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            To CMC, you are still the fucking best.

         

      

   


   
      
          

          

         
            Love is merely a madness; and, I tell you, deserves as well a dark house and a whip as madmen do; and the reason why they are not so punish’d and cured is that the lunacy is so ordinary that the whippers are in love too.

            —As You Like It, William Shakespeare

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Prologue

         

         Fifteen years, Arthur. And sometimes I still can’t quite believe you’re dead. Your son is so like you in some ways—passionate, obstinate, ambitious—and in others not at all. He has such dark needs. A twist of sexual cruelty as integral to his nature as gold through marble. You would not have understood him. Not the way I do. To you I was nothing but an experiment, an impulse of fondness and alcohol, cast aside for that doe-eyed whore you married, relegated to the ranks of mere friend. But Caspian is mine in ways you could never be. We made him together. Your final gift to me. My reward for half a lifetime of unregarded love.

         I did not plan what happened between us. But he came to me, the rage and grief in him an irresistible reflection of my own. He thought he wanted to punish you, but all he truly needed was to mourn. I, however, had needs too. I will admit that manipulating your son into bed is hardly an accomplishment worthy of my abilities. Nor any true testament to my taste. But what are rules to men like us? Petty middle-class limitations placed upon those with the capacity for greatness. And, Arthur, he has your eyes. Blue as forever.

         He was so enticing. So young and restless and full of pain. It was not like loving you at all. It was far superior. He was everything you could have been, were you only less hidebound, less conventional. Less excruciatingly kind. And what are you now? Nothing but an absent father. When I am his teacher, his lover, and his friend. Of course, he has his dalliances. It does him good, I think, to test the limits of the ties that bind us. And, as the loosed hawk returns always to the hand of its master, so will Caspian to me.

         Ah, but sometimes he tries my patience. I offered him a gift—the perfect subject for his desires—and he uses him like a secretary. Nathaniel Priest should have been a passing folly. Instead he nearly ruined what I gave so much to create. And now this boy. This boy of no consequence. 

         While I would infinitely prefer Caspian to return of his own volition, perhaps it is time to remind him where, and to whom, he belongs. Of course, I would never stoop to an instrument as blunt or as unreliable as force. Rather, I am the loving vivisectionist of Caspian’s soul. I have shaped and reshaped him with incalculable cuts, and I can bring him back to me whenever I will it. All I have to do is show him who he truly is.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

         

         So I had this totally crazy dream. I dreamed I met a billionaire called Caspian Hart and he kind of liked me. Well, liked me enough to put me up in a ludicrously expensive London flat but not enough to trust me, talk to me, or spend any time with me. A sufficiently self-esteem-tanking level of liking that I ended up running back to my family’s place in Scotland. But, also, a sufficiently something level of liking that he wound up following me. And telling me a bunch of things which made me realize that not only did my level-of-liking scale need serious recalibration, but I liked him enough to give it another go.

         Except, oh wait, that wasn’t a dream.

         It had really happened.

         And there was Caspian himself, tucked into the corner where the bed met the window, watching the distant sea. He was pale in the cool, blue-tinted morning and a little tousled—that one wayward lock of his fallen free again. The smile he gave me, as I emerged from the duvet, was slightly shy, as if he wasn’t sure how to greet me.

         “Good morning.” I stretched with abandon, spine arching, toes uncurling. “Did you sleep okay?”

         “I’m fine. I saw the sunrise.”

         “Really?” It was a little hard to imagine. Or maybe not? He was probably the only person I knew who would have the patience to do something like that: watching and waiting as the light cracked wide the night. Lonely, though. With me snuggled and oblivious right there beside him. “Um, maybe you should have woken me? Or…I don’t know. I might have been grumpy.”

         “I didn’t want to wake you. You looked, frankly, terribly cute.”

         I looked what now? I wrinkled my nose, unimpressed. “Cute in a way that makes you want to do bad things to me?”

         “Oh yes.”

         He crooked a finger and—after a second of OMG, will I taste of mornings based hesitation—I dived under the duvet, surfacing again between his knees. He wrapped his arms around me, hauled me up, and kissed me, not roughly exactly, but without mercy. Prizing my mouth open like the lid of a treasure box and taking possession. These simple caresses infinitely preferable to whatever drug I’d taken with Ellery in London. No feverish ecstasies but a deep, heavy, and all-consuming bliss. A spell to turn me to butter.

         He was smooth and silken against me—his hair surprisingly soft, though I could also feel the wicked tightening of his nipples and the hot pressure of his cock. He smelled of warmth, if that was a thing that was possible. A cozy, sleep-clinging scent of skin, with only the faintest trace of sweetness from his cologne. This unexpected nakedness that was just him.

         He made a low sound at the back of his throat—almost a growl—and flipped me. I went gladly, though the bed made a godawful telltale creaking as I landed on my back amid the pillows and rucked-up sheets. I wasn’t even sure Caspian noticed, let alone cared, as he came down on top of me.

         I’d been kissed and delightfully manhandled enough by him that I had a pretty good notion of what he might like. So I stretched my hands over my head. Giving him my surrender. The safety and the dark thrill of it.

         His eyes glinted. Turned stormy.

         And he reached up, dragging a finger from my wrist to my shoulder, making me very aware of that line of pulled-tight skin, all exposed and unprotected and held that way by nothing but the desire to please him.

         As he settled between my thighs I couldn’t help arching my spine and tilting my hips, making very, very explicit all the places of my body I was up for yielding.

         “God, Arden.” I was always suspicious of the phrase ground out when I saw it in books, but it seemed to apply to Caspian’s words right then. Especially if you also took into account what he was doing on top of me. “You’re such a…”

         “Wanton?” I offered, tightening my calves around him.

         “Tease.”

         Tease. My cock gave an eager jump.

         I loved this kind of talk but it was tricky. There were lines in my head even I didn’t properly know how to navigate. And I’d found asking people to call me names tended not to go so well. It seemed to make them either act weird or get nasty. Neither of which I was into.

         But tease…that was lovely. Made my toes curl with the naughty delight of being bad.

         And Caspian said it just right too.

         In this sexy-angry way.

         As if being a tease was something wicked, not something wrong.

         I was already swooning slightly—because of that, and also because his cock was pressed right against the warm, tingly space beneath my balls. But then he twisted a hand in my hair, yanking my head back, and my overthrow was complete.

         The breath shuddered in my throat.

         The fear was animal, instinctive, and so very sweet.

         He leaned down even further and licked a long, wet stripe up my trembly, stubble-speckled Adam’s apple.

         I made a sound.

         I guess you could have called it a whimper.

         His teeth found the tender places under my jaw. Playful little nips that didn’t really hurt so much as spark.

         And then he pressed his open mouth to the side of my neck and—

         Oh oh oh.

         Something at once familiar and surprising about that damp suction and the blunt edge of his teeth: pleasure with a hot heart of pain.

         It was sufficiently sanity-consuming that I forgot myself, moaning shamelessly as I curled my palm around the back of his neck, holding him to me. That strange and glorious push-pull of yes-no-doitharder.

         My skin was as fiery-achy as my cock by the time he drew back.

         He stared down at me, mouth red and eyes wild. “What the hell am I doing?”

         “Um.” I touched my fingers gently to the throbbing circle he had left on my neck. “Giving me a hickey, I think.”

         He winced. “I’m so sorry. I’m not some brutish adolescent. I don’t know what came over me.”

         It was the teeniest bit ridiculous.

         Caspian Hart—billionaire, sophisticate, chess grandmaster—and me with what was probably a glowing red-purple bruise. The proud teenage symbol for “getting some.” Which, embarrassingly enough, I’d missed out on when I was an actual teenager, on account of being literally the only gay in the village. And English to boot.

         I’d made up for it at university—although, now I thought about it, while I’d occasionally been bitten (with varying degrees of conviction), I’d never received an actual, one hundred percent genuine, bona-fide hickey.

         Turned out, I was oddly glad it was Caspian.

         And I liked—more than liked—that he wanted to mark me.

         Unfortunately, he was looking a little bit traumatized about it.

         “No, no,” I said quickly. “It was lovely.” I twisted my head helpfully. “Do it again.”

         He laughed, and kissed the bite so that it lit up like a flare and made me gasp. “I think I might have been wrong when I called you a tease.”

         “I’m not a tease?” I just about managed not to pout but I couldn’t keep the disappointment from my voice.

         “I think perhaps”—he’d gone all husky again—“you’re worse.”

         I brightened. “Coquette?”

         He didn’t answer. Only tongued at a wildly sensitive spot beneath my ear.

         “Uhh.” I swallowed. “Minx?”

         He shook his head.

         “T-tart?” It was getting increasingly difficult to think of, well, anything. But every suggestion sent a pulse of whiskey-rough arousal through me.

         “Worse,” he whispered.

         And, God help me, it felt like a caress. Like a compliment.

         I tried to breathe and realized I was already panting. “Um…”

         His eyes had that “all the better to eat you with, my dear” gleam as they found mine. Pinned me as surely as his body. “What are you, Arden?”

         I wanted to say it so badly. Have him brand me with it like a badge of honor and sexual freedom.

         But I was sort of…scared and squirmy at the same time. In case it wasn’t true. Or it would be different outside the safety of my head.

         “Arden.” There was a low note of warning in his voice this time. It sounded so deliciously dangerous that I nearly came.

         And then—bam—whatever was holding me back wasn’t there anymore.

         Broken or yielded or simply vanished.

         “I’m a slut,” I gasped out. “Am I a slut?”

         He slid a possessive hand up the naked underside of my thigh. “Yes. Yes, you are. A very depraved, wayward little imp of a slut.”

         “Oh god.” I squirmed frantically. “W-what happens to…slutty little imps?”

         “What do you think happens to slutty little imps?”

         My tongue flicked across my lips and, wow, they were dry. Almost as if every spare ounce of fluid I possessed had already leaked out my cock. “Do they…do they get punished?”

         Which was when he rolled away. Taking all his heat and strength and the promise of erotic cruelty.

         Before I could panic or complain, he covered his face with his hands and gave a deeply gorgeous groan. “Get dressed, Arden. I need to get you to London. I need to get you to London right now.”

         “Might take a while. Trains are really ropey at the weekend.”

         “Then it’s fortunate I have a plane waiting at Inverness.”

         “You have a—” Of course he did. “Oh wow. But we’ve still got to get to Inverness.”

         “I hired a car.”

         “You can drive?” I blurted out.

         He gave me a reproving look, softened by the hint of amusement in his eyes. “And I can tie my own shoelaces too.”

         Being whisked to London in a billionaire’s private jet made such a ludicrous contrast to my miserable, lonely, to say nothing of lengthy, journey up.

         But I guess that was life with Caspian Hart. And life without him.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         Despite our eagerness, it actually took a while to get on the road because Mum made us breakfast.

         And sex was all very well but pancakes.

         Caspian went for the lightest sprinkling of sugar and a twist of lemon juice. While I went for syrup. And cream. And strawberries. And chocolate. And—okay, yes. Everything. I went for everything.

         I couldn’t help but notice the way he was watching my lips.

         It’s possible they were a little bit glisteny.

         And sticky.

         He was looking all tormented by the time I was chasing the last swirl of syrup from my plate with a fingertip. And I seriously hoped I was going to pay for this later.

         It didn’t take me too long to pack on account of the fact I’d been living out of my suitcase since I got home. Then we said our goodbyes to my folks and headed to his car.

         It was this silver hatchback thing. Very “family of four on a daytrip.” So unlike his fleet of billionairemobiles.

         Caspian must have noticed my amusement because he explained somewhat grumpily, “This is what was available in Inverness.”

         “You didn’t think to get chauffeured up in comfort?”

         “And have an audience for what could very likely have been a futile twelve-hundred-mile round trip?”

         I still wasn’t sure if it was terrifying or reassuring that you could have all the beauty, wealth, and power in the world, and still be uncertain about a boy. But, then again, if you were a total dick to the boy, you probably deserved to be uncertain.

         Anyway, it had all worked out: happy endings ho.

         We dropped off the car at Inverness and headed into the airport. When Caspian had told me he had a plane waiting, I hadn’t quite realized what it would be like. What it meant to be a man who owned a private jet.

         The terrifying value of his time.

         Time he was currently spending with me.

         It was an overwhelming thought. Knocking me silent as we were whisked across the concourse and then ushered into a plush private waiting room.

         I had just enough knowledge of cars to be able to recognize status vehicles when I saw them, but private jets were completely beyond my sphere of experience. I wouldn’t have been able to tell you the difference between a Gulfstream and a Bombardier if my life depended on it.

         So all I could really say about Caspian’s, as I gazed at it through the viewing windows, was that it looked like a plane. With wings and engines and wheels and everything else you’d expect.

         In barely a handful of minutes, our passports were checked in the most cursory fashion imaginable. And then we were let out onto the runway, me dragging along my entirely disregarded luggage. If I’d ever fancied terrorism or drug-dealing, this would have been a fantastic opportunity.

         The chill hit me almost immediately, sharpened by the rough edge of the wind. I shivered and Caspian wrapped his coat about my shoulders. It was probably a demeaning sort of gallantry that I, as a liberated twenty-first-century man, should have resisted. But I didn’t feel demeaned. I felt cherished. And the thought made me blush.

         “Why don’t you ever have a coat?” he asked.

         I shrugged.

         “Do you have some objection to dressing for the climate?”

         “I have an aesthetic one.” I had a duffel coat Mum’s girlfriend Hazel had found in a charity shop, but it made me look, and smell, like an aging yak with personal grooming issues.

         “Come on.” Caspian took my free hand and hurried me across the runway.

         All around us the sky gleamed. His palm was warm and his fingers were strong. The wind was making carnage of my hair. It was hard for me to hold on to the idea that this was normal life for Caspian. When it felt so utterly surreal to me.

         As we boarded, it was “Good afternoon, Mr. Hart.” Someone took my case. And then I was led into a space that would have impressed me if it had been a hotel. Tastefully decorated in shades of brown and cream and gold, it was essentially just a living room—soft carpets, sofas, cozy armchairs, a wall-mounted flat-screen—except it flew.

         It motherfucking flew.

         Only the windows, and something about the heavy quality of the light, betrayed the fact we were on a plane.

         I must have had an “I don’t think I’m in Kansas in anymore” look on my face because Caspian steered me gently into a chair. He was telling me useful things about where the bathroom was and what to do in case of an emergency but I was too dazed to really take it in. Words like office and conference room and master bedroom kept shooting past me in bullet time.

         Although I definitely perked up at bedroom.

         Soon enough, we were trundling down the runway. The world smearing a bit as we picked up speed. I’d once mentioned to my friend Nik that I had no idea how planes went from being on the ground to being in the air. So he’d told me. The bastard. And that had taken some of the fun out of it. But this was still my favorite part of flying: the moment just before takeoff, when what was about to happen seemed absolutely impossible.

         I loved the tilty feeling in my stomach, the instinct to hold my breath. The way you could sort of sense somehow, in the responses of your own body, the unimaginable, unbelievable grace of all that metal.

         “Are you all right?” Caspian asked. “You aren’t afraid?”

         “You know, maybe you should have checked before we got on the plane.” He looked so horrified that I took pity on him. “I’m fine. It’s just…I’m not used to this literally high-flying lifestyle.”

         There was a slightly weird pause.

         And I found myself almost wishing we were back in the relative normality of a hired hatchback, or in my family’s home, where we’d found this…I didn’t know what to call it…this ease. This burgeoning sense of an us.

         I’d liked being so close to him. Having so much of his attention. And I’d liked the secretive parts of himself he’d seemed willing to share with me—things I’d previously only glimpsed, or suspected, or hoped for. The Caspian Hart who played chess. Who was antisocially competitive. Who washed the dishes. Tickled my feet.

         Right now, though, he was nowhere to be seen.

         The man sitting on the sofa in his private jet seemed so far out of my league as to belong to an entirely different sport.

         He crooked a finger at me and I shuddered with a kind of fearful longing. “Come here, Arden.”

         He said it softly but there was no doubt that it was a command.

         And I suddenly remembered that I loved this side of him too. That it was all part of him: the playfulness and the arrogance, the kindness and the cruelty. That he wasn’t really remote at all, if you knew how to reach him.

         If you weren’t afraid.

         I found myself eyeing the expanse of carpet between us, filled with the oddest compulsion to crawl.

         I imagined the rub of the fibers beneath my palms. The ache in my knees. The way he would watch me, the hunger flaring in his eyes. And when I got to him I would push his legs apart and—

         Oh, fuck imagining.

         I slid off my chair and dropped to the floor. Making sure to arch my back, raise my arse, bowing my body in supplication. Invitation.

         Caspian’s reaction was way better than any fantasy. The gasp he uttered sounded almost shocked. And, God, the look on his face. Desire and this terrifying gratitude. As if I’d given him something wonderful.

         Maybe it should have been humiliating. Crawling to someone’s feet. But, honestly, I felt sexy as hell. Very aware of myself: the roll of my shoulders, the curve of my spine, the shapes I could make, sensuous and brazen and all for him.

         Caspian was shaking when I got there. His head thrown back, lips damp and parted to admit his harsh, unsteady breaths.

         I rubbed my cheek against the inside of his knee, then up a little higher. The denim was rough but he was hot, hot, hot underneath. And he smelled amazing. Not a trace of cologne left. Just his skin and the promise of sex.

         Before I could get much further, his hands closed around my upper arms and he yanked me into his lap. His mouth was frantic against mine. His passion unrestrained to the point of need. Making me squirm and whimper and surrender. Leaving me bruised and breathless and dizzy on pleasure.

         He shoved a hand into my hair, pulling hard enough to melt me. “Tell me again. What are you, Arden?”

         “I’m a…I’m a slut.”

         “No, you’re not.” He pulled harder. Pain this time, but so good, so sweet.

         I moaned helplessly, confused and blissed out and sensation lost. “I’m not?”

         “You’re my slut.”

         I garbled something along the lines of yesyesyesoyesplease.

         “And what happens to my slut?”

         I opened lust-heavy eyes. Stared deep into his. Found words. Important words. Put them in a sensible order. “Anything you want.”

         He pushed me gently to my feet. My legs had apparently gone all shaky.

         “Strip,” he told me.

         I couldn’t help glancing toward the front of the plane. When I’d offered anything he wanted, I hadn’t quite realized he’d take it right now.

         “We won’t be disturbed.”

         He sounded certain but I couldn’t shake the mental image of a horrified air hostess—did you get those on private jets?—finding me all naked in the middle of her day job. I liked performing for Caspian, exposing myself to him, but exhibitionism was not my thing. In fact, even the idea of casting some stranger in the role of nonconsenting voyeur was wang-wiltingly embarrassing.

         “Arden?”

         Oops. I must have been lost in my own head. “Um. Yes?”

         His eyes met mine, pale in the silvery light that filled the cabin, and softly gleaming. “Will you trust me?”

         It was the last thing I’d expected, somehow. I guess I’d thought he’d command me. Force me even. And I probably wouldn’t have minded. But I had no defense whatsoever against…against being asked. It was neither plea nor demand but God, it was intoxicating. And it slipped between the edges of my heart, twisting it open like an oyster.

         “Yes,” I whispered.

         The moment I said it, I knew I meant it.

         And suddenly I found myself thinking about the story of Sir Gawain and Lady Ragnelle. Not that I was hideously cursed. Or that we were being forced into matrimony because the King of England had made a deeply spurious promise to some random woman he met in the woods.

         But still. Caspian had given me my sovereynté.

         And now I was ready to surrender it to him.

         My hands were unsexily damp as I peeled off my T-shirt and it was only when I was wriggling my jeans down that I remembered shoes were a thing I was wearing. So I had to stop, with everything bunched around my thighs, and hop about for a bit. By the time I was finally done I was all warm and flustered and pretty much the opposite of attractive.

         And so…so naked. 

         It shouldn’t have been a big deal. Caspian had seen me before—he’d fucked me for fuck’s sake, a bunch of times—but it had never felt like this. As if my skin was too thin and my heart too hot.

         All I could think was: what if he’s laughing at me.

         But no. When I managed to meet his gaze, there was no mockery in it. No exasperation at my failure to spontaneously launch into an alluring striptease. Just this fierce, glittery excitement, that was, in itself, exciting. Definitely worth getting starkers for at thirty-five thousand feet.

         My cock, which had been retreating like it didn’t want to know me, was definitely back in the game.

         Caspian held out a hand—the gesture slightly formal, the way you might invite someone to dance—and I took it instinctively, not really sure what to expect. Which was probably for the best because what happened next was…well, it wasn’t the sort of thing that happened in Jane Austen.

         (Though maybe Fanny would do it to a penitent Henry Crawford.)

         Basically, Caspian tugged me closer and…arranged me, I guess, over his lap. He wasn’t rough and I was a little dazed, so I wasn’t entirely sure how I went from standing to…not doing that.

         Whenever I’d seen this type of thing in pictures or, y’know, porn, it looked a lot less comfortable, the subject hanging there, precariously balanced on tiptoes and fingertips. But Caspian got me up on the sofa and positioned over his thighs, letting me brace myself on my knees and forearms. It felt…natural, actually. Except for the part where my arse was cheerfully right in the air.

         It was just on the bearable edge of embarrassing. The ideal mixture of exposure and arousal to make me squirmy. The worst thing was not being able to see his face anymore. I needed the reassurance that he was definitely finding this hot and not ridiculous.

         At that moment, his palm glided over my upraised buttocks and I was suddenly too busy shuddering and moaning to worry anymore. Maybe it was the vulnerability of the position, but even that light touch was crazy intense—heat and pleasure spilling across my skin, along with a rush of rising goose bumps. His fingers followed, tenderly skimming the groove of my spine until he reached the taut plane between my shoulder blades and stroked me there. He found nerves I never knew I had and lit them up like stars, sharp and bright and sweet.

         I couldn’t help wriggling. It was good, it was so good, being touched that way by Caspian, but also a little bit tormenty at the same time. I hadn’t realized something gentle could ache like something harsh, and it unhinged me a bit.

         But then his other hand came down on the back of my neck, cupping my nape, all warmth and pressure and the promise of control, and the tension leaked right out of me, leaving me fizzy and liquid in his lap. He squeezed and I just gurgled in this pathetically eager way.

         “Have I told you,” he murmured, “how bewitching you are?”

         I guess I would have balked if he’d tried beautiful. I wasn’t unappealing but compared to Caspian Hart I was entirely fucking ordinary. But bewitching, it turned out, I could get behind, since it was as much about my effect on him as it was about me. I liked the idea a lot: this power had been given me, to please him.

         He caressing fingers returned to my arse, slipping into the soft valley between my cheeks and reminding me abruptly exactly how my current position presented me: no longer with peach-like discretion, but spread wide and wanton for his looking and his touching.

         I was glad my face was tucked away because I was bright red. It wasn’t as if I hadn’t had people get up close and personal with my bum before but I was starting to discover that context really made a difference. The very personal activities you indulged in in the dark were one thing. Being laid out not-very-virgin-sacrifice style in broad daylight was pretty explicitly another. And then there was the fact Caspian was still clothed and I was about as bare as it was possible to be.

         But, the truth was, I loved it. Especially because, amid the roughness of denim beneath my thighs, I could feel how gloriously hard he was. I’d been jerking off to fantasies vaguely reminiscent of this for as long as I could remember but I hadn’t accounted for the charge that came from knowing he was just as into this as I was. That it wasn’t just something he did, or something I gave, it was something we shared.

         Which didn’t mean I wasn’t also nervous about it. And getting more so as he…uh…got acquainted with the territory, his hand mapping the curve from the tops of my thighs to the (occasionally rather admired) dimples at the base of my spine.

         “Um,” I squeaked. “You have done this before, right?”

         “Yes.” He stopped stroking me. His palm just resting there, possessive and protective and vaguely threatening, all at the same time. “Have you?”

         Occasionally my lovers had taken a swipe at my arse while nailing it, but as much as I’d enjoyed that sort of play, it hadn’t remotely prepared me for this. “Not technically, no. But”—I pulled in an unsteady breath, suddenly terrified he was going to change his mind, and I’d have stuck my posterior in his face for nothing—“don’t let it stop you.”

         “Believe me, the only thing that can stop me is you. Tell me what you want.”

         Ahhhhh.

         I wished yet again that I could see his face but then I was also glad I couldn’t because it reminded me that the last time I’d felt physically closest to him, when the things I’d done for his pleasure had seemed most intimate, he’d only been a voice on the phone.

         And that was how I found the courage to tell him.

         Well, the courage to burrow into the sofa and then tell him: “I want you to spank me.”

         He made a soft, lust-rough noise, but his voice was amazingly steady: “Show me how much you want it. Ask me.”

         “Oh God.” I twitched and dripped and nearly combusted with arousal. “Will you spank me, Mr. Hart? I really”—help, breath, words—“I really want you to.”

         His other hand tightened on my neck and I swear to God I could feel his pulse pounding in his wrist. “It would be my pleasure.”

         And then he…he did it. His palm cracked against my arse—the noise more startling than the pain and the impact more noticeable than either. I juddered forward a bit, though he kept me anchored, and swallowed a gasp. I’d known what was about to happen but it was still shocking for some reason.

         He gave me a moment to process but my brain was kind of stuck on he hit me when he did it again—same spot, almost exactly, sending a flare of heat across my skin. The third time made me yelp and it was such a ridiculously undignified sound that I was giggling by the fourth. Then giggle-yelping as it went on. Not because it didn’t hurt—since it soon did, building from a swiftly fading sting to a deep, hot ache—but because it hurt in this totally giddy-making way. Some combination of the helplessness and the attention and the intimacy of his naked hand.

         And, oh God, the freedom of it.

         Of just being able to lie there and writhe and make silly noises and feel all the things: pain and arousal and fear and pleasure and this wild, wild joy.

         Caspian was trembling, his strikes falling with a little less precision than they had originally and his breath sounding harsh in the spaces between. Which was a touch worrying.

         “A-ah,” I managed to gasp out, “am I doing it right?”

         He made this sound, probably a laugh, though it was ragged. Shot through with things I didn’t have the wherewithal right then to interpret. “I don’t care. Don’t stop.”

         He was stroking me again: long gentle sweeps of his palms over my too-warm, too-sensitive flesh until it seemed like every last drop of blood in my body had gone south for the winter and redistributed itself evenly between my arse and my cock. The hurt was still there but through some strange alchemy of sex and trust, right then it was indistinguishable from passion.

         I wailed and bucked against him in a semi-delirious and fully shameless attempt to make him touch me. He laughed again at that, a less broken sound this time. Not mocking, but softly teasing, even a little wonderstruck. His fingers brushed against my hole and I cried out frantically, all my giggling vanquished.

         “God. Please. Please.”

         He dipped inside and I reared up and swallowed him with my arse like Moby Dick. For a brief second it was the most beautiful, the most perfect feeling in the world: his finger pressing into me, a very slight stretch and this cool-water pleasure in the middle of the fire he had forced into my skin. And then it was just not enough, not nearly enough, relief becoming frustration becoming fresh and fiercer need.

         I couldn’t tell if he was giving me cruelty or mercy but I wasn't entirely sure I cared. Trying not to think about how profoundly debauched I was going to look, I spread my legs as wide as I could get them, and…well…yeah, fucked myself on his fingers. It wasn’t much—mainly a sort of desperate rocking—but as self-torture went it was irresistible, teeny-tiny starbursts exploding behind my eyes with every very nearly nudge in the vicinity of my prostate.

         I probably couldn’t have got off that way, but I was damn committed to trying. And he let me for a little while, his other hand still curled against my neck, petting me, making me feel tormented and indulged and cared for all at once. I tightened as he withdrew, greedily trying to keep him but, of course, I couldn’t. And so I was reduced to whimpering and twitching my arse pitifully at him instead.

         “Ready for more?” he asked, tracing tantalizing circles where he had left me wanting.

         I could barely breathe, my whole body strung tight and poised on his fingertip. “More?”

         “That was just the warm-up.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         Warm-up?

         “H-holy shit.” I tried to imagine what else he could do to me—but my brain was dopamine dazed and came up blank.

         He withdrew and his touch became soothing again, which I was pretty sure I didn’t want at all. “We can stop at any time. You’ve already given me more than—”

         “No.” I flattened my forearms to the sofa and shoved my hips up. “Take it all. Take everything.”

         For a moment, he was so still I thought he was going to say no or something. But then he shifted his grip from my neck, laying his palm flat across my shoulders in a way that felt both ominous and reassuring. And when he hit me this time, it hurt in such a real way that I heard myself say “Ow” in a ridiculously surprised tone of voice. It would have been funny—pain hurts, no shit Sherlock—but it was like his hand had knocked everything out of me except the capacity to respond. A few strikes later and even “ow” was gone. Instead, these breathy cries were being jolted out of me. Sort of like being expertly fucked. But not. But yes.

         And it was relentless. His hand coming down on me to the rhythm of his choosing. This pain that was both in my control and out of it. I knew with a faith I thought I’d put aside when I no longer believed in fairy tales that if I told him to stop—if I really meant it—he would. And, sometimes, I almost wanted to. Not so much because what was happening was unbearable but because it was simply overwhelming. The pure physicality of it. The way he had me all pinned down and splayed out. The sweat and tears—oh wow, I was actually crying—stinging my lips. The sound of each strike, loud and clear and undeniable. A question demanding an answer given in suffering and submission.

         And, God, did I give it. Gasping and sobbing and writhing under his hands. Begging incoherently for him to…fuck, I didn’t know what I wanted, only that I wanted to beg for the simple pleasure of begging. Knowing it would make no difference. That I could scream and cry and struggle and he’d use me however he wanted. And, for some reason, in my slutty little brain that wasn’t bad at all. It was awesome.

         Liberating and sexy and scary and exactly what I’d longed for. It wasn’t like my fantasies—it was a lot messier and my reactions were more complicated—but it was way better. And weirdly, something I never would have imagined: how peaceful it would be, right at the heart of all that tumult. How safe I would feel. How cherished.

         It made me arch into the blows, not welcoming the pain so much as everything it brought with it: adrenaline and intimacy and this deep sense of acceptance. Of being beyond strength or weakness or shame. And trusting it was okay to be there. That Caspian was with me.

         That he had me.

         I was so blissfully lost that it took me a moment or two to realize it was over. That the roaring in my ears was my own heartbeat. My knees slid out from under me I flopped into Caspian’s lap like a fish.

         “Ohmigod.”

         I didn’t know how long I lay there. Minutes, hours, ages of the world, while the sun tarnished and the stars fell.

         Wow I was floaty.

         When my breathing had steadied, and the sweat dried on my back, Caspian drew me up and gathered me to him. He arranged me so I was straddling him, my weight distributed away from my arse, which was a relief because even the air moving against it felt rough. But he could have knotted me into a pretzel for all I was capable of resisting right then. I was mercury between his hands.

         Well, for the most part. My cock was very much the opposite of mercury. Granite or marble or iron. Something really fucking hard. I blinked down at myself, slightly bewildered at the sight I presented: impressively large and shiny-slick with precome, straining pleadingly from between my spread-wide thighs.

         Caspian caught me gently by the chin and made me look at him. Maybe it was my state of befuddlement or the way the light was…doing something, but his eyes looked wet.

         “Was I okay?” I asked, voice coming out all hoarse and excitingly abused.

         For a moment, we were just gazing at each other, intense and awkward at the same time. If anything, he seemed shocked—a flush of arousal staining those flawlessly sculpted cheekbones of his.

         “You…you’re perfect. Absolutely perfect. God, you have no idea.”

         He leaned in and kissed me gently, almost reverently. I fully intended to be graceful about it but for some reason his lips on mine triggered a cry havoc reaction and I …attacked him. Turned what I’m sure could have been a beautiful moment into a tongue-tangling, teeth-clashing mess.

         But he let me. He let me eat his face like a clueless teenager until everything was hot and slick and our mouths tasted coppery with too much kissing. The world was still kind of distant—out of focus even, a little bit photoshopped—but Caspian was everything real.

         I clung to him, dug my fingers into him and my teeth, and he held me tight and didn’t flinch or try to calm me. I realized I was making desperate, throaty little mewls, almost as if he was spanking me again, but he took those too, giving me in return these soft, dazed gasps.

         It was a bit shocking, actually. I’d got used to him being miserly with his sounds and restrained in his pleasure. But this was different. A glimpse of the man who had fucked my throat that night on a balcony in Oxford.

         The man I had always known was there.

         And wanted. Wanted to call mine.

         It was me, in the end, who broke the kiss. Any more and I would probably have died of ever-increasing lust: a moth hurling myself repeatedly into Caspian’s, er, flame. I collapsed against him, panting.

         He was also breathing hard, his heart thundering under mine. And his mouth looked all ravaged, which gave me a filthy, possessive thrill.

         “Y’know,” I said, “I’m really super horny right now.”

         He laughed and, while making someone laugh had never been high on my sexual agenda before, just then it was absolutely right. He sounded so…happy. And also a little wicked, his eyes alight with that touch of cruelty I found inexpressibly enticing.

         He urged me upright on my knees and pushed a hand between our bodies, fumbling with his belt and his zipper. An arch and a shimmy and, a moment later, his cock—his ever-gorgeous, flatteringly hard cock—was free.

         I think I might have actually licked my lips. And I would definitely have said a friendly hello, with my hand if nothing else, if Caspian hadn’t distracted me by easing a sachet of lube out of the pocket of his jeans.

         He’d just been carrying that?

         I couldn’t tell if the forward-fuck-planning was flattering or arrogant. Or maybe it was both, and that was why I liked it.

         He tore it open with his teeth—if I’d tried to do that, I’d have ended up with a mouthful of lube—and slicked up his cock. And, oh wow, I could have watched him do that forever: his long, elegant fingers working his long, elegant cock until everything glistened.

         He tangled his free hand in my hair and yanked my head up, drawing an excited gasp out of me.

         “You want it,” he told me, steadying himself by the base, “you take it.”

         “Fuck yes I want it.”

         He was not…unchallenging, but I was a hundred percent on the case. Honestly, I was so turned on, I could probably have fucked a butternut squash. I eased myself into a good position, adjusted my angle, and sank down upon him—for about two seconds, and then I almost hit the ceiling, howling.

         “Oh Jesusfuckingchrist.”

         My arse had lit up like Rudolph’s nose.

         How the fuck had I…forgotten? Yet somehow, in the haze of greedy kissing, the hot ache of spanking had become background and I had.

         Though from Caspian’s glittery smirk he absolutely hadn’t.

         I blinked the tears out of my eyes. “You bastard.”

         He smiled and kissed my nose.

         I tried it a bunch of ways, getting freshly sweaty and whimpery the more I struggled, but it was like one of the punishments in Tartarus: this perfect prize of a cock I couldn’t fuck. I was driving myself wild with frustration, and God knows how he was managing to stay so calm, but I could have done with about three more hands. I simply couldn’t brace myself and angle myself and guide his cock past the inferno he’d made of my arse all at the same time. I wanted him so much—I was fucking dying from lack of him inside me—but I just didn’t know how. 

         Eventually, I surrendered. Rested my brow against his and gave a broken little sob.

         “I can’t. Please.”

         His arms came around me. “Let me help you.”

         “Wait.” I jerked upright. “Was that an option?”

         “You didn’t ask.”

         I wasn’t sure whether to laugh or cry, so I sort of did both and smacked him in the arm. “You bastard.”

         “You already called me that.”

         “I’m out of my mind with lust. I’m sorry my insults aren’t living up to your exacting standards. But, yes. Please. For the love of God. Please help me.”

         His hands slid down my back and pulled my buttocks apart. It still hurt but for some reason it hurt differently when he did it. And I shuddered with a kind of weird hurty pleasure and the vague knowledge that my arsehole was on full display to incalculable miles of sky.

         Not that it was looking.

         But I still felt pretty exposed.

         And I loved it.

         “So”—I nipped at the side of his jaw, squirming between his hands—“did it turn you on? Watching me totally failing to fuck you?”

         His eyes flashed. “It turned me on watching you try.”

         “You’d better not be trying to teach me a life lesson right now.”

         He gave me a mean squeeze, starbursts of sensation flaring beneath his fingers, and I squeaked. “The key to success, Arden, is the realization that failure is a temporary condition.”

         “What’s that supposed to mea—”

         Before I could finish, he pulled me down upon his cock and the rest of my question vanished into a strangled shriek. I flailed wildly, clutching at his shoulders, shock and excitement and a splash of panic blending into a unique and special cocktail. But he only breached me. He didn’t force me. He left the descent under my control—that sweet-harsh glide that burned so very beautifully.

         I took him all—took the pain and the pleasure, the stretch and the pressure, the whole gorgeous invasion of it—and he let me see. For once he let me see. The helpless flutter of his eyelashes. The creep of heat across his cheeks. The way his lips parted on a soundless groan. He looked…vulnerable, and a little bit wrecked, softness in his eyes along with the haze of passion.

         I threw back my head, full of savage triumph, because I’d made this happen. And this flawless, unreachable man—with all his mysteries and his sadness and his strength—was mine.

         He pressed his mouth to my throat, warm and wet, with the scrape of teeth, and I rode him like a rodeo cowboy. Yee-fucking-haw. I was alive with small hurts, aches inside and out, but they felt like fireflies in my skin, barely recognizable as hurt at all. Because everything was igniting into bliss. His hands, his lips, his cock driving into me, rough and hard and fucking perfect. The noises he was making against my skin: reciprocal ecstasy shuddering out of him. And, oh, words. Fierce, tender, slightly muffled words becoming their own prayer: “Arden, oh Arden, my Arden.”

         I didn’t really have breath or brain to reply but my answer was everywhere: in the pulse that beat for him and the body that yielded to him and the pain I’d borne for him. Yours yours yours yours yours.

         Sweat was slicking down me, gathering in the creases of my groin and behind my knees. And I was probably going to have to take up yoga again or do something about my core strength because—as much as my arse was loving the adventure—the pace was getting punishing. But then Caspian gave this harsh and shattered cry, his hands dragging me down and pinning me in place, his cock so deep in me it felt practically embedded. I screamed, my prostate launching its own little hallelujah chorus as Caspian’s teeth plunged into the bit where my neck met my shoulder.

         It was the aggression that undid me—seeing him so lost to it, so utterly out of control—the final riff in my sex-rock anthem of rapture. Next thing I knew was a full-body-shaking, mind-obliterating orgasmic white-out—static snowflakes behind my eyes, every nerve I had electric—and my cock went off like a party popper, extravagant ribbons of come shooting between us.

         When I was next capable of anything, I said: “Ow ow ow ow ow.”

         Because suddenly everything that had hurt in a good way was starting to hurt in a bad way. Particularly my arse, which was sore and sticky and throbby, and had a cock in it.

         Caspian, who was still trembling, gentled me before I could freak out, since the need to not be in pain had become really rather urgent but my coordination wasn’t up to the task. And then he very carefully eased himself out of me.

         I tried to stand, only to discover I was head-to-toe spaghetti.

         Thankfully Caspian caught me before the floor did, wrapped me up in the scarily pristine cream blanket that had previously been draped over the arm of the sofa, and drew me back onto his lap, somehow managing to position me so I wasn’t resting too much weight on my poor bum.

         I meant to protest because I was a mess and the blanket was lovely, but it was all soft and cozy, I couldn’t quite muster the will. I tucked my head under Caspian’s chin and he brushed his fingers against the nape of my neck, so lightly I thought it was an accident at first. But, no, it was a caress. One that carefully roused my sensation-battered flesh to shivers of softly tingling pleasure. If he’d been holding me less tightly I’d have arched greedily into his touch…and probably made a million bits of me immediately start hurting again. But he didn’t let me. Just kept me safe and helpless, his kindness as ruthless as his cruelty, and the sweetness of his touch running in rivulets across my skin.

         Since my mouth was the only bit of me capable of movement, it opened and emitted a weird, drunken purring.

         Caspian’s breath stirred the damply curling hair at my brow in a nearly-kiss. “You’re as delightful in pleasure as you are in pain.”

         “I’m good with both,” I mumbled.

         “You are good.” He pushed his hand into my hair, his palm curving to fit the base of my skull. “So good.”

         I was vaguely aware we were talking nonsense to each other. But it didn’t matter. The words were less important than the exchange of them. Frankly, he could have been telling me “wibble kerplunk gargle blip” as long as he did it in that tone of dazed admiration.

         My brain was cottage cheese at this point so I stopped trying to make it do things. And let myself float off on the magic carpet of his care.

         “Arden?” he asked, after a moment or two. At least, I thought it was a moment or two. I might have been asleep. “You are…you are all right, aren’t you?”

         “Whu?”

         “You aren’t…” He cleared a trace of huskiness from his voice. “I mean, I didn’t…”

         “You hurt me, then fucked me, now you’re holding me. What more could a boy want?”

         He laughed—or made some shaky sound close to a laugh, anyway—partially muffling it against the side of my head.

         “And you had fun too, right?”

         “You gave yourself to me like a gift. Offered without restraint things I would never have dared ask or hope for. And you were so beautiful I could hardly believe that you would do this for me. So yes, Arden. I had fun.”

         Some of the heat accumulated in my arse redistributed itself, giving me a serious case of the warm fuzzies. “I’m not…you know. I’m not beautiful.”

         “Do you want me to turn you over my lap and spank you again?”

         “Not right now.”

         “Then be quiet.”

         Nestling close, I hid my smile in his neck. Then be quiet was hardly the three-word declaration of my dreams. But, right then, it fell upon my ears as tenderly as if it were. He was, after all, Caspian Hart. Not some tamer beast.

         And, anyway, I wasn’t very into princes.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

         

         I wasn’t really aware of being awake or not awake but I guess I must have been not-awake, because I was woken up by Caspian whispering to me: “I’m sorry, sweetheart, but we’ll be landing soon.”

         I whimpered. “Do we have to? Can’t we live here forever?”

         “On the plane?”

         “Yes.” I curled into him stubbornly. “We can spend all our time having sex and cuddling”

         “We can also do those things on the ground. And with a smaller carbon footprint.”

         It should have been reassuring—well, it was reassuring, since I hadn’t seriously expected we’d become joint founders of a flying and fucking commune—but I was feeling fragile. In a way that was completely unlike the raw vulnerability of writhing naked and sobbing over Caspian’s knee, and a lot less fun.

         “Arden? What’s the matter? You haven’t…haven’t changed your mind, have you?”

         He sounded so genuinely anxious that I came in immediately with a “No.” And, anyway, it was true.

         Well. Mostly.

         “Then what’s wrong?” he asked.

         I stared at my toes. The polish needed touching up. Also maybe Sally Bowles green hadn’t been the best color choice—I looked a little gangrenous down there. “I don’t know. I think maybe I’m failing London.”

         “How could you possibly be failing London?”

         “Same way I failed Oxford.”

         “You have no idea whether you failed Oxford.” He curled a comforting hand over my knee. “Your results haven’t even been released yet. And, when they are, you’ll get a 2.1, exactly like everyone else.”

         He was probably right. You had to fuck up super hard to get out of Oxford with anything less than a 2.2. But that led to a situation in which a lower pass was as good as an admission of failure anyway. “Even if I do get a 2.1, I won’t deserve it.”

         “It’s hardly an assessment of your moral character, Arden.”

         “But I got offered this incredible opportunity. And I squandered it.”

         Caspian sighed. I thought he was about to tell me to grow up and stop whining but, instead, he just drew me closer. “Oxford is only a university,” he murmured. “And there are many things besides the academic to learn at university.”

         “What, like how to go six weeks without doing any laundry?”

         “Like what sort of man you wish to become.”

         “I’m not sure I even figured that out.”

         “Yes. You have.”

         He leaned down and kissed the tip of my nose. The playful gesture was a strange contrast to the sincerity of the words but I treasured both. Believed in both. Mustered a slightly wavery grin. “Well, I must be doing something right since you like me. But, when it comes to everything else, I don’t have a clue.”

         “You told me you were interested in journalism.”

         “I am. Except all I’ve done so far is write a few articles.”

         “Have you been able to place them?”

         A couple of emails had come in during my Kinlochbervie heartbreak exile, except I hadn’t really been in any state to appreciate them. “Yes. I mean, mainly online and stuff.”

         “That’s wonderful.” Oh God, he sounded all proud of me. “And seems to directly contradict your assertion that you don’t know what you’re doing.”

         “I just feel like I’m fucking up another amazing opportunity. You take care of everything and what do I have to show for myself? A satirical review of expensive mineral water brands.”

         “It’s a perfectly reasonable start.”

         “But I had weeks. I could have learned Mandarin or written the Great American Novel.”
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