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INTRODUCTION: ANYTHING GOES

After using specific themes for the last several volumes of Best Women’s Erotica of the Year, for Volume 10, I decided to make the theme wide open with “anything goes.” I wanted to give the talented erotica authors who submit their writing a chance to go truly wild, to unlock the most daring, sizzling hot stories their minds could come up with, without restriction.

The result is a collection of erotic stories that features everything from vampire sex, where the fangs sink in deep, to getting it on with the ghost of Nathaniel Hawthorne to hooking up at a comic convention, and much more. Here you’ll find the desires of lusty, sensual characters laid bare, whether they’re practicing BDSM in the afterlife, overcoming past trauma, or flashing their naked bodies and enjoying the thrill of exhibitionism. The women you’ll read about here pursue their sexual curiosity wherever it takes them, often into the unknown, into places that shock and thrill and arouse them and their partners.

Within this book you’ll find an erotic Adam and Eve retelling, a BDSM brat who gets her well-deserved punishment (the kind a kinky submissive will gladly take), cowgirls who discover coming is even more exciting than competing, along with an over-the-top restaurant where fine dining gets a totally naughty, delicious spin. The pleasures of the flesh are on full display, sometimes literally, as in the sex party threesome in Amanda Nicholson’s “Try Something New,” or the porn viewing that draws the narrator to the theater in April Would’s “The Alligator Jaw.”

I hope all of these stories, whether you read them in order or skip first to the ones that leap out at you, offer you your own erotic delights as they transport you into worlds where saying yes, sometimes to sexual whims that the characters may not yet fully understand, leads to pleasures that echo long past the moment of orgasm.

Rachel Kramer Bussel


TRY SOMETHING NEW

Amanda Nicholson

Lucy settled into the corner table at her usual coffee shop and opened her laptop, ready to delve into her latest project. She sipped on her latte and started typing away, getting lost in her work.

But her concentration was soon interrupted by the conversation a couple were having at a nearby table. She couldn’t help but overhear their animated discussion about an event they had attended the previous night.

“. . . And then I saw them, all tangled up in each other, and I knew it was going to be a wild night,” the woman said to her partner.

Lucy’s ears perked up, and she leaned in, curious about what they were talking about.

“I know. Last night was like nothing I’ve ever experienced before,” the man replied, his eyes widening. “Everyone was so free and uninhibited, and it was just . . . electrifying.”

Lucy’s mind raced with questions. What kind of event could they be talking about? Was it some kind of secret society? A swinger’s club? She couldn’t help but feel a twinge of jealousy, imagining the thrill of being a part of such a taboo experience. Since Dirk had dumped her for another woman, Lucy had wanted to try something new. Sure, joining a pottery class or a drama group had been the kind of activities she’d considered. But she was single now. So, why not?

As the couple finished their conversation and put on their coats to leave, Lucy shook her head and shifted her focus back to her work. She was a professional, after all. She couldn’t let herself get too distracted by the titillating secrets of others. Or could she?

She sat there, her heart racing as the couple left the coffee shop. She wondered if she should have said something. Maybe she should have introduced herself and asked more questions. As she packed up her things in a hurry, she made a sudden decision. She couldn’t let this opportunity slip away.

“Excuse me,” she called out.

The couple turned to face her. “Yes?” The man smiled politely.

“I’m sorry to interrupt, but I couldn’t help overhearing your conversation. I’m a writer, and what you were talking about intrigued me. Maybe I could interview you for an article?”

The man blushed and turned away, but the woman spoke up. “It was just a little party we went to, nothing too scandalous,” she said with a shrug.

The writer nervously laughed. “Oh, I didn’t mean to pry. It’s just that I’m always looking for interesting stories to write about.”

The man nodded in understanding. “We get it. It’s always good to have some inspiration. Hey, we’re actually attending another event next week. Why don’t you come along and see for yourself whether you think it might make a good story?”

Lucy hesitated. She had never been one for wild parties, but the idea of attending this mysterious event was too tempting to pass up.

“I don’t know,” she said, her nerves getting the best of her. “I don’t want to intrude or anything.”

The woman smiled reassuringly. “Nonsense. We’d love to have you come along. We could use a new face around there anyway. What do you say?”

“Okay. I’ll come. But I don’t know what to expect.”

The man grinned. “That’s the whole point, isn’t it?” He wrote a date, time, and address on the back of his coffee shop receipt, then handed it to Lucy.

She laughed, feeling a sudden surge of excitement mixed with a healthy dose of nervousness. She had no idea what she was getting herself into, but she couldn’t wait to find out.

Over the next week, Lucy worked on her other writing projects, but her mind kept drifting back to the upcoming event. She tried to research what kind of party it could be, but all her searches of the address came up empty. It just seemed to be a normal house that was purchased ten years previously. Although, if it was the venue for regular orgies, that fact was unlikely to be advertised on the internet. The mystery only added to the excitement surrounding the event.

When the day of the party arrived, Lucy put on her shortest dress and pulled on a pair of thigh-high boots before driving to the location. It looked no different to any other house in the city, large and expensive, but nothing out of the ordinary. She made her way inside, because the door was open, and was greeted by the couple from the coffee shop. They introduced her to some of their friends, and Lucy soon found herself mingling with a diverse group of people.

Some of the attendees were dressed in business suits as if they had come straight from the office. Others were much less formal, wearing a range of colorful outfits, or in some cases what looked like underwear. They talked and danced, as drinks and snacks were offered to the guests by men and women in skimpy waiter outfits that wouldn’t pass the dress code in a real restaurant.

The air was thick with anticipation and excitement. Lucy danced by herself, feeling a little self-conscious, but the free champagne loosened up her muscles and she found herself grinding back-to-back against a tall brunette who was wearing only a red bikini.

“I’m May,” the bikini-wearing woman introduced herself.

“Lucinda,” Lucy said, deciding it sounded better, embarrassed to use her real name.

This attracted the attention of several scantily clad men, and one in a full business suit. Lucy liked the look of the besuited guy. He had light brown disheveled hair, and although she couldn’t be sure, she guessed he worked out and had a great body just waiting to be unwrapped.

“Lucinda,” she repeated.

“Adam,” he replied, making her wish she had introduced herself as Eve.

Lucy felt a sense of liberation wash over her as she let herself be drawn into the festivities. Adam lifted her dress in full view of anyone who was watching, revealing her lack of underwear. She didn’t stop him, but instead, tugged at the buttons of his shirt. This revealed a toned and muscular smooth chest; all the things she loved in a man. She ran her hands across his body and he grinned, returning the favor.

Couples and groups began to team up and disappear into private rooms. Others just stripped off their remaining clothes and got started on the dance floor.

Lucy felt a sense of trepidation mixed with excitement. She watched from the middle of the room as the partygoers began to explore their desires with each other.

Hands brushed against her bottom, and she turned her neck to see May, who’d previously been wearing the red bikini, was now naked and caressing her body. Adam, who now wore just an open shirt and tight black trunks, was caressing Lucy’s chest with his hands and mouth. She gripped his shoulders in encouragement and let out a gasp as his tongue teased her hardening nipples. A couple nearby were fucking on the ground; he grabbed her and took her doggy style while she begged for more. Lucy’s hand wandered to her pussy; it was already wet as she tentatively rubbed a finger against her clit.

Lucy realized that her new female friend was wearing a strap-on just as she teased her bum hole with it.

The man stopped playing with Lucy’s breasts and watched the look on her face turn from surprise to pleasure. Her mouth opened as she let out a small gasp.

“I bet you want that inside you?”

“Oh, yes,” Lucy’s words seemed to fall out of her mouth. She pushed back against the strap-on, now slick with lube, encouraging May to push it inside her.

The two scantily clad men were tempted away by three tall blonde women. Lucy didn’t mind. She had the attention of Adam and May, and that was more than enough for her first time here.

Adam lifted Lucy’s leg and let it rest on a nearby table. Then he pulled her hand away from her pussy and replaced it with his own. The feeling was different. Rougher and harder, rubbing against the wetness of her clit and pussy lips. The sleek strap-on pushed inside her from behind, as its wearer wrapped her hands around Lucy and squeezed her breasts. She looked at Adam and saw he was staring intently at her, as if making sure she was enjoying herself. She smiled to let him know she was. It was an amazing feeling of freedom and power, to be stood there in full view of everyone else. So she didn’t care when May and Adam helped to remove her dress, pulling it over her head and dropping it onto the floor nearby. She was pleased she had chosen not to wear underwear, because it made disrobing much easier.

Just when Lucy thought she couldn’t feel any better than she already did, the man took his hand away and rubbed his hard cock against her pussy. Her thoughts went to her ex and how he used to take ages to get that hard, then it would be over in a few minutes. Her attention quickly turned back to the more attractive and well-endowed man in front of her.

“I want it,” Lucy managed to say between heavy breaths and gasps.

“I bet you do,” he said, grinning.

He continued to stroke her pussy with his cock, then pushed it inside her a little, and Lucy closed her eyes, but then he pulled out.

“Please,” she said.

“Please what?” He was enjoying making her beg for it.

“Please fuck my cunt. I need it,” she replied.

“Well, who am I to deny a woman her basic needs?”

He expertly slipped on a condom in seconds, as if suggesting he did this as often as he ate breakfast.

He pushed his thick cock back inside her and pushed hard. Lucy experienced the ecstasy of being stuffed from both sides. Her bum and pussy were both full, but she was insatiable, wanting more. She alternated between pushing against May and her strap-on, and grinding against Adam and his huge cock. Her pleasure wasn’t just from the size of it, though. He moved in perfect rhythm, seeming to know just how fast and which way to move to hit the spots that needed reaching. Some of those spots felt like they had never experienced the level of pleasure they felt that night.

Without warning, May pulled away. Then Adam stood back, leaving Lucy feeling empty. He guided her to the carpeted floor and laid her down. His hands caressed her body, which felt like it was on fire in the best possible way. Then he was back inside her, pounding her hard and gripping her breasts to help him move faster.

She looked up to see May standing over her, her legs spread as she touched herself and groaned with pleasure. Then she crouched over Lucy’s face. She licked May’s shaven pussy and was surprised by the welcome taste in her mouth. She wanted more and licked faster, lapping up the juices. May ground her pussy against Lucy’s tongue, which was all the encouragement she needed to keep going. Adam made his final thrusts inside her, grunting with satisfaction as he came. He pulled out and rolled onto the floor beside Lucy, his condom still on. Just seconds later, May reached her climax and screamed loudly, before she lay down on the other side of Lucy. The three of them lay there satisfied, watching the rest of the action around them as other couples fucked and came, then fucked some more, until everyone was as exhausted and satisfied as they were.

Later, as Lucy dressed and got back into her car, she looked in the mirror and felt like the woman staring back at her was someone else. She was still Lucy, still herself, but with more confidence and fewer inhibitions.

Would she write about her experience? Probably not, but only because it felt like something she wanted to savor her memories.

Would she come back the following week? Most definitely.


SUNLIGHT AND SANTINO

Garnell Wallace

I felt like a young woman embarking on my first big-girl adventure even though I was just a few months short of my fiftieth birthday. I was excited and terrified, and my espadrilles seemed glued to the hot tarmac melted by the Haitian sun in a last-ditch plea for me to not leave my safe, comfortable life for a man with kind green eyes and a gentle soul.

Three months after we’d met online, Santino had left his little farm just outside Madrid and visited me on my small island. When I’d met Santino at the airport, we’d both been too shy to do anything more intimate than hold hands and smile. His touch had felt good, strong, and callused. He had a working man’s hands, made tough by hard physical work which kept his big body in shape. I liked how he’d felt next to me, my six-four, two-hundredand-fifty-pound dream that the disappointments of life had warned me would never come true.

The camera hadn’t been able to capture the beauty of his eyes and the subtle gray hiding in his black beard. Three days into his visit, when Santino and I had finally built up the courage to kiss, the scratch of his beard, the firmness of his lips, the warmth of his mouth, and his silken, questing tongue, had combined to make the best kiss of my life, even if it’d been the only kiss of my life.

Yes, before Santino, I’d never been kissed. People had wondered about my romantic life, and I was never seen with anyone until Santino. I’d decided that my sexual status didn’t define me, or determine the quality of my life, especially when I compared my upper-middle-class life to the lives of so many in my impoverished country. I had the privilege to teach art, and even dabble in my paintings in my spare time. I’d traveled the world, but I’d always left my romantic heart at home locked in a special box where she would always be safe.

Santino had found the blank pages of my sexual history strange at first, even though he’d been celibate for five years. Before that, he’d been married for twenty. He had two grown sons and an ex-wife who had asked for a divorce because she was bored being a farmer’s wife. She’d hurt him so deeply it’d taken him five years to heal.

We were two cautious people online at the same time on a Sunday, and he’d confessed to reading and bypassing my profile three times before he’d built up the courage to say hello. That hello had led to a five-hour conversation, during which I’d searched every nook and crevice he’d let me into looking for evidence that would confirm he was too good to be true because that was what decades of online dating had taught me. Even when I’d finally gone to bed, I’d woken up in a panic, convinced that it’d all been a beautiful dream.

Each conversation had taken me farther away from my fears, and by the time Santino had visited, my heart had been filled with hope. He’d spent three weeks, and the skeptic I’d always been wouldn’t allow my walls and inhibitions to fall completely. I needed to see Santino in his world. I needed to see his family and friends and assure myself that he didn’t have a wife and six kids back home and only wanted a sexual fling with the black woman he found an exotic challenge. The next three weeks would change my life forever, for good or bad, but first, I needed to get on the plane.

I took a deep breath and repeated a quote from Anaïs Nin: “And the day came when the risk to remain tight in a bud was more painful than the risk it took to blossom.” My day had finally come, and I was getting on that plane. I was the last one on board, but I was on. I found my window seat and quickly strapped myself in. There was no turning back now. I had a nine-hour flight to London, and then another two and a half hours before I touched Spanish soil. Soon after, I would be in Santino’s arms.

The transit to Santino took too long and yet wasn’t long enough as I alternated between my excitement and fear. It was still early when I arrived in Madrid, which hopefully, would give Santino and me all day before we ended up in the bedroom. Wanting him was not the problem. I wanted him, desperately and completely, though that didn’t make it any easier.

I felt a little better when I saw his smile and those beautiful eyes. Then I was in his arms and he smelled like the earth after it rained and the musky aftershave with hints of pomegranates that he used because he loved the smell. I loved the smell too, and happily sank into it against his broad chest.

“Welcome to my home, mi amor.”

His deep voice soothed my fears and I wrapped my arms tightly around his waist and inhaled his strength. He kissed the top of my wooly hair, and when I raised my head, his mouth softly caressed mine. The taste I’d craved after he’d left Cap-Haïtien, my port city home on the northern Haitian coast, filled my senses, and it was only my sense of propriety that made me pull away.

Santino smiled and caressed my brown cheek. “How were your flights?” he asked in beautifully accented English, which we considered our language of love. I was helping him learn French and Creole, and he was helping me learn Spanish, and until we did, English was our middle ground.

“Largo,” I answered.

He laughed and took my hand. “You are home now.”

Home. I lifted my face to the Spanish sun once we exited the airport and wondered if it could feel like home. The sunlight felt different than it did in Haiti. The light in Haiti brought the scent of the ocean, and the smell of fried plantain and breadfruit, and the potent aroma of kleren, a local spirit made from sugarcane. Smooth and strong, it flowed through the body like sweet sugar fire. I felt as if I’d consumed too much of it when Santino and I dashed across the airport parking lot to avoid a crazy driver in a big black car.

I was panting by the time we reached his faded red truck. Santino threw my suitcases in the back and then pushed me against the hot metal and threaded his fingers through my hair.

“I have to touch you,” he whispered in my ear.

I closed my eyes and smiled as he followed the kiss of the sun across my face. The sun in Spain was romantic and sensual and conjured up images of crisp white sheets twisted with passion, and warm nights at little cafes gorging on endless tapas, local wine, and the kisses of the man who made me feel safe, possibly for the first time in my adult life. I was tempted to abandon propriety and allow Santino’s hand to slip further up my thigh.

I was a world away from the dictates of my upbringing and my profession; however, I didn’t want to temper my desire with the potential disapproval of anyone who might see us as too old to be making out in public. I kissed him quickly and passionately and then slid into the truck. Santino leaned in for a longer kiss and I playfully pushed him away. I rubbed my face against his and whispered, “Patience, mon amour .”

He sighed and then walked around to the driver’s side and got in. As soon as we left the airport parking lot, Santino reached across, took my hand, and rested it on his thigh. I slid closer and rested my head on his shoulder. Santino had found a radio station that played old French music. The sensual melodies, combined with the fresh morning breeze, the swath of sunshine all down my left side, and the strength of the man I loved, created a perfect moment where I felt more alive than I ever had before.

“Vivre sans aimer n’est pas proprement vivre.” In the words of Molière, “To live without loving is to not really live.” In many ways, I hadn’t lived before meeting Santino. If a woman was only as old as she felt, then I was merely eighteen and in awe of a man’s touch.

I must’ve dozed because Santino’s deep voice startled me.

“We are home.”

I got out of the truck and surveyed the sprawling farmhouse that seemed to embrace me before I stepped inside. I carried my smaller suitcase while Santino carried the bigger one. He opened the front door and I stepped into a cool living room with terracotta tiles and large brown furniture. The house had once been filled with another woman and two rambunctious boys who now preferred yanking their papá into the excitement of the city. They visited so rarely that their imprint had faded. Santino’s loneliness over the last five years had covered the walls like dead creeping vines I hoped my presence would bring to life.

I followed Santino to his bedroom on the left side of the house. The bed was big and made with white sheets and a mountain of pillows I knew he’d bought just for me. Santino rolled my suitcase to one corner and then rubbed my back.

“Are you hungry?” he asked.

I was starving, but the bed looked so inviting. I turned to him. “I’m famished.” Neither of us moved for a minute, and when we did, it was closer to each other. Santino wrapped his arms around me, and his hands slid lower to cup my backside. He brought me up against him and I felt the full force of his erection.

“I know I said I’d give you time,” he said softly.

I reached up and wrapped my arms around his neck. “I’ve had enough time.”

I raised my head and he lowered his, and when our mouths met, our kiss was different. This was the no-turning-back kiss. This was his tongue exploring my mouth with wild abandon because there would be no need to stop. His tongue was free to lick every inch of my body. As soon as I was clean.

I pulled away from him and smiled shyly. “I’ve been traveling for so long.”

He nodded. “You can have a bath and I’ll make lunch. Let me know if you need anything.”

I walked into the attached bathroom after watching Santino’s backside as he walked to the kitchen. I’d seen photos and videos of his copper tub and had dreamt about taking a long soak in it. I turned on the hot and cold taps and noticed that Santino had placed fresh towels and two of my favorite bath oils on a little table near the tub. The oils were made in Ghana, so he’d had to order them. I was touched that he’d gone to so much trouble to make me feel welcomed.

I sat on the edge of the tub and took off my shoes and then stripped off my dress and underwear. Then I noticed the full-length mirror across from the tub and was taken aback by my appearance. I wondered what the mirror thought about my dark-brown skin, my wide hips, generous breasts, and mop of bushy hair. I lifted my arms and tamed my afro into a thick, short braid. I stared at my face. My eyes looked wild, but they were also clouded by fear. I took a few deep, calming breaths.

“You can do this,” I whispered. I turned from the fear, turned off the water, and then added the fragrant oils before stepping in.

The water was sheer perfection that enveloped my tired body. I sunk low and rested my head back against the rim and closed my eyes. The house was so quiet and the lack of noise left too much room for my thoughts and the voices in my head.

What if it’s not as good as you’ve built it up to be?

What if you’ve waited too long and your body rejects him?

What if you’re more turned on by the idea of sex than the act itself?

What if you’re too broken and damaged to experience sexual love with a man?

Though I didn’t want to, those talons from the past sank into my heart and yanked me back to the year I’d turned eighteen. I felt the cloying heat of the summer’s day in Port-au-Prince as I worked with a group of volunteers from America and France to build a new primary school. His name was Adrian and he was a beautiful French boy who’d found wildflowers for my hair and made me laugh with his silly jokes and attempts at Creole.

I’d longed to fall in love with him, but before I was ready, Adrian asked me to go for a walk with him one day after work. The second we were away from the building site, he’d turned into an aggressive stranger who didn’t seem to understand the word no in any language. I’d fought him, but he’d been bigger, stronger, and determined to take what he wanted. No one had heard my screams, and he’d silenced them forever with his threat.

“My family owns this charity organization, so if you tell anyone about this, we will pull our funding. Besides, everyone has seen us flirting, so they will believe me when I say you wanted this as much as I did, and that you only found your virtue after your parents found out.”

I hadn’t told anyone because I’d desired him, and I convinced myself that he’d taken what I’d wanted to give him. By the time I’d come to my senses, my secret had been buried so deep, I didn’t have the strength to exhume it. Time had moved on and dragged me along with it, but there were some wounds even decades could not heal. Though maybe love could. Thinking about Santino pulled me out of the past.

I sat up and hugged my knees. I wasn’t about to allow my fears to ruin the best thing that had ever happened to me. It would be different with Santino. Every part of my body ached for him. She and I were ready.

“Are you ready to eat, amor?”

I jumped at the sound of Santino’s voice and water splashed over the edge of the tub. In a second, he was at my side and his hand was caressing my back.

“I’m sorry, amor; I did not mean to startle you.”

He looked at me, and I could tell by the way his face softened that my insidious thoughts were evident in my eyes. Santino lifted me out of the tub and carried me to the bed. I was so nervous, I thought I would faint. Wanting him so much didn’t make things easier. I shriveled into the fetal position. I couldn’t look at Santino and closed my eyes against the gentle glide of his hand down the side of my face.

“We don’t have to make love now,” he assured me. “Let me hold you.” He got on the bed and wrapped his body around mine. I felt more vulnerable because he was fully clothed and I was naked. It was a metaphor for our lives because I felt I had so much more to risk than he had. Yes, his wife had shattered his trust and walked out on their marriage. But my trust in a boy I’d hoped to love had been so brutally violated, that even now, thirty-one years later, it still had the power to reduce me to a Haitian zombie, a soulless carcass incapable of loving a good man. If I didn’t open myself to Santino, then Adrian’s brutality would be the only touch my body would know, and she deserved better.

I turned slightly to face him and Santino wiped the tears from my eyes. The position of his bed took full advantage of the afternoon sun, and emboldened by its warmth, I opened like a flower. I caressed Santino’s cheek and whispered, “You’re woefully overdressed, my love.”

When Santino chuckled, I loved the deep rich sound of it. He crawled out of bed and I stayed curled up and watched as he hurriedly undressed. He was tanned and hairy, thick and uncut, and I wanted all of it.

I sat up and reached for his hard length, and his long sigh told me that he’d missed a woman’s touch. I also missed what I’d never had and my curious eyes roamed over him. He looked and felt so beautiful, and the way he throbbed against my fingers reminded me of the strings of a guitar strumming a soothing melody that said a man could be hard and soft at the same time, and that a penis didn’t have to be a weapon.

I bent and gave him an endearing and erotic kiss on the head and made peace with what I’d always feared. I kissed along the hard length while Santino caressed my head and encouraged me in breathless Spanish. Before I could get enough of him, Santino placed his fingers under my chin and lifted my head. “Enough or you will drive me out of my mind.”

His eyes looked feral and he was sweating and seemed barely in control. For the first time in my life, I had power over a man, and it was the most amazing feeling in the world. Bolstered by my newfound discoveries, I sat back onto my elbows and allowed my thighs to gently fall open. Santino’s eyes roamed over my body and his cock twitched and begged to get to me. He knelt and ran one hand down the center of my chest to my pubic bone.

“Such beauty should never be hidden away in shame.” He bent his head and kissed my stomach. “Let me love you, Esther.”

“Yes!” I said with a long breath as my body relaxed and my thighs widened fully. Santino kissed my mound and I caressed the back of his head as his mouth slipped lower. He kissed the insides of my thighs, and then the taboo space between my vagina and anus before gently kissing my lips. I held my breath as he opened me. As he looked up, his eyes were shining with tears and hunger.

“You are so wet with need.” He lowered his head, and the first lick of his tongue made me shiver. A few more licks and he flattened his tongue against me. I gripped the back of his head with both hands and groaned. “Mon Dieu, Santino!”

The feel of his tongue against my skin, and the prickle of his beard, placated the years of my own fingers and silicone toys, which didn’t compare to the vibration of a human tongue. I lifted my hips and begged for more and Santino’s mouth captured my clit and sucked.

“Harder, amour, harder!”

He clamped down on my sensitive bud like he was trying to suck the last drop of honey out of the bottle. The pressure was all I needed to take me over the edge. I gripped his hair as my body exploded and my cries of ecstasy filled the quiet space. Santino leaned over me and watched as my orgasm ripped through me. Tears slipped into his beard, and seeing him so moved by my sexual pleasure brought me to tears as well.

He leaned in and kissed mine away, and then reached between us and grabbed his cock. He kissed my right ear and then growled into it, “Are you ready for me?”

“Sí, amor!” I burst into tears because his asking, even though everything we’d done that day had been a proclamation of how much I wanted him, was the key I needed to finally let go. His slide into me was so soft and slow it felt like torture, and I had to bite my tongue to keep from telling him to hurry. We didn’t have to rush, and I needed to savor every second of our coming together. He filled me so completely, physically and spiritually, that there was no room for the woman I used to be.

I cried from the first silken thrust to the last because it was that good. Santino held me and assured me that he would never hurt me. I believed him and begged him to make love to me again. The afternoon turned to evening, and our lunch grew cold as our bodies heated up and the sun moved around the room.

Our stomachs finally drove us out of bed, and I slipped on Santino’s shirt and followed him into the kitchen. We reheated the paella and enjoyed it on the back porch while we watched the sunset. I felt like a new woman and everything around me felt untouched and exciting. I couldn’t wait to capture my new journey on canvas.

“Are you ready to live here?” Santino asked me.

I thought about my life back in Haiti, a life I had dedicated to helping people, particularly through art. It would be sad to leave my students and my family, and embarking on a new life, even with the man I loved, was scary. Being guarded hadn’t made me happy. My soul and my body desperately wanted to be loved, and love always came with risks. Fear had ruled me long enough.

“I’m ready,” I proclaimed. I sealed the deal with a long, passionate kiss.


THE AFTERLIFE WITH RED AND WHITE

Eireann Shells

Part One

She opened her eyes, and because she had been picturing this scene at the moment of her death, it was what she saw. Directly in front of her was a black leather-topped desk. Further on, steel rings hung from the ceiling above metal platforms. The room’s center was dominated by a round bed covered half in red leather and half in a deep white fur. Moonlight from a tall arched window washed the room.

Two men with identical features—dancing blue eyes, soft beards, and indulgent smiles—faced her. One wore white. The other red. Her tummy fluttered. Her favorite lover, times two. She was naked. Delicate steel rings circled her wrists and ankles. A fine steel chain went around her waist.

Red rested his thumb on her neck between her collarbones. His fingers barely pressed the side of her throat. “I know just what you need.”

A tide of desire rolled through her.

White said, “I know you are eager to introduce our pet to her friend . . .”

Red caressed the paddle hanging from his belt. It was smaller and a little thinner than the stereotypical sorority paddle. “Pet’s Friend” was carved into the back of it.

“Uhhhhhhh . . .” she said.

White shook his head. “Her room first.”

Red stepped back, and White moved in. He pushed her hair from her neck and kissed her. Her body melted into his. The kiss broke, and they pressed their foreheads together. Her heart’s beat tripped over itself.

“Do I still have a heart?” she asked.

“You still imagine you do.” His indulgent smile widened.

“Am I imagining you?” she asked.

“We exist.” White brushed his teeth against her throat. “Your beloved’s persona suits us. No one fulfilled more of your desires, and that, dear one, is exactly what we’re here to do.” White bit her neck.

Red stood behind her. He gathered her hair in a ponytail and pulled down on it, drawing her face up.

“Scared?” he asked.

His eyes bore into hers. This was no cartoon Dom, strutting and demanding. This was someone who knew her every intimate secret and could exploit them.

“Oh, yeah,” she said.

He pointed up. “See the door?”

“Yes,” she said. It was wooden with a round top, inlaid with stained glass.

White whispered in her ear, “Say room.”

“Room,” she said.

The door descended. Its knob landed under her fingertips. She opened the door to a light-drenched room and four-poster bed.

Red said, “We have quite a lot of business between us.”

White nodded. “Anytime you want a break, you need only say room.”

“And”—Red tightened his hold on her ponytail—“should your mouth be full”—his hand slid across her jaw and his thumb pressed against her lips—“say the word in your mind. It will hear you.”

“Okay.” She was drowning in desire, and they hadn’t done anything to her yet.

“Do you want to go to your room right now?” Red asked.

“No,” she said. The door rose.

“Good.” White’s beautiful hands moved down her body. They circled but didn’t quite touch her nipples. He brushed her mons but strayed away from her clit.

“Please.” She tried to rub against White.

Red still held her hair. “Always so eager. You have a friend to meet first, Pet.”

White kissed her forehead. “I’ll not be far.” He disappeared.

She was alone with Red. He released her hair.

“Here we go,” she said.

“Bend over the desk,” Red instructed.

Her heart wasn’t just tripping now. It was falling down flights of stairs. She obeyed. She had to tippy-toe to get her hips to rest comfortably. She reached across the desk’s leather surface and grasped the opposite edge. The rings on her wrists and around her ankles locked. The chain around her waist pinned her in place.

She couldn’t move. “Ohhh, no.”

“Aren’t magnets wonderful?” Red laid the paddle where she could see it. He ran his hand possessively over her bottom. “In this place, I can make it hurt without causing injury.” He scraped his nails across her skin. “You’ll hold the heat. You’ll redden. You’ll welt. You’ll mark, but you won’t bruise.”

Red picked up the paddle and tapped her bottom, generating a pleasant sensation with only a small current of sting. She relaxed. He ran his other hand down her spine. She made a sound very near a purr.

The taps gradually became swats.

“Oh, ow.”

The swats got harder.

“Ow! Ow! Oh!”

And harder.

“Owowowowowohohohohoh . . .”

She surrendered to the tempest.

Red put the paddle down. Her bottom felt sunburned. White walked in from her peripheral vision. He kissed her tear-streaked face. There was an urgency in the kisses. His hands were hungry.

“Fuck me, please,” she begged. The magnetic force holding her down released. White helped her turn onto her back. Maintaining eye contact, he slid into her. She lifted her hips to meet him. His thrusts smacked against her well-paddled ass.

And then Red’s cock was pressing against her lips. She opened and greedily took him in, running her tongue up and down the shaft. Red held her by the hair and fucked her mouth.

Euphoric waves radiated from where White pounded into her.

Those waves broke against her burning bottom and multiplied. Red came first. She sucked every drop from him. She and White came together, succumbing to waves of pleasure.

It took several minutes to reassemble her consciousness. She was curled up on top of the desk, her head pillowed in White’s lap, and . . . her bottom didn’t hurt at all. She twisted to see. Her flesh was pale and unmarked.

“You heal when I come,” White said.

She snuggled into him. “That’s incredible.”

Eventually, she stretched and looked around. Red stood next to one of the raised blocks. He held a hooked cane.

“Come here,” Red said.

“Uh-oh,” she said.

White disappeared again.

She went to Red.

He tapped the rattan cane in his palm.

“Did you ask permission to come?”

“I couldn’t.”

“I didn’t ask what you could do. I asked what you did do. Did you ask permission?”

“No.”

“Are you surprised that there is a consequence?”

It was unfair to hold her to a rule she hadn’t been told, but Red knew all of her fantasies. “No. I’m not surprised.”

“Good.” Red snapped the cane through the air, stopping an inch from her thigh. “You’ll be getting twelve of the best. That will always be the punishment for coming without permission. It doesn’t matter if you’re freshly healed as you are now, or if your nether regions are a welted mess as they will be soon. Do you understand?”

She nodded. Her tummy was molten with dread and desire.

“Get into position.”

The block was a little over a foot high and a couple feet square. She bent at the waist. Her hands touched its cool mirror-like surface. The bracelets locked.

“Tippy-toe.” Red said.

She raised onto her toes and the rings around her ankles locked her into position.

“Look straight ahead.”

She followed Red’s instructions. It made her back arch and her bottom stick out even further.

“You’ll count.”

“Yes, sir.”

Red swung the cane through the air a couple of times and brought it to rest on her bottom. She began to shake. She’d never gotten the cane anywhere but her fantasies. She liked a pink bottom, but had always been afraid to go further.

Red laid a warm hand on the small of her back. His voice was gentle when he said, “I enjoy discipline. I do not like to punish. This is going to hurt a good deal more than you expect. I hope not to repeat this.”

Red lifted the cane. It whipped through the air and landed a sizzling welt. She cried out, and her knees buckled. Red, gentle again, helped move her back into position.

“Don’t forget the count, or we’ll have to start over.”

Her chest was heaving, but she said, “One.”

Okay, it wasn’t a mystery anymore. She knew how it felt—an electric line of fire followed by throbbing heat. She could make it through this.

Red tapped the cane just below the first welt. In the rush of endorphins, that felt good. Her muscles relaxed. The cane flashed up and thundered down on the spot Red had tapped.

The pain that shot through her body was the direct opposite of White’s pulsating waves of pleasure.

“Two!” she screamed and surged forward. The welts sent pulses of pain back and forth between them.

Red adjusted her hips. “My compatriot and I each have one special power. His happens when he comes. Mine when I cane.”

The third blow landed just above the first. It tore sobs from her heaving chest. “Th-th-three.”

“Yes, that’s it. We’ll have every tear you never cried out of you by the twelfth stroke.”

With agonizing slowness, it went on. Every stroke hurt more than the first. The torment of each welt rose to the level of the most recent one. Red left plenty of time for the pain to reach full volume. He waited patiently for her to regain her stance and give the number. He did not bully her or yell. His entire attitude was one of patient, determined instruction.

In the aftermath of the eleventh blow, her body quaked. Her hair was sodden with sweat. Her eyes were swollen, and there was a roaring in her ears.

Red brushed her back lightly with the cane. “Do you know why we make you count?”

“No,” she whispered.

“Because endorphin riders like you float away. Surrender is appreciated when we’re having fun; it’s counterproductive to learning lessons.”

“Ask to come,” she murmured.

“Very good.” He tapped the cane in the crease where her bottom met the top of her thighs. “To the Greeks, the number twelve was the number of both completion and new beginning. The clock starts over at twelve. The octave starts over at twelve. You will have your new beginning at the stroke of twelve as well . . .” Harder taps. “This is not where one would usually place the harshest of strokes. The skin is too fragile and infection too possible were one to break it.”

Red kissed her temple. “But we don’t need to worry about that; do we?”

He stood, resting the cane in the fragile crease again. “Make sure you say twelve before you pass out, or it will be a much more dreadful new beginning for you.”

“Tw- tw- tw-,” she breathed.

The cane went up and came down faster than her ears could parse the sound.

“Twel—” The silver-blue current of agony thrust her into oblivion.
 
***

Coming out of the void, she heard bits of their talk.

“. . . her first day.”

“I was perfectly reasonable. I even accepted ‘twel’ for twelve.”

She opened her eyes. Red sat next to the metal block she was draped over. White stood above him.

Red sighed. “Stop hovering.”

“Maybe she’s had enough,” White said.

“Then she can call her room,” Red said.

Room, she thought. The door descended and landed next to her, the knob within her reach.

“Looks like someone is awake.” Red caressed her thigh. “You’ve called your door, Pet. Would you like to go through?”

Her body ached. There was a mix of dried snot and tears on her chin. She could smell the sweat in her hair. The silver-blue agony had turned something to ashes. She could feel them swirling inside of her. She felt cleansed.

“No,” she said.

“You satisfied?” Red asked.

“I’m impatient,” White said.

Red waved White away. “She’ll be yours soon enough.”

White disappeared.

Red helped her up. “Let’s move to another block, one less messy.”

“Would you really have started over if I didn’t say twelve?”

“You didn’t say it completely.”

“You know what I’m asking,” she said.

“I would have had White heal you first.” The block he led her to was half the height of the first, but double the width. “However, I would have let you off with six had you said you didn’t know the rules. Step up, darling.”

The cool metal felt delicious beneath her feet.

“Reach up and grasp the rings above you.”

She did as he said. The bracelets locked. Her heels were off the ground.

“Widen your stance a bit. There you go. The field is more flexible at your ankles. You’ll be able to move up and down a little bit. I don’t know that it does you any good, but I like to watch it.”

“Yeah, I’ll bet.” She was aware of him and his power, but no longer afraid. “How does my bottom look?”

“Stripey.” He knelt down behind her and drummed his hands quickly over the welts. The sensation was similar to the earlier light paddle smacks.

“That felt . . . nice.”

“You’re not being punished anymore.” He stepped up behind her. The tip of his cock touched her dripping vulva. His hands found her breasts and twisted her nipples. “Ready to see how well you learned your lesson?”

She thrust her body back and impaled herself on him. The angle was perfect to slam him into her G-spot. She screamed with frustrated desire.

“Please?” she cried.

“No.” He moved his hands to her hips to drive even deeper into her.

“Please!” she yelled.

“No. Take your hand down and rub your clit.”

“Oooooo . . .” She moaned but her right hand came free.

His pace slowed. “That’s it. Stroke that pussy for me, baby.” He slid two fingers into her ass and that almost pushed her over the edge.

“Oohhhh. You can’t. You can’t.”

“Don’t stop rubbing.” He spread his fingers apart, stretching her tiny hole. He lubricated it with spit and stretched it even more.

“Please. I won’t be able to help it,” she begged.

“You have to help it.” He pulled his cock out of her, lubed it up, and immediately began working it into her ass.

She sank into her elemental place. “Yes. I need it.”

“I know you do. But since you can’t keep that hand going. I’ll take over.”

He gripped her shoulder with one hand and used the other to mercilessly manipulate her pleasure.

“Pleeeeese. Let me come. I’ll do anything.”

His slick cock was fully seated in her ass. “Pet.” Thrust.

“Oooooowowowo.”

“I’m going to count down from five. When I get to one, you can come.”

“Five.” He dealt a sharp slap to her pussy.

She shuddered and ground against him.

“Four.” He thrusted deep, and she bucked hard.

“Oh, that’s it. Three.” He put both hands on her shoulders and began fucking her ass in earnest. “If you’re wailing like that, how will you hear me say, two?”

“Pleasepleasepleasepleaseplease.”

“You can take a little more.” He gave her a lot more. Finally, he squeezed her clit hard and said, “One.”

Her whole body shuddered.

“That’s it, Pet. It feels like you’re milking my cock. Feels so, oh—” Red pulled out and splattered his come all over her welted ass.
 
Part Two

White placed a kiss on her forehead. She was still dripping in Red’s come.

“Well?” he asked Red.

“Sure, she earned it. Make her come all you want. Permission granted.” Red disappeared.

“That’s. Confusing . . .” she said.

“Restriction sweetens freedom. We’ll explore that, but first, let’s clean you up.” He poured a bucket of warm water over her head and wiped her face with a towel. He helped her down from the block. Now that the endorphins were wearing off, she felt every stripe.

White led her to the bed. Six feet above the bed’s red and white hemispheres hung a series of rings on a track. White pulled several of them to where they were in easy reach. Satisfied, he stepped down and produced a basket of bundled ropes.

“Now, when I suspend you—” White unfurled the first rope. He doubled it and draped it between her breasts and over one shoulder.

This was another thing she’d been too afraid to try. It involved too much vulnerability. She wrinkled her nose at the slight creosote smell.

“I know. They’re new. We’re going to wax them.” White wove the rope around her. The sensual glide made her shiver. Posing in front of him, being his living macrame project, opened her submissive core.

White used the rope to frame her breasts, creating a comforting pressure on her sternum. “With this harness and the rings above, I’ll be able to maneuver you any—every—way I want.” He caressed her chin. “While you won’t be able to move much at all. Hands behind you, please.”

He cinched her hands to opposite wrists. The rope slid across her back as he wove it into the harness.

“Now, kneel on the bed.” He held her elbow for balance.

She ended up with one knee on the red leather and one knee on the white fur. Her heels dug into her sore bottom.

White slid a doubled-over length around her left thigh and ankle. “And so wet already.” He tucked the rope ends through the loop and pulled until her heel pressed even tighter.

She sighed.

“Okay?” White asked.

“Yes,” she said.

He tied her right side the same way. He then ran twin Vs of rope from the harness to her inner thighs. He used them to frame her dripping pussy and then appraised her—bound, spread, and waiting.

“Very pretty.” White attached a double loop to the center of her chest harness and fed it through one of the suspension rings directly above her. He pulled. The heart she still imagined she had skipped several beats. The rope contracted around her, taking her full weight, lifting her. The pressure of the knots dug deep.

He secured her ankles to nearby hooks. When he was done, she was suspended, looking up, arms tied behind her, and her legs spread open.

White stood between her thighs. “Now, we’ll explore Red’s granted freedom.”

“Please, don’t make me count,” she muttered.

“Not this time.” White chuckled. His mouth locked onto her pussy, sucking and biting. She came in seconds. With the way he’d trussed her up, the whiplash undulation became a muted wiggle. He plunged back in. His dancing eyes peeked over her pubic bone, watching her try to writhe. She couldn’t flee the sensation by moving her hips. She had to take every lick of his tongue and every sensuous brush of his lips. She was bound to his pleasure and to her own.

Some unknowable amount of time later he asked, “How many do you think that was, Pet?”

She hung, spent, glad to be embraced by the rope’s hammock of support. “I don’t know. All of them, I think.”

“Oh.” He tapped her over-sensitive button with his thumb and slid two fingers inside her. “I think there’s a few more in there.”

“Ohhh—”

Eventually, White stood and kissed the inside of her thigh. “Back in a moment.”

She drifted in her hammock. The stacked effect of all those orgasms waned. The knots bit. The rope rubbed. She was deeper into the pleasure-pain dividing line than she ever knew was possible. She heard White moving around her. She smelled the pleasant scent of freshly lit candles. He gathered her nipple into his mouth. He sucked hard and drew back.

“Ahh.” She arched toward him as much as she could.

He took her a little further before he let go. “Now, those lovely eyes are open.” He nibbled and sucked her other breast. Then he kissed her lips. “Time to wax those ropes.”

She blinked in the bright light cast by the circle of candles.

“I’ve mixed the wax with oils and botanicals to condition the fibers. It will feel good on your skin, once it cools.” White picked up a candle.

She said, “Let me guess. Here, you can make it burn without leaving a burn.”

White’s eyes reflected the hungry flames. “Oh, yes.”

“Do it,” she said. “Show me the places I’m afraid to go.”

White tilted the candle. A deep pool of wax had gathered around the wick. He held it high above her chest, met her eyes, and poured. The wax splattered over the ropes, her breasts, and her neck.

“Oh! That’s so hot!” she cried.

“Yes.” He rubbed the pliant wax into the ropes. It silkened, relieving some of the friction against her skin. “But I don’t think we need wax all the way up to your neck. I’ll pour lower to keep control. Of course, that raises the temperature.”

White swirled a bead of wax over the harness and then added a scalding line across her nipples.

Her voice was too raw to scream. The sound that came out was a chuffing gasp. White patted her flank. His eyes had a craftsman’s sheen. She was his project. He wouldn’t stop until he was done. She shook and hissed while he waxed the V-lines to her hips, and the ropes binding her thighs. Finally, the only unwaxed lines were the ones paralleling her pussy.

“I can’t take it,” she sobbed.

He slid his fingers inside of her. “You can call your room, love.”

His fingers’ friction and the pressure of the rope made her hips rock to the degree that they could move. “Please, don’t stop.”

He poured the wax in a cascade over her exposed clit and raw-rubbed labia. She came so hard her G-spot ached.

“You’re so lovely when you squirt, darling.” White rubbed the wax into the rope. “Time to turn you over.”

“What?” she said.

“Half-waxed ropes would be silly, don’t you think? But not to worry.” White pulled a wand vibrator from the basket at his feet. “I know just how to help you ride it out.”

White made some adjustment in the rings and knots. He flipped her. She was hogtied in midair with a giant vibrator bound to her thigh and buzzing against her aching button. White let her come twice. Then he poured. She sank into her core, pulled down by the run of hot wax over Red’s welts and the pleasure of the vibrations that rushed to meet it.

White gripped her flying hips and pulled her down to the bed, unhooking this and that until she straddled him. Her arms were still tied behind her back, but he freed her legs and kneaded them restlessly. The craftsman’s expression was gone from his face. He guided his rigid cock to her entrance.

“Yesyesyesyesyes, oh, please baby, yes.” She came before he was completely inside her. She rode, and he drove into her furiously. White’s orgasm met the temples of ache that he and Red had built in her body.

And he flattened them into a thousand glimmering stars.

“Yeeeeesssss!” Her triumphant cry of joy rang through the room.

White coiled the newly conditioned ropes into bundles. He threw the last one into the basket, and the moonlight coming through the window shifted seamlessly to dawn.

“Does that mean it’s morning?” she asked.

“It means that this night is over. It’s time for you to take some rest.”

Her door descended from the ceiling even though she had not called it. It opened to the bright room and four-poster bed. White followed her inside.

“There are a bunch of doors in here,” she said.

“Yes. You let go of some things and discovered others today. More destinations will unlock as you go.”

She lay down. “Does everyone work out their soul inside their deepest fantasies?”

He pulled the covers over her. “Only those who die in the midst of them.” He rubbed his hand in circles over her bottom. “Which, given how often you got yourself off, was statistically likely in your case.”

Leaving, White said, “And we’re nowhere near your deepest fantasy. Not yet.”

She closed her eyes, and the bright room went dark.


BELLY OF THE BEAST

Katrina Jackson

BROOKLYN

I’m good at following directions. The voice on the phone tells me to show up at The Grande Hotel at ten p.m. sharp, so I do. When I arrive, they send me up to the twenty-fifth floor—no room number. When the elevator doors open, a short woman with deep brown skin and big, curly hair looks me over from head to toe and then leads me inside a hotel room that’s been transformed into a showroom for some of the prettiest lingerie I’ve ever seen in my life. Although, that’s not saying much because I’m more of a six-pack of panties and bra from the half-price bin kind of person. Still, I can recognize quality when I see it.

“What size are you?” she asks in a gruff voice.

“Um . . . twelve, I think.”

“You think?” She looks at me and squints her left eye only. I would tell her she’s being rude, but I don’t think she cares. She shakes her head. “Sixteen,” she says, correcting me. “Take off your clothes.”

“Excuse me?”

I’ve done a lot of ridiculous things for money in my life, but if I’m going to move into sex work, I’d prefer to do so when I have a bigger goal than just making rent. A villa in Costa Rica, at least.

“I said take off your clothes. If you don’t know your underwear size, I doubt you’re wearing the right bra.”

I’d like to argue in my defense, but I can feel one of my bra straps slipping over my shoulder as she’s reading me for filth, so why waste my breath? “I’m not here to . . . you know . . . do . . . that,” I stammer, gesturing toward the racks of lingerie.

She rolls her eyes. “Do . . . what?”

“Um . . .”

“Exactly. You don’t even know. Do you wash your chicken?”

“I’m a vegetarian,” I spit back, even though that’s a lie. I’m a great liar.

She rolls her eyes again. “Fine, do you wash your vegetables before you eat them?”

I hesitate, trying to figure out if this question is a trap. Although to be fair, this entire setup could be a trap, and I’m already in the belly of the beast. “Yes,” I say in a small voice.

“Exactly. And when you eat, do you not like for your food to look good? Of course, you do,” she says without waiting for me to confirm. She’s wrong. I’m more of an eat ramen straight out of the pot and over the sink kind of person because I hate doing dishes, but again . . . belly of the beast. Besides, she doesn’t wait for my agreement to bring her point home. “You enjoy eating food that tastes and looks good, why should they not have the same courtesy?”

I’d like to, but I can’t argue with logic.

“So . . . are you going to get undressed or not? There are plenty of other girls who would be happy to take your place.”

Oh, she’s smooth. I don’t know who hired her—hell, I don’t know who hired me—but I bet they don’t regret it. Although it’s not her persuasive powers that get me to pull my T-shirt over my head and undress in front of this complete stranger, it’s poverty.

I’ve had a lot of shit jobs in my life.

One summer, I worked at a car dealership, but instead of learning how to sell cars, I spent four days a week standing in the blazing hot sun with a heavy signboard digging into my sweaty, tired shoulders. I finally quit after I passed out from heat stroke. I don’t have health insurance, so I couldn’t afford to be running to the emergency room whenever it was humid.

I was a professional clown assistant for six months, and I didn’t hate it, to be honest. It was better than the month I spent being a magician’s assistant and much worse than the year I spent training to become a dental assistant, but there’s nothing worse than walking home from a gig in a clown outfit and a neon pink clown wig sticking out of my backpack. I needed money, but I didn’t need it that bad.

I worked overnight restocking shelves at the grocery store, which was good, honest work—made completely ridiculous when the overnight crew found out the night manager was shooting porn in the breakroom. Like of all places! Anyway, that was my best job by far until the Feds shut that whole store down.

I was a bottle girl at a strip club for six weeks, and that was heaven. Unfortunately, I lied on my application, and once the manager found out I was nineteen and not twenty-one, he fired me so damn quick I barely had time to give my number to the dancer I’d been flirting with before they closed the door in my face.

So, all of that is to say that I believe wholeheartedly in doing whatever it takes to make sure my bills are paid and I never have to come home to an eviction notice on my door again. But even with that mess of an employment history, this is still the wildest decision I’ve ever made.

In my defense, desperate times call for desperate measures, and I can’t think of anything more desperate than offering myself up on a silver platter as a late-night snack.

It takes a shockingly little amount of time to take off my clothes and step into a pair of lacy panties with a matching bra the exact shade of brown as my skin. When I look at my reflection in the mirror, I don’t recognize myself. I look tall and thick and sexy—nothing like me at all.

But the woman doesn’t give me any time to admire this new version of myself. “This way,” she says, brushing out of the room, expecting me to follow in her wake. I do.

I’m damn near tripping over myself in the tall ass shiny silver heels she shoved onto my feet, but she doesn’t even slow down to let me catch up. I normally wear comfortable shoes and actual clothes to go to work, so excuse me for walking a little slower than usual.

She leads me down the hall to room 2515. She flashes a keycard hanging around her neck at the sensor and then pushes the door open for me.

I hesitate. “Um, what am I . . . what am I supposed to do?”

This woman must have other facial expressions besides disappointment and eye-rolling, but if so, I’ll probably never see them. “Go inside. Wait.”

“For . . . what?”

She sighs now, so that’s new. She pushes the door open some more and beckons me to be brave. I swallow the lump in my throat and slowly look inside. There’s a matte black coffin sitting across the room, in the space where a bed would normally be. Not ominous at all.

A shiver runs up my spine.

“It is now or never, dear girl.”

Never, I think. I vote definitely never.

“But if you have made it all this way, let me offer you some wisdom.”

I turn to her with big, terrified eyes, I’m sure. “Please.”

“If the life you’ve lived has brought you here, you owe it to yourself to see what’s on the other side.”

I look at her for a good, long moment of silence before saying exactly what’s been on my mind since I arrived. “The fuck am I supposed to do with that?”

She’s rolling her eyes again. “You need this money, yes?”

“Definitely.”

“Then go inside and wait.”

My eyes go back to that coffin again, and I take a deep breath. She does have a point. If I walk in this door, I can either get the money I need or disappear, but if I leave, I’ll be just as broke as when I arrived, and when I put it that way, my decision is easy.

A chill runs through me as I walk into the hotel room, not just because I’m terrified but because the AC is on high as hell. The coffin is to my left, and there’s a couch to my right, so I head there, all while keeping the coffin firmly in my peripheral vision.

You have to be wondering how I ended up in a place like this— in a predicament like this—but that’s easy. I have a terrible landlord who raised the rent on my tiny studio apartment by four hundred dollars out of the blue, and I can’t afford to move. It was either pick up another few shifts at the gas station where I work as an overnight attendant or . . . blood donation.

Sorry, no, not that kind of blood donation. No knock to the blood drives at your local community center, but those don’t pay enough for me to go out for a good meal, let alone get me out of the hole my landlord dug for me. And if you’re wondering about my other options, I have none. It’s this or stop by the local women’s shelter to put my name on the list for a bed.

So, here I am.

I’ve never really been bothered about vampires, and they’ve never really been bothered about me. All I know is that I don’t want to be on their radar, and to be honest, why would I be? I’m a fat, broke, average-looking Black girl who only stays up past midnight to work and doesn’t have any marketable skills beyond knowing how to make balloon animals. When it comes to the supernatural, that’s none of my business. Although I guess whatever the hell is in that coffin is about to be my business.

But there is still time to leave. I shift my gaze to the door for half a second, and of course, that’s when the coffin has the nerve to start creaking open.

SUMMER

If it’s possible to be a vampire with self-esteem issues, I’ve found a way.

How could I not be? I’m surrounded by centuries-old vampires with sexy accents and epic life stories of death and drama; meanwhile, I’m from the South Side of Chicago, and I died because I slipped on a patch of black ice. By all rights, I should have languished in the hospital for a few months with a swollen brain and then quietly slipped away. In reality, a vampire happened to be strolling through the ICU—as they do—saw me, and thought I had a pretty face behind the swelling. Life—er, death—is wild.

So here I am. Undead, insecure, and starving.

But I’m just whining, honestly, because being a vampire really isn’t so bad. My maker is wealthy and very generous, so I’m living better in death than I was in life. Even the blood-drinking is all right—you’d be surprised how good blood is for your skin! Actually, the only weird thing about drinking is the small talk; now that is awkward as hell. There’s only so much chitchat I can handle while I’m fang deep in a complete stranger’s neck. One feeder had a NASCAR obsession and spent our entire session telling me about engines and tires. Never the fuck again. Although, I guess the small talk is better than the ones who just cry the whole way through, but only by a little bit. I can only pray tonight’s feeder is better than their predecessors, but my hopes aren’t high.

Vampires don’t dream, but as soon as my consciousness comes back online, her racing pulse finds me. She sounds like a terrified rabbit to my hungry ears, and I prepare myself for crying with a sigh and push the coffin lid open. I can still remember being human. I can recall the sensation of my own blood rushing through my veins. I can remember holding my breath to slow my heart rate. I can remember being hungry for something other than blood. Now all I have is whatever I can glean from my food.

Oh, but then I smell her.

The worst part of becoming undead isn’t the way my body died and changed without my consent or the fact that the sun can kill me because, if I’m being honest, puberty and global warming taught me those two things long before I turned into what I am. No, the worst thing about being a vampire is the heightened sense of smell because so much of the world smells terrible; rotting garbage, dying flowers, unwashed people. I can’t take it. Most nights, I can’t even bear to leave my room, which is why I started having dinner brought to me.

But this feeder smells lovely, and I rise for the night with just a bit more hope than before.

When my right foot hits the floor, she jumps to her feet. Her heart is racing faster now. There’s one warm lamp in the corner, forcing her to squint to see me, but the darkness is my friend. I can see her clear as day, and she is beautiful. I don’t know why Elise always dresses the feeders in pretty underwear when the only parts of their bodies that matter to me are their necks, but for the first time, I appreciate the effort.

“Hi,” she whispers softly but then clears her voice and speaks louder. “Sorry, hi.”

“I could hear you the first time,” I remind her.

“Oh . . . right. Sorry.”

“You already apologized.”

“Is there a limit?”

“Am I your first?” I ask, walking slowly in her direction.

Her eyes move to the floor. She gulps before answering with a shake of her head. “No, I’ve been with a couple of girls before.”

I stop walking and laugh. I can’t even remember the last time I did that. “No,” I chuckle. “Vampire. I meant, is this your first time as a feeder? But I think you answered that.”

She bites her bottom lip in embarrassment. I watch as her teeth sink into the flesh, and there’s a stirring in my gut that I haven’t felt since before my undignified death. I’m not saying it’s a complete myth that vampires are hypersexual creatures of the night, I’m just saying that I’ve had a lot on my mind since I died. But when her white teeth sink into her soft flesh, a neural pathway clears, and I feel a different kind of hunger.

“Do you know what’s going to happen here?” I ask, beginning to move again.

She shakes her head, stops, and then nods. “You’re going to eat m—feed from me. Oh, my god,” she groans, covering her face with her hands.

When she’s not looking, I close the distance between us. I was only creeping close because I didn’t want to scare her. I hate when they scream before I’ve even started to drink. I cup her elbow, and she jumps at my touch. Maybe it’s a surprise that my skin is so cold or shock that I’ve moved so fast. Either way, she looks up at me with wide eyes, a wet bottom lip, and the smell of her skin and arousal beginning to fill the room.

“I can do both,” I tell her. I am full of possibilities.

BROOKLYN

I’m here to do a job.

I’m here to make rent.

I am not here to get wet just because this girl—this vampire— is using her finger to draw languid circles around my elbow.

Thankfully, I’m a good multitasker. The longer she touches me, the more I feel like a layer of electricity is settling over my skin and sinking down into my flesh.

“Um . . . is there . . . do you, um, want me to . . . do anything special?” I don’t know why I’m even speaking right now because my tongue feels thick in my suddenly dry mouth. Maybe I’m trying to get my head back in the game. It doesn’t work.

She leans into my side, and the already cool room seems colder. I shiver against her, and her smile brushes my earlobe. “What should I call you?”

A whimper gets lodged in my throat, and my voice is shakier than my knees. “Whatever you want. You can call me anything.”

“I want to call you your name while I touch you.”

I hope the woman doesn’t want these panties back because they’re a wet mess now. “My name’s Brooklyn,” I whisper while clenching my pubic muscles with all my might.

“I like that name,” she says, her tongue tracing a cool, damp path up the curve of my arm. I can’t hold the next whimper inside, but my soft groan is followed by an uncharacteristic moment of vulnerability. “I-I don’t want to die,” I stammer.

I feel her freeze in place, and she rears back. “Why would you die?”

Ridiculous question. I’m made of skin and bones and can die very easily—humans are so fragile—and she’s beyond all that. I don’t know how old she is, but it doesn’t matter. A day-old vampire is still stronger and more dangerous than I’ll ever be. That’s why one night’s pay is more money than I normally make in a week. It’s not quite hazard pay, but it’s damn close. But I’m not brave enough to say any of that.

She inches closer in my silence, pressing her body against my side. One of her hands smooths slowly across my back. “What do you think is going to happen tonight?” she asks again.

My lips are so dry they peel apart when I open my mouth to speak. “You’re my first, remember?”

“Right,” she whispers as her hand settles on my hip. “You don’t die here,” she says slowly before placing one soft kiss on my earlobe.

My next whimper is louder.

“I need your blood to stay alive, and so I’m gonna take it with your consent.” Her lips brush behind my ear and down my neck as she speaks. Her mouth settles over my racing pulse, and she places one long, meaningful kiss there. “It will only hurt for a second, and then I’ll make sure it feels good.”

“How?” I ask, that one word falling from my lips in a shameful, filthy moan.

I feel her smile against my skin as her free hand settles over my lower belly.

SUMMER

I try not to touch my food any more than necessary.

When you handle a hamburger, you can’t hear its heartbeat. You can’t smell its skin. When you chew its flesh, you don’t get images of how it spent the day. But when my teeth puncture the soft, thin skin of a feeder, I know more than I need to. I know what they think of me. I know what brought them here. I know when they hate me.

But when I touch Brooklyn’s skin, I know her fear, but I can feel her desire. I can feel her interest. I can feel her slowly deciding to give herself to me.

My fingers slip into the front of her underwear and her innermost thoughts become sound—harsh breaths, soft moans, gentle gasps. The smell of her arousal fills the air as my fingers brush the coarse, curly hair over her mound, but I don’t linger here. I push my hand further into her panties, and she spreads her thick thighs apart for my touch. My fangs descend with an unhurried ease I’ve been practicing since I turned; I don’t want to scare her, but I’m desperate for her taste. Her clit is hard and eagerly pushing into my fingertips, but it’s her soft, wet, warm opening that I want. I want to prepare her slowly, but her hips jut forward, letting me know that I’ve been moving slow enough.

She’s close. I can feel it in the blood pumping just below her fragile skin, smell it in the air, and feel it coating my fingers.

But I’m close as well. By the time I push two fingers inside her warm, wet pussy, it’s damn near impossible to distinguish her feelings from my own, and why would I want to anyway?

“Oh, my god, that’s it. Right there,” she mumbles, her words coming as a breathy, needy whisper. “Fuck, that’s what I like. How do you know what I like?”

I chuckle softly as the tips of my fangs glance off her skin.

She yelps and then moans because I’ve moved my thumb over her clit.

I’m pumping my fingers in and out of her pussy now, teasing her with more pressure from my sharp fangs. Edging myself with her release.

“Oh, shit, give me one more,” she begs. I give her two instead, cupping her drenched pussy with my whole hand as I finally puncture her carotid artery with my teeth.

She cries out in ecstasy, and my eyes roll back into my head with the same rush of greedy emotion. I really am her first, and I can taste it. Veteran feeders have a taste about them—tinny and cynical—but Brooklyn tastes fresh and new. Brooklyn tastes like determination and possibility. She tastes like whatever I remember of home.

And she feels like a waterfall as her pussy starts to leak into the palm of my hand.


THE ALLIGATOR JAW

April Would

The theater feels like a dream most of the time. I go, and I sit, and I wait for you. It’s hardly ever empty. You can almost always count on some anonymous figure whacking away in the third row. But today, right now, I’m completely alone.

I tell myself I must be out of my mind to do this, again. The first time? Sure. I got caught up. Things like that happen in theaters like this. It only shows one kind of movie. You were sitting one row ahead, and you weren’t shocked when I stuck out a finger and poked your ear.

That first time we just touched each other, holding back on purpose, I think, aroused by our mutual frustration. We could hear a proud smattering of cinephiles fooling around, and we knew they could hear us, and it made everything more exciting.

But what are the odds you’re really going to be here, at the same time again, really? The second time, after all, was not planned. I happened to be going out as you were coming in, and without a word, we went right to the little, black-curtained hall under the exit sign. I stood in front of you as we peeked through the sheer curtain guarding the hall from everyone else and watched a man perform enthusiastic cunnilingus on a beautiful brunette. You just kept teasing and teasing and teasing my cunt through my panties until you reached in, pulled the gusset taut, and slapped it. It wasn’t a rough slap. You couldn’t help but convey an almost radiant affection. It was almost tender. But still a slap. I came so hard, I cried.

Now I’m here all alone, bereft of fellow perverts. On the screen the scene changes again, and the camera floats through the air in a cavern near a small waterfall. A painfully lovely young woman sits cross-legged on a small flat stone near the surface, wearing a soft pink bathing suit. Like me, she is a little bit fat, and this makes me want to touch her. Hold her. Lose myself in her body. She seems infinitely touchable. Her skin is pink and soft, her lips plump and smiling, her thick blue-black hair falls on her shoulders. She runs her fingers, nails painted to match her suit, over the water, touching the hot circles of sunlight on the surface. When she moves her knee, a dark tuft of hair peeks out of her bathing suit. I imagine she is as wet as I am.

She says something to the camera that I can’t hear because the soundtrack is only music blasting underneath the images. I hate when you can’t hear the people in porn.

I really, truly, am about to get up and leave, but the woman on the screen looks straight into the camera and her dark eyes meet mine and a thought starts to nag. What does it mean if you don’t show up and what does it mean if you do? The woman on the screen laughs a boisterous, silent, heartbreaking laugh, and the lonely, unsilent disappointment I am only half prepared to feel creeps closer, and then the door opens and there you are.

It amazes me that between these visits, I can never quite remember what your face looks like. You sit down beside me, leaving an empty seat between us for propriety. I think if I ever saw you anywhere else, any other context, I wouldn’t recognize you.

I would never admit it, but I’m beginning to like the music. It’s too loud, too garish, and dated by decades, but it makes me laugh, and that makes you laugh, and that makes me want to like everything. We watch the woman splash in the sunlit water. The theater is a small black box, and despite the aggressive air-conditioning, a sticky, suntanned heat pervades the atmosphere. I’m practically sweating.

Now that you’re here, I can forget despair and go back to guilt. How can I do something this risky? Am I out of my mind? It’s not safe. And not just once, but three times? I don’t even know you. Now that I seem to be getting what I want, my brain has to try and convince me I shouldn’t want it.

On the screen, someone, the “you” behind the camera, takes the woman by the throat. The hand’s hold is loose. Gentle. It doesn’t clench. She is being held, not choked. She closes her eyes and leans her head back against the rock wall. A round, sonorous moan escapes her mouth. We can see it vibrating in her throat, but we can’t hear it.

I moan, softly, in her place.

It’s a game to see who will break first, who will ask for whom. You move, your body taut with frustration. Your belt. Your zipper.

You go still.

You wait.

I am prepared to lose.

My hand goes between my legs, inside my panties, which are soaked. I had no idea how bad. My fingers slide inside with trembling, tormented ease. You start to watch me.

You really have no idea how boring I am. I live in a small one-bedroom apartment, alone. I think about getting a cat, but I never do. I work at a job where we have bullshit meetings and send bullshit emails, and nothing ever gets done. I go out on boring dates with mostly boring people. I don’t talk to strangers.

But you are not a stranger. Not anymore. This is, after all, our third date.

I move to the seat between us. I lean over, and kiss you hello. We don’t know each other at all, but our mouths do. Kissing like this makes me want to be as close to you as possible. It makes me want to climb inside of you and live there. If we keep this up, I’ll be considering cannibalism.

I have no idea how a kiss like this is possible when you don’t know my name. How your tongue knows just how to move. How my instinct inspires yours. There’s a perfect rhythm to it.

You spread out five fingers under my skirt on the inside of my thigh and flex them. Once. Twice. I bend down, take your hand, and start to suck. I lick the sweat from between your fingers and nip the tip of your thumb, stirring all sorts of fun sounds. You sound perfect. Hobbled. A little nervous, but still wanting. I release your hand, and you take my hair, gently, at the root. You start to squeeze.

You are a pleasure to tease. Can I get you to ask? Can I?

“Can you suck it?”

Oh, you must understand that I love it. I really do. I hate how much I love it. I love it so much I want to write it a sonnet. Dick and prick and moon and June. You taste like salt and velvet and heat, a vaguely alien worm sensation. My mouth making it even bigger, harder, hot to the touch. Mine. I try to imagine the sounds I could wrench out of you if I were the one with my hand around your throat in a picturesque sunburnt grotto. I’ve never sucked cock in a cave.

Your hand is still on my thigh, venturing up. “Can I do this?” I say yes.

You move a finger inside my panties, letting out an exquisite moan as you feel how wet I am. With one finger, the very tip, you start massaging me there. That’s all at first. Just one finger, light against my clit. Earnest, steady strokes. You are calm.

Not calm, I stop sucking. I lay my hot face on your lap and open my eyes. On the screen, the bathing suit bottom is gone and the camera rests on that tantalizing tuft of dark hair between her legs. I imagine you plucking me like a guitar, turning me into a literal instrument for pleasure. I’m your instrument and then I’m your sphinx and then I am tied to my kitchen table while you hold a vibrator on me and work on a crossword puzzle. In pen.

There is a riddle my orgasm will solve for you. You are intrepid. Methodical. I wonder if you are counting in your head. You spread me open and work your way inside. I nuzzle my face against your cock, moving myself so that I’m kneeling on the seat’s scratchy green upholstery, and my ass is in the air. My cunt wants to eat your entire hand.

Meanwhile, on the screen, something strange has happened. Something has risen out of the water. It appears to be held just out of frame by unseen hands, which gives the impression that it’s floating. It is the skull of some long-dead animal and its jagged, seething, alive-and-well teeth. I would guess an alligator.

I squeeze your hand as the woman’s fingers tease the bottom row of teeth, the tips of her fingers grazing their perfect points.

You sound rough-ridden, almost desperate. “I need to fuck you. Can I fuck you, please?”

I take the condom out of my purse and hand it to you. I tell you to open it. You do, easily, fixed and determined, your face practically iridescent with the glow of your own want. I wish all my exes were here to see you. Even now, decades beyond the agonies of adolescence, this is a gauntlet worth savoring.

I pull the condom into place, touching you precisely.

We establish consent. Stock Figure A approaches Stock Figure B. Would you like to proceed with intercourse? Yes, thank you. I would, indeed.

“You really want to fuck me?” You nod frantically. You are adorable. Perfect. I lean in close to your ear. “Then really. Fuck me.”

When our eyes meet, they hold together for just a moment. Your eyes are beautiful. Open. Kind. A tad bewildered. I run my thumb over your fat lower lip, wanting to bite into it like a Barbie’s thigh. Sitting this way feels rude to the performers. I turn around, facing the screen as I pull down my panties and turn around. I am delighted to hear you gasp.

We are not strangers if you know how I sound when I lower myself onto your cock, sliding down so that you fill me up immediately, right to the hilt.

We sit like that, at first, unmoving, enjoying the fullness.

The woman in the bathing suit observes the skull, sizing it up. Her eyes are wide, smiling. She nods. She wets her lips. She is still being held by the throat. She is pleasuring herself. She moves her hand between the rows of teeth. The jaws close around her without biting. If they were any tighter, her skin would tear.

You kiss my neck, your hands on my hips, starting to roll your own, ever so gently. Your cock is secure in my depths, hitting some heretofore undiscovered point in my brain. Like that one movement that makes a sore muscle feel better. That sudden, ecstatic relief. There have been people I’ve loved, people I have built and broken lives with, that couldn’t make me feel this. There is no one perfect place on my body to touch me, but if there were, I’m starting to believe you could find it. You could follow me down to where it hurts.

I place my hands on your knees. Your hands go under my blouse, under my bra. Your fingers hold my breasts. Instead of pinching my nipples, you barely touch them, just lightly flicking every so often, exploiting their sensitivity.

She now has her hand fully inside the creature’s skull. You fill my mouth with your fingers. They taste like lube, latex, and sweat. The hand holding her throat flexes a little, once, twice. She giggles noiselessly and pushes her hand deeper inside the skull, studying the teeth by touch. She touches herself too. She stares deeply into the camera and back at the skull.

You growl against my skin. You open your mouth against my shoulder, teeth bare. I stare at the woman’s face. The open generosity of her expression, what she is giving us. She is marvelous. You take my skin between your teeth, and suck, holding me there.

I tell you to bite me, and you do.

It is like she is watching us. It is easy to pretend I know her, that she is spying on us, just like we are spying on her. She is the only other person here besides us. I know somehow that her orgasm and mine and yours all depend on her being able to keep her hand in that jaw. If we do, all of this will be fine. Nobody will get hurt. Everything that makes this good will stay just as it is. As her dark eyes stare into the camera, I remind myself that I am pretending. She is a woman doing her job. Whatever is happening in her mind, I will never know, really.

But you?

I stand up, and you follow. You bend me over the seat in front of us. You hold my hips firmly between your hands. There is no possibility of hiding now. If someone walks in, we will be caught, but who could blame us? I hold the armrests, bracing myself. Next time, perhaps, we’ll fuck facing each other.

Her mouth opens: inviting and silent. Not too wide. Just the right kind of daunting. Shade fills the cavern. They will soon lose the light. The jaw has insinuated itself. She starts laughing and moaning again, but still, we can’t hear it.

Now that I’m bent over, I turn my head over my shoulder, at your eyes, your mouth, your chin, your throat, your eyes again. I can do it if you’re not looking at me.

“Are you watching this?” I ask.

You are. It’s hard to look away. There’s the soft rustle of your pants against my thighs, the chill of your zipper on my skin. Somewhere in the standing, my panties slipped down around my ankles. You move your thumb to my ass, staying just outside the entrance, tickling. All while watching the screen. When you finally see me again, you trace my reddened ass with your wet fingers and tell me you want to make me come.

If I found a note with your phone number in my pocket on the way home, I would throw it away. I am almost positive. There is nothing real here, or rather, it can only be real here. Being here is what makes it real. If we tried it anywhere else, it wouldn’t work. Porn would lose its luster. One of us would fart, eventually. Everything would be revealed. I don’t know how to sustain that.

“You can make me come,” I say.

You spank me, loud enough to echo. It shocks me, both that there is real pain and how good the pain feels. “Eyes front,” you say.

Another finger massages right on my clit. It starts slow, especially agonizing since you’ve stopped thrusting. You pull back just enough to make me try to follow. A light tap, barely there at first, just a steady thrum right on the clit. Then you pull me back, and we thud down into the squeaky seat. I’m back to riding your lap, only now my arms are pinned between my back and your chest, and your fingers fill my mouth and touch me, and your slow thrum against my clit grows faster and faster and builds and builds until I know I am about to crack like a struck match.

Orgasms can do anything. They can creep, crash, break, burst, burn, explode, excrete, deplete, and devastate. There are orgasms one must diffuse like a bomb, orgasms that come and go before they’re even understood. I came so hard. What does that even mean? And then there are orgasms that have to simmer. Orgasms that start in the center and seep out slowly until they have conquered all realms. Until my body is the sailor and the sensation is the siren and the rock, when I reach the one perfect point that destroys all thought and I’m done.

I can no longer hold myself up. You need to wrap your arms around my waist to keep me from sliding off your lap and onto the floor. You move me like one of those posable wooden dolls artists use. You rub your nose against my shoulder as you catch your breath. You kiss me over and over.

We came together. How is that possible? All three of us. The woman with the jaw came too, certainly. She must have because the scene has changed.

I don’t know your name either, but I know how you sound when you come. How is that not knowing someone?


BEGETTING

Jean Roberta

A queen must be served in the splendor of the court as well as in the inner sanctum of her bedchamber. No ordinary man can serve a queen well.

No ordinary man would risk his life to visit a queen in secret.

“You may call me Tom,” he whispers down the corridors of time. “’Tis my own name, and as for the names bestowed on me by courtesy and lineage, I have no more need of them. Let my titles remain in a chest with my best doublet and hose. You may depict me simply as a man, as naked as God made me.”

And so, Tom approached the queen’s bedchamber, wearing only a simple robe in an outmoded style and the pointed beard which was his one concession to vanity. He clutched a tightly folded piece of parchment in one fist. Torches cast flickering light from the walls as he glided from shadow to shadow. He could not afford to be seen.

A woman’s eyes, sharp as those of a cat, saw movement in the shadows, and knew that someone approached. While the queen waited for her lover behind her bed curtains, Lady Jane played scout.

To her mistress, she whispered, “He is here.”

To the gentleman in disguise, she whispered, “Come quickly, Sir Thomas.” She pulled him into the chamber with rude haste. “May God have mercy on you both.”

The lady-in-waiting dared not wait a moment longer because the king himself had requested her presence, and he would not be refused. No longer the fine gallant he was in youth, King Henry had traded soft persuasion for abrupt insistence.

Was Lady Jane afraid or repulsed? She admired the king’s majesty, despite his failing body. She was both obliging and ambitious, and therefore inclined to give him some solace. If kindness deserved a reward, the king was capable of rewarding his favorites beyond their highest hopes.

“By your leaves,” pleaded Lady Jane in her lowest tone to the queen and her lover. “I shall be away but a little while.” With a rustle of skirts, she passed into the corridor, and pulled the door shut behind her.

In the year of our Lord 1536, it was a fine spring night for lovers’ trysts.

Thomas stood before the woman he loved, straining to see her by the light of one candle set in dull pewter. “Your Majesty.”

A silk curtain twitched. “Tom,” returned a clear, womanly voice. “Let us not stand on ceremony.”

The speaker had no illusions that her rank could protect her. She was not actually the witch that slanderous tongues held her to be, but she understood strategy, and she had the courage of those who know they have few options left. She felt hot and cool by turns.

Tom lost no time approaching the bed, although the floor was cold and hard beneath his soft slippers. “Sweet Anne, I have loved thee in silence these many years.”

The queen drew the fabric aside. She considered herself too dark complexioned to be termed “fair” in any sense, but the apricot tint of her face in the dim light took her admirer’s breath away. She sat on an expanse of white linen, covered only in a curtain of dark hair that rivalled the dark wood of the bed frame. The moon-like orbs of her breasts were crowned with dusty-rose peaks, and their innocence mirrored the honest gaze of the lady’s brown eyes.

Tom felt as blessed as a pilgrim at a shrine. “Beloved,” he intoned.

She held him in place with a hand on his chest, over his heart. “Here I am, without pretense,” said the queen, “but we need to establish the terms of our treaty.”

Tom craved her trust, knowing he could hardly claim to be an honorable suitor. He stretched out his arms to enfold her. “Anne, I swear on my life—”

The lady was grimly amused. “You swear to what, Thomas? To protect me from my husband’s disdain? To get a son on me, and to swear he is none of your own?”

His eyes begged her to show mercy. “I swear to be thy shield against a court of vipers, Anne. ’Tis all I can offer. You know that my wife and I live separately, and we have each given the other full freedom to seek other company. I have brought thee a poor offering.”

Anne slid nimbly across the bed to give her visitor space. He handed her the small square of parchment, then bent to remove his simple shoes and to pull off his robe. Standing up, he revealed a chest adorned with a stream of oak-blond hair between manly muscles marked by button-like nipples. He hoped that if his scribbled words did not please the queen, she could find comfort in the set of his shoulders, and in the rising tribute between his thighs.

Anne unfolded the parchment, peered at the tiny letters, and laughed. “’Tis like an epistle from one fairy to another. I cannot make it out. You must read it to me.”
 
As Tom climbed in beside her, he reached for the billet-doux. “I would not entrust this to any messenger, my dear,” he explained. As quietly as possible, he recited:
 

“There is a Rose within my Sov’reign’s walls

That all may gaze upon, but none may touch,

And none may help, whatever Her befalls.

This Flower hath such grace that never such

So well deserv’d a Friend her Life to save.

Alas! The Wind that through the Garden blows

May pettishly despoil her petals brave,

Her Heart to break, and her sweet life to close.

“How can a Friend his gentle Rose protect?

His not to claim her boldly, but to aid

Her cause in secret, under cloak of night.

The tyrant Wind calls forth no true respect;

He truly thinks to find himself betrayed,

And still the Rose may bloom in his despite.”



“’Tis sweet,” said the queen. Tears stung her eyes. To distract herself, she took back the parchment, refolded it, and placed it beneath her pillow. “Sir Poet, you flatter me. I have no grace, although it is the true meaning of my name. And I fear that you give me false hope.”
 
“Anne, please feed this scrap to the fire as soon as you rise from here. My reckless words are not for anyone else’s eyes.” “I will burn it for thy sake, my love. For myself, it matters little. None values the fruitless womb that deprives the king of a prince.”

The man lay on his side and wrapped the woman in a fierce embrace, as though his bare arms could protect her from all harm. “He failed thee,” said Tom, “but I will not.”

Anne pressed her warm mouth to his, and he kissed her back in earnest. One of her hands slid boldly down his belly to the staff that welcomed her touch.

She stroked him until he grew ironhard. He groaned with the need to bury himself in her womanly heat, as though she were a lodestone, but she continued to torment him with determined fingers.

“I wish to taste thee,” she told him. She twisted out of his arms to bring her mouth to his staff. Before he could protest, Anne’s lips enveloped him and pulled him past her teeth into a warm, wet cave. Her velvet tongue teased his head as her small hands massaged his sacs.

Tom remembered the poisonous rumor that Anne had bewitched the king to put aside his first wife and defy God himself. The man felt as though she could suck out his soul, but he refused to believe ill of her.

“Enough,” he told her, extracting his staff from her mouth as gently as he could. He pulled her up and laid her on her back, the better to kiss his way from her breasts to the triangle of dark hair between her legs.

Anne laughed softly and squirmed under his touch. She was no longer a blushing maiden, but knowing that her body and her spirit were enough to capture a good man’s interest felt like an elixir of youth. She wanted to seize the time available to her.

The value of patience was something Tom understood, and he had made that virtue his own. He kissed the buds of her breasts in a leisurely manner, as though he were not bursting with need. The fullness of her mounds pleased his eyes as well as his hands and his lips.

The moist glow of Anne’s skin by candlelight led Tom’s hands to her slender waist and her small, round navel. Her breath quickened as he kissed her there.

An earthy aroma rose from the little thicket of moist dark hair that marked the entrance of Anne’s cunt, her inner sanctum. Tom allowed himself to admire the lush perfection of her body in the guttering light of the dying candle. Seen in such intimacy, she was like a diverse continent, and her explorer inhaled the spices of its hills and plains, its forests and coves.

“Please,” she whispered.

The man used both his hands to find and gently open her lower lips. He saw pink folds and felt a slippery fluid before the candle winked out, leaving both lovers in smoking darkness.

“’Twill be well, dear heart,” he assured her. “I can find my way.” He crouched atop her and introduced the head of his staff to her wet opening, praying that his size would be just adequate for her pleasure.

Tom had never wished to enter a woman like a battering ram destroying a castle’s defenses.

The lady held him tightly as she spread her thighs to make him welcome. And then he was in to the hilt, riding her with an easy rhythm. Her sighs rose to his ears like music, and the squeezing of her inner muscles on his shaft felt more delectable than the embrace of an angel in a virtuous man’s last moment on earth.

Both lovers doubted whether the comforts afforded to the faithful would ever be granted to them. They only hoped they could be together in the afterlife.

Soon, Anne’s voice rose to a dangerous crescendo. “Peace, beloved,” he murmured. He too was coming to a climax, but he clamped his teeth together and stifled his groans. He pumped his shaft as deeply into her as it would go, and released his seed. “Ahh,” he sighed.

Anne waited for her passion to subside. After a moment of recovery, Tom wondered whether she had reached her own peak of ecstasy. Simultaneous climaxes were said to help conception, but he knew from married experience that the pace of female excitement often lagged behind that of a man. He slipped a finger between her lower lips to find the love knot just above her opening. That delicate nubbin was swollen and trembling. She gasped sharply as he stroked and pinched it. He felt a spasm under his fingers, followed by a gush of liquid and more twitching.

Anne gathered her breath. “I love thee, Tom, for what good it may do.”

He lay on his back and pulled her atop him so that he could hold her close and press her head to his heart. Her surrender felt precious to him, and he wanted her to feel that he was truly her protector.

The hot fragrance of her hair was in his face. He ran his fingers through it, wondering why a woman’s hair must be completely covered in company. Surely hair was part of God’s bounty, and was meant to be enjoyed by all His creatures. Yet he didn’t want Anne to be exposed to the world.

“My love.” She raised her head to look into his eyes. “Please remain with me until my waiting woman returns from the king’s bed. I cannot bear to be alone tonight. You know not what fancies torment me when I have leisure to attend to them.”

“Then I shan’t leave thee, Anne.” Tom’s desire was already returning, and he hoped to claim her at least once more before he must vanish into the air like an incubus.

“My dearest, our son may yet be a great king.” Tom’s words hung in the darkness like a vision of life in the land of Faery.

Anne stroked his head as though he were a child. Both lovers knew that forces were already in play to prevent their dream from reaching fulfillment. They were well acquainted with the ways of the court, and they were determined not to save themselves by betraying each other.

They would never again be as happy as they were at this moment. Let us leave them together in the warmth of the queen’s bed, enjoying the time they have left.

In the long corridor of time since the night of their love, neither the man nor the woman has been forgotten. While one is known as the doomed wife of a king hell-bent on founding a dynasty, the other has been named Father of the English Sonnet.


MANGOES
 
S.P. Jaffery

I knew he had arrived before I even saw him. The smell of ripe mangoes wafted into the courtyard, riding the warm Karachi breeze, as he approached the gate. I didn’t know I was waiting for him. I didn’t know if he even wanted me to wait for him. All I knew in that moment was that I wanted to let him in. Through the blue metal gate that surrounded my grandparents’ ancestral home. Past the crazy colored paved stones that led to the neem tree at the center of the courtyard. The sun was near setting but no one was home. I wasn’t supposed to be home. I had promised my nanna that I would come home tomorrow.

“We won’t be home until the morning,” she had said. “Don’t stay in the house by yourself overnight.”

I had no intention of being by myself. Not when I could hear the footsteps approaching the gate. My heart jumped as he rang the doorbell. I knew he could probably hear it through the door as I pulled at the metal lock. When the sweating metal door finally came undone with a groan, the look of shock on his face made my heart beat faster.

“You’re not supposed to be here,” he said. “I wouldn’t have come if I knew you were here.”

I didn’t answer. I just took his hand in mine and interlocked our fingers. He hesitated for a second, just a second, before his fingers gripped mine and he stepped through. I pulled the small bag of mangoes from his hand and held them behind me, teasing him. Asking him to take them from me. Asking him to take me.

“They’re not for you,” he said, a smile playing on his lips.

“I don’t care,” I responded, my voice barely above a whisper. His smile faltered and his eyes swept over my face hungrily.

“We shouldn’t be doing this,” his lips said. But he was already walking me backward until my shoulder blades hit the wall and we were hidden by the swaying leaves of the tree. His hands settled on my waist, his touch burning through the light linen of my shirt. “We shouldn’t be doing this,” he said again, just as his lips found my jawline and his hands slid down to my hips.

I didn’t answer. I don’t think he expected me to. It was a formality. So much of our relationship was a formality. I knew who I was supposed to be: a good, dutiful granddaughter, my eyes full of softness and sympathy and warmth. Obedience. I had no other purpose, no other identity. No name other than child. I could have no other wants or desires. I would never disobey.

I would certainly never peek through the lace curtain at the window across the road so brazenly. I would never raise my eyes to stare in lust at this man, the stranger with no backstory and no identity, as he pulled off his shirt at night and sat on an old woven charpoy bed on the roof, gazing at the stars. I had been raised better.

I certainly would never let my fingers play across my nipples, pulling and stroking gently until they hardened as I watched the little beads of sweat roll down the muscles of his chest and dip and sway into the curves of his abdomen. And he would never acknowledge that he could see me or that he came out there every night for the performance on both sides.

I was not that girl tonight. And I was not the one whose thumbs were stroking my breasts, sending me into a frenzy that I could not have imagined in my solo exploration. I closed my eyes, letting the sensation slide over me.

“Look at me,” he said, his hand suddenly in my hair, tilting my face up to his, questioning me, urging me. My eyes met his boldly and there was no softness in them this time. There was only fire.

“Don’t stop,” I said, my voice barely a growl. He smiled again and his mouth came down on mine hard. There was none of the gentle hesitance I had always expected with my first kiss. This was hunger and devouring. His tongue swept across my lips, willing them to open so that I could taste him. I drew him in deeper, my hands massaging down his shoulders, past the hardness of his chest and abdomen until it reached the button of his trousers.

He stepped back, surprised at my boldness, unsure of what I was asking of him. Unsure if I was ready. I didn’t give him time to question it. I pulled his mouth back onto mine and felt his body melt into mine once again. His mouth traveled down to my neck as his hand slid lower, pushing the edge of my skirt down my thighs. I gasped as his fingers suddenly start to move in circles over my underwear, finding that most secret spot. Warmth I had never really experienced before started to climb up my abdomen as he sucked on my neck, almost vampiric, and his hand continued to work its magic. I closed my eyes and without thinking, lifted my leg up around his waist.

Without warning, he grabbed both of my thighs and hoisted me up so that my legs were encircling him, and our foreheads were touching. I opened my eyes and smiled. His mouth came down on mine again, gentler this time, more in line with the kisses I’d read about secretly at night in the novels I hid from the rest of the family.

Suddenly, he leaned me back against the wall. The smell of jasmine enveloped me as my hand grabbed at the vine creeping behind me. Then his hardness was rubbing against me and a sensation even more powerful than I could have imagined began to stir in my belly. It was different from the soft, exploration of his fingers. This was insistent, urging me to pull down any barriers left between us.

His lips found my earlobe as he undid his own trousers and kicked them impatiently away. I looked down shyly, wanting to see him hard and wanting me. But before I could even reach out to touch him, he flipped me around, my breasts crushed against the wall. For a moment, a thrill of fear coursed through me. I had never been like this before. Even on those nights we had watched each other, my imagination couldn’t conceive of what it would be like in this moment.

For a moment, I was afraid of what he was going to do. But then he surprised me as he moved my long black hair gently away and began to kiss the back of my neck. Without warning, he pulled off my shirt and worked his lips lower across my shoulder blades. I felt him undo the clasps of my bra and push the straps off my shoulder. My nipples hardened into points at the slight damp chill in the night air even as his mouth continued to travel down my spine. Then he pulled down my panties.

My cheeks went hot at my sudden vulnerability. I didn’t have time to think about it, though, as he flipped me around to face him. I brought my arms down instinctively to cover my naked breasts. The two of us had never been this uninhibited. We had always had a barrier between us, whether it was the lace curtain at my window or my grandmother’s presence any time I passed him on the street and our eyes would meet. Despite our secret glances, I was still young and shy, unsure of where to look or what to do, caught up in the rapid changes in emotions.

He pulled my hands away, though, and held them against the wall above my head, drinking in the sight of me as he smiled. Then he let go of my hands and took my face in his hands, kissing me softly. I held onto his shoulders first, my shyness fading, and then reached lower until I found the part of him that was waiting for me. I stroked it, listening to the way his breath caught to figure out what felt good. His lips became more insistent against mine and I could feel his heart beat faster.

In a flash, he lifted me up again only to walk a few feet away to place me gently on the soft grass near the tree. The ground was damp and cool but his lips were warm as they latched onto my breast, his tongue circling me even as he sucked. My legs wrapped around him as he rubbed against me, filling my body with rising heat. He worked his way down, his lips and tongue leaving a trail of fire between my breasts, down my abdomen, into the hidden curves no man had ever explored before. I spread my legs instinctively, not really understanding what was to come but knowing I wanted to experience it.

Nothing could have prepared me for that first moment that his tongue found my tender spot. I moaned without realizing that a sound had left me and for an instant I was embarrassed. But then I forgot everything but the rising sensation and as the moans became louder, I took pleasure in the carnal sound, raw and guttural. There was nothing but him and me and his magical tongue lifting me to a place of ecstasy no book could have ever described. My back arched and an explosion of stars filled my vision behind my closed eyes. As I lay trembling, trying to catch my breath, his lips worked back up my body, settling again on the curve of my neck.

He flipped me over, pulling me on top, my legs straddling his body, beautiful in its slickness. His brown skin gleamed under my fingertips and for a second I wondered what all of this meant. Where would we go from here? But as I looked down at him, I realized this was where I wanted to be at that moment. Even if we became strangers again tomorrow, tonight we’d be one person. I’d be someone’s lover and not their legacy.

He saw me looking at him and his eyebrows came together, trying to figure out what I was thinking. His hand went into my hair, cascading down to his chest, and I bent down to kiss him. My lips moved from his mouth to his throat, I moved my body up and down, letting my breasts and hair slide over his chest, teasing the hardness I felt beneath me. Then he grabbed both of my thighs, lifted me up, and entered me without warning. I gasped in surprise, feeling a sharp pain that suddenly mixed with an unexpected pleasure as he moved me on top of him. He put his hands on my hips to guide me, letting me know the pace he wanted. I let my whole body slide in waves with his and saw him close his eyes as he started to moan. The sound excited me, made me feel powerful and I moved faster, my breasts still caressing his skin.

As his breath began to get more ragged, he grabbed me by the hair and pulled me down to his mouth, kissing me hard. I lay on top of him, still moving, with my forehead against his, both of us sweaty in the cool night air. I felt a million sensations as I rode him up and down. It was not the gentle lovemaking that I had dreamed of in my innocence. This was more primal, almost violent, so different from the slow rise of pleasure he had brought me to earlier. This sensation was sharp and almost painful in its need as it built up momentum, climbing up my spine. I closed my eyes and my mind went blank as I gave myself to the feeling. My teeth bit into his shoulder, as I tried in vain to stifle the whimper that was quickly turning into a throaty shout of pleasure.

It didn’t matter anyway. He started rocking me faster on him and then his head snapped back, a deep, primal yell emerging from the depths of his soul. Listening to him, my shyness vanished as well and I joined him as our shouts mingled and filled the night air, startling a bird that had settled on the branches overhead.

As it flew away in a huff, laughter bubbled in my chest and I buried my face against his heart, shaking not only from the aftermath of our passionate lovemaking but also the giggles I was trying so hard to restrain. His arms came around me, holding me against him, and he started laughing as well. I raised my face to his and kissed the top of his nose. He smiled again and brought his hand up to my face, cradling it tenderly, running his thumb over my swollen lips.

“I think this might be the right time to finally ask you what your name is,” he said.

“First tell me if you really wouldn’t have come by tonight if you had known that I was home,” I said, looking him in the eyes.

“I’ll tell you a secret. I saw your grandparents leave earlier today. I knew they weren’t home.”

I looked at him, confused. “Then who were the mangoes for if you weren’t bringing that for them?” He laughed and rolled over so that I was back on the ground, his face just inches from mine.

“They were for you,” he said, running his lips over mine in a whisper of a kiss. My arms slid around his neck as his lips trailed down my jaw.

“We should probably pick them up then. I think we could put them to use.”

“Oh, yeah? What are you thinking?” he said, looking back down at me, a slow grin spreading.

“I’m thinking I should probably ask your name too.”

“I asked you first.”

“Layla,” I said. “My name is Layla.”


WITH WAND’RING STEPS AND SLOW

T.C. Mill

On their second night away from the Garden, they learned to kindle fire.

She struck sparks from a stone, tiny echoes of the lightning that brought warming flames to them in previous days—in the time that was gone—while he wove stems and leaves into a covering. He caught her watching his clever hands and smiled. His eyes went to her own hands, which fed the growing fire with dry sticks.

“What will you call that?” she asked, nodding to what he held. He’d learned to weave from the bowerbird, but this wing of joined leaves was no bower.

“I think . . . blanket?”

He had a gift for making names, but he said the word to her, the only other one who would use it, almost as a question.

She nodded. “Blanket is exactly what it is.”

He folded it aside, out of the flames’ reach, and joined her close to them. The apron of woven vines around his waist shifted. She looked at it, around it, at what she knew she shouldn’t look at but wanted to see.

Nakedness . . . it did not feel like a name he had made, though he was the first one to say it. You shouldn’t see me like this, he told her after eating the fruit she shared. She had seen him naked before they learned what it was. But now they could no longer trust nakedness. Like they could no longer trust the fruits of the trees. The Voice that drove them from the Garden had issued, among its final commands, a warning against something called poison. No knowledge grew from the branches outside the Garden, but other fruit, it seemed, could be just as bad. Desire had somehow turned dangerous.

She closed her eyes and felt the fire’s warmth on her face. Muscles jumped in her calves after the long day of walking. Tired and thirsty, she longed for the fruits of home. Safe ones they could bake to sweet mush, or tubers she could dig and roast tender. But not that one, honeyed-bitter, beautiful, cloying in her memory. Like the heavy taste that formed in her mouth as, walking away from the Garden, she had performed the action she and the man decided to call weeping.

Tired of new names, new experiences, she opened her eyes again to look upon the most familiar part of the world. Firelight and forest shadows played across his skin, brown and smooth across his cheeks and shoulders as the living rock that formed her favorite cavern in the Garden, a hollow sculpted by the river. But he wasn’t as impervious as the rock—scratches marked his arms, his sides, his legs. A bruise bloomed around his knee. Dust covered his feet from toes to ankles in a pale coat, like the marks he called stockings on the cats and horses. She thought of woven stockings, which might protect his feet from dust and scratches and bruises.

“I’ll come back,” she said, standing.

“Yes,” he said, because she had never gone anywhere without coming back. Another new idea. Something else for him to name.

Perhaps one day she would name things too, to take some of the weight of it from him. The way he wove blankets and aprons for her so she would not be naked or cold. Helping, as they had been created to do.

She climbed into the hills and found the leaves, round and fleshy, like the ears of lambs, she had crushed in the Garden to tend the scratches and bruises that happened when cubs played too enthusiastically or a goat was not sure where to point its horns.

He was tending the fire when she returned with full hands. His eyes were clear, brown, bright, like a river colored by the roots of sassafras. His hair was a storm cloud carrying beauty instead of rain. They looked at each other and his beauty spilled over her.

She touched her lips to his as she sat by him. His hand went to her shoulder, and remained there as she crushed the leaves into green paste between two rocks. His touch was a root that carried life’s water into her.

Her beautiful, her beloved, her maker of names. And those beings that had names already, like the animals, loved him enough to tell him them. She had told him hers, and that she was a woman, and from this they concluded he must be a man, since he was part of her. He had no name for himself until she was there to call him by it. They were made for each other. And so how could they not love each other?

He turned his cheek, raised his arms, gave all the hurt parts of his body to her touch. After, he scraped up the paste that was left and put it onto her scratches. It stung when he did—more than it ever had in the Garden, if her memory could be trusted.

Her fingers traced the scar at the bottom of his ribs. “Did it hurt badly?”

It was not his only scar. The scratches of the cubs, a slip when they dove from the rocks into a deep pool, the rough bark of certain trees they climbed, all had left marks. You heal well, you immortals, the snake once observed to her, and she thought it was jealous because it had to shed its skin while she and the man could keep theirs and everything remembered in it. But this scar had been the first she’d ever seen, the first she watched heal.

He cupped her chin and lifted her face to his. “No,” he said. “Not badly.”

They kissed. She parted her lips and held him more tightly. He wrapped his arms around her. Their bodies came close, so close his heart beat on her skin and their warmth flowed into each other.

The aprons of leaves rustled, connecting below their waists.

“Let’s take these off,” she said. Because nakedness couldn’t always be forbidden to them. Not at a time like this, when the parts of her body that could be naked called to his body, when being apart from him felt far worse than being uncovered.

His fingers tugged at the knots and soon the aprons fell to the ground. With them and the blanket, she formed a nest to lie within. No sweet herbs as they wove into their bower in the Garden. But they rustled pleasantly and felt soft against her skin. Nothing near how it felt, though, when he covered her thigh with his own, its warmth and weight sending a ripple of delight within her.

Her hand swept up, careful of his bruised knee, hungry on his hip and the slope of his back. She held the nape of his neck as they kissed. He tasted as he always had, richer than any berry or herb. His scent mingled with dust and smoke, but she knew it as his; he felt familiar, smooth skin and ridged scars and crisp hair and heat glowing everywhere they touched, and from inside her to meet him.

The same as always—this still made sense.

She broke the kiss to drag her face across his chest. Her breasts were heavy, their tips hard. His length pressed her belly, growing firmer with each moment. She wiggled under him until she could wrap her legs around his hips. He gasped, and, smiling, she opened her eyes.

But she saw his face, then. Pupils dark with bliss, yet a reluctance surrounding them, creasing his brows and forehead. A hesitation like he’d never shown before—not when he took the fruit she offered, not even before he spoke a lie to the Voice. Hesitation; she would barely know to name it, except she’d seen it sometimes, in a foal before it swam the river the first time, in a squirrel before it leapt to a far branch.

What gulf did he look into?

“Is something not right?” she asked. “How can I help?”

“I should be the one to ask that.” He braced himself above her as she stroked his cheek. “The Voice said it would be in sorrow that you bring forth children.”

“Yes.” She remembered. Cold oozed among the embers inside her, though not enough to extinguish them, not when she and the man still held and touched each other. “But that is for another day, isn’t it?”

“A day that will be brought sooner if we do this.”

“Ah.”

His shaft brushed against the leaves of her sex, wet as if with morning dew. She could take him within her body, the way she had before. As the doe welcomed the stag, the tigress the tiger. For the animals, it would lead within a few moons to fauns and to cubs. To children.

The animals had children. They were fruitful and multiplied. For her and the man, they were one flesh: why would they need more?

It had changed, now.

I will multiply your sorrow.

He rose off of her, let her curl on herself. She did not weep. This was not a wet pain like she had felt before, but an arid one. Her hands, still keen to hold, grasped themselves until they became fists.

“I don’t want to bring you pain,” he said.

“Nor I you.” Because she saw his tense expression, the hesitant way he reached for her. She leaned toward him, sighed as he rested his arm around her shoulders.

Words had not yet been created for what she wanted to say. Something that could soothe the hurt in both of them like the lamb’s ear leaves soothed bruises in their flesh. Better yet, something that could undo what had happened, that could bring them back into the Garden, where there was no bitterness to any pleasure.

“I don’t want to be sent away from you, too,” she said.

“No.” He pulled her to him. “That will not happen. As you said, you will come back. Always.”

Always; that word had been almost meaningless in the Garden, but here it added intensity to what he said. She wrapped her arms around his waist, rested her head on his breast. Curls of his hair rasped her cheek. His scent was still as wonderful to her as any blossom; looking down, she saw his desire was still for her, tall and hot.

She moved her hands on his body, tracing from spine over ribs around to hip and thigh. When she reached his sex, he trembled. His breath grew thinner, higher; she knew the sound signaling his pleasure.

Pleasure he did not have to be within her to experience.

Just as she burned sweetly for him now, and knew she could burn sweeter still.

She slid into his lap, asked, “What else can we do?”

The lines of tension around his eyes folded into the beginning of a smile. “I don’t know yet, but . . .”

Her back curled in pleasure as his hands stroked it, just like one of the big cats’ would. The way he touched her always created bliss. No matter how he touched. No matter how they fit together. Because however they did it, they would fit.

She kissed his smiling lips. With her own hands she explored the muscles of his shoulders and the tender back of his neck until he purred.

His member pressed her nether lips, pulsing. She wiggled to slide it further between them. The damp head left its sticky drops across their bellies.

He laughed gently, then, at a roll of her hips, gasped.

“Yes,” she said, and did it again.

He reached down to grip her bottom and thighs. At first he just held on, the way he’d held the Garden’s riverbank until she encouraged him deeper into the cold water—not hesitant, but acclimating himself to the sensation, at a pace that wouldn’t leave him lost to the overwhelm. A strong current rushed around them, though it was not cold. Then he began to pull, lifting and sliding her in the rhythm she set.

Wet sounds rose as the dew of her folds slicked his length. Heat built.

“Good?” she asked him. Shaping the word was almost as difficult as breathing underwater; her lips formed it, then stretched back into a grin, an unsteady one that kept breaking into panting.

“Oh. Yes.” Sweat gleamed across his cheeks and chest. “It feels like I’m inside you.”

To her, it felt even better than that. His member, its petal-soft surface and branch-firm core, nudged the hard point at the front of her sex with each stroke. The sweet pleasure of that was keener than she’d ever felt when he thrust within her. Then, he would have caressed her with his fingers, or she would have touched herself, but that touch would still have been different—in texture, in angle, in force, in some way she couldn’t find words for, perhaps the words had not been created yet.

They would have to create the words.

She gasped as something went through her even sharper than the pleasure: the thought that the future could hold such things.

That they had joy ahead as well as sorrow.

They kissed again, open mouthed and clumsy with hunger. It brought the idea of more things mouths could do. When his hold on her began to tremble, his breathing taking on the edge she recognized, she slid out of his arms and lap.

Before he had time to regret her absence, she bent and brought her tongue to the head of his member. It jumped at her touch, and she gripped its base in one hand while wrapping her lips around the shaft. He moaned her name as she caught the seed that spilled from him. Warm, thick, bitter, he tasted like nothing in the Garden; in this moment he tasted better than anything in the Garden ever had. Such was her desire for him. And when she sucked and pulled him deeper into her mouth, she found the flavor of her own juices on his skin.

She came up once he softened, and another kiss exchanged their living tastes. His lips left hers to meet her chin, her throat, each breast—her nipples tweaked by the tease of their passing softness—and then her belly, and her thighs, and then between them.

Her pleasure had burned there all this while; it smoldered while she drank from him, less urgent when her attention was on his body, but now it blazed. The pad of his tongue swiped, circled—more agile than his member, flicking with intelligence, with the knowledge he had of how to delight her, applied now in a new and different way.

With the mouth that had been the second to ever say her name, he knew her every part. She widened the space between her legs as much as she could, welcoming him in. An image came to her of a game they could play—if she slipped a soft fruit, like a ripe fig, inside for him to nibble and lick out . . . He ate from her as eagerly now, when she had nothing to offer but herself.

Tremors passed from the root of her spine through her pelvis. His tongue’s strokes became softer, but not too gentle, and they moved as fast as her heart beat. The fire inside her became liquid.

From her open mouth fell wordless cries, language lost—or not yet created. As if in prayer. Crying, into the air of their exile, into the ears of their love, the speechless name of a god yet unforgiven.

Thanks and defiance and a summons to witness what they still had.

Afterward, they lay breathless and languid. Her hand rested on the mark at the bottom of his ribs, and his hand over hers. With his other hand he removed one of her hairs from between his teeth. They both laughed at this evidence of his eagerness in pleasuring her.

Some time passed in this Garden made in each other’s arms, before they noticed the fire was burning down and sat up to rebuild it. Shivering as the sweat dried on her skin, she wrapped the blanket he’d woven around her shoulders, then lifted a corner for him.

“I’ll have to make another of these,” he said. “And better aprons.” He gestured to where they still lay discarded. “I’ll make you . . . a dress, because you’ll be dressed in it.”

“That sounds wonderful.” She rested her head on his shoulder.

“We could weave flowers in. So it is beautiful. Like you, my beauty.” His words fell like kisses onto her hair. “My breathing. Flesh of my flesh. My life.”

In the morning, while he wove, she went into the hills searching for something to break their fast. A bird scolded her when she came too close to their nest, where chicks peeped among their eggshells. She thought of families. Children. What she had been warned would lay ahead if she had them. What having them would involve. And all that they could do with the same parts, meanwhile. She laughed to herself; surprise and sorrow were in her laughter, but also curiosity, and willingness. An expectation of joy.

Another bird pecked at the berries hanging bright and heavy on a bush in her path. Picking them meant reaching carefully between the spines on the branches. Tasting, she found them tart but with an edge of sweetness, refreshing. She carried handfuls back in her apron.

He looked up from his work as she returned. She sat beside him and held out the berries.

The man bent to take one, but stopped midmovement. In the way he had not stopped, before, the last time he ate fruit that she offered.

He had eaten, and so both of them had been sent from the Garden. He had trusted her, and it meant that whatever happened now, whatever steps they took out into this world, they would be together.

“What are they called?” he asked her.

“Oh.” She looked from him to the berries, smiling. Something to do with their barbs, but also acknowledging their deliciousness. She thought on it a while.

Then she named them, and he took them and ate.


BUTTERFLY HEART

Anna Sansom

“We can’t be sure of the exact age,” my host tells me, “but the cottage is around five hundred years old. In the 1900s, it was used as a corner shop. We bought it ten years ago and did a complete refurb.” He waves his hand around the room, and I follow it with my gaze, taking in the restored inglenook fireplace, low beams, and freshly plumped cushions.

“It’s beautiful.” I smile at him. “So much hard work. You must be very proud.”

He grins back at me, obviously enjoying the praise. “Don’t forget to take a look at the photo book. You can see the whole transformation there.” I nod and smile some more. I just want to be left alone now, but I’m too polite to show it.

When he’s finally gone, I run my hand over the upright beam in the center of the room and close my eyes. Five hundred years of history. It makes my lifetime seem so inconsequential. It’s the same feeling I get when I meet a heavy-limbed, wide-trunked tree, like I’m just a bit player in a much bigger story.

“Hello, house.” My voice is soft and soaks into the walls.

“Thank you for letting me stay here a while.” I imagine I hear whispers of voices from all those centuries; we were all just passing through.

This was meant to be our weekend away. I booked the cottage over six months ago, excited at the prospect of having quality one-on-one time in a beautiful setting and with no outside distractions. There’s a wood burner in the inglenook, a comfy four-poster bed, a well-equipped kitchen. We would have wanted for nothing.

Except, here I am—alone and very much wanting.

I lower myself onto the sofa and feel my knees creak and groan a little. I rub them soothingly, eyeing up the spiral staircase and reassuring them that we’ll take it slow. I’d only ever imagined myself here with Maeve, and now that I’ve arrived, I don’t know what to do next. I flick through the photo book. It must have taken a fair bit of cash to transform this place from decrepit shell to luxury cottage. There are a few photos of the frontage through the decades, marking the journey from well-used, local community shop to abandoned and boarded up. I feel an affinity with this building.

“Me too,” I tell the cottage as I walk through to the kitchen. “Cup of tea?” Of course, there’s no answer, so I boil water for one, open the packet of biscuits from the welcome basket, and take my refreshments back to the sofa.

True love does exist after all! It’s Maeve’s voice, and I know it’s all in my head, but it gives me a start, and my chin jerks upward. I’d dozed off, and now the light is fading; perhaps it’s time to start the fire and draw the curtains.

Napping in the middle of the afternoon has become a bit of a habit for me. I used to laugh when my grandparents, and then my parents, would nod off in their armchairs, amazed at their ability to sleep despite the chatter still going on in the lounge or the sound of pots and pans clanking in the kitchen. But here I am. Not a grandparent (or a parent for that matter) but old enough to be one, and of the age where naps descend stealthily and rob me of my consciousness without warning. I’m not over the hill yet; I refuse to be. My plans for these two days are evidence of that. I chose a place with a vertical beam in the middle of the room for the same reason I chose one with a four-poster bed. I wanted to be bound to them. The same way I know myself to be bound to Maeve.

When bedtime comes, I keep my promise to my knees and take the stairs one at a time. The bed is a good height and just the right blend of firm yet comfortable for me and my stiffening joints. I sink under the covers gratefully, shaping the pillow to support my neck.

At home, I’ve been keeping to my side of the bed, leaving Maeve’s space vacant. But here I let myself lie on the diagonal, feeling the emptiness around me and then tucking a spare pillow close to my body so I don’t feel quite so alone. It would be easy to drift straight into sleep, but I have another promise to uphold. I’d vowed to Maeve this would be our weekend, our celebration of fifty years together, our time to revisit the early days of our romance when we would come away on holiday and never leave the bedroom.

“Maeve, I’m here.” The house creaks a little in response, floor-boards settling for the night, window panes tightening in their frames as the temperature begins to drop. I sit up and lift my nightie over my head, dropping it on the floor beside the bed. Now naked under the covers, my hands automatically go to cup my belly. My skin is soft, warm, and pliable. Maeve would always go to sleep with one hand resting there, feeling the rise and fall of my breath, matching her own to my rhythm.

I leave one hand in Maeve’s place and move the other to rest on my chest, between my breasts. My heart flutters a little, but that’s normal for me now. I think of it like a butterfly testing its wings. One day, when the time is right, those butterfly wings will carry my heart up and up, higher and higher, until my sleeping body is just a dwindling dot left on the earth.

I think I hear the house sigh, and I wonder at all the other people who have slept here. The stories contained in these walls. The gossip passed on between customers and shopkeepers. The heartbreaks and the heartaches, and the hopes and dreams of all those hearts too. I picture them like a butterfly migration: wings flapping, colors flashing, a thousand short-lived yet colorful lives converging for just a moment.

Remember your promise. Maeve’s voice in my head again. We’d lain together, each on our own side of the bed, but with hands joined and toes touching. She’d been feeling her butterfly heart for some time but still reached for me, her fingertips brushing over my nipples as her mouth sought out my lips in the dark. Her body on top of mine was a reassuring presence, solid and heavy. She moved to anchor her thigh between my legs, the weight of her pressing me into easy submission. My hips opened wider to create more space for her, and she shifted between them, grunting a little with the exertion. We both gently laughed in complicit understanding that these maneuvers were no longer as easy as they once were. But our laughter turned to soft moans once we found our fit, and her mouth bent to suck on my breast.

In the darkness of the night, we were ageless. We moved with slow grace. All the time in the world to focus on the mutual pleasure of fifty years of familiarity, familiarity that was also peppered with new discoveries as our bodies and our desires waxed and waned.

When she’d needed a carer to come to the house, we’d agreed unanimously that the pump bottle of lubricant would stay on the bedside cabinet. I’m not hiding my love for you, Maeve had asserted, or my lust. I’d drawn the line at the straps attached to the bedhead, though. They were made of easy-release Velcro these days instead of knotted ropes, but that was more information than I wanted to share with the young stranger who now helped bathe my wife. You’re a prude, Maeve had joked, knowing full well that I definitely was not that.

This four-poster bed would have made the perfect setting for our celebrations. I reach behind me and touch one of the posts with my fingertips, then wrap my palm around it and tug. Yes, strong enough. I keep a hold of it and pass the palm of my other hand over my breast, instinctively parting my legs a little as I do so, making the space for Maeve as I always did when she caressed me.

My grip on the post tightens. If I can just hold on. You can do it, baby. I’ve got you.

My free hand continues to palm and finger my nipple, gradually drawing it to a stiffened peak. Then I mold my hand around my whole breast, digging my fingernails into the doughy flesh, squeezing until my full attention is centered there, right by my heart; the wings flutter. I move to my other breast and give it the same care before sliding my hand over my torso, past my belly, and down beyond my mound.

With the lightest of touches, I tease the sensitive skin on the insides of my thighs. Tracing unseen patterns as if I were drawing mandalas. Go slow. Feel every sensation. Tune in to every stroke. My fingertips circle and spiral, a continuous line that begins to form a map of my pleasure. The path leads me to my cunny and now my hand stills. Yes, baby, you can touch yourself there.

The pump bottle is on the nightstand, and I reach for it, a well-practiced, one-handed move that delivers a shot of cool, viscous liquid into my cupped hand. I’m committed to keeping my other hand attached to the bedpost, even though a light ache has begun to form in my shoulder and upper arm. The tighter I hold on, the more I feel myself swell and soften. It’s a reliable pathway for me and one I’m not willing to give up, even on my own.

I begin to explore the hot landscape of my secret world. The folds, valleys, and contours that are as unique to me as my fingerprints. The concave entrance that takes me even deeper. I test myself with one finger. Yes, it feels good. If one feels good, would two feel better? It’s the same game I played with Maeve. We would keep counting until we got to five, and then my words would desert me, and I would mewl and howl until her fist drew me into a vast, silent, heart-expanding orgasm. I don’t have the dexterity or the strength for that now. Instead, I go back to drawing sacred shapes and patterns, but this time, I draw them over and around my clit, dipping into my entrance with one finger, remembering how it felt to feel more.

I want to strain and pull firmly on the bedpost, to feel every remaining muscle in my body tense and throb. But that’s not what Maeve would want. You’ve got to relax, baby. You can’t force it. You have to allow it. She told me that so many times it’s become a mantra for me. I breathe out slowly but keep my hand wrapped tightly around the wood. I’m not ready to let go. Not yet.

The languid movement of my fingers threatens to become a lullaby. It’s late. I’m tired despite my earlier nap. Do you remember when . . . Of course I do. I have stored up so many memories of us. Do you remember when you wanted more danger? Do you remember how the tip of my pocketknife felt when it made contact with your skin? Do you remember how you held your breath and trembled, and I told you to stay still, to relax, to trust me? I do. My skin remembers every millimeter she touched. The pressure just enough to make me sweat but not enough to make me bleed. That was the night she taught me to trust not only her but the truth of my desires as well.

I draw the edge of my fingernail over the places that were touched by the blade. A one-woman reenactment of a two-person performance. My body responds just as it did that first time: my whole being is centered on the fine line between pleasure and pain. When I reach my clit, I drag my nail over the most sensitive and exposed point, and I gasp even though I knew what was coming.

You’re doing so well. Nearly there now.

I’m growing tired of the teasing, and my fingers adopt a new urgency. “I want to come. Please can I come? Please?” In the absence of a refusal, I allow my fingers to dance freely, increasing the pressure and speed until I’m panting and calling out, “Please, please, please,” my grip on the bedpost tightening even more, my body shaping itself into a winged creature as I finally burst free from my cocoon.

When I eventually let go of the post, my arm is tired and heavy, and my fingers are cold. I work my chilled hand underneath the burning heat of my buttocks and breathe through the discomfort as my blood rushes back to my fingertips. My body pulses and shimmers. My wings resettle. “Thank you, thank you, thank you . . .” The house soaks up my words again, and I feel them seep into the stone and brick and wood; our story will have a place here now too.


THE CON

Gracie C. McKeever

For the last fifteen years, I’ve felt like a prisoner in my body, soul slowly dying in solitary.

As a twenty-fifth birthday present, I decided to treat myself to my first fan convention.

From my earliest homemade Halloween costume when I’d gone out as Catwoman, I’d been preparing and saving for this weekend. Too bad I’d had to come alone, one of the many things I’d been warned against. One of the many things I’d been forced to do most of my life, go it alone, were it not for my mother.

My mother was in my corner, always had been. I didn’t know what I would do if I didn’t have her support, or if she hadn’t taught me the ins and outs of my power.

When I’d been down on myself and in doubt about my future, Mom and Wicca had been the two things that got me through. I would always be grateful to both for giving me strength and for showing me the way when my father left.

For the longest time I used to blame myself for my dad’s departure. If I hadn’t insisted on going out in “girls’” outfits every Halloween since as far back as I could remember, would he have stayed? Would he and Mom not have argued as much? Or had the marriage been DOA long before my coming out?

It took years of therapy to realize I wasn’t responsible for how others saw me, or how others reacted to what they saw when they looked at me. What mattered was how I saw myself, whether I was pleased with what I saw.

The noise of the Con’s attendees was so overwhelming—boisterous voices reaching a crescendo, conversations unintelligible except for the obvious feelings of anticipation and joy, so much controlled chaos—my body fairly pulsated.

Then I saw the guy in a Spider-Man costume standing beneath the Welcome to Fan Fusion banner just a couple of feet away from the large Cosplay Is Not Consent sign.

Unless it is.

Was it wrong for me to diminish such a weighty subject down to an impertinent quip?

If my therapist had taught me anything, it was not to take myself so seriously. I had enough to deal with going through life in the brown skin I was in and didn’t need to create drama where there was none.

I tried not to be stalkerish as I watched Spider-Man while the noise of the convention faded to a pinpoint around me. My nipples were already hard and pre-come formed at the head of my aching cock when I imagined him inside me.

I used to hate the way I looked, conflicted about that essential part of myself. And now, with its imminent removal, I felt nostalgic, wondering if my new vagina would function as well, get as wet when I completely transitioned.

If Spidey was involved, I thought it might.

True to comic hero form, his getup left no room for imagination, and I could see every bump and curve of his well-muscled frame. Even though there were other cosplayers wearing Spidey costumes, none did it quite as much justice as he did.

I could pick him out of a roomful of Spider-Men just tuning into his aura, the rarest of hues—a rainbow, just like mine.

What were the odds?

I almost shook my head, wondering if those migraines many asked me about when I mentioned seeing auras were finally coming to pass.

But I didn’t have a headache or any other migraine symptoms. I never had.

The electromagnetic energy field surrounding Spidey’s body signaled to me like a beacon, ratcheting my lust threefold and igniting all my erogenous zones.

Mom often told me I shouldn’t let my empathy or lust rule me. She’d never come right out and said my compassion was a weakness, not like my father did when I’d constantly brought home injured animals to heal as a child. But Mom did tell me I needed to be careful how I reacted to others’ feelings and be selective when using my power. Meaning I shouldn’t run headlong into situations with my heart, but should hang back and let logic rule.

Whenever I mentioned my ability to see and read auras, people’s guards usually went up, assuming I was a fraud out for money or some other remuneration, which couldn’t have been further from the truth.

When I was a kid, my mother told me to stop blurting out to strangers what I could see or the men in white coats would take me away. Even as a young child, I’d known from my mother’s tone that the men in white coats wouldn’t be taking me to a nice place; they were people to be feared and I shouldn’t let just anyone know how special I was. So, I’d been restricting my gifts most of my life, much in the same way I confined my genitalia. Except now, I didn’t want to exercise restraint. I wanted to pursue someone, be with someone who knew I was different and accepted me nonetheless.

I wanted my first time as a woman—at least, mostly a woman— to be with Spidey.

Would he scorn or accept me? Or worse, would he hurt me? Contempt was one thing, but being put in traction like one of my friends had been was entirely different and a scenario about which Mom constantly worried.

“I don’t want to lose you, baby girl.”

I didn’t want to get lost, but the more I neglected my gifts, myself, the more I felt like I’d already lost—my individuality, my soul . . . my chance at a satisfying sex life, if not love.

The whole point of transitioning was so that I could live my truth, be myself without fear of censure. Easy-peasy, right? Yeah, I know. Don’t laugh.

I took a deep breath, made my way over, silently rehearsing what I would say once I reached him. But the first thing that flew from my mouth wasn’t what I’d planned.

“I like your outfit.”

I imagined his smile after the chuckle emitted from beneath the mask.

“I like your necklace.”

My hand shot up to the ankh resting against my bosom. I caressed the gold pendant, imagining his nose between my modest tits, inhaling my scent and savoring it.

“Are you a real witch?”

“I am.”

I sensed his awe and wondered how much more shocked he’d be at the equipment between my legs.

“That’s sexy as fuck.”

For a brief moment, I imagined his deep voice was referring to my unorthodox junk. And despite being deprived of seeing his face, his anonymity added to my fanciful thoughts and the bravado that had led me over.

Whatever the reasons, my body reacted, cock hardening and straining against its confines, anus throbbing, eager to be filled. I imagined if I had a pussy, it would be sopping wet and pulsing too.

I noticed he kept looking over his shoulder, seemed nervous, like he wasn’t comfortable being out in public. I sympathized. I was still getting used to being out in this half-finished shell.

“I saw you taking pictures with those kids earlier. That was nice of you.”

“I had as much fun as they did.”

I thought he might have, remembering his goofy poses, each one growing progressively campier than the previous. He’d seemed relaxed then, not stressed like he did now.

Was I the cause of his tension or was it something else?

“What’s your name? And don’t say Peter.”

He chuckled again. “Dash.”

“Is that short for something?”

“Dashawn.”

“Will you take your mask off for me, Dashawn?” I didn’t know what came over me, but I decided to go with it. “Please.” I boldly reached for his face and when he put his hands over mine at the bottom of his mask and slowly pulled it up, I got a flash of a man in handcuffs, behind bars.

I was so out of practice; I couldn’t tell what the vision meant.

Past or present? Dash’s or someone close to him?

I blinked and shook my head, would have stepped back except he held my hands firm.

I focused on his face and with each feature that revealed itself— unshaven jaw, sculpted cheekbones, intense gaze set beneath heavy eyebrows—I felt a surge of energy tugging my cock, filling my balls, and spreading cold heat through the base of my spine.

My knees grew weak and my penis leaked.

“So, what do you think, Scarlet?”

I grinned at his allusion to my costume. “Sasha.”

“What do you think . . . Sasha?”

He said it like he was trying my name on for size and when he lazily flicked his tongue over his lips, he might as well have been directly teasing the pre-come at the slit of my cock.

I moaned and closed my eyes just for a moment to center myself before I looked at him again and blurted, “I think it’s a shame for you to wear a mask.”

“You should have seen my other outfit.”

“What were you?”

“Rock from—”

“Nanbaka!” It was one of my favorite manga series, and it tracked with the vision I’d had. “I can see that.” Especially with his muscular build, hazel eyes, and golden-brown skin.

He gave me a mysterious smile that made butterfly wings flutter in my belly. “Some hater gave me a left-handed compliment about my ‘African American take on the character.’”

“Rude.”

“That’s what I said.”

I’d gotten similar comments my first day of the convention when I’d been dressed as my favorite Justice League character, Wonder Woman.

If I wasn’t being ogled or touched without my permission, then it was the derogatory comments about my costume choices.

It’s not like I hadn’t heard and read up on what to expect. I just hadn’t thought people would be so in-your-face with the abuse. Knowing people the way I did, however, I should have been more prepared.

“You know, in the Marvel universe, the world knows Spidey’s identity.”

I sensed Dash’s struggle—his need to maintain his privacy warring with his need to please me—before a grin crept up one side of his face.

“Not in this universe.” He put his mask back on and slid his arm around my waist, his woodsy scent wafting and making my nostrils flare as he led me through the throngs.

We spent the rest of the afternoon together, going from exhibits, to panels, to masquerade costume contests, to the “Nerd Slam Poetry” event. We attended Saber Training, the anime rave, and played vintage arcade games. We bought artwork, books, and other comic-inspired trinkets from the assortment of vendors.

I took it as a good sign that he seemed to enjoy all of the “childish” activities I did.

Despite our comfortable banter throughout, meaningful conversation had been at a premium, which didn’t leave much room for me to bring up anything heavy. Like my transition.

Funny thing about sex reassignment surgery . . . I’m having mine next month. Just a formality. I’m already a woman except for a pesky penis.

Nah, didn’t think that would go over well considering the setting.

The sun still shone bright and hot by the time we hit the streets outside the Phoenix Convention Center just as the sound of sirens grew closer.

Dash pushed me against a nearby wall, covering my body as if shielding me from other pedestrians and the arriving police cruisers.

When he put his hand between my legs, I stiffened as the vision from before rushed back with more clarity and detail. A man in an orange jumpsuit, hogtied and gagged. Dash leaving him locked in a supply closet as he slipped a lanyard around his neck.

My eyes widened as he slapped his free hand over my mouth and I realized my mistake.

Would it be fatal?

“I’m not going to hurt you.”

I hadn’t been this close to him since we’d taken off his mask earlier, but I wasn’t afraid.

Proximity gave me a good read on his aura and though it was hazy with tumult, I could feel his essence, read his soul. I didn’t know what he’d done to become a convict, but I knew he wouldn’t hurt me. I didn’t feel that sort of violence in him.

I reached up to peel off the mask but only enough to expose his succulent mouth.

Dash removed his hand from mine, tongue darting out to moisten his full lips, and I leaned in to capture it, stroke it.

His taste short-circuited my judgment and all I could think about was grinding closer, having his hard cock deep inside me. Mine painfully throbbed and I felt the blood pumping through his in sync. I wanted to suck him so hard both our eyes crossed.

Dash replaced his hand between my legs with his knee, and I wondered when he would acknowledge my differences from other women.

Was he under the LGBTQIA umbrella, or just live-and-let-livedidn’t-give-a-fuck ally?

“Where’s your car?”

“I’ll take you.”

He moved away from me just enough to let me grab his hand.

Would a hardened criminal let me guide him, trust me not to scream for help? Or was desire clouding his good sense as much as it was clouding mine?

I took out my key fob, aimed it toward my vehicle as we neared.

The parking lot was crowded with people coming and going but nobody looked at us askance.

We made it to my rented sedan, both breathless and perspiring and we hadn’t even done anything except exist in heat. I didn’t know about Dash, but just the thought of having him, being with him, had me all worked up. I wasn’t thinking about after, just now.

“My hotel is close by,” I said after I’d thrown our swag in the backseat.

“You have anything you want to tell me first?”

For a man who was on the run and in such a precarious position, he gave off an arrogant as fuck vibe. It and his dilated pupils had my nipples aching with need.

“You know.”

“Mmm-hmm.” Dash reached between my thighs, caressing the ridge of my cock and for the first time that day, I was glad I’d worn my gaff panties, which gave me a smoother, more affirming look than had I tucked. I hadn’t been expecting action when I’d left my hotel that morning, but since it appeared I was getting some, I wanted him going in with no misconceptions about what I was. Take me as I am.

Dash thumbed the head of my dick with just the right amount of pressure, like he knew exactly what I needed. He bent his head and circled the shell of my ear with his tongue, his breath making my eyelids heavy as I shuddered. “I wish I could see all of you right now.”

I wanted that too, so damn much.

Dash moved so close we shared labored gasps. He worked his hand down the front of my costume trousers and inside my gaff panties, no mean feat.

I arched my hips, needing to feel him.

He cupped my cheek and pressed his mouth to mine as he grasped my cock and pumped up and down, using the pre-come from my slit for a smooth glide.

My cock throbbed in his grasp, and I moaned and writhed imagining his mouth on me, and mine on him.

It didn’t take long before I climaxed, cock spurting into his palm.

My tongue danced with his while my body thrummed like a tuning fork. I could only imagine how hard and fast I would have come had he sunk his cock inside me.

I watched as Dash withdrew his hand and, with a groan, licked my cream from his fingers.

He grinned, rested his head against my breasts, and wound his arms around my waist. “Hot as fuck watching you come. Feeling your heartbeat in my fist.”

I clutched his curly short fade in both hands. “I enjoyed it too.”

His closeness warmed me from the inside out. My satisfaction was so great, I knew my aura shimmered enough for a Cowan, or non-gifted individual, to see it.

Greedy heathen, I wanted more.

I took a peek at his thoughts, couldn’t help myself despite it violating the Wiccan Rede—an’ it harm none, do what ye will — and my own ethics.

His musings were like a kaleidoscope and right in the center his hunger for me burned.

I wasn’t a fetish to him, but an individual with desires he wanted to fulfill.

I knew, however, we wouldn’t be moving beyond this point together.

Would this be my first and only shot with someone who accepted me so completely?

I had to believe this wasn’t so, that there was more, even though he had just given me the world with his hands and mouth.

I cleared my throat. “Dash . . .”

He lifted his head, leaned close to touch his lips to mine.

They were pillow soft yet firm. I didn’t think I’d ever get enough of his kisses, especially when I could taste myself on his tongue.

I was curious about his criminal past, but not enough to ask and ruin our time together, especially if this was all there was to be between us.

He devoured my mouth, leaving me dizzy when he parted.

“I have to go.”

Hearing the inevitable lent the moment a finality I didn’t want to face.

Unceremoniously, he donned his mask, opened the car door, and left.

Later at my hotel, there was a different desk clerk, young, male, and flirty.

“Have a good time at the Con, Ms. Jackson?”

I flirted right back, confident in my feminine wiles. Just a fleeting encounter had strengthened them. Strengthened me. “Sasha.”

His aura was blue. It wasn’t a rainbow, but we couldn’t all have rainbow auras.

“Have a good time at the Con . . . Sasha?”

I studied his cocky grin, gawked at his nametag.

What were the odds?

“I did . . . Dashawn .”


A WORK OF ART

Kit Nowell

The painting, of course, is what started it.

Oona had read the description of the work, but there weren’t any high-resolution images for her to review before it arrived in her studio. This wasn’t unusual—she was a restorer, after all, and part of her role was overseeing the imaging process before, during, and after her restoration. The private collector had contracted her services through the museum, and Oona had reviewed the details of the painting with little more than scholarly interest. The description had fallen through the cracks of her memory, wedged somewhere dimly lit and musty in favor of new methods for the prevention of saponification.

“Untitled painting of nude female figure with male admirer, dated 1630, artist unknown.”

The dry description failed to capture the story unfolding on the canvas in front of her. Most striking was the depth of the shadow, from which the two figures seemed to emerge. Even underneath the aged varnish, Oona could see the skill of a master at work.

As a viewer, she shared the perspective of the male figure, who gazed upon the central female form with breathless admiration. Truly, she was something to be admired. Masterfully rendered, she reclined upon a divan with limbs spread artfully, invitingly, tenderly, across the cushions. The darkness of the background rested on the woman’s shoulders like a shroud, shielding the scene from any disruption. Her eyes were bright, not turned down demurely but alert, a catlike focus on the man before her.

He was kneeling. He clutched a bouquet of flowers in one hand, but they hung limp and forgotten, carefully placed to conceal the mysterious space between the woman’s almost closed thighs.

The male figure’s posture echoed that of the penitent kneeling before Christ, a motif she’d seen and restored dozens of times. Surprise and joy were etched in every limb, the visible side of his face caught in an expression of rapture. There was something deliciously sacrilegious about seeing the pose in a painting that was surely meant to be part of a private, salacious collection.

Oona was comfortable in the presence of brilliance. It was where she felt most at home. All of the hours spent hunched over her palettes had given her a sore back and a certain immunity to awe. But she looked at the woman, and the woman looked back, and Oona felt a certain reverence. For the figure, who surely must have been beloved, and for the anonymous master who made her immortal. He must have slaved over her for hours.

Oona spent little time with the rest of the museum staff. This was by design. She was fascinated by the complex chemistry of paint, the way age and moisture and indelicate light could warp the pigments or cause a reaction that turned oils into soapy, foamy residue. She wasn’t interested in fundraising, only spoke to the development department when they needed a list of priority projects or a compelling narrative behind a restoration. She was vaguely aware of the various instructors who taught MFA students in the basement, the docents who wove in and out of the galleries, the layers of administrative and coordinative personnel who kept patrons coming in the doors.

People (stupid people, Oona believed) thought that museums were dead things. Lifeless archives, forgotten relics, frowsty rooms full of dead people’s belongings. Some galleries did encourage hushed conversation, where even footfalls were muted by the climate controls. But many of them were full of activity—of life. Art students practicing with their easels and sketchbooks. First dates, last dates, and all the romantic trysts in between. School trips, with all their clamor and exuberance, children trailing their chaperones with a thousand questions.

It was not out of revulsion or awkwardness that Oona avoided guests and staff alike; she merely preferred the solitude of her studio. Her work required a quiet focus that consumed her. She rarely felt the need, or the desire, to be consumed by anything else.

So it was not with great pleasure that she admitted the historian into her studio, per the request of the head of exhibitions strategy. Of course, the historian wanted to see Untitled. Oona’s initial impulse had been to tell him no, that it was a delicate time for the painting. She’d finished removing the varnish, and the female figure felt vulnerable in a way that her posture and expression should have precluded. The painting needed to be separated from the stretcher. This stage of the process came with risk: the paint might crack or flake. It was Oona’s professional inclination to avoid damage, and this aspect of restoration was somehow both nerve-wracking and tedious.

But the truth was that she felt the nude was laid bare. Oona had spent hours revealing the bright, lush paint with careful strokes of her fingers. It didn’t feel right for someone else to see it, her, like that.

So, she was a bit brusque when the historian arrived.

He was an inch or two shorter than her, and the slight difference made her feel as if she could look down on him, tower over him, be in control. Yes, he was coming into her domain, her quiet place, but he was a guest, and would have to behave himself.

“Thank you for making the time,” he said. Did he seem flustered? Maybe, Oona decided, but if he was flustered it was habitual, and not because of anything she did or was. She assessed him like she did anything that came into her studio. His hair was dark; most would say black and leave it at that, but undertones of rich red shone in the light. The contours of his face were acute, but symmetrical, soft shadows ebbing and flowing like the tide as he moved. His skin was bright and warm, and he’d chosen his rich blue oxford shirt well; the deep color made him glow.

“It’s on the table,” she said, directing him with a wave of her hand.

He’d lingered over a watercolor by William Turner; the historian had good taste. Even with the fading, Turner’s composition remained compelling. Oona found her gaze lingering over the historian’s shoulders. Despite his chosen profession they were broad, comfortable with manual work, not crooked from poring over too many books over restless nights.

“Apologies,” he murmured, reverent in the presence of a masterwork. He stepped lightly, like a man walking through the dressing room of a principal dancer, politely ignoring her state of undress.

Untitled lay at the center of Oona’s workstation. The counter was bare, no risk of anything spilling or jostling the work while it awaited her experienced hands. She needed to remove the tacks; she had a dish waiting for them in the top drawer, along with the pliers she would use. Even as the list of tasks spiraled through her mind, she was once again captured by the gaze of the female figure in the painting. Even without her protective coating, the woman was not to be meddled with.

Now that she could be seen properly, without the yellowed varnish, she’d only become more stunning. Charming details that had once been obscured—the wrinkles around her eyes, the soft roundness of her neck—demanded attention. Most women of this era preferred to be immortalized without such nuances. They, and their rich husbands, wanted flattery. This depiction went beyond flattery. It was enraptured, fascinated honesty.

“I see,” said the historian. He tore himself away, looking at Oona fully for the first time. He had sharp eyes.

“Was there something in particular you wanted to know?” Oona felt her tone was unnecessarily stern. “Something I could help you with?” she added, forcing warmth into the words.

“Your initial photographs suggested. Well.” He pointed, careful to keep his hand far away from the delicate painting. “You see this vase?”

She nodded. It had emerged from the darkened varnish like a forgotten treasure, having been obscured by a layer so thick the UV light couldn’t penetrate it.

“It’s part of the collection at the V&A, very unique. It was made for a wealthy family living in Florence in the late sixteenth century. Merchant family, though most of their wealth came from mining. There’s a portrait of a woman, the merchant’s wife, who looks remarkably similar to the figure . . .” With this, the historian seemed to blush. Strange, Oona thought, most historians were comfortable with the indelicacies of their long-dead subjects.

“You think it’s her? The wife?”

“Evelina was her name. Yes, I came here to see if this was her.”

“And?” Despite herself, Oona was curious.

“Hard to know for sure, given the provenance of this painting is rather unclear.” He shook his head. “The timing is right. But I’m afraid it’s inconclusive.”

He turned to leave, offering Oona a polite smile.

“Thank you. I hope my timing wasn’t too inconvenient.”

Oona watched him leave, stepping ever so carefully between the easels, leaving plenty of air between his body and the paintings. It took her a moment to identify what she was feeling, as it was an uncommon sensation.

She didn’t want him to leave.

“But do you think it’s her?”

The historian stopped, turned gently, so slow there was barely a rustle of fabric as he moved.

“Yes.” He looked surprised by his own admission. “I think it’s her.”

If she was going to keep him there, she had to offer him something to hang on to.

“It’s unusual, isn’t it? For a painter to capture an older subject like this?”

The historian nodded.

“Very. That’s why I believe it to be her. They found each other late in life.” He nodded toward the painting. “Too late for children—they never had any. But by all accounts, he adored her. He commissioned several works. This one, if it is what I believe it to be, was the last.”

Oona rarely knew the stories behind the works she restored. She was concerned with the chemical composition, the way they’d been stored, the signs of damage that showed up on her imaging scans. When she returned her attention to the historian, she was expecting him to be gazing admiringly at the portrait, but he wasn’t. Instead, he was looking at her. Gazing. He was admiring her the same way she’d been admiring him.

She licked her lips.

He flushed.

“I’d be happy to share more. Perhaps coffee?” He was off-balance.

“We could.” Her voice was a purr. “Or we could stay right where we are.”

“I . . . I’m sorry?”

“You’re attracted to me,” she said, taking a step closer. “I find it best to be direct.”

He was taken aback, which was often the case. But it only lasted for a moment. The momentary awkwardness settled into . . . self-satisfaction. Yes, that was it. Oona was pleased she’d read him right. Some men were intimidated by her bluntness, found her rude and off-putting. The man before her wasn’t uneasy; he was drawn to her.

“Direct is . . . nice. It’s good.” He smiled, a little nervous. “Should I presume . . . ?”

“Yes,” she said. “Show me what they were like.” She nodded toward the canvas. “You said he adored her.”

He took a few cautious steps forward, closing the gap between them, treating her as delicately as the masterpieces that surrounded them. When she was just within reach, he bent, slowly, deliberately, until he was on his knees before her, arms spread wide.

“He adored her,” the historian said, a little breathless. “Absolutely,” he added, with a meaningful look at Oona’s paint-stained smock.

She reached for him, stroking his chin. There was only a hint of sharp stubble. He leaned into her touch, lids half-closed.

Oona smiled. “Would you like to see?”

He nodded.

“Yes,” he gasped. “Please.”

Oona had no desire to tantalize; she disrobed efficiently, well aware of what she had to offer. Her skin was sun starved, and pale besides. Her body was hairy, and there was a scar from an appendectomy on her abdomen. She liked her body. Her muscles were strong, and it felt good to move in it, her limbs long and inviting.

The historian swallowed as Oona dropped her underwear on top of the pile of clothes by her feet. She didn’t wear lingerie—she felt that she was far more interesting without it.

Her historian seemed to agree.

“You’re lovely,” he murmured.

“Yes, I am.” She grinned down at him. “Would you like to taste me?”

He nodded, leaning close, but not touching.

“I would.”

Oona reached for him, tucking one finger underneath his chin. She drew him to her, leading him between her legs. There was a stool nearby, she reached for it without looking, tucking it underneath her backside. The historian was close enough now, taking in her scent. She lifted one of her legs, resting it on his shoulder.

He was waiting for her command.

“Taste me,” she said, aching for him.

The first stroke of his tongue was tentative, judicious, and far too polite. Oona ran her fingers through his hair, stroking his head before she grasped him, pressing him to go deeper, explore further. He responded with a deep-throated moan, doubling his efforts in both speed and strength. That was better. She wanted him engaged. He gave her his full attention. He cupped her thighs in his hands, drawing her to his mouth, warm and inviting.

Oona rocked against him, bringing herself to the precipice twice before allowing herself to be consumed and fall, sated, into the abyss of pleasure.

Her historian caught her in his arms, shouldering her weight as she sagged from the waves of bliss that he drove her to. The stool wobbled underneath her, and he grabbed a rung to stabilize it, gently coaxing her from the depths to which she’d descended. The inside of Oona’s body felt dark and warm, full of thick blood heavy with endless desire.

She looked down at the historian. His plain khakis were tight, his girth straining against the unforgiving fabric.

“On your back,” she crooned. “You deserve a reward.”

It was true, and besides that, she wanted him. She was slick inside and wanted to feel him, wanted to rock her hips against him, wanted to claim him.

Her historian obeyed her, nearly stumbling as he switched positions. Oona loomed over him for just a moment before she brought her body down, legs straddling him. The fabric of his trousers was soft underneath her thighs. She stroked his chest through the vivid blue cotton, not sure whether she wanted him to leave it on and keep the flattering shade close to his skin, or take it off, allowing her to explore him further.

She would unbutton it, but leave it on to frame his torso. A happy medium.

“Thank you,” he whispered, even though she’d barely touched him yet.

“You’re welcome.” She hummed, tugging the shirt out from underneath the waist of his khakis. She coaxed one button open, then another, teasing the skin she revealed with her fingertips. It was warm. She dipped her thumb into his belly button, gently scraping her nail against her historian’s skin before she reached for the rest of the buttons. He was lovely too. Defined muscles giving way to softness from age and underuse, but there was plenty of strength coiled up inside him.

His eyes were on her, completely transfixed.

“Tell me you want me,” she said.

“I want you.” The words fell from his lips.

Oona trailed her fingers down his chest, stopping when she reached his belt.

“Say it again.”

“I want you,” he groaned, cheeks flushing. She could feel him between her legs, no shyness there.

She slipped her fingers underneath the belt, unbuckling it, her eyes on him.

“Again,” she demanded.

“I want you. Please,” he added. So polite. That pleased her.

She unbuttoned the pants next, sliding them down with his briefs just far enough to let his cock swing free. It was dark with want. She allowed it one stroke of her index finger. His muscles tensed, straining to remain still underneath her.

“Tell me how you want me,” she said, teasing now.

“Like . . . like this,” he gasped out, trembling with each flick of her finger. “I want to be . . . inside you. Please.” With him laid bare like this, cheeks aflame, hair disheveled, skin revealed under the bright studio lights, he looked both vulnerable and perfect. It would be profane not to touch him, to give him what he needed. She took his cock in her hand.

“Like this?” She repositioned herself, until the inside of her was raised over him, hovering just beyond where he so fiercely wanted her. He writhed underneath her, but didn’t vault himself upward, despite how desperate he was to plunge inside of her.

“Yes,” he choked out. “Please.”

Oona wasn’t cruel. She lowered herself onto him, and they both shared a sigh of relief.

She began rocking slowly, wanting to savor every inch of him, her hips swaying as she found a rhythm that suited her. Oona reached for his hands, dragging them up her thighs and around her hips, wanting to feel him around her and inside her as she rode him. He clutched her, hunger and desire etching themselves into her skin through his fingers as he held on. Oona chased waves of pleasure, satisfying herself against him. When she felt fully sated, she gazed down on him.

“Would you like to finish?” She said it sweetly, but there was a taste of a taunt in it. Would she deny him?

“Please,” he groaned. “Yes, please.”

She grinned, pressing her hands against his where they rested against her hips.

“Show me what you like.”

He nodded, at a loss for words, guiding her into a more jagged rhythm. A sigh escaped her lips. It felt good, and she was content by the time he let out a clipped bark, as wetness swelled between her legs.

It took her a few moments to catch her breath, and for him to return from whatever place pleasure brought him. The aftermath left a dizzying, heady scent in the air. Oona was gentle when she finally lifted herself from him, grabbing a pair of clean cotton rags from her neatly folded pile and handing one to him. He accepted it with mute appreciation, tidying himself before he tucked his cock back inside his pants. His shirt remained unbuttoned. Oona liked the look of it.

“That was . . .” he tried to say, only to find he was at a loss. “Thank you,” he finally settled on.

“It was my pleasure,” Oona said honestly. She pulled on her shirt, chilly now that the heat of passion had given way—the studio was always chilly, to protect the delicate paintings. “Was it what you expected?”

At his confused glance, Oona gestured toward the painting.

“Oh! I wasn’t sure what to expect. Certainly not . . .” He glanced at the space between them.

“Coming to my studio at all in the middle of a project is a rare privilege,” she replied. “I’m glad you appreciated it.”

He smiled deeply.

“I did. Very much.”

“Good.” Oona returned her gaze to her workstation. The list of tasks was still waiting. But they could wait a little bit longer.

“Could you remind me of your name?” she said at last, catching him in a wayward glance. “Or would you prefer to be anonymous?”

At that, her historian threw his head back and laughed.


STEAMY ’SQUATCH WATCH

Brynne Blackmoore

The logs in the campfire popped and settled. Orange embers glowed steadily beneath dancing yellow-bright flames. Stars filled the sky, so many they looked like sequins on a New Year’s Eve dress. All around, the woods breathed their piney breath, notes of soil and wildflowers riding the current.

Marlena inhaled, held all that beauty in her chest for a moment before exhaling.

Pete took another swig and passed her the bottle, wiping a flannel-sleeved arm across his lips.

“So, why did you move here?” he asked, his voice like liquid smoke. “And how did someone like you—I don’t mean any offense—join up with our little outfit?”

Marlena smiled and stretched to look at the sky. “No offense taken,” she said, and then made eye contact. “I know I’m not the typical member.”

She took a sip of whiskey; it burned in her throat in a way that felt dangerous, daring. Wasn’t all of this bold, though? Her brand-new life? One big adventure.

She huffed out the whiskey fumes and told him—how she’d moved to the outskirts of Gatlinburg two months ago after retiring from the corporate world, how she wanted to trade business suits and heels for khaki pants and hiking boots.

“But it wasn’t just the outfits,” she continued, handing the bottle back to him. “I wanted time in nature. Conversations with people that didn’t count as ‘networking’”—she used air quotes— “and nights like this—calm. Content. Sitting by a crackling campfire.”

“So,” he said, chuckling, “boardroom babe to nature nut? That’s your story?”

Marlena blushed and looked at the fire. She’d turned fifty-two a few weeks ago, and a handsome man at least five years her junior had just called her a babe. “Something like that,” she mumbled. Then she chanced a glance up at him.

His warm brown eyes were on her face, then they dropped lower, tracing her neck to where it disappeared inside her wind-breaker. “And the group?” he said. “The GSS?”

GSS stood for Gatlinburg Sasquatch Society.

She laughed again. Pete was easy to talk to. “I saw a flyer pegged to the corkboard at the supermarket last week,” she told him. “It said ‘Do you love nature? Are you curious about the mysteries of our world? Do you want to make new friends?’ and I found myself checking all the boxes. So, I called, got invited, and now I’m here.”

She reached to a pile of downed branches they’d collected earlier and added one to the fire, watching as the flames licked up its sides and found the dry bark.

“Now you’re here,” Pete echoed, nodding like she had confirmed his theory. He looked to the trees behind her, scrubbed his short reddish beard with his hand. Then he looked back at her and said, “I’m glad you are.”

“Me too,” she said. Marlena thought of how the night should have been a foursome—Carl, the GSS president, and another woman, Pearl, but a sprained ankle and a bad summer cold had led to two cancellations.

So, it was just the two of them in the middle of a vast wilderness—a woman hungry for new adventure and a man with sunburned cheeks and a broad chest, looking at her like she was something special.

She let out a happy sigh and for several minutes, they sat quietly, passing the bottle back and forth, smiling shyly, listening to the sounds the night made.

She was the first one to break the trance.

“I have to ask,” she said. “And now it’s your turn not to take offense. How seriously do you—well, do people really think . . .”

“Do we really believe Bigfoot exists?” he finished for her, grinning. She nodded. “Yes and no and kind of.”

“What?”

“The club has what—seven members, with you? Well, Carl believes with his whole heart. Pearl really wants to. Everyone else—well, some of us think it’s fun, like kids playing make-believe. You don’t get to do that a lot as an adult. Plus, we all like an excuse to be out in nature.”

She pushed. “And you, specifically?”

“The last two, for sure,” Pete said. He scooched his camping chair a little closer to hers, to get out of the line of smoke that had drifted his way. “But how do I know sasquatches don’t exist? I think there are more astonishing phenomena in this world than science can track. More magic than can be explained away. And I like that—not having all the answers. It keeps me curious.”

Marlena took a bigger slug of whiskey, enjoying how the world around her looked. Maybe it was the booze, but she could believe Pete’s words: the woods around her sparkled, its shadows deep as caverns. Anything could be out there. Anything could happen.

She looked at Pete. There was gray at his temples. How old was he? Forty-five? Older? Younger? Then she thought: who cares? So, she went for it.

“What else are you curious about, Pete?” she asked, turning to make eye contact.

He seemed to have an answer ready. “I’m curious about the pretty woman sitting next to me in the woods in the middle of nowhere,” he said. “I’m curious about what she’s really doing here. What she’s really after.”

Marlena squeezed the metal armrests of her camping chair. She had flirted and Pete had flirted back. Now what?

For a moment, she lost her bravado. “Looking for Bigfoot, same as you,” she said.

But Pete didn’t show any reticence. His look remained intense, smoldering, even. Marlena grew warm under her layers. It wasn’t the campfire.

“Aren’t you scared?” he asked, but his lips curved up in a sly smile. “What if we do find him? Or he finds us?”

“Hmmm,” she said, her courage stoking under his gaze. “I would be scared. I would hide.”

“In your tent or in mine?”

Marlena looked behind her, as if she were studying the tents set up there, comparing them.

“I think yours,” she said. “Looks sturdier. More roomy too.”

“Well, I’m glad you have a plan,” Pete said, his grin broadening. “Because I think I hear him coming. Listen.”

Make-believe for adults, he’d said? Fine. She could play too.

“Oh, no,” she said, opening her eyes cartoonishly wide and putting a hand to her face like a silent-film actress. “We’d better hurry.”

He stood up, holding the whiskey bottle by the neck, walked past her, and zipped his tent open, holding the flap back like a concierge would hold a door. “After you, madam,” he said.

Cozy inside the closed tent, a camping lantern turned low, Marlena studied Pete in the dark. There was no mistaking his intentions, or her own. She reached trembling fingers to slowly unbutton his flannel, her eyes roving from his face to his jaw to his neck to his chest. He wore a white undershirt, and when she got down to that, she peeled it up over his head. Flat palmed, she ran her hand along the trail of hair that led from his pectoral muscles to the waistband of his khakis. Then she reached to unzip her wind-breaker, but Pete caught her hands.

“Let me,” he said, and she nodded.

Moving slowly, seeming to enjoy himself, he pulled away one layer after another, until she lay naked across his sleeping bag. She reached for his belt but he stopped her again.

Wordlessly, he moved his hand from her neck to cup one of her breasts. His hand was huge and warm. Then he slid it down, across her ribs, to her soft stomach, and then between her legs.

His fingers hovered there as he looked up at her face.

“Please,” she said.

He eased one finger into her, then another. She gasped, rolled her eyes to the tent’s ceiling, and closed them. He moved them slowly, in and out, burying them to the knuckle before with-drawing to do it again, her slickness dripping down to soak the fabric beneath her. His thumb explored the spot just above, rubbing back and forth, causing her to feel as if a balloon were rising in her chest.

She’d been biting her lip, but she couldn’t hold back any longer. She cried out, an animal sound that was at home in the forest, and it caused Pete to pump his hand faster. A crescendo of sensation was building, building, his fingers strong and thick, working away at her, the heat rolling off her sex hotter than any campfire. Between her own throaty noises of pleasure she could hear his ragged breathing, could feel his hungry eyes on her neck and breasts.

“Do you trust me?” he asked.

She called out, “Yes!” before she let herself think about it.

Then he did something no man had done before—not her last boring boyfriend, or the guy she occasionally had slept with from her office’s IT department.

Using her body’s lubrication, he slid the tip of his pinky—she knew it was his pinky—into her ass.

It shattered her. Her orgasm was like a dam breaking, like a flooding river’s violent surge, sweeping away whatever lay in its path, claiming everything around it. She grabbed his muscled forearm with both hands, trying to push him deeper. Her body bucked and shuddered, her scream flying from her lungs to tear at the tent flaps, break free, and echo into the starry night.

Aftershocks lifted her hips from the soaked sleeping bag twice more before she was able to open her eyes and look at Pete. His jaw hung open, his breath coming in spurts. He looked awestruck.

Marlena thought she was supposed to say something shy, try to reclaim some measure of dignity, but she didn’t care—she wanted to be fucked. She saw the bulge in his pants and knew he was up for it—after all, he was years younger. He had the stamina.

“Take your pants off,” she told him.

He didn’t hesitate. He kicked off his hiking boots, fumbled his belt open, and shucked off his pants, then kneeled in front of her in a tight pair of boxer briefs strained with this impressive erection.

Marlena got on her knees too, then leaned over to grab the whiskey bottle. She took a deep pull.

“Those too,” she said. “I want to see it.”

He moved slower this time, hooking his thumbs into his briefs and easing them down slowly. It was like a peep show—first she saw his thick swatch of pubic hair, then the top of his shaft as the fabric pulled his cock down. The fabric lowered more and it sprung free—thick and purple and wet at the tip.

She stared at it as he kicked free of his last stitch of clothing, thinking of how she wanted it. Missionary? Too boring. Her on top? Still not right.

Then she thought: they were in the woods. She felt wild, she felt animalistic. Why not fuck the same way?

She put the whiskey bottle down, then turned her body around until she faced away from him. She got down on all fours, flung her auburn hair out of her eyes, and looked back at him, over her shoulder. She rocked back and forth, sticking out her chest to raise her ass higher in the air—an invitation.

She watched as he grabbed his shaft with a meaty hand, stroking it once, twice, as he focused on everything she put on display for him. She heard a low growl in his throat, and her core pulsed in response.

He gripped her hips with shaking hands. Marlena moved her head to stare straight ahead of her, bracing her body for impact.

He pushed into her, filling her to capacity. She moaned; it felt so good to have him inside of her, stretching her, testing her body’s limits.

For a moment, he didn’t move.

“Stay still,” he said, his voice strangled. “I need . . . I need . . .”

She knew what he needed. If she moved, he’d come immediately; he was clearly ready to blow. She didn’t want that either, so she froze, careful to not flex any of her inner muscles around his member.

She listened to him take a few breaths—in through his nose, out through his mouth. Then he pushed her hips forward with strong hands and pulled back, clapping her ass against his thighs, diving so deep into her that she yelled in surprise.

He didn’t stop. He used her body as a prop, drilling into her, slow and rhythmic.

He was moaning, low and even, with every stroke. Then he said her name: “Marlena. I need more. Reach back and grab my balls. Please.”

She did, balancing on one hand, moving her hand beneath her body, beneath where their bodies joined, to find his sac.

She couldn’t get her hand around it. Swelled and firm, it felt like a ripe peach with two hard pits inside.

“Oh, yeah,” Pete grunted. “That’s it. Now squeeze.”

She did. Pete shouted, a string of curse words and prayers, her name mixed in.

Marlena was pushed to her physical limit, but she had to see. She stretched her neck to look behind her, and in that moment, she saw him spit on his thumb. She turned around and closed her eyes as she found out why.

He circled his pinky against the place he’d touched her before— the place Marlena hadn’t known she liked to be touched. But oh, did she like it. She bit her lip, gave a high-pitched whine.

“Marlena,” he yelled, sounding desperate. “Marlena, I can’t—”

She squeezed his balls harder and he hollered, pushing her forward, pulling out of her and breaking free, but keeping a hold of one of her hips.

A split second later, hot liquid spurted across her ass, her thighs, her sex. She heard Pete’s hand as he pumped at his hard, full cock— once and then again, squeezing out every drop of come inside of it, showering her in the wet hot mess his body made for hers.

It turned her on all over again—that she had made him do that.

Before he could stand up or move, Marlena flipped onto her back, spreading her legs, giving him a show. Dipping her fingers into his spent come, she touched herself while he watched, rapt. Soon, lost in her own pleasure, she closed her eyes, teasing herself by rubbing the center of her target and then pushing into the space between her still-wet folds.

Some part of her, far away, heard a noise outside of her tent. A snuffling, a heavy step. But that part of her brain couldn’t make the rest of her care. She was busy.

She opened her eyes, not ready to finish herself off yet. Pete was still on his knees, but sitting back on his haunches, stroking himself with both hands as he watched her. She could see that he was still hard, his cock still sticking straight out, pointing at her like an arrow.

She pushed her body closer to him, putting her feet on either side of his, her legs hitched over his knees.

“Don’t stop,” she said, but she didn’t look at his face for confirmation; she couldn’t take her eyes off of his package, loving the way he held it in both hands, like a fireman gripping a full hose.

She flicked her eyes up; his were glassed over, entranced.

“Do you like this?” she asked, her voice husky. “Do you like watching me do this?”

“Yes,” he responded, still watching her hand. “Oh, yes.”

“What else would you like?” she asked, slowing her fingers, backing off from the orgasm she could feel building in the place below her stomach.

“I want to come inside you,” he said, still stroking, stroking. “I want you to say my name while I’m coming inside you.”

She moved again, positioning her body so that her ass rested on his thighs. Close enough for him to do what he wanted.

He pushed the head of his dick into her, just the tip. He pulled her closer with one hand behind her back while the other worked away at his partially buried member. She went back to rubbing herself in earnest, this time focusing just on the spot that would do it—the path that would always bring it home.

She came before he did, tightening her legs around him, calling his name. The sensation coursed through her like an electric shock, down her spine, hot and sizzling, making her jerk and writhe. Her body flexed around the head of his cock, holding it there in a vice of flesh, pleasuring him like a wet, sucking mouth.

His body shuddered and he gritted his teeth, a groan escaping as he shot his load into her. She felt his come coat her insides, its thick, bracing warmth. She looked at him and saw tears in his eyes, leaking into the crow’s feet at their corners.

He dropped forward on top of her, then, without another word, he pulled his sleeping bag to the side and maneuvered them both into it. He latched a strong arm around her and pulled her as close as he could get her, his softening dick nestling into the pocket between her ass cheeks. He cupped one of her breasts, muttered something she couldn’t hear into the back of her neck, and fell asleep.

Marlena lay awake, marveling at the turn her night had taken. Marveling at the handsome man whose body was locked around hers—who was snoring softly behind her. She was almost asleep, a satisfied smile still tugging at her lips, when she heard the sounds again—the ones from earlier. Snuffling, shuffling, breathing. A growl, or a groan? The canvas of the tent muffled the noises.

She thought of waking Pete. She thought of going out to investigate. But if it was just raccoons, she’d feel silly, and if it was skunks, she didn’t want to get sprayed. If it was a bear—well, if it was a bear, surprising it in the dark wasn’t a good idea.

Better leave nature to itself.

She lay very still, listening to the darkness outside the tent, and when the sounds faded, she drifted off to sleep.

***

The next morning, a sheepish Pete woke her up with a cup of camp coffee.

“It’s not great,” he said. “But it’s all we’ve got out here.”

She smiled and accepted it. Then, on a whim, testing the waters, she stretched upward and kissed his nose. He surprised her by pulling her close and kissing her hard, tasting like whiskey and coffee. She laughed when they broke apart.

“Do you want to sit for a while before we pack up?” he asked. “I’ve got the fire going again.”

Marlena nodded and sat up, not minding when the sleeping bag fell away to expose her breasts. Pete looked and made a hungry noise in his throat.

“I like what you’re wearing,” he joked. “But it’s chilly out here. Might want some clothes on.”

She laughed and told him she’d be right out, then pulled her clothes on from the night before and climbed out of the tent.

He was sitting by the fire, threading sausages onto a stick for breakfast, his back to her. Marlena noticed she’d forgotten to tie her boots, so she crouched down, setting her coffee cup on a flat bit of ground and grabbing hold of her laces.

There, in the mud right in front of her, was a footprint.

Not a bear’s footprint. Not a raccoon’s or a skunk’s or any other animal whose footprints she’d seen before. No. This was like a human footprint, but too wide, too long, and with crooked toes splayed wide.

She froze. She scanned the ground in front of her, looking to see if there were any more. There weren’t. She tied her boots and stood, turning in a circle, and noticed something else—a tuft of reddish-brown hair, caught on the edge of a tent stake.

“Coming, sleepyhead?” Pete called over his shoulder.

“Just a sec!” she yelled back, thinking.

This place was a wild paradise. There were mysteries here— mysteries old as the mountains themselves. She recalled Pete’s words: “More astonishing phenomena than science can track; more magic than can be explained away . . .”

And magic deserved its privacy.

Marlena plucked the tuft of hair and let it go to be carried away by the breeze. She carefully stomped over the footprint, obliterating it with the soles of her boots.

Then she picked up her coffee cup, breathed in a huge lungful of mountain air, and exhaled it slowly.

She went to join Pete by the fire. It was going to be a beautiful day.


CLOVERLEAF

Faith Arrowsmith

I want to lick the smoke from her voice, put my tongue down her throat, and lap up the fire sugar whiskey taste of her and all her bad decisions and all my bad decisions.

Barely thirty and already pins in our ankles, plates in one of my knees, and a rod in her right leg from a muddy arena at a rodeo they should have called off because of the conditions, but who gives a fuck what the barrel racers think, they’re just buckle bunnies. Something for the boys to look at in between the broncs and bulls.

She crushes up the pills with her driver’s license along the hood of the truck and god this is fucking stupid but I know I want the soft stupid gossamer of it in my bloodstream. You don’t spend this much time on the backside of rodeos and not figure out which particular poison is going to be yours.

She’s every part of that cowgirl fantasy I’ve had since I was probably too young to think about that kind of thing, in my dad’s truck, staring at his rearview mirror air freshener girls in cowboy hats and daisy dukes and so much fucking cleavage. I want to put my face in between her tits and I’m starting to feel like she’d let me. She does a line too, and all the rodeo hurt melts off of her, which is dangerous. Pain and fear are supposed to be how your body knows where the edges are. Blinding your central nervous system with chemical spotlights is how you end up over a cliff edge without even realizing you were standing that close, that there wasn’t a guard rail, and shit, yep, you’re falling.

But anybody who rides learns how to fall.

She drew the eighth slot to my seventh.

She came blazing past me on her way through the ingate, her big gray horse wild-eyed and half-rearing every few steps, the muscles in her arms straining to keep his energy focused on her until she could let him loose and burn through that cloverleaf pattern. And her just sitting up top, grinning, half-laughing as twelve hundred pounds of horseflesh threatened to take off from underneath her, or rear up and flip over on her.

She was completely wild. I was completely enthralled.

I tried to watch her go, but the usual ingate pandemonium of people and horses made it impossible.

But I could hear the tinny loudspeaker announce that she’d beaten my time by one sixteenth of a second.

A few minutes later she was suddenly beside me, riding back to the temporary horse stalls on the other side of the livestock corrals full of cattle and broncs. A Hereford calf trots up toward us; snorts at the horses as they pass and then takes off back to his buddies, bucking. I feel a little sorry for whoever drew him in the calf roping earlier.

“You beat my time.” I’m surprised at myself; I’m not usually someone who strikes up a conversation with any of the other girls. I run my pattern, try to win a check, load up for the next one, haul out, repeat. I’m not here to be friends with the other girls.

She isn’t any of the other girls.

“You had the time to beat.” She grins over at me, tilting her head to gesture at me with her hat brim. “That little horse has some gas in the tank.”

I can’t help myself; I smile a little. I’m proud of how well my little homebred sorrel has been running this year. He’s not the fanciest thing in the pen, but he turns fast and clean for me, every time.

“I owned his mother; she was my barrel horse when I was a kid. Great mare, but her hocks started to go. I had to retire her. This is his first year on the circuit with me.”

We ride up to the temporary stalls and I realize our horses are stalled almost directly across from each other. I don’t know how I didn’t notice her earlier in the day. I swing my leg over to dismount and try to slide down without landing too hard on my bad knee, wincing when I’m unsuccessful. Of course she notices.

“You riding hurt too?” she asks.

I shrug. “Aren’t we all?”

She laughs at that, starts pulling the gear off her gray. “Probably. Retire our old horses when their hocks start going, never do the same for ourselves.”

I smile at her as I pull the saddle off my gelding.

“Ain’t that the truth.” We settle into putting the horses away. She’s either confident enough in her time that she figures she won it clean and won’t need to run again, or that somebody else will beat her time just as clean, because she starts packing some of her gear. I stand awkwardly in the alleyway between the stalls for a second before speaking.

“I was there, in Montana. When you two went down, going around that second barrel. I was worried you weren’t getting back up from that.” I remember my breath catching in my throat watching her horse lose traction in the mud, the angles of horse and girl and ground slipping into one parallel line.

She stops packing her gear and takes a deep breath, her back still to me. The sun is starting to set and she’s framed by clouds turning into pale lilac wreaths as the light fades.

Her voice is quiet and small when she finally speaks. “Yeah. Me too.” She unties her braid, shakes her hair loose. It turns into an auburn waterfall, cresting and dipping along her shoulders and down her back. It looks like it would smell like a meadow, and I want to know if it does.

She hands me an off-brand Diet Coke, pulls a bottle of Jack Daniels out of her tack box. Slides her voice back to a slightly teasing range.

“You want a little something for the pain?”

I take a long swig to make room for the Jack. It’s still fizzy, but warm, and so sweet it sets my teeth on edge. She has a heavy hand when she pours and the liquor overflows the top of the Coke bottle. I take a sip, wince a little at the aspartame sweetness and bourbon burn.

She glances down the row of temporary stalls. Horses and girls coming back from their go, or getting ready to run. No one is paying any attention to us, and it makes me wonder if that means someone has beaten both of our times. She looks back at me, takes another drink, and licks her lips.

“If you want something a little stronger, back at my trailer . . .” she starts. There are not that many things stronger than Jack Daniels. The things that are can only be bad decisions. I raise my drink back to my lips and drain as much of it as I can in one swallow. I meet her eyes.

Goddamnit.

“How far is your trailer?”

She’s already walking away.

Goddamnit.

She looks like a Wranglers ad, the denim-wrapped curves of hips and thighs stronger and more dangerous than any substance I’ve ever used. She looks like a fucking rodeo goddess from behind and my body is following her before I even realize I have no choice in the matter, trailing along behind her toward the labyrinth of parked trucks and trailers glinting dimly in the failing light.

I look up at her and she grins, backing up toward the aluminum walls of the horse trailer, still keeping her eyes on me as she stumbles a little, giggles a little. I huff out a breath like a barrel horse waiting on the gate and then goddamn, my mouth is on her mouth and I’m grabbing her shoulders, tangling her washed out T-shirt in my fists and pushing her against the wall of the trailer. She opens her mouth to me as her back hits the cool metal, and she moans, higher than I expect her to with her gravel road voice.

“Fuck.” I half speak and half breathe it, into her mouth, into her long hair dull with arena dust from the weeks of drought.

“Yes.” She says it so clearly, no questions, no follow-up, just yes and her tongue in my mouth and my hands sliding down her ribcage and slipping under her T-shirt, shoving it up to her shoulders. I drop my mouth to her collarbone, tasting sweat and sunscreen and dust. I kiss at the bones lurking there, bump my teeth on the lump of a healed old break beneath the skin. Collarbones break so fucking easy, I’ve started just keeping a sling in my truck’s glove box wherever I go.

Her hips jerk when my teeth make contact with her skin. I graze them back along the length of the bone, nip at the top of her shoulder.

She hisses at the sharpness of my canines; I tried to be gentle but I’m so bad at being gentle with anything but horses, and even then, I’m not great at it. The way she grinds her hips into mine reassures me that she doesn’t need gentle. She pulls her bra down and her tits practically glow in the moonlight, like they’re emitting their own light. She’s so fucking magic and I’m so fucking high I almost ask her if that’s what’s happening, if her tits are actually glowing, but she pinches her nipples between her fingers and looks at me intently, less come-hither and more what-thefuck-are-you-waiting-for? Suck.

And I do. I roll her nipple under my tongue and press it as gently as I can onto the edges of my bottom teeth. She pulls in a breath like she’s drowning and her eyes slam shut. She nods hard as I test my top teeth, too, feeling the soft flesh of her breast indent and swell back and indent again as I apply and release pressure. I suck at them noisily, and I can see a spot of my drool dripping down and darkening her salmon pink bra. She cries out and grabs at my shoulders, holding them so tightly I can feel them bruise almost instantly.

“Shhhh,” I whisper, mindful of the other trucks and trailers, rodeo cowboys beer-buzzed and all too eager for a fight. I guess the part of my brain that registers danger isn’t totally offline. But god do I want to let her be loud. I want to make her loud.

My tongue travels down her body, twists and curves into the little canyon of her belly button. The summer heat has faded with the setting sun and her skin breaks into goosebumps where my wet tongue traced a path. I put my mouth back to her nipple, nuzzle my face against her tits like some kind of horny kitten, and cautiously fumble my hands down to the waistband of her jeans. She’s wearing her PRCA championship buckle she won in Wyoming last year and I can’t for the life of me get the goddamn thing undone. I struggle with it briefly before she laughs and takes it off carefully, glides her belt out through the belt loops.

“I worked hard to win this thing; I don’t want it getting lost.”

Her jeans slide down easily and she kicks off her boots and her underwear and tries to make some kind of cushion out of her discarded jeans so her ass isn’t right against the cold metal of the trailer. I bend awkwardly onto my good knee, trying to keep myself steady.

“You popping the question, cowboy?” She laughs and I try not to think too much about whether there’s something in her voice, an inflection on the question that makes it less of a joke. I dip my head back down, kiss the dark curls, and inhale the scent of her.

I press my lips bruisingly hard, it blades my own lip against the sharpness of my chipped front tooth. She rolls her hips against me, and her body is a canyon rising to meet the night sky crescent moon of my mouth. Her voice becomes a sharp coyote yelp as I drag my tongue across her clit. I try to inhale that coyote yelp down into my own lungs and press it back into her cunt until it rises into a full moon howl in her throat. It pricks up the hair on the back of my neck.

My body responds like it’s been waiting on this for years, like it finally knows what it was built for besides containing a barrel horse’s speed. My mouth opens and my palms do too. I slide one hand up to the fine bones of her clavicle, down the corduroy road of her ribcage, tracking my fingers across the topographic map of every time she’s been too tight on a turn and paid the price with her body.

“You break both those ribs in Calgary?”

She grins. “The ones on that side. Right side was Fort Worth.”

I brush my fingers across the scar on her thigh.

“Steel rod, Montana?”

She nods. “That’s the one.”

“Wrist in Denver?”

“Is this fucking geography class?”

I slide my hand down to her waist, trace across her hip bones the cloverleaf pattern we’ve known by heart since we were kids. Ingate to the right barrel, serpentine to the second, around to the top of the arena and the last barrel.

She glances down at me.

“Where are you planning on running after that last barrel?”

“Home?” I grin at her.

“We’re can chasers; we both know home is the cab of a truck.”

I shake my head at her.

“Home is where the heart is.” My hand circles her belly button and runs hard for home.

My hand slips in between her thighs, fingers unfurling into her body. Her breath shakes so hard I feel the tremor against my fingertips inside her. She’s wet enough to break the drought, tamp down all the summer dust; all I can hope for is that she doesn’t break me in the process. I take a deep breath of the night air, press my face into the damp earth and sweetgrass smell of her. She exhales shakily, finds her voice behind all the need caught up in the back of her throat.

“I’m starting to think you might not know where hearts are located.”

I laugh against her; my breath is light but her body wavers like a wheatfield when it brushes across her skin.

My world narrows to this patch of dusty gravel I’m kneeling in and the rain taste of her on my drought-dry lips.

I trace the barrel run again around her hip, to her navel, pressing experimentally. She responds with a jerk, her body arcing like an errant spark from a blacksmith anvil.

I wait between the first two barrels, opening my hand into a full flat palm across her lower belly, increasing the pressure there as her hips rise against my hold and she bears down against my third and fourth fingers sliding inside of her.

“Fuck, Jesus Christ . . .” she gasps.

“Nah, just a cowgirl trying to win a buckle.” I can’t help but tease her with my words. Every other part of my mouth wants to follow through instead.

The bone and metal of her legs start to tremble, the girl-bridge of her collapsing against my mouth as I work my tongue hungrily, sucking and lapping with deep, urgent need.

Little flames of exertion lick at my wrist and I count myself so goddamn lucky that a life of holding tight to reins and saddle horns crosses over so well.

My fingers furrow into her, pull back and return again to meet the pressure of my outside hand. She grapples at the running boards of the trailer, sliding down from her half-standing, half-leaning position. She’s fighting to stand even as she bucks her hips into my mouth so hard it twinges my jaw.

“You’re so fucking competitive. Can’t even let me win this one, huh?”

Her eyes glint at me as she holds on for one last second, then lets herself waver.

She grabs my shoulders and collapses into me, and for a moment we are nestled against each other, gravel dust settling onto our bodies, wet from sweat and sex. Finally, she stretches her arms up behind her to our forgotten drinks on the trailer’s running boards. She takes a couple deep gulps and I watch the muscles in her throat, transfixed. She offers the bottle to me. I consider it for a moment but I don’t want to wash the taste of her out of my mouth and I tell her as much. Want to savor it in case I don’t get to do this again. She grins; she’s all spurs and smart talk again.

“Five seconds added to your time; you took down a barrel.”

I laugh, shake my head. “Yeah, yeah, fair enough.”

She looks down into her drink, considering the amber liquid carefully as she turns the bottle in her hand. Her knuckles are tense around the bottle, her grip turning the skin white. She doesn’t meet my eyes when she speaks.

“Better luck next time?”

My heartbeat stumbles.

“Next time?”

“You’re gonna be in Greeley, right? And Santa Fe next month?”

It takes me a minute to understand the meaning of the questions. We don’t just follow the same pattern around the barrels; we follow the same long stretches of road, from one city to the next, one dusty arena to another. My voice wavers a little when I finally answer.

“Yeah, I mean, that’s the plan, god willing and the creek don’t rise, you know. And depending how bad you beat me at this one.”

She stands up, stretching out her shoulders as she pulls her shirt back down and puts her jeans back on. I’m briefly worried I’ve misread her question until she leans down and grabs my chin, then kisses me—hard.

She pulls away but keeps her mouth so close to mine I can feel her words on my skin.

“We can call this one a tie. But I want a rematch in Greeley.”


BEHIND THE TIMES

Vix Hille

I flipped to the next page of the phone book while simultaneously clicking on the next link I found online. My search for the right person for the job was coming up short. Not that my request was something just anyone could do. Far from it. I mean, where does one find, in this day and age, someone who can build a pillory? But that’s what I needed. That’s what my boss had to have for the town’s upcoming bicentennial celebration. Sure, I’d dropped the ball and left things until the last minute, but I figured I’d do a bit of searching and when I came up short, he’d move on with his life. No such luck. Now I was looking at carpenters that were almost fifty miles away. Each time I hung up the phone, my hope dwindled a bit more.

I pinched the bridge of my nose to stave off the headache that was building and dialed the next number I found. Avery and Son Woodworking. They were only twenty miles away, which was good, and in their online ad, they said they specialized in projects no one else could do. I was about to put that claim to the test. A small glimmer of hope grew inside me, but I tried to keep it in check. With the day I was having, I couldn’t afford to get my hopes up. When the deep voice came through the phone, I tried to keep the smile on my face as I told him what I wanted. When I finished, there was silence on the other end of the line.

“Hello, are you still there?”

“Uh, yeah. I’m sorry, but I thought you said you wanted someone to build you a pillory.”

“That’s right.”

“Okay.”

There was more silence and it took everything I had not to sigh with exasperation into the phone. I took a deep breath and tried to explain a bit more.

“As I said, our town is celebrating its bicentennial and my boss really wants us to have one.”

There was a deep and affecting laugh this time and I felt a bit of tension leave my shoulders.

“So, people can stick their head and hands through and take goofy pictures, right?”

“Yup. You got it.”

“Sounds pretty silly to me.”

I let out a nervous laugh, but tried to stay focused.

“Me too. But, it’s my job. So, do you really think you can do it?”

“Let me check something and call you right back. Can I have your name and information, please?”

I rattled off my pertinent details and he hung up without another word. I tapped my foot and stared at the phone waiting for his return call. When several hours went by, I started my search again, fearing I was running out of time. Just as I’d lost all hope and reached the last name from my internet search, my phone rang.

“May I speak with Kelly, please?”

God, his voice was hot. And distracting. But I had to stay focused on the task at hand.

“This is she.”

“This is Jon Avery. We spoke earlier about the, uh, about the pillory.”

“Yes. So, do you think you can help me, Jon?”

“I think so. How much time do I have to finish this project for you?”

“How much time do you need?”

“I should be able to have it done for you in about two weeks.”

“Great. That would be perfect. Just enough time for me to get it done and delivered for the event.”

“Okay, well then, I’ll call you when it’s finished.”

Before he could hang up, I threw one last request at him.

“Would it be possible for you to send me some photos of your progress? Just so I can keep my boss off my back?”

This time, he sighed into the phone, and I winced at the possibility that I was already pushing my luck with the one person on the planet who could help me.

“Sure. No problem. And, if you want, when it’s finished, you can come and take a look in person before we deliver it.”

“That would be great.”

“Great. Then I’ll get started right away.”

“Thank you so much, Mr. Avery. You’re a lifesaver, really.”

“Please, it’s Jon. And lifesaver is something I’ve never been before.”

His voice was like honey dripping sweetness through my phone. When I hung up, I realized I was warm under the collar of my work shirt. I was sure my face was burning red and I suddenly felt the need for some fresh air.
 
***

Jon was as good as his word and over the course of the next week and a half, I received several photos of the pillory coming together. The first photo he sent was nothing more than an odd-looking wood frame and little else, but each subsequent picture became more and more impressive, the craftsmanship evident in each one. When his most recent email came, I couldn’t wait to open the photos and see how he was doing. I needed to see that we were on track and that I wouldn’t have to explain to my boss why I was unable to fulfill his request for a stupid pillory.

The first image showed exactly what my boss was looking for, right down to the little details we’d agreed upon. I smiled and let out a sigh of relief, knowing that I could finally relax and stop worrying. At least about the pillory. I clicked on through the pictures, admiring his handiwork. Then I came to the second to last picture and my breath caught in my throat. The picture now filling my computer screen was something I wasn’t prepared for.

It wasn’t a shot of the pillory at all, but of a man. An incredibly hot man, a man who turned my stomach into a puddle of jelly with the glint in his eyes. A man who I had to assume was Jon. He was standing behind the pillory, smiling, with a tool in his hands. He wasn’t wearing a shirt and he was covered with a sheen of sweat and sawdust. I quickly closed the photo and tried to catch my breath, but I was soon reopening the image and staring at Jon Avery.

The tiny beep of my email message alert scared me out of my reverie and when I saw it was also from Jon, my throat threatened to close up. I opened it and quickly read the text. He was finished with the pillory and was ready for me to see it. That day. I immediately responded with a yes before I could come up with a reason not to go. I really didn’t need to drive all the way to his shop out of town. I had the pictures, after all. But I wanted to go. More than I should have.

He responded to my message just as fast with a time and a set of directions. Nothing more. No mention of the photo at all. I could barely concentrate the rest of the day, my thoughts turning to Jon and that photo more often than I cared to admit. When I finally got in my car at the end of the day, a copy of the directions to Jon’s shop was wrinkling in my sweaty hands.

I followed each instruction exactly, and as I got closer to Jon and farther out of town, my heart started to pound. The weather-beaten sign that said Avery and Son came into view and I could barely breathe. I stopped before I made the turn, wondering one more time if I should keep going or head home. Before good sense could prevail, I made the turn and followed the winding, gravel driveway toward the buildings I could see in the distance.

I stopped my car in between a house and what looked like a barn. When I got out, my feet felt unsteady underneath me, my high heels digging in and crunching on the pebbles. There was a loud noise coming from the barn and I followed the path to the door. I thought of knocking, but the loud noise would have made it impossible to hear, so I pushed open the door and walked inside. The smell of sawdust and grease filled the air as I made my way through a maze of lumber and equipment.

The noise, which had become deafening, suddenly stopped and I turned and saw Jon, standing behind a table with a saw blade sticking out of it. He removed his safety glasses and stood up straight, his eyes on me. I wanted to speak, but my tongue was tied in a knot. He didn’t seem to have that problem.

“You must be Kelly. I’m Jon Avery.”

He walked toward me and extended a hand. As soon as I touched him, something shifted inside me and I nearly groaned out loud at the contact.

“Yeah, that’s me.”

“Any trouble finding the place?”

“No. Your directions were great.”

“I’m glad. So, you ready to take a look?”

I was already looking at his chest, which was covered by a sweaty tank top, his jeans slung low on his hips. I let my eyes wander as I followed him deeper into his shop, his body making it hard to focus on the real reason I was there. He stopped in front of a huge tarp-covered mass and started pulling the blue fabric away. My mouth fell open when the pillory came into view. It was perfect.

“Mr. Avery, I don’t know what to say. It’s amazing.”

“I told you, it’s Jon.”

“Sorry.”

“You think your boss will be happy?”

“Very happy. Thank you so much for making this happen.”

“It’s my job.”

I walked up the two steps onto the platform, my heels echoing off the hard wood. The piece of wood with the holes cut out for everyone’s head and hands looked amazing. I still had no idea why my boss wanted this pillory so bad, but now we’d have it. Not that I had any clue how we’d use it after the bicentennial celebration. I ran my hand along the wood until I heard his footsteps behind me.

“You want to see how it works, Kelly?”

I gave a nervous laugh and met his eyes for a moment. They were an intense sparkling blue and I had to look away quicker than I wanted to.

“That’s okay. I’ve seen how they work.”

He took a few steps closer to me and smiled down at me.

“Aw, come on. It’s part of the fun.”

Something in his voice and his presence was sending my right mind into a tailspin.

“Oh, okay. But just for a second.”

I stepped closer to the contraption and watched as he opened the lock and pulled up the top piece of wood. Putting my head and arms in the proper place, I bent forward a bit at the waist to get into the proper position. My heart jumped when he slammed the hinge shut. I heard the lock click into place and more nervous laughter tumbled out of my mouth.

“Okay, this isn’t nearly as much fun as it seems. You can let me out now.”

I couldn’t see him, but I could hear him, his slow footsteps echoing around me. He appeared in front of me, but it was difficult to look at him, the pillory holding my head at a strange angle.

“I don’t know, Kelly. It looks pretty fun to me.”

“Then you get in it.”

He disappeared again and I waited for the lock to open, but it didn’t. Instead, I felt a hand on the small of my back, the heat of his skin evident through my blouse. I tried to move, but I could only shuffle my feet a few inches. As much as his touch was affecting me, I knew I had to get him to stop.

“What are you doing, Jon?”

“You said you weren’t having any fun. I thought I could fix that.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

His hand slid down until it grazed over my ass, his calloused fingers touching the back of my leg.

“Jon, please stop.”

“If you really want me to stop, I will. Do you want me to stop, Kelly?”

His voice was slightly muffled by the wood between us, but I could still hear the rasp, the same one that made me so hot on the phone. He was right, damn him. I didn’t really want him to stop. This whole situation was crazy. Crazy wasn’t usually my style. But if ever there was a time . . .

“No, Jon. I don’t want you to stop.”

“That’s what I wanted to hear. Now where was I?”

I heard a thud behind me and this time, both of his hands were on me, running from my ankles to my thighs and back down again. He pushed my feet apart and I complied by widening my stance as much as I could. My skirt was straining against my thighs, which he remedied by pushing it up until my ass was exposed. His finger ran down the crack of my ass, over the satin of my thong, and I shuddered. The wood creaked as he moved and I wished I could see what he was doing.

I felt his fingertips push under the waistband of my panties, then start moving downward until they were gone all together. My pussy lips were slick with moisture, my whole body alive with heat. I waited for him to keep going, but instead all I could feel on my skin was the cool air.

There was more noise and he appeared in front of me again. He knelt and ran his thumb over my bottom lip before he kissed me. There was nowhere for me to run, nowhere for me to hide. Exactly what I wanted.

“I was afraid you wouldn’t show up today, Kelly.”

“I wasn’t going to.”

“What changed your mind?”

“You. And that picture you sent.”

He smiled and chuckled before kissing me again.

“What can I say? I photograph well.”

“I’ll say.”

Before I could say another word, he kissed me hard, his next words spoken against my lips.

“The whole time I was building this thing, all I could think about was this moment. Seeing you like this.”

There was nothing I could say. I just looked into his eyes for a long moment before he stood up and disappeared from my view again. The next thing I felt was the hard slap of his palm against my ass, the yelp out of my mouth before I could stop it.

“Ow!”

He smoothed his palm over my cheek, soothing me for a moment before he spanked me again. This time I groaned, the pain quickly turning to heat.

“Not so bad that time, Kelly?”

“No.”

Once again, his hand swirled over my skin, and a fresh wash of moisture pooled between my thighs.

“Sorry if I startled you. But hey, it’s a pillory. I figured a little punishment was in order.”

“I’m not complaining.”

“Well, in that case.”

Another three slaps rang out in the quiet, echoing off the barn walls. My whole body was tense as my wrists rubbed against my wooden restraints. After one more spank, Jon reached between my wet lips and rubbed against my clit. He made small circles until I was moaning uncontrollably. When he slipped a finger inside me, I clenched my pussy around him. Just a few hours ago, I’d been sitting at work imagining this very moment, but the fantasy could never do the reality justice. I started rocking back into him, my need overwhelming me.

“Please fuck me, Jon.”

“Gladly.”

His hands left me and I heard the clanging of his belt buckle hitting the wood beneath his feet. I gasped when the head of his cock teased against my wet slit, his other hand digging into the flesh of my hip.

“Ask me again, Kelly. I want to hear you say it.”

“Fuck me, Jon. Please, I need you.”

The last words were barely out of my mouth when he thrust into me hard, my whole body lurching forward with the power. My legs felt weak, but Jon and the pillory were doing a fine job holding me up as he fucked me. He reached underneath me and once again toyed with my clit as he pounded into me. It had been far too long since I’d had a good fuck and Jon was driving me absolutely crazy. Just as soon as I felt my orgasm getting close, he slowed everything down, his teasing fingers gone. My eyes were pinched shut and I relished each slow stroke of his cock inside me. As much as I wanted release, I wanted my moment with Jon to go on as long as possible.

“God, you feel so good, Kelly.”

It was beyond me to reply, especially since he picked that moment to strafe his thumb over my clit, stroking me right over the edge. I bucked my hips back against him, my body shaking with pleasure as he continued to fuck me through my orgasm. His rhythm became erratic and I could tell he was close as well. He came with a loud groan, his last drive inside me pushing me nearly off balance. Luckily, I wasn’t going anywhere.

Everything was quiet for a moment, until I heard the lock on the pillory pop open. Jon helped me stand up straight, my skirt falling down over my hips as he pulled me into his arms and kissed me hard.

“That was amazing, Kelly.”

I tried to think of something to say back, but he was kissing me again. We pulled apart long enough to get ourselves together and then he walked me out to my car. I still felt weak, and when he pressed me against the door and kissed my neck, I couldn’t do anything but let him.

“Thanks again, for everything, Jon. You really saved me.”

“My pleasure.”

“You should know I never do this.”

“Me neither.”

Somehow, I didn’t believe him.

“Yeah, right.”

He smiled before he continued.

“No, seriously. I can assure you, I’ve never had sex with anyone on a pillory before.”


THE OFFERING

Jayne Colridge

Beth realized suddenly that she’d just rushed her brush through the same section of hair four times.

She put it down on the marble sink. This was dumb. She felt so dumb.

Thousands of people in the world had gone through this rite. It was officialized and notarized by doctors who sent their patients to brothels the same way they sent them off to a chiropractor. It was such a bland occurrence that it had become fodder for sitcom jokes. She stood in a plush bathroom decorated like a pink-paneled honeymoon suite. So, Beth prepared herself to go through the Offering—to dispose of her virginity at an eco-brothel, with the help of a professional courtesan.

Beth wanted to be practical about the situation. It was better than buying an android, and easier than trying to meet an available human out in the dire hellscape that was the modern dating scene. All in all, she’d rather throw her legs around a Passion Droid. But at least this way she was guaranteed a few hours of basic human contact.

Though love still came for many after their Offerings and was rarely, if ever, entangled in the complexities, Beth still thought that it would be nice to be loved, really loved, without having to pay a dime for it.

But that was impossible, and she was acting like a child, not a fully grown woman. She stared in the mirror at her dark olive skin; her long, dark hair: the width of her nose; and her brown eyes. She was pretty, though not ravishing, not a movie starlet or an angel ready to spread her wings. Just a chick in a white night-gown who stabbed her finger down on the “traditional” option on the menu screen and didn’t realize that her choice came with a fake honeymoon.

“Dear,” a deep voice called from the master bedchamber, “I’m waiting for you.”

The voice was soothing, and her stomach bubbled, a butterfly brushing the base of her throat. “I’m coming,” she said, regretting those words instantly.

He made no comment about the double entendre. She entered the bedroom and noticed that the pink theme didn’t stop with the bathroom. Everything inside the chamber was various shades of blush, except for the polished walnut bedstand, which was dark brown.

A man sat at the center of the bed. He had shoulder-length, sleet-gray hair, which hung over the bridge of his sharp nose as he shifted against the mattress and slung his legs over the edge of the bed. His skin was a polished shade of ivory that glowed in the low lamplight, cast a vibrant warmth into the garish surroundings. His eyes took her in with fond amusement. She wondered how many other women he’d seen through nights like this. He was what she had asked for—practiced, mature, calming.

Beth sat down beside him awkwardly, aware suddenly of the gown’s sheerness. “If you’re ready to begin,” he said softly, the tips of his well-manicured fingers brushing the back of her own, “we can start now. Would you prefer champagne, or a massage?”

“No, no, I don’t want to be drunk tonight,” she said. “I’m not going to relax any more than I already am.”

He shot her a pitying look. “You need to be calm, as calm as you possibly can be. I’ve been told it doesn’t hurt much for women—not as much as they say in those fairytale books. But tensing up ruins everything. Makes a muck of the bed and a disaster of everything else.”

She nodded and took a deep breath, then two. His fingertip brushed its way up the back of her hand and came to rest on her shoulder. His touch did relax her, somehow. She turned toward him and caught his bright blue eyes watching her again.

“What?” she said.

“May I kiss you?” he asked.

“Well . . . yes,” she said. She felt the warmth of his body looming over hers. He leaned forward and pressed his lips to hers. Slowly, she shifted up into his embrace, her arms wrapping around his neck. The heat from his body easily penetrated the thin fabric she was wearing.

When they came apart, he smacked his lips as if he’d just tasted the finest goblet of wine. “Ahh, the vintage virgin. The taste of a twenty-one-year-old, with notes of untapped lust and delight. A fine woman who ought to be savored slowly.”

She laughed at the remark, couldn’t help herself when the reaction came flooding out of her. “Well, you did ask for a wise professor type.” He gave her a crooked grin, and mischief lit up his sparkling blue eyes.

“Do all professors act like wine sommeliers?” she asked.

“I suppose so. I haven’t been to college in a long time.”

“Well, what’s your name, wise professor type?” Beth asked.

He frowned. “Didn’t you read my profile before you picked me? It’s Ken for the evening . . .”

“Your real name. I think you owe me that, if you’re going to have your way with me.”

“Are you sure you’re not trying to wish me away like Rumpel-stiltskin?”

“Yes,” she said.

He shrugged. “It’s Adam,” he said. “Don’t ask me for the last. You know that’s against the rules.”

She did, though he inspired such an urge to break them. What a perfect name for a man who was about to join her in her personal Garden of Eden. Beth wrapped her arm around his neck and tugged him down for another kiss.

After a minute or two of gentle nibbling and long, passionate kisses, one of Adam’s hands slipped down to cup her breast. She arched her chest into his touch. Once again, the kiss broke, and Adam’s look was intense, filled with longing, as he molded her flesh.

“So soft,” he mumbled against the nape of her neck. His large hands caressed her breasts, then began to knead them. Her nipple pebbled up under his touch, and she arched her back. His lips ghosted upward, toward her earlobe. “We’re swaddled in too many layers,” he noted in a whisper.

She nodded, and reached down for the hem of the gown. Wadding it upward, she pulled it over her head with a quick tug. His eyes brightened at the sight of her sitting there before him, nude. A Cheshire smile tilted the corner of his mouth.

“You definitely seem ripe for the picking.”

A self-mocking laugh escaped her lips. “They used to call me ‘jugs’ in school. I hated it.”

“Is that why you didn’t pick someone your own age for this?”

To avoid talking about it, she reached for the sash holding his robe together. A tug revealed a well-proportioned body that had been kept carefully trim with exercise, and a rose-colored cock that rose from a bed of gray pubic hair. Wincing, Beth threw a leg over his lap, shedding the nightgown on the floor. He grinned at her boldness, but she didn’t settle herself on his cock. Instead, she kissed his lips firmly and stroked her way through the crisp hair on his chest. Adam took her in his arms and they tumbled back to the bed.

She arched her body over his, and Adam leaned up to caress her with his soft mouth. His lips brushed their way down her neck again. This time he didn’t hesitate. He slid down to her right breast and captured a nipple between his teeth before sucking it into the heat of his mouth.

She reacted as if she’d been shocked, starting forward, lacing her hands in his long hair. He sucked and lapped and nipped at one nipple, then followed his touches up with gentle caresses with the tip of his tongue. Beth’s body was covered in gooseflesh. She rubbed herself against him shamelessly, until his cock slipped between her thighs.

He pulled away from the kiss, nuzzled his face between her breasts. “No, no, not yet,” he scolded. Then he rolled her onto her back. Beth groaned when she felt him press his body against hers, and savored his heat, his smooth skin, the brush of his body hair. Those blue eyes were now burning determinedly into hers. “A lover’s bower must be prepared. You can’t charge into battle without being ready for it. Didn’t you hear that from your teachers?”

“Yes, but I got a digital ‘D’ for following instructions,” Beth said. “I had to go to coding camp for the whole summer.”

This time he laughed. He returned to her breasts, alternating between them with his lips and hands, until her brown nipples stuck up and out and tingled with delicious promise. He kissed around each of her areolas, then licked his way down her ribcage and toward her hips. He dotted her with kisses as he slid down the bed and between her legs. She squirmed and hissed, trying to pull him back up toward her mouth, but he wouldn’t permit that touch now.

She spread her legs, fully expecting him to delve between them with that glorious cock of his. Instead, he parted her sex with his fingertips and judged her wetness by touch. A pleased hum left his mouth. Then he bent to kiss her thighs while he petted her.

“I wish I had the time to taste you,” he said. “This will have to do for now. If you don’t come back, of course.”

Beth could barely follow what he said. Adam was being gentle with her—deliberately so—even as her pulse raced. The tips of his fingers brushed against her labia before slipping between them to use her slickness to better effect. He was very careful with his hands; she hadn’t been specific about what she wanted to penetrate her and finally rid her of her maidenhead, but apparently, he’d decided to take it with his cock. When they found her clitoris, her hips jerked toward his palm.

“Easy,” he cooed. “You have to let me do this. If you’re not ready, you’ll chafe.”

She looked up at him. Then she closed her eyes. She would pick the hardest road possible, the one that didn’t involve lubricants and a robot that looked like Cary Grant. Beth nodded and parted her thighs, sprawled beneath him.

Another amused laugh came from Adam. “Oh, darling,” he said, kissing her eyelids. “Don’t be so grim! You’ll enjoy this.”

Easy for him to say, she thought to herself. Determined to even the playing field, she reached down and encircled his cock with her fingers. Adam hissed, hips jerking.

“You don’t need to . . .” he said.

“I want to,” Beth said. Then she began to gently stroke, using the wetness at the tip of his cock to soothe her way.

Together, they touched and kissed, sweating and straining for more. She could smell the mint on his breath and could feel the heat of his mouth against her neck. All of his professional poise had disappeared, and she forgot to be scared. The sound of their desire filled the room, and she bit down on her bottom lip to keep from screaming out. It was better than what she’d done for herself, lonely nights thrashing away in her tiny cubical of an apartment.

When the end came, she was stroking his cock, and his free hand was molding and massaging her breasts. Adam was sucking on her neck hard enough to give her a hickey, and she didn’t mind the potential bruising, not one bit. She cried out when she finally came, the release easing away her fear, her reluctance. Beth shook and shook, and one of his arms held her tight until the fever finally subsided. Pleasure smothered all reason, and she pulled him over by a handful of hair, earning herself a pleased growl.

Ultimately, they were as awkward and frantic as a couple of teenagers. He pressed into her, and there was no pain, only the sensation of being filled with him, utterly, irrevocably. She opened her eyes and Adam loomed over her. He lowered his head, pressed their foreheads together. He dipped his hips and she began to rise toward him. They figured out this horizontal dance in tandem, she for the first time and he for the millionth. Their mouths fused; their fingers interlaced. The tempo increased.

Sweat and desire joined them, and sweat and desire delivered them to their salvation. Beyond the creak of metal and the click of buttons, they were together—human and real. And in that moment, they were married. She was his beloved bride, and they were careening toward forever together.

“Yes, come for me again, my dear, my darling, my wife, my Titania, my Beatrice!” he called.

His urgings were lost on her as she shuddered and screamed. Adam’s mouth came crashing down upon hers, and before he could pull out and spend his seed into the void, she pinned him in place. He came into her, hot and deep, inaugurating her into a new world.

Elizabeth lay flattened beneath him, and Adam was not enough of a professional to do anything but lie atop her and gasp for a moment. Then he rolled to his side, and they stared at the hot pink with its soothing, swirling images of flowering trees.

“My full name is Adam Wilson,” he said. “There, now you can call Titania and her fairies down on me.”

“Elizabeth Juarez,” she finally told him.

“No middle name?” he asked, panting, his great blue eyes turned toward her in amusement.

“None, Adam,” she said happily. She rolled in his direction, then traced his name down his ribcage. Branding him for just a moment.

“Elizabeth,” he echoed. Not Beth, not Bethy, not Bee. Elizabeth. It melted her bones. “You can call on me at any time if you want to explore more of this, Elizabeth.”

He found her hand sprawled on the mattress and held it until the hour was up.

She told herself that it was ridiculous for her to be so caught up in him. He was a sex worker, she had hired him for a practical purpose, and now it was over. He probably didn’t daydream about her, or wonder where she was during the afternoon. She kept his business card in her pocket. A little bit of research online led her to his high-rise. She forced herself to keep driving whenever she passed by his building on her postal route in her hover truck.

Finally, one morning, she simply broke. When she rang his number, he buzzed her up. She found him standing on his doorstep in a Simpsons T-shirt, his feet bare and his jeans baggy and loose. His eyes were muzzy with exhaustion.

“I’m sorry, I know it’s early . . .”

“I told you that you can call on me at any time, Beth,” Adam reminded her. “Though when I gave you that permission, I didn’t mean at home.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t apologize. Things have been frightfully dull without you.”

“Why?” she blurted out.

“Your unique charm,” he said. “I don’t suppose that anyone’s ever complimented you on that, either?” She shook her head. “It separates you from the chaff I’ve dealt with.”

“I understand that what we did . . . that was just you being kind to me. But I can’t get it out of my head. I can’t get you out of my head,” she blurted out, before he could stop her.

His smile was not unkind. “Why don’t we go have a drink and talk about this?”

He only added shoes to his ensemble, and she didn’t complain about his oafishness. There was a diner across the street, and he paid for them to have breakfast—coffee, strawberry pancakes, and bacon. They ate in silence, under the hum of robots refueling and children laughing, with pink and green virtual neon flickering on and off. She felt foolish in her postmistress uniform.

“I didn’t know you had a daughter, Mister Wilson,” said their waitress, and Adam and Beth cringed together.

“She’s a friend, Emily,” he said. “And she’s just visiting.”

“Ahh, sorry there,” the waitress said, and made herself scarce as Beth drank her milk. Beth just hoped that she didn’t hear the next portion of their conversation.

“Elizabeth,” he admitted. “I was so surprised to see you. When you didn’t text me, I presumed I’d done a poor job with your Giving.”

“I know. I’m an idiot,” she said. “And I know approaching you outside of work has to break some sort of professional boundary all to hell.”

“I’m a courtesan by trade, dear,” he reminded her. “I am prepared for madness. If I wished you gone, I would have vaporized you on the doorstep.”

Oh. There was something she hadn’t considered.

“But I have thought of you,” he admitted. Adam shook his head and his ponytail swung from side to side as he did. “More often than I should have. God help me, I have, no matter how wrong it is.”

Her heart leapt into her throat. Her foolish hope came bursting forth. “Can I see you, then?”

Adam sipped his coffee. Then he slowly lowered the cup back to its waiting saucer. “You have to understand, Elizabeth. This won’t be like what we acted out, the fantasy you paid for. I’m just a failed Shakespearean actor trying to figure out his life before it’s too late. Worse than that, I’m a human courtesan, second in preference to robot hybrids, who’s twenty years older than you and has nothing to offer you. You should be with someone who can—”

“For fuck’s sake, shut up,” Beth interrupted.

“You aren’t my wife!” he pointed out.

“Not yet,” she said. Her boldness made him grin.

A shockwave rippled through her overtaxed mind; she couldn’t believe she’d actually blasted forth with such invective. Adam’s fingers stopped skittering over the tabletop, and his blue eyes flickered up, wide and sweet, in surprise. “I don’t want you to be anyone but you. I learned enough about you when we were lying in bed together. I think we could be a good team.”

She opened her hand and placed them palm-side up on the table, and felt his palm brush hers again, at last.


CALL OF THE ASPHODEL

Sri Savita

It’s fifteen minutes before closing. Our old sign, made from a salvaged broken weathervane with an ironwork rabbit and only one arrow, screeches as it swings, and Hana Haldar whirls into the Rabbit Crossing Cafe with all the grace of a gale.

She nails me with a glare that lights me on fire. My hesitation is her window to stomp behind the counter—my counter—and pour herself coffee in a mug. My coffee. My mug.

Hana takes one sip of the signature Rabid Energy blend, then looks at the cute pink mug with our logo of leaping Dutch bunnies like it offends her.

Her lipstick leaves a rosy print on the edge of the mug, and it’s a strange small thing that makes my skin tight with wanting.

She frowns.

Here it comes.

“The flavor’s wrong.”

I take the accusation in stride, focused more on not showing how much I want to suck on her lower lip until she smiles. “No. It’s not.”

“You’re sure you haven’t changed it?” She searches my eyes.

“I’m sure.” I hold her dark gaze. “I promise I didn’t change our blend.”

There’s a long pause while Hana considers if she wants to be placated by my words.

“It’s just been a while,” we both say at the same time.

“I know.” We made the blend when we opened this place together years ago. We’re both older, well into our forties now.

Sometimes palates change.

Hana opens her mouth like she wants to say something more, but only nods. She takes the coffee to sit at a table by the windows.

Her black sweater and leggings are understated in that expensive way. On her feet are black sneakers with chunky white soles, which I know are more for the orthopedic support she needs when running between gates at the airport than style. The ensemble might work for this time of year in New York, but not here in Beaumont.

Hana’s face turns to greet the buttery South Carolina sunlight streaming through the windows, and it brings out the burnished copper, and silver, that hides in her dark curly hair.

With the way her posture is so stiff, it looks like she was cast in bronze.

Like she’s a permanent fixture at that table in my cafe. Like she never left.

But that’s not true.

“So, it was that kind of day,” I say, safe behind the counter. She turns to eviscerate me with that look again, and my blood hums with climbing heat. “Care to share? Lots of people tell me I’m a good listener.”

“Well, I’m not one of them,” Hana all but growls. “So, no.”

“Suit yourself.” I shrug, even as that sound she just made nestles under my skin like it wants to live there. “But that coffee’s going on your tab.”

Hana laughs. She stalks behind the counter and slides open the glass case to grab a croissant. She leans in, and the pomegranate and blood orange notes in her perfume knock me back in time. “Priya, I haven’t paid for anything here in three years. I’m not about to start now.” Then she turns and walks to the door.

“You’re welcome,” I shout at her retreating form. It isn’t much of a retort at all, because damn, her ass looks good in those leggings.

Hana kicks the door open. She doesn’t turn around, or say anything else, but when she raises the pastry bag over her head, I choose to interpret that as a gracious gesture.

She passes by each window of my cafe, and I watch her walk down the street until she disappears.

“How was that?” I ask as I close up. There’s no one else here except Maeve, my best friend and one of the cafe’s loyal regulars.

“Real convincing.” Maeve’s voice is bone dry as she pulls her thick twists over one shoulder.

My phone vibrates in my pocket, and I suppress a smile as I finish wiping down the counter.

But Maeve doesn’t miss a thing. She asks me the same question she always does when Hana’s here. “You two still like each other?”

“Yeah,” I reply with a hair elastic between my teeth as I wind my dark hair into a bun.

It’s the same answer I always give her too.

“And all that,” she makes a vague gesture that I understand refers to the animosity that Hana and I have, “is because?”

She leaves the question unfinished not because she needs me to explain it again to understand, but because she wants me to say the words aloud and hear how strange they are.

“It’s a small town. People talk. I don’t want anyone getting excited over nothing.”

She snorts. “I think you’re getting excited.”

Well. Maybe. “It’s not like that.”

“But is it nothing?” Her words are tinged with hope and concern.

“Yep, still nothing.” My words are gentle to let her down easy, not me.

This is what I mean when I say I don’t want people getting excited. Not my best friend. Not my family. Not Hana’s friends or family either. Hana and I already hurt each other three years ago, and we dealt with that. The people closest to us did too. I don’t want anyone to go through that again. So, nothing is changing.

“Okay then,” Maeve says with practiced calm. “Tell Hana I said hi.”

“Tell her yourself.” Hana isn’t going to leave town without seeing Maeve.

Maeve grabs her purse and pauses with one hand on the door. “Be careful.”

It can’t be easy for Maeve, keeping both our secrets, but Hana and I chose to share custody of our friendships, and by some miracle, no one complained.

“I always am.” I smile. I’m grateful she cares, and that this time she doesn’t ask why, if Hana and I still like each other, we’re not married.

I have an answer for that too. We tried that once, remember?

Turns out we like being divorced better.

After grabbing my purse and locking up, I stretch in the sun like I’m coming out of hibernation, shaking out stiff limbs from being on my feet all day.

Most people mark the changing seasons by a turn in the weather. I mark it by the return of my ex-wife. When Hana blows into Beaumont, I know spring follows at her heels.

I fish my phone out of my pocket to check the text I didn’t read when Maeve was still here.

Get over here, or I’m starting without you.

***

On the front steps, the frog sitting on a bicycle is askew from where he usually guards the spare key. Hana rescued the cement planter from the clearance section of the hardware store three summers ago when we first moved in, and it’s the one thing she left behind when she moved. I’ve maintained the asphodels in the basket ever since.

It’s a strange sort of symbiosis, much like everything else about our situation. I’ve never thought about moving, and it’s not because I own my cafe and don’t want to sell my business.

There’s an irrational part of me that fears Hana won’t be able to find me if I leave. Or, more likely, that she wouldn’t want to. Something about our arrangement is tethered to this house and I don’t want to shatter it by changing things.

A neighbor might have seen Hana, so before I let myself in, I glance in both directions, even though it’s my house, and I shouldn’t worry.

The pink coffee mug sits abandoned on the kitchen island. I drain the last few sips before moving it to the sink so the cat won’t knock it to the floor.

A trail of scattered clothes leads me upstairs. I open the bathroom door to a heavy cloud of steam and announce at my presence. “Those mugs aren’t supposed to leave the cafe, you know.”

Hana laughs. “You going to stand there and watch, or are you coming in?”

My feet stay rooted to the fluffy bath mat. “How long are you staying?”

There’s a pause and I feel her thinking through the shower curtain. “Long enough for you to fuck me in the shower, and at least once more after.”

“Okay, then.” I tear off the green sundress I wore to work and throw it in the hamper along with my bra and underwear.

“How long have you got?” Hana moves out of the stream of water so I can step inside.

“As long as it takes.” I let the water glide over my skin.

When I’m warm enough, I slip my hand between her tan thighs. I circle one trembling finger around her entrance, then dip inside to bring the sweet nectar of her sex up to slide around her clit.

“Mmm.” I lean back against the wall, close my eyes, and sigh.

“Good answer.”

It’s a great answer. And Priya’s fingers in my pussy are even better.

“You’re already so wet,” she purrs. It’s not a line, but a question. She knows how difficult it is for me to burn this hot.

Even though I want to roll my eyes, I can’t stop the heat that rises to my face. “Yeah, I’m in the shower. Of course I’m wet.”

She gives my ass a light smack with her free hand, and I grind against her palm, warring to control the pace even though she won’t let me.

This has never been our problem.

We’ve had other thorns between us, like timing, and time zones. Our stubborn wills keep marching in opposite directions even as we keep this one live wire between us.

“Did you start without me?” Her hard words are the sharp edge of a blade that I want to lick.

It’s why I argue with her as much as I do.

“I asked you a question, Han,” she hisses into my ear, biting down on the shell to punctuate her sentence. She nips down the length of my neck and kisses across my collarbone while I make her wait for my answer.

I savor the sensation of Priya’s fingertips drawing light hypnotic circles around my clit, the pressure not quite close enough to where I need it most.

“No, baby.” I open my eyes to meet her heavy, half-lidded stare. “I didn’t start without you.”

She swallows and I watch the pulse in her throat with a hunger I haven’t felt in a long time.

She knows I can’t come with anyone else. I know I’m the best she’s ever tasted.

She can’t let me go, and I can’t stay away.

So, we’re stuck—together in this hell.

Priya grazes her teeth along my ribcage, biting the spot at my bra-line that is ticklish and I groan.

Okay, well, not exactly hell. Not in this moment, at least.

“I’m glad you didn’t start without me,” I say in Hana’s left ear. “Good girl,” I say in her right.

Hana laughs and almost chokes on the water coming down from the shower head.

“Shit, sorry!” I manage to say between my own laughter.

I watch her breasts rise and fall as Hana catches her breath. “My hearing hasn’t disappeared in my right ear, you goof. It’s just not as good as the left.”

I try to hide my smile. It’s cute that I can still fluster her, after all these years, and all it took was calling her good instead of bad. “I know.” I press my thumb against that eleven o’clock spot on her clit that drives her wild. “I didn’t forget.”

“Oh, fuck,” Hana moans. “That’s good.”

She crashes her lips to mine and I open for her soft tongue. Hana pulls my hair down from my bun and runs her fingers through it, then drags her hands down my body to cup my ass and squeeze.

“I thought you were cutting back on coffee,” Hana murmurs as she nuzzles my jaw.

“I haven’t had a sip since this morning, I promise.” I try to focus on her words but I’m overwhelmed with heat.

“I can taste it on you,” she says against my skin.

“I run a coffee shop, babe.” And then I remember. “Oh, and I had the last few sips of yours before putting the mug in the sink. I didn’t want Hades to break it.”

“After that last mammogram . . .” Her words trail off as she skates her fingers up to palm my breast, bending to suck the brown nipple into her mouth.

She releases it and places her hand over my heart, where my left breast used to be, before the mastectomy.

“I’m fine, Han, really. I promise.” I’m actually very much not fine. But it has nothing to do with what Hana’s talking about and everything to do with what her fingers are doing to my cunt.

“I had a check-up last week.” I run my thumb along her lower lip. “Things look good.” I don’t bother reminding her that research shows there’s no link between caffeine and breast cancer. Hana will only find something else to worry about.

She catches my thumb between her teeth, then kisses the center of my palm and makes her way up my arm. “I still think you should come out to New York and see that doctor I found for you.”

“The one you dated in college?” I tease.

“Shut up. That has nothing to do with it.” She laughs, but the smile fades from her face as she grows serious. “Miguel’s the best in the country. He would see you in a heartbeat.”

“I’ll think about it,” I say, pressing my lips to hers.

And I mean it. I will.

Priya slides down to settle between my legs, and fuck she looks good kneeling there like that.

“Are you sure about this?” I give her a look that I hope communicates it’s fine if we need to take this to the bed. We don’t have to do stunts to impress each other anymore. I’d rather not throw my back out, even if it is in a fun way.

“Yes.” She rolls her eyes. “I’m not trying to eat your pussy because I want to avoid conversation. I just want to eat your pussy.” She looks up at me through long dark lashes that curl on their own, even now, in the shower. “So, let me, Hana.”

I open my mouth to say she misinterpreted the reasoning behind my question, but then my stomach grumbles, saying something for me. I close my eyes. “I’m sorry. I swear I was about to say something really sexy too.”

I laugh, and Priya dissolves into a fit of giggles too, still sitting there on the shower floor.

“Is that croissant the only thing you ate today?” she asks, when the laughter subsides for us both.

“Um, no, I had a sandwich before I left for the airport in the morning.” I turn my face into the water so she won’t continue her questioning.

“Hana, define sandwich.” Priya isn’t budging.

I sigh. “I spread pizza sauce on two pieces of bread, topped each with sliced cucumber, and slapped both halves together.”

“And you ate that, at what, five in the morning?” Her words are slow, like she can’t believe she has to ask such a thing.

“Yes.” I shrug and explain my logic in Gujarati. “I wanted to finish up the leftovers before flying out. Made for some weird meals this week.”

“Well, at the risk of sounding too domestic,” she says wryly, “don’t worry, honey. I’ll make you a sandwich after this.”

“Now that’s what I like to hear from a woman’s mouth.” I grin as she flips me off. “And what about you?” I make my words as casual as I can. I wouldn’t mind the company, but I don’t want Priya to think I’m inviting myself to dinner. Or breakfast.

She peers up at me and I know the next thing she says will make me both hot all over and giggle.

“I’ve got enough to eat right here,” she says, pulling my hips closer.

And there it is.

I roll my eyes, but it’s nice to lose myself in her familiar embrace.

Priya doesn’t waste any time, sliding her tongue through my slick folds, then sucking on my clit, until I beg for her fingers inside me again.

“Oh, my god, Priya, fuck.” I hold on to her head for dear life. “If I land on my tailbone again, I’ll kill you. That shit was painful.”

She laughs against my pussy and the humming vibrations make my knees buckle. I grip her tighter, inadvertently bringing her closer to my sex, and she puts more pressure on my clit.

The water around us grows cold, but her mouth is warm, and I lose my words when the first wave cascades through my limbs. Something tense and tight inside me unfurls with my orgasm. I let the pain go, feeling lighter than I have been in a long while.

After sandwiches are eaten standing around the kitchen island, I watch Hana lay in bed for a minute before joining, just to make sure she’s really there. That she won’t vanish into a starburst of static sparks when I slide my body under the sheets next to her.

She’s wearing my BEAUMONT BREWING FESTIVAL olive green T-shirt that I know I’ll never see again, but she’ll leave something of hers in return.

Sometimes it’s trivial or of little utility—a single earring that winks at me as it catches the light on the nightstand. Sometimes it’s a teasing reminder—like the bright warning flare of a chartreuse lace bra to show she’s marked this place as hers.

And once it was. But now is it me that wants to be claimed? Again?

I shake off the thought and focus on remembering all the things Hana’s forgotten here, so I don’t get too sentimental in my post-sex haze.

Once she left her passport. There’s no telling from the items when she’ll return or how long she’ll stay. She came back for the earring, but I had to mail her the passport.

In one heated argument, she told me she’d forgotten her ambition here.

She wanted to franchise the cafe. I didn’t. So, we decided to divorce.

It wasn’t as linear as that, but I feared I’d be swallowed up and lose myself—to the dreams that weren’t my own. Instead, I lost her.

Hades curls himself into a black ball beside me on the bed. Hana’s right ear lays against my heart, and I know we feel each other’s heartbeats. We fall asleep in each other’s arms, listening to the sound of a gentle rain overhead.

With my eyes closed, I can’t convince myself we didn’t fall back in time to three years ago.

Right now, it’s real. She’s here.

When I wake, Hana’s not in my bed, as usual.

But on the pillow is what she left behind for me. An envelope. A hint of that familiar pomegranate and blood orange perfume wafts toward me as I open it. There’s a short note explaining that she’s in town on business for a hotel rebranding project. I’m here for a few days more—H.

I laugh. Same old Hana. Of course she’d bury the lede, and write a note instead of telling me face-to-face last night. She will always run to avoid the risk of rejection.

There’s a hotel key in the envelope too, and I recognize the monogrammed logo. The place is twenty minutes away.

Now, that is something new.

This time, for the first time, she wants me to find her.


HAWTHORNE’S GHOST

Melanie Anton

Have you ever wanted something so much that you’d do practically anything to get it? Well, that was me, hot on the trail in search of an author’s past and a thesis worthy of the master himself, Nathaniel Hawthorne. I’m getting ahead of myself. Let me back up a bit, and tell you the tale in its entirety.

I was working on a thesis for my Master of Arts degree in English Literature at UCLA and found myself struggling with practically everything in my life. My boyfriend decided I was too “cerebral” and left me for a woman who was, as he put it, “more interested in getting off than reading about long-dead writers.” I was laid off from my job as an English tutor after the company merged with another and now there were too many of us. My parents were threatening to stop paying my tuition unless I moved back home which, now that I was unemployed, I would have to do anyway.

The only bright spot was the school itself. I loved learning for the sake of learning. Words thrilled me. They were in my head when it hit the pillow at night, and on my lips when I woke each morning. To say that I was a bit obsessed with the written word was an understatement.

Enter Nathaniel Hawthorne. Undoubtedly one of the best fiction writers of the nineteenth century, Hawthorne’s work has been a constant in my life since I first read his 1850 novel The Scarlet Letter when I was in middle school. From that moment, I was hooked. I loved his stories of morality, often mixed with lust, sin, longing, and sensuality.

By the time I was a junior in high school, I knew I wanted to study literature in college. I got my Bachelor of Arts in English Literature and now here I was, getting my master’s degree in it. Or trying to, at least.

I met with my thesis advisor a few weeks into the fall semester.

“I want to write about Nathaniel Hawthorne,” I said as I sat down. “His life, his writing process, his moral compass. I want to put all that into a modern-day context of how his writing can benefit others in our modern society.”

My advisor, who was quite fond of several of Hawthorne’s contemporaries, was supportive of my idea. “I’ll want to see a solid proposal in a month and a rough draft when we return from winter break,” she said as she stood up. “You might want to consider visiting some of the places he lived. Go see firsthand how his writing has helped shape the communities in which he lived.” I was both excited and crestfallen at the prospect of traveling to his hometown of Salem, Massachusetts. Excited to see where he grew up and where he wrote and crestfallen that I’d probably never get to go due to my lack of funds.

As luck would have it, I wouldn’t have to stay forlorn for long. My birthday is in late November and this year my granny decided to visit. I loved sitting with her. She told the most amazing stories about her childhood growing up on a commune in western Pennsylvania. She seemed to thrive on my rapt attention and laughter. I told her things about me that even my parents didn’t know. Some of those things might make a saint blush but she was my biggest supporter, and I knew I could trust her implicitly.

On my birthday, she kissed me on the cheek, pressed a business-size envelope in my hand, and whispered, “Happy Birthday, Regina. Follow your dreams. Hurry, before it’s too late.”

“Thank you, Granny.” I kissed her soft cheek, which always smelled like she’d been playing in the woods. “I will.”

Three weeks later, I was landing in Boston and picking up my rental car. It was my first trip to the East Coast, so I drove the coastal route to see the Atlantic Ocean. Within an hour, I was in Salem, parking my car, and letting the porter show me into a king suite at the Hawthorne Hotel. Granny had been very generous with her birthday gift.

The time difference was a mild annoyance as it was past time for lunch for me, but dinner hadn’t quite started, so I wandered about downtown Salem and grabbed a quick sandwich and a map. I returned to my room, wrote in my journal, and wallowed in my soft sheets. The hunt would begin tomorrow.

That next morning dawned bright but cold. December in Massachusetts is no joke. I layered up, relieved that I had thought to bring practically every winter weather item I owned. Back home, it was eighty degrees. Here it was freezing and there were a few inches of snow on the ground. Thus bundled, I headed out for my first full day in Salem.

Walking the streets that Hawthorne may have trod filled me with a giddy delight. I suddenly felt like a child on vacation. I threw away my carefully planned itinerary, and instead simply wandered. I meandered through Old Burying Point on Charter Street, reading the few headstones that were still legible. I found the Witch Trials Memorial by sheer happenstance and spent a few moments contemplating what life might have been like in the 1600s. This made me think more about the Salem witch trials, so I walked over to the Salem Witch Museum and my joyful giddiness dissolved. It was so sad, the injustice of it all. Plus, the museum wasn’t all that impressive once you were inside.

It was in that more sober frame of mind that I continued wandering. I noted the buildings that were built prior to 1850 and wondered if Hawthorne had visited or worked there, if any building held special meaning for him, or gave him ideas for his fiction. I wished I could talk with him.

I continued my solitary ramble for a few hours before heading over to The House of the Seven Gables. Hawthorne’s novel by the same name is an annual read for me. I first read it as an undergraduate and fell in love with Hawthorne’s style of prose. Finally, being here felt like the end of a long journey, a spiritual pilgrimage of sorts. I paid my twenty-five-dollar fee and entered the house. The tour had started moments before I entered so I hurried to catch up with the back of the group. I tried to look everywhere at once, taking it all in. Then I felt it. The feeling of being watched.

As I moved through each room, the feeling grew stronger. From the formal dining room to the kitchen, up the servants’ stairs in the back of the house, to their large room under the rafters, I felt the gaze of someone, something, grow. By the time we were back downstairs, I knew I had been singled out for this strange attention as, one by one, each of the guests went into the parlor. I fell behind, interested in the sensations my body was experiencing. My skin was warmer than normal and tingled, like an electric current running up and down my body.

The attention didn’t feel malevolent, only curious. Then the tour guide returned to admonish me to keep up with the tour and broke me out of my musing.

I didn’t want to leave, but I knew I couldn’t stay.

Minutes later, I stood near the exit, the tour over, and wondered what I should do. It was then that a deceptively soft male voice whispered, “Visit the house I was born in, Regina.” I was so primed for action that I didn’t hesitate. I ran out the door and immediately headed to the red house on the property. Though the house had been moved from its original location, it was the house that Nathaniel Hawthorne was born in. I was either having an auditory hallucination, or the ghost of Nathaniel Hawthorne had just whispered in my ear. With a start, I realized that he knew my name. What else did he know about me?

I lingered outside the home of his birth. I stood on the eastern side of the house, facing the harbor, and leaned against the wall, the soles of my boots sinking through the fluffy layer of bright white snow and into the semi-frozen soil. The sun was swiftly setting behind me and I could see the water blend with the darkening color of the sky.

A faint glow nearby shook me out of my examination of the skyline. I felt a sudden yearning, a longing to connect coming from the glow. My hands grew sweaty, and my breath came in shallow gasps, visible in the frigid air. The glow coalesced into the figure of Nathaniel Hawthorne himself. I couldn’t help it—I gasped. He reached out a ghostly hand as if to reassure me. “Faith, excuse my sudden appearance, Regina. I shall go from whence I came if you desire it.” There was no way I would ask him to leave, so I asked something else instead.

“Why don’t you appear at the age you were when you died?” Hawthorne died in his sixties.

“Since I am now ageless, I can appear at whatever age I wish simply by thinking so. I thought an age closer to your own would be easier for you, and more pleasing.”

He wasn’t wrong about that. Though I could see right through him, literally, I liked what I saw of this seemingly thirty-something literary giant. Paintings didn’t truly do him justice. He had dark hair with a slight wave, was clean-shaven, and was wearing a black suit and tie with a white shirt. The ensemble was akin to what some of the tour guides were wearing up at The House of the Seven Gables.

However, it was his eyes and mouth that had me captivated. His eyes were light, once gray then hazel, and burned with intensity. His mouth was sensual, lower lip full. Why was I thinking about my literary hero like this? I was embarrassed. My cheeks flamed hot. My clit twitched. Wait? What? How was I sexually aroused by a ghost?

He knew. I could tell by the slight smirk and lifted brow that he had surmised the “distress” going on between my libido, and my brain. It had been several months since my ex-boyfriend broke it off, and I was aching for release. It wasn’t that I was too cerebral. It was that my ex wasn’t cerebral enough. Words are sexy. Creativity and intelligence are sexy. He lacked all of that. I’m not sure why we were ever together. Lesson learned.

“How are you here, why me, and how do you know my name?” I blurted it all out in a rush, my words falling all over themselves with no grace, no beauty. Way to impress. Not.

Nathaniel chuckled. “I do not know. Perhaps God is funny that way? As for why you, you’ve been broadcasting your need for me, on multiple levels, might I add, since you set foot in Salem. I could feel you from miles away. As for how I know your name, the tour guide said it when you bought your ticket, Regina. From the Latin, meaning queen. Fitting.”

We were interrupted as a few tourists rounded the side of the house. They looked at me with vague curiosity, didn’t see Hawthorne at all, and kept exploring. I didn’t want this, whatever it was, to end, so I began to walk back to the street while pulling ear pods out of my pocket and fitting them in my ears. Nathaniel followed me and asked what I was doing.

“How do I explain technology to a 150-year-old ghost?” He laughed and said that he had watched much of our history’s innovations. “Then you know that these allow people to talk without having their phones out.” He nodded. “This way, when I’m talking with you, no one will think I’m mentally disturbed.” He smiled and drifted down the sidewalk alongside me.

We talked about literature, his in particular, and what I was doing with my studies. He asked about my husband and children and seemed surprised that I had neither. Then he told me that I was lovely and smart. I’m usually not so easy, but I fell in love with the ghost of Nathaniel Hawthorne a little bit more at that moment. Getting tired of being out in the cold and pretending I was on the phone, I summoned up the courage and asked, “Will you come to my hotel room? I’m cold and I don’t want our conversation to end. Would that be okay?”

“I will and it is,” he reassured me. “But are you certain you want a ghost in your bedchamber?”

If he only knew. Bedchamber. Bed. Inside me. Yes.

“I would love to have you join me in my bed, I mean bedchamber.” Fuck!

Nathaniel laughed. I noted a hint of lust in his eyes and my “Oh, fuck me meter” rose several notches. “Lead the way.”

He laughed again as we reached the Hawthorne Hotel. “Well, many things in this town are named after you since you’re pretty famous.” He just nodded, grinning widely as we rode the elevator up to the fifth floor. Hovering behind me as I tried to get the door unlocked, Hawthorne began to recite pieces of my favorite stories that he’d written. His pitch would even change to fit the characters before settling back into his deep narrator voice. I finally succeeded in opening the door and walked in, Nathaniel following behind. Part of me wondered if he could have just passed through the door. He probably could but was just being too polite.

We talked for hours that night. I had long since shed my cold-weather clothes and settled in. As we talked, Nathaniel drifted closer until he knelt in front of my chair and looked up at me. My breath caught. He was heartbreakingly beautiful. I was touched mentally and creatively. I wanted to be touched physically as well. He clearly felt my desire. He shared it.

“Regina, I have never done this before, in this form, but I would love nothing better than to give you pleasure and ease the ache I sense rising in you.”

My inside voice was screaming yes! What came out was, “I’m nervous, but I’d really like to try.”

“I’ll go slow, and I will stop whenever you tell me,” he promised. I nodded. “If you’re comfortable, take off all your clothes,” he said, his voice soft and almost reverent. Normally, I’d be shy the first time with someone new, but not this time. My clothes were on the floor in moments, and I stood before him, nude, before crawling onto the luxurious king-size bed.

His clothing disappeared and he floated down beside me. He tried running his hands along my body and, though I could feel a feather-light touch, we both quickly grew frustrated. “There is one thing I could try,” he said, his voice a bit shaky and hesitant, letting me know this was affecting him too. “I think I can enter your body and take it over, temporarily. You will still be you and you can stop me at any time.”

I took a deep breath, and looked at him floating there, so frustrated, yet so determined to please me. “Yes. I want you inside me.”

He entered me and took control of my body. It was odd, at first. He gave me time to adjust to the new sensation. My arms would move, but I couldn’t feel them. I only felt what they did to the rest of my body. I, he—let’s face it, I’m confused about what to call it—would pinch my nipple gently, then harder. I’d feel the exquisite sensation in my nipple, but I didn’t feel my fingers doing the pinching. It was as if he did it with his own fingers. That was the way of it. He caressed me, using my own hands. Since he was sharing my body, he also had access to my thoughts and desires. He knew exactly what I liked and how I liked it. His exploration began.

His/my hands roamed my body, rubbing spots that made me moan. He slipped a hand between my thighs and began playing with me, rubbing my folds that were already wet with desire. He slowly dipped a finger in. Then two. A knuckle brushed my clit, and my hips began to grind against his hand as he pushed deeper. A third finger entered my pussy and stretched me wide. I brought my knees up to allow him better access, a deeper thrust, a better fit. I could hear him growling my name as he panted with effort. He didn’t need to ask; he knew how hard I wanted it. How fast. For how long. My legs began to tremble.

His thrusts became harder, more frantic, as I neared orgasm. I felt him deeper inside and his growl of lust filled my head, the tempo matching my moans of pleasure. I felt the brush of him all around me as he pressed against my clit. The different sensations all joined and led me to an orgasm unlike anything I had ever experienced. I was dripping wet, close to exhaustion when I felt him in my head, saying, “Again.”

Three more times he brought me to the edge of orgasm, held me there, then pushed me over. By the time he was done pleasuring me, I was soaked in sweat, the muscles in my arms were hurting, my nipples were mildly bruised, and my whole body ached. In short, I felt incredible. The only sadness was when he slipped out of my body and mind to reform, still gloriously naked, at the foot of the bed. His body was beautiful and though I was completely spent, I ached to be able to hold him, touch him, and give him pleasure in return. However, he was not distressed.

“Regina, you were magnificent. Only one night and I feel I’ve known you for years. You have brought desire, and ardor, back into my existence, and I will love you forever for it.”

This felt like a goodbye to me, and I couldn’t accept that. “Please stay.”

My Hawthorne came to me every afternoon as the sun went down. We haunted the streets of Salem as we wandered. He told me of his childhood, his love of writing, why he wrote what he wrote, everything. He encouraged my questions, as thirsty to be heard as I was to hear him. I loved the sound of his voice. I loved the way his words nested in my brain as he entered me. Every night he came to me and, every night, he made me come over and over, only stopping when my own muscles protested. He was patient, but he was also relentless. Every morning, with the rising of the sun, he left me. I fell into a happily exhausted slumber the moment I felt his spirit leave.

The trip ended far too soon. Nathaniel and I kept watch together, on that last sunrise. There were no words that we could really say at that point. I hoped that we could come together again in some fashion in the future, but neither of us really knew how this happened in the first place. I felt a feather-light touch against my cheek as he attempted, one last time, to kiss me. He whispered, “I am yours.” Then he was gone. My miracle had ended. I was down from cloud nine and back on terra firma.

Back in the land of the living, I had several hours before I needed to leave for the airport. I knew it was early on the West Coast, but I had to talk to someone about what I had experienced here in Salem. Someone I could trust. I FaceTimed my grandmother. She answered my call like she was expecting it. She smiled and opened her mouth to say something, but I rushed in. “Granny, you’re never going to believe this, but I met a man.”

Her smile grew wider. “Love, why wouldn’t I believe that? You’re wonderful.” I was a bit hesitant in my response and for good reason. “Well, he’s been dead for well over 150 years.”

She didn’t miss a beat. “So, no sex then?”

I stifled a laugh. “Oh, Granny, there was sex. Lots of absolutely amazing sex.” I began crying a mix of happy and sad tears.

Granny sat down in front of the computer screen. “Okay, Regina, tell me a story.”

So, I did.


THE CHAMELEON
 
Valerie Alexander

Christmas Eve in the trailer park. A string of blue lights framed the bathroom mirror while the Texas wind battered the aluminum trailer walls. A scraping under the floor made me pause in applying my eyeliner, but it was probably the armadillo who normally rummaged around these parts.

From the TV in the next room, I could hear the Mormon Tabernacle Choir singing “O Holy Night.” I sipped my lemon water and returned to etching out the almond shape of my brown eyes. Black eyeliner and smoky shadow changed the shape, the depth, the lid, the expression. Then I moved on to my lips, painting on a dark red, voracious mouth suitable for biting.

Having transformed my face, I came to the most important part of the night’s artistry: the nine Styrofoam heads lining my closet shelf. The black Bettie Page wig? The long brown wavy one? Christmas Eve didn’t feel like a platinum blonde kind of night.

On my last adventure I’d worn a honey blonde ponytail. It had been a spontaneous encounter, me driving up to the city to hunt down a target. I picked a delivery man, who cheered as I unzipped my hoodie to show him my breasts, then lifted my skirt and slid my vibrator deep into my pussy.

The time before that was better, though. That had been the furniture store. Me as a saucy redhead in a black dress just short enough to give the bored-looking salesman a show. I pretended not to notice at first as he positioned himself to watch me testing out mattresses. The only other customers left the store. I leaned back on the mattress, opened my legs, and showed him everything—and within seconds I was in a stockroom, spreading my legs on a plastic-wrapped sofa for him and two guys unloading a truck full of coffee tables.

I knew my show was no doubt getting captured on a security camera and I didn’t care. That was what the wig and makeup were for.

Surveillance culture was both the best and the worst thing to ever happen to exhibitionists. Every time I wanted to bend over in a miniskirt at a bus stop and “accidentally” flash my pussy, or let someone have his way with me behind a bar, there was always some security camera recording all the action. Or worse, there was some guy who would rather whip out his phone and film me than touch me. And being a makeup artist in a small Texas town that frowned on the more carnal libertine hobbies, well, it limited my options.

At the same time, I kind of liked being filmed. I liked haunting the internet like a naked sprite, one with the power to appear with a different head each time. So many millions of men watched my videos, with no idea that the blonde giving the mechanic a blowjob was also the bespectacled brunette student bending over in the college library, who was also the redhead on the pool table, taking on two bartenders after hours. It was a testament to my makeup skills, all of it inspired by my childhood heroine, Princess Langwidere from the Wizard of Oz books. She had a collection of thirty heads, so she could look like a different woman every day. I too would have that power one day, I decided as a child—and in my thirties, I used a different version of that power to slut it up without social repercussions.

Tomorrow at my Christmas family dinner, I’d just look like me—innocent enough in my bare face and my shoulder-length bleached bob. But tonight, in my heavy makeup and my wig, I would give myself a special Christmas Eve gift. My plan was to cruise down the highway to a different county and find some college boys home for the holidays at their local bar. A preppy blond boy would be my pick if I could find one, his best friend too if they were both cute.

The odd scratching beneath the trailer returned. I got out the flashlight and headed out to confirm it was an armadillo. Outside, the wind carried laughter to my ears. Two trailers down, the Rutledges were welcoming in a car full of family members for their festive dinner; Mrs. Bell’s trailer next to me was dark. She was at her sister’s for the holiday.

The faint laughter reached my ears again just as I spotted a glow in the woods behind my trailer. The would-be lotharios of the trailer park were drinking in the woods again.

Annoyance surged through me. Even on Christmas Eve, they were up to their usual hijinks—Jamie, Sean, and Lucas, my young neighbors who were my biggest fan club. They weren’t criminals, but they were always aimlessly hanging around, finding excuses to get my attention. Mouthy troublemaker Jamie, twenty-one, was the most arrogant; his quiet, overshadowed, brother Sean was nineteen. Lucas, twenty, lived next door to them. He was the prettiest and most likely to be successful with women when he got older, though he hadn’t realized that yet.

I’d made it clear: at thirty-two, there was no way I took them seriously as a sexual possibility. It was annoying enough to constantly spot them on their way to and from the woods, hopefully eyeing my trailer windows that faced the trees. At the same time, I did feel safer having them around after Mrs. Bell’s trailer was broken into last summer. My cheap security camera monitored the outside area, but having three young guys as a constant presence was probably more of a crime deterrent.

The truth was, despite my lofty attitude, I did sometimes entertain the possibility of taking them on. Probably I’d order pretty Lucas to service me first while the other two watched, and then I’d bring in Sean, allowing Jamie access only when he was ready to explode.

But I had a reputation to uphold. If I ever let one of them so much as touch my tits, they’d broadcast it all over town. Especially if I had all three of them together, which is the only way it would be worth my while.

Inspiration struck. I headed into the woods. There they were, huddled around a fire with cans of beer like high school kids. Another friend, who had the winter sunburn of a young rancher, had joined them. His blue eyes lit up when I stepped out of the trees.

“Hey, Lianne,” Jamie said, trying to sound casual. “You want a beer?”

“No, I’m going over to my aunt’s for Christmas Eve.” As if my fuck-me cat eyes and vampire mouth said night with the family. “I wanted to ask if you can keep it down tonight. My cousin Ava just got in after driving cross-country and she’s probably going to go to bed early.”

All four went on alert. Like animals, fooled by the simple bait for my trap. “Your cousin? Is she hot?”

I shrugged and tried to convey with a disdainful face that Ava was gorgeous, that I was so jealous of her. That’s how they thought, after all. “I guess. I mean, she’s a dancer so guys think that’s hot.” They exchanged looks. Too easy. “Look, just keep it down, okay? It can be your Christmas present to me.”

Driving away, I got that flustered, squirrelly feeling I always got when I was going to stalk, to hunt, to pounce. Usually, I didn’t know who my victim would be (though sometimes I did) but doing it so close to home sent a fresh new thrill through my blood. My nipples were stiff and aching by the time I turned around and parked over behind the office. I snuck back through the dark. From the glow in the trees, I could see that the boys were still drinking. I quietly let myself in.

I washed off most of the succubus makeup, so I looked more like a girl settling in for a night at home. A bit of contouring changed the shape of my nose, my cheekbones. Then I stripped down and put on the most realistic wig I had, for I needed to look convincing tonight, a real naked girl innocently unaware of anyone watching her most private moments. Not a confident tart putting on a show; although both roles were delicious.

It had to be the brown wig, the one that curled around my shoulders. I wiggled into a skimpy pink thong—not terribly convincing for a winter night, but they wouldn’t be thinking logically anyway—and a tight camisole to show off my tits.

Which could be the dead giveaway, I realized, because I said my cousin was a dancer. Most dancers were lithe, small-breasted sylphs, not busty hourglasses like I was. Too late. Maybe they would think “Ava” was a stripper.

I wandered into the living room, turning on the Christmas lights. I raised the blinds and turned up the heat so the trailer was comfortable enough to be naked in. Then I opened my laptop, clicking my security camera app. The patches of dead grass and dirt outside the trailer were still empty, but I had a feeling they would be occupied soon. I sat down on the couch, facing the window that faced the woods.

I considered putting on some porn, but that was too obvious. Then I hit on a brilliant idea. I brought out my blue vibrator from the bedroom and a few other items with some leftover silver wrapping paper, as if I were wrapping presents in the living room.

A few minutes later, the boys materialized out of the woods and crept closer to my trailer, staring at my windows.

I stopped fake wrapping and stretched and yawned theatrically. Then I picked up the vibrator and turned it over in my hands, as if considering it for the first time. I glanced at the laptop screen. All four boys were still as statues.

My heart was beating so fast. I turned on the vibe and pressed it against the front of my panties. Another glance at the screen showed they had crept closer, like horny little woodland mice. I rewarded them by pulling off my top.

My boobs swung free. Like always, it felt exhilarating to be bare in front of men for the first time. But if it was naughty to be topless in front of strangers, it was even more exciting to be topless in front of local guys I saw every day. I got up on my knees and slid my hand down over my panties, touching my clit through the silk.

Then, with an inspired touch, I hooked the head of the toy into my panties and pulled them down to my knees. I covered my pussy with my hand but spread my thighs wider, grinding against my palm. The boys were going to get a very good and thorough show, more drawn out than I normally gave anyone, but that was partially because I could afford to take my time tonight. My public performances were always more rushed.

I peeked through my wig at the laptop. They were staring at my window with slack jaws. I pressed the vibrator against my clit and slid three fingers into my pussy, a favorite practice. It felt so good that I almost doubled over, groaning quite authentically from the warm pleasure filling my blood. But I had to deliver a good show for my four voyeurs, which meant I couldn’t succumb to this rising joy too soon.

I climbed up on the sofa arm, put one foot on the coffee table and the other on the sofa cushion. Opening my legs wide, I put my pussy on full display for them. I slid the vibrator inside me, feeling its firm six inches fill my cunt. Oh, god. I pressed the palm of my hand hard against my clit, bringing pressure and vibration together in one titillating rush.

My nipples were tingling. A flood of images coursed through my mind: me tied up and bound tight in Christmas lights, the faint heat of their tiny bulbs stinging my skin as I writhed helplessly on the couch under each boy. Jamie would go first, more timid than he wanted to admit but ultimately driving into my cunt with confidence before losing himself to the force and power of our rhythm. Sean would pull the Christmas lights tighter around me, holding me captive while he fucked me hard and fast, making me come with a scream, right before Lucas lubed up my ass from behind and pushed into me, holding my tits.

My orgasm drenched me, an exploding bomb of warmth. I fell back on the couch and pushed on my clit, legs spread wide as the last waves broke through me again and again.

My wig was askew. I fixed it subtly while casting an eye on the screen. Two of the boys had their cocks out, shamelessly jerking off in the December night like it was nothing. Jamie was trying to film through the window with his phone, though the footage was hardly going to be decent quality.

I slid back down onto the couch and wrapped up in my fake leopard skin blanket, snuggling into its furry warmth like any post-orgasmic girl going to sleep. When the boys were finally gone, I got up, turned off all the lights and headed into the shower.

Washing off the makeup, I couldn’t stop laughing. I was such a good neighbor. They would never even know what a great Christmas gift I’d given them. Unless, of course, I gave them an even better gift some night. Which I just might.


SOMETIMES LIES BECOME HER

Roberta Kelley

Diana was chopping vegetables when William came home. She could hear his footsteps approaching the kitchen, could sense how tired he was through their bond, but it was the frustration that worried her. William had been having to act as a mediator for multiple meetings between vampire and human groups for the past month, and she could tell they weren’t going well.

William turned the corner into Diana’s view and her heart broke a little when she saw how slumped his shoulders were, the exhaustion making his steps slow and slightly shuffling, as if he didn’t have the energy to lift his feet anymore. He gave her a small, tired smile as he walked toward her. Standing behind her, William wrapped his arms around her waist, burying his face in the crook of her neck. She could feel his breath on her skin, inhaling her scent. Diana sensed his frustration start to ebb, slowly replaced by a warmth that made her tingle all over.

“Hello, my love,” he whispered softly near her ear. His arms tightened around her, pulling her against him. Diana set down the knife she was using, placing her right hand on one of William’s arms, and reached her other hand back to gently comb her fingertips through his hair as he relaxed against her. Diana smiled, her heart warming as she felt William’s emotions begin to shift through their bond, the frustration and helplessness giving way to a soothing calm. She hated that there was nothing she could do to help him when it came to his liaison duties. They had decided it was best she kept some distance, considering her history in the war between witches and vampires. Centuries had passed, but there were still plenty of elder vampires who wouldn’t take kindly to her being involved in their business, William’s lover or not. But this she could do. Give him somewhere safe to escape for a short time, somewhere the struggles between humans and vampires didn’t matter.

William let out a low, satisfied growl deep in his chest, against her back, causing a slight shiver of pleasure to travel down her spine. His arms loosened around her waist as he moved his hands to her hips. The movement would seem innocent enough to anyone watching, but Diana knew better. The pressure of his fingers on her hips was enough that if Diana tried to shift away, she would be trapped against him. Diana bit the inside of her cheek to keep from letting out the moan that was creeping up her throat. She knew what was on William’s mind and she craved it—had been craving it for weeks. Most of his attention had been diverted to putting out the seemingly endless amount of fires that required his focus, which she understood, but gods she’d missed him.

She slowly picked up the knife she’d set down earlier and continued to cut the zucchini. William liked it when she pretended to not know what his intentions were, and she loved all the clever ways he found to get her attention.

William raised his head from its place on her neck, his lips grazing her ear.

“Did you drink your water today?” His voice was dark, sultry, dangerous.

“Yes,” she said, a hint of uncertainty in her voice. She was lying. She always lied. It was more fun that way.

William pressed her hips into the wood paneling of the island, his hands moving from her hips to rest on the counter on either side of her, trapping her. A breath caught in her throat, and she wasn’t sure she’d be able to speak again.

“You’re lying, Diana, and you know what happens when you lie.”

“You forgive me and let me go about my business?” Her voice was all innocence, but there was an underlying attitude that William responded to.

In an instant, William forced the knife out of her hand and pinned her down, her palms flat on the counter. She gasped at the sudden sharp pain, her knees weakening as William pressed her hands into the granite countertop a little harder.

“Try again,” he growled in her ear. There was a quivering between her legs that made it hard to breathe. She could normally hold out longer than this, but she wanted him so desperately she was having trouble keeping her head straight.

“Maybe if you let me go, I’ll answer you.” Gods, please don’t let me go.

“It seems you’ve forgotten who’s in charge here.”

In less than a second, William spun her around to face him, both her wrists grasped in one hand behind her back, the other pulling her head back by her hair so she was looking him in the eye. Moving her head in either direction caused her hair to pull against her scalp, sending exquisite shocks of pain that made her shiver.

“I suggest you start remembering,” William said, his lips almost touching hers. He was so close, but she couldn’t close the distance no matter how desperately she wanted to. The perfect torture.

“Now, what happens when you lie to me?” There was a promise of pain in his voice and Diana knew she couldn’t hold out any longer.

“I’m punished.” Her voice would have been almost inaudible to someone other than a vampire.

William tugged on her hair a little harder, one eyebrow raised, a look of mild annoyance on his face. Oh, yes. She’d almost forgotten.

“Sir.”

A wicked smile crossed William’s lips, and Diana wasn’t sure how she didn’t become a puddle on the floor.

“Good girl.”

William loosened his grip on her hair, and, leaning down, placed a light kiss on the sensitive spot just below Diana’s ear.

“I’ll go easy on you this time, since your offense is relatively minor”—William paused, a smug smirk forming on his lips—“and you didn’t put up too much of a fight.” Diana’s eyes narrowed slightly. She normally put up more of a fight, but she was desperate for him, and he knew it.

William pulled back so he could look her in the eyes. Diana’s breath caught in her throat at the hunger she saw there. Yes, she was desperate for him, but he was just as desperate for her. She could feel that William needed some sense of control after weeks of being adrift in seemingly endless arguments, and she could give him that—wanted to give him that.

“You know what to do,” he said, his voice dark and commanding. Diana nodded. She knew exactly what to do. They had particular phrases that acted as instructions in and of themselves. This one meant William wanted her in the playroom rather than the bedroom. Her heart beat rapidly in her chest, her skin tingling in anticipation.

She had to keep herself from running eagerly down the stairs to the lower floor where the playroom was. Diana had to at least appear slightly apprehensive. She was being punished, after all. She walked calmly, her hands clasped behind her back, her gaze on the floor, but a small, mischievous smile on her face. William thought he had won, that she had given in completely, but he was in for a surprise.

William’s playroom wasn’t necessarily what someone would expect. Many playrooms she had been in were covered in red and black from ceiling to floor with dim lighting. There wasn’t anything wrong with that, to each their own, but she found that those rooms sometimes felt intimidating, almost harsh. Not William’s.

The walls were painted a dark, royal purple, the carpet a slightly lighter shade. A chandelier that William had outfitted with a dimmer hung in the center of the ceiling. Many people underestimated the effect that lighting could have for a scene, but not William. He generally preferred soft lighting. It was strangely comforting despite the various whips, floggers, and riding crops that lined the walls, but it didn’t seem at all out of place with William’s style. He could be harsh, leaving marks that sometimes took nearly a week to finally fade, that she could feel under her clothes for days after, but there was also a tenderness that had brought more tears to Diana’s eyes than any of the lashings ever had. William didn’t just take care of his submissives; he loved them.

Sometimes, though, William would turn the chandelier to its brightest setting, bathing the room in a harsh light. Those scenes were the most raw, the most revealing. There was no hiding behind shadows, no secrets. She couldn’t help but feel, in those moments, that William was stripping her bare. Every dark desire, every insecurity, every doubt was revealed and laid at his feet, leaving Diana to only hope that he would be gentle with what she had given him. And he always was.

The aftercare for those scenes lasted days as Diana pieced herself back together with William’s help. They wouldn’t go to work, or even leave the house, instead spending hours in bed, or on the couch watching movies as William held her, only leaving her side to get her food and tea, but that wouldn’t be tonight. William never did those scenes without her prior knowledge and approval.

There was a large bed on the left side of the room, the lights glimmering off the silk sheets that were the same color as the walls. The bed frame was made of sturdy, black rod iron. Hoops adorned the base and canopy of the frame, allowing William to restrain her in various positions. On the other side of the room was a St. Andrew’s Cross—why mess with the classics—and the walls were lined with various floggers, paddles, and crops. All of them with their own feel, and all organized just the way William liked them. Diana suspected that he had them organized by pain level and sensation, but she had never asked. It always seemed like one of those things that only he was supposed to know.

Furniture for various types of play was arranged around the room in an orderly fashion, leaving enough space between them to avoid making the room feel crowded. Diana looked around a moment, wondering if William had any of them in mind before making her way to the center of the room.

Diana placed herself directly underneath the chandelier and knelt on the ground, hands clasped behind her back, her head bowed forward so her gaze was on the floor. William deliberately left a large space in the center of the room with nothing but the shackles that hung from the ceiling behind her. The length from the door to this spot was always kept clear, giving William an unobstructed view of Diana underneath the glow of the chandelier as he strode into the room.

This was the one constant for every scene in this room. Everything else varied, but this never changed. She could feel the plush carpet under her knees as she waited for William to enter. Diana never knew how long he would make her wait. Most of the time she was only there for a couple minutes but there were times when William had forced her to wait longer. Once, he had left her to kneel there for nearly thirty minutes. She had been particularly bratty that week, and he made her pay. Gods, did he make her pay.

Tonight, she didn’t have to wait long. She heard his footsteps coming down the short hallway. He was being kind. Often, William came through the door utterly silent, something that had gotten her in trouble multiple times in the beginning. He expected to come into the room with Diana already on her knees and it took William catching her admiring his toys rather than doing as she was told for her to learn that she couldn’t predict when he would appear, and she definitely wasn’t always going to hear him.

William stepped into the room and paused in the doorway. She knew he was watching her, enjoying the sight of her, and she made sure to keep her head bowed, both because he demanded it, and to hide the smirk on her face. William believed he had tamed her, that she was completely under his power, but she wasn’t going to cave that easily. Where would be the fun in that?

Dimming the lights to a sultry glow, he walked slowly toward her until he stood directly in front of her. She focused her gaze on his shoes to avoid the temptation to look up at him. Diana loved the view from her knees, how he seemed to tower over her, imposing and dangerous, but she wasn’t allowed to look until William gave her permission—or forced her.

William was drawing out the moment and it was torment to have him so close without being able to touch him. It was almost worse than waiting alone on her knees. After what felt like hours, he ran his fingers gently along the line of her jaw, the sudden touch of his cool skin sending a shiver down her spine. William placed a finger under her chin and coaxed her to raise her head. Diana schooled her face to hide her intentions, her mouth falling slightly open, her eyes wide. She could tell her feigned look of awe and desperation was working as William’s eyes flashed with desire.

“Why are you being punished?” William always made her state her crimes and Diana often tried to hold out, make him force her to admit it, but not tonight. She had something else up her sleeve.

“I lied, Sir,” she said in a shaky whisper. She tried to move her head, but William held her chin firmly, forcing her to look him in the eye as she said it. Diana saw a flicker of suspicion in his expression, but it was quickly replaced with burning need.

“Correct. And what is the punishment for lying?”

Diana’s mouth was suddenly dry, and she had to force herself to swallow before she was able to answer. She didn’t have to fake the excitement that was making her heart beat heavily in her chest.

“Lashing.”

William gave her a slow nod before releasing his hold on her chin. Turning his back to her, William approached the black, rod iron console table at the foot of the bed, the polished, mahogany top reflecting the glow of the chandelier, a small, wooden box with a silver latch the only object that sat upon it.

Diana watched him eagerly as he opened it, and pulled out her red leather collar, the outside edges lined with black lace. Delicate gold chains adorned it in sweeping loops, a gold O-ring in the middle. The inside was lined with soft wool, making it comfortable to wear.

She loved her collar. William had spent weeks trying to find the right one until he finally gave up and had one custom made by a local leather shop that specialized in fetish wear. All Diana could do was stare, her breath caught in her throat, when William had first presented it to her. She had been unable to speak, her hands falling just short of pulling it out of the box William had made for it. The same box that he now pulled it from. She had become so emotional when William first put it on that she had shed a few tears, the lump in her throat making it impossible to even croak out a thank you—but she didn’t have to.

“Lying is quite serious, Diana.”

William’s voice snapped her back into the present. His back was still turned to her, so she let her facade drop. He was going to regret believing that he could break her so easily.

“Tadhall,” she whispered softly, keeping her gaze on William.

“I believe three lashings will be—”

William stopped speaking abruptly, his back straightening as her spell took effect. Diana pictured herself running her fingers gently down his back, placing tender kisses along his shoulder blades. William’s back was sensitive and it wasn’t long before he let out an involuntary sigh. Diana grinned as she watched William try to pull himself together, but she wasn’t done with him yet. She had a very vivid imagination, which only helped to strengthen the effect of the spell.

In her mind, Diana stood in front of him, her hand grazing his lower back as she pressed her body against his. She began to slowly unbutton his shirt, running her hands up his bare chest. William let out a deep moan that made her skin tingle in need.

“Not fair,” he said under his breath, leaning against the table, his hands pressed against the wood of the table top, her collar forgotten next to his hand. She contained the laugh rising in her chest and mentally ran her hands back down his chest, his stomach, until she reached the buckle of his belt. Undoing the buckle, she quickly moved on to the button on his pants. She heard a growl from deep within William’s chest, and just as she began to slide her hand inside and grasp the hard length of him, William spoke.

“Do you find this funny?” William’s voice was strained, but Diana heard the warning in it. She was pushing it, and he loved it.

“No, Sir,” she said, her lips curving into an impish grin. “I find it hilarious.”

Before she could take another breath, William was across the room, his hand around her throat, pressing just enough that his fingers dug into her to prevent her from moving her head, but not enough to obstruct her breathing. There was a sudden and intense throbbing between her legs that was so strong that were she not on her knees already, she would have been instantly.

“I was going to go easy on you, but I can see now that was a mistake.” His voice was deep, quiet, a warning in every syllable. He released his hold on her throat, pushing her back just hard enough that she had to catch herself before she fell on her ass.

“Strip.”

Diana quickly pulled her shirt over her head and had begun on her pants when William spoke.

“Slowly.” He stood a few feet away from her, his hands in his pockets. His posture was almost casual, but Diana saw the tension under the surface. A part of him wanted to undress her himself, but he was controlling that urge.

Diana slowly unbuttoned her pants, sliding them down her legs and stepping out of them, leaving them crumpled on the floor. She caught William’s eye as she unhooked her bra, the straps falling over her shoulders before it joined her pants on the floor. She paused before slipping out of her underwear, clinging to the last bit of control she had. Once she could tell William was becoming impatient, she slid them off, bending at the waist, and slowly righting herself after stepping out of them.

William took a moment to admire her. She could practically feel the heat from his gaze on her skin as he ran his eyes over her body.

“Hands in front,” he ordered. She looked up to meet his eyes, defiance in the set of her mouth and shoulders.

“Now.” His voice was quiet, but the warning was clear.

Slowly, Diana brought her hands together in front of her, raising them in the air so William could place her wrists in the shackles hanging from the ceiling. Once she was secured, William pulled the chain the shackles were attached to and Diana was raised in the air, her feet touching the ground just enough that her full weight wasn’t pulling on her shoulders and wrists. The metal of the shackles bit into her skin, the pain making her gasp in delight.

William placed a link of chain through the hook on the floor and moved to stand in front of her, his fingers resting under her chin and raising her eyes to his.

“Safe word.” His voice was gentle as he gazed into her eyes, assessing.

“Emerald.” The color of her eyes. The word William had given her and she’d decided to keep.

“Good.”

William lowered his hand and walked toward the far wall lined with various floggers—away from her collar.

“Sir, my collar.” She assumed it had slipped his mind, and she desperately wanted to feel it around her neck.

“You haven’t earned it,” he said, examining a medium-length, braided flogger and pointedly not looking at her.

“But—please, Sir. I’ll be good. I promise.” She didn’t care that her voice was thick with desperation. She wanted, needed the collar. Needed to be his.

William turned to face her and slowly walked up to her, the braided flogger he had been considering in his hand. He stopped just before their bodies touched. Diana wanted to fight against her restraints to get to him, but she knew she couldn’t. Not if she was going to get what she wanted. She had to behave herself now. William had won, like he always did eventually.

“Tell me you’re sorry,” he whispered in her ear, his breath tickling her skin.

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done it. I won’t do it again.” She couldn’t seem to get the words out fast enough. She’d say whatever he wanted.

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep, my love.” There was so much tenderness in his words that Diana almost forgot about the collar and just wanted him to touch her. She strained against the shackles, but before she could reach him, William stepped back and Diana let out a groan of frustration that brought a devilish smile to William’s lips.

Turning away from her, he approached the table, picking up the collar that he’d left there. He made his way back to Diana, standing behind her. Diana sighed when she felt the wool lining against her skin. William placed a feather-light kiss on the back of her neck just above the collar and Diana melted against him. Normally, William wouldn’t allow her to touch him, not unless he said so, but tonight was different. He needed to be in control after having virtually none for weeks, but he also needed to feel her against him, to run his hands over her skin. William allowed himself a brief moment of tenderness, and Diana’s heart fluttered against her chest.

Too soon, William pulled away, moving to the side and running his eyes over her body, assessing the best place to inflict his punishment.

She was just about to begin begging when she felt the sharp bite of the flogger against her upper back, the braided leather digging into her skin. She let out a small shout at the impact, her eyes watering from the stinging sensation, her clit throbbing in response.

The stinging began to subside by the time the second strike came slightly lower than before. She felt her skin rip as a couple of the fronds landed in the same place as the last strike. Diana could feel blood trickling down her back from the wound. Her scream caught in her throat.

“Color?”

It took her a moment to realize what William had said.

“Green,” she managed.

William paused a moment to allow her to catch her breath and just when she started to squirm in need, he brought the flogger down a third time, crossing the marks from the first two hits and her world exploded in an overwhelming mix of pain and pleasure. She was vaguely aware that she had screamed but she was too lost in sensation to really know or care. Normally, William would have eased her into this level of intensity, but neither of them had the patience for that after nearly a week of barely touching. She was waiting for the next hit when she felt William’s hands grip her hips firmly, holding her steady. There was a flash of hunger through their bond, and she was about to press herself against him when she felt the warm slide of his tongue on her back as he feasted on her, licking the blood she knew had begun to well in the spots where her skin had ripped.

Diana let out a low moan, and William’s hands clenched tighter, a growl emitting from deep in his chest. The sound made her heart beat loudly, her clit throbbing painfully. His hand left her hip and she let out a gasp when she felt it around her throat just below her collar. William pulled her against him, his excitement urgent and clear as his hardness pressed against her ass.

“What am I going to find when I put my hand between your legs?” William whispered, his breath warm against her ear.

“Why don’t you find out yourself?” A small grin formed on her lips as William’s grip tightened.

“That sounded dangerously close to a command, little one,” William said, his voice a deep rasp. “But you know better than that, don’t you?”

A shiver ran down her spine. She did know better. She’d been punished for it before, and she knew that if she pushed, she wouldn’t get what she wanted.

“Not a command, Sir. Just a suggestion.”

She felt his chuckle against her back.

“I think we both know that’s a lie, but I’ll let it go this time.”

She could feel that he was hanging on by a thread, and she grinned to herself as she shifted her hips to press harder against him. William groaned, one hand tightening around her throat as his other hand slid across her stomach and down until his fingers grazed against her. She let out a soft gasp and William ran his lips down her neck, the slight scrape of his fangs on her skin making her clench in need. The image of them sinking into her neck flooded her mind, and her heart beat loudly in anticipation.

“Later, my love,” William whispered. “Right now, I think there’s something else you want.”

There was, and it was pressing against her backside, straining against the fabric of his slacks. His fingers stroked her, moving in small circles. She heard the slight intake of breath as he played with the slickness there.

“Tell me what you want, Diana.”

She let slip a small whine, trying to hold out, but she knew she wouldn’t last long. She wanted him inside her so badly, had wanted it for days. His fingers delved inside her, his thumb pressing against her clit as her whine became a moan.

“Say it.” William’s voice was dark, dangerous, making every inch of Diana’s body tingle.

“Your cock. I want your cock inside me. Please.” The plea came out in a breathless gasp, and she tugged against her restraints, the shackles digging into her skin.

“Good girl,” William purred in her ear.

Diana barely had time to register the sound of a zipper before William was filling her, thrusting into her so deeply that she let out a small, startled cry of pleasure. His fingers were back between her legs, stroking her in time with his thrusts. It didn’t take long for her to reach the edge, falling over it a moment later, waves of pleasure coursing through her body so powerful that she had to gasp for air. She clenched around him and soon William followed her, his thrusts deep and slow as he came inside her, his breath hot and ragged against her neck.

Diana’s legs were struggling to hold her up, William the only thing keeping her from putting her full weight on the shackles. Taking the shackles off her wrists, William caught her as she fell into his arms. Picking her up, William laid her down in the bed, putting her on her side so the sheets didn’t rub against her cuts, and made his way into the bathroom, emerging a moment later with a clean rag.

Coaxing her onto her stomach, he began to clean her cuts. She sucked air through her teeth, her jaw clenched, when he started washing one of the larger lacerations. He pulled away for a moment to give her a break, but not long. It was painful, but she knew it had to be done.

She listened as William whispered sweet nothings as he cared for her, and she felt her eyes growing heavy. Closing her eyes, she let William’s voice lull her to sleep, knowing she had nothing to fear. William would take care of her, like he always did—like she knew he always would.


SALAD DRESSING

Sally Bend

I had just taken my first sip of Pinot Gris and was swirling it in my mouth when the server unzipped his pants and revealed a most unexpected penis. To my credit, I swallowed the wine without making a mess, but only by the barest of margins. I wasn’t quite sure what to do, what to say, where to look. As sexually adventurous as I was, this was an unfamiliar experience.

That’s probably a bit too much, too soon. Let me back up and set the scene for you.

It was my forty-fourth birthday, and the young man taking me to dinner was half my age. He’d started as just another one of my boy toys, a handsome young man with the stamina needed to keep up with my growing needs, but he’d earned official boyfriend status after a wild night with friends when he volunteered to answer the door and accept our delivery of vodka and groceries.

What’s so special about that, you ask? Well, he was naked at the time, with marshmallows stuck to his chest, chocolate smeared all over his luscious cock, and graham crackers wedged between his butt cheeks. After that night, I knew I had to have s’more.

Oh, God, I love that story. The punchline makes me wet every time I tell it.

The last six months had been amazing, leading to tonight’s challenge—to come up with something new for my birthday. I’d dated the full spectrum of the male species, young men to old, momma’s boys to bad boys. Their birthday plans were always the same tired old clichés. If they weren’t stealing from sitcoms, they were borrowing from rom-coms.

To my pet’s credit, when the taxi dropped us off at a sketchy looking warehouse, I started to believe he might really be different. And when the hostess in the shiny rubber bodysuit led us silently through a dark maze of industrial corridors, I’d even gotten a little excited. In fact, I was just about to offer up the one thing he’d always longed for when we passed through a curtain into a softly lit—and here was the cliché—fine-dining restaurant setting.

Instead of letting him inside my ass for the first time, I’d been fully prepared to kick his out for good.

Now, though, faced with the sight of this strapping young server and his naked penis, I started to think I’d underestimated my young paramour. Perhaps he was the one .

“Would the lady care for dressing on her salad?” The server stroked his cock gently. I could already see pre-come glistening at the tip. It was a truly surreal experience. Here was this total stranger, standing over our table, offering to masturbate onto my salad as if it were the most natural thing in the world. He was very quiet and reserved, but there was an excitement in his eyes that told me he was enjoying this.

If that was the case, why shouldn’t I as well?

“Slowly,” I told him quietly. “Stroke yourself for me. Gently, long strokes, up and down.” The caress of my finger down his thigh likely wasn’t helping, nor was the way I was biting my lower lip. I could see he was getting anxious. A bit uncomfortable, even.

If this was something that he did every night, then I had to imagine they trained him for speed and stamina. He and the other servers were likely edged all night long to keep them ready, sent out to deliver their loads, and then edged all over again for their next table. It turned me on to know that I was pushing against his training. Orgasm control was a fetish of mine, going way back to my first sexual experiences. Denial. Edging. Ruined orgasms. I loved the power they gave me over a man. It’s one thing to make a man come; it’s another thing entirely to make him not come, no matter how badly he wants it.

The young man was looking panicked. His eyes were silently pleading with me for release. As much as I wanted to keep this going, I knew he had other tables to serve, and I wasn’t ignorant of the fact that he likely relied heavily on tips for his service.

“Come for me.” I had only to touch my finger to his soft, spongy head, and ropes of yummy ejaculate were making white lines across green leaves. I had to give him credit. He was very controlled in his climax, turning my salad into an erotic work of art. As soon as he was done, I dipped a fork into the spot where his load lay heaviest and brought the first bite of salad to my mouth.

Oh, my! I didn’t know whether they fed these boys according to the courses they would be serving, but his cream was the perfect complement to my salad, one as fresh as the other.

My boyfriend didn’t say a word, but I caught the smug look of satisfaction on his face as I greedily dug into my salad for a second taste. He was looking proud of himself.

He’d earned it.

“You did well, my pet.” I purposely left a spot of natural dressing on my lower lip as I leaned across the table for a kiss. I know he saw it. His eyes widened ever-so-slightly. To his credit, though, he didn’t let that stop him from kissing me back with the youthful passion to which I’d become very accustomed.

While we awaited the next course, I reached for what I thought was the wine list, only to find a list of servers, their vaccination status, and their test dates. Not that I’d been worried, but I appreciated the reassurance. Delighted with the experience already, I let my gaze wander the room as I happily picked at my salad, watching as a half-dozen other yummy young men—and one particularly tasty transwoman—attended to the tables of those around us.

I’d no sooner finished my salad when another server arrived at the table with a bowl of soup that smelled delicious—even if they had their courses backward. It had a small bit of greenery floating in the center, and I immediately wondered if that was less a decoration and more a target. This server was a bit older than the first, and the penis he revealed from beneath his apron was much like him— short, fat, and topped by black curls. His testicles, though, were the size of small oranges, promising a generous garnish for my soup.

His penis was oozing pre-come. I found myself utterly fascinated as I watched him masturbating over my food, his fluids dripping directly into the soup. He appeared more in control than the first server, and I wondered if they sent him because of that experience.

If so, then I owed it to him to challenge his talents, did I not?

“Would you like to come?” I asked with a smile. “Those balls of yours look awfully full, awfully heavy. The pressure must be utterly unbearable.”

“Honestly, ma’am, I enjoy serving a woman who appreciates the dispensing as much as the condiments.”

I turned to my boyfriend, whose gaze was focused entirely on me, and not on the server’s penis. “Oh, how very rude of me. Would you care for a little in your soup as well?” I asked him. “Shall we have him pick up the pace, get that lovely penis swaying so that it can spread its goodness across both our bowls?”

The cheeky little bugger had the nerve to nudge his bowl closer. “A little splashing or spillage is enough for me, thanks. It is your birthday,” he said—as if I needed the reminder. “It’s only fair that your meal is the focus.”

Oh, I wanted to push him on that, but he was right. It was my birthday, this was all for me, and I was going to enjoy being a greedy girl.

I returned my attention to our server. “Here, let me help you with that.” My fingers brushed his away and I began stroking. What had looked like a jumbo hot dog felt more like a mortadella sausage. The spicy heat of his engorged flesh pulsated up my arm. I quickly found my rhythm—and his soon after. I could feel his arousal, feel those almost imperceptible changes in pressure, texture, and movement that signaled his impending release. He was getting close, very close, but this was my first experience with him, so finding the right moment was going to be delicate.

Not quite.

Almost.

Now.

Yes!

Having stroked him to the very edge, I let go and watched his shaft tremble above the table. His quiet whimper of denied pleasure flooded my panties with wetness even as the come flowed from his penis. To his credit, he adjusted quickly. His first few drops landed on the edge of my bowl, but once he realized he’d be flowing, not spurting, he thrust forward and drizzled a nice spiral of cum atop my soup.

“Oh, very nice.” Suddenly I was the one feeling warm. “So very yummy. My compliments, good sir.”

“It was my pleasure, ma’am.” He quickly tucked himself behind his apron and backed away from the table with a nod to both of us.

The soup was just as perfectly flavored as the salad had been— deliciously salty, where the first course had left a slightly bitter aftertaste. Whatever diet they had these men on, I had to get the details. It was just a shame that my denying his orgasm had denied my pet a treat.

Birthday or not, it was only fair that I share.

Feeling playful, I spooned up a lightly creamed bit of soup and held it out to him. “Care for a celebratory taste? For me?”

He hesitated, but let no hint of unpleasantness show on his face. When he leaned forward and opened wide for my spoonful, I knew damned well he was the one.

I waited to see if he’d swallow. He did so with a smile.

“Fuck me,” I gasped. I slid out of my seat and onto his lap. I ground myself against his still-trapped penis and kissed him deeply, loving that he’d braved not just a kiss for me, but a taste as well. “Fuck the dressing. I need some cream filling.”

I could see that he wanted to. His hands were all over me, squeezing my ass and caressing the curve of my hips. He groaned as he buried his face in my cleavage, freeing the left breast from my low-cut dress. The way he was thrusting against my grinding sent a gasp of pleasure through my body, but then he stopped.

“There are more courses to come,” he said, breathless with arousal, “and you’re going to want to save it.” For just the briefest of moments, I saw a crack of vulnerability peek out from beneath his smug, satisfied façade. “Trust me?”

Oh, I was so uncontrollably horny. I wanted to fuck him hard, to ride him to the edge as many times as I could, but that desperate little question gave me pause. I had enough sense to know he’d gone through a lot to make tonight happen, to get us invited to a dining experience I didn’t even know existed, and I owed it to him to see it through to dessert.

I was getting soft. If I was this accommodating at forty-four, what would I be like at—gasp!—forty-five? I’d give him tonight, but then I was going to have to reassert my dominance and remind him of his place.

The next two courses were a light fish—cod, if I’m not mistaken—and a pork loin. I’d been nervous about adding man batter to fish, but it had been another perfect pairing. I wasn’t a fan of pork, but it turned out anything tasted good when glazed with fresh come.

Dessert arrived in the hands of a woman very close to my age, which was almost as much of a shock as the first server quietly revealing his penis. I won’t lie. I was disappointed. I was also curious about where this was headed, though. She placed two penis-shaped cake pops—each sheathed in a condom that smelled like vanilla—before us, along with a small chocolate cake shaped and iced to look like a vagina. I began to suspect why my pet had looked so anxious earlier.

“Dessert will be ready in just a moment, honey.” Her voice oozed sex. I’d enjoyed a few women in my day, but none of them had ever hit me with the same shock of arousal as she did. There was just something about her that stimulated all my senses.

I’d been so focused on her, I didn’t even notice that my boyfriend was now the one offering his naked erection. When she straddled him, she did so facing me, gazing deep into my eyes as he sank deep into her sex. Clearly, they edged and aroused the women here just as much as the men, because she took his cock with ease. I could hear how wet she was. I could smell how wet she was. She looked to be enjoying this, but I swore she was enjoying our connection even more.

It took everything I had not to take control of the moment. I wanted to control both their orgasms, direct them in prolonging— and perhaps even denying—their release. Not because I was jealous or angry, but because I enjoyed it.

He was fucking her hard and fast, his breath already coming in the strained gasps I knew so well. She didn’t appear close to orgasm, but while he’d never dare come before me, he was enjoying the fact that he didn’t need to show such self-control here. Still, it was on the tip of my tongue to tell her to stop, to still her atop his cock, when he unloaded with a roar that escaped his clenched jaw.

Well, that was anticlimactic.

With a gymnast’s ease, the server rose from her seat and swiveled onto the table, coming to sit with her knees spread to either side of my dessert plates. She hugged her ankles in close, which thrust her sex forward and up, opening her even wider for me.

“Care for dessert?” Even as she whispered the words, I saw a pearl of my pet’s come drip down the valley of her sex.

I’ll admit, it overwhelmed my senses. I could smell him on her—in her—but I could smell her as well. Just like how the other servers had paired perfectly with each course, she paired perfectly with him. It was remarkable how carefully crafted this whole dinner experience was, and we weren’t finished yet.

Suddenly ravenous, I leaned in closer, wanting to taste them both. Her glistening lips were a work of art, and the sight of his come oozing through hers was erotic. I moved in to bury my face in her folds, but she coughed a polite “Ahem,” and turned her toes inward to point at the dessert plate.

Oh, this suddenly got so much better.

I picked up one of the penis-shaped cake pops and tugged on the base of the condom before sliding it inside her. The sound of it entering her was exquisite, but the sight of their juices clinging to it was even better. I pulled it out and slipped it into my mouth.

The taste of sex and vanilla was orgasmic. Literally. I felt myself gush a little bit into my panties as pleasure flooded through me.

Hungry for more, I shoved it back inside her, letting it fuck her before I treated it to an after-dinner blowjob. After a few cycles of this, the cake pop was coming apart inside its condom, so I unwrapped what I could and let the moist cake melt in my mouth as I grabbed for its twin.

“You know, honey, you really should enjoy me while I’m fresh.” I started at the sound of her voice. I’d been so engrossed in her sex that I’d lost track of the woman to whom it belonged.

She was right. I needed more. I need to taste them both. I plunged the second cake pop deep inside her and followed it with my tongue. Two fingers pressed against the latex-sheathed frosted confectionary, keeping it moving inside her. The fingers of my other hand spread wide, holding her lips wide for my tongue to trace up and down.

“If you’re going to do that,” she told me in a husky purr, “at least position that slice of chocolate so it gets properly iced.”

She was right. I nudged the cake plate tight against her thighs, careful to keep it away from her pink folds, as I continued to explore their combined tastes. Part of me wanted to lap it all up, to swallow every delicious drop, but the presence of that plate reminded me this was about food, this was about the carnal culinary experience, so I let her flow without swallowing. My ravenous snacking had ruined my makeup, and there was no chance this dress would ever come clean, but that was okay.

I’d never controlled another woman’s orgasm before.

This was something new, and her feeling was almost as delicious as her flavor, which was still strong beneath the lingering taste of sugary desserts. I began slowing the speed of my cake pop fucking. I became more deliberate about how I licked and kissed her lips. When I let my tongue dance with her clitoris, I danced over it, drew circles around it, and did everything but give it the hard pressure I knew it craved. Now she was the one breathing hard, sounding desperate, and that was music to my ears. Her denial was different, more prolonged, more intense. I could feel her trembling like she was vibrating against my mouth.

I relented.

As much for her sake as mine.

The cake pop forgotten, I closed my lips over her clit. It never ceased to amaze me how such a familiar part of my body could feel so completely different on someone else. It was firm and slippery against my tongue. I loved how it grew and swelled inside my mouth. I knew I was drawing out her orgasm and I found I enjoyed being the one in control with her even more than with a man.

When she came, she erupted against my face. She flooded my mouth. Her fluids filled my nose and ran down my face to fill the artificial valley of the chocolate vagina. I kept working at her clit, letting her orgasm flow freely, no matter how badly I wanted to swallow her up. Finally, when a gentle tapping of my head told me she couldn’t take any more, I gave her one long, last lick and withdrew my face from between her legs.

I looked down at the cake and laughed. It was so saturated, a fork would have done nothing more than stir the mess, so I buried my face and ate it as I’d so desperately wanted to do her. Oh, this was amazing. The best thing I’ve ever tasted. I wanted to do this more often, maybe have a woman fill a champagne glass for me while my pet came all over a plate of cheese and crackers.

“So, did I meet the challenge?”

I looked up at my pet, my face a mess of chocolate and come, and smiled. I didn’t care how smugly self-satisfied he looked. He’d earned it. More than that, he had me thinking of marriage, something I’d sworn I’d never do again. He set this up. He made this happen. He took part, fed me his pleasure, and allowed me to feed mine.

Before I could do something silly like propose, the server leaned down and took my dirty face in her hands. She licked up from my chin, across my lips, and over my nose. Then she kissed me, her tongue plunging into my mouth to share the taste. Whether a man was willing to kiss me with his come on my lips was always a good gauge of whether there’d be a follow-up date. And this kiss? I knew I had to see her again.

No, check that. We had to see her again.

“I do hope the two of you come back,” she said with a contented sigh. “I’d love to glaze your hubby’s dessert.”

Fuck it. I wanted to be silly.

“He’s not my husband,” I told her. My eyes met his. “At least not until he says yes.”

My amazing, thoughtful, perfect partner beamed with pride. “Are you asking me to marry you?”

Our server pivoted on the table and kissed him with a residue of chocolate and come on her lips. “Just say yes,” she giggled between kisses.

“Yes.”

The only challenge now would be to invite the right people.

People who’d appreciate our new caterer.

Maybe forty-five would be a good year after all.


STAND STRONG, LOOK SEXY

Rebecca Chase

Hunger churned Missy’s stomach as Kandy Blush, the burlesque performer and the object of her desires, put the fingertips of her silk glove into her mouth and bit. At the fantasy of those same teeth on Missy’s inner thighs, she stretched back in her chair and gulped mouthfuls of oxygen. The woman yanked at the glove, slowly drawing her hand free.

Kandy was more than a headliner of a burlesque show; she was a storyteller, an artist, and everything Missy dreamed of being. She was dedicated to the creative art and inspired Missy from her first tentative steps.

“She’s everything I want to be,” Missy whispered as Kandy twirled her glove to the side and made love to the crowd with her fluttering eyelashes and exaggerated facial expressions.

Missy glanced at the clock, barely visible in the dark hall. It was nearly intermission. A swing version of Britney Spears’ “Oops!...I Did It Again” was the soundtrack to Kandy’s first performance. While everyone else was an amateur in this evening’s show, Kandy was the big draw, and as she winked at the audience and turned to wiggle her butt, it was clear why. She flexed her glutes as she hypnotized Missy and seduced the crowd.

Her charm enticed them further as she ran the glove across her body before flicking it offstage. Missy should have been panicking about her first performance to a live audience, but the storyline of Kandy jilting her partner at the altar as she slid down her zipper brought tiny drops of drool to the corners of her mouth. Her dress fell from her body, bringing appreciation from the audience.

A pool of light surrounded Kandy as she eased off her shoes and unclasped her stockings from their clips. Staring into the crowd as if each one might be lucky enough to spend an evening in her presence, she brushed the lace tops and pushed them down. She spun the nylon as she teased the strangers. The whites of Kandy’s scars on her skin from a time in the hospital caught the spotlight that fell like a waterfall around her body.

Kandy sashayed across the stage, dipping occasionally and wiggling her bottom to the whoops and cheers of the audience. Missy pulled at her eyebrows and bit aggressively at her lips before remembering the lipstick her friend had painstakingly applied. The charisma that consumed her when Kandy removed her white wedding clothes to reveal her skin made Missy wet. She squeezed her thighs together as Kandy undid the laces of her corset. She made it appear easy, but it wasn’t. It took weeks of practice for Missy to learn the technique of undoing the laces with a cheeky smile instead of a face of panic. It was the most challenging part of the course she’d taken to reclaim her body and showcase she was a proud woman in her forties.

At just under five feet tall, Missy had spent a lifetime being infantized by peers, family, and then partners. If they weren’t treating her like a doll, they were babying or reminding her she was a girl.

When Claudia, her burlesque teacher, asked why she’d signed up for the course, Missy prattled, “I’ve spent my childhood and years since in and out of the hospital. I learned I have a syndrome that means I’m infertile, not to mention other health conditions.” Her answer sounded almost robotic until she got to the last part. “Because of this, I don’t feel like a woman. Acquaintances, strangers, and even family told me I’m like a girl so often that I believe it. I want to embrace the side of myself I’ve kept hidden.”

Claudia listened, and soon the course became the opportunity to own her sexuality and not have others’ opinions forced upon her until her confidence faltered.

Kandy reached the moment when she grabbed her corset and pulled it open. Missy leaned forward in her front-row chair and fixed her eyes on Kandy’s body. For everyone else, the “money shot” was removing the bra before Kandy did a final bounce to spin her devil-red nipple tassels. Still, as she popped out of her corset, revealing her skin covered in slithers of glittered red where she’d painted her scars to highlight them, Missy gasped in need. Kandy looked at her and stumbled. Missy had viewed this performance on YouTube a hundred times, reveling in Kandy’s style and nuances, including the flicks of her fingers and how she pouted at the audience. The stumble was so slight that Missy questioned her judgment, but there was a tremble to Kandy’s fingers as she reached around and grabbed at her bra clasp. Missy licked her lips and swore she’d caught the performer’s eye.

As Kandy dropped her bra, she broke eye contact with Missy and stared into the crowd, bouncing slightly on her feet to make her nipple tassels swirl. She’d transformed from an innocent bride to an alluring devil. Wetness collected in Missy’s panties as the crowd roared and stood to applaud the performer. Missy slipped out backstage to ready herself for her own performance immediately after intermission.

Missy glanced into the mirror as she attempted to correct the smudges of eyeshadow. She knew better than to rub her eyes when nervous, but she was about to perform burlesque on stage. Of course she was terrified. Her fingers trembled as she added eyeliner flicks to the corners of her eyes, but every touch to correct it made it worse. Chatter filled the room as women who’d already performed congratulated Kandy on her routine before slipping out for a drink from the bar. Missy fisted her hand and fought the tears brimming in her eyes.

The words of an ex seared into her skin as she dropped her head to the table that held her mirror. “You’re pretty, even cute, but you’ll never be sexy. You don’t have the look for it.”

The humiliating words of bullies were like whispers in her ears. Burlesque empowered her, yet in that second, it also reminded her she couldn’t be a woman.

“Let me help you with that,” a soft voice said over her shoulder, reaching for her eyeliner. “Look at me.”

Missy turned in her chair. Kandy was smiling down at her with the eyeliner poised in her hand. Missy swallowed loudly, but her words hid under her tongue.

“Are you on next?” Kandy drew out the words like she was savoring sweet strawberries on her tongue.

Missy nodded.

“Then let me help you look your best. Although it won’t be hard, you’re beautiful.”

Heat crept up Missy’s neck, causing a flush to grow across her chest.

“Look up,” Kandy instructed as she applied flicks of eyeliner. Her red hair fell in shiny waves around her shoulders. “What song are you performing to?”

Missy took a breath. Kandy was so close that all Missy would have to do was lean forward to kiss her. Not that she would, but the rosy sheen of her lips as she spoke forced heat between Missy’s thighs. “‘Sit Still, Look Pretty’ by Daya.”

Kandy beamed. “That explains your doll makeup. I look forward to seeing it. Claudia told me about you and said your concepts are fantastic.”

Missy smiled tentatively. “Claudia said that? She was probably being kind. I like coming up with ideas. This one means a lot to me because I’ve been called a doll before.”

Kandy nodded. “I get that.” She took the lipstick. “Open your mouth a little.”

Missy opened her lips as Kandy applied the red color with a brush. She fought the temptation to lick her lips as Kandy moved closer. In her sheer dressing gown and underwear, she resembled a pinup that people would go to war for. A heady scent of spice and citrus filled her lungs. They made eye contact for a second as Kandy added, “My first performance was to ‘Beautiful’ by Christina Aguilera because of all the times exes and strangers made me feel ugly because of my scars. Burlesque has helped me own my differences and be proud of them.”

“Same,” Missy rasped, her mouth dry due to the proximity of her object of desire.

Kandy eased tissue between Missy’s lips. “Press together.”

Missy did as instructed. “I want to do a routine to ‘Freak’ by Doja Cat one day. It’s where I pretend to be innocent, but as the performance goes on, it becomes clear I’m a murderer. I’m not sure if it will work.”

“Can I see it? Maybe after you’ve performed and before I go on again. I think there’s half an hour between us. It will stop me from getting nervous.” Missy’s brows threaded together. “You think I don’t get nervous? I am the worst. Helping you with your makeup is doing me a favor.” Kandy’s laugh was soft and the opposite of the persona she often portrayed on stage.

“Two minutes,” the stage manager called out to Missy.

Missy nodded and stood, missing the closeness with Kandy already. She shifted in her corset, which always felt a little too tight. “Shit.” Her shoelaces on her heeled brogues were undone, and it would be impossible to do them without taking off the corset.

“Can I help?” Kandy asked.

“That would be amazing. Thank you.”

Kandy knelt. Her big brown eyes as she stared up at Missy left her breathless. “I hope it’s okay to say this, but you’re beautiful. Your teacher said the doll performance was a fuck you to all those who told you you weren’t womanly.”

Missy nodded.

“Those people are fucked up. You’re so sexy.” Kandy’s fingertips danced across her calves before she lowered them to make bows in Missy’s laces. “You’re going to be brilliant.”

“Thank you,” Missy replied. She wasn’t sure why she said the following sentence. Was it the adrenaline starting to kick in for her performance or the need to speak her truth after spending her life hiding? Maybe it was her Missy alter-ego taking over from her everyday self. “You’re the sexiest woman I’ve ever seen.”

Kandy stood up, towering over Missy, and as she bent to whisper in her ear, she rolled her hips. “I’m going to be watching from the back as I’d hate to put you off.” Kandy gave her one of her trademark winks before striding off to the back of the theater.

The first bars of the song played. Missy took a deep breath and sashayed into the limelight.

Missy bounded off the stage, clothes in hand. Claudia threw her arms around her. “You smashed it. I’m so proud.”

Missy beamed back. Electricity zipped under her skin throughout her body as she hugged her back before running toward the dressing rooms to change. The rooms were empty, although clothes lay strewn across chairs and tissues used for applying everything from fake tan to makeup littered the makeup table.

Her jumping around the room as she congratulated herself was cut short by a knock at the door.

A smiling Kandy rushed her. Her scent was like liquid charisma as she hugged Missy and kissed her cheek. “You were incredible, and Claudia was right about your concepts. I’ve honestly never seen a first performance that polished. How did it feel?”

“Amazing, beyond amazing, beyond everything. Performing is better than sex!”

Kandy raised her eyebrows and grinned. “You need to have better sex.”

It was as if adrenaline and empowerment combined to embolden her. For years she was told she wasn’t a woman, yet her performance destroyed everything the haters ever said. “Is that an offer?”

Kandy pressed her lips hard against Missy’s. Their height difference was awkward, but Missy wouldn’t be held back now. She reached for Kandy’s hand and pulled her to one of the chairs.

“Sit down,” Missy commanded breathlessly. Kandy grinned as she did as told. Missy swiped her own lipstick off, concerned she’d ruin Kandy’s makeup before her second performance. As she rolled her hips, she stalked Kandy like her prey. Confidence owned her as she slipped her finger into the knot of Kandy’s belt and pulled. The sides of Kandy’s dressing gown fell open, revealing her pink lace bra. Her following routine was to Taylor Swift’s “The Man.” Starting the performance in a suit, she’d walk a treadmill as she removed her clothes layer by layer until finally revealing her lace underwear set. It tested Kandy’s skills, and Missy longed to see it in the flesh rather than on video.

Missy slipped the dressing gown off Kandy’s shoulders before straddling her lap. “It’s much easier like this,” she said against her lips as she ground her pelvis against Kandy’s body and kissed her hard on the mouth. Their tongues intertwined as Missy fisted her hair. Kandy gripped her naked thighs as they made out. Her fingers dug into Missy’s flesh, and she moaned into Kandy’s mouth. Kandy’s lips brushed Missy’s neck as she whispered how sexy she was and that she’d fantasized about the moment ever since she’d seen her in the front row.

“Your performance was so fucking hot. It did the dirtiest things to me,” Kandy moaned as her kisses brushed the top of Missy’s breasts. Missy hadn’t redressed since her performance, and yet, where once she was awkward about being naked, now her tiny panties and tassels emboldened her. She pushed her hand into Kandy’s panties and touched her clit.

“You’re so wet for me,” Missy growled.

“That moment when you removed your corset destroyed me. Your body is epic. Please don’t stop,” Kandy begged.

Missy climbed off and got on her knees. A wide-eyed Kandy wetted her lips as Missy pushed her thighs apart. “You’re fucking gorgeous, Kandy,” she said, kissing the scars on her legs.

Kandy shivered beneath her lips. “Call me Billie,” she asked, referring to her real name.

“I’ve been in awe of you since I saw your first performance online, Billie. I can’t tell you the number of times I’ve played with myself imagining you.”

Billie’s legs shook as Missy grabbed them tightly and licked her skin. Billie cried out as Missy pushed her thighs further apart, her lips never leaving her skin. Missy ran her nails up and down the insides of her thighs, ensuring she didn’t leave a mark, even though she was tempted.

Missy licked her pussy through her lace panties. “We’d better take these off before we ruin them. We can’t let everyone into your secret backstage antics.”

Billie mewed her need as Missy dragged her panties off, all the time making eye contact. Billie’s brows knotted together as she communicated her desperation.

“I should be getting you off based on that comment about sex, but fuck, you’re so good.”

“I want you to come on my tongue so that when you perform later, you think of all the ways you’ll pay me back. I’ve never felt so powerful; please let me have this.”

Billie nodded eagerly. “Payback will be a bitch.” But the quiet desperation pouring from her lips diluted the sentiment. Temptation and pleasure destroyed her cocky persona.

Missy swiftly licked Billie’s pussy. At Billie’s gasps and moans, Missy popped her needy partner’s leg over her shoulder and licked her with a grin that encapsulated the filthiness that burnt her chest. Her tongue danced across her clit, sucking and biting before caressing it. The heady taste spurred her on as she breathed deeper. Billie gasped and mewed.

Missy stroked the marks on Billie’s skin in adoration, the silver lines as much a part of her identity as her red hair and curves, before flattening and flicking her tongue across her clit. Billie pushed her pelvis into her face, and Missy considered teasing her and making her beg. A mixture of perfumes, hairspray, and fake tan combined, burning her nostrils as she thrust her tongue inside Billie’s pussy, at which point legs clamped around her head.

She’d never had her mouth so relentlessly fucked before. It reminded her she wasn’t the delicate girl others treated her as throughout her adult years but a powerful creature who consensually wanted to be used. She winked at her reflection in the mirror to her side. She was all woman, and nothing from her past could destroy that anymore.

“I’m coming,” Billie cried out. Missy gripped her thighs. Billie thrashed against Missy’s mouth as her tongue thrust deeper. Her eyelashes fluttered, and sweat beaded her forehead as the orgasm ebbed.

Missy climbed on her lap again, gazing in wonder at her sparkling eyes. “I might need to tidy your makeup before you go onstage,” she said as Billie thumbed Missy’s lip and peppered her with kisses.

As Missy touched up the blusher and perfected Billie’s lipstick, Billie whispered, “Will you promise to meet me after, dressed like this? You’re so fucking sexy that knowing you’re watching with wet panties and tassels beneath your dress will add an extra edge to my performance.”

“Won’t it put you off?” Missy asked slowly before sucking Billie’s earlobe between her lips. “Surely you won’t cope knowing how soaking I am as you seductively remove your clothes?”

“Please.” Billie’s moan was her reward.

Later, Missy couldn’t deny that Kandy’s routine did have something extra. As she sat in the front row, she saw the wet spot on her panties as she hopped on and off the treadmill and showcased how skilled a performer she was. Missy couldn’t wait to embrace her new empowered womanly self with her beautiful inspiration.
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