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Céalm‘er One

“Why won’t you simply die?”

Beth woke with a scream, her heart pounding heavily in
her chest and the image of cruel, icy blue eyes following her
from the dream. She forced herself to breathe, slow, measured
breaths. A full moon illuminated her small room and she took
comfort in the familiar surroundings: the clothes she’d neatly
folded on her ladder-back chair, the handmade stationery
neatly stacked on her small writing table, the colorful quilt
she’d sewn herself, folded on her small wooden chest at the
foot of her bed. The window threw an oblong square of moon-
light on the smooth plank floor, showing her hand-braided rag
rug. Everything was as it should be. It even smelled homey
and familiar, like oatmeal soap and lavender.

It was all right. She was all right. Her heartbeat resumed
its natural rhythm.
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She was on the Compound, and everything was exactly as
it should be.

She stood up on shaking legs, making her way toward the
large open window and breathing in the summer night air,
thick with humidity and heat. She hugged herself, shiver-
ing despite the temperature. Judging from the position of
the moon, she’d say it was some time after midnight, maybe
even closer to one or two in the morning.

Hiking up the hem of her long-sleeved nightgown, she
stepped over the window ledge, putting a bare foot out on
the soft grass. She hadn’t had the nightmare in years, but
she knew that dread usually followed in its wake. She did not
want to be confined in her room when the claustrophobic
feeling of fear struck.

She walked toward the woods, glancing at the darkened
buildings around her. The women’s dormitory was pitch-
black, with most of the windows not only shut but shuttered,
despite the heat. The men’s dormitory across the Commons
was a mirror image. The Dining Hall was completely still:
it wouldn’t be used for hours. The burnished metal Bell of
Hours hung by the raised dais in the middle of the Commons,
mute and glinting dull and ponderous in the moonlight. Even
the stately Founders’ House was dark and silent. She pushed
past all of it to the nearby woods, looking around cautiously
as she took hasty, quiet steps.

Once she was enveloped by the dark shadows of the trees,
she breathed a little easier, feeling some of the tension retreat
from between her shoulder blades. A little zing of excitement
shot through her, something she’d forgotten. It had been a
long time since she’d sneaked out of her room at night for a
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forest stroll. She tried so hard to obey all the tenets of belief
the Founders had laid down, since it seemed to her they asked
so little, and she received so much in return. But this was
such a little transgression, she felt sure that even the strict
Founders might understand.

She had a secret, favorite place: a meadow, carpeted in
downy soft grass, dotted with beautiful wildflowers in
yellow and purple and blue. Nestled in the heart of the forest
that the Compound’s high barbed-wire fence encircled, the
meadow was her sanctuary-within-a-sanctuary, a place she
could be totally alone. And safe. She would sit on the soft
grass, amidst the daisies and wild roses, and just smile at the
sheer, simple pleasure of it all.

Her life revolved around small, simple pleasures.

She was just to the edge of the clearing when a male voice
pierced the night air.

“There you are.”

Beth froze. The fear she’d been gradually letting go of
leaped forward in a wave, clenching her heart in a strangle-
hold.

Then, she heard a husky feminine laugh. “Here [ am.”

Beth’s heart restarted with the force of a cannon. She hadn't
been discovered, as she’d feared. The male voice wasn’t even
talking to her.

Cautiously, she hid behind a thick, gnarled oak, peering
out into the moon-drenched field.

The couple was already in the meadow, standing in front
of each other, laughing and speaking in low voices that Beth
could still hear clearly.

“I can'’t believe you're here.”
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“I can’t believe I'm here!”

The man leaned forward, running his fingers through
her long hair. Then he brought her face close to his and they
stood there for a long moment, the soft, moist sound of their
kisses blending with the night sounds of nature.

Beth stared, unable to move, barely able to breathe. All
thoughts of retreat vanished in a blink.

After a few minutes, the woman made a low moan of need,
her hands rubbing along the man’s arms, her fingers digging
into his shoulders. She pressed closer to him, her body mold-
ing against his, and his moan was an echo of hers. Their kiss
grew more insistent, hungrier. His hand slid down from her
hair to her throat, then moved to cup one of her breasts. The
woman broke apart from him, gasping. “Henry,” she mur-
mured, stroking his face.

Beth’s mouth fell open. Goodman Henry? He was one of
the younger male Penitents, perhaps in his late thirties. And
she thought she recognized the woman’s voice now as well.
Goodmaid Lydia. Lydia had only been in the Compound for
a year or so and mostly kept to herself. Beth didn’t know her
very well.

Apparently, Beth didn’t really know her at all.

How long has this been going on? Beth wondered, peering
intently, disbelief adding to her chaotic tumble of fear and
anger and shock.

Henry sucked at Lydia’s neck, and her fingers crept to the
buttons on her nightgown, undoing them slowly, whether out
of seduction or unsure fingers, Beth couldn’t tell. Henry con-
tinued his slow savoring, even as he removed his hand from
Lydia’s breast long enough for her to open the gown, slipping
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it off one shoulder. Her skin glowed like fresh cream in the
moonlight, her red hair leached of color, looking almost as
black as Beth’s own. Henry’s hand moved back to Lydia’s
breast, covering it, squeezing it. Lydia slipped the other
side of the gown off, letting the heavy garment slide to the
flare of her hips. She wore no bra. Beth could see the naked
curve of her back, the slight shadow of her buttocks emerg-
ing from the pooled nightgown. Henry let out a growl of
approval as he kissed her shoulders, holding her tight.

Beth held her breath. She barely recognized the rough feel
of bark beneath her fingertips, as she clung to the tree for
stability, feeling suddenly dizzy.

Now Henry moved lower, his mouth going to where his
hand had been, turning the two of them in the process.
From this angle, Lydia’s nipple was sharply outlined in
the moonlight. Beth could see the slow lapping motion of
Henry’s tongue as he teased Lydia’s areola, licking at the
nipple itself, coaxing it with light, flicking motions until it
pointed. Lydia’s breathing sped up, and her fingers went
to work on Henry’s shirt, finally giving in to impatience
and tugging at it. He laughed, an almost feral sound, and
stopped what he was doing long enough to yank the shirt
over his head, tossing it to the ground. All that was left was
his pajama bottoms. Lydia slid her naked torso along his,
and he closed his eyes, tilting his head back, his voice a low,
unintelligible sound of torturous pleasure. His fingertips
dug into Lydia’s hips, raising them to meet the thrusting
motion of his pelvis. Then, gently, he nudged her gown, let-
ting it fall the rest of the way to the grass.

Lydia wore nothing underneath, Beth noticed immediately.
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Her buttocks were full and curved, shaped like a teardrop.
Lydia sighed as Henry’s hands roamed over her sloped hips,
flexing experimentally. “Your turn,” she said, her whisper
carrying to Beth’s burning ears.

Lydia reached for the drawstring of his pants, undoing the
knot slowly. Henry’s face was drawn, like a man straining
under a heavy load, as her fingers finally undid the fastener
and she ran her fingers beneath the fabric. “Don’t tease,” he
growled.

“Just taking my time,” Lydia countered, her voice full of
mischief. “But if you're in sucharush...”

With a quick motion, she stripped off his pants, and Beth
stifled a gasp. She saw the jutting silhouette of his penis,
pointing at Lydia. Beth bit her lip, her eyes widening. She
couldn’t make out details, but even this dark glimpse was
more of a man than she’d ever seen in her life.

Her breasts suddenly felt heavy, her nipples throbbing
with an almost painful ache. She barely registered the damp-
ness growing between her legs.

Beth was only consciously aware of two things. First, that
what she was watching was not only against the rules of the
Penitents, but also one of their most severely punishable of-
fenses. Beth ought to flee from being even tangentially re-
lated to the act that was occurring.

Her second thought, however, was that she could not force
her body to move from the spot, nor stop from witnessing
the sexual drama unfolding before her.

“I've wanted your cock all week,” Lydia said.

“Has your pussy missed me?” Henry’s hand disappeared
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between Lydia’s thighs. “Yes. Yes, I can see it has. It’s nice
and wet.”

“Just for you,” Lydia breathed. “Fuck me, Henry. I want
to feel your rock-hard cock stroking against my clit, pound-
ing into me.”

“It drives me crazy when you talk like that,” Henry re-
sponded. “I never even knew—"

His sentence was interrupted by a groan when Lydia knelt
down in front of him. Her lips circled his erection and she
lapped at him as if he were some delectable dessert. His
hands bunched in fists by his thighs as she cupped his balls,
taking him even deeper into her mouth. He rocked his body
forward, pressing toward her in a hypnotic rhythm.

Beth rubbed her damp palms against her nightgown, inad-
vertently pushing the coarse fabric against her all-too-sensi-
tive thighs. Her breathing was uneven. Her heart threatened
to beat out of her chest.

Lydia stopped, leaning back against the soft grass. “Now,”
she said, her legs spread wide.

Henry needed no further encouragement. His erection
bounced jauntily as he covered her, his hand moving be-
tween them, positioning his cock at her opening. They both
moaned as he slid into her, his hips meshing with hers. His
hand stayed between them, moving industriously.

Lydia’s head rolled from side to side, her eyes closed, her
mouth open in a wide “0” of pleasure. “Yes, oh, please . . .” she
chanted, and her legs moved higher on his hips as he began to
thrust into her with slow, measured motions.

He leaned forward, taking one of her breasts into his
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mouth, never missing stride. Lydia cried out in obvious
release, her legs wrapping around his waist and her pelvis
bucked against him as he plunged into her.

Beth leaned against the tree, breathing as if she were run-
ning in a marathon. Her stomach was clenched in a hard ball.
She pressed her thighs together tightly, trying to stop the
throbbing that was building. Her breasts tingled, her nipples
hard against her nightgown. Hormones that she’d thought
she’d successfully forced into hibernation through years of
hard labor and absence of temptation suddenly sprang to life.

Despite the fact she was a virgin, she wanted sex . . . hard,
driving, consuming sex.

She shivered, clenching her teeth. The hunger was almost
unbearable, and she pressed her shoulder against the bark,
slouching like a drunkard, unable to keep her feet as the
wash of desire hit her like a tidal wave.

Lydia was gyrating her hips, her breathing short and stac-
cato as machine gun fire. “Deeper,” she chanted. “I want to
teel your cock all the way inside me.”

Henry complied, lifting her legs until they were hooked
over his shoulders. “Youfeel . .. so...damned good,” he said,
the muscles of his torso shifting and his buttocks clenching
and unclenching as he plowed into her, his balls bouncing
against her buttocks. “That’s it, baby. Take me in.”

Lydia shifted as well, her pelvis arching to meet his every
thrust. His face grew harsh with concentration, and she was
muttering incoherently, pinching and kneading her breasts
as her hips moved wildly against him. His hips rocked for-
ward and back, his hands holding her waist and pulling her
to meet his every plunging motion.
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“Harder!” Lydia cried out. “Oh, Henry, fuck me harder!”

Henry groaned, his hips slamming against her, the slap-
ping sound of their flesh getting louder.

“More!”

Lydia moved her legs from his shoulders, back to his
waist. She sat up, clutching at him. He pulled her, and she
was straddling him, the two of them sitting face to face. Her
legs wrapped around him, and it was as if she were trying
to meld with him. They kissed fiercely, tongues mating as
their hips bucked and twisted against each other, the sound
of their moaning and panting speeding uncontrollably.

Beth’s hand crept to the juncture of her thighs, barely
brushing her clit where it stood at attention beneath her
layers of clothing. It had been a long time since she’'d grati-
fied herself . . . since she’d felt the need to. She watched as
Lydia and Henry mated like wild animals, clawing at each
other, their hips like pistons against each other as they sought
their fulfillment. The sound of their frenzied sex only fueled
Beth’s need.

Lydia screamed out, a rippling cry. Soon after, Henry re-
sponded with a thick groan of triumph. Beth breathed heav-
ily, tension and frustration lashing her like a whip. She bit the
back of her wrist, the pain blotting out some of the need.

Lydia and Henry stayed joined for a long time, their
breathing harsh and loud. Then Lydia stilled. “Did you hear
something?”

Beth forced herself to hold her breath, keeping as still as
the tree she was propped up against.

Henry was motionless, like a rabbit sensing a hawk. Then
he shook his head. “Probably nothing,” he said, but his voice
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sounded unconvinced. “Still . . . I guess we ought to be get-
ting back.”

“Already? I don’t know that I'm done with you tonight.”

“It’s dangerous,” Henry reminded her.

“That’s part of the fun.”

Henry’s heavy sigh filled the meadow. “Once is enough
for now.”

Lydia stood up, her weight heavy on one hip, her arms
folded. “Are you sorry I asked you to join me?”

“No, of course not,” he said, but he was quickly slipping
his pants on. “I'm just being careful.”

There was a moment of silence.

“You know,” Lydia commented, “you’re not the only one
that can satisfy me.”

Henry stopped in the act of tying his drawstring. “I can
only imagine you've found other men in this Compound to
... fuck.”

Beth inhaled sharply, surprised by the sharpness of their
exchange, especially after what should have been a tender,
heartfelt act.

Lydia laughed her husky laugh. “What makes you think
it’saman?”

Henry frowned, puzzled. “You mean . . . wait. What do
you mean?”’

“You were sheltered even before you joined this group,
weren't you?” Lydia’s voice sounded both condescending
and yet fond. “I mean a woman, Henry. I've definitely found
pleasure with another woman.”

“A ... woman ... Henry’s voice made the word sound
foreign.
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If Beth had been shocked by the goings-on in her meadow,
now she was positively floored.

Lydia chuckled, reaching out to stroke the diminishing
bulge in Henry’s pants. “Can’t you imagine,” she purred.
“Another woman, her breasts stroking against mine . . . her
tongue delving deep into my pussy . . . her clit sliding along
mine?”” Her voice went breathless just describing it, and her
eyes went low lidded.

“You wouldn't find anyone here,” Henry protested, but
Beth could tell he had already pictured the scenario in his
mind. His cock, which had been slowly going flaccid, sud-
denly started showing signs of life.

“I already have,” Lydia said.

“Who?”

“Never mind. If things work out, maybe you'll meet her.”
She released his drawstring. “Maybe more than meet her, if
you can make it worth my while.”

“You're wicked.” Henry sounded admiring . . . and a little
frightened.

“I know.” To Beth’s surprise, Lydia actually sounded a
little saddened by that. “But as long as we're careful, we can
have whatever we want.”

She pushed his pants down, stroking his cock back to
life. Then she tugged him back down to the ground, roll-
ing him onto his back before straddling his newly engorged
penis, sighing with pleasure as she slid over him. She started
riding him with deliberate motions, her hips circling ever so
slightly. He groaned with pleasure.

Get out of here.

Beth waited until the couple was well and truly occupied
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with their own pleasure, the sounds of their sex covering the
muffled steps of Beth’s careful escape. She made her way
back to the women’s dormitory quickly, her heart still trip-
hammering in her chest. She climbed back into her windows,
closing her shutters and barring them.

It wasn't like she didn’t know about sex. After ten years
in her stepmother’s palace, she had seen acts of depravity
much worse, in the ballrooms, private chambers, even the
very hallways. But despite that exposure, her body had never
actually felt the pressure of a man’s penis, pressing into her
hungry flesh, filling her. Fulfilling her. She had come close
to the sensation once, with one of the Queen’s guards—a
stolen moment that had ended in tragedy, when the Queen
herself stepped in on the passionate interlude.

In the darkness, Beth huddled on her bed, hugging her
knees to her chest.

In the ten years since she had joined the Penitents, she
had willingly, even eagerly, embraced their tenets of ab-
stinence and strict gender separation. She had buried her
needs in the physical demands of their agricultural life:
churning, weaving, washing, cooking. She made herself an
exemplary Penitent, never giving them reason to question
her . . . or her past.

But now, witnessing one stolen moment, it felt like flood-
gates had burst somewhere inside her. She realized that all of
her physical labor had been in an attempt to ignore the in-
evitable burning desire that always simmered just under the
surface. As long as she could pretend that sex didn't exist, she
could barely hold on to the illusion she’d crafted for herself.
But now, confronted with it so visually, the longings she’'d
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locked up refused to be ignored. She wasn't sure what it would
take to dam up the flood of needs that she’d been keeping at
bay for ten long years.

Worse, she didn’t know what might happen if she found
someone who called to her unspoken hunger before she could
get it back under control.
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Stephen Trent sat in the dining hall of the Compound, won-
dering what the hell he was doing there, or, more important,
how the hell he was going to get out.

I’'m going to kill Randall when I get back to the office.

Randall was his editor, and, generally, adamned good one.
However, he had no idea what dope the man was smoking to
consider this bunch of yahoos a dangerous cult, one worthy
of his best reporter’s time. Personally, Stephen suspected
that Randall was punishing him for the bills he racked up
on his last assignment. Infiltrating a jet-setting millionaire’s
fight club in Manhattan did not come cheap, and Stephen
had spent a bundle on clothes, booze, strippers, and travel,
just to fit in. He’d maxed out his expense account, and Ran-

dall had burst a blood vessel.

Stephen wasn’t going to be spending a dime here, since one
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of the tenets of belief was no real property. Stephen didn’t
even have his wallet. He felt naked without it. Which was a
neat trick, considering the heavy, long-sleeved, high-collared
clothes and hat he was being forced to wear.

He took a deep breath, inhaling the rich aromas of the plate
of food in front of him. Ham steaks in a savory gravy, fluffy
mashed potatoes, broccoli and cauliflower with some kind
of cheese sauce. Light-as-air yeast rolls, slathered in butter.
Some kind of custard pudding, crusted with brown sugar.

You might not be able to have sex in this joint, but appar-
ently there was no sin in cholesterol. He bit into a roll, sigh-
ing with pleasure. And let me say amen to that.

As he tucked into his savory fare, he glanced up at the plat-
form in the front of the dining hall. A broad table stretched
out on 1t, and seated there were the seven Founders, the old
guys who thought up this cozy little corner of abstinence. All
dressed in black, they looked like Amish versions of Johnny
Cash. They took themselves very seriously, he noticed. Too
bad Stephen was having a hard time doing the same.

He'd only gotten there this morning, but from what he
could see, the place was like a Quaker theme park. Every-
one was pleasant, smiling, calling each other the archaic
“Goodman” or “Goodmaid.” Although, technically, Good-
men weren't supposed to speak to Goodmaids ever, or so he
was instructed during orientation. Right now, he was sitting
on the right side of the building, with the rest of the men,
while the women were seated on the left side. The men got
their food first; the women did all the cooking and serving.
Apparently, they did all the cleaning, too. Women were also
not allowed to leave the Compound, ever, for any reason,
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and certainly were prohibited from having any contact with
outsiders, especially men. On the other side of the coin, the
Penitent Goodmen had to leave the Compound, and work
in the mines during the day, turning over their paychecks
to the Founders. Traditional gender roles took on a whole
new meaning here. Men brought home the bacon, women
cooked it, and any talk of househusband or working woman
was heresy. Still, nobody seemed to mind.

In fact, they were so cheerful, Stephen was starting to
wonder if maybe the seven Founders weren’t tossing Prozac
in with the well water.

He grimaced in frustration, cleaning his plate and going
for the custard. He figured he’d kill a couple of weeks here,
gain a couple of pounds, and see if he could cobble together
something about the quaint little throwback community that
valued hard work with a cheerful smile over the evils of the
city. It'd be a snore, but at least it would get him out of here.

One of the Founders stood up.

“I am Founder Amos,” the man said, pushing his wire-
rimmed glasses up on his bulbous nose. “I'd like to open by
welcoming our newcomers to the Penitents. You have made
the choice to join us, and stand apart from the temptations
and downfalls of the world outside. . . .”

Stephen tuned him out, already familiar with the basic
tenets: no sex, no drink, no drugs, no excess, lots of physical
work. Follow the rules or else, yadda, yadda, yadda. Despite
Amos’s mild tone and even milder exterior, Stephen did have
to give the guy credit for having a compelling speaking voice.
Obviously, he was the leader, the brains of the organization.
Stephen did a quick visual perusal of the rest of the crew. The
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only other one that stood out was a menacing guy on the end,
Founder Robert. Robert had been the one that greeted the
busload of newcomers, including Stephen, when they’d first
arrived. “Welcomed” would have been too warm a word for
Robert’s form of introduction. The guy looked like a cross
between an Amish farmer and a dockyard enforcer, easily six
foot two and pure stocky muscle. Robert had made it clear to
Stephen and his fellow new recruits that breaking the tenets
of faith would not be tolerated, and then sent over a chilling
smile when he pointed out that he himself was in charge of
doling out punishment.

If Amos was the brains, Robert was evidently the brawn.

Stephen found his gaze wandering over to the other side
of the building, where the women were sitting. They were a
study in drab, all wearing long-sleeved, high-necked button-
up dresses, in shades running the gamut from gray to black.
They wore wimple-styled veils, allowing not even a wisp of
bang to show. Nobody wore makeup.

Obviously, with these obstacles, it’d be hard for a woman
to look her best, Stephen realized. But the deep frowns that
most of the women sported did not help matters. They were
listening to Amos’s speech as if he were revealing the secret
of life. It was sad, really. Stephen was about to turn his atten-
tion back to the Founder’s speech when he realized that not
all the women were staring at Amos with rapt attention.

His gaze locked with a pair of violet blue eyes, staring right
back at him from under a fringe of long ebony lashes.

It was like slipping and falling on a frozen lake: he felt
numb, and he struggled to breathe, as if the wind had been
knocked out of him.
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She was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen, and
considering the paper’s ever-growing coverage of starlets
and celebutantes, he’d seen plenty, splashed across the pages
of the newspaper. But initially, it wasn’t even the beauty of
her face that caught his attention. It was the way she looked
at him. Part fear, part longing, part pure sexual heat. She
looked at him like he was a tall, cool glass of water, and she
was dying of thirst. His cock stiffened from the look in her
eyes alone.

It took her a second to look away. When she did, he finally
took in the rest of her appearance. Her face was a perfect
porcelain oval, with impossibly high cheekbones, delicately
arched eyebrows, and full lips that were red as crushed rasp-
berries, looking twice as delicious. Her hair was hidden
behind a charcoal gray veil, and she wore a muted brown
dress that was obviously a bit baggy on her. Still, he could see
the delicate line of her swanlike neck before it was hidden by
her collar, and the curve of her chin was gently sculptured.
She smoothed down her veil with her hands. Her fingers
were long, “piano-playing hands,” as his family would say.
Even her innocent gesture was graceful.

Founder Amos’s voice had become a dull, incoherent buzz.
The drab environment seemed to gray out completely, leav-
ing only her, in a circle of light.

She must have felt the intensity of his stare. Either that, or
the desire he’d seen in her eyes compelled her to look back at
him again. Her next look was fleeting, but packed a punch.
Just as quickly as she’d glanced, she looked away, and he saw
the point of her pink tongue lick her full lower lip nervously.

His body went completely hard in a rush, all his muscles
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tightening, his heart rate increasing like a train picking up
momentum.

Who the hell is this woman, and how 1is she doing this to me?
He hadn't felt this quickly out of control ever, not even as a
teen. This was unprecedented.

No woman had ever given him a raging hard-on just from
looking at him, for Christ’s sake.

He wanted to stand up, walk over to her. Ask her for her
name. See if she wanted to have dinner sometime, maybe a
drink or three. Check out his apartment . . . until breakfast.
He’d never been so ham-handed when it came to finess-
ing women, but then again, women hadn’t complained. On
the contrary, he’d had more lovers than he was necessarily
proud to remember, and more times than not, they’d ap-
proached him.

But this woman wasn't hitting on him. She wasn’t playing
deliberately coy. She wasn'’t playing at all. It was the naked,
raw emotion in her eyes that attracted him, he realized. In a
line of work where his job was listening to lies and fighting
for truth, he found her clear and honest reaction not only rare,
but intoxicating. He could be wrong, of course. She could be
one of the world’s best undiscovered actresses. But as a re-
porter, he trusted his instincts, and as a man, he trusted his
body. Both knew that the woman was genuine.

His instincts trusted her.

His body wanted her.

“I cannot stress this enough. No male and female interac-
tions of any sort are permitted in the Compound.” Founder
Amos’s voice shifted from gentle to reprimanding, from
camp leader to parole officer. The change was dramatic, and
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startling. Stephen pried his gaze from the blue-eyed woman
long enough to see Amos glaring at him specifically. Stephen
winced: he was busted. By the top dog, no less.

When was the last time a woman had managed to distract
him from his work?

Easy enough to answer. Women never distracted him from
his work. After all these years, he’d gained more satisfaction
from his articles than from his affairs.

“There are certain specific interactions that are obviously
taboo,” Amos continued, his face pruning up at even the tan-
gential reference to sex. “But beyond . . . that, there is strict
gender segregation here. Men and women do not eat together,
work together, or converse in any prolonged manner. Side by
side, we live, but we maintain constant vigilance.”

Stephen fought to stay focused, but his wayward eyes kept
wanting to look back, see if she were still staring at him. He
wanted to study her face. There was something about her.
Something captivating. Something magical.

His eyes narrowed abruptly.

Something familiar.
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Beth was breathing hard by the time she’d made it back to
her darkened room. She shut the door, putting a hand on her
heart, feeling the pulsing beat beneath her palm pounding
out a fierce rhythm.

Who was that man?

She closed her eyes, picturing his face like it was burned on
her memory. Mussed dirty-blond hair. His face looked chis-
eled out of marble, harsh planes and hard angles. Buthe didn’t
look like most of the other men that joined the Penitent com-
pound. Most of the Newcomers who showed up were older,
their faces permanently creased with bitterness, anger, and
guilt. Some had looked at her with desire before, but it was
always mixed in with a chaotic blend of embarrassment and
disgust. In him, she’d seen none of that. His eyes were a deep,
smoky greenish gray, like moss, and his lips were full and sen-
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sual in a purely masculine sense. He was ruggedly handsome,
and although he was obviously strong, she sensed something
lighter in him. The way he’d bitten into his dinner roll and
smiled . . . she’d forgotten all about her own food when she
saw the small ghost of a smile, the way he’d closed his eyes.
He could just as easily be angry, she sensed, but he was obvi-
ously capable of happiness, lightness, a sense of humor.

She didn’t realize just how appealing that trait could be in
aman.

Beyond his face, she could tell that his body was impres-
sive. He stretched out the cotton of his Oxford shirt with
the telltale yoke of muscles that suggested broad, muscular
shoulders. His hands looked strong, capable.

She swallowed hard, just thinking about his hands.

She paced around her small room in her bare feet, spas-
modically clasping her hands in fists by her side. Her body
felt like it was on fire.

She didn’t even know his name, but it didn’t matter. She
wanted his touch, more than she’d wanted anything in a
long, long time.

She considered going for another walk, but it was too early.
Someone might see her. Besides, the way her luck was going,
she might run into Henry and Lydia again—and her already
hair-trigger system did not need another sensual slap. If she
didn’t get some kind of release, she thought she’d go mad.

She took off her day dress, standing in just her white
cotton bra and panties. She was about to pull on her night-
gown when she realized she was all alone in her room. No
one else would come in.

There was a way she could get some relief.
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She took a deep breath, then took off her bra and panties,
feeling the still, hot air of her room on her naked skin. It felt
lurid, but at the same time, her excitement increased slightly.
She put her chair under the doorknob, jamming her door
shut, just in case there was a bed check. Then she climbed
on top of her covers, stretching out on her bed.

Technically, the Penitents frowned on any sort of sexual
activity . . . even if there was only one participant. Self-grati-
fication was a lack of self-control. She didn’t indulge often,
especially since she was usually able to wear herself out with
the sheer physical labor of her daily chores. But tonight was
an exception.

She shook her hair across the pillow, feeling its silki-
ness creep along her flesh. It hung beneath her waist by this
point, but she normally had it pinned up and out of the way.
Now, she luxuriated in the silky feel of it, cool against her hot
skin. She stroked her hands down her neck, slowly stroking
her breasts, circling them slightly. Abruptly, she thought of
the man’s hands, and she closed her eyes, imagining he was
touching her. She shifted her direction, her palms cupping
her breasts, her thumbs stroking along the sensitive bumpy
skin of her nipples. She felt a flare of heat shoot through her,
from her areolae straight down to the juncture of her thighs.
Her breathing hitched slightly.

She wanted him. She wanted to feel him.

One hand continued to work at her breast, while her right
hand smoothed down the plane of her stomach, feeling her
pubic curls twining around her fingers. She stroked down
the damp slot, parting the thick outer folds of skin until she
reached the delicate inner petals of her vulva. Her clitoris
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was a semi-erect bump. She stroked it gently, placing a finger
to either side of it and twiddling it with gradually increasing
pressure. The bump hardened, and breathing started to turn
into panting. Her hips raised off the bed, her pelvis tilting
upward slightly as her thighs parted to give her hand better
access. Her legs tensed.

It wasn’t enough.

Her left hand released her breast to shift lower, and she sat
up a little to accommodate the awkward angle. As her right
hand continued to industriously work the nubbin of pleasure,
causing tremors of sexual excitement to shiver through her
system, her left hand reached lower, dipping past the clitoris,
parting the inner lips to get to her vagina. She penetrated it
slowly, pressing first one finger, then a second inside. Wet-
ness washed over her fingertips, lubricating her entry, and
she pressed deeper, stroking her fingers over the rough-wavy
muscles that clenched and shifted beneath her touch.

She wanted it to be him.

She imagined how it might feel: the man’s broad, naked
body, here in the room with her. His broad hips shifting
between her thighs, his hard, jutting cock parting her wet
flesh. She bit her lips as her body started to respond to the
fantasy. She imagined his blunt cock head, wet with her
moisture, pressing inside her tight opening, stretching her,
going deeper until it stroked against her secret spot.

She pressed her fingers in as deep as they would go, her
wrist bending, sitting upright as she worked quickly, the
pressure building. Her right hand was almost ready to cramp,
but she kept working furiously, the waves of pleasure radiat-
ing from her clit making her hips jerk and pivot with des-
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perate, clawing need. Her left hand kept thrusting, adding a
third finger, spreading her . . . filling her.

He’d plunge into her, his thick shaft rubbing against her
clit, the heft of him slamming into her as his body crushed
her into the bed. Her breath came in gasping gulps, and her
nipples were tight and hard. She threw her head back, the be-
ginning ripples of release clutching at her. Suddenly, her fin-
gers hit the right spot, high up on the inside of her, and she let
out a cry as the orgasm hit her. She felt her fingers get coated
with the sweet-sticky honey of her climax, and the way her
pussy clutched at her hand tightly, shuddering against her.
She stilled her left hand, while her right hand kept stroking
her clit, drawing the release out, creating the aftershocks of
pleasure that kept her shaking on her coverlet.

When it was over, she withdrew her hands, wiping them
carefully on her towel. The room was stuffy, and smelled of
her sex. She opened the window, naked in the darkness. The
night air felt cool on her feverish skin.

For a second, she felt a blessed sense of relief, as the driv-
ing need backed off. Without the driving hunger for sexual
release, she felt her mind slow, then steady.

What she felt then wasn’t what she was ready for.

She felt . . . empty.

She closed her eyes in frustration. She liked her life on the
Compound. She had plenty of women friends to talk to. She
enjoyed the beautiful grounds, the tall trees, the flowers.
The work was hard, but it was also fulfilling. The place was
idyllic. While there were strictures, there was nothing she
couldn’t live with: no television, no radio. No sex. All that,
added with the fact that this was the one place on earth she
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felt that her anonymity was safely preserved, giving those
things up was a small price to pay to live in this agricultural
Shangri-La.

But she hadn'’t realized, until she saw the man, that she
could crave a totally different kind of company than her
circle of women friends. How long had she been in here?
Since she was seventeen . . . ten long years ago. In all that
time, she’d only dreamed of one man’s touch.

And that man was now dead, for touching her.

She walked back to her chair, pulling on her bra and pant-
ies with heavy limbs.

Until she’d stumbled across Henry and Lydia’s forbidden
tryst in the meadow, she hadn’t known that she was hungry
for more than the Compound’s ample food stores. Now she
knew that her body craved sex, despite her diligent efforts to
tamp down the desire.

Until she’d seen the stranger, with his green eyes and
small smile, she hadn’t known she wanted a man’s touch.
No, not any man. Him. She didn’t know that she could react
that strongly to anyone, and here he was, temptation, come
right to her doorstep. He might make living in her sanctuary
unbearable.

She closed her eyes as she pulled on her nightgown.

Or he could make my life here complete if I acted like Lydia.

She pounded her pillow, climbing back into bed even
though she knew sleep would be a long time coming. Lydia
would be distressed if she was banished from the Compound,
but she had lived on the outside world. Beth could not afford
a tryst: the price was way too high. If she were banished, she
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would be thrown out into a world that would find out about
her past, and seriously jeopardize her future.

Especially once people realized that she wasn't dead, as
she’d so painstakingly made them believe, ten long years ago.

For an investigative reporter, Stephen was having one hell
of a time finding the woman he’d seen at dinner the night
before. For Christ’s sake, the Penitent camp was just a couple
of square miles in rural Pennsylvania. In a compound that
was fenced in with barbed wire, no less. And the grand total
population of this place was, what, maybe four hundred,
with about half of them being women? Not to mention that
the woman he was specifically seeking was breathtaking,
beautiful enough to put the world’s supermodels to shame.
So really, how hard could it be to find her?

Very hard, apparently.

Stephen sighed. In his defense, the whole gender-separa-
tion thing was a pain in the ass. He couldn’t go right over to
where the women were sitting during meals and scout her
out. He couldn’t go into the kitchen where they worked, since
domestic chores of any sort were designated a “Goodmaid’s
province.” Another hurdle was the shapeless, drab clothes
that all the women wore. If she had her back to him, she’d
blend right in.

He grinned wryly. His editor had sold him on the angle
that most of the people who joined the Penitents looked at it
as a sort of Foreign Legion—a place to bury their pasts. If
the woman was looking for a place to disappear, she’d picked
areal winner.
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Out in the few acres of fields, men were working . . . plant-
ing stuff, weeding stuff, something farmy. Stephen knew that
he was supposed to be out there, too, but he was convinced
that finding the woman was more important. He had talked
to a few of his dorm mates, that morning during breakfast,
but he didn’t think there was a story there. They all gave him
the same runaround: they just wanted to live pure lives, they
were sick of the temptations and lack of morals on the outside,
the whole nine yards. No, if he were going to make a story out
of this, 1t’d be the throwback treatment of women here.

And 1if he’d decided on who he wanted to interview . . .
well, so what?

He spotted a group of women trooping across the Com-
mons, heading for the woods, baskets of laundry in their
arms. And there, right in the middle of them, was his blue-
eyed girl.

Gotcha.

His pulse picked up. He told himself it was because the
sooner he could talk to the girl, the sooner he could get his
story angle, and the sooner he could get out of this Amish
ashram. But he knew that it had nothing to do with his story,
and everything to do with seeing her again.

She was wearing another plain outfit, this time a lighter
brown, resembling the cinnamon-apple oatmeal he’d eaten
at breakfast. She wore a gray veil and carried her laundry
basket tucked under her arm, balanced against her hip like a
pro. He wondered how long she’d been here, to be so profi-
cient. She didn'’t look old at all, maybe young twenties, if he
had to guess. Other women were making their way with bas-
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kets, so he kept carefully back. No other men were following,
he noticed. Good. Fewer potential witnesses.

He had every intention of breaking the “no gender inter-
action” rule. He just hoped that the blue-eyed girl’s obvious
curiosity in him outweighed her loyalty to the cult’s strict
tenets.

He moved carefully, at a distance, so as not to alert his
quarry. There was a shallow river snaking through the
property—more like a big stream. The women spread out
along its curving length, each staking out her own private
clothes-washing turf. They didn’t laugh, or sing, or even
speak, as he would've expected them to. Instead, they
worked in meditative silence. Absently, he remembered one
of the tenets that Robert had been pushing on his opening-
day intro.

Work hard, keep solitary, stay pure.

The blue-eyed girl moved off farther from the rest, going to
a secluded nook where heavy foliage shaded a burbling section
of water. Stephen moved into the shadows, watching her.

She sighed, glancing around. Then she tucked her veil
up, revealing a swath of neck. Unbuttoning her sleeves, she
rolled them up past her elbows, revealing the pale flesh of
her arms. Her limbs were lithe, toned from hard work but
not bulky with muscle. He watched as she quickly peeled off
her shoes and socks, tying her long skirt in a knot to keep
the edge from dipping into the rushing water. She stepped
in, letting out a small gasp at the obviously cool water. Then
Stephen heard her sigh with sensual pleasure, just standing
there, her eyes closed, face turned toward the sun.
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His cock tightened, going hard in a rush as he took in the
tiny sound, the small, innocent look.

He cursed himself. It had been a while since he’d gotten
laid, admittedly, but he’d gone for longer without his body
being this damned unruly about it. He stared at her shapely
calves, the delicate curve of her feet. It wasn’t like she’d gotten
naked. For that matter, he’d managed to stay unmoved at
some women who had stripped down to pure skin.

Why the hell is she affecting me this way?

It wasn'’t like he was looking for a future with this strange
woman, or anything. Hell, he probably had no shot at even a
fling with the girl. He was just here to write a story—in, out,
wham-bam. And unless he wanted to become like Abelard,
living a monklike existence next to his ladylove the nun, then
he’d better snap out of this weird schoolboy obsession and
get his eye back on the brass fucking ring pretty quick. She
might be beautiful, and mesmerizing, but in the end, she is
just part of the story.

He stepped forward, clearing his throat.

She froze in the act of dipping a shirt in the water. Her
violet blue eyes went wide, and her nostrils flared slightly.
She didn’t look like she was going to run, but at the same
time, she didn'’t exactly look inviting. The hungry look she’d
sent him the night before was clearly absent.

He smiled easily, stopping, giving her time to get used to
him. “Hello,” he said, making his voice sound as gentle and
harmless as possible. He didn’t want her suspecting any-
thing.

Want some candy, little girl?

She didn't respond. Her breathing was shallow, and from
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his closer vantage point, he could see her pulse beating strong
and quick in the column of her throat.

He wondered what it’d be like to press a kiss against that
trembling flesh.

He shook his head. Focus, schmuck. He needed to get her
to relax, not bolt. He needed to gain her confidence. “So, ah

. . what are you doing there?” he asked carefully, blandly
inquisitive, as if he were a documentarian.

Her expression changed. Her eyes narrowed, and she
looked at him, then down at the shirt in her hand, the soap in
the other. Then she looked back at him, and to his surprise,
the tiniest quirk of a smile kissed her full lips. “I'm planting
corn,” she replied, a rich laugh in her voice.

Huh? “Planting . . . ?” He frowned a minute, baffled.
Then he realized she was making fun of him. He grinned
back broadly. “Dubh. I guess it is pretty obvious what you're
doing. What I meant was, why in the stream? Isn't there a
washing machine here somewhere?”

She shook her head. “Machines are for people who want
to waste their time on frivolities,” she said, in a rote, wooden
voice that suggested she was quoting one of the Founders.
Which she probably was. “You shouldn't be here. You'll get
in trouble.”

The fear hadn’t completely left her eyes, he noticed. She
glanced around, as if the Founders were hiding behind a
bush or something. But when she wasn't scouting, she was
back to staring at him: quick, furtive glances, tracing over
the entire length of his body. His skin tingled everywhere her
gaze traveled.

Her skin flushed, a delicate, soft rose color.
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“Well, it’s my first day,” he said casually. “I'm sure they’ll
cut me a break, right?”

She laughed softly. “You are new, obviously.”

He liked the sound of her laugh. He smiled again, feeling
warm. “‘I'm just trying to figure out how things work here.”
He paused, then held a hand out. “My name’s Stephen, by
the way.”

She stared at his hand, then turned away from it, dredg-
ing the shirt in the water and scrubbing at it vigorously with
soap.

“Andyouare...?”

“B-beth.” She rinsed the shirt clean, then threw it on the
grass, picking up another and repeating the process.

“Beth. Goodmaid Beth.” She didn't look like a Beth. She
looked like something more evocative. Helen of Troy might
work. “It’s nice to meet you, Beth.”

He took another step closer, and she didn’t back away.
She kept washing shirts, mechanically. He was almost in the
water when she lifted a hand in warning. “Anything I can do
to help?” he asked, waiting.

“I already told you, you're not supposed to be here.” Her
voice sounded breathless. “You'll get in trouble.”

He shrugged.

“You're going to get me in trouble.”

He took a step in the water. He was only two feet away
from her. He could smell her—clean and soft, like some kind
of summer flower. He couldn’t think of the name, but he’d
be able to remember this smell for the rest of his life.

“I'm not going to hurt you,” he said. “I just want to know
more about you.”
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He meant to say more about the Compound, the Penitents.
But as soon as he got close to her, he knew he no longer gave
a damn about those things—mnot right now. The article could
wait. He wanted to know more about her.

“You can't,” she said, her eyes darting toward the foliage.

“Why not?” He inched closer. Just a foot away, now.

“It’s forbidden.” Her voice was a low, lush whisper.

“Nobody can see us,” he said. “Besides, we're just talking.
There’s no harm in that.”

“Talking leads to liking,” she said, her voice a high-
pitched squeak as he took one more step forward. “Liking
leads to . . . to lust.”

“Another tenet of belief, huh?”

She nodded.

“And are you afraid of lust, Beth?”

He didn’t know why he asked the question, but once it
popped out of his mouth, he found himself riveted to her
answer. He stared at her face, her lips, waiting for her next
sentence.

Her indigo eyes turned suddenly haunted.

“Yes,” she whispered. “Yes, I suppose [ am.”

He felt a cold chill in the pit of his stomach. Had she been
abused? Was that what she was running away from? The
thought nauseated him, filling him with both a pounding
fury and an equally aching need to . . . what? Defend her?
Protect her?

Save her?

He gritted his teeth, struggling to focus. “You don’t have
to be afraid of me,” he said, trying to reassure her, even
as his hands itched to free her from the ugly beige home-



24 %L/) Café)/ Y ara//?)f

spun she was shrouded in and cover her bare skin with his.

“Yes, I do,” she countered.

His eyes widened. He was trying to be gentle, here. Was
his body’s intent that obvious?

“I promise, I won't . . .” He was about to say I won’t touch
you, but he found himself balking. “I won’t do anything you
don’t want me to,” he amended.

“I know,” she said quietly. Her voice rang with sincerity
... and trust.

He felt strangely humbled.

“Then what 1s there to be afraid of?” he said, striving for
a light tone of voice.

She stared at him, and her tongue moved over her lips, a
brief, catlike motion that she obviously didn’t even know she’d
done. The hunger in her eyes, her body, was palpable, and his
body tensed in response. He was momentarily stunned by
the sheer intensity of it.

“I want you to do things to me,” she murmured. “That’s
why I'm afraid.”

The moment the words were out of her mouth, she winced,
appalled at her forwardness. She had no idea what possessed
her to utter the words.

His eyes blazed, green and hot and smoky. She could smell
the rich, masculine scent of him, like an expensive cologne.
Momentarily, her senses went into overload. He was close
enough to touch.

He was close enough to taste.

She closed her eyes, struggling to regain her sensibilities.
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When she reopened her eyes, he was even closer to her.

“You affect me,” he said, his voice husky. “It’s the strang-
est thing. I've never felt anything like it.”

She swallowed hard. “We shouldn’t,” she protested, but it
was weak. She still made no move to go.

“I'm not doing anything,” he said, and she knew that yet
was unspoken, but definitely hanging tangibly in the air.
“But . . . what do you want me to do to you, Beth?”

She could feel the heat of a blush crawl up her neck. She
threw the wet shirt into the basket, grabbed another from
the pile, scrubbing it with more force than was necessary.
“We can’t.” It was meant to be a statement, possibly even an
order. It came out sounding like a question. Almost a plea.

His hand covered hers, unbelievably warm compared to
the chill of the water. She jerked her hand away—but only
after along second. Her breasts tightened and her chest com-
pressed. She was having trouble breathing.

“Pretend you weren't here, in this place, with these rules,”
he said softly. “What would you want me to do?”

She closed her eyes, fighting to get some semblance of con-
trol back over her chaotic body. His scent flooded her nose.
She breathed him in, and her vagina clenched like a fist.

“I don’t know,” she replied, frustration giving her words a
jagged edge. “Something. Anything.” She swallowed hard.
“To. .. touch me.”

He was silent. She opened her eyes, unsure of what she’d
see in his face.

His hunger matched her own, if possible. But his expres-
sion was tender, and a little quizzical.
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“Are you a virgin, Beth?”

The heat of her blush intensified. “I have to go,” she mum-
bled, still not moving.

“A virgin,” he marveled. “In this day and age.”

“I've been here since I was seventeen.” She didn’t know
why she felt compelled to justify the state of her sexual expe-
rience, or lack thereof, but she suddenly didn’t want this man
to think of her as some sort of freak.

“Seventeen,” he repeated.

The hunger gave way to something else, she realized. The
look on his face was curious . . . and calculating.

Suddenly, she realized what she’d just done.

She spun, snatching up the wet shirt and her shoes and
stockings, tossing them all pell-mell into the basket.

“Wait!”

He grabbed her arm, and she jerked away, residual desire
and fresh fear pumping adrenaline through her system. He
was not holding her very tightly, and panic made her over-
zealous. Her foot slid on a wet rock, and she fell into the shal-
low stream.

The cold water was a shock, especially after the heat of
the summer sun—and the scorch of her body’s reaction to
Stephen.

She struggled to get up, the quickly-soaking dress weigh-
ing heavily around her. Embarrassment warred with the
need to get away.

Stephen reached down, putting both hands on her waist
and lifting her up as if she weighed nothing. He put her on
her bare feet, on the soft grass by the bank of the water. He
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didn’t move his hands. She could feel the heat radiating from
his palms through the damp material of her dress.

She held her breath.

Then, slowly, she reached out, putting her hands on his
forearms. She imagined herself pushing out of his grip,
slamming his hands away from her. Instead, her fingertips
traced the muscles bunching beneath the cloth of his shirt.
She touched him loosely, her palms resting on him.

He took a tentative step forward. She tilted her head back to
get a better look into his face, so much higher than her own.

It must have looked like an invitation was her last conscious
thought before his face leaned down and his mouth covered
hers. She supposed, on some level, it was.

His lips were warm and firm against hers, and her whole
body zinged with electricity. Her fingers dug into his wrists,
capturing him rather than trying to evade. He molded her
body to his, not caring that her soggy clothes pressed against
him. She felt his rock-hard chest crush her breasts and the
flesh between her thighs twitched in anticipation. She pressed
harder against him, making low, throaty noises of need that
she wasn'’t even aware of.

He must have known what her body so obviously craved.
His mouth opened, forcing her lips to follow his, and his
tongue darted forward, caressing the sensitive skin of her
mouth. She gasped in surprise, a sound that quickly turned
into a sigh of pleasure as his tongue started moving slowly,
rhythmically in and out, taunting her tongue, beckoning her
to follow his example. She pressed her legs tightly together,
craving pressure against the pulsing sensation there. Her
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hands crept up to his shoulders, balancing herself against
him. His hands moved forward to cup her buttocks, lifting
her just enough to mold her body to his.

The thrill of his body pressed against hers caused a heated
commotion to blast through every one of her nerve endings.
She rubbed her pelvis against his, registering the hard length
of his penis, straining against the front of his trousers. She
wanted him, she realized as the kiss deepened, their tongues
gradual in-and-out motion a precursor to the joining they
were headed toward. Her pussy was wet, slick with need, her
clit throbbing.

“Stephen,” she breathed, tearing her mouth away from
his. “Stephen.”

“I want you, too,” he said, his voice a low growl. “God, I
want you. Tell me where we can go.”

She blinked, trying to make sense of his statement when
all her body wanted him to do was take her, right there on
the bank . . . strip off her clothes, strip off his own, and press
his cock deep inside her, satisfying the ache that tortured her
beyond sanity. She made a low whimpering sound, trying to
reignite the kiss, trying to get them back on track.

“We can't stay here,” he said, and there was both mas-
culine amusement and raw desire in his voice. “Someone
might see .. .”

It was the phrase that slapped her back into reality, and she
took a stumbling step away from him, pressing a hand to her
tight breasts, feeling her heart hammer beneath her palm.

Someone might see.

Someone might have already seen. Was she trying to get
punished? Or, worse, banished? Was she willing to throw
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away ten years of anonymous sanctuary just to feel a man’s
cock inside her—no matter how he drew her, no matter how
brutal her desire felt?

She felt tears prickling at the corners of her eyes.

“I have to go,” she said. When he reached for her, she
tugged herself away, as she should have from the beginning.
“No! I can’t be with you!”

She gathered up her things, and ran from the river, her
body feverish and pained from unfulfilled passion. Her lips
tingled, like the aftertaste of fire-hot chili, mixed with the
rich sweetness of chocolate. She brushed the tears away with
the back of her hand.

“Goodmaid Beth? What in God’s name has happened?”

She glanced toward the new voice, startled. “Founder
Amos?”

The Founder was staring at her legs. She realized that in
her haste, she’d left her legs bared, her sleeves rolled up. A
blatant disregard for the tenets. She turned from him, trying
to get herself back into some semblance of decency.

“What is the meaning of this?”

“I was just washing clothes when, er, I slipped and fell in,”
she improvised, turning back to him. Her feet were still bare,
but it would take too long to lace her shoes up. It couldn’t be
helped. She must look hideous, she thought.

“Fell in?” He sounded incredulous. And something else,
something she couldn’t put her finger on.

Her mind raced. “I guess I got clumsy,’ she said. It
sounded stupid and utterly unbelievable. “I'm sorry. It won't
happen again.”

He frowned, his eyes going narrow behind his round wire-
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rimmed glasses. “Were you by yourself, Goodmaid Beth?”

Fear gripped her. “No, Founder Amos.”

“Who else was with you?” This time, his usually cheerful
voice sounded stern . . . menacing.

She started to speak, but choked. “T’he other Goodmaids,”
she said. “Washing clothes. They're still there.”

He still looked suspicious, and she felt like guilt was
painted across her face. But she couldn’t bring herself to
reveal her interaction with Stephen. Not only because of her
own actions, but because the thought of anything happening
to Stephen was more than she could bear.

Where can we go? he had asked.

Nowhere, she thought. There was nowhere safe.

“Go about your chores,” Founder Amos instructed. “And
from now on, don’t break the rule: flesh is a beacon for im-
purity, and a Goodmaid is covered, from toe to wrist to neck,
at all times.”

She had noticed that he had not been able to tear his gaze
away from her bare feet. She crossed them, nodding yet keep-
ing her head down. “Yes, Founder,” she mumbled.

She hurried away, barely registering that Founder Amos
was heading toward the stream . . . and Stephen.

Stephen lingered by the small river, trying to be meditative
about what had just happened, trying to get his raging hard-
on to back off and give him a break.

What the hell is wrong with you?

He was here for a story, not to get laid. But from the
minute she’d revealed she wanted him, all thoughts of work
had disappeared, and all he could think about was getting
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this woman hot and naked underneath him, slipping himself
into her slick folds and thrusting into her until they both lost
themselves in passion.

Even more surprising was that she was still a virgin. She
wasn't playing some well-practiced game with him, no fake
little-girl coyness that he’d seen so many other women trot
out like it was some kind of selling point. “Beth” might be
inexperienced, but she was honest. Her desire for him was
written in every trembling touch she laid on him. He felt
overwhelmed by the fact that she’d obviously never broken
the rules of the Compound before, and that something about
him drew her, just as strongly as he was drawn.

He was too old, too seasoned a reporter, and too damned
jaded to believe in bullshit like “love at first sight.” But what-
ever this feeling he had for Beth was, it was a new one, and
a powerful one. He didn’t understand it, and frankly, it was
starting to unnerve him.

“Goodman Stephen.”
Stephen looked up, startled. “Huh?”
It was one of the Founders . . . Amos, he remembered

slowly. The de facto leader of the seven Founders. The guy
looked irritated.

No. The guy looked pissed. Stephen straightened.

“You should be working, Goodman Stephen,” Amos
scolded.

Stephen bit back a sigh. “I couldn’t figure out which chore
assignment [ was in,” Stephen lied glibly. “It’s so peaceful
here, I thought I might take a moment to sit by the stream
and . . . reflect.”

Which wasn’t exactly lying, now that he thought about it.
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“You are supposed to be helping to mend the fence, by
the river’s source,” Founder Amos said. His eyes communi-
cated clearly that he wasn’t buying a word of Stephen’s story.
“However, I think from now on you’ll be on off-Compound
work detail.”

Stephen frowned. “I'm sorry?”

“The mines,” Founder Amos clarified. “We send several
of our men to work out in the mines. Their income supple-
ments the Compound.”

Stephen knew that. He just hadn'’t realized that he might
be set up for the work detail. Newcomers usually worked on
the farm until they knew what was expected of them. “If
that’s what’s best,” Stephen said, keeping his voice neutral. It
was obviously best that he stay away from Beth—during the
day, anyway, when they could be seen.

Which just left the night. His body stiffened at the thought.

Amos’s pale blue eyes went icy. “Watch yourself, Good-
man Stephen.”

Stephen wondered if the Founder had somehow read his
mind.

“The women are washing the clothes today,” Amos con-
tinued, and Stephen relaxed . . . until Amos’s next statement.
“Any man caught interfering with, harassing, or ogling the
Goodmaids might find himself publicly punished, as a re-
minder that we've sworn to cast out the lustfulness and evil
of the outside world.”

Stephen realized the guy suspected or even knew about his
little interaction with Beth. No, he couldn’t know. Otherwise,
his threat would be fact.

“I see,” Stephen said, in that same toneless voice.
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“You'd better.” Although short in stature and gener-
ally harmless looking, Stephen suddenly realized that the
Founder of the Penitents was less jovial than he’d initially
read him as. There was steel beneath that Amish-teddy-bear
exterior. The guy had a liberal dose of crazy mixed in with
all that charm.

Founder Amos polished his glasses on the edge of his
sleeve, then put them back on the bridge of his nose.

“It would be especially bad,” he warned softly, “if anything
involving Goodmaid Beth were to come to my attention.”

Stephen’s eyebrows jumped up.

“She 1s under the Founders’ special care. She cleans our
house, and we have watched her—that is, protected her

since she arrived, ten years ago, not much more than a child.”
Founder Amos was obviously trying to sound paternal, but
there was a raw edge of something more possessive in his
voice. “Her past is troubled, though she never speaks of it,
and I am very, very protective of her. Do we have an under-
standing?”

“Yes,” Stephen answered, his mind clicking. The guy
wasn't just rabid about controlling the sexuality and confor-
mity of his followers. The old bastard actually had a thing
for Beth—and God help any young, new “stud” that might
try and seduce Founder’s beautiful little Goodmaid.

“Excellent.” Amos pointed to the Commons. “I'll accom-
pany you to your work team.”

Stephen walked next to the Founder, thoughtful.

Ten years. She’d been seventeen, ten years ago.

Seventeen years old, with eyes like crushed wet violets . . .

He actually stopped in his tracks.
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Founder Amos frowned at him. “Something amiss?” he
asked, his voice rolling with sarcasm.

“Huh? Uh, no. Sorry.” Stephen kept walking, even as his
mind raced.

No way. Couldn’t be her. She’s an urban myth. A legend.

If she was who his memory was suggesting . . . well, hell.
She’d be the biggest story of his career.

But there was no way that beautiful, earnest little virgin
was a princess. He shook his head, following the Founder. His
mind was playing tricks on him. The sooner he could get out
of this place—and away from her—the better off he’d be.
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“Goodmaid Beth? Are you all right?”

Beth looked up from the pot she was scrubbing. “I'm
sorry. What?”

Goodmaid Amelia, an older woman with a broad, chubby
face was staring at her with concern. “I asked, are you feeling
well? You look dazed.”

Beth shook her head. “I had trouble sleeping,” she ad-
mitted.

She’d barely slept at all. Obsessively, her mind had played
and replayed her hot, torturous kiss with Stephen by the river-
bank. The way his hands had held her, the way his mouth had
melded to hers. It was enough to make her pause in whatever
she was doing, shivering as the memory washed over her like
rain. Her body throbbed, one large, unfulfilled ache.
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He’d wanted to get her alone. And she wanted nothing
more than to be alone with him.

Beth lingered over the cleanup, not wanting to go outside
where she might run into him. She didn’t know what she’d
do. There was just something about him, something that
she couldn’t resist. Her body cried out for his, but more than
that . . . he was easy to talk to. And for the first time in a long
time, she felt like finally revealing some of the secrets she’d
been hiding for so many years.

Stephen had just joined the Penitents, and no one, to her
knowledge, ever left. They might be banished—a real threat
for herself, she realized, if she continued on this dangerous,
lust-ridden path—but no one left of his own accord, not in
the ten years since she’d first walked through the high gate
and entered the Compound. Which meant she might be tor-
tured by his presence for years, as the pressure mounted with
each passing day.

Something had to be done. She just had no idea what.

“I’ll take care of the rest of the kitchen cleanup, Goodmaid
Beth,” a woman’s voice said pleasantly. “We're expecting a
food delivery anyway, and it’s my job to go over the list.”

Beth turned, then realized who had spoken to her. It was
Lydia—the one she’d seen with Goodman Henry, out in the
meadow. Beth barely recognized her. Lydia’s veil was on, her
face was placid as a plaster saint’s. Her dress was buttoned as
high as it could possibly go. She was the picture of humility,
the embodiment of all that was Penitent.

Beth cleared her throat. “T’ll just finish up cleaning the
counters,” she said slowly.

Lydia frowned slightly. “All right. But you know the
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Founders don’t want Goodmaids interacting with people
from outside the Compound, if it can be helped. Even if the
delivery person is a woman.” With that warning, Lydia dis-
appeared out of the kitchen, waiting at the delivery entrance
by the pantry.

Beth stared at Lydia’s retreating form. Just looking at her,
no one would suspect that Lydia was living a lurid double
life. She seemed above reproach. She was apparently a bril-
liant actress. And Lydia had been a member of the Penitents
for over a year. How long had she been “enjoying” herself on
the sly?

And how had she managed to keep it so quiet?

Beth finished wiping down the counters, then found her-
self following the red-haired woman. She wasn't sure how to
approach her, or when she did, what question she might ask.

How do you have sex here, in the Penitent Compound, of
all places?

Beth felt the slow burn of a blush heat her cheeks, and she
ducked into the pantry, hiding behind a large bank of shelves
stocked with dry beans and canned goods. Even if she asked
Lydia the question, what would she do with the answer?

A truck rumbled up to the delivery entrance, brakes
screeching to a halt. “You're new,” she heard Lydia say, her
voice sharp. “What happened to Elise?”

Beth stood still, realizing that Lydia must be talking
to the outsider, the delivery woman. The delivery woman
laughed, sounding more like a cackle. “Elise found a better
job. Don’t worry, though, girlie, she let me in on the scam
before she left.”

Scam? Beth listened intently. The delivery woman’s voice
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was rough, as if rasped raw from years of smoking and
drinking. She sounded older, gravelly and a little husky. Beth
frowned, straining to listen.

“Not so loud,” Lydia hissed. “Do you have the stuff?” She
sounded excited.

Beth wondered if Lydia were buying drugs. Was there any
vice the woman didn’t indulge in?

“Right here.” There was a crinkling sound, and Beth tried
to crane her head around a jar of kidney beans to see what
was going on. She didn’t see what had changed hands, but
she did see who Lydia was talking to.

The delivery woman was easily in her fifties or sixties. She
had a thin, willowy body, despite the bulky work clothes and
heavy boots she was wearing. Her hair flopped in front of her
face, dyed an ashy blond at some point but revealing three
inches of tangled gray roots. All these were minor details.

Her face . . .

One of the woman'’s cheekbones sat precariously lower than
the other, almost sunken in, and the heavy wrinkled folds
around her eyes made them seem even more deep set than
nature had originally made them. Loose jowls hung around
her chin, despite her thinness. Her lips were malformed, her
lower lip large but not full, as if some drunken artist had
painted a dark pink smear over her chin. And her nose angled
awkwardly, as if it were half sliding from her face.

Beth couldn’t help staring, letting out a tiny, surprised
gasp.

Lydia stiffened, then turned toward Beth'’s hiding place.
Beth ducked back quickly. There was a sound of footsteps;
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then Lydia was in front of her, eyes blazing with anger—and
fear. “What are you doing here?”

Beth cleared her throat. “I was . . . I was just . . .” Her
mind couldn’t come up with a suitable lie.

Lydia stood close to Beth, towering several inches taller
than her. “This doesn’t concern you,” Lydia said, and her
voice was haughty. “As I said, the Founders would not want
you interacting with an outsider. They've entrusted this job
tome . .. and I'm sure they would be very, very unhappy if
they found out you've disobeyed them.”

Beth'’s eyes narrowed. She wouldn’t have expected threats
from Lydia, not before the meadow incident. Now, she real-
1zed the Goodmaid with the quiet demeanor and serene ap-
pearance obviously had a lot of hidden capabilities.

“Do you understand?” Lydia stepped a little closer, until
she was right in Beth’s face.

“I understand that if I say anything about what I've just
seen, you'll be punished. Maybe even banished,” Beth said
instead. She might be afraid of some things—banishment
and death at her stepmother’s hand topping the list—but she
was hardly intimidated by a young woman who acted like a
saint in public but was obviously used to lying and cheating
to get her way. Beth decided to throw in a threat of her own.
“Not to mention your fondness for the meadow.”

Lydia went pale. “I don’t know what you're talking about,”
she said, her voice cracking.

“I'm sure you do,” Beth replied. “Don’t worry, I'm not
going to turn you in. But don’t threaten me.” She paused.
“Since we're on the subject, I need to ask you something.”
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Lydia’s eyes widened in surprise, but she recovered with
remarkable speed. “All right,” she said, her voice business-
like and brisk. “What do you want?”

“What's all this?” The delivery woman walked to where
Beth and Lydia were standing. Then she stared openly at
Beth, her malformed mouth falling slightly agape.

Beth winced. She was used to scrutiny—her face was un-
usual enough to generate stares. She shifted her gaze to the
floor, hoping, as always, that she wouldn’t be recognized.
Since she’d staged her death, she hoped that the tabloids had
finally lost their interest, and since she’d aged, she hoped no
one would be able to connect her seventeen-year-old face to
what she looked like now. A few people might think she looked
familiar, but none of them would actually believe she was the
same person.

“Don’t worry,” Lydia said. “She’s not going to say any-
thing. She was just about to tell me what she wanted in ex-
change for keeping quiet.”

That wasn’t actually what Beth was going to do, but she
felt too flustered to argue. She didn’t bother to look at the
delivery woman. “We'll talk later,” she said instead, feeling
uncomfortable. She didn’t mean to blackmail anyone . . . she
just wanted some answers, to questions she wasn't even sure
she’d be able to ask.

The delivery woman put a hand on Beth’s wrist, stop-
ping her. The hand was clawlike, lined with veins, darkened
with liver spots. “Is there anything I can tempt you with,
dearie?”

Beth turned, startled. “What?”

“Some chocolate, maybe?” The woman'’s watery gray eyes
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were intent. “Booze? Cigarettes? Some lingerie?” She cackled.
“You strike me as the type who might like to wear something
a little more racy under all that gray.”

Beth'’s eyes widened, and she looked at Lydia, stunned.

“Lydia, here, has a system,” the woman said, her face
twisting into a smug expression. “She over orders, and the
Founders pay . . . but we don’t deliver everything. I pocket
the difference. In exchange, Lydia gets some trinkets that
she wants.”

Lydia’s face flushed pink with silent anger.

“So, if you keep your pretty mouth shut,” the woman con-
tinued, “I'm sure Lydia wouldn’t mind if you got a few little
treats of your own. Here.” She reached into her pocket, then
grabbed Beth’s hand again, pressing a few small items into
her palm. “First time’s free.” She cackled again, sounding
like a hag from a children’s story, then she left the pantry.

Beth opened her hand, reluctantly curious. The woman
had given her a small gold-paper-wrapped chocolate truffle.
Alongside the truffle were two foil-wrapped condoms.

Beth dropped them as if they were snakes.

“Damn her,” Lydia hissed. Then she looked at Beth. “You
didn’t need to know all of that. You aren’t going to go run-
ning out, blabbing to the Founders, are you?”

“Uh...” Beth’s head was swimming.

“Just tell me what you want. I'll get it for you.”

Beth looked down at the contraband she’d dropped.
Slowly, she picked up the chocolate. It was forbidden on the
Compound. It was too decadent, too reminiscent of lust and
physical pleasure. But oh, how she’d remembered loving the
taste of it as a child!
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Lydia smiled. “T’ll get you all the truffles you want.”

Beth blushed. “I won’t turn you in,” she said, and real-
1zed she meant it. It wasn’t her business. “But you should be
careful.”

Then she stared at the condoms, watching as Lydia
scooped them up. Lydia must have seen something in her
expression, because she held out her hand.

“You sure you don’t want one?”

Her voice was mocking, and Beth turned, rushing away. It
had taken all she had, not to grab one of the foil packets.

She sneaked back to her room, unwrapping the truffle,
taking one careful nibble out of the edge. When the rich taste
rolled over her tongue, she wriggled with pleasure.

Maybe I should’ve taken the condom.

She closed her eyes. She’d already taken one small step
down the road of temptation. It was going to be a slippery
slope from there.

“How long have you been with the Penitents?” Stephen
asked his dinner companions.

“Three years,” Goodman Joshua, to hisleft, said. The guy
was built like a beefy linebacker, but had a strange gentleness
that suited the agricultural society well. He was soft-spoken
and somewhat shy.

“I've been here since they started the place, fifteen years
ago now,” the old geezer across from him said proudly. His
name was Goodman Eamon. Stephen got the feeling it wasn't
the name he was born with. He was a walking encyclopedia
of Penitent lore.
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Between the two of them, Stephen felt confident that he
had the story behind the camp. He'd already written the lead
in his mind. With any luck, he’d be out of here within a day.
Two, tops.

His gaze stole over to the women’s side of the build-
ing. Beth was sitting next to a plump-faced older woman,
who was laughing softly at something another woman was
saying. Beth simply smiled, a small, beautiful smile, tinged
with melancholy.

That look tugged at his memory, yet again. It’s not the leg-
endary princess. Will you knock 1t off?

Of course, he wasn't just looking at her because she re-
minded him of a tabloid paper’s dream.

“You'd better stop doing that,” Eamon warned him.

Stephen’s eyes snapped forward. “What? What'd I do?”

“She causes all sorts of trouble for men when they first get
here,” Brother Joshua said, with sympathy. “Being so pretty,
and all.”

“Temptation.” Eamon clucked his tongue reprovingly.
“Never shoulda let her in . . . but she was a lot younger then.
A little less . . .” He made a motion with his hands.

“Enticing?” Stephen supplied, then winced. He hadn'’t
meant to offer that word up, but it did cover what he felt about
her. Enticing. Compelling. Entrancing. Take your pick.

He had to get out of here.

“She’s a good girl, though,” Joshua piped in. “She never,
you know, tries to . . . er, entice anybody.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Eamon countered. “Her very presence
here is a temptation. I know, Founder Amos thinks that
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having her among us makes us stronger . . . by fighting the
attraction daily.”

Stephen nodded, taking a bite of roast beef. He knew he
sure felt that way . . . struggling against the temptation she
presented, on a minute-by-minute basis.

“It’s not her fault,” Joshua continued, stubbornly. It was
maybe the most that Stephen had ever heard the giant man
speak. Apparently, he had a jones for Goodmaid Beth as well.
“I mean, she was born that way. And she came here, right?”

There was that. What had brought her here? Stephen
wondered for the millionth time.

Eamon sighed heavily. “I just think we’d all be better off if
she would just be banished, and be done with it.”

“Banishment,” Stephen said slowly. “What does that
entail, exactly?”

That shut the two other men up momentarily. Joshua
looked a little nervous. Even Eamon shifted his weight on
his wooden bench.

“I've only seen two people banished in the time I've been
here,” Eamon said uncomfortably. “And that was twelve
years ago. It’s not done lightly.”

Stephen nodded. He'd heard of banishment, or “shun-
ning,” in other cults he'd researched. It involved cutting
someone off from the community, forbidding any contact
with them. Considering, Stephen could hardly see how
that'd be such a bad thing. He might work on getting ban-
1shed, himself, as an easy way to get out of this joint and on
to his next assignment.

“I've only heard about it,” Joshua said, and Stephen
could’ve sworn the big man shuddered.
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“What's the big deal?”” Stephen asked, puzzled at their ex-
treme reactions.

The two men looked around, making sure nobody heard
his rash comment. “You don’t ever want to be banished,”
Eamon said darkly. “Believe me. It’s not what you'd think . . .
and it’s reserved for only the very worst of transgressions.”

“Better beaten than banished,” Joshua agreed, and it
sounded like he was quoting something.

“They beat people here?” Stephen’s eyes widened.

“Sure.” Eamon scooped up a forkful of mashed potatoes,
obviously more comfortable with the subject of beatings. And
if that wasn’t weird, Stephen didn’t know what was. “Again,
just when people deserve it. You know—talking to the oppo-
site gender, shirking your work, making contact with outsid-
ers. Stuff like that.”

Stephen nodded again, just to keep the old guy going. This
was shaping up to be a better story than he’d thought, but a
lot of it was unsubstantiated.

His eyes crept over to Beth again. She looked away quickly,
and his heart pounded quicker.

“Has Beth ever been punished?” he asked quietly.

Eamon snorted. “Hardly. She’s one of the Founders’ fa-
vorites. They coddle her.”

“She’s a good girl,” Joshua said.

“I'll bet they probably don’t punish women as much,
anyway,” Stephen said, shrugging, trying to fight the urge
to stare at her.

“Actually, Goodmaids are punished far more,” Eamon
said. “Since they’re much more susceptible to temptation.”

Stephen fought the urge to roll his eyes. He ate the rest
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of his dinner, listening to his two dining companions talk
about the nature of temptation and vice, resisting the siren
call of Beth’s presence as best he could.

When he left here, he wanted to think he could shake her
off, the way he’d moved on from women—and stories—
before. He wanted to believe that he could just bury himself
in the next assignment, and her violet eyes would just be a
fleeting memory, something he thought of at random when
he saw a movie or maybe the purplish blue of the night sky.
But some part of him knew he was just trying to fool himself.
She was already beginning to haunt him, and he was afraid
that, once he left, she’d become an obsession . . . one that no
other woman could ever live up to.

He got up, his tray clacking on the table.

“Finished already?” Eamon said, surprised.

“You can't leave,” Joshua protested, as Stephen headed for
the door. “Founder Amos is going to lecture tonight . . .”

But Stephen needed air. He walked out into the twilight,
watching as the sunset bled a deep orange-crimson behind
the trees.

For the first time in a long time, he wasn’t sure what to
do. He knew what he ought to do: dig up whatever dirt he
needed to, finish the story, and get the hell out. But what his
mind knew, and what his body was trying to convince him to
do, were two completely different things.

He didn’t know how long he walked, but he turned when
he heard a small voice behind him, in the growing darkness.

“Over here.”

He squinted, peering in the shadows behind the Dining
Hall.
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It was Beth.

His heart started to beat faster, and he walked over to her
quickly. “Why, Goodmaid Beth, you shouldn’t . . .”

“Do you want me?”

He blinked at her, startled. “Are you kidding?”

She looked pained.

“Of course [ want you,” he heard himself say.

“Then we have to talk,” she said, her voice barely audible.
“Meet me, at midnight. There’s a meadow, just north of here.”
She pointed. “About twenty minutes into the woods. I'll be
waiting.”

With that, she disappeared back into the Dining Hall
kitchen, where the flurry of sound suggested that she was
helping clean up.

He stood for a moment, beyond stunned.

This wasn’t helping his case any, his mind pointed out
dryly. But his body was already too far gone to listen to it.
He knew exactly where he’d be at midnight.

Beth waited for Stephen in the pale moonlight. Ever since
she’d witnessed the tryst between Lydia and Henry, the
meadow no longer felt like hers, and no longer held the tran-
quility she once associated with it.

After tonight, she thought, that tranquility might never
return. She would always associate the place with Stephen . . .
and the decision she had to make.

Of course I want you.

She closed her eyes. His words made her shiver, her stom-
ach clenching tightly . . . her pussy going damp. This was
why they had to meet. They had to talk. They couldn’t go on
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for years with this powerful, undeniable attraction going on
between them.

She didn’t know what they could do about it, but she
wasn't leaving that meadow until she—they—figured
something out.

“I was wondering if you'd really be here.”

Stephen’s voice caught her off guard, and she turned, her
heart hammering in her chest. He stepped out of the shad-
ows. He was dressed in his day clothes, the buttons of his
shirt opened a little and the sleeves rolled up, a nod to the
summer heat. His blond hair was rumpled, looking utterly
touchable. She had the impulsive desire to run her fingers
through the wavy mass.

She cleared her throat. “We have to talk,” she said.

“Really.” His voice was a purr. “You wanted me to meet
you here . . . to talk?”

She took a step back, his words rubbing over her like mink
over naked skin. She trembled. “We can'’t just keep going on
like this.”

“Like what? I've only seen you twice.” His smile seeped
warmth right into her bones. “And I've only kissed you
once...”

He took a step closer to her, and she stepped out of the
edge of the meadow, using the trees as a sort of hiding place,
trying to keep him from getting too close.

“That’s the problem,” she said. “We want each other. I
can’t believe how much I'm feeling, and that’s after only two
occasions. We're going to be spending our whole lives here,
Goodman Stephen. This can’t continue!”
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He looked surprised, and then his face turned impassive.
“What's your solution?”

She took a deep breath. “We could try avoiding each other.
Deliberately. Make sure we never see each other.”

He was following her, just a few steps behind. Part of her
wanted to stand still, let him catch her. And then what?

“Do you really think that would work?”” he asked.

She closed her eyes. “No,” she said honestly. Even when
she hadn’t seen him, she’d thought about him to distraction.

“What's your next option?”

She swallowed nervously. “I don’t know. I was hoping you
could help me come up with something,” she pleaded. “You
joined the Penitents for a reason. Do you really want to spend
years dodging this?” She paused, and then plowed forward:
“Orgivinginto. .. to our physical attraction, and then facing
each other day after day? To maybe get caught, punished,
possibly even banished? I mean . . . is it really worth 1t?”

She hoped she was appealing to his sense of reason. But
his eyes gleamed in the dim light, and his smile was mesmer-
1Zing.

“You would be worth it,” he breathed.

No one had ever looked at her that way before. No one had
ever made her feel that way . . . so desirable. So worthwhile.

They stood like that, silent, with waves of sexual tension
stretching the short distance between their bodies like live
wires. She didn’t know how long they remained in stasis, but
slowly, she heard sounds invading the meadow.

“Someone’s coming,” she whispered, fear flooding her
system. They both chose the same tree to hide behind,
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diving for the same spot. He wound up crushing her against
the bark of the same gnarled oak she’d hidden behind, that
fateful night. Visions of the Founders or Goodmen on patrol
sprang to mind. She tried to stay as small and unnoticeable
as possible, clinging to Stephen unconsciously, breathing in
his masculine scent as it mixed with the scents of the sur-
rounding pine and the thick, humid air.

Tentatively, Stephen put a palm on her waist. She took a
quick, silent gasp, but otherwise made no sign of protest.

The flesh between her legs started to throb.

“Hurry.” A woman'’s voice. Women were not allowed on
patrol—it was a man’s duty, per the Founders. So whoever it
was, wasn't supposed to be out, either.

Beth felt relief, like a tidal wave crashing through her. She
didn’t move her hand from Stephen’s chest, though.

“We don’t have all night, Henry.”

It was Lydia again, Beth realized, swallowing a nervous
laugh. They were having another meadow tryst. It would be
funny, except . . .

She held her breath. Except now, she was going to listen
to them having sex again, go through all those sensations—
with Stephen right in front of her, his body only inches away
from hers. . . .

She closed her eyes, gritting her teeth. She could put up
with a lot. She had endured a lot of deprivation in the ten
years since she’'d joined the Penitents. But this might be
more temptation than she could refuse.

Stephen was initially puzzled by what he was hearing. What,
exactly, was going on here?



7z
Crave (L/) 67

“I got here as quickly as I could, Lydia,” the man referred
to as Henry said, his voice tense. “But it’s getting more dan-
gerous. There’s rumor that the fence patrols are going to start
searching the grounds . . .”

“Patrols. What a joke,” Lydia scoffed. “Two heavyset,
middle-aged men taking the occasional stroll.”

“They caught Goodmaid Jessica a few years ago,” Henry
pointed out.

Stephen felt Beth stiffen against him, and he stroked her
waist, trying to comfort her. She went still beneath his fin-
gertips, but he could still feel the heat radiating from her
skin, practically scorching him.

“She was trying to tackle the barbed-wire fence,” Lydia said.
“Besides, she’s a clumsy cow, and a pathetic one besides. If she
was really so unhappy, there were other options she could have
taken. Now, are we going to talk all night, or are we going to
do this?”

Henry laughed reluctantly. “Even when I was on the out-
side,” he said, “I never met a woman as hungry for sex as you,
Lydia.”

Stephen’s jaw fell open. Here? A nympho, in Celibacy
Central?

He bit back on a laugh, his body convulsing as he forced
himself to stay silent. He barely caught a look at Beth’s sur-
prised, alarmed expression when he shook his head, then
buried his face in the crook of her neck to muffle any fur-
ther sounds. She was still wearing her veil, so his forehead
was pressed against the flesh of her collarbone, and the brief
expanse of skin just below her jaw. He took a shallow breath
and inhaled her flower-scented essence.
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Abruptly, all humor fled, replaced by an even more com-
pelling emotion.

Beth shifted, her breasts brushing against the planes of his
chest. That slight motion caused the hardening of his body
to accelerate.

“Maybe we should keep some clothes on tonight, Lydia . . .”

“Coward.” The word was taunting. It was followed by the
sound of rustling. “You know I like to feel your skin slid-
ing against mine. Besides—you're going to be in for a treat
tonight.”

“Really?” Henry sounded intrigued.

“It’s a surprise.”

Stephen sneaked a look around the tree trunk. The woman
had shucked out of her clothes and veil and was standing
naked in the middle of the clearing, her breasts full and jut-
ting out, nipples erect. She was stretching out on the pile of
discarded clothing, her hands beckoning to the man. The
man was quickly following suit, stripping off his shirt and
pants, his cock sticking out like a weather vane. He stepped
toward Lydia, and she curled her hand around his hard-on
with a confident stroke.

“We have to be careful, Lydia,” the man sent one more
reminder before tilting his head back and closing his eyes,
getting on his knees. “Oh, that feels so damned good . . .”

“Hurry,” Lydia repeated, spreading her thighs and letting
him lie between them. “I don’t want to share you just yet.”

“Shareme . ..?”

Stephen heard Beth gasp, and he looked away from the
sexual scene playing out in front of him. Her mouth was
moving—she was whispering something, but he couldn’t
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hear what. He leaned down, his body still pressed hard
against hers. Her lips brushed against his ear.

“Are there only two of them there?” she whispered.

“Wait!” Henry said, his voice breathless. “Did you hear
that?”

Stephen and Beth both held their breath, pressing against
the tree trunk, trying to disappear against it. Stephen could
feel the beat of Beth’s heart. She crushed her breasts against
him, her hips fitted to his as he covered her against the tree.

“There’s no one out there,” Lydia responded, sounding ir-
ritated, “and you're ruining my mood.”

“Well, we don’t want that.”

There was silence for a second . . . then moist noises,
mingled with groans from Henry, and little excited panting
noises from Lydia. Stephen wondered if they should try to
take advantage of their distraction, and leave. He carefully
brushed his own lips against Beth'’s ear. “Should we—"

“Ow!” Lydia yelled. “Damn it, pay attention!”

“I thought I heard something!”

Stephen sighed. They couldn’t risk it. He could tell from
Beth’s tension that she realized it, too. They would simply
have to wait it out.

The sounds of sexual activity started up again. “Like that,”
Lydia instructed him, her voice imperious. “Harder. I want
to feel your cock pounding inside of me.” Henry groaned in
response, and from Lydia’s deep, rippling moan, Stephen
had to guess she’d gotten what she wanted.

Stephen abruptly realized that he was still pressed against
Beth—and that his own cock was hard with need. Just think-
ing about Beth always had him semi-erect, but being this



64 %L/) Café)/ Yara//e)f

close to her, breathing in her perfume, feeling the heated soft-
ness of her body just inches away from his, was almost more
than his body could take. His hard-on started to throb.

Beth was breathing shallowly, and he could feel her nip-
ples, like pebbles, poking through the thick cotton of her
nightgown.

He didn’t want to scare her. Considering she’d spoken of
how they’d deny what they felt, he knew that she didn’t nec-
essarily want a physical relationship—but then she’d admit-
ted to how strongly her body reacted to his. From the feel of
her, and the way she clung to him, he wondered if her body
was as aroused as his was. How much sway did her body
have over her logic?

His hand traced up from her waist, only the barest of
inches, along her rib cage. She was so slight, so delicate. He
could feel the shift of fabric against skin, burning his finger-
tips with her heat. It was only the tiniest of caresses, and he
stared at her face, giving her plenty of room to stop him.

She froze instead, and he paused, unsure of whether or not
he should continue. Then, almost imperceptibly, she angled
her body. His fingertips brushed the soft swell on the under-
side of her breast. For someone so small, her breasts were full
and high, tantalizing him. He stroked the underside experi-
mentally, still slow, still hesitant. She was still frozen, and he
thought he could see her throat work convulsively. Nonethe-
less, she didn’t move away.

He wondered at her experience. The other men had sug-
gested that no one had given in to her wiles. He realized that,
because of her striking beauty, they couldn’t imagine that
she didn’t have wiles. Especially not in a place like this . . .
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although, given what was happening out in the meadow, he
couldn’t discount the possibility.

He cupped Beth’s breast more fully, tracing the areola with
his thumb, flicking the hardness of the erect nipple. Beth let
out the tiniest of sounds, a quick, sharp mewl of pleasure. She
shifted, her breast pushing closer to his touch. Inadvertently,
her hips slid against the hardness of his erection. He stifled a
groan, putting his head down against her shoulder.

“Oh, God, yeah,” Lydia gasped out in the meadow. “Fuck
me, Henry. Harder.”

Stephen ignored what was going on, focusing his entire
world on the woman pressed against him in the darkness. She
turned her head. He could smell the sweetness of her breath,
less than an inch from his own mouth. He leaned down,
bridging the gap, feeling the softness of her lips against his
own. She gasped into his mouth now, and he traced the out-
line of her sensuous pout with his tongue. She tasted deli-
cious, like sweet cherry wine. He stroked the delicate inner
flesh of her lips, then delved further. After a moment, her
tongue crept out, hesitant, shy. He teased it with his own,
and soon the two of them were kissing deeply, their bodies
pressing together more tightly as his tongue dipped in, out,
in a slow rhythm that reminded him of the joining he felt
sure they both wanted.

“I want you to come, baby,” Henry muttered, out in the
meadow. The sound of their lovemaking had turned frantic,
skin slapping against skin.

“I'm close,” Lydia rasped. “Right there, oh, oh . ..”

Stephen felt like his blood was on fire. His hands roamed
across Beth’s frame, cupping her breasts, kneading them
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gently. Her fingers dug into his shoulders, lifting her, and she
pushed herself further into his palms. She kissed him harder,
devouring him with her sweet mouth, clinging to him as if
she couldn’t bear to be torn away.

His cock was hard as concrete, and his hands slid down
her sides to grip her hips, angling her toward him, rubbing
his erection against the juncture of her thighs. When she
froze again, he realized that he’d gone too far, too quickly.

“I'm sorry,” he breathed, his voice hoarse and low. The
voices in the meadow were starting to get a little louder, a little
throatier. Lydia was obviously close to hitting her orgasm.

“It’s all right,” Beth murmured back. “It’s just . . . I've
never . ..”

It took him a second to realize what she was telling him.

She was a virgin.

He knew there were virgins, even in this day and age, but
frankly, they struck him as a bit mythical. “Not in any way?”
he whispered back furtively.

“Just kisses,” Beth explained, her body grinding against
his. “And that . . . was a long time ago . . .”

“Yes!” Lydia let out a subdued cry in the meadow. “Yes!
Yes! Yes!”

Stephen shuddered, biting his lip. It shouldn’t have made
a difference, but knowing that all of this was new to her only
increased his own frenzied desire for her. It also put it in per-
spective: she wanted him, and she’d had opportunities to be
with any number of men. But she’d chosen him.

He felt humbled by the admission, and unsure of how to
proceed.

“My turn,” Henry in the meadow said smugly.
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“Not quite yet,” Lydia interrupted. “There’s someone else
here.”

Stephen froze. Had they been caught?

Another woman’s voice chimed in. “I can’t believe you
started without me,” she said, her voice petulant.

“There’splentytogoaround,” Lydiasaid, laughing. “Come
on, Camille. This is the man I was telling you about.”

A threesome, Stephen thought quickly, in amused dis-
belief.

Then Beth shifted beneath him, and all thoughts of anyone
else fled.

Beth could barely contain herself. The feel of Stephen against
her was making her body explode with sensation. His kisses
were drugging, intoxicating. She wanted to strip out of her
rough cotton nightgown and feel his skin gliding against hers,
feel the muscles of his body bunch and contractas he . . .

As he what? She knew what had to happen, but she’d
never experienced, so she felt at a loss. What would it feel
like, to have his cock parting her flesh, to feel her pussy filled
with the hard length she’d felt pressed at the juncture of her
thighs? She was breathless at the mere thought of it.

There were three voices in the meadow now. Backed
against the tree, her gazed flitted over to them in distraction.
She could see why none of the three participants would notice
Stephen and her, hidden in the shadows. The group was far
too intent on their own sexual pursuits. Lydia was naked—
as usual, Beth thought with envy—her red hair looking black
in what little light emerged from the pale silver of the waning
moon. Henry was naked, as well, looking tall and lanky, ropy
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with muscle from working in the fields on the Compound.
He was on his feet, his cock jutting out prominently as he
stood there in the humid night.

“I told you I was going to bring someone else to play,”
Lydia said, her voice smug.

“I hope you don’t mind,” the third participant added.

Beth recognized the woman: Goodmaid Camille, who
had been on the Compound for five years. She wasn'’t very
pretty, but she was “built,” her body full and curvaceous.
She wore a broad, hungry smile. Henry didn’t say anything
in response—his face looked confused yet aroused by the
goings-on.

Beth turned her focus back to Stephen, wondering if he
were as surprised by the multiple participants as she. But
when her gaze met his, she realized he was focused only
on her. Her pulse pounded wildly in her throat. He leaned
down, kissing the smile from her mouth.

“We might get caught . . .” she heard Henry say from the
meadow, his tone nervous. Beth stiffened slightly, realizing
they might all get caught, and turned to see what was going
on. Stephen turned his attention to her neck, pressing soft,
hot kisses from the sensitive spot behind her earlobe to the
hollow of her collarbone, and she gasped silently.

Lydia made an impatient sound. She knelt in front of
Henry, taking him into her mouth. He groaned softly, tilt-
ing his head back, pushing his hips toward her as his fingers
twined in her hair, holding her head steady. Beth could hear
the minute suckling sounds that Lydia made as she slowly
worked on his erection.
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Then Camille moved forward. She took off her clothes and
veil, revealing pale blond hair that shone in the moonlight,
a contrast to Lydia’s darkness. She spooned behind Lydia,
caressing Lydia’s breast with one hand while the other hand
burrowed between Lydia’s thighs. Lydia’s moan, muffled
by Henry’s cock, was one of intense pleasure. Camille was
making little soft panting noises as well, kissing Lydia’s back
as her hips wiggled in obvious sensual torment.

Beth felt as if a trigger was released inside her. She wasn't
interested in Lydia’s sex games, but their complete abandon—
their willingness to risk punishment in the name of pleasure—
was riveting. Her body, already primed by Stephen’s devoted
kisses, started to flow wetly, her breasts heavy and throb-
bing, her stomach jittering with sexual energy. She stared at
Stephen. He was ignoring the sex play. He only had eyes for
her. He stared at her face, stroking her cheek softly.

She couldn’t hold back any more. She kissed him hard, pas-
sion bursting inside her like a spring. He responded in kind.
His fingers slid from her waist to cup her buttocks, lifting her
slightly as she helped out eagerly, parting her thighs to gently
straddle his trousered waist. His clothed cock rubbed hard
against the nightgown that shielded her pussy, and she gasped
silently, her nipples tingling, her whole body electrified. Im-
patiently he tugged up the hem of her gown . . . then his hand
froze. She saw him staring at her, his face apologetic.

She paused for all of a second before she reached down,
helping pull the gown the rest of the way, exposing her panties
and bare legs. Then she buried her face against his shoulder.

His fingers explored her in the darkness, finding the top of
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her panties and reaching inside, stroking softly. She bit her lips
as his fingers grazed through the thick curls covering her sex.

“Taste him,” Beth heard Lydia saying, issuing orders like a
director in a sexual stage play. Camille let out a cry of pleased
surprise that turned into a muffled moan. Soon, the only
sounds coming from the meadow were low groans of pleasure,
the moist sounds of sex and the low cries of ecstasy.

Beth raised one leg, angling it to hook over Stephen’s hip,
parting herself even wider, making his access to her easier.
She clung to his shoulders and let out a tiny cry as he traced
her damp slot, parting the folds of skin. He dipped a finger
inside her, tracing her, then delved deeper with slow thor-
oughness. She felt his touch like a hot brand, lancing her with
sexual fire. She bit his shoulder through the cotton of his
shirt, unable to stop herself from moving her hips to swivel
against his searching fingers.

“That’sit,” Lydia said, out in the meadow. “Harder, baby.
I want to feel you come inside me. . . .”

Beth gasped softly, pressing herself harder, biting her lip as
Stephen’s fingers penetrated deeper inside her. She leaned up
closer to his face. “I want to feel you inside me,” she echoed,
barely audible.

He groaned softly against her, his body pressing against
her as his fingers stroked inside her pussy. She shuddered
at the sensation. Blindly, she kissed him, feeling his tongue
sweep 1nside her mouth. Her tongue twined with his as his
fingers withdrew and penetrated. She could feel the pressure
building inside her, and she wrapped her leg around him,
pulling him close.
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Stephen’s fingers started to move more quickly, and Beth’s
hips bucked against his fingers as she found herself twisting
and writhing against him, her breathing quick and ragged.
He withdrew his fingers, finding the little button of flesh at
her opening. For a moment, she wished that he’d kneel down
and taste her, replacing his fingers with teeth and tongue.
Then, replacing his tongue with something even more sub-
stantial . . .

[ want to feel you come inside me.

Instead, he gently but firmly rubbed her clit as his fingers
pressed deeper inside her.

“Oh!”

She let the tiny sound out, unable to help herself. Fortu-
nately, the threesome in the clearing didn’t notice as they
were close to finding their own release.

“God,” she heard Henry grunt roughly, as Lydia chanted,
“Yes, ohhhh, yes,” and Camille simply made mewling sounds
of kittenlike pleasure.

Stephen’s fingers plunged into Beth, and she felt an ex-
plosion of sensation radiate through her. Her thighs crushed
against his palm, and she felt a wave of wetness pour down as
she shuddered against him, her body trembling uncontrolla-
bly. The orgasm rocked through her, and she made the tini-
est cry as her muscles contracted against Stephen’s searching
hand.

She wished he were inside her.

“Lydia!”

Beth glanced over, dazed. Henry was behind Lydia, his cock
penetrating her as she knelt, her head obscured by Camille’s
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parted thighs. The man was pumping his way to fulfillment
and Lydia still managed to rear back against him. He shud-
dered, slamming against her, and she clawed at his thighs, lift-
ing her head long enough to cry out “YES!” They shuddered
together. Camille made a small sound of protest until Lydia
knelt back down, with Henry still inside her, and burrowed
her head back between Camille’s thighs. Within moments,
Camille’s breathing went heavy and labored, and she let out a
rippling cry, her thighs circling Lydia’s red hair.

The meadow finally went silent except for the sounds
of rasping breaths. Lydia was the first to speak. “Fucking
marvelous,” she commented, causing Henry and Camille to
laugh.

Stephen leaned down, kissing Beth gently before with-
drawing his hand from between her thighs. She could still
feel the hardness of his cock against her stomach, and she
traced it through the fabric of his pants with the tips of her
fingers. He shivered, moving her hand away. She bit her lip,
embarrassed. He simply pressed her hand to his lips, kissing
her fingertips gently. “Wait,” he breathed against her ear.

After long minutes, the group in the clearing got their
clothes back on. “See? We didn't get caught,” Lydia said tri-
umphantly to Henry.

“When can we meet again?” Camille asked, almost des-
perately.

“Maybe tomorrow,” Lydia said.

“You're playing it too close to the edge,” Henry warned.

Lydia laughed. “That’s okay. Camille and I can play with-
out you.” The voices trailed off as the three of them made
their way back to the dorms.
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“I can’t believe that just happened,” Beth said finally,
when the coast was clear.

“Which part?” Stephen asked, his voice gently teasing.

Beth could feel a blush heat her cheeks. “Them,” she clari-
fied, then shook her head. “And . . . us.”

He kissed her. “I didn’t mean to stop you,” he said. “But
...  know you're not that experienced. And I don’t want
your first time to be quick.”

She smiled at him, and he stared at her mouth hungrily.

“But I do want your first time to be with me.”

“So do I,” she breathed.

He sighed. “Which means we've got to get you out of
here.”

She blinked, surprised at his abrupt change of topic.

“It’s not an easy place to get out of,” he noted. “But we can
do it. I can help you. I can help you on the outside, too. You
can stay with me, until we figure out what you're going to do
next.”

“Why are you helping me?” she asked. In her experience,
no one was altruistic. She’d had to pay every cent she had to
escape from her stepmother’s clutches, leaving her penniless
and vulnerable—which was how she’d wound up here, at the
Penitent Compound. She wanted to trust Stephen, but didn’t
know how.

His eyes were thoughtful.

“I don’t know,” he answered, and his voice sounded tor-
tured. “Now . . . go on. Go to bed, before I lose whatever
weird nobility I seem to have developed.”

She did as he asked, walking away on shaky legs.

“Beth?” he called out, stopping her.
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She turned back, nodding.

“Maybe we should find someplace else to meet,” he said,
and she grinned ruefully.

“My room is the farthest west, in the women’s dorm,” she
said. ““We can meet in the woods by there, if you like.”

“All right,” he agreed. “Then . . . I'll see you tomorrow.”

She nodded, feeling warm.

“Tomorrow night,” she said softly. And her body throbbed
in expectation.
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It might be wrong of her, lying on her bed in her nightgown
with her window wide open, waiting for Stephen. She was
taking a terrible risk. But the heat that radiated outward from
deep in the pit of her stomach told her that, after last night’s
encounter, she didn'’t care. She wanted Stephen far too much
to think about the possible ramifications.

She’d lived the past ten years of her life in fear. No . . .
she’d lived in fear since she was seven, when her father the
king had remarried the jealous, violent actress that had tried
to eliminate all competition. Beth had measured each step
carefully, devoting herself to staying out of the limelight,
keeping her head down, protecting herself. She’d never really
gotten close to a man.

Tonight, that all was going to change.

“Beth?”



76 %TD Caiéjf Yara//@/

She jumped, startled. “Yes?”

Stephen climbed into her window, outlined by moonlight.
“This feels so high school,” he said wryly, in a low whisper.
“Are you sure we aren’t going to wake anybody up, staying
here? Would you rather go somewhere else? Somewhere . . .
more private?”

She blushed. She’d thought about going to the meadow—
but that seemed to be Lydia’s private terrain, and frankly,
while she was interested in sex, she did not want to continue
watching Lydia’s all-out extravaganzas in orgiastic excess. To-
night was going to be a big enough step without that additional
pressure. “‘Here’s fine,” Beth assured him hastily. “There’s no
one 1n the room next to me, and Goodmaid Amelia is in the
room across. She snores loudly, and she sleeps like the dead.”
She paused, then let out a short, hysteria-tinged giggle, unlike
her normal laugh at all. “God. That sounds so horribly unro-
mantic.”

He seemed to understand. He put his arms out, envelop-
ing her in a hug, and kissed the top of her head. It felt warm,
and comforting. However, his close proximity and the mas-
culine scent of him gave a sensual edge to his casual gesture.
“You're nervous,” he stated.

She shrugged.

“Mind if we turn on the light?”

She bit her lip. “Someone might see,” she said, frowning.
“More people wander around at night than I'd realized.”

Helaughed, and she knew he was thinking of the tryst they’d
watched. ““That was something,” he said. “You never would've
suspected it, not in a little place like this. But when you get
people repressed enough—well, it’s bound to happen.”
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“You think that this—us—is just repression?” She didn’t
mean to sound so appalled, but she pulled away nonetheless.
She wasn’t sure what was between the two of them, but he
had a point. She was near the breaking point, and she knew
that driving, insatiable hunger was definitely a factor.

The thing is, she might have had the hunger, but she didn't
have the drive until she met him.

“No. I don’t understand what’s between us.” He sounded
genuinely puzzled. Then he grinned, the lopsided, mischie-
vous grin that made warmth curl through her chest and belly.
“Mind you, I'm not complaining.”

She smiled. “I'm not, either.”

“Are you sure about the light? I really would love to
see you.”

He sounded so eager—so hopeful. She didn’t want to dis-
appoint him. She closed the shutters, then lit the lamp on her
small table.

He was wearing his usual button-up shirt and trousers.
His gaze took in all of her, from her hair done up in a braid
down her back to her long, prim nightgown. She shifted her
weight, fidgeting, and her fingers laced together.

“God, you're beautiful,” he said slowly.

She smiled. “I'm not wearing anything . . . you know.
Sexy.”

“You don’t need to.” His eyes echoed his voice. “I want

”

you.
Heat flared through her. “I know,” she said.
For a second, they stood there, pulses pounding, breath-
ing uneven. Then, in a fluid motion, they reached for each
other.
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He kissed her, hard, with none of the tender restraint of
their encounter by the meadow. His lips covered hers with
firm force, his tongue sweeping out to tangle with hers. She
didn’t shrink from his sensual onslaught. On the contrary,
she lifted her head to meet his, her fingertips clutching at
his shoulders, her pussy throbbing madly as she felt a flow
of wetness rush between her thighs. She whimpered as need
built with ever quickening force.

“This 1s crazy,” he said in a ragged voice, pulling away
from her.

“I know,” she said. “I need you to touch me.”

His eyes burned with intensity. “Any place in particular?”

“Everywhere,” she said softly. She needed to feel his hands
on her. She needed the pressure of his touch to somehow calm
the storm that was building inside her.

He studied her, as if wondering where to begin. Then
he lifted up her nightgown, pulling it over her head in one
smooth motion.

She was wearing her bra and panties, which were plain
white and certainly meant more for function than seduc-
tion. He still stared at her, his hands cupping the fullness of
her breasts, thumbs stroking the smooth curves of skin that
threatened to spill out of their containment. She arched her
back, pressing more firmly into his palms, and he sighed in
gratitude, leaning forward to press hot, velvety kisses against
her throat.

He pulled away, and she made a small sound of protest.
Before she could say anything, he tugged at the buttons of
his shirt, quickly and clumsily undoing them and then toss-
ing the garment next to her nightgown.
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She stared at his chest for a moment, overwhelmed with
sheer feminine appreciation of his chiseled torso. His shoul-
ders were yoked with muscle, his chest and stomach carved
in flat planes. Thin lines cut from his pelvis, arching below
his waistband. She reached out tentatively, then put her palms
on his chest, smoothing them down the line of his torso to his
belly button. He groaned in response.

Then her hands moved lower, stroking over the fly of his
pants. There was already a sizable ridge of flesh, straining
against the fabric. She stroked the length of it, exploring as
she hadn’t been able to, last night, in their hurried encounter.

“Giive me a second,” he rasped. Then he unbuttoned his
pants, kicking off his shoes and socks and tugging the trou-
sers down, leaving them on the floor. He was left in boxers,
his erection springing to tent the material in front of him.

She stared at the bulge, her fingers tingling in anticipation.

“There you go,” he said, grinning smugly. “Now you can
stroke all you like.”

His voice was a teasing invitation. She felt a little self-con-
scious. She’d never touched a man’s penis before, certainly
not in the flesh, and the thin material of the boxers left little
to the imagination. She started to reach forward, then pulled
her hand back. “Maybe . . . we can get back to that,” she
said, feeling the blush heating her chest and creeping up to
her face.

He nodded, his face still somewhat amused, but his eyes
glowing with understanding. “We've got all night,” he mur-
mured in agreement.

“What are we going to do tonight?” she whispered.

“Whatever you want.”
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She shivered in anticipation. “I believe I already said I
want you to touch me,” she breathed.

“Believe me,” he promised, “I'm going to. But it might
help if you lie down.”

She eyed her narrow cot, then pulled a thick quilt out of
her footlocker. “I'm sorry,” she said, spreading it out on the
floor. “The bed’s just too narrow, and you're so big.”

His eyes gleamed. “No problem. This makes it like a
picnic.”

The way he looked at her suggested it was more than met-
aphorical. He looked like he wanted to eat her up.

She rubbed her thighs together. Her panties were already
soaked.

He stretched out next to her, and she caught a tantalizing
glimpse of his cock through the opening of his boxers. Before
she could stare, he tilted her chin up, so her eyes met his.
“Would you mind taking your hair out of its braid?”” he said.
“I'd love to see it.”

She sat up, undoing the braid until her hair fell in loose
waves down to her waist. He groaned, running his fingers
through it. Then he rubbed her scalp. After having it se-
cured so tightly, the pressure felt wonderful, and she purred
1n response.

“Do you like it when I touch you like this?” he asked.

“Yes,” she admitted. “Although . . . that wasn’t the touch-
ing I had in mind.”

She was shocked at her own audacity. Still, he laughed, and
his hands stroked her face, her earlobes, her jawline. “This
better?”

“You're toying with me,” she accused playfully.
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“No.” To her surprise, he leaned down, sucking at her
nipple through the cotton of her bra. She gasped, her back
arching automatically. “That’s toying with you. This is just
building things up a little.”

“Then I want you to toy with me,” she said breathlessly.

He laughed again. “Trust me. You don’t want to rush this.”

But she did. She thought she would go insane if something
wasn't done to relieve the agonizing sexual pressure, build-
ing up inside of her. She reached behind her, forcing herself
to act quickly, before she could think about it. She unhooked
her bra, slipping the straps off her shoulders and tossing it
aside. Then she looked at him, chin raised.

He stared at her revealed breasts, then into her eyes. “Now
who’s toying?” His voice was a rough velvet growl.

He leaned down, pressing kisses from her collar bone
down to her breastbone. He cupped one breast with his
hand. His mouth covered her nipple, sucking softly, and
she let out a soft cry as pleasure shot through her, from her
breast down to her cunt. Her hips raised slightly in response.
He continued his gentle suckling as his hand kneaded her
breast softly, his thumb circling the taut nipple, tweaking
it, caressing it. Her hands threaded in his honey blond hair,
holding him against her breast. She writhed as pleasure
shook through her.

It wasn't enough though. She wanted more—needed more.

She let go of him, her hands venturing down the bunched
tension of his arms, then to his waist . . . then to the waistband
of his boxers. She took a deep breath, then let her fingertips
creep past his waistband. She felt the crinkly hair beneath,
and then reached lower.
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He grabbed her wrist. “You're speeding things up,” he
said. He sounded out of breath.

She extended her fingers, feeling her index finger brush
the head of his cock. She hadn't realized it would be so mar-
velously smooth, so satiny soft. “Is this . . . bad?” She sud-
denly realized she was playing a game whose rules she was
completely unfamiliar with. Maybe he expected her to be
pliant. He knew what he was doing, and he’d told her spe-
cifically that they needed to go slow. Was she annoying him?
His face looked dark, taut with tension. She immediately
withdrew her hand, guilt and embarrassment forcing back
some of her desire.

He surprised her by taking her hand, then pulling down
his boxers, letting his cock spring forth. It was large, a dull
reddish-purple, the dark thick head capping the straight,
strong length of his shaft. “You can touch, all you like,” he
said. “But 1if you keep touching me, then I'll come. And I
don’t want to do that just yet. I don’t think you want me to,
either.”

She’d obviously never seen a man come before, either. She
didn’t know how it would affect him. Would he leave? Fall
asleep? She knew how drained she’d felt after she’d shud-
dered her release against his palm, last night by the tree.

"

“I've never seen . . . one,” she said, hedging, “in real life
before.”

He leaned back, pulling his boxers off. He lay there, beau-
tifully naked. “What do you think?”

She studied it. “Can I touch it a little?”

His laugh sounded strangled. “Just a little,” he conceded,
but his eyes burned with intensity despite his smile.
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She put out her hand, stroking the mushroom-shaped
tip. It was a darker color, the small opening like a tiny eye
in the middle, the curve of the cap splitting on the under-
side. There was a vein on the shaft. She traced it with her
fingers. The shaft wasn't as soft as the head, but it was
still smooth, and it pulsed with life. She went lower, down
to where the shaft connected with his body. Beneath, his
balls hung slightly, covered with hair. She rolled them over
her palms, smiling slightly. The testicles felt loose, gliding
easily in their sac.

He tilted his head back, and a tiny drop of clear liquid
beaded on the tip of his cock. She stared at it . . . then
smoothed her fingertip over it.

“God,” he groaned. “Okay. Enough exploration. You'll
have to give me a second to get my control back.”

She smiled at the thought of being able to make a big man
like this lose control with the touch of her fingertips.

He took several deep breaths, then reached for her. “Your
turn.”

He slipped his fingers under the elastic of her panties, slip-
ping them down the length of her legs. She shivered under
his gaze.

“Beautiful,” he repeated, then his hand smoothed gently
over the curves of her calf, her thigh, before reaching be-
tween her legs. His finger slid between her curls. “You're al-
ready wet for me,” he said, his voice appreciative.

She bit her lip, looking away. “I get wet whenever I think
of you.”

He groaned, and his finger probed deeper, parting the
slick folders of her pussy. He brushed past her clit, and she
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moaned softly, parting her legs a little more to give him
better access.

“I want to look at you,” he said. “It’s only fair.”

She wasn’t sure what he meant until he sat up, parting her
legs, then getting up to settle his body between them. Her
breathing went shallow, her hands fisting at her sides.

“Trust me,” he said.

“I'do.”

With that, she tilted her head back and let him start to
explore.

Stephen couldn’t believe what was happening. He hadn’t ex-
pected to find a gorgeous woman here, on an assignment of
all places. Especially not in a place that swore celibacy above
all things. But here he was, sequestered in her bedroom,
with this unbelievable woman lying naked and as enticing
as a Christmas present, spread out in front of him, ready for
the taking.

He knew he was crossing an ethical bridge, but from the
moment he’d first touched her pussy, he'd tossed profes-
sionalism to the wind. Even if it meant the story—hell, right
now, even if it meant his job—he had to have this woman.
Need lashed at his body, his cock straining to get inside her
wet, tight slot, feeling her cunt massage the rock-hard length
ofhim. ..

No. Slow down. She was the inexperienced one here. He
knew what he was doing, and he knew that if he buried
himself in her now, he’d lose his mind, and her first expe-
rience would be quick and disappointing. And as much as
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he wanted her, he felt overwhelmed by the responsibility of
making sure she enjoyed their sex as much as he did.

No. It was more than a responsibility. It was an honor. He
couldn’t remember if he’d ever thought of sex as an honor
before.

He reached down, parting the wet folds of her flesh, push-
ing the ebony curls out of the way to reveal her pussy, opening
like a dusky pink orchid, with the deeper rose colored flesh
of her clit and inner labia curling like a tight bud. He inhaled
the heady scent of her, sweet and yet spicy, like some kind
of exotic island flower. He stroked the bud with his finger.
Her clit was already erect, standing at attention, and liquid
dripped from her like honey. He dipped a finger inside, draw-
ing it out slowly, reveling in the sound of passion that came
from her. He put his finger in his mouth. “You taste sweet,”
he said. “Like spice cake, but with a little tang.”

She looked embarrassed, and he grinned. “You taste fan-
tastic,” he continued. “Does this feel good?”

“Yes,” she breathed, her hips lifting up off the quilt to
meet his probing finger. He withdrew, stroking her hard clit
with slow, circular strokes. Her breathing came in quick,
sharp little gasps.

With his other hand, he pressed a finger in deep, feeling
her flesh tight around it. She squeezed him, and his cock
jerked in anticipation of how her hot, wet cunt would feel,
closing around him. He shuddered, stopping for a second,
struggling with his need.

“More,” she begged, her hips pressing against his hand.

He pressed a second finger in, stretching out the tight
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walls of her vagina, making it easier for her to accommodate
him. Her thighs closed against his wrist, holding his hand
captive. His thumb continued working her clit.

“You're . . . you're going to make . . . me ... come...” she
forced out, panting quickly.

He smiled. “Just a second, then.”

He lifted his thumb from her clit, and she let out a frus-
trated cry. Then he leaned forward, replacing his finger with
his tongue.

She let out a tiny shriek, scooting away from him even as
her hips lifted to meet his lips. Her fists clawed into the thick
quilt beneath them. “Oh my God,” she whispered.

He put his hands under her buttocks and curved his fin-
gers around her hips, holding her tight to him as his teeth
and tongue worked her clit. Her honey flowed over his lips
and he sipped at her as his tongue moved deeper into her wet
slot. She moaned, her head lolling from side to side as her
body shivered beneath his ministrations.

When she stopped scooting and he felt her body start to
clench, he moved one of his hands, pressing first one, then
two fingers inside her, moving it gradually deeper as his
tongue flicked firmly on her clit.

“Stephen,” she gasped, her breathing coming hard and
fast.

He moved his fingers in and out, searching out the spot on
the high upper front of her vagina.

She cried out, and he felt her cunt milk his fingers, con-
tracting in an undulating wave. A jolt of pre-come escaped
his cock as he kept pressing inside her, drawing out the
orgasm as his mouth sucked on her clit.
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When it was over, he lifted his head, withdrawing his
fingers, tasting them. “Spice cake,” he marveled, and it
described her perfectly . . . the slight heat, like ginger; the
richness, like molasses; the spice, redolent of nutmeg and
cinnamon and clove. “I could eat you every day.”

“I don’t know that I'd survive,” she responded, sounding
dazed. Her pupils were huge, and her pulse beat steadily in
the ivory column of her throat. “But I'm perfectly willing to
find out.”

Her areolae were a dark pink, still jutting out against
the cream of her skin. Her violet eyes were wide. She
stared at him.

“Aren'tyou . ..dontyoustill...”

He grinned ruefully. Was she kidding? “I'm definitely not
done yet,” he said, the anticipation honed razor sharp in his
body. He could almost come just looking at her. “I want you
more than ever.”

She smiled, an intoxicating mixture of demureness and
seduction. “I still want you,” she said. “More than ever. Es-
pecially now that I know what I have to look forward to.”

He laughed, and started to reach for her. The laugh
abruptly died as he thought of something.

“Did you . . . oh, shit.” He closed his eyes. “What are the
odds that you have a condom?”

She blinked, then blushed a rosy red. “Don’t you have
one?” she asked instead.

“It wasn't like they let me keep my wallet,” he said. “Hell.
It’s not like I even keep a condom in my wallet anymore,
anyway.’

Her look of understanding was tragicomic. He felt sure
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that he’d find it hysterical . . . some time in the distant future,
after he actually had a fucking condom and he’d buried him-
self hip-deep in her welcoming pussy, enjoying the snug cunt
he’d so thoroughly warmed with his tongue. But he couldn’t
laugh, not now.

It was one thing to be ethically questionable, sleeping with
the subject of a potential newspaper article. But getting one
pregnant . . . well, that was an entirely different issue, and
not one he was willing to risk.

“Is there anything I can do?”” she asked, in a small voice.

He rolled away from her, lying flat on the floor. “Unless
you know of a convenience store nearby . . .” he joked, ten-
sion still slicing through his words.

She leaned over him, strands of her long ebony hair stroking
over his erection, and he hissed with pleasure as the cool silk
tickled at him. She pushed the wayward locks out of the way.
“Can’t I do for you,” she whispered, “what you did for me?”

He stared at her. “It’s your first time,” he protested. “I
can’t ask you. You don’t know what you'd be in for.”

“You worried you'd come if I touched you,” she said, her
soft palm reaching forward and circling the hard base of his
cock. “You don’t need to worry about that now.”

He didn'’t trust himself to speak, so he stayed silent. She
tugged at the flesh of his cock gently, stroking him inex-
pertly, but getting him worked up nonetheless. He didn't
have far to go.

She leaned over him, her breasts round and firm, her
raspberry lips pursed. She cupped him with both hands,
stroking him.

“It would help . . . if we had a little lubricant,” he admitted.
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She smiled. “Would this help?”

With that, her head tipped down, and she took the head of
his cock into her mouth.

He let out a guttural groan of pleasure as she suckled his
cock gently. Her mouth wasn't very big, and he felt the sharp
edge of her teeth graze against the head, but with deliberate
gentleness. The startling sensation almost sent him over the
edge, and like she had when she was the one on her back, his
hands fisted into the quilt below him. He thought he might
rip it apart as the pressure inside him increased, causing all
his muscles to tense. His hips raised, and he couldn’t help
it . .. he pressed his cock a little further into the welcoming
warmth of her mouth, with her curious, catlike tongue and
moist full lips. She let some saliva run down his shaft on to
her hands, then stroked with increasing firmness, as if gain-
ing confidence.

The sensation was more than he could bear.

“Beth . . . honey, I'm gonna come,” he grunted, nudging her
away, but she held firm, her lips clamping around his cock. He
couldn’t hold back any more. He let go, the orgasm shooting
from him, into her waiting mouth. She kept sucking at him,
and to his shock, a second round of shudders rocked him.

He might be mistaken, but he might have had a multiple.
How the hell did that happen?

He had difficulty breathing, so he simply lay back, strug-
gling to regain his wind. She kept on him, licking at him,
suckling him until he started to go limp. Then she kissed each
of his balls before looking at him. Her smile reminded him of
the Mona Lisa . . . small, mysterious. She kissed his stomach,
then moved up to his chest before lying next to him.
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“I'm sorry,” he said. “I tried to warn you, but . . .”

“It’s all right,” she said, pressing a small, endearing kiss
on his shoulder.

“That was your first time,” he protested. “That had to
be . .. well, not what you were expecting.”

Her smile broadened. “You know . . . you don't taste like
spice cake.”

He winced. “T’ll bet.”

“This isn’'t going to sound romantic,” she said, actually
sounding studious, “but you reminded me of . . . well, clam
chowder. Sort of salty.”

He stared at her. Then he laughed, a low, delighted sound.
“I really like you, Beth.”

Her answering smile was like the sun coming out from
behind a cloud.

“I like you, too,” she said. “And I'd like to do this again
sometime.” She looked at him from below the thick fringe of
her lashes.

“We’ll have to work on that,” he said, smiling. “This, and
more.
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Céalm‘er Six

Beth knocked softly on the door to Lydia’s room. It was after
the waking bell, but not quite time for breakfast. There was
nothing in the rules that said she simply couldn’t talk to an-
other woman, but considering her purpose in the early morn-
ing visit, she still felt her heart speeding up irrationally.

Lydia opened the door, her red hair tumbling around her
shoulders, her dress half buttoned. “Yes?” she asked, her
voice thick with sleep.

Beth glanced up and down the hall. “I need to talk to
you.”

Lydia recognized her, and all traces of sleep vanished
from her features, replaced with an alert caution. She mo-
tioned Beth in.

Lydia’s room was neat as a pin, nothing out of place. Beth
wondered if she’d ever had a “guest” here in the women'’s
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dormitory. Beth suspected not. Lydia kept up an immacu-
late front.

“Why are you here?”

Beth took a deep breath, steeling herself. “I want one of
the condoms the delivery woman gave me yesterday.”

Lydia stared at her for a moment, then a slow, wicked smile
spread across her face. “Really.”

Beth felt the blush creep up her chest, but forged ahead.
“Yes.”

“Take two . . . I've got plenty.” Lydia stuck a chair under
her door, jamming it shut. Then she pulled up a floorboard,
next to the foot of her bed. She pulled out the foil packages,
handing it to Beth with a flourish. “Anyone I know?”

It took Beth a second to realize what Lydia was asking.
The heat of the blush grew more intense.

“It’s not your business,” Beth said curtly.

“No,” Lydia agreed, her eyes going hard. “But what hap-
pened in the meadow wasn'’t your business, and neither was
my arrangement with the delivery woman, but you managed
to stick your nose in that.”

Beth felt a twinge of guilt. “You weren’t exactly private
about it,” she said. “It wasn't my fault I saw what I saw, or
overheard what I did.”

“Fine,” Lydia said, shrugging, but Beth could tell she was
still annoyed. “I guess you've been having sex and keeping
it under wraps for ages—you've been here, what, ten years?
Have you just been barebacking it all this time?”

Beth took a step back, bewildered. “I don’t understand.”

Lydia stared at her. “You really don’t, do you?” she said,
and her voice was tinged with condescension. She replaced
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the board in the floor, then went about arranging her hair
and pulling on her veil. “Good grief. How old are you?”

“What does that have to do with anything?” Beth felt dis-
tinctly uncomfortable. The condoms felt conspicuous, even
hidden in her pocket. Her fingertips slid over the smooth
packaging.

“You can’t possibly still be a virgin, can you?”

“Why does everyone ask that?” Beth groused. “There are
virgins even on the outside, you know. Even normal people.”

Lydia scoffed. “Are you kidding? Do you know how rare
a virgin 1s these days? Like a unicorn or a mermaid or some
other mythic creature. Virgins are something out of fairy
tales, Beth.”

Beth stared at her as she watched Lydia transform into her
perfect Penitent facade. “What are you doing here?” Beth
asked.

Lydia shrugged. “My family sent me here,” she said fi-
nally. “I was on an Amish commune, but I managed to go
to a public school. I realized that there was a whole world I
was missing. So [ made up for it.” She shrugged delicately. “I
wound up experimenting with a few of the boys on the com-
mune . . . and one of the girls. They thought I was wicked and
needed more discipline. My father is friends with Founder
Roberts, and he arranged for me to be sent here.”

Beth was aghast. “Against your will?”” She might have been
happy here, but she had come willingly—and the place was a
paradise, compared with her life at the palace. If she had been
forced . ..

She realized that it was not necessarily something she
would have chosen. She frowned at the thought.
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Lydia’s laugh was brittle. “What other choice did I
have?”

“You could have . . . I don’t know. Told him that you
wouldn’t go. Stood up to him.”

“You don’t want to know what he would have done to me
if I did.” Lydia’s face went dark.

Beth swallowed hard. “All right. You could have run
away.”

“Do you know how hard it is out there?” Lydia said deri-
sively. “No. I understand communes . . . how they work, what
the system is. And I'm more careful here. I can do whatever
I want, as long as I'm careful.” She winked at Beth, her mis-
chievous expression at odds with the sternness of her outfit.
“You can, too. With as many people as you want . . . as long
as they're careful.”

“It’s not like that,” Beth stammered. “There’s . . . there’s
just one.”

“Oh.” Lydia rolled her eyes as she moved the chair from
under the door handle. “I guess you're going to tell me you're
in love.”

Beth blinked. “T don’t know,” she whispered, feeling her
stomach clench in a knot. “I've never been in love.”

“Well, even if he’s mentioned love, men will say anything
to get sex.” Lydia sounded definitive. “I learned that on the
outside. And even in a place like this, it’s still true. They’ll
say anything if they think they can get some action.”

“He hasn’t mentioned love.”

Lydia’s eyes widened. “Well, at least he’s honest,” she said.
“Huh. Well, if he knows you're a virgin, then he probably
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won't mind if you're clumsy and inexperienced. You, on the
other hand . . . I guess you're just in it for the sex, then.”

Beth straightened. She hadn’t thought about it that way,
and now that Lydia had put it in that context . . . she frowned
with distaste.

“I wouldn’t have guessed it,” Lydia said, with a small
smile. “No matter what anybody else said, I figured you for
a good girl.”

“What are people saying?” Beth asked, shocked even
turther.

“Oh, you know.” Lydia opened the door, and the two of
them started to walk down the empty hallway. “Nobody
who looks like you could possibly be pure, you're running
away from your past . . . that kind of thing.”

Beth bit her lip. They were right about her past, at least.
“They don’t know what they’re talking about.”

“Oh, I figured,” Lydia said, giving Beth an assessing
glance. “But I see you've got even more secrets than I do.”

Beth didn’t say anything. They stepped out into the morn-
ing sunlight, joining the women filing toward the Dining
Hall to prepare breakfast.

“If you need anything else,” Lydia said, her voice decep-
tively mild, “I meet with the delivery woman every Thurs-
day. You can place an order, if you like.”

The blush returned.

“And do let me know if you need any pointers,” Lydia
added, her expression placid as she nodded good morning
to the other women. “It’s the Penitent way for women to be
helpful, as you know.”
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Beth turned away, going to the refrigerator to try and cool
her face down. The nerve of the woman, she thought bitterly.
Offering to give her pointers. Telling her she’s just in it for
the sex. Who did Lydia think she was?

Of course, it did bring up the question . . . why was Beth
doing all this?

She thought of Stephen. His green eyes, his smile, his
body.

Wias it all purely physical? And if it was . . . was that really
what she wanted to risk her future, possibly even her life, for?

“Are you here just to have sex with me?”

Stephen stopped in the act of climbing in Beth’s darkened
window. Her voice emerged from the shadows, and he was
unable to make out her form. “Uh . . . no.”

“What else would you be here for?”

He made it in the rest of the way, stepping into the dark
and closing the window behind him, snapping the shutters
tightly. The room was pitch-black and stifling. “Could we
turn on the light before we discuss this?” he said, reaching
out blindly.

He heard her sigh, then the light came on, momentarily
blinding him. As his eyes adjusted, he saw her standing next
to her table, her feet bare, her nightgown on, buttoned primly.
Her hair was loose, hanging down past her shoulders, cover-
ing her breasts and tumbling to her waist. She looked beauti-
ful, as always, but her eyes looked wary.

“What'’s this about, Beth?”

She walked over to the bed, sitting down and tucking her
knees up to her chest, covered in the skirt of the nightgown.
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She looked younger than her years, and vulnerable. “I got a
condom,” she said.

His dick, already at half-mast, started to spring to full life.
“How?”

“It doesn’t matter,” she said, hugging her knees. “It oc-
curred to me: I'm taking a big risk here. I could get thrown
out—Dbanished—if they discovered us. And [ wondered why
I'm doing this.”

He gritted his teeth. Hormones were flooding his system,
like a car engine revving too high, and in the front of his
mind the thought of the way she’d enthusiastically sucked
on his cock the night before only pushed him to a fever pitch.
But now she was having recriminations. Buyer’s remorse.
“You don't have anything to feel guilty about, Beth. There’s
nothing wrong with what we did.”

“Why do [ react this way to you?” she asked, rocking
slightly. “Whenever I see you, I feel like . . . like there’s noth-
ing else that matters. Is it just physical? Chemical? Have I
just lost my mind?”

He sat on the bed next to her, putting his arm around her
shoulders and squeezing comfortingly. “You affect me, too,”
he said.

“You're aman,” she replied, her tone dismissive.

“I've turned down enough women to know this isn’t a
normal reaction,” he said sharply. “Don’t lump me in with
all the other horn dogs you might've known. I wasn’t a monk
before I met you, but I've got restraint. And I can tell you
this: what’s going on between us is special.”

She stared at him, her eyes wide. “Isit...” She swallowed.
“It’s not love, 1s 1t?”
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She sounded cautious, but hopeful.

He closed his eyes. She was a virgin, he reminded himself.
Despite her age, she was still innocent enough to believe, or
want to believe, in love. “I don’'t know,” he hedged.

She seemed to go very still. “I see,” she said. Her voice was
very small.

He felt like a bastard. “We barely know each other,” he
pointed out, trying to justify his cruelty. “I think love takes
years. You know.”

“So you've never been in love, either?”

He sighed. “I thought I was,” he admitted. “Then she
slept with another man, and . . . well. I figured out I was just
naive.”

“I'm sorry,” Beth said, leaning against him, and while he
figured he’'d buried the emotion from that episode years ago,
he was surprised how fresh the sting was—and how much
Beth’s warmth was a comforting balm against the feelings.
“You must have been devastated.”

“It hurt. But I got over it,” he said. “You've never been in
love?”

She shook her head. “I knew aman . . . I was interested in
him,” she said.

Stephen felt a spurt of jealousy shoot through him. “What
happened?”

“He died.”

She’d had a hell of a life, wherever she’d lived before here.
He didn't feel sorry for her. She didn't paint herself as a
victim. She just kept plowing forward, doing what needed
to be done, enjoying the little life she’d carved out for herself
here.
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“It’s not just sex,” he found himself saying. “I don’t know
what else it is—but it’s more than physical, Beth.”

She studied his face, her violet eyes soul-searching. Slowly,
she nodded.

“I know,” she agreed. “Whateveritis. .. I'm glad it’s you.”

Stephen felt his chest warm with a glowing, expansive
feeling, something he wasn't familiar with. He suddenly
felt larger than life, heroic, like Sir Lancelot and Spiderman
rolled into one. He stroked her hair.

“We won't do anything you're not comfortable with,” he
said. He didn’t care what his body needed. This woman was
special . . . and this wasn’t just sex.

“You make me feel comfortable,” she said softly. “You
make me feel . . . wonderful.”

“Sweetie,” he said, “you ain’t seen nothin’ yet.”

He got the quilt out, laying it carefully on the floor, then
lifted her off of the bed. She weighed next to nothing, and he
placed her carefully on the quilt, nuzzling the top of her head
with his chin. She let out a tiny laugh.

He needed her to see how wonderful she was, and how
different what he was feeling was. When she reluctantly
reached for her nightgown, starting to tug it over her head,
he stopped her.

“There’s no rush,” he said. “Let’s just sit a minute.”

She looked puzzled. Then he leaned in, kissing her softly,
rubbing his lips over the velvety softness of her mouth.

He breathed in her sigh, and she melted against him. He
crushed the satiny mass of her hair in his hand, holding her
head to his, tantalizing her tongue with his own. Her breath-
ing sped up, and he moved his mouth, kissing her cheeks,
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her eyelids, causing her to giggle girlishly. Her laugh turned
into a small gasp as he nipped at her earlobe, then sucked at
it gently. She leaned against him, hard.

“Like that, do you?” he whispered in her ear, his voice
breathy and soft.

“Mmmmm.” She rubbed against him, like a cat.

He stroked her hair out of the way, kissing the nape of her
neck, and the spot between her shoulder blades that was ex-
posed by her neckline.

“Stephen,” she breathed, turning. Then, slowly, she un-
buttoned one, then another of the buttons down the front of
her gown, exposing the cleavage between her breasts.

He nuzzled between them, his tongue lightly stroking
the shadowed cleft between each breast, and her breathing
sped up.

“You always know how to touch me.” Her voice sounded
appreciative.

“How are you feeling?” he asked, concerned. “Because I
could do this all night.”

She looked at him with wide violet eyes, her expression
solemn. “I'm ready,” she said.

He sighed, studying her. “Not by a long shot,” he said.
“But I'll get you there.”

She stared, puzzled. He shook his head. He couldn’t ex-
plain it to her . . . but he could show her.

Slowly, he stripped out of his clothes, the feel of her gaze
hungrily covering every inch of him like a burning trail over
his skin. His cock jutted out, heavy and dark. When she did
that tiny lip-lick with her pointed tongue, he groaned, a drop
of pre-come beading on the head. She reached out, smooth-



V7
Crave (J/) 107

ing the drop over his skin. He leaned forward in response.
His muscles felt like corded iron.

Rein it in, he chastised himself. She might be curious, but
she was still nervous, and this was still about her. It was all
about her.

“You have that condom?”

She nodded, getting up, her hair tumbling exotically as
she grabbed it from the pocket of her day dress. She dropped
the packet on the quilt. Then, biting her lip, she tugged the
nightgown over her head.

He meant to stop her. He wanted to take it slowly, easing
the garment off of her with heated kisses and gentle strokes.
But what he saw took his breath away.

She wasn’t wearing any underwear. Her breasts were high
and firm, her waist narrow, flaring into generous hips. The
ebony thatch of hair covering her cunt curled invitingly at
the juncture of the pale skin of her thighs. She knelt down on
the quilt, looking determined.

“Remember last night?”” he asked, his voice strained.

Her look of determination eased, and she smiled slowly.
“Yes.”

He smiled, his voice full of tenderness . . . and promise.

“This 1s going to be better.”

Beth watched as he stretched out naked beside her. Her skin
was ultra-sensitive, her nipples already erect, her body cov-
ered in goose bumps despite the heat.

She ought to feel guiltier. She’d been stewing about the
possible ramifications of tonight all day, since her talk with
Lydia. But now, with him in the small confines of her room,
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his naked body beckoning to her, she felt all her inhibitions
falling away as she succumbed to the hunger that he always
brought out in her.

Maybe it is just sex. But whatever 1t is, it’s magical.

He kissed her, slow, drugging kisses with his lips and
tongue, and she parted her lips willingly. His fingertips
smoothed over her, leaving no inch untouched. He stroked
the delicate skin at the inner crook of her elbows; he caressed
the under curve beneath her breasts, hovering at her rib cage.
He kissed her waist and hips. His palms massaged her in
long, lazy glides, slowly rubbing her skin to life, causing it to
tingle with warmth. Her pussy, which had been damp, grew
wet with a gradual progression. It was different than the
fervent build-up of the night before. That had been an in-
ferno of need, stymied by their lack of protection. This was
gentle, persistent . . . and consequently, it built the flames
even higher. She arched her back as he took first one, then
the other breast into his mouth, suckling her thoroughly as
he stroked her hips, letting the hot, blunt tip of his cock drag
over her stomach, or slide intriguingly between her thighs,
stopping just short of her cunt. Each time it got close, she
held her breath. She began to suspect that his teasing was
deliberate, since he was always doing something somewhere
else to distract her. Finally, she cuddled the hard length of
him between her thighs.

“I want to feel you,” she gasped.

He shook his head. “Not yet,” he said, his voice strained.
“You're not quite ready yet.”

“I'm ready,” she protested. Her pussy was practically drip-
ping with need, and she spread her legs, arching her pelvis
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up. She felt the broad head of his cock press against her, and
a jolt of sensation shot through her. She whimpered, trying
to push him deeper.

He groaned and pulled away. “This is your first time,” he
said. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

“But I need you . ..”

“Wait for me,” he said. Then he leaned down, pressing
his fingers into her curls, parting the lips of her vagina. Her
clit was hard, and he pressed his thumb against it. She cried
out, then started panting as he pressed a finger inside her.
“You're so wet. So tight.”

She gritted her teeth, grinding her hips against his hand.

“I want you to come, baby,” he said. “This way, first. It'll
make it easier.”

Make what easier? She was getting lost, confused by the
sensations roiling through her. His mouth covered her, and
he started to suck on her clit as another finger pressed into
her pussy.

She shrieked softly as an orgasm shot through her, quick
and hard as a gunshot. Her body, remembering last night,
had built up too much anticipation, and the orgasm was a
sharp echo of the night before. He pulled his mouth away,
watching her as she got her bearings.

“Better?” he asked.

She nodded, breathing hard. “But . . . it’s not quite . . .
enough.”

“I'm going to get you ready,” he said, leaning his mouth
close to her ear. “Then, slowly, I'm going to put my cock
inside you. And you're going to tell me how it feels. I want to
make sure it feels good.”
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She nodded, shivering at the caress of his voice.

“Does talk like that shock you?”

“No,” she replied.

“Do you like it?”

She bit her lip. “Yes,” she admatted.

She could hear the smile in his voice. “Would you like to
try 1t?”

She suddenly remembered when she’d watched Lydia and
Henry, that first night in the meadow. I've wanted your cock
all week, Lydia had said, without a second’s hesitation.

“I ..., Beth started, then stopped, too embarrassed.

“Don’t worry,” Stephen reassured her. “Don’t worry about
anything.”

And strangely, Beth didn’t. She just went along for the
ride.

And what a ride it 1is.

He opened the foil package, producing the thin, flexible
condom. She watched as he rolled it on the hard length of his
erection. Then he stroked her pussy, now slick-wet with her
come. He put two fingers inside again, slowly, and she took a
deep breath as his fingers spread, widening her. She moved
her hips against his hand.

“Eager,” he said with approval, kissing the side of her
breast.

“I want to touch you,” she said.

She reached down, cupping his balls first, then gently
stroking along his shaft. The condom felt funny. It was thin
and slippery, sliding over his cock like a second skin.

“Easy,” he said. “Don’t want it to come off, now.”

“Isn’t that uncomfortable?”
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“It’s not perfect,” he admitted. “And it would definitely be
better if I could be inside you, naked.” He sighed. “Maybe
someday, we'll be able to try it. But for now, this is the best
we can do.”

She gasped as his fingers slowly withdrew, and he posi-
tioned himself between her thighs. She looked up at him,
feeling trust and nerves warring with each other.

She felt the hard length of him, nuzzling between her
thighs, before probing at the entrance of her wet cunt. She
held her breath as he slowly pushed in, inch by tantalizing
inch . . . until he was buried completely inside her. She felt
like she was stretching to accommodate him: like her body
cushioned him, like his cock fit her in a snug, perfect fit.

“Are you all right?” Sweat beaded on his forehead, and
the muscles in his arms bunched. His eyes were filled with
concern.

“Yes,” she breathed, as she flexed experimentally, shifting
her hips to feel his cock deep inside her. “Oh yes .. .”

“God, Beth,” he said, his eyes closing. “You feel so fuck-
ing good. . ..”

She moved again, feeling his blunt cock head moving
against her special spot, and she cried out.

“Areyou...”

“There,” she interrupted, swiveling her hips again so
she could feel him brush against her. “Oh, Stephen, right
there . ..”

He groaned, pulling out, and she whimpered in protest,
twining her legs around his.

“Baby, you're gonna make me lose control . . .”

Embarrassment, inhibition all burned away under the
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fierce intensity of her passion. “Fuck me,” she said bluntly,
moving her legs up to wrap around his waist. “I want to feel
your cock inside me . . .”

He started moving faster inside her, harder, and she clung
to him, her hips meeting his every rough thrust. His shaft
dragged along her clit, and she gasped and dug her fingernails
into the small of his back, pulling her to him as he slammed
into her spot. The orgasm exploded through her, starting in
her cunt and radiating outward, then echoing from her clit
through the rest of her body. She let out a rippling cry, her
entire body contracting around him.

He let out a low shout of satisfaction in the crook of her
neck, muffled by her hair, as his body jerked and emptied
itself in the throes of release. She still pushed to meet every
shuddering motion of his hips, reveling in the feel of him
inside her.

When it was over, she lay back, sweaty and dazed. She’'d
gratified herself before, but this . . . this was unlike anything
she’d ever felt. She felt amazed, and irrepressible. She felt un-
believable.

She leaned up, pressing the tiniest kiss on his neck. “Thank
you.”

He looked in her eyes. “It was my pleasure,” he said, his
deep voice rumbling through his chest. “Trust me.”

She felt warmth bubble through her. He sounded like he
really meant it.

“If we had another condom,” he said, “I'd show you just
how much pleasure it was.”

Slowly, she smiled. “Actually . . . 've got one more.”

* % %
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He didn’t know how it was possible. Even without experi-
ence, even on a quilt-covered pine board floor, this woman
had managed to rock his world. The traces of vulnerability
slowly moving into confidence . . . the way she’d shifted from
cautious to uninhibited . . . the surprise dirty talk, hitting
him like a sexual left hook . . . the way she’d clung to him, her
legs wrapping around him as if she couldn’t bear to let go,
taking him in fully and begging for more. He’d lost himself
in her, plowing into her, letting go in a complete blackout of
release. Now, breathless, he only hoped he hadn’t hurt her.
But she’d kissed him. Hell . . . she’d thanked him.

And now, with her slow, wicked little smile, she was tell-
ing him she had one more condom.

His slowly deflating cock jumped up like a well-trained
dog, panting and eager to get back at it. He hadn’t had that
quick a recovery time since college, for Christ’s sake.

What s it about this woman? Of course, he wasn’t com-
plaining. He just wondered how he was going to ever be able
to walk away when the story was over.

Don’t think about that now.

“Another condom, you say?” he asked, with an answering
smile.

She bit her lip, surveying him under thick ebony lashes.
Then she nodded, her eyes gleaming violet-blue and mis-
chievous.

“I'm obviously up for it,” he said, nodding down at his
bobbing cock, “if you are.”

“Oh,” she said, getting up on her knees, her breasts hover-
ing over him. “I think I can be persuaded.”

She turned to get the other condom, and he gave her a play-
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ful swat on her backside. She gasped, turning to him with a
look of mock severity. “You'll pay for that one.”

“Really?” He stretched out. “Looking forward to it.” He
leaned back, putting his hands behind his head, the picture
of relaxation except for his cock standing up like a denuded
flagpole.

She grinned back at him, holding out the condom package.

“It’s all you,” he said, surveying her from half-lidded eyes.

She blinked in surprise, then looked at his cock apprais-
ingly.

“I'll talk you through it,” he added, curious to see what
she’d do.

It took her a minute to rip through the foil; then she had
the condom unrolling the wrong way for a second. Soon,
though, she had it prepped and ready for his cock.

“Let’s just make sure you're ready for this,” she teased, and
then brushed those long, soft fingers over his rigid flesh.

He sighed as the fingers closed around him, tugging on
him slightly, stroking him to an even harder state of readi-
ness, if that was possible. Then she cupped his balls, tickling
the spot just beneath in a way that drove him mad. How did
she instinctively know what to do to turn him on? Or did
1t even matter, because no matter what this woman did, she
turned him on?

“All right, enough playing,” he growled.

She laughed, a delighted, free sound. Then she put the
condom on, carefully unrolling it until it covered the length
of him, right down to the base of his shaft. He stretched the
tip slightly. “How do you want it,” he murmured, thinking
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hungrily about the endless possibilities . . . and trying to keep
in mind that she was still new to this, to pleasure.

“I think I want to take you this time,” she said, and she
blushed from her breasts to her cheeks.

He couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen a woman
blush as much, or as beautifully, as Beth did. “All right,” he
agreed easily.

She smiled. Then she straddled him.

“Wait a second,” he said, “are you sure youre—"

But before he could stop to ensure she was ready for him,
she impaled herself on his hard cock, her taut pussy stretch-
ing to accommodate him. He groaned at the sheer pleasure of
her snug snatch fisting around his penis, and he felt a surge
of pleasure rip through him like a bolt of lightning.

“Oh,” she murmured, sitting still.

“Areyou . . .all right?” he asked through gritted teeth.

“Mmmm,” she said, closing her eyes and leaning back
slightly. The pressure made him dizzy with arousal. She
lifted herself up, and it was all he could do not to grab her
hips and drag her back over him, burying himself in her. But
this was her moment—she could do what she liked. For as
long as she liked.

The sheer sexual torture might kill him, but he’d die with
a smile on his face.

She lowered herself down by inches, her hips pivoting
slightly, rolling around him before taking him in all the
way to his balls. He could feel her opening squeeze around
the base of his cock, and it was almost enough to send him
over the edge. He contracted his muscles, making sure that
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he brushed against her G-spot. She gasped, and he felt her
clench around him. He bunched his jaw, his hands making
fists in the quilt.

“This feels good,” she breathed. “You feel good.”

“You feel incredible,” he echoed, his hips lifting to help
his cock delve more deeply inside her.

“But I don’t get to feel as much of you this way,” she said,
rocking against him and causing another wave of pleasure.

He closed his eyes, forcing himself to retain control. Then
he said, “why don'’t you stretch out over me?”

She did, her breasts crushing against his chest, her hair
framing their faces, her legs stretched out over his. It brought
her thighs close, and her already tight cunt squeezed him
even harder. “Oh,” she panted, moving experimentally
against him. “I like this.”

He thought she might. It gave his cock even more direct
friction against her erect clit. He reached down, bunching
his fingers into her buttocks, cupping them against him and
rubbing her up and down.

She gasped, tightening her legs together, and he moaned
softly.

Beth started to move, sliding along him, their bodies
moving sinuously together as his cock glided in and out of
her wet, tight pussy. Her breathing grew rapid and uneven,
punctuated by short, sharp gasps of pleasure. Her nipples
dragged against his chest, and his cock felt ready to explode.

“Beth, baby, I'm going to come soon,” he said, fighting
for control. He’d just had an orgasm . . . he should've lasted
much longer, but this amazing woman was driving him out
of his mind.
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“Stephen,” she hissed, and he felt her body clench around
his, hard and sharp. “Stephen!”

She shuddered against him, her flesh shivering against
his, and he let go, thrusting into her, his cock sliding home as
the orgasm shot through him, draining him.

After long moments, he leaned up, kissing her softly and
tenderly on the lips, stroking her hair away from her face.

“Thank you,” he said, answering the puzzled expression
on her face. “It’s never been like this for me before.”

Her face softened. “Really?”

“Really.”

She rolled off of him, then rolled again, stretching out on
her stomach and looking at him with a wide, clear smile of
pure pleasure. That heroic feeling ran through him again.

I’'m never going to get enough of this . . .

His thought stopped in its tracks as he noticed a dark spot,
high up on her left buttock, close to the small of her back. “I
bruised you.”

Her eyes widened, and she flipped away from him. “No,
no. I'm fine.”

Guilt assailed him. “Let me see,” he said, gently turning
her. “That looks bad.”

“No,” she said. “Really. It’s just a birthmark.”

He glanced. Sure enough, it was a café-au-lait-colored
patch of skin. “That’s funny,” he said. “It looks like an
apple . ..”

Suddenly, his mouth snapped shut as his brain, which had
apparently taken a vacation since he’d laid eyes on Beth, fi-
nally put all the pieces of the puzzle together.

“Black hair. Blue eyes. Twenty-seven years old,” he mut-
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tered, staring at her. “Apple shaped birthmark on the small of
your back.”

The color drained out of her face, and she grabbed her
nightgown, pulling it haphazardly over her head.

He waited for her face to reemerge. “Holy shit,” he whis-
pered. “You're . . . Princess Bianca. The one everybody
thinks is dead.”

He reached for her, but she pulled away from him like he
was the devil. “I didn’t want you to know,” she said. “No-
body’s supposed to know.”

“But we need to talk about this,” he said, his mind reeling.
“I'm a reporter, and—"

“You're a what?”

He winced. He probably could’ve picked a better time
to mention that little detail. “I'm a reporter. But it’s not
what you—"

She hit the light, then threw open the shutter and bolted
out the window. He cursed, trying to find his pants in the
dark. He wasn’t going to run after her naked. By the time he
got his pants back on, she was long gone.

He waited for her until close to sunrise, then he grabbed
his things, retreating back to the men’s dormitory before he
was missed. He couldn'’t afford to get banished, not now.

Not when he’d just had incredible sex with a woman the
world had been obsessed with for ten long years.
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Three days later, Beth rubbed at her eyes, peering out
through the slats in her shutters. The sky was turning the
peculiar shade of colorless gray that signaled sunrise wasn't
far off. She put it at maybe four thirty in the morning.

She kept the windows shut and barred every night, now.
Stephen had come every night, whispering.

Beth . . . Beth, you have to listen to me.

I didn’t mean to trick you. I'd never hurt you.

You've got to believe me.

Please. Open up.

She’d covered her head with her pillow, pretending she
couldn’t hear him.

She didn’t know what was worse: that he now knew who
she was, or that she now knew who he was.

A reporter. A goddamned reporter, here, in the sanctuary
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she’d counted on for the past ten years. Her sense of safety
was shattered.

She wondered if the betrayal would have been so devastat-
ing if he hadn’t just introduced her to the most intense plea-
sure her body had ever known. Her pussy throbbed at the
mere thought of him. She’d caught glimpses of him, during
mealtimes, and though she’d forced herself not to meet his
gaze, she could feel his glance roaming over her like a physi-
cal touch. Her nipples would go hard and pointed, and she
would shift restlessly in her seat, her thighs rubbing together,
feeling the dampness lubricating them in anticipation of his
touch.

She wanted him. Even knowing that he would ruin every-
thing, that he’d no doubt willingly endanger her life for a few
square inches of print . . . she still wanted him.

She didn't know what to do about any of it. He had no
proof, other than her birthmark. He had no witnesses, no
photos. But if he were resourceful, he’d find a way, and then
she’d be at his mercy.

Maybe you could trust him.

She heard a small, bitter laugh, and realized she’d made
the sound. Trust? A reporter?

You trusted him with your body.

She closed her eyes. Ah, but that was different. Her body
had trusted him. It still trusted him.

Her body had its own agenda.

She grabbed her towel. She’d go to the women’s bathing
house, take a long shower. There would still be hot water,
before all the other women awoke, and she’d get some pre-
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cious time alone to come up with some kind of solution. She
knew she couldn’t avoid Stephen forever, and she was run-
ning out of options.

Stephen was just about to head back to the men’s dormitory
when he saw her leaving her building. He’'d kept watch every
night for the past three days, trying to get a chance to talk to
her . . . trying to get her alone.

The Princess.

She was a tabloid’s wet dream. Born of an Oscar-winning
actress and the king of a small but wealthy island nation in
the South Pacific, Princess Bianca Cordova had everything
going for her: looks, money, royal blood. Tragedy struck
when she was seven: her mother died of cancer, and the world
mourned with her. She became even more of a legend.

Then the king remarried. He’d had so much luck with ac-
tresses the first time, he’d tried again, but without as much
success. Rumors had it he was going to divorce Bianca’s step-
mother, Andrea, for her wild partying, careless spending,
and continual cosmetic enhancements, but he died of a heart
attack before he could file the paperwork. Paparazzi followed
the young Princess at her boarding schools, chronicling her
hereditary beauty, and speculated about the future when she
finally assumed the throne. When she “died” at seventeen,
nobody wanted to believe it. Hell, nobody did believe it.
The tabloid press had a field day. Sightings of her were ev-
erywhere. True nutcases had even claimed that they’d seen
her with Elvis: The Princess runs off with “the King.” It was
madness.
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But after a few years, people began to believe the girl really
had died. After all, with a face that famous, there was no
place on earth that she could hide, right?

He grimaced. Wrong.

And he had the exclusive story. He couldn’t believe his
luck. It was like being assigned to the world’s crappiest, most
fluff feature piece, the journalistic equivalent of a pie-eating
contest . . . and then discovering Jimmy Hoffa’s body under
the contest table. He’d unwittingly scored the big time. The
brass ring? Try the twenty-four-carat-gold one.

But he wasn't stalking her because she was the biggest
story of his life, although she would be. He was stalking her
because he wanted . . . no. He needed to talk to her.

He was going crazy not seeing her. Not touching her.

He followed her from a safe distance. He couldn’t believe
he was letting sex jeopardize his career, but as he’d already
told her: it was more than sex. More than he could believe, or
even understand. But he had to convince her that her secret
was safe with him. If she was okay with him sharing it with
the world, then great, but he’d never do anything to hurt her.

Even though he really hadn’t given her any reason to, it
still stung that she couldn’t believe that.

She had a rough gray towel slung over her shoulder, he no-
ticed, and she was heading for the women’s bathing house.

His cock, in a permanent state of semi-erection, went fully
rigid. She was about to be naked, water sluicing over those
glorious curves . . .

He carefully scouted around. She was up early—no one
else was awake yet, it seemed. It was still pretty dark out.
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He circled the side of the bathhouse. They had windows,
high up on the wall, but the building was set against a sloped
hill that made accessing the windows relatively easy. They
weren't expecting snoopers. They certainly weren't expect-
ing men to break in, he assumed.

He'd probably be in a world of punishment if they knew
that he was invading the women'’s bathing house, but con-
sidering sex was probably the biggest taboo and he’d already
broken that, he didn’t mind adding to his list of crimes.

He crept in, landing on the tile floor. He could hear the
solitary shower running, the splashing rush, steam billow-
ing out from the tiled room. The fluorescent bulb flickered
dimly over the sink and mirror, but not in the bathing area
itself. He glanced inside.

She didn’t hear him over the shower. In any case, she was
far too occupied to notice much of anything.

She stood, gloriously naked, her body arched back as the
water cascaded over that glorious long black hair of hers. Her
breasts stood at attention, high and round, her nipples peak-
ing with an erectness that had nothing to do with the cool
morning air. She was leaning against the gray-blue tiles of
the bathing room, under the last shower nozzle.

He watched, mesmerized, as her hand smoothed water
down her shoulder, then she cupped her own breast, plump-
ing it, pinching the nipple lightly between her thumb and
forefinger. She bit her lip as her other hand slid down the
smooth expanse of her stomach, inching toward the dark
thatch of curls that covered her pussy. She spread her legs,
her long fingers delving deeper, parting the folds of flesh. He
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saw a wink of pink as she exposed her labia, then her fingers
nestled against her clit, hiding the delicate flesh. She let out
a long, slow sigh.

He couldn’t take it. Quietly, he stripped out of his clothes,
getting a condom out of his pocket. He was lucky they’d as-
signed him to outside duty, working in the mines: they had
a condom machine in the restroom there, he’d learned, and
he’d quickly purchased a couple. He'd been carrying this
one around like a hopeful schoolboy, living the motto Be
Prepared. Now, he was glad he’d been so forward thinking.

He slipped the condom on, and crept forward silently.

He covered her mouth with his hand, stifling the scream
as he interrupted her ministrations. Her eyes flew open.

“You wouldn’t see me,” he said, kissing her neck. “I had
to see you.”

She bit his hand. He yanked it away.

“You have no right,” she growled, trying to get away from
him, but he trapped her against the tiles, his hard, naked
body getting covered in the hot water. Wet and slippery, his
body slid against hers, her nipples dragging against his chest.
His cock probed at her stomach, and he groaned.

“I know. I'm sorry,” he breathed. “I just need you to listen
to me. [ wanted to tell you how sorry I am . . .”

“You're naked,” she interrupted, as if she’d just realized
their situation. “Oh, God, if they catch us . . .”

But her voice was breathless, and he felt her hand tenta-
tively touch his chest . . . moving lower. Caressing the hard
length of him.

“I'm so sorry,” he said. “Tjust . . . I can’t believe how much
[ want you. I've been going insane with it . . .”
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“Me, too,” she admitted softly. “We can’t . . . we'll get
caught . ..”

“Just a little,” he murmured, his body long past caring
about any repercussions. He lifted her up, her legs going
easily around his waist. Her breathing had gone shallow, her
pupils dilating until her blue eyes looked almost pure black.
His cock pressed against her, and her hand moved down
quickly, positioning him at the entrance of her pussy. He slid
in, and the firm clutch of her cunt squeezing him as he en-
tered her was mind-blowing. “Christ, that feels so fucking
good.”

“Aahh,” she said, leaning her head back against the tiles
and wrapping her legs around his waist, taking him in even
deeper. She rocked her hips. He leaned down, water cover-
ing his face as he licked at her breasts. She twined her fin-
gers in his hair, gently bouncing up and down. He rocked
into her, his cock pressing deeper and deeper, withdraw-
ing and then pressing forward with high, hard strokes. He
reached between them, stroking at her clit. “Were you in
here, thinking of me?” he asked, as he caressed the hard
button of flesh.

“Yes,” she breathed. “Ever since that night . . . oh, Ste-
phen, just like that . . .”

He swiveled his thumb around her clit, and she moaned,
her pussy milking his cock with renewed strength. He lifted
her, pumping a little more intently into her. She pressed her
body against his, her breasts crushed against his chest as she
dug her fingernails into his back. He cupped her buttock
with his other hand as he kept thrusting, his back tense as a
bowstring, his legs tight with the exertion.
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She was breathing in fast, hard gasps, her thighs clenched
around him tightly. “Oh my God,” she whispered. “Oh, Ste-
phen ... please...please...”

He paused. “Are you all right?”

“Don’t stop!” She twisted her hips, coiled in the throes of
sexual torment.

Her pussy clutched at him, and he groaned loudly. He
thrust into her, high and hard, and she cried out. He felt her
rippling release, and it goaded his own. He poured himself
into her . . . or rather, into the condom, inside of her. He
leaned forward, pinning her against the wall, the cool tiles
a marked contrast from the warm water. His breathing was
labored.

After long moments, he pulled away. Her expression was
hard.

“Get off of me,” she said quietly.

He realized, despite what had just happened, that nothing
materially had changed, and he let her go, steeling himself
for the real battle ahead.

Beth’s emotions were at war. She knew she shouldn’t have given
in, but when she felt his hot, naked flesh against hers . . . when
she’d felt the broad, blunt head of his cock pressing against her
sensitive ache, her body had hijacked her common sense. And
when he’d penetrated her, she genuinely didn’t care what he’'d
done or what he might do in the future. All she knew was, in
that moment, the man she’d been dying to have inside her for
the past three days was finally where he belonged, playing her
body like a virtuoso, and the tension that had been pushing
her to the breaking point was finally finding a release. When
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she climaxed, it was as if every wish she’d ever made came
true in one instant, in a crescendo of glorious rapture.

Then sanity returned.

“What are you going to do?” she asked.

He stood back, naked, his body looking sinewy and slick
and still more compelling than anything she’d ever seen in
her life. She crossed her arms in front of her bare breasts,
feeling more vulnerable than sheer nudity could account for.

“Maybe we ought to get dressed,” he suggested.

She dried off, handing him the damp towel afterward and
then hastily putting on her day clothes. He did the same, his
clothes clinging to his still moist skin. She fought not to stare
at the way the cloth molded to his muscular form.

“First of all, I swear to God I had no idea who you were
when ... whenwe...” He stammered, obviously struggling
with his words. “When we got together,” he finally stated.

Got together. How . . . limiting.

“And now that you know?” she prompted, tucking her
hair into her veil.

He grimaced. “I don’t want to hurt you,” he said, and his
voice was raw. ‘I report things, but my stories are meant to
help, not hurt. I expose bad guys, make sure they can’t keep
doing what they're doing.” He stared at her. “You've done
nothing wrong.”

She felt her muscles slowly lose their granitelike tension,
and she almost collapsed to the floor, the relief was so sharp
and sudden. “Thank you,” she breathed, her heart in her
words.

“But I have to know,” he said. “Why here? Why for so
long?”
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She sighed. “I . . . was in trouble,” she said. To put it
mildly.

He nodded. “The Queen, right? Your stepmother.”

The mere mention of the woman was enough to cause
a wave of nervous nausea to creep over her. Beth clamped
down on the emotion. “She wanted me dead.”

Stephen’s eyes widened. “Do you have proof of this?”

Beth shook her head. “Nothing I could use. There were
those in the palace who knew what she was going to do,” she
said. “One of them helped me fake my death, after I paid
him everything I had hidden away. But otherwise, everyone
in the palace is loyal to her. They have to be.” She shivered,
remembering what had happened to the few servants who
had tried to defend her.

Stephen put a hand on her shoulder. She started to shrug
it away, but his palm was warm and comforting and she
decided to enjoy the sensation, if only for a moment. She
couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt comforted in a
physical sense.

She frowned. It'd been some time since she’d felt com-
forted in any way by another person, male or female.

“I made it to the U.S. with a fake passport,” she said. “But
I didn’t have enough money, and the Queen was still looking
for me. Everywhere I turned, I could see my own face in a
newspaper, on a magazine rack. Then I found the Penitents
... or rather, the Founders discovered me. They took me in,
asked no questions. I've been safe here.”

“You've been hidden here,” he corrected. “It’s been ten
years. Haven't you thought about . . . maybe leaving?”

Now she pulled away from him. “Why would I?”
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“Because there’s more to life than hand washing clothes
in a river, avoiding television, and staying separate from men
until you die.”

“It’s not that bad,” she hedged. “For the most part, I've
enjoyed living here. I don’t mind the work: I enjoy the nature,
and the beauty, and the . . . the simplicity of it all.”

He looked stubborn. “Yet you still slept with me.”

“Yes.” She cleared her throat. “And I don’t regret it. I'd
do it again.” In fact, she wanted to do it again. She’d just had
sex, but her body craved the sensations like a drug.

“What would you do if | weren’t here anymore?”

The mere thought sent a wave of anxiety through her.
“You're leaving?”

“I said, I'm a reporter,” he replied. “I never meant to stay
here. I was just supposed to pretend to be one of them, find
out the story behind these crazy people, and then sneak right
back out. This isn’t the place for me.” He paused, then his
green eyes turned entreating. ““This 1sn’t the place for you
either. Bianca.”

She winced. She hadn’t heard her real name in years. It
sounded alien . . . and threatening.

“I'm Goodmaid Beth now,” she answered.

“You can’t keep hiding who you are.”

“Watch me.”

He let out an exasperated snort. “I can’t believe you'd just

.. settle for this.”

Funny, how she hadn’t thought of it as “settling” until re-
cently. Up until she’d found the Compound, fear and survival
seemed to be all she knew. It justified her existence. “Have you
ever had anyone try to kill you?”
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To her surprise, he paused, looking up for asecond. “When
you say try to kill, do you mean premeditated, or sort of heat-
of-the-moment?” He laughed. “Either way, yeah, a few.”

It nonplussed her. “Who's tried to kill you?” Beth asked.

“Remember those bad people I write about?” His smile
was quicksilver and devilish. “They generally don’t like
being stopped. Sometimes they try to get some payback on
an exposé. Others just figure out I'm a reporter a little too
early, and try some extreme methods to shut me up.”

She stared at him, aghast. “And you're wondering why I'm
doing what I'm doing? What are you, insane?”

“I don’t let it stop me,” he said, and his voice was serious.
“Because I know what I'm doing is important. Besides . . .
it’s who [ am.”

“Yeah, well, try living your entire life with paparazzi has-
sling you and a crazed bitch plotting to kill you at any oppor-
tunity,” she muttered. “Then judge me for living here.”

They stood, silent, squaring off for a moment. Then he
shook his head, taking a physical and metaphorical step
back.

“I didn’t come here to fight with you,” he said. “Like I
said, I don’t want to hurt you. I just . . . I couldn’t leave with
this between us.”

That pang again. “When are you leaving?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “Soon. Probably.”

Some part of her wanted to beg him to stay. She clamped
down on the impulse.

“But I had to see you.” His voice sounded puzzled.

Troubled.

“I'm glad you did.” There were sounds of women, coming
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closer. “You have to go,” she said, fear creeping into her voice.

“I know.”

Without warning, he leaned forward, kissing her hard.
She kissed him back without thought or reservation.

“I'll come to your window tonight,” he said.

She simply nodded. For all she knew, tonight might be all
she had with him.

She wanted to make it memorable.

Beth deliberately shirked her afternoon of clothes washing,
dragging her feet while cleaning the kitchen. It was a deliv-
ery day, she knew . . . and Lydia was waiting to process the
order.

While she wouldn’t necessarily consider Lydia a friend,
Beth had to admire the way the woman made a priority of
feeding her sexual appetites—and doing so with both enthu-
siasm and skill. She might put up a good front to please the
Founders and keep her secret life hidden, but when she was
in the moment, she was insatiable. Beth felt sure that Lydia
could probably make a man like Stephen go crazy with desire,
then she’d make him feel like a king as she brought him to
release . . . all the while getting her own pleasure.

Beth wanted to do that: she wanted to bring Stephen—
and herself as well—the most pleasure possible. But if he was
leaving, she didn’t have any time for a slow, trial-and-error
education. She needed the advice of an expert.

Lydia smirked when she saw her. “Did you want some-
thing?” The words seemed to have a double meaning.

Beth cleared her throat. “Is the delivery woman coming
today?”
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Lydia’s smirk widened into a smug grin. “More condoms
already?” she drawled. “My, my. You have been busy.”

Lydia had no idea. For a change, Beth didn’t blush. “I could
use some more,” she admitted, with a strange sort of pride.

“Still not going to tell me who, hmm? Well . . . maybe I can
guess.” Lydia tapped a finger on her lips, pretending to mull
it over. “Perhaps it’s that burly Goodman Joshua? He seems
to like you quite a bit. Or Goodman Victor. He’s older, but
he’s got big hands.”

Beth choked.

“Of course, 1t could be one of the newcomers. That Good-
man Stephen, maybe . . .” Lydia’s eyes glowed. “I'll bet he’s
huge.”

Beth had no idea how to respond to that, so she kept
silent.

“He carries himself well, too. If you hadn’t gotten to him,
I might've.” Lydia’s grin turned wicked. “I still may.”

Beth didn't realize how angered she was until she was
only inches from Lydia’s grinning face, her hands bunched
in fists. She didn’t respond

Lydia looked amused and unafraid, but she still took a
step back. “So secretive. That’s cute.”

Beth now reconsidered asking the woman for advice in
anything, much less sex.

“But you need to consider: men are fickle, and whoever he
1s, he’s going to be here along, long time,” Lydia said, and Beth
felt a renewed sense of unease. No, he’s not. “You both are. You
can be territorial, but it’s not like you two can be married or
have anything else lasting without keeping it a secret. Even if
you could, would he want that?” Lydia shrugged. “Probably
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not. Which means you’'ll be watching him walk away at some
point—maybe moving to another affair. Why let yourself get
hurt? Why not simply enjoy what you have now, then enjoy
something else, with someone else, later?”

She sounded so imminently practical. So unemotional. It
was as if she were a purely physical creature.

She reminded Beth of her stepmother in a certain way.
The thought wasn’t comforting.

“Delivery,” a croaking voice called out. Beth turned. The
delivery woman shuffled in, her eyes bird-bright and inquis-
itive. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to interrupt such an interesting
conversation.”

Beth squirmed uncomfortably. Lydia simply shrugged.

“Did you get what I ordered?”

The woman’s eyes narrowed at Lydia’s peremptory tone.
“Of course I did,” she said sharply. “That’s my job, isn’t it?”

Lydia didn’t notice the scorn or irritation, it seemed. When
she wasn’t under the watchful eye of the Penitents or one of
the Founders, Beth noticed that Lydia was as single-minded
as a rich only child on her birthday. “Where is it?”

“Hold your horses,” the delivery woman said, reach-
ing into a box. She glanced around, then pulled out a black
corset, with a red rose between the cups of the brassiere top.
Lydia grinned, holding it up to her chest furtively.

“This will make them go wild,” Lydia said, plumping up
her breasts as best she could in her shapeless gray shift, as if
imagining the results of the new garment.

The delivery woman nodded. “Corsets are popular. Al-
though a lot can be said for a simple bra and thong combina-
tion, worn properly.”
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Lydia looked at the woman in revulsion. “I think I know
about seduction, thanks very much.”

For a second, there was a look of bare fury on the de-
livery woman’s face, but then it shifted back to its normal
state. Beth wondered if she’d really witnessed it, or if it were
simply the odd configuration of the woman’s features, since
the expression seemed to melt away in a blink. Perhaps she’d
imagined it.

The woman seemed to notice Beth’s scrutiny, because
she turned her large, protruding eye toward her. “And you,
dearie? Did you reconsider my offer? What can I tempt you
with today?”

Lydia laughed, tucking the corset in a burlap bag. “She
just needs more condoms,” she said.

“Really.” The delivery woman looked at her speculatively.
“You don't say.”

Beth blushed, glaring at Lydia. “And . . .” She stumbled
on the words.

“And?”

“If you've got any . . . other lingerie . . . or something,”
Beth stammered.

“Oho!” The delivery woman laughed. “I see. Trying to
drive your somebody wild, eh?”

Lydia rolled her eyes. Beth ignored her.

“I won't now, but perhaps next time. You'd be, what, a size
four?” She glanced over Beth'’s frame, then, to her shock, ran
her hands over her sides. “Four. I'll get you something in a
few weeks, don’t worry.”

“I may not have until next time,” Beth said hastily. Lyd-
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1a’s eyebrows jumped up toward her scalp, but Beth plowed
onward. “What do you have readily available?”

“I'm not a portable department store,” the delivery woman
said, “but I can see what I've got . . .” She disappeared, back
toward her truck.

“What do you mean, you might not have until next time?”
Lydia asked.

“It’s not your business.”

“Are you losing his interest that quickly, then?”

Beth finally lost her temper. “He might not be here.”

Lydia’s eyes widened in surprise. “Nobody ever leaves
here. It’s one of the reasons my parents put me here.”

“Yes, well, there’s always a first time,” Beth muttered.

“Did he ask you to go with him?”" Lydia whispered.

Beth sighed, then nodded.

“And . .. youwon’t go?”

Beth nodded again.

“Would he stay?”

Beth closed her eyes for a second. “No,” she finally an-
swered, the word tearing at her throat. “I don’t think so.”

Lydia’s forehead furrowed. “You're letting him have too
much power, then,” she pronounced.

“What?” Beth scoffed. “Lydia, do you even know what
you're talking about?”

“Trust me. I was having sex with a boy from the high
school, on the outside,” Lydia said, “and I thought I loved
him. He threw me away, started dating some other girl. I
made him want me again. Teased him. Made love with him
even while he was still seeing her. Made him crazy with it.
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away.”

“How?” Beth asked, reluctantly fascinated.

“You've just got to know what men want,” Lydia said breez-
ily. “They want a woman who's innocent, but still willing to
do anything. They like confidence and love feeling wanted.
They want a woman who's brave enough to do anything, ab-
solutely anything, to feel pleasure.” Lydia closed her eyes,
rubbing her hand unconsciously against her stomach. “They
like a woman who likes sex and isn'’t afraid to show it.”

Before Beth could ask more questions, the delivery woman
returned. “This 1s all I've got on short notice,” she said,
handing a small, tissue-wrapped package over.“It’s not your
size, but I don’t think it’ll be that much bigger. I meant it for
this one,” gesturing to Lydia, “but she told me she’s got very
specific tastes.”

It was a dark blue teddy, sheer lace, a very simple pattern.
All that covered the back was a few thin straps . . . including
up the backside, which was a thong.

Beth blushed.

“It’s never been worn,” the delivery woman assured her. “I
was going to return it.”

“It’s too plain for me,” Lydia said critically, “but I'll bet
you could do something with it. Especially if he’s not expect-
ing it.”

“Like what?”

Lydia smiled. “Just listen to me, very carefully. First, what
youdo...”
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I’ve got to get her out of here.

It was purely selfish, Stephen knew. First of all, if he could
get her to agree to leave the Compound with him, he’d help
her get her life back . . . and he’d have the exclusive on her
story. From a career standpoint, that alone would be enor-
mous. But even if it took some persuading—even if she just
agreed to leave the Compound and hide somewhere else for a
while—he’d have her.

That, he had to admit, had an even greater appeal, from a
completely personal standpoint, albeit an equally selfish one.

The problem was she had everything she wanted here. She
loved the lifestyle. She liked the work. The only thing she’d
conceded that the life was missing was sex.

He was determined to show her just how much she’d miss
that when he was gone . . . and he wanted to help her re-



132 %79 Caié)f Yara//@/

alize that she couldn’t get what she had with him with just
anyone. Whether he liked it or not, the two of them were
linked somehow, and he wasn't about to let her go without a
struggle, even if it were a sexual one.

He felt sure that they’d both enjoy it, no matter who won.
He smiled slowly as he got closer to her window, his body
going hard in a rush.

Let the battles begin.

The window was open, as were the shutters: a good sign.
He climbed into the darkened room, then struggled to make
her out. He turned, closing the window and shutter behind
him, plunging him into complete pitch-black. “Beth? Where
are you?”

He expected her to turn on the light. Instead, he felt her
hands on him, like a succubus, mysterious and compelling.
She unbuttoned his shirt, slipping it off his shoulders, then
stroked down his sides and legs. He felt his shoes loosen, and
he responded by kicking them off. She peeled off his socks,
then undid his pants, slowly unzipping the fly. He took a
deep breath, inhaling her unique floral scent. He reached out
blindly, bumping against soft skin and silken hair.

“I want to see you,” he said.

Her laugh was ghostly, disembodied. “Not yet. I want to
remember what you feel like in the darkness.”

So she had already accepted him leaving, and was pre-
pared to let him go. His jaw clenched. He had his work cut
out for him.

Her fingertips breezed over him, caressing each line of
his arms, his neck, his chest. She tugged down his pants and
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boxers slowly, letting them pool around his ankles. He kicked
them away, standing naked and erect.

When her fingertips brushed against his cock, he took in
a hissing breath.

He felt her breath warm the skin of his cock head, and he
leaned forward, brushing it against her lips. She laughed again
softly, cupping his balls for an instant. Then she raked her
short, round nails down his thighs. He groaned as the sensa-
tion rang through his genitals like a bell, radiating outward.

The touch dissipated, replaced by soft, wet kisses on his
abdomen. His stomach muscles tightened instinctively, and
he put his hand out, stroking the downy softness of her hair.
He felt the flick of her tongue across his navel, trailing a
moist line up his chest. Her fingertips danced over his hips,
and he sighed.

He’d never been with a woman like this before . . . dark,
exciting, and wholly unexpected. He also wasn’'t used to
being at the mercy of a woman exploring him in the dark.

She touched him everywhere she could reach. She kneaded
his shoulders, then his lower back. She stroked the area be-
tween his ass and his balls, tickling it experimentally. He
growled in appreciation. She made little sounds of her own,
in obvious admiration of his arms, his hands. She sucked on
his fingertips.

She was making him crazy.

He turned, guessing where she was, reaching for her. Her
long hair brushed over his hands, but she was too quick, too
used to the darkness and the room. He took a step forward,
feeling the quilt under his feet, then his shin hit the metal
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bed frame. “Goddammit,” he said, barely stopping himself
from falling over. “This isn't fair.”

“Sorry,” she said, sounding contrite. “It’'d be easier if you
just stood still and let me touch you.”

“Sweetheart, you don’t know me very well if you think
I'd be satisfied with just being touched,” he replied, trying
to keep his tone light. But her thorough investigation of his
body in the darkness had only stoked the flames of desire
inside him, and now it was raging out of control.

“That’s the thing. I don’t know you,” she said. “I'm trying
to get to know you.”

“I want to touch you,” he said. “I need to touch you.”

He heard the naked longing in his voice, and it disturbed
him. He'd never begged for a woman in his life. Why the
fuck was he doing it now?

“I'm going to turn on the light,” she said, and he heard her
padding footsteps as she went over to the table. As his eyes
adjusted, he took in what she was wearing. His mouth went
dry, and his body went still as stone.

She was wearing a one-piece teddy, in a shimmering,
translucent purple-blue that reminded him of her eyes.
The legs were cut high on her thighs, and her nipples were
suggestive shadows beneath the sheer material, as was the
curly black hair covering her pussy. Her hair was pulled up
in a loose knot, with waves tumbling to frame her face. She
looked like a cross between a fairy tale princess and a wet
dream, and he wanted her.

“Do . ..doyoulikeit?”

He couldn’t believe the hesitation in her voice. He swal-
lowed hard. “Where did you get it?”
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She shrugged. “Same place I got the condoms,” she said,
and she tugged at the top of the material, shifting it over her
cleavage. “I wasn’t sure what I looked like—they don’t allow
mirrors, and 1t wasn't like I could wear this to the stream. |
don’t look like an 1diot?”

She really was unsure of her appearance. Her pale skin was
flushed with excitement: her cheeks were tinted a delicate
pink, and her blue eyes sparkled. She looked amazing.

He knew that he couldn’t answer her and do it justice. In-
stead, he did what he’d been begging for.

He touched her.

He stroked the material, tracing the edges of the fabric, first
with his fingertip, then with his tongue. He sucked at her left
nipple through the sheer teddy, soaking through it to get to her.
She gasped, her head tilting back, causing more waves of hair
to tumble around her face. She gripped the back of his neck
and one of his shoulders as he increased the pressure, draw-
ing more of her into his mouth, laving the breast ravenously.
He reached down, pushing aside the small swath of fabric
between her thighs. She was already wet, dripping for him.
“God, Beth,” he whispered against her skin. “You're amaz-
ing. And you look phenomenal.” He pulled back, looking in
her eyes to emphasize his point. “I didn’t think I could want
you more than I have, but . . . I want to be inside you. I want
to slide my cock inside your wet, warm pussy, and I want to
stroke your clit with every single thrust. I want you to feel me,
sweetheart. I want you to call my name when you come.”

She shivered, biting her lip as she rubbed her thighs to-
gether, against his fingertip. He plunged it in deeper, and she
gasped.
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“W-wait,” she said.

His hand paused. “Wait?”

“Remember when you said, that first night, that if I kept
touching you, you'd lose control?”

He smiled. “It’s okay if you lose control,” he said, moving
his finger slightly, loving the way her body shivered against
him.

“But. .. [ want to make you feel . . . like you make me feel.
I want to show you.”

He smiled. She said it with such sweet frustration.

“Later,” he said, holding her close to him, moving his hand
slowly and lovingly against her sopping wet pussy. “Right
now, just enjoy it . . .”

She cried out softly, her head resting against his shoulder,
her hair stroking across his bare skin in ticklish-soft waves.
Her nipples were erect, dragging across his chest as his hand
kept moving. She reached down between them, grasping his
cock in her fingertips, stroking against the head as he con-
tinued his relentless onslaught. He closed his eyes, focusing
for a second on the feel of those fingers, wrapping around
the hard length of him, stroking in featherlight, maddening
touches.

Then she released him, clutching at his shoulders, opening
her legs wider. Her breathing went shallow and quick, and
she rocked her hips against his hand. He felt her body clench
around his fingers, and he suckled on her breast again.

“Stephen!” She threw her head back, slamming her pussy
against his hand as he plunged deeper into her, searching
for and finding her G-spot and prolonging the release. His
cock was already weeping pre-come It was all he could do
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not to plunge inside of her, feel the glorious aftershocks of her
orgasm clenching around his shaft.

But tonight wasn’t about him, it was about her.

He smiled as she collapsed against him. He was looking
forward to showing her what else he could do . . . and that
there were even more delights they could share, if only she’d
leave the Compound with him.

Beth struggled to regain her composure. As her orgasm-fogged
mind cleared, she remembered Lydia’s words of advice.

If you can’t control yourself, you can’t seduce him. It’s that
simple.

She moved away from him, trying to catch her breath.
He was smiling, affectionate, but at the same time, a little
smug.

“How was that?” he asked.

“Incredible,” she said truthfully. “But it always is with
you. You know that.”

“I'm not sure,” he teased. “We'll need to try it again to
make sure . . .”

“No, now it’s your turn,” she said. “There are some things
[ want to try.”

He looked puzzled by her intensity, but he shrugged. “T’ll
be happy to help out.”

Now she smiled. “Why don’t you get on the bed?”

“This bed?” He pointed to her narrow cot. “Uh . . . okay.
But are you sure we'll be comfortable? I thought you said we
both wouldn't fit on it.”

“For this, we will,” she said, her mind desperately replay-
ing Lydia’s detailed advice. “Just lie down.”
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He did as he was told, for which she was grateful. She was
nervous enough—although she had to admit, that pounding
orgasm did take a great deal of the edge off. She let out a tiny
laugh at the thought.

One of Stephen’s eyebrows went up. “Something funny?”

She looked over his naked body, taking up most of her
bed. He looked like he was carved out of marble, but she
knew firsthand how marvelously hot-blooded his flesh was.
She stroked her hands over the length of him. “No,” she
breathed. “Not funny at all.” Then she looked in his eyes.
“You make me very happy.”

His green eyes were dark with passion. “I'm glad.”

She hadn’t meant to say that. Lydia would say that she was
giving away her power. But it was the truth: he did make her
happy, happier than she’d been in more years than she could
remember. So even if tonight failed, and he still walked away,
she would at least have tonight.

She took his cock into her mouth.

He gasped, obviously unready for her direct approach.
“Sweet Jesus,” he groaned, as she took a long, drawing pull,
slowly letting him withdraw from her. Not too hard . . . a
blowjob was not a suck job, she remembered. She took him
back into her mouth, wrapping her tongue around the under-
side of his cock head, tasting the salty drop of moisture from
the tip. She explored the narrow fissure with her tongue, then
grazed it with her teeth. She was gratified when he shivered,
and she looked up to find his eyes closed, his hands clenched
around the bars of her headboard.

She made sure his cock was nice and moist, then she
stroked the length of him with firm, determined grips of her
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right hand. With her left, she cupped his balls gently . . .
then she licked her finger, and rubbed against the flat patch
of skin just behind his balls, before the cleft of his buttocks.
He moaned, his hips raising off the bed. “Do you like that?”
she asked curiously.

“How . . . how the hell . . "

She took that as a yes. She took him in her mouth again
for one long, loving taste. Then she reached for the condom
she’d tucked by the side of the wall, opening the packet.

Carefully, remembering Lydia’s advice, she rolled the
condom on him with her mouth. His hips rose to meet her,
and she took him as deep as possible, rolling it the rest of the
way with her fingers. When she looked up to see him, staring
at her in wonder, she didn’t even mind the taste of the latex.

“Did you read a book or something?”

“I decided I wanted to try a few new things,” she replied.
“Is it working?”

“Depends. What did you have in—"

Before he could finish the sentence, she turned, presenting
him with the crossed-strap back of her lingerie. She heard
his deep, harsh inhalation of breath. “Very nice,” he said, his
voice sounding strained.

She straddled him, but facing away from him, moving the
thin material of the thong out of the way of his probing cock.
She hoped that this would work as well as Lydia had said it
would, and lowered herself onto him.

“Mmmmm,” he said, as she closed around him. “Nice
view.”

It felt different, letting him enter her this way. She rose
slightly, then pressed onto him again, feeling his cock pen-
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etrate her by inches. He reached forward, gripping her but-
tocks, and she felt a little thrill as she swiveled her hips. She
kept moving, slowly, carefully.

Suddenly, she felt his muscles ripple beneath her, and she
realized he was sitting up. “May [?” he whispered in her ear.

“Did I do it wrong?” she asked, nervous.

“Not at all.” She could hear desire, thick in his voice. “I
just thought we might try . . .”

He cupped one hand over her breast, the other between
her legs, his cock trapped inside her. She gasped at the sensa-
tion washing over her. He sucked on her neck, hard enough
to mark her, and the slight pain felt heavenly, making her
almost wild with need.

She bucked against him, and he held on tight, shifting her
against his cock.

“More,” she said, her own voice harsh. “You make me so
wet, Stephen. I love the feel of your cock inside me . . .”

“Baby,” he whispered against her shoulder, then with a
fluid motion, he turned her to face him, plunging inside her.
She threw herself against him, flexing her hips and slam-
ming against his hardness, clawing at his back. “God, your
pussy is so tight . . .”

“Fuck me,” she said, wrapping her legs around his waist,
tugging at the hair at the nape of his neck. “Fuck me hard.”

If she shocked him, she was past the point of caring. He
rolled her over, thrusting harder into her, and she tilted her
pelvis. Then he grasped one leg, resting it over his shoulder
.. . then the other. He was so deep inside her, she thought he
might touch her heart. He slid into her all the way up to his
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balls, the whole hard length of him surrounded by her will-
ing flesh, and she cried out.

“Am I hurting you?” he asked, through gritted teeth.

“Deeper!” she ordered, her head lolling back and forth,
and she rolled her nipples between her fingertips, relishing
the unbelievable sensation that triangulated between her
breasts and her pussy. The beginning tremors of orgasm
were signaling, and she didn’t fight it. “I'm going to come,
Stephen, don'’t stop, don’t ever stop . . .”

He seemed to snap. He pounded against her like a rampag-
ing animal, battering her with his cock, and she squeezed her
buttocks tight, keeping her pussy clenched around him like a
fist as the orgasm shot through her in a drowning wave. She
cried out his name, and he groaned and kept pounding against
her, his flesh shuddering. Her orgasm stretched out like taffy,
coming back again and again, submerging her in slow, repeat-
ing bursts each time he slammed his cock full hilt inside her.

He collapsed on top of her, his full weight crushing her.
She gasped, and he rolled them both on to her bare floor.
Their faces were framed by the veil of her hair.

“That . . . was fucking . . . incredible,” he said, when he
could finally speak.

She smiled, kissing him. He kissed her back, and it was
hot and wet and just like their lovemaking—ravenous.

“We're just getting started,” she said. “There are a few
more things [ want to try.”

“Sweetheart, I've got to go,” Stephen said, after a few hours
had passed. “It’s starting to get light.”
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She nuzzled against him, and he marveled once again at
finding her. Especially the way she’d been tonight.

There was nothing, it seemed, that she wasn't willing
to try, if she thought it would bring him pleasure. She was
like a nymphomaniac. And his cock, bless it, surprised him
by continually rising to the challenge. They’d fucked three
times . . . the first time on the bed, then once against the
windowsill, then once on the floor.

When they got on the outside, they’d have to look into
getting her on the birth control pill. The thought of getting
inside her welcoming wetness fully naked, without the bar-
rier of a rubber between them, was almost enough to get him
hard again. It was as if someone had slipped him Viagra or
something. He’d never gotten it up this many times, in this
short a period, before.

It was because of her, and he knew it.

“I don’t want you to leave,” she said, cuddled against his
chest on the quilt they’d spread on the floor.

“I don’t want to leave, either,” he said, and he meant it.
“But if they find me in the women’s dormitory, I think we’d
both be in trouble, don’t you?”

“I know,” she said. To his surprise, he felt hot wetness
against his chest, and he nudged her up so he could look at
her face.

She had tears in her eyes. It stabbed at his heart. “What's
wrong?” he asked, smoothing a wayward teardrop as it
streaked down her cheek.

“I may never see you again,” she whispered.

He swallowed hard. This was it. The make or break
moment. “It doesn’t have to be like that,” he said.
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She got up, stepping away from him, and he propped him-
self up on one elbow. “I wasn’t going to say anything,” she
said, hugging herself as if cold. “I just wanted to have one
incredible night with you, and then I thought I could let you
go. So at least I'd have memories.”

Suddenly, it all made sense. He knew she enjoyed sex
with him, but tonight it was as if she’d unleashed a nym-
phomaniac . . . she was making love as if it were her last
chance on earth. And now, he realized, that’s exactly what
it was. For her.

He got up, enfolding her in his arms. “You could leave
here.”

She went still in his arms, and he turned to study her
expression. She was still crying, her violet eyes looking lu-
minous.

“I'd be found,” she said softly. “I'd be killed. Don’t you
understand that?”

“I'd protect you,” he promised.

“But I'm safe here,” she said.

“Don’t you want to be with me?”

She stared at him. “Couldn’t I ask you the same question?”

“Of course I want to be with you. But it’s different,” he
said, shoving away any guilt that might be plaguing him. “If
you left with me, you'd be . . . accepting who you are. Get-
ting out of this—this cult.”

“Accepting who [ am,” she said, with a small, bitter laugh.
“Which means making me a target.”

He bit back a curse. “I swear, I'd die before I let anybody
hurt you.”

She looked surprised at that one, which mirrored what he
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felt at the same sentence. But, having said it, he realized he
meant it.

“Come with me,” he whispered. “I promise I'll keep you
safe.”

“You can’t promise that.” She didn’t sound sad, or wistful,
or whining. She sounded practical. Resigned.

He sighed. He hadn’t convinced her. But she was wearing
down. He knew it.

“When are you leaving?” she asked, her voice sounding
like a strained effort at being casual.

He ought to leave soon, just a few days. But now, with this,
with her . . . he needed to think about it. He needed more
time.

“I don’t know,” he said honestly.

She turned in his arms, facing him. “I thought you had to
leave right away.”

“Nothing’s set in stone,” he said. “I could stay a little while
longer.”

She smiled, and he got hit with it again—that heroic feel-
ing. A fellow could get addicted to that feeling, if he weren'’t
already hooked to everything else Beth had to offer.

“If you stay,” she said, and there was a teasing little grin
on her face, “I'll make it worth your while.”

He smiled back, but even as he let the mood lighten, he
realized that, on some level, he was actually considering it.

He shook his head.

“If I stay too long, you're gonna kill me with sex, woman,”
he said with a wink.

But what a way to go . . .

* % %
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“Where are you going, Goodman Stephen?” Founder Tim-
othy asked.

“Bathroom break, Founder,” Stephen lied, trying to make
his voice sound as docile as possible. Which, admittedly,
wasn't easy for him.

“Well, don’t take all day.” Founder Timothy turned back
to oversee the other Penitents, working in the mine.

Stephen ducked out of the shaft, heading for the office
building. He walked past the restrooms and instead went
straight for the pay phone, dialing his editor in New York.

“Calling me collect?” His editor, Randall, sounded
amused. “Tell me you've got the story in the bag. ['ve got an-
other assignment I need you on, ASAP.”

Stephen winced. “Actually, that’s why I'm calling. This
assignment’s going to take a little longer than we thought.”

“Are you kidding?” Randall’s voice went up an octave, a
bad sign. “Jesus Christ, Stephen, I sent you off to go under-
cover with those butter churners to teach you a lesson, not
because I expected you to dig up any dirt. It’s a puff piece,
not an Enron scandal! What's the holdup?”

“The story’s not finished. All my facts are still questionable,
and the lawyers would have a field day,” Stephen protested, his
excuse sounding lame to his own ears. “Besides, I'm following
more leads, getting a few more interviews. They've got a whole
banishment thing that sounds, er, promising.”

“Bullshit.” Stephen could practically hear the vein throb-
bing in Randall’s temple. “Okay, I shouldn’t have sent you on
awild goose chase to punish you for maxing out your expense
card. Mea culpa, all right? But I need you, like yesterday, on a
real story. Serious undercover—high-tech forgery at a lead-
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ing computer company. You can’t tell me that doesn’t get you
hot and bothered, either. It’s right up your alley. So unless
you think you're bucking for a Pulitzer with these throwback
farm folk, get your ass back to the office by no later than to-
morrow. Clear?”

High-tech forgery. Stephen had an interest in computers,
and with a big company involved in forgery—Randall was
right, it was the sort of story that made his mouth water. And
any other time, he’'d leap at it, no matter what other story he
was working on. “I'm telling you, Randall, I can’t just cut
and run.”

There was a pause on the other end of the line. “You're not
just being pissy, then,” Randall said slowly. “You're actually
turning down a dream assignment so you can stay with these
Amish knockoffs.”

“I wouldn't put it that way, but yeah.”

“Jesus.” Randall let out a low whistle. “You're not burning
out on me, are you?”’

“No,” Stephen said, offended. “Of course not.”

“It’s not so far-fetched. You've been berserk for work
for, what, five years now? Ever since I hired you, I've never
known you to have anything but the mildest of social lives . .
. and even then, I think it was largely to keep networks open
for your stories.” Randall sighed. “You're a hell of a reporter,
but how you've pushed it this close to the edge without slip-
ping off has been something of a miracle.”

“Oh, come off it,” Stephen scoffed. “Everybody works this
hard at the office, Rand. You know that.”

“Actually, there’s a running bet with the other reporters
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on how you're going to melt down,” Randall said, surpris-
ing Stephen. “Even money, split between you turning into a
paper-pants-wearing occupant of some ashram in India, and
you becoming some kind of foreign legionnaire in a desert
somewhere.”

“Ha-fucking-ha, boss,” Stephen said impatiently. “Listen,
L

“Me, I had twenty toward you going up in a clock tower

with a high-powered rifle,” Randall said mildly. “Guess you
shocked us all by going rural. . . .”

“Will you listen to me!” Stephen snapped. “I'm sitting
on maybe the biggest story of both our lives here. I can’t say
what it 1s, and you wouldn’t believe me if I told you anyway,
but trust me. This one’s huge.”

Randall was quiet. The silence was filled with a tangible
doubt.

“You know me,” Stephen said. “No bullshit. I just need
more time.”

Randall sighed. “Okay. One week.” Before Stephen could
argue, Randall cut him off. “After that, [ don't care if they're
cloning Paris Hilton or you've found weapons of mass de-
struction hidden in their goddamn granaries, you're back
here or you're fired. Got it?”

Stephen clenched his jaw. “All right. One week.” He hung
up the phone, then headed back, hoping he wasn’t missed.

Founder Timothy was waiting for him at the mine en-
trance, arms crossed, expression stern. It would've been
more imposing if Founder Timothy hadn’t been quite so
short, plump, and balding. “You certainly took your time,
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Goodman Stephen,” he said sourly. “I was just coming to
fetch you.”

“Intestinal issues,” Stephen said glibly. He started to head
back to the job, but Timothy stepped in front of him, block-
ing his way.

“The Penitent tenets of belief command humility,” Timo-
thy said, his tone of a high school teacher . . . one that all the
students loathed getting. “You'd do well to learn some hu-
mility, Goodman Stephen. Otherwise, we might be forced
to school some into you.”

Stephen stared at Founder Timothy in disbelief. Did the
man actually think he was being menacing? It was like get-
ting bullied by a Teletubby, for pity’s sake. Stephen fought
hard not to laugh.

“Believe me, boy,” Timothy said, and there was a sadistic
gleam 1n his watery gray eyes, “you don’'t want the Founders
taking an undue interest in your discipline.”

Now Stephen shifted uneasily. Like Amos, this guy had
a supersized portion of crazy tucked behind his harmless-
farmer exterior. There was more going on in the Penitents
than met the eye, clearly. They probably wouldn't make a
bad story, at that.

But he didn’t care right now, couldn'’t delve into it. All that
mattered was Beth.

“I'm sorry, Founder,” Stephen muttered contritely, look-
ing at the ground.

“All right, then,” Timothy said, sounding slightly molli-
fied. “You have my permission to go back to work.”

Stephen stalked back into the mine, annoyed by the little
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power play. His mind quickly raced past the incident to the
matter at hand. One week. He had one week to convince Beth
to leave the Penitent Compound behind. He prided himself
on his skills of persuasion . . . after all, it was one of the things
that made him a good reporter. But what, exactly, was he of-
fering her?

I’d get killed. Her voice echoed in his soul.

If she left the Compound, at best, she’d be plunged head-
first into the fishbowl lifestyle of the missing Princess; at
worst, she’d be the target of a score of professional hits from
her vindictive stepmother, who was looking to protect her
claim on the throne.

Stephen might be a pretty good lay, but she was right: no
sex was worth what he was asking her to do. The thought of
her dying, especially because he asked her to, was more than
he could bear.

So where did that leave him?

Where did that leave them?

He ought to let her go—that was the noble thing to do,
probably the right thing to do. After all, she was happy in the
Compound. Well, if not happy, at least she was content, and
most important, she was safe. He should just leave the place,
tell Randall he’d had a mental aberration, and go on the next
assignment. Maybe even schedule a vacation after that. He
should do whatever he had to, to forget he’d ever seen Beth,
aka the Princess.

Or touched her.

Or tasted her . . .

He grimaced.
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Like hell.

His whole body rebelled at the thought of being apart from
her. He slammed his pickax into a sheet of rock, the force re-
verberating up his arms, all the way to his spine. A shower of
stone fragments flew at him like shrapnel.

“Watch it!” Timothy barked, as others ducked out of the
way, grumbling. ““This isn’t that difficult. Be careful!”

Stephen pulled the pick away, his arms sore. He forced
himself to concentrate on the task at hand, but his mind kept
wandering back to her.

He didn’t want to leave her, couldn’t stand the idea of being
apart from her. What did that mean? Should he abandon his
career, join the crazy-ass Penitents, and spend the rest of his
life making love to Beth in secret . . . for as long as they didn’t
get caught?

His mind rebelled at that notion. His career was his life.
And he knew, instinctively, that living with the Penitents
was not something his independent streak would tolerate for
any length of time.

His heart, strangely, had a sense of quiet resignation.

If that’s what 1t takes . . .

He felt a sudden nausea, as if he were on a free-fall ride at
a theme park. His pickax fell with a clatter.

He was falling, he realized. He was falling hard for Beth, a
woman determined to stay hidden in this strange, secluded,
cultlike world.

He had no choice. He had to do whatever he could to get
her to leave—or else lose the one woman he’d finally fallen
in love with.
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Céalm‘er Nine

Beth ushered Stephen into the empty kitchen of the Dining
Hall, feeling like a traitor. Kitchens were domestic work-
places, strictly the Goodmaids’ province. Stephen might be
the first man in the area in the past fifteen years. Even the
Founders avoided the place. But since the Founders avoided
it, and since she knew that preparation for dinner wouldn’t
take place for hours, it was the safest place she could think of.
Nonetheless, she silently led him to the pantry, so they had
one more level of warning.

“What did you need to speak to me about so urgently?”
she asked in a soft voice, still listening for any telltale foot-
steps of an intruder.

When she turned to look at him, he leaned in, kissing her
roughly, and suddenly his arms were around her.
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Justlike that, all fear left her, flooded out by the rush of desire
that always crashed over her when Stephen touched her.

“Stephen,” she breathed, and she threw herself into his
arms, giving in full body to the kiss. The slide and press of
his firm lips molding themselves to hers, his tongue search-
ing the soft flesh inside her mouth, their tongues twining
was enough to cause her to gasp in pleasure. She felt her
breasts tighten and her pussy began to throb with need. Just
like that, she marveled. All it took was a kiss, and her body
already began to demand more.

What will I do when he leaves?

She forced the thought out of her head. “We shouldn'’t,”
she murmured, halfheartedly.

He sighed. “I know. But I couldn’t help it.” He didn’t
sound sorry, and his eyes glowed with passion.

Her hands itched to unbutton his fly, so she could see his
rigid cock in daylight, rather than illuminated by a lamp. She
knew he was hard—she’d felt the length of him press against
her stomach as she’d pressed fully against his body. She felt
the rush of wetness between her thighs, even more since she’d
forgone underwear, and she could feel her natural lubrication
seeping through her curls, making her thighs slick with each
shifting brush between them.

Not that she’d planned this. But wandering through
her daily chores, knowing at any moment that she could
see Stephen, and possibly steal a moment . . .

She moaned softly as her body trembled.

“God, I want you,” he breathed, nipping at her earlobe.
She rubbed her pelvis against the front of his trousers, and
he groaned. “But . . . we do need to talk.”
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“Right,” sherasped. “Of course.” She forced herself to take
a step away from him, keeping her hands knotted behind her
back.

He took a deep breath. “I spoke with my editor,” Stephen
said with a heavy voice, and Beth felt a chill cut through
her ardor. “He says I have to be back in one week, or I'll be
fired.”

“One week?” Beth echoed faintly. The thought paralyzed
her. She wasn'’t ready to let go of him. She didn’t know if she’d
ever be ready, but . . . “So, that’s it, then? You're leaving in a
week?”

He sighed. “I can'’t stay, Beth. You know that.”

Disappointment curdled in her stomach. “Yes,” she echoed
softly. “I knew that.”

He framed her face in his hands. “Which is why 'm asking
you—no, I'm begging you—to come with me.”

For a moment, she was hypnotized by the look of long-
ing in his eyes. Then she pulled away. “You mean, leave this
place?”

He nodded.

“I can’t,” she said.

“Why not? Honestly, what’s keeping you here?”” he asked,
and his voice was 1nsistent. “The hard labor? The hot, un-
comfortable clothes? Or the fact that they treat women like
second-class citizens?”

She pulled back, as if his words were a physical assault.
“It'snot . ..”

She started to say it isn’t that bad, but her mind replayed a
dozen scenes from her past, here at the Penitent Compound.
Things that she’d cheerfully ignored. The fact that women
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did all the domestic chores had not initially bothered her—
she’d just been grateful to have found a safe haven. But sub-
consciously, things had rankled.

Stephen nodded, staring into her eyes. “You know exactly
what I'm talking about,” he said.

She gritted her teeth. “I made the choice to come here,”
she said. “I knew what [ was getting into.”

“You knew what you were getting out of,” he countered.
“You made a decision when you were under duress. That was
ten years ago. You were a child then.” He held her, his hands
spanning her hips, pulling her to him. “You're a woman now,
Beth. You can make new choices.”

The words were dizzying.

“T'll be killed,” she whispered. “You don’t understand.
The Queen is relentless. She’s got money. Power. She hates
me. She’ll do anything to see me dead. If she found out I'm
alive . . ” Beth swallowed hard against the lump forming in
her throat, choking on her childhood fears.

Stephen held her tight. “I will do anything on earth to pro-
tect you, Beth,” he whispered fiercely. “I'd die if I had to.”

She marveled at the sincerity in his tone, and held him
tightly.

“I know it’s selfish of me,” he said, his voice ragged. “But I
also know that this place isn’t what you think it is. You don’t
need this place. I'll devote my life to keeping you safe. What-
ever it takes.”

As long as she could remember, she couldn’t recall one
time when someone had focused so purely on her needs
and safety. Her own father, so wrapped up in the loss of her
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mother, had remarried and then ignored his daughter in an
attempt to find some kind of anesthetic happiness with his
new wife. Even the servant who had helped her escape from
the palace had to be bribed richly for the service.

She did not see herself as a victim because of this. She was
merely used to relying on herself. So Stephen’s admission
was staggering.

“You can'’t possibly mean it,” she murmured, despite the
little glow of hope warming her chest.

He kissed her, gently, tenderly. “Believe me, sweetheart.
I've never been more serious in my life.”

“But you don’t even know me,” she pressed on. Why are
you trying to ruin this? Why not just enjoy it? “We've just
... had sex.” Abruptly, she remembered what Lydia had
told her. “You'll get tired of it, and you’'ll want to move
on.” She bit her lip. “Won’t you? Don’t all men? God, I
don’t know about these things!”

“I'm not all men,” he said. “And I've told you, this isn’t
just sex. You're different.”

“I'm a princess,” she agreed bitterly.

“No,” he said. “You're Beth. You work hard and you don't
complain, even though life has dealt you a pretty shitty hand.
You're beautiful, but you see it as a curse to work around in-
stead of a meal ticket, or a reason why the world owes you
things. You've lived through tragedy and you're still able to
enjoy just sitting out in a damned meadow, looking at some
flowers. You're smart, and sweet, and even in a damned full-
length harsh cotton dress and veil you're the hottest woman
I've ever laid eyes on, and my cock gets hard if I smell a flower
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that reminds me of you. I don’'t know what it is, but I'm not
going to fight it. I'm falling hard for you, Beth.” He frowned.
“You might not want to deal with it, but there it 1s.”

She stared at him. Even here, no one seemed to under-
stand her. They either saw her as “Goodmaid Beth,” one of
the Founders’ favorites, but they projected what they wanted
to see. He seemed to see her clearly, and he was falling in love
with her.

She swallowed hard.

“I'm falling hard for you, too,” she said softly.

He sighed. “I'm your first time. You don’t know me.”

“I know that you're used to being other people,” she coun-
tered. “You pretend for your job, and your job is your life. So
you're not even used to being yourself. I know you don’t do
well with authority . . .”

“Is it that obvious?” He laughed.

“But you'll put up with anything to finish what you set
your mind to. You want to make things right, and punish
people who are wrong. You protect people.”

“Beth,” he said, his expression pained, “I'm not as good a
person as you think [ am.”

“Yes,” she said, cupping the side of his face, “you are. You
just can't see it.”

“Maybe that’s why I love you,” he murmured. “Because of
what you see in me.”

She felt a thrill at hearing him say the words aloud. “And
maybe I love you because you're willing to put everything in
your life aside, just to protect me.”

“Beth ...
He reached for her, and this time stopping him was the
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last thing on her mind. She gave in to his embrace, melting
into him like butter into toast.

“God, I want to touch you,” he said. “Whenever I'm
near you. ..’

“I know,” she breathed. “I know. I need you.”

They kissed in a frenzy, hands touching everywhere. Her
veil slipped from her head, her braids tumbling out loosely.
He stroked her hair, her face, down the curve of her neck to
her chest. She ran her nails down his stomach, undoing the
buttons of his trousers.

He inhaled sharply. “We’ll get caught,” he cautioned, even
as his hips leaned toward her.

“I don’t care,” she said recklessly, but when he started to
pull away, she tugged at him. “No one’s supposed to be in
here for a few hours. We can be quick.” She kissed him hard,
slipping his cock free of its restraints. It sprang to life, glori-
ously full, already a dark purple with need. “I want to feel
you inside me . . .”

“Beth,” he breathed, as she stroked the velvety smooth tip
of his penis. He fumbled in his pocket for a condom, tearing
the package open with his teeth. For a brief second, she re-
sented the barrier, wondering what he would feel like, naked
inside of her. But even that was too dangerous for them, and
despite the desire pumping through her veins, she wasn’t so
far gone not to realize the dangers.

What if they had a child?

She hadn’t thought about having children, or a family . . .
not for years, since she was a child, before her mother died.
Now, the thought brought up a wistful longing.

He slid the condom on, and she reached for him. He tugged
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up her skirt, then reached between her legs. He made a growl
of approval. “You're not wearing underwear.”

She spread her legs, holding her skirt up. “I've been think-
ing of you all day,” she answered. “I didn’t know we’d get the
chance, but I hoped . . .”

“Baby,” he murmured. “You're soaking for me.”

“Always,” she said. “Quick. Take me.”

He lifted her, propping her up on a high crate, bunching
the skirt around her waist. The air felt cool against her damp
thighs. He spread her pussy open with his fingertips, and
she whimpered with desire, scooting to the edge of the box.
He stepped forward: it was a perfect height for him to enter
her. She wrapped her legs around his waist, drawing him in
deeper, feeling his hard length fill her in one smooth, sharp
motion. She tilted her head back, bucking her hips against
him, her pussy clenching hard against his cock.

“Beth.” He withdrew slowly, then lunged forward, press-
ing up. His hand went between their bodies, stroking her
clit, knowing just where to touch her. She cried out softly,
then leaned forward, biting his shoulder to somehow muffle
the sounds of her passion. Her fingers clawed at the small of
his back, urging him even deeper inside her.

He seemed to understand. His thrusts were quick and
deep, rocking inside her, stroking the flesh inside her cunt
with strong, slightly circling motions that made her whole
body thrum with pleasure.

She knew she ought to be listening. Anyone might come,
walk in on them. They could be discovered. Strangely, in-
stead of being afraid, the thought only heightened her acute
sense of sexual arousal.
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“God, you're so wet,” he whispered, his breathing fast and
sharp. “So fucking tight. I can feel your pussy milking my
cock ...

She strained against him, climbing on him, lifting and
lowering herself on his cock, meeting each thrust with per-
fect tempo until he finally lifted her from the crate, holding
her against him, his muscular arms lifting her easily. She was
breathing hard against his neck, shifting and rocking, feel-
ing the ridge of his cock brushing against the hard knot of
her clit and the sensitive outer flesh of her labia as he moved
relentlessly against her.

The first orgasm surprised her, and she cried out. He kissed
her, swallowing the sound as quickly as possible, and she shim-
mied, writhing with the ecstasy of it. He groaned, his pumping
movements increasing in speed. The second and third orgasms
lit her up like fireworks, and she screamed into his mouth as his
powerful cock slammed home. He returned the favor with a gut-
tural groan, holding her tight against his pelvis. She could feel
his penis jerking inside her, and she tightened around him, her
cunt quivering with the aftershocks of her multiple orgasms.

Slowly, he scooted forward, placing her gently back on the
crate even as he was still buried inside her. The rush of blood
in her head subsided. Frowning, she vaguely registered a
sound she hadn’t noticed in the heat of the moment.

“Do you hear that?”

He tilted his head, his breathing ragged. He held his
breath, then frowned. “What 1s that?”

She went still, listening hard.

“It’s the Bell of Hours,” she said. “They’re ringing it. It’s
too early . . . they shouldn’t be ringing it.”
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She felt shock go through her. Ringing the Bell of Hours
outside of the Founders’ schedule meant only one thing.

Punishment.

Dread chilled her. “We have to go,” she said.

He withdrew, leaving her wet, sticky, and with a perverse
sense of disappointment, even though she had just had sev-
eral orgasms from the man. I'll get more later, she thought.
I'll give more later.

That 1s, assuming they weren’t the ones being punished.
Thatthought madebile rise in her throat. She quickly grabbed
her veil, pulling it on, tucking all her hair safely away. “You
have to leave, now,” she said, as he did up his pants.

“When can [ see you again?”

“Tonight,” she said. “Aslong as . . .” She swallowed hard.

“As long as what?” He frowned. “Why is the bell ringing?”

“They’ll want us to congregate at the Commons,” she said
instead, hedging. “I don’t know why. Maybe it’s a lecture.”

But she knew, somehow, that it was something far darker.
She just wasn't sure what.
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Stephen took a roundabout route away from the Dining Hall,
blending in to the chaotic crowd of men heading toward the
Commons.

“What'sgoingon?”’ Stephenasked Goodman Joshua, whose
lumbering size made him easy to pick out of the crowd.

Joshua looked grim. “I have a bad feeling,” he said, in his
low voice, “that there’s some sort of punishment.”

Considering what he’d just been up to, Stephen felt a twinge
of discomfort. “I thought punishment was rare,” he said.

The thought crossed his mind: maybe it wouldn’t be so bad
if he and Beth got “caught,” all things considered. If they were
both banished, that would sort of neatly solve the problem—
for him, anyway.

He immediately felt guilty even considering the possibility
... but he considered it anyway.
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The men around him were muttering to each other, con-
jecturing on what could have happened to create an unprece-
dented hiccup in the Founders’ otherwise set-in-stone Bell of
Hours scheduled routine. Obviously it was something bad,
Stephen discovered. It was just a matter of how bad.

Women stood on one side of the Commons, men on the
other, with an informal line of grass splitting between them.
They were careful not to let the line thin too much, or get too
close. Stephen couldn’t see Beth, and he moved as close to
the gender border as he dared.

From what he could discern from the conversations going
on around him, the crowd was split between those who were
excited at the unprecedented novelty, and those who were
dismayed at what they were about to witness. Stephen found
himself in the first camp, frankly curious at what might
happen.

There was a raised dais at the end of the Commons . . .
apparently in the summer, they held their weekly lectures
there, before bedtime. But today was not a lecture. Amos
looked somber, almost sad. Robert looked more vicious than
usual. And Timothy, port, cherubic Timothy, looked like
somebody had just put a big juicy hamburger in front of him.
He was all but drooling over the prospect.

Suddenly, Stephen’s curiosity diminished, and he switched
his position. Whatever they were about to do, he got the feel-
ing he didn’t want to see it.

Founder Amos stepped forward. “Sisters and Brothers,”
he said, his booming voice needing no microphone to carry
over the crowd. “There has been a vile transgression against
the tenets of belief.”
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A thrilled shock jolted through the crowd, and the mur-
murs escalated.

“Goodmaids Lydia and Camille and Goodman Henry
were found fornicating in the meadow by the dark woods,”
Founder Amos said. “We are quite certain this is not the
first time. This behavior goes against everything the Peni-
tents have sworn to turn away from. They have indulged in
the sins of the flesh! They have reveled in the basest form of
lust and carnality!”

The crowd gasped in unison.

Several of the other Founders dragged up the “transgres-
sors.” To Stephen’s shock, they were naked. Their hands were
bound, and there were burlap bags over their faces. Stephen
felt his stomach churn.

Had he really once thought these people—the Founders,
the Penitents—were harmless?

“What shall we do with these transgressors against our
beliefs?” Founder Amos prompted.

It started as a low statement, then the crowd picked up the
chant: “Punish them. Punish them! Punish them!”

“They will be punished,” he said. “And they will be ban-
ished.”

A ragged cheer met this announcement.

“Tie them up,” Founder Amos said dispassionately.

The Founders put up three posts, and the lovers were tied
to them, Lydia in the center. Stephen watched in growing
horror as they were caned across their bare backs, several
lashes. They each cried out, writhing in agony, their nudity
making it seem like some kind of grotesque fetish.

He glanced over at Joshua, certain that the gentle giant
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would help him put a stop to the madness. Joshua was look-
ing at his shoes.

Stephen leaned over, nudging him. “We can’t just watch
this,” Stephen said.

“I'm not watching.”

Stephen heard one of the women scream, and he nudged
harder. “I mean, we have to stop this!”

Joshua finally looked at him, and his eyes were tortured.
“We can't,” he said softly. ““Then they’ll just kill us.”

“Sure, we're outnumbered, but . . .” Joshua’s words sank
in. “Wait a minute. Kill us?”

Joshua glanced around nervously, but the rest of the crowd
was too riveted on the spectacle playing out in front of them
to notice. ““The blood lust is on them,” he said. “I've only
seen 1t once before, and I've heard of worse incidents occur-
ring...”

Stephen looked at the men standing around the two of
them. They were staring up with pure hatred, many of them
punching their fists in the air in time with the whistling lash.
They looked mindless. They were a mob.

It wouldn’t take much to push them over, he realized . . .
or for them to decide to add a few bystanders for daring to
interfere with necessary punishment.

Stephen clenched his jaw until he thought he’d break his
teeth. It tore at him to stand aside while people were being
hurt. Just when he thought he couldn’t take it any more, the
whipping stopped. The only sounds left were the hooded,
naked people sobbing.

“And now,” Founder Amos said, gesturing to Founder
Robert, “for banishment.”
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Lydia screamed.

Stephen wondered why that should be so much worse than
the beating. Were they so brainwashed, he thought, that they’d
actually prefer to stay with these psychotic nut bags, than go
out 1in the real world and take their chances?

Founder Roberts disappeared with a few of the others.
They came back bearing three pine coffins.

“What the hell?”” Stephen breathed.

They propped the coffins up. Then they untied Lydia,
Camille, and Henry, and removed their hoods. Which
meant that the lovers got to watch as they were shoved into
the coffins. Their hands were still bound, as were their
feet . . . so all they could do was wriggle helplessly, bash-
ing against the sides of their boxes. Stephen could still hear
them struggling as the Founders placed the lids on them
and started to nail them shut.

“Please,” Stephen said, sicknessroiling through him, “please
tell me that’s ceremonial. That it’s just some huge, metaphori-
cal gesture that they're dead to the cult or something.”

Joshua looked green. He shook his head slowly, and Ste-
phen’s stomach dropped.

“Banishment doesn’t mean shunning, like it does in other
sects,” Joshua said, so softly Stephen could barely hear him.
“It means death.”

Beth retreated to the relative safety of her bedroom, still feel-
ing shaken from what she’d just seen. She couldn’t believe it,
couldn’t quite make sense of it.

She’d watched as the coffins were carried off, with their
occupants still screaming, then loaded into the back of the
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old white Penitent van. She watched with the rest of the
crowd as Founder Timothy drove off slowly, the van bump-
ing down the long dirt road that led to the barbed-wire gate,
slowly disappearing out of sight in the dense forest.

She’d heard about the dangers of banishment—they all
had. It was whispered about every now and then, and the
Founders would make lectures about it every year or so.
But no one had ever spoken of it in detail. They only knew
it was worse than being beaten, or confined, or starved: it
was the worst punishment imaginable. People who had been
in the camp for over fifteen years spoke of the last banish-
ment with horror, but the Founders threatened anyone who
spoke of it overtly—and apparently the banishment was ter-
rifying enough to keep that silence. So it had taken on an
almost mythic tone. After the horrors of the palace, Beth
had shrugged off the rumors and the legends of the punish-
ment: she knew what true terror was, and while she’d be dis-
appointed if she got sent away from the camp, and desperate
for the safety, she knew that there were worse things than
simply being banished.

Now, she realized, she’d made a terrible miscalculation.
Everything she’d been warned, everything she’d shrugged
off, was worse than she could have even dreamed.

She’d stood there for long moments afterward, speechless,
as if waiting for it all to prove to be some elaborate prank:
as 1f the van would return, Lydia and Camille and Henry
would be freed, and they’d promise not to do anything else.
Then the Founders would send them to their respective dor-
mitories without food for a few days. Put them on extra-hard
cleaning detail.
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After twenty minutes, she left with the rest of the straggling
women, most of who were talking in hushed voices, salaciously
imagining how “three people” might be having sex. At that
point, Beth faced the inevitable. She knew instinctively that
Lydia and Camille and Henry would not be freed. Now she
digested the fact they would not leave those boxes. Not alive,
at least.

She wondered absently if they’d be dead before the boxes
were put in the ground.

The thought sent a frantic chill through her system. She’d
thought she was safe here. And she was—from her step-
mother, the Queen.

But who would save her from her saviors?

Of course, if she simply stayed on the straight and narrow,
and obeyed all the tenets of belief, they’d have no cause to
punish her. After all, no one had been banished in all the
time she’d been there, and that was ten long years. There
had been a few punishments, some random beatings, but
she’d never seen anything like what she’d seen today.

Her eyes went to her bed frame. She had stowed the black
lingerie she’d gotten from the delivery woman under her
mattress.

What would the Founders do if they discovered that? She
shivered.

Worse, what would they have done if someone had walked
in on the little interlude she’d shared with Stephen in the
pantry of the Dining Hall?

She broke out into a cold sweat at just how close to disaster
she’d come.

So what now?
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Stephen was supposed to see her tonight. She ought to
send him a note, warning him away. It was too dangerous,
for both of them.

Stephen was right. She had to make new choices.

She swallowed hard, staring out the window. The sun was
setting. The Bell of Hours would be signaling dinner any
moment.

What she should do, she realized, was tell Stephen to
leave.

She closed her eyes. She had been strong enough to escape a
deadly situation once. This place was not the sanctuary she’d
tried to pretend it was. She was facing another life choice:
remain, pretending to be something she wasn'’t, living half a
life in the hopes of simply surviving . . . turning her back on
the dangers of the outside world while leaping through hoops
to avoid the dangers of the Compound.

And worst of all, walking away from the love of a man who
would die for her.

Could you live without him?

She thought back to her days in the palace. When grief at
her mother still clawed at her, and her father had offered no
comfort. When the new Queen had started turning on her
stepdaughter. When she’d turned her back on everything
she’d ever known, to start a new life in the woods of Pennsyl-
vania, away from her past and her old self. When she’d killed
Bianca and became reborn as Goodmaid Beth.

She could live without Stephen, if she had to. She knew
that.

But I don’t want to.
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There was a knock at her door, and she looked up, uncom-
fortably surprised. She was expecting no one.

After today’s events, she did not like surprises.

She opened the door. When she discovered who was there,
she was shocked.

“Founder Amos,” she said, quickly looking to the floor.
“You're . . . you're in the women’s dormitory.”

It was unheard of.

“It’s unfortunate, but after the Lydia situation,” and his
voice sounded distasteful, as if he’d swallowed a sour grape,
“the Founders are investigating the women’s dormitory.
We can be trusted to negotiate the exposure to the opposite
gender. Besides, we all must do our part and face . . . cer-
tain unpleasantries, shall we say, in the name of the greater
good.”

“Of course,” Beth murmured, barely listening to him. She
suddenly thought back to the lingerie, and began to sweat.

“I wanted to speak to you privately,” Founder Amos said
... then he crossed the room, shocking her further by sitting
on her bed. She tried not to stare at the spot that concealed
the contraband underclothing, but couldn’t stare at his face.
She stood at the opposite corner of the room, feeling trapped.
“Before . . . the unfortunate incident earlier, Lydia mentioned
that you were aware of what was going on. She even suggested
that you might also be involved in transgressions . . . of a sim-
ilar nature.”

Beth felt the cold brush of fear. Then control, paired with
icy resolve, cloaked her. It was just like being in the palace,
she realized.
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It had been years, but she’d survived then. She would, for
damned certain, survive now.

She met his probing gaze. “Did she?” Beth said, her voice
surprised and irritated. “With whom?”

“She didn’t know.” He didn’t blink. Neither did Beth. Fi-
nally, he smiled. “I knew it. She hated you. Your face defi-
nitely creates some problems, doesn't it?”

Beth sighed. “It’s part of why I came here.” Which was
true enough. Her stepmother had hated her face. She resem-
bled her mother too closely.

Founder Amos stood, stepping close to her, and Beth felt
trapped for an entire other reason. He didn’t touch her, but
the way he was looking at her felt just as invasive. “Your face
is a temptation,” he mused. “Many men stare at you, and
just looking at you—your eyes, your lips—they’re led to start
thinking of temptation and impurities.” He paused. “Sexual
... impurities.”

Her stomach turned.

“It’s not your fault, though,” he said. “I've noticed several
of the men staring at you over the years.”

Beth shrugged, unsure of what to say. “I do not invite their
attention.”

“No, of course you don’t,” he said, his voice meant to be
reassuring. He sounded like the charismatic, fatherly man
she’d always known . . . but his eyes still gleamed salaciously,
and he looked at her body in a way that made her skin crawl.

Had he always felt this way? And if he had . . . why was he
showing her now?

“It’s also natural for a woman like you to be . . . well, curi-
ous,” Founder Amos said.
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Now she felt like she’d been hit by a train. “Lust is a trans-
gression against the tenets of belief,” she rattled off, out of
sheer nervousness.

“Sometimes,” he said, and his voice went low, “you need
to get to truly know the temptation in order to purge it.”

He started to reach for her. She jerked back, crossing her
arms in front of her. “Would the other Founders see it that
way, [ wonder?”

Now he was the one to step back. He glared at her.

“I see.” His voice was cold. “I was offering to . . . help
you get to know the nature of your temptation. But perhaps
there 1s someone else in the Compound that has caught
your eye?”’

She didn’t look at him. She couldn’t look at him.

“Well, I know of one Newcomer who has been attracted
to you. He’s slavered after you. It’s disgusting,” the Founder
spat out. “But not to worry, my dear. I can guarantee you
won't be subjected to his lusting any more.”

Now she looked at him. “What are you talking about?”

“It’'s happened a few times before. There were other men.
Other occasions of . . . inappropriate interest,” he said. “Don’t
worry. [ will take care of it personally.”

With that, he walked to the door, turning to her, his face
as mild as if they'd just discussed the weather. “Get ready,
child. Dinner will be ringing soon.”

He left.

She stared at the door, still uncomprehending. He'd
threatened Stephen, that she felt quite sure of. But what did
he mean, he’d take care of it personally?

Suddenly, she recalled other incidents . . . men staring at
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her, early on, when she had just come to the camp. Then the
men disappearing. She’d thought they had just left the group.
One had died in a mining incident, she recalled.

She now realized it was no accident.

Cold chills consumed her.
She had to warn Stephen, before it was too late.
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Stephen crept toward the women’s dormitory. He needed to
get the hell out of here—get the police involved, do some-
thing. Three people had been murdered, for God’s sake, or
were in the process of. He was probably too late for Henry
and Lydia and Camille, but he couldn'’t just pretend nothing
had happened. And he certainly couldn’t wait for things to
get worse.

As always, his first thought had been of Beth. He didn't
care how “safe” she might feel here; they were psychotic, and
she was in danger. Which meant he was getting her out of
this insane asylum, too.

He just needed to figure out how.

Ahand touched his shoulder, and he spun, his fists primed,
his whole body tensed to strike.
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“It’s me,” Beth whispered, and he felt relief flood through
him.

“Jesus, you scared me,” he hissed back, lowering his
hands.

“Hurry,” she said. “It’s not safe.”

He followed her into the darkness of the woods, stumbling
on exposed tree roots and dead branches. The place had
seemed so nice and idyllic when he’d first gotten here. Now,
every shadow looked menacing, and the trees themselves
seemed to reach out and grab at their clothing. It was like a
haunted wood, or something. The sliver of moon barely lit
their way.

She avoided the meadow, heading instead for a thicket of
dense bushes, and a nestled hollow. A few of the branches
scratched his arms and neck as he forced his way past.

“They won't be able to see us here,” she murmured, close
to his ear. ““The thorn bushes are too thick, and the Founders
generally watch the perimeter. I don’t know how they caught
Lydia, or where, so . ..”

“So the meadow was out,” he whispered back. “Beth,
we've got to get out of here.”

“I know,” she said.

He blinked, startled. “Really?”

She stared back at him. “I couldn’t believe they’d murder
them . .. Lydia, and Camille, and Henry,” she said. “I didn’t
want to believe it. But now I know what they’re capable of.
We can't stay here. I know that now.”

He nodded. “We've got to get to the police,” he said. “But
first, we have to leave this Compound.”
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She sighed, sitting down on the springy grass. He sat next
to her, putting an arm around her, trying to comfort her. She
looked shell-shocked. “It won't be easy,” she said. “There’s
the barbed-wire fence . . . and women aren’t allowed out of
the Compound, for any reason.”

He frowned. “There’s got to be away . . .”

“There is,” she said slowly, taking a deep breath. “You've
got to get out first.”

“And leave you behind?” His whole body reacted to the
appalling thought. “No fucking way.”

“Think this through,” she said. ““The Founders trust me.
They like me.” She swallowed hard. “Apparently, Founder
Amos likes me . . . a great deal.”

Now he was aghast. “What did he do to you?”

“Nothing,” she said, putting a hand on his arm, now
comforting him. “But . . . I get the feeling he’s got plans for
me. ...”

“And you expect me to just leave you here with that mon-
ster? Alone, unprotected?”

“What can you do to protect me?” she asked, her voice
cool and logical, even though her blue eyes were sad. “Noth-
ing. You can’t protect me here. You can’t help me.”

The thought nauseated him. “Bullshit. There’s always
something.”

“You can get out,” she said. “He knows you're interested
in me. He mentioned that he would take care of anyone who
was Interested in me.” She was so pale, her skin was almost
translucent. “He hinted that he had in the past. A mining
accident. You've got to be careful.”
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Stephen almost wished they would try something, but
he knew that was just defenses and ego, bristling, eager for
action. He'd love to hurt the people who were threatening
him and the woman he’d fallen in love with. “There’s got
to be another way,” he protested. “You've been here ten
years. You mean to say that nobody has ever tried escaping
before?”

Beth shrugged. “Men have left on occasion,” she said,
“usually because it was easier for them to do so. Women . . .”
She shivered. “We had a few attempts to leave. Goodmaid
Jessica tried to get over the fence. Her clothes got caught on
the barbed wire. She’s the one with the scars on her face and
arms. That’s to say nothing of the beating she received after
she was caught.”

Stephen recoiled, aghast.

“Normally, when a woman is that unhappy,” Beth con-
tinued somberly, “she escapes the only way she can.” She
paused. “The usual method is hanging herself.”

Stephen felt his stomach sink.

“When you leave for your off-Compound work, do what-
ever you can to get away from them,” she continued. “I've got
an idea on how to get myself out.”

“How?” He didn't like the way this plan was working: too
much was out of his control, and the thought of leaving Beth,
even for a short time, in the hands of these madmen was both
cowardly and appalling. But she seemed to be the more rea-
sonable of the two of them tonight.

“The same way I got the condoms, and the lingerie,” she
said. “There’s a delivery woman who brings in our food
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order. Lydia had an arrangement. 'm going to see if  can get
her to agree to smuggle me out.”

“I don’t know,” Stephen said. “It’s one thing to sneak in
little things. It’s another to help a person escape.”

“I know,” Beth said, “but it’s my only option.”

Stephen sat, silent, struggling against the inevitability of
this solution. He had no way to get her out on his own. Even
if he stole a vehicle, they’d be stopped by the damned gate,
which was deliberately heavy and operated by guards. The
fences were high, topped with barbed wire. He might be able
to make it over, but there would be guards watching the fences,
he knew it. They'd already tapped several of the Goodmen
to walk the perimeter, “just to make sure no one got uneasy
over the afternoon’s activities.” They would be extra cautious.
And if Beth and he were caught trying to escape . . .

He shuddered at the thought.

“You know I'm right,” Beth said.

“Idon’t like 1t,” he said, his voice hoarse. “I don'’t like leav-
ing you here.”

She stroked his face, and he held her tight, crushing her
against his chest. “I know you don't like it,” she whispered
against his neck. “I love that you want to protect me. [ haven’t
felt that insolong . . .”

He leaned down and kissed her fiercely, terrified at the
thought of losing her, now that he’d found her. “Why you?”
he murmured against her lips. “Why did I have to find you
here? Why do you mean so much to me?”

“I love you,” she whispered back. “I'm glad you found me.”

“I don’t know what I'd do if anything happened to you.”
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“Nothing’s going to happen,” she murmured. “We’ll be
safe. We'll be together.”

He kissed her harder, emotions churning through him.

She reached for him hungrily, meeting his kiss with a
heated passion of her own. He couldn’t help himself. He
reached for her, tugging at the material of her nightgown,
and she pulled the hem up willingly, stripping off her white
cotton panties. She undid the button fly of his pants, ripping
them open, tugging the material down enough for his cock
to emerge, hard and eager. He reached for her breasts, ca-
ressing them, sucking them through the thick cloth of her
nightgown, and she tugged the gown over her head, leaving
her gloriously naked. He tore off his shirt, tossing it beneath
them, next to her gown. He pulled her on top of him, and
she spread her legs, eagerly. He nudged the soft flesh of her
thighs, the silky skin stroking his cock, moistening it with
the dew of her already slick pussy. He pressed against her
damp curls, and she sighed, kissing his mouth.

He pushed in, just the tip, before realizing he hadn’t
brought any protection. He'd been too intent on their escape
to think they’d have a chance to make love, but now, with
the possibility that one or both of them might get hurt—or
worse—making love with her at least one last time was all he
could think about.

“Damn,” he muttered, trying to force himself to pull back.
It wasn’t fair!

“No,” she protested, pushing down, drawing his cock
inside her hot, wet warmth, burying the head of him inside
her. “T want you.”
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“Baby, I didn’t bring a condom . . .” he whispered, trying
to ignore the phenomenal feel of her, naked and pulsing
against him. “Don’t, Beth, sweetheart . . . it'snot...”

“I don’t care,” she said sharply. “We don’t know what’s
going to happen next. I want you inside me. I want every-
thing you can give me. [ want you.”

He gave in, gritting his teeth. She lowered herself onto his
erect cock with maddening slowness, sighing with bliss as
her cunt took him in, inch by inch. The feeling defied words.
He hadn’t been naked inside a woman 1in years, and the feel
of her, pulsating around him, her body hot and milking him
like a fist, was mind blowing. He groaned as she moved with
infinitesimal slowness.

“This feels . . . so different,” she said, and her voice had a
quality of wonder in it. “So much nicer . . .”

Nicer. Understatement of the millennium. He leaned back
against their crumpled clothes and the damp, thick grass,
pulling her against him, feeling her body contract against
him as she leaned forward. Her breasts crushed against his
chest. “Just stay like this for a second,” he said, breathless
as a marathon runner. “I want to remember this. I want to
remember you like this.”

She smiled at him, a tender smile that destroyed him. She
kissed him, her tongue tickling at the edges of his lips, then
coaxed his tongue with her own. He obliged, growling with
pleasure. The feel of his tongue in her mouth and his cock
in her pussy was overwhelming, and he clutched her to him,
gripping her buttocks, pressing her body so close to his that
he couldn’t tell where she began and he ended.
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Then she started to squirm, deliciously, her breathing
going shallow. “I want you,” she whispered, between heated
kisses against his chest. She propped herself up, straddling
him, her thighs cradling his cock. She smiled, swiveling her
hips slightly. He groaned at the intensity of the sensation, his
hips lifting her. She laughed softly.

It seemed like all his senses were heightened. He could
smell the damp grass, the distant hint of rain in the humid
air, the thick scent of honeysuckle carrying on the slight
breeze. He could hear the babble of the stream, the hushed
rustling of the branches of the trees. And above all, he could
sense her: the sweet-flower scent of her, the satin of her skin,
the silk of her hair, the wet heat of her core. The music of her
voice.

He couldn’t get enough of this woman. He would be ob-
sessed with her until the day he died.

“Stephen,” she murmured, her hips beginning to pick up
speed. She rose up on her knees, causing him to withdraw
slowly, and he raised his hips to try and bury himself back
inside her. She obliged, pressing down, enveloping him com-
pletely in her pussy, the wet juices of their pleasure cascading
down his balls. He tugged at her hips, pressing deeper within
her folds, and she tilted her body backward, forcing the tip
of his cock against her G-spot. She started to move, harder
now, with more force. Her breasts jutted forward, nipples
erect, and her eyes were closed, her lashes a thick dark fringe
against the creamy paleness of her skin. Her full red lips were
parted in an expression of blooming ecstasy, as she rode him
mindlessly toward completion.
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He could feel the beginnings of her orgasm, the wet rush
flooding over him, the way her muscles rippled around his
penis, and he moved faster, knowing what she liked. The
first wave hit, and the clenching of her pussy was more than
he could deny: he gave in, answering her release with his
own. He emptied himself into her, his body wracking with
the most powerful orgasm he’d ever felt. He groaned, and
she slammed her body against his, their pelvises bucking to-
gether in a frenzy of passionate need.

When it was over, she collapsed against his chest, breath-
ing hard, her body still shivering and contracting with the
aftershocks of her pleasure. He felt each minute pulse, mar-
veling at the contact.

It was probably stupid: they had no protection. But he
trusted her. He loved her. If their passion tonight bore fruit
... 1f a child were the result . . .

He closed his eyes. He wanted it to be her. He wanted a
future with her in it.

He held her tightly to him, almost afraid of what might
happen.

“We'll be all right,” she whispered again, comforting him.

Still, he didn't let her go.

It was getting late, and she knew that she had to let him go
.. . that every second they were away from the dormitories,
they were in danger. Founder Amos was already targeting
Stephen, and she didn’t need to give them any more reason
to hurt either Stephen or herself.

But she cuddled against him, her skin warmed by the heat of
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his body. She didn’t want to leave him. Especially when there
were so many unknowns, so many uncertainties. She hadn'’t
felt this afraid since she’d planned her “death,” all those many
years ago, back on the island of Tko, her home kingdom.

“We have to go,” he murmured, nuzzling her neck.

“Not quite yet,” she said, her voice sounding sleepy. “I
just want a little more of you.”

“I would've thought you’'d had enough,” he teased softly.

“Never.” She could still feel the sticky wetness of their
coupling, between her legs . . . smell the scent of their sex,
mingling with the smells of summer and the woods. “I don’t
think I'll ever get enough of you.”

She felt his erection starting to grow, and she reached
down, circling the flagging flesh with her fingers. She
squeezed softly, then more firmly, feeling him respond by
growing beneath her probing touch.

“Beth,” he breathed.

“Quickly,” she said. “Just once. Then we'll go, I promise.”

“Quickly,” he said, spooning behind her.

She got on her knees, cushioned by her gown and his shirt.
He got behind her on his knees, his legs between hers. He
spread the cheeks of her buttocks, stroking the length of her
with his cock head. She shivered in response, then cried out
softly as he nudged the hard knot of her clit. She looked over
her shoulder to see him lick his finger, then he replaced his
cock with his hand, stroking her, piercing her.

“Oh,” she gasped, pressing against him. “More. I want
more of you.”

“Beth.” His voice was a caress. She could feel the full hard
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length of him inside her, pushing into her, filling her. She
bucked against him, and he held her hips tight, thrusting
with increasing speed and force. She leaned back, arching,
squeezing her buttocks and thighs tight, feeling her body
close around his hot, hard flesh. She gasped as he slid inside
her and withdrew, moving with utmost skill.

He reached around, cupping one breast with one hand and
then stroking her clit with the other. The two of them were
kneeling, writhing against each other, and she threw her
head back against his chest, rocking against him, feeling the
overwhelming sensation of his hands on her nipple and her
clit and his cock buried tight in her pussy, and she wanted to
scream as pleasure ravaged her system. But he wasn’t done
with her. He turned her to face him, and she wrapped her
legs around him as he lifted and lowered her, clutching her
in a hug as his buttocks clenched and his abdomen worked,
straining to make each measured thrust count.

Another orgasm shot through her, and she bit his shoulder,
then licked his collarbone. “I want you to come inside me,”
she said, her voice hoarse, her breathing short. “I want to feel
you come, all hot and wet and pounding inside me . . .”

He groaned. “Beth, baby, [ want you . ..”

“Then take me,” she whispered. “Fuck me, Stephen. I
want you to fuck me so hard . . .”

It pushed him over the edge. He slammed into her, and she
felt the shock of his thrust against her clit and her G-spot, in
turn sending her spiraling into the abyss. She could feel the
hot spurt of his semen inside her, as her pussy clenched and
contracted against his shuddering cock.
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She still held him, unwilling to let go, raining kisses on
his collarbone, his neck, his face. He kissed her back, tender,
hungry, stroking her flesh, keeping himself embedded
inside her. It was as if the two of them couldn’t bear to let
each other go.

Finally, they separated, reluctantly putting on their clothes.
“T’ll leave tomorrow,” he said, his voice slow and heavy. “When
we get to the mine. I'll figure out a way to duck out and make
a break for it.”

She nodded. “I’ll see if I can get the delivery woman to
help me escape,” she said.

“If you can’t,” he said, “the first place 'm going is to the
police. I'm sure they’ll help me out. If nothing else, I'll tell
them you're in danger and want to leave.”

She nodded. “All right,” she said, feeling uneasy. If the
police got involved, she’d have to say who she was . . . they’d
want identification. Which she didn’t have. And, if pressed
... wouldn’t they find out she was the Princess?

She would worry about that tomorrow.

When they were fully dressed, they left the thicket. He
pressed one last kiss against her lips. “I want you to do some-
thing for me,” he said.

She nodded.

“Remember this cell phone number.” He rattled off a
number, several times, then had her repeat it. “That’s my
number. I can check messages anywhere, and I'll get my
phone back as soon as I get finished with the cops. If you get
out before I contact them, call me, all right? Then I'll come
and get you.”
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“All right.”

He stroked her hair, then kissed her, long and linger-
ing. “Whatever else, just make sure you're safe,” he said. “I
couldn’t bear it if anything happened to you.”

She smiled, feeling cherished. Feeling loved.

“See you soon,” he said, disappearing back into the dark-
ened forest. She could hear his muffled footsteps, heading
off toward the men’s dormitory.

“See you soon,” she echoed softly, then headed back to
wait for tomorrow.



Céalm‘er I welve

“I'm telling you,” Stephen said to the policeman for the third
time, “they put these people in coffins. They were going to
kill them.”

The policeman sighed. Stephen knew that it was hard to
take him seriously, considering his clothes. But the guy didn’t
have to be such a prick about it.

“Did you see these people being harmed?”

“I saw them being beaten,” Stephen said with a grimace.
“I saw them being nailed into coffins. Isn’t that enough?”

“Then what happened?”

“They loaded the coffins up in a van,” Stephen explained.
“Then the van drove away.”

“Drove away where?”

“I don’t know,” Stephen said. “I couldn’t follow them. I
was trapped, myself.”
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“Were you physically restrained?”

“Not exactly,” he admitted. “But . . . well, their fence has
barbed wire at the top of it. It’s basically a prison.”

The policeman sighed. “Hold on,” he said. “I've got some-
body you should talk to.”

Stephen sat, getting more and more impatient. The longer
he dicked around with these guys, the more worried he got
about Beth. The Founders obviously meant business. If they
ever found out what he and Beth were up to . . . hell, they ap-
parently didn’t even need evidence. Timothy was willing to
rub him out on Amos’s say-so. A “mining accident.”

Stephen wondered how many accidents were caused by
Penitent politics.

A man with graying hair and a sharp-looking suit walked
up to him. “You're Stephen Trent?” he asked. His voice was
gruff, at odds with his sophisticated style. “You came in with
the complaint about the Penitents?”

Stephen nodded, standing.

“I'm Lieutenant Grady,” the man said, offering his hand.
Stephen shook it. “Come with me.”

Grady led him to a small room. It was probably an inter-
rogation room, Stephen thought, wondering if he’d gotten
himself in more trouble somehow. “Am I going to need a
lawyer?” he said, half joking.

“No, nothing like that,” Grady said, sighing heavily. “They
referred you to me because I've been following the Penitents
for a few years now. Generally, they're considered harmless.
Asfaras cults go, anyway. We're not talking Jonestown or that
Waco fiasco. They're just a bunch of back-to-the-simple-life
junkies.” Grady’s face darkened. “At least, that’s what they've
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always been portrayed as. But I've got a disappearance from
about twelve years ago that has ties to them, and there have
been some complaints from families about sons or daughters
who have gone in and never come out, if you get my mean-
ing.”

Stephen nodded. He’d written stories about cults before.
He knew that there wasn’t anything you could legally do, if
your family member was old enough to make his own deci-
sions. You just had to tough it out.

“I've spoken with their leader. That Amos guy,” Grady
said, leaning back in his chair. “He’s charming. Slick. Just a
little too smug.”

“You should meet Robert,” Stephen said.

“That’s the enforcer, huh? Big guy, maybe six two, heavy-
set. Looks like he could bench an engine block.” Grady
nodded. “The whole crew seems loopy, but those two . . .”

“They seem dangerous,” Stephen finished.

“You understand.” Grady leaned forward now, his eyes
alight. “You don’t understand how tough it is to nail these
guys. On the surface, they’re clean as an operating table, but
I've had too many dead ends and too many coincidences that
point to them. I know they’re dirty, and they’re hiding some-
thing. I just need proof.”

Stephen sighed. “Well, I know that they’re keeping people
there against their will. Women aren’t allowed to leave.” He
paused. “There’s a woman there who I know wants to leave,
but she can’t.”

“Well, we can go in there, get her out,” Grady said.

“They’ll see you coming,” Stephen said. “They may claim
she simply isn’t there. Can you get a warrant or something?”
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“Depends. Are you a relative?”

“No,” Stephen said. I'm her lover. Does that count?

“So, all I've got is the word of a stranger that there’s a
woman in there, being held against her will.” Grady rubbed
his hand over his chin. “Pretty thin.”

“I saw them nail a bunch of people into coffins,” Stephen
snapped. “Jesus Christ, what does it take to get you guys to
act around here?”

“I've gone myself, on a report of the coffin thing. Years
ago. It’s supposed to be a ceremonial thing. Metaphorical.
At least that’s what they explained.” Grady sounded tired,
frustrated. “They produced people who said that they were
simply banished . . . that the Founders brought the coffins
out of the Compound, then released them. But considering
how quickly they produced these ‘banished’ people, and how
helpful they were . . .”

“You don'’t buy it.”

“No, I don't,” Grady said. “Damn it. They've got to slip
up sometime.”

“In the meantime, Beth’s stuck there, with those lunatics,”
Stephen said sharply. “What can I do?”

Grady stood up, handing him a business card.

“I'm sure you'll keep an eye on the situation,” he said, his
voice grim. “You can give me a call the minute that they do
something wrong.”

“And what if that something is them killing the woman I
love?” Stephen asked sarcastically.

“Then you'd better dial fast,” Grady said. “That’s the
best I can do.”

* % %
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“Beth!”

Beth jumped, the broom she was holding falling from
her hands and dropping to the floor. Goodmaid Cynthia
frowned at her.

“Well, aren’t you jumpy?” she asked, but was too intent
on her gossip to study Beth’s odd reaction. “Didn’t mean to
startle you, but did you hear?”

Beth’s stomach fell sickeningly. “Hear what?”

“In the mines,” Cynthia drew out. “There’s been an in-
cident.”

Now nausea churned through her. “An . . . accident?” she
clarified, hearing Founder Amos’s voice in her head.

T will take care of 1t personally.

Other accidents, she thought. She wanted to scream at
Cynthia, force her to tell her if anything had happened to
Stephen. Instead, she kept silent.

“No, not an accident,” Cynthia said impatiently. “An inci-
dent. One of the Goodmen left!”

Beth blinked. “What do you mean?”

“It’s all the talk,” Cynthia said, fluttering with excitement.
“Founder Timothy came back in a sweat, and now all the
Founders have left the Compound. They’re bringing all the
Goodmen back from the mine early! All because one man
ran away!”’

Beth felt her stomach slowly unknot. Her limbs felt sud-
denly light, and she felt almost dizzy with relief. “Do you
know which man?” she asked.

Cynthia shook her head. “Can you imagine? Do you think
it’s because of . . .” she lowered her voice, looking around
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to see if anyone else was listening, “the . . . banishment?”

Banishment. So people were still hanging on to the eu-
phemism.

“Probably,” Beth said, forcing her voice to remain neutral.
But she couldn’t help it. “Didn't it bother you?”

“Didn’t what bother me?”

“The banishment,” Beth answered, still using the inac-
curate label.

Cynthia shrugged, looking uncomfortable. “They had
broken the tenets of belief,” she said, looking a little unsure.
“They were having sex. All of them.” She lowered her voice,
her expression shocked yet somewhat titillated. “Together!
At the same time!”

“I'’know,” Beth said, thinking ruefully of just how well she
knew.

“That’s obscene. Perverse.” Cynthia tossed her head,
making her veil shift. If she were a debutante, Beth could
imagine her tossing her blond locks in a gesture of frivolity.
“They knew the rules. They deserved what they got.”

“They deserved death?”

Cynthia’s expression slipped, exposing a look of fear. Then
she stubbornly set her jaw.

“Nobody got killed,” she said firmly. “They just . . . the
coffins . . . they're for effect. We didn’t see anybody get
killed.”

Beth looked at Cynthia with pity. “You don't believe that,”
she said quietly.

Cynthia huffed. “I see you're in no mood to talk,” she said
sourly, and left the kitchen, looking for more people to spread
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her exciting news. Beth finished cleaning, then stood in the
pantry, feeling the harsh beating of her heart. She tried to
breathe slowly, forcing herself to calm down.

Stephen 1s safe.

It was enough to buoy her in what lay ahead. As long as she
knew Stephen had not been hurt or killed by the Founders,
she could do what she needed to do.

“Hello there, girlie,” the delivery woman said, hobbling
into the kitchen, her arms full of a sack of oatmeal. “A little
help, if you please.”

Beth immediately began to unload the provisions.

“Where’s Lydia?” the delivery woman asked, looking
around. “Not like her to miss a shipment. I have a few items
that she special ordered.”

“Lydia . ..” Beth began. “She . . . isn’t here anymore.”

The other woman'’s eyes widened. “I thought none of you
people ever left.”

“There’s one way,” Beth muttered uncomfortably. “She
got banished.”

“Huh. Got caught, then.” The woman shook her head.
“Idiot. If you're going to keep a secret, you've got to play
your cover to the core. She never should’ve come to a place
like this.”

The woman'’s callous attitude stung. “What would you
know about 1t?”

“Oh, more than you think, dearie, more than you think.
So, what about you?” She turned to Beth, the full scrutiny of
that deformed face almost enough to make Beth flinch, but
she was too angry and too intent to be swayed. “Have you
learned your lesson, or are you still going to be a ‘customer’
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of mine from now on? Because I brought something that I
think you'd be very interested in . . .” She cackled a laugh.

Beth gritted her teeth. “I need your help,” she said, in a
low voice.

The cackling laughter stopped. “Help with what, now?”

“I need to get out of here,” Beth said, even softer, looking
carefully around. “I need your help to escape.”

The cackle came back. “And I thought Lydia was ballsy,”
she said, her breath coming out in a wheeze. “Now that [ can’t
do. It'd cost me my job, helping one of you get out. You're not
supposed to leave the Compound. Even I know that.”

“Don’t you understand? They killed Lydia. For doing
things with the products you got for her,” Beth said. “Don’t
you feel at all guilty?”

“She knew what she was getting into,” the woman said
easily.

“She didn’t know she’d be killed,” Beth countered. “And I
don’t want to be killed.”

“This 1sn’t my business,” the woman said, starting to pull
away.

“There’s a man,” Beth said. “On the outside. He'’s going
to help me. They won’t need to know that you were a part
of it, just like they didn’t know about your arrangement with
Lydia. The Founders are all out of the Compound today
anyway. By the time they figure out it was you, I'll make
sure you get enough money that you can get another job. All
right?” When the woman made no response, Beth continued.
“I'm begging you. Please. Please help me.”

Beth could’'ve sworn she saw the smallest gleam in the
woman’s theumy blue eyes.



194 %L/) Cai‘é)/ Ve ara//e)/

“I'm not made of stone,” she finally said. “All right. If we
do this, we have to do this fast . . . and do it now, before they
get back.”

Beth stood up straight. She had nothing to take with her—
and nothing to leave behind. “Just tell me where to go.”

The woman nodded to the inside of the van. “Get behind
those boxes. They shouldn’t shift around too much. Pull some
moving blankets over you.” She laughed, that dry, wheezy
sound. “I haven't been searched yet, but if things have been
happening the way you say, I wouldn’t be surprised. Better
safe than sorry.”

Beth didn’t need to be told twice. No one was watching—
at least, no one that she could see. She would be gone before
anyone knew she was missing.

She’d worry about the possibilities of being found out as
the Princess later. Right now, she had only one goal: getting
off the Compound and back with Stephen. She clambered
into the storage part of the truck, ducked behind the boxes,
and arranged the blankets around her.

“All right, here we go.” The woman closed the truck with
a slam, and Beth was plunged into darkness. She heard the
engine rev up with a roar and felt the truck lumber forward.

The boxes moved plenty, she discovered, fighting not to
be crushed as they jostled and slid with the slow momentum
of the truck’s driving. She was pummeled by them, unsure
of what was going to hit her from where in the darkness. At
least it distracted her from the tomblike feelings of claustro-
phobia that the stuffy compartment created.

Beth felt the bumps of the dirt road switch to the smooth
ride of paved highway, and she breathed easier. They were
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out of the Compound. She was that much closer, to Stephen
and to freedom.

She continued on in darkness for an indeterminable
amount of time. Then, the truck pulled off the road, grind-
ing to a halt. The truck’s back door opened, and Beth blinked
against the unaccustomed light.

They were at a motel, someplace small and seedy looking.
Beth thought it looked like the Taj Mahal.

“All right, here’s your stop,” the delivery woman said
gruffly.

How long had they been driving? Beth wondered how close
she was to the Compound. Would it be far enough away?

Of course, what could the Founders do, outside of the
Compound, or the mine?

“What about that money you promised me?”

Beth bit her lip. “I don’t have it . . . now,” she said. “I need
to call someone. I need him to get to me.”

“All right.” The woman wrote down a phone number,
handed it to her. Then she looked at Beth intently. “You
don’t have any money, do you? No ID, either?”

Beth shook her head, feeling miserable.

“God. I must be a softie,” the woman grumbled. “You
wait here.”

Beth stood at the back of the truck, feeling out of place and
conspicuous in her dark dress as women in jeans and sherbet-
colored tank-tops walked out of hotel room doors, staring at
her. Beth hadn’t counted on this. She hadn’t thought of much
beyond getting away from the Compound. She reached up,
feeling the veil still on her head. She probably looked like

some kind of nun.
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The delivery woman came back, handing Beth a key.
“You're in room eighteen.”

Beth stared at the key, tears of gratitude prickling at her
eyes. “Why?”

“Do I know?” the woman grumbled. “You're going to
need a place to lie low while your man comes to get you. I
imagine he’s probably on the run, too. So you two are gonna
need a place to get your shit together. Might as well be here.
I'll be back tomorrow to get my money.”

Beth nodded, taking the woman’s hand gratefully. “Thank
you,” she whispered. “So much. I can’t thank you enough for
your kindness to me.”

The woman looked appalled, pulling her hand away.
“Don’t get all mushy on me,” she said, but she sounded
shaken. “Oh, that reminds me. I did get you something.”

“You've done so much . . .” Beth protested, but the woman
rummaged through the boxes, pulling out a small paper bag.
She handed it to Beth, and Beth opened it.

It was a set of lingerie, cherry red and lacy and barely
there. There was a bra and a scant pair of panties. The pant-
ies had an apple embroidered on the front, complete with a
green leaf. It looked glossy and perfect.

“Forbidden fruit,” the woman said. “Hal! Ironic, huh?”

“I couldn’t . . .” Beth started to say, then thought briefly
about what Stephen’s expression would be, if he saw her in
the skimpy outfit. She felt herself stir, growing wet at the
mere daydream.

She would have him to herself, she thought.

“You want it,” the delivery woman said. “Keep it. You can
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pay me more, if you're still feeling guilty. Now, go on. You
stand out more than I do—and that’s saying somethin’.”

Beth started to thank her again, but the woman was al-
ready turned and headed back to the cab of the truck. “Just
remember,” she added, hanging her head out of the window
before she started the engine. “I’ll be back here tomorrow for
my money. Don’t go anywhere.”

“All right,” Beth said, waving. Then she turned, taking
the key and heading for room eighteen. She took off her velil,
then picked up the phone and dialed Stephen’s cell phone
number.

“Hello?” she heard his voice, crackling with static.

“Stephen,” she said, her voice full of emotion. “I'm free.”
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Stephen arrived at the motel room with a growing sense of
excitement and anxiety. He’d been frantic, until he got Beth’s
call. Now, all he wanted was to get his arms around her and
reassure himself that she was out and she was safe.

He knocked on her door, his penis already erect at the mere
thought of Beth waiting on the other side. No more hiding.
No more quick, furtive couplings in bathhouses or meadows
or thickets. A real bed, he thought with a satisfied sigh, not
some narrow camp cot.

The door opened slowly, revealing no one. The room itself
was darkened, the curtains drawn.

Immediately his body tensed with a sense of foreboding.
He took a step in, his hands starting to bunch in fists. The
door shut behind him.

His breath caught in his throat.
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“Hi, Stephen.” Beth took a step forward, with a small, shy
smile. She was wearing a matching set of bra and panties,
all in a luscious, bright shade of crimson that glowed like a
ripe cherry skin against the pale translucence of her skin.
The demitasse cups of the bra pushed her breasts up to their
best advantage, and his mouth watered looking at the perky
roundness that was just begging for him to taste them. He
could barely make out the rosy curve of her nipples, peeking
out through the edging lace.

His gaze wandered lower, hypnotically. The panties were
French cut, riding high on her thighs in thin wisps of lace.
The triangle of red at the juncture of her thighs was an entic-
ing little swath of satin. And sitting just below her navel, like
an invitation, was an embroidered apple, red with a hint of
green, topped with a glossy leaf.

Temptation, he thought. He traced the fruit with his
thumb.

She let out an explosive sigh. “I can’t believe you're here,”
she murmured. Then she laughed. “I can’t believe I'm here.
It all seems . .. unreal.”

“I know,” he said, cradling her tenderly, even as his body
started to ignite with the passion that had been growing since
the first moment he’d laid eyes on this woman. “We're free,
Beth. We can go wherever we want, do whatever we want.”
With his hand, he stroked the flat plane of her stomach, let-
ting his fingertips brush behind the apple, barely touching
the top of the curls of her sex. “Take as long as we want,” he
said, his voice husky.

“That sounds good,” she whispered. “It’s like the first
time, all over again.”



200 %L/) Caf@/ Yara//e)/

He leaned his head against her shoulder, pressing small,
suckling kisses against her neck, reveling in the sound of
her small gasps. “It’ll be like the first time,” he promised.
“Better than the first time.”

He tugged gently at her hand, leading her to the bed.
Her hand trembled as she reached for the waistband of his
T-shirt, tugging at it. He took it off slowly, tossing it to the
floor. Then he hugged her, lightly, a teasing brush of skin
on skin. The smooth texture of her bra was no competition
to the rose petal softness of her skin; the feel of her seduced
him as his bare chest slid against her. She leaned up, kissing
his collarbone, her round nails delicately clawing down the
planes of his abdomen . . . then inching lower, undoing the
top button of his fly.

His cock strained against the denim of his jeans, but he
did nothing to rush her. She inched the zipper down, then
pushed his clothing aside with infinite care. His erection
sprang free as she edged his jeans and boxers down past his
knees. He kicked off his shoes and socks, letting his pants
fall the rest of the way. He was now completely naked, and
trembling with need for her.

The room was simple, bare but clean, in the way of most
inexpensive motels. To Stephen, it felt as regal as a palace
because she was there. He kissed her, nudging her toward
the bed. He leaned down, his hands barely holding her waist
as he kissed her mouth with exquisite care, his tongue trac-
ing the satiny softness of her lips before tickling their way
inside, mating with her tongue in teasing, light strokes. His
cock tightened almost painfully as he felt a burst of sugary
warmth unfurl in the pit of his stomach.
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God, I love this woman.

He stroked her hair, breathing hard. Her long black locks
looked like a waterfall of onyx. Her long fringe of black
lashes framed her violet blue eyes, which seemed to gleam
in the dim light of the motel room as she peered up at him.
She stretched out. “The bed’s so big,” she said. She laughed,
delighted, then stretched out her arms and legs, as if making
snow angels. Stephen laughed with her. “So much room.”

“I'm sure we'll find a way to use it,” he promised, sliding
next to her.

He kissed her slowly, his mouth working on hers, teasing
her, tempting her. She kissed him back, and he felt it like a
warm bath, seeping slowly into his tense muscles, making
his entire body feel hot and at the same time relaxed and re-
juvenated.

Making love to her was like coming home, he realized.
More than any home he’d ever known.

He worked his way down, his tongue tracing a meander-
ing path down the valley of her deliciously presented cleav-
age. She moaned softly, her back arching in invitation. He
licked at her nipples through the lacy fabric, the way he knew
she liked. She cried out, a muted shriek.

“You can be as loud as you like,” he murmured against her
hot skin.

“What . . . what about our neighbors?” she whispered
back, sounding scandalized.

He lifted his head, grinning at her shocked expression. “A
motel like this,” he said, “I'm sure they're used to it.”

She looked doubtful. He'd just have to show her, he
thought, and his grin broadened.
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He sucked harder on one nipple, rubbing the other in slow,
deliberate circles, plumping up the tasty globe with slight
roughness. Her moan of pleasure was louder this time, ex-
perimental. He pulled the material out of the way, grazing
his teeth ever so slightly against her pointed nipple.

“Stephen,” she said, her fingers lacing through his hair,
holding his head captive against her. He took the round areola
into his mouth, sucking harder, and she writhed against him,
her breathing coming fast and sharp.

He moved his head back, despite her urging. “We're going
to take this slow,” he said to her, kissing her breastbone, her
ribcage, her navel. The shapely mound of Venus, bump-
ing slightly over her pubic bone. He licked her belly button,
causing her to laugh in surprise.

Then he lavished attention over her legs, stroking her
thighs, kissing the sensitive skin at the back of her knees, the
curve of her calves, the shapely arch of her petite foot.

“You touch me like I'm something precious,” she said
slowly, with wonder in her voice.

“More than you know,” he said.

“T’ll bet you say that to all the girls,” she said, with a ner-
vous, unsure laugh.

He stopped in his ministrations, stretching out alongside
her and framing her face with his hands. “I've never said
anything like this before in my life,” he said. “Not even with
the girl I thought I was in love with. I can’t even believe what
you bring out in me.”

She kissed him, emotion drenching the action. He closed
his eyes, feeling as if his chest were being squeezed in a vise.
He’d never felt like this before. He didn’t know that sex could
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be like this. He felt jolted, wrung out—and eager for more.

He reached down, pushing aside the material of her pant-
ies and pressing in slowly with his fingertips. She was already
drenched with arousal, ready for him. His cock responded
with some moisture of his own, and he felt the familiar com-
pulsion, the almost mind-numbing desire to slide his cock
into her, feeling her welcoming warmth enveloping him.

Not yet, he counseled himself. He stroked her breasts,
cupping their fullness with his hands, then returned to his
kissing exploration, smoothing his lips over the gentle flair
of her hips. He grinned at her embroidered decoration. “An
apple, huh?” he said. “That’s unusual.”

“Like Eve and Adam,” she said, and her eyes were low
lidded as she smiled with delightful wickedness. “Tempta-
tion. Want a bite of apple, lover?”

He laughed with pure joy, the sense of freedom exhilarat-
ing. “Nothing I'd rather taste,” he said, letting the heat of his
breath wash over her as he slid the panties down her long,
beautiful legs. He parted her thighs, then dipped his tongue
into her curls, tasting the honeyed rain of her response.

“Oh God, yes,” she moaned with increasing volume, her
thighs clutching instinctively tighter, brushing against his
cheeks. “Stephen . . .”

He nestled deeper, using his fingers to part the lips of her
sex, revealing the nubbin of pleasure. Her clit stood erect,
a dark red triangle, and he flicked it with his tongue, then
grazed it gently with his teeth. She let out a small, surprised
shriek of pleasure. He smiled against her, his cock pulsing
with need. He continued working her clit with his mouth
as his fingers slowly penetrated her. He pushed in first one,
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then two, then three fingers. He felt the pulsating ridges of
her pussy, feeling high inside her for that special spot. Her
breathing was hard, frantic, her lips lifting up from the bed,
forcing his fingers even deeper inside her.

Then she stopped, pulling back. “Is something wrong?”
he asked, his hand stilling but not retreating.

“Wait,” she panted. “Wait.”

He pulled away slowly, his fingers wet with her juices.
“What is it?”

“Something’s missing,” she said, and he was disappointed
when she angled away from him. “I want something more.”

“What?” he asked, surprised.

She was blushing—he could see the rosy stain cover-
ing every inch of her delectable flesh. “Lydia told me about
something to try,” she admitted.

She twisted on the bed, nudging him onto his side. Her
still-damp pussy was suddenly right in front of his face.
Now, however, her mouth was tantalizingly close to his cock.
It strained toward her full lips.

She traced his cock head with her tongue, and he almost
lost it, simply at the feeling of her moist, hot mouth. She
looked at him, curious. Hesitant.

“You sure?” he asked, his voice harsh with restrained
need.

She nodded. “I want you to feel what I'm feeling,” she said,
promise rich in her voice. “I want us to both feel it.”

He sighed as her mouth closed around him. She sucked on
him, making long pulling strokes with her mouth, scraping
ever so delicately along the ridge of his cock head with the
edge of her teeth. Her hand cupped his balls, stroking the
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skin and the buried base of his cock, making him tremble.
He groaned, then burrowed between her thighs, sucking on
her clit as his fingers reentered her wet, willing slit.

Her cry of pleasure reverberated against the sensitive flesh
of his erection. He moved his hips automatically, then forced
himself not to thrust forward, letting her set the pace. Her
inexperience and exploration only made the experience that
much more erotic. He delved into her cunt with his fingers,
stroking her, spreading her.

They stayed like that for a long time, pleasuring each other,
bringing each other to the brink of ecstasy. Stephen thought
he would explode with the sheer sensation overload careen-
ing through his system. The salty, sweet taste of her, the feel
of her pussy clenching around his fingers, the way her heated
little mouth closed around his cock like a miniature version
of her cunt, pushed him close to the edge.

She was suddenly groaning loudly, taking him in even
deeper. He sucked harder, nipping at her clit as his fingers
pressed in. She cried out against his flesh, her thighs wrap-
ping around his head, and she sucked with increasing pres-
sure, stroking his shaft with both her hands. He felt the
convulsions of her pussy, drank in the liquid response of her
as she came against his hands. He lost his mind as she milked
his cock, and his orgasm burst through him. He groaned
against her pussy, his hips bucking as she swiveled her cunt
against his eager, probing tongue. He could feel her tongue
stroking him as he came, drinking every drop of his ejacula-
tion. The delicate, butterfly-light strokes coaxed an echoing
release from his body, and his mind went completely blank as
he was overwhelmed by the culmination of their act. He kept
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sucking on her pussy, kissing it, stroking the rim of delicate
flesh of her outer labia with slick-wet fingertips, reveling in
the sound of her soft sighs and the shudders of her drawn-out
release. She nibbled at his cock, her tongue bathing it with
gentle, lapping licks.

Finally, after long moments, he rolled away from her, lying
on his back, breathing hard. “Wow,” he murmured, breath-
less. “Just . .. wow.”

She moved to face him, nestling in the curve of his arm.
“It's amazing,” she said. “It’s seems to get better, every time.
Will it always feel this way?”

He kissed her temple, his arm curling around her protec-
tively. “Only one way to find out,” he said, holding her tight.

For the first time ever, he was willing to dedicate the rest
of his life to the answer.

An hour later, Beth stood 1n front of the mirror in the motel
room’s small bathroom. She hadn’t looked in a mirror in ten
years. She’'d caught reflections of herself in calm portions of
the stream, but she hadn’t looked at herself, really given her-
self a prolonged study, in ages. She stared at her own face as
if looking at a stranger.

Then there was the rest of her body. She took off the bra,
staring at her naked form. One breast had a love mark, from
where Stephen had kissed with rough, sucking pressure,
something that thrilled her. Her neck had one, as well. Her
body was pale and flushed, her eyes bright as torches, her
hair falling in curling waves, rioting down her back.

Stephen stood in the doorway, his arms crossed. “You look
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amazing,” he said, his green eyes glowing like banked fires.
His smile was slow and sensuous.

She turned. His naked body was a sight she was more ac-
customed to than looking at her own, but she never tired of
it. He looked like he was chiseled out of marble, hard and
magnificent. His cock was hard again, she thought with a de-
licious shiver of anticipation. “Just seeing you turns me on,”
she admitted, reaching for him, ready to go back to the king-
sized bed and indulge in another round of high-energy sex.

“Have you ever wondered what we look like when we're
together?” he said instead, surprising her.

She tilted her head. Then she turned, catching her puzzled
expression in the mirror, and understood. “I never thought
about it,” she said, with growing curiosity.

He stepped behind her, nudging her hair away from her
neck, kissing her just below her earlobe. She watched as his
lips pressed down her neck, across her shoulder. It was thrill-
ing in an entirely new way. She watched as his hand reached
forward to cup her breast, his thumb stroking across the
nipple. She watched as the dusky nipple pointed with excite-
ment, the sensation magnified by the fact that she was study-
ing the whole thing closely, watching herself as if she were a
stranger. She felt his erection, nudging her in the small of her
back. She sighed, rubbing against him, getting up on her tip
toes. She felt the heat of him, stroking the cleft of her buttocks.
She saw the expression of intense hunger blossoming on her
face, watched her hands clench the ridge of the countertop as
she arched her back, begging him silently to enter her.

He lowered himself, angling his cock at the entrance of her
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pussy, and she saw the ripple of muscles cascade through his
body even as she felt the hard length of his erection slowly
slide into her wet, tight pussy. She gasped, backing against
him, her head thrown back in ecstasy as he slowly entered
and withdrew, entered and withdrew.

“You're a little too small for this,” he said, pulling out
completely, and she made a sound of disappointment. “Wait,
wait. Let’s try something.”

He turned her, and then angled her so she could still see
over her shoulder. He propped one of her feet up on the
countertop. She could see the dark spear of his cock, stand-
ing at attention. She could also see the flash of pink of her
cunt, spread wide by her position. Her pulse spiked. She re-
mained riveted to the mirror as she watched her hand reach
out, stroking his cock, damp from her arousal.

She looked up to find Stephen staring also, his face dark
with desire. “Keep watching,” he said, and she saw his large
hand wrap around his cock, positioning it between her folds.
She watched as the thick head nuzzled her pussy, pushing
its way in, his shaft disappearing within her dark curls. He
pulled away, then slid back in, using deliberate motions. His
hips flexed and moved, and his thumb reached between
them, flicking at her tight, hard clit.

She arched her hips, moaning, fingering her breast with
one hand as she held on to Stephen for dear life with her other
hand. Watching his cock working her pussy in the mirror
was indescribable.

He started moving incrementally faster, his breathing
going harsh and ragged. She was gasping, moaning, her hips
bucking against his hammering penis, watching as they
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ground against each other, his cock buried up to his hips in
her eager cunt.

“I love watching you fuck me,” she said, clutching his
shoulders, lifting herself so he could have deeper access. “I
love the feel of your cock, deep inside my pussy.”

“You're so hot,” he panted, his hips picking up speed and
momentum. She twisted against him, the hard ridge of his
cock swiveling against her taut muscles. She cried out at the
pleasure, her thighs holding him tight. “You feel so fucking
incredible. I want to bury myself in you every day. Every
hour. I can’t get enough of you.”

“Please,” she whimpered, in a frenzy. “Please. Make me
come, Stephen.”

He thrust, high and hard, hitting her G-spot like an archer,
and she screamed, the sound of pleasure rippling from her
throat in a high vibrato. She slammed against him, her hips
working like pistons as she ground against his cock, the af-
tershocks spiraling through her from her pussy to her heart
to her extremities. Afterward, she collapsed against him,
breathing heavily.

He was still hard, and sweat beaded his forehead. “I love
to feel you come,” he said, holding still as she recovered. “I
love feeling your pussy clench around me.”

“Stephen,” she breathed, kissing him hard, and he kissed
her back. Then he started to press into her again, slowly at
first, with growing speed.

“Beth,” he moaned, going deep inside her, his hands
clutching at her hips. “Beth, baby, I'm close.”

She wrapped her legs around his waist, arching back, her
nipples facing him. She tilted her head back, watching as he
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suckled first one breast, then the other, his hips never slow-
ing in their relentless pace.

She watched herself pinch her nipples, gasping with grow-
ing pleasure. She looked down, seeing his cock directly as it
disappeared between her thighs. Then she looked up, meet-
ing his eyes.

“I'love you,” she whispered. “T’ll always love you.”

He stopped, then leaned forward, kissing her deeply, his
tongue twining with hers.

The second orgasm surprised her, but it completed what
she was feeling, and she cried out in his mouth, holding
onto him.

He moved with renewed strength, slamming into her, her
orgasm milking his cock as she moaned loudly, her breath-
ing shallow, her fingers clawing at his back. “Stephen,” she
moaned. “Oh, Stephen . . . [ want you to come inside of me. |
want to feel you spurt all hot and liquid in my pussy. . . .”

“I love you,” he groaned, his hips bucking against her, his
cock pressing deep inside her. “Baby, you make me so hot,
I'm gonna come . . .”

“Yes,” she cried, her fingers twining in his hair as her
body was wrenched with yet another wave of orgasm. “Yes!
Yes! Yes!”

He shouted as his release shot through him, and she felt
all his muscles bunch in his body, the tension turning him
into a stone statue as he shuddered through his orgasm. She
felt the hot spasm of come shoot inside her, and she clenched
around him, the rippling waves of her own orgasm still shak-
ing her to her core.

He fell against her, his head resting on her shoulder. They
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stayed that way for a long time, her legs and arms wrapped
around him, their heartbeats pounding in synchronization
as they came down from their sexual high.

He withdrew, letting out a shaky laugh. “Holy shit,” he
breathed. “You almost made me pass out, woman.”

She laughed, too, delight warring with weariness. “It’s the
mirror,” she said, both embarrassed and fascinated. “I had
no idea it could be so arousing.”

He smiled. “T'll go out and buy a big mirror for over the
bed,” he said.

She shivered. She’d remembered people talking about
putting a mirror over the bed, but she’d always thought it
a bit ridiculous, some sort of banal cliché. Now, the thought
excited her.

“What else?” she breathed.

He looked at her. “What else? What else do you want?”

“Everything,” she said, reaching for him. “I want to try
anything and everything. As long as it’s with you.”

“As long as it’s with me,” he murmured back, kissing her,
“I approve wholeheartedly. And we will try everything, I
promise.”

She laughed again. “I don’t even know what everything
1s,” she admitted.

“Oh, you know,” he said, his tone light even as his eyes lit
with sexual speculation. “Food, toys, bondage . . .”

Her eyes widened, and the smile faded from her face.

He laughed, stroking her cheek. “Don’t worry. We won'’t
do anything you don’t like. Hell, just missionary style is
hotter with you than the kinkiest sex I've ever had.”

She frowned. “Does it . . . what does all that do?”
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He shrugged. “It just makes things different,” he said.
“Hotter, sometimes. It depends on what you like.”

“I want to try whatever you think will make us both feel
good,” she said, stroking him.

“We've got plenty of time,” he said, kissing her.

She smiled, feeling impatient. The freedom she felt—the
safety—was intoxicating. And just as arousing, if not more
so, than the mirror.

“What else can we do tonight?”

He laughed. “Shower first. Then dinner.” His eyes
gleamed. “Then . . . we'll see how it goes.”

Beth woke to the unfamiliar sensation of a man’s arm cir-
cling her protectively. She stiffened. Then, slowly, she took a
deep breath. Stephen’s scent, and the scent of their lovemak-
ing, filled her nostrils.

She was out of the Compound. That fact alone brought a
flurry of conflicting emotions: apprehension, excitement . . .
fear. But she wasn't alone. She had Stephen, and knowing that
created no confusion.

For the first time in a long time, she felt safe, and loved.

She nestled her backside against him, feeling his erection
nuzzling against her buttocks, and she smiled.

“Good morning,” he mumbled, nipping at her earlobe
with his teeth.

She laughed, tilting her head to give him better access. He
pressed kisses against her throat, and on the sensitive point
just behind her ear. She shivered against him, getting wet
automatically. “I feel like I'm still dreaming.”

“You're not sore?”” he asked, reaching down and rubbing
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her pussy with his fingertips. The pressure was delicious,
and she parted her thighs, arching her back. “We were pretty
busy last night.”

“I'm making up for lost time,” she said, as he stroked his
penis between her thighs, teasing the entrance of her sex. “I
can’t get enough of you.”

He put the head of his penis inside her, caressing the del-
icate, sensitive rim of flesh at the opening of her pussy. She
reared back against him, forcing him deeper inside her. He
growled, nudging her onto her knees. She turned willingly,
and he withdrew until he was only fractionally inside her, then
he plunged into her with one smooth motion. She gasped, then
cried out, relishing the freedom: she no longer had to be quiet,
keep hidden.

He started to move, slowly, surely, gliding in and out of her
in long, steady thrusts. She arched her back, bucking against
him, swiveling her hips to bring maximum friction to their
lovemaking. “Stephen,” she chanted. “Oh, Stephen . . .”

He reached in front of her, stroking her clit with his thumb
as his hips continued his sensual onslaught, penetrating her
deeply. The sensation was more than she could bear. She
screamed in pleasure as she came, and he kept moving re-
lentlessly, causing the orgasm to draw out in rippling, con-
tinuous aftershocks.

She collapsed forward on the bed, feeling delightfully
wrung out. He nudged her to turn over, then entered her
again, facing her. She smiled up at him.

“Ilove you,” he whispered, kissing her. Then he started to
move again, more gently this time, his cock moving at a slow-
dance tempo, burying himself inside her, his balls slapping
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gently against her buttocks. She wrapped her legs around
his, holding him closer to her, and he kissed her breasts as he
stroked inside her, his shaft rubbing against her clit.

She felt the building pressure, and she gasped, kneading
his back with her hands. He increased his rhythm, and she
could tell from his breathing that he was close.

“Tlove you, Stephen,” she said, then cried out as the orgasm
overtook her. He groaned against her shoulder, his hips jerk-
ing against her, the friction triggering another orgasm. She
felt the hot spurt of his come, and she wrapped her legs
around his waist, wanting him deep inside her, as deep as
she could get him. He groaned again, bucking against her,
his cock shivering against her contracting pussy. Her whole
body felt like it was on fire with pleasure, a shimmering pulse
of unbelievable erotic sensation.

After long moments, he finally rolled off of her, and they
both lay there, spent.

“If we keep this up,” Stephen said ruefully, “I'm going to
spend the rest of the day sleeping.”

“That’s not so bad a thing,” she said, yawning, stretch-
ing out.

He laughed. “We've got to be on the move soon, Beth.”

She bit her lip. “I told the delivery woman I'd pay her for
smuggling me out,” she said.

“I don't like this,” he said, propping himself up on one
elbow. “It would've been better for you to get an address or
something, send her money. I don'’t like being this close to
the Compound. They’re going to come looking for you.”

“There are plenty of other motels,” she assured him,
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even as a nervous tremor rippled through her. “And they
won't think that I stayed. Besides . . . she helped me, and I
promised.”

He stared into her eyes, studying her, then nodded. “All
right,” he said. “We'll stay, pay her, then get out of here. I
figure it’ll take us about four hours to get home.”

“Home?” she asked. She wrapped the sheet around her-
self, facing him. “Where are we going?”

“New York.” He kept his words casual, but she could tell
he was trying to gauge her reaction. “My apartment. If you
don’t mind.”

She bit her lip. She’d been trying to ignore the worries that
were beginning to gnaw at her. She had already changed her
name, sort of. She no longer had the fake passport that she’d
bribed a palace servant to get her, the one saying she was
Beth Anderson, or something. It'd been years since she’'d
seen it, and couldn’t even remember the fake last name. As
a Penitent, she had never needed any sort of identification:
she’d never had any interaction with the outside world. She’d
never gotten a driver’s license, never gotten a checking ac-
count, never paid taxes. As far as the system was concerned,
she didn't exist.

Which was how she’d like to keep it.

But what will I do? Depend on Stephen for everything? Stay
hidden for the rest of my life?

She frowned. That’s exactly what she had done as a Peni-
tent. She’d depended on them completely, and lived her life at
their whim. She was starting to see that, while she’d thought
she was safe, she wasn't free.
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Now that she knew what freedom felt like, she didn’t think
she wanted to go back to dependence. Not even depending
on someone she loved.

“It’ll be okay,” Stephen said, responding to worry he must
have seen in her face. “Trust me.”

“I'do,” she replied automatically. “Trust you, I mean.”

He smiled. “I love you. And I'll take care of you.”

She pulled away from his caressing fingertips. “I can take
care of myself,” she said, although her voice was unsteady.

“I know you can,” he agreed. “But for a while, I want you
to know that you don’t have to.”

“All right.” She felt uncomfortable. “I'll take care of you,
too, then.”

“I'm looking forward to that,” he said, leering playfully.
Then he got out of bed, giving her an eyeful of his fine mascu-
line physique. I'm looking forward to it, too, she thought, some
of the grim mood shaking off. “You hungry?”” he asked.

“Ravenous,” she replied, realizing it was true—although,
as usual, she was just as hungry for him as she was for food.
Still, with all their physical exertion, she desperately needed
to refuel.

“Tell you what. They don’t have much in the way of room
service around here, but there’s a diner around the corner. I'll
go get us some breakfast and bring it back, okay?”

She nodded, then frowned. “I need to ask another favor.”

He paused, his shirt half over his head. “Anything.”

“Is there a clothing store nearby?”” She looked at her Peni-
tent dress, balled up on the floor. “My old clothes draw too
much attention.”
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“Good point,” he agreed. “T'll go grab you some new
clothes.”

“I don’t even know what my size is,” she said, standing up
and turning.

His gaze roamed over her body, like a physical touch. She
tingled everywhere he looked.

“I think I know your body well enough to find something
that would fit you.” A smile warmed his voice, but his eyes
blazed with intensity.

She almost reached for him. “You'd better go,” she said
softly, “or I might never let you leave.”

He looked torn. Then he sighed, kissing her hard. “I'll be
back soon,” he promised, then left.

She hugged herself for a moment. He is wonderful.

After a few minutes, she tidied up the room, more out
of habit and nervous energy than anything. She put her old
clothes in a bag. She didn’t want to wear any of it—not even
the large, unsightly white cotton underwear. Still, sitting
around naked felt way too decadent, especially without Ste-
phen there to make it seem natural.

She slipped into the apple-decorated lingerie, then did an
experimental stroll in front of the bathroom mirror, shiver-
ing at the memory of their encounter in front of it, just last
night. With her black hair rumpled and wavy, her cheeks
pink with excitement, and her blue eyes bright, she looked
different than she could ever remember herself looking
before. She looked confident. Alluring. She tried a mock
pout, her full lips bowing coyly, then she laughed at herself
for her absurdity.
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It was the laugh that jogged her memory, and the smile
froze on her face.

It was as if her mother was staring back at her from the
mirror.

She traced the contour of her face in the glass with her
fingertip. Was that what her stepmother had always seen in
her? And hated?

Was that why her father had kept away from her until his
own untimely death?

She closed her eyes. It wasn't her fault. Just as it wasn't
her fault that her stepmother hated her for that resemblance.
Beth had been a walking reminder that the former Queen
had been both beautiful and talented, and that the King
would love and mourn his dead wife forever, despite his re-
marriage.

She’d been young and terrified when she’d run away to the
forest, to the seven Founders who had promised her safety
and anonymity, so long as she cleaned their house, cooked
their food, and stayed a pure and virtuous maiden, following
their orders.

She opened her eyes, staring at her face.

She wasn’t young and terrified anymore. She was through
with running away.

There was a banging on the door.

Her breath caught in her throat. It obviously wasn't Ste-
phen. Whoever it was, he meant business. This was no
knock for entry: it was the heavy thumb of someone trying
to break in. The motel was cheap enough that security doors
weren't a high priority.

She looked around frantically. The window in the bath-
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room was tiny, too small to crawl out of, no doubt to prevent
people from slipping out without paying their bills. The only
window was in the room itself, by the door. It would not help
her escape.

She had to hide. Again, the motel room provided little as-
sistance. They would look in the obvious places: the closet,
underneath the bed. Where could she hide that would not be
obvious?

She glanced at the cabinet in the bathroom, beneath the
sink. It was empty, and tiny, but large enough for a small
person. She contorted herself hastily, closing the door just as
the front door of the room smashed in.

“Beth!”

It was Founder Amos’s voice. She’d recognize it anywhere.
The naked sound of fury in his tone sent spikes of ice through
her heart. He sounded downright murderous.

“She’s not here.” This from Founder Timothy, sounding
his usual sour self. “Breaking down the door is attracting too
much attention, Robert! Are you insane?”

“She hasn’t gone,” Founder Robert countered stubbornly.
“I know it. She’s still here. The man said they had not checked
out yet.”

“Perhaps they simply ran,” Timothy said.

“She’s still here.”

This came from a woman. Beth held her breath. The voice
held a slight rasp, but otherwise was low and regal, and pain-
fully familiar.

The Queen!

How? How had she found Beth, after all this time?

“Why should we believe you?” Founder Robert’s voice
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was derisive. “You're only a delivery woman. And it’s your
fault that she’s off the Compound in the first place! You
smuggled her out!”

Smuggled me out? Beth’s mind raced as she tried to pro-
cess what she had just heard.

The horribly deformed delivery woman . . . was her step-
mother?

How was that possible?

“I wasn't wrong about Lydia and those others,” her step-
mother said smugly. “Besides, Founder Amos didn’t believe
that she’d actually leave. | knew this was the only way to con-
vince him.” There was an undertone of evil satisfaction in
her voice. “And convince him to punish her accordingly.”

“That’s quite enough,” Founder Amos said. “I'll believe
itwhenl..”

Beth heard the door slam open. “Beth!”

It was Stephen. Her heart slammed in her chest, and she
bit her lip to keep from yelling.

She heard sounds of a scuffle. Her blood froze as the
sounds turned muffled, and Stephen was silenced.

“Believe me now?” Her stepmother’s voice was trium-
phant. “Where did you put her then, handsome? Where is
our little girl?”

“She’s not here?” Stephen sounded relieved. “Then you
haven’t got her. She made it out.”

“She won't get far,” Founder Robert promised.

“You.” Founder Amos sounded furious. “You took her
away from me. From us. You corrupted her with your lust!”

“You were keeping her trapped in that life of yours,” Ste-
phen said. “If she’s free now, it was all worth it.”
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He loved her that much. She swallowed hard.

“If we can’t find her,” Amos said, “your punishment
will be severe. Even by our measures. Timothy, Robert
... take him.”

Beth felt a scream building in her chest. She could live
if she just stayed hidden. If she ran away. But she was con-
demning the man she loved to death.

I'm not going to run anymore.

She wrenched herself out of the cupboard. Opening the
bathroom door, she stepped out, not caring about her ap-
pearance. She saw the door, hanging from its hinges, propped
against the doorframe. Stephen was being held by Robert
and Timothy. Amos was arguing with the delivery woman,
her stepmother.

“I'm here,” she said.

The Founders stared at her, slack jawed. Her stepmother
stared at her as well, her twisted face a grotesque mask of
fury and disbelief.

“Beth,” Founder Amos said, his vocal cords obviously
strained to near breaking with disbelief and fury. “What has
he done to you?”

“Nothing I didn’t want him to do,” she answered. “I
wanted him. This was my choice. Do whatever you want to
me, but leave him alone.”

“No!” Stephen struggled, and Robert hit him hard in the
stomach. He fell to his knees.

Amos took a step closer to her. She could smell his breath,
tinged with pipe tobacco. “You could have been safe with
me,” he whispered.

She stood her ground, her chin up. “But I wouldn’t have
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been happy,” she said. “Please. It's me you're angry at. Let
him go.”

He sighed, his gaze fixating on the apple on her panties.
She felt unclean. “You will learn that safety 1s much prefer-
able,” he answered slowly. “I hope it was worth it. I hope that
your happiness was worth dying for.”

“Timothy,” he said, “take her.”

Timothy held a handkerchief to Stephen’s face briefly, then
let him go, leaving Stephen shaking his head and swaying diz-
zily on his knees. Then Timothy grabbed her arm. She strug-
gled, but he pinned her wrist painfully behind her back.

“And Robert,” Amos said, his voice full of distaste, “dis-
pose of him. Painfully.”

Beth realized her action had been for nothing. “No!”
she screamed, but the handkerchief was in front of her face
now, and within moments, her vision grayed to black, and

she fell.
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“What . . . are you going todo . . . to Beth?” Stephen asked,
as best he could.

Robert had taken him from the motel in the back of his
SUV, and now they were in a forest—not on the Compound.
Someplace else. The perfect place to leave a body, Stephen
realized. He closed his eyes for a second. The combination
of the ether or whatever Timothy had nailed him with, and
Robert’s blows to his head, were making him dizzy, so clos-
ing his eyes didn’t really help matters. He focused on Robert’s
voice, trying to triangulate the man’s position by sound.

Robert’s fist came flying out of the darkness, hitting Ste-
phen hard and sending him sprawling against tree roots. So
much for triangulation.

He needed to come up with a new plan, and fast.

“It's amazing how stupid men become,” Founder Robert
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marveled, circling Stephen’s crumbled form, “just by look-
ing at that little whore’s face.”

“Don’t call her a whore,” Stephen snarled, trying hard to
focus, his fists flailing out.

Robert dropped him neatly with a quick right jab. “T’ll call
her whatever I want,” he replied, almost amused. “We never
should have taken her in. I told Amos that from the begin-
ning. But the man wanted her. ‘She’ll strengthen our resolve.
She’ll test our faith. She shouldn’t be further punished for a
flaw she never chose.” What rubbish!”

Robert kicked Stephen hard in the stomach, knocking the
wind out of him. He landed hard at the base of an oak.

The man was unleashing a lot of fury here, a small, quiet,
rational part of Stephen’s brain pointed out, as he struggled to
breathe. Robert could’'ve merely killed Stephen by now, but he
obviously wanted to beat some punishment into Stephen first,
rather than give the easy out of a painless death. He was emo-
tional, not rational. Maybe he could be goaded into making a
mistake.

Unfortunately, for an older guy, Robert was built like a
tank. He also had years of repression and craziness adding
to his sheer physical strength. Stephen gasped as he slowly
regained oxygen. Goading this guy might not be the wisest
course of action.

So what to do?

“I guess Amos 1s pretty pissed,” Stephen said slowly.
“Beth 1s obviously a favorite of his.”

“Fool,” Robert spat out.

“So . . . maybe Amos is just going to keep her chained up
for his own amusement.” The thought sickened Stephen.
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“How do you Founders feel about that? About Amos having
his own rules? He’s obviously the guy in charge. You guys
are just hired help.”

Stephen was trying to divert Robert’s fury. To his chagrin,
Robert only laughed.

“Even Amos wouldn’t touch her now, and he knows the
consequences. We've got something special planned for the
little slut.” The note of gleeful anticipation in the older man’s
voice was sickening.

“What are you going to do?” Stephen asked, getting to
his feet.

Robert aimed another vicious kick at him, sending him
sprawling. Stephen picked himself up slowly, advancing.

“You outsiders think you're better than us,” Robert said.
“You think that your lack of morals somehow makes you
more cosmopolitan. You think we'’re insane for living prin-
cipled lives.”

“You are fucking insane,” Stephen spat out, raising his
fists. The last hints of the drug finally dissipated, leaving
him in pain—and fueled with rage of his own. “You think
that you're gods, and all those people are your own private
ant farm. You and Amos and the rest of them. You're just a
bunch of freaks!”

Robert’s face turned purple. “We are the Founders,” he
intoned, and he sounded like he really believed it . . . that he
was some sort of a god. “We are the law.”

“You are a bunch of psychotic assholes,” Stephen said.
“And if anything happens to Beth, I'll kill you.”

“You're going to die right here,” Robert taunted. “As for
the whore, she’ll regret the day she ever seduced you.” Robert
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sounded sickened—and vaguely excited. “Vanity, lust. Ev-
eryone in the Compound will know the true ugliness of her
and her sex when we banish her.”

Everything went still inside Stephen’s head.

“What are you going to do?” he asked, his voice seem-
ingly disembodied as the world focused to a point.

“The Penitents have lost their way,” Robert said, produc-
ing a knife and stepping toward Stephen. “She will serve as a
reminder for those who do not follow the true path.”

“What are you going to do?” Stephen repeated, not retreat-
ing. The knife gleamed just a foot away.

“She wants to be seen,” Robert said. “We're going to make
sure that everyone sees her. They’ll watch her suffer. Then,
they’ll watch her die.”

The man’s cavalier, enthusiastic attitude set something off
in Stephen, something he didn’t even know he could feel. He
was through planning, scheming, trying to figure out a way
around this guy.

This man was going to kill Beth. That was all he needed
to know.

Robert lunged at him with the knife, and Stephen
dodged, feeling the blade cut his shoulder deeply with a
glancing blow. With a loud, anger-filled bellow, Stephen
went for Robert, tackling him, slamming him against the
tree. He slammed the man’s head against the trunk, hard.
Robert fell, dazed. Stephen started beating him, his fists
connecting heavily, cracking and bleeding from the re-
peated connection with Robert’s hard jaw. He heard some-
thing break, but kept on hitting.

With a gurgling cry of surprise, Robert fell to the ground,
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his eyes glazed. Stephen wrestled the knife out of Rob-
ert’s hand. For a second, he thought about slicing Robert’s
throat—the satisfaction he would get from killing the man
who would murder the woman he loved.

But he couldn’t. He wasn't crazy. And Beth was still
alive.

He tossed the knife to one side, then kicked Robert. Robert
fell like a downed tree, unconscious. Stephen left him there,
limping slightly as he hurried to Robert’s SUV. The man
didn’t have a cell phone. He had to get to the police. His arm
hurt, but he ignored it.

He drove down the road, finding a convenience store. He
used the pay phone to call Lieutenant Grady.

“They’re going to kill her,” he said, without preamble.

“Kill who?”

“Beth,” Stephen said.

“Son, [ told you . . .”

“They’re going to kill her on the premises,” Stephen said.
“In front of witnesses. I don’t know how, but they've already
drugged me and stabbed me, and I know that they’re going
to do worse—"

“They stabbed you?” Now Grady perked up. “Damn!
Now we've got 'em. You sit tight, I'll have a black-and-white
out to get you and then we’ll—"

“There’s no time!” Stephen spat out. “They’re going to
kill her!”

“Don’t go in there,” Grady warned. “You've done your
part, and now it’s our turn. Just stay put.”

“No,” Stephen said. Fast or not, the police would take too
much time to mobilize. Robert made it sound like the pun-
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ishment would be fast. Beth could be dead by the time they
arrived.

“Stephen, don’t do anything stupid . . .”

“I'll meet you there,” he said, then hung up and got in

the SUV.
He sped down the highway toward the Compound.

“Let this be a lesson to all of you!”

It was early afternoon, and the sun was sweltering, but she
felt no warmth or comfort. The Commons was filled with
people, women to one side, men to the other. There were
torches lit, ones that were normally reserved for seasonal cel-
ebrations or night sermons.

Beth shivered. She was still wearing the bright red lingerie
with the apple, her hair falling to her waist. Everyone was
staring at her, and she squirmed at their scrutiny. She would
have been embarrassed if she weren't so painfully aware of
the fact that they were going to hurt her, or worse.

They were making this a spectacle, she realized. Lydia,
Henry, and Camille’s banishment was going to seem like a
small, simple gesture by comparison.

“For years, we have tried to forgive Goodmaid Beth for
the temptation of her face,” Founder Amos intoned. “But
she has turned her back on our good nature, giving in to
the most base and scandalous of transgressions. She left the
Compound. She has seduced a Goodman into temptation.
She has given herself over to lust.”

The crowd was being lashed by his words, wincing with
each theatric outburst. They were silent, but Beth could still
feel the bloodlust whipping through them, worse than with
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Lydia, worse than she’d ever experienced. They were held in
thrall.

Her eyes picked out Goodmaid Amelia, Goodman Joshua.
I can’t believe they’d hurt me.

But from the sounds of it, the Founders had a lot more
than mere pain in mind.

In the midst of it all, her stepmother stood, now wearing
one of the plain dresses of a Penitent. Her face was still gro-
tesque, a physical echo of the twistedness of her mental state.
As Founder Amos continued his diatribe, her stepmother
sidled up to where Beth was chained.

“I've lived for this day,” her stepmother murmured, her
voice for Beth’s ears alone. “I knew you were still alive. |
knew I'd find you.”

Beth looked at the Queen, her voice strangely detached.

“What happened to your face?”

Her stepmother blanched, taken aback. “Nothing that
can't be reversed,” she snapped. “I was just about to see Dr.
Weissen to correct the damage he’d done, when one of my
private detectives stumbled across a servant who used to
work in the palace. It appears he’d come across a lot of money
and had moved off the island, but now, broke and drunken,
he told stories of how you weren’t dead.” She smiled, and it
pulled her mouth up on one side in a cruel slash. “I made
sure he was brought back to Iko, and my guards forced him
to tell me exactly what he did to help you. It took longer
than I thought, but I finally discovered the rock you crawled
under.”

Beth didn’t say anything.

“I decided I'd put off the surgery until after I dealt with
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you,” her stepmother finished. “I knew you'd recognize me
otherwise. And once I got here, I realized that these men
would do the job for me. I don’t even have to get my hands
dirty. I just had to make sure that you did just what I needed
you to do to get you punished.”

Beth’s eyes widened. The chocolate. The lingerie. The
condoms. Every “temptation” the delivery woman had of-
fered . . . all poisonous gifts, meant to get her exactly where
she was now.

“And you never recognized me,” her stepmother said tri-
umphantly.

“Dr. Weissen,” Beth murmured. He was the Queen’s fa-
vored plastic surgeon. She’d been going to him since before
she was wed. “He did this to you? You mean, you've had so
much plastic surgery done that this is what happened to you.”

Her stepmother’s eyes narrowed, and her face mottled
with anger.

“You've always wanted to be beautiful, and young,” Beth
noted, almost clinically. “You've got a surgery addiction.
You've had so much work done that you're trying desper-
ately to stop what’s left of your face from disintegrating
completely.”

“You smug little bitch!” her stepmother hissed. And Beth
knew immediately that she was right.

“I will say this, though,” Beth continued calmly. “You're a
better actress than I ever gave you credit for.”

Her stepmother took a step toward her, arm raised to
strike. Founder Timothy stopped her before the blow fell.

“She’s not to be marked, woman,” he said sternly.
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Her stepmother was livid. “How dare you! Do you know
who [ am?”

“I don't care,” he replied. “Be still, or you'll be next.
Founder Amos is determined, and his anger . . .” He let the
words peter out, even as a vicious gleam lit up his expression.

The Queen fell silent. “I will enjoy watching you die,” she
finally said, then stepped away from Beth.

Beth took a deep breath. She’d stood up to her step-
mother.

Too bad it had taken her this long—and that it had to end
this way.

“Bring her forward,” Founder Amos said, beckoning to
Timothy.

Timothy unchained her from the post, dragging her up
and shoving her at Amos’s feet. She whimpered slightly as
her knees hit the planking of the dais.

“You were the most beautiful woman I'd ever seen,”
Founder Amos whispered, reaching out and almost touching
a lock of her hair that had fallen in front of her eyes. Then he
flinched, pulling his hand back as though she held something
communicable. For all she knew, perhaps she did. Perhaps lust
was something that, once experienced, might spread by sheer
proximity.

“You knew your beauty was a temptation. You knew
that sex was a danger—a pitfall that all of us have vowed to
turn our back on. We are not animals, bound to our basest
urges!”

She forced herself to stand. “Having sex with Stephen was
not base,” she said clearly, her voice carrying. “It was—and
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1s—Ilove. I shared my body with him because I fell in love
with him, and it was worth whatever it is you're going to do
to me.”

She didn’t know what disappointed him more: that she’d
given up her innocence or that she was now defying him in
front of the entire Penitent congregation. He looked stunned,
mortified. Furious.

“You tempted him, with your . . . with this,” he said, ges-
turing to her near naked body. “You seduced him. You used
your beauty as a weapon, and the only thing that you served
was your vanity!”

He grabbed her wrist, painfully, yanking her to her feet.
“Is this what you want, then? To be admired? To be kept
beautiful, seductive, forever?”

He did not wait for her response.

“Bring forth the box!”

The box? She wondered if she would be buried alive. She
craned her neck, trying to see, but he forced her back to her
knees.

Four of the Founders carried a large glass box. She did not
remember ever seeing it before.

“When we started the Penitents, we had one such as you.
Beautiful, pristine . . . at least on the surface.” Now Founder
Amos was talking to the crowd as well as Beth. “She broke
our rules. She thought we would ignore her vanity and her
wantonness. But she was punished. She had to be punished.
And we made sure that she understood the price of vanity.”

Beth caught a look at the Queen, whose eyes gleamed with
triumph.

“You will be placed on display, to be viewed and coveted
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by all in the Compound,” he said, as they opened the box.
“You will be sealed inside your case, until you run out of air.
And you'll be buried, just as beautiful as the day you die.”
She realized abruptly why the shape of the box was so fa-
miliar.
It was a glass coffin . . . and they were about to seal her
in.
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Stephen drove full tilt in Robert’s SUV, heading toward the
Penitent Compound. He didn’t see police cars there, which
backed his theory: the warrant would take too much time.
There were Goodmen guarding the gate. They recognized
the SUV, and Stephen prayed that they wouldn’t look too
closely at the driver.

He wasn't that lucky.

“Where 1s Founder Robert?” one of the men asked. He
wasn't armed—none of them were—but he stood in front of
the gate, his arms crossed. “You aren’t supposed to be driv-
ing his car.”

They had to know what was going on.

“Get out of my way,” Stephen said.

The man’s face was carved from granite. “You're no longer
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a Penitent,” he said, with a note of challenge. “You do not
belong here. Turn around, and you won't get hurt.”

“I don’t have time for this shit,” Stephen said. “I'm going
in there, period. You can either watch from the sidelines, or
watch from under the tires, pal.”

The man stood, taciturn.

Stephen threw the SUV in reverse, revved the engine, then
pounded his foot to the floor. The Goodman barely got out
of the way before Stephen slammed into the metal gate, the
force throwing him forward against the steering wheel. The
SUV was sturdy, a true four-wheel-drive off-road special, so
it wasn’t that damaged.

Stephen threw it in reverse again.

Now the other guards were yelling, those on the inside of
the gate running down the dirt road, the ones on the outside
staring in disbelief as Stephen rammed the gate a second,
then a third time. The gate groaned, then finally toppled,
the hinges twisted and torn from their posts.

He plowed forward, the SUV climbing over the metal
carnage that was the front gate. He sped past the running
guards, heading for the Commons.

Beth worked furiously at the rope that held her hands and
feet bound. They had her propped up, like a display case, for
all the rest of the Penitents to look. She had screamed as they
put her in the box, screamed while Founder Timothy sealed
the lid shut. Then she’d stopped screaming as she realized
he had, indeed, made the box airtight. She could hear the
outside world, muffled due to the thick glass, but it was like
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being trapped inside her own head. The glass fogged from
her nervous, shallow breathing.

Unable to loosen her bonds, she slammed her body against
first one side, then the other, of the coffin. The glass was too
hard against her bare skin. Every breath she took was more
oxygen used, less oxygen to spare, but she kept struggling.
She stared out at the crowd. The Goodmaids were staring
at her with a mix of disgust and fear, as if somehow, one of
them might be in a glass box someday. Some women were
jeering, catcalling. She couldn’t distinguish voices, but she
could read lips.

Dre, whore!

She glanced over at the men. Several had picked up the
same chant. Others were staring at her, also with fear . . .
but underneath, the sharp bite of lust. She pressed her chest
against the glass, mouthing a plea: “Help me!”

Several men took a step forward, but none acted.

She threw herself back. The Founders looked grim but
determined. Amos stared at only her, his arms crossed, his
glasses glinting in the fading light.

She gasped slightly, realizing that the air was starting to
run out. Her heart beat frantically, and she rattled inside her
glass prison. Slowly, her attempts grew slower, weaker.

The last face she saw was her stepmother’s grotesque mask
of plastic surgery, smiling triumphantly. Then everything
went black.

Stephen knew that the Penitents would be there in full
force. They flooded the Commons, surrounding the raised
dais. They weren't intentionally stopping him, but their
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bodies blocked the way. He brought Robert’s SUV to a
screeching halt. He knew that they were in many ways tacitly
responsible for what was happening to Beth, but they were
sheep. He couldn’t simply run them over with the car to get
to her, it wasn’t right. He got out and struggled against the
crowd. “Let me through!”

“What are you doing?” a Goodman asked. “You left the
Penitents! Transgressor!”

Stephen felt hands gripping at his clothes, shoving at him.
A few punches landed, and he struggled, swinging out. Then
a big, burly man stepped next to him.

“We've got to stop this.”

It was Goodman Joshua. Stephen took a deep, grateful
breath. Joshua moved forward, helping clear the way.

“She must be punished!” a female voice shrieked.

“But must she be killed?” This from another female.

The place was devolving. The Founders had finally
pushed too far, and the resulting act wasn’t putting the Peni-
tents in their place: it was tearing the Compound apart. Ste-
phen started shoving his way through the crowd, forcing his
way toward the dais. The gray-garbed Penitents eyed him
warily, before parting, finally giving him a view of the spec-
tacle they were all witnessing.

He stopped in sheer shock at what he saw.

Beth!

She was wearing the sexy red lingerie that she’d greeted
him with on her first night of “freedom” at the motel. The
tempting apple still sat just below her equally tempting
navel.
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Her eyes were closed, her chest still.

His heart caught in his throat, and he started to run.

As he got closer, he noticed the shape of the glass case she
was sealed up in. It was shaped like a coffin. He hadn’t been
gone that long, had he? Apparently Robert had taken him in
the opposite direction, eating up time. And it didn’t really
take that long without air.

She looked almost asleep, her shining black hair tumbling
rich and lustrous about her pale shoulders, her arms behind
her back, her delicate feet bound with heavy rope.

The Founders lined up in front of the coffin, arms crossed,
faces menacing. “You don’t belong here,” Founder Amos
pronounced. “You brought her to this.”

“You couldn’t stand that she was a woman. That she liked
sex—with someone else,” Stephen yelled. “You wanted to
keep her for yourself! She told me!”

The crowd let out a shocked murmur at this.

Stephen’s hands bunched into fists, and adrenaline shot
through his system. “If [ have to take you all on, one at a time
or all at once,” he said, “I'll do it. Now get out of my way.”

He heard a stir behind him, then he heard Joshua’s voice.
“I'm with Stephen,” he said quietly. “This is wrong, no matter
what she’s done, and we all know it. After what happened with
Lydia and the others, I can’t stand by and watch gain.”

To Stephen’s surprise, another voice joined Joshua’s.
“She was a good girl.” This, from the round-faced Good-
maid Amelia. She sounded determined, and when Stephen
glanced at her, he noticed she was rolling up her sleeves . . . a
clear violation of the rules. She was ready to fight.

Founder Amos stepped forward, his face the picture of
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fury. “You are the one who deserves to die, along with her,”
he said, and took a swing at Stephen.

Amos was nowhere near as physically imposing as Robert,
although he was even more vicious underneath. He was also
slow and clumsy. Stephen dodged the blow, landing a right
cross of his own across the man’s bearded face. Amos’s
glasses flew off and he fell to the wooden planking, dazed.

The other Founders leaped into the fray, and Joshua took
Stephen’s side, fending off the attack. Most of the Founders,
control freaks but not physical bullies, fled after a few glanc-
ing punches. Timothy lumbered forward, his eyes alight
with a crazed high. He grappled with Joshua. Amelia sur-
prised them all by going for his groin, wrenching him hard
enough to cause a high-pitched scream of shock. Apparently,
all those years doing “women’s work” gave her enormous
upper body strength. Timothy fell like a shot rhino.

Stephen sprinted for the glass coffin, searching for a way
to open it. The lead sealing it was too tight. He shoved it off
of its stand, but the glass was thick. It didn’t break. She fell
against the side, her body limp.

No! She can’t die!

Stephen grabbed one of the metal torch holders that
flanked the dais. Swinging it, he struck the glass. It barely
nicked it. He swung harder, throwing his whole body into it.
The glass spider-webbed, and he took one last shot.

Fragments showered over Beth's still body. Using the torch
holder as a makeshift crowbar, he pried the lid off, picking
her up. She was dead weight in his arms. He stretched her
out, feeling at her neck and wrist.

He couldn’t feel a pulse.
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He barely registered the wail of sirens, signaling the ar-
rival of the police. There was fighting among the Penitents.
Amos was out cold. Joshua and Amelia were trying to estab-
lish some sort of order.

Please don’t die!

Stephen put his mouth on hers, struggling to remember
his CPR, now when it was most important. He blew hard,
then pressed against her chest.

Don’t leave me!

She couldn’t die. Now that he’d found her, he didn’t know
how he would live if she died.

“Good God,” he heard Lieutenant Grady say behind him.
“What the hell is all this?”

Stephen counted out measured beats as he pressed against
her heart. “Get an ambulance,” he barked, then went to give
her another breath.

Before his lips touched hers, she started to cough. He
propped her up, cradling her in his arms, feeling tears of
relief gather at the corners of his eyes.

“Stephen?”” She clung to him. “Stephen. You came.”

He held her tight. “Don’t ever leave me again,” he whis-
pered.

“Never,” she replied, and held on tight.

“I think this 1s the end of the Penitents,” Lieutenant Grady
said solemnly.

Beth was wrapped in a blanket, still shivering from her
near miss. The Penitents were all rounded up, like animals,
as police questioned them. The Founders were all under
arrest, she wasn'’t sure for what charges. Attempted murder,
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possibly first-degree murder for Lydia and her lovers. Who
knew what else.

“It’s over,” Stephen said. ““T’he whole thing is finally over.”

She nodded, feeling numb.

“You have no identification whatsoever?” Lieutenant
Grady asked her.

“No,” she said. “They took it when we joined the Pen-
itents.”

Which was true enough, she thought.

“Well, maybe your family could help you get new copies,”
Grady said helpfully. “I'm sure they’d love to hear from you.
It must have been years.”

She didn’t answer. She looked at Stephen, to see him star-
ing at her.

“We'll take care of it,” he told her, putting an arm around
her shoulders and squeezing, conveying comfort.

She smiled at him, grateful.

Then, suddenly, her eyes narrowed.

Her family . . .

“Where is she?” she asked, standing up, holding the blan-
ket tightly around her.

Grady and Stephen exchanged confused looks. “Where is
who?” Stephen asked.

“The. . . the delivery woman,” she said. “She was dressed
as a Penitent. She . . . her face is deformed, one cheek higher
than the other, her nose askew . . .”

Grady frowned. “Let me ask,” he said. “Is she important?”

“She worked with the Founders,” she said. “She’s the one
who helped them find me, and Stephen.”

Grady went to talk to the other detectives. Stephen waited
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until he was gone, then whispered to her, “The delivery
woman, huh?”

“It's worse,” Beth whispered back. “She’s my stepmother.”

“The Queen?” Stephen’s voice was shocked. “Here?”

But before she could answer, Grady came back, looking
puzzled.

“Nobody matching that description is here among the
Penitents,” he said. “Are you sure she was here?”

Beth looked around frantically, then bit her lip.

The Queen had gone, disappeared in the confusion.
Which meant she was still out there . . . waiting.

“So this is where you live,” Beth said quietly, studying the
place curiously.

Stephen shrugged. “It’s a place I sleep,” he answered. “Not
really what I would call home.”

It was opulent, especially when contrasted with the Spar-
tan quarters that Beth had grown accustomed to. It was large,
on a high floor with a view over Central Park. The view from
the living room could be a postcard. The kitchen was spa-
cious and well-appointed, with stainless steel pots hanging
from a rack over a center island. The living room had over-
stuffed suede couches and a heavy glass coffee table. There
were built-in bookcases, ceiling to floor, taking up one wall.
A huge, flat television took up the other. She hadn’t seen any-
thing like it. It all felt otherworldly and alien to her, and she
hugged herself.

He put an arm around her. “How are you holding up?”
he asked, tenderness rich in his voice. “You must be ex-
hausted.”
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She nodded. They’'d spent the better part of the night
and most of the day at the police station, answering ques-
tions. Founder Amos was under arrest, along with the other
Founders, for her attempted murder. Apparently, by morn-
ing, one of the Founders had confessed, blubbering in fear,
trying to cut himself a deal. So they added the deaths of
Lydia and her lovers, who apparently were killed and buried
in a wooded grove off the interstate. The rest of the Penitents
were released. Many of them, bewildered and disappointed
by the falling of their prophets, were at a loss.

Beth felt pity for them.

News crews had scented the blood in the water, and they’d
swarmed the Penitent camp and the police station, hungry
for the salacious story. Beth had avoided having her picture
taken, with Stephen’s help, but she knew it would just be a
matter of time. So now, she was avoiding the press’s relentless
curiosity, as well as her deformed stepmother’s less benign
interest.

Don’t think about it. You're safe now. For the moment.

“How about a bath?” Stephen asked. “It'll help you
unwind.”

She nodded again, silently. She walked into his bedroom.
He had a huge, opulent master suite: the bathroom had a
large marble tub, and his bed was king-sized, but far more
luxurious than the bed they’d had at the motel, the covers
pulled back to reveal smooth cream-colored sheets beneath
a liquid-shiny silver comforter. “No mirrored ceiling?” she
asked, her voice shaky.

“T’ll call to have one installed next week,” he teased, turn-
ing the water on in the bath.
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She smiled weakly. She wanted to forget everything, but
she doubted a bath would help her wash away the memo-
ries: the glass case closing, the air slowly disappearing as she
slammed her shoulders against the slick surface . . .

Don’t think about 1t!

Stephen walked behind her, enfolding her in his arms.
“It’'s going to take some time,” he murmured, “but I'll do
whatever you need to help you get through it.”

She leaned back, smiling as he nuzzled the top of her head
with the bottom of his chin. Knowing that he cared, that he
loved her, was enough to take the edge off. “Better now,” she
said, turning and hugging him tightly. “Thank you. For this,
for everything. For saving my life.”

He kissed her gently. “I don’t know what kind of life I'd
have, if you weren’t here,” he replied, his voice raw with emo-
tion. “I don’t ever want to find out.”

She kissed him back, melting into him. His fingers flexed
at her waist, and she felt his cock, growing stiff between
them. She felt her own hunger begin to rise, drowning out
her fear.

He pulled away. “I'm sorry,” he said. “Your bath’s going to
turn cold. I want to make sure you're comfortable.”

Implying that sex might make her somehow uncomfort-
able. Suddenly, she realized it might be just the answer she was
looking for. When he started to step back, she followed him,
taking off her clothes. “Maybe you could take a bath with me,”
she said, her voice full of invitation. She stroked her breast.

He seemed riveted by her action, and he nodded. “Maybe
I could.”
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He took off his clothes. His body was glorious, as always,
she realized, tracing her fingertips over the chiseled muscles
of his torso. He winced as she rubbed over the bruises that
Founder Robert had given him. “You're hurt,” she said, feel-
ing guilty and selfish.

“Not too hurt for you,” he said, his eyes gleaming like a
sorcerer’s. ““The day I'm too hurt to make love to you is the
day 'm dead.”

She smiled, stroking her hand lower to where his cock
stuck out, proud and hard, filling her hand and then some.
He groaned lightly, pushing forward, and she saw the bead of
glistening moisture at the tip of his penis. She leaned down,
lapping at it with her tongue, and his groan turned louder.

“I'm never going to get enough of you,” he said, his fingers
tangling through her hair.

She knew exactly how he felt.

The tub was full of bubbles, scented a warm and exotic jas-
mine. She held his hand as she stepped in slowly. “Perfect,”
she sighed, as the hot water caressed her skin. She parted her
legs, putting a foot on either side of the tub. “Come on in.”

He smiled at her double entendre, placing himself between
her thighs.

For a moment, they just held each other in the heated
comfort of the bath, kissing slowly, their bodies slippery
from the soap and the water. They were both bruised and
beaten and tired, but holding each other was like a balm for
both body and soul. Beth held him like a talisman, her pro-
tection against the hurts of the world. She kissed his chiseled
jaw, nibbled at his earlobe. Her full breasts slid across his wet
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chest. He caressed them, cupping them in his palms, strok-
ing the sides with his work-roughened fingertips. She leaned
her head back against the cool marble, and she felt his cock
brushing against her curls.

“I love you,” he whispered, reaching into the water. His
fingertips pierced the nest of curls between her thighs,
searching for and finding her clit. He stroked her with su-
preme gentleness, and she gasped softly. He continued his
gentle exploration, staring into her low-lidded eyes, and she
felt the precursors of climax start to build. When the orgasm
struck, she let it roll over her, crying out his name, letting
herself go limp and liquid beneath him.

He positioned his cock at her opening, sliding inside her
with a slow, easy motion. Once inside, he stilled, embracing
her. They stayed like that, in each others” arms, their bodies
joined beneath the water, for long moments, cherishing the
feel of each other. Gaining reassurance.

“I didn’t know what my life could be until I met you,”
she breathed, kissing his neck. “I didn’t know I could love
anyone this much.”

He leaned down, sucking on first one breast, then the
other. Her body stirred to life, even after the last powerful
orgasm. She felt like he was simply melding with her, his
pleasure bleeding into her own. They moved like dancers,
slow grace and fluid passion. He stroked inside her cunt with
his cock, filling her, caressing her with his blunt cock head.
She wrapped her legs around his, and wrapped her arms
around his powerful shoulders as he slowly penetrated her,
then withdrew, only to press forward again. Warm water
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lapped at the sides of the bath, sounding like the sea lapping
at white sand beaches.

Like Iko, she thought dreamily, a fleeting memory of her
childhood home flashing across her mind. Then she shut her
eyes, focusing on the pleasure he was giving her, the sense of
love and closeness unlike anything she’d ever felt.

He closed his eyes. His face was gorgeous, just as pow-
erfully attractive to her now as the first moment she’d seen
him, in the Dining Hall at the Compound. She felt her pussy
clench around him, and she sighed his name, matching him
thrust for thrust.

“I couldn’t bear it if anything happened to you,” he whis-
pered, his forehead resting against hers as his hips continued
to move. “I want to be with you forever. I want you to stay
with me.”

“T’ll stay with you,” she promised. “I love you.”

“I love you,” he murmured against her lips. His tempo
picked up, and they clung to each other, making love as if it
were the last time.

Or the first.

“Say my name,” she breathed against his hot flesh as the
orgasm began to crescendo.

“Beth,” he gasped. “Oh God, Beth.”

“No,” she said, her hips rising to meet his, her eyes shut
tight. “Say my real name.”

She felt the hesitation, his infinitesimal pause.

“Bianca,” he said softly. “Bianca.”

Then he thrust up inside her, deliberately. The orgasm
burst through her like fireworks.
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“Stephen!” She impaled herself on his engorged cock,
shuddering around him. His head rested on her shoulder as
he pressed into her, his cock trembling as he filled her with
his hot liquid release.

They stayed like that for a long time, clinging to each other
as if they never wanted to part. Then he stroked her hair from
her face, kissing her cheeks, her eyelids, her mouth.

“Bianca?” he asked quietly.

She swallowed hard.

“Yes,” she answered softly. “Bianca.”

She wasn’t sure why she’d asked him to call her that. But
something was happening inside her. She just wasn't sure
what . . . not yet.

They’d stayed hidden in his apartment for the past day and
night, ordering takeout, not leaving the door of his apart-
ment. They’d made love leisurely, usually walking around
his apartment naked, enjoying each other whenever the
mood struck—which was often. But Stephen couldn’t help
but notice that Beth was unhappy.

Was it him, he wondered, with gnawing anxiety? The situ-
ation sucked, without question, but he was at least happy that
they were together. But as much as she still seemed to enjoy
having sex with him, he could still see from the tension of
her body and the ghostly frown that was etched beneath her
smiling face that something wasn’t right. He'd tried dancing
around the question, not wanting to make waves, but she’d
deflected his questions deftly . . . usually by enticing him to
make love again. Not that he was complaining, but he was
starting to get a little resentful by the dodge.
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She was sitting on his carpet, staring out the window, and
the frown was on the surface now.

“All right, that’s it,” he finally said, sitting cross-legged
next to her. “What’s going on?”

She looked at him, startled. “What do you mean?”

“Something’s upsetting you,” he said. “You're obviously
not happy here.”

“Well, you can’t be happy, either,” she protested.

He felt a cold stab in his chest. “I'm always happy
with you.”

She smiled, then leaned up, kissing him.

He pulled away. “Oh no. I'm not getting sidetracked like
that again.”

“I'm sorry?”

“Baby, I'd make love to you till I was sore,” he said, “but
not when you're just using it to basically distract me. That’s
not fair.”

She sighed. “I'm not. I mean . . .” She took a deep breath.
“I'm sorry that I put you in this position. You're a prisoner in
your own home because of me.”

He sighed. “I had plenty of vacation time coming. It’s not
fantastic,” he said. ““The important part is keeping you safe.”

“No,” she answered, surprising him. “I can’t keep hiding,
Stephen. The more I think about it, the more I realize—you
were right, back in the Compound. When you said that I
was cutting off my life, hiding out. I don’t want to do that.
What’s worse, I don’t want to force the man I love to do that,
just to stay with me.”

“So, what do you want to do?”

She looked at him, her violet eyes huge and liquid.
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“I'm Bianca Cordova, of the house of Tko,” she said sol-
emnly. “I'm not going to pretend I'm not . . . not anymore.”

He smiled, feeling pride warm his heart.

She leaned forward. “And I love you, Stephen Trent,” she
said. “No matter what my name 1s, that doesn’t change. But
my life’s about to get a lot more complicated. . . .”

“I can handle it,” he said. “Just tell me what I can do to
help.”
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Beth walked down the marble corridors, her soft-soled shoes
making only the slightest hushed echo in the vaulted ceil-
ings. In the years of her absence, she’d forgotten how opulent
it was. She’d also forgotten how beautiful the island was. It
made her sad, that so much time had gone by.

She wasn’t running ever again.

She pushed open the door to the royal bedroom suite,
the Queen’s private lair. As she’d suspected, she heard the
Queen’s raised voice.

When Beth’s killing had gone wrong, she had gone back to
the island to get more money, and to regroup. She expected
Beth to try hiding again. She figured she had all the time in
the world to find Beth again, and finally kill her, once and
for all.
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“What do you mean, the damage can’t be repaired?” the
Queen yelled.

Beth saw her in a mirror. The woman was on the phone,
her deformed face contorted with rage. She was so intent on
her conversation that she never saw her stepdaughter walk-
ing toward her.

“Listen, Weissen, you did this to me. You're supposed to
be the best. You'd better goddamn fix it! I look like a hag! A
...afreak!”

There was a pause.

“I do not have a problem! You have the goddamned prob-
lem, if you don't fix this!”” She slammed the phone down, then
threw it at the mirror, shattering it. Then she stood, scream-
ing. “Marisol! Clean this up right now! And get me my—"

She stopped as she took in Beth’s presence. She looked
surprised. Then she smiled, slowly.

“Well, well,” she said, her voice thick with derision. “I see
today isn’t a total waste. I wouldn’t have thought you'd make
it so easy for me.”

“I'm not afraid of you anymore,” Beth said quietly.

“You should be,” her stepmother said, advancing on her.
“T've waited a long time for this moment.”

“So have I,” Beth answered. “I just didn’t know it.”

Beth didn’t move. She waited.

“I could have you killed with a snap of my fingers.” Her
stepmother’s eyes blazed.

Beth didn’t say anything. She simply snapped.

Her stepmother’s misshapen mouth worked silently. When

'!?

she could finally find words, she screamed. “Guards
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Within moments, it seemed, red-uniformed guards filed
in, obviously used to her beck and call.

Her stepmother pointed at Beth. “Kill her!”

They looked at her stepmother, then at Beth. They pulled
out their guns.

Beth turned to them. “You know what to do.”

The head guardsman nodded. Then, without a word, they
flanked her stepmother.

“What are you doing?” the Queen said, her voice shrill.
“I said kill her!”

“She’s a daughter of the blood,” the guardsman said.

“She’s an imposter!”

“She is the image of our Queen. The real Queen,” he an-
swered. “And she approached the prime minister. She’s sub-
mitted a blood test. She i1s Bianca Cordova, true heir of the
throne of Tko.”

Her stepmother lunged for her, claws out. The guards
grabbed her roughly, pinning her arms behind her. Beth
simply stood, watching,.

“I should have done this years ago,” Beth said. “But I was
a child, and I was scared. Everyone was scared of you.”

“You'll be sorry,” her stepmother spat out. “You'll all be
sorry! You can’t do this to me! I am the Queen!”

“You're a traitor,” the head guard said sharply. “You've at-
tempted to kill a member of the royal family, which is trea-
son.” He paused. “A hanging offense.”

Her stepmother went pale. She looked at Beth. “This can’t
be happening.”

“The prime minister is now getting reports that you paid
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to have the King killed,” he added. “Your subjects aren’t
afraid of you anymore . . . Your Majesty.”

His words were ripe with disgust. Beth stared at the
woman in shock.

“You had my father killed?”

Her stepmother finally realized the precarious situation
she was in. She glanced at the guardsmen.

“I have access to the treasury,” she said. “Let me free. |
could make it worth your while . . .”

“You've forced enough guards to be your sexual play-
things,” he said. “I've seen you wreak havoc on my country-
men long enough. You don’t have access to anything. And
you can’t buy your way out of this one.”

She growled in fury. Then she looked at Beth, pleading,
her voice low.

“You wouldn't let this happen to me,” she said. “You're
too good a person.”

Beth stared at her. “If it were just me that you tried to kill,
I'd be happy to let you rot in a cell for the rest of your life.”

Her stepmother half smiled.

“But you killed my father,” she said. “You killed the King.
It’s out of my hands now.”

Beth turned, hearing her stepmother’s curses and howling
as the guardsmen dragged her away.
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The Princess—now Queen—sank her toes into the pris-
tine white sand of the palace’s private beach. The waves that
lapped against the shore were impossibly blue, the wind a per-
fect balmy temperature. She was wearing a small red bikini,
her hair up in a ponytail. There was a sumptuous meal laid
out on a table, beneath a large hanging umbrella. She reclined
on a large white towel, smiling at the setting sun.

“Care for a truffle, Your Majesty?”

She turned to see Stephen, holding a chocolate in his hand.
“You know what the tenets of belief say,” she joked. “Choco-
late 1s decadent, far too sensual. It leads to lust.”

“Damn, I hope so,” Stephen said, lying down next to her,
his black swim trunks already starting to expand with the
length of his erection. He popped the sweet into her mouth.
She closed her eyes, moaning as the rich flavor ribboned across
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her palate. Then he kissed her, melding his complex mascu-
line flavor with the sweetness of the chocolate. The powerful
combination made her skin tingle with anticipation.

“I'm glad you're back,” she whispered, when he pulled away.
“I missed you.”

Stephen smiled, his eyes alight. “I told Randall it was the
last undercover story I was going to write,” he said. “From
now on, I'll do interviews, and in-depth coverage, but I'm
not going to be that far away from you again.”

“You'd think he would’ve been satisfied with the exclusive
story you got on me,” she teased, rolling onto her stomach.
Stephen took another chocolate off of a small plate, placing it
between her lips. She ate it daintily, around a low chuckle.

“That does buy me a lot of leeway,” he said, grinning like
a rascal. The exclusive on the “long-dead” Princess of Tko
had been her idea, and it hadn’t taken much to convince Ste-
phen to go along with it. At least this way, she knew her story
wouldn'’t be butchered.

Still, she squirmed. “I don’t want to take you away from your
writing,” she protested. “T know it's what you love to do.”

“And I'll still do it,” he said. “I may even finally tackle
the book I've been kicking around, but never had the guts
to go for.”

Now, she smiled easily, feeling comforted. “And you think
you'll be okay living here? With me?”

He looked around, gesturing to the magnificent sunset,
the glorious waves, the pristine beach. “Oh, somehow I'll
manage,” he drawled.

“That doesn’t sound too promising,” she joked back. She
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propped herself up on one elbow. “Guess I'll have to con-
vince you.”

With that, she reached behind her, untying the knot that
held up her bikini top. The cloth fell to the towel, leaving her
breasts bare.

He licked his lips, then looked around. “Won't someone
seeus?”

“This is the private palace beach,” she said, reaching down
and shimmying out of her panties. “I told the servants and
guards that no one else is allowed down here until we’re back.
And don’t worry . . . the rain forest makes it impossible for
anyone to see anything.”

He grinned, slipping out of his trunks. His cock emerged,
large and dark with need. “At this point, I don’t even care
who watches,” he said, his eyes alight with wicked promise.
“It’s been two weeks. I want you, woman.”

“Notas much as I want you.” She tackled him, and he rolled
back on the oversized towel, laughing. His laughter stopped
abruptly as she straddled him, her cunt already dripping wet
with need. She lowered herself onto his cock, inhaling sharply
as he filled her. “God, I missed you, Stephen.”

“You'll never have to miss me again,” he groaned, lifting his
hips, plunging inside her. She tossed her head back, arching
her body like a bow handle, swiveling her hips and descending
on his hardness. He groaned as she moved swiftly, rising and
lowering on his shaft, feeling his blunt cock head press against
the inside of her pussy.

She moved faster. His hands held her hips, tugging her to
him, burying himself deeper inside her willing softness, and
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she felt the top of his shaft rubbing against her clit with every
downward thrust. She rubbed at it with her fingers, and he
watched her, his smile slow and mysterious. She rubbed her
breast with her other hand, and he cupped her buttocks,
stroking her, clambering for her.

“Beth, Bianca,” he said in a rush. “I've wanted you every
moment ['ve been away. I want to feel your pussy clench
around me, baby. [ want to fuck you till you don’t know your
own name.”

She moaned in response, feeling the orgasm building.
“Stephen,” she breathed, her hips bucking against him, the
feeling growing from her clit and radiating out from her
pussy to her breasts, and outward. “Oh, Stephen.”

“That’s it,” he encouraged. “Like that. Just like that. Fuck
me, sweetheart. Ride my cock till you come.”

“Stephen!” She felt the orgasm explode around her, and
she pounded against him. He groaned, his hips lifting off
the towel, lifting them both as he thrust inside her with hard,
swift motions. She could feel his ejaculation deep inside her,
and her body shuddered around him. The orgasm rolled
over her and through her, in continuous waves, until she
could barely see or hear. All she could do was feel, and that
was mind-blowing.

She collapsed against his chest, curling up against him.

“I guess you showed me,” he said, with a soft laugh, strok-
ing her back.

She angled her head up, looking in his face. “Don’t mess
with me,” she said. “I'm the Queen.”

“That you are,” he admitted. “Although I've got another
title for you, if you're interested.”
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“Really?” She smirked at him. “What title is that?”

His face was serious. “Wife,” he whispered.

She swallowed, her heart feeling like it was going to ex-
plode with joy.

“What do you say?” he asked, his eyes nervous.

She kissed him, tenderly.

“I'love you,” she answered. “And I say yes.”

“I love you, too,” he said, smiling. He went to the table,
where he’d hidden a black velvet box. He took out a diamond
ring, set in platinum. “Read the inscription.”

She glanced in the band. It held only one word.

Forever.

He slipped the ring on her finger. “I promise I'll do every-
thing I can to make you happy.”

She smiled.

“Happily ever after,” she mused. “I like the sound of that.”
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