
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Many Hands: An Anthology of Polyamorous Erotica

	 

	[image: The logo for the Duck Prints Press explicit imprint Duxxx Prints Press. It has text with the name of the press, and the three xs are filled in with the colors of a grayscale rainbow. A droplet drips from the last S of ‘Press,’ and it also has grayscale rainbow colored fill. On the left side and bottom of the text are citrus slices and lemons shown at various angles, and each is a different shade of gray, in order from darkest to lightest. The darkest is in the upper left corner, the lightest below the S, and is intersected by the droplet.]

	Duck Prints Press, LLC

	Schenectady, NY

	 


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced without written permission from the publisher and the story author(s). Reviews, blog posts, articles, etc., may use short quotes under “fair use” rules.

	The stories in this anthology are works of fiction. The characters and events portrayed are a product of the authors’ imaginations. Businesses, places, and incidents pulled from the real world or history are used in a fictional manner. Any resemblance to real people or events is coincidental.

	Many Hands: An Anthology of Polyamorous Erotica © 2024, Duck Prints Press LLC

	“Wintersong” © 2024, Alex Bauer

	“Getting the Band Together” © 2024, enchantedsleeper

	“The Seduction of Thierry Bacheler” © 2024, D. A. Hernández

	“the thought of men” © 2024, ilgaksu

	“Shadow Dealings” © 2024, Mina Kramek

	“Double Take” © 2024, Eliot Lovell

	“Love, With Bloodstained Jaws” © 2024, Lyonel Loy

	“A Communion and Other Rituals” © 2024, Alec J. Marsh

	“Lifeline” © 2024, K. Martin

	“please, may i have s’more?” © 2024, Cedar D. McCafferty-Svec

	“Hippie Ipsum” © 2024, YF Ollwell

	“Good, Evil, Ex” © 2024, Taliesin Owens

	“Soul Splinters” © 2024, E. K. Victor

	“Athanor” © 2024, Dei Walker

	“The Missing Prince” © 2024, Terra P. Waters

	Wrap-around Cover Art © 2024, Aaron Kotze (https://www.instagram.com/eatenbyinsects/)

	Edited by boneturtle, E. Conway, Rhosyn Goodfellow, Catherine E. Green, and Nina Waters. Significant contributions also made by Aceriee, E. V. Dean, Lacey Hays, A. L. Heard, Alec J. Marsh, Pallas Perilous, Rachael L. Young, Alessa Riel, and others.

	Print manuscript formatting by Hermit Writes.

	E-book formatting by Nina Waters.

	Published by Duck Prints Press, LLC

	Schenectady, New York

	duckprintspress.com

	ISBN (ePub): 978-1-962488-17-4

	ISBN (PDF): 978-1-962488-16-7

	ISBN (Trade Paperback): 978-1-962488-15-0


Contents

	The Missing Prince by Terra P. Waters

	Hippie Ipsum by YF Ollwell

	Love, With Bloodstained Jaws by Lyonel Loy

	the thought of men by ilgaksu

	Lifeline by K. Martin

	Athanor by Dei Walker

	The Seduction of Thierry Bacheler by D. A. Hernández

	please, may i have s’more? by Cedar D. McCafferty-Svec

	Shadow Dealings by Mina Kramek

	Double Take by Eliot Lovell

	Wintersong by Alex Bauer

	Getting the Band Together by enchantedsleeper

	Soul Splinters by E. K. Victor

	A Communion and Other Rituals by Alec J. Marsh

	Good, Evil, Ex by Taliesin Owens

	About the Authors

	Premium Backers List

	About Duck Prints Press LLC


The Missing Prince

	By Terra P. Waters

	Tags: action and adventure, arranged marriage, bisexual, blow job, cunnilingus, established relationship, f/f/m/m, f/m, f/m/m, fantasy, fuck or die, hand job, kidnapping, past tense, penis in anus sex, penis in vagina sex, pirate, royalty, soulmate tattoos, soulmates, telepathic communication, third person limited point of view, twosome + twosome = foursome

	 

	The afternoon sun warmed everything it touched, though the biting wind undid most of the sun’s magnificent effort. A young woman stood on the steps of her mother’s palace, shivering in her sleeveless pink silk gown and cursing herself for leaving her fur shawl behind. Her curly black hair would have sheltered her neck and shoulders, but this event required it be up in an intricate style. The gems on her hairpins sparkled in the sunlight like stars shining amid an inky sky.

	“Ala,” said the man beside her, placing a hand at the small of her back, “I’ll get your shawl.”

	With a decisive shake of her head, Ala said, “I need you with me when he gets here.” She turned and grasped Kormac’s hand tightly. When he smiled, a fan of creases appeared at the outer edges of his eyes. Though he was only seven years her senior, time had been less kind to his skin than hers. “Please?”

	“Your mother doesn’t want me here,” Kormac said.

	“What she wants doesn’t change our matching soul marks.” Ala brushed her thumb against the rose-shaped mark on the underside of Kormac’s forearm. Nodding toward the grand avenue that approached the palace, she said, “There’s a rumor Prince Théophile also has a commoner soulmate.”

	“Do you think it’s true?”

	Ala nodded. “Otherwise, why would he agree to marry an impure princess?”

	Kormac chuckled. “Should we let him know just how impure you are?”

	Though her eyes rolled, Ala leaned against her consort. “I’m sure that would be the perfect topic to bring up at tonight’s state dinner with the prince and his ambassador.” She kissed his neck. “Just how many times we’ve ravished each other.”

	The rumble of his laughter was the distant thunder that promised a summer storm. Five years living together as soulmates, and Ala still shuddered at the thought of getting him alone. She turned toward his solid chest, grasped the lapel of his black silk jacket, and rose onto her toes—

	—only to be thwarted by the fanfare heralding Prince Théophile’s arrival. His procession turned onto the boulevard, a phalanx of cavalry proceeding a gilded carriage drawn by four ebony-black horses. Several simpler carriages followed the prince’s, each drawn by matching sets of steeds.

	“Beautiful,” Ala breathed, standing straighter.

	“I hope you mean the horses.”

	“You know I mean the horses, love.”

	A hiss drew Ala’s attention to her mother’s admonishing look. “Please don’t ruin this. Without royal heirs, you might as well hand your throne to your Bellsbourgh cousins. I’ve worked long years since your ruined engagement to—”

	“I know, mother,” Ala murmured, keeping a perfect smile on her face despite her annoyance. “You’ve made me well aware of the stakes.”

	A curt nod was her mother’s only reply before she turned toward the prince’s arrival. His coach stopped at the foot of the stairs. A footman opened the door and held up his hand to help the occupant out, but the man who stepped from the coach didn’t take it. His light skin contrasted with the brown curls atop his head and a gold-and-ruby circlet perched there like it floated on a cloud. His face was rather square, with a thin nose and thick, pale lips. Dark eyes looked up and met Ala’s before the woman beside him—Ambassador Freeman—stole his attention. Ala felt a pang of envy toward the ambassador for the theft of the prince’s gaze.

	Ala made herself take the slow breaths she’d forgotten to inhale while enraptured. She murmured to Kormac, “He’s handsomer than I expected.”

	“I… agree?” Kormac’s tone caught her attention; she would have to ask him about it later.

	Two guards escorted Prince Théophile and Ambassador Freeman up the palace stairs. The thick red carpet rolled out for the occasion muffled their footfalls, and they arrived at the top quickly. Théophile looked younger than his purported age of twenty-eight, his body thin under his silks and furs.

	When the ambassador introduced him, Théophile greeted them. “Your Highness, Queen Sedrina of the mighty nation of Traulor”—his voice was deeper than Ala expected, his vowels slightly accented as his lips moved around them gracefully—“I bring humble greetings from my mother, Queen Brunhilde of Athium. I thank you for your gracious hospitality and look forward to making your acquaintance.”

	The queen gave him her hand, and he took it, bowing to press his forehead against their clasped hands.

	“Welcome, Prince Théophile. I would like you to meet my daughter, Crown Princess Ala’amour of Traulor.”

	He reached to take Ala’s outstretched hand but stepped on his robe and stumbled. Kormac shot forward, catching him by the hand and elbow before he could trip down the stairs. “My apologies, Your Grace,” Kormac murmured as he steadied the prince. He gave the prince’s guards an apologetic nod, let go, and stepped back with his hands up.

	Ala turned to give her hand to the prince once more, but his eyes lingered on Kormac. Was the interest she saw there the reason Queen Brunhilde had agreed to the political marriage? But the prince had a commoner soulmate. Was it a man? Was he among the personnel in the carriages below?

	When Ala’s mother cleared her throat, Théophile tore his eyes away from Kormac and set them on Ala.

	Their fingers met. His skin touched hers, and a jolt of electricity shot through her. Her gasp tasted like a storm as Prince Théophile’s eyes widened. Ala gripped his hand, pulling it closer and twisting so she could watch the rose blossoms unfurl on his arm, two of them, left- and right-leaning, joining the upright one he must’ve already had.

	“How?” she asked, meeting his eyes again, falling into the honey brown of them.

	“I thought you already…”

	Showing him her arm and her soulmate mark revealed it now transformed to include a right-leaning blossom that mirrored the one she shared with Kormac. “I do.” She dragged her fingers across his mark again; he shuddered. “With this third flower, you must already…”

	He answered her with slight hysteria in his voice. “I do!”

	Beside them, the queen spoke through clenched teeth. “The nation is watching. Turn and wave to the people.”

	Théophile let go of Ala’s hand, sweeping his cape up and facing the crowd gathered at the base of the stairs. He waved, and when Ala did as well, the onlookers cheered.

	“Come,” said the queen, turning away from the crowd and taking her guard’s outstretched elbow. “We have much to discuss.”

	Ala thought to reach for Kormac, but Théophile offered her his arm. Ala took it, and they followed the queen into the palace. She felt Kormac’s eyes on her back as the Athiumite ambassador and her guards trailed their prince, followed by Traulor’s ambassador to Athium, Lord Cormier, then the closest of the Bellsbourgh cousins: her late father’s brother and his sons.

	As they walked, Ala leaned toward Théophile and said, “Having more than one soulmate is supposed to be a myth.”

	“I’ve never heard of it before.” he said, his accent thicker and his voice less certain than it had been during his greeting.

	“I’d ask if that mark of yours was some sort of trick”—she shook her head—“but I felt the connection form.”

	“That man,” he said, looking over his shoulder. “Your man who caught me, he is…?”

	“My soulmate, and my consort, Kormac Montgomery.”

	Théophile looked back again and said, “I—I think he is mine, as well.”

	Ala caught Kormac’s eye. “You touched both of us today. That means…” His bushy eyebrows rose, then understanding crossed his face. With a small, shy smile, he said, “It will not be a hardship, Your Grace. Not for me, anyway.”

	Ala chuckled at the compliment and tried not to think of the ways Théophile could fit into her and Kormac’s lovemaking. Then she took a sharp breath as she stole another glance at his mark. “You have another soulmate.” He nodded. “Who are they? What are they like?

	Théophile cleared his throat and nodded toward the queen. “Perhaps a question better left for another time.”

	Regretfully, she agreed, “Another time.”

	Once they were ensconced in the south drawing room, the queen asked their guards to leave. The only people in the room were Ala, Kormac, Prince Théophile, Lord Cormier, and Ambassador Freeman. Queen Sedrina addressed them. “We need to appear in the ballroom shortly, or there will be talk.” She approached Théophile and held out her hand. “Give me your arm, please.”

	Théophile obeyed.

	Inspecting his new soulmark, Sedrina frowned, deep creases framing her mouth. “How did you arrange this? This trick is unnecessary. The arrangements for the wedding have been made. You knew coming here that Ala was already marked, as you were purported to be. Is that why you adjusted the design? To augment the deception with this preposterous multiple soulmate farce?”

	Théophile gave his ambassador a wide-eyed look, then turned toward Ala. “Y-your Highness, it is no trick. I’m as surprised as you.”

	“I felt it, Mother,” Ala said, stepping between the queen and her betrothed. “The bond is real. We have to…” Her cheeks flushed, and she couldn’t make her tongue work. Sidestepping the exact words, Ala said, “Théophile should stay with us tonight.”

	“Before the wedding?” asked Ambassador Freeman. “How do we know this isn’t some trick of yours? There’s been resistance among your people to the match. A soulmark would do wonders for quieting that talk.” She shook her head. “The wedding must come first.”

	Sedrina held the ambassador’s eyes for a long moment before saying, “Fine. The wedding is tomorrow, in any case.”

	A sharp pain stabbed Ala in the heart. “But we have to—” She took Théophile’s hand, marveling at the sense of calm that suffused her. She opened her mouth to continue her argument, but between her mother’s glare and that of the ambassador, she gave in. Slipping her hand from Théophile’s, she said, “Tomorrow.”

	Théophile’s nod showed disappointment, but he acquiesced. “Perhaps there will be some time to get to know each other?”

	The queen laughed. “The noble families are waiting for us so the banquet can begin. All of this”—she raised an eyebrow at Ala—“can wait.”

	Ala nodded. There was nothing she wanted less than to parade her fiancé around the aristocracy so they could judge him, but given the circumstances, it was the least bad option. She shared a glance with Kormac, who had made an art of keeping out of the queen’s way. The wry turn of his lips promised a litany of held-back thoughts would come Ala’s way when they were alone.

	Théophile held out his arm, and Ala took it, letting him lead her from the drawing room. They walked in the queen’s wake, the ambassadors behind them; Kormac fell in line with the guards farther back. Théophile murmured, “I know what the ambassador has told me about you and why my father agreed to this match, but not much else. I’d like to learn more.”

	“I…” Her face on fire, Ala said, “You really should learn more about Kormac. Before he was my consort, he was an officer of the royal guard.”

	“Did he guard you?” Théophile asked, his voice warm and breathless, as if he thought the idea cute.

	“Not really.” She patted his arm, then leaned closer, whispering, “He was a spy. He spent several years in Carth, gathering information.”

	Théophile looked over his shoulder at Kormac, like he sought spy craft on his face or in the manner of his walk. “Our spies, the few that we have, are also assassins. Is he…?”

	“Trained to kill?”

	Théophile gave her a wide-eyed nod.

	“Oh, yes. He won’t tell me the details because I’m not yet the queen, but he’s killed before.”

	Théophile shuddered. “Oh, my.”

	Ala worried she’d put too much enthusiasm into her voice, but the prince didn’t seem scared so much as turned on. Well, he was their soulmate, after all.

	*

	The scent of skin blossomed under Ala’s nose; the sweat-salt tang danced across her tongue. Lips as soft as rose petals teased her mouth. A hard length moved inside her, the perfect ache of pleasure rolling with her hips. Hands held hers against a smooth chest, the reverberations of a moan tickling her fingertips.

	Kormac’s presence was steady against her back; it wasn’t him below her. Théophile lay there, his back arched, neck long. He took one hand from the tangle with hers and used it to brace himself against the headboard. “Please…” he murmured, gasping when she rolled her hips again.

	“He sounds so pretty when he begs,” Kormac rumbled, his lips hot against her shoulder.

	“You want more, my lovely prince?” Ala said, watching Théophile shudder.

	“Yes!”

	Behind her, Kormac lifted Théophile’s knees, tilting Ala forward onto his chest. When Kormac thrust in, Ala felt Théophile’s cock twitch inside her.

	“I think he likes that, love,” she said over her shoulder.

	Kormac rumbled and thrust again, his belly hitting the small of her back.

	Théo threw his head back and moaned.

	Ala woke unsatisfied but eager for the wedding to take place, if only so they could get to the wedding night that much quicker. Kormac’s hand was on her waist; she laced her fingers with his. He stretched, his groan a low rumble against her back.

	“We’re dreaming about him,” she said, burying her face against his chest and throwing her leg over his hip.

	“Mm-hm.” Kormac grasped her leg behind the knee and shifted her closer.

	She had just tilted her face up to meet him in a kiss when there was a loud knock on their bedchamber door. “Your Grace? Captain Montgomery? It’s an emergency!”

	“It better be,” Ala muttered, rolling away from Kormac and toward the armoire. She took out a dressing gown and pulled it on while Kormac put on a pair of pants and a loose shirt.

	He met her eyes and waited for her nod before opening the door. “The princess needs to prepare for the wedding.”

	The page on the other side of the door was a young man. He held out a card with a trembling hand. “The Athiumite embassy sent word. They were attacked before dawn, and Prince Théophile is missing.”

	“Missing?” Ala’s stomach dropped as she stalked forward. Kormac took the card from the page and glanced at it, then handed it to Ala as she joined him at the door. “Has the queen been informed? Do we know who’s behind the attack?”

	The page shook his head. “I’m sorry, Your Grace. I just have the note.”

	Ala told the boy, “Inform the queen immediately!”

	“Yes, Your Highness.”

	The boy took off. Kormac closed the door and began gathering his things. “Love, if we don’t find him in the next two and a half days…”

	“I know.” She set the card on a table and went to her closet. The gown from last evening hung there beside her wedding gown. Ala reached past them for a pair of plain brown riding trousers. “We have to find him, or we’re dead.”

	*

	The queen and several generals were in the war room when Ala and Kormac arrived. When she saw Ala, she asked, “What are you wearing?”

	“We’re going—”

	“You’re not going anywhere,” her mother insisted before gesturing to Kormac. “Your consort can join the effort, but you’re my heir. You can’t risk your life.”

	“My life is already at risk. If we don’t find him in time…”

	The queen scoffed. “Don’t be stupid. You’ve already bonded with your soulmate. Whatever magic we saw yesterday won’t kill you. It can’t.”

	Ala opened her mouth to argue, but a look from her mother promised serious consequences to continuing. She pursed her lips and fumed but kept silent.

	Filling the vacuum left by Ala’s silence, Kormac asked, “What do we know? Were there any witnesses? Any clues who could have done this?”

	“Not yet,” said General Martisk. “I’ve sent guards to investigate.”

	General Blanchet said, “If this was done with ransom in mind, we should hear from the kidnappers soon.”

	“We have several enemies in common with the Athiumites.” The queen sighed and set a hand on the map spread over the table. “It could’ve been any of them.”

	“How do we find out?” Ala asked. “The longer we stand here speculating, the farther his kidnappers will have taken him.”

	“You’re right,” Kormac said, squeezing her arm. “I’ll take this to Petikan.”

	“When you see the spymaster,” the queen said with a nod of approval, “tell him to report to me as soon as he’s dispatched his agents.”

	“I’ll go with you,” Ala said to Kormac. At her mother’s glare, she explained, “I can help Petikan organize whatever information comes in. I’m fully briefed on Athium’s current affairs. After all, I was supposed to marry into the royal family today.”

	With another nod, the queen said, “The wedding will have to be postponed.”

	“Yes, Mother.” Ala gave a perfunctory bow, then took Kormac’s hand and led him from the room. Once they were out of earshot, Ala told him, “Have Liam prepare you travel rations so you can go after Théophile as soon as we learn who’s behind this.”

	Kormac stopped, meeting Ala’s eyes as he whispered, “You have to come with me.”

	Ala frowned. “You heard Mother. She wants me to stay here.”

	“But what happens if I find him without enough time to get him to you?”

	“We die.” Ala’s mind slipped away from the thought of disobeying her mother like her hand would avoid a hot stove. “I can’t just… run away. I’m the heir.”

	“You’ll be a dead heir if we don’t find Prince Théophile quickly.”

	“What if it is a trick? What if he’s not really our soulmate?”

	“We shared a dream with him last night.”

	“If it’s possible to fake this mark”—she uncovered the recent additions to the soulmark on her skin—“it would be possible to fake a shared dream.”

	Kormac frowned, licked his lips, then said, “It’s not just your life, love. If I don’t get Théo back to you in time… even if he and I were together before—”

	“You might lose two soulmates.”

	He grasped Ala’s hand and brought it to his lips. “Losing a soulmate can drive wise men mad. Losing two? I wouldn’t survive.”

	The thought of Kormac dying when she could’ve saved him by disobeying her mother strangled her heart. She put a hand to her aching chest and nodded. “I’m going with you. “

	*

	The scent of brine and rotting seaweed invaded Ala’s nose. She pressed her face to Kormac’s back and set her hand on his hip. His breath sounded too ragged for sleep. She moved her hand farther around him and found the skin covering Théophile’s ribs. Kormac’s wide fist engulfed his cock.

	Wait.

	This was a dream. In the waking world, they needed to find Théophile first. Then bed him.

	Ala scrambled off the mattress and circled it until she could see Théophile’s face. He was bound, blindfolded, and had a dirty gag in his mouth. The urge to play with him was strong, but she resisted, pulling out the gag and removing the blindfold. “Hello, love.”

	“Kiss me,” he groaned. “Please, Princess…”

	“Théophile,” she said, grasping Kormac’s wrist so he would stop moving his hand. “We’re coming to get you, but we need your help. Where are you?”

	“The port city. Channois. They say we’ll sail with the noon tide.” He turned his head toward the mattress, letting Kormac kiss his neck. “Oh, gods!”

	She grasped his bound hands and squeezed them. “Is there anything else? Anything you want to tell us?” She looked past Kormac’s shoulder and saw a shadow standing in the doorway.

	“Hester,” Théophile groaned, nodding toward the shadow. “Find Captain Hester, here in Channois. Her boat is The Blue Macaw. She’ll help you find me.”

	Ala woke with a start, hissing with pain as her neck gave a twinge that radiated down her spine. As she got her bearings, she realized she still wore her traveler’s disguise, and that she and Kormac had fallen asleep in the coach they’d commandeered for the trip south, following a tip from one of Petikan’s spies. There was something important about the dream, something—

	Ala gasped and shook her consort. “Wake up!”

	“I know,” he muttered drearily. “I’m here. I’m awake.”

	“We must go to Channois. That’s where we need to find—” Her mind drew a blank. “I can’t remember! How am I supposed to find her if I can’t remember her name?”

	“Hester,” Kormac said, smiling when Ala threw herself into his arms. “Captain Hester. I remembered that much. And her ship, The Blue Macaw.”

	“Do you know how we find a specific ship in Channois?”

	Kormac shrugged. “We go to the harbor and ask, I would imagine.”

	“If he’s on a ship, we have to know what direction they’re heading. We can’t search the entire ocean.”

	“Whoever has him will have registered their destination with the harbormaster.” He sat up, stretched his arms, and twisted, releasing a series of quiet pops from his spine. “Even if they paid the harbormaster to register a false destination, he’ll know the real one.”

	She put her hands on his chest and leaned in, kissing him. “I’m glad you’re with me. I’d be useless on this endeavor without you.”

	He gave her a sly smile and said, “I very much doubt that. In fact, I’m looking forward to letting you at the Channois harbormaster. I’d bet my last silver you’ll be able to get that destination from him in less than a minute.”

	He grew quiet, smile falling away.

	Ala laced her fingers with his. “What’s troubling you?”

	“Hester,” he said, shaking his head. “She was with us last night. Watching.”

	Ala shivered as she remembered the shadow she’d seen. She looked at the mark on her arm. The rose she shared with Kormac was mirrored by the one they shared with Théophile.

	When they met Hester, the pattern would be complete.

	Kormac stood and opened the carriage door, calling their new destination to the driver.

	Ala pulled back the curtain over the window and watched the passing forest. Her mark itched, and desperation built in her throat. There was so little time!

	*

	They changed horses mid-morning, leaving the carriage to ensure an earlier arrival in Channois. Too soon, the sun had passed the halfway mark in its journey across the sky. The tide was heading out, and Théophile’s ship with it.

	The city gates stood on the ridge above the water. It had been some time since she’d been to Channois, but the road down the hill was wide and unmistakable. At the end sat the docks, and beyond, the glittering ocean.

	A half mile short of the docks, their horses could no longer speed through the dense traffic. They gave their horses to the city watchmen—Kormac’s royal guard badge held off questions—and they continued to the harbor on foot. Kormac seemed to have a preternatural ability to arrive at a space between people just as it appeared. The desperation to find her new soulmate and cement the bond was a tight band around Ala’s heart; it beat so hard she could practically hear it above the din of the crowd.

	When the crowds parted, Kormac loosened his hold on Ala’s hand, then dropped it when he approached the window of a building that faced the docks: the harbormaster’s office. As he spoke to the comely young clerk, Ala took in their surroundings.

	A dozen docked ships were visible.

	There was a strange tickle at the back of her neck, and Ala swatted at it, thinking it a fly. As she turned to shoo it, her eyes lit on a woman passing from the street onto the docks. She wore a long sleeveless red coat that accentuated her curves and prominently displayed her thick arms. Her black hair fell in waves around her shoulders, and she wore a tri-point hat with a bright-yellow feather in the brim. When Ala glimpsed her face, it seemed familiar, like someone she should know.

	A sudden urge to shout came over her. “Hester!”

	The woman stopped and turned. The ground swayed under Ala’s feet, and she couldn’t see anything but the woman striding toward her. Hester’s eyes were narrow, and her cheeks flushed pink as she approached. Did she remember sharing their dream the night before? Did she feel the same flutter in her chest at the sight of Ala, the same craving to reach out and—

	The woman took Ala’s hand, a spark of recognition coursing between them. “Who are you?” She narrowed her eyes. “How do I know you?”

	Ala gently turned Hester’s arm, baring the underside of her forearm to the sun. Her mark showed two flowers, one tilting right, one standing straight in the middle. She placed it next to Hester’s, showing that she had three flowers now—the same two as Hester, plus the left-leaning flower she shared with Kormac. She kept her voice low as she said, “Théophile needs our help.”

	Hester’s hazel eyes widened, then her jaw clenched. She nodded down to their arms. “This is a trick. They don’t match.”

	“But there was only one rose until I touched you.” Ala held her gaze. “Soulmate magic can’t be replicated.”

	“I already have a soulmate.”

	“I did too.”

	Ala turned to Kormac, who seemed to sense her eyes on him as he turned away from the clerk and met her eye.

	Hester gave a low whistle. “I’ll entertain this farce for a few moments more.” A chuckle slipped through Ala’s lips. “What sort of trouble has my prince found himself in?”

	While waiting for Kormac to finish with the harbormaster, Ala quickly explained their situation. “…and the worst part is, our bond hasn’t been consummated.”

	Hester hissed, turning away from Ala. “I told Théo something bad was going to happen.”

	“It’s not his fault.”

	She pursed her lips. “Two days?” Ala nodded. “We have less than a day to find him.”

	“He’s on a ship. He told us last night they were sailing from this harbor at noon today.”

	Hester nodded as Kormac joined them. “They would’ve left with the tide.”

	“So we’re not that far behind him.” Ala pulled Kormac closer and told him, “This is Captain Hester.”

	Kormac gave Ala a lopsided grin. “Great job, love. I thought we’d be looking for hours.” He held his hand out.

	Hester gave Ala one last look before taking Kormac’s hand. They both hissed, then sighed as Kormac pushed up his sleeve. It now matched Ala’s, with three flowers in a bunch. Hester’s was the same.

	“It should be impossible,” Hester said. She shook her head. “In any case, we have a soulmate to save. Any idea in which direction the ship headed?”

	Kormac said, “A little pressure on the harbormaster and he gave them up. They’re heading north, toward Lomberg.”

	“The pirate city,” Hester said with a chuckle, starting off at a brisk walk, forcing Ala and Kormac to follow on her heels. “I know the fastest way to get there.”

	“Can we go?” Ala asked. “Which is your ship?”

	“The Blue Macaw,” Hester said, pointing down the harbor the same direction they were walking. “Come on! They’re hours ahead of us, and we’ll need to dump weight to have a chance of catching up with them.”

	*

	Ala reached between her legs, finding a head of soft, curly hair as its owner lapped along her folds and worried at her clit. At first, she sank into the pleasure, her breaths harsh, her hips twitching when the sensation became intense. She opened her eyes to search for Kormac, but he wasn’t there. Neither was Hester.

	She and Théophile were alone.

	Ala fought the urge to give in to him; she pulled away.

	“Please,” he murmured, following her. “We don’t have much time left. Let me spend my last few hours in your arms. Let me forget where my body is.”

	Ala pulled him into a tight embrace, tears rolling hot from her cheeks and onto his shirt. “You sound like you’ve given up.”

	“I’ve tried to reason with them,” he said, cupping her face in his hands and meeting her eyes. “They think I’m lying. They think it’s impossible that I’m about to die.”

	“Just…” Ala sighed and tried to think, fighting against the haziness of the dream. “We’re on The Blue Macaw and chasing you as fast as we can. If you can get them to slow down or stop, it would help.”

	“How? I’m not a sailor.”

	Ala kissed him and said, “But your soulmate is. Haven’t you learned anything about sailing from her?”

	“I see her so infrequently,” he said. “She tells me grand stories, never the boring bits about how a ship works.”

	“Then pretend you’re in one of her stories,” Ala said. “I want to rescue you, Théo. I want to pull you into my arms, but we aren’t catching up fast enough. I need you to be your own hero.”

	He stepped back enough to look down at her, his eyes wide. “What if I try and they kill me?”

	“Soulmate sickness is going to kill you anyway.”

	“Unless The Blue Macaw reaches me first.”

	“Théo.” She gave him a hard look. “Were you taught, as I was, that we must be honorable? We must be a beacon of morality for our people? We must be polite?”

	“Of course.”

	“Throw that out the window.” Ala ignored Théophile’s gasp. “I need you to be meaner than you think you can be. I need you to do whatever it takes to get free, to help us find you.”

	She watched emotions play out across his face until he made a decisive nod. Then he kissed Ala and said, “I think I’ll enjoy having you be one of my soulmates.”

	“We’ve got to live that long first.”

	Théophile gave a hesitant smile, then kissed her again. “I’ll see you soon.”

	*

	When Ala woke, she noted the angle of the sun, cursed, and pulled on her jacket. Moments later, she joined Hester and Kormac at the helm. They looked like twin pillars of stoicism, both with grim frowns and tense shoulders.

	“I spoke with Théophile.”

	“What word?” Hester asked, squinting at the horizon.

	“It’s time for plans of last resort.” When Kormac raised an eyebrow, she explained, “He’s going to do whatever he can to slow down that boat.”

	“May the gods be merciful,” he replied, a dash of skepticism in his voice.

	“Hey,” she said, grasping his hand and holding it to her cheek. “The gods chose us as his soulmates.” Meeting Hester’s eyes, she added, “The three of us. I’d wager he’s tougher than he looks.”

	Hester said with a wink, “I’ve yet to break him.”

	Ala blushed at the insinuation, her soulmate sickness making her body exquisitely responsive. Her connection with Hester remained unconsummated. Any ecstasy they might find would be short-lived and muddied by Théophile’s absence. She tucked herself under Kormac’s arm and kept her eyes on the horizon.

	*

	The man in the crow’s nest called, “Smoke! Smoke ahead!”

	Ala and Kormac raced to the rail of the ship. “There!” Ala cried, pointing when she saw the faint smoke wisp on the horizon.

	“Could this be the trouble you asked our prince to make?” Kormac had a tentative smile on his lips.

	“It must be.” The soulmate sickness curled tightly in Ala’s gut.

	Slowly, a small schooner came into view. Flames licked up from its deck, and its sail hung in blackened tatters. What if Théo hadn’t survived the fire? What if he’d left the burning wreckage and drowned? The possibilities tumbled over each other in Ala’s mind, chipping away at the sliver of hope in her heart.

	Hester pulled her vessel next to the schooner, and Ala leaned over the railing, searching for any sign of her soulmate. Instead, she watched as the wake stirred up by The Blue Macaw lapped over the deck, hastening its sinking.

	“Captain, there!” called the sailor in the crow’s nest. Ala glanced up, then followed the direction he pointed. The coast of Lomberg stood in the distance, but just a mile out, there sat a speck of brown on a sandbar. “Is that him?”

	Hester joined her at the rail, raising a spyglass to her eye. “It’s a lifeboat.”

	Kormac called from the opposite rail, “There’s no one alive on this schooner, no one swimming.”

	Ala said, “If he’s still alive—”

	“He’s still alive,” Hester roughly emphasized each word. “I’d know if my soulmate were dead. I’d feel it.”

	Gently, Ala said, “Not everyone does.”

	“I would.” Hester’s eyes blazed as she returned to the helm, taking the wheel from the first mate and turning it. The ship moved in a wide arc toward the coast.

	Ala scrambled to the bow, standing with Kormac’s arm around her as they watched the sandbar creep closer. Then, the figure on the sandbar pushed his lifeboat back into the ocean; as they watched, he boarded it and rowed toward them.

	“That’s him,” Ala said, clutching Kormac’s hand tightly. “That has to be him.”

	Kormac took a labored breath, then wheezed sickly.

	Ala turned to him, her stomach knotting up at the gray tint to his face, the blue pallor of his lips. “Love, we’ve almost got him back. Fight it! Hang on!”

	Hester joined them, saying brusquely, “The ’mate sickness is killing him. Bring him to my quarters.” She took one of Kormac’s arms across her broad shoulders, and Ala took the other, inadequately small for the task.

	To make up for her lack of size and strength, she said, “Kormac Montgomery, don’t you dare die on me!”

	His reply was a pained groan.

	The three of them staggered toward the stern and through the open door to Hester’s quarters. The room was small and worn, with drying clothes on lines crossed this way and that. A wooden desk held a stack of books and a plain clay plate with the remains of a meal. They headed for the bed, which was large enough for two, but only just. As she dumped Kormac onto her bed, Hester pulled a knife from her belt and held the handle out to Ala as she said, “Get his clothes off-—get close to him. Maybe your bond will keep him going for a few more minutes.”

	Ala took the knife and grabbed Hester’s arm before she could leave again. “I touched Théo just after Kormac did. It’ll be my turn next.”

	Hester cupped Ala’s face in her hands, placed a firm kiss on her lips, and said, “No one’s dying here today, Princess. As captain of this ship, I forbid it.” Then she left Ala reeling and stepped out of the room.

	Making quick work of their clothes, Ala lay down next to Kormac, pressing as much of her skin to his as she could.

	“Love,” he said, grasping Ala’s hand in his own, weaker than he’d been even a moment ago. “I’m sorry I wasn’t fast enough. I’m sorry I didn’t guard him that first night. I should never have trusted our lives to the embassy guards.”

	“Don’t.” Ala scooted up so she could make him meet her eyes. “I refuse to let you go. I refuse to let you lose hope. He’s almost here. You must hold on a few more minutes.”

	“Kiss me.”

	Ala pressed her mouth to Kormac’s, pouring as much of their soulbond into the kiss as she could. It had to help, right? Was he breathing easier? Maybe slightly. She ran her hand up and down his side, hooked her leg over his thigh, pressed her chest to his. It had to be working, right?

	A clatter announced the lifeboat knocking into the side of the ship.

	“He’s here,” Ala told Kormac. “Théo and Hester will be right with us. They’ll make you feel better, love.” His eyes remained closed, and his breath shuddered. “Hurry!” Ala’s lungs felt tight. “Hester! Théo, hurry!” Her voice gave out.

	After an eternity, the door crashed open. Théo staggered toward them, blue marks around his wrists, his skin dreadfully pale. Ala welcomed him into the bed, weakly climbing over Kormac so Théo could touch him as well. Just placing her hand on the side of Théo’s neck relieved the tightness in her chest. Kissing him was a balm to her sickened soul. She wanted to be selfish and keep all his kisses, but she would never do so at Kormac’s expense.

	As Hester joined them, she picked up the knife from where Ala had dropped it and tore at Théo’s clothes. Despite her enthusiasm, she was careful not to pull him away from where he placed careful kisses on the unconscious Kormac’s face.

	Ala allowed herself to skate her hand over Théo’s skin, marveling at how velvety it felt compared to Kormac’s rougher complexion. As Hester joined them—also stripped bare—Ala caught her hand, squeezing it with wordless thanks.

	Hester winked, then said, “I know how to wake up a man,” and kneeled between Kormac’s legs. She ducked down and took Kormac’s soft length into her mouth.

	Ala shivered with desire.

	Kormac shuddered under them, taking a sharp breath.

	“That’s it,” Théo crooned, kissing his lips again. “Wake up for us, Kormac. There’s a good man.”

	Kormac grumbled, squeezing Ala against him and returning Théo’s kisses.

	That was an improvement.

	The desperation driving Ala, driving all of them, remained. She gave Hester’s hair a caress, moved to Théo’s side of the bed, then pressed herself against his back and snaked her hand between his stomach and Kormac’s side. Just a little lower, and she cupped the head of his cock in her hand. He took a sharp breath and thrust against her. When his hips tilted back, she got her fingers wrapped around him and began stroking. The faster he reached orgasm, the safer all of them would be.

	Théo squirmed amusingly in Ala’s arms, and she barely noticed when Kormac made the grunt that meant he was getting close. Looking over Théo’s shoulder, Ala called, “Hester! Théo’s hand!”

	She must have understood, because she didn’t hesitate to take her mouth from Kormac’s cock. Taking Théo’s hand, she wrapped his fingers around Kormac’s length, then surrounded them both with her own hand. Ala wasn’t sure she’d met a woman with hands as big as Hester’s, and the thought made her shiver again. She pressed close to Kormac and watched as their soulmates stroked him.

	“Please,” he said in a hoarse whisper, holding Ala tighter. “Almost…”

	Ala took what felt like the last shred of her energy and let go of Théo’s cock to move close enough to seal her mouth over Kormac’s and kiss him deeply. His groan against her lips was long and loud, so different from the sounds she usually coaxed out of him during their nights in the palace. His skin flushed hotter, and Ala looked down to see the last few jerks of his cock as he came, Théo’s and Hester’s hands still around him.

	When Ala took her next breath, it didn’t feel as though she’d inhaled any air at all. Her arm gave out and she fell back, looking up at the wooden ceiling of Hester’s quarters. She tried again to gasp, but the air wouldn’t come.

	Soulmate sickness was killing her. She couldn’t go! She couldn’t leave Kormac. In a panic, she grasped Kormac’s hand, squeezing it tightly.

	“Ala?” he asked, his voice thick and confused. “Are you—?”

	Unable to answer, Ala tried to breathe. Her body felt horribly icy.

	“Shit!” Hester snapped as she slid off the bed and onto her feet. She gathered Ala’s limp form into her thick arms and said, “On your back, Prince.” Ala pressed her temple against Hester’s shoulder, taking comfort in the warmth of her skin.

	A terrible calmness fell over Ala; she felt disconnected from herself as she let the last of her breath go and whispered, “I’m going to die.”

	“Not on our watch,” Hester said, leaning down and placing Ala onto a great surface made of warmth and happiness. Ala’s lungs loosened, and she gasped, the stretch of her lungs ecstatic around that rush of air. She distantly realized she was laying with her back against Théo’s chest; at some point Kormac had taken her left hand and put his lips against her ear.

	“Please, love. We’re almost there!”

	The next breath didn’t come, her lungs too weak. Her eyes slipped closed, and as hard as she tried to open them again, they wouldn’t cooperate. Hands gripped her thighs, spreading them and tugging her so her back slid against Théo’s chest. “Come on, Ala,” he murmured into her ear with his accented voice. She shivered. “Stay with us a moment.”

	White-hot pleasure bloomed between her legs as a tongue slipped through her folds. Who—? Oh, that was Hester’s wild tangle of hair.

	One more lick left enough saliva for a cock to slip up and into her.

	Another sweet rush of air shuddered into her lungs. Ala inhaled a second, then a third, panting as Théo murmured into her ear, “You feel wonderful, darling.” His right hand caught hers while Kormac still clung to her left. Théo’s hips tilted, rocking forward and back in little motions that lit her up. Blood rushed through her ears, her heart pounding against the cage of her chest.

	“Théo,” she groaned, a desperate, broken shudder of a sound.

	“I’ve got you,” he whispered back, his free arm tight around her waist, holding her as he thrust deeper, making her breath catch—with pleasure, now. The head of his cock dragged against the front wall of her pussy, lighting her up from head to toe.

	“Oh, gods!”

	And then Hester’s mouth settled over her clit, hot and wet, with skillful flicks that made Ala circle her hips, though whether from a need to get away from the intensity of the sensation or to press deeper into it, she couldn’t have said. The way Hester drove her mad was comparable to the skills Kormac had developed over the years, and Ala pictured Hester doing this for other women, indulging when her travels took her away from Théo. Jealousy roared through her, like it did when Ala thought of the people Kormac had been with before they found each other. No more. Never again. They were Ala’s soulmates. They belonged to each other now.

	Théo’s mouth found the sensitive skin of her neck, suckling on it as he thrust deep, filling her, stretching her out. He moaned against her skin, the magic of their impending soulbond flowing through them; she thought he must be close to the edge again. Or perhaps that was… Ala opened her eyes, watching the way Théo brought up and spread his knees, planting his feet and pushing Ala’s thighs farther apart.

	Kormac shifted beside them. He skimmed his fingers across the skin of her chest, then cupped her right breast and gave it a gentle squeeze. His lips closed around one nipple, his clever fingers gently pinching the other. Pleasure screamed through Ala’s body. She trembled, caught between the three of them as they worked her up, up, up.

	One last thrust of Théo’s cock and Ala came, clenching around him, crying out, pushing Hester away as the pleasure became overwhelming. Théo held onto her tightly, thrusting into her just a few more times—each riding the line between pleasure and pain—before he followed her. He gasped and shuddered as he came, his cock pulsing inside her.

	Their soulmate bond locked into place, a heavy blanket of warmth that settled around them.

	Ala sighed, pulling Théo’s arms tighter around her middle.

	Wait.

	There was one loose thread still hanging.

	Ala opened her eyes and found Hester rising from her position between Ala’s legs. Ala reached for her, and she obeyed as though Ala’s gesture was a summons, holding herself up on her knees and one powerful arm. She let herself be pulled into a kiss, and Ala tasted herself on Hester’s lips. A shiver of renewed interest flooded her, but Hester pulled away.

	At Ala’s whine of complaint, Hester said, “Rest up, ’mates,” and climbed out of bed. She pulled on clothes at random until she was decent, then turned back to Ala, Théo, and Kormac and winked. “Once I give my crew orders for returning to Traulor, I’ve got plans for you all.”

	Théo chuckled in Ala’s ear and Kormac squeezed her hand. Shifting to lie between her prince and her consort, Ala said, “Something tells me we’re going to like those plans.”
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	“Christ,” announced Aster, parting the tangled blond curtain of his hair and staring a foot and a half upward at Edmund. “Who brought Goliath?”

	Heathcliff stepped forward, the ill-fitting hems of his bell-bottom jeans scraping the dirty floor, and beckoned for Edmund to follow. Abernathy recognized the peculiar grin stretched across Heathcliff’s round face—hiding fangs.

	His beloved master was on the hunt.

	“Heath,” he introduced, an appropriate surfer twang hiding his real accent. He offered a shake Aster didn’t return. “This is Eddie…” The same hand settled around Edmund’s waist, pale fingers splaying downward to stroke his upper thigh. “My lover.”

	“Charmed,” Edmund said in the voice that surprised Abernathy every time: shockingly soft for a man of his stature.

	Heathcliff turned to Abernathy, eyes bright in the shared joke of their deception. “And Abby here is our—”

	“—traveling companion,” Abernathy finished for him. For how well Heathcliff imitated humans, how much he adored them, he had yet to learn that “thrall” raised too many questions. Besides, it was a shoddy title compared to “lover.” “Pleased to meet you, as well,” he stammered after a token sweep of eye contact to the other hippies.

	“I’m Aster.” He stood from the throne of his overstuffed loveseat, evacuated an androgynous redhead from his lap, and returned that overdue shake. “I get the feeling you already knew that.”

	“I suspected,” Heathcliff murmured.

	“I’m pretty much the boss around Firefly Village,” Aster barreled on. “Well, not really, but I picked out this spot and built this house. This group here”—he stepped back slightly, made a sweeping gesture to them where they stayed sitting or otherwise lounging—“are my lovers:”

	“Haskell.”

	The evacuated redhead, who raised one hand in stoned greeting.

	“Poppy.”

	A sweet girl who couldn’t have been taller than five-foot, black hair long enough to sit on. She pushed it to the side for a shy smile.

	“Taryn.”

	A lapsed scholar, muscles lean and powerful under his warm brown skin, clean-cut hair beginning to shag.

	“That’s Chae-won.”

	She grinned under her shock of messy, startlingly green hair—grinned at all of them, Abernathy included. If he were alive, he might have blushed then.

	“Finally, Bruce and Cassidy.”

	The last two, a long-haired man and short-haired woman more occupied with each other than with Aster, briefly parted to nod to the three vamps.

	It didn’t frazzle Abernathy nearly as much as he’d expected. He was a decent actor when he needed to be… when Heathcliff asked him to be. He deferred to his master, who tracked each greeting without a hitch.

	“Pleasure to meet you all,” Heathcliff announced broadly, stepping forward and integrating himself further into the group. Edmund immediately followed, guided by his partner’s coaxing arm, and Abernathy followed with his intentional, unaccompanied stagger. The grin remained: what Aster might have read as charismatic, magnanimous, seductive. Abernathy knew better; it was hunger. “I think this will turn out to be a fruitful arrangement. For all of us.”

	“Depends,” Aster cautioned. “You guys smoke?”

	*

	What I do for a meal, Abernathy thought, hacking wildly as they shared one emaciated joint after another.

	“It’s no worse than an opium den,” Heathcliff whispered close into his ear.

	Abernathy nodded; he’d have nodded at anything Heathcliff whispered to him. He tried to smoke, and he listened to the varying commune woes—Poppy’s concern about which crops took and which didn’t, Taryn’s parents pursuing legal action to force him home, Haskell and Chae-won’s endless catfights with “those Spahn Ranch bitches and their creep-o boyfriend”—background noise to the object of his desire.

	In the haze of smoke, Heathcliff looked gorgeous as ever. Abernathy hadn’t known him in life, only this strange afterward, but he imagined the living Heathcliff in perfect detail. There was an exuberance in him that in Abernathy was long dead. When he looked sidelong at Abernathy, flashed fangs to him and him only…

	It wasn’t fair. When he wasn’t considering the object of his desire, he considered the evil, opposite-of-object—Edmund, silent as ever. He knew nothing about his master’s husband, an odd shadow over his afterlife. The two had exchanged perhaps fifty words in the last century. This was for the best, as Abernathy thought Edmund might like to kill him if he knew the way he felt about Heathcliff. He also thought, in his more pathetic jags, that Edmund would be perfectly justified in said killing. It was sick. It was wrong. Heathcliff and Edmund were committed to each other.

	Abernathy turned from Edmund—who was taller than him, who was much bigger and stronger, who was Heathcliff’s Dark Intended and not merely his thrall—and settled on the fiery curls framing Heathcliff’s ear.

	Fat white worms of want writhed in his stomach.

	“Listen,” Aster began, breaking Abernathy’s attention. He shook his head to get hair out of his face, a gesture Abernathy had seen horses make, and pinched off the roach as Bruce-or-Cassidy passed it. “You’re a laugh riot, Heath, and I feel like the world’s biggest asshole having to do this. But it must be done. What do you three plan on contributing to our community?”

	Heathcliff paused, lowering his grin for the practiced illusion of a stifled good mood. “Good question.”

	“You know, the model we run here,” Aster continued, not hearing, “everyone gives, and they get in return. That’s how we’re able to be self-sustaining. Like, Chae-won has a driver’s license, Taryn can lift the truck, Haskell’s an ace about crops… You get the idea. What have you got?”

	Heathcliff pursed his lips, rested his head in his palm, and pretended to think. After a moment he squeezed Edmund’s thigh and grinned.

	“How about this,” he said. “You can have Eddie.”

	Aster raised an eyebrow.

	“I know something about free love,” Heathcliff murmured. “And I know you’ve been feeling him up with your eyes all night. You’re not particularly subtle.”

	“Guilty as charged.”

	“Oh, don’t be. He’s a total hunk,” Heathcliff gushed, the strangeness of this decade’s word disrupting his and Edmund’s cloying intimacy. This became only more in Abernathy’s face when Edmund bent down, tilted Heathcliff’s chin upward with one large hand, and kissed him softly. “Besides, I don’t mind if he strays. So long as he gets my permission.” If this was true, it was news to Abernathy. He struggled to imagine a more monogamous couple, save for Romeo and Juliet.

	“How progressive,” Aster joked.

	“Mm-hmm. I’m biased, of course, but I believe he’s more than good enough for our share.” Heathcliff’s stroking of Edmund’s thigh grew more drawn-out, and Abernathy thought he should look away. He curbed that instinct when it put him in the minority; the hippies eyed Edmund, their hushed conversations growing more hushed. Abernathy glanced up at Edmund: what’s his stance on all of this?

	“He’s a novelty, I suppose,” Heathcliff continued. “Given he’s so big.”

	“That so?” Aster purred, stretching and scratching the back of his neck in a gesture too casual not to be calculated. “How big?”

	“Seven-two,” Heathcliff shared proudly, fielding the innuendo. “Is that right, babe?”

	“Seven-one-and-a-half,” Edmund answered.

	“Seven-one-and-a-half. He’s funny, too.”

	“Sure,” muttered Aster. He spent another sweet moment with his neck craned back, chewing over the possibility Abernathy himself squirmed in place considering. “You make a good case,” he continued, “but I wanna be sure I’m getting my money’s worth, hypothetically speaking.”

	Heathcliff stretched up to whisper in Edmund’s ear—“Stand up, love”—and Edmund followed, standing across from Aster at his full, towering height. Heathcliff got onto his knees beside him, clinging to one leg.

	“Okay—”

	Before Aster could finish, Heathcliff snaked one hand up, undid Edmund’s fly, and freed his cock.

	Aster’s eyes promptly left Edmund’s face. Somebody whistled. Abernathy couldn’t tell who, looking away with such mortified force his lower jaw clicked.

	He looked again immediately.

	He’d never seen Edmund this way—of course not—but, a man of his stature. He could make an educated guess. Edmund was already half hard: enjoying the attention? Enjoying Heathcliff’s, at least.

	“Didn’t I say?” Heathcliff cooed sweetly, wrapping a small hand around the base of Edmund’s cock and squeezing. “He’s quite the specimen.”

	“No kidding,” Aster coughed. His voice pitched low now, taking on the breathy quality Abernathy clocked as arousal. “Christ, what a fuckin’ monster.”

	“I know.” Heathcliff packed each word with lurid exaggeration. “I’m a lucky boy.” He slowly stroked upward, forcing Edmund’s legs apart, coaxing his arousal. Edmund’s cock twitched obediently in Heathcliff’s hand; when he swiped his thumb over the tip, Edmund shivered, and a drip of pre-come drooled down his shaft.

	Abernathy realized how wet he was.

	“Look,” Heathcliff huffed. “He’s very well-behaved. He doesn’t buck his hips when I tease him, though I’m sure he’d like to. Wouldn’t you?”

	“Yes,” Edmund answered instantly.

	“Maybe soon,” Heathcliff said.

	Aster licked his lips.

	“Is this enough of a demonstration?” Heathcliff followed up the silence, sounding impatient. He paused, spit crudely into his hand, then treated Edmund to one more luxurious stroke.

	“Hell no,” Aster answered, a debauched grin stretching across his face. “Show me more.”

	Heathcliff paused, expression murky… He looked over his shoulder at Abernathy, whose eyes practically bulged from his skull. “Sure. Only, I might need help. Care to join us, Abby?”

	Abernathy balked. “I. What?”

	“Oh, come on. When in Rome, hm? It’s all in good fun. Edmund won’t mind at all, will you, dear?”

	“Not at all,” Edmund answered. “If—if you feel so inclined, Abernathy.” This was becoming the most words Edmund had ever spoken to him.

	The proposition shocked him, to say the least. He ran it over in his mind, wearing down its edges—a joke? The hunt? Demented teasing on Heathcliff’s part?—but nothing emerged. His gaze drifted back in Edmund’s direction. The direction of his cock, specifically; could Abernathy say he’d never considered this? No, he could not. Part of the want for Heathcliff that reared its head when he was at his most desperate and confused. Abernathy shifted where he sat, feeling his thighs stick and rub together.

	When in Rome. Sure. He crawled forward.

	“Good,” Heathcliff murmured, which would have sent Abernathy crawling itself. It wasn’t that he’d never—long nights in the anatomist’s lab, when it was noon over the British Empire—but not in a lifespan. From this angle, Edmund’s cock looked downright intimidating.

	“What do I”—Abernathy hesitated—“do?”

	“What you like,” Heathcliff answered, and took the tip of Edmund’s cock between his lips.

	Abernathy squeaked, louder than any response from Edmund himself, who gasped, lost in the room’s soup of heavy breathing. One hand hovered to the back of Heathcliff’s head, thick fingers lodging in his curls. Abernathy watched Heathcliff, not moving, until Edmund glanced down in his direction expectantly.

	Abernathy peeled his slick thighs apart as he reached up and wrapped his hand around the part of Edmund’s cock that wasn’t currently in Heathcliff’s mouth.

	The weight of it alone made him throb with unexpected want, and he fell into an experimental rhythm, stroking Edmund up and down. His actions were received well; Edmund’s shoulders relaxed and his head tipped back on his neck, sending his curtain of black hair a fraction farther down. Abernathy considered spitting into his own hand, but his master had done an admirable job. In his secret heart, it was that intimacy, fingers gliding over Heathcliff’s saliva, turning him on most.

	The massive cock he’d been presented with didn’t hurt, though.

	Stroking Edmund, marveling at how his fingers barely managed to touch around it, he considered Heathcliff—who now took considerably more of his husband, his lips brushing Abernathy’s hand with each upward motion—and followed his lead. Removing his hand, setting it at Edmund’s hip, Abernathy leaned in and pressed his lips to where he’d last touched. In the span of that one kiss, he worked out his niche and sank farther to suck on one of Edmund’s low-hanging balls. Pulling closer to Edmund, clinging for dear life as his wobbling knees threatened to unbalance him, he began to mindlessly hump Edmund’s leg with a litany of muffled, involuntary whines.

	Heathcliff took notice of this with clear intrigue.

	“Look at you.” He freed his mouth to murmur down to Abernathy. One hand went to the top of his head and patted him condescendingly. “Dirty boy.”

	“Jesus, okay,” shot Aster’s breathless voice, interrupting the realization of Abernathy’s ultimate fantasy.

	Opening the eyes he didn’t remember closing, Abernathy saw the leering circle had closed tighter around them. Chae-won pressed to his back.

	“You’ve convinced the hell outta me. Let’s go upstairs.” Aster stretched and stood, his erection pressing shamelessly into his tight jeans. “Poppy, Haz, Taryn, come with me.”

	“Don’t have to tell me twice,” rang a sharp, clear voice—Haskell, standing alongside their lovers to join Aster. With one last glance down at Heathcliff and Abernathy, Edmund followed Aster and the rest as they marched up the rickety staircase. He motioned to re-do his fly before Aster grabbed his wrist, swatted his hand away, and wrapped his own hand around the base of Edmund’s cock.

	“Don’t bother,” Aster muttered.

	With one lurid glance back, they were gone.

	*

	Teams split up pretty quick. Heathcliff wound up in one corner with Bruce and Cassidy, Chae-won ended up in another with a battered copy of Flowers for Algernon, and Abernathy ended up in another still, alone.

	Abernathy took up his usual role and observed them—observed Heathcliff. His master spoke amiably to the two humans, enough so that they split from each other to listen, but at too low a volume for Abernathy to eavesdrop. All he caught were occasional barks of laughter that made his dead heart cramp with jealousy.

	More whispers, more laughter… they got on well. One leaned in from behind Heathcliff and whispered intently, and moments later two spindly hands made quick work of Heathcliff’s shirt. Abernathy swallowed hard. Getting on well.

	He stood right as the three became a tangle of bare limbs. His skin crawled, and his jealousy radiated off him in ugly waves. Edmund was inevitable, that he could accept, but anyone else was downright intolerable.

	Chae-won read, unbothered, and an actionable idea rose from the muck. Abernathy grabbed the first reading material he found, a crumpled Life With Archie. He settled back into his corner and opened the comic to the middle with the intense study he would have given The Sorrows of Young Werther. An advertisement, all the order-by-mail human treasures. 50 Bike Decals… 250 Magic Tricks… 500 Krazy Stamps, a bargain at a dollar… Underneath it all, the growing wet sound of sex, from that foreign corner, from everywhere.

	Bruce and Cassidy—matching bell-bottoms pooled around matching ankles—stood, pulling Heathcliff to his knees. As they met over his head in a sloppy kiss, they tugged him between their bodies in casual competition: on one side to have his tongue wrap lazily around the tip of an eager cock, on the other to coax it between the lips of a slick, swollen pussy. Breathy moans mixed with rushed whispers and laughter.

	When Abernathy came back to his senses, the comic lay discarded and his hand cradled his inner thigh, rubbing skin too sensitive through his clothes.

	Immediately, he pulled it away, embarrassed with himself. When he turned to the left, he found Chae-won leaning in toward his face with a hard-to-decipher smile.

	“You like watching, huh?” she said. When she didn’t get an answer, she crawled a fraction forward, arms looping around Abernathy’s narrow shoulders.

	“You were great,” she continued—close enough in his ear that he shivered. “I never woulda guessed looking at you.”

	“Guessed—” Abernathy furrowed his brow. “What?”

	Chae-won grinned, and Abernathy noticed there were two gold studs flanking the bridge of her nose. “You being such a slut.”

	She took advantage of his embarrassment to crawl into his lap with a quick kiss on the cheek.

	“What do you think your friend’s up to?” she asked.

	*

	“All right, big guy,” Aster murmured, leading Edmund to a tidy bedroom taken up by the largest bed he’d ever seen. “Strip ’n lay down.”

	Edmund complied without a word. He thought he would be more nervous, the least on board with free love. But, that group of humans leering as he made silent work of his clothes… the arousal he smelled through heightened senses… he might come around. His cock pulsed remembering his thrall’s mouth and stiffened further as he lay across the massive bed.

	“Arms up,” Aster commanded, and Edmund followed before he spotted Haskell rummaging in the nightstand. He understood when they stood, a length of cloth rope clutched in their hands. “Legs spread, too, far as you can get ’em.”

	Haskell tied Edmund’s right wrist to the headboard, and Edmund tugged at it experimentally—tight, but not uncomfortable. Keeping his muscular arm at such an angle produced enough of a strain to keep him on edge. Soon, Haskell crossed to get the other side situated, leaving Edmund spread and exposed across the mattress. He hadn’t been in such a position since the night he and Heathcliff had met.

	“Looking good,” Aster praised Haskell’s handiwork, palming himself over his jeans before unzipping his fly. “Jesus. Heath’s one lucky bastard.”

	“What—?” Edmund coughed. “What do you intend to do?”

	“What do I intend to do?” Aster repeated, imitating Edmund’s accent. “Good question. What do we think?” He turned back abruptly, sending a wave of blond into Haskell’s freckled face with a flat thwack. “Poppy? Any ideas?”

	“Oh—” She detached from Taryn as he pulled her out of her shapeless tie-dye shirt, pushing her black mass of hair behind her ears. Her smile went funny at the corners when Taryn groped at her breasts, and she hid her face behind two manicured hands. “Oh, I can’t say,” she giggled. Taryn pushed away another thick swath of hair to attach to her neck.

	“Sure you can,” Aster countered.

	“You know what I wanna do.”

	“I wanna suck his cock,” Haskell interjected, their gaze not leaving Edmund for a second as they scrabbled to get out of their coveralls.

	Aster swallowed a mean laugh. “Haz wants to suck your cock,” he informed Edmund. “I’ve—got half a mind—” Aster punctuated his words with buttons undone, revealing a soft chest and stomach dusted with hair remarkably darker than that on his head. He kicked his jeans off as he crawled onto the bed up Edmund’s left side; a moment later he was nude. “—to join them. Maybe after I play with your tits a little.” This last line whispered human-hot into Edmund’s ear as Aster threw one leg over his broad chest. His cock pressed into Edmund’s side.

	He braced himself for an unfamiliar hand, and as it came—Aster’s warm fingers brushing over him, teasing at one stiff nipple before greedily squeezing his chest—he gasped. Any shame behind that gasp dissipated as Aster’s hand kept at it, soon joined by his searching mouth.
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