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Chapter 1


Ifeel like Nancy Drew, snooping around our attic with a flashlight, looking for clues. We haven't been up here yet in our efforts to move into our old Victorian house on the edge of Milhawket — there's too much space in the rambling old place as it is, without poking into disused corners like the attic — but I've got a hunch that I'll find something up here that gives me some answers about the costume closet.

Or if not answers, at least some pointers to the next step in my sleuthing.

My legs are still burning from when Luca bent me double and pounded me on the weight bench in the Devils' locker room after the game against the Thundercats. Except that of course there was no weight bench, no locker room, no scurrying out of the locker room just before the rest of the team crashed in to discover me kneeling in front of Luca in the shower room, my lips wrapped around his erection. We were just in our bedroom, me wearing the little cheerleader sweater and skirt we found in the closet, Luca in a tight pair of football trousers (well, not in them for very long ...), at least until I slipped off the bed while doing a cheer and banged my head on the floor.

But it was so real! I swear my hair was wet from sweeping my ponytail across the shower towels when I bent over to show Luca that I had left my panties in the locker room, and I know I felt the smooth, slippery surface of the weight bench against my ass while Luca fucked me. I woke up, sweaty and sated, tangled in the sheets on our bed, but in my mind I was still half in the Devils' field house, basking in the glow of orgasm while we listened to Luca's teammates beyond the locked door.

The same thing happened with the nurse's uniform that we pulled out of the closet. As soon as Luca put on the green hospital gown, I found myself tending to him in a hospital room, ministering to his swollen cock because he couldn't take care of business himself with his arm in a cast. Except that there was no hospital bed, no broken arm, and while my climax riding Luca was definitely real, the nurse's station where I was reading a dirty paperback before my encounter with Luca couldn't have been.

"Don't get so worked up about it," Luca had said after my worried questions when we came to on our bed and not in the weight room. "The costumes are just working on our imaginations; I'm having fun with it, so what if we're having vivid dreams when we get suited up?"

"They don't feel like dreams," I had answered. And they didn't — they were so much more real than any dream I've ever had!

Though the sensations of the sex have been more intense, too — Luca and I have always had a good sex life, I think, though we had definitely settled into a routine (a good routine! a satisfying routine! but definitely a routine) before we moved to Milhawket. Maybe it is just dressing up and doing a little roleplaying that has unleashed my carnal imagination in new and exciting ways. Maybe I'm more of an actress than I thought I was, able to lose myself in a role when I've got the right props available.

But I think there's something more going on.

There's no electricity in the attic, so my only light is the dim, narrow beam thrown by the flashlight in my hand. The air is hot and still, and the thick dust covering the floorboards tells me that no one has been up here for a while. I duck my head under the low rafters and pick my way through a maze of cardboard boxes and sheet-draped furniture.

I'm not sure what exactly I'm looking for, but I think I'll know it when I see it. At the BookSwap in town, I picked up a couple of clues. Mariane Gundersen, the author of some steamy Gothic romances, apparently lived in an old Victorian house in Milhawket, and the covers of her books frequently feature paintings of houses that look a lot like this one. There aren't that many old Victorians in this town, especially with turret rooms, though I'm not sure if our turret room is quite big enough to host the Satanic orgies that feature in "The Secret in the Tower."

I come to a stop in front of a tall chest of drawers with a yellowing sheet draped across it. With trembling fingers, I take hold of the knob on one of the middle drawers and give it a firm tug. The drawer is stiff with disuse, and the whole chest shudders. I take it firmly with both hands, bracing my feet on the dusty floor, and pull with all my might. The drawer comes loose with a clattering rumble that echoes through the silent attic like a freight train, and I let out a cry when something flutters past my face.

A big white moth flutters around my flashlight, flapping its powdery wings against the lens. I shake the light, dislodging the moth, and turn the beam into the open drawer. Folded linens lie inside in varying shades of yellow and gray; I can't tell if they're actually lace, or if they've been turned to lace by relentless generations of moths. I push the drawer closed, stirring up a cloud of dust, and continue through the attic.

Deeper into the maze, I notice that the cardboard boxes give way to stacked wooden crates and hinged chests. There are letters and numbers stenciled on the sides of some of the crates — "MG-103", "DL-12", "WM-37" — that mean nothing to me. I rap my knuckles against them as I pass by, and they give out an empty, hollow ring.

I turn a corner around a pillar of crates and let out a shout — a person is standing beside a yellowing sheet, draped in black and perfectly still, as if they've been waiting for me to stumble upon them. My flashlight's beam spins wildly as I nearly drop it, and I bump into a stack of chests as I back away, almost tripping. I reach up a hand to steady myself, pulling down a dusty sheet and sending a wooden coatrack clattering loudly to the floor.

When the mysterious intruder doesn't swoop down at me with their black robes enveloping me in a wicked embrace, I stop my terrified flight and stand against the stack of crates, my heart thundering in my ears.

"Hello?" I call, my voice timid and cracking. The flashlight's beam quivers across the black fabric that drapes the figure.

There's no response, so I take a tentative step forward, ready to spring back and flee the attic at the first sign of movement. The only sounds are my shuffling foot and my pounding heart. I take another step, my knuckles white around the flashlight's barrel; it's a heavy old flashlight, left behind by the electrician who inspected the house's basement fusebox before we moved in, and I think I could use it as a weapon if I had to.

"Hello?" I call again, taking another step. "Who — who are you?"

When there's still no reply, I lean forward, hand outstretched, readying myself to use the flashlight as a club. My fingers brush the black fabric — it's dusty but soft, velvety, and yields under my touch. I give it a tug, and the figure leans toward me. I release the fabric with a yell, and the figure totters back to its upright position, wobbling a little.

My laugh is almost as loud as my yell. The wobbling figure comes to a stop, a little puff of dust falling from the black garment's folds. I step around to its side and see that it's a seamstress's dummy, cloaked in a black velvet cloak, standing its lonely, silent vigil in my attic for who knows how many years. The dust tickles my nose, making me sneeze.

I take the robe by the shoulders and lift it off the dummy, dislodging more dust but no moths. It's heavy, the folds thick and shimmering in my flashlight's unsteady beam. Under the robe is a long linen shift, creamy and pale, its soft fabric wrinkled. A linen cap or bonnet is pinned to the shift's bodice, silk ribbons dangling from it.

"Well, look at you," I whisper, taking the cap between my fingers.

It's attached to the shift with a long silver hat pin, and I pull it free, sticking the pin into the dummy's padded shoulder for safekeeping. I put the cap on my head, pulling it down so the ribbons rest on my shoulders. It's soft and warm — maybe a little too warm in this stifling, still attic — and I suddenly remember the cover of "The Secret in the Tower." This outfit looks very much like the costume worn by the woman fleeing into the night with the menacing Victorian mansion looming behind her.

"I think I've found my next costume," I say, running my fingers over the shift's soft linen.


Chapter 2


"Well, look at you."

The woman behind the counter at the dry cleaner gives the black cloak a snap as she pulls it out of the plastic bag. A little cloud of dust rises from the fabric and glitters in the sunlight streaming through the big windows that look out on the parking lot. She runs a finger along the velvety nap as she lays it out on the countertop and then lifts the glasses that dangle from a black cord around her neck up to her nose.

"Where ever did you find this?" she asks as she smooths the wrinkles in the cloak under her palm. There's a hint of affection in her voice — for the garment, I assume, rather than for me, considering the somewhat gruff welcome she gave me when I first entered the shop with the cloak, shift, and bonnet tucked under my arm.

"It was ... in a closet," I say, "in the spare bedroom."

I don't know why I lie to her — such a tiny lie! — but something about the woman's attention to the cloak, the way her fingers stroke the velvety material, makes me nervous. She doesn't look up at me when she speaks, her attention is focused entirely on the cloak, her voice hushed and low.

"I never thought I'd see you again," she says, almost inaudibly. Her fingers brush the fabric in an almost sensuous way, the material changing from black to plum then back to black as the fibers rise and fall under her touch. "So, so many years ..."

I cough quietly into my fist, feeling a flush of warmth in my cheeks. The woman startles, seeming to return from someplace far away; her glasses slip down the bridge of her nose as she lifts her face to look at me, and I swear I see the glimmer of a tear in her eye.

"This piece is in surprisingly good condition," the woman says, her tone suddenly matter of fact. "No sign of moth damage, a tiny bit of mildew on the hem that should clean up very easily. It must have been kept in a cool, dry place all this time."

I remember the attic — the still, hot air, the swirling dust, the moths that flew out of the linen drawer just before I encountered the cloak hanging on the dressing dummy. It was certainly dry, but hardly cool.

"The closet has a cedar lining," I say, and then, elaborating on my lie, "and a vent to the outside. The door was behind an old wardrobe, so we didn't see it for a few weeks after we moved in."

"Interesting," the woman says, looking back down at the cloak. "I assume there were other garments in the closet?"

There are, of course, many other garments in the real hidden closet Luca found behind the false wall in our bedroom. The scent of the hidden closet — lavender, cedar, and lemons — floods back into my memory. But that's not where I found the cloak; and the false closet in the spare bedroom that I'm conjuring for this woman isn't packed with costumes, so I shake my head.

"No," I say, "just the cloak and this ... nightgown, I guess?"

I unwrap the linen shift and lay it out beside the cloak. It has a dingy yellow cast in the bright sunlight, and its wrinkles are even more pronounced than when I found it in the attic. The woman gently smooths the fabric with her palm and shakes her head.

"It must have been in that closet for years," she says, "decades. How very strange."

"How ... how do you know that?" I ask. "Have you seen these things before?"

"Oh, have I!" the woman says, tossing her curly white hair with a laugh. "These used to be frequent visitors to Mr. Duncan's cleaning shop on Willow Avenue, back before I set up my own place here."

She rolls the cloak's fabric back at the shoulders and shows me a zig-zag stitch across the top, a short section of black thread almost invisible against the material.

"I made this repair," she says, her finger tracing the jagged stitch. "There was a tear here, almost like a cut, about two inches long. I remember the mud on the hem on that visit, too, and the gown was ... well, it wasn't this gown, that one was a total loss. Mr. Martinsson seemed sad to let that gown go."

"You knew the Martinssons?" I ask, remembering the name from the house's paperwork — the William and Ethel Martinsson Estate had owned the property before the bank took it over and sold it to Luca and me.

"Well, it's not like we were great friends," the woman said, "I was just a kid working at the cleaner's. Mr. Martinsson would bring things in from time to time, but usually it was their maid who ran the errands."

The woman looks up, her eyes taking on that far-away gaze again, like she's looking back over decades of time and not at me at all.

"Jenny, her name was," she says. "Tall, dark hair, always wore a long gray dress with a white collar and black buttons, like an old-fashioned uniform. But quite striking — sharp features, piercing black eyes, I was always nervous around her." She winks at me. "And maybe a little smitten. I'm sure in any other outfit, she'd have been a stunner."

"She lived at the Martinsson's house?"

The woman shrugs. "I suppose so, I never inquired into anyone's living arrangements. Like I said, I was just the kid working at the cleaner's, checking garments in and out, doing the occasional repair. You see another side of a town when you work at the dry cleaner's shop — the fancy dress things, of course, but also the grime and the stains. There's a story behind every cleaning."

"There must be some stories in this cloak," I say.

"Oh, without a doubt." The woman picks the cloak up by the shoulders and gives it another shake, loosening a smaller cloud of dust. "But you'll have to ask it directly, my lips are sealed."

#

Yvette's heart pounded in her chest, and the thrum of blood in her ears was almost deafening. She gasped for breath as she ran down the stone steps and away from Narciso House, Duke Giacone's rambling mansion on the moors. She didn't dare look behind her to see how close her pursuers were — she was pursued, that was all she needed to know ...

My favorite part of a good Gothic paperback is, of course, the inevitable flight into the dark. When the sinister atmosphere and wicked machinations come to a head, the heroine tries to make her getaway: always at night, almost always in her nightgown, and if there's a storm raging, so much the better.

And Yvette's flight from Duke Giacone's house after stumbling upon the Satanic orgy in the turret room is most certainly a good one. I flip my copy of "The Secret in the Tower" over so I can admire the cover again — the flowing black cloak, the pale bare feet on the twisted roots, the heroine's black hair flowing behind her, the looming Victorian mansion with the mysterious face in the glowing window. It's not exactly true to the story on the page — I don't recall any mention of the pictured cloak, and there should be a full moon throwing strange shadows on the ground — but it's certainly true to the mood.

The woman at the dry cleaner's — I assume she's the eponymous Dot of Dot's Cleaning and Tailoring — took the cloak and gown from me, put them on wire hangers with cardboard padding, and promised to have them ready by the end of the week. She didn't offer any more insights into the Martinsson household despite my gentle prodding — "I was so young then, it's all a blur in my old head now," she insisted with a dismissive wave of her hand as she carried my garments away — which leaves my brain plenty of room to imagine the details.

The woman on the cover of "The Secret in the Tower" was surely modeled after Jenny, the Martinsson's maid: tall and lithe, with flowing black hair and coal-black eyes, her sharp features catch the light like a marble statue would. I can see why Dot would be "smitten" by her: she has an air of defiance and determination, a chilly poise despite fleeing into the night. Do I want to be her, or be with her? is the age old question; and the answer regarding Jenny is clearly, and emphatically, both.

If that's our house looming behind Jenny — the shape of the windows and the turret suggest that it is — then Martinsson has taken some liberties in its setting. Yvette — Jenny? — is running down a brick walkway overgrown with twisted tree roots, the trees' branches throwing frightening black fingers across the moonless sky. We have a pretty unremarkable concrete sidewalk leading to the porch, and the only trees are a pair of friendly little maples on the southwest corner, their leaves just starting to show the first signs of orange along their edges. And we're definitely not on the moors.

I squint closer at the cover, trying to make out the face in the upstairs window. The window glows a pale orange, as though illuminated by fire rather than electric or even candle light, with dark shadows falling over the top half cast by the heavy brow of the gable above it. (Martinsson plays with light and shadow in interesting ways, offering much subtler illumination than the cover of a Gothic paperback probably deserves.) The face fills the lower half of the window, and I can make out smudges that must be eyes, a shock of white hair, and a mouth twisted into a cry. It's a long, narrow face, with a line down the center that might be a patrician nose — a man's face, I think, possibly meant to be the Duke.

If Martinsson worked his maid Jenny into the cover, could the face in the window belong to a real person, too? Maybe a neighbor, someone from town, or even a self-portrait? I wonder if the ladies at the BookSwap knew Martinsson and could help fill in more clues for me ...

Her bare foot struck a sharp stone embedded in the wet soil beyond the carriageway, and Yvette let out a cry as she stumbled forward, arms thrown out to break her fall. Above her, the pitiless moon threw down its pale light, and Yvette saw with horror that she was hurtling not toward the ground but toward the open arms and broad chest of a black-coated man stepping just then out of the shadows. She tried to turn as she fell, seeking to dodge away from the thick-fingered hands that were reaching out of the shadows to catch her, but succeeded only in wrenching her knee before she slammed against the unyielding figure before her.

A crashing sound from downstairs startles me, and I let out a gasp. For a second there, I was imagining myself as Yvette, pursued by the wicked libertines in the turret room, and I was torn between terror at the shape emerging from the shadows, and the desire to be caught in those strong arms. I press my palm against my chest and feel my heart pounding.

"Hey, honey!" Luca's voice calls. "I picked up some sushi on my way out of the city!"

I laugh and set "The Secret in the Tower" down on the chaise, open to the passage recounting Yvette's flight from the manor house. I will definitely be putting that cloak to good use as soon as Dot has it ready for me ...


Chapter 3


"It's pretty fancy," Luca says as I finish buttoning the silk shirt he's reluctantly put on, "but I don't think it's exactly my style."

"And a nurse's uniform and cheerleader skirt are my style?" I say, shaking my head with a chuckle. "This looks good on you, maybe you should switch up your style a little."

Luca sighs. He hasn't switched up his "style" since before we got married: jeans and a band t-shirt (he cycles through five or six before they fall apart and he has to go to another show to replenish the supply) on the weekends, one of five identical navy blue suits during the week with the occasional daring splash of color provided by a necktie. Clothes have always been functional for him, rather than an expression of his personality.

Not that I'm really much better, especially since I've been working from home. I live most days — especially days when I have no video meetings — in sweats and a t-shirt. With the chilly drafts that blow through our new old house in Milhawket — we need to move insulation up the to-do list before winter! — I've added some sweaters to my wardrobe, bulky oversized wool knits I found in the thrift shop on Maple Street. If not for the costume closet, our house would be where fashion goes to die.

But this costume I found in the closet for Luca to play the brooding Duke really does look good on him. The ruffled shirt isn't exactly what I would have chosen, but somehow it works: his curly black hair stands out against the crisp white silk, and the material stretches nicely across his shoulders. I snap the cufflinks around his wrist, and he slips a finger across the side of my hand, giving me an electric jolt.

"What are you wearing tonight?" he whispers, leaning toward me, his lips close to my ear. His voice sounds richer somehow, deeper, and an image of the brooding Duke Giacone striding through the tangled bodies in the tower room orgy suddenly flashes through my mind.

"My good sweats," I say with a laugh, reaching for his other wrist and fumbling a little with the second cufflink. "Dress up night isn't until tomorrow night."

The cloak and gown should be ready tomorrow morning. It's Thursday today, and I really don't want to risk another dress up hangover on a work night. Last time I woke up in a costume, tangled in Luca's arms and panting from the climax that had washed over me, I was groggy and a little dazed all the next day. Maybe the explanation is perfectly rational — maybe getting dressed up does something to Luca's lovemaking, cranks his dials to eleven and sends me into spirals of delight I've never experienced before — but I'd still rather have Saturday to lie in bed late and savor the afterglow.

"But I think I'm ready to get into character now," Luca says, putting his arm around my waist and pulling me close. I let myself lean into his chest, feel the ruffled silk brush my cheek as he runs his fingers down my neck and over my back. "Tell me about this ... baron?"

"Duke," I say, looking up at Luca's face. His eyes are sparkling, his lips curved into a faint smile. "Duke Giacone. He's the master of Narciso House, a mansion on the dark and wild moors. Dark and wild, just like the mysterious Italian nobleman who has hired the innocent but curious Yvette to care for the house."

"What's wild about him?"

Luca's fingers brush my cheek, and I can't help but sigh and let me head rest into his palm. His other hand twists a strand of my hair, pulling gently so turn my face to his.

"His moods," I say. "He's as volatile and unpredictable as the weather that sweeps across the moors, mild and warm one moment, and then raging and fierce the next. Yvette both fears and desires him, imagining what dark secrets there must be in the mysterious Duke's past: a love affair gone bad? An honor duel that made him a fugitive from his sunny homeland? A pact with the Devil that traded his immortal soul for worldly wealth?"

"Ooo, a pact with the Devil," Luca says, suddenly sounding much more like my Luca than the brooding Duke. But then his voice darkens again when he says, "There are always loopholes in the Devil's deals, hidden clauses and tricks of language. The Devil can snare a soul with his wicked words, but perhaps a clever soul can find the flaw in the contract and cheat the Prince of Hell at his own game."

"That seems like a dangerous game to play," I say. My breath catches when Luca's fingers brush my lips. His face is close to mine, so close; I can feel his warm breath on my skin and smell the sweet musk of his sweat.

"The only games worth playing are the dangerous ones," says Luca. "The only stakes worth wagering are the highest stakes of all."

"Even your immortal soul?"

Luca's hand slips from my head and down my back, sending a shiver up my spine. I can feel his heat and strength through the flimsy fabric of my sweatshirt; for a moment I imagine his hand glowing with infernal flame, burning my clothes away to leave me naked and exposed.

"My immortal soul is of value to me only as a bargaining chip in the Devil's ante," Luca says, a rumbling growl in his voice. "When Il Maligno turns his back, I'll snatch my prize from him before he knows I've won."

Luca presses his mouth against mine, searing my lips with his sudden passion, and bends me backward. I let myself fall against his arm, one foot slipping from the floor. My legs feel like jelly and my head spins — am I actually swooning in his arms? — and Luca's mouth sips hungrily at mine.

"If you don't seize what you want," Luca says when his mouth breaks from mine, "you'll be left with nothing. And Duke Giacone is not one to be satisfied with nothing."

My only response is to sigh and cling to his arm, trying not to topple onto the bedroom floor. When we were first dating, Luca could sweep me off my feet like that, suddenly passionate and insatiable, but over time that settled into the gentler, playful patterns of our married love life. It's not a bad pattern — I like that we can laugh during sex, and I love the cuddles after a fun romp in the sheets — but sometimes I miss being swept off my feet.

And sweeping is exactly what Luca seems to have in mind.

Luca bends and swings an arm against the back of my knees, making my legs buckle, and then catches my shoulders in his other arm before I fall. I flail my hands, catching my arms around his neck, but I'm in no danger of tumbling to the floor — Luca has me firmly in his arms and is striding purposefully across the floor toward the bed, his eyes blazing down at me.

"Wh ... what does the Duke want?" I stammer, my mouth suddenly dry.

"The Duke wants your yielding, quivering flesh beneath his lips," Luca says, his voice rumbling. "The Duke wants your surrender to his passions. The Duke wants to make your body sing like a choir of angels while he ravishes it like a band of devils."

"Oh, fuck," I whisper, closing my eyes as Luca throws me onto the bed. The springs squeal under me as I scramble back toward the headboard, heart pounding in my chest. Luca stands at the foot of the bed for just a moment, his smile wicked and his eyes burning, before climbing up on his knees and moving slowly toward me, his fingers reaching toward my feet.

"Are you afraid, little one?" he says in a low, almost menacing tone. "Do you fear the Duke, or do you fear your own desires?"

I am afraid, I realize, my heart hammering and my fingers trembling. I slide my back up the headboard, trying to put distance between Luca and myself, frightened of the fire in his gaze. Luca grasps my ankles, his grip like burning iron, and pulls me roughly down the bed, yanking the comforter and pillows with me.

"Jesus, Luca," I gasp, my voice thin and shaky. "What's ... what's gotten into you?"

"The storms of passion," Luca hisses, "and a feverish hunger for your flesh."

His hands are suddenly twisting the fabric of my sweatpants, and I hear the sound of cotton tearing as he pulls. I let out a little gasp, but I lift my ass off the bed all the same to help him pull my sweatpants toward my knees. His eyes are locked on mine, dark and hot, and I can't pull away from his gaze.

"You feel it, too," Luca says. His voice is smooth and warm, but somehow dangerous, too — a supple velvet sheath stretched across a razor-sharp blade. "The storm is spinning inside your body, building to a raging tempest. Surrender to the storm, let it blow through you and sweep you into the night."

I make some sort of sound before his lips press against mine again, urgent and demanding. His hands slide up my bare leg and catch the waistband of my panties, and he pulls hard. The thin cotton is no match for Luca's strength, splitting as easily as tissue paper between his fingers.

At least they're an old pair, the part of my brain that's still functioning on a practical level whispers before his hands push their way under my shirt, forcefully gripping my breasts. My nipples are hard against his palms, and I let out a moan when his mouth pulls away from mine.

"I claim you as my prize," Luca says. His weight is heavy on me, his hips pinning me to the bed. "Do not deny me and my hunger."

As if I could, I think, arching my back into his hands and pushing my belly against the soft silk of his shirt. I can feel his heat through the smooth, thin fabric, making my skin tingle with desire.

He yanks at my sweatshirt, pulling it roughly over my head and flinging it into the darkness beyond the bed, and suddenly I am naked and helpless beneath him. Before I can moan again, his mouth is sucking at my lips, and he squeezes my breasts as he shifts between my thighs. His silk slacks are smooth against my skin, and I can feel the bulge straining against the stays pressing into my belly.

"Oh god, Luca," I groan, lifting my ass off the bed and pressing myself into him. I feel heat rising from my core, the fear that made my heart pound overcome by desire.

I reach between us, searching for the buttons that hold his slacks closed — why is this costume so complicated? — and he suddenly seizes both my wrists in his hand, yanking my arms above my head. I let out a surprised cry, which he smothers with a brutal kiss.

"You are mine," Luca growls, "my pet, my plaything, my prize."

The hand not holding my wrists roams over my body, plucking at my nipples and scraping over my belly. When his fingers find my heat, they pry at my folds, opening me easily, eagerly, and I groan when a finger pushes into my slick and needy channel. A smirk spreads across his mouth, his eyes bright with a mocking gleam — he knows the effect he's having on me, my body betrays me with its hunger and heat, and I feel a strange mix of shame and desire.

"Yield to me," he hisses, "and I will bring you such delight that you will long for the release of death in my arms."

I gasp and groan as his fingers explore me, drawing down my nectar with each commanding stroke. He finds all my secret places, every bundle of singing nerves along my pulsing channel, and pulls a desperate moan from my throat when he presses his thumb against the button of delight quivering above my hungry passage. My heart pounds and my skin tingles.

When his hand suddenly pulls away, leaving me empty, I make a tortured mewling sound. But then I feel his movements between his own legs, deftly pulling at the buttons and clasps that close his silk trousers, and I sigh in anticipation. How does he know how to undo this costume so easily? I wonder.

As abruptly as I was emptied, I'm filled again, my womb stretched by Luca's pulsing shaft. I let out a cry that Luca swallows with a kiss. He holds himself still, one hand clasping my wrists and the other hot and strong against my cheek, and he gazes into my eyes with a bottomless craving. I try to hold myself still, too, but my hips tremble and my thighs shake, desperate to be ridden to the peaks of ecstasy.

And then he moves inside me, slowly at first, a steady, drumming rhythm like the pounding of my heart, then faster, more forcefully, his eyes never blinking, his gaze never faltering.

"Mine," Luca grunts, his voice heavy with strain, though his face remains a mask of control. "Mine."

"Yours," I whimper, surrendering to his thrusts, letting his weight and his passion drive me into the bed. "Yours."

I dig my fingers into his strong shoulders and yield to the waves of pleasure coursing through my body, every nerve singing to Luca's ceaseless incantation: "Mine ... mine ... mine ..."


Chapter 4


Iwake with a start, and to Luca tickling my toes. I yank my feet back under the covers and pull the pillow over my head, blocking out the sunlight streaming through the curtains and the smell of coffee wafting from the mug in Luca's hand.

"Good morning, sleepyhead," Luca coos, trying to grasp my toes again. I giggle in spite of myself and writhe under the blankets, trying to keep my feet away from his scampering fingers.

"What time is it?" I croak.

After a pause, Luca says, "Almost eight; I'm catching the late train to the city, and I'll be back home about seven."

"Oh, fuck!" I gasp, throwing the pillow aside and sitting upright in bed. I've got a meeting at eight — the kickoff for some new project that my boss forwarded to me, expecting I'd have some technical insights into the network architecture they'd need. My head is stuffed with cotton, though, and I barely have insights into what happened last night, much less how to thread any new system through the tangles of the corporate web.

"I've got some coffee," Luca says, but I'm clambering out of bed, naked, and rushing for the door.

I grab my bathrobe off the chair as I hurry past and say over my shoulder, "Can you bring it down to my office? I think it's going to be a no-camera day for my meetings!"

#

Lucky for me, the meeting stays at the surface level — a lot of glad-handing and corporate buzzword bingo from the vendors, the usual pre-project housekeeping from the project manager, a bunch of requirements questions that get shelved for the business analyst to deal with before the next meeting. No questions come my way, but I'm able to fire off a decent enough summary to my boss and am happy to slam my laptop lid shut as soon as it's over so I can hit the shower and grab some breakfast.

Luca seemed perfectly normal this morning, his usual charming, slightly goofy self, and not the spitting image of the dark and brooding Duke Giacone who mercilessly claimed me, over and over, last night. I could barely walk this morning after the relentless pounding I got, my thighs burning from being wrapped around Luca's hips for what felt like hours. I can't even begin to count the climaxes — before I drifted into darkness, every nerve buzzing with delightful aches, sensation blended into sensation until all I could feel was a continuous, rolling quake of climax.

So much for avoiding a dress up hangover on a work night. Not that I'm complaining ...

I fix myself some eggs and toast while another pot of coffee brews, and block off a couple of hours on my calendar in the afternoon to visit the dry cleaner and do a little more browsing at the BookSwap. I don't need anymore Gothic romances — it appears that I might be living inside one — but I'd like to jog the memories of the ladies at the shop with the cloak after I pick it up.

In "The Secret in the Tower," Duke Giacone is rumored to have sold his soul to the Devil in exchange for his mansion on the moors and a seemingly endless supply of wealth. Yvette, the plucky young woman who travels out to the lonely moors from her home by the sea, suspects the rumors to be true, especially when she stumbles upon the strange, Satanic orgy in the turret room. She doesn't dare confront him, though, for fear that she will become the object of the cultists' next new moon bacchanal, so she spends her free time snooping in the dusty corners of Narciso House and plotting her escape with the evidence she needs to prove the Duke's guilt in myriad crimes.

She is also, of course, enraptured by the Duke's wicked beauty and infernal charm — it wouldn't be a Gothic romance if she weren't. I haven't got to the part where the Duke sweeps Yvette up in an inferno of desire, but I have no doubt that it's coming. Maybe Luca was snooping in the dusty corners of my paperback library and skimmed ahead to know how to play the part of the wicked Duke? If so, he certainly put in a solid performance. I can't help but grin over my coffee cup as I remember the way he threw me onto the bed and claimed my body for our mutual delight.

Still, reading a Gothic romance, even to prepare for our dress up night, doesn't seem like something Luca would do. The way his eyes sparkled when he took me, the way his voice got deep and dark when he demanded my surrender, makes me strangely uneasy. And very aroused. I'm sure Luca is right, that the costumes are just costumes and I have an overactive imagination, but I can't help but feel disquiet. The way his demeanor changed so suddenly makes my head spin and my pulse race, and not only from the memory of Luca's wonderfully aggressive lovemaking.

I've been using the claim slip for my cloak from Dot's Cleaning and Tailoring to mark my place in "The Secret in the Tower." I brought the book downstairs from my reading room in the turret after breakfast, and between meetings I furtively read a few pages, following Yvette on her circuit around Narciso House. While I still suspect the book's author, Mariane Gundersen, had a connection to this house, it's clearly a much larger place in her novel. I'm glad we don't have all the dusty nooks, locked closets, and sumptuous guest rooms that the Duke's home contains — we're barely able to fill this rambling old Victorian with our sparse furnishings.

It's hard to concentrate on the story, though, when I'm thinking about last night with Luca. Every time the Duke is mentioned, Luca's face appears, his wicked smile and sparkling eyes making my pulse quicken with fear and desire. But then I remember him the way he was this morning, tickling my toes and bringing me a cup of coffee. How could he switch so quickly between these two personas?

At about two o'clock, I look at the chat window on my computer. Everyone's little status dots are either red, indicating their calendars are blocked at the moment, or gray, indicating they've gone off line. It's Friday afternoon, and there have been no emergencies, no new meeting requests, just the quiet hum of my laptop's fan and the occasional ping from a corporate newsletter hitting my inbox to remind me that I'm still working. With a sigh, I fold down the corner of the page I've been trying to read for the last five minutes, pluck out the ticket-turned-bookmark, and close my laptop's lid.


Chapter 5


"That's ... quite a striking cloak," the woman behind the counter at the BookSwap says when I sashay into the shop. She looks familiar, in the way all the ladies who work here look familiar: snowy white hair cut into a loose bob, cat eyed glasses on a chain around her neck, a pastel pink turtleneck sweater. I don't think she's the one who put "The Mystery in the Tower" into my hands, but she could very well be her twin.

"Isn't it?" I say, spinning so the rich, velvety fabric swirls around my body. It still gives off the faintest hint of the attic's dry dust, but the patina of gray that muted its midnight black color is gone. The cloak shines darkly in the bright light streaming through the plate-glass windows, seeming to attract and absorb every photon within reach of its gravity.

"I found it in my attic," I say, "along with this nightgown." I hold up the plastic-shrouded nightgown on its wire hanger with the bonnet pinned to its collar. Dot did a very nice job, bringing the pale, almost transparent gown back to shimmering life. "It reminds me of the covers of some of the Gothics I got here last week."

"Oh my god!"

I look to the side and see another woman — I'm almost certain it's the one who recommended the Mariane Gundersen books — emerging from between the shelves with a stack of science fiction paperbacks in her arms and an expression of surprise on her face. She almost drops the yellow-spined paperbacks, catching a stray Marion Zimmer Bradley just before it can escape.

"Are you okay?" I ask.

The woman with the books stands stock still, her face almost as white as her hair, jaw slack and eyes wide. I'm about to take a step toward her when she blinks, shakes her head, and lets out a little chuckle.

"Oh, goodness," she says, letting out another laugh as she makes her way to the counter and sets down her armful of books. "Oh, you gave me a start! The way your cloak was shining with you standing right there, I just had this moment of ... well, it was like seeing a ghost."

"Isn't it lovely, Barb?" the woman behind the counter says. "She found it in her attic."

Barb steps forward and reaches a trembling hand toward me. She was carrying that stack of books with graceful confidence, so I don't think it's age that makes her fingers shake when they brush against my cloak and then pull away as if she's touched a burning coal.

"You're the gal who bought the Mariane Gundersen books, aren't you?" Barb says, her voice low.

"I am," I say. "That's sort of why I'm here."

"Oh, goodness," Barb says, shaking her head. "Goodness, goodness, goodness ... I never would have thought ... well, isn't the world just full of wild coincidences and happy accidents?"

"It was in the attic," I say, "along with some crates and a dressing dummy. It looked too lovely to just leave in all that dust; it reminds me of a book cover."

"And so it should," says Barb, her voice so soft it's like she's speaking to herself. She reaches for my cloak again and runs a thumb against the velvet's nap, then brushes the black satin ribbon that runs along its hem with the back of her hand. "So it should. I haven't seen this beauty in many, many years ..."

"That's what Dot said, too," I say, "when I brought it in to be cleaned. She said a woman named Jenny used to wear it?"

I see a flash in Barb's eyes — anger? surprise? — but then her face relaxes, and she smiles.

"Dot tells a lot of stories," Barb says, shaking her head. "I wouldn't put a lot of trust in them, she has quite an imagination."

"Did you know Jenny?" I ask.

"A lot of people have come through here over the years, it's hard to keep track of them all," says Barb. She turns back toward the stack of books on the counter. "I'm sorry if I gave you a startle, I'm sure it's just my old eyes playing tricks on me."

"It does look just like Jenny's cloak, though."

The woman behind the counter has been silent through my whole exchange with Barb. When I look over at her, I see a quizzical smile on her face and an amused tilt to her head. She's settled her cat-eye glasses on the bridge of her nose.

"There's a resemblance," says Barb, "but I'm sure there are hundreds just like it."

"I didn't notice it at first," the woman at the counter continues, "but when it catches the light like that, and I can see the stitching on the hem ... yes, I'm almost certain it's Jenny's cloak."

"Your imagination is as wild as Dot's," Barb says, gathering the books back into her arms. "Jenny's cloak, and everything about her, has been gone for decades. You know it as well as I do."

Barb shoots a withering look at the other woman, and I'm glad I'm not on the receiving end of that glare. Then Barb marches back toward the stacks with her armload of books.

"He wasn't a nice man," Barb says, pausing to look back over her shoulder at me. "And I'd be careful where you wear that cloak."

#

Yvette swallowed hard, feeling a lump of fear in her throat, and reached for the knob on the study door. The Duke didn't seem to notice her as he walked away down the hall, the dusty leather tome tucked under his arm, and he didn't fish in his trousers pocket for the long iron key that he always used to lock the study on his departure. The brass knob was still warm from the Duke's hand, and when she turned it, Yvette felt the door yield to her touch.

I hear the front door open downstairs and almost jump out of my skin, "The Secret in the Tower" fluttering to my reading nook's carpet. Ever since my visit to the BookSwap, I've been on edge, jumping at every creak and groan of the old house as the wind outside picks up, carrying the omens of an early autumn storm.

... be careful where you wear that cloak ...

I took the cloak off almost immediately when I left the store, throwing it in the back seat of the car. It felt heavy and stifling in the warm afternoon sun, like it wanted to wrap itself around me and smother me in its wicked embrace. When I went back into the house, I hurried up to the turret room, and I hung the cloak on the edge of the door — it made me nervous to see it there, but part of me wanted it nearby so I could keep an eye on it.

She's just trying to spook you, I think, glancing at the perfectly innocent velvet fabric hanging in the shadows cast through the high windows. Probably drumming up some Halloween business for the store — someone's got to move that pile of old Stephen King books ...

I can't deny the bad vibes that appear to exist between Barb at the BookSwap and Dot at the cleaner's, though; there are hints of some serious small town drama, probably dating back decades. Is the mysterious Jenny, William Martinsson's maid, at the center of it? Maybe as the linchpin of a mid-century sapphic love triangle? It's a surprisingly delicious thought, though maybe more a story for Dick Langer, author of "Insatiable Ingrid," than Mariane Gundersen.

The front door slams closed, and I hear Luca call up the stairs:

"Sorry I'm late, baby! The train was delayed."

I glance at the clock on the wall: it's almost eight o'clock. I was so absorbed in Yvette's snooping and my idle speculation about the shady history of the ladies at the grocery store strip mall that I completely lost track of time.

"I'm glad you're home!" I call back, pushing myself up off the chaise and stepping quickly toward the cloak. I reach for it and feel the sting of static electricity when I touch the velvet fabric. "I'll be downstairs in just a minute."


Chapter 6


"Wow," Luca says when I come down the stairs. "That's not the costume I was expecting at all ..."

I have the cloak hanging loose on my shoulders, open down the front so Luca can see the white gown clinging to my hips and thighs as I descend. The material is thin, delicate, almost translucent, and slides sensuously on my belly and breasts with each step. I have the little white bonnet perched on my head, the ribbons hanging loose on my shoulders and my hair tucked up under the cap. And I'm barefoot, of course — what Gothic heroine would bother to put on shoes before her midnight escape from the mysterious mansion?

"I found it in the attic," I say. When I reach the floor, I give the cloak a swish, enjoying the way the heavy fabric moves.

"The attic?" Luca wrinkles his nose; so far as I know, he has yet to venture up to the attic.

"There's lots of interesting looking stuff up there," I say. "Good hiding places, too — you may want to take note of that fact."

"What do I need to hide from?" he asks.

"Oh, you're not going to do the hiding," I say, standing on my bare toes to give Luca a kiss on the cheek. "You're going to be doing the chasing."

#

I'm almost too excited to eat the dinner I threw together — penne with vodka sauce and a green salad, which I pick at with my fork while watching Luca eat. The gown feels slippery and soft against my skin — I haven't bothered with a bra and panties, because when I finally let Luca catch me I don't want to bother with removing more than I have to — and the bonnet makes my scalp prickle with heat. For his part, Luca seems completely unhurried, and completely himself — the frightening, arousing, wicked grin from last night is nowhere to be found on his face.

When Luca finishes, I hurry our plates to the kitchen sink and take him by the hand, leading him quickly up the stairs. I have his costume from last night — the ruffled silk shirt, the tight black trousers, and a pair of Hessian boots that reach nearly to his knees — laid out on the bed, and he lets me strip away his work clothes and then dress him like a brooding Italian nobleman. I revel in the smooth fabric of his shirt and the supple leather of his boots.

"What about the ball gown?" Luca asks while I'm buttoning his cuffs.

"Ball gown?"

"There was a red gown hanging with this outfit — in the costume closet. I thought sure you'd wear that tonight."

He's right, of course — the ball gown would have been the expected costume for me. So far, the outfits we've tried — the nurse's uniform and the patient's gown, the cheerleader's skirt and the football uniform — have come from the closet in pairs, as though designed for the kinds of games we've been playing that start in the bedroom and end up ... someplace else entirely.

"I wanted to mix it up a little," I say, giving his fingers a squeeze. "The vibe of the house really says Gothic romance to me, not cotillion. And the last time we danced was a little ... disastrous."

Luca makes a snorting laugh that he tries to hide behind his hand. The last time we danced was at his sister's wedding — it was supposed to be a waltz, but I think we were executing a kind of drunken tango instead, with lots of dips and twirls that were not exactly appreciated by the rest of the guests. We spent the rest of the wedding sitting at a corner table, subjected to the dark and baleful gaze of his sister and her husband, trying to suppress our giggles.

"Disastrous, but fun," he says. "Kind of like your cheer routine."

I feel myself blushing and look down at my bare feet as I stand and brush my hands down my silk gown. Falling off the bed in the middle of my cheerleader performance wasn't part of my original plan, though whatever exactly it was that happened that night, it was certainly fun.

"Given our track record," I say, "I can't guarantee this won't be a disaster, either, but I think it will be fun."

"I have no reason to doubt that," he says, pushing himself up from the bed.

The Hessian boots give Luca an extra inch or so of height, and he looms above me as he steps forward. My pulse quickens as I remember his forceful, domineering lovemaking from last night, so strangely out of character, and so surprisingly arousing. His hands rest on my waist, heavy and strong, and I feel a tingling charge course through my body.

"So tonight," I say, reaching up to run my fingers over the ruffles on his shirt, "you're Duke Giacone, the brooding and mysterious Italian nobleman, and I'm Yvette, his curious, headstrong maid."

"I don't have to do an accent, do I?"

"Absolutely not. I'll kick you if you do. Duke Giacone has warned Yvette to stay in her chambers at night, especially when there's a new moon, but she's taken to slipping out to creep through the halls of Narciso House, looking for clues of the Duke's dark past."

"Why the warning?"

"It seems that there are dark goings on in the Duke's mansion," I say. "Mysterious visitors, sinister rites, that sort of thing. The Duke says it's for her safety, but Yvette believes it's so he can maintain his wicked secrets."

"That's a lot of detail for me to keep track of ..."

"Your role here is very simple, Duke Giacone," I say, plucking at his shirt collar and leaning in to kiss him. "I will run, you will chase, and when I'm caught — well, you'll have to tame my passionate spirit in the only way you know."

"By bringing you a glass of milk and a plate of cookies?" Luca says. "Because that's usually how I tame you ..."

"Not my grumpy spirit, Luca; my passionate spirit. Tame me like you did last night ..."

The wicked smile from last night suddenly crosses Luca's lips again, and the dark gleam returns to his eyes. My heart thumps and I feel my nipples stiffen under my silk gown.

"I think I can do that," he says with a low rumble in his voice that makes my knees quiver.

"I know you can," I say. "But you'll have to catch me first!"

And with that, I spin away from him, my cloak twirling behind me, and run to the bedroom door, slamming it behind me as I step into the dark hallway.


Chapter 7


Ican hear Luca stumbling after me on the other side of the closed bedroom door, clumsy in his boots. With my head start, I know I can make this a protracted and interesting chase: wrapped in my black cloak and light on my bare feet, I become as one with the dark shadows in the hallway. I'm down the hall and around the corner toward the guest bedrooms before I hear the doorknob rattling in Luca's hands.

I slip quickly into the first guest room — there are three small bedrooms along this hallway, all more or less empty while we decide what we'll do with them, since we rarely have overnight guests. This one has a tattered overstuffed chair that was here when we moved in, a wobbly table with a bulbless electric lamp, and a small closet in the knee wall where the eaves slope sharply up the side of the room. I duck behind the chair, catch my breath, and gently ease the little closet door open, wincing at the squeak that sounds like a groan in the dark, quiet room.

"Callie?" I hear Luca call. "I mean ... um ... Yvette? Which way did you go?"

His footsteps go past the room, heavy and uneven, like he's still getting used to the boots. A door opens further down the hall, and I hear more muffled calls. I hold my breath, hand pressed to my mouth, and wait.

After a few minutes, Luca's footsteps approach again and pause outside the room where I'm hiding. The doorknob rattles and then the hinges creak, and from my hiding place I can see the shadow of Luca's feet crossing the threshold. I hear the hurried click-click-click of him fruitlessly flicking the light switch beside the door: we haven't bothered to put fresh bulbs in the overhead fixtures yet. I raise myself up on the balls of my feet, legs like sprung steel, ready to launch myself toward the door.

"Cal — er, Yvette? It's Duke Gee - Geo - the Duke! The master of the mansion! I've come to claim you on this cold, moonless night!"

I try not to giggle; he is, after all, trying, though clearly he hasn't actually flipped ahead in "The Secret in the Tower" for inspiration. How he managed to channel Duke Giacone so ... arousingly ... last night is a mystery to me.

"Yvette?" he calls again, his voice uncertain. "Um ... maybe you went downstairs?"

I spring from the closet in a low crouch, moving fast and a little erratically, struggling to keep my balance as I fly toward the door. Luca lets out a gasp and stumbles backward, almost tripping over the little table, his hands fumbling to catch the lamp before it tips over.

"You'll never catch me, Duke Giacone!" I shout as I hurtle past him, my cloak brushing his thigh. "I'll never succumb to your wicked ways!"

And I'm out of the room and rushing down the hall, my gown swirling around my thighs, before Luca is able to let out a frustrating bellow and careen after me, his boots pounding on the wooden floors.

#

I fly down the stairs, taking two at a time, trying not to laugh at the fumbling, clambering footsteps on the landing behind me. The banister is warm and smooth under my fingertips, and I feel a prickling heat rising up my neck, driven by my pounding pulse.

"Yvette!" Luca calls from the stairs, his breathing heavy. "You'll be mine forever when I catch you! Surrender to my passion now!"

"Never!" I yell back over my shoulder. I slip through the kitchen, past the dinner plates sitting in the sink, and pause at the window beside the pantry door.

Outside I see the familiar trees — a pair of maples, their leaves just starting to turn red, and an oak stubbornly clinging to green — shrouded in darkness. Above them, the sky is black velvet with a spray of pearly stars, flickering in and out of sight as wispy gray clouds crawl toward town. I furrow my brow and squint, expecting to see the faint glow of Milhawket in the distance, but the horizon is a black sponge that sucks up all available light.

All my life, I've lived in cities and suburbs, where the night sky is a dishwater gray and only the most insistent stars can compete with the light cast by streetlamps and porches. Even during the new moon, like tonight, the darkness in the city is shot through with a pale glow. Milhawket is hardly an isolated wilderness, but nights here are much darker than I've experienced before.

And, honestly, lonelier. I didn't realize how much I'd grown accustomed to tuning out the quiet rumble of traffic, the occasional piercing siren, the steady hum of the city's perpetual life, until our first night at this house. The tiniest creak of the old wood settling, the scampering click of squirrels on the roof, the scrape of a tree branch against a window, were as loud as gunshots against the silent shroud of night. During the day, I can look out the upstairs window and see our nearest neighbor a couple hundred yards down the hill, their roofline visible through the screen of birches on the property line, but at night we might as well be living on the moon. A shiver goes through me at the sudden sense of isolation.

I hear Luca's footsteps approaching. He rattles my office door, located off the dining room, and I hear the hinges squeak as he pokes his head in and calls, "Yvette?"

Luca's back fills the doorframe, and he appears not to hear me as I tiptoe behind him. I could fly past him, giving him another mocking laugh as I disappear into the shadows; I could continue on silent feet, leaving him to stare into the dark room without ever knowing how close I was. My pulse quickens as I approach him, and the silk gown feels hot and slick against my belly.

I reach my hand out toward him, tentatively; I can feel his warmth through my fingertips. His shoulders are tense, stretching the silk of his shirt. I bite my lip, and let my trembling fingers press against his back.

"You won't catch me," I hiss, "until I want to be caught!"

He spins, startled, his hand flying out and brushing my cloak, but he's not fast enough to close his fingers on the velvet before I'm gone again, sprinting back toward the stairs.

#

My plan, such as it is, is to lure Luca back upstairs, dodge his grasp as I run down the dark hallway, and lead him into the bedroom where he can finally have his way, and I can have mine. Eluding his clumsy clutches is fun, but I don't want it to get too frustrating — I want to get caught, I just want Luca to work for it.

He comes blundering up the stairs, his bellowing call broken by his panting, and I hesitate a moment on the landing. If I run to the right, I'll go down the hall past our bedroom, and can have him chase me between the guest rooms before yielding to his embrace on our bed. But to the left are the steps to the half landing before the turret room, and the chaise where I read my paperbacks. Perhaps a dalliance on the chaise before the main event would be fun, prolonging the pursuit a little longer.

I turn left, leaping up the short flight of stairs to the landing, throwing a glance over me shoulder. I see the top of Luca's head as he climbs the staircase, his curly black hair glistening in the dim light. Then I turn toward the door to the turret room and freeze: a warm, golden light shines from beneath the door.

I'm sure I turned off the light, I think, but maybe I didn't? Hitting the switch as I leave the turret has become automatic, but maybe, in my haste to meet Luca for our little game, I overlooked it.

I kneel before the door, the cloak pooling around me, and press my eye to the keyhole. I blink, trying to focus, and feel a cold spike of fear rushing up my spin.

Who is standing beside the chaise?


Chapter 8


Luca, I think, pressing my face closer to the keyhole. Of course it's Luca — who else could it be?

Even though I saw Luca, just seconds ago, climbing up the stairs; even though I can hear him moving down the hallway toward our bedroom, breath ragged from his hurried ascent. The figure in the turret room is very clearly Luca.

I can see him in profile, his curly black hair shining in the glow of the wall sconces, his dark eyes flashing as they dart back and forth. He's wearing the same ruffled silk shirt, the same black trousers, though it appears that he's kicked off his boots and is standing barefoot on the red Turkish carpet beside the chaise. His shoulders and chest move with his breath, and his fingers curl into fists beside his hips, then stretch, then curl again, agitated.

Is there another entrance to the room? I wonder, my mind scrambling to find an explanation for what my eyes see. I'm getting the lightheaded, dazzled sensation I've had twice before now while wearing the costumes from the mysterious closet; the colors in the turret room are suddenly much more vivid, the warm light flickering higher.

My scalp tingles. The doorknob feels hot against my fingers — or maybe it's my fingers that are hot against the doorknob? My legs feel unsteady as I pull myself to my feet and, taking a deep breath, push my way inside.

"Duke Giacone!" I cry, stopping a few steps across the threshold. I throw my arms wide to counterbalance my dizziness. "How dare you invade my private space?"

Luca blinks, a look of puzzlement crossing his face.

"Your pri ... — Yvette?"

"I demand ..." My voice falters and my legs feel weak, and I have to stumble forward another step to keep from collapsing. "I demand you leave at once, you vile, vile man!"

"You are demanding that I leave my own home?" Luca — Giacone — says, raising an eyebrow as a smirk plays at his lips. "Those are bold words from a girl fresh from the scullery to the lord of this manor."

"I know your wicked ways, Duke Giacone," I say, standing my ground as he steps toward me. "And I will not be cowed by your brutish behavior."

"Brutish, you say, tesoruccia?"

He stands toe to toe with me, looking down with the wicked smile and gleaming eyes I recall from last night. I turn my head back to face him and feel my cheeks flush, heat prickling my skin.

"Yes! You're a brute, Duke Giacone!"

"And you would have me no other way, fiore mio."

Suddenly his arm is around my waist, pulling me to him and crushing me to his chest as he leans down and presses his hot lips to mine. I splutter and try to pull away, but his fingers press into the back of my head, holding me firm. He tastes of dry sherry and bitter chocolate.

"Brute!" I gasp when he releases my head, his fingers still tight on my hip. My bonnet has slipped from my hair, and when Luca presses it to his nose and inhales deeply, I almost melt to the floor.

"Only a brute could possibly tame a vixen the likes of you, Yvette," Luca says, letting my bonnet flutter to the floor beside his feet. "And taming is most assuredly what you need."

I suddenly feel a flutter of fear that struggles against my arousal, and when he leans toward me again, I step backward. His hand grips my shoulder, hard, fingers digging into muscle. I slap my palm against his ruffled shirt, feeling his heart pounding in his chest, but his grip does not weaken.

"That hurts!" I gasp. His fingers dig deeper.

"Callie?" I hear a voice — Luca's voice! — calling from behind me. "Callie, are you up here? Where did you go?"

I glance over my shoulder at the door to the turret room, which has swung shut. And then I glance up at Luca — Giacone? Luca? — and feel his dark eyes drilling into my skull. His grin widens — it's a wicked, carnivorous grin, a fox's grin as it stares down a cowering rabbit. My knees shake.

"How — how is ..." I stammer, looking back at the door, up at Giacone, back at the door ...

"You were warned," the Duke says. "And I think ... I think, coniglietto, that you should run."


Chapter 9


And so I run.

I wrench myself away from the Duke, almost tripping over my cloak as it sweeps across the floor, and I run, the Duke's laughter grating in my ears. I fly to the door, dreading that I will find it locked, and wrench it so hard that my other shoulder aches. I don't dare look back, because I'm certain that Giacone will be right behind me and not nearly as easy to escape as my true Luca.

"Run, coniglietto, run!" the Duke calls as I plunge into the shadows outside the turret room. "There are no hiding places in Narciso House from which I cannot pull you, kicking and thrashing!"

I stumble and nearly fall as I clear the landing and start toward the hallway. My brain is on fire, terror demanding that I run heedlessly into the shadows. I turn the corner, hoping to see Luca — the real Luca — but instead I find myself in a long, dark passageway, unfamiliar doors lining the walls.

"I'll count to ten, coniglietto, and then I'll come to collect you. Uno ... due ... tre ... quattro ..."

I'm frozen to the floor, too frightened to move, too frightened to turn around. The other times Luca and I played with the costumes, I fell into strange and vivid dreams — in the hospital, in the locker room — but this feels different. It's as if I've stepped through a funhouse mirror into a strange and terrifying twin of our house, with just enough familiar details to make the strange twists that much more terrifying.

"Cinque ... sei ..."

With a muffled cry, I force myself to step into the long hallway, my pace quickening from a walk to a job to a sprint. I pause at one of the doors, grasp the knob, give it a pull, but it only rattles in its frame. The next door is locked fast, too, and I can still hear the Duke:

"Otto ... nove ..."

"Callie?"

I hear Luca's voice, the timbre unmistakable — higher than the Duke's menacing rumble, pure sweetness in my ears. It's coming from further down the hall, and I run toward it.

"Luca!" I yell.

"Dieci!" the Duke shouts, and then laughs. My heart pounds against my chest, and I almost collapse on the floor. Maybe I can pull the cloak over my head like a child hiding under the covers, protected from the monster by a velvety black shroud.

"Where did you go, Callie?" Luca calls, his voice muffled but not far off.

I throw a tentative look over my shoulder and see the Duke's shadow stretch from the landing, nearing the corner, growing longer and darker. My legs find their strength at last, and I rush to the next door, pounding against it with my fist. I can hear the soft swish of the Duke's bare feet sliding along the wooden floors.

I'm about to rush down the hall again in my desperate flight, knowing that soon I'll be trapped, unable to escape the Duke's slow and unstoppable approach, when the door suddenly swings open and a hand grasps my elbow. Before I can scream, another hand closes tightly against my mouth, and I'm dragged into darkness.

#

"What the fuck is going on?" Luca hisses, his lips close to my ear. The door slams shut behind me.

The room he's pulled me into is lit by a single small lamp perched on a desk under a curtained window, throwing long, twisted shadows across the walls and floor. I see a tall bookshelf against one wall, an old wooden office chair against another. The window is a black mirror with the new moon sky behind it, and I can see the disheveled, frightened ghost of my reflection in the glass.

"Coniglietto!"

The Duke's muffled voice barely passes through the closed door, but I can hear the gravelly menace in its tone.

"Who is that?"

Luca's fingers tremble where they grip my shoulders, almost as firmly as the Duke's did, but with a familiar warmth. I can see his face through the shadows, his eyes wide and mouth turned down in a puzzled, fearful frown.

I answer him by taking his face between my palms and pressing my lips to his. He makes a startled sound, but then pulls me closer, his mouth warm and soft on mine. The memory of the Duke's kiss flairs up — hard and hot, domineering and demanding — and I push it down as I let myself melt into Luca's embrace.

"What — "

Luca starts to speak, but I press a finger to his lips to silence him. In the mirror of the window, I see my eyes flash, as frightening as they are frightened, a dark passion rising in them.

"Coniglietto!" the Duke calls again, his footsteps shuffling past the door.

Luca's silk shirt is smooth and soft under my fingers as I search under the ruffles for the buttons. His hands find the clasp of my velvet cloak, and I shudder as it slips down my back and pools around my feet. With the cloak's weight fallen from my shoulders, I feel light and airy, as though I could float up toward the dark ceiling. Only Luca's hands on my back, tugging the silk gown up toward my hips, keep me from drifting into the air.

"Who is —"

I silence Luca again with a kiss, nipping his bottom lip with teeth. I find the buttons holding his shirt closed and pull at them roughly; one comes free, making a clattering sound against the floor as it falls, and I freeze for an instant.

"Coniglietto!"

With the Duke's frustrated cry rumbling in my ears, I grab at Luca's shirt and pull, sending the rest of the buttons flying. They rattle and roll on the wooden floor as they fall. His skin is hot, his muscles firm, and I rake my nails across his belly as I tug at the tails of his shirt.

Luca has lifted my gown to my waist, and I can feel the cool, dry air against my bare skin. It does nothing to quench the fire that flares up at my core. His hand cups a breast through the thin material of my gown, my hard nipple pressing against his palm, and I let out a guttural groan.

"Coniglietto, you will be mine!"

The Duke's voice is full of rage, which only stokes my fire into an inferno. A heavy blow rattles the door, making Luca gasp. I find the stays on his trousers and pull, the sound of tearing fabric soft and supple under the steady beat of the Duke's fist on the door.

"Callie, we should —"

Luca's protest melts into a moan when I push the silk trousers over his ass and reach my hand down to find his shaft, half hard and stiffening. He's almost as aroused as I am, and I'm going to do all I can to catch him up.

I drop to my knees in front of Luca and tug the trousers past his thighs. His cock springs up in the shadows cast by the desk lamp, expanding before my hungry eyes.

Luca's fingers tangle in my hair when I lean my face in and run my tongue along the length of his cock. He groans when I take him into my mouth, the velvety head swelling against my tongue. The Duke's pounding fist sets the tempo of lips sliding up and down Luca's shaft.

"Oh fuck, Callie," Luca gasps.

His fingertips press into my head, and his cock fills my mouth. The musky tang makes me dizzy with desire. I take his heavy balls in my palm, pressing them up to the base of his cock, and Luca shudders.

"Coniglietto, show yourself!" the Duke bellows on the other side of the door. I can picture his face flushed with rage, eyes dark and wild, lips pulled back against his sparkling teeth.

I push Luca backwards, making his knees buckle. He nearly stumbles, feet trapped still in the Hessian boots and silk trousers that slipping toward his calves. He topples to the floor with a thud, sitting with his feet out and his cock pointed toward the ceiling, his expression a mixture of lust and surprise.

I yank his boots off and throw them behind me; one bounces off the door, making a soft knocking sound in reply to the Duke's angry pounding. Luca lies back on the floor as I tug his legs free of the trousers, and his hands catch my hips as I slide my way up his prone body, my silk gown clinging hotly to my skin.

"You are mine, coniglietto!"

"Callie," Luca gasps, his fingers sliding over my ass as I straddle him.

"I'm yours, Luca, always and forever ..."

I lower myself onto his pulsing erection, slipping easily down his length, and we both let out a moan when my thighs fall against his. I raise and lower myself to the drumming beat of the Duke's fist, my hands pressed flat to Luca's chest.

"Coniglietto!"

The Duke's frustrated shout takes on a plaintive tone; I can picture him pressing his forehead to the door, cheeks wet with tears, as he slaps his palm futilely against the wood. Luca raises his hips to meet me, his hands pushing the silk gown, slick with my sweat, up my flanks. I raise my arms so he can pull it over my head and throw it into the shadows, and I collapse against him, breasts pressed to his chest. He wraps his arms around me, nails digging into my back, and pumps up against me.

"Yours," I gasp, my lips against Luca's ear. "Yours!"

He suddenly lifts his hip and rolls me onto my back, his cock seated still as he raises himself above me. His thrusts push me into the velvet cloak spread across the floor, driving me hard.

"Mine," Luca says, gazing down at me with flashing eyes, "Mine."

"Coniglietto!"

The Duke's cries are just a soft buzz in my ears, drowned out by the wave of sensation rising through my body. Luca's hips slam against me, pulling a groan from my lips with each stroke. His steady rhythm is faster now than the Duke's fist on the door, his breath hot on my cheek. I dig my fingers into his shoulders, pulling him down, pressing him close as I throw my legs around him, my heels striking the backs of his thighs as he grinds against me.

"MINE!" Luca howls, throwing his head back and his hips forward as he erupts inside me. I arch my back beneath him, arms trembling as I struggle to hold on to his heaving back, riding the crest of the wave as my climax slams into me.

I can barely hear the Duke's piteous weeping on the other side of the door over my pounding heart and Luca's soft, satisfied breath.


Coda


Birdsong and sunlight rouse my from my sleep, and I groan at the ache in my shoulders when I stretch my arms. Luca lies beside me, his face smooth in untroubled sleep, our legs still tangled together.

With a good deal of effort, I push myself up on my elbows and look around at our bedroom, exactly as we left it last night when we started our chase through the house. We're lying at the foot of the bed, pieces of our outfits — Luca's boots, my gown, the scattered buttons from his shirt — in a jumble around us. The unfamiliar room we hid in last night — its desk and lamp, its shelf and chair — have been replaced by the familiar.

But I still remember the terrifying end of our chase, Luca's wicked Doppelgänger pounding on the door while Luca and I lay in the shadows, tangled in passion. I can still hear his mocking, then demanding, then pleading cry of "coniglietto." My pulse quickens as I crawl toward the door and press my eye to the keyhole, expecting to see the Duke staring back at me, ready to begin the chase anew.

All I see is the empty hallway, the bathroom door ajar just beyond the narrow scope the keyhole provides.

I reach back for the velvet cloak that lay beneath me all night and pull it across my shoulders. Its weight and warmth comfort me. With the heavy fabric pulled around my naked body, I slowly ease the door open, ready to slam it shut at the barest sign of movement. The hall is empty, shafts of filtered light falling on the wooden floor through the window at the far end.

It's a chilly morning, the first real autumn morning I've felt this year, and I'm glad to have the cloak around my shoulders. I creep down the hall, muscles tensed for flight, and climb the stairs to the landing outside the turret room.

The door is open, and through the frame I see the chaise. My memory flashes with the vision of the Duke as I first saw him, mistaking him for Luca, and I almost rush back to the bedroom. Taking a deep breath, I step inside, glad that the turret room has no corners from which monsters can spring.

"The Secret in the Tower" lies on the chaise, face down, spin creased. The painting on the cover of the cloaked woman fleeing into the night makes my heart quicken, and I have to look away.

At my feet, I see my bonnet, crumpled like a broken bird. Clutching the cloak at my throat, I kneel beside it and lift it up from the Turkish carpet. It's soft in my hands.

When I turn the bonnet over, I see a round, gray smudge at its back: a thumb print, broad and dark. My breath catches in my throat, and when I press my fingers to the sooty stain I can hear the Duke's voice again, whispering, "You will be mine, coniglietto, mine ..."


Night Nurse
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Night Nurse

Callie and her husband Luca discover a secret room in the old house they just bought on the outskirts of Milhawket, stuffed to overflowing with a stunning variety of costumes. Luca thinks that nurse's costume would look pretty sexy on Callie, but Callie's not so sure -- her acting career ended when she was Girl #3 in her high school production of "Bye Bye Birdie."

But there's something about the look in Luca's eyes, and the way the costume hugs her hips, that gets Callie's engine revving ...


"Night Nurse" is the first in a series exploring the joys of bedroom roleplaying and the magic of imagination!


TOUCHDOWN!
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TOUCHDOWN!

Something strange happened the night Callie and Luca tried on the nurse's uniform they found in the hidden closet full of costumes in their new home in Milhawket. The fun bedroom roleplaying they expected took a turn toward the mysterious when they shared an intense and utterly realistic dream in which Callie was a nurse at Tender Mercy Hospital and Luca her patient.


Now Luca wants to try the cheerleader costume he's pulled from the closet, but Callie has her doubts. The ladies at the BookSwap in town have dropped some hints about a strange connection between Mariane Gundersen, the author of some spicy Gothic paperbacks Callie picked up there, and the old Victorian house on the hill that Callie and Luca occupy now. Is there more to the costume closet than just the promise of shaking up their love life?


Dorothy's Domestic Bliss
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When Dorothy is caught bent over the 23rd floor conference room table with Brad, the HR intern, behind her, her husband Calvin thinks that a change of scenery is in order and they move out of the city to a farmhouse in the country.

At first Dorothy is afraid that her impulsive pleasure seeking ways have come to an end. But when she throws herself into domesticity, she finds that chores like doing laundry, baking pies, and picking up packages at the Milhawket post office offer plenty of opportunities to connect with her neighbors and discover new kinds of pleasure.


Dorothy's Domestic Bliss is the fun and frolicsome story of a woman awakening into new and unexpected bliss, and the husband who helps her filthiest dreams come true.


About Cornelia Quick
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I'm just a gal who knows what she likes, and that's what I write about.

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

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

Follow my blog for updates on all of my fun and sexy stories. If you sign up for my weekly newsletter, you can select a free story and get news about upcoming releases, sales, and special deals.


Cornelia Quick Starter Pack
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Find more of my unique blend of humor and heat, love and lust, in the Cornelia Quick Starter Pack: six collections of short stories that will leave you breathless for more!
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