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  Brief quotations in “Outlaws,” by Angel Leigh McCoy, from You by Anonymous (Bantam Books, 1975).


  INTRODUCTION: TOTALLY OUTRAGEOUS IN EVERY WAY


  If you’re ready for some outrageous sex, you’ve come to the right place. For Best Women’s Erotica of the Year, Volume 5, I asked authors to get as wild and over-the-top as they could. The hot fantasies and incredibly arousing tales they delivered achieved those ends in ways that went far beyond my expectations.


  We start out with a business negotiation that takes a turn I imagine isn’t an everyday occurrence in your office (though lucky you if it is!) in “Terms,” by Sierra Simone, before turning to a special kind of dirty talk in “Just Inappropriate,” by Alexa J. Day. Then Sabrina Sol brings us a spin on the Oval Office that’s totally steamy in “At the Pleasure of the President.”


  The twist in the futuristic “Outlaws,” by Angel Leigh McCoy, offers a striking take on the power of the written word and the need for intimate human contact, while “Nymph and Satyr,” by Justine Elyot, will likely have you wanting to visit an art museum very soon.


  When you call a phone sex line, who’s the woman working on the other end? What are her fantasies, dreams, and desires? These are some of the questions best-selling author Balli Kaur Jaswal explores in “After Midnight” (and if you haven’t read her novel, Erotic Stories for Punjabi Widows, it’s a fabulous story). For a sweet and definitely dirty spin on workplace lust, “Frosting,” by Kathleen Delaney-Adams, takes us on a lesbian sex fest in a cupcake bakery that will have you licking your lips.


  In Lee Minxton’s “Dirty Girls Always Go to Heaven,” Laney shows Erik what happens to “boys who tease” (spoiler alert: a very hot activity that’s a popular sexual fantasy).


  Those with a mermaid fetish or who are curious about how mermaids get it on will adore the beautifully written “If the Ocean,” by Loretta Black. Then Emerald gives us “Something New” as a couple turns from monogamy to a different way of expressing themselves sexually. Travel back in time to “The Summer of 1669” in Jayne Renault’s story of forbidden love and desire.


  In Anna Mia Hansen’s moving “Broken Thing Fixed,” Sigrid helps Bjorn, while helping herself as well, while in “One Interpretation,” by Stella Harris, a professor gets an unexpected visitor who turns her approach to teaching, and sex, on its head.


  In A. Zimmerman’s kinky “Peripheral Voyeurism,” Claire attends a BDSM party with Ryan and pushes herself and her obedience. An exhibitionist discovers the thrill of showing off, naked, in “Dancing with Myself,” by Quinn LeStrange.


  Anyone who’s ever been through the agony and the ecstasy of moving will appreciate the sexy thrill that’s uncovered in “Vintage Treasures,” by Angora Shade.


  In “Sheer Pleasure,” by A. Z. Louise, “enby princex” Billie discovers the scintillating allure of a certain type of sexy clothing that changes everything.


  In “The First Moment I Saw You,” prolific romance novelist Caridad Piñeiro puts a very hot spin on instant attraction.


  Popular erotic romance novelist CD Reiss gives us “The King’s Return,” in which an estranged couple discovers that the power of BDSM still binds them—with a twist.


  To round out this collection, we’ve upped the ante on the outrageousness, with a ripped-from-real-life tale from award-winning porn star and director Joanna Angel, “One Last Gang Bang,” and another portrait of a specific subculture, the world of aerialists, in the lesbian public sex extravaganza “Spin,” by Lauren Emily.


  As I hope I’ve made clear, there are many ways to be outrageous on display here, sometimes literally, sometimes with more nuanced approaches. All of these stories, though, have characters who are anything but prim and demure. They sometimes have to overcome hurdles, internal and external, to pursuing sexual pleasure, but when they do, they find themselves relishing the kind of bliss they crave.


  I hope you enjoy these stories as much as I did. Please keep in touch by emailing me at bweoftheyear@gmail.com to share your favorites and what you’d like to see in future volumes, and visit bweoftheyear.com to learn more about the series.


  Rachel Kramer Bussel

  Atlantic City, New Jersey


  TERMS


  Sierra Simone


  The sound of turning pages filled the room like a symphony.


  Sarah Markham leaned back against her desk with undisguised satisfaction, arms folded across her chest. She’d made sure to have the men sit as she stood, made sure the offices were empty, made sure to dress for the occasion in her favorite dress and the shoes she liked to think of as her War Heels.


  Jake looked up at her. “These terms are outrageous,” he said.


  “Nevertheless, they are the terms,” Sarah answered.


  She uncrossed her arms to straighten her hem in a display of cool nonchalance, and she didn’t miss how the eyes of the three men in front of her went to the crisp line of fabric against her stockinged legs. How they went still at the flash of pale thigh. Any other time, it would have infuriated her; this was her office, her goddamn company, three years of the hardest work of her fucking life, and she would have respect. She tolerated nothing less from her inferiors, clients, and competitors.


  Tonight was different. Tonight, these three men could look all they liked. Tonight she had them exactly where she wanted them.


  She would get her respect, but first she’d get her revenge.


  Both Marq and Brady looked just as unhappy flipping through the deal memo as Jake, but they had the good sense not to challenge her just yet. Jake had always been the impetuous one, the one full of temper and impatience, but Marq was the CFO of their company and dealt solely in practicalities and pragmatics, as did Brady, their COO. They both now gazed at her with distinct wariness as Jake tossed the memo on the coffee table in front of their armchairs.


  “We can’t do this,” said the CEO. His voice was flat and edged with cold fury. “You know we can’t. The shareholders wouldn’t allow it. Being bought and stripped off for parts would be better.”


  “Hmm,” Sarah said, pretending to take this under consideration for the first time. Marq’s wariness seemed to sharpen into suspicion as he watched her straighten and walk around her desk. She opened a drawer and removed another sheaf of papers.


  “I do have another offer,” she said. “However, it is very unconventional, so I understand if you’d rather just leave.”


  But they wouldn’t leave, Sarah knew, and they didn’t. Jake’s face was no less furious when she passed out the new memos, but she could see the desperation behind the fury. Their company was failing, and hers was thriving. They had a bankruptcy lawyer on retainer, and they’d knocked on every door there was that wasn’t hers . . . and they were out of any options that left them both the company and their pride.


  So they’d surrendered their pride and come to her, just as she’d known they would. And she would have a lot more than their pride by the time they were finished.


  She had to admit to herself that it was more thrilling than she’d dreamed to watch their expressions as they read the new memo. She nearly laughed when Brady looked up at her with stunned incredulity, and then his eyes dipped back down to her hemline. They had always liked the way she looked, even when she was an intern working for them, and it had been so exciting to feel their eyes on her back then.


  It was even better now.


  “This is harassment,” Jake said. She was gratified to see his hands were shaking. “Blackmail.”


  “Yes,” she said.


  “It’s wrong, Sarah.”


  She thought about this for a minute. “Yes,” she agreed.


  That had rather been the point, after all. To be wrong.


  Jake struggled for words, but Marq didn’t. “This is legally unenforceable,” he pointed out. “We can sign every single page and renege on every single one of your demands, because no court is going to support this. No lawyer would even try.”


  “You’re right,” Sarah concurred. “But if you look carefully, you’ll notice I only need your signature on the thirty-day non-compete. That means you are not allowed to take any definitive or permanent action with the company until the non-compete expires, and at the end of that period, I’ll purchase your company with all the conditions you see listed below.”


  Their eyes flicked back down, and she knew they couldn’t believe what they were reading. The conditions were unbelievably good—like nothing they’d get anywhere else. They’d retain almost full control of the company and they’d be shielded from the usual slate of cost-cutting and downsizing measures.


  Sarah wasn’t heartless. The employees of Jake’s company had never been her intended victims, and she’d like to do right by them.


  “Of course,” Sarah added slowly, “I’ll only choose to purchase if you meet those ‘legally unenforceable’ demands.”


  Jake’s hands were clenched tightly around the paper, a tightness echoed by his mouth and eyes. Christ, he was handsome when he was angry. “You’re not fighting fair,” he said.


  Their eyes met across the room. “Well, I learned from the best,” said Sarah.


  He looked away first.


  “Let’s get one thing clear,” she said, looking at each of them. “If you don’t take my deal and declare bankruptcy instead, you will all be fine. You have more than enough money and prospects, and it may be embarrassing, but that’s the worst it will be. There’s no reason to agree to my deal out of fear.”


  “What about anger?” Jake muttered.


  Sarah smiled, and it was the smile of a woman used to the sight of seas parting in front of her—seas that she’d parted herself. “Yes,” she said, heat gathering low in her belly as she thought about an angry Jake underneath her . . . or above her . . . or tied up and glaring from her bed. “I’ll take your anger.”


  “So you’re saying we have a choice,” Marq clarified.


  “A real choice,” she said, not wanting any confusion on their part. “You can leave right now. In fact, you can leave any time during the thirty days without any repercussions.”


  “But then you won’t buy the company,” Marq replied.


  Sarah inclined her head in agreement. “Precisely so.”


  Jake made a derisive noise. “You know very well that we can’t walk away from a deal like this.”


  “Oh, but you can. I won’t punish you for choosing to walk away. So if you take it, take it because you want to and you want what I’m offering.”


  Brady—who’d always been the slightly puppyish one, the blond-haired, blue-eyed, overgrown frat boy—blinked at her. “And this deal? Is it really what’s written down here?”


  “Yes,” she answered simply.


  Pink bloomed high on his fair cheeks, and for the first time, the men looked at each other, and also for the first time, she could see them actually considering it. Thinking about what it would mean. They seemed to share some kind of wordless communication, and when Jake looked back at her, there was both hunger and fury in the clench of his jaw and the shine of his eyes.


  “We’ll do it.”


  “Sign the papers,” she said softly. She’d never take Jake Costa at his word again, and he seemed to realize this because there was a touch of guilt to the way he broke their stare to reach for a pen to sign the memo.


  “Thirty days,” Brady read aloud. “We belong to you for thirty days.”


  Sarah picked at a pleat of her dress. “Belong is not the word I’d use. You’ll be available to me both here in my office and at home to satisfy me within certain reasonable parameters of time, but otherwise your movements and actions will be fully yours.”


  Brady shifted in his seat, and Sarah was interested to note the heat crawling up his neck. She felt heat everywhere too, between her legs and at the tips of her breasts and, strangest of all, deep in her chest near her heart. Perhaps everyone felt that way when they finally got what they wanted. There couldn’t be any other reason that she could discern.


  “Do you want . . . all three of us at once?” Brady asked, his voice coming out a bit strangled. “The memo is unclear.”


  “Sometimes I’ll only want one of you to service me. Sometimes I’ll want all three.” She couldn’t help the smile that curved across her mouth then, and she didn’t know if it was because the future was now filled with the promise of sex and power, or because this future was currently torturing the three men in front of her with a delicious mix of lust and discomfort. “If you’ll recall,” she added, “I’ve been with you all at the same time before. It was—”


  “—three years ago,” Jake cut in. He gave her a look that intensified the burning near her heart. “I haven’t forgotten, Sarah. None of us have.”


  They’d certainly seemed to do a good job of pretending to forget then, Sarah thought bitterly. But she’d turned that pain into anger, and then turned that anger into the drive to build her own firm, and this was the only outlet for all that hurt and fury that she would allow herself.


  Thirty days. Three men at her fingertips, available with hands and mouths and cocks whenever she wanted. She’d fuck them right out of her system and then go back to building her empire.


  The men shared one final look, but it was a foregone conclusion. Even sitting, it was easy to see that their cocks had gone heavy and thick, that their pupils had blown out into huge pools of lust, and they couldn’t stop shifting—Brady crossing and uncrossing his legs, and Marq bouncing a foot in what looked like eager anticipation, and Jake’s left fist clenching and unclenching on his knee.


  With some rustling and scratching and fluttering, the papers were signed and set on the table. Jake stood up and walked to where she leaned against her desk; even in her War Heels, he towered over her. She gazed up at him in frank appreciation—the broad shoulders and strong neck, the cut jaw and perfectly straight nose. The usual rash of dark stubble and hair that was rumpled from his frustration and desperation. He had olive skin, dark hair, and dark eyes—eyes that were flashing now in a combination of temper and lust that made Sarah’s pulse race.


  “So you’ve got us now,” he said. “What are you planning to do to us?” He leaned forward, a hand on either side of her hips, his thigh slipping between her own to part her legs. His mouth dropped to her ear, breath and lips and the faintest brush of stubble tickling her flesh. “And why are you doing it, Sarah, my lovely? Why all this?”


  He asked it so only she could hear, but she didn’t answer quietly.


  “You know why, Jake. You goddamn know very well why.”


  He froze at that and she straightened up, forcing him to take a step back, and she leveled a look at Brady and Marq. “Last chance,” she told them. “This is your last chance to walk away completely before it ever even begins.”


  “No, I’m ready to start,” Marq said in a deep voice. He unfolded himself from the chair and walked over to her and Jake. He was as meticulously groomed as Jake was rough—his hair closely cut, his face clean shaven, the collar of his shirt a blinding line of snow against his dark brown skin. Brady joined him.


  “Me too,” Brady echoed. “I’m ready.”


  She allowed herself the unabashed pleasure of taking them in, these tall and handsome men now exactly where and how she wanted them. They were hers now, and god, she needed them. Her body had been aching for release for so long that she’d almost forgotten what release felt like—but building a kingdom from the ground up had taken all her time, leaving nothing but the occasional fuck from whichever hookup app was the most convenient. But they never were satisfying—not satisfying the way that night had been three years ago. The night she’d never been able to truly hate or regret.


  Not really.


  Just as she could never really hate or regret knowing any of the men in front of her.


  “Good,” she said, the burning in her chest so hot she felt like she might catch fire. She needed to get control of the situation— and of herself most of all.


  She parted her legs in a deliberate movement that had all of the men going very still—the kind of stillness one associates with deadly animals and birds of prey. “Brady,” she said quietly. “On your knees.”


  Brady hesitated, but when Sarah pulled up her hem to reveal her bare pussy, a shudder passed through his entire body and he fell to his knees.


  “That’s right,” she said as he slid his large hands around her to cup her bottom. “Just like that . . . fuck. Fuck yes.”


  His surprisingly soft lips brushed against her exposed, swollen clit, and now it was her turn to shudder. She hadn’t had this in how long? Months at least, and even then, it hadn’t been this, the dual pleasure of having a willing mouth service her pussy while the men around her loomed with hungry expressions and ready erections, promising even more.


  And then Brady’s tongue breached her seam, and her head dropped back even as her hand wove through his thick blond hair to hold him more tightly to her.


  “Oh god, that feels so good. Lick me. Eat me.”


  Jake growled next to her, and she opened her eyes to see him close and furious . . . and jealous.


  She found she rather liked the idea of him being jealous.


  “Do you want to taste me?” she asked.


  His voice was rough and needy when he spoke. “I want to fuck you.”


  “When I say you can,” she said, and he scowled.


  “You’re so sexy when you’re unhappy,” she purred, running her fingers over his torso, enjoying the feel of the firm muscles underneath. “It’s honestly not much incentive for me to keep you otherwise.”


  His head ducked when her fingers reached his belt, and when she finally palmed the hardness there, his breathing gave a sharp jerk and started coming in uneven gasps. She laughed at the pain on his face when she pulled her hand away.


  God, the next month was going to be fun.


  “All of you undress,” she said. “I want to see you.”


  Brady scrambled to it, boyish and clumsy and seemingly just excited about the possibilities being naked would afford, and Marq undressed as he did everything—with care and deliberation. But Jake—Jake undressed with barely restrained rage, obviously furious at being directed to do something so humiliating, ripping off his tie and toeing off his shoes in jerky, powerful movements that had Sarah’s body responding immediately. She liked his power, his volatility. She liked that temper, that barely contained strength. She wanted it underneath her, moving between her thighs as she rode him, and she wanted that proud heart beating fast under her palm.


  If she hadn’t killed any such ideas inside herself three years ago, she might have believed she was in love with him. She might have believed she was in love with all of them, in different ways.


  Soon, the three men stood before her in nothing but muscles and gleaming skin, the malest parts of them standing at attention, rigid and swollen and tight. She almost had to catch her breath because the men were so beautiful, so sleek and strong and so very, very hers.


  She parted her legs again as a signal to Brady, and, good boy that he was, he knew what she wanted, and soon he was under the skirt of her dress giving her the relief she craved. “At night,” she said, struggling to keep her voice steady through the onslaught of sensation Brady was giving her, “I’ll expect help undressing. You may start now.”


  Marq got there first, reaching behind her neck and pulling her thick fall of hair to one side, careful not to snag any in her zipper as he tugged it down her back. They lifted the dress above her head, and soon she was only in stockings, heels, and a delicate lace bra that did nothing to hide the hard points of her nipples.


  Unable to resist the pulled furls and their ceaseless ache for touch, she cupped her breasts, and then was surprised and pleased to feel Jake yank her hands away and replace them with his own—as if he were even jealous of her touching herself. “These are mine,” he said on a groan, as their weight settled in his hands. “You are mine.”


  Her chest seared at the same time as her temper flared. “No, you are mine. Check the papers again, Costa.”


  His eyes burned into hers, and at that moment, Brady slid a finger inside her, working her from the inside as he returned his mouth to her clit. Sarah grabbed on to Jake’s arms for balance, her knees going weak, and Marq pressed in with kisses and nips along her neck.


  When the orgasm came, it ripped through her like a storm, and still her eyes never left Jake’s. Still he stared at her, like he could make her his if only he tried hard enough. There was something extremely compelling about that. Something that made her chest clench again.


  She rode out the orgasm clinging to Jake and with Marq’s mouth trailing kisses all over her shoulders and arms. When she finally finished, Jake surged forward, ready to fuck her. It had been like that three years ago too—what had started as her taking notes in a late-running executive evening had turned into a frantic, fumbling conflagration. And Jake had been the spark, the bellows, the everything that fanned each moment into flames.


  He still was, but this time she was in control. She put a hand on his chest to hold him back. “Marq,” she said. “There are condoms in the upper desk drawer.”


  She didn’t have to tell him twice—he got to the drawer and back as quickly as he could move, and she was waiting for him, squirming in anticipation as he rolled on the condom and moved between her legs.


  “Sarah,” Jake growled from beside her. His impatience thrilled her.


  “Only when I say you can,” she reminded him as Marq rubbed the slick, wide head of himself against her wet opening and she shivered.


  “I want to come again,” she told Marq.


  Marq’s face pinched in concentration as he eased himself inside, pushing inch by thick inch until he was completely buried. Brady, his mouth still wet from her, stood next to them, one big hand lazily working along his length as he watched his business partner stretch her cunt.


  But Jake didn’t touch himself or her. He stood completely still, every muscle etched in frustration, his dark eyes full of some emotion she couldn’t name. He watched as Marq fucked her hard against the desk, as Marq reached between them and rubbed her clit, as she came with a low moan and Marq followed her, pumping his release into the condom as he stopped moving and stared down where they were joined.


  When he pulled out, Jake grabbed her wrist, and there was a hectic hunger in his face. “Say it, Sarah,” he pleaded. “Let me fuck you.”


  Sated now, and deeply pleasured, she felt indulgent. There had been times when she imagined torturing him for hours—days even—keeping his cock hard and ready for her but not allowing him the privilege of her pussy until he’d begged and groveled. But there would be time yet for begging and groveling—she wanted to feel all that passion and pride underneath her now.


  “Put on a condom,” she said. “Then lie on the floor and wait for me.”


  It earned her a frown—Jake was a man who fucked on his feet, not on his back—but the delicious struggle between his ego and his need didn’t last long. And it was easy to see why: his cock was so hard that it had gone a dark red, the crown fat and shiny and wet, and he couldn’t even roll on the condom without hissing at his own touch. And his body was clenched so tight with restrained desire that even after he stretched out along her rug, his belly was ridged with hard, tense muscles.


  After stopping to whisper instructions to Brady and Marq, Sarah eased off the desk and walked over to the man who three years ago had given her a night of wickedness and then broken her heart. She stood over him, pressing a stockinged foot against his cock, which wrung a groan out of him, and then moved it up his muscled abdomen to his chest. She liked the way it looked and felt, her small foot framed by all that broad strength, her small foot keeping him pinned helplessly to the floor while his cock ached and bobbed at her nearness.


  Would she have always wanted this? Even if Jake and the others hadn’t treated her so indifferently, so coldly, after that night? Maybe she would have always eventually grown to crave the sight of a man trembling with fury and lust and defeat in front of her. And maybe it didn’t matter.


  “Get down here,” Jake said in a harsh voice, reaching to yank her down on top of him, and she let him, because she wanted to feel his strength, his desperate need.


  He hauled her against his chest, his hands threading through her hair and pulling her face close to his, taking her mouth in a kiss unlike any other she’d ever had. Mine, his mouth said, and mine, hers said back, not with words but with nips and silky, tangling tongues and quick, hungry breaths. She liked that battle, she liked the fight in him, and she liked it even more knowing that she would win. She would make this proud man hers—for the next month, at least.


  “Why are you doing this?” he asked again, breaking their kiss and raking a fierce gaze over her.


  “Because I want you,” she said honestly. “Because I wanted you three years ago and you didn’t want me, and I vowed that one day I’d change that.”


  His eyes searched hers. “We always wanted you, Sarah. I always wanted you. But we didn’t know how . . . It was the first time the three of us had been with a woman together, and we didn’t know how to be around each other after that, much less you. When you left . . .” His voice broke off. “When you left, I knew I’d ruined something important. I knew I’d fucked up in a way I’d regret forever.”


  Her breath caught. She’d honestly never thought about them, never considered that they’d crossed some personal Rubicons of their own that night. But it had all happened so fast, too fast, and there’d been no time for anything but finally touching and tasting and grabbing hold of the desire that had stalked the four of them since she started working there.


  “I’m sorry,” Jake admitted, and she heard the words echoed by Brady and Marq. “I’m sorry.”


  She didn’t answer. She couldn’t, and maybe she didn’t need to, at least not with her voice. She gave Jake a lingering bite on that full lower lip of his and then pushed herself onto the thick, latex-sheathed pole behind her.


  Jake’s back arched off the ground at the hot swallow of her cunt, and Sarah’s back arched too, her fingertips digging into the warmth of his chest, and this was a new Rubicon, right here, right now. Not forgiveness, maybe, but it wasn’t only revenge anymore either. With Jake as a steed of taut lust underneath her, and Marq at her side, kissing along her neck and fondling her full, aching breasts, and Brady behind her, a bottle of something from her drawer in hand—something better than forgiveness or revenge ignited between them.


  Something right.


  Jake’s large hands were gentling her thighs and hips as Brady began opening her ass with his fingers. She felt so full, so pampered, and when Brady pushed the slick, blunt head of his cock against her rear entrance, she felt no fear because these men were hers and they’d never hurt her.


  Brady’s legs tangled over Jake’s behind her, and then, with the same stretch and bite of pain she’d felt three years ago, she was cradling both of them inside her body. “Make me come,” she mumbled, shivering, sweating. “Make me come so hard I scream.”


  It didn’t take long. She slumped forward onto Jake’s naked chest as he and Brady found a rhythm that suited them, and she knew they wouldn’t last long either, not with how tight and hot and slick it was. Not with her squirming in agonized sensation between them and Marq fucking his fist as he bent over to kiss her everywhere. As the orgasm started so deep in her body that she was sure she’d break apart, Marq let go with a low grunt, hot stripes of his release painting her hips and the hair-dusted thighs of his friends.


  Sarah wailed against Jake’s chest as the first wave took her, her vision crowding with static and her blood pounding in her ears. She writhed between the two men, unable to bear it. It was too much, too much, and she felt like a leaf, fluttering wildly on the wind, helpless and out of control.


  The men did their best to soothe her, to hold her close and reassure her, but soon they came too—Brady with a series of fast thrusts and a low moan, and Jake with strong arms crushing her to his chest as he muttered a string of rough curses, his hips rolling up into her the entire time.


  And then it was done. They were spent, sweaty and clammy and lax, and they stayed for a moment that way, the three men cradling Sarah between them, dropping slow kisses along her back and neck and shoulders, until she could think clearly again.


  She lifted her head to meet Jake’s eyes, and what she saw there made her chest burn like it never had before.


  “Let’s go home,” he said in a low, graveled voice, and the men helped Sarah to her feet after cleaning up, and they dressed her, as tenderly and carefully as any attendants. And then they went home, where they had more than a night waiting for them. They had a month.


  And what a month it would be.


  JUST INAPPROPRIATE


  Alexa J. Day


  Watching him undress usually distracts me. It’s soothing, this part of our evening ritual. He silently empties his pockets and slides his belt free of the loops. I steal glances at his face in the mirror when I’m not studying the movement of his shoulders and back under that plain white shirt.


  Everything has its own place on the dresser. The worn leather wallet first, followed by an untidy mound of change. His keys form a pyramid next to them. The metal catch of his watchband snaps in the stillness, and he shakes it off his wrist before he sets it on top of the wallet. I think the watch face even points the same direction every night.


  I completed my part of the ritual when I stepped out of my shoes and hoisted myself onto the mattress. It probably doesn’t seem high up off the floor to him. People still ask if he played basketball here in the years before he joined the faculty. He does have that look about him. Long fingers and big, broad palms. The lean strength of him. Wavy brown hair and quick blue eyes.


  We’ll sit here for a little while, still mostly dressed on top of the navy-blue comforter, and we’ll talk about today’s unfinished business or the book on his nightstand. I’m surprised by how much I enjoy this winding down of the day. By the time he turns out the light and reaches for me, I feel like the two of us are a mated pair, alone together in the world. We’ll abandon our daylight selves and fall into each other, suddenly restless and ravenous.


  That’s how it usually works. Tonight, something’s in the way.


  The mattress dips beneath his weight as he sits on the edge to take off his shoes, and the pressure of unspoken words becomes more than I can stand.


  “That couple tonight.”


  He looks over his shoulder at me, his ankle on his knee. “What couple?”


  I wish I could let this go. “Older couple. Preppie clothes. Over by the bar.”


  “Oh. Those two.” He drops his socks right next to the hamper before joining me on the bed. “Looking at us.”


  “Yeah.” I ease over next to him, my hip against his. “You know them?”


  “No. You?”


  “No.” The nervous sound I make almost passes for laughter. “So if we don’t know them, there’s really only one reason they were staring at us like that.”


  I expect him to suggest another reason. He’s an eternal optimist, but not a clueless one, and if he didn’t know there was an elephant in every room we entered, we wouldn’t still be together. He knows this college town better than I do, though. Maybe they’re parents of students, or they’re alumni, or they’re interested in something other than my being a black woman sharing a tiny table in a darkened bar with a white man. I can still be wrong about all this.


  I’ve never brought this up during the evening ritual, and it feels blasphemous. I’m about to apologize for saying anything at all when he turns to me.


  “Have you considered that they think you’re too young for me?”


  His voice is firm, as it might be for a confident but misinformed student. If he weren’t smiling at me right now, his tone would give me a flashback to law school, which still has the power to haunt me after all these years. My face grows warm, just as it did then when easy answers deserted me under the scrutiny of my classmates and a stern professor.


  “Honestly,” he says, “that was the only thing I used to think when people stared at us.”


  “They think I’m too young for you.”


  He settles back onto the pillows and nods.


  His comfort in the brief silence stirs my curiosity. “Is that . . . something you think about?”


  “That you’re too young for me?” He grins at his own joke, no doubt waiting for me to protest that we are the same age.


  “A younger girl across the table. On your arm.”


  In his bed.


  His laughter is a rich, rolling wave. “I like this job. So no.”


  “Not like that.” I shift over onto my hip. His eyes slide over to me. “I’m not asking if you think about doing anything. I’m asking if you think about it generally.”


  “You want to know if I fantasize about younger girls.”


  “Not illegal. Just inappropriate.” I can’t believe how easily he’s guided me from casual racism to the content of his fantasies. “The thought doesn’t excite you?”


  Something darker waits back there, hidden away from me behind his placid eyes. I’ve been trying to get to his secret stash of fantasies for months, the closely guarded hoard of desires that he uses to gratify his powerful mind when he’s not in bed with me. He already knows everything I want. The dirty things I like to hear were just another language for him, something to practice and repeat until he achieved mastery of it, until even his thoughts were possessed by words no longer foreign.


  I want a chance to become fluent in his language, but first I must hear him speak it.


  His smile is almost innocent. “Not even a little.”


  It’s a badly constructed lie, but it’s served us both well. I am no longer thinking about that couple who stared at us, and soon we’re talking about that stupid reality show we’re supposedly too smart to watch.


  I think I love him. It’s too soon to say I love him.


  Before long, we’ve finished debating the relative merits of the two Chinese restaurants nearest his apartment and he shifts on the bed to rest his head on my shoulder. I stroke his hair. My fingertips slide over the firm waves, shot through with silver. His chest rises and falls on a deep breath.


  “It does excite me.”


  “What does?”


  The bed creaks underneath him until he’s sitting up again, looking down at me. Not a trace of a grin to lighten his expression this time.


  The weight of his confession rests on my chest. “I see.”


  “You know I—”


  I press my fingertips to his lips. “Don’t. Don’t be decent. Tell me.”


  He gazes up at the ceiling, his long fingers laced on his flat stomach, and his eyes drift shut. He’ll drop into that fantasy soon enough.


  Not soon enough for me.


  “That couple tonight.” I feel like a hypnotist or something, weaving a seductive suggestion. “Let’s say you’re right.”


  His mouth curves into a wicked grin, and dark lashes flutter on his cheek.


  “They think that girl you’re with is too young.”


  “She is. Way too young.”


  I want to see the girl across the table, and I’m surprised when my thoughts produce someone who looks like Alice in Wonderland. A wide-eyed blonde, someone as far removed from me as this behavior would have been from mine when I was her age.


  “How does it feel, robbing the cradle?”


  “Scandalous. They don’t like it. But as long as she wants it, they can’t stop me.”


  I stretch my legs out alongside his. He reaches for me. His big palm slides over the curves of my calf and thigh before it settles behind my knee.


  “And she wants it?”


  “Oh yes. Very much.”


  I see all of it now. The awestruck girl across the table from him. A disapproving couple who can’t stop my professor boyfriend from fucking her. My pulse quickens.


  “They wonder what you’re doing with a girl that young.”


  “They know what I’m doing with her.” Illicit desire darkens his voice. “They know.”


  “How did this start? I know she didn’t seduce you.”


  “No. No, she didn’t.”


  “Tell me about the first time you kissed her.” I bite back the suggestions that bloom in my imagination. This world and this girl belong to him. I’m a visitor in the darkened corner of his mind, my hands squeezed between my thighs.


  “She’s in my office. I’m the only one in the department with hours on Friday afternoon. We’re alone up here. We’re on the same side of the desk so I can see her notes.”


  She’s not just a girl. She’s a student. Ever present but forbidden. And yet here she is with him in that narrow, paper-strewn space. His sleeves rolled up over his forearms. Her hands trembling on his chest even as she reaches up to meet his kiss. And they’re alone. He wouldn’t even have to shut the door.


  “She’s had boys before, guys her age.” His warm voice curls around me as I watch her touch her lips to his. “She wants more. She doesn’t know what yet. Something they can’t give her because they don’t know how.”


  “But you can.” I link my fingers with his. “You know what she wants.”


  I know it, too. She wants more than the hot, rhythmic grunting of a mindless partner, pawing at her with sticky hands and growling demands for baseless adulation. I know she wants more than that because I’ve had more than that. This girl’s longing is nameless but real enough to burn.


  “Her tongue. She holds it at the back of her mouth when she kisses.” The pressure of his hand on mine increases. “Her lips. Tight together. Like she’s holding something in her mouth and doesn’t want it to escape.”


  “Tight around your cock, too.” It’s the first thing in my mind, and I can’t stop it from spinning out into speech.


  He sighs. “She’s hungry. Greedy. After that first time, she can’t get enough. God. She’ll go all night.”


  He falls silent again, this fantasy gliding to a stop. My mouth is open to encourage him when he opens his eyes. His arms wind around me, and I see myself reflected in his gaze. Not the world-weary attorney ready to take command.


  A youthful girl, her smooth brown face uncreased and open. Starving for something she’s never tasted.


  I’m not young like that. I was never young like that.


  When he slides the tip of his tongue over my lips, I open for him. But just enough.


  His arms tighten around me as his tongue teases me. I will my hands to rest on his shoulders when everything in me wants more. His broad back, the long column of his neck.


  But this youthful stranger he sees in me, she doesn’t know about all that. She doesn’t yet understand that she can take as much pleasure from him as he will seek from her.


  He works his thigh between mine. “Open for me. Arms around me.”


  My skirt rides up as I comply with a slowness that makes us both ache. His mouth is working behind my ear, the heat of his breath setting me aflame. I rock my mound against his thigh. Friction rises between the soft fabric that separates us.


  “Good girl.” He kisses me again. He’s more assertive now, all but challenging me. Coyly, I flick my tongue at his from the back of my mouth.


  He pulls away, grinning triumphantly. Finally. All the lingering glances, the subtle exchange of warmth and attention, the spark of curiosity just bright enough to lead this girl into his forbidden embrace. Into this fantasy where no one can stop him but her.


  I turn into his palm when he caresses my face. His thumb strokes my lips, and soon he’s easing it gradually over the swollen flesh into my mouth. I take his wrist in both hands and watch his eyes darken with hunger as I slide my tongue back over the pad of his thumb.


  Damn if I don’t feel it now myself. Young. Wanting so much to please this man. Wanting everything he can give me. Wanting it all now.


  Smiling around his thumb, I tug playfully at his shirt. He unfolds himself from me to undress. I get off the bed to follow suit.


  This won’t be the first time I’ve stripped for him. I usually stand close enough to tease him, my thighs and my ass not quite close enough for him to touch or to bite.


  Tonight, the young, timid girl inside me reaches to turn out the light.


  “Don’t. Let me see you.”


  I withdraw my hand, glance at him over my shoulder. The shadow of this forbidden desire has changed him. He’s unfamiliar now, in his nakedness, although I’ve seen him like this uncounted times. Giving in to this temptation has made him seem stronger. Powerful.


  “That’s right,” he whispers. “Let me see you.”


  The sound of his voice reaches into my very center, and I need to obey. I face him when I pull my top off over my head. The last time I did it so slowly was a lifetime ago. I feel him watching me, his fantasy undressing for him. I fumble with the skirt before I push it over my hips. He strokes his erection and sighs as I reach behind my back for my bra hooks.


  My panties are sticking to my overheated flesh when I peel them off. His breath catches as I step out of them. He easily closes the distance between us and bends for another kiss.


  I part my lips just a little more than before, and his tongue pushes boldly into me. His hands smooth my hair. When I slide my arms around his bare shoulders, he pulls me to him, trapping his hard-on between us.


  My whimper into his mouth is genuine.


  “You taste sweet.” His fingertips trace my spine, raising goose bumps on my arms. “Do you like this?”


  “Very much.”


  “Want more? Tell me.”


  “I want more.” He kisses me obligingly. His big hands cup my ass, and I rub my breasts wantonly against him as if I’ve never felt his coarse hair on my nipples before.


  My mask slips for a second when his palm engulfs the back of my head. I kiss him hard, eagerly claiming him. He moans into my mouth.


  He lets me kiss him like that, enjoying the sudden wellspring of desire, before he takes my hands loosely in his. I let him lower me to my knees, where I brace my hands against his thighs. The head of his cock bobs before me, and I look up at him as I wet my lips. The sight of him, gazing hungrily down at the young girl he’s seduced, melts something inside me. I trace the head of his cock with my tongue. Once. Again. Then I wrap my lips around him, tightly.


  He sighs. I take hold of his shaft with both hands and squeeze. He moans, pushes his hips toward me.


  Here on my knees I can feel myself embody this young girl more than ever. His cock in my mouth, filling it. His body straining above me. On any other night, he’d fuck my mouth greedily, taking everything I offered him. Now, with this girl, he’s forced to call on exquisite patience. He must control himself because she can’t yet control him. I can practically hear his teeth grinding.


  I let him ease back into my mouth, lifting my tongue beneath him, like I’ve never taken so much. His head nudges the roof of my mouth.


  I moan around him. I try to adopt an uncertainty I have never felt with him. He answers me.


  “You’re so good, baby.” He rocks into me and back again. “So good.”


  I swirl my tongue over and around him, slowly, hesitantly, as if I don’t know the way.
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