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      Xenia Arbuckles’s heart was full as she walked along the riverbank on that sunny day. Her best friends, Owen Bishop and Simon, Viscount Kinnerton, strolled beside her, their presence as familiar as the cobblestone streets of Kinnerton they had roamed since childhood. She’d loved Simon since she first saw him at age nine. Owen’s practical joker personality had repelled her affection some, as she was the victim of many of his pranks back then, so she hadn’t fallen for him until six months later.

      Now she was twenty-two and her work in her parents’ bakery occupied much of her time, but she stole away as often as she could for strolls by the river with her friends.

      She noticed Simon’s well-tailored coat hugging his tall frame with meticulous care, the cravat tied just so, and his boots somehow appearing pristine despite the dirt road beneath them. “Simon, must you always appear as if attending a ball at Almack’s?” she teased.

      She’d never been to Almack’s Assembly Rooms, but her cousin Sarah had, and had written paragraph after paragraph about it. Xenia hadn’t had a Season—bakers’ daughters couldn’t afford the expense of months in London, and for what purpose? No one would wish to marry her. After Sarah found a husband, she’d sent some of her gowns to Xenia, who wore them to the local assemblies, but that was as close as she would ever come to a Season.

      Simon looked down his nose at her, feigning haughtiness, his hazel eyes holding a glint of amusement as he regarded her playful challenge. “One must maintain a certain decorum, Xenia. Even when in the company of old friends.”

      “But look at Owen here.” She gestured toward their friend as he walked on her other side. Owen’s appearance starkly contrasted Simon’s. He’d taken off his coat and held it by one finger over his shoulder. His rolled-up shirtsleeves revealed forearms sculpted by the blacksmith’s forge he worked over, as his father and grandfather had before him.

      Owen laughed heartily, the sound resonating in the open air, and he shrugged. “I’ve no one to impress other than Zee here, and she has a fondness for my arms.” He flexed one arm, his white linen sleeve tightening over the bulge of his biceps.

      “See, Simon? There’s much to be said for the appeal of a man whose sole focus isn’t his appearance,” she teased.

      When they reached their usual spot, she settled beside Simon on the grassy bank, taking in the gentle ripple of the river. Owen sat close by. She tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear, the warmth of nostalgia flooding through her as her thoughts drifted to memories of summers past. The laughter and splashes, Simon’s scholarly advice, mixed with Owen’s boisterous tales, all made up their friendship over the years.

      She remembered the day Simon had defended her honor against a group of unruly village boys, his stance noble even at the young age of twelve. Owen had always packed an apple for her when she joined them fishing at this very spot.

      With a soft sigh, she glanced at Simon, noting how the afternoon light played upon his features, casting shadows across his defined jawline. He sat with an effortless grace, his black hair catching hints of sunlight, his eyes deep and thoughtful.

      Where Simon was the embodiment of refined elegance, Owen was the epitome of rugged vitality. His broad shoulders and muscular arms, forged by countless hours at the anvil, spoke of his labor. With his brown hair tousled from the breeze, he exuded a raw strength that made Xenia’s heart quicken. Yet, beneath that brawny exterior lay a gentleness that had always drawn her to him. There was something in his brown eyes she couldn’t resist.

      The juxtaposition of the two men beside her—the viscount and the village blacksmith—was as compelling as it was curious. Each held a piece of her affection, a portion of her heart, for reasons as unique as their appearances.

      Lately, she wondered why neither of them had courted her. They had flirtations with the local girls, she knew from hearing her friends talk—well, gossip. They’d kissed a few, and more. Simon would probably marry an heiress or a member of the nobility, but Owen was free to choose anyone. Yet they’d never even tried to kiss her. It hurt to be singled out as undesirable, for that was the only reason she could think for them to avoid her.

      She watched Owen as he plucked a smooth stone from the riverbank and tossed it across the water. “Owen, I can’t believe you still practice throwing stones.”

      “I’m not practicing, Zee. I have perfected the skill. It’s all in the wrist, and I’ve got the strongest wrists in Kinnerton.” His eyes twinkled with laughter.

      “Strong wrists indeed.” Simon rose and brushed off the seat of his breeches, as if to accept an unspoken challenge.

      Simon tossed his stone with a deft flick of his wrist. It danced across the water’s surface, skipping thrice before sinking into the murky depths. He turned triumphantly toward Owen. “Your turn. Care to wager on your throw?”

      Owen’s eyes narrowed playfully as he selected another stone. His arm swung in an arc, graceful and precise, sending the stone skimming fluidly over the river, beating Simon’s count by one.

      As the two men bantered and laughed, Xenia’s gaze shifted between them. The ease of their friendship was so enjoyable to watch, yet she couldn’t put aside how they treated her. She’d been kissed and caressed by several young men in the village, but none whose companionship she enjoyed like these two. Didn’t they desire her?

      “Zee?” Owen’s voice pulled her from her reverie, his brow furrowed in gentle concern. “You’ve gone quiet on us.”

      Shaking away her smoldering thoughts, she smiled brightly, masking the struggle within. “Just admiring the competition. It’s not every day one gets to witness such... expertise.”

      Their laughter mingled once more with the sounds of the flowing water, but beneath Xenia’s cheery exterior, a seed of determination had taken root. The time for waiting on these two had come to an end. One of them was going to kiss her before they left the river’s edge.

      Yesterday was her twenty-second birthday, and she wasn’t going to wait any longer for one of these two to declare his love for her. No more would she remain a passive observer in her own romantic destiny. It was time to take control, to grip the reins of fate firmly in her hands.

      Their competitive jests gave way to hearty laughter over something one of them said, but her attention was on the rush of her decision coursing through her veins. She stood and took a deep breath, feeling the fabric of her chemise brush against her breasts as she moved. It was like the sensation of a hand gliding down her side, teasing the edge of possibility. Her pulse quickened, and she balled her fists at her sides, gathering the strength to act.

      “Gentlemen, I have been giving some thought to the village gossip, and I’ve decided it’s high time we put an end to their idle chatter.”

      “Oh? And which tidbit are we putting to rest?” Simon’s eyebrows arched with curiosity.

      “The talk among the young ladies is always about which of you two would make the better husband, the better... lover.” She let the word hang between them, sweet and tantalizing, like ripe fruit on the vine. “But I find myself more intrigued by something simpler. Which of you is the better kisser?”

      The words floated out, light as air, yet they landed with a weight that altered the mood. Simon’s face was a study in contrasts. A wave of astonishment quickly doused the initial flicker of humor in his eyes. His jaw tightened, his usual composed manner wavering as if she had asked him to dance naked in the town square.

      “Xenia...” The hand that had been resting casually by Simon’s side now clenched and unclenched. He drew back slightly, not unlike a gentleman stepping away from a challenge he hadn’t anticipated, watching her with an intensity that seemed to glide down the length of her being.

      She could see Simon wrestling with the notion. There was vulnerability there, a crack in the armor she had never seen before. And in that moment, she realized how much this game meant—not just to her, but perhaps to him as well. He watched her as if waiting for her to retract her boldness and restore the innocent friendship they had always known.

      Owen’s laughter broke the silence, a rich and hearty sound. He met Xenia’s challenge with a roguish grin, his eyes alight with mischief as he stood with easy confidence. “Well now, I’ve never been one to shy away from a bit of friendly competition.”

      His stance was relaxed as he stood, yet there was a new, palpable energy about him. “Let’s see then, shall we?” He winked at her with an audacious charm.
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        * * *

      

      Simon watched Xenia as she stood there expectantly, and the desire to close the distance between them, to savor the sweetness he’d tasted on her lips, swelled within him.

      He shifted uncomfortably, his thoughts betraying him, wandering down a path that led to forbidden pleasures. The pact he had made with Owen loomed over him like a chaperone at a ball. They had sworn an oath, boys masquerading as men, that neither would court Xenia, fearing the chase would fray the seams of their friendship.

      Yet here he sat, yearning stirring in his chest. Simon’s gaze lingered on Xenia, her blue eyes reflecting the vast sky above, unruly black hair escaping her bun to dance in the wind.

      He considered the ramifications of accepting her challenge, simple as it was. He could kiss her, potentially causing the fracture of a lifelong bond with Owen. There was also the risk of exposing his heart only to have it spurned—she likely only toyed with them out of boredom. Then, as Xenia turned toward him, a playful smile gracing her lips, the decision seemed to make itself.

      Simon took a step closer, the scent of her lavender perfume ensnaring him further. His heart thundered in his chest. The pact, once a stalwart guardian of his actions, now felt like chains to be broken.

      He hesitated, his gaze meeting Owen’s, an entire conversation communicated in a single glance. He saw something in his friend’s gaze, a challenge perhaps, or maybe just the reflection of his own turmoil.

      The air was charged with unspoken tension, and Simon knew he could not—would not—stand idly by while uncertainty remained about who would step forward first. Owen would gloat over being first, and Simon loathed to hear it.

      With a quiet resolve, Simon closed the distance between himself and Xenia, every step measured and resolute.

      “Xenia, come closer.” His hand extended toward her, fingers brushing against hers. Her skin was warm, soft, and he couldn’t help but imagine touching her more sensitive places. His fingertips traced her palm before entwining with her fingers, holding onto this connection as if it were a lifeline amidst the storm of his emotions.

      He was being ridiculous. This was a mere kiss.

      His resolve solidified as he stood before her. He lifted a hand to tuck an errant curl behind her ear. His thumb lingered for a moment too long, drifting across the softness of her cheek, down to trace the full curve of her lips. She was a vision of loveliness, with eyes that shimmered like the deepest pools of the river beside them.

      “Your eyes are the stars of the night sky—limitless and bright.” Simon realized the words sounded like something a schoolboy might say, but he couldn’t take it back now.

      With a tenderness that belied the fervent beating of his heart, he pressed his lips to hers in a kiss that was both an exploration and a promise. His other hand found its way to her waist, pulling her gently closer, unwilling to let even the whisper of a breeze pass between them.

      As their lips parted, Simon couldn’t help but bask in the aftermath of that singular touch. Xenia’s chest rose and fell as she breathed hard, the luscious swell of her breasts visible above the neckline of her gown, betraying the effect his kiss had wrought upon her.

      A surge of pride swelled within Simon, as cocksure as any rake. Not only had he kissed Xenia Arbuckle, the woman who haunted his most private thoughts, but it had been a kiss that left her wanting more. He allowed himself a small, victorious smile, one that only deepened as he noted the flush of her cheeks—a bloom more telling than any words could ever be.

      Just as he considered kissing her again, Owen took a step forward. “My turn.”
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        * * *

      

      Without awaiting a response, Owen gently but firmly pushed Simon aside. There was no malice in the gesture, just a bold assertion of presence. His grin was wide and unabashedly confident, as if he had already been assured victory in whatever competition they had unwittingly entered.

      He always won when he and Simon competed, whether in women or sport.

      He leaned in close, inhaling the scent of Zee’s soap or powder that surrounded her. “Simon may have been the first, but I can assure you, love, what I’m about to do to you will make his kiss seem a mere whisper against your lips.”

      Owen reached for her face. “You’re the prettiest girl in the village, Zee. But you know that.” He traced the line of her jaw with his rough thumb.

      “Your beauty outshines the stars themselves.” His methodical kisses began, a soft press to her forehead that spoke of reverence. Slowly, deliberately, his lips moved across her temple, dusting her cheekbones with affectionate pecks that stirred the air between them.

      Her eyes fluttered closed under the tender assault. Owen reveled in the anticipation he was building, his heart thrumming. When at last his mouth found hers, it wasn’t just a claiming—it was a celebration, a feast after famine.

      The world seemed to tilt on its axis as he kissed her, his lips coaxing, demanding, giving all in one breath-stealing communion.

      How long he kissed her he couldn’t say, but it was a potent force that left her panting and flushed with warmth. As he drew back, his eyes searched hers for a reaction. A moment of silence hung between them before Xenia’s laughter broke through. “Good heavens. You two are going to be the ruin of me.” Her hand fluttered to her chest, where her heart beat a frantic pace.

      She playfully swatted at Owen’s arm, her touch light but pointed. “Such boldness, Mr. Bishop. I do believe you’ve spent too much time at the forge, thinking you can bend people to your will as easily as iron.”

      Turning to Simon, who stood watching with an intensity that could melt that iron Zee mentioned, she wagged a finger. “And you, Viscount Kinnerton, don’t think I didn’t notice the way you took charge of the situation. How very like you.”

      Her hand rose, a delicate fan in motion, stirring the air around her flushed cheeks. She glanced from one man to the other, her lips curving into a playful smile. “As for which kiss was superior... well, I must say, you’ve given me quite the dilemma. Both were so... persuasive in your own right.”

      Owen watched her, silently urging her to declare a victor. He saw Simon giving her the same pointed glare.

      “Excellent kisses, indeed,” she continued, coyly avoiding a direct answer. “But to choose a winner? It’s too close to decide. It seems we’ve reached an impasse, gentlemen.” Her eyes danced with challenge and invitation, suggesting this game was far from over.
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        * * *

      

      Simon’s jaw clenched, a storm of emotions churning within him as he observed the playful twinkle in Xenia’s eyes. Though bemusement touched the corners of his mouth, the tightness in his chest betrayed his true feelings. He admired her spirit, the ease with which she turned their fierce rivalry into a jest, but it gnawed at him—the need to surpass Owen, to be the one who ignited the fire in her eyes.

      “Miss Arbuckle,” he began, mocking her formal tone, “your levity in such a moment is endearing.” His words were deliberate, chosen to convey both his vexation and his fondness for her impish charm.

      Yet, there was something more—a deep-seated drive that propelled him. Simon Cooke, Fifth Viscount Kinnerton, was not accustomed to sharing victory. In matters of sport, wit, or matters of the heart, he always strived to best Owen, to stand unrivaled. And now, with stakes higher than ever, that need burned brighter, fueled by the alluring glint in Xenia’s gaze.

      As if sensing the silent battle raging within him, her lips curved into a mischievous smile. She stepped closer, her proximity reigniting the desire that he fought to keep at bay. “Perhaps then, gentlemen, we shall have to try again.”

      Her suggestion hung in the air, a siren’s call that beckoned with the promise of sweet victory and perilous defeat. Simon’s heart pounded with the thrill of the challenge. He could see the same eagerness reflected in Owen’s stance, the anticipation of another chance to claim her favor.

      This game could prove very enjoyable.
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      As Xenia’s words floated through the space between them, Simon said nothing. He stood silently, but his gaze told her volumes. He offered no grandiose declaration or boastful retort. Instead, there was an unspoken promise shimmering within his steady look, one of passion held in careful reserve. She shivered, hungry for what he seemed to offer.

      He stepped closer with deliberate poise, the distance between them shrinking in an instant. He moved with precision. The air seemed to thicken, charged with anticipation and something more—something raw and unnamed that pulsed just beneath their practiced façade of playful banter.

      As Simon leaned in, his approach was neither hesitant nor brash, but assuredly gentle, a firmness underlying his tenderness. His hand pressed against the small of her back, drawing her imperceptibly nearer. His lips brushed against hers, a contact so soft it may have been mistaken for a whisper had it not been for the warmth that radiated from the touch.

      Xenia felt a surge of heat uncoil within her, spreading outwards to every extremity. Her pulse quickened, her heart beating a fevered rhythm against her ribs. The sensation of his lips, firm yet pliant against her own, sent a cascade of shivers down her spine, awakening every nerve ending with a keen sense of awareness. Lost in the moment, she experienced the subtle dance of pressure and retreat, the ebb and flow of a kiss promising far more than mere skill.

      The world seemed to hush around her, every sense attuned to the man before her. Simon’s kiss was a revelation, an unfurling of desire that she hadn’t known she’d been holding back. Within her mind, a chorus of surprise and delight sang praises to the depth of his passion as if he poured every unspoken word, every concealed emotion, into their ardent embrace.

      Tingling spread like wildfire from her fingertips to the very tips of her toes, igniting a flurry beneath her skin that left her breathless and wanting. Her stomach fluttered with a battalion of butterflies, tumultuous and wild in their flight, as though his lips had whispered secrets they dared not reveal. She melted into him, her body succumbing to his assault as effortlessly as wax to flame, each caress stoking the fire within her.

      He drew back, watching her with intense eyes that seemed to see straight through to her soul. He slid his hand down her side, over the curve of her hip, trailing down to the softness of her thigh.

      Wondering how far he meant to go with his touches, Xenia met his gaze, her chest rising and falling with uneven breaths that betrayed her reactions. Her eyes held Simon’s steady gaze, silently challenging him to further prove the depth of his ardor. The air between them crackled with the promise of more.

      Her gaze shifted from Simon to where Owen stood a few paces away. Owen came closer. His eyes glinted with a playful spark that acknowledged their silent game. “It appears to be my turn again.” He stopped beside Xenia, towering over her shorter frame, a knowing smile playing at the corners of his mouth.

      Without hesitation, he reached out, his large, calloused hands enveloping Xenia’s. One arm snaked around her waist, pulling her flush against him, while the other cradled the back of her head, his fingers threading through the dark tresses that had yet to escape her bun. His grip was firm yet mindful, as if he held something precious.

      His lips descended upon hers with bold intent, starkly contrasting with Simon’s earlier tenderness. Owen’s kiss showed his confidence, fierce and unapologetic in its claim. Yet there was a gentleness in his fervor, a careful balance between passion and respect that sent a thrill coursing through Xenia’s veins.

      She felt every fiber of her being respond, her body moving against his with an instinctual rhythm. The sensation of his powerful arms holding her so tightly made it clear he wanted her as badly as she wanted him. She moaned, pressing herself against him.

      The world around them seemed to fall away, leaving only the rising heat between their bodies. Her heart hammered against her ribs. His tongue thrust into her mouth, imitating the act she wished they were doing.

      When they parted, she saw the question in Owen’s eyes, which matched the look on Simon’s face. If they didn’t want her in bed, they were excellent actors. She didn’t want their game to end. “Goodness. If this is the best Kinnerton’s most eligible bachelors can do, I fear for our village’s prospects.”

      The two men stood there, momentarily taken aback by her jest. Had no woman ever questioned their virility before? Judging by their kisses, the answer was no, as there was nothing lacking in either man’s seduction. Then they laughed, Owen running a hand through his hair.

      “Perhaps we are merely out of practice,” Simon retorted smoothly, his voice carrying an edge of warmth.

      Owen grinned widely. “Or maybe we’re just saving our true talents for someone who can fully appreciate them.”

      Simon still chuckled when he turned, his posture relaxed, a silent signal that their playful challenge had reached its end. Owen, too, nodded with an air of finality, the corners of his eyes crinkling with mirth. They began to retreat, to go back to their stone skipping.

      “Wait,” Xenia called.

      With a swift motion, she reached for Owen, her fingers curling around the coarse fabric of his shirt sleeve. She pulled him back toward her with surprising strength, fueled by an impulsive desire. Owen stumbled slightly, his shock clear as his eyes widened, meeting hers with a look that mingled surprise with a spark of intrigue.

      “Do you think you can leave with just that?” She wrapped her arms around his neck, drawing him closer. “Now, seduce me properly.”

      His breath hitched ever so slightly, but she could feel the thrum of anticipation between them. The game had changed, and she knew it as well as he did.

      “Is that what you want, Zee? A proper seduction?” His question was a whisper against her lips, an invitation hanging in the charged space of their proximity.

      A mischievous grin touched her lips, and her heart pounded in her chest. “I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t,” she retorted, eyes locking onto his with an unyielding intensity.
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        * * *

      

      Before he kissed her again, Owen’s gaze met Simon’s. Being seduced by Zee wasn’t something he’d ever expected to happen. It wasn’t something they could have planned on when they agreed to never kiss her, or anything else.

      He could see it in Simon’s eyes, a mental wrestling with the same turmoil that clawed at Owen’s resolve. They had sworn that neither would seek Zee’s affections, to preserve the sanctity of their friendship. Yet here she was, her eyes alight with mischief and desire, unknowingly beckoning one of them to forsake honor for passion.

      The silence coiled around them tightly until Owen could bear it no longer. With a resolve that surprised even himself, he leaned into Zee. “I must ask again. This is what you wish?” He searched her face for any hint of uncertainty, any sign that she might recant and free them from this precipice.

      “More than anything,” she whispered, her breath hitching with a mix of anticipation and excitement.

      Her response made his groin tighten. He’d wanted this for so long, and he could have her now. No recriminations. His touch was gentle as it traced the line of her jaw before gliding down the curves of her body. The fabric of her gown was soft beneath his fingertips, and warm from her body.

      His lips found hers with a hunger that startled him, and a quiet gasp escaped her as their mouths met in an urgent, heated exchange. His hand rose to find the fullness of her breast, fingers splaying to cup and caress through the layers of her gown. His thumb brushed over her nipple. Her answering whimper drove him on.

      He cupped her bottom with his other hand, squeezing the soft flesh and pressing her against his groin. His cock jumped at the increased pressure. The heat of her skin seared his palms through the thin fabric of her garments, the sensation sending ripples of yearning coursing through his veins.

      Zee’s body arched into his touch, her hands reaching up to tangle in the locks of his brown hair. Her chest rose and fell rapidly, and her kisses trailed over his face and neck.

      Simon loomed closer. With a swift motion, he grasped Zee’s arm, pulling her away from Owen’s passionate embrace. “Enough.”

      Zee stumbled slightly against Simon’s chest, her eyes wide, her lips full and red from kissing. Startled, Owen could only watch as Simon cradled her face in his hands. There was no hesitation in Simon’s actions, no uncertainty. He seemed to pour every ounce of his longing into the kiss he pressed upon her, his lips descending with intensity onto hers.

      It was a kiss that sought to claim, to possess, to brand her soul with the depth of his longing. He kissed her not just with his mouth, but with his entire being, her black hair falling free of its pins around them like a curtain, eyes closed in fierce concentration. Her soft moan fueled the fire within Owen’s gut.

      Simon’s boldness stirred envy in Owen when his fingers traced the neckline of Zee’s gown. With a swift motion, he lowered the delicate fabric just enough to expose the soft curve of her breast to his hungry gaze. He bent his head to take the fullness in his mouth.

      She gasped as Simon’s lips worshipped the tender flesh, her back arching slightly into the caress, eyes closed as if to better focus on what she felt. Her breath hitched. “Simon,” she whispered with a sigh.

      Hearing her lost in pleasure, Owen desperately needed to reclaim a part in this seduction. His lips descended onto the nape of her neck, brushing aside the thick waves of her hair. His kisses were gentle, as if he sought to tame the storm of emotions raging within him.

      Her skin was warm under his lips, and he could feel the subtle shivers that ran down her spine. His fingers found the laces of her gown and tugged them, pulling the garment down over her shoulders. She lowered her arms to let it drop.

      “Your skin is so soft,” Owen said, as he stroked her back above her chemise.

      Her response was a breathless sigh. His hands descended further, shaping the curve of her buttocks through the thin fabric.

      Simon’s moves seemed possessive when he bunched her chemise in his hands and lifted it over her head. He let the fabric fall to the ground as he gazed at her naked form. “You’re perfect, Xenia, just as I imagined you’d be.” He stroked his fingertips over her hip, over her belly.

      Owen’s body tensed in reaction to the soft moans that escaped Xenia’s lips. Her need for pleasure was a siren’s call, and his own desires surged. He drew back just enough to witness Simon worshiping her with his mouth, the sight igniting a primal urge within him.

      Simon straightened, glancing at Owen, a wordless conversation passing between them. They’d shared a woman once, a willing barmaid in a nearby town, but this was incomparable. This was their Zee, their friend. What they were doing changed everything.
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      When Xenia felt her chemise being raised, her breath hitched. She’d never been fully naked with a man, and here she stood with the two men who had frequented her most clandestine dreams. She’d never dreamed of loving both at the same time, however. The sheer idea was overwhelming, yet she wasn’t afraid of disappointing them. And the only way they could disappoint her would be to stop now.

      Simon’s face was tense with restrained passion, his eyes alight with an intensity that sent a tremor skittering down Xenia’s spine. The anticipation coiled within her, tight and insistent, as her body responded to the unspoken promise etched into his smoldering look. She could nearly feel the weight of his desire. She stole a glance to see his erection pressing against his breeches.

      “Is this all right, Xenia?” He watched her with an intensity that caused her knees to weaken. Without breaking eye contact, he slid his hand down her side in a languid trail that ignited her skin. His touch was reverent as it traced the curve of her hip, then ventured toward her center, causing a hushed gasp to part her lips. His fingers whispered over her thigh.

      “Oh, yes,” she sighed. A shiver raced over her bare shoulders, not from a chill in the air, but from the exhilarating sense of vulnerability.

      Simon’s fingers brushed her dark curls, and her hips rocked toward him.

      She felt the heat of Owen standing behind her. Reaching over her shoulders, his fingers smoothed across her collarbone before descending to the swell of her breasts, drawing circles around the sensitive peaks that ached for further attention.

      The sensations they stirred were beyond what she could have imagined. Hands on her breasts, someone cupping her bottom, squeezing and spreading her, then someone found her dampness. She gasped at the throb that finger awoke.

      Simon caught her gaze, his eyes alight with passion. He licked his lips and smiled.

      Owen spread his coat on the grass and Simon followed suit, fashioning a makeshift bed. While they undressed—finally—she lay down, one knee bent in a weak attempt at modesty. Here, in the full light of the sun, they could see everything, the padding on her belly, the lines on her full thighs.

      Her stockings and shoes were unnecessary now, making her feel more exposed. She quickly removed them while watching the men undress.

      Simon tugged off his waistcoat, unwound his cravat, and fumbled with the buttons of his fall. When he shrugged off his shirt, exposing the broad expanse of his chest, Xenia saw black hair dusting the firm muscles.

      Owen had worn no cravat. He pulled his shirt over his head while holding her gaze as if he awaited her reaction. His smithy work was evident in the powerful build of his shoulders and arms, the sinewy strength that came from years of laboring over an anvil. He cast his clothes aside with a carelessness born of urgency.

      Xenia’s breath caught as she took them in—Simon’s dark strip of hair trailing down from his muscular chest, and Owen’s hairless muscle. As they stepped out of their breeches, need pooled low in her belly. Her gaze traced every hard line and contour on display, sparking a flame deep within her, a throbbing need.

      They positioned themselves on either side of her, their nakedness enveloping her like a cloak. The heat emanating from their bodies chased away the chill, wrapping her in an embrace of pure warmth. She lay back, lifting a hand to stroke Owen’s biceps. He was like rock.

      Simon’s eyes roved over her and his gentle fingertips followed in a path from her thigh to her breast, stroking but not landing anywhere.

      Owen kneeled at her hip, parting her thighs and dipping into the warmth of her wet, hot sex. “God save us, you’re drenched. Seems we’re doing something right, wouldn’t you say?” he teased, his voice thick with desire, yet laced with a playful edge.

      “Something—” her breath hitched when he brushed against her nub. Her legs spread a bit more, and she rolled into the touch. “Oh, yes.”

      Simon lowered his head to capture one pert nipple with his lips. He lavished it with attention, sucking and kneading. His tongue flicked out, toying with the hardened bud, drawing a gasp from Xenia’s lips. His other hand trailed over the curve of her waist and down the length of her thigh.

      Owen continued to trace the damp heat between her legs, spreading her moisture. Just before her eyes fluttered shut, she saw Simon lower his head between her thighs. His fingers joined Owen’s, then his tongue found her nub, flicking and teasing. She cried out. Someone’s finger slipped inside her, and Simon’s tongue continued his worship.

      “Make her come,” Owen said with a growl.

      She quivered around the finger at the thought of coming. As much as she wanted it, she didn’t want it yet. More tongue, more hands, more eyes watching her—that’s what she wanted now.

      As Simon sucked her clitoris, she rode the finger inside her, her thighs brushing against the rough bristles of Simon’s cheeks.

      “That’s good, Zee. Let it happen,” Owen encouraged, then licked and nipped the skin on her thigh.

      She was too weak to make it last. They were too skilled. A few flicks of the tongue on her clitoris shattered her, and she cried out. “Oh, oh, Simon, Owen, don’t stop.”

      They continued their caresses as wave after wave of pleasure engulfed her. The finger withdrew, and Simon lapped up the evidence of her wicked desire. “So sweet.”

      Simon spread her thighs wide and positioned himself at her entrance, stroking the length of his cock. The heat in his eyes burned into her. He lifted her legs, angling for his entry, and guided himself with a steady hand, the tip of his cock nudging gently against her. With a deliberate thrust, he breached her warmth, inch by inch, until he was fully sheathed within her. Her breath caught in her throat, a soft moan escaping as she felt the delicious stretch, the sensation of being wholly filled by him.

      Her fingers dug into the makeshift bedding of their coats beneath her, eyes fluttering closed as she adjusted to him. His thrusts were measured, a rhythm set to stoke the fire building inside her, rather than to achieve his orgasm. Each motion drew a deeper gasp from her lips, her body responding with an eager undulation to meet him stroke for stroke.

      “You’re so lovely,” Simon said in a strained voice.

      “And wet,” added Owen, who kneeled beside her.

      After a succession of purposeful thrusts, Simon pulled out, and Xenia whimpered at the loss of fullness. With a glance at Owen, he moved aside.

      Owen crawled into place on his knees. He slid into her with a steady glide that made her shiver with anticipation. He didn’t plunge fully into her immediately, and she enjoyed the graze of his body against hers. Xenia’s heart raced, feeling the difference in their lovemaking, both distinct yet equally exhilarating. Owen’s fingers found her clitoris, flicking his nail gently across it.

      “Look at you,” Owen said as he watched her face. “So beautiful, so ready for us.” His thrusts picked up pace, each one punctuated by the careful ministrations of his fingers, stoking the flame that Simon had kindled. Xenia’s world narrowed to the points where they connected, to the building crescendo of bliss that threatened to wash over her in waves.

      He drove into her as Simon watched, uttering brief comments that were as obscene as the touch of Owen’s finger on her nub. Simon angled her leg as if to better see where Owen slid in and out of her. The naughtiness of him watching, of her being with two men at the same time, made her quiver around Owen’s cock.

      Then Simon licked her clitoris, and she squeaked at the sensation. Owen began to grunt with each thrust of his cock, and she knew he was getting close. Without warning, she burst into waves of ecstasy, her hips rocking.

      He suddenly withdrew, and she met his gaze while his hand moved with purpose along the length of his slick cock, strokes measured and deliberate. As he came, his seed spilled onto Xenia’s thighs.

      She sought Simon’s cock, still swollen and turgid. Her fingers wrapped around him and she drew her hand up his length. He exhaled a deep, ragged breath as she stroked. She observed every subtle change in his expression—the way his eyes darkened, his jaw clenched, and his lips parted with each stroke she administered.

      With her thumb, she spread the liquid on his tip. Using the sounds he uttered as a guide, she quickened the pace of her strokes as he grew closer to release. His face was etched with fervor as his climax neared. His stomach tensed, his hips fucking her hand. And when he finally surrendered to the sensation, his body jerked with a primal force into her hand, his release shooting across her belly.

      Xenia watched him rock back on his heels. Then she looked at Owen, who studied her with a smoldering look she’d never seen on any man before. She wished they would lie beside her and cuddle in the contentment of satiation.

      Simon took out the handkerchief tucked in the pocket of his discarded coat, unfolding it with careful hands. Xenia watched as he dabbed at her belly, the touch light and considerate, a stark contrast to the fervor that had preceded it. His actions were unhurried, the fabric gliding over her skin, mopping up the traces of their shared abandon.

      “Here,” Owen said softly, proffering another handkerchief. He took his turn, his fingers brushing against her sensitized skin between her thighs as he tended to the remnants of their passion, a small smile playing on his lips.

      The act was practical, yet there was an intimacy in these moments—a silent acknowledgment of the care they held for one another. It was a different closeness than the lustful heat that had just simmered between them.

      With the quiet task complete, Simon’s gaze met Xenia’s, a playful spark igniting within the depths of his eyes. “So, lovely Xenia, who was the more adept lover?”

      Her elation sank, dampened by this reminder that what they’d shared had simply been a contest. What she perceived as emotion behind their loving acts was merely a competitive need to best the other man. She quickly swept aside any foolish notions she had that they might enjoy each other another time in the future. She glanced between Simon’s expectant look and Owen’s curious tilt of the head. With a coy smile, she replied, “Why, Simon, I believe you wouldn’t wish to hear if the answer didn’t favor you.”
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