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            If thou remember’st not the slightest folly

            That ever love did make thee run into,

            Thou hast not loved.

            —William Shakespeare, As You Like It

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Prologue

         

         In the room where Lancaster Steyne trained me, he kept a bonsai tree. He taught me how to tend it—how to offer care without mercy—and I am not insensible of the irony. I wonder if he still has it, though me, of course, he gave to Caspian. Who, in turn, gave me to counsellors, therapists, psychoanalysts. And finally, he gave me a job.

         I would have done anything for him. Tended to his every desire. Surrendered my body for his use. Taken pain for his pleasure, both being equally meaningless to me. The truth is, I still would. So I serve, in the capacities he allows. In the ways his conscience will permit. And I let him pay me for it because he needs to. Because he also needs to believe I am not Lancaster’s creature. So he can believe it of himself. Even this, I will do for Caspian. I will lie for him.

         The differences between us run deep. I have lost what little sense I ever possessed of who I was before Lancaster found me, and I have no interest in who I could have been without him. There is some part of me that misses still the serenity of those days: dark rooms and light and the comfort of routine. My world was a simpler place with him at its centre. Not necessarily a kinder one, but none of my experiences have taught me to expect kindness, and I certainly value simplicity.

         “I will make you perfect,” he used to tell me as I knelt at his feet. And I welcomed his making. Until then, I had been nothing. I had been dank places and money changing hands, the course of my life as inevitable as the path of the veins down my forearm. But Caspian is not like me. He has never been as low or as lost. He has always had choices. Whereas I am shaped, either by nature or because of Lancaster, to find solace in constraint, in service, in the abnegation of the self, he suffers. He struggles. Of course, Lancaster has never expected of Caspian what is now an instinct in me. But he was not made to subordinate his will to that of another. He is not to be tamed. Or if he is, neither Lancaster Steyne nor Nathaniel Priest has the heart for it.

         And I, what can I do but watch? As I have always watched. My care for him is in everything I do—in his diary, meticulously kept, the reports I prepare, the meetings I schedule and minute, the tasks I perform without question or hesitation—but it is not my care he needs. I have no resentment for that. It is never reciprocation I have sought, only use and, from that, purpose. Though it is far from anything Lancaster intended for me, Caspian has given me both. His generosity leaves me abashed and his gentleness has never been necessary. And this summer I saw him happy for the first time.

         It didn’t last. And now—also for the first time—I begin to question. Not to him. Never to him. But my hands sometimes shake beneath my desk. Mistakes creep into my work, a double booking, a forgotten duty, not many. But I have never made mistakes before. All Caspian says is that I must be more careful next time, though I can barely bring myself to meet his eyes. The pain is too stark in him.

         I have no interest in power. It is a messy thing, unlike the quiet order of submission. But I don’t know how to serve a man when his actions are hurtful to himself. I don’t know how to obey when my mind is already in open mutiny. I don’t know how to help him. Silence is betrayal of his happiness. Action is betrayal of his trust. And it is all a betrayal of me. Or perhaps of Lancaster. He was supposed to make me perfect. Yet here I am in turmoil. And what disturbs me most is that I can see what Caspian cannot. Which is simply this:

         Arden St. Ives changed us both.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

         

         Stop me if you’ve heard this one before.

         Boy meets billionaire. Billionaire offers boy short-term prearranged sex contract. Boy runs away from billionaire. Billionaire comes after boy. Boy and billionaire get back together. Billionaire sends boy to America on account of boy’s best friend having been in horrendous car accident. Boy comes home again. Billionaire freaks out because of abusive history he never fucking told boy about. Boy blows it with billionaire.

         Boy gets on with life.

         And you know something? Boy’s life wasn’t too bad.

         I’d moved in with Caspian’s sister, Ellery—into what I’d thought was going to be a converted warehouse for Spratt’s Patent pet foods but turned out to be just a warehouse she blatantly had no intention of converting into anything. Looking back, I wasn’t sure why I’d expected otherwise. But I had the loft, and we mostly had electricity and running water, so it was actually semi romantic in a writing poetry and fucking Kerouac kind of way. Well, except when I stumbled home drunk and collided with a girder, and Ellery had to take me to A&E. But that was one time.

         As for Ellery, she came and went at all hours, shamelessly ate my food, and sometimes crawled into my bed to sleep curled up next to me. It was like having a cat, if the cat also took a lot of drugs and threw wild parties. Not that I think Ellery meant to throw wild parties—they just happened around her, especially now that her band, Murder Ballad, was taking off, or at any rate accruing a devoted cult following. I had no idea how, because they didn’t seem to advertise their gigs or hold them at, y’know, venues (the last one had been in a derelict church), but somehow, the word got out.

         Because apparently songs about child murder, sororicide, and accidentally cheating on your husband with the devil performed in abandoned buildings were less nichey than the elevator pitch suggested. Or maybe it was just Ellery. She was electric on stage. As far as I knew, she arranged most of the music herself and she was in every swoop of the soprano, every cry of the violin, every beat of the drums: savage and mournful and free.

         I was still at Milieu, though it would have been pretty damning if I hadn’t been. An ouchie in the heart region made time drag itself along like a dying cowboy in a western, but it had been a mere handful of months since Caspian had left me. The longest autumn of my life. The coldest winter.

         Or else that was nonmetaphorical cold because the heating had gone off again. I pushed my sleep mask onto my forehead and poked my nose out from under the quilt Mum had made. Immediately regretted it and vanished back under my pile of blankets. This was a major disadvantage of being a proper grown-up: You had to get out of bed. Not that I had a bed. I couldn’t afford a bed. I had a mattress on the ground. But it was probably really good for my back. And at least I wasn’t living on Coco Pops in a hovel by myself, which was all I could have managed on my salary without Ellery.

         I would have done it, though. Because deep down I knew that no matter how sharp and real and inescapable my pain felt right now, it would fade. My life was more than Caspian Hart. Weird as it seemed, he’d shown me that.

         Shown me how to fly, then pushed me through a window.

         Some days, I was fucking pissed about it. Others I was just sad. But occasionally, I’d wake up in the rose and silver haze of a London dawn. Sit there on my mattress, wrapped in the quilt that still smelled of home, watching the light gleaming on the mist that coiled off the canal and…feel the shape of something like okayness at the tips of my fingers.

         This morning, however, okayness was definitely not within touching distance. In fact, I was all for sticking my head under the pillow and pretending I didn’t exist.

         Except then I’d be late for work.

         I got out of bed and, whimpering softly, peeled off the two pairs of socks I was wearing. The floor was hideously cold against my bare feet, but it was better than slipping on twisty little stairs that led to the main level and ending up in A&E again.

         The bathroom was basically a long corridor that had been partitioned off, with a shower over a drain at the far end. Ellery, with the air of someone defiantly uninterested in interior decor, described it as Shawshank chic. And truth be told, it was a bit of a shock to the system after the pristine marble palace that was One Hyde Park. But I adapted, reminding myself I’d washed in way worse places when I was a student.

         Morning ablutions complete, I spent some time picking out clothes and making my hair super cute. Life as a junior editor wasn’t actually that glamorous—mainly I made tea, wrote boring copy, proofed other people’s more interesting copy, and did what was called “gathering assets,” which boiled down to Googling shit—but you still had to turn it out. You had to look like the sort of person who worked at a high society lifestyle magazine. Not posh, exactly, but as if you knew what you were doing fashion-wise.

         Thankfully, I’d emerged from the womb serving manic pixie dream queer. I went for some skinny leg, windows check trousers, a chunky cable knit jumper, also courtesy of Mum, and my very pointiest shoes. Then hurried downstairs to see if Ellery had eaten all the Coco Pops.

         Which, apparently, she had. Or rather was just about to, as she tipped the last of the packet directly into her mouth. She was wearing an oversized T-shirt, which simply said BASTARDS, and some stripy thigh-highs, and was curled in the corner of the vast L-shaped sofa that was our only item of furniture. I mean, unless you counted the table I’d made out of wine crates. And the taxidermy walrus that…actually, I still had no idea about the walrus. Ellery said he was called Broderick.

         The rest of the band, who didn’t actually live with us but might as well have, were scattered about in various states of consciousness. The drummer—Osian Ap Glyn—was facedown in the middle of the floor in a tumble of red hair. For a moment, I thought he might be legitimately dead, but then he twitched and I heaved a sigh of relief. Innisfree, who did keyboard and soulful vocals, and was essentially the anti-Ellery, was sitting in the lotus position with her face turned ecstatically towards the sunrise. And Dave, the guitarist, was, as ever, just there, looking as if he’d blundered into Ellery’s life by mistake and couldn’t think of a way to politely excuse himself.

         “Innis made you a packed lunch,” said Ellery as I edged carefully round Osian.

         “Oh wow.” My heart sank. “She shouldn’t have.”

         Innis turned briefly in my direction, like a more serene version of that scene in The Exorcist. “It’s my pleasure, Ardy. Healthy body, healthy soul. And compassion in every bite.”

         “There’s a quinoa salad,” Ellery told me sadistically. “With kale and avocado.”

         “Yum.”

         “And dried beetroot crisps.”

         “Whoopee.”

         Innis smiled, showing her perfect, shining teeth. “And, as a special treat, some of my hand-made protein balls.”

         “Thank you.” I squirmed miserably.

         “Don’t forget your tea.”

         I was so very doomed. “You made tea too?”

         “Nettle and fennel.”

         “Ardy’s favourite,” exclaimed Ellery, very much earning the betrayed look I cast in her direction.

         I gave her the middle finger, picked up the eco-friendly silicon storage container Innis had left me, along with the bamboo-fibre travel cup, and made for the door. Closing it firmly on both Ellery’s laughter and Innis reminding me to buy a coat.

         Because, as it happened, I had a coat. A really fabulous one. But it had been a gift from Caspian. And while I was sure one day it would be a welcome reminder of a man I’d once loved, right now it just hurt too fucking much to wear it.

         Besides, I grew up in Scotland. Southerners knew nothing about cold.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         I hurried along the canal and then up the steps that took me to street level so I could cross the bridge. And right there, slumped against the railing so inconveniently that I nearly tripped over his feet, was Billy Boyle, Ellery’s stalker-paparazzo. I’d only met him a couple of times before, and on each occasion I’d afterwards found myself the subject of some nasty column inches, mostly speculating about which of the Harts I was banging. I didn’t like him, is what I’m saying.

         He used his teeth to pull a Lucky Strike from the packet he was holding, and lit it with a flick of his lighter. “All right, Ardy?”

         “No comment.”

         “You know nobody really says ‘No comment,’ don’t you? Only Tory MPs when they’ve been sending pictures of their willies to fourteen-year-old girls.”

         “Thanks for the tip.”

         I did my best to evade him, but there wasn’t much I could do short of running into traffic, so he fell into step beside me. His cigarette smelled different—nastier—to whatever Caspian smoked. But still. It was familiar enough to make my heart ache afresh.

         “You back with Ellie, then?” he asked.

         There was no way I could answer that question without it implying something I didn’t want to imply. Which was probably the whole point. “No comment.”

         “Good choice, mate.” Boyle grinned wolfishly. “She’s by far the best of them. Can’t beat sticking your dick in crazy.”

         Urgh. He made my skin crawl. “You’re disgusting.”

         “Just telling it like it is.” He shrugged. “But what a family, eh?”

         I walked a little faster. There were people around and cars on the road, so I had no reason to feel threatened. Which I didn’t really—just fucked with and prodded at and imposed upon. And I wasn’t sure what I could do about it in any case. Since I was pretty sure being icky wasn’t breaking any laws.

         “The dad was a Boy Scout. The mum’s a snooty bitch. And the brother…well, you’d know more about that than me, wouldn’t you, Ardy baby? But the stories you hear.”

         He was just trying to get a reaction. So I gritted my teeth and refused to give him one.

         “That’s the rich, though. Think they can do anything.”

         I kept my head down. Kept walking.

         “You should consider telling yours.” Boyle cast his cigarette butt carelessly into the gutter. “Story, I mean.”

         Startled, I stopped a moment. “Wait. What?”

         Another of his scavenger’s grins. “Thought that’d get your attention.”

         “Not in a positive way.”

         “Don’t be like that. I’m trying to help you.”

         “No,” I said firmly, “you’re not. You’re trying to exploit me.”

         Normally, I cut through Tower Hamlets Cemetery Park on my way to the station—which probably sounds a bit morbid, but it was actually a lovely place, full of grass and stone and quiet, especially in the morning—but the prospect of Billy Boyle chasing me through a graveyard, or lurking there on future occasions, was absolutely horrendous. I turned onto Bow Common Lane instead, stifling a sigh when Boyle turned with me.

         “Could you go away,” I said, figuring it was worth a shot. “Please?”

         But the man was as relentless as a piece of chewing gum stuck to the sole of my shoe. “I’d get you one hell of a deal, Ardy. And it’d be classy. Sunday magazine classy. You should think about it.”

         “Okay. I’ll think about it.”

         “Chance to tell your side of things. Completely sympathetic to your point of view. And of course, I’d make sure nothing too complicated got in the way of that.”

         Wait. Complicated? I gave him an incredulous look. “Are you threatening me?”

         “I wouldn’t say that. I’d say”—he stroked his chin thoughtfully—“I’m acknowledging the infinite subtleties of human nature. I mean, you haven’t exactly been a saint, have you, mate? And a story like this—if we play our cards right—could be worth a couple of mil at least. Imagine that. You’d never have to work again.”

         “No thanks.”

         “Aw, come on, Ardy.” Boyle sounded genuinely bewildered—even a little hurt. “Why not?”

         “Um, how about because I’m not a total shithead?”

         There was a brief pause. And I thought he was going to give up, but no. He kept talking. “Do it for Ellie then.”

         “Right. Because she’d really appreciate me making her brother the subject of public speculation.”

         “Bit of payback for all the shit he’s put her through.”

         That made me laugh—in a mean, sceptical sort of way. “You can’t really expect me to believe you’re doing this for Ellery and not the money.”

         “Like I said”—he shrugged—“the infinite subtleties of human nature.”

         I just rolled my eyes.

         Boyle reached into an interior pocket of his brown leather jacket and pulled out a scrap of paper with something scribbled on it. “Take my number, at least.”

         “Fine.” I didn’t actually want his number—or anything to do with him—but it was clearly the only way I was going to get rid of him.

         “Don’t wait too long, yeah? You always want to be ahead of a story, not behind it.”

         He was probably just digging. Trying to freak me out. Unfortunately it was borderline working. “What story? There’s no story.”

         “Thought you were supposed to be a journalist.” He flashed his yellowing, pointy-toothed smile at me. “You should know by now, there’s always a story.”

         “Well…well…there isn’t.”

         “Whatever you say. See you around, Ardy baby.”

         He gave me a mocking, two-fingered salute and sauntered off. Finally, fucking finally, leaving me alone. And not feeling great, in all honesty. As well as running late.

         I made a dash for the station and made it just in time, leaping between the Tube doors the second before they closed, and then wriggling and squishing my way through a forest of armpits until I was able to wedge myself into a nook at the back of the carriage.

         It wasn’t a long journey—only about fifteen minutes, if there were no delays—but I felt ridiculous looking back on the time I’d spent at One Hyde Park, believing I lived in London. That wasn’t London. This was London. Long, dark tunnels, strangers diligently not looking at each other, and the scent of soot and sweat.

         Maybe I was a complete weirdo, but I liked it more.

         It was real to me in the way that Caspian’s cold, beautiful, sealed-off world could never be.

         Although, I will admit, I missed being able to call him the moment something went wrong. Not because I wanted him to fix all my problems for me, but because having him on my side—knowing he cared about me and wanted the best for me—was its own magic. Like Queen Susan’s horn, he let me find my way through life, sheltered by the promise that help was always close by.

         Though I hoped all I had to do with Boyle was ignore him. Count on my own irrelevance and the fact that Caspian was already well guarded from nonsense like this. I’d pretty much resolved on a course of resolute nonaction as I elbowed my way off the Tube, but then I remembered that I still had Finesilver’s business card in my wallet. He was the Harts’ lawyer, and from what I’d been told, he specialised in reputation management. Frankly, he was terrifying in this smiling, silk and steel kind of way. But he’d been nice enough to me on the one (also Boyle-related) occasion we’d met. And since this involved Caspian indirectly, maybe he’d be able to give me some advice.

         I still had a few minutes before I needed to be in the office, so I nipped past the now-familiar statue of William Pitt the Younger and sat down on one of the benches in Hanover Square. I’d texted Caspian from here when I first got the job at—

         Goddamn it.

         Why was he everywhere? No wonder I loved the Tube so much. Some days, it felt like it was the only place he wasn’t. As if my memories of him had wrapped themselves up in the whole fucking city. And my love was a dog off its lead. Wandering by the roadside, getting ragged and thin, sniffing every street corner for just a trace of Caspian, trying to find its way home.

         With shaky fingers, I dug out Finesilver’s card and dialled the number. Of course, he was too important to pick up his own phone, so I ended up having to introduce myself to an assistant and explain, not very coherently, who I was and what I wanted. Then, already convinced that this had been a terrible idea, I waited on hold for an uncomfortably long time. And finally:

         “Mr. St. Ives.” Finesilver sounded very, very different on the phone. Sharper, colder, and a hell of a lot meaner. “How can I help?”

         “Um, you remember that reporter guy? Boyle?”

         “I’m aware.”

         I flexed my fingers, horribly aware I was sweating over my phone. “Well, he’s been hanging around again. He wants me to sell my story.”

         “I see. And I presume this call means you’re amenable to a counteroffer.”

         “What? No—”

         “You’re not amenable?” He cleared his throat. “Mr. St. Ives, I understand that you may be carrying some resentment towards my client, but any attempt to hurt him will cause far more damage to your reputation than it ever could to his.”

         This was giving me serious déjà vu. Not only was it the second nebulous threat I’d received today, but it wasn’t even the first time I’d been accused of trying to spill Caspian’s secrets to the press. And it was unbelievably depressing to discover that you could apparently get used to it.

         “I’d never do anything to hurt Caspian,” I said.

         “And your circumspection will be generously recompensed, pending the proper legal assurances.”

         “Legal assurances?”

         “Just a few standard and nonintrusive nondisclosure agreements.”

         The conversation was getting away from me—thundering off like an out-of-control train down unintended tracks. “You don’t understand. I don’t want money and I’m not signing an NDA, but it doesn’t matter because I will never, ever go to the papers.”

         A very slight pause. “Then why are you calling me?”

         “Because…because…Boyle? I thought you needed to know this stuff.”

         A longer pause. “Arden”—Finesilver’s voice softened—“I cannot help Miss Hart unless she allows me to do so, and you are no longer under Mr. Hart’s protection.”

         “But—”

         “You may, however, be certain that I will continue to safeguard my client’s interests. And I recommend that you continue to ensure that yours align with his.”

         “I already told you,” I muttered, “I won’t go to the papers.”

         “Forgive me, but my profession does not reward the assumption that people will keep their word. Which is to say, if you find your morals wavering, you shouldn’t hesitate to contact me, and I will shore them up with material benefit.”

         Boyle, with his sly glances and nasty insinuations, had made me feel pretty fucking dirty. But this was way worse. “Right. Okay.”

         “Was there anything else you wanted, Mr. St. Ives?”

         I should probably have escaped with what remained of my dignity, but bitterness got the better of me. “No, thanks. You’ve more than satisfied my need to feel cheap and blackmaily.”

         “That was not my intention.”

         “Then I guess it’s just a bonus.” Finesilver started to say something else, and I cut him off. “But for the record, I only phoned because I wanted to get rid of Boyle.”

         “I’m afraid I’m in no position to advise you.”

         “Yeah, you’ve made that very clear.”

         He sighed. “Start on the website for the Independent Press Standards Organisation. Clause three of the Code of Practice. Goodbye, Mr. St. Ives.”

         With a click, he was gone. And I was left in a park, in silence. This was turning into an incredibly shitty morning and it wasn’t even nine o’clock yet.

         God, I wished I hadn’t called Finesilver. Not only because he’d treated me like shit—which, admittedly, was his job—but because it had reminded me how far away Caspian was. I mean, I knew he was. I’d long since stopped harbouring secret hopes he’d come for me again, the way he had once-upon-a-time as I sat on a swing in Kinlochbervie. But the gulf between us had grown so impossibly vast that I wasn’t a person to him anymore. I was a problem to be contained.

         A mistake he’d made once.

         And that hurt most of all.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         I pulled myself together, put on my happy face, and bounced into the office. Said my hellos. Did a tea round. Then got sucked into a really intense conversation with Tabitha England-Plume (the features director) about her mum’s artisanal marmalade. It was made from fruit grown in the orangery of their stately home and named—in acknowledgement of the fact that Tabs came from legit aristocracy—Lady Marmalade.

         Finally, though, I made it to what had become my workspace. As was the Milieu way, it was clutter free except for a copy of Debrett’s, which I’m glad to say I’d never looked at. Not even when I was incredibly bored. That was the weird thing about living your dreams: Sometimes the living part was just kind of routine.

         I logged into my email and got stuck in. And then began circling the issue of actual work. There was this piece on microbags I was supposed to be writing copy for. Except I couldn’t think of anything witty or interesting to say about them. These are very expensive and unfit for purpose. Hmm, wait. Maybe there was something about a lack of adequate storage being a status symbol. Too small for convenience. Too rich to care.

         Hurrah. I was a genius.

         Or, at least, adequate at my job.

         “Smiling, poppet?” drawled a voice. “Thinking of me?”

         I glanced up to find George Chase, photographer and self-identified rake, leaning in the doorway, watching me with her usual air of faint amusement. And in high-waisted, wide-leg satin trousers, a white shirt, and purple jacket thing with black velvet lapels that was practically a frockcoat, looking so fabulous it hurt.

         “Teeny-tiny handbags actually.”

         She laughed. “You need to get out more.”

         “Tell me about it.”

         “Oh, I can do far better than that.”

         “Can you?”

         “Always.” She twitched a wicked eyebrow at me. “Get your coat. We’re going on an adventure.”

         A major component of my job was doing what people needed me to do—whether that was grabbing someone lunch, or finding a prop for the cover shoot, or compiling a top list of llamas who looked like the Duke of Edinburgh—and I’d played assistant to George a couple of times now. Much to the chagrin of some of the associate editors, since “gay for George” was pretty much an office meme. Not that anybody was mean to me about it—Milieu wasn’t that kind of place. Although I can’t say I was completely delighted when I discovered there was a sweepstake for when I’d sleep with her. I was semi-tempted to bet on myself for never. Except George was ridiculously hot and never was a long time to wait for a pay-out.

         
            *  *  *

         

         A few minutes later, I was sitting next to George in her classic Jaguar roadster as she drove slightly too recklessly for my comfort through the London traffic.

         “Where exactly is this adventure?” I asked.

         “It’s a shoot for next year’s List.”

         I gave her a severe look. “I’m starting to feel this excursion has been oversold to me.”

         “Don’t count on it, poppet.” There was something in her tone I couldn’t quite read—a touch of regret, maybe? “I’m taking the pictures, you’re doing the interview.”

         “Okay. Sure.”

         It was actually a pretty straightforward assignment. Ninety of Britain’s hundred most eligible people required only a couple of sentences, usually about how good they looked in a top hat or what dukedom they’d inherit, and a photo dug up from the Milieu archives. But numbers one through ten got their own little feature. And the questions were standard, so as long as I didn’t call someone “my lord” instead of “Your Grace” or break a Ming vase on my way out, I’d be unlikely to fuck things up. Except wait. Those were probably exactly the kinds of things I’d do. Oh no.

         George drummed her fingers lightly against the steering wheel. “Look, I’m sorry to spring this on you. But it’s Caspian Hart.”

         There was nothing in my head but silence, like when a grenade goes off in a movie, and then everything explodes. Except without the explosion. Just the moment before stretching forever. “Ah.”

         “He’s gone from seven to three.”

         “Yeah. Well. I guess not being with someone would help with that.”

         “You don’t have to do this. I’ll tell Mara to back off.”

         Mara Fairfax was the editor-in-chief. She’d hired me, and was always friendly when our paths crossed, but given she was the most important person at Milieu, and I was the opposite of that, I wasn’t sure there was all that much off for her to back. “This was her idea?”

         “Obviously, Arden.”

         “And she knows I used to, um, sort of date Caspian?”

         “Do you really think,” said George with an affection so comfortable, so unabashed, I wondered if she’d even noticed it was there, “Mara got where she is today without the will to exploit every opportunity revealed to her?”

         An ache in my shoulders made me realise I wasn’t just tense. I was braced. For an emotional reaction that just wasn’t coming. “But…but…wouldn’t I be just about the worst person in the world to send? There’s no way he’d want to speak to me.”

         “He probably wouldn’t want to, no.” She shrugged. “But giving people what they want rarely yields interesting results.”

         “And this would be interesting?”

         “Well, it couldn’t be more boring than his usual interviews. Have you read any?”

         I shook my head. I’d seen a couple, here and there, but I’d never managed to actually get through one. Too much business talk.

         “He gives so little of himself away. My gas bill has more humanity.”

         For some reason, this made me smile; it was so like Caspian. “He’s different when you know him.”

         George’s expression grew wry. “You’ve just made Mara’s point for her. Thankfully, my priorities are different.”

         “I thought your priorities were sex and art.”

         “And not traumatising poppets unnecessarily.”

         I wasn’t sure whether I felt patronised or protected. Maybe both. “I have to ask: What would necessarily traumatising me entail?”

         “That’s for me to know, and you to find out.”

         “I can never tell,” I grumbled, “if you’re threatening me or flirting with me.”

         She shot me an alley-cat grin. “Fun, isn’t it?”

         “That’s for me to know, and you to find out.”

         “You little minx.”

         We’d reached the financial district. Not my favourite bit of London, I had to admit. It was almost as if the centuries had been smoothed away with the buildings themselves, leaving nothing but glass, like blinded eyes, reflecting the steel-grey nothing of the sky. Or alternatively: It reminded me of Caspian, so all I was seeing was my own emptied-out heart.

         George pulled over in the Barad-dûr–esque shadow of Hart & Associates. “So what’s it to be?”

         “I…I don’t know.”

         “Nobody’ll think less of you, either way.”

         I peered up at Caspian’s place of business. His twenty-first-century fortress, coldly gleaming. “I might.”

         “There’s no shame in love or pain.”

         “Well”—I pushed open the car door and scrambled onto the pavement—“I’m sick of both.”

         And I marched in like I fucking owned the place.

         The effect of which was slightly diminished by the fact nobody really noticed or cared, and I had to stand in the lobby like a lemon while George got her camera bag out of the boot.

         But then we were in the lift, being whooshed up to Caspian’s floor in that tiny glass bead. And it was impossible not to remember the last time I’d done this. I’d been furious then, but so full of hope.

         No hope today.

         Just the determination to look Caspian in the eye, and feel whatever I felt, and know I’d keep living after.

         George nudged her shoulder gently against mine. “If you need to run away screaming, just pull your ear or something, and I’ll cover for you.”

         “I won’t need to.”

         “What can I say?” She smirked at me. “I’m a fan of safe words.”

         And so she managed to make me laugh as the doors opened, admitting us into the vestibule outside Caspian’s office.

         It hadn’t changed. Which was to say, it was still as intimidating as hell. Glass and marble and blah blah blah. And Bellerose, at his desk, looking like a terribly severe angel.

         “Hi.” I waved in a check me out not being totally destroyed kind of way.

         His head snapped up. And, wow, he was looking rough: dark circles under his eyes, cracked lips, acne rashes across the tops of his cheeks. “Arden. I—”

         “We’re here from Milieu. We’ve got an appointment.”

         “Yes, I know. It’s just…” He scraped a lank lock of hair away from his brow. “Actually, it’s fine. Go right in.”

         I should probably have been squirrelling my emotional energy away for, well, myself. But for all his chilly ways, Bellerose had been oddly kind to me.

         “Are you okay?” I asked.

         He frowned, reverting to his more typical mode of Impatient with Arden. “Of course I am.”

         “Are…are you sure?”

         For a moment, he stared at me, his expression almost pleading. But all he said was, “Mr. Hart’s in his office.”

         And so I had no choice but to let it go.

         Press forward.

         Caspian’s door loomed. I took a deep breath, pushed it open, and stepped boldly over the threshold.

         Or, at least. That was the plan.

         What actually happened was that I contrived to trip over, well, nothing. I tried to catch myself but to absolutely no avail. And one startled yelp later I was facedown, arse up, on the ground.

         “Arden?” Oh God. That was Caspian. I hadn’t spoken to him for months and yet his voice—so familiar with its upper-class vowels and its secret promise of warmth—pulled at me like an unfulfilled geas.

         Footsteps.

         Then someone reaching for me. And I let myself be helped before I realised it wasn’t Caspian.

         You see, I knew his hands. Knew their strength, their elegance, and their restless vulnerability. They’d touched every part of me. Claimed me, in both pleasure and pain.

         But these were a stranger’s hands. And a stranger’s touch. And it was almost impossible to imagine that such cool, perfectly manicured fingers—the fourth circled by a milgrain platinum band—could ever falter or flinch or reveal too much.

         I made it back to my feet. Looked up.

         And died in Nathaniel’s honey-golden gaze.

         “Are you all right,” he asked, with the easy solicitude of the victorious. “Did you hurt yourself?”

         I opened my mouth and waited for words to happen. They didn’t.

         George stepped forward, her body briefly blocking mine. “Your assistant said you were free. We’re here about the interview.”

         “Darling”—Nathaniel cast a look of amused exasperation in Caspian’s direction—“I thought you cancelled that?”

         He frowned. “So did I.”

         “Well,” said George, “you didn’t. And I’m a very busy woman, so can we get on with it?”

         Holy shit. This was basically the bit in a Mafia movie where all the characters started pointing guns at each other and yelling. I mean, apart from the guns and the yelling. We were too British for that.

         But some pretty frosty looks were happening, let me tell you.

         Nathaniel aimed his at George. “Do you talk to your all subjects like this?”

         “Only the very special ones.”

         “I must apologise.” It was odd to hear Caspian being conciliatory but, I guess, someone had to be. “The thing is, I…that is…I’m afraid I’m no longer an appropriate topic for this particular article.”

         “What do you mean?” Oh. That was me. In the world’s smallest voice.

         He’d been standing behind his desk, crisscrossed by silver-edged shadows. But now he stepped forward, his hand coming up self-consciously so he could adjust his tie when it didn’t need adjusting. And there it was: a dull gleam on his fourth finger. A ring to match Nathaniel’s.

         “I’m…we’re…”

         “Engaged,” I said.

         “Bellerose should have told you. I mean, your magazine.”

         My world was a platinum circle. It was manacles on my wrists. A vise around my heart. “Congratulations.”

         “Thank you, Arden.” Nathaniel, soft-footed, came to stand beside Caspian. Took his arm. “A shame about your wasted trip.”

         They already looked like a magazine cover. Caspian, exquisite in dark blue pinstripes, and Nathaniel, tastefully casual. A perfect match, equal in beauty, poise, and sophistication.

         And so wrong in every other way.

         Oh, Caspian. I was completely fucking furious with him. And desolate all over again. How hurt did you have to be, how terrified of who you were, and what you wanted, to do something like this? Not just to himself.

         But to me. And, not that I was super full of shits to give, to Nathaniel.

         “We’ll get out of your way.” George gave my shoulder something between a pat and a shake. “You must have a lot to do.”

         Except I was stuck. Staring helplessly at Caspian.

         Waiting for him, somehow, in a handful of seconds, with nothing but silence between us, to trust, to understand, to change. And at the same time knowing it was utterly beyond him. I’d lost Caspian before we’d even met. To Lancaster Steyne. The man whose cruelty would possess him for the rest of his days.

         And Nathaniel was more fucked up than any of us if he didn’t see it too.

         “How about a different interview,” I heard myself say. “The two of you together.”

         Caspian gave a convulsive start. “No.”

         The smile I produced felt like an alien’s impression of one. “It’d make a wonderful story.”

         “Absolutely not.”

         “Let’s not be so hasty, my prince.” Nathaniel pressed in closer and whispered something in Caspian’s ear. And then, “I think it could be rather romantic.”

         I shrugged. “Well, have a think about it. I’ll leave my details with Bellerose if you want to set it up.”

         Then I wheeled round.

         And on barely functioning legs, ran like a motherfucker.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

         

         We went to the Starbucks round the corner, where I sat and ugly-cried into a raspberry and white chocolate muffin. Caspian would have had a perfect, probably monogrammed silk handkerchief to give me. George pushed a stack of paper napkins across the table. But then, she’d never broken my heart a bunch of times and topped it off by engaging herself to a man I knew was the last person in the world who could make her happy. Which put her way ahead of the game in the Taking Care of Arden stakes.

         In any case, I eventually ran out of tears. Also gulps and hiccoughs and wails and snot. And then George brought me a big glass of water and said, “Do you want to have sex?”

         “Um.” I blinked my sticky eyes. “What?”

         She shrugged. “Well, I’m really bad at reassuring people and really good at fucking them. But I’m open to either.”

         “I…I think I’ll try the reassurance?”

         “Ah.”

         My entire face felt like Violet Beauregarde after she ate the prototype Wonka gum. “What’s wrong?”

         “I was rather hoping you wouldn’t say that.” She reached out to pat my hand. “There, there. He’s not worth it, girlfriend.”

         So apparently I hadn’t run out of tears.

         She regarded me in some dismay. “Oh God. I’m sorry, poppet. I did warn you I’m terrible at this.”

         “What does worth have to do with anything?” I said with great personal dignity.

         Okay. That’s a lie.

         “What does worth have to do with anything?” I wailed wetly. “You don’t love people because they’re deserving. You love them b-because you love them.”

         She folded her fingers around mine. “I know.”

         “He’s only doing this because he’s been hurt so so badly. And he won’t let me help.”

         “You know people can only really help themselves.”

         “Y-yes. But…he’s hurting me too.”

         “And that is truly unforgivable.”

         I glanced up and burst out, “I would forgive him. I would forgive him anything. And I know that’s pathetic and doormatty and weak.”

         “It sounds the very opposite of those things.”

         “I wouldn’t if I thought he was trying to be cruel to me. In some ways I…I kind of wish he was. Then I could hate him. Instead of…” I put a hand to my chest, which was ridiculously melodramatic, but I was half convinced my poor, ragged little heart was going to bleed right out of me. “Feeling like this.”

         George was quiet for a moment or two. Then, “The bad will fade in time. And you’ll never forget the good.”

         “How do you know?”

         “Because, poppet”—she gave me one of her wryest looks—“I’ve been there, done that.”

         “Really? When?”

         “A long time ago in a galaxy far, far away.”

         As rebuffs went, it was pretty gentle. But unfortunately, it just reminded me of Caspian, and I started sniffling helplessly again.

         “At least,” she went on, “New York in the eighties, which amounts to the same thing. She was my first in, oh, very many things. The other half of my soul.”

         “I didn’t mean to pry.”

         She shrugged. “It’s not exactly a secret.”

         “What happened?”

         “She’s irredeemably straight. And now my best friend.”

         “Wow, I…” I wasn’t sure what to say. “Is that okay?”

         “As five very wise young ladies once implied, zig-a-zig-ah is transitory. But friendship never ends.”

         About ten seconds ago I’d been about to die of sorrow. Now I gave a surprised, watery giggle.

         George’s expression grew a little wistful. “We became, in the end, an impossible choice to each other. But I, at least, have no regrets.”

         “Does she?”

         “As far as I know, she’s never regretted anything her entire life.”

         We fell silent. I picked over the ruins of my muffin, shocked to find myself aching but approaching human. And sufficiently recovered to be embarrassed at having cried my eyes out in Starbucks. Really loudly. In front of George. “Sorry for…being like this.”

         “No need to apologise. I’ve always got time for a pretty boy in tears.”

         I managed a messed-up smile. “I’m such an idiot.”

         She tilted her head slightly. “How so?”

         “Just, y’know, falling apart because of Caspian. Again.”

         “If it’s any consolation, you were magnificent in his office.”

         “I was?”

         “Mmmhmm.” She gave a velvety chuckle. “Getting an interview out of him. Mara’s going to be so proud of you.”

         Okay, that was fairly consoling. “Yay.”

         “You’ve got good instincts. Keep this up, and you’ll go far.”

         For some reason, a brief intermission of feeling less than awful made me tear up again.

         “Don’t you dare,” George growled. “Or I really will insist on fucking you.”

         Separating one of the napkins from the pile, I blew my nose, suddenly very conscious about how red and damp it was. “I’m not exactly at my best right now.”

         “And I’m still into you. Isn’t that flattering?”

         It was…kinda. Maybe. Definitely. “But I’m in love with Caspian.”

         That only made her laugh. “Why do you think I’m offering? I’m too old for romantic entanglements. Especially with presumptuous little poppets.”

         “I didn’t—”

         “Yes you did, and it’s adorable.”

         I cringed in my chair, half tempted to slither out of it and hide under the table for the rest of my life. “Well, what about me? I’m all vulnerable.”

         “In some ways, perhaps, but not in others. You’re in no danger of falling for me, and rebound sex has much to recommend it in terms of pure, unfettered carnality.”

         “I can’t just…not go back to work.”

         “After the morning you’ve had, I think it’s the least you’re owed.”

         “Oh, right. I’ll just tell that to Mara, shall I?”

         “All she’ll care about is the interview.” George leaned back, propping an ankle on the opposite knee, a pose that made her look even more rakish than usual. “So the only thing that matters is this: What do you want? I can take you back to the office, or home if you’d rather. Or you can come back to my place, where you can drink hot chocolate in a fluffy blanket, and cry about your ex some more. Or…”

         “Or?”

         “We can have the kind of sex you’ll remember for the rest of your life.”

         “I find people who boast about their prowess really hot.”

         But she only grinned. “That’s not a boast, poppet. It’s an amuse bouche.”

         From the way an answering smile kept tugging at my lips, my bouche seemed pretty amused. I finished my muffin, trying to corral my feelings and make a sensible decision. I mean, I was only human. Of course I wanted to sleep with George. But I couldn’t figure out whether I wanted to sleep with her for the right reasons (because she was hot and it would be awesome) or the wrong ones (because I was hurt and she wanted me). Or, even, if the wrong reasons were actually all that wrong. If it was okay to bang someone for love or pleasure, it was okay to bang them for comfort, wasn’t it?

         I hadn’t been with anyone since breaking up with Caspian. I’d been too sad…I mean focused on my career. Okay, sad. And right now, the possibility that I could get laid, and that it could be fun and easy and harmless, was unbelievably tempting. After all, we were both adults. Consenting. Going into it with our eyes open. Dammit, I deserved this. I needed it. I was going to do it. But if my time with Caspian had taught me anything (and honestly, he’d taught me a lot, most of it good), I was done with…denial and uncertainty and shame. I’d seen firsthand what that could do to someone.

         “Okay,” I said. “Yes. I want to. But there’s something I have to tell you first.”

         One of George’s eyebrows twitched curiously. “Oh?”

         “The thing is. You should know.” I took a deep, only slightly shaky breath. “I’m pretty kinky.”

         “Well, then you’re in trouble,” she murmured. “Because you see, poppet, I’m very kinky. Shall we go?”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Ten minutes later, Mara was in the loop, I wasn’t fired, and we were in George’s car heading east. Because it turned out she didn’t live in London.

         “I’m feeling a bit kidnapped,” I grumbled.

         She flicked a glance my way. “And does it turn you on?”

         “Maybe.”

         “I’ll drive you back in the morning, safe and sound. Though most likely a little bit worse for wear.”

         It took me a second or two to realise the slick, twisty feeling in my stomach was anticipation. God. All these months, I’d been telling myself I was okay. Except I blatantly wasn’t. I’d just been numb. A half person, drifting through my days. I’d thought seeing Caspian—seeing that ring on his finger, Nathaniel’s hand, possessive on his arm—had broken me. When actually the pain was a door opening, and now I could feel again.

         Given George’s plans for me, I texted Ellery to let her know I wouldn’t be home that night, and got back:

         so?

         Which, y’know, was…very her. And fine. Because I knew it didn’t mean she didn’t care—just that she didn’t signal caring the way most people did. But it made me miss rooming with Nik at Oxford. He would have sent me some suggestive emojis and said something nice like have fun, I’ll miss you, or possibly, don’t do anything I wouldn’t do. So I could have replied that I always do things he wouldn’t do.

         Tucking my phone back into my pocket, I turned and gazed out of the window, letting the nondescript southern English countryside—grey and brown and tufty green—distract my eyes. Mainly, I was trying very hard not to think about the various journeys I’d taken with Caspian. The time he’d come to get me from Kinlochbervie, and how unexpectedly intimate it had been, sharing a car with him. Or riding with him in one of his endless black billionairemobiles when I’d got back from America. He’d kissed me so desperately then. Held me so tightly. Like he’d never let me go.

         Except he had. He totally had.

         George tapped my knee lightly. “Pretty kinky, you say?”

         “Um. I guess?”

         “What are you into?”

         “Into?” I tried to sound casual. But ended up squeaking instead.

         “Kinky is a broad category, poppet. Tell me something you like.”

         Oh God. It was sort of terrifying to be asked so directly. And a little bit thrilling. With a side order of excruciating. All sprinkled with a generous serving of, What the fuck do I say?

         “The amount of time it’s taking you to answer makes me think you’re completely depraved. But don’t worry.” George let the words hang for a moment. “I’m here for it.”

         “I’m not depraved. I’m embarrassed.”

         “Then think of this as foreplay.”

         “Um. Um.” Shit. I’d oversold my own kinkiness in a moment of kamikaze bravado. I mean, how kinky could I be if I couldn’t even admit what I wanted? “Spanking. I like spanking. Being spanked, I mean. I like being spanked.”

         George gave a low rumble of what I assumed was pleasure. “Mmm, me too. Spanking, that is. Being spanked somewhat less so. Is that impact play in general, or just spanking?”

         “I…I don’t know. I’ve only ever been spanked.”

         “Now that is truly a tragedy. What in the world was Caspian doing with you?”

         “Stop.” The word exploded out of me. “Safe word. Red. Red. Whatever. I’m touching my ear.”

         “Of course. Do you need me to pull over?”

         I sucked in a few frantic breaths and pressed my hands together to stop their sudden shaking. I’d gone from okay to not-okay so fast I’d shocked myself. “N-no. I don’t think so. S-sorry.”

         “Please don’t apologise. What did I do?”

         “You…” My heart was still racing. And I was actually having trouble figuring out what the problem was for myself. Let alone trying to articulate it to George.

         “Take your time. I can turn round. Or we can stop.”

         “If,” I said slowly, the thought squeezing out of my brain like a water droplet from the end of a broken tap, “we’re going to do this…you can’t make it about Caspian. Because you don’t know him. And it’s not fair.”

         “You’re right, Arden. It was a glib and thoughtless remark, and I’m sincerely sorry for it. Your relationship with Caspian is none of my business.”

         It was an odd moment. Firstly, because she hardly ever used my actual name, and secondly, because I wasn’t used to her being serious. And now both those things were happening at once. I swallowed. “Okay then.”

         “As long as you’re sure.”

         “I think I am.”

         We drove along in silence for a while. And gradually I could breathe again.

         “You know,” murmured George, “the blanket and hot chocolate option is always on the table.”

         “But I want the kinky sex.”

         She laughed. “Then tell me something else you like.”

         Of course, this was its own piece of pain. Remembering all the things I’d done with Caspian. How much I’d loved it when he’d pinned me, exposed me, made me beg and squirm and ache. “I like being restrained.”

         “Well, isn’t this my lucky day.”

         “And I like feeling…I don’t know how to explain.”

         “Well, why don’t you try?” The way she said it, commanding, but somehow playful too, sent a happy shiver down my spine.

         “Slutty? And embarrassed kind of? A bit. But not, um, degraded or anything.”

         “Anything else you don’t like?”

         “Yes, I don’t like…I don’t want…I don’t want to be passive. I mean, I know it doesn’t make sense because I want all this other stuff that means I’m not in control, so probably I don’t know what I’m talking about. But I hate it when…I just. I don’t know. I need to be involved. God, I’m being a weirdo, aren’t I?”

         “We’re all weirdos, poppet.”

         “What I really love is when I can”—a blush charged out of nowhere and tomatoed me—“serve someone’s desire. Through surrender and suffering and…stuff.”

         The corner of George’s mouth curled into one of her unreadable half smiles. “It makes you feel powerful.”

         “Yes. Now I’ve said it aloud, it doesn’t seem very submissive.”

         “Submission is many things. It can be whatever you want it to be.”

         An odd sound made its way out of my mouth, eventually resolving into a shaky giggle. “It’s nice talking about this. In a strange sort of way.”

         “Making people articulate their predilections is rather a kink of mine.”

         “Are you going to articulate any of your own?”

         “I thought I just did.” I gave her what I hoped was a rebuking look. But it was probably more of a pout. And eventually she went on, “I believe sex, like art, has the capacity to strip people to their essential selves. And I enjoy that. Very much.”

         “You’re not being very illuminating.”

         “On the contrary, I just told you exactly what I intend to do to you. Is red your safe word of choice?”

         “It’s a classic for a reason.”

         “Then red it is.”

         I opened my mouth. Then closed it again. Suddenly all I could think about was standing in front of Caspian, telling him I wanted my safe word to be Mace Windu when really I just wanted him to believe how safe I felt with him.

         “Or not?” George asked into the silence.

         “Can I have—” Actually, it wasn’t a Samuel L. Jackson moment. It would have reminded me of Caspian in a bad way. Made him, and all the ways we’d failed to understand each other, too present. “How about Poe?”

         “Works for me.”

         It worked for me too. Probably in the future I’d want something else, but for now this was what I needed: a memory of Caspian, at his happiest, watching The Force Awakens with me, protecting me from hurts I couldn’t bear.

         I glanced at George. “What about you? Anything you don’t like or I shouldn’t do?”

         “Well, ideally one would be too old for dysphoria but apparently one isn’t.” Her fingers tapped restlessly against the wheel. “Which is to say, when it comes to my dick, you may touch it, suck it, and beg for it to your heart’s content. But it’s never going inside you.”

         “Touch it, suck it, beg for it. Got it. Um…”

         “Yes?” she purred.

         “What about my dick?”

         “I don’t know, poppet. What about it?”

         “Well. How about…I mean…could it maybe go in you?”

         There was a pause. Then laughter. “I’ll think about it. If you’re very good.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 5

         

         George lived in a house—yes, a house, not a hypermodern apartment or a nineteenth-century mansion—in a tiny hamlet near the Swale. It was pretty and white-painted and not at all like anything I would have imagined for her until I stepped inside and saw how the light, silver-spun from the marina, moved through the space like it was alive. She’d done the lateral living thing familiar from Caspian’s many, many properties, but I’d always found it on the edge of oppressive before. Intimidation by square footage. Here there was just a clean, bright openness, full of colourful rugs, nooks I wanted to explore, and furniture I actually wanted to sit on. She had books and paintings. Flowers on the kitchen table. Mugs on the drying rack. Fashion magazines piled up in corners. Such beautiful, everyday things.

         “Oh wow.” I moved over to the French windows. “This is lovely.”

         George seemed startled by my enthusiasm. “I’m glad you like it.”

         “Remember, I live in a dog biscuit factory with a feral person. I honestly can’t remember the last time I was somewhere that looked like home.”

         Her eyes swept over me. There was something a little sharp about George’s attention—not unpleasant, when you got used to it, but it was always there. The cool edge of a letter opener prising you dextrously apart until all your secrets came spilling out. “Mind if I get my camera?”

         “I guess? But why?”

         It was never far from her hand. And I’d helped out on enough shoots that the snaps and clicks and whirs of George in action were almost soothing. “Because I’m interested in how you look.”

         “I’m pretty sure I look ordinary.”

         “Nobody’s ordinary.”

         I managed to stand still, or at least still-ish, for about five seconds, before asking, “Can I see?”

         She nodded and stepped closer so I could peer at the LCD screen. And there I was—not quite in shadow, a delicately dappled boy, half-turned towards some private horizon. My heart squeezed in strange recognition of my own sadness. And then…then I just felt nebulously pissed off.

         Because I was so fucking sick of being sad.

         There was a soft clack as George put down her camera. She wasn’t as tall as Caspian, but she still had a couple of inches on me, which meant I had to look up when she slid a finger under my chin and turned my face to hers. I’d forgotten how vulnerable-making it could be, that teetering expectation of a touch, and I almost flinched, wanting to whoomp myself closed like an anemone. With Caspian, I’d held nothing back. And in return, he’d taught me to be afraid.

         The breath shuddered out of me. “I…I don’t know what to do.”

         “You’re going to ask me to kiss you.”

         “Am I? Why?”

         “Because you need to. And”—her eyes flared with sudden heat—“I want to hear you.”

         Fuck, what a mess. I didn’t know it was even possible to be miserable and angry, and hating someone and missing them, and kind of into someone else, and scared of that, and what it might mean, all at the same time. But apparently it was. And I was nailing it.

         “Oh God,” I gasped out. “Kiss me. Fucking kiss me. Please.”

         And she did, and it was nothing like Caspian, and I didn’t die. Of course it hurt, the not being Caspian, I mean. Because, honestly, there was part of me that still believed he was it for me. That I could have lived the rest of my life with no other kisses but his. Except he wasn’t and I wouldn’t. And George’s mouth on mine offered a new surety—a future that could exist for me without Caspian.

         She pulled away too soon. “Time to see my studio?”

         “Um…okay.”

         I followed her upstairs on slightly wobbly legs. The space, which took up the entirety of the third floor, was about fifty percent what I was expecting—whitewashed walls, and polished boards, and the paraphernalia of the photographer’s art—and fifty percent a whole lot kinkier. I made a heroic effort to look interested in one of those big satin umbrella things, but my gaze kept pinging back to the bondage table on the other side of the room. At least, I assumed it was a bondage table, or else dinner got really unruly around here.

         “What can I say?” murmured George. “I like to combine my pleasures.”

         I made a sound. It was not a dignified sound.

         She laughed, crossed to a red velvet-covered chaise that was probably—or maybe not—a prop, and dropped down onto it. The whole scene was so very Tipping the Velvet it almost made me wish I had a camera of my own. “Why don’t you have a look round?”

         It probably said something about the life I’d been leading recently that this wasn’t the first time someone had invited me into their dungeon. Well, I say invited. I’d practically forced my way into Caspian’s. At the time I’d been pretty excited because I’d wanted to play with all the kinky toys but then he’d had some kind of post-traumatic-stress-related breakdown. And now, whenever I remembered the place, I ended up thinking about Caspian instead. All the pain he’d tried so hard to keep from me. Obviously I wasn’t delusional enough to think I could fix it or even make it better but…I could have loved him. And even that he couldn’t give himself.

         Also: He was engaged to Nathaniel. Engaged. Engaged to fucking Nathaniel. It wasn’t a complicated concept. Why couldn’t I get it through my stupid head? Except my stupid head wasn’t the problem. It was my stupid heart which wouldn’t let him go. No matter how comprehensively he was done with me.

         “On second thought…” It was only when George spoke that I realised I’d been standing around in a sorrowful daze. Dammit me. “Come here.”

         As I’d quickly discovered when Caspian got all high-handed with me, I didn’t do so well with orders in my daily life. But in a bedroomy-dungeony context? And when the alternative was drifting about like the Ancient Fucking Mariner in a sea of my own memories? Yes please. I trotted gratefully back to the chaise.

         “Strip.”

         “Um. What?”

         “You know”—she flashed a grin at me—“remove your clothes so I can subject you to my female gaze. You’re pretty, poppet. I want to see you naked.”

         I swallowed. “What…what happens after I’m naked?”

         “All sorts of depraved things.”

         Well. Guess I was sold. I began pulling at my garments.

         “But Arden?”

         There was an edge to the way she said my name. It made me pause, half in and half out of my jumper, and peer out through the head hole like an animal from its burrow. “Yes?”

         “You know how to stop this. Next time, I tell you to do something, I’d advise you to do it.”

         “Or what?” I heard myself say. And the worst of it was, I didn’t quite know why I was asking. Not to push her exactly. But I think I needed to know, in the same way you’d reach for the wall with your hands when you were trying to find your way in a dark room.

         Then came a rough tug and rush of air and I emerged into daylight to find George standing over me. She dropped my jumper to the floor with a soft flump. “Depends on my mood. But I might be inclined to punish you.”

         “Oh.” I swallowed. But in meeting her eyes, found only warmth. “It’s been…kind of a while. Sorry.”

         And with Caspian, it had been instinct. Knowing what he needed perhaps better than he did.

         She reached out and twisted the sparkly unicorn horn barbell through my left nipple until I went up on my toes with a squeaky little gasp. “Is that what you’re looking for? To be punished?”

         “Maybe. I don’t know.” Weird shivers were racing up my arms. Nothing to do with the temperature. And then I heard myself blurt out, “Am I broken?”

         “Broken? Why?”

         “I…I used to be really good at casual sex.”

         This earned me an eyebrow twitch. “I’m glad to hear it. And look forward to reaping the benefits.”

         “That’s not what I”—I twined my hands together—“this isn’t how it’s supposed to be.”

         “How is it supposed to be?”

         “Easy.”

         She was quiet for a horrible forever.

         “For both of us,” I added quickly. “You shouldn’t have to deal with my…my…whatever is wrong with me.”

         “Well,” she drawled. “I’ve never been particularly interested in easy. But I think you need to tell me what you want. As honestly as you can.”

         I stared at my feet…which were no help. Damn you, feet. “I’m not sure.”

         “Try again.”

         God, she could sound stern when she wanted to. And it was super hot.

         Closing my eyes, I let the words come before my brain could stop them. Before I even knew myself what they were. “I want to…feel something that isn’t about him. I want to have something that isn’t his.”

         Another silence. I risked a peep from beneath my lashes, and found George grinning like a shark. “I can give you that.”

         “And w-what would I be giving you?”

         “The knowledge that you want this from me.”

         I was used to George’s laughter. Her bossiness. The way she teased and flirted. But these glimpses of sincerity were doing funny things to me. Making me feel special.

         “I do.” It came out in a rush of longing. And all at once, the world got a whole lot simpler. Because I recognised what George was looking for. It was what I’d tried to give to Caspian. What I’d needed to give. The impossible tangle of strength and vulnerability that was submission.

         Dropping to my knees felt like fucking homecoming.

         “Please,” I said.

         And George made a rough sound of satisfaction, her fingers light in my hair and against my face. “What a gift you are. So very sweet.” Her lips curled into the wickedest smile I’d ever seen. “I am going to ruin you, poppet.”

         It took her about ten minutes.

         She chained me to the table thing—actual chains that clipped to the cuffs she put on my wrists, and thighs, and ankles. I’d never been so thoroughly tied up before. Apart from some unexpected bow tie shenanigans at Ellery’s birthday, Caspian had always preferred to control me with his hands and body. And I was fine with that. But I couldn’t help responding to the novelty, my skin prickling with curiosity as George positioned me the way she wanted—facedown, arse up, legs shamelessly wide—and bound me tight. It was more impersonal than clasped wrists and the heat of someone else on top of me, but fuck, it was intense in a whole different way. When Caspian held me down, I’d always known I was a word away from freedom, but metal couldn’t hear me, couldn’t feel me. I needed George. And that extra layer of dependence made my stomach flip and my heart quicken. It was sexy and scary and everything I liked.

         Then came the blindfold and the heat of George’s breath against my ear as she whispered, “Now you’ll feel what I want you to feel.”

         My answer was a whimper and an involuntary wriggle that made the chains rattle. Normally I wouldn’t have liked not being able to see, but it was a fear-of-missing-out-type deal—especially with Caspian, who I’d always thought was being stingy with me, rather than just painfully self-conscious for reasons that only now made sense.

         Sigh. Regrets. I had a few. I got why he hadn’t told me. But why the fuck hadn’t he told me? Instead of leaving me floundering, hurting, trying desperately to understand him. Except then I remembered how much he’d given me too. The trust it must have taken to put himself in my hands and let me coax his pleasure through his fear.

         My lashes scraped against the fabric over my eyes. Apparently I was crying again. Oh joy. What a bundle of sexy fun I’d turned out to be. But I was also starting to appreciate the darkness. Partly because, the way I was currently arranged, all I was losing was a sideways view of a bare wall. But also because it felt safe.

         It was quiet behind my blindfold, the edges of everything inside me softened somehow, and everything else magnified until my world was mostly physical. The pressure of the cuffs against my skin. The heat of the leather beneath me. The arch of my spine and the curl of my fingers. The helpless twitching of my toes. Tiny sensations but indisputably there, like stepping-stones leading me back to…me.

         “Forgive me a cliché,” murmured George, “but you look good enough to eat.”

         Needless to say, I was well up for being eaten. I just hadn’t realised how literally she meant it until I felt the too-intimate ripple of her breath against my…well, y’know, my arsehole.

         “Oh…oh Jesus. F-f-fuck.”

         Her only answer was a wicked laugh. And something that involved her mouth, like, on me. Right on me. Enveloping me in this wet heat and…God…suction. There was suction. And it was a good job I was chained down, because otherwise I would have hit the fucking ceiling. It was like my sphincter was Monaco and every nerve in my body suddenly wanted to take a luxury vacation.

         I’d done this before. Okay, I’d done it once. Because the other guy had really wanted to. Except we’d both been epically wankered, so the only thing I’d really got from the experience was a hazy memory of it not being all that it was cracked up to be. And the first words out of his mouth the next morning had been “Uhhhhh, what the fuck kind of kebab did I eat last night,” which hadn’t made me feel, y’know, great.

         But anyway, the belated moral of that story was: “Maybe don’t combine sexual experimentation with being off your face.” Because, it turned out, this was everything it was cracked up to be. And a bag of chips. I couldn’t have told you precisely what she was doing back there—only that it was magic. The tug of her mouth and the prod of her tongue and these long, decadent licks that turned the path from my arse to my balls into a tramline of shuddery bliss.

         The thing was, I just wasn’t prepared for the pleasure. On any level. Physically, I was making the most outrageous fuss about it—thrashing and bucking in my bonds, and wailing with every fresh touch, as the sweat slid down my back—and emotionally was even worse. It was like I didn’t know how to process nice things anymore. Which made no sense because I’d always been a total fan of them before. But I guess feeling them now would have been letting go of Caspian.

         Fuuuuuck. I thought I’d done that. What with the being dumped and him being engaged and everything. Except I’d always taken pain for him. Even, apparently, when he didn’t need me to.

         I heard myself sobbing in a sort of heartbroken but also turned on beyond all reason kind of way. George curved a palm soothingly over my upturned cheeks. Which wasn’t much of a respite, but truthfully, I didn’t really want one. If nothing else, I could recognise a gift when it was offered. And this was its own special torment—a Sisyphean arousal that made it impossible for me to escape my body. It kept me helpless and frantic and wrecked. And took away everything else.

         No regrets. No grief. No Caspian.

         A pause.

         “N-no. Please.” I had no idea what I was even begging for. Only that I couldn’t stop myself.

         George gave a soft chuckle. And then came something new: the cool slap of leather tails against my sweaty, quivering arse. It wasn’t a hard blow, but the contrast was instantly the most amazing thing I’d ever felt. I melted against the table, moaning and bouncing my hips in a shameless entreaty for more.

         And I got it. A rain of strikes that fell, at first, fast and light. Followed by slower, stronger ones that thudded into me, leaving rich, warm aches behind them. It hurt. But it was the good kind of hurt. The best kind of hurt. The flying kind. And sometimes, one of the tips would flick against my kiss-swollen hole with a sizzle like water hitting hot oil. Making me wail with the pure fucking joy of it.

         Time became the gaps between blows. My heart beat for the moment of their landing. Until everything stopped. Well, everything except the pain, which was layered into me so deep and thick it kept right on burning. I was dimly aware someone was crying.

         Oh. It was me.

         “You’re so very pretty, poppet,” whispered George, “when you’re breaking.”

         One of her hands closed around my cock. And two strokes later I was coming everywhere. I hadn’t even realised I was close until it was happening. As if even my orgasm didn’t quite belong to me. My suffering transmuted into ecstasy and released, bright-feathered, like a bird from a cage.
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