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This MF love story contains:

	Explicit content

	Non-human genitalia

	Sex in public places (no one sees them)

	Alcohol consumption

	Recreational use of a fictional drug

	Mentions of difficult childhood and absent parent

	Details of parentification of MMC when younger

	Discussion of childhood bullying

	MMC has what could be considered disordered eating—he is extremely strict and refers to more relaxed eating days as “cheat days”—and one instance of him binge-eating (which takes place off page and is not described in any detail)

	Brief mention of MMC having a mild stress-induced breakdown in the past

	Brief mention of FMC’s worries over coming out to her parents as bisexual in the past (with no conflict)





Chapter One
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Nuni


“Dude, why do we have to do this?”

My business partner, Felik, slumped lower in his seat, toying with one of the cufflinks he’d removed before rolling up his shirt sleeves. I eyed them furtively. Were they new? Looked expensive. I should probably get myself some new ones too.

“Isn’t this, like, assistant work?” he continued, picking up his can of grass-flavoured sparkling spring water with added electrolytes to take a gulp. My own can sat in front of me, along with my wheatgrass shot and a protein bar perfectly formulated for my pre-workout macros.

I was getting a little antsy myself at the thought of being late to the gym, but needs must, and it wasn’t like I wasn’t used to staying late at the office. The bullpen visible through the conference room’s spotless glass windows was already half empty, but several desks were still occupied. I noticed a few heads popping up and turning in our direction every other minute, like they wanted to make sure the bosses saw them putting in the extra effort.

“You want to leave this up to some assistants?” I swiped a finger over my tablet to unlock it, bringing up the list of ideas I’d had for our architecture firm’s ten-year anniversary event. “I had to pull major fuckin’ strings to get this planner, bro. She’s the best. We can only have the best.”

“Okay, but like, Bavia’s in town and I’m supposed to be meeting her in the Basalt’s bar at seven.” He sat forward and gave me an intense look. “Bavia, dude. You remember her? She was my plus-one to that awards thing last year, and she wore that tiny red thing? Legs all the way up to her ass, man. And enormous—”

“I remember.” I rolled my eyes. “We’ll be out of here by seven, dude. Chill. You’ll have all fuckin’ night with leggy Bavia.”

Don’t get me wrong, I enjoyed a beautiful woman’s company as much as Felik, but I also recognised that we hadn’t become this successful without putting business first. He could bitch all he wanted, but I wasn’t leaving the organisation of this event up to some assistants—at least not initially. One mistake or bad decision in the planning process, and we’d be a laughingstock.

My sibling Laki told me often that I was a control freak, but what the hell did they know? They were almost as much of a stoner as my brother Greid, plus they’d flitted around aimlessly after college, travelling and taking random jobs and just generally having no fucking direction in life.

How could people have no direction in life? I didn’t get it. I’d decided on a career path, knuckled down and gone after it, and now I was reaping the rewards. I had more money than I knew what to do with. I lived in one of the nicest nesthouses in the city, designed by yours truly. I looked fucking amazing.

Glancing at the heavy watch on my wrist, I realised the event planner and her entourage would be here any minute. After checking my hair in the reflection of the window opposite the conference table, I straightened my tie and tugged on my suit jacket cuffs to smooth out any wrinkles.

Felik’s suit jacket was draped over the empty chair beside him, his shirt sleeves rolled up and tie loosened. I pursed my lips, resisting the urge to snap at him to smarten up. We should make a good first impression. We should look our best. Why would you not want to look your best at all times?

My assistant, Lipa, hurried past the windows clutching her tablet. There was a rap at the door before she poked her head in. “Corva nir Feris is here, sir.”

“Awesome. You can bring her through, Lipa.” After she’d vanished again, I couldn’t stop myself from telling Felik, “Put your jacket on at least, bro. Make yourself presentable.”

He rolled his eyes but reached for it. “We’re hiring her, dude. You think she’s gonna turn down the fat wad of cash she’ll get for this just because I don’t have my fuckin’ jacket on?”

“You know that’s not the point,” I hissed, just as Lipa came back into view through the windows talking to a tall demiurgus woman in a black pencil skirt and a burgundy chiffon shirt.

I eyed the outfit critically as I stood and buttoned my suit jacket. Nice. Looked expensive. She had good taste, which boded well. There was a Loamington bag dangling elegantly by its handles from one elbow, which was another good sign. I’d bought enough of those bags for past girlfriends to know how goddamn expensive they were.

“Holy shit.” Felik was scrambling up and shoving on his jacket. “That’s her? Damn. Maybe I’ll text Bavia and cancel. Shit.”

I glanced at Corva nir Feris again, noting that yes, she was hot, but for some reason my gaze was drawn to the other woman walking beside her.

The human woman.

She only came up to Corva’s shoulder, which meant she’d be at least a foot and a half shorter than me. She was dressed well, but I had a keen eye and could see that her fitted pants and plain white shirt weren’t as high-end as Corva’s clothing. And there was a backpack slung over her shoulder. Not even a stylish one—just a plain black nylon backpack, similar to the one I took to the gym.

That was… fine. Not everyone cared about labels or designer clothing. She still looked smart and professional—put together. Her skin was brown, long, dark hair pulled back into a sleek ponytail, and I couldn’t see the colour of her eyes because she was looking down at the tablet in her hand.

Which, what? Why did I care what fucking colour her eyes were? I didn’t.

It was just… ever since my brother Greid had started dating a human—a tiny thing called Beryl with a mass of curly ginger hair—I guessed I’d just been noticing humans more. Honestly, I’d been trying to work out… well, what the appeal was.

Beryl was cute, I guessed, though she did kinda scare me, something I would never admit to even if I was being tortured. By Beryl. And she seemed to really love my grody dork of a brother for some reason, which was probably kinda nice if you were into all that romantic crap.

But she was still human. How did that even work? I hadn’t let myself ponder it too much seeing as Greid was my brother, and ew, no thanks, did not wanna be picturing that. But humans were just so different to us. They were all… small and tailless and obsessed with superhero movies for some reason. And dairy. Christ, they were all obsessed with dairy. They put dairy products on everything. Cheese, mayonnaise, ranch, sour cream. How did an entire species not know or care how fucking bad it was for them?

The conference room door opened just as Felik was straightening his tie and giving his armpit a quick sniff. Lipa reappeared with a polite smile.

“Corva nir Feris and Anita Chaudhary, sir.” She held the door open wider to let the two women in.

I gave her a quick nod in thanks, then focused on the demiurgus woman in front of me and held out my hand. “Nuni var Rorik. Great to meet you.”

“Corva.” She let go of my hand and gestured to the human beside her. “This is my associate Anita.”

I met Anita’s gaze, trying not to think too hard about the tiny jolt in my stomach when I saw her eyes were a deep brown, fringed with dark, heavy lashes. “Nice to meet you.”

She shook my hand with a polite smile, then stepped away to do the same with Felik.

I flexed my fingers. They were tingling a little, but that was probably just poor circulation after sitting at my desk for eight hours. That was probably also why I was suddenly feeling all weird. Like, nervous or something. It was just anxiety because I was going to be late getting to the gym. Nothing cleared my head better than a good workout sesh.

After Felik had introduced himself to both of them—finally acting professional, much to my relief—we all sat down.

Anita sat opposite me.

Not that that was important. I wasn’t even sure why I noticed it. I glanced at her, then quickly looked away again when her gaze met mine for a moment.

“So,” Corva began brightly, pulling a Soppskinn planner with her initials embossed on the front cover out of her bag. Nice. Classy. “You want to hold a ten-year anniversary event for Rorik + Stimis Architects.”

I cleared my throat. “Yeah.”

After a pause, she smiled. “Well, congratulations on the long-running success.”

“Thanks.”

Then I fell silent again. Felik shot me an odd look, making me want to tug on my shirt collar.

“Yeah, it’s been a whirlwind,” he drawled, effortlessly slipping into the braggy-but-not-too-braggy mode we’d both perfected. With a chuckle, he reached over and gripped my shoulder, giving it a hard, furtive squeeze that meant Pull it together, dickhead. “Who would’ve thought we’d reach this level of success in just ten years? When Nuni and I started Rorik + Stimis, we…”

I zoned out, giving myself a pep talk. C’mon bro. Turn on the charm. You’re Nuni var Rorik. Founder and managing partner of the wildly successful Rorik + Stimis. Renowned architect. Unspeakably handsome and muscular demiurgus with a killer wardrobe and a fantastic ass.

Yeah, that worked. Damn right my ass was spectacular—not that it was important at this particular moment, but still. Thinking about it made me feel better.

“So.” I sat up straight, interrupting Felik, who was still humble-bragging about the business while Corva and Anita listened politely. “We were thinking the Blackgrass building would make a good venue.”

“Ah, yes.” Corva flipped open her planner and started rifling through the pages. “We assumed you’d want to hold it in one of your own.”

“And you recently won an award for the Blackgrass’s nesthouse, so that would make sense,” Anita added.

I gave her an impressed look. They’d done their research—another good sign. Feeling more like myself again, I shrugged a shoulder with an appropriately humble smile. “That’s right.”

“Congratulations,” she said politely.

“Thanks.”

I met her eyes briefly, and my stomach went all weird again. What the fuck was wrong with me? Maybe the macros in my new diet plan were wrong. My fingers twitched with the urge to grab my phone and text my nutritionist right that second.

I jolted a little when the door opened and Lipa stepped in carrying a tray with a copper mug of coffee and a glass of water. She set the water down in front of Anita, I noticed. I had no idea why I noticed, but I noticed.

Picking up her tablet, Lipa settled into the seat beside me to begin taking notes.

“So,” Corva said, a weighty Inchiostro Nero fountain pen poised over her planner, “before we tell you the preliminary ideas we’ve come up with, do you have any you’d like to share?”

I watched as Anita picked up her water glass and took a small sip, her slender throat bobbing as she swallowed. She licked her lips as she set the glass back down, drawing my gaze to her mouth.

My gut tightened.

I was going to fire my nutritionist.

“Nuni?” Felik’s voice jerked my head up. “You had some, right? Sorry about him,” he added to the two women with a chuckle. “Had an important meeting right before this, so that big brain is probably just… overflowing with ideas.”

He gripped my shoulder again, giving it an even harder squeeze. “Right, buddy?”

I cleared my throat, shifting in my seat. “Right. Uh… ideas. Yeah.”

Thank fuck I’d written them down, because my mind had gone weirdly blank for some reason. After unlocking my tablet, I slid it across so Corva and Anita could read the list. My claws drummed restlessly on the table as they bent their heads over the screen.

“A string quartet,” Corva said with an approving nod, jotting something down in her planner. “I like that.”

“We want it to be classy but understated.” I smoothed a hand down my tie, leaning back in my seat. “That’s what people expect from Rorik + Stimis.”

“Piquante to cater.” Anita made a note on her tablet, then said to Corva, “The annual Mother Mila Foundation fundraiser has been postponed, so they should be free on the date. I’ll call them in the morning.”

“Thanks, darling,” Corva said absently, back to reading the list. “Sir Vili var Hynt to speak,” she read out, referring to the world-renowned architect. “That might be difficult. I thought he sold his pied-à-terre in the city.”

“He did,” Felik jumped in, “but only because he retired to Lagos. Does far less travelling now. He was sad to let the property go.” With a chuckle, he smacked my arm with the back of his hand. “We designed it, so no surprise there.”

“He’s an old friend,” I added smoothly. “We’ll get him.”

Corva nodded, taking more notes. Against my will, my gaze flitted over to Anita again in time to see her appraising me with a cocked brow. She looked back down at the tablet as my ears gave a weak flutter.

“Flaming shots,” she read out in a carefully emotionless voice.

My ears went wild.

“That was Felik’s idea,” I blurted, not feeling even a hint of guilt for throwing him under the bus. “We were just… We were spitballing. No, uh, no bad ideas and all that.”

“Well, we want it to be memorable, right?” Felik drawled with a shrug, shooting Corva a crooked grin as she looked up with a politely blank expression.

She and Anita exchanged a silent look, making me want to squirm in my seat. I scowled furtively at Felik. Why the fuck had I written down flaming shots? Okay, fine, when he suggested it I’d been all in—we’d high-fived over the idea and I may have called him a genius—but now I felt kind of stupid, and I fucking hated feeling stupid.

I was a smart, successful, wildly handsome businessman, god-fucking-damnit! I was Nuni var Rorik, and if I wanted flaming shots at my classy event, well, I’d get motherfucking flaming shots.

“We’ll look into it,” Anita told me in a polite voice, but as she bent her head to make a note on her tablet, I noticed her pursing her lips to fight off a smile.

My ears fluttered again, stomach churning as I watched her long, thin fingers tapping efficiently over her tablet screen.

I was definitely firing my fucking nutritionist.


Chapter Two
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Anita


As I hung up my phone, I heard a loud, dramatic sigh a second before a familiar brown leather satchel plopped onto the desk beside me.

“Let me guess.” Hustin set down his takeout cup and a paper bag from the coffee place up the street. “You’ve already done a five-mile run, repainted your living room on a whim, and ticked about ten things off your work list for today despite it only just being nine.”

My mouth quirked as I sat back and spun my chair to face him. “It was pilates this morning. And I repainted the bathroom, not the living room,” I teased.

“If I didn’t love you so much, I’d hate you for making me look bad by comparison.” After hanging his jacket on the back of his chair, he dropped down with a sigh and reached for the paper bag. “How was the meeting last night?”

“Not bad.” I fiddled with the pen in my hand. “They had some, uh… interesting ideas for the event.”

Flaming shots. My mouth twitched in amusement.

“Morning, lovelies!” Vee bustled into the office with Moly just behind her, carrying a familiar Tupperware container. “I made muffins! Chocolate chip, but there’s an oat and linseed one for you, Anita.”

“Thanks, Vee.” I’d already had my breakfast, but I wasn’t going to be rude when Vee always went to the trouble of making something especially for me that wouldn’t cause my IBS to flare up. Plus, her muffins were really good.

I tried not to feel envious as I watched her take off her coat, revealing a full, rounded figure highlighted perfectly by a smart, knee-length grey dress with a cinched-in waist. She was self-conscious of her arms—even though we’d all told her repeatedly that she had no reason to be—so she was wearing a cute pink cardigan over the top.

I was a gym rat, partly because it helped control my IBS, but mainly because it cleared my head and allowed my brain to switch off from work or whatever was stressing me out that day. But that didn’t mean I didn’t wish I had some curves. I had zero curves. None. My body was a straight up and down line. Hardly any dip to my waist, tiny boobs and a barely there ass no matter how many squats I did.

“Gosh, these new control panties are so darn uncomfortable,” Vee grumbled as she sat down at her desk opposite mine, shifting around with a frown.

“Then stop wearing them, sweets.” Hustin patted his own stomach and leaned over to grab a muffin, abandoning the half-eaten Danish on his desk. “Free the figure like I did. It’s liberating.”

I huffed and turned back to my laptop, opening up a new email. “You both look great.”

“Totally,” Moly chirped from her desk outside Corva’s office, pouring a little water into the Deep Earth pearl plant trailing over the corner.

We were a small team at Feris Events, and a pretty even split between human and demiurgus. Vee and I were human, while Moly and Hustin were demiurgus, like Corva.

Our boss swept into the room a few seconds later, phone pressed to her ear and a takeout cup with DEEP BREW stamped on the side in her hand.

“Just tell him to use the burgundy linens, not black.” She pulled the phone away from her ear to address me. “Darling, did you—”

“I already called Piquante,” I cut in. “They can do the Rorik + Stimis event.”

“Fabulous. Moly, would you mind chasing up the furniture hire for the NADC gala?”

“Sure thing, Corva.” Moly lunged for her phone as Corva swept into her office and closed the door.

Moly was Corva’s PA, young and eager to please and always a little nervous and jumpy around our boss. At thirty-seven, I was a lot more self-assured and confident in my abilities these days, but I could still remember the fear from my first few marketing jobs. Sitting there every day, convinced I was going to get fired for some reason, panicking that I wasn’t doing enough even though I was usually one of the last in the office every evening.

The atmosphere at Feris Events was professional but relaxed, and far more pleasant than my last job working for a rival event planner. It had been chaos there. Kolbert var Greer always managed to put on fantastic events, but they were rushed and chaotic and painfully last minute behind the scenes. I’d pretty much had a headache the entire four years I’d worked for him.

When Corva had poached me after we met at an awards ceremony, I’d been elated. I’d heard about her, of course—partly because she was a big name in events circles in the city, but also because Kolbert would obsessively track her success and bitch about the events she was hired for.

Once I started working for her, it put an end to the flirtatious remarks and loaded looks we’d shared the few times we’d interacted after our first meeting. Corva was very strict when it came to mixing business with pleasure. I remembered her giving Moly a firm talking to after spotting her flirting with one of the waitstaff at a private dinner party we’d planned last year for some big political hotshot. Poor Moly had looked like she was going to cry, her ears fluttering like crazy in the telltale embarrassment sign of all demiurgus.

As I typed out an email to Piquante Caterers, confirming their booking for the Rorik + Stimis event, my mind wandered to yesterday evening’s meeting. I was usually good at reading people—and also somewhat guilty of making snap judgements about them—but I hadn’t been able to get a read on one of the firm’s partners we’d spoken to.

Nuni var Rorik. He’d flitted between calm, smooth arrogance and odd bouts of what seemed like nerves. He’d clearly been embarrassed about the flaming shots idea—his ears had fluttered just as much as Moly’s had that time—but… well, if that was what he wanted at his “classy yet understated” anniversary event, I wasn’t one to judge.

Okay, I was absolutely one to judge. And like I’d said—snap judgements. I’d gotten hints of frat-bro-lurking-under-a-polished-veneer from him and the other guy, Felik var Stimis. I’d gotten major ‘I’m the fucking man and my shit don’t stink’ vibes from both of them.

But eh, whatever. They were too high up to continue being involved in the planning of this event. They’d done their part by swinging their big demiurgus dicks around and letting us know how important they were. I’d probably be working with the assistant, Lipa, from this point onward, which suited me fine. She’d been polite and professional, and I was guessing she had to have a wicked backbone to withstand being Nuni var Rorik’s assistant.

He seemed like the type to call her at three in the morning to go buy him condoms. Or make her stand next to a treadmill holding his water bottle and towel while he guffawed with other businessmen on a conference call during his morning run. I’d noticed the little glass wheatgrass shot bottle in front of him at the meeting—the expensive brand—and the protein bar by a company that designed them based on their clients’ specific nutritional needs.

Okay, yes, I’d also noticed the way he filled out his suit. The wide shoulders and bulging arms. The pert, round ass under his tail as he stood up to see us out when the meeting ended.

I didn’t have a type, per se, when it came to men or women, but I knew I wasn’t attracted to vain, self-obsessed people. Not that him working out a lot made him either of those things—I worked out a lot too, and it wasn’t because I wanted to look a certain way. It was because it made me feel calm and in control of myself.

But everything else about that guy had screamed, ‘Look at me! I’m the most important one here! No, really, look at me. I need everyone to look at me.’ The impeccably tailored suit. The perfectly folded pocket square and matching tie. The giant, gaudy diamond flashing in his ear, the fat, heavy watch on his wrist and the signet ring gleaming on his little finger. The mouthwatering scent of his cologne—crisp and expensive. And maybe the ridiculous lustre of his hair, which fell in perfect waves around his face and over his wide shoulders, the black shot through with a rich, gleaming blue. The top third had been tied back in a knot, and despite it having been the end of the day, not a hair had been out of place. His skin had been flawless, his sharp teeth even and perfectly white.

I wondered if he always insisted on fucking in front of a mirror so he could make sure he looked his best for the duration. I bet he did, and I bet he stared at himself the whole time, flexing his big muscles, thinking about how amazing he looked, wishing there was a way he could just fuck himself, because no one was as goddamn hot as he was.

Or maybe he was the complete opposite in bed. Maybe he just let loose completely, liked to get as filthy and sweaty and messed up as possible. Liked his partners to pull on that gleaming waterfall of hair, or scratch up his back so he could feel the sting of it under his expensive, perfectly pressed shirt the next day, or leave bite marks all over his neck that he had to carefully hide in his big, important meetings with clients.

I realised my thighs had clenched together as I sat staring blankly at my emails, and I jumped a little when Corva opened her office door and said, “Anita.”

“Yes.” I blinked hard and scrubbed the entirely inappropriate thoughts from my mind.

When she gestured for me to come into her office, I stood up and grabbed my tablet, plus the remnants of the green juice I made at home every morning. Hustin had tried it once, almost spitting his tiny sip straight back out before choking out, “Is that just pure kale?”

I did tend to go heavy on the kale, but on the mornings when I fancied something sweet, I added half a banana. When I told Hustin that, my tone bordering on defensive, he’d just patted my arm and said, “Oh, honey.”

“Thanks so much for sorting out the catering already, darling,” Corva said as I closed her office door behind me and sat.

I shrugged. “No problem. Wanted to make sure we got them before someone else snatched them up. We know how in demand they are.”

“Yes, quite.” She tapped on her phone for a few seconds before setting it aside and smiling at me. “Now, as we discussed before the meeting yesterday, you’re going to lead on the Rorik + Stimis event if you’re still feeling up to it.”

I tried not to stiffen. Why wouldn’t I still be feeling up to it? Did she think I couldn’t handle it? “Yes. Of course I am.”

“Great.” Corva paused. “You know I trust you completely, darling, but as always, please feel free to come to me if you need anything. I’ll be tied up with the NADC gala at first, but I’ll always make the time.”

I smiled tightly. “Thank you, Corva. It shouldn’t be necessary, but I’ll keep it in mind.”

She pursed her burgundy-painted lips and hesitantly said, “I only say that because… well, we both know you’re better suited to the corporate-type events, and I get the feeling these boys might be after something a little more… flashy than we’d anticipated.”

My mouth twitched. “You mean like flaming shots?”

We shared a look.

“Mm, yes. Well, if that’s what they want…” She shrugged, but didn’t sound too convinced as she added, “I’m sure you’ll find a way to make flaming shots… elegant and understated.”

“Will I be to blame if they start pounding their fists on the table and screaming, ‘Shots! Shots! Shots!’ during Sir Vili var Hynt’s speech?”

Corva laughed, reaching for her mouse as she turned to her computer monitor. “Well, hopefully you’ll build up enough of a rapport in the run-up to gently talk them out of getting too rowdy at their own event.”

I made a face. “I doubt I’ll be speaking to either of them that much during the planning. They’ll hand it off to their assistants.”

“I wouldn’t be too sure.” Corva nodded at her monitor. “Nuni var Rorik emailed me this morning—I saw it on my way to the office. He wants to be involved.”

Sudden tension made my spine snap straight, and I wasn’t even sure why. “Oh?”

“Yes. I’ll email him back now and copy you in to let him know you’re leading.” She grunted as her long, painted claws tapped at her keyboard. “He seems like the type to struggle with letting others take control. Good luck with that one.”

I licked my lips, throat suddenly dry. “I can handle him. It. I can handle it.”

Corva shot me a knowing look. “Just try not to clash with him too much, yes? There’ll be a lot of big names at this event. It needs to go off without a hitch, flaming shots and all.”

My armpits prickled with sweat. Wondering if I’d be able to fit in a quick spin class on my lunch break, I nodded. “I won’t. And it will. I’ll try to rein them in on some of their… wilder ideas.”

Corva cocked her head. “Well, a few flashy but tasteful details thrown into the mix could work in our favour. Make it memorable. Like I said, I trust you, darling.”

“Okay.” I stared down at my blank tablet screen. “Flashy but tasteful. I can do that.”

By the time I got back to my desk, var Rorik had already responded to Corva’s email letting him know I’d be leading on the event. Trying to ignore the squeeze in my gut, I clicked on it but immediately scrolled down to the beginning of the email chain so I wouldn’t have to read his response first.

He’d first emailed Corva at 6.02 a.m.

Hi Corva,

Great to meet you and Anita yesterday. My PA Lipa (CC’d) will be working with you on the event, but I’d like to stay involved. If you could make sure to copy me in on any emails, I’d appreciate it.

Look forward to working with you,

Nuni

I scrolled up a little to read Corva’s reply.

Nuni,

Pleasure meeting you and Felik. Gorgeous office, by the way (designed by Rorik + Stimis, I presume?).

Anita (copied in) will be leading on the event. She is a consummate professional and a real stickler for details, so I have the utmost confidence that you will be beyond satisfied with her work.

Best,

Corva

I scrubbed a hand over my face, silently groaning. Was it just me, or did Corva’s wording choices sound a little… suggestive? No, it was just me. It was only because I’d stupidly let my mind wander to what Nuni var Rorik would be like in bed. I didn’t even know why I’d started thinking about it—he wasn’t my type. Not that I had a type, but if I had, it wouldn’t be him.

Exhaling, I scrolled up a little more to finally read his response, sent just two minutes after Corva’s email.

Great. Thanks, both.

I stared at it. That was it? No list of demands telling us he wanted go-go dancers or a trained tiger or a corner of the room reserved for a beer pong tournament?

As soon as I thought it, I squirmed guiltily in my seat. I knew I was being unfairly judgemental based on one meeting with the guy. He’d been nothing but polite and professional, even when his partner had clearly been trying to flirt with Corva.

And maybe she was wrong. Maybe he would be easy to work with, even if he insisted on being involved throughout the whole process.

With that in mind, I opened a new email to him, copying in Lipa. I didn’t copy in Corva—she got about a million emails a day, so there was no need unless it was absolutely pertinent. She’d handed the event over to me. She was trusting me with it. I had no idea why that felt so important. She’d trusted me with dozens of other events in the past.

Dear Mr var Rorik,

I look forward to working with you and your associates for your firm’s ten-year anniversary event. Please feel free to email me with any other ideas you may have while we’re in the early stages. Otherwise, I’ll be in touch soon to arrange a visit to the proposed venue. I’m sure you’re very busy, so it’s absolutely no problem if Lipa attends on your behalf.

I’m sure you’ll be pleased to know that we’ve already booked Piquante to cater. Great choice, by the way.

Best wishes,

Anita

I stared at the email for a solid minute, then deleted the Great choice, by the way. He didn’t care about my opinion—he’d picked them because he knew they were the best.

I hovered the cursor over the send button, unsure why I was hesitating. Why I felt all squirmy. I’d sent a thousand emails like this.

“You okay, hon?” Hustin’s voice made me jolt and accidentally hit send, my stomach bottoming out when I heard the little whoosh sound letting me know the email was out there in the ether now, about to reach his inbox in a split second. Fuck. I hadn’t given it a final read-through for any errors! What if I’d spelled something wrong? Crap, what if I’d spelled his name wrong?

Frantically clicking to my sent items, I shot Hustin a distracted, “Yeah, all good.”

I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw that I had not, in fact, spelled his name wrong, but before I could scan the rest of the email, a notification popped up in the corner of my screen. He’d already replied.

I didn’t let myself read into that. I was the same—I couldn’t let unread emails sit in my inbox. And he was probably so busy that if he didn’t get back to people straight away, it’d quickly slip down his list.

Anita,

Great news about the catering.

I’ll be there. Just let me know the time and date.

Nuni

Letting out a slow breath, I sat back, my foot tapping restlessly under my desk. Well, okay. That went well.

And when I went with him to visit the venue, I definitely would not be thinking about what he was like in bed. What he looked like with his hair all messed up against a pillow. Maybe whether that strangely alluring tail of his would swish around wildly while he was—

Snatching up my tablet, I bent my head and quickly searched for the Blackgrass building’s website so I could get their number to arrange a visit. No point wasting time, right? Locking down the venue was one of the first steps.

I was just being efficient.


Chapter Three
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Nuni


Iwas having a shitty morning.

I’d got a little antsy when Corva didn’t respond to my email within ten minutes of me sending it. I tried not to judge her for it, but… I mean, if you weren’t up by six, how the fuck did you expect to get everything done? Wasn’t she supposed to be the best? The best didn’t sleep in. The best got up and got going before everyone else.

That was why, by 6.28 a.m., I was strolling down the street to my gym with a tired, grumbling Felik in tow. This was our routine, although he didn’t come every day. But I’d called him at 6.05 a.m. to make sure he got his ass out of the hotel bed he’d no doubt spent all night fucking Bavia in, then texted him ten minutes later to make sure he was on his way.

There was a gym in my building, but it wasn’t well equipped and was never all that busy, so I preferred going to the upscale one down the street. What was the point of honing your physique if no one got to see it? I liked to think I was a source of inspiration for a lot of people there.

There was a demiurgus-only section in the gym so that those who preferred to work out in their true forms could do so in privacy, but I never used it. It was seen as polite to stay in our humanoid forms while out in public, and I preferred how I looked in that form. My muscles got all stretched out and rangy when I shifted to my true form, so it was nowhere near as impressive. My humanoid form was cut. Seriously, you could wash laundry on my abs.

One of my ex-girlfriends had had a thing for punching me in the abs while I was fucking her—while they were extra tight and flexed. Which… I guessed I was into. Kind of. My abs may have been cut, but it still kinda hurt to get punched in the fucking stomach. Not that I’d ever told her that. I usually told her to do it harder because it got her so excited.

I was just selfless like that, I guessed.

The gym building came into view up ahead, and I slowed down as I spotted the big notice taped to the door. Already tensing up, I leapt up the steps two at a time to read it.

NOTICE TO MEMBERS:

Due to a plumbing malfunction and resulting flood, Terres Gym is closed for the foreseeable future while we resolve the issue and replace all the equipment.

Arrangements have been made for all Terres Gym members to access Dunmore Gym on 63rd Street. Please present your Terres Gym membership card at the front desk to access their facilities.

We appreciate your cooperation.

“What the fuck?” I burst out, jabbing a finger at the notice and turning to face Felik. “Are you seeing this?”

“No, dude.” He yawned, scrubbing a hand over his messy hair. “What’s it say?”

“There was a fucking flood or something. Don’t they do maintenance? What are our membership fees actually going toward? Why didn’t they email us?”

“So it’s shut?” That perked him up. “Sweet. I’m going back to the hotel.”

“No, wait,” I rushed out, clambering down the steps as he turned to walk off. “It says we can use Dunmore on 63rd in the meantime.”

“63rd?” He made a face. “That’s, like, fifteen more minutes away from the hotel.”

“Come on, dude.” I shifted from foot to foot. “You know I can’t focus if I don’t work out.”

“So go work out. Alone.”

“But—” I threw my hands up. “—you’re already here. Come on, dude,” I repeated, gripping his shoulder and giving it a rough squeeze as he winced. “Are you seeing Bavia again tonight? Don’t you want to be at peak physical performance? Don’t you want to look pumped?”

“I already look pumped. She couldn’t get enough of me last night, bro. Five times.” He turned once again. “And I’m gonna go round that off to a nice even six. Enjoy your workout, man.”

“You’re a dick,” I called after him. He flipped me off over his shoulder, not even turning around.

Shifting restlessly, I glanced down at the fitness tracker on my wrist. This had thrown off my entire morning. I should be in there already, warming up with my pre-lift run, or at the very least flirting with the cute demiurgus who worked on reception most mornings.

Letting out a huff, I turned and jogged back to my nesthouse with the intention of using the gym in the building. But when I got there, I felt antsy, like I needed to go for a solid run instead of just a warm-up jog. The building’s gym only had one treadmill, and when I poked my head in, someone was using it. There wasn’t even a vertical leg press. What kind of cheap-ass gym didn’t have a vertical leg press?

Fuck this. Hurrying back to my nesthouse, I dumped my gym bag and strapped my armband water bottle to my bicep, then shoved my earbuds into my ears. A minute later, I was back outside and starting up a slow jog to the nearby park.

Can’t believe I have to miss leg day. My calves are going to feel flabby all afternoon. Maybe I can rearrange dinner with Sorin tonight so I can double up on my evening gym session.

With that in mind, I called my brother. I’d been planning to speak to him about his current career situation over dinner, but I could save time by doing it during my run.

I was one of eight, and even though we’d all been born in the same brood, I’d been born first, so I liked to think of myself, after Mom of course, as the head of the family—always available to impart wisdom to my siblings and help push them in the right direction in their lives.

“Nuni,” Sorin croaked when he picked up. “You know I am currently unemployed, meaning I no longer work at the bakery, meaning I no longer have to get up at the ass-crack of dawn.”

“I know,” I said defensively, “but I figured you’d maintained your sleeping schedule.”

“No one in their right mind gets up before dawn if they don’t fucking have to.” He yawned loudly. “What do you want?”

“Well, seeing as you brought it up…” I hit the edge of the park and turned right to follow the river. “How’s the job hunt going?”

Sorin had worked as the head baker at his partner’s boutique bakery in the city, which meant that when he discovered Kalek had been cheating on him, he not only had to move out of their apartment above the bakery—which Kalek owned—but also quit his job, seeing as he couldn’t bear the thought of working with him every day.

I’d been all amped up and ready to go kick the guy’s ass, but Sorin had talked me out of it. Seriously though, what kind of asshole cheated on someone they’d been with for five years? I may have been a dog when it came to the ladies, but I was a faithful dog.

Sorin sighed down the phone. “As shitty as the last time you asked. And the last time Mom asked. And the last time Aunt Indi asked.”

I made a face, glancing down at my fitness tracker to check my dual heart rate. “How can there still be nothing out there?”

“There’s not nothing, it’s just…” I heard him struggling upright in bed. “There’s a job going on the production line of the Sacchali factory outside of town,” he said woodenly, referring to a brand that made sweets and store-bought cakes for demiurgus. “Maybe I should just apply for that.”

“Nah, man, that won’t fulfil you.” I passed another jogger and gave him the obligatory nod. “Okay, look, I’ve been thinking. You basically ran that place on your own. Kalek was just the money man. So just open your own bakery.”

There was a pause before Sorin snorted. “Okay, sure. Let me just reach under the bed and pull out the suitcase stuffed with cash that I’ve been saving for a rainy day.”

“No, I mean, let me be your money man. I’ll give you a loan to start up.”

“Nuni…”

“Come on, bro, you know you’re capable. If I ate baked goods, you know I’d be eating yours all the time. They’re the best.”

He snorted. “I seem to remember you eating three cinnamon buns and about ten snickerdoodles at Christmas.”

“That was a cheat day,” I said quickly. “And my diet plan was adjusted by New Year’s to make up for it. Those extra pounds are already long gone, bro.”

“Oh good, I have been worried,” he said sardonically.

“Look, this makes sense. I have the money. I want to lend it to you. Shit, it doesn’t even have to be a loan. I’ll just give it to you.”

“No way,” he said quickly. “I wouldn’t let you do that.”

“Fine then, a loan. I’ll call my guy to start scouting out locations when I get to work.”

“No, wait, Nuni, I haven’t actually agreed to—”

“We can easily find a spot way better than Kalek’s. Prime real estate in the heart of the city. Maybe somewhere in the corporate district so there’s great foot traffic during the week. Oh wait, no, then it’ll be dead at the weekends. What about somewhere off Umbral Square? Constant tourist traffic—”

“Nuni,” he barked, then let out a huff. “I know you’re just trying to help, but you woke me up at… Christ, not even seven to start planning a hypothetical business venture.”

“Not hypothetical. This is fully doable, bro. This could be a reality in… I don’t know, six months if we get to work right now? So I’ll call my guy—”

“Don’t call anyone! Look…” He sighed. “I appreciate the offer, you know I do, but I don’t know how comfortable I am taking money from you.”

“Bro, I want to do this. I want to help you.”

“I know, but…” He sounded uncomfortable. “Opening my own bakery. What if Kalek thinks I’m just trying to… I don’t know, punish him or something?”

I snorted. “As if he owns the only fucking bakery in town. And what did he think you were going to do when you found out he was sticking his dick in his yoga instructor?”

“Dude.”

“I’m just saying, he’s a fucking tool, and he deserves to have his business fail. It probably already is, seeing as you’re not there anymore.” I grinned. “I’m still willing to buy the building next door and turn it into a garden centre that only sells manure and pet reptiles. Just give me the nod.”

Sorin huffed out a laugh. “Still a very generous offer, but no. Thanks. And I guess I could… I guess I could look into it. Start drawing up a business plan. Maybe.”

“Do it, bro,” I said enthusiastically. “I’ll help. We can talk about it over dinner tonight—oh, shit, wait. I was going to ask if we could reschedule.”

“Oh. Okay.” Sorin sounded a little dejected, which made my gut clench up with guilt. I knew he’d been struggling a little living back at home in the suburbs. “How come?”

I hesitated. I could not tell my brother that I wanted to postpone our dinner because it was leg day. “You know what, it’s fine. I’ll move some things around. Seven at Le Champignon Noir, yeah?”

He snorted. “Sounds good. You know, we don’t always have to go to one of the fanciest restaurants in the city.”

“I like their salad dressing.” I glanced down at my fitness tracker to check the time, then did a U-turn and started heading back. “Okay, we’ll go over your business plan tonight.”

“What?” Sorin spluttered. “I have to have it ready by tonight?”

“Well, you don’t have to, but why waste time? What else were you gonna do today?”

He was silent for a moment, before muttering, “I was gonna binge the new season of DemiBros.”

“What the fuck is that? Sounds like porn.”

“It’s not porn, it’s just… it’s a reality show about demiurgus guys training for a bodybuilding competition.”

“Basically soft porn, then.”

“No,” he shot back defensively. “I just… I watch it for the diet plans. I like seeing what they have to eat to get that big. It’s interesting.”

“Bro.”

“It is,” he snapped, sounding flustered. “Look, just… I’ll work on a business plan today. The start of one. Don’t expect some fully fleshed-out proposal by dinner.”

“Okay,” I said easily. “I’ll help you flesh it out. This is exciting, bro. Sorin var Rorik, entrepreneur and owner of the best boutique bakery in the city. Aren’t you pumped?”

“Oh yeah, I’m hella pumped, bro,” he drawled.

“And if we do this, my only stipulation is that you have to stop calling me”—I glanced around to make sure no one was near and lowered my voice—“Pooni.”

Sorin burst out laughing. “Yeah, that really caught on quick, huh?”

“Fucking Beryl,” I muttered. “You know, she’s kinda immature.”

“You’re calling someone else immature? You still call Greid Grode.”

“Affectionately. It’s a childhood nickname. And Greid gets so far in his own head that a bit of teasing does him good.”

“Does it? Did you decide that?”

“Yeah. It’s just… brotherly ribbing. He loves it.”

“Does he?”

“Yeah. Anyway, bro, get your ass up, get your workout in and get started on that business plan.”

He laughed. “What fucking workout?”

“Just a short one. Some pilates or a quick 5k? It’s good for your brain, dude. Gets the creative juices flowing. And some healthy fats for breakfast. Maybe avocado on wholewheat with a poached egg?”

“Sure. I’ll get right on that.”

“Awesome.” I slowed my jog as the street came into view up ahead, checking my fitness tracker again. “Okay, bro, I gotta go take a shower. See you tonight.”

“Yeah. See you.”

After hanging up, I stretched outside my building and checked my emails. Still no response from Corva nir Feris. Kinda unprofessional, if you asked me. Surely she was up by now. How could a successful business owner not check their emails first thing?

Nodding at the concierge in the lobby, I went into my nesthouse and beelined straight for the kitchen to have breakfast. I had a personal chef who came three times a week to prepare all my meals, and I made sure he was in constant contact with my nutritionist so he’d know precisely what my macros were. I’d even tried to set them up to make life easier for me, but that hadn’t worked out. I was still convinced they’d make a great couple, despite not knowing all that much about them. They hadn’t listened to me, though.

I answered a few emails while I ate, and made sure my email to Corva had actually sent, because there was still no reply. If I hadn’t done my own research on her, I would’ve been kicking myself for trusting Beryl, who was the one who’d recommended her. I couldn’t trust the person who’d successfully gotten the rest of my family to call me fucking Pooni for months after she came up with the nickname at Christmas. At our first meeting. What was her problem? I’d been nothing but polite. She’d just gotten all protective and annoying over me calling Greid Grode. But like I’d said to Sorin, that was just an affectionate nickname. He was my brother. I was allowed.

By the time I was leaving for the office—freshly showered and in my new Seta Nera suit—I was still feeling edgy. The run hadn’t been enough to get me pumped for the day, and now I had to try and fit in my first workout before my second after work. And Corva still hadn’t responded to my email.

Traffic was bad on the way to work, but that might’ve been mainly down to me, because I kept stopping to look at vacant buildings I passed, trying to decide if they would work for Sorin. I was a little earlier than normal getting into the office, which meant Lipa had only just arrived and hadn’t had time to go back out and get my morning rice milk matcha latte yet—it was my guilty pleasure.

“Good morning, Mr var Rorik.” She jumped up from her desk outside my office, still typing frantically. “Just logging in and then I’ll go and get your latte. Two seconds.”

“No worries, Lipa.” I smiled at her, not showing how weirdly irritated it had made me. I didn’t like my routine being messed with, and it had already been fucked thanks to the gym. “No rush.”

“I’m going right now.” She was still in her coat, so she grabbed her purse and hurried past me to the elevator. “You have a call with the board of Lazurite Developers at nine. I’ll be back before then.”

“Great, thanks.” I strode into my office, checking my emails again. Still nothing from Corva.

Frowning, I sat down at my desk and turned on my computer, then immediately opened up my emails in case she’d replied in the time it took me to log on. Nothing. Seriously, she was “the best”? Maybe I should tactfully let her know that I expected her to actually be available for us to discuss this fucking event around my busy schedule. It’d been nearly three hours since I emailed her. Who didn’t get back to someone within three hours?

Lazy people, that was who. Unprofessional people. Sometimes it took my brother Greid about two weeks to respond to my texts, but he was high all the time, so he probably just forgot.

Over half an hour later, when I was deep in my conference call, I finally saw Corva’s name appear in my inbox. I checked my watch with a frown. Three hours and eighteen minutes to respond. Shoddy.

The voice droning in my ear faded away as I scanned the email. Anita leading. Consummate. Beyond satisfied. For some reason, my ears fluttered.

So Anita was going to be the one planning the event. Anita, the human with the dark eyes. And long, silky hair. And quiet yet firm voice. That was… great. That was great. She’d seemed professional and capable, and she didn’t run the company like Corva, which meant she’d have more time to focus on the event. That was good. Great.

So why was I suddenly regretting my demand to be involved? I did want to be involved. I wanted to make sure this was the event of the year, at least in architecture and building development circles.

My mouth had gone weirdly dry. I wasn’t hydrating enough. After squirting some water from my sports bottle into my mouth, I flexed my fingers and typed out a response one-handed.

Great. Thanks, both.

I didn’t need to say more than that. I was a busy guy. And I may have been feeling just a little snubbed by how long it’d taken Corva to get back to me.

“Nuni, what do you think?” someone drawled down the phone. Jolting, I spun my chair to face the huge windows overlooking the city.

“Have we fully considered the logistics?” I bullshitted, having no idea what I’d just been asked about.

“Good point,” someone else said. “Jaryd, could you loop Doren in…”

I almost fell out of my chair when my computer dinged with a new email. Spinning around, I scooted closer, not sure why I was so eager to read it. Whatever it was. Not like it mattered. Could have been from anyone.

I deflated when I saw it was from Terres Gym, letting me know three fucking hours too late that the gym would be shut for the foreseeable future. It just reiterated what had been on the notice taped to the door, and I considered emailing them back to express my disappointment at their poor handling of the situation.

Before I could, a new email popped up in the corner of my screen.

From Anita Chaudhary.

I clicked on it immediately. Only because I couldn’t stand leaving my inbox cluttered with unread emails. Once again tuning out of the call, I scanned the polite, formal message and felt my belly dip when I saw her mention arranging a visit to the venue. That reminded me—I had to call my nutritionist. My stomach had suddenly started going weird again.

I’m sure you’re very busy, so it’s absolutely no problem if Lipa attends on your behalf, she’d said.

She’d given me an out. It would be entirely appropriate if I replied saying that yes, actually, Lipa would be the one to make visits or attend meetings on my behalf. That wouldn’t be weird. She was my PA. It was her literal job.

But I found myself clicking reply and typing something else.

I’ll be there. Just let me know the time and date.

And I had no idea why.


Chapter Four
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Anita


The Blackgrass building was a tall, imposing structure built in the classic demiurgus style. It was made of rough black stone expertly laid to form an organic, jutting shape, widest at the bottom before tapering slightly the higher it got, like a gigantic termite nest.

It was a beautiful building—far more interesting than the human-made, straight-lined residential blocks bookending it. A small, lush green space circled its base, filled with Deep Earth plants that had been genetically modified to allow them to thrive on the surface.

I loved living in a mixed species city. I had for most of my life. I’d been born in London, another city with a high demiurgus population, where my parents had met after my dad moved over from Mumbai. My mum had grown up in the West End after her parents emigrated from Varanasi when she was tiny.

We’d moved here when I was fourteen, so while my accent was now largely American, hints of Britishness still came through every now and then, especially after I’d spent some time around my family. My sister was eight years older than me, so she’d basically retained her English accent after we’d moved, whereas mine had slowly morphed during high school.

I shifted from foot to foot on the sidewalk, furtively glancing around to see if I could spot Nuni var Rorik’s tall, imposing figure striding down the street. No—swaggering. I bet he swaggered, as if his enormous dick was throwing him off balance.

No thinking about his dick! I told myself sternly. I wasn’t even interested in it. I’d just meant that he gave off that impression. I was talking about his figurative dick, not his literal one.

After a few more seconds, I decided to head inside to wait for him in the lobby. Blackgrass was a mixed-use building, with its swanky nesthouses on the bottom floor—demiurgus liked being close to the ground—and several more levels of expensive apartments with office space at the top. It was located in the Spinel District, a high-end part of town close to the corporate district where the offices of Rorik + Stimis Architects were located.

Which meant he had no excuse to be late. Not that he was yet. I was fifteen minutes early. I was always early.

I’d managed to get us in for a viewing of the proposed space for the event—a large room near the top of the building designed for conferences—within two days. It wasn’t that I was eager to see var Rorik again—to try and figure him out. I was just being efficient. If I’d used his name and hounded the receptionist until she put me through to the building’s event manager, then hounded the event manager until she moved some things around to fit us in? Well, I was just doing my job. We had to lock down the venue before doing anything else. After looking at the photos on the Blackgrass website, I had my reservations about how suitable this space would be, but it was what the client wanted. And I got the feeling that this particular client was never wrong.

I took a seat in the lobby and answered a few emails while I waited. My gut squeezed as I tried not to think about interacting with Nuni var Rorik imminently. Like, any minute. I had no idea if he’d be coming alone or with Lipa. I’d copied her into the email letting him know the time and date, and I’d been convinced he’d say he couldn’t make it at such short notice—I wasn’t sure if I’d been hoping for it or not—but he’d replied with a brief, See you then.

But maybe something had come up since. A last-minute call, an important meeting or an impromptu nooner with a tall, leggy demiurgus lady. Was he the type to duck out of work for midday sex, or could nothing pull him away from his desk once the workday started?

I kind of hated that I was so interested in finding out. And I was a little confused by it. I didn’t know the guy. At all. And I wasn’t going to get to know him. It wasn’t like we were going to talk about anything but the event.

At eleven minutes to twelve, my stomach dropped a little when I heard a loud, drawling voice coming from over by the big glass doors.

“Push my one o’clock to half past just to be safe, Lipa. Oh, and let Felik know our squash game after work is happening. Tell him I don’t give a fuck if it makes him late to dinner with Bavia. He’s due another ass-kicking.”

Taking a quiet breath, I lifted my head to see Nuni var Rorik swaggering—called it—toward me, with Lipa trailing behind him as she tapped away on her tablet. My eyes met his big yellow ones with their oval pupils, which expanded in a rush before he looked away.

I stood up before he could reach me, looking down to fiddle with my bag strap so I could concentrate on that and not awkwardly stand there staring at him as he approached. A pair of big, polished black shoes appeared in my eyeline, so I looked up with a polite smile on my face.

“Mr var Rorik.” I held out my hand. “Nice to see you again. Thank you for being able to do this on such short notice.”

The frondy tips of his ears fluttered once, and I thought I heard him take a quick breath before he cleared his throat and adopted an arrogant, lopsided smile.

“Anita,” he drawled, shaking my hand vigorously. “Good to see you. And no problem—I was impressed you were able to get us in so quickly.”

Oh, that’s what I live for—impressing big arrogant men.

I pushed down the snarky thought and smiled blandly. “Well, no point wasting time.” Then, unable to stop myself, I added, “I’m impressed you were able to fit it into your busy schedule. I wasn’t sure you’d make it.”

His smile grew a little pointed as he shrugged. “I like to be accommodating. So sorry if I kept you waiting. I make a point of being on time to things, but I must’ve…” He checked the chunky watch on his wrist. “Oh, would you look at that. Early.”

Oh, game on. I shrugged demurely. “It’s no problem. I was only waiting about ten minutes.” Might as well fudge it a bit, seeing as he wouldn’t know. “I usually show up early to appointments. To be accommodating.”

He narrowed his eyes slightly at me. “Good to know. Shall we?”

“Yes.” I realised with a jolt that I had completely ignored Lipa, which wasn’t like me at all, so I stepped around var Rorik to hold out my hand. “Hi, Lipa. Nice to see you again.”

“Hi Anita.” She tucked her tablet under one arm and shook my hand with a smile.

“So,” I said briskly as I turned to make my way to the reception desk, assuming var Rorik would follow. “Let’s see if the space is suitable for what you have in mind.”

“Why wouldn’t it be?” he asked, but I ignored him as I smiled at the receptionist.

“Anita Chaudhary of Feris Events, here to see Loria fir Bulek,” I told her, referring to the events manager.

Her yellow eyes flared with a touch of fear at my name, no doubt remembering the two days of constant calls.

“Of course,” she said quickly, grabbing three passes. “She’s waiting for you in the conference room. Floor twenty.”

I took the passes and handed one each to Lipa and var Rorik. Lipa and I looped the lanyards around our necks, whereas var Rorik stuffed his in his pants pocket. I fought the urge to roll my eyes. Of course he wouldn’t want an ugly lanyard ruining the look of his sharp, expensive suit. Or maybe he didn’t want to mess up his flawless hair by pulling something over it.

He and Lipa followed as I walked over to the elevators and used my pass to call one. I was kind of surprised by how reticent and well-behaved he was being. Demiurgus were known for being dominant and sometimes overbearing, but even if they weren’t, I assumed he was. I’d half expected him to elbow me out of the way and give the receptionist a big, cocky smile as he let her know that the Nuni var Rorik was in the building.

The elevator was empty when the doors slid open, and we all stepped on without a word. Then I was subjected to the infuriatingly delicious scent of him—of his cologne, anyway. It wasn’t overpowering, but its crisp, subtle scent was inescapable in the enclosed space.

His arm brushed mine as he shoved his hands in his pockets. One foot tapped a few times before he seemed to make an effort to stop it. I glanced up when he cleared his throat after a few moments of silence.

“So—”

“Sir, Mr Povlik has emailed asking if he can rearrange your call at four,” Lipa spoke up from his other side, eyes glued to her tablet.

His ears fluttered. Looking away from me quickly, he addressed her. “It’ll have to be tomorrow. I don’t have time today.”

“Of course. I’ll check tomorrow’s schedule.”

She bent her head back over her tablet as he rocked on his heels, seeming very interested in the elevator buttons. After another five seconds of silence, he cleared his throat again.

“So—”

The elevator dinged as it came to a sudden stop, doors opening smoothly a second later. Pursing my lips to hide a smile, I stepped out and waited for them to follow.

“Ms Chaudhary?” A demiurgus lady in a fitted suit was striding toward us with a beaming smile. “Loria. Lovely to meet you.”

“Hi. Thanks again for fitting us in.” I shook her hand and gestured at var Rorik and Lipa. “This is—”

“Mr var Rorik,” she interrupted, shaking his hand enthusiastically. “Wonderful to meet you. Congratulations on the award for the nesthouse—so well deserved. I was lucky enough to see it before the residents moved in. It’s absolutely stunning.”

He let out a smooth chuckle and drawled, “Thanks, Loria. We were up against some stiff competition, but…” He shrugged, clearly trying to look at least somewhat humble and failing spectacularly.

“The placement of the windows to let in just the right amount of natural light and highlight the view of the river?” She shook her head. “Just inspired. And that sumptuous deeproom with the underground spring. It really felt like I was in Deep Earth. I never wanted to leave!”

She laughed lightly as var Rorik preened, smoothing a hand down his tie.

I cleared my throat and gestured to Lipa. “And this is Lipa, Mr var Rorik’s assistant.”

Loria finally noticed her and stretched out a hand. “Hi there. Nice to meet you.”

I glanced at var Rorik in time to see him glancing back at me before he looked away quickly and stuffed his hands into his pockets.

“So!” Loria gave us a big smile. “We’re honoured that you’re considering the Blackgrass for your event. Now, we are just putting the finishing touches on a three-day conference that starts tomorrow, so the space is set up a little differently to how you’ll want it, but…” Her eyes darted to me. “As you were so eager to see it as soon as possible, hopefully you can look past the layout to take in the room’s full potential.”

“Of course.” I gave her a brief smile. Did she think I was an amateur? I did this all the time.

“We have a fantastic starting point, of course.” She touched var Rorik’s arm lightly with red-painted claws. “The room is beautifully designed. Now, if you’ll follow me…”

I eyed her as she turned to lead us into the conference room. Did people really care this much about the architecture of a building? How beautiful could a conference room be? I’d seen the pictures online. Sure, it looked spacious. And it had… doors and windows. But it was just a big square room.

Rows and rows of chairs had been set up facing an erected stage, and several staff members were bustling around as we entered the room. I eyed it critically, looking past the pop-up banners detailing the three-day marketing conference and the empty tables covered in black cloth that were likely for coffee and pastries.

It had big windows that would give great views of the city at night, and the recessed bar area tucked to our left was tasteful, if not a little small. The floors were a smooth, highly polished black wood, and the walls were painted a deep blue.

It was nice, but it wouldn’t work. It didn’t look big enough. The bar area definitely wasn’t big enough. It looked too corporate, and I specifically remembered Corva hinting at wanting something less corporate for this event. Flashy but tasteful.

“What’s the room’s capacity?” I asked Loria.

“Max capacity is two-fifty, but around two hundred is a more comfortable number,” she answered smoothly.

I frowned, looking down at the notes on my tablet. “We might be pushing it with the numbers.”

“What do you mean?” var Rorik asked immediately.

“In your initial email, you said the guest list would sit at around two-forty.” I turned to look at him. “How many are you expecting to attend?”

“What?” He made a face. “All of them. Why wouldn’t they attend?”

I kept my face carefully blank as I stared up at him, before giving a slight nod. “Alright. Well, I’m a little worried that they might feel cramped, especially with tables and seating.”

“But max capacity is two-fifty. We’ll be under that, so it’ll be fine.” He waved a hand, then nodded at the bar area. “Let’s look at the bar.”

As he sauntered off, Lipa trailing behind him, I fell into step beside Loria.

“What’s your policy on open flames?” I asked her, making sure my voice was loud enough for him to hear.

He froze, shoulders hunching before he whirled around to glare at me.

“Open flames?” Loria asked hesitantly.

I nodded at var Rorik. “Mr var Rorik has requested flaming—”

“Candles,” he blurted. “We… we want candles on the tables.”

“Oh. Well, we prefer that enclosed lanterns are used to mitigate any fire risks…”

“Would you be happy with lanterns, Mr var Rorik?” I asked him politely.

His nostrils flared. “Yes. That’s fine.”

“Okay then.” I smiled at Loria. “Lanterns it is.”
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Half an hour later and var Rorik had officially taken over the meeting. He kept interrupting me to fire off questions at Loria. I was pretty sure it was just because he wanted to hear her gush over the “gorgeous” high ceilings and “stunning” views and “intricate yet modern” details on the doorframes.

Eventually, she offered to show him the bar again—him, not us. The two of them wandered off as Lipa and I continued around the space, and I accosted a random staff member to ask some of the questions I’d been unable to finish asking Loria, thanks to var Rorik.

“What do you think, Lipa?” I asked once the flustered staff member had scurried off.

She pursed her lips as she glanced around, before checking that her boss was still distracted over by the bar—he was—and lowering her voice to say, “I don’t think it’ll work.”

I grinned at her. “Me neither. You go first.”

“It’s too small, for one. And… I just don’t think Mr var Rorik would actually be happy with it on the night.”

“Oh? Then how come he seems so adamant about going with it?”

She glanced back again. “Mr var Rorik is… not the best at admitting when he’s wrong.”

“You don’t say.” I was beyond curious, so I found myself asking, “What’s it like working for him?”

She chuckled. “Well, he does have a, um, pretty high opinion of himself, and his business, so he can be a… handful, but actually…” She cocked her head. “He’s a great boss. I’ve worked as a PA for a while now, and he’s the first one who doesn’t objectify me or give me condescending pet names or get overly demanding.”

I blinked at her. “Really?”

She nodded. “Yeah. He’s pretty chill, to be honest. As long as I remember to deliver his five meals a day and his pre-workout drink and protein bar at precisely four-thirty. I forgot once and he was”—she cringed—“not so chill then.”

“I see.” I glanced over at him just as he grinned at Loria and leaned in closer to say something. She threw back her head with a coquettish laugh, touching his arm. I tensed up, not knowing why, and nodded in their direction. “Guess that’s a common occurrence when he leaves the office.”

Lipa looked back and snorted. “Oh yeah, he laps up the attention. And he gets a lot of it.”

“Mm.” Gripping my tablet too tight, I said, “Well, I’m kind of in a rush, so why don’t we go gently chivvy them along?”

“Uh, sure.” Lipa eyed me as I started marching over.

“Mr var Rorik,” I said loudly as I approached them, giving him a tight smile when he looked over. “So sorry to interrupt, but I’m afraid my schedule is a bit tight today.”

Loria pasted a professional smile on her face and took a step back. “Of course. So is mine, I must admit. So… what do you think?”

var Rorik began, “I think it’s great—”

“I’m not sure it’ll work, I’m afraid,” I talked over him. “It’s a beautiful space, but just slightly on the small side for what Mr var Rorik and his associate are hoping for. Thank you so much for fitting us in though, especially while you’re so busy planning for tomorrow’s event.”

“Oh, that’s a shame, but I understand.”

“Hold on.” var Rorik glared at me, but when I stared back with unwavering eyes, he cleared his throat and instead focused on Loria. “I think it’ll work great. We can make it work. Anita will make it work, won’t you?” He shot me a sharp grin. “I’m sure you enjoy a challenge.”

I barely managed to stop myself from narrowing my eyes at him. “Well, if I can’t convince you otherwise…”

“Ms fir Bulek.” One of the staff members hurried over. “There’s a problem with the sound system.”

Loria gave them a brittle smile. “Alright, I’ll be over in a moment.” Turning back to var Rorik, her smile softened. “Well, do let me know what you decide. I’ll keep the date open for you for as long as possible, and just call me when you’ve made your decision.”

“I’ll actually be the one calling you,” I told her flatly, and she paused before smiling at me.

“Of course. It was lovely to meet you.” She shook var Rorik’s hand, then mine and Lipa’s. “Feel free to stay and look around the space for as long as you like.”

“That’s very kind, but as I said, I’m afraid I don’t have much time.”

“Me neither,” var Rorik said quickly. “I have a one o’clock appointment I can’t miss, so…”

Lipa delicately cleared her throat as Loria gave us a final nod and strode off toward the stage. “You asked me to move your one o’clock to one-thirty, sir. So you should be fine.”

His ears fluttered. “That was—That’s only because I have another appointment.”

She looked stricken at the thought of missing something in his diary. Fumbling with her tablet, she said, “Oh, of course, let me just—”

“It’s not—” He shifted. “It’s a private appointment.”

She stared up at him. “A private appointment, sir? So… will you not be wanting your lunch today, if you won’t be in the office at the usual time?”

“No, I… It’s not an appointment, just a phone call. So I will. Be in the office, I mean. So I’ll, uh, I’ll want my lunch. Thanks, Lipa.” Jutting out his chin defiantly, he turned to look at me. “So yeah, I’m pressed for time too. I think this’ll work great though, so…”

He was wrong, but I nodded politely. “Okay. Of course. I’ll speak to Loria.”

God, he was so competitive. To the point of making up a phone call just so he’d seem busier than me. I ignored the fact that I had also made up a busy schedule just to get him away from Loria, when I was actually just going back to the office after this.

And Lipa had seemed surprised about him having a sudden private appointment in the middle of a workday, so I supposed that answered my earlier question. No impromptu nooners for Nuni.


Chapter Five
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Nuni


I’ve changed my mind. The Blackgrass won’t work.

I stared at the email I’d just sent, having no fucking clue why I’d sent it.

I’d got my way. I’d won. And I wasn’t even sure why I was still thinking about it at eleven o’clock at night when I should’ve been asleep. I was very strict with making sure I got enough sleep. Most of my exes had hated it, because it meant early dinners and wrapping up a lot of our evening plans by ten. One of them had even called me a grandpa, which had made me scoff and let her know that a lot of work and dedication went into looking this good.

I may have also booked an emergency facial the next day, just in case I was actually starting to look old.

Setting my phone down on the nightstand, I rolled over and stared up at the ceiling. Then I reached for my phone again to check the time. 11.08 p.m. If I didn’t go to sleep soon, I’d be all puffy tomorrow. My skin always looked terrible if I didn’t get enough sleep. And tomorrow was back and chest day, which meant I could not be tired if I wanted to bench my usual amount.

Just go to sleep. Stop wondering if she’s already read it. Stop caring whether she thinks you’re a flake. You’re in CHARGE. You can be as flaky as you want.

It should’ve been long gone from my mind by now—decision made, something ticked off the list, time to move on and focus on more important things.

But I’d sent the email now. It was out there. And I couldn’t go back on it or I’d look like a total dick.

Except… I could reluctantly admit that maybe, possibly, Anita had been right. The room hadn’t looked big enough for what we had in mind. And it’d been a little boring.

Plus they didn’t allow open flames, so no flaming shots. Not that I actually wanted flaming shots—of course I didn’t. That wasn’t classy. I was classy.

Once again, I reached for my phone and squinted as the bright screen illuminated my dark bedroom. All this blue light wasn’t good for my eyes or my sleep cycle. I had to just let it go and deal with whatever came of it in the morning.

But as I opened my emails yet again, my stomach dipped—reminding me to text my nutritionist—when I saw that Anita had replied.

Dear Mr var Rorik, it began, keeping the tone professional even though my hastily fired off email hadn’t contained any greeting or sign-off. That’s no problem. Fortunately I haven’t called Loria yet to book the venue.

I narrowed my eyes at that. She seemed like the type to get things done quickly, so the fact that she’d delayed calling Loria might have meant she’d been planning to try and talk me out of the Blackgrass for the event. That kind of made me want to backtrack and insist that it would work.

I’ve actually compiled a short list of other venues that I believe might be suitable. I’ve included it below. Do let me know if any of these pique your interest. Some of these will also allow you to expand your guest list, if you are interested in inviting more people.


	Ballroom at the Basalt Hotel, 51st Street – max capacity 400, 300 comfortable with seating

	Alluvium Nightclub, Pitch District – max capacity 600, flaming shots on menu so allows open flames

	The Marl Gallery, 67th Street – max capacity 300 across two available rooms

	Feldspar Conference Centre, Rundin Street – max capacity 350, 250 comfortable with seating




We’ve worked with all of these venues before, so there will be no problem getting us in swiftly for viewings. Personally, I think the Basalt’s ballroom would work exceptionally well.

I look forward to your response,

Anita

My ears fluttered against the pillow at the mention of flaming shots. Anita had a mild snarky streak, it seemed. Was she ever going to let that go? It hadn’t even been my idea!

A nightclub could be cool, though. And the ballroom at the Basalt was pretty nice—I’d been to countless events there. And yes, out of the two of us, I knew that Anita was technically the expert, but I found myself quickly typing out a response.

None of those will work. We didn’t design them.

I didn’t think that was too unreasonable. We were an architecture firm, for fuck’s sake. If we held our ten-year anniversary event in a building designed by someone else, we’d look like chumps. Besides, our buildings were the best.

Although I guessed I appreciated that the list she’d sent were all demiurgus-made buildings and demiurgus-owned businesses. A conscientious detail, though it was her job, so I wasn’t going to point it out or anything.

A new email popped up, making my fingers twitch around my phone. Before opening it, I switched over to my messages and fired one off to my nutritionist, because my gut was going all weird again.

Something in the new diet plan not agreeing with me – can we set up a call ASAP?

Before opening the email, I sat up and switched on my bedside lamp, then took a long drink of water, hoping it would settle my stomach. It didn’t, so I got up and slipped on my silk robe before carrying my phone and bottle into the kitchen.

After dumping some electrolyte powder into my water, I took a breath and opened the email.

Dear Mr var Rorik,

I understand. However, as Rorik + Stimis Architects designs residential and mixed-use projects, my concern is that we will come up against the same problem as the Blackgrass. Generally, the rooms suitable for events in mixed-use buildings are on the smaller side.

Best,

Anita

My nostrils flared as I gulped down my water, then slammed the bottle down and hammered out a reply.

That’s not true. We design residential and commercial. I just oversee the residential projects. Felik oversees commercial.

It took a good five minutes for her to respond. Not that I counted or anything. I sat at the kitchen island, drumming my claws restlessly as I sipped my water, lunging for my phone when it finally dinged.

Mr var Rorik,

My mistake.

HA! God, I bet she hated having to admit to being wrong. I bet her stupid cute nose had scrunched up, full lips pursing as she sat there struggling to think of how to admit she’d made a mistake. I bet she’d frantically gone on our website to check that I was telling the truth. Honestly, I was a little shocked by the oversight. She seemed to have done her research on us before. Maybe she was tired. It was pretty late. I should’ve gone back to bed already. I should be asleep, basking in the knowledge that I’d gotten one over on her.

Here is a new list of potential venues designed by Rorik + Stimis Architects, the email continued. Hopefully some of these might be suitable.

There was a new list underneath, which meant she had gone to our website to have a look at our projects. Feeling smug, I scanned it and typed out a response.

Let’s try the first three on the list. I’ll block out an afternoon so we can get it done. Monday? I trust that won’t be too short notice for you.

It was Thursday night, which meant she’d only have tomorrow’s business hours to arrange viewings for all three venues. I’d only suggested Monday because I kind of wanted to see how she’d respond to such a tight deadline. Honestly, Monday would be a pain for me. Well, it’d be a giant pain for Lipa, who would have to spend all day tomorrow clearing my schedule for Monday afternoon.

I said a silent apology to her and made a mental note to make sure she took some vacation days soon. Maybe I’d buy her a new plant for her desk. She had a lot of them, but I couldn’t actually remember if that was because she liked them, or if I’d seen one on there one day and just assumed she did, so I’d kept buying them for her as an apology whenever I was a total ass.

Either way, people liked plants, right? They were just a nice decoration that needed a splash of water every now and then. I had a lot of them in my nesthouse, although I did have a housekeeper who came three times a week and looked after them for me. But mine were all thriving, so… Couldn’t be that hard to look after.

I tapped immediately on the new email when it came through, mouth twitching as I read it.

Mr var Rorik,

Not too short notice at all. I’ll send over the details for all three viewings by midday tomorrow at the latest.

Regards,

Anita

Midday at the latest, huh? Setting herself a tight deadline there. We’d just have to see if she managed to deliver.

I had a quick look at my calendar to see what I had scheduled for 12 p.m. on Friday—a catch-up with Felik to go over the new contracts. Awesome. I could just let him drone on about how much sex he’d had with Bavia this week while I kept an eye on the time and counted down to noon, with an email reminding Anita about the viewing details already drafted and ready for me to send at precisely 12.01 p.m. if she didn’t deliver on time. Just to piss her off.

Grinning evilly, I downed the last of my water and sauntered back to bed.


Chapter Six
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Nuni


Much to my annoyance, Anita got the details for all three viewings over to me by 11 a.m. on Friday.

I’d been so sure she wouldn’t meet her self-imposed deadline. I’d woken up in a fantastic mood at the thought of getting to send my snarky 12.01 p.m. email. I’d smashed my morning workout and jerked off in the shower—not that that was related to the Anita thing. My skin looked good despite how late I’d gone to bed, and my brand new Blattleder oxford shoes looked fucking fantastic with my suit and weren’t pinching at all.

I’d even remembered to buy an apology plant for Lipa on the way to work. I mean, I had almost called her and asked her to get it for me, but I was pretty sure people didn’t really like picking up their own presents. She’d taken the news of having to clear my entire Monday afternoon schedule well, her smile only growing a teensy bit pinched.

I was in a conference call when Anita’s email came through at eleven, and I stopped speaking mid-sentence as I saw her name pop up on my screen.

“Nuni?” someone asked hesitantly after a few seconds of silence while I read the email, my nostrils flaring.

“Sorry,” I answered smoothly. “Someone knocked on my door. As I was saying…”

I was grudgingly impressed that she’d managed to arrange all three viewings before lunchtime, but it just made me start thinking of other ways to… challenge her. Not that I wanted to be an asshole client who made unreasonable demands, but she did keep subtly teasing me about the flaming shots thing. So maybe that would justify it. I’d stop being a dick when she stopped bringing up the flaming shots. That seemed fair.

I almost replied with a demand that she add a fourth venue to the schedule, but opted against it. Instead, I typed, Thanks for getting the details over to me just in time.

I knew that would piss her off. She’d gotten them to me an hour before she said she would. I just wanted to see what she’d say in response.

I sipped some water as I waited for her reply. My stomach was going weird again, like it was twisting itself into knots, but that would be fixed soon. I’d hounded my nutritionist this morning, demanding she look over my diet plan and letting her know I thought a new battery of allergy tests might be a good idea. People developed new allergies later in life. Maybe I was suddenly allergic to something.

I just hoped it wasn’t anything in my rice milk matcha lattes. They were my shameful guilty secret. If Felik ever asked what I was drinking in the mornings, I lied and said it was hot water with lemon.

By the time my call wrapped up half an hour later, she still hadn’t replied. Ignoring my disappointment—and I was only disappointed because I’d wanted to get a rise out of her—I checked my diary and saw I had a free half hour before my catch-up with Felik.

Clicking off my emails, I tried to get some work done, but for some reason I couldn’t concentrate. Lipa slipped into the room a few minutes later to deliver my small late-morning meal and refill my water bottle, pausing to remind me about my meeting with Felik.

Felik and I constantly bickered over who would have to walk the short distance to the other’s office for our catch-ups, so we’d reluctantly agreed to take it in turns and left it up to our assistants to remember which office we’d be meeting in. It was mine today, and it always gave me a little burst of smug satisfaction to watch Felik skulk into the room while I lounged behind my big desk.

Not that his desk wasn’t equally as big, but still. I’d be the one behind the desk today.

After eating, I gave up on trying to work and grabbed my cell. I had fifteen minutes before Felik arrived, so I decided to call my sibling Laki to see how they were doing.

Of all the var Rorik children, I was closest to Laki. Not that I didn’t love all my siblings, but Laki made me feel weirdly calm. I could tell them anything and they never made me feel dumb or neurotic. My sister Daga teased me about my “OCD” eating habits and exercise regime. My other sister Kiti called me a frat bro meathead. Greid barely spoke to me, but he barely spoke to any of us unless we called or texted him first.

“Hey,” Laki said as they picked up. I could hear they were outside, which probably meant they were at work.

“Hey.” I spun my chair to face the windows, staring out at the city below. I wondered where the Feris Events office was. Was it weird to look it up? “How’s it going?”

“Fine. Just at work.” A faint creak came down the phone, and I could picture them perching on the edge of their truck’s flatbed with their landscaping business’s logo emblazoned on the side. “What’s wrong?”

I made a face. “Why are you assuming something’s wrong?”

They snorted. “If you don’t immediately launch into whatever you called for, it generally means there’s something wrong.”

“Nothing’s wrong. Everything’s great.” My new Blattleder tapped restlessly on the floor before I stilled it and said, “We’ve started planning the firm’s anniversary event, so that’s good.”

“Uh huh.”

There was an expectant pause.

“The event planner is kind of weird,” I blurted, my foot tapping again.

“Oh yeah? Weird how?”

“I don’t know, she’s just…” I squirmed in my seat, spinning around to grab my water bottle. And quickly check my emails. She still hadn’t replied. “I don’t know,” I repeated.

“Is it the one Beryl recommended at Christmas?”

“No. I mean yeah, it’s her firm, but she’s not the one planning the event.” Clutching my bottle, I licked my lips and asked, “Have you, uh… seen Beryl and Greid recently? Is it all still… going well?”

“Visited them a few weeks ago. They seem happier than ever.” Laki chuckled. “Pretty sure one of them is going to propose soon.”

Propose? Jesus. “Seriously? Is that even, like, possible? Human and demiurgus getting mated?”

“I looked into it a little because I got the feeling it’s worrying Greid. There’s nothing saying it isn’t possible or allowed, it just never really happens.”

“Right, right.” I spun back to face the windows. “Well that’s great. That’s great for them. I guess, uh, the whole… different species thing isn’t an issue then.”

Somehow. Did they have sex? Maybe they didn’t. It wasn’t that I liked thinking about it, but… my brother was biologically male. Which meant he had equipment like mine. Which meant it was barbed and far too long to ever comfortably fit in a human vagina.

Fidgeting, I spun back around to check my emails again. Still no reply from Anita.

“Doesn’t seem to be an issue whatsoever,” Laki answered easily. “Greid’s really happy. Beryl’s great.”

“She’s alright,” I muttered, refreshing my inbox. “A little childish, if you ask me.”

Laki laughed. “Aw, come on, Pooni, lighten up.”

“Shut your face, dude.”

“Did you call me to ask about Beryl and Greid? Why didn’t you just call him?”

I rolled my eyes. “Greid doesn’t answer the phone.”

“Why not visit him then?”

“Because he’d just go hide and then I’d be stuck talking to Beryl.”

“Dude.” Laki laughed again. “You have to let it go. Beryl’s great. You know we’d all stop calling you Pooni if you stopped calling Greid Grode.”

“That’s his nickname,” I said stubbornly. “From childhood. It’s my brotherly right to call him that. Beryl’s new to the family.”

“Well, I don’t think Beryl’s going anywhere,” they said dryly, making my lip curl. Fantastic. A lifetime of being called Pooni.

“So.” I heard the flatbed creak as Laki shifted. “Your weird event planner is human.”

I shot upright in my seat. “What? How the fuck did you know that? Did Beryl say something?”

What does Beryl know? Not that there was anything to know. I’d hired her friend’s events firm. That was it.

But had Corva said anything to her? Fuck, maybe she’d told her about the flaming shots and they’d laughed together about it. Did Anita know Beryl? Why did the thought of that send panic flitting through me? What if Beryl told Anita about the Pooni nickname? Oh shit.

“No, I just know how your brain works. You went from talking about your event planner to Greid’s relationship with a human.” Laki’s voice turned sly. “So what’s she like?”

“She’s—I don’t know, dude,” I burst out, jerkily spinning my chair side to side. “She’s just a human event planner who’s planning my event. Medium height for a human. Dark hair. That’s it.”

“What colour eyes?”

“Brown,” I answered without thinking, then cringed and snapped, “I only know that because I have to look at her while we’re talking about… event stuff.”

“Uh huh.”

“I do,” I snapped, aware I wasn’t making much sense. “Whatever, dude. This is bullshit. You’re supposed to make me feel better.”

“Feel better about what?”

“About… nothing!” I manically refreshed my inbox, pressing down too hard on the mouse. “I’m great. I’m always great. Everything’s going great.”

“Okay, let’s talk it through,” Laki said in their annoyingly zen way, but the familiar, soothing sound of their voice did get me to stop clicking.

Laki was the third oldest—only by a few minutes—after me and our sister Daga. They’d been as wild as me when we were kids. Well, until our parents dissolved their matehood and I suddenly felt this weird, overwhelming pressure to help our mom when she took on two jobs to make ends meet in our suddenly single-income household.

Aunt Indi and Uncle Bax had helped out a lot, but there were many nights when I had to make dinner for all my siblings, carefully weighing and portioning our food to make sure everyone got enough. Barking at them until they’d done their homework. Forcing them all to have baths and go to bed at a reasonable time.

I could remember how stressed Mom had been at first, even though it had been so much better for us all mentally without our asshole dad still in the house. He hadn’t been around much even while they were still mated, working long hours and staying out late, but when he had been home, the house had always felt tense. He’d been a total shithead to Greid, calling him a runt when he wasn’t outright ignoring him. He hadn’t treated the rest of us much better. It was like we were just a huge inconvenience. Things cluttering up his house and getting in the way.

“You’re attracted to your weird human event planner.” Laki’s calm voice made my spine snap straight, ears fluttering wildly.

I let out a harsh bark of laughter. “What? No, I’m not. Good one, dude.”

“Okay, well let’s assume for a second that you are,” Laki said steadily. “Do you have a problem with that? Like, do you think it’s weird or wrong because she’s human?”

“What? No, I don’t think it’s weird or wrong to be attracted to humans. I’m just not.”

They were silent for a second. “So… just a blanket ‘no’. You don’t think there’s a single human in the entire world you could be attracted to.”

Okay, well, when they put it like that it sounded unreasonable. “No, I’m not saying that. I’ve just never really thought about it. Are you saying you’ve found humans attractive before?”

“Well yeah.”

I paused at that. “What, really?”

“Yeah.”

“Wait, have you ever… you know, with a human?”

Laki chuckled. “Yeah, dude.”

“What?” How did I not know this? I was pretty sure I would’ve noticed my own sibling dating a human. “When?”

“When I was travelling,” they said casually. “Met a human girl in Cambodia and we dated for a while. Had a one-night stand with a human dude in Spain, too.”

“But how?” I didn’t understand how all these demiurgus were having sex with humans when all we’d ever been taught in sex ed was that it wasn’t possible.

Laki laughed. “It’s pretty much the same as fucking a demiurgus, dude. Just less aggressive. And I can’t speak for Beryl and Greid, but it’s not like I have a dick to worry about hurting them with.”

I rolled my eyes. “No, really? It’s not like I grew up with you or anything. I just meant… humans are so small. And… weak.”

“Not necessarily.”

I struggled to think of another reason. “They’re… They don’t even have tails.”

Tailplay was always fun. I was very partial to gripping the base of a woman’s tail while I fucked her from behind.

Laki was silent for a moment. “Uh… can’t say that came up.”

My ears fluttered. “No, yeah, I mean, I guess that’s not relevant, but… we were always taught at school that humans are so completely different to us. In, uh, those ways.”

We’d gone to a mixed school, but for some of our classes, like sex ed and gym class, humans and demiurgus had been separated. Demiurgus gym class always tended to get a little… out of hand.

Most had ended in full-on brawls.

Most of those brawls had been started by me and Laki.

My former-wildchild-now-zen-sibling grunted. “People get told a lot of stuff at school that doesn’t exactly prepare you for real life.”

I fiddled with the pen on my desk. “I guess.”

“I’m not saying you’re an asshole for having never been attracted to a human before now,” they said. “You’re just… someone who likes things to make sense.”

“Am I?”

They chuckled. “Yeah. You like things orderly.”

“That sounds like a subtle way of saying I’m closed-minded.”

“No, you’re not closed-minded at all,” they said easily. “You just… have blinders on. If something doesn’t adhere to what you’ve always known, you either steamroll over it or get all weird and flustered for a while until you can process it.”

“Mm,” I said doubtfully. I wasn’t too sure about that. That didn’t sound like me. I was calm and controlled at all times.

“My point is, there’s nothing wrong with being attracted to your human event planner. There’s no reason to treat this any differently to all the other times you’ve been attracted to someone, just because she’s human.”

“Oh my god, dude, you’re such a… I’m not attracted to her. I’m not. And it’s nothing to do with her being human. She’s annoying. She’s like… weirdly competitive.”

“She’s weirdly competitive?”

“What does that mean?” I snapped defensively.

“I didn’t think you lacked this much self-awareness, Nuni, but you are extremely competitive.”

I bristled. “No I’m not, and if I was, it would only be because I’d know I could win. If I wanted to.”

“Win at what?” They sounded amused.

“I don’t know,” I snapped. “Everything.”

They deadpanned, “Alright, so you’re apparently not competitive, but she is. Is that a problem?”

“What do you mean?” My head was starting to hurt.

“Why does it matter? You like people with drive. Ambition.”

“I know I do, and yeah, fine, she’s clearly… driven. But that doesn’t mean I’m attracted to her.”

“Fair enough,” Laki said calmly.

“Okay, yes, objectively speaking she’s attractive,” I found myself blurting. “That doesn’t mean anything.”

“So she’s attractive and ambitious and has a good job…” I heard Laki spark up a joint. “None of these sound like weird problems to me.”

“I never said they were problems!” I exploded, whirling around in my seat to glare out of the windows. “Why did I even call you?”

“Chill, dude. I’m just helping you work through it.”

“I don’t need to work through anything. This is a pointless conversation. I don’t even know why we’re having it.”

“Because you brought up your event planner.” They took a deep drag of their joint and added through a lungful of smoke, “And you’re clearly attracted to her.”

“I am not!” I stamped my foot as I said it, just as there was a knock at the door and Felik swaggered in a split second later. Ears fluttering, I ducked my head. “I have to go. I’ve got a meeting.”

“Okay,” Laki said easily. “Call me later if you want to talk about it some more.”

“There’s nothing to talk about,” I hissed before hanging up. Pocketing my phone, I smoothed back my hair and spun my chair to face the room. “Sup, d-bag.”

“You’re not what?” Felik asked as he ambled over.

Attracted our event planner. Because I wasn’t. She was a pain in the ass. I mean, demanding I clear my entire schedule on Monday afternoon to go and look at some venues with her? That wasn’t very professional. I was an extremely busy guy.

Casually, I reached for my mouse and refreshed my inbox again.

Still nothing.

“Benching less,” I told Felik absently, refreshing again.

“You seem distracted, bro.” He lounged back and rested an ankle on the opposite knee, last season’s Scarafaggio Oxford bobbing. I considered putting my feet up on my desk so he’d see my new Blattleders. “When was the last time you got laid?”

I rolled my eyes, already knowing where this was going. Maybe I should just ask him about Bavia now so he could get it out of his system. “I dunno. A month?”

“A month?” His foot thudded to the floor as he sat forward. “Dude. We’re going out tonight.”

“Nah.”

“Why not?” He looked personally offended. “Bavia’s seeing her sister tonight, so I’m free. Besides…” His mouth curved into a smirk. “I could do with a night off to recharge my batteries. She can’t get enough of me, bro.”

“Congratulations,” I deadpanned, clicking over to a new contract before switching back to my emails.

“It’s just been non-stop fucking for—”

“I get it, bro.”

He let out an infuriating chuckle. “Damn, var Rorik. Look at you—you’re tense, my guy. Come on, let’s go out tonight. I’m sure you’ll find someone within an hour and can still be tucked up in bed by eleven to get your beauty sleep.”

I scowled at him. “I don’t wanna go out, dude.”

I wasn’t sure why I didn’t want to. I was a big fan of getting laid, and I was feeling tense for some reason. But I kind of just wanted to go home. Maybe do some pilates. Maybe treat myself to a face mask. Snack on a handful of almonds if I was feeling really indulgent and sorry for myself.

It was Laki’s fault. I’d only called them for a catch-up, and instead they’d started talking nonsense about me being attracted to Anita. Which was laughable. Not because she was human, but because she was just… I didn’t even know. Annoying and competitive and wouldn’t let the flaming shots thing go.

I succumbed to the urge to check my inbox one more time, clenching my jaw when five new emails came through but none of them were from her.

Rude. Was she actually not going to respond? To me? I was her client. I should be her number one priority until this event was over. And then, I don’t know, maybe we’d decide to hold another event and she’d have to work on that, assuming the anniversary party was a success. It was in her best interest to keep me happy.

Not that I wanted to spend more time with her than necessary. I was just saying, we were a big firm with lots of important clients. There’d be plenty of opportunities for more events. I’d probably have to deal with Anita Chaudhary many more times in the future.

Ugh, that sounded terrible. She was the worst.

And really fucking bad at replying to emails.


Chapter Seven
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Nuni


Iwas getting used to Dunmore Gym after half a week of going there. It was nowhere near as high-end as Terres Gym—the equipment was older, there wasn’t any complimentary alkaline ionised water on the front counter, and they didn’t offer free post-workout deep tissue massages.

Not that I was bothered by the lack of massages. I already had a guy for that—a huge demiurgus dude called Svyn who worked at the upscale Redmud Spa and liked to dig his giant fists into my quads and hamstrings until I pounded on the massage table and cried uncle. I always gave him big tips.

Still, a gym was a gym, and at least Dunmore had all the machines I needed for my workouts. It was busier than Terres, but I didn’t mind that. I’d already offered helpful advice to a guy whose form had been a little off while he was doing deadlifts. He hadn’t asked, but I wasn’t going to stand by and let a fellow bro fuck up his lower back. I’d ended up nudging him out of the way to demonstrate the proper technique, and also let him know that Romanian deadlifts were superior so he should really be doing those.

It was a little after 7 a.m. on Saturday morning, and I was finishing up my hour-long leg day workout with some front-loaded squats. I was pretty drained—I’d struggled to get to sleep again last night—but I knew that after I got home, ate my breakfast and took a shower, I’d feel rejuvenated. If you didn’t feel drained immediately after a workout, you weren’t trying hard enough. I always got deep in the zone while at the gym—calls, texts and emails silenced so I didn’t get distracted, and my earphones in so I didn’t have to listen to the crappy dance music being pumped through the gym’s speakers.

After pushing myself to do one more squat and finish off my set, I carefully loaded the barbell back onto the rack and stepped out of the way so someone else could use the space in front of the mirror. Gulping down water, I tugged out my earphones and allowed myself a few moments to decompress, gazing absently out at the gym floor.

A familiar dark ponytail made my entire body freeze in place, fingers still squeezing my bottle and squirting water into my mouth.

I swallowed hastily, almost choking. Was that actually Anita? Anita who never replied to my email yesterday?

She straightened after wiping down the leg press machine and gave a brief smile to the guy waiting to use it. Holy shit, it was her. In… very tight workout clothes. Not that I noticed.

I glanced around in disbelief, almost as if I was expecting someone to come up to me and say, ‘Holy crap, dude, are you seeing this?’

Had she been here the whole time? Had she already noticed me? If she had, why hadn’t she come over to say hello? First no response to my email yesterday and now this. Was I being ghosted by my fucking event planner?

Not sure why I was so offended, I watched her walk over to the hack squat machine and start loading on weights. When she leaned over to grab one, and her ass was just suddenly right there, I coughed awkwardly and looked away. My face spikes gave a weak flex around my hairline.

Anita hadn’t looked over once, so maybe she hadn’t noticed me. That kind of offended me even more. I was a noticeable guy. I was in grey sweats and a skin-tight moisture-wicking shirt, for fuck’s sake. I was pretty sure she was just pretending not to have noticed me.

“You waiting to use the weights?” A guy appeared in front of me, making me jump.

“What? Oh, no, you’re good, dude.” I shuffled back a few steps then stopped again.

Should I go over and say hello? We were acquainted. It seemed like the polite thing to do. But then again, I hated people interrupting my workouts, so maybe she did too.

I found myself wandering over to the dumbbell rack and picking one up, even though my workout was done. And it wasn’t arm day, so I really shouldn’t be doing any bicep curls. It would mess up my whole routine. But I started half-heartedly lifting the weight, furtively watching her.

Her form was good, I begrudgingly noted. And she was using a decent amount of weight. I hadn’t let myself pay attention to her body before, but I allowed myself to now, purely in a one-gym-goer-assessing-another way.

Her arms were slender but toned as fuck. Her abs looked strong. And her legs looked ridiculously long in those leggings.

My insides went all weird again. I needed to eat some long-chain carbs soon or all my hard work would go to waste.

I remembered to switch arms after a while, but I wasn’t really paying attention to what I was doing. I was barely doing anything—just lifting the dumbbell over and over, not even focusing on using the right muscle groups.

When she eventually climbed off the machine and grabbed her towel to wipe it down, I hurriedly shoved the dumbbell back onto the rack and power walked over. I had no idea what I was doing. My body had a mind of its own.

Before I reached her, I forced myself to slow to a casual saunter and nonchalantly smoothed back my hair. After dabbing my forehead with my towel so I wasn’t too shiny with sweat, I plastered a smirk on my face.

“Well, this is a surprise,” I drawled as I stopped in front of her, trying not to be too obvious about how hard I was tensing my pecs to make them pop.

She jolted and looked up, blinking at me. My ears went crazy when she reached up and tugged out an earphone.

“Oh. Hi. Sorry, what did you say?”

“I—Nothing.” My ears fluttered as I shifted from foot to foot, feeling infuriatingly flustered. God, she was so annoying. Why did she have to have earphones that weren’t immediately obvious? Now I looked like an idiot. “I was just… I didn’t know you came here.”

That didn’t really make sense, because it wasn’t like this was my gym. Anita cocked a brow and shrugged. “Yep. Been coming here for a few years now. It’s close to the office.”

Was it? That was interesting to know. In a purely professional sense.

When she didn’t say anything else, I found myself blurting, “Yeah, well, my gym is being renovated so I’m coming here in the meantime.”

She nodded politely, slinging her towel over her shoulder so she could take a drink from her bottle.

“Got here just before six,” I said airily, even though it had been more like ten past. “Just finishing up.”

She recapped her bottle. “Impressive.”

“I’ve been coming here all week and I haven’t seen you,” I said, seeing as she was giving me nothing in this conversation. “Do you only come, like, once a week? I come every day,” I couldn’t help but add to try and get a rise out of her.

Seeing as apparently my email yesterday wasn’t even worth replying to.

She gave me a flat look as she patted the sweat off her neck. “During the week I do pilates, spin class and swimming. Sometimes I’ll come for cardio or weights after work.”

“I do pilates too,” I said quickly, automatically flexing as I crossed my arms. I may have also shoved my fists under my biceps to make them look a little bigger. “Easy to lose flexibility when you reach my level of muscle mass, so it helps. And I run.”

“Me too.” She nodded at the treadmills behind me. “I was about to go do a cool-down run right now.”

“So was I.” I hadn’t been. I was exhausted from my gruelling workout, but she didn’t need to know that.

I was not going to be leaving this fucking gym before her.

“Oh yeah?” She crossed her arms and gave me a quick once-over. I tensed my pecs and thighs to make them look bigger. “Are you sure you’re lifting enough?”

Fucking pardon?

“What do you mean by that?” I asked defensively, resisting the urge to glance down at myself. Was she saying I looked… small?

She held up her hands. “Nothing. I just can’t believe you’re not totally wiped after a solid hour of weightlifting.”

I scoffed. “I basically have endless stamina.”

Our eyes met as I said it, before we both looked away quickly.

“I can easily do a run right now,” I told her, wishing my stupid fucking ears would stop fluttering. “Sure you’re up for it? You were going pretty hard on the hack squat machine.”

She raised a brow and turned to head for the treadmills without a word. Probably because I’d basically just admitted to watching her like a creep while she worked out. My fucking ears wouldn’t stop fucking twitching as I trailed after her, keeping my gaze studiously fixed on her long, dark ponytail and not any lower. Not on the tight leggings and crop top. The sliver of smooth brown skin visible between them.

She placed her water bottle in a treadmill’s cupholder, so I jumped onto the empty one beside it before anyone else could claim it.

“What’s your max speed?” I casually asked, fiddling with my earphones as I waited to see if she’d put hers in.

She didn’t, tucking them into the other cupholder alongside her towel. “Depends on the day.”

Shoving the earphones in my pocket, I turned on the treadmill and set it to a nice easy six to begin with. As I started jogging, I furtively looked over at the screen on Anita’s treadmill. She was on six too. Nonchalantly, I bumped mine up to seven.

“So,” I began as we jogged side by side, “did you take yesterday afternoon off or something?”

She glanced over at me with a slight frown. “No.”

“Oh,” I said lightly. “Okay.”

I couldn’t bring up the email. Then she’d know I’d noticed she hadn’t replied, which I shouldn’t have noticed, because it wasn’t like I’d sat around all afternoon waiting for her to get back to me.

“It’s just that you never replied to my email,” I found myself blurting, and internally cringed. “About getting the times for the viewings over to me.”

Anita’s lips twitched, then pursed. She gave a tiny shrug as she ran. “I must’ve forgotten. Seeing as I got the viewings arranged much earlier than I said I would, I was free to focus on other work.”

“Oh,” I repeated, terser this time. “Okay.”

She was totally lying. She hadn’t forgotten. She’d done it on purpose to try and get to me. God, it was like she wanted me to notice her all the time. Ignoring my emails. Turning up in her tight leggings and crop top at the gym and practically jumping up and down until I felt obligated to go over and say hello. Goading me into running with her because she was so freaking competitive.

My legs were feeling a little weak after all those front-loaded squats, but I still had some juice in the tank. We fell silent as we continued running, and when Anita bumped her treadmill up to eight, I waited a few seconds before increasing mine to nine. And adding a five percent incline.

I was breathing a little harder now, and I eyed my water bottle longingly, wishing I’d had a drink before starting. But I was running too fast to be able to do it now without possibly squirting it all over my face, so I resolutely ignored it—and the human beside me—and fixed my gaze on the middle distance.

Eventually, Anita increased her speed to a nine and added a six percent incline, so I bumped mine up to ten and seven percent, respectively. I would’ve gone higher, but… my legs were kind of burning.

Fifteen minutes later, Anita showed no signs of stopping, her feet still pounding steadily on the belt, arms pumping lightly, ponytail swinging as she regulated her breaths.

I, on the other hand, was about to die.

This may possibly have been a mistake.

It wasn’t that she was a better runner than me, it was just because it was leg day and I’d already done an hour of intense exercise. My hamstrings were seizing up. I didn’t think I’d be able to walk tomorrow.

But I couldn’t stop before her. This was a competition, and I was going to win.

Sweat was pouring from me, rendering my moisture-wicking shirt completely fucking useless. I blinked it out of my stinging eyes, not willing to even wipe my forehead and show weakness.

I nearly stumbled as I glanced over at Anita to see how she was faring. There was a sheen of sweat on her forehead and collarbone, and a tiny drip meandering down her temple from her hairline. My mouth went even drier than it already was.

My right hamstring chose that moment to cramp up.

I felt the muscles bunching, sending agony stabbing up to my glutes. Barely holding back a squeal of pain, I resisted the urge to clutch my ass as I limped pathetically for a few seconds before finally admitting defeat and grabbing onto the bars as I frantically jabbed at the treadmill’s power button.

The belt lowered and slowed to a sudden stop, almost sending me flying forward. Gasping for breath, I reached for my water bottle with a trembling hand.

“Good job,” Anita panted without breaking her stride.

I scowled at her as I gulped down water. Pulling the bottle away with a gasp, I took a few seconds to try and catch my breath before snarking, “Yeah, well, I could’ve kept going but I’ve got a meeting at eight-thirty.”

“A meeting,” she echoed. “You don’t take the weekends off?”

“I meant a date,” I said quickly. “Not a work thing. A date.”

Her jaw clenched, before she glanced over at the big neon clock on the gym wall. “A date at eight-thirty on a Saturday morning. Sounds fun.”

“I meant the—I meant the flight’s at eight-thirty,” I bullshitted, digging myself deeper. “I’m just… taking a lady friend to Paris for the weekend. Just a little getaway.”

I fought back the cringe that threatened to wrack my entire body. Lady friend, Nuni? Come on. You’re smoother than this. What is WRONG with you?

Anita nodded. She was still running. “Well, that sounds wonderful. You better leave if you have to pick your lady friend up and get all the way to the airport by eight-thirty.”

“I know,” I shot back. “I’m going.”

But I hovered there for a few more seconds, mainly because I was pretty sure I’d be walking bow-legged when I left and I didn’t particularly want her to witness my humiliation. My butt muscles kept twitching from the stabbing, cramping pain down my leg. Thank fuck I didn’t actually have a date this weekend. There was no way I’d be able to have any kind of sex without crying in agony.

“Will you be able to make the viewings on Monday?” Anita asked when I didn’t move. “Or will you still be in Paris with your lady friend?”

“I’ll be back by then,” I snapped, fresh sweat dripping from my hairline as I fought the urge to clutch my leg. “I don’t flake out on appointments. I’ll see you at two on Monday.”

She nodded, gaze still fixed ahead. “See you then.”

After snatching up my towel, I turned and hobbled away, a tear coming to my eye as I forced myself not to limp. My legs were trembling wildly by the time I made it to the locker room, and I immediately collapsed onto a bench, ignoring all the half-naked dudes around me.

“Tough workout?” one of them chuckled as he opened his locker a couple feet away and dropped his towel.

I struggled upright so his dick wasn’t swinging around in my immediate eyeline and scrubbed a hand down my sweaty face. Then I shrugged, forcing myself to stand instead of crawling over to my locker like I really wanted to. “Nothing I can’t handle.”


Chapter Eight
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At one-thirty on Monday afternoon, I was still seething over the rookie mistake I’d made last week.

The frustrating thing was, I was pretty sure I had known that Rorik + Stimis did commercial projects as well as residential. I’d just been tired when I got that abrupt email from var Rorik, and I’d wanted to get one over on him because I hadn’t liked his imperious tone, so I’d been too hasty.

In my defence, when I’d gone on their website to prepare for our first meeting with them, the Blackgrass building’s award-winning nesthouse had been plastered all over the homepage. And when I’d clicked to find out more information, it had taken me to the section of their website covering residential projects.

But I was still kicking myself. Mainly because I’d had to admit to being wrong to Nuni var Rorik, who’d probably lapped it up like a smug, vindictive hound. I knew it was ridiculous to care about something so minor, to still be annoyed over it, but I hated being wrong.

When the train pulled in to Rundin Street Station ten minutes later, I pushed my way impatiently through the crowd so I’d be nice and early getting to the Darkfern building. As I emerged onto the street, busy with smartly dressed humans and demiurgus on their lunch breaks, I took a deep breath of fresh air to try and relax.

I’d taken an early lunch and done a spin class before meeting var Rorik to try and burn off some of the tension that had plagued me all weekend. I wasn’t sure why I’d been so edgy. Maybe it had been running into him unexpectedly at the gym—that had thrown me. Seeing him in sweats and a T-shirt that had clung to his chest and arms like a second skin had definitely thrown me.

But I’d left the gym basking in the knowledge that I’d won our unspoken little competition. And in the fact that he’d clearly made up his weekend plans to not seem like such a sore loser.

Except… what if he hadn’t been? I doubted he spent many weekends alone, without someone else in his bed, or the bed of whatever five-star Paris hotel he’d whisked them off to for a “little getaway”.

For all I knew, he had a partner—one he referred to as his “lady friend” like a complete tool. Maybe he was in a long-term, committed relationship. I didn’t know anything about the guy. And I didn’t care.

I didn’t.

So what if I’d gone back to the gym on Sunday morning and kept an eye out for his tall, imposing frame? I’d just wanted to see if he’d been lying about his plans. I wasn’t sure if he’d be so determined to save face that he’d skip it, or if nothing could stop him from missing the gym and he would’ve been willing to admit to the lie just to get a workout in.

I hadn’t seen him. Granted, Sunday was the day I allowed myself to sleep in and I’d been there a little later than the day before, so maybe I’d just missed him. I’d almost skipped my pilates class this morning just to see if he was on the main gym floor, but forced myself not to. I wasn’t going to change my routine just to catch a glimpse of him. That was weird. And I wasn’t interested in seeing him anyway.

I wasn’t.

He was an arrogant ass with a wildly overinflated ego.

And a ridiculously sculpted body.

And perfect hair. And an infuriatingly handsome face. And a deep, smooth voice. And he always smelled annoyingly good, even when he was dripping with sweat on the treadmill beside me.

If I’d met him somewhere like a bar, and we’d partaken in very minimal small talk, I could’ve possibly, maybe seen myself taking him home for the night. Just to scratch an itch. To indulge myself. To find out what he was like in bed.

But he was a client, and Corva had very strict rules about fraternising with clients. Plus, I’d spoken to him enough to know he would drive me crazy. He was so far up his own ass that I was surprised he hadn’t just winked out of existence. He was ridiculously competitive—it hadn’t escaped me that every time I increased the speed on my treadmill on Saturday, he’d bumped his own up just slightly higher. I’d barely stopped myself from doing the same thing, but I knew my limits, and I’d wanted to win.

Okay, so maybe I was slightly competitive too. In some circumstances, that might actually be… fun. Like seeing who could hold off from coming the longest while having sex.

No, Anita! I scolded myself as the Darkfern building came into view up ahead. Stop it. Stop! Stop thinking about his stupidly round butt and thick thighs and muscled arms. The rest of var Rorik comes with those things—the inflated ego, the pretentious wardrobe, the arrogant attitude. If you’re horny, just find some other jacked gym bro to scratch the itch.

I reminded myself yet again that even if I could look past those things, it still didn’t matter. He was a client.

A really hot, irritating client.

End of story.

I checked my watch as I reached the Darkfern, smiling in satisfaction to see that I was fifteen minutes early. Now I’d get to rub it in his face again.

But when I stepped through the glass doors, my nostrils flared in outrage as I saw Nuni var Rorik casually leaning an elbow on the front desk and chuckling with the receptionist.

He looked over at the sound of the door closing behind me, and a smirk tilted his wide mouth with those pale blue smile lines reaching all the way to his ears. Hand clenching around the strap of my backpack, I forced myself to keep walking forward.

“Anita,” he drawled loudly as I got closer, straightening up from the desk. “Glad you could make it.”

What? I’d arranged it! Of course I was going to fucking make it. It was my job.

I couldn’t bring myself to apologise for keeping him waiting—I could just imagine the smug look on his face if I did. And besides, I wasn’t late. I was still early.

“The subway was delayed,” I said instead, smiling politely through clenched teeth.

“No worries.” He glanced at his watch. “I’ve been here ten minutes already, but as you know, I like to be accommodating.”

Keeping the tight smile on my face, I turned to the receptionist. “Anita Chaudhary, here to view—”

“The Midnight Suite, yes. Mr var Rorik already told me.” She smiled sweetly up at var Rorik, who was still looking infuriatingly smug as he picked invisible lint off his suit sleeve. “Our events manager, Dere, is already waiting for you.”

“Great. Wonderful. Thank you.” I took a step away, then stopped. “Oh, we need our passes.”

“Already have them.” var Rorik pulled one out of his pocket and held it out with a smirk.

Clenching my jaw, I took it from him, being careful not to brush his long, claw-tipped fingers. A muttered, “Thank you,” scraped out of my throat.

“Thanks for all your help, Keli,” he drawled to the receptionist, whose face spikes flexed as she smiled at him again.

“My pleasure, Mr var Rorik.”

I shoved the pass’s lanyard over my head and marched off. Thank god I’d looked at the building’s floorplan on the Rorik + Stimis website so I knew where the Midnight Suite was.

var Rorik fell into step beside me, hands in his pockets as he sauntered along. I glanced over at him, reluctantly acknowledging that he looked just as good in a suit as he did in sportswear. Bastard.

“No Lipa today?” I asked lightly.

“She’s back at the office,” he answered smoothly. “Moving a few things around in my schedule for the week.”

“Ah. That’s a shame. She’s very nice.”

I saw him glance down at me, before he airily said, “Just me today. But don’t worry—I won’t go too hard on you.”

Before I could stop myself, I remembered his little quip at the gym about having “endless stamina”. My stomach clenched.

“You should probably put your pass on, Mr var Rorik,” I said in as sweet a tone as I could muster. I wasn’t very good at being sweet.

He shrugged dismissively. “They know me here.”

I almost ground my teeth into dust as we walked through the front lobby and down a wide, airy corridor. A smartly dressed demiurgus was waiting by the doors of the Midnight Suite, pointing at something on the clipboard being shown to him by a staff member.

He looked up as we approached, a wide smile showing off his sharp white teeth. “Ah, Anita, I presume?”

“Yes.” I smiled back and shook his hand when he offered it. “Nice to meet you. Thank you for fitting us in.”

“My pleasure.” He turned to var Rorik and held out his hand with a pleasant smile. “Dere var Joniz. And you are?”

var Rorik stiffened slightly beside me. He cleared his throat and grasped Dere’s hand for a firm shake. “Nuni var Rorik. I actually designed the building.” He let out a chuckle. “Well, my firm did.”

“Oh, I see! Wonderful. So I assume that’s why you’re considering holding your firm’s anniversary event here? Anita mentioned the client was an architecture firm.”

var Rorik gave him a tight smile, ears fluttering weakly. “Yes.”

“Well.” Dere clapped his hands together. “Let me show you the space. If you’ll just follow me…”

As he turned to open the doors, I leaned in and whispered, “Maybe you should put your pass on, Mr var Rorik.”

His flat nostrils flared as he glared down at me, before shoving a hand in his pocket and thrusting the lanyard over his head. I couldn’t contain my smile as he marched off after Dere without a word.
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By the end of the third viewing, we were both flagging, but neither of us were willing to concede. I was desperate for a cup of coffee, or even just water, but I wasn’t going to cave until var Rorik did.

I was also incredibly tense. The spin class at lunch had done nothing.

I was just so inexplicably aware of him, and it was starting to piss me off. His deep voice as he asked the various event managers questions. The occasional brush of his arm against mine as we walked around the rooms. The subtle scent of his cologne surrounding me like fog, especially while we were in his car driving between venues. I’d almost insisted on getting the subway to meet him at each one, but I knew how petty it would’ve made me look.

Just because I’d admitted to myself that I was physically attracted to him didn’t mean he wasn’t still annoying. Because he was. Incredibly annoying. Domineering, arrogant, flirtatious with every single woman who showed even a hint of interest.

That last one pissed me off the most. Only because it was so unprofessional. If I’d done that, Corva would’ve chewed me out. But I supposed that was a perk of being your own boss—you could do whatever you wanted. Nuni var Rorik clearly did whatever the fuck he wanted.

When the manager of the Smoke Tower escorted us to the lobby and shook our hands in goodbye, I breathed a silent sigh of relief. Soon. Just a few more minutes, and I’d be able to get away.

“So,” I said briskly after we’d handed in our passes. “It would be good if we could get the venue booked by the end of the week at the very latest. Did any of these jump out at you as a suitable location for the event?”

He made a face, scratching at his neck. “Hard to say. We need to consider the pros and cons of each. Shouldn’t rush into a decision.”

I didn’t point out that he’d initially been insistent on holding it at the Blackgrass without even seeing any other venues. “Of course. Well, I can email over the full details for each—”

“Let’s just go over them now.”

I froze, stiffening up so I didn’t sag with disappointment. I knew how rude it would seem to check my watch, so instead I shot a quick glance at the big clock on the wall behind him. It was already five-thirty.

“Alright.” Glancing around, I spotted a café across the street through the big glass doors. “We could go and grab a coffee across the street while we consider the options.”

“I need to eat. I missed my three o’clock meal.” Well, that explained why he’d gotten so crabby around that time. He glanced at his watch and frowned. “We’re right near my office, so let’s just go there.”

I tensed up. “I’m sure the café across the street will sell food.”

He looked at me like I’d just suggested he rifle through a trashcan for his dinner. “I have to eat my meal. It was designed by my nutritionist and made by my personal chef. I can’t just eat fucking… pastries from a café.”

Okay, he got really crabby when he didn’t eat. I did too, so I tried not to get annoyed. “I see. Well then, why don’t we arrange a call for later in the week to go over the venues?”

Please say yes. I need a break from you.

He shook his head irritably. “I want to get this sorted today. I can’t waste any more time on it. And my schedule this week is going to be manic, seeing as I had to push back all the meetings I was meant to have this afternoon.”

I bristled when he shot me a pointed look. Excuse me? He’d been the one to demand we take a whole afternoon! He’d been the one to suggest Monday!

He’s the client. Let it go. Just let it go—

“You were the one who insisted we block out a whole afternoon to do it.”

He glared at me. “Yeah, well, that means we need to decide on it today. So why don’t we just go to my office for half an hour, go over all three venues, and come to a decision? Then it’s done. You can move on to whatever is next on your list.”

I struggled to keep my expression blank as I stared up at his stupid face. Even while hangry and irritable he looked annoyingly handsome.

He looked at his watch again. “Look, I really have to eat soon. Can you seriously not just spare another half hour to get this sorted? Do you have plans?”

Just going home and hate-masturbating furiously.

“Alright,” I said tightly. “That’s fine. I have half an hour.”

“Awesome.” He was already striding for the door. “I can’t be long, anyway. I’m already going to be late for the gym.”

“You didn’t go this morning?” I couldn’t help but ask. Maybe he’d still been in Paris with his “lady friend”.

“I did. I go every morning and most evenings.”

I side-eyed him as we headed for his car. Damn, he was possibly even more tightly wound than me, which was saying something.

Once we were in the car and he was pulling away from the kerb, I glanced at him and asked, “So you went yesterday morning?”

“To the gym? Yeah.”

My mouth twitched. “I see. Did your trip get cut short then?”

“Trip?” He frowned as he glanced in his sideview mirror.

“Your little weekend getaway to Paris,” I said lightly. “With your lady friend. That you mentioned on Saturday while you were rushing off for the airport. You had to cut your run short, remember?”

He went stiff, fingers clenching around the steering wheel. After a few seconds of hilariously agonising silence, he muttered, “I got the dates wrong. It’s next weekend.”

“Oh. Okay.” I chuckled. “I hope you didn’t make it all the way to the airport before you realised.”

“No,” he snapped, tapping too hard on the brakes when we hit a red light. “I realised way before that. I almost came back to the gym to finish my run, but then I… just didn’t.”

I nodded in mock-understanding. “Fair.”

“Ran for half an hour this morning though.” He eased the car forward as the light turned green. “Well, it was actually a sprint. Topped my max speed. Could’ve kept going, but…” He shrugged. “Had to get ready for work.”

“Very impressive.”

His fingers tightened on the steering wheel again. “How long did you run for after I left on Saturday?”

“Another half hour,” I lied. I’d actually jumped off the treadmill the moment I saw him hobble out of the locker room and leave.

“Consistent speed?” he asked immediately.

“Yes.”

“Incline?”

“Yes.”

He grunted, slouching lower in his seat. “Not bad, I guess.”

“Gee, thanks,” I said sardonically.

“I’m just saying, I could’ve kept going on Saturday.”

“I never said you couldn’t.”

“I know. I’m just saying. My stamina is crazy good.”

My thighs clenched together. I really wished he’d stop talking about his stamina. It wasn’t helping.


Chapter Nine
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Anita


The Rorik + Stimis offices spanned the first four floors of a tall, demiurgus-style building in the corporate district. When Corva and I came here for our initial meeting with var Rorik and his partner, we’d been taken to a conference room on the third floor, but this time, I followed var Rorik up to the fourth floor.

To his office.

Rush hour traffic had been bad, so it was already ten to six, and the floor we emerged on was largely empty. It was mainly the private offices of the junior partners, but var Rorik led me down a corridor until we reached a neat, airy space with some seating and a single desk outside a door with a brass plaque on it.

Nuni var Rorik

Managing Partner

Lipa was sitting at the desk, and she jumped to her feet when she saw us. “I’ve finished rescheduling all your appointments from this afternoon, sir.”

“Awesome. Thanks, Lipa.” He tapped a claw on her desk as he passed it. “Go home.”

“You missed your three o’clock meal,” she hurriedly said, shooting me a sympathetic smile behind his back as he opened his office door. “Do you want it now?”

“Oh.” He stopped and turned. “Yeah, that would be great. Then go home.”

“No problem.”

As I stepped past her to follow him into his office, Lipa whispered, “It’ll take me five minutes to heat up. Just hold on ’til then.”

I snorted, some of my own irritability fleeing as I grinned at her. “I can handle it.”

“Do you want anything to eat or drink, Anita?” she asked politely.

I was getting hungry, but eating in front of var Rorik felt like a sign of weakness. Which was ridiculous—he’d be eating in front of me. “Just some water would be great. Thanks, Lipa.”

“No problem. I’ll bring it through.”

var Rorik reappeared at his office doorway with a scowl. “Are you coming?”

I stiffened, slowly walking toward him. He’s the client. Let it go.

When I got into his big, airy office and closed the door behind me, he sighed and scrubbed a hand over his face.

“Sorry,” he muttered. “I’m just really hungry.”

“Alright.” I refused to say it was fine, because he didn’t have a right to speak to anyone like that.

His ears fluttered as he shifted in place, then headed for his desk. “Do you want anything to eat?”

“No, thank you. Lipa just offered. That’s what I was talking to her about.”

He winced as he sat down behind his giant desk. “Right. Uh… sorry.”

Wow. Two apologies from the Nuni var Rorik. He really didn’t deal well with missing meals.

“Take a seat.” He gestured at the two plush armchairs on my side of the desk before wiggling his computer mouse to wake up the monitor.

I perched on one and took my tablet out of my backpack. As I waited for my inbox to load so I could try and get some work done while var Rorik ate, I took a quick look at his office. It was nice—big, obviously. Lots of healthy Deep Earth plants, which I doubted he looked after. His desk was huge, but I wouldn’t have expected anything less. There was a big, fancy architect’s table in one corner, and some artfully arranged leather seating in the other. Behind his desk was a bank of floor-to-ceiling glass windows showing a view of the buildings opposite and the street below.

I caught sight of a few picture frames tucked between a plethora of architecture books—and awards, obviously—on a bookcase against the side wall. Most of them had lots of people crammed into frame, all demiurgus, but my gaze snagged on one with only two people in it. One was clearly var Rorik, while the other appeared to be a woman.

I tried not to squint too obviously. Was it a girlfriend? I didn’t think so. His arm was around the woman’s shoulders, but it didn’t look like a romantic pose. I thought I could see streaks of white in her long hair. His mother?

var Rorik wasn’t speaking as he stared at his monitor, clearly just waiting for Lipa to deliver his meal, so I shifted my tablet onto the spare seat and stood.

“Mind if I take a look at your book collection?”

“Hmm?” He lifted his head, a furrow seeming to have taken up permanent residence between his brows. “Oh. Sure.”

I walked over and feigned interest in the boring-sounding titles for a few seconds, before casually stopping in front of the framed photo.

Okay, definitely his mum. Or Mom, as he most likely called her. She was older, and I could see the similarities, even though the colouring in their hair and claws was different. I took a quick look at one of the other photos, which seemed to be of his family. Eight adults with the same woman in the centre, var Rorik to her right. They all looked similar, though he was by far the biggest.

And the hottest. Even though it was a very good-looking family.

When I heard the door open, I turned and headed back for my seat. So var Rorik had pictures of his family in his office. That was a little unexpected.

As Lipa placed a tray in front of var Rorik, I subtly scanned his desk for any more photos. If he did have a girlfriend—sorry, lady friend—he probably kept her photo close by so he could gaze at her tall, elegant demiurgus beauty all day.

There weren’t any pictures on his desk. For some reason, that made me relax, and I looked up quickly when Lipa passed me my water to give her a grateful smile. “Thanks.”

She smiled back before turning to var Rorik. “Is there anything else, sir?”

He was already shovelling food into his mouth. “Nope. Go home, Lipa. Oh, wait, is Felik still here? He might want to have a say in the venue.”

“He and Boryn already left, sir. Boryn is Mr var Stimis’ assistant,” she added to me politely.

var Rorik snorted. “Of course. He seeing Bavia again tonight?”

“He didn’t say, sir.”

“No worries.” He shoved another spoonful of plain brown rice into his mouth. “See you tomorrow.”

“See you tomorrow, sir. Bye, Anita.”

“Bye, Lipa. Hopefully see you soon. Oh.” I twisted in my seat to grin at her. “Maybe you can come with me to pick the food for the event. I’m sure Mr var Rorik won’t be interested in that.”

I glanced over to see him narrowing his eyes at me as he chewed on a piece of chicken. “I’m interested. Why wouldn’t I be interested?”

Lipa made her escape as I gave him a polite smile. “I just assumed you’d want to maintain your strict diet.”

“I have cheat days,” he muttered, reaching for his water bottle to chug half of it.

“Well then. I’ll let you know when Piquante can fit us in. Hopefully it falls on a cheat day.”

“Good.” He gestured at his plate. “Just give me five minutes to finish this and then we can go over the venues. Uh, are you sure you don’t want anything?” he added awkwardly.

“I’m sure. Thanks.”

I bent my head over my tablet to let him eat in peace. I didn’t particularly want to interact with him anymore until he stopped being so surly. When I opened my emails back up, they still hadn’t refreshed. I frowned but stayed quiet, tapping over to my Wi-Fi settings to see if they had a guest network. They did, but it was password protected. Suppressing an irritated huff, I kept my head lowered and pretended to be working so I wouldn’t have to sit there aimlessly while he ate.

“Fuck, that feels better,” var Rorik said a few minutes later.

I looked up to see him leaning back in his seat and finishing the last of his water, the plate in front of him scraped clean.

“Glad to hear it,” I said politely.

His ears fluttered as he set down his empty bottle. “Uh, yeah, sorry about that. I just, uh… have a pretty strict meal plan, so it stresses me out when it gets messed up.”

I blinked in surprise at hearing him admit to something like that. Admit to anything that could be perceived as a flaw or weakness. “I understand. Ready to talk about the venues?”

“Yeah, let’s do it.” He nodded at my tablet. “You took notes, right?”

For the next twenty minutes, we went over the three venues. var Rorik was in a far better mood after eating, but he still found flaws in everything. One of them was too small. One of them didn’t have an impressive enough bar. The last one gave him “bad vibes”.

“Look,” I said eventually, wiping a hand over my face. “I know you’d prefer to hold it in a building your firm designed, but I really think the ballroom at the Basalt is an option worth considering.”

He snorted, leaning back in his seat. “We can’t hold it in a building we didn’t design. We’d look so stupid.”

“Not necessarily,” I said, fighting for calm. “The Basalt Hotel is one of the oldest buildings in the city. It’s not like you’d be holding it somewhere that was designed by a rival firm. It’s got a rich history, it’s an institution in demiurgus culture, and they hold events like this all the time, so we’d be in good hands.”

He wrinkled his flat nose. “I dunno.”

“Why don’t I show you some photos of similar events we’ve held there?” I asked quickly, tapping over to the browser on my tablet.

“I mean, I’ve been to a ton of events there, but sure.”

Ignoring that, I typed in our URL and prayed the website would load. It didn’t, staying as a blank white page. Gritting my teeth in frustration, I glanced up. “Would you mind giving me the Wi-Fi password?”

“Uh… I don’t know it.” He nodded at my tablet. “Didn’t you use the Wi-Fi the last time you were here?”

“No. I didn’t need to.” I tried refreshing the page, but it still wouldn’t load. “Do you know how I can get it?”

“Uh…” He looked around as if the Wi-Fi password might be painted on the walls of his office. “Lipa’s gone home.”

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. I had the utmost respect for PAs everywhere—I bet it wasn’t too dissimilar from babysitting a spoiled, overgrown toddler in a fancy suit every day.

Exhaling in defeat, I said, “Okay, well, I can email you over some photos when I get home.”

“Just show me here.” He nodded at his monitor.

I tensed. Show him… on his computer? But that would mean going around to his side of the desk. Sitting near him.

When I didn’t say anything, he raised a brow. “Don’t you want to get this squared away so you can start actually planning the event?”

“Yes. Of course I do.”

“So just show me on here.” He gestured at his monitor again, then shot me a smirk. “Don’t worry, Anita. You’ll still get to see me all the time at the gym, if that’s what’s stopping you.”

That had me shooting up out of my seat. “Fine.”

When I turned to pick up my chair, var Rorik surprised me yet again by quickly standing up and saying, “I can get it.”

“I’m fine.”

The armchair was heavy, but I could handle it. I carried it around the desk and set it down a respectable distance from his chair, then perched on the edge.

He gestured at his keyboard. “Go ahead.”

I clenched my jaw as I was forced to scoot the chair forward a little to reach it. He was right there, alarmingly close. He still smelled annoyingly good despite the long day, and he was all relaxed and in his element now that he’d eaten and was kicking back in his big, fancy office.

Once the Feris Events website had loaded, I quickly navigated over to the photos of our past events. Some of our most impressive events had been held at the Basalt—its ballroom really was stunning—so there was a good selection. I clicked through them, explaining a little about each one, while var Rorik slouched back and drummed his claws on the armrest of his chair.

“Pretty nice, I guess,” he eventually said, voice gruff. “But I’m just not sure.”

God, he was such a contrary ass. How long was he going to drag this out for? This was clearly the right choice. And he’d said himself that he’d been to plenty of events there, so he knew how popular it was as a venue.

“Would it sway your opinion if I told you they allow open flames?” I said lightly, keeping my eyes on the screen. “Which means we’d be able to have the flaming shots you specifically requested.”

I couldn’t stop myself from glancing over at him. His nostrils flared, eyes narrowing at me as his mouth thinned into a flat line.

After a few seconds, he said, “You know, you’re really annoying.”

That just meant I’d successfully gotten to him, so I took it as a win. Shrugging demurely, I told him, “I’m just very dedicated to making sure my clients are satisfied.”

As soon as I said it, I wanted to cringe. What are you doing, Anita?

But var Rorik’s yellow eyes had widened, before they dipped to my mouth. My thighs clenched together, something hot suddenly throbbing in the pit of my stomach. Definitely not any lower than that. It was probably just… gas or something.

He didn’t answer for a few seconds, still staring at my mouth. His fingers tightened on the armrest, claws scraping. Then he rasped again, “You’re really annoying.”

“Am I?” I tried to keep my tone carefree, but the look in his eyes was making my heart beat too fast.

“Yes.” He leaned forward in his seat, making my pulse leap. “Really. Fucking. Annoying. And…”

I saw his prominent Adam’s apple bob as I waited for him to finish, my heart in my throat. “And…?”

“And…” He met my gaze, his oval pupils expanding in a rush. “You’re…”

My control snapped, seemingly at the exact same moment as his. Before either of us could take a second to realise what a bad idea this was, we were lunging for each other.


Chapter Ten

[image: image-placeholder]
Anita


Ifound myself leaning over him, one knee perched on the seat of his chair between his thighs as our mouths crushed together and our lips parted immediately for our tongues to meet.

His was long and had a ridged texture, gentle bumps rasping over mine. But the kiss wasn’t gentle in the slightest—it was hard and aggressive and full of pent-up… something.

I was gripping the lapels of his suit while his big hands clutched my waist and he grunted into my mouth, thrusting his tongue deep, his breaths already a little unsteady against my lips.

Then his hands shot down to palm the backs of my thighs as he stood up in a rush and lifted me off my feet before depositing me on his desk. Now he was the one leaning over me, forcing me to angle my head up so I could keep kissing him, because for some reason kissing him seemed like the most important thing in the world.

My head was already spinning. He just smelled so good, and those ridges on his tongue were making me shiver, and this was the most furious, frantic kiss of my life. I’d never been kissed like this before. Did he always kiss like this?

A sudden thought cut through the feverish haze, making my gut bottom out.

“Wait.” I broke the kiss, hands still gripping the lapels of his suit. He looked a little dazed, blinking fast as he focused on me. “Do you actually have a ‘lady friend’?”

His jaw clenched in frustration, the muscle ticking. “God, you’re so—No, okay? I made it up because I got a fucking cramp in my leg and had to stop. There’s no fucking lady friend. And I don’t call my girlfriends lady friends. I was just… in a lot of pain. I wasn’t thinking clearly. I hadn’t eaten any complex carbs.”

I stared at him for a second, seeing only honesty and irritated embarrassment at being called out on his lie in his gaze.

“Okay.”

I yanked him closer by his suit to kiss him again, wanting to smile at the muffled sound he made against my mouth. His big hands cupped my face as his ridged tongue slicked against mine, making my pulse leap. That kind of touch felt… uncomfortably intimate, and he must have thought so too, because a second later he dropped his hands to grasp my hips instead, tugging me even closer to the edge of the desk.

I fisted his shirt, twisting it under my fingers and feeling a strange stab of possessive satisfaction over the fact that I’d leave a mark by wrinkling up the immaculately pressed white fabric, possibly stretching it beyond saving.

My knuckles bumped against firmness beneath the material, belly swooping at the realisation that I could touch him right now—actually touch him. Skin-to-skin. I bet he ran hot. I bet his skin was perfectly smooth and flawless all over.

I didn’t have the patience to undo his shirt buttons, so I yanked the tails out of his slacks and shoved my hands underneath. God, his stomach was rock hard. And ridiculously bumpy with muscle. I dragged my short, neatly trimmed nails over his abs and felt him shudder, his claws biting into my hips.

One of his hands shifted onto the top of my thigh, making my lower body tighten up with anticipation, but then it stopped. His fingers flexed before I felt them fiddling uncertainly with the waistband of my pants.

I appreciated the fact that he wasn’t making any assumptions and going straight into tearing off my clothes, but god-fucking-damnit, I wanted him to tear off my clothes. Grabbing his hand, I brought it between my legs in an unspoken, impatient demand.

He groaned, his big hand cupping my pussy through my pants and rubbing slowly, creating warm friction. I kissed him harder, thrusting my tongue into his mouth, shivering when it brushed against the edges of his sharp teeth. He was already breathing faster, and soon the kiss grew messy and frantic. Almost desperate.

There was a little voice in the back of my head screaming at me. What are you doing? What are you doing? It was faint, almost drowned out entirely by the pounding of my pulse, but just as I started to listen to it, I felt Nuni’s fingers fumbling with the fly of my pants.

My clit pulsed. Visions of him sliding his big hand inside my underwear and cupping my hot pussy wiped away all other thoughts. I started tearing at the buttons with him, trying to get them undone as fast as possible.

Then he was yanking my pants and underwear down my legs, not even breaking the kiss as he reached to tug off my sensible black shoes to get everything over one foot. Before I could react, he dropped into his chair and rolled it closer as he freed my other leg from the tangle of fabric, then shoved my knees open wide.

Oh my god. My eyes widened, surprise making me fall back on my elbows.

His breath escaped him in a rush as he stared at my cunt, then he pushed my shirt up to my sternum and leaned in to drop an open-mouthed kiss on my stomach, before trailing his tongue to my hipbone to gently scraping his sharp teeth over it.

A shudder wracked my frame, my widespread thighs twitching. Fuck, was he actually going to…

“Wait,” I blurted for the second time.

var Rorik groaned, tipping his forehead onto my stomach. “Oh my god.”

“I just—” Feeling uncharacteristically shy, I cleared my throat. “You know I can’t exactly, um… reciprocate in kind, right?”

I’d seen demiurgus porn—who hadn’t?—so I was aware of the barbs. And the intimidating length.

“I know,” he grated, lifting his head. “It doesn’t matter. Can I keep going now?”

I licked my lips, staring down at him. At his mouth, breathlessly close to my pussy. “Yes.”

So he didn’t expect anything in return? Yet another surprise. I’d pegged him as the type to only go down on a woman if he knew he’d get something out of it.

But no. Apparently not. Because he was already trailing kisses down my stomach to my pubic mound, briefly rubbing his nose against the patch of hair there, before pulling back as his long thumbs framed my pussy and pressed down gently, spreading me wider.

I clamped my lower lip between my teeth, trying to control my breathing so he wouldn’t know how eager I was to feel his tongue. I shut my eyes to heighten the anticipation.

“Wow.”

That made them pop right back open. I tensed up and defensively asked, “What?”

“Nothing, just… your clit is cute.”

Well that was possibly the strangest compliment I’d ever received. “Uh… okay.”

“It’s so small. Aw.” He shot me a sly grin. “Look at it all hidden in there.”

“Are you sure you’re looking at the right thing?”

That wiped the smile off his face, nostrils flaring in outrage.

“Yes. I may have never been with a human, but I know where the clit is on one.” He glared up at me. “Do you want me to eat your pussy or not?”

My cunt gave an enthusiastic throb in answer, still framed by his long thumbs, which drew his gaze back down as his eyes flared with heat. He shifted a thumb to stroke me, being careful of his claw. I was already wet, so when the pad of his thumb swiped back up and smoothed over my clit, it was slick with my arousal. I bit down on my lip again.

“Well.” I swallowed. All I could think was, Thank god I showered after that spin class. “Seeing as you’re down there…”

He was already lowering his head. At the first touch of his hot tongue, my breath escaped in a hard rush and he groaned against me. His thumbs kept me spread wide open, allowing him to find my clit with unerring accuracy and circle it lightly with the tip of his tongue.

His thumbs pressed harder, claws digging into my skin and making a sharp jolt of arousal shoot into my core. He pressed a hot, open-mouthed kiss to my pussy, letting out a curt groan when my clit pulsed against his tongue.

“I’m only”—lick—“doing this”—lick—“to shut you up.” He sucked my clit briefly into his mouth, making my legs spasm. “About the fucking flaming shots.”

“F-fine,” I managed, trying not to sound too breathless.

“You’re so”—another hungry lick—“fucking infuriating.”

“Oh my god, stop talking.” I glared down at him and he glared right back up, though it wasn’t the least bit intimidating while his tongue was still swiping over my pussy. “Just get on with it already!”

He narrowed his eyes before focusing on the task at hand, flicking my clit with his tongue before drawing it into his mouth for another suck.

My eyes almost crossed, a gasp escaping me as my head fell back. When I felt his lips curve into a smug smile against me, indignation made me lift my head to glare down at him again.

“Don’t take it personally if you can’t make me come.” I regretted the words as soon as I said them, because fuck, he was definitely going to make me come. “It can take a while sometimes.”

It had absolutely been the wrong thing to say. I didn’t even know why I said it—I just wanted to take him down a peg. Maybe bruise that gigantic ego. Instead, his yellow eyes gleamed with cunning as he lifted his gaze to meet mine.

“You don’t think I can make you come?” he rasped, then gave my clit another feather-soft lick.

I fought the urge to squirm. To push my hips up off the desk to get closer. “I’m just… I’m just saying.”

He hmmed, giving my clit a wet, filthy kiss. “I’m pretty sure I can make you come, Anita.”

I shuddered from hearing him say my name in that deep voice while he was tonguing my pussy. Fuck, why had I goaded him?

“How about this.” He lifted his head and started smoothing the pad of his thumb over my pulsing clit in slow circles. “If I make you come—which I will—you never bring up the fucking flaming shots again.”

I tried my best to concentrate. “So you don’t want them then?”

His nostrils flared, jaw clenching, but then he buried his mouth back between my legs without answering, arms looping around my thighs to keep them spread wide.

Oh god, he was ruthlessly determined now. His ridged tongue felt almost unfairly good. He somehow knew exactly how much how pressure I needed against my clit. He gave the length of my pussy a long, lingering lick, then seemed to get distracted by the dip of my opening, sliding the tip of his tongue inside and moaning hoarsely.

“Fuck, you’re so wet,” he croaked, then froze before forcing a cocky smirk on his face as he glanced up at me. “This’ll be easy.”

“Don’t be so—nngh.” My elbows finally gave out as he sucked my clit into his mouth, and I fell flat onto the desk. My hips jerked, and he made another rough sound as he sucked, claws biting into my thighs.

My socked feet were shifting restlessly on the armrests of his chair, making it jerk side to side slightly. With a grunt of irritation, he tightened his grip on my thighs and hoisted my legs over his wide shoulders, still licking and swirling his tongue the entire time.

Well, alright then. I swallowed thickly, trying to stop myself from panting too hard, and crossed my ankles at his nape to use the impressive strength in my legs to tug him closer, until his flat nose was pressed firmly against my pubic mound.

var Rorik seemed to like it, a shudder running down his back as he groaned and slurped on my clit with renewed vigour, making my legs start to shake.

I was trying so hard to retain my last shred of control, but he was rapidly stripping it from me with his infuriatingly talented tongue. My hands scrabbled over the smooth wood of his desk as I resisted the urge to bury them in his long, perfect hair. It felt too intimate to touch him like that, which didn’t really make much sense while his tongue was between my legs. But I didn’t want him to know how close I was to coming. How fucking good he was at this.

I choked on a breath when he speared me with his tongue, its ridged texture bumping over my inner walls. Oh god, it was longer than a human’s, which meant there was a chance he could—

A strained, “Sh-shit,” burst out of me when the tip of his tongue smoothed over my g-spot. And then he slid a hand inward to stroke my clit fast with the pad of his thumb, assaulting all my nerve endings from both sides.

Oh god. Oh fuck. My thighs started to quake, hips jerking frantically as I reached up and grabbed the edge of the desk above my head, needing to hold on to something so I didn’t clutch desperately at his hair. I couldn’t hold back my moans anymore, heat blooming through my lower body and my pulse pounding in my ears. I felt more than heard the muffled groan that came from him, his tongue still buried deep and his slippery thumb rubbing my clit with determined, relentless speed.

A hoarse cry ripped from my throat when the orgasm hit me in a hard wave, bowing my spine up off the desk. I moaned with every burst of pleasure that splintered out from my clit, the intensity of it making me shudder and hunch inward. I gave in and fisted his hair to hold him in place, hearing another guttural groan leave him as I clenched around his tongue.

Long moments later, he slid it free, but kept licking me feverishly instead of pulling away. My weak, shaking legs slid off his shoulders, feet landing heavily on the armrests of his chair. I released his hair and collapsed back onto the desk, my chest heaving as I stared up at the ceiling through dazed eyes. A hoarse moan left him as he licked his way back up to my clit and gave it a wet kiss.

My hips jerked with sensitivity, but I was almost positive he’d be able to make me come again if he kept it up for long enough. Which probably wouldn’t need to be all that long. But a few seconds later, he tore his mouth away.

The creak of his chair made me struggle up onto my hands in a rush, something small and vulnerable pinching at my chest as I rushed to shore up my defences. If he stood up and left without a word, or laughed about making me come so hard, or mentioned the flaming shots, I was pretty sure I’d kick him in the face.

But when I looked at him, he was frantically clawing at the front of his pants before groaning in relief as he reached in and pulled out his cock.

My mouth went dry. Good grief, that was…

“Fuuuck,” he groaned, fist already flying up and down the hard length.

With his free hand, he gripped my calf, tight gaze roaming from my face down to between my legs. His eyes flared with heat, tongue swiping over his lower lip as his chest began to heave.

“Shit, yeah, stay just like that,” he panted, gaze locked on my spread pussy, still wet and swollen from his mouth.

I couldn’t speak as I stared, my own breaths quickening once again. His cock was black like the rest of his skin, with a hint of blue around its hairless base. It jutted up between the tails of his shirt, unfathomably dark against the stark white fabric.

And it was ridiculously long. Half of me wanted to snap my legs shut and shove his chair away at the sight of that monster, while the other half was pleading with me to demand he get up on this desk and see how much would actually fit inside me.

But then I remembered the barbs, and I watched in fascination as his sliding fist pushed them inward with every upstroke, before they flared back out once they were free from the tight ring of his fingers. The head was smooth and tapered, already gleaming with smoky pre-cum.

I wondered how he would react if I got to my knees and drew the head of his cock into my mouth. Or if I got to my knees and asked him if he wanted that—forced him to admit that he did. Maybe made him beg a little. But the thought of watching him make himself come kept me on the desk. Instead, I found myself lowering a hand between my legs and sliding my fingers over my pussy, my gaze locked on the big, dark fist shuttling up and down that long, perfect cock.

Of course his dick was as perfect as the rest of him. Bastard.

“Nngh, fuck,” var Rorik groaned through gritted teeth as he watched me touch myself.

His fingers dug harder into my leg, claws pricking at the meat of my calf. I couldn’t stop the low moan that left me, letting my knees fall open even wider as I used all four fingers to circle my clit in rough strokes. My hips bucked against my hand, belly clenching as a new knot of pleasure formed, drawing tighter and tighter while he stroked his big dick in front of me, slumped back in his desk chair, still fully dressed in his expensive suit with just the straining length of his cock jutting from his fly.

“Sh-shit.” His hips twitched, thighs spreading wider as he started humping his hand. “Oh fuck—”

The knot of pleasure unfurled into a second, smaller orgasm that made me shudder as his cock started firing long ropes of dark, gleaming cum all over his crisp white shirt and pale blue tie. He loosed a ragged groan, head tipping back and eyes squeezing closed, his lips parted just enough to show me a hint of his sharp white teeth.

I couldn’t look away, panting after my second orgasm, my hand still pressed firmly against my throbbing cunt.

“Fuuuck.” His fist slowed, still stroking languidly over his length as his body sagged back into the chair. He released a hard breath, heavy eyelids blinking open and a look of utter satiation on his stupidly handsome face.

Until the reality of what we’d just done seemed to hit us both at the exact same moment, the fog of lust evaporating in a jarring rush. I snapped my knees shut just as var Rorik choked on a breath and whipped his hand away from his cock. His head flew up, yellow eyes wide as he stared at me.

I stared back in agonised silence, having no idea what to say. My skin grew hot and prickly all over for a far less pleasant reason this time.

He was a client.

I’d just had sex with a client.

In the client’s office.

On the client’s desk.

Shit. This was bad. This was definitely… not good.

I was so getting fired.


Chapter Eleven
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As reality kicked in, it felt like I was floating back into my body. I looked down and stared in mild horror at the dark cum streaking the front of my shirt and tie.

Then my gaze locked onto Anita’s long, bare legs, trailing up one shapely brown calf to her bony knees, which were tightly pressed together. Her socked feet were still resting on the armrests of my chair, but a second later she’d shoved it back to hop down from the desk and snatch up the crumpled heap of her clothes.

I looked away to give her some privacy while she dressed, but then I noticed the wet streak she’d left on the dark wood of my desk. My ears fluttered, cock giving an eager twitch, making me realise it was still hanging out the front of my pants.

I stood up quickly and turned away as I stuffed my dick back into my underwear and hurriedly fastened my slacks. The room was painfully silent aside from the rustling sounds of our clothes. My hearts started beating faster again as I frantically tried to think of something to say, but before I could, Anita cleared her throat.

“We—we shouldn’t have done that.”

“I know,” I said quickly, fumbling to stuff my shirt tails into my pants. As well as the cum staining it, the fabric was all twisted and wrinkled. My gut bottomed out as I remembered Anita dragging me closer to crush her mouth to mine.

When she appeared in my periphery to grab her shoe, I figured it was safe to turn around. Even though I wasn’t sure I wanted to. I didn’t know what I’d see on her face.

“Look, can we just… call a truce for a second.” She was bending over to tug on her shoe when I took a quick breath and finally turned. “This is bad. Corva is… Corva has a really strict rule about… overstepping boundaries when it comes to clients.”

Right. Because I was her client. She was only here because we’d paid her firm to organise our event.

Why did that make me feel kind of crappy?

“It’s basically one of the only rules,” Anita was saying, aggressively pulling on her other shoe. “So this can’t—this can’t happen again. Not that I’m assuming either of us want it to happen again. But it can’t.”

I could tell she was flustered, and I was weirdly shocked to realise I didn’t like it. I didn’t like… seeing her all anxious and unsettled. I kind of wanted to make her feel better.

“Look, we’re… we’re two consenting adults.” I watched as she yanked the tie from her messy ponytail to redo it. “Stuff happens. People can’t control who they’re…” I stopped that train of thought. “How can she actually enforce that?”

“Because it should be easy to not have sex with a client!” Anita burst out, yanking her hair through the tie. “It shouldn’t be hard to maintain that professional boundary!”

“Okay,” I said quickly. “Well, I mean, obviously it… wasn’t so easy in this case.”

Which, honestly, was confusing the shit out of me. Anita was a giant pain in the ass. She was frustrating as hell and only seemed to rub me up the wrong way. And despite what Laki had tried to insinuate last week, I was not attracted to her. I wasn’t.

Although… it was a little harder to convince myself of that after almost coming in my pants while my tongue had been inside her.

“God.” Anita scrubbed her hands over her face. “She’s going to fire me.”

I stiffened. “How would she even find out?”

She dropped her hands and looked at me, eyes tight and jaw ticking fiercely. Nonplussed, I stared back until realisation thudded into the pit of my stomach.

“What the… Do you think I’m going to tell her?” I asked in disbelief.

“I don’t know,” she answered tightly, narrow shoulders lifting in a jerky shrug. “It would mean you’d win. You wouldn’t have to deal with me anymore.”

“What the fuck, Anita?” I exploded, hands clenching into fists. “I’m not a fucking monster. You seriously believe I’d email your boss and tell her about this to get you fired?”

“I don’t know!” she repeated in a louder voice. “I don’t know you, except that you’re… really fucking competitive and annoying and—Jesus Christ, I’m making this worse.”

She scrubbed at her face again, taking a few deep breaths to try and calm down. When she looked back up at me, her emotions had been masked by a carefully blank expression.

“I’m very sorry, Mr var Rorik.” Her voice wavered slightly. I flinched, not liking the sudden tightness in my chest. “I’ve been beyond unprofessional, not just today, but… It won’t happen again.”

“Don’t.” My mouth twisted into a grimace. “Don’t go all weird.”

“I’m not going weird.” She tugged on the wrinkled hem of her shirt before turning to pick up the armchair.

“Just leave that,” I rushed out, stepping forward to stop her.

She heaved it up and strode quickly around the desk to set it back in its usual place. “It’s no problem.”

“Seriously, stop.” I followed her. “Don’t go all weird, polite robot on me. It’s freaking me out.”

“I’ll be out of your way in a moment.”

“Anita.” I lunged forward to grab her arm, but stopped myself at the last second, even though an unsettled feeling in my gut told me that if she left right now, while she was feeling like this, everything was going to go terribly wrong.

What if she asked Corva to replace her as my event planner? What if she maintained this freaky, distant persona every time we interacted?

Unexpected panic flared and made me blurt, “Come on, dude, just be normal.”

That got her to stop and blink up at me, and my ears fluttered from the dude that had popped out until I saw her mouth twitch. My pulse leapt at the sight of the almost-smile, face spikes flexing once.

“Look, I promise I’m not going to tell your boss about… what happened. I swear. I wouldn’t do that. It’s no one’s fucking business.”

She crossed her arms, clutching her biceps as she stared up at me. After a few seconds, her shoulders relaxed and she nodded. “Okay. Thank you.”

“God, you don’t need to thank me for it.” I huffed in exasperation. “I’m not a complete prick, Anita.”

Her mouth twitched again, and this time a tiny smile tilted her lips. My dual hearts thudded hard in my chest.

“You’re right.” She exhaled, and I thought I saw a hint of regret in her dark eyes as her gaze darted to my mouth. “But… it can’t happen again.”

Why not? No one would know.

My gut clenched as I shot a quick look at my desk.

How the fuck was I going to sit there and concentrate on work tomorrow?

“Alright,” I said evenly, hoping the disappointment wasn’t evident in my voice.

Not that I was super interested in her or anything. Of course not. I’d just… thoroughly enjoyed eating her pussy. I wouldn’t have minded doing it again. That was all.

“It really can’t.”

“Okay,” I said, my tone a little sharper this time.

Her gaze dropped to my mouth again. “Seriously.”

“I get it,” I snapped. “I’m not an idiot.”

She gave me another small smile, and I kind of hated how happy it made me to see it.

“I guess not,” she said thoughtfully. “Which means you probably agree that the ballroom at the Basalt is the best venue for your event.”

“Oh my god, dude.” I irritably tugged on my suit sleeve. “You’re fucking relentless. Fine, I’ll consider it. After we go take a look.”

Her expression grew tense again. “Okay, but… like I said, that—” She gestured at the desk, then awkwardly cleared her throat. “—that can’t happen again.”

“It won’t. It’s not like we’ll be in my office.” As if my office was some kind of sex haven that made people uncontrollably horny. “We’ll be at a hotel.”

I realised what I’d said as soon as I said it, and our eyes met for a second before we both quickly looked away.

What if we arranged the viewing on a weekend? Did weekends count in Corva’s stupid rule? Technically Anita wouldn’t be working. At least not in office hours. And we’d be in a building with lots and lots of private rooms. Lots of beds. Big, comfortable beds. I’d stayed at the Basalt a few times. It was pretty nice.

Maybe I could tell her not to book a proper viewing at the Basalt and instead we just… went there one evening to poke our heads into the ballroom. The bar at the Basalt was nice too, so it’d make sense if we got a drink while we were there so we could stay and discuss it as the potential venue for the event. It wouldn’t be a date. It would still be a… professional evening.

All very professional.

Although we’d probably have to check out one of the hotel rooms too in case some of the party’s guests wanted to stay overnight. I liked to be thorough. I wanted our invitees to have a stellar experience from start to finish.

Shutting down that train of thought, I cleared my throat and smoothed back my hair, which felt a little messy from Anita’s grasping hands. I forced back the urge to rush over to the mirror and check that it looked okay.

“Okay.” I looked at her and stuck out my hand. “So we’re in agreement that even though I was really good, it won’t happen again.”

She huffed, lips curving again as she reached out and shook my hand. “We’re in agreement. It won’t happen again.”

She released me to collect her tablet and backpack, then headed for the door. “I’ll email you tomorrow about the viewing at the Basalt.”

“Okay.” I trailed after her, then found myself blurting, “I was good though, right? It was good?”

She stopped with her long, slender fingers wrapped around the door handle and looked back at me. Her ponytail slipped over her shoulder, and I had a sudden urge to run my claws through it. Maybe bury my face in it and give it a good sniff.

“Yes,” she said with a tiny smile. “It was good.”


Chapter Twelve
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Imanaged to leave the office and get into my car without anyone noticing the cum stains all over my shirt. They were still visible even after I’d buttoned my suit jacket. I’d shot pretty far.

I’d come shockingly hard, just from jerking myself off and watching Anita touch herself. I mean, I guessed that wasn’t all that surprising. A beautiful woman masturbating right in front of me.

Half naked and spread out on my desk. Where I worked every day.

After I’d just licked her pussy and felt her squeeze around my tongue while she had a giant orgasm.

The moment I got home, I headed into the kitchen to eat. My dick was distractingly hard again, throbbing in my pants, so I ended up shovelling the food into my mouth at breakneck speed before powerwalking to the bathroom so I could jerk off again in the shower.

Except I kind of felt a little bummed when I eventually got out and dried off. Nothing was going to happen again with Anita. We’d agreed. We shook on it. We’d just continue to be event planner and client, as if that little blip had never happened, just like Corva nir Feris’s stupid rule stipulated.

It was a really fucking stupid rule. And technically it didn’t even apply to me. I didn’t work for her. I was free to engage in sexual activities with whoever the fuck I wanted. And if I just so happened to want to engage in sexual activities with one of her employees, who just so happened to want to engage in them with me just as much, who the fuck was she to stop us?

Unless Anita had made it up to stop anything more happening because she didn’t want it to.

I frowned hard as I went into the bedroom and threw on some gym clothes. Had she? Had she been lying? Maybe I’d been bad at eating her out.

No, that couldn’t be it.

Maybe she… I don’t know, didn’t think I’d be good enough for her or something. Perfect, professional Anita who was really good at her job and did pilates and swimming and spin class and had a perfect body and a perfect face and stupid, perfect hair.

Well I had all those things too. I didn’t like to brag, but I was practically flawless. I looked damn good. I ate well and took exquisite care of my body. I had a beautiful car and a stunning nesthouse and a wildly successful business that I’d started from scratch. My watch had cost ten grand. The diamond in my ear had cost a little over double that. I filled out a suit like nobody’s business. And a tux. God, I looked fucking fantastic in a tux. Maybe I should become an international spy so I had more reason to wear one. I’d probably make an insanely good spy, although I didn’t really like martinis and I’d never fired a gun.

I probably wouldn’t even need a gun. A few kickboxing classes, maybe some Krav Maga, and I’d be an unstoppable, handsome force.

Feeling a little better about myself, I sauntered into the kitchen to fill up my water bottle. Instead, I found myself snatching up my phone and typing the web address for Feris Events into my browser.

I didn’t think Anita had been lying about the dumb rule. She’d been too flustered and anxious to have been faking it. Besides, I was pretty sure she would’ve taken great pleasure in telling me flat-out that she wasn’t interested in having sex with me again, especially while my shirt had been streaked with my own cum.

I trawled through the website as if I expected to find a list of employee rules on there, number one being, ‘No having desk sex with your clients, no matter how handsome and charming they are. Not even if they’d make a really sexy spy’.

I glanced up from my phone and looked around my silent kitchen, suddenly feeling stupid. Why did I even care so much? I could go out right now in my gym clothes and find someone else to have sex with in an hour tops. I could probably achieve it without even leaving my nesthouse—just call up one of the many women in my phone and charm them into coming over.

I squirmed, the idea feeling weirdly gross. I still tapped over to my contacts, but I scrolled down to the Ls and hit my sibling’s name before I could think better of it.

“Sup,” Laki answered after a few rings.

“Hey.” I could hear voices in the background. “You busy?”

“Nah, just at Mom’s.”

“Who’s that?” I heard my mother demand.

“It’s Nuni, Ma.”

“Give me the phone, Laki.” There was a rustle before my mom’s voice came through the speaker. “How are you, darling?”

My mouth quirked. “I’m good, Ma. Just about to go to the gym.”

“At this time?”

I huffed in amusement. Mom somehow knew all our schedules—well, except maybe Greid’s. I guessed mine wasn’t too hard to keep track of, seeing as I very, very rarely deviated from it.

I’d deviated from it today, though.

“Yeah, I, uh… was working late.” My ears fluttered weakly. “Could you pass me back to Laki, Ma? I don’t have much time.”

“Alright, darling, I just wanted to hear your voice. Come home soon, will you? Ooh! Greid and Beryl are coming for dinner on Sunday. Why don’t you come then?”

My lip curled. “Maybe. Might be busy on Sunday. I’ll let you know.”

She tutted. “You work too hard, Nuni.”

“It’s Pooni, Mom,” my sister Kiti’s annoying voice piped up in the background, making me scowl.

“I am not calling my precious son that, Kiti,” Mom scolded, then spoke into the phone again. “Come for dinner on Sunday, darling. Let me feed you.”

I rarely took cheat days—despite what I’d told Anita earlier when she mentioned the food-tasting for the event—but I made exceptions for my mom’s cooking.

“What’re you making?” I asked, feeling tempted even though I’d be subjected to an afternoon of being called Pooni. I might be able to withstand it if Mom was making porin. She usually made porin on Sundays.

“Porin, of course,” she confirmed. “It’ll be Beryl’s first time trying it!”

Well, how nice for sweet little Beryl. I grunted. “I might be able to make it, but if I can’t… you wouldn’t save me a bowl, would you Ma? I could drop by Sunday evening to pick it up.”

After Beryl had gone.

“Of course I will, darling, but do try and make it. Now, I’ll pass you back to your sibling. I love you.”

“I love you too.” I waited as she handed the phone back to Laki.

Their voice came through after a few seconds. “So what’s up?”

I hesitated. “You’re busy. It’s fine.”

“It’s all good. I was just heading outside for a smoke.”

“Oh. Okay.”

I shifted in place, then slid onto the stool beside me at the island. I didn’t even know why I’d called them. It wasn’t like I was going to tell them what happened. Calling my sibling to let them know I’d had sex? That was weird. They didn’t need to know about that.

I was just feeling a little off, and Laki always—well, usually—made me feel better. I’d just let them get high and listen to them talk about work or whatever until I felt more relaxed. Then I’d be able to go to the gym and focus on my workout.

“Sorin made these, like, individual Black Forest gateau things,” they told me as I listened to the sound of them walking through the house to the back door. “They’re really good. I’ve already eaten three and I’m not even high yet.”

My mouth quirked. “He’s great at what he does.”

“He told me about your business idea.” The door clicked shut in the background, and I heard the spark of a lighter as Laki sat down with a sigh. “Nice of you to offer that.”

I waved a hand. “It’s nothing. He should be working for himself. He’s more than capable of running his own business. That fuckhead Kalek took advantage of him for years.”

Laki grunted, sucking on their joint. “Yeah, he was a total douche. Do you remember that Christmas he showed up in yoga pants? As if all of us had just been waiting for the day we got to see the outline of his dick.”

“What kind of dickweed wears yoga pants anywhere other than yoga?”

They snorted. “Kiti wears yoga pants all the time. And she doesn’t even do yoga.”

“Yeah, because it would require her to shut the fuck up and actually listen to someone else for an hour.”

Laki laughed. “True. So.” They had another toke of their joint. “What’s up?”

I immediately squirmed in my seat. “Nothin’.”

“Uh huh.”

They fell silent other than the sound of them inhaling and exhaling smoke. I pursed my lips, refusing to be the one to break first. They were annoyingly good at this. Seriously, they could have been a lawyer. Or a telemarketer.

After another ten seconds of them just waiting, I blurted, “I may have… done something.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah.” I drummed my claws restlessly on the kitchen island. “I may have… had sex with my event planner. Just a little,” I rushed to add. “Not much.”

“Oh, wow,” they said mildly. “Just a little sex, huh?”

I frowned. They didn’t sound all that surprised. Why weren’t they surprised? This was shocking news.

“I don’t even know how it happened.” I got up and started pacing. “It just… did.”

Except there had been plenty of opportunities to stop. Anita had paused us a couple of times to clarify some things—like the fact that I did not, in fact, have a lady friend, and I had not, in fact, had to rush off from the gym on Saturday to fly to Paris. How fucking humiliating.

“So it’s probably safe to say you’re attracted to her, then,” Laki deadpanned.

“No,” I shot back automatically, but for some reason it made me feel kind of guilty. “Okay, maybe in a purely… physical sense. She’s still annoying.”

And kind of quick-witted and funny in a subtle way. And admirably efficient and dedicated to her job. And stupidly hot, but that last one probably fell under the only-physical-attraction thing.

“So what happens now?” Laki asked.

My fingers flexed. “Nothing.”

“You don’t think it’ll happen again? She’s clearly attracted to you too.”

As stupid as it was, that perked me up. I hadn’t really thought about that. Anita had to be attracted to me as well. She’d made herself come again just watching me jerk off, which had been ridiculously hot.

“I mean, yeah, obviously she’s attracted to me, but…” I pulled open my fridge and absently stared at the neat rows of my prepared meals in their containers. “She said her boss has some rule about boundaries with clients.”

“Ah.” Laki took a drag on their joint. “Makes sense.”

My mouth screwed up. “Surely that’s not, like, legal or whatever. Maybe she can talk to someone about her rights.”

There was a pause. Laki sounded extremely amused when they spoke. “I mean, I doubt ‘You’re not allowed to bone your clients’ is written into her contract or anything. It’s probably just an understanding they all have.”

“I’m just saying, it’s pretty ridiculous, if you ask me,” I muttered, slamming the fridge shut.

Laki chuckled. “Well how would you feel if your firm had a big contract with an important client and you found out one of the junior architects working on it had started fucking the boss?”

I struggled to answer for a second. “I wouldn’t care.”

“Bullshit.”

“I wouldn’t, dude,” I snapped, even though I definitely would.

Laki snorted. “Sure. So she said it can’t happen again?”

“Yeah.” I wandered over to the windows and scowled at the blurred view through the stained glass. “I agreed, obviously. It’s not like I’m desperate for it to happen again and she isn’t. We were in agreement.”

“Okay. So what’s the problem?”

“Who said there’s a problem?” I snapped defensively.

Laki calmly said, “There’s a problem.”

“There’s no problem,” I shot back. “I just… called to let you know.”

Silence. Then, “You called to let me know you had ‘a little sex’ with your event planner, but you’re not interested in it happening again.”

My ears fluttered. “That makes it sound weird, dude.”

“If that’s all it really is, it probably could’ve been a text. Or even nothing. Nothing would’ve been fine. It’s not like I’m dying to know when my brother has sex and who he has sex with.” There was a faint hiss as Laki stubbed out their joint. “So let’s go through the progress your brain has made.”

I rolled my eyes. “Don’t go all zen psychoanalyst on me, dude.”

“You’ve admitted you’re attracted to her.”

“Physically,” I clarified.

“And you want to have sex with her again.”

I opened my mouth to deny it, but stayed silent.

“What do you think she wants?”

My instinct was to declare that of course she wanted to have sex with me again. Who wouldn’t? But I forced myself to go over our conversation in my head before answering.

“I think she… I think she’d want to if there wasn’t that stupid rule. She seemed kind of disappointed when she told me it couldn’t happen again.”

“Okay, so that’s something. It’s not like she’s going to be your event planner forever, is it? So just wait until the event’s over and ask her out then, if she does seem interested.”

I scoffed. “I don’t want to date her.”

My gut went all squirmy. I really needed to get those allergy tests done.

“Fine,” Laki said flatly. “Wait ’til the event’s over and see if she’s interested in a casual thing.”

I blinked at the dark street outside. “What? Wait… to see if she wants to have sex again? As in… wait?”

For sex? Who waited for sex? I could understand waiting if I wanted an actual thing with her. Like a… relationship or whatever. But I definitely didn’t. I was pretty sure we’d want to kill each other by the end of our first date.

The concept of waiting months just to have sex with someone again… That seemed a little sketchy, if you asked me.

“When’s the event?” Laki asked.

I scrubbed a hand over my face. “Uh… September.”

“Okay so, like, six months. Can you wait six months?”

Could I? I wrinkled my nose. Could I be around Anita for the next six months and not think about what we’d done? How she’d looked spread out on my desk? The sounds she’d made while coming?

“This is bullshit,” I exploded. “If we both want to have sex with each other, how the fuck can some random third person decide we’re not allowed to?”

“Not a random person,” Laki said calmly. “Her boss. And it’s obviously important to her to respect her boss’s rules. So you have to respect that too.”

“I do,” I said, flustered. “I didn’t try and convince her otherwise. I agreed. I wasn’t a pushy creep or anything.”

“That’s good.”

“I’m just saying,” I snapped. “It’s stupid.”

Laki sighed. “Look, she’s only your event planner for the next six months. Then after that there’s no contract, no professional relationship. Just… maybe subtly let her know that you’re actually interested in her and leave it at that. See how she responds. And once the event’s over, go from there.”

“Let her know?” I spluttered. “What, email her to say that I wouldn’t say no to more sex but no pressure? I’d look pathetic, dude.”

Laki snorted. “You of all people know how to craft a carefully worded email that gets your point across without being explicit. Just keep it professional, but let her know you’re not a total dog who had sex with her once and now doesn’t give a shit.”

“That sounds complicated.”

“It’s really not. Just be nice but respectful, and maintain the professional boundary she’s put in place.”

“Be nice?” I made a face. “I’m always nice, dude. I’m charming as fuck.”

“Uh huh,” they deadpanned.

“Fuck you, asswipe. I’m the nicest fucking one out of all of us.”

“Clearly.” There was a rustle as they shifted in their seat. “Feel better now?”

I rubbed the back of my neck. “Not really.”

“We’ve made progress, dude. You’ve admitted you’re attracted to her. You’re going to respect her boundaries but let her know the… encounter between you two didn’t mean nothing. Then you’re going to wait.”

I fidgeted, my hand getting a little sweaty around my phone. “I probably won’t even want to have sex with her in six months.”

“Well, then nothing will happen and you’ll both move on.”

“Yeah.” I looked back out the window and took a deep breath. Against all the odds, I did feel better. Laki had weird powers. “Okay. I can do that.”

I could wait. I’d be the fucking best at waiting.


Chapter Thirteen
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Anita


Iwasn’t sure whether to laugh or punch something as I stared at the email from var Rorik on Tuesday morning.

Ms Chaudhary,

As per our lively discussion yesterday, my associate’s well-meaning (if not somewhat gauche) idea of “flaming shots” for the event has officially been taken off the table. I’m sure you’ll come up with a suitably appropriate drinks menu befitting the theme of the evening.

If there’s anything else you’d like to discuss, I’d be happy to make the time. For more lively discussions.

Nuni

My thighs clenched together at the idea of repeating our “lively discussion”. I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about our “lively discussion” all night. Or morning. I’d zoned out on the walk to my pilates class, almost stepping straight into traffic. And the pilates hadn’t helped to distract me whatsoever. All I’d been able to think about was if var Rorik was on the gym floor next door in his grey sweats and skin-tight shirt. All sweaty, with his big muscles bulging while he lifted weights.

I couldn’t believe I’d missed my one and only chance to see him naked.

God, I bet he looked unspeakably good naked. I wanted to see him completely bare, spread out and vulnerable underneath me—although I doubted Nuni var Rorik ever let himself actually be vulnerable.

But he would be, in a way, if the tables were turned and he was the one naked and on display while I was fully dressed. I couldn’t stop myself from picturing it. var Rorik naked in my bed—or any bed, it didn’t matter—with his face all tight and desperate and his claws digging into the mattress and his big, muscular chest heaving while I knelt between his legs and played with his dick. Maybe worked a finger inside him.

Did he like a finger in his ass? Some people didn’t, and yesterday’s encounter hadn’t really been enough to tell me what he was truly like in bed. Whether he was regimented and stuck only to what he knew he liked, or if he was up for trying anything at least once.

And I’d never find out.

Unless… unless something did happen again. Just accidentally. Through no fault of our own. Maybe when we went to view the ballroom at the Basalt Hotel, we’d accidentally get lost and find ourselves in a magically unlocked and unoccupied hotel room. Maybe he’d trip and his pants would fall down and his shirt buttons would burst open. Maybe he’d stumble and land flat onto the bed, and then I’d stumble too and find myself falling on top of him…

“Anita!”

I jumped out of my skin when Corva’s voice cut through my spiralling horny thoughts. All the blood drained from my face as I lifted my head and stared at her, as if she’d somehow know what I’d been picturing. What had happened.

“How’s it going with the Rorik + Stimis event?” she asked cheerfully, making me blink rapidly. God, I was a fucking terrible liar—most of the time. How was I going to do this?

“You were out yesterday looking at venues, right?” she continued, making her way over to my desk.

“I… Yes.” I licked my dry lips and glanced at the bottle of water on my desk. Would it be obvious something was up if I had to take a long sip to wet my suddenly parched throat? And maybe delay this conversation?

It felt like every tiny movement I made brought up a gigantic neon sign flashing above my head. OUR BIG, IMPORTANT CLIENT WENT DOWN ON ME ON HIS DESK YESTERDAY!

“Mr var Rorik”—my gut clenched just saying his name—“is somewhat particular about where the event should be held. But I’ve almost convinced him to go for the ballroom at the Basalt.”

She nodded in approval and beamed at me. “Fantastic choice. See? I knew I could trust you with this one.”

My stomach squeezed into an even tighter knot, guilt making me want to hunch over. She shouldn’t trust me. I’d fucked up so bad. Corva was a great boss, and for the most part, she was very relaxed with her staff. Which made the rules she did have even more meaningful.

And I’d broken the biggest one.

Having sex with a client was so unbelievably unprofessional. I mean, that went without saying. I couldn’t actually believe I was thinking this, but thank god it had been with var Rorik, who I genuinely trusted wouldn’t say anything. I didn’t even know why I was so sure of that—I barely knew him—but he’d been so… sincere last night when I started panicking. He’d actually made me feel better.

I understood why the rule might seem unnecessary or over-the-top to him, but that was because he wasn’t the type to brag to his friends about fucking his event planner within a week of hiring her. Those were the kinds of rumours that could make a company a laughingstock. The kind that could stop people from hiring us because their lifemates or spouses couldn’t trust the person who’d suddenly be in their partner’s life for months, going to intimate food-tastings and venues like hotels with them.

Rumours always got out of hand, and the business world was viciously cutthroat. I represented Corva and her company when I was working with clients. And so far, with this particular client, I’d done a piss-poor job.

I knew I should just process it as a lapse in judgement and move on, never let it happen again, but I was pretty sure this guilt would eat away at me. And I did trust var Rorik not to tell Corva or go blabbing to his associate, but… what if someone found out anyway?

What if a junior architect had come to his door last night and heard us, after seeing me go into his office? Or…

Oh my god. A horrifying realisation made my armpits prickle with sweat. The windows. The giant fucking windows behind his desk, offering an unobstructed view from the building opposite of me spread-eagled on his desk with his face buried between my legs.

Oh my god. Oh my god. It hadn’t been late—there’d surely still been people working in those offices. What if someone had filmed it? That was the kind of shit people posted online all the time. And phone cameras were almost worryingly good now. They would’ve been able to zoom right in on my face.

I exhaled a slow breath, trying to calm down. Okay, that was worst-case scenario. That was unlikely. It was far more probable that no one—and by no one, I meant Corva—would ever find out.

But there was still a chance. I fearfully looked up at her as she chatted to Vee about something. Should I tell her before she found out some other way? Just… rip the band-aid off and deal with the consequences now, instead of worrying and feeling guilty for months while I worked on the Rorik + Stimis event? While I interacted with var Rorik on a regular basis. While Corva trusted me to do a good job and maintain her business’s excellent reputation.

If I told her, she could deal with it how she saw fit. It seemed like the fairest thing to do. The decent thing to do. Maybe she wouldn’t fire me, but she’d almost certainly take me off the Rorik + Stimis contract. That might not be a bad thing. It would mean I wouldn’t have to be around var Rorik anymore.

It would remove me from the temptation.

Because I was certain that I wouldn’t just be able to forget what had happened and move on. I was certain I wouldn’t be able to look at him and only see a client. I’d already admitted to myself that I was physically attracted to him, but now it was a million times worse. He’d made me come. His tongue had literally been inside me.

And afterward, when I’d been panicking, he’d actually been… nice. Considerate. He’d seemed utterly offended by the insinuation that he would tell Corva what had happened, which had taken the edge off my worry. He hadn’t made any mean jokes about it. He hadn’t gotten all entitled and pushy when I told him it couldn’t happen again. He’d simply agreed.

But his email this morning seemed like a subtle way of telling me he’d be open to it happening again. Which… didn’t help. Because I wanted it to happen again too.

I was pretty sure I wanted it to happen again multiple times.

Even after Corva disappeared into her office, I still couldn’t relax or focus on work. I stared at var Rorik’s email on my screen, wondering how I should reply. Because I had to reply—that was the professional thing to do. Acknowledge the correspondence from the client, even if it was nothing more than a brief, No problem at all. I’ll be in touch soon.

But I kind of… didn’t want to be that curt, despite knowing it was the sensible thing to do. Things had changed now. Even if we never acknowledged it again, we’d still both know it had happened. We’d still shared something intimate.

And… he wasn’t as bad as I’d thought. He wasn’t a bad person. I wouldn’t go as far as saying I liked him, but… I didn’t not like him.

He was really good with his tongue.

I had a sip of water and tried to think of how to reply. Something professional and polite, but not cold. Friendly but not too friendly. With maybe a subtle acknowledgement of our “lively discussion” without insinuating anything. I didn’t want him to think I actually regretted what happened—that I regretted letting him touch me, that I’d gone home upset about it. That would be an awful feeling for anyone, and he hadn’t done anything to deserve it. I’d been an equal participant in what we did. If anything, I’d been the one to escalate things by grabbing his hand and shoving it between my legs.

Making a decision, I reached for my phone and brought up my contacts. I’d get the viewing for the Basalt arranged, and that could form the focus of my response. I could acknowledge what he’d said and swiftly move on from it without seeming cold.

We worked with the Basalt often, so I was friendly with the events manager there and had the number for her business cell already. She didn’t pick up, so I left a voicemail and asked her to call me back.

As I was hanging up, Corva’s office door opened and she poked her head out.

“Anita, how swamped are you today?”

There were plenty of things I could be getting on with, even though the venue wasn’t booked yet. Finding a string quartet that was available on the date, drawing up a tasting menu and a list of canapes from the options sent over by Piquante Caterers, contacting the graphic designer we used to start putting together mock-ups for the invitations.

But guilt made me leap out of my seat and ask, “What do you need?”

“Well, if you do have a moment, could you take a look at the seating plan for the NADC gala?” She gave me a grateful smile. “I’ve started laying it out in the meeting room, but I’ve got about a million things to do today.”

“Of course,” I said quickly. “No problem. I’ll do it now.”

“Thanks, darling. It’s half done, just about. And there’s a list of the attendees who can’t fucking stand each other.” She rolled her eyes at me. “You know what those bourgeois circles are like. Even at a charity gala, they’ll bitch and make snide remarks.”

I was pretty sure Corva was in those bourgeois circles, so I didn’t comment. After giving her a brief smile, I turned and headed for the meeting room, grateful for the opportunity to be on my own so I could anxiety-sweat in peace.

And maybe imagine what var Rorik looked like naked some more without having to worry that my horny thoughts were painted all over my face.


Chapter Fourteen
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Anita


“You okay, hon?”

I looked up to see Hustin standing in the doorway of the meeting room. “Hey. Yeah, I’m fine.”

“Sure?” He wandered closer and looked down at the seating plan laid out on the table. “How’s it going?”

“Almost done. There’s just a lot of mutual enemies attending this one.”

He snorted, dragging the list Corva had made closer with his claw to peer down at it. “At least it keeps things interesting.”

“Mm.” I gave him a brief smile before bending my head back over the table.

After a few moments of silence, he asked, “You sure you’re okay, Anita? You seemed a little tense earlier.”

I stiffened, wondering what reason I could give that wasn’t the actual reason. I didn’t want to start lying to my friend—god, I was getting stressed again—so I just said, “Thanks, but I’m okay.”

“How about we go out for lunch?” he asked, giving me a teasing smile when I looked up. “We can even go to that salad bar you like down the street.”

I hesitated. If I was alone with Hustin—away from the office—I would one hundred percent tell him what had happened. I wouldn’t be able to stop myself from blurting it out.

But I knew I could trust him, and oh my god, I needed to tell someone so I could stop obsessing over it. I needed it out there and no longer solely in my brain.

“Okay,” I said. “That sounds nice.”

“Great.” He turned to walk off, but paused. “They do have Caesar dressing, right?”

I huffed. “Yes.”

“And garlic bread?”

“I think so.”

“Then great.” He grinned at me, sharp white teeth gleaming. “I look forward to breathing my garlicky breath all over your desk for the rest of the afternoon.”
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By the time Hustin and I sat down at a corner table in Liv Well’s Salad Bar, I was vibrating with the need to tell him everything.

Like a mind reader, he fixed me with a pointed look as he took his first bite of garlic bread. “Tell me.”

I swallowed, dragging my fork through my chicken salad, and croaked, “I messed up.”

“A work thing?” When I nodded with a cringe, Hustin set down his garlic bread and wiped his fingers on his napkin. “Okay. Don’t worry. We can fix it.”

I cringed again. “It’s not exactly… something that can be reversed.”

“Okay…” he said slowly. “What happened?”

Stomach jumping with nerves, I took a deep breath. “I… You know I’m working on the Rorik + Stimis event? The big architecture firm?”

“Mhmm.”

“Okay, so… I…” I grabbed my napkin and started twisting it between my fingers. “So we went to look at some venues yesterday—”

“Who?”

“Me and one of the managing partners. Nuni var Rorik.” My belly fluttered. “And… we… we went back to his office afterward to go over them all…”

A hint of realisation was already dawning on Hustin’s face. I mean, it wasn’t like there were many directions this story could go. I needed to just get it over with.

“I had sex with him,” I whispered.

Hustin’s yellow eyes almost popped out of his head. A wide grin spread over his face as he leaned in. “Oh my god, Anita.”

“Stop smiling! This is bad, Hustin!” I glanced around warily, just in case Corva had decided to pop in for a salad.

“Hold on.” He snatched up his phone and started typing frantically.

“What are you doing?” I asked in horror.

“I’m just going on their website to see if there’s a photo of him…” He tapped a few times before his eyes widened again. “Holy shit.”

“What?” I demanded immediately, picturing a recently issued press release posted in their news section. Managing partner makes newly appointed event planner come on desk.

“He’s a fucking smoke show, Anita.” Hustin pinched his screen, no doubt zooming in. “Jesus Christ.”

I’d already looked at var Rorik’s photo on the website, so I knew what he was seeing. A black and white portrait shot of var Rorik in his impeccable suit, with flawless hair and a slight cocky smile on his handsome face. That big, gaudy diamond winking in his ear.

“Hustin.” I reached over and lowered his phone, because he’d lifted it even closer to his face and was still staring at it. “This is really bad.”

He made a face and reached for his iced tea. “Why?”

“Because I had sex with a client!” I hissed.

Hustin didn’t seem to be taking it as seriously as I was, because he leaned in with a sly smile and whispered, “So what exactly happened? Give me details. Just so I can fully assess the situation.”

I huffed, back to tearing my napkin into shreds. “I… We… He kind of… went down on me.”

Hustin’s brows went up as he listened avidly, nodding in encouragement.

“On his desk,” I added weakly, dropping my forehead into my hand.

“Nice.”

“And then he… he jerked off in front of me.” My face was on fire.

Hustin choked on his sip of iced tea. “Holy fuck, that’s hot. I’m so jealous.”

“No,” I whispered frantically. “It shouldn’t have happened. He’s a client! I broke Corva’s most important rule!”

Understanding finally dawned on Hustin’s face. He set down his iced tea and smoothed his napkin over his lap. “Okay. Well, it’s not like she’s going to find out.”

“She might.”

He looked at me sharply. “Do you think he’d say something?”

“No, but…” I cringed. “We did it right in front of the big windows in his office. So someone in the building opposite might’ve, um, seen.”

Hustin choked out a laugh. “Damn, Anita. When you break the rules, you go all out.”

“That’s the thing though,” I said unsteadily. “I’m not a rulebreaker, Hustin. I feel awful. I’ve… I’ve betrayed Corva’s trust.”

He made a face. “I think that’s a bit much. You haven’t done anything wrong, Anita.”

“Yes, I have!” I hissed. “You know how strict she is about boundaries with clients and among the staff. You know how unprofessional we’d look if people started… talking about how Feris Events planners have sex with their clients.”

“That’s not going to happen,” he said calmly. “And I get why it’s stressing you out, but it’s really not that big of a deal. Two consenting adults had sex. Hot desk sex. And like I said, Corva isn’t even going to find out.”

I dropped my forehead back into my hand, feeling sick. “I think I have to tell her.”

Hustin’s brows popped up. “Look, honey, you know I’m a big fan of your… unflinchingly rigid moral code, but I would say that you definitely do not have to tell her.”

“Why?” I jerked my head up. “She’d fire me, wouldn’t she?”

His face did something complicated. “Not… necessarily.”

I groaned. “I’m not good at hiding things, Hustin. I’m not good at lying. I swear to god, lying makes my IBS flare up, as if my body is actually punishing me for being a bad person.”

Hustin tutted. “Lying doesn’t automatically make you a bad person, Anita. And you’re not a bad person. Besides, not telling her isn’t the same as lying. You’re just… not telling her something about your personal life. Which she prefers not knowing anyway.”

“This isn’t just my personal life though.” I gazed at him anxiously, chewing on my lip. “He’s a client.”

Hustin pursed his lips. “Look, sweetie, I get it. But… well, I think a large part of why she’s so strict about this stuff is because of her ex’s affairs. And I know it’s been a while now since they dissolved their matehood, but I think that wound is still just a little too fresh.”

“Oh. God, yeah, of course.” Now I felt even worse. “But I thought she found out about his affair last year? She’s had this rule for years. Since I joined.”

“She did, but she had suspicions for years. His massage therapist, his company’s HR manager, their housekeeper… Eventually she caught Gorig in the act with his secretary and it was the final straw.” Hustin reached across the table and squeezed my hand. “This isn’t like that, Anita. You haven’t done anything wrong. You were just… overcome with desire. Which, I mean, who can fucking blame you? Look at him.”

“Hustin,” I said weakly.

“Okay, sorry. In all seriousness…” He squeezed my hand again. “You really haven’t done anything wrong, but that doesn’t mean you should tell Corva. There’s no point. It’s already happened, and if he isn’t going to say anything, there’s nothing to gain from telling her.”

“I’d feel better about myself,” I mumbled. “Maybe.”

He huffed. “You have no reason to feel bad about yourself! So you’re attracted to someone who just so happens to be a client at the moment. He won’t always be a client. And you can’t control who you’re attracted to.”

That was true. In six months, var Rorik wouldn’t be a client anymore.

My thighs clenched together under the table. Would he be interested in having sex again once the event was over?

No, surely not. Surely he wouldn’t be willing to wait, nor was he likely to even still be interested in me in six months. He would’ve moved on by then, found someone else to spread out over his desk and tongue-fuck into oblivion.

I already kind of hated that hypothetical person.

“Okay, I can’t control who I’m attracted to, but I can control myself.” I clenched my jaw. “It’s not exactly hard to not have sex with someone.”

Hustin shrugged. “Obviously not in this case.”

“Yeah, and I don’t understand why! I don’t even really like him. He’s an arrogant ass. He’s so full of himself. He’s ridiculously competitive, and he’s… He…”

“Does he have a nice dick?” Hustin asked slyly. Heat flooded my face.

“Yes,” I admitted stiffly, then found myself adding, “And he, uh, goes to the gym a lot, so… he’s pretty jacked.”

Hustin’s eyes fluttered shut as he took a moment to absorb that.

“So he’s a successful, competitive gym rat with a six pack and a nice dick.” He shrugged and picked up his drink. “Honestly, he sounds perfect for you. Why don’t you like him?”

“I don’t… dislike him.”

Hustin’s mouth twitched as he sucked from his straw, eyeing me. “Okay, well. I guess we’ll just see what happens.”

“Nothing else is going to happen,” I said quickly, finally digging into my salad even though I wasn’t hungry. Through a mouthful of lettuce, I added, “I told him it can’t happen again.”

“Oh, honey.” Hustin shook his head, picking up his garlic bread and taking a big bite.
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I didn’t realise how much my talk with Hustin had helped until we got back to the office after lunch and I was able to tell Corva I’d finished the seating plan for the NADC event without soaking through the underarms of my shirt.

He was right. There was nothing to gain and a lot to potentially lose from telling her something that couldn’t be taken back and, realistically, wasn’t going to amount to anything. I trusted that var Rorik wouldn’t say anything. The odds of someone filming us from the building opposite, then posting it online, then both of us being identified and it getting back to Corva were incredibly slim. No one but Lipa had seen me go into var Rorik’s office, and she’d been long gone by the time the… desk incident happened.

We were safe. It would just be… our little secret. Plus Hustin’s. Except thinking of it as a little secret between me and var Rorik was confusingly hot in its own right. Like a switch had been flipped in my brain and now I just regarded literally anything to do with him as being hot.

Even the thought of him sitting at his desk and typing out that email this morning was hot. He’d been thinking about it. He’d been sitting at The Desk and thinking about what he’d done to me on it. He’d made a subtle insinuation in his email that he wanted to do it again.

Really, it felt almost like a betrayal to my vagina to deny him that honour. But I had to be strong. I had to maintain the professional boundary from here on out.

Guvi, the events manager at the Basalt, called me back just as I was sitting down at my desk. Seeing as we worked together so often, she said she’d fit us in for a viewing tomorrow at eleven. I jumped at the opportunity, but clarified that it would depend on the client’s schedule and that I’d get back to her as soon as possible.

Then I finally replied to var Rorik’s email, trying not to think too hard about the flutter in my stomach as I started typing.

Dear Mr var Rorik,

Thank you for the thorough discussion yesterday. It’s a pleasure to work with a client who is so dedicated to ensuring their event will be a resounding success.

Once we have settled on a venue, we can go through the drinks packages they offer. In my experience, guests are always impressed by a signature cocktail on the menu, so perhaps we can draw up some ideas with the bar staff for a signature cocktail that represents Rorik + Stimis.

Also per our discussion yesterday, the Basalt Hotel’s events manager can show us around the ballroom tomorrow at 11 a.m. If that doesn’t work for you, please let me know and I will rearrange accordingly.

Best,

Anita

I hit send before I could overthink it, but that didn’t stop me from overthinking it even after it was gone. Had I said cocktail too much? I was pretty sure I’d only brought it up because I’d been thinking about his dick again, and I’d started wondering if his tail was almost as sensitive. Why was the idea of jerking off his tail like it was a cock so hot?

I squirmed in my seat at the thought of seeing him again tomorrow. Having to be normal while I interacted with him. Having to watch him speak and remember where his mouth had recently been.

Stop it, Anita. You’re perfectly capable of pushing your personal feelings aside and focusing on the job. This will be nothing more than a professional outing with a client.

And eleven was a good time. Eleven was an unsexy time. Eleven was when we’d both start getting hungry and crabby before lunch.

Although him being hungry and crabby was what had led to the situation on The Desk.

But this time would be different. It would be the middle of the day. The Rorik + Stimis offices would be full of people. Lipa would be right outside his own office, and we’d have no reason to even go back there anyway.

We’d just be at a hotel.

With lots of private rooms.

I quickly opened my browser and went to my gym’s website to see if there were any other classes I could take before my spin class at seven-thirty tomorrow morning. Maybe a HIIT workout or kickboxing. Something that would exhaust me so I wouldn’t be tempted to drag him up to a hotel room and ride his face like it was a bucking bronco.


Chapter Fifteen
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Nothing happened at the Basalt.

Not that I was expecting it to. Or hoping it would. I’d gone to significant lengths to ensure it didn’t. I was wearing period-stained underwear and my oldest bra, one that was discoloured and had fraying straps. I’d exhausted myself with a HIIT workout this morning before my usual spin class, which meant I could now barely walk, let alone spread my legs for him to fit between them.

But the main reason that nothing happened wasn’t because of any of that. It was because var Rorik was unfailingly polite and respectful the whole time. He didn’t make a single allusion to what had happened—not even a casual mention of his office or his desk or our “lively discussion”. He maintained his distance after giving my hand a brief shake when we met at the Basalt, and again when we parted ways after viewing the ballroom with the events manager, Guvi.

He hadn’t even spoken over me when I’d been talking to her. He’d been on his best behaviour.

And it had made me really fucking irritated.

I knew that wasn’t fair at all. He was respecting the boundary I’d put in place. He was doing exactly what I should have hoped he would. But just as I’d predicted, I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about what we’d done the entire time.

When he said my name as he greeted me, all I could remember was him rasping it as he assured me he’d be able to make me come while his face was between my legs. When he shook Guvi’s hand, I’d stared at his in a daze, picturing those long, claw-tipped fingers wrapped around his cock and stroking furiously. His blue-tinged claws biting into my thighs. His thumb smoothing over my clit in slick, mind-numbing circles.

There were a few moments—okay, several—when our eyes had locked after I noticed him watching me, or he noticed me watching him, but we’d both looked away quickly every time.

When he held the door open for me as I was leaving, I’d possibly walked a little closer to him than necessary so I could brush against his arm and furtively breathe in the crisp scent of his cologne. I’d momentarily wondered how much better it would smell on the pulse point of his neck, mingling with the natural scent of his skin and whatever luxury shampoo he no doubt used.

There’d been a split second in the ballroom when I’d almost grabbed his elegant tail and dragged him into a bathroom. Or a supply closet. Or any somewhat private space. It had been when he tucked his hands into his pockets while listening to Guvi explain the hotel’s drinks packages, which had drawn my gaze down to the front of his pants before I could stop it.

That big, barbed dick had been right there, behind just two thin layers of fabric. I bet it was still impressive, even while soft. I wanted to test myself and see whether I could actually withstand those barbs—how much they’d hurt against my tongue or the inside of my mouth or my palm. My hands were pretty callused from lifting weights and gripping the bars of a spin bike, and I never backed down from a challenge. I liked to push myself.

Not that I would push myself far enough to attempt having his cock actually inside me. I was willing to see how those barbs felt scraping my palm or catching on the inside of my mouth, but I drew the line at testing out the sensation of them raking over my vagina.

But… the head of his dick wasn’t barbed. The head was nice and smooth and tapered. He could always wrap his big hand safely around the barbs and feed just the tip of his cock inside me…

Stop it, I scolded myself. Stop it stop it stop it.

I was back at the office after parting ways with var Rorik at the Basalt, and so far I’d done nothing except sit down at my desk and stare blankly at my computer screen. At the email he’d sent the day before, just two minutes after mine.

Ms Chaudhary,

Kind of you to say. I’m always thorough. And dedicated to ensuring complete satisfaction in all aspects of my work.

I like the idea of a signature cocktail in my honour. Maybe one for each of us. Something tall and impressive-looking with a good kick to represent me? And a short tumbler for Felik’s one.

I can do tomorrow at eleven. See you then.

Nuni

I remembered suppressing a smile when I’d first read it. He could be charmingly funny in his own douchey, arrogant way. I wasn’t even sure if he’d meant it as a joke, which just made it more amusing.

Now that I’d decided not to tell Corva, I was feeling much more relaxed around her. When she came over and asked how the viewing had gone at the Basalt, I was able to smile and tell her that Mr var Rorik had agreed to hold the event there. But the moment she disappeared into her office, I went back to staring at my screen, trying to think of a reason to email him again.

“How you feeling today, sweets?” Hustin quietly asked from his desk beside me.

I gave him a distracted smile. “I’m okay. Thanks.”

“Sure?” He shot me a concerned look as he bit into his bagel. “You still seem a little tense.”

I was, but today it wasn’t because I’d had sex with var Rorik. It was because I hadn’t. Which was so ridiculous that it made me angry at myself. And at him. Damn him for being completely professional and not goading me into shoving him to the floor and tearing off his nice suit in the middle of the Basalt’s big, fancy ballroom.

Wait. I did have a reason to contact him again. He’d given me the go-ahead to book the Basalt before we left, but I really should do the courteous thing and double-check he was definitely happy with it as the venue before making the booking. It was the professional thing to do. He’d changed his mind about the Blackgrass before, so maybe he’d thought it over since getting back to his office and decided against it.

Then we’d have to go look at more venues together.

“Just hungry,” I told Hustin absently, clicking off my emails and reaching for my backpack. “I need to go have some lunch.”

Once I was outside on the street, I brought up his last email on my phone. Staring down at it, my gaze zeroed in on the office number in his signature.

A phone call would be more efficient. Just a quick conversation to confirm that he was happy with the Basalt, over and done with in a few minutes so I could get on with my day.

I glanced around furtively, then started walking down the street in case Corva left the office for her lunch. Not that I was doing anything wrong—I was calling a client to discuss their event—but a tiny thrill ran through me as I tapped on the number and brought the phone to my ear.

My heart was beating a little faster, and I winced at the sharp ache in my legs as I power walked away from the office as fast as possible. I’d definitely overdone it this morning. At least I’d be going for a swim tomorrow—I always swam on Thursdays—so I wouldn’t be putting so much strain on my legs. Maybe I’d get to the gym early so I could use the steam room afterward to soothe my sore muscles.

“Rorik + Stimis Architects, Mr var Rorik’s office,” a pleasant female voice said down the phone.

My shoulders sagged. I couldn’t tell if I was relieved or disappointed.

“Hi, Lipa.” I licked my dry lips and skirted around a slow-walking elderly couple. “It’s Anita.”

“Oh, hi, Anita!” She perked up, dropping the overly formal phone voice. “How are you?”

“I’m good thanks. How are you?” I asked politely, just as I heard the sound of a door opening in the background.

“Sorry, hold on one second.” Her voice was more muffled when she said, “Yes, sir?”

My pulse leapt. Was he there?

“I—Nothing.” The low, faint rumble of his voice made my gut tighten. “I just thought… I thought I heard you say, uh, my name.”

“I…” Lipa sounded a little confused, which made sense. She probably said his name all the time while speaking on the phone. She was his assistant. “It’s Anita Chaudhary on the phone, sir. The event planner.”

“Oh, is it?” he said airily—almost too airily. “Put her through.”

“Of course.” Lipa paused. “Did you… need me to go and get something for you, sir? Were you leaving for something?”

“No, I was just… Yes, actually. Can you… Could you go and get me a bag of almonds? From the health food shop on the corner. Not the general store across the street.”

I thought I heard a tiny sigh.

“Of course, sir,” Lipa said smoothly. “I’ll put Anita through to you now.”

“Great. Thanks.”

“One second, Anita,” Lipa said to me. “I’ll connect you to Mr var Rorik now.”

“Thanks. Oh, I’ll let you know when the food-tasting has been arranged, if you want to come.”

“Ooh, yes please. That reminds me—I think you forgot to copy me into the email about the viewing at the Basalt that Mr var Rorik went to this morning. Would you mind just making sure to copy me in on future emails so I can keep on top of his schedule?”

Heat flooded my face. “Of course. I’m so sorry for the oversight.”

“It’s no problem,” she said cheerfully, then paused before snorting. “He’s shouting at me from his desk that the call hasn’t come through, so I better connect you. Speak soon.”

“Okay.”

My gut churned as ringing sounded in my ear while she put me through to his direct line. It went on for so long that I thought he wasn’t going to answer, but then there was a click.

“Nuni var Rorik,” he drawled with almost over-the-top nonchalance.

My fingers twitched around my phone. “Hi, Mr var Rorik. It’s Anita Chaudhary. I hope I’m not disturbing you.”

“Nah, you caught me in a quiet moment. I’m just going over some contracts at my—” He stopped and coughed awkwardly. “What can I do for you?”

“I just wanted to confirm that you’re definitely happy with the Basalt as the venue before I make the booking.”

“Oh.” Was that a hint of disappointment in his voice? “Yeah. Go ahead. Like you said the other—um, like you said, it’s an impressive part of the city’s demiurgus history. Seems like a good choice.”

I should have been feeling more smug about winning this one, but I was too busy trying to think of other things to ask him so he’d stay on the phone.

“Alright. Excellent.” There was a pause as I wracked my brain. “Oh, there’ll be an additional charge for bringing in an outside caterer instead of using the hotel’s usual kitchen team. Did you still want Piquante to cater? They’ve worked at the Basalt before, so they know their way around the ballroom kitchen.”

“Yeah, definitely still want them. They’re the best. The food at the Basalt is pretty good, but we want something different for the event.”

“Alright. No problem.”

There was a pause, before var Rorik asked, “Have you, uh, eaten at the Basalt before?”

“I have.” I hesitated, before adding, “The annual Diamond Planning Awards is held there every year. It’s the awards ceremony for events and event planning.”

“Oh. Nice.”

“Yes. It’s actually where I met Corva.” I wasn’t sure why I was telling him this, why I was talking about non-event-related things. “And then she asked me to join her firm.”

“Oh, really?” For some reason, he actually sounded interested. “So you were working for a different event planner at the time?”

“Yes. One who isn’t exactly Corva’s biggest fan.”

He snorted. “So she poached you? Why am I not surprised.”

What did that mean? Did he think I was good? Did he mean I was obviously poach-worthy? Why did I care so much?

You care because he’s a client and you should be very concerned about making the best impression and doing the best job. That’s why. That’s the only reason.

I cleared my throat. “Anyway, I don’t mean to keep you. I’ll get the Basalt booked this afternoon.”

“Great.” There was a pause. “Would you, uh, mind emailing me when it’s done? Just… for my records.”

My stomach squeezed. “Of course.”

“And if there’s anything else…” He coughed. “Event-related. Anything else event-related, just email me. Or call,” he added quickly. “Either way is fine.”

“Okay. I will.”

We both fell silent, but neither of us made an effort to politely end the call. After a few seconds, he asked, “So, uh… are you going to the gym this week?”

My fingers clenched my phone tighter. “Yes. I go every weekday morning, it’s just to classes or swimming, not to use the equipment on the main floor.”

“Right, right.” Another pause. “So which is it tomorrow?”

“Swimming. At the gym,” I added unnecessarily. “There’s a pool there.”

“Oh right. A pool. Nice. Is there, uh… Do they have any other facilities? I haven’t really checked it out properly yet. Like a sauna or…”

My mouth twitched. “Yes, there’s a sauna and steam room. I bet your usual gym has some excellent facilities, right?”

“I mean… yeah, it’s pretty impressive. Full spa services. Underwater treadmill. Oh, a hypoxic room for altitude training. And an in-house nutritionist, but I have my own—”

He cut off abruptly, and I realised why a few seconds later when I heard Lipa’s voice.

“Your almonds, sir. And Mr Povlik is waiting for you on line two.”

“Thanks. Oh, shit, what’s the time?” He grunted, sounding a little irritated when he spoke to me again. “Sorry, I have to go.”

“That’s alright,” I said quickly. “So I’ll email you after getting the Basalt confirmed.”

“Okay. Thanks.” He hesitated for a couple of seconds. “Well. Bye.”

“Bye.”

When I hung up, I was smiling and I didn’t really know why. Finally looking up from the sidewalk, I stopped and stared around blankly at the unfamiliar street. I’d just kept walking while I was on the phone, and now I had no idea where I was.

Well, that was fine. I liked walking, and I’d still have time to grab some lunch and eat it at my desk.

The ache in my legs had eased as I turned to start heading back, still smiling.


Chapter Sixteen
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So what if I took some swim shorts to the gym Thursday morning?

And so what if I’d stopped on the way home the night before to actually buy a pair of swim shorts? I was just giving myself the option of going swimming if I wanted to. Of using the full facilities at my temporary gym.

Not that I ever swam in the junior Olympic pool at Terres. And when I used the spa facilities at Redmud Spa, I just went naked under my towel. So I hadn’t had a reason to buy new swim shorts for a while, and my conversation with Anita had merely reminded me that I should probably get some just in case.

And if I’d come to the gym even earlier than normal to get my workout done so I’d have time if I did decide to go swimming, well, that was only because I’d woken up before my alarm. I wasn’t one for lazing around in bed, so I’d gotten up and ready to start the day.

After finishing my usual workout, I jumped in one of the showers, curling my lip at the hint of grime in the grout and limescale on the metal fixtures. I usually showered when I got home, partly because I had to eat as soon as possible after a workout, but mainly because gym showers didn’t have two-foot rainfall heads and acupressure massage jets like mine did.

Ignoring everyone around me in the locker room, I whipped off my towel and pulled on my new swim shorts. Okay, they were… pretty short. I’d have to be careful my dick didn’t move around too much and peek out from one of the legs. Or my balls. My balls hung pretty low, but that was because they were impressively big and heavy.

The shorts did make my thighs look damn good though. Nice. Maybe I should take up swimming.

I peered back to fasten the little hook on the waistband above my tail, gave my ass an approving glance, then grabbed my towel and wrapped it around my hips. Which seemed like a shame, really, but it was probably polite to walk to the pool area a touch more covered up.

Not that I knew where it actually was. Smacking my knuckles against the shoulder of the demiurgus guy getting dressed next to me, I asked, “Dude, do you know where the pool is?”

He jerked his chin in the direction of the showers. “Door down the other end. Past the showers.”

“Sweet. Thanks, bro.”

As I headed that way, the smell of chlorine got stronger. Shit, what would it do to my hair? Doubling back, I grabbed a hair tie from my locker and quickly threw my hair up into a bun, stopped by the mirrors on the way to check it still looked good, then forced myself to saunter out into the pool area even though I was feeling kind of nervous for some reason. Probably just because I hadn’t swum in a while. I was sure I’d still be great at it though.

It was way quieter back here than on the main gym floor. I quickly scanned the few heads bobbing in the pool, wondering if I’d missed Anita, but then I spotted her. Dark hair tied up into a very neat bun and slender brown arms slicing efficiently through the water in a front crawl.

Damn, she was… pretty fast. I suddenly doubted that I’d be better than her at this, which was an unusual feeling for me.

Also, there were only, like, three people in here. Anita, an elderly demiurgus lady bobbing around in the shallow end, and a human guy who’d just slipped into the water and started doing a clumsy breaststroke. I mean, I’d be better than him, but… it’d be so obvious if I got in there. She’d think I’d only decided to go swimming because I knew she’d be here, which was definitely not the case. I was just interested in expanding my athletic repertoire.

Even though I really didn’t want to get my hair wet in that chlorinated water. And how often did they actually clean it? Did kids use this one? Kids were gross. Their feet were always covered in plantar warts and they seemed to make a point of shedding their band-aids the moment they got into a pool.

I was pretty sure I could actually see a band-aid floating by that little old lady. My lip curled as I hovered by the door. I couldn’t just stand here. I had to do something. Anything but get in that grody water.

Glancing around, I noticed an archway at the other end of the pool with a sign above it that said, Sauna & Steam Room. That would work. I wasn’t here to see Anita, I was just here to use the sauna. Saunas were great for circulation and cardiovascular health. And clearing pores. Not that my pores ever needed clearing, but it couldn’t hurt.

Holding on to the towel around my hips, I made my way along the length of the pool. Visions of waking up tomorrow with the soles of my feet riddled with warts got me walking a little faster, and I made a mental note to coat my feet in antibacterial cream before bed. I should’ve brought some slides to wear, but I hadn’t thought of it. The Redmud Spa was practically sterile, and they didn’t allow warty little kids in there.

When I reached the archway, I couldn’t help but glance back at the pool, and I stopped dead as I saw Anita climbing out of the water.

She was wearing a plain black one-piece. Her legs looked about a mile long, slender and shapely but still strong with muscle. I kind of wanted to see how well my hands would fit in her hip dips if I gripped her there. And tugged her closer. And tore that swimsuit off.

She had a cute little ass. Goddamnit, why did she have to have such a cute little ass? I’d probably be able to grab the entire thing with one hand to give it a good squeeze. Her breasts were small and her nipples were hard from the water, which was not something I should have noticed but it was too late now. I’d noticed them. I was looking at her nipples. Wondering what colour they were. How sensitive they were.

I was just standing there gawking as she padded over to the plastic loungers and grabbed a towel off one. When she bent her head to pat her face dry, I found myself staring at the slope of her neck, wondering if she was sensitive there as well. Wondering how she’d react if I walked up behind her and kissed the top of her spine. Or if I did it while she was lying on her front in a bed and I was leaning over her, slowly making my way all the way down her back…

She turned and looked directly at me. There was no surprise in her eyes, which meant she’d already spotted me, which made my ears flutter weakly. And now I was just standing here watching her like a creep.

Without turning away, I reached out and fumbled around until I found a door handle. Her eyes drifted down to my chest. Her fingers clenched around her towel tighter. My cock twitched, so I hurriedly tugged open the door I’d grabbed onto and backed into the room. These tiny shorts would be no match for an erection, and I didn’t want to give that little old lady a heart attack by busting out of my towel.

I realised I had, in fact, managed to make it into the sauna. And it was empty. Sighing in relief, I padded over to the bench beside the coals and poured a little more water over them. Then I sat back, spreading my arms along the lip of the raised bench behind me and letting my knees fall open so I could try and relax. It was kind of hard to relax though, knowing Anita was right outside in a bathing suit. It had somehow simultaneously been the most and least sexy bathing suit I’d ever seen in my life. Just plain black, the neckline coming up to her collarbone. Not even a brand logo on it.

I wanted to watch her peel it off. Slowly.

I also wouldn’t mind watching her strip off her plain white button-down shirts, smart pants and sensible black shoes. God, at this moment, that genuinely sounded more erotic than full-on hardcore porn. She’d probably neatly fold each item of clothing that came off before removing the next, but that would just heighten the anticipation. Honestly, I’d probably do that too. I was very particular about the creases pressed into my pants, and there was no way I’d let one of my silk ties just land on the floor in a crumpled heap.

When I heard the sauna door swish open, I realised my head had fallen back against the bench. And my dick had chubbed up. Shit. I quickly lifted my head and went to adjust my towel so it wouldn’t be too obvious, but froze when I saw who’d just walked in.

Anita gave me a brief nod before walking to the other end of the sauna and sitting on the bench opposite me. Directly opposite me.

The door was between us. I gave it a quick glance. No one would be able to see either of us unless they came right up to it and peered in at an angle. I wasn’t sure why my brain felt that was relevant, seeing as Anita had made a point of sitting as far away from me as possible. Clearly, she wasn’t here to… talk.

Of course she isn’t, I reminded myself. Boundaries, remember? Professional boundaries. It’s not like you haven’t seen business associates at the gym before. You didn’t get a chub when you bumped into Jaryd var Hosk from Lazurite Developers wearing nothing but his compression shorts in the Terres locker room.

This was weird though, right? We were both just sitting here. We were the only two in the room. Should I strike up a casual conversation, or did she want to be left alone? Maybe this was just her usual Thursday routine. Swim and sauna. She wasn’t in here because I was in here… right?

There was a faint sigh from across the room, before Anita unwrapped her towel so it was spread over the wooden slats under her. Then she cocked a knee up, resting her heel on the edge of the bench, and tipped her head back.

She’d taken her hair down, I suddenly noticed. It was wet, looking even darker than normal, and a few strands clung to her neck and narrow shoulders. My eyes followed the path of one that vanished under the neckline of her swimsuit.

Was it suddenly way hotter in here? I thought saunas were relatively temperature-controlled. I was already sweating, so I decided to—very casually—unwrap my own towel and let it fall open onto the wooden seat either side of me.

Then I looked at Anita. Only because there was nothing else to look at in here. She’d lifted her head and was staring at my shorts. Like, really staring at them. I glanced down, and my ears went wild when I noticed how visible the outline of my half-hard cock was.

And the feel of her eyes on it meant the ‘half’ aspect was quickly becoming a thing of the past. I cleared my throat and was about to flip my towel back over my lap when movement across the room caught my eye.

Anita had perched her other heel on the edge of the bench. She leaned back, but her head was still visible above her knees, and she was watching me. I stared back, my embarrassing boner situation temporarily forgotten as our eyes locked and held.

Then her knees slowly parted, and her hand crept down her front. I choked on a breath when she slid it directly between her legs.


Chapter Seventeen
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Holy shit. Holy shit.

My hearts were already beating faster because of the heat, but now they went wild.

What was happening? My brain had stopped working.

My dick, however, was fully up to speed with the situation. It stiffened in a rush, throbbing in my shorts as I stared at Anita’s thin fingers lightly rubbing her pussy through her swimsuit.

Was she actually…? Maybe she just had an itch. And no decorum.

That seemed unlikely, though.

I realised I was gripping the edge of the bench so hard my knuckles ached, claws gouging into the wood. Forcing myself to let go, I found my right hand automatically settling over the throbbing length of my cock. And rubbing.

Anita’s eyes flared with heat. Already breathing faster, I darted a glance at the sauna door, then slid my hand under my shorts.

A clipped groan left me as I gripped my hard dick. It was really fucking hard, already trying to escape the hot confines of the shorts. I tried to rub it, but the fabric was impeding my movements considerably, making my hips shift with frustration.

Tearing my gaze away from her slow-moving fingers, I looked Anita in the eyes. She stared back, then dropped her gaze to my shorts, then looked at me again and gave me a tiny, almost imperceptible nod.

My breath rushed out of me as I slowly tugged my hand free and looked at the sauna door. If someone did walk in, I’d be the one at a massive disadvantage. All Anita would have to do was drop her legs and they’d be none the wiser. I’d be slouched here with a giant erection waving around that I would not be able to wrangle back into my shorts in a hurry. And if I draped my towel over it, it’d look like there was a tiny ghost hovering over my lap.

Well, not a tiny ghost. A miniature but still intimidatingly sized ghost. A miniature ghost that put all other miniature ghosts to shame.

Despite knowing the risks that this would end with me being banned from the gym and potentially arrested for indecent exposure, not Anita, I found myself slowly hooking my thumbs under the waistband of my shorts before pausing as I looked at Anita for confirmation.

She stared back at me from across the sauna, strands of wet dark hair sticking to her temples. Her gaze dropped to the obscene outline of my erection through my shorts, which were clinging to my sweaty skin like I’d stuck my lower body into a vacuum chamber.

When her pink tongue darted out to swipe over her lips, I gritted my teeth to suppress a groan. My cock jerked, growing even harder. My superior hearing caught the hitch in her breath a second before she slipped her free hand under the side of her swimsuit to cup a small breast.

God-fucking-damnit, this wasn’t fair. I needed to touch my dick! How was I supposed to sit here and not touch my dick while she was playing with her nipple and masturbating slowly through her swimsuit?

And that was what she was telling me, right? That was what she was saying without words, just with her unwavering stare on the outline of my cock. If I was getting this completely wrong and she didn’t want to see my dick, she could get up and leave. She could go to the front desk and report me as the creep in the sauna flashing people. I’d go quietly.

Fuck it. It was time to free the beast. He’d waited long enough to see Anita again.

Casting a final look at the door, I eased my shorts down over my straining cock and tucked the waistband behind my nuts. Like I’d said, I had a pretty nice pair of balls, so I figured I’d let her see them this time.

I heard her breath catch again. See? Literally a breathtaking set of balls. I gave them a brief rub and saw her dark eyes flare, which made my cock twitch in the air before I slid my hand up and pinned my length to my stomach, making sure to tense my abs so they popped nicely. I was already breathing faster, the danger of what we were doing turning me on a shocking amount. I’d never been one for risky sex. I liked sex in my nice big Alaskan king bed with my twelve hundred thread count sheets. Or in my shower, if I was feeling frisky.

And now also on my desk. And in a sauna, apparently.

Not that this was sex, per se. This was more like… mutual masturbation. From across the room. In a public place with a glass door that anyone could walk through at any second.

My breath huffed out of me as I lifted my hand so my cock bobbed back up into the air. Then I wrapped my fingers around the base and tilted it higher, so she’d be able to see its full majesty. I didn’t really know what I was supposed to be doing. I’d never done anything like this before. But when I saw Anita’s chest rise with a quick inhale, and her fingers press down harder between her legs, I figured I was doing something right.

That, or she just really liked looking at my dick. And balls. Which was totally understandable.

Anita gave the sauna door her own quick look. Then, as I watched avidly, my eyes glued to her, she peeled the gusset of her swimsuit aside to expose her cunt.

I exhaled in a rush, clutching the base of my dick tighter as it throbbed in my fist. Fuck. Even from all the way over here, my keen eyesight let me see how wet she already was. Her lips glistened, flaring out a little as her pussy swelled with arousal. My mouth actually watered despite the relentless dry heat in here.

Was I allowed to go over there? Fall to my knees and lap at her pussy like a thirsty dog? Or was this another stupid boundary—I could look but I couldn’t touch?

That was utter horseshit. How the fuck was this still within the confines of a professional relationship? She was showing me her pussy. I had my cock and balls out. We were in a sauna.

But I wasn’t an idiot. I was a smart guy, so I kept my mouth shut and my ass on the bench as I gave my cock a single slow stroke and watched her bring her hand down to do the same to her pussy. The forefinger of her other hand was still hooked around the swimsuit’s gusset, keeping it out of the way and giving me an unimpeded view of what she was doing.

Her fingers glided elegantly up and down, the middle sliding deeper between her lips to stroke her clit and spread her slick arousal up and down. I gritted my teeth, already panting as I started pumping my cock in earnest. God, I could remember how wet she’d gotten against my tongue. How good she’d tasted. The feel of her clit pulsing in my mouth as I sucked on it.

Figuring I should show my appreciation and give her an equally fantastic show, I slid my free hand up my abs—still clenching them hard—and thumbed one of my nipples. I heard her low moan from across the room, her own nipples tight little points straining against her swimsuit. Fuck, I wanted to see her tits. Why hadn’t I seen them yet? Why hadn’t I gone full caveman and ripped her shirt open while she was splayed out on my desk?

Anita let her knees fall open wider, heels still perched on the edge of the bench. Her toes curled as she focused her efforts on her clit, swirling two fingers over it in tight circles. I barely managed to stop my tongue from lolling out as I panted like a dog, my unwavering gaze zeroed in on her pussy as I stroked my cock so fast my fist was practically a blur.

I couldn’t stop, my free hand shooting down to cup my balls, which had lifted and tightened as my orgasm barrelled down on me. I was leaking pre-cum like a broken faucet, my fingers slick with it, drips landing on my stomach and sliding down to tickle the crease of my groin.

When Anita slid two fingers inside her pussy, a hoarse groan escaped me. Holy fucking shit, I wanted in there. I knew I couldn’t fuck her, but I could at the very least stroke her clit with the tip of my cock and get her wetness all over me. Maybe carefully dip just the head inside her as I jerked off until I shot my load. Fuuuck, shot my load inside her. I was a devout condom-wearer, and I’d never overly cared about the idea of actually coming inside someone. Sure, I’d wondered what it would feel like to fuck someone with my bare cock, but I’d never had a grunty, knuckle-dragging urge to ‘mark my woman’. I preferred knowing my vast disposable income and childfree lifestyle were safe and secure without any unexpected surprises around the corner.

But Anita was human. I couldn’t get Anita pregnant.

I also couldn’t actually fuck Anita, thanks to my big, barbed dick, but maybe she’d let me put just the tip in.

I realised my fist had begun matching the pace of her thrusting fingers. She’d stretched out the middle finger of her other hand to strum her clit, her hips bucking as her chest heaved, dark eyes hazy with lust. She was on the brink of coming. I could see it. I’d never wanted to witness anything more in my life.

I was on the brink too, ass lifting off the bench as I humped my hand and panted like I’d just taken part in a gruelling triathlon. If anyone walked into the sauna right now, I genuinely wouldn’t be able to stop. They’d just have to wait until I was done. They could even stay and watch if they wanted—I was too far gone to care.

A single spurt of cum jetted from my cock when I heard Anita let out a muffled cry. I tensed my thighs hard, pushing the orgasm back so I wouldn’t get distracted and miss a second of hers. Legs starting to shake and breaths hitching, I stared in desperation as her hips strained up and jerked, her head falling back.

Jesus, I could hear the wet sound of her fingers plunging inside her as she twitched, her slender neck arched and her toes curled up tight. That set me off. I couldn’t hold back anymore. I had almost perfect control over my own body, but there was no way in hell I could stop the orgasm from slamming into me, making a guttural groan rip from my throat as I shot a huge load all over myself.

When my cock finally stopped spurting, my head started to pound. I was dehydrated as shit. This was probably the worst place possible to actively work up a sweat and drain my body. I’d have to double up on my water and electrolytes consumption for the rest of the day. Anita probably should too. Would I seem like a jackass if I told her? I just didn’t want her to have to work all day with a pounding headache. She’d seemed to come as hard as I had, and we’d been in here for a while. Probably too long.

But I couldn’t move as I stared up at the ceiling and tried to slow my dual heart rate, my legs still splayed carelessly, cock softening and cum cooling on my front. When I heard Anita delicately clear her throat, I lifted my heavy head to blearily look at her.

Her towel was already wrapped back around her, and she looked completely normal and put together except for the soft, sated gleam in her eyes. Lifting her brows, she gave me a pointed look, then glanced at the sauna door.

Right. Shit. Public place. Anita may have enjoyed seeing my exquisite cock and balls, but that didn’t mean anyone else here wanted to, at least not without prior warning.

I suddenly realised with a hint of alarm that I had a slight issue. My towel was a nice, crisp white, and my cum—of which there was a lot—was a smoky black.

Ah.

I stared down at my front in silence, then tugged the towel out from under me with a sigh and mopped up. How could I expect my housekeeper to wash this? That seemed like an abuse of power somehow. Maybe even a biohazard.

Ugh, I’d have to wash it myself. I hadn’t done laundry since I was kid. Not since I’d spent every Sunday night almost crying in frustration as I sat surrounded by the mountains of my siblings’ freshly washed and dried clothes. It had taken me hours to fold everything. By the time I’d gone to college, Mom had had a much better job and was able to do more around the house. She’d insisted I take my laundry home every weekend. I’d wondered a few times if she felt guilty about how much I’d done while we were struggling, but we’d never talked about it.

Once I was no longer streaked with cum, I tucked my junk back into my shorts and stared in horror at the dark smears all over the towel. Maybe I could just dump a load of bleach over it. Surely there was bleach under the kitchen sink at home. I just couldn’t remember the last time I’d looked under there.

When the door to the sauna swished open, I jumped out of my skin and hastily threw the towel over my lap, making sure the stained side wasn’t visible. A human guy sauntered in, gave me a nod that I returned with a casual jerk of my chin, and settled on a bench directly opposite the door.

I looked over at Anita, and we stared at each other in silence. Now that my brain wasn’t melting from horniness, I felt uncertainty start to creep in.

What the fuck was that?

How was I supposed to act around her now? She was sending ridiculously mixed signals. Telling me she wanted to maintain a professional boundary, then accosting me in the sauna to give me a world-class demonstration on how she liked to make herself come.

Not that I was complaining about that. I definitely wasn’t complaining about that. It had been the most stimulating performance I’d ever sat through. If she decided to put on an official show at the theatre in Umbral Square every week, I’d buy every single seat in the house to be the sole member of the audience. I’d happily attend all viewings, including the matinees. I wouldn’t mind taking a late lunch and working overtime for that.

“Would you mind putting more water on the coals?”

I jumped again when the unfamiliar voice cut through my thoughts, and stared blankly at the human guy until I realised he was talking to me. Glancing at the coals to my left, I leaned over to grab the ladle. “Sure.”

“Thanks, man.” He settled back with a sigh as the coals hissed with fresh steam.

After dropping the ladle back into the bucket, I sat back and grimaced when the cooled cum on the inside of the towel slid over my stomach. God, did cum always feel this slimy? Maybe I should look into supplements that would give my cum a silkier, more pleasant texture.

I knew I should leave and cool down, but Anita was still in here, and I didn’t want to seem like a total dick by just sauntering out without a word after what we’d just done. And I still wanted to know what the fuck it had actually been about, but now we couldn’t talk about it. I gave the other human in the room the stink eye, then quickly smoothed out my expression when he glanced over at me.

“Hey, uh, you’ve got something…” He gestured at his own chin.

Frowning, I reached up and wiped a hand under my chin, then stared in horror at the globule of black cum smeared over my knuckles. My ears went wild as I hurriedly rubbed my hand over my towel. I’d had cum dangling from my chin this whole time?

I heard a faint snort from the other end of the sauna, but at least the human guy didn’t seem to have realised what it was. I gave Anita a betrayed glare as she elegantly rose from the bench, tucking her towel tighter around her chest.

As her delicate, bony feet padded over the wooden floor toward the door, she looked over at me, something flashing in her dark eyes.

“Nice to see you again, Mr var Rorik,” she said quietly before slipping out of the sauna.

I was officially confused as fuck, but I still found a wide grin spreading over my face.

Human guy’s brow quirked as he looked over at me, no doubt wondering why two acquaintances had been sitting at opposite ends of the room. “You know her?”

Still grinning, I spread my arms out over the bench behind me and tipped my head back. “Somewhat.”


Chapter Eighteen
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Anita


What was wrong with me?

Seriously, there was something wrong with me that I’d never discovered before. Was this a midlife crisis? Was I accidentally throwing something mind-altering into my green smoothie every morning?

I’d always been a stickler for the rules. I’d never done anything that could get me in trouble. I always coloured inside the lines as a child, did all my homework, kept the house tidy for Mum and Dad, got my first job at fifteen so I wouldn’t have to rely on them for pocket money.

I wasn’t a wild person in my day-to-day life. I didn’t do reckless things. Sex was probably the one activity where I actually allowed myself to let go and loosen the rigid control I kept over myself, but it had still always been within the confines of my orderly life. Like, actually in a private location. Well, and a few times in the back of my college girlfriend’s car.

Not exposing myself in a public sauna and masturbating for a big demiurgus man who I’d already told I would not be having sex with again.

God, he must be confused. And probably a little pissed off, which was completely justified. I was pissed off at myself. I had no idea what I’d been thinking—and then I’d stopped thinking altogether when I saw those ridiculous, tiny shorts he’d been wearing.

I needed to apologise. I was just… generally really bad at apologising or admitting I was wrong. But I knew I had to suck it up and do it. He deserved an apology.

The problem was, how did I apologise for that without being obvious? It wasn’t as if I could use my work email to send a message to his work email saying, ‘Sorry for what happened in the sauna’. Too risky. Way too risky.

I could call him, but… the thought of that broke me out in a cold sweat.

I’d been guzzling water since my vigorous session in the sauna, so I was up and down to the bathroom all morning, but I still got a lot done, workwise. Apparently, seeing var Rorik for a stimulating sauna session in the mornings was great for my productivity.

Until his name popped up on my computer screen just after lunch, a new email sitting in my inbox with the subject line, Clarification needed.

I immediately stopped what I was doing as my belly fluttered uncontrollably. Oh god, okay. No more avoiding it. Taking a deep breath, I reached for my mouse and clicked on the email.

Anita,

Thanks for the brief chat this morning. A very stimulating conversation, and just like our recent lively discussion, you made some excellent points. Very excellent, invigorating points.

However, I’ve realised that I came away from it somewhat confused about a few things. I’d appreciate clarification on what, exactly, this morning’s conversation means for the planning of the event.

I’ll be in and out of my office all afternoon, so best you contact me on my personal number so I don’t miss your call. Eager to know where we both stand.

Look forward to hearing from you.

Nuni

I stared at the cell number written under his name. Well then. I had no excuse now. He’d inadvertently given me the means to apologise over a private channel, except what he wanted was for me to explain what the incident had actually… meant. Which was fair. A totally valid request.

The problem was, I had no idea. Why couldn’t I control myself around him? Was he really that attractive?

Okay, yes, he was. He was, as Hustin had so eloquently put it, a fucking smoke show. A successful, competitive gym rat with a six pack and a nice dick.

But also kind of funny. I mean, that email was a pretty amusing way of bringing up what had happened without outright saying that we’d masturbated in front of each other in a public sauna this morning, which was definitely a strange thing for two business associates to do.

And he’d been surprisingly kind that night in his office when I started panicking. And he had photos of his mum and family in there, which was… sweet. He was a great boss, according to Lipa, not an overly demanding, sexist pig. And I kind of admired how involved he was being in the planning for this event. Most big bosses didn’t give a shit about the details as long as they could take the credit on the night. He seemed like a genuinely hard worker. And he took care of himself, which was never a bad thing. Sure, he was a little over-the-top about it, but I still appreciated it. Admired it.

God, did I actually admire Nuni var Rorik, with his overinflated ego and arrogant, competitive attitude and two-thousand-dollar suits?

I didn’t care about money. I lived pretty modestly. I wasn’t interested in designer clothes or jewellery or luxury vacations, but I could recognise and appreciate the fact that he actually worked for his money. He wasn’t just a spoiled brat with a mummy and daddy footing the bill.

Oh god, I think I actually like him.

That complicated things. That complicated things a lot. It was one thing to want to have sex with him. That was something I could control. Any opportunities for us to actually do that would be few and far between, and I wasn’t an animal driven by my baser instincts.

Well, I’d thought that until this morning.

But actually liking him? Actually developing feelings for him? That was harder to control. Much, much harder. And that made me really nervous.

Taking a deep breath, I grabbed my phone and programmed his private number into my contacts. It felt like a really stupid idea, but I had to do it. I had to apologise for completely going back on my word just a few days after insisting nothing could ever happen between us again. I owed him an explanation, as utterly humiliating as it would be.

Yes, I’m very sorry for what happened. It was beyond inappropriate. I just can’t control myself around you. You make me too horny. You’re far too good-looking. I can’t stop thinking about how hard you made me come on your desk.

My mouth twitched as I stared down at his name in my phone. He’d probably love that.

Looking up, I glanced around the office. I couldn’t call him here, and I’d already taken my lunch break, so I had no reason to leave the office.

I opened up my notes app to draft a message. There was no way I was going to type it straight into a text to him—what if I accidentally hit send before I’d settled on what I was going to say?

Hi, it’s Anita. I got your email. Can I call you tonight?

I cringed and immediately deleted the last bit. It sounded too personal.

Hi, it’s Anita. I got your email. It’s probably best if I call to discuss it once I’ve left the office for the day.

That was fine. That was still safe. No mention of saunas or indecent exposure in a public place. Or the way he looked while he was having an orgasm. His O-face was unfairly attractive.

I copied and pasted it into a new message and sent it before I could spend all afternoon agonising over it. Then I sat there staring down at my phone, my pulse leaping when three dots appeared just ten seconds later.

Hey. I figured. I’ll be home at 7.30 after the gym. That okay?

Before I could reply, another text came through.

Oh and not to be a total dickweed who thinks he can tell you what to do but maybe make sure you drink enough water today seeing as yeah

Then another. I had a wicked headache when I left the gym. How was swimming by the way?

A reluctant smile tilted my mouth. Wow, var Rorik had no chill. It was kind of cute.

7.30 is fine, I typed back. I’m drinking plenty of water. Thanks for your concern. Swimming was good.

I stared at it after hitting send. God, I was terrible at making conversation.

How was your workout? I added quickly.

He replied just a few seconds later. Yeah awesome. We need a redo of our friendly little running competition by the way, seeing as the last one didn’t count.

I snorted. Why didn’t it count?

Because I had to leave early! he replied.

You didn’t HAVE to leave early, I typed immediately. You said you weren’t actually flying off to Paris for the weekend.

No but I got cramp, he sent. So it didn’t count. We need to do it when we’re both at peak physical performance. I’d already done an hour of hardcore leg exercises.

I found myself snorting again, then gave Vee a sheepish smile when her head popped up over her computer monitor.

“What’s got you laughing?” she asked cheerfully.

“Oh, just—” I flushed. “Um, a meme my sister sent me.”

“Let me see.” Hustin rolled his chair closer.

“Me too!” Vee chirped, standing up from her desk to walk around.

I stiffened, trying to shoot Hustin a subtle yet meaningful look. “No, Vee, you… you won’t want to see it. It’s… gory.”

Hustin stared at me for a second as understanding dawned. His eyes shot down to my phone screen when I tilted it toward him, showing him var Rorik’s name at the top, before a wide grin revealed all his sharp teeth.

“Ooh yeah, that is gory.” He rolled his chair back, waggling his brows at me. “You don’t want to see it, Vee.”

“Oh no, nothing gory for me.” She wrinkled her nose and retreated back to her desk.

“Let me know if your sister sends any more,” Hustin said lightly, an innocent expression on his face as he gazed at his monitor. “I want to see all of them.”


Chapter Nineteen
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Anita


We ended up texting on and off all afternoon.

It was actually fun talking to him. I’d never been that good at small talk or thinking of ways to keep conversations going, but Nuni excelled at it. He usually sent two or three texts in a row—just a stream of consciousness that I should’ve found annoying. I generally liked my conversations short and to the point, but I didn’t find it annoying at all, and there wasn’t any point to this anyway. We were just talking for the sake of it. Because I just wanted to talk to him.

It somehow managed to make me forget about the awkward conversation we’d be having after work. We talked about everything else. Mainly what we disagreed on. Favourite foods—his was his mum’s porin, a traditional demiurgus dish, whereas mine was niçoise salad. The best bars and restaurants in the city, which made it clear how different the circles we mixed in were. Which was the best of the four movies in the Team Lava Force franchise, which were wildly popular when we were both kids. He insisted it was the third, Team Lava Force 3: Revenge of the Molten Jock, whereas I thought it was the first.

A few times, when there was a lull in the conversation, he’d text me something like, The dude speaking right now in this conference call sounds like he’s holding in a Deep Earth-rumbling fart, or, Holy shit I can see two guys in suits out my office window having a full-on brawl. I’m gonna try and film it.

It was kind of weird how easily we slipped into more casual conversation. But I supposed it made some sense—he’d seen my vulva. Twice. It almost felt weirder to try and maintain a distantly polite tone through text after that. Especially as we weren’t even talking about work stuff. We were just talking.

And I didn’t want to stop.

I’d been right—he was a bit of a frat bro, but in a funny way. I kind of liked the way he talked. It made me feel like I was getting to see the other side of Nuni var Rorik. The relaxed side, with some of the highly polished lacquer stripped away.

I wasn’t as good at loosening up. I tried to remember to ask him questions back, to send more than direct sentences that gave nothing to continue the conversation. It made me worried that he’d think I wasn’t actually interested in talking to him, which was the wrong thing to be worrying about. Shouldn’t I have been worrying about our looming conversation later? Worrying about how to tell him that yes, I had in fact shown him my pussy in the gym sauna, but unfortunately that didn’t mean we could have sex again. Worrying about how to explain to him why I’d done it: I’m wildly attracted to you, and when you’re around my id seems to take over, but again, sorry, my stance hasn’t changed.

The end of the workday rolled around too quickly. As I was shutting off my computer and packing up to leave, I got one more text from Nuni.

Heading to the gym now, so I’ll talk to you at 7.30.

Nerves immediately tightened my stomach. Picking up my bottle, I had a sip of water because my mouth had suddenly gone dry, before stuffing it in my bag.

“Someone’s been very preoccupied with her phone all afternoon,” Hustin said airily beside me as he pulled on his jacket. “More gory memes from your sister?”

I shot him a weak glare, slipping my arms through my backpack straps. “Yes. Lots.”

I waved to Vee when she cheerily said goodnight and walked out of the office with Moly. Hustin fell into step beside me as I followed them.

“If you’re not heading straight to have more desk sex with Mr Smoke Show, I will be personally offended,” he murmured to me.

I let out a slightly hysterical laugh. “Of course not.”

But I couldn’t stop myself from picturing it. Going to Nuni’s office, striding in while he was sitting behind his desk, maybe in a conference call. Climbing onto his desk and ordering him to make me come again. Or to pull out his dick and act like nothing was happening in his call while I sucked him off.

I glanced at the time on my phone. How busy would his office be right now? Maybe if we were quiet…

He’s already gone to the gym, I suddenly remembered, which made my shoulders sag as Hustin and I stepped out onto the street.

Hmm, how easy would it be for us to slip into a shower in the men’s locker room without anyone seeing?

“Well if you’re really not—which is disappointing news, by the way—want to go get a drink?” Hustin asked as we walked slowly down the street. “It’s almost the weekend.”

I gave him a rueful look. “I can’t tonight, sorry. Maybe tomorrow?”

“Sure, hon. Doing anything fun tonight?”

My face went hot, and I glanced around before admitting, “I’m talking to him later about… what happened.”

Hustin raised his brows at me. “Oh really? I thought you’d already talked about it.”

I got even warmer. “We did. But, um…”

Hustin stopped and turned to face me with a frown. “Is he hounding you?”

“No, no.” I shook my head. “Definitely not. He’s been completely respectful. It’s… Shit. I kind of… propositioned him. This morning.”

Hustin’s eyes flared with excitement. “You asked him if he wanted to have sex again?”

I cringed. “No, I… It… Something just… kind of happened this morning.”

He frowned and started walking again. “Huh? How? Did you see him before work?”

“Yeah, um… at the gym.”

Hustin stopped again, ignoring the businessman who gave him an irritated huff and barged past. “At the gym?” he hissed. “You had sex with him at the gym?”

My shoulders hunched up. There was no need to clarify that it technically wasn’t sex. I could not tell my friend that I had brazenly exposed my cunt and masturbated in front of Nuni, so I just said, “Yes. In the sauna.”

“In the sauna?” he choked out. “Not even in, like, a lockable bathroom stall? The sauna?”

I swallowed. “Yes.”

Hustin burst out laughing. “Jesus, Anita. Where’s the next time gonna be? Restaurant bathroom? Corva’s office? We have to think of something that tops public sauna.”

“No, Hustin. There isn’t going to be a next time.” I rubbed my face. “That’s why I’m calling him tonight. To apologise for flip-flopping and tell him that it definitely won’t happen again.”

“How about a movie theatre?” Hustin said thoughtfully. “Or a hotel balcony. Street view. One of the lower floors.”

“Hustin.”

He sighed wistfully, as if he was personally saddened by the fact that I wouldn’t be having sex with Nuni var Rorik again. “Okay, so you’re calling him tonight to tell him you won’t be having sex with him again.”

“Yes.”

“Despite saying that only a few days ago and already having sex with him again.”

“That’s why I’m also going to apologise,” I said defensively. “I’m not saying I think he’s desperate for it to happen again, because I’m sure he’s… He could have sex with whoever he wants. But it’s still not fair.”

“Okay, but if you reiterate it again tonight, you really can’t have sex with him again, Anita.”

My stomach went fluttery. “I know. That’s the point.”

“No, really.” Hustin stopped again and faced me, taking my arm to tuck us into the doorway of a closed store. “Because I’m pretty sure he is desperate to have sex with you again.”

I scoffed. “No, he isn’t.”

“He’s been texting you all afternoon, Anita,” Hustin said flatly. “Which means he might even, gasp, actually like you.”

My pulse leapt with a rush of nervous excitement. “I… No, he doesn’t.”

Hustin rolled his eyes. “Sure. Look, all I’m saying is, you need to think about this. I know your instinct is to tell him it won’t happen again because that’s what you feel is right, but you need to really think about whether that’s actually true.”

I stared at him. “What do you mean?”

“I mean will it definitely, one hundred percent, categorically never happen again?”

“I…”

No. It’s going to happen again. You know it is.

“Because if there’s even the slightest chance that it will, if you find yourselves in another situation that allows it…” Hustin trailed off, looking at me expectantly.

“I—You—You’re talking like it’s inevitable.”

He gave me a flat look.

After a few seconds of awkward silence, I hissed, “Okay, fine, I do want to have sex with him again. A lot. For some reason, I’m ridiculously attracted to him. To the point that I stop thinking about the consequences when I’m around him.”

“Hypothetical consequences,” Hustin interjected. “Corva’s not going to find out. Well, unless you end up falling in love. And getting engaged. But you don’t have to invite Corva to the wedding.”

I burst into hysterical laughter, which made a young woman side-eye me as she walked past. “Fall in love? No. This is—It’s…”

“Pure, hot carnal attraction?” Hustin grinned at me. “That’s great too. Fucking embrace it, Anita. Have some fun. Fuck the smoke show. You only live once.”

“Great advice,” an older demiurgus woman in a business suit said as she walked past, giving me an encouraging nod. “Go for it, honey.”

I smiled weakly back, rubbing my face.

“Look, I know you didn’t ask for my advice, but I’m giving it anyway because I love you and I’m totally invested.” Hustin squeezed my arm. “If there’s a chance it might happen again—which is, I will reiterate, totally fine, by the way—then you can’t call him tonight and once again tell him flat-out that it won’t. You can’t mess him around.”

I huffed. “Hustin, it’s not like… We barely know each other. He doesn’t actually care.”

He stared down at me with a dry expression. “Sure he doesn’t.”

“This is just… Like you said, it’s just physical attraction. Sure, it’s obviously… strong physical attraction, but is that really worth losing my job over? Or at the very least, being seen as completely unprofessional by Corva? Having her not trust me anymore?”

“Oh my god, Anita.” Hustin shook his head. “I say this because I care about you. You’re using that as an excuse.”

“What?” I bristled. “No, I’m not. Corva is really strict about—”

“I know she is, but this isn’t just you fucking a client, as much as you’re trying to tell yourself that. You like him.”

I opened my mouth to deny it. And couldn’t.

Hustin gave me a self-satisfied look. “Want to know what I think?”

“Sure. Speak your mind for once,” I said sardonically.

“You hate being seen as less than perfect. You hate losing control. So you’re trying to fight this thing with Mr Smoke Show, because if you actually let yourself develop feelings for him and let this turn into something, it will mean possibly, maybe admitting to Corva one day that you are less than perfectly one hundred percent professional at all times because you fell for a client.”

I scoffed. “I haven’t fallen for him. Jesus, I barely know him.”

“Oh my god, Anita, I know.” Hustin rolled his eyes. “I’m saying you’re trying to stop it from happening. And look how that’s going. You’re fucking him in saunas. It’s clearly not working.”

“Wanting to have sex with someone is not the same as wanting to be with them, Hustin,” I said woodenly.

“Trust me, I’m well aware. I’m just not buying it.” He jerked his head toward the sidewalk. “Come on.”

“What do you mean you’re not buying it?” I asked as I trailed after him.

“I mean that I know you, Anita. If you didn’t like him, you would have already moved on from the hot desk sex incident. You definitely wouldn’t be texting him all afternoon at work, especially when you were recently so worried about Corva finding out.”

“I was just… I had to text him about calling him later, and we just ended up… talking.”

“About fucking?”

“What? No!”

He nodded. “About work stuff, then?”

My face burned. “I… No, not exactly.”

“Hmm.” Hustin looked so smug that for just a second, I wanted to shove him over in the street and sprint away.

“This hasn’t actually helped, Hustin,” I gritted out. “I have to call him at seven-thirty. What the fuck am I meant to say?”

“Just be honest.”

God, was there any advice more infuriating?

“Be honest with yourself,” Hustin clarified.

Yes. Yes there was.

“If you really aren’t interested in him in any way, if you know without a doubt that there is no chance you will ever have sex with him again, then tell him that and move on. No more hot desk sex with the beautiful gym rat.”

Nooo, my vagina cried out.

“Or, if you can admit to yourself that it’s going to happen again, that you want it to happen again, then you should just be honest with him and talk about it together. Talk about how you’re going to deal with it moving forward.”

“I—” I rubbed my face. “He’s still a client, Hustin.”

He huffed in disgust. “Don’t even. This has nothing to do with work.”

“Yes it does.”

“It really doesn’t. It’s about two people who are attracted to each other, but one of them is her own worst enemy and likes to make things difficult for herself.” He stopped outside the subway station. “You’re overcomplicating it, Anita. You like him. He likes you. You want to fuck him. So fuck him.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Sometimes that bossy demiurgus nature is really annoying.”

“Only because you know I’m right,” he said airily. “It might not amount to anything beyond sex, but so what? Have a hot fuck-fling with the smoke show, at the very least. Please.” He leaned down to air kiss my cheek. “And call me later if you’re not too busy having phone sex with him.”

I snorted. “I’m not going to have phone sex with him.”

I could have phone sex with him…

“See you in the morning, sweets!” Hustin was giving me a final wave as he descended the staircase into the subway station among the throng of other people doing the same.

I turned and carried on walking so I wasn’t standing in the way of the rush hour crowd. Glancing down at my phone, I felt my stomach dip again. Just a couple of hours until I had to call Nuni. And talk about what I’d done in the sauna this morning.

I was pretty sure this was going to be the most embarrassing phone call of my life.


Chapter Twenty
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Anita


At precisely seven-thirty, I took a deep breath and called him.

I was sitting on the sofa with my legs folded under me to stop my knee from bouncing anxiously. I’d been jittery all evening, trying to distract myself with some yoga, then by taking a shower, then making dinner, but I’d been too nervous to eat. My barely touched plate was on the coffee table beside a glass of water, which I gulped down nervously as I waited for him to pick up.

Some splashed down my chin as the ringing stopped and Nuni’s low, smooth voice bled into my ear. “Hey.”

Slamming down the glass, I wiped my chin hurriedly with my sleeve. “Hi.”

Already, this felt almost illicit. Like we were sneaking around, speaking in secret. Which I guessed we kind of were.

My hands went clammy, gut bottoming out with a sickening, exhilarating swoop. I stood up from the couch in a rush, unable to sit still.

“So, um, how was—What’ve you been up to?” Nuni sounded as awkward as I felt.

It helped calm my nerves a little. I’d had no idea how he’d act. Whether he’d be all cocky, amused arrogance as he waited for me to explain my actions this morning. Whether he’d relish listening to me squirm. I didn’t think he was a total asshole, but he was still a competitive, smug bastard.

“Nothing. Made some dinner.” I cringed. God, I was crap at making conversation. Maybe I should just jump right into the topic looming over us and get it done with. “So—”

“What did you—”

I paused when Nuni started speaking at the same time. “Sorry, you go,” I started to say, but at the exact same time yet again, he began, “Oh, sorry, what—”

We lapsed into awkward silence, before Nuni cleared his throat. “Go ahead.”

Taking a quiet, deep breath, I said, “I just wanted to apologise for this morning.”

There was another pause, before… “Apologise?” Nuni sounded wary.

My face burned, sweat prickling all over, but I had to just do it. “It was beyond inappropriate, especially after… after our conversation in your office. I shouldn’t have—I just—”

I fell silent, rubbing my hot face. After a few seconds, Nuni broke the uncomfortable silence.

“You don’t have to apologise, Anita.” His voice was a little wooden. “You weren’t the only one… We both…”

He trailed off. God, this was so awkward. Especially because now I was remembering it. I was picturing it—picturing his hand wrapped around his dick, his yellow eyes heavy as he watched me, his sculpted chest heaving as he stroked himself off.

My stomach clenched, tightening with an almost unbearable yearning to be near him. To touch him. I’d barely touched him, I realised, during our first encounter, and obviously not at all in the second.

That didn’t seem fair. To either of us. Maybe I should just offer him a quick blowjob before we put an end to things…

No, Anita! It can’t happen again!

Ignoring all the reactions my body was having just to the sound of his voice, I cleared my throat and said, “I know, but it wouldn’t have happened if I hadn’t… orchestrated it.”

“Orchestrated it?” His voice had perked up a little.

Wincing, I admitted, “I mean, I followed you into the sauna. I was the one who… started things.”

“Well I guess that’s true,” he said quickly. “I didn’t even know you’d be there. I was just going to the sauna. Had no idea I’d see you in the pool. None.”

I frowned a little. Hadn’t I told him I’d be swimming Thursday morning when I called him to confirm the Basalt? Maybe I hadn’t.

I could’ve sworn I had, though.

“But that doesn’t…” Nuni trailed off. “You don’t need to apologise. I guess I just… I’m a little confused. I thought you said—”

“I know.” I rubbed my hot forehead. “And I do need to apologise for that. For being a complete… flake. Telling you it definitely couldn’t happen again and then basically accosting you at the gym—”

“Hey, no, I’m totally cool with that part,” he broke in quickly, which made me pause my pacing as my mouth twitched. “That part was great. A very… invigorating sauna session.”

I snorted. “It was. Did you manage to get to the locker room and dressed without anyone seeing the, um, towel?”

The towel that had been streaked with his dark cum.

“Yeah, thank fuck.” He huffed in amusement. “I tried bleaching it when I got home but it just went yellow, so I threw it out.”

My eyes bulged. “Does demiurgus… It stains?”

“Oh.” He sounded embarrassed. “Uh, no, but… it just felt wrong to throw it in the hamper for my housekeeper to wash. Plus, she’s demiurgus. She’d know immediately what it was.”

I chuckled, enough nervous energy fleeing to allow me to sit back down on the couch. “I’m sure she’s seen worse.”

“Not from me.” He sounded offended by the idea. “I’m not over here just coming on all my shit, dude.”

I burst out laughing. “You’re not?”

“No, dude.” He was laughing too. “I’m not… I’d never even done anything remotely sexual in my office before you, let alone a freaking sauna.”

That sobered me up as the memory of his office blared in my brain. His big hands on me. His firm lips. Sharp teeth scraping lightly over my hipbone. His tongue in my mouth and delving between my legs, sliding over my pussy, his hoarse groans vibrating through me as he…

“Sorry,” I heard him say awkwardly. “I shouldn’t have brought that up.”

“No, it’s okay,” I blurted, breathing a little faster. “It’s not like we can’t… talk about it. We’re adults. We did it. And I… I don’t want you to think I regret it. I don’t at all. It was…” Shaking my head sharply, I continued, “It’s just because of Corva’s stance on…”

“I get it,” he said quickly. “Totally. I wasn’t trying to, like, pressure you into anything with my email this morning, Anita. I just… wasn’t sure. Where we, uh, stood.”

“I understand.” I tried to sound calm and controlled. Hustin’s infuriating but wise advice filtered into my mind. Just be honest. “Okay, the thing is, I’m… I’m really attracted to you.”

My face was on fire. There was a pause, and I rolled my eyes when I heard the smug smile in Nuni’s voice as he said, “You are?”

“Yes,” I said defensively. “Obviously. Otherwise I wouldn’t have… But what I’m saying is, I clearly stop thinking rationally when I’m near you. I mean, Jesus, I… exposed myself in the gym sauna.”

“Yeah.” Nuni’s voice was deeper, rougher, and my belly clenched just hearing it.

Maybe phone sex would work as a good compromise? One last hurrah?

I jerked my head again to clear the horny thoughts beginning to infiltrate. “So, yes. That’s the situation. I’m very attracted to you physically”—I made sure to clarify that point—“and I acted out of character this morning, and I went back on my word, and I’m sorry.”

I was breathing hard when I finally stopped. There was an excruciating pause before Nuni finally started speaking, his tone almost guarded.

“Okay. So this morning was just… irrational horniness. From both of us. It wasn’t—You haven’t… changed your mind then.”

My breath caught as I stared at the muted rerun of some sitcom playing on my TV. He almost sounded disappointed. Like he wanted it to happen again.

I wanted it to happen again too. A lot.

Hustin’s voice rang through my head, asking me if I was one hundred percent sure that sex with Nuni var Rorik would never happen again. Telling me to just have a secret fuck-fling with him if it was what we both wanted.

But then I remembered the days after Corva had found her lifemate fucking his secretary. She’d remained poised and professional at work, but she’d still been tense and snappy and had looked ridiculously stressed. She’d had to take some time off to move into her own place across town. When it had just been me and her in her office one day, I’d awkwardly asked her if she was alright. She’d given me a brittle smile and said, “Some people are just animals, Anita. And unfortunately I mated one of them.”

God, I just couldn’t imagine her reaction if she found out I’d had sex with a client. I knew Hustin was right—this wasn’t the exact same situation. There wasn’t really a power imbalance, and neither Nuni nor I were involved with anyone else.

But still. Like I’d told Nuni in his office, it should be easy to maintain that professional boundary. It should be so fucking easy to just not have sex with someone.

Would she lump me in with her douchebag ex if she found out? Even if she didn’t fire me, her opinion of me would drop massively. She’d stop respecting me as a colleague, a professional. She’d stop trusting me.

“I can’t,” I told Nuni, unable to stop the regret bleeding into my voice. “You’re a client.”

“Okay.” He let out a breath. “Yeah, of course. So that… clears that up then.”

Genuine disappointment made my shoulders sag. Which was ridiculous. It was just sex. I could go and find someone else to have sex with. So could he.

“So what about the, uh… irrational horniness?” He cleared his throat awkwardly, and his voice was gruff when he admitted, “Because it’s not… just you. You’re still super annoying, but you’re also… I’m attracted to you too. Obviously. So yeah. We still have to work together on the event, so…”

I swallowed, trying to ignore the way my pulse had leapt at hearing him say he was attracted to me. “Well, you could hand over the event stuff to Lipa. She knows you well, so she’ll know what you’d be happy with.”

There was silence, before Nuni muttered, “I guess.”

“Or we just…” I said quickly, because the idea of never getting to interact with him again was making me jittery. “I mean, it’s not like there’ll be any situations that will allow for us to… for that to happen. Honestly, aside from the food-tasting, we won’t need to meet much. At all, really. We can just correspond through email.”

Another silence. I picked at the hem of my pyjama bottoms, scowling down at them. I was right, though. I didn’t need to take up any more of his time. That was why his firm had hired an event planner. To take it off their hands.

“Okay,” Nuni eventually said, his voice just the tiniest bit sulky. “So it won’t be a problem then.”

I swallowed. “It shouldn’t be, no.”

“So we just… don’t.”

My thighs clenched together. I knew what he was saying without him actually saying it.

We just don’t have sex again.

This was a surreal conversation. Were there many situations that required two people to mutually agree to never have sex again, even though they both clearly wanted to? Probably not many good ones.

“We don’t,” I agreed woodenly.

We lapsed into silence. Now would be the time to politely thank him for his time, tell him I’d be in touch soon about the event, and hang up. We wouldn’t have to speak outside of office hours again until the night of the event. Well, unless we bumped into each other at the gym.

Maybe in the sauna.

Or maybe the showers. Maybe one day the women’s showers would be broken, so I’d have to use the ones in the men’s locker rooms. Maybe I’d accidentally step into the shower he just so happened to be using, and he’d be all wet and naked and…

“So we just go back to annoying the fuck out of each other,” Nuni said, still sounding a little sullen. “Professionally.”

My mouth quirked into a non-smile. “Looks like it. At least until the event is over.”

“Yeah.” He was quiet for a moment. I heard him take a breath to speak, but he said nothing at first. Until, “Would you—”

He cut himself off as my pulse leapt.

“Never mind,” he said casually. “Hey, so, I better go. I’ve got a… thing.”

“Me too,” I said quickly. “I need to… Uh, so, I’ll be in touch soon about… event stuff.”

“Event stuff. Awesome.” Overly cheerful, he drawled, “Nice talking to you, Anita. Speak soon.”

“Yeah.” I licked my dry lips. “Speak soon. Bye.”

The call disconnected. I slowly lowered the phone from my ear, the plastic case damp from my sweaty palm.

Well. That was that then.


Chapter Twenty-One
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Nuni


“Svyn,” I mumbled to my massage therapist as his giant thumbs pressed into my lower back. “Have you ever dated a human?”

“Dated? No, boss.” He dug in harder, making my eye twitch. “Had a one-night thing with one once, though. Would’ve liked to see her again, but… wouldn’t have worked out.”

My eyes popped open. “Why not?”

He chuckled, shifting lower to start working on my left hamstring. “Well, I was terrified of hurting her, for one. She was a tiny thing. Plus, you know, demiurgus and human anatomy don’t mix too well.”

“Mm.” I stared down at the floor through the hole in the massage table. “But, so, how did the one-night thing wor-hhhnnngh.”

My entire leg spasmed as Svyn pushed hard against the back of my thigh with his knuckles.

“Fuck, dude,” I panted, wincing. “Do you inject concrete into your giant hands every night? Jesus Christ.”

“You’re tense, boss,” he observed. “You mean did we fuck?”

My ears fluttered. “Sorry, bro, you don’t have to answer. Inappropriate question.”

“It’s all good.”

Svyn had been my massage therapist for a few years now—he was the best—and we often shot the shit, so I was glad I hadn’t overstepped.

“We didn’t fuck fuck. No way. But, I mean…” He chuckled. “I keep my claws clipped short for work, so…”

“Ah.” I nodded as best I could with my face in the hole. “Got it.”

“You interested in a human, boss?” he asked conversationally, but I could only answer with a pained grunt as he dug his giant fists back into my hamstring.

“I just… was wondering,” I eventually managed to get out. “My brother recently started dating a human.”

“Gotcha.” There was a pause, before Svyn warily asked, “And you’re… wondering how they fuck?”

My ears went wild. “No way, dude, no. I was just… Okay, there is this human woman…”

He chuckled. “There we go.”

I scowled at the floor. “It’s not… It’s nothing.”

It really was nothing. I didn’t even know why I’d brought it up with Svyn. I hadn’t seen Anita for two weeks. We’d spoken via email—polite, formal messages about the event. She was getting the invitations designed. She’d asked for the finalised guest list. She was waiting to hear back from Piquante about a food-tasting appointment and she’d sent over a preliminary menu for me to approve.

Which was fine. Totally fine. I barely even knew her. I’d just made her come once. And witnessed her come a second time.

But there were plenty of women out there who I’d made come—more than once, I’d like to point out—during one-night stands who I’d never seen again. It wasn’t like I’d never had sex with someone once and never again before. And it wasn’t like I’d cared.

Besides, as Svyn had pointed out, it wasn’t even like Anita and I could actually have penetrative sex.

“Us cis men tend to be very phallocentric,” Svyn said conversationally as he dug into my hamstring like he was kneading dough. Tough, unyielding dough that had personally slighted him.

My head popped up from the table hole as I frowned through a wince. “I’m not phallocentric. Am I?” I added doubtfully, as if my massage therapist would have the answer.

“I’m just saying, it’s not the end of the world if penetrative sex is off the table. Plenty of other things you can do, my man. Have you ever had your prostate stimulated?” Svyn asked casually.

I choked on a breath, my ears fluttering wildly. “Dude.”

“Relax. It’s a simple question.”

Exhaling slowly, I dropped my face back into the hole. “Uh… no.”

“You should try it. Different kind of orgasm, but just as satisfying if you can achieve it. Maybe even more so.”

My head popped back up. “You can come just from… that?”

“Not always, and not everyone, but you should be more in touch with your body, boss.”

I struggled to answer, defensiveness rising back up at his slightly disapproving tone. Like I’d failed because I’d never shoved a finger up my ass.

“I’m in touch with my body,” I said snippily. “I take great care of my body. Look at me, bro.”

“I’m not saying you don’t take care of it. I’m just saying shake off that heteronormative mindset, man. Find out what else is out there sex-wise. You don’t have to do it with your human lady, but…”

“You just said you didn’t pursue anything with your human lady because demiurgus and human anatomy don’t mix well,” I shot back. “Who’s being phallocentric now?”

He chuckled. “Fair enough. Although that wouldn’t have bothered me, but she was… Let’s just say she was pretty phallocentric.”

Is Anita? The question popped into my head before I could stop it, and it made me feel kind of gross. I shouldn’t be thinking about that. I shouldn’t be wondering if she’d want to have my dick inside her. Wondering if she’d want me to fuck her until neither of us could speak or move or do anything but lie there in a daze as we stared up at the ceiling once we’d both come so hard that she’d be kicking herself for making us wait.

It wasn’t possible. Not just because of my barbed dick, but because Anita was frustratingly, admirably professional and I was her client. For now.

When I’d had that awkward phone call with her a couple of weeks ago, I’d almost asked her if she’d be interested in something once the event was over. Once we were no longer event-planner-and-client. But the question had sounded so pathetic in my head that I hadn’t let myself ask it out loud.

I was Nuni var Rorik, damn it. I didn’t wait around for sex. I didn’t trail after women like a lonely mutt without an owner. I was a proud, perfectly groomed, prize-winning hound who didn’t need an owner. Like a… handsome, eye-catching Dalmatian. No, a Siberian Husky. A majestic Siberian Husky that could just walk confidently up to a woman and be inundated with pets and belly scritches and treats.

“I know you’re routine-based, boss,” Svyn said as he moved on to taking his aggression out on my other hamstring. “But if I can offer you a bit of advice? Having a routine in the bedroom is a bad idea.”

For the hundredth time, my head popped up as my nostrils flared in outrage. “I don’t have a routine in the bedroom!”

“No? So you’re open to trying new things?”

“Yes,” I snapped. “Obviously. All the time. I’m adventurous as fuck, dude.”

I recently jerked off in a sauna! I almost blurted out, but decided that might not be the best idea.

“So stop thinking with your dick and just see what happens with your human lady.”

I rolled my eyes. It wasn’t even about my dick.

“That’s not why nothing’s happening,” I snapped. “It’s because—”

I stopped, wondering if I should really get into it. Svyn and I were friendly, clearly, but I didn’t know him all that well. We talked about my job a lot during my massages—I may have sometimes used him as a therapist, but he shouldn’t be so damn attentive and full of good advice if he didn’t want that. If I started talking about why Anita and I couldn’t have sex, he might somehow work out who she was. I’d probably already mentioned hiring Feris Events at some point in the past.

Anita was so concerned about being professional that it felt wrong to share this stuff, even with someone who would likely never meet her.

“You’re right,” I mumbled. “I was thinking with my dick.”

“Mhmm,” Svyn said in an infuriatingly know-it-all way. “Turn over, boss.”

Clutching my towel, I carefully rolled onto my back. Svyn nodded at my hand.

“Those’ll have to go.”

“What?” I looked down.

“The claws.”

“My claws? Why?”

“If you want to be intimate with your human…” He raised his brows at me meaningfully.

I stared down at my claws digging into the towel. My gorgeous, perfectly shaped claws with their beautiful blue tinge and elegant curve. I almost shuddered at the thought of Kyli, my regular manicurist here at Redmud Spa, hacking away at them with clippers.

But anyway, it wouldn’t be an issue. It wasn’t like I was ever going to touch Anita again. So I had absolutely no reason to cruelly chop off my beautiful claws, despite what Svyn thought.
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“So you’re saying you want me to file down just these two.”

My manicurist, Kyli, stared at me blankly from across the table, gripping the middle and index fingers of my right hand and keeping them thrust into the air. It almost looked obscene.

I coughed. “Yes.”

“Why?” she asked flatly. Kyli wasn’t the friendliest person, but she was damn good at what she did.

I glanced self-consciously at the human woman beside me getting her nails done. “Just… feel like it.”

The woman glanced back with a knowing look. Her mouth curving into a tiny sheepish smile, she lifted her own right hand to show me her nails—freshly painted pale pink, all of them long and elegantly shaped except for her middle and forefinger, which had been neatly filed down.

I choked out a laugh, lifting my left hand to give her a fist bump. “You get it.” I turned back to Kyli. “She gets it.”

“Well I don’t get it.” She grabbed her clippers and poised them almost threateningly over the claw on my right middle finger. “Claws take a long time to grow back, so don’t come in here whining at your next appointment if I do this.”

I gulped, staring down at the clippers in apprehension. “I won’t.”

“Last chance…”

I almost closed my eyes as I took a deep breath. “Do it.”

I flinched when the clippers snapped shut on my claw, but Kyli had my hand in an iron grip—almost unnecessarily tight, to be honest. She seemed to be taking this personally.

“No going back now,” she sing-songed. Now that she’d done it, she looked almost perversely gleeful to witness the uneasy look on my face.

“Great,” I said faintly. “It looks… great. Just what I wanted.”

It did not look great. It was already making my gut squirmy, seeing the unevenness on my own hand. How was I going to pierce the protective foil tops on my tubs of protein powder? Or scratch my ass properly? Or… I don’t know, find the end on a roll of tape?

My beautiful claws. I said a private lament as Kyli clipped off the other and I stared at the pair of them resting sadly on the table. Daddy loves you. Your sacrifice shall not be in vain.

Except it would be, because I didn’t even know why I was doing this. It wasn’t like my hands would ever be anywhere near the… inside of Anita. God, that was a terrifyingly creepy, serial killer-esque thought.

“They’ll thank you for it,” the woman beside me murmured. “Assuming they’re human. Trust me.”

I smiled weakly back. I could not admit that I’d rashly decided to do this after my appointment with Svyn when it would likely never even be necessary. It wasn’t like I was going to see Anita in a meeting and she’d say, ‘Quick, finger-bang me.’

Fuck, what was I doing? When had I turned into this pathetic mess who would willingly maim himself on the off-chance that he’d get to touch a woman? Was I a majestic Siberian Husky? Or was I just some… mangy mutt sniffing around for scraps.

Stop! I almost shouted at Kyli. Glue them back on! Give me acrylics! I am a strong, handsome, confident demiurgus who doesn’t need to disfigure his beautiful hands for a woman!

But it was too late. The claws were gone, and Kyli was aggressively filing down what remained of my middle claw until it was short and neat and blunt. I suppressed a cringe, feeling a little faint. Did my fingers look stubby now? God, no, anything but stubby fingers. Several past girlfriends had commented on how nice my hands were—masculine, just the right amount of veiny, with long, beautiful fingers. And devilishly handsome, curving claws.

I sat glumly, watching Kyli run her metal file over the sad stub at the end of my finger.

Maybe I will shove a finger up my ass, just so it wasn’t all for nothing.


Chapter Twenty-Two
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Anita


“Have you been here before?” I asked my sister as we followed our group into a swanky bar that had a definite red jewel theme. Which made sense, given its name: Carnelians.

We’d just finished my sister’s birthday dinner at a Japanese restaurant down the street. The Cimmerian District wasn’t a part of town I’d been to often, but Devi’s best friend Tamyn lived here, so she knew the area well.

It was a Saturday night, so the bar was heaving. Its clientele was mixed, but definitely leaning more heavily toward demiurgus, seeing as the Cimmerian District had a largely demiurgus population. I liked it. The buildings were so interesting and looked gorgeous at night, with warm light coming through the stained-glass windows and the neon signs on bars and still-open stores glowing against the dark stone.

“Yeah, loads of times,” Devi answered as we fought our way to the bar, raising her voice to be heard over the din. “There’s another nice bar down the street called Abyss, but we come here more often.”

Devi and Tamyn—a demiurgus—had been inseparable since they’d met at Devi’s first job after we moved over from London. She’d just finished university and managed to land an internship at a publishing house in the city. Now she was Senior Editor for Non-fiction Titles, while Tamyn worked high up in the design department.

When we managed to reach the bar, Tamyn had already flagged down a bartender and was leaning forward to relay her drink order.

“Finally!” She wrapped her arm around Devi’s neck. “I’ve ordered shots.”

“Shots?” Devi shook her head. “We’re not in our twenties anymore, Tamyn.”

“Oh, come on. You only turn forty-five once.”

“That’s very true,” I told Devi solemnly when she looked at me for backup. “You do only turn forty-five once.”

She snorted. “I don’t know how impressed Mum and Dad will be if we both turn up hungover to my birthday lunch tomorrow.”

“We won’t.” I grinned at her, then nodded at the shots being lined up in front of Tamyn on the bar. “But you’re allowed to be. It’s your birthday.”

“No way.” She grabbed my arm. “If I’m doing a shot, you’re doing one too.”

I sighed in defeat, knowing she wouldn’t let me get out of it. At least they’re not flaming shots, I thought to myself, but it only made me feel a little lacklustre.

It had been three weeks since the sauna incident. Since I’d last seen var Rorik. We hadn’t bumped into each other at the gym. I’d made sure not to go early at the weekends, when I used the equipment on the main floor, because I didn’t trust myself around him.

I’d thought this ridiculous, confusing lust for him would fade. I barely knew him. We’d had two weird, brief sexual encounters, and that was it.

It hadn’t faded. I was edgy. I kept having moments where I regretted my decision. I found myself furtively watching Corva in her office at work and weighing up the likelihood of her ever finding out if I did have sex with Nuni var Rorik again.

But Hustin had been right when he’d said I couldn’t keep going back and forth. It wasn’t fair. And var Rorik had probably moved on by now anyway. Found someone else to have desk sex with. I’d given him a taste for it, and now he probably had a different woman sprawled on his desk every evening, with her head thrown back in paroxysms of pleasure and her legs shaking wildly.

How dare they, I thought viciously, picking up my shot and downing it with the rest of our group, barely even tasting it.

“D’you think we’ll be able to find a table?” Tamyn called, handing Devi her gin and tonic.

“Doubtful.” I swept my gaze over the teeming bar, peering around tall demiurgus figures to try and spot any empty tables.

My stomach plummeted like a lead balloon when I saw a familiar head of lustrous black hair shot through with blue.

He was here.

Shitting hell, he was here.

I stared in disbelief at Nuni var Rorik sprawled casually in a booth at the side of the room, his arms resting along the back and a squat tumbler dangling from one hand. He wasn’t in a suit, just a thin grey sweater that moulded perfectly to his muscular torso. The signet ring on his little finger gleamed, the face of the fat watch on his wrist caught the red gem lights in here, and the huge diamond in his ear winked with every tiny movement of his head. He was like a beacon. Like some shiny trinket left on a park bench, and I was the greedy magpie circling overhead, eyeing it up.

He laughed, sharp white teeth flashing, and my stomach clenched up with want. Reluctantly, I tore my gaze away to take in his companion. It was another demiurgus guy with the same blue colouring in his hair and claws, but his build was more slender and his face was a little softer, with a slightly fuller mouth. They looked so similar that they had to be related. The other guy said something else that made var Rorik laugh and sipped his glass of nightberry wine, the rich black liquid leaving a purplish sheen on the inside of the glass.

As though magnetised, my gaze shot back to Nuni. He looked relaxed. As confident as ever. He was practically taking up an entire side of the wide bench with his domineering pose, but he didn’t look smug or cocky as he spoke to his companion. There was an easy familiarity to their interactions. Maybe a brother?

“Found one?” Devi asked hopefully, nudging my arm and snapping me out of my daze as heat flooded my face.

“Oh. No, I…”

I stopped abruptly when var Rorik took a sip of his drink and casually glanced around the bar before his gaze landed on me. He seemed to choke, spluttering out a cough as he pulled the glass away from his mouth and his companion leaned over to smack him on the back with a laugh.

Fuck. Shit. He’d seen me gawping at him from across the bar. I turned away quickly and rubbed my hot face.

“You okay?” Devi was frowning at me.

“No, yeah, I’m fine, I—” I cleared my throat and shoved my hair back, wishing I’d brought a hair tie so I could get it out of my face. “I just need some water.”

She laughed as Tamyn rolled her eyes and gave my shoulder a weak punch. “You had a single beer with dinner and one shot. Lightweight.”

I smiled weakly, trying to catch the eye of the bartender. Tamyn did it for me a few seconds later, leaning over to ask for a water.

“What’s up?” Devi asked me, sipping her gin and tonic.

“Nothing, honestly. Just thirsty.”

“Sure?”

“Yep.” I forced myself to give her a bright smile. I wasn’t going to ruin her birthday by being all weird just because Nuni var Rorik was here. And the bar was so busy, there was no way we’d even end up anywhere near each other. I’d just casually lead the group to the other side of the bar, as far away from him as possible.

Tamyn pressed a glass of water into my hands a few seconds later, so I gave her a grateful smile and took a sip. Then I looked around, aiming for casual, but still studiously avoiding a particular corner.

“It’s so busy in here.” I leaned in to be heard over the loud chatter. “Why don’t we finish these and try out that other bar you mentioned? The one down the street?”

“It’ll be just as busy in there,” Tamyn called back. “I’m sure we’ll be able to find a spot to loiter. Oh, look! Devi, go claim that one by the pillar. That couple’s just moved.”

“On it.” Devi gave a determined nod and set off while Tamyn rounded up the rest of the group.

I watched my sister walk off, my stomach sinking with dread as she slipped between people, heading directly toward var Rorik. She stopped by a wide stone pillar a short distance from the circular bar and gestured me over enthusiastically.

“Come on.” Tamyn patted my shoulder and took off, the rest of the small group following.

Clutching my glass of water, I dragged my feet over, keeping my gaze away from the one person I was keenly aware of in here. Was he watching me? I had no idea, and I refused to look over. When I reached my sister, I carefully positioned myself behind the pillar so he couldn’t see me.

I tried to join in with the conversation. I didn’t know any of my sister’s friends that well aside from Tamyn, but they were a friendly bunch. Plus, they were all tipsy, having gotten through several drinks during dinner while I nursed my one beer. I wasn’t a big drinker, and hangovers only got worse with age.

None of the others seemed to care about that, getting through their drinks quickly as they talked and laughed. When enough glasses were empty, I reached for my small, hardly ever used evening bag and pulled out my card.

“My round.” I grinned at my sister and took her empty glass from her. “Same again?”

“Thanks.” She squeezed my arm before I turned to Tamyn to ask the same.

Once I’d collected everyone’s drink orders, I stepped out from behind the pillar and immediately crashed into someone who was making their way to the bar on the other side.

“Oh, sorr—”

I froze, staring up at var Rorik, because of course it was var Rorik.

His throat bobbed as he quickly stuffed his hands in his pockets. “Hi, Anita.”

“I—Hello.” Flustered, I lifted my glass and gulped down some water.

His yellow eyes tracked my movements before he averted his gaze and nodded at the bar. “Going that way?”

“Yes. Yep.”

He started to tug his right hand out of his pocket, then seemed to change his mind and instead gestured at the bar with his left. “After you.”

I went to take a step forward, but a sudden hand on my shoulder stopped me dead.

“Anita, get more shots! More shots, more shots!” Tamyn yelled in my ear, slightly unsteady on her feet. “Hi!” she added to var Rorik, before turning back to the group.

His mouth twitched, so I marched toward the bar as quickly as possible and set the empty glasses down with a touch more force than necessary. A second later, the mouthwatering scent of var Rorik’s cologne filled my nose.

“Been partaking in some shots?” he asked lightly as he stopped at the bar beside me. “Do they do flaming shots here?”

I set my jaw, keeping my eyes forward. Now I was remembering how much he rankled me—that smug tone, the cocky grin—but for some infuriating reason, it was doing nothing to lessen the desire swimming in my veins. He was just so… so…

“I’m sure you’d already know if they did,” I answered breezily. “Is that why you’re here? I didn’t realise you had to travel so far across town just to partake in your favourite beverage.”

I heard him huff in amusement. “Should I be worried that you seem to know I don’t live in the area, Anita?”

I gritted my teeth, but managed to keep my voice calm as I answered, “I just assumed you don’t travel all the way across town to go to the gym every morning.”

That seemed to take the wind out of his sails a bit. I risked a glance to see him scowling.

“Yeah, well.” He shifted with a slight shrug. “My brother was in the area visiting one of our other brothers, so I came to meet him for a drink when he was done.”

I nodded, my gaze drifting over to his companion still sitting in their booth. He was on his phone, an empty wine glass on the table in front of him. “How nice.”

“What about you?” he asked, gaze curious as he glanced back at my sister and her friends.

“It’s my sister’s birthday. Her best friend lives around here, so they know the area well.”

“Oh. Well, happy birthday to your sister,” he said politely.

“Thanks.”

He cleared his throat and nodded at the empty glasses in front of me. “Let me.”

“Oh, no, it’s okay. Thank you,” I said immediately. “I’m getting a round, so…”

“It’d be my pleasure.” He shrugged, pulling out his wallet and transferring it quickly to his left hand before stuffing his right back into his pocket. “Birthday present for your sister.”

“You really don’t have to—”

“What’re you drinking?” he asked over me, flagging down the bartender with an imperious chin jerk.

“Me? Just water.”

“Not a big drinker?”

“No, not really.” Alcohol tended to trigger flare-ups for me.

He nodded. “Me neither, except on special occasions. Plus I’m driving. But Sorin wants another before we leave.”

I glanced back again. His brother, Sorin, had looked up from his phone and was watching us now with his head cocked. He gave me a polite smile when our eyes met, which I returned before quickly facing forward again, just as var Rorik was leaning over the bar to speak to the bartender.

“Do you do flaming shots here?” he asked, shooting me an amused smirk.

The bartender chuckled. “Afraid not, chief.”

“Ah, shame.” var Rorik flashed him a charming grin. “Just a glass of the souterraine and two waters then, please. And whatever else my, uh… friend here is ordering.”

After I’d rattled off the rest of my order and the bartender had walked off to start making our drinks, I side-eyed var Rorik with a weak glare.

“I thought the flaming shots discussion had been put to bed.” I immediately cringed at my choice of words. “No longer acceptable to bring up.”

var Rorik chuckled. “You’re not allowed to bring them up again. That was the deal.”

Ah yes, the deal we’d made while he’d been smoothing his ridged tongue over my clit and pinning my thighs open wide with his big, clawed hands. The agreement that if he made me come, I’d never mention the flaming shots again.

Had I actually agreed to it at the time? I couldn’t remember now. If I hadn’t, it technically didn’t count. Maybe I should demand a redo.

Our eyes met, the reflection of the glinting red gems in the chandelier above the bar dancing in his yellow ones. We were clearly both remembering it, his pupils big and wide, his gaze growing heavier as it drifted to my mouth. Then it dipped lower, just for a second, to trace over my frame before he cleared his throat and looked away.

I was wearing a plain black dress that reached mid-thigh and had a high, squarish neckline. It was my one evening-appropriate dress. I wore it to every event we held with a fitted grey blazer over the top, but tonight I had my denim jacket on. It was tight, which made me a little self-conscious of my nearly flat chest and barely there ass, but I’d bought it several years ago while shopping with Devi because she’d said it made my collarbones and shoulders look lovely.

It was a warm evening, so I wasn’t wearing any tights, just plain black boots with a chunky heel. I rarely wore jewellery, but I’d put some small gold hoops in my ears to look a bit more glamorous, and I had my hair down, which was rare. But as I glanced around the bar at all the human and demiurgus women in their expensive, elegant slub silk blouses and tailored, high-waisted trousers, trendy jackets and fitted jeans, I felt plain. A little boring. Usually, I didn’t care what I looked like—my clothes were practical and comfortable and that was all I was concerned about.

var Rorik was definitely the opposite. His thin sweater looked soft and expensive. His pants were tailored—just the right level of tightness to showcase his pert, round ass under his tail. Even his brown leather boots looked high-end. And there was his ever-present bling, which should’ve made him look like a douche—the diamond in his ear, especially—but it all suited him.

He could probably charm every single one of the available women in this bar. I could already see several of them giving him appreciative glances. But when I shot him a wary look, I froze as I realised his eyes had returned to me. His gaze was roaming down my bare legs before it drifted back up to meander over my collarbone and neck, then the hair falling over my shoulder.

My breath caught in my throat, but when var Rorik’s yellow eyes flickered to mine and he realised I was watching him, he looked away quickly as his ears fluttered. A second later, the bartender was placing a tray of drinks in front of us.

I’d forgotten to ask for the shots Tamyn had requested, and she must have been watching out for them like a hawk, because she appeared at my side a moment later.

“Boooo, no shots.” She slung her arm around my neck, looking over my head at var Rorik to flash him a flirtatious smile. “Hi.”

He gave her a brief smile back as he tucked his wallet into his pants pocket. “Hi.” Then his eyes returned to me. “See you around, Anita.”

“Yes.” I cleared my throat. “See you. Thank you for the drinks. I’ll make sure to tell my sister.”

“No problem.” He gave Tamyn a polite nod, then somehow gathered both the wine glass and his water glass into one hand, the right one still permanently embedded in his pocket for some reason.

“Who the fuck is that?” Tamyn whisper-shouted in my ear the moment he’d walked off. “Is he into women? Is he single? Can you introduce me?”

A flash of irritation drew my brows together as I carefully slid the full tray off the bar. “I don’t know,” I lied. “We’re just work acquaintances.”

“He has the most spectacular ass I’ve ever seen in my life.” She sighed as we made our way back over to the group. “But I guess I can’t hook up with someone on Devi’s birthday. She’s staying at mine tonight.”

My hands gripped the tray harder. Tamyn was tall and beautiful and fun and creative. And demiurgus. She’d probably suit Nuni var Rorik. They’d probably look amazing together.

But I found myself saying, “No, you probably shouldn’t.”

And when I was unable to stop myself from glancing over at his table in the corner, I found him already watching me. Not Tamyn.


Chapter Twenty-Three
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Twenty minutes later, I was tense and edgy.

Tamyn had already pointed out var Rorik to Devi. When I’d let my sister know that we were loosely acquainted and he’d generously bought the round of drinks as a birthday present to her, it prompted Tamyn into wondering if she should go over and thank him.

Then it turned into Tamyn wondering if she should just go over and ask for his number. And because everyone was drunk, they all thought it was a fantastic idea.

I was trying not to be a party-pooper, but my muscles were getting tenser and tenser by the second.

“I think maybe we should just leave him alone.” I raised my voice to be heard, trying not to scowl as Tamyn pulled a compact mirror from her purse to check her face. “He’s having a drink with his brother. He probably doesn’t want to be disturbed.”

“I won’t disturb him.” She waved a hand, examining her teeth in the mirror. “I’ll just ask for his number then leave them alone.”

I frowned. “That is disturbing him though. Would you like it if some random guy interrupted your quiet evening with a friend to hit on you?”

“Honey.” Tamyn snapped her mirror shut. “My traditional demiurgus mother would be very disappointed in me if I didn’t aggressively go after what I want, including men.”

Devi chuckled, squeezing my arm.

“You’re not going to talk her out of it. You know what she’s like.” Then she peered at me, and because she knew me so well, she asked, “Are you worried it’s going to make you look bad? If you know him through work…”

I gripped my glass tighter. “No, I just…”

But Tamyn was already striding off, and I watched with a sick feeling in my gut as she stopped beside var Rorik’s table and placed her hand on his arm, which was once again stretched out along the back of the bench.

He jolted and looked up sharply, then blinked at her as she swept her hair back over her shoulder with a practised move and flashed him a grin. His brother watched with an amused smile as she leaned down to speak to him, the front of her loose silk shirt gaping and no doubt giving them both an eyeful.

I took an angry gulp of water, unable to tear my gaze away. var Rorik’s brows shot up as he politely paid attention to Tamyn, but when she stopped speaking and looked at him expectantly, his gaze immediately cut over to me.

I turned away quickly, trying to look like I was paying attention to whatever Devi and her friend Melissa were talking about. But the back of my neck tingled, my shoulders wanting to hunch, and when Tamyn reappeared, I froze, my ears practically swivelling as I waited to hear the outcome.

“So?” Devi asked with a sly smile, nudging her friend.

Tamyn pouted. “He said he’s seeing someone.”

I went stiff all over. My fingers clenched too hard around my glass. My gut sank.

So he was seeing someone. That was… fine. Why shouldn’t he? I’d told him nothing else could happen between us.

I hoped he was very happy. I hoped he and his new lady friend were having lots of wild, animalistic desk sex in front of those big windows in his office for the whole world to see.

Maybe they’ll even hire us to plan their wedding, I thought with a stab of vicious, teeth-clenching amusement. Not that we did weddings, but Corva could be, and had been, swayed to plan them on occasion, for the right extortionate price.

I wanted to go home.

But I couldn’t. Devi was having a great time, laughing with her friends, completely unaware of how clenched up and miserable I suddenly was. I was never the life and soul of the party, so outwardly I probably wasn’t acting all that different. I smiled and nodded when her friends spoke to me. I laughed at the appropriate times when Tamyn made a joke. I answered questions about my work, and what Devi had been like as a kid, and what living in London had been like when we were younger.

After ten more minutes, I needed a break. I knew I couldn’t be the first to leave, so I passed Devi my glass and asked her where the bathrooms were. After she’d pointed out an archway at the side of the bar, I gave her a smile and made my way over. My eyes automatically drifted to var Rorik’s table.

It was now occupied by a group of women who were pouring glasses of nightberry wine from a shared bottle. My shoulders slumped a little, though I wasn’t sure why. He was gone. This was good. Now I could relax.

I shared a brief smile with the human woman who walked past me as I stepped into the cool, narrow corridor, the din of the bar fading a little as I made my way toward the doors at the end. But just as I reached them, the door to the men’s swung open.

And var Rorik stepped out.

We both froze. I opened my mouth to speak, but nothing came out.

“Hey,” he eventually said, shoving his hands in his pockets. “We, uh, we’re just leaving.”

I nodded, licking my lips. There was no one else back here. The right angle in the corridor meant we weren’t visible from the bar. Not that it was relevant. He was seeing someone. We were professional acquaintances. Nothing more.

The door swung open behind var Rorik before another tall demiurgus guy bumped into his back.

“Oh, shit, sorry—”

“No problem, bro.” var Rorik stepped out of his way, which meant he ended up coming closer. Which made my fingertips tingle.

And other parts of me.

I had no idea why I wasn’t just giving him a polite smile and making my way into the women’s bathroom. Why instead, I was standing completely still as the guy manoeuvred around var Rorik and shot me an odd look as he passed. A second later, we were alone again.

var Rorik wasn’t leaving either. We stared at each other in silence until the women’s bathroom door opened and a demiurgus stepped out. I gave her an awkward smile as she passed, but only a second later I was back to looking at var Rorik again, my limbs jittery, my stomach in knots, my gaze locked with his.

Then we were kissing.

Frantically, furiously, messily. With absolutely no finesse, just pure pent-up lust driving us. I was straining up on my tiptoes and my hands were gripping his face as he hunched over, craning my neck right back. His tongue slid feverishly against mine, big hands clasping my waist and tugging me closer.

When boisterous laughter reached us from the bar, I ripped my mouth free, already breathing hard. Before I could think better of it, I was grabbing his hand and yanking him into the women’s bathroom.

It was thankfully empty, both stall doors half open. I shoved him into one, then shoved him again until he stumbled back and sat down heavily on the closed toilet lid. After locking the door behind me, I turned and lunged at him, standing between his spread knees as I cupped his face and thrust my tongue back into his mouth.

He groaned, huge hands sliding down my sides to grip my ass. We both tensed but didn’t stop kissing when we heard the bathroom door swish open. Heels tapped over the tiles, the partition wall between the cubicles rattling as the person locked the other stall door. When Nuni shoved the hem of my dress up to palm my ass through my underwear, I was able to block out the sounds of the person next to us peeing like a racehorse.

At least the bathroom was clean and looked like it had been newly renovated. I didn’t let myself think about what a bad idea this was—how I was once again going back on my word. The fact that my sister and all her friends were in the bar and would definitely notice if I took a long time to come back. That Nuni’s brother was waiting for him.

None of that seemed important as Nuni’s tongue thrust aggressively into my mouth. The other person in here with us didn’t seem to hear anything, because after flushing and washing their hands, they left without a word.

The moment they were gone, my hands shot down to Nuni’s fly. Just a quick blowjob, I thought wildly, my mouth still glued to his. So I know what those barbs feel like against my tongue. So I know what his dark cum tastes like.

But before I could sink down, Nuni was hefting me onto his lap. There was nowhere to balance my knees as I straddled him, so I had to rest my weight on his spread thighs and grip his wide shoulders tight.

He was busy shoving my dress up around my waist before rubbing my pussy through my plain black cotton underwear. My thighs tensed up from the heated friction, and Nuni groaned, low and hoarse against my mouth as his other hand slid up the front of my dress and burrowed beneath my equally plain cotton bra to cup my breast.

Although, his hand was so big in comparison that there was barely anything for him to actually cup. He didn’t seem to care, his breaths fast against my lips as he swiped his thumb over my hardening nipple with another groan. He was still rubbing my pussy, but a second later he lifted his hand and broke the kiss to shove two fingers into his mouth, getting them slick. My eyes widened when he pulled them free and I saw that the claws on his middle and index fingers had been removed.

What…? Why…?

I stopped caring about the why when his hand slipped into my underwear and he cupped my bare pussy in his big palm. My eyes slid shut, and he kissed me again as his middle finger began gliding up and down, making me slippery with his spit and my own arousal.

I shuddered, my clit pulsing. Nuni groaned hoarsely into my mouth, teasing my clit with light brushes of his finger but not focusing on it yet. Damn him for knowing exactly what he was doing, because I was already starting to tremble, muffling desperate moans by sliding my tongue feverishly against his.

When he added his index finger and started circling the tips of both over my clit in teasing swirls, I moaned sharply into his mouth as my hips bucked. Trying to get closer, I wrapped my arms around his neck and buried my fingers in his smooth, glossy hair, but my precarious position balanced on his thighs made me wobble unsteadily. He tugged his hand free from under my dress and wrapped his arm around me, yanking me closer with long fingers splayed over my backside.

Peals of muffled laughter filtered into my brain, before they got louder as the bathroom door was pushed open and two women stumbled in. As one made her way into the empty stall next to us, the other pushed on the door behind me, making my pulse leap as the lock rattled. But it wasn’t enough for me to tear my mouth from Nuni’s.

The woman grunted in irritation at finding the door locked and stepped away. The sounds of her rifling through her bag faded away as Nuni squeezed my ass, his claws pricking at my skin through the thin cotton, and glided his fingers along the length of my hot pussy.

I was vaguely aware of the two women conversing as one peed in the stall next door. At least their chatter was covering up the sounds of our fast, shallow breaths, because I was panting when Nuni broke the kiss and gazed up at me with heavy yellow eyes.

At the same time, he sank a long finger inside me. I gasped, clenching around it as he watched every tiny shift in my expression with intense hunger. Holding back the moan that wanted to escape, I clutched his hair tighter and pressed my lips to his lean cheek, trying to muffle my panting breaths.

His fingers dug even harder into my ass. His own breaths fast and unsteady, he dipped his head to press a slow kiss beneath my ear. Then another lower down, making his way down my neck with open-mouthed kisses and gentle scrapes of his sharp teeth that made me shiver.

The two women eventually left, and the moment we were alone again, he pulled his slow-thrusting finger free and returned with a second.

I gasped, clutching his hair to keep his face against my neck, before yanking his head up so I could plunge my tongue back into his mouth. He moaned raggedly, sliding his fingers in and out of me faster, before twisting his hand so his thumb could settle over my clit.

A sharp moan left me, vibrating into his mouth. My hips jerked, trying to get closer, and only his tight grip on my backside kept me from toppling back and smacking my head into the stall door. I couldn’t stop, practically humping his hand as his thumb rubbed my clit in fast, slippery circles and he fucked me with his fingers, faster and faster, but still smooth and liquid.

I really hoped no one else came in here before I was done, because the sound of it was painfully obvious. I could feel how hot and wet I was, my clit stiff and throbbing against his thumb. I was nearly there. So close. So, so close.

Nuni broke the messy, desperate kiss to look down, getting a clear view of what he was doing with my underwear stretched taut by his hand.

“Fuck,” he muttered hoarsely, which made my hips buck even faster as I panted and clawed at his hair.

When he slowed his tunnelling fingers and curved them to rub against my front wall, my entire body spasmed as he found my g-spot with almost frightening accuracy. I had to duck my head and bite down on his neck to stop from crying out as my orgasm hit in a sudden white-hot wave, making my entire body tingle, my limbs go numb and my head pound with static for long, blissful seconds.

As it began to recede, I unclamped my teeth from his neck and sagged forward. Then I heard him let out a breathless huff of amusement against my hair.

I immediately lifted my head to glare at him, but the grin on his face wasn’t at all smug or cocky. He was just smiling at me, looking almost proud to have made me shudder and moan on top of him—to have made me come so unbelievably hard in a bar restroom. But not in an infuriating way, like he was relishing it so he’d get to tease me about it after. It was more like we were sharing a secret. Like he was happy that he’d made me feel good, for no other reason than wanting to make me feel good.

My chest tightened as I stared back at him, hands automatically gentling in his hair. He kissed me again, but this time it was slower and somehow deeper, his tongue gliding languidly against mine as he moaned into my mouth. He gave my clit one last soft stroke with his thumb, making me twitch, before slowly sliding his fingers free and cupping my hot pussy in a soothing touch.

I needed to stop kissing him. This wasn’t… He’d made me come. I was satisfied. It wasn’t like we were a couple who’d snuck off to the restrooms together for some loving, passionate embrace, and now we were basking in the afterglow before leaving hand in hand to do it all again at home. I had to stop kissing him.

But I couldn’t. Not until I became aware of the stiff length in his pants, throbbing against my inner thigh.

Renewed hunger coursed through me, making me kiss him harder before finally tearing my mouth free and clambering to my feet. My legs were wildly unsteady, but that didn’t matter—I was already sinking to my knees between his splayed thighs.

Nuni’s eyes flashed as I tore open his fly and reached in to grasp the smooth base of his hard dick. His hips jerked, muscular chest heaving beneath his thin sweater.

“Anita,” he rasped quietly, his voice ragged, “you don’t have to—”

The bathroom door swung open just as I pulled his dick free. Nuni fell silent, his nostrils flaring as he stared down at me.

“He’s here, Joni.” A woman’s tearful voice echoed around the room as she clomped over to the sinks and dumped her bag, but I was guessing she was on the phone seeing as no one answered. “He’s actually here with his asshole ex, and she’s wearing that dress I tried on at the store the other day…”

I tuned her out as I held his gaze and leaned in to give the head of his dick an open-mouthed kiss. It was already wet with his pre-cum, and the smoky taste of it made me press the tip of my tongue to the tiny slit on his cockhead. Nuni’s hips twitched as a shudder wracked his frame, his hands shooting down to thread through my hair.

He pressed his lips together to stay quiet as the woman babbled tearfully down the phone, pacing back and forth just outside the stall. I circled the head of his cock with my tongue before drawing it into my mouth to suck. A tiny sound came from him as his fingers tightened against my scalp, but the woman didn’t seem to hear it.

I was still gripping the smooth base of his dick, but I pulled back to eye those flaring barbs that began just beneath the head before tapering in size down the shaft. They didn’t look sharp, the downward-curving ends blunt. With a tiny thrill of excitement in the pit of my stomach, I leaned in and lightly feathered my tongue over the biggest spiral of barbs just beneath his cockhead.

They didn’t hurt. At least not like this—I didn’t think it would feel too good to have them raking over the insides of my cheeks. I gave another exploratory lick, then wriggled the tip of my tongue between two barbs to tease the tender skin at the base of them.

“Oh fu—” Nuni cut himself off by clamping his lips together, breathing hard through his nose. The woman outside the stall paused her conversation for a second, then continued on, seemingly more concerned about whatever had upset her.

I glided my tongue down his length, all those downward-facing barbs bumping and compressing before flaring back out as I continued lower. Then I licked back up to test how they felt against my tongue the other way. They still didn’t hurt, but I knew they would if I aggressively rubbed my tongue against them.

That was fine. I’d just have to do this another way.

Returning to his leaking cockhead, I licked up all the fresh pre-cum before drawing it into my mouth. Nuni shuddered, long fingers sliding restlessly through my hair, then jerked with a hard exhale when I started sliding my fist up and down the smooth lower half of his cock.

It was ridiculously long, so I could still get a decent rhythm going. Bringing my other hand into the mix, I carefully fisted his cock just below the head—which was firmly in my mouth—and felt the barbs retract beneath the press of my fingers. Then I smoothed my fist all the way down his length while simultaneously bringing my other hand up to replace it and repeat the motion.

I kept it up, stroking down his length hand over hand as I sucked hungrily on the head and occasionally teased the first row of barbs just below it. Nuni was panting harshly now, slumping lower on the toilet as his hips jerked with tiny thrusts, the urge to shuttle his cock through my fists written all over his tight features.

His brows were pulled low over his heavy yellow eyes, jaw clenched to hold back any sounds. The delicate blue-tinted spikes around his hairline were flexing in a continuous wave, and his flat nostrils flared as he breathed hard and fast, gritting his teeth to stay quiet.

The woman finally ended her phone call and left, heels tapping fast before retreating as the door swung shut behind her. The moment we were alone, I fisted the base of his cock and stroked it hard and fast, moaning around the head as it leaked pre-cum continuously onto my tongue.

“F-fuck.” Nuni’s chest heaved as he gripped my hair, hips thrusting into my hand. “Fuck. I’m gonna—”

I moaned again, not stopping or slowing. Sliding my free hand up his quaking inner thigh, I found his balls through his pants and gave them a squeeze.

“Fuck,” Nuni barked, his voice echoing around the bathroom. “I’m c-coming. Anita—”

I still didn’t pull away, my gut bottoming out when his cock throbbed in my fist and the first line of smoky cum spurted onto my tongue. Nuni was groaning hoarsely, his voice strained as he fisted my hair. His hips twitched and his thighs jerked open wider, knee banging into the partition wall.

I’d seen how much he came before, so I was prepared when his cock didn’t stop shooting for long moments, eagerly swallowing as I squeezed his balls a little tighter to milk out every drop. Nuni shuddered, going limp as his dick gave a last flex beneath my palm. He let out a long, slow breath, and when I finally lifted my head and looked up, he was staring blankly up at the ceiling, his head resting against the wall.

With a wince, I got to my feet. My knees were sore from pressing into the hard tiles, legs still a little shaky. I went to pull my dress back down over my hips, but Nuni caught my hand and tugged me forward.

His throat bobbed as he stared at me in silence. Then he drew me closer, his other hand lifting to cup the back of my neck as he kissed me.

A shiver raced down my spine. This kiss was… different. It was slow and soft and almost sweet. It kind of made me want to rip my mouth free and flee the bathroom in terror. But at the same time, I found my hands settling on his chest, over the thumping rhythm of his twin hearts. After a few more seconds, Nuni parted his lips and dipped his tongue into my mouth, deepening the kiss but still keeping it slow and lazy.

He looked as dazed as I felt when we eventually parted, but he blinked a few times before clearing his throat.

“So.” His voice was lower and rougher than normal. “The only-annoying-each-other-in-the-professional-sense thing didn’t work.”

I swallowed, reluctantly sliding my hands off his chest. “No. I guess it didn’t.”

His expression was serious as he watched me, but a hint of uncertainty bled into his eyes as he began, “What do you…”

“Maybe we could—” I paused, my heart hammering. “Maybe if we were really discreet…”

His eyes flared with heat. “I can be discreet. I can be discreet as fuck.”

I snorted, my mouth twitching into a tiny smile. “Okay. Good to know.”

He grinned back, then glanced around the tiny stall. “Now’s probably not the time to, uh, talk about stuff, especially as I’m the creep lurking in the women’s bathroom.”

Snuffling a laugh, I stepped back and fixed my dress. “Probably not. And my sister will be wondering where I am.”

“Fuck, my brother’s waiting for me.” Nuni stuffed his dick back into his pants before pulling out his phone. He winced. “I’ve got, like, ten missed calls.”

“You better go.” I felt bad for keeping his brother waiting. “We can… We could talk tomorrow maybe.”

“Okay, yeah. Awesome.” He stood up and fastened his fly. “How’s my hair?”

I was trying to smooth down my own hair, but I stopped and reached up to fix his with a smile. “Less than flawless, but acceptable.”

He grinned down at me. “This isn’t gonna work if you start actually being nice to me and giving me compliments.”

I laughed. “Okay, noted. Compliments are just as off-limits as mentioning the flaming shots.”

He reached out and pinched my chin with a mock-threatening glare. My belly swooped with pleasure, so I quickly glanced back at the stall door.

“Okay, wait here until I’ve made sure the coast is clear.”

He nodded. “So this wasn’t all just an evil plan to get me thrown out of the bar for being a pervert?”

I rolled my eyes, giving his stomach a weak shove before turning and unlocking door. As I peered out, I wondered what excuse I was going to give my sister and her friends for taking so long. Tamyn was relentless when she thought there was a juicy piece of gossip.

Wait…

“Are you seeing someone?” I whirled back around to face Nuni.

He blinked in shock before rolling his eyes. “Why do you always fucking ask me that? No, dude, I’m not a fucking cheater.”

“Oh.” I blinked. “Okay. Just… you told Tamyn…”

He snorted. “Yeah, to get her to go away. I’m not interested in her.” Gaze growing more serious, and a little nervous, he told me, “I’m not… I don’t fuck around with multiple people at once, Anita.”

I exhaled a slow breath and nodded. “Okay. Me neither.”

Then my gaze drifted down to his hand, zeroing in on the two missing claws. On the two fingers that had recently been inside me.

“What happened to your claws?” I asked hesitantly.

He went still, and when I glanced up at his face, his ears were fluttering wildly.

“I—They… snapped off.”

My brows shot up. “Snapped off? How?”

“I was… prying open a heavy door. To help someone. They needed… Uh, they locked themselves out of their apartment and I was…” When I said nothing, he huffed and blurted, “Look, just go check my escape route, okay? We’re playing with fire here, dude.”

I nodded but didn’t move, instead gazing at him and solemnly asking, “Is this like your ‘taking your lady friend to Paris’ story?”

His ears went wild again, nostrils flaring. After a few seconds of silence, he grated, “Okay, fine, whatever. I got them clipped in case…” He hesitated. “Just… in case.”

My belly swooped again. Had he done it just in case something happened between us again? Had he been hoping for it? Wishing for it just as much as I had?

“Okay,” I said with a small smile. It didn’t feel right to tease him about it. I didn’t want to tease him about it. “Just wait here. I’ll be back in a second.”

Turning, I slipped out of the stall, quickly yanking the door closed behind me as the restroom door swished open.

And the very last person in the world I’d want to see in that moment walked in.

“Corva!” I practically shouted, which made my boss stop with a jolt and blink at me in surprise. Behind me, I heard Nuni lunge for the stall door and slam the lock into place. “What—How—I didn’t know you were here.”

Was I being punished for something? Was I being punished for being a good employee and not having more wild desk sex with the most beautiful man I’d ever seen?

You did just have more sex with him, dipshit.

Not desk sex though. So it didn’t count, I resolutely decided.

“Anita, darling!” Corva took a step farther into the room as someone walked in behind her and hurried to the empty stall. “I’ve never seen you here before. This is a little out of your way, isn’t it?”

My heart was pounding, sweat blooming on my hairline, but I managed an easy smile. “It’s my sister’s birthday. We went for dinner down the street and came here for a drink after.”

“Oh, wonderful! I’m here with my friend Beryl. We both live in the area, so this is our usual spot when we meet up for a drink.”

I nodded politely, clasping my sweaty hands together behind my back. “How nice.”

There was a pause as Corva darted her gaze at the stall door behind me. “Well, I won’t keep you, darling. I’ll just…”

She moved to step around me to the stall—the stall that should have been empty, seeing as she’d just seen me leave it—so I slapped my hand against it.

“Sorry, my… friend is in there.”

She drew to a stop, a finely shaped brow quirking. “Weren’t you just in there?”

“Yes. She was… She needed a tampon. Period started unexpectedly.”

“Ah.” Corva nodded in understanding, then glanced over at the other stall as we heard the toilet flush before the woman emerged. “Well, anyway, darling.” She gave me a bright smile as she headed for it. “See you Monday.”

“Yes. See you.”

I didn’t move until I’d heard her lock the door behind her. Then I darted to the main door and poked my head into the hall, seeing it empty. Running back, I stretched up on my tiptoes and waved my hand over the stall in a signal to Nuni.

He unlocked it quietly and slipped out, then rushed for the door. Once we were both safely in the corridor, no one else around, he turned and grinned down at me. I smiled back weakly, my heart still pounding.

“That was slick, dude.” He gave me an impressed look. “You’re good at keeping your cool.”

Before I could say anything in response, Nuni ducked his head and pressed a firm kiss to my mouth.

“Nice to see you again, Ms Chaudhary,” he murmured with another grin, before sauntering away.


Chapter Twenty-Four
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Imanaged to escape Carnelians without bumping into Beryl, who I’d heard Corva mention being here with. It wasn’t that I actually disliked Beryl, but if she called me Pooni in front of Corva, the embarrassing nickname might get back to Anita.

And that could not happen.

Luckily I’d given Sorin my keys so he could wait in the car while I took a piss before we left, but my brother did not look happy when I finally slid into the driver’s seat.

“What the fuck, dude? You took ages.”

My ears fluttered weakly as I cleared my throat and grabbed the keys off him to start the car. “Sorry, bro. Bumped into an acquaintance and lost track of time.”

I could feel his eyes on me as I pulled away from the kerb.

“An acquaintance,” he echoed dryly. “So why’s your hair all messy and why is there a bite mark on your neck?”

I refused to answer, pretending I was concentrating on driving.

“Was it that human woman you were talking to at the bar?” he asked slyly.

“What?” I barked out a laugh. “Who? What?”

“Smooth. So what’s her name? Do you know her, or was this just a horny one-off with a stranger?”

“She… Yeah, I know her.” My voice was rough. “She’s, uh, the event planner for my firm’s anniversary event.”

Sorin laughed. “I see.”

Sudden panic gripped me. “But you can’t mention her to anyone in the family, bro. Seriously. She works for Beryl’s friend Corva, and Corva can’t find out that we…”

“Oh. Right, okay.” He glanced over at me. “Like a conflict-of-interest thing?”

I scowled. “I guess. She just doesn’t want her boss finding out.”

“Fair enough. So… are you dating her?”

“What?” I burst out laughing, maybe a touch too loud and harsh. “No, dude. It’s just…”

I forced myself to give a casual shrug, even though my insides were getting all tight as I pictured Anita’s dark eyes gazing into mine. Her hands on my chest over my pounding hearts. The soft sounds she made into my mouth while I was touching her.

The way my hearts had stuttered when I spotted her across the bar. How I hadn’t been able to tear my eyes away from her long legs and slender neck and the sweep of silky dark hair falling over her narrow shoulders. It had felt so nice between my fingers as she teased my cock with her full lips and tongue. Thick and smooth and almost cool to the touch.

And fuck, she’d smelled so good. When I’d felt her pulse rabbiting beneath my lips as I kissed her neck, something weirdly possessive had come over me.

I shook it off with a sharp jerk of my head, realising I hadn’t finished answering Sorin.

“She’s hot,” I said woodenly as we made our way out of the city and toward the suburbs.

“I see.” Sorin was quiet for a moment. “She was very pretty.”

“Yeah.” I coughed awkwardly and changed the subject. “So how about you? Met anyone recently?”

He snorted. “That would require leaving the house.”

I frowned. “You do leave the house. You came to see Greid tonight.”

He’d asked if I wanted to meet him there before we went for a drink, but I’d made up some excuse about running late. I’d only been to Greid’s house a handful of times, always with Mom and at least one other sibling in tow, and I always got the sense that he hated me being there.

Honestly, I always got the sense that Greid kind of hated me. Which made me equally depressed and irritated. So I just pretended I didn’t care, even though I didn’t fully understand why there was a weird uneasiness between us. We were brothers. Yeah, we were different, but we were all different. Laki and I were nothing alike anymore, but they were my best friend.

“Greid doesn’t have a gaggle of eligible bachelors hanging out in his house,” Sorin said dryly, turning his head to look out of the window as we left the city behind.

“What about online dating? You on Urgr, bro?” I asked, referring to the dating app for demiurgus.

Sorin shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “I got it a few weeks after Kalek and I split up, but it felt weird. Like a… petty knee-jerk reaction.”

“It’s not petty,” I said immediately, hands clenching on the steering wheel. God, I still wanted to go beat the shit out of that douchebag for hurting my brother. “At least you fucking waited until you were actually single to fuck other people.”

Sorin shook his head. “I haven’t slept with anyone.”

“Well there’s no rush, bro. And besides,” I added with a grin, reaching over to smack his leg. “You got other things to think about now, huh? Like getting your business up and running.”

He huffed, looking over at me. “Yeah. If you’re sure you—”

“I’m sure. We’re doing this.” I thought for a second. “Maybe you could name your signature pastry after me.”

Sorin laughed. “You don’t even eat pastries.”

“It would be symbolic. Or, hey, maybe you could create some healthy pastry that works as, like, a pre-workout snack. With protein powder instead of flour or something.”

“Protein powder and flour are not the same, Nuni.”

“They’re both powders. How different can they be? Just add an egg or whatever and they’ll react the same, right?”

“You’re gonna have to trust the baker on this one,” Sorin said dryly.

“Fine. Anyway, I’ve got my guy scouting locations. He’ll be in touch next week with a list of potential sites.”

“God.” Sorin pressed a hand to his stomach. “It’s kind of terrifying. But exciting.”

I grinned over at him. “It’ll be awesome, bro.”

“But what if I fail?” he rushed out nervously. “What if it’s a total failure and I go bankrupt and will never be able to pay you back?”

“I don’t give a shit if you never pay me back,” I told him. “And it won’t be a failure. You know what you’re doing. You’re the best. You’re a var Rorik. Just channel Mom and don’t let anyone get in your way.”

He huffed. “Or I could channel you. You’re just as driven as Mom. Probably more so.”

I waved a hand. “Only because she taught me how to be.”

And… well, I’d kind of taught myself. When Dad had left and things had been really hard, I hadn’t let myself get distracted or stop caring. I hadn’t let the others, either. I’d pushed all of us to keep going, to do our best. To show our worthless dad that we didn’t need him, that we were better off without him. Not that he’d stuck around to witness it. None of us had seen him for decades.

“It’ll be awesome, bro,” I repeated to Sorin. “Now we just have to convince Laki to expand their business so I can start recommending them for big developments.”

Sorin huffed. “I don’t think Laki would suit the corporate landscape.”

Maybe not. They lived in a tiny house on the outskirts of town that was filled with plants and weird knickknacks they’d picked up on their travels. They spent their weekends doing things like hiking or cooking or getting high while watching nature documentaries. They rarely came into the city except to visit me or Greid or Suni or Tuvin. Our sister Suni worked as an art dealer, while our brother Tuvin was a chef.

I had a strong urge to call them and let them know about this new development with Anita. They’d asked me about her a couple weeks ago, but after I’d only given short answers saying nothing else was going to happen, they’d dropped the subject.

It hadn’t really sunk in that Anita and I were going to… keep fucking, I guessed? I didn’t know why I was so excited about it. It was just sex. I’d had plenty of sex in my life, with plenty of different women. I’d be lying if I said that the idea of finding out more about what sex was like with a human wasn’t intriguing, but it wasn’t… just that.

It was her, for some reason. Even though we didn’t know each other all that well, and she was still kind of annoying and competitive, which brought out the same in me.

I was just… drawn to her. She fascinated me. And made me ridiculously horny.

That was all it was, I stubbornly decided. I was just stupidly attracted to her. Her quiet voice and dark eyes and no-nonsense attitude and sensible shoes made me really fucking horny.

That’s all it is.


Chapter Twenty-Five
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Even though it made me incredibly nervous, I forced myself to text Nuni first the next day.

I was the one who’d kept flip-flopping, going back and forth on whether anything more could happen between us. He might have been thinking I’d changed my mind again in the cold light of day, so I wanted to make sure he knew I hadn’t.

I really wanted to make sure of that.

We hadn’t spoken through text since the day of the sauna incident three weeks ago. As I sat in my parents’ living room, I stared down at our previous conversation. My chest tightened with a hint of longing. I’d liked getting to see the other side of him—the casual, funny, slightly less mature side. I’d gotten another taste of it in person last night while we were fixing our clothes in the bathroom stall, and now I was hungry for more of it. I wanted to actually know him.

I checked the time. Just gone 1 p.m. That seemed like an acceptable time to text him. Not so early that I seemed embarrassingly eager, but not so late that I came across as uncaring or like I’d forgotten all about it.

Taking a deep breath, I started typing.

Hi.

I stopped, staring down at my screen. What else was I supposed to say? ‘Wanna have sex again? Maybe somewhere in private this time?’

Or maybe, ‘I promise I won’t change my mind this time’.

Suddenly, I felt kind of shitty. I had messed him around. I didn’t really understand why he was still interested.

I hoped he knew that I hadn’t been playing games with him. I really had been trying to do the right thing, but… something about him just made me not care about the right thing. Not enough to keep fighting it.

“Auntie Anita!”

The excited squeal of my five-year-old niece made my thumb accidentally hit send as my head jerked up. Oh god, now I looked like a complete idiot. I’d sent him, Hi. Nothing else. There was even a full stop at the end. Everyone knew that full stops in texts were pointed and annoying.

“Hi, sweetheart.” I had to set my phone down as Mina launched herself onto my lap, making me grunt. “Where’s your brother?”

“Look at the bracelet Nanny made me,” she was already babbling, thrusting her wrist in my face. “Daddy said he’d take us swimming tomorrow after school. Are you going to come?”

I chuckled. “Come swimming? No, I don’t think so.”

Mina pouted. “But you like swimming.”

“I do, but I’ll be at work.”

“But that’s boring.” She wriggled around in my lap as her seven-year-old brother Kiran ran into the room.

Mina looked almost exactly like Devi, with straight dark hair and light brown eyes. Kiran took more after their father, his colouring darker and his hair a curly afro.

My sister’s husband, Malcolm, walked into the room a moment later. “No running, Kiran,” he said sternly, then gave me a somewhat exhausted grin. “Hi, Anita.”

I smiled back. “Hi. Hi, Kiran!”

“Hi, Auntie Anita.” He rushed over to give me a distracted hug, then ran into the kitchen shouting for Grandad.

“Don’t get in Grandad’s way!” Devi called as she and our mum walked into the living room. “He’s making lunch!”

“Lunch!” Mina wriggled off my lap and raced after her brother. “I’m hungry! Grandad!”

“How was last night?” Malcolm asked me as he sank onto the sofa with a sigh. He jerked his chin at Devi with a grin. “This one came home this morning hungover as hell.”

“That is absolutely Tamyn’s fault,” Devi piped up. “She opened a bottle of wine when we got back to hers.”

I laughed. Thankfully, they’d all been too drunk to really notice how long I’d been in the restroom last night. While I’d been gone, Tamyn had bought another round of shots.

“Oh.” Malcolm shifted, pulling my phone out from under him. “Sorry. Didn’t realise I was sitting on your phone. Think you just got a text.”

My pulse leapt, and I only just managed to stop myself from snatching the phone out of his hand. “Thanks,” I said calmly, keeping my face blank as I took it and opened the text from Nuni.

Hey, he’d sent back. Then another text came through. So what excuse did you use to your sister for being gone for so long last night?

I smiled, typing out a reply. They were all too drunk to notice. Was your brother annoyed?

Eh, he was fine, he replied. I drove him home so he couldn’t exactly be mad.

I tried to think of something to say back to keep the conversation going. That was nice of you, where does your brother live? No, that was weird.

How many siblings do you have? I finally asked, remembering the pictures in his office, and him mentioning that his brother Sorin had been visiting one of their other brothers last night.

Seven, he replied. I’m the oldest by a few minutes. Three brothers and three sisters, and my sibling Laki is non-binary.

Wow, eight var Rorik children. I wondered if they were all like him. I hadn’t spoken to Sorin last night, but he’d appeared a little more laid-back than his confident, cocky brother.

How about you? Just the one sister? Nuni asked.

Yes, I replied. And a brother-in-law, her husband Malcolm. They have two kids.

Nuni responded a few seconds later. Oh, nice. My sister Daga and her lifemate had a brood of four last year. They’re cute as shit. In small doses.

I chuckled. Nuni didn’t seem like the type to thrive on being around kids. I wasn’t either, aside from my niece and nephew. And I definitely understood what he meant about small doses.

So… what are you up to today? Nuni texted again. My belly clenched.

I’m at my mum and dad’s for my sister’s birthday lunch, I told him.

He replied almost instantly. MUM, huh?

I rolled my eyes with a tiny smile. Yes. I’m originally from London. We moved here when I was fourteen, so now my accent is a weird mix.

I had noticed, he replied. It’s cute.

God, I was a thirty-seven-year-old woman. I should not be getting butterflies over a man telling me I was cute.

How about you? I asked.

Me? he replied. I’m from here. Lived here my whole life.

No, I meant what are you doing today? I sent back, trying not to squirm in my seat.

I’m actually at my mom’s too. She promised to make me porin today when I dropped Sorin off last night.

So his brother lived with their mum. It wasn’t that interesting, or even relevant, but I hungrily consumed every scrap of information about Nuni’s life.

It’ll just be a casual arrangement, I reminded myself. Just sex. It’s not like we’re going to start dating.

We couldn’t. It wasn’t like we could go out together. Last night’s close call with Corva had been a glaring reminder of that. This was a big city, but demiurgus circles were small, especially the upper-echelon ones that Nuni and Corva were both part of. The demiurgus members of the city’s high society tended to frequent the same bars, restaurants and hotels. And I just couldn’t imagine Nuni in a rowdy bar or quaint Italian restaurant, dressed in his expensive suit and jewellery and asking the waiter to tell the kitchen he needed a very specific ratio of protein to carbs in his meal.

My mouth twitched into a fond smile.

Another text from Nuni came through. Sooo this is kinda awkward, and I’m not trying to pressure you, but… where do we stand after last night’s ‘lively discussion’? Is the discreet thing still on?

My belly dipped with nervous excitement. I wiped my clammy palms down my jeans before picking my phone back up to reply. I didn’t want to keep him waiting. I didn’t want to play games. I’d made up my mind for good this time.

I wanted him. I’d take the risk. We’d just be careful. And it wasn’t like we were going to fall in love. We’d indulge ourselves with the sex we both clearly wanted, and by the time the event rolled around, it probably would have come to a natural end anyway.

Yes, I replied. Definitely still on, if you’re interested.

I’m interested, he sent back immediately. You’re still annoying as hell, but fuck, you make my dick hard.

I exhaled in a rush, my thighs clenching together as I stared at the words. He made my figurative dick hard too. Ridiculously hard.

And you’re still an arrogant ass, but for some reason you make me wet. My face burned as I sent it, carefully angling my phone away from my brother-in-law sitting beside me on the couch as he chatted to my mother.

Careful, Nuni replied. That was almost a compliment.

I snorted, which made Malcolm glance over at me with a quizzical smile. After giving him a brief smile back, I bent my head over my phone.

Sorry, I forgot no compliments allowed, I sent. You’re just an arrogant ass.

Damn, you’re making me hard right now, he replied. Better save this discussion for later, seeing as I’m currently sitting in my mom’s living room with three of my siblings around me.

I suppressed another laugh. Yeah. Good idea. I’ll leave you to your afternoon.

Text me later, he replied instantly. I want to know more about how my exquisite, arrogant ass makes you wet.

“Who’re you texting?” Devi asked with a sly smile in her voice as she flopped down beside me on the couch.

I immediately locked my phone. “Just Hustin.”

I didn’t like lying to my sister, but I couldn’t be bothered to deal with the questions if I told her I was texting a guy. A guy called Nuni var Rorik, which was clearly a demiurgus name. My parents had been completely supportive and accepting when I told them I was bi—though it had taken me until my mid-twenties to come out to them. I’d known they were good people who loved me and my sister unconditionally, but there had still been that tiny hint of doubt. Of fear. Of wondering whether telling them would change our relationship irrevocably. My sister had known since I was a teen, and she’d never pressured me into coming out to our parents until I was ready, but she had assured me that they would always accept me.

And they had, but I had no idea how they’d react if I told them I was… involved with a demiurgus. It was unusual. Almost unheard of, especially long-term relationships. Not that I was going into a relationship with Nuni, but that just made the whole thing even more convoluted. I didn’t particularly want to tell my parents that I was about to embark on a fuck-buddy situation, regardless of who it was with.

So when are we going to properly embark on it? The thought popped into my head before I could stop it, a rush of want making my belly lurch.

When was I going to see him again? Where would we meet? Preferably somewhere we could actually take our time and not worry about anyone overhearing or walking in on us.

Preferably somewhere I could get him completely naked.

I tried to picture Nuni in my small apartment. It was minimalist, but still cosy to me. Probably not fancy enough for him, though. There was no way he’d fit comfortably in my bed, but I supposed that wouldn’t matter if we did ever go there—it wasn’t like he’d be there to sleep.

Although I wouldn’t mind if he came over one night and ended up staying. It wasn’t like sleeping in the same bed meant anything. It didn’t automatically make us a couple.

I shut off that train of thought quickly. I supposed these were the kinds of things we’d have to agree on. Maybe he had a strict rule about spending the night. Maybe he’d done this before and would send over his standard list of ground rules later.


	No spending the night.

	No messing up my hair.

	No touching my expensive skincare products in the bathroom.

	Hydration breaks every twenty minutes.

	Supplements and a protein shake precisely one hour before sex.




Honestly, I wouldn’t put it past him, but the idea of it amused me more than anything else. Besides, he hadn’t seemed to care about me messing up his hair in the bar restroom.

I remembered what I’d been wondering that first morning after meeting him. Whether or not he was filthy and messy and up for anything in bed.

My stomach squeezed into a tight, excited knot. Now I’d get to find out.


Chapter Twenty-Six
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Over the next week, work was manic and Nuni and I didn’t have time to meet up.

Meet up purely for sex. Because that was all it’d be. And it wasn’t like I was dying to have sex with him again. Our encounter at Carnelians had tided me over, though I found myself thinking about it far too often. Not just about the orgasm he’d given me, or the pride and satisfaction I’d gotten from making him come as well. I kept remembering how good he’d smelled, the feel of his body pressed against mine, the way he’d kissed my neck. But that was only because my neck was sensitive—one of the quickest ways to turn me into a shivering mess was by kissing my neck. I kind of hoped he didn’t figure that out and use it to his advantage. I wasn’t sure I’d survive it.

I also kept remembering the way he’d kissed me after I sucked him off. Soft and slow, but still deep. Carnal. A confusing blend of lust and sweet, sated passion. Almost like it had meant something to him.

Which was ridiculous, I reminded myself as I went over the checklist on my tablet once again. It didn’t mean anything. As he’d told me on Sunday, I just made his dick hard. Which was perfectly fine since I liked his hard dick. I liked it a lot.

The NADC gala was upon us, which meant Hustin and I had been roped in to help Corva finalise everything, triple-confirm all the suppliers, meticulously go over the order of events on the night, and ensure we were at the venue bright and early on Friday morning. I’d been working late to make headway on the planning for the Rorik + Stimis event around it all, so I’d been going home exhausted every night.

Nuni and I had been texting on and off all week, but I hadn’t spoken to him much today. It had been a whirlwind of chasing up the furniture hire company when they didn’t show up on time, running out to pick up the seating plan and place cards from the printer because there’d been a last-minute mix-up, and hurriedly helping to dress the tables as Corva dealt with an issue with the sound system.

Corva was always organised, but some problems were unavoidable when it came to planning events, and certain things were out of our hands. Like when a young demiurgus in the waitstaff came up to me and nervously said that a crate of champagne bottles had arrived smashed, but two employees were running out to get more. I’d given her an easy smile and thanked her for letting me know. I tried to never, ever be the person who took their frustration out on the staff. She would probably, unfortunately, get enough of that from the snooty guests arriving later.

Then it was double-checking any dietary requirements of the guests with the kitchen while Hustin helped the two smartly dressed staff members behind the bar load up trays with champagne flutes. Corva and I circled the room, triple-checking the place names against the seating plan, straightening up the dark blue tablecloths, and ensuring the smoky glass vases of white flowers were placed precisely in the centres of the tables, while a staff member trailed behind us lighting all the candles in the stained-glass lanterns.

By 7 p.m., the room was twinkling with fairy lights and candles, the string quartet was playing softly in the corner of the bar area and the first guests had started to arrive—humans and demiurgus dressed in black tuxedos and long, slinky dresses, with fur stoles and gleaming jewels dripping from necks, wrists and earlobes.

I straightened my fitted grey blazer as Hustin and I stood at the side of the room and watched the guests trickle in, waitstaff ready to offer them champagne. After about ten minutes of everything going smoothly, we both relaxed.

“God, this has been a long week,” Hustin muttered, eyeing up the champagne flutes on a passing waiter’s tray longingly.

“It has,” I agreed. I hadn’t even told him about what had happened last weekend, or that Nuni and I were going to be… meeting up on a regular basis. I kind of didn’t want to. Part of me wanted to keep it between us—myself and Nuni. Now that we’d actually agreed to do it, officially, it felt a little odd to share all the details with Hustin.

He’d stopped asking me about Nuni when I told him about our phone call a few weeks ago—when we’d agreed that it would never happen again. He’d just given me a small smile and said, “If that’s what you want, sweets,” and hadn’t brought it up since.

But I knew he’d noticed the marked shift in my mood over the last week since I’d seen Nuni at Carnelians. As we stood and smiled politely at any guests who happened to look our way, there was a pointed edge to Hustin’s voice as he asked, “So, doing anything fun this weekend?”

Hopefully spending the entirety of it naked with Nuni var Rorik.

“No plans,” I answered shortly, because it was true. We hadn’t made any plans, and I wondered if it was because we both felt a little awkward bringing it up. How did one ask, ‘So when do you want to fuck again?’ in a casual, inoffensive manner?

I’d half expected Nuni to text me at two in the morning one night with the standard, U up? But he hadn’t. He’d been respectful in all our conversations, though still flirtatious and, of course, completely charming in his cocky frat-bro way.

He was surprisingly easy to talk to, maybe because he seemed genuinely interested in what I had to say. He asked me about my family, about how work was going, about how swimming or spin class or pilates had been that morning.

He was actually a nice guy. Why did he have to be so nice? Why couldn’t he have been a complete tool like I’d initially assumed, so it would be easy to have sex with him but feel nothing?

But no. He had to be funny and charming and good to talk to. He had to be a nice brother to his siblings and a loving son who doted on his mother. He talked about them a lot—about how his brother Sorin was going to be opening his own bakery later this year, and how his sibling Laki was his best friend even though they were all zen and anti-consumerist, whereas Nuni was a big fan of buying expensive stuff.

He clearly adored his family. He’d told me his parents had dissolved their matehood when they were all young, and his mum had suddenly had nine mouths to feed on her own. He said none of them had seen their dad since he took off without a look back.

I realised this was probably not the kind of stuff people usually shared with their fuck buddy—actual important, personal stuff, but I didn’t try to stop it. I liked finding out more about him. I wanted to find out about the cocky, successful demiurgus under the expensive suits and away from his big, corporate office.

I found myself telling him stuff too. About my childhood in London. About coming out as bisexual to my parents in my twenties. About my sister—how close we were despite the age gap between us, and how much I admired her ability to be a wonderful mother and work a tough, demanding high-powered job at the same time. I didn’t think I’d be able to handle both. I was too stressy. Too concerned with doing everything perfectly and exactly right to be able to take on so much in my life without worrying about failing at it all.

Nuni understood that. He was equally determined to be the best, to knuckle down and work hard without any distractions. And through our conversations, I started to get a sense of what drove him. The urge to provide for his family and help his mum out. The desire to prove that he hadn’t needed his absent, deadbeat father to succeed in life.

It was official. I admired him. I liked him.

But this thing between us was still only going to be sex. That was all it could be.

At least for now.
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On Saturday morning, I was tired after the event, but I forced myself to get up and go to the gym.

By the time the last few stragglers had left and Corva had shooed Hustin and me out, telling us that Vee and Moly were coming the next morning to help oversee the furniture hire company collecting their stuff, I knew Nuni would have already been asleep, so I didn’t text him. He was strict with his sleeping schedule, which made sense given how often he worked out.

So for the first time in weeks, I was heading to the gym early in the hopes of seeing him. I didn’t care how obvious it may seem. I’d made it pretty clear that I wanted him now, and he wasn’t exactly pretending to be indifferent either.

I spotted him the moment I stepped onto the gym floor. He was using the vertical leg press, his face tight with concentration and earphones in his ears as he lifted a staggering amount of weight. I stopped in my tracks and stared at him. He was just so… big. And strong. And cut. And… big.

The hollow of his dark throat gleamed with sweat. I wanted to lick it off. I kind of wanted to rip his tight shirt off and run my hands all over his sweaty body right here in the middle of the gym. I wanted to feel how hot he got while exercising. Feel the heat of his sweat-damp hair and scalp while I grabbed his head and crushed my mouth to his.

Gut lurching with arousal, I forced myself to keep walking over to the treadmills. I was too tired to lift weights this morning, but I could go for a run until I casually intercepted Nuni once he’d finished his workout.

Hopping onto a free treadmill, I set down my water bottle and popped in my earphones. My eyes kept drifting to him as I started up a jog. He eventually moved on to the calf raise machine, then made his way over to the barbell rack to start doing front loaded squats.

As he positioned himself in front of the mirror, his eyes lifted and casually swept over the reflection of the gym floor. They flared when he spotted me, before a wide grin spread slowly over his mouth, showing off all his sharp teeth.

My mouth twitched into a tiny smile as I gave him a nod without breaking my stride. His gaze dipped, eyes darkening as they meandered over my frame, before he returned my nod with a brisk one of his own then hoisted the huge barbell onto the fronts of his shoulders.

When he dropped into a squat, my gaze naturally zeroed in on his ass. The back of his sweats had a little fastening at the top to allow for his tail.

He has a nice tail, I thought absently, my gaze still glued to his backside. I’d never paid all that much attention to demiurgus tails before. It would be rude to stare at them, and I’d always lived in cities with high demiurgus populations, so they weren’t an unusual sight for me. But now I was wondering how sensitive his was. How much pleasure he’d get if I jerked it off in my fist, or maybe even feathered my tongue against the base of it…

With great effort, I tore my gaze away to focus on my run. I knew all too well what it was like to be stared at in the gym. He was focusing, and as much as I enjoyed the view of his grey sweats pulling taut over his backside, I consoled myself with the knowledge that I’d soon get to see his bare ass. And the rest of him as well. Completely naked.

When though? I thought impatiently. How much longer must I wait to see Nuni var Rorik naked?

To distract myself, I cranked the treadmill up to a pace that was fast, but one I knew I’d be able to maintain for a while, fixed my eyes on the middle distance, and ran. When I saw Nuni making his way over a while later from the corner of my eye, my pulse leapt. Slowing the treadmill to a walk, I tugged out my earphones and grabbed my bottle to gulp down some water.

He gave me a boyish grin that made my belly squeeze as he reached me. “Hey.”

I smiled back. “Hi. How was your workout?”

“Pretty good.” His shoulders rose in a casual shrug, but I saw the way he tensed his arms and chest to make them pop.

My mouth twitched. Replacing my bottle in the cup holder, I tilted my head toward the empty treadmill beside me. “Got some energy left for another ‘friendly’ running competition?”

He huffed and arched a brow at me. “Obviously, but it’s leg day, so I’ll be at a disadvantage again. We gotta start on an even footing.”

I smirked. “You still won’t win, even then.”

His eyes flashed, competitive spirit flaring to life, but there was heat in his gaze too as it trailed down my front. He casually propped a muscled forearm on the front of the machine. “What’re you doing after this?”

His voice was lower, huskier. My belly dipped.

“Nothing planned,” I said, trying to keep my tone steady. Casual.

He nodded, throat bobbing. His eyes met mine as his ears gave a weak flutter, betraying a tiny hint of nerves that was ridiculously endearing. His voice was rougher when he asked, “Want to come to mine after this?”

My heart gave a mighty thump.

“Yes.” I fumbled to turn off the treadmill. “Let me just go take a quick shower—”

“We can shower at mine.” He shot me a wicked, lopsided grin as my insides tightened up at the word ‘we’. He added, “My shower’s pretty nice. Massage jets, big enough for at least two people…”

“At least two people?” I asked with a dry smile. “Have you invited anyone else from the gym?”

He grinned. “Not this time. Thought I’d keep it small. Just you and me.”

Just me and him. In a private place. Where we wouldn’t be interrupted or spotted or have to keep quiet. Where I could finally get him fully naked and explore every inch of him.

I stepped off the treadmill, clutching my water bottle because the urge to touch him was almost overwhelming. I could feel the heat pumping out of his body. I could smell his clean sweat. If I looked hard enough, I could see the tiny peaks of his nipples through his shirt, hard in the cold, air-conditioned room.

I licked my lips, which made his eyes dip to my mouth. “Sounds nice.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven
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Anita


Igot a little nervous on the walk to Nuni’s from the gym, but I forced myself to relax. Corva lived all the way on the other side of town, in the Cimmerian District. She’d have no reason to be in this area so early on a Saturday morning.

Nuni lived in a beautiful demiurgus-made building opposite a sprawling park that had the Black River running through it. Prime real estate, though I wouldn’t have expected anything less.

The concierge greeted him warmly when we made our way inside, and gave me a polite smile and nod. The big front hall was sombre, with dark-painted walls and black marble floors, but the stained-glass windows and chandelier lights with colourful glass made it feel sumptuous. We didn’t speak much as I followed Nuni down a wide corridor with only two doors facing each other at the end. He unlocked the one on the right and stepped to the side to hold it open for me.

I tried to take it all in as discreetly as possible. The panelled walls were painted a dark, almost-black blue, and while the windows were big, the richly coloured stained glass kept the open-plan space low-lit. There was a gleaming kitchen with a huge island to our left, and a sunken living area with an enormous charcoal grey couch and a sumptuous deep blue rug under a carved mango wood coffee table.

“Hungry?” Nuni dumped his gym bag on a bench in the small vestibule by the front door, then made his way into the kitchen.

I neatly set my own bag beside his. “I could eat something.”

I could also easily not eat and get straight to the shower sex, but I knew Nuni kept to a strict eating schedule and I didn’t want to stress him out by trying to make him skip it. I was a calm, sensible adult. I could wait ten more minutes.

Maybe five.

I took a seat at the huge island and told him a little about the NADC gala when he asked how it had gone. He made me a protein shake, then sat beside me to wolf down his pre-prepared meal while I sipped my drink.

This was kind of… nice. Sure, part of me—a big part—had been hoping we’d start tearing each other’s clothes off the moment we got to his place, but it was sweet that he’d offered to feed me first, knowing I’d be hungry after the gym.

Still, the moment he’d scraped his plate clean and eaten his last mouthful, I set down my half-full shake. “Thanks for that.”

“No problem.” He looked over at me with a sly grin, but his ears fluttered weakly. “So. Shower?”

“Yes.” I slid off my chair and looked at him expectantly.

He stood and, after a pause, went to reach for my hand, then seemed to think better of it as his ears fluttered again. “This way.”

My fingers flexed as I followed him back to the little vestibule area, then down a short, wide corridor with a few doors leading off it. I wouldn’t have minded holding his hand while he led me through his nesthouse. He’d had his tongue and fingers inside me. It wasn’t like handholding was more intimate than that.

But I said nothing as he opened a door to reveal a huge bathroom with an enormous glass shower enclosure against one wall. The floor-to-ceiling tiles were black, shot through with striations of milky white and amber. All the fixtures were gleaming brass, and the spotlights in the ceiling were tiny and numerous, looking almost like jewels embedded in the stone.

Nuni was already toeing off his sneakers before leaning into the enclosure to start the shower. My belly fizzed with nervous excitement as I bent down to unlace my sneakers. When I straightened, he’d taken off his shirt.

I stared at the expanse of his muscular chest. The thick biceps and ropy forearms. The tiny nipples, somehow a shade or two darker than his obsidian skin. He was just so… He was the most attractive person I’d ever seen in my life. And it wasn’t even like he was all dressed up in one of his fancy suits with his hair all perfect right now. His hair was up in a bun, but it was messy from the gym and the sweat that had dried in it as we walked here. His grey sweats hung low on his lean hips. My thighs clenched together when I followed the lines of muscle forming an arrow past the waistband. The faint veins visible beneath smooth skin.

While I was in my daze, he’d come closer. He shot me a grin that was somehow cocky and nervous at the same time as his big hands settled on my waist. Then he ducked down and kissed me, his long fingers slipping beneath the hem of my crop top, the ticklish sensation as they trailed higher making me shiver.

In an instant, the easy, relaxed atmosphere was gone. I was already pushing down his sweats and boxer briefs as our tongues tangled together, breaths quickening. He jerked with a grunt when I wrapped my hand around his hardening cock. The barbs nudged my fingers, pushing out as the length filled and grew stiff in a rush.

His tongue grew more feverish in my mouth as he tugged up my crop top and sports bra in hurried movements. We broke the kiss so I could whip them over my head, and he was already peeling my leggings and underwear down over my hips as I yanked out my ponytail. I took over, ripping them down my legs and tearing off my socks at the same time, which was how I noticed that Nuni’s own socks had… tiny green frogs all over them.

My lips twitched, but before I could tease him about it, he was shedding the socks with his boxer briefs and sweats before grabbing my hand and leading me into the shower. I got my first glimpse of his ass and nearly fell to my knees in thanks, but Nuni was already lifting me into his arms under the water and pressing my back against the cold tiles.

I wrapped my legs around his waist as his tongue plunged back into my mouth, breaths fast and shallow against my lips. His stiff cock brushed against my ass, the barbs raking gently over my skin and making me shiver. But it made him break the feverish kiss as water rained down on his head, plastering the bun to his scalp.

“I don’t want my dick to hurt you.” He grunted with a wince. “God, that makes me sound like a total conceited asshole.”

I grinned, tugging the band free from his hair. “You are a conceited asshole.”

He groaned, his claws digging into my ass. “Don’t make me even hornier, Anita.”

A sly grin revealed his sharp teeth as he looked down between our bodies to where my cunt was pressed tight against his rock-hard stomach.

“Feels like conceited assholes make you pretty horny.” His voice was raspier as he tightened his grip on my ass, making my pussy slide against the ridges of his abs.

I suppressed a groan, instead shooting him a weak glare. “That’s just the water from the shower.”

“Oh yeah?” His hand shifted on my backside until his middle finger skimmed over my opening, making my lips part. It trailed lightly back and forth before he sank just the fingertip inside. “Doesn’t feel like it.”

I returned his smirk with one of my own, reaching back to fumble with his cock, some of the barbs catching on the callused pads of my fingers. “Feels like being called a conceited asshole makes you pretty horny.”

A curt moan escaped him as his hips jerked, which made his foot slide a little on the slippery shower floor. He tightened his grip on me in reaction, lodging his finger even deeper.

Letting out an irritated huff, he dropped his forehead to mine. “Maybe we should wait until we get out of the shower. I don’t wanna drop you, and… you’re pretty small.”

I snorted in amusement as he carefully set me on my feet. “I’m not that small.”

“You are. You’re a human.” He turned to grab a fancy-looking bottle of shampoo and shot me a grin over his shoulder. “But I like it, so it’s all good. Makes me feel all big and powerful, actually.”

I could tell he was joking, so I just rolled my eyes and took the shampoo he passed me after squirting some into his own hands. While we both lathered up our hair, I could feel him watching me. As I rinsed out the shampoo and took the conditioner he handed me, I could still feel him watching me. After stepping out from under the water so he could rinse, I scrubbed my face and arched a brow at him questioningly.

His ears fluttered. “Sorry. I just…” With a rueful smile, he gestured down at his cock, which was still stiff and jutting out from his body. “You make my dick really hard.”

My mouth twitched into a smile. I still sometimes got self-conscious about my tiny breasts and almost-flat ass, but surprisingly I wasn’t feeling it at all as Nuni stared at me. Maybe it was because he couldn’t take his eyes off me as he fumbled to grab the bodywash from the recessed shelf. Maybe it was because of the aroused gleam in his eyes as he squirted some into his hands and stepped closer, spinning me until my back was to his front and the barbs on his hard cock were scraping over my spine, making me shiver.

Huge hands reached under my arms to cup my breasts, his soapy thumbs gliding over my nipples. Then he ducked down to kiss my neck, and my head fell back on his shoulder as I shivered again.

Long fingers spanned my waist as he trailed his hands lower. I found my legs shuffling apart instinctively as my belly tightened, heart beating faster. When he cupped my pussy, I couldn’t stop the audible hitch in my breath.

His middle finger skimmed over my clit as he dropped another slow kiss on my neck. “And I make you wet, right, Anita?”

I’d already said it to him once through text, and it was pretty obvious by this point regardless, but the admission got stuck in my throat as I clutched his ropy forearm. “M-maybe.”

He huffed in amusement and withdrew his hands. By the time I spun around on unsteady legs, he was running a soapy fist over his hard dick. My mouth went dry in an instant.

Snatching up the bodywash, I lathered my hands and stepped closer to cup his balls in a brazen move. His eyes flashed as he stared down at me. I smirked up at him and slid my hand farther back, over his smooth taint until my fingertips brushed his asshole. His breath caught, the gleam in his eyes becoming intrigued and a little apprehensive, so I withdrew my hand to reach around and feather my fingertips over the base of his tail.

A clipped groan escaped him as his hips twitched, which made his huge thigh bump into me and send my foot slipping back. Quickly grabbing my shoulders to steady me, he shot me a stern look that made my pussy clench.

“Your tail’s sensitive then,” I observed innocently, squirting more shower gel onto my hands to start lathering up my armpits.

His mouth tilted into a boyish, lopsided smile as he gave my chin a teasing pinch. His hand lingered there for a second, long, clawed fingers brushing my jaw, before he pulled back to start scrubbing down his body.

“So you’ve never been with a demiurgus before,” he said casually, but I could hear the hint of a question in his voice.

I shook my head. “No.”

I remembered him telling me—while I was splayed out on his desk—that he’d never been with a human before, so I didn’t bother asking him the same question.

He snorted, reaching for his face cleanser. “Could’ve fooled me with that blowjob at the bar.”

I gave him an easy smile and breezily said, “Just mapping out new terrain.”

He chuckled, but got busy scrubbing his face as he hesitantly asked, “So… the barbs don’t bother you?”

I paused, then shook my head even though he wasn’t looking at me. “No. Of course not.”

“Oh, okay.” He sounded a little vulnerable, which I hadn’t been expecting. “But it means there’s obviously, uh, some stuff we can’t do…”

“That’s okay,” I told him sincerely.

“Not that I’m phallocentric or anything,” he blurted in a rush, tilting his face up to the water.

Huh?

“Okay,” I said slowly, then gave him a small smile when he finally looked at me. “It doesn’t matter. Seriously. And anyway, there might be a way. Surely other demiurgus and humans have had sex before, right? I know it’s not at all common, but it can’t have never happened.”

“Yeah,” he said with a thoughtful frown. “I could look into it. If you want to… do that.”

Was he suddenly going a little shy? I snorted and looked at him. “If I want your dick inside me, you mean?”

His eyes darkened in a rush as he stared at me, his face spikes flexing. His gaze meandered down my front and locked on to my pussy as his tongue darted out to swipe at his lips.

“Yeah.” His voice was rough.

“If there’s a way, then yes.” I smiled at him. “But if there’s not a way, it really doesn’t matter.”

“Okay.” He finally looked up, blinking at me as determination settled over his features, then said, “I just have to… Take as long as you want.”

A little startled, I said, “Sure,” and watched as he stepped out of the shower and grabbed a big, fluffy towel from the heated rack. After towelling off his hair, he wrapped it around his hips, gave me a distracted smile, then padded out of the bathroom after swiping up the pile of his gym clothes.

I finished washing up then turned the shower off. Stepping out onto the mat, I rolled my eyes when I realised he hadn’t got a towel out for me. Treading carefully over to the tall cupboard in the corner, I pulled it open and grabbed the top one on a stack, but paused when I noticed the pattern on the one beneath it.

Frogs again. I smiled to myself as I looked at it, rubbing the towel I’d grabbed over my hair. Did he have a thing for frogs? That was unexpected, and kind of cute.

Or maybe not cute. If his bedroom was covered floor to ceiling in frog-themed items, I’d possibly get a little concerned.

If he had a cartoon frog quilt on his bed, I decided I’d leave.

As I dried off, I looked at the pile of my clothes on the floor. Should I put them back on? They were sweaty from the gym, and besides… I’d come here to have sex.

After tucking the towel around me, I folded them up, grabbed my shoes, and left the bathroom to put them by my bag in the vestibule. Wondering where Nuni was, I glanced into the living area and saw him sitting on the couch, frowning down at his phone.

“Everything alright?” I asked cautiously as I made my way over.

He jolted and looked up. “Oh, yeah, fine. Just trying to get hold of my brother Greid.”

Sitting down beside him, I tightened the towel around my chest and awkwardly asked, “Has something come up? I can go—”

“No,” Nuni blurted, dropping his phone on the coffee table. “Definitely not. I just wanted to ask him something. He, uh… he’s dating a human. So I thought…”

“Oh.” After a pause, I reached out and rested my hand on his knee. “It really doesn’t matter if we can’t fuck that way, Nuni.”

“Yeah, of course. I swear I’m not phallocentric,” he said again.

I chuckled. “Okay.”

“And I’m not… I’m up for trying new things.” His ears fluttered as he darted a look at me.

I smiled. “Yeah?”

“Yes.” He sounded a little uncertain. After swallowing, he repeated, “Yes. Totally.”

I let my fingers slip under the edge of his towel, trailing my hand up his thigh. “Well that’s good to know. But it’s not like we have to get too adventurous if we don’t want to.”

“I’m adventurous, dude.” He jutted out his chin before his breath left him in a rush as my hand reached the top of his inner thigh, my knuckles brushing his sac.

A tiny smile played over my mouth. The more he said it, the less I believed Nuni had ever done anything he would consider ‘wild’ in bed. But that was fine.

“Why don’t we start simple.” I removed my hand, settled back on the couch and smirked at him. “Take your towel off.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight
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Nuni


Even though Anita and I had fooled around several times now, this felt different.

This wasn’t spur of the moment. It wasn’t a quick, furtive encounter in an office or sauna or restroom. This was intentional. She’d come here specifically to have sex with me. She was sitting on my couch in nothing but a towel, her skin warm and damp from the shower, and she looked more relaxed than I’d ever seen her.

It was making me kind of nervous.

In response to those nerves, I instinctively adopted a smirk and let bravado settle over me like a shield. “You know, I’m not all that good at taking orders.”

Her brow arched. “No? So you’re not going to take your towel off?”

I huffed. “Well obviously I’m going to take my towel off, but not because you told me to.”

I was already tugging on the fabric to pull it away from my hips, and my dick started filling up instantly, giving a gratified twitch at the lust swimming in Anita’s dark eyes. With a grin, I leaned over and kissed her, slipping my fingers through her wet hair to cup the back of her head as I urged her onto her back and stretched out on top of her.

My fingers found the edge of her towel and tugged. After pushing it out of the way, I let my palm slide down over a small breast to settle on her waist. God, her skin was so soft. The texture was different to a demiurgus’s, which made me all the more aware of my claws. And barbs.

I stayed on all fours so they weren’t digging into her, but our height difference meant that as I trailed my lips to her neck, the head of my cock prodded at her opening. My dick jerked eagerly as I shuddered, fighting the urge to press forward and sink deep—especially when Anita shivered and let her knees fall open wider, her arms wrapping loosely around my neck.

I could feel her hammering pulse as I kissed my way down her neck. Beneath the scent of my own bodywash and shampoo, I could smell her warm skin. My tongue darted over her neck in an open-mouthed kiss, before I continued lower to kiss her collarbone, then down her chest.

A hoarse groan left me as I sucked a nipple into my mouth. Anita’s breath caught, her hips straining up to press her pussy briefly against my abs. At the feel of that wet heat, I slipped a hand between her legs and glided my middle finger over her. She was already slippery from our brief touches in the shower, so I trailed my finger lower and sank the tip inside her.

Another moan rumbled up my throat. I really wasn’t phallocentric or anything, but holy fuck I wanted to feel her clenching around my dick like that. She felt softer and silkier than a demiurgus inside. Way more fragile. There was no way my dick would be going anywhere near her—not unless Greid could offer some secret magical trick to it that caused a human no pain.

I could feel her clench around my tongue again though. Just as soon as I could bring myself to stop sucking her nipples and stroking her clit with my thumb as I sank my finger deeper. Anita’s hips were shifting restlessly against my hand, her breaths fast and shallow as she gripped my wet hair. I was usually pretty strict about getting smoothing serum and volumising spray into my hair and blow-drying it straight after a shower, but right now, I couldn’t bring myself to care about how flat and lifeless it would be when it dried.

Okay, I cared a little, but not enough to stop.

Finally abandoning her tits, I slid my finger free and gripped her thigh as I kissed my way down her toned stomach. I was already kind of obsessed with the little patch of hair on her pubic mound, coarse but silky at the same time, so I nuzzled it for an indulgent second before pressing a kiss to her clit.

Anita moaned, her knee jerking out wider, which caused her foot to slip off the couch and thump against the floor. After giving her clit a soft lick, I shifted onto my knees in front of the couch and urged her around to face me.

As she settled back, I smoothed my palms over her thighs and smirked up at her. “Nice and wide, Anita.”

Her eyes flared defiantly from the order, but after a second she let her knees fall open wide. Really wide. I gulped, staring down at her spread pussy. Shit, she was… flexible.

Lowering my head, I trailed my lips and tongue up one lean inner thigh. Slowly, until she was shivering and clutching my hair again. Smirking up at her, I gave her pussy a long lick before closing my lips around her clit to suck briefly.

Her lips parted with a sharp inhale, chin practically resting on her chest as she watched me. Closing my eyes so I could concentrate—I absolutely needed to make her come as hard as the last time I’d done this, if not harder—I licked her again and again with soft sweeps of my tongue, groaning at the taste of her. She was a touch sweeter than a demiurgus, which kind of made my chest ache a little. I didn’t even know why. Maybe it was just DOMS. Probably just DOMS, yeah. I’d gone pretty hard on my back and chest workout yesterday.

Despite my intentions to focus a hundred percent on the task at hand so I could make her come harder than anyone ever had, I found myself falling into a kind of stupor as I ate her pussy. It was just… very enjoyable. Really, really fucking enjoyable. I wasn’t gunning for the finish line, trying to get her off fast so I could come myself. I was savouring it, just in case she decided after this that she didn’t actually want a “discreet” thing with me. In case she decided it wasn’t worth the risk.

“G-god.” Anita’s breathless voice snapped me out of my daze. “Your tongue is… It’s…”

Pride made me want to grin. Anita had never felt a demiurgus tongue before mine. I’d kind of forgotten that it would be different to what she was used to, with its ridges and rippled centre. But when I flicked a glance up at her, only a hoarse groan escaped as I lavished her clit with wet, open-mouthed kisses. Her dark eyes were heavy with arousal, full lips parted as her chest heaved. I slid a hand up her tense stomach to stroke one stiff nipple with my thumb, wishing I could have my tongue in both places at once.

Anita’s breath hitched with a moan as I started sucking on her clit, lowering my other hand to stroke her opening with the tip of my middle finger. She moaned again when I sank my finger inside, twisting it to stroke over her front wall until I found—

“F-fuck.” Her fingers tightened in my hair, clit pulsing in my mouth.

A guttural groan left me as I started stroking her g-spot, briefly pulling my finger free to return with two. Anita’s breathing got faster until she was almost whining, before she began moaning with every plunge of my fingers.

“Faster,” she panted, hips writhing.

I moaned, the slick sound of my fingers fucking her making me a little lightheaded with lust. My dick was achingly hard—probably getting pre-cum all over the floor and the front of the couch. A necessary casualty. I’d just get it reupholstered if I couldn’t get the cum stains out.

God, she was so wet. I generally preferred staying in my humanoid form, but some primitive part of me was itching to shift into my true demiurgus form so I could rub my snout all over her. Bathe myself in her scent. Lap at her pussy with my even bigger, longer tongue. Keep her thighs pinned open wide with my even bigger hands. Witness the delighted shock in her eyes as she saw my even bigger cock…

“I’m—” Anita’s hips were bucking now, sliding her clit over my tongue. “I’m c-coming—”

I sucked her clit into my mouth with a groan, relentlessly stroking her g-spot as she tightened up around my fingers. Her clit throbbed against my tongue as she cried out, hips jerking and fingers clawing at my hair. I didn’t stop until she was twitching, and only then did I slide my fingers free and replace them with my tongue.

She let out a breathless moan, fingers gentling in my hair. I pulled my tongue free and lapped at her hungrily, wondering if I should attempt to make her come again now or wait a while. I didn’t want her leaving too quickly.

“Nuni.”

She urged my head up, and I knew my gaze was a little wild as I looked up at her. My dick was throbbing, painfully hard, and I couldn’t stop myself from reaching down and fisting it, my fingers still wet from her. I grunted, the claws on my free hand digging into the couch cushion beside her.

She stared at my cock, raking her teeth over her lower lip, before lifting her gaze to mine.

A tiny smirk tilted her mouth. Her voice was low and husky as she asked, “Want to put the tip inside me?”

Holy fuck. I had to strangle the base of my cock to keep from coming. My eyes shot down to her pussy. To the little dip of her opening.

I would literally sell all my worldly possessions just to put the tip inside her.

Head pounding with lust, I licked my lips and croaked, “I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You won’t,” she purred, shifting her ass to the very edge of the couch. One long leg settled over my shoulder, while my free hand automatically shot up to keep the other spread and suspended in the air. “You’ll just have to be careful.”

“Yeah,” I croaked. “I can do that. Totally. I can…”

I was kind of floored by the trust she was putting in me. I could easily—unintentionally, of course—hurt her very, very badly if I was careless.

So I could absolutely not be careless.

“Are you sure?” I asked hoarsely before moving an inch.

She smiled at me, softer than she ever had before. My chest ached. “Yes. I know you’ll be careful. And I’m negative…”

“Me too.” I swallowed and stared at her for a few seconds, before my gaze drifted back down to her cunt. Want squeezed my belly, made my cock throb in my unmoving fist. “Fuck. Okay. I’ll be careful, I promise.”

Leaning up on my knees, I shuffled closer as I wrapped my hand around my cock, just beneath the head, to cover all the barbs. I couldn’t tear my eyes away as I brought the tip to her pussy, shuddering with pleasure. God, she was so hot and wet. I stroked the tip over her clit, down to her opening, and let out a strangled sound when it felt like she was trying to suck me in.

Squeezing my hand tight around my dick, I slowly fed the tip inside her.

“F-fuck,” I choked out as she clenched around me. Holy shit. I couldn’t believe she was letting me do this.

Anita moaned, sliding a hand down her front to stroke a fingertip lightly over her clit. “Stroke your dick.”

I didn’t move. “I’ll come.”

She huffed. “That’s the idea, Nuni.”

My eyes shot up to hers. She gave me a wicked grin, sliding her hand lower to stroke the tight ring of my fingers strangling my cock.

“Want to come inside me?” she asked in a low, throaty voice.

“Jesus Christ, yes,” I choked out. Apparently there was a grunty, knuckle-dragging caveman somewhere inside me, because now it was the only thing I could think about. Primitive thoughts about filling Anita with my cum, seeing it drip out of her, plugging my fingers inside her to make sure it stayed there.

My cock pulsed in my fist. Unable to stop myself, I gave it a long stroke, holding my hips perfectly still when all they wanted to do was slam forward and bury my length inside her. Claws digging into her leg, I jacked my dick faster and faster, eyes glued to the head buried inside her.

She clenched around it again, then leaned forward to slip her hand past my cock and cup my balls. A shudder wracked my frame as I fought to keep still, my sac tightening in her palm.

“Fuck.” I panted, thighs quaking as I knelt on the floor. Soon I was groaning with every slide of my fist, body winding tighter and tighter. When the orgasm hit me, my vision whited out as my scalp went numb.

I shook wildly, forcing my hips to stay still as I pumped my cum inside her. When the urge to thrust got too much, I pulled free with a strained groan and jerked my cock recklessly fast to milk out every drop. A guttural snarl left me as I watched the last spurts land on her belly and pubic mound, smoky black against her brown skin.

I was panting like I’d run a marathon when I finally stopped coming, my hand trembling around my sensitive cock. My throat clicked as I swallowed, trying to catch my breath.

“Fuck,” I breathed, sinking back onto my heels because my legs were too unsteady.

My dick pulsed in my fist when Anita leaned back and I saw my cum leaking out of her. Fuck, that looked amazing. Why did that look so amazing? It felt like my brain had melted.

Then Anita made it even worse by murmuring, “Why don’t you lick it up and feed it to me?”

My breath caught as my gaze snapped up to hers. What? Did she really… want that?

I eyed the cum on her belly with a touch of apprehension. I’d never tasted my own cum before. I’d definitely never licked it up and fed it to someone.

But my balls were tingling from the idea of it, which… shocked me a little. Was I into that?

Anita gave me a tiny smile and, in a surprisingly gentle touch, feathered her fingers over my cheek. For a weird, weak moment, I kind of wanted to turn into the touch and nuzzle her palm.

“You don’t have to.”

A hint of competitiveness flared, even though her tone had been sincere. But I didn’t want her to think I was… boring or anything. Because I definitely wasn’t. I was totally up for trying new things.

Including licking up my own cum, apparently.

Shooting her a tiny smirk, I ignored the nerves squirming in my belly and leaned down. When I swiped my tongue over her leaking pussy, I was shocked to feel my cock stiffening up again. Okay, it actually wasn’t that bad. That was a relief, seeing as I’d never really considered what my cum tasted like before. It was salty and kind of smoky. I wondered if Anita liked it.

Well, she had to at least a little, right? She’d asked me to do this. Holding the cum on my tongue, I leaned up and crushed my mouth to hers. That was when I got really into it, as I felt her smooth tongue collecting the cum from mine so she could swallow it. Without really thinking about it, I lunged back down with a moan to collect the rest that had pooled on her belly.

My breaths were quickening as I thrust my coated tongue back into her mouth. Anita moaned, clasping my face as she kissed me back greedily. The smoky taste lingered as we kissed feverishly, until I was fully hard and ready to do it all over again.

Will she let me put the tip inside her again?

When Anita eventually broke the kiss, she grinned at me, still cupping my face in her hands. I smiled back, resisting the urge to kiss my way down her neck and rest my head on her chest. Maybe just collapse on top of her until we were ready for round two.

But no. I was pretty sure any form of cuddling did not fall within the confines of a discreet, sex-only arrangement. We weren’t here for relationship stuff. This was just fucking.

Which was great. Awesome. The perfect arrangement, actually. I was a big fan of fucking, and I wasn’t all that concerned with romance. It wasn’t like I was going to fall in love with her like Greid had with Beryl.

Dropping one last kiss on Anita’s mouth, I gave her chin a teasing pinch before sitting back and stretching.

“You thirsty? Hydration break?” I asked with a grin.

For some reason that made her snort out a little laugh, but when I gave her a questioning look, she just smiled at me.

“Sure. A hydration break sounds good.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine
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“Fuuuck.”

The groan from Nuni was tinged with frustration, his brows pulling low as his eyes flashed.

I grinned. “You’re never going to get it in that way.”

He glared at me. “I know what I’m doing.”

“Oh yeah?”

Taking careful aim, I launched an almond at the glass sitting on the dresser against the opposite wall of the bedroom. The surface around it was littered with nuts, but the one I’d thrown landed neatly in the glass with a clink.

Nuni grumbled, grabbing another few from the bowl resting between us on the bed. “How are you so good at this?”

I popped an almond in my mouth and grinned. “Play netball at school in England. I’ve just got good aim.”

“Netball, huh?” Nuni chewed on an almond as he squinted, lining up his next shot.

“Yeah, and tennis and rounders.”

“Rounders?” He threw his almond. When it hit the lip of the glass and landed on the dresser, he barked, “For fuck’s sake.”

I chuckled. “It’s kind of like baseball.”

“Rounders,” he repeated with a chuckle, looking over at me. His hair was a wild mess on the pillow, yellow eyes sleepy and relaxed as he lounged back naked.

We’d ended up in his bed after our first “hydration break”—I’d called it—and hadn’t left it since, except to use the bathroom and get another drink. Plus the bowl of almonds, which had quickly turned into the competition we were now having. His bed was enormous, the sheets ridiculously soft and luxurious. And there was no cartoon frog quilt, which was something of a relief.

“Did you all have tea and biscuits on the lawn after your gym classes?” he asked teasingly.

I rolled my eyes at him as a smile twitched my mouth. “Obviously. Our only other lessons were tea-making, how to form orderly queues and the art of suppressing all your emotions to just get on with things.”

He laughed, throwing another almond at the glass. “I don’t think I’ve ever drunk English tea in my life. And I’m so bad at waiting in line. Too impatient.”

I smiled, nudging his arm. “Well if you ever come to mine, I’ll make you tea. My parents still drink it by the gallon, so I always have some for when they visit.”

The grin he shot me was hopeful and more open than his usual smirks or cocky smiles. My belly squeezed, and I resisted the urge to lean over and kiss him.

“We should totally go to yours next time.” He threw another almond, missing the glass yet again. “Also, if you’re going to the gym tomorrow morning, we definitely need a redo of our running competition.”

I smiled and casually threw an almond at the glass. It sailed in without even touching the sides. “You won’t win at that either.”

He huffed. “Dude, you’re so cocky.”

I choked out a laugh. “I’m cocky?”

“Yeah. I bet you refuse to do anything in front of other people until you’re perfect at it. Like, if you learned an instrument at school, I bet you practised for hours in your bedroom so you’d be the best straight away.”

I pursed my lips, aiming another almond at the glass. He nudged me with his elbow, a smirk on his face.

“I’m right, aren’t I? What instrument was it?”

“Recorder,” I admitted reluctantly. “In primary school. Then the clarinet in secondary.”

He chuckled. “Called it. Did you carry on playing after you moved here?”

I waved a hand. “For a little while, but I’m not overly interested in music.”

“Me neither. The var Roriks are not musically gifted.”

I grinned over at him. “So, no family band with the whole gang when you were kids?”

“Fuck, that would’ve been a nightmare. Just eight kids yelling and trying to deafen each other with their instruments.”

“Are you all from one… brood?” I wasn’t all that familiar with the terms demiurgus used, but I knew enough about their family structures. They tended to have multiple young at once.

“Yep.” He grinned at me. “All eight of us at once. I’m the oldest by a few minutes. Then Daga, then Laki.”

“Who else?”

“My brothers Sorin—who you saw at the bar—and Tuvin, and my sisters Suni and Kiti. And then Greid, who was…” He winced. “Technically the runt, but we don’t like that word because our dad used to call him that as an insult. He was a surprise. All hidden among the rest of us, apparently, so he went undetected. And he was… tiny and kind of fragile at first.”

His eyes had softened, but he was looking down at the almond in his hand, fiddling with it.

My knees were drawn up to my chest, but I let them tilt toward him until my thigh rested on his. My belly tightened when he absently reached over and smoothed his hand over my leg.

“Greid’s the one dating a human, right?” I asked, remembering the name from earlier.

“Yeah.” Nuni sounded a little uncomfortable. “I’ve texted him, but… he’s kind of shitty at getting back to me. We’re not… all that close.”

That surprised me. Nuni seemed close with all of his family.

His mood had grown a little sombre, so I tried to think of a way to make him feel better. “And which sibling has the kids again?”

He perked up somewhat. “Daga. She and her lifemate Elern had a brood of four last year. Mom was elated to finally have some grandkids to dote on.”

I chuckled. “I bet. My parents were too, when Devi and Malcolm had Kiran and Mina.”

“My sister Kiti is a total self-obsessed d-bag, but she’s surprisingly great with them. So is Sorin. Me and Laki though…” He shook his head with a chuckle. “I have no idea what to do with babies, and I worry that I’m, like, holding them wrong or whatever. But Laki is so awkward around kids, it’s hilarious. They kind of try to treat them like tiny adults, even when they’re babies. They’ll be like, ‘Which parent do you want me to pass you to? Point at Mom or Dad’. To a two-week-old.”

I laughed. “I’m a little like that around kids too. So you’re closest with Laki, right? Out of all your siblings.”

“Yeah, they—” His phone vibrated on the nightstand, so he peered over and huffed. “I swear, dude, they have some kind of weird power. They just texted me. It’s like they know I’m telling someone they’re a complete dork around kids.”

Still leaning over, he opened the text, and I caught a glimpse of a photo on the screen.

A photo of a frog.

“Oh, fuck yes,” Nuni muttered as he twisted around to lie back on the bed, subtly angling his phone screen away from me.

I side-eyed him warily. “Okay, what’s with the frogs?”

If it was sexual, I had questions.

Nuni’s eyes jumped to me. “Huh?”

“The frogs. The towel in the bathroom, your socks. Those,” I added flatly, pointing at the collection of small glass frog figurines on a shelf by the closet doors. “And that.” I then pointed at an art print on the wall made up of murky dark swirls but with a definite deep green frog painted in the centre.

His ears went wild.

“I just like frogs, okay?” he said defensively, cradling his phone to his chest.

“Really?” I grinned. That was kind of cute.

“Yes,” he shot back, ears still fluttering. “I just think they’re cool.”

Mouth twitching, I nodded at his phone. “And Laki likes them too?”

He huffed imperiously. “That was a photo of a toad, actually. A spadefoot toad. But yeah, they like all animals, and they’re a landscaper so they’re always coming across frogs and toads. So they… send me photos when they find them because they know I like them,” he added in an embarrassed mumble.

Okay, that was adorable. Unable to stop myself, I leaned over and kissed his cheek. “Frogs are interesting. I’ve always found toads kind of gross though.”

“They’re not gross!” he said enthusiastically, sitting up straighter. “And technically they’re just types of frogs anyway.”

“Huh. I didn’t know that.”

He shot me a triumphant grin, looking pleased to have finally won at something, then glanced down at his phone before setting it back on the nightstand. “I really need to eat a proper meal. Do you want anything?”

“What’s the time?”

“Almost eight.”

Christ, I’d been here for about twelve hours. I’d never had so much sex in a single day in my life. Sliding to the edge of the enormous bed, I stood and stretched, all my limbs aching pleasantly. “I should probably get going.”

“Oh, right. Yeah, of course.” Nuni climbed out of bed and padded over to the dresser, pulling out a clean pair of boxer briefs. “I’ll drive you home.”

“You don’t have to. I’m fine getting the subway.” I found myself going over to fasten the little hook on the waistband above his tail.

God, I really wanted to play with his tail.

Nuni looked back at me with a tiny grin, but there was a hint of something vulnerable there. “I know, but I want to drive you. That okay?”

“Um… sure. Thanks.” I stepped back, suddenly feeling self-conscious. “Would you mind grabbing my bag by the front door?”

“Sure.” He leaned down as if to kiss me, then seemed to change his mind as his ears fluttered. “Be right back.”

I picked up all the rogue almonds on the dresser and dropped them into the glass while he went to get my bag, then gave him a smile when he returned and held it out to me.

We dressed quickly, with Nuni throwing on some sweats and a T-shirt, then spending the bulk of the time standing at the mirror trying to fix his messy hair into a half-decent bun. Once I was in the fresh clothes I’d taken with me to the gym, I left the bedroom to tug on my sneakers by the front door.

Nuni appeared holding his keys as I was shoving my gym clothes into the bag. “Sure you don’t want anything before you go?”

I smiled at him, hefting the bag onto my shoulder. “I’m fine, thanks.”

“I can take that. If you want.” He nodded at the bag.

I chuckled. “It’s okay. It’s not heavy.”

“Okay.” He hesitated, then stepped forward to open the door. “After you.”

After he’d locked up behind us, we walked in companionable silence down the corridor to an elevator, which took us to the underground parking lot. Once we were in his car and I’d given him my address, we headed onto the street and I settled back into my seat and stared out the window. It was busy, given that it was a Saturday evening, with lights twinkling in restaurants and bars and the stores that were still open. Humans and demiurgus walked down the streets, dressed up to go out for dinner or see a show or go clubbing.

“So. Are you going to the gym in the morning?”

I looked over at the sound of Nuni’s voice. “Yes. You?”

“Of course.” He grinned over at me. “Friendly running competition?”

I chuckled. “Sure. Assuming you don’t have an early flight to catch.”

He grunted and reached over to pinch my chin. “Not this time. Unless you want to go to Paris.”

I froze, then let out a short laugh. “What would you do if I actually said yes?”

He shrugged, glancing in the wing mirror. “Then we’d go. Doesn’t have to be Paris though. Anywhere you want.”

I stared at him. Was he serious? Did people usually spend a boatload of money flying their fuck buddy to Paris?

My face grew warm. I was actually a little flustered. Eventually, I laughed lightly and said, “I’d rather kick your ass at running again.”

He smirked at me, the streetlights sliding over his dark skin and making his yellow eyes gleam. “We’ll see, Chaudhary.”

When we eventually pulled up outside my apartment building, I unbuckled my seatbelt and reached down to grab my bag from the footwell. “Thank you for the lift.”

“No problem.” His hands slid off the steering wheel and into his lap. “So… I’ll see you at the gym.”

“Yes.” I paused with my hand on the door handle and looked at him with a grin. “Make sure to do your stretches so you don’t get another cramp.”

He laughed, leaning over the centre console, clearly about to kiss me, before jerking back as his ears fluttered. He cleared his throat awkwardly. “Okay, well, see you tomorrow.”

I hesitated for another second. I wanted to kiss him again. But I knew why he’d stopped himself. A parting kiss in the car after he’d driven me home felt like… different territory to what we’d agreed on. A kiss goodbye was sweet. Romantic. And this wasn’t a romance.

“See you tomorrow.” I opened the car door and climbed out quickly, lifted my hand in goodbye after slamming it shut, then turned to walk up the steps to my building’s front door.

He didn’t drive off until I was out of sight inside.


Chapter Thirty
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Islept well and woke up bright and early to go to the gym. Nuni was already there when I arrived, and he seemed to be finishing up his workout, because the moment he saw me, he headed over with a grin.

“Ready?” He pulled his right leg back into a brief quad stretch. “I’m all limbered up.”

Was he talking about sex or running? I was up for either, so I simply said, “Yes.”

“Awesome. Get ready to lose, Chaudhary,” he threw over his shoulder as he sauntered toward the treadmills.

Okay, running it was. I followed him and hopped onto the treadmill beside the one he claimed, my mouth twitching when I saw the determined gleam in his eyes. He stretched out his quads again, squirted some water in his mouth, then looked at me expectantly with his finger poised over the button to turn the treadmill on.

I took my time tucking my water bottle and towel into the cupholder, then did a few quick stretches of my own just to make him wait.

Nuni huffed. “Come on, dude.”

Laughing, I powered up my treadmill and set it on a jog to warm up. “So impatient to lose again.”

“You wish.” He started jogging beside me. “I’m pumped, dude. I’m ready.”

I chuckled but said nothing, my own competitive spirit flaring as I started running. We kept up with each other, increasing the speed of our treadmills at the same time before adding an incline. But after half an hour of us both running at a hard pace, Nuni started flagging.

“What the fuck, dude?” he panted. “Do you have bionic legs or something?”

“There’s no shame if you have to lower your speed,” I replied airily without stopping.

“You’re like a machine.” He set his feet on either side of the belt to take a break, gulping down water. After taking a deep breath, he jumped back onto the belt and started running again, almost tripping at first.

I chuckled breathlessly, glancing over at him. His forehead was shiny with sweat, a drip meandering down his temple. His biceps looked huge as he pumped his arms, face tight with concentration.

I looked away quickly so I didn’t lose my focus, but I was silently urging him to give up. I wasn’t willing to lose, but I was also extremely eager to stop running and move on to more interesting activities we could do together.

Would he invite me back to his place again?

After another fifteen minutes, Nuni finally admitted defeat.

“Okay, fine, you win,” he gasped out, jabbing at the button to turn off the treadmill. “Jesus. I need to do more cardio.”

Relieved, I slowed my treadmill’s speed to start cooling down and smugly said, “Well done. You did pretty good.”

He gave me a weak glare as he squirted water into his mouth. “We should have a weightlifting competition.”

I snorted, slowing to a brisk walk and reaching for my water bottle. “Oh yeah, because that would be fair.”

“What do you mean?” he asked innocently, but he was smirking.

I gave him a flat look and gestured at his chest. “Look at you. You’re huge.”

He chuckled, adopting a poor imitation of a humble smile. While tensing his pecs. “I guess.”

Smiling, I turned off my treadmill and grabbed my towel to pat the sweat off my face. “Hope you’re not too worn out.”

“No way. Definitely not,” he said quickly, then hesitated as his eyes met mine. “Do you want to—”

“Yes.”

He blinked, then grinned. “Sweet. Meet you outside in five minutes?”

I smiled back, stepping off the treadmill and looking up at him. “Yes,” I repeated.
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“I never thought I’d say this, but I don’t think I can come anymore.”

Nuni looked wrecked as he stared up at his bedroom ceiling through heavy, sated eyes, his chest still heaving from the orgasm I’d just given him with my lips wrapped around the tip of his cock while I straddled his face. My legs were trembling from my own orgasm as I sat back on my heels beside him, trying to slow my breaths.

It was Sunday evening, the sky getting dark through the stained-glass windows. We’d spent another entire day having sex, taking breaks to eat and rehydrate, during which we’d talked casually about nothing important before getting distracted again.

He’d already lifted me onto the kitchen island and fucked me with his tongue. He’d bent me over the couch to kneel behind me and eat my pussy while jerking himself off. When we’d eventually made it to the bed, I’d pushed him down onto the mattress and given him the slowest blowjob known to man, tracing my tongue around every single barb on his cock until he’d been shaking, pre-cum pouring from the head.

Giving his tight stomach a pat, I shoved my hair back from my face and asked, “Mind if I go get some water?”

He waved a lazy hand. “Go ahead. Help yourself to whatever.”

“Thanks.” I scooted to the edge of the bed and stood, my legs still trembling lightly. “Want anything?”

“Water as well.” He lifted his head to give me a weak glare. “I’m a husk. You’ve drained my body dry, dude.”

Chuckling, I padded out of the bedroom and over to the kitchen. I’d already seen which cabinet held the glasses, so I didn’t have to go searching for them. After several thirsty gulps, I slowed down and sipped my water as I looked around the living area. It felt a little weird to be standing naked in Nuni’s kitchen, but I’d spent more time naked here than I had clothed. And even though we were street-level, the stained-glass windows meant no one could see in unless they pressed their face right up against them.

After refilling the glass, I went back into the bedroom and handed Nuni his water. He drained it, then lay back down and rolled onto his front with a groan, his long limbs splayed across the huge mattress.

Chuckling, I clambered up and straddled the tops of his thighs, trying to ignore the way his tail pressed against my cunt. “You can’t be that worn out.”

He tried to rally, lifting his head an inch before letting his cheek smush back against the pillow. “Just give me five minutes. Maybe ten.”

I smiled, settling my hands on his lower back, my fingers tracing the little dimples just above the base of his tail. Nuni shivered, then peered back at me eagerly.

“Massage?”

I burst out laughing at the hopeful note in his voice. “You want a massage.”

“Just seemed like that was what you were gearing up to do.” He gestured at the nightstand, then folded his arms under the pillow as he rested his cheek back on it with a grin. “There’s massage oil in there.”

“Uh, I never said I’d give you one.” I rolled my eyes, but I was already leaning over to open the nightstand drawer. I wasn’t going to turn down an opportunity to run my hands all over Nuni’s naked body. Or see it all oily and gleaming.

After pouring some oil into my palm, I shifted until I was sitting on his ass and rubbed my hands together, slicking them up, before smoothing them over his shoulder blades.

“Shit, you’re actually giving me one?” Nuni groaned, his body going completely lax. “You’re the best, dude,” he mumbled into the pillow.

“Just a quick one,” I said dryly, pressing my thumbs into the backs of his shoulders until he shuddered. “Am I getting one after this?”

“Yeah, yeah. Whatever you want.” He already sounded drowsy, and another groan left him as I ran my thumbs down his back on either side of his spine.

Arousal fluttered through me at the sound, but I concentrated on giving him a half-decent massage, at least for a little while. Shifting lower so I was straddling his thighs again—that tail once more pressing into interesting places—I smoothed my hands down onto the globes of his ass. It was ridiculously firm. And round. I kind of wanted to bite it.

Instead, I eyed up his tail. I already knew it was sensitive, but I wanted to find out just how sensitive. After pausing to slick up my hands with more oil, I settled back down and casually circled the base of his tail with my oily fingers.

Nuni’s back instantly tensed, all the muscles popping. “Damn.” He chuckled warily. “Svyn definitely doesn’t give me such a, uh, thorough massage.”

I smirked. “Who’s Svyn?”

“My massage therapist.” He already sounded distracted, his breaths shallowing a little as I slid my fist up and down an inch or so. When I massaged the underside with my thumb, his hips twitched against the bed. “Sh-shit.”

“So it’s really sensitive, then.” I gently pulled his tail free from between my legs, because the end of it was brushing against my pussy and distracting me. Then I started lengthening my strokes, slowly jerking it like it was his cock.

“It—it is when you’re doing that.” Nuni’s breaths were speeding up. His hips shifted, rising a little off the mattress. I squeezed his ass cheek with my free hand, and with his tail out of the way, I almost caught a glimpse of his hole.

“Ever had an internal massage?” I asked lightly, not wanting to seem like I was pressuring him into anything he may not be into.

Nuni’s breath caught. I saw his eyes pop open as his throat bobbed. “You… you mean…”

When he trailed off, my lips quirked. “Your prostate.”

Licking his lips, he lifted his head to look back at me. “You… want to do that?”

“Only if you want to, Nuni.” I gave him a tiny smile. “It’s okay if it’s not something you’re into.”

“Uh, I guess…” He squirmed a little, seeing as I was still slowly jerking his tail. “I don’t know if it is.”

“Okay,” I said easily. “It’s completely fine if you’re not interested. I’ll just give you a normal massage.”

“No, wait,” he blurted. His ears fluttered wildly. After a few seconds, he took a breath and rested his cheek back on the pillow. “Okay. Do it.”

I pursed my lips to suppress a smile. “You sure?”

“Yeah.” His ears fluttered again as he admitted, “I’m kind of… intrigued.”

A little rush of affection made me want to lean down and kiss the base of his spine. Instead, I patted his ass and gave his tail a squeeze. “Just say if you change your mind. At any point.”

“Sure. Okay.” He sounded nervous.

To try and relax him, I wrapped both hands around his tail and resumed stroking, nice and slow. Nuni shuddered, his ass briefly hiking again as his thighs twitched beneath me. I gently urged him to spread them wider and resettled between his knees, my clit pulsing when I saw his half-hard cock pointing down between his legs.

I lowered a hand to caress his tight sac, which made Nuni grunt into the pillow. Then I trailed my fingers higher until the middle one brushed over his hole. Nuni’s breath caught, ass cheeks briefly clenching. I stroked slowly, my fingers still oily, while my other hand continued jerking his tail. I could feel it twitching within my fist, the tip thrashing weakly.

“Feel good?” I asked in a low murmur, circling his hole with my fingertip.

“Y-yeah.” Nuni sounded a little shocked. His thick thighs spread a touch wider.

Carefully, I pushed against his hole. His breath hitched, body going completely still as I slid my fingertip inside him.

“Still good?”

“Yeah.” His voice was strangled.

I slowly sank my finger deeper until my knuckles pressed against him. Nuni sucked in a sharp breath, cheeks clenching again.

“Sh-shit, that feels… weird.”

“Want to stop?” I asked immediately.

He swallowed. “No.”

I glanced down between his legs. His cock was rock hard. Lips twitching into a smile, I slid my finger free before sinking it back inside.

Nuni jerked, hips lifting off the bed. “Fuck.”

Still stroking his tail, I started up a steady pace. He huffed out a hard breath, shoulders bunching with tension, before his hips began making tiny movements, rising into every thrust of my finger.

He likes it.

After another minute, I pulled free and carefully tunnelled two fingers inside him, feeling the tight ring of muscle resist at first until they sank deep in a rush.

“Oh my—Fuck.” Nuni’s knees shot out wider, tilting his hips up. He buried his face in the pillow and groaned.

After a few slow thrusts to loosen him a little, I pushed deep and started feeling for his prostate. I knew the moment I found it, because a shudder wracked Nuni’s frame as his head craned back off the pillow.

“Uunngh fuck.” He was panting, his stiff cock dragging over the mattress as his hips moved uncontrollably. “What the… Fuuuck, Anita.”

I held back my chuckle, speeding up the fist stroking his tail to match the pace of my thrusting fingers. Nuni was groaning non-stop into the pillow, thighs shaking and his tail lashing even more wildly in my hand.

“Oh fuck,” he panted a few minutes later. “I th-think… I think I’m gonna come.”

He sounded shocked, and almost a little freaked out. But his hips were still greedily rising into every thrust of my fingers, and after a few seconds he started to shake.

“F-f-fuck.” His breaths were sawing out of him. “Anita—”

After sucking in a sharp breath, he went silent as his hips craned up into the air, his thighs quaking uncontrollably. He clenched around my fingers, so I kept them buried, relentlessly stroking his prostate as it pulsed. Long seconds later he let out a guttural groan, shaking wildly as he sagged onto the bed.

I gently slid my fingers free and glanced down to see a small puddle of dark cum at the head of his cock. My hand was still reflexively stroking his tail, but when Nuni shuddered hard with overstimulation, I stopped and let go. Smoothing my palm over his ass, I asked, “You okay?”

He swallowed, turning his head to bury his cheek in the pillow. His eyes blinked open drowsily. “Jesus,” he panted.

Grinning, I leaned down to press a kiss to the small of his back, then wiped the massage oil off my lips with my forearm, seeing as my hands were just as oily.

“Be right back.” I gave his ass a pat. “Just gonna go wash my hands.”

He mumbled something in response as I got off the bed and went into the ensuite bathroom. When I returned, Nuni still hadn’t moved.

“I, like, came in my ass somehow, dude,” he mumbled as I climbed back onto the bed.

I snorted. “I was there.”

“Fuck, that was… so good.”

Chuckling, I lay down beside him. “So you liked it.” Grinning, I reached out and gently fingered one of the spikes along his hairline. They were all flexing continuously, flaring forward and back again in an elegant, alternating wavy pattern that was kind of mesmerising. “Your spikes are going crazy.”

“Huh?” His hand shot up to feel them. Ears fluttering, he let out a loud bark of laughter. “Oh. Right. Yeah, they… they do that. Um, you want a drink?”

He scrambled out of bed and snatched up his phone, not even waiting for me to answer as he blurted, “I’ll grab you something,” and hurried from the room.

I frowned slightly, wondering if I’d committed a cultural faux pas. Was it rude to point out a demiurgus’s face spikes? I hadn’t known that, and now I felt bad. I hadn’t meant to embarrass him.

I went to get up so I could go and apologise, but from elsewhere in the nesthouse I heard a door shut. I winced, sitting in his big bed as I chewed on my thumbnail. Shit, had I said something really bad?


Chapter Thirty-One
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“I’m having a medical emergency!” I hissed down the phone the moment Laki picked up.

“What?” Their voice was tense. “Where are you? What’s wrong?”

Maybe that had been a tad dramatic.

“Okay, it’s not an emergency, but… something weird is happening.”

After a pause, I heard Laki exhale heavily. “Dude. Don’t do that.”

“Sorry,” I said sheepishly, then got distracted at I stared at my reflection in the bathroom mirror. Specifically at my face spikes, which were still flaring forward and back in a weird, staggered wave. I’d never seen them do that before.

“Something’s wrong with my face spikes,” I blurted to Laki, keeping my voice down just in case Anita had wandered out of the bedroom and was looking for me.

“Okay,” they said, sounding audibly calmer. “Wrong how?”

“They’re doing this weird… thing. Moving in a strange pattern.” I leaned closer to the mirror. “Like… flexing back and forth without stopping, but not in the usual way. And my tail…” I peered back at my tail, which was swaying side to side. “My tail is moving around a lot too. What the fuck, dude?” I gripped the phone tighter to my ear. “Is something wrong with me? Is this a sign of something bad?”

“Look, calm down.” Their voice grew distant, and I realised they’d put me on speakerphone when they said, “I’ll just look it up.”

“Don’t fucking look it up!” I hissed. “Everyone knows that’s a terrible idea! It’s going to tell you I have, like, an hour left to live or something!”

“Relax, bro,” they drawled. “Okay, here’s something.”

They went quiet as they read whatever they’d found. I shifted anxiously from foot to foot, prodding at my face spikes. When I heard Laki snort, my spine went ramrod stiff.

“What does it say?” I asked immediately.

“Nothing bad,” they assured me, amusement colouring their tone. “Apparently it’s, uh, like a mating signal.”

I froze, staring at my reflection. “Huh?”

“Yeah. According to this medical journal, it’s ‘an involuntary response that can happen in a demiurgus when they are deeply attracted to someone and have begun to form a strong romantic bond with them. It’s believed to mainly happen when the demiurgus isn’t sure if the bond is reciprocated’,” they read out. “So… it’s basically an assertive demiurgus way of letting someone know you’re into them if you’re not sure whether they’re into you back.”

I let out a strangled, slightly hysterical laugh. “Bullshit.”

“That’s what it says, dude.” Their voice turned sly. “So, what were you doing right before it started happening?”

My ears went wild. “I was just…”

Losing my mind while Anita gave me a tailjob and introduced me to my prostate.

“I have company over, if that’s what you’re insinuating,” I said stiffly, staring at my still-flexing face spikes in despair.

“Uh huh,” Laki drawled, then snorted again. “This article says it’s similar to the mating dances of the birds of paradise in Papua New Guinea. You know, the little birds with the cool plumage that will hop side to side and stuff to attract a female.”

“What?” My nostrils flared in outrage. “I’m nothing like a fucking… horny little bird!”

“Dude, it’s a compliment. Birds of paradise are fucking spectacular. We watched that documentary, remember? They’re awesome.”

“I don’t give a shit about the birds, Laki!” I hissed. “I can’t go back out there like this! What if Anita knows about the stupid bird thing? How do I get it to stop?”

There was a pause, before—

“So you’re with Anita, huh?” Laki drawled with a smirk in their voice.

I squirmed. “Shut up, dude. You’re supposed to be helping me!”

“Well the article doesn’t say anything about how to make it stop…” They sounded doubtful. “It’ll probably just stop on its own. You know, once your hearts aren’t all aflutter at the sight of your human lady.”

“My hearts are not all aflutter!” I grated indignantly. “My hearts are totally chill. Beating normally. It’s probably just… She gave me a prostate massage!” I blurted without thinking. “It’s probably just that. A new experience and…”

“Dude, come on. Fewer details, please.”

My ears fluttered. “I’m just saying, it’s probably just… my body reacting. To that. Right?”

They were silent for a moment. “I mean, I doubt it, but… maybe?”

“I’m not forming a”—I forced out a snort—“‘strong romantic bond’ with Anita. We’re just… messing around. Scratching an itch. It’s purely physical.”

“Sure,” they said slowly. “Well, by the sounds of it you’re, uh, done for today, so in that case she’ll probably just leave and she won’t see your mating signals anyway.”

“They’re not mating signals!” I hissed furiously, glancing at the bathroom door.

“Courting signals then. A cute little courtship display so Anita doesn’t notice any other demiurgus except you.” They snorted with laughter. “Can you let me know if you start involuntarily shuffling from side to side—”

“Shut your face, dude.” I spun away from the mirror, clutching my tail to get it to stop swaying. “You’re the worst. Asshole.”

They managed to stop laughing to say, “Okay, look, it’s unlikely that Anita will know what it means. We didn’t even know what it means and we’re demiurgus. Just… go and tell her it means you’re tired. Then she’ll leave and she won’t witness your humiliation.”

I chewed on my lip, glancing at the door again. I could do that, but I kind of… didn’t want her to go yet.

“I’ll tell her it means I’m super hungry.”

“Whatever works, bro,” Laki drawled. “You good now?”

“I guess. Hey,” I said quickly before they could hang up. “Have you spoken to Greid recently?”

He still hadn’t gotten back to me after I’d texted and tried to call him yesterday morning. Sometimes it took him weeks—if he responded at all—but I was impatient.

“Uh… last week I think. Why?” Their voice grew sly. “Want to ask him something about humans?”

I scowled. “None of your fuckin’ business, asswipe.”

They chuckled. “Why don’t you just go see him? You know he’s crap at replying to texts.”

I rubbed my face, feeling uncomfortable. “Because… I dunno. I’ve been busy. Maybe I will.”

“Weren’t you in his part of town last weekend? You met Sorin for a drink there, right?”

“Yeah, but I was… running late. Anyway, I better go. Thanks for your help,” I said sardonically. “Especially for likening me to a horny bird. Assface.”

They snickered. “Anytime, bro. Has it stopped yet?”

I turned back to the mirror and exhaled in relief when I saw that my face spikes had, in fact, stopped flexing like I was a horny bird trying to attract a mate. “Yeah.”

“Great. Well, I’ll leave to your evening with the lovely Anita. You get the picture I sent yesterday?”

I perked up. “Yeah. Where’d you find it?”

“By a pond. Cool eyes, huh? Do you know what it was?”

“A spadefoot toad.” My mouth twitched into a smile as I remembered telling Anita that yesterday after she saw the photo. I clamped a hand back around my tail in case it started swaying again. “I better go, dude. I kinda just ran out of the bedroom when my spikes started going weird.”

They chuckled. “No worries. Speak to you later.”

After hanging up, I checked my reflection one last time, tidied up my hair a bit, then shot my tail a threatening glare over my shoulder. If it started swaying again, I’d just… tell Anita I needed some protein. Or something.

When I made it back to the bedroom, I froze at the sight of her coming out of the ensuite bathroom fully dressed.

“Oh.” I stopped, fiddling with my phone. My hearts sank. “Are you going?”

“No, I…” She twisted her fingers together as she approached, a worried look in her dark eyes. She stopped in front of me. “I’m sorry if I offended you.”

I stared down at her. “Huh?”

“When I mentioned your…” She waved in the general direction of my face. I clamped a hand over my forehead in case the spikes had started up again. “Sorry. It seemed like pointing it out was… wrong.”

“No,” I rushed out, shaking my head. “No way, dude, it’s all good. I just… I really had to go take a piss.”

I cringed, but I’d already said it. Anita gazed up at me, her mouth twitching.

“Sure?” she asked.

“Yeah, totally. All good. Um…” I resisted the urge to draw her closer. “So… are you going?”

She licked her lips quickly, gaze drifting down my nude frame. “I don’t have to go yet.”

I couldn’t stop the grin that spread over my face. “Okay, cool. Oh shit, let me get you that drink.”

I turned to head into the kitchen, but felt Anita’s small hand grab mine.

“I’m not thirsty,” she told me when I turned back.

I grinned again, sidling closer to slide my hands onto her hips. “So what do you wanna do?”

“That depends.” She smiled up at me slyly. “Still feeling like you can’t come anymore?”

“I think I’ve got my second wind,” I told her solemnly. “Or… seventh. However many times you’ve already made me come today.”

She laughed, sliding her hands around my hips to palm my ass. Her fingertips brushed against the sides of my tail, making it twitch.

Nerves shot through me. Shit, what if it started swaying again? What if she asked me about it?

It wasn’t a courtship display, I stubbornly thought. It wasn’t. It was definitely the prostate thing. It was just… apparently what happened to me when I came from having my prostate stimulated. Laki had just been looking at the wrong article.

I wasn’t forming a “strong romantic bond” with Anita. No way.

Definitely not.


Chapter Thirty-Two

[image: image-placeholder]
Nuni


As I drove Anita home later that evening, we made plans to do the same thing again next weekend.

And by “same thing again”, we meant have sex for two days straight.

After dropping her off, I resisted the urge to call Laki again as I drove back home. I didn’t have a reason to call them, I just… felt a little weird. I had no idea why. Maybe it was just because my asshole still felt strangely sensitive as I shifted in my car seat. So did my tail. Thankfully, it hadn’t started swaying around again at any point, so I managed to convince myself it had just been a reaction to the prostate massage.

Maybe I’d asked Svyn about it at my next appointment. See if the same thing had ever happened to him.

My housekeeper was coming in the morning, so even though my sheets were a little gross with bodily fluids, it bummed me out to realise Anita’s scent would be gone from them by the next night. Feeling self-conscious, despite no one being around to see me, I stripped down and shifted into my true form before crawling into bed. My olfactory senses were way better in this form, so even though I generally preferred staying in my humanoid one, it meant I could smell her so much better as I buried my snout in the pillow.

Not that I was already missing her or anything. I was just… reminiscing about having a beautiful woman in my bed all afternoon. Basking in the knowledge that I’d spent my entire weekend having sex. This was just… self-satisfied sniffing. It wasn’t affectionate sniffing.

When I got to work the next morning, my mood was a confusing blend of happy and irritated. Next Saturday hadn’t seemed so long away when I’d still had Anita beside me in the car, but now the week ahead stretched endlessly.

It didn’t help that Felik sauntered into my office just as I was having the first sip of my rice milk matcha latte at my desk, wondering whether texting Anita at 9 a.m. on a Monday morning would seem too eager.

“What’s up, bro?” He sprawled himself out on one of the chairs opposite, fiddling with his cuffs. “Good weekend?”

“Fine. Quiet.” I turned on my computer and waited for it to boot up.

“Didn’t go out?”

“Nah.”

I already knew what was coming. Bavia had left town a few weeks ago, and Felik was already seeing a demiurgus model called Leffy. He’d tried to get me to go to a bar with him a couple Fridays ago to meet one of her model friends, but I hadn’t been interested.

“Well I had a fucking fantastic weekend, bro.” He smoothed down his tie, a smug smile already on his face. “You remember I told you about Leffy’s friend Tami? Well Leffy brought her to my place on Saturday night, and one thing led to another…”

“A threesome, wow,” I interrupted woodenly, opening my emails. “You’re the man, bro.”

There was a pause, before Felik guffawed. “Damn, still tense as shit. Still haven’t got laid, huh? What’s the deal?” He smirked. “Lost that famous Nuni var Rorik charm?”

I snorted, not bothering to answer. Why would I want to go out trolling for a threesome when I’d had Anita in my bed all weekend?

“You experiencing a change in your libido, bro?” Now Felik looked genuinely concerned, as if going without sex for a couple months was a medical emergency. “You should go to your doctor.”

I huffed. “I’m fine, dude. Just busy. Helping my brother with a project. He’s starting his own business. I’m meeting him on my lunch break to go look at some places.”

Felik made a face. “Yeah, but that can’t be taking up all your time—”

“Plus there’s the event stuff.”

“Oh shit, yeah.” Felik chuckled. “How’s that going? Damn, maybe I should be more involved so I could shoot my shot with that hottie, Corva.”

“Corva’s not the one working on the event. It’s Anita Chaudhary.” My stomach went all squirmy. “The woman who came with her to meet us.”

“Oh, okay.” Felik didn’t seem at all interested, which made me feel simultaneously relieved and weirdly defensive. He was a moron if he hadn’t noticed how hot Anita was. “So how’s it going? What’s she like?”

Awesome. Crazy hot. Funny and athletic and brain-meltingly good in bed and we made each other come about a million times at the weekend.

I shrugged stiffly. “She’s fine. Haven’t spoken to her much except through email. We’re holding it at the Basalt, by the way.”

“’Kay. Good choice. So it’s all going smoothly?”

I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, dude. I’m on top of it.”

“Sweet.” He glanced at his watch. “Better go, got a call in five. You should come out this weekend, bro. Tami’s still interested in meeting you.”

I grimaced. I was sure Tami was great, but… no fucking way. “No thanks. Busy this weekend.”

Felik paused. “You know she’s a model, right? A model, Nuni.”

I snorted. “I got that, bro. I’m still busy this weekend.”

He stood up with a shrug, eyeing me like I’d just elected to not have life-saving surgery. “Okay, man. Your loss.”

It really wasn’t. I waited until he’d left my office, then grabbed my phone.

Good morning, I texted Anita, then immediately cringed as I stared down at it.

Was I being too eager? Was she going to reply saying she didn’t actually want to talk until we saw each other at the weekend? It wasn’t like this was a relationship. Maybe she wanted to keep it separate—confine our interactions to our agreed sex-time at the weekend. We had texted a lot last week, but things felt… kind of different now. She’d had her fingers up my ass. I’d come inside her.

I’d had a lot of sex in my life, but I’d never done either of those things before Anita. They were kind of big. In my opinion, at least.

I was trying to get on with work when my phone vibrated on my desk. Abandoning my half-written email, I snatched it up and felt my pulse leap when I saw it was from Anita.

Morning, she’d replied. I’m just about to email you in professional mode.

I mean, it wasn’t the most heartwarming of texts, but a big grin still spread across my face as I hurriedly refreshed my inbox. A second later, an email from Anita popped up with the subject line, Food-tasting with Piquante for event.

I read it hastily, keenly aware that Lipa had been copied in.

Dear Mr var Rorik,

Hope you’re well. Piquante Catering has offered us a food-tasting appointment for the event’s menu this Friday at 4 p.m. Hopefully that time works for you and Lipa. Do let me know if it doesn’t and I can rearrange accordingly.

Attached is the list of menu items that you previously approved on a tentative basis. Piquante will also provide a few extra options in case some of these end up being unsuitable.

Best,

Anita

I hit reply and flexed my fingers over the keyboard. Was there a subtle way to work in how much I was looking forward to eating her pussy, not whatever the caterer made for us? Probably not. I didn’t want to subject Lipa to any third-party sexual innuendos anyway.

I fired off a quick, formal reply saying I’d be there, then immediately picked up my phone to text her back.

Couldn’t wait ’til Saturday to see me, huh? I sent with a grin still playing at my mouth.

She replied just a few seconds later.

Cocky.

I snorted, spinning my desk chair around to face the windows as I thought about what to send back. But then another text came through.

Want to come to mine after?

I sat up straight in my chair, belly already squirming with anticipation. Hell fucking yes, I did. And not just to have sex. I kind of wanted to see Anita’s place. See what it was like. I bet she kept it obsessively tidy and organised. I bet she alphabetised her spice rack and kept the items in her fridge in neat, orderly rows.

God, that’s hot.

Yes I do, I sent back, wasting no time. How’s your shower?

About a quarter the size of yours, she replied. Will that be acceptable for your bougie ass?

I huffed in amusement and sent back, Don’t pretend you can’t wait to see my bougie ass again.

I do like your ass, she replied. And that tail.

I grinned wide, already typing.

They like you too.
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By Friday, I was antsy to see her again. The day dragged, especially because I skipped my three o’clock meal so I wouldn’t be too full for the food-tasting.

At precisely three-fifteen, I shut down my computer and packed up for the day.

“Ready to go, Lipa?” I asked as I left my office, buttoning my suit jacket.

She jolted a little, spinning her chair to face me. “Oh. Now, sir? I checked the route and it’ll only take us fifteen minutes to get there—”

“I know, but traffic might be bad. I don’t want to risk being late.” I suppressed a smile as I said it. I just wanted to beat Anita there again so I’d get to see her nose go all cute and scrunched up in frustration.

“Of course. One second.” She hurriedly finished typing something, then shut down her computer and stood up to grab her bag and jacket. “Oh, did you need me to come back to the office after? Is there anything you want me to do before the weekend—”

“No way.” I grinned at her, rocking back on my heels. I was in a great mood all of a sudden. “I’ll drive you home after, if you want. Or wherever you’re going after work.”

She grinned back. “Thanks, Mr var Rorik.”

“No problem.” I strode toward the elevators, eager to get going.

We rode down to the first floor in companionable silence, and as we were climbing into my car, Lipa asked, “Doing anything nice this weekend, sir?”

My good mood must have been obvious. I shrugged as I started the car, trying not to grin. “Nothing much. Just looking forward to it.”

“Oh!” She reached for her bag and pulled out her tablet. “Mr Povlik sent over his queries on the contract revisions—”

“Don’t worry about it, Lipa.” I waved a hand. “It can wait ’til Monday.”

“Oh. Okay.” She put her tablet back and glanced over at me. “You seem… relaxed, sir.”

“Just… looking forward to the event. It’ll be good to celebrate the business’s success.”

“It will!” She perked up. “And Anita seems so nice. Easy to work with.”

I cleared my throat, willing my ears not to flutter as I pretended to concentrate on peering in the wing mirror. “Yes.”

“I’m kind of excited for the food-tasting,” Lipa admitted sheepishly. “I know Piquante are meant to be the best in the city, but I’ve never been to an event fancy enough to be catered by them.”

I glanced over and gave her a tiny smile. “Yeah, it should be great.”

“I brought your protein bar and wheatgrass shot just in case you still want them.” She rummaged in her bag.

I looked over at her again. Lipa had been my assistant for about three years now, and she was awesome. Super efficient and conscientious. Never complained when we ended up working late. I liked to think I was an okay boss, not overly demanding or anything, but maybe I was a total asshole compared to her previous employers. I had no idea. I got pretty grouchy when I was hungry.

“You deserve a raise, Lipa.” I glanced over at her as she froze. “I mean, I’m giving you a raise.”

“I…” She didn’t seem to know what to say. “That—I—That’s very generous of you, sir. But… I got a raise at my performance review in December. Remember?”

I waved a hand. “I know, but that’s like… market rate. You deserve more. You’re a great PA, Lipa.”

“I… Thank you,” she said quickly, because she was smart. “Thanks, Mr var Rorik.”

“No problem.” I grinned over at her. “I’ll tell HR on Monday.”

She was still smiling when we pulled up outside Piquante Catering. I managed not to smirk when we were told Anita hadn’t arrived yet as we were greeted. We were led through to a plush seating area with some artfully arranged chairs and told the chef wasn’t quite ready for us yet, seeing as we were half an hour early.

Worth it.

When Anita arrived five minutes later, I grinned at the slightly disgruntled look on her face as she was led into the room. Jumping up from my seat, I smoothed down my tie before holding out my hand.

“Anita,” I drawled, giving her a tiny, secret smirk as Lipa stood up behind me. “Got here just in time.”

Her nostrils flared, but I saw her mouth twitch before she schooled her features into a pleasantly blank expression and shook my hand. “Nice to see you again, Mr var Rorik.”

Damn, that made my balls tingle. She’d said the same thing as she left the gym sauna after masturbating in front of me.

“Hi, Lipa,” she said with a warm smile, turning to shake her hand.

I let my eyes trail down her frame. She was dressed in her usual work attire: plain black pants, a crisp white shirt and sensible shoes. God, it was so sexy. I wondered if I’d be able to quickly squeeze her ass without Lipa noticing. I probably shouldn’t, but it just looked so cute and pert in those pants. And I knew how it felt in my hands. I’d even tongued her asshole last Sunday after my mini freakout in the bathroom.

Now all I could picture was Anita on all fours on my bed with her ass high in the air. My cock was getting hard, so I quickly sat back down on the loveseat and tried to adopt a casual pose without making it obvious. Lipa was already sitting back down in the armchair, so after a few seconds, Anita perched on the loveseat beside me.

Someone in a uniform appeared carrying a tray with three full champagne flutes. “Champagne?” they asked with a polite smile. “Chef is almost ready for you.”

Lipa’s eyes had lit up, but she shot me a hesitant look when the server held out a flute to her. I smiled at her and gestured at the glasses. “Go ahead.”

“Thank you,” she said eagerly, taking the glass offered to her.

She was just about to take a sip when the server turned to me and I shook my head. “None for me, thanks.”

Lipa lowered the glass, looking uncertain again as her ears fluttered anxiously. Anita must have noticed, because she smiled at the server and took one of the flutes. “I’ll have some. Thank you.”

I knew she didn’t really want it. She took a single tiny sip—just enough for Lipa to not feel so self-conscious—then set it on the coffee table.

I suppressed the urge to grin at her. I also had to get my phone out of my pocket and fiddle with it so I didn’t reach over and palm her thigh. My foot tapped restlessly on the floor. I hadn’t seen her since Sunday, and now she was right there. She smelled really fucking good. Her hair was up in its standard sleek ponytail, but now I knew what it felt like sliding through my fingers.

I furtively eyed the elegant slope of her neck. I also knew how sensitive she was there—how she shivered and moaned when I kissed her there, or scraped my sharp teeth gently over her skin.

I had to look away before I popped a full boner. Just a couple more hours at the most, and then I’d be able to kiss her and touch her as much as I wanted. I wasn’t going back to the gym after this, seeing as this was technically a cheat day, so I’d be heading to Anita’s the moment I dropped Lipa off at home.

I didn’t give a fuck if it made me look eager. I’d waited all damn week to see her again.


Chapter Thirty-Three
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Nuni


Anita had to text me her apartment number when I arrived at her place later that evening, seeing as I’d only ever dropped her off at the kerb.

My dick was already firming up as she buzzed me in, but luckily the elevator was empty when I called it. I tried to ignore the uncomfortable feeling in the pit of my stomach as it shot into the air. Like most demiurgus, I wasn’t all that great with being super high up, but as long as I didn’t think about it or look out the windows in her apartment, I’d be fine.

She was still in her work clothes when she answered the door, and I felt my eyes flare as I stepped into the apartment. Before she could say a word, I was already cupping her face and bending down to kiss her. It had been hell sitting beside her for an hour earlier and not being able to touch her at all.

Anita made a soft sound of surprise into my mouth but kissed me back, her tongue gliding against mine. I kicked the door shut behind me, then lifted her into my arms and walked deeper into the apartment.

I immediately banged into something and almost tripped, seeing as my mouth was still fused to hers.

“Shit.” I glanced down at the sideboard I’d walked into and moved away from it sheepishly, letting Anita slide down my front. “Uh, maybe you should lead the way.”

She chuckled, twining her thin fingers through mine, which made my pulse leap. As she led me through a small, neat living area with a kitchenette tucked to one side, she glanced back at me with a tiny smile. “I was hoping you’d still be in your suit.”

My mouth stretched into a big, filthy grin. “Oh yeah?” Pitching my voice lower, I asked, “Want me to leave it on?”

She laughed as she pushed open a door. “We’ll see.”

Her bedroom was small, but in a nice way. Cosy. And surprisingly colourful. There was a big, patterned throw at the end of the bed, and bright red curtains pulled over the window. The bedside lamp was already on, throwing warm light across dark wood floorboards and a red and gold paisley rug.

Anita turned and stepped closer, her hand settling on my stomach and two fingers slipping between the buttons of my shirt to stroke my skin. My abs tightened instinctively, dick twitching in my pants.

“I had an idea,” she said, her voice husky, before sliding her hands up my chest to push my suit jacket off my shoulders.

I didn’t even care that it landed on the floor in a crumpled heap. I was too intrigued. “Oh yeah?”

“Yes.” She loosened the knot of my tie, making my dick pulse insistently. “But if you’re not up for it, it’s completely fine.”

“I’m up for it,” I said quickly, even though I didn’t know what it was. “I’m totally up for it, dude.”

She chuckled, dropping my tie on the floor. “Wait ’til you see what it is first.”

A twinge of apprehension made me gulp. I had no idea what it could be. Anita was clearly somewhat more adventurous than me in bed, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t be. I could be adventurous as fuck. I mean, I’d let her finger my ass last weekend. That was something, right?

As Anita pushed me back onto the bed, a sudden thought hit me. Oh my god, what if she’d found a way for me to fuck her?

I tried not to get too excited, seeing as there was a strong possibility it wouldn’t be that. Instead, I got busy shuffling up the bed until my head was on pillows that smelled so much like her my dick jerked eagerly in my pants. The bed was nowhere near big enough for me. My feet were still hanging off the end.

Anita was already tugging my shoes off, and my ears fluttered when she looked down and chuckled. “Cute socks.”

I gave her a weak glare. “They’re red-eyed tree frogs. They’re adorable as shit.”

“They are,” she agreed, pulling the socks off.

“So…” I swallowed as she climbed onto the bed and straddled my waist. “What, uh… what’s your idea?”

She grinned, leaning down to kiss me as she unbuttoned my shirt. “Want to fuck me?” she murmured against my mouth.

Holy shit. My hearts started hammering. My cock strained in my pants.

“Yes,” I rasped instantly. “How? Yes. How though?”

She chuckled, sitting up and smoothing her hands down my bare chest as my shirt gaped open. My fingers tightened on her hips when she tweaked my nipples. “Hold on one second.”

She climbed off me and crossed over to the dresser, pulling open the top drawer. I shifted restlessly on the bed, leaning up on my elbows so I could see properly.

“Okay, remember,” she said. “If you’re not up for it, that’s completely fine. It was just an idea.”

I scoffed. “Dude, I’m totally down for…”

I trailed off when she turned around and I saw the metal contraption dangling from her finger.

“Is that… Is that a cock cage?” I croaked.

“Yeah.” She walked toward the bed. “Ordered it during the week.”

“Oh.” I let out a too-loud bark of laughter. “Cool. Awesome. Looks… hot. But, uh… how is this gonna let me…”

“This is just one part of it.”

I gaped at her. There was more? I was really fucking confused. And still horny, but in, like, a mildly freaked out way.

Anita set the cock cage down on the mattress. I eyed it warily as she perched on the edge of the bed and rested her hand on my tense stomach.

“It was just an idea, Nuni. Like I said before, it really doesn’t matter if we can’t do that. I just thought it might be fun—”

“No, I’m—I’m up for it,” I blurted, sitting up and reaching for the cage. “Is it… It looks kinda small.”

She huffed in amusement. “It’s not, I promise. It’s for demiurgus.”

“Cool. Cool cool.” I cleared my throat. “So uh… what’s the second part?”

She shook her head, taking the cage out of my hand. “It doesn’t matter.”

“No!” I snatched it back. “I want to do it. I just don’t get how the hell this will let me fuck you.”

She gazed at me for a second, then stood up and went back to the dresser. I looked down at the cage, trying to gauge whether my dick would actually fit in there, then jumped when something else landed beside me on the bed.

I stared at it in disbelief. “Is that a—”

“A strap-on, yeah.”

Honestly, this was not how I’d seen my night going.

“So you want me to… wear this”—I held up the cock cage—“and that”—I nodded at the strap-on, with its human-sized purple dick—“and fuck you?”

“Only if you want to.” Anita sounded a little anxious. “We really don’t have to. I just thought it might be fun. Sorry.”

“No, I…”

Now that the shock was wearing off, I tried to imagine it. Getting to watch Anita’s reactions as I fucked her with the dildo. And it wasn’t like I’d be in any danger whatsoever of coming. I could fuck her for hours.

I grinned at her. “That does sound fun.”

She slowly smiled back. “Are you sure?”

“Yeah.” I chuckled, picking up the harness. “Wasn’t what I expected, but let’s do it.”

Leaning in, she settled a hand on my chest and kissed me, then nodded at the cage. “Want me to put it on for you?”

My dick leapt at the idea of Anita’s hands on it. I shook my head with a nervous chuckle. “My dick has to be soft to fit in there, right? So… probably not gonna happen if you do it.”

She laughed, dropping another kiss on my cheek before straightening. “Alright, I’ll leave you to put it on. Don’t take the shirt off though. Just your pants. And I read that it’s easier to get on if you put your balls through the ring first.”

My dick was still half hard, and it twitched eagerly at her words. As she turned to leave the room, I eyed the cage again warily. “Are my balls even gonna fit through this ring?”

She chuckled. “They’ll fit.”

“Wait, where’s the key for the padlock?” I called urgently as she left the room. “You have it, right? I really don’t wanna go to the emergency room to have this thing cut off my junk.”

“I have it.” She smirked at me before closing the door.

Taking a deep breath, I stood up and shucked my pants and underwear, then stared at the cage nervously as I removed the open padlock and set it on the bed. The idea of stuffing my dick and balls through that ring at least made my erection deflate with nerves.

Okay, I could do this. I was adventurous. I was Nuni var Rorik, damn it. A cock cage and a strap-on? Pfft, that was nothing. I’d done way kinkier stuff than this before. Like…

Okay, I hadn’t.

Balls first, I thought with determination, my ears fluttering as I carefully fed them one by one through the ring. After squeezing my dick through as well and feeding it into the cage, I reached for the padlock, my belly fluttering with nerves.

The little click as the padlock locked made me jump. Glad Anita hadn’t witnessed it, I stared down at my caged dick. I could feel the tug on my junk, and it was actually… making my cock try to stiffen.

‘Try’ being the key word there. Because it couldn’t. It fit snugly in the cage with no room to grow. And the ring behind my balls felt… weirdly good.

Damn, it actually looked kinda hot. I reached down and hefted my balls. Did they feel bigger? They looked even more impressive like this, honestly.

Realising Anita was waiting for me, I sat down on the end of the bed and hesitantly called out, “Okay, it’s on.”

My pulse leapt as the door opened, and I forgot all about the cage when Anita walked in naked. Then my dick tried to swell, and I shifted on the bed, my tail flicking in agitation.

She stopped in front of me and looked down at my caged dick as my gaze roamed over her small tits, narrow hips and long legs.

“It looks good.” Her voice was husky, and when I looked up, her eyes were even darker with arousal. “Lie back.”

I shifted up the bed until I was leaning back against the headboard, my hearts pounding as I watched her pick up the strap-on. She gave me a soft smile that made my chest ache a little.

“We really don’t have to, Nuni—”

“I want to.”

After a moment, she said, “Okay,” and fed the straps over my feet. I lifted my ass off the mattress to help her put it on, then stared in mild disbelief as the harness settled around my hips and the tops of my thighs. The purple dildo rested directly above my caged junk, jutting up into the air.

“Aw.” I smirked up at Anita as she fiddled with the straps, tightening them until they were snug. “It’s so small.”

She rolled her eyes but gave me a smile. “Alright, var Rorik, we both know your dick is way bigger.”

“I mean, this is, like… half the size.”

“Half.” She snorted, which made me scowl at her. “It’s about two thirds the size. And it’s still big! Don’t worry, your dick is the biggest.”

“Why do I feel like you’re just humouring me?” I grumbled, giving the dildo a tentative poke. “I’m not phallocentric, dude. I’m not saying big dicks are better. I’m just saying mine is bigger than this.”

“I’m aware.” She climbed onto the bed and straddled my waist, leaning down to kiss me before pulling back and giving me an evil grin. “If you want to stop, just say ‘flaming shots’.”

I glared back, then forced a smirk onto my face. “You think I’m gonna want to stop? I get to watch you lose your mind riding a dildo while I just lie here and enjoy the show.” I linked my hands behind my head, relaxing back against the headboard. “This is gonna be awesome.”

She chuckled, sitting up and trailing her fingertips down my chest. “You’re not just going to be a passive participant in this, Nuni. Besides,” she added, voice getting huskier, “don’t you want to touch me first?”

My hands shot out from behind my head so fast that the back of my skull thudded against the headboard. Palming her sides, I drew her closer until I could kiss her, before trailing my mouth to her neck. Anita shivered, fingers twitching on my shoulders as I made my way lower, kissing her delicate collarbone before lifting her higher so I could suck a nipple into my mouth.

She sighed in pleasure, fingers threading through my hair. Her thumbs brushed against my ears, making me groan as I switched to her other nipple and slid my hands around to her ass. Delving between her legs from behind, I ran a fingertip over her pussy to brush against her clit before teasing her opening. It grew slick as her breaths sped up, so I sank my finger inside.

Fuuuck, I can’t wait to feel that around my dick. Then I remembered I wouldn’t be. My cock tried to swell in the cage, making my hips shift restlessly.

Slipping my finger free, I brought my hand around to her front so I could stroke her clit as I lifted my head to kiss her. Gliding my tongue into her mouth, I shuddered as I sank two fingers inside her, cupping her pussy in my palm so her clit rubbed against it as her hips began to move.

I couldn’t believe I wouldn’t get to feel her clench around my dick like that. My cock was still trying to get hard, swelling in the cage, and I grunted in frustration into her mouth.

Anita let out a breathless chuckle as she broke the kiss. She shifted lower, so I slid my fingers free and quickly reached down to grip the base of the dildo, angling it up. My hand reflexively gave it a stroke, and another hint of frustration churned in my gut when I felt nothing.

This was so weird. But I was into it. I was really into it, especially as I stared avidly while Anita sank down onto the dildo and I got to watch it vanish inside her pussy. My cock throbbed in the cage, my brain and body struggling to process the fact that it wasn’t actually my dick sinking inside her.

My fingers dug into her narrow hips. “How does it feel?” I asked, my voice gravelly.

“Good.” She grinned, then leaned in to kiss me. “Yours would feel better.”

“It definitely would,” I agreed, before kissing her again.

My body tensed up when she lifted her hips before sinking back down. My poor caged dick was so confused, wondering why it couldn’t feel anything when there was a woman fucking herself on top of me. Soon Anita was moving faster, her strong thighs tensing as she lifted herself repeatedly on and off the dildo. I broke the kiss so I could watch, my jaw clenching when I saw the purple dick, now slick and shiny with her arousal, disappearing inside her over and over again.

My thighs tensed when the urge to thrust grew overwhelming. Even though I couldn’t feel it, my body was reacting to the act of sex playing out on top of me. I wanted to pin her down and pound into her. I wanted her to claw and scratch at my back as I wrung an orgasm from her with my dick.

But it wasn’t even my fucking dick!

Gripping her ass tight, I lifted her on and off the dildo, grunting as my hips started fucking up into her.

She gasped, clutching my shoulders. “Nuni.”

Pride swelled in my chest, making me grin up at her. My dick may have been out of commission, but I was still making her feel good, and this was turning me on a crazy amount. It was like a tiny part of my brain still thought I could feel it—that it really was my dick plunging inside her. The slick sounds of her riding the dildo were making me pant, my fingers trembling as they bit into her ass.

When the urge to pound furiously into her got too much, I lunged up and flipped her onto her back. Anita chuckled breathlessly, then moaned as she spread her legs wide and gazed up at me with heavy-lidded dark eyes. I fumbled with the dildo, lining it up before thrusting back inside.

“F-fuck,” she gasped, thin fingers digging into my back through my sweat-damp shirt.

I had to remind myself that I wasn’t fucking a demiurgus. Anita was human—smaller, more fragile. I couldn’t be too rough. I couldn’t sink my teeth into her shoulder to hold her steady for my thrusts, or rake my claws down her soft skin, or fist her hair and yank her head back to keep her neck vulnerably stretched.

But I also couldn’t slow my hips as I started fucking her, groaning in frustration as my body simulated sex but my cock played no part in it. Soon I couldn’t stop, as if my brain had shut off and believed that if I just fucked her hard enough, my dick would somehow be able to feel it.

Fuck, I needed to come. The head of my cock was wet within the cage, which thumped against her ass with every thrust. I swore I could somehow feel how soft and wet she was, but nothing but air and warm metal gloved my sensitive dick.

I groaned in utter frustration, brows pinching as I bared my teeth. “Fuck,” I panted. “I thought. You said. This would be fun.”

She chuckled breathlessly, short nails digging into my back. “Fun for me.”

A strangled sound left me as I pounded into her. “This is, like, the most specific, unique form of torture.”

She laughed again as I sat back on my heels and gripped her hips, jerking her on and off the dildo. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the sight of it plunging inside her, my body starting to shake with unfulfilled lust.

“Oh fuck.” She clutched the sheets on either side of her, head tipping back. “Nuni.”

I groaned at the sound of her pleasure, greedily drinking in her moans and panting breaths. Shifting my hand, I slid my thumb over her swollen clit, circling the hard bud as her hips jerked and she let out a sharp moan.

“You gonna come for me?” My voice was ragged. Then I groaned desperately again. “Fuck, Anita, I need to—”

“N-not yet.” Her hand shot down to still mine. “I don’t want to come yet.”

I finally lifted my gaze to narrow my eyes at her. “You’re evil.”

She grinned up at me, her hair a wild mess in its loose ponytail. I reached up and gently pulled the band free, then cupped the back of her head as I leaned over, hunching my back so I could kiss her.

She moaned into the kiss, clutching fistfuls of my shirt. I started moving again, and her trembling moan into my mouth made my chest want to puff up with pride.

“Fuck.” I broke the kiss, our breaths mingling as I panted. “I want to fuck you so bad, Anita.”

“You… are,” she gasped, clawing at my hair, her body winding tighter and tighter beneath me.

I huffed, slipping my hand back down her front to circle her clit again. Anita shuddered, her head tipping back as her chest heaved. I stared hungrily at her face, taking in every tiny sign of the pleasure I was giving her. Her brows were pinched, lips parted around hectic breaths. Then her nose scrunched up as tension shot through her body, fingers clenching tighter in my hair.

“Fuck! Nuni.” She crushed her mouth to mine, thrusting her tongue feverishly as her moans got more frantic.

My cock throbbed, leaking into the cage that was thudding against her with every wild thrust. Satisfaction flowed through me when Anita went stiff and buried her face in my throat as she came with a hoarse, strained sound.

I slowed my rolling hips, breathing almost as fast as she was as the tension left her body, arms trembling as they looped around my neck and she let out a slow exhale. But I was still wracked with tension. Still desperate to come. Very, very desperate to get the fucking cage off.

Carefully sliding the dildo free, I kissed her again roughly, groaning into her mouth. “Where’s the key?” I asked between frantic kisses, my balls trying to draw up, like they knew an orgasm was potentially in reach. Anita chuckled.

“What if I don’t want to let you out yet?” she asked slyly, clasping my face in her hands as she grinned up at me.

I groaned, my hips instinctively arching forward to press my caged cock against her pussy, as if it would offer any relief. “Anita.”

“You know what to say if you want to stop.” She smirked at me.

I narrowed my eyes at her, then glanced over at the bedroom door.

“Bet I can find it.” I scrambled off the bed and sprinted for the door, trying not to laugh as the purple dildo bounced around against my stomach.

“No you won’t!” she called as I ran into the living room and stopped dead, looking around. I heard her climbing off the bed.

Hurriedly loosening the straps on the harness, I shoved it down my legs and dumped the strap-on on the couch before striding toward the TV unit.

“You won’t find it.” Anita appeared as I yanked open one of the drawers.

I snorted. “You still own DVDs? Where’s your VHS player, Grandma? Bet you’ve still got one of those too.”

“Shut up!” She headed toward me with determination, so I quickly peered behind the TV before dodging away and vaulting over the couch. Anita burst out laughing, changing course to follow me. “Nuni!”

“Fuck, I shouldn’t have done that.” I cupped my swollen balls as I headed for the kitchen. “The cage is kinda heavy.”

She huffed, half in exasperation and half amusement. “Just say it and I’ll unlock the cage.”

“Never.” I began opening drawers before peering in all the cabinets, lifting cups to look underneath.

Anita snorted. “You’re not even looking properly.”

“I’m pretty sure my dick will start glowing like a beacon when I’m near it.” I glanced over my shoulder at her with a grin, then tapped a finger to my chin. “Hmm, where would Anita hide the key to my cock cage…”

Looking back in the cabinet, I spotted a cluster of dusty shot glasses crammed in the back corner, having clearly not been used for a long time.

She must have noticed I’d spotted them, because she burst out laughing. “Wait—”

Lunging for them, I grabbed several with my fingers and wriggled them out from behind the other glasses. I grinned when I heard something rattling in one of them. “Ha!”

Fishing the tiny key out of a shot glass, I spun to face with her a smirk. “Really, Anita, that was terrible. I could’ve found a way better hiding spot and this isn’t even my place.”

She gave me a weak glare and held her hand out. “I’ll do the honours.”

I went to hand it over, then stopped and eyed her suspiciously. “You’re not gonna run off with it, are you?”

Her mouth twitched. “No. I promise.”

Deciding to trust her, I handed it over, then tensed up and prepared to chase her when her mouth twitched again and she shot me an amused glance.

But then she crouched in front of me, which made me tense up for a completely different reason. My ass dug into the edge of the counter as I gripped it either side of my hips, watching as she deftly unlocked the tiny padlock and set it down, then eased the cage away.

“Fuuuck, that’s sooo much better.” I sighed, reaching down to cup my heavy balls. “Damn, my nuts feel huge. Do they look bigger to you?”

She snorted, pushing my hand aside to smooth her fingertips over them. My hips twitched as my cock stiffened rapidly, the ring still around its base. A tiny part of me was silently relieved as I looked down at my erection. Not that I’d thought the cage was going to prevent me from getting hard once it was off. I knew that wasn’t how it worked. But still. I was glad he was back.

“Poor guy.” I wrapped a hand around my dick, just beneath the leaking head, and squeezed once. “How you feeling, buddy?”

Anita chuckled, then fisted the base of my cock and smirked up at me as she angled it down slightly. My breath hitched when she leaned in and gave the leaking tip a wet kiss.

“Fuck,” I grated, letting go to grab the counter again. “Shit, it’s even more sensitive than normal.”

“Mmm.” She wrapped her lips around the head and sucked, making a hard groan punch out of me.

Sliding her fist up and down the unbarbed base of my cock, she circled her tongue before sliding the tip lower to trace the tender space just under the flared head, where the first row of barbs emerged. My hips jerked.

“Jesus,” I gritted out, head falling back with a thud against the cabinet as my chest started to heave. “Anita.”

My thighs were already starting to quake. The orgasm rose up too quickly, tightening my lower back, making my tail thud restlessly against the base cabinet. My claws may have gouged the wooden counter, but hopefully it wouldn’t be noticeable.

Suddenly the orgasm was barrelling down on me, making my legs shake wildly as I tried to stay upright. “F-fuck, I’m coming—”

I cut myself off with a choked groan when it hit, Anita’s lips wrapped around my cockhead, sucking as round after round of cum spurted into her mouth. My hand shot down to tangle through her hair, hips twitching as I panted up at the ceiling and fought the urge to plunge deeper between her lips.

Sagging back, I leaned heavily on the counter and gulped down breaths as Anita gave the head of my dick a final sucking kiss before pulling back. She licked her lips and smiled up at me when I found the strength to lift my head and look down. I grinned back, my hand seeming to have a mind of its own as it cupped her face and my thumb smoothed gently over her swollen lower lip.

My chest grew tight, hearts giving a mighty thud even as they started to slow, but I made sure my face showed nothing but post-nut satisfaction and gave her chin a teasing pinch. “Can we get this ring off now?”

She grinned, looking down and sliding her hand off my weakly pulsing shaft to heft my balls. “They do feel lighter now.”

I smirked at her. “I am very generous with my bodily fluids.”

“What?” Her nose scrunched up as she laughed, making my pulse leap again. “Gross.”

My ears fluttered. “Shut up. I just meant one bodily fluid. The good one.”

She burst out laughing as she began carefully easing my junk through the ring. “The good one.”

“Well you seem to like it.” I arched a brow at her. “And now that I’ve tasted my own cum, I’m not surprised that it actually doesn’t taste that bad. I have an incredible diet.”

Anita huffed in amusement, setting down the ring and leaning in to give my softened cock a kiss. “Better?”

I grinned down at her. “Yeah.”

She smirked, running her palms up and down my thighs. “Think you’ll want to do it again?”

I thought about it for a second, wondering if I could handle another round of fucking Anita while my dick watched sadly from the sidelines. But fuck, it had been so hot watching her. Hearing her fall apart as I pounded into her.

“Fuck yes, Chaudhary.” I cupped her face in my hands. “We are definitely doing that again. In about twenty minutes.”


Chapter Thirty-Four
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Anita


The following Monday morning, Hustin accosted me in the tiny kitchenette attached to our office as I was making myself a cup of herbal tea.

“You’re fucking the smoke show, aren’t you?” he asked in a low voice as he poured himself a cup of coffee from the pot.

I dunked the teabag in too fast and splashed hot water over my hand. “What?”

He snorted, glancing at the door as he grabbed the hazelnut creamer from the fridge. “I can tell, honey. You’re practically glowing. No one’s this happy on a Monday morning unless they got laid at the weekend.”

I gave him a weak glare, wiping my hands on the dish towel. “Maybe I met someone else.”

“Did you?” he asked bluntly, stirring his coffee.

I pursed my lips, keeping my head bent as I dunked the teabag a few times, before eventually admitting in a grumble, “No.”

Hustin laughed. “Fuck yeah, Anita! I’m so happy for you.”

“It’s just sex,” I whispered, glancing at the door.

“Good sex though, I bet. Great sex. Have you made it to a bed yet, or are you still doing it at the gym—”

“There you are!”

We both jumped when Corva’s voice came from the doorway. I whirled around and gave her a relaxed smile even though my heart was beating a little faster.

“Sorry to interrupt, darling, but can I speak to you in my office?” she asked.

Hustin gave me an apologetic look before turning to slip out of the kitchen. I picked up my mug and tried to look casual as I headed for the door. “Of course.”

“How was Piquante on Friday?” Corva asked cheerfully as we walked through the office.

I relaxed a little when she didn’t ask about my weekend. Corva tended to keep things professional and didn’t ever really ask about our personal lives, which I’d never cared about. Now it was a downright relief.

“Great.” I cleared my throat. “Mr var Rorik approved the menu, so that’s something else ticked off the list.”

“Fabulous.” She opened her office door and swept inside. “I wanted to speak to you about the event.”

I swallowed, closing the door behind me before perching on the chair in front of her desk. “Okay.”

I knew it was highly unlikely, but I tried to imagine what I would say if Corva told me, ‘I know you’ve been having sex with our client. Do you think that’s professional conduct, Anita? Do you think you should still be working on the Rorik + Stimis event? Do you think you’re representing me and the business in a good light?’

“As the NADC gala is over, I’ve got a bit more time on my hands.” Corva was typing on her computer, before glancing at her phone as it vibrated with a text. “So I’ve been trying to contact Sir Vili var Hynt to get him confirmed to speak at the Rorik + Stimis event.”

I unclenched a little. We’d agreed that, as the head of the company, it would look better if Corva contacted the renowned architect. He was mostly retired, but still sometimes gave talks at colleges and seminars, so he had an assistant whose number Nuni had given me.

“Now, I’ve told his assistant that we’re working with Rorik + Stimis, and that according to Mr var Rorik, Sir var Hynt has already tentatively agreed to speak at the event.” Corva rolled her eyes. “But she’s refusing to put me through to him or give me his email. I was wondering if you could speak to one of the partners so we can get it all firmed up. Mr var Rorik is still taking an active interest, by the sounds of it. Do you think he could get in touch with Sir var Hynt on our behalf?”

I cleared my throat and gave a slight nod. “Yes, Mr var Rorik is still involved in the planning. I can ask him. Through email,” I added quickly, in case that sounded like we were too close. “Or a phone call to his office.”

“Whichever’s quickest, darling.” Corva gave me a brief smile as she tapped on her phone. “I’m just getting a bit sick of politely arguing with Sir var Hynt’s guard dog.”

I smiled back, still gripping the handle of my mug a bit too tight. “Alright. Well, I’ll go and do that now.”

“Thanks, Anita.” She glanced up as I stood from my chair. “So it’s all going well? I saw the final invitation design on your desk. Gorgeous. Great choice on the typography.”

“Yes. Invitations will be going out by the end of the week. Mr var Rorik’s assistant is sending me the final guest list soon. They wanted to add some more names, seeing as the capacity at the Basalt allows them to invite more people.”

“Excellent.” Corva’s phone vibrated on the desk. “I’d best take this. Thanks, darling.”

I made a hasty escape, giving Moly a brief smile as she looked up from her desk outside Corva’s office. Hustin glanced over at me worriedly as I sat down, chewing his lip.

“Sorry, sweets—”

“It’s all fine.” I smiled at him. “Nothing to worry about.”

“Okay.” He exhaled and visibly relaxed, turning back to his monitor.

After glancing over at Corva’s office, I grabbed my phone and sent Nuni a quick text explaining the situation. He replied straight away asking for Corva’s direct line and telling me he’d get Sir var Hynt to call her himself.

Half an hour later, I heard the faint sound of Corva’s desk phone ringing. When she emerged from her office a while later, she beelined straight for my desk.

“Anita, you superstar. Vili var Hynt just called me himself to confirm the Rorik + Stimis event.” She gave me an impressed look. “Thank you for dealing with that so swiftly, darling.”

I gave a tiny shrug, pride filling my chest. “No problem.”

“Well, I’m very impressed.” She tapped a claw on my desk and smiled at me warmly. “I knew you were the woman for the job, darling.”

Guilt tangled with the pride, making my shoulders want to hunch up. But it was getting easier to separate my… situation with Nuni from work. Now that we’d decided to do it—and were actually, actively doing it—I was worrying less. I tended to stress over what-ifs until I made a decision.

Besides, I wasn’t willing to stop seeing him.

Once Corva had gone back into her office, I picked up my phone again to text him.

Thanks for that.

No problem, he replied, followed by, “Gym” this weekend?

My mouth quirked. “Gym” had become our jokey code word for our weekend-long sex marathons. Although we would most likely be meeting at the actual gym first, as was becoming our routine.

Yes, I sent back. Think you’ll be able to beat me at running this time?

Honestly, no, he replied. But I’m gonna fucking try.

He sent another text before I could respond.

And then I’m going to fuck you with that strap-on again. Told you my stamina was awesome.

My belly tightened with lust. We’d re-enacted Friday night a few more times over the weekend. I wasn’t going to point out that his ability to hold off from coming hadn’t really been a factor, seeing as his cock had been safely enclosed in the cage every time, because he was right. Nuni just didn’t get tired. He could just keep thrusting. And thrusting.

And holding my body completely aloft against my bedroom wall while he pounded into me.

And lifting me on and off the dildo with just the strength in his big arms as I straddled him on the couch.

It had been incredible, but… I did wish there was a way for him to fuck me with his actual dick. I wanted to feel it flexing inside me as he came. I wanted to see how much I could actually take. Definitely not all of it, but I liked a challenge. I wanted to test my limits.

Did your brother ever get back to you? I asked him. The one dating a human?

A minute later, Nuni replied, No. He’s really bad at replying to texts. Especially ones from me, apparently.

Oof. Nuni had mentioned that he and his brother Greid weren’t particularly close. I didn’t want to push it, seeing as there seemed to be some tension there, so I was about to change the subject when he texted again.

I’ll chase him this week. There’s no point calling him because he just won’t answer, but if I bug him with enough texts he’ll get back to me.

Well, it doesn’t matter either way, I sent back, then started typing, It doesn’t make what we CAN do any less special

I immediately deleted it, cringing. He didn’t care about it being special. It wasn’t special. It was just sex. And he might get weirded out if he thought I was developing feelings for him.

I wasn’t, I told myself resolutely. I just liked him as a person. And he was great in bed.

And I liked talking to him. He made me laugh. I liked finding out stuff about him, like his secret love of frogs and what he’d been like as a kid. He’d told me he and his sibling Laki had been terrors, constantly getting in trouble, until their dad had left and Nuni had started knuckling down in school to succeed.

I looked down at my phone when a text came through.

I know, Nuni had sent back, but… I want to fuck you so bad, Anita. With my actual dick.

My thighs clenched together.

I want that too, I replied, unable to stop myself from imagining it. Nuni’s big dick sliding inside me, stretching me. His muscular body hovering over me, face tight with pleasure. Getting to feel him come inside me, knowing we were connected so intimately.

I wanted it. So much. Not just because I liked getting fucked, but because he was… Because…

I’ll speak to Greid, Nuni sent back, and I could detect the ruthless determination behind the words.


Chapter Thirty-Five
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By Friday morning, I’d texted Greid five more times during the week, and he still hadn’t gotten back to me.

I was starting to get pissed.

I’d already gone online and tried searching for human-demiurgus sex, but the only results were fanfic, smutty artwork, and a porn site that made videos of humans getting sucked off through a glory hole by a huge demiurgus dude. There was also a conspiracy blog about the weird cult that operated outside of the city—the one that publicly called itself a “commune dedicated to bettering interspecies relations”.

It was definitely a cult though. We’d all heard the rumours that the humans there were deepchasers—people obsessed with demiurgus. They called themselves The Order of the Greater Beings, for fuck’s sake. I mean, I liked to think I was a greater being, but not just because I was a demiurgus. I’d earned my greater being status, goddamnit.

I didn’t care enough about weird human cults to go down that rabbit hole though, so I gave up after trawling through a few pages of search results.

But there had to be a way, right? Demiurgus had been living on the surface with humans for hundreds of years. And both species were equally obsessed with sex. I refused to believe that there hadn’t been a single old-timey lech in history who’d dedicated his life’s work to figuring out how he could fuck the other intelligent species living alongside his own.

Maybe I could start a research company as an offshoot of Rorik + Stimis. I could just say that it was… researching human-demiurgus relations to figure out how to design buildings that catered to both species sharing a living space. That sounded believable.

It was actually a pretty good idea. I could ask Greid if there was anything he and Beryl had noticed after several months of living together.

Of course, that would require Greid to actually fucking get back to me. I’d initially texted him saying I wanted to ask him something, and when that hadn’t worked, I’d followed it up by saying I needed to speak to him, which still hadn’t worked.

It kind of made me feel like crap, honestly. I was his brother. What if there were something wrong or serious that I wanted to tell him? Did he not care?

Even though I knew it was pointless, I tried calling him as I sat at my desk during my lunch break on Friday afternoon. It just rang and rang before clicking over to voicemail, so I hung up as my jaw clenched. After a few seconds of irritated seething, I was shutting off my computer and grabbing my suit jacket.

“Lipa, I’m taking the afternoon off,” I told her as I stepped out of my office.

She looked up in surprise. “Oh. Okay, sir. You have a call with—”

“Reschedule all my calls this afternoon then head home,” I told her. “I have to go deal with a… family thing.”

She nodded quickly. “Of course. Thank you, sir. I hope everything’s okay.”

“Have a good weekend,” I said, already striding for the elevators.

If Greid was ignoring me, I’d just turn up at his house. He couldn’t ignore me then.
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Greid lived on a quiet, leafy street in the Cimmerian District, where demiurgus-built townhouses crammed together with gleaming stained-glass windows and plant pots crowding the front stoops.

I got a little nervous as I pulled up behind my brother’s SUV parked outside his house. I always felt weird when I was talking to Greid, which tended to make me lapse into brotherly teasing because it was familiar. He was so closed off. It was like pulling teeth trying to get him to actually talk to me, even at family gatherings.

God, I hoped Beryl wasn’t in. I could really do without being called Pooni and watched suspiciously in case she had to jump in and defend her precious boyfriend. I’d barely said two words to her at Christmas before she started getting all snarky.

She was nothing like Anita. Anita was quiet and blunt, but she had a great, dry sense of humour. And nothing seemed to faze her. She’d be able to handle my family no problem, even Kiti and Aunt Indi, who was probably the most overbearing out of all of us. And I bet Mom would love her.

After smoothing down my tie and buttoning my suit jacket, I knocked on the front door before stuffing my hands into my pants pockets. I glanced around as I waited. There were two old dudes smoking cigars on a nearby stoop, openly watching me.

My lip curled as I turned back to face the door. This was why I preferred living in a busier area, deeper in the city. Your neighbours left you the fuck alone. Nobody cared about what anyone else was doing. Making eye contact in the street was a cardinal sin. I bet everyone here greeted each other cheerfully on the sidewalk every morning.

Greid probably didn’t, seeing as he rarely left his house. But I bet Beryl fucking loved it. Perky, friendly Beryl who’d successfully charmed the rest of my family into loving her despite the stupid Pooni nickname she’d given me.

I barely managed to smooth my face into a pleasant smile when the one and only Beryl answered the door.

She blinked in surprise. “Hi, Nuni.”

I relaxed a little when she used my actual name. “Hey, Beryl. Is Greid in?” Then I snorted, slipping into the jokey role I usually adopted when I was feeling a little on edge. “I mean, of course he is. Is he free?”

The polite smile on her face stiffened just a touch. After a second, she stepped back and pulled the door open. “Come in.”

“If he’s working, I can—”

I cut myself off as I stepped into the hallway, just as Greid wandered out of the kitchen eating a bagel smeared with cream cheese. I grinned as he froze.

“Grode, bro, how’s it going?” I snorted as I took in his baggy, tattered sweater, sweatpants and fluffy slippers, and joked, “Dressed up nice for work, I see.”

He sighed, glancing at Beryl as she closed the door behind me. “Hi. What are you doing here?”

“Well you’ve been ignoring my texts,” I said cheerfully, stuffing my hands back in my pockets, trying to keep the sharpness out of my smile. “So I thought I’d stop by.”

“Great,” he mumbled woodenly, looking and sounding like he couldn’t think of anything worse. It kind of hurt my feelings, but I kept the smile plastered on my face as I glanced between him and Beryl.

“So, how are you both?” I tracked my gaze down Beryl’s all-black outfit. “Going through a goth phase, Beryl?”

She rolled her eyes. “I’m about to leave for work.”

That instantly perked me up. “Well, don’t let me keep you. I’m just here to speak to Grode about something.”

Her jaw clenched. “Greid,” she corrected.

I chuckled, rocking back on my heels. “It’s just a nickname, dude. Did I tell you how I came up with it? It’s—”

“You told me,” she interrupted flatly. “A blend of Greid, grody and chode. You do realise the ‘grody’ is redundant, right?”

I paused. “Huh?”

She snorted and shook her head, walking over to Greid. “Never mind.”

I stood there feeling a little awkward—and mildly offended, for some reason—as he offered her the rest of his bagel.

“You don’t want it?” she asked.

He shook his head, darting a glance at me. “Not hungry anymore.”

He looked kind of anxious. Jesus, did my mere presence really make my own brother so anxious that it killed his fucking appetite? What the hell?

“Um, I guess… want to go sit in the living room?” Greid was clutching Beryl’s hand as he shot me another quick look.

“Sure,” I said easily, glancing around as I followed them. I hadn’t been here for a while, but it looked largely the same except for the framed photos of Beryl and Greid on the walls. One of them wrapped up in coats, scarves and hats, with their dog Jake’s lanky body cradled in Greid’s arms. Another of Beryl kissing Greid on the cheek. One where she’d seemed to catch him unaware, his nose scrunched up in a surprised laugh as she pressed her cheek to his and beamed at the camera.

He looked unspeakably happy in all of them.

Right now though, he just looked wary and uncomfortable as he perched on a huge beanbag under the living room window and rubbed his hands down his thighs. Jake was snoozing by his feet, and Beryl was hovering beside him like a tightly wound guard dog, so I sauntered across the room and took a seat on the couch, stretching my arms out along the back.

“So,” I said cheerfully. “How’s it going?”

“Fine.” Greid glanced at Beryl, his ears fluttered nervously. “Um, sorry for not replying to your texts. I’ve just been… busy with work.”

Bullshit.

I shrugged easily. “No worries, bro.” Trying to lighten the mood, I grinned and gestured at his grungy clothes. “Been out networking, huh? Gotta make the right first impression.”

Greid rolled his eyes. “D-bag.”

I chuckled, relaxing slightly. We all teased each other good-naturedly, so this felt familiar. Greid was just shy. He’d always been shy. He probably shouldn’t have been so shy with his own brother, but… whatever.

“So uh, what did you want to talk to me about?” he asked, one of his hands wrapped around Beryl’s leg as she munched on her bagel and watched me. God, why was she always watching me? What did she actually think I was going to do?

“Uh, well…” I glanced at her again. I didn’t really want to talk about this in front of her. “It’s kind of…”

“I better get to work.” She swallowed the last of her bagel and leaned down to kiss Greid. “I’ll see you later.”

“Okay.” He reluctantly let go of her leg as she bent down to smooth her hand over the top of Jake’s head. “I love you.”

“I love you too.” She kissed Greid again, then gave me a smile with just a hint of warning in it as she said, “Bye, Pooni. Nice to see you.”

I narrowed my eyes at her back as she turned to leave the room. “Yeah. Bye, Beryl.”

I definitely needed to think of a nickname for her.


Chapter Thirty-Six
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Neither Greid nor I said anything as we listened to Beryl put on her shoes and jacket by the front door, then grab her keys. The moment I heard the door slam shut, I scooted to the edge of my seat. “Okay, real talk. Bro to bro.”

Greid groaned, eyes rolling up to the ceiling as he slumped back in the beanbag. “You’re such a d-bag.”

“Yeah, sure, whatever. I do need to talk to you about something, dude.”

“Okay,” he said shortly. “What?”

“Uh, well…” I rubbed my hands down my thighs. “I’ve kind of… been seeing this human lady.”

He stared at me in surprise. “Oh. Right.”

“Yeah. And, um, it’s great and everything. But I was wondering if you could tell me… uh, well, how… you and Beryl have sex.”

His face froze in a mask of utter disbelief. “Fucking pardon?”

“Penetrative sex, I mean. How it works with a human and demiurgus. There has to be a way, right?”

Greid spluttered, his ears fluttering wildly. “Dude, I am not talking to you about mine and Beryl’s sex life!”

I made a face. “Why not? I’m not asking for details, man. I don’t want specifics on how you two get your kicks. I just want to know how actual penetration works. Logistically. Between demiurgus and human.”

Greid muttered something under his breath and reached for his smoking tin on the coffee table.

“Come on, bro, who else can I ask about this?” I threw my hands in the air. “Do you see any other interspecies couples around here?”

“Look, just—” He scrubbed a hand over his face before shoving a joint in his mouth and striking a match. After lighting it and taking a deep drag, the sickly sweet scent making my nose wrinkle, he asked, “Shouldn’t you be talking to her about this? Not me? Just ask her.”

“She doesn’t know any better than I do. She hasn’t done this before either.” I sat back and shrugged, trying to look casual and not like I was desperate for any wisdom he could impart. “And I want to go in there knowing what the fuck I’m doing. I’ve got a reputation, bro.”

Greid snorted, smoke curling out of his nostrils. “No you fucking don’t.”

“Uh, yeah, I do.”

“And what reputation is that?”

“That I’m an outstanding fuck.” I shrugged nonchalantly again. “Can’t help it if those are the rumours that get around.”

“Yeah, you’re a fuck alright,” Greid muttered, taking another drag like the big stoner wastoid that he was.

I eyed his lanky frame. The hint of a gut under his shirt. The empty pizza box on the coffee table.

“You ever lift anymore, bro?” My muscles automatically flexed under my shirt. “You can come with me to my gym if you want. Maybe get off your ass every now and then.”

“Fuck you. I do get off my ass. We walk Jake every day.”

I eyed him, then the lazy dog lounging at his feet. “No but seriously, do you work out at all? We’re not exactly young anymore, Grode.”

“I’m fine. Thanks,” he said woodenly, toking on his joint.

“I’m just saying, even light exercise a few times a week will increase your life expectancy. How’s your diet these days? Still eating crap? How much sugar do you eat? And salt? When’s the last time you got your blood pressure checked?”

Greid squinted, giving me an odd look. “Are you… worried about me or something?”

“Nah, nah, not worried.” I waved a hand. “Just… you should look after yourself, bro. You can’t eat whatever you want anymore, you know? Ageing is an inescapable bitch.”

“Uh…” He looked a little flustered as he glanced down at his joint. “I mean… Beryl makes sure I eat okay. Way better than I used to.”

I looked pointedly at the pizza box.

“You’re allowed to treat yourself,” Greid snapped.

“No, yeah, of course. You know what makes a great cheat snack? Almonds.” I leaned forward eagerly. “You know that almonds can improve sexual function? Better orgasms too. Plus they have a ton of antioxidants. And they can lower cholesterol.”

“Dude, I don’t—” Greid rubbed his eyes. “Why are we talking about my diet?”

“I’m just saying. You’re a total chode, but you’re still my brother. I don’t want you to, like, die prematurely or anything. Asswipe,” I added, just so he didn’t start thinking I cared or anything.

He huffed and muttered, “Whatever.”

Of all my siblings, Greid was the one I was least close with. Our bond felt almost tenuous. Like if I didn’t contact him every now and then, we’d probably never, ever speak except at family events. And we rarely spoke at them even now—not unless I cornered him and forced him to talk to me.

It kind of made me sad. And annoyed. Did he not remember me looking after him when we were kids? It wasn’t like he’d been a baby. We were the same age. Yeah, sure, I may have taken out my frustration on him every now and then, but I’d also made him dinner. Washed all his clothes. Tidied up all his and the others’ crap after they went to their rooms so Mom wouldn’t come home to a total mess.

Even if he somehow didn’t remember all of that, it didn’t explain why he barely spoke to me now. The others had teased him just as much when we were kids, and he spoke to them. Besides, that had just been… kids being boisterous. Having fun. It hadn’t been serious. He was my brother. I loved him.

“Why do you hate me?” I found myself blurting. My ears fluttered self-consciously, but I forced myself to look at him.

Greid’s mouth opened and closed a few times, his eyes wide with shock. “I… What the hell? Did you come here to talk about your new girlfriend or my diet or… that, or what?”

“She’s not my girlfriend,” I said automatically, then frowned as I wiped my palms down my thighs. “And… I don’t know. The Anita thing initially, but…”

When I trailed off, Greid’s ears fluttered as he ducked his head and struck another match to relight his joint.

“I don’t hate you, Nuni,” he muttered.

“No? It sure feels like it. You barely talk to me, Greid,” I said uncomfortably. “And when you do, it always feels like you’re just… desperate to end the conversation and get away from me. What the fuck, bro? I’m your brother.”

He stared at me, then snorted. “Nuni, all you do when we talk is try and make me feel stupid.”

“What the fuck?” My head reared back in utter offence. “No I fucking don’t.”

“You still call me Grode, for fuck’s sake.”

“Oh my god, dude, that’s just a fucking nickname.”

Greid’s nostrils flared. “A nickname you came up with when we were kids—when you used to torment me.”

“Torment you? That’s a bit much, Greid.”

“No it’s not!” he exploded. “You sucked, Nuni! You left me out of things! You picked on me constantly.”

“It wasn’t just me,” I shot back, a tendril of guilt squeezing my gut and making me want to squirm. “The others did it too.”

“You were the ringleader.”

“Yeah, well, I—” My hands clenched into fists, anger swirling with the uncomfortable feeling that was making my chest tight. “What about all the times I looked after you, huh? Made you dinner. Made sure you did your homework and got up for school.”

“You—” He fidgeted. “Indi and Bax looked after us when Mom was at work.”

“Yeah, at first, when we were too young to be on our own. But after that it was me, Greid. I was the one who cooked dinner for all of us. I was the one who made sure the house wasn’t a total shitshow for Mom to come home to every night. I did all our laundry and forced you all to fucking… change your sheets and tidy your rooms. But all you remember is me calling you Grode and pulling your pants down every now and then? That’s bullshit.”

“I…” He didn’t seem to know what to say, his ears fluttering wildly. “In my defence, you used to just barge into our rooms and rip the covers off and yell at us to get up. You weren’t exactly… It just seemed like you were trying to be a dick.”

My nostrils flared. “I was looking after you!”

“Okay!” he rushed out. “Okay, I get that now, but you’re not exactly the most tactful guy, Nuni. It didn’t seem that way.”

“Oh, well, I’m so sorry I didn’t give you a kiss on the forehead every morning or cut your fucking sandwiches into lovehearts,” I snarled, my face spikes flaring forward in defensive anger. “I was just trying to help, dude.”

“Okay,” he repeated, audibly trying to calm down. “Okay, fine, maybe you weren’t being an asshole then, but you still were one the rest of the time, Nuni. You weren’t very nice.”

I flinched, guilt swirling with my anger and making me go on the defence. “Did you ever think that maybe I wasn’t nice because I was scared, Greid? Surely you remember how hard it was after Dad left, when Mom suddenly had to find a job, then a second job to pay the bills? We had no money. I was terrified we wouldn’t be able to eat. I was worried that… I don’t know, Laki would completely fly off the rails and drop out of school. Or Kiti would get some creep older boyfriend and fall in with a bad crowd. None of you even seemed to notice how hard it was, because we were all just so relieved that Dad wasn’t around anymore. But I noticed. I noticed all the times Mom had clearly been crying after she got off the phone with Aunt Indi. I noticed all the late payment warnings in the mail. I noticed when one of us would ask Mom for new clothes or art supplies or whatever and she looked like she was about to burst into tears because we had no money.”

I finally stopped, breathing hard. Greid was staring at me in shock.

“I… Of course we noticed how tight money was,” he said shakily. “But we were all kids, Nuni. You can’t blame the rest of us for not realising the magnitude of the situation just because you did.”

“I didn’t blame you!” I exploded. “When did I say I blamed any of you?”

“Why didn’t you just talk to the rest of us about it?”

“Because I… I didn’t want you to have to deal with it,” I said, my voice rough. “Daga was doing well at school and dropball. Sorin was going through his own stuff. Laki was already a nightmare and I didn’t want them to tip over the edge. And you were…” I took a shaky breath. “You were so tiny still. And shy. I didn’t want to freak you out by telling you how bad things were for a while. So I tried to deal with it for all of us.”

He stared at me, something vulnerable flashing in his eyes before he looked away quickly. “So is that why you took it out on me? Because I was the smallest?”

A lump formed in my throat, all my indignant fury rushing away as I stared at my brother.

“I didn’t mean to…” I swallowed, not knowing what to say as my skin prickled with heat. To my mortification, my eyes grew hot and blurry. “Did I really torment you? Was it… was it that bad?”

“Don’t start crying,” Greid said quickly.

“I’m not crying,” I scoffed straight away, blinking fast to try and clear my vision. “I have allergies. It’s hayfever. I just want to know.”

“I mean…” He sounded uncomfortable. “Yeah, it was pretty bad. You’d start teasing me and you’d get the others all worked up, and… you know what pack mentality is like. I was always the butt of the joke. The one everyone pulled pranks on. The one you said wasn’t allowed to go play in the woods with you and Laki, but then you’d let Kiti or Suni or Sorin go with you.”

My chin wobbled. “That was… that was only because you were so small. You could’ve gotten hurt.”

He huffed. “That’s just one example, Nuni. You also used to put gross stuff in my bed. You’d—Dude, seriously, do not start crying.”

“I’m not,” I blubbered, keeping my head bent as I wiped frantically at my streaming eyes.

“Seriously.” His voice sounded thick.

“It’s allergies,” I mumbled, my voice hitching. “You’ve got some stupid plant in here setting them off.”

“Okay.” He swallowed audibly. “Look, I’m not trying to… We’ve just never really talked about it and… You were kind of a bully, Nuni.”

I choked on a breath, finally lifting my head to stare at him. Greid’s lips were clamped tightly together, his eyes glassy and nostrils flaring. When he saw my face, he blinked rapidly and looked away.

“I wasn’t… I wasn’t trying to bully you,” I choked out, guilt making my stomach cramp up. “I stopped people from bullying you.”

“What are you talking about?” he mumbled.

I gestured wildly. “You didn’t ever wonder why Tad Sturgis turned up at school one day with a fat lip and a broken nose and never went near you again? Or why Gove var Lifik in eighth grade suddenly stopped shoving you around and tripping you up in the halls after he broke his arm ‘skateboarding’? That was me, Greid. Well, me and Laki, before they mellowed out. We may have gone a little overboard that time, but… He tormented you, Greid. He was a piece of shit to you. He actually hurt you.” My hands clenched into fists. “So we beat the shit out of him.”

He sat rigid in his seat, staring down at the joint between his fingers. At length, he mumbled, “Okay, well, I didn’t know you… did that.”

“I think I…” My chin wobbled again, eyes filling with fresh tears. “I felt this intense pressure to look after you because you were so tiny before you had your growth spurt, and maybe it… maybe it made me resent you a little. Take it out on you.”

Greid was silent for a moment, tears rolling down his cheeks as he continued staring at his joint. “Okay,” he mumbled again.

“I’m sorry,” I burst out, wiping at the snot dripping from my nose as I started blubbering again. “I didn’t realise I was that bad. I’m sorry, dude. I’m so sorry. I…” I forced myself to look at him, my face hot and vision blurry. “I love you, Greid. You’re my brother.”

“Shit,” he mumbled unsteadily, reaching up to scrub at his eyes. His eyelid twitched rapidly when smoke from his joint got in his eye. “Ow, fuck.”

After stubbing it out, he sniffed and scrubbed his eyes with his sleeve. Then he took a shaky breath and looked at me, picking at the front of his sweater. “It’s okay. I love you too. And I’m… I’m sorry for not appreciating everything you did for us when we were young. I’m sorry for not… noticing or realising.”

“That’s okay,” I said quickly, swiping a hand over my cheek and clearing my throat to try and make my voice less thick. “I wanted to help. I didn’t mind.”

“Yeah, but… that sounds like a lot for a kid to deal with.”

It had been.

“It was to help Mom. After Dad left.” Mouth trembling, I added, “But I shouldn’t have taken my frustration out on you. I think I… stopped feeling like I could still be a kid, so when Mom was around and I was allowed to act more like one, I went overboard. I’m sorry, Greid. I… I was a bully, because you were the easy target.”

Greid sniffed wetly. “I mean, I guess it makes more sense now, knowing you were dealing with all that.”

I shook my head, wiping at my nose. “That’s not an excuse. It wasn’t fair. I’m sorry.”

There was a long pause, before Greid broke into fresh tears and scrubbed at his face again. “You’re not a d-bag,” he choked out.

Jake scrambled to his feet and whined at the sight of his dad upset, resting his long, narrow muzzle on Greid’s thigh. Greid smoothed his fingers absently over the dog’s head.

I let out a wobbly chuckle, feeling uncomfortably vulnerable. “I mean, clearly I can be a d-bag. But I promise I’ll never call you Grode again. I didn’t realise it…” My eyes filled with hot tears again. “I’m sorry.”

He nodded quickly, shoving back his messy hair. “And we won’t call you Pooni. I’ll tell Beryl.”

“Maybe… maybe you could tell all the others too?” I asked hopefully, which made him snort and give me a tearful grin.

“Sure.” He hesitated, fiddling with the front of his sweater again. “Do you wanna… um, hug it out or something?”

“Yeah, okay,” I said quickly, standing up from the couch and hurriedly scrubbing my face. I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d hugged Greid.

It was a little awkward at first, but my chin started wobbling again as I wrapped my arms around my brother. I may have squeezed him a bit too tight, because he grunted and patted me on the back in a clear signal to let go. I held on for a few seconds longer, hoping he couldn’t hear my sniffles.

I cleared my throat and ruffled his hair when we pulled back. “You stink of shade, buttface.”

He chuckled as he stepped back, scrubbing his wet eyes again. “Yeah. You, uh, you want some? Want to share a joint, I mean. I’m not, like, offering to sell you drugs… Um, anyway. You don’t have to.”

I hesitated, my gaze darting over to his smoking tin and the baggy of shade. It felt like a peace offering, and I was kind of desperate to share something with him, but… I’d never smoked before. Not even in college.

“Okay,” I heard myself say, even though I knew I’d spend the next several weeks agonising over this decision and wondering how much a single smoke session would affect my lung capacity.

“Okay, cool. Awesome.” Greid sounded a little surprised. “Um, do you want anything to eat? Or drink?”

“Some water would be good.” I sat back down on the couch and watched him nimbly roll up a new joint, feeling pathetically nervous.

“You’ll probably get hungry after smoking so I’ll go see if we have any, um, healthy snacks.” He set down the joint beside his matches and padded out of the room. Jake stretched languidly before following him.

I let out a slow breath, wiping my hands down my thighs as I listened to Greid filling a glass with water and opening some cupboards in the kitchen. My eyes felt tight and a little swollen, skin still too warm, but a strange sense of peace washed over me. Kind of like when Svyn worked a particularly bad knot out of my back, one I hadn’t even realised had been there making me tense.

Except more. Bigger. Like a deep, painful knot that had been there for so long, I’d stopped noticing how much it hurt until it was finally gone.

Then I looked down and stared in horror at the snot and tear stains streaking the sleeve of my suit jacket. This was a two-thousand-dollar suit, for fuck’s sake!

“Healthiest thing I could find was trail mix.” Greid wandered back into the room juggling my glass of water and a mountain of snacks.

“It’s cool, bro, I probably won’t get hungry,” I told him distractedly as I looked around for some tissues, leaning over to peer at the side table beside the couch. “I ate before coming here. You got any tissues? My sleeve is all…”

I trailed off when I spotted a small, crumpled mound of lacy pink fabric on the floor. It kind of looked like…

“Shit dude, I think uh… I think there’s something of Beryl’s there.” My ears fluttered as I sat up straight, averting my gaze.

“What?” Greid peered over, then froze. “Fuck.”

He dumped the snacks, then almost tripped as he scrambled over and snatched the panties up. “Shit, um, yeah, they’re… they’re definitely Beryl’s.”

I wondered why he felt the need to clarify that, then got distracted when I felt something hard under my butt. Shifting, I reached into the mound of blankets and pulled out… a pair of fluffy pink handcuffs. With a sheer stocking caught on one of the ratchets.

I dropped them immediately. “And these.”

“Jesus Christ.” He lunged for the handcuffs, his ears fluttering wildly. The stocking dangled from them when he snatched them up, and I eyed it furtively.

That looked way too long for Beryl. She was tiny.

“Sorry,” Greid was mumbling as he power walked out of the room. “I’ll just…”

When he got back into the living room, looking mortified, I sincerely told him, “Don’t worry, bro, I won’t tell anyone I saw them. Especially not Beryl.”

He snorted weakly, scrubbing at his face as he slumped back down onto the beanbag. “She probably wouldn’t care. But thanks. So, uh, ready to smoke?”

I watched him lean forward and pick up the joint, my belly fluttering with nerves. “Uh huh. Yeah. Of course.”

Fiddling with the joint, he glanced over at me with a tiny smile. “You don’t have to.”

I snorted and waved a hand, sitting back and trying to arrange myself into a suitably relaxed pose. “It’s just shade, bro. It’s all good. I can handle it. Let’s do it.”


Chapter Thirty-Seven
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“Dude, you’re not going to win,” I told Greid as we lay at opposite ends of the couch, the soles of our socked feet meeting in the middle. It was a game we’d all played a lot as kids. “I have, like, the most powerful legs. Look at these bad boys.”

I gave my thigh a slap, which made Greid snort with laughter, which then set me off. The moment I lost concentration, he pushed hard with his legs, causing me to almost knee myself in the face.

“Yes!” Greid tapped my knee with his foot, then twisted around to sit up. “That’s the first time I’ve ever won against you.”

“It’s only because I’m high.” I stretched an arm out for the bag of trail mix on the coffee table, almost rolling straight off the couch. “I think I am, anyway.”

Greid snorted, cracking open his can of soda. “Yeah, dude, you’re high.”

“I don’t know if I like it,” I said through a mouthful of trail mix. “I shouldn’t be eating this, dude.”

He waved a hand. “It’s just nuts and stuff.”

“Nuts are super fatty, bro.” I picked up a cashew that had fallen onto my shirt and stuffed it into my mouth. “And do you know how much sugar is in dried fruit? A fuck load, that’s how much.”

Greid just snorted into his soda can, bleary eyes glued to the wrestling on the TV. Then he winced. “Daaamn.”

“What?” I looked over at the TV.

“The Urg just pulled his classic move on Big Demi.”

“The Family Jewels Destroyer?” I twisted around eagerly to face the TV better and saw Big Demi curled into a ball on the floor of the ring, clutching his junk while The Urg stood over him and showboated for the crowd. “Shit, man, The Urg is a beast. Wish I looked like that.”

Greid wrinkled his nose. “He’s probably ’roided up.”

“True.” I reached for my water without taking my eyes off the TV, almost knocking the glass over. “I’m not putting that shit in my body. He is the best though.”

“Yeah.”

Snickering, I began, “Hey, do you remember—”

I stopped abruptly. No. No more teasing Greid. He finally likes you. He hugged you. Don’t fuck it up.

Greid rolled his eyes and nudged me with his elbow. “You can say it. I believed they were really fighting for years like a chump.”

I fiddled with the bag of trail mix. “I mean, it was kinda funny, bro. We did all try and tell you.”

He huffed, but he was smiling. “Yeah, I know.”

“You had that poster of The Urg up on your wall.”

“Yeah.” He glanced over with a wry smile. “And then you drew a big cock and balls on his forehead.”

“What?” I sat up straighter, a shower of trail mix falling into my lap. “That wasn’t me. That was Kiti. Did she blame me for that? She’s such a little shit.”

“Yeah, well, that doesn’t surprise me. The first time she met Beryl, she told her I’d been the one to poop in the bath when we were little. When it was definitely you.”

“What?” I repeated, more outraged this time. “That was not me. I would never poop in a bath. Gross, dude.”

Greid rolled his eyes. “We were tiny, Nuni. And anyway, Mom’s the only one who’ll be able to actually remember who did it, but she claims she’s forgotten.”

“Why don’t we just say it was Tuvin or Sorin?”

He laughed. “Okay, sure.”

Staring at the TV with glazed eyes, I found myself asking, “Is that why Beryl doesn’t like me then? Because she thinks I pooped in the bath when we were kids?”

Greid snorted. “Why would she care about that? And she doesn’t dislike you, Nuni.”

I squirmed. “Then why’d she get all weird when I met her at Christmas?”

“Because she’s just kind of… protective.” He shrugged and ducked his head, face spikes flexing with pleasure as a tiny fond smile tilted his mouth.

I stared at him, then gave his leg a weak tap with my foot. “You’re gonna mate her, huh?”

His ears fluttered. “I mean, yeah, of course I want to.”

“So why haven’t you proposed yet, bro?”

“Well, I think we’re both kind of… waiting to see if the other one does,” he said sheepishly.

“So get there first! Make it a super big surprise. Oh!” I nudged him again. “You should do it at my firm’s anniversary thing. Lots of champagne, good food, you’ll be dressed up all nice…”

“Your anniversary thing?” he asked hesitantly.

“Yeah. You’re coming, right? Both of you.”

“Um.” He shifted. “I don’t know. Are we?”

“Well, I mean, obviously you’re invited. I guess you… don’t have to come. I know you don’t like crowds and stuff.”

“No,” he rushed out. “We could… Yeah, I’m sure we could come. Are the others going? Just so, um, you know. We know some other people there.”

“Yeah, they’re all invited. The invitations have just gone out, so you’ll get it soon. And I’ll make sure the rest of the family comes. Laki will be there, obviously. I’m not gonna let them miss it.”

“Okay.” His face spikes flexed, and he gave me a wry smile. “But I don’t think proposing to Beryl at an architecture firm’s corporate event is all that romantic.”

“I guess not.” I thought for a second. “Ooh, how about I hire the roof for you? You could take her up there. Some fairy lights, a magnum of champagne waiting, maybe a second string quartet playing romantic shit in the corner… I could get you a suite there as well. It’s at the Basalt.”

He hunched over. “Um, I don’t know, dude. I’d probably just, like, do it at home or something.”

“At home?” I shook my head. “Nah, bro, it needs to be a grand gesture. It—”

I forced myself to stop, remembering Laki’s recent words about me steamrolling over everything. Greid and I were very different. He probably wouldn’t be all that comfortable making a huge, elaborate gesture—at least not in the same way I would.

“Whatever you feel comfortable with, man.” I sat back. “The offer’s there. But at home would be nice too. Intimate or whatever.”

“Thanks.”

His shoulders relaxed when I didn’t push it, and I gave myself a mental pat on the back. See? I can be a good brother to him. The best brother.

“Hey, um…” Greid fidgeted a little. “What you were asking earlier, about demiurgus and humans…” He looked over at me. “What did you say her name was again? Annie?”

“Anita.” My chest grew warm. I gave it an absent rub.

He nodded, reaching for his phone. “So there’s this store in the city that stocks… um, stuff for interspecies relationships.”

That got my attention in an instant. “Stuff?”

Greid cringed, head bent as he tapped on his phone. “Yeah. Um, you know… sex stuff.”

“Sex stuff?” I sat up even straighter. “For interspecies sex? That’s a thing? They sell stuff for that?”

“Yeah. I mean, the range isn’t huge because it’s not common at all, but there are some things that should… help.”

My phone vibrated in my pocket, and I pulled it out to see a text from Greid—a link to a store website.

“This is awesome, bro.” I pocketed my phone, already beyond excited to have a look later. “Thank you so much.”

“That’s okay.” He looked over at me and grinned. “So… a human, huh?”

I grinned back with a shrug. “Guess so. But it’s not like we’re… We’re just… you know. It’s not serious.” For some reason I wanted to squirm, so I quickly said, “I’m glad you’re with Beryl, bro. You seem really happy. I didn’t like the way you were with Agma. You always seemed so…”

“Miserable?” he said dryly.

“Yeah.” I screwed my nose up. “And, like, jumpy. It kind of worried me, but I didn’t really feel like I could…”

He gave me a tiny smile. “She wasn’t abusive or anything. She just sucked.”

“Okay.” I fiddled with the bag of trail mix, then dunked my hand in to grab more.

“I’d been too lazy to clear out her studio upstairs, but we finally did it the other week.” He smiled at me, then gestured at the room. “And got rid of all her sculptures. I hadn’t kept them because they were hers, I just liked them. But I didn’t want them here anymore.”

I nodded. “That’s good. Wipe her completely from your life. You’ve got someone better now, dude.”

Not that Beryl didn’t still scare me a little. But maybe she’d chill now that Greid and I were good.

“Yeah.” Greid looked so happy that I almost teared up again. “So what’s Anita like?”

“Oh.” I blinked. “Um, she’s great. She’s an event planner—”

“Wait, as in your event planner? For your anniversary thing?”

I gave him a sheepish grin. “Yeah.”

“Right, right.” He chuckled. “So she works for Corva? You went with Corva’s firm, right?”

I’d kind of forgotten that Beryl and Greid knew Corva. Well, Beryl did. I doubted Greid had spent all that much time with her. He was pretty shy.

“Yeah, she works for Corva.” I froze up in panic, reaching over to grab Greid’s arm. “But you can’t tell Corva, dude. Seriously. She has this rule about client boundaries and if she found out—”

“I won’t say anything.”

“What about Beryl?” I asked hesitantly, not wanting to offend him.

“I mean, I tell her everything, so… I’m gonna tell her, dude. Sorry. But she won’t say anything if I tell her it’s a secret. Seriously. She wouldn’t ever do that.”

I could hear the sincerity in his voice, so I relaxed. “Okay. Thanks.”

“So it’s a sordid affair, huh?” He raised his brows at me.

My ears fluttered weakly. “I mean, I wouldn’t say sordid. The rule is kind of stupid, if you ask me. But Anita’s very… driven. She likes to be the best. So she wouldn’t want to do anything that would affect Corva’s impression of her.”

“Right.” Greid nodded, then shot me a sly look. “But she is still doing it. With you. So she must like you a lot, huh?”

My ears fluttered again. “I don’t know. I guess so. Maybe. It’s just… Like I said, it’s not serious.”

Once more, my insides went all squirmy the moment I said it.

“What does she look like?”

“Dark hair, dark eyes. Her dad is Indian, and her maternal grandparents are Indian too but her mom grew up in London. That’s where Anita grew up too, until they moved here when she was fourteen.” I chuckled. “She sounds mostly American, I guess, but then a few words will pop out that sound super British. And she calls her mom ‘Mum’. It’s cute.”

Greid smiled. “Cool. Does she—”

“And she somehow laughs British. I don’t even know what it is, dude, but she just sounds all, like, posh British when she laughs. And she does this thing when she’s concentrating where her nose scrunches up and her nostrils get all flarey but she still looks cute. She does it at the gym when she’s running as well.”

He chuckled. “Oh, so she goes to—”

“She’s really athletic. Swims, does a lot of pilates and spin class. I’ve tried to outrun her, dude. We’ve competed a couple times now on the treadmills, and I never win. She can just keep going. It’s wild.”

I fell silent when I realised Greid was watching me with a wry expression.

“But it’s not serious, right?”

“I—No, dude. I mean I…” I shifted uncomfortably. “We just haven’t really… talked about anything. Because of the whole work situation.”

He nodded. “Yeah. Fair enough. Well like I said, we won’t say anything.”

I gave him a grateful smile. “Thanks, bro.”

“She sounds great though.”

I grinned. “She is.”

I watched as Greid reached for his smoking tin and started rolling another joint. Belly fluttering with nerves, I licked my lips and asked, “Hey, um, you don’t have to answer, but…”

Looking slightly trepidatious, he glanced over at me. “Okay…”

“When you and Beryl got together, did you…” I chuckled awkwardly, ears fluttering. “Did you get kind of self-conscious over the barbs?”

Greid blinked in surprise. “Oh. Um…”

“It’s just…” I scrubbed the back of my neck. “I’ve never really thought about it before, you know? They’re just… you know. Normal for me. But now I’m like, does Anita think they’re gross? Are they really uncomfortable if I’m, you know… touching her or whatever? Would she rather I didn’t have them?”

Surprisingly, Greid didn’t look all that embarrassed. I supposed he’d had time to process this kind of stuff. “Well, I was definitely overly cautious at first. Like, terrified they’d hurt Beryl if I got anywhere near her. She’s always been more relaxed about it, but um…” His ears fluttered. “We’ve realised that, you know, if they brush against her skin or whatever, it doesn’t hurt her.”

“Yeah, that doesn’t seem to bother Anita.” I paused. “So… Beryl doesn’t mind them? Sorry, you don’t have to answer, bro.”

Greid shot me a tiny smile. “It’s okay. No, Beryl doesn’t care at all. I mean, obviously there’s some stuff you can’t do without the, um, toys from the link I sent you…”

“No, yeah, of course.”

“But as long as you’re careful, it’s not really a big deal.”

“Yeah.” I thought about it. “I mean, I guess it hasn’t stopped us from doing many things.”

He cocked his head. “Honestly, the height difference is probably a bigger obstacle than the barbs. For us, at least.”

“Yeah, true. I just… I’ve never been self-conscious about my dick before, I guess.” I chuckled sheepishly.

His brows twitched into a frown as he glanced at me again. “Has Anita been saying stuff to make you self-conscious?”

“No,” I rushed out. “No way.”

He gave me a probing look, concern in his eyes. “Are you sure?”

A wave of affection toward him made me grin and reach over to scrub a hand through his messy hair. “I’m sure, bro. Thanks, though.”

“Okay. Good.” He stuck a freshly rolled joint between his lips and lit a match. “Want another?”

I made a face. “I probably shouldn’t if I wanna drive home.”

“You probably shouldn’t drive home anyway.” He snorted, grinning at me. “You’ve never smoked before.”

“I guess.” I hesitated, then reached for the joint he held out. “Okay, maybe one more.”
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A while later, we were back to playing the leg game on the couch. Except we were both pretty high by this point, so neither of us were playing properly. We both kept getting distracted by the wrestling on the TV while half-heartedly pushing against each other’s feet.

Greid had made us sandwiches, and it had somehow been the best thing I’d ever tasted. I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d eaten white bread.

He had another joint stuck between his lips as we lay at opposite ends of the couch, the soles of our feet still pressed together and weakly pushing even though we were both watching the TV. And I was eating trail mix again.

The sound of the front door being unlocked made Greid lift his head. He stopped pushing his feet against mine, but I didn’t realise in time. The sudden lack of resistance made my legs stretch out, causing his knee to shoot in and squish the joint in his mouth as he squawked.

“Oh shit, dude.” I scrambled to my knees, my head swimming a little. The bag of trail mix landed on the couch and spilled everywhere. “Shit. Did it burn you?”

I was vaguely aware of footsteps pounding in the hallway as Greid snorted and shook his head, plucking the squashed joint from his mouth. “Nah, it—”

“What are you doing?” Beryl’s voice made us both jump as she appeared in the living room doorway, her cheeks flushed and green eyes snapping with anger. “Did you hurt him?”

“What?” I instinctively held my hands up. “No, dude, we were just—”

“We were playing that game.” Greid snorted as he sat up, shooting me an amused look. “I lost concentration.”

Beryl stared at us as she slowly dropped her bag on the floor. Greid snorted again, which for some reason I found so hilarious I started snickering. Beryl just looked so confused. And still prepared to punch me in the face.

Her eyes slowly trailed over my slightly dishevelled appearance. My suit jacket was on the floor, shirt untucked and tie loosened, pieces of dried fruit sticking to my front. There was trail mix everywhere. Greid and I suddenly couldn’t stop laughing, both of us trying to muffle it as she eyed us in silence.

“Are you both high?” she eventually asked.

That made us snort again.

She huffed and rolled her eyes, then gestured at the trail mix scattered all over the couch. “I’ll get the vacuum.”

“Nah, dude, I’ll do it.” I rolled off the couch, misjudging the distance slightly. Greid was still snickering as I stood up and tugged at my shirt. Then I looked around blearily. “Uh, where is it?”

Greid burst out laughing and stood up. “I’ll get it.”

“I should call a cab.” I looked around for my phone. “Don’t wanna intrude on your evening.”

I hadn’t realised I’d been here so long, but I suddenly noticed that it was starting to get dark outside. As I peered under the coffee table for my phone, Greid reached Beryl and leaned down to give her a kiss.

“How was work?” He slung his arm around her shoulders and led her out of the room. She peered back at me until they were out of sight.

“Um, fine.” Despite her lowering her voice to a whisper, I heard her ask, “Is everything… good?”

God, I really hoped he told her to stop calling me Pooni. And that I was now his favourite brother so she had to be nice to me.

I finally found my phone stuffed down the side of the couch cushion and ordered a cab. I’d have to come back in the morning to get my car, but I wouldn’t disturb them. Greid had always been a total grouch in the mornings.

He walked back in lugging the vacuum. “Beryl’s making dinner. Do you wanna stay and eat?”

For a split second I thought I might burst into tears again. Did he actually want me to stay? But I shook my head and held up my phone. “Thanks, dude, but it’s okay. Just ordered a cab. I’ll leave you two to your Friday night. But, um… maybe another time. If you want. Could be nice.”

“Yeah, sure.”

I grinned as he plugged the vacuum in and dragged it over to the couch. Hurrying forward, I said, “I’ll do it. I spilled the trail mix.”

“It’s okay.” He snorted and gestured at the nuts and dried fruit everywhere. “You ate most of the bag, so there’s not even that much.”

I groaned and scrubbed at my hair, which was already a total mess. “I shouldn’t have eaten it, dude. That’s so bad. I’ll have to confess to my nutritionist.”

“What about the sandwich?” he asked with a snicker.

I shook my head immediately. “She can never find out that I ate white bread. And mayonnaise.”

He turned on the vacuum and cleared the couch, then used the nozzle to suck up the dried fruit on the front of my shirt. I snorted and grabbed it from him to press it against his cheek as he laughed and tried to bat my hands away. Snatching it back, he sucked my tie into the nozzle, pulling the knot super tight.

“Dude.” I laughed, trying to tug it free.

“Shit, that probably cost like five-hundred dollars, right?” He chuckled and turned the vacuum off. “Sorry.”

“It’s fine.” I tried to loosen the knot but quickly gave up. “Hey, so, that dinner. How about next week sometime? I don’t mean Beryl has to cook. You can come to mine. Or we could go out. Whatever you want.”

Was I being too eager? I just kind of felt like I suddenly had years to make up for with Greid. And I… guessed I wanted Beryl to like me. If she was going to be around forever and everything.

Greid shrugged. “Whenever. Just text me.” He gave me a sheepish smile. “I promise I’ll reply.”

I snorted and slugged him on the shoulder. “Yeah, sure you will, bro.”

“I will, I swear.” He watched as I sat back down to pull on my shoes. “So, um… what are you up to this weekend?”

I grinned up at him. “Seeing Anita.”

He grinned back. “Cool. Oh, let me grab your suit jacket. Jake’s sleeping on it. Sorry.”

“No worries.” I tried not to look too horrified by the dog hair coating it as he pulled it out from under Jake, who just rolled onto his back and went back to sleep.

Greid tried to brush the hair off it, his ears fluttering. “Sorry.”

“Totally fine, bro.” I didn’t really want to put it on, so I hung it over my arm and stuffed my shirt tails back into my pants. I still looked a complete mess though. There were little sticky patches on the front of my shirt from the dried fruit.

“I think your cab’s here.” Greid nodded toward the window as the beam of headlights sliced through the glass.

“Cool.” I took an awkward step forward, hesitated, then lunged at Greid in a hug.

How could I have ever been mean to him? He was the best. There was still a hard, painful knot of guilt in my chest beneath the mellow calm from the shade, but I didn’t want to start crying again with Beryl in the house, so I hugged him tight for a few seconds longer before pulling back.

I cleared my throat. “Okay, so… see you soon.”

“Yeah.”

He followed me out into the hallway, and Beryl appeared in the kitchen doorway. I gave her a slightly nervous smile.

“Bye, Beryl. Sorry about the mess.”

“No problem. Bye, Nuni.” She watched, still looking a little cautious and unsure as Greid and I walked to the front door.

I gave him one last smile before leaving, breathing in deep lungfuls of cool air as the door closed behind me. I was definitely still high, so the cab had been a good idea.

“Hey, man,” I said to the driver as I climbed into the back. “Sorry to keep you waiting.”

“No problem. Where to?”

I opened my mouth to give him my address, then remembered the link Greid had sent me. “One sec.”

Hurriedly pulling up the website, I found the store’s address on their contact page. The listed store hours indicated they were still open.

“Upper Birch,” I told the driver, already grinning as he pulled away from the kerb.


Chapter Thirty-Eight
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Nuni


Despite sleeping hard thanks to the shade, my head felt groggy and slow when my alarm woke me up on Saturday morning. Rolling over and reaching out for my phone, I did something I hadn’t done in years—I shut my alarm off and went back to sleep.

I could tell I didn’t doze for long though. My body clock roused me again a short while later, but I still didn’t move. I felt sluggish, and even though Greid and I had left things on a great note the night before, now that I was awake and no longer high, I couldn’t stop thinking about what he’d told me.

You used to torment me.

You were a bully.

I stared blankly at the frog print on my bedroom wall. Now that I thought about it, I could vaguely remember Greid and I looking for frogs in the garden together when we were little. Before Dad left. When I’d been less stressed out, I guessed. Less of a total fucking asshole to my brother.

How was I so bullheaded that I’d never realised my brotherly teasing hadn’t actually just been brotherly teasing? Was I still a bully now? Did the rest of my siblings secretly hate me too?

Fumbling for my phone, I called Laki. It was still early on a Saturday morning, but I knew they’d be up. They were all about making the most of their weekends. They were probably already hiking or fermenting their own kombucha or whatever.

“Hey,” they said when they answered. “Aren’t you usually at the gym right now?”

“I bullied Greid,” I blurted, rolling over in bed to stare at the ceiling.

There was a pause, before Laki hesitantly said, “Um… why?”

I cringed. “No, I mean, when we were kids. I bullied him, didn’t I? I was a total shit to him.”

Another silence, one that made me feel even worse. Then I heard Laki sigh.

“Look, we were all… pretty awful to Greid when we were younger,” they said uncomfortably. “But… me and you especially, yeah.”

“Fuck, dude.” I exhaled, scrubbing a hand down my face. “Why? Why were we such assholes to him?”

“Well, you took Dad leaving pretty hard,” they said. They already knew how stressed out I’d been in those days. “But I really was just an asshole back then, dude. I didn’t really have an excuse. I just sucked.”

“You didn’t suck,” I said automatically. “You were confused about stuff.”

“I guess. But I was still an asshole. You took a lot on, Nuni. And I guess… Greid was your outlet.”

“I feel so fucking bad.” My voice cracked. “I didn’t even realise until—I went to Greid’s yesterday and we ended up talking about everything and… fuck, dude. I just feel so guilty.”

“You two talked about it?”

“Yeah. I apologised, obviously, and he forgave me. But I still…” My chin wobbled. Goddamnit, the stupid shade was still making me emotional. “He said I tormented him. How could I have done that to him? Why did I… take my stupid fucking frustration out on him? He was so small. And shy.”

Laki sighed. “Okay, look, you might not like this, but I’ve thought about this already. You remember how terrible Dad was to Greid? How he always used to call him a runt and stuff?”

I sat up and got out of bed, the guilt making me restless as it swirled in my stomach. “Yes. And then I was just as fucking bad. Worse.”

“You weren’t worse than Dad,” Laki said flatly. “But I think… I mean, we were really young, Nuni. I know we were all happier once Dad was gone, but… he was our dad. Maybe a part of you… kind of blamed Greid for him leaving. Seeing as Greid was the one he targeted the most.”

My mouth pinched, anger making my fist clench. “No. No fucking way, dude. I was glad Dad left. He was a fucking dick.”

“Nuni…”

“I was,” I seethed. “I hated him. I hate him. What kind of prick treats his kids like they’re just… things getting in his way? Then takes off and leaves his lifemate to suddenly have to clothe and feed eight kids all on her own?”

“Okay,” Laki said calmly, allowing me to take a breath. “You’re right. He was terrible. We were better off without him, at least emotionally.”

“Except Greid,” I mumbled, pacing in my living room. “Because I just fucking filled the void Dad left and kept making him feel like shit.”

“It’s not the same, Nuni,” Laki said, their tone still steady. “Being picked on by your brother is not the same as being verbally abused by your own father.”

My chest ached so much I had to sit down on the couch and rub it. “Did I abuse Greid?”

“No. You just gave him that stupid nickname and teased him. You never abused him, Nuni. You never hit him or tried to destroy his self-esteem or anything like that. You never told him he was a waste of space. We just… took things too far sometimes.” Now they sounded uncomfortable. Regretful. “Singled him out for pranks and stuff, but the intent was never malicious. We were just dumb kids who didn’t understand how much stuff like that can affect people. And it wasn’t just you, Nuni. It was all of us, to an extent. Especially me. Please don’t shoulder this by yourself as well.”

“I just feel so guilty,” I croaked. “And so… fucking stupid. All these years I couldn’t figure out why Greid didn’t seem to like me.”

“He didn’t dislike you. Greid and I talked about stuff, years ago now, when I apologised to him for everything.”

“You mean when you stopped getting into fights and getting arrested and went all zen?” I mumbled.

They huffed. “Yeah, then. It seemed more like he thought you didn’t like him. He… well, he kind of didn’t understand why you targeted him.”

I tried to suppress my watery sniffle. “Fuck. I’m such an asshole. I’m just as bad as Dad was.” I cringed, clutching my hair. “I’m just like him, aren’t I?”

“You’re not,” they said calmly. “You were going through a lot. We all dealt with Dad leaving in different ways. If you were an asshole, you wouldn’t be feeling so guilty now.”

“It’s just…” I sniffed again, wiping my nose. “I try not to regret stuff, you know? I try to make the best of shit and not second-guess myself or wonder how I could’ve done things differently. But… there’s nothing I can do about this. I can’t take it back. I just have to live with this. With knowing I made my brother’s childhood hell.”

“Maybe that’s not a bad thing. You never stop growing, you know?”

I rolled my watery eyes. “Yeah, dude, I’ve heard all your little affirmation thingies before.”

“I’m just saying think positively, Nuni. Greid is okay. He’s happy. And your relationship with him can only get better from here.”

“I guess,” I croaked.

“You said you apologised, right?”

“Yeah.”

“And he forgave you.”

“Yeah.”

“So now you can both start moving on from it.”

I swallowed thickly, chin wobbling. “Yeah. Hopefully.”

Laki grunted. “And we don’t want a repeat of the Month of Despair, right?”

My ears fluttered wildly. About six months after Felik and I had started Rorik + Stimis—when I’d just left an amazing job at another architecture firm, and we were drowning in debt, and I was working eighteen-hour days to get the business off the ground—I may have had a… mild breakdown.

I may have spent a month on Laki’s couch, doing nothing but eating ice cream cake and watching terrible action movies in a pair of ancient pyjamas.

I’d just kind of… snapped. It had felt like I hadn’t relaxed or had a break since I was a kid. No one else in the family knew about it, and eventually I’d taken a shower, put on a suit and strolled right back into our tiny, crappy first office as if it hadn’t even happened.

I’d told Felik I had to go to Deep Earth for a family emergency, despite the fact that I’d only once met the very distant family we had down there when I was a kid. But he hadn’t questioned it, even though he’d been majorly pissed off.

“No.” I exhaled, trying to calm down. “We don’t want a repeat of that.”

“What are you doing today?” Laki asked. “Want to go for a hike? Or we can just chill. I could bring some beers to your place. I’ll even get the gross low-carb ones.”

“Uh, I’m just—” I froze, whirling around on the couch to peer at the time on the oven’s digital display. “Shit. I was supposed to meet Anita at the gym a half hour ago.”

Pulling my phone away from my ear, I realised I had a few texts from her.

“… about after?” Laki was saying as I lifted it back to my ear. “Or are you spending all weekend with her again?”

“Um, I think so.” I stood up and beelined for my bedroom. “If I drive, I should be able to get there—” I froze again. “Fuck. My car’s still at Greid’s.”

“It is? Why?”

“I smoked shade with him yesterday,” I said distractedly as I grabbed my gym clothes.

“What?” Laki sounded dismayed. “I can’t believe I didn’t get to see you high for the first time.”

“It wasn’t all that interesting, dude. I just ate too much.” I tugged on some clean underwear. “And we watched wrestling.”

Laki grumbled. “That sounds awesome. But I can go get your car for you.”

“What? You don’t have to do that—”

“You have plans with Anita. It’s cool. I have the spare key for it. I’ll get the bus to Greid’s and drive your car to yours.”

“Seriously?”

“Yeah, it’s no problem.”

“Thank you, dude. That’s—” I froze with my sweatpants in my hand. “Wait. You just want to see Anita, don’t you?”

“Hmm?” they answered innocently.

I muttered under my breath, pulling my sweats on. “Do not embarrass me, dude.”

Laki snickered. “I won’t.”

“And you’re not allowed to call me Pooni anymore,” I said quickly. “Greid and I discussed it yesterday. It’s officially forbidden.”


Chapter Thirty-Nine
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Anita


By now, I knew Nuni well enough to realise something was probably wrong when he didn’t show up at the gym. There was very, very little that could stop him from working out, not just because he was as routine-based as I was, but because I knew it calmed and relaxed him.

I jogged on the treadmill as I kept an eye out for him, but after twenty minutes, I slowed it to a walk and grabbed my phone, a hint of worry worming through my gut.

No gym today? I texted him.

Had something happened? Was there a family crisis? I got the feeling that a call from his mum or one of his siblings would be the only thing that could force him to deviate from his routine. He was so family oriented.

When I got no reply after five minutes—he was usually so quick getting back to me—I texted him again as I chewed on my lip, walking slowly on the treadmill.

Everything okay?

I tried not to think about the other possible reason why he hadn’t showed up. That maybe he was done with me, with our arrangement, and this was his way of letting me know. But I didn’t think Nuni was the type to ghost someone. He was pretty upfront, and he wasn’t an asshole. He wouldn’t do that.

After another ten minutes, I glanced around the gym and sent a final text.

I’m going to head home. I hope everything’s okay. Let me know if you need anything.

I wasn’t sure why I added that last bit. It wasn’t like we were close friends or I was someone he’d turn to if something had happened. I just wanted him to know I cared if something was wrong.

I went into the locker room and took a quick shower, then dressed in fresh leggings and a baggy T-shirt for the walk home. As I was leaving the gym, I pulled my phone out of my bag and saw that I had three missed calls from Nuni.

Before I could call him back, he was calling me again.

“Hi,” I answered as I started walking down the street. “You okay?”

“I’m so sorry, dude.” He sounded slightly out of breath. “Have you left yet? I’m on my way now.”

I stopped in the street. “Are you running?”

“Yeah. I didn’t want to miss you.”

Something warm filled my chest. I glanced back at the gym. “Well, I’ve just left, but…”

“Shit.” He exhaled before I heard him slow to a walk. “I’m sorry, Anita.”

“It’s completely fine.” I hesitated. “Are you okay?”

Nuni expelled a noisy breath. “Yeah, I just… it’s been a weird morning.”

What happened? I wanted to ask, but I didn’t know if he’d even want to tell me. It was probably private.

“Okay, well…” I hovered on the sidewalk. “I hope everything’s okay. I was just worried about you.”

“You were?” There was no smug tone in his voice. He just sounded pleased, and even a little bit shy. My chest went tight again.

“Yes. I imagine only a cataclysmic event could keep you from the gym.”

He huffed. “Not cataclysmic, but…” Sounding a little sheepish, he admitted, “I got high with my brother Greid last night and I think it wiped me out.”

I laughed. “You got high?”

“Yeah. He’s a total stoner.” He chuckled. “I’ve never smoked shade before. I ate white bread, dude. And mayonnaise. Mayonnaise.”

“Better pray to the god of ripped gym bros for forgiveness.”

“I know, right?” He laughed. “Um, so anyway, are you… busy today?”

“No,” I said straight away.

“Do you still want to…”

“Yes.”

“Okay. Cool.” He sounded a little shy again, then groaned. “Oh shit, wait. Laki will be showing up at some point to drop off my car. I left it at Greid’s.”

“Ah.” I smiled, ducking my head. “Probably don’t want to be naked when they turn up, then.”

He snorted. “Probably not. But, um, we could still… hang out. If you wanted to. I know that’s not, uh, what this is, but—”

“Yes. Okay,” I said quickly, my heart beating a little faster. “Sure. That sounds nice.”

“Okay, great.” He sounded a little surprised, which kind of made me wish he was right here in front of me so I could pull him into a hug and reassure him that…

What? Reassure him of what? I didn’t even know. I just didn’t like the idea of him thinking I only wanted to see him for sex.

Even though that was exactly what this was supposed to be.

“Shit, I’ve still just been walking toward the gym.” Nuni chuckled. “Why don’t I meet you halfway?”

“Okay.” I started walking again, quickly, suddenly desperate to see him. “So you’re really going to skip the gym today?”

He sighed. “Yeah. I’m still feeling… a little off. Thinking about it, I might not be great company. Sorry.”

“That’s okay,” I said quickly in case he was going to change his mind. “We can just hang out, like you said. Maybe watch something. Do you watch much TV?”

He chuckled. “Nah, not really, but—Hey! We could marathon all the Team Lava Force movies. So I can convince you that the third is the best one.”

I grinned. “That sounds good, although that’s not going to happen. I haven’t watched them since I was a kid.”

“So that means your tastes have evolved. Matured. And you’ll realise how superior Revenge of the Molten Jock is.”

Chuckling, I said, “I don’t think maturity will be a factor if we’re watching kids’ movies about a team of crime-fighting demiurgus teens.”

“Crime-fighting demiurgus teens with cool outfits, dude. I wanted to be Jovak so much when I was a kid,” he added, referring to the confident, popular leader of Team Lava Force.

I laughed. “Why am I not surprised? I wanted to be Havin.”

He burst out laughing. “The snarky book-smart girl with the pet robot? Why am I not surprised.”

“She built that robot from scratch!”

“I know, right? What a dweeb,” he teased. “Makes sense she was your favourite.”

My mouth quirked. “I bet you had a crush on Caliya like everyone else, right? The perky cheerleader with the beautiful pink tint in her hair.”

“Of course I did. Everyone did. But Laki actually liked Havin.” He grunted. “I better keep an eye on them when they drop off my car.”

My belly warmed with pleasure as I laughed. “I don’t look anything like Havin. She’s a demiurgus.”

“Yeah, but still,” he grumbled. “Whereabouts are you?”

I glanced up at the buildings I was passing. “Just walking past the bank.”

“I’m around the corner. Hold on.”

I heard him start jogging again as I looked ahead eagerly. A few seconds later, he appeared from around the corner and grinned at me, his phone still to his ear.

“Shit, dude, I better go.” I watched his mouth move as his voice came through the phone. “There’s a hot girl walking toward me. Need to shoot my shot.”

My face went warm as I laughed at his corny joke. He hung up the phone and pocketed it, so I did the same, smiling as he jogged closer and came to a stop in front of me.

“Hey.” He grinned again, gaze darting to my mouth.

I resisted the intense desire to lean up and kiss him. We weren’t a couple. We didn’t greet each other with a kiss.

“Hi.” My smile widened as I took in his hair, which was a wild mess. “Nice hair.”

His hand flew up to try and smooth it down. “Shut up, dude. I left in a hurry.”

We started walking, and I clutched the strap of my bag to keep from reaching for his hand. “You still look good, var Rorik. Don’t worry.”

“Well, I know that.” He nudged me with his elbow and shot me a teasing grin. “How was the gym?”

“Fine. Just went for a run.”

“Was the grunter there?”

I laughed. There was a big demiurgus guy who was always in the gym on Saturday mornings, and he insisted on letting out enormous grunts every time he lifted a weight—so loud they echoed around the whole space, drawing everyone’s attention to him. “Of course he was. Grunting away as per usual.”

“He always wears those shirts with the sides cut out to show off his lats.” Nuni rolled his eyes, then admitted, “He does have pretty good lats. Mine are bigger though.”

They were, I silently agreed. They had been excellent for gripping onto while he fucked me with the strap-on last weekend.

My belly tightened as I wondered if he’d spoken to his brother about the whole penetrative sex thing. I didn’t bring it up, seeing as it wasn’t like we were going to be having sex today. At least not until Laki had come and gone.

And it wasn’t like I was antsy at the thought of not having sex with Nuni today anyway. Just hanging out with him would be nice. Really nice.

I tried not to think too hard about just how much I was looking forward to it.


Chapter Forty
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Anita


Nuni’s couch was ridiculously comfortable—deep and squishy and massive. I’d never actually relaxed on it before. We’d had sex on it several times, but I hadn’t used it for its intended purpose until today.

He was a surprisingly great movie-watching companion, because we both liked to constantly interject with comments as we watched—something that had pissed my sister off so badly when we were kids. And I was all warm and cosy, because Nuni had hastily grabbed me a sweatshirt when I’d shivered a little in my old, worn T-shirt. So. Yes. I was wearing his sweatshirt. It was huge on me, and smelled like him, and I had to keep stopping myself from burying my nose in the neckline and inhaling deeply.

And this was all starting to feel very different to a sexual arrangement.

And I liked it. A lot. And I didn’t really want this day to end.

Nuni was definitely quieter than usual, his mood a little sombre behind the cheerful mask he maintained—the mask I suspected was his go-to form of protection when he was feeling vulnerable. I still didn’t know what had happened. He’d told me he’d gotten stoned with his brother, but I was pretty sure there was more to it than that.

When the credits began to roll at the end of the first Team Lava Force movie, I stretched and glanced over at him. Nuni was already picking up the remote to put on the next one, but before he could, I reached across and placed my hand on his arm, giving him a tiny smile when he glanced over.

“Are you feeling any better?”

I didn’t want to put him on the spot and outright order him to tell me what was wrong. If he wanted to tell me, he would, as long as I made it clear I was receptive to hearing it.

He blinked, then looked away as a hint of shyness crept over his face. “Yeah, dude, I’m totally fine. Thanks. Just shaking off the last of the shade funk.”

“Okay.” I hesitated, still grasping his arm. Then, my pulse leaping, I trailed my fingers lower to curl them into his palm. His hands were so much bigger than mine. “If you want to vent about anything, I’m happy to listen.”

Nuni was staring at our hands. He dropped the remote and rearranged our fingers until they were linked, then gave my hand a squeeze. “Thanks. But I’m okay, honestly. This is nice. Watching movies, I mean,” he added quickly. “Not the handholding, obviously. That’s just… Your hands are way too tiny, dude. Look at them. How do you pick anything up?”

I chuckled, stretching my fingers out against his, palm to palm, to look at the difference. “I’ve managed to pick stuff up for nearly forty years, so I must be doing something right.”

“I bet you can only manage, like, two grocery bags at a time, right?” He gave me a teasing grin. “I think my personal best is eight. One hooked on almost every finger.”

I raised my brows in mock surprise. “You actually do your own grocery shopping?”

He snorted. “Well, not anymore. But I used to go for my mom. I learned to drive as soon as I could so I could do those kinds of errands for her. She worked a lot when we were younger.”

“Oh right. Yeah.” He’d told me a little about his childhood—his dad leaving, specifically. “Sounds like you were a really good son.”

“Not a good brother though,” he mumbled, looking down at our hands. I frowned.

“What do you mean? You seem like you’re a great brother.”

Nuni didn’t answer at first, watching as he stretched out his long fingers before slowly slotting them back between mine. Then he looked over at me, his yellow eyes guarded and a little fearful.

“Am I an asshole, Anita?” The question made me blink in surprise. Before I could answer, he squirmed, his ears fluttering as he continued, “I know you’ve called me one when we’ve been joking around before, but… am I actually an asshole?”

“What? No.” Something hot and jagged made me bristle as I tightened my grip on his hand. “Did your brother call you an asshole? Did you argue? Is that why you had a weird morning?”

I’d never even met the guy, but I was suddenly very eager to give this Greid a piece of my mind. Nuni did so much for his family, and his brother repaid him by ignoring him for weeks then calling him an asshole?

“No, he—” Nuni shook his head and took a breath. “We haven’t been very close for years, and I realised yesterday that I… We talked about stuff and he told me… He just told me some stuff. And I realised I was a complete fucking asshole to him when we were kids.”

Nuni’s voice had grown a little shaky, and he was looking down at our hands again.

“I picked on him a lot,” he admitted after a few moments of silence. “But I never realised I was that bad until he told me yesterday how much it… affected him. So now I’m, like, worried that I’m a total obnoxious douchebag who everyone secretly hates.”

“You’re not,” I said immediately, shifting onto my knees and squeezing his hand tighter. “You’re really not, Nuni. You’re a nice person. Yeah, sure, you’re a little arrogant. And you do like to get your own way. But you’re not mean.”

He scrubbed his free hand over his face restlessly. “I dunno, dude. Maybe I am.”

“You’re not. And you can’t beat yourself up over something you did as a kid. Kids do stupid stuff all the time, and they can be hurtful without even realising it, but they’re usually not intentionally mean.” I squeezed Nuni’s hand again. “When I went for dinner with my family a few months ago, my niece loudly asked me in the middle of the restaurant why some of my hairs were white. Oh, and then she added that the one growing out of my chin was not white, but a nice deep black.”

He snorted, shooting me a tiny grin, then made a big show of peering closer at my chin. “I can’t see it.”

“I pluck it, but seriously, it’s like it grows an inch overnight.” Smiling back, I shuffled closer to rest my free hand on his knee. “My point is, kids just say stuff without thinking. You can’t blame yourself now if you didn’t realise back then that you may have been crossing a line with your brother. You’re not a mean person, Nuni. Even when I found you so annoying, I never thought you were a mean person.”

His grin widened as he leaned closer and slyly asked, “So you don’t find me annoying anymore?”

I rolled my eyes. “I don’t find you as annoying.”

“Careful with the almost-compliments, Anita.” His grin turned into a smirk, but there was still a hint of soft vulnerability in his eyes. I was pretty sure a compliment was what he actually needed right now, and I was shocked by how badly I wanted to make him feel better.

“I admire you a lot, Nuni,” I told him, nerves twisting my stomach into knots. “You’re determined. And dedicated. And you’re not a dick, despite your success. You’re a really great guy. I know we’re just… I know I’ve said how attracted I am to you physically, but… I want you to know that I like you as a person too. A lot.”

He was staring at me, which made me feel wildly awkward and uncomfortable. Then his throat bobbed as he shifted around to face me better.

“Thanks, Anita.” His gaze dipped to my mouth as he swallowed again. Voice hoarse, he asked, “Can I kiss you?”

We were already surprisingly good at reading between the lines with each other. He wasn’t in the right state of mind to have any kind of sex today, so I knew what he meant. I knew what he was really asking. Can I kiss you even though it won’t lead to anything else?

I nodded.

His big hand came up to cup the back of my head as he leaned in, fingers tangling through my ponytail. I sighed in pleasure when his lips pressed against mine, gently at first—a new kind of kiss for us. One that sought and gave comfort, one that wasn’t a precursor to anything more.

It was a kiss that was just a kiss. Because he wanted to kiss me and I wanted to kiss him. Not because it would turn into something sexual.

I cupped his face lightly in my hands, skimming my fingertips over his lean cheeks, still finding the inhuman texture of his skin novel and fascinating. Nuni deepened the kiss, parting his lips and gently grazing with his sharp teeth, until I opened wide enough for his tongue to sink inside.

He groaned, urging me onto my back so he could stretch out on top of me. He gave me one last deep, tongue-tangling kiss before trailing his lips down my neck, then resting his cheek on the centre of my chest with a long sigh.

“I admire you too,” he told me quietly, his body relaxing on top of mine. I spread my legs so he could settle between them, wincing a little as his weight bore down on me. “I like you as a person too, Anita.”

We were veering into a different kind of territory, but I didn’t want to stop our trajectory, even though the idea of it filled me with nerves and what-ifs and anxious thoughts of how something more serious between us might even work.

I pushed them all away and dropped a kiss in his hair. “Thanks.”

“A lot.” He sighed and rubbed his flat nose against my breastbone. “Man, I’m totally wiped today.”

“You can sleep,” I said immediately, fingering his thick, silky hair. “I don’t mind.”

“No, dude, we have to watch all the Team Lava Force movies,” he mumbled tiredly, jaw cracking open inhumanly wide around a yawn.

My mouth twitched. “Okay, well, let’s put the next one on, and if you fall asleep, it doesn’t matter.”

He felt around for the remote, eventually finding it and pressing play on the second Team Lava Force movie. Other than that, he didn’t move, sagging even more heavily on top of me as he went completely lax.

After about five minutes, I heard his breathing even out as he dropped into sleep. And for some reason, the knowledge that Nuni had fallen asleep on top of me made my chest get tight. I smoothed the stray strands of hair off his face, tucking them behind the feathered, frondy tip of his ear. Then I slid my hand down the back of his neck before slipping it under the neckline of his T-shirt so I could palm his warm skin.

It's not just sex. A little voice whispered it in my head, making my gut clench.

I really do like him.

I want more with him.

More like this. More casual affection that didn’t necessarily lead to anything. More easy conversations, sharing things, discovering each other. More chilled, lazy days with just the two of us. Neither of us were remotely lazy people, but I wouldn’t mind this every now and then—just time spent with him and no one else.

When I’d first met Nuni, I would never have thought there was any possible way we were remotely alike, but we kind of were. And I genuinely liked his company. He was funny and interesting and sweet in his own way. Yes, he was still arrogant and competitive and smug, but that didn’t bother me. Those weren’t things I wished would go away, because they were parts of him. And I liked him.

I stared absently at the TV, not really taking in the group of brightly dressed demiurgus teens battling a small army of giant beetle demons. Would he be interested in something more than a sex-only arrangement? I supposed I could just ask him. I was nearly forty, for god’s sake, not a self-conscious, insecure teenager. I wasn’t very interested in playing it coy or dancing around the subject.

But if he said no, was I ready to stop having him in any way? If he did say no, we’d have to stop having sex. It would feel strange otherwise, with us both knowing that I wanted more than he did. I wasn’t a masochist, interested in causing myself more pain than necessary. Continuing to have sex with him while I was developing deeper feelings and he wasn’t, was a bad idea.

And, of course, there was the work situation to tackle. Hiding a casual sexual arrangement was one thing, but hiding an actual relationship? No. I wasn’t comfortable with that, and I wasn’t willing to put Nuni in a position where he had to make that kind of decision.

I could just come clean. Tell Corva everything. Take whatever punishment she gave me. Now that I was less worked up about it, I was pretty confident she wouldn’t outright fire me, but it would definitely affect her opinion of me, which might in turn influence how she treated me at work. What she trusted me with.

That made me incredibly anxious, foreboding fluttering through my stomach like a disturbed school of fish, darting this way and that. But I guessed I had to decide which was most important: my boss’s opinion of me, potentially my career, or seeing what could happen with Nuni if we both wanted it.

That seemed like a lot to consider on a lazy Saturday.

Instead, I wrapped my arms around his head and fingered his hair as he dozed on top of me, deciding to just enjoy this. On top of his usual mouthwatering scent, there was an unfamiliar sweet smell clinging faintly to his hair. I’d never smoked shade, but I’d walked past demiurgus in parks or outside cafés smoking it, so I could vaguely recognise the scent.

My lips quirked as I tried to imagine Nuni high. What was his brother Greid like? Or any of his siblings, for that matter. I supposed I’d be meeting Laki today, if they decided to come in after dropping off Nuni’s car.

As if summoned by the thought, there was a knock on the front door. Nuni jolted, sucking in a breath as he lifted his head and peered at me blearily.

I smiled and rubbed his cheek with my thumb. “Door. I’ll get it. If you don’t me getting it, that is?”

“Mm.” He was already lying back down, trying to snuggle deeper into me.

I somehow managed to manoeuvre out from under his gigantic dead weight—I had pilates to thank for the flexibility it required. Nuni didn’t move, his long limbs sprawled on the couch as I paused the movie and padded quietly to the front door.

The demiurgus standing in the hallway looked similar enough to Nuni that I immediately knew this had to be Laki—or one of the siblings, at least—but aside from the shared features, they were clearly nothing alike.

This demiurgus had gorgeous turquoise streaks in their hair, which was thrown up into a messy bun on the top of their head. Their yellow eyes were a little hooded—maybe they were stoned too?—with thick, dark lashes that made them look sultry. A small silver ring pierced their septum.

They were wearing a baggy, short-sleeved button-up shirt in an extremely bright tropical leaf print. It was cropped, the hem a little ragged, showing off their flat stomach and the ring through their navel. Their worn, faded jeans were ripped, and their heavy work boots were caked in mud. Pale tattoos decorated their arms—abstract swirls and shapes interspersed with leaves and plants, insects, crystals and mushrooms.

This had to be Laki.

“Hi,” I whispered a little awkwardly as they gave me an easy smile, revealing a hint of their sharp white teeth. “Nuni’s sleeping.”

“Oh, shit.” Their gaze darted over my head toward the living area. “I’m just dropping off his car. I’m Laki. Sorry, I’m on his pre-approved visitor list so they just let me through.”

“No problem.” I stepped back. “I guess… I mean, it’s not my place, but come in?”

They chuckled, and when they lifted a hand as they stepped inside, I finally noticed the cardboard cupholder they were carrying. “Brought him a drink. Wasn’t sure what you’d want, so I just got you the same as his. Rice milk matcha latte.”

“Oh.” I blinked in surprise, wondering how Laki had known I’d be here. “Thank you.”

“Shit, sorry.” They stopped and turned to face me, holding out their free hand. “Anita, right? Sorry, I just assumed but… I’m guessing I’m right.”

“I—Yes.”

I shook their hand, which was twice the size of mine. Their claws were tinged a deep turquoise, and they were all clipped short. Nuni had told me Laki was a landscaper, so I wondered if that was why. I doubted it was much fun scrubbing dirt out from under claws every day.

“Nice to meet you,” I added belatedly as I followed Laki over to the kitchen island. “Nuni talks about you a lot.”

“Oh yeah?” They chuckled, setting down the cupholder and sliding onto a barstool. “You too.”

I froze for a split second, wondering what they meant. You too, as in ‘nice to meet you too’? Or as in ‘he talks about you a lot as well’?

I couldn’t ask. Definitely not. So instead, I slipped into a seat and said, “So Nuni’s drink of choice is a matcha latte, huh?”

Laki chuckled, popping one out of the cupholder and sliding it over to me, then taking another for themselves. “Yeah, but he acts like it’s a shameful secret.”

I laughed, trying to keep my voice down as I glanced back at the couch behind us. “Why?”

“He thinks it’s a ‘guilty pleasure’.” Laki rolled their eyes, but shrugged. They spoke in hushed tones as well, to not disturb their brother. “I’m not gonna argue with him about his dietary choices, though. At least he still lets himself have them.”

I nodded, fiddling with the plastic lid on my cup. “He is very regimented. I don’t mean that in a bad way,” I tacked on quickly, not wanting Laki to think I was criticising their brother. “His self-control is impressive.”

“He does like a routine,” Laki agreed, then subtly side-eyed me as they took a sip of their drink. “So. Anita. What are your intentions with my brother?”

I blinked. Sweat immediately broke out in my armpits. “I—What?” I asked, flustered.

Laki snorted. “I’m just fucking with you.”

“Oh. Okay.” I smiled uneasily. I was pretty sure Nuni would have told Laki about our situation, which meant they knew this wasn’t a real relationship. Just a casual arrangement.

Why did that kind of make me want to defend myself? I forced the urge back, not liking it.

Laki glanced back at Nuni, whose socked feet were just visible over the end of the couch. “So. Just hanging out today, huh?” they asked lightly, taking another sip of their drink before going still as their yellow eyes focused on the TV. “Wait, are you watching Team Lava Force?”

“Yes.” I chuckled a little self-consciously. “We were talking about them and Nuni seemed a little down today, so…”

“Right. Yeah.” They side-eyed me again, clearly trying to gauge how much Nuni had told me, then peered back at the TV. “Man, I had such a crush on Havin. And Loni,” they added, referring to the acrobatic male demiurgus of the team who was always doing backflips and the splits for no reason. “Loni was the prettiest dude I’d ever seen in my life.”

I smiled. “He was very pretty.”

“Is this jackass seriously not waking up?” Laki looked around, then reached for the fruit bowl in the centre of the island and grabbed an orange.

They threw it with unerring accuracy, and it sailed over the back of the couch and out of sight. A split second later, I heard the soft smack of its impact against flesh before Nuni snorted and his head jerked up.

“What the fu—”

“You have guests, d-bag,” Laki was already hefting a second orange, clearly getting ready to throw it.

“You don’t count. You’re related to me,” Nuni grumbled, scrubbing his face as he sat up.

“Anita’s here too.”

“Yeah, but Anita’s Anita.” Nuni waved a hand and yawned. Laki side-eyed me for what seemed like the millionth time with a slightly sly smile that I chose to ignore.

“Laki brought you a drink,” I told Nuni.

“And your car,” Laki added, standing up to amble over to the couch. “You’re welcome.”

“Oh, yeah. Thanks, dude.” Nuni took the drink they offered him, and I saw his throat bob as I made my way over to join them. “Did you, um, see Greid?”

“Yeah. Dropped in to see how they’re both doing.” Laki sprawled out at one end of the couch while I perched on the other beside Nuni, who immediately sat back and leaned his weight against me, resting his head on the front of my shoulder.

I hesitated, face heating under the shrewd gaze of his sibling, then wrapped my arm loosely around the front of his neck. I mean, he was basically using me as a backrest, so… I didn’t have many options.

“He seemed happy.” Laki sounded a touch amused, but I refused to look at them as I sipped my drink. We weren’t exactly giving off ‘fuck-buddy-only’ vibes.

“Yeah?” Nuni sounded hopeful. “He was okay?”

“He’s fine, bro.” Laki gave him a small smile. “Mentioned having dinner with you sometime in the week.”

Nuni’s ears fluttered as he ducked his head, but I saw his face spikes flexing. “Yeah, we made plans. Okay, good. Awesome.”

Laki stretched a foot out to nudge Nuni’s shin with the toe of their boot. “That’ll be nice.”

“Dude,” Nuni burst out instead of answering. “You’re getting mud everywhere. What the fuck, dude? Why did you wear your work boots?”

“Huh?” Laki snickered, lifting one of their big boots to peer at the dried mud caking it. “I dunno, I just grabbed the first pair of shoes I saw. Don’t worry, the mud’s all dried.”

“Yeah, dried and raining down on my clean floors every time you stomp your giant feet!”

“Your feet are way bigger than mine.”

“Yeah, but I’m not wearing muddy boots inside my nesthouse!”

Laki rolled their eyes. “You’re telling me you never track dirt up from your deeproom.”

That caught my attention. I’d heard about deeprooms, of course—the underground cave rooms some demiurgus had beneath their homes—but I hadn’t realised Nuni would have one here. Though it made sense. He had the nesthouse, the most expensive dwelling in the building, located on the bottom floor. Of course that meant it came with a deeproom.

Nuni sniffed, lifting his takeout cup for a sip. “You’ve been in my deeproom, dude. You know I have an attached wetroom down there.”

Laki snorted. “Oh right, yeah, of course. How silly of me.”

“It’s awesome,” Nuni told me, tilting his head back against the front of my shoulder to gaze up at me. “It’s designed to look like a natural shower coming between the rocks. Huge slab of crystal in there makes up one of the walls. I’ll show you later.”

“Sounds nice.” I rubbed his chest, resisting the intense desire to dip my head and kiss him.

With Laki here, watching, my earlier feelings of nervous anticipation over what this thing with Nuni could become, my soft contentment at getting to spend the day with him like this, like we were… a real couple, had morphed into something more unsettling. Now that someone—a member of his actual family—was here witnessing it, seeing Nuni’s casual affection toward me, it felt… scarily real.

And I was starting to realise I wanted it to be real. I did.

But did he?


Chapter Forty-One
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Anita


Laki left after hanging out for an hour or so, and Nuni and I carried on watching the Team Lava Force movies curled up together on the couch. Once we’d got through all of them, we put on a corny horror movie franchise from the same era about a human serial killer who walked around in a demiurgus skin suit to murder his victims. He was called the Tiny Demin, seeing as he was far shorter than any real demiurgus would have been, and the films were definitely more funny than scary.

Late afternoon, Nuni complained of feeling a little restless, which I understood—I doubted he’d been this stationary for a whole day in years. We went for a walk through the nearby park, which had the Black River running through it and was busy with people enjoying the last of the warmth as the golden hour approached, having picnics, reading or walking their dogs.

I hated the fact that a part of me was a little anxious the entire time, wondering if Corva might happen to be here and see us. We weren’t holding hands or acting at all like a couple, just walking side by side and talking, but I still would’ve had to explain why I was with a client in a park on a Saturday afternoon.

When we got back to Nuni’s place, we once again settled on the couch, the setting sun’s golden rays streaming jewel-toned colours across the floorboards from the stained-glass windows. It was beautiful, and we were sitting in a little patch of sunlight on the couch, warming my legs as much as the bulk of Nuni’s body pressed against my side was.

I could’ve easily dozed off, but hints of unease began to creep in as Nuni yawned, his jaw cracking open wide, and gazed at the TV with sleepy eyes.

Did he want me to go?

This was what I hated about these kinds of situations, especially as this was outside our ‘norm’. Did he want me to leave but he was too polite to say it? Did he not want me to leave, and would me getting up and saying I was going home make him sad? He already seemed a little vulnerable today. Subdued, his usually unshakeable optimistic cheer somewhat fragile.

As if he’d been thinking about the exact same thing, Nuni suddenly cleared his throat and asked, “Are you going to the gym in the morning?”

I blinked at the abrupt question. “Yes, should be. Same time as always.”

He nodded, picking at the leg of his sweatpants. Then, without looking at me, he awkwardly said, “Well, I mean, you could just stay here tonight. To save time. It’s closer to the gym. So. Makes sense.”

I blinked again, trying not to look too shocked. Stay? As in stay the whole night?

A flurry of pleasant nerves exploded in my belly like a million butterflies, and in an instant, I realised how much I wanted that. To spend all night with Nuni, knowing even in sleep that he was right beside me. Waking up with him and getting dressed and walking to the gym together. I already knew he’d be one of those people who were wide awake and ready to get up the moment they opened their eyes. But that was okay—more than okay—because I was too.

“Okay,” I said quietly, my voice a little husky. “That’d be nice. Thanks.”

“Cool. Awesome.” Nuni drummed his claws along his thigh. “Um, want a drink?”

As he shot up from the couch in a rush, I glanced up and saw his ears fluttering wildly, which made me hide a tiny smile.
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This was far, far too nice, and I was already worried that I was going to start craving it every weekend after getting to experience it once.

Nuni and I had eaten dinner together at his kitchen island. He must have had an incredible personal chef, because even though his pre-prepared meals looked like they’d be bland and flavourless, they tasted amazing.

Then we took a long shower together, which had been almost unbearably intimate in a completely non-sexual way, even though we’d barely touched. We’d just been sharing the same space, both of us bare and at our most vulnerable, but totally comfortable with each other.

Because that was the thing—I was so incredibly comfortable with Nuni. Even though he was far more talkative than me, I never felt the pressure to fill silences. Like most people, I had hang-ups about my own body, but I forgot about them when I was with him. He made it so glaringly obvious how attractive he found me, and he was one of the least deceptive people I’d ever met. I knew he’d never placate me or try and get something from me by saying what he thought I wanted to hear.

He just found me hot, and he wasn’t afraid to let me know it. And it wasn’t like I didn’t know I was attractive—I knew I was. There were some things about my body that, ideally, I’d change if I could, but at the same time, my body was fit and healthy and that was more important to me than anything. It was just a nice bonus to feel so desired, so wanted. Nuni made me feel more desired and wanted than anyone else ever had.

After our shower, he found a spare head for his wildly expensive, high-tech electric toothbrush imported from Japan. He told me to use whatever skincare products of his that I wanted, which made me realise just how many skincare products Nuni owned. I owned three: eye cream, moisturiser and sunscreen. He had toners, serums, sheet masks, face oils, day and night creams, overnight masks, chemical exfoliators… I was a little intimidated, but I managed to find a pot of moisturiser that looked like it had only cost tens of dollars and not hundreds, dabbed a tiny bit on my face, and warily backed away from the overflowing cupboard.

I mean, he did have incredible skin, so maybe he could give me some tips.

He gave me one of his T-shirts to sleep in, and I was treated to the sight of Nuni in his bougie silky robe as he padded to the kitchen to get us some water before bed. His hair was up in a loose bun to stop it tangling, the midnight skin on his face was gleaming from his nighttime skincare routine, and his yellow eyes were heavy-lidded and drowsy. A rush of affection made me want to hug him.

And then I was able to. Nuni gave me my water, climbed into bed, and turned off the lamps before shuffling as close as possible to wrap his long limbs around me. Once we’d both settled and gotten comfortable—with me on my back, my arm around his neck as he rested his head on the front of my shoulder and caged me in with his long legs and an arm draped over my front—Nuni let out a big sigh and went lax.

It was all far too lovely. Too comforting and safe and somehow familiar, as if we’d done this a million times already. As if it was already completely natural to us. Our routine.

And I found myself wishing desperately for that to be true.
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When a strand of hair tickling my cheek woke me up, the room was warm and looked bright with early morning sunlight beyond my closed lids. Without opening my eyes, I brushed the hair away, but a second later it was back, feeling like it was somehow fluttering even though there was no breeze.

Opening my eyes with a frown, I turned my head and realised what I was feeling—Nuni had squashed himself against me in the night, and now he was sprawled on his back taking up eighty percent of the bed, his head tipped into the crook of my shoulder and the frondy tip of his ear twitching frantically in his sleep.

My mouth curved up into a smile. I was guessing that was a standard demiurgus dreaming thing, and it was kind of cute.

I managed to creep out of bed without disturbing him, and went into the ensuite to pee and splash some water on my face. Nuni was just waking up when I left the bathroom, all his back teeth on display in a huge yawn as he sat up and stretched.

“Morning.” His voice was croaky from sleep, deeper and rougher than normal, and it sent a little ripple of arousal down my spine as I climbed back onto the bed and leaned in to kiss him. “How’d you sleep?”

“Really well.” I sat back and patted the mattress. “Your bed is very comfortable.”

He grinned at me, leaning in for another kiss. “I know.”

Then he kissed me again, one big hand rising to thread through my hair and cup the back of my head. He urged me onto my back, following me down to slot his hips between my thighs. The baggy oversized T-shirt I was wearing rode up, and Nuni’s warm, firm stomach pressed against my cunt, waking my clit up and making it pulse.

His tongue dipped into my mouth, gliding against mine, before he broke the kiss to make his way down my neck. Big hands slipping beneath the baggy T-shirt to slide up my sides, he swiped his thumbs over my nipples while making his way even lower until he was kissing his way down my pubic mound.

My breath caught when I felt the slow, slick warmth of his tongue gliding over my pussy. Nuni moaned low, hands covering my breasts before sliding back down to grip my thighs and keep them spread wide as gave my clit a wet, sucking kiss.

“F-fuck.” My hips jerked as I reached down to bury my fingers in his hair.

Licking my lips, I lifted my head off the pillow to peer down at him past my heaving chest. “Did… Did you speak to your brother about…?”

Nuni froze, then he lifted his head and licked his lips, staring up at me. “Oh shit. I got some stuff.”

“What do you mean?” I blinked in surprise as he clambered off the bed in a sudden rush, and watched him stride across the room to grab a plain black plastic bag on the dresser.

“Greid told me about this range of sex toys that are designed for interspecies sex.” Nuni sat back down on the bed cross-legged, the bag in front of him. “There’s hardly anything, but I went to the shop in Upper Birch on Friday to get one of everything in the range.”

I snorted with amusement. “One of everything?”

“I mean, yeah.” He flashed me a wicked grin. “Seemed practical.”

“True,” I agreed, watching with anticipation as he upended the bag and several discreetly branded boxes fell onto the bed. We both immediately picked one up.

“Human dildo,” I read, then grabbed a similar shaped box that was almost twice as long. “And a demiurgus dildo.”

“This is a pack of…” Nuni squinted at the box. “Silicone claw topper things that cover any sharp edges. I mean, I’ve already maimed my beautiful claws, so it’s a little late for that.”

“Ooh, a silicone glove.” I peered down at the box I’d just picked up. “It’s thick enough to stop barbs penetrating it.” Looking up, I grinned at Nuni. “Want a handjob?”

“Dude. As if I’m going to say no?” Nuni grabbed another box and went still as he looked at the front. “Oh shit. This is like a sleeve thing.”

“Like a cock sleeve? I could jerk you off with that instead of the glove, if you want.”

“No, I mean…” Nuni’s yellow eyes darted to me. “It says it stops penile barbs from emerging and makes human penetration safe.”

My belly dipped with lust-filled anticipation. “Oh.”

We stared at each other for a few seconds, before my gaze drifted down to the box in his hand. I let out a tiny chuckle. “‘Human penetration’ sounds uncomfortably clinical and… creepy.”

Nuni chuckled too. “Yeah, but I guess it makes what they mean unfailingly clear.”

I nodded, fiddling with one of the boxes in front of me. “So… how does it work?”

“Um…” Nuni looked a little flustered, which made me want to hug him, as he peered back down at the box. “It’s a tight-fitting sleeve that covers the barbs on a demiurgus penis and keeps them retracted,” he read out.

I frowned. “Would that hurt you?”

He shook his head. “It says it doesn’t cause pain, but normal cock sleeves do something similar and they don’t hurt.” He chuckled sheepishly. “Sometimes it, uh, can make it more intense.”

I grinned at him. “Nice.”

“So it’s not bulky like a typical cock sleeve.” Nuni peered at the box again before slicing efficiently through the tape on the lid with a claw. “It doesn’t add much girth, basically.”

“Okay. That’s kind of a relief.”

Nuni pulled out a packaged, purple-tinted sleeve and sliced through the clear plastic to get to it. “Yeah, looks like it’d just make the top part of my dick as thick as the head.”

“Okay,” I repeated, watching as he held it up and eyed it.

“It looks small,” he said doubtfully.

I snorted. “It’s stretchy.”

“Mmm.” He made a face, tone still a little suspicious. “I guess.”

Leaning forward, I slid my palm up his bare inner thigh until he focused on me. “Want to try it out?”

Nuni’s throat bobbed as he stared at me. Voice hoarse, he said, “Yeah. Yes. If you do.”

“I do.” I held out my hand. “I’ll go wash it.”

He watched as I took it and carried it into the bathroom. By the time I got back into the bedroom, Nuni had moved the rest of the toys off the bed and was leaning back against the headboard. His cock was straining between his legs, making my belly dip with arousal as I eyed it while climbing onto the bed.

I handed the sleeve to him and watched as he started trying to put it on. It took him a few minutes, because it really was tight. We both ended up laughing a little as I tried to help, and Nuni let out a triumphant, “Fuck yes,” when we finally worked out the best way to roll it on and get it in place.

“How does it feel?” I asked, reaching out and wrapping my hand around the sleeve, squeezing gently. I could feel the faint pressure of his barbs, trying to push out against the inner wall of the sleeve.

Nuni’s hips twitched as he let out a wary chuckle. “Kinda weird, but… I can feel your hand. Like, the warmth of your hand.”

“Oh yeah?” I slid my fist up and down a few times. The sleeve mostly stayed in place, shifting only a little under my fingers, but I could tell it felt good because Nuni let out a clipped groan as his hips jerked again.

I grinned up at him, and he stared back with his ears fluttering and the spikes along his hairline flexing in a wave.

Then we were lunging for each other, until I was landing on my back and Nuni was thrusting his tongue into my mouth, fitting his big body between my legs. I strained my hips up to press my pussy against his front, wanting to groan in frustration when I realised the oversized T-shirt was trapped between our bodies.

Then, in a rush, Nuni was shoving lower down the bed, pushing the T-shirt out of the way and thrusting his tongue inside me. I gasped, knees falling open wider. After a few moments, he replaced his tongue with his finger, lapping at my clit and beginning the process of stretching me for his dick.

He was so good at this. I was hovering on the edge of a hard orgasm by the time he was thrusting three fingers inside me, but I managed to hold it back. I wanted to come while he was buried inside me, as deep as I could take.

“Nuni,” I panted, tugging on his hair and clawing at his shoulders to get him to rise back up.

He groaned, giving my clit a final kiss, before sliding back up my body to thrust his tongue into my mouth. “Are you sure?”

“Yes.” I was already reaching between us, fumbling for his cock. “Yes.”

Nuni was breathing hard, his cock was stiff and hot and throbbing in my fist, but he pulled back and nibbled anxiously on his lower lip with his sharp teeth. “But what if the sleeve—”

“It won’t. It’ll be fine.” I gave him a firm kiss. “I’m not worried, Nuni. I promise.”

“Are you sure?” he asked again, gazing at me plaintively.

“Yes.” I squeezed his cock, trying to guide it closer between my legs, and kissed him again, softer this time. “I promise. I want it.”

He swallowed, giving me a slight nod as he rested his forehead against mine. “Okay.”

It took us some manoeuvring, seeing as he was so much bigger than me, but a minute later, he was carefully pushing the tapered head of his cock inside me. I moaned in pleasure, clutching his muscled sides. This was familiar—we’d done this several times—but this time, he kept going. His strong body was tight with tension as he fed more of his cock inside me, a helpless groan breaking from his chest as he shuddered.

“Jesus. Fuck, Anita.” He panted, biceps bulging as he held himself up above me. “Are you sure this isn’t hurting you?”

“I’m okay,” I said between slow, steady breaths. It was uncomfortable, sure, that initial stretch making me very aware that something large was tunnelling inside me, but he’d taken his time and prepared me well, making sure I was stretched and wet and ready.

“Oh my god.” Nuni exhaled shakily. “I’m not—I don’t—How much can you take?”

I felt his cock throb as he asked the question, and at the same moment a hot shard of arousal shot through my belly and made my clit pulse. I reached down and wrapped my fist around the base of his cock. “Keep going. I’ll tell you when.”

“Fuck,” Nuni croaked, pulling free an inch before sinking back inside. “God, I can still… fucking feel it through the sleeve.”

I managed a breathless smile as I felt the bottom of my fist bump against my cunt. “Okay, there. That’s it.”

Nuni released a slow breath as he looked down at me, his head closer to the headboard than mine on the pillow. “You okay?”

I tipped my chin to grin up at him. “I’m great. How’re you doing?”

“Trying not to come,” he answered in a tight voice. “Other than that, I’m awesome.”

I chuckled, gently squeezing the base of his cock in my fist. “It doesn’t matter if you come. I’m pretty sure I’m going to come soon too.”

While the fist around his dick ensured he didn’t have to worry about thrusting too far inside me and hitting my cervix—which would instantly make me howl in agony—it almost meant that the heel of my hand was brushing against my clit. When he started moving, I was pretty sure that was going to feel amazing.

“Fuck,” Nuni breathed, staring down at where our bodies were joined. “That looks so good.”

I wrapped my legs loosely around his waist and gave his backside a gentle kick with my heel. “It’ll probably look even better when you start moving.”

Nuni let out a weak snort, grinning down at me before his gaze dropped again as he pulled his hips away a few inches. He sank his cock back inside until I felt the bottom of my fist again. We both moaned, my cunt clenching around him as I felt his dick throb.

I could tell he was unsure at first, still worried about hurting me. Honestly, I probably should’ve been a little more worried. There were multiple ways he could accidentally hurt me. The sleeve could fail, slip, not be strong enough to keep his barbs retracted. His cock was far longer than my vaginal canal, so he could cause serious pain and damage if he accidentally thrust too deep.

But I trusted him. I wasn’t worried. And the fist around his dick was working excellently. I felt incredibly full, but he wasn’t hitting my cervix. There was no pain at all, just that wonderful sense of total fullness. Even the very faint bumps from the barbs trying to push their way out felt amazing, not something worrisome.

I just needed him to fuck me, and fuck me hard and fast.

I said as much to Nuni, which made him groan desperately as his hips sped up. Soon he was pounding inside me, both of us unable to speak, constant breathless moans escaping me and ragged groans tearing from his throat as his lean hips thrust between my legs.

The side of my palm slid over my clit with every thrust, and coupled with the thick, hot cock plunging inside me, it felt so good that my orgasm started tightening up my lower body, spreading tingles from my clit out into my belly and down my thighs. I parted my lips to tell him—to order him not to stop or change his pace or angle or do anything that would make the feeling fade—but before I could even get the words out, my limbs started to shake as the tension reached its peak.

I cried out, coming so hard that my upper body curled up off the bed and I pressed my forehead against Nuni’s chest. My free hand clung to a thick slab of muscle in his back, nails digging into sweat-slicked skin. He groaned and kept thrusting, prolonging the orgasm as the heel of my hand kept grinding against my pulsing clit. I shuddered with pleasure, feeling myself squeeze hard around his cock, moaning again when I felt it throb and start to flex.

“Oh fuck,” Nuni groaned, arms shaking as his hips jerked once, twice, before a full-body shudder wracked his frame and his head tipped back, a ragged moan leaving him.

I thought I might have felt a slight increase in the little bulges along his sleeve-covered cock as his barbs tried to emerge, but then Nuni was carefully sliding free after his orgasm ended.

“Are you okay?” he asked worriedly, still out of breath. “Did the barbs—”

“I’m fine.” I smiled up at him, letting go of his cock and give his sides a reassuring squeeze. “I’m totally fine, Nuni.”

He exhaled heavily, sinking down to bury his face in my neck. “Jesus.”

I chuckled, fingering his sweat-damp hair. “Good?”

He let out a breathless laugh as if the question was ludicrous, then pressed a kiss to my neck and lifted his head to grin down at me. “I’m glad my beast of a dick wasn’t too intimidating for you.”

I burst out laughing. “Very thoughtful of you.”

“Still up for the gym?” he asked, dipping down to kiss me.

“Of course.”

“Hope you’re not too sore.” He reached down between our bodies to cup my pussy. “Be a shame if that were to affect your running.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “It won’t.”

He gave me an innocent smile. “We’ll see.”


Chapter Forty-Two

[image: image-placeholder]
Nuni


“Nuni, what the hell?” Greid blurted the moment I answered the phone.

It was around mid-morning on Friday, and I was pretty confident I knew what Greid was referring to, seeing as I’d ordered something for him yesterday and paid for express shipping.

I grinned, spinning in my desk chair to face the windows in my office. “It’s there already?”

“They’re unloading it now. Dude, what? You bought us a TV?”

“I mean, yeah.” I shrugged even though he couldn’t see me. “I love you, bro. I wanted to get you something.”

“But it’s… I… It’s huge, Nuni.”

“An eighty-five inch, yeah. You like it?”

There was a pause, and very faintly down the phone, I heard Beryl—who sounded slightly frazzled—ask, “Sir? How are you actually going to get it inside?”

“I mean, yes, it’s fucking amazing,” Greid muttered furtively, the background noise growing more distant. “It’s awesome, bro.”

My mouth twitched. “Beryl like it?”

“Um, well, she—Yeah, of course.” Greid sounded a little flustered. “It’s just… really big. But thank you so much, Nuni. This is awesome.”

My belly warmed, a huge grin spreading across my face. “My pleasure, bro.”

I could hear him eating something as he said, “You’ll have to come over to watch wrestling on it.”

“No way, dude. It’s my turn to have you at my place for dinner,” I protested.

I’d gone for dinner at Beryl and Greid’s on Wednesday, and it had been a little weird and awkward at first, but also… really fucking nice. Beryl had loosened up over the course of the evening, mostly once she saw how relaxed Greid was.

I’d found myself getting a little emotional a few times, and I hadn’t even smoked any shade. I’d just been… really happy. That kind of relationship with Greid had never felt possible before, and now I had a chance to make up for the shitty way I’d treated him when we were kids.

And I was finally discovering what he was really like now as a person—as an adult, not just the shy little kid he’d been before. And he was, genuinely, the nicest fucking guy ever. I understood why Beryl was like a protective guard dog with him. He needed protecting at all costs. He was still shy and anxious, but he was also funny and dorky and generous, and I was going to be the best brother to him for the rest of my life, even if it killed me.

“Hey, well, maybe if we come to yours… you could invite Anita,” Greid said, snapping me out of my thoughts.

As had been happening for the last couple of weeks—ever since she’d slept over for the first time—my stomach twisted with a tangle of longing and nerves at the thought of Anita.

Anita, who’d hung out with me for that entire weekend because I’d been feeling weird and down, even though we’d both agreed this was a sex-only thing and that definitely hadn’t been about sex.

Anita, who’d stayed the night and slept tucked against my chest as I curled around her from behind, burying my face in her hair.

Anita, who had felt fucking unreal gloving my cock, even with that sleeve on it keeping my barbs covered and pinned down. She’d been so hot, and I was kind of embarrassed that the idea of coming inside her had made my orgasm so intense I’d almost blacked out for a second.

I’d come just as hard the second time we’d done it before I’d taken her home Sunday evening. I’d almost begged her to stay another night. I was, quite possibly, a little addicted to Anita.

And not even just to sex with her. I’d already known I was addicted to that.

Now I was getting concerned that I was a little addicted to the rest of her.

Now that the sleeping-over bridge had been crossed, it felt kind of silly to keep parting ways at night only to meet back up a few hours later, first thing in the morning at the gym. It was inefficient. A poor use of our time. And I was all about good time management, especially if it resulted in spending more time with Anita. So now it was just kind of a given that we’d be spending the nights together every weekend. Neither of us questioned it. She brought a change of clothes if she was staying at mine, and I took an overnight bag if we were spending the weekend at hers. I refused to be without my skincare products, at the very least.

“Maybe,” I answered Greid, wondering if Anita would be up for dinner with my brother and Beryl. It would be almost like… a date.

My face spikes flexed in a manic wave. If my tail hadn’t been pinned by my ass to the chair, I was pretty sure it would’ve started swaying like crazy.

Okay, apparently my knuckle-dragging caveman demiurgus brain really liked the idea of dating Anita.
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Okay, maybe the rest of me did too.

As I tried to regulate my breathing and slow my pounding hearts, I buried my face deeper in Anita’s hair and furtively inhaled her scent. It was Sunday night, around eight or nine, and even though we’d just finished fucking for the millionth time, I still felt like I hadn’t gotten enough of her over the weekend to keep me happy and satisfied for the rest of the week.

I knew it wasn’t typical for casual fuck-buddies to spend a solid forty-eight hours together. I knew it probably wasn’t typical for casual fuck-buddies to spoon all night while sleeping together, and wake up together and get ready together then go to the gym together then come home together and eat breakfast together and shower together and…

Or maybe it was. Maybe Anita had done this before and thought nothing of it. Maybe all this still fell within the radius of ‘casual’ for her.

But it didn’t for me.

The idea of driving her home very soon and then going another four or five days without seeing her—without kissing her, or nuzzling her hair, or feeling her lithe body against me, or hearing her voice and laugh—was almost making me panicky. I carefully slid my cock free from Anita’s cunt and slipped my arms underneath her, tugging her tight to my front as I rested my forehead on the pillow and exhaled slowly. I knew I should let go, let her pee and clean up, get the sleeve off my cock, get her some water. Get dressed and take her home. But I didn’t want to. Not yet.

What I really wanted to do was ask if she wanted to stay another night—let this weekend arrangement start bleeding over into the week. Into our real lives.

But that was a stupid idea. I didn’t want to freak Anita out by getting all clingy and emotional when this was only supposed to be about sex. I didn’t want to risk her putting an end to this if she thought I was getting too attached. So after a few more minutes of holding her close, I picked my head up off the pillow and gave her a deep, tongue-tangling kiss.

“You have a magic pussy,” I told her with a smirk, collapsing onto my back beside her, tucking an arm behind my head.

She snorted, leaning over to kiss my shoulder before sitting up. “I have a pretty standard human pussy, I think. You’re just not used to human pussy.”

I shook my head, watching my fingers as I trailed them lightly over the small of her back. “It’s not just that.”

“No?” She glanced back at me over her shoulder with a tiny smile. “What else is it then?”

I pursed my lips, knowing I was getting dangerously close to waxing lyrical about Anita and her body and how hearing her say my name while I was inside her was, like, almost overwhelmingly amazing and I didn’t really understand why.

So instead, I forced a smirk onto my face as I sat up and leaned in to kiss the curve of her shoulder. “It makes me forget how fuckin’ annoying you are.”

“Ohhh, I see. Must be magic then.” She scooted to the edge of the bed and stood, stretching her lithe limbs, making my gaze dart greedily over her whole body. “Better get home. I can’t believe it’s already Sunday night.”

“I know, right?” I peeled off the sleeve with a wince, then reluctantly climbed out of bed and reaching for my boxer briefs. “Although I have been told that people lose track of time when they’re with me. Especially when they’re having sex with me.”

Anita snorted, leaning forward on the toilet as she peed so she could grin at me through the open ensuite door. “Oh yeah? Like they zone out from boredom kind of thing?”

“What? No, obviously not,” I shot back, my nostrils flaring with outrage. “Like… the sex transcended them beyond time and space kind of thing. Obviously.”

She nodded earnestly. “Thanks to your cosmic cock.”

“Look, I’m not saying I think it’s acceptable or anything, but don’t forget there is in fact a cult that probably believes exactly that located just outside the city.”

“Oh yeah.” Anita wrinkled her nose as she stood and pulled up her underwear. “The Order of blah blah, right? Strange bunch.”

“I mean, the cult thing is strange, but…” I shrugged, pulling on my sweats. “I think there’s some merit to it.”

She burst out laughing as she washed her hands. “Is that so?”

I grinned at her after tugging on my shirt. “I do have a god-like physique. And dick. And face. I’m just saying, I understand the fascination.”

“Nuni, you do know they’re not up there specifically worshipping you, right?”

“I know,” I shot back defensively. “But it’s like… I’m like the demiurgus version of that old Italian statue of a human dude. You know? The ideal or whatever. I’m probably what they’re all up there imagining as the ultimate demiurgus specimen.”

“This is starting to feel like I need to contact your family for an intervention.” She gave me a dry look as she pulled on my sweater—the one she’d kind of commandeered—over her bare chest even though her shirt and bra were strewn over the end of the bed. My insides went all squirmy as I watched the giant sweater cover her narrow frame.

“Intervention?” I asked distractedly, my fingers twitching with the urge to tackle her back onto the bed and wrap myself around her. “Why?”

Anita snorted, crossing the room to cup my face and lean up on her tiptoes to kiss me. “You’re so far up your own ass.”

“I’m just confident,” I protested, stealing another kiss. “I work really fucking hard to look this good. I think I’m allowed to acknowledge that I do look good.”

“You’re right.” She grinned up at me. “But personally, I don’t think anyone is cult-worthy, no matter how good they look.”

“I guess,” I grumbled, then sighed, gazing down at her plaintively as I wrapped my arms around her. “Want me to drive you home?”

“If you don’t mind.” She gave me a small smile, her dark eyes darting to my mouth.

I do mind, actually, I wanted to snap. I want you to take all your clothes off and get back into my bed so I can hand-feed you almonds and fall asleep on top of you. But fine. I’ll drive you home and wait all fucking week to see you again.

“No problem.” I grinned and dipped down for one last kiss before releasing her.

The drive to her place always felt too short, but this time I got all jittery and nervous as I slowed to a stop outside her building. My hearts were beating slightly too fast, my palms were clammy with sweat, and I was filled with the nervous energy I usually only got before doing something terrifying. Like when I’d quit my job to start my own firm. Or the first time I’d made a speech at the company Christmas party in front of the entire staff. Or that time I’d jerked off in the library at college, because I’d been spending every waking moment there cramming for my exams and ignoring all of my body’s basic needs, and there’d been an architectural drawing in my textbook of this one building that had looked just a little too much like a vulva…

“Nuni?”

I blinked, and Anita’s face came back into focus in the dark interior of my car. “Huh?”

“I said see you Friday?” She smiled at me, looking slightly uncertain. “Unless you’re busy…”

“No,” I blurted. “Not busy. Yeah, Friday’s good. Awesome.”

Before she could get out of the car, I leaned in to kiss her. I’d kissed her goodbye last weekend, and now I was determined to make it a part of our thing. So this was a casual, sex-only arrangement? Yeah, well, that didn’t mean I couldn’t kiss her goodbye. So that was what was happening now. I was kissing her goodbye. Every time.

“Have a good week at work,” Anita said as she pulled back with a smile, reaching behind her to fumble for the door handle.

“You too.” I licked my lips nervously, my body still acting like I was about to bungee jump or skydive, and I realised why when I clocked the short yet terrifying collection of words echoing around in my head—dancing on the tip of my tongue. I managed to stop myself from blurting them out, clutching the steering wheel too tight as Anita got out of the car, shut the door and waved at me before turning to walk up her front steps.

The moment she was safely inside, I pulled away from the kerb and called Laki, my hearts still thudding hard in my chest.

“Hey,” they answered. “What’s up?”

“Nothin’,” I responded out of habit, my voice already husky from my suddenly dry mouth.

There was a pause, during which my sibling probably worked out exactly what was up with me with their weird sibling powers, before they said, “Uh huh,” then fell back into their trademark expectant silence.

Goddamnit. Why had I called them?

“I may be… I may be in love with Anita,” I blurted. “Possibly. Just a little.”

“Oh, wow.” They didn’t sound at all surprised. “Just a little in love with her, huh?”

Why did this conversation feel familiar?

“I don’t know,” I croaked. “I just know I nearly said it to her before she got out of my car, but… I mean, we have just spent all weekend having sex again, so maybe it’s just a hormone thing—”

“Dude, I cannot stress this enough. I do not need details.”

“Sorry.” I chewed my lip. “So, what does that mean? Am I in love with her?”

Laki burst out laughing. “You want me to tell you if you’re in love with her?”

My ears fluttered. “I just mean… does it seem like I’m in love with her?”

“Not my place to tell you that, bro,” they said easily, making my jaw clench.

“You could if you wanted to.”

“I’ve only spent time around the both of you once.”

“Yeah, but you’re all, like…” I wiggled my fingers over the steering wheel, even though they couldn’t see me. “Spiritual and shit. In touch with the ether. I don’t know. What vibes did you pick up when you were with us the other weekend?”

Laki chuckled. “What vibes did I pick up?”

“Yeah, like…” I thought about it for a second. “Was I radiating some kind of love waves toward Anita? Or, shit, was she radiating them toward me?”

I heard Laki exhale. “I’m not high enough for this.”

“I’m freaking out here, dude.” I gripped the steering wheel too tight, and my eyes drifted to the glowing neon sign of a convenience store. Before I knew what I was doing, I’d pulled over and climbed out of my car. “This was only supposed to be a casual thing. Am I breaking a rule if I fall in love with her? Am I legally obligated to tell her per, like, fuck buddy agreement laws?”

“What?” Laki asked in disbelief.

“Does it make me a creep if I don’t tell her but keep having sex with her?” I gave the cashier a nod as I stepped inside the brightly lit store and beelined for the freezers at the back. “You know, like, she thinks it’s just all casual but secretly I’m planning what to buy her for our first anniversary?”

There was a moment of silence as I hurried down the aisle, my sneakers squeaking on the linoleum floor.

“Nuni,” Laki eventually said, a hint of incredulity in their voice.

“I’m kind of panicking, dude.” I stopped in front of the freezers and stared inside, my hand reaching for the handle. “I’m buying an ice cream cake.”

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” they asked quickly. “I’m all for ice cream cake—big fan here—but not if it means I turn up at your place in a week and you haven’t moved off the couch in days or eaten anything but ice cream cake.”

“This isn’t like the Month of Despair.” I cradled my cake of choice to my chest, the icy plastic freezing through my shirt. “This is just… carbo-loading to process shit. The sugar will help me focus, right?”

“Nuni,” Laki said patiently. “If you want to eat an entire ice cream cake, go right ahead. But are you going to wake up in the morning and regret it?”

“Yes.” I started walking back toward the counter. “But I’m doing it anyway.”

“How about instead,” Laki hurried out, “you just speak to Anita? Tell her how you’re feeling?”

I burst out laughing. “Good one, dude.”

They huffed. “I’m being serious. You’re both adults. She seems pretty level-headed. Shouldn’t you both just… talk about where this relationship is going?”

“It’s not meant to be a relationship.” I set the cake on the counter and nodded at the cashier before pulling out my wallet. “It’s meant to just be fucking. Sorry,” I added to the cashier, who just shrugged as she rang up the cake.

“Well it’s clearly not that,” Laki said dryly. “It looked like more than just fucking when I was there last weekend. It looked like there were actual feelings involved.”

“So you do think I’m in love with her,” I shot back, tapping my card to the machine and nodding at the cashier in thanks as she passed me my plastic bag, eyeing me strangely.

“I think,” Laki began in an overly patient tone, “that you both feel more for each other than you’re admitting to. So I think you’d both benefit from an adult conversation about it. Come on, bro. Just talk to her.”

“Laki, I get that you think that’s helpful advice, but you are a real fucking person, right? You do realise that telling someone you might be in love with them is somewhat stressful? It’s not like it’s on par with… telling someone you don’t like their haircut. It’s scary. It’s not that simple.”

They sighed. “I know. But you’ve never shied away from scary shit, Nuni. And I mean, what do you have to lose?”

I swallowed, climbing back into my car and setting the bag down on the passenger seat.

Her. I could lose her completely.

“Well, if she doesn’t feel the same, then… she’d probably call the whole thing off,” I said, my voice husky, the mere idea of it making my stomach clench with dread.

Laki was silent for a moment. “Sometimes you have to take risks. You know that, bro. You’ve done it before.”

I licked my lips. “I know, but…”

But this felt like too big of a risk. This felt scarier. More important.

When I didn’t finish, Laki sighed. Their voice was gentle when they asked, “Is the risk of it ending really a good enough reason not to tell her how you feel?”

I swallowed around the lump in my throat, turning on the engine and gripping the steering wheel too tight. I didn’t answer Laki, and they didn’t ask again, because we both already knew what my answer would be.


Chapter Forty-Three
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Anita


It turned out that Nuni and I were really bad at maintaining fuck-buddy-only boundaries.

As the weeks passed, our sex marathon weekends started bleeding over into the weekdays. Our Friday night to Sunday night routine became Friday night to Monday morning. Then Thursday night to Monday morning. Then one of us would usually stay at the other’s midweek for a night, just because.

Basically, we were really bad at staying away from each other.

The more time that passed, the less I even cared about Corva finding out—not that there really was a way for her to find out, outside of someone telling her directly. Or if she happened to drive past us walking together to or from the gym on a Saturday or Sunday morning, but that hadn’t happened yet.

The thing was, our elongated ‘weekends’ together weren’t even just extended sex sessions. Yes, we were still fucking an ungodly amount, but a lot of the time we were just… together. Talking, eating dinner, working out, sometimes watching TV. He’d taught me how to play some demiurgus boardgame he had that involved collecting gems, except he managed to think of creative ways to make it sexy and turned it into a strip version of the game.

He was fun to be around. He made me laugh, and he was surprisingly attentive. And kind. And sweet. And just… nothing like I’d wrongly assumed after my first few meetings with him.

I was self-aware enough to realise that I had it bad for Nuni var Rorik.

I was also aware enough to realise that we were, in unspoken terms, now Dating, not Just Fucking. We’d both let it happen. We’d both silently agreed to change the rules without actually discussing it. But we’d have to discuss it eventually. We’d have to address it.

The problem was, neither of us were bringing it up.

I hadn’t spoken to Hustin about it much in the last month or so, mainly because he’d been wary of bringing it up again in the office after that close call with Corva in the kitchen. But as we were packing up to leave the office one Wednesday, I found myself wanting desperately to talk to him about it all.

“Fancy a drink, if you’re not busy?” I asked, sliding my tablet into my backpack. Nuni had texted me a little while ago letting me know he was having dinner with his brother Sorin tonight.

“Oooh, yes.” Hustin grabbed his suit jacket from the back of his chair. “Bismuth’s?”

“Sure.”

Bismuth’s was a bar down the street that was popular with both humans and demiurgus. It had been open since the sixties, and had managed to retain its retro décor in a way that looked stylish and intentional, not just shabby and old.

The summer evening air was warm and a little muggy when we stepped out into the fading sunlight. Golden rays bounced off the windows of the human-built buildings around us, making me squint as we started walking down the street.

“So,” Hustin began cheerfully, “not rushing off for the gym tonight, hmm?”

My mouth twitched as I nudged him with my elbow. “Not tonight, no.”

“But you’re… still an active member of the gym, right?”

I chuckled, glancing around once before dryly saying, “You don’t need to ask me about Nuni in code, Hustin.”

“Well, I wasn’t sure!” he shot back defensively. “Do you remember how worked up you were about Corva finding out after the desk incident?”

A weak stab of fear made my stomach clench at the thought of Corva finding out, but I calmly said, “Well, if she finds out, she finds out.”

Hustin stopped dead in the street, turning to face me. Reflexively, I stopped too, looking up at him as he stared at me in disbelief.

Then his expression morphed. Understanding dawned. A hint of smugness crept in. His sharp teeth peeked out, gleaming white in the evening sun as he grinned.

“Thought you weren’t going to fall in love with him, Chaudhary.”

Heat rushed to my cheeks, but I forced a glare onto my face. “I haven’t said I’m in love with him.”

Hustin snorted, setting off again with a careless flick of his fingers. “You’re in love with him.”

“I’m just—I like him a lot,” I said stiffly as I trailed after him. “We’ve just… been spending a lot of time together.”

“Mhmm.”

“If you’re going to be so smug about it, I’m not going to tell you anything.”

Hustin chuckled, slinging his arm over my shoulders. “Sorry, hon. So it’s going well?”

I smiled, thinking about the last time I’d seen Nuni, just a couple of days ago on Monday morning. He’d found me as I was leaving the gym to head to work and snuck a quick kiss, even though he’d already kissed the hell out of me when we’d woken up that morning.

“Yes,” I told Hustin. “It’s going well.”

“And it’s not just fucking?” he asked, voice gentle.

I let out a slow breath. “No. It’s not just fucking. Not for me, anyway.”

We reached Bismuth’s, and Hustin held the door open for me to head inside. It was already packed with the after-work crowd, so it took us a while to reach the bar and order our drinks, but we managed to find a spot by the front windows, tucked into a corner where we could talk in private.

“Have you two talked about anything, or is it just kind of an unspoken understanding that you’re together now?” Hustin asked the moment we were settled, sipping his vodka, lime and soda.

My belly clenched with nerves. “We haven’t talked about it. But I… I don’t really know if he’d consider us ‘together’.”

“So ask him.”

I gave Hustin a dry look. “Because it’s that simple.”

“It is. You’re two grown adults. I swear, Anita”—he shook his head—“usually you’re the most mature and well-adjusted person I know, but sometimes you’re shockingly insecure about things.”

I laughed uncomfortably. “I can’t be that well-adjusted then, can I?”

Hustin waved a hand. “As much as anyone can be, I guess. We’re all a little fucked up in some way.”

“And anyway, I do want to talk to him about it. I want to know what he’s… feeling.” I took a big gulp of my gin and tonic. “And I think I want to tell Corva. Just so I don’t have to worry.”

Hustin’s yellow eyes flared with surprise. “Oh yeah?”

“Yes.” I licked my lips nervously. “What do you think she’ll say?”

He made a face. “She probably won’t be all that pleased, but really, what can she say?”

“She could fire me for professional misconduct.”

“She’d be an idiot if she fired you. You’re great at your job. And you’ve been organising the Rorik + Stimis event without a hitch, right? So you’ve proved that your personal life doesn’t get in the way of your work. What does she actually have to be angry about?”

I gave him a dry look. “That I had sex with a client.”

“But never during work hours, right?” Hustin said pointedly.

“I mean, technically. But the first time was during a meeting about—”

“But it was after five, right?”

I laughed. “Yes.”

“So it’s none of Corva’s business what you do in your free time.” Hustin sipped his drink. “That kind of corporate culture is a scourge, Anita. I like Corva, and I love working for her, but she doesn’t have the right to tell you who you can spend time with outside of work. Even if that person is a client.”

“Seems like a grey area to me,” I said dubiously.

“Just stand your ground with Corva. Don’t let her have the upper hand in the conversation.” Hustin paused. “Not that I think you have to specifically tell her. Couldn’t you just let her find out naturally? She might not ever find out. It’s not like she’s involved in our personal lives.”

I squirmed uncomfortably. “I think I’d feel better telling her.”

“You seem a lot more relaxed about it now, anyway.”

“I know, but… if it’s going to get more serious”—my belly fluttered with pleasant nerves—“I’d rather not have it hanging over us.”

“Okay.” Hustin didn’t sound convinced. “If that’s what you prefer. So are you going to talk to Mr Smoke Show? Confess your undying love for him? Move into his big, swanky nesthouse?”

“Jesus, Hustin.” I gulped my drink.

He snickered, before his eyes lit up. “Hey, can I plan your wedding?”
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Nuni and I hadn’t made plans to see each other tonight, seeing as he was having dinner with his brother. But when he sent me an excited text around nine telling me about the plans he and Sorin were making for Sorin’s bakery, I found my chest squeezing tight with longing to see him.

That’s great, I replied, instantly distracted from the TV as I sat on the couch in my pyjamas. How was dinner?

Really good, he said. Maybe I can take you to Le Champignon Noir one day. If we can get a hidden corner table or something. And wear disguises.

I pursed my lips as I stared at the text, an uncomfortable feeling flooding my gut like acid. I didn’t want to have to hide. I wanted to be able to go places with Nuni without having to worry. The fact that he wanted that too…

Let’s do it, I texted back, a rush of affection making me even more desperate to see him. Are you tired?

No, he replied instantly. Never too tired to see you, Nita.

I grinned. Nuni had started calling me Nita a while ago. I was convinced he’d only started doing it because he thought it would irritate me, but it didn’t.

Can I come over? I asked. Then, because I didn’t want him to think I just wanted to have sex, I added, I just want to see you.

I want to see you too, he replied. I’ll come to yours so you don’t have to get the subway. Twenty minutes? I just need to grab some clothes for tomorrow.

Okay, I sent back. See you soon.

When the buzzer went fifteen minutes later, I let him into the building straight away and waited by my apartment front door so I could open it the moment he knocked.

He was wearing a soft cashmere sweater in a pale mauve colour that made me want to slip my hands underneath and burrow as close to him as possible. His long, perfectly glossy hair was up in a half-knot, that big, gaudy diamond winking in his ear, and his expensive overnight bag dangling from one hand.

He grinned at me, sharp white teeth gleaming under the sickly overhead lights in the hallway. “Hey.”

I smiled back, already stepping closer to slide my hands up his tight stomach. “Hi.”

“Missed me that bad, huh?” he teased, leaning down to kiss me. “I know I’m ridiculously handsome, but you should be able to go a couple days without seeing me, Nita.”

I huffed, stepping back and pulling him into my apartment. “I must have a problem.”

“It’s fine,” he said solemnly, dropping his bag on the floor and kicking the door shut behind him. “I’ll be a bad influence and feed your addiction. Whenever you need to see my face, just let me know. Or my dick,” he added after a pause. “I’ll selflessly show you my dick whenever you need me to.”

“My hero,” I deadpanned, heading for my tiny kitchenette to get him a glass of water.

“Do you need to see it right now?” he asked hopefully as he followed.

I burst out laughing. “Maybe later.”

“Nice.” Strong arms wrapped around me from behind as I filled his glass at the tap. Nuni bent his knees to kiss my neck. “How was your evening?”

“I went for a drink with Hustin after work.” Nerves made my palm slightly clammy as I passed him the glass. He hadn’t asked for water, but I knew Nuni. He was regimented about his water consumption.

He released me to take it and gulped it down as I watched, fiddling with the hem of my pyjama top. Now that he was here, in front of me, I was nervous. I wanted to talk to him about… everything. And deep down, I believed he felt the same way.

But it was still nerve-wracking as shit.

“Where did you go?” Nuni asked with interest as he put his empty glass in the sink.

My mouth quirked into an affectionate smile. That was the thing about Nuni. He was genuinely interested in me and the things I told him. He wasn’t a self-obsessed asshole.

Okay, he was pretty self-obsessed in some ways, but he wasn’t narcissistic. He was thoughtful and considerate.

And I was definitely a tiny bit in love with him.

“Bismuth’s,” I told him, taking his hand and tugging him over to the couch. “Have you been there before?”

“Yeah, my sister Suni loves that bar.” Nuni chuckled as he settled beside me on the couch, jerking his chin at the TV. “What are you watching?”

“It’s that show where humans compete like old-world demiurgus.” I shuffled as close to him as possible, smiling when he automatically wrapped his arm around me and tugged me into his side.

“Oh yeah, Greid watches this.” Nuni cocked his head. “I’d be so fuckin’ good at it.”

“You’re a demiurgus. Of course you would.”

“I know, but I’m a born-and-raised surface dweller, so I’m just saying.” Through the soft cashmere of his sweater, I felt his muscles flex. “I am really good at climbing, even though I don’t stay in my true form very much.”

He’d already told me that, when he showed me his deeproom a while back. I was interested in seeing his true demiurgus form, but I wasn’t going to pressure him into showing me.

Slipping my hand beneath his sweater to smooth it over his warm stomach, I teasingly asked, “Bring your new pyjamas?”

I’d started buying frog-themed things for him whenever I saw them, and my most recent purchase had been a pair of pyjama pants covered in an illustrated pattern of blue poison dart frogs. I’d had to endure an animated ten-minute speech about the aposematic patterns of frogs in the Dendrobatidae family when I presented the gift to him, but it had been worth it.

“Of course I did,” Nuni told me solemnly, slipping his hand down the back of my own pyjama bottoms to squeeze my backside. “Gotta bring PJs for a sleepover. Unless you want me to go now that you’ve had your fill of seeing my beautiful face. Well, after I’ve shown you my dick, of course.”

I laughed through a fresh bout of nerves that churned my stomach. “No, I don’t want you to go.”

He grinned down at me, dipping his head to nudge his flat nose against mine before kissing me. “Good. Your bed is nowhere near big enough, but it’s still pretty comfy. Plus, you’ll be in it. I can put up with a shitty mattress for that.”

“My mattress is not shitty,” I protested. “It’s just… maybe a little old.”

He chuckled, patting my ass as he dropped another kiss on my temple. “It’s fine, Nita.”

I licked my lips, my mouth suddenly dry. “Nuni?”

“Yeah?” His eyes were focused back on the TV, and he actually looked interested in the show, but his gaze quickly leapt to me when I shifted around and straddled his lap. His big hands settled on my hips, squeezing gently as he grinned at me. “Dick time?”

I laughed, wrapping my arms loosely around his neck. “No. Not yet.”

His yellow eyes flashed. “That’s good enough for me. What’s up?”

My mouth and throat grew even drier, nerves making me want to squirm. But I forced myself to look him in the eyes, to take in all the details of his handsome face. The delicate spikes framing his hairline, the sharp cheekbones, the firm mouth and flat nose. His yellow eyes were big and piercing, and his feathered ears were twitching gently. I cupped his face, running my thumbs along the pale blue splits across his cheeks, all the way to his earlobes. He shivered with sensitivity, claws biting into my hips.

“I…” Wetting my dry lips, I took a quick breath. “I care about you a lot. And I want… I don’t just want us to be… I want more with you. I want a proper… A real…”

I huffed in irritation at my lack of coherence, roughly rubbing my hot cheek with a wave of self-consciousness. But Nuni gently caught my wrist and lowered my hand, resting it on his chest. I could feel his twin hearts pounding faster than normal beneath my palm.

“I care about you too, Anita,” he said, voice husky. His face spikes twitched, then started flexing back and forth in a lazy wave.

My pulse leapt, warmth blooming in my chest. Clearing my throat, I croaked, “It’s more than just sex for me, Nuni.”

His yellow eyes brightened, before a radiant smile broke on his face. “It is for me too.”

I exhaled in relief, unable to stop myself from grinning back at him. “Okay. Good.”

“Yeah.” He slid his long arms around my waist, tugging me closer to his front. “So… okay then. We’re, like… officially a thing?”

I managed a shaky chuckle, the nerve-fuelled adrenaline morphing into pure exuberance. “Yes. Officially.”

“So maybe when the event’s over, we can actually, like, go out places?” he asked hopefully, making my chest ache.

“We can anyway.” I stroked his cheekbone with my thumb. “We’re not going to hide our relationship, Nuni.”

His brows twitched. “But what about—”

“I’ll tell Corva. I’m not going to hide you away.” I wanted him to know that he was more important.

Nuni hesitated. “I don’t mind, Anita. It’s only a couple more months. We can just wait—”

“No,” I said stubbornly. “It’s the principle. You’re more important. Yeah, I’m a little terrified of what she’ll say, and what she’ll think of me, but… if she fires me, I’ll find another job.” I shrugged, ignoring the stab of anxiety in my gut.

Nuni pursed his lips. “What about if I buy her out?”

I stared at him in confusion. “What do you mean?”

“Why don’t I buy her business? Then I’m her boss.” He grinned at me, like he considered this to be a brilliant idea. “No way she’ll fire my girlfriend for being with the boss. And, I mean, the firm could make use of an event planning department…”

“Nuni.” I laughed incredulously, shaking my head. “Are you seriously offering to do a hostile takeover of my employer so she doesn’t get mad at me for being with you? That’s, like, the worst kind of nepotism.”

“It’s just a savvy business move.”

“It’s nepotism and you know it.”

He huffed, muttering, “It was just an idea, dude.”

I burst out laughing, leaning in to kiss his cheek. “I appreciate the offer, but no. Please don’t do that.”

“I could help you set up your own event planning—”

“No.” I chuckled, cupping his face again. “I don’t want my own business. At least not right now. I’m happy at Corva’s firm, and I’m…” I bobbed my head. “Eighty percent certain she won’t fire me.”

“If she fires you, I’ll pull out of the contract,” he said stubbornly. I raised a brow at him.

“That’ll cost you a lot of money.”

“I don’t care.” He gave me a firm kiss. “I’ll hire you as a contractor to organise the event. Or I’ll just start an event planning department at the firm anyway and hire you to oversee it—”

“We’re back to nepotism, Nuni.”

“Oh my god, dude, is everything nepotism?” He sighed in exasperation, head falling back against the couch.

“Most things you’re going to suggest in this conversation will probably be nepotism, yes.” I patted his chest. “It’ll be fine. She’ll probably be very unimpressed and make sure I’m aware of it, but… I can handle it.”

Nuni lifted his head to eye me with concern. “Are you sure? I know it’s important to you that she respects you.”

I smiled at him. “I know, and it is. But… well, it hasn’t affected my work. And it’s not like this is still just a sex thing, right? It’s a relationship. It’s different now.” A hint of nerves made me cast him an uncertain look. “Isn’t it?”

He nodded, smiling at me as he cupped the back of my head and drew me in for a kiss.

“Yes,” he murmured against my mouth. “It’s different now.”


Chapter Forty-Four
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Anita


How and when did one bring up the fact that they were in a relationship with a client to their boss?

During office hours? Out of office hours? Did I schedule an official appointment with Moly or just accost Corva in the kitchen and drop it into conversation?

I was visibly nervous when I got into work on Thursday morning, and Hustin did a double take as he set his bag on his desk and said hello to me.

“Are you okay?” he asked worriedly, spinning his chair to sit down before scooting closer.

My eyes darted to Corva’s closed office door, even though I knew she wasn’t in yet. “Yes. Just… we talked last night.”

“Who?” Hustin’s furrowed brow cleared a second later, and he leaned in to whisper, “Smoke show?”

“Yes.” I managed to give him a brief grin. “So I’m telling Corva today.”

“So you’re actually together now? Oh my god, I want to meet him. Can we go for drinks tonight?”

I chuckled. “I’m not sure. I can’t really think beyond the next few hours.”

He psshed, spinning his chair to face his desk and turning on his computer. “It’ll be fine. She might give you a disapproving look and call you ‘darling’ in a loaded tone, but then she’ll probably just ask you how the Rorik + Stimis planning is going and tell you to get back to work.”

“Maybe.” My voice was a little croaky with nerves as I eyed the door, almost jumping when Vee and Moly appeared through it, chatting cheerfully.

“Morning, lovelies!” Vee set her handbag on her desk opposite mine, then paused as she eyed me. “Anita, are you alright?”

“I’m fine.” I gave her a tight smile and almost jumped again when Corva finally swept into the room, carrying her usual takeout coffee cup. Moly practically dove for her desk, trying to reach it before Corva went into her office.

“Morning, everyone,” Corva drawled, frowning down at her phone as she headed for her office.

We all mumbled it back, and the moment her office door shut behind her, I snatched up my phone and fired off a text to Nuni.

Ok, she’s here. I don’t know whether to do it straight away or wait until she’s finished her coffee. So she’s in a better mood.

I knew Nuni had a meeting first thing, but he still replied less than a minute later.

Maybe wait ’til after coffee. But you know you don’t have to tell her at all, right? It’s not like we need her permission. Or approval. Or involvement whatsofuckingever.

A few seconds later, I got a similar text from Hustin. Babe, you don’t have to tell her anything.

I knew they both thought I was being a little odd about this—about my insistence on telling Corva rather than having her potentially find out some other way. And maybe I was. I knew they were right and it wasn’t any of her business. Except it kind of was, because Nuni was our client, and I’d met him through work, and I was still working on his firm’s event.

This way, I was in control of how and what she found out. I could mitigate the damage, downplay it, be vague about some details—like the fact that it had started with him eating my pussy on his desk during a business meeting—and emphasise that it was a serious relationship. Not just a fling or a one-off.

I’d rather she found out from me, so my plan was to tell her in the most casual way possible. Something like, ‘Oh! By the way, seeing as you brought up the Rorik + Stimis event…’ or, ‘Nuni and I are going for dinner tonight—you know, Mr var Rorik of Rorik + Stimis? Yes, we’re actually dating. Yes, it is wonderful news! Oh, a promotion? Why, I’m flattered, thank you, Corva. And my own office? Yes, that does sound like a good idea.’

Okay, maybe that last bit was unlikely. Stomach jittery with apprehension, I sent Nuni another text.

I know, but I’d feel better telling her.

Okay, Nuni sent back a few seconds later. I understand. I’ve already booked us a table at Le Champignon Noir for tonight. If it doesn’t go well with Corva, we’ll order every dessert on the menu.

My mouth twitched into an affectionate smile as I stared down at my phone. Thanks, I typed back. Sounds lovely.

And then I’ll eat your pussy when we get back to my place, he replied. Now I can’t concentrate in this fucking call because I’m thinking about it.

I smothered a chuckle, tapping out a response. Thinking about dessert or my pussy?

Both, he replied. I would say it’s been a while since I ate dessert but I actually consumed an entire ice cream cake a few weeks ago.

My brows twitched. You did?

Yeah, Nuni replied. I got all freaked because I liked you more than I should’ve and talking to Laki didn’t really help so I ate a whole ice cream cake in one sitting. It was a moment of weakness.

Jesus, a whole ice cream cake? In one sitting?

Not weakness, I sent back. You should’ve just talked to me then!

Dude, come on, Nuni replied. You can be kind of intimidating, even to someone who’s had his tongue all up in your business.

When a snort escaped me, I glanced up with a wave of self-consciousness and saw Hustin shooting me a smirk. But I couldn’t just sit here all morning texting Nuni. I had work to do.

I sent him one final text before setting down my phone. Ok, going to tell her soon. I’ll text you after to let you know how it went.

I fired off a few emails, sent Lipa the latest round of RSVPs, confirmed one of the entertainers for the event, then finally looked over at Corva’s office to see her leaning back in her chair and typing on her phone. Her face looked relaxed, and her coffee cup was now in the trash.

Steeling my nerves, I pushed back my chair and stood. I heard Hustin give me a murmured “good luck” as I made my way to Corva’s office, smiling briefly at Moly, who beamed back.

“Corva?” I asked after knocking on her door and opening it a crack. “Are you busy?”

“Hi, darling.” She set her phone down. “No, not busy.”

“Have a minute to talk?” I stepped into the room and shut the door behind me.

When I turned back and made my way over to the seat in front of Corva’s desk, I realised she was staring at me with a stricken expression. I managed to give her a tiny smile as I sat, wiping my palms anxiously down my thighs.

“Of course, darling,” she said belatedly, sitting upright in her chair and fixing me with her piercing yellow eyes.

“Okay, well…” I forced myself to sit up straight too, looking her square in the face. “I just thought I’d let you know that I’m in a relationship with Mr var Rorik. From Rorik + Stimis. But it hasn’t and won’t affect my work or my planning of the event. I just thought I should let you know, seeing as he’s a client.”

I forced myself to stop talking, my heart beating a little faster than normal and my palms clammy. There was silence as Corva stared at me blankly.

Then she said, “What?”

I blinked, staring back at her. “Um… what?”

“Oh thank fuck.” Corva exhaled heavily and slumped back in her seat. “I thought you were going to quit.”

I was still somewhat tense, so I let out a bark of tight laughter. “No, not quitting.”

“Good. That’s good.” After a moment, Corva’s brows furrowed and she frowned at me again. “Hold on. You’re dating Mr var Rorik from Rorik + Stimis?”

I swallowed. “Yes.”

There was silence.

“Our client,” she said flatly.

“Yes,” I repeated, my voice growing a little hoarse.

“And seeing as you didn’t mention it when we took them on, I’m going to assume you began dating after we started working with them,” Corva said with a worrying lack of inflection.

I took a deep breath. “Yes.”

She pursed her lips, looking less than pleased. “Anita, you know my views on this.”

“I know,” I said quickly. “And you know that I would never… I’m not a rulebreaker, Corva. You know that. But Nuni and I…”

I trailed off, not entirely sure what to say to my boss that wouldn’t be completely inappropriate. We couldn’t stay away from each other? We were wildly attracted to each other? Something was different about him, something that made me not care about any consequences, and I’d never had that before and it was equally terrifying and amazing?

Corva was watching me closely, her mouth still flattened into a thin line, but after a few seconds, she sighed and sat back with a creak of her desk chair. “I know you’re not a rulebreaker, Anita. And I know you would never act rashly, especially in a professional setting.”

Heat rose up my throat and crept into my cheeks. She doesn’t need to know about the desk thing. Or the sauna thing.

Or the bathroom at the bar when she walked in a few minutes later.

“I’m sorry for… risking your company’s reputation,” I eventually said, my voice stilted. I liked Corva. I respected her. I didn’t want her to think poorly of me. We weren’t friends, but… she was a person I looked up to.

Corva sighed again and sat forward to rest her elbows on her desk. “The fact that you’re even worried about that tells me plenty about you, Anita. And I appreciate you telling me so I’m not caught off guard if I found out some other way.” After a pause, her mouth quirked into an almost-amused smile. “Did I tell you why Rorik + Stimis contacted us specifically?”

I blinked. “Um, no. I just assumed they’d heard of our reputation.”

She made a face. “Yes, well, I like to think that’s why they actually went with us, but my very dear friend Beryl recommended us. She’s dating Mr var Rorik’s brother.”

I blinked again a few more times at that revelation. Wait… as in Nuni’s brother Greid? The one dating a human? His girlfriend was friends with Corva?

“Oh. Wow.” I wasn’t sure what to say. “Small world.”

“Yes.” Corva looked a little awkward. She rarely, if ever, talked about her personal life to her employees. “Anita, I know you’re aware of my own… recent relationship issues, which does play a very large part in how I conduct my business and expect my employees to act.”

I swallowed, a fresh flurry of nerves rising up. “Yes.”

“I hope you don’t think I regard this situation as being at all similar to what my bastard fuckhead ex did. I know you have integrity.”

A nervous, slightly hysterical laugh tried to escape at what she’d called her ex, but I managed to push it down. “Thank you. It means a lot coming from you, Corva.”

Her face softened a touch, enough for her to smile at me. Then she sighed, her expression turning faintly amused as she eyed me. “I should probably take you off the Rorik + Stimis event. But you’ve done a fabulous job so far…”

I stiffened. Now that the anxiety of telling her was over, my natural inclination to defend my work ethic was jostling its way to the forefront. “My relationship with Nuni—Mr var Rorik—hasn’t affected my work at all. We both act professionally when we’re discussing the event.”

Corva’s mouth twitched, which made heat flood my face.

“Well. That’s reassuring to know.” A hint of mirth edged her tone. “All I ask is that you continue to act professionally in his presence when you’re representing Feris Events.”

“Of course,” I said quickly.

“And if you end up getting married, for the love of god, don’t go with Kolbert var Greer as your wedding planner.”

My face grew even hotter as I rolled my eyes. “Corva.”

She chuckled. “I’m joking, darling. Kind of.”

“Well.” My legs were a little shaky when I stood. “Thank you for your time.”

Corva followed me up, coming around the desk to pat my shoulder. “You know, this means we might end up socialising outside of work. Have you met Beryl? She’s wonderful. I’ve only spoken to Mr var Rorik’s brother a few times, but he seems like a sweetheart.”

“I haven’t yet,” I said brightly, because I didn’t want to give away the fact that Nuni and I had technically been in a sex-only arrangement until very recently. “But Nuni’s told me about them. They sound great.”

“Well, if we do end up mixing in the same circles, I look forward to getting to know you better outside of work, Anita.” She patted my shoulder again before stepping back. “Now. How is everything going? Are you on top of it all?”

My legs grew even weaker with relief. It was done. I’d told her, and everything was fine. Everything was great. The return to our usual work talk made the last of the tension bleed out of me.

“Yes, it’s all going very smoothly.”

“Excellent.” She opened her office door for me. “We’ll catch up again soon, darling.”

“Yes. Thanks.”

As I walked back to my desk, I shot Hustin a subtle thumbs up, because he was already watching me anxiously, chewing on the end of his pen. A huge, relieved smile broke out on his face, and when I sat down, he leaned over to give my arm a squeeze.

I smiled back, then picked up my phone to let Nuni know how it had gone.

Awesome, he sent back a minute later. I knew she wouldn’t be foolish enough to fire you. You’re the best, ffs. Does this mean I can tell my mom about you?

I stared down at the words. For some reason, they made me a little emotional. Maybe because I knew how important Nuni’s mom was to him, and it felt significant to be woven into the tapestry of his big family, no matter how short-lived my presence among them may end up being.

Something told me though, that this thing with Nuni wasn’t going to be short-lived. Now that the weight had been lifted, the stress of telling Corva and removing that final barrier gone, utter jubilation filled my chest.

If it had been pure physical attraction and nothing more, I knew I wouldn’t be feeling this way. And I’d been in love before—I knew what that felt like too. But this time, it was… bigger. There was no other way to explain it. This time, it felt like the emotions were almost too big for my body, like they were trying to push out and escape into the world.

It was like an external force had wanted us to be together, and hadn’t allowed us to stay apart. I wasn’t a religious person, and I didn’t think Nuni was either, and maybe I was just making excuses for myself. Whether it was external or purely internal, something buried deep had told me not to let Nuni go, had pushed him into my path when I was being stubborn. Had let me see all the softer, secret, hidden parts of him beneath the arrogant and highly polished mask.

I loved his cocky personality and flashy style and almost awe-inspiring levels of confidence, but I really loved knowing all the little things about him too. His love of frogs. How his favourite drink was a rice milk matcha latte, how he considered almonds a “cheat snack” and the childhood that had shaped him into the person he was now. How much he loved his family, how hard he’d worked his whole life, how kind and generous and considerate he was.

I remembered the first time I’d seen him in that fancy meeting room at the Rorik + Stimis offices. Looking all handsome and cocky in his expensive suit, with his flawless hair and skin, that chunky watch and gaudy diamond and gleaming white teeth. I remembered finding him almost irritatingly attractive, but still making snap judgements about him—thinking of him as a vapid frat bro and assuming he’d be an asshole boss.

I’d been wrong. I’d been really, really wrong. Okay, he was kind of a frat bro, but he was the furthest thing from an asshole.

We were similar in some ways—our competitiveness, our work ethic and drive, our love of fitness and staying active—but different in others that, on the surface, might seem like we weren’t suited, but I secretly thought we balanced each other out perfectly. I was quiet and fairly stoic; Nuni was loud and talkative and enthusiastic about everything. I didn’t give a crap about fashion or clothes as long as they were practical and comfortable, and Nuni… Well, his wardrobe alone probably cost more than my parents’ house. I didn’t care about wealth, but I understood that it was easy for me not to care so much about money when I’d grown up not really wanting for anything. I couldn’t relate to it, but I recognised the reasons behind Nuni’s determination to make money and provide for his family, and it just made me respect and admire him even more.

Plus, he was obsessed with frogs and I, surprisingly enough, wasn’t.

I grinned to myself. God, I loved that handsome weirdo.


Chapter Forty-Five
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Nuni


“Babe,” I called, sauntering down the aisle toward Anita, who was standing in front of the shelves lined with wine bottles.

We were on our way to my mom’s house for a big family dinner, and had stopped in an upscale grocery store en route because Anita wanted to take some nice wine to be polite—and because she wanted to make a good impression. She’d already met some of my siblings, but not all of them, and not the matriarchs of the family—Mom and Aunt Indi. It took a lot for Anita to admit when she was nervous, even to me, but I could totally tell that she was even though she was trying to play it cool.

So I’d tried to ease her anxiety. I’d told her good wine wasn’t necessary, because half of my siblings didn’t give a shit what they were drinking as long as they were drinking, and Mom always had a decent stock of the wine she preferred anyway. But Anita had insisted.

“Babe,” I called again when she didn’t turn around. An older demiurgus lady did though, giving me the stink eye before her ears fluttered and she reflexively smoothed her hair back. As I passed her, I schooled my face into a charming smile. “Sorry for disturbing you.”

She laughed, pressing a palm over her chest and giving me a flirtatious smile back. “Oh, that’s…”

Her voice trailed off when I reached Anita and pressed a smacking kiss to her temple, then bent my knees to slide my arm around her midsection from behind. “Found one yet?”

Anita’s hand settled absently on my forearm as her dark eyes scanned the rows of nightberry wine bottles keenly. “Not yet.”

I was about to tell her, yet again, that it didn’t even matter, when I heard a tiny disgusted sound coming from our right. Straightening, I turned my head and saw the older demiurgus lady eyeing us with disdain as she grabbed a wine bottle from the shelf.

My jaw clenched. It had been two months since Anita and I became official, and I was still floating around in a happy bubble most of the time, but I’d noticed the odd occasion when we got a funny look while we were out in public.

It was mostly older humans and demiurgus who didn’t seem to ‘approve’ of an interspecies relationship—as if they thought they had any fucking say in the matter anyway. Honestly, it wasn’t all that often, and Anita found it easy to ignore them, not caring what they thought, but it made me kind of mad.

A few weeks ago, I’d asked Beryl if she’d ever noticed the same thing. She said she’d noticed it very rarely too, and usually it was only when they went into the busy parts of the city for an afternoon, which they didn’t do very often. She said she tended not to tell Greid when she spotted it, because she knew he’d get self-conscious if he thought people were staring at him. The fact that they lived in a quiet, closer-knit area than the heart of the city probably helped as well. While Greid was socially anxious and didn’t go out much, his nearest neighbours still knew of him and liked him. How could anyone not like Greid? Seriously? He was the best. And they all loved Beryl. It was more of a community than the area where Anita and I lived, where everyone tended to be harder and more self-serving and less concerned with niceties.

Besides, Beryl had told me that she didn’t give a fuck what anyone thought of her relationship with Greid. A while back, she and Greid had finally told me the story of how they’d met, and I had immediately felt ridiculously guilty for ever disliking Beryl even a tiny bit. She’d been through some shit, and I was so happy she had someone as nice and kind as my brother now. But she said of all the things in her life people could judge her over, her relationship with Greid wasn’t one of them. They were madly in love, happy and secure and comfortable, and the fact that they were different species was irrelevant.

I tried to channel that Beryl mindset as I narrowed my eyes at the demiurgus lady in the store. I didn’t want to ruin today by getting pissed off with some unimportant d-bag, so I focused my attention back on what was important—Anita—and ducked down to kiss the side of her neck.

“C’mon, dude, you’re more assertive than this,” I teased. “Just pick something off the top shelf. Or is that only a bar thing?”

“It’s not that simple,” she argued back stubbornly. “I have to factor in the number of people, how much they’re likely to drink each… I can’t afford to buy eight fifty-dollar bottles of wine.”

“I’ll—”

“No.”

I huffed, straightening and letting my hands rest on her narrow waist as I eyed the bottles over her head. “Okay, well, my mom and aunt like bleu nuit. Sorin likes souterraine. So why don’t we get a few bottles of each?”

“Which brands, though?”

“I don’t think Sorin cares.” I scanned the rows of bottles, then pointed to one that looked familiar. “That’s the one Mom likes.”

Anita immediately grabbed three bottles of it. I chuckled as I took them from her. “You know she’ll still love you even if you don’t bring her wine, right?”

“You can’t guarantee that. Wait.” Anita stopped and turned to stare up at me. “I’m being so stupid. We can’t bring wine. We need to bring champagne.”

I perked up. I wasn’t a wine drinker, but I was partial to champagne on special occasions. “Oh yeah? How come?”

Anita gave me a flat look. “Have you already forgotten why we’re even going to your mum’s?”

“Of course not,” I shot back defensively. “Okay, champagne. That makes this a lot easier.”

Replacing the bottles, I strode down the aisle to the big fridges. The judgy demiurgus lady was gone, thank fuck.

“We’ll get a punnet of nightberries as well,” I told Anita as I loaded up our basket with champagne bottles. “There was a demiurgus trend in the eighties to drop a nightberry in champagne, and Ma and Aunt Indi still do it. Indi still loves a sweater with shoulder pads as well.”

Anita chuckled, but it quickly tapered off she watched me load the basket. “Nuni…”

“We might need to get a cart.” I looked around and spotted an abandoned one at the end of the aisle. Returning to Anita, I started transferring the bottles to the cart, then went back to the fridge to grab more.

“Nuni, we don’t need fifteen bottles of champagne,” she said incredulously.

“You’ve never seen my sisters drink,” I told her flatly, then made a face. “Well, Daga’s a mom now so she might not get drunk today, but Kiti and Suni are the heavyweights of the family. Besides, Greid and Beryl can take some bottles home with them.”

“We already got them a gift,” Anita said wryly.

“Yeah, well, this can just be an extra gift.” I grinned at her. “Ready?”

“Yep.” She patted my ass, falling into step beside me as I pushed the cart toward the fresh produce aisle.

I grinned, tugging her closer and slinging my arm over her shoulders, expertly navigating the cart one-handed. I fucking loved being able to show Anita affection in public. Kissing her sweaty cheek at the gym, holding her hand as we walked down the street, pulling her close while we were shopping or in a bar. It hadn’t gotten old yet. I didn’t think it ever would.

Plus, I loved the envious looks I’d get when people realised she was my girlfriend, but I never actually told Anita how much I enjoyed it because I didn’t think she’d be at all impressed by that.

Look, I’d never pretended not to be a vain, proud guy. And I was proud as fuck of being with Anita—every time I looked at her, I still couldn’t really believe it. She was so beautiful, and smart, and funny in her own understated way.

“Do you want me to drive home later?” she asked as I grabbed two punnets of nightberries. “So you can have some champagne?”

God, I freaking loved it when she called my place home. Grinning, I shook my head. “I’ll maybe have one glass to toast Beryl and Greid, but I won’t have any more after that. Got that big meeting with Lazurite tomorrow morning.”

We weren’t officially living together, but we spent most of our time at my place. It wasn’t my fault her bed was human-sized and not demiurgus-sized. I was always happy to stay there, but I did tend to cramp up after a night of trying my best not to take over the entire miniscule bed.

Every time we were at hers, I’d started casually suggesting she bring some of her stuff over the next time she came to my place—like more clothes or shoes, or her favourite mug or whatever—because it “just made sense” for her stuff to be there as my place was closer to the gym and her office. So. It did just make sense. It did.

I was pretty sure I wouldn’t be able to resist flat-out begging her to move in with me for much longer, though. I wanted her around all the time, which I’d never had before with a girlfriend. I’d never had that all-encompassing, desperate kind of need before. I wanted to be able to kiss her and talk to her and see her smile when I got home from the gym after work. I wanted to wake up and cuddle in bed for a little while before I got up to start the day, knowing I wouldn’t have to wait days before I got to see her again.

I wanted to see her clothes hanging beside mine in the closet, which was definitely not something I’d ever thought I’d long for. But Anita was as clean and tidy as I was, so surprisingly, the thought of another person’s stuff in my nesthouse didn’t stress me out. I wanted her stuff there. I even would’ve been willing to put up with it if Anita had been a total slob. I was just really, really glad she wasn’t.

We joined the short line to check out, and I absently gazed at Anita as she pulled her phone out of her pocket and tapped on the screen. It was hot as balls outside, so she was wearing a pair of light, tan linen pants and a sleeveless white shirt that showed off her slender, toned arms. The little curve of her defined bicep was ridiculously hot.

Over the last few months, she’d gotten into the habit of buying me frog-themed things whenever she came across them. I was currently dressed in jeans and a T-shirt with an angry toad wearing a pirate outfit on the front. If someone had told me a few months ago that I’d be seen out in public in a graphic tee, I would’ve burst out laughing. But I loved it, and Anita had bought it for me, so I wanted to make her happy.

She’d bought me other frog stuff too. Boxer briefs with little yellow-speckled glass frogs on them—which I also had on. A box of cookies printed with tiny green frogs from a Japanese food store. An ugly yet adorable-as-fuck clay ornament of a frog she’d found in a thrift store that looked like it had been made by someone who’d never actually seen a frog in real life. I loved it. It lived on my nightstand.

I tried to buy her stuff all the time, and she rarely let me. She wasn’t interested in jewellery, so that ruled that out. She didn’t care about clothes. She enjoyed food, so I took her to restaurants a lot—I struggled to deviate from my diet, but I had been having more cheat days than normal.

My usual gym, Terres Gym, had finally reopened a few weeks ago. I had managed to convince Anita to let me pay for her membership there, after I went on and on about how much nicer it was, and pointed out all the amenities they offered, including spa facilities. When I told her about the junior Olympic pool, she finally caved.

“Beryl said she and Greid should be leaving soon,” Anita told me, peering down at her phone. “Greid lost Jake’s leash, so they’re just looking for it.”

I waved a hand. “We’ve got plenty of time. We’re halfway there already.”

Anita and Beryl got on really well. If my relationship with Beryl had still been tense and tenuous, I would’ve said worryingly well. We’d hung out with Beryl and Greid a few times now, with us going to their house for dinner or them coming to my place. My relationship with Beryl had improved drastically after Greid and I cleared the air. Now, I was grateful she was so protective of my brother. I was too.

“So what’s your uncle like?” Anita asked, grinning at me as we shuffled forward when the line moved.

I’d told her plenty about Mom and Aunt Indi already. They were kind of big personalities. When we were in elementary school, Laki had told all our classmates that our mom and aunt were witches, and that Bax was our aunt’s cat familiar who took the form of a demiurgus while out in public. Then Laki got in trouble when some of the other kids started crying, thinking they were going to be cursed. Mainly because Laki told them our mom and aunt were going to curse them.

Mom had to have a meeting with the school and assure them that she and her sister weren’t practising dark magic at home in front of the children.

“Bax is great,” I told Anita. “Super chill and laid-back. Used to let us paint his shiny bald head when we were kids. He taught most of us how to drive as well. And he taught me and Tuvin how to cook. He’s a great cook.”

Anita gave me a tiny smile. “So did Tuvin used to cook with you, then? When your mum was working?”

She knew all about the difficult years we’d had as kids. I shook my head. “Nah. He started getting into it when he was around seventeen, eighteen. I only cared about the basics so I could feed everyone, but Bax is a passionate cook, so he taught Tuvin more of the complex stuff.”

“And now Tuvin’s a chef.” She smiled at me. “Your uncle must be proud.”

“Oh yeah, super proud. He’s proud of all of us, though.” I huffed in amusement. “Tells us all the time. He’s more sentimental than Aunt Indi.”

There was a lull in the conversation as we reached the checkout and I paid for the champagne. As we were stepping outside into bright afternoon sunlight, Anita asked, “So your mum’s never dated since your dad left?”

I shook my head, fishing my keys out of my pocket and pressing the button to open the trunk of my car. “Nope.”

“But she doesn’t miss him, right?” Anita knew all about our shitty absent father.

“No.” We reached the car and started loading the champagne bottles into the trunk. “She’s said before she’s just not interested, that she’s happy and doesn’t get lonely. I believe her. She knows none of us would care if she started dating, so it’s not like she’s worried about how we’d react.”

Anita nodded, stepping back as I shut the trunk. “Fair enough. I’ll take the cart back.”

“I’ll do it.” I immediately lunged for it. “You get in the car. It’s hot.”

She grinned up at me. “You’re closer to the sun than I am. You should get in the car.”

I couldn’t argue with her logic, so instead I just grabbed the cart’s handles and ran for the nearby cart corral. By the time I got back to the car, Anita was in the passenger seat and fiddling with the air conditioning.

“Jesus, it’s so hot.” I peered into the rearview mirror at my reflection. “Do I look all shiny?”

“You look fine, var Rorik,” Anita deadpanned. “Let’s go. We don’t want to be late.”

“I’m never late.” I eased out of the parking space, and once we were back on the road I reached over and rested my hand on Anita’s thigh. “We’ll probably be the first ones there. Well, aside from Sorin and Kiti, obviously.”

Anita had already met Sorin a month or so back when the three of us went for dinner. She’d also briefly met Suni when we bumped into her in Bismuth’s one night while we’d been out with Anita’s sister, Devi, and Devi’s friend Tamyn—as in, the Tamyn who’d hit on me that night in Carnelians months ago.

Anita had smiled her way through some good-natured ribbing from Devi and Tamyn about how, in hindsight, she’d done a bad job of hiding how pissed she’d been at Tamyn that night. I’d tried not to look too pleased with myself during the conversation, the knowledge that Anita had gotten a teensy bit jealous making me happier than it probably should’ve.

They eventually dropped it after Tamyn gave me a good-natured nudge with her elbow and Devi jokingly apologised to me on Tamyn’s behalf. I liked Anita’s sister, and I was glad to have met her ahead of time when I’d met Mr and Mrs Chaudhary last weekend.

It had been nerve-wracking as shit, even though her family was very warm and laid-back. And calm. No one had been yelling, ‘Ma! Ma!’ from another room. No one had been fighting over the TV remote. No one threw any dinner rolls when we sat down to eat.

Even Anita’s tiny niece and nephew, Mina and Kiran, were better behaved than some of my adult siblings, for fuck’s sake. I wasn’t great around kids, but they were cute, and at the age that made interacting with them a little easier. Mainly because they just talked endlessly at me about whatever weird shit popped into their heads, showed me their toys—or, in Mina’s case, the dead dragonfly she’d found in the garden and dropped into my lap—then decided to start calling me “Uncle Noon”. I allowed it.

Afterward, Anita had told me how funny it was to see a seven-foot-plus demiurgus looking so unbelievably nervous in front of two tiny humans—her parents were on the shorter side.

But it had felt important that they liked me. I’d met girlfriends’ parents before, and it had never fazed me, but I’d been anxious to make a decent impression and show them I was good enough for Anita. I’d reverted back to a nervous teen in their presence, sweating throughout our introductions, calling Mr Chaudhary “sir” and refusing to even sit near Anita on the couch in case they thought I was being inappropriate with their youngest daughter.

Devi and her husband, Malcolm, had helped me relax, at least. Devi was a little more talkative and outgoing than Anita, so she kept the conversation flowing when nerves made me clam up. Malcolm was an awesome dude. He was into swimming and was a big fan of dropball, the most popular surface-side demiurgus sport, so we’d bonded over that. Not that I could relate to the swimming thing—I hadn’t attempted to go back to the grody pool since that sauna session with Anita.

When we turned onto my mom’s street a while later and the house came into view up ahead, I grumbled in irritation. “Damn it.”

“What?” Anita glanced at me, then chuckled as I slowed down and pulled over outside the house. “Oh, we’re clearly not the first ones here. Who beat you, then?”

I grunted as I shut off the engine and unbuckled my seatbelt. “Bax and Indi. Laki.” Squinting at the drive, I added, “I think that’s Tuvin’s car as well.”

Anita patted my leg before opening her car door. “Better luck next time, var Rorik.”

“It’s only because of all the champagne bottles making the car drag,” I protested, climbing out. “The extra weight. We would’ve made it here first if we didn’t have them.”

“Mm.” Anita didn’t sound at all interested as she opened the trunk. “How are we going to get them all inside?”

“I’ll do it in a minute.” I grabbed two bottles for now and shut the trunk, then wrapped my arm around Anita. “Let’s go let them know we’re here.”

She shot me an amused smile as I led her up the drive. “So no one else can turn up in the meantime and beat us to the door?”

I studiously ignored her as I opened the front door. “Ma?”

“Who’s that?” I heard Mom immediately call back from the direction of the kitchen.

“It’s me, Ma,” I called, shutting the door behind us. “And Anita.”

There was a dramatic gasp, followed by the frantic shuffling of slippered feet. I threaded my fingers through Anita’s and led her toward the living room, just as Mom appeared in the hallway dressed in a pair of flowy black pants and a loose silk shirt under her apron, her ancient slippers on her feet. I’d offered to buy her new slippers a million times, but she said those ones were “broken in”. They were so threadbare that I was pretty sure the soles were transparent.

“Hello, darling,” Mom said distractedly, barely glancing at me because she was too busy staring at Anita with wide, excited eyes. “And you’re Anita.”

Anita gave her a slightly nervous smile, which made me press a kiss to the top of her head before I grinned at Mom as my chest expanded with pride. This was kind of a big deal—the two most important women in my life finally meeting.

“It’s lovely to meet you, Mrs var Rorik,” Anita said, barely getting the words out before Mom was rushing forward.

“Oh my word, call me Una.” Mom clasped one of Anita’s hands between both of hers. “It’s wonderful to meet you, darling. All Nuni does is talk about you when he calls me. I have never seen my son so smitten.”

My ears fluttered. “Come on, Ma.”

Mom made a dismissive sound as she stepped back. “As if it’s not obvious to her anyway.”

“Is that Nuni and his new girlfriend?” Aunt Indi suddenly barged into the hallway from the living room and stopped beside Mom.

Anita inched closer to me as the pair of them just stared at us. Honestly, I could kind of see why Laki had made up that witch rumour about them. Indi was wearing a long, flowing black skirt and a cream shirt with puffy arms and some kind of frilly thing around the neckline. Both of them wore their blue-tinged hair long and loose, the streaks of white growing more pronounced in recent years. They were staring at us with identical expressions. I was pretty sure they even blinked at the same time.

“Uh… Auntie, this is Anita,” I eventually said, cupping Anita’s shoulder to draw her closer to me.

“Well I would hope it’s Anita,” Indi said imperiously, settling her hands on her hips. “Anita is the only ‘girlfriend of Nuni’s’ that your mother tells me about, seeing as you are apparently far too busy to ever call your loving aunt yourself and update her on your life.”

“C’mon, Auntie,” I whined, ears fluttering with embarrassment as I glanced at Anita to see her mouth twitching. “Mom tells you everything we tell her anyway.”

“It would just be nice to hear from my oldest nephew directly every now and then.” Indi sniffed, then stepped forward and clasped Anita’s shoulders to dip down and kiss her cheek. “Lovely to meet you, Anita. Aren’t you beautiful? Has Una offered you a drink yet?”

“Oh, don’t start, Dee,” Mom said in exasperation, gesturing us through to the living room. “You brought champagne, darling? You didn’t have to.”

“Anita wanted to bring something,” I said quickly, seeing as it had been Anita’s idea, “for Beryl and Greid.”

On cue, Mom teared up and placed a hand on her chest. “I still can’t believe it. My little baby.”

“We’re all your little babies, Ma.”

“I know,” she said defensively. “But Greid was my literal little baby. My tiny kushka. And he is the youngest.”

“Only by, like, a minute.” I spotted Kiti on the couch as we walked into the living room, so I added, “A minute after this jackass entered the world.”

She pulled a sardonic, faux-amused face. “Nice to see you too, douchebro.”

“Just—” Mom pinched the bridge of her nose as she let out a sharp breath. “Just for an hour at least, so Anita doesn’t think I raised my children to be complete monsters, can we please be civil?”

“How are we not being civil?” I asked, sharing a glance with Kiti who looked as genuinely bewildered as I was.

“I haven’t even called him Pooni yet,” she said, her expression morphing into a smirk.

“That was vetoed ages ago, assface,” I snarled, but Kiti just gave me a saccharine smile.

“I’ll call you Pooni for as long as you called Greid ‘Grode’. So that’s about… thirty years. Ish.”

My jaw worked as I tried to think of a decent comeback. I couldn’t. She was right. I deserved a shitty nickname, but that didn’t mean I had to like it. “You’re the worst.”

Kiti snickered, stepping forward as she turned her attention to Anita. “You have spent time with this d-bag, right? And you still want to be with him?”

Anita chuckled, shaking the hand Kiti held out. “The heart wants what it wants, I suppose.”

I grinned, and kept grinning as Uncle Bax introduced himself to Anita, then Tuvin appeared from the kitchen to meet her. Laki wandered in from outside, the scent of shade clinging to their clothes, and clapped me on the shoulder.

“Sick T-shirt, bro.”

Anita had met Laki plenty of times now, so I took the opportunity while they were chatting to run into the kitchen, put the champagne in the fridge, grab several more bottles from the car as well as the nightberries, then pour Anita a glass of water.

By the time I was returning to the living room, Sorin had appeared, so he helped me get the rest of the champagne from the car. We waved at Daga and Elern as they arrived, and while they were getting the four babies out of the car, Suni turned up in a cab and grabbed a niece or nephew—honestly, I couldn’t tell them apart—to carry into the house, shouting a hello at us as she passed. Daga and Elern followed her in with the other three kids, and it was quiet once again.

“We’ll be getting more of this soon for your celebration,” I told Sorin with a grin as we grabbed champagne bottles. “Not long now.”

The grand opening of Sorin’s bakery was fast approaching, pencilled in for the end of September.

“Don’t.” He pressed a hand to his stomach. “I am getting extremely drunk today to try and forget about it for a little while.”

“Dude, you can’t internalise stress.” I squeezed his shoulder. “It’s so bad for you. Find a productive way to work through it. Maybe kickboxing.”

“Getting drunk is a productive way to work through it.” He held up a bottle. “Getting drunk on champagne is the classy productive way to work through it.”

“Or maybe badminton?” I offered, following him back up the drive, our arms loaded.

“I’m gonna stick with drinking. For today, at least.” He grinned at me. “Tomorrow I’ll go back to being a responsible, hardworking adult. I promise.”

“You have worked super hard, dude. You should be proud of yourself. This bakery is going to be a total success.”

He made a noncommittal sound. Sorin didn’t like talking about the bakery too much—it just made him nervous. “How’s the event stuff going for Anita?”

“Yeah, great. She’s on top of it.” I made a face. “She’s getting a little more stressed the closer it gets, but she told me that always happens.”

Sorin glanced over at me. “Do you ever get stressed, Nuni?”

I blinked at the question. “What? Of course I do, dude. Why do you think I go to the gym, like, ten times a week?”

He chuckled as we made our way into the kitchen. Anita was laughing about something with Laki and Kiti—shit, I hoped she didn’t get too friendly with Kiti—when we passed through the living room.

“That’s kind of comforting to know, actually,” Sorin said, setting the champagne bottles down on the counter. “You just seem like you’re completely on top of everything all the time.”

I smiled, but it was a little wan. I’d gotten good at maintaining an air of control when we were young. Making sure the household was running smoothly so none of my siblings had to worry about anything beyond their latest crush or finishing their homework. Giving the impression that everything was just fine, everything was great.

Anita had asked me if I’d ever spoken to my mom about it before. I hadn’t. Neither of us had ever brought it up, and as Sorin and I went back into the living room to join the others, I found myself staring at my mom and wondering if, maybe, I should mention it one day.

I’d told Anita that I didn’t see much point in it—it wasn’t like Mom could change anything, and it hadn’t been her fault anyway. She’d had to work as much as she did to make ends meet. And she hadn’t asked me to take on the responsibilities I had. All bringing it up would do was upset her, and the thought of upsetting my mom was gut-wrenching.

Anita hadn’t pushed it, but she had gently told me that talking about it with Mom, letting her know how hard it had been, might help me process it. I didn’t think I had all that much to process, to be honest, but when I’d mentioned it to Laki, they’d agreed that it might be a good idea. And added that they thought I definitely did still have to process my anger over Dad leaving.

I shook off the thoughts and wrapped my arm around Anita as I joined her and Laki, dipping my head to kiss her cheek. I wasn’t going to bring it up today, anyway. Definitely not. We were all here to celebrate.

As if on cue, Indi raced out of the kitchen with Bax ambling cheerfully behind carrying a tray filled to the brim with full champagne flutes. “They’re here!”

Indi grabbed Laki’s arm and dragged them to stand beside Kiti, for some reason. They shot me a baffled look which I returned with a shrug. Then she pushed Tuvin closer to Sorin and tutted at Suni, who was scrolling through something on her phone.

“Suni, get off your phone! We have to all be ready to congratulate them! Una, you can’t already be crying. They’re not even in the house yet!”

“It’s hayfever!” Mom shot back, dabbing at her eyes with a tissue.

“Bax, be ready with the champagne,” Indi hissed, even though Uncle Bax was already standing close to the door, expertly keeping the overloaded tray aloft. “Everyone shush!”

Trained to obey Aunt Indi, we all automatically fell silent. Faintly, there came the sound of a car door slamming shut, followed by an excited bark from Jake.

Laki cleared their throat. “Uh… it’s not a surprise party, right? Why do we have to stay quiet?”

They were already high, and they sounded so genuinely confused that it made me snort, which set them off.

“No, but seriously,” they said a few seconds later after sobering up, which made me start laughing again. “They know we’re here, right? Was I supposed to hide my truck?”

“Shut up, dude,” I hissed teasingly. “They’re coming up the drive. You’re gonna spoil the surprise.”

“I think I already did. My truck’s parked out front, Ma. Why didn’t you warn me?”

“It’s not a surprise!” Indi snapped as I burst out laughing again. “Nuni, stop laughing! Laki, why did you have to smoke that horrible herb right before we—They’re here!” she hissed as the front door opened.

“Hello!” Beryl called from the hall. “We’re here! Sorry we’re a little late.”

“Are we shouting surprise or what?” Laki was whispering frantically as Kiti started snickering and shoving them. One of Daga and Elern’s babies let out an enormous wail, and the moment Beryl and Greid appeared in the living room doorway, Mom burst into tears.

“Surprise!” Laki called, and when no one else joined in, they glared at Kiti and shoved the side of her head as she cackled. “You dick, you told me everyone was saying it!”

Her face spikes flexing with annoyance, Aunt Indi lunged forward and pressed a kiss to each of Beryl’s cheeks. “Congratulations, you two!”

We were here to celebrate their recent engagement. In a weird coincidence, they’d both tried to propose on the same night in the end, but neither of them cared and they found it funny. My brother was unspeakably happy, which made me a little emotional every time I thought about it. I’d already asked if they’d let me pay for the venue, or the caterer, or anything, but they’d refused. I was sure I’d think of something, though.

Beryl looked surprised but pleased. Greid, on the other hand, looked like he was hoping the ground would open up and swallow him whole as Indi clasped his face and pressed kisses to his cheeks. When Mom rushed forward to embrace them both, he hunched his shoulders self-consciously.

“Mom, we saw you, like, two days ago,” he mumbled as she squished his cheeks, sniffling.

“You just have to get through it, Greid,” Daga called with a smile, bouncing the baby on her hip. “She was like this when Elern and I got engaged, remember?”

He gave a pained smile, rubbing his face and glancing around at the rest of us standing there watching. After giving Anita’s hip a squeeze, I stepped forward and pulled him into a tight hug.

“Congrats, bro.”

He gave me a sheepish grin as we pulled back, just as Anita approached. “Thanks.”

“Congratulations.” She squeezed his arm.

“Thanks,” he repeated, grinning at her as Beryl turned toward us.

“Congrats, Murray.” I nudged her shoulder with my elbow. “Will you still be Murray, or will Greid no longer be a var Rorik, or what?”

She chuckled. “We haven’t got that far yet.”

“I like Murray-var Rorik,” Greid said immediately, clutching Beryl’s hand. “For both of us, I mean.”

“Me too.” Anita stepped forward to kiss Beryl’s cheek. “Congratulations.”

We moved out of the way so the others could congratulate them, stopping briefly to comfort Mom, who was still blubbering, before finding a spot at the side of the room where I immediately ducked down to kiss Anita.

“Poor Greid looks like he’s in physical pain from all the attention.” She chuckled, glancing over at the group.

“I mean, surely this is nothing compared to a wedding day.”

She made an agreeing face, then turned in my arms so her back was to my front, watching everyone congratulate Beryl and Greid. “Yes. He must love her a lot.”

“Yeah.” I fell silent, my arms wrapped loosely around her neck as I stared at everyone with unseeing eyes. Then I stepped back and grasped Anita’s shoulders. “Hey. Come with me a sec.”

She turned to look at me. “Where? We don’t want to miss—”

“We won’t. They’ll be a while.” I laced our fingers together and led her toward the kitchen. “Just quickly.”

I took us through the kitchen, which smelled like Mom’s porin and immediately made my stomach growl, and onto the back porch. I could see where Laki had been sitting, the chair pulled out from the wooden table and a single stubbed-out joint in the ashtray.

“This is nice,” Anita said, looking out at the yard, but quickly diverted her attention to me when I turned to face her.

I licked my dry lips and clasped her hands in mine. Shit, my palms were sweating.

“Anita, I…” I took a fortifying breath. “You know when I told you about eating an entire ice cream cake because I realised I… liked you too much and panicked?”

“Um…” Her forehead wrinkled. “Vaguely.”

“Okay, so…” I swallowed and adjusted my sweaty grip on hers. “I was actually… I actually realised… I love you,” I blurted, a flood of fresh terror making sweat bead on my hairline. God, I was going to look so shiny after this, especially with the sun beating down on us.

Anita was staring up at me in shock. Then she smiled, lifting our joined hands to kiss my knuckles. “I love you too, Nuni.”

Shutting my eyes in relief, I expelled a noisy breath. “Holy crap, that was terrifying.”

She laughed, disentangling our hands to step closer and reach up, cupping my face. I opened my eyes and stared down at her, ears fluttering with embarrassment when I felt heated pressure behind my eyeballs.

“You’re not annoying,” I told her needlessly. I mean, it was pretty clear I thought that at this point. “You’re amazing. I love you, Anita.”

I hadn’t even really been looking for someone when we found each other, but now I couldn’t imagine my life without her. We just meshed well. We complemented each other. It didn’t feel like we were trying to wedge two different lives into one small space. They just blended together. Not seamlessly, of course—we still bickered when we each thought we were right about something. We competed constantly on the treadmills at the gym, and I’d still never won. I could tell sometimes she wished I’d eat the same dinner as her, which she usually cooked, but she never complained about my rigid diet and meal schedule, which I was grateful for. I tried to be more relaxed about it, but wasn’t all that successful. It kept me calm and happy, and I knew she understood.

That was the thing. Anita just understood me, and I understood her.

She was usually so calm and in control, so I got a little choked up when I saw the emotion in her eyes as she stared up at me, her slender fingers gentle on my jaw.

“I love you too, Nuni,” she repeated, then released my face to slide her arms around my hips, burying herself against my front.

My body relaxed completely, fingers threading through her silky dark hair as I held her close. Calm contentment washed over me as we stood there. Faint sounds of suburban life filtered in from nearby yards. Kids screaming and laughing and splashing in paddling pools on a hot Sunday afternoon. Crickets chirping in the grass. The warm breeze rustling the trees. A familiar laugh reached us through the closed back door, but I couldn’t place which of my siblings it was.

I was pretty sure I’d never been this happy.

“Sorry, hold on…” Anita pulled back after another minute or so, her hands slipping under the back of my T-shirt to palm my bare skin as she gazed up at me. “How is the ice cream cake relevant, again?”

“I—It doesn’t matter.” I shook my head and cupped her face, leaning down to kiss her.


Chapter Forty-Six
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Nuni


My typically calm, unflappable girlfriend was stressed as fuck.

And I hated it.

Mainly because I felt entirely responsible.

We were just a couple of weeks away from the Rorik + Stimis anniversary party. I was super excited for it, mostly because I knew how hard Anita was working to make it a success and I wanted her to witness the fruits of her labour. But I’d have been lying if I said I wasn’t also looking forward to celebrating the business I’d built from nothing, as well as giving everyone in the company a night of great food and free booze.

I liked to think I hadn’t been too demanding about the party, but Anita was definitely tenser than I’d thought she’d be, especially because she seemed to be completely on top of the planning. I knew she was a perfectionist, but she was also pretty level-headed most of the time. She was majorly stressed out though, which made me feel really guilty.

I was a fixer by nature, so I’d been doing everything I could to try and help her relax without inadvertently annoying the fuck out of her. We were so similar in some ways, and I knew how irritating I found it when I was deep in the zone working on something and someone kept trying to distract me.

I took her out for dinner whenever she’d let me. I found nostalgia-inducing movies and TV shows from when we were kids for us to watch. I even offered to go swimming with her—I trusted the cleanliness of the Terres Gym pool far more than the one at Dunmore, mainly because Terres didn’t allow kids.

I booked her in for a relaxing deep tissue massage at Redmud Spa, confident that Svyn’s giant, meaty fists would be able to work the knots out of her back. I decided to get a facial and manicure while I waited for her, because I was extremely conscious that I’d be getting up on stage in front of hundreds of people soon and I wanted to look my best.

But when Anita came out of her massage, she didn’t actually look any more relaxed than she had going in. And then Svyn had come out of the treatment room looking a little concerned and mildly offended, telling me that she’d spent half the massage typing frantically on her phone because it kept vibrating.

So when none of that worked, I decided to bring out the big guns.

It was a Friday evening, and Anita had been glued to her laptop on the couch ever since we finished dinner. Her IBS had flared up last weekend because of the stress, so I made the executive decision that it was now my boyfriendly duty to try and get her to relax for the sake of her health. Just for the weekend, at least. And if I couldn’t achieve the entire weekend, just for the rest of the night.

I stood in the bedroom after my shower, waffling over the plan I’d come up with to distract her. I was really nervous about it. I’d never shown a human my true form before, but if anything was going to succeed in pulling Anita’s attention away from her laptop, I was pretty sure it would be me emerging from the bedroom eight feet tall with a long, lizard-like snout and huge, curving claws.

What if she found me really ugly though? I didn’t really like the way I looked in my true form, and I didn’t really like how much more… animalistic it made me feel, which was why I mostly stayed in my humanoid one. It wasn’t just my appearance—my voice grew deeper and more guttural. And I went all weird, wanting to sniff everything and run around and dig through the earth.

I didn’t want her to find me unattractive. Beastly. If she looked horrified, I’d just shift back and never show her again. It wasn’t like I was one of those demiurgus who preferred being in their true form while they were at home. It would be fine.

Except it would kind of suck if she really hated it. It was a part of me I didn’t show often, but it was still a part of me.

My hearts beating fast, I pulled on a pair of loose shorts and spent some time trying to calm down by fixing my hair in the mirror. Then, after giving myself one last look, I turned away and shifted, wincing at the slight ache that shot through my limbs as they lengthened, the muscles stretching. The ground got further away as I grew and my heels rose up off the floor. My vision shifted and adjusted as my face stretched into its snouted form. The tips of my ears fluttered rapidly as they picked up the tiniest sounds—the faint tapping of Anita’s fingers on her laptop’s keyboard. The slow drip from the shower. The hum of the fridge all the way on the other side of the nesthouse.

Swallowing, I opened the bedroom door and crept into the living room. At least I was stealthier in this form, so I was able to get right behind the couch, padding across the floor on all fours, without Anita noticing.

She jumped when I prowled up over the back of the couch and snuffled at her hair. “What—oh my god.”

Shit, was that a good ‘oh my god’ or a bad ‘oh my god’? Trying to ignore my nerves, I nuzzled my way down her neck then plucked gently at the cotton of her T-shirt with my teeth. “Hi.”

“Nuni.” She sounded kind of delighted. Almost a little breathless, actually. “Look at you.”

Finding the courage to lift my head, I grinned at her. “Yep. Thought you might want to see it.”

Her laptop had already been forgotten. Mission accomplished. Discreetly moving it onto the floor and out of the way, I urged her onto her back so I could crouch over her.

“Oh wow,” she breathed. “Your teeth look even sharper.”

“They are.”

“And you’re…” Her eyes dragged down my frame and flared, which made my cock twitch in my shorts. “So much bigger.”

“Yeah.” My voice was deeper and raspier like this, and I saw Anita react to it. Her eyes got a little heavier, heat bleeding into her features.

A low, rumbling purr rolled involuntarily from my throat when she rested her hands on my chest. My skin was tougher and more leathery in this form, but still sensitive. More sensitive, in some ways. It prickled with awareness, my longer tail thrashing restlessly, my body instinctively aware that Anita was beneath me. Touching me.

My eyesight was keener too, and when I noticed that her chest was rising a little faster than normal, I couldn’t help but clock the fact that her nipples were hard under her shirt. Really hard.

My tongue pressed against the back of my teeth as I stared at them with laser focus.

“Do you feel different when you’re like this?” Anita asked, her gaze still roaming over me, lingering on my shorts.

I ducked my head to nuzzle her collarbone, then snuffled my way down her front. God, she smelled sooo good. It was kind of making my mind go blank. When I reached the hem of her shirt, I started nudging it up with the tip of my snout. I mean, she could stop me if she didn’t want me to, right?

“Yeah,” I rasped, remembering she’d asked me a question. “More, like… I don’t know. Driven by instinct, I guess.”

“Oh yeah?” Her hands smoothed over my shoulders, and she arched her back so I could nudge her T-shirt up over her breasts. “What instincts?”

I took a moment to lap at her nipples before answering, because my honest answer was going to make me sound like an idiot, not a sexy beast.

“Mainly to go underground and dig and run around,” I admitted sheepishly. Anita laughed.

“Do you want to go to your deeproom?”

I laved a nipple again. My tongue was bigger and more ridged in this form, and I felt Anita shiver as her fingers threaded through my hair.

“It’s okay.” I lapped at her collarbone, then her neck, then gave her jaw a tiny lick. “I just thought I’d show you.”

“Well, we could go down there anyway…” Anita’s hands slid down my chest, trailing down my front until…

“Nngh.” I looked between our bodies when I felt her cup my balls through my shorts. My cock was straining against the fabric, the barbs leaving little dents and catching as it throbbed.

“Or maybe…” Her other hand found the base of my cock and rubbed. “You could take me down there if you manage to catch me.”

My head cocked. I went totally still, like a predator sensing its prey. “Catch you?”

She grinned up at me. “You said you want to run, didn’t you?”

A growl rumbled up my throat. “You want me to chase you?”

Okay, so I was guessing she didn’t find my true form unattractive then. That was a relief. And I hadn’t thought I’d be into the idea of something as primal as chasing down my partner, but fuck, it was making my dick hard.

Still, I didn’t move an inch until Anita confirmed that was definitely what she wanted. Her grin turned sly. “Yeah.”

“Yeah?” I wanted to be sure. “And… like this, you mean?”

“Yes.” She wriggled out from under me and rolled off the couch, then straightened.

As I sat up slowly, I saw the muscles in her legs tense as she prepared to run. My cock jerked, pulse pounding in my throat. A low growl vibrated my chest. “Anita…”

She took off. For a split second, I didn’t move, and then I was vaulting over the back of the couch to chase her.

Goddamnit, I’d forgotten how fucking fast she was. She was already halfway across the room, heading for the kitchen island to get a barrier between us. And now I had a giant erection banging around in my loose shorts, which was definitely slowing me down. Creating extra aerodynamic drag or something.

“Babe, you seriously think that’ll stop me?” I was already jumping up onto the island to scramble over it. My foot hit something, a glass or a plate, and sent it crashing to the ground.

Anita burst out laughing, taking off toward the hallway. I jumped back down to follow her, part of me hoping I wasn’t scratching up my floors with these huge claws, but most of me wondering what she’d let me do when I caught her.

Because I was going to catch her. She was fast, and I was a little less coordinated in this form, but I was still faster. I was also a lot bigger, which meant I had to be somewhat careful if I didn’t want to wreck my entire nesthouse by running into the walls and furniture.

I skidded to a stop in the hallway, trying to figure out what room she’d vanished into. Another low growl rumbling from my throat, I prowled forward, my claws flexing by my sides. My ears twitched frantically, trying to pick up any tiny sound.

It wasn’t until I was almost at the end of the hall that I heard something. By the time I’d whirled back around, Anita had darted out of a doorway I’d already passed and taken off back toward the kitchen. I snarled, lunging forward.

She laughed, skidding around the island and turning to grin at me when I crashed into the other side, chasing her too fast to slow in time. I gripped the edge, my claws squealing over the marble, my muscles twitching as she feinted right, then darted toward the couch.

She jumped over the back of it and used the coffee table as a stepping stone to reach the floor and keep running. I almost tipped the couch as I chased her onto it and lunged, trying to grab her but instead landing on my belly with a grunt.

I definitely heard my claws tearing into the couch cushions, but I couldn’t bring myself to care as I scrambled up and took off after her again. She’d already vanished back into the hallway, and when I heard a door being ripped open followed by the faint, echoing slap of bare feet descending a metal staircase, my mouth stretched into a wide, evil grin.

I reached the door to my deeproom a few seconds later and stood at the top of the stairs, my breaths snarling out of me as I listened to her clatter down the steps.

“Nowhere else to go down there, Nita,” I rumbled out menacingly, and heard her loose a breathless laugh.

The motion sensor lights reignited as I followed her down, deciding to take my time and build up the tension. I ran my tongue over my big, sharp teeth as I imagined what I’d do to her when I caught her. I was a little more limited in this form. My dick was even bigger, and the barbs were far more pronounced, so I wasn’t even going to entertain the idea of using the sleeve to penetrate her.

Besides, I thought, grinning to myself, I have something else that’s also bigger and longer that I can make excellent use of…

When I prowled into my deeproom, I immediately homed in on Anita at the other side of the cavernous space. I grinned again, knowing she’d see the gleam of my teeth from all the artificial gem lights embedded in the walls and curved ceiling.

“Where are you going to go now?” I purred, stalking closer. She laughed, edging her way along the dirt wall.

“Bet I can get past you and back upstairs.”

“Bet you can’t.”

“What are you going to do if you catch me?” she asked, sounding breathless.

A low purr rattled in my throat. “You’ll find out when I catch you.”

Her eyes flashed, the reflection of countless tiny lights glittering in them. Her muscles tensed, and she waited until I was more than halfway across the room before feinting left, then taking off to the right. But I anticipated it this time, lunging across the room and snarling in triumph when I managed to loop an arm around her waist and yank her off her feet.

She squawked through a laugh, clasping my forearm as I loped across the room and deposited her in my deeproom nest—a sunken mound of cushions and blankets in a ring of large stones. Before she could say a word, I was slicing a straight line down the front of her shirt with a claw until it fell open in two halves, then ripping her shorts down her legs.

Her breath caught as I grabbed the backs of her knees, spread them wide, and buried my snout between her thighs. The taste of her flooded my tongue, making a rumbling growl vibrate through my throat. Anita gasped, then moaned, her hands fisting my hair and gripping tight.

I lapped hungrily at her pussy without much finesse, but it seemed to feel good, judging by the way Anita was shuddering and clutching my hair. I snarled as I plunged my tongue inside her and felt how wet she was. She cried out, hips jerking up, her legs wrapping around my head.

Fuck yes. I growled against her again, a distant part of my brain a little horrified by the animalistic sounds I was making. My cock was drooling in my shorts, painfully hard, and I could feel my tail whipping side to side with restless agitation.

“Oh god.” Anita started to tremble, and she cried out when I lapped at her clit. “Nuni!”

I licked faster, a deep, drugged moan rumbling up my throat. Her clit grew even stiffer against my tongue, the taste of her grew sharper, and then she was crying out as she came, her hips jerking to keep rubbing herself against my tongue until it got too much.

She shuddered with sensitivity as I nuzzled her pulsing clit with the tip of my snout, but I couldn’t wait much longer. The moment she let out a long, shaky breath and relaxed back against the blankets, I ripped off my shorts and crawled my way up her body until I was crouched over her.

Her drowsy eyes flared with heat as I wrapped a hand around my cock and started to stroke fast, my eyes roaming over her body. I licked my lips for more of her taste, then hunched over so I could nuzzle her hair, snarling as her scent filled my nose.

Anita moaned as I dragged my snout down the side of her face, then lapped at her jaw and earlobe. My hips jerked, cock achingly stiff in my fist. When I felt Anita cup my sac, I snarled and reared up, resisting the urge to snatch up her long hair and crane her head back, make her vulnerable. Or press my palm down onto her sternum to keep her pinned beneath me.

I’d never do it, because the thought of accidentally hurting her was unbearable. Anita was tough, but she wasn’t demiurgus. She was delicate compared to me, especially while I was like this.

Besides, I didn’t need to do any of those things. Just having her beneath me, knowing I was about to come on her smooth, soft skin, was enough to make my balls lift and my cock swell. My breaths were snarling out of me, and I was no longer capable of talking as I shuttled my fist over my length, my fingers getting wet from the pre-cum dripping from the head.

My lips peeled back from my teeth when the orgasm hit. A ragged groan tore from me as my hips jerked with each round of cum that landed on Anita’s throat and chest in dark lines. She moaned, squeezing my balls until I was shuddering, milking my cock for a last spurt of cum.

My legs were shaking when it ended. I stayed hunched over her, my hair hanging in my face as I panted, trying to regulate my breathing. When Anita gave my balls one last gentle squeeze before letting go, I shuddered with a little aftershock, my claws curling into the pillows above her head.

She chuckled, hands landing on my sides and stroking soothingly. “You okay?”

Lowering myself unsteadily onto my knees and elbows, I buried my snout in her neck and exhaled. “I’m fucking great.”

“Me too.” She pressed a kiss to my hair. “Your tongue is… so big when you’re like this.”

I snuffled out a laugh. “Yeah. Thought you’d like it.”

“And your dick is ridiculous.”

I burst out laughing, then shrugged, trying to appear at least somewhat humble and probably failing as I lifted my head to peer down at her. “How are you feeling? Better?”

Her brows twitched, before she seemed to realise what I meant. Her lips tipped into a tiny sheepish smile. “I’ve been pretty preoccupied, haven’t I?”

“I just don’t want you to get even more stressed.” I nuzzled her cheek. “The party will be amazing, Anita. And I don’t want to be an asshole and try and tell you what to do, but… I worry about you. You felt so ill last weekend because you were so tense and stressed out.”

She exhaled, wrapping her arms around my neck. “I know. I appreciate it. I just… I want it to be everything you hope it’ll be. I want it to be perfect.”

“It will be,” I said firmly. “But you’re more important than a party, Nita. And, I mean, if this is what it takes to get your mind off of work for a few hours…” I let out a dramatic sigh. “I guess I can do it. For you.”

She snorted. “So selfless. Thank you for your sacrifice.”

“What can I say? I’m a generous guy.”

I hadn’t even noticed at first that I’d started rubbing my snout against her neck and the underside of her jaw until she laughed, squirming a little beneath me. With a huff, I forced myself to stop, but a second later I was nuzzling at her chest and rubbing my face against her breasts.

“Ugh, I don’t like how… primitive this form makes me feel,” I grumbled. “All I wanna do right now is go upstairs and roll around on your side of the bed.”

Anita chuckled, running her fingers through my hair. “We did just kinda assign ourselves sides of the bed without discussing it, didn’t we? I sleep in the middle when I’m at home alone.”

“Me too.” I went still, staring absently into the low light of the deeproom as my pulse picked up speed again. “Anita, I want you to move in.”

She froze. “What?”

Belly churning with nerves, I lifted my head to look at her. “I want you to move in. Here. With me.”

After a few seconds of staring at me in surprise, a huge smile spread across her face. Then she simply said, “I’d like that.”

My hearts thudded hard in my chest. “Yeah?”

“Yes.” She cupped the underside of my snout and leaned up to kiss the sensitive tip of it. I shivered, giving her chin a tiny lick.

“Okay. Awesome.” I moved my head back because I couldn’t stop grinning, which put all my sharp teeth on display. “When? Now? We could go get the rest of your stuff right now.”

She burst out laughing. “Or maybe we could start packing up my stuff in the morning?”

I pouted, which probably looked ridiculous in this form. “Fine, in the morning then. So… you’re sure you won’t get too pissed off with me? If we live together, I mean.”

Her mouth twitched with the start of a smile. Something I couldn’t quite decipher sparked in her dark eyes, but before I could ask her what she was thinking, she lifted her head and kissed my snout again.

“I’m sure, Nuni.”


Chapter Forty-Seven
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Nuni


“Darling, well done.”

I turned at the sound of my mom’s voice, midway through gulping down my glass of champagne. I’d just gotten up on stage and given my speech at the Rorik + Stimis ten-year anniversary event, which meant I could finally relax and actually enjoy the evening.

And drink champagne.

And maybe find a certain event planner and sneak off to make out in a hidden alcove somewhere…

“Good job, d-bag.”

My sister Kiti’s voice doused any pleasant thoughts as she and Mom approached through the crowd. Mom was in the deep blue evening dress she’d had for years, and Kiti was in some hot pink dress with a skirt that looked like it had been torn to shreds. I had, obviously, teased her about it the moment she arrived.

“Thanks,” I said as Mom kissed my cheek. “Where’re the others?”

“Greid and Beryl are over by the dessert table,” Mom said, peering around. “Laki was with them. Suni was chatting up some big-name gallerist she spotted, and Sorin and Tuvin are at the bar.”

“And Uncle Bax is trailing after Aunt Indi while she introduces herself to every single person in the room,” Kiti added, grabbing a fresh flute of champagne as a server walked past.

I nodded, gulping down my own drink as I looked around. Daga was the only sibling who wasn’t here—made sense, she had four babies to look after. I spotted Laki and Greid snickering together about something as they piled their plates high with tiny cakes and mousses and tarts at the dessert bar provided by Piquante. Greid had basically set up camp beside it the moment he could, but I was pretty sure the pair of them had snuck out for a couple of joints at some point during the evening.

Beryl’s head of curly ginger hair was just visible through the crowd of much taller demiurgus as she stood beside Greid, whose free arm was curled around her shoulders. When I looked over at the bar, I saw my two other brothers talking as they sipped from tumblers.

While it was great having the majority of my family here, they weren’t the ones I wanted to see right now. I’d been on my best behaviour all night because Anita was working and I didn’t want to disturb her, but I just wanted to catch a glimpse of her to tide me over.

And, well, if she was up for taking a fifteen-minute break and finding a hidden alcove…

“I saw Anita about ten minutes ago,” Mom said with a knowing smile when I peered around again. “She was talking to a very glamorous demiurgus woman with a tablet.”

I nodded, swigging my drink. “That’s probably her boss, Corva.”

I took another hearty gulp of champagne. Okay, so, the thing was… I’d managed to avoid Corva completely all evening. It wasn’t that I was nervous to speak to her, but I was a little nervous that I’d get overly defensive if I saw even the merest disapproving twitch of a brow from her. I didn’t want to fuck up and create a shitty work environment for Anita.

Unaware of the potential tension, Mom’s eyes brightened at the mention of Corva. “Oh, Beryl’s friend? Lovely! I wonder if Beryl’s seen her yet? Does she even know she’s here?”

“I’m sure she does, Ma.” I didn’t give a shit about Corva. I wanted to see Anita.

“Let’s go and join the others.” Mom slotted her arm through mine, settling her hand in the crook of my elbow. “I’d like another dessert too.”

“Sure.” I patted Mom’s arm as we made our way over. “Did I do okay, Ma?”

“You were wonderful, darling.” She squeezed my arm, voice getting a little choked up. “I’m so proud of you. I’m proud of all of my children, but… I hope you know how proud I am of you, Nuni.”

Goddamnit, now there was a lump in my throat. “Thanks, Mom.”

“You’ve always been such a hard worker.” She hesitated, then drew us to a stop and turned to face me, her expression a complicated mix of emotions. “And I hope… I hope you know how much I appreciate everything you do for me now, and everything you did when we… when we weren’t doing so well.”

I swallowed and parted my lips, then shut them again, not knowing what to say. “I don’t… I know,” I croaked eventually, but I hadn’t actually realised how much I’d craved hearing Mom say that to me.

“You deserve all the happiness in the world, my darling.” Mom squeezed my hands, her eyes suddenly sharp and keen as she gazed at me. “You are happy, aren’t you?”

“Yeah.” I cleared my throat. “I’m happy, Ma.”

“Anita makes you happy?”

I blinked in surprise. Mom’s eyes had grown even more shrewd, totally focused on me with almost unnerving intensity. “Yes, Anita makes me happy. Really happy. I love her, Ma.”

After a few more strangely tense moments, Mom’s face relaxed and she gave me a satisfied smile. “Then that’s all that matters. Come on, let’s go and get some dessert.”

I side-eyed her as we kept walking, a little bewildered by the exchange. Mom loved Anita. I knew it for a fact. Why was she suddenly worrying that I wasn’t happy with her? Or, maybe not worried, but… wanting to make sure.

Maybe she’d seen Anita somewhere in the ballroom looking all tense and frowny while she was at work. She could look pretty intimidating when she was ultra-focused. I, personally, found it hot in the same way I found the cock cage hot—with just a touch of exhilarating fear.

Kiti was trailing behind us on her phone as we reached Laki and Greid. My gut tightened with apprehension when I spotted Beryl a short distance away talking to Corva.

“Hey,” Greid said through a mouthful of food, pulling my attention back to him. “Have you tried the salted caramel brownie things? They’re not as good as Sorin’s but they’re still really good.”

“Not yet.” I chuckled, nudging Laki as I glanced at them. They didn’t react, staring into the middle distance with a glazed, contented look in their eyes as they shoved a fruit tart in their mouth and chewed.

Then they blinked, focusing on me when I reached up and flicked the open collar of their shirt. “Couldn’t have put on a tie at least, dude?” I teased.

They huffed in amusement. “I don’t own a tie.”

“I could’ve given you one.” I smoothed a hand down my own new Labrada silk tie, imported from England a week ago specifically for tonight.

My new bespoke Seta Nera suit looked fucking fantastic too. I’d seen the gleam in Anita’s eyes when I’d tried it on the other week, so I was looking forward to finding out whether she wanted me to leave it on or take it off me herself when we got home. She was partial to both.

“You have no idea how much willpower it’s taking me to not yank really hard on your tie,” Laki told me, which made Greid snicker.

“Don’t even think about it.” I adjusted the knot of my tie before glancing down to make sure the matching pocket square was still tastefully arranged.

When I started fiddling with my Thene palladium cufflinks, looking around again for Anita, Greid snorted. “You look fine, Nuni.”

“Oh, yeah, I know,” I said absently. “Just wondering where Anita is.”

Laki and Greid shared a look.

“She’s around somewhere, right?” Laki said dismissively, picking up a mini cheesecake. “She’s working, bro. Let her get on with it.”

“I have been,” I shot back a touch defensively. “I just want to make sure she’s okay. She’s been pretty stressed over the last week or so.”

They shared another look.

“I saw her a few minutes ago, I’m pretty sure…” Greid waved vaguely in the direction of the bar, then stuffed a tiny beignet in his mouth. “Oh man, these are so good. Has Beryl tried these yet? Where’s Beryl?”

“She was just talking to…”

I trailed off when Beryl appeared beside Greid with a cheerful smile. A split second later, I heard a throat being cleared behind me.

When I turned around, Corva gave me a warm but professional smile.

“Mr var Rorik.” She held out her hand. “I hope you’re enjoying the evening.”

After a moment of hesitation, I briefly grasped her hand. “Hi, Corva. I am. Ani—Ms Chaudhary has done an incredible job.”

Her brow twitched, but she looked more amused than judgemental, so my hackles only started to rise very slightly.

“She has.” Corva paused. “I value her very much.”

Yeah, well, you fucking better, I thought viciously. Or you might find Rorik + Stimis Architects branching out into the event planning market and poaching your best employee.

Employees plural, I then added in my head. I’ll take Hustin as well.

“Good.” I gave her a bland smile.

“I’m sure Anita has already mentioned it, but we can also help with sending out notes of thanks to all the guests, if you’d like us to. I’ll also be in touch next week for a post-event review and for any feedback you’d like to pass on.”

“Sounds good. Thank you,” I said politely, as if I hadn’t already had a glowing email praising Anita and all her hard work drafted for weeks.

“And is Mr var Stimis pleased so far?” Corva coughed delicately. “I know he wasn’t quite as involved in the planning process, but…”

“He’s having a great time.”

Felik had been lapping up the praise and attention all night, preening every time someone came over to our table during dinner and slapped him on the back, congratulating us on the company’s success as well as for holding such a fantastic event. I’d made a point of saying it had all been Anita Chaudhary at Feris Events, but Felik had just smiled indulgently and drawled that it was our pleasure to provide a great evening for our treasured associates. He could be such a douche.

“Excellent.” Corva gave me a brisk nod, then shook my hand again. “Nice to see you, Mr var Rorik. Enjoy the rest of your evening. I’ll be in touch next week.”

As soon as she’d swept off, I exhaled. I’d gotten through it without embarrassing Anita or pissing off her boss, which was the main thing. Shoulders sagging in relief, I turned and grabbed a celebratory brownie from Laki’s plate, shoving it in my mouth.

“They’re good, right?” Greid looked at me expectantly.

“Are they as good as mine?” Beryl asked brightly, taking one off Greid’s plate. “I feel like I’ve mastered cakes,” she told the rest of us. “So now I’m working on brownies.”

Greid looked a little flustered. He immediately stuffed three more tiny brownies in his mouth to mumble indistinctly around them.

I made a mental note to politely refuse if Beryl ever offered me brownies.

“Oh look, there’s Anita.” She waved at someone behind me, so I whirled around instantly and scanned the crowd, trying to see behind all the people mingling and heading for the bar.

Then I spotted her, and a huge grin stretched my mouth. She looked beautiful in her plain black dress and fitted grey blazer, her silky dark hair smoothly tied back in its sleek ponytail. Her tablet was in her hand, but she was smiling back at me as she crossed the ballroom and stopped in front of me.

“Hi.” Her dark eyes fixed on my mouth for a split second, but we’d agreed it probably wasn’t the best idea to act all coupley tonight. “Great speech.”

I attempted a nonchalant shrug, but my mouth tipped into a grin, mainly because Anita had already heard it fifty times when I’d practised at home. “I know.”

She chuckled. “Thanks for the mention, by the way. You didn’t have to.”

I’d made sure to thank Anita Chaudhary of Feris Events during my speech. Which, you know, I liked to think I would’ve done even if I hadn’t ended up falling in love with my event planner.

“Of course I did.” I waved a hand. “I’ve already got my feedback written up in an email to send to Corva next week. I’ve made sure to mention how hands-on you were as an event planner. Always happy and willing to engage in lively discussions whatever the time and place. Like at the sauna, or…”

“Shut up.” Her mouth twitched as I smothered a snicker. “You are actually happy with it though, right?”

I sobered up and took a step closer to murmur, “It’s great, Nita. Stop worrying, okay?”

“Alright.” She still looked a little tense. “As long as you’re having a good time.”

“I am. And it looks amazing in here.” I gestured around us at the ballroom, all lit up with twinkly lights and stained-glass lanterns on elegantly dressed tables. “I was definitely right to suggest the Basalt,” I teased with a smirk.

She snorted. “You did give a very convincing argument. Do you have a minute?”

“To sneak off?” I asked hopefully, lowering my voice as I glanced around. “I scoped out a pretty good alcove earlier where we could—”

“No, not to sneak off.” She tilted her head toward the bar. “Want to show you your signature drink.”

“My signature drink?” I followed her to the bar, nodding politely at the people who greeted me as we passed, shaking the hands that were thrust in front of me, patting shoulders to acknowledge associates without stopping.

“Yes.” Anita led us to the very edge of the bar, next to the pass that guests instinctively kept clear, and gestured for one of the bartenders.

The ballroom’s bar was from the twenties and had been carefully preserved, aside from being updated with the necessities. The bartenders were dressed traditionally in black pants and white shirts with suspenders and sleeve garters.

The one Anita had motioned for seemed to know what she wanted, because he gave her a brisk nod and turned toward the back bar, reaching up to a shelf of glasses.

“Maybe we could just quickly visit that alcove after this,” I murmured to Anita as we waited. “Whenever you have a few free minutes.”

“I’m not going to have a few free minutes until everyone’s gone,” she said dryly, inching closer until her shoulder brushed my arm. “We’ll just pretend to be in a ballroom alcove when we get home.”

That immediately made me grin. “No longer into public indecency, Chaudhary?”

She chuckled. “Not so much when it’s unnecessary.”

The bartender appeared in front of us and, with a flourish, set down two glasses.

Two shot glasses.

I burst out laughing. “Really?”

Anita grinned up at me as I peered down at them. They were filled with a bright blue liquid, and there were black splotches smeared on the insides of the glasses, which kind of made them look like…

“Your signature shot,” the bartender said, carefully pouring a clear liquid onto the tops of the shots over the back of a spoon. “Frogflame.”

He produced a long lighter and deftly lit the two shots on fire. Blue-tinged flames licked into the air, and I heard some of the other guests gathered around the bar gasp and exclaim at the sight of them. Before the glasses could get too hot, Anita and I leaned forward and quickly blew the flames out.

“They look like blue poison dart frogs,” I said in disbelief, picking up one of the shot glasses. “How the hell did you do that, man?”

The bartender shrugged with a grin. “Anita asked for something frog-themed. I like a good challenge. Hope you both enjoy them.”

He walked off to serve other customers, many of whom started asking for the same drink, as I stared down at Anita.

“You managed to include a frog-themed flaming shot,” I said incredulously. “Do you have any idea how fucking much I love you?”

She laughed. “Thought you’d like it. And I love you too.”

“Are you having one?” I nudged a shot glass closer to her on the bar.

She shook her head. “I can’t. Sorry.”

I pouted but didn’t argue. “I’ll give the other one to Laki.”

“Or Sir var Hynt.” She lowered her voice, leaning in a little to murmur, “Look, he’s eyeing them up from across the bar.”

I snickered, murmuring back, “And you were so sure flaming shots wouldn’t be classy enough for this event. But look, those two snooty old couples are ordering a round of Frogflame shots as well. And that guy there is the CEO of a huge housing developer. He’s probably the richest guy in this room. And right now he’s chanting ‘shots!’ with his CFO.”

Anita laughed, then pulled her phone out of her blazer pocket and peered down at the screen as it lit up. I saw the name of her colleague and close friend, Hustin, on the screen. “I better go. Glad you liked the shot.”

“Oh, okay.” I tried not to sound bummed—I knew she was working. “I’ll see you later.”

She gave my ass a discreet pat before walking off, deftly slipping through the crowd until she was out of sight.

Once she was gone, I texted Laki asking if they or any of the others wanted a drink before I left the bar. Then I downed both the shots. Why the hell not? I wished I could spend the evening with Anita, but the fact that I couldn’t didn’t mean I wasn’t going to enjoy it.

My eye twitched as I set down the second shot glass, the distinct taste of black liquorice on my lips when I licked them. I suppressed my shudder, not wanting to offend the bartenders. I just wasn’t a big drinker. Shots had been a great idea in theory, but I wasn’t so sure I had the stomach for them anymore.

Still, as I watched two older demiurgus ladies in long, sweeping evening dresses and fur stoles sip their own Frogflames after blowing out the blue fire, I smiled to myself in satisfaction. No one could say that flaming shots weren’t classy as fuck.


Chapter Forty-Eight
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Nuni


“Nuni.”

I recognised the quiet voice from that one word, but before I could turn in my chair, Anita’s hand landed on the nape of my neck as she bent to speak in my ear.

“There’s an issue,” she murmured, her thumb smoothing a tiny circle on the back of my neck, making me shiver.

Then I frowned as her words registered, shifting in my seat to look up at her. “An issue?”

She nodded, stepping back so I could excuse myself and stand, trying not to wince—my new Blattleders had started pinching, but I was fighting through the pain because they looked so good with the suit. The event was winding down now, the last few stragglers gathered around the bar or trying to schmooze Felik and me. So even though Anita’s words were somewhat alarming, I was grateful for the escape.

Besides, how much of an issue could there possibly be when we were less than an hour away from going home? Everything had gone off without a hitch, as far as I could see. Anita had done an outstanding job.

I glanced around as I followed Anita across the ballroom. Greid and Beryl had left an hour or so ago, and the others had taken off about fifteen minutes ago—once Mom had dragged Suni and Kiti away from the bar.

The waitstaff were discreetly clearing tables, but I couldn’t spot Corva anywhere. Maybe she’d gone home too. It wasn’t like Anita wasn’t perfectly capable of handling everything herself.

She led me out of the ballroom and directly to a service elevator, pressing the button to call it in silence. I eyed her in mild alarm, glancing around before shuffling closer to rest my hand on her back.

“Everything okay, babe?” I murmured.

She didn’t answer as the elevator dinged and the doors slid open, just taking my hand to lead me inside. Her lips were pressed into a flat line as she pressed the button for the top floor, then clasped her hands tightly together in front of her.

I stared at her as we started ascending in silence. She looked… nervous. Really nervous.

What could’ve happened? What could the “issue” be? I frantically tried to think of something that would make Anita this tense and nervous. The longer we stood in silence, the edgier I got.

“Babe, seriously, what’s going on?” I was getting a little nervous myself. “What’s on the top floor? Just tell me what’s happened and we’ll fix it. I’m sure we…”

I trailed off as things started adding up. How tense Anita had been the last couple of weeks in the run-up to the event. The fact that, now I thought about it, I hadn’t seen Corva for a while in the ballroom. She seemed like the hands-on type of business owner, so that was a little surprising. Anita had vanished for a while too—I’d definitely noticed that at the time, because I’d been trying to find her before being roped into a drink with the Lazurite table by Felik. It had been just after Beryl and Greid left.

Shit. Maybe Corva wasn’t as accepting of our relationship as she’d made out. Maybe she’d said something to Beryl, who’d told Anita before they left, and it had been the last straw for Anita, who was already under a lot of pressure, so she’d gone to confront Corva and it had gotten heated…

Realisation thudded into the pit of my stomach. I quickly glanced around for security cameras. Seeing that there weren’t any in the elevator, I leaned down and whispered frantically, “Babe, did you… Did something… happen to Corva?”

Anita turned to stare up at me. “What?”

“It’s okay.” I grabbed her face and ducked down to kiss her hard, my hearts starting to pound. “Shit. Fuck. Okay. We’ll handle it. We can get through this. I can… I’m sure the trunk of my car is big enough, but if not, Laki will let us use their truck. They won’t say a word. I can pay off the hotel staff to look the other way while we get the body out of the building—”

“Oh my god, Nuni.” Anita’s mouth trembled.

“Don’t worry, Nita,” I said immediately, still cupping her face as I stared down at her. “I won’t let anything happen to you. How fast can you pack? Maybe I could pay actors to live in the nesthouse for a while so no one realises we’re gone—”

“Nuni.” Her lips twitched before pursing together. She grasped my wrists, gently removed my hands from her face, then laced our fingers together. “Do you think I killed my boss?”

“I’ll try and pack light, but we will need good sunscreen if we’re on the run—Wait, what?” I stared down at her. “Does… that mean you haven’t?”

She gazed up at me. “Should I be worried that you managed to get from ‘there’s an issue’ to murder that fast?”

My ears went wild as the elevator slowed to a stop and the doors slid open on a plain, eerily empty corridor. “I mean, in my defence, you’re taking me up to the top floor of an old hotel in a creepy service elevator. Late at night when no one’s around.”

“That’s true,” she agreed, lifting our hands to kiss my knuckles. “That does leave murder as the only viable outcome.”

“Shut up,” I grumbled, glad I wasn’t going to be spending the rest of my night heaving a suspiciously heavy rolled rug out of a hotel and into my car. I definitely would’ve sweated through my suit. “So what is the issue, then?”

“Nothing that serious,” Anita told me solemnly, leading me out of the elevator. She didn’t look so tense anymore, so my idiocy had achieved one good thing at least. “It’s nice to know you’d cover up a murder for me though,” she added as we walked down the silent, empty corridor. “And that you’d go on the run with me.”

“Babe.” I squeezed her hand. “Of course I would.”

She smiled up at me. “I would too.”

I grinned, but it turned a little confused when she started taking us up the back staircase that led to the roof. “Okay, wait. So seriously, what’s the issue?”

Had some of the party guests come up here and caused a mess? People could be bastards when they were drunk, uncaring of the staff who had to clean up after them.

“You’ll see.”

I sighed, already picturing the hefty bill I’d have to pay to the hotel if some of our guests had done something shitty. I knew there was a rooftop terrace up here—it was pretty nice. Maybe someone had found their way up here when it was shut and ransacked the bar.

The heavy fire door at the top of the stairs had been propped open, and as Anita started to push on it, I noticed she looked really nervous again. Seriously, what the fuck was going on?

She took my hand and led me out onto the roof, taking us around the small service building in the direction of the terrace on the other side.

“Anita, what…”

I trailed off as we rounded the corner. The rooftop terrace was deserted, and fairy lights had been strung up everywhere, glittering against the backdrop of the city. Tiny candles dotted all the empty tables, and in front of the closed bar was a magnum of champagne chilling in a gleaming silver bucket stand.

Before I could ask what was going on, the sudden low note of a cello made me jump. Spinning around, I gawked at the string quartet sitting under a pergola dripping with even more fairy lights. One of the violinists smiled at my obvious shock, before her gaze shifted to behind me and her smile grew.

When I turned back around, I choked on a breath. “What… What?”

Anita smiled as I stared at her in utter shock, my fingertips tingling and my stomach twisting into knots. She was holding a tiny black box, its lid flipped open to reveal a white gold band with a single little diamond flush set in the centre.

My hearts started going nuts.

“I love you, Nuni.” Anita’s dark eyes were dancing with nerves, but her hands were steady. “Will you marry me?”

Oh my god. What the fuck. What the fuck is happening?!

My hands were trembling when I reached up to rub my face, throat closing and pressure welling behind my eyeballs.

Was this really happening?

“Yes,” I blurted, my voice thick. “Fuck, Nita.”

She laughed, a little shakily, relief visibly washing over her face. I swallowed repeatedly as she stepped forward and took my left hand, trying my hardest not to start blubbering. I held my breath as Anita slipped the ring onto my finger, and had to clench my jaw to stop my chin from wobbling when she lifted my hand to kiss my knuckles.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t get you a bigger diamond,” she said with a rueful smile as she stepped back.

That was what tipped me over.

“I don’t care how big the fucking diamond is,” I choked out, then launched myself at her, lifting her into my arms so I could bury my face in her neck. “I love you so much, Anita.”

“I love you too.” She kissed the side of my head, arms wrapped around my neck.

“Will you let me buy you an engagement ring too?” I asked, trying to blink away the tears as I lifted my head to look at her.

She smiled and wiped her thumbs over my cheeks. “It’ll be the one bit of jewellery I’ll happily wear.”

That made me crush my mouth to hers, momentarily forgetting about the four musicians witnessing this. I’d been waiting to kiss her all night, but now, after this, I was struggling to keep it at least somewhat appropriate with an audience.

I shuddered as our tongues glided together, but before I could get too carried away, I pulled back and pressed a final kiss to the corner of her mouth. “We’ll get you a ring this weekend.”

“Well…” Anita nodded at the ring on my finger as I reluctantly let her slide back down my front and onto her feet. “Your brother actually made that, so maybe he can make mine too. I think that’d be nice.”

“Really?” I almost started blubbering again as I stared down at the ring, then let out a watery chuckle as I looked around us at the rooftop terrace. “You know, it’s funny. When I was talking to Greid about him proposing to Beryl, I’m pretty sure I suggested something like this.”

“Is that so?”

“Yeah. I even said—Wait.” I looked at the ring again. “So he must have known you were planning this?”

Anita’s mouth twitched. Rather than answer, she pulled out the small two-way radio she’d been using all night to liaise with Corva and the hotel staff and spoke into it. “Okay, Hustin, you can let them out now.”

A split second later, the door for public access to the rooftop terrace was thrown open. I jumped when Laki burst outside and yelled, “Surprise!”

When no one else shouted it with them, they froze before spinning around just as the rest of my family spilled out onto the roof. “For fuck’s sake, Kiti!”

Kiti burst out laughing. “I’ll stop doing it when you stop fucking falling for it.”

“You are such a dick.” Laki spun back around and ambled over to pull me into a tight hug, a huge grin on their face. “Congrats, bro.”

“I—What?” I was back to shocked, standing there gormlessly as my mom and Aunt Indi practically elbowed each other out of the way in their haste to be the first to reach us.

Mom won, obviously, yanking me into a hard hug, already weeping. “Oh, my darling, I’m so happy for you.”

“Did you all know about this?” I was still a little dazed as I received hugs from the rest of my siblings, so I blamed that for the pointless question.

Suni held up her phone to show me Daga and Elern on the screen, connected to a video call so they could congratulate us too. Aunt Indi squished my cheeks before doing the same to Anita. Uncle Bax gave me a jovial slap on the back as he hugged me hard.

Anita’s friend Hustin, who I’d already met several times, appeared to congratulate me, looking a little frazzled from having to single-handedly hold back my family while Anita actually proposed. When I apologised on their behalf, he waved it off but beelined straight for the bar to grab himself a drink. One of the bartenders from downstairs had appeared and was busy pouring champagne into many glasses.

Greid and Beryl were the last to reach us, bringing up the rear of the group.

“Ha! You had no idea.” Beryl pecked my cheek as I ducked down to give her a brief hug. “We helped Anita plan it. Well, Hustin did most of the work, but that was why we left the party early.”

“I should’ve figured.” I rubbed the back of my neck with a sheepish grin as Beryl squeezed Anita tight.

“I told Anita what you’d suggested to me about the Basalt rooftop proposal.” Greid grinned as he gave me a hug. “Figured you were describing your ideal proposal.”

“I mean, this was pretty perfect.” I sniffled and tried not to start blubbering again. “But, shit, I’m sorry we’ve pulled the focus from your own engagement—”

“Don’t be,” Greid said quickly, casting Mom and Aunt Indi a fearful look. “Seriously. Don’t be sorry.”

“I did ask them beforehand,” Anita told me quietly, leaning into my side as she smiled up at me, “whether they would mind us getting engaged just a couple of months after them.”

“Okay.” I tugged her closer. “Sorry, I didn’t mean it like… I’m just a little stunned. Were you seriously… How long have you been planning this?”

Anita gave a mysterious shrug. “A while.”

“Is this why you’ve been so stressed out?”

“Honey, she’s been planning the proposal and your firm’s event simultaneously.” Hustin reappeared and handed each of us a full flute of champagne. “Yes. She’s been stressed out.”

“Babe.” I hated the thought of Anita being so stressed. “You should’ve told me.”

“Might’ve ruined the surprise just a little.” Sorin nudged me with a grin, then accepted his own glass of champagne from the bartender who appeared with a tray.

As everyone else grabbed a glass to toast us, I leaned down to kiss Anita’s temple. “What about your family?”

She smiled up at me. “We’ll tell them tomorrow. My parents aren’t really party people anyway. Mum’s usually in bed reading by about eight. And Devi and Malcolm already know, so we’ll call them tomorrow to tell them how it went.”

I chuckled, kissing her again before straightening when I heard a throat being cleared and everyone else began to quieten down. Mom led the toasts, followed by Uncle Bax and Laki. Laki’s almost made me tear up again, but I held it together. I kept my arm wrapped around Anita throughout all of it, unwilling to let go of her for even a second.

When everyone started drinking their champagne and the focus was no longer solely on us, I dipped down to kiss the top of Anita’s head again. I couldn’t stop smiling.

“God, I hate classical music,” I heard Greid mutter to Beryl as he glanced over at the string quartet playing softly under the pergola.

I chuckled, then cracked up when he looked around again before furtively taking a napkin out of his suit jacket’s inner pocket and unfolding it to reveal a handful of tiny brownies from the party.

“Dude, did you take those from downstairs?”

He froze with one halfway to his mouth, looking guilty. “What? No, I—These are from… somewhere else. Home,” he blurted. “I brought them from home.”

“Sure.” I gave his shoulder an affectionate punch.

“Want one?” He held the napkin out to me.

“Do I want one of your pocket brownies? No, Greid, I’m good. Thanks though, bro.”

“I’ll have one.” Laki appeared, holding up an unlit joint between two fingers. “Trade you for some of this.”

“Oh hell yes.” Greid immediately fished a lighter out of his pocket and passed it to Laki alongside two of the brownies.

“I’m guessing Greid didn’t drive you two here,” Anita said dryly to Beryl, who laughed.

“No, we got a cab. I’m going to start learning to drive, though!” she added brightly. “Bax is going to teach me.”

“Great idea. He taught all of us. That’ll, like, officially make you a var Rorik.” I grinned at her.

Anita nudged me with a smile. “I already know how to drive. What can I do to ‘officially’ become a var Rorik?” she asked dryly.

My grin widened as I wrapped my arm around her and led us a few steps away from everyone else, just so I could have a moment alone with her. “Well, I am the oldest, so technically I can just declare you a var Rorik and my word is like law.”

“Declare it, huh?”

“Or maybe you could… start a new tradition and teach all of Daga’s kids to swim when they’re old enough.”

She immediately looked stricken. “God, no. I don’t want that level of responsibility over other people’s children.”

I snickered, smoothing my hand over her sleek ponytail. “We’ll think of something else.”

“What did Elern have to do when he married Daga?” she asked slyly.

I rolled my eyes and gave her chin a teasing pinch. “Okay, fine, there’s not actually an initiation to marry into the family.”

“Good to know,” she said with mock solemnity, leaning up to kiss me. “Besides,” she added, gesturing around us, “I’m pretty sure I just smashed any var Rorik family tests with this proposal.”

“That’s true,” I agreed, then gave her a sly grin. “And to think, Chaudhary, you were the one saying it could ‘never happen again’ just after our very lively discussion on my desk.”

She laughed. “Oh right, as if you were thinking, ‘I want to marry her one day’ when that happened.”

“Okay, maybe not right then, but I think a part of me realised pretty early on that… you were different.” I rubbed the back of my neck with a sheepish grin. “I’m like… your moon. You pulled me into your orbit and…” I shrugged. “That was it.”

Anita’s eyes softened. Stepping closer, she smoothed her hand up my stomach through my shirt. “Yes. You’re my moon.” Her beautiful dark eyes sparked with mischief. “Maybe I’ll call you Mooni.”

My smile dropped from my face in an instant, nostrils flaring. “Don’t you fucking dare.”


Author's Note
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