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CHAPTER ONE

THE RED MASK

Six weeks after the House of Glass, I wore red to a meeting where everyone else expected gray.

The dress waited inside a garment bag behind my office door while I sat at the head of the Sterling Industries board table and listened to Marcus Webb explain why his consortium deserved the North Atlantic data network more than mine.

Marcus joined by video from New York.

Black. Forty-three. Six foot four when he stood, though the screen reduced him to shoulders, a dark suit, and the calm face of a man who enjoyed making other powerful people wait. Webb Strategic had entered the bidding three days earlier and raised the price by twelve percent.

He smiled when the chairman asked whether we could cooperate.

“Competition creates discipline.”

I looked into the camera.

“So does losing.”

His smile remained.

“We will find out which one you prefer.”

The boardroom glass reflected twelve directors, one city, and the black notebook open beneath my right hand.

POWER IS RETURNING TO THE ROOM WITHOUT PRETENDING THE OTHER ROOM DID NOT EXIST.

The line had survived the Alps.

So had the soreness.

The physical marks were gone. The memory of Nathan inside my cunt while Darius filled my ass had not faded with them. Sometimes it entered a meeting without warning. A pressure remembered beneath a white blouse. Two men’s voices. My husband’s eyes.

I closed the notebook before anyone could see it.

The board approved another fifty million for the bid.

Marcus inclined his head on the screen.

“Until Monday, Victoria.”

“Until you withdraw.”

The call ended.

Nathan entered through the private door two minutes later carrying a gold box.

He had watched the meeting from the adjacent office. He wore a black suit without a tie and the expression he used when business had made him hard in more than one way.

“You enjoyed that.”

“Winning?”

“Marcus.”

“I enjoyed reminding him that the room belonged to me.”

Nathan placed the box beside the notebook.

“Does it?”

I opened it.

The mask from the House of Glass had been red in cabin light. Here, beneath the white office lamps, it looked darker. Lacquered leather. Gold filigree around the eyes. A thin black ribbon.

Beneath it lay a card.

BLACKTHORN CASTLE 
SCOTLAND 
NO NAMES AFTER MIDNIGHT 
NO FACES UNTIL DAWN

Nathan read over my shoulder.

“Still want it?”

“Yes.”

“You answered before reading the second card.”

I lifted the velvet tray.

Another card waited below.

THE GALA BEGINS WITH THE PEOPLE YOU KNOW. 
AT MIDNIGHT, EVERY WOMAN WEARS GOLD. 
EVERY MAN WEARS SILVER. 
VOICE, CLOTHING, AND SCENT ARE ALTERED. 
THE PERSON YOU RECOGNIZE MAY NOT BE THE PERSON YOU THINK.

My cunt tightened beneath the boardroom table.

Nathan saw the change in my face.

“There she is.”

“Do not start.”

“You scheduled Scotland before the invitation arrived.”

“I held the weekend.”

“You moved the Zurich review.”

“It was inefficient.”

“It was on Friday.”

“Exactly.”

Nathan opened the black notebook.

The rules from the yacht and the house filled three pages.

OPEN DOORS DO NOT MAKE ABSENCE EASY.

WATCHING IS NOT THE SAME AS KNOWING.

NO CLOSED ROOM THE FIRST TIME WITH SOMEONE NEW.

SAY IT BEFORE IT BECOMES A SECRET.

PRIVACY MUST NOT BECOME DISAPPEARANCE.

NOT SEEING IS NOT THE SAME AS BEING LEFT.

EXTREME DOES NOT MEAN CARELESS.

He turned to a blank page.

“What do we write before Scotland?”

“Nothing.”

His eyes lifted.

“We always write before.”

“We write what we know.”

“We know the risk.”

“No. We know the sentence they used to sell it.”

Nathan touched the line about names.

“What if you think a man is me?”

“What if you hope he is not?”

The question tightened his mouth.

I stood and walked to the private bathroom.

The garment bag hung on the back of the door. I unzipped it.

The dress was deep red silk, fitted through the waist and open across the back. Executive from the front. Invitation from every other angle.

Nathan leaned against the frame.

“You bought it.”

“Before the invitation.”

“Of course.”

I removed my charcoal jacket.

Then the white blouse.

His gaze followed every button.

The office door was locked. My assistant sat twenty feet away beyond frosted glass. The board had left six minutes earlier. A cleaner could enter the outer suite at any moment.

Luxury had taught me that privacy was rarely silence.

I stepped out of my skirt.

Nathan’s cock hardened beneath his trousers.

“The meeting excited you,” I said.

“You threatening Marcus excited me.”

“Jealous?”

“Professionally.”

“Liar.”

I pulled the red dress over my head.

The silk settled over my body. No bra. No underwear. The back ended above my ass. A slit opened along one thigh.

Nathan crossed the bathroom.

His hand entered through the slit.

“Scotland is in four days.”

“I know.”

“Why are you wet now?”

“Marcus annoyed me.”

His fingers touched my cunt.

“That is not an answer.”

“The mask.”

He rubbed my clit once.

“The possibility.”

Another slow circle.

“Not knowing where you are.”

His hand stopped.

The loss made me move against him.

Nathan watched my face in the mirror.

“And if I am inside another woman?”

“I will hate it.”

“And if you do not know which woman?”

“I will hate everyone.”

His fingers entered me.

Two. Deep. Familiar.

I gripped the marble counter.

“And if a man touches you,” he said, “and you cannot tell whether it is me?”

“I will decide whether I want the hands.”

“Without the name?”

“Without the name.”

Nathan curled his fingers.

My body tightened.

He put his mouth near my ear.

“We need one rule.”

“No names.”

“Not that one.”

He moved inside me while the boardroom screens outside went dark automatically.

“If either of us says the question, the game ends.”

Still here?

The phrase had crossed every door with us.

At Blackthorn, it could become an identity.

A rescue.

Or a confession that one of us could not continue without being found.

I looked at him in the mirror.

“And the answer?”

“Must be true.”

I reached back and opened his belt.

“The answer is always true.”

“Do not promise what you cannot know.”

I turned.

His wet fingers touched the red silk at my hip.

I took his cock out and stroked him between us.

“Then ask me now.”

Nathan held my face.

“Still here?”

I lowered myself onto the bathroom bench and took him into my mouth.

His hand entered my hair.

I looked up.

“Always.”

The word vibrated around his cock.

Four days suddenly felt cruel.


CHAPTER TWO

BLACKTHORN

Clara met us at the jet in navy blue.

She did not comment on the red garment bag carried separately from our luggage or the gold box in my hand. She had learned that curiosity could be expressed by arranging champagne before we asked.

“Flying time to Edinburgh is one hour and fifteen minutes,” she said. “A helicopter will meet you on the private apron.”

“Weather?” Nathan asked.

“Rain, wind, and approximately six degrees.”

“Scotland.”

“Yes, sir.”

The cream curtain remained open for the entire flight.

That history belonged to Monaco.

I worked through an acquisition model while Nathan read the Blackthorn cards again. The black notebook lay between us. The glass key from the House of Glass remained in London beside the Circle card and the yacht photograph. We had begun storing our doors like evidence.

At eleven twenty, the jet descended through clouds thick enough to erase the ground.

Clara collected our cups.

“Will you return Sunday evening?”

“That is the plan,” I said.

Her eyes moved to the gold box.

“Very good, Mrs. Sterling.”

She knew enough to understand that plans and returns were not the same thing.

The helicopter carried us north.

Edinburgh disappeared beneath rain. Roads narrowed. Towns became stone roofs. Then nothing remained except dark hills, lochs, and water moving silver beneath the clouds.

Nathan sat opposite me in headphones, knees close to mine.

“Last chance to cancel.”

“You have said that before every door.”

“One day you may listen.”

“One day you may mean it.”

His hand closed over my ankle.

The castle appeared near the coast.

Blackthorn had been built to survive men with armies.

Gray stone rose from a cliff above a violent sea. Four towers surrounded a central keep. Windows glowed against the afternoon darkness. A modern glass wing had been cut into the eastern wall without making the old structure look smaller.

The helicopter landed inside the outer courtyard.

Rain struck the windows sideways.

Staff waited beneath black umbrellas.

No crest.

No names.

A woman in a long white coat opened my door. Her face was uncovered. Silver hair. Sharp cheekbones. Perhaps fifty.

“Mrs. Sterling.”

“You know my name.”

“Until midnight.”

She offered her hand.

“Lady Isolde Blackthorn.”

The castle still belonged to the family that had named it.

Nathan stepped down behind me.

Isolde looked at him.

“Mr. Sterling.”

“The husband who stays,” he said.

Her mouth changed.

“Celeste told me.”

Of course she had.

The House of Glass had already sent our story ahead.

Inside, heat smelled of peat fire, beeswax, old stone, and rain drying from expensive clothes.

The entrance hall rose beneath a vaulted ceiling painted with faded battles. A string quartet played from a gallery above. Staff in black uniforms moved without sound across rugs older than several countries.

Our phones were sealed inside a leather case.

The black notebook was not.

“Personal objects remain with you until the Turning,” Isolde said. “After midnight, nothing enters the ballroom except the person beneath the mask.”

She led us through the great hall.

Guests had already arrived.

Some faces I knew.

Richard and Eleanor stood near the fire. Eleanor wore dark green trousers and a cream blouse open low enough to show the gold chain around her waist. Richard held a whisky and watched her watch me.

Malcolm and Simone stood beside a window. Darius and Amara sat on a carved bench beneath a tapestry of a hunt. Celeste and Lucien Roth spoke with an older couple I had seen at the Circle.

Julian Moreau was not there.

Neither was Isabelle.

I noticed because I had been thinking about them since the invitation.

What happened in New York had not ended cleanly. No door did.

Nathan saw the direction of my eyes.

“Looking for someone?”

“No.”

“Liar.”

Eleanor reached us and kissed me before greeting him.

Her mouth remained on mine one second longer than welcome required.

“Private again?” she whispered.

“Not tonight.”

“Everyone is private tonight.”

Richard shook Nathan’s hand.

“Blackthorn is different.”

“Everyone says that about the next place.”

“Because the next place needs to be.”

Simone kissed my cheek.

“Do you know who is attending?”

“No.”

“Good.”

“You do?”

“Only Malcolm.”

Malcolm stood behind her.

“For now.”

Darius raised his glass toward me.

Amara’s gaze moved to the careful way I lowered myself onto the bench.

The House of Glass had left knowledge in her eyes.

“Worth it?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“Again?”

“Not the same way.”

Darius smiled.

“Correct answer.”

Isolde rang a small silver bell.

Conversation stopped.

“Welcome to Blackthorn. Before midnight, you may use names, histories, and every certainty you brought through the gate. At twelve, the castle will turn.”

A servant carried a tray of masks into the hall.

Gold for women.

Silver for men.

Every design identical.

“The attendants will remove jewelry, change perfume, cover hair, and replace visible clothing. Men will wear black. Women will wear red. Height and body will remain. Nothing else is guaranteed.”

My red dress suddenly felt less unique.

That was the point.

Isolde continued.

“No names until dawn. No unmasking. No asking occupation, nationality, family, or history. You may speak, but the music and rooms are designed to alter voice. You may choose. You may refuse. You may leave any room.”

Isolde let the warning settle before continuing.

“The acoustics soften timbre, but they do not erase rhythm,” she said. “A person who knows how you pause, command, or breathe may recognize the pattern even when the voice itself sounds unfamiliar.”

That made anonymity less certain and the night more dangerous. A mask could hide a face. It could not teach Nathan a new way to speak.

The adult notice had already named what mattered.

This was architecture.

“The masks come off at seven. Anyone who leaves before dawn leaves unknown.”

Eleanor looked at me.

The possibility of a private memory with no confirmed owner moved between us.

Isolde lifted a red ribbon.

“At midnight, every guest receives three black tokens. Giving one invites a person to follow. Accepting it is a choice, not a debt.”

Nathan’s hand touched mine.

Three tokens.

Three doors inside one night.

Isolde looked around the hall.

“One final rule. Private phrases are permitted. But understand what they do. The moment you use a phrase only one person knows, anonymity ends between you.”

Still here?

My fingers tightened around Nathan’s.

He did not look at me.

That hurt more than if he had.

“Rooms are prepared,” Isolde said. “Dinner at nine. The Turning at midnight.”

Staff carried our luggage toward the west tower.

Eleanor walked beside me.

“Do you want to know if it is me?”

“At first.”

“And later?”

I looked at Nathan speaking with Malcolm.

“Ask me at dawn.”

Eleanor smiled.

“That answer finally belongs to you.”

Thunder moved over the sea.

The castle doors closed behind the last helicopter.

Blackthorn had removed the road before it removed our names.


CHAPTER THREE

THE WEST TOWER

Our suite occupied the west tower.

A circular bedroom. Stone walls. Fire beneath a carved mantel. Narrow windows facing the sea. The bed had four black posts and red curtains thick enough to create another room inside the room.

On the table waited two garment boxes.

Mine contained the gold mask, red silk gloves, black heels, and a second red dress.

Not the one I had chosen.

This one covered more from the front and less from the back. High neck. Long sleeves. A skirt split to the waist on both sides. No label. No identifying stitch.

Nathan’s box held black trousers, a black shirt, and the silver mask.

He lifted it.

“Everyone becomes us.”

“Everyone becomes no one.”

A black envelope lay beneath the clothing.

THREE TOKENS EACH. 
NO NAMES. 
NO PRIVATE PHRASE UNLESS YOU WANT TO BE FOUND. 
THE MASKS REMAIN UNTIL THE BELL AT DAWN.

Nathan opened the notebook.

“What if we do not find each other?”

“We came together.”

“That was not the question.”

I looked at the red curtains around the bed.

“What did you feel in the Blue Room?”

“That three minutes could become a life if you did not come back.”

“And you came back.”

“You opened the wall.”

“Tonight there may be no wall.”

Nathan closed the notebook.

“Then tell me what you want.”

“To lose you.”

His face became still.

“Careful.”

“For long enough that finding you matters.”

“And if I do not want to be lost?”

“You do.”

He walked to me.

The rain struck the narrow windows.

“Do not decide my fear for me.”

I touched his chest.

“Then say it.”

Nathan looked toward the silver mask.

“I want a woman to touch me without knowing whether she would want Nathan Sterling.”

The honesty entered the room before the sex did.

I felt jealousy in my throat.

“More.”

“I want to touch someone without her name telling me what she expects.”

“More.”

His hand went behind my neck.

“I want to know whether I can enjoy a woman when you are not the reason she is there.”

The sentence hurt.

Good.

I stepped closer.

“I want a man to want the red dress before he knows the woman inside it.”

“More.”

“I want to taste a stranger.”

“More.”

“I want to wonder whether the hands on me belong to you and choose them before I know.”

Nathan’s cock hardened against me.

“And if they are not mine?”

“I decide whether I still want them.”

He kissed me.

Hard enough to turn the argument physical.

I opened his shirt. He pulled my sweater over my head. We undressed in front of the fire without hurry, stripping away the public clothes before attendants would later strip away the private details.

Nathan sat on the edge of the bed.

I stood between his knees.

“Tonight,” he said, “you do not use my name.”

“You do not use mine.”

“No 'wife.'”

“No 'husband.'”

His jaw tightened at that one.

I touched his cock.

“Does that hurt?”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

He caught my wrist.

“Do not use the word as a weapon.”

“I learned.”

“Learn something else.”

Nathan turned me and bent me over the bed.

His hand struck my ass.

The sound entered the stone.

Again.

The old castle returned it half a second later.

Every slap came back from the walls as if another man had answered.

Nathan spread my cunt with his fingers.

“You are wet because strangers will wear my body badly.”

“Your arrogance is exhausting.”

He pushed two fingers inside me.

I gripped the red curtain.

“Tell me the truth.”

“I am wet because I will not know where you are.”

He moved deeper.

“And because you will not know where I am.”

My voice broke.

“And because someone may fuck me while you are one room away.”

Nathan’s hand landed on my ass again.

“Someone?”

“A man with no name.”

His fingers withdrew.

The emptiness made me push back.

He stood behind me.

The head of his cock touched my cunt.

“No name now.”

I looked over my shoulder.

His face was uncovered.

Familiar.

Mine.

Not ownership.

History.

He entered me in one hard movement.

I cried out.

The stone gave my voice back.

Nathan held my hips and fucked me against the bed while the red curtains moved around us.

“Who am I?”

The question was unfair before midnight.

I answered anyway.

“The man I know.”

“Who are you?”

“The woman who stays.”

He struck deep.

“Not tonight.”

I understood.

Tonight I would not be his title.

He would not be mine.

The marriage would need to survive without the words that usually held it.

Nathan slowed.

“Ask.”

I knew which question.

Refused it.

“Not yet.”

His rhythm became harder.

“Ask me.”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because I can see your face.”

The answer broke his control.

He fucked me until the bed moved across old stone and the fire threw our bodies against the walls.

I came around him with his name trapped behind my teeth.

Nathan came inside me without saying mine.

We remained joined, breathing into the red curtains.

The first silence had happened before the masks.

He touched my spine.

“Still here?”

I turned my head.

The phrase had not been forbidden yet.

“Always.”

After midnight, we would have to earn it.


CHAPTER FOUR

THE LAST DINNER

Dinner was held in the Long Gallery beneath portraits of dead Blackthorns.

Twenty-four guests sat at a table lit by hundreds of candles. Rain moved down tall windows. The quartet played behind a carved screen where the musicians could see us and remain unseen.

Before midnight, names still existed.

That made the guest list a weapon.

Richard and Eleanor sat across from us.

Malcolm and Simone to my right.

Darius and Amara farther down.

Celeste and Lucien near Isolde.

The remaining couples had been introduced only by first names.

A film producer and his wife.

A Danish shipping family.

A woman who owned three private hospitals and the man who had married her after selling a defense company.

Two couples I recognized but could not place.

One man I placed immediately.

Marcus Webb sat eight chairs away.

He wore a black dinner jacket and watched me over a glass of whisky.

His wife sat beside him.

Helena Webb.

I had seen her in business magazines but never met her. Brazilian by birth, British by education, founder of an intelligence consultancy that advised governments and corporations while pretending not to collect more information than it sold. Tall. Dark hair. Gold skin. White dress with a narrow red line along the spine.

Marcus raised his glass.

“Competition creates discipline.”

I answered without smiling.

“So does losing.”

Nathan’s hand stopped beneath the table.

He had not known Marcus would be there.

Neither had I.

Helena looked between us.

“Do you always negotiate during dinner?”

“Only when people bring work into private rooms,” I said.

Marcus leaned back.

“After midnight, there is no work.”

“There is always work.”

“That sounds exhausting.”

“It is why I win.”

The first course arrived.

Venison, blackberries, smoke trapped beneath silver covers.

Staff lifted the lids at the same moment. The scent moved through the gallery.

Eleanor’s bare foot touched my ankle.

She had removed her shoe beneath the table.

I looked at her.

“Before midnight?” I asked.

“Names make it dirtier.”

Her toes moved higher.

Nathan saw the change in my posture.

Simone’s hand disappeared beneath the table on his other side.

The geometry repeated the yacht with different people and older stone.

“Predictable,” I whispered.

Eleanor pressed her foot between my legs.

“Then stop getting wet.”

I wore underwear for dinner because the attendants would take it later.

The lace became soaked beneath her toes.

Marcus watched my face.

He did not know what happened under the table.

Helena did.

Her eyes lowered once, precise enough to tell me she had seen Eleanor remove the shoe.

She touched Marcus’s wrist.

He looked at her.

A marriage speaking without words.

Nathan’s thigh tightened against mine as Simone moved her hand.

I reached beneath the table and found his cock hard through his trousers.

Simone’s fingers were already there.

Our hands touched over him.

She did not move away.

Neither did I.

Nathan continued discussing shipping insurance with Darius.

I opened his belt with Simone’s help.

“Efficient,” she whispered.

“Occupational habit.”

His cock came free beneath white linen.

I wrapped one hand around the shaft.

Simone took the head.

Nathan’s voice almost changed.

Almost.

Across from us, Eleanor’s foot pressed harder against my clit.

Helena watched my left shoulder move.

Then she put her hand beneath the table.

Marcus looked at her.

“What are you doing?”

She did not answer him.

Her fingers traveled along the underside of the table toward me.

The table was too wide.

She could not reach my body.

She reached Eleanor’s ankle instead.

Eleanor froze.

Helena held her bare foot beneath the linen and looked at me.

A chain of women connected across the table.

Eleanor touching my cunt.

Helena touching Eleanor.

My hand around Nathan.

Simone sharing him.

Marcus watching without understanding all of it.

The staff served wine.

One steward leaned between Nathan and me while my husband’s cock remained exposed beneath the cloth.

“Madam?”

“Yes?”

“Pinot noir or Bordeaux?”

Eleanor moved her toes.

Simone stroked Nathan.

I kept my voice even.

“Bordeaux.”

“Excellent.”

The steward poured.

Marcus smiled.

“Your concentration is impressive.”

“You have no idea.”

Helena’s mouth curved.

She knew enough.

Isolde stood before dessert.

“The first bell rings in ten minutes.”

Conversation changed.

Names became urgent because they were about to disappear.

Julian still had not appeared.

Isabelle either.

Perhaps they had not come.

Perhaps they sat at the table under names I had not heard.

The thought made me scan faces again.

Nathan saw.

“Who?”

“Ask me at dawn.”

His hand closed over mine beneath the table.

Simone released him.

Eleanor removed her foot.

Helena let Eleanor’s ankle go.

Every touch ended at once.

The loss felt organized.

Staff opened doors along both sides of the gallery.

Women in white coats waited on one side.

Men in black on the other.

Isolde lifted her glass.

“Take a final look.”

I looked at Nathan.

His face.

The scar near his jaw.

The exact way his left eyebrow lifted when he tried not to reveal fear.

He looked at me.

My red dress.

My mouth.

The small mark on my shoulder Eleanor had renewed in Switzerland.

We had ten seconds to memorize what eleven years had already written into our bodies.

The bell rang.

Low.

Metallic.

The castle absorbed the sound.

Nathan stood.

No kiss.

No private phrase.

We followed separate attendants through separate doors.

My last view of him was Marcus Webb rising at the same time.

Two powerful men.

Two black jackets.

Two faces about to disappear beneath silver.


CHAPTER FIVE

THE FIRST DANCE

The attendants removed everything that could identify me.

Earrings.

Wedding ring.

Perfume.

Hairpins.

The red dress I had chosen.

A woman with tattooed hands washed my neck and wrists with unscented water. Another covered my hair beneath a smooth black wrap. They dressed me in the identical Blackthorn gown: red silk, high neck, open back, slits at both thighs.

No underwear.

Red gloves to the elbows.

Gold mask.

The room contained six women separated by black screens.

No one spoke.

I saw only feet beneath the partitions.

Black heels.

Red silk.

An ankle tattoo vanished beneath powder.

A familiar gold chain was removed from someone two screens away.

Eleanor.

Or another woman with the same habit.

My pulse changed.

The attendant placed three black tokens in my palm.

Each was warm from her hand.

“After the next bell,” she said, “you leave through one of six doors. The corridors alter sound. The ballroom mirrors alter height at distance. Do not trust recognition until you choose to.”

“Do you know who everyone is?”

“Yes.”

“Does that become boring?”

Her eyes met mine above her white mask.

“Never.”

The bell rang again.

Screens lifted.

Six women stood in identical red gowns and gold masks.

Body remained.

Identity became probability.

One woman was taller than Eleanor.

One had Simone’s shoulders.

One moved with Amara’s balance.

A woman near the third door looked at my mouth in a way that could have belonged to Helena Webb.

Or anyone who had watched me at dinner.

We chose doors.

My corridor curved through stone lit by candles behind red glass. Music grew louder, then softer, then seemed to come from beneath the floor.

The ballroom opened without warning.

Hundreds of candles burned in iron rings suspended from the vaulted ceiling. The quartet had become an orchestra hidden behind silver screens. Men in black stood along one wall, every face covered by the same silver mask. Women in red entered from six doors.

Twenty-four people.

Twelve gold masks.

Twelve silver.

No names.

No spouse.

No guarantee that the first body I recognized belonged to the person I wanted it to be.

The men crossed the floor.

One stopped in front of me.

Tall.

Broad shoulders.

Black gloves.

He offered his hand.

Nathan’s height, perhaps.

Not Malcolm or Darius. They would rise above most of the room.

Could be Richard.

Could be Marcus.

Could be Julian, if he had arrived without dinner.

Could be my husband.

I placed my hand in his.

He led me into the dance.

The orchestra played a waltz too slow to remain formal. His hand settled at my waist. Mine rested on his shoulder.

The black glove removed skin.

The unscented fabric removed scent.

His posture felt familiar.

Then every wealthy man had been trained to stand straight in a room designed to measure him.

“You are looking for someone,” he said.

The acoustics softened his voice.

Low.

Not enough.

“Everyone is.”

“Some people came to be found.”

“And you?”

“To see who chooses me before she knows.”

Nathan had said something similar in the tower.

My body reacted.

The man’s thumb moved against my bare back.

Could be him.

“Why did you come?” he asked.

“To choose hands without a name.”

He pulled me closer.

“These?”

His hand slid lower.

The glove touched the top of my ass through the open back of the gown.

“Not enough information.”

The orchestra turned.

We moved through identical couples.

A gold mask kissed a silver one near the windows.

Another woman knelt beside the stairs while a man stroked her hidden hair.

The gala had not waited for us to decide.

My partner’s hand entered through the slit in my dress.

His fingers touched my bare thigh.

I studied his left hand.

No ring.

No scar visible beneath the glove.

Nathan’s hands were not larger than this.

Not smaller.

The man traced the inside of my thigh without reaching my cunt.

“Information?”

“Still incomplete.”

He stopped dancing.

The room moved around us.

“Then take more.”

He guided my hand between us.

His cock was hard beneath black trousers.

Thick.

The shape could have been Nathan.

Could have been Richard.

Could have been Julian.

Not Malcolm.

Not Darius.

The uncertainty made me wet enough to feel it between my thighs.

He noticed my breathing.

“Do you want the name?”

“No.”

“The face?”

“Not yet.”

“The cock?”

“More information.”

A laugh vibrated in his chest.

He turned me so my back rested against him while we continued moving with the music.

His hand entered my dress again.

This time his fingers reached my cunt.

I tightened before he touched.

The glove was gone.

He had removed it with his teeth while turning me.

Bare fingers slid through my wetness.

I tried to recognize the touch.

Nathan rubbed my clit with his thumb first.

Richard used two fingers and watched my face.

Julian had always held still until I moved against him.

This man entered me with one finger, then stopped.

Julian.

Or someone who understood patience.

I pushed back.

He added a second.

“Greedy.”

The word could have belonged to several men.

I looked across the ballroom.

A silver mask stood near a red curtain with a woman’s hand inside his trousers.

His posture looked like Nathan.

Then the man behind me curled his fingers and my eyes closed.

“Look,” he said.

Nathan would say that.

I opened them.

The silver mask near the curtain was kissing the woman now.

His hand entered her gown.

Jealousy struck before certainty.

The man behind me felt my cunt tighten.

“You found him?”

“I found a possibility.”

“Does that make you want me less?”

“No.”

The honest answer changed his breathing.

He moved his fingers inside me while I watched the distant man kiss another woman.

I could use the phrase.

Still here?

If the distant man answered, I would know.

If the man behind me answered, I would know.

If neither did, I would have broken the night for nothing.

I kept the question inside.

The stranger’s mouth touched my ear.

“Choose.”

He opened his free hand.

A black token rested in his palm.

Invitation.

I had three of my own.

Accepting did not require spending one.

I closed my fingers around his token.

The first door inside the gala opened without a name.


CHAPTER SIX

ROOM SEVEN

The man led me through a red curtain beneath the musicians' gallery.

The corridor beyond was narrow enough that his shoulder touched mine. Candlelight moved across stone. Every door carried a silver number and no handle. The black token in my glove warmed with each step.

He stopped at Seven.

The door opened when he pressed his token against the number.

Inside waited a room built for one certainty at a time.

Red walls.

A black sofa.

A standing mirror covered by velvet.

No windows.

No clock.

No place for an audience unless someone had already been invited.

The door closed behind us.

Music remained inside the stone as a pulse rather than a melody.

The man stood across from me.

Silver mask.

Black clothes.

No scent.

No name.

I placed his token on the table.

“You brought me here.”

“You accepted.”

“That is not the same as choosing what happens next.”

“No.”

His answer came without argument.

The room became safer because he did not try to make it sound safe.

I walked toward him.

“Hands behind your back.”

He obeyed.

Nathan would have smiled.

Richard would have asked what I planned.

Julian would have obeyed and waited for the advantage to return.

The man did none visibly.

The mask hid too much.

I touched his chest through the shirt.

Hard.

Not Nathan’s exact body.

Close enough to keep doubt alive.

My hand moved lower.

His cock strained beneath his trousers.

I opened the first button.

Then the second.

He remained still.

“Do you know who I am?” I asked.

“No names.”

“That was not the question.”

His mouth curved beneath the mask.

“I know the woman everyone watched at the Circle.”

Many men could know that.

“I know the woman who negotiated a company while two mouths were between her legs.”

Fewer.

The yacht story had traveled.

“I know the woman who took two men on a black bed and wrote about power the next morning.”

My hand stopped.

The House of Glass had traveled too.

“The Circle talks.”

“The Circle remembers.”

I opened his trousers.

His cock came free into my hand.

Thick.

Longer than Nathan by perhaps an inch.

Not Malcolm or Darius.

A body I might have known before.

I stroked the head.

He breathed through his nose.

“Do I know you?”

“You know something about me.”

“Useful.”

“Sometimes.”

His answer carried an old arrogance.

I looked at his mouth.

“There she is,” he said.

The words entered me like fingers.

Julian.

No one else had used them the same way before the Circle existed.

I did not say his name.

The gala had not given it back.

“You should be more careful with old habits.”

“So should you.”

“What habit?”

“Wanting me when your husband is somewhere else.”

The room tilted.

I gripped his cock harder.

“That is not proof.”

“No.”

“Say something only he would say.”

“That would be a name with extra steps.”

Julian had always enjoyed rules most when they could be sharpened.

I lowered myself onto the black sofa.

“Come here.”

He stepped between my knees.

I opened the red gown.

My cunt was wet and bare beneath it.

His cock moved in my hand.

“How many women have you followed through this curtain?” I asked.

“Tonight?”

“Ever.”

“No histories.”

“You hide well behind rules.”

“So do you.”

I put the head against my clit.

His breath changed.

“Still looking for your husband?”

“Always.”

The word almost became the answer.

Not the question.

The game remained intact.

I rubbed his cock through my wetness.

“Does he know you came?”

“The man you refuse to name?”

“Yes.”

“He knows the gala invited people from every door.”

That could mean Julian.

It could mean anyone briefed by Isolde.

I looked into the silver mask.

“Fuck me.”

He caught my wrist.

“Say it without using recognition.”

The challenge angered me because it was correct.

I had brought an old desire into a room built for strangers.

I released his cock.

“I want the man behind the mask to fuck me.”

His control broke enough to show.

He lifted me from the sofa and turned me toward the covered mirror.

My palms struck velvet.

He opened the slits of my gown and spread my legs.

The head of his cock pressed against my cunt.

No face.

No name.

A familiar phrase and an unfamiliar certainty.

He entered slowly.

The first stretch made my breath catch.

Julian had been inside me before.

The angle felt possible.

Memory was not evidence.

He pushed deeper.

My body opened.

“Everything?” he asked.

The word belonged to Nathan.

The question belonged to every room we had opened now.

“Everything.”

He entered to the base.

I felt him through the red silk.

His hands held my hips.

The first thrust was controlled.

The second harder.

By the third, the mirror cloth moved beneath my fingers.

“Open it,” I said.

He reached around me and pulled the velvet cord.

The cover fell.

The mirror revealed a gold mask, red dress, and silver man fucking me from behind.

The image did not identify either of us.

It multiplied the uncertainty.

I watched his cock disappear into my cunt.

Long.

Wet.

A body I knew and did not know.

“Tell me what you see,” he said.

“A stranger inside me.”

“Do you like him?”

“Yes.”

“More than the man you came with?”

The jealousy in the question sounded real.

Could be Julian.

Could be a husband testing a wife.

Could be Nathan using a different voice.

I looked into the mirror.

“I do not know where the man I came with is.”

“That was the point.”

He fucked me harder.

The red walls returned each slap of his hips.

I gripped the edge of the mirror.

“Do you want him to find you?”

“Not yet.”

The answer made the masked man groan.

He pulled my body back against him and put one hand on my clit.

The touch was not Nathan’s.

I knew then.

Not absolutely.

Enough.

My husband was somewhere else.

The knowledge hurt.

The cock inside me felt better because it hurt.

I pushed back.

“Harder.”

The man obeyed.

No old lover.

No CFO.

No name.

Only the silver mask and the body I had chosen after doubt became certainty.

When my orgasm began, I looked at the closed door.

Wondered whether Nathan stood one room away.

Wondered whether another woman’s mouth held his cock.

The masked man felt me tighten.

“Come for the stranger.”

I did.

My cunt clenched around him while the mirror watched a woman with no public face lose control.

I bit my glove to keep Nathan’s name inside.

The man continued through every contraction.

He did not come.

That restraint felt familiar.

Julian had always preferred debt to closure.

When I stopped shaking, he withdrew.

His cock remained hard between us.

“Why did you stop?”

“Because you have two tokens left.”

He closed his trousers.

The denial made me angry.

“Who are you?”

He touched the edge of my gold mask.

“Ask at dawn.”

Then he returned his token to my palm.

“That one was only an introduction.”

The door opened.

Music entered.

The silver mask disappeared into the corridor before I could decide whether following him would be recognition or surrender.


CHAPTER SEVEN

THE GOLD MASK

I returned to the ballroom with another man’s wetness between my thighs and no proof of his name.

The dance had become less formal.

Gold masks kissed along the walls. Silver masks disappeared behind curtains. A woman in red sat on the lower stair with two men kneeling between her open thighs, their identical masks turned toward the same body.

The orchestra played faster.

No one applauded.

Blackthorn did not need permission from an audience.

I looked for Nathan.

Every silver mask became him for one second.

A man near the fire had his hand beneath a woman’s gown.

Another stood behind a gold mask and pulled her hips against his cock through their clothes.

A third watched me from the edge of the dance floor.

Tall.

Still.

His head tilted when I touched the side of my gown where the first stranger had held me.

Nathan noticed details like that.

So did Marcus Webb.

So did any man who had spent an evening studying me.

The silver mask approached.

A gold-masked woman stepped between us.

She touched my mouth with one red-gloved finger.

“Busy?” she asked.

Her voice was softened by the hall.

Not enough to identify.

“Potentially.”

She turned her back to the man and looked only at me.

The red gown fit her body differently from Eleanor.

Taller.

Narrower waist.

Breasts fuller beneath the silk.

Helena?

Amara?

Isabelle?

The woman traced the wet shine on my inner thigh where the slit had opened.

“You were productive.”

“You were watching?”

“Everyone watches the doors.”

“Did you see who entered with me?”

“Would you believe my answer?”

“No.”

“Good.”

She took my hand and placed it against her breast.

Her nipple hardened beneath the red silk.

The silver man remained behind her.

He had not left.

The woman looked over her shoulder.

“Do you want him?”

“I do not know who he is.”

“That was not the question.”

Blackthorn repeated its lesson through different mouths.

I looked at the man.

“Do you want her?”

He answered without pause.

“Yes.”

The voice could be Nathan.

My body reacted before my mind.

The woman felt the movement in my hand.

“You hope it is him.”

“Maybe.”

“And if it is not?”

I squeezed her breast.

“I still want you.”

She kissed me.

Her mouth was warm and direct.

Not Eleanor’s exact rhythm.

Eleanor teased with the first kiss and took control with the second.

This woman entered my mouth as if we had been competing for years.

Helena Webb.

Perhaps.

Her tongue touched mine.

I pulled her closer.

The silver man put one hand at her waist.

She moaned into my mouth.

His other hand touched my back.

Three bodies formed without names.

The woman broke the kiss.

“Give him a token.”

“I already accepted one.”

“Not from him.”

I had two black tokens inside my glove.

Spending one would invite.

Choosing mattered more when identity did not help.

I took a token and pressed it into the silver man’s palm.

His gloved fingers closed around mine.

The touch sent recognition through me.

Nathan?

The pressure of his thumb felt right.

Then he lifted my hand and kissed the red glove.

Nathan would have removed it.

Doubt returned.

The woman gave me one of her tokens.

“Where?”

I looked toward the upper gallery.

A narrow bridge crossed above the ballroom and ended at a door beneath a carved angel.

“There.”

We climbed together.

The silver man followed because I had invited him.

The woman followed because she had invited me.

No one had invited everyone.

The chain still held.

The room beyond the angel had once been a chapel.

Blackthorn had removed the altar and left the stone arches. Hundreds of thin candles burned where saints had stood. A long red cushion covered the center of the floor. Heavy curtains hid the windows.

Three other masked adults occupied the far end.

A gold mask lay between two silver men while one used her mouth and the other licked between her legs.

They did not look toward us.

Privacy created by agreement rather than walls.

The woman in red knelt on our end of the cushion.

She opened my gown.

“Show him.”

I stood above her.

The silver man remained behind me.

She put her mouth on my cunt.

The first lick made my knees bend.

Not Eleanor.

Not enough tongue at first.

Then she learned from my reaction.

The man held my waist while the masked woman licked me beneath candlelight.

I looked down at the gold mask between my thighs.

“Do I know you?”

Her tongue entered me.

The answer became vibration.

The man touched my breasts through the gown.

His hands were large.

Not Nathan’s exact shape.

Perhaps.

I reached back and found his cock through the trousers.

Thick.

Hard.

Longer than the first man’s.

Not Malcolm.

Could be Marcus.

Could be Darius, though the height was wrong.

Could be Nathan made larger by desire and bad judgment.

The woman pulled away.

“Open him.”

I turned.

She continued touching my cunt from behind while I unfastened the silver man’s trousers.

His cock came free.

Black skin.

Heavy.

Nearly nine inches.

The room changed around the sight.

Not Nathan.

Not Julian.

Not Richard.

Not Malcolm if the body did not match.

Darius?

Marcus?

A man I had never met before dinner?

The gold-masked woman looked at me.

“Still want him?”

“More.”

The man wrapped one hand around the base.

“You like the answer before the name.”

“I like the size.”

“Only that?”

“No.”

“What else?”

“The fact that you watched another woman put her mouth on me and waited.”

His gloved hand touched my jaw.

“Control.”

The word came low.

Marcus had said competition created discipline.

Darius had built empires from patience.

Malcolm had waited beside the Black Bed.

Powerful men repeated the same language for different reasons.

The woman pushed my shoulders.

I went to my knees.

The enormous cock stood in front of my mask.

I licked the head.

Salt.

Heat.

The man breathed once, deep.

The woman knelt beside me and licked the underside.

Our tongues met beneath him.

She looked at me through gold.

No identity.

Only a woman sharing a stranger’s cock in a former chapel while other bodies moved beneath dead saints.

I took the head into my mouth.

My lips stretched.

She stroked the base where my mouth could not reach.

The silver man put one hand in each of our hidden hair wraps.

“Good girls.”

Nathan used the same words.

Jealousy entered me even when the man was not him.

I sucked deeper.

The cock filled my mouth until my eyes watered behind the mask.

The woman kissed the shaft beside my lips.

Then she looked toward the doorway.

The first silver man stood there.

The one who might be Julian.

His posture gave him away before any phrase did.

He watched me on my knees with another woman and a much larger cock in my mouth.

My cunt tightened.

The gold-masked woman felt it with her fingers.

“You wanted him to follow.”

“I did not know he would.”

“Liar.”

She pushed two fingers inside me.

I moaned around the cock.

The first man entered and closed the door.

Four people had become a room.


CHAPTER EIGHT

THE CHAPEL

The first silver man removed his jacket.

He did not remove the mask.

No one asked him to.

The large man remained in front of me, his cock wet from my mouth and the other woman’s tongue. The gold mask knelt behind me with two fingers inside my cunt.

The first man came closer.

“You accepted my token twice.”

“One was returned.”

“You kept it.”

The old arrogance again.

I released the larger cock.

Saliva connected my lip to the head.

“Do you want it back?”

“No.”

His hand touched my shoulder.

“I want the debt.”

The gold-masked woman laughed softly.

“You two have history.”

“No histories,” I said.

“Then why do you sound angry?”

“Because he likes being unfinished.”

The first man opened his trousers.

His cock was still hard.

The same length that had filled me in the red room.

He stroked the wet head against my cheek.

“Do you know me now?”

I looked up through the gold mask.

“I know what you want me to think.”

“Is that enough?”

“For my mouth?”

I licked him once.

“Maybe.”

The large man touched the back of my head.

“Choose.”

The word mattered.

Two cocks.

Two silver masks.

One woman behind me.

No Nathan in sight.

Or Nathan hidden behind one of twelve identical faces elsewhere in the castle.

I wrapped one hand around the first man and took the larger cock again.

The gold-masked woman moved her fingers.

My body answered all three.

The first man watched my lips stretch around the stranger.

“Greedy.”

I stroked him harder.

“You came for that.”

He stepped around me and knelt behind the woman.

She looked over her shoulder.

His hand opened the slits of her gown.

Her cunt was already wet.

He pressed his cock against her.

For one second, jealousy surprised me.

I had not claimed the masked man.

I still did not want his attention moved away.

The large man felt my mouth tighten.

“Watch.”

The command pulled my eyes to the mirror along the chapel wall.

The first silver man entered the gold-masked woman from behind.

Her back arched.

She kept two fingers inside me while he fucked her.

The movement traveled through her hand.

Every thrust into her pushed her fingers deeper into my cunt.

The large cock filled my mouth.

Four bodies connected without faces.

“Tell her what he is doing,” the large man said.

I pulled off enough to speak.

“He is fucking you while your fingers are inside me.”

The woman looked into the mirror.

“Tell him what you are doing.”

I took the large cock again.

She answered for me.

“She is swallowing another man’s cock while you fuck me.”

The first man’s rhythm changed.

Julian.

He had always reacted to comparison.

Or perhaps every man did when the comparison was visible.

The large man pulled from my mouth and offered the shaft to the woman behind me.

She bent forward while still being fucked.

Her tongue touched the head over my shoulder.

I kissed her.

The stranger’s cock lay between our mouths.

We licked opposite sides and met at the slit.

The large man groaned.

His control moved through his hand into my jaw.

“Open.”

I obeyed.

He fed the head into my mouth while the gold mask kissed me around it.

Her tongue entered beside his cock.

The sight in the mirror was obscene enough to feel ceremonial.

Red gowns.

Gold masks.

Silver men.

Candles where prayers had once lived.

The first man withdrew from the woman.

She protested.

He turned her and pushed her onto her back.

Then he looked at me.

“Come here.”

The large man released my mouth.

I crawled across the cushion.

The first silver mask opened my legs.

The gold-masked woman knelt beside my head and kissed me. Her mouth tasted like the stranger’s cock.

The first man entered my cunt.

Deep.

Familiar enough that the old name almost escaped.

I held it behind my teeth.

He began to fuck me while the woman kissed me.

The large man stood above my face.

His cock shone.

I opened my mouth.

He entered slowly.

Not all.

Enough to fill my mouth and make my jaw ache.

The first man held my hips.

The larger man held my head.

One cock in my cunt.

One in my mouth.

A masked woman touching my clit and kissing the corners of my stretched lips.

The first apex of the gala formed before I could ask where my husband was.

“Look at me,” the man inside my cunt said.

I looked toward the silver mask between my legs.

“Who am I?”

The question tried to break the rule without using a name.

I shook my head around the larger cock.

He thrust harder.

“Who do you want me to be?”

That answer was more dangerous.

The large man withdrew from my mouth.

I gasped.

“No one.”

The first man’s hands tightened.

“Liar.”

“I want the cock. Keep the face.”

The gold-masked woman smiled.

“Better.”

She rubbed my clit.

The first man fucked me harder.

The large cock returned to my mouth.

I held the stranger’s thighs and took him deeper.

My gag became part of the music leaking through stone.

The woman licked beneath the base while my lips moved over the head.

Her tongue touched my chin.

I tasted her each time I pulled back.

The man in my cunt struck the point that had made me remember him in the red room.

Julian.

The name became certainty without permission.

I looked at the silver mask.

He saw recognition.

His rhythm turned rougher.

“Say it.”

I refused.

He struck my ass.

“Say what you know.”

The large man left my mouth again.

I breathed around the ache.

“I know how you fuck.”

“Not enough.”

“I know you stop before you come because control makes you feel richer.”

The gold mask laughed.

The first man drove deep.

“There she is.”

Proof.

Julian without a face.

The old desire sharpened under the new rule.

I grabbed the back of his neck and pulled his mask toward mine.

“Fuck me, Julian.”

The name broke the gala between us.

Not for the others.

For us.

His mouth covered mine beneath the masks.

The kiss was awkward, hard, twelve years old and new.

The large man touched my lips with his cock.

I opened again.

Julian fucked me while I sucked the stranger.

The gold-masked woman rubbed my clit faster.

“Come,” she told me.

“Not yet,” Julian said.

I looked at him.

“You do not decide.”

His eyes darkened behind silver.

The woman pressed harder.

The stranger pushed deeper into my mouth.

I came.

My cunt clenched around Julian’s cock while the larger man filled my throat and the masked woman held my clit through every spasm.

The orgasm broke my body into separate rooms.

Mouth.

Cunt.

Hands.

No name for the woman.

No name for the enormous man.

One old name recovered by touch.

Julian continued until I stopped shaking.

Then he pulled out and came across my open cunt and lower stomach.

Hot lines over red silk and bare skin.

The large man withdrew from my mouth.

I stroked him while the masked woman joined my hand.

His cock pulsed.

He came across our tongues and lips.

The woman kissed me with his come between us.

We shared the taste while Julian watched.

My husband was somewhere in the same castle.

The thought returned only after all three strangers had marked me.

That frightened me.

It excited me more.

The large man closed his trousers first.

The gold-masked woman wiped my mouth with her red glove, then licked the glove clean.

Julian touched my face.

“At dawn.”

I caught his wrist.

“Where is Isabelle?”

“No names.”

“You broke yours.”

“You did.”

He stepped away.

The gold mask offered me her hand.

I stood on unsteady legs.

The large silver man looked at Julian.

No competition.

No introduction.

The castle had built an intimacy that would not survive biography.

Before leaving, the large man pressed a token into my palm.

His second invitation.

“Midnight is not over.”

Then he disappeared behind the chapel curtain.

I had one token of my own left.

Julian’s returned token.

And another man’s come still on my tongue.

Somewhere beyond the music, Nathan was living a night I could not see.


CHAPTER NINE

BEHIND THE SCREEN

The first hour without Nathan had felt like freedom.

The second felt like evidence.

I left the chapel alone.

Julian remained with the gold-masked woman. The large stranger had vanished into the castle. Music guided me down a staircase and back toward the ballroom, but Blackthorn had altered the corridors. A door that had led left now opened onto a stone bridge above the inner courtyard.

Rain had stopped.

Wind moved cold through the arches.

Below, masked couples crossed between towers carrying candles.

I touched the wetness on my thighs.

Julian’s come remained on my skin beneath the red dress.

The stranger’s taste remained in my mouth.

No one in the public world would recognize the woman on the bridge.

I almost did not.

A door opened behind me.

A silver-masked man stepped out with a gold-masked woman.

His hand rested at the back of her neck.

She carried her shoes.

They stopped when they saw me.

The man was Nathan’s height.

The woman’s body could have belonged to Isabelle.

Or Helena.

Or Simone.

Her mouth was swollen.

His trousers were closed badly enough that the shirt remained trapped beneath the belt.

My stomach tightened.

The man looked at my bare thigh.

At the shine between my legs.

At the white streak where Julian’s come had reached the edge of the red silk.

His body changed.

Nathan.

I felt certainty and doubted it in the same second.

The gold-masked woman leaned toward him.

“Do you know her?”

The acoustics softened her voice.

He did not answer.

I could ask.

One phrase.

The game would end.

Instead I touched the come on my thigh and put the finger in my mouth.

The silver man’s jaw tightened.

Nathan did that when jealousy became physical.

Marcus might too.

Julian definitely did.

The man guided the woman past me.

She looked back.

Then he stopped.

His hand remained at her neck.

The distance between us held three possible marriages and no names.

I opened my palm.

One black token remained mine.

I could invite him.

If it was Nathan, I would be calling my husband back.

If it was not, I would be choosing another man because he resembled the one I missed.

I closed my fingers.

“Enjoy the bridge,” I said.

The man continued walking.

The gold mask laughed softly.

They disappeared into the west tower.

The loss hurt enough to make me follow three steps.

I stopped.

Privacy must not become disappearance.

Not seeing is not the same as being left.

Rules written in another country could not tell me which door to open in this one.

A woman in a white attendant’s mask waited near the stairs.

“Lost?”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

“I need the ballroom.”

“That is not what you need.”

She touched a panel in the stone.

A narrow door opened.

Inside, a spiral staircase descended.

“Where does it lead?”

“To what people hear when they cannot see.”

Blackthorn had rooms for every weakness.

I went down.

The staircase ended behind a carved wooden screen overlooking a chamber below.

I could see through small holes.

The people inside could not see me.

The House of Glass had made watching architectural.

Blackthorn made it anonymous.

A gold-masked woman knelt on a rug.

Two silver men stood before her.

One had Nathan’s shoulders.

The other was taller and leaner.

The woman opened the first man’s trousers.

My breath stopped.

Nathan’s cock came free.

I knew it.

Not because of size.

History.

The slight curve.

The darker head.

The small pale line near the base from an accident before we met.

My husband.

Found without a phrase.

The woman wrapped one hand around him.

The second man stood behind her and opened the red gown.

Her cunt was bare.

He touched her while she stroked Nathan.

My husband looked toward the carved screen.

He could not see me.

I still felt seen.

The woman took Nathan into her mouth.

My body reacted with anger, recognition, relief.

He was here.

He had not disappeared.

He was enjoying another woman without me being the reason she knelt.

Exactly what he had said he wanted.

The second man pushed two fingers inside the woman from behind.

She moaned around Nathan’s cock.

His hand entered her hidden hair.

“Deeper.”

The voice reached me altered by the screen.

The command did not need a name.

She obeyed.

Nathan’s cock disappeared farther into her mouth.

The second man opened his trousers.

He pressed his cock against her cunt from behind.

Three people.

My husband at her mouth.

A stranger entering her body.

The gold mask looked toward the screen.

Could she sense someone watching?

I touched my own cunt through the slit.

Wet.

Swollen from Julian.

I rubbed my clit while Nathan used the woman’s mouth.

The second man entered her.

She cried around my husband.

Nathan’s hips moved.

The room created a rhythm.

Cock in her mouth.

Cock in her cunt.

A woman between two strangers.

The same geometry I had lived in the chapel.

Jealousy became symmetry.

I slid two fingers inside myself.

Julian’s come made them move easily.

Nathan pushed deeper into the masked woman’s throat.

I curled my fingers.

The second silver man fucked her harder.

Nathan held her head.

“Look at me.”

The words reached through the screen.

My husband demanded the eyes of a woman who was not me.

Pain entered cleanly.

My fingers moved faster.

The gold mask looked up at him.

I wanted to see her face.

Wanted to know whether she was Isabelle.

Helena.

Eleanor.

Someone with no history.

The not knowing became the most powerful person in the room.

Nathan pulled from her mouth before he came.

He stroked his wet cock.

The woman gasped.

“Why?”

“Not yet.”

His old control.

The second man continued inside her.

She turned her head and took Nathan again.

My husband looked toward the screen.

This time his gaze stopped.

Could he see movement?

A reflection?

Could he know me by silence?

I pressed my palm to the wood.

Still here?

I did not say it.

Nathan’s rhythm became rougher.

The woman gagged.

I came behind the screen with two fingers inside my cunt and my husband’s cock in another woman’s mouth.

The orgasm was quieter than the chapel.

More painful.

More mine.

Nathan stopped before finishing.

Again.

He left the woman with the other man still inside her and walked toward the chamber door.

For one insane second, I believed he was coming for me.

He turned the opposite way.

The gold mask looked toward the screen after he left.

Then she pushed back against the stranger and continued.

I remained in the dark gallery until my breathing became ordinary.

When I returned to the staircase, the attendant waited above.

“Did you find him?”

“Yes.”

“Did he find you?”

“No.”

She looked at the wet fingers I had not cleaned.

“Are you sure?”

Blackthorn had begun teaching me that seeing someone was not the same as being known.


CHAPTER TEN

THE MAN I KNEW

I found Nathan in the ballroom at two thirty.

Or I found the man whose cock I had recognized through a carved screen.

He stood beside the fire with a glass of water, silver mask still in place, black shirt open at the throat.

No woman beside him.

No evidence except the wet shine I had seen.

I crossed the floor.

He watched me approach.

The orchestra had slowed. Fewer couples danced. More curtains remained closed along the walls.

I stopped in front of him.

Neither of us spoke.

His gaze moved over the red gown.

The stain at my thigh had dried.

My mouth felt swollen.

His hand lifted.

He touched the edge of my mask.

I almost used the question.

He almost did too.

I saw it in the pause.

Then a gold-masked woman approached and put one hand on his chest.

The same body from the chamber?

Impossible to know.

She looked at me.

“Busy?”

The word echoed my first encounter.

Maybe the same woman who had kissed me in the ballroom.

Maybe another.

Nathan’s eyes remained on mine.

He did not remove her hand.

I had one token left.

Julian’s token and the large stranger’s invitation were inside my glove, but they were not mine to spend.

I placed my final token against Nathan’s chest.

If this was Nathan.

If not, I had invited a man because I knew his cock better than his face.

The silver mask caught it.

His hand closed over mine.

The pressure was familiar.

“Where?” he asked.

The voice was altered.

The word was not.

I looked at the gold-masked woman.

“She comes.”

Her hand tightened on him.

“Do I?”

I opened my palm.

The large stranger’s token lay there.

An invitation already given to me.

Not transferable.

I put Julian’s returned token in her hand.

“He will follow it.”

She looked down.

“You know who?”

“I know enough.”

The silver man touched my waist.

Jealousy moved between the three of us before anyone chose a door.

The gold mask gave the token back.

“I do not want your history.”

“Then take the present.”

I kissed her.

Her mouth opened in surprise.

The taste was different from the woman in the chapel.

No stranger’s come.

Whisky.

Mint.

A small cut on her lower lip.

Isabelle used mint oil at dinner in New York.

Helena had drunk whisky.

Eleanor bit her own mouth when angry.

I stopped trying to solve women through taste and kissed harder.

The silver man held both our waists.

His hands felt like Nathan.

The gold mask reached between us and touched his cock through his trousers.

He was still hard.

Still unfinished.

She broke the kiss.

“Room?”

I looked toward the stone staircase.

“No room.”

The ballroom had emptied enough to create islands of privacy without walls.

I led them behind a line of red columns where the orchestra could see through the silver screen and the remaining guests could see if they wanted.

Open.

Anonymous.

The gold mask knelt first.

She opened the silver man’s trousers.

Nathan’s cock came free.

Certainty.

My body softened and tightened at once.

She took the head into her mouth.

I stood beside her.

Nathan’s hand touched the back of her head.

Then mine.

No name.

No “wife.”

No title.

I knelt.

Two gold masks at one silver man’s feet.

The woman sucked him while I licked the shaft near her lips.

Our tongues touched.

Nathan groaned.

I knew the sound.

He knew my mouth.

Anonymity had failed physically before either of us admitted it.

The woman released him and looked at me.

“Your turn.”

I took Nathan deep.

His hand tightened in my hidden hair.

The command came without words.

I sucked the cock I knew while the woman kissed the base.

She reached beneath my gown and found my cunt.

Two fingers entered me.

I moaned around Nathan.

His hips moved.

The woman rubbed my clit with her thumb.

“She is soaked.”

Nathan looked down at me.

“From what?”

The question tested whether I would confess before identity returned.

I released his cock.

“One man fucked me.”

His jaw tightened.

“Only one?”

“Another used my mouth.”

The gold mask’s fingers stopped for half a second.

Nathan stroked his wet cock.

“Did they come?”

“One across my cunt. One in my mouth.”

His control cracked visibly.

The woman moved her fingers again.

“Jealous?”

He looked at me through silver.

“Yes.”

“Good.”

The word belonged to both of us now.

I took him again.

The gold mask kissed my neck while fingering me.

Nathan pushed deeper into my mouth.

I held his thighs.

He could come.

I wanted him to.

He had stopped with the other woman.

Would he stop with me if he did not use my name?

His rhythm roughened.

The woman whispered near my ear.

“Make him finish.”

I sucked harder.

Nathan’s cock pulsed.

Then he pulled out.

Again.

I looked up, furious.

“Why?”

He touched my swollen lip.

“Because I do not know who you are.”

The lie was intimate.

He knew.

He had to.

I stood.

The gold mask remained kneeling.

Nathan placed the token against my palm.

“At dawn.”

He used the same words Julian had.

Men hiding behind silver had become infuriatingly similar.

I caught his shirt.

“Do you want her?”

“Yes.”

The gold mask looked between us.

“Do you want him?”

“Yes.”

I pushed her toward Nathan.

“Then finish what he started in the other room.”

Both bodies went still.

I had revealed that I watched.

Nathan’s masked face turned toward me.

The woman touched her mouth.

“You were behind the screen.”

No voice alteration could hide recognition now.

Not identity.

Knowledge.

I stepped back.

Nathan caught my wrist.

The private question waited in his hand.

I refused to ask it.

“She wants you,” I said. “Take her.”

“And you?”

“I have an invitation.”

I showed the large stranger’s token.

Nathan’s fingers tightened.

He could end the game.

So could I.

Neither did.

The gold-masked woman rose and kissed me.

“At dawn,” she whispered.

Then she took Nathan’s hand.

My husband walked away with a woman whose name I might have known and refused to claim.

I watched until the red and silver disappeared behind the curtain.

The large man’s token burned inside my glove.

I turned toward the northern tower.

The night had stopped testing recognition.

It had begun testing choice.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

THE NORTH TOWER

The northern tower had no music.

I followed the large stranger’s token through a door beneath the stairs and into a passage where the castle narrowed around the cliff. Wind entered through arrow slits. The sea struck rock far below.

A silver-masked man waited at the top.

Tall.

Black shirt open at the throat.

Black skin visible above the collar.

The same body from the chapel.

The same cock that had filled my mouth.

He held a candle in one hand.

“You came.”

“You invited me.”

“You had other choices.”

“So did you.”

He turned and continued up the spiral stairs.

The tower room contained a fire, one chair, and a bed built into the curve of the stone wall. No curtains. No mirror. A narrow window showed black water and white foam.

The man placed the candle beside the bed.

“One token left?” he asked.

“None of yours.”

“That was not the question.”

I opened my glove.

His token.

Julian’s.

My own last token had been spent on Nathan.

Two invitations carried from men who refused completion.

“Two,” I said.

“Do you collect unfinished business?”

“I run companies.”

He laughed.

The sound felt familiar from dinner.

Marcus Webb had laughed that way when I turned everything into a transaction.

Darius Cole laughed lower.

Malcolm rarely laughed before sex.

The man’s shoulders belonged to Marcus more than Darius.

I stepped closer.

“Competition creates discipline.”

His body went still.

At dinner, Marcus had used the phrase.

The mask hid his expression.

“Does it?”

“So does losing.”

He touched my red glove.

“Names are not the only identities.”

“No.”

“You think you know me.”

“I think you wanted me to.”

“Would it change the room?”

“If you are Marcus Webb?”

The name hung between us.

He did not confirm.

Did not deny.

The castle had already taken the word.

“You bid against me on Monday,” I said. “You invite me to a tower on Saturday.”

“Perhaps I want both acquisitions.”

The answer was Marcus.

Or a man who had listened at dinner.

I gripped the open edges of his shirt.

“I am not for sale.”

“Neither is the network. You still put a price on it.”

His hand entered the slit of my gown.

“Everything has terms.”

“Desire too.”

His fingers reached my cunt.

I was wet from Nathan, Julian, the masked woman, the screen, and the choice to come here after sending my husband away with someone else.

The stranger touched the come dried along my inner thigh.

“Someone marked you.”

“Jealous?”

“Interested.”

“Not enough.”

His thumb found my clit.

“Yes.”

The honest answer moved through me.

I opened his trousers.

The large cock came free.

Nearly nine inches.

Thick enough that my fingers did not meet.

He watched me measure.

“Still only the size?”

“No.”

“What else?”

“The fact that you may hate me on Monday.”

“I do not hate you.”

“You raised the bid.”

“Business.”

“There is always business.”

“Not if the mask works.”

I stroked him slowly.

His hand moved inside me.

“Does it?”

“No.”

The answer made us both harder.

I lowered myself to my knees.

The stone was cold beneath the red silk.

I licked the head.

His hand entered my hidden hair.

“Look at me.”

Every powerful man eventually wanted the same thing.

Not obedience.

Witness.

I lifted my eyes.

His cock entered my mouth.

The first inches filled easily after the chapel. The rest required breath, patience, and the decision not to move away.

He pushed deeper.

My eyes watered.

“Take what you wanted.”

I held his thighs and swallowed around him.

The man groaned.

The mask did not make his control smaller.

It made the fracture more valuable.

I drew back and stroked the wet length.

“Do you want to fuck me?”

“Yes.”

“Then why are you waiting?”

“Because you came here angry at your husband.”

“That is my anger.”

“And this is my cock.”

The answer stopped me.

Not permission language.

Responsibility.

A line between being chosen and being used as a weapon.

I stood.

“Do you think I cannot want both?”

“I think you are powerful enough to confuse capacity with clarity.”

Marcus Webb would say that.

A rival who had studied my acquisitions.

A man who knew how I won and wanted to know whether I lost the same way.

I slapped him.

The mask turned with his face.

Then he looked back.

“There she is.”

Julian’s phrase.

Not proof anymore.

The Circle had traded our language.

I hit him again.

He caught my wrist.

His cock pressed against my stomach.

“Do not bring another man into this room unless you want him here.”

“I want him here.”

My voice broke on the truth.

“I want Nathan to know I chose you after watching him leave with another woman.”

The stranger’s hand tightened.

“Better.”

He turned me toward the narrow window.

Black sea below.

Fire behind.

His hands opened the red gown.

The head of his cock pressed against my cunt.

Large enough to recall Malcolm.

Different angle.

Different man.

I braced both hands on stone.

He entered slowly.

The first stretch burned.

He stopped before I asked.

My body adjusted around the head.

“More.”

He pushed deeper.

The tower reduced the world to pressure.

Stone under my palms.

Cock opening me.

Wind through the slit.

Nathan somewhere below with a gold mask between his legs.

The stranger entered to the base.

My breath left.

“Everything?” he asked.

The rooms had taught every man the word.

“Everything.”

He held still.

The fullness was less than the Black Bed and more than ordinary.

A single man made enormous by uncertainty.

I pushed back.

“Fuck me.”

He withdrew slowly.

The drag pulled a sound from my throat.

Then he entered hard.

My body struck stone.

He caught my hips before I could lose balance.

Long strokes.

Controlled at first.

Then the rivalry entered.

Every thrust felt like a bid.

Higher.

Harder.

A refusal to withdraw.

“Tell me who you think I am.”

“Marcus.”

“Tell me who you want.”

“The man inside me.”

“Not enough.”

I looked over my shoulder at the silver mask.

“The man who will lose to me on Monday.”

His control broke.

He fucked me harder against the tower wall.

The sea answered below.

My breasts moved beneath red silk. The open back exposed every grip.

I touched my clit.

He caught my hand and moved it for me.

“Come while you still believe you are winning.”

The orgasm built fast.

Anger had prepared it.

Jealousy sharpened it.

His size made escape impossible.

I came around the stranger’s cock with Marcus Webb’s name behind my teeth and Nathan’s absence inside my chest.

The man did not come.

Again.

He withdrew while my cunt still pulsed.

I turned, furious.

“Why?”

“Because dawn has value.”

“Men keep saying that tonight.”

“Then perhaps you keep choosing men who understand debt.”

He closed his trousers.

The wet cock disappeared.

I looked at the tent beneath the fabric.

“You will walk through the gala like that?”

“Discipline.”

“Competition.”

He touched my gold mask.

“At dawn, Victoria.”

My name.

Clear.

The room changed.

He had known.

Marcus.

No denial remained.

I caught his shirt.

“You broke the rule.”

“So did Julian.”

My grip tightened.

“You know?”

“Everyone saw him follow you.”

“And Nathan?”

Marcus looked toward the door.

“No names until dawn.”

He opened it.

The refusal was its own cruelty.

I left the tower with his size still inside my body and the certainty that my corporate rival had just learned how I sounded when I came.


CHAPTER TWELVE

THE WOMAN IN RED

The woman in red found me at the bottom of the tower.

Gold mask.

Bare feet.

One black token balanced on her fingertips.

She looked at the damp mark spreading through the front of my gown.

“Productive tower.”

“Everyone keeps using that word.”

“Executive language travels.”

Her voice remained altered by the corridor.

The body looked like Helena Webb.

Tall enough.

The curve of her hips.

The way she held silence as if it belonged to her professionally.

I touched the small cut on her lower lip.

The same cut from the ballroom.

“You kissed me.”

“You kissed several women.”

“Did I kiss you in the chapel?”

“No.”

“Behind the columns?”

“Yes.”

“And the bridge?”

“No.”

Every answer removed one woman and created another.

“Did you kneel for Nathan?” I asked.

The gold mask’s mouth curved.

“No names.”

“You know him?”

“Everyone knows the husband who stays.”

Jealousy tightened.

She saw.

“Do you want the answer?”

“I want your token.”

She placed it in my palm.

I led her through the nearest door.

The room was a library with no visible bed.

Books climbed two stories. A rolling ladder rested against dark shelves. Firelight moved over leather and brass.

The gold mask closed the door.

“Where?”

I looked at the long reading table.

“Executive enough.”

She laughed.

Helena.

The sound had been quieter at dinner but carried the same disbelief.

I pushed her onto the table.

The red gown opened around her thighs.

No underwear.

Her cunt glistened.

“Did my husband touch you?”

The question escaped.

She tilted her head.

“Which one?”

I slapped her thigh.

The sound entered the books.

“You know.”

“Perhaps.”

I opened her legs.

“Did he put his cock in your mouth?”

“Perhaps.”

My fingers touched her wet cunt.

She inhaled.

“Did he fuck you?”

“No.”

The answer came too quickly to be a game.

Relief made me angrier.

“Why not?”

“He stopped.”

Nathan.

The chamber.

The woman had been Helena.

Or she recognized the pattern.

I pushed two fingers inside her.

She gasped.

“Did he know who you were?”

“No.”

“Did you know him?”

“Not until he left.”

“How?”

She held my wrist while I moved.

“The same way you did.”

His cock.

History recognized by body.

She had not known before touching him.

My jealousy became less personal and more dangerous.

“You wanted him.”

“Yes.”

“Do you still?”

“Yes.”

I added a third finger.

Her body tightened.

“Say it again.”

“I want your husband.”

The name remained unspoken.

The marriage did not.

I pulled her toward the edge of the table.

Then I knelt.

Her red gown pooled around my shoulders.

The first taste was clean and sharp.

No Nathan.

No other man.

Only her.

She gripped the table.

“Do you know me?”

I licked her clit slowly.

She moved against my mouth.

“Do you?” I asked again.

“Yes.”

My tongue stopped.

“How?”

“Because there is only one woman in this castle who turns oral sex into an interrogation.”

I bit her inner thigh.

She laughed and then moaned when I returned to her cunt.

Helena knew me.

Publicly or privately.

Marcus had said my name in the tower.

His wife had likely known before the first dance.

The imbalance should have ended the room.

Instead it made me want to take something from her before dawn could make us rivals again.

I spread her with my thumbs and licked harder.

Her hips lifted from the table.

“Tell me what Nathan did.”

“No names.”

I sucked her clit.

She cried out.

“Tell me.”

“He put his cock in my mouth.”

I pushed three fingers inside.

“More.”

“He held my head.”

“More.”

“He made me look at him.”

The pain entered my cunt.

I rubbed myself against the edge of the table while eating her.

“Did he like it?”

“Yes.”

“How do you know?”

“Because he almost came.”

Almost.

He had stopped.

Not for me in the room.

For a boundary he carried without my eyes.

I licked Helena until her voice broke.

“Who did he think you were?”

“He did not ask.”

“Who did you want him to be?”

Her hand tightened in my hair.

“Your husband.”

The title returned through another woman’s mouth.

I stopped.

Helena’s body shook with denial.

“You bitch.”

“Say what you want now.”

“Your mouth.”

“More.”

“I want the woman who thinks she owns every room to make me come on a library table.”

“Better.”

I put my mouth back on her.

No husband.

No audience.

No glass.

The privacy with Eleanor had been curiosity.

This was rivalry before we knew the contract.

Helena rubbed against my tongue.

I pushed my fingers deep and kept them there while sucking her clit.

Her thighs closed around my head.

The orgasm began with a low sound and ended with my hidden hair clenched in both hands.

I did not stop when she came.

I made her shake twice.

Then I stood.

Her wetness covered my mouth.

She pulled me down and kissed me.

Tasted herself.

Bit the cut open again.

A drop of blood touched my tongue.

The intimacy changed.

Not romantic.

Sharper.

She looked into my gold mask.

“Your turn.”

She put me on the table before I answered.

My red gown opened.

Her mouth covered my cunt.

I gripped the books behind me.

Helena licked with the same intelligence she used in public interviews. Testing reaction. Adjusting pressure. Finding weakness without asking where it was.

I closed my eyes.

She stopped.

“Look.”

Nathan’s word.

Every person at Blackthorn had learned how power sounded in bed.

I looked down.

Gold mask between my thighs.

Could have been anyone.

I knew now.

Helena Webb ate my cunt while her husband remained hard and unfinished in the north tower and mine moved through the castle with another woman’s taste on his cock.

The symmetry brought me close.

Helena felt it.

“Tell me who you are thinking about.”

“You.”

“Liar.”

“Your husband.”

Her tongue slowed.

“More.”

“My husband with your mouth around him.”

Her fingers entered me.

“More.”

“All four of us when the masks come off.”

Helena’s eyes changed.

The next conflict opened one inch beneath a Scottish table.

She rubbed my clit with her tongue and fucked me with two fingers.

I came looking at a woman I would face across a negotiation on Monday.

When the tremors stopped, she rested her cheek against my thigh.

“No names until dawn,” she said.

“You already knew mine.”

“Knowing is not the same as hearing.”

I touched the cut on her lip.

“At dawn, then.”

She stood and closed her gown.

Before leaving, Helena pressed her final token into my palm.

“What is this for?”

“Monday.”

Then she disappeared between the shelves.

I remained on the table with her wetness on my mouth and a rival’s invitation in my hand.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

THE PRIVATE QUESTION

Nathan found me at three forty.

No ballroom.

No audience.

A service corridor behind the kitchens where stone walls narrowed between copper pipes and old doors.

I knew him before he touched me.

Not the mask.

Not the body.

The way he stopped three feet away and let anger decide whether to cross the distance.

I leaned against the wall.

He looked at my mouth.

Helena’s cut had left a small red mark on my lower lip.

He looked at the gown.

Julian’s come had been cleaned by an attendant, but Marcus’s wetness remained inside me.

My legs were unsteady.

Nathan’s shirt was open.

A red lipstick mark curved near his collar.

Helena had not worn lipstick.

Another woman.

“Productive?” I asked.

He came closer.

No name.

No husband.

His hand touched the mark on my lip.

I put two fingers against his mouth.

He smelled unscented.

Tasted familiar when he sucked them.

The castle had removed scent from skin but not history from saliva.

“You watched,” he said.

The corridor altered his voice less than the ballroom.

“The screen.”

“You came.”

“You knew?”

“I heard you.”

My cunt tightened.

He had recognized my orgasm without seeing my face.

“Who was she?”

“No names.”

“Was she the woman who kissed me behind the columns?”

“I do not know who kissed you.”

“Did you fuck her?”

“No.”

“Why?”

Nathan’s hand entered my gown.

His fingers found me swollen and wet.

He felt the fullness Marcus had left without evidence.

“Because I wanted to know whether stopping belonged to me when you were not there.”

The answer softened one wound and opened another.

“Did it?”

“Yes.”

He pushed two fingers inside me.

I gripped his shoulders.

“Who fucked you?”

The question came low.

I could lie and preserve the gala.

I could answer with bodies and keep names.

“One man I recognized after he started.”

Nathan’s jaw tightened.

“Julian.”

The name broke anonymity again.

“Yes.”

“Who else?”

“A man whose cock was in my mouth.”

“Did he come?”

“Yes.”

“Where?”

“In my mouth. A woman kissed me with it between us.”

His fingers moved.

The confession made him rougher.

“Who fucked you after?”

I held his eyes through silver.

“Marcus.”

His hand stopped inside me.

The rival’s name entered the service corridor like a weapon.

“You knew?”

“In the tower.”

“Before he entered you?”

“I suspected.”

“After?”

“I knew.”

Nathan withdrew his fingers and looked at them.

No visible proof.

Only my wetness.

“Did he come inside you?”

“No.”

Relief and frustration crossed his body.

“Why not?”

“He wanted dawn.”

“Of course he did.”

“You hate him.”

“Professionally.”

“Liar.”

Nathan pushed his wet fingers into my mouth.

I sucked them.

He watched.

“Who was the woman?” I asked around his hand.

“One I recognized after.”

“Helena?”

“No.”

The answer surprised me.

“Isabelle.”

New York returned.

Her mouth on Nathan.

Her fingers inside me at dinner.

The vulnerability she had shown after watching Julian with someone else.

“You knew her body?”

“I knew the way she looked at me before the mask.”

“Did she know you?”

“After my cock was in her mouth.”

Jealousy became old and new at once.

Nathan opened his trousers.

His cock was hard.

Wet at the head.

“Did she make you come?”

“No.”

“Did anyone?”

“No.”

I looked at him.

The entire castle had touched my body.

Julian came across me.

The stranger in my mouth.

Marcus inside me.

Helena’s tongue.

Nathan remained unfinished.

“Why?”

“Because every time I got close, I wanted your eyes.”

The center returned.

Not ownership.

A habit stronger than anonymity.

I took his cock in my hand.

“Use the question.”

His jaw tightened.

“If I ask, the game ends.”

“For us.”

“Do you want it to?”

I stroked him.

“No.”

The answer hurt him.

It excited him.

“Then what do you want?”

I turned toward the stone wall and opened the red gown.

“My husband without the word.”

Nathan pressed behind me.

The head of his cock touched my cunt.

He felt how open I was.

“Marcus.”

The name became jealousy against my skin.

“Yes.”

He entered.

The familiar thickness moved through a body stretched by another man.

My head fell back against his shoulder.

Nathan covered my mouth before his name could escape.

“No names.”

He fucked me slowly in the service corridor.

Copper pipes vibrated above us.

Staff moved behind a door ten feet away.

A tray rolled across tile.

The hidden labor of luxury continued while two masked executives used an old castle wall.

“Tell me what he did,” Nathan said.

“Entered me against the north window.”

“More.”

“He was bigger.”

Nathan thrust harder.

“More.”

“He knew who I was.”

“More.”

“He said he wanted both acquisitions.”

My husband struck deep.

“Did you want him?”

“Yes.”

Nathan’s hand tightened over my mouth.

I bit his palm.

He removed it.

“Say it again.”

“I wanted Marcus.”

The confession made him fuck me harder.

The stone returned every impact.

“Do you still?”

“Yes.”

Nathan groaned.

“Good.”

The word no longer punished.

It exposed.

I reached between my legs.

He caught my hand.

“Not yet.”

“You have been not yet all night.”

“So have you.”

He held both my wrists behind my back and used my body against the wall.

The position erased every man’s touch except the one happening now.

I came close.

Nathan stopped.

I cursed.

He remained deep.

“What?”

“You do not get to deny me because Marcus made me come.”

“This is not punishment.”

“Then move.”

“Tell me why you did not use the phrase.”

I went still.

The real question.

Not names.

Not cocks.

“I wanted to know whether I could lose you and still choose myself.”

Nathan’s forehead touched the back of my mask.

“And?”

“I hated it.”

“Not enough.”

“I survived.”

“Not enough.”

I pushed back against his cock.

“I found you without asking.”

He moved once.

Deep.

The answer mattered.

“You recognized me.”

“Every inch.”

Nathan’s control broke.

He fucked me against stone until my wrists hurt in his hand and my mask shifted with each thrust.

I was close again.

He slowed before the edge.

“Not here.”

I looked back.

“Why?”

“The final bell is at five.”

“What happens?”

“The Hunt.”

He withdrew.

I turned, furious and empty.

Nathan closed his trousers.

“Did you know?”

“Isabelle told me.”

“Of course she did.”

He touched my mouth.

“One hour.”

“I hate you.”

“No names.”

I slapped his chest.

He caught my hand and kissed the red glove.

Then he walked away without using the phrase.

The service door opened after he left.

A staff member in black pushed a silver cart into the corridor.

She looked at my open gown, my wet thighs, and the mark Nathan’s hand had left on my wrist.

“Madam.”

“Yes?”

“The Hunt begins in fifty-three minutes.”

Luxury always knew the schedule.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

THE HUNT

At five, the castle opened its doors to the dark.

The rain had stopped. Wind crossed the courtyard carrying salt from the sea. Torches burned along the battlements. The sky remained black, but a pale line had begun somewhere beyond the eastern hills.

Gold masks gathered beneath the central arch.

Silver masks waited across the courtyard.

Every woman still wore red.

Every man black.

Isolde stood above us on the stone steps in a white coat and no mask.

“The final hour belongs to pursuit,” she said. “Gold leaves first. Silver follows at the second bell. The castle grounds are bounded by the sea wall, the chapel, and the yew maze. Every open door is part of the gala. Every locked door is not.”

She held up a black token.

“One token may stop a pursuit. One may invite another pursuer. At six, the ballroom doors open for the final gathering. At seven, the masks come off.”

I had three tokens in my glove.

Julian’s.

Marcus’s.

Helena’s.

None originally mine.

A collection of unfinished debts.

Isolde looked at the women.

“Run if you want to be caught.”

The first bell rang.

Red gowns moved through the courtyard.

Some women walked.

Some laughed.

I ran.

Black heels struck wet stone.

The open back of my dress caught cold wind. I crossed beneath an arch and entered the yew maze.

High hedges swallowed the castle.

Torches burned at each turn.

My breath became loud inside the gold mask.

The maze smelled of wet earth, clipped leaves, and smoke.

I chose left.

Then right.

A dead end opened around a stone fountain.

A woman in red stood there.

Gold mask.

Bare feet.

Helena?

Eleanor?

Isabelle?

She looked at the tokens in my hand.

“Collecting men?”

“And women.”

I showed Helena’s token.

The gold mask touched her cut lower lip.

Helena.

Identity recovered by injury.

She stepped closer.

“Did Marcus find you?”

“Yes.”

“Did he fuck you?”

“Yes.”

The answer hurt her visibly.

Good.

“Did Nathan find you?”

“Yes.”

“Did he?”

“Not enough.”

Helena laughed.

The second bell rang.

Silver masks entered the maze.

Her hand touched my waist.

“Do you want to run together?”

“That makes us easier to catch.”

“Maybe I want the same men.”

Footsteps sounded behind the hedge.

Two sets.

Fast.

Helena took my hand.

We ran.

Red silk moved through narrow green corridors. The maze turned us twice, then opened onto a circular clearing with a stone bench and four exits.

Two silver masks appeared from opposite paths.

One tall and broad.

Marcus.

The other Nathan’s height.

Nathan.

Or Julian.

Or Richard.

Helena and I stood back to back.

The men approached.

No one spoke.

Speech made identity too easy now.

The large man held out his hand.

I placed Marcus’s token in it.

His head tilted.

Acceptance.

The second man looked at Helena.

She placed a token against his chest.

Not hers.

Perhaps Nathan’s from another room.

The men crossed.

Marcus came to me.

The other took Helena.

Symmetry under torchlight.

Marcus touched my mask.

I stopped his hand.

No unmasking.

He moved lower.

His bare fingers entered the open back of my gown and gripped my ass.

I took his cock out.

Already hard.

Huge in the cold air.

Helena watched over the shoulder of the second man.

He opened her gown and touched her cunt.

She looked at me.

Rival wives with unidentified husbands between us.

Marcus lifted me onto the stone bench.

The surface was wet.

Cold entered my thighs.

He knelt and put his mouth on my cunt.

The first contact made me cry out.

His tongue was slower than Nathan’s.

Broader.

A rival learning where power broke.

I held the silver mask against me.

Across the clearing, the second man bent Helena over the fountain.

He opened his trousers.

Nathan’s cock came free.

Certainty again.

My husband entered Helena from behind.

Her mouth opened.

Jealousy made my cunt tighten against Marcus’s tongue.

He felt it.

He looked up.

I pointed toward them.

“Watch.”

Marcus turned enough to see his wife receiving Nathan.

His control changed.

Helena looked at me while my rival’s mouth stayed between my legs.

Two marriages crossing beneath masks and torches.

Nathan fucked her slowly.

Marcus licked me harder.

I rubbed my clit against his mouth.

Helena’s red gown gathered at her waist.

Nathan’s hands held her hips.

“Tell me,” I called.

She looked at me.

“Your husband is inside me.”

Marcus’s tongue entered my cunt.

“More.”

“He is fucking your rival’s wife while her husband eats you.”

The words pushed us all closer.

Nathan struck Helena’s ass.

The crack entered the maze.

Marcus stood.

His mouth shone.

He positioned his cock at my cunt.

Nathan saw.

Even behind the mask, I felt his jealousy.

Marcus entered me in one deep movement.

My body was ready from the tower.

The size still stole my breath.

I held his shoulders.

“Everything?”

The question came from Marcus.

Nathan answered from across the clearing.

“She likes everything.”

My husband had identified himself without a name.

Marcus looked at him.

The men knew now too.

“Do you?” Marcus asked me.

I looked at Nathan fucking Helena.

“Yes.”

Marcus began to fuck me on the wet stone bench.

Long strokes.

Power controlled by the narrow space.

My breasts moved beneath red silk. The cold stone beneath my ass made his cock feel hotter.

Helena reached back and touched Nathan’s face.

I caught Marcus’s mask and pulled him close.

“Harder.”

He obeyed.

Nathan watched.

The maze contained four adults and no uncertainty left except how much they wanted the truth.

“Tell my husband,” I said to Marcus.

“What?”

“How I feel.”

His hand closed around my throat.

“Your wife is tight around my cock.”

Nathan thrust harder into Helena.

“More,” he said.

Marcus looked at him.

“She gets wetter every time you move inside mine.”

Helena cried out.

I came closer.

Nathan held her hair and made her look at me.

“Tell Victoria who is making you wet.”

Helena’s eyes stayed on mine.

“Her husband.”

“More.”

“Nathan.”

The name broke the Hunt.

My body reacted.

Marcus drove deep.

I said his name too.

“Marcus.”

Gold and silver no longer hid us.

Not from the four people in the clearing.

The masks became decoration.

Nathan fucked Helena.

Marcus fucked me.

The first true collision between the couples happened before the rivalry had a contract.

I touched my clit.

Marcus stopped my hand.

He rubbed it himself.

Nathan did the same to Helena.

Two husbands making the rival’s wife come.

I held Nathan’s eyes.

“Still here?”

The private phrase crossed the clearing.

The game ended for us.

Nathan did not hesitate.

“Always.”

My orgasm broke around Marcus.

Helena came around Nathan at the same time.

The maze returned both names and every cry.

The men continued through the contractions.

Neither came.

Dawn still held value.

When the tremors stopped, Marcus withdrew and lifted me from the bench.

Nathan left Helena and crossed the clearing.

He pulled me against him.

No kiss through the masks.

Foreheads together.

Bodies open.

Marcus held Helena behind him.

The four of us breathed in two marriages again.

Helena touched her husband’s chest.

“Monday,” she said.

I looked at her.

“After dawn.”

A third bell rang from the castle.

Six o’clock.

The ballroom doors opened.

The final gathering waited.

Nathan took my hand.

This time we ran toward it together.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

THE FINAL GATHERING

The ballroom had changed.

The orchestra was gone.

Drums moved from the musicians' gallery. Slow. Deep. Every beat entered the floor through our feet.

The candles burned lower.

Red curtains had been pulled away from the walls, revealing stone alcoves, balconies, and a raised platform beneath the Blackthorn crest.

Masked bodies filled every level.

The final hour did not ask anyone to pretend the gala remained a dance.

Gold masks kissed in groups along the windows.

Silver men stood between red thighs on the stairs.

A woman rode a man in the center of the floor while another woman knelt behind her and licked his balls with every rise.

Names had begun to leak.

Not publicly.

Into private clusters.

The Hunt had broken the rule for people who needed truth more than mystery.

Nathan held my hand as we entered.

We had used the phrase.

For us, anonymity was over.

For everyone else, our masks remained.

Julian stood near the platform.

I recognized the tilt of his head.

Isabelle knelt beside him, gold mask still in place, her mouth on another man’s cock.

Richard had Eleanor against a stone pillar, her gold chain catching candlelight while a masked woman kissed her throat. His hand remained at Eleanor’s waist, steady enough to look like possession and familiar enough to be care.

Malcolm stood behind Amara near the stairs, one broad hand on her shoulder while Darius watched from the other side. The two men were not competing for her. They were watching what her choice did to each of them.

Across the room, Simone rested one hand against a silver mask while the stranger wearing it touched her slowly enough to make Malcolm notice every second.

They had survived their own nights. We all had. The masks had not made the marriages disappear. They had made every marriage visible by the way its people kept returning.

No couples isolated.

No bodies random.

Every door we had opened gathering itself into one room.

Marcus and Helena entered behind us.

Nathan looked at him.

No business words.

The men had already exchanged wives beneath torches.

I still carried Julian’s token.

Helena’s token.

The debts needed a final shape.

I led Nathan toward the platform.

Julian saw us coming.

His cock was hard beneath black trousers.

Isabelle lifted her mouth from the stranger and looked at me.

The gold mask could not hide her recognition now.

“You found him,” she said.

“I never lost him.”

Nathan’s hand tightened.

The answer repaired something.

Julian touched the token in my palm.

“You kept it.”

“You keep leaving me unfinished.”

“You came twice.”

“Not the same debt.”

Isabelle stood.

Her mouth shone with another man.

She kissed Nathan through the masks.

He let her.

I watched the woman from New York put her tongue into my husband’s mouth after spending part of the night on her knees for him.

Jealousy remained alive.

Good.

Julian kissed me.

The silver masks touched.

Our mouths found each other beneath them.

His hand opened the slit of my red gown.

Nathan’s hand went to Isabelle’s cunt.

Four people reunited without returning to New York.

Marcus and Helena stopped beside the platform.

Helena touched my back.

The group widened.

A red-masked woman approached carrying a silver tray.

On it lay small black cloths and crystal glasses.

No staff uniform.

A guest serving the room.

She lifted one glass to my lips.

Whisky.

Smoke.

The drink warmed the stranger’s come still remembered in my throat.

Nathan took another.

The drums continued.

Julian opened his trousers.

Nathan did the same.

Two familiar cocks beneath silver masks.

Marcus joined them.

His size changed the line.

Three men.

One old lover.

One husband.

One rival.

Isabelle stood beside me.

Helena on the other side.

Eleanor arrived from the alcove and touched my mouth.

“You collect doors.”

“Only the expensive ones.”

She kissed me.

The women formed around the men.

No one announced roles.

Desire arranged itself.

I went to my knees in front of Nathan.

Isabelle knelt in front of Julian.

Helena knelt in front of Marcus.

Then we changed.

I licked Marcus’s enormous head while Helena took Nathan into her mouth and Isabelle stroked Julian.

Eleanor moved behind us, kissing each woman and touching each open cunt through the red gowns.

Nathan looked down at Helena, then at me.

The Hunt remained in his eyes.

I sucked Marcus deeper.

His hand entered my hair wrap.

“Look.”

I did.

Nathan pushed farther into Helena’s mouth.

I took more of Marcus in answer.

Julian watched both women compete and stroked himself.

Isabelle reached for me.

She kissed the corner of my mouth around Marcus’s cock.

His shaft lay between our lips.

We licked opposite sides.

Helena released Nathan and joined us.

Three gold masks around one enormous Black cock.

Marcus’s control fractured.

His hand closed on the back of my head.

“Take it.”

I opened.

He entered my mouth while Isabelle licked the base and Helena kissed my stretched lips.

Nathan’s face hardened behind silver.

“Enough.”

The command came from my husband.

Marcus stopped immediately.

No contest.

I released him.

Saliva stretched.

Nathan pulled me to my feet and turned me toward the platform.

He lifted my red gown.

My cunt was wet and open.

Julian came behind me.

The head of his cock touched my cunt.

Nathan stood in front of me.

“Do you want him?”

“Yes.”

“Do you want me?”

“Always.”

The word remained after the question had ended.

Nathan put his cock against my mouth.

Julian entered my cunt.

One familiar body below.

The central body in front.

I took Nathan between my lips while Julian fucked me from behind.

The original skeleton returned in a larger room.

Not Nathan watching from distance.

Nathan active.

His cock in my mouth.

His hand in my hair.

Julian’s hands on my hips.

Marcus and Helena beside us.

Isabelle touching my clit.

Eleanor kissing Isabelle with my wetness on her fingers.

Nathan pushed deep.

I gagged.

Julian thrust at the same moment.

The two men moved through me from opposite directions.

“Tell me,” Nathan said.

I pulled back.

“Julian is fucking me.”

“More.”

“Your cock is in my mouth.”

“More.”

I looked toward Marcus.

“Your rival is watching me take both.”

Marcus’s cock pulsed in Helena’s hand.

Nathan smiled without humor.

“Good.”

Julian fucked me harder.

The platform amplified every impact.

The drums matched our rhythm.

Isabelle rubbed my clit.

Eleanor licked the wetness from Isabelle’s fingers and kissed me around Nathan’s cock.

Women passed my taste between mouths.

The ballroom watched through identical masks.

I came close.

Nathan felt it in the way I sucked him.

Julian felt it around his cock.

“Not yet,” both men said.

I bit Nathan lightly.

He withdrew.

“Angry?”

“Everyone keeps stopping me.”

“Then earn the final bell.”

Julian pulled out.

The emptiness made me curse.

Marcus came closer.

His cock stood beside Nathan’s.

Two men in front of my mouth.

Julian behind.

Helena and Isabelle at my sides.

Eleanor beneath my gown.

The room had become a promise too large for one position.

Nathan held my face.

“Six o’clock to seven belongs to the mask.”

“And after?”

“After, we live with the faces.”

He fed me his cock again.

Marcus touched the head to my cheek.

Julian entered my cunt.

Eleanor put her tongue on my clit.

The final hour began inside me.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

THE FINAL BELL

The final hour destroyed sequence.

Nathan’s cock filled my mouth.

Julian filled my cunt.

Eleanor’s tongue moved over my clit beneath the red gown.

Isabelle kissed the side of my mask and held one breast through the silk.

Marcus stood close enough that his enormous cock brushed my cheek whenever I turned.

Helena stroked him while watching her husband watch me.

The ballroom became sound.

Drums.

Wet mouths.

Cocks entering bodies.

Women crying through kisses.

The old castle returned every impact from stone and timber.

Julian pulled me back against him.

His cock reached deep.

I moaned around Nathan.

My husband held my hidden hair.

“Look at me.”

I did.

Silver mask.

The eyes I knew.

No name required.

Julian struck harder.

Eleanor licked faster.

The orgasm built again.

This time Nathan did not stop me.

“Come with my cock in your mouth.”

I sucked him harder.

Julian’s hands tightened.

“Come on mine.”

Two men asking for the same body through different openings.

Eleanor put two fingers inside beside Julian for one dangerous second, stretching my cunt around cock and hand.

I screamed around Nathan.

The orgasm hit.

My body clenched around Julian while Nathan filled my mouth and Eleanor’s tongue kept the contractions sharp.

I tasted salt from my husband’s skin.

Felt the old lover inside me.

Watched the rival’s wife hold her husband’s massive cock inches from my face.

The gala compressed every door into one platform.

Julian groaned.

His rhythm broke.

He came inside me.

Hot.

Deep.

My cunt continued pulsing around him.

Nathan felt my mouth weaken.

He withdrew before I bit him.

I gasped.

Julian stayed buried through the last pulse, then pulled out slowly.

His come ran down the inside of my thigh.

Eleanor caught it with two fingers.

She showed me.

Then licked one finger and offered the other to Isabelle.

Isabelle took it into her mouth.

The women kissed over Julian’s taste.

Nathan watched.

His cock remained hard.

Unfinished.

Marcus’s hand closed around the base of his own.

Helena looked at me.

“Do you want him?”

The question could mean either man.

“Both.”

Nathan’s face tightened.

Marcus stepped closer.

Eleanor and Isabelle lifted me onto the platform.

I lay on my back.

Red silk opened around my body.

The Blackthorn crest hung above me.

Nathan stood between my legs.

Marcus beside my head.

Helena knelt near his hip.

Julian remained close, his wet cock softening against his trousers.

No one left after completion.

That mattered.

Nathan entered my cunt.

Julian’s come made the first thrust slick.

My body was open and swollen.

The familiar cock reached a place no larger man had replaced.

I cried out.

Marcus placed the head of his cock against my mouth.

“Open.”

I looked at Nathan.

He nodded once.

Not permission.

Presence.

I opened.

Marcus fed me the first inches while Nathan began to fuck me.

Husband in my cunt.

Rival in my mouth.

Helena kissed Marcus’s shaft where my lips ended.

Eleanor held my legs.

Isabelle rubbed my clit.

The position was not DP.

It was still too much in the best way.

My body stretched between men who would try to defeat each other in daylight.

Nathan thrust deep.

Marcus pushed farther into my mouth.

I held his thighs and breathed through my nose.

“Tell me,” Nathan said.

Marcus withdrew enough for words.

“Your rival’s cock is in my mouth.”

“More.”

“You are fucking Julian’s come deeper inside me.”

The sentence broke something in the men around us.

Julian’s face hardened behind silver.

Marcus’s cock pulsed near my lips.

Nathan drove harder.

Helena kissed me around the head of her husband’s cock.

Her tongue entered my mouth beside him.

We shared Marcus while Nathan fucked me.

Eleanor watched the two rival wives.

“Monday will be interesting.”

I laughed and gagged at the same time.

Marcus pulled out.

A line of saliva connected us.

Helena kissed it from my chin.

Nathan lifted my hips and changed the angle.

His cock struck deep.

I cried his name.

The masks no longer mattered inside our circle.

He held my eyes.

“Again.”

“Nathan.”

“Again.”

“My husband.”

The title returned at the end of anonymity.

He fucked me harder.

Marcus stroked his cock over my face.

Julian put one hand on Eleanor’s shoulder.

Isabelle kissed my breast.

Helena licked my mouth.

Nathan looked at the rival above me.

“Where?”

Marcus understood.

He looked at me.

“Your mouth?”

“My breasts.”

Nathan pulled the red gown from my shoulders and exposed me.

Marcus moved over my chest.

Helena stroked the base.

I watched his control fracture.

“Tell him,” Nathan said.

I held Marcus’s eyes.

“Come on your rival’s wife while her husband fucks her.”

Marcus groaned.

The first thick line struck my breast.

The second crossed my nipple.

The third landed near my throat.

Helena kept stroking until the last pulse.

Marcus’s come covered my skin while Nathan remained inside me.

Eleanor leaned down first.

She licked one white line from my breast.

Isabelle took another.

Helena gathered the drop near my throat with her tongue and kissed me.

Marcus’s taste moved into my mouth from his wife’s.

Nathan watched every woman clean another man’s come from me.

His control broke.

He fucked me harder.

“Still here?” he asked.

The phrase had already ended the game in the maze.

Now it ended the distance.

“Always.”

I came around him.

No stranger in the answer.

No rival.

No old lover.

Nathan.

My husband continued through the orgasm while the women kissed above me and the room watched through masks that no longer hid the center.

His cock pulsed.

He came inside me.

Warm.

Familiar.

I held his face and watched the eyes behind silver.

The final bell began.

One strike.

Nathan remained deep.

Two.

The orchestra returned with a single sustained note.

Three.

Masked bodies slowed across the ballroom.

Four.

Nathan withdrew.

His come mixed with Julian’s and ran between my thighs.

Five.

Marcus touched Helena’s face.

Julian found Isabelle’s hand.

Richard pulled Eleanor against him.

Malcolm kissed Simone.

Darius held Amara.

Six.

The ballroom doors opened to the dawn corridor.

Seven.

Isolde’s voice entered from the stairs.

“Keep the masks until the sun reaches the floor.”

The final hour was over.

The faces still waited.

Nathan lifted me from the platform.

My legs failed.

He caught me.

No name necessary.

He carried me toward the old stone passage while the castle prepared to return every identity we had tried to lose.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

THE STONE WALL

Nathan did not take me to our suite.

He carried me through a side door and into the oldest part of Blackthorn, where the walls were rough stone and the windows were narrow cuts facing the sea.

The red gown hung open.

Marcus’s come remained wet across my breasts.

Julian’s and Nathan’s ran down my thighs.

The gold mask had shifted crooked across my face.

Nathan still wore silver.

We looked anonymous to anyone passing.

We had never known each other more completely.

He set me on my feet against the wall.

“Can you stand?”

“Yes.”

“Liar.”

“Enough.”

His hands held my waist.

The corridor was empty.

Dawn light entered gray through the arrow slits.

The final bell continued vibrating inside the stone.

Nathan touched the white streak on my breast.

“Marcus.”

“Yes.”

He gathered it with his thumb.

Put it in my mouth.

I sucked him clean.

“Julian.”

“Inside me.”

“Helena.”

“On my mouth.”

“Isabelle.”

“On yours.”

His jaw tightened.

We had reached aftercare before the masks came off.

No warm towels.

No bath.

Only inventory against a wall.

“Did you disappear?” he asked.

The question from the yacht.

“No.”

“Did I?”

“No.”

“Did it feel like it?”

“Yes.”

Nathan put one hand over my heart.

“Same.”

I touched the silver mask.

“We could remove them here.”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because I want the last thing Blackthorn gives us.”

“What?”

He turned me toward the wall.

His cock hardened again against my ass.

“The only man who knows exactly who you are while your face is still hidden.”

The line entered every part of me.

Nathan opened the red gown.

His fingers touched my swollen cunt.

I flinched.

“Sore?”

“Yes.”

“Stop?”

“No.”

He moved slowly.

Not because the scene needed explanation.

Because my body did.

His fingers spread Nathan’s come and Julian’s together over my cunt.

The mess made him breathe harder.

“Two men inside you.”

“Yes.”

“One rival on you.”

“Yes.”

“Women cleaning you.”

“Yes.”

“And you still want more.”

I looked over my shoulder.

“From you.”

Nathan entered slowly.

The first movement burned through the soreness.

He stopped halfway.

My forehead touched stone.

“Everything?” he asked.

“Everything.”

He pushed to the base.

Familiar fullness inside a body used by the gala.

I held the wall.

Nathan stayed still until my muscles softened around him.

Then he withdrew.

Slow.

Entered again.

The stone was cold against my breasts.

The red mask ribbon touched my neck.

A staff member crossed the far end of the corridor carrying folded black cloaks.

She saw us.

Gold and silver masks.

Red dress open.

Black trousers lowered.

One anonymous man fucking one anonymous woman against ancestral stone.

She continued without changing pace.

The danger belonged to the last minutes before dawn.

Nathan saw her.

His rhythm hardened.

“She does not know.”

“Who?”

“Either of us.”

The thought made my cunt tighten.

He felt it.

“Say it.”

“She does not know the CEO is being fucked against the wall.”

“More.”

“She does not know the man behind me owns half the company she probably thinks I control alone.”

Nathan struck my ass.

The sound came back.

“More.”

“She does not know every man in that ballroom wanted the executive wife.”

He drove deep.

“More.”

I looked back at his silver mask.

“Only you know who I am.”

The skeleton’s final line arrived exactly where it belonged.

Nathan’s control broke.

He fucked me against the stone.

No audience gathered.

No rivals.

No women.

The castle staff moving through distant passages and the sea striking the cliff below.

The public woman hidden by gold.

The private man hidden by silver.

The marriage visible only to itself.

I reached between my legs.

Nathan covered my hand.

We rubbed my clit together.

The orgasm built slowly through pain, exhaustion, and recognition.

“Who am I?” he asked.

No rule remained worth preserving.

“My husband.”

“Who are you?”

“Your wife.”

The titles returned as choices.

Not cages.

Nathan thrust harder.

I came with my face against stone and his hand over mine.

The orgasm was smaller than the ballroom.

Deeper.

It moved through soreness rather than spectacle.

Nathan came inside me again, mouth against the back of my gold mask.

We stayed joined while the first sunlight entered the corridor.

A gold line crossed the floor.

The signal Isolde had named.

Nathan withdrew.

He turned me.

Our masks touched.

“Still here?”

“Always.”

We removed them at the same time.

His face returned.

Sweat.

Jealousy.

Love without elegance.

I touched the scar near his jaw.

He touched the cut on my lip left by Helena.

No surprise remained.

Only consequence.

Nathan kissed me.

Not through leather.

Not through anonymity.

The castle gave us our names back without needing to speak them.

At the far end of the corridor, the staff member returned with two white robes.

“Mr. and Mrs. Sterling.”

The ordinary address made us laugh.

She offered the robes.

“Dawn breakfast begins in twenty minutes.”

Luxury always knew when identity required coffee.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

DAWN FACES

The Hall of Faces opened at seven thirty.

Twenty-four adults entered without masks.

The room had no mirrors.

Morning light moved through tall windows onto a breakfast table laid with white porcelain, silver coffee pots, fruit, bread, eggs, and enough restraint to make the night feel impossible.

No one looked exactly as expected.

Masks had enlarged some people and reduced others.

Bodies recognized before faces created a second introduction.

Julian stood beside the fireplace.

He looked older than in New York. More controlled. The silver mask had removed the small lines near his eyes. Seeing them again returned history.

Isabelle stood beside him.

The cut of her mouth confirmed the woman from the observation chamber.

She looked at Nathan.

Then me.

No apology.

No triumph.

Only the vulnerability she had shown after watching Julian with another woman.

“Did you know?” I asked.

“After he stopped me.”

Nathan touched my lower back.

Isabelle looked at Julian.

“And you?”

“When she said my name.”

Julian smiled.

“There she is.”

I almost slapped him again.

Instead I kissed his cheek.

“Still unfinished?”

“Always.”

Eleanor came toward me in a white robe.

Her gold chain had returned.

“Which one was you?” I asked.

She smiled.

“How many women did you kiss?”

“Too many for that answer.”

“I was the one in the chapel before Julian arrived.”

My mouth opened.

“The woman behind me?”

“Yes.”

“You said you were not Helena.”

“I was not.”

Helena stood across the room beside Marcus.

She wore black trousers and a white blouse, as if breakfast might become a board meeting.

Marcus’s face changed the body I had taken in the tower and the maze.

His mask had made him only size and control.

Without it, he became the man who had raised the North Atlantic bid and said my name before dawn.

He looked at the careful way I sat.

“Worth it?”

Nathan’s hand stopped near his coffee.

I answered.

“Professionally or privately?”

Marcus smiled.

“Both.”

“Ask Monday.”

Helena touched the cut on her lip.

The mark I had reopened.

Nathan saw.

His gaze moved from her mouth to mine.

Understanding completed a circuit.

“You,” he said.

Helena looked at him.

“The woman behind the screen.”

“And the library,” I added.

Marcus’s hand tightened around his cup.

Good.

Rivalry became reciprocal in daylight.

Darius and Amara joined us.

Darius had been the second man behind Isabelle in the observation chamber. Amara had been the woman who served whisky in the ballroom.

Malcolm had spent part of the night with Eleanor and part with a woman from Copenhagen whose name none of us had known before breakfast.

Simone had kissed me once near the stairs and spent the Hunt with Richard.

No marriage had followed one straight line.

That was why the breakfast mattered.

Isolde rang the same silver bell used before dinner.

This time names remained.

“Blackthorn ends when the masks come off,” she said. “What follows belongs to the people who wore them.”

Staff served coffee.

No one immediately described everything.

The silence was not shame.

It was the room adjusting to biography.

Marcus broke it.

“Victoria recognized me in the tower.”

Nathan looked at him.

“Before or after?”

“Before she asked me to fuck her.”

The answer was designed to cut.

It did.

I let it.

Helena put one hand on Marcus’s wrist.

“Nathan recognized me after I had his cock in my mouth.”

My cunt tightened.

Nathan looked at me.

“She watched.”

Marcus’s eyes moved to me.

“Behind the screen?”

“Yes.”

The rivalry grew four faces.

Julian raised his coffee.

“Blackthorn has achieved breakfast.”

Eleanor laughed.

The room loosened.

I touched the black notebook beside my plate. Staff had returned it with our phones and wedding rings.

Nathan opened to a blank page.

“What do we write?”

“Not yet.”

Marcus saw the notebook.

“You document private failures?”

“Only useful ones.”

Helena leaned toward me.

“Does it work?”

“It tells us what we broke.”

She looked at her husband.

Their marriage had its own language.

Perhaps no notebook.

Perhaps files.

Marcus ran a thumb over her cut lip.

“Did Victoria do that?”

“Yes.”

His eyes moved to my mouth.

Jealousy entered him visibly.

The tower had not made him invulnerable.

That made him more interesting.

Nathan put my wedding ring back on my finger.

I returned his.

The gestures were small.

Public.

Every person at the table understood what they meant after a night without titles.

Isabelle sat beside me.

“Did you want to know who I was?”

“While you were with Nathan?”

“Yes.”

“I wanted every woman to be you and none of them.”

She nodded.

“I wanted you to watch.”

“I did.”

Isabelle touched my wrist beneath the edge of the table.

“I knew Julian in the dark by the way he stopped before he came,” she said. “The castle changed his voice, but not that pause. I used to think it meant he wanted someone else more. Last night I understood it was the way he made sure I was still with him.”

The confession was quiet enough to belong only to us.

“Did that make it easier?” I asked.

“No.” Her thumb moved once over my pulse. “It made it honest.”

The woman from New York was no longer pretending jealousy had not hurt. She had learned to name the exact moment fear and care shared the same body.

Her eyes changed.

“All of it?”

“Enough.”

Julian heard.

“So did I.”

Nathan looked at him.

The rivalry Nathan and Julian had begun in New York had matured into something less childish and more dangerous.

No one needed to win Isabelle or me.

The contest was whether the marriages could carry the truth.

Breakfast continued.

Names returned to stories.

At eight fifteen, my phone displayed twenty-three messages.

At eight sixteen, Marcus’s did the same.

We looked at the screens together.

The North Atlantic bid had changed overnight.

A regulatory memorandum had leaked.

Sterling Industries and Webb Strategic were now the only credible buyers.

Helena read over Marcus’s shoulder.

“Work found the castle.”

“I told you,” I said. “There is always work.”

Marcus buttoned his cuff.

“Then Monday begins early.”

Nathan closed the black notebook.

The gala had ended.

The next competition already knew our names.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

THE RIVAL’S WIFE

Helena found me on the battlement before the helicopter arrived.

The sea below Blackthorn had turned steel gray. Wind pulled at our coats. Staff loaded luggage across the courtyard while the other guests left in pairs.

No mask.

No red gown.

Helena wore a camel coat over the white blouse. I wore charcoal trousers and a black cashmere sweater. Two women who could enter a government office without anyone imagining a library table.

She handed me a black envelope.

No seal.

“Monday?”

“Before Monday.”

Inside was a photograph.

Not explicit.

Nathan and I boarding Asteria in Monaco.

Richard and Eleanor behind us.

Malcolm and Simone near the gangway.

A public marina. A legal photograph.

Meaning created by the people grouped inside it.

A second photograph showed our helicopter landing at the House of Glass.

Long lens.

Snow.

The property identifiable to anyone who knew architecture.

A third showed Nathan and me entering Blackthorn.

“You followed us.”

“Marcus followed the Circle.”

My body became cold for a reason unrelated to wind.

Marcus had watched us board Asteria. He had known about the House of Glass. Every door we had opened, he had been outside it building a file.

The thought made me want to vomit. It also made me want to destroy him.

For one raw second, the night behind me changed shape. Every hidden corridor, every altered voice, every hand I had trusted became evidence in someone else’s strategy. Blackthorn had asked me to surrender certainty. Marcus had tried to turn that surrender into an asset he could trade.

I forced myself to look at the photographs again instead of tearing them in half. Rage wanted spectacle. Power needed information.

“How long?”

“Before New York.”

New York.

Julian.

Isabelle.

The cards.

“Why?”

“Marcus thought the Circle was a financial network.”

“Is it?”

“Everything wealthy people do becomes a financial network eventually.”

She looked toward the courtyard where Marcus spoke with Nathan.

“Then he learned what the rooms were for.”

“And joined.”

“Research became curiosity.”

“You?”

“I joined because I wanted to know whether he could desire women without using power as an excuse.”

The answer was too close to our own marriage.

“What do you want from me?”

Helena touched the cut on her lip.

“Nothing today.”

“People who bring photographs always want something.”

“Marcus wants the data network.”

“So do I.”

“He believes the Circle gives you access to investors supporting the bid.”

“It does not.”

“I know.”

“Does he?”

Helena looked at her husband.

“He believes what helps him compete.”

The envelope became heavier.

“Blackmail?”

“Leverage.”

“Same thing with better tailoring.”

She smiled.

“That is why I like you.”

I held up the photographs.

“Do you expect me to withdraw?”

“No.”

“Then what?”

“I expect you to refuse. Marcus expects Nathan to threaten him. The men will call it business. We will know it started under masks.”

The wind pulled one photograph halfway from the envelope.

I caught it.

Asteria.

White decks.

The fourth door.

“Why tell me before he uses them?”

Helena came closer.

“Because I do not want him to win that way.”

“Loyal wife.”

“Rival wife.”

The phrase landed.

Our next conflict waited in daylight.

“Choose a side,” I said.

“I chose him years ago.”

“Then why warn me?”

“Choosing a husband does not require agreeing with every weapon he lifts.”

Nathan had cleaned Darius’s marks without erasing them.

I understood.

Helena put one hand inside her coat and removed a gold mask.

Not Blackthorn’s.

Smaller.

Private.

She placed it in my hand.

“Marcus will request a meeting Tuesday night.”

“At my office?”

“At your home.”

My cunt tightened despite the threat.

Helena saw.

“So predictable.”

“Be careful.”

“Of him?”

“Of thinking you know why I am coming.”

She kissed me.

No mask.

Wind.

Morning.

Her mouth tasted like coffee and the cut I had opened.

I held the back of her neck and kissed harder.

The battlement remained visible from the courtyard.

Nathan could look up.

Marcus could too.

Neither woman hid.

Helena pulled away first.

“Tuesday.”

“Bring your husband.”

“Bring yours.”

She walked toward the helicopter.

I returned to the courtyard carrying photographs and a gold mask.

Nathan took one look at my face.

“What?”

I handed him the envelope.

He studied each image.

His jaw tightened.

“Marcus.”

“Helena warned me.”

“Why?”

“She does not want him to win with the wrong weapon.”

“Do you believe her?”

“No.”

“Do you want to?”

“Yes.”

Nathan looked toward the Webb helicopter.

Marcus stood at the door.

Our eyes met across the courtyard.

No silver masks.

No anonymous body.

The man who had fucked me against the north window and tried to buy the same network I wanted.

Nathan moved beside me.

The two men measured in daylight.

Marcus touched Helena’s lower back.

I felt Nathan’s hand at mine.

Power couples restored.

Rivalry no longer abstract.

Marcus entered the helicopter.

The rotors began.

Nathan looked at the gold mask Helena had given me.

“Tuesday?”

“At our home.”

“Threat or invitation?”

“Both.”

He opened the black notebook.

The wind turned the pages until the House of Glass rules appeared.

SAY IT BEFORE IT BECOMES A SECRET.

I wrote beneath them.

ANONYMITY DOES NOT ERASE CONSEQUENCE.

Nathan added:

A MASK CAN HIDE A FACE. IT CANNOT HIDE A CHOICE.

He looked at the photographs again.

“What if he exposes the Circle?”

“Then we make exposure more expensive than silence.”

The CEO returned before the helicopter lifted.

Nathan smiled without warmth.

“There she is.”

Blackthorn disappeared beneath us twenty minutes later.

The gold mask remained in my lap.

The rival’s wife had given it to me like a challenge.

I intended to answer.


CHAPTER TWENTY

THE SIXTH DOOR

Clara waited in Edinburgh.

The jet smelled of coffee, polished wood, and gardenias.

The cream curtain remained open.

She accepted our coats and looked once at the black envelope in Nathan’s hand. Professional curiosity had become part of the aircraft’s interior.

“Flying time to London is one hour and thirteen minutes.”

“Thank you, Clara.”

She poured champagne before takeoff.

The black notebook rested between us.

Beside it lay Helena’s gold mask, the red Blackthorn mask, and three photographs that could turn private history into public inference.

Nathan read the new rules.

ANONYMITY DOES NOT ERASE CONSEQUENCE.

A MASK CAN HIDE A FACE. IT CANNOT HIDE A CHOICE.

He turned the page.

“What was the sixth door?”

I looked through the window as Scotland disappeared beneath cloud.

“Not knowing who we touched.”

“That ended before dawn.”

“Then the real door was choosing after we knew enough.”

Nathan touched the photograph of Asteria.

“First?”

“My secret.”

“Second?”

“Jealousy.”

“Third?”

“The world.”

“Fourth?”

“Everything in the open.”

“Fifth?”

“Watching.”

“Sixth?”

I looked at the gold mask from Helena.

“Names without faces. Choices without history.”

Nathan nodded.

“And the seventh?”

The black envelope answered.

“Rivalry.”

Clara crossed behind the curtain to prepare coffee.

Porcelain touched marble.

The sound no longer belonged only to sex.

It belonged to continuity.

Nathan looked at my mouth.

“Did you like Helena?”

“Yes.”

“More than Eleanor?”

“Different.”

He closed his eyes briefly.

“I hate that answer.”

“I know.”

“Did you like Marcus?”

“Yes.”

“More than Malcolm?”

“Different.”

“Julian?”

“History.”

“Me?”

I held his gaze.

“The center.”

Nathan reached across the table and took my hand.

No victory in his face.

Relief, jealousy, desire, fear.

The honest collection.

“Did you want to use the phrase before the maze?”

“Several times.”

“Why did you not?”

“I wanted to know whether I could recognize you without asking.”

“And?”

“I knew your cock through a wall.”

He laughed.

Clara paused behind the curtain.

I smiled.

Nathan lowered his voice.

“I heard you come in the chapel.”

“With Julian inside me.”

“Yes.”

“And another man’s cock in my mouth.”

His jaw tightened.

“Yes.”

“Did you know the woman with you was Isabelle?”

“After.”

“Did that make it better?”

“Yes.”

The answer cut.

The plane rose through cloud.

I let it.

“Good.”

The word had traveled from weapon to truth.

Nathan touched the wedding ring returned at breakfast.

“Tuesday at our home.”

“Marcus and Helena.”

“Do we let them threaten us before or after dinner?”

“Before. I prefer clean plates during negotiations.”

“Do you want them?”

“Yes.”

“Too fast.”

“You knew.”

“I wanted to hear it.”

The old exchange remained useful because every book changed the answer around it.

I opened my laptop.

The North Atlantic file waited.

Marcus had raised the bid again from the helicopter.

I read the number.

Then increased ours by twenty million.

Nathan watched.

“Competition creates discipline.”

“So does losing.”

I sent the offer.

My phone vibrated before the plane leveled.

A message from an unknown number.

The attachment showed Helena in the gold mask on the Blackthorn battlement.

No face.

Only her mouth and the cut I had made.

Below it:

TUESDAY. 9 P.M. 
NO STAFF. 
NO CAMERAS. 
FOUR PEOPLE. 
ONE NETWORK. 
LET US SEE WHICH COUPLE BREAKS FIRST.

Nathan read over my shoulder.

“Marcus?”

“Helena.”

“How do you know?”

“The punctuation.”

He looked at me.

“You really do interrogate women during oral sex.”

“It improves accuracy.”

Clara brought coffee.

Her eyes touched the gold masks on the table.

“Will there be anything else?”

I closed the laptop.

“Not yet.”

“Very good, Mrs. Sterling.”

She returned behind the curtain.

Nathan lifted Helena’s mask.

“Do you think she knows Clara knows?”

“Helena knows everything else.”

The line closed another small circle.

London appeared beneath the cloud near sunset.

The public city waited with boards, regulators, journalists, and a competitor willing to turn private rooms into leverage.

The executive wife returned wearing charcoal.

No bruises above the collar.

No mask.

No visible evidence that she had sucked a rival’s enormous cock in a chapel, taken an old lover on a platform, eaten a rival’s wife on a library table, watched her husband use another woman’s mouth, and found him again without asking his name.

The black notebook stayed inside my handbag.

So did Helena’s photographs.

Power was not pretending the other room had not existed.

Power was carrying it into the next negotiation and deciding who would pay for knowing.

Our car waited outside the private terminal.

Nathan took my hand before the door opened.

“Still here?”

I looked at my husband.

At the man who had lost his name, found my body, and answered across a maze while another woman held his cock inside her.

“Always.”

The seventh door waited at home.

This time, the danger already knew our address.


END OF BOOK SIX

THE EXECUTIVE WIFE CONTINUES IN

BOOK 7: THE RIVAL'S WIFE


ABOUT OLIVIA CROSS

Olivia Cross writes explicit erotic romance about powerful marriages, shared desire, jealousy, luxury, and the dangerous honesty required to keep love at the center.

THE EXECUTIVE WIFE • READING ORDER

1. The First Door

2. The Second Man

3. The Private Club

4. The Billionaire's Yacht

5. The House of Glass

6. The Masked Gala

7. The Rival's Wife

8. The Boardroom

9. The Island

10. The Vow

Complete Collection: The Executive Wife — Books 1–10

[image: ]

OEBPS/image_rsrc3XV.jpg
THE MASKED GALA

L l y
v N
- V4", b

Rt

i
I | e

THE EXECUTIVE WIFE





OEBPS/image_rsrc3XW.jpg





OEBPS/nav.xhtml


  
    		CHAPTER ONE


    		CHAPTER TWO


    		CHAPTER THREE


    		CHAPTER FOUR


    		CHAPTER FIVE


    		CHAPTER SIX


    		CHAPTER SEVEN


    		CHAPTER EIGHT


    		CHAPTER NINE


    		CHAPTER TEN


    		CHAPTER ELEVEN


    		CHAPTER TWELVE


    		CHAPTER THIRTEEN


    		CHAPTER FOURTEEN


    		CHAPTER FIFTEEN


    		CHAPTER SIXTEEN


    		CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


    		CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


    		CHAPTER NINETEEN


    		CHAPTER TWENTY


  



Guide

		Cover

		Beginning




		1

		2

		3

		4

		5

		6

		7

		8

		9

		10

		11

		12

		13

		14

		15

		16

		17

		18

		19

		20

		21

		22

		23

		24

		25

		26

		27

		28

		29

		30

		31

		32

		33

		34

		35

		36

		37

		38

		39

		40

		41

		42

		43

		44

		45

		46

		47

		48

		49

		50

		51

		52

		53

		54

		55

		56

		57

		58

		59

		60

		61

		62

		63

		64

		65

		66

		67

		68

		69

		70

		71

		72

		73

		74

		75

		76

		77

		78

		79

		80

		81

		82

		83

		84

		85

		86

		87

		88

		89

		90

		91

		92

		93

		94

		95

		96

		97

		98

		99

		100

		101

		102

		103

		104

		105

		106

		107

		108

		109

		110

		111

		112

		113

		114

		115

		116

		117

		118

		119

		120

		121

		122

		123

		124

		125

		126

		127

		128

		129

		130

		131

		132

		133

		134

		135

		136

		137

		138

		139

		140

		141

		142

		143

		144

		145

		146

		147

		148

		149

		150

		151

		152

		153

		154

		155

		156

		157

		158

		159

		160

		161






