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INTRODUCTION: SURPRISINGLY SEXY


I’ve been editing erotica for over twenty years, so when I chose the theme of surprise for Best Women’s Erotica of the Year, Volume 7, I admit that part of my motivation was selfishness. After reading thousands of erotic short stories for both work and pleasure, I still love the genre, but sometimes I find myself feeling a sense of, Haven’t I read that before? I wanted to change that and push authors to try something new, to take readers on a wild journey, to put their character in situations where perhaps they weren’t totally sure what to do, or had to push themselves into new territory.


The twenty adult stories you’re about to read take the theme of surprise and serve it up in the most enticing, alluring, and sensual of ways. They not only surprised me, which, as I said, isn’t the easiest thing to do, they also collectively offer a slice of the erotic world that I think captures so much of what women and people of all genders look for from sex. They offer urgent physical lust and passion, and deep emotional connection, and they navigate how sexuality grows and changes as the specifics of our lives also grow and change.


I had a feeling that when most of us think about the idea of surprises, birthday parties where a roomful of guests shout the fateful word at a startled celebrant would leap to mind. I wanted to offer readers different types of surprises. Inside this book you’ll find a woman who sees color because she has synesthesia in “Colors” by Velvet Moore. She channels her way of seeing into erotic art that has a very powerful impact on its viewers. You’ll enjoy sci-fi erotica in the form of “Gravity” by Gwendolyn J. Bean, about a sex worker who uses gravity in some very interesting and erotic ways.


Whether they’re parents looking for a little time to escape their everyday demands, such as in “Hot Pockets” by Angelina M. Lopez, or a woman getting a very erotic education in “Private Lessons” by Penny Howell, these characters find ways to surprise themselves. They do things that are out of the ordinary for them, and discover that often, simply showing up and making oneself available is enough to set off surprises.


What I most wanted to give you, my readers, was the opportunity to be surprised, whether by plot twists, characters unlike ones you’ve read before, or your own reactions to these stories. You’ll find here stories that delve into worlds very different from our own, such as in another sci-fi erotic tale, “Sealing the Treaty” by Ann Castle, and ones that are entwined in everyday challenges, the stuff of, literally, life and death, such as in “Before and After” by Kristine Lynn.


Other stories serve up fun surprises, such as the m/m/f trio attending a movie in “Symmetry” by Angela Kempf. While reading it, I couldn’t decide whether I most wanted to be part of such a scenario or watch one. In Lucy Eden’s “‘Ohana,” another m/m/f tale, the protagonist finds true love with two lion shifters. Eden writes, “After years of running from love and almost giving up on my soulmates when they found me, I’m finally in the place where I belong, between my lions.” In a tale about not judging hot but nerdy guys based on their appearances, Gabrielle Johnson’s “Puzzle” offers a sexy take on strippers, lust, and secrets that gives Magic Mike a run for its money.


Sometimes the surprise is about discovering that there’s chemistry where one might not have expected, or that the embodiment of that chemistry has the potential to change, such as for Camilla and Lucy who only get it on when they’re both in the title city of “Tulsa” in Erin McLellan’s racy tale. In “Who Is Like You?” by Sara Taylor Woods, best friends finally give in to the power of their attraction, which they’ve danced around, lingering on that edge between friendship and something even more sensual, powerful, and all-consuming. Woods writes of the moment before that happens: “I turned my face to hers, too scared to shift my whole body. Too scared to commit to that much. But she was so close already, her breath brushing my mouth, that I thought: fuck it.”


In Holley Trent’s “The Two of Us,” a marriage that began based on convenience grows into an arrangement that’s far more intimate, even if it’s not the traditional lovey-dovey husband/wife scenario we’re all sold as the one and only relationship ideal.


It can be internal changes, the kind that transform our sense of self, that convey the most drama. In “Lioness” by Theo de Langley, the surprise isn’t so much about the narrator’s relationship with her kinky partner, but her relationship with her own levels of bravery as she pushes herself to the edge of what she can handle, eager to find out the sexy rewards on the other side of the unknown. In Joanna Shaw’s “Your Name on My Lips,” Lila explores a new way to communicate with Andy that has an explosive effect on their sex life.


In other tales, women push back against the propriety society expects of them, finding the kind of passion and erotic fulfillment that works for them, even if others would disapprove, such as in “Broken Bars” by S.P. Jaffrey and “A Modest Woman” by Lin Devon. In Kim Kuzuri’s gender-bending historical tale “Phosphorous,” Billy defies the norms of how women are supposed to look and behave, carving out an identity that suits her, rather than refashioning herself to suit society. In “Bitch” by Inga Gardner, Jessica knows that the title word is one her underlings at work call her, but it isn’t until she owns the title in her most personal relationship that she and Chris discover how playing with power and even rage can elevate their intimacy and fulfill both of their deepest desires.


You’ll read about telekinetic powers in “Wicked Ride” by Corrina Lawson, in which Beth shows Alec exactly how sexy her special skill can be. Lawson writes, “She closed her eyes and reached for his mind. An initial burst of thought, desire, need, love, and ecstasy raced through her, overwhelming all sense of touch, pushing her even closer to the edge of orgasm.”


And sometimes, the surprises you’ll read about here are pure fun, such as in the sensuous f/f story “Dripping” by Adriana Herrera, in which model Julissa and her lover Freya play with the toys Freya’s sent as a surprise, including anal beads. Even though Julissa isn’t normally a fan of surprises, she’s more than happy to accept this one when personally delivered to her waiting, aching body by such a sexy woman.


I hope these stories surprise, delight, and arouse you, whether you’re reading the first time, or over and over again.


Rachel Kramer Bussel




COLORS


Velvet Moore


A bright, pink tongue hung from its mouth, filling space between pointy canines, making its blue and red catlike face more mask-like than human. If it wasn’t for the golden pointed helmet atop its head and four human arms, you might think it more animal than man. The artist was clever that way. His fantastic creation wielded spears and swords in its hands, raised high in a stance that looked half dance, half threatening warrior. The figure filled much of the canvas, surrounded only by explosions of color, with crude graffiti peeking through.


Street art and Hispanic heritage melted together and resulted in art that was purely Adam Hernandez. This piece, more than the others on display at the night’s exhibit, spoke to me. Adam’s work is always bleeding with neon, but there was an ethereal effect that moaned through that one. Ghostly messages that were scribbled, scratched, and sprayed stretched toward the canvas’ surface. The colors that faded together, dripped together, pushed and pulled together drew me in.


I have a kinship with color.


I wanted to buy it, but Maria insisted that purchasing a piece from your own gallery guarantees bad luck. I tried to convince her I was buying it from her half, but she rarely appreciates my humor.


I was admiring the piece again when she interrupted me. “Will you take and put these extra price sheets at the front desk,” she said, in a tone that conveyed more command than question.


I grabbed the edges of the stack she waved at me and noticed her half-smile as she held her grip a little longer than necessary. We caught eyes and my mood softened. We’ve spent fourteen years as partners, ten years as business owners, and the past four as mostly just friends. There are moments when words aren’t necessary. Time has a language of its own.


I placed the price sheets, attempting to make them more enticing by splaying them out like playing cards, but a glimpse of emerald pulled my attention.


Maria’s voice travelled towards me from the rear of the gallery, high-pitched tones singing as she greeted familiar patrons who had proven to be enjoyable company and excellent customers. Her voice can still make me see color.


The green tones aren’t as vivid as the first time I met her, eager in her Getty Marrow curatorial internship role. Her mentor had convinced me to participate in their fall exhibition. Maria was my coordinating contact, responsible for visuals and event marketing. The way she spoke rang with appreciation—for me, for her internship, for life—and her voice exploded my vision with swirls of green, draping her shoulders.


Maria’s greens were wonderfully stunning the first night we opened the gallery, jade brushes of color flowed from her as she welcomed customers and beamed with pride.


They were deeply intense later that night when we made love on the front desk. We pushed aside sales slips and business cards so they wouldn’t get damaged as I buried my face between her legs and she held the desk’s edge for leverage to push against my searching tongue.


We’ve spent years together here in Gallery Rojo, what some call LA’s premier gallery for showcasing work from groups underrepresented in visual arts. I just call it ours. I feel more myself here with Maria than anywhere else, even though her colors don’t capture my attention as often as they used to. Yet, when they do, it’s always the same beautiful emerald, my crowning jewel.


What started as a crazy love affair and eventual creative business prospect now feels more like a familiar, languid dance. She promises to charm the customers and run the business if I promise to solicit the artists and keep us afloat financially, which usually involves selling my own art.


We’re not traditional, but it works for us—especially when it comes to keeping the business alive. She’s much better with people than I am. There’s something about being shoved into the spotlight early and often that makes you want to stay out of view more than ever.


I was young when my parents realized I wasn’t like all the other kids. Like any typical three-year-old, I could repeat back to you any animal sound; a cow says moo, a dog goes bark. When it came to writing them down, things weren’t so clear. Instead of writing the letters m-o-o, I drew shredded brown lines sliced in half with a fling of yellow. No matter how many times they asked, I used color to represent the cow’s sound. They thought I was being defiant, considering me more inclined to draw than to practice my letters. The repeated misunderstanding made me cry.


My parents never admitted that they took me to be evaluated because they thought I was impaired. Doctors preferred the word gifted. It wasn’t until I was ten that I was able to articulate chromesthesia—the technical term for seeing sounds.


By then I had been interviewed, studied, questioned, and judged for years. I came to learn that I am different. I hear sounds just as everyone else does. It just so happens that when I hear certain sounds, I simultaneously and naturally experience a color. The colors remain constant with their specific sounds. To this day, I see shredded brown lines flung with yellow whenever I hear a cow.


“That’s interesting,” people often respond. What they really mean is, that’s odd. Being different makes you stand out when you don’t want to.


Maybe it’s cliché that I became an artist, but I consider it more of a convenience. Isn’t that what everyone does to get by in this world, make the best with what they’ve got?


So, in my typical way, I was trying to stay away from the crowds that evening. In her typical way, Maria wasn’t having it.


“Suck it up, buttercup,” she said. “It’s time to show off those beautiful tits.”


She really knows how to handle me.


An hour into the event, I knew it was going to be a profitable night. Adam Hernandez was aglow, sharing with anyone willing to listen what inspired his art. More price lists were clutched in hands than there were abandoned alongside empty plates and wine glasses. The crowd was at ease and, finally, so was I.


I was tweaking the angle of a light to better highlight one of the paintings when a honey-yellow laugh rose from across the room. Golden spots were suspended around a man I had never seen before. Yellow faded away with his booming laugh, but warmth remained.


It had been a long time since a man had made me see color.


Drawn to the blush, I joined his company.


“It’s good to see you again, Paul,” I said to the familiar man to my right. Paul was a supporting member of our local art community, more mouth than money, but he had always been good to Maria and me. “I wasn’t sure tonight’s artist would interest you, considering your penchant for monochrome.”


“Ah, hello Sofia,” said Paul. “You’re right. This work is a little too colorful for my taste, but Ramiro insisted I come along.”


Paul gestured to the man with the honey-yellow laugh, and the stark difference between the two was notable in age and in style.


Paul’s fluffed white beard and glasses, most accurately described as spectacles, spoke of age and experience. Ramiro’s V-neck, black T-shirt and tattooed tribal work that crept up his neck suggested youth and exploration.


“Ramiro, this is Sofia Vicario, artist and curator of this lovely gallery,” said Paul, as he placed his hand along my shoulder.


“How do you two know each other?” I asked, my gaze pointed at Ramiro as though an answer from Paul would be unacceptable. I needed to hear Ramiro again; I was seeking the light.


Unfortunately, honey didn’t drip from his words like I had hoped. I don’t see all sounds, just the ones that sync with my brain in some unexpected way. It’s something I’ve always considered a blessing within this curse.


“I’m a grad student at Otis, and Paul and I met at a show at the college last fall,” Ramiro explained. As he smiled, the dark skin near his eyes crinkled in a manner that made him appear wise for his age. “Paul told me about your gallery and when I heard Adam Hernandez’s work was being featured, I had to come. I’m undone by the colors in his art,” he said.


I smiled, pleased by his fondness for color, but disappointed in the lack of it coming from him.


“Maybe tonight you’ll find something to take home with you,” I said. “Adam is right over there if you haven’t met him yet. Excuse me,” and I stepped away from the pair.


Maria handed me her glass of white wine, and poured another as I leaned next to her against the desk.


“He’s cute,” she said as she took a sip and side-eyed me.


“Who, Paul?” I said, trying to sound serious despite my teasing.


Maria rolled her eyes as she downed the wine. “He’s cute, but he’s young,” I replied.


“You had me young.”


“You were special,” I said. “You had an eye, and a mind, and you put up with my bullshit.”


“I still do.”


I clinked my glass with her empty one. “Cheers to that!”


I was nearly finished with my wine when she said, “Do you mind mingling a little more and helping to sell some art? I think Joan has her eyes set on the Goddess of War.”


“The one of the female warrior with her boob out?” I asked, squinting to view that canvas from across the room.


“She said looking at it gives her confidence,” Maria explained, shrugging her shoulders with an expression of nonchalance.


A familiar voice came from behind us. “It reminds me of my mother,” shared Ramiro.


Maria and I turned in surprise. Ramiro was shaking with his hearty, honeyed laugh before we could fully catch the humor in his comment.


It didn’t really matter whether or not his comment was worth laughing at. This man could make me see color, even if it’s just with his laugh, and I wondered what more he could do for me.


I took the empty glass from Maria’s hand and whispered in her ear before kissing her cheek, “Looks like Joan is all yours.”


Ramiro took Maria’s spot, leaning next to me against the desk. He filled my glass with wine.


“I Googled you,” he said as he handed it back to me.


“Oh, yeah?” I responded, taking an intentional swig. “Did you read the good stuff or the bad stuff?”


“I read that you’re known as an innovator in color work and that you were nominated for the Bucksbaum Award a few years ago,” he said.


“Nominee, not awardee,” I responded and finished my drink.


“You’re too modest,” he said, and removed the empty glass from my hand using both of his, as fingertips grazed my skin. Suddenly, he made me tingle.


“I’m drawn to color,” he said. “Are you selling any originals?”


“Uh, I don’t know,” I said. I rolled my head back and forth, to try to ease the tension I suddenly felt, as though pulled in separate directions. “This is Adam’s show tonight and I need to support him over my work. Wouldn’t feel right,” I said.


Besides, Maria would kill me if I sold something to a patron over the night’s featured artist, I thought. It’s bad business to compete against your own gallery.


“Yes, this is Adam’s show,” he said. “And I’ve enjoyed it so much that I already purchased a piece from him.”


He showed me the sales slip as proof. I recognized Maria’s signature at the bottom, so I knew it was authentic. Suddenly, I didn’t feel so bad.


“I got what I came here for,” he continued, indicating the sales slip. “Now I need a piece of you.”


The certainty in his voice triggered the tingle again and his words settled between my legs.


“Do you have anything here in the gallery?” he asked.


I looked at him from the side, squinting a little to size him up, his confidence swaying me to assent.


“Okay,” I said sighing. “I have a few pieces in the back room.” I stood up and headed toward the rear of the gallery, and he followed.


A click echoed through the room, bouncing off walls toward the high ceilings as I flicked on the light switch. Color came to life as the light found the deeply tinted canvases that lined the walls. I had about twelve in the room, some classic works, many newer pieces.


Ramiro passed by me and walked deep into the room, his head on a swivel as he took in the sights, from wall to wall.


“Wow,” he said. “You do like color.”


I closed the door behind us as to not disturb the gallery showing. I followed closely behind him, saying nothing as he toured.


“I love the red in this one,” he said, pointing to the left and toward the middle of the wall.


He stopped in front of one further on that spread about five feet wide. “What’s this one?”


“Tell me what you see,” I said.


I wasn’t playing coy. It’s always interesting to hear an interpretation from someone who is neurotypical. I can only see the sound that triggered the colors.


“I see a spread of yellow plowing its way through a purple landscape. Like a phoenix ignited in flame, blasting through a purple-pink sky, pushing aside stacks of white clouds.” Ramiro spoke using his hands, with broad fingers spread wide, pushing imaginary paints this way and that.


He looked over his shoulder toward me, as though seeking confirmation of his description.


“What do you see?” he asked, emboldened by my silence.


“I see the sound of a train, its whistle screaming as it passes by crossing gates,” I said. “The first time I saw it was when I was sixteen. I’d only been driving for a few weeks when my first train stopped me. I didn’t know it was customary to blow the whistle when passing crossing gates, so it scared me a little, but it was quite a sight to see.”


He nodded his head in response, acknowledging my memory with a bit of understanding.


He moved further down the line and stopped at a smaller canvas on the other side of the room. I braced myself.


“What’s this one?” he asked, a question that seemed fated to be posed.


I held a pregnant pause before answering. “That one I did about fifteen years ago,” I said. “It’s titled ‘Surprise.’”


“It looks kind of dark, with that black canvas and burst of white, green, and red,” he said.


“Well,” I said as I rubbed the back of my neck with my hand. “It’s my first sexual encounter with a man. More specifically, it’s the sound he made when he came in my mouth.”


Ramiro spun around and looked at me, his mouth dropping open. Then he laughed. He laughed so hard that it doubled him over, his hands finding his knees to keep balance.


I watched as the honey-colors swirled around him, his laugh getting bigger and filling the space between us. I wanted to bury my face deep in it. Let it intoxicate me.


I walked closer, to settle into his colors. His laughter calmed with my approach, golden swirls fading away.


He looked again at the canvas. “It’s awfully small, isn’t it?” he asked, a question facetious and truthful. I smiled.


He turned his attention away from the canvas and back to me. He ran his fingers up my arm as he spoke, “I could do better.” I believed him.


I leaned in as his hand found my shoulder and pulled my body against his chest. One hand sailed against my neck, finding my chin and tilting my head up for a kiss that started slow, but quickly grew more passionate.


His other hand trailed down my back and gripped my ass, his fingers tickling their way downward and pressing between my legs from behind. I held on to his hips, like the wheel of a ship holding steady in a swirling sea.


Eager to dive in, I pushed up the hem of his black T-shirt, signaling him to take it off. He worked it over his shoulders, and I stared at the calligraphy, Virgin of Guadalupe and other embellishments that stained his skin. I placed a finger over the Virgin’s eyes as to signal her not to watch, then drew a line down his stomach, into his waistband, and made quick work of his button and zipper.


He pulled away to rid himself of his pants and returned to me on his knees. He hooked fingers into my black pants and shimmied them down my legs, biting and kissing a path along my thighs. I kicked the pants from my heels, along with my shoes. Then, by gripping the plunging neckline, I yanked my shirt over my head.


He rose, grabbed one full breast, and used his chin to push away the bra’s fabric cup, so his tongue could have space to swipe and swirl my nipple. Tingles from my nipple bolted down between my legs, where the palm of his hand was pressing against my crotch. He peeled my panties aside to dip two fingers deep inside me, and trailed slick juices across my clit. My eager hips pressed forward as he painted me.


He pulled his hand from my breast to rub his obvious swelling, and I took the opportunity to remove my bra completely. I watched as his swelling sprang forward, now shed of the underwear that had held it at bay. He grabbed my wrist and placed my hand on him, wrapping my fingers around his stiff shaft. It felt unfamiliar in my hand, but he moaned when I strengthened my grip and spots of color filled my vision again.


He grabbed me by the hips and spun me toward a nearby drafting table. He pressed into me from behind. I sprawled my upper body across the angled surface, pressing my breasts against it. With my hips aligned with the table’s edge, he used both hands to tilt them upward, causing my back to arch and my nipples to drag spectacularly across the table.


Light dappled with gold pounced forward as his moan colored my world and his stiff cock slid deep and heavy inside me. I gripped the table’s edge and he found a steady rhythm. I watched his moans swirl around me, refusing to close my eyes, the visuals amplifying my pleasure.


He continued trusting and I felt his hand move again to my clit. His weighted fingertips pressed against my slippery, plump clit and swirled and swirled and swirled. With a burst of electric release, I came hard, closing my eyes with the intensity of it.


I opened my eyes as I caught my breath and reconnected with the honeyed swirls of his moans. I felt him tighten his grip and he increased his speed. His groans turned to sharp exhalations. Then the sudden, staccato “ohhhh fuuuuck” of his orgasm poured color everywhere, as violets, yellows, and greens flowed and peaked across the wall in front of me. The sights faded slowly, creeping back into cracks in the walls as Ramiro’s breathing normalized.


A comfortable silence settled as we redressed, occasionally glancing up at each other. Ramiro extended an arm to lean against the drafting table, reclaiming his territory.


“How was that? Does it measure up to this guy?” he asked pointedly, as he gestured toward the small, darkened canvas.


I laughed. “It was stunning,” I said.


His honeyed laugh now paled in comparison. “If that’s what you title the next one, at least give me a heads up.”


When I saw Maria again, she was locking the door behind the last visitor. She snatched a forgotten blue napkin from one of the nearby cab tables, balled it up, and threw it at me.


“What did you do tonight?” she asked as I ducked.


“I did what you told me to do,” I said.


“Oh, yeah? What’s that?”


I removed a sales slip from my pocket handwritten with the words “Surprise” and “Sold,” balled it up gently, and tossed it to her.


“I sold some art.”




THE TWO OF US


Holley Trent


“Damn it. He would show up now, wouldn’t he?”


With the appearance of that ancient pickup truck coming up the wooded path, any hope Faith James had of an uneventful day went down the drain.


Letting the sun-bleached kitchen curtain fall closed, she scraped her riot of coily hair into a precarious bun and scanned the room for pants. She’d discarded them somewhere after that run to the mailbox and hadn’t seen them since. She may have lived at the edge of internet access, but her satellite connection was powerful enough for her to teach first-year law students online from the comfort of her kitchen.


Or rather, from her kitchen table. The kitchen wasn’t hers to claim.


The kitchen belonged to the owner of those thundering footsteps on the porch.


Shoving her feet into her slacks, she braced herself for the heavy-handed knock.


“Car’s out there,” she shouted through the locked screen door. “Didn’t believe I was here?”


He didn’t answer, but that was pretty much expected.


Faith could never tell if Dillon Shaw couldn’t be bothered with polite communication or if he just didn’t waste words on his wife.


Their arrangement was . . . complicated.


Scoffing, she padded toward the door, glancing at the wall-mounted calendar as she went.


“Couldn’t even let me have the week, could you?” she muttered under her breath.


That was all that was left on the contract made under duress. He’d needed a wife so he could soothe his dying grandmother’s tormented brain before she passed. Someone had to take care of her boy.


Faith had barely known the woman, but old Mrs. Shaw had specifically proclaimed her to be “the one.”


There’d been no courtship, just a terse email in her work inbox with a contract attached.


Understandably, Faith had been offended. How could anyone expect a person to disrupt their life without bending over backward to convince them?


Dillon hadn’t bent over backward. He hadn’t bent at all.


Or even picked up a phone for them to hammer out the details. Everything was detached. Impersonal.


But the deal was hard to refuse.


Her only attachments had been to her law office and the university where she was an adjunct professor. Just one year, and she could go back to her old life, one parcel of property richer. What she was doing was strange and ridiculous, and she knew it, but that land meant something. Her grandparents had worked it for years without being able to own it, just as her great-grandparents had.


Standing in the doorway, she folded her arms over her chest and cleared her throat.


It was like an eclipse had come at midday with no warning, but that was just Dillon blocking all the sunlight.


He stood on the steps, tall, broad, and glowering, carrying a cardboard box under his arm.


She inched her gaze up to his face and the unforgiving expression on it.


In nearly a year, she’d never seen the man crack a smile, and she no longer bothered to try to warm him up enough to get one.


She had at first, though. Fifty-one weeks ago, she’d been obsessed with that picture in her brain of that stern mouth softening and those creases at the corners of his amber eyes deepening.


She pictured him as a charming giant—a roguish Viking whose arrival meant she’d have her breath fucked out of her and not her annoyance spiking toward Valhalla.


Something in his broad chest rumbled, like mallets falling on timpani heads. She supposed he must have cleared his throat.


“Brought this.” His voice was scratchy from disuse, but had a beautiful, sonorous deepness that made her clit ache.


Ugh.


She couldn’t help what her body liked, even if the what was bad for her.


“I told you before not to let the postman give you my packages,” she snapped with frustration. “You showed me before exactly how you felt about bringing them up here.”


“Not mail. It’s . . . things I thought you might want.”


Perplexed, she opened the door.


He let himself in without an invitation and set the box atop her table.


He did that seismic throat-clearing again as she pawed through the contents.


They only served to confuse her even more. A ham and bags of fresh cornmeal. Pounds of pecans. Perfectly unblemished pears. They were things from the farm on the other side of the woods.


There were sweets in that odd assortment, too. The sugared peach bud candies seemed a curious choice.


“I don’t understand. What is all this?”


He shoved his hand into his pockets, the same way he always did when he had nothing to say.


But this time he drew one right back out.


He turned his palm over and dropped the contents of it into her hand.


“It’s just . . . me and you out there,” he said, and apparently, that was supposed to explain why he’d given her a strip of condoms.


The red hue of pride unfurled its banner up his neck. With his gaze locked on the open vee of her shirt, he shifted his weight, and the floorboards creaked.


“I figured you’d like that stuff.”


Suddenly, it dawned on her that that box of produce and that trio of latex sheathes were the giant’s idea of an icebreaker.


Breaking the ice after a year of marriage? And like this?


She let out a strained laugh.


“I . . . really don’t understand,” she said.


Nothing made sense. But again, nothing really had in a year.


He’d combed his hair. He usually had a disheveled look about him with all that dark hair falling into his eyes and onto his neck, but he’d gotten all the gnarls out.


And as he moved, the scent of bergamot laced the air.


He didn’t usually smell like that.


“It’s just the two of us living out here, Miss James. No one else for a mile.”


“Ms. James.”


“Ms.”


The way he softened his voice as he made that small concession stirred something unwelcome in her—something low and deep.


Ugh.


“So, to be perfectly clear,” she said, pressing her thighs together tightly to dull the defiant ache forming at their juncture, “you’re standing in this kitchen suggesting that since we’re both available, we should fuck?”


“Doesn’t sound so pretty when you say it like that.”


“Then tell me how I should say it, Mr. Shaw. That email you sent me last year sure wasn’t pretty, either. How did you expect me to react?”


Wishing to punish him in small ways and large, Faith leaned her ass against the edge of the kitchen table. As she pressed her arms over her chest, she knew exactly the effect the pose had on her body. In her scramble to make herself presentable, she’d neglected that high-up button on her shirt. The see-through lace of her demibra presented a rich brown tease of her exquisite breasts and hints of swollen nipple.


She watched the prominent bulge of his Adam’s apple convulse.


He shifted his weight again and attempted to discreetly fold his hands over the tented triangle at his crotch.


There was no way to conceal what he was packing, and the fact that it took so little to boil his blood thrilled and emboldened her.


“You mean to tell me . . .” she said with dare in her voice. She was consuming his discomfort like the richest mousse. “That in all your long trips into town, you didn’t find some woman to put on her back for five minutes? Tall, strapping bachelor like you?”


“I’m a married man, Ms. James.”


“Only on paper.”


“Paper’s enough to keep me decent.”


“Huh,” she uttered, stunned.


He’d hardly spoken to her for a year except in grunts and sighs, but he was apparently a faithful caveman. They’d been chaste together.


It seemed fitting that they’d both suffered. Their signatures were side by side on that contract.


She dragged a corner of a condom packet across the heated flesh beneath her collarbones and let out a teasing sigh.


His cheeks mottled with red, and his rugged jaw tensed.


“You had to know I’d be skeptical, Mr. Shaw. We’re one week before the end of the agreement. I don’t have to be a lawyer to know you’re trying to annoy me away.”


His dark brows snapped together. “A week from . . . You’re talking about this place?”


“Don’t act like you didn’t know. Calendar’s right there.” She shifted away from the table to show him the date.


He followed close on her heels.


With every step she took, she could feel the focused intensity of him at her back, and she was walking slowly as though he were nothing more than an animal prone to pouncing.


He studied the calendar, dragging one blunt fingertip across the glossy paper as he counted forward and backward.


Big fingers. Long.


Her pulse quickened and breath caught at the mere thought of those thick digits teasing along her crease and invading her wet places. She bit down hard into her lower lip.


He’d probably launch her into space just by putting a fingertip into her.


Ugh. Stop it!


Too late. He must have noticed where her attention was. He let his hand fall slowly as he turned to her, only to raise it again. He held it in front of her face, spreading his fingers wide, revealing their marvelous span.


“I didn’t keep track of that,” he said, slowly letting his fingers inch toward her parted lips. “I don’t care. You can have whatever you want.”


“That’s preposterous.”


The pad of his index finger was barely an inch from her mouth. It may have been her imagination, but she would have sworn she could feel his heartbeat through it. Or maybe that was her own elevated pulse she was feeling.


“You came here . . . that summer years ago to stay with your grandparents,” he said. “You were in a yellow sundress. Made your skin glow.”


That finger finally landed against her lip, so softly that she couldn’t tell she wasn’t in a dream. But his apprehensive caress of the width of it left little doubt that she was awake, and this strange thing was happening.


“Prettiest thing I’ve ever seen. You make me so nervous, I—”


Reflexively, she grabbed his hand when he tried to steal it away from her.


She’d decided it was hers and she was entitled to it just as much as she was that house and the five acres it stood on.


“I make you nervous, Mr. Shaw?”


“What would you want with a man like me? Why would you want to be married to me if not to get this place?”


“How should I know? You’ve never given me a chance to find out.”


She knew one thing she wouldn’t mind having from him, though, and it didn’t come in a cardboard box or on five acres of hard clay.


She hooked her fingers into the waistband of his faded jeans and tugged him closer.


He had to be nearly twice her weight, so he moved only because he wanted to and not due to her will.


“If you’re standing here telling me this isn’t some sick fucking joke—”


“If I wanted you gone, you’d be gone, Ms. James,” he said in a husky rasp as she pushed his jeans button free of its hole.


She wanted the heft of his cock on her palm, and on her tongue, perhaps. So much depended on what he said next.


“This seems very convenient, Mr. Shaw.”


“Dillon. You’ve got your hand in my pants. If you’re gonna play with my dick, you should call me Dillon.”


And he could call her Faith, his Faith, as he thrust into her from behind and planted kiss-swollen lips against her jaw, her neck, her sensitive shoulders.


As her fingers encircled his dick, she reflexively spread her legs farther apart as if to greet it.


“Nothing convenient about this,” he said, rocking his cock onto her palm and growling as she stroked the honeyed end of it. “Convenient would have been doing this a year ago. Do you know how many times I’ve stroked myself raw after catching a glimpse of you? Gone into the barn and dropped my pants to my ankles ’cause I just couldn’t take the pain you put on me? How many times I couldn’t wait it out?”


She could hardly make sense of what he was saying, even as his hips found a broken rhythm—shallow thrusts that painted sticky, iridescent swirls across her lifeline.


She didn’t need a palm reader to tell her the future. It said clear as day, “Fucking him.”


“Well. Let’s . . . let’s not be precious about it,” she said with false calmness. She’d never felt so impatient before. “Let’s not pretend anything about this is romantic.”


The want of her husband’s cock inside her, invading her, and stroking her senseless had suddenly become her highest priority.


His fingers were too large and unwieldy to negotiate her shirt buttons. With a feral grunt of frustration, he gave up and started on his own.


As the plaid cloth separated from the center of his chest, Faith’s focus locked onto the dark swirls of hair that covered his torso. Her hands followed, sliding over the silken mats, followed by her lips, which she used to trace the paths her fingertips had made.


He shuddered against her as she latched onto one taut nipple and sucked hard.


He hadn’t expected that. She could tell by that noise of half fear and half arousal that rumbled in him. It was a “we don’t do that around here” sound, and she wondered where else she could put her mouth to make him do it again.


“Keep that on,” she whispered as he tried to shrug his shirt down his shoulders. “And take off your pants. I like the way that looks.”


In spite of the look of deep curiosity on his face, he didn’t question her. He disrobed, leaving the plaid shirt on as she’d asked.


She took her time peeling off her pants, socks, and panties, and examined the virile column he made. Powerfully muscled legs and firm ass. Tight abs that arrowed down to his straining, rude cock.


Spreading his legs, he tucked a palm under his heavy balls and hooked his thumb around his cock.


He looked uncomfortable, but wetness gathered even more at his cock’s tip.


She unbuttoned her shirt while holding his hungry gaze.


Her bra fastened in the front. One flick of her finger and her breasts greeted him, nipples hard and aching in that urgent way.


“Now we match.”


And she cupped herself, too, to show him exactly how much. Brushing her palm across her overstimulated clit, she threw back her head and moaned.


She’d never felt so bold and wanton before. She had never wanted to undo someone so much before.


But he’d arrived at her front door and asked for it. In her mind, she was simply acting in the spirit of marital cooperation.


She could barely get the condom onto him. There was so much nervous energy thrumming through her. Her fingers didn’t want to pinch or grasp.


But she managed, and he started to pump into her hand again.


“Fuck. You see what you do to me?” he growled. “I think about sitting you on my face when you do that. Tug on my dick while I stick my tongue inside you and drink you up. I’d keep you on me until I couldn’t forget what you taste like.”


Oh God, yes.


Resisting the urge to grind her palm against her aching clit, Faith swallowed hard and tried to regain control of her faculties. He hadn’t said more than a handful of words to her in a year, and he’d suddenly yanked the rug out from under her.


“Fuck, yes, squeeze me hard just like that, Ms. James. Harder. You won’t break me, ma’am.”


“Oh . . . I hadn’t meant to . . .” She cleared her throat once more and put on her impermeable lawyer face. She’d been thinking about him in his barn again, fucking his fist because of her, and she liked it. “Being unbreakable is quite a claim. I suggest you prove it.”


He snatched her around the waist and took a few faltering steps toward the doorway. There were two possible ways to go, and maybe he didn’t know the floor plan. He chose the left way, though, and dropped her onto all fours onto the sofa.


Instinct had her spreading her knees wider against the cool leather and pressing her cheek against the cushion. She awaited the searing press of too much cock.


It didn’t come. She looked back to see why.


He seemed to be straining with indecision.


“I can touch you?” he asked.


“Yes, of course you can touch me! I’ll tell you if I change my mind. Fuck, don’t keep me waiting, Dillon.”


He hadn’t assumed anything, and given their past, he couldn’t. He needed a firm yes.


Grunting with satisfaction, he spread her pussy with his thumbs.


She couldn’t make out the words he mumbled against her flesh, but soon, the broad swath of his tongue met her.
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