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“This straw mattress is a torture device in its own right,” Pierre grunted, shifting his weight. The rusted iron bed frame groaned in sympathy.

Marguerite’s laugh was a low, rich sound in the cold, stone-walled cell. It cut through the stale smell of damp and despair. “Complaining about the accommodations? And here I thought the blade at dawn was our primary concern.”

He turned his head on the thin, lumpy pillow. In the faint, guttering light of the single tallow candle permitted for their “last comforts,” her profile was a study in serene defiance. She was thirty-two, a year his senior, and the most formidable person he’d ever known. “Priorities, Margot. The mattress is the enemy I can still fight tonight.”

She rolled onto her side to face him, the rough wool of her dress scratching against the burlap-covered straw. “You wish to fight something?” she murmured, her voice dropping. A sly smile touched her lips. “Then fight this silence. Fight this cold. Fight the specter of that damnable machine with something real. With life.”

Her hand found his in the dark space between them. Her fingers were cold, but her grip was electric.

—-
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How they had gotten here was a simple, brutal tale. Pierre, a printer of seditious pamphlets. Marguerite, a salon hostess whose wit had sharpened into revolutionary fervor, then dulled against the new tyranny. Their crime was the same as thousands: being on the wrong side of the Committee’s paranoia. Arrested in a raid, tried in a farce, condemned in an hour. Their final request, granted with cruel irony: to spend their last night together in the same cell.

Now, that irony was the only thing they owned.

Pierre brought her hand to his lips, kissing each knuckle. The gesture was tender, born of terror and a desperate, clawing need to feel. “Life,” he repeated, the word a vow. He shifted, rolling over her, his body a welcome weight. The bed protested violently.

He looked down at her. The candlelight danced in her dark eyes, not with fear, but with a fierce, answering hunger. This was their language, and in the face of oblivion, they would speak it one last time, loudly.
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His mouth crashed down on hers. It was not a gentle kiss. It was a rebellion, a transfer of heat and spirit. She met it with equal ferocity, her lips parting instantly, her tongue surging forward to duel with his. The taste of her— faintly of the cheap wine they’d been given, of her own essential salt— was more intoxicating than any vintage. Her hands came up, not to caress, but to pull, fisting in the coarse fabric of his shirt, dragging him harder against her.

He broke the kiss, breathing ragged. “I need to see you,” he rasped. “All of you. Not the prisoner. Not the condemned. Just you.”

Her answer was to push at his shoulders. He rolled off, and she sat up. With deliberate, unhurried movements, she began to unlace the front of her simple dress. Her eyes never left his. Each tug of the cord, each inch of pale skin revealed—the hollow of her throat, the swell of her breasts constrained by a thin chemise—was a silent psalm against the dying of the light. The fabric pooled at her waist. She shrugged it off her shoulders, letting it fall around her hips.

She was glorious. Full breasts, nipples already pebbled tight against the chill and the intensity of his gaze. The soft curve of her belly, a map of a life lived with appetite. He reached out, his calloused printer’s hand trembling only slightly as he traced the line from her collarbone down to the lace edge of her chemise. He hooked a finger under it and pulled down, baring one breast. He bent his head and took the taut peak into his mouth.

Marguerite gasped, her back arching off the mattress. “Yes,” she hissed, her fingers tangling in his hair. He suckled fiercely, lavishing the nipple with his tongue, then grazing it lightly with his teeth, making her cry out. He switched to the other breast, giving it the same devout attention. Her hips began a slow, restless undulation beneath him.

“Your turn,” she commanded, her voice thick. She pushed at him again, and he sat back, pulling his own shirt over his head in one swift motion. The cold air bit his skin, but her gaze was hotter. She undid the fastenings of his trousers, her movements efficient, urgent. He kicked them off, along with his smallclothes.

He was achingly hard. She wrapped her fingers around him, and he saw stars. Her thumb swept over the slick head, spreading the moisture, her touch a perfect, knowing pressure. “This,” she whispered, stroking him slowly, “this is real. This pulse. This heat. This is what they cannot take.”

He couldn’t wait. With a growl, he pushed her back, his hands going to her hips to yank the remaining dress and chemise down her legs. She helped, kicking the fabric away into the darkness. Then she was bare before him, open, her skin glowing in the candlelight. He settled between her thighs, the coarse hair of his legs brushing against the smooth skin of her inner thighs. The scent of her arousal—musky, intimate, profoundly alive—filled his senses, drowning out the cell’s decay.

He didn’t enter her. Not yet. He lowered his head between her legs. She cried out, a sharp, shocked sound that echoed off the stones, as his mouth found her core. He laved her with broad, flat strokes of his tongue, savoring her flavor, then zeroed in on the sensitive nub hidden in her folds. He sucked it gently, then flicked it with the very tip of his tongue in a rapid, relentless rhythm.

Marguerite’s body bowed off the bed. Her hands scrabbled at the straw, then gripped the iron bed frame. “Pierre! don’t stop...” Her pleas were ragged, raspy, throaty. He could feel her thighs beginning to quiver around his ears. He slid a finger inside her, then another, curling them, finding that spot deep within that made her shriek. He worked her with his mouth and his fingers in a synchronized, devastating assault, drinking in every moan, every twitch, every proof of her existence.

Her climax broke over her like a wave hitting a cliff. Her back arched violently, a choked, guttural scream tearing from her lips as her inner walls clenched and fluttered around his fingers. He rode it out with her, gentling his tongue until her tremors subsided into shuddering aftershocks.

Before she could fully recover, he moved. He knelt up, gripped his length, and guided himself to her entrance. Her eyes, glazed with pleasure, found his. She nodded, a quick, desperate jerk of her chin. “Now. Fill me. I want to feel you when I... when the sun rises.”

He pushed inside.

The feeling was transcendent. Her heat, her incredible tightness, the wet, welcoming clutch of her body after her release. He sheathed himself in one slow, inexorable thrust, burying himself in her, in life. A groan echoed from deep in his chest.

He began to move. It was not the tender, languid lovemaking of their youth. It was a frantic, pounding rhythm, a physical manifesto. Each drive of his hips was a denial of the coming dawn. Each slap of skin against skin was a curse thrown at the guillotine. The bed slammed against the stone wall with every thrust, a chaotic, joyous counterpoint to their ragged breathing.

Marguerite wrapped her legs around his waist, heels digging into the small of his back, pulling him deeper. Her nails scored his shoulders. “Harder,” she demanded, her voice a raw scrape. “Make me forget my own name.”

He obliged, pistoning into her with a strength born of finality. The world narrowed to this point of union: the slick friction, the building pressure in his core, the sight of her head thrashing side to side on the pillow, her lips parted in a continuous, silent cry. He could feel his own climax building, a knot of pure sensation at the base of his spine, fed by her tightness, her scent, the desperate love in her eyes.

He shifted his angle slightly, and her eyes flew open, a new, sharper cry escaping her. “There! Right there! Don’t you dare stop!”

He hammered into that spot, the pace becoming punishing, animalistic. The sounds they made were not of love, but of survival. Marguerite’s second peak hit her, this one sharper, deeper. Her internal muscles clamped down on him in a series of intense, rhythmic pulses, milking him, pulling the orgasm from him.

With a final, shattered cry, Pierre plunged deep and let go. His release was a white-hot torrent, a surrender that felt like victory. He spilled into her, pulse after pulse, as her body continued to ripple around him, drawing every last drop of his essence, his vitality. He collapsed onto her, their sweat-slicked bodies glued together, hearts hammering a frantic, synchronized tattoo against each other’s ribs.

For a long moment, there was only the sound of their gasping breaths slowly calming. The candle flickered, its light growing weaker. Pierre, still buried inside her, his face in the crook of her neck, finally whispered, his voice hoarse with spent passion, “Do you think the guards heard?”

Marguerite’s hand came up to cradle the back of his head. Her breath was warm against his ear.

The echo of their climax faded against the stone. Pierre lay heavily upon her, their sweat mingling into a single slick warmth. Marguerite’s
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