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Chapter 1 --- Checkmate and Check-In

The judges’ laughter was the final nail in Dylan’s coffin. I saw it register on his face, that handsome, perpetually-smirking face currently framed by rogue-ish leather and a dusting of stage makeup. We stood side-by-side on the temporary platform at the front of the Grand Ballroom, the glare of spotlights making my high-elf pauldrons feel like they were baking my shoulders. The emcee, a guy dressed as a stout, big-footed halfling with a comically large microphone, was milking the crowd’s applause.

“And for the third year in a row, taking home the Best Craftsmanship award for the Master Division… Priya Anand as Valeriana, High Sorceress of the Sunfire Court!”

The trophy was heavier than it looked. I accepted it with a gracious nod, my pointed elven ears feeling less ridiculous and more like rightful crowns. I’d spent eight months on this build. The articulated armor plates over the gown weren’t just EVA foam; they were layered thermoplastic sheeting over a 3D-printed base, hand-painted with a pearlescent lacquer that caught the light like actual mother-of-pearl. The staff, currently checked at the door with the other prop weapons, had a functioning LED core. Dylan’s rogue gear was impressive, don’t get me wrong—hand-tooled leather, realistic dirt and wear—but it wasn’t eight months of my life.

He leaned toward me, the scent of leather and his stupidly good cologne cutting through the con-funk of a thousand bodies. “You only won because you used glitter,” he murmured, his voice pitched low so only I could hear.

“It’s iridescent mineral pigment,” I corrected, not looking at him, smiling for the crowd. “And you only lost because your ‘rogueish charm’

reads as ‘sleazy tavern gamer’ to the judging panel.”

He chuckled, a warm, genuine sound that somehow didn’t match our rivalry. That was the infuriating thing about Dylan Reyes. He was a good sport. A sore loser would have been easier to dismiss.

The halfling emcee moved on. “And our runner-up, with an absolutely stunning display of practical leatherwork… Dylan Reyes as Kaelen, the Shadow’s Mercy!”

Dylan accepted his smaller, shinier trophy with a bow that was pure ham.

The crowd ate it up. He had a presence, a swagger that transcended the costume. It was why he kept placing. It was why, for three years, he’d been the only one consistently in my tier. And it was why the sight of him holding that second-place plaque made something hot and competitive twist in my gut.

The ceremony ended in a blur of flashes and congratulations. We were ushered offstage, back into the controlled chaos of the con’s final hours. I needed out of this corset. The ballroom was at capacity, a throbbing mass of fandom and poor ventilation. My hotel room key was a blessed thought, a promise of air conditioning and the careful dismantling of my armor.

I fought my way to the coat check—a fortified table manned by two very tired-looking security guards—to retrieve my staff and my small, bedazzled backpack. I slung the pack over one shoulder, the weight of the trophy making it awkward. As I turned, my elbow caught on something leathery.

“Whoa there, Sorceress. Victory making you clumsy?”

Dylan. He had his rogue’s cloak bundled under one arm and his own trophy in hand.

“Just creating a little space for my aura of triumph,” I shot back, adjusting my grip. “It’s expansive.”

“I bet.” He fell into step beside me as we moved toward the main lobby.

The convention center was connected to the hotel, a labyrinth of carpeted hallways and soaring atriums currently choked with cosplayers in various states of undress and exhaustion. “Heading up to revel in your spoils?”

“Heading up to not be wearing thirty pounds of foam and thermoplastic for the first time in twelve hours,” I said. “The reveling is a private affair.”

“Of course. Wouldn’t want to share the glitter.”

“Pigment.”

We reached the bank of elevators. A group of spandex-clad superheroes was piling into one. We waited. The silence between us wasn’t uncomfortable, which was the most uncomfortable part of all. It was the quiet of two people who knew each other’s rhythms, even if those rhythms were set to a beat of barbed quips and contest results.

My room was on the fourteenth floor. His, I knew from some offhand comment during a panel two days ago, was on the sixteenth. The elevator arrived, empty. We stepped in. I hit 14. He didn’t move.

“Sixteen?” I prompted.

“Yeah,” he said, but he didn’t press the button. He was looking at me, really looking, past the elf makeup and the silver lace wig. “You know, for someone who just definitively proved her superiority, you look…

tense.”

“It’s the corset. It’s definitively proving its superiority over my ribcage.”

The elevator dinged, passing the tenth floor. He finally reached out and pressed 16. The action brought him closer. The leather of his bracer brushed my bare arm. A spark, stupid and unwelcome, traveled straight to my stomach.

“You should come up,” he said, his voice casual, but his eyes weren’t.

They were doing that thing, that focused, playful thing that made me forget he was my rival. “My room has a view. We could order overpriced room service fries. Talk trash about the judges’ taste.”

I laughed before I could stop myself. “Are you trying to console the winner? That’s a new low, Reyes.”

“I’m trying to prolong the competition,” he corrected. The elevator slowed for my floor. “The con’s over at midnight. Our duel ends then.

I’ve got… four more hours to stage a comeback.”

The doors slid open with a soft chime. The fourteenth-floor hallway stretched out, quiet and empty. My body was screaming for release from the costume. My mind was screaming something else entirely.

“There’s no comeback from a unanimous judging decision,” I said, but I didn’t step out.

“Not on the con floor, maybe.” He leaned against the elevator wall, blocking the door sensor with his body. The doors stayed open. “But the night is young. And I have a proposition.”

“I’m listening.” The words were out, laced with a challenge I couldn’t suppress.

“A final match. No judges. No rules except the ones we make. Just you and me. In character.” He gestured between our costumes. “Valeriana and Kaelen. Sorceress and Rogue. We see it through. To its… natural conclusion.”

My heart did a funny little stutter. “You’re suggesting we… roleplay?

As a competition?”

“I’m suggesting we finish the story we’ve been acting out on that stage for three years. You’ve captured me, I’ve outwitted you… it’s a stalemate. Let’s break it. In the privacy of a hotel suite. With a safeword, obviously. And room service.”

The doors tried to close, bumped his shoulder, and slid open again. The air between us crackled. This was insane. This was the kind of thing that happened in the fanfic I’d never admit to reading. This was Dylan Reyes, my handsome, infuriating nemesis, looking at me like I was the grand prize and not the other way around.

“What’s the win condition?” I asked, my voice lower than I intended.

His grin was pure, unadulterated rogue. “Whoever breaks character first, loses.”

A laugh bubbled out of me, nervous and excited. “You’re on. But my room is a single. And it’s currently a disaster zone of hot glue sticks and sequins.”

“Mine’s a suite. Company card.” He shrugged. “Perk of being the prop-master for the con’s sponsored stream.”

Of course it was a suite. The elevator began its warning buzz. He had to step in or out.

I made my decision. I stepped back into the elevator. “Lead on, Shadow’s Mercy. But I’m warning you, my in-character negotiation skills are legendary.”

He finally pressed the button for 16. The doors closed, sealing us in the mirrored, fluorescent space. Our reflections were a fantasy tableau: the elegant, armored sorceress and the rugged rogue. My pulse hammered against the tight lacings of my corset. This was happening.

The suite was, as promised, obscenely large. A living area with a plush sectional and a huge TV, a separate bedroom with doors open to reveal a king-sized bed, and a wet bar. The wall of windows showed the glittering nighttime skyline of the city. My practical single room with its view of the air conditioning unit seemed a universe away.

Dylan tossed his cloak over a chair and went to the bar. “Drink? I have whiskey. And… well, mostly whiskey.”

“Water,” I said, suddenly parched. I set my trophy and bag down carefully, feeling acutely aware of every piece of my costume under the bright hotel lights. It was one thing to wear it among thousands; it was another to stand in a quiet, intimate space with a man I’d just agreed to have a roleplay sex battle with.

He brought me a glass of water, his fingers brushing mine. “Nervous, my lady?”

The shift was immediate. His posture changed, loosened into a predatory slouch. His voice took on a darker, more melodic tone. Kaelen’s voice.

I straightened my spine, lifting my chin. Valeriana was haughty, powerful, controlled. “Apprehensive of the accommodations, perhaps. A rogue’s den is rarely fit for a court sorceress.” I took a sip of water, wishing it was something stronger.

“It’s fit for whatever game you wish to play,” he said, circling me. His eyes traveled over my armor, not with a cosplayer’s critique, but with a hungry, appreciative gaze that made my skin heat. “Shall we set the board?”

This was the negotiation. The part that made it real, and safe, and unbearably hot. I put the glass down. “We shall. The scenario: A stalemate, as you said. You have infiltrated my sanctum, seeking an artifact. I have anticipated you. We are at an impasse.”

“An impasse that can only be resolved through… other means,” he purred, stopping in front of me. “A battle of wits. And wills.”

“And bodies,” I stated, the words hanging in the air. “The safeword?”

“‘Meridian,’” he said instantly. “The con’s name. Easy to remember.

Yours?”

“The same.” I took a breath. My rules. “The game continues until one of us uses it, or until one of us… breaks character. The loser forfeits their trophy to the winner.”

His eyes gleamed. “Agreed. And the winner gets bragging rights for the next year.”

“And,” I added, a flush creeping up my neck, “the winner gets to dictate the… conclusion of the scene. Within reason.”

“Within the bounds of pre-negotiated consent,” he affirmed, all trace of Kaelen gone for a moment. He was Dylan again, serious and focused.

“Anything off-limits? Now’s the time.”

I shook my head. “No marks that won’t fade before my flight tomorrow.

Otherwise…” I met his gaze. “I trust the rogue to be creative. Do you have…?”

He nodded, understanding. “Bedside drawer. Unopened box. I’m clean, tested three months ago for a project.”

“Same. Six months. On birth control.” The clinical exchange was a bizarre counterpoint to the fantasy costumes, but it grounded me. This was real. We were doing this.

“Then by all means,” he said, slipping back into character with a fluid ease that stole my breath. He swept a hand toward the bedroom. “After you, Sorceress. Let us see who truly holds the power here.”

I walked past him, my gown whispering on the carpet. The bedroom was dominated by the bed. I stopped at the foot of it, turning to face him as he followed me in. The door to the living room remained open, the city lights providing a dim, cinematic glow.

He leaned against the doorframe. “Well? How does the mighty Valeriana wish to begin? A spell? A binding curse?”

I let my eyes roam over him, from his tousled dark hair to his boots. “I think,” I said, letting Valeriana’s cool amusement color my words, “that the rogue has talked enough. You sought to pilfer from me. You failed.

The penalty for such audacity is… forfeiture.”

“Forfeiture of what?” he challenged, pushing off the frame and taking a step closer. The air between us thickened, charged.

“Your pretense,” I said. I reached out, not touching him, but tracing the air near the laces of his leather vest. “These bindings. They are a rogue’s armor. I would see them undone.”

He caught my wrist, his grip firm but not painful. His skin was warm. “A bold demand from one who is herself… tightly bound.” His other hand came up, his fingers hovering just above the intricate lacings of my corset armor. “Shall we have a trade, then? A lace for a lace?”

My breath caught. The game was accelerating, the lines between Dylan and Kaelen, Priya and Valeriana, blurring into something sharper, more dangerous. “You first,” I said, pulling my wrist from his grasp with a show of force I didn’t feel. “Kneel.”

A flicker of surprise, then dark pleasure, crossed his features. He sank to one knee before me, looking up. The position was one of supplication, but his expression was all defiance. “As my lady commands.”

My hands trembled only slightly as I reached for the complex knot at his throat that held his leather pauldron in place. The smell of him—leather, clean sweat, that sharp cologne—filled the space between us. I picked at the knot, my fingers clumsy. This was part of the costume, part of the character. It was also undressing Dylan Reyes. The first intimate act.

The knot gave way. I slid the pauldron from his shoulder, letting the heavy leather piece fall to the carpet with a soft thud. Next were the bracers. Each one was secured by three buckles. I worked the first buckle open, the metal cold under my fingers. The second. The third. I pulled the bracer free, revealing his forearm, dusted with dark hair, the tendons stark beneath his skin. I repeated the process on the other arm, my movements growing more confident. With each piece of armor removed, he became less the archetype and more the man.

His vest was next. It laced up the front. I started at the top, pulling the leather cord through each eyelet. With every loose loop, the vest gaped open more, revealing the plain black t-shirt underneath, the shape of his chest. I reached the last eyelet. The vest hung open. I placed my palms flat on his shoulders and pushed it back. It slid down his arms, and he shrugged it off, letting it join the growing pile.

He knelt before me in just his t-shirt and pants, his head bowed. The power of the moment pressed against my ribs. “Your turn, rogue,” I whispered.

He looked up, his eyes gleaming. In one swift motion, he rose. Before I could react, his hands were at my waist, not on my skin but on the sculpted plates of my armor. “With pleasure.”

He found the hidden clasp at the back of my gorget, the high collar. A click, and the rigid piece came loose. He set it aside with a reverence that felt genuine. My neck was suddenly bare, vulnerable. His thumbs stroked the exposed skin there, once, and a shiver raced down my spine.

The pauldrons were next. They were attached by a series of clips and magnets. His hands were sure, efficient. He knew costumes. He knew how they came apart. The heavy shoulder pieces fell away, lightening my load. He worked on the vambraces covering my forearms, his fingers deft on the delicate clasps. Each release felt like a small surrender.

Then his hands went to the sides of my corset. The main event. It laced up the back, but there were front closures, decorative buckles that held the polished breastplate to the structured underbust. He unfastened them, one by one, the snick of each buckle loud in the quiet room. The front panel came away. He laid it on the bed beside us.

Now it was just the corset itself, a masterpiece of silver brocade and boning, laced up the back so tightly I could barely take a full breath. He turned me gently, his hands on my shoulders. I felt his fingers find the top of the lacing, the complex knot I’d tied hours ago.

“This may take a moment, my lady,” he murmured, his breath warm on the back of my neck.

“Do not dally,” I commanded, but my voice wavered.

He didn’t rush. He worked the knot slowly, carefully, pulling the long silver cord free inch by inch. With each pull, the constriction around my ribs lessened. A sigh escaped me as the final loop loosened. He didn’t remove the corset, not yet. He just left it hanging open, the cool air of the room hitting the damp shirt I wore beneath.

He turned me back to face him. We were both disarmed, standing in the ruins of our professional personas. His t-shirt clung to his chest. My own thin tank top was visible under the open corset. The fantasy was peeling away, leaving something raw and human underneath.

He cupped my face, his thumb stroking my cheekbone, smudging the highlighter I’d used for my elven glow. “Priya,” he said, the name a soft shock in the silent room.

The break in character should have been a loss. A forfeit. But it didn’t feel like losing. It felt like a door opening.

Before I could answer, before I could even think, his mouth was on mine.

The kiss wasn’t gentle. It was a claiming, a release of three years of pent-up rivalry and fascination. His mouth was hot and demanding, and I met him with equal force, my hands fisting in the soft cotton of his t-shirt. The taste of him—whiskey and the faint mint of his gum—hit my tongue. My corset, still hanging open, shifted, the boning digging awkwardly into my ribs. I broke the kiss with a gasp, pushing him back just enough to get my hands between us.

“This thing,” I panted, wrestling with the silver brocade. “It’s medieval torture.”

He helped me, his fingers tangling with mine as we shoved the stiff garment down over my hips. It fell to the floor with a heavy thud, leaving me in just my thin, sweat-damp tank top and the flowing silk trousers of my gown. The cool air was a shock against my skin. He stared, his gaze a physical heat.

“You’re even more stunning out of it,” he said, his voice rough.

“You’re still wearing too much,” I countered, grabbing the hem of his shirt.

He raised his arms, and I pulled it over his head, tossing it aside. His chest was exactly as I’d imagined—broad, defined, with a dusting of dark hair that trailed down his stomach. I let my palms flatten against him, feeling the solid warmth, the quick beat of his heart. His skin was smooth and hot under my touch.

He reached for me again, but I sidestepped, a sly smile playing on my lips. The game wasn’t over. Valeriana was gone, but Priya had her own rules. “On the bed,” I said, nodding toward the vast expanse of the king-sized mattress. “Now.”

His eyebrow quirked. “Orders?”

“You lost the roleplay the second you said my name. This is the winner’s dictate. On. The. Bed.”

A slow grin spread across his face. He obeyed, crawling backward onto the duvet until he was propped against the headboard, watching me with dark, hungry eyes. I took my time, letting the tension build. I toed off my soft elven boots. Then, holding his gaze, I hooked my thumbs into the waistband of my silk trousers and pushed them down my legs, stepping out of the pooled fabric. I stood before him in just my tank top and a pair of simple black panties. The city lights from the window painted my body in shades of blue and silver.

“You’re overdressed,” I observed, climbing onto the foot of the bed.

He quickly shoved his own pants and boxers down his legs, kicking them off. Then he was naked, fully erect, his cock lying thick against his stomach. The sight sent a jolt of pure, liquid heat straight to my core. He was beautiful. All that swagger and leather translated into this: a man laid bare, waiting for me.

I crawled up the bed, a predator on all fours, until I straddled his thighs. I didn’t touch him yet. I just looked, drinking in the details—the way his breath caught, the tight clench of his abdomen, the eager, flushed tip of him.

“Tell me what you want,” I whispered.

“You,” he breathed. “Any way I can get you.”

I leaned down, bracing my hands on either side of his head, and kissed him again, softer this time. Our bodies brushed, my tank top whispering against his chest, the hard length of him pressing against my stomach. I rocked my hips, a slow, deliberate grind, and he groaned into my mouth, his hands coming up to grip my waist.

“I want to taste you,” I said against his lips.

He just nodded, his eyes screwed shut. I kissed my way down his body—the strong column of his throat, the dip between his collarbones, the flat planes of his pecs. I swirled my tongue around one nipple, and he jerked, a sharp intake of breath. I smiled against his skin and continued my descent, over the ridges of his abs, through the rough trail of hair.

When I reached his cock, I didn’t hesitate. I took him into my mouth, sinking down as far as I could, savoring the weight and salt of him. His whole body tensed, a strangled curse falling from his lips. I set a slow, deep rhythm, using my tongue, my hand stroking what my mouth couldn’t take. The sounds he made—guttural, pleading—were the best prize I’d ever won.

“Priya… fuck…” His hands tangled in my hair, not guiding, just holding on.

I pulled off with a wet pop, looking up at him. “Still think you can stage a comeback?”

He laughed, a ragged, desperate sound. “I’m down for the count, Sorceress. You win. You win everything.”

“Good.” I crawled back up his body, settling over him. My tank top was in the way. I sat back on his thighs, pulled it over my head, and tossed it to join the mountain of costumes on the floor. His eyes went straight to my breasts, then lower, to the damp patch darkening my panties.

“Those have to go,” he said, his voice thick.

“You do it.”

He hooked his fingers into the sides of my panties and dragged them down my legs. Now I was as naked as he was, the cool air and his hot gaze on every inch of me. He cupped my pussy, his thumb finding my clit in a firm, knowing circle. My head fell back, a moan tearing from my throat.

“So wet,” he murmured, his other hand squeezing my breast, pinching my nipple. “All for me?”

“All for beating you,” I gasped, but the bravado was crumbling.

He slid a finger inside me, then two, crooking them perfectly. I rode his hand, my hips moving on their own, chasing the sweet friction. The orgasm built quickly, a tight coil in my belly. “Dylan…”

“Come on,” he urged, watching my face. “Let me see you.”

The command, or the way he said it, or the relentless pressure of his fingers, sent me over the edge. I shattered, crying out, my inner muscles clenching around his hand as waves of pleasure crashed through me. I collapsed forward onto his chest, trembling.

He held me, stroking my back as I came down. “Still think this is a competition?” he asked softly.

I lifted my head. His face was close, his expression open and tender. The last of my defenses melted. “No,” I admitted. “I think it’s a collaboration.”

He kissed me, deep and slow, his tongue sliding against mine until I tasted the faint salt of his skin. Then he shifted his weight, rolling us in one smooth motion so my back met the mattress and he hovered above me, braced on his forearms. The bedside drawer rasped open. He fumbled for a moment, then pulled out the box of condoms, tore one open with his teeth, and rolled it down the thick length of his cock in quick, practiced strokes.

I spread my legs wider and hooked my calves around his hips, heels pressing into the small of his back. The blunt, latex-slick head of his cock nudged at my entrance, already wet from the orgasm he’d pulled out of me earlier. He paused there, eyes searching mine, voice low. “Okay?”

“More than okay,” I whispered, and dragged him down into another kiss.

He pushed inside, slow and steady, letting my body open around him inch by inch. The stretch burned sweet and deep. My inner walls fluttered, gripping him, and a low groan tore from his throat as he buried his face against my neck. “Fuck, you feel so good.”

I couldn’t form words. I arched up instead, rolling my hips to take him deeper, and he started to move. Long, deliberate strokes that dragged the full length of him against every sensitive spot inside me. The pace was maddening, controlled, each thrust measured. He stayed close, forearms bracketing my head, watching my face with dark, focused eyes.

“Faster,” I breathed, digging my heels harder into his ass.

He gave it to me. His thrusts sharpened, hips snapping harder, deeper, the wet sound of skin meeting skin filling the room along with our ragged breathing and the broken, high whimpers I couldn’t hold back. Heat coiled tight and low in my belly again, sharper this time, building fast. I felt every inch of him, the way his cock dragged and pressed, the way my cunt clenched around him with each stroke.

“Look at me,” he said, voice rough.

I opened my eyes. His gaze locked on mine, fierce and open, no mask left between us. This was Dylan, seeing every raw, unguarded piece of me. The intimacy of it hit harder than the physical stretch of his cock inside me.

“Come with me,” he gritted out. His rhythm turned frantic, hips driving into me with desperate force.

The command snapped something loose. The coil in my gut broke open and I came hard, body locking around him in tight, pulsing waves. I cried out his name, fingers digging into the solid muscle of his shoulders. He followed right after, a deep, shuddering groan ripped from his chest as he thrust once more, hard, and went still, pulsing deep inside me.

He collapsed over me, heavy and warm, his weight pressing me into the mattress like an anchor. We stayed like that, hearts pounding against each other, sweat cooling on our skin. After a while he rolled to the side, pulling me with him so I was tucked against his chest. He stripped off the condom, tied it off, and dropped it in the trash beside the bed before dragging the rumpled duvet over us both.

The quiet that settled felt thick, electric. His fingers traced slow, idle lines along my bare arm, raising goosebumps in their wake.

“So,” he said eventually, voice a low rumble against my temple. “Does this mean I get your trophy?”

I snorted and swatted his chest. “In your dreams.”

“They were,” he said, quieter. “For a while now.”

The words hung between us in the dark. I tilted my head to look at him. “Yeah?”

“Yeah.” He pressed a kiss to my forehead. “The judges got it wrong, you know.”

“Oh?”

“You’re not just the best cosplayer.” His fingers brushed a strand of damp hair from my cheek. “You’re the best everything.”

My throat tightened. I didn’t know what to do with that kind of softness. I did competition and sharp edges, not this. But lying naked in his arms with the wreckage of our costumes scattered across the floor, I had nothing left to hide behind. “You’re not so bad yourself, Reyes. For a runner-up.”

He chuckled, the sound vibrating through my ribs. “Room service? I’m starving. I think I saw a menu with ‘Sorceress’s Supreme Nachos’ on it or something equally ridiculous.”

“Only if they have ‘Rogue’s Revenge Wings.’”

We ordered too much food. While we waited, we showered—practical at first, efficient, until the hot spray and the slide of soapy hands turned it into something slower, steamier. We pulled on the hotel robes afterward and ate cross-legged on the bed, cartons of fries and wings spread between us, the sad little salad left untouched in its plastic container.

We talked. Not as Valeriana and Kaelen, not as rivals circling each other, but as Priya and Dylan. About the con schedule, about the day jobs we both kept—him building props for indie films, me doing graphic design work that paid the rent. I told him about the eight months I’d spent on the armor, the nights I’d stayed up until my fingers cramped around the heat gun. He admitted to supergluing his fingers together while finishing his bracers and having to wear gloves for three days. I confessed to crying over a warped piece of thermoplastic at three in the morning.

The ease between us felt as dangerous as the sex had been.

It was past two when the food was gone and the city lights outside had started to blink out one by one. My body felt heavy, wrung out in the best way.

“You should stay,” he said, stacking the empty containers on the tray. “Your single with the HVAC view can’t be worth going back to.”

I looked at the bed, at him in his robe with his hair still damp, and the thought of wrestling back into the corset, of walking the long hallways alone, felt like too much effort. “I don’t have anything with me. Makeup remover. Toothbrush. Any of it.”

“I have face wipes. And you can borrow a shirt.” He shrugged. “It’s practical. We’ve both got the awards thing at eleven tomorrow anyway.”

The Morning After ceremony. Finalists on stage, forced smiles, polite distance. The idea of waking up here and then having to pretend in front of hundreds of people sent a cold thread of dread through my chest. But leaving felt worse.

“Okay,” I said.

He smiled, open and unguarded, and something in my chest flipped at the sight of it. He grabbed the wipes and one of his shirts from his bag. In the bathroom I scrubbed the last traces of elf makeup from my face, studying my own tired reflection in the mirror. Priya Anand. Graphic designer. Occasional cosplay champion. Who had just come harder than she ever had in her life with the man she’d spent months trying to beat.

When I came out he’d stripped the soiled duvet cover and turned down the sheets. He was already in bed, sheets pooled around his waist. I slid in beside him. The cotton of his shirt felt soft against my skin. He turned off the lamp. The room dropped into the soft blue glow of the city lights through the curtains.

He pulled me back against his chest, one arm banded around my waist, his breath warm against the nape of my neck.

“’Night, Priya,” he murmured.

“Goodnight, Dylan.”

I lay awake longer than he did, listening to his breathing even out into sleep. The night replayed behind my eyes—the stage, the elevator, the careful way he’d peeled the costume from my body, the raw, screaming pleasure of him driving into me. It felt unreal, a perfect bubble suspended outside the rest of my life.

Reality waited just a few hours away. Trophies. Crowds. The careful, unreadable distance we’d have to perform on that stage.

I pushed the thought away and let myself drift, pressed against the steady beat of his heart. For now there was only this: the warmth of his body, the low hum of the city, and the unfamiliar, terrifying possibility that this wasn’t just one night at a con.

It might be the start of something else.


Chapter 2 — The Rules of Engagement

I woke up tangled in him.

Sunlight, thin and sharp, cut through a gap in the hotel blackout curtains, painting a stripe across Dylan’s bare chest. My cheek was pressed to his sternum, the steady thud of his heartbeat a grounding rhythm against the riot in my own head. One of his arms was slung heavily over my waist, his hand splayed possessively on the small of my back, just under the hem of his borrowed t-shirt.

It hadn’t been a dream.

The scent of him—clean sweat, leather from his costume piled on a chair, something indefinably male—was on the sheets, on my skin. The memory of last night was a physical echo: the delicious ache between my thighs, the phantom pressure of his hands, the raw, unfiltered sounds he’d pulled from my throat.

Carefully, I tilted my head to look at him. Asleep, the swaggering rogue was gone. His face was softened, the lines around his eyes smoothed out, his dark lashes fanned against his cheeks. The sharp, competitive edge he wore like a second skin on the con floor was sheathed. He was just…Dylan. A man I’d seen a hundred times across a stage, holding a runner-up trophy with a wry grin, and now he was in my bed. Our bed.

Technically, his bed.

A knot of anxiety tightened in my stomach. Reality, in the form of the morning’s awards ceremony, was a ticking clock on the nightstand. What happened when we put the costumes back on? Was this just a spectacular, one-time collision of convenience and adrenaline?

As if sensing my scrutiny, his eyes fluttered open. They were sleep-soft, then instantly alert, finding mine. A slow, lazy smile spread across his face, and the knot in my stomach twisted into something else entirely.

“Morning, your highness,” he murmured, his voice rough with sleep. The hand on my back slid lower, cupping my ass through the thin cotton.

“Morning,” I managed, my own voice embarrassingly breathy. I cleared my throat, trying to summon some of my usual sharpness. “I see you survived the night. No assassins slipped past my magical wards.”

He chuckled, the sound vibrating through his chest into mine. “Your wards are impressive. Though I recall you being…distracted for a good portion of the night.”

Heat flooded my cheeks. I pushed myself up on one elbow, putting a few inches of scandalized space between us. “A strategic realignment of priorities. The rogue was…persuasive.”

“The rogue knows a good thing when he’s got it pinned.” His smile turned wicked. “And he’s not done yet.”

He moved then, rolling me onto my back with a smooth, decisive motion that stole my breath. He loomed over me, propped on his elbows, his body a warm, heavy weight that felt terrifyingly right. The sheet pooled around his hips. The evidence of his “not done yet” was pressing insistently against my thigh through the fabric.

Last night had been a blur of need and discovery. This was different.

Slower. Intentional. In the harsh light of morning, there was nowhere to hide.

He lowered his head, his lips brushing the sensitive spot just below my ear. “Priya,” he breathed, and the way he said my name, stripped of all artifice, was more intimate than anything last night. “Tell me you want this.”

It was a check-in. A consent, whispered against my skin. The geek in me recognized it as the most critical rule of any good roleplay session.

The woman under him just wanted him.

“Yes,” I said, the word a sigh of surrender. I wrapped my arms around his neck, pulling him down to me. “I want this.”

The kiss was deep and lingering, a slow exploration that tasted of sleep and mint and him. His hands found the hem of the t-shirt and pulled it up and over my head, tossing it aside. The cool air of the room hit my skin, followed immediately by the scorching heat of his palms skimming up my ribs, thumbs brushing the undersides of my breasts.

He broke the kiss, his dark eyes roaming over me with a reverence that made me shiver. “Fuck, you’re beautiful.”

He took his time. His mouth traced a path down my neck, over my collarbone, lower. He lavished attention on my breasts, sucking one nipple into the heat of his mouth while his fingers rolled and pinched the other. The sensations were sharp, focused, building a coil of tension low in my belly. I arched into his touch, my fingers tangling in his messy dark hair.

“Dylan,” I gasped, as his tongue swirled.

He hummed against my skin, the vibration shooting straight to my core.

“Say it again.”

“Dylan.”

“Good.”

He continued his descent, his lips and tongue painting a trail of fire down my stomach. He hooked his fingers in the waistband of my panties—the only thing I’d kept on last night—and drew them down my legs. I kicked them off, suddenly feeling exposed and utterly seen in the morning light.

He settled between my thighs, his hands spreading me open. His gaze was direct, hungry. “Look at you,” he murmured, more to himself than to me.

“Perfect.”

Then his mouth was on me, and I cried out, my back bowing off the bed.

Last night had been frantic, a race toward mutual release. This was a languid, thorough education. His tongue was an artist, painting broad, wet strokes over my pussy before zeroing in on my clit with devastating precision. He licked and sucked, his fingers sliding inside me, curling just right.

“Oh, god,” I whimpered, my hips bucking against his face. The coil tightened, pleasure winding tighter and tighter. The sounds I made were shameless, loud in the quiet room. I couldn’t care. All that existed was his mouth, his fingers, the building storm.

He felt me climbing, and he gentled his touch, drawing out the torture.

He lifted his head, his chin glistening. “Not yet,” he said, his voice a rough command. “I want you to come on my cock.”

The crude, direct words sent a fresh jolt of lust through me. He surged up, kissing me deeply, letting me taste myself on his lips. He fumbled for the nightstand, retrieving a condom from the box we’d opened last night. He sheathed himself quickly, his eyes never leaving mine.

He positioned himself at my entrance, the broad head of his cock nudging against me. He paused, his forehead dropping to mine. Our breaths mingled, fast and hot.

“Ready?” he asked, one last whispered permission.

In answer, I wrapped my legs around his hips and pulled him into me.

He filled me in one long, slow, breathtaking stroke. We both groaned, a ragged, synchronized sound of pure satisfaction. He was so deep, stretching me perfectly, a feeling of completeness that was almost too much.

He began to move, a slow, grinding rhythm that was less about frantic fucking and more about profound connection. Each thrust was deliberate, a claim. His eyes held mine, dark and intense. I could see everything in them: the competitive fire I knew so well, the playful rogue from last night’s game, and now, this new, raw tenderness that threatened to undo me completely.

I met him thrust for thrust, my nails digging into the hard muscles of his back. The world narrowed to the place where we were joined, to the slick, hot friction, to the sound of our skin slapping together, to his ragged breaths in my ear.

“You feel incredible,” he ground out, his pace increasing fractionally.

“So fucking tight. So good.”

“Don’t stop,” I begged, my words dissolving into a moan as he angled his hips, hitting a spot that made stars burst behind my eyelids. “Right there, Dylan, please, right there.”

His control was a tangible thing, a wire pulled taut. I could feel it in the rigid set of his shoulders, in the clenched line of his jaw. He was holding back, waiting for me.

And I was so, so close. The pleasure was a cresting wave, gathering force from the depths of my belly. I was clinging to him, my cries becoming louder, less coherent.

“Come for me, Priya,” he commanded, his voice guttural. “Let go. I’ve got you.”

That did it. The use of my real name, the promise in his words, the perfect, relentless friction—it all coalesced into a shattering peak.

My orgasm ripped through me, a violent, convulsing wave of pleasure that tore a scream from my throat. I convulsed around him, my vision whiting out.

The feel of me clenching around him shattered what was left of his control. His hips stuttered, snapped hard once more, and then he went rigid above me, a raw shout tearing loose as release took him, pulsing deep and long. His body dropped over mine, heavy and warm, and we melted together into the mattress, gasping, sweat-slicked, spiraling back down to earth.

For long minutes, the only sounds were our slowing breaths and the distant hum of the hotel. He rolled to the side, taking me with him, keeping me close. He disposed of the condom, then gathered me back into his arms, my head on his chest.

We lay in silence, wrapped in the afterglow. The sunlight had moved, now painting a brighter rectangle on the carpet. The real world was insistently present: my phone, charging on the dresser, would buzz with con alerts soon. Our costumes, symbols of our public personas, waited in their garment bags.

The anxiety from earlier crept back in, colder now against the warmth of his skin. What was this? A con fling with a fantastic epilogue?

Something more?

He stroked my hair, his touch absently gentle. “We should order breakfast,” he said finally, his voice quiet. “Before the room service rush.”

“Yeah,” I agreed, my voice muffled against his chest.

He reached for the hotel phone on the nightstand, his arm stretching over me. I listened as he ordered a truly obscene amount of food: pancakes, bacon, eggs, fruit, coffee. The normalcy of it was surreal.

He hung up and settled back, his hand resuming its lazy path through my hair. “They said forty-five minutes.”

“Okay.”

The silence stretched again, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. It was…loaded.

“So,” he said after a moment, his tone shifting into something lighter, more familiar. The rogue’s smirk was back in his voice. “About that rematch.”

I lifted my head to look at him. “Rematch?”

“The costume contest. You bested me. Again.” He raised an eyebrow. “But last night…I’d call that a draw. At best.”

A laugh bubbled out of me, unexpected and relieving. The tension broke.

“A draw? I seem to recall someone begging for mercy.”

“Strategic repositioning,” he countered, grinning. “But I’m talking about a proper contest. In character. No holds barred.”

I pushed myself up, the sheet falling to my waist. “What are you proposing, Reyes?”

His eyes darkened as they swept over my bare skin, but his grin remained. “We’ve got,” he checked the clock, “about three hours before we need to be downstairs for the awards. The con’s last day. Our last day in this room.” He leaned closer, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial murmur. “I dare you. One more game. Sorceress versus Rogue. We finish what we started last night before the…negotiations got sidetracked.”

My heart did a funny little flip. The roleplay. The careful, charged game of captor and captive that had escalated so beautifully out of control. He wanted to play again. But this time, we’d both know exactly where it was headed.

“We have rules,” I said slowly, my mind already racing. “A safeword.

Clear boundaries.”

“Obviously,” he said, his expression turning serious for a moment.

“That’s what made it hot. The trust. The game within the game.” He traced a finger along my jawline. “I want to play with you, Priya. Not just fuck you, though believe me, I want that too. I want the whole fantasy. The one you’ve been crafting on that stage for years. Let me in.”

His words landed low in my belly and pulled the air from my lungs. He saw it—the moment the character stopped being fabric and paint and became the shape of a want I had barely let myself name. The want to be looked at and known inside the fantasy, not outside it.

“What’s the scenario?” I asked. My voice came out low, rough at the edges.

A dark spark moved through his eyes. “You’re the sorceress. I’ve hunted your amulet for years. You think your magic keeps you untouchable. It doesn’t.” He leaned closer, breath warm against the shell of my ear. “I have other ways of taking what I want. And I’m not leaving until you give it.”

Heat prickled across my skin in a slow wave. The idea of building the scene with him, of handing over control while the ache from last night still sat between my thighs, felt too close. Too real.

“And if I win?” I asked.

He drew back. The smile that curved his mouth was sharp enough to cut. “Then you take whatever you want. Any way you want it.”

The dare settled between us, heavy and alive. The rest of the day—the stage, the crowds, the questions waiting for us tomorrow—dropped away. Only the room remained, and the man in it, and the line we had just drawn.

“We need a safeword,” I said. The part of me that ran games took over. “Something we wouldn’t say by accident.”

He considered it. “Checkmate.”

It fit. The old rivalry. The years of circling each other. “Checkmate,” I echoed. “Red stops everything. Yellow slows it down. Checkmate ends the scene.”

“Understood.” He held out his hand, palm up. Not for a shake. For a clasp. I set my hand in his. His fingers closed, firm and warm. “Do we have a deal, my lady?”

The shift happened without effort. I lifted my chin and let the sorceress rise through my spine. “You presume a great deal, thief. Still, I accept. You will learn my will does not bend easily.”

He brought my hand to his mouth and pressed his lips to my knuckles. The kiss was courtly and filthy at once. “We’ll see.”

A knock at the door cut through it. Room service.

We moved fast, laughing under our breath. He threw me his robe—thick hotel terry—and knotted a towel around his hips. The ordinary world rolled back in with the cart: silver domes, the smell of coffee and syrup, the quiet scrape of wheels on carpet. We signed, tipped, and shut the door. The scent of breakfast filled the space between us.

We ate at the small table by the window, robes loose, stealing strips of bacon from each other’s plates. Talk moved easily—con gossip, the cost of good thermoplastic, the year the hotel ran out of anything edible after ten. Comfortable. Familiar. Under every sentence the current of what we had agreed to hummed, waiting.

When the plates were clear he leaned back, coffee cup in hand. “We should get ready.”

My pulse jumped. “The costumes.”

“Full kit,” he said. His eyes had gone bright again. “No shortcuts.”

We cleared the table in quick silence. The air had changed. This was not last night’s rush or the slow morning after. This was something we were walking into with our eyes open.

He laid his rogue leathers across the bed: the dark tooled vest, the linen shirt gone soft from wear, the bracers, the suede-like pants. I spread my gown beside them—the silver-threaded silk, the corset with its bone channels, the pauldrons and gauntlets worked to look like old silver.

We dressed without speaking. He came up behind me and pulled the corset laces tight, one deliberate tug after another. Each pull lifted my ribs, straightened my spine, pressed the boning harder against my waist. I felt the shift in my breathing, the way my posture changed. When his knuckles brushed the small of my back I shivered. He finished the knot and rested his hands on my hips for a moment, checking the tension.

I turned and buckled the bracers over his forearms. The leather was warm from his skin. My fingers lingered at the inside of his wrists, feeling the pulse there.

We stood facing each other in the center of the room. He looked like the rogue he played—lean, loose-hipped, danger held in reserve. I felt the weight of the gown, the way the corset forced my shoulders back and my chin up. Power sat differently on me now.

He gave a small, mocking bow. “My lady.”

I answered with the barest tilt of my head. “Bold of you to walk into my sanctum, thief. Or very foolish.”

He straightened. The smile that spread across his face was Dylan’s, but the edge on it belonged to the rogue. “Your sanctum appears to be a hotel suite,” he said, voice dropping, “and your magic is just expensive glitter. You, though…” He lifted a hand and traced the air above the beading on my bodice without touching. “You’re the thing worth taking.”

My breath caught. He was already inside the game, already pushing.

“You will find my glitter has teeth,” I said, and raised one hand as if power gathered there. “I could turn you to stone where you stand.”

He crossed the space in two strides and caught my wrist. His grip was absolute. “But you won’t,” he said against my mouth. Leather and warm skin and the faint salt of him filled the air between us. “Because you’re curious. You want to see what happens when the rogue finally puts his hands on the sorceress.”

He was right. The wanting was mine, not the character’s. The sorceress was bored, ancient, and suddenly interested in the mortal who dared. Priya’s thighs were already slick.

“Perhaps,” I said, letting the word carry both arrogance and the smallest crack. “Perhaps I let you catch me. To see what you’re made of.”

Triumph flashed in his eyes. He used the hold on my wrist to spin me, pulling my back hard against his chest. His other arm locked around my waist. His mouth was at my ear.

“Good,” he whispered. The sound was low and edged with threat. “Then we begin.”

He kept me there, back to his front, until our breathing matched. The leather of his vest was cool against my bare shoulders. I could feel every inch of him through the layers—the press of his thighs, the solid line of his cock against my ass, the steady rise and fall of his chest.

“You know,” he murmured, lips brushing the pointed prosthetic ear, “for someone who claims to command the deep magic, you’re remarkably easy to get behind.”

I let out a breath that was half disdain, half invitation, and tilted my head to bare more of my neck. “Your arrogance will undo you, mortal. My senses are tuned to magic, not the shuffle of a common thief.”

He laughed, the sound vibrating through my spine. “Common?” His palm spread wide over my stomach, fingers pressing just under the edge of the corset. “I’m the best there is.”

“So you claim,” I said, letting my weight settle back against him in the smallest surrender. “Yet here you are, using force. Where is the famous cunning?”

“It’s here,” he answered, and swept my legs out from under me in one motion.

I gasped as the floor disappeared. He caught me, one arm under my knees, the other behind my back, and lifted me against his chest like I weighed nothing. The grin on his face was pure Dylan—bright, filthy, pleased with himself.

“Brute force has its uses,” he said, and carried me to the high-backed armchair by the window. He sat and settled me across his lap, my legs draped over one arm of the chair, my back supported by the other. The heavy skirts of the gown spilled everywhere. I was on display, pinned, the corset pushing my breasts up with every breath.

I pushed against his chest. “Unhand me, you insolent—”

His hand covered my mouth, firm and silencing. The playfulness left his face. What replaced it was focused and dark enough to make my pulse slam against my ribs.

“First rule,” he said quietly. “When you’re caught, you don’t speak unless I ask you a question. Understood?”

I glared at him over his fingers. The command went straight between my legs. I nodded once.

He took his hand away, trailing his fingers down my throat to the torn lace at my neckline. “Good.” He traced the silver embroidery. “Beautiful work. Shame if something happened to it.”

“You wouldn’t dare,” I said. My voice shook with the effort of staying in character.

“Wouldn’t I?” He hooked one finger in the delicate lace and yanked. The fabric tore with a loud, violent rip. The sound filled the room. My whole body jolted—shock and heat and the sharp pulse of arousal.

He pulled the torn edges apart, exposing the upper swell of my breasts and the top edge of the corset. His gaze dragged over the skin like a hand. “There. Much better.”

“Barbarian,” I breathed.

He smiled, slow and certain. “You like it.” Not a question. His hand slid down the rigid boning to the laces at my side. “Now let’s see about taking the sorceress apart properly.”

His fingers worked the knot with deliberate patience. Each tug loosened the corset another fraction. The pressure around my ribs eased. The exposure grew. I sat in his lap, held, while he undid the armor piece by piece. Every pull made the garment gape wider. The character slipped with the laces. I was just Priya again, breathing harder, wetter, waiting for what he would do next.

“You’re enjoying this,” I whispered, breaking the rule.

He looked up. The warning in his eyes was clear. “I am,” he said, voice rough. “Watching you come apart in my hands.” One last pull and the corset fell open. The sudden absence of pressure made me gasp. Beneath the torn gown my bra showed, plain cotton against skin.

He didn’t touch it. Instead his hands slid under the open corset, palms hot against my ribs and the thin shirt beneath. He dragged me closer until our faces were inches apart.

“Question,” he said. His breath touched my mouth. “Where is the Amulet of Aelthoria?”

I found the sneer. “Safe from you.”

He made a soft, disappointed sound. “Wrong answer.” One hand left my ribs and moved down, gathering the heavy skirts. He pulled them up slowly, deliberately, baring my stockings, the garter straps, the pale skin of my thighs. Cool air touched where his hand had been.

My breath stuttered.

“Try again,” he said. His palm rested on my bare thigh now, thumb stroking the tender skin just above the stocking top. “Where is it?”

I swallowed. “I swallowed it.”

His eyebrows lifted. Then the grin returned, bright and dangerous. “Did you.” His fingers slid higher, brushing the satin edge of my panties. “Then I suppose I’ll have to check every… crevice.”

His fingertips slipped beneath the fabric and found my pussy, already slick and hot, the heat of me pulsing against his skin. A moan slipped free before I could swallow it back.

He made a low sound of approval in his throat. “Well, well. The sorceress isn’t so icy after all.” One finger pressed inside me, only to the first knuckle, and my hips jerked forward against his hand. “Is this where you’re hiding it? In this sweet, tight little cunt?”

The crude word, spoken in character, paired with the slow push of his finger, cracked the last of my resistance. “Dylan,” I gasped, the name tearing out of me, my character forgotten.

“Ah, ah,” he chided, his finger sliding deeper, curling to stroke that sensitive spot inside. “I’m the rogue. You’re my captive. And you haven’t given me the safeword.” A second finger joined the first, stretching me open, his palm grinding hard against my clit. “So tell me, my lady. Where is my amulet?”

Heat sparked sharp and electric from his hand straight to my core. I was panting, hips rolling in his lap, head thrown back against the chair. “It’s… it’s not here,” I confessed on a broken moan. “It’s an illusion. A decoy.”

He stilled his hand, fingers still buried deep. “An illusion?” Genuine admiration threaded his voice. “Clever girl.” He withdrew slowly, dragging his fingers free, then brought them to his mouth. He sucked them clean, eyes locked on mine the whole time. The sight—wet fingers, deliberate tongue, the possessive way he watched me—tore a whimper from my throat.

“Since you’ve been so dishonest,” he said, voice dark with promise, “I think you owe me a prize anyway. Don’t you?”

He shifted me in his lap, dragging me forward until I straddled him. The hard ridge of his cock, still trapped in leather, pressed up against my core through damp panties and the bunched layers of my skirt. I rocked against him without thinking, chasing the friction.

He groaned, hands clamping on my hips to hold me still. “Not yet.” His pupils were blown wide, lips parted, chest rising fast. “The costume. I want it all off. I want you naked while I’m still dressed.”

The command, the clear line of power, sent another rush of heat through me. I nodded, fingers clumsy on the pauldrons at my shoulders. He helped, larger hands making short work of the buckles and straps. Silver armor hit the floor with a clatter. Next came the torn gown, lifted over my head, leaving me in the open corset, bra, garter belt, stockings, and panties.

He leaned in and caught the front clasp of my bra between his teeth, pulling it apart. My breasts spilled free. His mouth was on me instantly, sucking a nipple deep, tongue lashing the peak until I cried out, fingers digging into the leather across his shoulders.

“The rest,” he growled against my skin.

I shoved the open corset down my arms and let it drop. Then I hooked my thumbs in my panties, lifted my hips, and slid them off. Bare from the waist down, I settled back over him in just the garter belt and stockings.

He leaned back, gaze raking over me like a physical touch. “Fuck,” he breathed, the rogue persona cracking into pure, awestruck Dylan. “You are… a vision.”

His hands gripped my hips again, positioning me. With his other hand he worked the laces of his pants open and freed his cock. It sprang out, thick and hard, the head flushed and already wet. He stroked himself once, eyes never leaving mine.

“Now,” he said, the word a command. “Take your prize, sorceress. Since I’ve so rudely stolen yours.”

The permission, framed as a challenge, hit me low and hot. I reached between us, guided him to my entrance, and sank down in one slow, relentless slide. Both of us groaned as he filled me completely. The angle was deep, perfect. I was impaled on him, knees bracketing his hips in the chair, hands braced on his shoulders.

For a moment we stayed there, joined, breathing hard. The fantasy had burned away. This was no longer captor and captive. This was Priya and Dylan, raw and real, chasing something we’d only touched last night.

I began to move, rolling my hips, taking him deep with every rise and fall. He met me thrust for thrust, hands gripping my ass, urging me faster. The leather of his vest dragged rough against my nipples, a sharp contrast to the slick, hot glide of him inside me.

“Look at you,” he rasped, voice strained. “Riding me. So fucking beautiful.”

I leaned forward and crushed my mouth to his. The kiss was messy, desperate, all tongue and teeth. I poured everything into it—the competition, the frustration, the raw, blinding want. He kissed me back just as fiercely, one hand fisting in my hair to hold me close.

The pace picked up, the chair creaking beneath us. The sounds were filthy—wet, rhythmic, ours. I was close, so close, the coil of pleasure winding tighter with every thrust.

“Dylan, I’m—” I choked out.

“I know,” he gritted. “Come for me. Come on my cock.”

His words shoved me over. Orgasm hit hard, violent, my body clamping around him in pulsing waves. I screamed into his mouth, thighs shaking, the intensity of it wringing every drop of pleasure from me while I stayed exposed in his lap.

Feeling me come triggered his own release. With a ragged shout he buried himself deep, pulsing inside me as his climax tore through him. He held me tight against his chest, face buried in my neck, while we rode out the last tremors together, trembling and spent.

Slowly the world sharpened again. Leather against sensitized skin. The smell of sex and sweat. The sound of our ragged breathing. He was still inside me, softening. I didn’t want to move.

Eventually he eased me off his lap. I winced as he slipped free, the aftermath sharp. He gathered me into his arms, settling me sideways across his thighs, my head on his shoulder. His hand stroked my hair, my back, touch tender now, grounding.

We sat in silence for a long while, wrapped in the aftermath and the fading afternoon light slanting through the curtains.

“Checkmate,” I whispered finally, the word a soft exhale against his neck.

He stilled. “You okay?” Pure Dylan, soft with concern.

I nodded. “More than okay. That was… incredible.”

He pressed a kiss to my temple. “Yeah. It was.”

Reality pressed back in. The awards ceremony was in an hour. We were a mess—costumes half-destroyed, bodies spent, the room thick with the smell of sex and breakfast.

“We need to shower,” I said, not moving.

“We do,” he agreed, also not moving.

Another minute passed.

“Together?” he asked, voice hopeful.

I smiled against his skin. “Obviously. Water conservation. Con policy.”

He laughed, the sound rich and warm, and finally helped me to my feet. We left the ruins of our costumes where they lay and walked to the bathroom hand in hand.

Under the shower spray we washed each other with quiet, focused intimacy. No more games, no characters. Just gentle hands sliding over soap-slick skin, soft kisses under the warm water, the quiet comfort of shared space.

We dried off, ordinary hotel towels feeling strange after the intensity of the last hour. We dressed in normal con clothes—jeans, t-shirts, comfortable shoes. The transformation was complete. We were just Priya and Dylan again, two cosplayers heading to an awards ceremony.

But everything felt different. The air between us carried a new, steady charge. As I zipped my hoodie, I caught him watching me from across the room, a soft, unguarded look on his face. It vanished in an instant, replaced by his usual easy grin as he tossed me my badge.

“Ready to lose?” he teased.

“You mean watch me win?” I shot back, but my heart wasn’t in the rivalry.

We took the elevator down with a group of other attendees, their chatter about panels and photo shoots a jarring return to normal. Dylan’s hand found mine, fingers lacing through, a solid connection in the crowd. I held on tight.

The grand ballroom was packed, the buzz of excitement thick in the air. The stage gleamed with trophies under harsh lights. We found seats near the front, shoulders brushing.

As the hosts took the stage and the ceremony began, the anxiety I’d felt that morning returned, colder and sharper. Trophies were handed out, category by category. Whispers and applause rose around us. My category, “Best Armor/Craftsmanship,” was called. My heart climbed into my throat.

“And the winner,” the announcer said, drawing out the moment, “for her breathtaking High-Elf Sorceress… Priya Anand!”

The applause was deafening. Dylan squeezed my hand and let go, giving me a little push. “Go get your crown, your highness.”

I walked to the stage in a daze, accepted the heavy resin trophy, smiled for the flashing cameras. The host asked something about my process. I answered on autopilot, eyes scanning the crowd until I found Dylan. He was clapping, a genuine, proud smile on his face. No bitterness, no rivalry in that moment. Just joy for me.

I returned to my seat, the trophy cold and heavy in my hands. Dylan slung an arm around my shoulders, pulling me into his side. “Told you,” he murmured in my ear.

His category, “Best Performance/Characterization,” came next. When they called his name—Dylan Reyes for his Roguish Mercenary—the whoop that left my lungs was louder than anyone’s. I watched him saunter up to the stage, that familiar swagger in full force, and felt a surge of possessive pride. He’s mine, a voice whispered in my head, shocking me with its certainty.

He came back, trophy in hand, and bumped his shoulder against mine. “See? Not a loser.”

“Never said you were,” I said, and meant it.

The final award, “Best in Show,” went to an incredible Orc warlord build. Dylan and I exchanged a look, a silent next year passing between us.

As the crowd began to disperse, a woman in a stunning Voidwarden’s robe approached Dylan, her smile wide and familiar. “Dylan! Congrats!” she said, throwing her arms around him in a hug.

He hugged her back easily. “Hey, Mara! You killed it today. That energy-blade work!”

“Thanks! Listen, a bunch of us are heading to the Dead End Bar for last-night drinks. You in?” Her eyes flicked to me, polite but dismissive. “You can bring your friend.”

The possessive voice in my head roared. Friend. The word landed like a slap.

Dylan glanced at me, his expression unreadable. “Uh, maybe. We’ll see.”

Mara gave him another smile, touched his arm, and melted back into the crowd.

The air between us chilled. The easy camaraderie of the last hour froze solid. He was looking at me, waiting for my reaction.

“Friend?” I said, my voice cooler than I intended.

“Priya,” he started, but I was already gathering my things, the weight of the trophy suddenly absurd.

“It’s fine,” I said, the lie brittle. “You should go. Last night of the con, all your friends…”

“She’s just an acquaintance from the prop-making forum,” he said, his hand on my arm. “It’s not—”

“Really, it’s fine.” I pulled away, the hurt a sharp, sudden thing in my chest. The bubble had burst. This was the reality: convention flings, blurred lines, and going back to separate lives. “I’m pretty tired anyway. I should go pack.”

The look on his face was one of pure frustration. “Don’t do this.”

“Do what?” I asked. My smile felt tight enough to crack. “I’m just being realistic, Dylan. It was a fun night. A great night. But it’s over.” I hefted the trophy, the cheap plastic heavier than it had any right to be. “Thanks for… everything.”

I turned and walked away, shouldering through the press of bodies. The crowd smelled like sweat and spilled beer and the faint chemical tang of the hotel carpet. My vision blurred, hot tears stinging the corners of my eyes. The hope I’d carried out of his room that morning—warm skin, morning breath, the way he’d pulled me closer instead of rolling away—curled up and died in my chest. I’d broken the first rule of con hookups: don’t catch feelings.

Back in the quiet of my own room—the one I’d barely used—I dropped the trophy on the bed. It landed with a dull thud against the stiff comforter. The victory sat in my gut like ash. I could still feel the ghost of his hands on my hips, the low rasp of his voice against my ear when he’d told me how good I felt, the way his eyes had locked on mine when I came apart. All of it looped behind my eyes, sharp and bright against the memory of him calling me “friend” like it cost him nothing, like Mara hadn’t been standing right there with her hand on his arm.

I was an idiot. A spectacular, prize-winning idiot.

A knock sounded at the door, sharp and insistent, the sound cutting through the quiet like a blade. My heart stuttered hard against my ribs. I knew who it was.

I thought about not answering. About letting the night end here, cleanly, with whatever scraps of pride I still had left.

But I’d never been good at walking away from a challenge.

I wiped my eyes with the heel of my hand, dragged in a breath that tasted like regret, and went to open the door.


Chapter 3 — The Capitulation

Dylan filled the doorway, still in his rogue leathers, his dark hair disheveled from the wind or his own hands. He looked like he’d run here. “You left,” he said, his voice raw.

“Observant,” I replied, but the bite was gone from my words. My throat was tight.

He didn’t wait for an invitation. He stepped inside, closing the door behind him with a soft click that felt deafening in the silence. His eyes scanned my room—the untouched bed, my open suitcase, the trophy gleaming accusingly on the comforter.

“It wasn’t fine,” he said, turning his gaze back to me. “What you heard. Mara’s my ex. From, like, four years ago. She’s dating the guy who runs the tabletop-wargaming booth now. She was being… Mara. I was trying to be polite and shut it down without making a scene.”

I crossed my arms over my chest, a flimsy shield. “You don’t owe me an explanation.”

“The hell I don’t,” he fired back, taking another step closer. The scent of leather and his soap, the one from his shower this morning, wrapped around me. “You ran. After last night. After everything we said. You think I call every woman I sleep with a ‘friend’? You think what happened in that suite was friendly?”

My heart hammered against my ribs. “It was a game. A roleplay.”

“Bullshit.” The word was soft, final. He reached out, his fingers brushing my bare arm where I’d rolled up the sleeves of my t-shirt. A shiver raced straight to my core. “The game had a safeword, Priya. The after didn’t. That was us. You and me. No characters.”

The tears threatened again, hot and embarrassing. “Then what was it? A con fling? A pity fuck for the second-place girl?”

His hand snapped up to cup my jaw, his touch firm but not rough. “Hey. Right here—eyes on me.” I lifted my gaze to his. His brown eyes were blazing, intense. “It was me wanting you since the first time I saw you on that stage two years ago, looking like you’d stepped out of my goddamn dreams. It was me finally getting the chance to touch you, and realizing it was better than any fantasy. It was you, under me, over me, looking at me like I was the only person in the world who understood the assignment.” He thumbed away a tear that escaped. “Don’t cheapen it by calling it a fling.”

A sob caught in my chest. All my defenses, the sharp-tongued sorceress persona, the competitive armor, it all crumbled under the sheer sincerity in his voice. “I’m scared,” I whispered, the admission tearing itself from me.

His expression softened. “I know. Me too.” He leaned his forehead against mine. “But I’m more scared of you walking out of that door tomorrow and us pretending this was nothing.”

“What do you want, Dylan?” My voice was a plea.

“You. However I can get you. For the rest of this con. And after.” He pulled back just enough to see my face. “But right now, I want to finish what we started last night. Without the game. No roles. Just us.”

The air between us crackled with the weight of everything unsaid. The hurt and jealousy from before were still there, but they were being burned away by a hotter, more urgent need. The memory of his mouth on me, his hands mapping my skin, rose up with brutal clarity. My body remembered, and it was already thrumming in anticipation.

“Okay,” I breathed.

“Okay?” he asked, needing confirmation.

“Yes.”

That single word unleashed him. His mouth was on mine, a kiss that was all possession and promise, devoid of any playful rogue pretense. It was Dylan, claiming me. I kissed him back just as fiercely, my fingers tangling in his hair, pulling him closer. The trophy toppled off the bed with a dull thud, but neither of us cared.

He walked me backward until my knees hit the edge of my bed. He broke the kiss, his breath ragged. “I need to see you. All of you. No corsets, no illusion.”

My hands went to the hem of my t-shirt. He watched, his gaze heavy-lidded and hungry, as I pulled it over my head. I wasn’t wearing a bra. The cool air of the hotel room pebbled my nipples, and his groan was a visceral sound that went straight to my pussy.

“You’re so beautiful,” he murmured, his hands coming up to cradle my breasts, his thumbs sweeping over the tight peaks. The touch was electric, more intimate than anything from our roleplay. This was pure, unfiltered worship.

I reached for his belt, my fingers fumbling with the buckle. He helped me, shoving the leather aside, and then his pants and briefs were pushed down just enough to free his cock. It was already fully hard, thick and flushed, a bead of moisture glistening at the tip. The sight sent a fresh wave of wetness between my legs.

He kicked his boots and the rest of his clothes off, standing gloriously naked before me. I drank him in—the lean muscle of his torso, the dark trail of hair leading down, the powerful thighs. My rogue was gone. This was just a man, Dylan, beautifully, vulnerably real.

I stood to shuck off my jeans and panties, my movements hurried. When I was naked, he pulled me against him, skin to skin, and the feeling was overwhelming. The heat of him, the solid wall of his chest, the press of his erection against my belly. He kissed me again, deeply, his tongue exploring my mouth as his hands slid down my back to grip my ass, pulling me tighter against him.

“I’ve thought about this,” he said against my lips. “Just like this. A thousand times.”

“Show me,” I challenged, the last vestige of my competitive spirit sparking.

A dark, pleased smile touched his mouth. He guided me onto the bed, laying me back against the pillows. Instead of covering my body with his, he moved down, settling between my legs. He hooked my knees over his shoulders, spreading me open for his view, for his touch.

I was completely exposed. The convention center chatter, the distant ding of elevators, the whole world outside this room ceased to exist. There was only the soft light from the bedside lamp, the feel of the comforter under my back, and Dylan’s hot, intent gaze fixed on the most intimate part of me.

“Perfect,” he whispered, and then he leaned in and licked a slow, flat stripe up my slit.

I cried out, my back arching off the bed. The sensation was so direct, so carnal after the layered complexity of last night. There was no fantasy, no narrative. Just his mouth on my pussy.

He did it again, savoring me, his tongue delving to taste me deeply. Then he focused on my clit, circling it with a relentless, clever pressure that had me gripping the sheets. He alternated between broad strokes and pinpoint flicks, reading my body’s responses with an expertise that left me shaking.

“Dylan… oh, god…” I was already climbing, the coil of pleasure tightening unbearably fast. Last night had been a slow, exquisite burn. This was a wildfire.

He slid two fingers inside me, curling them, finding a spot that made me see stars. His mouth never left my clit, sucking and licking in time with the thrust of his fingers. The dual assault was too much. The orgasm ripped through me, a sharp, shocking release that tore a ragged scream from my throat. I shook with it, my hips bucking against his face as he drank every wave, gentling his touch until I was a trembling, oversensitive mess.

He crawled up my body, kissing my stomach, the valley between my breasts, my collarbone, before reclaiming my mouth. I could taste myself on his lips, salty and musky, and the intimacy of it made me whimper.

He was poised above me, his cock nudging at my entrance. His eyes were dark, pupils blown wide. “Stay with me here,” he said, his voice rough. “Eyes open.”

I opened my eyes, meeting his gaze. There was no playful glint, no rogue’s smirk. Just raw, open need.

“This is us,” he said, and pushed inside.

I gasped. He was thick, stretching me exquisitely, the feeling of being filled so complete it bordered on pain. He sank in slowly, inch by devastating inch, until he was fully seated, our hips flush. We both shuddered.

He didn’t move for a long moment, just held himself there, buried deep inside me, his forehead resting against mine. The connection was profound, terrifyingly real. This wasn’t fucking. This was something else entirely.

Then he began to move. Long, slow, dragging thrusts that rubbed every perfect, aching place within me. Each stroke was a promise, a confession. My legs wrapped around his waist, pulling him deeper. My nails dug into the hard muscles of his back.

The pace gradually built, his thrusts becoming harder, faster. The bed rocked against the wall with a rhythmic thump. Our skin slapped together, a wet, obscene counterpoint to our ragged breathing and broken moans.

“You feel… unbelievable,” he gritted out, his control fraying. “So tight. So fucking perfect.”

“Dylan,” I chanted, my world narrowing to the point where our bodies joined. The pressure was building again, a deeper, fuller wave than before. “Don’t stop. Please.”

He shifted his angle slightly, and the new friction against my clit was blinding. I shattered. My second orgasm was a tsunami, drowning me in pure sensation. I clenched around him, milking his cock, my cries muffled against his shoulder.

It tipped him over the edge. A groan broke out of him, half my name, half a prayer, and his hips jerked hard against mine as he came, pulsing hot and deep. He sagged against me afterward, breath ragged against my neck, his whole frame heavy and wrung out.

We lay like that for a long time, tangled together, sweaty and spent. The reality of what we’d just done—without a game, without a script—settled over us. It felt heavier, more significant.

Eventually, he rolled to the side, pulling me with him so I was tucked against his chest. His fingers traced idle patterns on my arm.

“So,” he said, his voice a rumble in his chest under my ear.

“So,” I echoed.

“Still think it was a fling?”

I smiled into his skin. “Shut up.”

He laughed, the sound vibrating through me. We drifted in a comfortable silence, the afterglow a warm blanket.

“I have to check out tomorrow at eleven,” I said eventually, the real world intruding like a cold draft.

“I know.” He kissed the top of my head. “I’m on a three o’clock flight.”

“Back to Seattle.”

“Back to Portland,” he corrected softly.

Three hours apart. It might as well have been an ocean.

“I don’t do long-distance,” I blurted out, the fear clawing its way back.

He was quiet for a moment. “Who said anything about long-distance? I’ve got a prop commission in Vancouver next month. That’s a two-hour drive from Seattle. Or a really short flight.”

Hope, treacherous and bright, flared in my chest. “Yeah?”

“Yeah. And there’s that steampunk con in Tacoma in six weeks. I was planning to go. You?”

“I… I submitted a panel application,” I admitted.

“See?” His arms tightened around me. “We’re in the same orbit, Priya. We have been for years. We just finally collided.”

It sounded so simple when he said it. Maybe it could be.

My stomach growled, loud in the quiet room.

He chuckled. “Room service? My treat.”

“Only if they have waffles.”

“It’s seven PM.”

“Your point?”

We ordered waffles and bacon and a truly irresponsible amount of coffee. We ate it in bed, naked, sharing plates, talking about everything and nothing—our first cons, nightmare costume malfunctions, favorite obscure fantasy novels. The easy camaraderie from last night was back, but deepened, solidified by the naked intimacy we’d just shared.

After we’d pushed the trays away, he looked at me, a mischievous glint returning to his eyes. It was the look he got right before he issued a dare.

“What?” I asked, suspicious.

“We have one night left. Check-out isn’t for,” he glanced at the clock, “sixteen more hours.”

“And?”

“And I was thinking.” He trailed a finger down my spine, the slow drag of his nail raising gooseflesh in its wake. “We never did finish our game.”

I raised an eyebrow. “I’m pretty sure we finished it last night. Thoroughly.”

“The captor-captive scenario, sure. But there are… other fantasies.” He leaned in, his voice dropping to a whisper that brushed warm air across the shell of my ear. “What if the sorceress isn’t captured? What if she’s the one in charge? What if she decides she wants the rogue’s… service?”

A slow, liquid heat gathered between my thighs. The idea took root fast. To be in control. To command him. To watch the usually swaggering Dylan Reyes drop to his knees for me. My pussy clenched, still tender from earlier.

“You’d do that?” I asked, voice low and rough.

“For you?” He held my gaze, the playfulness giving way to something darker, more intent. “In a heartbeat. But we set the rules. Same safeword.”

“Sunstone,” I breathed, the word settling between us like a vow.

“Sunstone,” he confirmed. “So, my lady sorceress…” He slid off the bed and onto his knees on the floor beside it. The sight of him there, shoulders squared, throat exposed, sent a sharp pulse through my cunt. “What is your command?”

Power, thick and heady, rushed through me. I sat up, letting the sheet fall to my waist. I reached out and took his chin in my hand, tilting his face up to mine. The surrender in his eyes made my clit throb.

“First,” I said, my voice dropping into the lower, more imperious register I used on stage, “you will not speak unless spoken to. You are here for my pleasure. Your wants are irrelevant.”

A visible tremor moved through him. He nodded, eyes burning.

“Second, you will not come until I give you explicit permission. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” he said, the word tight.

“Yes, what?”

He swallowed. “Yes, my lady.”

A fresh thrill shot through me. “Good.” I released his chin and lay back against the pillows, spreading my legs. “Your mouth. On me. Now.”

He didn’t hesitate. He surged forward, burying his face between my thighs with a desperate hunger that made my breath catch. His tongue was hot and insistent, lapping at my folds, circling my clit until it throbbed back to life. I let my head fall back, a raw moan spilling from my throat as I tangled my hands in his hair and guided his rhythm.

This was different. Before, his pleasure had been part of the equation. Now, it was entirely about mine. He worshipped me with his mouth, drinking down every fresh rush of wetness, his own need a hard, straining tension I could feel in the way his shoulders locked. I could feel the rigid line of his cock, still slick from our earlier fucking, pressing against the bed frame as he knelt.

I came again under his relentless tongue, a slower, rolling peak that left me loose-limbed and gasping. He didn’t stop. He gentled the pressure but kept licking, soft and steady, keeping me balanced on that sensitive, shimmering edge.

“Enough,” I finally managed.

He pulled back, lips shiny, eyes glassy with lust and something closer to worship.

“On the bed,” I ordered. “On your back.”

He scrambled to obey, stretching out in the center of the mattress, cock standing rigid and leaking against his stomach. The sight of him like that made my mouth water. I straddled his hips but didn’t take him inside. Instead I leaned forward, braced my hands on his chest, and lowered my head to take the head of his cock into my mouth.

He jerked beneath me, a guttural sound tearing from his throat. I smiled around him and took him deeper, using my tongue to flick the sensitive spot just beneath the crown. His hands clenched at his sides, obeying the rule. I loved the strain in his forearms, the way his abs locked tight.

I released him with a wet sound. “Eyes on me, Dylan. I want them open.”

His eyes flew open, dark and strained.

“You want to come?”

“Yes,” he rasped.

“Beg for it.”

A full-body shudder rolled through him. “Please, my lady. Please let me come.”

“How badly?”

“I’ll do anything. Anything you want. Please.”

The raw need in his voice snapped the last of my restraint. I rose up, positioned myself, and sank down onto him in one slow, deliberate motion. We both cried out. I began to ride him, setting a slow, grinding pace that dragged my clit against the base of his cock with every roll of my hips.

His hands came up to grip my hips, fingers digging in. “Can I…?”

“You may touch me,” I granted, and his thumbs immediately found my clit, circling in time with my movements. The combined sensation was sharp and perfect, winding a new, desperate tension low in my belly.

I watched his face, the war between ecstasy and control playing out in the clench of his jaw, the muscle ticking in his cheek, the sweat beading along his hairline.

“Look at me,” I commanded again, my own breath coming shorter now. “I want to see you when you break.”

His eyes locked on mine, the connection burning. I increased my pace, riding him harder, faster. The pressure built, a tight, spiraling heat.

“Now, Dylan,” I panted, control slipping. “Come for me. Now.”

With a raw, broken sound he obeyed. His hips slammed up to meet mine as he erupted inside me, hot pulses flooding deep. The feeling of him losing control on my command pushed me over. My orgasm crashed through me in heavy, rolling waves. I collapsed forward onto his chest, my cries muffled against his skin.

We were both trembling, slick with sweat, utterly spent. His arms came around me, holding me close as our heartbeats slowed.

I lifted my head, meeting his sated, heavy-lidded gaze. The game was over. The personas had dissolved, leaving just us—two people, raw and connected, in a wrecked hotel bed.

He brushed a sweat-damp strand of hair from my face. “Still think you’re the only one who can follow a script?”

I laughed, the sound soft and tired. “You’re a quick study.”

“For you?” He kissed me, slow and deep. “Always.”

We dozed for a while, a tangle of limbs and slow, contented breathing. When I woke, the digital clock on the nightstand glowed 10:47 PM. The con was officially over for another year. The main hall would be dark, the vendors packing up.

Dylan was awake, watching me. “Hey.”

“Hey.”

“I have an idea,” he said, a familiar, daring spark in his eyes.

“Another one?” I pretended to groan, but my body was already humming with anticipation.

“Right now, before we pack up and let the real world back in. There’s still time before checkout eats it all.”

“What is it?”

He grinned, that rogue’s grin I’d come to crave. “What’s the one place in a hotel we haven’t… utilized yet?”

I thought for a moment, then my eyes widened. “No.”

“Yes.”

“You’re insane.”

“You know you want to.”

The idea was outrageous, risky, and so fucking hot. A final, forbidden thrill. A last memory to carry with us into airports and separate cities.

I looked at him, this man who had stripped every defense I had, who had seen the competitive cosplayer, the vulnerable woman, the demanding sorceress—and had wanted all of it. This might be our last night in this bubble. I wanted to wring every drop of sensation from it.

“Okay,” I said, a slow smile spreading across my face. “But we’re taking the robe.”

He laughed, kissing me hard. “Deal.” He sat up, the sheet falling away. “Shower first. Then… operation shower stall.”

I watched him pad toward the bathroom, his ass flexing with each step. My heart felt too big for my chest, swollen with lust and something far more dangerous.

The shower turned on, steam beginning to fog the bathroom mirror. I threw back the covers and followed him, cool air raising goosebumps across my skin. He held the glass door open for me, eyes dark with heat.

As I stepped into the spray, hot water sluicing over my shoulders, he pulled me against him. His cock, already hardening again, pressed against the small of my back. His mouth found the sensitive spot behind my ear.

“One last game?” he murmured, hands sliding around to cup my breasts.

I turned in his arms, water cascading over us both. I looked up at him, droplets clinging to his lashes. “No games,” I said, and meant it. “Just us.”

He kissed me, and under the relentless pour of the shower, with the whole night still ahead and a reckless plan forming, I let myself believe, just for a little while, that “just us” could be enough. That it could be everything.

The water pounded down, hot and relentless, a private waterfall in our little glass-walled world. Dylan’s kiss was a claiming, his tongue sliding against mine as his hands slid down my slick back to grip my ass. The steam thickened around us, fragrant with the hotel’s generic shampoo and the sharp, unmistakable scent of sex and sweat.

“Just us,” he’d said. And it was. No characters, no costumes, no audience. Just skin and steam and need.

He spun me gently, pressing my front against the cool tiles. “Hold on,” he murmured, voice a low rumble in my ear. I braced my hands against the wall, tile gritty under my palms. He knelt behind me, strong hands spreading my cheeks apart. The humid air touched me there, a shocking, intimate coolness.

Then his mouth was on me again, but not where I expected. His tongue traced a slow, wet circle over my asshole.

I gasped, fingers curling against the tile. “Dylan…”

“Just seeing if you like it,” he said, voice thick. He lapped at me again, a filthy, wonderful sensation that sent a bolt of heat straight to my already-throbbing pussy.

I did like it. The vulnerability of it, the sheer taboo. I moaned, pushing back against his face. He chuckled against my skin, the vibration exquisite, before returning his attention to my pussy from behind, his tongue plunging deep into my folds from this new, devastating angle. The dual sensation—the rough tile under my hands, the hot water on my back, his wicked mouth between my legs—was overwhelming. I came quickly, a sharp, clenching orgasm that made my knees buckle.

He held me up, hands firm on my hips. “I’ve got you,” he said, standing and pressing his hard length against me. His cock slid through my slickness, not entering, just teasing. “Tell me what you want.”

“You,” I panted, arching my back. “Inside me. Now.”

He didn’t need telling twice. Guiding himself with one hand, he pushed into me with one smooth, deep thrust. The angle was different, deeper, hitting spots that made my vision spark. He set a punishing pace immediately, his hips slapping against my ass with a wet smack that echoed in the tiled space. Each thrust drove me harder into the wall, my breasts flattening against the cool surface.

One of his hands snaked around my front, finding my clit. His fingers were slippery with soap and my own wetness, circling that swollen nub in time with his thrusts. The combination was brutal, perfect. I was hurtling toward another peak, the pleasure coiling tighter and tighter.

“Come for me, Priya,” he growled in my ear, teeth grazing my earlobe. “Let go.”

His command, the thick drive of his cock slamming into me, the merciless press of his fingers on my clit—it overloaded every nerve. I came hard, my cry swallowed by the hiss of the shower. My cunt clamped down around him, squeezing his cock in rhythmic pulses, and that dragged him over the edge. A ragged groan tore from his throat. He drove deep, to the root, and flooded me with hot, thick pulses of cum. He stayed buried there, shaking, while aftershocks rolled through my body and my inner walls fluttered around him.

We stayed pressed against the tile for a long moment, the water beating down on our backs. Slowly he softened and slipped free. He turned me, gathering me into his arms under the spray, and kissed me slow and deep, the taste of myself still on his tongue.

We washed each other with a quiet focus that felt nothing like the frenzy that had come before. His hands moved over my shoulders, soaping the tight lines of muscle there, thumbs pressing into the knots the con had left behind. I ran my palms across his chest, feeling the rise and fall of his ribs, the solid heat of him under my fingers, memorizing the map of bone and skin. The simple slide of skin on skin carried more weight than anything we had done against the wall.

We toweled off in the steam-thick air, the mirror blurred to nothing. Wrapped in the hotel robes, we padded back into the wrecked room and climbed under the covers without speaking. Our bodies settled together the way they had the night before, easy and familiar, the newness of it still humming under the surface.

I fell asleep with my ear against his chest, counting the slow, steady beats under my cheek.

The blare of my phone alarm ripped me out of sleep. I slapped at the nightstand until the noise stopped, squinting against the screen’s glare. 9:00 AM. Checkout in three hours.

Dylan’s arm tightened around my waist. “No,” he mumbled into my hair. “Turn it off. Con’s over. Time is fake.”

I silenced the alarm. Sunlight cut through a gap in the curtains, lighting up the dust in the air and the mess we had made: clothes scattered across the floor, empty trays stacked by the door, my half-packed suitcase open on the stand. The night felt farther away already.

Dylan shifted onto his elbow and looked down at me. His hair stuck up in every direction. The stubble along his jaw had darkened overnight. “Hey.”

“Hey,” I answered, voice hoarse.

His hand slid under the sheet and cupped my ass. “We don’t have to get up right this second.”

I smiled, but it felt thin. “We do. Noon shuttle. You’ve got a flight.”

He sighed, the easy light in his eyes fading. He nodded once. “Okay. Shower together? A real one this time. Quick and mean.”

We moved through it fast—soap, rinse, shared toothbrush at the sink, eyes catching in the mirror. The domestic rhythm of it sat heavy in my chest.

Packing took longer than it should have. I folded my street clothes and laid the elven corset and gown into the garment bag with careful hands. Dylan rolled his rogue leathers the same way, like he was putting armor back in its chest. The zippers sounded final.

We stood in the middle of the room in jeans and t-shirts, the ordinary fabric suddenly strange against our skin. The space between us felt wider than the room.

“So,” he said, hands in his pockets.

“So.”

“My flight’s later. I can walk you down to the shuttle.”

I nodded. We did one last pass—empty cups, tangled sheets, the faint smell of sex still in the air—then left it all behind.

The lobby was quiet in the way only the last morning of a con can be. People slumped over luggage, eyes glassy. We waited by the glass doors. The silence between us pressed in.

“Priya,” he started, then stopped. He dragged a hand through his hair. “Last night. This whole weekend. It wasn’t just the game for me.”

“I know,” I said. “It wasn’t for me either.”

“The things I said… I meant them. I want this. You. However we make it work.”

The hope I had been pushing down flared sharp under my ribs. “Long distance is hard.”

“So is never seeing you again.” He took my hand. His palm was warm, solid. “We’re adults. Phones exist. Planes exist. Cons exist. We’ll figure it out.”

The blue and white shuttle pulled up with a hydraulic sigh. My stomach dropped.

“That’s me,” I whispered.

He pulled me in hard, chest to chest. I breathed in soap and leather and the warm scent of his skin. “Tacoma,” he said into my hair. “Six weeks. I’ll be there. You better be there.”

“I will.”

He tipped my face up and kissed me. No hunger this time. Just the steady press of his mouth, a promise sealed.

“Go,” he said, voice rough. “Before I drag you back upstairs and miss my flight.”

I made myself turn, handed my bag to the driver, and climbed in without looking back. I couldn’t. One glance and I would have run.

Window seat. The van pulled away. I looked anyway.

He stood on the curb, hands in his pockets, watching. He lifted one hand in a small, solemn wave.

I raised mine until the hotel and the man both slipped out of sight.

The flight to Seattle passed in a blur of clouds and recycled air. My body still carried the memory of his hands. The woman beside me tried to talk about the weather. I answered in single words.

My apartment felt too quiet when I dropped my bags. The garment bag with the sorceress costume looked wrong against the clean lines of the furniture. I plugged in my phone. Notifications stacked up—congratulations, comments, a few new commission requests. Then a text from a number I didn’t know.

Unknown: Hey. It’s Dylan. Got your number from the group chat. Hope that’s all right.

Unknown: Made it to my gate. Portland’s doing the rainy thing again.

Unknown: Missing a certain bossy sorceress already.

I saved the number with a smile that made my cheeks ache.

Me: The rogue made it out alive, I see. Seattle is also wet. My tower leaks.

Dylan: I know a guy. Good with his hands. Could fix your leaks. Among other things.

Me: What’s his rate?

Dylan: For you? Lifetime subscription.

I fell back on the couch, phone clutched to my chest. The giddy rush that followed felt ridiculous and real at the same time. This wasn’t an ending. It was a pause.

We talked. Texts during the day, long calls at night that wandered from work to stupid fantasy puns to silence that never felt empty. He sent progress photos of the dragon-hilted sword commission. I sent shots of the dark fae gown taking shape on my dress form.

Tacoma stayed definite. He booked the room. “One bed,” he texted. “Not making that mistake twice.” We added a weekend in Vancouver, his commission city.

It stayed easy. The more we talked, the more the fear in the back of my mind lost its teeth. He made me laugh. He asked about my work like it mattered. He made me come so hard I forgot my own name. He sent good-morning texts that started with terrible puns and ended with what he wanted to do to me when we finally got our hands on each other again.

The fear never disappeared completely. It lingered, small and quiet. Con fling. Magic of the weekend. Out of context it won’t hold.

CogCon was smaller, brassier, full of tea dueling and gear-shaped everything. I wore a simpler explorer look—brown leather, goggles, practical boots. My panel on budget armor was at noon.

My pulse kicked hard as I walked the vendor hall. What if the heat had been the hotel room? What if we had nothing left outside that bubble?

He was at a booth, showing a small crowd how to tool a floral pattern into leather. Jeans, black t-shirt, leather apron. His hands moved with steady pressure, the awl leaving clean lines. No rogue coat. No stage light. Just him, competent and present.

He finished the demo. When the crowd thinned, he looked up. His eyes found mine across the hall.

The smile that hit his face was instant and unguarded. It was the same one from the shower, from the texts, from every late-night call. Here, under fluorescent lights and surrounded by strangers, it landed even heavier.

He spoke to the person at the booth, then walked toward me. I met him in the middle.

No words. He lifted me off my feet in a hug. I pressed my face into the side of his neck and breathed leather and warm skin and the faint trace of whatever soap he used.

“Hey,” he said, voice low against my ear.

“Hey yourself.”

He set me down but kept his hands on my waist, thumbs brushing the edge of the leather corset. His gaze traveled over me, appreciative and unhurried. “You look good. Ready to map some new territory?”

“Always.”

We spent the day moving through the hall together. He sat in the front row for my panel and asked questions that made the room laugh and made me think. He bought me a ridiculous brass spyglass from a vendor. We split an overpriced turkey leg on a bench outside and talked about nothing that mattered and everything that did.

That night, in his room with the single bed, there were no games. No roles. Just the slow work of relearning skin and breath and rhythm. He kissed down my body like he had time to do it properly. When he finally pushed inside me, we moved deep and unhurried, eyes open, the month of wanting stretched between every thrust. It felt different—sweeter, heavier, anchored by everything we had already said out loud.

After, sheets tangled around our legs, he traced the line of my jaw with one finger. “So.”

“So.”

“Still scared?”

I thought about it. The fear was still there, a small, tight knot under my ribs. But it sat beside the solid warmth of his body against mine, the easy way our conversation had picked up again, the rightness of his hand on my skin. “A little,” I said. “But less.”

“Good.” He kissed my forehead. “Me too.”

The next day was the costume contest. I wasn’t competing; I was judging a junior category. Dylan, however, had been persuaded to enter the master craftsmanship category with the dragon-hilted sword he’d finished.

From my seat at the judges’ table, I watched him on stage under the lights. He was in a full steampunk airship captain’s outfit he’d made himself, the sword at his hip. Brass buttons caught the glare. Leather straps crossed his chest. He stood with his weight on one leg, one hand resting on the hilt, and the whole thing looked like it belonged on him. My chest tightened with a fierce, proud heat.

He won. First place.

The look on his face when they handed him the trophy—pure shock, then a blinding joy—hit me square in the gut. He caught my eye from the stage, held up the trophy, and mouthed, For you.

Later, at the after-party in a noisy hotel bar, we stuck close. His arm stayed around my shoulders. My head rested against his chest, the steady thump of his heart under my ear. The room smelled like spilled beer and fried onions. People kept coming up to congratulate him, to ask about his process. He introduced me every time. “This is Priya. The best cosplayer I know.” His voice carried that low, certain note that left no room for argument.

That’s when I saw her. Mara. Dylan’s ex. She was across the bar in a sleek Victorian-inspired dress, her gaze locked on us. On him. A calculating glint in her eye.

She detached from her group and started weaving her way through the crowd toward us. A cold knot formed in my stomach. The memory of her hand on his arm, her proprietary tone—“We really miss you at game night, Dyl.”—flashed through my mind.

Dylan felt me tense. He followed my gaze and his expression hardened. “Shit,” he muttered under his breath.

She arrived with a bright, false smile. “Dylan! Congrats on the win! I knew you had it in you.” She turned the smile on me. It didn’t reach her eyes. “Priya, right? The elf? Cute. Different look for you.”

“Mara,” Dylan said, voice flat. “Thanks.”

She ignored his tone and leaned in slightly. “Listen, a bunch of us are heading to that new speakeasy downtown. You should come! It’ll be just like old times.” Her eyes flicked to me, dismissive. “You can bring your… friend.”

The emphasis on “friend” landed like a pinprick. An outsider. A con fling.

The old insecurity clawed up, bitter and familiar. The fear that this was all temporary, that I was just a distraction, that in his real world I didn’t belong. My smile froze.

But then Dylan’s arm tightened around my shoulders. He didn’t look at me. He kept his eyes on Mara, expression calm but firm.

“No thanks, Mara,” he said, voice clear and carrying. “I’ve got plans with my girlfriend.”

The word hung in the air between us. Girlfriend.

Mara’s smile faltered. “Oh. I didn’t realize you were… that’s serious.”

“It is,” Dylan said, and finally looked down at me. His eyes were warm, sure, leaving no room for doubt. “Very.”

He leaned in and kissed me right there in front of her, in front of everyone. It wasn’t a chaste peck. It was a slow, deliberate claiming—his mouth firm, tongue sliding against mine, one hand sliding up to cup the back of my neck. When he pulled back, Mara was already retreating, a flush on her cheeks. The noise of the bar rushed back in.

He turned to me, brow furrowed. “You okay?”

I was more than okay. The word he’d used echoed in my head, sweet and terrifying. Girlfriend. The fear was still there, but it was being chased away by a soaring, defiant hope. He’d chosen me. Publicly. Deliberately.

“Yeah,” I said, voice a little shaky. “I’m good.” I reached up, pulled his head down for another kiss, and poured everything into it—relief, want, the dizzying certainty that this was real. When we broke apart, I whispered against his lips, “Take me back to the room.”

The look in his eyes turned dark and hungry. “Your wish,” he said, “is my command.”

We didn’t make it far. In the elevator, alone, he pushed me against the mirrored wall, his hands cupping my face as he kissed me with a desperate intensity. I felt the hard line of his cock through our clothes, thick and insistent. My hands fumbled with his belt, fingers working the buckle open, the metal clinking.

The elevator dinged, announcing our floor. We broke apart, breathing hard, and hurried down the hall, a tangle of hands and fumbling keycards.

The door slammed shut behind us, and he was on me again. This time there was no tenderness, no slow exploration. It was pure, unadulterated need. Clothes were torn off and discarded. He lifted me, my back against the door, and drove his cock into me in one fierce thrust.

I cried out, wrapping my legs around his waist as he pounded into me, each snap of his hips a punctuation mark on his declaration. Girlfriend. Mine. I chanted his name, my nails scoring his back, as the pleasure built, sharp and fast. The wet sound of his cock driving into my cunt filled the room. His grip on my ass was bruising.

He came with a guttural shout, his body shuddering against mine, hot pulses flooding deep inside me. I followed him over the edge, my climax a bright, white-hot burst that left me gasping and clenching around him.

He carried me to the bed, collapsing on top of me, both of us slick with sweat and spent. We lay there in the dark, our breathing slowly returning to normal.

“Girlfriend, huh?” I finally said, tracing patterns on his sweat-damp shoulder.

He turned his head to look at me. “Too much?”

I considered it. The word felt big, formal. But it also felt right. It felt like a claim I wanted him to make. “No,” I said softly. “Not too much.”

He smiled, a slow, relieved smile. “Good.” He kissed my shoulder. “Because I’m not letting you go, Priya Anand. You’re stuck with me.”

I snuggled closer, the last of my fears dissolving in the warm circle of his arms. The con outside was winding down. Our weekend was almost over again. But this time, there was no dread of an ending. There was just this: the steady beat of his heart under my ear, the promise of tomorrow, and the thrilling, terrifying, wonderful certainty that our story was only just beginning.


Chapter 4 — Out of Armor

The hotel room was quiet, save for the distant, fading hum of the convention floor below. A deep, contented exhaustion had settled into my bones. My thighs ached in the best way, and a new, tender warmth sat behind my ribs. Dylan’s arm was a heavy, welcome weight across my waist. My ear was pressed to his chest, listening to the slow, steady rhythm of his heart. I felt wrung out and claimed at the same time.

We must have drifted off, because the next thing I knew, the digital clock on the nightstand glowed 2:17 AM. The room was bathed in the soft blue-gray light from the window, the city’s glow painting shadows across the rumpled sheets and our discarded costumes, now just crumpled piles on the floor.

I shifted slightly, and Dylan’s arm tightened.

“Mm. You’re thinking,” he murmured, his voice sleep-rough and deep. His fingers stroked a lazy path along my hip.

“How do you know?”

“Your breathing changes. Gets shallower.” He opened one eye, a dark, knowing glint in the dim light. “What’s the sorceress plotting now?”

The persona felt like a discarded skin. The game was over, the safeword retired, the roles packed away with the armor. I was just Priya, naked in a hotel bed with Dylan Reyes, and the reality of it pressed against me more insistently than any fantasy.

“No plotting,” I said softly. I rolled onto my side to face him, our noses almost touching. “Just… looking.”

And I was. In the half-light, I could study him without the shield of banter or character. The strong line of his jaw, shadowed with stubble. The faint scar above his eyebrow, silvered and old, the kind of small history a body collects and a stranger would never think to ask about. The way his dark lashes fanned against his cheeks. He was beautiful, and the sight of him, relaxed and vulnerable beside me, made my stomach tighten and my pulse skip.

He smiled, a slow, sleepy curl of his lips. “See anything you like?”

“A few things,” I admitted, letting my gaze drift lower, over the swell of his shoulders, the defined planes of his chest, the trail of dark hair that disappeared under the sheet pooled at his waist. My fingertips followed my eyes, tracing the contours I’d only gripped in passion before. His skin was warm, slightly damp. He shivered under my touch.

“Your hands are cold,” he said, but he didn’t pull away. He caught my wrist, brought my fingers to his lips, and kissed each knuckle. The gesture was so tender, so startlingly intimate after the raw hunger of before, that my breath caught in my throat.

“Sorry,” I whispered.

“Don’t be.” He released my hand, and I let it settle on the firm muscle of his chest. His heart thumped against my palm. “This is better.”

“Better than what?”

“Than winning a fucking trophy.” His other hand came up to cup my cheek, his thumb stroking my bottom lip. “Than any of it.”

The confession hung between us, unadorned and real. It stripped away the last of my defenses. I leaned into his touch. “The judging was rigged, anyway. My spellwork was clearly superior.”

He laughed, a rich, warm sound that vibrated through my hand. “There she is.” But the laughter faded, replaced by a softer focus. “I mean it, Priya. This… you here, like this. Out of armor. It’s the best prize I could’ve gotten.”

The words landed like a physical touch, warm and spreading. I’d spent so many years building walls—of foam, of thermoplastic, of wit—to keep people at a distance. To keep the loneliness of being the “ferociously competitive” girl at bay. He’d scaled every one, not by force, but by invitation. By treating my fantasy like it was holy.

I closed the small distance between us and kissed him. It wasn’t like the kisses from before, fueled by rivalry or roleplay or frantic need. This was slow. Exploratory. A gentle mapping of rediscovery. His lips were soft and yielding against mine. He tasted like sleep and us.

His hand slid from my cheek into my hair, cradling the back of my head as he deepened the kiss. It was a languid, deep exploration that had my toes curling into the sheets. A different kind of heat was building, one that glowed rather than burned.

When we finally broke apart, we were both breathing a little harder. His eyes searched mine in the near-darkness.

“You’re incredible,” he said, the words a bare whisper.

A flush of pleasure, different from the heat of arousal, spread through me. “So are you.” I let my hand drift down his stomach, my fingers dipping beneath the edge of the sheet. His abdominal muscles clenched. “And I don’t think I’m done exploring my prize yet.”

His cock was already half-hard, warm and thickening under my tentative touch. I wrapped my fingers around him, stroking slowly, learning his shape and texture without the frantic urgency of before. He groaned, a low, sweet sound, and his head fell back against the pillow.

“Fuck, Priya…”

“I want to taste you,” I whispered against his throat, the request shocking me with its boldness. I’d never been the one to say things like that first. But with him, the filters were gone. The desire was plain and simple.

He stilled, his hand tightening in my hair. “Yeah?” The word was rough with want. “You don’t have to—”

“I know I don’t have to.” I kissed his jaw. “I want to.”

I slid down the bed, the sheets whispering against my skin. The room was cool, but the air between us was warm. I knelt between his legs, and he propped himself up on his elbows to watch me, his expression one of awed hunger.

In the muted light, his cock stood full and hard against his stomach, a dark, proud line. I leaned in, breathing his scent—clean sweat, musk, sex. I pressed a soft kiss to the head, tasting the salty pre-come beaded there. He hissed, and his hips gave a tiny, involuntary jerk.

I took him into my mouth slowly, letting my tongue swirl around the crown before sinking down, inch by inch. He was thick, and I had to relax my jaw to accommodate him. The weight of him on my tongue, the silken-smooth skin over iron-hard flesh, was intoxicating. I set a slow, deliberate rhythm, one hand wrapped around his base, the other braced on his thigh.

His groans were a continuous, gratifying soundtrack. “Oh, god… your mouth… so good.” His fingers threaded through my hair, not guiding, just holding on. The trust in that simple act—that he would let me set the pace, take my pleasure in giving him his—made me moan around him, the vibration pulling another ragged curse from his lips.

I lost myself in the rhythm, in the taste and feel of him, in the power of reducing this confident, swaggering man to a trembling, pleading wreck. His thighs began to shake. His breathing grew ragged.

“Priya… I’m close… you should…”

I didn’t stop. I looked up at him, meeting his dark, desperate gaze, and took him deeper, swallowing around him. That was his undoing.

With a shout that was half my name, half a guttural cry, he came, pulsing hot into my mouth. I took it all, the bitter-salty taste, the convulsions of his body, until he was spent, gently pulling me off with a trembling hand.

I crawled back up his body, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. He was breathing like he’d run a marathon, his eyes closed. When I settled beside him, he dragged me into his arms, holding me so tightly I could barely breathe.

“That was…” He shook his head, seemingly at a loss for words. He kissed my forehead, my temple, my lips. “You’re going to kill me.”

“Only if you’re lucky,” I teased, snuggling into his side.

We lay in silence for a long while, our limbs tangled, the sweat cooling on our skin. The world outside the window was utterly still. It felt like we were the only two people in it.

“I’m starving,” Dylan announced eventually, his voice rumbling under my ear.

A laugh bubbled out of me. “Romantic.”

“I’m a growing boy,” he said, patting his stomach. “And we burned approximately ten thousand calories. Come on, I saw a 24-hour diner menu in the drawer.”

The mundane reality of it was perfect. We got up, a little unsteady, and pulled on the hotel robes, white and ridiculously fluffy. He dug out the menu while I used the bathroom. When I came out, he was on the phone, ordering an absurd amount of food: pancakes, eggs, bacon, french toast, two kinds of hash browns.

“What, no salad?” I asked, perching on the edge of the bed.

“It’s four in the morning. Salad is a crime against humanity at this hour.” He hung up and grinned at me. “Twenty minutes.”

We didn’t get dressed. We just sat together on the couch in our robes, my legs thrown over his, his arm around my shoulders. The TV was on, some infomercial for a knife set at low volume, but we weren’t watching it.

“So,” he said, his fingers tracing idle patterns on my shoulder. “Girlfriend.”

The word still sent a little jolt through me. “Yeah.”

“Does that mean I get to take you on a real date? Somewhere that doesn’t have a dealer’s room or a masquerade stage?”

I tilted my head to look at him. “You want to?”

“I want to take you to dinner. And a movie. And to my workshop so I can show off my new CNC router. I want to introduce you to my stupid dog, who sheds more than a yeti. I want to do all the boring, normal things.” He paused, his expression turning serious. “If you want.”

The future, which had always been a solitary, meticulously planned path of cons and projects, suddenly bloomed with new, unexpected color. It was terrifying. It was wonderful.

“I want,” I said, and the simplicity of it felt like a truth I’d been waiting years to speak.

He smiled, that slow, heart-stopping smile, and kissed me. It was a sweet, lingering kiss that promised pancakes and tomorrow and all the days after.

A knock at the door broke us apart.

“Food!” he announced, leaping up with a boyish enthusiasm that made me laugh.

He brought the bags in, and we spread the feast on the coffee table, a greasy, glorious bounty. We ate with our fingers, feeding each other bites of syrup-soaked pancake, laughing when bacon grease dripped on our robes.

“You have syrup on your chin,” he said, leaning over to lick it off.

The simple act sent a fresh bolt of desire straight through me. I looked at him, at his smiling mouth, his warm eyes, and the heat between us, banked but never gone, flared back to life.

I reached for him, my fingers sticky with syrup, and pulled him in for a kiss. It was messy and sweet and hungry all over again.

“We’re going to get food everywhere,” he murmured against my lips, but he was already untying the belt of my robe.

“I don’t care,” I breathed, pushing the robe off his shoulders.

This time, there was no game, no characters, no script. It was just us, Priya and Dylan, tangled together on a hotel room couch in a pool of lamplight and the scent of breakfast. He laid me back against the cushions, his body covering mine, his weight a delicious anchor.

He kissed his way down my throat, over my collarbone, taking his time. His mouth found my breast, and he drew my nipple in, suckling gently until I arched against him, a soft cry escaping my lips. His hand slid between my thighs, his fingers finding me wet and ready.

“You’re so beautiful here,” he whispered, his eyes on my face as he circled my clit with a slow, maddening pressure. “So perfect for me.”

I was already close, the lazy, building pleasure of before sharpening into a need. “Dylan… please.”

He shifted, positioning himself between my legs. He didn’t enter me immediately. He just held himself there, the head of his cock nudging against my slick opening, making us both shudder.

“Don’t close your eyes this time,” he said, his voice thick.

My eyes opened to meet his. In that moment, I saw everything: the heat, the affection, the fierce, undeniable connection that had sparked across a crowded stage and burned through every barrier we’d erected.

He pushed inside, slowly, so slowly I felt every millimeter of his stretch. It was a full, aching, perfect invasion. My breath left me in a rush. He buried himself to the hilt and held there, our bodies joined, our gazes locked.

“You feel like home,” he said, the words raw and unvarnished.

Tears pricked at the corners of my eyes. I wrapped my legs around his waist, pulling him deeper. “Move.”

He obeyed, setting a deep, rolling rhythm that was less about frenzy and more about communion. Each stroke was deliberate, worshipful. His hands cradled my face, his thumbs wiping away the tears that now tracked down my temples.

“Come for me, Priya,” he murmured, his pace increasing just slightly, hitting a spot inside me that made my vision blur. “Let me feel you.”

I shattered quietly, a wave of pleasure that crested and broke through me in a soft, continuous tremble. My walls clenched around him, milking his own release. He followed with a choked-off groan, his body shuddering as he emptied himself into me.

He collapsed on top of me, both of us sticky with sweat and syrup and spent. The infomercial droned on. The city light bled through the curtains.

Eventually, he lifted his head. “We should probably get off this couch before we fuse to it.”

“Five more minutes,” I mumbled, my limbs like lead.

He chuckled and shifted, pulling me with him so we were lying side-by-side on the floor, the plush carpet soft beneath us. He grabbed a blanket from the couch and draped it over us.

I must have dozed, because I woke to soft gray dawn light filtering into the room. Dylan was awake beside me, propped on one elbow, just watching me.

“Hey,” he said softly.

“Hey.” My voice was sleep-rough.

“Checkout’s at two.”

Reality, with its schedules and the long drive south, came rushing back.

The magic of the night would have to survive the daylight. A flicker of the old anxiety returned. What happened when the con ended and the real world started up again?

As if reading my mind, he brushed a strand of hair from my face. “No matter what’s waiting out there,” he said, his voice firm, “you’re coming home with me today. My place. My dog. My messy workshop. Our story doesn’t end when they tear down the vendor hall.”

The certainty in his voice banished the last of my doubts. I believed him.

“Okay,” I said. “But I call shotgun in the truck.”

He laughed, loud and free, and kissed me. “That’s my girl.”

The world beyond our blanket was cold, but the cocoon of his arms was not. We dozed there on the floor, wrapped in each other and the scent of us, until the digital clock on the microwave blinked to 8:17 AM. The convention, a sleeping beast, would soon be stirring.

“We should get up,” Dylan murmured into my hair. “Or we never will.”

“Five more minutes,” I said, and neither of us moved.

The room brightened around us, the early light strengthening into full morning. Somewhere down the hall a door banged and a luggage cart rattled past. The con was ending, the way every con ended, in a slow drain of exhausted people back toward airports and highways and ordinary lives. But this time I wasn’t going home alone.

He shifted onto his elbow and looked down at me, and the last of the sleep went out of his eyes, replaced by something warmer and slower. “Come here,” he said.

He drew me up off the floor and back onto the rumpled bed, peeling away what little I still wore until there was nothing left but a scrap of lace. The cool air raised goosebumps along my arms.

“Lie down,” he said.

I obeyed, sinking into the duvet. He stripped off the last of his own clothes, his eyes never leaving mine, and when he stretched out over me his weight settled warm and welcome. His touch was gentle.

He kissed me everywhere. Not just the obvious places, but the ones that made my breath catch because no one had ever lingered there before—the soft skin inside my elbow, the tender hollow behind my knee, the high arch of my foot. His mouth moved over me like he was learning the shape of me by taste alone, tongue dragging slow and wet, lips pressing heat into every inch. I twisted beneath him, hips rolling, the ache between my thighs growing slick and insistent.

“Dylan…” I gasped when his mouth reached my inner thigh. His breath ghosted hot over the damp lace clinging to my cunt.

He hooked his fingers in the waistband and dragged the panties down my legs, flinging them somewhere behind him. Then he settled between my spread thighs, thumbs parting my folds, and the first broad lick of his tongue over my clit sent a sharp jolt straight through me. I cried out, fingers twisting tight in the sheets.

He licked me with focused hunger, tongue circling the swollen bud, flicking fast, then pushing inside to fuck me in shallow thrusts. Every time I climbed close, hips jerking, he eased off—slowing to long, lazy strokes that kept me trembling on the edge. I sobbed his name, thighs shaking around his head, the need so sharp it hurt.

“Please… I need you inside me.”

He rose over me, his cock thick and flushed, the head dragging against my thigh. He grabbed a condom from the nightstand—the box he’d bought the day before—rolled it down with quick, practiced hands, and lined himself up. The blunt head nudged my entrance.

“Look at me,” he said, voice low.

I forced my eyes open. They were wet, vision swimming.

He drove in with one hard thrust, burying himself to the hilt. We groaned together, the sudden stretch forcing the air from my lungs. He started moving, deep and steady, each stroke grinding against that spot inside me that made my toes curl. His forearms bracketed my head, caging me in the heat of his body. Our eyes stayed locked.

“You’re mine,” he growled, the words rough. “My girlfriend. My sorceress. My Priya. Every jealous, competitive, brilliant, beautiful inch of you.”

The claim hit low in my belly. I hooked my legs higher around his waist, heels digging into his back, taking him deeper. “Yours,” I panted against his mouth. “Always yours.”

The orgasm built slow, a tight coil winding tighter with every thrust. It started deep in my cunt and spread outward, heat flooding my chest, my limbs, until my muscles locked and my back bowed off the mattress. “Dylan… I’m—”

“Come for me,” he urged, rhythm breaking as his control slipped. “Let go.”

I came hard, the release rolling through me in long, pulsing waves. My cunt clenched around him in rhythmic spasms, vision flashing white at the edges. He followed with a hoarse shout, hips jerking as he pulsed inside the condom, body shuddering against mine.

He collapsed over me, his weight solid and welcome, chest heaving. We stayed like that, sweat-slick skin pressed together, hearts pounding hard enough that I could feel the echo of his against my ribs.

After a while he rolled off, dealt with the condom, then pulled me back into his arms. We tangled together, legs hooked, breathing gradually slowing.

The afternoon sun cut through the blinds in bright stripes across the rumpled sheets. Checkout was coming. The world outside was already moving.

“So,” he said, fingertips tracing idle circles on my bare shoulder. “My place? I should warn you, the dog hair is a real problem. And I might have left a half-finished bounty-hunter helmet on the kitchen table.”

I smiled against his chest. “I can live with that. As long as there’s coffee.”

“There’s always coffee.” He kissed the top of my head. “And for the record, I’m clearing my schedule for the next con. I think I’m going to need a new costume.”

“Oh?” I tipped my head back to see his face. “What are you thinking?”

A slow, wicked grin curved his mouth. “Well, I was thinking… every great sorceress needs a dedicated guardian. A sworn shield. Maybe something in polished plate armor? I’ve always wanted to try metalworking.”

The picture formed behind my eyes—him beside me on the con floor in armor, not competing, but standing with me. A unit. My chest tightened with something too big to name.

“I’d like that,” I said quietly. “A lot.”

We packed slowly, folding the costumes with more care than usual, as if they were relics worth preserving. We checked out, stepping from the cool lobby into the bright, noisy Sunday afternoon.

He loaded my heavy costume crate into the back of his truck beside his own gear. The tailgate slammed shut. He turned to me.

“Ready?”

I looked at him in the sunlight—t-shirt and jeans, hair still messy from my hands. I looked at the hotel that held every sound we’d made. I looked at the road.

“Yeah,” I said, and took the hand he offered. “I’m ready.”

He drove with one hand on the wheel, the other holding mine on the console. The city thinned into suburbs, then opened into highway. The quiet between us felt full. I didn’t rush to fill it.

His apartment was exactly what he’d described: projects everywhere, the sharp smell of sawdust and dark coffee. His dog, a shaggy mutt named Bosco, shed like it was his job. He greeted me with wet licks and a tail that thumped hard against the couch.

Dylan showed me around—the garage workshop, the kitchen with its questionable containers, the bedroom with the unmade bed. All of it was so clearly his that I felt something settle in my chest.

That night we ordered pizza and ate it on the couch with Bosco wedged between us. We talked about the next con, new builds, his CNC router, my plans for a more elaborate gown. Later, in his bed—our bed now—he fucked me again, slow and deep in the dark, the only light coming from the streetlamp outside. Afterward I curled against his side, his arm heavy around me, and the old, familiar loneliness was simply gone. What remained was the solid warmth of his body and the steady beat of his heart under my cheek.

The last thing I felt before sleep took me was the brush of his lips against my temple and the soft words, “Goodnight, girlfriend.”

And I knew, with a certainty that felt as real as the trophy I would eventually set on my desk, that this was no ending. It was the first page of something bigger. The con was over. Our game—the only one that mattered—had just begun.
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The Experiment

Read The Experiment on Amazon

Body Swap Bundle 1

Read Body Swap Bundle 1 on Amazon

Transformation Experiments

Read Transformation Experiments on Amazon


Join Jenna’s Reader List

To stay up to date on all things Jenna Sahara, including audiobooks and new releases, join the newsletter.

Sign up at jennasahara.com/newsletter.

I only email when there’s something worth your time, and you can unsubscribe in one click, anytime. 18+.

Join the list →
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