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        "I have loved women all my life, but I had never fallen in love with a woman until I met her."

      

      

      
        
        — Radclyffe Hall

      

      

      

      "She walked into my heart like she always belonged there, took down my walls and lit my soul on fire."

      
        
        — Anonymous

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          ALISON

        

      

    

    
      Gravel shifts beneath our boots, each crunch sharp in the frozen night. Every step feels stolen, a small victory claimed in the darkness that wraps around us. My pulse still thunders from the party: from the moment Mhairi crumpled under my fist, to the first brush of Olivia's fingers against mine setting my body alight. Adrenaline courses through every sinew of my being, but it's no longer about the fight. The hunger now is different. Sharper. More precise. It twists low in my belly with a certainty I've never owned, nor dared to believe I could cherish.

      Behind us, Victoria's heels crunch and scatter the gravel with each careful step whilst Abby bounces beside her, practically dancing on her toes, fizzing with engagement joy that bubbles over into the night air. Their voices ripple through the darkness, laughter and teasing that make the frozen night ring with triumph. We won tonight. All of us. But my victory feels different, more personal, earned through pain and courage.

      Olivia walks at my side. The security lights catch the daisies at her neckline as we pass, make them glow like tiny beacons against her pale skin. She keeps stealing glances—quick, burning looks that land like sparks against my tinder flesh. Not the careful, professional glances she deploys in her office when she catches me staring, those measured looks designed to maintain proper boundaries. These new glances are different. These ignite a primal need in me that changes everything.

      "Well, well." Abby's voice cuts through the crisp air, followed by a wolf whistle. "Look at our Alison, leading her prize home like a proper hunter."

      Olivia goes rigid at the words. Even in the dim light I see it, colour blooming across her chest, rising hot over her throat, painting her face until she's aflame with embarrassment and obvious desire. The therapist mask has cracked, fallen away completely. What remains is a woman stripped bare by attention, raw with need, vulnerable in ways that make my mouth go dry.

      Heat rushes through me so fast I have to bite down on my tongue to keep from making a sound.

      "Abby." My warning cuts into the night air.

      "What?" Abby's grin is audible in her voice, wicked and knowing. "I'm only saying you look the part in those chaps. Very commanding. Very much the domme we always knew was hiding under all that submission."

      Olivia falters on a loose stone, her heel catching the edge. Instinct drives me. My hand shoots out, grips her elbow, steadies her before gravity claims her. The jolt of contact rips through my body, pooling heat in my stomach and lower.

      "Sorry," she breathes, voice so quiet I almost miss it beneath the crunch of footsteps.

      "Don't." My hand lingers longer than accident allows, fingers tightening against soft, warm skin. "Stones are treacherous in heels. Especially when you're distracted."

      Her eyes rise to mine, wide and dark, drowning in our growing need, making the air between us crackle. "I'm not apologising for stumbling."

      The words suspend between us like a held breath, heavy with meaning I'm still learning to decipher. Not apologising for this, then. For wanting. For crossing the lines she drew in her office every week with professional smiles and measured distance.

      Cold air burns my throat with each breath, but inside the corset I'm sweltering, leather digging into my ribs, my breasts pushed high and exposed to the December night. More naked than dressed. More vulnerable than I've ever let myself be, yet somehow more powerful too.

      Olivia shivers, a tremor running the length of her body that has nothing to do with the frost painting patterns on the hedgerows around us.

      I stop walking abruptly, turn to face her fully in the security light's harsh glow. "You're freezing."

      "I'm fine, I⁠—"

      "You're not." I close the space between us in two steps, close enough to breathe her in, to taste the cloud of her exhale on the frigid air. "Come here."

      My arms wrap around her without hesitation, drag her against me until there's no space left between fabric and flesh. She comes without resistance, soft curves pressing into leather and bare skin. Not all her shaking is from the cold.

      "Better?" My voice scrapes the air, hardly recognisable as my own.

      She nods into my shoulder, and the movement sends her breath searing against the exposed skin of my neck. She melts into me, trusting and pliant.

      "You'd better get her inside before she freezes," Victoria calls from behind us, her voice carrying warmth and amusement, the smug tone of someone who's known all along where this night was headed.

      I don't move immediately. I let the moment stretch, savour it. Olivia in my arms, trusting me to hold her upright, to keep her warm against the brutal December night.

      "I'll keep you warm," I murmur into her hair, breathing in her scent and nerves.

      When I finally release her, the loss bites. My hand stays at the small of her back anyway, guiding her forward across the last stretch of gravel towards the house. Frost glows like scattered diamonds, then blurs as we come to the light spilling golden from the front porch into the darkness. A picture of Christmas charm, domestic quiet that bears no resemblance to the dungeon of cuffs and crosses we left behind.

      Victoria tucked the key into my corset earlier tonight. Now I have to fish it out, leather creaking as I wriggle it free, my breasts pressed higher by the movement. Olivia watches with fascination, her lips parting as though she might speak, might comment on the ridiculousness of using my cleavage as storage.

      "Practical outfit," she says finally, her voice steadier now but edged with an amused arousal that makes my skin prickle.

      "Very." The door swings wide, and warm air spills over us like a welcome embrace.

      The house embraces us the moment we step inside with its hard wood floors softened with Persian rugs, and thick oak beams, a fire crackling through the open space that leads to the great room.

      "Christ, it's warm," Victoria mutters, already shrugging off her long coat.

      Abby tugs her mistress towards the stairs with barely contained excitement. "I know how to warm you properly. In fact, I've got several ideas that involve very little clothing and quite a lot of⁠—"

      "Abby. We just…" Victoria's voice carries a touch of incredulity, but she smiles and I can tell she's ready for round two, three and four. Indulging Abby is her weakness.

      Abby winks at me over her shoulder, eyes bright with mischief. "I think Alison's got her own plans tonight, anyway."

      Heat floods my face in anticipation. "Go on," I manage, fondness sneaking through my voice despite the chaos in my chest. "Some of us have patience."

      "Patience is overrated!" Abby sings, her voice already fading as Victoria drags her upstairs. A door slams somewhere above, leaving us in silence. Just Olivia and me, standing in the lamplight like actors on a stage.

      "So," I say, and it comes out too loud in the sudden quiet, echoing off white walls.

      "So." She echoes my word back, the corners of her mouth twitching upwards.

      But I can see the nerves dancing in her eyes like flames, giving her the look of someone standing on the edge of a cliff, calculating the distance to the water below, ready to leap into the unknown.

      "You could have a room upstairs," I manage, my throat tight with possibility. "Separate bed. Your own space. Or I could call a taxi if you've changed your mind about⁠—"

      "Alison." Her voice cuts clean through my rambling. Firm. Certain. Uncompromising. "Stop."

      I stop. Mouth open, words dying on my tongue, suddenly aware of how foolish I must sound.

      She steps closer, so close I can see the pulse hammering at her throat, the freckles scattered across her collarbone like constellations I want to map with my tongue. "I didn't wait all this time to leave now. I didn't cross every line in my professional code to run away when it matters."

      Her words carve new pathways in my chest, rewriting the entire evening. All this time. She wanted this. She'd been thinking about it, planning it, crossing boundaries and I never knew. My chest tightens, breath shallow, as though the air has grown thin.

      "You're sure?" The question scrapes out of me, voice barely recognisable.

      Her hand lifts, cool fingers pressing against my burning cheek with gentle insistence. "I've never been more sure of anything."

      Her words reshape everything. Months of stolen glances across her office, sleepless nights spent wondering what her skin would taste like, words bitten back until they drew blood—all of it suddenly makes sense, fits together like pieces of a puzzle.

      "Olivia," I whisper her name and then I'm kissing her.

      Not the wild, claiming kiss from the party that was all desperation and adrenaline. This is slower, deeper, more deliberate. A longing realised as she opens beneath me, as I deepen the kiss. She tastes of champagne, almost fizzy on my tongue and I want to drown in her.

      Her hands clutch at my corset laces, not to undo them but as though to anchor herself to something solid whilst the world tilts around us. My fingers slide into her hair, fist in silk strands while my other hand traces the elegant line of her spine until she arches into me with a gasp that I swallow.

      We break apart only when breathing becomes essential, mouths still brushing, sharing air and promises.

      "Bedroom," I say, my voice ragged and unrecognisable. Not a suggestion. Not a question. A direction given with the authority I'm still learning to wield.

      She nods, quick and certain, her pupils blown wide with want.

      The stairs creak beneath our feet as we climb, leaving the crackling fire behind us. The true blaze is here, in our bodies, in this charged silence that hums between us like a live wire.

      Upstairs waits the surrender I've been starving for—the kind that remakes both the one who yields and the one who claims, leaving neither unchanged.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          ALISON

        

      

    

    
      The door closes behind us with a solid thud, a private sound that seals the rest of the world beyond this threshold. The room exhales warmth. I taste it on my tongue, soft heat scented with fresh linen and oak. Everything here is new, the house, this feeling of power, the woman standing beside me ready to surrender.

      I turn the dimmer up a fraction. Amber light slips over everything, details floating up as my eyes adjust. High ceiling with simple cornicing. A tall sash window curtained in heavy, moss-green velvet. Frost webs the glass outside, glittering under the security lights, whilst the radiator beneath the sill ticks and settles like a cat finding its place. There is a carved wardrobe from my own design, a wingback chair with a small table beside it and a silver dish with two wrapped chocolates that catch the light, and in the centre of it all, the bed.

      Crisp white cotton. Sheets tucked with hospital corners. Four pillows piled neat. And there, from the threshold to the foot of the bed, a scatter that is not careless at all but deliberate. Rose petals. Velvet red on deep ivory shagpile and snow-white linen, a path of invitation that leads straight to where two bodies would meet.

      We both stop. For a heartbeat we only breathe.

      Olivia's hand finds mine, fingers still cool from the night air. "Did you...?" Her voice is small, surprised, slipping beneath my ribs.

      I shake my head. "No. I didn't know you were coming. This is... beyond anything I let myself imagine."

      She looks at the petals, then at the door, and I see the realisation dawn. Her mouth tilts, not quite a smile, something softer. "Abby."

      "Abby," I echo, because it is exactly her kind of mischief. Victoria has already done more than enough tonight. This flourish is pure Abby.

      We stand on the edge of the red path, sacred ground. My pulse has returned to my throat, heavy and hopeful. I can hear the low hum of the heating, the sound of my heart, and beneath it all the rhythm of her breathing. It is as steady as calm water, and then it isn't. It catches when I step closer.

      I lift her hand and place it against my waist where the leather of the corset is warm from my skin. She looks up, and something in her unfolds before me. The consummate therapist has vanished. There is only the woman who flushed scarlet when I removed her mask, who pressed her face to my ear and crossed every professional line to reach me. The woman who despite her obvious submissive tendencies would become a domme to win my heart.

      "Come here," I say, and I am already gathering her in. The white of the bed stays at the edge of my vision. The scent of the petals is gentle, threading through the scent of her skin until I cannot tell them apart.

      Her body fits to mine as if we have done this a hundred times. Softness meets leather. Warmth meets the bare skin the corset leaves exposed. I feel the shape of her ribs, the flutter at her side where laughter would begin, the slight tremor that travels through her when my palm settles at the small of her back and draws her closer.

      The first kiss is charged and trembling. Her mouth opens beneath mine and I fall into the taste of her. My Olivia. Heat slips between our lips; our tongues find a rhythm that feels like recognition, like we have been learning this dance in our bodies for months and finally have the space to move.

      She makes a sound, small yet cute, when I catch her bottom lip between my teeth. It goes straight through me. She answers in kind, her teeth closing in a quick nip that is more question than bite. I laugh against her mouth, helpless, and pull back an inch so I can look at her. Her pupils are wide. Her breath is unsteady. Rose colour lingers high on her cheeks.

      "Who is teasing whom here?" I ask, and I let it curl into a smile so she hears the play in my tone as well as the warning.

      She doesn’t bother with an answer. Her hands slip lower, bold now, over the curve of my hips to my arse. She takes both cheeks in her palms and draws me hard against her. The friction is enough to make me swallow a sound, enough to make my knees unreliable for a moment.

      Then her head dips. I feel the warm skim of her breath against the upper swell of my breast where the corset bares more than it hides. Her tongue follows, a slow, deliberate stroke over skin that is already sensitive from cold and want. Every hair on my body rises to meet it. My hand flies to her hair, not to push her away, not to drag her closer, only to remember how to breathe whilst the world tilts.

      "Slow," I say, voice low. Hearing myself is enough for my control to return. I take her chin between my fingers and lift her face until her gaze locks with mine. "We should be very clear who is in charge. We’ve already established you are better at taking instruction."

      She holds my eyes for two beats, maybe three. Then she nods once, the smallest bow of her head, and her surrender lights me up.

      "Yes, Mistress."

      It strikes me low in the pit of my stomach, starting a tremor that runs through me so cleanly I have to catch my breath. She sees it, her eyes reflecting the emotion.

      "Are you all right?" There is a flash of concern through the hunger in her eyes. The genuine kind. She would call the whole thing off if I asked.

      I smile because I love her for the question, and I press my forehead to hers for a second so she feels the truth when I say, "More than all right. I have thought about this more times than I can count. You in my arms. What I would do with you if I were allowed."

      She tilts her head the tiniest bit and looks up at me through her lashes. Coy, yes, yet brave with it. "What sort of things?"

      Filthy. The thought arrives as a pulse. I let the corner of my mouth rise.

      "Filthy things," I say, and my voice has found the register it uses when I care enough to be exact. "Dirty things that would make you cry my name and bring you more pleasure than you thought you could take."

      Silence settles over us, full and humming. The radiator ticks. A car rolls past far away and becomes nothing. The petals on the carpet look like a trail of small hearts, absurd and perfect, and I cannot believe we have been given this room, this bed, this night, this possibility.

      She is the one who breaks the quiet. She swallows, and I watch the movement in her throat, and then she says, very clearly, "I am yours, if you want to take me."

      It is not a question. It is an offering. A swell rises in me so fast it feels like standing in surf and being lifted by a wave far larger than it looked from shore. I rest my hand at her throat, not a grip, a presence. The place where I can feel the proof of her, fast and strong beneath my palm.

      "What do you want me to do to you, Olivia?"

      She holds my gaze, unflinching. "Take charge. Bring me pleasure." Her mouth softens on the last word. "I will do anything to make my Mistress happy."

      The last two words awaken something primal in my core. My body tightens in a line from throat to belly to the deep place that has ached since she walked in this evening. I step back only enough to see her fully in the lamplight. She understands the space. She makes a small adjustment, feet a little apart for balance, shoulders back, chin lifted, not defiant, available.
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