marital bed and the demands of men had never touched on this. This... this was something else entirely.

And then, a second later, there was the flood of him inside her, his warmth filling her cunt, and then the slickness of his cock pulling out for the last time.

She waited on the table, skirts still piled high around her waist, enjoying the sensations of womanhood: the soreness at her wrists and between her legs; the raw, animal scent of him that lingered even after he had pulled himself off her; the cooling wetness of his seed as a breeze caught it dripping from inside of her. She smiled. So this was what it was like. This was what they had warned her about.

She didn’t notice that he had fallen to the floor, his head in his hands. He had managed to pull his trousers up, covering his nakedness, but that was just about all he had been capable of. The pain that shot through him was too intense to allow him to do much else. The release he had enjoyed in her body had opened the floodgates to a fresh world of agony, a rawness that lurked deep inside his skull.

She didn’t notice the first time he spoke, but when he repeated the syllable she caught it on her ear, even though the dreamy fog of what had just come to pass.

‘Help,’ it said. ‘I think it’s starting.’

She shot up then, mind and body instantly alert. ‘What do you mean, it’s starting?’ she said, surprised to hear her voice crack with worry. ‘The darkness won’t be here for at least half an hour.’

‘I... I don’t know. I feel weaker. Worn out. Like I can’t fight it anymore. It’s coming and I can’t stop it.’

She made her decision, and she made it quickly: she was at the door and fumbling with the latch before he stopped her. ‘No,’ he said, raising a hand in a helpless plea for mercy. ‘You can’t go. Not yet. You can’t leave me.’

‘Why not?’

He tilted his head to the far wall. ‘The chains,’ he said. ‘You’ll never make it without them. It will find you and it will kill you. Quickly.’

She helped him struggle to his feet and positioned him against the wall. As he put his arms out for the restraints, she wrapped them as tight as she could, her fingers torn between security and speed, fumbling all the while. It felt like an eternity before the last lock was in place, but at last she heard the muted click and took a step backwards.

What she saw terrified her. The face that stared back at her wasn’t the face she had lusted over on her arrival. It was pale and gaunt, with heavy bags under its eyes. Beads of sweat peppered its forehead, and the skin was sallow and listless. He had gone from the peak of virility to a shadow of death itself.

She paused, unable to tear herself away. ‘What do I do?’ she said at last. ‘I don’t... I don’t know what to do. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.’

‘Run!’ he yelled, startling her. ‘Far and fast! Run home! Just go!’

She listened then, stubborn as she was. Fear made her fleet-footed; he only prayed that it would be enough. His listened as her footfalls disappeared into the distance, her breath heavy from exertion. Maybe he had tired her out. If she didn’t get away in time...

No... the thought was too much for him to bear. That sweet girl, who had just given herself away so freely for him, who had just a few short minutes before been wrapped around him... he could never harm her. He would fight it. With every ounce of strength he had in him, he would fight the change this time. Even if it killed him, he would refuse to give in.

He kept that thought in his mind as he felt his muscles grow stronger.

He kept that thought in his mind as his fingernails distended into claws.

He kept it even as the hair sprouted across his back, as his fangs emerged, as his jaw elongated into the vicious snout that thirsted for blood.

And then the beast took over, and he couldn’t keep it any longer.

With a great tug forwards, he pushed his new body to its limits. The chains held fast, once and then twice, but on the third time he felt them begin to give way. There was always a weak link. The villagers had never been able to hold him yet; tonight would not be the night either.

It did not take long before they rested in a pile of twisted metal at his feet. He was free.

The beast lowered his body onto all fours, his claws scratching at the floorboards. Splinters of wood came loose effortlessly, but that was not enough. They cried out for blood, and the feel of bone snapping under his paws. The night was his, and he intended to use it.

He padded towards the door, and he caught sight of the basket of meat that had been left for him – a tribute, designed to distract him for long enough that he might not wreak his terrible cost on the village. With one angry swipe, he batted it aside. It wasn’t a gift; it was an insult. As though his nature could be quashed so easily.

His mind turned to the girl. She had been so young, so alive. He wondered if her screams would be as delicious as her flesh had been, and would be again.

His nose twitched in the darkness, picking up her scent: her natural sweetness, and her recent arousal. He could smell her still, on his body, in the cottage, and... could it be? Yes, further: out in the forest. There, there was a third component. Outside, he could smell her fear.

The sensation pleased him. Fear was usually piss and sweat and panic; it rarely smelt so good. His lips curled into a hungry snarl, baring his teeth as he stepped out into the fresh moonlight.

It was time to hunt.
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