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Malik Seif had been raised to see himself as
better. More than. Superior for his intellect, his inherent
maleness, his birthrights—which, at the time, were as meager as a
handful of car dealerships and now amounted to little more than
debt—and his pride. It had taken a friend in high school to
literally punch the worst of his arrogance out of him, particularly
when Derick had admitted, quietly and in private after their
scuffle, that he was gay, and then asked with more pride than Malik
had ever possessed if that made him “less than” now. In college, it
had taken three years of unraveling more of his upbringing. Women
unafraid to point out what he now knew was misogyny, men who rolled
their eyes and introduced the concept of entitled cishet
into his vocabulary.

Ultimately, the point was that no matter how
many times he visited Portia’s apartment, that old sense of
resentment threatened him. His father’s words crept along his
conscience, slithered into the forefront of his thoughts until,
inevitably, even if it took four and a half weeks into his
pseudo-relationship, he said something stupid.

This time it was the heating element beneath
the floorboards.

The living room bled into the kitchen,
easily taking up nine hundred square feet, so he could sit on the
couch and marvel at the fact Portia actually paid for cable TV
while she cooked in plain sight. He’d offered to help, but she’d
said, “You’re not the only chef. Sit down,” so he had nothing
better to do but notice the warm flooring under his bare feet.

“Interesting,” he said.

Portia’s back was to him, her shoulders bare
beneath a tank top as she stirred something in a frying pan. Her
muscles rippled as she worked, a sight that normally excited and
awed him. “What’s that?”

Malik flexed his toes against the hardwood.
“How rich people turn on the air conditioner but still feel the
need to have radiant heat in the floor.”

Her fiery curls fluttered as she shot him a
look over her shoulder. “It’s more comfortable. Cold air promotes
healthier sleep, and the warm floor makes getting out of bed
easier.”

He shrugged, flipping through what seemed
like thousands of channels. News. Cartoons. High school drama with
mermaids. Some high-budget station with a penchant for taking
popular fantasy novels and stripping out the fantastical elements.
“Just sounds like wasted resources.”

She didn’t reply. He could feel her
annoyance but kept flipping through the channels rather than
acknowledge it aloud.

Already shoved the spade in, might as well
dig the whole grave.

His tone blasé, he continued, “I can only
imagine what your power bill looks like, but I bet you could fund
an entire underprivileged school for a year at what the difference
would be without all the extras.”

“Not really.” Her tone held even but edged
toward quiet, a sign her annoyance was festering into anger. “This
apartment uses energy-saving equipment, from the floor heating to
the dishwasher. Less water, less electricity. I could maybe buy
desks for an underprivileged school.”

“What’s the difference? Still a waste.”

Malik caught a whirlwind of fire in his
periphery before she snatched the remote from his hand and turned
off the TV.

Portia looked down at him. For a moment,
Malik regretted opening his mouth. Like this, hands on her hips,
her curls nearing the end-of-day disarray of orange and gold,
freckles highlighting the calculating gleam in her eyes, she could
have been a goddess in a past life, her hands guiding the stars
themselves.

“Talk,” she said.

Malik leaned back. “I have been.”

“Asshole. About what’s bothering you.”

Discomfort flitted through his chest. A
drunken memory. Amber eyes so close they could cut him, the hand on
his knee, whispered words that had found a chink in Malik’s armor
and pierced through like a bolt.

Malik’s voice flattened. “Why would
something be bothering me?”

“Because,” said Portia with exaggerated
patience, “you get like this when you’re uncomfortable.”

“Like what?”

“Picking fights.” Her eyes narrowed.
“Especially stupid ones. We’ve talked about this crap. What my
plans are, why I’m in this place. And you sure as fuck don’t seem
to mind when my ‘excess money’ results in finding out I have enough
bondage toys to stock a dungeon and a bed that can actually handle
it.”

Shit. Not only could she see right through
him, but Malik had gone ahead and established himself as a
hypocrite.

On the bright side, if there was one, it
made lying to her almost impossible. That had to count for
something toward a healthy pseudo-relationship, right?

But if he admitted what had really crept its
snarky way under his skin—and it had nothing to do with Portia’s
wealth, who was he kidding?—then it meant opening a door that was
never meant to exist in the first place. One that brought to mind
his roommate, Ezra, staring at him and Portia, caught in a moment
of wild intimacy.

Malik rested his head against the back of
the couch and closed his eyes. Hell. Even the couch was nice, and
he had to admit he liked it. Just high enough for someone as tall
as him to get comfortable.

“Sorry,” he said, his voice barely a
whisper. “I’m a dick.”

“I know.” Her words blunted, but the fingers
in his hair were gentle and soft, toying with the strands. Why she
liked it so much, he couldn’t fathom. Dark and thin, it didn’t suit
his face, but Portia always disagreed. She said it was like goose
down, and the fact it didn’t suit him only suited him even
more.

Her contradictions were equally endearing
and frustrating.

Quietly, she said, “Talk to me.”

He couldn’t. Not about—whatever that was.
Ezra so close his eyes looked like gemstones unearthed. The
mingling mixture of cheap wine and sweat, whatever it was that
comprised Ezra’s natural scent that, even now, Malik thought he
could smell. It took his entire willpower not to check and make
sure Ezra wasn’t in the apartment with them.

Instead, he looked at Portia and said, “I
might have fucked up.”

She tilted her head, expression blank and
expectant.

“A few days ago, Ezra and I…” Fuck, why were
the words tripping over his tongue? Malik cleared his throat. “We
were playing poker. Well, not poker. Something like it.”

Portia kept stroking his hair. “Is this
still about what he said at lunch?”

“No.”

She waited.

Malik pulled her hand out of his hair. Maybe
she didn’t want this to be an official relationship, but she didn’t
seem to mind if he treated it like one. Like now, rubbing his thumb
over the fleshy pad of her palm. It brought him immeasurable
comfort, and she didn’t give any indication that she minded the
gesture.

He sighed. “Anyway, we were drinking, and I
might have told him … you know. Stuff we’ve done in bed. The
bondage and breath play and shit.”

Portia frowned. “How did that come up?”

Malik raised one shoulder. “He asked.”

Her eyebrows vanished into her hairline.

Shit. “It was a game,” he explained.
“Playing for poker hands and the loser has to answer a personal
question.”

“I’m surprised you went along with it,” she
said.

So was he, in retrospect. “He wanted to
figure out if we’d still gel as dormmates next semester. Since we
never talked much, it seemed like a quick way to get to know each
other and if it’d work out.”

Portia now looked intrigued. “Is that
so?”

“Yeah.”

“And what you do in bed came up.”

Fuck, it sounded even worse now. “We got
pretty drunk. Probably started going in that direction when I asked
if he was gay.”

She snorted. “You didn’t know?”

“I knew he was into dudes,” said Malik,
perhaps a little too defensively. “Never walked in on him with a
woman and I’m pretty positive he’s slept with them. But Derick used
to do that, too, before he said fuck it and came out. Anyway, Ezra
says he’s pansexual, so I was partially right.”

“Uh-huh.”

Malik realized he’d just babbled. Christ,
what was wrong with him? What did any of that matter? He felt heat
creep into his face and his voice roughened. “I only mean to
apologize for telling him shit that wasn’t his business.”

Portia stopped his thumb and squeezed his
hand. “Don’t worry about it. But if you tell anyone else, we might
have to revisit the concept of pegging as punishment.”

Even a couple weeks ago, he might have found
that funny. He, Malik Seif, the guy who took pleasure in the push
and pull of domination with his pseudo-girlfriend, taking it up the
ass?

 Yet now he
couldn’t look her in the eye.

Weight settled on his lap. Portia locked her
arms around his neck, her legs on either side of his and exposing
the little slip of color nestled silky and comfortable between her
legs. Malik stole a second glance. Red today. And actual silk.

“Thought you were making dinner,” he
said.

Portia tilted his chin up. “Are you
complaining?”

“No, but if you have to waste the food—”

She kissed him, her lips soft but demanding,
a combination that rendered him helpless when she added her tongue.
Portia broke away to whisper, “It’s done. But I’m not hungry right
now.”

Malik ran his hands down her sides, reveling
in the firm muscle beneath her tank top. Nothing was hotter than a
woman who could kick his ass, full stop. “What’d you have in
mind?”

“Well,” she said, drawing the word out past
its prime. “I’m a little jealous.”

His heart skipped a beat. Ezra’s brilliant
eyes accused him in memory.

Portia pushed the neck of his shirt to the
side and trailed a finger across his collar bone. “You spent a
whole night telling your roommate about us, and here I am, barely
aware of your fantasies. We only talk about mine.”

Relief loosened his chest enough to breathe
again. “Never crossed my mind.”

“Clearly.” She lowered her eyes and hands,
sliding her palms beneath his shirt. The cool air contrasted the
warmth of her touch in a way that made him shiver. “But I’d like to
know. Doesn’t have to be anything you want to do. Even just things
you want to talk about while you’re inside me.” The pads of her
fingers brushed over his nipples until they hardened. “What can I
say,” she added in a softer voice, raising her eyes to his, her
words scorched with lust, “to make your cock so hard I can ride you
for hours?”

He couldn’t help pushing back a little. “You
don’t have to say anything. Eating you out does more than
enough.”

His hand crept down her thigh. She firmly
removed it, pinning his wrist to the back of the couch. “I want
more than that,” she whispered. “Call me a spoiled brat. I don’t
care. If I can’t talk my way into making you hard, where’s the
fun?”

Malik relaxed against the couch. If she
wanted to dominate tonight, why not? “Fair enough.”

Portia pulled his shirt over his head and
discarded it at the other end of the couch. Her palms rubbed over
his chest, and the lightest scrape of her nails near his nipples
warned that her mood could turn vicious on a dime. “Let’s play a
game of our own.”

“Yeah?”

“Mmhm.” She ran her finger over the button
of his jeans. “I’ll ask a question. You tell me if that’s your
thing or not
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