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The Prescription


"Your prescription," Dr. Hobson said, peeling a scribbled sheet from her pad and handing it to Petra, "is a few days at the Blue Haven Retreat Center, up on Lake Makanogin. They have good deals for the week after Christmas, and they have a new massage therapist who's got a great reputation."

"Thanks," Petra said, holding the sheet close to her face so she could make out the scrawl — "Blue Haven RC" — on the paper. She lay back on Dr. Hobson's couch — comfortable but not too comfortable, much like her psychiatrist's somewhat prickly but ultimately gentle demeanor — and sighed. "But I'm pretty sure insurance won't pay for that."

"No," said Dr. Hobson, "but I'm pretty sure Phil would be happy to. He's not my patient, so I can't write him a prescription, but if I could, I'd give him the same."

Petra folded the paper and slid it into her pocket.

"Do you get some sort of kickback from the resort?" Petra asked with an arched eyebrow.

"Nope. Just the pleasure of seeing the weight lift off someone's shoulders when they get back from a week in the woods. Your head is buzzing with too much noise, Petra, and feeding it more noise isn't helping you. You need to open up some space in there so the things that are bothering you shrink back to their right size."

Petra nodded and dabbed at her eyes with the tear-damp tissue she kept balled in her fist for most of her sessions with Dr. Hobson. Ever since coming back from that horrible weekend at the casino, where her entire life — her entire sense of self — had unraveled in that candlelit room, held in a dark embrace by Martin and Cynthia, Petra had thrown herself into all the noise and buzz she could find.

She was in the office ten hours a day, to the point that her manager was pleading with her to take a vacation. She had started a half dozen renovations on the house — roof repairs that wrapped up just before the first snow fell in November, refinishing the floors in the downstairs bedroom, fresh paint in every room upstairs. Phil joked he looked forward to going to the work during the week so he could get a break from the nonstop work at home on the weekends; Petra told him that wasn't really funny and gave him a new list of repairs that he needed to attend to while she finished the painting.

"I'll think about," Petra said, turning the paper over in her fingers.

She thought about everything she had to do before Christmas, and about big projects she wanted to start in the new year; carving out time for a week at a resort seemed like one more giant undertaking. And how would she fill the hours of a vacation? What thoughts and visions would come flooding into her head if she let up her guard?

"Please do," Dr. Hobson said. "And give me good stories when you come back."

#

Her summer relationship had blossomed into autumn in ways that Jessie had never imagined possible. What she thought was going to be a quick fling, a few fun weekends of sunny days in the fresh air and nights making love under the stars, was turning into the romance of a lifetime. She had been swept off her feet and drawn into a loving embrace that she had never imagined could be so all-consuming.

Jessie had been swept off her feet, to disastrous effect, in the past, so she was glad that this time she wasn't being wooed by a man. Nor even by a woman, though her heart had been seized and then crushed by a couple of women in her past, too. No, this time her lover was bigger than any man or woman, and as constant as eternity; it was a lover she knew would never abandon her.

It was Lake Makanogin and its little neighbor, Lake Nakanawidah, that had stolen her heart.

True enough, it was a man — actually, two men — who had lured her into the woods and introduced her to her true love. First there was Stan, who had been a good enough first, second, and third date that she had agreed to a weekend camping trip; unfortunately, she had made it sound like she was an old hand at life in the woods, a regular pioneer gal who could lash together a lean-to and whip up griddle cakes over an open fire, when in fact she had never successfully spent a night in a tent, much less set one up. Afraid of being caught out in her lies, Jessie had decided to spend a weekend camping on her own to learn the basics. This was something that twelve-year-olds do all the time in the Scouts and Guides, she thought as she drove north from the city, her car laden with supplies she had cobbled together from the hardware store, an outfitter's spring closeouts, and a couple of yard sales. How hard could it be?

Plenty hard, it turned out, when she couldn't even get her tent set up. With dusk coming on and her shelter a mangled pile of fabric and fiberglass hulking on the pine needles, Jessie had thought about throwing everything back in the car and heading back south, maybe checking into a nice hotel with a sauna on her way back to the city. And that was when the second man of the summer, Phil, made his appearance.

How long Phil had been watching her swear at her tent, kicking the poles and flinging the stakes, she wasn't sure; when he announced himself, standing on the road outside her campsite in the secluded Nakanawidah Forest, Jessie almost jumped out of her skin and sprinted to her car, leaving all of her gear behind — this was how horror movies start, and Jessie wasn't interested in starring in a reboot of that Camp Crystal Lake franchise.

But Phil had been calm and patient, hands held up so they were visible and standing out on the road waiting to be invited into her campsite, and he didn't give off serial killer vibes despite her heightened senses. She accepted his offer to help her sort out her tent and other gear, and then his offer of a camp-cooked supper and an evening of marshmallows around the fire. He gave off a helpful and innocent Boy Scout vibe, and Jessie immediately felt comfortable with him — maybe a little too comfortable, especially when he started telling spooky stories and every shadow in the woods beyond the circle of the flames' lights became a mask-wearing killer or a rabid bear.

He walked her back to her campsite, and Jessie felt that fluttery thrill that she usually got after a good first date, even though it hadn't been a date at all: Phil had dropped hints of a fiancée almost immediately at their meeting, and he certainly didn't seem like the roaming type. Still, there was something about him — his clean-cut, almost boyish charm, his generosity with his knowledge and his supplies, his efforts to make sure she felt at ease around him — that made Jessie hum with desire.

So when she heard the rustling in the woods in the middle of the night, the snapping twigs and crunching gravel that must certainly be a bear or worse, sprinting to Phil's campsite had been an obvious choice. Fear and passion are emotions living close enough together that one transforming itself into the other in the dark was not a great surprise to Jessie, and Phil made little effort to dissuade her. And so began a lost weekend of skinny dipping in Lake Nakanawidah and fucking in Phil's tent, while his love of the outdoors made its way into Jessie's heart as well.

There was no future to be had with Phil — he was already engaged to someone else when they met — and things with Stan fizzled shortly after their camping trip. But the lakes and woods continued to court Jessie, the laughter of loons and the sparkle of the constellations sneaking into her thoughts unbidden, and when the opportunity to join the Blue Haven staff came up, Jessie jumped at it. The work wasn't too different from the sports therapy she'd been practicing since college, and the setting was so much nicer than the strip mall out by the interstate where she had been working the last few years.

The blaze of early autumn stoked Jessie's desires as summer faded, and the stillness of the bare November trees made her heart ache at their stark, subtle beauty. Now the lakes were covered in ice and snow, the loons and geese had long ago fled for warmer climes, and the sun barely rose above the trees on the far shore of Makanogin before slouching off to an early bed, but Jessie was no less in love.

There were fewer guests now in the last dark weeks of the year — at Christmas the resort had been deserted, and for New Year's Eve there was just a "vision board" session being run by the meditation teacher and only three cabins were booked. Jessie had just one client for the week — a woman referred by Dr. Carol Hobson, a therapist in the city who occasionally sent clients to the resort when she thought they needed a little "forest bathing" and "nature therapy" — and she planned to close out this year of changes with a peaceful, thankful, and mindful attitude.

#

Petra announced the trip to the Blue Haven Retreat Center with more than a little trepidation, so Phil struggled to tamp down his delight at the prospect of a winter trip up north.

"Dr. Hobson says the massage therapist there is really good," Petra said, "and she thinks a trip like this could help. But it's kind of spendy, and it sounds a little ... I don't know, 'woo-woo'."

Phil flipped through the brochure Petra handed him. Most of the pictures were of the retreat center in the spring and summer: Lake Makanogin glittering through the trees, sunlight streaming through rustling leaves, people doing yoga poses on a grassy lawn. There were only two winter pictures — one of a cheery little cabin draped in snow and glowing with warm yellow light, and one of a cross-country skier silhouetted against a snowy hill. The brochure promised mindfulness, relaxation, and gourmet meals prepared in the lodge, with a massage therapist, a wellness coach, and a yoga instructor on staff; there was a sauna, a meditation room, and boats to borrow, though there would be no boating, of course, the week between Christmas and New Year's. Lodging was in the little cabins arranged in semi-circles along a winding road through the woods, offering cozy privacy.

"It sounds perfect," Phil said, "and we can definitely afford it. A vacation might be just the thing for you."

"I don't know about the massage therapy," Petra said. "I mean, that's kind of the thing I'm avoiding."

Phil sighed, quietly enough for Petra not to hear. Ever since the casino weekend, Petra had flinched and fled any time he came close to her. At their wedding a few months earlier, Petra had stood at arm's length from him, even angling her plate away while they sat at the head table during dinner. And the wedding night ... technically, he supposed, the marriage had been consummated, but only for the briefest of moments, and only after much wine and followed by many tears. Since then, Phil hadn't even tried to initiate lovemaking with Petra; she promised that she would come around again in her own time, and he was determined to be patient.

"I think you should trust Dr. Hobson," Phil said. "She hasn't steered you wrong yet."

Petra pursed her lips and pushed her hair out of her eyes. Not long after the casino weekend, she had cut her long black hair short, wearing it now in a bob that just brushed the back of her neck. She claimed that it was to make mornings easier, but Phil felt there was an almost penitential air to shearing away the lustrous waves that used to cascade down her back. He missed running his fingers through those thick, shiny locks, as much as he missed any other intimacies they used to share.

"And what will you do up there while I'm cringing through these massages?" Petra asked.

"'Over 20 miles of hiking and skiing trails,'" Phil quoted from the brochure, showing her the picture of the skier. "I hardly used my skis at all last year; I'll keep myself more than busy."


[image: ]
Disclosures


"It's still a little ways out to be sure," the man's voice on the radio was saying, "but if the trends I'm seeing continue, this could be a doozy of a dumping."

"So we're looking at six or eight inches?" the other voice, a woman's, asked.

"Oh, that's on the low end," said the man with a chuckle. "If you haven't topped off the gas in the snowblower in a while, Cindy, you might want to take care of that before Tuesday."

"Well, thanks for the heads up, Dave," the woman, presumably Cindy, said, "I guess we'll have an excuse to stay inside this week and cuddle before New Year's Eve. Speaking of staying inside, here's that classic song of the season, 'Baby, It's Cold Outside' — the Dean Martin and Marilyn Maxwell version, of course."

Petra groaned and punched a button on the car's radio. All the presets were for stations in the city, though, so the speakers spat out a crackle of static instead of music. She turned the tuning knob through snatches of sound, trying to find something that wasn't a fire-and-brimstone preacher, discussions of hog futures, or country music. The last good channel had been almost an hour ago, when they were passing near a reservation where the low-wattage station played a nice set of blues rock, but its signal had faded by the time the car plunged into the dark, snowy woods south of Lake Makanogin.

"I hate that song," she muttered. "How much further?"

Phil glanced over from the driver's seat and smiled. He reached a hand toward her knee, but then pulled back when she flinched away.

"Less than an hour," he said. "Probably forty minutes. I'm glad I got the snow tires put on."

Petra nodded and looked out the window. The snow-covered woods beyond the road sparkled in the bright sunlight, and she knew she should find the scene relaxing and cheery, but she was a bundle of anxiety. Dr. Hobson was usually right, but a week at a meditation retreat didn't sound like something Petra was going to enjoy: she had no desire to be alone with her thoughts, or anyone else's. And the idea of a massage made her especially anxious; ever since the weekend at the casino, being touched by anyone — Phil, Casey, Madeline, much less a perfect stranger — made Petra cringe and recoil.

"What if ... what if we get stuck in the snow?" Petra asked, suddenly aware of how many miles still lay between them and the Blue Haven center. The last town, Zenith, was at least thirty minutes behind them; the woods were dark and deep indeed, but felt anything but lovely.

"Blankets in the back," Phil said, "and a box of supplies — I've got hand warmers, chocolate bars, candles, I even packed the camp stove and kettle so we can make coffee."

"Always my Eagle Scout," Petra said, reaching across to give Phil's shoulder a tentative squeeze before pulling away.

"Be prepared," Phil said with a grin, though Petra sensed a tension behind his smile.

#

The Blue Haven Retreat Center sign was tucked off the side of the road in the lengthening shadows cast by the trees, and Phil almost missed it. The back of the car slid as he took the snowy corner onto the narrow path into the woods a little faster than he would have liked, but the wheels stayed on the road and he shifted down to get more traction on the snow-covered path. The trees crowded close to the winding trail that went deeper into the forest and sloped gradually down from the ridgeline that the main road followed.

Soon the trees opened up, and they passed under a sign illuminated by a warm spotlight: "Blue Haven Retreat Center" was spelled out in a flowing black script against a sky blue field, with green pine trees and gold stars scattered among the letters. Footpaths branched off from the road, leading down a hill to three clusters of little a-frame cabins — there appeared to be four or five in each circle, though there were lights on in only three of the cabins, all in the cluster closest to the nearly empty parking lot. At the far end of the lot was a larger building that looked like the model for all the smaller buildings, a blue-roofed chalet that glowed golden against the dark woods.

Phil parked next to a little blue hatchback and looked over at Petra, who seemed lost in thought, staring out the passenger window.

"We've arrived," he said. "Let's get checked in and settled."

"You go ahead," Petra said, not turning to face him. Her eyes glistened in the reflection in the dark window. "I'll just sit for a minute."

"Sure," Phil said. He gave Petra's knee a squeeze; she sighed and leaned her cheek against the window. He turned the key to keep the heater on and stepped out into the brisk, breezy air.

He looked at the hatchback next to him and suddenly felt the warm breeze of summer. The car was almost identical to the one he had seen that fateful weekend at Lake Nakanawidah all those months ago, when he took a much-needed solo camping trip while Petra was on her girls' weekend at the casino. The last time he had seen it, Jessie was pulling away after one final fuck against its hood. Phil felt his cock stir at the memory; it had, in fact, been his last decent — no, in fact, brief as it was, stupendous — fuck of the past six months.

Phil left the car running and stepped out into the chilly evening air. The cold worked its way under his collar, and he shivered; it was a wet, icy cold, a cold that promised stormier, colder weather to come. He zipped his coat and made his way across the snowy parking lot, glancing at the blue hatchback as he passed it; surely it couldn't be Jessie's, despite the memories it stirred.

The lodge was warm and welcoming, with soft light and rich woodwork at the reception desk. There were still green garlands and Christmas balls strung along the walls, but the music playing softly in the background was a gentle, ethereal, ambient shimmer and not the incessant cheer of holiday songs. Petra, Phil thought with a smile, would be grateful for that, at least.

Phil was leaving the lodge with the cabin key in his hand when he heard a woman's voice say, "Phil from Lake Nakanawidah, is that you?"

He stopped and turned and froze. Standing in a doorway off the lobby, dressed in a blue smock with her blonde hair pulled back in a loose ponytail, was Jessie, hands on her hips and a broad smile on her lips.

"Holy shit!" she exclaimed. "It is Phil from Lake Nakanawidah!"

Suddenly she was in his arms, her head pressed into his chest, and Phil was transported back to that lost weekend in the woods. He breathed in the scent of her hair — jasmine and mint — and remembered the warm, musky smell that permeated his tent as they lay with limbs tangled, exhausted from their passions.

"I thought I'd never see you again," Jessie said as she stepped back and looked up at him, arms loose on his shoulders. "At least that was the plan. How have you been?"

"Good, I guess," Phil said, his thoughts a jumble of conflicting emotions. "It's really good to see you again. Did you get lost going back to the city? Nakanawidah's just the next lake over."

"I guess I kind of did," Jessie said with a laugh. "I made it back to the city, but part of me never left the woods. I can see Nakanawidah from the studio windows; if I lean out a little, I can even see that rock we swam to."

Phil's cock responded to her mention of the rock with a sudden twitch. Oh, he remembered that rock well, the warmth of her thighs pressed against his face while the warm sun shone on his back, the warm taste of her as his tongue explored her folds, the way the cries of her climax echoed across the water. It was a scene he had returned to again and again over the last several months, guaranteed to bring him a fleeting relief from his frustrations.

"So you're working here?" Phil asked.

"Since July," she said. "I rented a little cabin about halfway to Zenith, and I'm doing massage therapy for the center."

"Oh ... oh ... that's really ... interesting ..."

Jessie slid her hands down his arms and took his left hand in hers. Her finger spun the simple gold ring on his third finger.

"Looks like you went through with tying the knot," she said. "I assume to the woman I told you to be good to just before we parted ways. And so, have you? Or do I have to kick your ass on her behalf?"

"I think so," Phil said. "I mean, I'm doing my best. It's ... um ... so, massage therapist, huh?"

"Yeah," said Jessie. "I was doing sports physical therapy down in the city, mostly kids from the prep schools. It was fine, I suppose, but there was something about the lake, the sky, the breezes ... I probably sound like some sort of Sierra Club brochure, huh? But when I saw this job, I had to take it to get back up here. And what brings you to the Blue Haven? I didn't figure you for a resort cabin type — you can probably build an igloo in thirty minutes and make hot cocoa with melted snow."

"Ha! No, I guess I'm not the resort type, but I don't think Petra would go for an igloo weekend," Phil said, feeling his cheeks warm and his neck tingle, "but ... um ... well, it's kind of funny about the massage therapy thing ..."

#

Petra left Phil to unpack the car and settle into the cabin while she went to her first appointment with the retreat's massage therapist. The studio was on the top floor of the lodge, a bright, open space with a large window that looked out over the snow-covered woods and frozen lake. Dusk was spreading, the rosy red glow of sunset fading to gray, turning the windows into mirrors. Petra sat in a comfortable chair in the corner of the room, watching her foot twitch, feeling anything but comfortable herself.

Petra was just starting to think that she had the appointment time wrong when the studio door opened and the therapist rushed in. She was shorter than Petra, compact and athletic, wearing a blue smock with her blonde hair pulled back.

"I'm so sorry I'm late," the therapist said, extending a hand toward Petra. Petra took it briefly, and smiled, trying her best not to look awkward; she was certain that she looked awkward, gangly, and about to fall apart.

"It's fine," Petra said. "I was just resting. It was a long drive."

"Oh, yeah, quite a haul," the therapist said, pulling a wheeled office chair away from the desk tucked under the far window. "I'm glad you were able to get a booking this week, it was looking pretty dead on the calendar and I don't do well with twiddling my thumbs. I'm Jessie."

"Petra," said Petra, nodding her head. She noticed that Jessie had bright green eyes, like glistening emeralds set in a beautiful heart-shaped face.

"So, Dr. Hobson sent you up, but she didn't give me a lot of information about your case — just that you've had some, um, intimacy issues."

"You could say that," Petra said with a wry chuckle.

"Well, give me the ten thousand foot overview," Jessie said, sitting in the chair and rolling close, but not too close, to Petra. "As much or as little as you're comfortable with."

"Where to even start?" said Petra, looking toward the window. All she could see now was herself, pale and gaunt in the dim reflection.

She started at the beginning — the girls' weekend trip to the casino, the expectation for fun and laughs ahead of her upcoming wedding with her two best friends and matrons-of-honor, Casey and Madeline; the weird scene with Madeline and the male stripper she hired before supper, and then Madeline's disappearance into the sensuous swirl of the swingers' convention that was taking place at the casino hotel.

"That does sound pretty wild," Jessie said.

"Oh, that was just the start!" Petra said. "If only it had stopped there ..."

Petra took a deep breath, and told Jessie about playing poker with Martin, and about the sessions with Martin and Cynthia that were part of the swingers' convention that they had inadvertently stumbled into. She was hesitant at first to tell the story, but then decided this was why Dr. Hobson had recommended this trip. And she liked Jessie almost immediately — there was something about her the exuded openness and warmth, but also an unflappable comfort with intimacy. After all, she spent her days putting her hands on strangers' bodies, something Petra could hardly imagine herself doing; and so she proceeded with her tale.

Her cheeks burned as she recounted her need to rush to the restroom after Cynthia demonstrated how to pleasure a man during her session on the lingam, using Martin's cock as her prop, and then, in the afternoon session, Martin demonstrated yoni massage techniques that sent Petra back to her hotel room with a raging need to explore herself and find those magical places that Martin used to raise Cynthia to heights of cosmic ecstasy. And, much to her surprise, she found them ... oh, how she found them ...

"Well!" said Jessie, her own cheeks a little flushed. "That's, um ... it's probably not the way I'd go about the same sort of discussion. I've got some props I use to demonstrate anatomy, and I'm pretty frank about how to get everything working in top form, but this sounds like it was a whole other level."

Petra sighed and looked toward the window. The sun had set while she was telling her story, and now she could see only indistinct black shapes where the woods and lake lay, and her own hazy reflection in the glass. She could see Jessie's face in the glass, too, her shimmering green eyes and golden hair aglow in the studio's warm light. Women like Jessie intimidated Petra: graceful and self-assured, small and lithe, they made Petra feel like a tall, graceless oaf stumbling around in a world designed for more delicate bodies.

"I ... yeah, I guess it was," Petra said. She watched her face open up in a smile in the reflection in the glass, remembering the climax she had coaxed forth with just her fingers and imagination while lying in the hotel bed. It wasn't the last climax she had experienced, but it was the last one that hadn't sent her spiraling into a deep and unrelenting darkness from which she had been unable to emerge after so many months.

"I've had some clients, including some from Dr. Hobson, who couldn't get off, no matter what," Jessie said. "You're pretty lucky, actually, that you could figure things out for yourself after just one demonstration."

"Oh, that's not my problem," Petra said. "It's almost the opposite of my problem."

"How so?"

Petra turned her face toward Jessie and closed her eyes, trying to find the words to describe her situation. She had spent the last four months on Dr. Hobson's couch, going around and around in circles with her problem, trying to make her therapist understand her dread, her terror, of orgasm. Until that weekend at the casino, Petra had been more or less orgasmic — she usually came when she made love with Phil, and had often come even in those awkward early encounters in college with men who were clumsy, hurried, or generally inattentive. And she had enjoyed coming — she liked the physical sensations of the electric tingle of an approaching climax, the sudden tensing of her limbs and belly, the warm release that flowed from her clit and cunt and through her entire body. She liked the afterglow, too, the brain-fuzz of collapsing into a state of brief but beautiful bliss, especially when she could drift into sleep cradled in Phil's arms.

But the climax she had with Martin and Cynthia — the awakening, they had called it, the uncurling — was nothing like that at all. She remembered running across le petit mort, "the little death", in a book in high school — probably one of the smutty romance novels that was passed hand to hand so many times the cover had fallen off and the spine was so bent back the book fell open to the "good parts" if you laid it flat — and thinking what a strange and poetic description of orgasm the phrase was. But what she experienced with Martin and Cynthia, the complete loss of self and erasure of boundaries and screaming, raging sensation of it, was no little death; for however long it lasted — seconds, minutes, hours? — that had been le grand mort, and Petra ceased to exist. That her mind and body fell into place again, following roughly the same patterns as before, was a miracle; but the shape of her mind and body were not the same, not quite, and she still wasn't sure if the new shapes were a sign of brokenness or higher enlightenment. She only knew that she didn't like it, and she wished more than anything that she could go back to the way it was before.

"I'm afraid," Petra said, speaking slowly and choosing her words carefully, "that if I ... climax again, like I did later that night, that I will ... not die, not exactly ... that I will cease to exist."

"Wow," said Jessie, uncrossing her legs and leaning forward so her palms rested on her thighs and her face was looking up at Petra's. "That must have been quite an orgasm! I mean, I've had some epic orgasms — alone and with a friend — but I've never lost consciousness."

"It wasn't exactly losing consciousness," Petra said. "It was more ... losing myself? Losing my identity? It's hard to explain. It was wonderful and terrifying and I never want to feel that way again."

Petra felt her eyes welling, and when she pressed the heels of her hands to them, the hot tears trickled down her cheeks. A strangled sob escaped her throat, and she remembered coming back to conscious cradled between Martin and Cynthia, feeling drained and shriveled and so very cold despite the warm flesh that surrounded her. She remembered how bright the dim, candlelit room had been, how loud the sound of Martin and Cynthia's soft breath was, how every nerve ached with sensation. In that moment, she longed to return to whatever senseless abyss had held her when the climax had uncoiled in her, almost as much as she feared losing herself to the darkness again.

"Hey," Jessie whispered, "it's okay, you're okay ..."

Jessie's fingers against Petra's knee brought her back to the bright, warm studio at the top of the Blue Haven lodge, and Petra gasped like a swimmer emerging from the deepest, darkest pool. She gripped the arms of the chair so hard her fingers ached, and she wanted to flee, every muscle tensed for retreat.

"Breathe," Jessie whispered, her fingers light on Petra's knee, a lifeline thrown out in the dark waters that threatened to pull Petra down again. "Just breathe."

And Petra breathed, filling her lungs with the warmth that filled the studio, and fell back into the chair with a shiver.
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Uncoiling


After Phil carried the last of their bags inside and took his skis down from the roof of the car, he surveyed the little cabin that would be their home for the week. It had two floors: on the ground level, the porch opened immediately into a little kitchen, with just a microwave, kettle, and hot plate, and then a living space with a small table and a little cluster of chairs and a couch beside a green enamel wood stove. There were tall windows looking out on the lodge and the lake beyond, glazed white with frost.

Phil climbed the steep, narrow stairs — almost ladder-like — to the top floor. The cabin had an A-frame shape, with steep eaves that made the upstairs feel cozy and close. There was another wood stove, this one black, with a loveseat beside it. Along two walls were long, narrow beds piled with comforters and pillows, a green wool rug between them. He tested one bed and found it fixed to the wall — there would be no moving them together.

Not that Petra would probably want the beds moved together. They still shared the bed at home, most nights at least, but Phil often woke in the middle of the night to find that Petra had moved to the couch downstairs. Sometimes, if Petra was in bed first, Phil would stay downstairs himself, reading on the couch until he fell asleep, happy to let Petra have the more comfortable space for the night.

That bed had once been the site of passionate, playful lovemaking, of lazy Sunday mornings tangled in the sheets or hot summer nights where they would lie panting, hand in hand, the sweat raised by their fucking drying on their skin, their breath shallow and quick. But now it was the scene of despair and frustration, of turned backs and wakeful discontent. Phil had stopped trying to initiate lovemaking after being rebuffed every time he so much as touched Petra, confident at first that she would make the first move herself when she was ready. But she was taking a very long time to be ready again.

Phil had found his own libido's timetable shifting from nights to early mornings, before Petra was awake. He would frequently rise with an erection, and rather than let it subside on its own as the day began, he brought it to the bathroom for release. With memories of past lovemaking sessions with Petra to fuel him, and of the lost weekend with Jessie, Phil stroked his cock until he flooded his open palm with jets of warm cum.

Sometimes his mind constructed new scenes, scenes in which he had Petra and Jessie together, one astride his cock and one riding his tongue, or both licking his shaft until it glistened, a quivering pillar of desire, and they shared in his milky spend, sucking up the warm cum as it shot into the air. He imagined riding Jessie, her legs wrapped around his waist, while Petra cradled her in her arms, Petra's tongue tangling with Phil's while he filled Jessie's cunt. Jessie had been an enthusiastic, almost exhausting lover that weekend at Lake Nakanawidah, draining him with her hungry, quivering pussy, and he would often explode with a forceful jet of cum, imagining it pouring into Jessie. Petra's lovemaking style had always been gentler, more passive, though still warm and loving; Jessie's frenzied fucking had been a revelation to him.

Running into Jessie at the lodge had sent Phil's head spinning, but had also sent blood flowing to his cock. He wondered if she had felt his erection through his jeans when they embraced; part of him hoped so. Their last fuck of the weekend, a fast but satisfying pounding against Jessie's car, had felt final, but maybe it wasn't. He wondered if Jessie thought of their weekend the way he did, if she ever lost herself in reverie, her fingers seeking out the soft, warm crevices he had explored so hungrily by the lake.

Phil felt his cock pressing against his leg, almost slipping free of his boxers, and he considered taking a few minutes to himself while Petra was away to relieve the pressure. It would probably take five minutes, he thought, five minutes or less ...

He was just starting to unbutton his jeans when he heard the door open downstairs. With a sigh, he reached into his pants to shift his erection to a more comfortable position, and called down, "Hey, baby, how was your session?"

#

Jessie's tires skidded on the icy pavement, her headlights crazily flashing across the dark trees on either side before settling on the road that had been behind her just seconds ago. Her fingers were gripping the steering wheel so hard her hands ached, and she repeated "fuck fuck fuck" under her breath while her heart raced. In her rearview mirror, she watched the deer — a young doe in her dark winter coat — bound into the woods with a graceful leap and disappear into the shadows.

She drove this stretch of road — twenty miles between the Blue Haven and her rented cabin on the edge of Zenith township — several times a week, rain and shine, snow and sun, and had seen and avoided countless deer, not to mention raccoons, coyotes, and foxes. Jessie was used to slowing down in the twilight hours, scanning the sides of the road for skittish movement, always alert. But tonight her mind was preoccupied, far away in time and place from the quiet winter woods; a moment's reverie had nearly turned tragic, or at least incredibly inconvenient.

When her hands stopped shaking and her breathing slowed, Jessie eased the car into gear and executed a cautious three point turn to get herself pointed toward home again, over-vigilant for more deer to emerge from the silent, snowy woods. Her mind wanted to return to its musings about Phil and Petra, the summer weekend and the session in the studio, but she kept pulling it back to the task at hand: getting back to her cabin in one piece.

The cabin was as she had left it, shrouded in the forest's shadow and huddled in a blanket of snow, a single light burning on the cold porch. She only saw the little three-room house in darkness now except on Sundays: she left for the Blue Haven before the sun had fully cleared the hills beyond Windfall Lake, and came home after it had dropped behind the dense trees of the Nakanawidah State Forest. For the first week or so that she lived there, Jessie had startled at every forest sound, certain that there were bears or worse — the scary stories Phil had spun around the campfire that first night came back to her in technicolor gore that only the most deranged horror movie could have produced. But as she grew familiar with the creaks and cracks, chirps and squeaks, of the forest and its fauna, Jessie came to adore the ever-changing symphony of sounds. Now that winter had arrived, the sounds were muffled, and the world seemed curled up in its snowy blanket, asleep until spring. Jessie grabbed her bag from the back seat and made her way to the cabin. The snow on the path from the driveway to the porch crunched under her feet, the only noise for miles around.

Once inside, Jessie hurried to the cast-iron stove in the corner and rekindled the fire with a ball of newspaper and a few sticks of fatwood. She smiled as the orange flames licked their way along the length of the firewood, remembering how Phil had to make the campfire that first night because she didn't know her kindling from her tinder from a big, unburnable log. Now she got the fire roaring inside the stove in minutes, throwing waves of warmth into the chilly air, and in the summer she had taken to spending long evenings by the firepit behind the cabin, watching the sparks dance like little stars.

While the stove did its work of heating the cabin, Jessie flipped on the kettle on the kitchen counter and prepared a cup of cocoa. Soon the rich aroma of chocolate mingled with the smokey smell of the burning fire, and Jessie closed her eyes and sighed, relaxed at last as she hadn't been since seeing Phil at the door of the lodge. She hung her jacket on the coatrack by the door, stuffing her hat and gloves into the pocket, and curled up on the couch with her cocoa to watch the fire through the stove's crazed glass door and think.

Just like her first meeting with Phil, bumping into him at the lodge had been pure chance. She was expecting her next client — Petra, as it turned out — in a few minutes, so Jessie was hurrying to the bathroom and then the kitchen to refill her water pitcher. When she caught a glimpse of him in the fading sunlight by the door, she had hesitated at first — could that really be Phil, out of place and time, a reminder of the start of her journey into the woods? Jessie wasn't the kind to hesitate for long, though, and she was glad she had taken the chance to call out to him: somehow that brief connection made the path she had chosen feel inevitable, or at least correct.

But what about Petra? Jessie hadn't even known her name when she and Phil got together at the lake: she had very consciously resisted asking it, and he seemed to just as consciously avoid saying it, as if naming her would somehow invoke her presence and shatter the perfect, secret space they had made for themselves. They might as well have been castaways on a deserted island, stowaways on a rocket ship to the far side of the moon, for all the connection that weekend had with their regular lives. Lake Nakanawidah existed out of time and place, as close as the glimpses she caught from the studio windows but farther away than a storybook realm. For the months since, she had protected its memory fiercely, refusing to visit even though it was a short drive from the Blue Haven and an even shorter portage if she were to take one of the retreat's canoes along Makanogin's shore.

But now, having met Petra and heard some of her strange and troubling story, the stakes of that weekend seemed suddenly higher than she had imagined.

"So we’ve got until tomorrow morning to enjoy whatever this is, and then we part ways and probably never see each other again." That was the bargain she had made Phil the morning after she ran to his tent in fear and fucked him senseless in passion, and it seemed a good bargain at the time. But now, connecting not only a name and a face but a story — and a strange and troubling one at that — with Phil's anonymous fiancée, Jessie felt a pang of guilt. Phil was equally guilty to be sure — he had been more than enthusiastic about taking her up on the offer of a lost weekend — but Jessie wondered now if she shouldn't have tried to think more than a few steps ahead, or beyond their own selfish desires.

Because Jessie liked Petra, which surprised her. She didn't normally have a personal connection to her clients — early in her career, she had decided that it was best to keep feelings at an arm's length in the massage studio. Her work was intimate by its very nature, and allowing emotional as well as physical closeness to develop was a risk she didn't want to take. She wanted to treat bodies as bodies, not as vessels carrying hopes and dreams and unknowable selves. But after hearing Petra's story, Jessie wanted to know her.

She also wanted to learn more about this terrifying but seductive experience Petra described. Blue Haven had a library that contained quite a few books about tantric practices, which sounded like what Petra described, so Jessie brought a few home that night to read up on it. Her own practice was aggressively secular — her sports medicine background was practical, almost entirely focused on performance with occasional mindfulness meditation tossed in if it could help a team win the next game.

Jessie set her cocoa cup on the side table beside the couch and reached into her bag, pulling out the first book: "Uncoiling the Serpent: Tantra and the Awakened Mind." The dark blue cover showed a figure seated in a lotus pose with a green serpent twisting up from its feet to the crown of its head, with spiral circles indicating the positions of the chakras. It felt as dense as a phone book in her hands.

She sighed, clicked on the lamp beside her, and opened the book on her lap.

#

"I really like her," Petra said, taking a sip of the cocoa that Phil had brought her. She was sitting in a chair beside the stove downstairs, her knees tucked under her chin and her stocking feet on the cushion. "She's a good listener."

"I'm glad to hear that," Phil said. "I was worried."

"Why's that?"

"You just didn't seem ... enthusiastic," said Phil.

"I'm just nervous," Petra said. "I was afraid I wouldn't be able to tell anyone my story; it took me so long to tell Dr. Hobson, even though Casey had already clued her in to the basic gist of it. But somehow I just opened up. I even let her hug me!"

"That's great," Phil said. "What's her name again?"

"Jessie. Cute little blonde, hair tied back, kind of sporty looking." Not a gawky ogre like me, she thought, but didn't say. "You should meet her, I think you'd like her."

"Um ... yeah, sure," Phil said, looking out the window. He put his hand against the glass, melting away some of the condensation that had started to form there. "I think that would be great."

"Really, I think she's pretty cool. I'm really glad we came."

"Me too," Phil said. He turned back from the window and smiled.

"I think I'm going to go out for a walk," Phil said, "before it gets too late. Scope out the grounds, figure out where the sauna and ski trails are. Do you want to join me?"

Petra yawned into the back of her hand and shook her head.

"I'm in for the night," she said. "The session was kind of exhausting, and there's another one early tomorrow. Make me some more cocoa?"

"Absolutely," said Phil, leaning down to take Petra's mug and kiss the top of her head. Petra tensed, then relaxed, remembering the feeling of Jessie's fingers against her knee. That had been her first touch from another person for a very long time, and it hadn't killed her — she could survive a chaste kiss from her husband.

#

The crash of the book hitting the floor jolted Jessie awake. She gasped, disoriented, almost sliding off the couch in her fumbling after it. Moments ago, she had been drifting through dreamy sprays of colored light, blue and yellow and red, like the chakra charts in the book, while green serpents slithered over her arms and legs. Jessie wasn't especially afraid of snakes, nor was she especially enamored of them, but there was a strange comfort to the sensation of their dry, raspy scales scraping gently across her skin. She reached her hand toward her ankles, which were tucked up close to her belly, and found no snakes, just her socks, which had slipped a bit as she stirred on the couch.

She sat up and yawned, stretching her arms overhead, and looked down at the book. It had fallen face down, cover open, pages fanned across the little rug in front of the stove. There was no way she would find her place in it, but she didn't particularly care: the text had been dense and monotonous, filled with Sanskrit words that went untranslated, and it had been more like a lullaby than a source of enlightenment.

Nothing in it sounded at all like the experience Petra described, anyway. There was a discussion of the paired energy of "lingam" and "yoni", but nothing about the practices Petra had witnessed: the semen retention, the deep yoni massage, the slow, meditative fucking by candlelight that had caused Petra such existential panic. The book explained the "kundalini serpent" in a way that seemed more metaphorical than actual, as a sort of gradual awakening of awareness rather than an internal force that obliterated the self when unleashed. Whatever sort of tantra Petra had encountered that weekend, it wasn't to be found in a book, at least not that one.

Jessie closed her eyes and tried to settle into a meditative pose. Maybe she could replicate some fraction of Petra's experience on her own, based on Petra's descriptions, without resorting to the books. Since starting her job at the Blue Haven, she had become friends with Ava-Rose, the meditation coach, and though she had been a little resistant to the more woo-woo aspects of Ava-Rose's practice, Jessie found the basic acts of stillness and awareness of the body to be helpful. Jessie preferred a walk in the woods to clear her head, but on a cold and wintry night, meditating by the warm stove seemed a better choice.

In Petra's story, meditating in a dark room had been the start of the experience that had so affected her, and so Jessie clicked off the light beside the couch and breathed deeply. The lingering aroma of cocoa and cinnamon tickled her nose, as well as the warm smell of wood smoke. Petra had mentioned sandalwood and cinnamon, and quiet sitar music; wood smoke and cocoa would have to do, along with the creak of the windows as the icy wind pushed against them.

Jessie tried to picture Petra sitting on her cushion in the dark while Martin and Cynthia sat on the dais, knee to knee, deep in some trance-like state. Was Petra naked at that point? Jessie wasn't sure, but she remembered Petra had stripped off her clothes at some point near the start of her experience. She unbuttoned her shirt, slipping it off and letting it fall to the floor, and then uncrossed her legs long enough to slide her jeans and panties down and off. Jessie settled back into her half-lotus position, naked except for her heavy wool socks — warm feet, she had decided as the cold weather first crept up on the cabin, were going to be the key to her happiness this winter.

Her nipples stiffened in the chilly air, and a shiver ran through Jessie. She slid down from the couch and scurried to the stove to throw another piece of wood onto the fire, then settled back into her spot with a blanket pulled around her shoulders. Jessie listened to the crackle of the flames around the fresh log and closed her eyes, trying to conjure up the image of Petra on her cushion again.

During their first session that evening, Petra had been fully clothed. Jessie tried to imagine what Petra's body looked like under her clothes. She was tall, with wide hips and long limbs, and a full bosom that looked pillowy soft under her blouse. Jessie imagined resting her head against those breasts, pressing her fingers into the warm flesh, feeling Petra's nipples stiffen against her palms, and felt a tingle between her legs. She sighed and shifted in her seat.

What had struck Jessie immediately about Petra, though, was her hair: lustrous, thick, shining black hair that glowed in the studio's bright light and reflected like the night sky in the mirror surface of the windows. She wanted to run her fingers through that hair, feel its silky sheen, gently tug it while stroking Petra's smooth cheek. Jessie wondered what it smelled like — jasmine, maybe, or cedar? What would it be like to press her nose into Petra's hair and breathe deeply while cradling her head in her hands? The tingle grew stronger, and no amount of shifting would suppress it.

In college, Jessie had fallen hard for a girl who looked a lot like Petra. Things with Eliza had started off innocently enough, in the showers after swim practice. Eliza was a junior and had a reputation for being free with her affections; by the end of November that year, she had already seduced two freshman girls who were completely unprepared for Eliza's whirlwind of emotional and sexual charm, and Jessie frequently saw her around campus with other women and men alike, generous with touches and giggles and pecks on the cheek. Towel snaps in the locker room had led to tickling had led to kissing had led to Eliza fucking Jessie against the shower wall, two fingers slamming into her cunt until Jessie collapsed in a quivering heap in the puddles on the floor. But Eliza wasn't content with having her way with Jessie anytime she wanted, no matter how compliant Jessie had been, and Jessie still sometimes felt a knot of rage in her belly when she thought about how much dignity she had squandered trying to confine Eliza to her bed alone.

Jessie breathed in sharply when her fingers grazed her clit. She had brought a hand to her tingling pussy almost unconsciously as images of Petra and Eliza blurred in her mind. Now she decided to make it conscious, to combine the meditation and masturbation the way Petra had described her experiences with Martin and Cynthia. Jessie brought her focus to her fingers exploring the sensitive folds of her lips, brushing against the stiffening bulge of her clit, tugging at the dense thatch of hair she had let grow out during the fall and early winter. The air was warmer now, but her nipples were harder than they were when it was cold; she brought her other hand up to her breasts and ran her fingers across them, wakening the flesh until it buzzed with pleasure.

Jessie imagined Petra on her hands and knees, face between Cynthia's thighs, while Martin knelt behind her. She didn't know what Cynthia and Martin looked like, though, except from Petra's sparse descriptions, so she swapped them for Eliza and Phil. She could picture both quite clearly — Phil with his curved cock stroking the wall of Petra's cunt, fingers digging into her wide hips and soft ass, Eliza with her bare and glistening pussy, so tangy and warm against her tongue. Jessie groaned, remembering how the head of Phil's cock felt as it slid across the wall of her cunt, and slipped a finger inside her wet channel.

Suddenly it was her on her hands and knees, Phil thrusting into her from behind, fingers digging into her ass. And it was Petra's cunt against her mouth, its musky tang dripping onto her tongue as she licked with every pulse of Phil's cock. Oh god, it had been a long time, a very long time ...

Jessie let out a shout and quivered all over as her climax roared through her body. She pressed her fingers against her vaginal wall and gasped, unable to breathe as the pleasure coursed up and down her spine. She howled long and loud, as long and as loud as that day on the rock in the lake when Phil devoured her cunt like a starving man presented with a banquet, her ass lifting off the couch with the power of her orgasm. And then she sank back against the cushions, panting, surprised at the power of the climax.

But it wasn't an uncoiling, it didn't cause her to lose the boundaries that kept her sense of self intact, she didn't feel transformed; it just felt really fucking good, Jessie thought, laughing to herself. A drizzle of sweat rolled down between her breasts to her belly, and she ran a hand over her slick skin.

There was something else that had been going on for Petra, some mysterious effect that Jessie was sure she couldn't duplicate, at least on her own. And certainly not by reading through those dense tomes, which would be going right back on the Blue Haven's library shelves tomorrow.

She curled up on the couch and pulled the blanket over herself, letting one last shiver flow from her toes to her fingertips, and fell into a satisfied sleep.

#

After Phil left, Petra got up from the couch to make herself another cup of cocoa, shuffling her feet on the floor with the blanket over her shoulders. Her legs ached from being confined to the car all day, and her shoulders hurt from being hunched over in the chair in Jessie's studio. She knew she could just as easily have sat up straight, shoulders back and head high, and spared herself the pain, but old habits die hard.

Back on the couch, legs stretched out on the chair that Phil had vacated, Petra thought about her session with Jessie. She was hesitant at first to talk about her experience with Martin and Cynthia, embarrassed by the intimacy of the events and ashamed at the transgression they represented. It had taken her months to open up to Dr. Hobson about all the details, and there were still some things she held back from her therapist, glossing them over with a wave of her hand or a quick jump to a different part of the story whenever that night came up, as it often did.

But somehow, once she started talking to Jessie, she couldn't — and didn't want to — stop. The story picked up momentum, and detail, as Petra went on, and she remembered things more vividly in the retelling than she had in all the times she had gone over the details with Dr. Hobson. And all Jessie had to do was listen, with her bright, attentive eyes fixed on Petra the entire time, her lips in a relaxed and welcoming smile.

Petra wasn't sure if Jessie understood her story, or even believed all of it — Petra didn't even believe all of it herself. Sometimes she thought that she was making up everything about the unmaking, as she thought of it sometimes, that complete loss of self and boundaries that had happened when she was suspended in perfect pleasure between Martin and Cynthia. Maybe it was just a run-of-the-mill three-way, a tawdry little indiscretion she had let herself be swept up in while on a wild weekend getaway. Could it just be guilt and shame that were clouding her mind, distorting what should have been just a silly romp with two attractive people into an event of cosmic proportions?

Dr. Hobson certainly thought so. She never said it in so many words — Petra's therapist seldom spoke and never lectured, she simply let Petra talk through her feelings and her challenges and the efforts she had made to cope with the fallout of that night. But sometimes Petra saw a glimmer in Dr. Hobson's eye or a turn in her lips that whispered, Get a grip, Petra, sometimes fucking is just fucking.

Petra sighed and sipped at her cocoa, which was growing cold as she ruminated by the fire. She set the mug down and stretched her arms behind her head, feeling a burning sensation course down her shoulders. Sometimes fucking is just fucking — her friend Madeline seemed to have accepted that on their weekend at the casino, if even half of the stories about her wild antics were to be believed. Petra closed her eyes, remembering the sight of Madeline, painted blue with a splash of golden stars across her shoulder and pert breasts, dancing naked at the swingers' convention party that night. Maybe Madeline's response to that night was the healthy one after all: she had thrown herself into the scene like a whirlwind of erotic energy, had shouted "Yes yes yes!" to every crazy proposition, and now she was happily back to normal with her husband Bill. Even better than normal, to judge by Madeline's accounts — never one to keep secrets, Madeline had let it be known that once the issue with Bill's blood pressure medication was sorted out, she was getting all the action she could handle.

Petra had been slower to say "yes" to the delights on offer that night. Martin had offered just a hint of temptation the first night — he was suave and handsome, and she had enjoyed flirting with him after besting him at the poker table, but she didn't imagine anything beyond some charming banter. Curiosity had drawn her with Casey to the tantric sensuality demonstrations in the ballroom, and that was when the strange gravity of Martin and Cynthia began to work at her mind, and her body. She accompanied Casey to the fifth floor party with more jitters than intentions to go "off the leash," as Madeline had put it. Yes, she had rushed to the restroom after Cynthia demonstrated her lingam massage techniques on Martin's cock, just to relieve the uncomfortable pressure; and yes, she had certainly put Martin's yoni massage lessons to good use that afternoon, discovering a secret key that unlocked a fountain of pleasure.

What if she had left it at that? What if, instead of following Casey up to the fifth floor to witness the wild bacchanal of the Swingers' Explorers Club first hand, she had stayed back at the room and imagined it while continuing the exploration she had started? While she probably couldn't have conjured Madelin in her blue body paint and unicorn hat out of thin air, she could surely have dreamt up the naked Twister and sex swing orgy she had glimpsed before entering the hotel suite where Martin and Cynthia held court over a tantric meditation session. Then she could have brought her newfound digital skills home to Phil, along with what she had observed when Cynthia took Martin's cock in hand for the lingam session, and catapulted their lovemaking to a whole new level.

But no, she had let herself be seduced by Martin and Cynthia, had allowed them to flatter her with promises of special access to secret, mystical experiences, and now she couldn't even enjoy alone the things she had learned, much less with her husband.

Petra pushed the heels of her hands against her eyes until yellow stars flashed against the lids and let out a groan. It wasn't that she didn't want sex, that she didn't crave Phil's touch; it was that the potential of his touch sending her back to that dark and empty place terrified her. What if she uncoiled again, exploded into nothing and everything at once, and couldn't be put back together? She had felt like an eggshell on the verge of cracking for so long, and the effort to hold the shell together exhausted her.

Sometimes fucking is just fucking, she heard Dr. Hobson whisper in her ear, so clearly that Petra startled and looked around the room, her eyes slowly adjusting to the dim light after she pulled her hands away from them. She was alone, the crackling fire in the stove her only company, and she shivered despite the warmth, feeling haunted by the ghosts of desire.

Sometimes it's not, Petra snapped back in her mind. Sometimes it's ... the path forward ...

When Petra had stumbled back to the room she shared with Casey and Madeline after her night with Martin and Cynthia, the tears in her eyes blurring the lights to a bright smear, she had discovered her friends together in Casey's bed, a tangle of naked limbs smeared with Madeline's blue paint, blissfully asleep. She was shocked, and frightened, by the sight, and couldn't look her friends in the eyes when they emerged hours later, yawning and giggling as they puttered around the suite, making coffee and packing to leave.

"How'd you sleep?" Casey had asked, smiling at Petra over a coffee mug like the cat who not only ate the canary but went back for seconds and thirds and was still a little hungry.

"I don't think I did," Petra croaked, wiping at her eyes, though there were no more tears left to cry.

"I slept like a fucking log," Madeline said, walking up behind Casey and putting her arms around her waist, "until this one started snoring."

"I only snore when I've been thoroughly satisfied," said Casey, turning her head over her shoulder to give Madeline's cheek a kiss, "so you've only got yourself to blame."

Sometimes fucking is just fucking, Petra thought, except when it's also healing.

Petra relaxed into the chair, her stomach fluttering at the plan that was starting to grow in her head. She wondered what treasures Jessie was hiding beneath her blue smock, and she found herself determined to find out.
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Armor


"God, I'm sorry I'm late again," Jessie said as she hurried into the studio where Petra sat waiting in the chair by the window, looking out at the frozen lake.

Petra turned and smiled, and Jessie paused for a moment — there was something different about that smile than the one she had seen last night. At their first session, Petra had been tense and fearful, her smile tight and thin, only on her lips and not at all in her eyes; this smile was relaxed and open, and Petra's blue eyes sparkled in the morning light. If she didn't know better (and I really don't know anything at all, Jessie thought), Jessie would have thought that Petra had got some serious action overnight — Jessie had woken up with just that sort of smile after her second night with Phil on Lake Nakanawidah.

"Not at all," Petra said. "I was just looking out at the lake. It's so peaceful."

"Isn't it?" Jessie hurried around the studio, gathering the towels and lotions and tools she would need. "That's the best seat for watching the seasons — before I started up here, I didn't really know how many seasons there are! It's subtle, how the lake moves through phases, different colors, different shapes. Like, today the ice looks so blue, even though the sky is so gray."

"Is that another lake past the trees?" Petra had turned back to the window and was leaning forward, hands on her knees. Jessie noticed her shoulders were open, not hunched into a painful-looking knot like the night before, and there was a golden glow to the back of her neck, where her shiny black hair just brushed the collar of her shirt. Oh yeah, Jessie thought, someone got some action ... and felt a brief pang of jealousy.

"Nakanawidah," Jessie said. "It's a little one, compared to Makanogin, but it's really pretty in the summertime. Secluded, too — it's not easy to get to."

"Oh, I've heard of that one! I suppose you must spend a lot of time visiting all these lakes."

"Not as much as I'd like." Jessie went to the corner of the studio and wheeled the massage table out so it sat in a square of bright morning sun, then knelt down to lock it into place. "It's pretty busy at the Blue Haven in the summer and fall, and I'm wiped out at the end of the day. I've only been to Nakanawidah once, and that was before I was working here."

"Was it good?"

"Hmm ... was what good?" Jessie stood up from the floor and brushed her hands off on her legs. She was in her favorite set of scrubs — pale blue and feather soft, the fabric glowed in the morning light.

"The little lake," Petra said. "Naka-what?"

Jessie laughed, and her mind flashed back to that weekend with Phil. Oh yeah, she thought, biting her lip as she turned to the towels and tools arrayed across her bench, it was very good ...

"I liked it," Jessie said. "I would definitely go again." She winked at Petra and said, "I did a little skinny dipping."

A red flush passed over Petra's face. "Well," she said, looking away toward the window, "that must have been fun ..."

"Oh, it was! And speaking of getting undressed — you can hop behind the screen, get as undressed as you're comfortable with, and throw on the robe."

#

"You're wearing a lot of armor," Jessie said as she pressed her palms into Petra's shoulders, pushing the tension out toward her outstretched arms. Petra groaned and tensed at the feeling of Jessie's fingers against her bare skin. "We're going to have to work on getting that off of you."

"Armor?" Petra asked, her voice muffled by the pillow her head was resting against.

"It's what we call all this protective tension," Jessie said, sliding her hands down Petra's arms with firm, even pressure.

Petra could feel the tension moving ahead of Jessie's fingers, making its way toward Petra's hands, but before it could escape and dissipate into the warm, bright air of the massage studio, Petra felt the tension return, almost painfully fast, making her shoulders clench. Jessie laughed quietly and brought her hands back to Petra's shoulder, repeating the motion as if trying to push the tension out of Petra like the last of the paste in a toothpaste tube. This time Petra felt less of the tension return, and her breathing felt a little easier.

"And how do we get armor off?" Petra asked. She pictured herself decked head to toe in a metal skin, like a knight in a suit of armor — not shining armor, but battered, beaten, dented armor that had stood up to a thousand battering blows. Why should I want to take off this armor, Petra wondered, when it's done such a good job of protecting me?

"There are a few techniques," Jessie said. She held Petra's left hand in hers, fingers pressing into the wrist and working the thumb from pad to tip in gentle circles. Petra winced, suddenly aware of how much time she spent with her hands balled into fists. "We have a few days, so we'll start slow."

Jessie stepped away for a moment to dim the lights, and then drew thin blue curtains across the windows that looked out on Lake Makanogin, creating a twilight space against the bright noon outside. While Jessie gently ran her hands across Petra's bare shoulders and back, Petra tried to breathe in through her nose and out through her mouth, the way she had learned at Sadhana Bliss, the yoga studio in her neighborhood. But she hadn't been to the studio since the casino weekend — its sounds and smells reminded her too much of Martin and Cynthia's suite during the SExC convention — and suddenly the memories flooded back and she was there in the dark again, their hands and mouths on her body, her mind begging for their touch while recoiling from what their touch meant ...

"Hey," Jessie whispered, her hands suddenly stopping with palms on either side of Petra's spine. "You were gone for a second there, and not to a good place. Do you want to talk about it?"

Petra felt her voice catch when she said, "No," and she choked back a gasp. Her eyes stung, and when she blinked, she felt hot tears rolling toward her cheeks.

"Okay," Jessie said, reaching a finger down to brush the tears away, "you don't have to, but you can. This will work better if you can be here instead of wherever you were, though; if you feel yourself slipping away, I need you to let me know so I can try to bring you back."

Petra nodded her head against the cushion and smiled despite the tears that were wetting the soft fabric against her cheek. Jessie stroked her cheek again, and then returned to her gentle, insistent work on Petra's shoulders and back. Petra kept her attention on the pressure of Jessie's fingers, and the faint scent of sandalwood in the air, and the warm light filtering through the drapes and onto her skin. When her mind drifted toward that dark room, toward the firm touch of Martin's hands on her back, Cynthia's fingers stroking her hair, the musky taste of Cynthia against her tongue while Martin knelt behind her, Petra gasped and scrambled back to the light, back to Jessie's touch.

"That was some powerful shit, pardon my French," Jessie said, her fingers pressing into the small of Petra's back. "The ... meditation practices. I did a little reading last night. You weren't prepared for it."

Petra nodded against the pillow, feeling tears welling in her eyes again. Ever since that night, her dreams had been haunted by coiling snakes, grasping fingers, and flickering candles. There was no rest in her sleep, and she woke exhausted, as if she had been running all night; but she was never sure if she was running from, or running to. Martin and Cynthia had awakened desires in Petra that she struggled to contain, and had given her a glimpse of a world of the most intense pleasure, and most exquisite pain, she could have imagined. Part of her wanted to find that door again and go through it into the chamber of dark delight and never again emerge into the light.

"There are practitioners," Jessie continued, her hands moving lower, pushing into the swell of Petra's buttocks, which were draped with a soft white towel, "who spend decades trying to achieve what you experienced in just one night. It's no wonder your body and mind have put up so many defenses — that kind of pace is dangerous."

Jessie's fingers moved under the towel, the heels of her hands pressing against the curve of Petra's ass, above her panties. Her hands pressed hard, hard enough that Petra felt her hips pushed into the table, and she let out a sigh when Jessie released the pressure. Then she pressed again, harder, and Petra felt something opening in her belly, unwinding and loosening and stretching toward her toes and her head at once. She let out a muffled groan and dug her fingers into the sheet-covered table.

"It's right there, isn't it?" Jessie said, her fingers dancing lightly across the place where she had just been pressing the hardest. The contrast of the delicate touch with the almost painfully hard pressure of a moment before made Petra sigh, and she relaxed her grip on the table.

The stretching and loosening that Petra felt began to contract again, coiling back into her belly. Jessie pushed delicate fingers into the soft flesh of Petra's buttocks, then gently ran her hands up Petra's back to her shoulders. The touch had awakened something in Petra — an aching hunger — that she had been pushing down since the summer. Part of her wanted Jessie to pull the ravenous snake from her belly and feed it the passion and desire it craved; part of her wanted to flee back to the cabin and hide in a dark corner, knees tucked to her chin and eyes shut tight. She shivered on the table with the tension between these two urges.

"That's probably enough for today," Jessie said, smoothing the towel draped over Petra's waist. "I think I see the map of the road we need to travel, and I'm pretty sure we can get to where you need to go."

#

Jessie glimpsed Petra as she slipped her robe over her bare back, and she had to look away, pretending to busy herself with straightening the oils and lotions on the shelf by the table. Petra's long limbs, wide hips, and full breasts brought back images of Eliza, and Jessie remembered again the ache that had stayed in her heart long after that affair had ended. It had taken a lot of fucking, with a lot of not especially talented young men, to reset her compass.

Except for their legs and breasts, though, Eliza and Petra had almost nothing in common. Where Eliza was bold and self-assured, Petra was reserved and seemed always to be making herself smaller. Eliza filled a room when she entered it and stole away the spotlight at the first opportunity; Petra seemed happy to sit quietly in shadows as dark as her raven hair.

"So, what are your plans for the rest of the day?" Jessie asked as she tossed Petra's towel into the laundry hamper and unlocked the table's wheels so she could roll it back into the corner.

"Just relax, I guess," Petra said. She was sitting on the chair, pulling her socks on; Jessie couldn't help but notice the delicate turn of her ankles and the gentle slope of her insole. "Which I find a stressful proposition."

"It's good to get away from the bustle, though — especially after the holidays. Soak up some of the forest, maybe try out the ski trail?"

"Ugh, I'm more of an indoor gal," Petra said. "That's Phil's thing; he's probably out on the trails right now; he was anxious to get his skis out. I guess there's a storm coming?"

"That's the forecast," said Jessie. "We'll see. The big snow missed us during the last two storms — the weather seems to go around Lake Makanogin in the winter and just plow right through in the summer. We had some good lightning shows back in July."

#

"Well, you look familiar."

Phil was kneeling near the walkway to the lodge, clearing the ice from his ski bindings, and looked up to see Jessie standing near the door, dressed in a long blue coat with a gray wool hat pulled over her ears. He popped the latch and stepped off the ski.

"Hey, Jessie," he said, smiling. "It's good to see you. How was your session with Petra?"

"Oh, I can't talk about what happens in my sessions with clients."

"So, what happens in the studio stays in the studio?"

"Yeah, the rules are a lot like at Lake Nakanawidah," Jessie said with a wink. "But seriously, I think things are going good. She's a pretty special gal."

"I tend to agree."

"It's a little weird," Jessie said, hands in her pockets, "seeing you guys up here. I was pretty sure goodbye was goodbye this summer, and I was fine with that — it was such a great weekend, but a one-shot deal, right?"

"Sui generis," Phil said.

"Show off," Jessie said with a laugh. "But yeah, one of a kind. Special, though ... " She trailed off, looking over her shoulder toward the lake. "Like this place. What I said about needing to get back up here, and why I took this job — that was really all because of our weekend. You showed me a world I didn't know existed. I just wanted to thank you for that."

"Gosh, well, I ... thank you, too!"

"What, my amazing skills in the sleeping bag opened up some new possibilities for you, too?"

Jessie batted her lashes and leered, then broke into a laugh. Phil was glad his snow pants obscured the erection growing inside them.

"Maybe," Phil said. "Thinking about that weekend has at least gotten me through some rough times."

"I'll bet," Jessie said. She reached out and touched Phil's arm with her mittened hand. "Like I said, I can't talk about my sessions with Petra, but I know things haven't been easy for anyone. But I also think things are about to get a whole lot better."

Phil smiled and patted Petra's hand against his shoulder.

"Thanks," he said. "I hope so. And I'm pretty sure if anyone can help her out, it's you."

"It's weird," Jessie said, "but I think maybe you're right."

#

The lodge had a large dining room just off the reception, with a dozen tables and a long buffet, but it was dark when Phil and Petra arrived. A sign beside the dining-room door pointed them down a brightly lit hall, past a small kitchen, to a much smaller room where a little cluster of tables sat beside a window that looked out toward the dark, snow-covered woods.

The woman from the reception, a young, smiling brunette in a dark skirt suit, met them at the door with sheets of parchment paper.

"We've only got a few guests at the retreat this week," the woman explained as she led them to a table near the window, "so we're doing dinner in here. It's a little cozier than the big room would be."

"It's nice," Petra said as she took her seat. "Definitely cozy."

The woman set the parchment sheets in front of Phil and Petra, and lit the garlanded candle in the middle of the table. Petra looked at the parchment in the dim glow cast by the flickering flame, squinting a little; the offerings were described in a flowing script below the logo of green pine trees and gold stars they had seen on the entry sign.

The retreat gave them breakfast and lunch to go, which Phil retrieved from the reception to bring back to the cabin, and an evening meal in the lodge. The meals so far, on their first full day at the Blue Haven, had been simple: muesli and yogurt with berries for breakfast, a board of bread, cheese, and cold cuts for lunch. The dinner menu seemed a little more involved, with a wild rice pilaf served with venison cutlets, a root vegetable stew and French bread, roasted squash served with cranberries and feta. Petra's stomach rumbled in anticipation, and the rich smells coming down the hall from the kitchen set her mouth watering.

"What do you think so far?" Phil asked. "Was Dr. Hobson right to prescribe you a vacation?"

The woman with the reception came to the table with a bottle of wine, and Petra smiled up at her as she poured a glass. The wine was a shade of deep, velvety red, almost black in the candlelight, and when Petra held it under her nose, she smelled cherries and almonds. She closed her eyes and smiled.

"I'd have to say yes, so far," Petra said. "It's a little strange not having a to do list, and there's a little voice in my head that keeps telling me I must be forgetting some important task, but I'm definitely feeling a lot more relaxed."

"Good," Phil said, sipping his wine.

"And I like Jessie, the massage therapist," Petra said. "You should meet her."

"Maybe I should," said Phil.

Petra turned to look out the window, but the darkness outside had turned the glass to a mirror. She saw herself and Phil at the table, the candle flickering between them, superimposed on a stand of black and green fir trees laden with snow. Just beyond their table she saw another couple, an older man and woman, gray hair shining and smiles on their faces as they held hands across their table. For a moment, Petra imagined she was looking across a gulf of time instead of at a reflection, seeing the future that waited for Phil and herself. The glass distorted the view, making the other couple seem far away and ghostly, floating in a dark sea of night, and Petra suddenly worried that this glimpse of the future would fade away if she couldn't find her way across that dark chasm.

When the woman from the reception came to take their order, she asked, "Did you hear the storm warnings for tomorrow?"

"We heard something on the radio coming up last night," Phil said. "Has the forecast changed?"

"They're saying it's going hit us a little before noon," the woman said. "We're letting folks know they can leave early if they want to miss the storm, and we'll waive the early departure and give you a discount on your next visit."

"Do you think it'll be bad?" Petra asked, remembering what Jessie had said about the last few winter storms missing Lake Makanogin.

"That's what they're predicting," the woman said, "eight or ten inches in a few hours. It'll definitely make getting around hard."

"What if we get stuck here?"

"If there are still guests," the woman said, "we'll leave meals out in the lodge, enough for a couple days — I'm sure the county plows will open the main roads in a day, and our guy gets the parking lot done pretty promptly. As long as the power's on, you'd be fine."

That's quite a caveat, Petra thought. She looked at Phil and said, "I don't want to miss my appointment tomorrow morning; maybe we should think about packing up early?"

Phil nodded. "I'll keep an eye on my radar app."

Petra smiled, then looked back at the window. The older couple had left, and she saw just the ghostly reflections of Phil and herself now, floating among the dark trees with a spray of faint stars flickering into view.
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The Cure


Jessie was surprised to find Petra already lying on the table, face down on a pillow with a towel draped from her back to her knees, when she entered the studio. Her skin glowed golden in the morning light.

"Oh shit, am I late again?" Jessie said, dropping her coat on a chair and hurrying to unlock the cabinet where she kept her supplies.

"No, right on time," Petra said, not looking up from the table. "I'm a little early. The studio was unlocked, so I thought I'd skip the preliminaries."

"Let me get my crap together, then," Jessie said, pulling down lotions and towels from the cabinet, then hurrying to the windows to adjust the blinds. The harsh glare of the light through the trees became softened by the sheer fabric as Jessie unrolled the blinds; a square of gold shimmered on Petra's shoulder.

"How did you sleep?" Jessie asked as she approached the table, letting her eyes sweep down Petra's long curves from head to feet. "Is the cabin warm enough?"

"Oh, fine, thanks," Petra said. She folded her hands under her head and turned her face toward the windows. "Phil keeps the stove pretty warm, and there are so many blankets; it was a little hard to force myself to get up, actually. Phil kept topping off my coffee cup; if I wasn't getting hungry I could have stayed there all day."

"It's nice to stay in the blankets on a winter morning," Jessie agreed. "But I have to get up to make my own coffee, so I'm kind of forced to."

Jessie pressed the pump on her bottle of lotion and smeared a silky dollop on her hands. Her dry skin absorbed the creamy liquid thirstily, and she had to squeeze out a little more to get a good coating. She thought of that morning at Lake Nakanawidah when she made coffee for Phil after a late night of fucking in the tent, fiddling around with the little stove, half afraid she'd cause an explosion and burn down the whole forest. Jessie grinned, remembering the surprised and happy smile on his face when Phil stumbled, naked, out of the tent to find Jessie offering him a steaming cup. Sharing coffee with a lover was something Jessie had missed these last few months; she felt a little jolt of longing, and jealousy, at the thought of Phil bringing coffee to Petra in her nest of blankets in the cabin.

"I'm going to start at your feet today," Jessie said.

She stood at the back of the table, looking at Petra's feet. The soles were a little dusty from the studio floor, and the skin a little cracked from the dry winter air; it looked like she had been to the nail salon some time in the fall, with the faintest traces of lavender polish peeling from her nails. There was something endearing about the slightly bedraggled state of Petra's feet.

Petra seemed to know the state of her feet, and curled her toes while crossing her legs at the ankles.

"Oh god, my feet are such a mess!" Petra said, groaning into the pillow. "I haven't had a pedicure since September — I haven't had time and it's sock season, so why bother? Can you ... can you do it without looking at them?"

Jessie laughed. She dipped a towel in a bowl of water and gently wiped the soles of Petra's feet. Petra clenched her feet and squirmed.

"Ticklish?" Jessie asked, running the towel along the edge of Petra's foot, wiping the last of the gray dust away.

"A little," Petra said. "My feet don't get touched a lot, it's a little weird ..."

"Perfectly normal," Jessie said. She set the bowl and towel aside and applied more lotion to her hands. "Our feet do a whole lot of work without a lot of thanks. So we'll start off today showing a little gratitude to them."

"As long as I don't have to do some sort of gratitude meditation," Petra said into the pillow.

Jessie snorted. "Our meditation coach Ava-Rose has the week off until New Year's," Jessie said, "otherwise maybe you would." She gently ran a finger down the bottom of Petra's foot, then grasped her toes firmly with both hands. "'Thank you, feet,'" she said in an exaggeratedly reverent voice, "'for not getting stuck in my mouth too often.' I love Ava-Rose, but she can be a lot to take."

Petra giggled, then sighed as Jessie worked each toe in turn. The sounds of Petra's toe knuckles popping and cracking filled the studio as Jessie stretched and twisted them.

"Wow," Petra said, "I guess they're worse than I thought."

"Our feet put up with a lot of abuse," Jessie said. "But they're tough, resilient, you know? They bounce right back and keep on going."

"I wish I was more like my feet."

Jessie put more lotion on her hands and rubbed Petra's heels, feeling the thick callouses under her thumbs. She spread lotion over the rough, cracked surfaces until they felt silky and soft and took on a warm glow in the rising sunlight.

"There's no reason you can't be," Jessie said. "They're your feet, after all."

#

When Jessie's thumbs pressed into the center of the sole of Petra's left foot, she felt a jolt that ran up her spine and made her scalp tingle. She squirmed, a little uncomfortable at how sensuous Jessie's hands on her feet felt, even though that was precisely what she had wanted.

Petra had a friend in college, Amanda, who claimed she could climax just from a foot massage. She said that the nerves of the foot had a direct line to the erogenous zones, and that a skilled foot massager pressing against the soles of your feet could be exactly the same as a skilled lover ringing the bell between your legs. Petra hadn't believed her, even when, fueled by cheap, sweet wine and bravado, Amanda's boyfriend had performed his patented foot massage on Petra. It was not at all like a skilled lover pressing her clit; it was exactly like a sweaty college boy fondling her feet with meaty, clumsy hands. The foot-to-pussy pipeline was, as far as Petra was concerned, a myth that was probably devised by the sellers of foot cream and boys who wanted to cop a feel without being too forward.

At least until Jessie pressed her thumbs into the pad of Petra's right foot, just below her middle toe, and sent a wave of pleasure coursing through her body as if she had thrown an electric switch. And it was a comically large electric switch, the kind a cartoon mad scientist would pull with both hands to bring his monster to life with a crackling bolt of lightning. And Petra was the cartoon monster, quivering on the massage table as the lightning rippled from her foot to her belly and made her body burn with delight.

"Oh my god," Petra moaned into the pillow, her fingers gripping the edge of the table. "Oh my ... what was that?"

"Oh, that?" She couldn't see Jessie's face, but Petra could hear the playful smirk on her lips in her voice. "It was something I've been practicing; kind of like this ..."

The spot on her foot that was just a little lower than the first was apparently connected directly to Petra's nipples, because when Jessie pushed it with her thumbs, she felt them stiffen against the soft cotton sheet. Petra bit the pillow to keep from crying out in surprised pleasure.

"For some people," Jessie said, releasing the pressure from her foot and gently brushing a finger along the tips of her toes, "the foot is like a map of the body. Not like an exact map — not like — " and she gently tugged on Petra's littlest toe, sliding the pad of her finger between it and its neighbor — "this toe is your ear or something. It's subtle. But I can find my way around your body using your feet, and that's going to help me find the areas that need work."

"You certainly found an area with that last spot," Petra said with a sigh.

"Oh, you liked that one? How about ... this one?"

Jessie applied the gentlest pressure to the place where her sole met her heel, and it was as if a soft, warm tongue had flicked lightly across Petra's clit. She lifted her hips off the table in surprise, and felt her face glowing hot when she settled back onto the sheet.

"Yep, definitely an area that needs work," Jessie said, stifling a laugh.

#

Jessie was glad that her reflexology class was finally being put to good use. She had rarely found it helpful in her sports massage practice — the injuries she dealt with then were larger, less subtle than the wounds that Petra carried. Her damage was a coiled tangle of physical and psychic, requiring a less direct approach. The contours of Petra's feet, mapping the contours of her body, were the perfect entry to healing.

They were also the contours of desire, the peaks and valleys of intimacy and arousal, and Jessie followed them with care and caution. She focused as much on listening as on feeling as she touched Petra's feet, her ears attuned to the changes in her breath and the tone of her sighs. Petra's feet were unusually sensitive, and pressing too long or too hard into the pad beneath her toes or the rise of her heel would almost certainly have deleterious effects. When she heard a gasp and saw the color spread up Petra's neck, Jessie changed her focus to the tops of her feet, and watched Petra relax and breathe more deeply.

Jessie's own feet were sensitive enough, but not nearly so much as Petra's. She'd had a lover once who was obsessed with her feet, who could spend hours massaging and kissing and stroking them. His idea of sixty-nine was to lie beside Jessie with his lips to her toes, his tongue sliding between them to the most ticklish spots, while she sucked his cock. She couldn't deny that it felt good, but that wasn't really where she wanted his tongue.

With Petra, though, Jessie was pretty sure that a well-placed tongue could bring her over the edge and send her crashing into a climax. And she was tempted to take Petra's toes into her mouth and bathe them with her tongue, the strangest and strongest temptation she had felt in a long time. Sucking off a client's toes, even a client who was as arousing as Petra — especially a client as arousing as Petra — would definitely be a step over the professional boundaries.

So she slid her hands up to Petra's ankles instead, fingers dancing over the delicate bones, casting a longing glance back at her delicious little toes. Jessie bit her lip, imagining how Petra's feet would feel against her teeth.

"You're wearing a lot less armor than you were yesterday," Jessie said, gently tugging at the tendon stretching from Petra's heel to her calf. "Did you have a good night?"

"Restful," Petra said. "I slept like a rock. My shoulders haven't felt that loose in ages."

"Good," Jessie said. As her hands worked up the back of Petra's thigh, alternating between soft and firm pressure, she thought of her own restless night. The vibrator had taken the edge off, but her sleep had been fitful, and a session with the toy in the wee hours of the night had done little to relax her. Memories of Lake Nakanawidah raced through her head, blending with images of Petra's back glistening in the sunlight and Phil's sweat-damp chest in the sauna, and even at its highest setting her trusty little friend wasn't able to settle her mind.

Petra let out a moan when Jessie reached her hamstrings. The muscles were less tense than they had been yesterday, but there were still knots of stress and anxiety to be untangled. Jessie dug her fingers deep, and Petra gasped and fidgeted; Jessie kept pressure on her legs, holding her still.

"I guess my shoulders are loose, but that's about it," Jessie said with a sharp intake of breath.

"Well, these aren't the loosest hamstrings I've worked with," Jessie said. "But I don't think all hope is lost."

She pressed a palm against the back of Petra's knee and left her calf, bending her heel toward her back. Petra groaned and gripped the table edges with the strain. Jessie let her leg fall and then repeated the bend on the other, eliciting an even louder groan. Jessie alternated between Petra's legs, gradually bending them a little further, the hamstrings becoming a little looser.

She ran a palm up the back of her thigh and just to the edge of the towel draped over Petra's hips, grazing the swell of her ass. Jessie was surprised to find bare skin, and not the cotton panties that had covered Petra's ass yesterday. She bit her lip and let her finger linger just a little longer — too long? — on the smooth, firm flesh under the towel.

Jessie skipped past the towel and pressed her thumbs into the small of Petra's back, working out from her spine. With a sigh, Petra settled against the table, folding her arms under her head and turning her face to the side. Jessie watched Petra's face go slack, a look of peace softening the jaw that had been so hard set the night she had arrived at the Blue Haven.

"This seems like a nice spot," Jessie said. She reached for the bottle of lotion on the other side of Petra, her hips pressing against Petra's flank. Jessie felt Petra's warmth through her thin cotton scrubs, and her face flushed a little.

"It feels nice," Petra said, her voice almost a whisper.

Jessie rubbed the lotion into her own hands to warm it before pressing both palms into Petra's back. The lotion's faint lemongrass scent rose as it warmed, accentuating the silky feeling of skin on skin as Jessie ran her palms up Petra's back. Petra yielded to Jessie's firm touch, her shoulders spreading and elbows falling. Jessie stroked from shoulders to just above the sacrum, brushing the top edge of the towel, and then back up.

When she lay on top of a lover, especially after riding him to climax, Jessie liked to have hands on her back, gently moving from her ass to her shoulders. She liked to relax onto his warm body and feel strong hands engulfing her, fingers plying the flesh. As she moved her hands up and down Petra's back, Jessie remembered lying on top of Phil in the tent at Lake Nakanawidah, sweaty from their afternoon tumble, his hands on her like this. From the studio window she could sometimes see the little lake through the trees, but a snow squall had come up, and all she could see now was swirls of white with the woods' dark shapes obscured.

"Oh god that's good," Petra whispered, her mouth against her folded wrists. Jessie's hands worked over shoulders, fingers tracing the lines of the scapula, the lotion making her skin glow in the studio's warm light.

"Good," Jessie said, smiling down at Petra. She slid a hand up the back of her neck, lifting her short, black hair away; Petra stretched and sighed.

The towel at Petra's waist had slipped, revealing the swell of one ass cheek. Jessie worked her way down Petra's back, the heels of her hands pressing muscle and bone, and when she reached the sacrum she continued down, pushing into the fleshy rise of Petra's buttocks. She paused for a moment, watching Petra's face, which remained placid, lips parted, eyes closed. Jessie rolled the towel and slid it down, bringing it to rest where her legs met her rump.

Petra stretched her legs and drew in her belly when Jessie's fingers first moved over her bare ass. Jessie watched Petra's face as she touched her ass, gently at first and then more firmly, fingers dimpling the soft flesh and pressing into muscle. Her eyes stayed closed, and her lips curled into a tranquil smile.

"That's really nice," Petra whispered, almost inaudibly, almost to herself. Jessie smiled and continued to press, watching the color rise on Petra's skin. Her ass felt smooth and tight against Jessie's hands, and she bit her lip while imaging pressing her lips to the soft flesh.

When she pressed her hands up from Petra's thighs and over the rise of her ass, Jessie could see the smooth cleft of Petra's labia, shrouded in shadow. She glanced away, feeling her face grow warm, but her eyes were drawn back to the sight of those soft lips, the skin a lighter, more delicate tone than the thighs between which they nestled. A stray curl of raven black hair, coarser than the silk on Petra's head, snuck past the tender crevice. Jessie felt her fingers drawn like the needle of a compass, and she tensed with the effort to keep her hands on Petra's ass. She imagined the sensation of her fingertips probing the soft mysteries in those shadows, seeking warmth and solace in the hidden depths, and exhaled deeply.

#

Petra sighed when Jessie's hands moved from her feet to her ankles. The sensations had been intense, and delicious, when Jessie tugged at her toes and press her thumbs into the space below her heel; she felt the pressure not just in her feet, but coursing through her body. Part of her wanted to the attention to continue, to slowly ratchet the sensations from the gentle warmth of the cabin's stove to a raging bonfire. When Petra took her hands away from her feet, Petra let out a gasp mixed with frustration and relief.

The tension that was concentrated in her shoulders appeared to have shifted to her thighs, because when Jessie bent her knees and lifted her foot toward her ass, a lance of white hot pain shot from Petra's ankle to her hip. She grasped the table with both hands, knuckles white, and gritted her teeth. Undeterred, Jessie continued to bend her legs, pressing her hands against her calves and pushing with all her might.

When Jessie let her legs fall against the table, they felt three inches longer, as if all the knots had been stretched out of them. The feeling that flooded her was delicious, a sudden release of tension and care, and Petra let her cheek rest against her folded hands.

Even more delicious, though, was the sudden touch of Jessie's fingers at the bottom of her ass. Delicately at first, then more firmly, Jessie pressed into the soft flesh. Petra felt warmth flowing through her core. It had been months since Phil had touched here there — understandably, given how she had reacted every time his hands came near — and a flood of emotion washed over her. Jessie's touch awakened and aroused dormant desires, and Petra felt the uncoiling with wonder but also fear.

When Jessie's hands climbed above the towel over Petra's waist, fingers kneading her back, Petra shifted her hips, willing the towel to slip. Maybe not for it to fall off, necessarily, but just a little movement to expose a bit more skin for Jessie to touch. She had been nervous about lying naked on the table with nothing but the small towel to cover her, but she had also felt brave and naughty and more than a little excited.

"Oh god, that's good," Petra whispered when Jessie's hands slid up her back and dug into her shoulders. She recalled suddenly the way it felt when Phil touched her back when they made love, holding her when she rode him, wrapping his arms around when he rode her, stroking her back while she lay on her belly and he mounted her from behind. She lifted her hips, imaging herself pushing against Phil's thrusts, and felt the towel slip.

Jessie's hands continued steadily downward now, making their way back toward her waist and her now half-bare ass. She could sense hesitation in Jessie's movements, and Petra held her breath, hoping Jessie would find the audacity she needed to bring her fingers to her desperately longing skin.

And when she did, when Jessie's hands began to work their way into the firm muscles of her ass and even rolled the towel down to uncover more skin to touch, Petra smiled and stretched.

"That's really nice," Petra whispered. Jessie had spread lotion on her hands, making her touch silky smooth. The tingling that had started in her ass was spreading throughout her body now, and Petra felt her nipples stiffening against the white sheet.

"Good," Jessie whispered in reply, using her palms to push the tension up and out, spreading Petra's cheeks and letting them spring back together. Petra imagined Jessie slapping the meaty flesh, raising a stinging delight, and had to bite her lip to push the image down.

"I was doing some reading last night," Jessie said. "About tantra and the kundalini experience and stuff ..."

Petra tensed; those words conjured images she had so far successfully suppressed, fears that she thought her naughty little game of lying naked on the massage table could dispel. She felt her heart beginning to race; Jessie's gentle hand suddenly pressed into her lower back, and she felt calm returning.

"Sorry," Jessie whispered. "I guess that was going a little too far, bringing up that subject ..."

"No," Petra said after taking a deep breath. "No, really, it's okay ... I mean, I'm here because Dr. Hobson wanted me to ... I don't know, face things in a different way, a physical way ..."

Jessie's hands left Petra's body, and she heard Jessie take a deep breath. Petra tensed, wanting Jessie's touch, but nervous about her words.

"So ... the gist of it," Jessie continued, "the important thing that I don't think happened for you at the, um, convention ... is grounding. There's a lot of power in the techniques, and they can cause you to dissociate ... that kind of sounds like what happened to you?"

"I ... yeah, maybe?"

Petra's hands felt clammy with anxiety; Dr. Hobson had talked about "dissociation" from the first of their sessions, had encouraged her to try meditation as a way to push back against the loss of self she had experienced, even prescribed sessions at the yoga studio she used to love, Sadhana Bliss, before that terrible weekend. But the thought of going to a yoga studio — the mats and pillows, the bells and candles and incense, all too much like Martin and Cynthia's lair at the SExC convention — had made Petra's throat seize up with terror.

"It's just ... look, I'm not a shrink, right?" Jessie said. "I was doing sports therapy until a few months ago at an office park in the 'burbs, helping college athletes work through injuries. And I'm definitely not a yogi, most of that stuff is too woo-woo for me. If Ava-Rose was here, she'd probably be able to help you out on the head-space crap. Personally, I think spending a lot of time in your head is the path to unhappiness, and if you want to set things right, you need to spend some more time in your body. But what do I know?"

Petra closed her eyes and wrinkled her brow.

"You probably know more than I do," Petra said. "I've been trying to avoid all those things — the meditation, the tantra, the kundalini — ever since it happened. Being in my head terrifies me."

"But I think you've also been avoiding being in your body, too," Jessie said, bringing her hands back to Petra's ass. Petra sighed and relaxed as Jessie's fingers pulled at her muscles and stroked her skin. "You've been trying to fight losing yourself by refusing to face yourself. Does that sound dumb?"

Petra squeezed her eyes shut, thinking about how she had spent the last several months throwing herself into the wedding planning, the home improvement projects, the projects at work. She had been a blur of activity, a dynamo of action, and all in the service of extinguishing any sense of herself outside of the perpetual motion of getting tasks done. Sitting still terrified her, because in stillness there was nothing but herself, and having lost herself once, she feared that in stillness there was, ultimately, nothing. And nothing was terrifying.

"Not dumb at all," Petra whispered. She felt tears forming in the corners of her eyes and blinked until they ran down her cheeks.

"Good," Petra said. Her hands returned to Petra's back, warm and gentle. "Then I want to try something ... different. But only if you want it."

#

"Yes," Petra whispered, her eyes closed tight. Jessie could see the tears on her cheeks glittering like jewels, and it was all she could do to keep herself from kissing them away. "Yes, I want it ..."

Jessie pushed her hands against Petra's back, feeling the resistance against her palms, the warmth and strength in Petra's flesh. She leaned close enough to smell the aroma of Petra's shampoo — tea tree oil and mint, if her nose was right — and whispered, "I haven't even told what 'it' is, Petra ..."

Petra laughed. "Maybe I'm too willing to say yes? Maybe that's what got me into this predicament in the first place?"

Jessie sighed. "I've been known to be a little too agreeable myself, if the conditions are right. And that definitely has gotten me in trouble. But maybe ... maybe it can get you out of trouble, too? Or at least get you into better trouble?"

"Okay, I'm game," Petra said, stretching herself out on the table until her hands dangled over the edge above her head. "What am I agreeing to?"

"Grounding," said Jessie. "Grounding and focus and ... "

Jessie ran her hand down Petra's ass, palm barely touching skin, then ran it back up to the small of her back. Was she moving too fast? Did she dare to take this step? It seemed clear to her what Petra needed was to get out of her head and into her body, and Jessie was sure that she could guide her in that direction; but was she really thinking about what Petra needed, or was she thinking about what Jessie needed? Jessie shook her head, bit her lip, and made a decision that she hoped wouldn't prove to be disastrous, even though all signs pointed toward it being the first step down a dangerous path.

"I want you to feel pleasure," Jessie whispered, "but stay grounded."

#

Petra gasped at Jessie's touch. The sudden intimacy of a finger against her delicate folds, sliding gently but firmly, made her muscles tighten; Jessie's other hand rested on her ass, which clenched at the touch, and pressed into the contracting muscle.

"Is that okay?" Jessie asked. Her mouth was close to Petra's ear, her breath warm on Petra's throat.

"God yes," Petra said with a sigh, lifting her hips toward Jessie's finger. Jessie lifted her finger away and pressed Petra's hips back down.

"Slowly," Jessie whispered. "Slowly and deliberately. Checking in at every touch."

Petra sighed and closed her eyes, concentrating on Jessie's hands. Jessie's slow, deliberate hands, working gently along her inner thighs and then insistently over her ass, and then the slipping back down toward the growing warmth between her legs. Electric tingles shot through her legs and belly, and Petra let a long, deep moan escape her lips.

"Stay with me," Jessie said, lips pressing against Petra's neck. "Do not drift off ..."

Petra squeezed her eyes shut, trying to focus on Jessie's touch, but it was so hard to do — she felt herself becoming unstuck, forgetting her place on the table, forgetting her position in time, as the arousal radiated from her core. She could so easily spin away into those dark and empty spaces, surrender to the void ...

The loud smacking sound brought her back to her attention before the sudden sting in her buttocks had even registered in her brain. When she did feel the short, sharp pain, Petra gasped and cried out, looking back over her shoulder at Jessie. Jessie's face was a hard and determined mask, eyes narrowed and jaw set.

"I said," Jessie hissed, pulling her hand back behind her shoulder, "do not drift off ... do you understand?"

Petra nodded, suddenly frightened; she felt tears at the corners of her eyes — the pain faded quickly, leaving behind a glowing ember of sensation, but there was something else that lingered ... shame? humiliation?

"Good," Jessie said, pressing her palm against Petra's ass, her touch a soothing balm where moments before it had been a caustic chastisement. Jessie's other hand stroked her delicate petals again, gently teasing her swelling lips. "Stay with me, Petra, stay in the moment. We're going to ground your pleasure, do you understand?"

Petra nodded, biting her lip, and rested her cheek against the sheet. Jessie continued her firm, insistent exploration, one hand gently stroking her ass while the other pressed against her lower lips, slowly parting them. Petra squirmed and gritted her teeth; this is what she wanted, what she had imagined the night before, but now that it was happening, it seemed strange and terrifying.

"Ouch!" Petra cried as Jessie's palm struck her ass again. The sting lingered even after Jessie smoothed a dollop of lotion across her skin. "Why?"

Jessie held her lips close to Petra's ear and whispered, "Because I can. Because I need your focus, Petra, do you understand?"

Petra bit her lip again, nodding, letting the tears trickle down her cheeks. Jessie reached a finger to her face and brushed the tears from her cheek, which only made the water flow faster. With a quiet sob, Petra pressed her face against the sheet while Jessie ran both hands over her ass and then dove between her thighs.

"I'm going to put a finger inside you," Jessie said. Her lips brushed Petra's earlobe, making her quiver. "I'm going to open you up and let you uncoil against my hand; I need you to stay focused, I need you to feel me inside you. Are you ready?"

Petra nodded, but she wasn't sure she was. Not since her wedding night had she been penetrated by another person, and then only for a moment before she had pushed Phil away and curled into a quivering, sobbing ball. She held her breath and tensed her belly, bracing herself for the worst.

"Relax," Jessie whispered, pressing a hand against her neck. "I'm not going to hurt you, and you can tell me to stop any time. But I think this is what you want, I think this is what you need ..."

Petra nodded again, trying to relax. Jessie's finger moved in lazy circles across her lips, each stroke drawing down her nectar and making her squirm against Jessie's hand. When a finger pressed its way inside, soft but insistent, Petra gasped sharply. Jessie held her palm against her ass, pressing her into the sheet.

The movements of Jessie's finger inside her reminded Petra of the serpent that had awoken in her that night at the casino. She squeezed her eyes shut and felt the power of the serpent's body writhing and stretching, radiating strength and desire.

"Stay with me," Jessie said, "stay here ..."

Petra nodded, gripping the table hard until her knuckles were white and her hands shook with the strain. She focused on the sensations: the smooth sheet, the hard table, the cool air on her back, the finger moving steadily inside her. For a moment, she was back in the hotel room, after Martin and Cynthia's second demonstration, when she had explored herself as Jessie was exploring her now. Was that the moment things had changed? Was that her first awakening into the nightmare?

The sharp sting of Jessie's palm brought Petra back to the studio with a gasp.

"You're drifting," Jessie hissed. "Don't drift."

Petra nodded, opening her eyes to stare at the swirling vortex of snow outside the window. She watched the wind sculpting the spinning flakes into feathery shapes, drawing together strands of white and gray and then scattering them again. When a second finger slid into her, she moaned and pressed her ass back against Jessie's hand. Jessie stroked her ass, squeezing the muscle just to the edge of pain; the fingers inside her pushed forward and down, grazing the sensitive button she had found that long ago afternoon, and she let out a cry.

"There it is," Jessie said, her mouth against Petra's neck. Petra could hear a tone of triumph in Jessie's voice. "That's the spot, isn't it?"

Petra tried to speak, but couldn't. She tried to nod, but her body was rigid, quivering like a spring stretched past its limit. Tears flowed freely now, wetting her cheeks, and her lips trembled. Jessie's fingers pushed against her vaginal wall, moving in faster and faster circles. Petra tried to breathe, but the air was caught in her throat, and she was on the verge of panic when she felt a sharp slap against her ass again, harder than the last, loud enough to echo in the quiet studio.

Whether it was the slap or the fingers that pushed her over the edge, Petra couldn't say, but suddenly she was flying free, borne on the stormy winds of a shattering climax that made her hips buck and her shoulders strain. The serpent uncoiled and stretched, and suddenly Petra was the serpent, powerful in her passion. Then the fear of dissolution washed over her, the terror of losing herself again, and she started to pull back, gasping.

"Ride it," Jessie hissed. Petra felt lips on her throat and a hand on her back, Jessie's weight pressing against her hip while her fingers drove harder at her core. "Ride the sensation and own it, Petra, this is yours to own ..."

The hand on her shoulder pulled Petra back to the studio. She arched her back, raising her head from the table, and let out a roar that was swallowed by Jessie's mouth on her lips.
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The Scene of the Crime


There had been a sign on the door to the main lodge when Phil went to retrieve their breakfast — muesli and yogurt with a little covered bowl of mixed berries — repeating the warning from last night that the snowstorm was expected before noon, and that the roads out of Blue Haven would likely be impassible by evening. Guests were advised to decide whether they wanted to leave early or stay to ride out the weather; staff would not be on site, the sign warned, until the roads were safe for travel.

Petra had her appointment to get to after breakfast, so they had decided to assess the situation afterward; they still had the cabin for three nights, so it seemed likely that the roads would be cleared by the time they had to leave. They could hunker down at a snowbound resort for a night or two, Phil thought; so long as the lights stayed on and there was wood for the stoves, and the resort arranged for meals they could retrieve at the lodge building, it would be a cozy little adventure.

Phil noticed Petra was excited about her appointment, but also nervous. His own nerves about Jessie had calmed somewhat; Petra seemed none the wiser about Lake Nakanawidah after two visits with Jessie, so he didn't think that a third would lead to some terrible revelation. And the sessions were doing some good, he thought; Petra was calmer, her shoulders relaxed rather than hunched, a ghost of a smile on her face when she sat by the stove. She had even let him brush a hand across her back and nuzzle her neck, briefly, when they passed near the kitchenette.

"I want to get out on the trail before the snow starts," Phil said, as he gathered his outdoor clothes.

Petra was still in her robe, stocking feet near the warm stove and a cup of coffee in her hands. She smiled at him across the rim of the cup.

"You do that," Petra said. "I'll head over to the lodge in a few minutes."

#

The grooming sled had been on the trails overnight; from the cabin, he could hear it humming through the trees, dragging the little steel trailer that etched a corduroy pattern into the snow as it went. The trees sheltered the trail from wind, and except in a few open meadows where there were small drifts, the tracks for his skis were smooth and clear. He had brought his backcountry skis, thinking he might have to break trail himself, and somewhat regretted the choice — the narrow skis he used on the groomed city trails would have been fine.

His skis whispered through the grooves laid down in the snow, and the trail was flat and easy heading out from the cabin. It wound past the lodge and into a stand of pine trees, their branches heavy with snow. Animal tracks — squirrels and rabbits, deer and foxes — ran alongside the trail, and he could hear crows calling to each other in the trees, no doubt commenting on his passage through the woods.

The trail turned down toward to the lake, running through an open clearing before plunging into the trees and the starting a steeper descent. He paused for a minute, resting his weight on his poles; if he went down he would have to come up, and coming up this hill would be a heck of a climb: he could already feel his calves burning from the effort of a long herring bone ascent. But the groomer's trail went in only one direction, so the trail must loop, he reasoned, and probably the ascent on the back end was less severe. He took a breath, looking out over frozen Lake Makanogin, and pushed himself forward.

As he skied toward the lake, poles tucked and knees bent, Phil remembered the trail above Lake Nakanawidah he had hiked with Jessie over the summer. They had been surprised by the steep descent of a spur trail from the ridge to the water, with a narrow, stony path they had to scramble down, grasping at roots and branches to keep from sliding. But they had been rewarded by the cool, crystal clear waters, the laughter of loons, and lovemaking under the warm sun: it had been well worth the challenge.

There was no warm sun now, though, nor crystal clear water. The sun was shrouded behind gray clouds, a pale yellow disc low in the sky, and the waters of Lake Makanogin were locked in frigid ice. The wind was coming from the west, whipping up snow as it sped across the open lake; from the shelter of the trees, Phil could see spinning vortexes of icy crystals borne on the cold wind.

He skied along the shore of the lake, imagining it at the height of summer, filled with boats and swimmers, laughter during the day and crackling bonfires at night. Big Lake Makanogin was one of the region's jewels, with cabins and camps hugging its twisting, bay-studded shoreline. Years ago he had come up to Makanogin for Scout camps, and had stayed at friends' cabins in college and his early adult years. But he hadn't seen the lake in years: Petra wasn't a fan of roughing it, finding even most lake cabins too rustic for her tastes, and the lake was too far away for an easy day trip.

The trail turned away from the lake and came to a fork. One branch turned back into the pine trees, angling toward the Blue Haven Retreat Center, the other toward a stand of birch trees and a broader trail. A wooden sign with snow drifting high on its post proclaimed this the edge of Lake Nakanawidah State Forest. With a laugh, Phil pointed his skis toward the birch trees.

The trail to Lake Nakanawidah wasn't groomed at all past the first bend, where the grooming sled had doubled back to rejoin the main path. A few tracks indicated that other skiers had come this way, but it had been a while: snow had blown over most of their ruts, and Phil was glad he had the backcountry skis to push through the drifts.

All of the lakes up here — Makanogin, Nakanawidah, Loon, Squally, Lac Plongeon, and a dozen smaller bodies — were connected by portage trails. Phil had done a few canoe treks long ago, through the eastern lakes, from Plongeon to Windfall, and though he had never traversed the portage from Makanogin to Nakanawidah, it was familiar enough. And, unlike the epic slog from Squally to Windfall that stretched almost a mile from lake to lake over low, muddy puddles, it was short. In only a few minutes, the clustering birch trees opened and Phil was on the edge of Nakanawidah, looking across the frozen lake at the very path he and Jessie had descended six months, but almost a lifetime, ago.

He was on the opposite side of the lake from the campground, but he could make out the trail from the parking lot to the lake; what had been lush and green in the summer was now bare and gray, a stark and desolate scene. Unlike Makanogin, which was busy even in the winter with ice fishers and skiers, Nakanawidah was a lonely, silent place when the snows arrived. Even the loons were gone, long since flown south to the Gulf, leaving the frozen lake still and soundless as the surface of the moon.

The rock near the shore where Jessie had stretched under the sun while he pressed his mouth between her legs was covered in drifting snow now, a faint dark spot on the lake's white surface. Phil closed his eyes, remembering her taste: the salt of her sweat, the musk of her nectar, the softness of her delicate petals against his tongue. He remembered, too, how she had cried out when she came, loud enough for the sound to echo across the water, and he felt his cock stiffening under his warm layers. They had fucked on the shore after swimming back from the rock, the sun hot on his back and Jessie warm and soft beneath him as he plunged into her. The shore was not an inviting place to fuck now, though, with jagged peaks of ice standing up where the windblown waves had frozen in place.

"The scene of the crime," Phil muttered under his breath, though it still didn't feel like a crime to him. They had both been willing and enthusiastic participants, taking advantage of a time and place cut off from the world, naked and innocent in a wilderness Eden.

And it wasn't his fault that Petra had come back from her own lost weekend in a state of despair; there was no cause and effect there at all. And were her actions any less offenses against monogamy than his? She had, after all, fucked not one but two people on her casino weekend, suspended in pleasure between Martin and Cynthia. Phil felt no anger toward Petra — the month leading up to that weekend had been tense and hectic, with so much of the wedding planning making Phil question whether it was worth it, and he had no doubt Petra felt some of that doubt, too. His weekend with Jessie had made him appreciate Petra more — the stability and comfort of being with someone he knew and loved so well — while also reminding him of the thrill of new lust. If only Petra had experienced that thrill instead of whatever strange emotions had actually overtaken her ...

Phil made a wide, sweeping turn away from Lake Nakanawidah and pointed his skis back toward Makanogin and the Blue Haven Retreat.

#

The climb up from Lake Makanogin to the lodge was less steep than the descent, but it was long. Phil's thighs burned and his ankles ached by the time he pushed himself up the last few yards and stood on level ground below the lodge. Snow had started to fall as he started his climb: fluffy fat flakes at first, but now a squall blew against his face, the icy shards stinging his cheeks.

He looked up at the big window on the second floor of the lodge, where he was sure Jessie's studio was located. Petra had mentioned the view of the lake when she described it after her second visit, when there was enough light to see past the trees. A warm glow emanated from the glass, golden against the dark wood of the lodge and gray swirling snow in the air; the light caught flakes in flight, making them sparkle. Phil ducked his head against the wind and pushed along the trail back to their cabin.

He was surprised to find that Petra still wasn't back from her appointment; he had been on the trail for at least two hours, and he was sure Petra had left not long after he set out. But there was no sign that she had been back — her robe was draped across the chair by the stove, her coffee mug sat in the kitchenette's sink, and her boots were nowhere to be seen. Phil stripped off his coat and hat, pulled off his boots, and headed upstairs, calling Petra's name as he climbed.

Once at the top of the stairs, Phil felt the heat his climb from the lake had generated. His long underwear shirt was soaked with sweat, and his head felt a little dizzy from the exertion. He pulled off the wool sweater he was wearing under his coat, and his long underwear shirt, tossing both into the corner, and sat bare chested on the chair by the wood-burning stove.

Out the window, he could see nothing but swirling snow and the dark blur of the forest. He knew that Lake Makanogin would be visible on a clear day, and if he looked out far edge of the window, he might catch a glimpse of Lake Nakanawidah on a clear winter day, when the birch trees had lost their leaves and the pines were weighted down with heavy snow. Today, though, the little lake might as well have been on the far side of the moon for all the visibility the swirling snow allowed, just like that summer weekend was ages removed from this cold winter day.

Phil felt his cock stir at the memories of those sunny days on Lake Nakanawidah, and sighed. Ever since coming home from that trip, he had felt his libido running hot, and with Petra's breakdown after her own weekend, there had been no relief but his own hand. For the first few weeks he had resisted the temptation to stroke himself to release, focusing on Petra's emotional needs: he wanted to be gentle and loving and patient, understanding that physical release was not as important as emotional connection, willing to wait for Petra to sort out her feelings.

But one weekend morning when Petra was still asleep and Phil felt the urge for climax at its strongest, he had finally relented. He had locked himself in the bathroom, pulled up a porno clip on his phone that had been lodged in his mind since he had stumbled on it years ago — of a curvy brunette, who looked a lot like Petra, standing on a staircase while being fucked from behind — and in less than five minutes filled his hand with what felt like a gallon of hot cum. His face burned red with shame afterward, but he quickly fell into a pattern of a daily wank — he considered it "maintenance masturbation," not necessarily something to be enjoyed, but something that his body required to let his mind focus on other things.

Of course, he did enjoy it, from time to time; if he had the time and privacy to indulge, these sessions were far more than maintenance. He had discovered some new things about himself, and his cock, since the summer. Different patterns of pressure to the head, speeds on the shaft, gripping his balls and pressing a finger into his perineum to delay ejaculation, letting the pressure build and build until the release overwhelmed his senses ...

Phil unbutton his snow pants, pulled down his jeans, and lifted his ass so he could slide his long underwear down past his knees. His ears were finely attuned to the sounds downstairs, listening for the creak of the door or the groan of a floorboard under a boot, but all he heard was the howling wind and the occasional clatter of icy snow smacking the window. His cock strained up from his crotch, hard and aching, but he kept his hands by his sides, letting his penis bounce against his belly as he closed his eyes and let his mind wander.

Many of Phil's maintenance masturbation sessions relied on porn; he had a handful of favorite stars and clips that were guaranteed to help him finish quickly so he could get on with his day. But when he wanted to feel real pleasure, he relied almost exclusively on his imagination. Jessie and Lake Nakanawidah frequently appeared in his fantasies, especially skinny-dipping in the lake and fucking on the shore. So, too, did memories of happier times with Petra. Sometimes he imagined the snatches of stories he had heard about Petra's casino weekend: he imagined himself in place of Martin, hammering Petra from behind while she buried her face between another woman's legs, often as not Jessie appearing in that role. Or visions of Madeline, Petra's friend who had supposedly arranged to be the center of a gangbang that weekend; he had pictured himself having a turn with her enough times, his hand wrapped around his cock and his head thrown back in ecstasy, that it had been difficult to meet her eyes at the wedding, where she was one of Petra's matrons of honor.

This morning, upstairs in the cabin, it was Lake Nakanawidah that came to mind, but this time he was riding Petra on the shore while Jessie watched, fire in her eyes and fingers plying her pussy. And then he was on his back, the sun hot on his legs, while Petra rode his cock and Jessie rode his face; he could almost taste her warm musk, feel her thighs pressed against his cheeks as she came, howling with passion that echoed across the water. Phil squeezed his eyes shut and wrapped a hand around his balls while he stroked, delaying the inevitable explosion. The head of his cock tingled as his climax approached, and he felt the color rising in his chest.

A slamming sound downstairs made him stop, just on the verge of climax, his voice catching in his throat as he croaked, "Petra? Is that you, baby?"

He struggled to push his cock down as he slid his long underwear up to his hips, and he almost tripped on his snow pants around his ankles when he stood. He kicked free of all but his long underwear and hurried to the stairs, his hands over his crotch trying, and failing, to obscure his still-raging erection.

There was no one downstairs; the door was shut tightly, and there was no sign that anyone had entered the cabin since his return. With his heart racing, Phil looked out the window above the sink in the kitchenette, and saw a pine bough on the tree beside the cabin scraping against the siding in the blustery wind. He laughed, feeling his pulse calm, but his cock stayed uncomfortably hard. In the last six months Petra had yet discover his habits, and he had no desire for that to change now.

"Sauna," he mumbled to himself, stumbling back toward the stairs. "A little time at the sauna would be a better way to relax ..."
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Heat and Steam


Jessie stumbled away from Petra, reaching out for the wall to steady herself. Her wrist ached from her efforts, and her pounding heart filled her ears. Petra lay panting on the table, face down, arms thrown wide and a blissful smile on her lips. In the filtered light streaming through the window, Jessie could see the wet stain on the sheet where Petra had let down a flood of nectar in her climax, and the diamond glitter of wetness in the wisps of raven hair that circled her channel. Jessie's belly ached with desire, but her head was a clattering box of conflicting emotions: arousal and fear, shame and pride, vied for dominance.

"Oh god, Jessie," Petra sighed, flexing her toes and digging her fingers in the sheet on the table. "God, that was amazing ..."

"I'm sorry," Jessie croaked, a hand on her chest; her heart banged against her sternum like a terrified bird in a cage. "I'm so sorry ..."

Petra raised herself on her elbows and shifted onto her side, looking at Jessie with a satisfied smile. Her full breasts were a creamy white against the starker shade of the sheet, capped with firm, dark nipples. Jessie didn't want to stare, but she couldn't stop herself.

"Why are you sorry?" Petra asked. "That was what I wanted — that was what I needed! I have never felt so ... anchored. Every nerve, Jessie, every nerve was alive and my head was swimming but I didn't leave, not for a moment, I stayed and I rode it and ... oh, god, Jessie, it was amazing!"

"It was too much," Jessie said. "It was ... I shouldn't have done that, it was too far, too much ..."

Petra beckoned with her hand, and with her eyes — it was her eyes, sparkling and alive, that pulled Jessie to the table. Petra reached out to take Jessie's hand, and Jessie let her, feeling her heart flutter when Petra laced their fingers together and then held Jessie's hand to her mouth, kissing it gently at first, and then letting her tongue tease the tender skin between Jessie's finger.

"I have never felt like that before," Petra said. "Never ever ever, never with Phil, never before Phil, never since ..."

"It was ... it was just a massage," Jessie said, wanting to pull her hand away, but also wanting to feel Petra's warm mouth on her flesh.

"It was amazing," Petra said, just above a whisper. She reached up to take Jessie by the elbow and pulled her closer. "Let me ... I want you to feel that, Jessie, let me make you feel what I felt ..." She moved her hand from Jessie's elbow to her hip and gave a gentle squeeze.

Jessie laughed and pulled away, but let Petra take her hand.

"That's the endorphin release talking, Petra," Jessie said, taking a deep breath. "You're the client, I'm the therapist, the touching goes one way and not the other."

"But — "

"But nothing. That was therapy, Petra, nothing more, nothing less. That was about helping you make sense of how your body feels during arousal, and how to keep your mind focused on the pleasure of the moment. I'm really glad it felt good, and now you need to take what you learned back to Phil and see if you can work together to make it part of your intimacy together."

A tear trickled down Petra's cheek, and she reached up to brush it away.

"But it was so good," Petra whispered.

She rolled onto her back, making the table creak, and covered her face with her hands. Jessie looked up at the ceiling, but not before seeing Petra's full breasts and curving hips, the lush tangle of black hair between her legs sheltering her delicate coral lips. Her heart fluttered again, a jolt of desire causing her pulse to quicken.

"Good," Jessie said, resting a hand on Petra's hip and bending down to touch the hands that covered her face. "It was supposed to be. And now you need rest, and probably a glass of water ..."

Petra laughed into her hands, then pulled them away to look up at Jessie. There were tears on her cheeks, but her eyes sparkled again and her lips curved up in a smile.

"If I'd known what you were going to do," Petra said, her laughter making her breasts jiggle, "I would have warned you that things can get pretty ... wet."

"I'm a little jealous of the floodgates opening up for you like that," Jessie said. "Phil's a lucky guy. But ... I think you should get dressed now."

#

Jessie stood at the window, watching Petra make her way through the swirling snow and back toward her cabin. She was little more than a dark shape against the gray and white of the storm, her coat lifted into crows' wings by the relentless wind.

For a moment, she was worried about getting home. The retreat center had encouraged employees to leave early, and Jessie had thought about canceling her appointment with Petra, but was very glad she hadn't, despite the storm in her mind. A couple of times this winter she had driven back to her cabin in the snow, slowly and cautiously, hands aching as she clutched the steering wheel.

The way the wind was blowing now, she didn't dare try to get home: there would be no way to see more than a few feet in front of the car. Better to wait until the wind had died down, and the snow had settled. The county was pretty good at plowing the main roads, and the retreat center had a plow service that usually cleared the parking lot soon after the roads were open. If the storm let up by suppertime, she would almost certainly be back at her cabin tonight.

Petra's reaction to her intimate touch had surprised and aroused Jessie. She knew she was flirting with the edge of the permissible — probably she had gone over a line, far over a line, and if Petra's reaction had been different, Jessie could well be looking for a new job. But she didn't think Petra was going to complain, even after she had gently, and reluctantly, rebuffed her advance.

And anyway, wasn't that what Jessie had wanted? Wasn't that what she had fantasized about, sitting on her couch, imaging the ways she could touch Petra? Hadn't she practiced the touches on herself, to delightful effect? Didn't she crave Petra's touch?

It had been so long ...

Jessie turned away from the window. The rest of the staff had left already, and the lodge felt big and lonely. She supposed she could spend the night in the studio if she had to; the kitchen staff had left food for guests who decided to ride the storm out, though she wondered how many would. Phil and Petra, she supposed, were in the same predicament, but the parking lot had been nearly empty when Jessie arrived that morning and there were no lights on in the other two occupied cabins. But thinking about Phil and Petra in their cozy cabin only made the lodge feel even bigger and lonelier.

"Sauna," Jessie said to herself, and felt her spirit lift a bit. She had discovered the mind-clearing benefits of a good sweat as soon as the weather turned cold in October. Jessie grabbed her coat and hat, flipped off the studio light, and made her way down the stairs.

#

Phil was surprised to find the sauna building unlocked and the stove humming behind the closed door of the hot cedar-lined room. He was sure that he would have to clear the snow from the doorway, unlock the building with his room key, and start up the stove while he waited in the vestibule for the sauna to heat up. There were footprints leading up the path to the building, though, quickly filling with drifting snow, a coat hanging on a hook in the vestibule, and a pair of women's boots near the door, the ice and snow on them turning to slushy water on the plastic mat.

He considered returning to the cabin and letting whoever had started the sauna have their peace. But the warm scent of cedar and the quiet buzz of the stove were too inviting, especially after pushing through the wind to get there. Phil set his boots by the door, hung his coat next to the one already on the wall, and went into the little changing room off the vestibule to put on his trunks.

The sauna building comprised the entry vestibule, a pair of changing rooms, a large open shower room, and the sauna room itself. There were shelves in the vestibule filled with soft white towels and a small steel refrigerator holding plastic bottles of water. Once changed, Phil grabbed a towel and two bottles of water, then pushed the sauna door open.

There was a strong scent of cedar in the hot, humid air. Three levels of benches stretched from wall to wall in the dark room. Phil could just make out the shape of a person in the corner of the room, seated on the highest bench, a white towel spread out beneath them. Phil made his way up the benches to the opposite corner and sat with his arms wide and knees apart, letting the steam and heat envelope him.

The heat transported him back to Lake Nakanawidah and his surprise summer fling with Jessie. It had been a hot weekend, in more ways than one; the warm weather had made it easy for them to spend their time together more or less naked: skinny-dipping in the lake, racing down the deserted trails, tumbling in a tangle of sweaty limbs in his tent. Phil felt his cock stiffen at the memories, and he shifted on the bench, lifting his knee to hide the bulge in his trunks from the person in the corner. He glanced in their direction, but couldn't tell if they had even noticed his arrival.

Phil closed his eyes and tried to push the images from his mind — devouring Jessie's pussy on the rock in the lake, carrying her piggyback along the trail with her soft skin against his back, that last fast, almost desperate fuck against her car as they said goodbye — but it was nearly impossible. Over the last few months, he had played those images over and over again in his mind, often while stroking his cock when Petra was away, and they had worn a groove in his brain. If there hadn't been a person in the sauna already, Phil would have been tempted to slip out of his trunks and attend to his erection; he had become his own best friend since that weekend, and sometimes, he feared, his own worst enemy.

"Why are you sitting way over there?"

The familiar voice jolted Phil from his reveries, and he instinctively clutched at the tail of the towel he sat on to try to cover his bulge. He heard a girlish giggle in the darkness.

"I've already seen it, Phil, remember? It's not a big deal. I mean, it's a big enough deal, alright, but you don't need to cover up on my account."

Phil looked over to see the person in the corner sliding toward him along the bench. As she emerged from the obscuring steam, he recognized Jessie: her blonde hair was dark with dampness, and she wore a pink bikini that bared her tummy glistening with sweat. She stopped a few inches from him — so tantalizingly close, so desperately far — and leaned back against the wall, feet spread apart and an impish grin on her red lips.

"Oh, fuck, Phil," Jessie groaned, her eyes closed and head tilted back, "it has been the wildest fucking morning and it's all because of your wife."

"Um ... sorry?"

Jessie's bare thigh brushed his hip as she shifted on the bench. Phil kept his eyes focused on the light above the door, as much as he wanted to watch the bead of sweat trickling from between her breasts and making its way toward her tummy.

"I need to tell someone about it," Jessie said, "but there's no one I can tell except you, and you're the last person I should be talking to after what just happened."

"You're clear as mud," Phil said. "And I'm definitely intrigued."

Jessie's eyes shot open, and she reached a hand out to grab Phil's knee; he gasped in surprise at her touch. She held her other hand up in front of his face and smiled at him, almost leering.

"Not twenty minutes ago," Jessie said, "I had two fingers inside Petra and she was coming like a volcano against my hand."

"Wow ... that's ... more than intriguing ..."

"Oh god!" Jessie moaned, squeezing Phil's knee. He felt his cock stir and pulled the edge of his towel into his lap. "What did I just do?"

She suddenly fell against him, her sweat-slick skin sliding on his, and pressed her face against his chest. Phil put his hand on her back and felt her shoulders heave with a sob. He held her body while she shook, running his hands over her back, her neck, running fingers through her wet and tangled blonde hair ...

When she looked up and moved her mouth toward his, Phil was more than ready to meet her lips. They tasted of salt and steam, puffy in the sauna's humid heat, soft as pillows when his tongue pushed them apart. Jessie climbed onto his lap, knees straddling his waist, and pressed against him, sweat mingling with sweat as their bodies crashed together.

"Oh, FUCK, Phil, I'm so fucking horny," Jessie gasped, hands pulling desperately at the waistband of his trunks.

Phil flashed back to the night at Lake Nakanawidah when she came to him, terrified of a sound in the darkness, and climbed into his sleeping bag, quivering with fear and desire. She was quivering now, too, though not with fear. He lifted his hips from the bench and helped her pull his trunks down, his cock springing free, hard and hot, between them.

"I missed your touch," Phil groaned into her ear as he felt along her back for the clasp of her swimsuit top. When he found it, she shook her shoulders so the straps fell loose and pressed her bare breasts to his chest. Her nipples tickled his skin, hard as pebbles, and he grasped one between his fingers and tugged until she sighed into his mouth.

Jessie wrapped both hands around Phil's raging erection and slid them up and down his shaft, the sweat on her palms slippery. He pushed his fingers between her legs, shoving the bikini crotch to the side, and groped until he found her clit, hard and wet. She bit his lip when he flicked his finger against her sensitive nub and stroked his cock harder.

"After I made her come," Jessie said, lifting her hips so Phil could reach his hand deeper into her pussy, "she offered to make me come, too. Oh fuck, Phil, it was so wrong ... it was so wrong ... I wanted her to fuck me silly!"

"I want to fuck you silly," Phil growled, pulling desperately at her bikini. "I want to bang you until you can't walk and then bang you some more, I want my cock so deep in your cunt it will never come out!"

"Oh fuuuuck," Jessie groaned when Phil's fingers pushed inside her.

She lifted her ass and pushed against him, and he tugged at her waist band until her buttocks were bare, slick with sweat and tingling under his hand. Jessie propped a foot on the bench and shifted her hips until Phil was able to pull the bikini down past her knee, and then let out a triumphant shout when she pulled one leg free and spread her thighs above his cock.

She was so slick with sweat and nectar that Phil's cock was in her in an instant, and he held her by the waist as she leaned back, her hair brushing the bench below them. He pressed his hands into her back and she clung to his thighs as he lifted himself from the bench and began to fuck her with long, steady strokes, leaning his body back as a counterweight to Jessie's.

"Fuck fuck fuck fuck," Jessie chanted in time with his thrusts. She squeezed her eyes shut as a wave of pleasure washed over her. Phil shook beneath her as he roared with his own climax, thighs trembling.

#

The snow turned from flakes to icy shards as Petra made her way from the lodge toward the cabin, keeping her head down against the wind and her scarf pulled tight around her neck. The spinning storm outside was no match for the storm roiling in her head, though; her emotions were buffeted by wind from all sides, and she was dizzy with the raging battle between desire and confusion.

She approached the path leading to the cabin, and then paused. The windows were dark and there were no tracks leading to the door, though she supposed wind could have obscured any that had been left since the snow started to fall. Phil was probably still out on the trails; she wasn't terribly worried about him — he relished difficult weather and arduous adventures, and was almost certainly enjoying the challenge. Petra enjoyed neither difficulty nor ardor when it came to the outdoors, and a cozy seat by the fire and a cup of cocoa beckoned.

But that cozy seat came with time alone in her own head, and right now that wasn't a place Petra wanted to be. Sitting and thinking would mean sitting and feeling, and she didn't know what she felt. Her cheeks glowed when she thought about how she had felt under Jessie's hands, surrendering to her touch. The sting of her palm against her ass had been a strange and delightful pain, a delicious discomfort that anchored her to the massage table like a golden chain. Petra bit her lip and compared that sting to the sting of the icy wind on her face, and decided that she much preferred Jessie's hand.

She turned from the snow-covered path to the cabin door and continued along the road that led past the other cabins in the loop. When they arrived, two of the cabins were occupied; they had seen the older couple from the cabin next door at dinner at the lodge, but hadn't spied the second set of guests at all. Now both of those cabins were as dark as her own, and the only cars she had seen in the parking lot were Phil's and Jessie's.

Loneliness suddenly washed over Petra, a profound and deep feeling of seclusion. She missed Phil, even though he was almost certainly only minutes away; and she missed Petra, and ached at the rebuff she had given when Petra offered her affection.

"'Endorphin release,' my ass," Petra muttered under her breath. The connection she felt with Jessie — the tingling desire that tickled her belly when Petra thought of her — had been heightened by climax, certainly, but it had preceded Jessie's intimate touch as well. And there had been something in Jessie's face, something in the way her eyes sparkled when she stood beside the table with her hand on Petra's hips, that told Petra that she felt something more than 'endorphin release,' too.

But as soon as Petra considered her feelings for Jessie, confusion mingled with her desire. While she had been attracted to women before, Petra had always written it off as some other feeling: admiration, respect, maybe a little idol worship. Memories of Cynthia suddenly washed over her — dark and beautiful Cynthia, glorious and monstrous at the same time in the flickering candles, her powerful thighs pressed into Petra's face as she lay prostrate before her, Martin pounding her from behind. It wasn't Martin who attracted her — he was like a lure that Cynthia had somehow dangled before her to draw her close before enfolding Petra in a terrible embrace. Petra shivered, and not only from the cold; but Jessie was nothing like Cynthia, Jessie was the bright sun to Cynthia's darkness, and she had dispelled Cynthia's enchantment with her clever fingers.

She looked up to find that she had walked beyond the loop of cabins and was approaching a small white and brown building that sat before the next cul-de-sac of cabins. A golden light burned above its door, struggling valiantly against the swirling snow. It was, she realized, the sauna — she and Phil had walked by it after dinner the night before, had thought about paying a visit to it, but then the warmth and inertia of the cabin had set in and she fell asleep instead.

The wind had blown drifts across the walkway to the sauna, but Petra thought she saw some tracks through the snow. She wondered if Phil had taken a detour from the ski trail, stopping at the sauna before returning to the cabin. It was the sort of thing he might do — experiencing the contrast of cold and heat would be the kind of invigorating sensation he would crave, especially after a stormy trek through the woods. If those were indeed tracks, Petra reasoned, they would almost certainly have to be Phil's. She pulled her scarf up around her face and turned into the wind, toward the sauna building's door.

#

"I think I heard the door," Phil said, slowing his pace. He was standing behind Jessie, hands on her hips and cock deep inside her, while the water from the shower poured down her back.

Jessie pressed her hands against the wall and pushed her hips back against Phil, moving them from side to side.

"I didn't hear anything," Jessie said, "and I didn't say you could stop fucking me."

Phil laughed, squeezed her hips, and resumed his thrusts. Jessie sighed, luxuriating in the warm water running over her skin. Fucking in the sauna had been fun, but a little intense, especially as their skin became more slippery with sweat and her mouth felt dry from the heat. The shower was much more relaxing, and she felt like she could fuck forever under the falling water. She closed her eyes and pressed her forehead against the tiles.

"God DAMN it!" Jessie yelled when Phil paused again. "I said, don't STOP! I'm getting close and it's been a long —"

When Phil's cock slipped out of her and he staggered back a step with a gasp, Jessie turned her head. When she saw Petra's face, mouth agape and eyes wide, Jessie closed her eyes and whispered, "Fuck."


[image: ]
Cold and Ice


"Iam not staying here one more minute!"

Petra was flinging clothes into her suitcase, sweeping up her toiletries into her arms, and tossing the blankets from her bed when Phil came upstairs in their cabin. He had left Jessie sitting against the shower wall, her face in her hands, running out into the snow with his boots untied and his coat open, unconcerned about the snow stinging his face. When he came upstairs, Petra's face was red, her black hair was a wild tangle, and her eyes gleamed with rage.

"Baby," Phil said, trying to keep his voice as steady and calm as possible, "the storm ..."

"Fuck the storm!" Petra yelled, flinging a shampoo bottle at Phil's head. He ducked and heard it smack into the wall behind him. "Fuck the storm, and fuck you, and fuck Jessie, too!"

She threw her conditioner and soap, toothbrush and toothpaste, into her bag and slammed the lid. Then she turned to look at Phil, jaw set and eyes raging.

"But I guess you already did fuck her, didn't you?" she said, voice dripping with angry sarcasm. "I hope it was good, you fucking asshole."

"Baby, you don't understand, last summer when you ... when we ... when I ..."

"When what?"

Phil collapsed on the chair beside the stove and held his head in his hands. After being caught in the sauna shower, there was really no point in being coy or evasive. There was no denying anything, not after Petra had caught him balls-deep in Jessie.

"Last summer," he began again, "when you were at the casino, and I went on that camping trip ... I met Jessie up here."

"Wait, so you knew her already? You told me you were going camping to get a little quiet time, but it was really to go fuck some bimbo?"

"No, not that, not at all! I didn't know her before the camping trip. It was the first time I'd met her, she needed help setting up her tent, and, well ..."

"'Setting up her tent' — I've never heard it called that before."

"It was completely innocent! At first. Things didn't get out of hand until later ..."

Petra turned her back to him and sat on the tousled bed, arms folded across her chest.

"And you're just now telling me this?" she asked.

Phil stood and slowly approached her, hands out in front of him.

"I wanted to tell you," Phil said, "but after everything with the casino, it never seemed like the right time."

"I told you everything," Petra spat, flinging a pillow at Phil. He caught it in his arms and took a step back. "Every humiliating detail, every touch and tingle and caress, all the things they did to me and the things I did to them, and then my ... fuck it, whatever it was that happened to me, I told you all about it and you told me nothing!"

"There wasn't ... I wanted to tell you, but I didn't know ..."

"You didn't even lie to me," Petra said. "What you did was worse than a lie. You let me think I was the only one who was unfaithful, the only one who gave in to temptation; I thought that what happened to me was punishment, that I deserved it for fucking Martin and Cynthia, for enjoying it until it almost killed me! You let me think you were innocent, you asshole, that I was the only one who cheated!"

"But baby, I couldn't ..."

"Don't you 'but baby' me, asshole," Petra said. She sprang from the bed, looking for something else to throw at Phil, and finding nothing, she waved her arms at him instead. "If you had said, 'I fucked this chick at the lake that weekend,' if you had told me about Jessie when it happened, then I wouldn't have been carrying this guilt in addition to ... whatever fucked up shit happened to me! The guilt made it so much worse, it poisoned my brain and tore at my guts and made it so I couldn't even sleep, and there you were, snoring away like the cat that ate the fucking canary, like the cat that fucked the girl at the lake, so content and satisfied with yourself. How the fuck could you sleep?"

"Baby," Phil said, holding his hands out to Petra, "you don't need to feel guilty, you didn't — "

"Fuck YOU!" Petra shrieked, swinging her fist toward Phil. He pedaled back, hands in front of his face. "I need to feel guilty, and you do, too! Take me home, right now, and don't you say another fucking word to me!"

Phil stumbled at the top of the stairs, almost falling. He held the banister as he backed his way toward the first floor, warily watching Petra, who stood with her arms crossed under her breasts and a look of wild rage on her face.

#

The snow was falling so hard, so fast, that Phil couldn't see the car in the lot until he was almost on top of it. He reached for the door handle, pushing snow away with his ungloved hand; a drift tumbled from the roof and fell across his feet when he tugged. He reached under the passenger seat for the brush and scraper, knowing that they were insufficient for the job at hand.

Phil brushed and scraped for several minutes, feeling the wet chill in his bare hands; snow slid down the back of his neck, trickling along his spine with icy fingers. The snow he removed was replaced almost as fast as he could brush it away, and he felt the snow piling up around his ankles. Even if he could clear the car enough to drive, he thought, it would be almost impossible to see out the windshield, and the roads would be invisible under a blanket of impenetrable white. At best, they might reach the highway before getting stuck in the snow, but the highway was almost certainly going to be closed by now. Leaving now was insane; but it was an insanity he accepted as a necessity.

He let the brush dangle at his hip and looked around. The swirl of snow hid the world from him beyond a few feet, but he thought he saw another car in the lot, an indistinct, shadowy hulk beneath its own snowdrift. When he squinted, he was surprised to see a warm glow emanating from the dark shape, an interior light illuminating it beneath its icy cover.

Phil trudged toward the other car, keeping his own visible in the corner of his eye lest he lose its location. He had heard stories of people lost in blizzards just feet from safety, disoriented in the swirl of snow and the roar of wind; but maybe, he thought with some bitterness, it would be better to die out here in the parking lot, buried until spring under the chilly drifts, than to go back to the cabin, which was much colder and darker than the wintry night ahead promised.

He brushed away the snow on the driver's side window and tapped against the ice rimed glass with his hand. There was someone inside, hunched over the steering wheel, a small, dark shape. He tapped again, and again, until finally there was movement. A hand waved him off while the figure turned its back to him.

Phil tapped again, and then took a balled fist to the window, striking it until his hand hurt and the car shook. Then he pushed away enough snow to find the door handle and pulled; ice had seeped into the seams of the door, freezing it shut, and he had to strain to get the door to budge just a fraction.

The figure inside turned toward the door, and he felt the door pushed toward him. After a few moments, the ice lock cracked, and the door swung open, sending a cascade of snow falling from the roof to the ground.

"What the fuck do you want?" Jessie yelled. She had a stocking cap pulled low toward her eyes and her winter coat pulled tight around her shoulders; her breath steamed into white clouds as the cold air rushed into the car's cab.

"You can't stay out here," Phil said.

"The fuck I can't. I'll stay here if I want."

Her eyes were red and her face was puffy; she looked up at Phil with a rage that equaled Petra's.

"It's not safe," Phil said. "Your battery will go out if you're not running the engine, and the tailpipe will get clogged with drifts if you are. You're not going out on those roads, there aren't any roads tonight. Come inside with me."

"Fuck that. I'm not going anywhere with you."

"Please? Just until the storm stops. It's safe."

"Hah!" Jessie barked. "Define safe. I don't think it's especially safe for you, Petra's going to smother you in your sleep if you go back. And I think she'd stab me without a second thought."

"I'd rather have you stabbed than frozen or asphyxiated."

"I'd rather none of the above."

"I don't think that's an option."

Jessie slammed the door shut and pounded her fists against the steering wheel. Phil pressed his hands against the window and waited, then pulled at the door again.

"Okay, fine," Jessie spat, pushing the door open hard enough to almost knock Phil off his feet. She fumbled against the steering column for the keys, then plunged the parking lot into darkness when she pulled them free. "I'll go in, but not happily, and you should think about making yourself an igloo for the night."

"I'd probably do a quinzee," Phil said, "they're a lot faster to build."

"Sounds like some fucking Boy Scout shit," Jessie spat as she slammed the door shut and pushed through the blowing snow toward the cabin.

#

Petra refused to come downstairs, and Jessie sat next to the downstairs stove in her coat and hat, her back to Phil. Phil turned on the radio, listening to a litany of highway and business closures — everything from Zenith to Wasconaway and all the way south to the city was shuttering and hunkering down for the storm — and began making hot chocolate on the burner in the kitchenette. He could at least ply them with cocoa, he thought; if their hands were full of hot mugs, they'd be less able to stab him.

"I'm sure the storm will pass in an hour or two," Phil said, "and they'll start plowing tonight. We'll probably all be out of here before noon tomorrow."

Jessie made some sort of grumbling noise and pulled her coat tighter around her shoulders. Phil approached her with a cup of cocoa and asked, "What was that? I couldn't hear ..."

"I said, 'fuck you,'" Jessie said, looking up with a face full of thunder. But she took the mug from him and sipped the rich, steaming cocoa, which Phil took as a good sign. "That's my only message for you from here on out. Fuck you, Phil. Fuck you."

Phil sighed and retreated to the kitchenette, where the little pot of cocoa on the burner was starting to bubble. He switched it off and poured another cup.

"I'm really sorry about how this all turned out," Phil said. "If I'd been up front about it from the start ..."

"I can't believe you didn't tell her," Jessie said. "That's fucked up."

"I know." Phil pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes. "It just ... after everything that happened to her at the casino."

"I'll bet if you'd told her about us," Jessie said, "she wouldn't have been as upset about the casino experience."

"Maybe? But there just never seemed like a good time."

"There's never a good time," said Jessie. "If you wait for the right time, it'll never come."

"I wish I was half as brave as you."

"You don't have to be brave, Phil, you just have to do the right thing. Petra loves you. Now bring her that cocoa before it gets cold."

Phil took a deep breath and nodded. He was halfway up the narrow staircase when the lights went out.
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Sparks Rekindled


The wind had not died down an hour later, and with the lights out and the cabin plunged into darkness, they could feel every draft around the windows and door as winter did its best to force its way inside. Phil laid towels across the windowsills to block the wind and stoked the fires in the two stoves, nervously eying the dwindling stack of firewood by the front door. He had enough fuel for the camp stove to last a couple of days, he thought, if they were careful, and he found a few candles in the drawers. If he could get to the lodge, there were probably more than enough supplies, but right now he was mostly worried about the wood.

Petra huddled on the bed upstairs under a pile of blankets, her face turned to the wall. Phil went up occasionally to check on her, holding a candle over his head for light; her cocoa went cold with barely a sip taken, and she refused to acknowledge his presence even when he touched her shoulder and made sure her feet were covered with the comforter.

"What time is it?" Jessie asked when Phil came downstairs. She had moved to the couch, still in her winter coat, with a blanket covering her feet.

"Almost four o'clock," Phil said. "It looks like midnight out there."

"I'm not optimistic that the plows are going to come through tonight," Jessie said.

"Neither am I. I think we're here at least through most of tomorrow."

"Yippee. I can move to the lodge, you know; I can stay in the studio, you won't even know I'm there."

"You'll freeze," Phil said. "It's easier to keep the cabin warm than the lodge — I didn't see any wood stoves."

"There's a fireplace in the dining room."

"You're staying here. I don't think it makes sense to split up. We need more firewood, though; that pile by the door isn't going to last through the night."

Phil got up and retrieved his snow pants and coat from the rack by the door. He patted his pockets and found his hat and gloves. There was a headlamp in one pocket, and he clicked it on and off to check the battery before tugging its strap over his forehead.

"Where are you going? It's freezing out there," Jessie said.

"It's only going to get colder," Phil said, sitting on the bench by the door, slipping on his ski boots and pulling the laces tight. "I saw a woodshed on the back side of the lodge."

Jessie got up from the couch and walked over to the camp stove sitting on the kitchenette counter.

"Is that the same stove you had at Lake Nakanawidah?" she asked.

"It is."

"Then I'll set up cocoa for when you get back," she said, leaning down to kiss the top of his head.

#

Jessie stood at the window and watched until Phil disappeared into the swirl of snow, his dark shape growing fainter and fainter until the whiteness swallowed him up. The lodge was only fifty yards or so from the cabin, but in the wind whipped blizzard it might as well have been miles.

She went to the wood stacked by the door and selected a few small pieces; she wasn't sure that the wood was actually going to run out before morning, and suspected that Phil was avoiding the cabin: better a raging blizzard than a pair of hurt, angry women. Jessie put a piece into the stove and watched it catch fire. Then she tucked two pieces under her arm and made her way up the stairs, ascending into darkness.

The only light upstairs came from the slits in the stove grate and a single candle on the windowsill between the beds, the wax dripping toward the floor and the flame guttering as the wick neared its end. Jessie knelt by the stove and added the wood; the fire had burned down to glowing orange embers, and she waited with the door open until the wood flared with a satisfying crackle.

She sat on the floor, her back to the warming stove, and looked at the beds suspended from the walls. Petra's suitcase sat between them, lid open and clothes strewn about it. Both beds were a tousled pile of blankets, but as Jessie's eyes adjusted to the light, she could see Petra's shape curled up on one of them. Jessie crawled across the floor and sat on the other bed, watching the rise and fall of Petra's back under a dark blanket.

"Hey," Jessie whispered, "I just want to say I'm really sorry about what happened — all of it. There's no excuse, I knew it was wrong."

"Fuck you," came Petra's muffled response.

"Fair enough," Jessie said. "I'd probably say the same."

"I trusted you. I told you everything. And you went and fucked my husband, anyway."

"It's kind of hard to deny the facts," Jessie said. "I most definitely fucked your husband."

"And not for the first time!"

"I am undeniably a serial husband fucker," said Jessie. "A recidivist of the worst sort."

Petra rolled over; in the flickering light, Jessie could see tears on her cheeks and fire in her eyes.

"Do you think this is funny?" Petra demanded.

"No, I ... maybe a little?"

"What's funny about it?"

"What's not funny about it?" Jessie lay down in the tangle of blankets and looked across the narrow space between the beds. "I've spent the last two days obsessing about you and your story, Petra; I took a stack of books about tantric sex back to my cabin the night we met so I could try to unlock your secrets, and all it did was make me horny. But when you offered to get me off after today's session, did I live out my fantasies? No, of course not! I went to the sauna and fucked the wrong person." Jessie laughed. "I'm a fucking idiot, Petra."

Jessie saw Petra's shoulders shake, and for a moment she thought she was sobbing until she realized she was laughing, too.

"You're an idiot," said Petra, "I'm an idiot, and Phil's the biggest idiot of them all."

"Look at us, the Three Stooges, trapped together in a snowbound cabin. I can be Larry."

"I'll be Moe," Petra said, wiping the tears from her cheeks. "Which I guess leaves Curly for Phil."

"He could be Shemp," said Jessie. "He's got hair, after all."

"Still a stooge like us."

"I should have said 'yes'," Jessie said. "This morning, in the studio. I shouldn't have turned you down."

"Yeah, well, I shouldn't have offered," said Petra. "I was crossing a line."

"And I wasn't? I didn't just cross the line, I sprinted over it like I was winning a race."

"I'm glad you did," Petra said quietly. "It was pretty amazing."

"Good. Then maybe something positive can come out of all this stupidity."

"Come over here," Petra said after a long, deep breath, "and tell me about Lake Nakanawidah."

"Really?"

"But take off your coat," Petra said. Jessie saw Petra shifting under the blankets, and after a moment she saw Petra's jeans fall onto the floor between the beds.

#

"Sometimes," Jessie whispered into Petra's ear, her breath hot on Petra's neck, "fucking is just fucking." She ran her hand over Petra's breasts and down her belly; Petra shivered but didn't pull away. "Sometimes you just do it because it's fun, because it feels good, because you're both horny as hell ..."

When Jessie's fingers tugged at the waistband of Petra's panties, Petra shifted to face the petite blonde who was pressed against her in the narrow bed. Her lips grazed Jessie's, lightly at first, and then urgently; Jessie nipped at her lips with her teeth, and Petra responded with gentle nibbles of her own. "Horny as hell" definitely described how she was feeling right now.

"Is that how it was with you and Phil?" Petra asked, sliding a hand over Jessie's back and up under her shirt. The heavy cotton felt soft and warm on the back of her hand, and Jessie's skin felt smooth and hot against her palm. Jessie opened her mouth and coaxed Petra's tongue inside before answering her.

"I was scared," Jessie said. "We had a really nice time by the campfire but when I got back to my tent, it was so dark and quiet and I felt more alone than I've ever felt before. I could have been on the back side of the moon, the most isolated person in the universe, and the woods felt like they were going to eat me whole. When I heard something outside my tent, I ran, I ran as fast as I could, to Phil's tent. And I sure as fuck wasn't lonely for long."

Petra pushed against Jessie's shoulder and rolled over on top of her, pulling the blankets over them. The air in the cabin already felt icy cold, and she shivered as she straddled Jessie, knees against her hips, and let her weight fall against the smaller woman. Her nipples were stiff against her shirt, both from the chill and from arousal.

"And he didn't resist at all?" Petra asked, looking into Jessie's green eyes with a hard stare.

"No more than you're resisting," Jessie said with a grin. Petra gasped when Jessie reached between her legs to cup her pussy in her palm, but true enough, she didn't resist. Instead, she pressed her mouth against Jessie's and breathed in her warm, sweet scent while shifting her hips to give Jessie's searching fingers easier access.

This felt so different from that intense moment on the massage table, when Jessie had brought her to a hard and shuddering climax with two gloved fingers. That had been focused but also impersonal — Jessie had determined the fastest route to Petra's orgasm through her work in the previous two sessions, and had driven her over and through the sensual barriers that had been blocking her. That climax had been real enough, and fierce, making Petra quiver from head to toe and almost pass out from the intensity, but it was entirely utilitarian at the same time. Now Jessie's fingers were searching in a different way, seeking hidden paths to pleasure, stroking Petra slowly toward a state of buzzing arousal with playful pinches and gentle circles drawn across the dampening crotch of her panties.

Petra found the buttons of Jessie's shirt and worked her way down from her chest to her belly, fingers shaking as they parted the fabric. Jessie wasn't wearing a bra, and her small, firm breasts were the perfect fit for Petra's palms. Petra ran her thumbs across Jessie's pebble-hard nipples and groaned into Jessie's mouth with the firm, persistent pressure of Jessie's fingers between her legs.

"I rode him," Jessie whispered into Petra's ear as her finger pulled her panties aside and tickled Petra's quivering lips. "I pushed him down and grabbed his cock and rode him hard until I came, and then I rode him some more."

Petra moaned, picturing Jessie straddling her husband — not her husband yet, but soon enough, close enough ... — and slipping his hard cock into Jessie's cunt. She imagined the wet sound of skin on skin in the darkness, the smell of their sweat and their juices mingling in the still summer air, and when Jessie's finger slid into her channel, Petra clenched hard, trying to crush Jessie's hand the way she imagined Jessie's pussy squeezed around Phil's penis. That was on the first night, the night she met Martin at the casino's poker table and took her winnings in the form of a flirtatious drink; if Martin had pressed his advantage that night, if he had offered Petra a ride in the dark, she would certainly have taken the opportunity. Oh, how she would have ridden Martin that night, the way she was riding Jessie now as a second and then a third finger pushed inside her.

"Did ... did he come, too?" Petra gasped.

Jessie's fingers sought out the spot — the spot Petra had found herself after watching Martin's demonstration with Cynthia, the spot Jessie had found in their earlier massage session — and Petra felt her vision blur and her muscles quiver.

"He fucking filled my cunt with jizz," Jessie hissed. Her fingers fucked Petra hard and fast while Petra pushed against her hand. "I can't count the number of times he filled me ... his cum was leaking out of me all the way home."

Petra imagined the trickle of pearly semen dribbling from Jessie's pussy as she drove south to the city — did she touch herself as she drove, did she pull a strand of Phil's cum to her lips and taste its salty tang? Was Phil still hard, still thinking about his cock blasting its cum into Jessie's cunt, when she texted him that morning after her night with Martin and Cynthia?

"Oh fuck," Petra groaned against Jessie's neck, her hands squeezing Jessie's tits as she felt her climax approaching. "Oh fuck, Jessie, you bitch ..."

"That's right, I'm a bitch," Jessie spat, her other hand sliding between Petra's legs to find and flick her engorged clit. "I saw what I wanted, and I took it; I needed a hard, deep, passionate fuck, and that's what I got. What do you want, Petra? What are you going to demand?"

Petra felt her belly tighten and her legs shake. She could no longer hold herself above Jessie on her arms, and she collapsed onto Jessie's chest, low growls rising uncontrollably from her throat. She felt her pussy squeeze Jessie's fingers, the ripples of pleasure coursing from toes to tits, and she let out a long, quavering cry as she came. Her brain was abuzz with a lightning storm, repeating over and over and over, "What do I want? What do I want? What do I want?"

As her climax subsided, Petra slid her way down Jessie's body, lips and tongue tracing a long, wet line from Jessie's nipples to her belly button, to the thatch of blond hair tangled above her cunt. What she wanted, she realized as her tongue slid through the silken hair below Jessie's belly and began to seek Jessie's clit, was to make Jessie come harder than Phil had — she needed to prove herself as the superior lover, the person who understood Jessie's body as no other lover could. Her hands yanked Jessie's panties hard, almost tearing the damp fabric, and her mouth dove toward the warm, pungent musk of Jessie's cunt with Jessie's fingers wrapped in her hair to guide her mouth to her quivering core. Petra felt Jessie's belly ripple with laughter as her mouth found its target, and she didn't care. The laughter would change to moaning soon enough.

#

Phil leaned his skis against the cabin wall and dragged the makeshift pulk of canvas tarp and twine holding the bundles of wood up the snowy stairs. It had taken him about half an hour to figure out how to drag all the wood back to the cabin, and then he had sat in the entryway of the lodge watching the snow ride the wind, reluctant to return too quickly. He found a spot under the eaves where there wasn't too much snow and tucked most of the wood under the tarp, then brought one heavy bundle inside the dark cabin.

The air inside the cabin was warmer than the chill outside, but not by much; Phil could see his breath cloud in the dim light that filtered through the windowpanes. The fire in the stove in the corner had burned down to a few embers; Phil set a few pieces of wood inside and took the iron poker from its stand to nudge the glowing coals back to life. With a few puffs of breath, he soon had the flames curling around the firewood; he closed the grate and squatted by the stove for a few minutes, feeling the air begin to warm. He unlaced his boots and set them beside the stove.

There was no sound in the cabin but the crackle of the fire in the stove and the occasional shudder of the windows as a gust of wind shook them, but Phil had seen no tracks in the snow leading away from the cabin, so he assumed Petra and Jessie were upstairs. He imagined them huddled on opposite sides of the bedroom, each on a narrow bed, wrapped in blankets, the heat of their ire keeping them warm. Phil didn't relish going upstairs — they would be only too happy to turn their wrath on him as a common target of rage — but the bedroom stove was almost certainly cold. With a heavy sigh, he clicked his headlamp on, tucked some firewood under his arms, and mounted the stairs.

When he entered the bedroom, he was surprised to find the two twin beds empty and stripped. There was a nest of blankets and pillows in the space between the beds, and he saw a few strands of Jessie's blond hair on a pillow. He tiptoed around the pile of bedding, lighting the candles on the shelves with the lighter left beside one, and turned off his headlamp. The nest seemed large enough for two, though he was surprised that the two women would be willing to share it, even for the warmth of their combined body heat.

The stove at the end of the room was indeed cold, with barely a glow remaining. Phil balled up sheets of the newspaper stacked beside it and set up the firewood in the stove's box, soon coaxing a cheery orange flame with a flick of the lighter. He watched the flames for a few minutes, briefly mesmerized by their quivering dance as they licked at the logs, then sat in the arm chair beside the stove. Phil pulled the blanket draped over the back of the chair around his shoulders and tucked his knees under his chin, shivering a little in the chilly air as he settled himself.

The air in the cabin was nowhere near as chilly as the look Petra had given him the last time he had been upstairs to check on her. Nor, for that matter, as cold as Jessie's glare had been, though she seemed less angry when he set out on his mission. He had clearly erred terribly, but unwinding the thread to the first mistake made his head hurt. If he had come clean with Petra months ago, when he returned from his trip to Lake Nakanawidah, would they even be in this situation?

When Petra confessed the details of her casino weekend, he should have told her all about his own peccadillos, but Petra's response to her weekend — guilt, remorse, fear — had been so different from Phil's. The weekend with Jessie had been so easy and natural, playful and passionate at the same time, that he had trouble feeling any regret for it. If Petra's response to the casino events had been, "And it was a lot of fun," then Phil would have felt comfortable telling Petra about Jessie; they might even have found ways to make their own love life more interesting and exciting as a result of their experimentations. But Petra had been so devastated with what happened at the casino that Phil didn't dare mention his weekend with Jessie until it was far too late.

Phil pulled the blanket tight around his shoulders and shivered. His arms and legs ached from pulling the load of firewood behind him on his skis, and from the cold; the little stove was starting to get warm, but it had quite a battle ahead of it to defeat the icy chill of the bedroom's air. As predicted, the snow had stopped, but the cold wind had swept quickly behind it. The windows rattled and he could hear icy sprays of snow hurled against the glass like sand.

His exhaustion and the growing warmth pulled Phil down into the well of sleep. He shifted his knees and pressed his head into the back of the chair, trying to get comfortable, but knowing that he would soon drift off no matter how contorted his seat on the chair, doomed to wake stiff-limbed and aching.

"Are you really going to sleep out there?"

Phil wasn't sure if the voice he heard was in the cabin or in a dream. His foggy brain struggled for a moment, but he was in free-fall toward sleep and all he could do was a make a sound that was half grunt, half snore.

"It's warmer in here," said another voice. "You should join us."

Phil felt a hand tug at his foot, and he startled awake. In the dim glow of the candlelight, he saw Petra looking up at him, her tangled black hair framing a smiling, flushed face. He realized that he hadn't a smile like that — its warm glow, its playful curve — in months; even at the wedding, which she had worked so hard to plan, that smile had never made an appearance, Petra's face locked into a determined, jaw-set scowl the entire night. That smile almost convinced Phil that he was dreaming.

"Please," Petra said, her other hand joining the first on his foot, tugging at his heavy socks. "Join us."

Phil blinked and shrugged, trying to rouse his sleepy brain. He looked across the room, and in the shadowy light he saw Jessie's face looking up from the nest of blankets and pillows, her eyes glinting in the candles' flicker. A bare arm emerged from the blankets and beckoned toward him.

"Hurry up," Petra said, a tone of annoyance creeping into her voice. "It's cold."

That annoyance was what convinced Phil he wasn't dreaming — there had been a tone of annoyance in Petra's voice all summer and fall and well into winter, a measure of the gap between what she needed and what Phil was delivering despite his best efforts with the constant barrage of chores and projects she delivered to him. But there was a difference to this annoyance, a playful quality, as if he were a balky and standoffish oaf being invited by a nymph to play a frolicsome game. Phil brought his feet to the floor and sat up.

Petra was making her way back toward Jessie and the blankets; she threw a smile over her bare shoulder and pushed her hair out of her eyes. Phil saw that she was naked, her pale skin casting a glow when the candlelight played across her back and ass, and he felt his cock stir.

"Get out of those clothes," Jessie said from the blankets, "and hurry the fuck up, it's a lot warmer down here!"
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Embers Aglow


Petra watched Phil throw off his shirt and pull down his long underwear. There was something comical about the way he struggled to pull his feet free of the cuffs, his stiff cock bouncing against his belly as he hopped from foot to foot, and she stifled a laugh against Jessie's shoulder. Jessie ran her fingers through Petra's hair and joined her in the quiet giggle.

"Leave your socks on," Jessie called to him. "I've heard that people who fuck with their socks on in the winter fuck for longer, and we need you to last all night."

Petra laughed out loud at that and playfully pinched Jessie's ass. Jessie let out a yelp and rolled over to tickle Petra's armpit, making Petra squeal. She peeked out from the blankets to see Phil approaching, wearing nothing but his wool socks, erection straining with desire. He was smiling, but it was a slightly puzzled smile.

"I'm not complaining," he said, kneeling beside the nest of blankets, "but this is a little surprising ..."

"Shut up," Jessie said, reaching out to hook an arm around his neck. "I still think you're an asshole, and so does Petra, but it's cold and we've made up, so there's no point in you being out there when you could be in here making yourself useful."

She pulled him down into the nest of blankets, and he slid against Jessie and drew the covers closed behind him. Petra leaned across Jessie, her breasts against Jessie's arm, and put her hands on Phil's cheek, drawing his face close to hers. When her lips met his, she felt a jolt that had been lacking for months, and an aching desire that she needed to have filled.

Jessie rolled under Phil and came up on the other side of him, letting him settle between herself and Petra. While Phil and Petra kissed, Jessie lay against his back, her hands running up and down his shoulders, her fingers stroking his back. She felt his firm, muscular ass against her belly and the warmth of his skin against her breasts. It had been so long since she'd shared a bed — or at least a pile of blankets — with a man, but the strangeness of feeling his firm, powerful body was quickly replaced with yearning. Longing radiated through her body, and she held herself tight to Phil while Petra stroked his face and pressed against him.

"It's been so long," Petra whispered against Phil's neck, "so long ... god, I thought I'd never be here again, in your arms, against your body ..."

"Do you two want some privacy?" Jessie asked, propping her chin against Phil's shoulder and looking at Petra in the dim light. "I can sit this one out ..."

"No!" Petra said, surprising herself with her forcefulness. "No," she repeated, a little softer. "I want you with us, with me ... I need you ..."

Petra reached a hand out to touch Jessie's cheek. Jessie held her fingers and pressed them to her mouth, eyes closed. A tingling buzz ran up Petra's arm at Jessie's touch.

"I want you, too," Jessie whispered. "I want you both ..."

Phil rolled toward Jessie, taking Petra's fingers from her to kiss them himself and then taking Jessie's hand and pressing her palm to his lips. His tongue traced a soft, wet line toward her wrist, and Jessie groaned; she remembered how that tongue had felt in the summer heat on Lake Nakanawidah, licking her delicate folds as the sun shone on her back. Here in the cold cabin air, under the warm blankets, his tongue brought the summer back to her.

Petra leaned over Phil, her breasts pressed against his arm, and kissed Jessie's mouth, then Phil's. The three of them rolled into the blankets, a tangle of limbs and hands and mouths, breasts and pussies and cock. Fingers groped for Jessie's melting core — whose she couldn't tell, but they were doing a good job of finding the places that needed to be touched. She reached out, too, stroking warm skin, feeling silky hair and coarse stubble, stiff cock and soft cunt. A finger found the nub of Jessie's clit, and she pushed her hips against it, groaning in delight.

"You first," Jessie whispered as she climbed across Phil and wrapped her arms around Petra. "I need him to fuck you first, and I need to hold you while he does it."

Phil suddenly pushed Petra against Jessie, hard enough that Jessie gasped, and pressed his mouth against hers. Petra melted back into Jessie's arms, her back pressed into Jessie's breasts, Jessie's hard nipples brushing her spine. Jessie caught her breath and wrapped her arms around Petra's waist then slid her hands over Petra's belly, her fingers finding the tangle Petra's soft bush. Phil knelt between Petra's thighs, his cock pressing into her belly; Jessie found his shaft with her hands and pressed her fingers against it, holding against the warm, soft skin below Petra's navel.

"Oh god," Petra moaned, her arms reaching back to find Jessie's face. "God, Jessie, I ... I don't know, I don't know if I can do this ..."

"You can do this," Jessie whispered into her ear. Her hand slid between Petra's legs, finding her wet and warm and opening to Jessie's fingers. "You're so ready for this, you're so wet, Petra, so wet ..."

Petra made a ragged gasp, lifting her ass to encourage deeper exploration. Jessie parted her labia and circled the entrance to her passage. Petra could feel Jessie's soft, thick bush against the small of her back, and the slickness of Jessie's thighs against her ass. She closed her eyes, felt herself melting into Jessie warm flesh, and suddenly cried out, terrified — it was too close to the feeling from the night with Martin and Cynthia.

"I can't," Petra said, her voice shaking. "I can't — if I do I'll disappear, I'll fall into the darkness and I'll never come out, I can't do it, it's too much!"

"Hush," Jessie whispered, stroking Petra's hair with gentle hands. "You won't disappear if I'm holding you. Feel my hands on you, feel my breath on you, stay with me, we're doing this together."

Petra shuddered, tears leaking from her eyes; Jessie brushed them away. Her fingers were soft but firm, and felt cool on Petra's burning hot cheeks. Jessie leaned in close and kissed Petra's neck.

Petra gasped when she felt Phil's fingers against her chin; she had almost forgotten he was there. His face was shrouded in shadow, but his eyes glistened in the candlelight. She reached out to touch his face, and felt tears on her fingertips.

"It's been so long," Phil whispered, "but I love you, Petra, more than you can possibly know."

"Oh god, Phil, I love you, too," Petra said, pulling his face to hers. His kiss was strong and insistent, his mouth hot with desire, and for a moment Petra thought that he was going to devour her, and part of her hoped that he would. She wanted to be swallowed and consumed.

Jessie's hands had returned to Petra's belly, and to Phil's cock. She grinned at Phil over Petra's shoulder, green eyes mischievous. Jessie gave Phil's cock a tug at the same time her fingers slid over Petra's mound and brushed her delicate lips. Petra groaned at Jessie's touch.

"Enough declarations of love from you two," Jessie said, her lips brushing Petra's ear. "It's time to fuck."

Jessie leaned against Petra's back and positioned Phil's cock at the entrance to her channel. Petra looked down at the purple head nestled in her tangle of hair, slick with pre-cum, and felt herself opening to her husband's shaft.

#

Suspended between Jessie and Phil, Petra watched her climax approach like a storm crawling toward a placid forest lake. It moved slowly, spreading up from her toes, building in intensity without ever quite crashing through. Jessie stroked her cheek, kissed her neck, and brought her hand to the point where she and Phil were united, fingers playing across both cock and cunt. Petra let herself fall into Jessie's arms.

"You're so beautiful," Jessie whispered, her mouth against Petra's ear. "So beautiful ..."

Phil's lips pressed hers, so hot they burned, then kissed across her cheek to Jessie's mouth. From the corner of her eye, Petra could see their tongues spar and tangle, and she heard Jessie sigh.

For a moment, she remembered Martin and Cynthia — the flickering candles above her transformed Phil's face into an unfamiliar mask, and she flinched and gasped. Jessie brought her back to the nest on the cabin floor with a kiss, whispering, "You're here, you're safe ..."

Petra teetered on the edge, her nerves singing and the tension building in her belly. Every thrust from Phil lifted her higher than she'd ever been, filled her to overflowing, but still the wave wouldn't crest. She felt tears on her face, and her jaw clenched in frustration.

"I'm so close," Petra gasped, "oh god, I'm so close ..."

Jessie ran her hands over Petra's breasts, lightly brushing the stiff nipples against her palms, and then pressed hard against Petra's belly. Petra clenched her muscles in response, wrapping her legs around Phil's hips. Her head fell back, mouth open, and Jessie's lips pressed against hers. When Jessie's fingers walked through the tangle of damp hair between her legs, Petra tensed, and when Jessie's hand pushed against her clit, pressed flat by Phil's groin as he ground against her, she felt the storm clouds open with a roar of thunder and a drenching downpour. She yelled into Jessie's mouth, shuddering and shaking between her lovers' warm bodies.

#

"Don't you dare come yet," Jessie hissed, holding Phil's face between her hands. "We've got some unfinished business to take care of."

Phil rolled off Petra, his cock bouncing off his stomach as he lay in the damp, tangled sheets, gasping like a fish plucked from Lake Makanogin. Petra rolled onto her belly beside him, nuzzling his neck, while Jessie clambered across them and straddled Phil's hips.

"I don't know how long I can last," Phil panted.

"You'll last as long as I need you to," Jessie said, lifting her hips as she lay on his sweat-slick body.

She reached back to find his cock, wet with Petra's nectar, and guided it toward her channel. Her cunt burned with desire and need and hungrily drew Phil's cock inside. Jessie groaned and wrapped her arms around Phil's head, and then began to slide herself along his torso, back and forth, her hard nipples brushing his chest and her engorged clit against his pubic bone.

Petra slid down, kissing as she moved, her mouth first on Phil, then on Jessie, tongue taking in their subtly different tastes, delighting in the salt and musk. She rested her chin against Phil's hip and watched his cock appear and disappear in the flickering candlelight, a shadowy shaft between Jessie's thighs. Her tongue flicked against Jessie's hip and she pressed her hand against Jessie's ass, feeling the muscles ripple as Jessie rode her husband.

"This is so beautiful," Petra whispered. Whether Jessie and Phil could hear her or not, she didn't care; she was absorbed by the wonder of it all, by the beauty of their fucking. The slick sound of Phil's shaft moving in and out of Jessie's channel, the glimmer of their sweat-shiny bodies in the dim light, the heat of their passionate friction, filled Petra's senses.

When Jessie arched her back, a howl turning to a scream as it shot from her belly to her open mouth, Petra squeezed her fingers into Jessie's ass. The power of her muscles astounded her; Jessie was riding her climax like a pole vaulter hurling herself over the bar, every muscle focused on the goal. Petra sat up and put her hands on Jessie's rippling back and looked over her shoulder at Phil, his face tight with concentration and then slack with relief.

Jessie suddenly collapsed, the tension pouring out of her body as she softened against Phil. Petra straddled Phil's knees, running her hands up and down Jessie's back and ass, and watched Phil's cock slip free. It pulsed against his thigh, one last trickle of pearly seed escaping the softening purple head. Petra sat back and held his shaft between her palms, coaxing its final fluttering climax before it went still in her fingers.
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Shouts and Echoes


Phil stirred in the nest of blankets, the smell of coffee tickling his nose. He stretched out his arm and felt warm, bare skin beside him; there was a warm spot in the blankets on the other side, but nobody next to him. When he opened his eyes and turned his head, he saw Petra's face, placid in sleep, her black hair fanned across the pillow.

As quietly as possible, Phil slipped from the blankets and crawled to the pile of clothes scattered on the floor, retrieving his long underwear bottoms and a t-shirt. The air was cool but not cold, the little stove in the corner crackling with fresh flames. He pulled on his clothes and crept downstairs, throwing a glance over his shoulder to make sure Petra was still asleep.

"Hey, sleepyhead," he heard from the kitchenette. Phil turned toward the voice and found Jessie, wearing blue panties and one of his flannel shirts, standing over his camping stove on the counter. She was pouring hot water over a filter suspended above a thermos, sending steam rising into the air. "I'm glad you've got the same stove as at Nakanawidah so I didn't have to figure out new gear before my first coffee."

"It smells great," Phil said, walking toward her. He stopped a few feet away, the thermos between them, and looked at her: her blonde hair shone in the morning light streaming through the window above the sink, and her smiling eyes sparkled. "You look great."

"And you look a little groggy," Jessie said with a laugh, watching the last of the coffee drip into the thermos before tossing the filter into the sink. "I hope we didn't wear you out last night."

Phil felt his cheeks redden, and he glanced away.

"I slept pretty well," he said.

"And snored like a fucking chain saw," Jessie said with a laugh. She pulled a cup down from the cupboard and poured dark, rich coffee into it. Phil took the cup and held its warmth in his hand, letting the aroma rise before taking a sip.

"I guess I do that sometimes ..."

"I'll have to coordinate better with Petra," she said, stepping around the counter and putting an arm around his waist. "We can probably keep you awake all night tonight, and sleep in shifts so your snoring doesn't bother us."

"That sounds ... delightful." Phil's cock stiffened in his long underwear at the thought of Jessie and Petra conspiring to keep him busy.

"Unless we decide to ignore you instead," she whispered, leaning into him and brushing his cheek with her lips. Her hand crept over his front, grazing his erection. "There are still some things I'd like to do to your wife that don't require your participation."

"You'll let me watch though, right?" Phil said. He turned toward Jessie, cupping her ass in his hands and lifting her onto her toes. Her belly brushed his cock, making it twitch, and she giggled.

"Only if you're a very good boy," she said, draping her arms over his shoulders and stretching up for a kiss.

"Do I smell coffee?" he heard Petra call from upstairs. "Come back to bed and bring coffee, I'm cold!"

Phil laughed and went to the cupboard to get another cup.

"You go up first and warm her up," Jessie said as she screwed the lid onto the thermos and made sure the stove was off. "I'll follow with the coffee."

#

Phil was lying on his side behind Petra, her head cradled on his arm and her bare ass pressed against his belly, when Jessie came upstairs with the thermos and the coffee cups. Petra reached behind herself, feeling under the blankets for Phil's stiff cock, and looked into Jessie's eyes as she slid the head across her opening to her channel. Jessie slid the chair close to the nest of blankets and sat, shirt falling open and legs wide, smiling down at the couple.

"You seem rested," Jessie said.

Petra grunted in reply as Phil's cock pushed into her. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Phil reached across to cup her breast, and then began a slow, steady rhythm against her.

"I slept like a rock," Petra said, lips parted in pleasure. "I haven't slept like that for months."

"A good fuck is the best relaxer," Jessie said. She draped a leg over the arm of the chair; Petra could see wisps of her tangle of blonde public hair beneath the thin blue fabric of her panties.

"Thank you," Petra sighed, "thank you so much ..."

"Shouldn't you be thanking Phil?"

"No, you're the one with the keys that unlocked me. Oh fuck, did you unlock me ..."

"That was the plan all along," Jessie said. "So, are we going to just sit around here all day and fuck, or have an adventure?"

"I thought the fucking was the adventure," said Petra. She lifted a knee so Phil could slip deeper into her, and groaned as the head of his cock brushed along her inner walls.

"Well, it's definitely part of the adventure." Jessie lifted her ass and slid her panties down, dangling them on the end of her toe while she ran her fingers down her belly and into her blonde curls. "When you finish up, let's go skiing."

#

The drifted snow parted before Phil's skis, leaving deep, parallel tracks behind him. Petra followed in his tracks, slower and sometimes struggling, her gait stiff. Jessie brought up the rear, keeping at Petra's pace, calling out encouragement when Petra's will seemed to flag.

The retreat center kept a few pairs of skis and boots in a shed near the lodge, and Jessie's key worked the lock. There was still no electricity, so they had to pull the skis out into the bright morning sun to find pairs that would fit Petra and Jessie. Jessie had done some cross country skiing in college, and when the snow fell at the Blue Haven, she had renewed her interest, taking a turn on the upper level of trails two or three evenings a week before heading home. Petra hadn't been on skis since a disastrous middle school phys ed class, and it took much cajoling, and promises of hot chocolate and foot rubs, to get her to lace up the boots Jessie had found for her.

Phil took the lead because he had brought his backcountry skis, better suited to breaking through the drifts that had blown over the groomer's marks and creating a trail Jessie and Petra could follow. He was happy to break a trail through the snow for them, the way they had broken a trail through the blankets and into passion for him last night. He was still puzzled at the turn of events — by rights, he should have been banished to the back seat of his car with an emergency blanket and extra socks last night, not tangled in the embrace of these two marvelous and mysterious women. But he wasn't going to ask too many questions right now; maybe this was another version of his lost weekend at Lake Nakanawidah, a moment plucked out of the flow of time and suspended in its own magical space. Except he didn't think of the Lake Nakanawidah weekend like that anymore; there were consequences still to be untangled, and a lost piece to fit into the puzzle of his life. Of their lives ...

"We have to go down that?" Petra asked, coming to a stop behind Phil, the tips of her skis sliding over the backs of his as she struggled to control her slide. They were at the tipping point of the hill above Lake Makanogin, the snow covered slope stretching broad and unblemished before them. "I'm going to break my neck!"

"Nah, you're good," Jessie said. She sidestepped out of Phil's tracks, sinking into the snow beside Petra. "You don't want to go straight down, you want to go side to side — kind of like tacking with a sail."

"I don't sail, either," Petra said. "I don't sail, I don't ski, I don't camp. I prefer indoor sports, thank you very much."

"And I like how you play indoor sports," Jessie said with a laugh, tapping Petra's ass with the end of her pole. "We'll play some serious indoor games when we get back to the cabin."

"So why don't we go back to the cabin now?" Petra asked, a pouty tone slipping into her voice. "It's a long way down, and we're going to have to come all the way back up!"

"The trail coming back is a lot easier," Phil said, though he remembered how tiring it had been to finish the climb. Maybe if they took a slower pace it wouldn't be too bad ...

"I'll help you," Jessie said, slipping the loops of her poles over her wrists and stepping behind Petra, her skis wide so they ran on either side of Petra's. She rested her gloved hands on Petra's hips.

"You need to point your tips together," Jessie said, "like a V, and bend your legs ... no, really bend them ... " She pushed a knee into the back of Petra's thigh, making to taller woman stumble forward until she stopped in a slight crouch. "Turn with your hips, and keep those skis together, and let me guide you."

"You'll get us both killed," Petra grumbled, but let Jessie push her forward until gravity caught them and they began to slide down the hill, Jessie keeping them angled so their descent was as slow as possible.

Phil watched them trace a slow, graceful zigzag through the snow, Jessie's hands steering Petra, who teetered and tipped but stayed upright. When they were about halfway down the hill, he pushed off with his poles, tucked himself over his skis, and shot toward the lake with the cold wind on his face and his skis whispering through the drifts.

#

"So this is the place?" asked Petra when they had passed through the stand of birch trees and emerged onto the shores of Lake Nakanawidah. The heavy snow last night had settled on the open lake, completely covering the rock on the opposite side and forming rifts and valleys in the gentle breeze. "It's awfully quiet in the winter."

"It was pretty quiet in the summer, too," Phil said, leaning on his poles and shielding his eyes from the glare of the sun on the ice.

"Except when I was getting eaten out on the rock in the middle of the lake," Jessie said, bumping Phil with her hip. "I'm surprised they didn't send a ranger up from Zenith to investigate."

"You are pretty enthusiastic," Petra said, smiling as she remembered Jessie's triumphant howl when she was shuddering in her arms last night under Phil's barrage of thrusts. Jessie's fearless lovemaking, and her ability to throw herself unrestrained into the moment, aroused her.

"I like to let it all out — the bigger the shout, the bigger the orgasm, right?"

"I guess," said Petra. "I'm always a little embarrassed by it. I don't like to lose control."

"No shit. That's about three quarters of your problem, Petra." She bumped Phil's hip again. "Am I right, Phil?"

"I will not be coerced into this conversation," Phil said, keeping his eyes on the lake, though a smile crept onto his lips. "As far as I'm concerned, Petra is absolutely perfect just the way she is, and you are, too, Jessie. An unrestrained Petra is a frightening proposition."

"I'll bet you could be a total whirlwind of passion if you let yourself," Jessie said. She slapped Petra's ass, the soft material of her snow pants muffling the sound. "A fucking fireball."

Petra felt her cheeks burning. She tried to picture herself as uninhibited as Jessie, demanding her pleasure and seizing her desires, rather than waiting patiently for satisfaction to come to her. At best, she felt silly expressing her enjoyment during sex; at worst, she felt shame, which crushed her pleasure and chased away any chance at climax.

"I don't think I've got that in me," Petra said, a little ruefully.

"Oh, bullshit," said Jessie. "You cut loose up in the studio — that was quite a howl you made. Not quite a scream, but it was plenty loud; it's a good thing the lodge was empty."

Petra laughed and hid her face behind her mitten.

"I wish I'd heard that," Phil said, lifting his skis to step closer to Jessie and Petra.

"I'll bet you do," Petra said, bringing both mittens to her face. "You'll just have to wait, though, to see if Jessie can make me do it again."

"I think I can," Jessie said, leaning in to find Petra's throat beneath her scarf. "And I'll bet Phil will help me."

"Teamwork is so important," Phil said, reaching an arm past Petra to pull Jessie closer. They tottered on their skis, and Jessie laughed when she almost toppled over.

"Let's hear a practice yell," Jessie said, pushing against Petra's shoulder to stand upright again.

"What, now? No way."

"Who's going to hear?"

"I don't know ... maybe there's someone on the other side of the lake?"

"There's nothing there but woods and bears," Phil said, "and the bears are all asleep."

"Well, I don't want to wake them up, do I?"

"I don't think even Jessie could wake up a hibernating bear," said Phil.

"I feel like you're giving me a challenge," said Jessie. "Or yourself. Come on, Petra, let out a yell, see if you can wake up a bear."

Petra shook her head and looked up at the clear, cloudless sky. "No way," she said.

"I'll go first, then," said Jessie. She threw her shoulders back and let out a roar: "FUUUCK!" she shouted, the sound reverberating across the icy lake.

"Pretty good," said Phil, putting his hand on Jessie's back. "Let me try." And he, too, let out a "FUUUCK!" that was a little louder than Jessie's.

"Nice," said Jessie. Then she slapped Petra's ass and said, "Your turn."

"I don't think ..."

"Come on," said Phil, "no one's going to hear but us, and we've already heard a lot."

"That's not really helping me feel less self-conscious," Petra said.

"It will be our secret," said Jessie, "just the three of us."

"Okay, okay ..." Petra closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and yelled, "Fuck!"

"Kind of pathetic," Jessie said, hands on her hips. "I feel a little disrespected, if that's the best you can do for me."

"Darn it ... okay, okay ..."

Petra breathed in, exhaled, breathed in again, and shouted "FUCK!" at the top of her lungs.

"Better!" Jessie said, tears trickling down her cheeks as she laughed. "Much better!"

"I think it would be better if we did it together," said Phil.

"Everything's better together," said Petra with a purr in her voice, then hid her smile behind her mitten. "God, you two are turning me into a filthy-minded floozy!"

"On three, then," Jessie said. "One ... two ... three ..."

The lake echoed their shout, and their laughter lingered in the breeze on Nakanawidah's shore as Petra, Phil, and Jessie turned back toward Lake Makanogin and the warm cabin that waited for them.
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Release


Phil's unshaven cheeks had a rough texture — not sandpaper rough, but bristly and a little ticklish against Petra's thighs. She wondered if she should encourage him to let his beard grow when this was all over so she could enjoy the changing texture. Would it come in silky and smooth like a cat's soft fur, or stiff and bristly? The contrast of the gentle scrape of Phil's face against her thigh and the smooth strokes of his tongue slipping through her thatch of hair made Petra purr and stretch into Jessie's arms.

Jessie cradled Petra against her chest, gently stroking her belly and kissing the crown of her head while Phil settled on his stomach, fingers joining his tongue in exploration. She moaned when Phil's tongue slid across her engorged button, and Jessie's fingers ran down the side of her face and into her mouth. Petra suckled gently at Jessie's fingers while Phil's lips circled her clit, drawing the stiff nub into his mouth. His fingers slipped inside — first one, pushing her channel open with gentle insistence, and then a second, opening her wide and sliding in and out with a persistent rhythm.

Petra reached for Jessie's neck and pulled her down for a kiss that started softly and grew increasingly desperate as Phil's mouth worked against her tender folds. Phil's tongue and lips were focused, finding the peaks and valleys of delight, while Jessie's hands roamed widely across her body, stroking nipples, brushing thighs, pinching shoulders. Pleasure vibrated through Petra's body, every nerve tingling and alive.

"Are you going to come for us?" Jessie whispered in Petra's ear. Her tongue flashed across the delicate lobe and traced a line along the ridge, making Petra sigh.

"Maybe," Petra said, eyes closed tightly and fingers tangled in Phil's hair. "If Phil keeps doing that, definitely ..."

"And are you going to come loudly?" Jessie asked.

"Maybe?"

Jessie pinched Petra's nipple hard enough that a burning jolt of pain shot through her, and she flinched against Phil, pushing herself hard into his mouth. When Jessie cupped her breast and gently stroked her still throbbing nipple, Petra groaned and leaned back into Jessie's arms.

"Loudly," Jessie said, her voice firm and demanding.

"Yes," Petra sighed, "loudly ... so loudly ... so ... fuck ... oh fuck ... oh ... FUCK!"

Jessie laughed, holding Petra against her breasts, as her cries became incoherent and her body shook in her arms.

#

Petra woke to a rumbling, scraping sound outside, distant but drawing closer. She slowly opened one eye and saw a yellow light flashing across the opposite wall, the curtains on the window above her casting dim shadows. There was no light yet from the sun — she glanced at the dim red numbers on the nightstand clock and saw it was just a few minutes past four thirty; there would be no sun for almost four more hours. Her breath condensed to a billow of smoke in the chilly air, and she snuggled deeper under the blankets, pressing back against the person beside her.

The person stirred, and she felt an arm drape across her bare belly. Petra ran her hand along the firm biceps and down the forearm with its downy hair. Phil, her mind whispered, and she pulled his arm tighter to her. Phil sighed against her neck, but didn't wake.

There was an absence on the side opposite Phil; Petra could feel the warmth a body — Jessie's body — had left on the sheets, but there was no Jessie when she put her hand out. Petra smoothed the still-warm sheets with her fingers and peeked out from her nest of blankets, peering into the shadowed room.

She could see a shape by the far window, and a reflection in the glass turned mirror-like against the dark winter morning. Jessie's face was a blur that floated on the dim snowscape beyond the cabin, her blonde hair fading into the white drifts and her eyes like dark stars. She had one of Phil's plaid shirts hanging loose on her shoulders and her palms pressed against the cold glass.

"The plow's coming," Jessie said without turning around.

"I heard it," said Patra.

"Part of me was hoping," Jessie said, "that it would never come. That we could just ... just stay here."

Petra could hear a quaver in Jessie's voice, and felt a lump forming in her own throat. She dabbed at her eyes, feeling the warm trickle of a tear sliding toward her cheek.

"I ... I kind of hoped that, too," Petra whispered. "You should come back to bed."

"I don't think I'm going to get back to sleep," Jessie said.

"Who said anything about sleeping?"

Jessie laughed and turned away from the window. Her eyes, Petra saw now, glistened with tears in the dim light. She made her way back toward the bed; when Petra saw how her hips swayed under Phil's shirt, she felt a flutter in her belly.

When Jessie slipped Phil's shirt off, the flutter in Petra's belly moved lower. Jessie's firm, athletic body seemed to glow in the faint light cast by the full moon. Petra's eyes devoured her high, small breasts, capped with dark nipples; the curve of her hips; the shadowy gap between her thighs, with the blonde tangle of hair sprayed across her mound. She lifted the blankets to invite Jessie in, and Jessie accepted the invitation with a smile, slipping quickly under the covers and embracing Petra with a shiver as the blankets fell across her back.

"It's going to take him all morning to clear the parking lot," Jessie said, stroking Petra's hair.

"I hope he takes his time." Petra kissed Jessie's clavicle and stroked her back, delighting in the soft, smooth skin under her fingers.

"Should we wake Phil?" Jessie asked as she slid down Petra's body, tracing a line with her tongue from throat to nipple.

"Not yet," Petra said, tangling her fingers in Jessie's golden hair. "Not yet, let him sleep ..."


Matador
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WhenFranciediscovers her husband Kevin's secret cuckold fantasies, she's disgusted ... and then intrigued ... and then, when they begin dipping their toes deeper into the dark waters of desire, hungry for the thrill of transgression ...

Kevin thinks he knows what he wants: he's fantasized about sharing Francie with another man, watching her taken by a passionate bull, surrendering to his lust, and then claiming her again for himself. But sometimes our true desires emerge as a surprise even to ourselves ...

For a couple of years now, Ramone has been one of the most desired bulls on the Take My Wife app, helping countless couples live out their fantasies and leaving them supremely satisfied. He certainly doesn't expect his next couple to claim his heart as well as his body ...

"Matador: A MMF Bi-Awakening Cuck and Bull Story" is a tale of discovery and passion, where the most hidden desires are unlocked and the deepest secrets are shared among lovers.


The Heart's Hunger
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Love blooms in the unlikeliest of places ...

Zoe Chapelle is ready to turn her career, and her life, around; she's been stuck in a rut of poorly-produced films of questionable quality, augmenting her income with her cam show for a cadre of dedicated fans. When the opportunity to be part of a production by Wolfgang Zemper, one of the legends of adult cinema, comes her way, she jumps at the chance, even though she feels out of her depth.

Tommy Dare fell into the industry on a whim, and has drifted from shoot to shoot, always more of a background player than a star. When Zoe Chapelle, his biggest cam-girl crush, shows up on the set of the new Wolfgang Zemper film, Tommy hopes to finally steal a scene or two. He doesn't bank on having his heart stolen in the process.

"The Heart's Hunger" is a story of clashing egos and ambitions set behind the scenes of an adult film, perhaps the unlikeliest of places to find true romance.
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I'm just a gal who knows what she likes, and that's what I write about.

If you enjoyed this story, please leave a rating to help others find it!

Follow my Amazon author page for updates when a new story hits Kindle Unlimited.

Follow my blog for updates on all of my fun and sexy stories. If you sign up for my weekly newsletter, you can select a free story and get news about upcoming releases, sales, and special deals.
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Cornelia Quick Starter Pack
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Find more of my unique blend of humor and heat, love and lust, in the Cornelia Quick Starter Pack: six collections of short stories that will leave you breathless for more!
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