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Beneath the Mask

"Sous ce masque un autre masque. Je n’en finerai pas de soulever tous ces visages."

— Claude Cahun, Aveux non Avenus

"Under this mask, another mask. I will never stop lifting all these faces."


Chapter 1

There were supposed to be four of them on the Mardi Gras weekend trip — Ben, Zander, Kyle, and Timothy — but Timothy was in Paris instead. And while that meant Ben got his own room at the hotel instead of having to bunk with Timothy, Ben wasn't happy: Timothy was in Paris with Lydia, on a whirlwind honeymoon after an abrupt elopement. When Zander gave him the news at the bar down the street from their apartment building, Ben felt like a cinderblock tower had collapsed on him.

For the last three months, Ben had been tutoring Lydia in French. She was taking a job in Montreal in the spring, and fluency in French was one of the requirements if she wanted to advance there. Ben thought their rapport was très bien, bordering on the formidable, and he had been working up the nerve to take their tutoring sessions beyond their shared apartment building's lounge; he knew a nice little bistro with just the right atmosphere for practicing vocabulary and conjugating verbs ...

And then Timothy swept in, and in less than two weeks Lydia was practicing her French in the Quartier Latin, and no doubt other skills between the sheets of a quaint hotel overlooking the teeming alleys of Le Marais.

"You need to move a whole lot faster, dude," Zander had said when he saw Ben's crumpled face at the news of Lydia and Timothy's lightning fast marriage. "Take what you want; seize the day."

"C’est le moment present qui compte," Ben mumbled into his beer. "But ... what does she see in him? What's Timothy got that I don't?"

Zander shrugged. "Nerve, apparently," he said.

When Zander and Kyle decided they wanted to launch their New Orleans vacation at an over-priced strip club with watered-down drinks, Ben seized the opportunity to explore the French Quarter alone. The creole history of Louisiana was so close to the surface, though covered over with a thin veneer of tourism and crass commercialism: the wrought-iron balconies, the narrow cobblestone alleys, the remnants of Napoleon's empire in street and business names. Ben ducked down alleys and peeked into hidden courtyards, moving away from the crowds when he could, losing himself in the smaller streets.

Indeed, he eventually became quite lost, and a little nervous, as the night grew darker. He was sure that if he found Canal Street or Rampart, or stumbled to the banks of the Mississippi, he'd be able to find his way back to the hotel, but it had been a while since he'd seen anything familiar and he began to wonder if he hadn't wandered out of the Vieux Carré altogether. The area he found himself in seemed especially dark, and especially lonely; Ben startled at the sound of footsteps on cobblestones echoing on the quiet street, and then laughed when he realized he had spooked himself with his own footfalls.

A cheery light glowed in the window of a little shop across the alley, and Ben crossed the cobblestones to see what it was and possibly get directions or at least set his bearings. Above the door was a sign in ornate iron script — "Madame Diseur-de-Vérité’s House of Voodoo" — and the dusty window was painted with skulls and hearts and florid sigils, all in garishly bright colors. With a grin, Ben push the wooden door and stepped inside, glad to have discovered something odd and charming.

Ben's senses were overloaded the moment he entered the House of Voodoo. The air was filled with mingled spices and incense, and his eyes dazzled at the colorful fabrics hanging from the ceilings, the shelves crammed with jars and bottles, and the statues and totems lurking in the corners. The floors were bare wood, but the clutter of the shop absorbed the sound of his feet on the boards as he pushed through spinning racks crowded with a wild array of fabrics.

A statue of a snake-headed demon, its body shrouded in its own bat-like wings, loomed over a low glass case. Ben stood over the case, as far from the statue as he could, admiring the bright beads and costume jewelry, little figurines and brass bowls, jumbled on a shelf below the dusty top.

"Bon soir, monsieur," said a voice from behind the case, and Ben jumped and almost tripped over a rack of footwear — snake-skin boots, ruby slippers, stiletto heels — behind him.

He gasped and clutched his chest, feeling his heart racing; he had been so engrossed that he didn't notice the little woman approaching the case from the beaded curtains behind it. She was a tiny, bird-like thing, with gray hair coiled into intricate braids and a loose, flowing purple robe draped with paisley scarves. Her skin had the color and glow of a freshly scrubbed russet potato, and her eyes were a deep but sparkling mahogany, looking like polished smoky quartz.

"Bon soir, madame," Ben said when he caught his breath. "Excusez-moi, je ne vous ai pas vue."

«Ah, you speak my lingo,» the old woman said in French, then laughed. «And no doubt better than I do myself, I'm so out of practice. How can I help you, young man?»

«I'm lost,» Ben said, and shrugged.

She leaned across the counter and touched his arm, then squeezed it with a surprisingly strong grip. She looked up at him and her smile faded while her eyes took on a deeper, darker cast.

«So you are,» she said. «I am so very sorry.»

Ben felt a surge of grief and sadness suddenly flood him, and tears stung his eyes. He pushed the heel of his hand against his eye and forced himself to smile, forcing down a sob that pushed at his throat.

«My hotel is on the other side of Canal Street,» he said, «And I seem to have turned myself around ...»

The woman shook her head and walked around the counter, coming to stand in front of Ben with both hands on his chest. Ben felt the sob returning, and his mind's eye was flooded with images of Lydia: sitting together on the couch in the lounge working through irregular verbs, drilling numbers and dates and directions over coffee, playing Mille Borne at the game table by the window. He could almost smell her lemon-scented hair and feel her silk blouse under his fingers when they would hug goodbye after a tutoring session.

«I am so, so sorry,» she said. «Hotels are so easily lost and then found again, because they don't go anywhere. But hearts? Oh, they take flight, they cross oceans and disappear in the blink of an eye, and if you have no wings you cannot fly after them. Fate is cruel, is it not? But sometimes fate can offer kindnesses, too, or at least surprises ...»

«I'm sorry,» Ben said, stammering, «really, I just need to find my way back to Canal Street ...»

«Oh, that's easy,» the woman said. «Just go up the street below the alley, take two lefts, a right, and follow that street until you're past La Lune Curieuse, that will take you to more familiar ground.»

«Thank you so much,» Ben said, preparing to turn toward the door. Despite her kindness, the woman frightened him — when she touched his arm he felt an uncanny tingle, as if she were climbing under his skin and rummaging around with his soul.

«But,» she said, grabbing his elbow tight with both hands and holding him firmly in place, «you won't find what you need there, even if it surrounds you. Not without help.»

«I don't understand ...»

«You are blind, young man,» she said, standing up on her tiptoes and reaching a long, delicate finger out to tap beside his eyes. «Someone has pulled your eyes right out of your head and flown away to Paris with them. And the tragedy of it is that she doesn't appreciate the treasure she's stolen. It's as if someone stole a pair of ruby slippers for the glass gems on them and never considered putting them on and tapping her heels together.»

The woman dropped back onto the soles of her feet and laughed, then hurried back around to the other side of the glass case. She signaled for Ben to wait as she knelt and began to rummage around on the bottom shelves. Then she stood, holding an object toward Ben, nodding for him to take it.

When Ben took it, he discovered it was a black carnival mask, with a delicate filigree around the eyes and tiny white glass beads splashed across it like stars in the night sky. A crimson ribbon dangled in the back, and Ben started to raise it to his face to try it on when the woman shouted, «Oh, mon Dieu, no!» and then laughed.

«I cannot even begin to imagine the things you would see in this place,» she said, waving her arm toward the cluttered, chaotic jumble of goods. «Not everything here is as it seems to be, and many things here are things that should not be seen.»

Ben nodded and smiled, completely confused. He held the mask at arm's length and squinted through the eyehole, but all he saw was the dusty glass cabinet and scuffed floor.

«You will know when to put the mask on,» she said. «A mask can conceal, it's true, but it can also reveal. The self behind the mask or the self observed in the mask — who is to say which is true, if either? And the self looking out from the mask, well, that's another self altogether.»

Ben's head spun at the woman's words; he wasn't sure if he was failing to grasp her vocabulary — her accent was odd, and she used some archaic words he had only read in Racine and Molière — or if it was her concepts that confused him. But the mask was a beautiful, if strange, object, and would certainly make for an interesting souvenir.

«How much —» he started to say, but the woman waved her hand and shook her head.

«A gift,» she said. «One you have earned.»



"So on Saturday I think we should do the Garden District walking tour," Olivia said, "but there's a place that rents e-bikes, too, that might be worth it. I figure it will be less crowded there, what with Mardi Gras and everything mostly happening down in the French Quarter —"

"For god's sake, Olivia," Tina said, tossing her long black hair back and rolling her eyes. "Do we have to plan out every fucking second of the trip?"

They were winding their way through the crowds on Bourbon Street — Olivia, Tina, and Melody — getting a quick view of the French Quarter and becoming acclimated to the sudden change in climate. Just hours ago, they were pushing their way through ice and snow, heads bent against a frigid wind as they made their way to the airport; and now they were wearing shorts and tank tops, plastic hurricane cups in hand, on a balmy night in the Big Easy, their winter coats stuffed as deep as they would go in their suitcases, where they would stay for the remainder of the week.

"I just want to make sure we get the most out of the trip," Olivia said. "There's a lot to do and see, and I want to maximize —"

"Do you know what I want to maximize?" Tina snapped. "I want to maximize my drinking —" she held her cup aloft — "and my dancing, and maybe get laid. Maybe more than once. More than twice, for fuck's sake! We came to party, didn't we?"

"But ..."

"I think the Garden District sounds nice," said Melody, putting a hand on Olivia's shoulder. "For sure we should try that. But I don't want to get too tired sightseeing during the day — Tina's right, the nightlife is pretty wild, I don't want to miss out on that."

Olivia pulled a small stenographer's pad from her shorts pocket and flipped the pages with her thumb.

"So, I made a list," Olivia said. "We need to hit the Absinthe House, probably tomorrow night? And Maison Bourbon, they've got good music, and ..."

"Seriously, Olivia," Tina said, the exasperation in her voice palpable. "Maybe we can just go with the flow? 'Let the good times roll,' right? Don't make the Big Easy into the Big Challenge!"

"Right," Olivia said, "right, we should definitely do that, but also with some planning —"

"No wonder Karl dumped you," Tina hissed, "if you were constantly making detailed plans like this. You probably had a calendar with your plans for fucking, didn't you? 'Tuesday's for doggy, baby, we can't do that on Monday.'"

Olivia felt her face flush; her stomach clenched as if she'd been punched, and she felt hot tears pooling in her eyes. But she refused to cry. She stopped, jaw set, and looked up at Tina.

"Listen, you bitch," Olivia said, hating that her voice was quivering, "what happened between Karl and me is none of your fucking business, and if you say anything like that one more time, I swear to god —"

"Hey, hey, hey," Melody said, putting her hand on Olivia's arm, and then on Tina's. "That was totally uncalled for, Tina, you need to apologize. But Olivia, maybe we can go over plans at breakfast ...?"

"Fuck breakfast," Olivia spat, jerking her arm away from Melody. "And fuck you, and Tina, and Karl, and the whole fucking world. You go do what you want and I'll do what I want and I'll see you on the fucking plane."

"Wait, Livie!" Melody called after her as Olivia stormed into the crowd, throwing her hurricane cup onto the litter-strewn street.

"Let her go," she heard Tina say, a dismissive tone in her voice. "She'll work it out of her system."

The thing that made Olivia the angriest was that Tina was, at least a little bit, right. From the start, Karl had jokingly called her a "maximizer," always looking for ways to optimize everything, even their fun. She did not, in fact, make a calendar for sex — though she did keep a secret and informal tally in her head to make sure things stayed fair and didn't get stale — but she did have a plan for their weekends. Lazy Sundays on the couch were fine once in a while, but it she liked to make sure they got a hike onto the schedule, or a trip to the museum or a new brewery, and took in the occasional cooking class so they could keep the home menu fresh.

When Karl proposed back in September, Olivia's planning mode had kicked into high gear. Now their weekends could be consumed with visits to wedding venues, meetings with caterers, hours spent looking over invitation fonts and photographers' portfolios. Planning for the wedding, scheduled for March, had been almost a second job for Olivia, and she had to admit that she treated Karl like a subordinate employee of Matrimonial Enterprises LLC.

In January, while Olivia was simultaneously planning the New Orleans trip — it was supposed to be a getaway for her two maids of honor — and making final menu selections with the caterers, Karl had called a stop to it all. He told her that he was having second thoughts, that he needed to put the brakes on things, that maybe they were rushing into something that to Olivia looked like the obvious next step. Finally, exasperated with the pros-and-cons exercise she was trying to get him to go through — it had been such a good technique at a work retreat the year before! — Karl gave her the "It's not you, it's me," line and said he'd call her when he had things straight in his own head.

A month on, he still hadn't called, though Olivia had been making constant calls to stop all the balls that were already rolling toward the wedding's execution.

Olivia refused to cry where Tina and Melody could see her, but once she was engulfed in the crowd and making her way deeper into the Quarter, she let the tears flow hot and bitter down her cheeks. She cried with anger and grief, sadness and rage, at Karl and Tina and Melody and the world. Despite her best laid plans, despite her hours of research and her spreadsheets balancing all the options and her constant pondering of all the variables, nothing ever went the way Olivia demanded. She made good decisions, damn it, carefully considered and properly vetted decisions, but all for naught, usually because of the obstinance and stupidity of other people. Sometimes Olivia wished that she lived on a desert island, where she could make decisions for herself without worrying that someone else was going to sabotage her plans.

She was so engrossed in her thoughts that Olivia didn't realize she was lost until the situation was almost certainly hopeless. The teaming throngs of Bourbon Street were far away now, and she found herself on deserted, narrow cobblestone streets with the buildings on either side leering over her, threatening to smother her in their shadows. She shivered, wishing she had brought a coat, even though the air was as warm as early summer felt at home. The soles of her feet echoed on the silent streets, and shadows menaced her just out of view.

As she passed a narrow alley, Olivia spotted a warm, golden light, and paused. It was coming through the dusty window of a shop of some sort, and Olivia was surprised to see something open this late, and this far from the bustle of the run-up to Mardi Gras. She hurried toward the light, throwing a glance over her shoulder as she ducked into the narrow alley.

"Madame Diseur-de-Vérité’s House of Voodoo," declared the wrought-iron sign above the door. Olivia was reaching toward the handle when the door suddenly burst open, and she stepped back as a man hurried out, his hands holding something close to his chest.

"Excusez-moi," he blurted, then said, "Sorry, I didn't see you ..."

Olivia looked up at his handsome face — dark hair, bright eyes — and smiled, but in a flash he was gone, swallowed up by the shadows in the alley. She sighed and stepped through the open door.

The shop was a chaotic clutter of colors and shapes, dusty jars filled with bright beads, shelves groaning with totems and altars, statues of saints and devils scattered among the racks. A tiny old woman stood behind a dusty glass case, her gray hair braided in a crown around her head, and she smiled at Olivia as she stepped cautiously into the store.

"Welcome, welcome, mademoiselle!" the woman called, clapping her hands. "I didn't expect another visitor so soon!"

Olivia blinked, startled at the old woman's voice — it sounded younger and sweeter than it should, given the wrinkles on her face — and smiled awkwardly.

"Um, thanks," Olivia said as she approached the glass case. "I'm lost, and I was wondering —"

"There's a lot of that happening tonight," the woman said. She had an odd, lilting, almost ethereal accent — not like the Cajun voices she'd heard at the airport, which were earthy and rough. The woman reached across the case when Olivia arrived, and Olivia took her hand to shake.

The old woman held Olivia's hand and closed her eyes, her smile turning to a frown. Her brow furrowed as if she was deep in thought, and then her eyebrows rose in sharp peaks.

"Oh, dear," the old woman said, then opened her rich brown eyes and looked at Olivia. "I am so sorry, ma chère, so sorry."

"I ..." Olivia stammered, and then gasped. The sorrow and rage flooded through her breast again, and she felt a tear meandering from her eye to her chin. She wiped at her cheek and swallowed a sob.

"The man who left," the woman said, motioning toward the door, "did you know him?"

"No, he ... I ..."

"Ah," the woman said, "sometimes I am confused. Yes, you don't know him yet."

"No, I ... I'm lost," Olivia said.

"Indeed you are, ma chère," the woman said. "And have been for some time. You see many things, I think, but you don't always see them in the right order."

"I ... what?"

"Oh, chère, you are as blind as that boy! Maybe more. You young people, stumbling about so, it's a wonder you're not bumping into each other all the time."

Olivia blinked, puzzled. The old woman was talking in riddles, and not especially helpful riddles. What she really needed was a map; she could picture her pile of brochures back at the hotel room, spread out on the desk with no shortage of maps. But all she had with her was her notepad of plans. Maybe she could get the woman to sketch her a map?

"Listen," Olivia said, reaching into her shorts pocket and taking out her notebook. "I really need to get back to my hotel, and I've got no idea how to get there. I need to find Canal Street ..."

"That boy is going there, I think," the woman said, nodding toward the door, "but perhaps not by the same route as you." She took Olivia's hand and closed her eyes; the woman's fingers were dry and soft, and her grip was strong when she squeezed. "No, he has a path of his own to follow. As do you."

"Really, I just want to find —"

"One moment, chère, one moment." The woman released Olivia's hand and suddenly knelt behind the counter, emerging with something in her hands. She placed on the dusty glass and took a step back, hands folded at her belly.

The object appeared to be a mask, made of black-painted papier-mâché. Delicate black feathers fringed the edges, and green glass jewels formed a dotted circle around the eyes. The old woman nodded to it, and Olivia picked it up; it was heavier than she expected, its weight solid and somehow reassuring. Pink silk ribbons dangled from the cheeks.

"It's really lovely," Olivia said softly, turning the mask over in her hands.

"So it is," the woman said. "It's your map."

"My ... what?" Olivia turned the mask over, but the inside was simply flat, black, and smooth. There was nothing map-like about the mask. Perhaps she misheard? "A map how?"

"It will show you new paths, though perhaps not paths you've planned."

Olivia started to lift the mask to her face, but the woman's hand shot out and grabbed her wrist.

"Not here, though," the woman said. "Any path you see in this place will be very, very wrong for you, I can assure you of that!"

"Okay, but how do I find Canal ..."

"Oh, that's the easy part," the woman said, laughing. "Go to the street above the alley, right, left, right, past La Fée Bleue, you'll find the road to your hotel. But don't wear the mask until you know to wear the mask."

"And how much ...?" Olivia reached into her pocket for her wallet. She wasn't sure she really wanted a mask, but as a souvenir of an odd encounter, it would at least be a conversation piece.

"No, ma chère," the woman said, resting her hand on Olivia's again. "You paid already."


Chapter 2

The neon sign above the doors flashed "DUDE REVUE" in a garish blue color. There were photographs in the lobby of men with ridiculously large chests and thighs wearing equally ridiculous little shorts, glistening under bright stage lights. Throngs of women milled about outside the closed theater doors, some leaning against the bar — purple lights around the mirrored back cast strange shadows of the liquor bottles on glass shelves — and others clustered by the white faux-leather couches scattered about the space. Many wore plastic tiaras or were draped in pink and purple boas; a few had bridal veils pinned to their hair, and Olivia saw at least one full bridal gown — a stark white tulle, not at all like the creamy silk and crepe she had selected for herself and which she had, thank goodness, been able to return for a modest restocking fee.

Dude Revue wasn't on Olivia's list of must-see New Orleans sights, but Melody and Tina had been good sports about the Garden District that afternoon so she felt that complaining would be bad form. She had made her way back to her room the night before, the old woman's directions being sufficient to get her to Canal Street, and tossed and turned in the stiff hotel sheets until dawn. The hotel's breakfast room wasn't open yet, so she had walked along the river toward Cafe du Monde, watching the rosy light turn golden as the sun rose. Sleep had not been refreshing for Olivia, but the chicory coffee and fresh air were, and when she returned to the hotel and found Melody scooping eggs and sausage onto a plastic plate she was ready to resume her vacation, perhaps with her need to plan every step brought to heel.

They didn't get to the Garden District until after lunch — Tina's hurricane consumption had been ambitious — but Olivia was happy to have checked the streetcar, the Garden District, Cafe du Monde, and Jackson Square off her list. A detour to Dude Revue was a small price to pay for getting back on track.

The lobby lights flashed, usherettes in black suits with red cumberbunds emerged to open the doors, and a squeal of delight rose up from the crowded lobby. Olivia let herself be swept into the theater.

Their seats were about halfway down the steeply raked stairs, close enough to see the stage below but too far to see really well. The lights dropped and the thick red curtains at mid-stage opened as a woman in a spangled silver showgirl suit and feathered headdress, wearing a peacock green mask, stepped out. Olivia suddenly remembered her black mask from the strange little shop, and reached into her skirt pocket to feel the soft feathers; it had stayed in the pocket of her shorts all the way from the shop to the hotel, and had spent the whole day there as well, only to be transferred to her skirt for the evening without a second glance. She hadn't told Tina and Melody about her little adventure, and so far she hadn't felt the certainty that the woman at the shop had implied when she admonished her, "don't wear the mask until you know to wear the mask."

The woman on stage welcomed the audience, got cheers for mentioning "N'Awlins" and "Mardi Gras" and promising a fun and sexy show. Someone in the audience shouted, "Show us your tits!" and she laughed, giving her breasts a shake under her costume. Then she yelled, "Laissez les bon temps roullez!" in a surprisingly convincing French accent and raised her arms as the curtains closed in front of her.

When they opened again a moment later, there were three shirtless men sitting on stools in the middle of the stage, heads bowed under black fedora hats and legs sheathed in tight black trousers. A pulsing musical beat filled the air, spotlights flashed across the stage and over the audience, and the dancing began.

Olivia didn't mind the dancing, though she wasn't sure she actually enjoyed it. She certainly didn't enjoy it as much as Tina, who stood and cheered when the men stood side by side, thumbs hooked in their belt loops, and suddenly tore their slacks away, revealing sequined red pouches that bulged lewdly between their legs. The dancing became more sensual at that point, the men low on the stage and rolling their hips, hanging over the edge of the stage with bedroom looks on their faces, kneeling with backs arched to show their muscular asses. The lights dropped suddenly to black, though, the moment it appeared the pouches were going to fall away; Olivia heard some disappointed sighs in the audience, and Tina slouched back into her seat.

Halfway through the next dance — four men in sailor suits doing acrobat tricks as pieces of their costumes fell away until they wore only their hats and little black shorts — Olivia felt her bladder demand attention. She leaned over to Melody, who seemed engrossed by the cavorting sailors, and whispered, "I'm hitting the head, I'll be right back ..."

The lobby was brightly lit, and Olivia had to shade her eyes after being in the dark theater. She spotted the sign for the restrooms next to the bar, and hurried across the lobby, throwing a smile and a nod at the bartender, who was wiping down the shelves with a white cloth. There was a flight of stairs behind the door labeled "Restrooms," and Olivia took hold of the railing and hurried down the concrete steps, feeling the pressure on her bladder growing stronger.

She hurried down a dark hallway, lit only by a dim bulb near the stairs, and pushed on the first door she found. There was a small, dank closet behind it, with a stained toilet, a dusty mirror, a cracked pedestal sink, and a red-tinted lightbulb inside. Olivia needed to pee too badly to care about the surprisingly dingy accommodations, though; she locked the door, hiked her skirt above her waist, dropped her panties around her ankles, and sat on the toilet, trying not to think about the stains on the back of the seat.

She felt the edge of the mask poking into her hip, and reached into the pocket to retrieve it. Olivia turned it over in her hands, surprised again at the heft of so delicate an object, and ran her finger around the eyes, feeling the smooth green glass beads that glowed despite the dim light. "Don't wear the mask until you know to wear the mask," she heard the old woman say in her head. But how would she know? When would she know?

She was washing her hands in the cold water that sputtered from the sink, the thunderous roar of the toilet still echoing in the little closet, when Olivia felt a strange certainty come over her. "Wear it," she heard a voice whisper, startling before she realized it was her own voice. She blinked, leaning over the sink to look at herself in the mirror: pale skin a little blotchy in the poor light, green eyes strangely bright, blonde hair pulled back into a ponytail. Olivia took the mask from her pocket, held it against her eyes, and drew the pink ribbons behind her head, tying them into a loose bow.

The face that looked back at her from the mirror was still familiar, but made strange by the black feathered mask. Olivia ran her finger along the feathery fringe, and a tingling sensation ran to her elbow, almost like a shock of static electricity. She adjusted the mask, settling it squarely on the bridge of her nose, then wiped her hands and fumbled with the lock on the door.

When she stepped into the hallway, she felt disoriented. She was sure the stairs back to the lobby should be just down the short hallway, but instead there was a cinderblock wall. Olivia put her hand against the wall, wanting to prove to herself that it was real, and pulled it away quickly at the wet, dirty feeling of the stone.

Surely she was merely mistaken — the need to pee had been so urgent that she wasn't paying close attention to her surroundings. She turned and started down the dark hallway, expecting to find the stairs to the lobby after a few steps.

The hallway was longer than she expected, though, and she was starting to get worried. Maybe there was a door she had missed, a turn that she should have taken? It was darker and danker than she thought the space should be, and the click of her shoes echoed ominously.

A sliver of light shone from a gap between the wall and the floor, and Olivia reached out to find a door. She pushed, feeling the door resist and then give way with a scraping creak, and she stepped through into a bright and blinding dazzle.

Olivia put a hand against her eyes to shield them from the light, feeling the silky feathers and smooth glass beads against her palm. When she pulled her hand away, she saw that she wasn't alone: there were three men about twenty feet away from, naked except for leather straps around their chests and thighs and black thongs that nestled between their ass cheeks and cradled their cocks. They turned toward her, seemingly surprised by her appearance and, based on the smiles that crossed their faces, delighted.

"Oh, shit, sorry," she said, and then realized that the light in her eyes was a spotlight, and the space she stood on was a stage. The light made it difficult to see, but she Olivia thought she saw people in shadows in front of the stage. Had she somehow wandered backstage of the performance? Were Tina and Melody out there, wondering what she was doing standing in front of the audience?

But no, the audience wasn't in theater seats; they appeared to be seated at tables. And the stage was much smaller than the one she had been watching before her trip to the restroom. The men walked toward her with welcoming smiles, and one — a tall Black man with his head shaved smooth and his muscular chest glistening in the spotlight — held out a hand toward her.

"Oh, shit," Olivia said, taking a step back. "I'm so sorry, I got lost, I need to find my friends ..."

The Black man towered over her, gazing down on her with dark eyes that seemed bemused and aroused at the same time, and pressed a finger to her lips. His skin was warm and soft, and Olivia's lips parted involuntarily. He ran his finger along her bottom lip, tugging her mouth gently open. Her tongue flicked out and touched the pad of his finger, tasting salt. A small, breathy moan escaped from her mouth.

Olivia took another step back, but was stopped by the solid wall of a second man. He was a blonde man with sparkling blue eyes and smooth, pale skin; his nipples were brown, strikingly dark against his flesh, and they stiffened when Olivia put a hand against his belly to steady herself. The Black man took a step closer, easily closing the space between them, and she felt the black fabric of the pouch that hid his cock brush against her belly. His hands slid down her haunches to her waist, and Olivia's heart pounded at his touch.

The third man — olive-skinned, black-haired, dark-eyed, with a bright rose tattoo on his left pectoral muscle — stood on her left side, close enough to touch the other two with his hips. He bent forward until Olivia felt his hot breath against her ear, and he whispered softly, "Come, we've been waiting for you."

"I think ..." Olivia gasped, words difficult to form, "I think there's been a mistake ..."

The Black man ran a finger along the top edge of her mask, and the blonde man pressed his body against her back. She could feel his cock swell within its sling, pulsing above her ass.

"No mistake," the Black man said. He put an arm around her waist and guided her toward the front of the stage, his companions close behind them.

Olivia's heart hammered inside her chest like the piston of a great engine, and heat flowed through her veins. Her feet were unsteady, and when her knees buckled, the Black man bent and scooped her into his arms, lifting her as though she weighed less than a feather. She put her arms around his neck and pressed her ear to his chest, feeling his pulse against her cheek.

There was a wooden chair at the foot of the stage, a heavy chair with a slatted back and wide arms. The man carrying her set her gently on the chair, and Olivia slumped in the seat, fingers gripping the ends of the arms. The spotlight was still blinding her, but she could see the shapes of people more clearly — men and women, seated at tables, all wearing ornate and intricate Carnival masks. Some were half masks like hers, leaving their mouths bare; others were complex comedia dell'arte masks with wide cheeks and almost phallic noses; and she saw some full face masks, laughing or weeping or staring blankly. Olivia knew she should be frightened, but she was also intrigued. And aroused.

Once she had settled into the chair, the men began to dance. They made a slow, sinuous dance as they circled her, trailing hands across her shoulders, over her face, and through her hair. Her ponytail came undone, and her blonde hair fell loose against her neck. Sometimes one would pause beside her, bend down to her face, and press his lips gently against hers; their hands began to drift from her shoulders to her breasts, gently pulling at her cotton blouse; Olivia's nipples stiffened under her shirt, and she felt an electric tingle between her legs.

The Black man reached over her and tugged at the leather strap across the blonde man's chest. The strap fell away, and with it whatever structure was holding the pouch in place over his cock. The fabric slid down his thighs, and his penis — stiff and thick, the head a rich shade of lilac — sprang free. He laughed, moved his hips so his shaft shook from side to side, and then resumed his slow circuit around Olive. Sometimes his cock brushed her arm or trailed across her back, and Olivia squeezed the arms of the chair until her knuckles were white in her effort to keep from reaching out to touch the hard shaft.

The blonde man reached out to the olive-skinned man; he ran a hand up and down the other man's back for a moment, and then pulled his strap away as well. The second cock was thick and heavy, but not yet erect, its dark head still snuggled within its wrinkled foreskin. Olivia felt her clit stiffen and let out a moan.

The Black man stopped in front of her and stood with his hands on his hips, smiling down at her. Olivia shivered as the other man stood on either side of him, pressing their lips against his glistening skinning, running their hands over his starkly defined muscles. She could see his cock twitch inside its fabric cage, but he continued to gaze at her with a gleeful smile. When the other man dropped their knees on either side of him, running their hands up and down his thighs and pressing their lips to his thighs and ass, Olivia groaned with desire. She squirmed in her seat, feeling the soft cotton between her legs grow damp as her pussy leaked with yearning.

The men's dance became even slower now, and filthier. They ran hands and cocks along her arms and breasts, they pressed their erections into her back, the bent down to lick and nip at her lips and ears. Olivia's mouth fell open, and she moved her lips and tongue toward each passing cock, longing to take them into her mouth, but they teased away from her, letting no more than the slightest touch graze her mouth.

They stopped suddenly, the Black man in front of her and the other men on either side. Olivia's fingers twitched on the arms of the chair, her knees shook, and she gasped for breath as though she had sprinted to take this seat, this throne at the center of their attention. She heard a cough from the audience, and suddenly remembered that there were eyes — how many, dozens? scores? — fixed on her every move. The realization made her twist in her seat, torn between wanting to hide and wanting to expose every hidden hunger.

The man in front of her dropped to his knees and placed his hands on her thighs. They were huge hands, strong and hard, long fingers wrapping around her legs and sliding her skirt slowly toward her lap. Olivia shook as the fabric rolled above her legs, exposing her sopping blue panties; the man's eyes moved from her face to her fabric-covered cunt, and a jolt ran from her clit to her scalp.

He lowered his face between her knees; she tried to push her knees together, suddenly fearful, but he firmly, gently, insistently pushed them apart, and she was powerless to resist. His lips slid along the inside of her thighs, teeth scraping against the sensitive flesh, up and down and up again; goose pimples flared on Olivia's arms and legs, and her nipples grew painfully stiff. He suddenly pressed his mouth against her panties, tugging at the fabric with his teeth and moaning against her pussy, and Olivia's hands flew from the arms of the chair to the back of his head, pulling him closer. His scalp was smooth and soft, like the finest silk, and she played her fingers over the ridges of his skull.

Something brushed her cheek, and she glanced over to see the blonde man's cock hovering at the edge of her lip. Olivia turned her face and reached out with her tongue, brushing it against the pulsing purple head. The man made a sighing sound and moved closer; Olivia opened her mouth and swallowed him down, suckling at him like a calf at its mother's teat, making wet, hungry noises around the shaft until saliva dribbled down her chin.

The black haired man's cock brushed her other cheek, and Olivia reluctantly lifted her mouth away from the blonde man's cock and turned. The olive-skinned man's cock was hard now, the foreskin sliding down the shaft, the head dark and shiny with a drop of pre-cum. She licked it tasting the salt and musk, and then worked her mouth up and down its length, working her tongue all over the hard, silky pole.

The man between her legs, meanwhile, had pulled her panties aside with his teeth and was now probing with his tongue, seeking and finding the throbbing bud of her clit. He tugged her panties down up the slid below her ankles, and then freed one leg so she could throw her feet wide. Olivia lifted her legs and pressed her thighs against his head. He devoured her, lapping at her nectar and slipping a long, dextrous finger into her channel. Her climax slammed into her, hard and relentless, and she roared her delight, letting the cock in her mouth slip free. She heard applause out in the darkness beyond the stage, and felt her face flush; she wasn't sure if it was shame or pride that she felt.

The man between her legs stood, his face slick with her juices, and grinned. He bent down to kiss her, and Olivia ran her tongue over his lips and cheeks, tasting her musky nectar. He squeezed her breast with his powerful hands, and then stood beside her, presenting his cock to her mouth. Olivia swallowed it while the men rotated, the black-haired man taking his place between her legs and the blonde man rubbing his hard cock across her throat and neck.

They moved around her in a steady circle, each taking turns between her legs and at her mouth. Olivia was dizzy and drunk with the arousal, riding a wave of orgasm so that each climax blended into the next. There were more cheers in the darkness beyond the spotlight, more applause and gasps and some groans. She closed her eyes and imagined what she must look like up on the stage, legs spread wide, thighs slick with her juices. The men had been unbuttoning her blouse as she sucked their cocks, and one tit hung free, nipple hard and red and wet from the tongues that licked it in their circuit around her chair.

The blonde man was the first to come. He was stroking her cheek with his thumb, dragging it along the soft black feathers that fringed her mask, when he suddenly tensed and gasped a warning. Olivia squeezed his heavy balls in her hand and pushed his cock as deep as it would go, gagging a little when the warm, musky spunk erupted in her mouth. She pulled her face away, gasping like a diver breaking the surface of a deep pool, and felt a final spurt from his quivering cock splash across her cheek. He bent and kissed her on the mouth, his tongue seeking his seed behind her teeth, and then he licked the errant splotch dripping down her face.

Olivia barely had time to catch her breath before the Black man was beside her, cock in hand, pushing the plum-colored head past her lips. She squeezed his ass with her hands as he fucked her mouth with long, insistent thrusts, and when he came he threw back his head and howled. The audience erupted in applause, and Olivia held his quivering cock captive until it began to soften in her mouth, fully spent. He, too, bent to kiss and lick, and Olivia shuddered as the black-haired man between her legs lapped at her flooded folds.

Her third lover kissed her long and hard, and Olivia luxuriated in the mingled flavors filling her mouth: the musky spunk, her own tart and tangy nectar, the sweat that dripped from her lips and her lovers'. She felt her hair plastered to her forehead and neck, the heat of the spotlight and the heat of her passion raising perspiration all over her body. He teased her mouth with his cock, rubbing the head across her lips and cheeks, letting her kiss the tip, stroking it in his fist with the glans nestled under her chin. Both of Olivia's other lovers knelt before her, kissing and stroking, licking and touching, taking turns diving to her core in search of the deepest pearls of her passion. She quivered, lost in the perpetual buzz of a continuous orgasm, all control over her limbs gone. Her mouth fell open and she let out a moan as her third lover pointed his cock toward her face and let his white hot lava erupt. Thick ropes fell across her chin and cheeks, and she reached out with her lips to find his cock before the last of it had flown free. She swallowed his creamy spend and fell back against the chair, exhausted and sated, legs spread wide. The applause felt like her own heartbeat, and cheers reverberated in her ears.

Olivia must have lost consciousness, because she awoke with a start, crying out in surprise. She brought her hands to her face, where her mask had slipped away from her eyes and hung askew by its pink ribbons. Though the taste of her lovers' cum was still thick in her mouth, she was surprised to feel nothing on her face, which she was sure her final lover had painted with his thick, veiny brush.

She blinked in the darkness and looked around. She was sitting on the stained toilet in the dingy basement closet, not in the chair on the stage, and was illuminated by the bare scarlet bulb rather than the blaring spotlight. And she was alone, utterly alone, more alone than she had ever been in her life. Olivia gasped and felt hot tears on her face.

After she caught her breath, she staggered to her feet and stumbled to the dusty, warped mirror above the sink. Her hair was slick with sweat, and her eyes were red and glassy. There was no sign of the cum her third lover had certainly blasted across her cheeks, despite the musky taste in her mouth. She adjusted her skirt, which was wrinkled and a little damp, and found that her panties were gone. When she glanced behind her, she saw them crumpled on the dirty floor, wet and twisted. She kicked them into the corner and fumbled with the lock on the door.

The stairs to the lobby were exactly where she expected them to be, and she stumbled down the hall and pulled herself up the stairs by the railing, her legs shaking. Olivia wanted to believe that it was all a strange dream, but her aching legs, tingling clit, and ruined panties told her otherwise.

When she made her way to the lobby, the theater doors were still closed. She gingerly pushed one open, and saw that the performance was still going on — the dancers who were on stage when she left had apparently finished their show, and now there was a group of acrobats forming pyramids and doing flips in brightly colored thongs while techno music blared. Olivia stumbled down the aisle and found her seat between Tina and Melody.

"Took you a while," Melody muttered.

Tina wrinkled her nose, and Olivia wondered if she was catching the aroma of spunk and sweat and nectar that she was sure clung to her. Olivia blushed and smoothed her wrinkled skirt.

"I got a little lost," she said as the stage lights dimmed and the audience began to applaud.


Chapter 3

Around two AM, Ben finally gave up trying to sleep. He had spent most of their first full day in New Orleans roaming the French Quarter with Zander and Kyle: visiting shops, sampling a few drinks, catching some music as they wandered from bars they passed and buskers on the corners. The streets ebbed and flowed with crowds, and the bustle and noise was almost too much for Ben. After supper, when Zander and Kyle wanted to go out to ramble the streets again, Ben had begged off, saying that he was exhausted.

After a nap, he had made his way up to the rooftop pool. The crowd there was thin, and he found a quiet spot where he could sip a cognac, skim through the new biography of Napoleon III he had brought with him, and watch the other guests behind his dark glasses.

It was easy to spot the people who had made their way down to the Big Easy from more northerly climes: they tended to have the palest skin, and the most skin exposed. At home, the wind blew icy cold, and the streets were packed with snow; New Orleans felt almost tropical, and the chance to shed some layers and let the sun fall on bare flesh was a boon.

Ben noticed one woman in particular, a raven-haired, slender beauty with porcelain skin who was laughing with two other women, both blonde, while they stood in the pool with plastic hurricane cups. Her black hair fell past her shoulders, floating in a delicate fan when she let herself sink into the water, and her dark eyes glittered when she laughed. She was in many ways the opposite of Lydia, who was short and blonde and curvy; this woman was tall, almost as tall as Ben, with long limbs and narrow hips and a delicate ass that barely filled her bikini bottom.

He watched her from behind his glasses, turning his head so he appeared to be reading when he was actually looking out from the corners of his eyes. Her breasts were small and high, and her nipples pressed against the wet, black fabric of her top. When she laughed, her belly tightened, and Ben couldn't help but imagine tracing circles around her navel with his tongue. His cock stirred in his trunks, and he struggled to get back to the chapter on the intrigues involved in Napoleon III's ascent to the French Empire's throne. Louis Bonepart Napoleon's war of words with Victor Hugo was nowhere near as intriguing as the woman's figure.

As the sun sank, the crowd at the pool thinned, and the woman and her friends left. She walked past him on her long, shapely legs and smiled down at him, and Ben returned the smile without lifting his glasses. He hoped that she hadn't noticed the bulge in his trunks that he was trying to hide.

From the rooftop he could look down into the French Quarter, and he watched the crowded streets as the sky grew dark. The raucous sounds from below barely reached his ears as a gentle murmur, and it was easy to imagine the churning chaos below was merely the ocean tide rolling in and out across the beach.

He really was exhausted, though, and he made his way back to his room at an embarrassingly early hour. He knocked at the door that Zander and Kyle shared to see if they were around, but there was no answer.

Back in his room, Ben tried to read and found himself drifting off to sleep. But as soon as he put his book down, his brain became busy, imagining Lydia and Timothy walking the streets of Paris, embracing on the Pont des Arts above the Seine, kissing beneath the shadow of the Sacré Coeur in Montmartre. What if he had been bolder, braver, more assertive? What if on one of those dozens of times he wanted to lean across the grammar books on their laps and put his lips to Lydia's, he actually had? If he had expressed his feelings directly, clearly, forecefully, would he be alone now in a New Orleans hotel room?

He tried to turn his thoughts instead to the woman at the pool. Ben closed his eyes and pictured her long legs, her flat belly, her silky hair, her arched neck. He imagined his tongue tracing a line from her neck to her navel, he imagined his lips around the firm nipples that he could see poking against her bikini top. In his mind, Ben undressed her: untying her top so it dangled loose above her firm breasts, perfectly sized for his hands; sliding the bottom over her ass, stroking the delicate skin below the fabric, uncovering the fragrant garden between her legs and diving between her thighs to suck the perfumed nectar from her folds. Her bikini had been small, so he imagined that she was shaved bare or nearly so, and Ben could picture the hard nub of her clit quivering against his fingers.

He slid his boxers off and let his cock lie against his belly. Ben ran his palm from his balls to the tip of his penis, feather light and slowly, coaxing a droplet of pre-cum from the slit. In his imagination, the woman from the pool was wrapping her long, nimble fingers around his shaft and bringing her lips to the swollen purple head for a long, wet kiss. He wrapped his own fingers around the shaft and ran them up and down, letting it swell into his fist.

But just as Ben was beginning to imagine the way her mouth would feel sliding down his shaft, tongue tickling in its descent toward his balls, visions of Lydia fucking Timothy poured into his head. He could see Timothy doing with Lydia everything that he had imagined with her, and he could see the pleasure contorting her face as Timothy proved himself the greatest lover she had ever experienced. Ben squeezed his eyes shut and tried to expel the unwanted images, but every time he tried to conjure the woman at the pool, Lydia forced her way back into his mind. He sighed in frustration as his cock softened in his fist.

After several cycles of trying to sleep, and then trying to masturbate, and achieving only greater and greater dissatisfaction, Ben surrendered to his sleeplessness. He rolled out of the sweat-damp sheets, pulled on slacks and a shirt, slipped into his shoes, and wandered out of the room and toward the elevators.

He had planned to walk a little bit, maybe make his way toward the river or Jackson Square, let the night breezes lull his fevered mind. But when he got to the lobby, he discovered to his surprise that the hotel bar was still open. The bars never close in New Orleans, he remembered Kyle saying; at the time that had sounded absolutely exhausting, but this morning it felt like a godsend. He sat at the bar and ordered a cognac.

Ben had been sipping the sweet, smokey liquid for a few minutes, feeling his head clear as he gazed out the big window Canal Street, when he sensed someone had taken the seat beside his. He turned and almost dropped his glass when he saw the black-haired beauty from the pool.

She was wearing a long midnight-blue dress, slit high up her thigh with a neckline that plunged between her small breasts, sitting with her legs crossed, a black shoe dangling off one toe. When she saw Ben turn to look at her, she smiled, and he was struck again by the sparkle of her eyes and her full red lips. He blushed a little, remembering how he had imagined those lips kissing his cock just an hour or so earlier, and he wiped his hand on his thigh, hoping it wasn't carrying any scent of his cock.

When she lifted her drink — a ruby red cocktail with a twisted lemon peel perched on the rim — to her lips, she raised her eyebrows and looked at Ben. Ben smiled and took a deep breath, and said as firmly as he could, "I'm Ben."

"Marilyn," she said, holding her hand toward him. Ben took her fingers in his and bowed his head; her giggle was a musical tinkle.

"I think I saw you up at the pool," Ben said.

"Oh, I know you saw me up at the pool," Marilyn said with a laugh. "Your glasses aren't as dark as you think."

Ben felt his face flush, and part of him wanted to drop his cognac and run back to his room, never to emerge again. But he decided to press on, and said, "Sometimes I need to rest my eyes when I'm reading. I hope you don't mind that I found you refreshing."

"I wouldn't wear a bikini to the pool if I didn't want to be seen in it," she said, smirking over the rim of her glass. "And you were at least subtle about it. Though I'm not sure I buy the cover story that you were reading a book about Napoleon."

"Napoleon III," Ben said. "A completely different character."

"Oh? I didn't know they made three of him. Were they all stout little Frenchmen?"

"Corsican, actually," Ben said. "The first one, at least. But ... yeah, you didn't come for a lecture about French history."

"You're a historian?"

Ben shook his head. "No, I teach French at a prep school. The history is just a hobby."

"Oh, interesting!" Marilyn said. "I took French in high school, but I remember practically nothing. I'm sure your students come away with much better skills than I did."

"Languages are like that," Ben said. "If you don't use them, you lose them. But sometimes you'd be surprised how much you really do remember."

Marilyn sipped her cocktail and shook her head. "No, I'm quite sure I've forgotten it all. I retained just enough to get a C on the final exam."

"So what do you do, when you're not turning heads at the hotel swimming pool in the Big Easy?" Ben asked.

"Oh, just marketing," Marilyn said. She rolled her eyes. "I try to convince people to buy things they don't need with money they don't have. It's despicable, but it pays the bills."

Ben fell into an easy banter with Marilyn, surprising himself with how he sounded not only normal but even a bit charming. She laughed at his jokes, she shared her stories of sightseeing around New Orleans, she put her hand on his knee when she ordered a second Sazerac. He felt his face grow warm at the thought that he could, perhaps, close the deal here: could he lure Marilyn to his room? Or, barring that miracle, could he arrange to meet her later? Ben wasn't sure how to proceed, and he felt his heart clench at the prospects.

He also felt his bladder clench, and he squirmed on his stool.

"I ... I need to disappear for just a minute," Ben said. "See a man about a horse ..."

"Oh, is that what the kids are calling it these days?" Marilyn said with a chuckle.

"I have no idea what the kids call anything," Ben said. "Honestly, they confuse and terrify me. But I'll be right back if you'll wait for me ..."

"Of course," she said, tapping her fingers lightly on his knee. "I'm going to go grab a seat over there, though," she said, nodding toward a row of booths near the windows, "sitting on this stool is murder on my back."

Ben nodded and hurried toward the hall that led to the restrooms, glancing back over his shoulder to watch Marilyn slide gracefully from the stool and walk toward the booths, her hips swaying gently from side to side. He bit his lip at the sight, imagining his hands resting on her waist.

While he was washing his hands in the restroom, Ben felt something poking his thigh through his pocket. He reached his hand inside and found the mask from Madame Diseur-de-Vérité’s House of Voodoo. It snapped into shape as soon as he pulled it out, and he turned it over in his hands.

The old woman had hinted at some strange, possibly sensuous, power in the mask. On his walk back to the hotel from her shop he had been almost afraid of the mask, and he didn't dare put it on. But somehow he had forgotten it all day, and it was only now that he recalled it, and the old woman's words: "You will know when to put the mask on." Something insisted that now was that time.

Ben hesitated a moment, feeling foolish about the mask. It was, after all, a simple piece of lace and papier-mâché, a conversation piece at best. But it was a good conversation piece, he thought, and a good story, and he wanted to make Marilyn laugh some more; her laugh was possibly the most beautiful thing about her. He held the mask against his face and pulled the purple ribbon tight behind his head, tying it into a bow.

Ben almost didn't recognize the face in the bathroom mirror. The mask made him a mystery to himself, a riddle staring back from the looking glass, a bolder, braver version of himself. Feeling strangely invigorated, Ben dried his hands on a sheet of rough brown paper towel and made his way back to the bar.

The stools where he and Marilyn had been sitting were empty, and for a moment Ben's heart sank. How easily she could walk away, disappear from his life and leave the last hour of flirtatious conversation as just a wispy memory. But then he caught sight of her profile in the mirrored surface of the window, sitting in the booth furthest from the bar, and he grinned and quickened his step.

When he reached the table, Ben stopped and gasped. Marilyn was wearing a mask, too, soft with black and green feathers. She grinned at him and tapped the edge of her mask.

"I see we have a similar fashion sense," she said.

"Yours looks better on you, I think, than mine does on me."

Ben started toward the seat on the opposite side of the table from Marilyn, then paused. He rested his fingers on the tabletop for a moment and then slid onto the seat beside Marilyn. Her smile flickered with surprise, and she slid toward the window to make room for him.

"It was with the brochures and things the hotel had on the table when we checked in," said Marilyn. "I thought I might as well put it on."

"It looks nice with your hair," Ben said. He ran his pinky along the fringe of Marilyn's mask, feeling the soft feathers yield to his touch. She closed her eyes and leaned toward him, sighing as if the feathers were her own.

"Your mask doesn't look like it came from the hotel."

"It was ... a gift. A sort of odd gift."

Marilyn's finger traced a line from the looping swirl of the eyes of Ben's mask, across the spray of glass gems, and over his cheek. Ben shivered at her touch. Before her hand could fall away from his face, he took her wrist and brought her fingers to his lips for a delicate kiss. She let her fingers linger on his lips after Ben released her hand and slid a little closer to him on the seat. Her hip brushed Ben's.

"It's really beautiful," Marilyn whispered. "And mysterious, too."

"There should be some mystery at Carnival," Ben said. "It's all about turning the world upside down and inside out before we have to buckle down and behave for Lent."

Ben's fingers walked up Marilyn's knee, the fabric of her dress sliding away to reveal bare skin. She turned her face toward him and tilted her head, revealing her throat. Ben interpreted that as an invitation to taste her delicate flesh, which he did, leaning forward to run his tongue from her collarbone to her cheek.

Marilyn sighed and whispered, "Teach me some French."

"Tu as bon goût," Ben whispered against Marilyn's ear, teasing his tongue against her lobe. "Ton oreille est délicieuse."

"That sounds nice," Marilyn said.

Her fingers played along Ben's thigh as she shifted herself in the seat, turning so she could press her lips against his. She tasted like anise and lemon, and Ben said, "Tes lèvres sont délicieuses aussi."

"I caught the 'delicious' part," she said. She pushed his lips apart with her tongue and delved into his mouth, and when she pulled away, she asked, "How do you say 'tongue'?"

"La langue," said Ben, and then returned the favor, capturing more of her taste.

"'Lick me?'"

"Lèche-moi." Ben kissed his way down her throat and let his tongue graze the edge of one of her breasts. She wasn't wearing a bra, he discovered, and her nipple stiffened against the silky fabric of her dress. Ben let his thumb slide along the swell of her breast and press against her stiff nipple, and then he kissed his way back up her flushed chest to her lips. "Tes lèvres sont douces," he sighed into her mouth.

"What do you call this?" Marilyn asked, her hand sliding from Ben's thigh to the bulge between his legs. She squeezed firmly and he let out a chattering gasp.

"C'est une bite," Ben whispered. He pulled her face close to his and kissed her, long and wet, mouth open as if he were going to swallow her whole, while Marilyn kneaded his cock through his slacks.

He slid his hand up her thigh, under the soft fabric of her dress, fingers drawn to the warmth radiating from her core. His fingernails brushed her panties, and Marilyn sighed into his mouth. Ben tugged at the damp fabric, finding a way in against her leg, and pressed his fingertips against her sensitive folds. He felt warmth and moisture, the silky tangle of a narrow strip of hair beaded with nectar, the stiffening mass of her clit.

"La chatte," Ben said. He ran a circle around her entrance, spreading the slickness across her lips. "Ta chatte est lisse."

"Oh fuck," Marilyn gasped, squeezing his cock hard with one hand while tugging his hair with the other. "Oh fuck, I think I know the translation for that ... how do you say 'fuck me with your fingers'?"

"Baise-moi avec tes doigts." Ben gently opened her, slipping a finger in past the first knuckle and stirring the nectar.

"Baise-moi avec tes doigts," Marilyn moaned. "Oh fuck that feels good ..."

Ben glanced over his shoulder. There was no one else sitting in the row of booths along the windows, no one at the bar; the bartender's back was turned to them, and he seemed focused on washing glassware and wiping the bar. He reached a hand under Marilyn's ass — "ton cul," he cooed in her ear —and pulled at her panties' waistband. Marilyn lifted her ass and Ben tugged then down past her thighs. She squirmed as they fell below her knees, the heel of Ben's hand pressing against her mound while his mouth sucked at her neck.

Marilyn's dress fell open at the slit, and Ben looked down to see a dense tangle of hair, as black as that on her head, with droplets of moisture glittering like diamonds in the curls. He twisted a strand around his finger and tugged; Marilyn gasped and dug her fingers into the back of his head.

"J'adore ta foufoune noire," Ben purred into Marilyn's neck as he twisted and tugged her curls.

Marilyn propped a foot on the seat and lifted her hips toward him, both hands gripping his neck. Ben felt her slick spreading against his hand, dripping onto the seat, and he could smell her arousal when he bent his neck down to lick between her breasts. He threw a glance over his shoulder again, assuring himself that the bartender was still busy, and then dropped to his knees beneath the table.

"Je veux bouffer ta chatte," Ben said as he licked his way up her thigh. Her juices flowed freely against his tongue, and he lapped hungrily at the musky nectar. Marilyn squirmed and let out a squeal, pressing her hands against his head and pulling his mouth tight to her cunt.

Marilyn groaned and gasped, her heel tapping a desperate rhythm against Ben's back as he ate her. He sucked at her lips, rolled the stiff bud of her clit with his tongue, and slid two fingers into her channel to stroke the sensitive walls. He savored the tastes of her, the musk and tang rich on his tongue, more savory than the finest meal.

"Fuck fuck fuck," she moaned, digging her fingers into his hair. "How do I say I'm going to come?"

"Je vais bientôt jouir," Ben said, his voice muffled against Marilyn's pussy. He moved his fingers faster and deeper as he sucked at her clit, and when she came, she squeezed her thighs against his ears and shuddered, lips parted and wet.

"Oh fuck," Marilyn groaned, pulling Ben's hair until he slid up her body. He pushed his juice slick lips to her face, and Marilyn lapped at the spilled nectar with her tongue. "Oh fuck, you made me come so hard ..."

She suddenly turned and slid off the seat, pushing Ben down and tugging at his belt. He threw a worried glance toward the bar again — the bartender was serving a bedraggled-looking couple where were leaning on the bar — and helped Marilyn slide his slacks past his hips. She reached into his boxers and pulled his cock free, holding it in her hand and looking hungrily at the slick staff.

"How do I say, 'I'm going to suck your dick'?" she asked as she stroked his firm, silky length.

"J'ai ... j'ai envie de te sucer," Ben gasped.

"That seems like a mouthful," Marilyn said. "And so does this ..."

Her lips around his cock felt even more marvelous than Ben had imagined when he was trying to stroke himself off in his room. Marilyn's tongue circled the head, teasing the ridge and lapping the dribble of pale liquid that leaked from the slit. Then she swallowed him, pushing her mouth down until the feathers of her mask brushed against his belly, and came up gasping and smiling.

"It tastes good," she whispered. "So fucking good."

Ben held her head, tangling her thick raven hair between his fingers, and leaned back against the seat. He kept one eye on the bartender and one on Marilyn, mesmerized by the rhythmic bob of her head. Saliva dribbled from her lips and coated his shaft. She looked up at him from behind her mask, her eyes dark and hungry.

"Oh god," Ben gasped, his cock twitching in Marilyn's mouth. "Oh god — je joui ..."

Marilyn wrapped her fingers around the base of his shaft as he erupted into her mouth; she sucked the end of his cock, running her tongue around the swollen glans. Ben closed his eyes and shivered as his climax shook through him; colors flashed behind his eyelids and sound roared in his ears. His scalp tingled, and he melted into the seat.

When he opened his eyes and looked down, Marilyn was gone. His cock twitched, dribbling out the last of his seed. He looked around, but there was no sign of her except the discarded panties on the floor and the taste of her that lingered on his tongue.


Chapter 4

"I saw this place the other night," Olivia said, "and I thought it looked interesting."

Olivia, Melody, and Tina had spent most of the afternoon in the French Quarter, making their way slowly away from the bustle of Bourbon Street. After sampling a few of the busy tourist bars, Melody and Tina had agreed to let Olivia lead the way, so long as she got them back to the heart of the action by nightfall. Olivia was trying to find her way back to Madame Diseur-de-Vérité’s House of Voodoo — she had some very pointed questions she wanted to put to that old woman — but nothing looked at all familiar until they stumbled upon La Fée Bleue. It wasn't quite where she expected to find it — shouldn't it be closer to Rampart Street and the big cemetery? — but she recognized the art déco sign and the balcony jutting out over the narrow street.

"Is it open?" Melody asked.

Tina pushed at the saloon doors above the steps from the street, and they swung freely.

"Seems to be," said Tina. "I'm starving! Let's see if they're serving dinner yet."

They stepped into what appeared to be an old saloon. There was a massive wooden bar at one end of the room, with intricately carved winding vines and prancing fairies; a huge mirror reflected the light that fell through the dusty windows, casting the shadows of the liquor bottles arrayed on glass shelves onto the wooden floor. A silver cistern stood at one end, even more ornate than the bar, with several spigots arrayed in a circle around it.

A red-headed man in black trousers and a white shirt wearing a blue apron around his waist came around from the back of the bar, a white towel tossed over his shoulder.

"Welcome, welcome, welcome!" he called. "You're just a little early for dinner service, but I can get you seated with drinks and some appetizers if you like, and once the kitchen is fired up, we can get you fed."

Olivia glanced at her watch: it was not quite six o'clock. Back home that would be prime dinner time — not even the old folks' "early bird special" hours — but it seemed the Big Easy ran on a more Caribbean clock.

"That works for me," said Melody.

The red-headed man led them to a flight of stairs at the far end of the dining area. They followed him up to the balcony that hung out over the narrow street. Olivia startled as they passed a figure standing near the doorway to the upstairs.

"Oh, don't mind him," the man said, putting a hand on what Olivia saw now was a plaster statue of a brown-skinned, bare-chested man wearing trousers painted sky blue. The statue stood with one hand extended as if in greeting, the other hand tucked behind its back as if it were hiding some secret surprise. "He's the eponymous 'fée bleue', the 'blue fairy.' He's been standing here since this place was a speakeasy and brothel back in Prohibition days — no doubt he's seen it all, but he promises to keep quiet."

The man touched his fingers to the statue's lips and grinned. Olivia found the statue a little unsettling — his eyes seemed to follow her when she moved, and she expected that extended arm to reach for her when she wasn't looking — but she nodded and smiled, too. Surely he was perfectly benign ...

There was something about his gesture that reminded her of the way the Black man had approached her in her strange experience — dream? surely it was a dream ... — at Dude Revue. He seemed like a gentleman inviting a lady to a dance at a cotillion, and also like a devil promising wicked delights in exchange for your immortal soul. Olivia wanted to reach her hand out to the statue and see if he would come alive; she shivered, a little chill of delight and dread running up her spine.

"This seems like a charming place," Tina said as they settled into a table on the balcony, "though the statue is a little on the creepy side ..."

"How did you find it?" Melody asked. "I didn't see it listed on any of the websites."

"I just sort of stumbled on it," Olivia said. "While I was out for a walk." She blushed a little, remembering the harsh words she and Tina had exchanged the night she stormed away into the shadows of the French Quarter. "There was a strange little magic shop nearby, but I'm not quite sure where it is now."

"Ah, you must mean Madame Diseur-de-Vérité’s," said the redheaded man. He had returned with a tray carrying a glass pitcher of ice water and three short stemmed glasses containing a green liquid. He balanced the try on one hand as he set a glass before each woman. "Absinthe," he said. "The 'green fairy,' muse of Oscar Wilde and Charles Baudelaire."

The man reached into a pocket in his apron and retrieved a silver slotted spoon and a little box of sugar cubes. Olivia watched in fascination as he balanced the spoon over the glass before her, set a sugar cube on it, and slowly drizzled a stream of water from the pitcher. As the water dribbled into the liquid, the green liqueur became cloudy, and a rich aroma of anise and fennel rose into the air.

"Doesn't that rot your brain?" Melody asked as the man began to prepare her glass.

"Only a little bit," he said with a wink. "The jury's actually still out on whether a little wormwood oil is enough to drive you mad; I suspect Van Gogh was a little off well before he met his green-eyed lover."

"It only kills the weak brain cells, right?" Tina said with a chuckle. "I'll give a chance."

"Then enjoy," the man said, bowing at the waist. "I'll be back in a bit with some snacks and menus. À ta santé!"

The absinthe had a rich, herbal taste that tickled the back of Olivia's tongue. She tasted notes of anise and fennel, spearmint and lemon. It tickled the tip of her tongue sweetly, but bloomed into a garden of mysterious flowers as she swallowed. She could certainly understand its allure, and with the faint air of danger it exuded, the little glass made her think of the wicked queen in Snow White: didn't she have a little skull dripping with a viscous green liquid when she made her poison apple? Olivia closed her eyes as the flavors filled her mouth, a swirl of color exploding behind her lids.

When she opened her eyes, Olivia looked up at the blue-trousered statue and was almost certain she saw him wink. She shook her head and then felt a pressure on her bladder.

"I'm going to go find the little girls' room," Olivia said as she pushed her chair back. Her head felt a little dizzy.

She followed a sign to a short hallway beside the staircase and found the yellow door of the ladies' room beneath a shaded light. It was a small bathroom, but much cleaner and cheerier than the dank little closet beneath Dude Revue had been.

When Olivia hiked up her skirt to sit, she felt the edge of her mask poking her hip. She took it out and turned it over in her hands; the pink ribbons dangled against her thighs and the black feathers were silky and smooth. She ran her fingers along the edge, and her mind flashed back to the moment she walked onto the stage, the light blindingly bright, and then the three men approaching her, guiding her to the chair. Her belly tingled at the memory, and she licked her lips remembering the taste of those three gorgeous cocks.

Three sharp knocks roused her from her reverie, and Olivia shouted, "Almost done, just give me a minute!"

She looked around and found the toilet paper hanging on cast iron stand a few feet away; she had to lean over to reach, almost sliding off the toilet. The three knocks sounded again.

"For god's sake, just a minute!" she yelled as she sat back with a section of paper.

The knocking didn't sound like it was coming from the door, though; it sounded like it was coming from the wall beside her. Olivia put her hand to the smooth green wall, and felt the vibration in her palm when the knocks sounded again.

She felt an urge to put on the mask. Olivia twisted the ribbons around her fingers and ran her hands over the green glass gems and black feathers on the front, then held the mask up so she could peek through the eyeholes. Taking a deep breath, she held the mask to her face, closed her eyes, and tied a bow behind her head.

When she opened her eyes, it seemed that the quality of the light had changed, becoming more shadowed and tinted a faint orange, as though a silk scarf were diffusing the glow of the bulb above the mirror. The knock came again, slower and heavier this time.

Olivia raised her hand and gave two nervous taps, and then after a pause, a third, more assertively. When there was no responding knock, she knocked again, three steady raps against the wall. She noticed movement behind the toilet paper stand and bent down toward it. There was a hole there she hadn't noticed before, about six inches in diameter and above ten inches off the floor.

She almost fell off the toilet seat in surprise when she saw a cock come through the gap, shaft hard and head a deep plum color. It made Olivia think of a snake probing a mouse hole in search of prey, and Olivia had to press her palm to her mouth to stifle a laugh. The way it shifted from side to side made it look like it was looking for something through its one narrow eye.

Olivia slid off the toilet and crawled over to the hole on her hands and knees. The cock twitched as she approached — it had an almost apprehensive air about it — and moved a little further out from the wall. She bent down and blew a gentle column of air across its head, making it shiver.

"Is this an absinthe hallucination?" she whispered to herself. She leaned closer, nose almost brushing its purple head, and inhaled; if it was a hallucination, it was affecting all of her senses, because it gave off a musky, almost sweet aroma.

Olivia took a deep breath and stuck out her tongue, grazing the tip. The cock shook, and she fell back on her heels in surprise. She ran a finger over her lips and tasted the salty droplet of pre-cum that she had captured from the head.

She knew she should run away, slam the door, maybe notify the red-headed man about this encounter. La Fée Bleue didn't seem like the kind of place that would have a glory hole. But something had become unstuck in her after the experience on that secret stage beneath the strip club, and Olivia wanted to see where this new surprise might lead.

I'll show you want it means to "go with the flow," Olivia thought, remembering her exchange with Tina their first day in the Big Easy. She sat and slipped off her panties, which had been looped around her ankles where she had dropped them, then went back down on all fours to look eye to weeping eye with the cock sticking from the wall.

It was not a familiar cock, not that she had a lot of experience with them. Yesterday's events had nearly doubled the number of cocks she was intimately familiar with: before the three men on the basement stage, there had been only four other penises in her life, and she had only sucked three of them. Olivia was surely no connoisseur of cock, but she had a much better sense now of what she liked.

And she was fairly sure that she liked this one. It appeared to be long — four inches stuck out from the wall, and there must be another two or three to account for the thickness of the wall. And it had girth: it fit through the hole, but just barely, letting no light leak through. The color was an even ruddy pink, a little darker toward the end than the base, and the head was a deep plum color. Olivia stared into its dark slit and watched a thin sheen of pre-cum rise up to the replace what she had licked off moments before.

She blew on it again and smiled when it twitched at the gentle puff of air. With her head bent to the side, she leaned close reached her tongue out to run along the wrinkled, sensitive skin along its underside. She heard a gasp on the other side of the wall, and repeated the movement, first more firmly, then as lightly as possible. The cock reared up as if suspended from the ceiling by an invisible thread, trying to point toward heaven.

Olivia opened her mouth as wide as she could and took the cock into her mouth. The head brushed her palate. She let her lips close around it, her mask almost touching the wall, and slid back slowly, dragging her teeth gently along its length. There was another gasp. Olivia repeated this move several times, feeling the blood pulse in the veins that became more pronounced as she teased the cock.

The flavor of the aroused penis was enticing, and Olivia's mouth began to water. Saliva dribbled down her chin when she pulled her head back; she wiped the spittle away, and then spread it around the head of the cock until it glistened in the dim light.

Olivia caught a motion in the corner of her eye, and turned to see another cock protruding from the wall, higher than the first. This one was pale white, like something that lived underground, and it was unfurling into the bathroom like a seedling just beginning to sprout. It hung from its hole, pink head pointing toward the floor, just out of Olivia's reach from where she crouched on all fours. She popped the first cock back into her mouth and sucked, hard and slow, letting the saliva build behind her lips, while she watched the new cock stiffen and straighten. There was intense groaning on the other side of the wall.

She couldn't reach the second cock with the first in her mouth, so she knelt closer to the wall, gripping the first cock in one hand and the second in the other. The new cock responded by swelling in her fist; she tightened her grip around it, watching the light pink head darken. Her saliva made the other shaft slippery against her fingers, and she stroked it slowly up and down, finding an easy rhythm.

Olivia tried to imagine the men on the other side of the wall. The first cock seemed to be at the height for a kneeling man; she pictured him with his knees spread apart, trousers pulled down, hips pressed to the wall. With a cock the length and girth of the one in her left hand, Oliva imagined that he must be a powerfully built man, with thick, hairy thighs and a broad chest; he probably had to squat to reach the hole.

The other man must be standing, his hip close to the kneeling man's head. She imagined him to be thin and tall and pale, hair so blond it was almost white, a hairless chest with prominent pink nipples that matched the head of his cock. Olivia raised herself up so she could reach the thin, pale penis above her and licked the head, bringing her lips over it until they met her fingers. She kept her left hand on the first cock, but just barely — she had to stretch to reach it.

She felt something brush against her bare knee, and looked down to see a third cock, at roughly the same height as the first and positioned between them. Olivia laughed at the absurdity of it, but also felt a tingle run from her toes to her clit.

The third cock was a fireplug, only a couple of inches protruding beyond the wall but fully filling its hole to where it seemed constricted inside its portal. It was a rich mahogany color, the head just a shade darker than the shaft, and it pulsed to a gentle beat.

She tried to make sense of the configuration of cocks and the men attached to them. There must be two men kneeling together, hips touching, while the third stood so close to the man in the middle that his balls must be practically resting on the kneeling man's head. Olivia laughed at this image, picturing the thin white cock's dangling testicles bouncing against the forehead of the owner of the thick, dark cock in the middle.

It was impossible to address all of the cocks simultaneously. When she knelt low enough to reach either of the bottom cocks with her mouth, she had to stretch to reach the higher cock. She could stroke the two lower cocks with her hands, or one lower cock and the higher one, but that would leave one penis starving for attention, and if there was anything she knew about penises, it was that they loved attention.

Olivia sat back on her heels, assessing the situation. She enjoyed the challenge of this ridiculous situation, and surely the men must as well. Though maybe they thought that Olivia had help on her side of the wall? Did they expect that if there were three cocks on one side of the wall, there ought to be three mouths on the other? She thought about hurrying back to the table to seek reinforcements, to let Tina and Melody know that she had bitten off more than she could chew, or at least swallowed more than she could choke down, but she didn't think that this was an adventure they were prepared to pursue. She hadn't told them about her strange experience below the Dude Revue — in part because she didn't think they would believe her, and in part because she was afraid they would — and she didn't think asking for help at the glory hole wall was the way to introduce them to the odd incidents that the mask somehow attracted.

No, she was going to take on this challenge herself, and the men would have to accept that their experience may not be quite what they expected. Though really, if a man is going to push his dick through a wall, not knowing who or what is on the other side, what kinds of expectations must he have to begin with? Olivia didn't think that she should be held accountable for a poor customer experience in this situation.

Her eyes darted over the three cocks before her, all throbbing to their own pulse, determining a strategy that would be to everyone's mutual benefit. The cock at the top, she decided, was the most challenging — too high for her to kneel, too low for her to stand, it had "chiropractor's visit" written all over it. The lower cocks were easier on her back, since she could service them on all fours; and she liked the look and taste of the first cock the most, the sweetness of its musk and the way it gleamed with her spit. She decided that she would focus on knocking the standing man's penis out of the way first, then alternate between the two kneeling men's cocks, and save the delicious first for last.

Olivia did, after all, like a good plan. And even more than making a plan, she liked executing a plan. With a grin on her lips and a tingle between her legs, she set to her strategy in motion.


Chapter 5

A knock on his door woke Ben; he rolled over and looked blearily at the clock on the nightstand — it read a few minutes after noon. He groaned and pressed his hands to his head, and found that Marilyn's panties were still wrapped around his fingers. They smelled of her musky scent, and also the ammoniac aroma of his drying semen that he had poured into them before falling into a troubled sleep shortly after dawn.

After Marilyn had disappeared, Ben scrambled to pull up his slacks and tuck his wilting cock away. His shirt was half unbuttoned, and with shaky fingers he tried to put it right, but ended up mis-aligning the buttons and holes. He shoved the mask into one pocket and the panties into the other and ran from the bar, not caring that the bartender and the couple at the bar stared after his flight.

He raced through the lobby, searching for Marilyn. In the elevator he jammed all the buttons, but could only get the ones for the fitness center on the third floor, his own room on the eighth, and the pool on the roof to light up when he pushed his key card to the panel. Ben didn't know which floor Marilyn's room was on — he didn't even know her last name — so he could only hope to stumble on her in one of the few places he could access.

She was nowhere to be found, though; it was as if she had simply vanished. If not for the panties in his pocket and lingering taste in his mouth, Ben could easily have believed that he imagined the entire encounter. But it was all too real — the taste of her lips and her cunt, the feel of her mouth on his cock, the tickle of her feathered mask against his belly when she swallowed his shaft — for it to have been a strange waking dream.

Ben had returned to his room exhausted but too aroused for sleep. He had tossed and turned on the bed, rolling in the sweaty sheets, and finally pulled Marilyn's panties from his pocket. With the damp cotton between his fist and his cock, he had stroked himself first to a fast and furious climax and then, because his erection refused to subside, a slower, more sensuous ejaculation. With cum cooling on his belly and the panties' musky scent against his face, he finally drifted into a sleep that was filled with dreams in which he chased a masked woman through the hotel's endless corridors, never quite able to catch her.

"I'll be right there," Ben groaned, almost falling as he staggered to the door. He shoved the panties under the pillow and grabbed the plush hotel robe from the hook on the bathroom door, pulling the belt tight to hide the flaking jizz on his stomach.

"You look like shit," said Kyle when he opened the door. Kyle pushed his way past Ben, and Zander followed close behind.

"You smell like shit, too," Zander said, wrinkling his nose. "Were you running a marathon?"

"I feel like I was," Ben croaked. His legs were like rubber, and he stumbled back to the bed. "I don't think I slept much last night."

"Well, it's a new day now," said Kyle. "Get cleaned up so we can grab lunch, I'm starving."

Ben groaned; the thought of food was singularly unappetizing.

"Let me hop in the shower," Ben said.

"Please do," said Zander. "We'll meet you in the lobby in ten minutes."

Fifteen minutes later, Ben was in the lobby. The shower had helped, but it hadn't fully revived him: his head still ached, his legs were still wobbly, and his cock was still begging for release. It had been all he could do to keep his hands from his erection during the shower, and it pressed uncomfortably inside his jeans when he made his way downstairs. He patted his hip to make sure the mask was folded safely in his pocket.

"You look like you need some of the hair of the dog that bit you," Zander said, throwing an arm over Ben's shoulder as they made their way out of the hotel and into the bright noonday sun on Canal Street.

"That might be true," Ben mumbled, though he wasn't going to tell Zander and Kyle the breed of dog that had actually bitten him last night: another glass of cognac wouldn't wash the taste of Marilyn's pussy from his mouth.

"I know just the cure, then," said Kyle, pulling a cartoonish tourist map from his pocket. He had circled a half dozen bars, most of them along Bourbon Street. "If you're not feeling better when we get to the end of this list, then we'll just have to start again from the top until you're on the mend."

By the third stop, where they watched a harried bartender explain to an irate middle-aged man that a properly poured absinthe would indeed take a good five minutes, but he could sling a big hurricane cup his way in two seconds tops, Ben was feeling much better. His head was numb, and the alcohol seemed to have a calming effect on his erection. He was still troubled by the memory of his strange encounter with Marilyn, but he was more willing to entertain the possibility that at least some of what he remembered was mingled with his dreams in ways that were impossible to untangle.

He was also feeling the effects of the alcohol on his bladder. Trying not to hop from foot to foot like an anxious toddler, Ben asked the bartender for directions to the restroom. The bartender looked up from the steady drip of the absinthe spot on the sugar cube suspended above a glass to nod toward a door at the back of the bar, and Ben hurried toward it with a quick wave to Kyle and Zander.

There was a steep wooden staircase behind the door, and Ben steadied himself on the railing as he clattered down. The door with the men's sign on it resisted his jiggling, and so did the one with the women's; the pressure on his bladder was intense, and he gritted his teeth, looking for someplace to wait for the men's room door to open or, failing that, a place where he could surreptitiously piss and run away. Surely the streets of the French Quarter ran yellow with urine during Mardi Gras week ...

He spotted a closed, unlabeled door a little further down the dank, dark hallway, and hurried to it. It yielded to his shove, and he hurried inside, relieved to see a dirty toilet squatting in the corner. Ben rushed to it, pulled his jeans and boxers down, and let the stream pour forth; it felt almost as good as the climax Marilyn had coaxed from his cock with her beautiful mouth.

It was only while he was tucking his penis away and looking for a place to wash his hands that he realized he wasn't alone. There was another man standing on the other side of the little room, his face to the wall. Ben noticed that his pants were pooled around his ankles, his bare ass exposed.

"Oh, man, sorry," Ben said, brushing his palms against his legs. "I didn't see —"

The man's head swiveled, and he looked at Ben with hooded eyes, parted lips turned up in a half smile.

"No problem," the stranger said. "I'm really close ... gonna be just a minute ..."

And then he turned his face back to the wall, and Ben noticed his hips were moving, as if he was slowly fucking the wall.

"Oh, shit," Ben muttered. He started toward the door, hoping to make a hasty retreat, and then stopped. He felt the mask pressing against his hip through his pocket, and he felt his cock stir. Ben sighed and took the mask out.

The stranger's thrusts were becoming more urgent. He had his palms and cheek pressed to the wall, breathing hard, oblivious to Ben's presence. When the man let a moan, face going slack and pelvis pressing hard against the sheetrock, Ben's cock made a sympathetic twitch.

"Oh, fuck," the stranger sighed, staggering back a step. Ben could see his cock, still hard, swaying as the man reached for his jeans, and he could see the waist-high hole in the wall, a crude sketch of a woman's mouth circling the black portal. "Fuck fuck FUCK, I needed that ..."

He raised a fist toward Ben as he walked by, fumbling with his fly; Ben lifted his fist in response and let their knuckles brush together, glad that the man hadn't extended a hand instead.

"Knock three times when you're ready," the man said with a grin.

"I ... who ... who is ... ?"

The man shrugged.

"No idea," he said, shifting his hips to finish zipping his fly. "Does it matter?"

No, Ben thought, feeling his cock throb inside his jeans. No, nothing matters at all ...

The second he heard the door click closed behind the stranger, Ben unzipped his jeans and stepped up to the wall. The rational part of mind screamed at him to stop, begged him to step away, conjured horrific images of teeth and knives and razors on the other side of the wall. But with the mask set on his face, purple ribbons tied tightly behind his head, the rational part of Ben's mind held no sway with him. All he could imagine looking at the dark hole and the crude drawing was the glorious feeling of his cock between Marilyn's lips, her tongue raking the length of his shaft as spittle dribbled down her chin. His cock was fully erect and leaking pre-cum the moment it was free.

Ben rapped three times, firmly, just above the hole, and waited. A moment later came three knocks in reply, and Ben guided his erection into the hole and waited, his heart racing.

He didn't have to wait long. Almost immediately, the sensations of warmth and wetness engulfing his cock overwhelmed him, and he let out a long, involuntary moan. He pressed his hands to the wall and his hips to the hole and breathed slowly and deeply as someone on the other side took his cock deep into their mouth.

He no longer felt in control of his behavior. Ben felt driven by need and desire ever since accepting the gift of the mask drove him forward. The old woman had warned that a mask could conceal, but also reveal; what did this mask reveal about him? How was it capable of exposing the darkest, dirtiest parts of his psyche, the things he had struggled to hide from the world and even from himself?

The rational part of Ben's mind begged him to pull the mask off and throw it to the dirty floor, to yank his cock from the hole in the wall and leave this squalid little cubicle. But Ben was not going to listen to that part of his mind, not now, not when the suction around his penis was increasing by the second and the tongue flicking across the shaft was finding nerves to excite that he had never known existed before now. He grasped his balls in his hand and moved his hips slowly back and forth, shamelessly fucking whatever face was on the other side. Was it a woman's face? A man's? Old, young, handsome, beautiful, hideous? It didn't matter; all that mattered was that the sensations were wet and warm.

Ben's balls tightened within his fist, and he felt himself passing the point of no return. He pounded his fist against the wall — once, twice, three times — and then erupted with his climax, pushing himself so hard against the wall that he was afraid he might punch right through it. His legs shook and he had to press his hands flat to keep from falling over with the force of his orgasm. The mouth around his cock never slackened — if anything, it sucked harder as he came, drawing every drop out of him.

As his climax receded, Ben pressed his forehead to the wall and slowly pulled his cock back from the hole. Cum and saliva dripped from the head, splashing onto the concrete floor between his feet. He felt dizzy.

Ben's breathing became more regular, and he felt his heart rate slow. He closed his eyes and let the post-orgasmic glow flow through him. Then he heard a knock from the other side of the wall — one, two, three.

Tentatively, Ben rapped back — once, then harder, twice, three times. He felt something brush his wilting cock, and looked down to see an erect penis protruding from the hole, its head an angry shade of purple and its foreskin stretched back. It quivered in an almost accusatory way, demanding Ben's attention.

The raps came again from the other side, slowly, insistently: one, two, three.

Ben took a deep breath and dropped to his knees, closed his eyes, and took the strange cock into his mouth.


Chapter 6

There wasn't enough absinthe in the French Quarter — maybe not in all of the Crescent City — to wash the taste of the faceless stranger's cock out of Ben's mouth, but he certainly tried his best. The flavor of anise and sugar mingled with the musk and salt of the stranger's cum; Ben was on the verge of gargling with rye whiskey by the time Kyle and Zander steered him back toward the hotel, propping him between them as he stumbled through the crowded, filthy streets.

It wasn't Ben's first cock, but it was his first in a very long time. In college he had experimented, initially with his teammates on the fencing team and then at secluded cruising spots at the end of the bus line that ran from campus to the lake. He was pretty sure he wasn't gay — he still slept with women, though he tried desperately to establish a relationship that would last more than a few months — but for a few years he was certainly obsessed with cock in a way that no exclusively straight man would be.

Ever since taking the job at the prep school, though, Ben had been on his best behavior. It was a conservative school, and would certainly cut him loose if he was caught hooking up with men, leaning on the "morals and conventions" clause in his contract. He stuck to dating women in public, and the occasional cam boy private room if he wanted to have a little peek at the forbidden fruit, even though what he really wanted was a taste.

When the man on the other side of the wall had knocked, Ben knew exactly what he was conjuring by returning the knock. It was an ancient spell he had cast a few times before at bus stations and rest stops. He didn't need the old woman's mask to understand what he was calling up, but maybe he needed the mask to have the courage to summon that silky, pungent demon.

"Rooftop pool in twenty," Kyle said as he helped Ben with the key card and guided him into his room. "We're gonna sweat it out in the steam room before supper."

Ben fell face first onto the bed and groaned as the door clicked closed behind him. Housekeeping had come while they were roaming the streets, and he lay on fresh, sweet-smelling bedding. He glanced toward the pillows and saw Melody's panties, still stained and wrinkled but folded neatly, and he made a mental note that he would have to leave a larger than usual tip and also avoid eye contact with the hotel staff.

He dug a clean t-shirt out of his bag, pulled his swim trunks down from the shower curtain rod where they had been drying, and made sure he had his room key in his pocket. Before he closed the door, he noticed the mask sticking out of the pocket of the jeans he had left crumpled on the floor. He bent down to retrieve it before stepping into the hallway and letting the door click closed behind him.

The steam room was exactly what Ben needed after swallowing what seemed like a gallon of booze and a pint of jizz. As soon as the sweat began to drip down his nose and the heat prickled his skin red and pink, Ben felt his head clear. There were bottles of water stacked outside the steam room door, and Ben sipped at one as he sat with a towel draped over his lap and his knees spread wide, Kyle and Zander on either side of him.

"You were down in that bathroom for a while," Kyle said.

"Tummy trouble," Ben said. "I think the beignets at breakfast disagreed with me."

"It looked like it might be kind of nasty down there," Zander said.

"Oh, you can't even imagine the half of it," said Ben. He closed his eyes and saw the angry, quivering cock sticking out of a hole in the dirty basement wall, and he tasted its tangy musk against the back of his throat. He sipped the water in his hand, which was quickly turning from cold to lukewarm.

They had been in the steam room about fifteen minutes when Zander tapped Ben's knee and said, "I think I'm cooked. I'm hitting the pool."

Ben nodded, eyes still closed.

"Ditto," said Kyle. Ben heard him standing up and making his way down the bleacher-like benches. "Don't stay in too long."

Ben raised a finger in acknowledgement and let the steam envelope him.

"Where is your mask?" asked a woman's voice beside him. Ben startled and looked around; he could see nothing through the steam, which had become thicker since Zander and Kyle had left.

"Who's there?" Ben asked. "Where are you?"

"Ton masque, monsieur," said the voice.

«Who are you?» Ben demanded in French.

«Your masque.»

Ben fumbled under his towel and found his pocket, pulling the mask out. He held it to his face and tied the silk ribbons behind his head. From out of the swirling steam, a shape formed, hazy at first but growing more distinct. A woman's form appeared, a towel knotted at her breast and draped over her lap, barely touching her thighs. She wore a mask of purple and green lace set with yellow glass gems, framed by a cascade of raven black hair. A playful smile danced across her scarlet lips, and she reached a hand out to rest on Ben's knee. Her nails were painted in alternating stripes of purple and green that matched her mask.

«Who are you?» Ben asked again.

«Your invitation, mon cher,» she said. She reached a hand between her breasts and untied the towel. «We are having a party tomorrow night, and would be honored by your presence.»

The towel fell away from her heavy breasts, shiny with steam and sweat, brown nipples firm. She crossed her legs, giving Ben a tantalizing glimpse of a thatch of black hair, and leaned her shoulder against his.

«Where is the party?» Ben asked.

She shrugged, letting the hand on her knee walk slowly up to his thigh. Ben felt his cock stir in his trunks.

«It is not hard to find,» she said. «Just be sure to wear your mask.»

She lifted her face to his and kissed his lips, and when Ben tasted lemon and anise, he was flooded with memories of his strange encounter with Marilyn. He put a hand behind her head and pulled her tightly to him; her breasts pressed against his chest, nipples stiff, and Ben's cock leapt inside its prison. The woman's hand slid higher, grazing his testicles, fingers tracing the shape of his shaft. Ben moaned and ran a hand down her naked back toward the top of her ass, fingernails scraping along soft flesh.

The woman pulled away, face flushed and eyes bright blue behind her mask. She laughed and squeezed his cock through his trunks.

«So, tomorrow night,» she said, flinging the towel casually over her shoulder. She stood and turned, evading Ben's grasp, and let out a laugh that sounded like gently chiming bells. The hot mist swirled around as she walked toward the steam room door, her round, firm ass rolling provocatively with her stride.

Ben stumbled as he rose from his seat, almost tripping over his feet, and hurried after her. He threw open the door, prepared to race across the deck so he could clutch her supple body to his, pull her down to the ground, and have his way with her. But the rooftop was empty when he stepped outside, the only trace of the woman a set of watery footprints that were drying in the evening breeze.


Chapter 7

Olivia lay back in the hot water and looked up at the dark, cloudless sky. She could see a few of the brightest stars struggling against the glow of the city below. The clamour of revelry in the streets sounded very far away from the gentle peace of the rooftop pool.

Her plan had gone more or less as she'd laid it out when she surveyed the three-cock challenge in the bathroom at La Fée Bleue. She had attacked the pale cock at the top with a furious gusto, hands and mouth working the shaft in a frenzy. Spittle dribbled down her chin, and she had pulled off her blouse and hung it on a hook on the door to keep from staining it, and while she socked the cock, she pinched her nipples to erection.

Olivia's efforts were rewarded with a low grunt from the other side of the wall and then a muffled roar as her mouth was flooded with cum. She gasped when the hot jets hit the back of her throat. The cock in her mouth quivered and shook and then retreated through its hole like a tortoise slipping back into its shell. She dabbed at her lips with her fingers, spreading the pearly seed that had dribbled out in the cock's departure, then dropped to her hands and knees before the remaining cocks.

Head low and elbows bent, Olivia alternated between the fireplug cock and its larger neighbor. She liked the contrasts between them: the shorter cock had a pronounced ridge around the head, while the longer had a smoother bulb on the end; she tasted salt and sweat on the larger cock, and a musky richness when she circled the shorter cock with her tongue. The feathers of her mask brushed the wall when she swallowed the shorter cock; the larger cock poked at the back of her throat before she could reach the wall with her nose.

She imagined the men behind the wall — they must be kneeling with legs touching, possibly entwined, for their cocks to be so close together. Did they know each other, or was this a strange and anonymous encounter for them, too? Were they lovers, perhaps? Olivia pictured them kissing as she sucked them in turns, their tongues tangling together and their hands roaming over each other's bodies. She balanced herself on one palm so she push her skirt aside and bring her hand between her legs, finding moisture spreading through her folds and her stiff bud pulsing against her fingers.

Olivia was focused on the longer cock, sucking hard, when she heard a muffled cry from the other side of the hole. She looked over to see the shorter cock jerk and then erupt, a long ribbon of cum shooting into the air. Olivia scrambled to it before the second pulse shot another stream, leaving the larger cock shiny and wet, and caught its spend in her mouth. The thick seed leaked from her lips and ran down her chin, warm and slippery.

Returning to the first cock at last, Olivia hiked her skirt over her waist and stroked herself with abandon as she bobbed her head up and down the thick shaft. As her arousal grew, she found she could take the cock deeper into her throat, and as it pushed deeper, she felt her clit stiffen more. It shivered in her mouth, and she heard a long, low moan on the other side of the wall as the cock released a creamy flood that surprised Olivia with its tangy sweetness.

Leaning against the wall of the hot tub, a refreshing breeze blowing across her face, Olivia could still taste the sweetness, and it brought a smile to her face. She had swallowed it eagerly, running her tongue around the head to gobble every drop, and was disappointed when the last bead dribbled onto her lips; she could have sipped at that nectar all day and not found satisfaction.

She did find satisfaction with her fingers, though, her forehead pressed to the wall as she rubbed at the needy itch between her legs. Her climax rippled through her and she gasped, choking back a cry. She fell back on her heels, skirt up around her waist and fingers tugging at her soft folds as the wave of orgasm receded. Only the first cock remained, slippery wet against the wall, going soft in the dim light.

Olivia heard another sharp knock, and her heart raced in expectation — could there be even more? But the knock came again, and she realized it was coming from the door behind her.

"Olivia?" Melody's voice called. "Olivia, are you still in there?"

"Yeah, yeah, I'll be right out," Olivia called, surprised at how hoarse her voice sounded. She scrambled to her feet, letting her skirt fall, and reached up for her mask, which was starting to slip. When she glanced back at the wall, the last cock was gone. She blinked when she removed the mask, and could see only faint smudges on yellow paint where the glory holes had been.

But they had been there, hadn't they? Olivia's head had been cloudy with with absinthe when she first closed the bathroom door behind her, but she had been lucid when those first knocks had sounded. And when she got back to the table, where Melody and Tina had already worked through most of the roasted oysters on the table and were looking over the menu, she still had the taste of that sweet nectar on her tongue — it had blended magically with the tart grapefruit taste of the paloma she ordered when the red-headed man returned. He had winked at her when he set the rosy glass before her, and she had blushed, checking with a finger that no traces of her adventure remained on her lips.

The hot water bubbled and flowed around her bare legs, warming her core. Melody and Tina had gone back to their rooms, preparing for another stroll down Bourbon Street, but Olivia had decided that she'd experienced enough adventures for one day, thank you very much; a long soak in her bathing suit under the stars was what she needed. But the churning water was making her tingle again ...

When she stretched her arm out along the deck around the hot tub, Olivia's fingers brushed her towel and felt the feathered mask underneath. She traced the fringed edge, touched the pink silk ties, and then pulled the mask loose. Almost without thinking, she set the mask against her face, eyes still closed, letting the ribbons dangle loose behind her.

Olivia heard a splashing sound and felt the water move further up her body, displaced by something entering the tub, and she sat up, eyes opening to look through the mask. A broad-chested man was settling into the water across from her, about six feet away. There was a parti-colored harlequin tattoo on his honey gold chest, which matched the Mardi Gras mask on his face: one half of the mask consisted of green feathers, the other of yellow, with purple beads running around the edges and dangling on his cheeks. His lips were turned up in a smile in his ruddy face that had an air of mischief. Olivia smiled back, then closed her eyes again, holding the mask in place with her fingertips.

She felt the water shift again, and opened her eyes to see that the man was sliding toward her along the underwater ledge on which she sat. Olivia looked around the rooftop pool area; she didn't see anyone else on the deck or in the water of the main pool, and her heart began to race with a mixture of fear and anticipation.

When the man reached her, she felt his hip against hers, and he leaned toward her, fingers taking the pink silk ribbons that hung from the back of her mask.

"We should tie this on, ma chère," he said, his voice as sweet and rich as the cloudy absinthe at La Fée Bleue. "We wouldn't want it to slip off."

"No, I suppose not," Olivia whispered. His fingertips brushed her cheek and danced across the back of her neck, sending tingles through her scalp.

Olivia's fingers reached out to trace the line of the harlequin's chin on the man's chest, and then along his chest. When her fingers neared his mouth, he gently pulled her fingers to her lips and kissed them, drawing more tingles from Olivia's nerves. His lips were warm and soft.

"What's your name?" Olivia asked, her voice cracking. There was something about sitting so close to his, their thighs touching under the surface of the water, that made Olivia tremble and gasp for breath.

He held her hand in both of his and kissed her palm. His tongue flicked across her skin and she let out a sigh.

"You may call me Le Soir," he purred. His voice was soft as a feather bed. "I have come to bring you an invitation."

"I ... see," Olivia whispered. His lips were drawing a line down to her wrist, and Olivia discovered that there was a direct connection from her wrist to nipples and then to the bundle of nerves between her legs, because everything in her body lit up at his touch.

"To a party," he said, lifting Olivia's arm above his head and kissing his way to her elbow.

"I like parties," Olivia said, her eyes fluttering as he kissed along her arm toward her shoulder.

She dropped her arm across his neck and pulled his face toward hers. His mouth tasted liked mint and fennel. When his tongue slipped past her teeth, Olivia saw flashes of green and gold behind her eyelids.

"Where ... where is the party going to be?" Olivia asked when his lips fell away from hers.

"Don't worry, ma chère," he said, running a finger from her forehead to her nose while looking into her eyes. His eyes were a deep blue, almost purple, behind his colorful mask. "We will find you when it is time."

Olivia pressed her palm against the harlequin on his chest, feeling the firm pulse of his heart. He kissed her lips again, hungrily, mouth open, and she slid her tongue past his lips, the herbal flavor of him making her dizzy — it was like kissing a glass of absinthe.

"What do I wear?" Olivia asked. She ran her fingernails gently across his chest, and when she saw his nipples stiffen under her touch she felt a tingle between her legs.

"Your mask," said Le Soir, leaning into her to brush his lips across the black feathers. "Anything else does not matter, it will not stay on for very long."

Olivia groaned and ran her hand down his chest and over his belly. When her fingers grazed his stiff cock, standing hard and pulsing in the swirling water, she let out a surprised gasp. His smile turned up at the corners as Olivia's fingers wound their way around the silky shaft and slid down to graze his heavy, hairless testicles. Le Soir ran his fingertips beneath her breasts, tracing the curve, and her nipples hardened against the wet fabric of her suit.

With one last, hungry kiss, his palm pressed to Olivia's breast, Le Soir pulled away — reluctantly, it seemed to her, as his erection slid free of her grasp — and climbed gracefully out of the hot tub. He stood on the deck, hands on his hips and cock pointing at the stars, water dripping from the head, and smiled down at her.

"Jusqu'à demain soir, ma chère," he said, then turned on his heel and walked toward the doors to the elevator. Olivia watched his muscular ass and let out a long sigh, imagining her fingertips digging deep into the firm globes as he lay on top of her.


Chapter 8

Ben was sitting on the little balcony outside his room, sipping a glass of sweet tea and reading his Napoleon III biography, when he heard a knock on his door. It was early afternoon, and the sounds of revelry were already rising up from the streets below. The plan for today was to catch some of the smaller evening parades in Uptown, and then see the torchlit Krewe des Vulcans as they wound their way down Canal Street.

But there was the other plan that wasn't planned, that couldn't be planned, and that made Ben's heart race with excitement and dread. «Tomorrow night,» the woman in the steam room had promised — or threatened? — and he was certain that somehow she would find him. He was determined not to try to find her, though; that didn't seem to be the way this strange game worked.

Ben set his book and glass down and went to the door. Zander was waiting in the hall with a broad smile on his face.

"Who's got two thumbs and tickets to the hottest Mardi Gras balcony?" said Zander, fanning out three purple and green strips of laminated paper.



The crowded streetcar lurched down St. Charles Street. Olivia hung onto the leather strap, squeezed between Tina and Melody, trying to look out the little windows at the passing trees and stately homes. Their streetcar trip a couple of days ago — it felt like weeks ago, after all the unexpected adventures! — had been much quieter, smoother, and more relaxing.

They planned to catch the confluence of a pair of parades that were crossing St. Charles near the same time, grab some dinner Uptown, and then take the streetcar back to Canal Street for the torchlight parades. It appeared that everyone else in the Big Easy had exactly the same plan.

"This better be worth it," Tina grumbled.

"The guidebook says it will be," Olivia assured her.

"And has the guidebook been right so far?" Tina asked.

Olivia shrugged. "Yes and no. It didn't know about that restaurant with the absinthe —" and the glory holes, she thought with a thrilling shiver — "but it hasn't given us any bad advice yet."

"Squeezing onto this streetcar seems kind of bad," said Melody.

Olivia craned her neck, trying to look around a bald, red-faced man who was blocking the closest window.

"We'll be off soon enough," she said, "we're just about to our stop."



After a late lunch, Ben, Zander, and Kyle walked down Canal Street toward the river, where the crowds told them a parade of some sort was likely to pass. Their tickets to the balcony and bar of the Creole Cocktail Canteen were until nine o'clock, so they had some time to kill.

Ben was on edge. Every person in a mask — and there were many, many people in masks roaming up and down the street in various states of inebriation — reminded him of his own mask, folded securely in his pocket. «Tomorrow night» echoed in his ears, and the memories of Marilyn, the glory hole, and the woman in the steam room blurred into a dream of debauchery.

The krewe passing up the street seemed to consist entirely of broad-shouldered, bare-chested men wearing tight leather pants and black leather bandoliers. Some wore silver crowns on their heads, some wore leather caps. There were men with dense beards, and men shaved and polished to a glistening shine. A few wore masks, some almost identical to the mask that the woman in the steam room had worn, and Ben felt a stirring at the sight of them. The leather daddies had never really been his type — Ben was drawn more to the preppie boys, the ones who looked and dressed like he did — but he could certainly appreciate the attraction of these buff, gruff, rough characters. He wondered what it would be like to have one take him over his knee and give Ben the paddling he no doubt deserved ...

Ben felt a hand on his shoulder and startled, reaching in his pocket for his mask, just in case. He turned and saw Marilyn, her black hair pulled back into a ponytail.

"Hey, Ben!" she said, having to shout a little over the rumble of the crowd and the pulse of the drum following the leather-clad marchers.

"Marilyn!" he said, feeling his pulse quicken.

"Hey, I just wanted to apologize for ducking out on you the other night," she said. "I was having a good time, honest, but the girls I'm traveling with came into the bar while you were in the bathroom and insisted ..."

Ben blinked, confused.

"While I was in the bathroom ..." he repeated.

"Yeah, you were taking a little while to get back," Marilyn said, "and I had to head out, but ... well, what are you doing tonight?"

While I was in the bathroom, Ben thought. He looked at Marilyn, dressed in denim shorts and tank top, and imagined her in the black gown with the high slit that had fallen away from her thigh when ducked under the table ... While I was in the bathroom?

"Um, my friend got us tickets to the Creole Cocktail Canteen balcony ..."

"Oh, super!" Marilyn said. "We're going there, too! I'll probably see you there!"

She gave him a smile and a wave before disappearing into the crowd; Ben watched her leave, admiring the swing of her ass. But ... if she left while I was in the bathroom, then who ...



The crowd was dense and deep near the streetcar stop, so they walked a little further down Charles Street. Olivia could hear music in the near distance: a brass band with a heavy bass drumbeat, accompanied by cheers and applause. Soon the parade swung into view as it rounded a street corner: two women in parti-colored harlequin costumes and masks led the way, carrying a purple banner with "Krewe des Bouffons" in sparkly gold script. Behind them was the band, horns swinging and feet stomping, all dressed in brightly colored kaftans that swayed around their legs as they marched. A purple pickup truck pulled the float on a trailer, a giant jester's head with a laughing face and masked eyes, with heavy bells dangling from the purple, yellow, and gold points that sprouted from its hat. The bells rang with a deep and almost ominous tone that made Olivia press her hand to her chest, feeling her heart thudding.

People in bright clothes and masks stood arrayed around the jester's head, waving and yelling and throwing beads to the crowd. Melody had insisted on a strict "no tits" policy, with a stern look at Tina, but it appeared that you did not in fact have to show your tits to get a fistful of beads tossed your way: the people on the float were a magnanimous group, happy to share their bounty of purple, gold, and green throws. Olivia laughed and clapped when Tina caught a long purple strand out of the air, and then bent to retrieve a string of purple from the grass on the boulevard.

As she stood, Olivia felt a hand on her shoulder, and she stiffened. A face leaned close to her ear, and she heard the whispered words, "La fête est ce soir, ma chérie."

Olivia spun and found the man from the hot tub — Le Soir — towering over her. He still wore his green and yellow mask, and his harlequin tattoo seemed to glow in the sun, but he wore a pair of purple harem pants and a pair of red slippers with curled toes. The same playful smile from the night before played across his lips, and he draped a handful of gold and green beads around Olivia's neck.

Before she could speak, he bent down and kissed her lips, the flavors of anise and lemon swirling again through her mouth, and she might have fallen to her knees if he hadn't put a steadying arm around her waist. And then he was gone, running into the street and disappearing into a crowd of marching jesters who followed the float.

"Well, well, well," said Melody, bumping Olivia's hip with hers. "Who's your friend?"

"I don't know," Olivia said, almost a whisper, pressing her fingers to her tingling lips. "I really don't know ..."



The Creole Cocktail Canteen had not one, not two, but three bars: a giant art deco space on the ground floor with gilt mirrors and polished brass laid out on dark wood; a no-nonsense wooden bar with a few stools and well-stocked shelves on the balcony level; and a chrome and steel homage to the Streamliner era on the rooftop, with green and purple neon casting a festive glow under the darkening sky. Ben ordered a French Connection from the downstairs bar — equal parts cognac and amaretto — and made his way up the circular stone stairs in the building's center to the balcony.

In the distance, south toward the river, Ben could see the faint orange glow of the Krewe des Vulcans' torches. He had seen pictures of this parade: men dressed all in black, red epaulettes on their shoulders, holding tall tallow torches that gave off as much some as light, followed by an antique red and black fire engine. Most of them wore full beards, many streaked with gray, and plain black masks across their eyes. Unlike the cheerful harlequins, fairies, and feathered Indians they had seen at the daylight parades, these marchers evoked mystery just on the edge of menace. Ben stood on the stone balcony, leaning against the cast iron railing, and watched the torchlight approach with a sense of dreadful anticipation.

He was sipping his cocktail, savoring the bite and burn of the liquor, when he felt a hand brush his shoulder. Ben stiffened and drew a sharp breath, images of the encounters of the last several days playing through his mind, and turned.

"I'm glad I found you!" Marilyn said over the din of the crowd milling about near the balcony. She had changed from her tank top and shorts into a green dress that fell just past her knees, cinched at the waist with a broad gold belt. Her black hair fell about her shoulders, and her lips bore a burgundy color that made her pale skin glow. In one hand she held a highball glass, and in the other a green and gold carnival mask on a silver stick. "It's so crowded here."

"It's apparently the place to be," Ben said, feeling decidedly underdressed. They had ducked into a menswear shop on the way back from the parade, but all Ben found to augment his casual vacation wardrobe was a pair of black slacks, a cream shirt, and a garishly purple and green tie that Kyle had told him looked "fun." He regretted now going for the "fun" look; Marilyn was simply stunning in her dress.

"So how are you liking your Big Easy adventure?" Marilyn said. She cocked one hip as she spun her mask, and Ben couldn't help but stare at her lush lips when she spoke.

"Oh, it's good, really good," Ben said. "Not quite what I expected ..."

"Same," she said, "though I'm not really sure what I expected. I thought there would be just one big parade, not a hundred little ones scattered all over the city; and the food and drink — so many flavors!"

Ben nodded, recalling the flavor of Marilyn's (not Marilyn's?) mouth, with the mingled tastes of anise and lemon, and of the musky nectar between her thighs. He felt his cock stiffening in his slacks, and he put his hands in his pockets to try to hide his growing erection. His fingers brushed the black mask that was tucked inside and his pulse quickened.

"What's been your favorite flavor so far?" Ben asked.

Marilyn tapped the mask against her cheek, wrinkling her forehead in thought.

"I liked that cocktail I had at the hotel bar," she said. "Sazerac, I think? It had cognac and absinthe and a twist of lemon. And we had some really good oysters at a little place off the beaten path, roasted with a sprinkling of lime juice. How about you?"

Ben wanted to say, You were the most delicious thing I've ever eaten, but he didn't dare. She clearly had no memory of their lovemaking — had it somehow been wiped from her mind? Or was the masked woman at the bar some doppelgänger apparition? A hallucination of Ben's fevered brain?

"This is pretty tasty," Ben said, holding up his glass and swirling the reddish-brown liquor so it caught the lights twinkling about the open balcony doors. "They make some interesting cocktails here."

Marilyn leaned close to him, holding her nose above his glass, and inhaled, eyes closed. Ben's cock stirred, recalling the expression on her lips when he had brought her to climax with his tongue.

The distant drums of the approaching parade were closer now, and when Ben looked toward the river, he could see the faint blur of the torches becoming more distinct.

Marilyn stepped closer to him, her hip grazing his, and almost without thinking, Ben let his arm fall against her hip and around her waist. When Marilyn didn't pull away, he pulled her gently closer, and she leaned against him, tapping his chest with the edge of her mask.

"Here they come," she whispered, and then went up on her toes to press her lips to his. "Tu as bon goût," she said with a grin when she pulled away, her dark eyes sparkling before she flashed the mask across her face.



They saw three parades before they started back to the hotel, the sun sinking behind them. There were fairies dancing in diaphanous gowns, jesters tumbling and prancing from float to float, brass bands marching and swinging. Olivia felt dizzy and excited from all the celebration, her ears numb from the cheering crowds.

"There's a torch parade soon," Olivia said.

She felt her notebook in one pocket, her mask in the other, and remembered the visit from Le Soir last night promising a party. He hadn't said that Tina and Melody were invited to this party; they didn't have masks, after all, and perhaps the mask was a ticket of sorts? Maybe she should find Madame Diseur-de-Vérité’s shop to secure masks for her friends?

Melody stifled a yawn with her wrist against her mouth and said, "I don't know if I'm up for another parade, Liv; I've been pushing it pretty hard."

"You just need a nap and a drink, Mel," said Tina. "The night hasn't even started!"

"If I take a nap now, I don't think I'll be getting up until tomorrow. Or the next day." Melody yawned again and laughed.

"Let's grab a coffee in the lobby," Olivia said, pushing the hotel's glass doors open. "We've got some time before the parade gets here."

Two coffees later, Melody was lolling on the sofa in the lobby, barely able to keep her head from the cushion, and Tina, despite her brave face, looked just as exhausted. The light outside the windows was waning, and Olivia could hear people outside on the street taking their places for the coming parade. She could feel rather than hear a rhythmic throb as if of a bass drum in the distance. Olivia touched her hand to her pocket and felt the feathers of her mask.

"I don't think I'm going to make it to the parade," Melody groaned.

"I'll escort you to the room," said Tina, her face twisting into a yawn. "And I might just crash out, too. Liv, you going to tough it out, or should we get up at dawn for beignets after a ridiculously bedtime?"

"I'm getting my second wind," Olivia said. The feeling of the soft feathers on her fingertips sent a shiver up her spine. "I think I'll check out the parade."

"Okay, but be safe," Melody said, pushing herself to her feet and shuffling toward the elevator.

"Don't worry about me," Olivia said. "I'll keep my wits about me."



"What did you say?" Ben asked, stepping back from Marilyn.

She smiled up at him from behind the mask.

"Tu as bon goût," she repeated with a lilting laugh in her voice. "Did I mispronounce it?"

"No, you said it perfectly," Ben said. "But I didn't know you spoke French."

"Your lesson last night was quite effective," she whispered, leaning against him. "I'm a quick study."

Ben's head spun. He put his arm around Marilyn's waist and she moved her mask aside so she could press her lips to his again. She tasted of bitter almonds and sweet vermouth.

"Look," Marilyn said, pointing to the street below. "The parade is here."

Ben turned his head and saw the smoking torches passing below the balcony, and heard the cheers as the marchers passed the crowd. The red detailing on their uniforms — the epaulets, the buttons, the red scarves that some of them wore — glowed in the flickering light.

But then Ben saw a dark current that ran across the parade, a ripple through the crowd and the marchers like wind through a field of rye. He pulled Marilyn with him as he moved to the edge of the balcony and looked down, puzzled.

"Put on your mask," Marilyn whispered in his ear.

Ben fumbled in his pocket and pulled out his mask, holding it to his face. The dark current, he realized, was a second parade, emerging from the shadows behind the rows of spectators. Men and women in black robes and dresses capered and stomped and spun as they made their way from one side of the street to the other, gracefully dodging among the marchers. They all wore masks — bright carnival masks, dark ribbons stretched over their eyes, solid white masks with faces split with laughter or twisted in grimaces of sorrow. When he took the mask away from his eyes, the dark dancers became shadows again; he held the mask to his face again and gaped at the ethereal parade made visible.

"Should we join them?" Marilyn said, her lips close to his ear, as she reached her fingers to the ribbon dangling from his mask and knotted it behind Ben's head.



Out of the street, Olivia pushed through the crowd, scanning the faces for Le Soir. He had promised to find her, but he hadn't said where. Maybe she should find him first?

The torch-bearing marchers filed past her on the street, broad-chested men in black tunics with red and gold buttons that glittered in the firelight. Their bearded faces were set with stony resolve, and they marched with eyes facing front, unwavering in their progress. There was something a little terrifying about them and their relentless stride.

Olivia felt something brush her cheek, and she lifted a hand to sweep it away, finding nothing. Then she felt something move past her arm, moving the air over her in its wake. She spun, but there was nothing to see. A finger slid across her shoulder and she jumped, waving her arms.

"Your mask," she heard Le Soir's soft voice whisper. Olivia wasn't sure if she was remembering his voice from their encounter at the pool, or if he was somehow whispering unseen into her ear, but she reached into her pocket and fumbled with the mask, finally pressing it to her eyes.

Swirling figures draped in black fabric spun all around her, ducking past the marching men and weaving through the crowd. Olivia gasped and let the mask slip, and the figures disappeared. She held the mask to her eyes again and watched in wonder as dancers spun gracefully among the Krewe des Vulcans.

"We should tie this on, ma chère," she heard a voice say behind her. "We wouldn't want it to slip off."

Olivia felt the mask pulled tight against her face, and felt fingers brushing the back of her head as they knotted the pink silk ribbons. She spun and found herself face to face with Le Soir, still in his mask and billowing pants, but barefoot now, his brightly painted toenails glowing green and purple in the firelight.

"What's happening?" Olivia asked, her voice week.

"We're on our way to the party, of course!" he said, lifting her hand above her head and giving her a spin. As she came to a stop, he tilted her backward until one leg lifted from beneath her and she leaned into his arm.

"Where is it?" she asked, looking up into his face as he leaned over her.

"Not far," he said, pulling her back to her feet and taking her hand in his. With a gentle tug, he led her into the crowd as more black-robed dancers pranced past them. "Not far at all."


Chapter 9

Ben had to run to keep up with Marilyn, who had thrown off her shoes as soon as they were outside the Creole Cocktail Canteen and was running barefoot through the crowds watching the Krewe des Vulcanes march by. She glanced back over her shoulder, black hair loose and flowing about her shoulders, and laughed.

"Hurry up, slowpoke!" she yelled back to him. "You don't want to miss the parade!"

Ahead of them he could see the black-draped dancers prancing and spinning down the darkened streets. There was a line of torch-bearing figures stretched across the street facing the approaching throng, as impassive as a wall of stone; the dancers wove through them, and Ben could hear their laughter on their air. As the dancers passed them, the torch-bearers turned their backs to Ben and Marilyn and followed the flight of the dancers with a steady stride. Ben and Marilyn fell in behind them, Marilyn squeezing Ben's hand as he struggled to catch his breath.

"Where are we going?" Ben gasped.

"To a party, silly," Marilyn said. She scampered ahead of him, pulling him by his hand. "To the biggest party of the year!"



Le Soir spun Olivia down the dark street until she was dizzy and giggling. Another man swept past them and took Olivia's hand, pulling her behind him while she grasped for Le Soir, who laughed as the stranger dipped her, his long-nosed blue mask brushing her cheek. More hands reached for her, tugging at her shirt and skirt, and suddenly she was hoisted into the air and she found herself astride broad shoulders, high above the dark cobblestones, laughing into the night air.

"Where are we going?" Olivia shouted down to Le Soir, who jogged alongside the tall man who was carrying her at a brisk trot through the dusk.

"I told you, ma chère," he called up to her, "to a party, the greatest fête of the year."

The parade of spinning dancers grew as they hurried through the dark streets, with torch carriers, stilt walkers, and a marching band falling into line behind them. Olivia looked back and saw the throng stretching down the street, the long shadows cast by flickering flames held aloft dancing alongside. She was at the front of the parade, riding the giant of a man beneath her like a queen being carried to her coronation. Olivia's laughter echoed through the streets and alleys.



Ben was out of breath and near collapsing when the parade came to a sudden halt. The brass band behind them that had playing a lively marching tune fell silent, and dancers ceased their spinning. Marilyn put her arm around Ben's waist and whispered, "Nous sommes arrivés."

In front of them, across a wide, dark street, were the iron gates of a cemetery. A chilly wind rose up from the north, and the cemetery gate clattered in the breeze. Bare trees loomed along the boulevard and threw twisted, grasping shadows against the ground. Ben shivered and felt his heart pounding in his chest.

A shirtless man wearing a jester's hat and red harem pants strode purposefully across the street and stopped at the gate. He looked back at the parade, and then up at the gate, and he rattled the heavy iron until it clanged loudly. With a mighty grunt he pushed until, groaning on its hinges, the gate swung into the cemetery, scraping against the flagstone walkway. The shirtless jester turned to face the parade, arms wide, and a cheer went up from the crowd. Ben was surprised to find himself cheering with them.

The music started again, a steady, pulsing march, and the parade surged forward, carrying Ben along with it whether he wanted to go or not. He felt a tingle in his scalp as they passed through the gate, as if the air were buzzing with electricity. The throng marched along the stone pathway between hulking white sepulchers and past stone angels twisted into poses of anguish and grief, stopping again when it reached a grand mausoleum ringed by an iron fence with wide stone steps leading up to a pair of iron bound wooden doors.

The jester mounted the steps, taking two at a time with his wide step, and reached up for a tarnished brass ring affixed to the door. Taking the ring in his hand, he gave three loud, sharp blows to the door, their report ringing through the quiet cemetery. After a moment, the doors groaned open, and the jester disappeared inside. The band began to play again, a quiet dirge now, and the parade surged up the stairs and into the dark portal.



When they were inside the grand mausoleum, Olivia's mount reached up to take her by the waist and lower her to her feet. He lifted her as though she weighed nothing at all, and she stumbled a little on the smooth stone floor, her feet tingling. Torches ringed a wide, high-ceilinged room, throwing an orange glow across a wide staircase that led down into darkness. Olivia couldn't see the bottom of the staircase — it seemed to disappear in blackness.

"Shall we, ma chère?" said Le Soir, offering Olivia his bent arm.

Olivia giggled nervously as she took his arm, wrapping her fingers around his biceps. Le Soir led her slowly into the darkness, one step at a time; she could hear the rest of the parade shuffling behind them.

After a few terrifying moments of blackness, during which Olivia feared she would step off into nothingness and fall forever, she saw a warm, flickering glow below them. As they neared the light, she saw that it came from candles, scores of them mounted on iron sticks or floating in great bowls or set into shallow alcoves in the stone walls of the room at the foot of the stairs. The floor was a green and white marble chessboard, and rich purple and gold tapestries hung between the flickering candles on rough-hewn stone walls.

Le Soir led her across the floor in a brisk waltz, taking her hand to spin her when they reached the center, dipping her low and bending to brush his lips against her cheek. Olivia sighed, her heart racing, and gripped his arms tightly in her fingers.

"Come," he said, helping her to her feet and taking her by the elbow. "I want you to meet my cousins."

He led her to one of the tapestries, a heavy lavender fabric with gold threads running through it that formed the shape of a jester's mask, and pulled it aside, revealing a narrow doorway in the wall. Candlelight flickered inside a dark room. Olivia held back, feeling trepidation at the dark space, but then followed Le Soir inside.

A large four-posted bed dominated the room, a brocaded crimson coverlet stretched across it and piles of purple, gold, and green pillows scattered about. A tall, shirtless Black man wearing sky blue harem pants and matching mask sat on the end of the bed. He looked up when Olivia entered, offering her a broad, bright smile.

"Cousin Midi," Le Soir said, leading Olivia to the man, "this is my special guest, Olivia."

"Enchantée," the man said, his voice a rich, velvety shroud that wrapped around Olivia's shoulders when he spoke. He took Olivia's hand in his as he stood, and he raised her fingers to his for a gentle kiss.

Olivia saw movement in the corner of her eye, and turned to see another man emerge, dressed in loose white pants and white mask. A bright yellow sun was tattooed on his chest above his heart, seeming especially bright against his rich mahogany skin. He stepped to Olivia as well, standing beside Midi, and bowed deeply.

"This is Matin," said Le Soir.

Olivia heard a noise behind her, and turned to see a third man, dressed in black harem pants and mask, stepping out of the shadows. His skin was a shade darker than Midi's, almost blue in its depth, and eyes sparkled behind his mask.

"Minuit," Le Soir said, stepping aside so the third man could take Olivia by the hand. He knelt before her, holding her palm against his cheek and then turning to kiss her hand, sending a thrilling jolt up Olivia's arm.

Le Soir stood behind her, his hands on her hips and his lips against her ear.

"You are la reine de la fête," he whispered, "and the mistress of our hearts."

Olivia sighed and leaned back against Le Soir, lifting her arms to wrap around his neck and pull him closer. He nuzzled her throat and brought one hand across her belly, slipping below her shirt. She gasped when she felt lips against her navel, and looked down to see Minuit pressing his mouth to her flesh. A jolt of desire shot through her and she felt her nipples stiffen.

Matin and Midi approached, standing on either side of her, stroking her hair and kissing her cheeks. Minuit's fingers, long and supple, found the zipper on the side of her skirt and gave it a quick, sure tug. Her skirt fell in a puddle around her ankles, and she felt cool air brush her warm thighs. Le Soir, meanwhile, lifted the hem of her shirt above her ribs. Matin and Midi helped him pull her hair free and hold her mask in place as he lifted the shirt over her head and dropped it beside her skirt.

"I told you it didn't matter what you wear tonight," Le Soir whispered, "because it won't stay on long at all."

"I suppose not," Olivia sighed.

Fingers brushed her breasts from above the cup of her bra, and a tongue traced the line of her panties' waist band, warming her skin. Matin knelt beside her and lifted her foot free of her skirt, and she leaned back into Le Soir's arms for balance as Matin raised her leg and kissed from her hip to her knee, tickling her with his tongue.

Le Soir's fingers found the clasp of her bra, and the moment her breasts were free, Midi was at them, licking and stroking, sucking her nipples until they stood hard and wet. Minuit and Matin pulled at her panties, slipping them over her ass and past her knees. She shivered at their gentle touch, and at the warm puffs of breath that blew across her mound as they inspected her with their expert fingers.

Olivia moaned when Minuit's long, flexible tongue ran a line through her delicate folds, drawing nectar when it grazed her stiffening bud. She almost collapsed when Matin slid a finger between her coral lips while Minuit kissed his way across her core, and Le Soir let her fall back into his arms.

He carried her to the bed and laid her gently on the coverlet; she lay back, arms and legs thrown wide, cradled in a nest of pillows. Le Soir climbed onto the bed beside her, lying so he could nuzzle her breasts, while Minuit stood at the foot of the bed, smiling approvingly at her presentation. With a fluid motion he tugged his harem pants down, and his thick cock, curved like a scimitar, sprang out before him. Olivia licked her lips at the sight of its mahogany shaft and velvety head.

While Minuit mounted the bed and stretched out with his face between her legs, licking and kissing toward her slickness, Matin and Midi removed their pants as well. They knelt on either side of Olivia's head, and she reached out to grasp their shafts and pull them down to her mouth.

"La reine de la fête," Le Soir sighed into Olivia's breasts while Minuit's lips locked around her clit and sucked the sensitive nub past his teeth. Olivia groaned around Matin's shaft, tasting the sweet and salty tang of the droplet of pre-cum that leaked from the tip, while her hand stroked Midi's.



"This place is amazing," Ben whispered.

Marilyn laughed, squeezing his arm as she led him on a circuit around the candlelit room at the base of the stairs beneath the mausoleum. He marveled at the intricate patterns woven into the tapestries hanging from the walls, at the faceted crystals dangling from the chandelier on the ceiling that threw rainbows of light into the shadows. The space was filling with people, and the hum of laughter and conversation bounced off the walls. He heard the tinkling of glass, and looked behind him to see a woman wearing a black mask, black tuxedo, and red sash emerge from behind a tapestry bearing a tray laden with champaign flutes. Masked revelers plucked the glasses from the tray and gave the woman in the tuxedo pats and kisses in thanks; she sighed in response, and disappeared again behind the tapestry when the glasses were gone.

"It opens up just once a year," Marilyn said, "just for this night of delight and debauchery."

"Debauchery, eh?" Ben smiled down at her and licked his lips. "What kinds of debauchery?"

"Oh, all kinds," she said, walking around him with her fingers sliding across his chest, his shoulders, his back. "Mardi Gras night is short and Lent is long, we have many appetites to satisfy before our forty days of deprivation commence."

"For instance ..." She paused in front of his and ran her hands up his shirt, working at the buttons with her fingers as she went until she could slide a hand inside against bare skin. Ben felt his nipples harden against the stiff cotton fabric. "Our diet will be so limited during our fast that we need to eat our fill tonight."

She pulled his shirt tails loose and then knelt in front of him, hoisting her skirt up so it pooled around her knees. Her fingers pulled at his belt, slipping the buckle open, and then found the button and fly of his slacks. Marilyn gave his waist band a tug and pulled his trousers past his knee, then nuzzled her cheek against the thick bulge behind his shorts.

"I'm hungry," she said, looking up at him, eyes bright. She had dropped her mask beside her, and she appeared to be the only maskless person in this place. The nudity of her face aroused Ben almost as much as her teasing touch along his covered shaft. She bunched the fabric of his shorts in her fists and give it a tug, freeing his erection.

Ben watched in wonder as Marilyn lifted his cock with her fingers and licked the underside from the balls to the head, swirling her tongue around the ridge, and then swallowed the knob between her lips. He glanced around, suddenly remembering that they were not alone in this space. Some people were watching them intently from behind their masks, while some seemed oblivious to the action.

And some others were engaged in similar behavior themselves. He saw men leaning against the walls while men and women knelt before them, making their hard cocks shine in the candlelight; he saw a woman with her skirt hiked above her waist straddling the face of a man who lay on his back on the floor; he saw a woman suspended between two men, her dress in a pile below her, bare legs wrapped around one man's waist while the other pressed his hips against her from behind. Ben closed his eyes and tangled his fingers in Marilyn's raven hair.

Suddenly he felt a second tongue on his shaft, and he looked down to see a masked, shirtless man kneeling beside Marilyn. He was unzipping Marilyn's dress with one hand, stroking Ben's ass with the other, and trading licks along his shaft, his tongue jostling with Marilyn's for dominance.

Ben unknotted his tie and finished unbuttoning his shirt. He shrugged his shirt off and rested one hand on Marilyn's head, the other on the man's. His cock shone in the dim light, slick with spit and quivering under his lovers' touches.

He felt lips against the back of his neck, and turned to see another man standing behind him. Ben reached for the stranger's head and pulled him firmly to his mouth. Their tongues tangled while the man ran his hands over Ben's chest and pressed against his back. Ben could feel the man's hard cock through his slacks pressing against Ben's bare ass.

When Ben looked down, he saw that a red-haired woman had joined Marilyn and the man kneeling before him. Marilyn held the woman's hair back while she swallowed Ben's cock, nose brushing the brush of stiff black hair below his belly, and he shuddered at the warm pressure of her throat around his shaft. He reached behind himself to stroke the standing man's cock, fumbling with the buttons and fly until the man pulled his pants down and rested his heavy cock between the cheeks of Ben's ass.

A crowd was beginning to gather around him, mesmerized by Ben and his quartet of lovers. He smiled at the masked figures sipping from champaign flutes. A naked, wide-shouldered man stroked his massive cock while watching Marilyn lick Ben's shaft. Ben met his eye, and the two smiled at each other.

Marilyn stood, her dress falling to the floor. She walked behind him, standing next to the man who was sliding his shaft up and down against Ben's back. Marilyn put a hand against the man's cock, holding it firmly against Ben, and used the fingers of the other hand to turn his face toward hers. Her tongue pushed past his lips, and he shivered.

"We need to pay a visit to la reine de la fête," Marilyn said, her hand sliding over Ben's chest and belly and coming to rest on his slippery cock. She gave it a firm tug, dislodging it from the kneeling man's mouth, and guided him toward one of the tapestries on the far wall. Marilyn raised her hand and pushed the heavy drapery away, revealing an opening into a room behind the wall.



Ben's eyes adjusted slowly to the nearly lightless room. Candles in the corners were the only illumination, throwing flickering shadows across a large bed in the center of the chamber. Ben sensed movement before he saw it, and when he could see more clearly, he gasped in surprise.

A blonde-haired woman wearing a black feathered mask knelt on all fours, her face toward the foot of the bed and her hips raised high. A black-skinned man with a yellow sun tattooed on his chest hovered behind her, hands on her ass, his hips pounding against her. Each time his hips smacked against her, she let out a gasp which was muffled by the long, slender cock of another man who stood on the floor beside her.

Two more men lounged on the bed beside the woman, stroking her haunches and turning their fingers through her hair. Their cocks glistened in the dim light, resting against their thighs. When they saw Ben enter, accompanied by Marilyn and the red-haired woman, they smiled in welcome.

"Who is that?" Ben whispered to Marilyn. She was unhooking her bra, letting it fall down her front. Her small, firm breasts emerged, and Ben reached out to gently stroke them, tugging at the nipples.

"I told you," Marilyn said, slipping out of her panties and walking to the end of the bed. She stood behind the man there, cradling his balls while the woman gobbled his shaft. "La reine de la fête — queen of the feast."

Ben stood behind Marilyn, nibbling at her shoulder and pressing his cock against her back. He watched in fascination as the woman on the bed shuddered, eyes squeezed shut, her mouth working soundlessly around the cock before her. Marilyn's fingers wrapped around the base of the shaft and stroked slowly up and down while the woman sucked.

The man standing between Marilyn and the woman on the bed suddenly stiffened and shook, and then he stumbled back into Marilyn's arms. His cock came free of the woman's mouth, and a trickle of semen dribbled from her mouth. Ben noticed that there was a pearly streak of cum running from her ear to her cheek, and a pool shimmering on her back.

Marilyn knelt and took the woman's face between her hands, kissing her with an open mouth, sucking at the cum dribbling from her lips. The red-headed woman stood behind Ben and stroked his cock, resting her cheek against his back.

The woman on the bed shuddered again and let out a roar, then fell forward and rolled to the side. The man behind her dropped to his knees, slick cock in his hand, and let fly with an eruption across the woman's hip. She rolled onto her back, gasping, and ran her hand across her belly, smearing the warm seed above the tangle of blonde hair on her mound.

"Wouldn't you like a turn?" the red-haired woman whispered into Ben's ear. She took him by the cock and led him to the bed.

Ben stood beside the bed, looking down in wonder at the woman. She lay panting on her back, arms thrown wide, legs akimbo. Her pussy glistened wetly, lips pink and shiny, hair twisted and damp. She smiled up at Ben and raised a hand in invitation.

The men on the bed closest to him moved to make room for him as Ben climbed up, heart pounding. She lifted a leg to let him move closer, and he knelt between her thighs, cock quivering above her. The smell of her musky sex filled his nostrils.

"Are you just going to stare at me," the woman asked, "or are you going to fuck me?"

Ben's cock throbbed and he made a groaning sound in the back of his throat. The red-haired woman knelt on the bed behind him and pressed against Ben's back until he lowered himself, a hand on either side of the woman. The woman behind him took his cock in her hand and played it up and down against the slick, soft pussy before him, before pushing his hips forward until he sank deep into her.

"Very good, Ben," Marilyn whispered into his ear. She rested a hand on his back while stroking the woman's belly, spreading the seed her last lover had scattered toward her breasts. "Make love to our queen, worship her body."

Ben grunted, gritting his teeth to hold his climax at bay. His every nerve sang with arousal. The woman below him moaned and panted, legs thrown over his back, heels tapping his ass as he fucked her.

The man with the sun tattoo knelt beside the woman, and she turned her head to take his cock into her mouth. Ben bent forward until his lips were against the cock as well, tasting the musk of her cunt and the salt of his spend on his tongue. They took turns sucking the swollen, velvety head while Ben's hips pushed against the woman's groin. He felt the gentle ripple of a climax race up and down his shaft as the woman shook, and he wondered how many climaxes she had experienced already. The shuddering squeeze of her channel around his cock felt like a blessing, a benediction of pleasure on this night of debauchery.

"You should fill her," Marilyn whispered, biting Ben's ear. "You should empty your seed inside our queen."

Ben shook while the woman beneath him clutched his shoulders, digging her fingernails into his skin. The cock slipped from his mouth and he buried his face against the woman's flesh. He reached down to cup her ass while he thrust, and bit at her shoulder as he fought back his climax. Marilyn nipped his ear with her teeth, and that was more than Ben could take. With a roar he let his seed fly, and he quaked from head to toe on top of her as he surrendered to his pleasure.


Chapter 10

When Ben awoke, he was naked, but not alone. He heard slow, steady breathing beside him, and rolled onto his side to see a woman face down on the bed, long blonde hair fanned across her back, eyes closed, mouth slack. She was the woman from the fête, he was pretty sure, maskless now, the lips that he had last seen contorted in pleasure relaxed with sleep.

There was light coming through the window above the bed, falling across the woman's naked back. He blinked and looked across her hip, seeing the familiar shape of his suitcase, clothes spilling out of it, in the corner. Somehow, he was no longer on that crimson bed in the candle-lit mausoleum; somehow he was back in his hotel room, with this stranger (who was hardly a stranger, if his blurry memories were at all accurate) asleep beside him.

He wondered for a moment where the mysterious Marilyn had gone, and the red-haired woman, and all the men who had been making love to this beauty stretched out in his bed, this reine de la fête. The room was quiet except for her soft breathing, and the quiet buzz of traffic on the street far below.

He reached out his hand and gently brushed her hair from her shoulder, revealing the purple bruise his lips and teeth had left there when he had reached his shuddering climax. Her skin was soft, slightly damp still from the sweat that had slickened her during their wild bacchanal. His fingers traced a line along her spin, nails scraping her skin, to the cleft of her bare ass. There were marks there, too, faded purple bruises where fingers had squeezed and pinched and clutched in passion. Whose fingers? There had been so many fingers ... Ben gently traced the edge of one of the love marks; surely he had left some of these traces while he rode her.

The woman stirred and stretched a little, and a small smile played across her lips. Emboldened, Ben put his palm to the globe of her ass, pressing the soft swell of the curve where it met her leg. He moved closer to her on the bed and looked into her sleeping face, so peaceful in repose. His lips brushed her forehead.

The woman's eyes shot open, and she let out a gasp. In a flash, she rolled away from him and clutched the rumpled sheets to her chest, hair falling in tangles around her face.

"Who are you?" she yelled, voice hoarse. "What are you doing here?" Her eyes flashed around the bed. "Get out of my room!"

Ben laughed and reached a hand toward her knee; she pulled away from him, cowering against the headboard.

"I'm Ben," he said, extending a hand toward her. "And this is my room."



Olivia was in the middle of the most delightful and delicious dream. She floated in the rooftop hot tub, the stars twinkling gold and silver far above her, while the water caressed her skin. Her body had never been so relaxed, so free of tension; she felt that she was as one with the warm water, her skin and bones and sinews become liquid. Her breathing was the gentle pulse of the universe, the inhalation and exhalation of the constellations above her flowing through her lungs.

Le Soir floated beside her, supporting her head against his chest. He ran delicate fingers through her hair, and placed tender kisses against her brow. She sighed and stretched and lazily opened her eyes.

The man beside her was not Le Soir. He was a stranger, dark-haired and dark eyed, his skin ruddy with sleep, a smile on his lips and his hand on her naked ass. Heart racing, Olivia threw herself away from him and pulled the sheet that had been wrapped around her up to her breasts.

"Who are you?" she yelled. "What are you doing here?" She looked around the bed at the brightly lit room, disoriented. Somehow she had woken into what appeared to be the hotel. "Get out of my room!"

The man laughed, sitting cross-legged before her. He was naked, too, his half-hard cock resting against his thigh. He made no effort to cover himself; she was both aroused and frightened by his shamelessness.

"I'm Ben," he said, extending a hand toward her. "And this is my room."

Olivia took his hand in her trembling fingers. There was something familiar about the feel of his skin. She traced his knuckles and ran her fingers over his thumb, opening his palm as she turned his hand over. The lines across his palm looked like the gentle bends in a meandering river, and she ran a thumb along them.

"How ... where ... ?" Olivia blinked her eyes.

"I have no idea," the man — Ben — said, still smiling. He reached a hand under the pillow beside him and emerged with a black mask, its delicate lace wrinkled, white beads like stars ringing the eyes. "I think this might be part of the story."

Olivia felt her face flush and her heart skip. She hadn't recognized the man, but she certainly recognized his mask. Images swirled in her mind — flickering candles, sumptuous satin sheets, hands and mouths caressing and kissing her, and that mask, the glass gems sparkling, on the face of a man who was riding her toward ecstasy.

"Oh god," she whispered, dropping the man's hand and bringing her fingers to her lips. "Oh god, what ... what did I do?"

The man laughed again, and stretched the mask across his eyes. He reached behind his head to tie the crimson ribbons that dangled from the mask into a loose bow. Olivia watched the muscles in his shoulders when he raised his arms, and had a flash of recognition — she had gripped those shoulders in her passion, digging her nails into the flesh as her orgasm took her. She could still see the half-moon dents in his skin.

"If my memory serves," Ben said, "you did a lot. And so did I." He reached a hand again for her knee, and this time she didn't flinch; she let his fingers circle her knee and slide up her thigh. "Do you have a name?"

"Olivia," she croaked, her throat tight.

"Olivia," he purred, leaning toward her.

His lips brushed hers, warm and moist, and she met his tongue with hers as he pressed against her. Olivia let his weight guide her back down onto the bed, and she brought her hands along his back as he lay on top of her, his lips exploring her throat. What her brain didn't remember, her fingers did, and she found the familiar paths they had roamed from spine to shoulders in that crepuscular chamber of desire.

Ben's mouth grew more insistent as it traveled lower, teeth nipping at the soft flesh of her breasts, lips sucking at her stiffening nipples. Olivia moaned when he reached her belly, tongue dipping into her navel and hands stroking her breasts, and she threw her arms wide. Her fingers brushed feathers, and she glanced over to see the black fringe of her mask tangled in the sheets.

She ran a fingertip along the edge of the mask, smoothing the ruffled feathers, as Ben's mouth grazed her mound and his tongue lapped at the delicate skin where her leg met her hip. He nuzzled his way down her leg, nipping gently at her thighs, while his fingers toyed with the damp and tangled curls between her legs. When his breath blew warm and soft across her sensitive folds, Olivia let out a moan and brought the feathered mask to her face.



Ben looked up over the curve of Olivia's belly and smiled when he saw the black feathers of her mask glittering in the morning sun. Her fingertips held the mask in place, and he could see her green eyes sparkling behind the dark holes.

She quivered at the puffs of air he blew across her dampening folds, and she let out a groan when he grazed them with his finger tip. He watched patiently as she opened before him like a flower bud, revealing the coral pink within. His tongue found the dribbling nectar and spread it across her nether lips, eliciting another deep groan from Olivia.

Ben pressed his mouth to her cunt, and Olivia brought her thighs against his cheeks. His mask scraped against her belly as his lips worked up and down, grazing the stiffening bud of her clit and drawing her rich, musky taste into his mouth. The swirling flavors made him dizzy with desire.

With a moan, Olivia grasped Ben's hair and tugged. He pulled away reluctantly, desirous of her aromas, and slid up her body, licking as he went. A trail of her juices spread across her belly and breasts where Ben's mouth traveled, glowing in the sunlight falling across the tousled sheets.

He slid into her easily and quickly, piercing her to the hilt, and her eyes rolled backward behind her mask as he began to thrust. Ben held Olivia's face in his hands and looked down at her mouth, twisted in delight. His fingers slid beneath her head and found the silk ribbons that dangled from her mask, and he slowed his pace so he could affix them in a knot against her golden hair.

And then, her mask secure, Ben fucked Olivia with long, powerful strokes, riding high and hard.



Ben filled Olivia completely. His shaft stretched her open and she felt the silky head deep in her channel. She threw her legs over his back and dug her fingers into his shoulders, urging him on. He needed little encouragement to quicken his pace.

Olivia closed her eyes. Images of her adventures flashed through her mind: the chair on the stage where she had been so expertly devoured by three men; the wall of hard, glistening cocks; the parade to the cemetery, where she whirled and danced like a dervish; the great bed in the mausoleum where she was worshipped by so many lovers. The plans she had laid out ahead of the trip — the plans she had formulated all her life, checklists and calendars, the blueprints of her days and weeks and months — crumbled away, and there was only now, the urgent now of Ben's cock and mouth and hands. She felt an orgasm tightening her belly and stiffening her nipples, and when she came, she screamed into Ben's open mouth, releasing everything into that shuddering climax.

He raised himself up with his hands on either side of her, grinding his hips into her. An electric buzz ran from her hard clit to her scalp when she felt his groin push against her, and she dug her fingernails into her shoulder and pushed with her thighs until he toppled over onto his back, rolling her on top of him.

Olivia felt like a queen on her throne straddling Ben's waist, looking down at his mouth gasping for air. She raked her nails over his chest, tweaking his nipples with her thumbs, and began to ride him with a slow and steady rocking motion. His hands fell to her ass, his fingertips digging until they found muscle, and she pressed back into his hands as her movements became faster. She felt sweat trickling between her breasts.

Ben's breathing was becoming erratic, and he began to lift his hips to meet hers. Olivia pressed her hands against his pelvis, holding him down so she could control the fucking. A smile broke across her face when she saw the strain in Ben's eyes; the twitching of his cock inside her told her that he was close and he was trying to hold back from his climax.

She brought a hand to their junction, circling his pulsing shaft with her fingers, and leaned forward until her breasts brushed against Ben's chest. He lifted his hips, forcing her mouth to his, and let out a roar. Olivia felt his hot seed explode in her, the warmth spreading to her belly as his twitching cock erupted. The tingling in her clit drove her on, and she fucked herself to another climax as Ben's cock shuddered and softened.

A pool of nectar and seed spilled onto Ben's belly when Olivia lifted herself free of his shaft and lay against his side. She ran her fingers over his chest, feeling his pounding heart and gasping lungs, and licked at the salty sweat against his neck. He turned his head to hers and kissed her, fingers brushing against the feathers of her mask and the silk of her hair.



When Ben woke next, he was still naked, but also alone. He reached out for the place where Olivia had lain, but found only the rumpled sheets, still warm but cooling. He sat up and looked around the room. Her feathered mask lay beside the pillow, pink silk ribbons bright against the bedding.

Ben touched his own face, finding his mask still tied. He reached behind his head and loosened the ribbon, then lay his mask beside Olivia's.

He heard water running in the bathroom, and slid from the bed to investigate. Steam billowed out when he pushed the unlocked door open; his reflection in the mirror was a dark shadow beneath the fog. He stepped through the door and closed it behind him.

He could see Olivia's shape through the pearly glass of the shower door. She stood under the water, head back, letting it course down her back. Ben watched her shape as she lathered her hair and ran her hands over her body, and felt his cock twitch.

Olivia gasped when he slid the door open, making a rasping noise on the track, and stepped into the shower beside her. He took her into his arms, hands resting on her ass, and she leaned into him. Soapy water ran down her arms and onto Ben's belly.

"You forgot your mask," Ben whispered into her ear as he pushed her against the shower wall.

Olivia sighed, throwing her arms around his neck. The hot water coursed over his shoulders as he leaned into her, mouth soft against her throat. She ran her fingers through his hair as he nibbled at her sensitive skin.

"I think the masks have served their purpose," Olivia answered, pressing against him and hooking her knee behind his waist. His cock, fully revived, bounced against her ass. "I want to explore the mysteries beneath them now ..."


If you enjoyed this erotic Mardi Gras adventure, don't miss the companion story Matin, Midi, Minuit:

Her visit to New Orleans was supposed to be the start of a romantic honeymoon, but instead Jenny finds herself alone and heartbroken in the Big Easy on the eve of Mardi Gras. A strange gift she receives in a secluded magic shop may hold the key to unlocking her heart and body to lusts beyond her wildest dreams, allowing her to move on from sorrow to erotic discoveries she never conceived possible.

Sign up for my newsletter and get this sexy story free: Erato and Morpheus:

Patrick gives his wife gifts of erotic pleasure, and she responds with the gift of her stories. Tonight, Patrick outdoes himself with a lavish and sumptuous experience of sensuality with four lovers at her service.
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Mapping the Boundaries of Love

A Dip in the Lake - Can Phil and Jessie contain the forest fire that their passion ignites? Or will one erotic night burn the map to love that they thought they were following on their separate journeys?

Off the Leash - Their girls' weekend getaway turns steamy when Petra, Madeline, and Casey discover their hotel is hosting a swingers' convention; what boundaries are they willing to cross?

Madeline's Awakening - What is Madeline willing to risk to make her filthiest dreams come true?

Casey's Story - The wild weekend at the casino awakens memories and passions from Casey's past

The Contours of Desire - Petra, Phil, and Jessie come to terms on the icy shores of Lake Makanogin

The Fox Run Swingers Club

Mia's Patio Playtime - A bad batch of potato salad leads to a good time when Mia hosts a special cookout for four guests

The Betwixtmas Switch - Vanna and Roger learn the swinging way of life from Mia and Bobby and their friends

A Touch in the Dark - join the gang for a spooky, sexy haunted house experience

Winning With the Wildcats

Cassie Clears the Bases

Pitchers and Catchers Report

Designated Hitter

Cassie Keeps the Curfew

All For One and One For All

Crammed at the Christmas Craft Fair - Vickie gets more than she bargained for when she takes over her sister's table at the holiday bazaar - Cade, Ben, Mitch, and Maria are expecting festivities!

Mashed on Moving Day - Nikki has a challenge for the movers: can they get her off faster than her favorite toy can?

Pounded at Pirate Land - Denise goes out with a (gang)bang when she gathers her summer crushes for one last party on the Sirens Grief.

Beach Volleyball Bump - Dani tries her hand at four on one volleyball, which quickly turns to four on one passion.

Beach Volleyball Rematch! - Dani is back, and she's bringing the whole team along!

Groped by the Garage Band - rock star Frankie Profane takes on a four man band whose talents are more than musical.

Shagged in the Bookshop - Penelope uses her deep knowledge of erotic literature to lure four lucky men into a sensuous night.

Crossing Swords with the Fencing Club - Renee is determined to win the competitive circle jerk with the saber crew, even if she has to cheat.

The Pinball Queens Debauch - its a sold out show when Olive takes on the Acid Queen table for an audience intent on distracting her.

The Center of Attention - three stories of women taking charge, featuring cowboys, strippers, and gym rats.

Fun for Four

	Throuple - Dave and Katie and Jim explore passions together that they could never reach in pairs
	Katie's Christmas Cracker - Jim and Susie find more than they bargained for when they go shopping for the perfect gift for Katie


Too Hot to Sleep

Too Hot to Sleep, Volume 1:

	Camp Makanogin: A dip in the cold lake on a hot night
	Midnight Snack: roommates share more than the fudge ripple ice cream
	Come Back to Bed: a little ice, a little self care, a lot of fun


Too Hot to Sleep, Volume 2:

	Caught in the Pool: an adult film actress sneaks into the swimming pool next door and is surprised by a fan.
	Bearskin & Cocoa: it gets hot in the winter, too! A too-hot furnace in the ski lodge leads to sexy times in front of the fire.
	Sea Legs: sleep is hard to come by when the sailboat is hot and rocky; luckily the new steward finds a couple of crew to help her relax.


Too Hot to Sleep, Volume 3:

	Vairaumati: a French painter in Tahiti creates a masterwork of passion in the waves with the help of the resort staff.
	Flying Lessons: defying gravity and soaring to climax in the big top with the help of the Flying Lombardos.
	Night Train to Malaga: just because the snack car is closed doesn't mean you can't find refreshment on the sleeper train to Malaga.


Standalone Stories

Dido Reclaimed - Dido Cook has it all, yet still she wants more ...

A Siren's Tales - a loving couple explore the limits of passion

Matin, Midi, Minuit - Jenny's heartbreak is cured by erotic Mardi Gras magic in the Big Easy

Beneath the Mask - Madame Diseur-de-Vérité has gifts to mend Ben and Olivia's broken hearts, if they can only find a way to connect on the crowded streets of the French Quarter.

How I Won Spring Break - Tiffany takes on a challenge to have the sexiest vacation ever!

The Night of the Storm - Three couples, two cabins, one night of passion ...
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