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          Part I

        

        
          A Singer Who Doesn’t Sing

        

      

    
    
      "So, what are you?" he asks. He's standing in the light of the open French doors, the city bustling beneath him, pale golden sun making the contours of his chest seem to glow. The burning ember of his cigarette is black and gray and flaking, and the curls of smoke twist around his head when he blows.

      "Excuse me?"

      Flicking ash, he looks over his bare shoulder at her. She's standing there in the middle of her living room, dressed only in a robe and unsure what, precisely, he thinks he's still doing here.

      He smirks and gestures around the room. "I know the kind of people who live in this part of town. So which one are you? A writer who doesn't write? A painter who doesn't paint?"

      She follows the movements of his hand and restrains herself from commenting on the fall of ash on her hardwood floor. He's trying to say something about her space, so she takes it in, trying to see the place the way that someone else would. The color of the walls and the dust on all her books. The antique typewriter on the mantle and the canvases that are just as naked as his skin is—the ones she's been staring at for years now and has never gotten around to putting away.

      His implication hits something tender in her chest, and she bristles, crossing her arms over her breasts. "Neither." She gave up on both of those a long, long time ago.

      "Ah." He bends to put the cigarette out on the iron grating of her balcony, then turns to edge back inside. "A realist, then. Rare but not unappealing."

      The space falls away like nothing at all, and suddenly he's in front of her, breathing her air, all heat and skin and a trail of fingertips heading toward the sash of her robe. She stutters and twists her head to the side as he runs his nose along the column of her throat. She just brought him home for a night; she just picked him up because he looked pretty in the blue and red lights of the bar. And he had been pretty. He’d been warmth and muscle and the source of the lingering soreness between her legs that says she had a very, very nice time indeed.

      But prettiness and a skilled, wicked tongue are not the things of a morning after, and he smells like smoke as well as man. She closes her eyes as she tips her chin up and lets him nip and lick his way to her ear while holding her mouth away.

      "I hope you're not expecting me to kiss you after that." She waves her hand ineffectively toward the place on the balcony where what's left of his cigarette is still smoldering.

      "No. But I expect you to let me kiss you." With that, he sinks to his knees.

      "What—"

      "Here." He pushes the sides of her robe up with ink-stained hands and parts her with his thumbs. The rasp of breath over bare, slickening flesh is warm and unexpected. She's never had it quite like this, not with her standing in the middle of a room, not with the man who should have slunk out in the middle of the night asking her what she is and threatening to make her forget regardless.

      He lets her back away until her spine is to the wall, and then he's unyielding, shoulders fitting to the V of her thighs, tongue hot and wet against her clit. Pressing two fingers inside, he licks and licks and licks, and she puts her hands in his hair. She doesn't know what this is, doesn't know why he's going down on her, making her rise like the ball of the sun over her balcony, but she's no dummy. She pulls his face in closer and rides it. When he slings her leg over his shoulder, she lets him hold her up until she floats away.

      She's still coming back down, still pulsing when he puts her on the floor, gets his fly down and protection on and drives inside. It's like her hips and shoulders are parts of the wood, like he's fucking her through the floor, and she just wraps her legs around him. He doesn't try to kiss her mouth, but his lips are on her nipple, his hands playing her ribs like piano keys, and how did he learn to make such music?

      She comes around him, uncertain if she ever even really finished with the last one, and he asks her if it's good, if she could drown in this, and she could, she is, she is. He clasps her jaw in his hand and sinks his teeth into her neck, bucks once, then twice, then stills.

      After, she lies with her head on his chest, staring out at the sky through the doors he left open when he didn't leave. Running the backs of her knuckles over his abdomen, she asks, "And what are you?"

      He twirls an unlit cigarette between his fingertips. "I'm a singer who doesn't sing."

      [image: ]
* * *

      On Monday, she walks into her office to find a bouquet of red pencils, sitting waiting on her desk.

      [image: ]
* * *

      "So?"

      She hesitates, trailing a hand over the back of his couch. "It's…not quite what I expected."

      Nothing about him is—not his invitation or his gifts or the way he looked at her over a plate of spaghetti before asking her back to his place.

      It's a studio apartment in the bowels of the Village, and the tiny living space is dominated by an upright piano that takes up most of the main interior wall. Turning her back on him, she walks toward it and touches the cool ivory of the keys. A single, hollow note rings out, and it feels like the first one the place has heard in a while.

      She looks at him and asks, "Do you play?"

      "I already told you." His gait is loose and easy as he comes to stand beside her, pressing a kiss to the bare skin of her neck before pulling her down to sit with him on the bench. "Not anymore."

      "Why not?"

      Shrugging, he fiddles with the strap of her dress. He slides it down and runs rough fingertips over her collarbone. "It didn't feel like it was mine."

      "Were you any good?"

      "Good enough to almost make a living at it. And that was enough to kill it."

      She knows the story as if it were her own. She thinks of deadlines and newsprint stains and the whir of the press. There were so many words she didn't care about and words she didn't mean, and none of them were hers by the time they'd been wrung out of her. She'd had no words left of her own.

      "I'd love to hear you play sometime."

      "I'd love to see what you can make."

      She laughs as he drifts his hand lower, brushing it around the outer curve of her breast. He makes it easy, somehow, this intimacy with a not-quite-stranger. It makes her bold. She pushes his hand away, but it's only to straddle him, one knee to either side of his hips.

      "To see what I can make beside love?" She murmurs it, sass and sex, with her lips just close enough to ghost across the corner of his mouth.

      He nods and leans back, one hand on her thigh and the other at the small of her back. "Besides love."

      But that's the only thing they make that night except for noise, except for the thump of the legs of the bench against the floor, except for the crash of his shoulders on ivory keys as she sinks down on him. He's hard and big and just as good as she remembers, and it's even better when he slips a hand between them, a plaintive middle C sounding out with every twitch of his forearm to stroke her where they're joined.

      "And you said you didn't play anymore," she breathes, riding him hard. She slams her hands down on the keys for anything to hold onto.

      He shakes his head and drives his hips up into hers. "I said I didn't play unless it felt like mine."

      With his free hand curled possessively around her neck, she can't question him. She feels like his, feels like they could play this—could play each other—forever.

      When she's almost at her peak, he reaches up and pulls the red pencil from her hair, undoing the twist, and the locks fall down around them like a curtain from the world. He kisses her mouth and he doesn't taste like smoke. "Sing for me."

      She shatters like notes, shivering crystal to its bones. She crashes like hands clattering over piano keys. And when he pulls her down on him, groaning her name into her ear, it's music, indeed.

      [image: ]
* * *

      One year after she picked him up at a bar, he stands in front of their balcony, framed against the city's twinkling lights as the sun sets over the horizon. He hasn't lit up a cigarette in months, but sometimes she still thinks she smells them on him. She almost misses the curl of the smoke around his head and on his tongue.

      One year, and still, a part of her is expecting him to leave, to disappear like so many ambitions and dreams that no longer feel like hers. He doesn't, though.

      They're surrounded by boxes, and an upright piano now dominates the wall beside her dusty typewriter. The empty canvases are propped against the velvet-covered bench. They look good together, she thinks. Like they belong.

      He walks over to her and wraps his arms around her waist, pulling her close. A soft peck behind her ear and a tug of teeth at the lobe. "Come to bed with me?"

      "A little early for that, don't you think?"

      "Not at all."

      A giggle that doesn't sound like her but that sounds exactly like them spills from her lips as he lifts her bridal style. Safe in his embrace, she holds on with one arm slung over his shoulder, her other hand tangled in his hair as she kisses his temple and buries her nose in his scruff.

      He sets her down on their bed and comes to hover over her on hands and knees. He kisses her mouth, licking into it and chasing her tongue. Then he slides down. She arches her back and lets him pull at fabric with lips and teeth and fingertips. Naked, she feels as real as she ever has beneath the solidity of his hands, and she spreads her legs.

      "Kiss me?" she asks. She slides her fingertip down to swirl in a circle around her clit. "Here?"

      He tugs his shirt off and shifts to lie on his stomach between her thighs. He's done this so many times, has ended up wet all over his mouth and down his chin, has dragged messy fingers over his own chest to rub her liquid across his nipples and then to clasp around his cock before pressing in.

      With a smirk, he presses kisses to the juncture of her leg and her hip, to the inside of her knee and the back of her wrist. He licks all around her fingers when she disappears them into her body, and then finally, finally, he purses his lips around her clit. She pulls her hand away, slides shining knuckles to rest on her belly. His own hand comes up to splay beside hers, flat and broad and pushing her down when she wants to buck up into that soft, lapping heat.

      And he knows how to do this so well now, knows how to twist and curl his fingers just inside, how to tease and how to make her writhe. She rises and rises with every deep push of his tongue, and she's digging fingernails into his shoulder, everything tight and set to break and—

      "What?" She chokes on the word, clenching on nothing as her stomach plummets, so close it hurts, she's aching and swollen and wants.

      "Shh. I know what you need." He kneels at the foot of the bed and pulls his belt free, opens his pants and shoves everything down, gets naked and then comes to lie over her. Sliding the tip of his cock around her opening, he gets himself nice and wet, and he's right there. Right there.

      She can't stop the little whining noise, the hiss of satisfaction when he pushes inside, thick and perfect and bare. She curls her ankle around his calf and hitches the other leg. He puts his hand to the curve of her ass and slides it to the back of her thigh, pressing it higher, bending her and opening her, making her wide so he can drive in hard. He palms her flesh so easily, feels big and solid as he thrusts and grinds, and she's so full.

      "Perfect," he murmurs, lips ghosting hers.

      With each glide of flesh, each rock of hips against hips, he gets her back to the top of that precipice, pressure just where she needs it as he stays flush, buried deep. He surges, the rhythm one she knows so well and yet which still feels new. Brightness coils, tingles of feeling and the promise of the rush of pleasure, the overtaking wave. When it finally hits her, it's tidal, pulling her under. She heaves and curls herself up, fixes her teeth to his shoulder and bites down hard.

      He doesn't make her stop, just helps her through it, and when she's lax and easy again, opening her jaw for breath, he lets her leg go and wraps his fingers around her throat. It's light, no threat there as he pushes her back onto the mattress. He keeps his eyes open as his thrusts go long again, the steady pace of the way her fucks her slowly giving way until it's erratic and breathless, and she writes the words 'I love you' on his skin as he closes his eyes.

      He drops both palms to the mattress just before he tenses, before his voice breaks and he pulses, making everything wetter and warmer. He drags himself out and falls to his side, one arm curled loosely over her waist. With his face pressed to her shoulder, he breathes and breathes and breathes, and she thinks maybe she can keep this. Maybe this is what she needed, and maybe it's just for her.

      Coming back to himself, he lifts his face and presses a kiss to the point of her jaw. It's so simple, comfortable in a way she never expected intimacy to be. She never expected to be this happy.

      He rolls onto his back, tugging her to move with him. She ends up lying on her side, head tucked beneath his chin, staring at her own hand as she traces invisible lines against his side, feeling wrapped up and safe.

      He breaks the silence, asking quietly, voice rough, "That first night. Why did you pick me?"

      The whole scene at the bar has morphed over the course of this year. What she once thought of as just a whim she now sees in softer hues. He was pretty; he still is. But there was more to it than that. She'd liked the way he moved, as if he were part of the beat.

      She gets the words out before she can stop them. "Because I saw music under your skin."

      Humming, he lets out a little chuckle and closes his hand around her side.

      The silence only lasts a minute this time before she clears her throat. "That first morning. Why did you stay?"

      He drags his knuckles over her cheek. "Because I heard paintings under yours."

      She smiles and nestles in deeper.

      At some point, she must drift off to the feeling of his fingers playing music on her ribs. She wakes to a dark room, to full night beyond the open curtains of their window.

      She wakes to the sound of a song.

      She finds the robe she wore their first morning together and pulls it on, tying the sash at her waist and hugging herself against the chill as she tiptoes out into the living room.

      He's there, hair in his eyes, long fingers arched as they make chords and trills of notes that fill the room. As he opens his mouth, the softest baritone sweeps over her. And she knows him. She knows him as well as she's ever known a lover, knows the taste of his mouth and the weight of his body and the cadence of his thoughts.

      On another level, though, she's never known him before this moment.

      He's beautiful, gorgeous in lines and shades and shadow-drenched planes, and she doesn't want to interrupt him. Doesn't want to change anything about this moment except to make it last.

      She wants to make something.

      From the jar of pencils on the console, she withdraws one with a dull red barrel, scratched and bitten and worn from a year of use. She finds a notebook under one of the piles. With quiet steps, she makes her way over to their couch and sits. She tucks bare feet under the corner of a cushion to keep them warm and opens the notebook to a page that's as naked as she was, moments before. A page that's as naked as she feels.

      She wets the tip of the pencil with her tongue. And then she begins to draw.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Part II

        

        
          After The Funeral

        

      

    
    
      I'm staring at the ceiling of his guest room when he knocks. Illuminated by the streetlights' glow, he's pale – almost ethereal. I'd say he's like a ghost, but I know better what those feel like, now.

      "You awake?"

      "Yeah."

      I scoot over toward the wall and lift the covers. He hesitates for just a second, as if that's not what he came here for in the first place. We both know better. Finally, he pads across the room and slides in beside me, close but not quite touching.

      That’s how we’ve been all day, honestly. At the church and later, standing by the grave. Looking down as the earth began to fall on what was left of our friend.

      For what seems like the longest time, we both stare at the ceiling. At a bit of motion in my periphery, I turn my head to look at him. He's on his back too, gazing at me. He lifts his arm in silent invitation.

      It's a dangerous proposition. We've been lovers before, but it's been a long, long time. There's still a little raw spot in my heart from when he ended it, and with everything else we've been through today, I'm afraid to tear it open. I'm more hurt, though, and more scared. More needing of comfort – both to give it and to take it.

      I curl into him and give a shudder at the warmth, sighing against him. Wrapping his arm around me, he pulls me in nice and close and strokes the spot above my hip where my tank is riding up. It feels good, relaxing and familiar.

      I rest my head on his shoulder and my hand on his heart. "You want to talk about it?"

      "Nah."

      He shifts beneath me and widens the arc of his palm on my side. When he tips my head up, fingertips beneath my chin, I know what I'm going to find.

      Him. Staring at me. His mouth so close.

      It's a question; he's clearly giving me a choice. But there's something achy and needy in him, something echoed so deeply inside of me that I know I'm going to give this to him. I'm going to give it to us both.

      I palm the side of his neck and breathe out a low sigh of relief when my fingers tangle in the hair at the back of his neck. It's as soft as I remember, as thick. Seconds later, his head dips, lips brushing mine. For the first few passes, it's tentative.

      And then it's not.

      His chest seems to crack open, his groan leaking out around the edges as he opens his mouth to mine, begging entry, and I give it to him willingly. The kiss is teeth and tongues and a shaky feeling that escalates so quickly. Before I know it, he's on top of me, panting, sucking hard at the skin beneath my ear, and I'm grasping at him, pulling him close. I spread my legs and he slots himself between them, shoves his hard-on against my hips, and I feel it everywhere.

      "I'm sorry," he mumbles, pawing, pushing fabric up and away. Together, we get my shirt off and his, and when we're skin to skin it's electric. He scrapes his teeth across my throat as I arch my head back. "I just…I need to…"

      I groan. "I know."

      "I need to feel alive." He palms my breast, shaking, but then finding a reserve of strength as he buries his face against my hair, grinding hard. "I need to come."

      "I know."

      It should make this feel cheap, having it so plainly stated, but it's the opposite. The numbness of the past few days all seeps away, the door I've barred so tightly against my grief suddenly holding itself closed, and I'm all movement and sensation and life. I'm alive.

      We're both still here.

      "Come on." He hooks his fingers in my shorts and pulls them down. My underwear is next and his, and then he's sliding, naked and hard against the slick-hot space between my legs. With one hand grasping tightly to my hip, he growls and lifts and flips me over. I find my balance on all fours and drop my head as he nudges my inner thigh. "Wider."

      I shift as he asks, sucking in a deep breath as his fingers are replaced by his lips. It's a strange position for him to go down on me, but no one's ever eaten me the way he has – like my pussy is the only thing standing between him and starvation. Tipping his head, he slides tongue and lips along my skin and to my clit, nose against my opening and hot breath everywhere. I tense and feel. When my limbs all start to shake, he kisses back up to the spot between my cunt and my asshole, where he pauses, then rises.

      Hot cock pressed against my backside, he rubs my hip with a gentleness I wouldn't have expected. I look over my shoulder at his lack of words to find him chewing on them, thoughts everywhere on his face, eyes burning again. He slides his fingertips down my thigh.

      "I want…I want to fuck you."

      The words seem to stick in his throat, but once out on the air, I appreciate their bluntness. He purposely didn't say he wanted me. I don't know if I want him either. But fucking…fucking would be okay.

      "Yeah." I tilt my head toward my suitcase. "Side pocket."

      He finds the condom I keep there just in case and rolls it on. Once covered, he slides the head of his cock up and down the length of my sex, and it feels so good. I drop to my forearms and push my forehead to the mattress, arching my back for the moment when he takes me, fills me, fucks me.

      When it comes, it's long and slow, one gradual slide of his body into mine. And that connection is nothing.

      It's everything.

      He fucks like a man possessed, hard full strokes that rock the bed and my body, and as he gets close, he's all filthy words and need, tensing, and then his hand on my shoulder. "Touch yourself."

      I don't hesitate. Fingers on my clit, I bite my lip and push back into him. He holds my hips to steady me.

      When he says, "I need this," it's with a choking sound.

      It shoves me over. "Take it." I repeat it over and over, "Take it, take it, take it."

      And I take everything I can. Comfort. Pleasure. Companionship and connection.

      I don't know if I've ever come so hard or felt such release.

      He fucks me through it, but when he comes, it's silent. I look back at him to see his head thrown back, shoulders tense as he pulls my ass flush against him, emptying. Pouring out grief and the feeling that some part of us as died as well.

      It hasn't.

      As he drops to the side and pulls me close, breathing hard through the afterglow, I know.

      It hasn't.

      And it won't.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Part III

        

        
          Vino Rosso

        

      

    
    
      The first time I see him, Marissa and I are on our way to the Uffizi galleries, rushing past the stands full of leather goods and the great marble walls of church after church, masterpiece after masterpiece. It's our third and final day in Florence, and all I have room for in my head is Michelangelo, Botticelli, Caravaggio.

      Or so I thought.

      Unlike the other maître d's, all trying to lure unsuspecting tourists into their trattorias, he doesn't look bored. Oh, no. His dark eyes are sharp, watching everything and missing nothing.

      He doesn't miss me, and I don't miss him, either.

      All tall, long lines and a slim-cut suit, a Roman nose and thick, dark hair, he's exactly what I pictured when I thought of an Italian man. My imagination gets ahead of me. Stripped of his clothes, would he look like David? Would he speak in illicit tones, whispering dirty words in the language of romance?

      Our eyes lock and don't let go. Not even when Marissa grabs my arm and pulls me forward. Not even when I trip on a cobblestone.

      "Are you all right?" she asks.

      "What?" I twist my head around to find her brows lifted, her smile sly and knowing. "I'm fine."

      Of course I am. After all, I just figured out where we're having dinner tonight.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The second time I see him, he's showing us to table at that very restaurant, that very night. After the museum, Marissa and I went back to our hotel. We napped, and I dreamed of olive-skinned hands between my thighs. Of a man feeding me wine atop a red-tiled roof while we stared at the stars. We woke up later than expected, with the sun already setting. Scrambling, we changed into little black dresses and high-heeled boots.

      In the mirror, as I did my hair, she gave me that same suspicious look. "You dressing up for someone?"

      "We'll see who we meet."

      We'll have to meet another someone in addition to my handsome waiter. Whatever happens tonight, she and I are on this trip together. We'll do everything together. Everything.

      After all, it's what best friends do.

      Eying us each appreciatively, my waiter reaches for two menus from beneath his podium and murmurs, accent heavy, dripping with intimation, "Follow me."

      He takes us to a table in the middle of the restaurant, and he holds my chair out. As I sit, he slides his fingers over my shoulders, making me shiver at the heat. "Wine?" he asks. "White or red?"

      Marissa and I each shoot each other looks. "Red," I answer. "Definitely red."

      "Rosso," he agrees. I've seen it on enough menus to know what he means.

      All dinner long, he seems to find reasons to swing by our table. It's a level of attentiveness he doesn't show to any of the other diners there, and more than once I feel his stare, hot on the back of my neck. On our way out, he stops us.

      "You are not leaving? No! So early?"

      I glance at Marissa in a silent question, then turn back to him. "We are. We're going dancing." His look is quizzical, and he leans in so close that I can smell him. Spicy. More slowly, I repeat myself, and his eyes dance with understanding and protest.

      "No!" He checks his watch. "I am off in thirty minutes. You stay. I get you another glass of wine. Red, right?"

      It's tempting, but Marissa doesn't look so sure. Reluctantly, I demur. "No, we're going dancing." Then inspiration strikes me. "Is there somewhere near here where we should go?"

      His smile is brilliant, his speech effusive. "Yes, yes." With lots of gestures and more than one touch of his hand against my elbow, he gives directions to a club around the corner. "Good music. I know the guy. Tell him Emiliano sent you."

      "Emiliano," I repeat. The name tastes rich on my tongue.

      He nods. "I meet you there. Maybe… an hour. Yes?"

      "Maybe," Marissa interjects. Her gaze darts to mine, her meaning clear. She's keeping her options open, and I can see it in her eyes. She's fine with letting me have my fun, but this is not a boy she'd like to bed. "Maybe we'll see you there."

      His expression says he wouldn't miss it for the world.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The third time I see him, he is late, and I am ready to give up on him. The bar he sent us to is loud, the crowd varied. Marissa and I have kept mostly to ourselves, sitting in a corner with a view of the door, talking and drinking and – in my case – peering over my shoulder every time I hear someone come in. When Emiliano finally does arrive, it's with a bright smile and no excuses. I should probably be mad, but there are no rules here, so I greet him with a kiss on both cheeks. He takes the stool beside me and asks us how we are.

      After we exchange pleasantries, he gestures with his hands, as if to take a picture. "You have a camera?"

      We're obviously tourists. "Of course." Fishing it out of my purse, I hold it up, coy. "You want to take a picture of the two of us?"

      "No." He points at Marissa, indicating that I should pass the camera over. Waving his hand between his body and mine, he instructs her, "You take a picture of me and your friend."

      "Okaaay," she says. She's clearly unconvinced. As she lifts the camera to her eye, Emiliano wraps his arm around my waist, and I understand the purpose of this all.

      The flash goes off, and I laugh, leaning back into his chest. "You just want an excuse to touch me."

      "Me?" His wide eyes show his innocence. His hand, drifting lower to settle just above my ass, shows something different. "No, no. Of course not." He addresses Marissa again. "Take another one."

      This time, as the shutter clicks, he puts his lips against my neck and sucks.

      My eyes close, lust hot inside my skin, but when they open, they move quickly from the lens to Marissa's downturned mouth. I sit up straighter, pulling away from Emiliano's kiss. The disappointment is almost as hard as the wanting. But this won't work. Not like this.

      He grasps the disparity immediately. "Now you," he insists. Marissa rolls her eyes but hands the camera to me, and he slides into the booth beside her. From her expression, I can see he's acting much the same with her, but she isn't as inviting. She doesn't turn her face, so his kiss lands on her cheek.

      Unlike some men we've met – and rejected – at least he's smart enough not to ask me to ditch my friend.

      After a couple of photographs, his gaze shifts to the door, and he pats Marissa's shoulder, then stands. "My friends are here. I will be right back."

      While he's gone, we look at the photographs, rolling our eyes at our reactions to his touch. He returns shortly, and I'm happy to see it's with another man in tow. The new guy looks younger, fresher-faced, with full lips and a skulltrim. Exactly Marissa's type. Her eyes widen, and she licks her lips.

      Game back on.

      "This is Pietro," Emiliano says, then points at each of us. "Marissa. Leann." Pointedly, he sits back down beside me and gestures at Pietro to slip into the bench seat on the other side. Beside Marissa.

      Then he gestures for a waiter. "Vino!" he insists. "Rosso."

      [image: ]
* * *

      Marissa's voice is breathy, her whole body oriented toward Pietro's. "I can't believe how beautiful the city is at night."

      Drunk and happy, we've been wandering for an hour now, the bar forgotten, a bottle of wine grasped tightly in Emiliano's hand. He took it to go. Because we're going somewhere. We are.

      I glance at Marissa, at her upturned face and soft, green eyes, then back again at the city laid out before us. She's right. There's a golden glow to all the facets of the old, stone church, the cobblestones shining, and the sky is brilliant with stars. Between us, our hands are linked.

      We know what we're going to do.

      My other arm is around Emiliano's waist, and he's keeping me close against his side. Marissa's Pietro is similarly situated, and everything is perfect. The men are friends, and we are friends, and it's our last night in Florence. And why not?

      Why not?

      "So," Emiliano says, leaning in close. His breath tickles my ear. "You two, you have a hotel room? It is close?"

      I catch Marissa's eyes and shiver at the warmth of Emiliano's lips at the top of my neck. Her hand squeezes mine, or maybe I squeeze hers. It doesn't matter. After three bottles of wine and hours of wandering around these beautiful palazzos, we both know. I think the boys know, too.

      "We do," I agree, never looking away from Marissa. Never letting go.

      "Where?"

      "Via Fienza."

      He hums and licks my skin, and I am liquid.

      As we walk, Pietro and Emiliano converse in Italian over our heads, while Marissa and I giggle. We speak too fast, in English, with a purpose. Once we figured out they cannot understand us, we just started talking faster, happy to have each other's confidences.

      "I can't believe we're doing this," she says, exhilaration to her tone.

      I squeeze her hand harder. "Me, neither."

      But I'm glad, shocked only by our boldness – not by our situation or by the men at our sides.

      Back home, we're both more than tame in our sex lives, never trying anything adventurous and almost never indulging in one-night stands. Rather, we’re the monogamous types, always dating one guy at a time. But this trip is different. From the outset, we decided that whatever happened happened. That we would let down our hair and see what it was like to be carefree. So far, I like it. I like it very much indeed.

      After nearly turning my ankle on a cobblestone, I grip harder at Emiliano's waist and hold more tightly to Marissa's hand. But the streets are narrowing, and when a moped skims by, we have to stagger ourselves, walking along now two by two. With our arms stretched out between us, Marissa and I cling to palms and then to fingers as they slip. Finally, we're left with the small curl of my index finger through the loop of hers.

      Pietro walks a little faster, and my throat closes at the distance. We hold tight. And then we let go.

      The men both laugh, celebration in their tones although I do not understand their words. "Finally," Emiliano says. He's glad we're separated.

      It's a stark contrast to how he acted back outside the bar, beneath a streetlight, when Marissa and I kissed. Just one soft brush of lips on lips, both tasting of wine and smiles.

      It was my first kiss with a woman, so much softer than a man. So sweet.

      They liked watching us together, then.

      Somehow, in a blur of stone streets and close-parked, tiny cars, we end up in front of the hotel. It's after hours, so the doors are closed, and the men hit the buzzer over and over. When the innkeeper comes downstairs to let us in, he is all irritation and stilted warnings in both English and Italian to ring just once and wait. We apologize and ask for our key. One key for one room, registered to two American girls. And we've brought back two boys. The innkeeper's frown deepens, but he hands our key to us all the same.

      We are hushed as we travel down the hallway, but the click of high-heeled boots on tile is loud. Marissa gets the door open and catches my eye as she slips the key into her suitcase. I don't think the boys would steal it, but one never knows. We're both a little nervous, aware of the vulnerability of what we are doing here, but it's okay. We're big girls. And we're about to prove it.

      I sit on my bed, and Emiliano slips in just behind. Marissa is on hers, but it's all the same. The room is tiny, the two mattresses mere inches apart. I could reach across it. I could touch her.

      Emiliano is touching me instead.

      Pietro opens the bottle of wine and hands me a glass. Rosso. Everyone has one, and we drink and talk and laugh. Only it's not much of a conversation. Emiliano says something we cannot understand, and I ask what it is. He explains in English, but I know the translation is missing something. I do not call him on it. Instead, I sip my wine and lean back. His chest is broad against my spine, and he murmurs in Italian, low tones so full of promise.

      "Speak in English," I beg.

      "I do not speak so well."

      But he does. Well enough.

      The lights turn off, and there are no more pretenses. Just voices in the dark.

      "Kiss me," he breathes.

      His hand is on my face, turning me, until, hot and wet, his mouth meets mine. It's a different kind of kiss than the playful one I gave Marissa in the street. It's stubble and intent, wet tongue sliding and his fingers on my breast. Somewhere in it all, he takes my wine from me, leaving my hands open to find his hair. It's as soft as I thought it would be. As wild.

      Over the sounds of our breathing and the low sorts of moans that come with wanting and exploring, I hear voices and the rustling of sheets. It makes me wet, makes my thighs part to the fingers slipping underneath my skirt. Without breaking the kiss, I tilt my head and open my eyes.

      Marissa and Pietro are silhouettes against the hazy light of the window, two heads connected and a suggestion of hands, negative space that implies breasts and a flat, hard chest.

      Emiliano slides his lips up to my ear and mumbles pretty-sounding words.

      "What is he saying?" Marissa asks.

      Pietro's English is even worse than Emiliano's. "Nothing. Dirty talk."

      The space between my legs starts to ache.

      Emiliano's hand is in my shirt, palm cupping me beneath my bra. More mumbles and fingers stroking at my nipples. "You like?" he asks. "When I touch you?"

      "Yes."

      He pushes up my skirt with his other hand and moves back to kiss my mouth. I melt into his body with the heavy drag of fingertips on the bare flesh of my inner thigh. When he reaches the center of my wanting, it's with teasing strokes, slow touches over soaked fabric, and I feel so hot.

      My moan is too loud, too much for all the people in the room when he finally dips his hand beneath my panties. Marissa's sound of want is an answer, and I look up just as Emiliano takes a long, slow trip up the length of my slit.

      The silhouettes have shifted, and I whimper, sliding lower in Emiliano's arms as I watch the round shadow of her head, bobbing at Pietro’s hips as he stands over her, one hand guiding her and his head tipped back. I turn away; the vision of my best friend with a man inside her mouth is too intense. My eyes squeeze shut and I push my hips up into Emiliano's hands as I bite his neck. Floating on his voice, on the sounds of his fingers moving faster through the wetness of my flesh, the soft sucking from the other side of the room. I pant. I want to beg.

      "I want to feel you come," he breathes against my ear. One long finger slides inside, harder pressure on my clit.

      Pietro grunts, and I fist my hand in Emiliano's hair as my body explodes. A string of curse words floods my mouth, the hot wash of my breath echoing against the skin of his throat. It's all bright waves of pleasure, and he knows enough to ease me through it. His touch lightens and slows as I relax, lingering until the spasms fade away entirely. He kisses me again and pulls his hand out of my underwear.

      Before I know entirely what's happening, my back is pressed against the headboard, and Emiliano is on his knees beside me. Tangling fingers in my hair, he kisses my mouth and takes my hand, leading it to the front of his jeans. He's hard beneath the denim. I trace the shape as we kiss, but it's not enough for him.

      He works the zipper down, reaches inside and pulls out his cock. When his mouth leaves mine, it's with the pressure of his hand at the back of my head, a less-than-subtle encouragement as he guides my face toward the hard length between his legs.

      It's the very insistence that makes me tease.

      While I don't resist, I don't make this easy on him either. I slide my lips along the base, wet kisses all around and up to the tip, where I suck ever so slightly. He tastes good, all man and the salty tang of pre-cum. I devour his moans the way I do his flesh as his hips push forward, asking for entrance, his hand still cradling the back of my head.

      When I finally do take him inside, he moans, then talks, so many words, and none of them are ones I understand. This time, though, instead of idle chatter, it's something more. Pietro replies, and soon it's a conversation, two men talking as I give one of them head.

      I slide him into the back of my throat, swallow once around him and surge back up, and then suddenly his chat with Pietro is over.

      "I love your mouth," he groans, and he pushes in. Deeper, until I want to gag. I wrap my hand around the base and slide my fist along the spit-slick flesh in time with the motion of my lips.

      And he loves that.

      The babbling in Italian is all for me now. We find the right pace between my head bobbing and his hips thrusting, and then all the warning I get is the hitch of his breath, the tensing of his fingers in my hair.

      It's hot and thick inside my mouth, but I swallow his come down eagerly. He slips himself in and out, sliding between my lips as the last few pumps spill forth. I let him fall from my mouth and collapse forward until my brow rests on the skin above his hip, my face turned toward the other couple, only feet away from us.

      Marissa lies on her back, Pietro hovering over her. Her skirt is up around her waist, her sex bare as his hand moves through short curls and wet flesh. Her eyes open, just visible through the darkness, and she cranes her head to find my face.

      Our eyes connect, and she arches her spine. Sated as I am, I'm unprepared for the rush of arousal, the low hum that comes with her quiet, "Fuck," as I watch her climax, my fingers digging into Emiliano's hip. He cards his fingers through my hair and murmurs words that sound like sex. Like watching your best friend come against a stranger's fingertips.

      And then it's over. Her eyes close, her hand reaching down to still his – to lift his wrist and bring his fingers to her lips, where she licks, sucks. Emiliano lets me go, and I flop, half-falling to my side on the bed so that my head lands beside Marissa's. Pietro pulls his fingers from her mouth and drags them, wet, across her cheek, a gentle nudge to turn her toward me.

      It's our last night in Florence. And it's already happened once.

      Our second kiss is just as sweet, just as soft. The men like it just as much. As her tongue sweeps out to brush over mine, Pietro's voice breaks the silence. Emiliano answers, then touches the bare skin of my thigh.

      "I'd like to stay," he says. "I want to. But we have to go."

      I giggle into Marissa's mouth and touch her face. We kiss once more before I turn onto my back, our arms curling around each other as we look at the men near the door. "Okay," I sigh. We're leaving early in the morning, so it's just as well. Marissa and I each got what we came here for. Sex. Touches. An experience with freedom that we got to share.

      "Good night," he says.

      I pull back from Marissa and wave. "Good night."

      The men let themselves out without any further discussion, while the two of us lie there, spent and happy.

      "Best vacation ever," I mumble. Sampling the local men only made it better.

      She presses her face to my neck and laughs. "Definitely."

      I pull away to pour another glass of wine. Rosso. And then I ask her, "So where do you think we should go next year?"

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Part IV

        

        
          Sweet

        

      

    
    
      "The way I see it," Peter says dramatically, his smile sloppy and oh-so-charming, "this situation calls for only one thing."

      I raise my eyebrow at him over my glass. "Oh?"

      "Yes. Obviously." He pauses for effect before supplying his answer for everything. "Vodka."

      At that, he waves his hand toward the bartender, except it's less of a wave and more of a … flail. The whole action tips him backward, and I spill half my drink when he grabs for my arm, righting himself. Only he doesn't let go. For just a second he holds on, and it's a second too long.

      I stare at his hand on my skin, the warmth even hotter than the glow of the alcohol I've already imbibed. It's hotter than the shame I started the night with, the anger that rested deep in the pit of my belly, screaming to get out.

      Peter had found me nursing it all on my lonesome, sitting on the floor beside my couch with a bottle of wine and a box of tissues, half ready to take a lighter to the corner of a picture of me and Dan. I'd been clicking the wheel, just watching the sparks.

      "Honestly, Dolce," he'd said. "If you're going to wallow, at least do it in style."

      And so I had. In an outfit that he'd picked out for me, feeling over-dressed and miserable, I'd let Peter drag me to our favorite bar. That had been two … three hours ago now? I forget. But then again, that's basically the point.

      The bartender makes his way back over to us, and I can't decide if Peter is flirting or not when he leans in closer to the bar, removing his hand but not his warmth as he requests four shots of vodka. But that's Peter for you. My big, gay best friend.

      Well, not big, really. More tall. Tall and beautiful. And gay.

      Maybe sometimes bi.

      Peter shoves the first shot toward me and lifts his own with a sloppy smile. "To douchebags," he says by way of a toast. "And to the day they inevitably get the clap."

      His words burn just as brightly as the vodka as I swallow both down. Images of how I found Dan with his cock down another girl's throat just stoke the flame, and I'm already reaching for the second shot when Peter grabs my hand. "Uh-uh, sweet girl. Water first." He climbs over the bar with a kind of clumsiness and grace that is uniquely his, pilfering two more glasses and the tap. Cold and crisp, mine disappears down my throat before he can even replace the hose. Before the barkeep can yell at us. Not that we'd care.

      Settling back down on his stool, Peter leans his head on his arm and stares at me, those big brown eyes wide and his lashes so long. It's a serious look. The type that seems to cut straight through me. The type I have to be so careful of on a night like tonight. His hand rises, grazing my cheek and lingering on my jaw, heating my skin. "Do you feel any better at all?"

      I want to tell him I feel better when he touches me, but it's too much and too risky. Instead, I just nod and turn my head, kissing his fingertips before looking down. My cheeks are already heating, the contact too intimate, even for us, but he brushes my lips, parting them with his thumb. And he's still looking at me.

      "I'd kill the bastard," he insists, smiling sadly and rubbing my jaw before pulling away. "But I'm afraid I'd break a nail. Or my face."

      My laughter takes me by surprise, a sharp bark of it erupting as I reach for his hand again and link it with mine. "We all know you're not a fighter."

      "Much more a lover," he agrees, tugging me closer. His shoulder is warm and nice against my face as I lean into him, and he wraps his arm around me. "I love you."

      When my heart pangs at that, I remind myself I'm here to forget about Dan, and not to fall for my best friend all over again. "I love you, too," I answer wistfully.

      Always have. Always will.

      The last couple of shots we sip slowly, still leaning against each other. When I set mine down, he begins to stir, and I whine when he pulls away. "Come on. Let's get you home."

      I put absolutely no effort into trying to hide my drunkenness; hell, his chest feels so good against my shoulder as I sag back into him that I might even play things up. If he catches on, he doesn't call me out on it, just pushing gently, helping me stand and throwing down some bills.

      The whole walk home, he keeps his arm around my waist, and I alternate pressing my cheek to his chest and my nose to his neck. He smells good, warm and sweet with just a little hint of sweat. At my door, he doesn't even ask before pulling out his keys. Inside, he kisses my head and then points me toward my bed and gestures at my couch.

      "You know I'm crashing here tonight, right?"

      "As if I'd let you drive." My body is humming, my steps unsteady as I kick off the ridiculous heels my gay friend loves. My maybe-sometimes-bi friend, I remind myself. Fuck, I want him to be bi.

      Feeling increasingly pissy about another night spent alone in this bed, scorned and cheated on and with a beautiful man sleeping outside so I can't even get myself off, I start working on the zipper to my dress, not bothering to close the door. It sticks about halfway down, and I tug and pull, yanking the dress halfway around my body, the fabric stretching until I fear it's like to tear.

      "Stupid fucking--" I grumble, still wrestling and teetering.

      "For the love of Versace." Warm hands settle on mine, my body torn between freezing and melting as he moves my arms to hang limply at my side. Once he's righted the dress, he pulls the zipper down smoothly, his fingertips brushing bare skin along my spine, and I shiver. His hands are less steady as he slides one strap and then the other off my shoulder, the fabric sliding and pooling at my feet. I can hear him swallow as he stares at me. Only I don't know if it's uncomfortable or if it's right.

      I don't know why it feels so right.

      "He was an idiot," Peter breathes.

      "Hmm?" I start to turn, but there's a thumb, brushing the curve at my side, just above my hip.

      "The douchebag. He was an idiot." Peter's lips press softly to the place where my neck meets my shoulder. My eyes snap open, and there's no question this time. This time, I lean back, his chest solid against me, his hands firm on my hips, thumbs rubbing circles, and I'm liquid. He places another slow, damp kiss to my skin, a little higher, near my ear. His breath burns, hot and wet.

      "You're beautiful, sweet girl. Stunning."

      I exhale raggedly and give up all my weight to press myself against him.

      And he's hard.

      I moan at the feel of him digging into my ass. He inhales and holds it. When his grip tightens, I close my eyes, waiting for him to push me away.

      He's going to push me away.

      He doesn't.

      Finally, when it seems he can't possibly hold it in another moment, he empties his lungs, and it sounds like a groan, those hot, full lips sliding along my flesh. "Dolce. What are you doing to me?"

      I don't know. I just know I don't want to stop. Finding the muscles in my legs, I grind back against him, and it feels good—so good I lift my arms and wrap them around his neck, holding him to me. One of his hands traces my side, caressing in a way that few men ever have. And for a moment, I feel beautiful.

      I want to feel beautiful. I want to feel everything.

      As I turn inside his grip, his mouth keeps pushing across my throat, up to my chin, and then he's right there, his breath on my lips. I tease my fingers through his hair, soft and silky, and I press my body to his. He reaches down to cup my ass, grinding himself against my hip, and as he says my name again, our lips touch.

      It's so right and so wrong. And I don't want my heart to get broken yet again.

      "I thought you didn't like girls," I mumble.

      He's shaking his head and smiling, something bittersweet to those beautiful eyes. "I don't. Usually." My stomach drops, twisting painfully, but he won't let me step away. "But I love you."

      "Peter--"

      It's all I can get out before his mouth is on mine, a wet kiss that ignites the heart of me, gentle tugging as he sucks my bottom lip between his own, soft tongue seeking entry, and I let him in. He tastes like alcohol and sex, and even though he puts on feminine affectations sometimes, he's all man beneath my hands. We stumble backwards until my knees hit the edge of the bed, and then I'm sitting, sliding, pulling. He follows me down to kneel between my legs, letting me hold him against my body so he fits right there. It's noisy, all hot, sloppy kisses and his hips thrusting against me, and I can scarcely breathe.

      Still, I know what I want. Moving quickly, I tear at his clothes, getting only a couple of buttons undone before he stops me. "I like this shirt," he insists, opening it the rest of the way and smiling. I slide my hand along his skin, touching the lean lines of muscle on his shoulder and skirting the edges of the black A-shirt that clings to him. He makes short work of that, too, pulling it over his head and leaving his torso bare for me to explore. Kissing me again, he rests his chest against mine, and there's so much skin. I've seen him half-naked before, but I've never felt him. He feels good, his skin smooth and warm, just a smattering of hair between his pecs and leading down to his jeans. I follow it there, tracing the waistband back and forth. Back and forth.

      Rocking against me, he chuckles and kisses to my ear. "You can touch me, Dolce."

      "I don't—I've never—"

      "Now that's a dirty lie." He takes his hand and finds mine, pulling it the few inches down to rest over his cock as he lifts his hips and groans.

      "I've never been with a gay man before."

      "That you know of," he corrects me. His expression is teasing but strained, and he's long and thick in my palm. Even through his jeans, he's hot.

      "Have you ever…"

      "A couple of times." His lips press to mine again, something distracted to it, like he's thinking. I don't know if I want him to think, and I rub him harder, squeezing slightly. He grunts as he pushes into my touch. "I'm not gay gay. I'm … homo-flexible." His voice lowers as he adds, "For the right girl."

      I stiffen, sobering and letting the reality of this all wash over me. "I—"

      He silences me with me with a fingertip against my lips. "You're the right girl." All our words are lost to another deep kiss, growing in its urgency, and then he's sliding those hot, full lips down my throat, to my breasts, where he pulls a cup down and sucks at the nipple. "You've always been the right girl."

      His mouth on my tit is electric, heat spreading through me as he worms a thumb into my underwear, stroking the skin to the inside of my hip and heading down. Unwilling to doubt anymore and needing to chase this feeling—needing something good—I groan. I give in.

      His jeans give, too, the buttons sliding open without a struggle or without his needing to help me, and then he's in my hand. He's long and hot, the skin silky in my palm. The weight of it makes me wetter, everything melting into a low ache.

      "Jesus." His teeth dig into me as I encircle the base and slide up to the head, smearing fluid there, and when I stroke back down, the tip touches my hip, rubbing against me as he thrusts into my hand. "Your hand is so soft." He touches his lips to the space between my breasts tenderly and closes his eyes. "So sweet."

      Pulling away from my grip, he keeps his eyes closed and kisses down my stomach, a quick swirl of his tongue in my navel and then the feeling of rough, large hands dragging my underwear down.

      The sudden heat and warmth of his mouth between my legs shocks me. "Pretty little pussy." He digs in, his tongue hot against my clit as he presses two fingers inside. The pleasure of it is almost too intense, and I buck, but his other hand holds my hips down.

      "I thought—Oh, God." And then I can't think anymore. My eyes roll back in my head, and I relax, letting him move his mouth against me. It boggles me that how he knows how to do this, but whoever taught him deserves to get head every day. Every. Single. Day.

      "So fucking sweet," he says. When I look up, his eyes are on me, his lips and tongue still working. The irony of a usually-gay man being the first one to go down on me in years strikes me for a second as I shudder and slide my hands into his hair. But it doesn’t matter, and I hold his face to my body, the pleasure building until it’s too much.

      My voice is barely a whisper as I call his name. I can’t look away. Not even as I'm coming.

      He doesn't look away either.

      His mouth and fingers slow as I pulse, the spasms overwhelming in their intensity at first but then subsiding. With one tender kiss against my pussy, he pulls back, fingers sliding wetly to the point where I can hear them. Up on his knees, he pulls his jeans the rest of the way down, revealing briefs that are robin's egg blue before removing them, too.

      I reach behind my still-shuddering body to take off my bra, and then we're both naked. Together. Keeping my eyes on him, I crawl backwards until my head rests against the pillow. He follows me, reversing his path to kiss from my hip to my navel to my breast. He holds himself up with one arm while the other disappears, and I shove his chest until I can see his big hand wrapped around himself, stroking slowly. His lips curl into a sly smile as he watches me watching him.

      "You like to watch, do you?"

      I do. Nodding, I let my eyes trace over everything, the long line of him, the head swollen and red with need.

      "Tell me, sweet girl." My gaze snaps back to his eyes, and he lets go of himself, propping himself up with both hands on the mattress beside my head. No parts of our bodies touch except his lips against my chest, my collarbones, my throat. When they brush my mouth at the same time the tip of his erection falls against my stomach, I groan. "Tell me," he insists. "You gonna let me in?"

      There's no question. Really there never was.

      "Yes."

      "Like this?" The hot length of him slides between my pussy lips, grazing my clit.

      "Yes."

      His voice lowers even more as he grinds harder, his hips angling so that on the last pass up my slit, the head slides just inside. "Bare?"

      I've been on the pill forever, and I never let Dan—the douchebag—in without a condom. And I know all too well from his stories that Peter is always, always safe.

      "Yes."

      "Fuck." In one long push, he slides all the way inside. I gasp at the feeling of it, full and hot, and his breath at my ear rasps in a way that turns my insides molten. I'm surprised by the way his hand rises to graze my face, something utterly tender to the way he touches me. His kiss is just as sweet. "I've wanted this for so long," he whispers as he holds inside, something sad but beautiful to the softness of his smile.

      I don't know if this is forever. But I know it's now.

      Curling my hands around his shoulders, I pull him more deeply into me and wrap my legs around his waist. Slowly, he begins to rock, shoving his hips against my clit with every pass. His thrusts deepen as he goes, and he's kissing all over my face, avoiding my lips until I grab his head. Fucking me in earnest now, he groans into the kiss, all teeth and tongues and the salty-warm taste of his lips. I bite and suck, one hand on his side to guide him.

      My peak hovers over me, so close I can almost taste it, and I urge him on faster. Harder.

      And when I fall over, I can't help but say his name.

      I can't help but tell him that I love him.

      I close my eyes, holding him against me as he shudders and comes.

      I know I mean it. I mean it that way this time.

      He holds me tightly, flexing inside of me and panting against my ear, still pulsing, hot and wet. I can't look at him, afraid he'll see -- afraid we've ruined everything. But his kisses are so soft as he makes my way back to my mouth. "Dolce. My sweet girl."

      I'd always thought he called me 'sweet girl' to remind me that I was just that. A girl. But lying here together after fucking ... or making love … I wonder if that distinction was only in my mind.

      "Kiss me," he asks, and I comply.

      And he's right. It's so, so sweet.

      After a little while, he sighs and places a soft peck against my lips before shifting to lift himself off of me. "Come on."

      We go through motions we've been through so many times before, brushing teeth and washing faces. Like always, I laugh at him when he steals some of my moisturizer, and he makes a quip about beauty being hard work. Only this time, when he says 'hard,' I look at his cock. And I can see it. Because we're naked.

      It isn't like always after all.

      It isn't like always when I don't let him go to the couch.

      He hesitates, but in the end, he follows me back to my bed and wraps his arms around me. For the longest time, we just lie there, my head against his chest and his breath the meter for my slowly creeping dreams. It feels good. Right. And even if it's just for tonight, I don't think I will ever regret it.

      Like always, he whispers, "I love you," before he falls asleep.

      And like always, when he does, I smile.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Part V

        

        
          Teach Me

        

      

    
    
      He isn't very good at this.

      He's an athlete, Lissa thinks. All lean muscles and long limbs. Fingers that don't quite reach his toes when he forward-folds. As she presses back to downward dog, she keeps her gaze on him, itching to correct his form. Hips to arms in one straight line, heels reaching for the floor. He fumbles on without her intervention, looking awkward and maybe, possibly, pained.

      The instructor cues them from the front. "Two deep breaths here."

      Lissa lets the air fill her lungs, then pushes it back out. Once. Twice. But she can't quite find her focus.

      It's unsettling. Strange, to be so distracted.

      "Lift into three-point."

      In a move her muscles know by heart, she sweeps her leg to the sky then swings it forward, plants her foot between her hands and rises. It's just a basic lunge, but the change in altitude still makes her breath quicken and her pulse pound. She savors the feeling, aches to fall into it, but out of the corner of her eye, she catches movement where there should only be stillness.

      To her side, he wavers, teeters before finding his balance. In this pose, his legs look even longer, the smooth cording of his shoulders clear as his arms lift high. Lissa frowns. His chest isn't open, and his knee is too far forward. She glances to the teacher, who's already moving on, oblivious to the errors in form.

      "Bring your hands to prayer and twist."

      She turns toward him as he turns away.

      He's beautiful, really, even if he's not much of a yogi. His hair is dark with sweat, his skin an inviting gold. In any other setting, he'd be graceful, too. She'd bet anything he would.

      "Back to center."

      Her gaze lingers just a second too long, her torso still twisting as he straightens, and his eyes meet hers. They're a deep brown, wide and warm. There's something honest to them. Something made all the more attractive when, out of nowhere, he smiles.

      She comes out of the pose with a start, blushing as she joins the rest of the class in forward fold. With her legs straight, she bends at the waist and lets her torso dangle, lets the blood rush to her face. When they rise to standing again, she chances a glance at him to find him glancing at her, too.

      She has to force herself to look away.

      For the next few poses, she keeps her gaze focused straight ahead, but eventually it's too much temptation. She seeks him out in the mirror, peering past the other twisting bodies to see just his face – just his eyes, the deep brown of his irises as they focus on her.

      Conscious of the weight of his stare, she pushes harder, arches more deeply and sinks further into every posture. The burn is more than that of muscles straining, though. Their next time through the sun salutation, she eyes him with a desire to do more than just correct. She wants to touch him. To feel his warmth against her palms.

      He lifts up into the inverted 'V' of downward-facing dog, and she can't resist. Breaking the unspoken rule of the yoga studio, she acknowledges a world beyond her mat, whispering, "Straighten your shoulders."

      He jerks his head to the side, looking to her in surprise. "What?"

      She pulls out of the pose, falls to her knees and gestures at him. "May I?"

      "Sure."

      Sparing the briefest glance at the front of the room, she moves to stand beside him. She places one hand on either side of his hips and pulls backward until his whole upper body becomes one long line. Even through his clothes, he's warm and solid, and she swallows hard against the firmness of his frame.

      "Feel the difference?"

      Voice strained, he grunts out a quiet, "Yeah."

      The instructor is watching them now. Lissa smiles apologetically and pulls her hands away, but the heat of him is seared into her palms.

      Back on her own mat, she doesn't even try for calm. She falls into the flow of postures, but it's with a rushing, thrumming heart and with static in her ears. When the instructor cues them into downward-facing dog again, she looks over at him. His alignment is perfect, and his gaze is on her.

      She nods, then ducks her head.

      The rest of the class speeds past, and before she knows it, they are moving into shavasana – final resting pose. Flat on her back, her mind and legs open, she closes her eyes and sinks into the floor, but the peace of meditation does not come. There is too much excitement, too much life inside her arms.

      She rises when the others do, bows her head and murmurs, "Namaste." He's doing the same, only he isn't looking at her now. With heat in her cheeks, she crouches to the floor and rolls her mat. Slides it into her bag.

      Beside her, there's the clearing of a throat.

      She looks up to find him standing there, bare feet shoved into black, plastic sandals, his yoga mat rolled up under his arm. He's more at ease than he ever managed to be in his asanas. Being at ease looks good on him.

      "Hey," he says. "I just wanted to thank you."

      She stands and slings her bag over her shoulder. "You're welcome."

      "It was my first class." One corner of his mouth lifts up. "But that was probably pretty obvious."

      "We all have to start somewhere."

      "You could have fooled me. You looked like you were born doing that." His tone is playful, but the way his gaze rakes up and down her body feels anything but.

      Flushing with heat, she demurs and waves him off. "Practice makes perfect."

      "Well, you must practice a lot." He stands there, looking uncertain. Around them, the class is dispersing, and another will be starting soon. As if recognizing the imperative, he extends his hand. "I'm Kevin, by the way."

      She smiles and slides her hand into his palm. "Lissa."

      "Nice to meet you."

      "Nice to meet you, too."

      They stand there, holding hands for entirely too long, staring. Only when another instructor dons the microphone does Lissa pull away, toeing the ground. It's time to go, yet still she lingers.

      "You don't—" he starts, then smirks and shakes his head. "You probably have plans, but I'm dying for a cup of coffee. Any chance you'd like to grab one with me?"

      A smile breaks across her face. "Make it a tea, and you're on."

      His whole face lights up – like he thought there was a chance she'd turn him down.

      Ten minutes later, they meet in street clothes at the front of the gym, and together, they make their way to the corner coffee shop. He stands behind her in line and sneaks in his order after hers, places a crisp bill in the barista's hand and ignores Lissa's protests when she asks him to let her pay. "My treat," he insists.

      "I don't—"

      "You can buy next time."

      Her jaw snaps closed, the words falling back into her lungs. It's an invitation, and with her silence, she accepts. She accepts the cup of tea, and she accepts him.

      With a hand brushing lightly at the small of her back, he leads her to a table in a corner of the café. Sinking down into a chair, he's larger than life, taking up more than his fair share of space and charging the air. Was he so big when she touched his hips? As she sits, her knee hits his. She tries to pull away only to feel his palm, large and warm on her leg.

      "It's okay," he tells her. And it is.

      They each take a sip, and he smiles. "So you've been doing that for a long time? Yoga?"

      She nods. "About five years. It started out as stress relief, but it's more than that now."

      "Yeah?" He's so attentive, so focused on her .

      "Yeah. I was always pretty flexible, but it makes me stronger. More balanced." Both in her body and her life.

      "Guess I'm the opposite." Consciously or not, he flexes the muscles in his arm. "I'm strong enough, but the flexibility?" He laughs at himself.

      "What do you usually do for exercise?" How did you get so strong?

      "A lot of different things. Soccer when the weather's nice. And rock-climbing."

      An athlete, indeed. "That sounds like fun."

      "It is. You should come try it sometime."

      Her chest gets warm at the almost-invitation. "I'd like that."

      "It was actually one of my climber friends who suggested the yoga, as a way to limber up."

      "It's good for that," she agrees.

      "Would you—" He pops the knuckles on one hand, darts his eyes to the side and back to her. "You wouldn't be willing to give me some pointers some time, would you? When you helped me back there, that was really great. I was probably doing everything wrong, huh?"

      She chuckles to hide the hitch in her breath and the warmth that's blooming through her chest. "Not everything." There's a moment of silence as she looks him over. "And yeah. I could do that. Sometime."

      "Really?"

      Smiling, she reaches out and runs a fingertip along the back of his hand. She's flexible, all right, but she's strong enough to give a clue of what she wants. "Really. That sounds…nice."

      He catches her hand in his and holds it. Holds her gaze. "Yes, it does."
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* * *

      Before he arrives, Lissa clears the front room of her apartment, pushing the furniture aside to reveal the bare wood floor. With the lights dimmed and candles burning, soft music playing low, it looks like something out of a romance novel. Only, instead of a big, plush bed, she rolls out a thin mat. Instead of lingerie, she wears a tank top and tights.

      The buzzer rings, and she pads across the room to press the button for the intercom.

      "Hey. It's Kevin."

      "Come on up."

      Something inside of her flutters.

      She opens the door to find him standing there, rolled-up mat beneath his arm, dressed much like he was the first time they met. Only a few days have passed, but the sight of his smile is a reassurance, a confirmation that everything she remembers about him is real. Tucking her hair behind her ear, she stands aside to let him in.

      He doesn't walk right past her, though. He stops just at the threshold and leans in to press his lips against her cheek. "It's good to see you again."

      Her voice stutters as she answers, "You, too."

      Inside, his presence is as large as it was in the café. He takes a moment to look around. Somehow, with him there, the intimacy of the room grows even warmer, the candles and the music too much. Everything's too close.

      He sets his mat down a foot away from hers and unrolls it. As he does, she lets her gaze trail over him, admiring the way his body moves. He has a loping ease to him, a self-assuredness.

      "So." He sits down and slides his shoes off. "What's the plan?"

      Lissa has to shake her head to clear it. For all his comfort in his skin, he's here to learn from her about a different way to move. A different way to be.

      She sits beside him on her own mat. "I thought I'd just take you through my usual routine?"

      "Sounds good."

      "You still want me to correct you?"

      His grin is winsome, even as he's admitting his lack of knowledge. "That's why I'm here, right?"

      One of many. Her throat tight, her gaze cast down, she picks at the edge of her mat. "And you don't mind me…touching you?"

      She glances up to find his eyes even darker than she remembered.

      "Not at all." There's a flash of heat and a moment of quiet. Then gruffly he asks, "Shall we?"

      She grabs the remote for the stereo and turns the volume up. It's one of her typical playlists for when she practices, the tones of it soft but energizing. For the first time, the music sounds sensual as well, the gentle rhythms of it underscored by a hint of bass. She takes a deep breath and lets it go.

      "All right." After a single nod at him, she closes her eyes. "Come to a comfortable seated position."

      She crosses her legs and faces forward on her mat. Echoing the tones of countless instructors and DVDs, she narrates the movements that usually bring her so much peace and calm. But nothing can slow the galloping pace of her heart. Nothing can ease the need inside her bones.

      They flow through the first few poses easily. She keeps an eye on him as she goes, adding a quiet instruction here and there, verbal nudges when she doesn't trust her hands.

      "Try to tuck your hip…"

      They're twisted into trikonasana, and his alignment is entirely wrong. He shifts, but it doesn't help.

      "Maybe narrow your stance?"

      He brings his front leg closer in, but it's still not quite…

      "Here." She rises and stands behind him. Even with a space between their bodies, his heat is searing. He smells good, warm and clean with the faintest hint of hard-working muscles and sweat. Gingerly, she places a palm on the outside of his hip and presses back. With her other hand, she cups his shoulder. Lifts.

      He exhales with a grunt. "Better?"

      "Much. You feel the difference?"

      "Mhmm."

      "All right. You can stand."

      "Thank God." He jerks his torso upward, and he groans.

      The noise vibrates through her, and she should let go. Of course she should. She doesn't. Her hand slides down his side, from his shoulder to his waist, and then, somehow, she's standing there, her front to his spine, his shirt clenched in her fist and his hip against her palm, and there's just heat. Just want. For a few beats too long, she doesn't move, and he doesn't either. "Lissa?"

      "Yeah?"

      "Did you want—"

      It's a quirk of his speech she's coming to recognize – the beginning of a question that he swallows and then rephrases. Every time he goes to ask her for something, it starts that way. She doesn't know what he's asking of her now. And he doesn't start again. He doesn't speak.

      Instead he turns around, eyes burning. She lets her hands fall away, but he catches them, holds them in his own. When he releases them, it's to ghost his fingers up the bare lengths of her arms. He curls one palm around the back of her neck and grasps her chin between his forefinger and thumb.

      "I want—"

      His question this time is his lips, the gentle brush of his mouth against hers. With a quiet sound of surprise, she opens to him, melts into him. He's all hard where she is soft, and then she's falling.

      In a pile of limbs, she lets him guide her to the ground, a controlled descent inside his arms. She's water beneath him as she wraps her legs around his hips and slides her hands along his chest. Just like she moved him, he moves her now, lifting one leg higher, pressing it almost to her shoulder and grinding down between them. His mouth is a rush of flesh and tongue, kissing and tasting. He slides his lips along her jaw, sucks at her neck, then nips his way to her ear.

      "This isn't what I came here for."

      She pushes her hips up into his. "It's not what I asked you for."

      "But I want—"

      "Then do."

      He proves his strength as he holds himself above her, tearing his mouth from her flesh and staring down at her. His fingertips slide along her bottom lip, probing just inside before trailing down her chest. "You're so beautiful. And the way you move… The first time I saw you, the way your back arched…"

      "You were beautiful, too."

      His hand cups her breast, thumb sliding in gentle strokes across the peak. "Teach me. Teach me just like you were going to."

      She stares at him for a moment, summoning her courage. Reaching up, she threads her finger through his hair and pulls him down to her. Their lips meet softer this time, more gently.

      He whispers into the kiss, "Teach me how to touch you."

      With a surge of want, she does just that. Shows him how she likes it when he rubs her nipple between his fingers and his thumb, how she likes his weight between her thighs. When it's too much and not enough, she rolls them over, settling them in the swatch of floor between their mats. Hovering over him, she bares herself for him, pulls her top and bra over her head.

      "Now, you."

      He lifts to a half-seated position beneath her and reaches to grasp the back of the neck of his shirt. As he tugs it up, he reveals his chest to her, first the smoothly rippled flesh of his abdomen, the thin, dark trail of hair. And then there's just muscled skin, warm and gold in the flicker of the candles, and the heaving of his ribs.

      She licks her lips. "Lay back for me."

      Supine beneath her, he lets his hands fall to either side of his head. With a rush of power like she feels when she's deep inside her practice, she hovers over him, thighs surrounding him. She enjoys him.

      So rarely has a lover asked her to take the lead or to teach. She takes advantage of the chance to learn.

      Raking her nails lightly over the lines of his stomach and across his chest, she discovers every plane of him. He exhales hard when she lingers near the hollow of his hip, moans at a scratch against his nipple and tilts his head back as she slides her palms over his biceps and shoulders. When she lowers herself to capture his lips in another deep kiss, his hands move to her hips, big and warm. They dip lower, cupping her backside and palming her thighs. A thumb slips in between them, and she presses her face against his neck.

      "Teach me," he insists.

      "Like this."

      She slips his hand into the waistband of her pants, introducing him to wet, hot flesh. He curses as she slides his fingers through her sex, and the hardness against her thigh pulses. He needs no further instruction. With his other hand cupping the back of her head, keeping her mouth flush with his, he pushes his fingers inside, swirls a thumb around her clit, and she goes molten.

      Breath hot against her ear, he whispers, "I've wanted inside you from the second I saw you forward fold."

      She groans and pulls his hand from her. Rising to her knees, she tugs off the rest of her clothes. He takes her cue and does the same, and when she lays herself on top of him again, it's flesh to flesh, his cock hot and naked between them. Before she can spare another thought, she lift up, lifts him up, and then she's sinking down on him.

      With a muffled gasp, she feels him fill her, feels the pressure of his hands around her hips and the wetness of his lips.

      "So good." He holds her flush against him. "You feel so good."

      Together, they flow. Poses she's practiced a hundred times echo their names inside her skull as she moves over him, taking him into her again and again. There's the arching spine of cobra and the deep backbend of ustrasana.

      "That's it, baby. Ride me."

      Her spine releases as she curls herself back over him, arms braced against his shoulders. She rolls him until he lies on top of her, still buried deep, then bites his ear and scrapes her nails down the length of his side.

      Together, they find ananda balasana and sphinx. He curses and grinds his pelvis hard against her. In a merging of his strength and her fluidity, he pushes her legs back as he withdraws. She feels every inch as he sinks in and in. In a few rough thrusts, he fills her, brings her close.

      And then he's gone.

      "Up."

      He puts her on her hands and knees and grabs her hair, arching her spine to bitilasana before driving back home. His one hand reaches around her hip to circle her clit. The heat flows through every part of her, a gathering storm in muscles and nerves. She bites down and drops her head.

      "Close," she pants.

      He kisses her throat and then her ear. "Get there."

      Three more hard thrusts, and she's done. Exploding from her center out, she screams his name and pulses, pleasure crushing all her senses into blackness, to nothing but the push of his body into hers.

      She collapses down, slides her arms out on the wood. For brutal, blissful seconds, she gives and lets him take, until with a deep groan he throbs and stills, hips tight against her. When he finally relaxes, breathing hard, he molds his chest to her spine and kisses all along her shoulder.

      He laughs and exhales hard. "You really are flexible."

      "And you really are strong."

      He rubs her arm and slides his hand down her torso to squeeze her hip. With a low sound, deep in his throat, he pulls away from her, rolling to lie on her mat. He curls his finger at her and grins. "Come here."

      She finds a home inside the juncture of his shoulder and his collar bone, presses her lips against his throat as she snuggles into his arms.

      He squeezes her tightly and kisses her brow.

      "Seems like we have a lot to teach each other," he says quietly. "Yoga. Rock-climbing… Sex."

      Tracing lazy shapes on his chest, she glows from the inside. "I don't know. That sounds like it might take a while."

      "I'm counting on it."
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* * *

      She isn't very good at this, she thinks.

      Reaching overhead, she makes her hand connect with a worn plastic grip and hauls herself up.

      "Good, good. You're doing great." Kevin's fifteen feet below her, his voice warm and encouraging. "There's a foothold right underneath you."

      She glances down to find the spot he's telling her about. Holding on for dear life, she kicks her leg out and connects with artificial rock.

      He wants to take her to a real mountain soon, but for now she's fine with his climbing gym, with padded mats beneath her and a rope she can trust clipped into the harness at her hips. At least for as long as she's still learning.

      In the past few weeks, they've taught each other quite a lot. His trikonasana is perfect now, and her climbing is starting to get better.

      The sex was fantastic from the start, but they've practiced at it all the same. Diligently. And repeatedly.

      "Just one more, beautiful."

      The compliment makes her flush with warmth, infusing her with strength she never knew she had as she reaches for the final hold. Gripping tight, she lifts from the knees, pushes up, and with a grunt of triumph, she slaps the top bar. She breaks out into a brilliant smile and holds onto her rope as she looks down. His gaze is full of pride as he stands beneath her, anchoring the other end of the line with his weight.

      "Nice. Very nice." His wandering eyes tell her he's talking about her ass as much as he is about her climb. "You ready to come down now?"

      "Yes, please."

      He gives her some slack and she kicks off, rappelling down in a slow, easy glide. Finally, her feet alight on solid ground. She unclips herself and turns and then falls into his arms.

      In a low whisper at her ear, he tells her, "You look so incredibly sexy on the top of a wall."

      "As sexy as you look in upward-facing dog?"

      His only answer is a growl. Then his mouth meets hers in a kiss that's deep and warm.

      She smiles against his lips.

      Kissing is one thing both of them are good at. No instruction required.
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      “And what about you?” she asked. She kept her chin high, but she was trembling inside, ready to go to water beneath his touch. “What do you want?”

      “This.”

      Without another moment’s hesitation, he crushed his mouth to hers, stealing her breath and her goddamn sanity. Holy shit, the man could kiss. His teeth rasped over her lip, tongue stroking forward boldly. It was a claiming kiss, a dirty kiss, and her knees threatened to buckle beneath the power of it.

      How many times had she imagined what this might be like? There’d always been this secret, stealthy, almost leonine strength to Dane, but it was buried deep beneath layers of quiet competence and a willingness to take direction. He’d worn his role as her subordinate just fine, save the odd flashes. The sense that partway up the corporate ladder wasn’t exactly where a man like him belonged.

      And yet. She’d never anticipated this. If she had, would she have been able to stick to her guns for so long?

      Or would she have ever given in to him at all?

      “Stop,” he murmured, barely parting from her mouth.

      “What?”

      “Thinking.”

      She didn’t get the chance to ask a follow-up. With deft, strong hands, he found the zipper to her dress and yanked it down. The shock of cool air against her spine made her shiver into his warmth, into the hard plane of his chest and the circle of his arms, and he took her weight. Hot fingertips trailed along bare skin, dragging the fabric off her shoulders. When he leaned away, her dress fell down her body to lie in a pool at her feet. She moved to step out of it and out of her heels, but a grip like steel caught her hands.

      “Don’t.”

      She hesitated, lifting a brow in question.

      “Leave them on.” The gruff rumble to his tone lit another match inside her, until all she could do was stand there, dumb, at the command. Lifting her arms over her head, he raked his gaze along her body, and she felt it in every inch of her flesh. Goose bumps rose along her arms and thighs. She wasn’t usually particularly self-conscious, but the longer he looked, the more she squirmed, until finally, finally, he met her gaze.

      “Magnificent.”

      A spark in her chest lit off, a glowing pride that made no sense, but what could she do?

      He opened his mouth again, showing no sign of letting go of her arms. “Do you trust me?”

      “Apparently.”

      Shaking his head, he tightened his grip. “When I ask you a question, you answer it.” Oh Jesus. This shouldn’t be this hot. Repeating himself, he asked, “Do. You. Trust. Me.”

      “Yes.”

      “Then give it up. All of it. Let go.” He jerked his head to indicate the space behind them. “Like you did over there.”

      “But that was different.”

      “No. It wasn’t.”

      Eyes gone dark with lust bore into hers, and an uncertain tremor shook her limbs.

      “Over there,” he said, “you trusted me. You let me put my hands on you with no idea what I would do. You let me take care of you.”

      And it had paid off in spades. He’d worked every knot in the twisted mess of her neck and shoulders, had wrung her out until she’d been a puddle at his feet.

      “Do it again.” His thumb stroked the point of her wrist. “Let me take care of you. Trust me. And I promise, I will make it so, so good for you.”

      How could anyone resist?

      With a humming in her brain and beneath her skin, she nodded faintly.

      “Good girl.” A flicker of a smile curled his lips.

      The next thing she knew, she was on her back on the couch. She let out a huff of breath, winded and disoriented and unsure of how she’d gotten there. Releasing her wrists, he shoved her hands over her head and growled, “Leave them there. Or else.”

      Oh God. She held on tight to the edge of the sofa, helpless to the hint of a threat and the predatory gleam to his eyes. The smooth leather of the seat was cool against her skin, but his body was so warm. She arched, spreading her legs by a fraction. He dropped to his knees before her and ran rough palms up the length of her thighs.

      “Now let’s see how wet you really are.”

      A moan escaped her when he shoved her legs even farther apart. She was still in her bra and panties and her fucking heels, but the nakedness of her position was another level to the rising heat. Fully dressed, he hovered over her.

      Then he ran a finger along the edge of her underwear. It was so close to where she wanted him, right at the top of her thigh, and he slipped just underneath the lace, grazing her outer lips—making her pussy clench, aching and empty.

      His finger came away wet, and he groaned. “Fuck, Lex. You’re soaked.”

      Her whole body flexed. He never called her by her first name. It was always Ms. Bellamy this and ma’am that, and it was like he’d stripped another layer of her bare.

      “Dane…”

      “Uh-uh.” He cut off midrebuke to run his finger across his lips. When he breathed in deep, she felt it in her clit and in the points of her breasts. Then he had to go and suck the tip between his teeth, and for a second her vision grayed out. He pulled it away with a wet pop, chasing her taste with a flick of his tongue. “I think it’s your turn to call me Sir, don’t you?”

      It chafed. It rubbed up wrong against everything she’d ever worked for and every aspect of the person she was trying to be. If anyone else had asked, she would have slapped them and walked away. But here, like this, with him…

      It felt so fucking good she could scream.

      Glowing inside, she rolled the word around on her tongue. “Yes. Sir.”

      His nostrils flared, and the darkness to his eyes deepened. “Better.”

      Curling a hand around her neck, he hauled her forward at the same time that he leaned in. Their mouths met again, even more roughly than they had the first time. She tasted blood and she didn’t care. Unable to resist, she threaded her fingers through his hair—

      Only for him to yank himself away. She stared at him, dumbstruck and lost.

      “I asked you to do one thing for me.” He clucked his tongue.

      What? He’d tossed her down and put her hands—oh shit, her hands.

      “That’s right,” he said. “You need me to tie them up so you remember?”

      Something inside her turned to ice. She’d tried this sort of thing once or twice before, halfhearted efforts at best, but there had always been this squirming edge, this catch in her breath whenever the idea of being tied up arose. She couldn’t explain it and certainly didn’t feel like trying now. It was weird, maybe embarrassing.

      Fortunately, she didn’t seem to have to. Noticing her hesitation, he leaned back. He gazed at her, considering for a moment, and the uneasy pressure behind her ribs moved higher, toward her throat.

      Before it could choke her, he flexed his jaw, but when he spoke again, it wasn’t quite the same rebuke. “You only get one warning.”

      With her heart ready to pound clear through her ribs, she let him push her against the seat. He replaced her hands above her head, but the moment was broken. He’d told her that she needed this, needed to let go, but she was tenser than ever now. Sure, the whole Sir thing had been hot for a second, but her hang-ups clearly hadn’t all evaporated just because she got wet when he bossed her around. She couldn’t do this, shouldn’t—

      He frowned, still hovering over her. “What did I tell you about thinking?”

      “I can’t help it.” She squirmed.

      Shaking his head, he ran his knuckles down her throat. “Then stop trying so hard.”

      Her eyes went suddenly, mortifyingly damp.

      Trying too hard was what she did. It was her signature move, and now, what? He wanted her to just stop? How was she even supposed to know how?

      “Shh. Hey.” Grasping her by the chin again, he held her steady, directed her gaze to meet his. Somehow, the solidity of him brought her back. The softness of his eyes and the concern written all over his brow.

      Maybe he wouldn’t make her do this after all.

      For a long minute, he regarded her in silence, the wheels almost visibly turning in his mind. Then the creases between his eyes evened out. “I want to try something.”

      “Okay?”

      A smile flirted with the corners of his mouth. “Close your eyes.”

      Doubt twisted at the base of her spine. “I don’t know…”

      “Trust me,” he insisted again.

      And all at once, that was exactly what she wanted to do.

      Scarcely breathing, she let her eyes drift closed. The darkness was a whole other dimension. Hot and vulnerable, she lay there open to his inspection, his body hard and warm between her thighs. His hand left her face, and then there was the faint rustling of fabric.

      She swallowed hard as he leaned in again. He pressed a gentle kiss to each of her eyelids. She’d sort of known this was coming, but her pulse still raced when he draped something silky and soft across her face. The thin strip of cloth—his tie, it had to be—blocked the light, making the blackness more complete. He pulled it taut and knotted it behind her head.

      She waited for the fluttering pulse of anxiety to rear its ugly head again, but her breath stayed even. It wasn’t like his threat to tie her hands together. It wasn’t that at all.

      “Okay?” he asked.

      Had his voice been this rich before? With one less sense, all the others kicked into high gear. The warm, woodsy scent of him and the way the leather against her skin had gone body-warm.

      Something in her muscles relaxed. Nodding, she leaned farther back.

      “Good.” His breath fluttered against her cheek. “Concentrate on how you feel. Nothing else matters.”

      He’d said that earlier, too, rejecting her concerns about her reputation. About anything that could go wrong outside this space.

      It was easier to believe him now. Everything was.

      “You’re gonna be so damn beautiful when I get you there.” He sounded wistful almost, and she shivered when he kissed her cheek and the point of her jaw. “You gonna let me try?”

      “Yes.”

      “Perfect.”

      His hands were on her body then, sweeping down the center of her chest. His mouth followed—not as rough as it had been before, but the intensity hadn’t diminished at all. Hot lips sucked at her pulse and teeth scraped at her collarbone. She let out a whine when he cupped her breast through her bra.

      “Been staring at these.” He flicked his thumb across her nipple, and she bit her lip to keep her noise of pleasure in. “For months now. So perfect.”

      Hardly, a part of her wanted to argue, but that wasn’t what this was about.

      “Did you catch me, baby? Did you like it that I couldn’t keep my eyes off your gorgeous tits?”

      “Yeah.” Because she had. She’d hated it and she had loved it in equal measure.

      “Did you want me to touch them? Suck on them?”

      “Yes.” All over again, her hands itched to drop, her fingers to rake themselves through his hair and hold him there. She grasped her own wrist instead, letting her mouth fall open when he tugged the cup of her bra down. “Oh—”

      “Fuck, they’re even better than I thought they’d be.” He pulled her nipple between his teeth, wet biting pressure and then the softness of his tongue.

      Shit. She was a live wire, every nerve firing sparks. Desperate, she bucked her hips, but all he did was chuckle, a claiming hand landing hard on her thigh.

      “Greedy,” he chided. He skated his palm higher. “You want something?”

      She nodded, arching her spine, willing him to put his mouth on her breast again, to put his fingers between her legs, to make her come.

      But apparently, that wasn’t enough. “Tell me.”

      “I want you—shit—” Her eyes rolled back in her head when he sucked a bruise into the flesh at the top of her other breast. “Touch me. Please.”

      “But I am touching you.”

      Was he trying to kill her? “No, here.”

      He’d said not to move her hands, but her legs were a different matter. Hooking a calf around his hips, she hauled him in, the heel of her shoe digging into his ass.

      And oh God. The hard ridge of him hit her thigh. He was big, nice and thick, and forget his fingers. She wanted his cock, wanted to get fucked, wanted it with a desperation she wasn’t sure she’d ever felt before.

      But the bastard drew back. “Uh-uh-uh. That’s not a nice way to ask, now is it?”

      “What do you want?” She’d do anything.

      “For you to tell me where you want me.”

      She snapped her eyes open, but all she could see was red.

      “My pussy. My cunt. Whatever the fuck you want to call it, just—”

      It was what he had been waiting for, apparently. She’d scarcely gotten the words out before his hand was there. Rough fingers shoved the panel of her underwear aside.

      “Oh fuck, you’re bare,” he groaned.

      That shouldn’t have made her glow, but she was on fire, burning, incandescent.

      Panting, she shifted into his touch. “Glad you like.”

      “I love it.”

      Nice and slick, he ran his fingers up and down the length of her opening before plunging two inside. She jerked into the touch. Her hands nearly dropped, but she caught herself, groaning and gripping her own wrist tighter.

      “So wet, baby. I thought your tits were perfect, but this pussy, Jesus, it’s gold. Can’t wait to get inside it. Do you want that? Gonna let me fuck this gorgeous cunt?”

      “Yes, yes.” More words wanted to spill out of her. She wanted to watch him do it. Maybe, someday, if they did this again, she would.

      The uncertainty fired off a pang behind her ribs.

      Because she didn’t know. She’d been the one to say she couldn’t promise him anything. They might just be scratching an itch here; once they left this plane they might be done.

      Or they might not be. A hunger had awoken in her. She liked this too much. Lying back, doing as he told her to. Letting herself stop fucking thinking.

      A laugh threatened to break free. What was she doing? Falling out of the moment thinking about how nice it was not to be thinking?

      Maybe Dane was right. Maybe she had needed this.

      Maybe she needed a lot more.

      Before she could dwell too much, a twisting pinch at her nipple returned her to the present.

      “Am I boring you?”

      “No.” She shook her head wildly. What had he told her to do when she thought too much? Focus on the present. On what she was feeling. “Just.” Her voice came out all raspy and low. “Feels good.”

      So good.

      And even better when his thumb found her clit.

      “Tell me how it feels. What you like.” He stroked in teasing circles against that bright, hot point of pleasure, curling his fingers deep inside. “I want to know every little thing that takes you apart.”

      “Harder,” she begged. A part of her wanted to bat his hand aside and show him how it was done, but she gritted her teeth and tilted her hips until he hit that perfect spot inside her, and she groaned. But she wanted fuller, deeper, more. “My clit, please—”

      And then his lips were gone from her breast. Cold air on wet flesh made her shiver, but before she could complain about the loss, the heat of his mouth descended. His tongue replaced his thumb against her pussy, and oh yes.

      “Oh God,” she groaned, “yes, like that.”

      His whole mouth fit to her, and he added another finger, stretching her wider even as his tongue drummed faster against her clit.

      Just like that, she was there. “I’m going to—shit—Dane—”

      “Sir,” he all but growled.

      “Sir. Please—please—”

      She was so close, everything tensed toward it. In frustration, she dropped a hand and squeezed her nipple hard, and yeah, that was what she’d needed, that was—

      The sudden absence and the emptiness were cutting glass, were ice. All the cresting feeling collapsed from underneath her, and she couldn’t breathe. “No, what—”

      But there weren’t any answers. Without the power of her sight she was even more lost, her head spinning as he grabbed her by her hips. The orgasm he’d pulled out from under her collapsed into an echoing hollow pang, arousal so intense it was nearly pain, but there was nothing she could do. He dragged her forward, twisting and pulling at her limbs until she was on her knees facing the seat. Her breasts dragged against the cold leather, her arm scrabbling at the surface.

      “I told you you only got one warning.”
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