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  INTRODUCTION: SEXUAL ADVENTURERS AT HOME AND AWAY


  Asking authors to get “adventurous” in an erotica anthology can be a tall order. After all, what’s “adventurous” to one person may be totally mundane to the next. However, I feel safe in saying that the twenty stories you’re about to read in Best Women’s Erotica of the Year, Volume 6, are totally bold and refreshing. Whether single or partnered, straight or queer, vanilla or kinky, close to home or traveling the world, the characters in these stories are the opposite of meek.


  What drew me to the theme of adventure is that in my mid-forties, my day-to-day life often looks pretty familiar: wake up, make coffee, take vitamins, eat breakfast, get to work. Whereas my younger single days were freewheeling, where I felt like I could wind up in the bed of anyone at any time, I’ve now been with the same partner for almost nine years. My concept of adventure and what it means, both in and out of the bedroom, has changed, and I wanted to see characters who were also grappling with how sex and adventure mingle, mix, and dance together.


  Contemporary erotic romance author Shelly Bell kicks things off with “New Year’s Chance,” where Dara encounters her old bad boy crush, Haydon. Next, the story “Inked on My Skin,” by Naima Simone, who also writes the must-read Sin and Ink series, sizzles on the page and is so hot, while also being tender, I’m pretty sure you’ll want a tattoo of your own by the time you’re done.


  Historical romance author Olivia Waite travels into the past to deliver the stunning f/f story “Cabinet of Curiosities,” a prequel to her sexy novel The Lady’s Guide to Celestial Mechanics, in which widows Phoebe and Harriet explore Harriet’s collections from her travels before quite thoroughly exploring each other. If you think women who slept with and lusted after women in previous eras were at all dainty and demure in bed, you’ll be pleasantly surprised by the ardor fueling their can’t-get-enough-of-each-other sex.


  Adventure sometimes takes place outside the constraints of the real world, such as in “Blues,” by Amy Glances, in which a mermaid seduces a human. Even though she can’t have everything she desires (“I wanted his whole body close to mine, but I knew that wasn’t possible”), she’s willing to go after the object of her affection, despite the constraints. In the magic realism of “Magia,” by D. L. King, Anita gets lost in the New Mexico desert, and the being who helps her find her way offers her an encounter that will leave you breathless.


  Sometimes we find adventure, and sometimes it finds us. There’s a little bit of both in the totally sensual motorcycle clubhouse adventure Katrina Jackson takes readers on in “Easy Ride.” If you’ve ever had a partner who tried to make you smaller, quieter, and less yourself, you’ll be thrilled for Tysha, divorced from a man who did just that, when she enters this hidden setting on the “wrong” side of town and goes after what she truly wants in the form of a very sexy biker. “I’ve never felt anything like his body against mine. Everywhere he touches me is like sensory overload,” Jackson writes.


  An adventure doesn’t have to be totally spontaneous to be sexy. In “Spring Fling,” by Kyra Valentine, Jennie, Ewan, and Meghan meet at a restaurant to discuss a possible tryst. Their threesome is all the hotter for the negotiation that led up to it.


  Parenting is its own kind of life adventure, and several moms in these stories seek out ways to access their sexy sides amidst the chaos. In “The Eighth Wonder of the World,” by Mia Hopkins, the divorced single mom narrator puts her needs first with a steamy romp with her vacation tour boat operator. Jeanette Grey also explores the need for sex and passion to reawaken a mother’s sense of self in “Adult Time.”


  Just as travel provides the perfect opportunity to cast off their everyday concerns in the two stories mentioned above, in “Far Side of the World,” by Zoey Castile, a hike along the Scottish coastline becomes the perfect backdrop for Graciella to accept a sexy stranger’s help—and affections. If you’ve ever attended a business conference and were bored out of your mind, you’ll appreciate the chance to live vicariously through Shalini in “The Conference,” by Anuja Varghese.


  Sometimes an adventure can even happen alone, in our minds, where we are totally free to act on our desires and be our most wild and wanton. In “Meat Cute,” by Jane Bauer, a passionate vegetarian discovers a whole new kind of passion when she lusts after her local butcher. Instead of seducing him, she has an intimate experience cooking herself a dinner that unleashes something new and unexpected. Brit Ingram shows how exciting exhibitionism can be in “Cooling Off,” as the narrator gives firefighter Caleb a sexy shower show he won’t soon forget.


  BDSM plays a prominent role in many of the stories here, with kinky adventures helping push characters to try things they’ve never tried before, whether that’s saying yes to a new lover in “Sweater Weather,” by Elia Winters, or stepping into the unknown in closing story “The Escape Room,” by Elizabeth SaFleur. In “Calyx,” by Margot Pierce, Claire reclaims the former fierce and fiery part of herself when she enters a hotel room to join Matteo. As she gets comfortable with her dominant side, defying the ex who kink shamed her, she in turn makes space for Matteo to revel in his submissive side, a perfect melding of needs and wants. In “Change of Season,” by Leah W. Snow, an empty nester finds more time and room to explore D/s with her husband, her Sir, during a football game that takes a decidedly kinky turn.


  From exploring a powerful fetish in “Inflated Egos,” by Evie Bennet, to indulging a partner’s fetish and finding out just how arousing it can be in “The Instruction Manual,” by Alexis Wilder, to discovering the power of porn in “Cream,” by Saskia Vogel, the characters you’ll read about here aren’t afraid to explore in every sense of the word. They aren’t constrained by what our culture thinks women “should” do, and instead reach boldly into their personal arousal arsenals to follow the directions their inner erotic compass is pointing them.


  We all deserve adventure in our lives. Maybe not every day (though I applaud you if you manage it), but at some point. We all deserve a lover with the enthusiasm of Bell’s Haydon, who tells Dara, “I want to get to know this pussy a little better. What it likes. What it doesn’t. All its different flavors.” We all deserve an attitude like that of Tysha in Jackson’s “Easy Ride,” when she reclaims herself from her dismissive ex: “I look at myself and know that I want more, because Neil always wanted less.” We all deserve pleasure, passion, and moments that make us think to ourselves, Is this really happening?


  I hope this erotica collection sparks an adventure for you!


  Rachel Kramer Bussel


  Atlantic City, New Jersey


  NEW YEAR’S CHANCE


  Shelly Bell


  I parked my car in front of the obscene Christmas display. How my town had missed that wrapping palm trees with Christmas lights made them look like giant orgasming penises was beyond me. Then again, I hadn’t had sex in almost three years. Maybe I just had penises on the brain.


  Holding my purse close to my chest, I strolled through the sliding glass door of the supermarket.


  Just as I’d predicted, the store was dead.


  Thank goodness.


  The last thing I needed was to run into someone I knew tonight. In lieu of a bra, I’d thrown my comfy button-down plaid shirt on over my white ribbed tank. Jean shorts and flip flops completed the ensemble. Despite it being southwestern Florida, it was a bit on the chilly side now that the sun had set. No one needed to see the outline of my nipples through my shirt.


  With the store about to close, I had ten minutes to get the essentials—a bottle of non-alcoholic champagne, one pint of ice cream, and a box of assorted frozen canapés. I’d been intent on celebrating New Year’s Eve by myself this year, but that didn’t mean I had to forego the traditional holiday treats.


  It was the first New Year’s Eve in eighteen years that I didn’t have Riley by my side. My daughter was spending the holidays with her girlfriend. And I was happy for her. I really was. That’s why I’d insisted that we celebrate the first night of Chanukah together, so that she could fly out the next morning and make it to Connecticut for the rest of her break from college.


  It was also why I’d lied about having plans tonight.


  I mean, I do have plans. Just not with other people.


  My coworker, Joe, had invited me to ring in the new year at our local bar over watered-down beer and all-you-could-eat chicken wings. I’m sure he was hoping we’d end the night together in his bed again, but a choice between sex with Joe and a night by myself wasn’t really a choice at all. I much preferred my own company to his.


  I snatched the bottle of fake champagne from the display at the front of the store and then steered myself toward the frozen foods. For such a small store, they had a decent selection of ice cream. As I stood in front of the freezer, I weighed my options. The biggest decision I’d be making tonight was what flavor to consume. It could set the entire tone for the year. I didn’t want to screw it up.


  I bit my bottom lip. Maybe I didn’t have to decide. After all, I’d been the one to set the rules all those years ago. What was keeping me from changing them now? Would the world end if I ate more than one flavor of ice cream tonight?


  Cold air blasted my cheeks as I opened the freezer. Holding the champagne in my left hand, I propped the door open with my hip and grabbed two pints with my free arm. Ha, I’m such a rebel. If only Riley could see me now.


  “Dara?”


  I jumped at the unexpected voice coming from directly behind me, dropping both pints of ice cream to the floor with a thud.


  No fucking way.


  I hadn’t heard that voice since graduation night twenty-one years ago. Full of gravel and sin, it was a voice I’d never forgotten.


  Haydon Cross.


  Our town’s resident bad boy. Well, at least he had been the resident bad boy two decades ago.


  I didn’t even think he knew my name.


  If my nipples hadn’t already been pebbled from the freezer, Haydon’s voice would’ve had the same effect. It always had.


  I flipped around and came face to face with my old crush from high school.


  Oh, and what a face it was. Time had only worked in Haydon’s favor. He still had that thick black hair of his but he wore it shorter now, framed in a way that enhanced his high cheekbones and full lips. As if he spent every day laughing, he had those crow’s feet at the corner of his cocoa brown eyes.


  “Haydon. Wow.” I wasn’t sure whether to hug him. It felt like the thing one did in this situation, but just like back in high school, I was too shy to make a move. Instead, I picked up the pints of ice cream from the floor and returned them to their shelf in the freezer so that they didn’t melt. “What brings you back to Fiddler’s Creek?”


  “My dad died.”


  Shit. Even though everyone knew Dean Cross was a shady businessman and a mean drunk, he was still Haydon’s dad. “I hadn’t heard. I’m sorry.”


  “Don’t be. He was an asshole,” Haydon said matter-of-factly. “That’s why I left town the day of graduation and haven’t stepped foot into Fiddler’s Creek since.”


  I remembered the day as if it were yesterday. After learning through the grapevine that Haydon had split for good, I’d mourned his loss by getting drunk on Sambuca and spending the night with my head in the toilet. I still can’t stomach the scent of black licorice.


  Haydon leaned his shoulder against the freezer and crossed his legs in front of him. “You know, I’ve thought about you over the years.”


  My heart started beating a bit quicker. “You have? Why?”


  He grinned at me. “Are you kidding me? You had to know I had the biggest crush on you.”


  Oh my god. Haydon had liked me? He had to be confusing me with someone else. “What? No, you didn’t.”


  “Why’d you think I was always hanging out by your locker?” he asked.


  “I assumed you were there because of your friends.”


  Now that I thought back on it, I realized none of his friends had a locker near mine. They had just kind of always been there whenever I happened to stop by my locker to exchange textbooks. I’d considered myself fortunate that it gave me a chance to see him, since we didn’t have any classes together other than gym one time. I’d had a bad habit of eavesdropping on his conversations once or twice, hoping to hear who he was taking to the prom and praying he’d ask me to go.


  “They were there because of me.” He pushed off the freezer and took a step closer to me. “I was there because of you.”


  I shivered—and it had nothing to do with the fact we were standing in the freezer section. “Why didn’t you ever ask me out?”


  He laughed. “Right. Like the smartest, prettiest girl in school was going to go out with a guy who skated by with a C minus average and didn’t even own a car?”


  It had never occurred to me that he wouldn’t think he was good enough for me. Back then, I hadn’t felt smart or pretty. Sure, I’d had straight As, but that was because I’d spent so much time studying. With only a few close friends and no boyfriends, I hadn’t had much of a social life … which is probably why I got knocked up at nineteen by the first boy I ever dated.


  “Those things wouldn’t have mattered to me. If you’d asked me out, I would have said yes.” Emboldened by his confession, I pressed a hand to his chest. It was just as solid and just as warm as I’d always imagined. “If you don’t believe me, you can read all the diary entries I spent poetically waxing on about how much I liked you.”


  He covered the top of my hand with his own. “Damn. We sure wasted an opportunity, didn’t we?” His thumb caressed the side of my wrist. “How ’bout we rectify that right now? Let’s ring in the new year together.”


  His simple touch banished my chill and suffused me with heat. Who knew that my wrist had a direct main line to my pussy? I certainly hadn’t, but with each brush of his thumb over my skin, I became wetter and wetter. My clit was throbbing. I’d never gotten turned on so quickly and definitely never from someone touching my hand.


  If only I had taken the chance in high school to tell Haydon about my feelings for him. I’d been too afraid of rejection, never considering for a moment that he could feel the same way. After always playing it safe, maybe it was time to find out what it was like to throw caution to the wind. “Yes. I’d love to spend the night with you.”


  His eyes grew molten. “I’d invite you to my dad’s place, but it’s filled with moving boxes.”


  I swallowed the sudden knot of apprehension in my throat. Haydon’s words served as a reminder that I shouldn’t get attached. We only had tonight. Haydon didn’t live in Fiddler’s Creek. As soon as he settled his father’s estate, he’d return to his life elsewhere.


  But I couldn’t worry about tomorrow. Not if I wanted to enjoy tonight.


  I took a deep breath to steady my nerves. “We could go to mine.”


  Haydon took the bottle from me and placed it on the floor. Then he linked his fingers with mine and dragged me out of the store. Parked next to my beat-up Ford was a huge black and silver Harley.


  The sight of it made my pussy clench. “You still ride a motorcycle.”


  He stroked the seat, bringing the visualization of him doing the same to me. “There’s enough room for both of us on there.” He jutted his chin toward my Ford. “Or, if you’re not up for it, you could follow me in your car.”


  “No.” In high school, I’d fantasized about him and me on that bike together. “I want to ride you.” When he smiled, I realized what I’d said. “I mean, with you. On the motorcycle.”


  And that was why I’d never opened my mouth around Haydon. He always had reduced me to a stammering, quivering mess.


  He put his hands on my waist to help me up. “Hop on, wrap your arms around me, and hold on tight.” Once I was settled, he procured two helmets and handed one to me.


  I slid it over my head and leaned forward, plastering my front to Haydon’s back and encircling my arms around his tight abs. He smelled amazing, woody and earthy at the same time, and I couldn’t help but inhale him into my lungs.


  It seemed odd that he had an extra helmet handy for me, but before I could ask about it, we were off, racing out of the parking lot and headed toward my bungalow.


  The wind whipped around us as we flew down Fiddler’s Creek’s main street. Everything around us was a blur, but in actuality, we probably weren’t going any faster than thirty miles per hour.


  Haydon’s muscles rippled beneath my hands. He was like a furnace, radiating heat and keeping me insulated from the wind’s chill. The motor’s hum caused the seat to buzz between my thighs, increasing my arousal. If my panties weren’t already soaked, they would be by the time I got home.


  I laughed from the sensation of the lightness in my belly and the staccato beat of my heart. Riding on a motorcycle was exhilarating enough, but riding on a motorcycle with Haydon was literally a dream come true.


  I never wanted it to end, but since everything in Fiddler’s Creek was less than a five-minute drive away, we pulled up to my house all too soon. How had he known where I lived?


  I opened my mouth to ask him, but as Haydon helped me off the bike, standing beside me with a hand high on my ass, I suddenly lost the ability to speak. It was as if someone had released a bunch of hyperactive butterflies inside my belly. He slipped his arm around my waist as we walked to my front porch.


  Oh my god.


  I was about to have sex with Haydon Cross.


  I unlocked the door and led him inside. What was the protocol for a one-night stand? Should we go straight to the bedroom? Sit on the couch and make small talk? “Would you like something to drink? Or eat? I could heat up some leftover lasagna if you’re hungry.” Too afraid to turn and look him in the eye, I started toward the kitchen.


  He didn’t let me get far before he caught me. In seconds, he had me trapped between him and the wall. Honestly, I wasn’t sure which was harder—the wall or his cock. “There’s only one thing I’m hungry for right now and it’s not in the kitchen.” He framed my face with his hands and then his mouth captured mine.


  There was a confidence in the way he took charge of the kiss. All my insecurities were banished with the flick of his tongue. I closed my eyes and surrendered to him. With Haydon, there was no need to worry about what came next. All I had to do was follow.


  “I can’t believe I finally get to know how Dara Mendoza tastes.” What did he mean by get to know? He’d just had his tongue in my mouth.


  He unflicked the button of my shorts and slipped his hand beneath the band of my panties.


  Oh … that’s what he meant.


  I whimpered as he cupped my pussy and eased a finger inside of my soaked channel.


  “You always this wet, darlin’, or is this all from me?” he murmured.


  Without waiting for my answer, he withdrew his hand, sank to his knees in front of me, and yanked the shorts to my ankles, thankfully taking my sensible white cotton underwear with them. He lifted my feet, one at a time, and pushed my shorts out of the way before hooking my right leg around his neck and leaning forward until the tip of his nose met my pussy.


  Maybe it was because of how pleased Haydon seemed to be at finding me wet, but I wasn’t embarrassed about it or the fact he was getting up close and personal with my pussy. “It’s all from you.” Peering up at me, he gave me one long, slow lick from my opening to my clit. My body went liquid. To give me something to hold onto, I plunged my hands into his hair. “Well, a bit was from your motorcycle,” I mumbled, no longer able to concentrate on words or really anything but the way his tongue was working my clit in circles.


  My thighs tightened and my feet pointed. Ten seconds in and I was already on the verge of climax. It had been eons since I’d been with a man, and even longer since I’d been with one who knew what he was doing.


  And Haydon Cross definitely knew what he was doing.


  I just needed a tiny bit more pressure and I’d get there. “Don’t stop.” I pulled on his hair, yanking him forward in hopes of getting that pressure.


  Instead of answering my silent prayer, he growled and lifted his head, mouth glistening. “Probably should have discussed this, but I got distracted by the fact I’ve been dreaming of having you underneath me for about twenty-five years. When it comes to this, I’m in charge. You get me?”


  Guess my attempt at getting him to add some pressure to my clit wasn’t allowed in his book. I’d read enough romance to know that somewhere in the world existed men who liked to take control in the bedroom. I’d just never encountered one before.


  I didn’t mind. In fact, after taking care of everybody else’s needs for so long, it was liberating to know I could just relax and not worry about what to do next.


  I nodded. “I got you.”


  “Hands flat against the wall,” he demanded, without sounding bossy. “I know you were close to coming when I stopped, but I wasn’t done with you yet. I want to get to know this pussy a little better. What it likes. What it doesn’t. All its different flavors.”


  Well, since he put it that way …


  I slapped my palms against the wall. “Maybe I can return the favor later.”


  He parted my labia and made a point of licking his lips. “You’re already doing me a favor, sweetness.”


  What kind of man considered eating my pussy a favor to him? If I didn’t know we only had tonight, I could definitely fall in love with Haydon Cross.


  He pushed his tongue inside me, the whiskers on his cheeks abrading my sensitive folds and his hair tickling the inner thigh that was wrapped around his neck. The groans and grunts he made as he tongue-fucked me vibrated against my clit. It was almost too much, and yet at the same time, it wasn’t enough.


  Aching to touch him, I bent my fingers into my palms, digging my nails into the skin. He teased me, alternating between using his tongue and his fingers but purposely staying away from my clit. It drove me crazy, propelling me to great heights while denying me the ability to topple over the edge. I’d never been one of those women who could come without clitoral stimulation. But I had to trust that Haydon would get me there when he was good and ready.


  He added a second finger, stretching me wider, and moved his fingers in and out of me, each pass going a little bit deeper. The loud squelching sound of him fucking me with his fingers echoed in the room. Haydon looked up at me with an intensity in his eyes I couldn’t understand, his gaze doing just as much to me as his physical touch. At least until he did something wicked with his fingers that felt as if he’d kindled a small fire high inside of my pussy.


  A noise I’d never made before tore from my lips, a cross between a sob and a moan.


  “Ah, there it is,” Haydon said, the pads of his fingers rubbing that magic spot I’d never been able to find. And believe me, I’d searched.


  Legs shaking, I nearly hyperventilated as the fire in me swelled to near epic proportions. Soon, I was nothing but a mass of sensation, hyperfocused on a single point low in my pelvis. I couldn’t open my eyes, couldn’t speak, couldn’t think. All I wanted in that moment was to come.


  I hoped Haydon wasn’t one of those men who demanded I wait for his permission to climax because there was nothing I could do to stop it even if I’d wanted to.


  Which I didn’t.


  Then Haydon added his mouth to the equation, sucking my clit between his lips, and I was a goner. Heat blasted outward from my pussy, rippling through my belly like seismic waves. My pussy and ass clenched and released in blissful contractions. Shuddering, I felt the orgasm everywhere, from my toes to the top of my head.


  Haydon unhooked my leg from around his neck, and with his hands firmly on my asscheeks, he lifted me onto his thighs and wrapped my legs around his waist. He rested his forehead against mine. “Almost worth the wait to see you come like that.”


  For me, there was no almost. That climax had absolutely been worth the wait. If he’d made me come like that in high school, he would’ve ruined all other men for me. “I feel like I should be thanking you.”


  “You never have to thank me for taking care of you.” He raised his head and caressed my cheek with his thumb. “In fact, throw your arms around my neck. I’m ready to take care of you some more.” With that being my only warning, he stood, me hanging on him like a koala on a tree. “Where’s your bedroom?”


  My bed had never seemed so far away. I pointed toward the staircase. “Upstairs.”


  One of the perks of having a bungalow was having the entire second story all to myself. Originally, it had been the attic, but the previous owners had converted it into a bedroom right before I’d bought the place. The bathroom and closet were tiny, but the bedroom itself was spacious, which afforded me the ability to have my gorgeous mahogany four-post king-size bed.


  Haydon hoisted me over his shoulder and bounded up the steps, smacking my ass along the way. “Sorry. Couldn’t resist.”


  He didn’t sound sorry.


  Besides, I hadn’t minded.


  I had a brief moment of panic when I couldn’t remember if my room was clean. Then I remembered Haydon wasn’t a date I was trying to impress. He was here to fuck. After tonight, I’d probably never see him again. Speaking of fucking …


  “Did you happen to bring a condom with you?” I asked as he hit the landing of my bedroom. “I think I have some in my night-stand, but since I bought them about five years ago, I’m guessing they’ve expired.”


  “In my wallet.”


  Hallelujah.


  He dropped me onto the mattress and tugged his shirt over his head, giving me the first glimpse of his chest since gym class. It had definitely changed—and all for the better. Back then, he’d been firm, but a bit on the slim side, built like a boy rather than a man. Now, he was broader and burly, with a spattering of brown curls on his tan chest and abdomen. Sure, he had a bit of a belly, but that just told me he enjoyed life and wasn’t compulsive about his appearance like some people our age.


  Feeling emboldened, I spread my legs and leaned back on my elbows to watch him undress. I wanted to memorize each moment I spent with him tonight.


  After removing his shoes, he grabbed his wallet from the back pocket of his jeans and procured a square foil from it. His gaze landed between my legs. “Nice view.”


  I spread my thighs wider. “Right back atcha.”


  He dragged his jeans and boxers down his legs and stepped out of them, leaving him one hundred percent naked. I soaked in the beauty of his body, the thick thighs and impressive erection curved up toward his belly. His cock was long and cut and, for the rest of the night, mine.


  Haydon prowled toward me, stopping only when he was between my legs. “You ever been tied up?”


  I batted my eyelashes at him and pretended not to understand. “Once, but I was playing cops and robbers with my daughter at the time.”


  Shaking his head, he pinched the inside of my thigh. “Not what I meant and you know it.”


  “I’ve never been tied up, but I’m not opposed to the idea.” If not opposed meant completely enthusiastically onboard with it.


  The sides of his mouth ticked up. “Got any scarves?”


  My arousal shot through the roof. “Top right drawer of my dresser.”


  He bent and kissed my cheek. “When I get back, I want you lying in the middle of the bed with your head on your pillow.”


  Leaving me panting, he strode to the dresser while I quickly complied with his instructions. He returned with two of my black scarves in his hands and proceeded to tie each of my wrists to the bedposts. I tugged on the makeshift restraints, testing them, and realized he hadn’t tied them tightly. If I yanked hard enough, I could probably get out of them. I trusted him, but at the same time, I hadn’t seen the man in more than twenty years. Giving me the ability to escape was considerate and kind. Besides, it was the idea of being restrained and helpless that made my body hot.


  He straddled my torso and leaned forward until his warm lips covered mine, stealing my breath and making my heart beat faster. His hands caressed my breasts, first tenderly and then, as the minutes passed, more aggressively, pinching the nipples between his fingers and squeezing my flesh. I grew restless and needy underneath him but was unable to move how I wanted, restricted by my bound wrists and Haydon’s knees on the sides of my thighs. On and on he kissed me, kissing me so thoroughly and so unhurriedly that when he eventually did lift his mouth off mine, my lips felt bruised and swollen and my pussy was throbbing.


  He skimmed his fingers down the slope of my throat. “Now that I have you like this, what should I do with you?”


  Make love to me.


  I caught myself before I spoke the words out loud. What we were doing tonight had nothing to do with making love. So then why did it feel as though it was?


  “Fuck me,” I said instead.


  Haydon tore open the condom package and rolled the latex down the length of his cock. Gazing at me with tenderness, he draped his body over mine, his weight pinning me to the mattress. “I want to look in your beautiful brown eyes when I bury myself in you for the first time. Wrap your legs around me, Dara.”


  I crossed my ankles over his tailbone. He slid effortlessly inside of me, stretching me and filling me with his cock. Swiveling his hips, he thrust in and out of my pussy, nudging my clit with every pass. I unconsciously pulled at my restraints, crazed over the inability to do anything but lie there and take what he had to give me. Every part of me pulsated to the wild rhythm of my heart.


  A tingling heat gathered behind my clit and all my muscles tightened. The world grew hazy, my focus narrowed to Haydon’s face in front of mine and the mounting tension where our bodies were joined.


  I didn’t want this moment to end. I wanted more of it. More of him. I wanted him inside of me forever.


  But I didn’t have a choice.


  I no longer had control of my body. My fingers curled into my palms, my toes pointed, and my legs trembled. I flew over the edge, crying out Haydon’s name as my pussy clamped down on his cock again and again. Liquid heat washed over me and spread through my limbs.


  Haydon stilled above me. His brows dipped and his lips pursed. “Dara.” Groaning, he jerked against me as he followed me over and came.


  It took a few minutes before we could catch our breath. I was unsure about how to proceed. Was he staying the night? Or now that we’d fucked, would he get on his motorcycle and ride out of my life for another twenty years?


  Surprising me, he didn’t roll off and excuse himself to the bathroom or make any attempt to move. He remained right where he was, between my thighs. “I have a confession to make,” he said, looking me squarely in the eyes. “It wasn’t an accident that we ran into each other at the market. I’d only planned on spending a couple days in Fiddler’s Creek, just long enough to bury my father and hire someone to pack up his shit. But then I saw you walking down Main Street, and everything I’d felt for you back in high school came rushing back. Found out you were single and had bought the Myersons’ old house. Since then, I’ve been busy making plans.”


  So that’s how he’d known where I lived. “What kind of plans?” I asked.


  He took a ragged breath. “Plans to move back to Fiddler’s Creek. What do you say, Dara? Want to take a chance on me?”


  We’d wasted enough time. “Being with you isn’t a chance. There’s nothing I want more.”


  Fireworks popped in the distance. It must be midnight.


  Haydon pressed a soft kiss on my lips. “Happy New Year, Dara.”


  I smiled, thinking how only a few hours ago, I’d thought I’d be spending the night alone. “Happy New Year, Haydon.”


  I had a feeling it would be.


  INKED ON MY SKIN


  Naima Simone


  I’m doing this.


  I’m about to step out into this arena packed with thousands of people and dozens of cameras, under the unforgiving glare of countless lights. And that’s not even counting the millions of people watching on their televisions.


  Yet none of that scares me.


  Only one thing has my stomach coiled with knots and my heart knocking against my sternum like a hammer. Has me breathing so hard, so fast, the echo of it nearly deafens me.


  Seeing Esau Morgan, my brother’s former best friend, for the first time in four years.


  “Okay, people, it’s time,” the woman in the ’80s hair band T-shirt—god, what was her name again? Jenna? Janice?—announces, clapping her hands to grab my attention as well as that of the other four human canvases standing backstage, ready to have our skin forever inked by the five finalists in Ink Royalty, the internationally renowned reality competition TV series. “Meet your person.” She turns and waves a hand toward five men and women behind her. “They’re going to escort you to your artist and remain on standby just in case you need something like water or a snack. Now remember, you’ll get to see the artist’s custom design before they tattoo it, but you do not have a say in it. This is their design, and you’re the canvas. Again, this is a marathon tattoo session. Three four-hour intervals with a half-hour break in between to eat, use the bathroom, etc. The time starts as soon as you hit the artist’s platform. Any questions?”


  The others voice their agreement, but I don’t speak. I can’t. Every bit of me is focused on the other side of that black curtain that separates me from Esau. Part of me wants to push past Jenna/ Janice and rush out there to see him face-to-face for the first time since he disappeared from my hospital room with my brother’s harsh and so-damn-unfair accusation ringing in my ears.


  And the other half? The half that still cringes whenever it remembers the torment and horror that darkened Esau’s beautiful gray eyes as he stared at me like I was a broken thing … That half braces itself for the rejection and pain that might shatter what Eddie Sutton’s attack didn’t.


  The two women and two men ready to have their skin inked line up in front of me. Of everyone in the group, I’m the most … conventional. Nothing on me is shaved, ripped, dyed, pierced, or tatted. Yes, with my tight, black curls, brown, unmarred skin, and a white sundress, I’m the oddball in this crew. But we’re all united by one thing.


  Our scars.


  Yet, I’m still different in that, too. Unlike the others with their mapwork of traumatized flesh that’s a result of either surgery, an accident, or burns, my marks are chillingly perfect in execution. A capital E carved into my back. A stark and horrifying testimony of a man’s attempt to brand me.


  Even in this group, I’m looked at with a mixture of horror and pity. You’d think after four years, I would be used to those reactions. And in some ways, I am. But for the most part? I’m not. How can I be? I’m a walking billboard to sadistic violence. Edison “Eddie” Sutton might as well have sliced a V for victim in my flesh with his knife that terrifying night in the back room of that frat house. No one sees the survivor.


  And that’s what I am. A survivor.


  Now I just have to make Esau see me. Not as the little sister of the man he called a brother. Not as the girl he believes he failed and left to the twisted attentions of a drunk, vicious asshole who’d been told no.


  But as the woman who loves him, heart and soul. And who will do anything to prove to him that I’m his and he’s mine.


  Including having him ink my skin for the first time.


  “It’s go time,” Jenna/Janice says, and she steps to the side as the curtain slowly opens.


  The blinding lights, the deafening applause of the audience—they’re almost too overwhelming, and for a second, I freeze. Every doubt, every “What the fuck are you doing?” pile drives into my brain. For four years I wore shirts and dresses designed to hide my back. And now, here I stand, about to willingly expose it and my trauma to the world.


  “Your turn, sweetie,” the woman at my side whispers. I glance at her, and she smiles patiently. But it’s the hint of pity I glimpse in her blue eyes that infuses steel in my spine and gets my ass in gear.


  I nod, and she moves ahead of me, leads me down a ramp, and then veers to the right. A smaller stage looms ahead. I easily recognize the equipment occupying the space. A black stool. A chair that looks like it wouldn’t be out of place at a spa, with arm and chest pads and an adjustable head support. A chrome workstation and a drafting table. And in the middle of it?


  Esau.


  Oh, god.


  My heart starts a crazy, out-of-rhythm jackhammering against my ribcage as my breath saws in and out of my lungs. My feet become leaden, and I stumble on my platform sandals.


  Yes, I’ve watched him every week on Ink Royalty as if the show was my religion and he my deity. But that was through a television screen. Now, he’s only several feet away from me. And my body is in the midst of a joyous celebration and a fiery rebellion.


  At twenty-seven—four years my senior—he hit his growth spurt long ago, and yet he seems taller to me, bigger. A faded black Henley encases his strong, wide shoulders. Equally faded jeans hang off his lean hips but cling like a stalker to his powerful thighs. Scuffed boots finish off the “I don’t give a flying fuck if I’m on TV” outfit. Unable to stall any longer, I lift my way-too-enamored gaze to his face.


  He shouldn’t be beautiful. Not with those harsh facial bones that jut out like the craggy edges of a mountain. Not with the arrogant slash of a nose and a bit-too-large mouth. A thick, dark red beard can’t hide a stubborn, rock hard jaw that screams Beware: Obstinate Man Ahead. But the forbidding features only emphasize the beauty of his densely lashed silver eyes and the indecent lushness of his mouth.


  God, I’ve always wanted to feast on that mouth. Like it was the last pit stop before hell. A place to linger and get my fill until I spend an eternity burning for it.


  Esau stills as we near. Tension draws him tighter than a bow notched with an arrow, and his big hands curl into fists beside his thighs. A cold mask drops over his face, and the spotlights trained on him bounce off the metal piercing his left eyebrow and the corner of his mouth.


  But as I step onto the stage and stop in front of him, I clearly see the anger swirling in his hooded, molten gaze. No, not anger. Fury.


  He isn’t happy to see me. At all.


  I knew this would be a definite possibility, but shit, having a ring-side seat to that rage, that disdain … it hurts.


  I blink, battling back the tears, the soul-searing pain. No way in hell am I breaking down in front of millions of people.


  He might not want me, but goddamn it, he’s going to at least talk to me.


  And ink me.


  “What the fuck is this?” he growls, not speaking to me but to my escort.


  The poor girl glances back and forth between us, a frown etching her forehead. But I don’t allow her a chance to respond. He needs to get used to addressing me since he’s going to have his hands and needles on me for the next twelve hours.


  “I’m your human canvas,” I say, forcing my lips into a wry smile. “Surprise.”


  “No.” The word is blunt and fierce though his expression doesn’t change. “Fuck no.”


  “Esau,” the other woman starts, a tremor in her voice. “I’m not sure what’s going on, but—”


  “But you have no say in your human canvas just as I have no choice in what you decide to put on my body.” His eyes narrow at “on my body,” and for a moment, I think I catch a flash of heat. But nope, it’s gone in the next instant and was probably a trick of the light. And my wishful thinking. “And yes, I did use my story and our past relationship to get on this show. To get to you. Apparently, the producers thought it would be a real emotion grab for you to help me cover up the scars and pain you were a witness to. How’s that for healing and ratings, right?”


  For the first time, his expression changes, and my throat constricts as if a hand slowly closes around it. Pain spasms across his face, and his eyes briefly close. When he opens them again, that mask is firmly back in place, his gaze shuttered.


  “Is this your idea of payback, then, Tamison?” he rasps. “Fuck me over and cost me a hundred thousand dollars?” Stunned, I shake my head, but he leans forward, pushing his face into mine. “Good. I deserve it.”


  “Esau—”


  “Sit,” he orders, turning from me and stalking over to his station.


  Hours of viewing this show have taught me how to straddle the seat, my chest facing the rectangular pad. The long skirt of my dress rides up my calves, but I’m not flashing any unsuspecting—or perverted—audience members. Self-conscious, but all my attention laser-focused on Esau, I settle my arms on the rests and watch as he switches out ink bottles on the flat surface of the station and adds more of the tiny caps that hold the liquid.


  Under the cotton of his shirt, his muscles flex and dance along his back and biceps. Tattoos sprawl up the tight forearms exposed by the sleeves pushed to just below his elbows, and they crawl up his neck from under his round collar. The requisite skulls and tribal designs. But angels, roses, vines, a portrait of a woman with a haunted, beautiful face too. He’s a walking, gorgeous mural; I could study him forever and constantly discover more revelations of him.
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