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			Dedication

			To those fighting for their identity. May you find 
the love and acceptance you deserve.

		

	
		
			Foreword

			Gender Fluidity is a lesser-known identity under the Trans bracket of LGBTQ. Gender fluidity is defined as being of a changing or shifting gender identity. This could mean someone may experience days of identifying as a man while also experiencing days of identifying as a woman. This could mean a person goes from being nonbinary to gender neutral. This could mean someone shifts through the gradient of girl and demi-girl or boy and demi-boy. 

			Because of its fluid nature, not many people understand or accept gender fluid as an identity, so it is my hope that with this foreword, my readers can better understand Val’s character. Hell, I as a gender fluid individual doubt my own identity half the time because it is so changeable.

			The story nestled within these pages is an erotic mystery surrounding Val Cortez, a Latin gender fluid AFAB individual. Val transitions between days of feminine and masculine expression, and while navigating that on a daily basis can be difficult in and of itself, it is even harder to come into one’s sexuality when the person’s sense of gender changes their views of their own body. This is Val’s story of self-discovery both as a gender fluid person in a time before there was any language to describe such an identity and as someone finding romance for the first time with someone who fully accepts her/him.

			On an additional note, this story is set in Victorian-Era Boston. This was an extremely intolerant time, and some of the content within this novel is reflective of that oppression/intolerance.

			If you would like to review a list of trigger and content warnings, you may find them on the next page.

		

	
		
			Content Overview: This is an Erotic LGBTQ Paranormal Romance with elements of mystery and magical realism. The story revolves around a transmasculine individual exploring a M/F and M/M Relationship. As such, it will have content typical of its genre such as: explicit sexual content, witchcraft, blood/gore, violence, LGBTQ issues, and supernatural elements. This is also set in Victorian Era Boston, so a reader can expect to encounter sexism, racism, and anti-LGBTQ rhetoric. 

			Additional Trigger Warnings:

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Accidental Breath Play

							Aggressive Enforcement of Heteronormativity and “Traditional” Gender Roles

							Apostasy

							Arranged Marriage

							Attempted Rape

							Catholicism

							Conversion Therapy

							Discussion of Abortion

							Domestic Abuse/Assault

							Equestrian Accidents

							Foul Language (in English & Spanish and including racial slurs.)

						
							
							Gender Dysphoria/Euphoria

							Graphic Descriptions of Dead Bodies

							Hidden Weapons

							Insane Asylums with Wrongfully Committed Patients.

							Nonconsensual Touching/Kissing

							Minor Bondage and Domination 

							Misogyny

							Pregnancy

							Reference Self-Harm/Suicide

							Religious Dialogue 

							Secret Love Affair

							Transphobia

							Usage of Safe Words

						
					

				
			

		

	
		
			Act 1

			“One life is all we have, and we live it as we believe in living it. But to sacrifice what you are and to live without belief, that is a fate more terrible than dying.”

			-Joan of Arc

		

	
		
			1

			I Know Why the 
Caged Bird Sings

			Val

			“Go Fish, Sister.”

			Lilianna, my darling big sister, laughs at my scowling face as yet another mismatched card joins my hand.

			“You, Madam, are cheating.”

			“I am not! You simply have terrible luck.”

			Lily and I always play a few rounds of cards after dinner whenever she comes over. Nothing new there. What’s new is that today she is actually winning. Her hand is halfway to gone, and she’s maybe two rounds away from winning.

			With an un-ladylike groan, I toss all eighteen cards in my hand onto the table face up, not giving a flying cog. Sister or not, I swear I am going to strangle her. 

			“Shouldn’t you be in Boston doting on that new husband of yours? I was under impression that you, I don’t know, loved him.”

			“I do love, Cole, but alas, I also love beating my baby sister in cards every chance I get. Do you have any fours?”

			I roll my eyes, tossing her the card she can plainly see.

			“I thought for certain I wouldn’t see you for at least another month, what with you being in the midst of wedded bliss and all. But since you are here, I demand a tax. You simply must tell me what your honeymoon was like.” I waggle my eyebrows at my sister, and Lilianna blushes from the base of her chin all the way to the roots of her fiery red hair.

			“Val, you are positively lewd! Stop reading those wretched books of yours.”

			“Those books bring me joy, and you, Madam McIntyre, are cheating at cards. I’m sure of it! Whatever happened to my perfect, rule-abiding sister?”

			Lilianna chuckles, not bothering to deny it. “Perhaps I’ve learned that rules are more fluid than I used to believe, especially when it comes to interpreting the teachings of the Bible in the marriage bed.”

			“Oh, and what sort of things is my sister learning from that husband of hers? I do hope it’s perfectly inappropriate.”

			“It is entirely appropriate for a husband to please his wife.”

			“Oh, do tell.”

			“Well—”

			“Lilianna,” interrupts the third member of our game, Frou Angelique. Our former governess seems to have finally caught on to what we are discussing. “It is not the lady’s way to discuss matters of the marriage bed with an unmarried maiden.”

			“But Angelique, Val is already twenty-two. Most girls are long married by then.”

			“Yes, an unsightly age for an unmarried woman, yet still unwed nonetheless. Valentina need not hear such things until she has a husband of her own, and I dare say not even beyond that. A proper gentleman certainly wouldn’t entertain questionable interpretations of what occurs between a man and wife within the sacrament of marriage.”

			I don’t like the way she says “proper gentleman.” I know what she is turning her nose up at. My brother-in-law is Irish. He and his father immigrated from Ireland when Cole was little. The two of them worked hard to establish a small but successful brewing company, so while he isn’t rich, he is independent monetarily and handsome to boot. It helps that Lily adores him.

			My sister has been head-over-heels in love with Cole McIntyre for as long as I can remember, and they finally got to marry two months ago in a chilly but quaint midwinter ceremony. I’ve missed her dearly ever since. She’s been off on her honeymoon traveling to Ireland with her new husband to see his homeland and pay respects to his family still overseas.

			“Oh, and how many proper gentlemen have you known, Frou Angelique? Were there many visits to your nunnery in your youth?”

			“Val!” Lily chides me.

			“I assure you, Valentina, any gentlemen who came to the convent came for absolution and prayer, which you would do well to do more of considering your rather un-ladylike tendencies. Perhaps Cole,” she hisses at Lily, “could do the same if the Irish so struggle with respecting their wives in the marriage bed. Your sister need not hear of such sinful behavior.”

			“Oh, Angelique,” I smirk, “do have mercy. We all know that I am no longer of marriageable age. What harm would it do?”

			“You may be too old to be a debutante, Valentina, but you are in no way beyond marriageable. If you could learn to curtail that tomfoolery you like to indulge in, you would be quite the desirable young woman for a man from a good family. You certainly attended a high-enough quality finishing school.”

			I open my mouth to say something rude right back to her about my alleged “tomfoolery” only to jump when the house bell rings.

			“Valentina,” a voice calls through the bronze horn of the house phone. I tense up. It’s Papá.

			“Mande, Jefe,” I say, picking up the device.

			“Deja los jugetes and come here.”

			I get up with a sigh. Lilianna is looking at me, worry drawing her eyebrows together. I wave my hand at her as though to say “forget about it” while I readjust my skirts and bodice. Corsets never stay in the right place when you sit for too long.

			“It’s a bit late for a summoning, don’t you think?”

			“Oh, I’m sure he just wants to remind me to be on time for mass tomorrow before sending me to bed.”

			“Perhaps. Though I do think I am ready to retire myself.”

			“You’re always welcome to my room. Just don’t hog all the covers.”

			“As recompense for your snoring, I’ll take as much of the covers as I’d like.”

			“I’m not that bad.”

			“Not all the time, no, but I have a tract of sleepless nights thanks to you.”

			I leave my sister to her devices in the lounge and make the trek to the upstairs billiard room. The door is closed, but I can hear the sound of laughter leaking through the wood. Father is entertaining several gentlemen this evening, the heads of another influential family like ours. I assume it to be for a business deal, yet I can’t for the life of me remember any of their names. Old money from the old world in contrast to our new American money. I’d been seated next to the son—Thomas, I think. He would not stop talking about himself the entire meal.

			I’m lifting my hand to knock when someone says “Valentina” in the same way I would expect a wine taster to recite the name of a vintage. I pause and press my ear to the door.

			“That eldest daughter of yours, Armando,” I recognize the father’s voice. It sounds like he’s talking out of the side of his mouth while he smokes a cigar, “I hear she is quite the talented artist, not unlike your father. I’m sure her work fetches a fine penny.”

			“More than that. Her work is on par with some of the greatest artists of our time, and what we earn from her commissions is nothing to turn a nose at.”

			“So, a businesswoman?”

			“Certainly not. I handle the financial side of things. No need for her to strain herself with such complicated matters.”

			Right, because a person possessing a uterus can’t run a business. We’re too delicate, I think with a scoff.

			“Shame really, that whole debacle with the Rockefeller boy.” My heart thuds hard against my ribcage at the mention of Charles. The old grief wells up in my throat, but I swallow it down. “Left your house with the short end of the stick,” continues the man.

			“Yes, she was quite distraught by the whole affair, hence her retirement from the public eye, but it is time, I think.”

			Time for what, exactly? I wonder.

			“Indeed,” inserts the voice that tried to talk my ear off earlier. It’s the son, Thomas. “Such a beautiful creature should not be hidden away. What you are proposing is no burden in the slightest.”

			“I’m afraid she is quite headstrong. I doubted I’d find anyone able to handle her properly. Even a gentleman like you, Thomas, might find her difficult.”

			Nothing could have braced me for the next words I hear through the door. With every syllable, I feel a scream rise higher and higher in my throat.

			“Valentina is a fine prize. Thorn-strung roses will always part their petals under a firm hand. On our wedding night, it will be my pleasure to pry apart such a rare oyster and shape her into a perfect pearl. Before long, she will be as broken-in as a fine horse.”

			The statement is followed by a round of raucous laughter so loud it drowns out the pounding of my feet as I run from the house.
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			There is a ferry from Salem to Boston that runs late into the evening. I catch the last one. I’ll have no way to get back to the mansion lest I feel like walking cross-country, but I have no intention of returning, not tonight anyway.

			“Careful, Miss. Lots of ruffians roaming the streets at this hour.”

			“Thank you, but,” I reply, fingering the 11-inch hatpin currently nested into the side of the bowler I grabbed on my way out the door, “I think I’ll be just fine.” Anywhere is better than a mansion where men laugh at the prospect of taking my virginity.

			Male brutality knows no boundaries.

			As I walk, the sound of music chases away the echoes of those voices. Drums bang in rhythm with what sounds like an ensemble of lyres and flutes. The notes lash and flicker into the night, an upbeat jaunt that seeps into my bones and rattles through my skull. It possesses me, making me want to join in whatever spell they are spinning.

			I follow the drums to a grassy knoll. I’ve been here before. This is where the Boston Pops play “Old Hymn of the Republic” every Fourth of July. A long expanse of lawn and on the far side is the forested area that leads to downtown Boston.

			I’ve seen those daytime crowds. Hundreds of people spread out on the lawn. It never looks packed because everyone sections themselves off with their various picnic blankets and parasols. 

			This crowd can’t possibly have those numbers, less than a hundred, yet they look like a living organism with the way they take up each other’s space. There are no blankets, no barriers, no invisible walls. It’s just people celebrating together as one. Surrounding them is a ring of merchants selling all sorts of paraphernalia out of easy to move bags, barrels, and boxes. I spy handmade pottery, woodworks, even ironworks smithed by talented hands. The heady scent of patchouli blankets the area coming from shops selling incense and candles, crystals and beads, herbs and spices. A few hawkers even dare to sell less than polite items like spell books, cauldrons, wands, and one such booth provides ceremonial daggers.

			The festival screams un-Christian. Flags painted with the symbols of pagan worship fly high in the hands of the participants. I recognize them, all the symbols of devil worship our priest warns us about during bible study. The crucifix hanging around my neck burns in warning, a scorch mark telling me to flee and not look back.

			My mother used to celebrate these types of events. She brought me to one, years ago, dressed me in the set of boy clothes I’d picked out at the store that day.

			“Val, my sweet boy, this is the nature of people,” she’d told me. “Strip away the layers of manners and etiquette, and this is what you get. Just people being people, unrestrained just as the gods intended, and no number of commandments can stop that nature. Never let them tame you, my dear. You are a creature of dualities, a force meant to be untamed. You are my child.”

			I’ve never forgotten that night, so similar to this one, however, I would not be amiable to being called a boy right now. Her words forever haunt my dreams despite Papá’s best efforts to erase her influence on me. When he found us at that party, he lost it. It was the last straw that got her locked up in the loony bin. My punishment was milder, or perhaps he just thought he was doing the right thing as the father to an eight-year-old “girl.” He threw away the boy clothes and had Angelique introduce the stays the next day.

			“Fine jewels for a fine lady. I have a set of earrings that would go perfectly with your gown.”

			“You look like a woman of fine taste. Look here, handmade inkwells and pens.”

			There are people just milling about. Others peruse the shops, chatting and eating and simply enjoying the ambiance.

			Many, however, dance. I have never seen dancing like this at any of the parties my father forces me to attend. Those dances are all about tracing respectable patterns on the floor while trying to ignore how impossible it is to move in the heavy layers of clothing such events require. In those well-lit spaces where violins and pianos set the cadence, men and women come together for bare moments between sets, allowing only gloved hands and wrists to meet, nothing more, and never should a stray hand find the skin of a partner. 

			This is utterly different. Bodies in various states of undress collide without care. Men and women, men with other men, women with other women—there is no thought or care for the combinations. Ladies hike up their skirts to set their knees between their partners’. The men touch and hold willing bodies without shame or fear. A few couples even engage in more salacious activities like kisses and embraces. The whole space seems charged, ready to ignite at the slightest provocation.

			My clothing feels hotter than usual. Few of the other women wear gowns like mine, and I feel horribly overdressed in my layers of satin and velvet. While the neckline may be low, fitting for the evening setting, the lace and gemstones are wholly out of place here. My soft pink gloves are entirely inappropriate. I can feel eyes on me everywhere, and the feeling is not pleasant, like hyenas slobbering over an injured gazelle.

			A part of me wants to dart away, run and hide back home where everything is familiar and safe and sane, but then I remember that I took the last ferry from Salem. There will be no return boats until dawn. That’s when the urge to fight kicks in. I have a sudden insufferable need to hit and break and destroy things, to prove that I am not some lost lamb. Anybody who wants to challenge my presence, beware. I’ll show you just how I handle myself in a fight.

			“Are you alright?”

			I whirl around, hand flying to my head, ready to slash at the person who has snuck up on me, only to stop dead in my tracks. The man holds his hands in up in a gesture of peace, backtracking and speaking as though placating an animal.

			“Whoa, whoa sorry, I’m sorry.”

			But that isn’t what made me stop.

			He’s gorgeous. Long locks of hair, brown at the roots but sun-bleached to the warmest shade of gold I’ve ever seen, frame a handsome face. Smooth, high cheekbones, an indelicate nose, lips too full to be a man’s yet featured on a face that is wholly male angles and proportions, he looks like someone descended from royalty. And his most striking feature stares into my face as though he has never seen anyone like me before. Storm-gray eyes gaze at me like the dozens of people who surround us are inconsequential stars, and I am the sun obscuring them with the intensity of my light.

			“I didn’t mean to startle you. I just wanted to make sure you were okay.”

			“I’m fine,” I hiss, turning my heated face back to the crowd.

			“Alright, you just look a little out of place. Is there somewhere I can escort you?”

			I am out of place. I am a freshwater fish so far out at sea that I don’t even know up from down.

			“I’m not out of place, nor do I need an escort, thank you very much,” I snap at this stranger who looks like he was born to navigate spaces like this. With his gold-spun hair and sharp silver eyes, he looks like a pagan prince. His attire of a gold-embroidered gray linen tunic and plain black trousers that have been tailored to his form seems perfectly suited to this kind of event. Styled with a simple but elegant leather belt with a bronze buckle and a golden pendant dangling from a necklace around his neck, he reminds me of Scandinavian royalty. Light, airy, yet elegant.

			“Well, then, welcome to our Ostara festivities.”

			He holds out his arms, putting on clear display the black designs inked into his forearms. A pair of branches, one on each arm, wind around the limbs to disappear under his sleeves.

			“Ostara?”

			He nods. “Tomorrow is the spring equinox.”

			“You mean when daytime and nighttime divide equally. I didn’t realize it was tomorrow.”

			He beams at me. I wonder how many people these days know what the equinox is. Not many churches that I know of keep track of those old cosmic markers. In fact, they set their celebrations rather purposefully on contrary dates.

			“It is the day in which the sun is reborn after the darkness of winter. Many of us here are celebrating the goddess Eostre, but she’s not the only one people hearken to. There’s plenty of other fertility gods and goddesses that rise in the spring like Osiris, Persephone, and Freya, of course.”

			“Xochiquetzal,” I whisper to myself.

			The prince blinks. “What was that?”

			I repeat myself louder and slower. “So-chi-quay-zal.”

			“Oh. Mayan, right?”

			I shake my head. “Aztec. My abuelo used to tell me stories about her and her brother. She was the goddess of love, spring, and fertility. There was one story that I always loved in which she beguiled a priest only to turn him into a scorpion just to put her power on display. I didn’t realize until I was older that that meant she seduced him into breaking his vows.”

			“Hm, I didn’t know that. I take it your abuelo is from Mexico.”

			“Yes, after the Mexican-American war, he moved up here. He managed to make a small fortune off his artwork. He had a piece called Una y El Mismo. It was based on her and her twin brother.”

			“Sorry. I don’t speak Spanish. What exactly does that mean?”

			“Loosely, it means ‘One and the Same’ with the feminine ‘una’ for Xochiquetzal and the masculine ‘mismo’ for Xochipilli, her twin brother.”

			“So, your abuelo was saying that the twins were actually the same person.”

			I nod.

			“How does that work?” he asks.

			“Many ancient cultures used to believe in the duality of the soul. Every person has masculine and feminine energies within them. One is just more strongly expressed than the other.”

			“But not with this god and goddess?”

			I’m honestly surprised he hasn’t been turned off by this conversation yet. Most people hear names and words they don’t understand and just try to politely exit the discussion, yet this man seems genuinely interested in learning more, and I, unexpectedly, find myself happy to answer his questions.

			“My abuelo has a theory that Xochipilli was Xochiquetzal’s masculine form. There aren’t as many stories of him, and he was not as widely worshipped, but he never appears in the same place as his sister, so my abuelo believes that Xochiquetzal was a god/goddess of two spirits who could choose to express a different gender at whim.” Kind of like me...

			“Well, I don’t know if there is anyone else celebrating Xochiquetzal, but I think any god or goddess who is the embodiment of equilibrium between man and woman should rightfully be celebrated on a Sabbath in which the night and day are equals.”

			I roll my eyes at him. “Well, aren’t you full of wit.”

			He shrugs. “I try.” His expression grows to one of concern. “Look, I know it’s none of my business, but I get the sense that you’re not here for the mead. Are you sure there isn’t somewhere else I can take you? No tricks, I promise.”

			Well, he isn’t wrong, is he?

			“There isn’t exactly somewhere else that I’d like to go.”

			“Well, in that case. Would you like to dance?”

			First answer: no. I do not want to dance with this pagan prince and end up embarrassing myself thanks to the stick of propriety that has been shoved down my bodice since the day they first put me in stays as a kid. Second answer—and this is the answer that nearly bubbles up out of my throat: yes. Yes, I absolutely do want to dance with this handsome stranger. This pagan prince oozes magnetism, and he has manners to boot, apparently.

			I give neither of these responses, opting instead for my third answer: Sass. Lots and lots of sass.

			“Think you can impress me, pretty boy?”

			“Well, you already think I’m pretty, so I’m willing to take my chances.”

			¡Este vato!

			I lift my gloved hand and hold it out with a fully limp wrist. If he really wants to dance, he can take the offer like a proper gentleman, if he even knows the meaning of the word.

			His hand takes mine, and I follow.
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			Let Go

			Val

			My impromptu dance partner escorts me to the crowd of dancers. Just take in the imagery for a moment. This blond personification of the sun itself dressed in heathen attire escorts me, a woman who not only is but looks like a high-society snob in an evening gown, into a mass of gyrating bodies. It’s utterly ridiculous, and I asked for it, really, holding my hand out as I did. I should have been honest for once in my life and admitted I was lost and didn’t belong here, but no. I had to put my foot in it, and now I’m waltzing to a tango, so to speak.

			I am not too stunned to miss the subtle push on my hand meant to cue a twirl, so I spin under his arm as expected. Were this a dance familiar to me, his next move would be to pull me back into a traditional hold, but instead, he just lets go. I imagine to an outsider such a gesture would look quite romantic, a savior letting a caged bird free. Except, I’m the bird, and I’ve never stretched my wings far enough to fly.

			How does one dance when they don’t know the steps? Do I just shuffle from foot to foot? Do I shift my hips like the belly dancers in those risqué comics? Maybe I should just start stomping and scrapping my feet like I learned in the ballet folklorico classes my father put me in as a child.

			Feeling more than a little self-conscious, I curl in on myself, shying away from too-close bodies. It’s awkward and strange, and I never should have said yes to this. I don’t belong here.

			“May I?”

			I jerk back at my partner’s voice in my ear.

			“May you what?” I demand, whirling on him. I expect him to have the same arrogant expression I’m so used to seeing on the men at the balls when their dance partner messes up. You know the look, that twisted smile that should be empathetic but is filled with so much self-assurance it couldn’t be anything but sarcastic and derisive. The prince, however, is simply looking at me with a soft expression on his face, not like he is judging me but more like he finds me… I don’t know… interesting, sweet, endearing. One of those. The expression makes me blush.

			“May I guide you?” He emphasizes his words by turning his hands skyward in the vicinity of my waist and hips.

			“You’re asking to touch me.”

			He nods. “This kind of dancing kind of calls for contact.”

			I swallow around the sudden knot forming in my throat. “S-sure.”

			Only women have ever grabbed me around the waist, and usually it’s because they are trying to shove me into a ribcage-bruising corset. That type of touch is job oriented. The way this man grasps my waist is anything but. He maneuvers me into a hold, my hands at his neck, his palms low on my hips. His hands nearly encircle my corseted waistline. An earthy scent drifts from his collar. It’s the scent of herbs, fresh dug soil, and a hint of mint. I wonder if he is a gardener or something—some profession that works outside in the sun and in the dirt to cultivate life and beauty. Surely this isn’t a scent the perfumers can bottle.

			Pressing me tightly to his body, he coaxes me into a sway. “Relax. Let the music flow through you. You’ll know what to do.”

			Right, I’m sure it’s that easy. What ridiculous advice! The people around us writhe and shout in beat to the music. They are fluid like water where I have had people trying to turn me into stoneware my whole life. Even now, as my partner’s hands move me, the stiffening fights against being crumbled. I feel exposed. No one is looking at me, yet I feel everyone looking at me. A ring of people not far from us spin in unending circles, catching one another when dizziness overtakes them. Another couple, two men, simply shift back and forth, gazing into each other’s eyes and savoring this rare moment when they can embrace one another in public.

			A woman nearby grinds against her partner’s pelvis, one of her breasts having escaped her dress. The person behind her is shorter than her, sporting a shaved head and clean face. He, I think they are a he, runs his hands down her sides before one of them disappears under the hem of her skirt.

			A hand turns my head. Gray eyes lean down to look into my own. What does he see? 

			“This is not a place of judgement. You’re safe.”

			I can’t help it. I look away, scanning the crowd again.

			“Hey,” he coaxes my attention back to him. “Look at me. Keep your eyes on me.”

			“What if I fall?”

			“I won’t let you hit the ground.”

			Something uncoils then, a deep-set fear that I’ve held onto like a lifeline. I’ve always been scared that if I let go of too many of the rules that dictate my life, I’ll never be able to pull it all back together. I won’t be able to pass, to conform, and I’ll be outed for being the abomination against nature I am. Yet, looking into steel gray eyes, something washes over me, a gentle tide like stepping into a crisp mountain stream, where the fish can swim past my calves and the birds sing me the world’s oldest songs.

			I didn’t realize the color of a storm could be a color of peace.

			We dance. The drums become my pulse, the lyre, my limbs. Sweat beads on my brow and my breath becomes not my own. My partner’s hands are molten lava on my waist. I’ve given him permission to touch, so touch he does. His trails his hands up and down my sides, across the exposed skin of my arms.

			The longer we dance, the more my breath comes in quick bursts. I probably shouldn’t, but I tangle my fingers in his hair. The gloves act as an unwelcome barrier, keeping me from feeling its texture. When I accidentally tug on a tangle, he hisses through his teeth right into my ear.

			“Sorry,” I start to apologize, but he shakes his head and slides his right hand from where it rests on my left shoulder to the hem of my glove. He catches the fabric between his middle and index fingers and tugs the garment all the way off. The bare skin of his hand is even hotter on my wrist. He ghosts the faintest brush of his lips on my pulse point.

			I can’t hold in the gasp.

			“If you’re going to play with my hair, do it properly.”

			He repeats the treatment on my other arm and sets my hand back in his hair.

			All around us, other couples dance. Skin is caressed, hair is stroked, and more than a few faces meet in the crowd. My own dance partner groans as I rake my nails over the back of his scalp. God, I didn’t realize how soft another person’s hair could be or how velvety another person’s skin might feel. He lowers his head to meet mine as he spins us in a new direction.

			“You have the most beautiful eyes I’ve ever seen.” The words slip out, and I want to bury my head in the sand like an ostrich. He chuckles as I slap a hand over my own mouth.

			“Thank you, Älskling. I’m glad they are to your liking, but I was going to say the same.”

			I frown at that. “They’re just brown.”

			“No,” he breathes. “I thought they were brown at first, but now I see they are a brilliant hazel. Even now as I look at them, I can see them glittering like honey on a fern leaf, the color dancing in the light of the flames.”

			The air catches in my lungs. Electricity courses through my body at the point where his hands meet my skin. He’s only looking at me. People look at me all the time. It’s nothing new, so why do I feel like I am being seen for the first time ever? The strangest desire comes over me. A want so strong, I cannot deny it. I rise toward him, pulled into his gravitational force. He leans down. The space between us closes. His lips part…

			But my beau turns away. He doesn’t go anywhere. I can still feel the puffs of his breath against my lips, but his head is still as though he is listening for something other than the pulsing music that surrounds us.

			“We should go.” His seriousness throws me for a loop.

			“Why?” I ask, hoping I sound coy. “So you can have your way with me?”

			His laughter is warm against my cheek. “Only if you so wish,” he answers, not a bit of flirtatious energy in his words. Just fact.

			Before I can fully process what he’s said, he takes my hand and tugs me to the edge of the crowd. My pagan prince keeps looking around as though searching for someone or something. He stops once we’ve reached the near end of the crowd. Keeping a hold on my hand, he lifts two fingers to his lips and lets out an ear-piercing whistle.

			A bearded man looks up from where he is currently counting money. The man sees the blond and nudges the other person next to him, a willowy looking male whose face is bereft of facial hair but whose hair is tied up in the style I’ve seen some of the more pomp-and-circumstance-loving ladies favor. My blond lifts his right hand and makes four hand gestures in rapid fire. The limb moves so fast I can’t even get a handle on the shapes he is forming before his hand is back at his side. The eyes of both men widen before they start packing up their wares as quickly as they can.

			Gray eyes turn back to me. “Here, we’ll go this way.”

			“And where are we going exactly?”

			“My shop.”

			I don’t know what to say to that, so I say nothing, simply allowing him to lead the way as he makes for the tree line.

			It’s easy to forget how dense trees can be. We are in the middle of the city, yet the trees grow so tightly together I feel like I’m hiking a trail through the mountains. Sticks and twigs catch on my skirts. At one point, I need to yank them free and hear a rip in the fabric. This happens again and again and again, my escort pulling me along only to stop every time I need to deal with my tangled skirts. Just as I’m about ready to scream in frustration, someone else’s screams shudder through the woods, and I just about jump out of my skin.

			“It’s alright. They do this occasionally. It may be rather illegal, but it is natural.”

			I stare at him aghast. There is absolutely nothing natural about screams like that. Yet he seems unbothered, continuing forward.

			“Sorry about this. This is the only way through that your dress will manage. If you want, you can just close your eyes.”

			“Close my eyes! What are you going to do—murder me in the middle of the woods?! I’m not going to—”

			Another scream, this one long and drawn out and punctuated by a high-pitched “Yes!” Naturally, I turn to look. I have never in my life seen anything like the sight that greets me.

			Okay, so I know I’m supposed to be a “lady,” but I know what sex is, in an abstract sort of way. I read books after all, but those stories, the Jane Austen spinoffs and the Dracula penny dreadfuls, they just don’t measure up to seeing the real thing right before your eyes in the middle of the fucking forest. Three people, that’s right, three, in the moonlit clearing are so entangled in each other they don’t even notice us.

			A redheaded woman kneels in the grass wearing nothing but a loose white chemise. She’s the one who screamed, undoubtedly, and I can’t blame her for it. Behind her a dark-skinned man plows his hips into the space between her legs. It’s a surprise to me that she isn’t just screaming continuously at the force with which he is thrusting, but then she turns her attention to the man in front of her, a tall, burly specimen with a full beard. If my gray-eyed beauty is a prince, this man is a warlord, his weapon standing proudly on display until the redhead dips her head down and takes as much of him into her mouth as she can.

			He groans as she strokes him with her hands, bouncing on his member at the speed of her other partner’s thrusts.

			Heat rises through my entire body.

			“Oh, God!” I yelp, turning away as the redhead’s eyes roll back into her head. Her shrieks drown out my surprised shout.

			“Come along, Älskling, before they notice.” 

			My escort tugs my hands, drawing me away from the scene we interrupted, not that it was much of an interruption.

			“I doubt she’ll be noticing anything anytime soon.”

			“They do this from time to time. Mary is a bit of an exhibitionist.”

			The blond tugs me along. Despite the danger to my ankles, I can’t help but look back one more time. The redhead, Mary, looks completely blissed out. The black man has pulled out of her, his mast dripping with her juices, and the conquering warlord lifts her right off the ground. As he drops her onto his sword, she moans long and loud, a wrecked sound that goes straight to my groin.

			“Friends of yours?”

			“In a sense. Fredrick has old wounds from the war that I treat him for, and Gunderson, well, he’s a boxer, comes to me for salves and medicine for his boxing gym.”

			“I take it Mary likes rolling around in the ring as well.”

			He laughs, a full-bellied sound that carries through the forest. Time stands still in the face of it.

			“You are something else, you know that?”

			“I’ve always had my suspi-Cions!” I stumble and cry out when my foot catches on a root. Pain alights up my ankle as, true to his word, my prince catches me before I can fall. I curse when I try to put weight on it. “Shit, I think I sprained my ankle.”

			With a tug on my torso, he pulls me into his body. One arm winds around my waist. His other hand clasps my jaw.

			“Hush. Just breathe for a second.” 

			He holds me there for a charged moment. The cool air alights on my skin, and suddenly, the sweet scent of flowers and rolling wheat fields floods my senses. When the burst of elation abates, my ankle takes my weight without complaint.

			What on earth…

			“I won’t lie to you,” I hear him say through the haze in my head. “I am very much hoping you’ll spend the rest of the evening with me.”

			I look at him through my lashes. His seems just as dazed as I. “And why is that?”

			“You’re magnetic. I just can’t bring myself to look away from you.”

			“Scared I’ll disappear?”

			“No, just drinking you in while I have the chance.”

			“But you’d like to do more than look, wouldn’t you?”

			“You read me as plainly as a book.”

			I am the one who closes the space. I am the one who kisses him. His response makes my toes curl. His lips part for me, his arms tighten around me, and he stumbles into the trunk of a thick tree when I push on him. Hands caress my hair and neck, stalling at the apex of my throat just above my bosom.

			“Take this off,” he says, tugging at my crucifix. It was a gift from my father after my confirmation. He’d been so proud that day, telling me that I’d been the epitome of pious femininity. He always insists I wear it.

			“Why?”

			“Because God hasn’t earned the right to view a creature like you in such splendor.”

			My breath hitches. Such words are downright heretical. I should be horrified by such an answer. Instead, the rebellion in me rises to the surface. I lift my chin and look him directly in the eye.

			“Take it off yourself.”

			Something flashes in those silver eyes, and his hand closes over the pendant. With a sharp yank, the chain gives. The blond throws it into the darkness, and my father’s gift is lost somewhere in the underbrush. I can’t find it in me to care as I press myself up and into my escort once again.

			My ungloved hands can feel the lengths of corded muscle hidden below his shirt, and when he tilts my head back to gain access to my now bare throat, I can’t help but think of Mary currently being fucked out of her mind by her two partners of choice.

			She’s chosen to be ruined by them.

			She’ll be as broken-in as a fine horse.

			Thomas’s voice echoes in my head, laughing about breaking me in for further use on a wedding night that is already being planned without my consent. 

			I won’t have a choice, and he’ll laugh while he rips my innocence to pieces. 

			I pull back, gasping for air, and I look at my dance partner, his back flush against the tree, my bare hands on either side of his hips, and the obvious signs of his interest tenting his trousers. The thoughts race through my head.

			It would be sinful. An unforgivable act. The ultimate rebellion for someone like me, a “lady” whose been told to be sweet, be pure, be docile her entire life.

			Charles never even touched my bare skin. There was always something in the way: gloves, coats, jackets, a shawl. He would lead me down the pier, my hand tucked into his elbow as we kept a respectable distance between our bodies. I’d loved him, I think, that sweet, puppy love that the romance authors praise and celebrate, yet I’d never even kissed him. I’d wanted to marry him, but that all came tumbling down when…

			Now, look at me. No gloves, my dress askew, pushing a strange but beautiful man against a tree so I can kiss him. For the first time in my whole life, I am in control, and I want so desperately for this to be reality. I want this to be my life, not the life waiting for me in Salem. Not the version of reality where I am a thing to be “pried apart” and “broken-in.”

			I have control here, and with it, I have the power of choice. I choose not give that pig the privilege of taking from me what should be mine to give freely.

			I lean up to whisper into the blond’s ear.

			“I want you to ruin me.”
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			Ruin Me

			Val

			We fumble through the dark, pausing only when the dull green glow of the gaslights marks the street.

			My blond keeps ahold of me the entire way. It’s a wonder we don’t fall into a ditch with the way we seem dedicated to keeping our lips on each other.

			I barely register my surroundings when my back hits a door. Tilting my head back as my neck is assaulted, I notice the sign above the door says, “The World Tree: Teas, Tinctures, and Tonics.” I hear the click of keys in a lock. The glass at my back gives, and I drag him inside by his collar.

			Inside, it smells like greenery, earthy and warm, comforting in a way. This is where his intoxicating smell comes from. I idly wonder what kind of business I’ve just stepped inside when my back hits a support beam.

			“Hah,” I pant out. “So, this is your shop?”

			“It is,” he answers from somewhere at the base of my throat. “And I’m quite pleased with my current guest’s request.”

			“Is my request the kind of order you fill often?”

			Do I even care if it is? My back arches as he sucks on the skin at the apex of my neck and shoulder.

			“On order, no,” he chuckles. “But if the mood strikes me right, I am very adept at meeting a partner’s needs.”

			His hands curl around my back. I can feel him fingering the closures of my gown through the thick fabric.

			Cold air chills the area as he pulls his lips from my skin and gazes down at me. The lamplight dances an array of colors across his face.

			“In all seriousness, though, you don’t even know my name.”

			“Is that a problem?”

			“No, but I need to know that you understand exactly what it is you are asking for.”

			I don’t. I really don’t know. Aside from my brief glimpse of a ménage a trois in the woods and the pathetic amount of reading I’ve done, I haven’t a clue what it means to give my body to someone. To open myself and be known in a biblical sense.

			It makes my heart pound in a strange mixture of emotions: the undeniable flutter of fear, the unwavering anticipation before a fall, yet there is also the zinging excitement of arousal. I want this, whatever it means, and I want to feel it culminate in whatever this man is willing to give.

			I refuse to say as much, however. Instead, I pull my bowler hat from my head and drop to my knees. My hands fly to the hem of his pants, pulling aside the ties and buttons keeping them shut and reveal his erection. 

			I swallow, thickly.

			It’s big, engorged, and at attention. Just the idea of touching it makes my inexperienced hands quiver. My thighs clench, the apex twitching at the sight of my soon-to-be bedmate’s equipment.

			Before I can back out, I set my hands around the base and wrap my lips around the tip.

			Above me, my pagan prince curses.

			I’m not sure what I was expecting it to taste like. Skin, of course, but there is a deeper flavor, a heady musk that I, surprisingly, don’t find offensive.

			A hand comes to rest in the nest of pinned curls at the center of my head. His fingers twist into the style and gently grip my scalp. I take it as permission to continue.

			Mindful of my teeth, I move my mouth up and down the organ before me. He is too large for me to get any substantial amount in, but judging from the sounds I hear him make, I’m doing something right.

			I keep moving as steadily as I can, using my hands to stimulate the entire shaft. Before long, however, my jaw begins to tire and tense; my lips ache from the suction. At one point, I brush my tongue over the tip, and a dollop of something mostly tasteless, but an enhanced version of that same musk, follows my tastebuds.

			I pull back to clear my mouth of the liquid and look up at him from my place on the floor, a smile cocked as sharp as a pistol across my face.

			“Does that answer your question?”

			I’m about to latch back on when he ducks down. Two hands curl under my skirts and grasp my upper thighs. In an impressive show of strength, he lifts me clean off the floor, eliciting an undignified squeak from me.

			He nudges my legs around his waist, my arms automatically wrap around his neck to keep from falling, and for half a second, I think this pagan prince is going to unceremoniously push me down onto his arousal like the burly warlord did to Mary in the woods, but he doesn’t. He attacks my swollen lips with his own instead, walking us across the shop and up a set of spiral stairs. I don’t even know how he manages it.

			“Pick a word.”

			“What?” I gasp through his hungry lips.

			“Pick a word that tells me if I’ve gone too far,” he says as he undoes the fastenings on my bodice. “You say the word and I stop, no questions asked.”

			A word, a word, pick a word. What the hell kind of word!

			“Amphora.”

			“You mean the vase?”

			“Yes, it’s a pain to throw, and I always need to stop halfway through.”

			“You make pottery then?”

			“Yes, and I’m not discussing it.”

			“Alright, amphora it is.”

			My bodice is halfway to falling off by the time he sets me down on a bed. We are in the loft of the shop, his living space.

			Like lightning, his body hovers over mine, his mouth once again trying to devour me whole. Once he’s stolen my breath, he says, “You,” another kiss, “are surely an imp.”

			“Maybe. Or perhaps I’m a fae temptresses luring you into madness?” 

			“Is that why you won’t give me your name? Am I in the company of one of the fair folk?”

			“What if I am?”

			“Then I’ll just have to conduct a thorough investigation for myself.”

			My skirts are pushed up my legs and over my hips as his mouth trails hot kisses down my torso. He licks at the skin of my confined bosom and nuzzles into the fabric of my bodice before sinking below my bunched-up skirts.

			More fabric is shoved aside, and strong hands pry my thighs apart.

			“Oh!” I gasp as his mouth connects with my most intimate of places.

			It’s a small mercy that I can’t see what he’s doing, but what I feel! Oh, God! It’s devilry what he does.

			He drinks at my entrance, suckles between the petals, and when his tongue flicks against my pearl, my hands clench into the fabric of the bedspread. My God! The sounds he makes. Coupled with the electricity coursing up my spine, my head spins. I moan as his tongue dips inside me. My legs try to close on instinct, but his hands keep me open and spread.

			He doesn’t let up even as I become a quivering mess of shaking muscles and soft pants. Tension pools in the pit of my stomach. I don’t know what it is, but it releases like a slingshot, the wave breaking across my entire being. 

			“Wait!” A cry I can’t stifle.

			His mouth disappears as I convulse only to be replaced with his hand, a long finger sliding between my folds. I barely notice the intrusion through the haze of whatever the hell that was, but the second makes me sigh at the slight stretch. The tickle of hair brushing against my face makes me open my eyes to find steel gray staring down at me.

			“Gods, you’re perfect.”

			He was watching me come undone! I didn’t think I could flush any harder, but I can be wrong on occasion. Despite having just taken his fill of my core, he kisses me like a starved man, the piney flavor of his mouth now spiced with the tang of my sex. 

			As he strokes me, I find myself grinding into his hand. My hands, buried under his shirt, feel like they are sparking with electricity. Every time I touch his bare skin, my nerves send zings of information up and down my arms. I’ve heard the term touch-starved; I didn’t realize I was.

			When his hand at my core disappears, I actually whimper.

			“Shh.” He hushes me as he shifts his weight. The rustle of more fabric being pulled out of the way, the slide of skin over skin, and the blunt head of his manhood butts against my core. My stomach clenches and my thighs shake as I fight the impulse to close my legs. Without any fanfare, he pushes forward. The first breach, a moment that should have been carefully guarded for my future husband, knocks the air from my lungs as my handsome stranger seats himself within me in one fluid motion.

			He groans into the side of my neck.

			“Gods, you’re so tight.” He sounds like he is on the cusp of pain. “Shit! Am I hurting you?”

			Yes! It hurts. God, it hurts so badly. I feel like I’m being split in two.

			He tries to withdraw, but I wrap my legs around his hips and hold him in place. I can handle this. I have to. I-I want to.

			“No, I’m fine,” I choke out and shake away the tear that’s run down my temple, hoping he doesn’t notice. He adjusts his position, bringing his forearms up to frame my face.

			“Try and relax.”

			He swallows my moan as his hips begin to move. The pace is slow, his thrusts shallow, keeping the majority of his length in me. I can feel the head pressing into my cervix with every dive. The sensation is intense. One moment I feel the burn of the stretch, then the friction of the drag, the next it’s the sharp shock of my insides being hit. Is this what it’s supposed to feel like? Just a constant shifting of pain from one place to the other.

			My partner coaches me through it, whittling praise and encouragement into my skin as he moves deeply, teaching my body to accept him. But the slow beat doesn’t last.

			The crescendo happens over the course of several kisses, and by the time his thrusts become full-bodied and oh so deep, I realize that the slide is becoming easier, my walls yielding to his mast. It starts to feel good. It starts to feel really good.

			At once, he sits up, hands grasping my still-clothed hips, and oh, oh, oh! It’s all I can do to not rip the sheets in my grip. I can barely hold on as he sets a merciless tempo.

			A particularly hard thrust pulls a scream from my throat.

			“There you are,” he says and angles for the same spot over and over again until I am an absolute mess of sounds and sweat. It’s too hot. The dress too heavy. I need to get it off, right now.

			“Ah, I-I need… Hahh!”

			My blond pauses his beat and leans over me, and the heat from his body makes the temperature even more suffocating.

			“What do you need?” His voice is rough with passion.

			My hands tear at the layers of fabric still clinging to my body. I can’t remember which buttons are for decoration and which ones will actually get me out of this cursed garment.

			“Off… Now,” I pant out.

			“Come here,” he says, pulling out. My core twitches at the sudden void. Dios mio, my body yearns for him!

			Taking my hands in his, he pulls me up and off the bed, making my skirts fall back over my legs. He tugs the bodice clean off. In turn, I yank his tunic over his head, and my, oh, my, my prince really is gorgeous. Well-muscled but not overly so, he is the definition of svelte. The tattoos, wild and tribal-like, snake over his skin, the branches twining together just over his navel. His pectorals flex under my fingertips, and his abs clench as he leans down to rid me of my heavy lower garments.

			My crinoline petticoat drops practically on its own, having been jostled too much by my lover’s hands. I kick it and my shoes off and away easily enough, but the skirt proper is fastened too tightly around my corseted waist. He finds the belt and tugs it free while I work the clasps and buttons that hold it together.

			He makes a sound of frustration in the back of his throat, turns me around, and before I can even register what is happening, rips the skirt clean off my hips. The cool air hits my skin, and I exhale in relief. In nothing but my corset, chemise, and stockings, I practically swoon as his hands return to trace the curves of my torso. My back pressed to his front, he winds a hand up the front of my torso, dips it into my bodice to squeeze my breast, and curls it around my throat. He doesn’t clench, he just holds my head back against his shoulder, lips trailing across my cheek and jawline.

			His other hand snakes around my hip, pushing me back until his length slips between my thighs.

			“Tilt down just a little. I want to feel you like this.”

			The pressure of his palm encourages me to angle my buttocks up and into his lower belly. Cradling my hip between his thumb and forefinger, he pushes me down and presses forward. The angle is just right for him to slide back inside me.

			“Mmm.”

			With the new angle comes new sensations. My teeth bite down on my lower lip, a fresh spike of pain and pleasure lighting up my insides as he rocks in and out of me.

			“You take me so wonderfully,” he rasps into my ear, fingers playing at the hidden button between my folds. “You look so fucking beautiful on my cock.”

			He forces me back down, this time to my hands and knees on the bed. He fucks me the way canines mate, with wild abandon. This is the same position Mary had been in while the black man abused her. I wonder if I look like her, prostrate and at the mercy of my pagan prince.

			“Ahh, oh, I-I can’t.”

			“Yes, you can.”

			Is this what it means to be wrecked?

			I sob as he thrusts harder. ¡Madre de Dios! He’s an animal, not letting me get away even an inch. Or maybe I’m the animal, relishing being rutted. The shudders begin in my legs and jolt up my spine. 

			“Yes, it’s right there,” he praises me. “Go on. Let go.”

			I fling my head backward as an intense wave of pleasure knocks me off my hands. Face buried in the bedsheets, I scream so long and loud that I’m absolutely certain people out on the street can hear me.

			“Fuck,” my lover curses, pulling out again as I ride the wave all the way into bliss.

			The next thing my awareness pings on is hands manhandling me into position as he climbs onto the bed so that luscious piece of flesh can fill me again.

			I curse, my body pitching forward at his renewed vigor. Being in this position has given me the chance to cool down and breathe. But now that I’m on the verge of chilly, I crave contact. Touch that I can’t get right now because he’s mounted me like a prized stallion on a breeding mare.

			An animalistic sound tears itself from my throat. I ram my hips backward into his, knocking him off balance. He falls onto the bed, his mast standing tall and at attention. I swing around and climb on top of him.

			“I want to touch you,” I demand.

			He smiles up at me and sets my hands on his chest, his own going to my hips and buttocks.

			“I’m all yours, Älskling.”

			Trailing my fingertips down his torso, I trace the black designs that cascade down his chest to taper at the base of his ribcage, relishing the silky feel of his skin, his body heat, my fingertips trail down to the soft line of pale hair that descends from just below his belly button to his length. Growing bold, I grip him in one hand, pumping up and down the shaft before sheathing him within me once more. My efforts are rewarded with a groan, my lover’s head falling back onto the sheets, eyes closed, mouth askew.

			I shift my hips, and encouraged by the noises he’s making, I move. I set the pace, rocking and grinding and, with his help, bouncing over him. I feel powerful. He’s at my mercy now.

			The longer and faster I go, the more my thighs burn. My hair, falling out of its confines, soaks up the sweat my body builds up.

			I’m no slouch when it comes to physical activity. Hours of horseback riding translate quite wonderfully to this position, and my abuelo used to regularly train me in kickboxing and fencing. I know how to maneuver myself in a fight; he made sure of it—always saying that as his oldest granddaughter, it was my duty to protect my younger sisters.

			But this. I feel like I’m in a fight, not for my life, but for how much pleasure I can take from the body below me. My hips move in ways I didn’t even know they were capable of, fucking myself on my lover’s member.

			The pain from earlier is a lost echo at this point. All that remains is pure unadulterated pleasure. I can’t get enough of it. Looking at him from above, listening to sounds he makes, watching the branches of ink flex with every pulse of our bodies, I feel sanity washing away. Were I in my right mind, I would be embarrassed by the sounds continuously falling from my lips. All of the sighs and moans and outright screams, but my partner seems to relish my enjoyment, his own groans twining with mine, at least until he demands control back.

			Hips shifting, feet bracing on the mattress, my partner thrusts up into me, nearly doubling the pace I’d set, and I was not going slowly.

			“Mmm, ahhh! Oh God!” I shout, falling forward.

			“You feel so fucking good.”

			Holding me down with a fist knotted in my hair, he tucks my head into the space beside his. 

			“I’ve never had a woman so bold. Your cunt is driving me mad. I could take you for hours. I don’t think you would ever lose the vice you have on my cock no matter how long I fucked you.”

			His throaty voice spills lines of dirty prose into my ear.

			“Is this what you were after, darling? Someone to unapologetically claim you. I’ve gotten two orgasms out of you so far. How many more do you think I can pull from your body?”

			“I-I don’t—”

			“And you’re so pretty when you cum. That last one nearly ended it all. If I hadn’t pulled away, I would have lost myself in how tight you squeezed me. Is that what you’d like?”

			“Yes!”

			“Oh, you want to make me spill myself? Just keep doing what you’re doing, I’m sure it will come, but I haven’t finished having my way with you yet. There’s so much more I want to do to you.”

			I don’t know what’s getting to me. His words, his pace, his grasp keeping me still, but my body trembles. My breath comes in short, quick gasps. I’m gulping in air but none of it seems to stay in my body. My vision swims; my lungs can’t expand. Oh, God, I can’t breathe. The corset is too tight, too constricting. Black seeps in around the edge of my sight.

			“I can’t—I can’t breathe.”

			Hearing the distress in my voice, his lips caress the shell of my ear. I clench around him as he continues to thrust up into me. Oh, Gods, how is the coil tightening again when I am losing feeling in my legs and hands?

			“It’s okay. I’ve got you.”

			My teeth grind together, another—what did he call them?—orgasm rips through me. He rocks me through it. All the while my vision goes darker and darker as I try in vain to suck air into lungs that can’t take anymore.

			“No. La hostia,” I rasp. “I can’t breathe. A-amphora!”

			Everything stops as my partner realizes I am not being hyperbolic with praise.

			“Damn corset!” he growls, sitting us both up. Deft fingers pull at the ties in the center of my back. They loosen quickly, and before I know it, he is pulling apart the front clasps and chucking it and my chemise across the room.

			Air fills my lungs, finally able to fully expand now that whale boning no longer cages them in.

			My senses come back slower this time. Gentle hands stroke me through this particular recovery. Shapes are traced into my back, open-mouthed kisses feather across my throat, my chest, and my breasts. Lips graze my nipples, and I shiver.

			My hips are moving, gentle pulses along the length no longer within me but still pressed against my heated core.

			“Are you okay?”

			I nod into his shoulder. “I think so. I can breathe again.”

			“Do you need to stop?”

			I swallow.

			“But you haven’t… I mean shouldn’t you…” I can’t find the words exactly. In the books, the man’s final release is always the end of the encounter. That bit of control never goes to the woman. “Don’t you need to finish?”

			“Wanting to and needing to are two different things. We can stop if you can’t take any more.”

			My competitive nature twitches to rise up and spring out, but this isn’t a challenge or a question of my capabilities. It’s a gentleman’s offer. I guess my pagan prince, for all the savagery and passion he brings into his—was this lovemaking?—bedroom games, truly is more compassionate than I gave him credit for.

			I shake my head. “No,” I whisper. “We don’t need to stop. Consider me at your mercy, Pretty Boy.”

			He huffs out a laugh. “You know,” he draws me to his face, “I think you’re the one who’s going to ruin me.”

			Our mouths meet, and I vow to never forget this man as he takes me again. He takes me over and over and…
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