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      “No, no, it’s not okay!” Bella said too loudly, her nails cutting into her palms. “We reserved a room with two queen beds!”

      The desk attendant gave her a baffled look, and Bella could feel Tonya’s eyes drilling into her. 

      “The reservation is clearly for a single king bed suite,” the harried attendant insisted. “And I’m afraid we don’t have any rooms we can switch you into at this time.”

      Of course they didn’t, there was a big convention that weekend. Bella stared at the desk attendant and willed her heartbeat to slow. A single room had been bad enough. But sharing a bed? This was a disaster. 

      Don’t panic, Bella reminded herself. You’re looking suspicious.

      She wanted to impress Tonya, not have a nervous breakdown the night before their big presentation. 

      The desk attendant was handing their keycards across the counter, taking Bella’s silence for acceptance. “Elevators are down the hall to the right. Fourth floor.”

      Bella numbly followed Tonya to the elevators, staring at her glossy wheeled bag as she pulled it behind her. Everything about Tonya was perfect, from her styled, highlighted hair to the way she walked in heels like she was born in them. Her own bag had one wheel that pulled to the side, making their trek to the elevators feel like she was walking a reluctant pet. 

      They rode up in silence, Bella staring at her warped reflection in the shiny paneling. She was so short, compared to Tonya’s tall elegance.

      “You…you don’t have to worry about anything,” Tonya said softly, as they paused just inside their opulent room looking at—sure enough—a single king-sized bed. “I promise I didn’t arrange this on purpose. I wouldn’t try to trap you like that. If you want, you can…build a pillow barrier down the middle. I won’t try anything.”

      A pillow barrier, yes, that would work, Bella thought in relief. “That sounds great.”

      Then the rest of Tonya’s words set in. “Wait, you…?”

      “I think you’re hot,” Tonya said firmly. “But I’m not going to...take advantage of you, or make a pass at you since it’s obvious you aren’t interested. I wouldn’t do that.”

      Bella stared. “That’s not what…wait.” Her brain, on a completely different tack, was having great difficulty returning to what was actually happening. “You think I’m hot?”

      Tonya, perfectly put together Tonya, blushed like Bella wasn’t sure if she’d ever seen anyone blush, all the way up to the tips of her ears, and a devastatingly long way down into her business-shirt cleavage. 

      “I thought you knew,” Tonya whispered. “I mean, that bit about two beds.”

      “That was something else altogether,” Bella assured her, but she wasn’t ready to explain that, and her mind had jumped tracks entirely. “We’ll get back to that. You…think I’m hot?”

      Tonya’s eyes, deep pools of desire, were answer enough. Bella dropped the handle of her bag and stepped to close the distance between them. 

      Even her mouth was perfect, and the taste of her, and the feel of her long limbs wrapped possessively around Bella. 

      Bella undressed her slowly, pausing to caress all the soft parts as she uncovered them. “We’re a cliché,” she said, kissing the tops of Tonya’s breasts. “Hot paralegal lesbians at a convention. Oh no, there’s just one bed, whatever will we do?”

      “I wonder if one of the guys in HR reserved this room on purpose,” Tonya said, ending in a gasp as Bella got her skirt unbuttoned and slipped a single finger down into her lace underwear. 

      “Remind me to send them a fruit basket,” Bella said sincerely. Tonya’s skirt fell to pool around her ankles. 
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        * * *

      

      Bella woke up to find Tonya looking down at her, leaning on an elbow. Her hair looked even better mussed than it did perfectly styled. 

      “So, this is why you wanted two beds,” Tonya guessed.

      Bella stretched, letting her claws extend, and rolled onto her back. She shifted back into her human form. “Snow leopard,” she explained. “Sometimes I shift in my sleep.”

      “That’s why you were on board with a pillow barricade.”

      “I certainly wasn’t going to mind waking up to snuggling, but there was a good chance you’d have a problem with a snow leopard in your bed.”

      “I really don’t,” Tonya said thoughtfully. “It was like sleeping with a warm, purring fur coat. You could have told me last night.”

      Bella reached up and took a double-handful of Tonya’s hair, pulling her down to claim a deep kiss. “I had other things to do with my mouth,” she whispered.
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        * * *

      

      When I was gathering story ideas for the first volume of the reader-inspired collection Prompted, C. E. Murphy gave me a prompt so cute I almost got sugar poisoning. She didn’t specify gender for either of them, or a heat level, so I went with my gut and ended up with a short, steamy lesbian curtainfic.
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      The first thing that Valentina Briggston noticed about Charlotte Jones was her hat.

      This wasn’t unusual; as a milliner, Valentina had a special interest in hats. But beyond that, Charlotte Jones was sporting a very fine silk man’s hat, one that was clearly designed to call attention to her, perched on top of her russet curls.

      It was, of course, terribly unsuitable, but then almost everything about Charlotte Jones was.

      Valentina narrowed her eyes as she crossed the ballroom. The wooden floor rumbled beneath her feet from the straining of the great engines below, and the doors were all open to let the evening ocean breeze cool the crowded room.

      Charlotte was at the top of Valentina’s list of rivals, the most likely to catch the eye of Lord Jamison. Rumors from the mainland suggested she wore trousers to ride horses, not just split skirts, and that she had dueled with a man who had insulted her family’s honor. There were even stories that she had attempted to enlist in the dirigible cavalry, under her brother’s name. She was wearing a sword, though Valentina thought that the hat was far more of a fashion stumble than that.

      Charlotte was drinking something smoky in a tumbler, holding court in a cluster of appalled-looking women clutching wine glasses, and grinning men drinking brandy. She stood with one leg rakishly up on a chair, her skirt casually hiked up to show part of her shapely leg and a boot with a mannishly high heel. She was telling a story that was eliciting a great deal of embarrassed giggling from the female half of her audience and appreciative chuckles from the rest.

      Lord Jamison looked particularly amused and Valentina knew she should move quickly. She eased towards the group carefully, pausing just at the edge of the circle as if she were considering moving on to another conversation.

      She curved her thoughts carefully, thinking in particular about one of the older women who happened to be wearing one of her hats.

      Inevitably, Mrs. Smithers’ gaze slowly moved to her. “Oh!” she said, as if surprised to see Valentina there. “Letty, darling! Come and hear Charlie’s story! A horse race, can you imagine? You will never believe Miss Jones’ audacity! Have you met everyone? This is Valentina Briggston; she is the only one I will ever buy a hat from.”

      As she had intended, Valentina instantly became the focus of the little group, including Lord Jamison. She blushed and smiled as if she were grateful and humbled to be invited to their circle. “My lord,” she greeted him, when introductions had gotten there. “Your dear wife was a client of mine, and you and I had a chance to speak briefly at the opening of the new port clock.” She extended a gloved hand for him to shake and gave him a direct look, glancing shyly away at the last moment.

      Friendly and shy had always been her most devastating combination; no man could help but think that meant she was flirting, while no one could fault her manners or accuse her of being forward.

      “Mrs. Briggston,” Lord Jamison said politely. “Yes, I remember! We walked along the port and talked at some length regarding business law.”

      Lord Jamison was handsome enough and a widower of considerable wealth, but one of Valentina’s primary criteria for a husband was that he didn’t chatter incessantly. She had secured a good opinion of him on that walk; he had struck her particularly as someone who knew when to be quiet. But she had been in mourning at the time, and although hers had been a marriage entirely of convenience, she gave her late husband all the respect that custom required. The interlude had given her plenty of opportunity to research Lord Jamison, decide that he was an ideal replacement for her previous husband—neither cloying nor controlling—and coordinate her plan to win him. He was the perfect, practical solution.

      “It is Ms. Briggston, now,” she said with a proper combination of sorrow, firmness, and invitation. “I am several months out of mourning.”

      She didn’t have to scan their audience to know that she’d just set loose a flurry of gossip and speculation...and undoubtedly a considerable amount of jealousy.

      She had neatly presented herself as available and acceptable, given herself just a sheen of tragedy and interest, and opened the gates for polite conversation that centered exactly where she wished it: on her.

      Lord Jamison murmured a polite regret and Valentina raised her gaze to his again. “Thank you, I am finding my feet again,” she said without falsehood. “It is shocking to lose a life partner, of course, but I’m sure you know.” A little reminder of their similarities would go a long way.

      They shared an intimate little moment, murmuring the usual platitudes, and Lord Jamison quickly glanced around for a seat to offer her.

      The only one available was the one that Charlotte Jones was using to display her boot.

      “Ms. Briggston,” Charlotte drawled, her emphasis on the “Ms.” just strong enough not to cut. “Would you like a seat?”

      In one smooth move, Charlotte had removed her foot and twirled the chair on its back legs to rest in place next to Lord Jamison’s. She stood easily in place, looking poised and full of energy, but somehow not restless. Her confidence made Valentina feel uneasy and even a little envious, but perhaps she could use Charlotte’s grandstanding as a foil for her own more refined manners.

      “Don’t let me interrupt, Miss Jones,” Valentina said shyly. She demurely took the chair and sat at Lord Jamison’s side. Clearly, they were going to dispense with introductions. “You were telling a tale. About...horse racing?” She made herself look vaguely scandalized, but not so disapproving as to seem prudish.

      Charlotte grinned and launched back into a tale as outrageous as Valentina had braced for.

      She was more beautiful than Valentina had expected, with strong features that didn’t overwhelm her lively face. She was wearing clever makeup, just a touch of lip rouge and a little smudge of kohl around the eyes to emphasize her pale blue gaze. She had no blush on her high cheekbones. Had she, like Valentina, studied Lord Jamison’s preferences and made herself accordingly?

      She certainly didn’t look like someone who did anything according to convention or to anyone else’s desires, Valentina thought wistfully.

      But that hat.

      Valentina would never have put her in such a hat.

      It was the wrong size for her face and it looked like it would topple off her curls at any moment.

      Valentina touched her own hat, even though she knew it was well-settled on her own rather mousier brown waves. It was a cunning number of felt and feathers, imbued with the magic of attraction.

      She had made it with great care; attraction was one of those tricky spells, with plenty of room for mischief to take root if the stitching wasn’t done with just the right intention.

      She didn’t want to encourage the wrong attention, or attention from the wrong person. A carelessly set attraction spell might draw bees or bad weather. All of her hats were subtle and careful, and this was one of her greatest pieces; it would catch the attention of exactly whom she chose. All she had to do was think of him diligently throughout the evening to set the snare.

      She couldn’t make Lord Jamison love her, or any of the silly girls who heard rumors and came to her shop begging for her spells, but that wasn’t at all what she wished. Love was messy and unnecessary.

      All she needed was to obtain a husband, and to do that, she merely needed to catch his attention long enough to convince him that she would suit him. She had confidence in her own considerable charms to do the rest.

      Valentina frowned, realizing abruptly that she was failing in her goal.

      Lord Jamison was chuckling earnestly, watching Charlotte Jones mime stabbing someone; her horse racing tale had turned to a duel, apparently, and her animated story had everyone completely engrossed.

      Valentina eyed Charlotte clinically as she covered her mouth in feigned shock. It was hard to overcome that much natural flair, and her own hat was subtle magic.

      This was going to require a more forward approach.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte was keenly aware of the newcomer to their circle. Ms. Briggston had pulled every eye, including Lord Jamison’s. Mrs. Smithers was patting her hand, as if in sympathy, and several of the gentlemen in attendance were giving her appraising sideways looks. Charlotte had heard of her—who hadn’t?—but had not anticipated her presence, or expected her to be vying for the same prize. Did she want him for the same reasons? Valentina Briggston was supposed to be fabulously wealthy; it seemed unlikely that she was after the lord’s riches like Charlotte was. Charlotte couldn’t imagine what she might see in the man, who had proven more boring and spoiled than Charlotte hoped. But there could be no doubt that Ms. Briggston had her sights fixed on Lord Jamison, with her artfully shy glances and the way she announced her availability.

      She was so dainty and demure that Charlotte thought she must be insipid, but her slow, dark-eyed glance suggested a wit more cunning than her hat. She was turned out like a fashion bookplate, everything about her feminine and fit, every line of her makeup perfect, every pleat just where it should be on a woman. Careful dark brown curls framed a face that might have been quite plain if it weren’t so oddly interesting. 

      Charlotte wondered what she’d be like with her hair down loose, her expressions unguarded. Would she be demure in bed, or would she live up to the stereotype of a vixen in velvet gloves?

      But Charlotte was not going to let herself be distracted. “I couldn’t very well stab the man,” she said dramatically, pausing for a little gasp from her audience. “It would be entirely too messy,” she added with a wink, “and bloodstains are so challenging to get out of white gloves.”

      The men guffawed and the women tittered, exactly as she’d meant them to, and Charlotte was glad to see that they were watching her again, not Ms. Briggston. 

      “So I kissed him, of course,” she said boldly, looking first at Lord Jamison, with a daring lick to her lips, then around to glance last at Valentina, who briefly glared daggers back. “Naturally, he conceded the duel to me!”

      Everyone gasped and laughed and clapped, even Valentina, with a masterful mask of her anger. 

      Charlotte’s triumph was short-lived, as Valentina suddenly touched her hat, then swept her hand over her eyes as if dizziness or grief had unexpectedly overcome her. She gave Lord Jamison’s knee a swift squeeze—barely within the bounds of propriety, but definitely not an accident—and shot him a look of entreaty, then stood and stammered an apology, fleeing the room for one of the balconies surrounding the ballroom.

      All of the momentum of Charlotte’s story was lost in Valentina’s melodrama. Lord Jamison looked around helplessly, as if he might rise and follow her but wasn’t sure he should.

      That was the last thing Charlotte wanted, so she quickly declared, “Poor dear, I’ll go after her,” and beat him to the punch by virtue of already being standing. She managed a backwards quip, “It was unkind of me to upset her.” She gave the words just a little scorn, reminding her audience that Valentina was the weak one. 

      This would give her a chance to assess her upstart rival in private and decide on her plan of attack. She had known that her bid for Lord Jamison’s hand wouldn’t go unchallenged, but Ms. Briggston might be more than she had bargained on.

      Charlotte paused at the doorway and took in the tableau that Valentina had carefully made, leaning on the railing overlooking the dark ocean. There was a little color left in the sky, and she was standing just past the pool of gas lamplight, looking wistfully off into the wake of the cityship. Charlotte took note of how she managed to stand at the railing; if she attempted such a pose, she would only appear to be slouching, but Valentina looked like she was modeling for an artist attempting to paint noble suffering, if rather more windswept. The brisk ocean breeze and the slow forward momentum of the groaning cityship made eddies of wind that blew Charlotte’s hair into her face. She wasn’t sure how Valentina managed to make it look romantic when Charlotte was having to drag locks from the corners of her mouth every time she opened it. The moon was newly full, giving Valentina an ethereal edge, like she was frosted in silver light.

      Charlotte had a moment of doubt. She was hopelessly outclassed in this competition and she had no hope of winning Lord Jamison against such a contender. She should count her losses and fold while she still had any chips before her.

      When Valentina glanced back and saw Charlotte, the lines of her posture turned to defiance. “Miss Jones,” she said flatly.

      “Not who you were expecting?” Charlotte teased her, enjoying the flash of disappointment and anger that livened Valentina’s face. She had never been able to resist a challenge; that was part of the reason she needed so desperately to win this one. “I told Lord Jamison you were having female problems.” She hadn’t, of course, but it was worth the white lie to watch Valentina’s eyes widen in horror. She had to come quite close, almost unseemly so, in order to speak to the milliner without shouting.

      “How crude,” Valentina said coldly.

      “It wasn’t terribly sporting of me,” Charlotte said. “But all is fair in love and horse racing.”

      “You’re in love with Lord Jamison?” Valentina scoffed. 

      “No more than you are,” Charlotte said confidently, taking a wild guess. “But I have a need for a wealthy husband. Good horses are expensive and I like a certain standard of life that my trust won’t provide. Lord Jamison has an established tolerance for independent women; his late wife was a senator in the parliament.”

      Valentina blinked at her and licked her lips, as if surprised by her frankness, though Charlotte suspected that none of the information was new. Charlotte still wasn’t sure how Valentina managed to keep the loose locks of her hair from sticking to her mouth. “He is...a desirable candidate for many practical reasons,” she said slowly.

      She didn’t mention love, either. 

      “But you don’t need his money,” Charlotte pointed out. “I do.” She knew about Valentina, of course. Everyone had heard of Mrs...Ms. Briggston’s stunning hats. Even Charlotte, who shopped defiantly at men’s hatteries, knew about Valentina’s fashions. Royalty clamored for her hats, ladies bragged of having her custom work on their heads. She was considered the very model of a successful tradeswoman and there had been several profiles in respectable magazines.

      “I do not need his money,” Valentina conceded. “I make the finest hats on the mainland, and my business is sought by all the cityships of the world. But I am in need of a husband, and I have settled on this one.” She let a flavor of ice-edged warning flow into her words, but Charlotte only grinned. Games were more worth winning against players of skill.

      “Then we are in agreement,” she said merrily, settling her hat upon her head again after a particularly good gust of wind. “It is to be a battle for the hand of Lord Jamison.”

      “I couldn’t possibly duel with you,” Valentina said. She managed to look both shocked at the idea and just a little intrigued.

      “Duels don’t have to be with swords,” Charlotte said with a wink.

      “In a contest of wit, you will not have the advantage of a sharp blade,” Valentina said viciously.

      Charlotte felt herself flush in outrage and detested Valentina in that moment for being as clever as she was beautiful. It wasn’t that she minded a challenge, but that she hated the idea she might lose. 

      Charlotte drew her chin up and gave a tight, brief bow, deliberately masculine. “On the battlefield, then?”

      Valentina tipped her head the barest amount. “For the prize,” she agreed, settling herself back over the railing like a waif waiting for rescue.

      “He won’t come for you,” Charlotte pointed out. “Not and leave the comfort of the warm ballroom. Whatever qualities our quarry has, putting himself out for others is not among them.”

      “Maybe he wouldn’t come for you,” Valentina said off-handedly, but Charlotte thought she looked a little doubtful.

      Charlotte turned on her heel, feeling garish in her high-heeled men’s footwear next to the petite and effortlessly-feminine Valentina, but reminded herself that pride had never helped a horse win a race.

      She let her feet fall a little harder than she otherwise might have, re-entering the ballroom, to make a point to herself, and to bring the attention of the crowd back to her. 

      Her footsteps, however, were quiet compared to the unexpected sound of hooves on the ballroom floor. She was just in time to watch a smoky black horse materialize in the center of the room.
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      Valentina was distressed that Charlotte was the one who followed her to the balcony. She should have been thinking of Lord Jamison, to use her hat’s magic, and clearly she had been wasting her thoughts on her irritating rival, instead.

      Further, Valentina regretted admitting as much as she had to Charlotte. Not that it was false—she was well-established and financially secure—but her careless words might have seemed vain, and any information that she served her opponent was power that she lost.

      She should have made Charlotte think her feelings were genuine and preyed on her sympathy, especially now that she had all but confirmed that Charlotte was not looking for a love match either.

      Cursing herself for the missed opportunity, Valentina drew up her skirts and prepared to retreat to her house, conceding the night as lost. 

      She would have her housekeeper make her a pot of tea and plan her next advance with insight about her new adversary. And in the morning, she would coordinate her next attack, beginning her campaign in earnest. She would not be distracted by the fact that Charlotte Jones blushed beautifully. She would be a good candidate for rouge, Valentina mused, but it would spoil the fun of watching her color when a good jibe came in under her guard. 

      Then she realized that over the sound of the wailing wind, there were screams from the ballroom.

      She bolted down the deck to the doorway, forgetting decorum in favor of speed. Charlotte was undoubtedly in the thick of whatever drama was happening, and if she was involved, Lord Jamison surely would be.

      The other attendees were crowded thick in the doorway, abandoning the dance floor altogether in headlong flight, and Valentina wished she were bold enough to wear heeled shoes like Charlotte, to have a chance of seeing over the crowd. There was a pulsing beat in the room, like hoofbeats of a runaway horse.

      Valentina struggled forward and finally made it through the press with an elbow that she followed with a trilling apology as if it had been accidental, to find Lord Jamison cowering on the floor with a hand over his face, covered in what Valentina thought for a heart-stopping moment was blood. Charlotte was already standing protectively at his side, her ridiculous sword drawn. 

      She was facing down the specter of a black horse, rearing and striking out with heavy feet, tossing its head and stomping.

      As Valentina tried to decide whether she was terrified or excited, the horse snapped towards Charlotte, and then vanished, the drumming sound fading away into the alarmed chatter of the room.

      “Is he hurt?” someone asked. 

      “What was it?”

      “Did you see?”

      “Spirits!”

      “Magic!”

      “The cityship is cursed!”

      The area was strewn with broken glass. “Are you hurt?!” Valentina cried, pushing through the last few figures. “Oh, are you hurt, my lord?”

      Charlotte turned and gave her a mixed look of disgust and admiration.

      “I assure you, I am all but untouched,” Lord Jamison was swift to answer as Valentina threw herself towards him. The red stains on his white coat had a particularly fruity odor. “I fell back into the punch bowl, that’s all.” 

      “The apparition materialized from nowhere!” Mrs. Smithers said, fanning herself.

      “Unlicensed magic!” someone in the audience guessed. “Perhaps his lordship has an enemy?”

      “It was a vicious kelpie!” another suggested.

      This turned to an argument about how kelpies were freshwater spirits, not ocean-going, nearly leading to blows between two fiery young men. 

      Valentina didn’t have to work hard to convey convincing horror. She managed to cut her hand on a piece of the broken punch bowl as she knelt beside Lord Jamison and wondered if it would hurt her cause or help it to bring it to attention. Just as she decided to make a show of the injury, there was another flurry of activity.

      “I’ll need to ask you all some questions,” an officious man in an Inspector uniform said, battling through the crowd with even less grace than Valentina had managed.

      Valentina ignored her hand—the blood was unremarkable in the spill of red punch—and hurried to attach herself to Lord Jamison’s side, annoyed that Charlotte had gotten there first. The Inspector questioned everyone with obvious irritation.

      The lord was good-natured about admitting that the crash into the punch bowl was his own clumsiness, though both Valentina and Charlotte were swift to assure him that anyone would have been unsettled by the apparition. 

      “It was very cold,” Mrs. Smithers observed. “Like a cold chill went over the room. Oh, and Miss Jones was so very brave!”

      “Magic!” the Inspector spat unhappily, circling back to the freshly bandaged Lord Jamison. “I hate cases with magic. Where were you when it happened?” His dark eyes drilled into Valentina.

      “I was outside taking in some air,” Valentina answered, hoping her expression was the proper mix of innocent and alarmed. “Isn’t this just dreadful?” She wished now that she was not wearing a magic hat designed to draw attention to herself and thought fixedly of anyone but the Inspector. 

      She never capitalized on her magical talent in her business of hats, but she also knew that quiet rumors of enchantment stitched into the seams and ribbons certainly didn’t hurt her commerce. She had never discouraged the speculation until now, but it would not in any way help her campaign to become a suspect simply for her unusual abilities, so she hoped that the Inspector was not savvy to the gossip around women’s hats. 

      Charlotte was questioned next and she managed to imply modestly that she single-handedly stopped the creature with a show of courage. Apparently, threatening it with her sword drove it away.

      “Steel?” the Inspector confirmed.

      “The coldest,” Charlotte said, showing her blade. 

      This, of course, led to many speculative murmurs about fae and specters. Did kelpie have the same aversion to iron that the fae did?

      Valentina asked
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