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Dedication

For Eileen. Thank you for making these books happen. And if I make you blush on the subway, you might as well get something out of it, right?

Chapter One

Maisy

The bar in the athletes’ village is already hopping, which is funny, because no one’s competed yet. At a glance, it could be any bar in Denver. But if you look closer . . . All those things that look like gin and tonics? Tonic with limes. Everything that would be a rum and Coke in a regular bar? Just Coke. Mostly, people have water. And yet we’re all still hanging out in the bar. Athletes are weird.

If this were another competition, I likely wouldn’t even be out at the bar. Probably tucked away in my room listening to my programs on repeat and checking my costumes for any loose sequins or rhinestones, fixing any rogue ones with my omnipresent sewing kit.

It’s not another competition, though; it’s the Snow and Ice Games which is the competition. It also happens to be the one where I’ll get the chance to see the woman who’s fueled my fantasies for the past four years or so. Of course, everyone else will get to see her, too, and any hopes I have of getting her in my bed again may be for naught. I can’t be the only one who’d like to hook up with her.

And it’s not as though that’s an idle fantasy. No, Blaze actually has quite the rep for being a bit of a libertine. Who can blame her or any of her partners? The woman’s got a body built for sex, she’s insatiable, and while I wouldn’t say she has no standards because that’s not true and also that’s sort of a stupid thing to say anyway, she seems to be able to find the attractiveness in anyone. Men, women, non-binary, they’re all potential partners. The entire world is Blaze Bellamy’s sexual oyster.

I like that she owns her sexuality so very hard, although that’s not really my style. No, that much attention for something as personal, as private, as sex? Makes me queasy. It’s not how the Harpers roll, or so I’ve been told my entire life.

Blend in, don’t make trouble, and for the love of Pete, keep your dirty laundry inside the house. Better yet, pretend you do not even have laundry. There is no dignity in laundry.

I take another sip of my water, conscious of the fact that if they knew where I was, my parents would bristle. Because even going to a bar is asking for attention. I may as well be standing on the corner soliciting sex from passersby. Trying to push the ridiculous notion from my head, I swivel slightly on my bar stool to get a better look at the front door where she’s most likely to make her entrance. Blaze will never use a rear entrance if there’s one that will get her more attention.

Even the thought makes me flush and smile in a nonvoluntary way. Rear entrance. Heh. Blaze actually has no problems with rear entrances . . .

Which is when the door opens, and I see her. It’s hard not to, what with her announcing in her booming, throaty voice, “Let’s set this joint on fire!”

Enough people recognize her that a chorus of hoots and hollers ring out, and then even people who don’t know Blaze get in on it, because that’s the kind of mood people are in. Everyone else is yelling? Cool. I’m going to yell, too. Except I don’t. Prim, proper. I swear to god my indoctrination into the church of politeness has been so complete that I’d stand in the middle of a stampede and apologize to the people attempting to trample me.

I perch on my stool, cross my legs, and lean back against the bar, waiting. Watching. Blaze is getting hugs, kisses, and gropes from all sorts of people—it doesn’t appear to matter to her who—and I follow her with my gaze.

Her hair is longer than last time, although just as unnaturally fiery red. And while basically everyone else is wearing pants because it’s cold outside—not like you can host the SIGs in a tropical location—Blaze is not. Short skirt, really effing short, with a short puffy jacket that emphasizes her narrow waist, her shapely butt, and jeez, those thick thighs that make my mouth water.

Those thighs that four years ago were pressed to the sides of my head while she rode my face and I left bruises on her ass from gripping her so hard. Fuck.

At least she’s had the good sense to wear leggings, although they’re so thin they can’t be doing much in the way of keeping her warm, and—fuck me, hopefully, god, hopefully—cowboy boots, because she can’t even help herself. Who am I to talk? Around her, I can’t help myself, either.

Her smile for everyone else is bright, and her eyes are sparkling with getting so much attention. A true extrovert, she’s fueled by it. Not like me. I tolerate it. It’s part of what I have to deal with if I want to be here, and I do. I’m too reserved to be a media darling by any stretch of the imagination—have, in fact, earned the title of Canada’s Ice Princess from more than one press outlet—but I have handled all the uncomfortable media attention with politeness. And I hope with grace, since my mother has drilled good manners into me and I don’t want to disappoint her. At least more than I already have because I’m an ice skater instead of a doctor or a world-class-research scientist. Something respectable and quiet.

Blaze loves it, though, basks in it, would roll around in it naked if she could. I am in favor of Blaze rolling around naked, but I’d strongly prefer if she did it in my bed. Will she be in my bed? I suppose I could’ve contacted her before now to find out if she’s been harboring the same fantasies I have, but if she hasn’t been—well, I could enjoy the fantasy that she’d say hell yeah for a little longer. Here, if she says no, it’ll be easy enough to find another partner should I want one. You put together thousands of attractive, hardworking people who need to blow off some steam, and you’re basically guaranteed an orgy.

Of course it’s not quite as simple for me as it is for others, what with the whole lesbian thing, but it’s not that hard. There are rumors, and thankfully—in this, at any rate—most of them are true. Even if they’re not, any woman I approach is more likely to be flattered than disgusted. Insofar as people know I have a sex life at all—which I try to prevent knowledge of at all costs—they know I like women.

Another sip of water through my straw. More of my attention riveted to people paying court to Blaze.

It’s funny because the woman isn’t likely to medal, but gets treated like royalty anyhow. Anything, anything to get attention, and all attention is equal—because all attention is good. She’s good enough to be here, certainly, which puts her at the top of any pyramid, but she’s unlikely to make it into that uppermost echelon. Partly because she’s willing to sacrifice winning for showboating, which I’ve never understood. There is no prize worth winning that you can get for being splashed on newspaper front pages, being a centerfold, trending on social media.

Glory in sport and for your country, I understand. It’s an “acceptable” form of attention. Plus Blaze and I both share an affinity for our sports, a love that most people can’t comprehend. I also, unfortunately, understand not being likely to be on the podium. I do well, consistently very well, haven’t had a finish outside of the top ten since before the last SIGs, and 90 percent of the time I’m in the top six. But the top three? I’ve hit it twice, and both times it was third place. Solid, but short of excellent, that’s me.

I don’t comprehend Blaze’s compulsive need for any and all sorts of attention. What I do understand is an Italian bobsledder’s instinct to take Blaze’s butt in a two-handed grasp. Don’t blame him at all, because it is a very, very fine ass. He releases her with a spank, and heaven above, my hand tingles with want.

She turns to see what else she can see, or probably more accurately who, which is when our eyes meet. I don’t bother to wave or do anything else because I know I’ve got her attention. It’s in the way her teeth sink unapologetically into her bottom lip, her eyes get bright and round, and I can see her cleavage rise in her partially unzipped coat.

Yes, Blaze, I’m here. And you know I’m here for you.

Blaze

I’ve been dreaming about this for weeks, and no matter how hot the dreams were—and they were, sometimes I’d wake up with a hand in my pants and I’d have to stroke off before I could get anything else done, like get out of bed—she’s better in real life.

Pretty Maisy Harper with her long shiny black hair and her tawny-beige skin. Shy, sweet, retiring, polite, modest Maisy Harper. Lies, all of it. That’s not fair. Maisy is all of those things out in the world, enough that to people who don’t know any better she can come off as stuck-up or frosty. But behind closed doors? Bossiest, most dominant, and most creative lover I’ve ever had. I’ve had a lot, so that isn’t idle praise.

She’s perched on a bar stool like a delicate bird, all fluffy feathers. Of course she’s dressed sensibly and in a way that’s not at all meant to show off her shape. But I know what she’s got going on under those layers, and I want it. All that smooth skin the shade of topaz, the perfect ripe curve of her tits, her pert ass, and Christ, those legs that look slim but that could snap a person’s neck between them if that person were lucky enough to have their head between her thighs. Yeah, that’s what I remember about Maisy goddamn Harper, and apparently my cunt remembers her, too, because it’s getting wet at the thought of her, those slices of memories from that drunken night and the days that followed.

I could wait, play coy, but . . . pfft. As if I do that. It’s a good look for Maisy, but it would be obvious pretty damn fast that it’s a poor fit for me.

There are dozens of people between me and her, but I’m not going to let that stop me. I put a hand to Giorgio’s firm chest and give him a push. He backs up with a laugh, and some sweet mumbled nothings in Italian. If Maisy’s not looking for a repeat of the last SIGs, Giorgio’s are some pants I wouldn’t mind getting into.

But the way she hasn’t broken our stare, the way she’s sitting still like a queen waiting for her subject to crawl to her—and fuck is that tempting, but it would embarrass Maisy too much, so I’ll stay on my feet. Still, I’ll allow myself to be reeled in by her look. It’s a crooked, come-hither finger in eye-fucking form, and my blood is flowing already. To my tits, my clit, and my pussy. My body is ready.

Swear to god if she doesn’t take me back to her suite, I’m leaving with someone else and fucking their brains out, even if I’m thinking of lovely Maisy Harper when I do. Giorgio probably wouldn’t be all that insulted if I called out her name instead of his. If he even understood. His English isn’t top notch, but who needs English when your tongue can work around the lush syllables of Italian? If he can do that with words, I’d love to see what he could do to my lady parts. I’ll take a man proficient in cunnilingus over English any day.

But for now, I’ve got my sights set on Maisy.

I stalk through all the athletes in their track suits and their street clothes, moving people when I need to. If they’re smart or if they’ve ever seen me on the track, they won’t get in my way. Short track speed skating is like roller derby on ice, and I’m not shy of using those skills off the rink, either—especially because there’s no worry here about getting disqualified. In my not-so-humble opinion, it’s a criminally underrated sport. Fast-paced with crashes and drama, it’s abbreviated NASCAR on skates, and what is not to love about that? Nothing, which is part of the reason I angle for so much press attention. More people should love short track. Hell, all people should love short track.

Finally I’ve made it across the bar and find myself so close to Maisy that I catch a whiff of her scent over the new construction odors and human smells of so many bodies in a close space. Satsuma. Sweet little oranges. It’s not perfume, because it’s a thin blanket over her whole body. I’ve tasted it on the insides of her elbows, the bottom of her ribcage, the swell of her hipbone, the inside of her knee, and in that sweet crease between thigh and labia. Never ceases to make my mouth water, and it’s watering for her. I want to sink my teeth into that slim, strong body and suck so hard on her smooth skin I leave marks on the few places her sequined and rhinestoned costumes will cover.

I reach out for her denim-clad knees, take them in my hands, and use the joints to unhook her crossed legs and spread them so I can make my way between her thighs. I know she’s strong, but they feel like twigs compared to my own tree trunks. A little fragile, but that makes it all the hotter when she takes control. It’s not about physically overpowering me. It’s about my worship of her.

Sliding my hands up her thighs, I reach her hips and squeeze, pressing my pelvis against hers, and then I do the same with my mouth. Meeting her lips, I can’t help how my grip migrates up to her waist, her biceps, her neck, and into her raven-black hair, which is smooth and shiny in a shampoo-model way. Who did she sell her soul to for this hair? It was a bargain.

Maisy seems to forget herself for a second because she kisses me back. Her legs wrap around my waist, and her slim arms come around my ribcage, making me groan into her mouth because we’re even closer now. She responds with a swirl of her tongue that makes my knees weak, but as soon as it begins it’s over.

When she separates us, I know why. It’s because a cheer has gone up, and most if not the entire room is staring at us. I hadn’t heard the roar of the crowd because of the hot buzz going through my head of having Maisy in my arms, in my mouth, being able to breathe in the scent of her. And now that I can hear it . . . it’s not that the stares and the whispers don’t bother me. They do. But my response to that shit has always been a rather firm fuck you, and doing whatever caused the scandal twice as passionately, with twice as many people, for twice as long. That is not Maisy’s style.

Four fucking years it’s been since the last time I saw her, and I curse every time I cracked open my email to get in touch with her and didn’t. Who am I kidding? She probably wouldn’t have gotten back to me because that’s not what we do. Or everything would’ve gone to shit and now I’d be making out with Giorgio instead of her, while watching her maybe flirt in her subtle way with some other woman. Except I doubt she’d be in a bar to do it. Better this way. And in the meantime, I haven’t had to worry about who I’ve fucked and dated or how. Maisy . . . she’s the monogamous type, and that was something she’d demanded during our last whirlwind . . . courtship’s not the right word, but indulgence might be.

We’d both been raw from the loss of victories we’d practically been able to taste—barely out of medal contention, no flowers or podiums for us—so we drowned ourselves in gin cocktails and each other. That’s how we’d met. Sitting in a bar not all that different from this one, and after having three or four too many, making out in the bar, in the streets of Sapporo, in the SIG village, and finishing up with a night of debauchery in my room.

We could’ve woken up apologetic and regretful, heads full of hammers and mouths full of cotton. She could’ve snuck out never for me to see again, but no. We’d showered together and spent the remaining three days before the closing ceremony having all the sex we could. She only asked one thing: that I fuck only her until we left. Which was easy enough.

We gorged ourselves on hedonism, and between that and finally getting to see some of the other events and enjoy the local food, I didn’t have time to screw anyone else. Nor did I really have the urge to. I mean, sure, other people turned my head because it’s three thousand athletes in a very small space, not to mention the locals and the staff, and the . . . yeah, basically everyone. Some good eye candy, and pickings for a bedmate or three. But I never wanted them as much as I wanted more of Maisy. It was an easy choice.

If she’s going to let me make it again, I will. I’ve already walled off other possibilities, unless she gives her permission, or if she, holy dear god, wanted someone to join us for a night? But I doubt it. Maisy may be a wild child in bed, but she’s picky about whom she allows to see her that way. And she picked me. Perhaps because she knows I won’t—can’t—judge. I wouldn’t judge her, but I bet that’s something she worries about. I don’t know why exactly Maisy’s such a prude about this, but she is. I’ll bet she’s worrying now, because we had a pretty serious lip-lock in front of a shit ton of people. I don’t even really know if she’s out. Mostly she seems to have convinced people she skates and doesn’t exist otherwise, so maybe they don’t think she has sex, never mind considering with whom she might have it.

Her wide-set narrow eyes have gone rounder as she looks around, and a flush is high on her cheeks. And here I was trying not to embarrass her. It’s not something I’m super good at, given that it’s not something I think about a whole lot. Anymore, anyway, having adopted the suck-it approach. But I should, because Maisy’s not like me and I don’t want her to feel bad. Maybe more, I don’t want her not to want me.

I can fix this, sort of, so I do, in the best way I know how. Say low in her ear, “I’ll text you my room, meet me there in an hour? I’m going to make a scene now, so you probably want to sneak out.”

There’s a crisp nod which I can tell because of the wisps of hair that brush against my face. She hasn’t shellacked them down with her body weight’s worth of hair spray the way she does for competitions, so they’re soft.

Then I’m drawing away from her and turning to the crowd, most of whom are still looking at us. Can’t blame them, I’d sure as hell like video footage of that myself because I bet it was hot as hell. That not being an option, I would like a repeat. And another, and another. One way to help get that is to draw attention to myself and away from Maisy. So I plaster that ne’er-do-well look on my face, and raise my voice. “Who’s next? Line forms here!”

And hot damn if Giorgio’s not the first one planting himself in front of me with that charming-ass grin. Yes, I kiss him, tugging his mouth down to mine, but there’s no tongue, only a good-natured, pleasurable meeting of mouths, and it’s the same for body after body. It does give me a thrill when I see Maisy sliding out the front door, and she looks over her shoulder, mouthing “later.”

You bet your ass later.

Chapter Two

Maisy

Blaze goddamn Bellamy. Actually, her name is Bernadette. Which is the most ill-fitting thing I’ve ever heard. Bernadette is someone’s grandma, or maybe a waitress in a backwater diner. She’s far more a Blaze than a Bernadette or even a Bernie. She’s certainly set me aflame.

When’s the last time I made out in a bar? Not since the last time I was with Blaze in Sapporo, that’s when. That kind of public display is not something I do. I don’t think I saw my parents ever hold hands or kiss in public . . . maybe not even in our home? When I’m away from them and training, I loosen up a bit, but I never make out with someone in a bar. And yet when it comes to her . . . That’s okay. I’ll have her my way shortly.

It’s been fifty-five minutes since I left her kissing other people at the village bar. How many people could Blaze kiss in fifty-five minutes? Is she still kissing them or has she allotted some travel time to get back to her room?

I want to be bothered by it—the sight of her lips on other people’s—but I’m not. Not turned on by it really, because voyeurism and sharing have never been my kinks, but it was a gesture. She was trying to make things better because she knew I’d be uncomfortable about what had transpired. She was right, and I won’t be angry at her for handling it the way she did. Got the job done, for sure. Also, it’s Blaze being Blaze. Her body is her currency and she uses it to trade for what she wants. As a fellow athlete, I get it. It’s what we have to offer the world.

It’s not the way I choose to trade mine, and my first reaction to her stunts is always teenage wrinkled-nose disgust. Like, ew, who does that? But my grandma told me once that the first thing that comes into your head is what you’ve been taught, it’s what comes next that’s what you believe. My grandma was a pretty smart lady, and I like to think—despite raising my dad who did not inherit her wisdom—she knew what she was talking about.

The thing is, we all get conditioned. We all have knee-jerk responses. One of mine is to judge other women—and harshly—for how they choose to use their bodies. More grown-up Maisy, the one who isn’t afraid to wear a FEMINIST shirt to practice and thinks slut-shaming is some misogynistic hooey—that’s who I choose to believe I am for real, and that’s the one I listen to as I head over to the suite Blaze texted me.

It’s not easy to ignore the voices in my head, the ones telling me I shouldn’t call attention to myself, that I shouldn’t even be seen with a girl like Blaze, never mind be involved with her. I shouldn’t appear to have a private life at all, and if I have to, couldn’t it be with some nice, respectable man instead of a flashy lesbian lover? Too bad and oh well. I shove the echoes down, put my head down into the wind, and walk.

She’s a few buildings over from me, but not so bad in the scale of the village. Not too far for a late-night booty call if it comes to that, and it might, because even now my belly’s glowing with the aftermath of that kiss. Reckless, yes, but even had the room been empty, I think I would’ve had heat coursing through me. Hell, if the room had been empty, I find it unlikely we would’ve stopped at a kiss.

It’s possible I stopped by my own room, picked up a few things, and while I was there stroked myself off while thinking of banging Blaze for the first time in four years. Will she be as good as I remember? Or better? Better might render me useless but at the volume my libido is crying out for her, I’d probably be useless anyhow. Only way to douse this fire is to let it consume me, perhaps leave me a crackling pile of charcoal.

Blaze

There’s a knock at my door, but I don’t even reach it before the door is opening and Maisy is striding through. So that’s how we’re going to play this? Fine with me.

She shuts and locks the door behind her, trusting I’ve made arrangements with my roommate, which I have, because I’m not a dumbass. I expect—want—for her to stalk across the room, take my face in her hands, and kiss me for all she’s worth, not even saying a word. She doesn’t, though, just leans against the door, her arms crossed behind her back, staring at me.

I’d like to imagine she’s clasping her elbows because her hands are itching and if she doesn’t put someone’s flesh in them, she’s going to lose her mind. This is how she’s holding herself back.

“Ground rules. If you want to do this, we’re only fucking each other while we do. I know you’re not the monogamous type, and that’s fine, so if you want to sleep with other people, we can be done, no hard feelings.”

She blinks at me, her gaze expectant, and her posture a little unsure. Does she think I’m going to turn down that offer? Yeah, on a day-to-day basis, I’m not inclined to be a one-lay kinda girl, but Maisy’s not your everyday fuck. I’d have to think about it long and hard if this were a marriage proposal, because I’ve always considered myself poly even if I haven’t had a whole lot of time to put that into practice, but it’s not. I don’t think? But people have SIG spouses. I could roll with that.

“You mean for the duration of the SIGs?”

Maisy nods, a crisp short thing while she keeps holding onto her elbows. She does, however, draw the spike heel of her boot up the door behind her until her knee is jutting out. It makes me want to walk up to her, grab that knee, and hitch it up to my hip. Rock my pelvis against her and kiss her, thoroughly.

“Yes. I’m leaving in the afternoon the day following the closing ceremony. Think you can make it through three weeks of fidelity? Or do you anticipate getting bored after a day or two?”

She looks way less nervous now, downright ballsy, actually, as if she knows there’s no way I’m going to say no and if I’m stupid enough to, it’s my loss. I may be reckless, but I’m not a moron.

It’s fun to tease her, though, so I lift a shoulder. “I mean, I guess I can handle it. If you make it worth my while.”

Maisy shakes her head, her top teeth sinking into the side of her bottom lip. “Oh, just you wait, Blaze. Just you wait. Which reminds me of my next and last stipulation.”

“What’s that?” There are very few things that would make me say no to her, especially at this point when I’ve been waiting for what feels like days of walking through the desert, and there she is, a tall drink of water. Well, not so tall, because she’s shorter and slighter than I am, but my god, her sex is the only thing that’s going to quench my thirst.

“Be careful where you mark me, and I’ll do the same. Nothing that can show outside our uniforms.”

I narrow my eyes and cock my head. “Well, that’s not exactly an even trade now, is it?”

My uniform covers basically everything but my face, and she knows it. Her costumes, on the other hand, don’t leave me much to work with. In return, she shrugs. “I didn’t say it was fair, I said it was something you had to agree to. So do you or not? Because I’d really rather be taking your clothes off than leaning against this door. And you know you don’t want me standing like this for so long my fingers go numb.”

No, I do not. I know what she can do with those slim, dexterous fingers, and I don’t want those abilities compromised in any way. If I only get one lover for three weeks, then dammit she better be at her best.

I walk toward her until we’re nearly touching, raise a hand to grasp her neck, and hold her still, but she tuts at me. “Ah-ah. No touching until you’ve agreed to the conditions.”

There’s a growl in my throat, and I grind out my question. “Do I need to sign a contract or will a verbal agreement be good enough, Your Highness?”

“A verbal agreement will suffice. I’ve never known you to break your word. But—” Oh my god, will she get this over with? I can smell her, that satsuma smell mixed with the subtle musk of her arousal, because she wants me and is toying with me now. She’s a cat, I’m her mouse, and she can bat me around all she likes, but if she could get to the actual batting instead of having me pinned here by her evil paw, that’d be great. “If you’d rather have a pen and paper document, I’m sure I could have one drawn up.”

I bark a laugh, but it’s smothered by her finger over my mouth. “Also, I like that. Your Highness. For right now, that’s what you’ll call me.”

Christ. I’m pretty switchy—mostly I like to play, feel things, anything, and it doesn’t matter so much where on the spectrum I’m doing it from—but there aren’t many people I’d go that far down the subby line for. But for Maisy? Anything.

“Yes, Your Highness, I acquiesce to your demands.” My voice is a verbal curtsey, so pretty and polite it kills me.

“Very good,” she pronounces with an upward tip of her chin that makes her look downright regal. Then she’s grabbing me by my shirt and yanking me down to kiss, wrapping her booted calf around me to draw me in closer, closer until as much of me is touching her as humanly possible.

Maisy

Blaze calling me “Your Highness” made something inside me squeeze hot. As if I needed anything else to get my motor running. I want her so bad I’m practically vibrating with it, although she’s clutching me so hard, there’s no need to fear shaking apart.

It doesn’t take long for our kiss to go from a reacquaintance of our lips to a filthy-as-sin intimation of the sex we’re going to be having in short order. Hot, wet, desperate, and oh so delicious. She must’ve been chewing gum, or brushed her teeth before I got here, because there’s the subtle trace of mint on her tongue as I sweep mine against it. Not that I’d object if she tasted like herself, but I appreciate the gesture.

Blaze is . . . a lot to take in. She’s taller than I am, with her bright hair, broad shoulders, thick thighs, loud voice, and pushy attitude. I like her precisely the way she is, but it still takes me a minute to acclimate to all of her. Lucky for me, she likes it when I’m in control. It means she lets me anchor her against me with my leg wrapped around her so I can explore her with my hands, my mouth, and take her in one detail at a time, all the while plastering myself to her because I can’t stand not to touch her now that I’ve been granted permission.

I suck on her tongue and lick at her in the same way I’d like to do to another part of her anatomy—okay, basically all of her, but a few places in particular—and realize I’m still grasping a fistful of her shirt. And why, when she shouldn’t be wearing clothes at all?

I use that handful of leverage to shove her away after dropping my foot, and we stand there, facing off, breathing hard, like wrestlers who’ve been called off each other but are keen to go at it again. It’s been four years since our last bout and I’m eager for our rematch.

“Clothes off, I don’t want a stitch on you.”

She pulls a face I’m hoping is only a reflection of how much she’d rather be pawing at me than taking even a minute away to disrobe. But who am I kidding, Blaze is a pro at getting naked, and she’s done in thirty seconds flat. Helps that I think she might pick out her clothes with easy removal in mind. If there’s a woman out there more brazen than Blaze, I haven’t met her.

Then she’s there, all skin, and god, her build is incredible. Muscles for days, her abs are carved out of the plane of her stomach, and fucking hell those thighs. Those thick thighs I have every intention of sinking my teeth into, marking and bruising from how hard I’m going to suck at her skin. Of course, she’s got some bruises already because she wouldn’t be Blaze without giving something her all, and “all” includes her body. She’s probably been practicing hard, and like mine, her sport involves a lot of involuntary contact with ice. Not exactly a soft landing, especially when you’re going at the velocities we are. At least the boards are padded on the short track. Not so in figure-skating, but we’re unlikely to smash into them, whereas for short track competitors, it’s a fact of life.

All those bruises—they’re badges of honor, evidence of playing hard, and if she’s like me, she probably looks at them in the mirror, savors them. She’s one of the few people I feel comfortable telling precisely how much I admire those marks that turn from red to purple to blue and then fade into a greenish yellow before melting away entirely. I don’t think many people understand how much they satisfy. But Blaze gets it, might enjoy them more than I do.

She’s so gorgeously muscled, a powerful woman who is so not afraid of being “too bulky.” What the fuck even is that? She looks badass and like she could bench press two of me, and . . . maybe I’ll ask her to later, for kicks. I love her bulk, enjoy how brawny she is. And I’m in awe of her big attitude made flesh and how unapologetic she is about it. You want me to do what I do? This is how I do it, and I’m not even sorry. How dare you suggest I should be? I am hot shit and you should be so lucky as to get even a piece of this.

I am lucky.

“Look at you.”

It could be my imagination, but I could swear the faintest flush lights up the rise of her cheeks. Blaze Bellamy blushes? I think not for everyone, though. Only for me. The thought is . . . exciting, and turns up my desire for her to eleven.

With a jut of my chin and a placement of my hands on my hips, I tell her, “Turn around.”

She does as she’s been bid, and as she does it, I get to see a profile of that cut torso, her ridiculous ass, and yeah, the contour of exactly how built her thighs are, which makes me want them around my head while I taste her and make her scream, because you better believe Blaze is a screamer. Nothing is quiet about her, except right now. Right now, she’s my puppet to be told what to do and she gives me her back in silence.

Her powerfully built back, proud shoulders, heart-shaped ass, and well-developed legs. I stare at her for a minute because I can, and finally she looks at me over her shoulder. “Get your fill?”

“Of looking at your incredible body? No. But I can do it some more after you’re lying comatose in your bed because I’ve fucked all sense and reason or even upright mobility out of you.”

Surprise jolts her expression but only until she smooths it out, and then she gets that look on her face. The one that tells me sass is coming. “Are you secretly an agent from South Korea?”

“No.” I make my vowel broad, a caricature of what people think of as a Canadian accent. “I’m from Canada. Born and bred.”

Instead of repenting, her eyes narrow and she cocks her head. “You sure you haven’t been hired by the Dutch?”

“Positive. Ca-nay-dee-enn. Maple syrup, moose, hockey, poutine, Mounties. Canadian, eh?”

“Okay, but speaking of Mounties . . .”

That earns her a laugh.

“Fine, impatient one.” I walk by her, my boots clacking on the floor, and smack her ass on my way by. “Get over here.”

Chapter Three

Blaze

Maisy. Maisy Harper. Maisy in my room, Maisy in my bed, and so goddamn soon, Maisy in my mouth.

She’s stalked over to my bed, but not like a giant or a dude would stalk. More how a leopard would stalk its prey. But she’s better than a leopard, and she knows it. It’s as if she’s a leopard who is so damn certain she’s going to get what she wants, she turns her back on her prey and is waiting for it to follow her—which I do, oh yes, I fucking do. She wants to rake me with her claws? Sink her teeth into my throat? By all means.

Maisy gestures me onto the bed and I go without comment or complaint. It’s nice, in a way, even as it’s frustrating. I don’t need to impress her, I don’t need to mouth off, I don’t need to beg for attention because I already have it, but sometimes that leaves me wondering what exactly I can do for her. She doesn’t want me for the reasons so many people often do.

Which is made blindingly obvious as she turns her back on me to strip, ignoring the alluring pose I’m in. After so many photo shoots, you bet your ass I know how to show off my body to its best advantage. I look like a fucking cover model, because I’ve been one. She pays me no attention at all as she strips off her sweater, the shirt underneath, and goddamn her, a completely unnecessary bra.

Yes, it’s been four years, but I remember Maisy’s body like I was with her yesterday. Possibly because I totally got myself off while thinking about being with her yesterday. Have most days since our binge on debauchery four years ago. Her tits are small, but delicious, with these tight brown nipples I could lick and suck, and yeah, bite all frigging day if she let me. She wouldn’t, because Maisy likes people to have some goddamn control, herself most of all.

Did she wear a bra because she always wears a bra and she can’t imagine going out in public without one? Or did she wear it because it’s pretty, a lacey thing in pewter grey? Regardless, she doesn’t do a strip tease with it, doesn’t fling it at me, though I’d fucking put it to my nose and smell it because it’s been lucky enough to be against her skin for hours. It’ll have that sweet satsuma smell, be warm from her body heat. Thinking about it is making my mouth water.

She bends down to zip off her boots and then straightens to shimmy out of her jeans, and then she’s standing there, all slim and strong and perfect except for a bruise blooming on her thigh. She fell. I can’t be worried about it. If athletes freaked over everyday bruises like that, we’d never put aside the coddling long enough to fuck. Or to do what it is we were meant to do. Skate. The skating’s for later, though. Right now it’s the sex.

Her underwear that matches her discarded bra clings alluringly to her ass as she bends once again, this time to roll down her knee socks—fuck it all, the woman is wearing knee socks—and I want to ask her to keep them on. How delicious would she be in some thigh highs? Silky thigh-high stockings, a satin or brocade corset, and no underwear? Put a crop in her hand and I’d follow her anywhere. Not that she needs any of that to make me drool over her, but I wouldn’t be sad. Would Maisy do that, though? Play dress-up? Or is she so very straitlaced that she’d be self-conscious and it wouldn’t be fun for her? I’m not going to ask her to keep the socks on, though I do make a note to ask her about the possibility of thigh-highs for later. This right now is her show, and she can run it as she sees fit. Which at the moment involves hooking thumbs into the waistband of her underwear and sliding them over her barely curved hips and thighs. The sight of her bare ass, and as she bends down an enticing glimpse at her core, which I could swear is swollen and slick already—have mercy on my soul—makes me bite my fist.

Bare. She’s bare, the better to lick her, taste her, bury my face between her legs and make use of my mouth. And because she needs a finishing touch, she grabs the elastic holding her ponytail back, pulls it from her long locks, and shakes her hair like she’s in a shampoo commercial. She ought to be; I’d buy that shit by the gallon.

Finally she turns, setting her small hands on her hips, and gives me the pleasure of her gaze. She smirks, and I realize I’ve still got my fist in my mouth. I’d be embarrassed, but what for? She knows I’m a sexual creature, knows I want her, knows some of the plans I have in mind for when I finally get her. No secrets here. It’s not a cruel smirk, though my cunt tightens with the thought about if it were. Christ. There aren’t many people I’d crawl for, let myself be humiliated for, and enjoy every goddamn second of it, but I wouldn’t mind being tortured by Maisy.

“Still got a bit of an oral fixation, I see.”

I sink my teeth into my hand harder before nodding and letting go, showing her the teeth marks. Her eyes glint as her smirk spreads into a grin.

“You do that while I’m sitting on your face and we’re going to have a serious talk.”

A garbled noise escapes me because words aren’t my strong suit in the first place, never mind when Maisy’s replaced every thought in my brain with sex. Any flirtatious eloquence I might muster when I’m doing press or picking someone up in a bar or wherever else has gone out the window, and I can only think of one thing I want to do with my mouth.

Thank god she doesn’t make me wait, but shoves me onto my back with a firm grip on my shoulder, and there’s absolutely no ceremony before she’s straddling my chest, using her hands for balance against the wall, and ordering me to shift down.

She doesn’t need to ask me twice.

I fling the pillow aside, scootch until I think my mouth is about where her pussy’s going to end up when she sinks down. I reach for her ass, fully expecting her to tut at me and tell me to sit on my hands because I’m going to make her come with only my mouth, but she doesn’t. Maybe she’s cautious because this is perhaps pushing it—push me—for a first time after four years. I wouldn’t mind, but I’m also not going to argue against getting my hands on her.

Smooth skin, muscles like steel cables underneath, and I’m careful not to dig the pads of my fingers into where she’s bruised. Maisy’s never struck me as much of a masochist—aside from being an athlete, anyhow. That in and of itself is asking for punishment.

I don’t dare guide her, but let my hands be pressed down. My elbows meet the mattress as I cup her butt and finally, finally, I get to smell her up close. It’s that satsuma smell mixed with the musky scent of desire, sex to be had, and when my tongue gets to connect the dots between what my brain is anticipating what she’ll taste like and what she actually does, it’s so good, I groan, and flex my hands.

I take a deep breath, inhaling the fragrance of all the coming debauchery, and then set to work as she lowers herself farther. Enough to make me feel trapped underneath her, utterly at her service and her mercy; not so far to suffocate me, and leaving room for me to maneuver to please her. Which I start to. Beginning at the sweet crease between her thigh and her cunt, I lick, kiss, and softly bite, taking the bare and swollen flesh between my teeth and applying pressure, working my way toward her clit.

It’s not hard to know when I find it, because she lets out a gaspy “Yes,” and rocks her hips, pressing herself harder against my tongue. So I lap with broad, flat strokes, tease with narrow glancing licks, suckle and bite until she’s downright grinding herself against me, and my whole world is her. Any part of me that’s not in contact with her, that isn’t experiencing her, may as well not exist. She floods my senses, and while it’s difficult to hear with her thighs bracketing my head, I can make out her words.

“God, yes, Blaze. That’s it. Right there. Suck me, sweetheart, come on.”

I’m no one’s sweetheart, but hell if I don’t want to be hers, especially at this very moment, so I do as I’ve been told and take her clit into my mouth, nibble and suck, tongue and worry at her with my teeth until she’s gasping and she gathers up a handful of my hair in a fist and holds me there, riding me for all she’s worth. It is in no way polite, and I love that I’ve made her forget herself so completely that she’s abandoned all pretense of being made of elegance and modesty. Nope, right now, she’s relishing my mouth on her cunt, so much that I swear she’s banging an open palm against the wall. Sorry, not sorry, neighbors.

After what seems like a delicious eternity of working her with my mouth, she starts to make these short, hiccuppy sounds that tell me she’s close, oh so close, and I hold her even tighter, not controlling her speed or even trying to, but holding on for dear life. My own hips have started to buck, mimicking hers, and my own internal muscles clench in wanting. But Maisy’s going to get hers before I get anything at all, so I spend a few more perfect seconds suckling at her hard and then I’ve got her. She lets out a cry and holds perfectly still for a long second, and I can feel it, the pulse of climax taking her over. When the first beat is through, she starts her rocking again, scoring every bit of her orgasm, riding it out on my face, and Christ, it almost makes me come myself. Almost.

I let her do what she will, use me until she’s gleaned every ounce of pleasure she can, and then, thighs shaking, she rolls off me, wedges herself between my body and the wall.

“Fucking single beds,” she mutters, and it makes me laugh. Prissy Maisy Harper has a mouth like a merchant marine in the minutes leading up to orgasm, and a precious few afterward. I shift a bit to make as much room for her as I can without falling out of the narrow bed myself. Luckily, she’s a wisp of a thing so we can lie side by side without having to cuddle, which isn’t so much a thing we’ve done. Wake up with tangled limbs after a long night of getting each other off? Absolutely. A little affectionate stroking after an energetic fuck? Sure. But cuddling is a strong word, and we’re both spent. Okay, she’s spent, and I need a breather after that marathon mouth-fucking. And in the not-so-distant future, I’m going to need to get off one way or another, because you could probably stick a spigot in me and the horniness would come pouring right out. My whole body is humming with it, feeling hot and swollen and desperate. God, so desperate. Especially when she stretches her lithe body out like a cat’s and sighs her contentment. That’s all well and good, but in a few minutes, I’m going to need those claws.

Maisy

I thought I’d remembered what a good lay Blaze was, but I’d remembered wrong. She’s better, god, so much better. That was the best orgasm I’ve had in . . . fine, since the last SIGs. The tension that’s been coiling in me for years, and in particular for the past few months, winding tight for the past few weeks, and squeezing me like a boa constrictor for the past few days has all unwound . . . onto Blaze Bellamy’s insanely talented tongue.

Wow, does it seem unfair that a person can be a world-class athlete and really fucking good at giving ladyhead, but some of us are just lucky. Me, for example. For getting to have Blaze all to myself in my bed. Fine, her bed. Doesn’t matter, don’t care. I could really use a nap.

I think I do, in fact, fall asleep, because next thing I know, I’m opening my eyes with groggy blinks, still feeling like jelly loosely sculpted into human form. My hands are above my head and feel like disembodied lead. I’ve been here long enough for them to have fallen asleep. Poor Blaze. She must be—

Shift. Shift.

Tiny movements beside me, the kind that a person might make if they’re desperately horny but trying not to wake their bedmate up. That might’ve been a little cruel. She really didn’t have to wait for me to wake up. I would’ve understood, maybe even have been flattered if she’d insisted that I get her off before I collapsed, although I think she’ll be happy with the result. I won’t be anywhere near falling asleep when I go to work on her now, which is what I fully intend to do as soon as I get the feeling back in my hands. Going to need those.

So I do my own shift, shift, languid stretch, pretending not to notice that she’s conscious. She’s so much fun to tease. God knows she’s teased me enough in the past several months, though she wouldn’t even know it. Every magazine shoot, every press appearance, every new scandal she’s stirred up, god, everything. I’ve had my eye on her, and every time I see her, my hands have itched for the feel of her, my mouth’s watered for the taste of her, and yeah, my pussy has clenched with the memories of exactly how good she is in bed. It’s maybe a titch unfair to take that out on her now, but all’s fair in love and smoking hot girl sex.

When I’m ready, I turn onto my side, and Blaze is lying there, her hair bright and unnaturally red spiking out over the bleach white pillow. It’s too long. She’s trying super hard to look serene, but serene fits Blaze like an elephant fits in a shoebox. Never going to happen, shouldn’t even try. But I’ll take it, because she’s trying so hard. Like a puppy you’re attempting to train who is technically sitting but is basically wagging with her whole body. Yes, I might torment her, but I’d never intentionally make her wait so long to get hers. But maybe now that we can be together for the duration—and by “duration” I mean duration of the SIGs—I can toy with her. For now, though, she’s been a good girl and I’ll reward her accordingly.

I lever up, get on my knees, and press the soles of my feet and my back against the wall. Blaze keeps her mouth shut but looks at me with a question on her face. Pretty isn’t quite the word for her, but I like that’s she’s not delicate. She can’t be and kick the kind of ass she does, and I like that she can butch it up, and god help me for getting myself off as much as I did when she did a fashion spread in an entertainment magazine about dressing dapper for women. High-waisted tweed pants, a button-down shirt that must not have closed quite right because it was open over a thin ribbed tank, her breasts hugged by suspenders of all things, and topped off by a newsboy cap.

I’d wanted her so bad, I’d almost broken my rule and contacted her. But stupidly, hadn’t. Held back by not knowing if she’d want me, also not really having the time to go to her if I did, and worst of all, letting my parents’ voices sing loud in my head.

In some ways them being so repressed makes it easier on me—we never talk about sex, so I don’t have to hear about how that’s another way I don’t fit into the template they’d made for me. I keep the few partners I do have on the down low because it wouldn’t matter if I’d met the most perfect and wonderful woman on the earth—they wouldn’t like her. And they really wouldn’t like Blaze.

No time for regrets, though. What it’s time for is sinking my fingers into her and attempting to make her come half as hard as she’d made me.

“Head that way, hips in my lap.”

She gives me a wut look, but doesn’t ask for clarification, merely scrambles to do what she thinks I want when I cock an eyebrow at her. Smart girl.

For someone so adept at using her body, she’s not graceful getting into the position I’ve asked her to, but it’d be hard for anyone in the best of circumstances. Finally, she’s got her legs spread over my lap, her ass snugged between my thighs, and her fingers laced behind her head.

I shake my head because she’s so damn exquisite. How does a girl get abs like that? I mean, I know the answer: hours upon hours, days heaped upon days, month after month, year following year of busting her ass, but I suspect even if we followed exactly the same training regimen that I could never shape my body into something like this. Not that she’d seemed to mind earlier.

Resting my hands on either side of her waist, I stroke the muscles, steel under the silk of her skin. They clench under my touch, rippling with power and her legs tighten in a grip around my thighs.

“That tickles.”

“Don’t care.” I do, very much, and if she’d asked me to stop, I would, but she didn’t. I think she enjoys being toyed with some. She lies there with about as much patience as she can muster while I touch her, sliding my hands over her stomach, up her ribcage to thumb and pinch her nipples before gliding back to those ridiculous thighs of hers, all the way down to cup her calves and caress behind her knees with a couple of fingertips, a move that makes her mewl and squirm. I could be nice, get it over with, but I don’t want to be nice right now. I’ve been waiting for this, and if she changes her mind tomorrow and decides she wants to fuck half the SIG village, well then, I’d like to know I took my best shot at getting my fill.

Up and down, up and down, touching her wherever and however I please, making her muscles bunch and flex, her hips bucking and rolling, pleading with me to pay attention to the promised land between her legs.

Not. Yet.

I can tell by the swell and strain of her biceps that she must be gripping her hair in fists behind her head. That or digging her short nails into the back of her skull, and yet she keeps them there without me even having asked. I like it.

I like, too, her breathlessness, the way she pants and gets red high on her checks. Nowhere near the shade of her hair of course, but edging closer with every minute I torment her. Her eyes—when they’re open—are a brackish greenish-blueish-brownish and glossy with frustrated desire. Which might explain her reaction when I finally deign to slip a finger over her clit.

She jerks as though I’ve electrocuted her and her eyes fly open, and out of her mouth comes this incredible noise. Not quite orgasmic, but damn close. My touch is both a reprieve and a foil, and the sounds she’s making seem on the verge of sobs. Music to my ears, making this incredible woman feel this much, and having her beg me to make her feel more. Always more. Blaze is a bottomless pit, and I’m suddenly struck by worry that I’m not up for the weeks of this I’ve signed up for. What if I’m not enough for her?

For as much as I’ve been told I’m too much—to quiet down, to not draw so much attention to myself, to keep bits of myself under wraps entirely—I’ve also been told I’m not enough. If I insist on making a spectacle of myself, at least I could have the decency to be the best. Trophies and medals line the walls of my parents’ house, but not the medal. Maybe this time?

But that’s a worry to have later. For now, I’ll do my best to fulfill the promise of the teasing I’ve been doing for the past half an hour, and break open the dam that I’ve been building the tension behind.

I edge my finger back to gather up some moisture, slick it back over that swollen and sensitive part of her until she’s clenching her eyes closed and biting her lip, pressing her hips toward me because she wants more, so much more.

“Greedy thing,” I say, and it breaks her.

She smiles, arching her back. “You know it.”

Which is when I move from teasing her with the slick glide of my fingers over and around that tight bundle of nerves to the entrance to her very core, which is so tight, hot, and wet that I can’t help but shudder. Heaven. That’s what Blaze Bellamy’s cunt is like. Christ. Makes me want to bury my head between her legs right now, but I’ll save that particular pleasure for later. Don’t want to be a copycat, and besides, I know how Blaze feels about penetration. She feels damn good about it, evidenced by the way she’s thrusting her hips toward me, trying to get my fingers deeper inside her. Two’s not going to cut it so I add a third, and she makes one of those sexy - as - hell noises that’s a heady mix of you’re-giving-me-untold-pleasure and I - want - more. Lucky for Blaze, I’ve got two hands.

With the one I’m not using to thrust into her, I place the heel on her mound and apply pressure.

“You fucker.”

I should be insulted or at least chastise her, punish her by taking the contact away, but I don’t feel like it, so I laugh.

“You think it’s funny?” she gasps, working herself on me, and it’s really . . . aggressive. I want to fuck her harder and I’ve got some ways how, but we’re in this too deep—heh—so an epic fingerbang it’ll be. Next time I’ll plan better.

The way she’s writhing on my lap is unseemly, and the rudeness of it makes me hot for her all over again. I’d thought she’d burnt all the desire out, but it’s stoking again.

“I fucking hate you.”

It’s a funny thing for a girl to say when she’s working herself on my fingers, but I don’t think she’s entirely lying. I might hate me, too, if our position were reversed. They’re not, so I get to tease. “Pfft. Darling, I’m the best you’ve ever had.”

“Which is . . . part of why. I fucking hate it when people are better at getting me off than I am at getting myself off.”

I could tell her to add her own hands, because four hands are better than two, but I want to prove myself, show her exactly how right she is. I can blow her mind, and I don’t need any help at all. All I need to do is turn my hand until my palm’s spread over her pubic bone, and I can circle her clit with the pad of my thumb, and then her head is pressing back into the mattress, her abs working, working, and Jesus. She’s an outright cacophony. Loud, brash, insistent, the colors of her, and her language. If a person could work more F-words into conversation I’ve never heard it.

“Fuck, Maisy, fuck. God, yes, fuck. Fuck me like that. No, harder.”

Next time, next time. But seriously, I’m going to have frigged her so hard for so long I’m going to give myself carpal tunnel. Awkward to explain to my trainer . . .

For all her long and rowdy trip, nothing compares to when Blaze reaches her climax. She comes like she’s in a movie. If it were anyone else, I’d worry it was fake, but with her, it’s not out of character. Everything about her wants to be first-page, above-the-fold, so why shouldn’t that include announcing to the SIG village at large that she’s having the world’s most epic orgasm? Pieces of me war over how to feel about this.

On the one hand, there’s the pride, pleasure, and satisfaction to be found in the fact that it’s me giving this to her. Me, Maisy Harper. On the other hand, I can’t help the embarrassment flooding me, a secondhand flush of my cheeks because, oh god, people can hear her and what are they going to say about me.

Keep your head down, do your job, fit in, and don’t call attention to yourself. Don’t be different, and for the love of god, if you have to be exceptional—please don’t be exceptional—then make up for it in all other things. When I’d told my parents I was queer, that I liked girls, my father had accused me of wanting more attention, and of being a narcissist. So I’ve kept the whole thing quiet, only escaping into self-indulgent debauchery in the safest of circumstances and not letting it leak into the rest of my life. That effort to be reserved is what earned me the title of Canada’s Ice Princess because the press thinks I’m frosty for not answering any questions about my personal life. Really, I don’t want to suffer for it. I try, in fact, to make up for it by being quieter, more polite, more proper, ever more modest in some kind of penance.

After this, I’m going to have my work cut out for me. The soft footfalls of walking might call too much attention to myself. Breathing, for god’s sake, because Blaze has finally freed her hands, and is using one to push my fingers even harder, farther inside her, and the other scrabbling at my knee and thigh, attempting a grip she can’t quite find as she rocks out the rest of her orgasm.

God is she hot, but also . . . like looking at the sun, and here I’ve forgotten to filter her in any way.

Finally her kinematic body has come to a rest, except for her heaving torso and the hand that’s flopped above her head. I give her clit one last soft stroke that makes her shudder, and then withdraw my hands from her, resting them on her thighs. I’d like to get up, go hide in the bathroom, make myself scarce, not only from her but from the world at large. Can’t do it here, though, because this is her room, and can’t really do it at all for the next several weeks because being on the SIG team requires a certain amount of public engagement. When the voices start to get too loud, I can silence them by saying it would be far more noticeable, bring way more attention, if I deliberately avoided all media and all public appearances. The press and the public have learned anyway that getting anything beyond the most basic engagement out of me is akin to squeezing blood from a stone.

Blaze scoots herself back, her butt settling onto the mattress, and closes her legs, dropping her knees to one side and then curving around like a comma until her head is resting by my knee. She doesn’t touch me, but lies there, quiet for once in her life. My legs have started to feel the fact that they’ve been tucked under me for a good long while, so I stretch them out, lean back against the wall. The games have begun.

Chapter Four

Maisy

One nice thing about Blaze being so focused on publicity and fame is that one day at the SIGs is much the same as another day, regardless of whether she’s racing or not. I missed out on this the last time because we’d only been together after everything was over. It entertains me—and makes me a titch green with envy—that she’s so chill about competition that I have to check my schedule to see when she’s skating.

We’ve been here for about a week, but the true madness started a few days ago with the opening ceremony. In addition to all the practices and team meetings we both have (a lot), and all the sex (even more), we’ve managed to sneak in being spectators at a few events. Men’s luge, some long track speed skating, and even some cross-country skiing. If people are going fast, Blaze wants to see it.

Today she had heats for the 500 meter and the 1,000, and I know from maybe, possibly, sneaking glances at my phone during my own ice time that she’s not having a good go. She didn’t qualify for the finals in the 500, and got disqualified for some call in the 1,000 for something that looked like a whole lot of bullshit to me. Watching the clips after I got back, it sure didn’t look like interference to me, more like how the hell do these people not crash into each other all the time, and yet that’s kind of the nature of speed skating.

It’s tricksy in that you could have an epic skate, think you’re totally in the clear, and then get stripped of your medal or your spot in the next round because of some tiny movement one of the officials think they see on the tape. Figure skating’s not perfect, but at least you’ve got a pretty good idea of when you’ve fucked up and won’t be passing Go or collecting two hundred dollars.

I texted her a while ago that she could come over when she was finished with all her stuff, but I haven’t heard back. Clearly she doesn’t have the superstition about banging before an event that a lot of people have, but I don’t know if things will be different now that she’s in the middle of her races. Although since she’s out of the 500 and the 1,000 meter, she doesn’t have another race for a week. It doesn’t matter, really. Whatever it is she needs, I’ll try to give it to her because I’ve still got over a week before my programs start—this year the ice dancers are up first, followed by the men, and the pairs, and then finally us. I’m not crazy about being last, but what’s a girl to do? Suit up and skate when they tell you to, that’s what.

I’m about to click onto a sports site where they have all the events in their entirety and also in abridged versions so I can catch up on the women’s curling matches. I’ve got tickets to the next round, but somehow I don’t think curling is really Blaze’s speed. Mostly because it’s not scorchingly fast. Before I can, though, there’s a knock at the door, and then a thumping sound, as if someone assumed it would be unlocked and tried to bust on in. That’ll be Blaze then, because Kristie would quietly slip in her keycard.

There’s a pause and I wonder if she’s decided I’m not here because the only reason one might lock a door is that one isn’t there. Wrong. Before she can walk away, I open the door, and there she is. Showered, but toting her giant bag of stuff. Part of me glows that she didn’t bother dropping off her gear because she was so anxious to see me, even though her building is literally on the way here from where she would’ve gotten dropped off. Of course, another part of me is shaking her head because how impractical can a single person possibly be? Science should study Blaze. For a lot of reasons. Including how exactly she embodies sex. For example, what is it about the curl of her mouth at the corner, the intent look in her brackish eyes, and the way she moves that connects with such a precise part of my brain? A part which is now nudging me and at a stage-whisper, telling me I’m about to get lucky.

“I’m sorry about your events, I—” I have a whole speech prepared, life lessons and platitudes gleaned from the coaches I’ve had over the years who could actually make me feel better about having lost, but not better enough that I didn’t want to go out the next time and kick some serious bedazzled ass. Coaching is an art, and I’m lucky that Zelda has taken me on.

Blaze, with no regard whatsoever for all the work I’ve put in, cuts me off with a drop of her heavy bag to the floor—some of her red, white, and blue American team wear spilling out on the imitation wood—a couple of big strides in my direction, and then a press of her lips to mine. She threads her fingers into my hair, which is down for the moment because after a while my head starts to ache from the tight buns and all the bobby pins I’ve managed it into. It feels good to have her mouth on me, to have her push her tongue past my lips to where I can suck on it.

The small motion makes her moan, and it drives me crazy in a good way how the woman can go from zero to sixty in about 3.2 seconds. If this is how she wants to seek comfort, solace, and gather herself up for her next competitions, I’m sure not going to argue. I am however going to make sure the door is shut and locked, because I wouldn’t put it past her to have forgotten in her haste, not to mention her lack of giving a shit, if people saw us.

I envy her not-giving-a-shittedness, but I’m not there, so not there. And while I’d like her to take that into account, I don’t have any actual expectations. Maybe if we were together for longer, but I’m not going to impose my own neuroses on her when I can manage without reining her in.

Without separating us, I walk her back to where she came in, and while slipping a hand into her pants to cup and squeeze her ass, get my other hand on the door. It is not, in fact, closed, but almost. I don’t totally relax and enjoy until I hear the click of the latch and the thunk of the lock. After that, my brain lets go a bit and I can concentrate on the woman in my arms and what I’d like to do to her.

I break us apart long enough to ask, “What do you want?”

“Everything. I want everything you’re prepared to give me.”

We’ve been fucking for about a week and have gotten relatively creative, but it sounds as though she’s ready to level up and I’m happy to come along for the ride. Amongst all the practices, team meetings, press obligations, ceremonies, and everything else, we’ve managed to see each other—and yes, fine, get each other off—every day since that first night in the bar.

“Glutton.” I chase my admonishment with a bite to her bottom lip. She grins at me because she’s not sorry in the least. I don’t think she takes greedy or insatiable as insults. I doubt they’re even in her vocabulary, because for Blaze it doesn’t seem as though there’s such a thing as “enough,” never mind “more than enough.” It’s probably how she’s managed to work her way up to the upper echelons of her sport despite giving the impression that she doesn’t have much in the way of an attention span.

“If you’ve got any tricks up your sleeve, now might be a good time to try them.”

Oh, do I like that invitation. Because the fact is, I’d packed a few things with her in mind, and though I wouldn’t be shy about using them, I wanted to wait for an invitation. A moment when they wouldn’t just be fun but perhaps necessary. They seem that way now, although the sleeve thing makes me snicker. “I think I can help you out with that.”

I push her away and make a stay motion, turning my back on her because I believe she will. If she wants what’s coming to her, she will, and I don’t think Blaze is likely to turn down that kind of invitation. She’s the one who was begging for it after all, and I aim to please. Please and make her writhe and scream, which seems to be one and the same for a girl like Blaze.

Deep in one of my drawers under about a hundred pairs of tights because you can never have too many at competitions, I find the things I’m looking for and bring them back to the bedside table. As I lay them out, Blaze’s eyes are glued to me, and she may very well start to drool. Perfect.

“Well,” I say, gesturing to the lube, gloves, strap-on, and condoms I laid out. “Pick your poison.”

She manages to drag her gaze away from the supplies and up to my face, and then gets ahold of herself, her face breaking into a grin. “I wasn’t kidding when I said I wanted it all, so I think you mean where would I like to start?”

Challenge accepted.

Blaze

If anything has ever been sexier than a shy, understated girl like Maisy breaking out a pile of sex toys, I must’ve missed it. It’s not easy to blow my mind with sex stuff, because if it’s a thing, I’ve probably done it. Or at least had the option to and passed for whatever reason. On the grand scale of things, a strap-on and a kit for fisting aren’t anywhere near the kinkiest I’ve gotten, but somehow Maisy’s outward appearance and attitude everywhere except in the bedroom make it seem kinkier, more illicit, and it’s got my motor revving pretty hard. Also that she trusts me enough to break this stuff out with me. Yeah, I’m a loud-mouthed attention whore, but as far as I’m concerned, what happens behind closed doors is no one else’s business. Unless my partner’s an exhibitionist, too, in which case, I’m happy to make it other people’s business.

“So, where would you like to start?”

My mouth waters with her invitation. Where indeed? The images going through my head like the world’s filthiest flip-book are giving me all sorts of ideas, and are also rendering my baseline low patience into nonexistence.

I don’t have the patience it’ll take to let Maisy work her small hand inside me, as appealing as that is. Someday, though, because I’d kill for that view; her wrist and slim forearm evidence of what’s inside me, and if she dipped her head to lick me? Yeah, that’s going to happen sometime, just not right now.

Right now I want penetration and I don’t want to wait for it, not to mention that something resembling a dick will be fine.

“I want you to fuck me with the strap-on.” Less work than fingerbanging for her, and lucky for me, she’s not going to lose her erection and leave me looking around wondering where the fuck my orgasm is. I really fucking hate it when that happens.

A smile widens her mouth and shows her teeth. “Can do. Take your clothes off.”

Don’t have to ask me twice. I don’t need to make a meal of it because she didn’t ask me to. I can’t do a whole lot of things faster than I skate, but getting naked is one of them.

When I’m done, I stand in the center of her room, waiting for her to tell me what to do next. Maisy’s gaze rakes over me, and in this she’s not shy, not at all. I wish she had this same amount of swagger on the ice, though I don’t think that kind of strutting would earn her high marks in her performances, which is too fucking bad. Now that is figure skating I would watch. Is burlesque figure skating a thing? I would so like it to be. Badass, not the mincing sashays and prancing they seem to favor. Except for the jumps. Those are fucking awesome. I would be on my face or my ass so damn fast even if I traded in my speed skates for figure skates. The toe picks alone . . .

Maisy’s looking around the room. Other people might be annoyed about having to stand around naked, but honestly, I try to only wear clothes in polite company. Most of the people I hang out with aren’t all that polite.

Finally she makes a decision and waves me over to the desk. “Hop on up, ass at the edge.”

I’m not a short girl, nor am I a wisp like her, but the desk seems sturdy enough as I use my hands to lever up and park my butt at the edge as asked. I swing my feet and wait for Maisy to do whatever it is Maisy’s going to do. She’s delicate and elegant as she moves about the room, but always with an edge. Certainty, confidence, ease. Yep, she’s sexy as fuck.

Sexier still when she starts to strip her own clothes off, slipping off the leggings she has on, baring her strong shapely legs and her sculpted ass. Her hips are narrow, her waist a small nip in which I barely get to appreciate before she’s stripping off the baggy sweatshirt, followed by a slim-fitting and almost translucent ribbed tank. Christ, if she’d been wearing that when she’d answered the door, we’d already be panting our satisfaction on the floor.

As things are, I get to appreciate the lacy confection wrapped around her small tits which she’d probably refer to as a bra, but no effing way. That thing is only built for aesthetics, not function in any way. It is pretty, though. She’s pretty. And gets prettier when she pulls off the minty green excuse for boob support. They don’t even move, lucky bitch.

She’s slim and strong and lovely with her hair falling down past her shoulders, and I cannot wait for her to fuck me. Of course, she takes her damn time, picking up the strap-on as if she’s never used the thing—so much bullshit—and leisurely gets herself into the contraption. Luckily from what looked like a heap of straps and a purple dildo has emerged a hella fine woman with a cock I’d love to suck.

She takes a few minutes to fine tune, and it drives me wild, makes my fingers curl around the edge of the desk, sitting here, watching her. Hell, can I not wait for her to put that thing to good use whether that’s having me on my knees to blow her or her lubing it up and pushing it inside my cunt, pounding into me until she makes me come.

Maisy finishes up her adjustments, and then flashes me a smile. “Like it?”

“Yes, I do. Very much. You’re the best thing I’ve seen with a dick for days.”

Which of course makes her laugh. It’s true, though. The last few people I’ve been with have been women, and not the kind who like to make liberal use of things that can be found in sex shops and wide swaths of the internet. Honestly, I’m surprised little Maisy Harper is that kind of girl, because it’s hard to imagine her walking into a sex shop and perusing all manner of toys. But when the image comes into my head, my engine revs even harder. Maisy walking through the crowded aisles, picking up plugs and examining them at her leisure; weighing dildos in her hands to test their length, width, and heft; possibly jangling the chains that join a pair of fuzzy handcuffs or god help me, nipple clamps. Christ.

But the real Maisy I have in front of me is better than any dream Maisy could ever be, and right now, she’s strutting over here, led by her dick. When dudes do it, it’s kinda eyeroll inducing, but when Maisy does it? Fuck me. No, that’s literally all I can think of. Fuck me. So it’s what I say out loud because no one’s ever accused me of being subtle.

“Fuck me.”

She’s standing there in front of me, leisurely stroking her dick, as if she could and would do that all day. “What’s the magic word?”

“Now?”

She shakes her head and reaches out with the hand that’s not jerking the dildo, tweaks my nipple, making me yelp. In a good way. Yeah, there’s some squirming now. She doesn’t leave it at that, either, but pinches, twists, and rolls. It’s the sex version of patting your head and rubbing your stomach at the same time.

“Try again. And FYI, every time you sass me, you getting fucked gets further away by five minutes.”

She looks meaningfully at the clock on the wall over my shoulder, and I pinch my lips together. God, so tempting, but she’s not one of those people who just says shit. She will honest-to-god make me wait and I’m not down for that right now. I’m frustrated by my performance today. It’s not so much the losing. That happens and I wasn’t counting on a big win today. My best events are later—the ones that require stamina, not short bursts of speed. But if I can’t win, if I have to get disqualified, I could at least do it in style, in a way that’s going to get me some attention, not in some boring-ass way no one gives a shit about. If I can’t be victorious, I’d like to be notorious.

So do I have the patience for Maisy to dick me around? Or rather, not? The answer under the best of circumstances is probably not, and right now I am uninterested in foreplay. Walking into this room was foreplay, taking off my clothes was more, and the minute she outfitted herself with that cock I was a goner. So do I need more than that to get ready for her? No, and I don’t want it.

“Fuck me, please?”

Maisy nods once, crisp and determined, and grabs the lube to squeeze a bit into her palm, then slicks it on her dick, leaving it glistening in a way that makes my mouth water and my cunt clench.

“On your back, knees bent.”

I get into the position she’s asked double-time. Leaving my fingers curled around the edge of the desk, I tuck up my feet so they’re bracketed by my hands, and lean back, my legs spread wide. I don’t think I could issue a more obvious invitation than being splayed out for her like this. She must be able to see how slick I am between my own legs, how ready I am for her.

In only a few steps, she’s between my legs, and I can see why she wanted me here; the desk is the perfect height for her so she doesn’t have to be on tiptoes to screw me, she’ll be able to put her weight into it, use the leverage of the desk to thrust hard. Clever girl. And how many places did she imagine us banging before she settled on this one? Did she make a list?

Maisy grips one side of my waist while using a hand to steer herself inside me. Between the lube and my own copious wetness, it’s not a difficult slide until she’s fully inside me, and fuck all, does that ever feel amazing. Satisfying in a way that also makes me greedy. Maisy has excellent taste in cocks—one of the perks of it not being factory-direct is that you can vary the dimensions with ease. The thickness and weight is good, and it’s long enough to feel full but not so long that she won’t be able to give me a good pounding because she’s worried about punching my cervix—I like a lot of things, but that’s not one of them.

Once she’s inside, she uses her other hand to grip my waist as well and starts to rock, keeping her gaze locked on me.

“Is that what you wanted, Blaze? Happy now?”

“I will be, when you fuck me harder.”

She smiles, and I let out a gasp as she does as I’ve asked and drives hard into me. Yes. She doesn’t let up, either, but snaps her hips again and again while I hold on for dear life. I wouldn’t be surprised if the desk started moving across the floor because of the force she’s using. Luckily, the energy she’s putting into her thrusts doesn’t get wasted, but stays right inside me so I get this really satisfying pounding. Every time she pushes inside me, there’s an impact that steals my breath and I love it. Don’t even bother trying to rock toward her because my position makes that tough, but also because I think she likes looking down at me, having my body at her mercy to be pummeled, making my tits bounce on my chest. Yeah, she likes that a lot. As do I. Adds to the feeling of impact, of being outright fucked.

The more she drives into me, the higher I go, the feeling of satisfaction looming on the horizon, getting closer with every hard thrust. The pressure, the tightness, everything builds, and it doesn’t hurt that I get to watch her body above me, her abs working in these perfect contractions, her biceps tight as she grips me with her hands. It’s not so long until I’m not approaching anymore, but have finally reached the place where everything comes together, and I’m in the center of it. I knew it would be good, but not how good, not how explosive—the initial blast followed by an even more powerful second pulse like the canopy of the mushroom cloud rising up as I cry out. It’s so goddamn good, and she doesn’t stop.

I don’t tell her to, either, because if she thinks she can give me more? I’ll take it. Ride this wave of rolling aftershocks, see if I can’t get all the way to the next horizon. Turns out with her encouragement—Give it to me, Blaze, come on. Come for me again, I want to hear you again—and a bit of patience, I totally can.

If my first climax was good, this one’s better. Like it’s standing on the shoulders of the first so the drop is farther, the release bigger, my brain left more scattered, and my body rendered a puddle of twitching, clenching, raw nerves.

I’ve been shouting, mostly inarticulate noises, and a whole lot of filthy words, but trying not to say her name because the walls around here have a reputation of not being particularly soundproof. Now I’ve got to beg her to stop. I might be able to get another orgasm out of this, but I’d rather enjoy the glow, not press my taxed body into service again. At some point, believe it or not, coming stops being fun, and I don’t think Maisy would enjoy it enough to make another one worth the tradeoff.

“Mais, oh my god, you’ve done enough. More than enough. Any more and you might put me out of commission for the rest of the week. I . . . Fuck, that was good.”

She smirks at me, and I love the haughty look on her face. I’m sensitive, but not so much that it’s painful while she continues to glide in and out of me. Feels good, as if she’s trying to give me something to anchor myself to, give me a surface to slide down instead of free fall. I mean, I like that weightlessness as much as the next person—who am I kidding, I like it so much more, but at the moment, I’m grateful for the soft landing. Enjoy it even more as she covers my hands with hers and gently unpeels my fingers from the edge, weaving our fingers together before she turns my hands over and uses her thumbs to ease the tension out of my wrists, forearms.

“You’re going to need these in a bit, don’t want you to be sore.”

Oh, the things I would like to do with my hands to her. “I am here for that. Just give me a minute.”

Her expression is fond, indulgent as she continues to stroke my forearms, my hands, gently pulls at my fingers and presses the pad of her thumbs into the heels of my hands. Considerate, affectionate. Though that’s not usually something I look for in lovers—don’t really mind the whole wham, bam, thank you ma’am thing—I like it. If this is included in the cost of fidelity, I’ll pay the price.

“No rush, I want you at your best for this. You can have fifteen.”

Jesus fuck, this woman.

Chapter Five

Maisy

I lead Blaze over to my bed and let her lay down while I get out of the strap-on. I wasn’t kidding when I said I’d give her fifteen minutes to recover. That should be good enough for a girl like her, and then we can make use of the other things I’d pulled out: gloves and lube? Hell yeah.

While I’m cleaning up and she’s lounging like a mermaid on a warm rock, her phone makes a sound from her bag, and unlike some of the other sounds she’s ignored, she gets up only long enough to retrieve it and then collapses back on the bed, actually checking her message. Must be something really good, and I try not to let thoughts of someone really good who might be texting her get to me. There’s no way in hell Blaze has the time to see anyone else. Unless she doesn’t sleep . . . does she sleep? Ugh, of course she sleeps, self, knock it off.

To shush my insecurities, I try to figure out something to say. She didn’t seem keen on talking about her races, but I want to make her feel better about it somehow. I’m guessing even if she’s not showing it, she’s gotta be kind of torn up.

Whatever else I know about Blaze, she definitely has a sense of humor about herself, so, giving my trusty purple dildo a good wipe down before I tuck it back in the drawer, I tell her, “I think I know what was holding you back in the thousand.”

That gets her attention, and she gives me the side-eye from where she’s reclining on the bed. “Oh, yeah? And what’s that?”

“Your hair.” Yep, I toss it out, as if it’s the most obvious thing in the world. Lucky for me, it gets her to crack a smile.

“My hair?”

“Yeah. It’s longer than you usually keep it, and clearly those extra few inches really slowed you down.”

Blaze narrows her eyes, and it makes my heart thump to have her attention focused on me so intensely. “And what do you propose I do about that?”

I have an idea, and it’s a really good one, but I don’t know what she’s going to say. Worth a shot. Besides, she owes me. I’ll make her a deal. She doesn’t seem like the kind of girl to turn down a bargain. So I shrug. “I could do it.”

“You?”

“Yep. I’m not a butcher, I promise. And then you can make good use of those gloves and that lube. I want your whole hand, Bellamy.”

It’s then I realize I should’ve put the fisting on the table first because there’s no way she’d say no by the way she’s looking at me now.

“Deal.”

Blaze is still in repose while I wipe off the edge of the desk. Don’t need poor Kristie finding some sort of mystery fluid on any of the surfaces of our suite.

“So . . .” I would have been perfectly content to let Blaze relax for the next ten minutes until she needs to get to work, but probably not talking is more work for her than it is to talk. “How did you know how long I’ve been keeping my hair, anyhow?”

Fuck. Definitely not because I follow her in the press, have a Google alert set up, buy any magazine that has an article about her. Nope. But it wouldn’t be entirely unreasonable for me to have picked up one of the latest mags about the SIGs in general. Which would be—shit, which was it? I fumble in my brain while blinking blankly, and I’d best come up with something before she realizes the embarrassing truth.

“I saw you in MaxOut.”

“Oh yeah?” Blaze gets that look on her face, the cocky, shit-eating grin. How is the woman so very infuriating? Is she like this with everyone or is this a special treat for me? “You like the titty mags?”

“MaxOut is not a—” Argh. I will not say titty, because that’s precisely what she wants, and I can feel my cheeks get warm even thinking about it. “That is not the point. The point is that you were practically naked! Why would you do that? No one reading that magazine respects your athleticism, none of them give a shit about how hard you work. All they care about is—”

“My tits?” Blaze has tipped her head at this angle that is maddening. Who knew such a small thing could dig so deep inside and drive me so absolutely crazy at the same time it makes me blush so hard I can feel the red heat of embarrassment creeping all the way to the tips of my ears.

I cross my arms and have to restrain myself from tapping my foot because I’m that twitchy. “Yes. And your ass, and your abs, and your legs.”

Blaze’s smile seems to curl around her face, making her look smug as anything. Forget tapping my foot, I want to stomp it. With my skates on. On her foot. That’s even before her eyebrow quirks up, and that thin strip of hair mocks me. “So you didn’t see the one dirty picture and slam the magazine shut? Sounds like you looked at those pages for a long time.”

She bats her eyelashes at me in faux wide-eyed innocence. Patently ridiculous is what that is. Even though I know she’s fucking with me, I can’t help my physical reaction. If I thought my flush had been bad before, it’s nothing compared to the wildfire humiliation of being caught that’s spreading up the back of my neck. Dammit. “I—”

But I’ve got nothing. Fuck yeah, I’d looked at that magazine. A hundred times at least. It’s possible there’s a significantly worn copy under my bed back at home, one that I’ve fingered with one hand so many times I’ve been tempted to get the pages laminated so they don’t disintegrate, but who the hell laminates the porn in their spank bank? Not as though that would be out of character. I may be a degenerate, but I happen to be a tidy one.

I splutter a few more starts to sentences I have no intention or ability to finish, and all the while, she’s standing there grinning. I hate her. A lot. But I also want to get in her pants. A lot more.

“Look. I am a hot piece of ass.” Don’t I know it. “I work hard for this body and I’m not afraid or ashamed to show it off. Any publicity is good publicity, and if that spread got even one more person to tune into the event, then I did my job. Also, I decided a long time I ago I was going to do whatever the hell I wanted and fuck the people who made me feel shitty for it. If that also means I’ve got a bunch of people beating off to my pictures, what the fuck do I care? Masturbating is awesome. More people should do it more often.”

She gives me a meaningful look, one of those purse-lipped, wide-eyed, tilted-head things that insinuates I might be less uptight if I got myself off more often. Newsflash: I rub one out quite frequently, thank you very much, and I’m still so uptight I may as well be laced into a corset otherwise.

Glaring at her from under my brows, I put my hands on my hips and cock my own head. I do not have to tolerate this mockery. “Do you want a haircut or not? Because I have things to do.”

“Like do a one-handed read of my spread in MaxOut? You can totes google it if you left your copy at home.”

God fucking dammit.

“No.” I turn up my nose and pitch my voice to prissy. “I believe I was promised a fisting and I intend to collect. If you don’t want me half falling asleep with scissors in my hand while I chop your hair—and hopefully not your ears—you probably want to do that after I’ve finished styling your hair. I know you like media attention, but landing on Celebrinews because I’ve done a hack job on your famous hair probably isn’t what you’re in the market for.”

Blaze perks up at that, the offending bangs bouncing low over her forehead. “You think my hair is famous?”

“Blaze. You have hair that is so vibrantly red, that shade is unknown to nature. I’m surprised people haven’t been blinded by it. Even if people can’t remember your name—which is unlikely—if someone says ‘You know, the skater with the hair,’ everyone knows who they’re talking about. Yes, your hair is famous.”

She looks pleased as punch. “Excellent. Then you better make it look good. Hair-cutting first, fingerbanging second.”

“Whoa, whoa. Fingerbanging? That’s not what I agreed to. Fingers are not going to cut it.”

“And you call me greedy? Fine, whatever, you can have my whole hand if you want.”

I do. Want her attention for as long as it’s going to take her to work inside me, want the pressure and the stretching and the fullness of that invasive and filled-to-bursting sensation. There’s nothing like it.

“Get in the bathroom, bring a chair.”

Blaze

A few minutes later, I’m leaning back in the chair I dragged in here, my head resting on the edge of the sink. I’d been ready to lean against the cool porcelain, but Maisy had tutted at me, insisted I sit up so she could put a folded towel between my skull and the hard surface. Of course it feels better this way. She’s good at that stuff.

Maisy must’ve put the stopper in the drain because the hot water creeps up to the level of my scalp, and she uses a cup to douse my head with scooped-up water. It feels really good, and the view’s not bad. She has to lean over me, which means I get an eyeful down her shirt. A blousy thing that hides her shape except for the low neckline that’s now giving me a view of her chest which is covered again by one of those lacey things. Nice.

She hums as she works, and I don’t think I’ve ever heard that before. She’s got a pretty voice, I can tell from the few bars. I’d like to hear her sing, but if I ask, she’ll refuse and then I’ll probably lose the humming, too—I don’t know if she realizes she’s doing it.

After she’s got my head good and soaked, she flips open the cap of a bottle, squirts what I’m guessing is shampoo into her hand, and starts working her fingers over my scalp, bringing up a luxurious lather and using the pads of her fingers to massage my scalp. It’s heavenly, and I say that as an expert on hedonism. I know about things feeling good, and I’d trade a lot of things for this simple pleasure.

I groan to let her know precisely what kind of effect she’s having on me and then have to locate something more articulate. “How’d you learn how to do this?”

There’s the slightest pause of the circular kneading motion. If I weren’t paying attention, I wouldn’t have noticed it. She continues as she answers. “My mom owns a salon. I’ve been shampooing since I could reach the sinks. I had to work a certain number of hours per week as part of my chores, but anything above that, and she’d pay me. That’s the money I used to use to buy my skates.”

“You must have washed a lot of hair.” Figure skates don’t come cheap, especially as you get more serious. At some point, you even have to buy the boots and the blades separately and have someone attach them for you.

She laughs. “I sure did.”

“It shows. You’re really good at this.”

With that, Maisy digs into my scalp with the pads of her fingers, and I moan again, letting my eyes close because I want to focus everything I have on the way she’s touching me. Yes, I have a lot of sex, and yes, I flirt a lot, and basically touch other people as much as I can because I enjoy physical contact, to feel wanted and liked. But no matter how much I touch, fool around, and fuck, this is something else. It’s simmering instead of boiling, and a really . . . pervasive feeling instead of something that flashes hot on the surface of my skin. I don’t know what to do with that. So for once, I shut my face and stay quiet while Maisy works.

It must be almost ten minutes before she’s using the cup to rinse the lather out of my hair, and I’m basically a puddle. I have freaking awesome reflexes, but I think if someone kicked the chair out from under me, I wouldn’t spring to my feet but rather fall on the floor and lie there, dazed. And then fall asleep. I don’t get this relaxed—there’s always a film of mania over everything I do. But I think Maisy’s sultry brand of calm has managed to work its way under that layer.

She lets the water out of the sink, rinses my hair again and then cracks open another bottle I’m guessing is conditioner. Pouring it into her palm, she circles the cream between her palms and then delves into my hair, her fingers working in, and repeats the same motions, though focusing on my neck, cradling it with both of her hands and easing the tight muscles there with the pads of her thumbs.

I don’t feel uncomfortable with Maisy seeing me like this, either, which is strange. I’m not . . . quiet, easy. With anyone. And I’m so rarely alone that I’m not like this by myself, either. It’s a secret layer that seems to belong only to her, and I’m okay with that. For all that I tease her about being a stick-in-the-mud, I like that about her. For lots of reasons, one being that I feel as though she can be trusted. She’s not going to forget about me or about us in a frenzied quest for pleasure, she’s not going to run roughshod over my feelings, because she believes I have them and she’ll be respectful of them. She’s not going to overreach in a frantic grab for my soul. Nope, Maisy lets me know she’s coming. Like now.

“One last rinse and then we’ll sit you up.”

I hum contentedly as she works the conditioner out of my hair, and then let her help me up, keeping the rolled towel at my neck so my soaking hair doesn’t drip down my back. She leaves it there, grabs another towel that she uses to cover my head, and uses that to sop up some of the water before scrubbing it over my head as though I’m a dog.

It makes me laugh, and if I were in fact a dog, this is the part when I’d shake off from my nose to the tip of my tail and leave her shrieking and crossing her arms in front of her face so she wouldn’t get too wet. As it is, I let myself enjoy the chafing until it’s over.

Maisy uncovers my head and takes a comb to me, running the teeth through the strands with ease. When she’s satisfied, she takes up her scissors and starts to separate my hair into sections, keeping the damp strands between her fingers and drawing them away from my scalp, using the scissors to cut the bits that stick out between her fingers.

She’s efficient but not hurried, and I let her work without saying anything. It’s companionable, this silence, and I appreciate her giving me the space to be quiet for once. That’s not what anyone else wants from me. Or expects from me. Which is fine for the most part, because I’m brash and brassy and that’s not an act. It’s how I am. But it’s nice not to have to be that way and still have a person who wants to spend time with me.

The message I got earlier was from one of the people who really is only interested in me because of my antics. I can’t blame him; I cultivated our friendship because of what he could do for me, too. Yancey started out as a flat-out paparazzi which is when I first met him, but now he works for Celebrinews, writing his own features with pics he’s snapped himself, usually.

He’d asked why I hadn’t been calling him with tips on where to get racy pics of me with whomever I was taking home that night. I’ll answer him at some point because I don’t want to blow a connection that could prove useful sometime, but also because I’ve come to genuinely like the guy. Not now, though. Now, I’ll bask in what Maisy is doing to my head.

It takes her a while until she’s satisfied, and then she uses her hand to shake out my hair. It’s almost dry after her handling, and she bends down close in front of me to make sure parts are even, and though I could—I totally could—I don’t grab her face and kiss her. I let her demonstrate her skill and get the job done. It’s possible I shouldn’t be such a shit to Maisy about her being a workhorse. I swear to god, though, it would do something for her skating to put on more of a show. To look like she’s having fun. But I’ll let her be for now. Which is a good call, because she’s breaking out a hair dryer and a round brush that looks so substantial she could probably club baby seals with it. Or maybe a mouthy speedskater.

She pulls and tugs and dries, and by the time she’s done, I feel downright glamorous. It’s usually a quick smear of mousse straight out of the shower, and letting it dry on the way to the rink because my hair’s going under a helmet anyhow. This treatment makes me feel as though I’m a princess, and I kinda like it.

Maisy’s gaze rakes over me as she inspects her handiwork, her mouth tight.

“Can I see it?”

“Yes.” Though she doesn’t seem particularly excited for me to. Did she fuck this up? I won’t give her a hard time if she did, and honestly, it’s not as if anyone would notice unless I shaved my head. Which A, wouldn’t be so bad, anyhow; and B, I know she wouldn’t do that. Probably even if I asked her to.

So I stand and turn to the mirror, not knowing exactly what to expect. When I see my face, I squeal. I look fucking amazing. She’s done this asymmetrical pixie cut kinda thing but left my bangs longish, sweeping them over to the side. Damn. I mean, damn. I would totally fuck that girl in the mirror—if she weren’t me. Because I obviously get myself off by any means necessary pretty often.

“Maisy, I look awesome. You’re really fucking good at this. Why didn’t you tell me you’re like Vidalia Sassoon?”

“Well, that makes me sound like an onion instead of a hairdresser, but also, why would you care?”

I can’t help it anymore. I turn to her, grab her around the waist, and pull her into my side, planting a big, wet, smacking kiss on her cheek. “I care, ridiculous girl. You aren’t just a pair of skates and a really good fuck, you know.”

She blinks, and I swear to god color rises in her cheeks. Before she can mutter something else about it really not being that big of a deal, I kiss her again, and then shake her by the shoulders. “I flove it, Mais. Do you hear me? I fucking love it. So thanks. And uh, aren’t we at the point in the program where I’m supposed to be wrist-deep in your pussy?”

Maisy makes the cutest squeaking noise, and her face turns red as a rose before she gets ahold of herself.

“Yes. Yes, I believe we are. So let me clean up in here and then you can get to work.”

Chapter Six

Maisy

I enjoy fucking athletes for a lot of reasons, but one of them is that we’ve put obscene amounts of time, money, and effort into making our bodies do crazy shit. Which leads a lot of us to think to ourselves, What else can this thing do? I think I’ll take it out for a spin. While for some people that means picking up another sport, or modeling, or getting tattoos or piercings, for some of us it means sex. And not only the bendy sex people assume gymnasts and figure skaters have, but exploring ways our bodies can give us pleasure, perhaps in unexpected ways.

Also we’ve got this inclination to push for more, better, faster, cleaner, harder. We want to amplify the shit out of everything. And Blaze? Even if she weren’t an athlete, she’d want more. Like she happened to stumble upon speed skating. She could’ve just as easily been a stockbroker who amassed millions, or a sci-fi author who’s written a hundred books, or one of those climbers who bags peaks. As long as she could keep pursuing something. Anything. Bigger, stronger, hotter, as long as it’s more.

Which is why I’ve never kept my desires secret from her. She’s done it all, seen it all, and if you somehow managed to throw her for a loop, she’d take it as a challenge, not wrinkle her nose. The last time we’d been together, we’d both been plastered for much of the time, and drunk fisting isn’t a great idea, but while she’d been fucking me with her three middle fingers, I’d started murmuring dirty things in her ear about imagining it was her whole hand, and how sexy that would be. She’d drawn back and blinked, and my heart had stopped for the split second it took for her mouth to spread into a grin that was all Yes, I would like to fucking do that. And now she’ll get her chance.

After I’ve cleaned up in the bathroom, sweeping up the stray hair and rinsing out my scissors and comb, I head back out into my room. Blaze is standing by the bed, gloves on the nightstand and with a bottle of lube in her hands that she seems to be studying.

“Looking for something?”

She looks up, completely unabashed. “Not really. Just looking at the ingredients. One of my partners has some whackadoodle allergies so it’s hard to find stuff that’s not going to bother his skin.”

One of her partners? How many are there? But that’s not really my concern as long as she’s being faithful now, and she is. She’s agreed to be anyway, and she’s given me no reason to think she’s broken that promise. It’s not as though things are going to go any further than beyond the fences of the SIG village anyhow. Unless we both make it to Trondheim next time, or end up in the same city for some other event, there’s no reason to think I’ll be with Blaze ever again. So it’s definitely none of my business to speculate about how many partners she has and what their relationships are like.

Blaze has zero artifice, so I’m assuming they all know about each other or at least know they aren’t the only one and take measures accordingly. And honestly, I can’t blame them. I can keep up with Blaze right now, but that’s likely because I’m taking on energy from the atmosphere of the SIG snow globe by osmosis. Out in the regular world, would I be able to keep up with the level of—well, everything she demands? I don’t think so.

It’s stupid to think of, but would that mean she wouldn’t want me? Always cursed to be both too much and not enough. But perhaps Blaze doesn’t see me that way. Does she think there’s a single person who could handle every last bit of her, or will she always feel as though she’s settling? Or perhaps she won’t. Maybe she’ll go along as she always has—

“How about you? You looking for something?”

I definitely can’t confess what I’ve been thinking. That kind of talk is for intimates, not fuck buddies. So I stick to the script, making a joke instead of seeking assurances. “Yes, actually. I’m looking for a girl who can work her hand into my cunt and make me come until I can’t see straight. Know anyone like that?”

Blaze smirks. “I do actually. Her name’s Tamara, she lives in Burlington, Vermont, and she—”

Before she can go on about this Tamara person—who does sound pretty fabulous, actually—I strip off my shirt and throw it at her face. “Shut up and glove up, Bellamy.”

She manages to snort out, “Yes, Your Highness,” from under the cotton and between giggles. Ridiculous woman. I love her foolishness, but I’ve now spent so much time in achingly close proximity to her—imagining while I was leaning over her and cutting her hair that she would grab my shirt, tug down the neckline, and start nibbling and sucking at one of my breasts—that I’m over foreplay. Cutting her hair and having my hands on her was the foreplay, and I want an orgasm. Or two. I enjoy penetration a lot, and to be honest, the few times I’ve had sex with guys, I’ve found them kind of . . . lacking? Even though I think they were perfectly normal-sized in the penis department. It didn’t seem like enough. Above and beyond that, men aren’t my preferred bed partners.

Blaze, though, is absolutely my jam, and she’s watching me as though I’m the best thing she’s ever seen while I walk to my bed, stripping the rest of my clothes as I go. I sit on the edge, swing my feet up to rest on the mattress and then lean back against my pillows. Our suite’s on the top floor, and because the buildings are designed to look sort of like nouveau ski chalets, we have a slanted ceiling. Kristie and I probably got put up here because we’re on the shorter side—I’d hate to see some of those six-foot-somethings hunching over in these hobbit-sized digs.

Blaze doesn’t get undressed, but stands there in the ribbed tank and leggings she’d had on while I cut her hair. She studies me from head to toe while I lie there, and the way she looks at me—is this how she makes everyone else feel? Like they’re the most scrumptious treat she’s ever been passed? As if she ordered you special from the chef and he did her one better? It’s a gift, I think, for her to see the good in everyone, to make everyone feel like their best, most magical, most attractive self when she’s with them.

It’s silly, but I’d like to think I’m in some way special to her, and if it’s because my lean, muscular build is one that she favors, then fine. I can live with that.

Once she’s had her fill of looking, she sits on the side of the bed and touches me. No warm up grazes along my arms, or any kisses. She must be able to smell my arousal, tell how ready I am for her, because she puts a hand directly on my inner thigh, and draws my leg out until my ribcage and my femur make an L shape. That hand quickly moves to right between my legs. A single finger—not gloved yet, despite what I told her, and I’m glad for the touch of skin on skin—slicks over my clit and delves back to my entrance to gather up more moisture, and returns to that small bundle of nerves to make loose circles around it, teasing me.

“I feel like maybe foreplay isn’t really necessary?”

Her kicked-up eyebrow is gently mocking, but I don’t mind.

“I had my foreplay already. Being that close to you for so long and keeping my clothes on? And yours? I’ve been fantasizing about you since you got here. I’m ready.”

Nope, no use beating around the bush, and Blaze doesn’t seem to think so, either, suddenly pressing two fingers inside me, making me gasp. Yep, that feels good. Not good enough, though. I want more, more, until she has to slow down.

“Give me three. I want your fingers, Blaze.”

She doesn’t hesitate, doesn’t tut at me for being bossy, but does as I’ve asked, and that’s better. A good start. I take them easily and start to move my hips, rocking up to meet her easy thrusts. Then she’s pressing hard, working those fingers deep inside until she’s in me up to her knuckles.

It doesn’t take long until I’m ready for four, feeling open and greedy because if three fingers give me so much pleasure, four are going to be even better. More of the slick spreading and stretch, feeling worked into and worked over, eventually letting the tight bud of arousal burst into the bloom of orgasm. Thankfully, Blaze doesn’t make me ask for four, just gives them to me, pulling out and pressing back in until she meets some actual resistance.

Some women I’ve been with have been almost . . . afraid of fisting? I guess the name isn’t particularly encouraging and if you’ve only seen it in cis het porn, yeah, that doesn’t look fun to me, either. More like someone’s trying to punch your uterus. No, thank you. But a slow, tender opening? Coaxing? The stretch and the pressure and the feeling of something so articulate inside of you? Sorry to everyone who likes dick, but penises are a pretty blunt instrument. Hands, though, they’re capable of so much more.

As Blaze seems eager to prove. Her thrusts have slowed, but they’re as deep as before, and the tension coils in my pelvis, making me hot and eager. My body resists her at first but then starts to give way at her patient and thorough insistence. It’s funny in some ways that Blaze has agreed to this, because faster and more direct seems to be more her style at life. But she also knows how to work hard, how to stick with something, to persist at something until she’s good enough, has as much as she can possibly get. So yes, maybe I can see why this would appeal to her. I’d bet she enjoys being on the receiving end as well. I wonder if I’ll ever get to find out.

For today, I’m the center of her attention, and that’s what it feels like as she dedicates herself to opening me up, working inside of me. That I could be worth that much to someone, that I deserve that much, that someone would forsake me for all others for any length of time because I am perhaps enough instead of both less and more than—a chill goes through me. Blaze blinks her gaze that had been fixed on what she’s been doing, to my face. “Are you okay? Am I hurting you?”

I shake my head, but realize that weak answer won’t satisfy. “You’re not hurting me; you’re good at this. It’s just getting to the intense part, you know?”

“Oh, I know.” Blaze smiles at me knowingly, and there’s a kinship there, an understanding, ease. In this one way, we’re very similar. Unlike along any other metric. She rolls her lips between her teeth, thoughtful, maybe plotting, and then looks up at me again. “How intense do you want this to be?”

I suspect my scale of intensity is not the same as Blaze’s, but she won’t give me more than I can handle. If she heads there, I can tell her to stop and I have all the faith in the world that she will. I suppose that’s one of the nice things about knowing I’m not her one and only—someone else can fulfill her wishes that I’m unwilling or unable to. Which means I won’t feel like a disappointment. Like I’m not enough. Not how so many other people in my life make me feel. There’s always someone else on her horizon whereas I’m my parents’ last shot to get it right, and they’re not shy about letting me know exactly how short I’m falling while at the same time having gone completely out of the bounds of what they consider acceptable.

That trust and confidence in her is what gives me the ability to say, “Very. I want this to be very intense.”

Blaze

That’s my girl. I love the contrast of how delicate she looks and how badass she actually is. On the outside, she’s this insubstantial spun sugar, all sweetness and elegance, but should anyone try to break her? They’re going to find a tank underneath. A very sexually adventurous tank.

“Then sit up, get on your knees. I want your back against the slope of the ceiling.”

We could play finger-Twister to get her in the right position without me having to move my hand, but it’s getting time for actually gloving up anyhow, so I let her go to come onto her knees, which she does without arguing, and spreads her legs as much as she’s able while still keeping her back pressed to the wall. It’s a strenuous position—she has to use her core to keep this posture, and her thighs are bearing the brunt of keeping her hips hovering at the right height. That’ll make my job easier, and force her to lean on me at some point, something I suspect Maisy wouldn’t willingly do otherwise. Stubborn, aloof woman. Fiery and frozen at the same time. She drives me fucking crazy.

I could obsess over all the things she doesn’t give me or I could enjoy the things she does. I’ll take the latter because I don’t want to feel stymied.

“Good,” I say, knowing she doesn’t need my praise, but maybe she’d like it anyway? She doesn’t seem to be weak like me, always seeking approval, affection, attention, reassurance that I fucking matter. Validation. No, she seems perfectly content to be self-contained, only letting people in who she really has to. I will take advantage while she’s willing to let me be one of those people. “Now the fun can really start.”

I snap the glove on my right hand and take up the lube, slicking some over the latex, and start off a step behind where I left off. Fisting takes a lot of patience, and I’m going to do this—her—right. I want her leaving Denver dreaming about how good it felt having my whole hand inside her.

Three fingers are easy, four not much harder, and I press my knuckles against her inner walls, stretching and spreading gently, getting her prepared for me to fold in my thumb and keep pressing. It’s in some ways like kneading dough. Her flesh is supple, strong and resilient all at once, and it’s mine to shape, mine to manipulate.

“Do you want to come before I’m all the way in? After? Both?”

“Both, of course.” Girl after my own heart.

I use my other hand to brace her pelvis against the angle of the ceiling, and thumb her clit in the small rough circles she seems to favor. It’s not long before her hands are on my shoulders and her head’s dropped forward, her breath coming in pants. She’s so pretty like this, and sexy as hell as she works her cunt on my hands. Not shy, she’s going to take what she wants from me. Plus, she’ll get wetter when she comes and that’ll be even better than the lube to help get that inconvenient thumb knuckle and heel of my hand into the promised land of Maisy Harper’s hot, slick pussy.

The angle’s doing its job, too, forcing her to lean onto, into me, and gravity’s bringing her weight to bear on my hand, my wrist. This was a good idea, and I hope she thinks so. Right now, though, she’s consumed with her race to orgasm. Fine with me. She doesn’t need to know my plot, maybe better if she doesn’t, because I don’t know that she’d rest her forehead on my shoulder as she’s doing now. The pressure, the feeling of her breath that wafts through the thin cotton of my tank makes it so that my skin is ridiculously hot, and I suspect if she reached a hand into my leggings, she’d gasp with delight at precisely how wet I am. I can tell with how heavy my pelvis feels that my blood is pooling there, making my labia puffy and swollen, and my body’s getting ready for sex, penetration by slicking the path, practically an invitation: fuck me.

But the party I’ve RSVP’d to is between Maisy’s legs that are starting to show some strain. Trembling.

“Let go, Mais.”

She makes a helpless desperate noise and rolls her forehead against my chest, a gesture I’ll take as affectionate. “Can’t.”

That single word, reeking of vulnerability makes blood roar in my ears. “Yes, you can. It’s not going to be easy, but it’s not going to hurt because we’re being careful. You’ll be brave for a little bit, and then you can take a break with my whole hand inside you. Won’t that feel good?”

She nods against me, grips my biceps, her breath coming harder.

“Then come on. I’m going to make you come right here and again when I’m inside you. Got it?”

“Yes.”

She rocks and pitches her hips, working my hand deeper with every buck and I keep up my thumb’s work on her swollen clit. I can tell she’s almost there when her movements become more insistent but erratic. “Yes. Come on. I want to feel you. Hear you. Sink your teeth into me if you want, let me know how you feel.”

Now she’s making tiny half-moan, half grunts as she sinks onto my hand a fraction of an inch with every push. And with a sound that feels both surprising and inevitable, she’s pulsing around my hand, her teeth clamping around the meat of my trapezius. The noise is muffled by my flesh, but the vibration of it is powerful, the pitch desperate. Christ, she’s hot.

It’s while she’s rocking out the rest of her climax that my hand slips fully inside her and she gasps before biting me again.

“Fuck. Christ. That, ngh, I . . .”

I extract the hand I’d been using to manipulate her clit out from in between us, and wrap an arm around her waist, gathering her as close as I dare, kissing below her ear, inhaling the scent of her. Sweet oranges, yes, but also the things she used to wash my hair, plus an overwash of effort, of human body at work, and yeah, sex. “Told you so.”

Her laugh shakes her ribcage. “I never had any doubt, but I needed . . .”

“A little something?”

“Mmm.”

She lets me hold her for a while, and I marshal my patience. All I want to do is make her come again. Want to give her more pleasure, make her lose herself for a moment, but this sweeter seeking of my body will do for now. Also, the way my hand feels inside her, even encased in latex. Warm, held, possessed. We belong to each other, even if it’s only for this one moment. That’s what this whole thing is about, though, right? These are the few moments in time that we get, that we cling to.

After a minute, she leans back, a watery smile on her face. “I’m kind of exhausted, but I’m not done yet. You promised me both, and I’ve only gotten one. Can I brace my hands on your shoulders?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

I’d like that, us pressing away from each other while at the same time seeking support. It’s an apt metaphor for whatever it is we’re doing.

Her legs are shaking on either side of my forearm, and yes she’s stubbornly insisting that she wants more. Is there any wonder I feel as though we’re two peas in a sex pod? Wait, that’s gotta be a thing, right? A sex pod? Should totally google that when this is over. For now, though, she’s ordered something and I’ll deliver. I’m the USPS of orgasms. Rain or shine, sleet, snow, or wind, I will deliver climaxes.

The color in her cheeks is high, but the exhaustion in her eyes is receding, replaced by the glint of desire. More, more.

“Could you do something for me?”

“Anything.” I say it without hesitation, because whatever she asks, she can have with very few exceptions. Like my skates. That might be it.

“Get yourself off while you’re getting me off.”

“Can you, if I’m not fingering your clit?”

She cocks her head, thoughtful, and I have to wonder if she looks the same when her coach asks if she pull a difficult combination. Sure, it’s the same kind of feat. Orgasming with only vaginal penetration and doing a fancy-ass double toe-loop, triple axle thinger, or whatever it is.

“I think if you angle your wrist . . .” I tip my forearm into her and when she gasps, I think we’re off to a good start. “Like that. Yes, like that. I think I can.”

Yep, the little engine that could . . . orgasm. To keep up my end of the bargain, I slip my hand under the waistband of my leggings and into my underwear, finding the space between my legs predictably wet. Yes, this has been very hot and is about to get hotter. I use my own middle finger to circle my clit and make eye contact with Maisy once I’ve started the rhythm that’s going to bring me off. She rocks against me in a complementary way, and it’s all bordering on too much, exactly the way I like it.

I work myself as she works on me, and it’s not so very long until I’m on the edge between the feel, the smell of her, and my own expert touch.

“I’m close, Mais. Are you?”

“Mmm.” Her fingers dig into my shoulders, and we’re bracing ourselves against each other while we thrust. Hips rocking, backs arched, so many fingers, so much slick heat, a to-die-for amount of small, pleading noises and the slick sounds of women making love, and suddenly I’ve found it, and my core starts to clench. The rhythm, the pulse of it is strong, and I lean into her hands pressing at my upper arms. It feels aggressive in a way, as if we’re both trying to prove ourselves, but also supportive because we’re strong enough for each other. Held and challenged all at once, and in the middle of my orgasm, Maisy cries out her own release and instead of fading out, my climax doubles in strength for a few beats with the sound. So sweet, so satisfying, and god yes, so fucking sexy.

Get bored with her? Not a fucking chance.

Chapter Seven

Blaze

In a minor miracle, our coach let us out of tape review early. Either because she thinks we’re as well-prepared and awesome as we can possibly get and there’s nothing more she can do, or she’s given up. I’m going to go with option B, but that’s pure speculation.

I’m showered off, and I could head back to my room, maybe head out to the bar or some other place, the dining hall to grab something to eat or the lounge of my building. But the truth is, the only face I want to see is Maisy’s. I cannot get enough of that girl. I think it’s partly because I haven’t been allowed to have her as much as I’ve wanted to? And not because she’s been playing games like people sometimes do. She’s legit busy. Which is hot. She’s dedicated, and in demand because she’s so very good at what she’s set her mind to. I like passionate people, and it doesn’t matter so much what they’re passionate about. Being so diligent also means when I tell her I can’t do something, she believes me, too.

Which reminds me, I think she said she had practice right around now? I haven’t gotten to see her skate yet, just prance around in her practically naked pants, falling-off-her-shoulder sweatshirts, and leg warmers. I’ve seen YouTube clips of her, but never skating in real life. If I’m lucky, maybe I’ll get a chance to change that even before her events.

Maybe it’s the distancing lens of the camera, but she never looks blissful in the tapes I’ve seen. Shouldn’t she? I’m not one of those idiots who thinks figure skating is all hearts and flowers, because I’d fall on my ass about a second into any of her programs—fucking toe picks, what the fuck—but at least at the end of a well-executed routine, shouldn’t she look happy? I don’t want her to plaster one of those fake Vaseline-on-your-teeth smiles on her face. I want to see some earnest joy, and I feel like I haven’t. Why is that?

Maisy takes herself, her sport very seriously—okay, pretty much everything except banging seriously, but that shouldn’t preclude enjoying herself. I mean, hell, speed skating is one of the only things I take seriously, but I still fucking love it. It’s more exhilarating than pretty much anything else a person can do, and one of the only things that could hold my attention to bust my ass the way I do. But Maisy . . . I feel like when we’re not in the sack, she’s constantly holding herself back, trying to make herself smaller, apologizing basically for being alive. Which doesn’t make any sense, even given the whole Canadian thing. I expect her to say “soory” a lot, but not for, like, breathing.

And the way she works? Yeah, pretty much everyone here works their asses off—have to to get where they are, although I’ve heard that slalom skier Crash Delaney is basically some sort of walk-on phenom and that bugs the crap out of me—but I feel as if she’s trying to prove that she’s worthy of. . . . . . existing. Which everyone is, but even if she weren’t an incredible skater, she’d still be her. Pretty and smart and funny and can give a hell of a haircut under less than ideal conditions. Not to mention that she’s one of the only people who can match me in bed for more than a couple of days. If she has some kind of demons chasing her, she’s never let on, but why would she? We’re more about the sex, and less about the intimacy. Which is fine. Really.

The short track arena is right next to the one for figure skating, so I hustle on over, hoping I’m not too late. And if I’m not, that I’ll be able to get in. Mostly if you’ve got your athlete pass, people are pretty chill about letting you into spaces, but sometimes they can be super strict, like in places you could potentially sabotage someone. I don’t want to sabotage anyone; I want to see my girl skate.

My temporary girl. My SIG wife. I’ve heard people joking about SIG spouses before, and I’d never paid much attention because as far as I was concerned, I was competing in a second sport at the Games: fucking. If there had, in fact, been medals awarded, I am confident I would’ve taken home gold in Sapporo. This time around? I may be falling down on the job in terms of numbers, but I am racking up the quality and style points for sure.

I flash my badge at the entrance to the arena, and they don’t stop me. I swear, some of the people working the venue wouldn’t be able to tell curling from ice dancing or short track from hockey. Which is frustrating in some ways, but I will absolutely take advantage. Inside, the flash of my badge works as well, and I suspect it’s the hair, too. They might stop someone else for a closer look at their badge, but I’ve made it my business to be unmistakable. I belong here.

Before I duck into the actual rink, though, I yank a hat from my bag and tug it over my head. If she’s in the middle of a workout or practicing her program, I don’t want her to get distracted by me, and my fire-engine hair would be a good way to let her know I’m here.

The light and the ice at the end of the tunnel are bright, and I can hear the strains of music bouncing off the surfaces. I must have missed Maisy, because there’s no way in hell she’d skate to the sounds pouring down the hallway. Loud, brash, and big, it’s more like what I would skate to if I were a figure skater. It sounds like a rock concert and not the classical melodies that usually provide the backdrop for the figure skating performances.

I almost turn around because if it’s not Maisy, what the fuck do I care about who it is, but something compels me forward, maybe wanting to know who does have a program to this music. I’ll be rooting for Maisy to take home gold, obviously, even above my fellow Americans—blasphemy!—but it never hurts to have another horse in the race. Especially if that horse has excellent taste in music. Besides, it’ll only add a few minutes until I can get back to the village and see my SIG wife again . . .

Maisy

No one had the ice right after we finished up our practice, so I’m taking the opportunity to run through my exhibition piece. It’s silly, because thousands, if not millions, of people are going to be watching this in a few days, but until then, I don’t want anyone to see it. I want to keep it to myself, have something that’s for me, that no one else has a claim over, that no one else has anything to say about. The music is for me, the routine is for me, and I don’t give a shit that I’d get disqualified twenty seconds in if I skated this for my long program. That’s the whole point of this, to have fun, and show off. Not please anyone else.

When I perform this for real, the medals will have been awarded, the anthems played, and I’ll be hours, perhaps days away from another four years of obscurity. If I’m lucky. If I’m not so lucky . . .

But what matters now is the music coursing through me, the feel of my blades against the ice, the impact and satisfaction of hitting a jump perfectly. Since this is for fun, it’s more athletic than artistic, and I throw everything I have into as many jumps as I can squeeze into these four minutes. Combinations I might not attempt in a competition, and fuck yeah a triple axel I’ve never tried to land anywhere outside of my own personal ice time. Too much risk, and for what? I’d rather a good, solid, consistent performance where the judges can’t mark off for anything than taking chances on something that could win big, but I could also fuck up and end up on the bottom of the heap, maybe not even qualifying for the free program if I messed it up irreparably in the short. No, thank you. But here, now, with this thing that’s only for me? Yes.

When the music starts spiraling upwards, I do the same, coming into a layback spin. Between the climbing notes, and the increasing speed of my rotation, I feel as though I could take off. Or maybe drill down through the ice to the center of the earth.

As the music comes to a close, I make a dramatic stop with my toe pick and throw my arms up like a gymnast who nailed her dismount. I feel . . . victorious. Along with being flooded with delight. This is what I was built for, this is what I was meant to do, and being able to do it with no censure, no judgment, just letting myself be—it fills my heaving chest.

And I nearly die of shock when there’s a slow clap coming from behind the boards. I have to bite my tongue on a curse as I spin around to see who the fuck is there. At first I don’t see anyone at all, but then I catch movement out of the corner of my eye, and, unsurprisingly, a shock of red. Blaze shakes out her hair that must’ve been tucked under the toque in her hand.

“Jesus, Blaze. You scared me half to death. Let a girl know you’re here, why don’t you?”

There’s a charming-as-fuck smile on her face as she puts a hand on her hip. “But then you would’ve stopped, and I wanted to watch you skate.”

“You know not everyone wants to be watched, right?” My grumble is met by a look of such utter confusion that I feel as though I may as well have been speaking Greek. Blaze would probably be okay with having an audience for anything, everything she does. Privacy? Modesty? These are things that people desire? All I can do in the face of her incredulity is shake my head.

“I hate to break it to you, Mais, but you know thousands of people are going to be watching you in this very arena, and probably millions more on TV? I mean, you’ve done this before, so I figured—”

I skate over to where Blaze has parked herself by the boards, forearms crossed and resting atop them, and punch her, right on her biceps. She flinches, but laughs, and then rubs where my knuckles dug in. “Ow. You’re a vicious little thing. And violence outside of a hockey rink doesn’t seem very Canadian.”

Her chastisement earns her a scowl. “I don’t appreciate being mocked.”

“Well, clearly, since I now need to go to the village ER and get an X-ray to make sure you didn’t break me.”

I roll my eyes, because the idea that I could break Blaze is preposterous. “I did not break you. I didn’t even dent you. Besides, how would you be able to tell with the way you get busted up on the track? You’re a monster truck rally in human form.”

“I prefer roller derby bruiser,” she sniffs.

“Fine. Meet the newest jammer for the Blazin’ Hussies, Fire in the Hole! Or maybe Penis Flytrap?”

Oh, that grin. There’s no way she could actually do roller derby while she’s training and competing in short track—people get seriously beat up during bouts, like broken-limb beat up, and Blaze might be reckless, but I don’t think she’s so reckless that she’d jeopardize her career and everything she’s worked so hard for. Because as much as she shrugs it off, I know she busts her ass. Her training schedule is as hardcore as anyone here’s, and she’s a stalwart supporter of her sport. But I bet that after she’s done competing at this level, she’ll be trying out for the first derby league she can, and I have a feeling about what’s going to be on the back of her jersey.

For now, though, her mind’s not on her future as a dominating force on a derby squad, but solely on me. “So, are you busy?”

“You mean now that you’ve disrupted my scant private ice time? No, I suppose not. Why, what did you have in mind?”

It’ll be one of two things with Blaze: watching people go fast, or filthy sex. I know which one I’d vote for.

“Well, I was thinking either the women’s super-G or being knuckle-deep in your cunt.” Her whole face works into this positively mischievous expression. She looks like a pixie. A wicked pixie from hell, bent on finding as much vice as possible while she’s amongst mere mortals. “And I don’t have tickets to the super-G.”

My stomach clenches with the thought of it, because that sounds frigging awesome and I could really do with some of that to keep up this high feeling instead of getting my internal organs all in knots by fretting about the job I have to do.

“That’ll do. My place or yours?”

“Mine. Phoebe texted me to say she’d be out for a while. You know, in case I wanted to make use of the room. For shenanigans. Shenanigans is code for sex, by the way. You get that, right? Fucking, banging, screwing, riding the O train—”

I cover my ears in hopes that I won’t be able to hear her sex euphemisms anymore, but of course, she’s so fucking loud, I can still hear her. “Oh my god, stop, please! You’re killing me.”

“I don’t get it, Mais. You’re at least as filthy in bed as I am, and yet, I say some dirty words, and your face gets red like a tomato.”

I know, I know. It’s ridiculous. And yet as much as I can shrug off the sex-shamey stuff in private, I have a much harder time in public, and saying it out loud? Caught up in the moment, yeah, but out here? Ties me up in knots. I don’t want to stop her from doing it—hell, I want her to shout dirty things from the rooftop if she feels like it, because she ought to, I just . . . don’t want to be around when she does it. Or maybe in the audience, knowing I’m going to get in her pants afterward, but having that be our little secret. Yes, that would be best of all. “Yep, that’s how things are. Can I shower first and meet you back there? Or you could wait. It won’t be long.”

The corner of her mouth draws up again in that nefarious smile. “I’ve got a better idea.”

Of course she does, and I can’t wait to find out what it is.

First, though, we have to get to her suite. The walk isn’t super long, and that’s what it is—a walk. It’s not as though we have to catch a bus like the athletes who have events in the mountains. The village is a hop, skip, and a security gate away from the arenas.

While I wouldn’t mind walking in silence, that is not on Blaze’s agenda.

“So what was that? What you were doing?”

“Um, skating?” I know what she’s getting at and I don’t particularly want to talk about it.

“Yeah, but the music. Was that one of your programs or something else?”

“How much did you see?”

Obviously, she was there at the end, but I don’t know how long she was standing there. Did she see everything? The tips of my ears start to burn even in the cold. Not that she would object, but it’s not . . . it’s not for her. Not yet.

“Not much. Not enough. You looked amazing for the part I did see, though.”

She bumps my shoulder with hers. It makes me feel warm at the same time I’m the teensiest bit mortified.

“You looked like you were having fun, too. Not like most of the times I’ve seen you.”

Wait, what? I almost stop in my tracks, but manage not to, with a small stutter in my step. “What do you mean, all the times you’ve seen me? You been stalking me, Bellamy?”

It’s her turn to get a little awkward, for once. She gets exaggeratedly defensive. “Nooo.”

I keep walking, but I look up at her in question without turning my head much. A silent Oh, really?

“What? I haven’t been. I don’t have time for that. But I have seen you skate. On the internets.”

There’s that flush of pleasure again. Not that it’s hard to type my name into a search bar and come up with a dozen different clips from competitions, but . . . she did that. How many times has she watched me skate? What did she think? Did she sit there in awe through entire programs? Or did she only watch long enough to remember the shape of me so she could get herself off? Either way I’m flattered. “Oh?”

“Yeah, and . . .” Her brow furrows, and it’s not a good look for her. I mean, she’s still probably the dead sexiest woman on the planet, but Blaze isn’t hesitant, she’s not unsure. “Never mind.”

“Oh no, you don’t. Tell me.”

She shoves her hands into her pockets and huffs, her breath a frozen white cloud in the frigid air. “You didn’t look . . . happy.”

All the clement pleasure that’s been curling in my chest—and let’s face it, lower—evaporates, and gets replaced by a spiky misgiving. “I don’t have to be happy.”

No, happiness, joy, elation, none of that matters. Delight doesn’t rack up the points. Technical brilliance and elegance are what earns you a good score. Not actually enjoying what you’re doing, as long as you put on a good face about it.

“I guess not. But that’s the weird thing. When I saw you, just now? You looked like skating was your favorite thing on the face of the earth. Like you relished it. And it was awesome. You were awesome.”

It’s a compliment and a curse all wrapped up into one. So I was great . . . at a routine that could never earn me a medal, that many if not all of the judges would find insulting, that my parents would murder me for. Cool. I mutter a thanks, but I don’t mean it. I feel shitty and awkward and out of sorts because it’s not like I didn’t know that, but I don’t like that it’s true, and I’d rather not think about it. Fuck Blaze Bellamy for not letting me keep that icy little ball of angst and discontent to myself. I don’t want to talk about it. But knowing Blaze, if I don’t fill the space with something, she will.

But it’s as good a time to ask her about something that I’ve been curious about anyhow. “So, in that MaxOut article . . .”

She smirks at me. “Did you actually read the article and not just look at the pictures?”

“I did.” Of course I did. As if I wouldn’t scramble for any detail about her. Pfft. But she doesn’t need to know that I read the article almost as much as I rubbed one out while looking at the pictures. This is not the point. “And you said something—”

“That’s what she said?” She snorts and it’s hilarious but eyeroll-inducing at the same time. I don’t give in to her baiting, though. Now I’m fishing for information.

“You said something about being . . . polyamorous?”

She nods and looks straight ahead. “True story.”

“What . . . what does that mean?”

Blaze slides a glance in my direction, like seriously?

I cut her off before she can direct me to letmegooglethatforyou. “I mean, anyone can read the Wikipedia page, but it’s kind of confusing.”

She nods again, but looks more comfortable, her stride evening out and her body more fluid. “It’s confusing for people who’re poly, too. I don’t think any two people have exactly the same definition. I mean, basically, polyamory is about being in intimate relationships with more than one person at a time. The shape and content of them vary hugely, but the most important part is that everyone knows and is cool with it.”

I could ask her more questions, like how this works for her in particular and not solely as a general thing that happens in the world, but we’ve reached the building her suite is in, and what the hell is the point, really? It’s not as though we’re going to be together long enough for this to be an issue anyhow, and I should make the best use of the time I have with her, which sure as hell doesn’t mean talking.

Apparently she doesn’t think so, either, using her keycard to open the door and gesturing me in with a lascivious smile. “After you, hot stuff.”

Damn straight after me.

Chapter Eight

Blaze

Twenty-five minutes later finds me in my suite’s shower—thank you, Phoebe, for whatever (or whoever) it is you’re doing—pressing Maisy up against the tile with three fingers buried to the hilt in her pussy. She’s facing the wall, and her hands are pressed with her fingers spread wide, and her head dropped back against my shoulder. She’s so fucking hot.

As much as I love this, though, it’s not conducive to getting her all slicked up. You’d think water should equal wet, and it does in a way, but not the slippery glide of a woman’s arousal. Not as good. So I slip my fingers out of her, smack her on her tight ass as I bite her shoulder.

“Out you get, bathing beauty. I can’t make you come like I want in here.”

The noise she lets out is one of frustration but also giving in, because who wants to settle for a substandard orgasm? No one, especially not someone who is well-acquainted with exactly how much pleasure our bodies can produce when they’re smashed together in a particular way.

Out of the small shower, we dry off quick, fast, and in a hurry, and then she’s towing me over to the bed. Eager beaver. Heh.

As much as I usually enjoy her taking the lead, I put on the brakes. “Hey, hey. I thought for once this could be my show.”

She rolls her eyes, but gives in with a “fine.”

I’m not going to make her sorry for giving up control for a while. Never make anyone sorry for something you’d like to do again.

I sit on the bed with my back against the wall, raise my knees slightly, and then pat my lap. “Come here.”

She eyes me suspiciously, as though she doesn’t trust my motives, but, come on, my motives are to get her off. What is not good about that? Nothing. Since she clearly needs more convincing, I wave her over with a hand and an exasperated look on my face. “Mais, come on, please? I promise it’ll be fun.”

She purses those pink lips of hers, and sighs, but does as I’ve asked, and soon enough, she’s sitting on my lap with her back against my chest, and I’m urging her legs to bend and spread to give me access. It’s easy to nudge them a bit farther open with my knees. When I do, she gives a half-grunt, half-squeak, and it makes the corner of my mouth curl up. Oh, Miss Harper, I’ve got you precisely where I want you.

I have to play with her clit some before the good kind of wet is back—even while her damp head rests against my shoulder. Soon, though, the dancing of my fingers on and around that sensitive bundle of nerves makes her slick and ready as ever. Her hands have been to her sides, but now I’m wondering why. They could be put to much better use.

“Play with your tits.” My instructions aren’t met with a protest, but with quick compliance, her hands practically flying from where they’ve been tangled in the bedsheets to her chest. Her back arches away from me a bit as she takes her breasts in her hands and starts to manipulate them. Unfortunately, this position doesn’t allow me to see precisely what she’s doing—which frankly, is a crying shame—but I can imagine it, so I do. Oh yes, I do. Picture us doing this in front of a mirror sometime so I can see all of her, the faces she makes as I drive her crazy. Would she close her eyes and let her head drop back even farther, or would she brazenly make eye-contact with my reflection in the glass? The second one, for sure. Those dark brown eyes staring back at me from under heavy lids and her dark fringe of lashes, with pink high on her cheeks as she kneads her tits or pinches her pinky-brown nipples. Holy shit.

It’s not the best angle, but I can still put my other hand to good use. Maisy had liked the penetration I offered earlier while we were under the spray of the shower, and there’s no reason I can’t give it to her again. My own cunt is feeling swollen and soaked and empty, and my tits are heavy pressed against her back, because this is turning me on like whoa, but this is her time and I’ll take my turn. Patience isn’t always my strong suit—okay, hardly ever—but I believe I’ll get mine. She won’t even have to do much work given how fucking horny I am, how hot I am for her.

I’m working her clit with the middle finger of one hand, faster and lighter than I would my own, and then slip two fingers inside her. Hot and slippery, the feel of her is incredible. If there’s a place I’d rather have my fingers than inside Maisy Harper, I can’t think of where that might be.

Given that I know her, her body, and there was a shit ton of foreplay from the walk over here to the shower hijinks, I’ve got her revved up pretty good, and she’s handling herself in a way that gets her off, it’s not so long until she’s panting, the back of her ribcage heaving against me in a way that rubs my own hard nipples.

I’m grinding against her with my pelvis from behind—between that and the four hands that are toying with her, does it make her feel as if she’s got more than one lover? What I wouldn’t give to make a Maisy sandwich with some other woman. But I don’t think Maisy would be into that. She’s too private, too secretive. It makes me happy in some ways, that she trusts me enough to share this with me and not so many other people, but sad for her as well. How much more fun could she have if she loosened up a bit?

But for right now, I don’t want her loose. I want her twisted up and tight with wanting, tensed for an impending climax, so I start to murmur the filthiest things I can think of in her ear while I make urgent circles around her clit with one hand, and frig her with the other.

“You like that, Mais? Getting finger-fucked in your tight pussy while you play with your own tits? Spread out like a fucking centerfold with your cunt on display? You’re so goddamn shameless. Are you going to shout for me when you come, dirty girl? I want to hear you. Not just feel you clench around my fingers. I want your noises that you make when I’ve fucked you into oblivion.”

“Fucking hell.” Her breathy, just-above-a-whisper mutter only barely gets out before I feel it: that sexy as fuck tightness of her body that tells me she’s going to lose it, that she’s right on the edge, and all I have to do is push her over. So I pinch her clit while I crook a finger up to her G-spot, and she’s gone. Gone into shuddering, crying out, pussy-contracting orgasm. I feel it around my fingers, and the tremors ripple through her whole quaking body. And yeah, she let me hear it, these barely human noises, and so loud. Some curses and blasphemies, but even better, my name. “Fuck, yes, Blaze, fuck me, fuck me. I’m coming, so hard. Don’t stop, never stop.”

Which of course she doesn’t mean, but it takes her a good few minutes to be lying limp against me, her hands flopped outward and her legs sprawled as if she doesn’t give a fuck about what the world thinks of Maisy Harper. It takes her a while to find her breath, and as she does, she dreamily strokes my thighs and nuzzles her face into my shoulder as though she could fall asleep right here. I wouldn’t mind, except I’m practically vibrating with my own need. But I’ll give her this; a few moments of peace to enjoy her satisfaction, to be completely unraveled and satiated.

Yeah, I did that.

Maisy

Blaze makes a really good pillow. I mean, yeah, she’s also a phenomenal lover. She’s got me practically comatose after some fun soapy times in the shower followed by a really quite thorough fingerbang, so bushed—heh—that I’m totally content to laze in her lap, which is something I never do. Cuddles aren’t so much my jam, because it seems like asking for too much. I’ve done my job, gotten what I came for, and now I should stop wasting people’s time.

And yet . . . Blaze is showing no inclination whatsoever to kick me out. She is, in fact, holding me, her arms wrapped around my waist. Nothing like her crazy strong thighs, but her forearms are substantial enough on their own, weighty across my midsection, like they’re telling me to stay. I can do that. For now.

I drowse for a bit, feeling sated and relaxed, and not freaking out about what’s ahead in the coming days. Going over what I need to do, but not fretting overly. It’s not as though the shelf life of a figure skater is very long, especially for women, so there’s a better than 90 percent chance that this is it for me. Well, that whole not-worrying thing is over.

Lucky for me, I have something else I can focus on for a bit before I have to run off to dinner with my teammates. Her name is Blaze, she’s hot as fuck, and she’s been waiting so patiently underneath me that her head must be ready to explode, because forbearance isn’t exactly her middle name.

“Blaze?”

“Yeah?”

Oh, bless her for trying to sound normal when she is likely thirsting for an orgasm. “Did you happen to bring any, um, accessories with you?”

There’s a pause, and I can practically smell the smoke from the thought fires stoking in her brain: Accessories? Like earrings? Hair elastics? A motherfucking scarf? What are you on about, Harper?

And then her breath comes out in a hot rush alongside my face. “Oh, accessories. You’re too cute, Harper. If you would have said sex toys, I would’ve known what you were talking about. I thought you meant like a hat.”

Yeah, my face heats up a bit. Curse the breakdown between my filthy mind and my prudish mouth. But the thing is, I could never get reprimanded for my thoughts, only for my actions, and especially those anyone else saw, so maybe this is my release valve. We don’t need to talk about my strange relationship with sexuality and showmanship and modesty, nope.

“To be fair, you would look absolutely droolworthy in a fedora, but yes, that’s what I meant.”

There’s a squeeze around my middle.

“Say it, Maisy.”

Oh, please, no.

“I don’t think that’s necessary. You know what I mean, so what’s the point?”

She squeezes me tighter, and her fingers curl, as if she’s getting ready to tickle me, and if that starts, well, I am a goner.

“I want to hear you say it because it’ll be fun. It will make my entire day. Please? Please, Mais, with a cherry on top? I’ll do anything you want.”

“I don’t think I could handle anything else right now.” My grumble is met by a nip of my ear, and a suck at my lobe, and Christ, how is it this woman can infuse me with desire so easily? “Besides, it’s your turn, right? Wouldn’t you rather get off than hear me say”—sex toys—“that?”

“Pfft. Not a chance. I can stroke myself off no problem, and after your performance, it’s not going to take me long. But hearing Maisy Harper the ice princess talk about sex toys? Once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.”

If she were someone else, I’d think she might be lying, but she’s Blaze. She totally would shove me off her lap and play with herself until she climaxed. I wouldn’t have any part in it, and it would only be my own damnable fault. Which gives me an idea, because there’s now something I want badly. Very badly.

“Fine. I will make you a deal.”

“I like bargains.” She says this as she runs her lips and her teeth over my shoulder, and it’s enough to make me want to drop my head back and let her pleasure me again. And again. And again. But sadly, I don’t have all the time in the world, and now there’s something I want more than another orgasm.

“I think you’ll like this one a lot. How about, if I say it—”

“Say it, say it, say it!” Her exuberant chant is accompanied by tickles to my sides while she holds me fast, and I squirm on her lap.

“You better cut it out, or you’re not going to get anything.”

God, she’s like a puppy sometimes. But it works, and she stops her torture.

“If I say it, then you’ll show me your collection, and then you’ll do whatever I say.”

“I say yes!”

At which point she dumps me off her lap and stands bouncing on the balls of her feet in front of me. That was easy.

I get myself into a slightly less licentious pose, my ankles crossed in front of me with my tucked up legs hiding my breasts, and then primly demand, “Blaze, won’t you be a dear and fetch your . . . your. . . .”

Her eyes light up and you’d think she was on the podium about to get a gold medal instead of hearing me say some slightly off-color words. She’s practically dancing on her toes, which is a hilarious picture. Ugh, fine No use prolonging the agony. Get it over with, Harper.

“Your sex toys. Get your goddamn sex toys, okay?”

Blaze breaks into a victory dance, arms in the air, whooping and calling out while I bury my—on fire—face in my hands. Look at what this woman does to me. Probably a good thing I only see her every four years because any more than that, she’d surely be the death of me. Or would she? I’ve really been enjoying her, and in a way I don’t think I’d be likely to tire of quickly.

The shouts of conquest stop, so I peek through my fingers, and there she is, grinning like a shark in full bloodlust. And then she curtsies. Of all things for her to do . . .

“Yes, ma’am.”

I toss a pillow at her retreating ass as she hustles over to what is apparently her dresser. I hope anyhow. “Don’t ever call me ma’am again, or no more orgasms for you.”

Her grin is wicked, and I can tell the words are on the tip of her tongue, but she also knows I’m not kidding, so she bites it back. Then she grabs an armful of stuff from the drawer and tosses it on the bed in front of me. And here I thought I was traveling in style with a strap-on and a few dildos . . .

There’s a veritable sex toy smorgasbord in front of me, but I don’t want anything fancy, just something that’s going to make my infuriating lover get her rocks off. While I watch. Yep, this is all about the watching.

So I take up a relatively harmless-looking egg. Twist it at a seam about two-thirds of the way down, and yep. It starts to vibrate in my hand. As I turn it more, the sensation intensifies. This will do nicely.

I flip it off and toss it to her. She snatches it out of the air easily, making me think that if she weren’t a speed skater, she could’ve made a decent hockey goalie. She’s got the reflexes, the complete and utter lack of fear, is seemingly unaffected by pressure, and actually enjoys objects flying at her face—sticks and pucks equally, as far as I can tell.

She weighs the neon pink thing in her hand and then looks at me from under her heavy brows. “This is it? I give you a porn set’s worth of sex toys and you want me to use this?”

“Yep.”

Blaze shakes her head. “Okay, dude, it’s your call. But if you get bored, feel free to pick something else off the pile. I’m well-versed with the use of everything.”

“Yeah, yeah. Now shut up and come sit over here.”

I gesture to the head of the bed that’s pressed up against the wall, and unlike mine, the ceiling’s not at an angle. She’s got plenty of room to sit up straight. But that’s not precisely what I have in mind. While she’s taking the few steps over, I swoop in and pile up some pillows for her to lay back against.

“You know how I was sitting earlier?”

“Sprawled out on my lap with your pussy on display like a Georgia O’Keefe painting? Yes, I do.”

Okay I’m impressed with her allusion, but not with her sass or reminding me of precisely how wanton I must’ve looked. “Yeah. That’s how I want you up against the pillows.”

She doesn’t hesitate but climbs up, leans back, and spreads her legs. Just like that. Christ, this woman is . . . Does it make my admiration for her less pure, or make my father’s assertion that I’m only a lesbian because I’m a narcissist true, that I think she’s maybe what I would’ve turned out like had I not had all those messages drilled into my head? Not to worry now, I’ve got my very own puppet to make her do as I will, or perhaps as I would.

“Put the egg in front of you, within reach but so you can see it. I want you to think about it. What I’m going to make you do with it.”

Her eyes go delightfully wide, and she sets the toy down in front of her almost gingerly. Aha, I got her. “Okay. Now what?”

“Now I want you to touch yourself.”

Her hands go immediately to her full breasts, but I tut at her. “I don’t think so, not yet. Start with your hair.”

“My hair?”

“Yes, your hair, and make it sexy.”

“You want me to touch my hair and make it sexy?”

“Yes, I do, and don’t look at me like that.” Her features are all crumpled up as though she can’t possibly fathom how on god’s green earth a person could make that happen. “Wasn’t it hot when I cut your hair? Didn’t I make you feel good?”

Tell me I did.

“Of course. I think I remember pretty clearly jumping your bones right after.”

“Then show me how I made you feel. Make yourself feel that way.”

Her mouth wrenches to the side, and she’s glaring at me as though she’s really not so sure about this nutty plan of mine, but with a shake of her head and a roll of her eyes, she gives the impression that she’s going to do it anyway. Good girl.

She starts by spreading her fingers and running her open hand up the side of her face and into the hair that I cut only days ago. Blaze is milky-pale, which makes sense given she spends most of her life in a box of ice, and her turquoise-tipped fingers running through her unnaturally red hair is a sight to see. This . . . might have been a bad idea, because with that one simple gesture, I can fast forward in time and see where this is headed. It’s a place called Sexy-as-fuck-istan.

She curls her hand, making it cup her neck, and then her fingers are drifting toward her collarbone. My eyes are riveted to her, and as much as I’d like her to keep going down, down, down toward her breasts, her washboard stomach, and yes, god, yes, her pussy that’s already got a sheen of desire slicking it, I think not. She agreed to this, and I’m going to hold her to it.

“Your hair, Bellamy. Hell, I’ll even give you from the neck up, but that’s it.”

She scowls, her eyes narrow and her full mouth pinched. “You are no fun.”

“I am a shit tonne of fun, and since I’m Canadian, that’s a metric tonne.”

She snorts a giggle, and then sighs. “Ugh, fine.”

And then she’s back, using both her hands this time, fingertips sliding over her sharp cheekbones, the hollows of her temples, and up into her hairline. It makes her tits jut forward, and as sure as dominoes, my mouth drops open, which is when I think she realizes she can drive me crazy with this performance, too. Which makes her far more inclined to go along.

She makes a show of combing her fingers all the way to the back of her head, stretching out her arms, and putting her full chest on display, and it makes my mouth water. I think she might pose that way, crack open an eye to see if I give in already, but no. She rolls her head to the side, glides her hand sensuously over her neck until I’m about to tell her to stop, and she reverses direction. Sends one hand back to her hair, while one trails over her jaw until her finger meets her mouth, and she uses a single fingertip to draw her bottom lip down. Seeing her teeth shouldn’t be erotic, but it makes a wave of sudden desire overcome me. I could drown in her.

And will, because now she’s taking her finger into her mouth, sucking it lightly to get it wet before she releases it and draws the slick digit across the seam of her mouth. She toys with her mouth, her jaw, her neck, her hair for another five minutes, and I’m mesmerized. From a woman touching herself in a way that isn’t particularly scandalous.

“Lower.” Yeah, that was my voice, croaky as a frog. I expect her to hurry, but she doesn’t. Finishes up her finger-fellatio routine, and then does as I’ve requested, caressing her collarbones, shoulders, and god help me, drawing a single finger down her throat before resting it momentarily in the divot of her suprasternal notch. Then she inhales before sliding her other hand down and finally, god, finally, cupping her breasts and squeezing, kneading.

Her mouth is open, her eyes are closed, her chest is rising and falling, and I want her. Want those to be my hands, want to touch her myself. But I won’t, I’ll watch. She moves to circling her areolas, teasing herself until her nipples pucker into peaks like berries—moreover, I know they taste that way, too, mostly sweet with a hint of sour. When they’re good and teased, and I’d imagine aching to be touched, she cups her breasts and takes her nipples between thumb and forefinger and squeezes, teases, and rolls as she licks her lips.

Blaze

I am here for exhibitionism any day of the week. Sex in public? Sure. Orgies? Bring them on. God knows I don’t mind being photographed with as little clothing on as the publication can get away with. But somehow, some way, Maisy has made a relatively innocent exercise into one of the most sexually exciting things I’ve ever done in my life. Sex magic, that’s what she has.

All the while I’m touching myself for her pleasure—and who are we kidding, mine—I’m thinking of that goddamn fluorescent pink egg in front of me. I’d teased her about it, but now I’m glad she didn’t put out a sex toy buffet. She doesn’t need it. Also, it’s weird, but I like feeling this close to her, even though we’re not touching. This is way more intimate than some of the most . . . accessorized sex I’ve had. Not that I don’t love a good kinky romp, because I sure as fuck do, but with Maisy in particular, I like that she’s controlling me so directly, wielding her power in such a subtle way. She’s not even touching me for god’s sake.

The direct line of communication between my nipples and my pussy is on fire, signals being sent south until every pinch, every tug, each squeeze is reminding me of exactly how empty I am, how good it would feel if she would give me that kind of satisfaction. She will, but in her own goddamn time. Frigging Maisy and her lack of urge to careen headlong to the finish line. Her goddamn artistry. But that’s what I feel like right now, if I can stem the frustration long enough to piece two thoughts together: Maisy’s work of art.

“Pick it up.”

Her soft command crashes through the near-silence of the suite like cymbals, and I don’t have to ask what she’s talking about. I stop toying with one of my tits and grab the egg that’s been mocking me with its presence for the past twenty minutes.

I look at her, awaiting my next instruction, even though I know it’s not going to be to crank it up and hold it to my clit until I blow. That would be too easy. Maisy’s meeting my gaze, her dark eyes intense, and then she brings her thumb to her mouth, bites the pad while she considers. I almost die. I would much rather she be biting me. After a minute’s thinking—or dreaming, maybe she’s fantasizing about what she could make me do even as she sits here?—she releases her thumb and tips up her chin.

“Touch yourself with it. Don’t turn it on. Yet.”

Despite what I’d like to do, I know she doesn’t want me heading straight for my clit that’s pulsing with want. No, she wants to tease me. Double tease me since she’s not even touching me. And she thinks I’m frustrating . . .

I do what she wants because I do have a small amount of self-control, and using it to gear up for a mind-blowing orgasm seems a better reason than most to use it. The touch of the egg is strange, intimate and yet not.

“Now,” she says, and I twist it slightly to start the gentle buzz, putting it back against my skin. It draws my focus and my desire, my thoughts and feelings following where I’m dragging the sphere over my collarbones, between my tits, around and finally over my nipple in a way that gives me chills. When I think she’ll be satisfied, I draw it down the center of my stomach, hesitate slightly when I’ve reached the space between my hipbones, but Maisy doesn’t tell me to stop. She stares, waiting for me.

Which is when I finally get the contact I’ve been aching for, circling around my clit, teasing myself for a few more delicious seconds, and then . . . The breath leaves my lungs in a rush and my head drops back as I close my eyes, because fuck, yes. I don’t hold back the groan of relieved frustration because I think Maisy wants it. Or at least expects it. Wants, too, the way my hips rock up to add the motion, seeking even more satisfaction.

“Turn it up. Don’t come.”

Is she toying with me? I don’t care. All I have to do is follow her instructions, and I know no matter how roundabout the path, it’s going to lead to the promised land. A slight twist turns up the vibe, and I take another circle, widening it to explore how it feels on all the surfaces of my intimate flesh—labia, that thin strip of skin between the entrance to my pussy and my asshole, and Christ, yes, where I’d like for her to be inside me. And yeah, my clit because it’s a demanding thing, wanting so much attention for its externally small size, but I’ll give it because it feels so fucking good, and that’s all that’s swirling around in my head right now. Pleasure, feeling, the extraordinary things my body can do in a bed instead of on the ice, behind closed doors with only one other person instead of in an arena with thousands of screaming fans.

The quiet makes this more intense somehow, because I’m the only thing drawing Maisy’s attention, and god knows I feed on that. Her focus is modest, reserved, and yet all the more powerful for that. Concentrated in each soft word, each small movement of her lips, every swallow in her delicate throat. All of it is mine, belongs to me.

My desire has hit a high that I’m not used to because for all the debauchery I partake in, it’s usually one after the other. What about now? How about now? Again, again, again. But Maisy’s focused all that arousal that usually comes in peak after peak, and built into one big slope. She’s driving me absolutely fucking crazy.

“Turn it up. Put it inside you.”

Oh. Oh, yes.

I’m so wet, it doesn’t take much to work the egg inside myself until it’s sitting in my core, making the sensations radiate out through my whole pelvis, pinging that entire wishbone shape of my clit. My god is that a marvelous organ. The pleasure is echoing through my whole body in a way I think I might be imagining, but it doesn’t fucking matter because I feel it. Pulsating, throbbing. In my tits, in my throat, in my mouth, my cheeks, my lungs. She’s invaded me and I surrender.

There’s a shift on the bed and I don’t bother to open my eyes—when did they fall closed, anyhow?—but they snap open when there’s a single lick of a tongue over my clit, followed by a lavish suck that makes me fall over the edge of the mountain I’ve been climbing up. My whole body shudders and shakes, and the words leave my mouth in an uncontrollable stream.

“Maisy, fuck. Fuck, Maisy. I—I—Yes, yes, suck me.”

And she does. Gentling the way she’s using her mouth on me when it’s clear I’m on the downslope of my epic climax and not stopping until I’m a twitchy puddle of post-orgasmic contentment.

I let her slip the egg out from inside of me, and then move my barely functional limbs, arranging me against the pillows until she’s managed to snuggle under my arm, and then we both rest. Drowse, cuddle, like sleepy kittens until Maisy’s phone makes a noise from her heap of stuff on the floor.

She makes a sound like “merf,” and rubs her nose on my shoulder before sitting up and rubbing her eyes.

“Team dinner in thirty. I gotta go.”

I think she must be still half-asleep because when she’s gotten out of bed, she leans down and drops a kiss on my forehead before turning to pull clean clothes out of her bag. I’m not sure what it says that of all the things we’ve done, that shocks me the most. But I don’t have time to process it because I’m already falling back asleep as she’s softly closing the door behind her.

Chapter Nine

Maisy

Practice was less than great. Yes, I’m nailing all my jumps, but I feel like a wind-up toy while I’m doing it. Or maybe one of those ballerinas who pop up when you open a jewelry box. Pretty but soulless, and it annoys me that Blaze is right. So very, very right. But what’s more important? Landing a triple lutz into a double toe loop or doing it half as well while looking as if I won a trip to Disneyworld?

At the end of the day, it doesn’t really matter. My job isn’t to win gold; that’s not something my coach expects of me. Bronze, perhaps, but gold is an overreach for a journeyman like me. I show up, work hard, ace my routines, but there’s nothing particularly special about me. Not at this level anyhow. I fill out the roster, give our team a solid base, a way to take a chance on other more mercurial skaters.

Which would explain why I’m climbing up the stairs to Blaze’s suite. I want a distraction from the program I’ll be skating tomorrow. I don’t want it running through my head on an endless loop because routine is not something I lack. No, that, sadly, is what we would call passion.

Although as I make the turn onto the last landing before her floor, I have to wonder if being with Blaze is going to make me feel better or if I’ll only feel more ordinary next to all her pomp and circumstance. I adore the girl, but sometimes I feel as though she’s even competing with me, as if there’s a chance in hell I could win. At anything when she’s involved.

At last I make it to her floor, and down the hall to her suite, where there’s a . . . seriously? There’s a motherfucking sock on the door.

I stand there, stunned, the breath knocked out of me. I asked her for one thing. Okay, two. But even so, how hard should this be? If she wanted to get it on with someone else, all she had to do was tell me and we’d be over. Not hard. But Blaze isn’t known for her impulse control. Maybe she got made an offer she couldn’t refuse and decided I’d probably never find out, so it was okay. Who the fuck knows, maybe she’s been meeting up with other people every time I’ve had practice or a team meeting. I wouldn’t know.

I’ve long since recovered my breath from practice, but my chest feels tight again, and not from the effort of climbing the stairs. Fuck. This was not a thing I was supposed to have feelings about. Get in, orgasm—repeatedly—get out, easy-peasy. That was the idea. Indulge myself with someone who wasn’t going to make me feel as though I was too much and then move on before I couldn’t live with myself anymore.

The thing is, it’s not so much the sex that’s making me feel all hot and squirmy and like I have rage snakes slithering throughout my body. It’s the betrayal. She looked me in the face and lied, promised me a thing and then took it away.

Hell, maybe if she’d said she wanted to fuck someone else, I would’ve given her the okay. Maybe, just maybe, depending on who it was, I might’ve liked to . . . be involved? Watched? Heard about it? It’s never occurred to me that I’d be okay with such a thing before, but something about Blaze might let me enjoy that. Or maybe not, because letting someone I don’t trust into this private part of my life makes me queasy, but maybe I could’ve given her my blessing. That might’ve made this okay. Or not, but at least I would’ve had a choice.

Who is it in there with her? Could be anyone. Literally, anyone. Are they better than me? At anything? Everything? Willing and able to be seen with her in public? Haven’t been shamed to within an inch of their lives about having wants and desires and wanting attention any place off the ice?

It takes me a while to gather my thoughts, to come up with a plan, and in the meantime, I’m standing there, stupidly, outside her door, looking at the sock, a symbol of her infidelity. There’s some melodrama for you. Will socks forever remind me of heartbreak? That would be unfortunate, although at least it’s not tights. That would be far more problematic.

Finally I get my shit together enough to put my feet in motion and get the hell out of there before Blaze comes spilling out of her suite, because she doesn’t do anything without bluster, without making a scene.

Head down, bag slung over my shoulder, and puffy boots plodding down the stairs I walked up minutes ago, I’m trying to get the fuck out of Dodge. I’m so mired in my own unhappiness that I almost run into someone who’s coming up the staircase.

“Whoa, Maisy, where are you going?”

That voice is familiar, but it also doesn’t compute. For one thing, Blaze is in her suite banging away at someone. Or someones. For another, there’s no way she could’ve made it up two flights of stairs without making enough of a racket that I wouldn’t have heard her and been relieved. That must have been some hardcore wallowing, because she’s standing right there, her hair looking damn fine. It’s a silly thing to find pride, pleasure in, but I do. She took the time to do her hair, make it look its very best.

But there’s still a piece of me that’s angry at her, even as her expression is open and guileless which is why my words are clipped. “I was going to see you.”

“Lucky you, you found me.” Her face lights up like it always does at the prospect of us indulging in some fun and games.

Right, lucky. I wanted to find her, and now she’s here. I should be happy, but instead, the feeling nags.

“Where were you?”

“Out with some friends. We caught some of the Nordic combined. You gotta love how bored those Scandinavians must’ve been to come up with that shit.”

“Right.” I’m trying to shift gears, but it’s proving to be difficult. It’s like waking up from a bad dream still convinced it happened.

“Are you okay?” Blaze is looking at me as though being out of sorts is some sort of crime. “Because you don’t look okay.”

That’s always nice to hear. Right up there with “You look tired,” or “You’d be prettier if you smiled.”

“No, I . . . I went up to your room and there was a sock on the door.”

Blaze’s wide face splits with her grin. “Nice. I wonder if Phoebe finally scored with that Israeli figure skater. He was really fucking hot and flirting with her, but she was all ‘I don’t know.’ I told her to go for it, and I think she took my advice.”

She claps and does a little shimmy, and if I weren’t still disconcerted, I’d probably find it adorable. “Yeah.”

Her delighted someone’s-getting-laid dance stops, and she puts her hands to her hips. “For realsies, you’re kinda freaking me out.”

“I thought it was you.” My voice is tight, accusing. I know it’s not fair, but I can’t help it.

Blaze’s head cocks like a puppy’s, and part of me wants to tousle her hair, but another part is thinking I shouldn’t be affectionate with her, because she’s going to break my heart. Temporary, this was temporary to start with, and if it ends a bit sooner than expected, then it does. It shouldn’t be paining me quite this much. Blaze looks equally stunned, though.

“You thought . . . you thought I was fucking someone else?”

“Yeah, I did. Are you trying to tell me that was a ridiculous thing to suspect?”

Any lingering curiosity on Blaze’s face vanishes, replaced by hot defensiveness. “It is, actually. I promised I wouldn’t fuck anyone but you while we’re here. I might have some issues with impulse control and I have no problem admitting I’ll take attention wherever I can get it, but it’s not as if I would’ve . . . oops!” She gestures like mad toward her crotch in a vulgar way that makes me cringe and flush. Please don’t let anyone decide to make use of this stairwell. “Fell on some dude’s dick or tripped and landed with my mouth on some chick’s cunt. What the hell? I’ve never cheated on a partner who’s asked for fidelity.”

I want to splutter something, but nothing comes out. My face gets hotter and probably redder, and Blaze’s eyes narrow, her nose wrinkling like a bunny’s. “Wait a second. Is this some shitty-ass bi-phobia? That I couldn’t possibly be satisfied with pussy forever because I also like dick and don’t I need both to survive? Or is this about me being promiscuous? I don’t even mind being called a slut because I don’t think having the kind of sex I want, who I want it with, whenever I want it, is anything to be ashamed of. I’m taking that word all the way back. But you . . .”

Yeah, the finger she pokes in my chest hurts, partly because, ow, the girl has a finger like the sharp end of a ski pole, but also because I don’t think she’s completely wrong and I’m ashamed of myself. Seriously, Maisy? You know better than that. It might be your first thought, but it definitely wouldn’t be your last. If anyone asked you, you’d tell them that was some bullshit.

“You’re so afraid of what you want and what you like that you’re going to dump that shit on me? I don’t fucking think so. Get out of here, and go back to your frosty ice queen palace if you’re going to come at me with that. No, no, no.”

Fuck.

She tries to shove past me, and part of me wants to let her go because I’m not really down for a physical altercation in a hallway, but also we’re on stairs—if you’re going to have a fight, a staircase is not the place to do it. Everyone knows that. Unless you’re in an action or spy movie, in which case it’s a bonus feature. For athletes, though? It’s basically inviting a broken ankle or worse.

So I stand on my step, squeeze my eyes closed, and clench my fists. “Blaze. Please, wait.”

Her angry stomping stops, but she’s breathing hard and I know it’s not from exertion. She could run stairs for a good long while before getting winded. That’s how upset she is by what I said and I feel even worse. Her snapped-out words don’t make me feel any better. “For what? So you can tell me I’m a whore who’s going to hell and that I should learn how to keep my legs closed? Because I’ve had enough of that for a lifetime, thanks.”

A seam of sympathy rips open inside me, and I wouldn’t be surprised if my guts spilled right out onto the floor. It takes me a second to get my own breath because I’m choked with regret. I’m doing the same thing to her as has been done to me. As has probably been done to her, said to her, for her whole life. I wouldn’t have thought she was so bothered by it, but maybe she puts on a good show? Or maybe it doesn’t matter if it’s some rando on the street but it matters when it’s me? The thought is alternately horrifying and exhilarating.

“No. I was going to say that I owe you an apology. You’re right. Not about the bi thing, but the . . . the . . . the other thing.”

I know she doesn’t think of “slut” as an offensive word, but if someone called me that, I wouldn’t be proud, and she knows it. I don’t want to use it and have her think that’s the way I’m applying it to her.

“I did think, when I saw the sock on the door, that it was you, because you do sleep with a lot of people. And maybe you’d gotten tired of me so you decided to fuck someone else, and would maybe tell me later if at all. I don’t think I would’ve jumped to that conclusion if you . . .” I trail off because I don’t quite know how to phrase this without making it worse.

“If I didn’t fuck quite so many people?”

Her hands are on her hips, but she doesn’t look as though she’s about to push me down the steps or anything, so I’ve got that going for me. She may be rough and tumble on the track, but I’ve never known her to be violent anywhere off it, except in bed and I’d describe that more as aggressive—deliciously so—than violent.

“Yes. And I’m sorry. That was shitty, and wrong, and it has way more to do with my own insecurities than it does with the choices you make. I’d like to think if I’d had more time to think about it and be rational that I might’ve still been worried about it, but not for as crappy reasons. It probably would’ve boiled down to me being concerned that I’m not enough for you.”

She opens her mouth, but she doesn’t owe me anything, and I want to make that clear. “That is in no way me fishing for compliments, I’m trying to explain how my brain got kinda stupid. Because feelings. You’re absolutely right that it’s nonsense, and I wouldn’t blame you if you still wanted me to leave. I didn’t want to leave with you hearing my voice on top of all those other ones you have to deal with. So again, I’m sorry and you deserve better than that. I’ll go.”

I thumb toward the door that’s down a few flights of stairs, even turn and start plodding down the steps, feeling shitty and guilty and queasy and regretting how much I must have hurt her. Which I’ll have to fucking live with, because it is so not her job to make me feel better about this. I was flat-out wrong. I can blame other people for my knee-jerk reaction—thanks, Mom and Dad for making sex something so frigging dirty and shameful and secret—but I have no one to blame but myself for holding onto that.

Grabbing the handrail at the next landing, I’m swinging around it to the next flight of stairs when there are quick, bounding footsteps behind me. I hold my breath and close my eyes in hopes it’s Blaze, but with no real expectation. You can’t really have one when you’ve screwed up as badly as I have.

Then there’s a hand on my arm, and someone’s tugging me around. I see a flash of red hair and that’s how I know it’s Blaze. That and the span of her hands as she grabs my upper arms and levels a glare at me.

“That is some Class-A bullshit right there, and I am not happy about it. Being bi and poly and liking sex—lots of it—doesn’t make me a cheater, and it doesn’t make me a liar. I don’t forgive you for that.”

My stomach bottoms out and I feel sick. I knew I’d messed up, and I didn’t expect forgiveness, to have my snap judgment absolved. But she could’ve let me walk out and been done. She wants to make me feel worse? That doesn’t jibe with the Blaze I know, who might have a temper like wildfire but is equally quick to get over stuff. Or, as I’m coming to think, bury it under things she wants, that she won’t let anyone take away from her.

Clearly we don’t know each other very well, though, otherwise I might have had a pang of shock and my mind might have darted to that stupid, unkind thought, but then I would’ve smacked my forehead and remembered she has a roommate, and it was probably her getting lucky. Not that the person who I’ve been having amazing sex with and enjoy even outside of the filthy banging would betray me.

Blaze shakes me, as if she can tell my mind’s wandered off, and it forces me to make eye contact. That intense kind where it feels as though you’re the only two people on earth, even if you’re in a roomful of people. Her gaze is so deep, it feels like she’s reaching inside of me and putting a stranglehold on my soul.

“I’m mad at you for something else, too, though.”

There’s more? I’m going to end up running out of here in tears, aren’t I? But no, I don’t cry. I’d walk out of here, straight-backed and stoic, and she’d think to herself that she was right about me, that I don’t have feelings and I’m a prude everywhere except in her bed.

“I’m mad at you for thinking you’re not enough for me. What the hell is that? You’re enough, Maisy. You’re precisely enough. You’re beautiful, and talented, and an amazing lay. Not to mention a creative one. I bet we could fuck for a month and not do it the same way twice. I know you weren’t looking for compliments, but I’m giving them to you anyway. And I’m sorry if I ever contributed to making you feel that way. You’re plenty.”

I may end up crying for a different reason. Never have I been told that. Ever. My parents thought I had too much personality, too much volume, not enough hard work and success. But for Blaze, a person I admire and in some ways envy to tell me I’m precisely enough? Fuck, this tight throat and the sniffle I let out is totally going to ruin my reputation as a heartless automaton. Would that really be the worst thing, though? I never wanted people to think of me that way, they just . . . do. Except for Blaze.

“I’m not going to say that I’ve never broken up with someone because I’m poly, and they weren’t, and they wanted me to be monogamous forever. I have. But it was always a conversation, not me getting bored one day and saying fuck it to my relationship. So if this were a long-term thing instead of being SIG spouses? Yeah, we’d have that talk. But that’s what it would be. You don’t need to worry.”

Blaze has a tendency to talk fast and sometimes mix up words, and generally be a little sloppy, reckless. But I’ve never known her to use the wrong tense when speaking. You don’t need to worry. That’s what she said, not You didn’t need to worry, which is what she’d say if she were going to smack me on my butt and send me on my way and then go find someone to actually have sex with because she’s free of me and her obligation to me.

“So are you saying you’re not breaking up with me? You’re going to give me another chance?” I don’t like the pleading hope in my voice, but she deserves it, that kernel of insecurity.

“No, I’m not breaking up with you, and yes, I’m giving you another chance. But you pull that again and I’m going to shred your fancy-ass costumes with my skates. You have my word, and I need for that to be good enough for you.”

“It is.” I mean it this time. That dreamtime fear has melted away in the face of Blaze’s insistence, because I truly do believe in her integrity. She’s so honest and up-front about who she is and what she wants, why would she lie about this? “But can I ask you something? I will do my very best not to sound like an idiot, but I might mess it up.”

I love Blaze’s smile. She could light up the night sky with that thing. “I’ve got some experience with that. Shoot.”

“I didn’t know that you, um, did the whole relationship thing? I thought you just . . . fucked a lot of people? So is that what you mean when you say poly?”

“I have done relationships in the past, but I’m not in one right now. I would’ve told you. Some people aren’t cool with making out with someone else’s girlfriend even if that person is totally cool with it. I respect that. So for the last year or so until you asked me not to and in Sapporo? I was fucking a lot of people.”

It’s a good thing I know she was trying to make me lose it, otherwise I’d feel bad about busting out laughing over that. “But if it’s okay, then do you date someone and fuck a lot of people?”

“Sometimes. Or sometimes I have one primary partner and a couple of other people I date more casually. Sometimes I see three or four people and none of them are more important than the others. Depends on what everyone is okay with and what my life looks like. Whatever is going on, everyone knows about it and everyone’s okay with it.”

She studies my face, and I hope I don’t look as though I’m thinking too hard. It’s just not something I come across every day. But why would I? I’m basically a hermit who sneaks the occasional lay during competitions. “Do you have any other questions? I’ll try to answer them as best I can. Communication is part of what makes the whole poly thing work.”

Right. Do I? “Not now. I think that was enough Poly 101 for one day.”

“Okay.” She uses the hands that have been gripping my biceps to chafe my arms instead, and it loosens something inside me, making me slump slightly in gratitude and exhaustion both. “Long practice?”

“Yeah.”

Blaze’s gaze darts up the stairwell in the direction of her suite. “I’d invite you in, but . . .”

“Your roommate’s socking it to an Israeli figure skater?”

She snort-giggles at my horrible pun, and it makes me feel even better. Looser. “Yeah, probably.”

We smile at each other. There’s still a buzz of conflict, but it’s settled into a muted hum now, and feels as though it could—with time and steadfastness . . . But what am I talking about? There’s no such thing. We’re here for another ten days. All I have to do is not be a fucking idiot for ten days and I’ll get to keep her for as long as this lasts. Then we’ll go about our own business, separately. Better that way, because I’m not sure how that conversation Blaze mentioned earlier would go.

“Maisy, I’d like to see other people.”

Insert me bawling because I am not, in fact, perfectly sufficient. Yeah, I can’t see that going super well. Also, we’re busy, travel a lot, have our own obligations, training schedules, lives to figure out after we’re no longer in fact, fit to compete at the SIGs.

But when I think of Blaze sleeping with other people? It doesn’t bother me as much as I’d think it would. Or maybe as much as it ought to. But again, moot. Irrelevant. There’s an egg timer on this, and that’s how it should be.

For now, though . . . “We could go to my place. Kristie might be there, so we might just be chilling.”

My offer is hesitant, because I don’t know that I’ve ever seen Blaze chill, but a grin splits her face. “Can we watch the women’s skeleton finals on your laptop? I’ve got kind of a thing for girls who dive in headfirst.”

I roll my eyes, because of course she does. “Yeah, let’s go.”

And so we do.

Chapter Ten

Blaze

“Oh come on, it’s not that bad.”

“It’s not bad, it’s just . . .” Maisy sighs. “Why must we always go to a race? There are other forms of competition, you know.”

“Yeah, but—” I shut my pie hole real hard. Nothing I was going to say next would’ve earned me anything but a well-deserved lecture. God love Maisy for only giving me a withering look instead of punching me in the face. “But this is what I got tickets to.”

She rolls her eyes because she damn well knows why I got tickets to snowboard cross instead of say ice dancing or curling or something. “Fine. Give me a minute, though, I need to brush my teeth.”

Because of course she does. I give her a double-thumbs-up with a big, cheesy-ass grin, and she shakes her head before heading into the bathroom. While she’s there, I take my phone out of my pocket to check my messages. There’s one from Yancey, of course, because he’s been texting me at least once a day asking me what I’m up to.

Hey Cherry Bomb, have you taken a vow of celibacy or what? You’re not really giving me or anyone else anything to cover and that’s a damn shame.

I should be hurt or insulted. I mean, yes, it stings because I am quite aware that I haven’t done anything to make the sports pages—yet—but I can’t blame the guy. It’s true. Normally I’d be getting coverage one way or another. I guess I’ve been a little distracted with all the coverage I’ve been getting from a certain sex bomb of a figure skater, but still. This is my time. This is my chance. I should be getting my face and my sport in the press by any means necessary.

I’m headed to the snowboard cross competition. Will you be there?

Seconds later, my phone buzzes in my hand.

Wasn’t planning on it. Women’s luge starts today, hoping to snap Zane Rivera at the track rooting for his lady love. Gotta get my stories somewhere and since you’re not providing me with any scandals, I’m stuck covering America’s Sweethearts.

Yeah, yeah. I don’t know who I’m more irritated with, Rowan Andrews for having a camera-ready romance that’s bringing all the press to the yard more so than she already was with her pretty blonde girl-next-doorness and perky charm, or Yancey for calling her Zane Rivera’s “lady love.” That’s some A-plus bullshit right there.

Her name’s Rowan Andrews, dickwad.

Whatever. Unless you can promise me a better show at snowboard cross, that’s where I’m going to be. No gossip rag in their right mind is going to be anywhere else.

He’s right, which shouldn’t matter, because I’d rather get some attention from ESPN or Sports Illustrated, or some outlet with legit sports material, but the thing is . . . it doesn’t fucking matter who covers me. As long as I end up in the news, on some front page, that’s the important part. Get my face into people’s eyeballs, and they’re going to tune in. People watch short track once every four years, and I’d kill someone for it to be more than that. Like slit someone’s throat with my skate if I thought it would get my sport the recognition it deserves. Which is maybe too far. But only a little. Nothing else would get that kind of coverage. I should throw in the towel.

. . . Could you?

Could I what? What is Yancey on about? I’m starting to text out a question when he must realize his last message was rather cryptic.

Promise me a better show? Because if I could get something good that’s not License to Game’s wonder boy or the Super Girl of luge, it would be a sweet scoop. It’d have to be something good, though. Kiss any smoking hot chicks lately?

Have I ever.

Oh.

I bite my lip because Maisy’s not really into public stuff, but . . . she’s been going to races with me. People have seen us hanging out. It’s not as if it’s a secret secret. Right? I don’t want to be with someone who treats me like a dirty secret. Not for more than a one-night screw anyhow. I’m not something to be ashamed of. She didn’t seem too bent out of shape after we made out in the bar that first night. Nobody whose livelihood depends on performing in front of thousands of people can possibly be as self-conscious as she makes herself out to be.

Oh yeah? What if I could promise you an international lesbian lip-lock?

Maisy must be finishing up with her teeth because the girl is thorough, but it’s not as though she’s full-on going to the dentist. Though I wouldn’t put it past her to floss after every meal. I tap my foot a couple of times, but then my phone pings.

Can you? Promise, I mean? Because if I miss out on America’s Sweethearts and don’t have anything to show for it, my ass is getting fired.

Can I promise? I want to. But Maisy . . . well, Maisy doesn’t know what’s good for her career. She’s a damn good figure skater, obviously, but she’s got no flair. Hasn’t ever given anyone reason to pay attention to her, and even when she’s doing what she loves best, she may as well be performing a root canal. Determination I get, but there’s no passion, no oomph, nothing human there. So even if she doesn’t like it, this would be good for her image, too. She’ll thank me later when she’s got an endorsement deal with . . . I don’t know, whoever wants to be endorsed by Canadian figure skaters.

I guarantee it. If I don’t deliver, I’ll have a sex tape for you by the closing ceremony.

With who, I’m not sure, but I’ll figure something out. Best to deliver what I’ve promised despite the niggling guilt at the back of my brain.

Dude, you’d do that on a day ending in Y, but fine, I’ll be there. You better make it worth my while.

I text him back with a winky-kiss emoji and slide my cell back into my as Maisy comes out of the bathroom. She’s not only brushed her teeth but put on some eyeliner and mascara as well, maybe slicked a bit of gloss on her lips. Good. She needs to get ready for her close-up.

Maisy

Sometimes Blaze’s focus on timed events as the only sports worth watching can be tiring. Yes, there’s certainly artistry involved in going fast, and I have nothing but respect for guys like Miles Palmer who have been doing this for half their lives and are still at the top of their sport. Sadly, figure skaters aren’t built that way. We have to have the speed of a hockey player, the flexibility of a gymnast, the grace of a dancer, and the durability of a rugby player. And yet people think we just lace up our skates and look pretty. We do—look pretty—but we also kick some pretty serious ass and are pros at multitasking.

To be perfectly honest, sometimes I look down at the speed and strength sports. I understand there’s some stuff going on with their technique, too, but from the outside it seems a whole lot as though all they have to do is go fast or be strong. Whoop-de-doo. But I wouldn’t say that to Blaze because it would hurt her feelings.

So here we are at snowboard cross, watching people go fast. And of course Blaze likes it. It’s not so different from short track, but with boards strapped to the competitors’ feet instead of blades. Also, a variable track. To give credit where credit is due, it is fun to watch, though it’s frustrating you can’t see the whole course from any vantage point. I suppose that’s one of the advantages of competing on a rink.

It’s cold out, but luckily we’re prepared with our parkas and boots, hats and mittens. I feel likewe’re incognito because neither of us is wearing any team gear, though Blaze keeps looking around the crowd.

After the latest run of snowboarders flies past us and we cheer even though there isn’t a Canadian or an American in this heat, I elbow her. “Expecting someone?”

She’s so distracted craning her neck, she doesn’t hear me properly. “Hmm? What?”

“Are you expecting someone? You keep looking around like you’re waiting for someone. I hate to break it to you, but with that toque over your hair, the odds of you being recognized are not so good. If you want to be swarmed by your adoring fans, you’re going to have to take it off.”

I’m teasing, but I don’t get even a smile for my trouble. For being such a good-time girl, Blaze can be awfully serious, and I’m not sure why she’s doing so now. This is supposed to be fun. Is she seriously relying on me to remind her of that? This seems entirely backward. But what’s a girl to do?

I bump her hip, and when she turns, her face has gone back to the expression I’m more familiar with: excited, fun-loving, and yeah, a little devious.

“Sorry, sorry.” She puts an arm around my waist and I do my best not to recoil. If we were in private, by all means, but we’re in a crowd, and though we don’t exactly have spotlights on us, it wouldn’t surprise me if we were recognized. I like Blaze, I do, but I have enough on my plate without my father calling me up later and tsking at me for being out in public with “that girl.” Likely asking more questions about how I know her, why I know her, what am I doing with her when I should be putting in more practice hours because I clearly have some time on my hands and I should be devoting all waking hours to the only thing I’m good for, the only respectable way for me to present myself and ask for attention.

Before I can politely put a couple of inches of distance between us, at least as much as the crowd will afford, she’s pressing me forward.

“I want a better look.”

I feel as though we have a perfectly good view, and Blaze is tall so I don’t want to get much closer—she’ll no doubt block someone’s view if we move up too much, but she’s unlikely to be dissuaded, so I let her pull me along up to where the plastic netting keeps the spectators out of the circle at the bottom.

People are buzzing, and I realize it’s because we’ve reached the medal events. I feel guilty, but I don’t recognize any of the names coming up on the board. If it were women’s figure skating, or men’s, pairs, or ice dancing, I’d recognize most if not all the names. As it is, I clap and whoop when a Canadian flag pops up on the screen.

A few minutes later, we’re cheering wildly as the finalists make their way down the mountain. Snowboard cross reads like controlled chaos, and not all that controlled to be honest. They have to stay within the boundaries of the course but aside from that, it doesn’t seem to me like there are any rules at all. It’s still fun to watch the women fly over the obstacles, and maybe more so—because skaters well know how fricking hard it is—land the damn things.

As the small crowd comes racing toward us, one of the girls takes a turn too sharp, and wipes the hell out. The crowd, including me and Blaze, gives a collective wince and sucking of air between our teeth. That blows. To be so close to glory, have one wrong step and tank it all. I don’t know if Blaze feels the same way, but for me watching people spill is particularly painful. Not just the empathy, but also I feel a phantom gut punch—how close are we every single time we go out on the ice to having the exact same thing happen? So close. Too close. One wrong move, and it’s all over. Everything you’ve worked for, everything you’ve sacrificed for, and it’s gone in the blink of an eye. It’s enough to make a person want to puke.

Instead, I cheer for the medalists who are crossing the finish line. A Finn, a Brit, and an Austrian. The Canadian and the American slide in close afterward, but finish out of the medals, and that’s got to hurt. That’s it. It’s over. No do-overs, no take-backsies, no “hold on a second, I finally figured out that third jump.” It’s . . . done. And unlike the individual events where you don’t have to come face to face with your competitors in the moments so soon after a race, the women are hugging in various permutations. Some celebratory, but others more commiserating. The most awkward embraces are between medalists and non, which I get. A fraction of a second makes all the difference in the world.

The gold medalist and the silver are almost right in front of where we’re standing in the oval, and basically crash into each other and fall to the ground while still being strapped to their boards. How . . . unrefined. Though the snowboarders have a reputation for being downright crude, so this shouldn’t surprise me at all.

What does surprise me is an arm around my waist, and when I turn to protest, because, oh - my - god - people - are - watching, my protests are swallowed. By Blaze’s mouth. What the hell?

Blaze

Maisy tastes as sweet as she ever does, but I don’t get to enjoy it for long, because she’s shoving me in the pecs, and staring at me, chest heaving and eyes blazing. “What was that?”

I open my mouth to answer her, to placate her that it’s not really a big deal, and I got caught up in the moment, and who cares about two girls kissing when people won medals or didn’t, and no one’s going to care, even though I know that to be untrue. Which makes me queasy, because I didn’t totally think this through. In fact, avoided thinking this through because I wanted something.

Also, she’s noticed that I took off my hat. I might have been able to get away with the “got caught up in the moment” excuse if it weren’t for that, but I needed for Yancey to see me. See us. He had—is in fact the reason why I moved us closer to the nets—but I wanted to be recognizable in the photos. Otherwise, what the hell good does this do me at all?

“You . . .”

Maisy doesn’t even finish her sentence, but gives me a look like she’d like to stab me with her toe pick. I would so rather that be a euphemism for an incredibly filthy sex act than a way to murder someone. Better luck next time.

It’s not even close to silent because people are still cheering, but it feels as though there’s a bubble around us, in which no sound is penetrating. All I can hear is the rabbit-quick thump of my own heart, up against the pounding deep echo of Maisy’s. Almost like a throb, it hurts me.

“I didn’t—”

“Don’t even give me that, Blaze. I don’t know what your game is, but you absolutely did that on purpose. If you hadn’t, you would have kept your damn hat on. What, you didn’t want to take mine, too? Why didn’t you wear your team gear if you were going to give yourself away anyhow? Doing that behind the medalists? What the fuck? Even if they didn’t mean to capture it, you can bet that we’re making the press somewhere tonight, and I can’t fucking believe you.”

Her look of betrayal stabs me right in the soul, even as I try to make my excuses. “Mais, it’s not a big deal.”

Which it shouldn’t be. I wish it weren’t. On a small, personal scale, I wish this person who I admire and respect and yeah, have more than a passing interest in, unlike most of my bed partners, liked me well enough to tell the world. As it is, she’s made me feel as if I’m something to be ashamed of. Like all those people I’ve fucked. It’s a game, and somehow I’m the slut even though we were both involved? How does that even work? On a larger scale, I’d like her to stand up in front of everyone and shout, “I’m here, I’m queer, get used to it. I want things, I deserve things, and this loud-mouthed redhead is what I want.”

Pretty Maisy Harper doesn’t look like a dyke. I mean, she obviously does, because she likes the ladies, but how can she be so complicit in homophobia that she lets the fuckers win? I get it coming from athletes in really conservative countries where people can still go to jail for being gay—hell, even I might keep my mouth shut there, who am I to say?—but she’s Canadian for god’s sake.

“Did it ever occur to you for once in your goddamn life that it’s not all about how you feel? It’s not all about you, Blaze. I know you’d like for it to be, have a camera crew follow you around and putting on some reality TV show all about you, but not all of us feel that way. I want to skate, and I want to live the rest of my life in peace and quiet, and you are intent on taking that from me.” Maisy’s so mad I can see her chest heaving even underneath her parka. “From the minute you kissed me in that bar, you’ve wanted to be more public about this than I have. Newsflash: I have other things to worry about and so do you. We’re done here. Like super done, completely over. Feel free to fuck whomever you’ve had your eye on for the past couple of weeks because we both know it hasn’t always been me.”

Maisy

Freaking out is not a strong enough term for what I’m doing right now. I basically left Blaze in my dust back at snowboard cross. I could not get out of there fast enough and now I’m sitting on a bus trying not to vomit because A, I’m on a bus and I get carsick in big vehicles, B, I am likely going to be plastered all over social media soon and then fucking hear about it from my parents, and C, someone I’ve trusted with the most delicate parts of myself has betrayed me.

I thought Blaze understood, but she didn’t. Doesn’t. I’ve done my best to be understanding and respectful of her, and yet she hasn’t done the same for me. As if her wants and needs have more weight than mine. As if because she’s the one who feels as though she’s fighting against the patriarchy, my feelings don’t matter.

The bus is noisy and crowded, and I shrink in my seat, trying to ignore everyone and everything, wrapping my arms around my stomach and taking deep breaths in the hopes that I can at least avoid the indignity of tossing my cookies on a bus. I have hopes that because I’m by myself, no one will recognize me. Just another tourist coming back from the mountain. Nothing, no one worth seeing here.

I’d like to close my eyes, and when I open them, be at the arena. Skate my short and free programs in a row and head to the airport straight after. Fuck the exhibition, and everything else. I don’t even want to skate that routine anymore. I want to do my job, and then tuck myself away to maybe do this one more time before I really can’t anymore. Is toiling in relative obscurity until someone better comes along or an injury ends my career really too much to ask?

Blaze would say yes, that my dreams are too small, that I ought to make them bigger. That the only reason I want privacy and peace is because someone told me to. I don’t totally agree with her—some people are shy and I don’t think there’s anything wrong with that—but even if she’s right about it being due entirely to outside forces, it’s still what I want, so why shouldn’t I have it? Hell, she should have whatever she wants, as long as it doesn’t involve me or someone else who’s unwilling.

I’m so frustrated I want to kick the back of the seat in front of me, but not only would that draw attention I don’t want, but it would also be really effing rude. So I won’t, but I feel the want burning inside and douse it. Blaze has set my house afire enough for one day.

It’s a long ride back to the village, and it makes me grateful that my venue is so close. I’ve resisted up until this point looking at my phone because I don’t want to see it if Blaze has tried to contact me, but I’m curious and not made of steel. I suspect that if someone picked up on our kiss, it would’ve made social media by now. Maybe someplace like Celebrinews, even if the more reputable places are passing it over in favor of, I don’t know, actual news.

How great would it be if Blaze were right? If no one had captured it, if it turned out not to be a big deal? My anger would still be justified, but at least my whole world wouldn’t be on fire. It’s not a good idea, but I can’t seem to stop myself from opening a browser and doing a search for my name. For the split second before the results come up, I have a crumb of hope that it’s not that bad. A crumb that is swept away with the harsh broom of reality, because there are motherfucking headlines, and they don’t have anything to do with my skating.

The first two read “Across the Border Romance?” and “Is America’s Girl Gone Wild Shagging Canada’s Ice Princess?” Thanks, Celebrinews, I could’ve done without millions of people seeing that headline. Forget my skating that I’ve worked so goddamn hard at my whole life, keeping my head down, and trying not to ask for too much, just this one thing. A kiss with another woman that’s going to blow up my relationship with my parents is how I’m going down in history, and I have Blaze goddamn Bellamy to thank for it.

Chapter Eleven

Maisy

I should be there. And if she hadn’t pulled that stunt at the snowboard cross final, I would be. God, I am so angry at her. And yet here I am, parked on my bed with my laptop cracked open and my headphones on so I can watch Blaze in relative peace. Yes, Kristie is over in her bed canoodling with that American men’s luger she’s taken up with, but I’m finding it hard to care.

What I care far more about is watching these damn 1,500-meter heats. Short track speed skaters are a crazy bunch. It’s such a strange sport that depends so directly on other people not fucking up. Like if someone wrecks in front of you, and you go down with them, well, too bad. My placing certainly depends on other people’s performances, but it’s not as if we’re playing sequin-and crystal-covered bumper cars on the rink. This is madness.

Every time someone hits the boards, I wince. They’re padded, but that doesn’t do a damn thing. People still get concussions and broken bones . . . regularly. The heats are maddening to watch, but as furious as I am with her, I’ve watched from the beginning because I didn’t want to miss seeing her.

There are five skaters in her heat, and one by one their names get called. They wave to the crowd and smile, the camera capturing their hometown crowds, people waving their country’s flags and homemade signs. Wow are my parents not those people.

Blaze is of course the last one to get called, and she gives that big grin, that mouth that’s worked goddamn magic between my legs, and now she’s using it to blow kisses to the crowds. She’s outright beaming, her smile so bright I almost have to look away even through the screen. I don’t. As painful as it is, I still want to watch her, see her do well, get what she’s after. She had some bad luck in her other events, and I’m hoping this one won’t be a repeat. She’s favored in the longer events because the girl has stamina—hell can I hear her making a that’s-what-she-said joke right now—and this is her shot.

After much fanfare—too much, honestly, for a heat—she’s skating up to the start line with her competition, putting on her helmet until she looks just about like anyone else except that I’d recognize the curve of that ass anywhere. She looks incredible in her speedsuit, and she’s so high up in those towering skates. Heaven help the person who gets between her and the finish line.

They stand there for moments, shifting their weight and waiting for a cue. They must get it, because they’re suddenly digging the tips of one of their blades into the ice, another bleat of a signal and they’ve hunched over. Not quite like runners at starting blocks, but curvier somehow, no fingers steepling on the ground but an elbow resting on a knee and like they’re frozen in motion. With a crack of a faux pistol, they’re off.

From her spot on the outside, Blaze sprints, her arms pumping like crazy, but also moving to the inside as the horizontal line of skaters quickly becomes a vertical one.

Worry flutters in my chest as I think about how close they are together, how fast they’re going, how sharp their skates are. Blaze might joke about retiring to roller derby, a sport which is no joke, either, but at least there if someone kicks you in the face, you get a shiner from the wheels on someone’s skate, you don’t lose an eye.

My stomach clenches thinking about all the wrecks I’ve seen, and I want badly to close my eyes and not have to watch, or watch between my fingers, because if something were to happen to her . . . I won’t, though. I’ll give her my full attention as she’s given me hers for the past couple of weeks, even if I didn’t see it that way at the time.

It seems as though they barely get up to speed when they have to lean into the first turn. Lean they do, a hand on the ground, skate over skate. Even to me, who regularly has ridiculous amounts of G-forces exerted on my body, it looks like they’re defying gravity by not falling over. They switch positions on the insides and the outsides, and my heart races. I get jittery before my own competitions and I’m breathing pretty hard by the end of my programs, but this is different. Pure anxiety instead of exertion. I have to consciously uncurl my hands from where they’ve coiled into fists on my lap.

Killing me. She’s killing me. I so much preferred the shorter events when the torture didn’t last this long. When they casually bump and brush against each other, it creates wobbles, and forces choked noises out of my throat. They’re all going to die.

Which is of course when they go into a turn and suddenly Blaze is sprawling out on the ice and headed toward the boards, and I swear to god there’s red and it’s not from the Chinese uniform or from Blaze’s famous hair, which is tucked underneath her helmet. It’s . . . it’s from Blaze, and it’s spots and smears on the ice, which I barely catch before she makes impact, and hard. Shit. Shit, shit, shit. The other women are finishing the race, but Blaze is pressed up against the boards, covering her face with her gloves, and I—

If I were there, I’d like to think that I’d vault out onto the ice and go to her, security and ruining the heat be damned. Thing is? I don’t think I would. Not in real life. So it’s better for me to be here where I can’t fail to make a grand gesture. Not in her arena where I’d sit in the stands, wringing my hands hard in my lap, feeling as though my heart was going to stop but not in fact doing a damn thing about it.

Instead, I’m startled by a hand on my shoulder. It’s Kristie, and she looks like I’ve grown another head. So I slip my headphones off one ear and dart my eyes to her then back to the screen in hopes that I won’t miss anything. The heat’s finished by now. I don’t know and I don’t care who’s won. It’s not Blaze, and unless they can tell me how badly she’s hurt, I don’t give a shit. Luckily the camera crew’s decided this kind of wreck is far more likely to glean attention than some random-ass heat in the 1,500 meter and is focusing on the medical team swarming Blaze.

“Maisy, are you okay?”

“Yeah, no. I don’t know.” I point to the screen where Blaze is surrounded by medical professionals. There’s also a cleaning crew descending upon where her blood splattered onto the ice. Not that I haven’t left my own blood on the rink at some points during my career, but that was ugly. I shouldn’t be able to see the blood on the screen. “Blaze totally wiped out, and there’s a lot of blood, and I don’t know what’s wrong with her.”

Could be anything. Short track is like that. People break ankles, get cut all the time. At the last SIGs, a guy severed a muscle in his thigh with his own damn skate, and the thought makes me stomach roil. He’s here again this year, but not without a lot of rehab. Blaze can’t be done. She can’t be, because she needs to finish out her shot.

“Hey, look.” Kristie puts her finger to the screen, and I’m so worked up I don’t even tell her not to touch. Especially because she’s pointing at a Blaze, who’s coming to seated, and yes, finally, to her feet. She’s still got a glove clutched to her face and someone from her coaching staff is helping her off the ice, and people are clapping.

Before she heads into the tunnel to get to the locker rooms and the trainers office, she takes the glove away, and it’s soaked with blood. There’s more blood running down her face from a big ol’ gash on what I’d guess is her forehead, but it’s hard to tell with so much gore. She waves her goddamn bloody glove at the crowd and smiles, that crazy bitch.

Which is when I start to laugh, because of course she’s not upset. She must be loving this. Could’ve lost an eye, might have to have plastic surgery, but she’s playing this for all it’s worth, and her face, bloodied and battered in the pursuit of sport, is going to be all the fuck over the place tomorrow, if not in seconds.

I hope she’s happy.

Kristie looks at me as if I’m a crazy person, which I can’t blame her for. I am in fact cackling after someone I’m quite fond of and have been having epic sex with for the past two weeks had a really bad accident, and who knows if it’ll keep her from competing in her last event. She’s got to be out for the 1,500, and that makes me ache for her. Short track is so fucking fickle. But at least she’ll be above the fold in most English-speaking newspapers tomorrow with blood dripping down her face. She’ll be thrilled.

She’ll be even more thrilled if she can get in for the 3,000-meter relay in a few days, and will probably start to badger them about it as soon as she’s off-camera. Another chance to be in front of the press, and she’s sure as hell not going to give that up.

Blaze

The first thing I want to do when they get me off the ice is to text Maisy.

Did you see that? OMG, this is going to be great. Head wounds bleed *profusely*

I don’t know if she’s watching. She was pretty ripshit with me. Too pissed to come and watch me in person. It had hurt to look into the crowd, in the area where I know her ticket was for and not see her there. But I’d like to think she’s watching this on her phone? Maybe in one of the lounges? No, that would be too public for her.

There’s a nagging feeling on the side of my neck and I want to reach up and rub away the scratchy feeling of shame. Of embarrassment that someone like Maisy wouldn’t even watch me on TV in a public place because she’d be worried that people would know about us. Probably best that we’re over because in places other than the SIGs, we’d really have no excuse to be out and about together. People would have to know, and I don’t think she’d be okay with that.

Sure, I talk a good game about not caring what people think of me, and for the most part it’s easy to shrug off the shitty way some of my fuck buddies have treated me, never mind the people who sneer at me from on high, half of them fucking hypocrites, and they criticize me because they don’t want the shaming turned on them.

But to have Maisy so blatantly do the same thing? I don’t think I could handle it, especially not in the long-term. Which is why I’ll pick someone else up at the bar tonight. Someone will want to be seen with me, even if it’s to have some of my notoriety and press attention to themselves. Better that way since I know what they want me for, and they’re not so fucking mysterious like Maisy.

I try to sit still while everyone fusses over me, asks me questions, but if I can’t text Maisy, I’d like to see if my bloody face is on any media outlets yet. Unless something crazy spectacular happened, I should be the top photo on sports media sites and social media. Also since this is the one time per year the rest of the world pays attention to short track, I might actually be trending on Twitter. I hope my hashtag is good . . .

Maisy

My pacing disturbed the lovebirds enough that they’ve flown the coop, and I’m not sorry. This way I can pace without holding my laptop, which made me look ridiculous. Now I can crank up the volume on my laptop and leave it on my desk while I wear a ditch in the floor.

The ice has been cleared of Blaze’s blood and they’ve moved onto the next heat, but if there’s news, they’ve got to announce it, regardless of what’s happening elsewhere, right? One plus of Blaze being an absolute ham is that the photo of her bloodied face is all over the place.

There’s about a hundred different angles of it, and I’ve squinted at every single one trying to figure out how bad the damage is. Probably not as bad as it looks because head wounds bleed like crazy, but still—a fucking head wound, and so close to her eye that I’m still not sure it won’t have an effect on her vision. Damn Blaze and her vain refusal to wear the safety glasses. She’ll say it’s for vision purposes, but that’s a goddamn lie. It’s because if she wore them, more of her face would be obscured.

It’s almost an hour that I pace and wait and definitely don’t contact Blaze. But finally one of the announcers comes on between heats and tells us that Blaze Bellamy’s wound is being treated by a full staff of medical professionals, and though it will require stitches, there should be no long-term effects.

They show a photo of her, and never have I seen someone so delighted to have rivulets of blood coursing over the curves of their face. She looks elated and the announcer is outright perplexed by her glee. “I’m wondering, Fred, if perhaps Bellamy hit her head harder than it at first appeared. She looks way too happy for someone who got knocked out of her second to last race after a disappointing showing here in Denver.”

The announcer clearly has no idea who he’s dealing with.

I understand that it’s difficult to get commentators who are experts on every single last sport, especially the more obscure ones, but might they be able to give them a crash course on how not to say stupid and insulting things? Yes, I’m sure on some level Blaze is disappointed because if you’re good enough to be here, you’re good enough to be disappointed about not winning, but I’d like to see this joker stand up on a pair of her skates, never mind make it once around the track with a modicum of speed or grace. Jerk probably wouldn’t be able to lace the things up without whining about his hands hurting.

“We are hearing that Bellamy will be participating in her final event, which is the 3,000-meter relay. That event is taking place in two days, and will give the veteran her final shot at glory.”

I ought to take that guy’s glory and shove it up his . . .

Instead, I contemplate exactly how many medical professionals’ sound advice Blaze will be ignoring to take her last shot. Probably lots.

I’m still alternately fretting over her and chastising her in my head when my cell rings. I answer, half-hoping but ultimately knowing it won’t be her. I made sure of that.

“Maisy, it’s your father.”

“Hi, Dad.”

“You sound out of breath, are you at practice? Conditioning? You shouldn’t answer your phone when you’re training, it’s—”

“I’m fine, Dad. Just in my suite watching some of the other events on my laptop, that’s all.”

“Why aren’t you with your team and your coach? You should be at the rink, getting—”

Yes, yes, everything I do is wrong. I should be practicing, but if I’m practicing, I shouldn’t answer the phone, but you can be sure if I hadn’t answered the phone, I would’ve gotten a very uptight message about where was I and I should always answer my parent’ calls, otherwise they worry. I’ve become used to not being able to win.

“We have really limited ice time between everyone who needs practice spots and also the other competitions, and I already had conditioning with my team this morning. Really, I’m good.”

There’s a pause as though he doesn’t believe me, because of course he doesn’t, and I can hear my mother in the background, asking the same questions he’s already asked of me. Seriously, these people are exhausting.

“We wanted to speak with you before your program tomorrow.” And here it really comes. Most parents would be calling to wish their child good luck, maybe try to thrust a few last-minute reminders upon them, and hopefully assure them that no matter what happens, Mom and Dad love them and are proud. My parents are not most parents.

“You need to focus on your elegance. Don’t be so . . . athletic.” Yep, because that’s a terrible thing for a SIG athlete to be. Athletic. “The judges don’t care if you can land a triple axel if you can’t charm them. We’ve done what we can with your costuming to make you look more refined, but you can’t be such a show-off.”

I wish Blaze were here. Not because she’d be able to fuck this conversation right out of my brain when it’s over, but because I’d like someone here to roll my eyes at, and offer a voice that’s a counterpoint that’s not only loud but one that I respect and from someone who seems to like me precisely as I am. Would that be so very awful? But I’m angry at her for trying to make me into something I’m not, as surely as my parents have tried to shape me for my whole life. Too much this, not enough that.

My dad is continuing to lecture me on how to be refined and graceful. I could hang up, but it’ll be easier to tune him out, tell him when he’s finished I’ll do my very best, and yes, of course, I’ll be polite to the reporters, smile and wave to my fans, and keep control of my expression when my scores are announced.

“You know it’s not too late—it’s never too late—to change your program. Maybe a double axel instead a triple. Give you more time to focus on being elegant, amiable. Maybe this time . . .”

He trails off and I can see what he’s thinking: maybe this time I’ll be the daughter they want.

“Don’t disappoint us, Maisy.”

I squeeze my eyes shut, because would it really be so awful of him to assume that I won’t? “I will do my very best, I promise. Goodbye, Dad.”

Chapter Twelve

Blaze

How dead would I be if Maisy knew I was here? Super dead or just a little bit dead? Maisy’s pretty thorough, so I’m guessing like really dead.

Despite that, I’m here. I’m not known for my caution or my strong sense of self-preservation, but I’m not a moron. I’ll still hide. Hat pulled down over my head—most importantly my hair—and I keep fucking quiet. No yelling or cheering, sitting here with the people next to me giving me serious side-eye because I’m biting my thumb to keep from yelling or pumping a fist when other skaters make mistakes.

I am by no means an expert, and figure skating is far more complex than speed skating so I haven’t been able to pick up even the basics really, but I know falling isn’t good. Which is why I get so excited when the other skaters do it. And I have had to sit through a lot of skaters. They go one at a freaking time, and there are thirty of them. Of course Maisy is scheduled to be toward the end of the line-up. What I wouldn’t give to have all thirty of them skating all at once, and have part of the competition be that they had to avoid each other while pulling off all those twirls and tricks. No, wait—that Maisy would definitely toe-pick me for. Spins and jumps.

These short programs are chock-full of the fancy stuff, though, because they have to squeeze eight elements into less than three minutes, so that’s cool. And five of the skaters won’t be moving on to the next round—I’m so not worried about Maisy being one of those.

Finally, finally, after a skater from Kazakhstan has a solid program, they announce Maisy, and there she is, taking her guards off at the entrance gate in the boards, and skating onto the ice. She’s wearing a pale pink thing with a flippy skirt, long sleeves, and encrusted with crystals. It’s pretty, but it’s not her. She should be in bold colors, and they should show off every bit of her figure they can, because her body’s enough to make anyone drool.

But here she is, her hair rolled up in a taut bun, her over-the-skate tights making her legs look a million miles long, and her face heavily made-up. She’s beautiful, but she looks fragile in a way, which is ridiculous. She’s one of the strongest people I know. As far as I can tell, she doesn’t look into the stands while she skates to the center of the ice. Doesn’t look at anyone. What is going through that busy head of hers? Probably a million things. I hope at least one of them is that she’s happy.

The music starts, and it’s definitely not the raucous stuff she was performing to when I walked in on her. Is that for her long program? The strains of classical music fill the arena, and I don’t recognize them. From her pose in the middle of the rink, she starts her program, and my eyes are glued to her.

People clap when she executes her jumps, oooh and ahh when she spins, but to me she looks . . . plastic. Technically very good as far as my untrained eye can see, but kind of lifeless. I don’t understand it. Maisy is one of the most passionate and vibrant people I’ve ever met—when she’s letting herself be—but all I can see is that she’s holding herself back. What could she do if she left everything on the ice? Is she pacing herself for the long program tomorrow or is this how she skates because this is how she thinks she’s supposed to? If so, who told her that? I hate that she’s so wooden.

She finishes out her program, posing in the center of the ice with her arms wrapped around herself, and she doesn’t look delighted, she doesn’t look proud. I clap, but . . . that was downright painful to watch. Well-executed, I think, though the scores will tell me for sure, but smiling and waving as she skates toward the gap in the boards looks like something she has to do. My stomach feels as though I’m on a small boat in rough seas, and I don’t think I can blame it on my head injury. Maisy doesn’t seem to be faring much better as she picks up a bunch of white roses that will look pretty with her dress and skates off, meeting her coach at the exit to put her guards on and head to the small set where she’ll sit and wait to be judged.

Maisy

That was fine. Not earth-shattering, but solid. Exactly what I’m supposed to do. I nailed my jumps, my spins were textbook, my footwork was perfect, and no one could say word one about my presentation. My coach tells me quietly and sedately that I gave a very good performance.

As I sit on the small bench with her and wait for my score to come down, I want to scream. I know I did. Everything was perfect. A robot couldn’t have performed a more flawless program than that. But that’s the thing . . . I felt like a robot. Reciting my program in my head, counting, checking off a thousand boxes of the things I was supposed to be doing. Double axel, check; step sequence, check; triple salchow into a double toe, check; combination spin, check; flying camel spin, check; triple lutz, check; a layback spin, check; and not an ounce of passion. Methodical, disciplined, meticulous. I can see the headlines now. Except those kinds of performances don’t get headlines.

Waiting, I wish Blaze were here. Except maybe I don’t. I get a sinking feeling in my stomach that she’d be disappointed in me. And the stupid thing is that I’m kind of disappointed in myself. I don’t want to see playback of that routine, because even if it was technically perfect, I probably look like a skating corpse. No personality, no passion—an automaton doing what it’s been programmed to do.

When I get ahold of my phone, I’ll likely have a message from my parents telling me that they saw my performance. Then a pause. Then a grudging “You did well,” followed by the inevitable “You’ll do better in the long program.”

Except I won’t.

That was the best I could do given the constraints I’m working under. Maybe that’s the problem, that I feel constrained. I want to feel like I’m flying, I want to feel as though I’m free, not like I’m dragging chains of obligation and expectations and requirements around the ice. Not to feel caught between the walls of too much and not enough. But perhaps this is as good as it gets. How depressing is that?

Then there’s a rustle that carries around the icebox of the arena, and my coach nudges me to look at my score.

67.89. That’s . . . excellent. Not quite a career high for me, but close. Definitely medal-contender territory.

My coach is so excited, she squeezes my arm. I think I’m smiling, but the elated feeling I get after skating my exhibition program is missing. The joy, the rush, the delight. That feeling I get when I’m with Blaze—in private of course, or in a quiet way in public—or when I’ve been doing a program based on what I damn well please.

I wave and smile at the camera, but the hollow feeling remains. I want to—for once in my life—feel full. Filled to the brim with all good feelings, and no room for shame. Yes, I’m still furious with her for betraying my trust and for allowing her own values and priorities to trample so completely over mine, but Blaze might be the only person on earth who would want that for me, too. I can’t help think of her as I move off the set and head to a place where I’ll be able to watch the last few performances.

Maisy

Back in the privacy of my suite after all the insanity is over, and I can reasonably excuse myself from being around other people, I lie on my bed. It’s quiet on the hall, quiet in the building, and it leaves me alone with all my thoughts. Including a wish that we could skate the short and the free programs on the same day because I would like to get this over with. Yes, I appreciate the break, because it gives me a chance to rest and refill the well before I have to skate again tomorrow, but it leaves a lot of room for thinking. Too much.

If Blaze were here, she’d fill up all that room with her big, strong, badass body, her wild hair, her loud voice, and yeah, some excellent sex. I’m not sorry I left her, and I don’t regret being angry with her and letting her know it. She was wrong. So, so wrong, and if someone had ignored her wishes like that, I have no doubt she’d do exactly the same thing, if not something even more dramatic.

I also realize that she’s an impulsive person, which is part of what makes her fun. It’s irritating to love and hate the same of her personality traits. The thing is, though, that if I explained why these things are different, why sometimes it’s okay and sometimes it’s not, she’d do her best not to do it again. Sometimes she’d fuck up because her mouth and her body move way faster than her brain.

But to have a voice in my life that was so emphatically pro-me, pro-what-I-want, 138 percent of a believer that I should have whatever I want whenever I want it and will go out of her way to help me get it? What’s a girl to say to that except “Yes, please”?

In the silence of the suite, the ping of my phone is loud. There’s a notification for a text, and I hold my breath. What, exactly, should I hope for? Doesn’t really matter, though, the message will be the same so I should get it over with. My heart beats harder when I see it’s from Blaze. And it’s not short.

Maisy,

Idk if you’ll read this. I hope you do. I came to see you skate today—don’t be mad. You were beautiful, as always, but . . . there was something missing. I know jackshit about figure skating so I don’t expect you to give a flying fuck about my evaluation of your performance. To me it looked perfect. Your score was awesome and I hope it gets you a medal.

But—and the only reason I’m saying this is that I don’t expect you to ever talk to me again anyhow, and I need you to know—you didn’t look happy, you didn’t look fulfilled. I’d like to think I know what you look like when you’re in the throes of passion, and you don’t look anywhere close to orgasm on your skates. And fucking A, I think you should.

You love skating. I’ve seen you love it. I’ve seen the way your eyes light up when you step into a rink and breathe in the air. How your face gets bright when you even think about lacing up your skates. But someone killed the joy of it for you. I don’t know when, and I don’t know who, and it doesn’t really matter.

I have one wish for you, and you might tell me to go fuck myself (which would actually be kind of hot, but this I swear is not about sexting, I’m being SERIOUS F0DFSee, shouty caps) but it’s for you to enjoy yourself tomorrow. Let’s be real that this is probably your last time at the SIGs—though if anyone is badass enough to pull off a third appearance at the SIGs as a female figure skater, it’s you—so do it your way.

I miss you, I’m sorry, and I . . . I want all the good things for you, Mais.

xoxo Your Redheaded Hellion


Wow. Way to make a girl tear up. I’m not ready to forgive her. Hell, I’m not ready to even talk to her yet, but what I am ready to do is read her message over and over and over, let it wash over me like a steaming-hot shower after a long, hard, disappointing practice, and let it soothe me. Let the warmth of it sink into all the places that hurt. And before we leave, maybe get a chance to tell her that, because something occurs to me—I didn’t know she was there, I’ve seen no press talking about how she was there. That wouldn’t have been an easy thing for her to do, and yet she did, for me.

Chapter Thirteen

Blaze

Maisy didn’t write me back last night, which kind of sucked. But she also didn’t write me back and tell me to throw myself off a bridge. Or the Canadian equivalent of that. Drown myself in maple syrup? Choke on my poutine? Get run over by a moose? Whatever. What matters is that she didn’t tell me not to come, so here I am.

I have sat quietly and politely through a shit ton of free programs, and while it’s given me a greater appreciation for what these women are capable of, mostly I’m twitchy with impatience because I want to see my girl. I also am dying over trying not to call attention to myself. How do people do this all the time? Is this how Maisy feels? Tied up—and not in a fun way—by trying to act a certain way? No wonder she looked so stiff yesterday. This is no fun. But I can do it, will do it, for her.

She’s again one of the last skaters, and I bide my time by drubbing my heel, tugging at my sleeves, and reflexively pushing nonexistent hair back under my hat. Apparently if I can’t use my energy to be loud and move around, it gets channeled into twitching. Awesomesauce.

At long last, they call Maisy’s name and she skates onto the ice. She’s wearing this gorgeous royal-blue skating dress with a short-ass skirt that shows off her ridiculous legs, and a keyhole back traced with sparkly crystals. It’s got a jeweled halter neck that bares her shoulders and her arms, and she looks . . . radiant. Like whoa, glowing. Even from here. And I could’ve sworn her costume for this number was some ombré black-and-grey thing. Pretty, sure, but boring. This is . . . anything but that.

My seats aren’t super good so I could be making this up, but I think the corner of her mouth is curling up in a hint of a smile, but she also shakes out her hand as if she’s jittery as fuck as she skates to the center of the ice and strikes a pose that makes her look like a goddess straight out of some French castle’s garden. Maisy’s not the type to get nervous. Or really, to show she’s nervous. So what’s . . .

That’s when the music starts. The whole arena is silent for a second and then there are ripples of murmurs going throughout the place. What is she doing? This isn’t the expected program. Did they make a mistake?

I don’t think they did. A few beats in, I recognize it. It’s the song I walked in on her skating to that day all on her own. The murmurs in the audience get louder, but they all blend together and melt away because I feel like I’m here by myself. No, that’s not right. I feel as if Maisy is in the arena, on the rink, all by herself. That’s how she’s skating, with the lights low, and the way she’s moving is all power. Grace for sure because I don’t think the girl could look clumsy if she tried, but she looks strong, formidable. And to my delight, she looks excited. Like she’s actually enjoying herself.

Soon enough the jumps and the spins start, and all I can do is sit here in the dark with my chin in my hand and watch her blow the fucking roof off this place.

Maisy

The only things I can see are the white of the ice, the colors of the logos on the boards as they flash by, and the black beyond. Otherwise, I’m alone. Free. Doing what I damn well please. And though I can’t see her—because I can’t see anything, and she’s not making herself known—I think Blaze is here. I can feel her in some woo-woo way that would usually make me roll my eyes because what kind of nonsense is that? But as I turn to get in position for my first combination, I can practically feel the fiery heat of her approval on me. Not that I’m doing this for her. No, it’s all for me. But I can’t deny she lent me some of her massive amounts of not-giving-a-fuck in order to do this. Switch out my staid free skate for my exhibition program—which my coach and my parents alike will downright murder me for—but I feel good. God, it feels good.

Triple lutz into a triple toe, and I nail them. The crowd knows it, because the blackness erupts into applause. It feels good, it feels right, and the ice feels like a co-conspirator in this suicidal plot of mine. Smooth and steady under my blades, it lets me fly. And screw being a swan or some other long-necked graceful thing like a heron. Today I’m an eagle or a hawk. Strong, sturdy, vicious; an acrobat in the sky.

I throw in a triple flip, give myself a little room before heading into a triple loop. My stamina is one of my strengths, so I store up some of my jumps—including the biggest challenges—for the second half of the program, including something the judges won’t know what to do with. Something even my coach won’t see coming because I’ve only practiced it in secret.

Now’s the time for my step sequence, and it leads into my combination spin. Even though I can’t see her—don’t even dare try to find her—I can picture Blaze’s face. And since I can’t hear her, she must have her hands clamped over her mouth, but I hope she’s enjoying this. I am.

And I continue to, through a triple salchow on its own, followed by a triple flip, double toe, double loop combination, and into a flying camel spin, and now it’s time to make some noise. Just you wait, Blaze.

There’s only one other woman who’s ever done this, and while I’m not nearly the athlete that Surya Bonaly was, I can still pull off a version of it. Picking up speed, I turn, and the preparation could be mistaken for a lot of things, but by the time I’m digging my toe pick into the ice, the experts in the audience will know I’m not going for any kind of regulation jump. Nope.

Right toe pick hard into the surface, and then I’m pinwheeling my left leg straight over my head, joined as soon as I can by the right. Hard pike to get the full rotation in before gravity turns against me, and yes, yes, both my blades land solidly on the ice, and the arena goes nuts. I can’t land it on one leg like Surya, but no one can. Still.

Back. Flip. Eat it.

I extend a leg behind me, and spread my arms, opening myself to the crowd. I don’t mean to make it a saucy thumbing of my nose to the figure skating establishment, but that’s probably what throwing this illegal move into my program looks like. Feels like to the judges, and I’m sure my score will reflect that. But oh well. Blaze was right. This is my last shot, and I want to do it my way. Showing off my abilities—which are for better or for worse more athletic than elegant—is my way.

We’re into the second half of my program, and the music is really taking off now, loud and pounding, and the crowd is eating it up. I bask in the sounds, a wide smile splitting my face so hard it hurts, and I keep it up through my single choreographic sequence. That gives me a tiny break in which to slightly rest my burning legs and my lungs that feel near to exploding.

This starts to seem like the craziest thing I’ve ever done, but it’s too late now. I could tone it down, pull the rotations on my jumps, but I don’t fucking want to. Which leaves me with my last offerings. I’m going to leave it all on the ice, and I say a wish to I don’t even know who that I don’t flub this too badly. My thighs are trembling, my mind is racing, but I will do this. The murmur in the crowd kicks up a notch when they see my forward approach. There’s no toe pick to help me here, only a bend of my shaking knee to get that coveted elevation, and with a push as hard as I’ve ever pushed with my left foot, I’m in the air.

With my hands holding tight to my chest, and my ankles crossed close against each other, I make the three-and-a-half rotations that make up a triple axel, and then my right blade touches down with a slight wobble, but I keep it together in a near-picture-perfect landing.

The crowd has no hope of being as loud as my pounding heart, but they provide a rumbling background to the rhythmic thump of my blood. My whole body pulses with excitement, exultation . . . bliss. This is how I want to skate. This I how I want to be seen.

Even though I’ve been on the ice for what feels like forever, it has in fact been slightly less than four minutes. I’m ridiculously grateful that the crescendo of the music that cues the start of my final spin has arrived, though, because I’m about to drop. Flat out pancake on the ice because I’m exhausted and the emotions roiling inside me are too much to take. I let them spin up, spin out as I do, the heavy G-forces tearing some of them away and leaving me feeling clean and elated.

I don’t cry on the ice. It’s not something I do. Too much drama, and that’s not a thing I should do. It’s not what Harpers do. But when I’ve dug in my toe pick, come to a final stop and raised my hands to the sky, I feel the tears forming, and I don’t stop them. I’ll give the audience this, too.

They love it. Clap and cheer and oh my god, I feel as though I’m swimming in it, being carried by it as I skate a lap around the arena, picking up the brightest bouquet I can find, waving like mad, and smiling so broadly there’s a good chance I’m going to split a lip. Plus of course, swiping at the tears running down my cheeks because I can’t stop them. Just can’t stop them. Don’t even want to.

Waiting with my coach—who is positively rigid with anger—is anticlimactic. I didn’t do this program to win, have no expectation that I will. I skated the way I wanted, not the way I’ve been shoehorned into for my whole career. While a medal in my trophy case would be nice, what I’m prouder of is that I could silence the voices for long enough to come out here and dazzle my audience with my actual talent. They liked me exactly the way I am. I was, am, enough for them.

I’m sure there was some headshaking from the old guard, and no doubt my parents are either screaming at their television or have thrown it out a window with all my possessions, but for the most part there was adulation, and I could get a hint of what Blaze must enjoy all the time. I fucking loved it.

Eventually the scores come up, and they’re . . . far better than I was expecting. I suppose they couldn’t penalize me too much since all the elements I did include were done almost flawlessly. Except that damn wobble after my triple axel. But I pulled that off at a point in my program when most women wouldn’t have been able to land a double.

149.17, which brings my overall to 217.06. That could be good enough to medal. It would have been at the last SIGs. Bronze, but a medal still. The rest depends on the remaining skaters. Six to go and I’ll learn my fate, how I’ll be remembered in the history books.

Blaze

It is absolute torture sitting here, waiting. I would like for these people to skate faster, but noooo, they’re going to take precisely the amount of time allotted. At least I didn’t have to suffer through another warm-up and ice-resurfacing. I would have lost my fucking marbles all over the ice, and then it would’ve taken even longer.

. . . It’s possible patience isn’t my strong suit.

Not to mention that after Maisy’s performance, most of the programs seem dull and lifeless. Pretty, sure, but I’m not the only one who seems to feel like the next few skaters are kind of letdowns. I feel a little bad about it because it’s not as if they had any way of knowing what Maisy was going to pull—none of us did—so I don’t heckle. Also, I’m pretty sure that’s not how figure skating works. Unfortunately. So I sit on my hands and literally bite my tongue—sometimes the insides of my cheeks—to keep from saying anything.

Skater after skater goes, and I keep holding my breath, waiting for Maisy to get knocked out. I don’t want her to. I’m far from an expert in figure skating, but even I know that what she did was a huge risk. I want it to pay off. It’s got nothing to do with me, but somehow I can’t help feeling that if taking this chance pays off, she might be more willing to take chances with me, too.

The last three skaters are the worst, and I can only imagine what Maisy must be going through if I feel as if the anxiety is going to rip out of my body. They’re the last three people on earth who could stand between Maisy and a medal. I don’t want to be an asshole, but I kinda hope all of them bite it. Not in way that will injure them, just, you know, leave a Maisy-shaped hole on the podium for her to slip on into. Not slip. That makes it sound like she didn’t put in any effort, and hoo-boy did she. More like punch and kick, head-butt, and goddamn backflip her way onto the podium. She’s incredible.

The third-to-last skater nails her program, bumps Maisy down to second in the standings, and my heart is in my throat. Watching this is worse than waiting for my own results, I swear. Partly because if I screw up my races, yeah, it frigging sucks, but I also still have for better or for worse, my hair, my magazine shoots, my notoriety. This is all Maisy has, and goddammit, I want her to hold onto it.

Little Miss second-to-last gets up, and she’s this ridiculous Russian skater, who I swear to god isn’t even real. She’s that good. Even not knowing jackshit about the sport, I can tell she’s phenomenal, and she’s got a jam-packed program that she executes flawlessly. Bully for her, but shit fuck and damn for Maisy. Except the judges must’ve seen something I didn’t, because her score comes up, and she and Maisy are now tied. Motherfucking tied.

Gold, two silvers. That’s it. No room for a bronze. But unless something truly bizarre happens—always a possibility at the SIGs—Maisy’s getting a medal. It remains to be seen whether it’s silver or bronze, but she won’t be going home empty-handed.

It almost doesn’t matter to me how the last skater does, but because it apparently matters to other people I try to keep my excitement to myself. It’s not easy. I feel like a balloon, filled, filled, filled until I’m about to pop. If this South Korean could get her stuff over with, that’d be great. Then I can start breathing again. And composing my text. A lot of it would be the same, but not all of it. Besides, my fingers are all twisted up in the edge of my sweater, and I can’t pry them off the yarn to type anything into my phone.

It’s three minutes into her program, and I can tell from the sounds in the arena that even though it looks pretty damn perfect to me, the woman on the ice hasn’t been flawless. And then, in a second that’s hard to miss, she falls. Fucks up her landing on a jump maybe she shouldn’t have been doing so late in the program—see, Maisy, I do listen when you talk about figure skating. If I’d paid more attention, I might know if that’s good enough to take her out of contention for a silver, bumping Maisy and the Russian down to a tie for bronze. Unless I’m completely off base, no way is this program grounds for a gold.

The South Korean woman finishes up her program, and then we all have to wait while the judges tally up their shit. This is why I like going to races. Unless it’s short track or unless something really frigging weird happens, you know right away. I don’t think my heart can take this. But eventually the numbers flash on the screen, and I know what my girl’s got.

That shiny silver is going to look phenomenal on her, but not as good as that smile when she’d finished her program, not even knowing the score.

Maisy

Silver.

I’m getting a silver medal. It’s . . . I’m not going to say unbelievable. That’s unkind to myself. Unexpected, yes, but . . . It’s all I can do to keep from pumping a fist in the air and shouting, pointing at my coach, and FaceTiming my parents to tell them to suck it. Which would be rude and ungrateful, and I’m not either of those things, but still. A little behind the scenes I-told-you-so never hurt anyone.

There’s a whirlwind of press and staff and I don’t even know who, talking at me, shoving microphones in my face, and wanting to ask me questions. It happens in a blur, and when I finally find a second to go to the bathroom, I tug my phone out of my pocket while sitting in the stall. Not classy, but it’s the only place I can reasonably escape from all the hubbub. Of course there’s a voicemail from my parents, saying god knows what. Instead, I opt to click on my texts, hoping the message blinking on it is from Blaze.

And because she’s Blaze, and she doesn’t get so tied up and twisted by these things, of course it is.

\o/

This is a drawing. It could be a lot of things. For example, it could be:

1. The silver medal that’s going around your neck at the medal ceremony later. You’re so fucking awesome, Mais. That’s what I was talking about. You were fantastic out there, and even if my approval doesn’t mean anything to you (and there’s no reason it should), I’m going to say it anyway. I am so proud of you. Not for winning the medal, which of course is cool, but for taking a chance and skating the way you wanted to. You knocked me out.

2. Me celebrating exactly how badass you are—in the privacy of. . . . . . well, to be completely honest, I only managed to make it out of the arena before I made a scene but not that much farther. So, if you heard a person cheering like whoa outside, that was probably me. Don’t worry, I didn’t say your name. Even though I wanted to. Because you are awesomesauce.

3. My head between your legs because we’ve still got a few more days and I’d really like it if you would forgive me. I know I screwed up and I apologize and will apologize some more, and it might take you some time to decide because you’re not as impulsive as I am, but it would make me the happiest girl on earth if we could have these last few days together. And if you’re not sure yet, how about you can think about it while I go down on you? I’ve heard ladyhead is super helpful with tough decisions like whether or not you want to forgive the idiot girl who’s completely infatuated with you and would like to give you many, many orgasms.

\o/


Oh my god. I should probably delete this, because if anyone found it, it’d be mortifying. But it’s just so Blaze, and so adorable, and so—

My screen flashes, taking away her delightfully ludicrous text message. Yes, right, parents. They’d probably like to speak with me. I would rather not right now, but I suspect they don’t give a shit.

“Hi.”

“Maisy.”

Yep, that’s my dad. I can see his crinkly forehead and his pinched mouth, sure signs he doesn’t know what to say. How about congratulations and let’s leave it at that?

I know, though, that’s far too much to hope for.

“You won a silver.”

“Yes, I did.” The grin that splits my face isn’t for him.

“That’s . . . very good.”

“Yes, it is.”

Wait for it . . .

“But if you had done the program you were supposed to do—”

Maisy of a few days ago would apologize. I would tell him I was sorry to let him and my mother down, and that if I get another chance, I won’t do it again. I’m not that Maisy anymore, though, and new me is not having any of that.

“If I had done the program I was supposed to, I would have finished out of medal contention.”

He harrumphs, and if he were here in front of me, I don’t know that I could stand firm. He’s not, though, he’s just a disembodied, disappointed voice who’s never been satisfied with me in my whole life. Too much, too little. Which is basically what he’s saying about my performance. Too much because skating should be elegance incarnate, I should look pretty and effortless and graceful. Not what I actually looked like and how I felt: like a warrior. Someone who is strong and capable and proud of what my body can accomplish with the skills and muscles I’ve spent most of my life developing. And too little, because where’s my gold medal?

“It was disrespectful and . . . ugly.”

I hear my mother clucking in the background, and I can’t tell if she’s agreeing with him or if she’s merely telling him he shouldn’t say those things—not, of course, that he’s wrong, because she probably agrees. Perhaps if I ignore him, he’ll stop talking about this. Enough about his dissatisfying daughter, let’s talk about how the men’s hockey team is doing. No such luck.

“Is this that woman’s fault?”

“What—? Are you talking about Blaze?”

“Is that the woman you were kissing on the computer?”

I swear my parents don’t know how the internet works.

“Why would this be her fault?”

“She’s not a good influence on you.”

What am I, twelve? “She isn’t an influence on me at all.”

That’s not exactly the truth. I don’t think I would’ve had the courage to do my exhibition program as my free skate had it not been for Blaze. She’s been an influence on me for sure, but I don’t mean that in the way my parents do. I think she’s changed me for the better, and they would beg to differ.

“I thought you were over this . . .” I can picture him waving a hand, referencing my sexuality in the air as if it has a bad smell. No.

“Queer thing? No, really not.”

More tsking, probably some denial head-shaking, because I apparently don’t know any better. “You’re not—”

“Queer? Yes, I am. If I haven’t dated a woman for a long time, it’s because I haven’t dated anyone at all. Because I didn’t want you to disapprove of me and tell me I love who I love to get attention.”

Would I have chosen to kiss Blaze at the snowboard cross finals and end up plastered all over the gossip blogs? No, absolutely not, and I will make that very clear to her. But the thing is, I think she’s genuinely sorry, and she’ll be better about it in the future. Whereas when I’ve tried to explain myself to my parents, all they’ve ever done is tried to steamroll me into this narrow ribbon of exactly who they wanted me to be. I may be flexible and lithe, but not to that extent. All they’ve done is crush me.

“I do like women, and I’m proud of the performance I gave today. I’m proud of the medal it won me. Yes, Blaze is a little much sometimes, and I wasn’t happy about that picture, either, but she’s also kind and supportive and funny and generous, and she likes me for who I am, not for the person she wants me to be. If you think you can do that, too, that would be great, otherwise . . . I think we need to take a little break.”

There’s murmuring on the other end, as though my dad’s tucked the phone into his shoulder and is whispering with my mother about their volatile, ill-mannered daughter, and where did they go wrong? Clearly they took a turn somewhere because I’m just a SIG-silver-medal-winning lesbian.

“We’ll talk to you later.”

Okay.

Chapter Fourteen

Blaze

It’s possible that competing right now is not the best idea. Okay, it’s almost certainly a terrible idea. According to all those “professionals” anyhow. But what they don’t understand is showmanship. Or loyalty.

These women I skate with have their last hopes pinned on this race since none of us medaled in individual competition. Shit luck with disqualifications and crashes has us with a big goose egg up on the board. Which isn’t as bad as it could be—those crashes could’ve come with serious injuries, which none of them did—but it still sucks some royal donkey balls. This is our last shot.

Also, I have got a massive cut on my head, and no matter how they bandage it, it’s going to show up under my helmet because of where I got sliced. If I’m super lucky, it’ll still be bleeding enough that it’ll leak through the bandage and I’ll be like Curt Schilling and his iconic red-stained sock in the World Series, but it will be on my face. This is, frankly, ideal.

I’ll be a hero for competing, because if I don’t, my team won’t have enough people to make up the relay team, which means coverage. If I pass out during the race, well, fuck, I hope I don’t, especially because I don’t want to take out other athletes, but it would still be newsworthy. And, if we somehow manage to medal? Fucking A, that would be the best. Even a bronze. I’ll take it. It wouldn’t be so bad to have a medal to hang in front of all my newspaper clippings in my apartment.

Yep. Plus, of all the events, the relay is my favorite. It’s a mix of chaos and the most meticulous order. God, it’s so fucking sexy. Which would explain why I’m standing beside the boards, getting ready to skate in what’s likely my last SIGs.

I suck air through my teeth as I pull my helmet on because it sits awkwardly over the bandage on my head. It’s as if my body is trying to tell me something, like skating in a big race right now is a terrible idea. I can imagine by the time we’re done that my head will be throbbing because of the pressure on my wound. But I can do it. I will do it. People are counting on me, and sure a disc of metal is no substitute for having Maisy in my bed, but you know what? I don’t think she’s going to forgive me—why would she? So that not being an option, I’ll take a fucking medal.

Plus, winning a medal makes a person even more eligible in the village after the events are over. It’s like people are trying to play SIG bingo or something . . . Which, if they are, I want to get me one of those boards, because I could probably check off a lot of the boxes.

Gold medalist? Check.

Silver medalist? Check.

Bronze medalist? Check.

An entire team at once? Check. Looking at you, Australian bobsledders. Damn that was a night to remember.

But what I want to remember from these games is something more than my sexual exploits, though those will be sticking with me for the rest of my life for sure because hot damn, Maisy Harper. Who knew? Which is why I’m trying to keep my head on straight despite the pounding that’s started, making it feel as if the blood is fighting to get out of the gash under the bandage. Go for it, particularly if it will relieve some of the pressure.

I close my eyes and open them wide, hoping a blink will alleviate some of the pain, but no such luck. Such is life. Our coach sends us off with some last-minute advice, and then we’re skating to the track. Allison takes her place at the start line, Bonnie, Phoebe, and I take up our positions in the center of the track. I’m the last one, so my job is to stay out of the way until Phoebe’s turn, and then I’ll skate alongside her on the inside of the track to get up to speed, slip in ahead of her, she’ll give a push to my rump for an extra boost—and you can’t tell me she doesn’t enjoy copping a feel a little bit, the saucy minx—and then I’ll be off while Allison does the same. It’s madness. Pure, unadulterated madness, and I adore it.

Ignoring the pounding and wooziness, I focus in on Allison and her pretty, pretty start stance, and then they’re off. With the track as short as it is, it’s not so long until I’m coming up to speed to replace Phoebe, balancing about a hundred things in my mind. Keeping track of Phoebe, making sure I don’t do anything that could be construed as interference, staying out of the way of the other skaters because I will not be the one who falls and fucks our chances. Nor am I going to lose my rhythm when Phoebe gives my ass a shove.

Then it’s narrowed to concentrating on fewer things: skating as fast as I possibly can around this tiny disc of ice, taking my corners tight, and using every stride I have to its advantage. The hard breathing from the burst of exertion makes some stars set off behind my eyeballs, which is one of those weird body things that doesn’t even make sense. I wish it would go away, because it’s making it difficult to see Allison coming up on my left. But there she is in her red, white, and blues, getting ready to insert herself oh-so-carefully between me and the Chinese skater. Done, I lay my own gloved hands on her hips and give a push before swerving first to the outside of the track and getting the fuck out of everyone’s way, then skating back to the center when the current skaters have passed.

Lap after lap we go. The Italians fall behind because one of their skaters took a header during a transition, and then it’s my second to last lap. Pushing, pushing with my legs like I’ve never pushed before, I take my lap, getting the inside track on my Chinese peer before losing the lead to the Korean, and fuck all. I can’t even think about getting it back before it’s time to tag out again.

This is the frustrating part, the waiting. Not that I have to sit still for long, if at all, but god, if I could be out there, I wouldn’t have to think about things so much. All I’d have to do is make my body do one of the things it’s best at. Skate, really fucking fast, around a little track.

Finally it’s time for me to tag in again, and although I almost get tangled up in the Chinese team’s skate, I escape undeterred and without another slice to any part of my body. Good, because I could use all the blood I have. Hemoglobin and all that good shit. As Phoebe’s hands leave my ass, I take off. It’s only a few strides before I get down low into the turn, defying gravity and grazing the ice with my glove before straightening up a bit and resting the back of my inside hand on my hip. Keep the damn thing out of the way—it’s not like pumping your arms when you’re running.

Being the last skater to go in the relay, I’ve got to finish out the last two laps. Because stamina, I haz it. The only really good thing about that is that I can skate unimpeded with no worries about getting tangled up in a tag. That, plus being the person who will—for better or for worse—be the one crossing the finish line, and finally, having all the thousands of pairs of eyes in the arena being glued to me. I can feel them as if each were a point of heat, and I’m burning up even on the ice.

Faster, faster, knee practically touching the ice, rubber-encased fingertips skimming along the last corner and now it’s time. Blurs of red and blue are flashing in front of me, some in my peripheral vision, and I move an inch to my left so they can’t get through the inside, not without getting disqualified for not being within the boundaries of the track. You want to pass me? You’re going to have to do it the hard way.

Which is how I like it. Hard. Finish line in sight, I gun it with everything I have, blood pounding through my whole body, every molecule that makes me up working toward one goal: that blue line in the ice. Taking the outside because it doesn’t matter anymore, I nudge my right skate out because it’s the tip of the blade that matters; that’s what marks the time, that’s what decides your fate. Then, strangely, it’s over.

Yes, the noise is still echoing throughout the arena, flags waving in the bright lights, but I can’t honestly say if I’ve won. Close, I know we got close because the flashes of pumping arms, bright and patriotic uniforms, they were to my sides and not ahead. But I’ve also learned to not count my medals before they’ve been doled out.

Earlier in the SIGs, the winner of the gold in the 1,500 got his medal stripped after the tape showed interference. Imagine that. Parading around the arena in front of thousands of people only to be told after your victory that you’ve not only not won, but you get nothing. Some things about short track are really fucking ugly, and that’s one of the things I hate.

Turns out I was right to be cautious for once in my goddamn life because the officials are reviewing something on their screen, and while I don’t remember doing anything I could get called on, you never fucking know. My ribs are tight around my chest, my head is pounding—every drumbeat creating a flash of black behind my eyes. Should probably check in with the med staff after this is over, just to make extra sure it’s not a concussion.

Word travels fast over the rink and Allison, Phoebe, Bonnie, and I all skate over to where our coach and other staff are tucked behind the boards.

“What’s going on?” Everyone knows I’m not one to keep my face shut, so I’ll be the one to ask what everyone’s wondering.

Coach Lee looks at me. “They’re saying you might have had interference on that last hand-off with the Chinese skater.”

I’d like to say that’s impossible, that it was a fucking clean race, but who the hell knows. It felt good to me, I certainly didn’t try to fuck with her, but stuff looks different on video than it feels in your bones. My stomach bottoms out because this cannot be happening. My teammates will say, “It could’ve been any of us,” which would be the goddamn truth, but they’d be blaming me. Yes, I’d like to be infamous but not for something like this.

Which is when I see her. Sitting a dozen rows up, with an American flag in her hand, and the hat I left in her room pulled low on her head. It’s Maisy. She came. She’s here. Our gazes catch on each other like steel on ice, and it’s the sweetest kind of pain that she’s here to see this.

She accepted my apology—must have, because Maisy’s not the kind of girl to rub your nose in a mistake. She’d just . . . leave. Has. But she’s here and rooting for us. For me. Thank god her team got knocked out in the last round because I don’t think her poor Maple-leaf-shaped heart could take the conflict if she had to choose. As it is, she could get in some shit for being here and cheering me on, and she knows it. She did it anyway.

I want to put the guards on my skates and climb up into the audience, throw myself into her lap, take her face in my hand and kiss her, tell her I’m sorry, tell her I love her, and that I’m not sure what being with her would look like, but I’m willing to try. I want to know.

Maisy smiles at me, puts her fingertips to her mouth and blows me the smallest, sweetest kiss. I wish I could catch it, send one back, but mine would be big and showy and sloppy, like me. I settle for slapping myself in the face, which no one will think much of—What the fuck was that? Just Bellamy being a freak again—but when her shoulders jerk with a laugh I know she understood that was my way of catching it, keeping it, without drawing attention to her.

Because I want it to stay that way, I shake out my legs, focus on my coach and my teammates, hold their hands and pray to the rink gods that I didn’t mess up. I didn’t mess up. Yeah, I’ve been angling for the spotlight since before I was in the Games at Sapporo, but I didn’t mean for it to be like this. I’ll make the most of it no matter how it comes out, but come on.

It’s minutes of not being able to take full breaths, of feeling as if my legs are going to shake right off my torso, of my teammates squeezing my hands so hard I think the fragile bones might break. Finally, the official is leaving the screen, talking to yet another person.

I squeeze my eyes shut tight and promise whoever gives a damn that if they let me win this race, I’ll use my powers only for good and not evil—getting laid doesn’t count as evil, right? If so, I might have to reconsider, because I really, really love sex. Lots.

When I manage to crack my eyes open, it’s first to the blinding lights of the arena, but then I can focus on the Jumbotron hanging from the ceiling. The Koreans are first, the Chinese are second, but next to third place, the American flag lights up and all bets are off.

I drop my teammates’ hands so I can punch the air, and then I’m off. Arms wide open, skating around the rink, my rink, because we got it. A bronze medal, yeah, but a medal nonetheless, and one we weren’t favored to win. I’m gonna act like it’s gold, and you better believe no one’s going to say boo about that.

Someone shoves a flag into my hands on my way by and I unfurl it, lifting it over my head and letting it fly like a cape behind me as I whiz around the arena, trying not to take out any of the other skaters. Thrilled Koreans, delighted Chinese, heartbroken Italians. And us. Allison, Bonnie, and Phoebe hadn’t bothered keeping up with me for the first few laps, but as I slow down, they join me, and we keep skating round and round, soaking in the noise of the hometown crowd.

And unbeknownst to them or hopefully anyone at all, whenever I pass Maisy, I smile right at her. I want to bask in her approval, too, have it drip over me like a goddamn gin shower. Maybe she’d lick it off? We’ve got some talking to do, but she doesn’t make decisions hastily. Her being here means my past seventy-two hours of celibacy hasn’t been in vain.

Chapter Fifteen

Maisy

I didn’t fuck anyone else.

I suppose I should be insulted or at least surprised by the text on my phone from Blaze, but I’m neither. It makes me smile. Not that I could’ve been angry at her for being with someone else after I’d turned my back on her at the snowboard cross finals and didn’t answer her text. Her lovely, lovely text that made me feel so fucking special.

Now what to say to her? I feel ready, I suppose, ready to see her again. Would very much like to touch her and celebrate much the same way we drowned our sorrows in Sapporo. With days of the filthiest and most delicious kind of sex. And gin. Maybe some champagne this time. For variety. Bottom line is that if I feel as though she’s really understood and is truly sorry for what she pulled, I want to give her another chance, much as she did for me. I want to trust and believe in her because that’s one of the things I like about Blaze, how faith and forgiveness seem to come easily to her. Not that I’ll ever be quite that freewheeling, but loosening up a bit has proved to have its perks.

So I text her back.

Neither have I ;) Want to meet in my room when you’re free?

It’s less than a minute before I have her answer.

You bet your ass I do.

It’ll likely be an hour or more before Blaze is knocking on my door—or more likely, trying to push it open and pounding on it when she finds it locked. Since I’m still supposed to skate in the exhibition in a couple of days—which I’ll now be doing to what was supposed to be my free skate, along with a couple more tricks thrown in perhaps—I put on my music and run the program through in my mind while I check my last dress for loose sequins or crystals, and start to organize my things for the trip home. Yes, we have a few days, but I don’t want to bother with packing all my stuff when I might be able to do more . . . fun things.

I practically jump out of my skin when there’s a banging on my door, and my heart and perhaps other areas of my body, flutter. It’s her. It’s got to be her. When I open the door, it is.

She looks glorious, her hair spikey and wet. I want to scold her that she shouldn’t be running around in freezing weather because she’ll get herself sick, but before I can, she’s striding through and kissing me. Which, on the one hand, is amazing. Her mouth on mine is hot and demanding, and I want so badly to give her what she wants because I want it, too. But on the other hand, part of me still needs an apology. Not in a text, either.

I don’t want to worry that she’s going to do something like that again because she didn’t fully understand what it did to me. Yes, she’s been on her best behavior since then, and came to my performances without saying a damn word, but . . . I want her to understand. And as much as we’ve been enjoying each other as fuck buddies, I’d like to think maybe this won’t be our last hurrah. And if we’re in this for longer than the next few days, I need to know she respects and understands me. Not that she’ll never fuck up again ever, because that’s not possible for any human alive, never mind one as impulsive as Blaze, but . . . dammit, I want to know that she’ll think of me. If she even wants that. What if she doesn’t? Only one way to find out really, and I should do it before we have sex I’ll remember as a bittersweet swan song.

Pushing at her chest, I separate us, and we’re both already breathing hard and fast. “Blaze—”

“Maisy.”

“We need to talk.”

She curls a hand around the back of my neck and gives me a come-hither smile to die for that’s dripping with sexual intent. “Do we? I can think of other things I’d rather do.”

“As can I, but I need this, okay? Can you give me a few minutes? Because we need to clear some things up.”

Blaze nods and drops her hand. “Yeah, we can do that. What’s up?”

I hate that I’m wringing my hands in front of me, but now that it’s here, I’m not entirely certain of what to say.

“What happened at the snowboard cross—”

“Hey, I’m sorry about that, okay?”

She reaches for me again, and I stop her. “No, not okay. I believe that you’re sorry, but it’s a bigger issue than oops, I messed up. It’s important to me and I want you to listen.”

“Can I listen after we fuck? Because I’ve been dying, Mais. Especially after watching you skate.” Yeah, there’s a special gleam in her eye, and it makes me feel sexy, wanted, proud. But . . . I can’t. Not yet. “You’ve been the only thing on my mind when I wasn’t getting ready for my race. I . . . I want you. Please.”

She takes a step toward me again, which is when I lose it.

Blaze

“Do you grant the premise that I’m owed as much bodily autonomy as you are?”

“But—”

“Do. You?” Yes, I’ve seen Maisy look fierce before. In her own way, she looks particularly fierce on the ice. How badass do you have to be to contort yourself like a pretzel and fucking smile about it? But this is beyond that. This is her gaze looking as sharp as her skates. Like she’s going to eviscerate me.

“Of course I do.” To say anything else would be hypocritical in the extreme. Everyone should have control over their own bodies to do with them whatever they want. Piercings? Fabulous. Tattoos? Ink your bad self. Dying your hair? Clearly, I’m all for it. Pretty much anything you can do to yourself unless you’re doing it to self-harm? I’m down. And give others permission to do whatever they like, as long as everyone’s consenting and of legal age and all that good stuff.

“If that’s true, you can’t be okay with taking away my choices because they look different than yours.”

It’s possible that the point of Maisy’s chin quivers, but she shuts that down before it can go full tremble. And what she’s just said . . . it renders me speechless. Is that what she feels like I’ve been doing to her? Is that, in fact, what I have been doing to her?

People telling me what to do with my body—the people who side-eye my hair and my clothes, the ones who shame me for posing mostly or completely nude for magazine shoots but then look at them anyway, the people who tsk at how many sexual partners I’ve had but still want to claim my glory for their own? Those slut-shaming, narrow-minded hypocrites, they infuriate me. Completely infuriate me.

But have I gone too far? Yeah, Maisy and I don’t make the same choices, because she’s way more modest than I am, but then so are 98 percent of people I’ve ever met in my whole life, and she’s more private, too. I’ve never called her a prude out loud, but I may as well have with the way I’ve dismissed some of her concerns, and that’s not fair. I’m as bad as the people I hate.

“I don’t appreciate being used as a pawn in your games. I’ve only ever asked you for two things when we’re together, and that’s for you not to be with anyone else and not to mark me where people could see. Now I’m going to ask you for something else. To keep me out of your press stunts and your attention mongering. I don’t want to be involved in them. If you can’t or won’t, then we’re done here because you talk a good game, but I don’t think you actually respect my choices.”

Bam. I have been hit and hit hard on the track, but this is one of the most painful blows I’ve ever suffered. I’m guessing it’s cut especially deep because it’s true, and I’m finding I don’t like that about myself.

I take a few breaths, because I owe Maisy. I owe it to her to think this through, to figure out if I can do what she’s asking, because she deserves to be respected as much as I do. I do believe that, fundamentally, but when you start to poke at it . . . No, I do, but I need that minute to set myself straight and to allow for the argument. I’m not proud of it and hopefully I’ll get better, but for now, it takes me conscious thought to get there, and I’m really, truly sorry for the position I put her in and for not giving her choice as much weight as my own. That was shitty in a massive way. And you don’t do that to someone you love, which is maybe how I feel about Maisy. Yep, pretty sure, actually, but I’m not sure if that’s how she thinks of me.

“I am so, so sorry. I understand why you’re so upset, and I will do my utmost to be as respectful as your choices as you have been of mine. It’s not fair to hoist my baggage on you, and—”

“Baggage? What baggage? You’re the freest person I know. Most people have got a 747’s worth of luggage they’re hauling around, and you’re that asshole who carries on a bottle of water and a book.”

Maisy cracks me up. She seems so innocent and wide-eyed, and then she says shit like that. But unlike most of the time, she’s wrong about this. “That is so not true. I mean, I really do believe that people should be able to fuck whomever and whenever and however they like, and look the way they want to, and blah blah blah, but if you think I can’t hear the shit people say about me? If you think that doesn’t make me feel shitty sometimes? It absolutely does, so I’m carrying around some stuff, too.”

There’s something I should say to her, but I don’t know if I can hack it. I mean, competing in a dangerous sport at an elite level, sure, but telling someone about my deepest insecurities? No, thank you. But I wasn’t lying when I told Maisy that part of what makes poly relationships work is communication. I should—for once in our relationship—set a good example.

“One of the things I carry is being worried that the people I’m with are ashamed of me. So sometimes when you wanted to keep stuff quiet, it didn’t feel like you were shy and wanted privacy, it felt like you were embarrassed to be with me. Not just anyone, but me in particular.”

The breath Maisy inhales is audible. I might even call it a gasp, if I wanted to be dramatic. Which I usually do, but not now. Now, I’m trying to be earnest. It’s not easy. Even though it’s killing me not to make a joke and move on, I wait for her to say something. Because I want her to—need her to.

“I’m sorry I made you feel that way. I am not ashamed of you. You’re marvelous and I admire so many things about you. My parents can be really shitty about me being queer, and I’m still figuring out how to deal with that, so that’s part of it. But part of it is that I’m shy, I like to keep my private life private. I would with anyone, not just you. I swear.”

She said I’m marvelous. I’m going to turn into one of those cartoon characters whose eyes turn into hearts and beat out of their heads. It sucks that her parents are homophobic wankers, though. I know how toxic that shit can be and that it takes time to work through it. It’s like she said before, but in a way that makes me feel better instead of awful: it’s not all about me.

“Okay. If you could, maybe, remind me of that sometimes. And we can talk about your parents sometime, if that would be helpful. If you can try to keep my sore spots in mind, too, I’ll do the same and this could be even better.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah. But my point is that you might have to smack me upside the head sometimes, but I’ll do my best to smack myself before you have to. If you think you might be willing to deal with me in the future?”

Hope gurgles inside me like one of those broken water fountains. A trickle, but with volume. It just needs a bit more power behind it to turn it into a pretty arc that a person could actually drink from.

Maisy eyes me and I try to stand still. She can look at me as long as she likes. “How long are we talking? Until the SIGs are over?”

Is that what she wants? Is that all she wants? I could do that, but . . . “I was kinda hoping, maybe you might be willing to put up with my loud ass after that? You’re the most incredible woman I’ve ever met, and I can’t say I’m in a big hurry to give you up. I know it’ll be crazy and weird with our schedules, but maybe it’s worth a shot? I don’t know exactly what it’ll look like, but . . .”

I trail off, because Maisy’s stopped meeting my eyes. Is in fact, looking at her fuzzy-sock-encased feet. Wow, maybe she really does not want to go there. This was meant to be a SIG spouse thing, and we’re supposed to split amicably. Okay. I can do that, even though the idea leaves a hole in my heart.

But when she looks at me again, it’s not with that super-awkward, it’s-not-you-it’s-me bullshit kind of look. Her eyes are wide and she’s blinking too much, as if she’s afraid. Afraid of what, though?

“What if I’m not enough for you?”

My head rocks back on my neck, because what the hell is that even supposed to mean? She said it a few days ago, but I thought I’d made it abundantly clear at the time that she is in fact enough. But maybe her fears are cropping up again because we’re talking longer-term here. On some level, I get it, but I’m not sure that even my answers meant to reassure her will do it. But what’s the worst thing that can happen? Oh, just losing the best thing that’s ever happened to me forever and ever. No bigs.

“Hey.” I reach out, cup her face in my hand, slide a thumb across her cheek, taking a tear that’s leaked out from between her lashes with me. “This might sound crazy, but . . . no one is? That’s not even something I’m looking for.”

Her chin trembles and I want to stop it. The only way I know how is to grip her jaw on both sides with my hands and make her look at me. “I’m not trying to say it’s hopeless, I’m trying to say . . . I know I’m a lot to handle, and I don’t think any one person could. Even if they could, I don’t think I only want one person. I need truly excessive amounts of attention, and god do I need ludicrous amounts of sex. I’m like three average people’s worth of partner.”

“But do you even want one? Or is your idea of happiness always being with different people and never settling in any way, in any part of your life?”

I’ve thought about it, sure, have thought some day when I’m not skating competitively anymore that I’d find some nice person who was poly, too, and we’d have a home with a rotating cast of bedmates or however poly happened to look for us at the time, and it’d all be fine. Maybe some cats. The idea of Maisy being that person I share a life with, though?

“Why are you asking?” Hope is starting to creep up on me, and if it has no business being there, I want to beat it back before it gets any ideas.

“I . . . I want you to be happy. I would really like it if your version of being happy included me. For kind of a long time. I know since we’ve been here I’ve asked for you to be just mine, but I don’t think it would always have to be that way. I want you to be sated, I want you to have enough, and if . . . if other people could provide some of that, maybe I wouldn’t feel as though I was letting you down?”

Something sticks in my throat. I’d say it was a reptile, but a spikey one, because I can’t clear it. “You’re not, and you never have let me down. You’re incredible, and it makes me feel good that you like me enough to let me into your world even though I’m so . . . disruptive. I thought maybe this was SIG mania. You know, temporary competition-induced insanity? But if you’re telling me you’d like to be around me longer than that, more than that . . . That makes me really fucking happy. But what exactly are you proposing?”

“I feel like maybe you’re poly, and I’m not? But it’s possible I’ve been doing some research on this because I clearly had some misunderstandings. From what I can tell, it’s maybe not easy, but people can make this work. There would be some times when I’d want you, need you, all to myself, but as long as I got first dibs, I think I’d be okay with you having other people?”

Okay, now the hope has climbed up to my shoulders and has wrapped its desperate limbs around my head. Which would explain why I’m feeling dizzy, lightheaded. Definitely not the head injury at all. “That sounds a lot like a question.”

The corner of Maisy’s mouth tugs up in a smile, and she half-rolls her eyes in that self-conscious way she has. “I mean, it is. I’ve never done this before; I don’t know how I’ll feel about it for real. I might get jealous, but right now, I can see how it might be a relief. I can have you, you can have me and like, bonus sex, or date someone, and if I ask for it, I can keep you for a while. That sounds pretty good to me. I don’t want to change you, and I don’t want to shame you. I want us both to be happy and to figure this out. I love you exactly the way you are, and I’m hoping you feel the same way, and not as though I’m trying to take what I want and ditch the rest.”

I roll my lips between my teeth and shake my head. “I absolutely do not feel that way. I actually feel like the luckiest girl in the world. Especially because I’m pretty sure you just said you loved me. Was that a thing that happened?”

Now that she’s not on the verge of tears, I think I can find a better use for my hands. So I slide them down her neck, over her narrow shoulders, and past her shoulder blades, all the way to her waist, which I use to steer her even closer to me, because I want her closer. Close enough to kiss. But not quite. I want to hear her answer in words, not in the language of physicality we’ve always found it so easy to communicate in.

“Yes. Is that okay?”

“That is way better than okay. Because I totally love you back.”

I love how she bounces on her heels and launches herself at me, her hands spearing into my hair that she cut, her mouth sloping over mine, and the nip to my bottom lip that follows. Doesn’t take much to rev my engines, and here she is, starting me up with no more than a kiss. I hope she’s prepared for what she’s started, but a hand suddenly grabbing my ass to grind our pelvises together says yes, and that’s precisely what she wants, too. As much of me as she can possibly handle, and the trust and freedom for me to seek out other sources for the remainder while she rests up to take me on again.

Epilogue

Maisy

Blaze is coming home today. Our schedules have not been playing nice for the past few months, and I feel as though we’re like one of her relay teams, ass-grabbing and all. Not that I mind the drive-by quickies—one of which actually took place in an airport bathroom due to a delayed flight, much to both my delight and mortification—but I won’t be sad to have her all to myself for a bit.

We’ve figured out a pretty happy medium. We know we’re together, our friends know we’re together. We’ve tried to keep exactly how serious we are out of the press, and in the few times I’ve talked to my parents since Blaze and I moved in together not that long after the SIGs ended, I’ve just said we live together. They can draw whatever conclusions they’d like from that.

My parents have been on the back burner of my worry stove, though, and my relationship with Blaze on the front. Not because anything’s wrong—to the contrary, it’s perfect—but it’s changing, evolving, and that can be scary. Intimidating.

Blaze has been on the road, and it’s the first time we’ve really gone whole-hog on the poly thing. I was nervous about how I was going to feel about it, but it’s been better than I’d ever expected.

I’m the one she calls every day, I’m the one she texts filthy pics to, I’m the one she comes home to at the end of her competitions, and I’m the one with whom she shares a home. And a cat named Captain Flufferbutter. If some other people have shared her bed while she’s away, and she’s gone out with a couple of people a few times on for-realsies dates? I’ve been fine with it. It makes her happy, keeps her satisfied, and I feel good about having given this to her. I like knowing, too, that she’ll be honest with me about all of it, and that if anyone’s unhappy, it’s a problem to be solved, not the end of the road.

In return . . .

The tumblers in the lock of the front door thunk as a key is turned, and then there she is, all crazy-haired from travel and road worn, but with a glint in her eyes and a smile curving her mouth that I want for myself. She drops her duffle, unzips her coat, and doesn’t bother hanging it up before striding across the living room of our small apartment.

We’re hardly here—leaving the Captain with Mrs. Meyers down the hall when we both have to travel—so we don’t need a lot of space. Plus, no matter how much space we have, Blaze sticks to me as though she’s glue when we’re both around. Always touching, cuddling, kissing, groping, biting. I like it.

I like, too, the way she hikes up her skirt to straddle my thighs and threads her hands into my hair at the nape of my neck, dragging me in to kiss. Sometimes when she’s away for so long, I forget what she tastes like. Now I remember, and I want to gorge myself on her for days.

Sliding my hands under her bunched-up skirt, I let them graze her thick thighs higher and higher until I find the sorry excuse for underwear she has on. There really isn’t much to them at all, and it makes me want to tear them off, but that takes too much effort and if I ripped away her underwear every time I wanted to, she wouldn’t have any left. Not that she’d probably mind that anyhow. Instead, I grab her ass cheeks on either side of the flimsy material and pull her to me, rocking my hips up to grind against her.

I’d ask her if she’s tired from her trip, but she’s never too tired for this. Sure, after we fuck, she’ll pass out hard for hours, wake with her hair out of control, and stumble into the kitchen wanting something to eat, but for now . . .

Blaze tugs at the hem of my shirt, and I raise my arms so she can peel it off. After she’s done, I do the same to her until her sports bra is in my face, and her hands are fondling my breasts over and under the lacey thing I’ve got on because I know they drive her crazy. Luckily, hers has a zip in the front, and I’m going to take full advantage of that design feature.

When the zipper’s freed from its tracks, so are her magnificent tits, and I don’t waste any time burying my face in them, breathing in her smell before I cup one and take her nipple into my mouth, sucking hard and using my other hand to press the small of her back. Against my hipbones, her pussy is hot even through her underwear. I can’t even wait anymore. I want inside her. And since she’s mine, I use my free hand to dig into the flimsy fabric, find her clit to rub and circle, delve my finger back toward her core to gather up a bit of moisture to make my path slicker.

She moans against me, and it’s the best sound. My insatiable lover. I look up at her, her head already thrown back, her mouth open, and ask, “Are you going to come for me like this?”

“I can.” Her offer’s accompanied by a crooked smirk that makes me grab her hair and pull. She could use a cut, something I’ll do later after I’ve worn her out. For the moment anyhow.

“You won’t. You’re the one who’s been getting laid regularly for the past month.”

Her eyes widen, and she draws back, looking stung. No, that’s not what I wanted. I honest-to-god didn’t mean it that way at all. “Hey, babe. I’m teasing. I like you being satisfied. I like you calling and telling me about your exploits. I like that even after getting fucked six ways to Sunday, all you have to do is hear my voice to get horny again and we can have phone sex. I am in no way sorry about our arrangement. What I am is horny as hell, because as good as I am with my hands or a vibrator, it’s nothing compared to your mouth.”

She kisses me, and it feels like sweet relief. “You can tell me, you know. If it ever feels bad to you.”

My firebrand doesn’t often look shy, but she does when we talk about these things. Sometimes I have to remind myself this is new for her, too. Uncharted territory even for Blaze, who has experience with every sex act under the sun. Less so with longer-term relationships, and with navigating poly waters with a partner who’s . . . not poly. But I feel as though we’re doing really well. She makes me feel special, and like I come first. And I make her feel safe enough to have us and whomever else she wants.

“I will. And you ask me, you know? Very considerate, very . . . sensitive.”

Okay, so it’s not entirely playing fair to work her clit while we’re talking about this, but I’ll worry about fairness later.

“I’m—ngh—trying.” Blaze squirms on my hand, trying to get my fingers inside her already, but that’s not happening. Yet. “I don’t want to—Christ, woman, I’m trying to be serious. Could you not?”

“Nope. Talk later. I’ve got better ideas for your mouth right now.”

I shove her away playfully, and she takes my cue, backing off my legs to sink to her knees. Then she’s grabbing the waistband of my pants along with my underwear and dragging them over my hips and down my legs, not stopping until she can fling them across the floor. Which seems a little theatrical, but Blaze isn’t one for subtleties.

Since we are very much alone, I hook my legs over the arms of the chair and scoot my ass forward until I’m spread out at the edge of the seat. The better for her to service me. And service me she does, not even having to be asked. No, she goes down as though she’s been waiting weeks for this. Which I suppose she has.

“I love how you smell,” she says from between my thighs. “I can’t go into a produce section without getting soaked because when I smell oranges, I always think of you. Of your sweet, wet cunt.”

Holy hell. All I can see is the top of her bright red head as she goes back to work with her mouth and adds her hands, and, I have to say, this was worth the wait. Sometimes I ask her to tell me about the other people she’s been with while we do this. It was kind of edgy the first time and I wasn’t totally sure I liked it, but it turns out I get ridiculously turned on by hearing about Blaze getting off with other people. I don’t think I’d want to be there or participate, but when she tells me about it in her matter-of-fact way . . . there’s something about it that amplifies my orgasms. But we’ll get to that later, when I’m not so grateful to have her back, on her knees, in my hands, at my feet, and buried between my legs.

I have a great deal of respect for the things Blaze can do with her body, like go ridiculously fast, defy gravity in those turns, wipe out and slam up the boards and get back up again not looking much worse for wear and certainly not having her dedication dimmed, but her mouth is maybe the most skilled part of her, and that is saying something when you’re talking about a SIG athlete.

She licks and sucks, using her lips, tongue, and teeth, and I lay back and enjoy. I’m in no hurry, and she doesn’t appear to be, either, with the leisurely and indulgent way she’s eating me. It’s almost extravagant, but after being without for so long, I suppose I deserve it.

Finally, when I swear to god she’s had her mouth on every centimeter of me at least a dozen times, she focuses on my clit and with broad licks, has me grabbing her hair between my fingers, pulling her face into me and shuddering against her lips. She’s set me on fire once again, and I tell her so.

“Fuck, Blaze, You are so fucking good.”

I buck and rock against her as best I can, and she doesn’t stop, drawing out my climax until the only thing that’s left are the tiniest ripples flowing out from my center.

Finally, I’m sated and collapse, too worn out to even bother closing my legs. I can imagine Blaze with her knees tucked up while she leans her head partly against the upholstered chair and partly against the very inside part of my thigh. I can feel her breath on me as I stroke her hair and try to catch my breath.

Soon enough, though, she’s squirming, and I smile without opening my eyes.

“What’s the matter, babe?”

She nudges me with her nose and it makes me laugh—silently, of course. “You know. Meanie.”

“Me? Mean? No . . .”

“Yes. I haven’t seen you for a month. I just got my fill of your cunt and now I’m horny as fuck, and you know it. And what are you doing about it? Nothing.”

Her indignant grumbling is entertaining, but she’s not really mad. This is all part of the fun. “Yeah? What would you have me do about it?”

“I want to fucking ride you. Grind up on you while we make out and you can taste yourself in my mouth. Because you’re still all over my face.”

I drum my fingers against her scalp as if I’m considering her offer, but I want it, everything she said. More, too, of course, but I’ll take that for now. “Yeah, I guess.”

And then I laugh because she’s vaulting to her feet, wasting no time grabbing me behind the knees to close my legs and straddle me as she was not all that long ago. She wasn’t lying about me being all over her face—around her mouth is still glossy with the remnants of some of the best cunnilingus on the planet, and I can’t wait to taste her. Taste us together. Which is what I do while she ruts against me. I can feel her heat, her wetness as she frotts against me, and goddamn is that delightful.

It’s not so long until she’s panting into my mouth, her breath hot and coming fast, and her loud-ass sex noises because she’s not even sorry about her pleasure. Neither am I. I want her to have it, want her to have it all, and if I have a part in giving it to her, even better. And if Mrs. Meyers raises her eyebrows when we drop off the Captain, well, she does.

The way Blaze is rubbing on me is getting increasingly fast, hard, and it makes her tits bounce into my face until I grab one to suckle, the other to pinch and tweak a nipple, and then she’s a goner. Calling out a whole lot of curse words and praise of my sexual prowess, and alongside all that expected sex talk that she’d give to anyone, there are endearments that are for me only, because I’m first in her mind, first in her heart, as she is in mine.

“Goddamn you, Maisy Harper. I’m yours first, forever. I fucking love you.”

Maybe that’s not the most romantic sentiment on the planet, since she’s other people’s second, third, fourth, fifth . . . and that might be just one night. But she’s happy this way, I’m happy this way, that I get to claim whatever I want and she can use the rest however she sees fit. It’s beautiful to me, and she makes me feel beautiful and cherished, too, that I come first. I mean, literally, but also in her thoughts and in her responsibilities.

“I fucking love you, too.”
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