
  [image: image1]


  BEST WOMEN’S EROTICA OF THE YEAR


  VOLUME EIGHT


  BEST WOMEN’S EROTICA OF THE YEAR


  VOLUME EIGHT


  Edited by


  RACHEL KRAMER BUSSEL


  [image: image1]


  Copyright © 2022 by Rachel Kramer Bussel.


  All rights reserved. Except for brief passages quoted in newspaper, magazine, radio, television, or online reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying or recording, or by information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.


  Published in the United States by Cleis Press, an imprint of Start Midnight, LLC, 221 River Street, Ninth Floor, Hoboken, New Jersey 07030.


  Printed in the United States


  Cover design: Jennifer Do


  Cover image: Shutterstock


  Text design: Frank Wiedemann


  First Edition.


  10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


  Trade paper ISBN: 978-1-62778-315-6


  E-book ISBN: 978-1-62778-528-0


  CONTENTS


  Introduction: Let’s Play


  Until the Last Note Plays • RILZY ADAMS


  The Devil Take You • EVA LEIGH


  Ars Amandi • V. A. VAZQUEZ


  Embracing Against the Rules • NOOR JUMAN


  It Feels Good • CLARE LONDON


  Drag •DENA HANKINS


  Frenzy •DIVA DARLING


  Happy Now? • RUBY LANG


  The Luv Sub • KARINAL. AGBISIT


  Out of this World • ROBIN LOVETT


  So Many Ways to Win • JULIE FENNELL


  Whenever You Need Me • FIONA ZEDDE


  Desire Blooms •BRYNNE BLACKMOORE


  The Mid-Autumn Moon • P. STORMCROW


  Checkmate • CAT GIRALDO


  Capturing the Storm • SAGE PARKER


  How Real Are You? • CHRISTINA BERRY


  The Reset Button • ROSANNA LEO


  Bursting His Bubble • D. S. DANE


  Character Work • SOUMA MIDWINTER


  Ludamus • J. L. JENSON


  About the Authors


  About the Editor


  INTRODUCTION: LET’S PLAY


  Welcome to Best Women’s Erotica of the Year, Volume 8! I chose the theme of “play” because sex and desire have so many elements of playfulness. I wanted to see where these authors could take that playfulness in the name of turning readers on.


  As you’re about to read, the word “play” can have many meanings. The characters here play music, play sex games, play with gender, play with fetishes, dress up for LARPing, enjoy outdoor sex, and so much more. They play with each other, they play with their own ideas of how to get off, and they play with their relationships. They ignite passion with strangers and rekindle the flames with longtime partners. They have threesomes and go on sex vacations and create their own very personal sex toys.


  In the opening story, “Until the Last Note Plays” by Rilzy Adams, exes Sage and Garrick reunite after six years and find a very intimate way to work through their issues. Adams writes, “She kissed him like she could find the answer to all of life’s burning questions on his tongue.” The sparks continue to fly in the next twenty stories, whether in a forbidden rendezvous in the audience of a theater in Eva Leigh’s “The Devil Take You” or in an erotic adventure that unlocks untold pleasures in Diva Darling’s “Frenzy.” In Souma Midwinter’s “Character Work,” Jeannie and Alex see if the roles they play onstage can continue when it comes to getting naked backstage.


  You’ll discover the thrill of a couple’s exploration in “It Feels Good” by Clare London and the sexual excitement of meeting an online partner, who may or may not be what they seem, in “How Real Are You?” by Christina Berry. You’ll also travel to a planet far, far away in Robin Lovett’s “Out of this World” and discover some paranormal eroticism in Fiona Zedde’s “Whenever You Need Me” and Cat Giraldo’s “Checkmate.”


  There’s also plenty of BDSM here, as in the kinky game in Julie Fennell’s femdom story “So Many Ways to Win” and the bondage delights in P. Stormcrow’s “The Mid-Autumn Moon.”


  Within these pages, couples discover new aspects of their most personal, sensual selves in stories such as Ruby Lang’s “Happy Now?” and Rosanna Leo’s “The Reset Button,” which blend romance and longstanding passion with the hottest of sex acts.


  Every story in this book unlocks sex play in a different way, providing personal revelations, playing out sexual fantasies, and exploring fetishes, with plenty of orgasms, pleasure, and sensual excitement. I hope you enjoy the way these characters play, and that their fun inspires some playfulness in your life.


  Rachel Kramer Bussel


  Atlantic City, New Jersey


  UNTIL THE LAST NOTE PLAYS


  Rilzy Adams


  “You nervous or something?”


  Sage paused with her bow hovering slightly over her cello’s D string as she flashed a glare in the direction of the man she wanted to impale with the bow she held.


  Garrick Fucking Allen.


  If anyone even had dared to suggest to Sage a few days ago that she would find herself sitting in the practice room of the first man to truly break her heart, she’d have thrown her head back and laughed so long and hard she might have choked on her mirth.


  Oh, the difference a few days could make.


  She bit back all the retorts that surged immediately to her throat and continued running through the few complicated bars of music she just couldn’t seem to work her fingers around.


  “I didn’t even know it was possible for you to struggle with music,” Garrick mused. He’d risen from his bench and was leaning against the Steinway piano which was the centerpiece of his extravagant music room, with its floor-to-ceiling windows and lush green plants and music-related art decorating the light grey walls. He folded his arms in front of his chest, biceps people wouldn’t normally associate with a lauded concert pianist straining against the simple yellow T-shirt that accentuated the hell out of his deep brown skin. Sage swallowed, trying to soothe the sudden dryness in her throat, as she once again attempted to focus on the passage of music.


  It was the audacity for her. Nervous. Did Garrick really believe he still had that sort of power over her after six damn years? The warmth blossoming between her legs pulled her up short. Power over her mind? Definitely not. Power over her heart? Maybe not. But her pussy? That was another story altogether. Her body still remembered the way those long, elegant fingers moved over her skin with the same skill and precision they moved over piano keys. The music they pulled from her body was just as sweet. Sage found herself regretting agreeing to this for the millionth time.


  Sage used to say it would take nothing short of signs of biblical proportions for her to agree to share the same space, the same air supply or, even worse, the same stage as the man who’d shown her what heartbreak was really about. She couldn’t stand him, so how in sweet hell did anyone expect her to play with him? In the end, the sky didn’t bleed, the ocean didn’t part, and hell did not freeze over. All it took was a request and a love borne out of loyalty. Because how could she say no to Emanuel Baker? The talented, gentle giant was responsible for her success as a concert cellist. Hell, the man was responsible for the success of so many classically trained Black musicians that it was hard to keep count. Emanuel, being in his late nineties, wasn’t going to live forever and that was why in two months there would be a large concert put on for him. The celebration to honor his life and career was long overdue but at least her mentor would get his flowers while he could still smell them.


  That Emanuel would handpick her as the cellist he wanted to play his most popular sonata had been a pleasant surprise. She’d been awestruck, speechless, and happy as hell until she remembered most cello sonatas were accompanied by the piano. Garrick Fucking Allen. She got it. Honestly, she did. Garrick was so damn talented that it was no surprise Emanuel chose him to accompany her. Sage just wished he hadn’t. But what could she do? She couldn’t spit in the face of the man who’d done so much for her. So she’d said yes. And now she was here—frustrated, flustered, and keenly aware of the insistent flutters of arousal making her brown cheeks go hot. Sage made a rude sound in her throat before placing her cello, Spot, on his side and resting the bow atop him.


  “I need a break,” she muttered. She pushed herself up off the chair and started making her way to the door, but Garrick grabbed her elbow and pulled her toward him, pivoting his body so she ended up with her back pressed against the piano and Garrick boxing her in. Sage’s nostrils flared. He still smelled the same. Her lips quivered when Garrick’s familiar spicy, citrusy cologne hit her nose and goosepimples erupted along her skin. She wanted to curl herself around him, like a cat, and inhale as she relived the memories of the nights she’d spent with her legs intertwined with his as his heartbeat and scent soothed her to sleep.


  “You could run or maybe we could just deal with this head on,” Garrick suggested, his voice so damn calm Sage had to fight the urge to slap him. It wasn’t fair for him to be so unaffected when she was twisted up inside. He placed one hand on either side of her on the piano and he was so close—so fucking close—that Sage could feel his warm breath against her face. She wanted to arch into him, drag her mouth along those full lips until she could loosen, even a little bit, the lust making her nerves so taut she feared one touch from Garrick would shatter her. She blinked slowly and swallowed, reaching for her anger and pulling it like a cloak around her. Her body wanted Garrick, yes—but people didn’t always get what they wanted. Garrick taught her that lesson.


  “There’s nothing to deal with except you needing to move out of my fucking space,” she said tightly.


  He pressed his mouth together into a hard line as the muscles in his strong jaw twitched. Garrick really was a sight to behold. Sage tried to stop herself from raking her gaze over him—from his fresh low haircut to the expression etched on his gorgeous face, which seemed to be a mix of the desire she felt and something she refused to acknowledge.


  His hand moved to her cheek and Sage annoyed herself by leaning into his touch before her mind could scream sense into her. She’d always been pure instinct when it came to Garrick— desire . . . need . . . love.


  “I know you hate me,” he said softly, his voice catching roughly on the words he spoke. “It nearly killed me to leave you. I hope you can understand that. But here’s the thing, Sage . . . I’d make the same choice despite it being the hardest fucking thing I’ve ever had to do. Every. Single. Time.”


  It was like he’d doused her with iced water. Sage moved away from his touch, placing both hands to his chest to push him away from her. Her hands stilled when he spoke again.


  “You weren’t going to take the scholarship, Sage,” he whispered. “I overheard you talking to your best friend on the phone. You were going to stay stateside because I’d already gotten a job here. I couldn’t let you turn down an opportunity I knew would set you up for life. I love you too much for that.”


  His brown eyes softened but Sage had a hard time focusing on that. I love you too much. Love, not loved. She was still trying to process what he’d said when he began to speak again. “I prefer you hating me while being one of the most sought-after cellists in the world. My heart can accept that. I can live with that.”


  Sage’s throat tightened as she tasted the truth in his words. She had been prepared to turn down a scholarship to study in the UK and Venice because he’d be in Manhattan. The deadline for acceptance had been mere hours away when he’d walked into the living room they shared and ended their relationship swiftly and matter-of-factly like his heart was made of ice and she’d never meant anything to him. She hadn’t heard from him until three weeks after she’d relocated to Europe but she iced him out as her anger and hurt became a festering wound within her. Sage didn’t know how to deal with this new perspective. She was barely hanging onto her self-control as it was. She closed her eyes and suddenly everything was too much—the way he smelled, his confession, his heart thumping hard under her palms.


  Sage curled her fingers into his shirt and pulled him into her instead of pushing him away like she’d planned to. Garrick dipped his head but stopped with his lips close enough to hers for her to feel the shadow of its kiss.


  “Are you sure?” he asked, his warm breath sending an eruption of lust down her spine. He was giving her an out. An out she should take. But she didn’t. She just tightened her grip on his shirt and leaned toward him, sighing deeply when his mouth finally crashed against hers. Time stopped. Everything ceased to exist, save for frantically tangling tongues, his teeth nipping against her lips and their bodies pressed so tightly together she could feel the frenzied beating of his heart. Desire scorched through her veins, reducing her to burning lust as she lifted up his shirt so she could drag her fingers along his stomach, which tightened under her touch. She craved the feel of his fingers along her bare skin—her nipples, the warm expanse of her stomach. Her stomach tightened when she thought of him thrusting those fingers into her pussy, which was wet, aching, and desperate for him. She wanted to tell him all the ways she needed him to squeeze, rub, and graze her until she throbbed and gushed, but that would mean she’d have to stop kissing him. Sage felt like she’d sooner die than do that.


  She ran her tongue over his, hands flying to the back of his head to pull him closer. She kissed him like her existence depended on it. She kissed him like she could find the answer to all of life’s burning questions on his tongue. She kissed him until she couldn’t form a coherent thought and she couldn’t do anything but feel. Feel the gentle bursts of pleasure each time his teeth dug into her lips. Feel the touch of his fingers against her hips as he started pulling down her yoga pants. Feel his hard length pressed against her thigh. Sage had no idea how long they kissed before Garrick pulled away slowly and pressed his forehead against hers.


  “You’re the answer to all my dreams,” he panted, as his hands moved the thick fall of Sage’s box braids to the side. She tilted her chin to give him the access to her neck she knew he was seeking. He kissed the side of her head, her cheek, and ran his tongue along her chin before he nipped at the spot that always drove her wild. Sage bucked against him when his teeth sank into her sensitive flesh, pulling a mewling cry from her lips at the delicious bite of pleasure that shot straight to her pussy.


  “God, I missed you,” he growled. “I missed this.”


  His hands were under her shirt now, tugging at her bra until he was cupping her brown breasts that barely fit in his hands. He squeezed the mounds of flesh, tugging her swollen, aching nipples until she cried out. Her pussy clenched in rapid flutters as she continued soaking her panties so much she wondered if the entire music room smelled of her need. He continued his sensuous assault on her neck and nipples until she was pushing him away, needing to get a grip on the pleasure rolling over her like a tidal wave.


  “I’m sorry . . .” he started to say, but she cut him off with a small, chaste kiss before she went about getting rid of her clothes. She wiggled out of the yoga pants, taking her soaked panties with them, enjoying the way Garrick’s eyes followed her before pausing on her bare pussy. She shivered when he licked his lips, pulling his bottom lip between his teeth while he surveyed her body. A wicked look flashed across his face and Sage barely bit back a moan just thinking about what was to come. He was back on her before she could blink, helping her add her blouse and bra to the puddle of clothes next to the piano. His hands were all over her naked flesh, sending firebolts of pleasure through her as he touched her skin like he was trying to learn it again. Perhaps he was. She allowed him to get his fill before tilting her head, arching an eyebrow, and flicking her gaze to him. He caught on quickly, stepping back a little as he swiftly removed his shirt and black sweatpants. Her breath caught in her throat, then again as her gaze moved past the taut expanse of his mahogany chest to his dick—slightly darker than the rest of his body—swollen and tight, bobbing in front of him. Her mouth watered as she thought about swirling her tongue along the throbbing veins of his dick just before she took him into her mouth. Took him into her mouth. That was too benign of a description for what she wanted to do to Garrick. She wanted to suck him hard enough to devour him. She wanted to take him so deeply down her throat that the imprint of his dick would remain etched there forever. Her pussy throbbed wildly as she started lowering herself to the floor to do just that, but Garrick’s hands came to her waist and held her in place.


  “Not yet,” he said, even though he sounded like waiting was the last thing he wanted to do. “Let’s play first.”


  His lips curved into a sexy, dangerous smile. Sage was immediately hit with memories of them stretching their lust out until it was physically impossible for them to deny themselves the pleasure of each other’s body and just how soul-shattering and mind-blowing her release was when they finally came together.


  “Okay,” she whispered, needing to convince herself the reward would be worth forcing her already aching pussy to be patient. Sage walked back to her cello with her legs shaking slightly and pussy throbbing rapidly. She took a deep breath as she sank down on the chair, spreading her legs wide and angling the cello so it rested more toward her right knee. It wasn’t the most comfortable position to play in, but it left Garrick with a full view of her swollen, glistening pussy as he leaned against the Steinway with his dick in his hand, lazily stroking himself from the base to the head and squeezing before he repeated the motion. His eyes stayed focused on Sage’s pussy as his strokes became firmer and quicker when she put the bow to the strings and started to play. She didn’t have to pay much attention to the cello, so she fixed her eyes on Garrick pleasuring himself as she began playing Young Money’s “Bedrock.” Her pussy clenched. That song had played on a loop in the background the first time they came together, the first time she felt that thick dick he currently stroked stretching her pussy. She focused on him, eyes hooded with lust, as she easily moved through the piece. Garrick still held his dick when he began moving toward her with his rigid length leading the way. He dropped to his knees in front of her. The notes she played started the stutter as the melody became infused with an unintentional vibrato because her fingers shook so fucking much.


  “Keep playing,” he whispered, voice thick and heavy with need. Sage swallowed and forced herself to continue as his big hand squeezed her left calf before his fingers traced a line down her inner thigh. His eyes were locked on her now and Sage wondered if he could see the unbridled desire that made her pupils burn.


  “Garrick . . .” she whispered, missing a note altogether when his finger slid against the slick wetness of her slit.


  His lips curved into a satisfied grin. “All that wetness for me?” She didn’t answer him. What was obvious didn’t need to be explained. Besides, Sage wasn’t sure she could speak even if she wanted to. Little mewls of pleasure erupted from her throat when Garrick slid a thick finger inside her and began thrusting in and out until she could feel bands of pleasure tightening in her lower abdomen. She tried to continue concentrating on playing the song, which she knew as well as the simplest scale, but she couldn’t focus. Not with Garrick’s fingers thrusting more insistently as his thumb started pressing hard against her swollen, throbbing clit. She was tethering on the edge of control when Garrick stopped so abruptly that Sage reeled from it. Her eyes fluttered open in time to see the amused smirk on his face as he pushed himself up off his feet and moved to the back of the chair.


  “Play, Gigi,” he whispered against her ear, causing another burst of pleasure to shoot through her as it dawned on her that her molasses-soaked limbs had stopped moving. She took a deep breath that turned into a soft cry when Garrick began kneading her breasts, tugging and twisting at her sensitive, swollen nipples until she bit her lip to force herself to focus. But it was so damn hard. Her fingers kept grazing against the wrong strings, every note sounded a little bit too sharp and she could hardly manage to keep her bowing steady. She was barely hanging on to the cello when he sucked an earlobe into his mouth, nipping at it even as he squeezed her nipples.


  “Put that cello down,” he whispered gruffly against her ear. “You’ll have a hell of a time trying to explain to your insurance company how you damaged it.”


  Garrick was taking the extremely expensive instrument and its bow from her and moving to place it across the room before she was able to claw her way through the heavy fog of desire to make sense of what he’d been saying. The fog had started fading when suddenly he was kneeling in front of her again, spreading her legs wider at the thighs and burying his face in her pussy. She jerked hard against him as his tongue delved between her plump folds, sucking and licking while making little contented noises that sent vibrations straight through her body. Sage’s hands went to the back of Garrick’s head, pulling him in as she struggled to push herself closer to those thick, full lips that were doing deliciously nasty things to her. When he pulled her clit into his mouth and sucked deeply while thrusting a finger deep inside her, Sage knew she was lost. She came with a string of expletives on her tongue and her body shaking as Garrick kept on sucking, thrusting, and licking like she owed him a debt she had yet to pay.


  “Please,” she murmured weakly, throat tight, trying to move Garrick away from her overstimulated flesh. He flattened his tongue for one slow, sensuous swipe along her slit before he rolled back on to his heels, face glistening with her essence and a satisfied smirk on his face. Sage couldn’t wait to wipe it away. But first, she needed to get her breath back.


  “Your turn,” she said when she finally found her voice. “Go play.”


  Garrick glanced at his dick, still bobbing in front of him even harder than it had been before, and smiled. “I don’t think I could play a C-major scale right now.”


  She cocked her head to the side and laughed, relishing how powerful that comment made her feel. “Be that as it may, Mr. Allen. Rules are rules.”


  He caught her gaze and Sage’s breath stuck in her throat. Garrick must know she was bluffing. He must know that if he asked her to come sit on his dick and ride it into the sunset, she’d be powerless to say no. And for a few seconds, Sage thought he would do just that. He didn’t. He pushed himself to his feet and sauntered back to the piano, giving her a full view of his taut ass. She watched him sit, spreading her legs so she could massage her still-throbbing clit. Garrick should look ridiculous, sitting naked at his piano with perfect posture as his dick bobbed in front of him. He flashed her a wolfish grin, taking note of what her fingers were doing, before he began to play. And play he did. Garrick didn’t choose a simple, albeit sentimental, song. He played Mozart. She sat there for a little while, getting lost in just how fucking magnificent he looked as he played the piano sonata. He was so damn talented and graceful she almost forgot she was sitting there in a puddle of her own wetness and the aim of this game they played was to distract the hell out of him. She let the notes wash over her for a few more seconds before she crossed the distance between them. Her mouth watered looking at his hardness, and knowing the fingers that had just drawn moans from her were making such beautiful music made her throb. She wanted to drop to her knees and angle herself just right so she could take him into her mouth, but Sage held back. She moved behind him, tracing her fingers lightly over his shoulders and down his spine before following her fingers with her tongue, enjoying the way he stiffened under her touch. Emboldened, she leaned forward and flattened her breasts against his back as she nibbled on his earlobe, fingers gently twisting his nipples. He made a soft sound in his throat, but he didn’t falter in his rendition. He continued playing, smoothly and with talented precision, until she reached forward and cupped his hard length in her palm. He faltered then, but only so slightly, before he regained his composure and continued to play. He maintained that composure even as she began to stroke him lazily.


  “Okay, tough guy,” she teased. “Let’s see what you’re really made of.”


  She smiled when she noticed his jaw tighten as she dropped to her knees and found a position that allowed her to lean forward and capture his dick in her hot, waiting mouth.


  “Jesus,” he groaned as she flattened her tongue and ran it across his head, licking away the small beads of precome gathered there.


  She moved her head back, found his eyes, and smiled. “He can’t save you.”


  And then she was sucking his dick just the way she’d wanted to, leaning forward and taking him so deep down her throat that her gag reflex kicked in out of self-preservation. But she had none. Sage only took him deeper and deeper until his playing stopped altogether, his hands fisted her braids, and the most guttural groans spilled from his mouth. She took every inch of him until her nose pressed against his neatly trimmed pubic hairs and she was reduced to nothing but watering eyes, saliva, precome dripping onto her chest, and her unquenchable desire for him.


  “If you don’t ease up, I’m going to come,” Garrick warned, fingers tightening in her braids. Sage would’ve chuckled if she could breathe. How could he not see that was the whole fucking point? That she wanted to feel the warm spurts of his desire against her tongue before she swallowed all of him. She sucked him harder and took him even deeper until she could feel his entire body tense against her as he cried out and she was finally rewarded with his release. She lapped him up greedily before finally pulling away, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand and grinning up at him. He pulled her up by her forearms, hands gripping her waist as she put a knee on either side of him on the piano’s bench. He kissed her long and hard before he pulled back and said, “I need to get us condoms.”


  “Do you?” she asked.


  He understood the question hiding behind those two words and barely a second passed before he shook his head. “I haven’t fucked anybody raw since you.”


  The confession did things to her pussy . . . and to her heart, but Sage would deal with that later.


  “Neither have I,” she said breathlessly. “I haven’t been with anyone in over a year.”


  She’d been so tired of trying to feel the things Garrick seemed to make her body feel so effortlessly that she eventually gave up. He acknowledged her response with a sharp nod and then suddenly his dick was filling her up and stretching her out as he buried himself to the hilt inside her. Sage moaned. He paused for a few seconds as if he was just taking it all in. Sage couldn’t blame him. She was doing the same. Garrick’s mouth crashed over hers in a punishing kiss as he thrust his hips upwards. She groaned against his mouth, holding onto his shoulders as she met each thrust, riding him with the frenzied motions of someone denied something they wanted . . . no, needed for too long. Every single nerve ending burned as she relished the delicious feel of his rock-hard dick in the wet softness of her needy pussy.


  She didn’t feel the orgasm coming. One minute she was sliding down his dick as he told her just how good she felt and how much he’d missed her and the next she was done for in the best way possible. Her body contracted with so many forceful waves that Sage couldn’t even cry out, especially since Garrick kept thrusting through it. He held her hips in place and she couldn’t do anything but take the pleasure that kept multiplying until she thought she would pass out. She was still throbbing and gushing around Garrick when he threw his head back, let out a guttural cry, and released into her.


  He pressed his forehead to hers when the shivering stopped while her body slowly came down off the wave of the orgasm. Sage could slowly feel her legs again, her ears stopped ringing, and her vision cleared, but her heart was starting to fill with so much tenderness that she wanted to run away from it. Garrick’s large hands were splayed across her hips, holding her in place as if he anticipated just that.


  “No more running, Sage,” he whispered against her lips. “Welcome home.”


  THE DEVIL TAKE YOU


  Eva Leigh


  London, 1764


  “’Tis no use trying to convince me otherwise,” I say to Lydia. “Not even a swain with the hardest cock in Christendom can alter my resolve.”


  “But to quit England at the height of the Season,” my friend protests. “And for an indefinite sojourn abroad. Serena, ’tis insupportable. Think of all that you shall miss. Evenings such as this at the theater.”


  From the vantage of Lydia’s private box, I survey the crowded theater. As usual, the pit is teeming with bucks and whores, while the tiers of seats hold prosperous merchants and bankers and their families. The private boxes ringing the theater provide their own spectacle as the country’s elite pose and posture in their French fashions, displaying their laborious intrigues for all of London to see.


  Onstage, actors strut and yell their lines above the din, but hardly anyone pays attention to the performance.


  “One comes to the theater to see others,” I answer, fanning myself against the oppressive heat, “to have them see you, and for the endless rounds of gossip and outrage and titillation. There is nothing here that will engender any source of regret to leave behind. Excepting yourself, my dear Lydia.”


  “All the same,” she pouts, “you are dreadfully cruel.”


  “Cruelty is Lady Tansley’s joy in life,” a man’s voice says from behind us.


  Lydia and I turn in our seats to see Mr. Joseph Fordham stepping through the curtained entrance to the box. He’s a handsome man, with a cleanly defined jaw, a crooked nose, and silver at the temples of his nut-brown hair. He doesn’t wear a wig tonight, nor has he when I’ve encountered him in social settings. This has always intrigued me since he is a barrister, and gentlemen of the law are required to wear wigs in court.


  “It would be a shame in depriving the viscountess of her greatest pleasure,” Mr. Fordham drawls before bowing to me and to Josephine. He makes a fine leg, and has clearly been schooled by a dancing master, but I refuse to admire how thickly muscled his calves are beneath his stockings. I suspect that he has no need of a fop’s padding to supplement his own legs. His coat and waistcoat of deep green velvet wrap his exceedingly fine form, but again, I will not admire him.


  “Lady Tansley,” he says smoothly as he bows. “Lady Nesbitt. Your servant.”


  “What some deem cruel, I consider to be an exercise of discernment.” I don’t offer Mr. Fordham my hand to kiss. “One must use selective judgment when contemplating one’s companions, else we would be ringed ’round with jabbering fools.”


  “The greatest truths are oft spoken by fools.” A corner of Mr. Fordham’s mouth lifts in a wry half-smile, causing the most irritatingly attractive dimple to form in his cheek.


  “Mr. Fordham,” Lydia says to him, “do assist me in convincing Lady Tansley to remain in London. She’s intent on an extended tour of the continent and will not grace our shores for who knows how long.”


  A look of surprise and—to my astonishment—regret flashes across his face but it is gone before I can be certain of his reaction.


  “Then I declare myself the victor,” he says smugly.


  “Victor, sir?” I say icily.


  “You are retreating from the field of combat, clearly aware that I have bested you.”


  I make a most unladylike sound. “You have not bested me, sir. If anything, I have found your continual attempts to inveigle me into your bed quite tedious.”


  Not that I haven’t meditated seriously on what it would like to be this compelling man’s lover. I have oft mused on how he would fuck me. Roughly? Tenderly? Would he be commanding or acquiescent? Yet to surrender to his seductive allure would only give him power over me, and so I refuse to yield.


  “Inveigle?” His thick brows climb. “I need no such wheedling and beseeching to bring someone to my bed. Indeed, I am continually beset with pleas to become my latest paramour.”


  “However well you argue in court, sir,” I sneer, “this braggadocio does you few favors. No attar of roses can cover the reek of desperation.”


  Yet even as we trade verbal barbs, tingles move across my skin. The weariness I felt moments earlier is gone now, and I am acutely aware of the feel of my garments on my body, and the trickle of sweat trailing along the side of my neck.


  Mr. Fordham’s gaze follows the bead of perspiration, his eyes darkening as the moisture rests in the hollow of my collarbone.


  With an inscrutable expression, Lydia rises from the bench. “I observe a friend in one of the boxes, and have a message of greatest importance to communicate to her. Do excuse me.”


  “I’ll accompany you,” I say, but she waves me down before I can stand.


  “You’ll find my errand uninteresting,” my friend answers, “so do stay and watch the performance. Mr. Fordham shall provide astute commentary for the proceedings on stage.”


  Before I can insist on going with her, she sweeps out of the box, leaving me alone with the vexing Mr. Fordham.


  “You’re under no obligation to attend me, sir,” I say tartly. “This play is not so arcane that I cannot decipher its meaning without your assistance.”


  “I have seen The Prodigal’s Revenge no fewer than three times.” He does not hesitate before flipping back the full skirts of his frock coat and sitting down at the other end of the bench. “There are nuances to the text and performance that I am happy to explain should you lack the facility to grasp their subtleties.”


  I snap my fan closed, then open it again, ignoring the way my heart pounds beneath my stomacher. “Sir, it is unnecessary to grasp subtlety when you are present, for you have the manner of a lumbering bear. I imagine you paw your lovers with a similarly graceless ability.”


  “Baited bears are only felled when they are tethered, my lady.” His gaze is hooded as he regards me. “And no one tethers me. Not in the courtroom, not in the ballroom, and never in the bedchamber. Not even a formidable widowed viscountess with a wit more cutting than a scimitar may bind me.”


  “I would have to be bound and chained to share a bed with you.”


  His gaze narrows dangerously. “Easily arranged, my lady. For all your assertions of independence in the larger world, when it comes to bedsport, you crave a firm hand.”


  “How amusing you are, to claim to know what I crave.” I tip up my chin in defiance. “I commend you for your bravery—and foolishness. You are the only man who dares face me with such misguided, ridiculous courage.” I punctuate this with a brittle laugh.


  Cultivating my fearsome reputation is entirely intentional, especially after, in the wake of my husband’s death, I learned that he had played me false for the entirety of our marriage. For nearly a decade, I’d no understanding that the rest of society considered me a pretty simpleton, and worse, a naïf. Yet once I’d discovered the late viscount’s numerous affairs, I vowed to myself that no one—especially no man—would so gain an advantage over me again.


  Especially not this man. When I first made Mr. Fordham’s acquaintance, I was still heartbroken from my dead husband’s perfidy, but rather than show society my pain, I used words as weapons to keep every man at a distance. Mr. Fordham flirted with me at a dinner party, and when I made cutting remarks in response and he replied in a similar humor, it established the tone of our association for years to come.


  He and I have crossed verbal swords in salons and ballrooms many times over the years, and I almost esteem his ability to parry my every strike and launch his own attacks. He possesses an enthralling intensity in his dark gaze, and though he is a younger son of a marquess, he chooses to earn his coin in criminal defense of the impoverished—an unusual endeavor for a man born into the ranks of the elite.


  Yet invariably we trade barbed comments over matters grand and minute, though our favorite topic has oft been how erotically outclassed the other would be should we ever become lovers. If I have caught myself admiring his broad shoulders or incisive wit, ’tis far wiser to keep him at a distance than risk grievous injury to my heart.


  “Courage I have in abundance,” he says wryly. “Though I cannot say the same for the men of London. They are merely your poppets, and I am no one’s toy.”


  “Playing pall-mall with men’s hearts is the only way to secure my ascendancy.”


  He leans closer to me, and though the width of the panniers beneath my skirts keeps him at somewhat of a distance, I catch his scent of paper, leather, and tobacco. There is a hint of male flesh beneath, yet I struggle not to draw his aroma deep into my lungs.


  “You delight in games, my lady?” he murmurs lowly. “I’ve a game that you shan’t win.”


  “Wrong again, as usual,” I fire back. “Whatever you propose, I will emerge triumphant.”


  His nostrils flare at my challenge, and a flash of admiration gleams in his dark eyes. “Here are the rules of my game. You see the actor there in the blue coat? He plays the role of Rodolfo. When he exclaims, ‘The devil take you,’ I place my hand on your ankle.”


  This is not the intellectual exercise I’d anticipated. In truth, Mr. Fordham and I have never touched, no matter how many times I’ve stared at his broad hands and wondered what they might feel like on my skin.


  “And there your touch will stay?” I ask.


  “I am granted liberty of movement until the next time Rodolfo utters, ‘The devil take you.’ And so forth, moving with each exclamation, and stopping once more until it is spoken again.”


  Fanning myself, I press, “Surely there’s more to this game than permitting you to touch my person.”


  “Your task is to prevent anyone who might be watching from guessing what transpires. At all times, your expression is to remain as placid as if you were indeed watching the performance.”


  “Easily accomplished,” I answer confidently.


  “There is one other rule in our play,” he adds in a low purr. “Until I give you permission, you cannot come.”


  I suck in a breath and heat rushes through me. If his game is unexpected, this stipulation is nearly overwhelming. Yet I cannot let him know how unsettled—and suddenly aroused—I am. And by him, of all people.


  “There must be a penalty if I fail in my task,” I say.


  “You shall learn what the punishment is—in time.” His eyelids lower.


  My pulse speeds against my pearl choker. I cannot remember the last time I’d ever felt this alchemy of anticipation, curiosity, and foreboding. “What is the prize for the winner?”


  “Satisfaction that they’ve bested their worthy opponent.” He gives me that arrogant half-smile once more. “Do you consent to these rules, and to play?”


  “I do,” I answer at once. How could I refuse this challenge, and to ultimately show him that he cannot and will not ever triumph over me? “When do we begin?”


  “Immediately.”


  He eases off the bench and, to my amazement, lowers himself to the floor, leaning back against the low wall at the front of the box so that he is hidden from the audience. He is close enough to touch.


  “You must be eager to have victory over me,” I say, looking down at him, “if you are willing to sit upon the floor of a theater box. I must say, I do enjoy having you at my feet.”


  “Revolutions begin at the very humblest levels,” he answers, looking as smug and superior as ever despite his lowly position.


  “This queen shall not be deposed.”


  He smirks. “All monarchs believe themselves insuperable, which is why they do not realize they are in danger until ’tis too late. Now, pray be silent that the game may commence.”


  Were I less gently bred, I would cross my arms defiantly over my chest. But I am a lady, and my deportment was ruthlessly shaped in girlhood to always maintain a degree of decorum. So, I very elegantly sulk as I direct my attention to the play.


  On the stage, the performer playing Rodolfo is confronting his scheming and murderous aunt. Having never seen this work before, I’ve no idea when Mr. Fordham will first put his hand upon my ankle. Even so, a hand on my leg—even one as large as Mr. Fordham’s—is hardly going to produce much of a response. Since my husband’s passing, I have indulged myself with a number of lovers and am no stranger to the myriad ways of bedsport.


  How exciting, truly, could it be to have Mr. Fordham touch my ankle?


  Yet when Rodolfo exclaims, “The devil take you, wicked Aunt Philomela!” I hold my breath.


  The terms of the game insist that I cannot let anyone know what is happening, so I do not look down to watch Mr. Fordham. Many layers of silk and linen lightly shift around me as he slips his hand beneath the hem of my gown. I am unable to move, pinioned with suspense as I await the sensation of his hand on me.


  Slowly, his fingers slide over the bones of my ankle.


  I press my lips together to keep from gasping aloud. His fingers are hot. Hot as branding irons.


  My fine silk stockings offer a meager barrier between us. This is ridiculous—there’s no reason why even the lightest of touches on my person should produce such a strong response in me. And yet I can barely prevent myself from shivering at the feel of Mr. Fordham’s callused hand on my ankle.


  I see in my mind his blunt-tipped fingers resting on the delicate embroidered clocks on my stockings.


  “Stop?” he says lowly.


  “I’m determined to win this game,” I answer.


  I sense more than hear his deep rumbling laugh. “Your defiance only sharpens my intention to emerge the victor.”


  True to the game’s rules, he glides his hand higher as Rodolfo continues his diatribe against Aunt Philomela. Mr. Fordham’s thumb moves in small, light circles over me, waking my flesh from its long slumber. I bite my lip as Mr. Fordham slides his hand twelve inches higher, gliding up my calf, until it reaches just below my knee. For a moment, he simply rests there, then he slips his fingers across the tender skin behind my knee. The silk of my stocking takes the heat of his flesh and transfers it directly into mine, its weave so delicate it might as well not be there. Every caress and stroke resonate, coursing up my leg and between my thighs. My vision hazes slightly but I try as best as I am able to maintain my concentration on the stage. More than anything, I want to squeeze my eyes shut, either to push away sensation, or to fall headlong into it.


  My lashes flutter.


  “Ah,” Mr. Fordham murmurs sternly from below me. “That’s one time you’ve permitted your expression to reveal too much. One penalty.”


  I want to snap at him to simply get things over with. Plunge his hand all the way up my skirt to reach my quim.


  Yet I want to win this game, and will not surrender. So, I merely fan myself and move my attention from the stage to the audience. Most of the boxes are full. I know nearly everyone in them. Society is so narrow that it’s impossible not to grow weary of the same faces, the same conversations, the same scandals.


  I nod in greeting at Lady Frobisher, and do the same to half a dozen lords and ladies, my expression retaining the cool hauteur that I’m known for amongst the members of the elite ton.


  Mr. Fordham’s hand strokes up, over my ribbon garter, going higher until it reaches the bare flesh of my thigh. Heat overwhelms me at the feel of his skin against mine with no barriers between us. His fingertips are slightly rough, delicious as they play across my softness.


  It is all I can do to keep from panting. My cheeks are flushed, and beneath my stomacher and stays, my nipples tighten into needful points.


  At the same time, Lord Draven in one of the boxes catches my eye and smiles politely. If my returning smile is tremulous, he doesn’t seem to notice.


  No one appears to notice that a man who has tormented me for years has his hand upon my naked thigh and is mere inches away from my cunt. Or perhaps they do know, and are even now watching how arousal heats my cheeks or that my chest rises and falls in the telltale raggedness of a woman enflamed. If I were to slip my hand under my wide skirts and touch my quim, my fingers would come away wet.


  “As I suspected,” Mr. Fordham says huskily. He’s not so composed and unaffected as he likely wanted to believe. “The cold viscountess burns as hot as a conflagration.”


  “Damn you,” I whisper.


  “Damn the pair of us,” he rumbles. “For I want to set myself ablaze in your fire.”


  Control over myself slips and fear tightens across my skin. After I’d learned of my late husband’s perfidy, I ensured there was a part of me no one could reach, a part I keep carefully locked away in a secure coffer. None of my lovers have been granted access to that locked away piece, where my heart beats and the essence of myself resides.


  So long as no one touches it, I remain secure. Certain that I can never fully love, nor ever be truly hurt.


  Yet the five points where Mr. Fordham’s fingers contact my upper thigh form direct conduits to that carefully guarded part of me, each one a reminder that I am not as protected as I had believed. He and I have struck and parried for years, estimable and well-matched enemies, and here particularly he seems to understand how to affect me like no one else.
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